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1 

Introduction 

 

This is not a book about Italy. It is, rather, a book about the perception of Italy, 

documenting the history of the perception of Italy by British travellers. [...] The 

Italy perceived by the British travellers is – at the least – “half-created” by them. 

Or to put it in less romantic and more fashionable terms: it is a construction, an 

“Italy made in England”. What the present anthology documents is the history of 

the English processing and construction of Italy and the book is, therefore, a book 

more about Britain than Italy.1 

 

 

The journey to Italy in the period of the Grand Tour not only contributed to the birth of modern 

tourism but also to the dissemination of the myth of Italy in the European context. In the post-

Napoleonic age, Il Bel Paese exerted an irresistible lure on English travellers and became the 

ultimate destination for people willing to embark on an educational journey at the discovery of the 

history, art and landscape of the cradle of civilisation. At the same time, Italy at the beginning of the 

nineteenth century was little more than a geographical location and still far from establishing itself 

as a modern nation. Tourists from northern Europe, therefore, used their imagination to define and 

represent Italy in their literary and artistic works. Leaning on very old iconographic traditions and 

reworking their meanings, these travellers formulated concepts and tropes that, over time, 

consolidated into a series of preconceptions, prejudices and stereotypes constituting the myth of 

Italy. The most common were Italy as a paradise or arcadia felix, due to its benevolent climate and 

lush countryside; Italy as a tomb or ruin for its glorious monuments and cultural heritage; Italy as a 

woman in chains, for its beauty and political subjugation to foreign powers. This thesis will 

determine that these constructions of the national character not only had an illustrative purpose but 

fitted perfectly into an oppositional discourse whose purpose was to affirm British national identity. 

As travellers sought to define Italy and Italianness in terms of their difference from England and 

Englishness, they ended up defining their own culture in opposition to the Other. It is, therefore, 

precisely through these representations of national character, however arbitrary, that it is possible to 

understand the Anglo-Italian relations in the nineteenth century.   

 While it has long been known that the encounter with Italian culture had a major influence 

on the works of English writers like Percy B. Shelley, Lord Byron, Charles Dickens, Edward M. 

Forster, and many others, it is only recently that scholars have taken an interest in the role played by 

women on the Grand Tour. In the last decades, a large number of travel narratives by English 

 
1 Pfister, Manfred. 1996. The Fatal Gift of Beauty: the Italies of British Travellers, an Annotated Anthology. Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, p. 3.  



 

2 

women writers – in the shape of journals, letters, novels and poems – has been rediscovered. Recent 

studies on this topic are Bohls (1995), Dolan (2002), Chapman and Stabler (2003), Walchester 

(2007), Thompson (2017) and Butler (2021). In bringing greater scrutiny to travel texts by Mary 

Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and George Eliot, this research aims to take part in this 

ongoing process of re-evaluation of travel literature by nineteenth-century women writers and to 

highlight the contribution of women to the perception of Italy in Britain.  

 In contrast to previous studies, which have often limited themselves to showing that women 

participated in the Grand Tour and were prolific writers of the resulting travel narratives, this thesis 

focuses on women’s perception and construction of Italy in the nineteenth century. My aim is to 

explore the relationship between the women’s experience of travelling and the representation of 

Italy in their works and to show that these two aspects are intimately intertwined. Mary Shelley, 

Elizabeth Barrett Browing and George Eliot found the Italian environment both physically and 

mentally stimulating and envisioned the Peninsula as a place of freedom, a feminine enclave of new 

possibilities, a welcoming Matria – to use Gilbert’s definition – in stark contrast to their cold and 

patriarchal homeland. As a result, they often rejected stereotypical representations of the Peninsula 

and challenged a predominantly masculine way of looking in their works. What the male travellers 

considered “otherness” was often very familiar to the female traveller. Due to their gender, women 

writers could identify more easily with the Italian Other and thus they became more suitable 

interpreters of the instances of a nation struggling to be born. Indeed, a close textual analysis will 

reveal that in their writing, Shelley, Barrett Browning and Eliot went beyond a mere description of 

Italian beauties and moved into the realm of social commentary. By avoiding stereotypical 

representations of the Peninsula and engaging in an authentic dialogue with the country and its 

inhabitants, they broadened the scope of travel narrative and explored matters of public importance 

to provide insight into national ideologies, while expanding the boundaries of the female sphere. 

Consequently, the travel experience was essential to their development as writers and the proximity 

to Italian culture increased their desire for the liberation of Italy as well as their own. 

 The title of my work, “O bella libertà”, taken from the opening verse of Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning’s Casa Guidi Windows, expresses the strong sense of identification these women writers 

felt with Italy. It also establishes a link between the deep sense of rebirth and liberation from rigid 

codes of behaviour that travelling to Italy offered and their heartfelt support for the cause of Italian 

independence. As we shall see, Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George Eliot 

conceived of the female body not only as a vessel of experience but as a means of interpreting 

reality both while travelling and on the page. Taking leave from the assumption that ‘Italy became a 
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utopian space for women’2, I will show that while the Grand Tour opened up an unimaginable world 

of new experiences, pleasures and opportunities for English women, the confrontation with Italian 

otherness was fundamental to the construction of English feminine identity. Their first-hand 

experience of Italian culture, landscape and lifestyle led them to reject ingrained ideas and 

traditional tropes and sparked their desire for new ways of representing the Peninsula. Jane Stabler 

has argued that the gendered portrait of Italy as a “woman in distress” was a disturbing legacy for 

many women writers and artists, who felt a strong sense of affinity with the tragic destiny of the 

subdued Italian nation. In the writings of Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George 

Eliot, we can see a determined effort to revise the historical view of Italy’s passivity at the hands of 

“her” captors and to question ‘the authority of masculine ways of looking’3. Through a careful 

analysis of primary texts and contextualisation within the socio-political milieu of the time, this 

thesis aims to explain why British women writers became strong supporters of the Italian 

Risorgimento and to shed light on the complex dynamics between the female gaze, the 

representation of Italy and the construction of national identity in their works.  

 To support my thesis, I adopt a relatively new approach which combines imagological 

studies, that is, the exploration of cross-national representations and images, with conceptual 

metaphor theory. Imagology plays a crucial role in unravelling the representation of Italy in 

nineteenth-century English texts. By examining the stereotypes, cultural perceptions, and historical 

influences, I hope to gain a deeper understanding of how literary works contributed to the 

construction of images and ideas about Italy in the English cultural imagination. My work is also 

indebted to Mark Johnson, who clarified that ‘aesthetics concerns everything that goes into our 

ability to grasp the meaning and significance of any aspect of our experience’4 and that there can be 

no experience without a body. Accordingly, my research is based on the assumptions of the 

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), which holds that there are no faculties separate from bodily 

functions. Human meaning, therefore, emerges from our bodily and interpersonal interactions with 

our environment. This means that even our most abstract reasoning has a corporeal origin. 

Accordingly, metaphors are a matter of thought and not merely of language: they are an instrument 

through which we understand and make sense of the world. The originality of my work lies in 

combining the tools of literary analysis with the tools of CMT to investigate nineteenth-century 

representations of Italy and recurring tropes.  

 
2 Chapman, Alison and Stabler, Jane. 2003. Unfolding the South: Nineteenth-Century Women Writers and Artists in 
Italy. Manchester and NY: Manchester University Press, p. 4. 
3 Stabler, Jane. 2002. ‘Taking Liberties: the Italian Picturesque in Women’s Travel Writing’. European Romantic Review, 
Vol. 13, pp. 11-22, p. 14. 
4 Johnson, Mark. 2018. The Aesthetics of Meaning and Thought: The Bodily Roots of Philosophy, Science, Morality and 
Art. Chicago: Chicago University Press. 
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In recent years, cognitive studies applied to literary analysis have produced interesting 

results, particularly when dealing with travel fiction. Travelling, by its very nature, implies a 

movement of the body in and through geographical and metaphorical space. As the body is 

stimulated by new conditions, landscapes and situations, the mind needs to look for new ways of 

interpreting the world. This leads to the creation of original metaphors and modes of representation. 

Moreover, it is also worth considering whether there are aesthetic differences in the representation 

of Italy that depend on the specificities of the female body and the limits that were imposed on 

women writers in the nineteenth century. This methodology will enable me to identify the role 

played by gender in the perception and representation of alterity in Romantic and Victorian travel 

writing and in explaining how the physical experience of travel, combined with the writing activity, 

offered routes to empowerment and liberation to nineteenth-century women. A close reading of 

literary texts by Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George Eliot will indeed reveal a 

connection between their visit to the Peninsula and their development as women and artists.  

 For my study, I have selected works by Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning George 

Eliot, authors who are well known to the general public and have been the subject of much critical 

attention, but whose experience in Italy is often considered a marginal aspect of their prolific 

literary careers. The seven texts that are the object of this study are representative of different 

literary genres, including the novel (Valperga and Romola), the travelogue (Rambles in Germany 

and Italy), the poem (Casa Guidi Windows, Poems Before Congress and Last Poems), and the short 

story (‘Mr Gilfil’s Love Story’) and of the evolution in the representation of Italy from the 

Romantic to the Victorian age. All these works were written while the writers resided in Italy or 

immediately after a journey to the Peninsula. Although they differ in style and themes, they were all 

intended to promote a positive image of Italy in England. Taken together, these texts offer a fairly 

accurate account of the major events of the Risorgimento, from the uprisings of 1820s and 1830s 

that culminated in the revolutions of 1848 to the wars of independence of 1859-60, which led to the 

unification and creation of the state of Italy, and contain a heartfelt appeal to the British public to 

sympathize with the Italian cause. 

The following is a brief outline of the structure of this thesis, which, given the international 

nature of the doctoral programme, has been organised in this way to meet the requirements of the 

University of Trento and the University of Augsburg. Two main parts can be identified: the first, 

which coincides with Chapter 1, provides an introduction to the dissertation and an overview of the 

state of the art, establishing the theoretical framework and the methodological approach of my 

research; the second, which develops in the following three chapters, each dedicated to one of the 

authors studied, represents an application of this framework to the selected case studies. After a 
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brief introduction to imagology and discussion of the nature of ethnotypes in intercultural 

encounters, the first section of Chapter 1 examines the myth of Italy in the age of the Grand Tour, 

highlighting how the Anglo-Italian relationship developed on a discourse of difference that pitted 

the English North (Protestant, male, enlightened) against the Italian South (Catholic, female, 

backward). This produced a gendered geography of European nations and led to increasingly 

stereotypical representations of Italy, which centred on the allegory of the corpus italicum. Through 

the Italian body politic and its metaphors, nineteenth-century writers found a way to express their 

ambiguous feelings towards the peninsula, which often oscillated between Italomania and 

Italophobia. On the one hand, Italy was often personified as a female figure, symbolizing beauty, 

sensuality, and artistic heritage; on the other, the corps de nation – portrayed as wounded, mutilated, 

chained or even dead – highlighted Italian political fragmentation and social injustice. The 

feminisation of Italy also reflected the gender hierarchies of the period as well as the power 

dynamics between dominant and subordinate nations in Europe, working as a backdrop for 

exploring themes of gender, politics and national identity. I will show that by recasting the 

peninsula as a woman in distress, a helpless maiden in need of rescue or protection, nineteenth-

century writers reinforced the British self-image as a powerful nation and projected a sense of 

superiority.  

 The second section addresses the rise of the woman traveller in the post-Napoleonic era, and 

reveals that British women on the Grand Tour often adopted a dual attitude as they tended both to 

be faithful to the standards of English femininity and to overcome the mental and bodily limitations 

imposed on them. Nineteenth-century women travellers often found the Italian environment 

stimulating and envisioned the peninsula as a place where they could express themselves more 

freely. Accordingly, they often challenged “Italianism” in their works and discovered new ways to 

interpret and represent the Peninsula. Under the influence of Staël’s work, Corinne, not only did 

they reject a clear separation of national identities, expressing their need for more flexible concepts 

to represent the full spectrum of cross-cultural encounters, but they also recognised a close 

connection between the Italian Question and the Woman Question.  

 The third section addresses the twofold nature of travel (material and symbolic) and 

introduces the notions of embodiment and conceptual metaphor. By discussing travelling bodies, 

travelling genres, and travelling tropes, I will highlight the extraordinary richness of the 

metaphorical conception of LIFE AS JOURNEY, an idea which has stirred humanity since antiquity. 

Next, I will identify gender as one of the most influential ideas in Western society and reveal that 

accustomed ways of depicting women were responsible for their objectification and the consequent 

silencing of the female voice. However, I will also show that women writers found interesting ways 
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to transcend the dynamic of male-subject vs female-object and to restore the authority of the female 

voice. Not only did they reject patriarchal ideology that mythologised vulnerable images of 

womanhood, but profited from their embodied nature to emphasise women’s generative power, both 

artistic and procreative, and inaugurated new iconographic forms which stressed female power to 

resurrect the body politic. 

 In chapters 2, 3 and 4, I will focus on Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George 

Eliot and their relationship with Italy. The first section of each chapter will introduce the 

biographical account of the journey to Italy. A closer look at their personal travel experiences will 

show that the journey south and the contact with Italian culture, although different for each of them, 

was fundamental to their development as women and writers. The following sections will instead be 

devoted to a close reading of their texts, aimed at investigating how, through their representation of 

Italy, these remarkable women contributed to the broader discourse on nationhood, gender roles, 

and cultural identity. Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George Eliot’s literary 

engagement with the Italian peninsula will reveal that Italy remained a source of inspiration 

throughout their lives, instilling them with dreams and prophecies of a better future for themselves 

and for the peoples of Europe, a future in which everyone would finally achieve la bella libertà. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THEORY 
 

 

 

1.1 THE MYTH OF ITALY IN THE AGE OF THE GRAND TOUR 
 

Researchers in the humanities are becoming increasingly engaged with transnational perspectives 

that address questions of cultural interaction, identity, and exchange across national boundaries. 

These aspects, well known in anthropology, have only been partially explored in historical, 

philological, artistic, and linguistic disciplines. Moreover, since Edward Said’s study of Orientalism 

(1978), Cultural Studies have been primarily concerned with relations on a global scale, focusing on 

differences between Europe and the rest of the world at the expense of the smaller scale of intra-

European encounters. Only recently have scholars begun to tackle differences within Europe and to 

study the symbolic and material exchanges between nations that communicate over space and time 

and condition each other, producing transformations in their constituent characters. My research 

aims to take part in this ongoing process of reconstructing the tangled web of transnational 

encounters and movements on the old Continent. In particular, I focus on Italy and Britain, as two 

European cultures that share a long history of “mutual cross-fertilisation”5.  

Across the centuries, exchange between Britain and Italy occurred in various contexts, 

including social practices, habits and institutions, sciences, the arts and language. However, it is in 

the field of national imagination that the two countries have been most closely related. Indeed, since 

the Renaissance, Italy and Britain have been perceived – and have often perceived themselves – as 

two spaces defined by geographical, cultural, political, and religious opposites (south vs. north; 

warm vs. cold; obscurantism vs. rationality; political oppression vs. liberal govern; Catholic vs. 

Protestant). If we acknowledge that nations constitute “imagined communities”, as has been 

proposed by Benedict Anderson (1983)6, and that ‘the experience of alterity is by no means 

incidental to the autonomous existence of a sentient identity, but in fact constitutive of it’7, we 

should not be surprised that Britain and Italy frequently projected counter-images onto each other in 

the construction of their national identity. Cultural studies have indeed shown that each culture 

defines itself by defining other cultures; the self constructs itself by differentiating from the other. 

This concept has been clearly explained by Manfred Pfister:  

 
5 Schaff, Barbara. 2010. Exiles, Emigrés and Intermediaries: Anglo-Italian Cultural Transactions. Amsterdam and NY: 
Rodopi, p. 9.  
6 Anderson, Benedict. 2006. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism. London and 
NY: Verso.  
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The need for cultural or national identity always expresses and realizes itself in 

ascriptions to difference and otherness to the neighbouring cultures and nations. [...] The 

other cultures do, of course, exist in their own right; only in their otherness are they 

constructions of external observers. The Other – which we have accustomed ourselves to 

capitalize in order to highlight its conceptual status and its psycho-anthropological 

importance – helps both the individual and a culture to establish and maintain identity by 

serving as a screen onto which the self projects its unfulfilled longings, its repressed 

desires and its darker sides which it wishes and sees itself constrained to exorcise.8  

 

In this chapter, I will show that the opposing discursive economy, which lies at the core of the 

Anglo-Italian cultural encounter, reached its peak in the age of the Gran Tour when ‘northern 

visitors felt the need to promote their own industriousness and “European” character by 

distinguishing themselves from a “backward” and provincial South’9. In the early decades of the 

nineteenth century, British travellers set forth to the Italian Peninsula to discover the beauties of the 

cradle of European civilization but came home with the conviction that, just as the Roman Empire 

dominated the ancient world, now it was the rising British empire which paved the way for 

modernity. Accordingly, they established an opposition between their own supposedly rational, 

progressive culture and the correspondingly irrational, idle, backward Italian society to reinforce 

their own national identity.10 Literary scholars maintain that ‘it was the social practice of the Grand 

Tour and eventually 19th century mass tourism that rooted the Italian experience firmly and 

permanently in the British cultural imagination’11. Ultimately, it is in this period that we witness the 

proliferation of British travellers’ accounts of Italy and the emergence of a “Romantic” myth of 

Italy12, which persists to the present. 

Among the many consequences of the French Revolution and the Napoleonic Wars in 

Europe, a significant one was that the image of countries and people became an important 

argument, ‘not only in political discussion between nations but also in poetical representations’13. In 

the early decades of the nineteenth century, prominent foreign writers established a set of cultural 

representations or mental images about Italy and the Italians which were strongly conditioned by 

prejudices and stereotypes. These preconceived notions resulted in a vast collection of stereotypical 

representations of the Italian Peninsula, both in literature and painting, which drew on established 

patterns of tropes and metaphors. Italy was often depicted as a tomb and mausoleum, underlying its 

 
7 Beller, Manfred and Leerssen Joep (eds). 2007. Imagology: The Cultural Construction and Literary Representation of 
National Characters; A Critical Survey. Amsterdam: Rodopi, p. 339.  
8 Pfister, Manfred. 1996. The Fatal Gift of Beauty: the Italies of British Travellers, an Annotated Anthology. Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, p. 4. 
9 Luzzi, Joseph. 2002. ‘Italy without Italians: Literary Origins of a Romantic Myth’. MLN, Vol. 117, No. 1 Italian Issue 
(January 2002), pp. 48-83, p. 49.  
10 Colley, Linda. 1992. Britons: Forging the Nation, 1707-1837. New Haven: Yale University Press. 
11 Schaff, Exiles, Emigrés and Intermediaries, p.12.  
12 Luzzi, ‘Italy without Italians‘, p. 49.  
13 Beller and Leerssen, Imagology, p. 3.  
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decaying state; as an open-air museum for its richness in the fine arts; as a fallen woman for its 

lascivious morality; as a Paradise for its natural beauties; and as a lady in chains for its political 

subjugation to the Austrian Empire and its religious dependence on the Roman Church. All these 

images were intended to yield mixed feelings of fascination and repulsion in the British public. On 

the one side, Italy exerted an irresistible lure on the British traveller who was entrenched by her 

natural beauties and mysterious cities; on the other, it fostered feelings of anxiety and fear in the 

northern visitor keen on safeguarding his “Britishness” against the alleged Italian poison, infection, 

and vice. In both cases, imagination played a significant role in the creation of national 

representations. Scholars have repeatedly pointed to the fictional nature of these images, but we 

should not be tempted to dismiss them as irrelevant. Maria Schoina has indeed shown that while the 

“Romantic myth of Italy” was being created, British travellers inevitably reflected on their own 

national identity and cultural background14. Therefore, it is precisely through these – albeit arbitrary 

– representations of national character that we may perhaps form an idea of the Anglo-Italian 

relationship in the nineteenth century.  

 

1.1.1 Imagology and the nature of ethnotypes 

From early on in history, the encounter with other cultures, languages and customs has inspired 

curiosity, stirred the imagination, and evoked fascinating images in people’s minds. Over time, the 

ensuing mental images and ideas usually accumulated and consolidated in stereotyped 

representations of peoples and nations. In the European context, national stereotypes were long seen 

as objective truths encapsulating intrinsic properties of ethnic groups. For example, it was taken as a 

given that Italian people should have a different character, temperament and mode of behaviour 

than the British, the Germans or the French; and the literary and artistic representations of 

nationalities were seen as mimetic derivatives of real-world facts. In this regard, the well-known 

Völkertafel or Tableau of Nationalities [FIG.1], exemplifies the European attitude of categorizing 

national identities according to geographical, social and moral characteristics. Produced in the 

eighteenth century by an unknown artist in the Austrian region of Styria, the painting is an 

illustrated compilation of the ten leading European nations at the time with an extensive description 

of their national features. At the top of the canvas, national identities are personified by men in 

costume who embody the “spirit of the nation”. In contrast, the columns provide a list of national 

traits, including personality, temperament, virtues and vices15. This remarkable depiction can now 

 
14 Schoina, Maria. 2009. Romantic Anglo-Italians: Configurations of Identity in Byron, The Shelleys, and the Pisan Circle. 
London: Ashgate, p. 22.  
15 An in-depth study of the Völkertafel may found in the volume Europäischer Völkerspiegel: Imagologisch-
ethnographische Studien zu den Völkertafeln des frühen 18.Jahrhunderts, edited by Franz Stanzel with Waldemar 
Zacharasiewicz and Ingomar Weiler (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1999).  
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be seen as a valuable source of information in the long history of European stereotyping. It reveals 

that national identity was long perceived as a series of fixed attributes that separated a group of 

people from its neighbours. Identity involved the meaning of “being identifiable” and was closely 

linked to an idea of permanence through time: something remaining identical with itself from 

moment to moment.16   

A first critique of national essentialism slowly emerged in the first half of the twentieth 

century, as literary scholars began to note that ‘national characterizations related, first and foremost 

not to an external anthropological reality mimetically represented, but to an oppositional discursive 

economy of other national characterizations, most fundamentally along an axis of Self vs. Other 

(soon termed “auto-image” vs. “hetero-image”)’17. In other words, cultural difference came to be 

perceived as a social and rhetorical, ideological construct rather than an anthropological essence. 

Nation and “national cultures” came to be seen as ‘patterns of identification rather than as 

identities’18. These reflections ultimately resulted in the establishment of Imagology – a new 

specialism rooted in Comparative Literature, whose aim is ‘the study of cross-national perceptions 

and images as expressed in literary discourse’19. Among the first contributors to this new field, 

outstanding names are Daniel-Henri Pageaux, Franz Stanzel, and Hugo Dyserinck. These scholars 

recognized “national characters” as textual (frequently literary) constructs that enabled a country to 

separate itself from the others. They conceived imagology as a method to analyse the discursive 

articulations of national characterizations and study them as a cross-national dynamic.  

 Imagologists are concerned with the nature and origin of ethnotypes (i.e., ‘stereotypical 

characterizations attributed to ethnicities or nationalities, national images and commonplace’20) and 

their research focus is not on the truth-value of a representation but on ‘its persuasive poetical and 

rhetorical power’21, namely on its representation-value. Indeed, their task is to identify and expose 

myths of cultural identity and cultural stereotypes rather than to contradict or “correct” them. 

Concretely, the aim of imagological research is not to investigate whether a particular author has 

correctly represented a country or a national character, because any cultural representation (and 

construction) is seen as a form of narration, non-existent outside of the literary work. Instead, 

imagological research aims to reflect on the literary work, acknowledge its subjectivity and 

 
16 Beller and Leerssen, Imagology, p. 335.  
17 Leerssen, Joep. 2016. ‘Imagology: On using ethnicity to make sense of the world’. Iberic@l, Revue d’études ibériques 
et ibéro-américaines, No. 10 (Autumn 2016), pp. 13-31, pp. 15-16.  
18 Leerssen, Joep. ‘On Imagology’. Available at: [https://imagologica.eu/aboutimagology, last accessed: 28th July 2022].  
19 Horn, Masja. ‘Studia Imagologica’. Available at: [https://brill.com/view/serial/IMAG, last accessed: 28th July 2022]. 
An exhaustive history of the development of Imagology can be found in Leerssen, ‘Imagology: On using ethnicity to 
make sense of the world’, pp. 17-32.  
20 Beller and Leerssen, Imagology, p. xiv.  
21 Leerssen, ‘Imagology: On using ethnicity to make sense of the world’, p. 19.  
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rhetorical nature, and inquire into the development, construction and effect of the auto-images and 

hetero-images that the author has created.  

As summarized and systematized by Beller and Leerssen (2007)22, imagology proceeds on 

the basis of a number of theoretical assumptions which are worth resuming here: 

 

 [1] National characters are a matter of commonplace and hearsay rather than empirical 

observation or statement of objective facts. Imagology is concerned with the so-called 

representamen, that is, with representations as textual strategies and as discourse. Therefore, the 

ultimate perspective of image studies is a theory of cultural or national stereotypes, not a theory of 

cultural or national identity. In other words, imagology is not a form of sociology because its aim is 

to understand a discourse of representation rather than a society.  

 

 [2] Ethnotypes are by nature arbitrary and often result from a deliberate selection23 of those 

national traits which stress differences between nations over similarities. The characteristics 

presented as typical of a particular country are in fact, selected and highlighted because they set that 

nation apart from others. Accordingly, ethnotypes are either explicitly or implicitly oppositional. 

They imply Self-Other oppositions and will always single out a national character by showing how 

it differs from all others.   

 

 [3] Not everything that can be said of a given nation and country counts as ethnotype. 

Imagology addresses a specific set of characterisations and attributes, namely those outside the 

testable report sentences and statement of fact. These are called imaginated. For example, the 

proposition “France is a republic” is an objective truth and thence, not an ethnotype; whereas the 

proposition “The French are freedom-loving individualists”24 finds no direct correspondence in the 

real world and is thus imaginated.  

 

 [4] Literature is a privileged genre for the dissemination of stereotypes because it often 

works on the presupposition of a “willing suspension of disbelief” and some (at least aesthetic) 

appreciative credit among the audience. Imagology, working as it does primarily on literary 

representations, furnishes continuous proof that it is in the field of imaginary and poetical literature 

that national stereotypes are first and most effectively formulated, perpetuated and disseminated.  

 
22 Beller and Leerssen, Imagology, pp. 26-30.  
23 Cognitive psychology calls this “selective attention”. See for reference: Flade, Antje. 1994. “Wahrnehmung” In  
Asanger, Roland and Wenninger, Gerd (eds.) Handwörterbuch Psychologie. Weinheim: Beltz, pp. 833-838.  
24 These examples are taken from Beller and Leerssen, Imagology, pp. 27-28.  
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[5] The sources of imagological research are by their very nature subjective; their 

subjectivity must not be ignored, explained away or filtered out but must be taken into account in 

the analysis. When people from various countries and cultures meet each other, real experience and 

mental images compete, so that it is not always possible to distinguish what, in our attitudes, is 

primordial, pure experience, and what derives from culturally accumulated images. Moreover, 

representations of national identity can change over time, depending on socio-political factors, 

aesthetic values, and literary trends.  

 

Based on all these assumptions, imagology is in and of itself a comparative enterprise whose aim is 

not only to produce an inventory of representations of national identities in literary texts but to 

study scientifically the origin and function of national images. For this purpose, Imagologists need 

to inquire about the intertextual, contextual and textual aspects of ethnotypes. The first task is to 

establish the intertext of a given national representation as a trope. This means investigating the 

tradition of a trope and evaluating the influences of the existing body of literary images of a nation 

on the case under study. Scholars ask themselves: what is the tradition of the trope? Does it carry a 

positive or negative connotation? Has it changed over time? Historical contextualisation is therefore 

also necessary. Imagologists need to consider the historical, social, political and economic 

background in which a text was written because the environment has probably influenced the 

author’s choices of representation. War between two countries will, for instance, enhance the 

distance between their national identities and cause negative connotations in ethnotypes to increase, 

while nationalism usually entails the proliferation and invigoration of auto-images. Eventually, a 

textual analysis can provide useful information regarding the type of text where the trope occurs, 

the genre conventions and rhetorical strategies at work. A certain amount of competence in textual 

analysis is required to address all these questions and, for this reason, imagological research cannot 

be conducted without some expertise in the methods of literary criticism. Imagology is undoubtedly 

an interdisciplinary endeavour entailing the interaction of literature, sociology and politics, but the 

core analysis is, and remains, eminently literary.   

 Everything said so far on the theory and method of imagology – as summarized in the 

handbook mentioned above edited by Manfred Beller and Joep Leerssen, Imagology (2007) – is 

essentially shared by the scientific community. However, in recent years, new insights and 

questions have emerged. In the current climate of intense “identity politics” and resurfacing 

nationalism, imagology is quickly regaining the urgency it had in the years after WWII25. Interest in 

 
25 Leerssen, ‘Imagology: On using ethnicity to make sense of the world’, p. 14.  
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national diversity and images (or stereotypes) of national identity has stirred up in many fields, 

while feminist and postcolonial approaches have gained momentum.  

In recent decades, scholars have come to realise that identity26 is a concept ‘as mobile as the 

text in which it is expressed’27; therefore, auto-images and hetero-images are not so easily 

distinguishable as they once were thought to be. This problem was highlighted by the fact that many 

hetero-images, in their attempt to circumscribe the other, end up defining the self, while many auto-

images, especially among subaltern nations, entail the interiorization of a hegemonic, exotic view of 

one’s identity from outside. For these reasons, the notion of discursive identity in ethnotypical 

discourse has turned out to be a more problematic issue than it first appeared to scholars in the 

1970s28. Ruth Florack and other critics29 have insisted that ‘the deconstruction of a given image 

tends to leave a certain ontological essentialism intact if the question who is looking is not 

problematized at the same time’30. This means, for example, that it is not sufficient to look at how 

the British have perceived and constructed the image of Italy in their literature to understand the 

Anglo-Italian cultural encounter. It is also essential to address the auto-image they promoted and 

recognize each text’s singularity within the homogeneous body of literary works. One of the most 

complex issues an imagologist can face is the question, not about whom, but for whom does a text 

or an author speak?31 In imagological research, scholarly attention has shifted from the images of 

alterity to auto-images as the depository of identity; the focus is no longer on how a culture has 

perceived an Other, but on how it has created its Self by looking at the Other.32  

In this regard, the comparative perspective adopted in this work, linking two cultures like 

Britain and Italy that, across the centuries, have participated in significant intercultural contacts 

with each other, can be particularly revealing. What it emphasizes is that the British imagining of 

Italy in the Romantic and Victorian age was always informed by a desire to consolidate a sense of 

Englishness during a period in which the parameters of national identity were being renegotiated. I 

hope to show that, in the nineteenth century, Italy functioned as a projecting screen against which 

British identity was made and contested. Indeed, in creating romantic narratives about Italy, English 

 
26 For a more in-depth analysis of the concept of identity see Beller and Leerssen, Imagology, pp. 335-342.  
27 Leerssen, ‘Imagology: On using ethnicity to make sense of the world’, p. 22.  
28 Ibidem.  
29 Florack, Ruth. 2007. Bekannte Fremde: Zu Herkunft und Funktion nationaler Stereotype in der Literatur. Tübingen: 
Niemeyer. More strident and less convincing: Perner, Claudia. 2013. “Dislocating imagology, and: How much of it can 
(or should) be retrieved?” In Munkelt, Marga et al. (eds.) Postcolonial translocations: Cultural representation and 
critical thinking. Amsterdam: Rodopi, pp. 29-44.  
30 Leerssen, ‘Imagology: On using ethnicity to make sense of the world’, p. 21.  
31 Beller and Leerssen, Imagology, p. 338.  
32 Promising fields of research in this regard are memory studies, which tackle ‘the informal, non-academic, broadly 
cultural ways in which a society takes account of its past, its traumas and traditions’, and the study of nationalism, 
defined by Leerssen as “the political instrumentalization of an auto-image”. See Leerssen, ‘Imagology: On using 
ethnicity to make sense of the world’, pp. 22-23.  
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travellers entertained visions of the Italian nation which often implied the blurring of boundaries 

between fact and fiction, past and present, England and Italy. To use Maura O’ Connor words: 

‘Before Risorgimento made Italy, these English men and women constructed an Italian nation that 

was, in many ways, a hybrid of their own.’33  

 

1.1.2 North vs. South, or Meridionism  

In the formation of British and European cultural self-understanding, few ideas have been so highly 

influential as the theory of climate, which attributed the cultural and intellectual achievements of 

individual nations to their geographical location and, to a considerable degree, to climatic 

influences. This well-known theory of Hippocratic origin was resumed in the sixteenth century by 

the French lawyer Jean Bodin and continued to serve as an authority well into the eighteenth 

century when it was translated into legal, political and social terms by Montesquieu. In De l’Esprit 

des Lois (The Spirit of Law), the famous treatise that appeared in 1748, the French philosopher 

argued that climate had a profound effect on the constitution, appearance and behaviour of people. 

He maintained that those who lived in cold climates tended by nature to be more industrious, to a 

sense of order, to systematic continuity, to the control of the senses, and to reflection. In contrast, 

those who lived in hot climates were – by equally natural propensity – lazy and inept, incredibly 

sensual, vain and approximate in every undertaking. The tyranny of the climate was so absolute 

that, under its influence, people manifested irrepressible propensities or conversely sank into 

appalling inertia. Therefore, in Montesquieu’s view, northerners and southerners presented 

contrasting attitudes which depended on climatic influences on their bodies. The further south, the 

more the warm climate sapped the will, making individuals indolent and inconstant. The phlegmatic 

or melancholic temperament of the north – inclined to analysis and introspection – was gradually 

replaced by the sanguine and choleric of the south. This accounted for the southerners’ lack of 

propensity for meditation or fantasy. Intoxicated by the immediate enjoyments of the present, they 

could not free themselves from the sensual enticements of a friendly nature; they felt no need to 

project forward nor to indulge in vain remembrance of the past, and simply embraced life day to 

day according to the style of “dolce far niente”. From these premises, Montesquieu derived his 

principle according to which institutions and laws must be calibrated in relation to the natural 

disposition of people. Endorsing the widely held belief that morals deteriorated as the weather 

improved, he maintained that despotic and authoritarian governments were more overtly needed in 

hot countries than in cold ones to keep the passionate instincts and hot blood of southern people 

under control.  

 
33 O’Connor, Maura. 1998. The Romance of Italy and the English Political Imagination. NY: St. Martin’s Press, p. 3.  
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Between the two antipodes of North and South, the ideal position was situated in the middle, 

which, on the European map, corresponded to its mainland, where the climate was temperate. It can 

come as no surprise then, that France commanded a privileged position, just as French advocates of 

the climate theory repeatedly claimed34. Spain, on the other hand, was more exposed to the southern 

heat and suffered from its negative consequences, while Britain, with its cold, rainy winters, made it 

hard for people to flourish and develop artistic genius. Germany and Italy, in turn, did not receive 

an equally clear attribution and were conceived respectively as entirely northern or southern regions 

or as countries with mixed climatic zones. This was especially true for the Italian peninsula, which 

sometimes was perceived as the ultimate South of Europe, and at other times divided into two areas, 

with an alpine north opposed to its Mezzogiorno.           

 Despite the lack of clear demarcation criteria to associate each country of the Old Continent 

to a climatic zone35, the theory of climate proved to be particularly rooted in European collective 

imagination over the centuries and constituted the starting point for the development of prejudices 

and national identities. Well into the nineteenth century, Ruskin contrasted ‘the industry of the 

tribes of the North, quickened by the coldness of the climate’36 with the ‘languor of the Southern 

tribes’37; and Dr. Burney Yeo, in a book on health resorts published in 1882, wrote that ‘many of 

the best qualities of an Englishman are, to a great extent, due to the character of the climate of the 

country he inhabits’38. These examples reveal not only the extent to which Montesquieu’s model of 

thought was spread among intellectuals more than a century later but also that the theory of climate 

– hinged on the dichotomy North vs. South – provided writers with a framework to define and 

describe the people of European countries collectively, and often negatively, against neighbouring 

cultures. This occurred, as we have seen, through a system of oppositions in which the Catholic 

faith was confronted with the articulations of the Reformed religion; the Classical tradition with 

experimental science; the principle of authority with empirical practice; the divergence of political 

regiments with the centrality of the modern state and the idea of the nation. Therefore, to northern 

travellers – coming from the cold transalpine climates, of Protestant religion, supporters of the 

liberal form of government of their country, proud of civil liberties, educated in universities open to 

“new science”, ambitious and reserved – the inhabitants of the South appeared superstitious, 

despotic, servile, unpredictable, sensual and indolent. In short, what they were not; or, more 

precisely, their exact opposite. 

 
34 Zacharasiewicz, Waldemar. 2010. Imagology Rivisited. Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, p. 73.  
35 Zacharasiewicz describes the problematic attribution of various countries to a climatic zone in his second chapter, 
pp. 67-84.  
36 Ruskin, John. 1853. The Stones of Venice. Vol. II. London: Smith, Elder, and Company, p. 204. 
37 Ibidem. 
38 Yeo, Burney Isaac. 1885. Climate and Health Resorts. London: Chapman and Hall, p. 318.  



 

16 

 In recent decades, scholars have increasingly drawn attention to the fact that in the 

construction of modern European identity, Europe has not just perceived itself as the Other with 

respect to “the Orient”, as stated in Edward Said’s capital study of Orientalism (1978), but also as 

the Other with respect to its South. To quote Manfred Pfister, we might say that ‘there is an intra-

European “Meridionism” as well as a global Orientalism’39. In a precise moment in history, 

between the eighteenth and the nineteenth century, Europe disavowed its link with the Orient, and 

started to define itself against elements within its own borders, distancing itself ‘from the radical 

Other onto a negative part, or moment, of the European self’40 – namely its South. Roberto Dainotto 

explains that internalizing the other made it possible for Europe to establish its identity without 

reference to anything beyond its boundaries. The West-East opposition was replaced by the North-

South opposition, ‘an antithesis that, dialectically indeed, was imagined as a spiritual progress from 

an old past to a modern north’41. This concept, which had its origins in Montesquieu’s climate 

theory, consolidated in the Romantic Age when it set in the idea that the cradle of civilization was 

not to be found in the East, between Asia and Africa, but in ancient Greece. In The History of Art in 

Antiquity (1764), Johann Joachim Winckelmann invoked the transition from the Egyptian to the 

Hellenic model. Madame De Staël and Hegel42 subsequently sealed this paradigm according to 

which history proceeded on an established path – moving from inferior stages of civilisation to 

superior ones – and promoted north-European society, the last to emerge, as the more advanced. 

Baron J. Hermann von Riedesel, while travelling in 1767 among the ruins of Magna Graecia, 

commented on this subject: ‘Power, commerce, naval and military sciences, and the improvement 

of human understanding, all seem to go northward’43. Even Giacomo Leopardi, accepting the idea 

that the South was nothing else but the measure of the progress of the North, described in his 

Zibaldone (1821) how ‘civilization has long been advancing from south to north (since Indian 

times), gradually leaving the lands of the south behind. The capitals of the ancient world were 

Babylon, Memphis, Athens, Rome, those of the modern world are Paris, London, Petersburg!’44 All 

 
39 Pfister, The Fatal Gift of Beauty, p. 3.  
40 Dainotto, Roberto M. 2007. Europe (In Theory). Durham: Duke University Press, p. 54.  
41 Ivi, p. 164.  
42 In De la littérature considérée dans ses rapports avec les institutions sociales (1800), Madame De Staël denied the 
East the status of the cradle of literature, claiming that the Greeks were the first literary people ever to exist. The 
Romans would later take over their inheritance without, however, reaching perfection, which was achieved after the 
fall of their empire thanks to the invasion of northern peoples and the rise of Christian civilisation. About two decades 
later, Hegel reiterated this idea by dividing history into four moments: the adolescence of Asia, the youth of Greece, 
the adulthood of Rome, and the mature age of what he called the Germanisches Reich, i.e. the Roman world enlarged 
to include the Germanic peoples and converted to Christianity. 
43 Riedesel, Johann Hermann. 1771. Reise durch Sizilien und Großgriechenland. Zürich: Bey Orell, Gessner, Fuesslin und 
Comp. Translation by: Moe, Nelson. 2002. The View from Vesuvius: Italian Culture and the Southern Question. Berkley: 
University of California Press, p. 59.  
44 Leopardi, Giacomo. 2013. Zibaldone. (eds.) Caesar, Michael and D’Intino, Franco. New York: Ferrar, Straus and 
Giroux, p. 487-488.  
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these examples show that, when in the endless process of civilization, Europe ceased to look for its 

roots elsewhere, it reverted to itself and found in the South both its origins (the past) and the other 

from itself (the present). Consequently, the Grand Tour began...to invent the South and recognize 

the North45. The latter needed something against which to define itself and chose the sunny, archaic 

shores of the Mediterranean46, portraying countries like Greece, Italy, Spain, and Portugal as 

irrational, corrupt, and primitive compared to the rational, civic-minded nations of northern 

Europe47.  

Before we proceed to analyse the consequences of Meridionism on the Anglo-Italian 

encounter more in detail, it is necessary to clarify how this intra-European phenomenon differs from 

global Orientalism. In his anthology of travelogues written by British travellers in Italy, Manfred 

Pfister was the first to point out that: 

 

Even if this intra-European Meridionism has not had the same far-reaching and 

devastating political consequences that Orientalism brought upon mankind by 

legitimising colonialism, the disempowerment, exploitation, and humiliation of 

almost all non-European peoples, it has played an incisive role in the formation of 

British and European cultural self-understanding, in cultural representations, 

practices and politics [...] 48 

 

More recently, other differences have been identified by Luigi Cazzato. In his essay entitled 

‘Oriente within, Nord without: il meridionismo e i romantici inglesi’49, he proposes that 

Meridionism differs from Orientalism in that: 

- The South belongs to the West, even though in its periphery 

- The South was not colonized, even though it was often influenced by, and subject to, 

northern powers and ideologies 

- The South, unlike the Orient, was not conceived as the absolute Other, but rather as an 

imperfect stage of the Self, something not yet Europe 

Regarding this last point, it could be argued that Said’s category is not sufficient to understand the 

subordinate position of the South because its symbolic subjection originated in its definition as a 

 
45 Cazzato, Luigi. 2012. ‘Oriente within, Nord without: il meridionismo e i romantici inglesi’. Saggi, Vol. 8 (November 
2012), pp. 188-206. p. 190.  
46 In-depth studies on the topic are: Pemble, John. 1987. The Mediterranean Passion: Victorians and Edwardians in the 
South. Oxford: Clarendon; and Holland, Robert. 2018. The Warm South: How the Mediterranean Shaped the British 
Imagination. New Haven and London: Yale University Press.  
47 Tradition saw the Mediterranean South as the heartland of religious perfidy, unscrupulous duplicity and passionate 
revenge. Thus, the inhabitants of Italy and Spain were often fictionalized in travel narratives and in Gothic novels as 
romantic brigands or as scheming, perfidious villains. Famous examples are: Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto 
(1764); Ann Radcliffe’s A Sicilian Romance (1790), The Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) and The Italian (1797); Matthew 
Lewis's The Monk (1796).  
48 Pfister, The Fatal Gift of Beauty, p. 3.  
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backward, underdeveloped place – an incomplete version of the North. On the one hand, northern 

Europeans distanced themselves from the South by positioning it in the past; on the other hand, they 

kept it close, attributing it with the role of cradle of their common European heritage. This aspect 

must be considered when dealing with British relations to Italy in the Age of the Gran Tour. 

Generally speaking, when English travellers wandered far and wide across the Peninsula, they did 

not seek adventure or an encounter with an exotic alterity to contaminate with, but rather looked for 

the historical source of their own nation and culture. J. R. Hale has written that the pleasure of the 

tour ‘consisted not in discovery but in recognition’50. Indeed, the British enjoyed travelling to 

southern regions, because they could get there the confirmation of all their preconceived notions 

about themselves and others.  

 Most of the stereotypes that denote not only the inhabitants of the South, but all Italians, are 

the direct consequence of the climate doctrine, its influence, and its determinism. Ubiquitous in 

travel literature, and especially in travel guides, stereotypes are synthetic expressions created to 

stick into memory and strike the imagination. Through them, the inhabitants of an entire country, 

and with them, the cities, monuments and landscapes are condensed into fabricated formulas. The 

repetition of the same traits over the centuries caused Italy – despite the great variety of climates 

and landscapes of the peninsula – to be perceived by travellers as deceptively static and unaltered 

from generation to generation, and its image to assume a relative schematic fixity. In the wake of 

famous pictorial representations by Salvador Rosa, Nicolas Poussin and Claude Lorrain, ‘Il Bel 

Paese’ was often depicted as a locus amoenus, a dream-like, idealized place devoid of history and 

frozen in time, whose inhabitants, like tableau vivants, were motionless figures that seemed to have 

lost any drive towards innovation and progress. Theirs was, therefore, an empty identity, deprived 

of any vibrant animation and forgetful of its connection to a now-extinct cultural tradition that 

produced its fruits in a remote past. The only thing to change in the representation was the viewer. 

Indeed, paradoxically, the foreign gaze always sought a different, renewed pleasure in confronting 

with that inanimate object – almost always made a priori, framed in the mirror of desire51 – that was 

Italy.  

Stereotypes are, as we have seen, the result of ideologies, but there is a technique and 

rhetoric behind them. Travel literature as a literary genre tends to incorporate old prejudices and 

preconceptions, and to adapt and immortalize them through rhetorical formulas and mechanisms, 

 
49 Cazzato, ‘Oriente within, Nord without’, p. 193. 
50 Hale, John R. 1961. The Italian Journal of Samuel Rogers. London: Faber and Faber, p. 94.  
51 Cesare De Seta adopts the metaphor of the mirror in his book L’Italia nello specchio del Grand Tour (2014) to 
describe how Italy has often seen itself from outside, from the point of view of foreign travellers who, in the course of 
the centuries, gave a major contribution to the creation of the image of the nation as “Bella Italia”.  For reference: De 
Seta, Cesare. 2014. L’Italia nello specchio del Grand Tour. Milano: Rizzoli.  
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which are typical of verbal language. Stereotypes are, in fact, governed by principles similar to 

those of the wit and, in the figurative field, of the caricature. As with jokes, brevity is the key for 

effectiveness, which is why stereotypes condense information and entail a limited range of qualities. 

Moreover, they often use the figure of synecdoche, assuming the part for the whole (for example, 

taking Neapolitans for all Italians, or a city for the whole of Italy). In his book, The Beaten Track: 

European Tourism, Literature, and the Ways to ‘Culture’, 1800-1918, James Buzard argues that 

‘self-appointed travellers reached for symbols that would express the essence of “whole” places – 

that would provide what Henry James called the “sublime synthesis” – and in doing so, they 

furnished a new set of conventions for registering the authentic and the “whole”.’52 Adopting what 

John Urry called ‘ the tourist gaze’53, travellers often borrowed and extended the concept of the 

picturesque54:   

 
For them, moments of great value were to be found, as Coleridge said of 

picturesqueness, ‘where parts only are seen and distinguished, but the whole is felt. 

When visitors could say, “Yes, that’s Italy” or “that’s Paris” or even “that’s 

Europe” – when, in other words, valued signs of these entries gathered from books, 

pictures, conversation, and other means of cultural preparation matched with 

scenes before them – they could feel that they had achieved meaningful contact 

with what these places essentially were; and if the visitors were writing their 

experiences, they could display the occurrence of that contact in their texts.
55

 

 

Therefore, the function of these rhetorical figures is twofold: on the one hand, they enable – just 

like ethnotypes – to grasp the complexity of reality as they operate through oversimplification; on 

the other hand, they allow a shift of focus from the observed object to the observer. By depicting 

Italy as an inanimate country, British travellers turn the Peninsula into a beautiful image with no 

 
52 Buzard, James. 1993. The Beaten Track: European Tourism, Literature, and the Ways to Culture: 1800-1918. Oxford: 
Clarendon, p. 10.  
53 See Urry, John. 1990. The Tourist Gaze: Leisure and Travel in Contemporary Societies. London: Sage.  
‘In 1990, sociologist John Urry published a book entitled The Tourist Gaze which has subsequently become a highly 
influential text within the study of tourism. Urry took the concept of “the gaze”, which was developed by French 
theorists Jacques Lacan and Michel Foucault in the 1960s, and applied it to the field of tourism. In his work, he 
emphasises the visual nature of tourism - the way in which tourists seek out and consume visual images and the 
means by which the tourism industry organises and directs this consumption.’ Source: Smith, M.; Macleod, N.; and 
Robertson, M. H. 2010. ‘Tourist gaze’. In Key concepts in tourist studies. SAGE Publications Ltd, pp. 175-178. Available 
at: [https://dx.doi.org/10.4135/9781446251027.n40, last accessed 29th July 2022]. 
54 As it is well known, the aesthetic category of the picturesque was introduced into British cultural debate in the 
1790s by William Gilpin’s Observations on the River Wye, and Several Parts of South Wales, etc. Relative Chiefly to 
Picturesque Beauty; made in the Summer of the Year 1770 (1792) and by Uvedale Price’s An Essay on the Picturesque, 
as Compared with the Sublime and the Beautiful; and on the Use of Studying Pictures, for the Purpose of Improving 
Real Landscape (1794). The Picturesque represented an alternative to the opposed ideals of the Beautiful and the 
Sublime promoted by Edmund Burke in his Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and 
Beautiful (1757), as it focused on detail rather than on space, promoting a sensual approach to landscape 
composition. According to Gilpin, the purpose of the Picturesque was to please, delight and amuse the onlooker and 
not to challenge the intellect. A more comprehensive study of the picturesque aesthetics is Copley, Stephen and 
Gardside, Peter. 1994. The Politics of the Picturesque. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.   
55 Buzard, The Beaten Track, p. 10.  
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other purpose than to be admired and please the foreign onlooker. In doing so, not only do they 

consolidate and reiterate old innuendoes and clichés, but they also deprive Italy of any agency. In 

the next few paragraphs, I will try to show that the experience of the Grand Tour brought with it an 

obnoxious legacy for Italy, made of paralysing myths – originated in the North-South dichotomy – 

that would remain attached to her56 well into the Risorgimento years.     

 

1.1.3 Italian Body Politics and its metaphors 

In previous paragraphs, we have seen that nations are socially constructed and historically 

contingent entities that exist beyond geographical and material conditions. The case of Italy is one 

of its kind in this regard because, as Joseph Luzzi points out, ‘the idea of Italy predates its actual 

foundation in 1861 by more than two thousand years’57. Indeed, while Italy is officially one of 

Europe’s youngest states, its essence as a cultural construct or “imagined community” was 

condensed in a series of fixed images since antiquity. In this section, it will be analysed how, over 

the centuries, Italy was conceptualised as a nation with distinct territorial and socio-political 

features through bodily metaphors. In their outstanding book, Metaphors We Live By58, published in 

1980, George Lakoff and Mark Johnson highlighted that metaphors are not merely linguistic 

devices for literary production but cognitive tools that enable people to perceive and make sense of 

the world. Far from being a matter of words, metaphors are a matter of thought, which means they 

are indispensable not only to our imagination but also to our reason. The central claim of 

Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT)59 is that all human beings, both consciously and 

unconsciously, adopt their direct physical and social experiences (source domains) to understand 

and categorise more abstract concepts such as time, work, mental activity, and feelings (target 

domains). We will elaborate more on this theory later, but what is important to point out now is that 

the concept of the nation as an abstraction is largely metaphorical. Combining the tools of 

imagology with those of CMT will enable us to study the representation of Italy in the nineteenth 

century from a new perspective and to be confronted with underexplored aspects of British national 

identity and the Anglo-Italian encounter.   

Among the most prolific and ingrained ideas that have characterised the representation of 

Italy across the centuries is the allegory of the corpus italicum – the metaphorical conceptualisation 

of the Italian nation as a human body. The concept of the Body Politic, originally meaning a human 

 
56 The use of the feminine pronoun here is not accidental and the phenomenon of the femininization of Italy will be 
discussed in section 1.1.4. 
57 Luzzi, Joseph. 2008. Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy. New Haven and London: Yale University Press, p. 169.  
58 Lakoff, George; Johnson, Mark. 1980. Metaphors We Live By. Chicago: Chicago University Press. 
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society considered collectively as a physical body, is deeply rooted in Western philosophy. The 

earliest examples of this metaphorical mapping60, i.e. the figurative conceptualisation of the NATION 

AS BODY
61, originated in Ancient Greece and can be traced back to the writings of Aristotle and 

Plato. In his Politics, for instance, Aristotle used the analogy between the human body and the state 

(i.e. the Greek polis) to argue that whenever one limb grew out of proportion, all the other body 

parts suffered as a consequence, thus ‘presupposing the notion of the political entity state as a whole 

body”62. Some other well-known instances of this tradition are the Aesopian “Fable of the Belly”63, 

which narrates of the revolt of some body parts against the belly that was taking all the nourishment 

and letting the other members do the work, and St. Paul’s letters to the Romans (12: 4–5)64, 

Corinthians (I Corinthians 12: 12–26)65 and Ephesians (4: 4,14–16; 5: 23, 29–30)66, where the 

Christian community is described as the body of Christ, in which no single member could exist 

independently, and the stronger ones had a special duty to look after the weaker ones. The metaphor 

of the Body Politic remained in use after the fall of the Western Roman Empire and well into the 

Middle Ages, reaching into Modernity. Musolff explains the evolution of the body-based analogy 

through five major phases67:  

 

i. The Christian Church as a body headed by Christ who is represented on earth by the successor 

of St. Peter, i.e. the Pope; 

ii. The feudal state/society as a body, with Christ’s representative (Pope, Emperor, King) as its 

head or heart; 

 
59 In cognitive linguistics, Conceptual Metaphor Theory is a theory elaborated by George Lackoff and Mark Johnson in 
the 1980s. Inherent in the theory is the idea that human beings communicate and make sense of the world through 
conceptual metaphors, which imply the understanding of one domain of experience (that is typically abstract) in terms 
of another (that is typically more concrete).   
60 A metaphorical mapping is the systematic set of correspondence between source and target domains. 
61 Conventionally, conceptual metaphors are written in small capital letters, e.g. TIME IS MONEY with the target domain 
first and the source domain second.   
62 Musolff, Andreas. 2021. National Conceptualisations of the Body Politic: Cultural Experience and Political 
Imagination. Singapore: Springer Singapore, p. 15-16.  
63 An extended study of the political message of the fable can be found in Patterson, Annabel. 1991. Fables of Power: 
Aesopian Writing and Political History. Durham & London: Duke University Press.  
64 ‘For as in one body we have many members, and the members do not all have the same function, so we, though 
many, are one body in Christ, and individually members one of another.’ Source: https://www.biblegateway.com/, 
last accessed on 2nd November 2022.  
65 ‘For just as the body is one and has many members, and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, 
so it is with Christ. For in the one Spirit we were all baptized into one body—Jews or Greeks, slaves or free—and we 
were all made to drink of one Spirit [continues].’ Source: https://www.biblegateway.com/, last accessed on 2nd 
November 2022.  
66 ‘Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will grow to become in every respect the mature body of him who is the 
head, that is, Christ. From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and 
builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.’ Source: https://www.biblegateway.com/, last accessed on 2nd 
November 2022.  
67 Musolff, National Conceptualisations of the Body Politic, p. 25.  

https://www.biblegateway.com/
https://www.biblegateway.com/
https://www.biblegateway.com/
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iii. The King as having a mystical/sacred body politic in addition to the body natural 

(whilst being also the head of the state-body); 

iv. The state (with or without King) as a body politic; 

v. The nation (i.e. the whole people, with or without King) as a body politic. 

 

The mechanism of the STATE-BODY analogy is based on two essential elements; one “fixed” and 

one “mobile”, as prescribed in the basic rule of classical mnemonics, i.e. in the loci/imagines68 

relationship. The image of the human body as such is the “fixed”, constant element, while the 

attributes and the movements or positions of the limbs are the “mobile”, variable one. This scheme 

of image construction constitutes a sort of assembly (and disassembly) chain, in which the body, 

almost as if it were a mannequin, is from time to time arranged, dressed, stripped, and attributed 

with the most disparate features so that from an indistinct and unqualifiable object it turns into 

someone or something – that is, into the personification of a concept, an idea, or the effective 

signifier of a signified 69. However, a closer look at the examples above is enough to realise that 

over the centuries, both the source concepts (i.e. BODY in ancient and modern understanding) and 

the target referents (i.e. “state”; “society”, and “nation”) have hugely changed. The notion of the 

body evolved as a result of drastic variations in terms of medical and biological information70. 

Moreover, since the late eighteenth century, the basic understanding of what a typical state was or 

should be changed radically, shifting from an almost exclusive focus on the elites to comprising 

national “peoples”. The European tradition of the NATION AS BODY [FIG.2] scenario developed to 

the point that eventually, the people or the nation as a whole were conceptualised as the ‘master’ 

body politic that, if need be, could look after and even heal itself71. Accordingly, states ceased being 

dynastical inheritances and turned into “national states”, and this new concept served as a normative 

ideal to criticise (and even abolish) allegedly “defective” political entities. And yet, despite these 

alterations, the bodily-socio-political analogy, and in particular the idea of a hierarchical ordering in 

bodies and societies or polities, was preserved72. Across all epochs, the body73 remained a site of 

 
68 The technique of loci (plural of the Latin word locus, meaning 'place'), also called 'mind palace technique', is a 
mnemonic strategy introduced in ancient Greek and Roman treatises on rhetoric. This method uses visualisations of 
familiar spatial environments to enhance the recall of information. 
69 Belardelli, Giovanni. 2020. L’Italia immaginata: iconografia di una nazione. Venezia: Marsilio Editore, p. 93.  
70 Musolff shows that scientific discoveries in the medical field affect the conception of the body. For example, he 
maintains that today’s journalists can speak about an “immunodeficiency”, of the “DNA” and of “viruses” of a national 
body politic only because these terms have entered the public discourse. Musolff, p. 16-17.  
71 The philosophical reflections of John Locke on the embodiedness of consciousness and Thomas Hobbes on the 
collective power of the state in the form of Leviathan were fundamental in this respect.  
72 The evolution of the metaphor and its fortune over time is the very indication of its adaptability, as well as its power 
to generate debate and argument.  
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culturally contested meanings, “where regimes of discourse and power inscribe themselves, a nodal 

point or nexus for relations of juridical and productive power’74. Therefore, implicit in the creation 

of culture is the instrumentalisation of the body, as values become incorporated or rather written on 

the body. To quote Michel Foucault: “the body is ... directly involved in a political field; power-

relations have an immediate hold on it; they invest it, mark it, train it, torture it, force it to carry out 

tasks, to perform ceremonies, to emit signs.’75 

In creating the Italian (and British) cultural identity, the body was the site where meaning 

was made and contested. Due to its rooted nature in Western thought, the metaphorical 

conceptualisation of the Italian nation as a human body is, as a matter of fact, the obvious result of a 

stratification of experiences and meanings. Nineteenth-century travellers to Italy took up and 

readapted to their needs the concept of corpus italicum, which had already been used by Dante, 

Petrarch, Machiavelli, and Leopardi and which, as we shall see, had been consolidated over time 

both in the figurative and literary arts. Adopting the metaphor of the Body Politic enabled foreign 

travellers not only to be assimilated into a long tradition of illustrious writers but also to condense a 

wide range of ideas into a single and – to an educated readership at least – transparent image. This 

pattern, too, allowed authors to comment on specific aspects of the Italian body politic that they 

wanted to praise, criticise, or ridicule. It is thus perhaps appropriate to briefly retrace the trope’s 

origin and analyse how it was absorbed and readapted by nineteenth-century British travel writers to 

suit their narrative aims. 

 We may well start by saying that at the core of the ‘prism of imagined and idealised Italy’76, 

there was a body marked by two contrasting natures. As Joseph Luzzi points out:  

 

Traditionally, the allegorical corpus italicum contained two dialectically related yet 

irreconcilable historical epochs: a corrupt and decadent modern Italy, represented 

in a beautiful but wounded body; and a martial and masculine ancient Roman 

Italia, with the bold heart and stalwart viscera of its imperial progenitor.77  

 

Across different ages, the hermaphroditic metaphor, namely the coexistence of a masculine, proud, 

ancient Roman soul within a beautiful yet fragile female body, was employed to represent the socio-

political tensions and the internal fights that characterise Italian history from the Medieval 

 
73 Judith Butler explains the paradox of referring to “the” body as if it were some kind of pre-given entity and claims 
that we should ask ourselves: ‘What is it that circumscribes this site called “the body”? How is this delimitation made, 
and who makes it? Which body qualifies as “the” body? What establishes the “the”, the existential status of this body? 
Does the existent body in its anonymous universality have a gender, an unspoken one? What shape does this body 
have, and how is it to be known? Where did “the body” come from?’. Source: Butler, Judith. 1989. ‘Foucault and the 
Paradox of Bodily Inscriptions’. The Journal of Philosophy. Vol. 86, No. 11 (November 1989), pp. 601-607, p. 601.  
74 Butler, ‘Foucault and the Paradox of Bodily Inscriptions’, p. 601.  
75 Foucault, Michel. 1979. Discipline and Punish, trans. Alan Sheridan. NY: Vintage, p. 25.  
76 O’Connor, The Romance of Italy and the English Political Imagination, p. 21.  
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Communes to Italian Unification. The ambiguous attitude towards Italy begins with Dante 

(Purgatorio 6; c. 1308-14), passes through Petrarca (Canzone 128, “Italia mia”; 1344) and 

Machiavelli (Il Principe; 1532) and culminates in Leopardi (“All’Italia”; 1818). Across different 

ages, Italian authors emphasised the contrast between Italian beauty and her fallen state (translated 

into images of wounds78)  to evoke a sense of nostalgia and longing for their unattainable national 

identity. To paraphrase Joseph Luzzi, the more beautiful they made their donna italica, the more 

they despaired of her79. However, this attitude did not remain the prerogative of Italian patriots 

alone but was soon acquired by foreign travellers. 

Generally speaking, British tourists shared an ambiguous attitude towards the Peninsula, 

which alternated between attraction and repulsion, love and disgust, Italomania80 and Italofobia. 

Nineteenth-century British imagination saw Italy as a country marked by deep contrasts: beauty and 

moral decay, splendour and treachery, glorious past and miserable present, freedom and submission. 

Upon visiting Rome, P.B. Shelley noted that ‘there are two Italies... the one is the most sublime and 

lovely contemplation that can be conceived by the imagination of man; the other is the most 

degraded, disgusting, and odious.’81 A few decades later, Gissing remarked of Italy that ‘its 

unspeakable beauty is inseparable from the darkest thoughts.’82 The most common metaphors 

related to the Italian Body Politic adopted both by Italian and British writers reflect these 

ambiguous feelings. The corpse de nation bears all the signs of Italian political fragmentation and 

social iniquities. As we shall see, in most representations, the body of Italy is beautiful but never 

harmonious and in good health. On the contrary, it is wounded, mutilated, beheaded, unconscious or 

even dead; her vital spirit a faint pulse about to stop. But let us proceed in order.   

 

Dismembered 

The first image I will analyse is that of Italy as a body torn to pieces. As it is well known, since the 

Middle Ages, the Peninsula had been divided into many provinces and states, each with its 

jurisdiction. The arrival of Napoleon and the constitution of the Kingdom of Italy had raised hopes 

that a reunification of the national territory was imminent. However, after 1815 these expectations 

 
77 Luzzi, Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy, p. 168.  
78 ‘Piaghe’ in the original text.  
79 Luzzi, Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy, p. 169. 
80 Professor C.P. Brand analyses this phenomenon in his well-known book Italy and the English Romantics and argues 
that the first decades of the nineteenth century were marked by an interest in everything Italian. See Brand, Charles P. 
2011. Italy and the English Romantics: the Italianate Fashion in Early Nineteenth-Century England. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. For a more exhaustive study of the phenomenon see: Brayley, Andrew. 1995. ‘The 
phenomenon of Italomania in the Nineteenth Century’. Journal of Anglo-Italian Studies, Vol.4, 1995, pp. 29-43. 
81 Shelley, Percy B. 1964. The Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley. Oxford: Clarendon Press, p. 67.  
82 Gissing, George. 1995. The Collected Letters of George Gissing: Volume Six – 1895-1897. Athens: Ohio University 
Press, p. 357.  
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were dashed. As a result of the decisions of the Congress of Vienna, the majority of Italy was once 

again ruled by foreign powers: the Habsburgs in the north and the Bourbons in the south, while the 

centre was subject to Papal rule. The Restoration led to the unsuccessful revolutions in Naples and 

Piedmont in 1820-1821 and to the emergence of secret societies like Carboneria83, whose chief 

purpose was to defeat tyranny and to steer Italy towards independence, and eventually, unification 

under a constitutional government. Initially, only a few British travellers, like, for example, the 

Shelleys and Lord Byron, offered their support to Italian liberals in their struggle against Austrian 

and Papal domination. Sympathising with the Italian cause, Mary Shelley, for instance, recognised 

that ‘the curse of that nation is its divisions’84. By contrast, most foreign commentators justified the 

interference of northern European countries in Italian politics by adducing Italians’ inability to self-

government as an excuse. Many of these latter delighted in promoting visions of a weak or “Fallen 

Italy”85 because they could then advocate British intervention into Italian politics. In line with the 

analogy, the female Italian body politic was unable to govern itself, ‘a ship without a pilot’86 in vital 

need of a right master or caput (HEAD) to guide her. For Italian patriots and their foreign 

sympathisers, however, the image of a mutilated, dismembered, and divided Italian body turned into 

a symbol of the suffering of a people struggling to put “the pieces” back together and heal the 

historical “wounds”. According to this metaphor, the regeneration of Italy could only imply the 

reunion of all the fragments into one singular corps de nation.   

 

 

 
83 The Carbonari (lit. 'charcoal makers') was an informal network of secret revolutionary societies active in Italy in the 
nineteenth century. It originated in southern Italy during the reign of Joachim Murat (1808-15) and later spread to the 
Romagna region; from there, it came into contact with the democratic sects of northern Italy and then spread to 
France and Spain. The action of the Carboneria was primarily responsible for the Neapolitan uprisings of 1820 under 
the leadership of two officers, Morelli and Silvati, the revolutionaries succeeded in obtaining the formation of a 
constitutional government. But it was a short-lived success: internal divisions and above all Austria's military 
intervention put an end to the constitutional experience. In the meantime, the conspiracy organised in Lombardy had 
been nipped in the bud thanks to the discovery of the Carbonari organisation and the arrest of its leaders, Silvio 
Pellico and Pietro Maroncelli, who were to serve a long and painful imprisonment in the Austrian Spielberg prison. The 
Carboneria still played a decisive role in the uprisings of Modena and Reggio in 1830, led by Ciro Menotti, in which the 
idea of national unification appeared for the first time. The revolutionaries, betrayed by Duke Francis IV who had 
previously supported them, were arrested and executed. The Carboneria's last show of strength - before its 
irreversible decline - was the workers' revolt in Lyon in 1834, which was also stifled in blood. Source: 
https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/carboneria_(Enciclopedia-dei-ragazzi), last accessed on the 2nd November 2022.  
84 Shelley, Mary. 1844. Rambles in Germany and Italy in 1840, 1842 and 1843. British Library Historical Print Editions, 2 
vols., vol. 2, p. 162.  
85 Wordsworth, William. 2008. The Complete Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, in Ten Volumes - Vol. IX: Last 
Poems. NY: Cosimo, p. 89.    
86 Dante, Purgatorio 6 (76-78): 
‘Ahi serva Italia, di dolore ostello 
nave sanza nocchiere in gran tempesta 
non donna di provincie, ma bordello!’ 
(Ah, servile Italy, hostel of grief, ship without a pilot in great tempest, no mistress of provinces, but brothel!) 

https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/carboneria_(Enciclopedia-dei-ragazzi)
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Wounded and ill 

As with the fragmentation of the limbs, the presence of wounds and symptoms of various diseases87 

on the Italic body was also adopted to mirror the political situation. Among the first instances of the 

trope is the Petrarchan song “Italia Mia”, in which the poet expresses his desperation in beholding 

the “mortal wounds” that distress his beloved nation:  

 

Italia mia, benché ’l parlar sia indarno 

a le piaghe mortali 

che nel bel corpo tuo sí spesse veggio88 

 

(Although speech does not aid those mortal wounds of which in your lovely body I 

see so many)89 

 

In these verses, one can immediately recognise the trope of physical beauty mixed with mutilation. 

In this case, it expresses the ultimate impossibility of reconciliation with the glorious past. The 

poet’s melancholic tone signals that ‘whereas the Roman body politic was healthy and self-

regulated, the modern Italian one is sick and contaminated by the use of mercenaries and auxiliary 

troops, who represent the disunited body and major cause for Italy’s ruin’90. According to Petrarch, 

the origin of the disease that caused the infection and consequent dysfunction of the Italic body is 

indeed to be found in the invasion of foreign troops from the Alps ‘ch’al corpo sano à procurato 

scabbia’91 (who contrived to make this healthy [Italian] body sick). The contrast between the 

aggressive, ill-intentioned bodies of the Germans – described as a ‘popol senza legge’ (uncivilised 

people) and as ‘fiere selvaggia’ (savage beasts) – and the beautiful but broken Italian woman 

conveys the idea that the Italian body was taken by force and is thus the victim of a historical rape. 

In Petrarch’s view, this is all the more lamentable because, even though the hard-hearted exploiters 

no doubt possess physical strength, they nevertheless lack the corresponding virtù of Italian Roman 

ancestors. The general message of the poem is that ‘in order for the feminised, divided and 

 
87 In 1978, Susan Sontag published a highly controversial book entitled Illness as Metaphor on the symbolic violence 
Western cultures have applied to illness and its discourses. In this long essay, she argued against the use of illness as a 
metaphor and wrote: ‘The most truthful way of regarding illness--and the healthiest way of being ill--is one most 
purified of, most resistant to, metaphoric thinking.’. For reference: Sontag, Susan. 1978. Illness as Metaphor. NY: 
Farrar, Straus and Giroux. While very provocative, the essay has several limitations. The most important is that Sontag 
fails to recognise the obvious: metaphoric (imaginative) thinking is the way we human beings discover meaning in our 
lives. As we will see more in detail in paragraph 1.3.1 Embodied Cognition, thinking without using metaphors is neither 
possible nor desirable.   
88 Petrarch, Canzone CXXVIII. For reference: Petrarca, Francesco. 1964. Il Canzoniere. (ed.) Contini, Giancarlo. Torino: 
Einaudi, p.  168.  
89 Translation by Luzzi, Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy, p. 176.  
90 Luzzi, Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy, p. 182.  
91 Ivi, p. 177.   
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wounded Italian female body to become an integral, self-governing, and free male, she must acquire 

an ancient Italic (that is, Roman) HEART92, and thereby link modern Italy with Latin antiquity’93.  

Machiavelli’s treatment of the Italian body politic is similar to Petrarch’s, and he too, in his 

1512 masterpiece Il Principe (The Prince), adopts the corporeal metaphor of the disease to hint at 

political corruption and national decline of modern Italy:  

 

Prevedendosi discosto, facilmente vi si può rimediare; ma, aspettando che ti si 

appressino, la medicina non è a tempo, perché la malattia è diventata incurabile. Et 

interviene di questa come dicono e’ fisici dello etico, che nel principio del suo male 

è facile a curare e difficile a conoscere, ma, nel progresso del tempo, non l'avendo 

in principio conosciuta né medicata, diventa facile a conoscere e difficile a curare. 

Così interviene nelle cose di stato; perché, conoscendo discosto, il che non è dato 

se non a uno prudente, e' mali che nascono in quello, si guariscono presto; ma 

quando, per non li avere conosciuti si lasciono crescere in modo che ognuno li 

conosce, non vi è più rimedio.94 

 

(When you see trouble in advance, it is easily remedied, but when you wait till it is 

on top of view, the antidote is useless, the disease has become incurable. What 

doctors say about consumption applies here: in the early stages it is hard to 

recognise and easy to cure, but in the later stages, if you have done nothing about 

it, it becomes easy to recognise and difficult to cure. That is how it goes in affairs 

of state: when you recognise the evils in advance, as they take shape [which 

requires some prudence to do], you can quickly cure them; but when you have not 

seen them, and so let them grow till anyone can recognise them, there is no longer 

a remedy.)95 

 

The medical simile in the passage presents the polity as a singular corporeal entity comprised of 

interrelated units that can become affected by various diseases. Just as the human body can suffer 

the adverse effects of hunger, fever and other forms of illness, so too can the body politic. However, 

unlike Petrarch, Machiavelli identifies the corruption and degeneracy of the Italians themselves as 

the cause of their evils and offers allegorical instructions on how to heal sick Italy and restore its 

health. First, it is required for Italy to descend to ground zero before her political resurrection may 

occur and then to hope that some illustrious figure (the prince in the title) will come to rescue her 

and restore her antico valore (ancient value). Indeed, in the final chapter of The Prince, Machiavelli 

indicates Lorenzo De’ Medici as the redeemer of Italy, who will be able to cure the nation and 

guide her like a caring husband.  

 A few centuries later, the issue was taken up by Giacomo Leopardi, who, in the ode 

“All’Italia” (“To Italy”), recapitulated the previously mentioned female allegories and offered his 

original contribution to the trope. In his poem, written soon after the bloody Napoleonic campaign 

 
92 The capitalisation is mine.   
93 Ivi, p. 178.  
94 Machiavelli, Niccolò. 1961. Il Principe. (ed.) Firpo, Luigi. Torino: Einaudi, p. 9.  
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of 1813, Leopardi introduced a gorgeous Italian body (‘formosissima donna’), defenceless 

(‘negletta e sconsolata’) and riddled with wounds (‘piaghe’). The author emphasised Italy’s fall 

from grace and corruption of morals, figured in his allegory’s uncovered flesh (‘senza velo’) and 

dishevelled hair (‘sparte le chiome’). The focus on disturbing elements such as the blood and 

bruises (‘che lividor, che sangue’) on the skin highlights the fact that Italy, once a great lady, has 

now fallen into decadence and disgrace both because of her corruption and foreign contamination. 

Leopardi’s tragic image, on the one hand, recalls the representation of the donna italica by Canova, 

namely the statue of Italia Piangente [FIG. 6], completed a decade before he composed “All’Italia” 

for in both artworks Italia turns her tear-stained face from view (‘nasconde la faccia/tra le ginocchia 

e piange’); on the other, it inaugurates a representational style that would become mainstream in the 

Risorgimento years96.  

 But what about British travellers’ take on this metaphorical representation? Nineteenth-

century travellers generally absorbed and repeated these instances in their works on Italy. 

Leopardi's influence is evident, for example, in Anna Jameson’s depiction of Italy in her The Diary 

of an Ennuyèe (1826)97:    

Her day of empire, and her laurel crown 

Torn and defaced, and soiled with blood and tears, 

And her imperial eagles trampled down, 

Still with a queenlike grace, Italia wears 

Her garland of bright names,—her coronal of stars, 

(Radiant memorials of departed worth!) 

That shed a glory round her pensive brow, 

And make her still the worship of the earth.98 

 

Moreover, for many Romantics and Victorians, Italy’s charm became inextricably linked to images 

of death and decadence. Over the centuries, the beauty of the peninsula had indeed attracted foreign 

invaders and caused the downfall of the Roman empire. This conjunction of beauty and danger, 

Eros and Thanatos, is best exemplified by Lord Byron’s famous formula, “The fatal gift of 

 
95 Translation by Luzzi, Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy, p. 181.   
96 Take as an example Francesco Hayez’s painting La Meditazione (1851) [FIG. 8]. 
97 Anna Jameson demonstrates an extraordinary precociousness in the reception of Leopardi's work. As Peter 
Lecouras points out, Leopardi's fortune in England only gained momentum after the events of 1848: ‘The informed 
Victorian tied Italian poetry with Italian patriotism and the Italian desire for freedom, no matter how subtle. [...] The 
Victorians who read Leopardi's work understood the political climate and his relationship to it. The English were 
interested in Italian politics, especially after the events of 1848. But often their interest purportedly benefited the 
fortunes of modern Italian lettres, since curiosity arose about Italian writers such as Alfieri, Foscolo, Manzoni e 
Leopardi.’ See for reference: Lecouras, Peter. 2009. ‘Leopardi’s reception in England: 1837 to 1927’. Italica, Vol. 86, 
No. 2 (Summer 2009), pp. 313-327, p. 313-4.  
98 Jameson, Anna. 1826. The Diary of an Ennuyée: A new edition. London: Henry Colburn, p.223.  
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beauty”99. In all their diversity, nineteenth-century texts project again and again ‘an Italy that is 

both the recipient of the fatal gift of beauty and in itself a fatal gift of beauty to the British traveller 

always in danger of “going native” and falling pray to this femme fatale of all European 

countries’100. Thus, while some travellers interpreted the journey to Italy as a kind of escape from 

reality to a “Paradise of Exiles”101 – as P.B. Shelley would call it – that is, a blessed escape from an 

oppressive nature, society and politics102, and envisioned the Mediterranean as a realm of peace and 

freedom, ‘offering oblivion from weariness, fever, fret and the consciousness of mortality’103; for 

others, going South posed a threat to British society. Abandoning England meant abandoning home 

and jeopardising all the cherished values that home implied: obedience, fidelity, connubial 

affection, and a stable and rooted experience. Therefore, going abroad threatened ‘the patriotic 

sentiment that underpinned national power and prosperity’104. Dr James Johnson, in the 1830s, 

while reproaching his expatriate countrymen for putting self-gratification and self-preservation 

before the national interest, wrote: ‘that a long residence in foreign countries tends to sap the 

foundation, or at least to weaken the force of British patriotism, is as clear as the sun at noonday.’105 

Fascination for Italian cities and lifestyle often fused with fear, as many Victorians began to read in 

the fallen Roman civilisation, worrying predictions on their own imperial downfall106. Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning, in her “Plea for the Ragged Schools of London Written in Rome”, expressed her 

concern that the British nation would eventually share the tragic fate of the Romans: 

 
99 Byron, George G. 2009. Childe Harold's Pilgrimage. Auckland: The Floating Press, p. 236.   
 ‘Italia! Oh Italia! Thou who hast                          
 The fatal gift of beauty, which became 

A funeral dower of present woes and past,  
On thy sweet brow is sorrow plough’d by shame, 
And annals graved in characters of flame. 
Oh, God! that thou wert in thy nakedness 
Less lovely or more powerful, and couldst claim 
Thy right, and awe the robbers back, who press 
To shed thy blood, and drink the tears of thy distress.’  
(Canto IV, stanza 42)  

100 Pfister, The Fatal Gift of Beauty, p. 5.  
101 Shelley, Percy B. “Julian and Maddalo”. In Donovan, Jack and Duffy, Cian eds. 2017. Percy B. Shelley: Selected 
Poems and Prose. London: Penguin Classics.  
102 The easier and unrestricted tone of the society attracted the British to the continent. The poets of the Shelley-
Byron circle moved to Italy in the early nineteenth century because they believed the country offered greater 
tolerance and freedom than their English homeland, from which they were all, in their own way, social outcasts. A few 
decades later, expatriate society in Florence, for example, was renowned for its tolerance of sexual solecism and 
dubious principles. In general, those unable to adapt at home, which Henry James classified as ‘the deposed, the 
defeated, the disenchanted, the wounded, or even the bored’ often made their way to the South when means and 
circumstances permitted and sought solace and seclusion in the sun. For reference see: James, Henry. 1993. Collected 
Travel Writings: The Continent. NY: The Library of America, p. 364.  
103 Pemble, The Mediterranean Passion, p. 149. 
104 Ivi, p. 53.  
105 Ibid.   
106 A highly influential book in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries on this topic was Edward Gibbon’s The History 
of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire (1776-1789).  
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‘Shall we boast of empire, where 

Time with ruin sits commissioned? 

Lordly English, think it o’er, Caesar’s doing is all undone!’107 

 

In short, if on the one hand, the disease of the Italic body risked infecting neighbouring nations, on 

the other, it represented a useful “clinical case” that could teach the British to recognise the early 

symptoms of corruption and avoid the same tragic degeneration.   

 

Asleep 

Widespread in most depictions of Italy in the nineteenth century is also the corporeal metaphor of 

death-like repose. Many travellers visiting “Il Bel Paese” report a sense of stillness or suspension of 

life activity in Italian public life. Just like Shakespeare’s famous heroine from Verona, Juliet, Italia 

too seems to have sunk into a lethargic stage and to be waiting for her beloved to wake her up. Lady 

Morgan, in her travelogue Italy, published in 1821, commented how: 

 

‘subjects of the Italian sovereigns vegetated under a bondage, which became mild 

in proportions as it was unresisted. Deprived of re-action within, and totally 

unmolested from without, excluded alike from all collision of interest and all 

communication of intellect, the descendants of heroes, of poets, of patriots, and of 

sages, were lost in voluptuous tranquillity, and steeped in dull licentiousness: in 

religion bigots, in moral abandoned, in intellect infantine, and in the scale of 

nations as a nonentity.’108 

 

Lady Morgan again attributed Italy’s decadence to the invasions of barbarians and foreign powers 

that managed to destroy everything that the Etruscans, Romans and ancient republics had built, 

leaving behind a silent, lifeless country whose splendid ruins and monuments only highlighted its 

devastation. 

 

‘But Italy – Italy, which had so long characterized the northern hordes as 

ultramontane barbarians, which had thrice given to Europe letters, arts, and 

sciences, under the Etruscans, under the Romans, and under her republics, Italy, 

which could not be uncivilized, suffered a severer penalty, and was degraded. She 

lost her living character, and became a dead letter among nations. The traveller 

visited her existing capitals, as antiquaries descend into buried cities, for the relics 

they exhibit and the monuments they preserve. The only symptoms of animation 

which varied her fatal repose, where the battles fought on her plains by her foreign 

masters with foreign foes.’109 

 

 
107 Browning, Elizabeth B. 1869. Poems. 3 Vols. New York: James Miller, Vol. 3, p. 393.   
108 Morgan, Sydney. 1821. Italy. London: Samuel and Richard Bentley, p. 29. The emphasis is mine.  
109 Ibid., p. 28. The emphasis is mine.  
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For his part, William Wordsworth, who visited the Peninsula several times during his life, adopted a 

more symbolic approach in one of his poems and juxtaposed the sense of stillness he perceived in 

Italy and the image of non-rippled water.  

 

Italia! on the surface of thy spirit, 

(Too aptly emblemed by that torpid lake) 

Shall a few partial breezes only creep?- 

Be its depths quickened; what thou dost inherit 

Of the world's hopes, dare to fulfil; awake, 

Mother of Heroes, from thy death-like sleep.110 

 

The consequence of these depictions, which characterised the Italian body politic as asleep, was to 

emphasise the unbridgeable rift between the past and present state of things. When writers spoke of 

the nation’s ‘universal and death-like repose’111, they referred to modern Italy. In contrast to the 

ancient Romans, who possessed vigour and animation, contemporary Italians seemed to have sunk 

into dreadful torpor. The question of time was also central to most British representations of Italy. 

Many travellers reported feeling a sense of belatedness when touring the Peninsula. Pemble 

explains that ‘[s]ensitive Britons felt that they had come too late into a world too old. Italy ... set a 

sense of longing. Horatio Brown defined Roma, Siena and Venice as “cities of the soul” with the 

“fatal gift to touch the imagination, to awaken a permanent desire”.’112. Southern beauty evoked a 

sense of want, and Italy was often conceived as “a wreck of paradise”, an entity on the verge of 

dissolution or already forever lost in the time past. For the foreign traveller who visited “Il Bel 

Paese” to dream, paint, and write, the tour of the Peninsula represented the attempt to contemplate 

and capture the essence of Italianness before its ultimate disappearance. This often entailed a 

complete dismissal of contemporary Italy in their depictions, as if the peninsula had remained 

unoccupied after the fall of the Roman Empire. This sense of stillness was described by Fanny 

Trollope, who wrote: ‘But at Venice, it is easy enough to fancy, that all which belonged to the 

mighty dead who have slept for centuries has been left untouched for our inspection.’113. Another 

great example that testifies to the metaphorical conceptualisation of Italy as a country where life 

appears suspended is Sablet’s famous painting, Élégie romaine (1791) [FIG. 3], which contains 

many elements that would characterise the visual representations of Italy in the early nineteenth 

century: an Italy without Italians, the fascination with Italy’s graves and ruins, and the use of the 

landscape as the backdrop to solitary meditation. Joseph Luzzi explains that Italian glorious past 

 
110 Wordsworth, The Complete Poetical Works of William Wordsworth, p. 119. The emphasis is mine.  
111 Morgan, Italy, p. 29.  
112 Pemble, The Mediterranean Passion, p. 168. 
113 Trollope, Frances M. 1842. A Visit to Italy, Vol.2. London: Richard Bentley, p. 145.   
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provided both aesthetic and moral instruction to an international European elite. The eclipse of 

modern Italy and its inhabitants from their travel accounts was functional to the development of 

their national conscience because as they travelled the Peninsula in search of the same Italian-less 

Italy which had fascinated previous generations of Grand Tourists, they could acquire a detached 

perspective to contemplate their societies back home. 

 

Dead 

We now come to the last, though probably the most important, metaphorical representation of Italy, 

namely that of the dead body. Once again, Italian authors were the first to develop the rhetoric of 

mortality, which was implied in the construction of Italy as a physical body – per natura subject to 

ageing and death. Giacomo Leopardi wrote in his notebook, the Zibaldone di Pensieri, on 

November 10-11, 1823: ‘Nel 600, ed anche nel 700, l’Italia già uccisa palpitava e fumava ancora. 

Così discorrasi della Spagna. Or l’una e l’altra sono immobili e gelate, e nel pieno dominio della 

morte.’114 (In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, having already been killed, Italy barely 

managed to breathe and smoulder on. The same happened to Spain. And now both are immobile 

and frozen in the full thrall of death115). In this passage, Leopardi refers not only to the fact that 

these nations have long been deprived of a vital spirit and are thus morally deceased but also that 

without industry, artistic and literary activity, and social interactions, the life of the Spanish and 

Italians is mere survival, a routine of inaction and idleness. A similar take on the metaphor is the 

one adopted by the British poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning, a long-time resident in Florence, who 

lamented the lack of cultural life in Italy:  

 

The catalogue of the library [...] offers a most melancholy insight into the actual 

literature of Italy. Translations, translations, translations from third and fourth and 

fifth rate French and English writers, chiefly French; the roots of thought, here in 

Italy, seem dead in the ground. It is well that they have great memories – nothing 

else lives.116 

 

What is purely Italian is, as far as we have read, purely dull and unconventional. 

There is no breath nor pulse in the Italian genius.117 

 

Just as the lack of vital signs in a human patient, the absence of heartbeat and breathing in the 

Italian genius also indicates the possible demise of the whole Italian nation.    

 
114 Leopardi, Giacomo. 1921. Zibaldone di pensieri. Firenze: Le Monnier, p. 2414.    
115 Translation by Luzzi, Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy, p. 189. 
116 [EBB to Mrs Jameson, 23rd November 1846]. Kenyon, Frederick. G. (ed). 1898. The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning. 2 vols. 4th edition. London: Smith, Elder & Co, vol. 1, p. 308.  
117 [EBB to Miss Mitford, 19th December 1846]. Kenyon, Frederick. G. (ed). 1898. The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning. 2 vols. 4th edition. London: Smith, Elder & Co, vol. 1, p. 312.  
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 However, the allegorical death of the nation was also expressed through references to terms 

and concepts that belong to the semantic field of death. To this purpose, Italian graves and ruins 

become a metonymy of the country’s departure – a memento mori and symbol of the Vanity of 

Human Wishes118. Being literally grounded on the ruins of the ancient Roman empire, Italy was 

perceived as a collective sepulchre in the minds of many Europeans. Nineteenth-century fascination 

for Italian graves and monuments was deeply influenced by literary works such as Foscolo’s Dei 

Sepolcri (1807) and Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage (1812-1818), which depicted Italy as a 

gigantic graveyard where the heroes and glories of times past lie buried. Rome was the final and 

favourite destination because it provided a “vantage point” from which world history could be 

perused at once. While approaching la città eterna, Mary Shelley exclaimed: ‘No one can look on 

this country as merely so much earth – every clod is a sacred relic – every stone is an object of 

curiosity – every name we hear satisfies some desire or awakens some cherished association’119. At 

the same time, Samuel Rogers, in his poem Italy seemed to be both attracted and repelled by the 

prevailing sense of death he found in Rome, which he described as a  

 

‘land of shadows, where we live 

More in past time than present, where the ground 

League beyond league, like one great cemetery, 

Is covered o’er with mouldering monuments; 

And, let the living wander where they will 

They cannot leave the footsteps of the dead.”120 
 

The clear separation between vital ancient Italy and moribund contemporary Italy is even more 

evident in P.B. Shelley’s description of the city. During his Italian exile in 1818, he visited Rome 

and wrote to his fellow author Thomas Love Peacock that despite its cultural splendour, la città 

eterna seemed remarkably devoid of life:   

 

The impression of [Rome] exceeds anything I have ever experienced in my travels. 

[...] Rome is a city, as it were, of the dead, or rather of those who cannot die, and 

who survive the puny generations which inhabit and pass over the spot which they 

made sacred to eternity. In Rome, at least in the first enthusiasm of your 

recognition of ancient time, you see nothing of the Italians.121  

 

The comment is remarkable if we consider that, according to census data, the actual population of 

Rome at the time of Shelley’s visit was over one hundred thousand, which made it the third most 

 
118 Bohls, Elizabeth A. 1995. Women Travel Writers and the Language of Aesthetics, 1716-1818. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, p. 99.  
119 Shelley, Rambles, vol. 2, p. 214.  
120 Rogers, Samuel. 1854. Italy. London: Edward Moxon, p. 154.   
121 [22nd December 1818]. Shelley, The Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley, p. 59. 
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populous city in Italy and one of the most populated urban areas in Europe. Moreover, the years of 

Shelley’s exile (1818-1822) also witnessed the production of notable literary works by Italian 

authors like Giacomo Leopardi, Giovanni Berchet, Alessandro Manzoni, Ugo Foscolo and 

Vincenzo Monti to name a few; besides the activity of some important artists like Antonio Canova 

and Franceso Hayez, and composers like Gioacchino Rossini, Vincenzo Bellini or Gaetano 

Donizetti. However, Shelley’s interest in the ‘first enthusiasm’ of his encounter with Rome’s 

‘ancient time’ was not with Italy’s living but with its dead. Although he was an Italophile122, in his 

eyes, contemporary Italy remained obscured by its glorious past.       

The list of authors who adopted the trope of Italy as a dead body could go on indefinitely 

because ‘romantic generalisations about Italy as a feminine, premodern, and sepulchral space whose 

present cannot escape the burden of its past’123 are ubiquitous in nineteenth-century English 

literature. For generations, illustrious travellers – including Charles Dickens, Elizabeth and Robert 

Browning, George Eliot, D. H. Lawrence, Henry James and James Joyce, to name a few – would 

travel to the Peninsula in search of the same Italian-less Italy that attracted eighteenth and early-

nineteenth century authors to the south. However, it is perhaps more fruitful to reflect on the nature 

and purpose of these representations that contributed to fostering the myth of Italy in the age of the 

Grand Tour. We ought to ask ourselves: if Italy, as we have seen, was not really dead, what was the 

point of these representations? What did the Italic body hide that was so cumbersome that the only 

solution was to make it disappear? 

We started our analysis of the bodily metaphors related to Italy with Michel Foucault’s 

claim that the body is a site of culturally contested meanings. We saw that the creation of new 

values and meanings requires the subjugation and inscription of the body as ‘cultural values emerge 

as a result of an inscription on the body, where the body is understood as a medium, indeed, a blank 

page, an unusual one, to be sure, for it appears to bleed and suffer under the pressure of the writing 

instrument’124. However, we did not point out that in order for this inscription to signify, the body 

as medium must itself be destroyed and transfigured. The death of the personified Italy was thus 

functional to the emergence of new meanings.  

In the early nineteenth century, the British Empire was on its rise and Italy, with its 

bimillennial history and cultural legacy, represented an obstacle that needed to be removed so that 

the English nation could establish itself as a leader in the European context and beyond. Hence, the 

need to present nineteenth-century Italian Body Politic as absent, asleep, wounded or more 

 
122 Percy Shelley is renowned for being one of the few foreign authors who mastered the Italian language. He was also 
an enthusiastic scholar of Dante’s work, an indefatigable translator of Italian and the only English poet to employ terza 
rima successfully.   
123 Luzzi, ‘Italy without Italians’, p. 83.  
124 Butler, ‘Foucault and the Paradox of Bodily Inscriptions’, p. 604. 
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generally unsuited for taking part in the clash of modern powers. The Italian body had first to 

appear weak and then disappear in order for the British body to emerge. Italy could remain in all its 

beauty as a marvellous object for artistic contemplation, but its agency had to be stopped, its voice 

silenced, its body chained or annihilated. What better solution, then, than to transfigure the Italian 

nation in the most sublime, ethereal and harmless form that ever existed, namely that of a female 

body?  

 

1.1.4 Italy as Woman: Gender, politics and national identity 

Even outside the realm of literature, Italy has always been a woman in the collective imagination. 

The origin of this trope can be traced back to antiquity125, but it is, above all, in the modern age that 

the image of Italy as a woman becomes so pervasive that it cannot be ignored. As Beller and 

Leerssen point out, ‘in the European countries, initially only demarcated dynastically, a 

consciousness developed among various local and regional groups from the sixteenth to the 

nineteenth century, that they belonged to national collectives which could be defined in terms of 

territory, ethnicity, language, religion, history and tradition’126. Nation-formation and nation-

building involved the establishment of national narratives that identified the common history, ethnic 

identity, and ideal representative figures of the community. In most cases, this process implied the 

introduction of a woman figure that became the symbol and embodiment of the nation, and served 

‘as a political metaphor uniting society’s vast variety of unlike human beings within her frame’127. 

As Stephen Gundle explains, the last decades of the eighteenth century saw a proliferation of female 

allegories in public discourse across Europe because the adoption of women as symbol figures of 

the nation was a way to stress the breaking with the old monarchies headed by kings and promote 

republican ideology:  

 

Female figures first emerged in the modern era as symbols of nations in the èpoche 

following the French revolution. New images were necessary because, in the post-

revolutionary era, the nation was no longer embodied by the person of the king. 

[...] In order to lure men into identification with the state and consolidate loyalty to 

the nation, female figures – often with a marked erotic appeal – were employed. 

Women carried a special burden of representation and were, to use Nira Yuval-

David’s phrase ‘constructed as the symbolic bearers of the collectivity’s identity 

and honour, both personally and collectively’. The use of young female figures to 

 
125 An instance is already present in the Aeneid, when Virgil compares the Italic land to a womb that finally welcomes 
exhausted travellers:  
‘sternimur optatae gremio telluris ad undam, 
sortiti remos, passimque in litore sicco 
corpora curamus; fessos sopor inrigat artus.’ (III: 509-511) 
126 Beller and Leerssen, Imagology, p. 11.  
127 Sennett, Richard. 1994. Flesh and Stone: The Body and the City in Western Civilisation. London: Faber and Faber, p. 
287.  
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represent the nation had a variety of motivations. There was the desire to promote 

fecundity, health, and purity against the dissolute mores and corruption of the 

aristocracy. To establish a common ethnic identity through physical traits was also 

important. There was also a need to turn men into warriors who were prepared to 

defend the nation as they would the women of their community.128 
 

Silke Wenk observed that during the French Revolution, female personifications replaced the king’s 

body image as the “sacred centre” of power (while challenging it).129 It was the nation-woman – 

and at the same time, all the women of the nation – who, according to a famous image by Rousseau, 

instilled the love for the homeland in her/their newborn children with her/their milk. The 

motherland could, therefore, only be a woman, as she became the love object of the entire 

population and, above all, of the male citizens, who must be ready to die to defend her. The most 

famous example is France’s Marianne, who turned into the allegory of the French Republic and was 

seen as a personification of liberty, equality, and fraternity, as well as the Goddess of Liberty since 

the French Revolution. In Eugène Delacroix’s acclaimed painting La Liberté Guidant le Peuple 

(Liberty guiding the people; 1830) [FIG. 4], a bare-breasted Marianne leads a large group of rioters 

with the audacity of an experienced soldier and waves the French tricolour. Her figure was 

emblematic of a whole, non-fragmented national identity; thus, she became the image of the 

homeland. Due to her abstraction and impersonality, the symbol of Marianne continued to evolve in 

response to the needs of the state and to be manipulated by French political figures to their specific 

purposes at any given time.  

Although Italy lacks an equally assertive iconographic example, between the age of the 

Enlightenment and the Restoration, the Italian nation too took the shape of a woman and was 

depicted in a variety of guises, which made the Peninsula an authentic laboratory of iconography 

with multiple meanings. Italy could be shown either as a distraught or majestic woman and could be 

made to embody the old aesthetic values of Baroque or the new political ones brought by the 

revolution. In the early nineteenth century, the most famous representation of the nation was still 

the Italia Turrita by Cesare Ripa [FIG. 5], who, in his renowned work Iconologia (1603), had 

canonised the constituent elements and fundamental traits of this allegory: a beautiful woman 

dressed in a sumptuous and rich gown, Italia sits on a globe, on her head a turreted crown, in her 

right hand a sceptre and in her left hand a cornucopia full of fruit, above her head a star.130 In 

 
128 Gundle, Stephen. 2008. “The ‘Bella Italiana’ and the ‘English Rose’: Reflections on Two National Typologies of 
Feminine Beauty”. In Performing National Identity: Anglo-Italian Cultural Transactions (eds.) Pfister, Manfred and 
Hertel, Ralf. Amsterdam and NY: Rodopi, pp. 137-158, p. 138.  
129 Wenk, Silke. 2000. “Gendered Representations of the Nation’s Past and Future”. In Blom, Ida; Hagemann, Karen; 
and Catherine Hall (eds). Gendered Nations: Nationalisms and Gender Order in the Long Nineteenth Century. Oxford: 
Berg Publishers, pp. 63-77.  
130 For an in-depth examination of the allegory of Donna Italia across the centuries, see also Bazzano, Nicoletta. 2011. 
Donna Italia: storia di un’allegoria dall’antichità ai giorni nostri. Costabissara: Colla.   
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international perception, the Peninsula continued to be regarded as the home of antiquity, the cradle 

of the arts and Christianity. These inveterate commonplaces expressed the enduring appeal of an 

idea not tied to the urgencies of politics and yet more welcoming and universal than Italy, namely 

the idea of a patria communis in which all Europeans who cherished culture and civilisation could 

recognise themselves beyond national borders.  

However, Romanticism, which spread across Europe in the nineteenth century, brought 

about a revolution in “feeling” that exalted passion and emotions over lucid and disenchanted 

rationality. This new conception of life did not simply affect the private and intimate dimension of 

interpersonal relationships but also the collective and, therefore, political dimension. Romanticism 

was indeed characterised by a civil and social impetus that soon led to revolutionary and national-

patriotic movements. Italy was no exception, and the early decades of the century were marked by a 

series of uprisings and insurrections131 which led to the Risorgimento. In just a few years, the 

“common mother of the arts” became the “common mother of a people”: Italian artists started to 

evoke the political destiny of an entire community and project Risorgimento aspirations of 

territorial unity in their artworks. From this point of view, Canova’s weeping statue on the tomb of 

Alfieri [FIG. 6] is undoubtedly the most convincing propagandist image because, despite its 

formality, the sorrowful attitude of Italia involves the spectator emotionally and calls into question 

the theme of an afflicted nation awaiting liberation. During Risorgimento, the female figure of Italy 

took centre stage in the political reflection as a metaphor for the common goal of national 

unification. Beautiful Italia became the shared image from which Italian patriots drew the strength 

and enthusiasm to keep fighting for the liberation of their homeland from Austrian occupation.  

In the 1840s and 1850s, artistic representations gradually abandoned the expressive 

language of rhetoric and formality, and acquired a strong emotional and political charge to awaken 

the national conscience. The artist who best expresses this iconographic evolution is Francesco 

Hayez, whose art has explicit sentimental and political content. In the painting La Ciociara (1842) 

[FIG. 7], we see a peasant woman from the Kingdom of Naples among ancient ruins. She wears 

clothes that recall the Italian tricolour (red, white and green), and her disconsolate look reflects the 

unhappy Italian political situation. An even more eloquent image is the one we find in La 

Meditazione (1851) [FIG. 8], in which a female figure wrapped in a large white robe, with bare 

breasts, sad in the face but proud in the gaze becomes the allegory of the nation after the defeats of 

1848-49. The painting is rich in symbols: on the book, Storie d'Italia and the cross, painted red, are 

 
131 Just think of the Palermo insurrection, the Neapolitan and Piedmontese Carbonari uprisings of 1820-1821 and the 
central Italian revolts of 1830-1831. 
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the dates of the five days of Milan132. The cross alludes to the martyrdom and the sacrifice of the 

volunteers who died in the national struggle. The homeland is naked, stripped of everything, above 

all, her freedom. However, she is no less beautiful and noble, nor defeated.  

 While iconographic examples certainly dominate the nineteenth-century imaginary 

landscape, the narratives of many nations were also shaped by historical novels and poems. 

Medieval tales of chivalry, heroism, love, and sacrifice resurfaced and acquired new meanings as 

authors like Walter Scott and Alfred Lord Tennyson adopted these stories to fuel a sense of a 

mythical national past. In the English context, legendary heroines like Maid Marian and the Fair 

Rosamund rose to become symbols of national values. In Italy, writers including Francesco 

Domenico Guerrazzi, Massimo d’Azeglio and others adopted the Medieval or other remote settings 

to comment on contemporary questions. The most famous example is Alessandro Manzoni’s I 

promessi sposi, a novel set in the early seventeenth century when Lombardy was under Spanish 

control, which was meant to allude to contemporary Austrian occupation. The heroine of this tale, 

Lucia Mondella, a beautiful and devoted peasant girl, although not a historical figure, came to 

represent the strong moral character of the Italian people. The emphasis on this girl of the people 

allowed Manzoni to reflect the unfulfilled aspirations of the nation and to emphasise all the best 

qualities the Italians were known for, namely spontaneity, beauty, piety and righteousness, which 

were embodied in Lucia. 

However, the feminisation of the nation did not always contribute to highlighting positive 

aspects. The paradox is that, while on the one hand, female figures were exalted as examples of 

virtue and national ideals, on the other hand, they reflected the widespread denigration of women as 

inferior. Stephen Gundle explains that ‘they were seen as bodies, creatures of instinct rather than 

reason, who were the object of a variety of discourses shaped only by men.’133 Female beauty was 

indeed a force capable of catalysing the unfulfilled patriotic aspirations of a people yearning for 

independence, but also a sign of weakness. As we previously noted, in the political fragmentation of 

a feminised Italy, in her inability to govern itself, in her being violated and then subjugated by the 

masculine people of the north, was reflected all the fragility commonly associated with women: 

their alleged instability, passivity and ineptitude for action.  

The question of why the female body was adopted as a metaphor for national identities has 

been long debated. For Stephen Gundle, the focus on female beauty was simply a consequence of 

the patriarchal order of society. According to Sandra M. Gilbert, the feminisation of nations like 

France and Italy derived instead ‘from a traditional grammatical convention, that tends, at least in 

 
132 The Five Days of Milan refers to the armed insurrection that took place between 18 and 22 March 1848 in the then 
capital of the Lombardy-Veneto Kingdom, which led to the temporary liberation of the city from Austrian rule. 
133 Gundle, “The ‘Bella Italiana’ and the ‘English Rose’”, p. 140.  
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most Indo-European languages [to depict its subjects in gender terms]’134. I agree with Beller and 

Leerssen, who claim that ‘every perception of national identity is implicitly or explicitly 

gendered’135. Imagological studies have indeed shown that in the Western world, gender is a 

fundamental category for the definition of one’s own national identity in opposition to others: 

  

In imagology, gender concerns someone’s (self-)perception as being male or 

female and the images of masculinity and femininity that go with it. [...] What does 

it mean to be, or behave like, a man or a woman; what does it have to do with 

masculinity, femininity, sexuality; and how are these aspects of our identity not 

only organized through images, discourses, social institutions, but also interiorized 

through education, cultural consumption, and bodily behaviour. Stereotypical 

gender arrangements and binary images of men and women that they sustain – men 

are supposed to be strong, rational, and to operate in the public sphere while 

women are seen as weak, emotional and ideally suited for the private sphere – 

enable subjects to order their many complex interrelations along recognizable 

terms, often to the advantage of men.136 

 

Over the centuries, Europe was mapped on a grid of sexual differences, with the Alps often serving 

as the boundary between the masculine North and feminine South. This produced a gendered 

geography of European nations, which – in line with eighteenth-century aesthetic concepts of 

“subject” and “object”, and their relative action and passivity – came to be understood respectively 

as more apt to dominate (if masculine) or to be subjugated (if feminine). Thus, while some nations, 

such as England and Germany, were conceptualised as virile and deemed worthy of dominating the 

continent, others suffered foreign occupation due to their being effeminate. As a matter of fact, the 

definitions of national difference in the nineteenth century tended to replicate the binary opposition 

implied in discourses of sexual difference. As Elizabeth Bohls points out, ‘women and landscape 

were continually being judged for their ability to titillate the imagination and satisfy the senses 

while at the same time remaining within prescribed moral, aesthetic, and territorial limits’137. In the 

gender hierarchies of the period, it was expected that a woman was morally superior to her husband 

but that she remained in a subordinate position of obedience. In the same way, English travellers 

esteemed Italy for reasons of affinity and shared cultural heritage, but they denied her that right to 

freedom which would lead her to attain a status of equality with the other European powers. 

Underlying the experience of the Grand Tour is, therefore, the gendered power relation between a 

male subject, the English traveller, and a female object, Italy. The gaze of the traveller admiring the 

 
134 Gilbert, Sandra M. 1984. ‘From Patria to Matria: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Risorgimento’, PMLA, Vol. 99, No. 2 
(March 1984), pp. 194-211, p. 196.  
135 Beller and Leerssen, Imagology, p. 330.  
136 Ivi, pp. 329-330.  
137 Bohls, Women Travel Writers and the Language of Aesthetics, 1716-1818, p. 86.  
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Peninsula is, in fact, predominantly – though not exclusively – a male gaze138, implying some kind 

‘of appropriation, actual or imaginative’139 of the Italian beauty.  

 The most influential book displaying the intertwining between gender, politics and national 

identity is most likely the nineteenth-century bestseller by Madame De Staël, Corinne, ou de l’Italie 

(1807). Like many of her contemporaries, De Staël believed in and often drew on national 

stereotypes and gendered social differences140. For her, some nations were inherently more 

masculine than others – with masculinity seen as a desirable national quality.141 The novel displays 

‘a preoccupation with national character’142 as England and Italy become personified by the two 

protagonists of the story: a beautiful, spontaneous, half-English and half-Italian poetess living in 

Rome, Corinne and her noble Scottish paramour and Grand Tourist, Oswald (Lord Nelvil). The love 

between characters of different nationalities thus becomes a pretext for comparing different national 

spirits and unfolding all the facets of the encounter between two European souls. Since its 

publication, readers of Corinne have sometimes simplified the novel’s presentations of national 

character, reducing the novel’s portrayal of national character and politics to caricatures and simple 

binary oppositions: male vs female, Protestant vs Catholic, England and Italy143. In an early review 

of Corinne published in the Edinburgh Review, Francis Jeffrey highlighted that: ‘The difference of 

national character is the force that sets all in motion; and it is Great Britain and Italy, the extremes 

of civilised Europe, that are personified and contrasted in the hero and heroine of this romantic 

tale”144. As the subtitle indicates, in the novel, the Italian nation becomes embodied in the beautiful, 

spontaneous poetess Corinne. The association is made clear in the text when, as she is being 

crowned poet laureate at the Capitol, Prince Castelforte exclaims:  

 

 

 
138 Since the beginning, which dates back to the Elizabethan era, the Grand Tour had been conceived as a well-
established educational practice undertaken by the sons of aristocratic and gentry families. Because it was aimed 
exclusively at young, elite men, it was regarded as a cornerstone of elite masculine education and an important rite of 
passage intended to produce the future ruling class. The journey typically lasted between three and four years, 
although it could be as long as five years or as short as several months. During this period, Grand Tourists received a 
formal education, through tutors and universities, and an experiential one, via encounters with a wide variety of 
European countries, cultures and societies. The experience of travel was often associated to a sexual enterprise.  
139 Ibidem.  
140 De Staël’s interest in the relationship between national character and culture would lead to the publication of her 
exceptional study of German art, institutions, society and thought: De l’Allemagne (1813).  
141 Sluga, Glenda. 2003. ‘Gender and the Nation: Madame de Staël or Italy’. Women’s Writing, Vol. 10, No. 2 (2003), 
pp. 241-251, p. 242.  
142 Luzzi, ‘Italy without Italians’, p. 67.  
143 Simpson, Erik. ‘On Corinne, Or Italy’, BRANCH. https://branchcollective.org/?ps_articles=erik-simpson-on-corinne-
or-italy, last accessed 21st February 2023.  
144 Jeffrey, Francis. 1807. ‘Review of Corinne, ou l'Italie’. Edinburgh Review, or Critical Journal, Vol. XI (October, 1807), 
pp. 183-195, p. 183. 

https://editions.covecollective.org/place/italy
https://branchcollective.org/?ps_articles=erik-simpson-on-corinne-or-italy
https://branchcollective.org/?ps_articles=erik-simpson-on-corinne-or-italy
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“Look on the personification of our own fair Italy. She is what we might be, if 

freed from the ignorance, envy, discord, and sloth, to which fate has reduced us.” 

We love to contemplate her, as a rare production of our climate, and our fine arts; a 

relic of the past, a prophetess of the future; and when strangers, pitiless of the faults 

born of our misfortunes, insult the country whence have arisen the planets that 

illumed all Europe, still we but say to them, “Look upon Corinne.”145 

 

De Staël confronts the traditional rhetorical associations of Italy with the feminine and makes her 

heroine an aspirational model for Italy. Corinne embodies, at the same time, the imaginative and 

artistic spirit of Italy, and the undisciplined, passionate temperament of the Italians. Politics and 

aesthetics are interwoven in the novel because Corinne’s genius seems to stem precisely from her 

southern nature. However, as the plot unravels, the heroine gradually turns into the archetypal 

figure of female suffering and vulnerability, as she is rejected by her lover and left alone with her 

art. Her tragedy as a gifted woman artist in a politically fragmented nation implicitly recalls the fate 

of the Italian nation, indelibly marked by defeat and subjection. Corinne herself, at one point, 

describes Italy as a land which ‘nature has adorned like a victim’146. Maura O’Connor explains that 

the feminisation of Italy as the beautiful, intelligent, and alluring Corinne is a defining feature of the 

novel:  

 

In the novel Corinne, the woman, the Italian, and the Romantic are interwoven in 

such a way that Italy is metaphorically cast as a woman. But for Staël, Italy 

represented something more than a “woman’s” country […] Italy is cast as a 

woman in the sense that “she” has been stripped of all temporal power – of military 

strength and political freedom; what remains are art, nature and religion. Staël’s 

Italy possesses a cultural and a spiritual power but lacks the necessary prerequisites 

to become a modern nation [...] “her” power is relegated to the realm of culture.147  
 

Italy’s institutions and society reflect a sense of confusion and weakness, especially when compared 

to British wealth, industrialisation and order. Deprived of any political agency, Italy has no choice 

but to take refuge in art, a domain in which – like Corinne – she is the undisputed mistress. 

 One of the novel’s central themes is indeed the clash of cultures as much as individuals.148 

De Staël contrasts the English and Italian nations with a set of oppositions: whereas Italy is 

‘intoxicating’ and beautiful, England is ‘rigid’; whereas Italy ‘strikes the imagination’, England 

‘enters into the soul’; whereas Italy represents the ‘arts’, England embodies ‘opinion and tastes’.149 

In the novel, England is represented by the figure of Oswald, a man with a strong sense of moral 

 
145 Staël, Germaine de. [1807] 1838. Corinne, Or Italy. London: Richard Bentley, p. 24. 
146 Staël, Corinne, p. 53.  
147 O’Connor, The Romance of Italy and the English Political Imagination, p. 31. 
148 Vescovi, Alessandro; Villa, Luisa; Vita, Paul. 2009. The Victorians and Italy: Literature, Travel, Politics and Art. 
Monza: Polimetrica, p. 265. 
149 Luzzi, ‘Italy without Italians’, p. 69.  
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duty and social responsibility, who ultimately renounces his love for Corinne to fulfil his father’s 

wishes. Oswald, thus, embodies the prototype of the Grand Tour traveller who, although fascinated 

and seduced by the Italian beauties, realises that these cannot compete with the “true goods” of life 

that England offers: independence, liberty and wealth. Precisely like the novel’s protagonist, Italy 

too, as the mistress of the arts, must be thrust aside in favour of England’s more masculine, public 

ideals. As suggested by Oswald’s father, Corinne’s Italianness – associated with the feminine 

categories of caprice, reverie and weakness – would make her unsuited for English society: 

 

“A woman like that is not made to live in Wales. Believe me, my dear Oswald, 

only Englishwomen are right for England. It is not my place to give advice, and I 

need not to assure you that I will say nothing of what I have seen. But as lovable as 

Corinne is, I think like Thomas Walpole: what do you do with that at home? And 

as you know home is everything in our country, everything for women at least. Do 

you picture your beautiful Italian staying alone while you hunt or go to Parliament, 

and leaving you at dessert to get the tea ready for when you get up from the table? 

Dear Oswald, our women have domestic virtues you will find nowhere else. In 

Italy men have nothing to do but please women; so the more lovable women are 

the better. But in our country where men have active careers, women have to stay 

in the shadow, and it would be too bad to put Corinne there. I would like to see her 

on the throne of England, but not under my humble roof.”150 

 

Ultimately, national differences and gender preferences prevail: Oswald rejects Corinne (and 

everything she stands for) and marries her half-sister Lucille, a model of English femininity and 

self-abnegation. The end of the novel marks a moment of personal and political epiphany: Corinne 

renounces her love for the foreigner Oswald to consecrate herself through death as the national 

muse of her country.  

Corinne, or Italy is emblematic of Romantic myth-making about Italy in the age of the 

Grand Tour. By reinforcing the centrality of gender to the idea of nineteenth-century political and 

social order, De Staël marked Italy’s femininity as a distinctive trait of Italian national identity. As 

travellers often acknowledged, Staël’s personification of Italy as the beautiful and ill-fated Corinne 

evoked sympathy and compassion in her English audience. Nineteenth-century British travellers 

romanticised and idealised the Peninsula by metaphorically recasting her as a woman in distress, a 

tragic figure in need of being rescued from “herself” as well as from foreign invaders. It will take a 

few more decades before this myth of Italian passivity dissolved and made room for the idea that 

Italy could save herself and regain her place among the great European nations on her own.  

 

 

 

 
150 Staël, Corinne, p. 127. 
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1.2 WOMEN WRITERS AND ITALY 

 
 

In the previous section, I analysed the rise of the myth of Italy in the era of the Grand Tour. I 

highlighted that the traveller’s view of Italy was typically conditioned by long-established 

stereotypes and centred on a sense of alleged superiority of the English nation over the Italian one. I 

showed that the aesthetic discourse regarding Italy was dominated by an authoritative male gaze151 

looking at a female land and that the practice of tourism was directly linked with some kind of real 

or ideal appropriation of Italian beauties. This was mainly because the Grand Tour was 

predominantly a masculine practice aimed at the cultural and aesthetic formation of the future 

British ruling class152. However, scholars in recent years have noticed that despite being a mainly 

upper-class and masculine activity, women have actively participated in the Grand Tour since the 

eighteenth century153. Literary critics and cultural historians have shown that women were not only 

dynamic partakers of the Grand Tour but also often excellent contributors to the travel narratives 

that derived from it.  

In the 1970s, in the wake of a feminist revival aimed at including women in what was 

perceived as a prevalently male process of history and life writing, many travel narratives by 

English women writers – in the shape of journals, letters, novels and poems – have been 

rediscovered. Since then, the rise of the woman travel writer in the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries has been well-documented and much investigated. The 1980s saw the publication of 

several pioneering anthologies of women’s early travel writing, which amply demonstrated the 

existence of an extensive female legacy in what had been assumed to be an overwhelmingly 

masculine genre154. The 1990s then witnessed some seminal literary-critical and theoretical work on 

 
151 The term “male gaze” was first used by the art critic John Berger in the television series and book Ways of Seeing 
(1972) to address the sexual objectification of women in the arts and advertising, by emphasising that men generally 
look while women are looked at as the subjects of images. The term, however, became popular among feminists when 
the film critic Laura Mulvey adopted it in an essay entitled ‘Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema’ (1975) in opposition 
to the female gaze to highlight that the asymmetry of social and political power between men and women is evident 
in the cinematic experience as female characters are often transformed into passive recipients of male objectification 
in media representations. Nowadays, according to feminist theory, the male gaze is intended as the act of depicting 
the female universe, in the visual arts and literature, from a male, heterosexual perspective, leading to a 
representation of women as sexual objects to satisfy the male spectator.  
152 For further information, see: Black, Jeremy. 2003. The British Abroad: the Grand Tour in the Eighteenth Century. 
Phoenix Mill: Sutton Publishing.  
153 Extensive studies on the topic are: Dolan, Brian. 2001. Ladies of the Grand Tour. London: Harper Collins; Horrocks, 
Ingrid. Women Wanderers and the Writing of Mobility, 1784–1814. Cambridge: Cambridge UP; O’Loughlin, Katrina. 
2018. Women, Writing, and Travel in the Eighteenth Century. Cambridge: Cambridge UP. 
154 Early anthologies include: Hamalian, Leo. 1981. Ladies on the Loose: Women Travellers of the Eighteenth and 
Nineteenth Centuries. London: Dodd, Mead; Birkett, Dea. 1989. Spinsters Abroad: Victorian Lady Explorers. Oxford: 
Blackwwell; Robinson, Jane. 1994. Unsuitable for Ladies: An Anthology of Women Travellers. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press; Foster, Shirley and Mills, Sara. 2002. An Anthology of Women’s Travel Writing. Manchester: Manchester 
University Press. 
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this topic by Elizabeth Bohls, Sara Mills, Mary Louise Pratt, Maria Frawley, Shirley Foster and 

others155. Moreover, the proliferation of books and articles on women’s travel and travel writing 

since 2000, and the growth of digital resources such as Google Books and Eighteenth Century 

Collections Online (ECCO), has made increasingly accessible a significant number of texts that 

remained out of print. This has consequently extended our understanding of women’s contribution 

to the genre. In bringing greater scrutiny to travel texts by Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning and George Eliot, this research aims to take part in this ongoing process of the 

rediscovery of travel literature by nineteenth-century women writers and to highlight the valuable 

contribution of women to the perception of Italy in Britain.  

 The rise of the woman traveller was made possible by new social and travel conditions at the 

beginning of the nineteenth century. With the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815, tourism 

underwent what Buzard describes as the ‘evidently irresistible drive towards democratisation’156, as 

technological and economic development made the Continent more accessible and affordable to 

travellers other than the aristocratic Grand Tourists. For many women travellers, Italy remained – 

just as it had been since the eighteenth century – the beloved destination and culmination of the 

Tour. Those who had received a classical education saw it as the land of classical antiquity and 

delighted in visiting places they had only read about in books. For others, it was the land of 

Renaissance art and they enjoyed spending time in galleries perusing paintings by Michelangelo, 

Raphael or Titian. Then, cities like Verona or Venice had powerful Shakespearian associations. 

Moreover, Italy was attractive because of its mild climate and, compared to Britain, the cheap living 

cost. In short, Il Bel Paese offered everything British travellers could wish for in terms of art, 

landscape, and leisure.  

This was especially true for women travellers who found the Italian environment both 

physically and mentally stimulating, and envisioned the Peninsula as a place where they could 

express themselves more freely than in the English environment157. Italy stood for the ‘fulfilment of 

desire and the possibility of physical expansion beyond the confines of normal life and it promised 

 
155 The most influential studies on pre-1900 women’s travel writing are: Foster, Shirley. 1990. Across New Worlds: 
Nineteenth Century Women Travellers and Their Writings. Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf; Robinson, Jane. 
1990. Wayward Women: A Guide to Women Travellers. Oxford: Oxford University Press; Mills, Sara. 1991. Discourses 
of Difference: An Analysis of Women’s Travel Writing and Colonialism. London: Routledge. Pratt, Mary Louise. 1992. 
Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation. Abingdon-on-Thames: Taylor and Francis; Bohls, Elizabeth A. 1994. 
Women Travel Writers and the Language of Aesthetics, 1716–1818. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press; Frawley, 
Maria. 1994. A Wider Range: Travel Writing by Women in Victorian England. London: Associated University Press; 
Morgan, Susan. 1996. Place Matters: Gendered Geography in Victorian Women's Travel Books about Southeast Asia. 
New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press.  
156 Buzard, James. 1993. The Beaten Track: European Tourism, Literature and the Ways to ‘Culture’ 1800-1918. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, p. 121.  
157 For the liberating effect of travel for women, see: Hamalian, Leo. 1981. Ladies on the Loose: Women Travellers of 
the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries. NY: Dodd, Mead & Company.   
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release from the prosaic conditions of domesticity and the enjoyment of an alternative reality which 

both permitted and encouraged self-gratification’158. Taking leave from the assumption of Chapman 

and Stabler (2003) that ‘Italy became a utopian space for women’159, this section shows that the 

Grand Tour opened up an unimaginable world of new experiences, pleasures and possibilities for 

English women. As the following paragraphs demonstrate, after an initial moment of 

destabilisation, lady travellers delighted in touring the Peninsula because it allowed them to liberate 

physical and imaginative energies, otherwise suffocated in the traditional patriarchal construction of 

nineteenth-century British society. The separation from their homeland and the encounter with 

Italian culture was indeed pivotal for many women, including Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning and George Eliot, in gaining a new perspective on their native land, in breaking free from 

the rigid codes of behaviour expected from English ladies, and in acquiring the authority and the 

confidence to write.  

In many ways, women’s experience on the Grand Tour and the confrontation with Italian 

otherness were fundamental in constructing the English feminine identity. In her study Cities and 

the Grand Tour (2012)160, Rosemary Sweet recognised that British women on Tour adopted a dual 

attitude, as they tended both to be faithful to the standards of English femininity, and to overcome 

the mental and bodily limitations imposed by their national culture. Accordingly, women writers 

frequently ‘challenge “Italianism” in that although they present the region as an “anti-image” to 

Britain, they do not always identify themselves with the “self” of Britain in opposition to the 

“other” of Italy’161. By rejecting a clear separation between national identities, women travellers 

often felt as though they occupied a liminal space in-between two cultures: British by birth and 

Italian by adoption. As I will point out, this sometimes led them to question British imperialism 

from within and to abandon stifling English nationalism in favour of the hybrid and accommodating 

identity as “Anglo-Italians”162. One major consequence is that in women’s travel narratives, hetero-

images and auto-images are not so clearly distinguished because the exploration of the self is often 

mingled with that of the other. In contrast to their male counterparts, British women writers 

 
158 Foster, Across New Worlds, p. 30.  
159 Chapman, Alison and Stabler, Jane. 2003. Unfolding the South: Nineteenth-Century Women Writers and Artists in 
Italy. Manchester and NY: Manchester University Press, p. 4.  
160 Sweet, Rosemary. 2012. Cities and the Grand Tour: The British in Italy, c. 1690-1820. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. 
161 Walchester, Kathryn. 2007. “Our Own Fair Italy”: Nineteenth Century Women's Travel Writing and Italy 1800-1844. 
Bern: Peter Lang, p. 9.  
162 The term “Anglo-Italians” was adopted by Mary Shelley in her review essay “The English in Italy” (1826) to define ‘a 
well-informed, active and clever race’ of British travellers who rejected a clear distinction between national identities 
and displayed a certain degree of identification with Italian place, culture, language and community. See for reference: 
Shelley, Mary. 1826. ‘Review of “The English in Italy”’. Westminster Review, VI, pp. 325-41. An extensive study on the 
hyphenated Anglo-Italian identity is: Schoina, Maria. 2009. Romantic Anglo-Italians: Configurations of Identity in 
Byron, The Shelleys, and the Pisan Circle. London: Ashgate. 
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generally saw contamination with alterity as something positive – to be sought even – to enlarge 

one’s knowledge of the world. In her travelogue published in 1844, Mary Shelley highlighted that 

the purpose of travel is ‘to enlighten and free the mind from clinging, deadening prejudices – a 

wider circle of sympathy with our fellow-creatures; these are the uses of travel, for which I am 

convinced every one is the better and the happier’163.  

My research reveals that many women artists during their journey got rid of well-established 

prejudices related to the British colonial sense of superiority and refused to perceive Italy as the 

country of ‘romantic brigands and picturesque ruins’164. In their narratives, women writers often 

‘frustrate any sense of a static and monolithic Italy’165. Their travel texts exhibit not only an acute 

awareness of the socio-political context in which they found themselves but also a clear intention to 

‘participate in acts of (inter)cultural perception and cultural construction’166. For instance, women 

writers frequently went beyond a mere description of Italian beauties and moved into the realm of 

social commentary. By avoiding stereotypical representations of the Peninsula and engaging in an 

authentic dialogue with the country and its inhabitants, they broadened the scope of travel narrative 

and explored matters of public importance to provide insight into national ideologies, while 

expanding the boundaries of the female sphere.  

As the previous section has demonstrated, ‘Italy is, as most nineteenth-century writing 

seems to have agreed, a woman’167, while the subject of the travel and aesthetic experience was 

conventionally masculine. As a result, female Grand Tourists found themselves at odds with 

traditional representational discourse because they could only partially adopt a male-eroticised and 

gendered approach to Italy. In cases where the subject of the discourse was a woman writer, the 

relationship between traveller and land could not follow the dynamic master-mistress, as it was 

constructed on the same gender level since the subject of the discourse was female as the object of 

interest. This different perspective demanded the establishment of a new kind of relationship 

between women travellers and Italy: one that favoured encounter, discovery, respect and empathy 

over supremacy and control. As Shirley Foster remarked, ‘Italy spoke to [women’s] emotions and 

claimed their involvement in a much more deeply personal way’168. What the male traveller 

considered “otherness” was often very familiar to the female visitor. Therefore, not only could 

 
163 Shelley, Rambles in Germany and Italy, vol.1, p. 158. 
164 The expression alludes to the title of the following book: Brilli, Attilio. 2003. Un paese di romantici briganti, gli 
italiani nell’immaginario del Grand Tour. Bologna: Il Mulino. 
165 Chapman and Stabler, Unfolding the South, p. 11.  
166 Korte, Barbara. 2000. English Travel Writing From Pilgrimages to Postcolonial Explorations. NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 
p. 5.  
167 Viscusi, Robert. 1984. ‘”The Englishman in Italy”: Free Trade as a Principle of Aesthetics’. Browning Institute Studies, 
Vol. 12 (1984), pp. 1-28, p. 4.  
168 Foster, Across New Worlds, p. 29.  
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women travellers identify themselves more easily with the Italian Other, but they were also more 

suited interpreters of the Italian landscape since they were conventionally associated with a spiritual 

and emotional realm as opposed to a rationalised male dimension.  

Under the influence of Staël’s work, women travel writers discovered new ways of 

interpreting and representing the Italian peninsula. Many felt a profound involvement with Italy’s 

Risorgimento because of their sense of a close parallel between their struggles and the fight for 

Italian independence. It has been argued that the gendered portrait of Italy as a “woman in distress” 

was a disturbing legacy for many women writers and artists, who felt a strong sense of affinity with 

the tragic destiny of the subdued Italian nation. In the writings of Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning and George Eliot, we can see a determined effort to revise the historical view of Italy’s 

passivity at the hands of “her” captors and to question ‘the authority of masculine ways of 

looking’169. Female artists engaged with the political actuality of Italy’s struggle for self-

determination because they recognised a clear connection between the Italian Question and the 

Woman Question. Driven by a deep-felt sense of sorority for the Italian nation, women travellers of 

the Grand Tour not only offered their moral and material support to the cause of the Risorgimento 

but were also committed to promoting a different image of Italy in their works, namely that of an 

empowered nation capable of fighting for la bella libertà. Ultimately, I will show that the Grand 

Tour was an enlivening and transformative experience for many nineteenth-century women. The 

journey to Italy was a crucial step in their development as women writers and the proximity to 

Italian culture increased their desire for the liberation of Italy as well as their own. 

 

1.2.1 In-between cultures and the question of identity 

In the Handbook of British Travel Writing (2020), Elizabeth Bohls stated that ‘travel is marked by 

gender as well as by race, class, and nation, of which gender is perhaps the most distinctive 

category in travel writing’170. In line with the Odyssey myth that pits the adventurer Ulysses against 

the stay-at-home Penelope, journey was often conceptualised in opposition to home, considered the 

point of departure and return, presided over by a wife or a mother. Common sense rooted in 

patriarchal ideology has indeed traditionally assimilated femininity with domesticity and household 

 
169 Stabler, Jane. 2002. ‘Taking Liberties: the Italian Picturesque in Women’s Travel Writing’. European Romantic 
Review, Vol. 13, pp. 11-22, p. 14. 
170 Bohls, Elizabeth. “Gender”. In Schaff, Barbara (ed.) 2020. Handbook of British Travel Writing. Berlin/Boston: De 
Gruyter, pp. 55-78, p. 55.  
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duties, whereas masculinity with the outer world of discovery, endeavour and public relations.171 

The pervasiveness of this myth has often led to the false assumption that women have generally 

moved less than men or not travelled at all. However, as Carl Thompson (2011) pointed out, ‘this 

received wisdom about the gendering of travel is a myth, an ideological construct’172 and the fact 

that it is corroborated by historical reality ‘is largely because the prevalence of this patriarchal 

ideology has in many periods created the reality it purports to describe, imposing [...] constraints 

and limitations on any woman who wished to travel’173. Nonetheless, he argued, ‘women have 

always travelled more extensively than the masculinist mythology [...] would suggest’174.  

In her study on travel writing, Barbara Korte maintained that ‘women have always travelled 

– as tradeswomen, as companions to husbands and visitors to relatives, or as pilgrims’175; however, 

she noted, ‘a fashion for women’s travel does not emerge until the nineteenth century’176. Although 

women frequently set out on journeys at the side of men, it was not until the nineteenth century that 

they began to travel consistently and to produce written records of their travel experiences. 

Katherine Turner noted that in England, ‘before 1770 only two travel narratives by women were 

published’177, but towards the end of the century, the number started to increase and ‘the years 

between 1770 and 1800 [saw] the publication of around twenty travelogues by women, including 

several voyage narratives’178. This trend was to continue in the following decades and the 

nineteenth-century publishing market would witness a proliferation of works signed by a lady 

traveller. 

 
171 This ideology is best known as the doctrine of the “separate spheres”. Mary Poovey defines it as ‘the model of 
binary oppositions between the sexes, which was socially realised in separate and supposedly equal “spheres” and 
which ‘underwrote an entire system of institutional practices and conventions.’ For reference: Poovey, Mary. 1989. 
Uneven Development: the Ideological Work of Gender in Mid-Victorian England. London: Virago Press, p. 8. Sources 
from the nineteenth century show that the idea that men and women had different duties and obligations in society 
was deeply rooted in Romantic and Victorian collective thought. The most famous example is a set of essays by John 
Ruskin entitled Sesame and Lilies (1865), in which the author stressed the different roles men and women were 
expected to perform in society in two different sections aptly entitled Of King’s Treasuries and Of Queen’s Gardens. 
For reference: Ruskin, John. 2002. Sesame and Lilies. (eds.) Helsinger, Elizabeth K.; Marsh, Jan; and Koven, Seth. New 
Haven: Yale University Press. However, in the last decades, scholars have noticed that most nineteenth-century British 
women did not adhere to the stereotype of the “angel in the house” as many of them frequently entered the public 
sphere and worked at this time as house servants, governesses, teachers, and workers in factories. This historically 
documented fact has led to questioning how much the ideology of the separate sphere produced actual results in 
British society or how much it was simply part of a patriarchal ideological construct and myth that found little 
correspondence in real life.    
172 Thompson, Carl. 2011. Travel Writing. Abingdon: Routledge, p. 169.  
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 As it has been previously remarked, the feminist recovery of women’s travel writing only 

began in the 1970s. Before then, scholars had assumed that travel literature was predominantly a 

masculine genre and thus neglected travel narratives by women. At the same time, early anthologies 

of women’s travel works perpetrated another form of discrimination as they mainly ‘focused on the 

exceptional among women travellers [...] the more unusual, “eccentric”, or adventurous 

accounts’179, to the exclusion of those who were less daring or more conventionally feminine. At 

present, it might be said that almost all travel writing by British women has been mapped. Great 

merit is due to Benjamin Colbert and his team at the University of Wolverhampton’s (UK) Centre 

for Transnational and Transcultural Research, who compiled the database “Women’s Travel 

Writing, 1780-1840”180, providing complete records for all the known travel books published in that 

period. Some of these texts – especially those linked to the names of illustrious women writers or 

those which enjoyed considerable success among the nineteenth-century audience – have been the 

subject of meticulous literary critical analysis in recent years. In general, literary scholars have 

scrutinised most women’s travel texts, including novels, poems, travelogues and letters published in 

the Romantic and Victorian ages. The list includes works by Mary Wortley Montague, Sydney 

Morgan, Esther Piozzi, Anna Jameson, Mariana Starke, Mary Wollstonecraft, Dorothy Wordsworth, 

Mary Shelley, Sophia Hawthorne, Harriet Martineau, George Eliot and many others. However, 

what has probably not yet been completed is a contrastive analysis of women’s travel writing in 

relation to conventional masculine discourse, aimed at revealing how women travel writers had to 

negotiate with patriarchal ideology and traditional representational modes to find their own voice. 

Some questions that are still open to debate are the following: 

 

- Did men and women in the age of the Grand Tour engage in and experience travel 

differently? 

- Have gender norms and cultural expectations shaped women’s travel writing?  

- Did the relationship of female travellers to imperial power differ from that of men? 

- Has gender played any specific role in the perception and representation of alterity in 

Romantic and Victorian travel writing? 

- Have the journey to Italy and travel writing offered routes to empowerment and 

emancipation for women in the nineteenth century?    

 

 
179 Foster, Shirley, and Mills, Sara (eds.). 2002. An Anthology of Women’s Travel Writing. Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, p. 1.   
180 The database is available at: [https://btw.wlv.ac.uk/, last accessed: 16th January 2022].  

https://btw.wlv.ac.uk/
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It is now the consensus of cultural historians and literary critics that gender has played a crucial role 

in shaping how men and women experienced the Grand Tour and produced accounts of their 

journeys. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, not only were women subject to more 

restrictive norms of behaviour than men but they were also faced with a typically male way of 

looking at and representing reality. In The Mind of the Traveller (1991), Eric J. Leeds identified 

‘travel as a “gendering” activity, a source of behaviours and representations definitive of 

masculinity in many cultures and period [...] the representative traveller, throughout much history, 

has worn a masculine persona’181. From the beginning, the Grand Tour was regarded as a masculine 

accomplishment: a period of social and sexual experimentation for young British gentlemen 

entering adulthood. The trip to the continent was seen as an educational rite of passage to introduce 

young men to the perils and pleasures of the world, and there was at home an acceptance of the fact 

that ‘travel abroad provided a major opportunity for sexual adventure’182 with foreign women. The 

same dispensations were not afforded to female travellers who, when not wholly excluded from the 

Grand Tour, were always restricted from fully embracing the enjoyments of travelling by British 

ideals of femininity.  

These gendered double standards were also reflected in the literary production. While 

travelling, writing, and publishing were considered perfectly normal activities for men, in line with 

the conventional masculine attributes of strength, independence and prowess, and with the public 

roles they were expected to assume in society, nineteenth-century women travel writers felt pulled 

by two opposing forces: their desires and aspirations on the one hand, and the need to comply with 

contemporary feminine ideals and stereotypes on the other. Nineteenth-century women were acutely 

aware that deviating from the social norms prescribed for their sex could attract the stigma of being 

considered unfeminine, immodest, or sexually improper. Therefore, unlike men’s travel writing, 

women’s travel narratives often reveal an attempt to cope with the risk of jeopardising their 

respectability and to find ways to negotiate and expand the boundaries of the “female sphere”. 

Scholars have often recognised the tension arising from the need to observe social norms 

and the struggle to resist them as one of the defining features shared by most nineteenth-century 

women’s travel writing and as a trait that distinguishes women’s narratives from male-authored 

texts. Indeed, although very few scholars now recognise essential differences between male and 

female travel writing, most acknowledge that cultural constraints exercised a more powerful 

influence on women writers, who were undoubtedly received and treated differently by editors, 

publishers, reviewers and readers. Much more than their male counterparts, lady travellers who 

 
181 Leed, Eric J. 1991. The Mind of the Traveller: From Gilgamesh to Global Tourism. New York: Basic Books, p. 217; 
219. 
182 Black,The English Abroad, p. 189. 
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published their travel accounts risked considerable censure or criticism from their nineteenth-

century contemporaries. For them to travel was to step outside the boundaries of convention, but to 

write about travel was to breach the confines of modesty and domesticity. Kathryn Walchester 

underlined that ‘by publishing their work, women writers transgressed the boundaries of the private 

sphere and attracted scrutiny in the public domain’183. Sometimes publishers induced women to cut 

or modify their texts to make them acceptable to the audience, but generally, the writers themselves 

internalised the norms of feminine propriety to avoid satire or outright censure. Foster points out 

that whenever women travellers recorded their journey experiences, they were often caught up in 

tensions and paradoxes.184 On the one hand, female authors felt compelled to respect literary 

conventions which prescribed appropriate subject matters and style, and to adopt strategies of irony, 

self-deprecation and what has been defined as the “modesty topos”. On the other hand, women 

travel writers often assumed a masculine voice and incorporated the language and convention of 

‘colonial’ or ‘imperialist’ discourse185 to prove the authority and accuracy of their narrations. 

Thus, it may be inferred that women travel writers occupied an ambiguous position both in 

British society and the literary market. Sara Mills (1991) has coined the term “discourses of 

difference”186 to describe the relation of women travellers to colonialism and their position within 

conflicting discourses: femininity, feminism and patriarchal imperialism. As Carl Thompson 

pointed out, although ‘the rather utopian hope, in the first wave of feminist recovery, that women 

might be innately opposed to imperialism and more sympathetic than men to colonialism’s victims, 

has largely been disproved’187, yet ‘a series of adroit analysis has simultaneously demonstrated how 

the hierarchies of empire were undoubtedly more fraught and complex for women to negotiate by 

virtue of their being (in Indira Ghose’s influential formulation) at once “colonized by gender, but 

colonizers by race”.’188 This means that while British women (even those belonging to the middle- 

or upper-class) were considered second-rate citizens at home, they nevertheless enjoyed a certain 

prestige abroad, especially in relation to otherness. Since the majority of studies, including Edward 

Said’s Orientalism, feature examples of male writers and travellers, feminist scholars have long 

debated the degree to which Romantic and Victorian women were implicated in the racist and 

oppressive policies derived from the explorations, discoveries and encounters with alterity. It has 

 
183 Walchester, “Our Own Fair Italy”, p. 25.  
184 Foster, Across New Worlds, p. 24.  
185 Foster indicates among its characteristics “the use of a predominantly ‘objective’ style, careful documentation and 
the ‘othering’ of the foreign country by emphasising details which will assign it an inferior or alien status”. For 
reference: Foster, Across New Worlds, p. 18.   
186 Mills, Sara. 1991. Discourses of Difference: An Analysis of Women’s Travel Writing and Colonialism. London: 
Routledge. 
187 Thompson, Carl. 2017. ‘Journeys to Authority: Reassessing Women's Early Travel Writing, 1763–1862’. Women’s 
Writing, Vol. 24, No. 2, pp. 131-150, p. 131-132.  
188 Ibid.  
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frequently been proposed that, as subjects of a patriarchal society at home, women might be 

expected to identify more with the disenfranchised abroad. Many twentieth-century feminists have 

been disposed to seek affinities between British women and other oppressed groups, whether 

labourers, slaves, or “Orientals”. Billie Melman, for example, argued that women travellers easily 

recognised analogies between their marginal position in British society and that of women in 

Middle Eastern cultures, which ‘fostered criticism rather than cultural smugness and sometimes 

resulted in an identification with the other that cut across the barriers of religion, culture and 

ethnicity’189. However, if we adhere to Carl Thompson’s definition of travel as ‘the negotiation 

between self and other that is brought about by movement in space’190, we can easily understand 

that a complete identification of the visitor with the visited land and its inhabitants is excluded from 

the travel experience, lest the debarring of the journey itself. By definition, travellers do not identify 

with people of foreign lands, no matter how much pleasure or pain they experience by temporarily 

adopting the dress, food, language, and even customs of the place they visit.  

Nevertheless, my claim is that because women travel writers could not fully identify with 

the “self” of Britain in opposition to the “other” of the foreign culture, they often oscillated between 

distance and closeness, solidarity and disdain for the people they described, depending on the aspect 

of the foreign culture they were discussing and the corresponding value they attached to it. In other 

words, by going abroad, not only could British women take advantage of their partial exclusion 

from British national identity to reflect critically on their homeland and cultural background but 

were generally more open to becoming involved with the foreign culture and people, and to 

absorbing some of their national traits. It was precisely women’s liminal position in British society 

– as both insiders and outsiders, by virtue of their being at once included in the English community 

as one-half of the population and yet excluded from all participation in public matters – that enabled 

many lady travellers to adopt a different (and in many ways unconventional) perspective which 

allows us to see the dominant culture both from the inside and the outside. In imagological terms, 

we might say that women’s travel narratives offer us the opportunity to survey the hetero-image and 

the auto-image at once.    

In many ways, ‘the conflicted subjectivity of the middle-class woman – her ambivalent 

relation to the powerful languages of patriarchal culture’191 had significant effects on questions of 

identity and identification. Critics have repeatedly highlighted that the search for identity is a 

 
189 Melman, Billie. 1992. Women's Orients: English Women and the Middle East, 1718-1918. Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, p. 8. 
190 Thompson, Travel Writing, p. 9.  
191 Bohls, Women Travel Writers and the Language of Aesthetics, p. 202.  
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crucial issue in women’s travel writing192. Much more than their male counterparts, lady travellers 

interpret identity as a mobile concept – not something you are born with but something you choose 

and actively create throughout your life. Their narratives often reveal that British women travellers 

who took the journey to Italy rejected a purely Anglo-centric perspective and favoured a personal, 

emotional approach to the peninsula that dismantled the fiction of the generic perceiver and denied 

the existence of any universal standard193. Accustomed to struggling to carve out spaces for female 

action within a culture that marginalises them, lady travellers appear generally less keen on 

safeguarding their own “Britishness” and more open to experimenting with new configurations of 

identity based on intersubjectivity. To the schematic fixity that traditionally opposed the self to the 

other, they substitute an approach based on the exchange and mutual sharing of experiences, 

knowledge, understanding and values that enrich both the visitor and the visited.  

Women travellers in Italy frequently record their explicit sense of negotiation between 

different nations, languages and religions. Their travel narratives show that British women often 

refused preconceived notions about Italy and the Italians, engaged in interpersonal and intercultural 

encounters with foreigners, and were able to use the sense of strangeness between themselves and 

the lives of local people to creative advantage. Being confronted with a foreign way of living and 

scrutinised by another culture often led to an acute sense of “de-racination”, which enabled them to 

question their identity as British, as women and as writers. The Italian journey worked for Lady 

Morgan, Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, George Eliot and many others as a mirror: the 

more they looked for Italy, the more they learnt about Britain.  

Based on these considerations, it is evident that the idea of a sharp separation between 

national identities, which had been handed down by traditional representations (such as the 

Völkertafel), still cherished and advocated by many nineteenth-century intellectuals, was not 

welcomed favourably by the female sex. Women frequently expressed the need for more flexible 

concepts to better represent the full spectrum of cross-cultural encounters. For instance, women 

travellers who visited Italy several times and especially those who became permanent residents in 

the Peninsula, felt they belonged to a liminal space between two cultures. Having spent a significant 

period of their life a thousand miles away from home, they had little in common with the 

 
192 In her essay “Travel Writing and Gender,” Susan Bassnett describes ‘women travellers’ search for identity’ as a 
‘problematic area of debate about women’s travel writing’. For reference: Bassnett, Susan. 2002. “Travel Writing and 
Gender”. In Hulme, Peter, and Youngs, Tim (eds.) The Cambridge Companion to Travel Writing. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, pp. 225-241, p. 233.  
193 Elizabeth Bohls identifies the generic perceiver and the universal standard as two ideas ingrained in eighteenth- 
and early-nineteenth-century aestheticism. These concepts refer to the idea that it was possible to make universally 
applicable generalisations about "the" subject of aesthetic appreciation – a subject always identified as masculine – 
and that there was a universal standard of taste that dictated the response to the observed object. For reference: 
Bohls, Women Travel Writers and the Language of Aesthetics, p. 7.     
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compatriots who had never abandoned their domestic securities to venture out at the discovery of 

the world. Yet, no matter how hard they tried to assume Italian attitudes and lifestyle, they remained 

social outcasts abroad. In her ‘Review of the English in Italy’ (1826), Mary Shelley acknowledged 

the need for a hybrid identity and coined the term “Anglo-Italians”. Under this definition, she 

grouped all those travellers who, having spent quite some time in Italy, sensed they could claim this 

title for reasons of cultural affinity and emotional attachment. As we will see, many other women 

championed the power of liminality and abandoned stifling nationalism in favour of more fluid 

identities as travellers. 

In conclusion, it could be argued that through the act of travel, many British women 

distanced themselves from the set of values, constraints, and rules of behaviour established by their 

own culture and explored new possibilities of selfhood outside the gender conventions of their time.  

Many travel narratives reveal that, for some women, the journey to Italy ‘offered a means of 

redefining themselves, assuming a different persona and becoming someone who did not exist at 

home’194. The distance from their environment afforded them room to question the boundaries 

prescribed to them by social conventions and the freedom to define their own identity and 

experiment with new ways of life. In a letter to her friend Sara Hennell written on the 2nd July 1860, 

George Eliot expressed this feeling and wrote: ‘We have had an unspeakably delightful journey – 

one of those journeys that seem to divide one's life in two, by the new ideas they suggest and the 

new veins of interest they open.’195 This quote testifies to the transformative power she (and other 

women travellers) attributed to travelling. In the following few paragraphs, it will be shown that the 

journey to Italy and the writing activity were two key experiences that enabled many women 

travellers to discover and explore new ways of being a woman in the nineteenth century.   

 

1.2.2 Italy as a utopian space  

From the early stages of the Grand Tour, Italy was conceptualised as an escapist reality by foreign 

travellers. Starting with John Milton, who was inspired by the Italian landscape to describe the 

Garden of Eden in his Paradise Lost196, and passing through Percy Shelley’s famous formula of the 

“paradise of exiles”, the trope of Italy as a dreamland – a place of adventure and imagination – was 

consolidated and reiterated for centuries by all admirers of the peninsula. However, women 

travellers especially envisioned the Mediterranean South as an alternative reality to the domestic 

confinement and marginalisation they suffered in England. The travel experience had a more 

 
194 Bassnett, “Travel Writing and Gender”, p. 234. 
195 George Eliot, Letter to Sara Hennell, 1860-07-02.  
196 Scholars agree that Milton would not have been able to depict his Paradise, had he not seen the gardens of Italy 
and their representation in Italian art. For reference see: Demaray, Hannah D. 1974. ‘Milton’s “Perfect” Paradise and 
the Landscapes of Italy’. Milton Quarterly, Vol. 8, No. 2 (May 1974), pp. 33-41.  
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significant impact on the fairer sex because it allowed women to leave their traditional sphere of 

action, venture out into the world and embark on a journey in which they were physically and 

mentally mobilised. For women, going on tour implied a major shift from the duly prosaic, lady-

like activities of the British hearth to the unpredictable, treacherous, but revitalising events on the 

road. Indeed, the journey to Italy did not simply provide British ladies with the much-desired 

education and recreation; rather, it offered them a way out of the strictures of social conventions 

and the means to explore their sexuality and desires. Accordingly, women often perceived travelling 

as an emancipating experience because, having left behind moral judgements (accusations of 

unfemininity), the sense of guilt and the burden of household duties, they could be free to indulge in 

experiences of self-gratification. 

Chapman and Stabler have remarked that ‘in the nineteenth century [...] Italy became a 

utopian space for women, who found their imaginative experience at cross purposes with social and 

sexual morality’197. By reimagining the South as a transformative and liberating space full of 

possibilities and revelations, ‘opening up the travelling heart to new experiences, pleasures and 

subjectivities’198, women travel writers interpreted Italy as ‘a land where one could be free to be 

oneself’199. This aspect is frequently highlighted by women travellers who stress how the separation 

from the homeland and the partial suspension of British norms of behaviour were crucial to 

exploring new configurations of identity. In her travelogue, Mary Shelley reported her sense of 

liberation in distancing herself from the judgmental environment of London: ‘In society, you are 

weighted with others according to your extrinsic possessions; your income, your connexions, your 

position, make all the weight – you yourself are a mere feather to the scale. But what are these to 

me now? My home is the readiest means of conveyance I can command, or the inn at which I shall 

remain at night – my only acquaintance the companions of my wanderings – the single business of 

my life to enjoy the passing scene’200. In a similar vein, the protagonist of Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning’s eponymous poem, Aurora Leigh, enthusiastically expressed the sense of excitement 

and newfound vitality that accompanied the journey abroad: 

 

It’s sublime 

This perfect solitude of foreign lands! 

To be, as if you had not been until then, 

And where then, simply what you chose to be.201 

 

 
197 Chapman and Stabler, Unfolding the South, p. 4.  
198 Chapman and Stabler, Unfolding the South, p. 11.  
199 O’Connor, The Romance of Italy and the English Political Imagination, p. 27.  
200 Mary Shelley, Rambles, p.10. 
201 Browning, Elizabeth B. 1857 [1856]. Aurora Leigh and Other Poems. New York: C.S. Francis & Co, p. 287.  
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In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Italy became the place of escape par excellence, offering 

refuge to all who had to abandon the motherland to avoid social pressures, political repression, and 

family duties. There was the involuntary or forced exile of Elisabeth Vigèe Le Brun202, who fled to 

Italy with her daughter and governess at the outbreak of the French Revolution, guilty of having 

worked for Marie Antoinette. Not many years later, Madame De Staël would be counted by 

Napoleon among the opponents of his government and forced to leave Paris and face, so entitles her 

memoir, Dix Annèes D'Exil (1821). Yet, there was also the voluntary exile to Italy of those who, 

like Mary Shelley or Hester Thrale203, having entered into unconventional relationships – the first 

with an already-married Percy Shelley and the second with an Italian singer – undertook the Grand 

Tour to elude social ostracism and live out their romance. In another time and another situation, the 

established poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning became a permanent exile after secretly marrying and 

eloping with her beloved Robert due to her father’s disapproval. 

 It should come as no surprise, then, that many female Grand Tourists saw the Italian 

peninsula as a shelter where they could enjoy life and be safe from criticism, a remote place where, 

at least temporarily – while admiring the breath-taking view of the Italian countryside, perusing 

some art gallery or strolling in the labyrinthine streets of some medieval city – problems seem to 

disappear. The warm Mediterranean climate allowed them to recover from physical and mental 

illnesses, nourish their bodies, and relish the sensual pleasures of the Italian scenery. In addition, the 

more open Italian society entitled them to manifest their opinions on public matters such as politics. 

Ultimately, the South became a transformative and performative space in women’s works, where 

they could express and empower their narrative voices. In this section, I will show that the 

geographical reality of the peninsula merged with the imaginative construction of Italy as a setting 

for regeneration, rebirth, self-discovery, liberation, and expansion. By examining travel narratives 

by various lady travellers, we will be able to identify the body as a vessel of experience and the 

crossing of geographical and cultural borderlines as a crucial step in women’s Italian journey. 

 

Crossing the Alps 

For a long time, the Alps were considered merely the northern natural border of the Italian 

peninsula. The absence of roads, the risk of falling rocks, landslides and avalanches, and the 

presence of brigands earned them the reputation of a dreadful and dangerous place to be crossed as 

quickly as possible on the way to the luxuriant plains of Italy. However, in the late eighteenth 

 
202 Élisabeth Vigée Le Brun (1755-1842) was a famous artist of the Baroque. She was popular in the courts of the 
European aristocracy and painted the portrait of Marie Antoinette several times.  
203 Hester Lynch Thrale Piozzi (1741-1821) was a British writer, diarist and patron of the arts. In 1781, her first husband 
died, and three years later, she married the Italian singer and composer Gabriele Piozzi. Soon after the wedding, the 
couple travelled to Italy, where they remained for a couple of years.     
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century, ‘thanks to the bourgeoning sciences of geology, meteorology, and geography, the 

philosophical paradigm of Romanticism, and European industrialisation’204, the Alps became a 

destination rather than a passageway. With the rapid development of infrastructure, making alpine 

regions more accessible to a rising middle class with leisure and means to travel, Grand tourists 

increasingly directed their attention to the mountains. From mere topographical boundaries, the 

Alps turned into a symbolic border, entailing mortal risks and dangers – expressed by the sublime – 

which, however, once crossed, enabled the romantic traveller to emerge with a new conscience and 

a heightened power of observation. In the imaginative geography of Romanticism, this mountainous 

chain came to represent a physical as well as a symbolic frontier, an obstacle that needed to be 

overcome for the individual – usually a Byronic hero205 – to reach his goal. Accordingly, crossing 

the Alps became the most fascinating and exhilarating experience of the journey because it fostered 

the rise of new subjectivities.  

  Women’s travel narratives foregrounded the transformative power of crossing the Alps. In 

contrast to masculine accounts that emphasised victory over a feminised nature when the climber 

reached the mountain summit, women’s accounts highlighted that crossing the Alps inaugurated a 

new phase in their life. In women’s writing, the mountain range was no longer just the gateway to 

the Mediterranean, marking the border between northern and southern Europe, but a symbolic 

threshold that, once crossed, led to a new state of being. This was well expressed by Mary Shelley’s 

narrator in her famous dystopian novel entitled The Last Man (1826), who referred to the Alps as 

‘the boundaries between our former and our future state of existence’206. For this reason, in the 

accounts of women travellers, the Alps are always encountered with great expectations. Despite the 

perils of traversing mountain passes, especially in winter, and the discomfort of crawling up 

tortuous, precipitous routes with inadequate carriages, often lacking proper lighting, and having to 

dismount several times so that the luggage could be transferred on sledges, women usually appear 

eager to proceed, emphasising their impatience and desire to complete the ascent. In Lady Morgan’s 

report of her Alpine experience in 1821, we read that ‘Italy, with all her treasures of art and 

associations of history, has nothing to exhibit, that strikes the traveller like the Alps which meet his 

view on his ascent of the Mount Cenis, or the Simplon’207.  

For nineteenth-century women accustomed to domestic life in Britain, crossing the Alps was 

to overturn conventional expectations of gender roles. Mountaineering was considered a daring, 

 
204 Schaumann, Caroline. 2020. Peak Pursuits. Yale: Yale University Press, p. 75.   
205 The archetype of the Byronic hero was first developed by Lord Byron in his long narrative poem, Childe Harold’s 
Pilgrimage (1812). This figure, which has often been conceptualised as an extreme variation of the Romantic hero, is a 
social outcast or outlaw isolated from society or in exile for some reason. He has emotional and intellectual capacities 
superior to common men, and for this reason, he is extremely sensitive but arrogant, charismatic and self-centred.  
206 Shelley, Mary. 2004. The Last Man. Ware: Wordsworth Editions, p. 341.  
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masculine undertaking that required “nerve”. Thus, when female travellers endured the emotional 

and physical strain involved in the alpine traverse, they proved their ability to meet a formidable 

obstacle and, at the same time, to be able to surmount it successfully208. Many scholars have noted 

that a sense of happiness and physical well-being seems to accompany the approach to Italy and the 

sight of the Alps. On her way to Italy, Mary Shelley remarked in her travelogue: ‘when I see these 

majestic ranges, I always feel happier’209. Dorothy Wordsworth showed a similar excitement in her 

Tour on the Continent (1820): ‘the most delightful day of travelling that [Mary] and I had ever 

spent, for we were crossing the Alps and on our way to Italy’210. Moreover, many women reported a 

sense of reinvigoration at the prospect of reaching and climbing Alpine peaks. Dismantling the old 

prejudices that portrayed them as fragile creatures, unfit to face the harsh mountain environment, 

women reaffirm their physical strength and appear no less eager to discover and explore the Alpine 

landscape than men. Some of them even brag about their lack of fatigue and take pride in the fact 

that they feel no fear, even in the most threatening situations. In this respect, Dorothy Wordsworth 

provides an excellent example because, although she felt ‘sick and weary’ before starting the ascent, 

once she found herself surrounded by the Alps, ‘the change was marvellous; for when I began to 

climb the mountains the full possession of health and even youthful vigour seemed to have returned, 

and never again did I suffer a moment from pain or weakness, hardly from fatigue’211.   

The description of the arrival in Italy plays an even more important role in the works of 

women travellers. The entrance into this “ever-vernal country” is always met with great enthusiasm. 

Lady travellers generally focused on their embodied response to landscape and expressed their joy 

with striking metaphors that stressed their sense of liberation. Returning to Italy after seventeen 

years, Mary Shelley compares her journey to a prison break: ‘I was about to break a chain that had 

long held me – cross the Channel – and wander far towards the country which memory painted as a 

paradise’212. For Miss Cobbe crossing the Alps was ‘like passing from winter to summer [...] we 

feel that we have left behind the atmosphere of black frost, moral and physical, and may expand 

 
207 Morgan, Italy, p.38.  
208 For further information on nineteenth-century women in the mountains see: Bainbridge, Simon. 2020. 
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ourselves happily in a much milder medium.’213. A similar feeling of expansion beyond established 

boundaries is delivered by Alice Meynell’s description of her arrival in Italy, portrayed 

metaphorically as the unwinding of a fabric or the flow of the river to the sea:  

 

‘But O the Unfolding South! The burst 

Of Summer! O to see 

Of all the southward brooks the first! 

The travelling heart went free 

With endless streams; that strife was stopped; 

And down a thousand vales I dropped, 

I flowed to Italy.’214 

 

This sense of greater freedom of movement is common in many travel narratives. It shows that Italy 

represented for women not only a welcoming place for tourist exploration but, above all, an 

imaginative and liberating space where they could experiment with new ways of being. Guided by 

the enticing prospect of finding “the true life” in the bright Italian sunshine, women were not 

frightened by the crossing of geographical borders; instead, they became empowered to overcome 

their mental and bodily limitations. Overall, women’s appreciation of the transalpine regions reveals 

that the Alps were considered a borderline which had to be passed in the quest for self-fulfilment. 

Their self-confidence was usually boosted upon crossing topographic barriers, and the promise of 

an encounter with ‘smiling Italy’215 was intellectually and emotionally stimulating.  

 

Enjoying life 

There is little doubt that the journey south constituted a blessed escape from a painful state of mind 

and an oppressive society for nineteenth-century English women. Shirley Foster has observed that 

women travellers experienced a feeling of pleasurable release and spiritual renewal in Italy, and 

they often employed the motif of rebirth and transformation in their accounts to outline this mental 

and physical condition216. Some of them, who were semi-invalid at home, testified of turning into 

intrepid explorers abroad217. In the early pages of Rambles, Mary Shelley wrote that she felt 

reinvigorated at the prospect of taking a break from ordinary worries and enjoying carefree 

travelling. She went as far as to suggest that going abroad might work as a medicine: ‘Travelling 

will cure all: my busy brooding thoughts will be scattered abroad; and, to use a figure of speech, my 

mind will, amidst novel and various scenes, renew the outworn and tattered garments in which it 

 
213 Cobbe, Frances P. 1864. Italics: Brief Notes on Politics, People and Places in Italy. London: Trübner & Co, p. 1.  
214 Meynell, Alice. 2021. “The Watershed”. In Complete Poetical Works of Alice Meynell. Hastings: Delphi Classics, p. ? 
215 Shelley, The Last Man, p. 343.  
216 Foster, Across New Worlds, p. 41. 
217 The most famous example is the case of Isabella Bird (1831-1904), a remarkable Victorian lady, who suffered from 
various diseases that seemed to improve amazingly as soon as she took on a journey.    
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has long been clothed, and array itself in a vesture all gay in fresh and glossy hues, when we are 

beyond the Alps.’218.  

Travel for health was quite common in Mary Shelley’s time. In the nineteenth century, there 

was a general belief in the therapeutic value of the Mediterranean climate to the point that “ordering 

south” became a standard prescription for the British well-to-do219. Nineteenth-century physicians 

recommended that patients went south and promoted “a change of air” to treat various diseases. 

Tuberculosis patients, in particular, were urged to move to Italy, where the sun and the mild climate 

would attenuate their symptoms. Mary Shelley spent three weeks at Kissingen spa in Germany, 

“taking the cure”, hoping to restore her fragile health. However, her ironical dismissal of the spa 

regimen and its doctors, and her open criticism against the physicians’ many prohibitions in 

Rambles, seem to suggest that she linked physical healing less with spas than with the opportunity 

‘to wander, to ramble and discover new scenes’220. At the beginning of her travelogue, Mary 

Shelley clarified that the journey to Italy represented a healing process that interested not simply her 

body but her whole person. The metaphor of the changing clothes in the quotation above is the first 

clue in the text of the considerable transformative power Mary Shelley attributed to the travel 

experience. In her words, she witnessed the first signs of improvement even before crossing the 

Channel: ‘at the name of Italy, I grow young again’221. 

 Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s travel experience can be read in a similar way. In her case, too, 

the healing process appears to be more related to the independence and freedom of action she found 

in Italy than to the climatic effects on her body. In 1845, Dr William Chambers recommended to 

Elizabeth Barrett a winter in Pisa in the hope that fresh air, exercise and removal from the sources 

of stress and fatigue might restore her fragile constitution222. However, for a long time, she was 

discouraged from carrying out the plan of an actual journey to Italy by her poor health and the 

constant denials of her father, who refused to let her go223. When she eventually eloped with Robert 

Browning, thus freeing herself from the tyrannical regimen of her fatherly estate, and she 

established her permanent residence in Italy, her health improved dramatically and immediately. 

 
218 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 1, p. 2.  
219 Pemble, The Mediterranean Passion, p. 84-85.  
220 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 1, p. 41.  
221 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 1, p. 2.  
222 Biographical information on Elizabeth Barrett Browning is taken from: Forster, Margaret. 1988. Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning. A Biography, Chatto & Windus; Pollock, Mary Sanders. 2003. Elizabeth Barrett and Robert Browning: A 
Creative Partnership. London: Ashgate Publishing Company; Sampson, Fiona. 2021. Two Way Mirror: The Life of 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning. London: Profile Books.  
223 In one of her first letters from Pisa she alluded to this situation: ‘For years I had looked forward with a sort of 
indifferent expectation towards Italy, knowing and feeling that I should escape there the annual relapse, yet, with that 
laisser aller manner which had become a habit to me, unable to form a definite wish about it.’. For reference: [EBB to 
Julia Martin, 2nd October 1846]. Browning, Elizabeth Barrett. 1992. The Browning’s Correspondence. (eds.) Kelley, 
Philip, and Scott, Lewis. Kansas: Winfield, Vol. 14, pp. 29-37.  
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‘The change of air has done me wonderful good [...] and I am renewed to the point of being able to 

throw off most of my invalid habits, and of walking quite like a woman. Mrs Jameson said the other 

day, “you are not improved, you are transformed”’224. One may suspect that this sudden 

improvement was not entirely due to the influence of the balmy Italian climate. It is common 

knowledge that freedom from her father’s overpowering presence and sexual fulfilment also played 

their parts225. From Pisa, she wrote, ‘so now ask me again if I enjoy my liberty as you expect. My 

head goes round sometimes, that is all. I never was happy before in my life.’226.  

For her, as for many other British women, life in Italy was linked to a feeling of liberation 

and rebirth that arose precisely in contrast to the limitations associated with Victorian womanhood. 

The sense of freedom and satisfaction narrated in women’s letters and travelogues often stemmed 

from very simple experiences – like going on a walk unaccompanied, conversing freely with 

strangers, frequenting taverns, museums and folk festivals, spending hot summer afternoons 

wearing only a petticoat or eating an ice-cream – that were nevertheless considered unthinkable for 

a nineteenth-century lady in England. Many women’s texts focus on the female body, which is at 

the centre of this revitalising process. In many cases, it almost seems as if, once in Italy, their senses 

were stimulated in an unfamiliar way or even awaken suddenly after a period of relaxation. 

Accordingly, women’s travel narratives are overflowed with references to sounds, colours, 

perfumes, and flavours, and in general, to the new sensations that sparked from the confrontation 

with the surrounding environment. 

More specifically, it is when nature is at its most fertile and sensual – hence feminine – that 

Italy displays all its potentiality for physical and mental freedom to the eyes of lady travellers.  

However, at times, the fascination that the landscape and fecundity of Italy exert on women creates 

a sense of saturation. They are bewildered in an ecstasy of delight, and overmastering emotions 

seize upon them, body and soul. Sophia Peabody Hawthorne described the sensory overload she 

experienced in Venice: ‘the air was heavy with fragrant sighs and perfumes, and delicious tones 

from harp and dulcimer overflowed from gondola and balcony, till the senses could bear no more 

enjoyment.’227. Similarly, after seeing Florence’s Duomo, Elizabeth Barrett Browning exclaimed: 

‘At Pisa, we say, “How beautiful!” here we say nothing; it is enough if we can breathe.’228. In some 

instances, the feelings are so overwhelming that women travellers lack the words to describe them. 

Anna Jameson’s ennuyée, for example, recollecting the experience of the day in the Roman 

campagna, finds herself unable to express her emotions: ‘I scarce know what to say, now that I 

 
224 [EBB to Julia Martin, 2nd October 1846]. Browning, The Browning’s Correspondence, Vol. 14, pp. 29-37. 
225 This aspect will be discussed more at length in chapter 3.  
226 [EBB to Mrs Martin, 5th November 1846].  Browning, The Browning’s Correspondence, Vol. 14, pp. 40-44.  
227 Hawthorne, Mrs Nathaniel. 1878. Notes in England and Italy. London: Sampson Low & Co, p. 247.  
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open my little book to record my own sensations: they are so many, so various, so painful, so 

delicious – my senses and my imagination have been so enchanted, my heart so heavy – where shall 

I begin? There was beauty beyond what I ever beheld or imagined.’229. 

 The inability to articulate one’s thoughts and emotions reveals how losing control over 

oneself was destabilising for British women, used to checking their behaviour (and being checked) 

at all times. However, the sense of physical instability caused by overstimulation was often 

accompanied by moments of revelation. Comparing the view from her hotel room in Sorrento with 

other beautiful places she had visited in Italy, Mary Shelley perceived a difference since ‘in all 

others it was like seeing a lovely countenance behind a dusky veil; here the veil is withdrawn, and 

the senses ache with all the effulgent beauty which is revealed’230. Later in her travelogue, 

addressing her imaginary correspondent from the same balcony at sunset, she highlights how ‘in 

other places, a sense of tenderness, a softening influence, has fallen on my heart at that time; but 

here, the glory of absolute immeasurable beauty mantles all things at all times’231. In Mary 

Shelley’s account, the beauty of the southern landscape simultaneously conceals the superficial 

level of nature and discloses a deeper dimension beyond it. It could therefore be suggested that the 

allure of the Italian environment and the stimuli it produced led women to an unravelling of reality, 

both exterior and interior. It is, therefore, no coincidence that in many of their works, the moment of 

greatest intensity, as well as often the turning point of the narrative, coincides precisely with the 

protagonist’s cathartic experience of Italy, in its most sensuous and “feminine” attributes, which 

instils new hopes and longings, as well as a new sense of freedom.  

In Middlemarch, for example, George Eliot used Italy as a catalyst in the emancipation of 

the heroine, Dorothea Brooke, from the sterile intellectualism of her husband, Casaubon. During her 

honeymoon in Rome, Dorothea’s smothered sensibilities are stirred by the majestic monuments and 

the astonishing works of art around her. There, she realises from Casaubon’s pedantic and 

impoverished response to the sensuous suggestiveness of Roman art and history that ‘the large 

vistas and wide fresh air which she had dreamed of finding in her husband’s mind were replaced by 

anterooms and winding passages which seemed to lead nowhither.’232. The Italian sun illuminates 

Dorothea’s mistake and inaugurates a new phase in her life. After the journey to Italy, she gradually 

allows her sensual side to surface and her feelings for Will Ladislaw to manifest. In imaginative 

terms, Italy indeed offered her, and other women travellers, the prospect of independent life outside 

the confines of the northern domestic sphere – a dream of a possible alternative reality that will 
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remain indelibly in their memory once the idyll would be over and they would have returned to 

England. 

 

 

Returning home  

In women’s travel literature, the moment of departure from Italy is usually melancholic. If the 

traveller only visited the country for a short period, the farewell is marked by regret for leaving 

behind a pleasant experience. However, if the traveller has spent many years in the country, the 

adieu to Italy becomes extremely painful and acquires dramatic tones. Once home, the fresh 

memories of the peninsula are soon transformed in the mind of the woman traveller into an 

idealised reality, as Italy becomes an imaginary place offering an escape from the oppressive 

domestic reality of Britain. In other words, once the traveller is back in England, the comparison 

between the two realities – Italian and British – that had often remained implicit during the journey 

becomes an overt contrast. The recollections of the physical movement and natural contemplation 

experienced abroad, amplified by the opposition past/present, contribute to creating an even more 

idealised construction of Italy as a land of dreams, a ‘divine place’ where women can experience 

bodily and spiritual freedom. Elizabeth Barrett Browning frequently compares Italy, and especially 

Florence, to a dream. Homesick in Le Havre, she looks back on the Peninsula as ‘some strange 

sweet dream of a scarcely possible Heaven’233. The return to England is instead a rude awakening. 

Juxtaposing the two countries, Mary Shelley complaints: ‘Why am I not in Italy – Italian sun & airs 

& flowers & earth & hopes – they are akin to love enjoyment freedom – exquisite delight – if they 

are not them they are masked unto them – but here all wears the hue of grimmest reality – a reality 

to make me shriek upon the ear of midnight’234. Differences in climate and landscape are thus 

highlighted as the primary elements at the origin of the nostalgia for the left country. The gloomy, 

northern English weather, so frequently mentioned at the end of women’s travel narratives, is 

adopted as a metonymy to point at all the liberties they had to give up when they returned home. In 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s following quotation, it is clear that travelling back from South to 

North did not merely involve a geographical movement but also a mental and spiritual displacement 

that deprived women of the possibility of self-expression and self-discovery they had gained in 

Italy: ‘If you knew what it is to give up this still dream – life of our Florence [...] if you knew what 

it is to give it all up and be put into the mill of a dingy London lodging and ground very small 

indeed, you wouldn’t be angry with us for being sorry to go north – you would not think it 

unnatural. As for me, I have all sorts of pain in England – everything is against me, except for a few 

 
233 [EBB to Sophia Eckley, 28th August 1858]. Browning, The Browning’s Correspondence, Vol. 25, pp. 215-217.  
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things.’235. Writing about the travel experience was often the only way to maintain a connection 

with Italy. Shirley Foster has indeed remarked that women were motivated to produce accounts of 

their Italian journey for deeper reasons than the mere income of the publication. In her opinion, 

‘recreation of the foreign reminded of an alternative existence’236; it was a form of self-definition, 

which allowed women to confirm the new identity they had been able to experiment with abroad 

and to claim Italy as a place of their own.   

 

1.2.3 Madame de Stael’s Corinne and the woman poet  

Corinne, ou l’Italie enjoyed a large success throughout the nineteenth century, especially among 

female readers. Poised between Enlightenment and Romanticism, Staël’s work was perceived as 

distinctly modern. Besides the ill-fated love story between Corinne and Oswald, the novel 

introduced some innovative themes, such as a new conception of art and the artist, the role of 

women in society, and the fundamental link between literature and national identity. As pointed out 

by Erik Simpson, ‘Stäel’s Corinna soon became the cultural touchstone for the nineteenth-century 

imagination of female genius, literary creativity and a “free” artistic life, repaid by social 

marginalisation and, eventually, personal tragedy’237. Women readers could easily empathise with 

her, as they recognised the sense of alienation from society and defeat felt by the protagonist as 

their own. In a much-quoted incident, the poet Felicia Hemans wrote “c’est moi” (“that is me”) next 

to the text describing Corinne’s demise, whereas Elizabeth Barrett Browning, one of the most 

enthusiastic readers of Staël’s novel, declared in 1832 that ‘Corinne is an immortal book, and 

deserves to be read three scores and ten times – that is once every year in the age of man’238. 

Chapman and Stabler refer to Corinne as the “fictive precursor” 239 for other nineteenth-century 

women writers who could align themselves with the sensitive characteristics of the heroine and use 

her experience to express their own difficulties. In the travel journal Diary of an Ennuyée (1826), 

Anna Jameson acknowledged the novel’s power to elicit strong feelings of sympathy and 

compassion from the audience: 
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“Corinne” I find is a fashionable vade mecum for sentimental travellers in Italy; 

and I too might be à la mode, I bought it from Molini’s today, with the intention of 

reading it on the spot, those admirable and effecting passages which relate to 

Florence; but when I began to cut the leaves, a kind of terror seized me, and I threw 

it down, resolved not to open it again. I know myself weak – I feel myself 

unhappy; and to find my own feelings reflected from the pages of a book, in a 

language too deeply and eloquently true, is not good for me.240 

 

Even before opening the book, Jameson is deeply aware that its ‘admirable and affecting passages’ 

exert a strong lure on the reader and refuses to indulge in sentimental reveries. While she 

recognised in the novel the representation of her plight as an unrequited lover and discarded 

Corinne as the archetypal figure of female suffering and vulnerability, other women writers in the 

nineteenth century drew on de Staël’s paradigm to articulate their professional and political 

alienation.  

Regarding the first aspect, it is essential to point out that at the beginning of the nineteenth 

century, women were not expected to practice a profession, least of all that of a writer or public 

commentator. Sara Mills (1991) explains that ‘women writers were discouraged from writing since 

it was considered not only to be of high status but because it was seen to be sexually improper for a 

woman to enter the realm of this public, high language. For this reason, many women refused to put 

their names to their literary writing and others simply decided against writing or used 

pseudonyms.’241 The few women who, despite social ostracism, were not persuaded to give up 

writing altogether usually did all that was in their power to remain within well-defined and socially 

accepted boundaries. That meant, for example, only dealing with themes suitable for a lady, writing 

only for one’s intimate circle, or limiting to literary genres typically associated with the female 

sphere, like the sentimental or Gothic novel.  

In this sense, Corinne – and Staël herself – was an exception to the rule. In the book, not 

only is the heroine repeatedly associated with the arts, but her very name refers to a Greek lyrical 

poetess242. Moreover, Corinne’s artistic genius is best expressed in her activity as improvvisatrice, 

i.e. a poet performing verses in an impromptu manner to the accompaniment of a harp or lyre. 

Corinne presented the British readership with the indelible portrait of a woman artist who, thanks to 

her natural gifts in oratory, dared to expose herself in public and become the spokeswoman 

expressing the demands of her people. The much-cited scene at the Capitol – in which Corinne 

asked to improvise on the glory of Italy, delights her Italian audience with a triumphant historical 

narrative – testifies to the ambivalent reaction that this image of public female genius provoked in 
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England. On the one side, Oswald’s astonishment reflects the oddity, to British eyes, of a 

performing woman. On the other, it provided British women writers with an inspirational model of 

female genius. Moreover, Staël made it clear that Corinne and Italy conflated in the novel. 

Therefore, Corinne as improvvisatrice also challenged traditional representations of Italy as a mere 

object of incomparable charms and turned it into a speaking subject. Rejecting the common belief, 

later expressed by Robert Browning (1866), that the Italians ‘are poetry, don’t and can’t make 

poetry’243, Corinne made clear that Italy, embodied in a beautiful woman poet, could speak up for 

herself.  

Notably, within the novel, Italy was presented as a place where a woman could enjoy greater 

freedom to perform in public and devote herself to artistic creation than England. Corinne’s Anglo-

Italian parentage allowed her to reflect critically on northern culture and society, and in particular, 

on the repressive British upbringing of girls and the place of women in British society: 

 

Try to picture what it was for an Italian like me to sit at table for hours every day 

after dinner in my stepmother’s circle. It was made up of the seven most solemn 

women in the province, two of whom were maiden ladies as timid at fifty as they 

had been at fifteen, but much less full of fun.  

One lady would say to another: My dear, do you think the water is scalding hot 

enough to pour over the tea? 

 

My dear, another would reply, I think it would be too soon to pour as the 

gentlemen are not ready to come in yet.  

 

Will they stay at table for long time today? The third would say. What do you think 

my dear?  

 

I do not know, the forth would answer. If I am not mistaken, the parliamentary 

elections are set for next week, and they might want to stay and discuss them.  

 

No the fifth would go on, I think they are probably talking about the fox hunt, the 

one that kept them so busy last week and that is to start up again Monday next. I 

dare say though, that dinner will soon be over.  

 

Oh, I hardly expect so, the sixth would say with a sigh, and the silence would take 

over again. Since the Italian convents I had been to seemed full of life next to this 

circle of women, I could not imagine what was to become of me... At last the 

gentlemen came back in, and that long awaited moment did not bring much change 

to the women’s ways; the men went right on with their conversation around the 

fireplace, while the women remained at the far end of the room, serving cups of 

tea. When it came time to leave, they all went off with their husbands, ready to 

begin right over the next day lives differing from the day before solely by the date 

on the calendar, and by the traces stamped on their faces by the passing years just 

 
242 Multiplying the doubleness of the title, Corinne is a pseudonym adopted by Staël’s heroine which refers to a Greek 
lyric poet of the 5th century BC from Boetia. Significantly, the heroine renames herself after an illustrious woman from 
the past in an attempt to avoid the patronymic and forgo her British paternal roots.    
243 Browning, Robert. 1991. The Poems of Robert Browning, Vol. II, 1841-1846. (eds.) Woolford, John and Karlin, 
Daniel. London and New York: Longman, p. 343.  
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as if they had really lived during that time... Whoever wants to be happy then, and 

perfect in his genius, must take special care in choosing the atmosphere of his 

immediate surroundings.244  
 

Whereas in England, women’s lives are limited to the domestic environment and tearoom 

discussions, Italy is represented by Staël as a place where women participate in the public life of 

their country and openly express their opinions on issues of political and national interest. Glenda 

Sluga explains that the contrast dramatized in the novel between the ‘stultifying properties of 

English country life and the liberating ambience of Italy’245 ultimately resulted in the establishment 

of the “myth of Corinne” or the “Corinne complex”246. This term referred to the persuasive power 

of Staël’s work that, envisioning the Italian peninsula as a woman’s land, encouraged many 

nineteenth-century women to travel to Italy to fulfil their aspirations for political and cultural 

liberty. 

Corinne, or Italy also changed how nineteenth-century travellers – especially women – 

approached Italy247. First, the novel established ‘the idea of Italy as a “feminine” nation which 

offered women opportunities not available in other European countries, and whose destiny was of 

special importance to women’248. Secondly, it suggested a new approach to the Italian landscape 

that would not simply imply scenic tourism and erudition but rather involve an emotional and 

imaginative encounter with the country. In the novel, Staël associates the intellectual mapping of 

the Peninsula with a northern masculine perspective, epitomised by Oswald, and a more 

sentimental, imaginary approach with a southern feminine perspective, that of Corinne. When 

Corinne offers to guide Lord Nelvil at the discovery of Rome, she is determined not only to make 

him appreciate the Roman monuments and ruins but also to fall in love with the place that ‘always 

attracted [her] so imperiously’249. To this purpose, she diverts Oswald’s attention from the mere 

materiality of the monuments and works of art to the imaginative space between reality and feeling. 

As Corinne explains, the shift from erudition to imagination reveals a deeper level of significance:  

 

‘Perhaps’, said Corinne, ‘I ought to have shown the greatest of our temples last; but 

that is not my system. It appears to me that, to perfect a sense of the fine arts, one 

should begin by contemplating the objects which awaken the deepest and most 

lively admiration. This, once felt, reveals a new sphere of thought, and renders us 

capable of loving and judging whatever may, even in an humbler quality, revive 
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the first impression we receive. All cautious and mystified attempts at producing a 

strong effect are against my taste. We do not arrive at the sublime by degrees, for 

infinite distances separate it even from the beautiful.’250 
 

 

By insisting on imagination, Corinne is clearly revisioning the traditional approach adopted by 

Grand Tourists and promoting a new emotional itinerary of Rome: one that stimulated Oswald’s 

feelings rather than his reason. In this way, Staël turned the masculine language of aesthetics that 

travellers typically employed into a more personal language of feelings and emotions that did not 

exclude women from its formulation. Since Italy spoke primarily to the heart, women became the 

privileged interpreters of the country. Although women were traditionally considered unapt from 

the aesthetic and intellectual appreciation of the Italian landscape because they lacked the necessary 

historical and cultural refinement, now, thanks to the imaginative approach promoted by Corinne, 

they could fully participate in the emotional appreciation of Italy. 

  It may be maintained that Corinne stands out as one of the first and most vivid works to 

make the equation between the feminine and Italy, and to suggest a link between their political 

oppression and liberation. In other words, the novel introduces a connection between the Italian 

Question and the Woman Question. Many individual and perhaps exceptional women were inspired 

by Corinne ou l’Italie to exult in la bella libertà and driven to the Peninsula by the Italian ideal of 

unification and the desire to realise the “Corinne” in themselves. Theirs was, for the most part, as 

Carl Thompson defines it, a “journey towards authority”251. It may be inferred that these new 

protagonists of the Grand Tour were thus guided not so much by a desire to discover the cultural 

riches of the Bel Paese as by a desire to re-discover themselves. Scholars have indeed noted that 

between 1800 and the 1860s, several women writers visited Italy in the wake of their literary 

counterpart Corinne and challenged the established status of the woman writer while offering 

support to the Italian cause for independence. In her significant study “Our Own Fair Italy”: 

Nineteenth Century Women’s Travel Writing and Italy 1800-1844 (2007), Kathryn Walchester 

proposes that, by writing about the region, nineteenth-century British women writers gave a 

significant contribution to the changing representation of Italy and their reputation as professional 

writers. She argues that it is precisely ‘in the reworking of the familiar trope of Italy as woman that 

women travel writers construct a number of parallels between the figurative representation of the 

peninsula and their own status in the literary marketplace.’252 

In the following paragraphs, it will be shown that women’s writing of Italy often differs 

from the dominant male writing of the Peninsula. This is mainly because the relationship women 
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establish with Italy is based on very different assumptions that do not involve a sense of 

appropriation of the other but of identification. Women could feel and sympathise with the Italian 

cause for freedom with the same ease with which they related to Corinne. Accordingly, they 

disregarded the traditional approach of placing an object at a distance so that it could be observed 

and described and favoured a new approach based on what could be defined as an “effort of 

understanding”, implying closeness to the observed object. Of course, this is not to say that all male 

Grand Tourists adopted a patronising attitude about Italy, nor that all women travellers were always 

sympathetic to the Italian cause. My claim is that generally speaking, women writers in the 

nineteenth century showed more openly their support for the Italian movements for national 

independence because, in the Italian people’s aspiration for freedom, they saw reflected the female 

struggle towards emancipation. In this regard, it is useful to highlight once again the fundamental 

role played by Stael’s novel in intercepting the feminist and national demands of its age. Quoting 

Chapman and Stabler, ‘not only did Corinne explicitly confront the conventional rhetorical 

association of Italy with the feminine but the novel also haunted nineteenth-century women with a 

conflicted paradigm of the inspired female artist.’253 Lastly, though perhaps most importantly, 

Staël’s Corinne presented women writers with a satisfactory portrait of all the challenges that 

awaited them in the encounter with alterity. As a result, ‘these women writers invented a mode of 

self-empowerment based on communion with, not domination of, others.’254. 

 

1.2.4 Empowering “her”: la bella libertà 

The movements towards Italian national unification, or Risorgimento (1815-1861), were a subject 

of great public interest in nineteenth-century Britain. The Victorian poet and novelist George 

Meredith went as far as to designate Italian unification as ‘the main historical fact of the nineteenth 

century’255. Although this is probably an overstatement, it still conveys something of the 

imaginative hold of the movement on British writers and their readers. Indeed, while nineteenth-

century print culture helped turn some Risorgimento protagonists into actual European 

celebrities256, the concept of Italian independence was circulated in Britain through various genres, 

especially poetry, travel narratives and novels. While Britain officially abstained from intervening 

 
253 Chapman and Stabler, Unfolding the South, p. 1.  
254 Yaeger, Patricia. 1989. “Toward a Female Sublime”. In Gender and Theory: Dialogues on Feminist Criticism. Ed. 
Linda Kauffman. Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd., pp. 191-212, p. 195. 
255 Chapman, Alison. 2012. ‘On Il Risorgimento’, BRANCH: Britain, Representation and Nineteenth-Century History. Ed. 
Dino Franco Felluga. Extension of Romanticism and Victorianism on the Net. 
<https://branchcollective.org/?ps_articles=alison-chapman-on-il-risorgimento> [last accessed 21st February 2023]. 
256 Some recent studies have investigated the role of the new nineteenth-century media, especially print and visual 
sources, in producing feelings of identification with important figures of the Risorgimento such as Giuseppe Mazzini, 
Vittorio Emanuele II or Giuseppe Garibaldi.    
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in Italian politics, British commentators and intellectuals were always very active in judging the 

events in Italy and taking sides, to the point that the party position on the Risorgimento was a 

decisive factor in the outcome of the parliamentary elections of 1859.257 Denis Mack Smith 

recognises that ‘no other issue in [British] foreign policy attracted so much sympathy as the “Italian 

Question”’258. As previously noted, at the core of this “romance of Italy”, which captured British 

imagination and political conscience, was a preoccupation with English nationhood. The notion of 

Risorgimento, which was coined by Italian writers and politicians to refer to the political equivalent 

of Italy’s cultural Renaissance and which meant “resurgence”, “rebirth”, or “resurrection”259, 

challenged ingrained ideas of national purity and borders, and inaugurated a new concept of the 

nation based on shared values and civic identity.  

Alison Chapman acknowledges that ‘the Risorgimento could be termed the most 

mythologized political and cultural movement in nineteenth-century Europe’260. Indeed, the struggle 

for the “making of Italy” was fought as much on the ideal field as on the battlefield. For decades, 

not only did foreign powers clash for control over its territories but there was also a conflict of ideas 

about what Italy was and what role it was expected to play in the European context. The transition 

of Italy from geographical to national reality261 was complex and controversial because, for the 

Italians, it entailed an excruciating quest for identity. According to Denis Mack Smith, ‘the main 

obstruction in the way of the patriotic movement was not foreign governments,’ but rather ‘the 

slowness of the great bulk of Italians to accept or even to comprehend the idea of Italy’262. One 

fundamental problem at the heart of the concept of “Italy” was that a belief in the Peninsula as a 

national entity did not necessarily directly correspond with a movement to free the land from 

foreign rule. Accustomed to being governed by foreign powers for centuries, many Italians 

welcomed the inclusion of the Peninsula in the Napoleonic and Austrian empires favourably and 

could not envision a future that included complete autonomy. Moreover, those advocating for 

political independence did not necessarily want unity. As Martin Clark points out, for many Italian 

writers and intellectuals, linguistic and cultural diversity between different regions and provinces 

meant that ‘a single Italian state seemed [...] not only impossible but also undesirable.’263. For this 

 
257 Butler, Rebecca. 2021. Revisiting Italy: British Women Travel Writers and the Risorgimento (1844-61). New York and 
London: Routledge, p. 1.  
258 Smith, Denis Mack. 2000. ‘Britain and the Italian Risorgimento’. In Britain and Italy from Romanticism to 
Modernism: A Festschrift for Peter Brand (ed.) Mc Laughlin, Martin. Oxford: Legenda, pp. 80.    
259 Butler, Revisiting Italy, p. 2.  
260 Chapman, Alison. ‘On Il Risorgimento’, BRANCH <https://branchcollective.org/?ps_articles=alison-chapman-on-il-
risorgimento> [accessed 21st February 2023]. 
261 Metternich’s description of Italy in 1847 as merely “une expression géographique” had some truth, since at that 
time it was made up of eight independent states that had last been united by the Romans. 
262 Mack Smith, Denis. 1968. The Making of Italy, 1796-1870. New York: Walker and Company, p. 2.  
263 Clark, Martin. 2009. The Italian Risorgimento. Harlow: Pearson, p. 4.  



 

71 

reason, those more inclined towards national unity often favoured federalism. This great ideological 

diversity meant that even when the attested trio of Risorgimento goals – unification, liberty and 

independence – were largely achieved in 1861, this did not equate to creating Italy as a nation. The 

famous expression attributed to Massimo D’Azeglio, ‘purtoppo, s’è fatta l’Italia, ma non si fanno 

gl’italiani’264, literally ‘Italy was made but not the Italians’, highlights all the material and political 

limits of the reunification but also the difficulties the Italians encountered in the process of self-

definition and self-determination. 

Scholars have often recognised the profound involvement of foreign powers in the Italian 

cause. Beyond active participation in the conflicts, it was mainly in constructing the “beautiful 

legend” of Risorgimento that northern European countries showed great curiosity and involvement 

in the Italian struggle for independence. It is, therefore, appropriate to emphasise the vital role that 

literature, drama, music, architecture and the figurative arts played in the process of Italian myth-

making through intercultural interaction. O’Connor has noted that the idea of a possible 

transformation of Italy from a mere geographical entity to a modern nation ‘loomed so large in the 

English imagination that it took on different, sometimes competing, political forms and 

representations’265. From the 1840s onwards, the British ceased to be concerned with what the 

Italians could teach them about art, painting, and aesthetics, as well as about the rise and fall of 

empires and became preoccupied with what they could teach them about civilisation. In the minds 

of most middle-class English men, the Risorgimento represented a dream of liberty and progress 

that all European nations ought to share, and they considered their duty to help that vision become a 

reality.  

The Italian cause captured British imagination mainly because of the gendered portrait of 

Italy, which, as we have previously seen, took on the visage of a beautiful, alluring female figure; a 

tragic woman in distress in need of being rescued, sometimes from herself but more often from the 

clutches of oppressive tyrants: the pope, the illiberal Austrians and the untrustworthy French. From 

Byron’s famous epitaph of Rome as the “Niobe of Nations” to Rogers’s “mistress of civilisation”, 

the romanticised and feminised depiction of Italy (and her cities) was to evoke sympathy in the 

British public and to justify British intervention in European politics. In particular, ‘the feeling in 

England that the nobility of the end in view – self-determination for the Italians – made it a suitable 

English cause flattered a liberal notion of the English as a democracy-loving, tolerant and Christian 

 
264 D’Azeglio, Massimo. 1867. I miei ricordi, vol. I. Firenze: G. Barbèra, p. 7.   
265 O’ Connor, The Romance of Italy, p. 1.  
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people who had only recently distinguished themselves in the struggle to end slavery and the slave 

trade’266.  

The predominant attitude of British commentators towards Italy was indeed often 

paternalistic. Two cartoons published in Punch in the summer of 1859, at the height of the 

Risorgimento, show that traditional representations emphasising Italy’s beauty and vulnerability 

were still much in vogue. In both images, Italy appears in the usual guise of a helpless woman, 

dispossessed of her power and at the mercy of male figures. In the first image, entitled ‘Babes in the 

Wood’ [FIG. 9], France and Austria, embodied in the figures of Napoleon III on the right and the 

leader of the Austrian army on the left, engage in a duel for the domination of the peninsula267, 

while a giovane Italia follows the scene in astonishment from afar. Unsurprisingly, she is not alone: 

another male figure – that of Victor Emmanuel of Sardinia (crowned King Victor Emmanuel II of 

Italy at Turin in 1861) – accompanies her and extends an arm as if to shield her, as she awaits the 

outcome of the battle. Everything in this scene, from the title which refers to a traditional English 

children’s tale, to the maiden’s expression, and the protective gesture reminiscent of chivalry, helps 

convey an idea of a weak Italy who is inexperienced and unaware of the dangers and collateral 

damages she may encounter in her struggle for independence. The second image, ironically entitled 

‘Free Italy?’ [FIG. 10] is even more telling. The cartoon illustrates the consequences of the 

Armistice of Villafranca (11th July 1859), a treaty that marked the ending of the second Italian War 

of Independence268. Napoleon III, identifiable from the characteristic horizontal moustaches, places 

the Papal crown on a beautiful Italy in chains while the emperor of Austria, Franz Joseph, whose 

foot tramples Venice, watches the scene. Once again, the references to the traditional trope of Italy 

as a woman abandoned, raped, bereaved, and overly aestheticized are manifold: the statuesque pose, 

the classic-style clothing, the unconcealed sensuality and even the absence of a face. Here too, the 

prevailing image is that of a submissive and surrendering nation. Overall, Punch’s representation of 

Italy, either a helpless child or a woman made vulnerable by her idealism, conveys the idea of weak 

 
266 Nunn, Pamela G. 2003. “Liberty, Equality and Sorority: Women’s Representations of the Unification of Italy”. In 
Chapman and Stabler, Unfolding the South, pp. 110-136, p. 113. 
267 The Franco-Austrian war began on 26th April 1859. Napoleon III met King Victor Emmanuel of Italy at Genoa on 
13th May 1859. 
268 After the victories of Solferino and San Martino, Napoleon III, fearing international complications and the hostility 
of French public opinion to the formation of a large Italian state near its borders, offered Austria an armistice. The 
preliminaries of peace were concluded on the 11th of July 1859 between Napoleon III and Franz Joseph: it was 
established that Lombardy would be ceded to France, which would, in turn, cede it to Piedmont; that the Grand Duke 
of Tuscany and the Dukes of Modena and Parma would return to their thrones; the creation of an Italian 
confederation with the Pope at its head. Veneto would also be part of it, while remaining under the Austrian Crown. 
Victor Emmanuel II ratified these preliminaries with the clause “en tout ce qui me concerne”, which later allowed him 
to proceed with annexing central Italy, without legally breaking the agreements. Following the armistice signing, 
Cavour resigned as Prime Minister due to disagreement. Source of information: 
https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/armistizio-di-villafranca_%28Dizionario-di-Storia%29/, [last accessed: 21st 
February 2023]. 
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femaleness that needs or suffers the help or protection of male champions continuing to wrangle for 

influence or power over her. The immediate result of this type of representation was the emotional 

involvement of the British public, which was affected by Italian affairs and felt the need to take the 

side of wounded Italy to honour and protect her. 

Literary critics and cultural historians have shown that British women too were conspicuous 

in their engagement with Risorgimento. Italy’s struggle for independence elicited women’s 

sympathy in addition to their moral and material support. When the idea of the “Italian nation” 

began to loom larger, English women writers took up the Italian cause and spared no effort to make 

the political demands of Italian patriots known to the English public, often divided between 

interventionists and pacifists. Moreover, some experienced the Italian unification process first-hand, 

witnessing and narrating the events in a participatory and emotional way. These women in Italy 

emphasised the feelings and concerns of the individual, both of Italian citizens and of themselves as 

British spectators, as women and mothers, alternating between hope and disillusionment.  

It has been noted that the Italian cause struck an even deeper chord with British women, who 

could easily recognise the subdued condition of the Italian nation as their own. In a letter to her 

husband written in 1867, Jane Strachey (who became a prominent suffragist) made the connection 

between the Italian Question and the Woman Question clear. She wrote: ‘It is heart-breaking to 

think of the sufferings in intellect and affection which hundreds of women endure from their 

socially-enslaved position; ... it is everyone’s duty to strike for it as their slavery is a gigantic 

obstacle to the progress of humanity. What the freedom of Italy is to an Italian, such ought to be the 

cause of women to a woman’269. The fact that Italy was usually depicted as a woman indeed offered 

parallels with the status of the woman writer and made it easier for women to identify with a nation 

stripped of power. Many women writers found an allegory of their own personal life and literary 

endeavour in the Italian Risorgimento. Sandra M. Gilbert effectively demonstrates that ‘women 

writers as Christina Rossetti and Elizabeth Barrett Browning revise[d] and revitalise[d] the dead 

metaphor of gender that [was] their literary and linguistic inheritance, using it to transform Italy 

from a political state to a female state of mind, from a problematic country in Europe to the problem 

condition of femaleness.’270. In other words, ‘through [their] involvement with the revolutionary 

struggle for political identity that marked Italy’s famous risorgimento, [British women] enacted and 

reenacted [their] own artistic struggle for identity, a risorgimento that was, like Italy’s, both an 

insurrection and a resurrection.’271. 

 
269 Quoted in Caine, Barbara. 2003. ‘La bella Libertà’. Women’s Writing, Vol. 10, No. 2, pp. 237. 
270 Gilbert, Sandra M. 1984. ‘From Patria to Matria: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Risorgimento’. PMLA, Vol. 99, No. 2 
(March 1984), pp. 194-211, p. 196.  
271 Ivi, p. 194.  
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 Women writers felt they had the power to advocate Italy’s liberty and sensed that their art 

could actively change the world by influencing British readers and entering the debate on 

international politics. Through literature, they aimed not only to attract the attention of their fellow 

citizens to the Italian cause but also to break the spell that, for centuries, had relegated Italy to the 

status of the victim. Instead of bemoaning the fate of the Italic nation as the majority of their 

counterparts, they strived for a paradigm shift that would substitute the “personating image” that 

doomed Italy to over-aestheticism and passivity with one of empowerment. To this purpose, they 

approached the discussion as “subjects” rather than “objects”, highlighting that they were looking at 

events with “lady’s eyes”272. At the same time, they presented Italy not simply as an aesthetic object 

to please the foreign onlooker but as a rising nation that could choose and direct its destiny. This, in 

turn, entailed a revolution in the representation, especially about the image of Italy as a woman. 

British women writers harshly criticised those ‘Bewailers for their Italy enchained’273 and 

advocated the need for new myths that would stress female attributes of strength, courage and 

independence. By reworking traditional tropes, they managed to empower “her” by substituting the 

‘sentimental reading of Italy as a tableau vivant of suffering womanhood’274 with the story of a 

struggle for self-determination.  

  It is, therefore, no coincidence that Italy is always a place of redemption, renewal and 

empowerment in their works. In women’s writing, the Peninsula is where new realities can be born 

‘through a strategic deployment of female, especially maternal energies’275. The more liberal Italian 

environment and the absence of a civil society that had attracted foreign travellers in the past took 

on a deeper meaning for women as they turned the classical arcadia of the Grand Tour into a ‘quasi-

feminist utopia where only the outlaws and women have any power’276. This allowed them to 

envision Italy as a world where alternative realities to patriarchy and an equal distribution of gender 

roles are possible. One reason the heroine of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poem Aurora Leigh 

(1856) takes Marian Erle and her infant son to Italy is her desire to return to the country where she 

was born. Still, another one is that Italy offers ‘a less rigid, more yielding social space in which to 

establish a family consisting of a mother, a surrogate mother, and their child, who has no father.’277. 

 
272 Elizabeth Eastlake used this expression in 1845 to explain that once women took part in the Grand Tour, they 
acquired a capacity for observation, which could not fully manifest itself so long as they remained home ‘counting 
canvass stitches by the fireside’. Source: Eastlake, Elizabeth. 1845. ‘Lady Travellers’. The Quarterly Review, Vol. 76 
(June 1845), pp. 97-137.  
273 Browning, Elizabeth B. 2017 [1851]. Casa Guidi Windows. Firenze: Aureo Anello Books, p. 1.  
274 Stabler, Jane. 2003. “Devotion and Diversion: Early Nineteenth-Century British Women Travellers in Italy and the 
Catholic Church”. In Chapman and Stabler, Unfolding the South, pp. 15-34, p. 22.  
275 Gilbert, ‘From Patria to Matria’, p. 199.  
276 Stabler, ‘Talking Liberties’, p. 17.  
277 Cronin, Richard. 2003. “Casa Guidi Windows: Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Italy and the Poetry of Citizenship”. In 
Chapman and Stabler, Unfolding the South, pp. 35-50, p. 39.  
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So, in the house overlooking Florence, Aurora can establish a domestic economy in which she takes 

on the usually masculine role of provider. Aurora and Marian create a small, enclosed matriarchy 

very similar to the one we find at the end of George Eliot’s Romola (1862). In response to Tito’s 

failure to perform as a proper husband, either for her or for his common-law wife, the novel’s 

protagonist becomes the protector, provider, and companion that Tessa needs. By tutoring the 

children, offering food and refuge, and providing moral guidance, Romola establishes a safe 

household for the family. One may count this as the domestic equivalent of the alternative civil 

society Mary Shelley imagines in fourteenth-century Italy in Valperga (1823), ‘the hill-top fortress 

where Euthanasia exercises a nurturing uncoercive maternal rule over her dependants’278.’ 

 I will go into all these aspects in more detail in the following chapters. For now, it is 

important to point out that writers such as Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George 

Eliot, who travelled and lived in Italy, and who witnessed the key events of the Risorgimento, 

inaugurated new ways to represent the peninsula and ‘cultivate the civic muse’279. Without 

distorting the traditional image of Italy but simply renegotiating certain tropes, these writers 

succeeded in breaking with old innuendoes and clichés and restoring the dignity of womanhood, 

thus empowering “her”. The reflection on Italy’s struggle for liberation and self-determination led 

them to reflect on their role in British society and the literary market. By profiting from what 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning defined as ‘the blank interstices/men take for ruins’280, they carved out 

new spaces of action for themselves and their female protagonists. As proposed by Sandra M. 

Gilbert, this process implied a shift from a male-dominated perspective (Patria) to an all-female 

paradise (Matria)281, which also includes the change from a paternalistic British attitude to one of 

sisterhood with the nation Italy. However, this research will also show that Anglo-Italian women 

writers longed for an ideal country where men and women could find complete fulfilment and 

experience equality without needing to interdict the father. Fighting for female and Italian liberty, 

they expressed a dream of a possible reconciliation between a masculine North and a feminine 

South – the dream of a madre-patria282 finally reunited.  

 

 

 

 

 
278 Ivi, p. 40.  
279 Ivi, p. 38.  
280 Browning, Casa Guidi Windows, II: 776.  
281 Gilbert, Sandra M. 1984. ‘From Patria to Matria: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Risorgimento’. PMLA, Vol. 99, No. 2 
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76 

1.3 TRAVELLING AS EMBODIED EXPERIENCE 

 

At its core, the travel experience has a twofold nature: material and symbolic. On the one side, it is 

the profoundly physical enterprise of a body moving in space and interacting with new 

environments, customs, and people; on the other, it is deeply metaphorical because it gives rise to 

ideas and concepts through which the travelling person defines the self and the world. Within 

literary criticism, it is common to keep these two aspects separate. Biographers and historians 

generally focus on the individual experience of the traveller/author in the foreign land: they look for 

information on the trodden itineraries and the places visited, on the travelling conditions and the 

impressions collected on tour. Imagologists and cultural scholars instead concentrate on how the 

traveller/author has interpreted and portrayed the foreign land on the page. This thesis aims to 

bridge the gap between experience and representation. I wish to show that perception and 

conception are intimately linked: the traveller’s body often acts as a mediator in the inter-cultural 

encounter and at the same time, the metaphors and tropes used to describe the foreign land are 

rooted in the sensory and physical experience.   

 Taking leave from Mark Johnson’s claim that aesthetics concerns everything that goes into 

our ability to grasp the meaning and significance of any aspect of our experience283, I will show that 

there can be no experience without a body. My research is indeed based on the assumptions of the 

Conceptual Metaphor Theory which holds that there are no faculties separate from bodily functions. 

The mind comes from the brain, and there are no brain parts for disembodied cognition. Therefore, 

human meaning arises from our bodily and interpersonal interactions with our environment. This 

means that even our most abstract reasoning has a corporeal origin. Accordingly, metaphors are a 

matter of thought and not merely of language: they are an instrument through which we understand 

and make sense of the world.  

 Cognitive studies applied to literary analysis are leading to interesting results in recent years 

and this appears even more relevant when dealing with travel fiction. Travelling by its very nature 

implies a movement of the body in and through geographical and metaphorical space. Therefore, it 

is important to recognise the value of the human body and, especially, of those structures of 

imagination and understanding that emerge from our embodied experience. I will show that where 

the body is stimulated by new conditions, new landscapes and unexpected situations, the mind too 

 
282 Madre-patria is the Italian word for “motherland”. However, as Sandra Gilbert notes, its literal meaning – mother-
fatherland – is hybrid as it preserves the patriarchal element. Source: Gilbert, ‘From Patria to Matria’, p. 209.   
283 Johnson, Mark. 2018. The Aesthetics of Meaning and Thought: The Bodily Roots of Philosophy, Science, Morality 
and Art. Chicago: Chicago University Press.  
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needs to look for new ways of interpreting the world. And here is where original metaphors and 

modes of representation come from. 

 By focusing on the concept of embodied space, it will be highlighted that human bodies and 

their surroundings interact in multiple ways and that spatial movement is filled with meaning. Space 

and place are not only out there, in the landscape; rather they are ‘[...] simultaneously in the land, 

people’s minds, customs, and bodily practices’284. In this sense, I will show how Italy becomes an 

embodied space in the writings of Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George Eliot: a 

realm where reality, fantasy, matter, symbol, past recollections and future projections mingle. The 

analysis will be conducted by taking into consideration the following levels of interpretation:  

 

• Physical/material level: the focus is on the actual journey of Mary Shelley, Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning and George Eliot in Italy (EMBODIED EXPERIENCE). 

 

• Fictional level: the focus is on the fictionalised journey in Italy of their narrative personae in 

their first-person travel accounts or, in the case of the novels and poems, their protagonists 

(FICTIONALISED EMBODIED EXPERIENCE). 

 

• Aesthetic/Symbolic level: the focus is on the representation of Italy in their narratives and 

the symbolic rendering of the peninsula as a place for female and national resurrection 

(METAPHORICAL EMBODIED EXPERIENCE).    

 

The red thread linking these three levels and underlying the whole research in this thesis is the 

female body. This chapter will highlight that nineteenth-century women writers profited from the 

existing trope of ITALY AS A WOMAN to question the traditional feminisation of Italy as a dangerous 

process of mythology or “nympholepsy”285 and, at the same time, promote a resignification of the 

female body from a symbol of suffering and suppression to one of rebirth and empowerment. 

Analysing the works of Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George Eliot on Italy, we 

can trace a determined effort to transcend the dynamic of male subject vs. female object and to 

restore the dignity and authority of the female subject. Not only do these writers reject the 

traditional connotation of the female body as fragile, vulnerable and inhibited, in favour of a vision 

that instead emphasises women’s power to resist adversity, to cope with change and to feel 

 
284 Low, Setha M. and Lawrence-Zúñiga, Denise. 2003. Anthropology of Space and Place: Locating Culture. New Jersey: 
Wiley, p. 6.  
285 Elizabeth Barrett Browning adopted the term in Casa Guidi Windows to refer to the fascination for the unattainable 
beauty of Italy.  
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empathy, but they place particular emphasis on women’s generative power, both procreative and 

artistic. For these women writers, being a woman and a mother is not a detracting factor in the 

travel experience, but an enriching one, because it provides an unprecedented vantage point from 

which to observe Italian culture and the events of the Risorgimento. The narrative voice of their 

works is therefore rarely that of a neutral subject; much more often it is clearly defined (and proudly 

declared) as a female voice in a female body. Demonstrating that embodiment is profoundly 

political, not only did they inaugurate new iconographic forms, but they also challenged the very 

distinction between materiality and representation.  

 

1.3.1 Embodied Cognition 

The purpose of this section is to summarise the path that led to the emergence of “cognitive 

poetics”, understood as a type of analysis that integrates the traditional linguistic-stylistic study of 

literature with the methods of investigation of the sciences of the mind. I will show that conceptual 

metaphor, embodied cognition, and conceptual blending theories provide interesting tools for 

studying literary texts from a new perspective. This approach allows us to examine literature not 

only from an aesthetic and linguistic-stylistic point of view but also to grasp its cognitive 

implications, not least the fact that each literary work is rooted in everyday experience and 

functions as a means of learning about reality. 

 

A) Conceptual Metaphors and Metaphorical Mappings 

The seminal work by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (1980), has clearly 

and powerfully shown that metaphors are an integral part of everyday language and thought. In 

contrast to the Western tradition that regarded meaning as essentially objective and universal – 

relegating metaphor to the function of rhetorical tinsel – Lakoff and Johnson’s study indicates that 

the human conceptual system is deeply metaphorical. The two scholars indeed argue that we use 

metaphors spontaneously and effortlessly in everyday communication: both the language and the 

conceptual system we employ for everyday purposes adopt linguistic metaphors and the 

corresponding underlying conceptual metaphors. Metaphor is thus no longer seen as a “matter of 

words” but a matter of thought and action, as it plays a structuring role in our conception of 

reality286.  

 
286 ‘[...] Metaphor is typically viewed as characteristic of language alone, a matter of words rather than a matter of 
thought or action. For this reason, most people think they can get along perfectly well without metaphor. We have 
found, on the contrary, that metaphor is pervasive in everyday life, not just in language but in thought and action. Our 
ordinary conceptual system, in terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in nature.’. 
Source: Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, p. 3.  
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Lakoff and Johnson’s reflection is indebted to Paul Ricœur, who, in his book La métaphore 

vive (1975), theorised that metaphor is not a trope at the level of the single word but ‘une attribution 

insolite au niveau même du discours-phrase’287. According to the French philosopher, this 

peculiarity rendered metaphor not only an instrument apt to describe reality but to discover and 

reveal the connections between things and, thus, an instrument of meaning-making. Lakoff and 

Johnson adopted a similar view of exploring the various layers of language. Analysing a wide range 

of linguistic expressions, the two scholars realised that many of them rested on a metaphorical layer 

linked to individual concepts and thus developed the notion of “conceptual metaphor”.  

In Conceptual Metaphor Theory (CMT), metaphor is generally understood as the 

conceptualisation of one domain of experience in terms of another. Conceptual metaphors typically 

employ a more concrete or physical concept (source domain) to convey a more abstract concept 

(target domain). Accordingly, ‘metaphor is a set of correspondences, or mappings, between the 

elements of two mental frames’288. An example of this is the understanding of human life in terms 

of the experience of a journey. The set of correspondences between a traveller and a person leading 

a life – the way a traveller travels and how a person lives, the path to a destination and the attempt 

to reach life goals, the obstacles encountered along the way and life’s difficulties – constitute the 

mapping of the conceptual metaphor LIFE IS A JOURNEY. Therefore, in the prevalent culture, people 

often experience, think about, and make decisions about the rather abstract concept of life in terms 

of the more concrete experience of travel or journey. Linguistic expressions like “I took a wrong 

turn somewhere”, “She’s come a long way’ or “We have a rough road ahead”289 indeed indicate 

that (in English at least) LIFE is understood in terms of a JOURNEY and that meaning is based on a 

specific set of cross-domain mappings. Since conceptual metaphors are readily available, meanings 

based on their mappings can be readily used by speakers in everyday communication whenever 

there is a need for such meanings. This aspect testifies to the implicit narrative structure of 

conceptual metaphors. 

Peter Gibbs proposes a similar reading of the figure of metaphor in The Poetics of the Mind 

(1994), a work in which two chapters are devoted to the subject. In the book, the author overturns 

the traditional perspective, according to which poetic language is an exceptional human ability that 

requires different cognitive and linguistic skills from those employed in ordinary language, and 

shows that the figurative aspects of language expose the poetic structure of the mind: 

 

 
287 Ricœur, Paul. 1975. La Mètaphore Vive. Paris: Seuil, p. 63.  
288 Kövecses, Zoltán. 2015. Where Metaphors Come From: Reconsidering Context in Metaphor. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, p. 2.  
289 My italics.  
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Metaphor is not merely an instance of language, a special rhetorical device used for 

communication and persuasion. Instead metaphor is a fundamental mental capacity 

by which people understand themselves and the world through the conceptual 

mapping of knowledge from one domain onto another. The overwhelming ubiquity 

of metaphor in language, thought, science, law, art, myth and culture illustrates that 

metaphor is an integral part of human life.290 

 

To show how cognitivist scholars arrived at these considerations, it is perhaps convenient to draw 

attention to the most classic definitions of metaphor. The OED defines it as ‘A figure of speech in 

which a name or descriptive word or phrase is transferred to an object or action different from, but 

analogous to, that to which it is literally applicable.’291. The term, therefore, refers to the process of 

replacing one word with another whose literal sense bears some resemblance to the literal meaning 

of the word replaced. In Rhetoric, Aristotle maintained that the power of metaphor lay in its ability 

to create analogies between things. Its primary function was, in fact, to teach one to see the 

similarities between objects and thus to develop observation skills. According to Aristotle, 

metaphors are figures of learning because, especially when they are “witty” and not “obvious”, they 

enable us to recognise new aspects of reality.  

In the following centuries, this aspect was neglected in classical rhetoric in favour of the 

trope’s decorative function. It was only with Giambattista Vico that the cognitive function of 

metaphor was reaffirmed. In his treatise, The New Science (1725), the scholar identified metaphor 

as the origin of the human gnoseological process: 

 

All the primary figures of speech are corollaries of poetic logic. The most luminous 

figure, and hence the most common, is metaphor. Metaphor is especially prized 

when, by the metaphysics just described it confers sense and emotion on insensate 

objects. The first poets attributed to physical bodies the being of animate 

substances, endowed with limited power of sense and emotion like their own. In 

this way, they created myths about them; and every such metaphor is a miniature 

myth. [...] Noteworthy too is the fact that in all languages most expressions for 

inanimate objects employ metaphors derived from the human body and its parts, or 

from human senses and emotions.292   

 

Vico points out that when people want to get an idea of things they do not know, they are naturally 

inclined to conceive of them through similarities with things they do know. However, when even 

familiar objects are scarce, they judge things by their nature. Thus, since what we know best 

consists in our own bodily properties, human beings attribute movement, sense and reason to 

senseless and inanimate things. Highlighting that metaphors derive from the ‘human body and its 

 
290 Gibbs, R. W. 1994. The Poetics of Mind: Figurative Thought, Language and Understanding. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, p. 207. 
291 Oxford English Dictionary. Available online at: [https://www.oed.com/, last accessed 14th March 2023].  
292 Vico, Giambattista. 1999 [1725]. New Science. London: Penguin Books, p. 403. 
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parts’, Giambattista Vico underlined the connection between verbal language and the senses. In this 

aspect, it is possible to see a point of contact with Lakoff and Johnson’s theory – namely that 

human cognitive structures are rooted in the body and all mental activities, including linguistic 

ones, depend on pre- and extra-linguistic experiences. 

 In 1989, Lakoff tackled these issues again in a work co-written with cognitive science expert 

Mark Turner entitled More Than Cool Reason293. As the volume’s subtitle states, the authors aim to 

provide “a field guide to poetic metaphor”. This new research assumes that poetic metaphor does 

not substantially differ from the metaphor used in ordinary language. Instead, it consists of the 

ultimate development of the metaphorical features inherent in everyday language. While it is true 

that poets are more likely to master phonological and syntactic complexity and extend the meanings 

of ordinary metaphors to creative advantage, they do not adopt cognitive capacities that differ from 

those of the ordinary person. Although it has its limitations and is susceptible to some objections, 

the two scholars’ investigation coherently unfolds in a comparative literary analysis, at the end of 

which Lakoff and Turner claim their attempt at closing the gap between poetic and ordinary 

metaphor: 

 

The Western tradition, which has excluded metaphor from the domain of reason, 

has thereby relegated poetry and art to the periphery of intellectual life – something 

to give one veneer of culture, but not something of central value on one’s everyday 

endeavours. Part of our goal is to change that aspect of the Western tradition, and 

to do so through empirical, scientific study of language and thought.294 

 

By analysing the operations performed by the human brain when it receives, cross-references and 

processes data, scholars have realised that the functioning is similar to that of storytelling. The 

human brain works primarily by constructing narratives from experience: when it receives sensory 

impulses, it processes them and systematises them into a proper narrative. As Turner explains, the 

human mind is a “literary mind” because:  

 

Narrative imagining – story – is the fundamental instrument of thought. Rational 

capacities depend upon it. It is our chief means of looking into the future, of 

predicting, of planning, and of explaining. It is a literary capacity indispensable to 

human cognition generally. This is the first way in which the mind is essentially 

literary. [...] If we want to study the everyday mind, we can begin by turning to the 

literary mind exactly because the everyday mind is essentially literary.295 
 

 
293 Lakoff, George and Turner, Mark. 1989. More Than Cool Reason: A Field Guide to Poetic Metaphor. Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press.  
294 Ivi, p. 54. 
295 Turner, Mark. 1996. The Literary Mind: The Origins of Thought and Language. New York and Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, p. 4-5.  
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According to what principle, then, is information organised by the brain? Gilles Fauconnier and 

Mark Turner, in the early 2000s, developed a cognitive theory called conceptual blending, also 

known as conceptual integration theory296, according to which the structure from two interacting 

input mental spaces is projected into a separately created mental space, the so-called “blended 

space”. As a result of three mental operations – composition, completion, and elaboration297 – the 

new space develops an original “blend” of the peculiarities of the two starting places that does not 

coincide entirely with either of them. One wonders what the difference between CMT and this new 

theory is. In this regard, Peter Crisp’s clarification proves very useful. He illustrates that the former 

involves the interaction of only two spaces (source and target), while the latter involves a much 

larger number of domains, thus giving rise to original results each time. Another difference is that 

according to conceptual blending, ‘meanings are not mental objects bounded in conceptual places 

but rather complex operations of projection, binding, linking, blending, and integration over 

multiple spaces’298. Precisely for this reason, it has been suggested that the conceptual blending 

theory might be a better tool to comprehend the complex functioning of human reasoning and help 

‘to connect the study of the brain with the study of the mind’299. 

In the next section, I will draw on the considerations of the experiential nature of metaphor 

introduced by CMT and conceptual blending to show not just that the mind is in the body but how it 

is in the body.  

 

B) The Embodied Mind 

We have seen that metaphor, far from being a mere linguistic-literary device, is instead one of the 

core functions of the human mind. This is because communication is based on the same conceptual 

system humans use when thinking and acting. Nineteen years after the publication of their 

breakthrough study Metaphors We Live By (1980), the linguist Lakoff and the philosopher Johnson 

elaborated further on this idea in a book entitled Philosophy in the Flesh (1999). In addition to the 

realisation that our abstract concepts are largely metaphorical, they added two more insights, 

namely that “thought is mostly unconscious” and “the mind is inherently embodied”300. In their 

 
296 The first formulation of the theory developed by Fauconnier and Turner is enunciated in an article entitled 
‘Conceptual Integration and Formal Expression’ published in Metaphor and Symbolic Activity, Vol. 10, No. 3 (1995), pp. 
183-204. A later revised version is published in the monography: Fauconnier, Gilles and Turner, Mark. 2002. The Way 
We Think: Conceptual Blending and the Mind’s Hidden Complexities. New York: Basic Books.    
297 Fauconnier, Gilles and Turner, Mark. 1998. ‘Conceptual Integration Networks’. Cognitive Science, Vol. 22, No. 2, pp. 
133-187.  
298 Turner, The Literary Mind, p. 57.  
299 Ivi, p. 112.  
300 Lakoff, George and Johnson, Mark. 1999. Philosophy in the Flesh: The Embodied Mind and its Challenge to Western 
Thought. New York: Basic Books, p. 3. Johnson had already introduced this theme in his The Body in the Mind: The 
Bodily Basis of Meaning, Imagination and Reason. Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1987.  
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view, the logical consequence, or perhaps it would be more correct to say, the natural 

presupposition of conceptual metaphor theory – capable of justifying the structural and cognitive 

value of metaphor and metonymy – is the idea that the mind and body are inextricably linked301. 

According to the embodiment hypothesis – also known as the “embodied mind” theory – 

formulated by Lakoff and Johnson, conceptual and linguistic structures in our mind are shaped 

according to the features of our perceptual systems, which in turn depend on the shape of our body. 

In contrast to cognitivism, which saw the mind as a processor of abstract information whose 

connections with the external world were of little theoretical importance, the approach of embodied 

cognition focuses on the idea that the mind must be understood and analysed in the context of its 

relationships with a physical body interacting with the surrounding world302. In other words, not 

only is the mind connected to the body, but the sensory-motor experience affects human reasoning.  

This notion was a game changer in cognitive science. For centuries, Western thought had 

been hinged on the dichotomy of mind-body. In the seventeenth century, René Descartes 

championed dualism, arguing that the world was ontologically divided into two realities, mental and 

physical, called res cogitans and res extensa. He claimed a gap existed between our cognitive, 

conceptual, formal and rational side (MIND) and our bodily, perceptual, material and emotional 

side (BODY)303. From this premise, Cartesian philosophy deduced that the body did not play any 

specific role in human reasoning and that rationality was essentially disembodied, transcendent and 

universal.  

In the twentieth century, however, new theories dismissed and replaced the classical model 

under which mind and body were understood as separate and distinct entities. Maintaining that 

cognitive processes were deeply rooted in the body’s interactions with the environment, Lakoff and 

Johnson railed against the idea of reason as a faculty independent of perception and bodily 

movement, disengaged from the passions and bound primarily to the literal sense. On the contrary, 

they saw it as ‘largely metaphorical and imaginative’, ‘mostly unconscious’ and ‘emotionally 

engaged’304. Their study questioned the foundations of Western philosophy of the mind and 

inaugurated a process – which is still ongoing – aimed at bringing attention back to the body, which 

had been sidelined in favour of the logos for almost 400 years.  

 
301 Boezio, Sara. 2011. ‘La poetica cognitiva tra scienze cognitive e critica letteraria: presupposti e convergenze’. 
Italianistica: Rivista di letteratura italiana, Vol. 40, No. 3 (Settembre/Dicembre 2011), pp. 19-46, p. 31.  
302 The theory of the “embodied mind” marks the break between second-generation and first-generation cognitivism. 
This latter had been strongly influenced by artificial intelligence theory and inclined to view the mind as software 
operating independently of the hardware, i.e. the body. 
303 He wrote that ‘there is a great difference between mind and body, inasmuch as body is by nature always divisible, 
and the mind is entirely indivisible [...] the mind or soul of man is entirely different from the body.’ Source: Descartes, 
Renè. 1993 [1641]. Meditations on First Philosophy: In Focus. (ed.) Stanley Tweyman. Abingdon and New York: 
Routledge, p. 97. 
304 Ivi, p. 4.  
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In the Western tradition, this autonomous capacity of reason is regarded as what 

makes us essentially human, distinguishing us from all other animals. If reason 

were not autonomous, that is, not independent of perception, motion, emotion, and 

other bodily capacities, then the philosophical demarcation between us and all 

other animals would be less clearly drawn. This view was formulated prior to the 

emergence of evolutionary theory, which shows that human capacities grow out of 

animal capacities. The evidence from cognitive science shows that classical faculty 

psychology is wrong. There is no such fully autonomous faculty of reason separate 

from and independent of bodily capacities such as perception and movement. The 

evidence supports, instead, an evolutionary view, in which reason uses and grows 

out of such bodily capacities. The result is a radically different view of what reason 

is and therefore of what a human being is.305  

 

By pointing out that Descartes’ base assumptions have proven to be empirically false by the 

accomplishments of cognitive science306, they showed that the relationship between mind and body 

is bidirectional: our mind influences the way our body reacts, and, at the same time, the “shape” of 

our body activates our mind307. In this respect, they argued that we are ‘rational animals’ but also 

‘rational animals’308. The fact that we, as human beings, are the evolution of creatures whose neural 

resources were primarily dedicated to perceptual and motor processing and that these cognitive 

activities largely consisted of immediate interactions and responses to the environment309 explains 

why our body – and the brain as part of the body – contributes to determining our mental and 

cognitive processes310. The major discovery of Lakoff and Johnson is thus ‘not just that we have 

bodies and that thought is somehow embodied. What is important is that the peculiar nature of our 

bodies shapes our very possibilities for conceptualization and categorization.’311. The embodied-

mind hypothesis indeed ‘undercuts the PERception/CONception distinction’312 so radically that one 

should not speak of an “embodied mind” but rather of a “bodily mind”313.  

 

 
305 Lakoff and Johnson, Philosophy in the Flesh, p. 16-17. The emphasis is mine.  
306 See Damasio, Antonio. 2005. Descartes’ error: Emotion, Reason and the Human Brain. London: Penguin Publishing 
Group.  
307 Antonio Gallese (2013) has noted that ‘il linguaggio, quando si riferisce al corpo in azione, mette in gioco le stesse 
risorse neurali normalmente impiegate per muovere quello stesso corpo. Vedere qualcuno che compie un’azione, 
come afferrare un oggetto, ed ascoltare o leggere la descrizione linguistica di quella stessa azione conduce ad una 
simile risonanza motoria che attiva identiche regioni del nostro sistema motori-corticale, incluse quelle con proprietà 
mirror’. [When referring to the body in action, language activates the same neural resources usually employed to 
move that same body. Seeing someone perform an action, such as grasping an object, and hearing or reading the 
linguistic description of that same action leads to a similar motor resonance that activates identical regions of our 
motor-cortical system, including those with mirror properties.] Source: Gallese, Antonio. 2013. “Tra neuroni ed 
esperienza. Le neuroscienze e la genesi di soggettività e intersoggettività”. In Che cos’è un soggetto (eds.) Raffaele 
Ariano, Vittorio Azzoni and Michele Maglio. Milano: Mimesis, pp. 147-162.   
308 Johnson, Mark. 1987. The Body in the Mind. Chicago: Chicago University Press, p. xix.  
309 Wilson, Margaret. 2002. ‘Six views of embodied cognition’. Psychonomic Bulletin & Review, No. 9, pp. 625–636. 
310 Borghi, Anna and Caruana, Fausto. 2013. ‘Embodied Cognition: una nuova psicologia’. Giornale italiano di 
psicologia. No. 1, pp. 23-48.    
311 Lakoff and Johnson, Philosophy in the Flesh, p. 19.  
312 Ivi, p. 37.  
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C) The Role of Culture 

Although it was formulated more than 40 years ago, conceptual metaphor theory has stood the test 

of time. The ideas promoted by Lakoff and Johnson in Metaphors We Live By and subsequent 

reworkings are still widely appreciated in cognitive studies. At the same time, however, some 

scholars believe that a significant part of their theory, namely the role of culture in the formation of 

cognitive systems, has often been ignored or underestimated. While the idea of embodiment has 

enjoyed considerable success, cognitivist scholars in recent decades have usually paid less attention 

to the impact of the socio-cultural context on our reasoning. Thus, contemporary scholars advocate 

that “experience” should be understood broadly to encompass basic perceptual, motor-program, 

emotional, historical, social and linguistic dimensions.  

When Lakoff and Johnson maintain that the basis of conceptual metaphors is embodied, 

they mean that we acquire cognitive models through our own direct experience (i.e. via our 

sensorimotor interaction with the environment) and through culture (i.e. according to the socio-

cultural context in which we find ourselves).314 The crucial role of culture in cognitive linguistics, 

and in CMT in particular, was highlighted by the two scholars in 1980 when they clarified that:  

 

[...] every experience takes place within a vast background of cultural 

presuppositions [...] Cultural assumptions, values, and attitudes are not a 

conceptual overlay which we may or may not place upon experience as we choose. 

It would be more correct to say that all experience is cultural through and through, 

that we experience our “world” in such a way that our culture is already present in 

the very experience itself.315 

  

Since experience cannot be dissociated from culture, every conceptual metaphor carries a cultural 

load316. This realisation led to dismissing the original distinction between primary and complex 

metaphors. Initially, metaphors had been divided into two groups: primary metaphors that derived 

directly from our bodily experience (and were thus culture-free and universal)317 and complex 

metaphors that resulted from the combination of primary metaphors and cultural elements (and 

 
313 Gallese, “Tra neuroni ed esperienza”, p. 152.  
314 A few years later, in his famous The Body in The Mind, Johnson insisted on the interaction between ‘a human 
organism with its environment (including its language, cultural traditions, values, institutions, and the history of its 
social community)’. Source: Johnson, The Mind in The Body, p. 209. 
315 Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, p. 57. 
316 Ibarretxe-Antuñano, Iraide. 2013. ‘The relationship between conceptual metaphor and culture’. Intercultural 
Pragmatics. Vol. 10, No. 2 (January 2013), pp. 315-339, p. 318.  
317 For authors such as Lakoff, human beings not only share the same bodies but the same environments. In his words: 
‘[...] they [primary metaphors] are learned by the hundreds the same way all over the world because people have the 
same bodies and basically the same relevant environments.’. Source: Lakoff, George. 2008. “The neural theory of 
metaphor”. In Gibbs, Raymond W. (ed.) The Cambridge Handbook of Metaphor and Thought. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, pp. 17-38, p. 24. This is clearly overstated and shows a total Western-centrism that neglects other 
cultural systems. 
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were thus not universal and culture-specific). However, even scholars who previously were 

strenuous supporters of the universalist account of metaphor now admit the importance of culture in 

metaphor cross-cultural and within-culture variation.  

 An example is the cognitive linguist Zoltán Kövecses who, in an early study, pointed out 

that the conceptualisation of anger in various cultures across the globe was identical because human 

beings share the same bodies and, therefore, function in the same way, thus denying any role to 

culture318. More recently, however, Kövecses repudiated this theory, acknowledging that the 

experiential basis of metaphor is always conditioned by culture, and primary metaphors are no 

exception. In Where Metaphors Come From (2015), he firmly claimed that:   

  
[...] the role of the body in metaphor creation can and should be reinterpreted, and, 

consequently, the body can be seen as just one of the several contexts from which 

metaphors can emerge (including the situational, discourse, and conceptual-

cognitive contexts)—although perhaps the dominant or crucial one. Such a 

proposal seems to be more in line with what has been discovered about the nature 

of human cognition in recent years; namely, that human cognition is grounded in 

experience in multiple ways—embodiment, in a strict sense, being just one of 

them.319 

 
In light of these discoveries, it is thus evident that cultural models play a pivotal role in cognition: 

not only are they crucial in the organisation of prototypes and categories, and the structuring of 

metaphor/ metonymy320, but they are also necessary to interpret the meaning of words321. For 

instance, if we consider the word “wolf” and its significance in our society, we realise that the 

scientific fact that wolves are shy animals that generally avoid contact with humans clashes with the 

cultural notion of wolves as evil creatures who attack humans for no reason322. To conclude, we 

might say that human reasoning, including metaphorical cognition, is grounded ‘not only in the 

body, but also in the situations in which people act and lead their lives, the discourses in which they 

are engaged at any time in communicating and interacting with each other, and the conceptual 

knowledge they have accumulated about the world in the course of their experience of it’323. It is 

necessary to consider all these aspects to avoid falling into a biased view of reality. 

 
318 Kövecses, Zoltán. 1995. “Anger: It’s Language, Conceptualisation and Physiology in the Light of Cross-Cultural 
Evidence”. In Taylor, John R. and MacLaury, Robert E. (eds). Language and the Cognitive Construal of the World. Berlin 
and New York: De Gruyter, pp. 181-196. 
319 Kövecses, Zoltán. 2015. Where Metaphors Come From: Reconsidering Context in Metaphor. Oxford and New York: 
Oxford University Press, p. 200.  
320 Lakoff, George. 1987. Women, Fire and Dangerous Things: What Categories Reveal about the Mind. Chicago: 
Chicago University Press.  
321 Cienki, Alan. 1999. “Metaphors and cultural models as profiles and bases”. In Gibbs, Raymond W. and Steen, 
Gerard J. (eds), Metaphor in Cognitive Linguistics. Amsterdam: John Benjamins Publishing Company, pp. 189-203. 
322 It is interesting to note that cognitive models (like this one) that are acquired via our culture are typically long-
standing and difficult to eradicate from our conceptual system.  
323 Kövecses, Where Metaphors Come From, p. 200.  
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1.3.2 Travel as experience and conceptual metaphor  

As pointed out in the previous section, human rationality is essentially metaphorical. Metaphors and 

symbols constitute a fundamental part of our inner world, conscious and unconscious. As symbolic 

animals324, humans continually resort to concrete concepts to explain and conceptualise abstract 

ideas. In other words, they construct stories to explain the reality around them by exploiting what 

they already know about it. As we have seen, travel is one of the human experiences that easily 

lends itself to being turned into a metaphor for existence. The LIFE IS A JOURNEY metaphor may be 

considered the single most important way in which human beings conceptualise how they make 

sense of their lives. Because it involves a path of discovery, of searching for the self, of 

encountering the other, of novelty and change that all human beings experience, ‘travelling tends to 

transform itself into allegory or myth. It shows the human condition with its longings and dreams of 

unknown adventures of the body, mind and soul.’325.  

 Journey as a metaphor for life is a major theme in all literature. In the Western tradition, it is 

a cultural prototype adopted by writers of all ages, from Herodotus’s mythical journeys to Dante’s 

otherworldly experience, coming to the picaresque adventures of Cervantes’ Don Quixote and 

Sterne’s sentimental journey. In all cultures and all epochs, fictional travel – presented as the 

continuous roaming and discovering of a single human (the hero) – is employed to point at the 

complexity of human experience. Taking as an example the work in literature that sums up, perhaps 

in its entirety, the concrete and symbolic meanings linked to the theme of the journey, that is 

Homer’s Odyssey, it is evident that the story of Ulysses’ return home after the Trojan war acquires a 

universal meaning. The adventures faced by the hero and his companions on the arduous journey 

back to Ithaca symbolically represent the difficulties of each human life. The tale conveys the 

message that the journey (life) does not consist only of landing at the final port (death), but rather of 

overcoming a thousand dangers, obstacles, trials and being able to adapt to the turns of fate. 326   

 The purpose of this section, however, is not to show how the myth of travel was born and 

how it developed but rather to highlight the double nature of the journey, as both a material and 

metaphorical-symbolic experience. I will show that the journey, by positioning astride fact and 

fiction, allows for overcoming the mind-body dualism and, consequently, blurs the boundaries 

 
324 In The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms [original title: Philosophie der symbolischen Formen], the German Neo-Kantian 
philosopher Ernst Cassirer proposed animal symbolicum as a definition for humanity. He argued that the primary 
characteristic of human beings, even before their tendency to social aggregation, was in the symbolic capacity that 
was expressed mainly in language. Source: Cassier, Ernst. 2021 [1923-29]. The Philosophy of Symbolic Forms. London 
and New York: Routledge.  
325 Sztachelska, Jolanta. 2010. “Introduction”. In Moroz, Gzegorz and Sztachelska, Jolanta. Metamorphoses of Travel 
Writing: Across Theories, Genres, Centuries and Literary Traditions. Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing, pp. 1-9, p. 6.  
326 Similarly, John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim's Progress from This World, to That Which Is to Come (1678) is to be intended 
as the most significant progenitor of much travel writing in the English language.  
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between reality and representation. In the first paragraph, the more concrete side of travel, as a 

physical experience of bodies moving through space, will be analysed. In the second, we will see 

how the journey, as a conceptual metaphor, allows for the contamination of literary genres and 

symbolic forms that move and transform in time and space.   

 

Travelling Bodies 

The essential element of the journey is the presence of a moving body interacting with the 

environment and the animate and inanimate objects around it. The physical experience is the vessel 

through which the traveller sees, feels and experiences the reality of the world, a gateway to the 

experiences of the soul and spirit. It is thus no coincidence that ‘the traveller’s body [...] remains at 

the core of the representational enterprise of travel writing’327.  

This is best illustrated by Ulysses’ encounter with Polyphemus, one of the most famous 

episodes of the Odyssey myth. Being confronted with the Cyclops’ monstrous body, the Greek hero 

denies his own corporeality: ‘Nobody is my name, Nobody they call me’328, insists Ulysses wittily, 

answering the Cyclops’ impatient question. The linguistic obliteration of the body in the shift from 

Oδυσ[σεύς] to Oϋτις is not just cosmetic but life-saving.329 In this way, the hero manages to deceive 

the monster, unable to grasp that no “body” equals no “meat” for him: ‘Nobody will I eat last of his 

comrades’330 thus remains an empty threat. ‘Nobody is slaying me by guile and not by force,’331 

exclaims blinded Polyphemus contemptuously, thus denying a body’s responsibility in his 

mutilation332. Shortly afterwards, Ulysses disguises himself by adopting the non-human body of a 

ram and thus manages to escape from the Cyclops’ lair and resume his wanderings. This example 

illustrates not only the truism that the paradigm of the travel narrative has its origins in antiquity but 

that it often emphasises the body – whether denied, concealed, rescued, or mutilated – in its 

transformations.  

 A few centuries later, this theme will return in Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726) as 

the protagonist faces continuous bodily metamorphosis during his journey. Lemuel Gulliver is a 

figure of gigantic dimensions in the land of Lilliputians and minuscule in Brobdingnag. In the 

novel, Swift introduces an explorer whose body – at times treading upon the ground, at others being 

 
327 Ivi, p. 10.  
328 Homer. 1995. The Odyssey. Translated by Murray, A.T. and Dimock, G. E. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University 
Press, p. 343. 
329 Białas, Zbigniew. 2010. “The Mobile Body: Prolegomena to the Corporeality of Travel”. In: Moroz, Gzegorz and 
Sztachelska, Jolanta. Metamorphoses of Travel Writing: Across Theories, Genres, Centuries and Literary Traditions. 
Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, pp. 10-20, p. 10.  
330 Homer, The Odyssey, p. 343.  
331 Ivi, p. 345.  
332 Białas, “The Mobile Body”, p. 10.  
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stamped upon – is always out of proportion compared to the surrounding environment.333 These 

mutations combine to create a sense of disorientation and undermine the unity of the narrating 

subject. Something similar can be recognised in Lewis Carroll’s Alice books, in which the 

protagonist grows bigger and smaller while exploring the fantastic realms of wonderland and 

through the looking-glass. In this case, the bodily fluctuations are also adopted metaphorically to 

indicate Alice’s search for knowledge and self-development.  

 The question is not very different when the journey of real people replaces that of fictional 

characters. As shown in section 1.2.2, the accounts of nineteenth-century women’s journey to Italy 

present a particular focus on bodily experiences: the crossing of real and mental boundaries, 

changes in weight or mood, intensification of sensory experiences and so on. For Mary Shelley’s, 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s and George Eliot’s fictionalised narrators, travelling implies a series 

of transformations – just as overwhelming as those of Ulysses, Gulliver or Alice although less 

marvellous – in terms of growth, liberation, and overcoming the split between spirit and senses.  

All these examples show that, in literature, the traveller’s own body acquires a metaphorical 

significance. Through the representation of the mutation of the body in motion and the denial of 

bodily limits, travel writing identifies the self as both a somatic and symbolical construct which 

enters in relation with the surrounding world. In addition, travel narratives challenge the subservient 

position of the body in comparison to reason and reveal instead that ‘the body plays a tremendous 

role in the constitution and destabilisation of the speaking (and writing) subject’334. The intimate 

connection between body and mind is thus inherent in travel narratives. Edmund Husserl, in his 

essay “The World of the Living Present and the Constitution of Surrounding World External to the 

Organism” (1931), emphasises ‘the very performance of motion as a major cognitive act through 

which the mobile self experiences and understands its unity in opposition to the rest of the 

world’335. Indeed, by moving in space and interacting with entities other than itself, ‘the travelling 

body, held together by bones, muscles and skin, continually changes its position and, by doing so, 

convinces itself of its oneness and uniqueness.’336. It may accordingly be inferred that it is precisely 

in the relationship between the body and what-the-body-is-not (the actual Oϋτις) that the subject 

acquires a sense of self and concurrently the ability to narrate his/her own story.  

 However, some scholars today disagree with Husserl’s assertion that the body wall 

constitutes an absolute, impassable limit. The Russian philosopher and literary critic Mikhail 

Bakhtin (1984) noticed that the body is far from impenetrable; instead, it is open to various 

 
333 Ivi, p. 10-11. 
334 Ivi, p. 11.  
335 Ivi, p. 12.  
336 Ivi, p. 13. 
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contaminations and interferences with external objects and substances337. To the Renaissance ideal 

of a complete and self-sufficient human being, he countered a human body whose boundaries with 

the outer world are not so clear-cut. According to Bakhtin’s view, ‘the stress is laid on those parts of 

the body that are open to the outside of the world, that is, the parts through which the world enters 

the body or emerges from it, or through which the body goes out to meet the world. This means that 

the emphasis is on the apertures or the convexities, or on various ramifications and offshoots.’338.  

 This interpretation highlights, even more evidently, that the body in motion is constantly 

altered through interaction with the surrounding world (for example inhaling air, introducing food, 

listening to sounds etc.)339, at the same time as reality is continuously affected by the presence of a 

body in a particular space. Although not always aware of these changes, travellers ardently seek 

them because they are by nature attracted by novelty and the unknown, otherwise, they would not 

travel. According to Zbigniew Białas, ‘the one who travels is restless almost by definition, is 

dissatisfied with the static status of the body, with the point at which the body happens to be at any 

given moment. The traveller clearly prefers a succession of points; he is more vectorial, more linear 

than punctual toward the position of the body with reference to space and time. [...] The traveller’s 

mind, a quintessential Quixotic mind, rejects bodily stability, as much as it rejects the finality of 

success.’340. 

 The traveller’s perpetual quest for change and his rejection of any form of stasis may give 

rise to a Freudian reading of the travel experience. In his notable work entitled Beyond the Pleasure 

Principle (1920), Freud maintained that the aim of all life was death, by which he meant a condition 

characterised by the absence of tension and strain, hence of movement. From this perspective, ‘[...] 

travelling can be defined without much exaggeration as indirectly self-destructive behaviour [...] If 

libido and the pleasure principle are the forces that keep us in perpetual motion (early Freud), the 

ultimate goal of all this frenzied mobility is the ultimate calmness (later Freud).’341. If therefore, as 

we have already seen, in cultural constructions, travel equals life, it is only insofar as the rush for 

survival does not come to an end. To conclude that the aim of every human journey is dissolution 

would entail once again taking the body centre stage. When the voyage (material and symbolic) is 

over, the separation between the body and what-the-body-is-not dissolves and the travelling subject 

 
337 Bakhtin, Mikhail. 1984. Rabelais and His World. Translated by Iswolsky, Hélène. Bloomington: Indiana University 
Press.  
338 Ivi, p. 27.  
339 Bakhtin, for example, points out that in the act of eating the body transgresses its own limits: ‘[the body] swallows, 
devours, rends the world apart, is enriched and grows at the world’s expense. The encounter of man with the world, 
which takes place inside the open, biting, rending, chewing mouth [is where] man tastes the world, introduces it to 
into his body, makes it part of himself.’ Source: Bakhtin, Mikhail. 1984. Rabelais and His World. Translated by Iswolsky, 
Hélène. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, p. 281. 
340 Białas, “The Mobile Body”, p. 17.  
341 Ivi, p. 18.  
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merges with the universe. This idea well applies to the ending of Mary Shelley’s novel The Last 

Man (1824), in which the protagonist Lionel Verney, the sole survivor of a plague that has 

exterminated humankind, now deprived of any drive and purpose in life, embarks on a journey in 

search of a companion. In this last desperate journey into the unknown, we cannot but recognise the 

tension of the self towards the other, a desire that – as Freud would say – is ‘a “moving” 

manifestation of the death-wish’342. 

 
I would with a few books, provisions, and my dog, embark in one of these [boats] 

and float down the current of the stream into the sea; and then, keeping near land, I 

would coast the beauteous shores of the blue Mediterranean, pass Naples, along 

Calabria, and would dare the twin perils of Scylla and Charybdis; then, with 

fearless aim (for what had I to lose?), skim ocean’s surface towards Malta and 

further Cyclades. I would avoid Constantinople, the sight of whose well-known 

towers and inlets belonged to another state of existence from my present one; I 

would coast Asia Minor, and Syria, and, passing the seven-mouthed Nile, steer 

northward again, till losing sight of forgotten Carthage and deserted Lybia, I should 

reach the pillars of Hercules. And then – no matter where – the oozy caves, and 

soundless depth of the ocean may be my dwelling, before I accomplish this long-

drawn voyage, or the arrow of disease find my heart as I float singly on the 

weltering Mediterranean; or, in some place I touch at, I may find what I seek – a 

companion; or if this may not be – to endless time, decrepit and grey-headed – 

youth already in the grave with those I love – the lone wanderer will still unfurl his 

sail, and clasp the tiller – and, still obeying the breezes of heaven, for ever round 

another and another promontory, anchoring in another and another bay, still 

ploughing seedless ocean, leaving behind the verdant land of native Europe, adown 

the tawny shore of Africa, having weathered the fierce seas of the Cape, I may 

moor my worn skiff in a creek, shaded by spicy groves of the odorous islands of 

the far Indian ocean.343  

 

 

Travelling genres and travelling tropes 

Travel narratives, both oral and written, have been part of human culture/cultures for millennia. 

However, their unwavering legacy has made it no easier for scholars to agree on how to define or 

classify them. For decades, critics have debated the itinerant and hybrid character of travel writing, 

highlighting that it is in fact a literary form constantly moving and evolving, just like its content. 

Carl Thompson remarked that the term ‘encompasses a bewildering diversity of forms, modes and 

itineraries.’344. Michael Kowaleski referred to its ‘dauntingly heterogeneous character’, and noted 

that it ‘borrows freely from the memoir, journalism, letters, guidebooks, confessional narrative, and, 

most important, fiction’345. Tim Young argued that ‘travel writing feeds from and back into other 

 
342 Ivi, p. 19.  
343 Shelley, Mary. 2004. The Last Man. Ware: Wordsworth Editions, p. 374.  
344 Thompson, Carl. 2011. Travel Writing. London and New York: Routledge, p. 26.    
345 Kowaleski, Michael. 1992. “Introduction”. In Kowaleski, Michael (ed.) Temperamental Journeys: Essays on the 
Modern Literature of Travel. Athens: University of Georgia Press, p. 7.   
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forms of literature. To try to identify boundaries between various forms would be impossible and I 

would be deeply suspicious of any attempt at the task.’346. Precisely because it eschews any kind of 

classification, the travelogue has long been thought of as a minor literary genre, written 

extemporaneously on the basis of heterogeneous material intended for the general public. 

 More recently, adopting a strongly anti-generic approach, Jan Borm has advanced the 

hypothesis that ‘travel writing’ is not a genre but ‘a variety of texts both predominantly fictional and 

non-fictional whose main theme is travel.’347. In contrast to the many critics who regarded travel 

writing as lacking an identity of its own348, Borm – and later Thouroude349 – suggested that we 

should accept generic admixture as what actually characterises it. In this sense, hybridity and 

flexibility are to be understood not as defects of the travelogue, marking it as a literary product of 

inferior quality, but as characterising elements. Intergeneric features are in fact inherent and 

constitutive of travel writing, which by its very nature, tends to overlap with other literary genres, 

especially the novel.  

 In this respect, Barbara Korte reiterates that ‘as far as the text and its narrative techniques 

are concerned, there appears to be no essential distinction between the travel account proper and 

purely fictional forms of travel literature’350. Although it could apparently be argued that there are 

irreconcilable differences between narrating the tale of a fictional hero’s voyage and reporting the 

factual, first-person account of a journey, undertaken by the author-narrator himself, it is still 

undeniable that travel writers draw on the techniques of fiction to tell their stories. ‘Plot, 

characterisation and dialogue all play their part. Whereas some travel writers insist on absolute 

verisimilitude, others readily admit to the manipulation and invention of detail.’351.  

 Recent studies have indeed shown that life-writing is often fictionalised. In an important 

chapter entitled ‘Life-Writing, Cultural Memory, and Literary Studies’ of the collective volume The 

Invention of Cultural Memory (2008), Max Saunders argued that: 

 

 
346 Youngs, Tim. 1994. Travellers in Africa: British Travelogues 1815-1900. Manchester: Manchester University Press, p. 
8.  
347 Borm, Jan. 2004. “Defining Travel: On the Travel Book, Travel Writing and Terminology”. In Perspectives on Travel 
Writing (ed.) Hooper Glenn. Aldershot: Ashgate, p. 13.   
348 Holland and Huggan refer to it as ‘this most hybrid and unassimilable of literary genres’. For them, ‘Travel writing … 
is hard to define, not least because it is a hybrid genre that straddles categories and disciplines.’ Source: Holland, P. 
and Huggan, G. 1998. Tourists with Typewriters: Critical Reflections on Contemporary Travel Writing. Ann Arbor, MI: 
University of Michigan Press, p. 8.  
349 Thouroude, Guillaume. 2009. ‘Towards generic autonomy: The récit de voyage as mode, genre and form’. Studies in 
Travel Writing, Vol. 13, No. 1 (December 2009), pp. 381-390.  
350 Korte, Barbara. 2000. English Travel Writing From Pilgrimages to Postcolonial Explorations. NY: Palgrave Macmillan, 
p. 10.  
351 Youngs, Tim. 2013. “Introduction: Defining the terms”. In The Cambridge Introduction to Travel Writing. New York: 
Cambridge University Press, p. 4.  
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one thing life-writing shows is that while we may think of memory as somehow 

prior to auto/biography, or literature, or any form of textuality, our memories are 

always textualized. They are by definition “after the event,” but also, as 

representations or mediations or narrativizations of the event, they have always 

begun to turn the event into something else.352 

 

From this perspective, memory and narration are inextricably linked, as the process of remembering 

the journey always entails some degree of imaginative reconstruction of the past and life-writing 

requires an accurate selection of memories and ‘a transformation of the remembered event or 

experience’353 into narrative material. In Korte’s words, ‘the actual experience of a journey is 

reconstructed, and therefore fictionalized, in the moment of being told’354. Accordingly, defining 

travel writing by its authenticity, namely by taking for granted that the journey narrated did actually 

take place, depends on an assumption that ‘can only be tested beyond the text itself’355. 

 These reflections lead us back to the central questions running through this thesis: what 

happens between the experience of travel and its representation, between the perception and the 

reception of it? Are the tropes and metaphors used in nineteenth-century travel narratives about 

Italy rooted in bodily experience or are they just fantasy? The simple answer might be that travel 

writing is a form of cultural construction. As such, it originates in bodily experience but does not 

end with it: it integrates with other knowledge and mental constructions before seeing the light of 

day in literary form. In this section, travel narratives have been presented as the result of a 

combination of human, environmental, cultural, symbolic and linguistic factors. Discussing 

travelling bodies, travelling genres, and travelling tropes has been essential to highlight the 

extraordinary richness and fecundity of the metaphorical conception of LIFE AS A JOURNEY – an idea 

that since antiquity has never ceased to expand and produce ever-changing results in time and 

space.  

 In the following two sections, I will go into the specifics of the works of Mary Shelley, 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George Eliot and show how gender discourses influenced their 

travel narratives and their representations of Italy. The focus will be on how these writers 

understood the female body as a means of interpreting reality both while travelling and on the page. 

 

1.3.3 A female voice in a female body  

Western thought is grounded on the principle of sexual difference, i.e., the assumption that the male 

and female sexes are ontological opposites. In line with this notion, men and women are 

 
352 Saunders, Max. 2008. ‘Life-Writing, Cultural Memory and Literary Studies’ in Cultural Memory Studies: an 
International and Interdisciplinary Handbook ed. Astrid Erll and Ansgar Nünning, Berlin: Walter De Gruyter, p. 323. 
353 Ivi, p. 323. 
354 Korte, English Travel Writing From Pilgrimages to Postcolonial Explorations, p. 11. 
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biologically different and reproduce, communicate and interact differently with the environment 

and other human beings. Although the widely held presuppositions about the naturalness of sexed 

embodiment, gendered identity and heterosexuality have been disproved in the last decades356,  few 

ideas have been so highly influential in European history as gender. Over the centuries, sexual 

dimorphism became a reason for excluding women from participating in civil society and the 

political community. Scholars have indeed shown that ‘as natural science displaced theology in 

Enlightenment metaphysics, the “one sex” model of embodiment that had dominated European 

political thought and practice for nearly two millennia gave way to a “two sex” model that posited 

men and women as incommensurate opposites’357. While physical differences had political and 

social consequences in earlier eras too, it was in the eighteenth century, with the introduction of the 

nature-culture, female-male, body-mind dichotomies, that somatic differences at the level of the 

genital and reproductive organs became a reason for the exclusion of the female sex from public 

life358.  

 Feminist scholars have come to realise that the modern body politic is not only symbolically 

male (as shown early in paragraph 1.1.3) but also literally so: ‘By using male bodies as the models 

for the lives its legal and political arrangements are designed to enhance and protect, political 

systems marginalize the concerns of women.’359. At the same time, accustomed ways of speaking 

about and depicting women might be responsible for constraining their political action, the equal 

exercise of rights and general empowerment360. The affirmation in Western philosophy of the 

masculine as the universal and neutral subject to the exclusion of the feminine led to a biased view 

 
355 Ivi, p. 10.  
356 Feminist theorists have demonstrated that ‘sex, gender, and normative sexuality are political constructs, rather 
than natural givens, and vary cross-culturally and from one historical era to another.’ Source: Disch, Lisa and 
Hawkesworth, Mary. 2016. The Oxford Handbook of Feminist Theory. New York: Oxford University Press, p. 2.  
357 Ivi, p. 5. 
358 In Making Sex (1990), Thomas Laqueur has documented that sexual dimorphism is intimately tied to the politics of 
modernity. He showed that from antiquity to the eighteenth century, feminine and masculine bodies were perceived 
as fundamentally similar. Within the “one-sex model,” the feminine body was conceptualized not as belonging to an 
entirely different sex, but as a lower version of the masculine body. The “two sex model”, defining male and female 
embodiment as an opposition, or as mutually exclusive categories only emerged in the seventeenth century, giving 
rise to the notion that sex is determined by physiopathology, the anatomy of the genital apparatus, the gonads, 
hormones and genetic information. Sources of information: Laqueur, Thomas. 1990. Making Sex: Body and Gender 
from the Greeks to Freud. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press; Disch, Lisa and Hawkesworth, Mary. 2016. The 
Oxford Handbook of Feminist Theory. New York: Oxford University Press, p. 859.  
359 Ivi, p. 209. 
360 In a famous study entitled ‘Throw like a Girl’ (1980), Iris Marion Young illustrated that adolescent girls often fail to 
make full use of the body’s spatial and lateral potentialities. Evidence has shown that rather than using it as a tool for 
discovering and apprehending the world like their male counterparts, they begin to turn the body into an object and 
to produce “a socially-trained docile body”. According to the scholar, this behaviour has its source, in neither anatomy 
nor physiology and certainly not in a mysterious feminine “essence”. Rather, it results from the particular situation of 
women as conditioned by their sexist oppression in Western society. Source: Young, Iris M. 1980. ‘Throw like a Girl:  A 
Phenomenology of Feminine Body Comportment Motility and Spatiality’. Human Studies, Vol. 3, pp. 137-156.  



 

95 

of reality and, for a long time, denied women the possibility of self-signifying361. “Sexual 

difference” should then be understood as a vector of power: not something given in nature but 

rather the result of a cultural construction imposed by human beings trying to categorise the natural 

world362.  

 Embodiment is a central concern of feminist theory not only insofar as ‘the body is the site 

for the symbolic construction of sexual difference’363 but also because Western philosophy is 

profoundly somatophobic364. Over the centuries, the binary opposition of male vs female was often 

linked to that of the mind vs body. Whereas the mind and soul, the essence of the self, were 

traditionally ascribed to men, the body, the irrational and all deemed inessential matter were 

associated with femininity.365 In other words, the denigration of women often went hand in hand 

with the denigration of the body. As Bordo (1993) states, ‘if, whatever the specific historical 

context of the (mind/body) duality, the body is the negative term and if woman is the body, then 

women are that negativity,’ however defined in specific context, whether as ‘distraction from 

knowledge, seduction away from God, capitulation to sexual desire, violence or aggression, failure 

of will, even death.’366. Hence the axiom that women and the flesh must be suppressed to elevate 

the human being beyond his animal stage and lead him to critical thinking, philosophical reflection 

and artistic inspiration. 

 Among the many corollaries of this principle, a significant one was the establishment of the 

subject/object dynamic in aesthetics, according to which the role of the subject experiencing and 

depicting reality is traditionally male, and that of the object to be observed and then translated into 

 
361 Feminist philosopher, linguist, and psychoanalyst Luce Irigaray analysed the symbolic construction of the feminine 
in language as the source of woman’s oppression. She noticed that Woman is often defined as “the opposite sex” to 
man. This convention relegates her to the status of “lack”, “atrophy”, and she is attributed with “penis envy”. This 
means that it becomes hard to define the feminine in the absence of a term of comparison, namely the masculine. In 
the text, To Speak is Never Neutral, she then advocates for new words and symbols to describe the feminine 
experience, to enable women to talk about themselves without necessarily passing through male imagery. Source: 
Irigaray, Luce. 2002. To Speak Is Never Neutral. New York: Routledge.  
362 As Susan Kessler and Wendy McKenna noted: ‘Scientists construct dimorphism where there is continuity. 
Hormones, behavior, physical characteristics, developmental processes, chromosomes, and psychological qualities 
have all been fitted into dichotomous categories. Scientific knowledge does not inform the answer to the question, 
“What makes a person a man or a woman?” Rather it justifies (and appears to give grounds for) the already existing 
conviction that a person is either a man or a woman and that there is no problem differentiating between the two. 
Biological, psychological, and social differences do not lead to our seeing two genders. Our seeing two genders leads 
to the “discovery” of biological, psychological, and social differences.’. Source: Kessler, Suzanne, and McKenna, 
Wendy. 1978. Gender: An Ethnomethodological Approach. New York: John Wiley, p.163.  
363 Disch and Hawkesworth, The Oxford Handbook of Feminist Theory, p. 207.  
364 Ibid.   
365 Bordo, Susan. 1993. Unbearable Weight: Feminism, Western Culture and the Body. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, p. 5.  
366 Disch and Hawkesworth, The Oxford Handbook of Feminist Theory, p.209.  
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an image or sign367 is historically female. Through the artwork, the woman could undergo a process 

of sublimation of the flesh. Her physical body was turned into an ideal body, thus allowing her to be 

transformed from a living human being into a symbol, ‘the inessential correlate to man, as mere 

object and immanence.’368. The feminine could thus be tamed and exert its luring and creative 

power under male control. 

 The clearest example of this procedure is the exaltation of the figure of the muse as the 

source of artistic and poetic inspiration. In Greek and Roman mythology, the Muses were the nine 

daughters of Zeus and Mnemosyne and the personification of knowledge and the arts, especially 

literature, dance and music. Many authors, such as Homer and Virgil, used to invoke the Muses 

when writing poetry, hymns or epic tales. The invocation was usually found at the beginning of the 

story as a prayer to the muse asking for help, inspiration and guidance through the work. She, a 

female, was to bestow on him, the poet, the power of words which would make him tell the Truth 

and reach fame. Moreover, since she infused him with knowledge outside of his realm of 

experience, the artistic creation depended entirely on her contribution. 

 In modern times, the role of the Muse remained important for artists, but the muse-poet 

relation underwent a drastic change. She ceased to be a divine figure and became a real woman. 

Becoming secularised, the muse lost most of her powers, and the poet took advantage of the 

situation to become a master. He absorbed the literary qualities that previously belonged to her and 

claimed to possess poetic genius already, while Woman’s task was only to awaken his creative 

powers. In exchange for her ability to inflame the phantasy of the poet, she was immortalised in his 

art. This, however, came at a high price: the woman’s body had to disappear so that her creative 

(and procreative) powers could be transferred to the man and infused into the artwork369. Her 

physical nature had to vanish and her voice silenced so that the male artist could gain the attention 

and recognition he deserved. 

 The myth of Pan and Syrinx fully illustrates the gender violence implicit in the 

representational discourse. In the Metamorphoses, Ovid narrated that Pan, son of Hermes, fell in 

love with the nymph Syrinx. To escape Pan, the nymph fled near a swamp to the bank of the river 

Ladon, where, seeing herself caught up, she invoked the Naiads, who changed her into marsh reeds. 

 
367 ‘Woman as Sign’ (1978) is a widely read essay by Elizabeth Cowie. The reprinted version is available: Cowie, 
Elizabeth. 2000. “Woman as Sign”. In Kaplan, Ann E. (ed) Feminism and Film. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 48-64.    
368 Young, ‘Throw Like a Girl’, p. 141.  
369 Analysing Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Anne Mellor showed that the attempt to generate life without the aid of a 
woman is a central theme of the novel. She maintained that Doctor Frankenstein’s desire to penetrate the secrets of a 
feminine nature and to infuse life to inanimate matter can be read as a masculine wish to “usurp” the feminine and 
acquire generative powers, which are by nature a female prerogative. The replacement of maternal creation, 
however, results in a “hideous progeny”, thus revealing that in Mary Shelley’s eyes, the experiment was both a moral 
and aesthetic failure. Source: Mellor, Anne K. 1988. “Usurping the Female”. In Mary Shelley: Her Life, Her Fiction, Her 
Monsters. New York: Methuen, pp. 115-126.  
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Thinking he had reached the nymph, Pan found himself in front of a bundle of reeds that, moved by 

the wind, sent out a delicate sound. So, the god used the reeds to make a musical instrument for 

himself and named it the syrinx. Although this story seems innocuous on the surface, one can 

effortlessly trace female suffering between the lines, as Syrinx first becomes the object of unwanted 

sexual attention and then is obliged to relinquish her bodily form to become an art object. In the 

folds of this myth of carnality and creativity, it is easy to recognise Pan’s artistic endeavour for 

what it truly is: a violent act that destroys the very thing he loves.  

 Nineteenth-century writers received this myth in very different ways: whereas romantic 

figures like Wordsworth, Shelley and Keats were attracted to Pan as a figure of poetic creativity, for 

women writers, the music produced through Syrinx represented ‘the problematic ideology of 

sensibility that also determin[ed] their poetics: lyrical music expressing, as a reflex, absence, grief, 

and the discourse of bodily sensations.’370. In this section, I will show not only that Mary Shelley, 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George Eliot challenged ‘patriarchal poetry’s vision of the muse as 

the passive female object of the active male poet’s quest but they also question[ed] the more basic – 

and equally patriarchal – premise that the muse must be external and Other to the poet, the “object” 

of a quest.’371. In their works, they urged the abolition of the subject/object dichotomy and showed 

that a woman artist can find inspiration within herself and gain authority as a speaking subject. 

Furthermore, by pointing to the separation of spirit and body as a violent and unnatural act, they 

claimed embodiment as a key element of their poetics. Therefore, the narrative voice of their works 

is that of an embodied muse who draws inspiration from her own experience: a female voice in a 

female body. In contrast to their male literary peers, these women writers questioned the need for 

the elision of the feminine in art and presented the distinctiveness of a woman’s body as the very 

source of their power, to be celebrated and cultivated as the potential foundation for women’s 

liberation.  

 All these aspects are openly displayed in Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poem Aurora Leigh 

(1856). The first-person narrative tells the story of the protagonist coming to her vocation and offers 

the striking image of a woman artist who is simultaneously poet and muse. Aurora Leigh herself in 

the poem claims that ‘life develops from within’372 and insists on the importance of internal 

inspiration. Determined to write only about what she knows, Aurora does not need to invoke the 

help of an external muse for authoritative knowledge and can self-confidently proclaim: ‘I..../will 

write for my better self’373. This is possible because her art is grounded in her own experience. As 

 
370 Zonana, Joyce. 1989. ‘The Embodied Muse: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Aurora Leigh and Feminist Poetics’. Tulsa 
Studies in Women’s Literature. Vol. 8, No. 2 (Autumn 1989), pp. 240-262, p. 242. 
371 Ibid.  
372 Browning, Elizabeth B. 1857 [1856]. Aurora Leigh and Other Poems. New York: C.S. Francis & Co., p. 307.  
373 Browning, Aurora Leigh and Other Poems, p. 1.  



 

98 

clarified by Joyce Zonana, ‘Aurora is an earthly, not a heavenly muse: what enables her to function 

as a muse is her full subjectivity, her radical embodiment, her complete acceptance of herself as 

woman and artist’374. In contrast to Milton and Wordsworth, who had requested to fly and be raised 

above matter, Aurora’s poetics is deeply embodied. Not only is she content to sing ‘from a vantage 

point on earth’375, but she insists that to write effectively and authoritatively, she must stand – and 

sometimes even lie – on the ground. The spiritual world is only to be gained through flesh and 

blood, hence why Aurora’s epic is rooted in the “natural” world of the poet’s life. Not only does she 

relate a contemporary story, but she also counts on highly concrete “woman’s figures” to 

communicate her twofold truth, namely that:  

 

Without the spiritual, observe, 

The natural’s impossible – no form, 

No motion: without sensuous spiritual 

Is appreciable, - no beauty or power.376  

 

Challenging the traditional body-mind dualism, Aurora condemns those who consider that only 

matter is real, as well as those who spurn their bodily nature and value only spirit. For her, the 

material and the spiritual are so intimately and necessarily intertwined that ‘who separates those 

two/ In art, in morals, or the social drift, /Tears up the bond of nature and brings death’377. Aurora 

claims that ‘the muse can be both spirit and flesh, heavenly and earthly, taking on a role not merely 

as the mediator between two realms but as their manifold embodiment’378. Accordingly, Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning abandons the objectification and idealisation of the female that have been part of 

the Western aesthetic tradition since antiquity, reclaims the muse as a powerful image of female 

creativity for women as well as for men, and espouses what contemporary feminists have defined as 

a poetics of the body. Aurora Leigh thus presents the readership with the portrait of an earthly 

woman poet who finds her voice within herself and becomes a fully autonomous speaking subject.  

 From a female perspective, the muse is a figure who breaks the silence and is empowered by 

her own words. To counteract the story of female subjection and passivity handed down by 

traditional representations, nineteenth-century women writers frequently adopt the conceptual 

metaphor of VOCALISATION AS DECLARATION OF INDEPENDENCE. Any form of verbal expression, 

including speech, song, psalm, prophecy, breath, cry, and ultimately even silence (when it has a 
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purpose), is understood as an act of courage that liberates Woman379 – be it one of their female 

characters or the Italian nation personified – from apathy and objectification. Restoring women’s 

words means identifying them as ‘originators of meaning rather than as reflecting mirrors for the 

male poet’s search for self-transcendence’380. This explains why the trope is so pervasive in their 

works: we find it in the incipit of The Last Man (1824), in which the narrator reveals that the story 

which is about to be told is the result of the assemblage of a series of prophetic fragments 

mysteriously found and collected in Sybil’s cave near Cumae. Mary Shelley takes it up again in the 

historical novel Valperga (1823), in which the figures of two prophetesses, Beatrice and 

Wilhelmina of Bohemia, disrupt the established order of medieval Italian society with their heretic 

statements. It is also frequent in Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s works, not only in Aurora Leigh, as 

indicated above, but also in her most political work entitled Casa Guidi Windows (1851), in which 

the song of a child announces the imminent birth of the modern Italian nation, and in Poems Before 

Congress (1860) and Last Poems (published posthumously) in which the writer gives voice to a 

large number of characters, primarily women, who sometimes with sorrowful cries of pain and at 

other times with rejoicing songs, step up to proclaim their perspective on history. Eventually, it 

returns in George Eliot, for whom singing, both in ‘Mr Gilfil’s Love Story’ from Scenes of Clerical 

Life (1857) and in Daniel Deronda (1876), takes on the characteristics of a mystical message that 

transcends reality and reveals new spiritual horizons, like the biblical song of Miriam who showed 

the promised land to the people of Israel to the rhythm of cymbals. In all these examples – which 

are but a selection of all possible evidence – vocalisation is the ultimate expression of a woman who 

has found her own identity and has learnt to channel her passions into words and sounds. 

Metaphorically speaking, a woman who has discovered and embraced her poetic "I".     

 Some feminist scholars have seen in nineteenth-century women writers’ exaltation of the 

speaking act the desire to ‘reclaim an original, perhaps even an originary, feminine voice’381. The 

absence of a tradition of women poets in England, however, led English writers to look abroad in 

the desperate search for female precursors, eventually landing on legendary figures like Sappho or 

Corinne382. The obvious difficulty of finding literary examples closer in time and space383 was thus 

 
379 Woman is capitalised here because it does not refer to one or more female individuals but to the ideal and social 
construction of the feminine. 
380 Rosenblum, Dolores. 1985. ‘Casa Guidi Windows and Aurora Leigh: The Genesis of Elizabeth Barrett Browning's 
Visionary Aesthetic’. Tulsa Studies in Women’s Literature. Vol. 4, No. 1 (Spring 1985), pp. 61-68, p. 61.  
381 Prins, Yopie. 1999. Victorian Sappho. Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, p. 5.  
382 Alison Chapman analyses the figure of the English poetess in the Victorian era and shows that it ‘emerges, indeed, 
as a mobile category, always already in transit, signifying her patriotism paradoxically through devotion to nations not 
her own. It is poetesses with hybrid nationalities of their own that most blatantly expose the weakness of the Anglo-
centric construction of the female poetess.’. Source: Chapman, Alison. 2003. “The Expatriate Poetess: Nationhood, 
Poetics, Politics”. Victorian Women Poets. Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, pp. 57-78, p. 59.     
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taken as a starting point for English women writers to denounce the difficulties encountered by a 

woman in the mid-nineteenth century trying to establish herself as a public speaker in a male-

dominated world. The issue, repeatedly addressed in their works, is not speaking but being heard. 

Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George Eliot appear deeply aware of the fact that 

even if a woman succeeds in breaking the silence to which the Western tradition has relegated her 

and becomes her own muse, her words will still be considered too fatuous and superficial to be 

listened to in the centres where power is exercised. The female voice will remain unheard in 

patriarchal society precisely because it stems from a subaltern individual inhabiting a female body. 

In this sense, these women writers often interpreted female poetic imagination as a curse rather than 

a gift, identifying the ancient prophetess Cassandra as the symbol figure to denounce the waste of 

imaginative female power and the repression of female voices in history384.  

 According to the myth, Cassandra was a powerful priestess to whom the god Apollo had 

bestowed prophecy as a pledge of love. However, following her refusal to consummate his love, 

Apollo declared that her veridical prophecies would never be believed. She went on to foretell the 

destruction of her city Troy, but her warnings remained unheeded by her fellow citizens. 

Marginalised to the point of being thought mad, even by her own family, Cassandra is the epitome 

of the gifted woman doomed to practice her art in isolation385. Her visions and passion ‘make her a 

threat to the order and stability of society, for if she is to be believed, too many comfortable 

assumptions must be questioned’386. It is easier for the Trojans to believe the horse given by the 

Greeks is a gift of reconciliation than to accept a woman’s advice and admit the risk involved. No 

matter that history will prove her right in the end, it will still be too late. The city will be destroyed, 

and its inhabitants, including Cassandra, will suffer a tragic fate. 

 The story of Cassandra, a talented woman who fails to be heard (or rather listened to) by 

political powers and male figures, is therefore emblematic of the alienation of Woman in art, 

aesthetics and the public life of her country. Her silencing metaphorically hints at all women erased 

from history, bringing to light the conspiracy of Western culture that, over the centuries, has 

 
383 The most famous instance is possibly Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s statement ‘I look everywhere for Grandmothers 
& see none’, which has often been interpreted as a complaint about the lack of female poetic precursors. Source: 
Browning, Elizabeth Barrett. 1992. The Browning’s Correspondence. (eds.) Kelley, Philip, and Scott, Lewis. Kansas: 
Winfield, Vol. 10, p. 14.  
384 In a chapter entitled “Beatrice in Valperga: A New Cassandra” within the book The Other Mary Shelley: Beyond 
Frankenstein, Barbara Jane O’Sullivan analyses the influence of the Cassandra myth on Mary Shelley’s works, going as 
far as to state that many of her protagonists seem to suffer from a kind of “Cassandra complex”. Source: O’Sullivan, 
Barbara J. 1993. “Beatrice in Valperga: A New Cassandra”. In Audrey A. Fisch, Anne K. Mellor, and Esther H. Schor 
(eds.) The Other Mary Shelley: Beyond Frankenstein. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, pp. 140-158.  
385 Ivi, p. 141.  
386 Ibid. 
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suppressed women’s alternative visions and destroyed their networks387. To break this vicious circle, 

nineteenth-century women writers identify as a solution the transformation of the isolated voice of 

the woman poet into a chorus of female voices. To do so, they claim that it is necessary to look to 

the past and reconstruct a genealogy of women artists, but only to strengthen the ties with other 

women in the present and, even more importantly, lay the foundations for a new future. Despite the 

apparent pessimism in some of their works, Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George 

Eliot convey the idea that it is possible to replace the history of female oppression with one of 

liberation, but that this can only happen by changing the old narratives and passing the message on 

from one generation to the next. In a certain sense, they anticipated by almost a century the vision 

of Christa Wolf, who, in her modern reworking of the Cassandra myth, imagines the prophetess 

projecting into the future a chain of women, mothers and daughters, who will narrate history from 

the occulted woman’s point of view:   

 

But I implore you: Send me a scribe, or better yet a young slave woman with a 

keen memory and a powerful voice. Ordain that she may repeat to her daughter 

what she hears from me. That the daughter in turn may pass it on to her daughter, 

and so on. So that alongside the river of heroic songs this tiny rivulet too, may 

reach those far away, perhaps happier people who will live in times to come.388 

 

1.3.4 Resurrection of the Body and the Nation  

By the 1850s, the myth of the Risorgimento established itself in the British literary and intellectual 

landscape. The idea of a possible resurgence or rebirth of the Italian nation was strongly advocated 

by the English public, who – enamoured with Italian art and culture – repined for Italy’s glorious 

past and hoped the peninsula would find a way out of the present state of physical decay and 

political disarray. British attitude was therefore strongly nostalgic and commiserating towards “dear 

Italy”, and, at the same time, deeply committed to making the “poor Italians” conscious of their 

cultural legacy. This implied a recovery of history, with a particular focus on the events and heroes 

which had nurtured Italian greatness. The Roman Republic, the Holy Roman Empire, the Medieval 

free city-states (communes) and the Renaissance were thus pressed into the service of nationalist 

ideology aimed at resurging Italy from its ashes and restoring its place among the leading nations of 

the world. 

 From an aesthetic point of view, the revitalisation of the Italian past manifested in the trope 

of the “resurrected body”. As pointed out by Angela Leighton, ‘the picture of Italy as a framed 

 
387 Ivi, p. 144. 
388 Wolf, Christa. 1984. Cassandra: A Novel and Four Essays, trans. Jan Van Heurck. London: Virago Press, p. 41.  
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moment of the past, ghostly with absence yet hauntingly recuperable’389 provided the energy for 

much nineteenth-century writing. Romantic and Victorian British writers became obsessed with the 

idea of revitalising dead Italy in their artworks through the symbolic exhumation of Italian history. 

The huge number of texts which evoke statues, ruins or heroes from antiquity, buried, broken or 

come to life, and the circulation of the “archaeological, necromantic metaphor of disinterment”390 

suggest a profound belief in the possibility of infusing new life to Italy’s paralysed body politic by 

retrieving its past. This process not only presupposed a blurring of the boundaries between past and 

present, life and death, body and spirit but also an alienation from the modern world. In fact, the 

fuss about gone-by epochs represented an escape from the reality of mid-nineteenth-century Italy 

and contributed to overshadowing the contemporary instances of Italian patriots fighting for 

independence.  

 The approach of Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George Eliot towards Italian 

history was once again significantly different from that of their male counterparts. Not only were 

they more sceptical about the possibility of recovering the past, but they also questioned the renewal 

of the nation could take place as long as Italians remained stuck in narratives that pictured them as 

mere heirs (and passive spectators) of a history already accomplished, lost in time behind them. 

Instead, they promoted the idea that the inhabitants of the peninsula were part of a story in the 

making, one that had illustrious roots in the past but constantly evolving in the present. As a result, 

they appeared more confident that the seeds of change were already inherent in contemporary Italy 

and that a little effort was enough to awaken them. As Mary Shelley optimistically proclaimed: 

‘The time must come when again [the Italians] will take a high place among nations. Their habits, 

fostered by the governments, alone are degraded and degrading; alter these, and the country of 

Dante and Michael Angelo and Raphael still exists.’391. Alongside this conviction, there was the 

belief that to revive the Italian nation, it was not enough to conjure up spirits from antiquity; it was 

necessary to embrace modernity and give birth to a new future.  

 
389 Leighton, Angela. 2003. “Resurrections of the Body: Women Writers and the Idea of the Renaissance”. In Chapman, 
Alison and Stabler, Jane. 2003. Unfolding the South: Nineteenth-Century Women Writers and Artists in Italy. 
Manchester and NY: Manchester University Press, pp. 222-238, p. 223.  
390 On the necromantic metaphor in humanism, see Greene, Thomas M. 1982. The Light in Troy: Imitation and 
Discovery in Renaissance Poetry. New Haven: Yale University Press, p. 92. 
391 Shelley, Rambles in Germany and Italy, vol. p.   
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According to British women writers, Italian history could be retraced to draw useful lessons 

but not revitalised. Although reanimation is certainly a central concern in Mary Shelley’s fiction392, 

most of her works show that any attempt to resurrect dead matter is doomed to fail. Besides 

Frankenstein, this theme is clearly exposed in the short story “Valerius: The Reanimated Roman” 

(1819)393, where the presence of a revenant reveals the existence of an unbridgeable gap between 

the past and present. Mary Shelley imagines a Roman consul miraculously awakening from the 

sleep of death and finding himself in nineteenth-century Rome. Dismayed by the degradation 

around him, Valerius cannot help but feel outraged at those ‘wrecked Italians, who usurp the soil 

once trod by heroes’394. If we consider the ‘bitter disdain’ of the Roman consul as he surveys the 

ruins of the once glorious Forum and his observations on the magnificence of antiquity now 

reduced to rubble, Mary Shelley seems to replicate the typical nineteenth-century attitude towards 

“fallen Italy”. However, the focus of the story is not so much on Valerius’s rhetoric of cultural-

historical degeneration as on his relationship with Isabell Harley, a young English traveller who 

offers to guide him in the discovery of the eternal city. Despite her open interest in him and her 

clear intention to invest in a personal relationship395, the meeting of the two protagonists will 

eventually highlight their irreconcilable differences and lack of understanding, thus implicitly 

pointing at the disconnection between past and present. Whereas Rome’s Imperial ruins are seen by 

Valerius as the ultimate sign of degradation, a horrifying reminder of human transience, for Isabell, 

they represent the necessary evolution that all humans and civilisations need to face. Towards the 

end of the story, she says: ‘It seems to me that if I were overtaken by the greatest misfortunes, I 

should be half consoled by the recollection of having dwelt in Rome’396. The choice, Mary Shelley 

seems to suggest, to interpret history in one or the other way is entirely in the mind of the modern. 

As James Uden argues, ‘Mary Shelley [...] described entities from different times encountering one 

another, only to be disappointed with the lack of resemblance, thereby leading to moments of failed 

 
392 Reanimation is a recurrent theme in Mary Shelley’s literary production. It is obviously expressed in Frankenstein or 
the Modern Prometheus (1818) but it is also prominent in her short stories: “Valerius: The Animated Roman” (1819), 
about the unexpected re-emergence in the present day of a man from ancient Rome; “Roger Dodsworth: The 
Reanimated Englishman” (1826), about the marvellous thawing of a man trapped in ice for a hundred seventy years; 
and “The Mortal Immortal: A Tale” (1833), about a three- hundred- year old man who accidentally drinks a potion for 
immortality and laments the loss of everyone he loved.  
393 An in-depth study on the trope in the short story is Allen, Graham. 2009. ‘Reanimation or Reversibility 
in “Valerius: The Reanimated Roman”: A Response to Elena Anastasaki’. Connotations, Vol. 19, No. 1-3 (2009/2010), 
pp. 21-33.  
394 Shelley, Mary. 1976. Mary Shelley: Collected Tales and Stories. (ed.) Charles E. Robinson. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, p. 333. 
395 Isabell seems convinced that good things may derive from a mutual exchange of knowledge. So, she proposes: 
“You shall teach me to know all that was great and worthy in your days, and I will teach you the manners and customs 
of ours”. Source: Ivi, p. 338.  
396 Ivi, p. 342.  
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or frustrated intimacy’397. Her fiction, thus, undermines the (largely male) Romantic paradigm 

according to which ‘the ancient past returns to inspire the imagination and creativity of the modern 

poet, and there is a rapturous identification between the classical and the modern’398.  

 Mary Shelley was not alone in opposing nineteenth-century view of historical reversibility. 

Other female writers after her showed a growing conviction that literature – as well as other forms 

of art – should be concerned with the life of the present and support the interests of the people and 

the community, and also that the woman poet should make her voice heard without hesitation and 

openly discuss politics and social issues in her writings. In Casa Guidi Windows (1851), Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning clearly displays an open determination to dismiss the poetics of the sepulchre, as 

she declares, ‘we do not serve the dead – the past is past’399,  and to break with the seductive 

rhetoric of “Bella Italia” which condemns the nation to over-aestheticism and passivity. These 

representations, she claims, produce an image of Italy as a beautiful corpse and promote the nation 

as an empty land, as the tomb of Juliet in Verona: ‘void’, as ‘are all images/Men set between 

themselves and actual wrong’400. In the poem, Elizabeth Barrett Browning emphasises the 

hollowness of these metaphors, which only serve to mask reality and prolong inaction: ‘since ‘tis 

easier to gaze long/On mournful masks, and sad effigies,/Than on real, live, weak creatures crushed 

by strong’401. She condemns the kind of writer who ‘trundles back his soul five hundred years’402 

and chooses to “reverence or lament” the past and shuns the difficult present. The aim of the author 

of Casa Guidi Windows is instead to reveal injustices and recount a living, present Italy that suffers 

and struggles for its unity. The reference to antiquity, and indirectly to the traditional image of Italy 

as a woman abandoned, raped, bereaved and overly aestheticized, is thus functional for Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning to resurrect her as a living, breathing and active trope403. 

 Women writers’ detachment from images of decadence becomes manifest in their thematic 

and stylistic choices. Recognising that the oppressive past is obviously patriarchal, they attempt to 

supplant it with female aesthetics and female history404. Significantly, they showed a marked 

 
397 Uden, James. 2020. “Embodied Antiquity: Mary Shelley’s Relationship with the Past”. In Spectres of Antiquity: 
Classical Literature and the Gothic, 1740-1830. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, p. 198.  
398 Ivi, p. 194.  
399 Browning, Elizabeth B. 1951. Casa Guidi Windows. London: Chapman and Hall, p. 16.  
400 Ivi, p. 4. 
401 Ibid.   
402 Browning, Aurora Leigh and Other Poem, p. 170.  
403 Chapman, Alison. 2003. “Risorgimenti: Spiritualism, Politics and Elizabeth Barrett Browning”. In Chapman and 
Stabler, Unfolding the South, pp. 70-89, p. 78.  
404 Rosenblum, ‘Casa Guidi Windows and Aurora Leigh: The Genesis of Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Visionary 
Aesthetic’, p. 65.  
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preference for the Renaissance405 over Classical Antiquity and for Florence over Rome. As 

Fabienne Moine clarifies, in women’s writing ‘dead metaphors of ancient cities and static images of 

potent history and architecture fade into new visions of Florence’406. Whereas the eternal city is 

associated with death, disease, and mourning – a place of ancient memories and graves identifiable 

with the image of the Cimitero Acattolico near the Pyramid of Cestius – Florence is fashioned in 

their works into a place of rejuvenation, active life and freedom. It is, therefore, not by chance that 

many of their works – from Mary Shelley’s Valperga to Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Casa Guidi 

Windows and George Eliot’s Romola – although published in different periods, are equally set in 

Florence and all envision the Tuscan city as the place where the healing and making whole of a 

woman/land can occur. 

 Even more remarkable is the shift in focus from universal to personal history, and 

consequently from figures of national importance to the secondary figures neglected by 

conventional historiography. By emphasising common female characters like mothers, wives and 

citizens, as opposed to the heroes of the past or the Risorgimento figures acclaimed in Britain, Mary 

Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George Eliot define the domestic sphere as ‘the place 

where cosmic destiny is at work’407, triggering human and social transformations. In these three 

women’s works, the home does not remain a safe haven uncontaminated by matters of public and 

political concern – as preached by Victorian morality408 – but it turns into a metaphorical window 

open to the world and the very starting point for instances of renewal. The castle of Valperga, Casa 

Guidi, and Romola’s house in Florence, apart from being the geographical locations and settings 

where the characters dwell, become the very fulcrum of the narratives and acquire a very important 

symbolic meaning, juxtaposed to the value of the concept of “home” in traditional English culture. 

The ethos of hospitality and care practised in these places contrasts the ethos of abuse and 

supremacy that characterises Western history, allowing women writers (and their readers) to reflect 

on what the world would look like if kindness and respect replaced warlike action. It is no 

coincidence that the main character in these works is only apparently a leader, a hero or a self-made 

man. Male characters often end up unfulfilling their promises and getting stuck in useless power 

 
405 Victorian writers, painters and historians took a deep interest in the Renaissance as the period which best reflected 
their instances of renewal and conferred Italy an aesthetics based on the resurrection of the body. The two most 
famous books that marked the start of nineteenth-century fascination with the Renaissance were Jacob Burckhardt’s 
Civilization of the Renaissance Italy (1860) and John Addington Symond’s Renaissance in Italy (1877).     
406 Moine, Fabienne. 2008. “Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Italian Poetry: Constructing National Identity and Shaping 
the Poetic Self”. In Performing National Identity: Anglo-Italian Cultural Transactions (eds.) Pfister, Manfred and Hertel, 
Ralf. Amsterdam and NY: Rodopi, pp. 123-136, p. 126.   
407 Rosenblum, ‘Casa Guidi Windows and Aurora Leigh: The Genesis of Elizabeth Barrett Browning's Visionary 
Aesthetic’, p. 6.  
408 The coeval Coventry Patmore’s poem “The Angel in the House” (1854) and Sarah Stickney Ellis’s manuals are 
exemplary representations of limited (and limiting) womanly spaces.  
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games.409 By contrast, female characters are presented as examples of virtue and loyalty to people 

and ideals, as well as harbingers of regeneration. Thanks to this reversal of perspective, Mary 

Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George Eliot fantasize about a possible subversion of 

reality in which women take an active part in the political life of their country and become 

promoters of change. 

 According to this feminist conception, the revival of the nation had much to do with 

feminine energy and its generative power. In stark contrast to traditional representations of the 

Italian Risorgimento, conceived as a resurrection process based on the disinterment of the past, 

women writers promoted a new metaphorical conceptualisation of rebirth centred on the maternal 

body. Metaphors of maternity, giving birth and nurturing abound in their works. Sometimes 

autobiographical elements are foregrounded, and we find conspicuous references to the writers’ 

first-person experience of motherhood. This is the case, for instance, in Rambles in Germany and 

Italy, in which Mary Shelley’s alter ego repeatedly recalls the death of her children in her youth and 

presents herself as a devoted mother accompanying her surviving son on the Grand Tour, and in 

Casa Guidi Windows in which the poet/narrator draws a similarity between the birth of her son and 

the rise of the Italian nation. The importance of this theme is further corroborated by the multitude 

of mother figures that crowd their works. Whether fictional (e.g. Marian Erle; Tessa), historical 

(e.g. Wilhelmina of Bohemia; Anita Garibaldi) or symbolic (Virgin Mary), the mother is placed at 

the centre of each narrative. Her nurturing and appeasing presence alleviates pain and sorrow, and 

her resilience during hard times showcases that love can be a driving force as powerful as hate, 

although much more generative. Eventually, Italy itself is depicted as a welcoming mother by the 

three writers. In the central part of book five of Aurora Leigh, the protagonist understands there is 

no other destination than Italy to find the renaissance she has long yearned for:  

 

And now I come, my Italy, 

My own hills! Are you ‘ware of me, my hills, 

How I burn toward you? Do you feel to-night 

The urgency and yearning of my soul, 

As sleeping mothers feel the sucking babe 

And smile?410 

 

In this heartfelt plea, Italy is assimilated to a mother body and to all its related functions: life-giving 

(womb), nurturing (breast) and taking care (embrace). This example replicates the nineteenth-

century trend towards using women as symbols of nations (Mother India or Mother Russia) or as 

 
409 Prince Castruccio of Lucca (Valperga), the Granduke Leopold of Tuscany (Casa Guidi Windows) and Tito Melema 
(Romola) are representative of male egotism, despotism and treachery.    
410 Browning, Elizabeth B. 1857 [1856]. Aurora Leigh and Other Poems. New York: C.S. Francis & Co, p. 206.  
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biological and cultural reproducers of nations411. However, the personification of ITALY AS MOTHER 

also provides the background for the metaphorical construction of Italian national identity as 

“rebirth” instead of “exhumation”. Taking a closer look at British women’s literary engagement 

with the Risorgimento, it seems clear that, in their view, the resurrection of the nation and the body 

cannot be separated from the process of childbirth, breastfeeding, and cherishing one’s offspring. 

As Fabienne Moine explains, ‘the feminised Italy that is described in detail in Casa Guidi Windows 

most particularly, and in emotional terms in Aurora Leigh, is predicated upon the allegory of a 

woman now suffering in birth pangs, now enduring wounds caused by the violence of men, but in 

both cases her body is alive, ready to give birth, either to nourish the future offspring or to recover 

from painful episodes.’412. The connection between the female body and the body politic is thus 

reinforced by Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George Eliot because, in their works, 

they ‘claimed Italy as a body of their own, an instrument of song and suffering’413. By drawing 

attention to the pain and distress involved in the birth of a child and of a nation, they strategically 

consolidated their sodality with Italy, fostering the view of the poetess as the intrinsic embodiment 

of nationhood. Being a woman and a mother allows them to experience these transformations on 

their own skin and to benefit from their gender membership to acquire interpretative tools to 

understand reality. The female body is thus rehabilitated: from a factor of disadvantage and 

fragility, it becomes a key element in discovering deeper levels of meaning in the surrounding 

world, from which most of the male gender is precluded. Consequently, the role of the woman as 

public commentator is also legitimised in their works because a woman’s point of view offers new 

and unexpected visions. While common thought frowned upon women’s interest in politics, Mary 

Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning and George Eliot showed that to express on issues of public 

importance was not only advisable and convenient, but it was also a woman’s duty. Upon the 

publication of Rambles in Germany and Italy in the summer 1844, an anonymous reviewer of The 

Observer commented hastily on Mary Shelley’s dealing with Italian politics:  

 

She writes fluently without understanding any of the principles of her subject: and 

the only excuse with her lucubrations admit of is furnished by the fact of her sex. 

With her, as with all women, politics is a matter of the heart, and not as with the 

more robust nature of man, of the head; and consequently, her arguments take the 

 
411 Yuval-Davis, Nira. 1997. ‘Women, Citizenship and Difference’. Feminist Review, No. 57 (Autumn 1997), pp. 4-27.   
412 Moine, Fabienne. 2008. “Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Italian Poetry: Constructing National Identity and Shaping 
the Poetic Self”. In Pfister, Manfred and Hertel, Ralf (eds.) Performing National Identity: Anglo-Italian Cultural 
Transactions. Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, p. 123-136, p. 124.   
413 Leighton, Angela. 2003. “Resurrections of the Body: Women Writers and the Idea of the Renaissance”. In Chapman 
and Stabler. Unfolding the South: Nineteenth-Century British Women Writers and Artists in Italy. Manchester and New 
York: Manchester University Press, pp. 222-238, p. 223.  
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tone of passion, and her convictions the tone of personal feeling. It is an idle and 

unprofitable theme for a woman.414 

  

The very presence of this woman’s heart is what makes the works of Mary Shelley, Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning and George Eliot interesting to our critical eyes. These women writers continue to 

provoke us with their embodied literature and to suggest there can be no resurrection, either 

personal or national, without passion and to pinpoint that national identity is a matter of shared 

history, but also of lives that keep unravelling in the present trying to tune their pulse into a unison 

beat. 

To conclude this chapter, I would like to draw attention to one last significant aspect. 

Despite the strong sense of identification these writers feel for the Peninsula, in the end, they are 

forced to admit that Italy is not their home, that there will always be a gap between themselves and 

‘the nurturing, utopian, artful, feelingful, female land of Italy’415. As Sandra M. Gilbert explains: 

‘Bred in what Barrett Browning and, after her, Rossetti call “the rigid North,” such writers are 

forever spiritually if not physically excluded from “the sweet South”, forever alienated from Italy’s 

utopian redemption, if only by symbolic windows like those of Casa Guidi, which mark Barrett 

Browning’s estrangement from Florence’s moment of regeneration even while they allow the poet 

to view the spectacle of that rebirth’416. Notwithstanding their commitment to the Italian cause for 

independence, they will paradoxically, remain excluded from the fulfilment of the Risorgimento. 

The mixture of regret and reproach with which these English writers acknowledge the 

unattainability of the Italian Matria is best expressed in a poem by Christina Rossetti, where the 

poet bidding her farewell to Italy (‘this Sister-land of Paradise’) exclaims:  

 

Wherefore art thou strange, and not my mother? 

Thou hast stolen my heart and broken it: 

Would that I might call thy sons ‘My brother,’ 

Call thy daughters ‘Sister sweet’: 

Lying in thy lap, not in another, 

Dying at thy feet.417 

 

However, no matter how out of their reach, nineteenth-century British women writers did not give 

up the dream of being able to call the country their own one day. Their works continually manifest 

the attempt at crossing the Anglo-Italian frontier and earning “Italianness”, if not for themselves, at 

least for future generations.  

 
414 Quoted in Moskal, Jeanne. 1999. ‘Gender and Italian Nationalism in Mary Shelley’s Rambles in Germany and Italy’. 
Romanticism. Vol. 5, No. 2, pp. 188-202.  
415 Gilbert, ‘From Patria to Matria: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Risorgimento’, p. 198.  
416 Ibid.  
417 Rossetti, Christina Georgina. 1896. New Poems. London and New York: Macmillan & Co., p. 152.  
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CHAPTER 2 

MARY SHELLEY  

 
Mary Shelley’s fame is inextricably linked to the success of her debut novel, Frankenstein or the 

Modern Prometheus, first published in 1818 when the writer was in her early twenties. The 

extraordinary story of Victor Frankenstein, a young Swiss scientist obsessed with the idea of giving 

life to inanimate matter, who violates the natural and divine order by generating a creature from 

assembled parts of human corpses, has had a significant impact on literature and popular culture, 

becoming a modern myth for its exploration of human ambition, alienation, and the responsibility of 

the individual. Almost as famous is the genesis of the novel itself, which finds a very young Mary 

Shelley taking part in a literary competition with a group of English Romantic writers and 

intellectuals at Villa Diodati in Switzerland on a dark and stormy night in the summer of 1816. 

Although these myths contributed to making her name known to the general public, they also cast a 

persistent shadow over the author’s artistic destiny, outshining the rest of her albeit prolific literary 

career.  

In recent decades, scholars have remarked that Mary Shelley’s literary contributions extend 

far beyond her iconic novel Frankenstein1. Critical attention has, therefore, shifted to lesser-known 

and studied works, revealing that over the course of her life, Mary Shelley experimented with a 

variety of literary genres, including the essay, the novel, the short story and the travelogue, and 

became a professional writer after her husband’s death to provide financial support for herself and 

her son. By focusing on an often-underestimated aspect of her life and work, namely her experience 

of Italy, this chapter seeks to contribute to the rediscovery of Mary Shelley and present her not just 

as the author of Frankenstein but as a prolific writer and tireless traveller. My aim is to show that 

her travels to Il Bel Paese, alongside her extended exposure to Italian culture and people, had a 

significant impact on her personal life and creative growth, playing a pivotal role in shaping her 

identity as an author and serving as a source of inspiration for her subsequent works. 

It is noteworthy that Mary Shelley’s writing career begins and ends with a travel narrative.2 

Her first published work, History of a Six Weeks’ Tour (1817), chronicles her journey on the 

Continent with Percy Shelley and Claire Clairmont in the summer of 1814. This travelogue captures 

 
1 The most significant studies are: Mellor, Anne K. 1990. Mary Shelley: Her Life, her Fiction, Her Monsters. London: 
Routledge; Fisch, Audrey A.; Mellor, Anne K.; Schor, Esther H. 1993. The Other Mary Shelley, beyond Frankenstein. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press; Frank, Frederick S. 1997. “Mary Shelley’s Other Fictions: A Bibliographic Consensus”. 
Iconoclastic Departures: Mary Shelley after "Frankenstein". Essays in Honor of the Bicentenary of Mary Shelley's Birth. 
Ed. Syndy M. Conger, Frederick S. Frank, and Gregory O'Dea. Madison, NJ: Farleigh Dickinson University Press; Schor, 
Esther. 2003. The Cambridge Companion to Mary Shelley. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  
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her youthful spirit, curiosity, and observations of the places they visited and offers important 

reflections on post-Napoleonic Europe. At the other end of her writing career, we find Rambles in 

Germany and Italy (1844), her last published work, which is an account of her travels in the early 

1840s. Accompanied by her son Percy Florence, she returned to Italy twenty years after her first 

visit as a widow. This book not only provides insights into her mature perspective, as Mary Shelley 

meditates on her past experiences and observations, but it also offers important political, economic, 

socio-cultural, and religious considerations on nineteenth-century Italy, interspersed with more 

personal accounts of daily travel occurrences, landscape descriptions, and socio-historical 

digressions. 

Midway between these two travel journals is the first and longest of her three sojourns in the 

Bel Paese, from March 1818 to July 1823. During this time, the writer lived in Italy with her 

husband, Percy Shelley and a large circle of English Romantic intellectuals, including Lord Byron 

and Leigh Hunt, and travelled across the peninsula from north to south, falling in love with the 

luxurious southern landscape and becoming familiar with the Italian language, literature and 

culture. Although Mary Shelley’s experience in Italy was punctuated by mournful events – the early 

deaths of two of her children, Clara Everina and William, and the loss of her husband – which 

turned the peninsula into the tomb of her affections and the shrine that housed her most cherished 

relics, the writer remained deeply attached to what she considered the country of the heart. In fact, 

she lived in Italy more as an expatriate than as a tourist, adopting the country’s customs, learning 

Italian and, despite initial reservations, becoming an enthusiastic admirer of the people.  

As this chapter will show, Italy played a crucial role in Mary Shelley’s personal life and her 

literary career. Her contact with Italian culture, combined with an awareness of the country’s 

painful state of oppression, gave her the opportunity to trace her own individual path of 

emancipation as a woman and an artist through an extraordinary variety of texts. Besides her 

travelogues, she wrote about Italy extensively in her short stories, letters and journalism. The most 

famous examples are “The Bride of Modern Italy” (1823), a story in which she presents a wryly 

ironic critique of Catholicism and of the Italian customs of arranged marriages which she witnessed 

while living on the peninsula, and an article entitled “The English in Italy” (1826) in which she 

reviewed three books about Italy published in the 1820s and offered her definition for the type of 

traveller that she called “Anglo-Italian”. In addition, some of the cities she visited with her husband 

in 1818-1822 appear at the end of her dystopian novel The Last Man (1826), while fourteen-century 

Italy forms the backdrop to the story of Castruccio Castracani, Prince of Lucca, the protagonist of 

the historical novel Valperga (1823). Finally, in the 1830s, she was invited to write a collection of 

 
2 Moskal, Jeanne. 2003. “Travel Writing”. In Schor, Esther (ed.) The Cambridge Companion to Mary Shelley. Cambridge: 
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biographical studies of famous people from various countries, including Italy, and she contributed 

the description of Petrarch, Boccaccio, Machiavelli, Alfieri, Monti and Foscolo. 

The first section of this chapter examines Mary Shelley’s contact with Italy. The contrast 

between Italofobia and Italomania provides the framework within which her relationship with and 

representation of the peninsula is analysed. This involves highlighting the differences between the 

experiences of her first stay, at the height of the Romantic period, and those of the early 1840s, well 

into the Victorian age. I argue that her attitude towards Italy and the Italians undergoes a natural 

evolution over time: while Mary’s first impressions are, on the whole, decidedly negative, her 

vision becomes far more positive at a later stage. Although she experiences frustration and sadness 

during her time abroad, on her return to England, she develops a deep nostalgia for Italy, which she 

comes to identify as her adopted country, calling it ‘my beloved Italy’, ‘dear Italy’ and even ‘mia 

bella Italia’3. The analysis of her attitude towards the Italians also reveals that while she initially 

finds their behaviour and lifestyle irritating and sometimes even offensive, she later debunks old 

innuendoes and clichés related to their national character and establishes an authentic dialogue with 

the inhabitants, becoming a strong advocate of the Italian struggle for independence.  

The second section focuses on Mary Shelley’s historical novel Valperga, or the Life and 

Adventures of Castruccio, Prince of Lucca (1823), and explores one of the writer’s favourite themes 

in her relationship with Italy: the struggle for liberation from foreign oppression and the arduous 

construction of Italian national identity. While Valperga is primarily a historical romance set in 

fourteenth-century Italy, it also reflects Shelley’s interest in political philosophy and her support for 

republican ideals. Aware that politics was not a woman’s domain and of the criticism she would 

receive for openly expressing her opinion on a subject forbidden to women, Mary Shelley adopted 

clever strategies to give her heartfelt contribution and passionate support to the cause of the 

Risorgimento in her novel. By setting the story in medieval Italy and depicting the historical 

struggle between the Guelphs and the Ghibellines, Shelley creates a distance between her own time 

and the events she portrays. This historical backdrop allows her to explore and comment on political 

issues and ideologies without directly addressing the contemporary political climate. I will show 

that, through the struggles and conflicts she depicts in Valperga, Mary Shelley not only reflects on 

the political realities of her time, such as the aftermath of the French Revolution and the rise of 

nationalism, but she also raises questions about the role of women in society.  

The third section examines Mary Shelley’s travelogue, Rambles in Germany and Italy in 

1840, 1841 and 1843, a mature work in which the author combines the account of her personal 

 

Cambridge University Press, pp. 242-258, p. 242.  
3 Webb, Timothy. 2013. ‘Mia Bella Italia: Mary Shelley’s Italies’. Journal of Anglo-Italian Studies, Vol. 12, pp. 63-82, p. 
67.  
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travel experiences with the discussion of political themes aimed at arousing sympathy for Italian 

revolutionaries and the Risorgimento cause in England. A close reading of the book reveals that 

Mary Shelley adopts common tropes usually associated with Italy in the nineteenth century – Italy 

as Paradise; Italy as Tomb; Italy as Woman – but she expands or rewrites them to suit her narrative 

aims: on the one side, to eulogise the virtues of the Italians; on the other, to redefine herself as 

woman and artist.  
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2.1 ‘MIA BELLA ITALIA’: MARY SHELLEY’S COUNTRY OF THE HEART  

 

Mary Shelley, née Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, was born in London on the 30th of August 1797. 

She was the daughter of two prominent intellectual figures of the time: Mary Wollstonecraft, the 

renowned feminist writer and philosopher, and William Godwin, a radical thinker and novelist. 

Tragically, her mother passed away shortly after her birth. As a result, Mary was raised by her 

father along with her half-sister, Fanny Imlay, who was Wollstonecraft’s daughter from a previous 

relationship. Mary’s childhood was mostly happy. However, Godwin was frequently in debt and, 

feeling he could not raise the girls on his own, he decided to look for a second wife. In December 

1801, he married Mary Jane Clairmont, a well-educated woman who had two children of her own – 

Charles and Claire.   

Mary Shelley’s upbringing was unconventional for the time. William Godwin was a 

prominent figure in the intellectual circles of London, and he encouraged his daughter’s education 

and fostered her love for literature and learning. He believed in progressive ideas and rejected 

traditional educational methods, so Mary was educated at home, where she had access to her 

father’s extensive library and engaged in intellectual discussions with the many visitors who 

frequented their home. It was on one of these occasions that she was introduced to her future 

husband. Percy Bysshe Shelley was a young anti-conformist aristocrat. When he met his future 

lover, he was already married to Harriet Westbrook, with whom he had a child. At the time of their 

encounter, Shelley was famous for leading an expedition to Ireland to support Irish claims against 

England. Before that, he had been expelled from Oxford for writing an anti-clerical pamphlet 

entitled The Necessity of Atheism with his friend, Thomas Hogg. In 1814, Mary and Percy Shelley, 

aged sixteen and twenty-one, respectively, developed a strong emotional bond and started a 

romantic relationship. To Mary’s dismay, her father did not approve of their union, so on the 28th of 

July, the couple eloped and secretly fled to France, accompanied by Mary’s stepsister, Claire 

Clairmont. 

The plan had been to run away to Uri, a picturesque canton in the Swiss Alps and lead there 

a perfect, communal life.4 However, the reality proved to be very different from the honeymoon 

they had envisaged. As their tour progressed, the couple had trouble with transport, as Mary was 

often sick5, with money shortages, with recent political events in the countries they crossed and 

with Claire. In September, when funds ran low, the trio turned back down the Rhine and sailed back 

 
4 Sampson, Fiona. 2018. In Search of Mary Shelley: The Girl Who Wrote Frankenstein. London: Profile Books, p. 89.  
5 Although she always considered herself a bad traveller, chances are that she was possibly already pregnant with 
Percy’s child.  
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to England. Mary later described events as ‘acting in a novel, being an incarnate romance’6. The 

recollections of this first trip to the Continent would inform her debut work, a hybrid volume that 

included diary pages, letters and poems entitled History of a Six Weeks’ Tour through a part of 

France, Switzerland, Germany and Holland (1817), written four-handed with Percy from the 

reworking of notes taken during their six weeks’ journey through Switzerland and France recently 

ravaged by war. Although unsuccessful, this first experience of travel would lay the foundations for 

the relationship between Mary and Percy, a love story lived constantly on the move, roaming from 

place to place, in search of new ideas and sources of inspiration. 

After a short period in England, the couple was indeed persuaded by Claire Clermont to 

return to Switzerland. She wished to spend some time with Lord Byron, with whom she had 

recently developed an affair. In the summer of 1816 (“the year without a summer”)7, they were 

hosted at Villa Diodati, a magnificent house on the shores of Lake Geneva that Byron had rented for 

the season. The company, which also came to include a young physician named John William 

Polidori, enjoyed writing, boating on the lake and talking late into the night. During one mid-June 

evening, the group gathered to read ghost stories and decided to engage in a writing challenge. 

Byron’s famous proposition, ‘We shall each write a ghost story’8, was readily accepted by the party. 

Inspired by a discussion about galvanism and the potential for reanimating dead matter, Mary 

Shelley conceived the idea for the story that would later become Frankenstein; or, The Modern 

Prometheus.  

The period in which Mary completed the first draft of her novel, from the autumn of 1816 to 

December 1817, was marked by deaths and births. Once back in England, the Shelleys and Claire 

Clermont settled in Bath, where they hoped to keep her pregnancy a secret. The Autumn-Winter of 

that year was blighted by two tragedies: Mary’s half-sister Fanny committed suicide and was found 

dead in a room at a Swansea inn, along with a suicide note and a laudanum bottle; and a few months 

later, Percy’s wife Harriet Westbrook was discovered drowned in the Serpentine. These events 

deeply affected Percy and Mary, leading them to face even stronger social ostracism and a trial for 

the custody of Charles and Ianthe, the two children Percy had by Harriet. Advised by a lawyer that 

being united in marriage would give them an advantage in the case, Mary and Percy celebrated their 

wedding on the 30th of December 1816. The following year began on a more positive note, as in 

early January, Claire gave birth to a baby girl, the result of her fleeting affair with Byron. Initially 

called Alba, from Byron’s nickname “Albè”, she was later renamed Allegra on her father’s request. 

 
6 Shelley, Mary. 1826. ‘Review of “The English in Italy”’. Westminster Review, VI, pp. 325-41, p. 326.  
7 The eruption in 1815 of Mount Tambora in the Dutch East Indies filled the air with volcanic ashes, which blocked out 
the sun’s rays, causing global temperature to decrease. In Europe, summer temperatures were almost 1°C below the 
average.  
8 Quoted in Sampson, In Search of Mary Shelley, p. 126.  
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In March, Shelley was ruled morally unfit to assume the custody of his children, and the group 

moved to Marlow, where in September, Mary gave birth to her third baby, Clara9. The time spent in 

Marlow was particularly prolific: they met new friends, worked hard at their writing, and frequently 

discussed politics. Yet again, they did not remain long. As soon as Mary’s works had been 

published – History of a Six Weeks’ Tour was issued in November 1817 and Frankenstein in 

January 1818 – they embarked on another journey; this time with no intention of coming back.  

On the 12th of March 1818, the Shelleys, accompanied by their two children, William and 

Clara Everina, a maid, a governess, and Claire Clairmont with Allegra, left England for the warmth 

of Italy. Various reasons urged them to quit their homeland and move south. The first one was 

Percy’s poor health, which they hoped would improve in a milder climate. Another reason was the 

lower cost of living in Italy, which would allow the family to live in a comfort now unthinkable in 

England, where Percy had left an outstanding debt of over £1500.10 The fear of losing custody of 

their own children and the possibility of delivering baby Alba to Byron – who at the time was 

residing in Venice – however, were possibly the main reasons for their voluntary exile. After 

crossing France, they made it to Italy via the Mont Cenis pass. They reached Turin by the end of the 

month and spent April in Milan, with trips to La Scala and a side excursion to search for a home on 

Lake Como. On the 28th of April 1818, Allegra was taken away by a nursemaid to be delivered to 

her father. The Shelleys left Milan on the 1st of May and continued south to the sunlit Tuscan 

Mediterranean coast in the hope of diverting Claire’s attention and relieving her suffering. 

They arrived in Leghorn and settled there for a month. Here, Mary discovered that she had 

old family friends in the city, Maria and John Gisborne. Mary’s friendship with Maria Gisborne was 

one of the most significant she would form in Italy. Even after leaving Leghorn, they kept regular 

correspondence which provided twenty-year-old Mary with maternal support she had never known. 

At the beginning of summer, the Shelley household rented a house in Bagni di Lucca, a small 

Tuscan riverside town renowned as a health resort. The beautiful Italian scenery captured Mary, 

who soon after her arrival wrote to Maria Gisborne: 

  

We live here in the midst of a beautiful scene [...] surrounded by mountains 

covered with thick chestnut woods – they are peaked and picturesque and 

sometimes you see peeping above them the bare summit of the distant Appennine 

[...] So we lead here a very quiet pleasant life – reading our Canto of Ariosto – and 

walking in the evening am[ong] these delightful woods –11 

 

 
9 In 1815, Mary had given birth to a two-month premature baby girl who had sadly died shortly afterwards. In 1816, 
however, a second child was born. He was named William after Mary’s father, and soon nicknamed "Willmouse".   
10 Marino, Elisabetta. 2011. Mary Shelley e l’Italia: il viaggio, il Risorgimento, la questione femminile. Firenze: Le 
Lettere, p. 18.  
11 Quoted in Sampson, In Search of Mary Shelley, p. 170. 
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The ‘quiet pleasant life’ of Bagni di Lucca stirred Mary’s imagination. She found Italy a stimulating 

place to read and, as demonstrated by her detailed reading lists, she immersed herself in a sustained 

study of English and Italian literature and history12. In August, however, the idyll came to an end 

with the news that Byron was failing to take care of Allegra. On the 17th of August, Percy and 

Claire left for Venice to ensure Allegra’s welfare, leaving Mary and the children behind in Bagni di 

Lucca. Lord Byron was so delighted at the prospect of seeing his friend again that he offered 

hospitality to the entire household at his summer residence, Villa “I Cappuccini”, in the little town 

of Este. At that point, to avoid an uncomfortable situation, since he had implied that he was 

accompanied by his wife as well as Claire, Shelley urged Mary to join him with the children. She 

packed hastily and reached Este only four days later, but little Clara fell ill on the road. When Mary 

and Percy reunited in Padua on the 24th of September, the child’s conditions were utterly desperate. 

The two young parents immediately started for Venice, where they sought medical advice, but ‘poor 

Clara’ died the moment they got there.  

 In the following months, travelling offered a distraction from their loss and sense of guilt. 

On the 5th of November, they set off for Naples, where they were installed at 250 Riviera di Chiaia, 

from which they could admire the view of the Bay of Naples. In this period, the Shelleys threw 

themselves into sightseeing and admired the Vesuvius, Herculaneum, Pompeii and the tomb of 

Virgil. These places, eventually, provided Mary with the inspiration for another book, The Last 

Man, whose opening scene is set in Sybil’s cave near Naples. Continuing on their Grand Tour, they 

then moved to Rome, where they visited the Colosseum, the Vatican, the Pantheon, the Temple of 

Minerva, the Baths of Caracalla, the Quirinale and the Borghese Gardens, as well as numerous 

museums, villas and piazzas. While there, the Shelleys also read extensively from classical and 

Italian literature including Dante’s The Divine Comedy, Virgil’s Georgics, Boccaccio’s Decameron, 

in addition to contemporary texts like C.L. Simonde de Sismondi’s Histoire des républiques 

italiennes du moyen âge and Johann Joachim Winckelmann’s Geschichte der Kunst des Alterthums. 

Just as the family was adapting to life in Rome and things seemed to be returning to normal – Percy 

enjoyed spending his time composing his poetry at the Terme di Caracalla, and Mary had recently 

found out she was four months pregnant – their son William died of malaria on the 7th of June 1819, 

after battling the disease for five days. He was buried in the city’s famous Protestant cemetery, and 

soon afterwards, the Shelleys moved to Leghorn.  

 
12 Hay, Daisy. 2010. Young Romantics: The Shelleys, Byron and Other Tangled Lives. London: Bloomsbury, p. 148.  
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 This second tragedy left Mary overwhelmed by grief. Having lost two children in the space 

of just nine months, she wrote in her Journal, ‘Le rêve est fini’13. In a letter, she confided to her 

friend, Marianna Hunt: 

 

I never know one moments ease from the wretchedness & despair that possess me 

– May you my dear Marianne never know what it is to loose [sic] two only & 

lovely children in one year – to watch their dying moments – & then at last to be 

left childless & forever miserable[.]14 
 

 

In the months immediately after William’s death, Mary plunged into a depression from which 

Shelley was unable to lift her. For a time, she found comfort only in her writing and began the 

composition of Mathilda (1959), a reflection on the dangers inherent in an excessive degree of 

fatherly love, which also indirectly hinted at her relationship with her husband. Percy’s hope that 

‘the birth of a child’, as he told his friend Leigh Hunt, ‘[would] probably relieve [Mary] from some 

part of her present melancholy depression’15 was fulfilled when, on the 12th of November 1819, she 

gave birth to their second son, Percy Florence (1819-1889)16, in the city after which he was named. 

Though still mourning the loss of her children, the happy event finally lifted her spirits, giving her a 

sense of rebirth. Nevertheless, the following year the gulf between Percy and Mary widened. He 

developed an emotional attachment to other women, including Emilia Viviani, Sophia Stacey and 

Jane Williams, and she reacted by showing an interest in Alexandros Mavrokordatos and Edward 

John Trelawny.  

Despite their emotional differences, Mary and Percy Shelley’s creative partnership 

flourished during their time in Italy. They engaged in collaborative projects and encouraged each 

other’s literary pursuits. While Shelley was working on a tragedy entitled The Cenci, Mary began 

collecting material for a historical novel on Castruccio Castracani, Prince of Lucca, subsequently 

entitled Valperga (1823) at her father’s suggestion. This second novel, which is one of her most 

complex and revolutionary works, has often been defined as truly “Italian”, not only because most 

of the action takes place in fourteenth-century Italy, but also because it was written in Tuscany 

between 1820 and 1821 and it captured the author’s travel experiences and her initial impressions of 

Italy and its people. The convergence of personal experiences and storytelling gave a sense of 

authenticity to the novel, earning it the praise of her husband, who advertised it to his publisher: 

 

 
13 Quoted in Sampson, In Search of Mary Shelley, p. 180. 
14 Bennett, Betty T. 1980. The Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley. Volume 1. Baltimore and London: The John 
Hopkins University Press, p. 101.  
15 Jones, Frederick L. 1964. The Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley, 2 vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press. Vol. 2, p. 122. 
16 He will be the only child to outlive both his parents.  
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The author visited the scenery which she describes in person; and one or two of the 

inferior characters are drawn from her own observation of the Italians, for the 

national character shows itself still in certain instances under the same forms as it 

wore in the time of Dante.17   

 

In March 1820, Mary and Percy settled in Pisa on the paved Arno riverbank. Claire left the Shelleys 

that same October for the first time in many years and moved to Florence, where Mrs Mason 

arranged for her to stay to get used to the idea of living independently and earning her own living as 

a governess.18 However, when the news arrived that Allegra had died of typhus in a convent at 

Bagnocavallo, where Byron had placed her, she rejoined them and the entire ‘colony’ relocated to 

the small village of San Terenzo, outside Lerici, in the Gulf of La Spezia. The Shelleys, Claire and 

their friends, Edward and Jane Williams, found accommodation at Casa Magni, a house that Mary 

felt was death-haunted from the outset. Even Percy, who loved being there, had strange 

premonitions. On the 16th of June, Mary had a near-fatal miscarriage, and it was Shelley who saved 

her life by placing her in a bath of ice to staunch the bleeding. In the following weeks, however, he 

proved unable to comfort his depressed and debilitated wife. In the meantime, the coast offered 

Percy Shelley and Edward Williams the chance to enjoy their ‘perfect plaything for the summer’19, 

so they spent most of their time at sea, going on excursions on board their new sailing boat. 

By the start of 1822, Shelley’s long-imagined community of exiles had finally come into 

being.20 Leigh Hunt had also moved to Italy; so, he, Shelley and Byron began to work on a new 

quarterly magazine, The Liberal. On the 1st of July, Percy and Edward set sail to Leghorn to meet 

their friends, however, a week later, they did not arrive home as planned. As Mary and Jane 

Williams subsequently discovered, their husbands had encountered a heavy storm on their way back 

and drowned in the Gulf of La Spezia. A couple of days later, their bodies washed up on the coast, 

and Shelley’s corpse was burned on the beach at Viareggio, and his remains were buried in the 

Protestant Cemetery in Rome.    

By the end of September 1822, Shelley’s Pisan community had disintegrated. In the months 

following her husband’s death, Mary remained in Italy. She resolved to survive for her son, who 

now was three years old and to memorialise the past, ensuring that Shelley gained the recognition 

denied him during his lifetime. Eventually, however, Byron persuaded her to return to England, 

where she would be surrounded by her family and social circle and be able to negotiate more 

effectively with her publishers and her father-in-law. She reluctantly left the Peninsula in July 1823. 

Five years earlier, she had arrived in Italy accompanied by Shelley, Claire, William, Clara, Allegra 

 
17 Shelley, Percy B. 1886. Shelley’s Essays and Letters. (ed.) Ernest Rhys. London: W. Scott, p. 361.    
18 Hay, Young Romantics, p. 196.  
19 Shelley, Mary. 1839. The Poetical Works of Percy Bysshe Shelley, 4 vols. London: Edward Moxon, p. 231.  
20 Hay, Young Romantics, p. 225.  
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and two servants. When she departed from Genoa to return to England with only three-year-old 

Percy for company, she was not yet twenty-six. 

Once back in London, Mary had to adjust to the new situation. Her father-in-law, Sir 

Timothy Shelley, refused to support her and offered to take care of Percy Florence only if she gave 

up the child. The collapse of the friendship structures on which the Shelleys had relied in Italy, left 

her acutely alone. Only Byron remained a loyal friend and advisor after Percy’s death, but he would 

soon die in Greece in April 1824. Embarked on a battle for her professional, emotional and physical 

survival, Mary Shelley had no other way out than crafting a career for herself and earning her own 

living. Writing, therefore, was key to her economic and emotional survival: ‘Literary labours, the 

improvement of my mind, and the enlargement of my ideas, are the only occupations that elevate 

me from my lethargy.’21 In the 1820s and 1830s, Mary Shelley’s literary career took off. Not only 

did she manage to publish five important novels – Valperga (1823), The Last Man (1826), The 

Fortunes of Perkin Warbeck (1830), Lodore (1835) and Falkner (1837) – but she also contributed 

many articles and reviews on a variety of topics in famous newspapers and magazines like The 

Liberal, London Magazine, Westminster Review and The Keepsake. By then, the success of 

Frankenstein was an established fact: the novel was reissued in 1831, and there were numerous 

stage adaptations. Moreover, Mary curated Percy’s largely unpublished corpus and published his 

works in 1839 in a four-volume edition entitled Poetical Works of Percy Bysshe Shelley. 

Throughout this long period, Italy became the focus of her literary interest. In spite of the 

misfortunes that had befallen her there, from her first day in England, Mary regretted the Italian 

peninsula with all her heart, and for the rest of her life, she was attached to it emotionally, 

politically and professionally. Upon leaving the country in 1823, she acknowledged her fondness 

for Italy in a letter to her friend Hogg: 

 

I love Italy – it[s] sky canopies the tombs of my lost treasures – its sun – its 

vegetation – the solitude I can here enjoy – the easy life one can lead – my habits 

now of five years growth – all & everything endears Italy to me beyond expression. 

The thought of leaving it fills me with painful tumults – tears come to my eyes – I 

prognosticate all evils.22 

 

Her nostalgia for the Peninsula intensified on her return to England, and this feeling led the writer to 

reconfigure the country in opposition to her own homeland. While Mary longed for sunny Italy 

(‘What a divine place Italy is!’23), she despised London – where she lived – as a hideous city, the 

 
21 Quoted in Sampson, In Search of Mary Shelley, p. 224. 
22 Bennett, The Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Vol. 1, p. 318.  
23 Jones. Frederick L. 1944. The Letters of Mary Shelley, 2 vols. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press. Vol. 1, p. 270. 
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capital of a ‘dreary, rainy, cold infelicissimo paese’24. Furthermore, the writer disclosed her 

suffering in her Journal entry from the 18th of January 1823, in which she stated: ‘Now I am exiled 

from those beloved scenes; [the Italian] language is becoming stranger to my ears [...] I am 

imprisoned in a dreary town – I see neither fields, nor trees, no sky.’25. In a significant reversal of 

perspective, Mary Shelley claimed to feel exiled from Italy, which she perceived as her ideal 

motherland, as opposed to England, which she portrayed as a cold stepmother.26 However, her 

enthusiastic comments about the Italian landscape, climate and art, did not prevent her from 

expressing harsh judgements about Italians. At first, the idea of a “paradise inhabited by devils” 

seems to persist in her texts.27 During her residence in Italy and in the first few years after her return 

to England, Mary Shelley shared her husband’s negative opinion of the Italian people, describing 

them as ‘wild & hateful’, more like savages than any other people they had ever seen. For example, 

writing to her friend Maria Gisborne, she warned her: ‘I hope you have not been teased any more by 

these rascally Italians – when you calculate a bargain with them, you ought always to put so much 

for law expenses in your calculation.’28. In another letter, she stigmatised sloth and cheating and 

used a suggestive image that reiterated traditional stereotypes:    

 

The Italians are so very disagreeable and when you live in the same kind of 

solitude we do – there is no life here – they seem to act as if they had died fifty 

years ago, and now went about their work like the ghostly sailors of Coleridge’s 

enchanted ship – except indeed when they cheat.29 

  

However, as time passed, Mary Shelley’s opinion of the Italians improved, and she came to reject 

her early impression as the result of preconceptions and blind prejudice. While not denying their 

faults completely, she put them in a different perspective and linked their moral degeneration to the 

lack of free institutions. The Austrian government, she claimed, denied the ‘rich and high-born’ 

Italians an ‘enlightened education’, which was why they displayed the ‘faults of the oppressed’30. 

She wrote: 

 

 
24 Ibid.  
25 Feldman, Paula R. and Scott-Kilvert, Diana. 1987. The Journals of Mary Shelley. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, p. 196.  
26 Marino, Mary Shelley e l’Italia, p. 56. 
27 Ibid.   
28 Bennett, The Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Vol. 1, p. 124. 
29 Bennett, The Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, Vol. 1, p. 85.  
30 The quotations are highlighted in: Guerra, Lia. 2005. “Mary Shelley’s Contributions to Lardner’s Cabinet 
Cyclopaedia: Lives of the Most Eminent Literary and Scientific Men in Italy”. In Bandiera, Laura and Saglia, Diego (eds.) 
British Romanticism and Italian Literature: Translating, Reviewing, Rewriting. Amsterdam and New York: Rodopi, pp. 
221—236, p. 225-226.  
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Most of the defects of the Italians are those that always arise in a society debarred 

from active duties. An Italian has no career, and can find occupation only in 

intrigue and vice. The utter hopelessness that pervades their political atmosphere, 

the stagnation of every territorial and commercial enterprise, the discouragement 

cast over every improvement, - all these are checks to laudable ambition; and yet 

such is not entirely checked. How many Italian hearts beat high for their country. 

When any opening has presented itself, how many victims have rushed into the 

breach. Perhaps in the history of no people in the world has there appeared so 

tenacious a love of a country and liberty, nor so great a readiness shown to make 

every sacrifice to acquire independence, nor so confirmed and active an hatred for 

tyranny.31  

 

For this reason, she became a strong supporter of the movement for Italian unification and 

independence in the following decades. On the one side, she actively supported the Risorgimento 

through her literary and intellectual endeavours, as the section on Rambles will show, on the other, 

she established connections with Italian exiles who had found refuge in Great Britain and who were 

trying to reorganise the liberation of Italy from there. Among them was also Giuseppe Mazzini, 

whom Mary Shelley met in 1837. Her support for Italy’s fight for independence and her friendship 

with Italian exiles were not merely intellectual pursuits but deeply rooted in her personal 

convictions. She saw in Italy’s struggle a reflection of her own ideals and a manifestation of the 

desire for liberty and social progress, as well as a possible response to the urgency of redefining her 

own identity as a woman and writer.32 

Although Italy was always in her thoughts, in the early days of her widowhood, Mary 

remained in Britain for the sake of Percy Florence’s education and as a condition of Sir Timothy’s 

allowance.33 Finally, the opportunity to travel came in 1840 when her son asked her to join him and 

his fellow students on a trip to the Continent. This was the beginning of a series of journeys that, 

over the next three years, allowed her to retrace the paths of her youth and return to her beloved 

Italy. As Emily Sunstein points out, the journey was motivated by the hope that Percy Florence 

would be so enchanted by the beauty of the Italian peninsula that he would decide to move to Italy 

permanently.34 Such a decision would have benefited both Mary’s physical health – as she had 

recently begun to suffer from various ailments – and her mood, as she had longed for years to 

recapture the lifestyle and freedom she had enjoyed in Italy. Her son, however, was not persuaded 

to settle in the Peninsula, and they eventually returned to England, where Mary Shelley published 

an account of their trips entitled Rambles in Germany and Italy in 1840, 1842 and 1843 (1844).  

 
31 Shelley, Mary. 1838. “Modern Italian Romances”. In (ed.) Crook, Nora. 2002. Mary Shelley’s Literary Lives and Other 
Writings, Volume 4. London: Pickering and Chatto, p. 227.  
32 Marino, Mary Shelley e l’Italia, p. 58.  
33 Sampson, In Search of Mary Shelley, p. 245. 
34 Sunstein, Emily W. 1989. Mary Shelley, Romance and Reality. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, p. 356. 
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This was to be her last book. In the years that followed, her attention was diverted by 

domestic and financial concerns, as well as her health problems that often prevented her even from 

writing letters to friends and relatives. When Percy Florence married Jane Gibson St John in 1848, 

inheriting the family estate at Field Place, Mary Shelley joined her son and his new bride. She was 

to spend the last three years of her life there. By early 1851, it was clear that Mary was seriously ill. 

On the 23rd of January, she fell into a coma and died nine days later of “Disease of the Brain 

supposed Tumour in the left hemisphere of long standing”35. Although it is clear from her letters and 

journal that she would have liked to end her life in Italy, and perhaps be buried next to her husband, 

in the end, she chose to remain close to her son, and she was laid to rest next to her illustrious 

parents in the new parish church of St Peter’s Bournemouth. Mary Shelley’s death marked the end 

of a life dedicated to literature, intellectual pursuit, and an enduring attachment to Italy. However, 

her love for the country, its history, and its cultural richness lives on in the pages of her books. As 

the following paragraphs will show, in her works, this incredible woman and visionary writer 

intertwined her own existence and her quest for freedom with the destiny of the nascent nation of 

Italy.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
35 Sampson, In Search of Mary Shelley, p. 248.  
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2.2 EMBODIED POLITICS AND HISTORY AS METAPHOR IN VALPERGA 

 

Mary Shelley’s interest in the Risorgimento, and more generally in the fierce struggle of the Italians 

for freedom and self-assertion, is openly expressed in her mature works from the 1840s onwards, 

particularly in Rambles in Germany and Italy. In her earlier works, she followed the trend of her 

contemporaries, focusing more on Italy’s distant past than on its present. In the aforementioned 

“Valerius: The Reanimated Roman” (1819), she evoked the splendour of ancient Rome, whereas 

the factional struggles of medieval Italy provide the backdrop for the plot development of “A Tale 

of the Passions” (1823) and the historical novel Valperga (1823). At first glance, one might assume 

that Mary Shelley’s historical insight only combined with her political commitment in her later 

works, particularly in her travelogue. However, in this section, I will demonstrate that her intention 

was revolutionary from the beginning. Mary Shelley believed that works of literature that blended 

“romance” and “history” could have a genuine educational purpose and influence on the 

advancement of humanity. Rather than being an escape from current reality and obligation, past 

history (both general and individual) could motivate readers to ponder the present and take steps to 

modify the circumstances and rectify injustices. Italian history was the primary instrument she used 

to educate Italians about their roots and instil in them a sense of national identity that would 

eventually transform into a desire for redemption and emancipation from oppressors.  

Valperga: or the Life and adventures of Castruccio, Prince of Lucca, the second novel by 

“The Author of Frankenstein” published in 1823, is a paradigmatic example. In her historical 

narrative, Mary Shelley suggests a parallel between fourteenth-century Italy and Europe of the 

Napoleonic Wars, so that the vicissitudes of Castruccio Castracani serve as a warning to nineteenth-

century readers who might easily recognise in the figure of the protagonist ‘a little Napoleon [...] 

with a dukedom instead of an empire for his theatre’36. Percy Shelley emphasised this parallelism in 

an 1821 letter to Charles Ollier, the novel’s potential printer. In the same letter, however, the poet 

curiously denied that Valperga contained any form of reference to current political events: ‘I ought 

to tell you that the novel has not the smallest tincture of peculiar theories in politics or religion’37. 

Whether Percy Shelley was trying to protect his wife from possible criticism or whether such a 

pronounced aspect of the text actually escaped him cannot be ascertained. Nevertheless, leading 

scholars of Mary Shelley’s work nowadays agree that, in Valperga, there is a close connection 

between the past events that are the subject of the story and the circumstances of the writer’s own 

 
36 Ingpen, Roger. 1924. The Letters of Percy Bysshe Shelley, Containing Materials Never before Collected. London: G. 
Bells and Sons, LTD, Vol. 2, p. 914.  
37 Ibid.  
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time.38 Nora Crook points out that the reflection on the past, influenced by her reading of 

Sismondi’s Histoire des Républiques Italiennes, allowed Mary Shelley to identify ‘the medieval 

Italian city states as forerunners of modern republics, a destiny projected into a future united 

nation’39. Lilla Maria Crisafulli suggests instead an allegorical reading of the novel, claiming that, 

through the exploration of Castruccio’s life and adventures, Mary Shelley wished to examine the 

causes of Italy’s slow decline and degradation:  

 

For Mary to focus on the deeds of one of the men who ruled over Tuscany at a time 

when the republican cities were rapidly turning into tyrannical and monarchical 

states, meant to be able to display and understand the reasons that had led to the 

present decline of the country. The story of Castruccio’s life becomes in Mary 

Shelley’s fiction a metaphor of the decline and fall of the communal republican 

Italy and of its people.40  

 

In Valperga, therefore, the writer uses the past as a metaphor to address the present, a way of 

talking about the enslavement of Italy at the time she was living in the peninsula, and supporting the 

Italian revolutionary uprisings. As Betty B. Bennett notes, the first Risorgimento revolutions in 

Italy occurred while Mary Shelley was writing the novel in 1820-21. The failure of the anti-

Austrian rebellions in Naples and Piedmont came as a shock to her, but she sensed that not all was 

lost: ‘Naples has shamefully fallen and Piedmont is but a step behind her – however the seed may 

now be sown the fruit of which we may reap some years hence’41. In other words, she ‘saw in the 

concept of renewal the possibility of another wave of political reform that could establish 

governments dedicated to freedom and republicanism’.42 For Shelley, then, the Italian Renaissance 

was not just evidence of the country’s past greatness but ‘a potential historical precedent for a new 

awakening in the present’43. Valperga indeed opens with the imagery of hopeful resurgence: 

 

 

 

 
38 Marino, Mary Shelley e l’Italia, p. 100.  
39 Crook, Nora. 2001. “‘Meek and Bold’: Mary Shelley’s Support for the Risorgimento”. In Crisafulli, Lilla M. and Silvani, 
Giovanna. (eds) Mary Versus Mary. Napoli: Liguori Editore, pp. 73-88, p. 75.  
40 Crisafulli, Lilla M. 2007. “Mary Shelley’s Valperga and Women’s Historical Revisionism”. In Galigani, Giuseppe. (ed.) 
Italomania(s). Italy and the English Speaking World from Chaucer to Seamus Heaney. Firenze: Mauro Pagliai Editore, 
pp. 99-110, p. 103.  
41 Bennett, Betty T. 1980. The Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley. Volume 1. Baltimore and London: The John 
Hopkins University Press, p. 189.  
42 Bennett, Betty T. 1997. ‘Machiavelli’s and Mary Shelley’s Castruccio: Biography as Metaphor’. Romanticism, Vol. 3, 
No.2 (1997), pp. 139-151, p. 145.   
43 Cove, Patricia. 2019. Italian Politics and Nineteenth-Century British Literature and Culture. Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, p. 50.  
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The other nations of Europe were yet immersed in barbarism, when Italy, where 

the light of civilization had never wholly eclipsed, began to emerge from the 

darkness of the ruin of the Western Empire, and to catch from the east the returning 

rays of literature and science.44  

 
The spirit of learning, after a long sleep, that seemed to be annihilation, awoke, and 

shook her wings over her favoured Italy.45  

 

As the subtitle indicates, the central subject on which the novel revolves is the ‘Life and Adventures 

of Castruccio, Prince of Lucca’. However, the plot does not focus solely on the Ghibelline leader 

and his rapid rise to power. In fact, only twelve of the thirty-eight chapters feature him as the 

protagonist. The remaining twenty-six focus on two other characters: Euthanasia, the republican 

Countess of Valperga, and Beatrice, the prophetess of Ferrara. Through their relationship with 

Castruccio, Mary Shelley discusses contemporary politics and addresses the Woman question.  The 

two female characters, falling in love with the “hero” of the novel, demonstrate how easy it is to be 

“seduced” by despotism46. Moreover, Valperga explores the struggle between opposing ideologies: 

while Castruccio embodies both the values of the fourteenth-century warrior and patriarchal 

civilisation, and those of the oppressive regimes that Mary Shelley and her husband loathed, the two 

women are instead the personifications of an anti-war stance and the dream of peace for Italy and 

Europe. If history were written by women, Mary seems to suggest, it would have a milder face and 

wars and clashes would be replaced by demonstrations of friendship between peoples.47 Although, 

as we shall see in the following paragraphs, the novel ends with the defeat of female power and the 

erasure of women from history, Valperga prophesies a future of rebirth and reconciliation for Italy. 

As Betty T. Bennett clarifies, through her female characters, ‘Mary Shelley introduced her English 

Romantic vision of a world in which love might ultimately defeat power, finally suggesting that a 

republican infrastructure based on love lay outside the world as it then existed, but not outside the 

human imagination’48.     

 

2.2.1 Gendered metaphors of landscape in Valperga 

Like many other Romantic narratives, Mary Shelley’s Valperga presents a gendered representation 

of landscape, so that the places in the novel are not simply geographical spaces, but expressions of 

the opposing Romantic ideologies presented in the novel. In particular, the author seems interested 

 
44 Shelley, Mary. 1923. Valperga, or The Life and Adventures of Castruccio Castracani, Prince of Lucca. 3 vols. London: 
G. and W. B. Whittaker. Vol. 1, p. 1.  
45 Shelley, Valperga, Vol. 1, p. 25.  
46 Lew, Joseph W. 1993. “God’s Sister: History and Ideology in Valperga.” In Fisch, Audrey A.; Mellor, Anne K.; Schor, 
Esther H. 1993. The Other Mary Shelley, beyond Frankenstein. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 159-180, p. 162. 
47 Marino, Mary Shelley e l’Italia, p. 152.  
48 Bennett, ‘Machiavelli’s and Mary Shelley’s Castruccio’, p. 149.  
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in using landscape to show the destructive effects of the masculine paradigm of ambition and 

striving, represented by Castruccio, whose ultimate goal is to dominate the feminine landscape of 

the Italian peninsula. Mary Shelley, thus, seems to adhere to the early nineteenth-century traditional 

aesthetic canons that identified Italy as a female land which, with her soft, undulating valleys and 

hills often troped as the feminine other, stirred the imagination of the masculine subject. However, 

as this section will point out, her vision of Italy in Valperga is more complex than what it first 

appears: ‘what Shelley saw and expressed from a female Romantic perspective was the 

fragmentation of the feminine into a body or nation of contradictions – at once paradise and hell, 

beautiful and hideous, adored and loathed, desired and feared.’49 

 From the first pages of the novel, Mary Shelley’s description of the peninsula does not 

correspond to the familiar topos of the arcadia felix. The novel shows, on the contrary, an Italy 

‘torn to pieces by domestic faction, and almost destroyed by the fury of civil wars. The ancient 

quarrels of the Guelphs and the Ghibelines were started with renovated zeal, under the new 

distinctions of Bianchi and Neri.’50. The Italian paradise is lost, and its beautiful plains and cities 

have turned into a battleground. In this context of fratricidal wars, the hero’s life begins. Indeed, 

from the very first pages, we learn that Castruccio Castracani is victimised by the power struggles 

of Medieval Italy: after the Neri are banished from Pistoia, they take refuge in Lucca, where they 

become so influential as to be able in the year 1301 to expel the Bianchi, among whom is 

Castruccio’s family. After a period of exile in Ancona, Castruccio’s parents die, and he is forced to 

seek the protection of a family friend, Francesco de Guinigi, who lives in Este. At the time of his 

journey through the Pianura Padana, seventeen-year-old Castruccio is an ambitious young man in 

search of fame and opportunities to prove his worth. Partly driven by his own sense of injury, he has 

learned to accept the dominant masculine ideology of Renaissance Italy, of fame achieved through 

military deeds.51 His eagerness for power and conquest is well expressed in his attitude towards 

nature: 

 
[...] In solitude, while no censuring eye could check the exuberant vanity, he would 

throw his arms to the north, the south, the east and the west, crying, - “There – 

there – there, and there, shall my fame reach!” – and then, in gay defiance, casting 

his eager glance towards heaven: – “and even there, if man may climb the slippery 

sides of the arched palace of eternal fame, there also will I be recorded.”52 
 

 
49 White, Daniel E. 1997. ‘The god undeified’: Mary Shelley’s Valperga, Italy, and the Aesthetic of Desire. Romanticism 
on the Net. No. 6 (May 1997). [Available at: https://doi.org/10.7202/005750ar, last accessed 4th November 2023].  
50 Shelley, Valperga, Vol.1, p. 2.  
51 Lew, “God’s Sister: History and Ideology in Valperga”, p. 165.  
52 Shelley, Valperga, Vol.1, p. 42-43.  

https://doi.org/10.7202/005750ar
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Soon after this imperialistic statement, Castruccio reaches Este, where he expects to be trained by 

Guinigi, an old warrior friend of his father, in the arts of war and diplomacy; instead, he is subjected 

to a year’s disciplining in a ‘world with whose spring of action he could not sympathize’53, a realm 

that Anne Mellor calls “the female Romantic ideology”54. Since his exile, Guinigi has grown weary 

of warlike activities and has come to see the futility of the endless violence which has torn Italy 

apart, choosing to turn ‘his sword to a ploughshare’55. His interest is no longer drawn by the 

‘banners of triumph’56 nor ‘the song of victory’57, aspects which he now associates with death and 

suffering, but by the picturesque beauty of the Euganean hills. All he values now is the peaceful 

Italian countryside of his podere58: ‘when the corn waves among the trees, and ripening grapes 

shade the roads; when on every side you see happy peasants leading the beautiful oxen to their light 

work, and the sun, the air, and the earth are each labouring to produce for man all that is necessary 

for his support’59. As he explains to Castruccio: “To my eyes, which do not now glance with the 

same fire as yours, the sight of the bounties of nature, and of the harmless peasants who cultivate 

the earth, is far more delightful than an army of knights hasting in brilliant array to deluge the fields 

with blood.”60.  

 To reconstruct these scenes of rural life, Mary Shelley drew on classical models. At the farm 

of Guinigi, the threshing floor is well beaten, ‘as Virgil describes it’61 in the Georgics. This detail, 

noted by the author, reveals her ethnographic interest and erudition. The pages dedicated to the rural 

world of Guinigi not only demonstrate Mary Shelley’s attachment to the ideal of the bucolic life but 

also allow her to celebrate Italian nature, which she, unlike some of her contemporaries, saw as a 

loving and generous mother from whom her children could draw nourishment without fatigue. The 

description of the autumnal vendemmia with its abundant harvest in the novel becomes the emblem 

of human’s perfect communion with nature and a restored harmony between the feminine and the 

masculine, allowing the writer to turn the Euganean Hills into a new Eden.  

 
53 Ivi, p. 48.  
54 Mellor, Anne K. 1990. “Why Women Didn’t Like Romanticism: The Views of Jane Austen and Mary Shelley”. In Ruoff, 
Gene W. (ed.) The Romantics and Us. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, pp. 274-287. Mellor argues that 
women writers like Mary Shelley and Jane Austen preferred Enlightened traditions to the newly dominant Romantic 
ideology for its explicit sexist content and, for this reason, they created a counter-tradition that disclaimed Romantic 
values of egocentrism, ambition, emotionalism and familial and social irresponsibility.   
55 Shelley, Valperga, Vol.1, p. 46.  
56 Ivi, p. 49.  
57 Ibid.  
58 Although the term “podere” does not appear directly in the novel, it was one of Mary Shelley’s favourite Italian 
words, judging by the frequency with which she used it in later works. This word encapsulated a set of values that 
represented the ideal lifestyle for the writer, who, born and raised in London, preferred the countryside (especially if 
Italian) to the city.    
59 Shelley, Valperga, Vol. 1, p. 51-52.  
60 Ivi, p. 47.  
61 Ivi, p. 56.  
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 In contrast to Guinigi, who surrendered himself to the female natural realm of the Italian 

countryside, Castruccio is unable to accept spending his life in the supposedly unmanly activities of 

‘cultivation of the earth, and the contemplation of its loveliness’62. Upon leaving Este, he declares: 

“I would rather, while alive, enter my tomb, than live unknown and unheard of. Is it not fame that 

makes men gods?”63 Led by his ambition, he therefore travels to England, where he begins his 

knightly career and becomes a favourite of Edward II. Castruccio’s journey abroad allows the 

author to reflect negatively on English politics and highlight its evil effects on his development. As 

Patricia Cove notes, ‘far from inheriting the Renaissance glory of Italy, England in Valperga 

poisons Italian politics from afar’64. The narrator indeed stresses that, before leaving Italy, 

Castruccio was an honest young man, loyal to his party’s cause but still driven by honourable 

impulses. The experience abroad in the masculine realm of the English court, however, marks a 

turning point in the future tyrant’s education, and his treacherous nature gradually comes out into 

the open.  

 In England, he becomes entangled in political intrigue, which leads him to argue with an 

English nobleman and wound him mortally with a stiletto (the typical Italian weapon). As a 

consequence, he is banned and forced to flee the country. He seeks refuge in France, where he 

becomes a member of the ‘evil school’65 of Alberto Scoto, the former tyrant of Milan, who teaches 

him to repress his innate good qualities and substitute them with ‘the use of those arts which then so 

much disgraced that people’66: treachery, deception and ruthlessness. Once back in Italy, these 

qualities enable him to excel both on the battlefield and in the political schemes aimed at restoring 

the Ghibellines in Tuscany and submitting Florence, ‘the head and heart of the resistance made 

against the emperor’67. 

 While Renaissance Italy appears in Valperga as a great battlefield – a masculine domain of 

power struggles and ruthless machinations – Florence is constantly associated with freedom and 

stands in the novel as the republican alternative to tyrannical imperialism. Dante’s city is praised for 

‘its bening influence over the other Tuscan states’68 and for its role as ‘the peace-maker of Italy’69. 

In the novel, Mary Shelley envisions Florence as a time-independent entity, a symbol of the 

republican principle and the expression of her hope for the ‘future independence for Italy’70: 

 
62 Shelley, Valperga, Vol. 1, p. 53.  
63 Ivi, p. 54.  
64 Cove, Italian Politics and Nineteenth-Century British Literature and Culture, p. 54.  
65 Shelley, Valperga, Vol. 1, p. 94.  
66 Ibid. 
67 Ivi, p. 158.  
68 Ivi, p. 159.  
69 Ibid.  
70 Shelley, Valperga, Vol. 1, p. 29.  
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Liberty had never been more devotedly worshipped than in the republic of 

Florence: the Guelphs boasted that their attachment to the cause of freedom might 

rival what history records of the glorious days of antiquity.71  

 

At the same time, however, Valperga ‘plots the death of Florentine liberty against the expansionism 

of petty tyrant Castruccio of Lucca [and] explores the ways in which medieval republican legacies 

fail to provide an alternative hope to the French revolution, itself a failure by the early nineteenth 

century’72. As the Ghibelline Benedetto Pepi points out to Castruccio: 

 

“Tyranny is a healthy tree, it strikes a deep root, and each year its branches grow 

larger and larger, and its shade spreads wider and wider. While liberty is a word, a 

breath, an air; it will dissipate, and Florence become as slavish as it is now 

rebellious; did not Rome fall?”73 

 

The fall of the Roman Empire thus casts a sinister shadow over the present and future of Italy, 

suggesting that the Florentine republican ideals are doomed to failure, just as Republican Rome was 

forced to give way to the empire: ‘Their watchword is that echo of fools, and laughing stock of the 

wise, – Liberty.’74  

 After leaving his fiend tutor and returning to Florence, Castruccio begins to court 

Euthanasia, a young woman he has known since childhood, for the two ‘had been educated together 

almost from their cradle’75. Not only is she a real beauty – the text describes her as ‘a lily’76 and a 

‘celestial girl’77 – but she is also well-educated, decisive, and independent. Just like Shelley herself, 

Euthanasia has been educated by her father and has come to appreciate the works of literature. In 

particular, when he lost his sight, she learned Latin in order to be able to read him, thus gaining 

access to the male domain of knowledge. During Castruccio’s long absence, Euthanasia is orphaned 

and becomes the Countess of Valperga, a castle situated among the Apennines north of Lucca, 

whose estates consist of ‘a few scattered villages, raised on the peaks of mountains, and rendered 

almost inaccessible by nature as well as by art’78. There, her existence is spent in contemplating 

nature and reading her favourite works: 

 

 

 

 
71 Ibid.  
72 Cove, Italian Politics and Nineteenth-Century British Literature and Culture, p. 50.  
73 Shelley, Valperga, Vol. 1, p. 127.  
74 Ivi, p. 119.  
75 Ivi, p. 26.  
76 Ivi, p. 167.  
77 Ivi, p. 168.  
78 Shelley, Valperga, Vol. 1, p. 24. 
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[...] alone among the wild Apennines she studies and worshipped nature . . . she 

poured over the works she had before read with her father, or the later written 

poetry of Dante, and incorporated the thoughts of the sublimest geniuses with her 

own, while the creative fire in her heart and brain formed new combinations to 

delight and occupy her.79 

 

In contrast to Castruccio, whose attitude towards the landscape betrays a will to conquer and a 

desire to possess, Euthanasia lives in perfect communion with the Italian landscape and its 

elements, feeling ‘bound in amity to all’80 and thus personifies, according to Laura Kirkley’s 

definition, ‘a cosmopolitan ethic of caring’81: 

 

To look on the hues of sunset, to see the softened tints of the olive woods, the 

purple tinge of the distant mountains, whose outline was softly, yet distinctly 

marked in the orange sky; to feel the western breeze steal across her cheek, like 

words of love from one most dear; to see the first star of evening penetrate from 

out the glowing western firmament, and whisper the secret of distant worlds to us 

in our narrow prison; to behold the heaven-pointing cypress with unbent spire sleep 

in the stirless air; these were sights and feelings which softened and exalted her 

thoughts; she felt as if she were a part of the great whole; she felt bound in amity to 

all; doubly, immeasurably loving those dear to her, feeling an humanizing charity 

even to the evil.82  

 

Her ‘humanizing charity’ naturally extends also to her fellow human beings. Despite possessing 

great power as Countess of Valperga, Euthanasia’s influence on her subjects is portrayed as a 

positive force, reflecting her compassionate and just nature. In contrast to the other dominant 

figures depicted in the novel, she uses her position as the ruler of a city-state to advocate for the 

rights and well-being of her people, particularly those who are oppressed or marginalised. Brought 

up according to her father’s republican ideal, Euthanasia has come to reject any form of tyranny. 

Her approach is instead characterised by kindness, understanding, and a desire to promote the well-

being of the community.  

 

Euthanasia had this foible, if indeed it might be called on in her, to love the very 

shadow of freedom with unbounded enthusiasm. She was bred a Guelph among the 

leaders of that party at Florence, a party whose watchword was liberty [...] but she 

was no narrow partisan; her father, and the studies she had followed under him, had 

taught her higher lessons; and the history of the Roman republic had increased her 

love of freedom, while it had annihilated in her mind all interest in petty intrigue.83  
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Despising political factionalism, Euthanasia’s thoughts dart ‘into futurity, to the hope of freedom 

for Italy, of revived learning and the reign of peace for all the world: wild dreams, that still wake 

the minds of men to high song and glorious action.’84. In Valperga, as Betty B. Bennett notes, 

‘Mary Shelley opposes Castruccio, the symbol of the power structure, with Euthanasia as the 

symbol of a socio-political system structured on democratic governance and universal love’.85 The 

castle over which Euthanasia exerts a benevolent influence, striving to create a society where 

fairness and equality prevail, works in the novel as ‘the physical embodiment of the female 

Romantic ideology’86, a stronghold of female agency and political independence. Situated on a hill 

and surrounded by natural beauty, Valperga is portrayed as an island of peace amidst a sea of power 

struggles and civil war. Accordingly, the party that Euthanasia organises at the castle, where 

Guelphs and Ghibellines come together to celebrate, can be seen as Shelley’s utopian representation 

of an ideal Italian society and a dream of peace, a temporary recovery of the earthly paradise. 

However, the idyll does not last long: soon, the castle is under siege, and its mistress is forced to 

come to terms with the reality that surrounds her. As Joseph W. Lew points out, Euthanasia has 

been able to stand aloof from the violence of Italian politics because of her gender, but this quickly 

turns into her fragility: ‘As she does not choose to enter petty intrigues, the neighbouring nobles 

decide that it would be cheaper to woo than to fight her.’87 

 Euthanasia becomes a target of Castruccio’s ambitions. Despite her initial resistance, she 

soon finds herself drawn to his charisma and torn between her personal feelings of love and her 

commitment to justice. With the promise that he will not harm the Florentines and that his actions 

are motivated by a desire for peace, Castruccio eventually wins the heart of Euthanasia: ‘She was 

frank, generous and fearless; therefore she immediately believed and trusted.’88. As the novel 

progresses, however, Castruccio’s actions reveal that he has not set aside his expansionist aims. 

When Euthanasia realises that ‘underneath a frankness of behaviour, and an apparent nobleness of 

nature, there was the craft of grey-haired courtier, and even at times the cruelty of a falling tyrant’89, 

she confronts him and breaks off the engagement. She proclaims: ‘I love you; but I have other 

duties besides those which I owe to you, and those shall be fulfilled. [...] I am a Florentine; Florence 

is my native country; nor will I be a traitor to it.’90 

As a result of Valperga’s alliance with his enemy, Castruccio decides that this potentially 

hostile fortress must be destroyed. When his former lover refuses to resign the castle in his hands, 
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Castruccio declares war, but instead of proceeding with an “honourable” siege, he plots to conquer 

Valperga by stratagem.91 Taking advantage of his former intimacy with the Countess, he leads his 

army through a ‘long, difficult, and almost impracticable’92 path that leads from a valley near 

Valperga’s postern gate to Euthanasia’s ‘favourite retreat near a spring’93, where they had 

exchanged their love vows. Violating this sacred place, Castruccio and his soldiers ‘penetrate a 

complete wilderness’ whose ‘undergrowth . . . ferns, and brambles’94 seem distinctly uterine.95 

When, at the end of the second volume, his army eventually makes its way into the fortress of 

Valperga and plunders it, the castle is truly ‘at [Castruccio’s] mercy’96. From this moment on, the 

castle of Valperga disappears from the landscape and from the novel from which it takes its name, 

as Castruccio ensures that it is completely destroyed.97 With it, all space for female action also 

slowly wanes. 

In the last chapters of the novel, material conditions inevitably bring Euthanasia into a 

stalemate, reducing her possibility of choice. Forced to abandon her home, Euthanasia finds refuge 

in Florence, where she joins a conspiracy against Castruccio, hoping that she may at least save his 

life. When the plot is betrayed, however, her destiny is sealed: the conspirators are condemned to 

death, and Euthanasia is exiled to Sicily, a place that is so far away that Castruccio may never hear 

about her. As if to fulfil his wish, the ship upon which Euthanasia sails is lost and ‘even her name’98 

disappears from the pages of history: 

 

Earth felt no change when she died; and men forgot her ... Endless tears might have 

been shed at her loss; yet for her none wept, save the piteous skies ... none moaned 

except the seabirds that flapped their heavy wings above the ocean-cave wherein 

she lay; – and the muttering thunder alone tolled her passing bell, as she quitted a 

life, which for her had been replete with change and sorrow.99  

 

While Euthanasia’s drowning is paradoxically described in delicate tones that express a sense of 

restored peace and harmony with the natural world and the heroine’s return to a sort of maternal 

womb (through the metaphor of the ocean cave), the world outside remains at the mercy of 

fratricidal strife. The conclusion of the novel thus apparently seems to confirm Mary Shelley’s 

pessimistic view of history. Euthanasia’s death leaves the stage empty of the feminine; all that 
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remains is the public world of dominance and subordination. However, the victory of the warrior 

and patriarchal society is a false triumph because, as the plot development shows, the aggressive, 

expansionist nationalism of the victors has reduced the peninsula to a state of desolation. The Italian 

paradise is lost because the holders of power have preferred to tame female nature, eventually 

reducing it to passivity or even annihilating its vitality, instead of recognising its creative force. In 

Valperga, therefore, Mary Shelley highlights the profound links between aesthetics and politics, 

while also expressing her disapproval towards those who, in words or actions, have contributed to 

the victimisation of Italy.   

 

2.2.2 Female history in Valperga 

Valperga has often been labelled as a feminist version of the historical novel à la Sir Walter 

Scott100. In her medieval novel, Mary Shelley not only criticises the dominant male ideology that 

sees deception and violence as the quickest route to success but also sets out to shed light on the 

traces of female agency that have remained hidden in the folds of history. To this end, she focuses 

on three female characters – Euthanasia, the Countess of Valperga; Beatrice, the prophetess of 

Ferrara as well as Castruccio’s lover; and Mandragola, a witch who lives in the Apennines – who 

embody not only the three different stages of a woman’s life but also three different responses to 

male domination.101 As Lokke puts it, ‘Beatrice is the martyred child or virgin, Euthanasia the 

mature woman of wisdom, and Mandragola the embittered crone or witch. Mandragola responds to 

oppression with vengeful fury, Beatrice with extremes of submission and revolt, and Euthanasia, 

with a delicate balance of philosophical resignation and carefully reasoned resistance.’102 Through 

the analysis of these three figures, each respectively representing the threat to patriarchal literary, 

religious and political traditions, and their relation to the title character, Castruccio, this section 

showcases Shelley’s exploration of women’s agency and the challenges to male power and 

privilege in Valperga.  

 The heroine of the novel, Euthanasia, is a compelling character who embodies strength, 

resilience, and commitment to justice regardless of personal feelings. As the Countess of Valperga 

and ruler of a city-state, she occupies a position of authority and is actively involved in political 

affairs. This brings her into open conflict with the male warrior world and having to fight for her 

political independence when her castle is attacked. Although betrothed to Castruccio since 

 
100 Tilottama Rajan suggested that in its “deferred utopianism”, Valperga may very well be the first feminist historical 
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101 Lokke, Kari. 1998. “Sibylline Leaves: Mary Shelley's Valperga and the Legacy of Corinne”. In Maertz, Gregory. (ed.) 
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York Press, pp. 157-171, p. 161.  
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childhood, Euthanasia does not allow her affection for him to cloud her judgement when his 

expansionist ambitions come to the fore. As noted in previous paragraphs, the narrative of 

Euthanasia’s love for Castruccio depicts ‘the gradual disenchantment of a female mind from the 

illusions imposed on it by a masculine world’103. Her initial deification of Castruccio crumbles, not 

because she learns of his affair with Beatrice, but because she finally refuses to accept his 

impositions in the public sphere: ‘As the enemy of Florence I will never be yours; as the deliberate 

murder of the playmates of my infancy, of the friends of my youth, of those to whom I am allied by 

every tie of relationship and hospitality that binds mankind, I will never be yours’104. In the words 

of Betty Bennett, ‘their love relationship fails in political terms; a personal love would not 

suffice’105. In Valperga, Euthanasia’s moral integrity and obstinate refusal to submit to tyrants make 

the heroine the main obstacle to the expansion of male power. This is why, after she joins a 

conspiracy and aligns herself with the logic of the political games, General Mordecastelli declares: 

‘I took her for an angel, and I find her a woman; - one of those frail, foolish creatures we all 

despise’106. Euthanasia’s intrusion into the public domain of politics is ultimately sanctioned by 

exile and erasure from official history. She dies because she refuses the role of co-dependent and 

chooses to remain true to herself. Through her example, then, Mary Shelley reflects on the waste of 

female potential and agency in historical and political contexts, extending Euthanasia’s tragedy ‘to a 

kind of maternal lamentation for all forgotten women in history’107. 

The youngest of the three women, Beatrice, is a girl gifted with extraordinary visionary 

powers whom Castruccio first encounters when he visits Ferrara on a diplomatic mission. At first 

enchanted by her ‘almost divine beauty’108, he is further fascinated by the account of her origins 

offered to him by the bishop of Ferrara. He relates that, in 1289, a ‘heretic and most dangerous 

impostor’109, named Wilhelmina of Bohemia and her acolyte Magfreda first arrived in Milan, where 

they ‘secretly formed a religious sect, founded on the absurd and damnable belief that [Wilhelmina] 

was the Holy Ghost incarnate upon earth for the salvation of the female sex’110. This new, female-
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centred religion was to replace male-dominated Catholicism, which had failed to bring peace and 

happiness to society, and Magfreda was to become the papess of the movement. Discovered by the 

Inquisition, the two women were imprisoned and eventually burned to death in an attempt to stop 

the spread of the heretical plague. The bishop reports that he met Magfreda, his first heretic (‘a 

monster I had never before seen’111), in prison and that she revealed to him the existence of a child 

who was Wilhelmina’s daughter. When the two women died, he decided to adopt the infant, 

Beatrice, and to raise her as a Catholic in complete ignorance of her maternal heritage.  

 Yet, the novel shows that Beatrice cannot be moulded into orthodoxy and unknowingly 

takes her mother’s path. Believing herself to be endowed with special holy grace, she becomes a 

religious prophet and, like her mother, attracts both followers and the wrath of the Catholic Church. 

Mary Shelley describes her as follows: 

 

Beatrice herself is wrapt up in the belief of her own exalted nature, and really 

thinks herself the Ancilla Dei, the chosen vessel into which God has poured a 

portion of his spirit: she preaches, she prophesies, she sings extempore hymns, and 

entirely fulfilling the part of Donna Estatica.112  

 

Her role as Ancilla Dei, as the silver diadem she always wears proclaims, namely as the mystic 

woman chosen by God, is further confirmed when Beatrice, unaware that it is a false trial, 

successfully walks ‘over the burning shares with a quick, light step’113. In Valperga, as Barbara 

Jane O’Sullivan notes, ‘Beatrice is sheltered in her world of spiritual ectasy until she is confronted 

with a real man of flesh and blood [...] It is then that her imaginings lead her into serious 

trouble.’114. As she gradually gets to know Castruccio, Beatrice transfers her spiritual power and 

emotional desire into an obsessive love for him. Believing that her sexual attraction for Castruccio 

is divinely inspired, Beatrice is caught up in her own imagination, which Mary Shelley 

metaphorically describes as a spider’s web from which she can no longer escape: ‘giving herself up 

to reverie, she wove a subtle web, whose materials she believed heavenly, but which were indeed 

stolen from the glowing wings of love’115. Her ignorance of the world and her childish faith in the 

goodness of man drive her into Castruccio’s arms. Significantly, when she voluntarily gives herself 

to him, she symbolically removes her diadem and gives it to him in an act of ultimate submission: 
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He said playfully; “Where is thy mark, prophetess? Art thou no longer the Maiden 

of God? For some days thou has cast aside the hallowed diadem”. 

“I still have it”, she replied; “but I have dismissed it from my brow; I will give it to 

you; come, my lord, this evening at midnight to the secret entrance of the 

viscountess’s palace.”116 

 

Unlike Euthanasia, who despite her love for Castruccio, manages to maintain a certain detachment 

from her lover and thus see his faults, Beatrice ends up idolising him and identifying her sole 

purpose in life as serving him as her new god. Beatrice’s story, then, is that of an unenlightened 

victim, led astray as much by religious deception as by romantic love. In fact, Castruccio soon 

leaves Ferrara, plunging the heroine into utter despair. Thus begins the parable of the heroine’s 

descent, which leads her first to become a paterina117 and then to be kidnapped in the Roman 

Campagna, where she becomes the victim of vile abuse by the maniac Tripalda and his followers. 

After escaping, Beatrice, who is increasingly plagued by hallucinations and fits of madness, clings 

to the hope that the witch Mandragola can restore her lost love. However, on Walpurgisnacht, or 

Night of the Witch, to which the name Valperga alludes, she is drawn into a conspiracy that 

ultimately leads to her death.  

  As Elisabetta Marino points out, the prophetess Beatrice is more like the Beatrice Cenci of 

Percy Shelley’s tragedy or De Staël’s Corinne than Dante’s angelic woman118. The dark heroine in 

Valperga exposes the problem of female assertiveness and becomes a symbol of women’s 

suppressed power. While Beatrice seeks to serve God, she ends up cursing him, perhaps because, 

unaware of her maternal heritage, she conceives of God as male.119 Her propensity for both divine 

ecstasy and self-destructive despair makes her the undisputed victim in the novel and a vehicle for 

Shelley to portray the sacrifice of female creative potential on the altar of male ambition. 

  The third female character is Fior di Mandragola, a witch who lives in the Apennines, 

whose name refers both to Machiavelli’s comedy with the same title, La Mandragola (1524), and to 

the anthropomorphic mandrake root used in ointments and magical rituals. Mandragola is a 

complex and intriguing character in Valperga, as she represents the darker aspects of female agency 

and women’s capacity to exert power through cunning and manipulation. In contrast to Euthanasia 

and Beatrice, she never encounters Castruccio but studies him from afar ‘as a fascinating 

embodiment of the power denied her by patriarchal society’120. Her ‘fiendish love of mischief’121, 

Shelley asserts, is, in fact, the direct consequence of female exclusion from all spheres of 
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importance and her consequent identification in an antagonistic role: ‘It was believed that the witch 

loved evil as her daily bread, and that she had sold her soul to the devil to do ill alone; she knew 

how powerless she was; but she desired to fill in every part the character attributed to her’122. 

Although she knows that her spells are ineffective, Mandragola clings to her role as a witch as her 

only source of authority, becoming a victim in her own game, from which she cannot and does not 

want to break free. Indifferent to those who suffer, cruelly deceiving those who, like Beatrice, turn 

to her as if to an oracle, Fior di Mandragola is condemned to a life on the fringes of society – 

indeed, her home is a cave hidden in the darkness of the forest – and to a prison of the mind from 

which there is no escape.123 Through her character, then, as Lokke points out, ‘Shelley represents 

the destructive potential of woman’s justified but misdirected anger’124. This is explicit in Shelley’s 

portrayal of her figure: 

 

She had been young once; and her nature, never mild, had been turned to ferocity 

by wrongs which had been received so long ago, that the authors of them were all 

dead, and she, the victim, alone survived. Calumny had blasted her name; her 

dearest affections had been blighted; her children torn from her; and she remained 

to execrate and to avenge.125 

 

Instead of using her deep understanding of political intrigue and manipulation to lash out at the 

powerful, the witch takes her revenge on the weakest. Significantly, Mandragola lacks the capacity 

to love and feel empathy for other women, and is ultimately responsible for Beatrice’s death from 

shock when she lures her into a meeting with Castruccio and his devilish ally Tripalda, who turns 

out to have been one of the girl’s sadistic torturers. Therefore, while Beatrice represents complete 

submission, physical and spiritual, to male supremacy, Mandragola represents the extreme opposite, 

that is, the dark side of femininity which, in order to enter the public sphere and gain authority, 

renounces its benevolent inclinations (caring, empathy, and moral integrity embodied in 

Euthanasia) and replicates the abuses exercised by men in power. 

 In the conclusion of the novel, there is ‘no happy ending as one would expect of a popular 

romance’126, as Betty Bennett notes. Though Euthanasia comes close to saving Beatrice through 

love and wisdom, their female friendship eventually collides with forces too powerful and 

succumbs. As with Guinigi’s agrarian paradise and Valperga’s utopian dream, ‘this feminine 

enclave provides only a temporary and profoundly inconsequential respite before the inevitable 
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emptiness of the conclusion’127.  With the colonisation of the feminine by the masculine and the 

death of the heroines, ‘the stage of the novel’s history is left empty but for public actions and 

events, themselves the hollow expression of egotistical desire’128. The epilogue of Valperga 

presents readers with the horrific representation of masculine world of dominance and war, the 

result of the exclusion of the feminine from public life. After Euthanasia’s death, Castruccio 

expands his dominions and achieves military glory; however, only two years later, at the height of 

his success, he falls ill in battle and dies, leaving no heirs. In the final revision of history, thus, 

Mary Shelley takes revenge on her own character by showing that Castruccio’s ambition only 

robbed him of peace, sympathy and happiness: ‘his enemies rejoiced in his death; his friends were 

confounded and overthrown’129. While Mary Shelley’s fiction exposes the limits of masculine 

culture and history, asking readers to ‘reconsider some of the very myths that secured power and 

voice for the public realm, which perpetuated the exclusion of women’130, it also voices a prophecy 

for the future. Even though the utopia of peace and cohesion imagined in the novel is impossible to 

realise in fourteenth-century Italy, Mary Shelley has faith that history – even fictional – can teach a 

useful lesson to her contemporaries and give them hope for a better future. Just like her heroine, 

Mary Shelley ‘saw and marked the revolutions that had been, and the present seemed to her only a 

point of rest, from which time was to renew his flight’131. 
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2.3 RE-WRITING THE SELF AND THE SOUTH IN RAMBLES IN 

GERMANY AND ITALY1 

 
Rambles in Germany and Italy in 1840, 1842, and 1843 was published in two volumes in 1844, 

almost twenty-six years after Frankenstein (1818) and seven since the release of her latest work, 

Faulkner (1837). Written in the epistolary form, the text details the European trips that Mary 

Shelley took with her son, Percy Florence Shelley, and several of his university friends in the early 

1840s. The travelogue is divided into three parts, each corresponding to a different journey. Part I of 

the first volume retraces Mary Shelley’s tour down the Rhine into Lombardy and her sojourn in 

Cadenabbia on the western shore of Lake Como in the summer of 1840, while part II describes her 

trip to German spa resorts in 1842 in search of health. Part III, which coincides with the second 

volume, recounts her 1842-43 journey to Italy – the real ‘bourne’2 of Shelley’s Continental tour – as 

she visited Verona, Venice, Florence, Rome, Naples, Sorrento and the Amalfi Coast.  

 The period narrated in the travelogue is a happy one for Mary Shelley, who returned as a 

widow and an established writer to places laden with memories of her youth. Travelling was thus an 

invigorating pastime for her, offering a way out of ordinary worries and a cure for her ailments. 

Indeed, the severe ‘nervous illness’3 that had recently afflicted her did not prevent her from 

enjoying the climate, landscape, nature, language and people of a country to which she was so 

deeply attached: Italy. Although she was eager to return to the peninsula where she had lived with 

Percy Shelley between 1818 and 1823, the journey south was also tinged with sadness because in 

Italy, she had lost her husband and two of her children. So, Mary Shelley envisioned her trip both as 

a way of memorialising her past experiences, revisiting places that were dear to her, and as a 

pilgrimage that would help to cure her depression. 

 However, her decision to publish an account of these travels was mainly driven by political 

motives. Towards the end of her second journey in 1843, Mary Shelley stopped in Paris to visit her 

half-sister, Claire Clermont, who introduced her to members of Mazzini’s La Giovane Italia, or 

Young Italy movement. Among them was Ferdinando Luigi Gatteschi, an Italian patriot who had 

been exiled after taking part in an uprising against Austrian rule in 1830. Mary Shelley immediately 

sympathised with the young man, whose passionate character and political commitment reminded 

 
1 An earlier version of this section originally appeared in the Journal DeGenere, 7 (2021). I thank the editors for their 
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her so much of her husband. Taking him as ‘a hero & an angel & martyr’4 and willing to contribute 

to the Italian cause for independence, she decided to write a travelogue to raise funds for Gatteschi, 

allowing him to leave Paris devoid of debt.  

Although Shelley did not mention her fundraising effort to her editor Edward Moxon, in 

September 1843, she sent him a letter, manifesting the financial necessity of publishing the book 

‘for a purpose most urgent & desirable’5. She was committed to writing a travel narrative that 

followed the tradition of travel literature, combining the description of places with observations on 

the socio-political situation of modern Italy. Besides discussing Italian art, cities, and landscape, she 

wanted to address ‘the people, especially in a political point of view’6. Her aim was ‘to speak of the 

state of Italy and the Italians’7 and stimulate British sympathy for their struggles towards 

independence. As she openly declared in the Preface: ‘In addition, therefore, to being a mere 

gossiping companion to a traveller, I would fain say something that may incite others to regard 

them favourably; something explanatory of their real character’8. To that end, she also asked 

Gatteschi to send her some material on the Papal States and the Carboneria for two chapters that she 

planned to include in the second volume.  

 Certainly, Shelley was not the first woman to write in support of the Risorgimento9. 

However, it was somehow a problematic subject for her to tackle in 1844, since Italian nationalism 

was still a relatively ‘new idea’10. Moreover, as Moskal highlights, anti-Napoleonic sentiment in 

England led to suspicion of the Italian cause, which was seen as founded on the same principles as 

the French Revolution11. For this reason, Mary Shelley employed interesting strategies in Rambles 

to win the favour of her compatriots. In the Preface, she appealed to British national pride by 

claiming that the Risorgimento was inspired by the English (and certainly not the French) model of 

liberal society. In this way, she managed to reconfigure the Risorgimento within a patriotic 

discourse, making it acceptable to her audience.  

Another obstacle to Shelley’s literary engagement with the Italian cause for independence 

was her own identity as a woman writer. Politics was still a taboo subject for women at that time, so 

Mary had to intersperse her open support of Italy’s nationalist campaign with anecdotes and 

detailed descriptions regarding the contingencies of travel or general considerations on Italian art, 

 
4 Bennett, Betty T. 1995. Selected Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press, p. 337. 
5 Bennett, Selected Letters of Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, p. 326. 
6 Shelley, Rambles, p. viii.  
7 Ivi, p. ix.  
8 Ibid.  
9 In the preface, for instance, she acknowledges the debt she owes to Lady Morgan and her Italy (1821). 
10 Moskal, Jeanne. 1999. 'Gender and Italian Nationalism in Mary Shelley’s Rambles in Germany and Italy’. 
Romanticism, Vol. 5 (1999), pp. 188-201, p. 191.  
11 Ibid.  
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history and culture – topics more suitable for a lady traveller and more in line with the demands of 

the British public. For this reason, aside from the ‘Preface’ and two overtly political letters in 

Volume II – Letter XIV (a defence of the Carbonari) and Letter XXI (a sympathetic account of the 

insurrections of 1831), the travelogue presents a strong emphasis on the author’s own experiences 

on tour12. She carefully annotates the housekeeping minutiae of her ordinary life abroad, including 

the finding of lodgings, the state of post coaches, the poor quality of food and hotels, the recovery 

of lost luggage, the amount of expenses, the experience of being robbed of money and passports, 

the crossing of borders and the encounters with locals. Moreover, many pages in the travelogue are 

filled with the narrator’s emotional response to the events.  

In the preface to Rambles, Mary Shelley recognises the difficulty of being original with her 

work, considering the number of existing texts on Italy, and admits: ‘I found that I could say little of 

Florence and Rome, as far as regarded the cities themselves, that had not been said so often and so 

well before’13. Therefore, conceding that ‘[she] could tell nothing new, except as each individual’s 

experience possesses novelty’14, she resorts to describing ‘Il Bel Paese’ from an autobiographical, 

and ultimately deeply personal, perspective. Moreover, by choosing to present herself as a mother 

rather than a common traveller, Mary Shelley offers an image of her own experience that is entirely 

in keeping with Victorian sensibilities. She seems to suggest to the reader that her participation in 

the journey is driven by the need to care for her son and to accompany his friends on their Grand 

Tour, rather than by an individual desire for leisure and evasion.  

However, a close reading of the text undermines Mary’s attempt to dissimulate her 

authority. As Rebecca Butler noted, ‘from the outset the personal is grafted onto the political, 

encouraging readers to interpret Shelley’s persona as the embodiment of Italia’15 in Rambles. By 

emphasising her personal status as a mother in the travelogue, Shelley not only ‘refashions the 

figure of the masculine, aristocratic cosmopolite along feminine, middle-class lines’16 but also 

succeeds in promoting the idea of Italian regeneration through maternal imagery. As this chapter 

will show, the female narrator parallels her own regenerative travel South with the birth of a free 

Italian nation throughout the text. This metaphorical reading of the travel experience enables Mary 

Shelley not only to negotiate greater female freedom within the Risorgimento mythology but also to 

 
12 When Mary Shelley sold the idea of Rambles in Germany and Italy to her editor, Edward Moxon, in 1844, she was 
eager to present her travelogue as autobiographical and “personal to [herself]”. Source: Bennet, Selected Letters of 
Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, p. 227.  
13 Shelley, Rambles, p. viii. 
14 Ivi, p. vii.  
15 Butler, Rebecca. 2021. Revisiting Italy: British Women Travel Writers and the Risorgimento (1844-61). New York and 
London: Routledge, p. 59.  
16 Ivi, p. 40.  
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go beyond commonplaces and half-truths to acquire a more mature vision of Italy and express her 

love of the Italian people in a truly cross-cultural spirit17.  

In the next paragraphs, I will address three of the most common tropes usually associated 

with Italy in the nineteenth century – Italy as Paradise; Italy as Tomb; Italy as Woman – to show 

that in Rambles, Mary Shelley often adopted an ambivalent attitude: on the one hand, she 

incorporated traditional representations of the South to satisfy the expectations of her readership; on 

the other, she manipulated the tropes and expanded their meanings to suit her needs of self-

representation. According to Elisabetta Marino, Mary Shelley’s writing of Italy can be interpreted 

as a response to her urgent need to redefine her identity as a woman and a writer.18 In this chapter, I 

argue that in Rambles, the actual journey enables her to tackle several agendas: her need to enhance 

her reputation (and efface her “fallen woman” status); her need for healing (possibly the early 

symptoms of a brain tumour, possibly migraines); her interest in memorialising the Italian life of the 

1820s and in contributing to the posthumous fame of the Shelley-Byron circle, as the last survivor 

of the group; and her sympathy for Italian Risorgimento.  

A thorough analysis of Mary Shelley’s travelogue indeed reveals that, unlike other British 

travellers of the Grand Tour who contemplated their surroundings without being truly touched, she 

was deeply affected by her experience of travelling. In Italy, she found a place for healing and 

atonement and completed a process of self-regeneration. To use her own words: ‘the sun of Italy 

has thawed the frozen stream – the cup of life again sparkles in the brim’19. The female South thus 

revealed itself as a transformative space where Mary Shelley managed to come to terms with her 

past and envision a future in which the relations both between people and between nations could be 

more sympathetic and ‘free […] from clinging, deadening prejudices’20.  

 

2.3.1 Italy as Paradise 

When Mary Shelley crossed the Alps in the summer of 1840, she felt like she was returning home. 

Italy was the country where she had lived with her husband Percy Bysshe Shelley between 1818 

and 1823, and spent her youth as a member of the illustrious Shelley-Byron circle. Besides, it was 

the place where most of her works had been written. Mary had long wished to return to ‘the country 

which memory painted as paradise’21, but various personal and professional reasons had kept her in 

Britain for almost seventeen years. Now that she was finally coming back, she could not restrain her 

 
17 Brayley, Andrew. 2005. “Mary Shelley and Italy”. In Cross-Cultural Encounters: Literary Perspectives. (eds.) 
Albertazzi, Silvia and Pelliconi, Claudia. Roma: Officina Edizioni, pp. 78-88, p. 86.  
18 Marino, Elisabetta. 2011. Mary Shelley e l’Italia: il viaggio, il Risorgimento, la questione femminile. Firenze: Le 
Lettere, p. 58.  
19 Shelley, Rambles, vol. 1, p. 94.  
20 Ivi, p. 158.  



 

143 

excitement: ‘Can it, indeed, be true, that I am about to revisit Italy? How many years have gone 

since I quitted that country!’22. The pretext for a new journey was provided by her son Percy 

Florence, in June 1840. He wished to spend his study holidays with some university friends on the 

shores of Lake Como and asked his mother to accompany them. The name of Italy itself exerted an 

irresistible lure on Mary Shelley and she seized the opportunity to re-visit the places which, more 

than twenty years before, had witnessed the most exciting and the most tragic moments in her life.  

For years, the idea of Italy and the memories of her past life provided an escape from the sad 

state of facts, and a distraction from her poor health. Despite being the place where the ‘mortal 

remains of those beloved’23 were buried, Mary Shelley never ceased being in love with the Italian 

peninsula, which remained her main source of inspiration and the setting for many of her novels and 

short stories. She longed so much to travel and return to her ‘Beloved Italy’, that she received her 

son’s invitation to tour the Continent as a way out of all her suffering.  

 

On the shores of France I shook the dust of accumulated cares from off me; I forgot 

disappointments, and banished sorrow; weariness of body replaced beneficially 

weariness of soul.24 
 

For her, going south meant not only releasing herself from the yoke of oppressive British social 

expectations but also moving to a more congenial climate and welcoming environment where she 

could enjoy greater freedom and autonomy. After a long period characterised mainly by financial 

difficulties and the need to support herself and Percy Florence’s education, this second Grand Tour 

finally provided Mary Shelley with an escape from daily necessities and an opportunity to show off 

her experience as a seasoned traveller. 

An example of the positive influence she envisioned in the change of scenery offered by the 

Continental journey is expressed in Rambles through recurring metaphorical references to insects. 

Early in the travelogue, as Shelley is traversing Germany on her way south, she uses the image of a 

fire-fly that can no longer light up to point at her physical and mental weariness. She writes: ‘We 

encountered a poor stray fire-fly on our road, flashing a pale sickly light: how it came there who can 

tell? It looked lost and out of place.’25 We can easily trace numerous connections between the 

narrator and the insect: the poor fire-fly is on the roadside and seems to have lost her way home. 

The adjective “stray” with its double meaning of being lost, without a guide, and wandering 

aimlessly, implicitly refers to the travelogue title, Rambles – that is walking without a specific 

 
21 Ivi, p. 3.  
22 Shelley, Rambles, vol. 1, p. 1.  
23 Ivi, p. 1.  
24 Ivi, p. 7.  
25 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 1, p. 22.  
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destination26. Moreover, just like Mary Shelley was afflicted by the tragedies that hit her family, the 

firefly seems to be hurt as she is ‘flashing a pale sickly light’. The author’s identification with 

insects is reinforced throughout the text by other occurrences. In one of these, the firefly is replaced 

by a grasshopper but the juxtaposition effect between the author and the animal is the same: 

 

When I returned from Rebenau a week or two ago, I found a grasshopper nestled in 

my muslin dress, and thoughtlessly I shook it off, out of window. That night the act 

weighted on my conscience. It was a stroke of adversity for the insect to be 

transported from the fresh grass and cool streamlets of wooded Rebenau, and cast 

out to die in the arid, herbless market-place of a big town. […] However, pining as 

I am, to repose “in close cover, by some brook”, thirsting to betake myself to some 

“wide-watered shore”, I hope to be even kinder to myself than to my victim, and in 

a few more days to be far, far from the dusty Alt Markt, amid more congenial 

scenes.27 

 

In this case, too, the insect appears as a “victim” of fate. The narrator remarks that a ‘stroke of 

adversity’ caused the grasshopper to become entangled in her dress and find itself far from home in 

a place unsuitable for life. The insect is disoriented, having been forced to leave ‘the fresh grass and 

cool streamlets of wooded Rebenau’ for ‘the arid, herbless market-place of a big town’. In the same 

way, the narrator struggles in her present situation and longs to find herself ‘amid more congenial 

scenes’. Mary Shelley seems to imply that her life would easily get better ‘in close covert, by some 

brook’ or at ‘some wide-watered shore’. Is she referring here to the waters of some Italian place? 

Lake Como, perhaps, or the coasts of the Mediterranean? It would be logical to think so since Italy 

is often associated with water imagery and a congenial climate in Rambles. Another quote seems to 

confirm this hypothesis: ‘We find here a few fire-flies: like the unfortunate Italian exiles, they 

gleam with subdued brightness in an ungenial clime, and one wonders how they can endure so 

northern a temperature’28. By contrast, travelling towards the warm, southern temperatures triggers 

a metamorphosis that leads Shelley to abandon the image of the ‘poor stray fire-fly’ and identify 

with a bee, happily engaged in the search for honey.  

 

[...] much of the honey of delightful recollections have I, by their means, brought 

back to my hive.29  

 

[...] to fly abroad from the hive, like the bee, and return laden with the sweets of 

travel.30  

 

 
26 Ożarska, Magdalena. 2012. ‘Mary Shelley’s Rambles in Germany and Italy in 1840, 1842 and 1843 as a Digressional 
Specimen of the Italian Tour Sub-Genre’, Annuals of Arts 60, No. 5, pp. 263-277, p. 266.  
27 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 1, p. 257.  
28 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 1, p. 187.  
29 Ivi, p. 5.  
30 Ivi, p. 158.  
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These examples reveal that Mary Shelley had great faith that the ‘sweets of travel’ would function 

as a balm for her suffering mind and body, and that, thanks to her Italian tour, she would regain full 

health and the zest for life.    

In Rambles, the sense of liberation and rebirth related to travelling becomes particularly 

manifest when she describes the crossing of the Alps. For all northern travellers who did not 

embark from Marseille or Nice, the Simplon Pass and the Mont Cenis were the only way to access 

the Peninsula. Therefore, symbolically the mountain range of the Alps represented the ultimate 

border between the cold, rigid, industrious North and the warm, sensuous, bucolic South. Mary 

Shelley’s description of this passage clearly shows that these mountains, as well as being a 

geographical barrier, signalled for her and her travelling companions a threshold between an earlier 

and a later stage of life. 

 

We left the abrupt, gloomy, sublime north, and gently dropped down to truly Italian 

scenes.31 

 

All Italian travellers know what it is, after toiling up the bleak, bare, northern, 

Swiss side of an Alp, to descend towards ever-vernal Italy. The rhododendron, in 

thick bushes, in full bloom, first adorned the mountain sides; then, pine forests; 

then, chestnut groves; the mountain was cleft into woody ravines; the waterfalls 

scattered their spray and their gracious melody; flowery and green, and clothed in 

radiance, and gifted with plenty, Italy opened upon us.32       
 

To describe her arrival in Italy, Mary Shelley adhered to the canonical expressions of the sublime 

and the picturesque. Her focus on the three primary natural elements (trees, grass, and water) and 

the presence of typical adjectives like ‘ever-vernal’, ‘flowery’ and ‘gifted’ demonstrate a profound 

knowledge of the topos of Italy as locus amoenus. Traditional representations of the ‘Bel paese’ 

depicted Italy as an idealised place of safety and comfort, a remote spot untouched by the Industrial 

Revolution; a beautiful, shady lawn where human beings could lead a rural life sheltered from all 

evils and in perfect harmony with nature. In Rambles, Shelley occasionally clings to the canon as 

she assimilates Italy to a sort of Eden where ‘the benignant nature of the climate, and the 

abstemious habits of the Italians prevent the poor form suffering want’33. The depiction of Italy as a 

place where nature is generous and abundant is indeed very similar to the one we have discussed 

earlier in Valperga and to the one she presented in her ‘Review of the English in Italy’, in which she 

contrasted southern abundance and luxuriance with the perceived scarcity of British soil: 

 

 
31 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 2, p. 72.  
32 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 1, p. 60.  
33 Ivi, Vol. 2, p. 184-5. 
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It is this endless fertility that makes Italy a paradise, and affords never-ending 

variety of object to the residents. With us nature is parsimonious, if not frugal; her 

very magnificence is that of a well-regulated mansion, where, though great show is 

made, there is no waste. In Italy she superabounds, and, like a prodigal, casts 

immense treasures to the winds.34 

 

However, the metaphorical representation of Italy as Paradise in Rambles is not limited to an 

aesthetic rendering of the landscape or a literary device to address social issues. For Mary Shelley, 

the symbolic association Italy = Paradise acquires a strong autobiographical meaning as she 

gradually comes to identify the country with her own private safe place: ‘my country, my hope, my 

heaven!’35. 

 A great example in this regard is her recourse to metaphorical images from Dante’s Divina 

Commedia. In a recent article that underlines the influence of the great poet on the writing of 

Rambles, Antonella Braida stated that in Mary Shelley’s travelogue, ‘Dante’s mystical journey is 

replaced by a physical and spiritual journey through modern Italy, now turned into a personal land 

of the dead’36. Just as Dante sets out on a journey towards salvation across hell, purgatory and 

eventually heaven; in the same way Mary Shelley envisions her journey to Italy as a way for her 

physical, emotional and spiritual healing. Intertextuality and allusions to the Inferno, Purgatorio 

and Paradiso underlie the narrative structure of the travelogue. Indeed, the very incipit begins with 

a quotation from Paradiso, Canto 23:  

 

Non è poleggio da picciola barca 

Quel, che fendendo va l’ardita prora 

Né da nocchier, ch’a se medesmo parca.37 

 

Mary adapts Dante’s admission of inadequacy in recounting his ultimate mystical encounter to 

encompass her own narrative of a travelogue that combines physical exploration with a spiritual 

dimension. At the beginning of Rambles, the narrator explains that while descending into Germany, 

she had to pass through the so-called Höllenthal, or Valley of Hell, and the Dark Forest – a close 

reference to the dark wood of sin where Dante gets lost at the start of his journey. By contrast, 

Shelley’s description of her arrival in Italy echoes Dante’s vision of God in Paradiso:  

 

 
34 Shelley, Mary. 1826. ‘Review of “The English in Italy”’. Westminster Review, VI, pp. 325-41. 
35 Quoted in Sampson, p. 245.  
36 Braida, Antonella. 2020. “Mary Shelley in Italy: Reading Dante and the Creation of an Anglo-Italian Identity.” 
L’analisi linguistica e letteraria, Vita e Pensiero – Pubblicazioni dell’Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, Vol. 17, No. 3, 
pp. 107-118, p. 117.   
37 Dante, Paradiso, Canto 23 (ll. 67-69).  
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Italy opened upon us. Thus, – and be not shocked at the illustration, for it is all 

God’s creation, – after the dreary old age and sickening pass of death, does the 

saint open his eyes on Paradise.38  

 

It seems to me as if I had never before visited Italy – as if now, for the first time, 

the charm of the country was revealed to me. At every moment the senses, lapped 

in delight, whisper – this is Paradise.39  

 

I never saw till I came here, … that this is beauty; that here, God has let fall upon 

earth the mantle of glory which otherwise is gathered up among the angels!40  

 

These examples not only reveal a deep identification with Dante’s exploration of the afterlife but 

also show that Mary Shelley understood her journey south in terms of La Divina Commedia, 

namely as a redeeming path that could lead her from darkness to light, from illness to health and 

from desolation to peace. It could, therefore, be argued that Mary Shelley presents an original and 

nuanced perspective on the trope of Italy as paradise in her travelogue. While Italy has historically 

been idealised as a land of beauty, art, and cultural richness, Shelley’s writings offer a more 

complex and introspective interpretation to encompass her own personal experiences and emotions, 

which are typically feminine. Having experienced personal loss and tragedy, she brings a sense of 

introspection and melancholy to her portrayal of the country, revealing that the road to paradise 

inevitably passes through places of death. This introspective and autobiographical lens adds depth 

and complexity to the traditional understanding of Italy as a paradise, highlighting the coexistence 

of joy and sorrow, beauty and pain. 

 

2.3.2 Italy as Tomb  

As we previously noticed, throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Italy was perceived 

as a collective sepulchre in the minds of many Europeans. The country was seen as a repository of 

the past, a place where the remnants and echoes of great civilisations and figures from history 

resided. The ruins of ancient Roman cities, the grandeur of Renaissance art and architecture, and the 

tombs of celebrated individuals all contributed to this perception of Italy as a land of death. The 

trope of Italy as a museum/mausoleum can be traced in many of Mary Shelley’s early works. The 

most significant example is surely the ending of the novel The Last Man, in which Lionel Verney, 

at that point the last survivor of humanity extinguished by a plague, arrives in Rome. The eternal 

city with its glorious but inanimate monuments ‘becomes by extension the symbol of extinction of 

the human race and a symbol of infinite solitude’41. As Lionel wanders alone through the 

 
38 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. I, p. 60.  
39 Ivi, Vol. 2, p. 262.  
40 Ivi, Vol. 2, p. 270.  
41 Brayley, “Mary Shelley and Italy”, p. 84.  
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magnificent streets, he realises that paradoxically the city is full of life: animals roam freely, plants 

sprout from the ruins and water still flushes from the fountains, but Man’s voice is silent. He 

laments:  

 

I was alone in the Forum; alone in Rome; alone in the world. Would not one living 

man – one companion in my weary solitude, be worth all the glory and 

remembered power of this time-honoured city?42 

 

Lionel’s desperation seems to echo that of the writer herself, whose life was blighted by many 

mournful events, which are partially evoked in the novel. All the tragedies she endured in Italy had 

a traumatic effect on Mary Shelley, contributing to her vision of the country as a tomb. However, 

her love for Italy survived them and, in 1823, it was with a heavy heart that she left the land which 

treasured the remains of her husband and children.    

 

Italy – dear Italy – murdress of those I love and of all my happiness – One word of 

your soft language coming unawares upon me has drowned me in bitterest tears – 

When shall I hear it again spoken? When see your sky your trees your streams.43  
 

 

This diary entry, written on the 14th of May 1824, the same day that she received the news of 

Byron’s death, reveals Mary Shelley’s fundamentally ambivalent feelings towards Italy. 

Throughout her adult life, her attitude towards the country will indeed oscillate between Italomania 

and Italofobia. Rambles in Germany and Italy is no exception. In her travelogue, Mary Shelley does 

not simply incorporate the traditional idea of Italy as a mausoleum but elaborates on the 

metaphorical association Italy = tomb with original results. Indeed, whereas many of her 

contemporaries were keen on visiting cities such as Rome, Florence or Venice at the discovery of 

Italian history and ruins, she prefers to embark on a journey in her own private past.   

Taking into consideration Manfred Pfister’s statement that ‘travelling is always a travelling 

in traces, is always the pursuit of traces to be followed and read, and that the reading of these traces 

is more of an adventure than the travelling itself’44, it is easy to recognise in Rambles in Germany 

and Italy, the author’s attempt at evoking and reinvigorating the past by re-treading her own feet. 

Mary Shelley – now a 46-year-old widow and successful writer – takes the chance to revisit the 

places of her youth to exorcise the memories of her loved ones and come to terms with her past. In 

the text, this curative process – which spans the whole travelogue – centres on the trope of the 

 
42 Shelley, Mary. 2004 [1826]. The Last Man. Ware: Wordsworth Editions, p. 369.  
43 Quoted in Brayley, p. 83.  
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pilgrimage. In religious practices, pilgrims have traditionally sought physical healing and 

redemption by visiting sacred places like Lourdes and Santiago de Compostela or through the 

adoration of a saint’s bones or other relics. In Rambles, Mary Shelley sets out, like a real pilgrim, to 

visit the ‘mortal remains of those beloved’45 in search of healing and atonement. Accordingly, her 

primary destination in Rome is the so-called Protestant cemetery where John Keats, Percy Bysshe 

Shelley and her beloved “Will-mouse” are buried: 

 

What are the pleasures that I enjoy at Rome?’ you ask . . . Besides all that Rome 

itself affords of delightful to the eye and imagination, I revisit it as the bourne of a 

pious pilgrimage. The treasures of my youth lie buried there … There is one view 

from the Coliseum that I am never tired of contemplating. Ascending to the second 

range of arches, and looking from the verge towards the tomb of Cestius . . . which 

gleaming at a distance, is a resting-place for the eye.46 

 

This extract shows that Mary Shelley was not searching for traces of the classics in Rome but 

something more personally valuable. The symbolic image of Italy as a collective tomb is substituted 

in her travelogue by the real spot near the Pyramid of Cestius, where the ‘treasures of [her] youth’ 

rest in peace. However, the reinterpretation of the metaphor Italy = tomb is not limited to her visit 

to Rome. The whole travelogue can be read as the story of her pilgrimage to the places of memory 

in search of peace. Another instance is when she recognises the street along the banks of the Brenta 

as the one she had hurriedly crossed in 1818 when she had struggled to save her daughter Clara 

Everina by taking her to Byron’s doctor in Venice.  

 

Many a scene, which I have since visited and admired, has faded in my mind, as a 

painting in the Diorama melts away, and another struggles into the changing 

canvass; but this road was as distinct in my mind as if traversed yesterday . . . 

Death hovered over the scene. Gathered into myself, with my “mind’s eye” I saw 

those before me long departed; and I was agitated again by emotions – by passions 

– and those the deepest a woman’s heart can harbour – a dread to see her child 

even at that instant expire – which then occupied me.’47  

    

Mary’s grief and her insistence on bereavement practices respond in a certain way to a typically-

nineteenth-century hyperbole for mourning48 so that it becomes difficult to separate personal 

experience from social expectation. Yet, it may be safely argued that, through these episodes, she 

 
44 Cooke, Simon. 2009. “Cultural Memory on the Move in Contemporary Travel Writing: W. G. Sebald’s The Rings of 
Saturn”, In Erll, Astrid and Nünning Ansgar ed. Mediation, Remediation, and the Dynamics of Cultural Memory, Berlin: 
Walter De Gruyter, p. 20.  
45 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 1, p. 1-2. 
46 Ivi, Vol. 2, p. 225-226.  
47 Mary Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 2, p. 78. 
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was trying to create a new version of herself and of her story with Percy Shelley, to enhance her 

respectability and suppress some autobiographical elements which would have shocked the 

Victorian public: their love flight to Italy, which led to Shelley’s desertion of his first wife and her 

suicide; the unconventional lifestyle of the Shelley-Byron group which included practices of free 

love; Percy’s multiple infidelities. By contrast, in the travelogue, Mary crafts a narrative persona 

that stresses her role as a faithful widow and devoted mother, and substitutes the real-life, unfaithful 

husband – who hurt her so much in their last months together – with ‘an idealised version of the 

poet as a soul mate, ‘to whom I could unveil myself, and who could understand me!’49 This 

manipulation derives from Mary Shelley’s impulse to hide the Shelley family’s dirty laundry and to 

cleanse her portion of it, but also to protect her son, who appears in Rambles as ‘a young 

Cantabrigian, entering upon adulthood among the English gentry’50. 

 Furthermore, scholars have noted that Mary Shelley needed to expiate what appears to be 

“survivor guilt”51, a term which came into use in the 1950s and 1960s to define the continued 

suffering of Holocaust victims, who entailed feelings of self-guilt and worthlessness, sparking from 

the remorse of surviving a traumatic event, while others died. As previously stated, for years, Mary 

Shelley was traumatised by the loss of her family and by the fact that, except for her step-sister 

Claire, she was the sole survivor of the Shelley-Byron group. This is evident when she describes her 

return to Villa Diodati – the place where she, Percy Shelley and Byron sojourned in the summer of 

1816:  

 

There were the terraces, the vineyards, the upward path threading them, the little 

port where our boat lay moored; I could mark and recognise a thousand slight 

peculiarities, familiar objects then – forgotten since – now replete with 

recollections and associations. Was I the same person who had lived there, the 

companion of the dead? For all were gone.52 
 

Just like the main character in her apocalyptic novel, Mary Shelley is left alone to confront her past. 

Because her former self also died with her beloved, she feels as though ‘all my life since was but an 

unreal phantasmagoria’53, while memory makes her a “companion of the dead”. Once again, the 

activity of writing offers her some relief because, through Rambles, Mary can make sense of events 

and find a purpose in the memorialisation of experiences. In other words, for Mary Shelley, 

 
48 Victorian people shared a fascination for death and mourning practices. A good example is provided by Queen 
Victoria who, widowed in 1861, spent more than 50 years mourning the death of her beloved Albert and turned her 
personal suffering into a public affair.  
49 Quoted in Sampson, p. 223.  
50 Moskal, Jeanne. 2003. “Travel Writing”. In The Cambridge Companion to Mary Shelley. (ed.) Esther Schor. 
Cambridge: CUP, 2003, pp. pp. 242 – 258, p. 251. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 1, p. 139-140.  
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remembering became a way of contributing, as the last survivor, to the posthumous fame of the 

writers of the Shelley-Byron circle and of reaffirming her identity as a full member of this group of 

Anglo-Italian intellectuals that she defined as “elected” – ‘as having made a part of the Elect’54. 

Another opportunity to expiate her sense of guilt is offered when her son purchases a small, 

unsafe-looking boat at Lake Como and she has to confront her worst fears, sparking from the 

memory of Shelley’s drowning. At first, it seems she will not be able to sustain the pain of her 

recollections, and exclaims: ‘I can bring no help, except constant watchfulness . . . I endeavour, in 

vain, to cast aside the fears which are its offspring; they haunt me perpetually, and make too large 

and too sad a portion of my daily life’55. Later, however, she manages to come to terms with her 

husband’s death, dispelling her self-accusations, related to survivor guilt, cowardice, and 

selfishness:  

 

This evening I had the pleasure of finding that I had become not quite a coward, 

and that I feared for P – more than for myself. I crossed the lake with Mr. - ; the 

wind rose, and our little sail was hoisted; but the waves rose with the wind, and our 

craft is so small that a little breeze seems much. However, I had been scolded, and 

had scolded myself for my timidity, and would not now display even prudence, but 

went on; and though twenty times I was on the point of proposing to return, I did 

not.56 

 

By re-experiencing Shelley’s death, Mary Shelley succeeds in exorcising this painful recollection 

and getting rid of her fears and feelings of guilt. The force of this expiation emerges in a started 

moment of enlightenment a couple of pages later in Rambles: 

 
This evening my friends are gone to Como, and I sat on my favourite seat, listening 

to the ripplet of the calm lake splashing at my feet . . . My heart was elevated, 

purified, subdued . . . It has seemed to me – and on such an evening, I have felt it, - 

that this world . . . is peopled also in its spiritual life by myriads of loving spirits; 

from whom, unawares, we catch impressions . . . whether the beloved dead make a 

portion of this holy company, I dare not guess; but that such exists, I feel.57    

  

‘Purified’ of her sense of guilt and having learnt how to come to terms with her past, Mary imagines 

that ‘the beloved dead’ reciprocate her affection and participate in her life as ‘myriads of loving 

spirits’. The sense of their presence dispels, even if just momentarily, the sense of unrelieved 

mourning which features in Rambles. Unsurprisingly, this moment of enlightenment occurs by 

water – the element of purification par excellence. Later in the book, she experiences a similar 

 
53 Ivi, p. 140 
54 Quoted in Schoina, Maria. 2016. Romantic Anglo-Italians: Configurations of Identity in Byron, The Shelleys, and the 
Pisan Circle, London: Routledge, p. 76.  
55 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 1, p. 74.  
56 Ivi, p. 85.  
57 Shelley, Rambles, Vol 1, p. 93-94.  
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moment of bliss near Amalfi, where the ‘inland murmur’ of a torrent ‘imparts a quick and living 

enjoyment akin to the transports of love and the ecstacy of music – it touches a chord whose 

vibration is happiness’58. Italian lakes and streams succeed where the thermal baths of Germany 

have failed, in healing Mary’s body and spirit from painful recollections. Shelley’s pilgrimage 

comes to an end when she can substitute the metaphorical association Italy = tomb with the image 

of running water, which implicitly refers both to the rite of baptism and to Percy’s epitaph from The 

Tempest: 

 
Nothing of him that doth fade, 

But doth suffer a sea-change 

Into something rich and strange.59 

 

 
2.3.3 Italy as Woman and the trope of motherhood  

In the nineteenth century, the British readership generally felt great contempt for the state of Italy 

and its people. Travel narratives by Grand Tourists were filled with ‘contemptuous censures of the 

effeminacy of the Italians – diatribes against the vice and cowardice of the nobles – sneers at the 

courtly verses of the poets’60. As Shelley notes, using the term “effeminacy”, the British habitually 

associated the Italian political subjugation to foreign countries with the allegorical image of a 

beautiful woman in chains, a trope which played a central role in the mythologisation of Italian 

nationalism and ‘subtly eroticize[d] power relations between the imperial British and the subject 

Italians’61. This section shows that, in contrast with this tradition, Mary Shelley in Rambles offers a 

proto-feminist interpretation of Italia that sees a potential for emancipation in its femininity, 

prophesising a future of rebirth and liberation for the country and its inhabitants. In the travelogue, 

the narrator gradually frees Italy from limiting definitions of womanhood, such as those of the 

fallen woman or abandoned bride, and identifies the figure of the mother as the symbol of the 

Italian Risorgimento.  

A close analysis of the text indeed reveals that Mary Shelley never indulges in the pathetic 

spectacle of a subdued female figure to represent the Italian nation, because she does not wish to 

arouse sterile pity in her audience. On the contrary, while she lucidly exposes the evils that afflict 

the country in the 1840s, she also identifies possible solutions. The Peninsula, she claims, is 

perfectly capable of emerging from its current state of decadence without any help from outside: 

‘Italy possesses in her own bosom the germs of regeneration, which, in spite of their late overthrow, 

 
58 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 2, p. 287.  
59 Tempest (Act I, Scene 2, vv. 477-479) 
60 Shelley, Rambles, p. x.  
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will in the end give birth to their emancipation.’62. Although this quote comes from Shelley’s 

Review of ‘The English in Italy’, it may as well be applied to Rambles. What it demonstrates is that 

Shelley’s portrayal of ‘“fair mother” Italy marks a departure from allegorical representations which 

depict Italia as a subjugated female who is reliant on a male outsider for her rescue’63 and 

inaugurates an aesthetics that contributes to a political-nationalist ideology, emphasising Italy’s 

innate capacity for independence. Particularly significant is also the dense network of relationships 

between Shelley’s autobiographical journey in Rambles and the emergence of the Italian nation, an 

issue that has been largely overlooked in existing scholarship, which has tended to treat the two 

aspects separately.  

In the Preface to Rambles in Germany and Italy in 1840, 1842, and 1843, Mary Shelley 

explains the originality of her epistolary travelogue: ‘it was otherwise as regarded the people, 

especially in a political point of view; and in treating them my scope grew more serious.’64. From 

the outset, then, she expresses her favourable opinion of the Italian people, by indirectly stating her 

familiarity with Italians, as well as her emotional attachment to them. Therefore, Mary Shelley 

proceeds in her travelogue to redeem the country from charges of ‘superstition, luxury, servility, 

indolence, violence, vice’65 and list the good qualities of its inhabitants, regardless of their class:  

 

I believe that no one can mingle much with the Italians without becoming attached 

to them. Their faults injure each other; their good qualities make them agreeable to 

strangers. Their courtesy, their simplicity of manner, their evident desire to serve, 

their rare and exceeding intelligence, given to the better specimens among the 

higher classes, and to many among the lower, a charm all their own.66  
 

 

Thus, the novelty of Rambles lies in the fact that it aims to showcase the Italian people in a positive 

light, unlike the Italian travelogues written by her compatriots, which often highlighted their 

negative and weaker traits. Mary Shelley chooses to redeem the image of Italians in the eyes of 

British travellers, despite the prejudices held by the majority of them. However, she acknowledges 

that this is not an easy task. Indeed, she underlines: ‘I could only sketch facts, guess at causes, hope 

for results. I have said little, therefore; but what I have said, I believe that I may safely declare, may 

be depended upon.’67. While the first statement conveys a real uncertainty about what would happen 

to the country in the years to come, and at the same time, a lively hope for the cause of the 

 
61 Schor, Esther H. 1993. “Mary Shelley in Transit”. In The Other Mary Shelley, beyond Frankenstein. Edited by Fisch, 
Audrey A.; Mellor, Anne K.; Schor, Esther H. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 235-257, p. 246.  
62 Shelley, Mary. 1826. ‘Review of “The English in Italy”’. Westminster Review, VI, pp. 325-41, p. 331.  
63 Butler, Revisiting Italy, p. 56.  
64 Shelley, Rambles, p. viii.  
65 Ivi, p. x.  
66 Shelley, Rambles, p. viii.  
67 Ivi, p. ix.  
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Risorgimento, in the last part of the sentence, the author confirms that she is a reliable source of 

information about the state of Italy and its inhabitants. This knowledge comes not only from Mary 

Shelley’s recent stay in the country during her travels in the early 1840s, but also from her life there 

between 1818 and 1823, even though ‘Italy is, indeed, much changed’68 since then. On both 

occasions, Shelley ‘mingled’ with Italians and learnt their language and customs, so she feels able 

to provide her readers with a faithful account of their ‘real character’69.   

Taking advantage of her position in-between the two cultures, she offers to act as a bridge 

between Italy and England. However, her defence of ‘the most illustrious and the most unfortunate 

[country] in the world’70 is, at times, so heartfelt that her celebration of the Italian culture may be 

read as a coded critique of British society through the Italian looking glass. A few pages later, Mary 

Shelley criticises her fellow travellers for applying double standards when visiting a foreign 

country: ‘When we visit Italy, we become what the Italians were censured for being, - enjoyers of 

the beauties of nature, the elegance of art, the delights of the climate, the recollections of the past, 

and the pleasures of society, without a thought beyond’71. She had already expressed a similar 

thought in ‘The English in Italy’, in which she rebuked those Grand tourists who experienced the 

journey superficially, seeking confirmation of their preconceptions rather than a genuine encounter 

with the Other:  

Generally speaking, our countrymen see only the surface of the country […] they 

are conoisseurs in paintings, and frequenters of drawing-rooms; but the inferior 

classes of their fellow beings possesses no interest for them: and yet it is in the 

country of Italy that you see most of the true Italian character.72 

 

It can thus be argued that Mary Shelley presents the opposition between “us” (the British) and 

“them” (the Italians) in a sort of neutral and softened manner in Rambles73. Although she recognises 

that ethnotypes develop according to an opposition, she is nevertheless willing to stress similarities 

between cultures instead of differences.  

 

Englishmen, in particular, ought to sympathise in their [the Italians’] struggles; for 

the aspiration for free institutions all over the world has its source in England. Our 

example first taught the French nobility to seek to raise themselves from courtiers 

into legislators. The American war of independence, it is true, quickened this 

 
68 Ivi, p. x.  
69 Ivi, p. viii-ix.  
70 Ivi, p. xvi. 
71 Ibid.  
72 Shelley, ‘The English in Italy’, p. 333.  
73 Guerra, Fiorella. 2022. Mary Shelley’s Rambles in Germany and Italy in 1840, 1842, and 1843 in the Light of Samuel 
Rogers’s Italy, A Poem, and Previous Women’s Travelogues (MA Thesis, unpublished). Venezia: Università Ca’ Foscari, 
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impulse, by showing the way to a successful resistance to the undue exercise of 

authority; but the seed was all sown by us.74  
 

In her invitation to the English to “sympathise” with the Italians and not pity them, Shelley urges 

her fellow citizens to renounce their sense of superiority and regard other nations as equals. Schor 

has indeed noted that in Rambles, not only does Mary Shelley reveal the ethnic bias implicit in 

British stereotypes of the Italians, but also denounces the ethos of northern superiority as utterly 

wrong.75 In her words, ‘Shelley unmasks this disdain as part of the entrenched, tyrannical system of 

political and economic exploitation’76. This perhaps explains why the author insists that the faults 

and vices of the Italians are not innate, but rather the direct result of their political oppression and 

lack of education: 

 

The more I see the inhabitants of this country, the more I feel convinced that they 

are highly gifted with intellectual powers, and possess all the elements of greatness. 

They are made to be a free, active, inquiring people . . . yet, without freedom how 

can they? . . . their faults are many – the faults of the oppressed – the love of 

pleasure, disregard of truth, indolence, and violence of temper. But their falsehood 

is on the surface – it is not deceit. Under free institutions, and where the 

acquirement of knowledge is not as now a mark inviting oppression and wrong, 

their love of pleasure were readily ennobled into intellectual activity77.  
 

In this passage, Shelley draws a parallel between the condition of subjugation of Woman in the 

nineteenth century and the state of the Italians. She suggests that Italy’s lack of freedom is the main 

cause of its evils and that things will improve only when the country achieves its political 

independence and when neighbouring countries cease treating “her” as inferior. For this reason, 

Mary Shelley rejects the portrayal of Italy as a victim in her travelogue and instead focuses on the 

energy and potential for resurrection she sees in the Italian people:  

 

They are a noble race of men – a beautiful race of women; the time must come 

when again they will take a high place among nations. Their habits, fostered by 

their governments, alone are degraded and degrading; alter these, and the country 

of Dante and Michael Angelo and Raphael still exists.78 

 

While her defence of Italy and Italians is explicit in the first volume, it becomes increasingly 

allegorical in the second, ultimately converging with the author’s path of regeneration. Jeanne 

Moskal argues that:  

 

 
74 Shelley, Rambles, p. xi.  
75 Schor, “Mary Shelley in Transit”, p. 249. 
76 Ibid.  
77 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 1, pp. 86-87. 
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Rambles comes to terms not only with Mary Shelley’s personal losses, but also 

with the political losses she shared with a generation of English liberals, […] by 

proposing for them a more limited scope (and a more distant one) by directing 

attention to the nascent nationalist movement in Italy. She speaks for the 

Risorgimento (“resurgence”), Italy’s nationalist movement, and defends the 

rebellious Carbonari who took their name from the charcoal-pits where they 

secretly convened.79 

 

As already pointed out, Shelley’s travel narrative, albeit containing political undertones, is mainly 

personal in focus. The author, indeed, exploits the hybridity of travel writing and ‘plots multiple 

journey motifs simultaneously along the same trajectory such that they intersect and complement 

each other’80. According to this framework, Rebecca Butler notes, ‘the trope of motherhood in 

Rambles enables political as well as personal transformation’81. As a matter of fact, the 

psychological journey of rebirth experienced by the female self in the travelogue – a journey that 

leads to the subtle redefinition of the author’s identity from Shelley’s widow to Percy Florence’s 

mother, symbolically alludes to the re-birth of the Italian nation. For Mary Shelley, and also for 

EBB, as we shall see later, the trope of motherhood becomes a way of transforming a narrative of 

suffering into one of agency82. By focusing on her son, the author of Rambles is indeed able to 

dispel deadly associations with the country and realise that her life is indeed ‘brightening into a 

better day’83.  

Maternal figures play a significant role in Mary Shelley’s path to redemption in the 

travelogue. Through her encounters (real or imagined) with these women, who are both ordinary 

and otherworldly, the author renegotiates her identity and redefines her travelling persona. The first 

group includes, for example, Signora Peppina, who runs the Albergo Grande on Lake Como. She is 

‘hard-working, good-humoured, and endowed with all the innate courtesy which forms, together 

with their simplicity of manner, the charm of the Italians.’84. In short, a positive figure of active and 

committed femininity, whose influence is not limited to the domestic sphere. Another motherly 

figure is the unknown Contadina, whom Mary Shelley meets during her tour of Capri, where she 

serves as her guide. The narrator describes her appearance in considerable detail, ‘a beauty at once 

full of dignity and expression’85, before recounting the woman’s circumstances: ‘My Juno-looking 

guide had had four children: one only survived. Poor little fellow! He ran beside his mother; and she 

 
78 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 1, p. 87.  
79 Moskal, “Travel Writing”, p. 247.  
80 Butler, Revisiting Italy, p. 44.  
81 Ivi, p. 40.  
82 Ivi, p. 48.  
83 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 1, p. 2.  
84 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 1, p. 68.  
85 Ivi, Vol. 2, p. 269.  
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looked on him with anxious fondness, for his complexion and figure all spoke disease.’86. Only 

apparently does the narrator adopt an attitude of pity towards this “poor woman”. In reality, 

highlighting her strong moral fibre and resilience to the difficulties of life (‘[she] had nothing 

morose – scarcely anything plaintive – about her’87), Shelley associates the contadina not simply 

with weakness and innocence but with empowerment, turning her into the symbol of Italian 

resistance.  

The second group, instead, comprises a large number of iconographical references to the 

Virgin Mary in Rambles, including Raphael’s Sistine Madonna (1513-14) and Titian’s Assumption 

of the Virgin (1516-18), which according to Moskal, lead to Shelley’s self-identification with the 

Madonna88. Upon visiting Italian galleries and encountering these pictorial representations, the 

narrator prioritises emotional appeal over technical craftmanship: ‘[N]o criticism can check the 

solemn impression [they inspire]. The Madonna is not the lowly wife of Joseph the Carpenter: she 

is the Queen of Heaven’89. The primary appeal of the Virgin Mary for Shelley is arguably not her 

position as ‘lowly wife’ but as Madre Regina, her maternity granting her a wider area of influence 

and empowerment. According to Butler, ‘Shelley’s persistent focus on artistic renderings of the 

Virgin Mary in Rambles should also be read in this vein, her persona’s trajectory from widowhood 

to motherhood providing a metaphor for the political geography of Italy’90.  

 It is, therefore, no coincidence that towards the end of the travelogue, Italy itself is identified 

as the narrator’s true mother country or Matria, according to Gilbert’s definition. While Mary 

Shelley reluctantly accepted to return to England in 1844 to please her son, who would not be 

persuaded to settle in the Peninsula, her narrative persona chooses to remain in Italy. In Rambles, 

the author disrupts the convention of ending travel books with the account of the voyage home and 

concludes with ‘a sort of homecoming but reconfigured’91. Travelling back from Castellammare to 

her hotel in Sorrento, Mary Shelley describes how ‘we gladly hailed our return to a familiar scene, 

and welcomed various glimpses of views which we looked on as peculiarly our own’, before adding 

that ‘the [Grand Hotel] Cocumella has become a home’92. The Gulf of Naples, where the journey 

ends, seems to enfold the narrator in a symbolic embrace, turning into a sort of welcoming womb in 

which the writer chooses to stay to complete her journey of personal regeneration. The feminine 

 
86 Ivi, Vol. 2, p. 271.  
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89 Shelley, Rambles, Vol. 1, p. 236.  
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Nature of the South ultimately reveals to her as the benevolent mother she has been searching for 

ever since she crossed the Alps: ‘there [on the Alps], nature is sublime, but she shows the power 

and will to harm; here, she is gracious as well as glorious; she is our friend, or rather our exalted 

and munificent queen and benefactress’93.  

No wonder, then, that she manifests her wish to go even further with her exploration, 

beyond Calabria, at the time the last frontier for Grand Tourists visiting Italy. The Meridione, 

considered either as the most fragile part of an already weak Italy or as a dangerous terra incognita 

where only brigands and Carbonari dared to dwell, is transformed by Mary Shelley in Rambles into 

the beating heart from which an unstoppable process of national regeneration emanates.94 

Expressing her desire to visit the most famous places of ancient Magna Graecia (‘the mother of 

many philosophers’95) and enjoy the beauty of Sicily, where Euthanasia’s boat was also bound (but 

never reached), the narrator comments as follows: ‘if I were a man, I know of no enterprise that 

would please my imagination more than seeking, in this district, for the traces of lost wealth, 

science and civilisation’96. In the bitter aftertaste of this statement, acknowledging that some 

territories, real and metaphorical, are still closed to women, one should not read an act of 

renunciation or resignation.97 As Elisabetta Marino suggests, Mary Shelley’s words should not be 

read as Corinne’s last song, marking the failure of her aspirations and her farewell to the world, but 

rather as a prophecy.98 The ending of Rambles invites readers to hope for a future of Italy and 

Europe founded on principles of peace, equality and regeneration, which – the author claims – have 

their source in a maternal South that needs to be recovered.   
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CHAPTER 3 

ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING  
 

 

It is not infrequent that the private life of a writer or artist takes over their work to the point of 

almost wholly eclipsing it. Some biographies are so full of unusual events and twists that they can 

galvanise the public’s attention like the most adventurous novel, movie, or TV series. In many 

ways, this is precisely what happened to Mary Shelley, but even more so to Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning, whose figure, as Marjorie Stone points out, ‘is difficult to approach [...] because she is a 

legend.’1. EBB – as she signed herself and as researchers mainly appoint her – was one of the most 

influential figures in the mid-nineteenth-century literary scene. Acknowledged as Britain’s greatest 

woman poet in her lifetime, she was acclaimed in Europe and America for changing the direction of 

English-language poetry and bringing attention to topics of public importance such as the causes of 

working-class children, the abolition of slavery, women’s issues, and the Italian Risorgimento. Yet 

seventy years after her death, popular culture will have reduced this great writer, who at her death 

was mourned as a public heroine by the city of Florence in the newly formed Italian nation, ‘to a 

swooning poetess in whose little, couch-bound life only a tyrannical father and an ardent poet-lover 

contribute drama’2.   

 It was Rudolph Besier, author of the script The Barretts of Wimpole Street (1930), who 

fostered the process of mythologisation by infusing EBB’s life with dramatic impact and presenting 

her as a recluse, a victim of an unidentified illness and of an oppressive household in need of being 

rescued by her beloved. Besier’s 1931 Broadway hit show was soon followed by three equally 

successful film versions: the first in 1934 with Norma Shearer and Charles Laughton, a remake in 

1957 with Jennifer Jones and John Gielgud and eventually the 1982 TV movie with Jane Lapotaire 

and Joss Ackland. All these screen adaptations emphasised the romantic story of her elopement and 

marriage to Robert Browning as the most notable event in EBB’s life. She became known to the 

general public mainly as the author of the courtship poems in the collection Sonnets from the 

Portuguese (1850). The first line of Sonnet 43 (‘How do I love thee? Let me count the ways’) 

became a popular refrain that immediately evoked the idea of a great romance and barely stifled 

passion that led the two protagonists to flee Victorian restrictions and find marital bliss in Italy. 

 The fact that the Brownings’ relationship had become a cultural phenomenon by the early 

1930s did not escape a mind as sharp as that of Virginia Woolf. After seeing Besier’s play, she 

commented wittily:  

 
1 Stone, Marjorie. 1995. Elizabeth Barrett Browning. Basingstoke: Macmillan, p. 1. 
2 Sampson, Fiona. 2021. Two-Way Mirror: The Life of Elizabeth Barrett Browning. London: Profile Books, p. 4.  
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By one of those ironies of fashion that might have amused the Brownings 

themselves, it seems likely that they are now far better known in the flesh than they 

have ever been in the spirit. Passionate lovers, in curls and side-whiskers, 

oppressed, defiant, eloping – in this guise thousands of people must know and love 

the Brownings who have never read a line of their poetry [...] ‘Lady Geraldine’s 

Courtship’ is glanced at perhaps by two professors in American universities once a 

year; but we all know how Miss Barrett lay on her sofa; how she escaped from the 

dark house in Wimpole Street one September morning; how she met health and 

happiness, freedom, and Robert Browning in the church round the corner. But fate 

has not been kind to Mrs. Browning as a writer. Nobody reads her, nobody 

discusses her, nobody troubles to put her in her place.3   

    

Way ahead of time, Woolf warned against the romance narrative surrounding the Brownings which 

threatened to obscure their (and especially Elizabeth’s) literary reputation4. However, Woolf too 

was complicit. These reflections date from the same year she published Flush: A Biography (1933), 

her own fictionalised version of EBB’s life narrated from the point of view of her cocker spaniel. 

Yet, despite the inconsistency, one cannot but give Woolf credit for introducing a pivotal element to 

our discussion, highlighting how, in the case of public figures, the life of the body often tends to 

prevail over that of the spirit. In the quotation above, she points out how specific characteristics and 

attitudes of the Brownings became much better known than their works and how the process of 

mythmaking affected not just their fortune but their very identity.  

 As far as EBB is concerned, this is particularly relevant when one considers that for much of 

the twentieth century, her invalid condition attracted almost as much speculation as her literary 

career. For decades, her flesh rather than her mind was at the centre of scholarly debate as countless 

conjectures were formulated on her health problems to find the cause of her lifelong disease. She 

became the prototype of the Victorian invalid: a woman suffering from psychosomatic or even 

imaginary symptoms, protesting against her restrictive family life and using her disease as a way 

out of the conventional duties expected by young women of her time. As Fiona Sampson indicates, 

the main result was that ‘the fictionalised character of “Elizabeth” that’s replaced her in the popular 

imagination – someone passive and poorly, bullied and rescued, barely even a poet – is almost 

entirely bodily, scarcely a mind at all’5.  

 An opposite ideology emerged in the 1970s when feminist scholars recovering lost women’s 

writing restored Aurora Leigh at the core of EBB’s literary canon. To counteract the “poetics of 

rescue” that had relegated England’s unequivocally first major female poet to the status of frail 

 
3 Woolf, Virginia. 1979. On Women and Writing. (ed.) Michèle Barrett. London: Virago Press, pp. 133-34. 
4 It was only in 1986 that Daniel Karlin’s book, The Courtship of Robert Browning and Elizabeth Barrett, through an 
intense study of the letters, unearthed the powerful myth of chivalrous rescue and miraculous recovery underlying 
the Brownings’ relationship. Source: Karlin, Daniel. 1986. The Courtship of Robert Browning and Elizabeth Barrett. 
Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press.   
5 Sampson, Two-Way Mirror: The Life of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, p. 7.  
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damsel if not the mere companion of the actual writer Robert Browning6, this latter group 

championed a “rescue of poetics”, much more text-oriented than life-oriented7. It was remarked that 

EBB did not fit ‘the common profile of the woman writer who has been excluded from literary 

history because she was constrained by economic or educational limitations, or because she wrote 

principally in marginalized or unpublished forms’8. On the contrary, they showed that EBB enjoyed 

long-lasting success in the nineteenth century: Victorian reviews and her impact on other writers9 

indicate that she was amply recognised as a prominent poet in Britain, the US, and some European 

countries from the 1840s. However, by stressing the originality of her poetic voice, they ended up 

overlooking the context and biographical data to such an extent that they gave the impression of a 

brain in a vacuum as if EBB had lived in a “virtual” way, detached from the rest of the world, or as 

if her gender had not played any significant role in her trajectory to become a poet.  

 Over time, the separation of body and mind fostered by these two different approaches 

produced a partial reading of EBB’s life and work. First, it failed to recognise the complex interplay 

of flesh and spirit that constitutes each human being and, more significantly, the intense net of 

interactions between literature and personal experience. Second, it eclipsed how much EBB’s 

poetry is actually embodied. In Aurora Leigh, the heroine reflects on who and what she is, 

emphasising the close connection between her bodily life and her activity as a writer: 

 

I lived, those days, 

And wrote because I lived – unlicensed else; 

My heart beat in my brain.10 

 

Although Aurora Leigh is a work of fiction and not a memoir, the character’s statements indirectly 

reflect the author’s feelings and her own experience as a woman poet. The lines above can thus be 

read as EBB’s acknowledgement of the indissoluble link between art and life. ‘My heart beat in my 

brain’ indicates that she thought much of her intelligence and imagination arose from her fibres as a 

natural instinct, a rhythmic beat that echoed in her verse. 

 
6 In 1973’s Oxford Anthology of English Literature, the scholars Lionel Trilling and Harold Bloom wrote about EBB: 
‘Miss Barrett became an invalid (for still mysterious reasons) from 1838 to 1846 when [...] she eloped with the best 
poet of the age. Her long poem Aurora Leigh (1856) was much admired, even by Ruskin, but is very bad. Quite bad too 
are the famous Sonnets from the Portuguese [...] Though the Brownings’ married life was reasonably happy, Mrs 
Browning’s enthusiasms [...] gave her husband much grief.’. Source: Trilling, Lionel and Bloom, Harold. 1973. 
“Elizabeth Barrett Browning”. In The Oxford Anthology of English Literature (eds) Kermode, Frank; Hollander, John; 
Bloom, Harold; Price, Martin; Trapp, J.B.; Trilling, Lionel. NY/London/Toronto: Oxford University Press, p. 1475.  
7 Stone, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, p. 3. 
8 Ivi, p. 4.  
9 Elizabeth’s work had a major influence on prominent writers of the day, including John Ruskin, George Eliot, Thomas 
Carlyle, Christina and Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Rudyard Kipling and Oscar Wilde, besides the American poets Edgar Allan 
Poe and Emily Dickinson.  
10Browning, Elizabeth B. 1857 [1856]. Aurora Leigh and Other Poems. New York: C.S. Francis & Co., p. 32.  
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 Considering how much the body defined a woman’s life in the nineteenth century, it is 

unsurprising that EBB chose to write about embodiment. Throughout her existence, she always 

pursued a balance between the physical, emotional, and spiritual dimensions to be truly herself. She 

did not let herself be annihilated by the illness that struck her in her early teens and lasted for much 

of her adult life. Although subjected to infirmity and excruciating pain, she lifted herself above 

bodily matter and found refuge and solace in her inner world. At the same time, she did not abandon 

writing or fall back into the traditional role of the “angel of the hearth” when, after moving to Italy 

with her husband Robert, she regained enough vigour and health to become a mother. Instead, she 

embraced all the limits and possibilities of a woman’s body and used them to shape her poetic 

vision.  

 For this reason, unlike some scholars who have maintained that the writers’ bodies disguise, 

shield and isolate minds, acting as a sort of veil that makes it hard to focus on their literary activity, 

I claim that neglecting their material lives can sometimes be equally fallacious. In this first section, 

I think it worthwhile to retrace the critical events of EBB’s life, not to turn her into the heroine of 

her existence, as it has often been done, but to understand the origin and raison d'être of the works 

that I am going to analyse later in the chapter. By bringing the embodied experience back to the 

centre of the discussion, I will show that Casa Guidi Windows (1851), Poems Before Congress 

(1860) and Last Poems (1862) are equally concerned with the same question: how to be a woman 

artist in the nineteenth century? On the long path to self-assertion (‘what, therefore, if I crown 

myself to-day/ In sport, not pride, to learn the feel of it’11), EBB encountered numerous obstacles, 

not least that of being taken seriously as a woman writer in a world where – as Virginia Woolf 

would express with absolute precision a few decades later – women only served ‘as looking glasses 

possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural size’12. 

While EBB was certainly facilitated in her literary endeavour by the fact that she possessed “money 

and a room of her own”, she always managed to overcome difficulties thanks to her confidence and 

firm resolution to become what she had always wanted to be. In the preface to Poems (1844), she 

explained: 

 

Poetry has been a serious thing to me as life itself; and life has been a very serious 

thing [...] I never mistook pleasure for the final cause of poetry [...] I have done my 

work [...] – not as mere hand and head work, apart from the personal being, – but 

as the completest expression of that being to which I could attain.13 

 

 
11 Browning, Aurora Leigh and Other Poems, p. 40.  
12 Woolf, Virginia. 1977. A Room of One’s Own. Glasgow: Grafon, p.41.    
13 Browning, Elizabeth Barrett. 1914. “Preface”. In The Poetical Works of Elizabeth Barrett. London: John Murray, p. 
xiv. 
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The search for her own identity often led her to take up the causes of the oppressed: not only 

women but also children working in English factories, enslaved people on plantations in Jamaica, 

and especially the Italians subjugated to Austrian and papal domination. Considering the central 

theme of this thesis, namely the Anglo-Italian encounter, I will above all address EBB’s 

engagement with Il Bel Paese and the Risorgimento in this chapter. I will show not only that in the 

course of her fifteen-year-long Italian residence, she developed an intimate, at times even 

psychosomatic attachment to Italy, but also that in her work, self-assertion and the birth of the 

Italian nation are so interconnected that they often merge into a single drive towards la bella libertà. 

This will prove that EBB’s personal story cannot be dissociated from her literary activity or her 

experience in Italy.  
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3.1 “O BELLA LIBERTÀ”: ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING IN ITALY 
 

I love Italy – I love my Florence. I love that “hole of a place”, [...] with all its dust, 

its cobwebs, its spiders even, I love it and with somewhat of the kind of blind, 

stupid, respectable, obstinate love which people feel when they talk of “beloved 

native lands”. I feel this for Italy, by mistake for England.14 

 

EBB’s relationship with Italy was love at first sight. From the moment the Ligurian coast appeared 

on the horizon, and she could admire it from the deck of the ship where she was travelling with her 

newly married Robert and their entourage, the beauty of the peninsula bewitched her. 

 

A thousand mountains & their rocks leapt up against the morning-sun, & [I] 

counted the little Italian towns one after another [...] The ship was near enough to 

shore for us to see the green blinds to the windows of the houses [...] In one place, I 

counted six mountains (such mountains!) one behind another, colour behind colour, 

from black, or the most gorgeous purple, to that spectral white which the crowding 

of the olives gives [...] and sometimes, fragments of cloud hung on the rocks, 

shining as if the sun himself had broken it. It was all glorious, & past speaking of.15  

 

Although she was not fully aware of it yet, she was becoming an expatriate. From then on, she will 

reside permanently in Italy, establish her home there, and only leave to visit friends and relatives for 

short periods of time. However, this was not an unforeseeable event. EBB had been dreaming about 

the Mediterranean ever since she was a child. Born in 1806 into a wealthy family whose ancestors 

had made their fortune as slave owners on Jamaican plantations, Elizabeth had the unusual privilege 

– despite the customs of the time, which favoured the education of sons over that of daughters – of 

studying Greek and Latin with the same tutor as her brother. Through reading the Classics, she 

discovered the South of Europe and began to yearn to visit the places where art, nature and history 

had shaped ‘the greatest people in the universe’16. Gifted with a fervent imagination, she pictured 

herself embarking on intrepid adventures like liberating the Balkans from Ottoman rule or roaming 

freely on the Continent, walking in the footsteps of her favourite Romantic heroes: Percy Shelley, 

John Keats and Lord Byron. Years later, she recalled this early enthusiasm: ‘Through the whole 

course of my childhood, I had a steady indignation against Nature who made me a woman, & a 

determined resolution to dress up in men’s clothes as soon as ever I was free of the nursery, & go 

into the world “to seek my fortune”.’17 

 
14  Kenyon, Frederick. G. (ed). 1898. The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett Browning. 2 vols. 4th edition. London: Smith, Elder 
& Co, vol. 2, p. 285.  
15 Kenyon, Letters, vol. 1, p. 333. 
16 Sampson, Two-Way Mirror: The Life of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, p. 24. 
17 Sullivan, Mary R. (ed) 1983. The Letters of Elizabeth Barrett Browning to Mary Russell Mitford, 1836-1854. Waco: 
Armstrong Browning Library of Baylor University, Vol. 2, p. 7. 
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 With adolescence, as her sexless tomboy freedom was exchanged for a young woman’s 

body, these reveries smashed against Victorian constructions of gender roles. Whereas her eldest 

brother Edward, famously known by his nickname Bro, was sent away to receive a proper 

education, she was forced to remain home with her younger siblings in rural and provincial 

Herefordshire. Fortunately, the wealthy family mansion at Hope End had a well-stocked library 

because EBB, unlike her sisters, was not keen on mastering feminine accomplishments like 

needlework and drawing. All her interest went to reading and writing: ‘At eleven I wished to be 

considered an authoress. Novels were thrown aside. Poetry and Essays were my studies & I felt the 

most ardent desire to understand the learned languages.’18. Although at first her poetic voice and 

imagination succeeded in making up for the lack of diversion and opportunities, eventually, her 

frustration at the state of inaction and wasted talent resulted in an enduring malaise19. 

 In the spring of 1821, Elizabeth began to suffer from a mysterious illness. She had frequent 

headaches, joint pains and paroxysms. Anxiety, panic attacks and weight loss have led some 

scholars in the twentieth century to suspect that the symptoms were psychosomatic and that EBB 

suffered from nervous anorexia20. In the nineteenth century, dozens of doctors were consulted for a 

diagnosis. Hers was regarded as an “interesting case” because all the usual treatments did not seem 

to work, and this was extremely worrying at a time when even the slightest cold or infection could 

be fatal. She was advised to spend a year in a treatment centre at Gloucester and recommended 

confinement in a spinal sling. However, in a few months, she realised the spinal problem was 

incurable if not chronic, and she would have to live with it and use laudanum to relieve her pain.  

 From the moment she returned home, EBB began to be treated by everyone in her circle as 

an invalid and to lead a withdrawn existence. She was often very weak and spent most of the day in 

bed with her blinds shut. On the positive side, she was dispensed from the filial duties of 

housekeeping, and thus, she managed to devote herself entirely to reading and poetry. With time, 

her room turned into a kind of sanctuary presided over by herself: a place somewhere between 

public and private, where, covered in a shawl and lying on soft cushions, she could either study and 

write at her heart’s desire or welcome visitors and engage in conversations.  

 This illness was the first instance of the mythologisation process that led EBB to assume the 

connotations of the imprisoned woman. In the following decades, the image of this big personality 

(and great genius) locked up beyond the walls of the Barrett home and crammed into a tiny body 

 
18 Quoted in Sampson, Two-Way Mirror: The Life of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, p. 24. 
19 This overwhelming sense of inertia was still very much in her mind when, decades later, she wrote in Aurora Leigh:  
‘I did not write, nor read, nor even think, 
But sate absorbed amid the quickening glooms [...] 
Dissolving slowly, slowly, until lost.’ Source: Browning, Elizabeth B. 1857 [1856]. Aurora Leigh and Other Poems. New 
York: C.S. Francis & Co., p. 291.  
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would become highly sexualised and exert a compelling fascination on her contemporaries. The 

Victorian obsession with female figures of thwarted sexuality was intercepted and catalysed by the 

emerging poet Alfred Tennyson – three years younger than Elizabeth – who around the same time 

published two poems, ‘Mariana’ in 1830 and ‘The Lady of Shalott’ in 1833, fetishising walled-up 

women21. Apparently, Elizabeth was aware of the effect that her figure as a beautiful and 

inaccessible poet in the ivory tower produced on her ever-growing readership. Not wanting to spoil 

the enchanted image her admirers had created by showing herself for what she truly was – she had 

become skinny and pale, and looked much older than her age – she always categorically refused to 

meet them. Years later, she teased Robert Browning: ‘Do you conjecture sometimes that I live all 

alone here like Mariana in the moated Grange?’22. Maturity will eventually lead her to become 

aware of the danger of stories that belittle female activity and resourcefulness, and, therefore, to 

protest them. In the mid-1830s, however, Elizabeth Barrett was just a young woman enjoying 

popularity and figuring out how to be herself.   

 In 1835, financial difficulties following an inheritance dispute prompted her father, by then a 

widow, to sell the family property and move to London, first to 74 Gloucester Place and then to the 

famous 50 Wimpole Street, where the Barretts established their permanent household in 1837. 

Although at first EBB’s health and mood worsened – she said she felt buried alive by ‘that long & 

high brick wall opposite’ and ‘wrapped up like a mummy, in a yellow mist’23 – eventually, she took 

advantage of the new opportunities for interaction and exchange of ideas that London offered. Even 

if her frail health prevented her from going outside, friends and relatives paid frequent visits. 

Newspapers and correspondence kept her up-to-date on social events and literary news. At this 

point, she came into contact with some of the most renowned publishers, and her poetry began to 

appear regularly in important issues like The Atheneum and The Blackwood Magazine. By 1841, the 

success of The Seraphim was an established fact. In 1842, she published “The Cry of The 

Children”, a poem that attracted the public’s attention because it tackled the contemporary topic of 

child labour. Moreover, when Edward Moxon published her Poems in 1844, EBB received 

enthusiastic reviews in Britain and North America. 

  As her international reputation grew, she started receiving letters from admirers. On 10th 

January 1845, having been sent a copy of EBB’s collection from a mutual friend, an almost 

unknown young poet named Robert Browning decided to write to congratulate her: 

 
20 See Dally, Peter. 1989. Elizabeth Barrett Browning. A Psychological Portrait. London: Macmillan.  
21 Sampson, Two-Way Mirror: The Life of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, p. 105.  
In the coming decades, Tennyson’s poems will inspire famous paintings by John Everett Millais and John William 
Waterhouse.  
22 [EBB to RB, 11th August 1845]. Browning, Elizabeth B. 1984. The Brownings’ Correspondence (ed.) Kelley, Philip and 
Scott, Lewis. Winfield, Kans.: Wedgestone Press, Vol. 11, pp. 23-26.  
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I love your verses with all my heart, dear Miss Barrett, – [...] Into me has it gone, 

and part of me has it become, this great living poetry of yours, not a flower of 

which but took root and grew. I can give a reason for my faith in one and another 

excellence, the fresh strange music, the affluent language, the exquisite pathos and 

true new brave thought – but in this addressing myself to you, your own self, and 

for the first time, my feeling rises altogether. I do, as I say, love these Books with 

all my heart – and I love you too.24  

 

EBB gladly accepted his compliments and answered the following day. It was the beginning of a 

dense correspondence – among the most widely read and studied in the history of literature – which 

culminated in the proposal of a meeting. Going against her reserved nature and contravening the 

restrictions of her father, who was very protective of his offspring and did not allow visits when he 

was away from home, EBB agreed, after some reticence, to let Robert visit her one May afternoon. 

Despite a substantial age gap – Elizabeth had just turned thirty-nine, and Robert was only thirty-

three – and the fact that they were at different career stages (she was a well-established and widely 

acclaimed poet while he was only an emergent writer), the two went on so well that it looked as if 

they had known each other all their lives. What at first appeared just a literary partnership soon 

turned into a love affair, and the couple arranged to meet again, and again, a total of ninety-one 

times.      

 From this point onwards, the story is well known. Yet, it is worth retracing its salient points 

and emphasising how Elizabeth’s body soon took centre stage in the discussions between the two 

lovers. Indeed, Robert had been openly contemplating marriage for some months, an idea that EBB 

repeatedly dismissed, insisting that she could not offer her future husband everything he deserved. 

She feared that he would soon tire of an invalid wife, but Robert reassured her that he would 

happily marry her even without sex, which is what he thought she meant: ‘I would marry you now 

and thus – I would come when you let me, and go when you bade me – I would be no more than 

one of your brothers – “no more” –.’25 However, Elizabeth’s worry was that once married, he would 

be forced to assist her, and his literary talent would be wasted on sickroom duties: ‘an exchange of 

higher work for lower work ... & of the special work you are called to, for that which is work for 

anybody.’26  

 Her health had indeed drastically deteriorated. By September 1845, she was so unwell that 

Dr Chambers urged her to go south for the winter if she was to survive: ‘I was examined with that 

dreadful stethoscope, & received his command to go without fail to Pisa by sea. He said [...] that 

 
23 [EBB to Julia Martin, 1st January 1836]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 3, pp. 162-164.  
24 [RB to EBB, 10th January 1845]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 10, p. 17.  
25 [RB to EBB, 25th September 1845]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 11, p. 99.  
26 [EBB to RB, 17th September 1845]. Ivi, pp. 86-87. 
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there was nothing for me but warm air ... no other possible remedy.’27 Knowing that she needed a 

chaperone and support to run a household, the Barrett siblings formulated a plan to accompany 

Elizabeth in Italy, but their father categorically refused to let them leave. Submitting to her father’s 

wishes, EBB agreed to spend the winter in England, showing him that she was literally willing to 

die for him. Still, a new Italian plan developed the following summer: Robert and Elizabeth would 

marry and run away together.   

 In September 1846, a sudden event precipitated the decision: Elizabeth’s father announced 

that the whole family would move to the countryside so that the house on Wimpole Street could be 

renovated. The couple had less than two weeks to decide, or the wedding would be postponed for 

another year. Only three days after this announcement, Elizabeth and Robert got married secretly on 

the morning of 12th September 1846. The following Saturday, they set out for Europe. After 

crossing Paris, Lyon, and Avignon, they embarked for Genoa from the south of France.  

 Once in Italy, they reached Pisa. Here, thanks to Elizabeth’s substantial income28 and the 

low living cost, they managed to settle comfortably. Despite being heartbroken over her family’s 

furious reaction to her elopement29, Elizabeth adapted quickly to the new context and situation: ‘I 

like the new sights and movement; my spirit rise; I live – I can adapt myself.’30 For the couple, the 

first months in Italy were like an extended honeymoon: they embraced the carefree Italian lifestyle 

and appreciated its simplicity so different to British affectation: 

 

We have our dinners from the Trattoria at two oclock, & can dine our favourite 

way on thrushes & Chianti with a miraculous cheapness – & no trouble, no cook, 

no kitchen, ... [...] which exactly suits us – It is a continental fashion, which we 

never cease commending. Then at six we have coffee & rolls of milk – made of 

milk, I mean: & at nine, our supper (call it supper, if you please) of roast chestnuts 

& grapes – So you see how primitive we are, & how I forget to praise the eggs at 

breakfast.31  

 

For someone who had spent most of their adult life couch-bound, bent over books in isolation, 

exposure to the smells, tastes and sounds of a Tuscan city was equivalent to a dream, or rather an 

awakening to life: ‘Such a change is it to me, such a strange happiness and freedom [...] I am very 

happy and very well, and still doubtful whether all the brightness can be meant for me! It is just as 

 
27 [EBB to Mary Russell Mitford, 13th September 1845]. Ivi., pp. 72-74. 
28 In 1837, Elizabeth’s uncle Sam left her an annual income of £200, which combined with £4,000 she had also 
inherited from Grandmama, allowed her to live independently.  
29 Her sisters sent affectionate congratulations, but the reaction of her brothers was as furious as that of her father. 
He declared that he considered her dead and, upon his death in 1857, they remained unreconciled.   
30 [EBB to Mary Russell Mitford, 5th November 1846]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 13, 
pp. 37-40.  
31 [EBB to Julia Martin, 5th November 1846]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 14, pp. 40-
44.  
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if the sun rose again at 7 o’clock P.M. The strangeness seems so great [...] Even now I walk as in a 

dream.’32. The two often strolled along the banks of the Arno and organised excursions to the hills. 

As the embodied life gradually took over the heart of the Brownings’ partnership in Italy, her health 

also improved consistently: Elizabeth slept well, ate regularly and put on weight, losing the sickly, 

emaciated look she had had for years. ‘[...] it seems like a dream when I find myself able to climb 

the hills with Robert and help him lose himself in the forests. I have been growing stronger and 

stronger, and where it is to stop I can’t tell really; I can do as much, or more, now than at any point 

since I arrived at woman’s estate.’33.  

 According to Marjorie Stone, Elizabeth’s sense of reinvigoration, following her arrival in 

Italy, ‘was clearly an awakening growing out of a resurgence of her repressed girlhood ambitions 

and desires, and an experience of rebirth with psychological, sensual, spiritual and creative 

dimensions.’34. It could indeed be argued that her feeling of liberation was specific to Victorian 

womanhood. The removal from the tyrannical regimen of the paternal home and the release from 

the limitations imposed by the British rules of behaviour enabled Elizabeth to experience new 

sensations and ways of being. One striking instance of this liberation is expressed in a letter in 

which, under the pretext of describing the August heat of Florence, she actually described herself, 

‘dishevelled hair at full length, and “sans gown, sans stays, sans shoes, sans everything”, except a 

petticoat and a white dressing wrapper’35. The satisfaction at being relieved of the English limiting 

clothing hints at another gratification, more difficult to express directly for a Victorian woman, but 

absolutely clear in this letter, which soon after mentions Robert’s full approval of her undressed 

state.36  

This veiled reference to the couple’s sexuality not only indicates that their married life was very 

passionate (an aspect which is already evident in the courtship letters), but also that their 

relationship was based on equality and freedom – something very rare in an era of arranged 

marriages that often turned into prisons, especially for the female counterpart. 

 In general, the sense of well-being and hospitality she found in the peninsula soon led EBB 

to consider Italy a second home. In 1859, she will write to John Ruskin, ‘I never feel at home 

 
32 [EBB to Thomas Westwood, 10th March 1847]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 14, p. 
148.  
33 [EBB to Mary Russell Mitford, Mid-July 1849]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 15, pp. 
313-316.  
34 Stone, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, p. 26.  
35 [EBB to Mary Russell Mitford, 24th August 1848]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 15, 
pp. 122-127.  
36 In another letter, she repeated: ‘Robert lets me sit all day in my white dressing gown without a single masculine 
criticism’. [EBB to Mary Russell Mitford, 20th August 1847]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, 
Vol. 14, pp. 279-284.  
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anywhere else [than in Italy], or to live anywhere else at all’37. In Aurora Leigh, EBB will depict 

Italy as the place which allows a woman to be herself and to find fulfilment as a person and as an 

artist. However, she was always aware of a gap between herself, as an English traveller (an 

expatriate but still a foreigner) and her much-loved country. The impossibility of being recognised 

as a full-fledged Italian is repeatedly emphasised in her private correspondence. Despite her 

expertise in Italian art and culture, her command of the language – which she used fluently in both 

written and spoken language – and her proximity to Italian people including her own employees, 

she never achieved complete integration with the locals. As she herself pointed out, ‘[a]s to Italian 

society, one may well take to longing for the evening star for it seems quite as inaccessible.’38. 

Therefore, the fact that EBB chose a heroine who is half English and half Italian in Aurora Leigh 

may be read as the expression of the author’s regret of not being so herself. According to Marianne 

Camus, Elizabeth’s feelings for Italy ‘followed in fact a double curve, one going from affection and 

enthusiasm to lassitude or exasperation and back again, the other, deeper down, going from 

admiration to love to what one could almost call identification’39. Her life and works openly 

manifest her inner conflict between nostalgia for a homeland she was forced to leave to prosper as a 

woman, and longing for an adopted country that she would never be able to call her own, thus 

mirroring her torn feelings at not being able to reconcile Britain and Italy.  

 In Pisa, Elizabeth and Robert lived quite isolated. Content with each other’s company, they 

decided not to contact other English expatriates living in Tuscany and spent their days reading, 

writing, listening to music and talking to each other. ‘We fill our days with books and music (and a 

little writing has its share), and wonder at the clock for gallopping. It’s twenty-four o’clock with us 

almost as soon as we begin to count.’40. At that time, EBB wrote “The Runaway Slave at Pilgrim’s 

Point”, an anti-slavery work that will be first published in the American abolitionist anthology, The 

Liberty Bell, in 1848. The poem told the story of an enslaved black woman who, following the 

death of her partner, was persecuted and raped by her owner. She murdered the resulting child, 

whose colour ‘all too white’ betrayed the violation, then, hunted down, was flogged to death. The 

revolutionary aspect of the poem was that it addressed whiteness and everything it stood for – the 

abuses and the power relations – as disgusting. After more than a year of Browning idealism 

(Robert and his family were strong abolitionists), EBB was starting to see the British empire as a 

 
37 [EBB to John Ruskin, 1st January 1859]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 26, pp. 2-5. 
38 [EBB & RB to Anna Jameson, 15th July 1848]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 15, pp. 
111-114.  
39 Camus, Marianne. 2009. “Elizabeth Barrett Browning in Italy”. In Vescovi, Alessandro; Villa, Luisa; Vita, Paul. (ed) The 
Victorians and Italy: Literature, Travel, Politics and Art. Monza: Polimetrica, pp. 225-236, p. 225. 
40 [EBB to Mary Russell Mitford, 8th December 1847]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 14, 
pp. 339-343.  
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violent aberration and to put her pen to the service of the oppressed. From then on, Elizabeth would 

write primarily on contemporary social and political issues.   

  In 1847, the couple moved to Florence and, after some time, settled in a comfortable, seven-

roomed apartment opposite Palazzo Pitti in Florence, which will become their permanent home and 

inspire Elizabeth with the composition of Casa Guidi Windows, a political poem in which she 

voiced all her sympathy and admiration for the Italians struggling to free themselves from Austrian 

rule. On their first wedding anniversary, 12th September 1847, Elizabeth and Robert witnessed one 

of the key events of the Italian Risorgimento. Following the concession to form a city guard, a 

festive crowd of inhabitants of the various Tuscan towns overflowed the city in an endless 

procession to give thanks to Grand Duke Leopold II. From the windows of Casa Guidi, the 

Brownings watched the scene and waved for hours in excitement. In a letter to her friend, Mary 

Russell Mitford, Elizabeth reported:   

 

The joy and exultation on all sides were most affecting to look upon. Grave men 

kissed one another, and grateful young women lifted up their children to the level 

of their own smiles, and the children themselves mixed their shrill little vivas with 

the shouts of the people. At once, a more frenetic gladness and a more innocent 

manifestation of gladness were never witnessed. During three hours and a half the 

procession wound on past our windows, and every inch of every house seemed 

alive with gazers all the time, the white handkerchiefs fluttering like doves, and 

clouds of flowers and laurel leaves floating down on the heads of those who 

passed. Banners, too, with inscriptions to suit the popular feeling – ‘Liberty’ – the 

‘Union of Italy’ – the ‘Memory of the Martyrs’ – ‘Viva Pio Nono’ – ‘Viva 

Leopoldo Secondo’ – were quite stirred with the breath of the shouters. I am glad 

to have seen that sight, and to be in Italy at this moment, when such sights are to be 

seen. My wrist aches a little even now with the waving I gave to my handkerchief, 

I assure you, for Robert and I and Flush sat the whole sight out at the window, and 

would not be reserved with the tribute of our sympathy.41 

 

From the outset, EBB did not hide her support for the Italian cause and its people, ‘IL POPOLO – 

/The word means dukedom, empire, majesty’42. While maintaining a veiled paternalistic attitude, 

she appreciated the Italians for their vitality, honesty and infallible tenacity. ‘But at the real and 

rising feeling of the people by night and day one doesn’t laugh indeed. I hear and see with the 

deepest sympathy of soul, on the contrary. I love the Italians, too, and none the less that something 

of the triviality and innocent vanity of children abounds in them.’43. In the following months, 

revolutionary enthusiasm mixed with personal experience because EBB, witnessing the key events 

 
41 [EBB to Mary Russell Mitford, 20th September 1847]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 
14, pp. 309-314.  
42 Browning, Elizabeth B. 2017. Casa Guidi Windows. Firenze: Aureo Anello Books, p. 16.  
43 [EBB to Mary Russell Mitford, 8th December 1847]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 14, 
pp. 339-343. 
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of the Risorgimento from the small balcony of Casa Guidi, occupied literally the front-row seats of 

history in the making.  

 1848 was a crucial year: revolutions and uprisings shook Europe. Democratic and republican 

ideas circulated on the Continent, shaking the balance of the monarchical regimes established by the 

Congress of Vienna. In many cases, these instances were coupled with nationalist and 

independentist demands. In Italy, the first spark was in Palermo, where in January a popular 

uprising forced Ferdinand II of Bourbon to issue a constitution. Demonstrations and uprisings soon 

prompted other rulers on the peninsula to promulgate constitutional charters: Leopold II of Tuscany 

and Pope Pius IX, but above all Charles Albert of Savoy, who in March issued the Albertine 

Statute, the future constitutional charter of the Kingdom of Italy. In March, the people of Lombardy 

rebelled against Austro-Hungarian rule in the famous Five Days of Milan. The First and Second 

Wars of Italian Independence followed shortly afterwards. 

 All these events won the unquestioning favour of Elizabeth who had always been a 

champion of freedom and who had become even more so by freeing herself. Therefore, through her 

poetry, she strived to transmit her enthusiasm to her fellow citizens and to turn British readers into 

advocates of the Italian cause for independence. However, she had to stop writing Casa Guidi 

Windows halfway through because she discovered she was pregnant and decided to undergo 

absolute rest and reduce as much as possible her opium consumption, to which she had been 

addicted since the age of fifteen. After several miscarriages, Elizabeth was doubtful that this 

pregnancy would turn out fine, but on 9th March 1849, at the age of forty-three, she gave birth to a 

healthy little boy. The birth of her son crowned EBB’s dream of complete happiness and fulfilment. 

For this reason, as we shall see, motherhood will become in her later works a metaphor for rebirth, 

liberation and hope for the future.  In the months that followed the event, she was so at ease and 

restored that she finally decided to do something she had resisted for years, revealing to Robert the 

sequence of love poems she had written during their courtship. Although she was not the first 

woman to write a sonnet, this literary form was still associated with male desire in the nineteenth 

century. EBB feared she had been too radical and bold by stepping into the first person to express 

her ardent feelings of love for a man. However, her husband was enthusiastic and urged her to 

include the lyrics in her next collection. They were issued in the spring of 1850 under the enigmatic 

title of Sonnets from the Portuguese. Later that same year, she was proposed as Poet Laureate. 

Although eventually it was Tennyson who was appointed so, British newspapers profusely 

advertised her talent. The Atheneum, for example, published the opinion that, ‘There is no living 

poet of either sex who can prefer a higher claim than that of Mrs Barrett Browning’, and that to 

have a female laureate ‘would be at once an honourable testimony to the individual, a fitting 
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recognition of the remarkable place which the women of England have taken in literature of the 

day, and a graceful compliment to the Sovereign herself.’44.  

   The following years were marked by success: the publication of Poems (1850) and Casa 

Guidi Windows (1851) consolidated her international reputation. However, this did not shield her 

from criticism generally directed against her gender. From the backhanded compliment of The 

Morning Chronicle, ‘We will not call her poetess, for Mrs. Barrett Browning’s mind is masculine’45 

to the markedly negative comment of The English Review, ‘Woe to relate! Mrs. Browning is not 

contented with being Elizabeth Barrett Browning; she will be Robert Browning also’46, she was 

often criticised for her political engagement and emotional involvement in international affairs. 

These remarks show that Victorian reviewers felt vexed by a woman intruding with such authority 

and self-confidence in the ostensibly male-dominated literary scenario. This did not discourage her 

but rather spurred her on to continue with a project that had long been on her mind: a new narrative 

poem about a woman struggling to be recognised as a poet and public speaker, that will become 

Aurora Leigh.  

  Driven by the need to reflect on women’s roles, EBB conceived a work in which the 

heroine was not the object of a male quest but the actual protagonist of her own life. Aurora is in 

fact a determined woman who refuses the marriage proposal of her cousin Romney to follow her 

literary vocation and who, after various vicissitudes that unfold over nine books, manages to 

achieve both love and success thanks to her own integrity. While composing the poem, EBB had 

discussed the topic with her friend Anna Jameson. She maintained that encouraging women into 

caring roles was ‘retrograde – a revival of old virtues!’47: 

 

Since the siege of Troy & earlier, we have had princesses binding wounds with 

their hands – it’s strictly the woman’s part .. & men understand it so [...]. Every 

man is on his knees before ladies carrying lint, – calling them ‘angelical she’s’, .. 

whereas, if they stir an inch as thinkers or artists from the beaten line, [...] the very 

same men would curse the impudence of the very same women and stop there! –48 
 

EBB thus envisioned a story which reflected the changing ideas about womanhood in the mid-

nineteenth century and explored the conflicting models of duty and vocation. Could art suffice in 

fulfilling a woman’s life or was it necessary for her to become a wife and a mother to be complete?  

In contrast to other narratives, including Corinne, where the protagonist was obliged to choose 

 
44 The Atheneum, 1st June 1850.  
45 Quoted in Sampson, Two-Way Mirror: The Life of Elizabeth Barrett Browning, p. 211.   
46 Ibid. 
47 [EBB to Anna Jameson, 24th February 1855]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 21, pp. 83-
86.  
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between love and poetry, and usually met a tragic destiny, Aurora Leigh presented the Victorian 

readership with a heroine who succeeded both in the public and private sphere. Against all the 

author’s expectations, when it was published in 1856, the reviews of the work were extremely 

positive and the sales resounding. John Ruskin commented enthusiastically: ‘I think Aurora Leigh 

the greatest poem in the English language: unsurpassed by anything but Shakespeare – not 

surpassed by Shakespeare[‘]s sonnets – & therefore the greatest poem in the language.’49. George 

Eliot honoured EBB by defining her ‘the first woman who has produced a work which exhibits all 

the peculiar powers without the negations of her sex; which superadds to masculine vigour, breadth, 

and culture, feminine subtlety of perception, feminine quickness of sensibility, and feminine 

tenderness. [...] Mrs. Browning has shown herself all the greater poet because she is intensely a 

poetess.’50.  

 By the late 1850s, like her own heroine, EBB had achieved all the goals she had set for 

herself. Over the previous decades, she had managed to travel as she had always wanted to do, she 

had found love and freedom, enjoyed health and success, had a child and published what she felt 

she had to deliver to the world. At this point in her life, only one wish remained unfulfilled and 

served as the impetus for her existence: the unification of Italy. In January 1859, political turmoil 

was intensifying, and Elizabeth rejoiced at the news that Napoleon III was willing to support the 

Italian cause for independence. Throughout the spring, events seemed to be turning in the right 

direction: Grand Duke Leopold was once again driven out of Florence and the French, allied with 

the Piedmontese, succeeded in defeating the Austrians twice, at Magenta and Solferino. However, 

on the 8th of July 1859, a peace treaty was signed at Villafranca which put an end to the war but 

handed much of northern Italy back to Austrian control. This event dashed EBB’s hopes of a ‘free 

Italy’ and, as it had often happened throughout her life, under painful circumstances, her health 

collapsed. She lay in bed for three weeks, unable to accept that yet another chance to achieve the 

Risorgimento goals had been squandered. As she slowly recovered, EBB completed a new 

collection of poetry with highly political content entitled Poems Before Congress, which was 

published in 1861, just a couple of months before the official unification and the proclamation of 

the Kingdom of Italy on the 17th of March 1861.  

 However, EBB could only enjoy this long-yearned achievement for a short time as her 

health deteriorated again in June. The news of the death of Cavour – that great statesman who had 

 
48 [EBB to Anna Jameson, 24th February 1855]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 21, pp. 83-
86.  
49 [John Ruskin to RB, 27th November 1856]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 23, p. 138.  
50 Eliot, George. 1857. “Aurora Leigh”. The Westminster Review, Vol. 57 (January-April 1857), pp. 306–310. 
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led the process towards Italian unification – left her in shock and her ‘horrible vibrating body’51 

reacted to the grief. She began to be gradually weaker and to use morphine to ease her pain. On the 

night of the 29th of June, noticing that she was struggling to breathe and that her feet were freezing 

despite the warmth of the summer season in Florence, Robert stayed by her side and tried to hold 

her up, as the doctor had suggested, but in vain and she died in his arms. She was only fifty-three 

years old but had lived much longer than she ever thought she would, considering how many times 

from her young age she had been on the brink of death. Against all odds and in a world still hostile 

to the complete affirmation of women, she had been everything she had wanted to be – a wife, a 

mother and a poet. It is thus with good reason that, in one of her last poems, published 

posthumously by Robert in 1862, she declared: ‘I think, we’ve fared, my heart and I’52. Her funeral 

was held a few days later in Florence and she was buried in the Protestant Cemetery. The city paid 

homage to her as the “heroine of Italian reunification” and the shops near Casa Guidi closed as a 

sign of mourning. Within a couple of months, “grateful Florence” will erect a plaque on the house 

walls to celebrate a woman who – although she considered herself a “citizeness of the world” – 

devoted all her life to bridging the gap between her original patria and her adopted matria: 

 

Qui visse e morì  

Elisabetta Barret Browning 

che in cuore di donna conciliava 

scienza di dotto e spirito di poeta 

e fece del suo verso aureo anello 

fra Italia e Inghilterra 

pone questa memoria 

Firenze grata 

186153 
 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
51 [EBB to Arabella Moulton-Barrett, 12th April 1858]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 25, 
pp. 95-99.  
52 Browning, Elizabeth B. 1862. Last Poems. London: Chapman and Hall, p. 39.  
53 ‘Here lived and died/Elisabetta Barret Browning/ Who in her woman’s heart reconciled/ a scholar’s learning and a 
poet’s spirit/ And whose poems forged a golden ring/between Italy and England/to her memory/ by a grateful 
Florence/ 1861’ (my translation).  
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3.2 EMBODIED METAPHORS IN CASA GUIDI WINDOWS 
 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning began to write poetry on Italian politics soon after eloping to the 

peninsula and especially during her residence at Casa Guidi in Florence. It is, therefore, no 

coincidence that her first politically oriented work is named after the house where she settled with 

her husband in 1847. Casa Guidi Windows is a poem in two parts published by Chapman and Hall 

in 1851 and defined by Marjorie Stone and Beverly Taylor as ‘the most politically engaged work 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning had yet written’54. Focused on the 1848 revolutions in Italy and their 

aftermath, the poem contains the writer’s reflections on the Italian political, social and cultural 

situation, and it depicts the strenuous and tormented process towards the birth of the nation.   

 The poem stems from an actual historical event that inspired the poet, namely the military 

procession and popular celebration in Florence that followed the establishment of a civic guard by 

Grand Duke Leopold II. On the 12th of September 1847, almost forty thousand people from all over 

Tuscany converged on Florence and gathered in front of Palazzo Pitti to pay homage to the 

sovereign. From the windows of Casa Guidi, Elizabeth observed the parade of the guards and joined 

the jubilation of the festive crowd. The first part of Casa Guidi Windows is thus optimistic in tone, 

as it conveys to the reader the vivid feelings of enthusiasm of the Florentine citizens and EBB’s 

own passionate support for the Italian cause. The second part of the poem, on the other hand, was 

composed after the stinging defeat of the Italian independence forces in the Battle of Novara (23rd 

March 1849), which threw the Italian patriots into despair because the Austrian power was restored 

in the Florentine territory, thus leading to the loss of the rights and civil liberties they had 

painstakingly acquired. Once again, Elizabeth Barrett Browning described the scene from her 

windows as she saw a multitude of armed Austrian troops marching through Florence in dead 

silence. The juxtaposition of the two events in the poem showcases the reaction of the Italian people 

to the sudden change in the political situation and the poet’s emotional shift from hope to 

disillusionment. 

 As previously noted, the Risorgimento was a hot topic in the mid-nineteenth century. So, 

when the book appeared on 21st May 1851, it received more than two dozen reviews in Britain, 

America and Europe. The majority applauded Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s work, but some critics 

misunderstood the message of Casa Guidi Windows or read it with disdain. Elizabeth was accused 

of writing a poem that expressed an insane political passion and a “hysterical fixation” with the 

problems of a country that was not her own. Blending her personal experience with the political 

upheavals of a nation struggling to be born meant transgressing the boundaries of what the 

 
54 Stone, Marjorie and Taylor, Beverly. 2009. Elizabeth Barrett Browning: Selected Poems. Peterborough: Broadview, p. 
34. 



 

177 

Victorian public considered appropriate for a woman writer in terms of genre and gender. As 

highlighted by Lindsey Cordery, Elizabeth Barrett Browning ‘used the same subjective voice and 

position for Casa Guidi Windows as she had for the very intimate Sonnets from the Portuguese, but 

what was in the sonnets (in spite of a sometimes daring, because so confidently female, voice), a 

subject acceptable to Victorians for a lady to write about, love, the voice and topic were quite 

inappropriate for Casa Guidi Windows, a poem about domestic and foreign contemporary 

politics.’55.  

 Anticipating the scathing reaction from the more conservative English critics56, who would 

not appreciate such an openly politically aligned publication from a female pen, EBB chose to 

accompany the first edition of the poem with an advertisement. In the attempt to defend herself 

against all possible allegations and justify her intrusion in the political field, she presented herself as 

a mere spectator of the Risorgimento events and her work no more than the account of a personal 

experience:  

 

This poem contains the impressions of the writer upon the events in Tuscany of 

which she was a witness. ‘From a window’, the critic may demur. She bows to the 

objection from the very title of her work. No continuous narrative nor exposition of 

political philosophy is attempted by her. It is a simple story of personal 

impressions, whose only value lies in the intensity with which they were received, 

as proving her warm affection for a beautiful and unfortunate country, and the 

sincerity with which they are related, as indicating her own good faith and freedom 

from partisanship.57  

 

Although EBB here adopted the topos of modesty to underplay her authority (‘No continuous 

narrative nor exposition of political philosophy is attempted by her’), the fact that ‘she was a 

witness’ to the events made her a reliable narrator. Paradoxically, her point of view – that of an 

outside observer beholding events ‘from the window’ and gathering ‘personal impressions’ – was 

perceived by her British readers as a guarantee of transparency and objectivity. Moreover, she did 

not hide that she was occupying a liminal position in Italy as an expatriate woman thinker in 

changing times. Instead, she took advantage of it, displaying her full subjectivity, to recount the 

events of the Risorgimento from an original yet first-hand perspective. In this regard, Lindsey 

Cordery remarks that in the poem, ‘feminine and political intuition, experience, intellect and 

 
55 Cordery, Lindsey. 2009. “Beautiful Freedom: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Casa Guidi Windows”. In Vescovi, 
Alessandro; Villa, Luisa; and Vita, Paul. The Victorians and Italy: Literature, Travel, Politics and Art. Monza: Polimetrica 
International Scientific Publisher, pp. 83-97, p. 85.   
56 It is interesting to notice that the fierce critical remarks of her British contemporaries were not shared by her Italian 
readers. Translated extracts from her text were published in Florence as early as 1851 in a volume entitled Scritti 
Inglesi sulla Politica Contemporanea and Italian commentaries only praised Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s poetical 
commitment in favour of the Italian cause.    
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imagination blend in this “I” who is “eye” witness, located on the threshold between public life 

going on outside her windows, in the streets of Florence, and private life, inside her very English, 

bourgeois household in the Casa Guidi, the Florentine home she shared with her husband Robert 

Browning’58 and that ‘she is able to slide in and out of public and private spheres in an entirely 

“feminine” way’59.  

 Recent criticism of the poem has highlighted that Casa Guidi – the Victorian home at the 

centre of Italian revolutions – ‘functions simultaneously as a rhetorical vehicle for imaginatively 

moving readers beyond national boundaries and effectively situating its political reflection within a 

highly localized Florence’60. The windows in the title can thus be read as a ‘thin and transparent 

Anglo-Italian frontier’61, empowering EBB to adopt both a national and international perspective, as 

well as a borderline separating the family circle and the world. According to Simon Avery, this 

‘important structuring device . . . which Barrett Browning constantly utilizes in her poetry’62 

enables her to maintain her respectability while exercising her authority as a public speaker, ‘by 

situating her just within the “feminized” domestic space but also on the edge of the “masculinized” 

public/political space.’63 Isobel Armstrong insists on the contradictory role of the window, which on 

the one hand, facilitates the observer’s interaction with the street below, but on the other, interposes 

a frame that acts as a mediator between the subject and the object, preventing complete assimilation 

between the two. In this reading, the window represents ‘a space of desire, often desire without 

content, for the viewing subject is cut off and alienated by the very poetics of solitude that creates 

its being’64. The presence of this filter reveals that EBB is actually ‘separated from the events she 

describes both by her nationality and her gender. She looks at Italy through English eyes, and the 

business of men through the eyes of a woman. But, in the end, the poem suggests, her vision is the 

truer for it [...]’65. 

 
57 Browning, Elizabeth B. 2017. Casa Guidi Windows. Firenze: Aureo Anello Books, unnumbered page. All further 
references from the text are taken from this edition.    
58 Cordery, “Beautiful Freedom: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Casa Guidi Windows”, p. 86.  
59 Ibid.  
60 Bonfiglio, Richard. 2013. ‘Liberal Cosmopolitanism and the Politics of the Heart(h): Mazzini, Gladstone, and Barrett 
Browning’s Domestication of the Italian Risorgimento’. Modern Philology, Vol. 111, No. 2 (November 2013), pp. 281-
307, p. 300.  
61 Moine, Fabienne. 2008. “Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Italian Poetry: Constructing National Identity and Shaping the 
Poetic Self”. In Performing National Identity: Anglo-Italian Cultural Transactions (eds.) Pfister, Manfred and Hertel, 
Ralf. Amsterdam and NY: Rodopi, pp. 123-136, p. 126.  
62 Avery, Simon. 2003. Elizabeth Barrett Browning. London: Longman, p. 160.  
63 Ibid.  
64 Armstrong, Isobel. 2003. “Casa Guidi Windows: Spectacle and Politics in 1851”. In Chapman and Stabler, Unfolding 
the South, pp. 51-69, p. 53.  
65 Cronin, Richard. 2003. “Casa Guidi Windows: Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Italy and the Poetry of Citizenship”. In 
Chapman and Stabler, Unfolding the South, pp. 35-51, p. 50.  
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 Peculiar to Casa Guidi Windows is the intricate entanglement of life, poetry and politics. In 

the interval between the composition of Part I and II of the poem, EBB gives birth to her son Robert 

Wiedemann, known as “Pen”, in March 1849. Embracing the roles of poet and mother at the same 

time, Barrett Browning fuses the private and public spheres, thus establishing an inextricable link 

between the female perspective and political issues, the birth of her child and the rise of the Italian 

nation. The emphasis on womanhood in the text gives the writer the means to present the 

Risorgimento in terms of rebirth and her sympathy for the Italians as a maternal instinct. 

Furthermore, it is used strategically by EBB to justify her lack of judgement in trusting the good 

faith of Leopold II and Pio IX in their support of the Italian cause. ‘Because I am a woman, I, / who 

felt my own child’s coming life before / the prescience of my soul, and held faith high, / I could not 

bear to think, whoever bore, / that lips, so warmed, could shape so cold a lie’66. In the preface, EBB 

highlights that the distance between part I and II should not be read as inconsistency but as the 

natural evolution of ideas due to her direct involvement in the unfolding of events:  

 

The discrepancy between the two parts is a sufficient guarantee to the public of the 

truthfulness of the writer, who, though she certainly escaped the epidemic “falling 

sickness” of enthusiasm for Pio Nono, takes shame upon herself that she believed, 

like a woman, some royal oaths, and lost sight of the probable consequences of 

some obvious popular defects. If the discrepancy should be painful to the reader, 

let him understand that to the writer it has been more so. But such discrepancies we 

are called upon to accept at every hour by the conditions of our nature, implying 

the interval between aspiration and performance, between faith and disillusion, 

between hope and fact.   

O trusted broken prophecy, 

O richest fortune sourly crost, 

Born for the future, to the future lost! 

 

Nay, not lost to the future in this case. The future of Italy shall not be 

disinherited.67 

 

Casa Guidi Windows is a poem pervaded by a vital impetus, not only because it contains 

autobiographical references to the writer’s experience in Italy and to her own child’s birth, but 

above all because it contrasts the vitalism of a nation struggling to emerge with the condescending 

pietism that has characterised the image of Italy over the centuries. EBB deplores the set of myths 

about Il bel paese that, by focusing on the country’s ancient glories, have ended up reducing it to a 

reminiscence of itself and engages in a process of demystification that replaces the mournful ‘masks 

and sad effigies’ (I: 47) of the past with the images of real ‘live weak creatures’ (I: 48) of the 

present. The poetic evolution of the work thus follows a parabolic trajectory that leads from funeral 

 
66 Browning, Casa Guidi Windows, p. 45.  
67 Ivi, unnumbered page.  
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elegy, intentionally introduced in the preface with a reference to Ralph Waldo Emerson’s eulogy for 

his son68, to the prophecy that concludes the composition and envisions ‘new springs of life gushing 

everywhere’ (II: 763) for the regeneration of Italy.    

 EBB’s resolve to come to terms with the past and look to the future influences her stylistic 

choices on both the metrical and metaphorical levels. Casa Guidi Windows presents a hybrid poetic 

form because it is written in a variant of terza rima that recalls Dante but with an innovative 

rhyming pattern (ababab, cdcdc). In Part I, the throb of life echoes in the rhythm of the poem as 

EBB makes ‘the pulse of verse beat loudly’69 to express the dynamism and vitality at the heart of 

Risorgimento Italy. By contrast, Part II shows a more controlled and repetitive cadence, whose 

monotony is interrupted frequently by syntactic breaks signalling the author’s disillusionment and 

lost faith in a positive outcome. In this case, Matthew Reynolds suggests, ‘we might imagine the 

narrator’s subdued heart beating in time with the thread of famously methodical Austrian army [...] 

and communicating the flattened pulse to the feet of her verse.’70. As for the symbolic system, it is 

essential to note that Casa Guidi Windows is permeated by an overabundance of “images” and 

metaphors that parade before the reader’s eyes, creating a network of meanings that are not always 

easy to interpret. In the following paragraphs, a close textual analysis will reveal that the 

metaphorical landscape of Casa Guidi Windows is not only deeply embodied but also driven by a 

precise political agenda. Acknowledging the role of cultural constructions in shaping reality, EBB 

comes to the conclusion that the image of Italy that has been bequeathed over the centuries needs to 

be changed. In her view, Italy has been reduced to ‘Heroic ashes up for hour-glass sand; / Of her 

own past, impassioned nympholept!’ (I: 179-180) for so long that it is impossible to imagine a 

different destiny for the nation and its inhabitants. Therefore, her task as poet-prophet is to make her 

compatriots aware that Britain’s cultural appropriation of an idealised, mythical Italia has been 

complicit in preventing her emergence as a political entity. In the attempt to revitalise the “dead 

body” of Italy, EBB substitutes the set of tropes handed down by traditional representations with 

new ones emphasising the spirit of liberty which animates the country and its inhabitants. Signs of 

hope replace the rhetoric of the sepulchre, thus showing that a new aesthetics is needed to rescue 

Italy from the status of victim and allow her to be born as a free nation: 

 

 

 
68 The lines of poetry included in the preface are from “Threnody”, a poem in which the American philosopher 
Emerson mourns the loss of his young son, Waldo who died of scarlatina at five years old in 1842.    
69 Reynolds, Matthew. 2001. The Realms of Verse, 1830-1870: English Poetry in a Time of Nation-Building. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, p. 95.  
70 Ivi, p. 95-96.  
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‘... never say “no more”  

To Italy’s life! Her memories undismayed 

Still argue “evermore” – her graves implore 

Her future to be strong and not afraid; 

her very statues send their looks before. (I: 202-206) 
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PART I 

 

Scholars have often pointed out that the sense of sight is a defining element of Casa Guidi 

Windows.71 Beginning with the title, vision is a recurring theme in Barrett Browning’s work which 

repeatedly incorporates words and formulations belonging to the semantic field of sight. However, 

hearing also assumes an important function in the poem as events are not only seen through the 

windows of Palazzo Guidi but their rhythm is heard72. Part I indeed opens with the narrator 

listening in the dark to a melody echoing in the streets of Florence. 

 

I HEARD last night a little child go singing  

  ‘Neath Casa Guidi windows, by the church, 

“O bella libertà, O bella! – stringing 

  The same words still on notes he went in search 

So high for, you concluded the upspringing 

  Of such a nimble bird to sky from perch 

Must leave the whole bush in a tremble green; 

  And that the heart of Italy must beat, 

While such a voice had leave to rise serene 

  ‘Twixt church and palace of a Florence street! – 

A little child, too, who not long had been 

  By mother’s finger steadied on his feet, 

And still O bella libertà he sang. (I: 1-13) 

 

The chant celebrates the beauty of liberty and repeats the keyword of the Risorgimento, “LIBERTÀ”. 

Interestingly, it is not sung by a patriot, a soldier or a national hero but by a little child. In both parts 

of Casa Guidi Windows, EBB adopts an individual Italian to symbolise the community of Italian 

people. The child, who does not fight for Italy but rather sings its song, thus personifies the spirit of 

the nation as well as the hopes for the future. He becomes the physical incarnation of Italy’s 

aspirations for unity and independence. The reference to his youthful age, ‘not long had been/ by 

mother’s finger steadied on his feet’ (I: 12), alludes simultaneously to his and the nation’s birth. 

Moreover, the association with the bird emphasises the child’s innocence and suggests invoking 

freedom is as natural an act for the latter as chirping is for the former. 

 Music, as EBB presents it in the poem, is ‘crucial in a country’s evolving history, and the 

agent of its coming to be a “nation”.’73. This is not unusual for a writer who, as amply demonstrated 

by Donald S. Hair in Fresh Strange Music: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Language (2015), very 

 
71 Dillon, Steve and Frank, Katherine. 1997. ‘Defenestrations of the Eye: Flow, Fire and Sacrifice in “Casa Guidi 
Windows”. Victorian Poetry. Vol. 35, No. 4 (Winter 1997), pp. 471-492. 
72 Dillon, Steve. 2001. ‘Barrett Browning’s Poetic Vocation: Crying, Singing, Breathing’. Victorian Poetry, Vol. 39, No. 4, 
pp. 509-532.  
73 Hair, Donald. 2015. Fresh Strange Music: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Language. Montreal & Kingston; London; 
Chicago: McGill-Queen’s University Press, p. 186.  
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often characterises herself as a singer and her poetry as music. The first ten lines of the poem 

condense EBB’s theory of political poetry: the refrain o bella libertà establishes a beat to which the 

‘heart of Italy’ must attune. The purpose of the child’s lilt, and implicitly of EBB’s poem, is thus to 

convey a message of freedom and to evoke a response in thinking, feeling, and action. The belief in 

the power of music to affect reality immediately leads EBB to meditate upon past rhythms and older 

songs:  

 
Then I thought, musing, of the innumerous 

  Sweet songs which for this Italy outrang 

From older singers’ lips, who sang not thus 

  Exultingly and purely, yet, with pang 

Sheathed into music, touched the heart of us 

  So finely that the pity scarcely pained! (I: 14-19) 

 

Through these songs, EBB reflects on the representations of Italy across the centuries. She criticises 

the ‘Bewailers of their Italy enchained’ (I: 21) who, by complaining about the degeneration of Italy, 

have ended up consolidating the image of beautiful yet suffering womanhood through the 

hackneyed tropes of ‘childless among mothers’ (I: 22), ‘widow of empires’ (I: 23), ‘shamed sister’ 

(I: 25), ‘Cybele, or Niobe’ (I: 32) and ‘Juliet of nations’ (I: 36). Among those who lament for the 

state of the peninsula, she identifies the seventeenth-century poet Vincenzo da Filicaja74 as the 

initiator of the ‘personating Image’ of Italy, who by introducing the refrain “Had she been less fair / 

She were less wretched” perpetuated the country’s oppression and victimisation.  

 EBB was not new to this kind of criticism. Over the years, she had developed a certain 

sensitivity that prompted her to question all icons of female subjection. Dating from the same period 

is the poem “Hiram Powers’ Greek Slave” (1850), in which the poet, under the pretext of 

commenting on one of the most famous sculptures of the nineteenth century, problematises the 

Victorian obsession with images of female suffering and subjugation. Elizabeth Barrett Browning 

first viewed Hiram Powers’s The Greek Slave [FIG. 11] in his Florentine studio in 184775 and was 

immediately inspired to write a sonnet on the complicated relationship between beauty and misery. 

The statue was conceived by Powers in response to the Greek War of Independence and it depicted 

a Greek Christian woman being sold at a slave market in Constantinople. The image of this 

beautiful, naked woman in chains exerted an irresistible lure on Victorian onlookers, especially 

because her disgraced state contrasted with her innocent look and pose. So, the sculpture (in its 

variants) enjoyed great success in the nineteenth century: not only did it tour in America and 

 
74 Her attack is specifically aimed at the Italian poet, Vincenzo da Filicaja, and his sonnet “All’Italia” but the implicit 
target is Byron who had included his own translation of Filicaja’s poem in canto 4 of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage.   
75 Markus, Julia. 1995. Dared and Done: The Marriage of Elizabeth Barrett and Robert Browning. New York: Knopf, p. 
196.  
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England and was displayed at the Great Exhibition in London in 1851 but miniature copies were 

made in porcelain, the figure appeared on tin boxes and other popular objects, and as the American 

Civil War neared, it was adopted as an abolitionist symbol. Although EBB recognised the statue’s 

compelling power, her poem can be read as a condemnation of the sexual politics involved in the 

representation. In her lines, it is a feminine, supposedly silenced and enslaved woman who pleads to 

the rest of humanity ‘to, so, confront man’s crimes in different lands/ With man’s ideal sense’76. 

Reversing the convention, EBB gives voice to the woman victim, rescuing her from the chains of 

silence and powerlessness.77 The statue’s own being, and the very body that marks her as enslaved, 

is interpreted by Barrett Browning as an instrument possessing the potential for overthrowing her 

condition and setting her free.  

 In Casa Guidi Windows, EBB manifests the same distaste for popular poetics that elegise 

female figures while turning them into passive objects. Adopting a similar standpoint to the one she 

chose for “Hiram Powers’ Greek Slave”, she repudiates alluring images of victimhood and 

concentrates on the real injustices endured by the oppressed. In this sense, her poetic activity in 

Casa Guidi Windows acquires a political intent as she sides with the living and present Italians that 

fight for freedom and condemns the ‘rhymers sooneteering in their sleep / And archaists mumbling 

dry bones up the land / And sketchers lauding ruined towns a-heap’ (I: 148-150). To testify her 

alternative position, she declares: 

 

And I, who am a singer, too, forsooth, 

Prefer to sing with these who are awake, 

With birds, with babes, with men who will not fear  

The baptism of the morning dew, [...] 

Than join those old thin voices with my new,  

And sigh for Italy with some safe high 

Cooped up in music ‘twixt an oh an ah – 

Nay, hand in hand with that young child, will I 

Rather go singing, ‘Bella libertà’, 

Than, with those poets, croon the dead or cry 

‘Se tu men bella fossi Italia!’ (I: 155-168) 
 

However, EBB does not deny history altogether. Instead, she considers the present as the direct 

evolution of past actions and thoughts. Her claim is that while we may disagree with our 

predecessors, we cannot forget their legacy. 

 

 
76 Browning, Elizabeth Barrett. 1850. The Poems of Elizabeth Barrett Browning. London and New York: Frederick 
Warne and Co, p. 434.  
77 Way, Elizabeth. 2015. Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s “Hiram Powers’ ‘Greek Slave’”. Victorians Institute Journal, 
Digital Annex 43. [Available at: https://nines.org/exhibits/Elizabeth_Barrett_Browning_s_H, last accessed: 28th June 
2023].  

https://nines.org/exhibits/Elizabeth_Barrett_Browning_s_H
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For me who stand in Italy to–day, 

Where worthier poets stood and sang before, 

  I kiss their footsteps, yet their words gainsay. (I: 49-51) 
 

Soon after, she mentions illustrious artists and thinkers of the past – Virgil, Cicero, Catullus, 

Boccaccio, Dante, Petrarch, Michelangelo, Raphael and Pergolese – and places herself in the stream 

of noble personalities who have contributed to making Italy great in the eyes of the world. 

 

[...] Could I sing this song,  

If my dead masters had not taken heed 

To help the heavens and earth to make me strong, 

As the wind ever will find out some reed, 

And touch it to such issues as belong  

To such a frail thing? None may grudge the dead [...] 

If orphaned, we are disinherited. (I: 432-434)  

 

For EBB, the problem is not recognising the debt we owe to the past, but believing that history has 

ceased to evolve, and the nation’s glory resides solely in its ‘heroic ashes’ (I: 179). Enamoured with 

her own past, Italy consented to be ‘nailed here by the hand / to the very bay-tree under which she 

stepped / A queen of old, and plucked a leafy branch’ (I: 191-193). In other words, she allowed the 

profusion of praise for her to overpower her voice and eventually reduce her to silence. From that 

moment, she has been ‘no nation, but the poet’s pensioner’ (I: 197), a mere object of desire and 

mythologisation. The narrator of Casa Guidi Windows dismisses these narratives as self-referential 

and calls for a substitution of mournful imagery with visions of the nation’s future. Honouring our 

roots, which in the text is metaphorically summed up in the action of bringing violets to graves, 

should not prevent us from living in the present: ‘We do not serve the dead – the past is past’ (I: 

207). The author’s invitation is, therefore, to free oneself from the yoke of the ancestors who force 

us to endlessly praise their deeds – ‘O Dead, ye shall no longer cling to us / With your stiff hands of 

desiccating praise, / and drag us backward by the garment thus, / To stand and laud you in long 

virelays!’ (I: 220-223) – and engage in actions that may, in turn, be remembered by posterity.  

 

So let the living live, the dead retain 

Flowers on cold graves! – though honour’s best supplied 

When we bring actions, to prove their’s not vain. (I: 412-414) 
 

In the context of the Risorgimento, she encourages Italian patriots to abandon the poetics of the 

sepulchre which has been passed on to them from generation to generation and commit to daring 

actions for the liberation of their nation so that Italy may count ‘these oil-eaters with large, live, 

mobile mouths / agape for macaroni, in the amount / of consecrated heroes of her south’s bright 

rosary’ (I: 190-193). Resorting again to the botanical metaphor, she urges nineteenth-century 
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Italians to come to terms with their past so that they can prove their worth and sow the seeds of a 

new future:  

 

[...] having strewn the violets, reap the corn, 

And, having reaped and garnered, bring the plough 

And draw new furrows ‘neath the healthy morn, 

And plant the great Hereafter in this Now. (I: 286-289)  
 

As highlighted by Donald Hair, EBB’s model for her own role in such an organic process is the 

Biblical figure of Miriam, the older sister of Moses and Aaron, who conceived of herself, as EBB 

did, as both poet and prophet.78 In Chapter 15 of Exodus, the Israelites intone a song of 

thanksgiving to praise God after the successful crossing of the Red Sea and Miriam leads the chant: 

‘And Miriam the prophetess, the sister of Aaron, took a timbrel in her hand; and all the women went 

out after her with timbrels and with dances. And Miriam answered them, “Sing ye to the Lord, for 

he hath triumphed gloriously; the horse and his rider hath he thrown into the sea.’79. EBB recalls the 

episode in Casa Guidi Windows to allude to an imminent change in the Italian situation. She 

imagines Miriam ‘clashed her cymbals to surprise / The sun between her white arms flung apart, / 

With new, glad, golden sounds’ (I: 304-306). The gesture implying ‘a joyous release from danger 

and oppression and an advance into a newer and fuller life’80 and the fact that she put her voice to 

the service of her nation account for EBB’s understanding of Miriam as a symbol of political 

awakening and freedom. Just as the Song of the Sea celebrates the destruction of the Egyptian army 

during the crossing, and looks forward to the future conquest of Canaan, EBB’s own song aims to 

look back at Italian troubled history only ‘to meditate what greatness may be done’ (I: 648). 

 After this long preamble in which Barrett Browning defines the purpose of her work and the 

characteristics of her singing, she begins the account of the event that inspired the narrative. Before 

she even starts detailing the procession in Florence, however, she highlights her embodied response 

to the scene: ‘Shall I say / What made my heart beat with exulting love /A few weeks back? (I: 444-

446) It is worth pointing out that EBB always felt a strong, immediate bodily investment in the 

crucial events of the Risorgimento. Years later, she will write in a letter to her sister: ‘My interest in 

Italian politics has set me eating my heart lately’81, an assertion which testifies to her emotional and 

physical involvement in the Italian cause.  

 In this section, I will analyse Casa Guidi Windows’s imagery of heart and fire to prove that 

Barrett Browning used it as a model for how affect can become politicised. Here I am indebted to 

 
78 Hair, Fresh Strange Music, p. 186.  
79 Exodus 15, 20-21.  
80 Hair, Fresh Strange Music, p. 187.  
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Kirstie Blair’s study, Victorian Poetry and the Culture of the Heart (2006), which showed that 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s ‘metaphors tend to draw on the body and the physical world’82 and 

that she frequently ‘draws upon and rewrites standard poetic tropes’83. In particular, going against 

nineteenth-century understanding of the rhetoric of the heart as a feminine domain associated with 

romantic love, hence to the most private and intimate feelings of the individual, in Casa Guidi 

Windows, Barrett Browning used it to hint both at her sympathy for the Italian cause – strategically 

expressed with the cardiac metaphor through its throbs and spasms – and at the collective struggle 

for freedom. In this way, she repeatedly demonstrates that it is difficult to separate one’s own 

feelings and desires from wider discourses of citizenship, nationalism, politics, and the role of 

poetry. 

 As Kirstie Blair illustrates, Casa Guidi Windows plays ‘on the discourse of the political 

heart (thinking about such commonplaces as the heart of the nation, hearts of oak, hearts beating as 

one) and interlace[s] personal and political events’84. From the very first pages of the poem, the 

heart is particularly evoked in relation to the collective: ‘the heart of Italy must beat’ (I: 8). Its 

rhythmic pulse signals the flow of life and contrasts with the dead images of statues and paintings. 

Italy, the narrator suggests, is no longer shrouded in the sleep of death but lives on and is ready to 

take charge of her own destiny. In this vision laden with vitalism, Florence itself is represented as a 

cardiac organ and the Arno as a blood vessel that carries a continuous flow of vital forces through 

the city85.  

 

I can but muse in hope upon this shore 

  Of golden Arno, as it shoots away 

Straight through the heart of Florence, ‘neath the four 

  Bent bridges, seeming to strain off like bows, 

And tremble, while the arrowy undertide 

  Shoots on and cleaves the marble as it goes, 

And strikes up palace–walls on either side 

  And froths the cornice out in glittering rows, 

With doors and windows quaintly multiplied, 

  And terrace-sweeps, and gazers upon all, 

By whom if flower or kerchief were thrown out, 

  From any lattice there, the same would fall 

Into the river underneath, no doubt,  – 

  It runs so close and fast ‘twixt wall and wall. (I: 53-66) 
 

 
81 [EBB to Henrietta Cook, 21st March 1859]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 26, pp. 92-
98. 
82 Blair, Kirstie. 2006. Victorian Poetry and the Culture of the Heart. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, p. 
120.  
83 Ibid. 
84 Ivi, p. 127.   
85 Dillon and Frank, ‘Defenestrations of the Eye’, p. 475.  
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This figurative depiction of the Tuscan city prepares the reader for what follows by presenting in 

advance the language that will feature in the procession sequence. Part I of the poem, indeed, 

follows a crescendo progression that culminates in the description of the public event of 12th 

September 1847. EBB’s illustration of the scene is highly symbolic. Not only does she introduce 

premonitory signs (the sun, the dove, the fire) which she reads as good and full of promise for the 

future of the Italian nation, but more significantly, she envisions Florence as a beating heart.  

 

The day was such a day 

As Florence owes the sun. The sky above,  

Its weight upon the mountains seemed to lay,  

And palpitate in glory, like a dove 

Who had flown too fast, full-hearted! Take away  

The image! For the heart of man beat higher 

That day in Florence, flooding all her streets 

And piazzas with tumult and desire. (I: 447-454)   
 

The heart-centred imagery is based on the conceptualisation of the city as a circulatory network in 

which Palazzo Pitti is the pulsating heart, the Florentine streets are arteries, and the citizens are 

blood molecules returning to their source. Moreover, it is evoked through expressions that 

semantically recall the cardiovascular system and the passionate (or pathological) emotions 

associated with it: ‘palpitate’, ‘flush’, ‘full-hearted’, ‘beat higher’, ‘flooding’, ‘tumult’ and ‘desire’. 

Even more telling are the following lines where EBB describes the movement of the procession and 

likens it to the flow of blood. 

 

The people, with accumulated heats, 

  And faces turned one way, as if one fire 

Did draw and flush them, leaving their old beats, 

  Went upward to the palace Pitti wall, 

To thank their Grand-duke, who, not quite of course, 

  Had graciously permitted, at their call, 

The citizens to use their civic force 

  To guard their civic homes. So, one and all, 

The Tuscan cities streamed up to the source 

  Of this new good, at Florence; taking it 

As good so far, presageful of more good, – 

  The first torch of Italian freedom, lit 

To toss in the next tiger’s face who should 

  Approach too near them in a cruel fit, – 

The first pulse of an even flow of blood, 

  To prove the level of Italian veins 

Toward rights perceived and granted [...] (I: 455-471) 

 

The increased heartbeat turns into a euphoria of “overflowing” as a rush of active people converges 

in a single, united heart. Inhabitants from all parts of Tuscany have learnt to attune their rhythm and 

to see themselves as members of a single political body. EBB’s hope is that this movement might 
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be ‘the first pulse of an even flow of blood’86, i.e. that the collective enthusiasm of that day could be 

transformed into a concrete commitment to the renewal of the nation and a first impulse for the 

unification of Italy. 

 Significantly, the procession gathers in front of the so-called “Sasso di Dante”, a sacred 

place for all Italians from which to draw strength and courage. This ‘plain flat stone’ (I: 602) thus 

functions as a pivot between past and present. The demonstrators, literally burning with enthusiasm 

–‘accumulated heats’ (I: 455); ‘as if one fire / did draw and flush them’ (I: 456-457) – cannot resist 

the attraction of the place where the Supreme Poet used to sit in meditation and ‘pour alone / the 

lava of his spirit when it burned’ (I: 605-606). The fire of his poetry thus provides the ignition to 

‘the first torch of Italian freedom’ (I: 465). The inclusion of this episode in Casa Guidi Windows 

highlights how the Risorgimento had consolidated the cult of Dante and how his figure in the 

nineteenth century had assumed not only the role of father of Italian literature and language but of 

the nation itself. The way he is introduced here and the reference to the renewing fire of his poetic 

voice sets him in stark opposition to those singers of the Italian “ashes” EBB has previously 

deplored in the text. Dante’s greatest merit, Barrett Browning seems to suggest, is to have made 

visible what Italy could be if only the Italians would put aside their differences and fight for a 

common purpose. Aligning herself with him, the writer reflects that freedom can only be attained 

together: ‘A land’s brotherhood / Is most puissant! Men, upon the whole, / Are what they can be, – 

nations, what they would’ (I: 658-660).  

 This thought leads her to contemplate her own native land and to question the European drift 

that leads nations ‘to confront / the brutal with the brutal’ (I: 676). Barrett Browning emphasises 

that the logic of “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth” may have been suited for infantile nations 

that needed Caesars and Napoleons to impose themselves on others, but it has no more sense for 

modern nations that should instead adopt the Christian logic of “turning the other cheek”. To this 

purpose, she invites her country (‘My England’) to be a leader of justice and peace in the world: 

 

And so with wide embrace, my England, seek 

To stifle the bad heat and flickerings 

Of this world’s false and nearly expended fire! 

Draw palpitating arrows to the wood, 

And send abroad thy high hopes, and thy higher 

Resolves, from that most virtuous altitude! 

Till nations shall unconsciously aspire 

By looking up to thee, and learn that good 

And glory are not different. (I: 708:716) 

 

 

 
86 Ibid. 
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[...] O my England [...] 

disband thy captains, change thy victories, 

Be henceforth prosperous as the angels are, 

Helping, not humbling. (I: 721-726) 

 

EBB’s appeal, addressed as much to individual citizens as to national communities, is to abandon 

‘the old beats’ (I: 457) and unite in one political body. The hope is that the love for one’s country, 

guided by principles of truth and justice, will enflame the heart of the nations with higher and more 

virtuous passions.  

 To implement the great programme of collective transformation she has envisioned, EBB 

realises that someone needs to guide. To fulfil this role, she looks for a hero, some ‘high soul, 

crowned capable to lead / the conscious people, conscious and advised’ (I: 762-763). In her view, 

he will inspire ‘instead of passion, thought’ (I: 770) and, through his positive influence, contribute 

to ‘expand / the inner souls of men’ (I: 793-794). Barrett Browning’s model for this hero is once 

again taken from the Bible, and embodied in the figure of David, a ‘sovran teacher’ (I: 766) whom 

she tropes as a master musician: 

 

[...] A better day’s begun  

And soon this leader, teacher, will stand plain,  

And build the golden pipes and synthesize 

This people-organ for a holy strain. (I: 811-814)  
 

Not only will he ‘teach, lead, strike fire into the masses’ (I: 837) but inspire in the literal sense of 

the world:   

 

[...] fill 

These empty bladders with fine air, insphere  

These wills into a unity of will 

And make of Italy a nation. (I: 837-840) 
 

Just as God in Genesis had formed a man from dust and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, 

EBB imagines the sovran teacher ‘will pour new life for nations that expire’ (I: 853) and transform 

the mournful cries of the oppressed ‘in a clarion-breath / Of hero-music’ (I: 844-845).    

 ‘Where is the teacher?’ (I: 818), she asks. Her answer is twofold: the teacher might be a 

political figure of action like Mazzini or Pio Nono, or a contemplative figure like herself who 

watches events and moves by singing. The dilemma remains unresolved because Italy is left waiting 

for this figure to reveal himself: ‘Come, appear, be found / If pope or peasant, come!’ (I: 1057-

1058). While waiting for this ‘heroic heart’ (I:1052) to come out into the open, EBB calls on other 
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European nations to stand up for Italy against Austria. She reminds them of the cultural debt they 

owe to Italy and invites them to intervene to ease the suffering of its people: 

 

Help, lands of Europe! For, if Austria fight,  

The drums will bar your slumber. Who had curled 

The laurel for your thousand artists’ brows, 

If the Italians hands had planted none? (I: 1109-1112) 
 

At this point, addressing specifically her English audience, she includes the recollection of a visit to 

Vallombrosa: ‘And Vallombrosa, we went to see / Last June, beloved companion’ (I: 1129). In the 

mid-nineteenth century, almost every visit by an English traveller to Florence was followed by a 

trip to Vallombrosa, an ancient monastery in the Apennines, surrounded by forests of beech and 

firs. Not only was it a lovely, shadowy place, but it was also pervaded by the spirit of Milton who 

had been inspired by it for his description of Eden: ‘Therefore is / The place divine to English man 

and child, / We all love Italy.’ (I: 1162-1164). As a way of making clear the interconnectedness of 

poetry and politics, art and reality, Barrett Browning’s belief is that Casa Guidi Windows might 

prompt fellow Grand Tourists who loved Italian landscape, history and art to support the idea and 

the actual birth of Italy as a nation. 

 

 

[...] How oft, indeed,  

We all have sent our souls out from the north, 

On bare white feet which would not print nor bleed,  

To climb the Alpine passes and look forth,  

[...] therefore, let us all  

In England or in any other land,  

Refresh once by the fountain – rise and fall  

Of dreams of this fair south – who understand  

A little how the Tuscan musical 

Vowels do round themselves as if they plann’d 

Eternities of separate sweetness, - we 

Who loved Sorrento vines in picture-book 

Or ere in wine-cup we pledged faith or glee, 

Who loved Rome’s wolf, with demi-gods at suck, 

Or ere we loved truth’s own divinity,  

Who loved, in brief, the classic hill and brook,  

And Ovid’s dreaming tales and Petrarch’s song,  

Or ere we loved Love’s self! (I: 1173-1176; 1185-1197) 
 

 

After this fervent appeal to universal brotherhood and political intervention in the Italian cause, Part 

I of Casa Guidi Windows ends with the author’s certainty that Italy’s struggle for freedom will not 

fail. However, towards the conclusion, her assumed sympathy for the revolutionaries combines 

oddly with her willingness to see them dead – ‘So let them die’ (I: 1210), the more so since she 
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herself was not in danger87. Her call to Italian patriots to fight even to death might reflect the 

importance of martyrdom in nationalist programmes like Mazzini’s: ‘the seed that we have sown … 

will … germinate beneath the soil sanctified by the blood of our martyrs; … you may kill men; you 

cannot kill a great idea’88, as he had written in Ricordi dei Fratelli Bandiera (1844), a book EBB 

knew well89. However, I think her invitation is coherent with her organic understanding of history, 

in which there is no separation between the living and the dead because both are contributing to the 

rise of the nation. ‘Above or underneath / What matter?’ (I: 1211-1212). Those who have died for 

freedom have not done so in vain and like humus, they will also be the source of new life when 

spring comes:   

    

These Dead be seeds of life, and shall encumber 

⁠The sad heart of the land until it loose 

The clammy clods and let out the spring-growth 

⁠In beatific green through every bruise. (II: 666-669) 

 

In EBB’s optimistic vision, all that matters is that the heroic heart of Italy continues to beat. If the 

Italians strive together, she claims, not a single drop of blood will be wasted.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
87 Reynolds, The Realms of Verse, p. 93.  
88 Garrison, William L. 2023. Joseph Mazzini: His Life, Writings, and Political Principles. Frankfurt: Anatiposi Verlag, p. 
267. 
89 Robert Browning sent her a copy of Mazzini’s memorial to the Bandiera brothers in 1845. See for reference:       
[RB to EBB, 20th November 1845]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 11, pp. 180-181. 
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PART II 

 

Part II of Casa Guidi Windows presents a completely different attitude. Written after the failure of 

the revolutionary uprisings of 1848-49, it registers Barrett Browning’s burning indignation at the 

return of the by-then self-exiled Grand Duke Leopold at the head of an Austrian army in Florence. 

It is thus characterised by a tone of resignation and disappointment, as EBB has become 

disenchanted, losing faith that Italian people could achieve their ideals and form a nation.  

 

I WROTE a meditation and a dream, 

Hearing a little child sing in the street 

I leant upon his music as a theme, 

⁠Till it gave way beneath my heart's full beat, 

Which tried at an exultant prophecy 

⁠But dropped before the measure was complete— 

Alas, for songs and hearts! O Tuscany, 

⁠O Dante’s Florence, is the type too plain? 

Didst thou, too, only sing of liberty, 

⁠As little children take up a high strain 

With unintentioned voices, and break off 

⁠To sleep upon their mothers' knees again? 

Could’st thou not watch one hour? Then, sleep enough— 

⁠That sleep may hasten manhood, and sustain 

The faint pale spirit with some muscular stuff. (II: 1-15) 
 

EBB’s profound sense of betrayal and bewilderment is expressed in the text by the reversal of all 

the metaphorical images from Part I. The heartbeat that animated the crowd and instilled a rhythm 

to the poem collapses. Just like the human body cannot sustain an over-quicken pulse for too long, 

the heart of Italy failed to subside from feverish excitement to an ‘even flow’ and could not 

maintain its own pulsation. The ‘full beat’ dropped in exhaustion ‘before the measure was 

complete’ (II: 6). At the same time, the child’s song that had promised to inspire the Florentines 

with a desire for freedom has turned into a lullaby that lulled people to sleep. The renewing fire of 

the first part has become a fierce blaze. The citizens ‘boiled / and bubbled in the cauldron of the 

street’ (II: 118-119) only to see their illusions crumble like the walls of Troy that, wrapped in 

flames, burned until dawn. Moreover, according to EBB, the Tree of Liberty died because the roots 

were not planted in the public conscience, so civic enthusiasm was quickly extinguished ‘like a 

burning reed’ (II: 207). All these images underline the writer’s bitterness at the lost opportunity and 

reaffirm her emotional involvement in the Italian cause: ‘Bitter things I write / Because my soul is 

bitter for your sakes, / O freedom! O my Florence!’ (II: 191-193). 

 Parallel to the civic parade in Part I, the key event of Part II is the military procession that 

accompanies the return of Grand Duke Leopold: ‘From Casa Guidi windows, gazing, then, / I saw 

and witness how the Duke came back.’ (II: 286-287). The episode is deliberately contrasted with 
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the one described earlier. The rejoicing Florentine crowd of Part I is replaced by the mute and 

indifferent Austrian army, the triumph of colours of the civic celebration by the dust-white uniforms 

of the invaders, and the peaceful flags and slogans by the intimidating swords and bayonets. 

Moreover, the perspective is completely reversed. This time, Barrett Browning appears much more 

focused on the domestic life within the house than on the events in the streets. When the Austrian 

troops enter Florence, her first thought is that the ‘regular tramp’ (II: 288) of their feet should not 

disturb her sleeping child. As ‘the armament of Austria flow[s] / Into the drowning heart of 

Tuscany’ (II: 353-354), Casa Guidi appears as a safe haven where EBB can cradle her child or retire 

to muse on the Italian defeat albeit from a distance. Yet again, the windows are but a thin layer 

separating the outside world from the inside. In fact, EBB perceives the strange silence that 

pervades the streets as the troops pass by and is touched by the humiliation of the Italians who are 

forced to witness the enemy army take control of the city, flaunting an olive branch as a symbol of 

peace. 

 

And yet none wept, none cursed; or, if 'twas so, 

⁠They wept and cursed in silence. Silently 

Our noisy Tuscans watched the invading foe; 

⁠They had learnt silence. Pressed against the wall 

And grouped upon the church-steps opposite, 

⁠A few pale men and women stared at all. 

God knows what they were feeling, with their white 

⁠Constrained faces!—they, so prodigal 

Of cry and gesture when the world goes right, 

⁠Or wrong indeed. But here, was depth of wrong, 

And here, still water: they were silent here: 

⁠And through that sentient silence, struck along 

That measured tramp from which it stood out clear, 

⁠Distinct the sound and silence, like a gong 

Tolled upon midnight,-each made awfuller; 

⁠While every soldier in his cap displayed 

A leaf of olive. (II: 355-371)  

 
 

Confronted with the bitter consequences of the battle of Novara, EBB is forced to admit that she 

was blind in believing that the liberation of Italy was imminent and that political figures such as 

Grand Duke Leopold and Pio Nono could be trusted. At this point, she acknowledges – albeit with 

some reluctance – that the hope that she had so triumphantly expressed in the poem’s first part was 

not the prophetic utterance of the true poet, but just a woman’s wishful thinking: ‘by the faint heart 

of my womanhood’ (II: 406). Although the error was committed in good faith, the profound 

disillusionment leads her to question the purpose of her involvement in Italian affairs.   
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But wherefore should we look out any more 

⁠From Casa Guidi windows? Shut them straight; 

And let us sit down by the folded door 

⁠And veil our saddened faces, and so, wait 

What next the judgment-heavens make ready for. 

⁠I have grown weary of these windows. Sights 

Come thick enough and clear enough with thought, 

⁠Without the sunshine; souls have inner lights: 

And since the Grand-duke has come back and brought 

⁠This army of the North which thus requites 

His filial South, we leave him to be taught. 

⁠His South, too, has learnt something certainly, 

Whereof the practice will bring profit soon; 

⁠And peradventure other eyes may see, 

From Casa Guidi windows, what is done 

⁠Or undone. (II: 425-440) 
 

Tired of observing reality from the windows of Casa Guidi, Barrett Browning seems to turn from 

empirical reality towards the depths of insight and, simultaneously, widen her field of vision to 

frame the world outside of Italy. Her wondering eye eventually lands on the place where the whole 

globe seemed to have gathered in 1851: London’s Crystal Palace.  

 

Just now, the world is busy: it has grown 

⁠A Fair-going world. Imperial England draws 

The flowing ends of the earth, from Fez, Canton, 

⁠Delhi and Stockholm, Athens and Madrid, 

The Russias and the vast Americas, 

⁠As a queen gathers in her robes amid 

Her golden cincture,—isles, peninsulas, 

⁠Capes, continents, far inland countries hid 

By jaspar sands and hills of chrysopras, 

⁠All trailing in their splendours through the door 

Of the new Crystal Palace. (II: 577-587) 

 

Promoted by Prince Albert as a celebration of Britain’s global wealth and industrial power, the 

Great Exhibition took place in Hyde Park in the spring-summer of 1851 and welcomed over 6 

million visitors. In contrast to Victorian fantasy, which had envisioned the Crystal Palace as a 

symbol of progress, opulence and utopian lifestyles, EBB addresses it to expose the dark side of 

industrialisation and modernity. She meditates on the wealth and prestige achieved by her 

motherland, which has now become a colonial power – ‘Imperial England’ (II: 578) – and 

underscores the great social injustices and oppressive systems that underlie them: 

 

Have you nothing best, 

Which generous souls may perfect and present, 

⁠And He shall thank the givers for? No light 

Of teaching, liberal nations, for the poor, 

⁠Who sit in darkness when it is not night? 

No cure for wicked children? Christ,—no cure! 
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⁠No help for women sobbing out of sight 

Because men made the laws? No brothel-lure 

⁠Burnt out by popular lightnings?—Hast thou found 

No remedy, my England, for such woes? 

⁠No outlet, Austria, for the scourged and bound, 

No entrance for the exiled? No repose, 

⁠Russia, for knouted Poles worked underground, 

And gentle ladies bleached among the snows?— 

⁠No mercy for the slave, America?— 

No hope for Rome, free France, chivalric France?— 

⁠Alas, great nations have great shames, I say. 

No pity, O world, no tender utterance 

⁠Of benediction, and prayers stretched this way 

To poor Italia baffled by mischance?— 

⁠O gracious nations, give some ear to me! 

You all go to your Fair, and I am one 

⁠Who at the roadside of humanity 

Beseech your alms,—a justice to be done. 

⁠So, prosper! (II: 632-656) 
 

With this heartfelt invective, which anticipates her famous “Curse for a Nation” by almost a decade, 

EBB openly manifests her anti-imperialist and anti-slavery stance, shedding light on the victims of 

inhuman commercial and political systems. She reflects that thousands of human beings in the 

world, especially women, children and enslaved people inhabiting the two self-proclaimed lands of 

freedom, Britain and the United States, are still very far from gaining la bella libertà.  

 Although she is aware that her voice, as a woman, is unlikely to be heard in the centres 

where power is exercised, she nevertheless holds firmly to the belief that big history can be mutated 

by each of the small actors who take part in it. In her view, the world is effectively changed through 

grand brave actions as well as through small gestures of care and empathy. To explain her claim, 

EBB takes the example of the heroic figure of Anita Garibaldi. Born Ana Maria Ribeiro da Silva, 

she was a Brazilian republican revolutionary. In 1839, 18-year-old Anita Ribeiro met and fell in 

love with Giuseppe Garibaldi who, at that time, was her comrade-in-arms. She then accompanied 

him and his red-shirted army back to Italy to join in the 1848 revolutions where they fought against 

the forces of the Austrian empire. Unfortunately, she contracted malaria during the war campaign 

and died at only twenty-eight and pregnant near Ravenna, where she was buried in the sand of the 

beach. Barrett Browning’s tribute to Anita Garibaldi in Casa Guidi Windows is significant not only 

because of the similarities between the two women (both led unconventional lives, married for love, 

had partners who shared the same political views, and considered themselves, each in her own way, 

fighters in defence of “il Popolo”) but also because until very recently Anna Ribeiro was hardly 
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more than a footnote in the life of her charismatic husband90. Instead, EBB depicted her as a mother 

and a fighter, and celebrated her as a figure emblematic of the Risorgimento: 

 

[...] Forlorn 

Of thanks, be, therefore, no one of these graves! 

⁠Not Hers,—who, at her husband's side, in scorn, 

Outfaced the whistling shot and hissing waves, 

⁠Until she felt her little babe unborn 

Recoil, within her, from the violent staves 

⁠And bloodhounds of the world: at which, her life 

Dropt inwards from her eyes, and followed it 

⁠Beyond the hunters. Garibaldi's wife 

And child died so. And now, the sea-weeds fit 

⁠Her body like a proper shroud and coif, 

And murmurously the ebbing waters grit 

⁠The little pebbles, while she lies interred 

In the sea-sand. Perhaps, ere dying thus, 

⁠She looked up in his face which never stirred 

From its clenched anguish, as to make excuse 

⁠For leaving him for his, if so she erred. 

Well he remembers that she could not choose. (II: 677-694) 
 

 

For this reason, I partially disagree with Lindsay Cordery’s view that ‘Barrett Browning’s inclusion 

and depiction of Anita Ribeiro in Casa Guidi Windows is [...] in many ways problematic. EBB 

gives Anita a protagonist’s role but only in terms of a glorious death, a death all the more glorious it 

would seem because ‘[she] felt the little babe unborn’. She is merely Garibaldi’s wife – “Mrs 

Garibaldi” – this is from the poet who disliked being known as “Mrs Browning”.’91 In my view, this 

thoroughly modern way of thinking does not take into account the effect that a female figure like 

Anita Garibaldi – a woman who was not only famous as an accomplished horsewoman but also as a 

skilled and tenacious fighter – could have on a Victorian woman (and an invalid) like Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning who had always dreamed a more active role in society. I believe that EBB, at 

least in her own fantasies, wanted more than anything else to participate in the liberation of Italy no 

longer as a passive spectator but as a leading actor. Therefore, I tend to disclaim that she understood 

Anita’s death as diminishing her importance; on the contrary, I think EBB saw it as a sublimation of 

her feminine heroism. 

 
90 A vast number of publications have been dedicated to Ana Maria de Jesus Ribeiro da Silva (1821-1849), better 
known as Anita Garibaldi. However, most of them are fictionalised biographies built around the stereotype of the 
rebel warrior, companion of the romantic hero par excellence; as well as novels, poetic verse, portraits, monuments, 
film and theatre works, and soap operas. Only recently have scholars and biographers begun to analyse her role as a 
historical figure in her own right. Notable in this regard are: Cavicchioli, Silvia. 2017. Anita. Storia e mito di Anita 
Garibaldi. Torino: Einaudi; Tagliaventi, Simona. 2011. “La guerriera, l'amante. Anita Garibaldi” in AA. VV., Donne del 
Risorgimento. Bologna: Il Mulino, pp. 51–64; Valerio, Anthony. 2001. Anita Garibaldi: A Biography. Westport: Praeger 
publishers. 
91 Cordery, “Beautiful Freedom: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Casa Guidi Windows”, p. 94.  
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 However, when she realises that by paying homage to Anita Garibaldi she has reverted to 

the ancient association of Italy and the grave, she rejects it, invoking the need for new songs: 

 

Still, graves, when Italy, is talked upon! 

Still, still, the patriot's tomb, the stranger's hate. 

⁠Still Niobe! still fainting in the sun 

By whose most dazzling arrows violate 

⁠Her beauteous offspring perished! Has she won 

Nothing but garlands for the graves, from Fate? 

⁠Nothing but death-songs? (II: 725-731) 

 

Indeed, EBB realises that poets like herself have a great responsibility because they can create new 

myths and a living language out of a deadening literary inheritance. Even without taking up arms, 

they can therefore contribute to changing the course of history. 

 

⁠And I, who first took hope up in this song, 

Because a child was singing one . . . behold, 

⁠The hope and omen were not, haply, wrong! 

Poets are soothsayers still, like those of old 

⁠Who studied flights of doves,—and creatures young 

And tender, mighty meanings, may unfold. (II: 737-741) 
 

Casa Guidi Windows closes with the description of another child, not the singing Italian, but her 

son Pen, her ‘own young Florentine’ (II: 743), who becomes the emblem of future possibilities. The 

scene testifies to a restored harmony between domestic or private, and public or political spheres as 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning has become empowered in both. As Richard Cronin suggests, in the 

final part of the poem, ‘she does not lose her faith because she looks at events with the eyes of a 

woman and a mother, and in this poem the maternal gaze can look lovingly not despite, but because 

of, the individual’s flawed humanity’92. As she watches Pen moving his first steps on the sunny 

balcony of Casa Guidi, she feels reassured by ‘the glittering nimbus’ (II: 760) of his hair and his 

‘brave blue English eyes’ (II: 747) and bears witness that ‘earth’s alive’ (II: 766) and ‘new springs 

of life are gushing everywhere’ (II: 763). EBB thus ceases to sing the future of Italy because she 

sees it already embodied in her Anglo-Italian ‘blue eyed-prophet / [...] to whom / the earliest world-

day light that ever flowed, / through Casa Guidi Windows, chanced to come!’ (II: 757-759).  

 

 

 

 
92 Cronin, “Casa Guidi Windows: Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Italy and the Poetry of Citizenship”, p. 49.  
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3.3 “IN OUR OWN BLOOD DRENCHED THE PEN”: ITALY’S WOUNDED BODY 

POLITICS AND THE WOMAN POET IN POEMS BEFORE CONGRESS AND LAST 

POEMS 

 

Elizabeth Barrett Browning continues her reflections on Italy, the Risorgimento, and its political 

protagonists in her later works: Poems Before Congress (1860) and Last Poems (1862). These two 

poetry collections differ significantly from Casa Guidi Windows, showing that EBB’s poetic 

response to Italian politics alters according to the development of events and changes considerably 

between her elopement to the peninsula in 1846 and her death in 1861. In particular, the bloody 

battles of Magenta and Solferino93, Garibaldi’s 1860 expedition to Sicily and Naples, and the 

military campaigns of Italy’s Second War of Independence (April-July 1859) – which first led to 

the annexation of Lombardy and of the central Italian states and eventually to the creation of the 

kingdom of Italy in 1861 under King Victor Emmanuel II – left an indelible mark on nineteenth-

century Europe and led Barrett Browning to re-think her own political involvement in the Italian 

cause for independence94.  

 While Casa Guidi Windows had been driven by EBB’s strong patriotism and optimistic view 

of both the nation’s future and her own role as a political singer, now shocked by the material 

damage inflicted by the military campaigns and the cruelty of war, she is forced to reconsider her 

relationship to Italy and forge a new political poetics95. No longer beholding events from a window 

but deeply engaged in the intense, rapidly unfolding turns of the Risorgimento, Barrett Browning 

‘maps a collision between poetic expression and history’96. In Poems Before Congress and Last 

Poems, she realises that there is a contradiction between the mythology of national resurrection and 

the reality of the suffering endured by the people. The process of nation-making is much more 

violent and traumatic than she has envisioned in Casa Guidi Windows: it resembles much more a 

chorus of cries, curses and wounded utterances than a child’s song. Therefore, in her last two 

collections, Barrett Browning reflects on the scars that political violence leaves on the body politic 

and on the role of the woman poet in narrating the “cost and pain” individuals and communities had 

to pay to form the new nation.    

 
93 At the battle of Magenta (4th June 1859), in which the French army almost defeated the Austrian forces, more than 
2000 people were killed and 8000 wounded. A couple of weeks later, at the battle of Solferino (24th June 1859), there 
were almost 40,000 casualties in one day of fighting.   
94 Mermin, Dorothy. 1989. Elizabeth Barrett Browning: The Origins of a New Poetry. Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, p. 238. 
95 Chapman, Alison. 2003. “In Our Own Blood Drenched the Pen”: Italy and Sensibility in Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s 
Last Poems (1862). Women’s Writing, Vol. 10, No. 2, pp. 269-286, p. 269.  
96 Cove, Patricia. 2019. Italian Politics and Nineteenth-Century British Literature and Culture. Edinburgh: Edinburgh 
University Press, p. 125.  
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 Poems Before Congress, a collection published in 1860 whose title refers to a meeting of 

European powers to discuss the “Italian question” planned for January 1859 that never took place97, 

comprises a preface and eight poems, all of which address pivotal moments of the Risorgimento. 

Through these episodes, EBB records her high hopes for Italian liberation transformed into 

disillusionment. In this case, her great confidence in a positive outcome is bolstered by the military 

intervention of the French emperor Napoleon III on behalf of the Italian cause, yet it fades rapidly 

when Napoleon in 1859 abruptly accepts a peace treaty with Austria at Villafranca. Shifting the 

focus from the paralysing myths and mystifying representations of the Italian political body of Casa 

Guidi Windows to the real, extremely painful process of national unification, EBB muses on the 

right and duty of the woman poet to enter the public debate and transform consciences with the 

sheer power of her voice. Compared to the previous collection, Poems Before Congress therefore 

clearly shows that an aesthetic transfiguration is not enough to transform Italy. Only cohesion 

between the various Italian nation-states and international solidarity can help achieve the much-

desired goal of national unification. 

 The first poem of the collection, entitled “Napoleon III in Italy”, is an ode to the French 

emperor in nine stanzas, all but three of which end with the refrain ‘emperor / evermore’98. In the 

lyric, Barrett Browning celebrates Napoleon’s ascent to power and his commitment to rescue Italy 

from Austrian oppression. At the same time, she explores the role of the woman poet in an 

unprecedented way for English literature. Initially, the narrator underscores her lack of active 

involvement in political events as she simply observes the French people exercising their right to 

vote and electing Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte President of France through universal male suffrage: 

 

That day I did not hate 

Nor doubt, nor quail, nor curse. 

I, reverencing the people, did not bate 

My reverence of their deed and oracle, 

Nor vainly prate 

Of better and of worse 

Against the conclusion of their will.99   
 

However, soon afterwards, she recognises her poetic activity as ‘an office of sacred import, one 

ordained by God’s grace’100. Upon Napoleon’s crossing of the Alps, EBB welcomes him as the 

spokesperson for the Italian patriots (‘We, poets of the people’101) and sanctifies his actions, lifting 

 
97 Austrian representatives eventually declined to participate so the congress was cancelled.  
98 Browning, Elizabeth B. 1860. Poems Before Congress. London: Chapman and Hall, p. 1ff. 
99 Ivi, p. 3. 
100 Montwieler, Katherine. 2005. ‘Domestic Politics: Gender, Protest, and Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Poems before 
Congress’. Tulsa Studies in Women's Literature (Fall 2005), Vol. 24, No. 2, pp. 291-317, p. 298.  
101 Browning, Poems Before Congress, p. 5. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/President_of_France
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him ‘to the level of pure song’102. In her view, his generous and unselfish attitude towards “poor 

Italia” renders the mortal emperor an immortal figure (‘Emperor / evermore’), worthy of receiving 

‘the poet’s chrism, which smells beyond / the priest’s [...]’103. While it may be argued that in the 

poem, Barrett Browning is guilty of hero-worship, it is only insomuch she fulfils her destiny as a 

poet-prophet who bestows upon herself the task of identifying the ‘Sublime Deliverer’104 of Italian 

freedom. The ode is undoubtedly about Napoleon III, yet it is also about the woman poet’s right, as 

a subject divinely inspired, to intervene in the political scene and express her final authority.  

 In the poem, the woman’s voice acquires a tone intermediate between the two assumed in 

Casa Guidi Windows, neither too optimistic nor completely disillusioned, but in a certain sense 

more prophetic105. Reflecting on the future of Italy, she inquires: 

 

But Italy, my Italy, 

Can it last, this gleam? 

Can she live and be strong, 

Or is it another dream 

Like the rest we have dreamed so long? 

[...] 

Can it be true, be true, 

That she lives anew? 

That she rises up at the shouts of her sons, 

At the trumpet of France, 

And lives anew?106 
 

In her divination, EBB conceives the nation’s revival as a reunion of people from the various Italian 

nation-states under the leadership of Napoleon III. However, as Chapman argues, EBB’s image of 

‘risen Italy [is] disturbingly gothic and grotesque’107. Personified Italy comes back from death as an 

assembled body, a sort of Frankenstein’s creature, comprised of different parts belonging to 

inhabitants of the various geographical areas of the Peninsula – ‘Piedmont, Neapolitan, / Lombard, 

Tuscan, Romagnole, / Each man’s body having a soul’108 – which form a unity that transcends time 

and space. Indeed, the intergenerational motif is restated here. Not only does Italy rise ‘at the shouts 

 
102 Ivi, p. 4. 
103 Ivi, p. 5. 
104 Ibid. 
105 Baiesi, Serena. 2013. “«But Italy, my Italy! Can it last, this gleam? Can she live and be strong?»: Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning e il Risorgimento Italiano”. In Crisafulli, Lilla Maria (ed.) British Risorgimento, Volume I: L’Unità d’Italia e la 
Gran Bretagna. Napoli: Liguori Editore, pp. 113-130, p. 122.  
106 Browning, Poems Before Congress, p. 5-6.  
107 Chapman, Alison. 2003. “Risorgimenti: spiritualism, politics and Elizabeth Barrett Browning”. In Chapman, Alison 
and Stabler, Jane (eds.) Unfolding the South: Nineteenth-Century British Women Writers and Artists in Italy. 
Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, pp. 70-89, p. 86.  
108 Browning, Poems Before Congress, p. 9-10.  
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of her sons’ but biological ties between the living and their ancestors are reinforced as Italian blood 

becomes the vehicle of the nation’s revitalisation (‘This is Italy / who rises up to her place!’109).   

 The poem thus presents the readership with the extraordinary depiction of a triumphant 

woman poet who can record history, command a nation to act, choose political leaders and foresee 

the future but also with the assertion of her limits. Barrett Browning’s power remains confined to 

the verbal, for while ‘Napoleon can lead the troops, and [...] the men of Italy will fight for their 

homeland, the narrator can only speak. Barrett Browning’s voice is loud, but she tellingly 

anticipates in one line that Italy “like a poet’s song” will fade away just as her own did for so many 

years.’110. In the first poem of the collection, EBB explicitly emphasises that, just as in Mary 

Shelley’s novel, Victor’s experiment failed because it attempted to give life without feminine 

energy, so the rebirth of Italy will fail if women – the same women who are capable of potent, 

transcendent utterances – remain excluded from the political life of their country. 

 The gender perspective is very pronounced in Poems Before Congress, and the following 

poems display various examples of womanhood in its multiple roles: poetess, mother and patriot. 

Each of the lyrics, “The Dance”, “A Tale of Villafranca” and “A Court Lady”, revolves around an 

event that characterises a woman’s life, so that, read consecutively, they form a narrative that 

addresses courtship, maternity, and widowhood111. The first of these poems depicts a moment of 

shared reverie as a group of Italian ladies invites a group of French soldiers stationed in Florence to 

dance as a thanksgiving for supporting Italy’s nationalist cause. Interestingly, the catalyst of the 

action is once again the speech of a Florentine woman who, by stepping out into the crowd to ask a 

French soldier to dance, performs a political and sexual act that yields to the international wedding 

of Italy and France.  

 

Then the noblest lady present took upon her 

To speak nobly from her carriage for the rest: 

“Pray these officers from France do us honour 

By dancing with us straightway.” The request 

Was gravely apprehended as addressed.112 

 

While the poem reaffirms the power of women’s words, it also stresses the limits of women’s 

actions113. Barrett Browning shows that women can have an active part in history, but their 

influence will always be limited because even their bravest actions will only initiate a situation that 

others will master. As a matter of fact, the woman and her sisters use their bodies as a liaison 

 
109 Browning, Poems Before Congress, p. 14.  
110 Montwieler, ‘Domestic Politics’, p. 301.  
111 Ibid.  
112 Browning, Poems Before Congress, p. 23.  
113 Montwieler, ‘Domestic Politics’, p. 302-303.  
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between the two nations but eventually, they only function as a peace token that Italian and French 

men exchange with each other to fulfil their sacred union. 

 

Then the sons of France, bareheaded, lowly bowing,  

Led the ladies back where the kinsmen of the south 

Stood, received them; till, with burst of overflowing 

Feeling – husbands, brothers, Florence’s male youth,  

Turned, and kissed the martial stranger mouth to mouth.114 
 

Nevertheless, the fact that the only speaker of the poem besides God, who ‘had spoken somewhere 

since the morning’115 is the Florentine noblewoman elevates the female voice to divine expression, 

reaffirming the sacred right of the woman poet to express herself regarding the history and politics 

of her nation. 

 “A Tale of Villafranca” marks a shift from the public to the private sphere as it displays a 

conversation between a mother and her son. The title refers to the Armistice of Villafranca, a treaty 

signed by France and Austria in July 1859 that put an end to the Second Italian War of 

Independence. After the victorious battles of Magenta and Solferino, Napoleon III unexpectedly 

surrendered to the Austrian army and ceded Venice to Francis Joseph. The event plunged the Italian 

patriots who had hoped to gain their liberty through the help of France into despair. Although 

neither EBB nor the mother in the poem believes that the French emperor capitulated willingly, the 

tone of the poem is still one of resignation and disillusionment. In the scene, which recalls the 

ending of Casa Guidi Windows, the narrator sits her child beside her and offers to explain to him 

why sadness permeates the city’s streets. 

 

My little son, my Florentine,    

Sit down beside my knee,  

and I will tell you why the sign 

Of joy which flushed our Italy 

Has faded since but yesternight; 

And why your Florence of delight 

Is mourning as you see.116 
 

By making a woman discuss Italian politics in the intimate environment of her house and use calm 

and dignified language to address a contentious topic with her son, EBB underscores that politics 

and domesticity are not distinct because political events affect the private nursery as well as the 

public square. The conclusion of the poem, however, emphasises the woman’s sense of 

powerlessness at the realisation that while she can create the vision of her nation’s future through 

 
114 Browning, Poems Before Congress, p. 24.  
115 Ivi, p. 25.  
116 Ivi, p. 26. 
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her vocal articulations, she cannot contribute to turning it into reality. Once her tale of Villafranca is 

over, the mother is indeed reduced to silence because her dream of a free Italy has vanished, and a 

male-dominated world has prevented her from physically engaging in saving it.  

 

Ah child! Ah child! I cannot say 

A word more. You conceive 

The reason now, why just to-day 

We see our Florence grieve. 

Ah child, look up into the sky! 

In this low world, where great Deeds die, 

What matter if we live?117 

 

“A Court Lady” presents an even more patriotic scene than the previous ones. In her boudoir, a 

beautiful noblewoman from Milan gives orders to her maids to dress her in silk and diamonds to 

visit the king’s court. Her elegant dress code suggests an evening of entertainment, but soon 

afterwards, it becomes clear that she is heading to the war hospital (‘straight in her open carriage, 

she to the hospital came’118). There, she comforts dying men from various regions of Italy 

(Lombardy, Romagna, Tuscany, Venetia and Piedmont) who were mortally wounded fighting for 

the country’s unification and independence. The protagonist displays all the typical feminine traits 

of compassion, grace and tenderness as she cares for the sick (‘Never was lady on earth more true 

as a woman and wife, / Larger in judgement and instinct, prouder in manner and life’119 and ‘Kind 

as a mother herself, she touched his cheeks with her hands’120) but her words are not only 

charitable. Indeed, the “Court Lady” whose name remains unknown, not only consoles the soldiers 

with gestures of kindness but also inspires them with political songs. Through the representation of 

the woman as a vision of national mercy (‘smiled like Italy on him’121), Barrett Browning 

establishes the nurse as an example of female patriotism, one that fuses the most delicate feelings of 

care with the most ardent nationalist passion. The last line of the poem illustrates that for the Italian 

speaker, the hospital of the dying is ‘the Court of the King’122.       

 Due to its marked political content, the poem was a great success in the nineteenth century: 

it was translated into Italian by the poet, patriot and playwright Francesco Dall’Ongaro and printed 

as a propaganda booklet; and it also inspired the pre-Raphaelite English painter Arthur Hughes, 

who represented the final scene in the famous 1862 painting entitled “That was a Piedmontese...” 

[FIG. 12] from the last line of the poem. Hughes’s depiction of the scene replicates the dichotomy 

 
117 Ivi, p. 30-31. 
118 Ivi, p. 33.  
119 Ivi, p. 32.  
120 Ivi, p. 36.  
121 Ivi, p. 34.  
122 Ivi, p. 38.  
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at the core of EBB’s poem between female compassion and nationalist impulse as it juxtaposes a 

delicate, Victorian lady with patriotic symbols like the engraving on the wall with the inscription 

“Italia”, the tricolour flag flying outside the balcony and the crucifix recalling the idea of 

martyrdom for the cause. 

 The tone of the second half of the volume is drastically different from that of the first part. 

In “An August Voice” and “Christmas Gifts”, Barrett Browning addresses the theme of betrayal. In 

the first of the two poems, she adopts the voice of Louis Napoleon to foreground the acquiescence 

of the Italians that seem willing to take back Grand duke Leopold now that Austrian power has been 

restored in the peninsula. Interestingly, she adopts a foreign voice to criticize the country with 

which she identifies herself. She achieves her intended effect by creating a connection between 

politics and romance, and casting Napoleon III as a rejected lover complaining about the 

unfaithfulness of his mistress, Italy. The reaction to betrayal is again central to “Christmas Gifts”, 

but this time, the poem is told from the perspective of the people, who have been deceived by their 

leaders. During a Christmas Day mass in Saint Peter, a crowd of Italian parishioners asks for the 

Pope’s sanction of their battle against Austrian oppression. The poet’s implicit suggestion is that the 

people’s struggle for unity and independence is a sacred right and that Christ’s earthly 

representatives ought not to have deserted them. At the apex of the liturgical celebration, a listener 

identified as the ‘king of the West’123, having heard the complaints of the people, refuses to bring 

gold, incense and myrrh – the traditional gifts of the Magi – to the altar for the Pope’s benediction 

and instead announces: 

 

I bring thee the gifts of time; 

Red, for the patriot’s blood, 

Green, for the martyr’s crown, 

White, for the dew and the rime, 

When the morning of God comes down.124 

 

At the mention of the ‘mystic tricolor’125, the clergymen quail, whereas the people respond 

jubilantly, recognising the Italian flag for ‘the star we sought, / To show us where Christ was 

born!’126. According to the allegory, if the tricolour represents the star of Bethlehem, then it is the 

embryonic Italian nation that signals that Christ has yet to be born.127 

 In the penultimate poem of the collection entitled “Italy and the World”, Barrett Browning 

resorts again to Biblical imagery as she perceives the Risorgimento in terms of Armageddon, a 

 
123 Ivi, p. 48.  
124 Ibid.  
125 Ibid. 
126 Ivi, p. 49.  
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dynamic and revolutionary process leading up to the Last Judgement. The rebirth of Italy, only 

hinted at in “Christmas Gifts”, becomes a reality in this highly prophetic poem which envisions the 

graves opening at the sound of the trumpets and the nation arising triumphantly from the dusk of 

death. The speaker predicts the resurgence of Italy will trigger other nations to create a large 

brotherhood beyond petty nationalism and a world of peace and justice modelled on Christian 

virtue. Therefore, she calls on the people of Italy to rise and ‘Lead us, teach us, till earth and heaven 

/ grow larger around us and higher above’128 because ‘civilisation perfected, / is fully developed 

Christianity’129. No longer willing to narrate others’ stories, in this case, EBB publicly voices her 

sympathy for the Italian cause and criticizes Britain for her lack of empathy and non-intervention in 

Italian affairs:  

 

I cry aloud in my poet-passion, 

Viewing my England o’er Alp and sea. 

I loved her more in her ancient fashion: 

She carries her rifles too thick for me 

Who spares them so in the cause of a brother.130 

 

Although the woman poet is a solitary speaker, her political fervour inflames her verses. Energy 

seems to spring from the poem itself in a whirlwind of enthusiasm, triggering passion, emotion, and 

political investment.131  

 

– National voices, distinct yet dependent, 

Ensphering each other, as swallow does swallow, 

With circles still widening and ever ascendant,  

In multiform life to united progression, –132 

 

Significantly, at this point in the collection, EBB no longer needs to invoke a military leader or hero 

because it is she who generates change with her transformative speech. The evolution of the poet 

from the mere recorder or witness of events to the active commander of national revitalisation 

seems to be complete towards the end of Poems Before Congress, a volume that, as highlighted by 

Katherine Montwieler, follows a ‘trajectory of courtship through motherhood and death to 

resurrection ... narrativized in the personal and political realms.’133. However, Barrett Browning 

 
127 Montwieler, ‘Domestic Politics’, p. 307.  
128 Browning, Poems Before Congress, p. 54. 
129 Ivi, p. 53. 
130 Ivi, p. 55.  
131 Moine, “Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Italian Poetry”, p. 131. 
132 Browning, Poems Before Congress, p. 57.  
133 Montwieler, 'Domestic Politics', p. 309.  
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includes one final step to be accomplished in this process and one last poem to wrap up her 

collection.  

 “A Curse For a Nation”, the poem most violently criticised by British readers, concludes the 

series and presents the audience with the image of a woman who, as a modern Cassandra, speaks 

boldly in her own voice and utters a curse against the corruptions of her times. The lyric is divided 

into two parts. The first is a sort of prologue in which the narrator argues with an angel about 

writing the curse.  

 
I heard an angel speak last night, 

And he said, “Write! 

Write a Nation’s curse for me, 

And send it over the Western Sea”134. 

 

While the angel commands her to utter the curse, she is reluctant to obey because the act would 

override her role as a meek and comforting woman135. Therefore, initially, the woman poet refuses 

to submit to the demand because she holds it a man’s task: ‘To curse choose men, / for I, a woman, 

have only known / How the heart melts and tears run down’136. Eventually, she accepts to 

pronounce the malediction because the angel proves to her that cursing is not incompatible with 

womanhood: 

 

“[...] Some women weep and curse, I say 

(And no one marvels), night and day. 

And thou shalt take their part to-night, 

Weep and write. 

A curse from the depth of womanhood 

Is very salty, and bitter, and good.”137 

 

This brief introduction not only presents the narrator as an unordinary woman – someone who is not 

afraid to criticize mighty nations or to confront (explicitly male) supernatural beings – but it also 

provides a way to interpret the poem and the whole collection. EBB clarifies that women have the 

ability to observe injustices, intervene with powerful speech acts in the political field, and challenge 

authority using their own voices138.  

 The second part of the poem, which is directly addressed to the audience (‘ye shall watch 

while nations strive’139), is the curse itself. Barrett Browning vehemently censures her readers for 

their (direct or indirect) involvement in oppressive systems and condemns them to suffer the 

 
134 Browning, Poems Before Congress, p. 59. 
135 Moine, “Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Italian Poetry”, p. 134. 
136 Browning, Poems Before Congress, p. 61.  
137 Ibid.  
138 Montwieler, 'Domestic Politics', p. 310. 
139 Browning, Poems Before Congress, p. 63. 
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consequences of their lack of compassion. The punishment EBB puts on the readers is to know their 

guilt without being able to confess it out for fear of losing their privileges, which implies a sentence 

to a life of self-loathing. The consciousness of the curse is the actual curse: 

 

Ye shall watch while kings conspire 

Round the people’s smouldering fire, 

And, warm for your part, 

Shall never dare-O shame! 

To utter the thought into flame 

Which bums at your heart. 

This is the curse. Write.140 
 

Whereas the woman poet can voice her indignation and attempt to “right” the wrong committed 

with the power of her words, as the pun on “write” and “right” seems to suggest, her readers are 

doomed to be confronted with their evil actions in silence. However, the repetition of the command 

“Write” at the end of each stanza, directed to her audience as well as to herself, might offer writing 

as an antidote to the curse. Barrett Browning concludes Poems Before Congress with the 

consideration that writing about injustices is the only way to encourage passive readers to become 

active righters. Vocal intervention in political matters is therefore not only a woman’s civic right 

but her most sacred duty.  

 “A Curse for a Nation” first appeared in December 1855 in the Boston abolitionist annual 

The Liberty Bell and in this context, it was obviously directed at America for the curse of slavery. 

However, when it reappeared in Poems Before Congress five years later, British reviewers assumed 

EBB was casting a malediction against her own land in the final poem, and execrated the idea that 

an English woman and wife could engage in such an act141. This reading was fuelled by the 

“Preface” to the collection which indicted England for its failure to intervene in the cause of Italian 

liberation. Barrett Browning had written: ‘Non-intervention in the affairs of neighbouring states is 

highly political virtue; but non-intervention does not mean, passing by on the other side when your 

neighbour falls among thieves.’142. The publication therefore provoked a furore in Britain and the 

conservative magazines Blackwood’s and The Saturday Review labelled EBB as a “denationalised 

fanatic”, “associated with a whole chaos of ignorant prejudices and antipathies against English 

 
140 Browning, Poems Before Congress, p. 63. 
141 Stone, Marjorie. 1986. ‘Cursing as One of the Fine Arts: Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Political Poems’. Dalhousie 
Review. Volume 66, Numbers 1 & 2, pp. 155-173.  
142 Browning, Poems Before Congress, p. vi. 
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land”, “writing in a delirium of imbecile one-sidedness”143. Although she expected such an 

“uproar”144, she always disclaimed the allusion to England was intended even though she admitted 

to a friend that ‘certain of [...] the stanzas in the poem do “fit” England “as if they were made for 

her”, which they were not though!’145. A careful reading of the collection shows that Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning, far from being a delusional writer, possessed an extensive political perspective, 

which, taking leave from the description of the Italian context, did not limit itself to nationalistic 

considerations, but rather extended them to a transnational level (e.g. to the imperialistic policies of 

England, the unstable and fluctuating political strategies of Europe, the American debate on slavery, 

colonialism and so on). The preface makes it clear that EBB’s idea of love of one’s country went far 

beyond national borders: 

 

So, if patriotism be a virtue indeed, it cannot mean an exclusive devotion to one’s 

country’s interests, - for that is only another form of devotion to personal interests, 

family interests, and provincial interests, all of which, if not driven past 

themselves, are vulgar and immoral objects. Let us put away the little 

Pedlingtonism unworthy of a great nation, and too prevalent among us. If the man 

who does not look beyond this natural life is of a somewhat narrow order, what 

must be the man who does not look beyond his own frontier or his own sea?146  

 

Last Poems is a collection of lyrics written in the last years of EBB’s life and published 

posthumously in 1862. Although it deals with themes such as love, death and religion, the central 

issue remains the unification of Italy, which Barrett Browning did not have the chance to see 

realised but managed somehow to anticipate. In the poem “First News From Villafranca”, she 

encourages the Italian people not to give up the fight despite the fact that peace did not bear the 

hoped-for fruit. In “Summing Up in Italy”, she directly addresses political figures such as 

Napoleon, Cavour, Garibaldi and King Victor Emmanuel – to whom she also dedicates individual 

poems within the collection – to urge them to continue fighting until the Risorgimento goal of 

unification is achieved. However, the most significant aspect of Last Poems is undoubtedly EBB’s 

reflection on the consequences of the war and the purpose of poetry.  

 
143 For an exhaustive illustration of adverse reactions to EBB’s poems see: Dick, Danae and Stone, Marjorie. 2017. ‘The 
“Sensation” of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Poems before Congress (1860): Events, Politics, Reception’. BRANCH: 
Britain, Representation and Nineteenth-Century History. Ed. Dino Franco Felluga. Extension of Romanticism and 
Victorianism on the Net (July 2017). Available at: [https://branchcollective.org/?ps_articles=denae-dyck-and-marjorie-
stone-the-sensation-of-elizabeth-barrett-brownings-poems-before-congress-1860-events-politics-reception, last 
accessed: 13th July 2023].  
144 Before the publication, she wrote to her sister Arabella predicting that ‘You wont like it & everybody else in 
England wont like me because of it. They are political poems – lyrical.’ [EBB to Arabella Moulton-Barrett, 12th January 
1860]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 27, pp. 133-137.  
145 [EBB to Isa Blagden, 2nd April 1860]. Browning, Elizabeth B., The Brownings’ Correspondence, Vol. 27, p. 254-257.  
146 Browning, Poems Before Congress, p. vi-vii. 
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 As we have seen, for EBB, Italian politics were profoundly personal and deeply felt. In June 

1859, she recorded how her passionate patriotism entailed a bodily investment in the conflict: ‘I 

used to have literal physical palpitations over the newspapers – tears in my eyes, sobs in my 

throat’147. Moreover, she wrote to a friend: ‘I have been living & dying for Italy lately– You dont 

know how vivid these things are to us, — which serve for conversation at London dinner-

parties.’148. In contrast to previous collections in which EBB seemed to enjoy the intense 

identification with feminised Italy, which allowed her to feel and suffer together with the nation, 

Last Poems shows that excessive sensibility has ended up consuming the writer. Italy has become 

alive and incarnated in her poetry but at the cost of her own well-being. In “My Heart and I”, EBB 

represents the physical and emotional exhaustion resulting from her embodied poetics: 

 

You see, we’re tired my heart and I. 

We dealt with books, we trusted men 

And in our own blood drenched the pen, 

As if such colours could not fly. 

We walked too straight for fortune’s end, 

We loved too true to keep a friend; 

At last we’re tired, my heart and I.149 

 

These lines illustrate that writing has, quite simply, depleted and drained the speaker. As Chapman 

suggests, the poem shows ‘the discourse of the body taken to an extreme, leaking away the 

vulnerable “straight” and “true” self. [...] The heart is bled out of the poem’150. Whereas Casa Guidi 

Windows and Poems Before Congress urge the heart of Italy to beat again, Last Poems deals with 

the problem of how to do so, but not through the bleeding heart of the woman poet. In other words, 

the collection ‘attempts to take the heart of politics without absolutely eradicating sensibility. In her 

final arrangement of poems, Barrett Browning repeatedly performs her rejection of the self-

consuming heart in order to refigure women’s active political agency in poetry.’151.  

 This topic is central to “Mother and Poet”, a poem that, by describing the sufferings of 

Laura Savio, an Italian patriot and poet whose sons were killed in battle at Ancona and Gaeta, 

emphasises the ambivalence of the woman poet. This dramatic monologue exposes the woman 

poet’s inner conflict and hesitation between her identity as a mother, as a patriot, and as a poet152. 

From the very first stanza, Laura Savio indeed explains that grief over the death of her boys makes 

her unfit to write a celebrative poem for Italy: ‘When you sit at the feast / and are wanting a great 

 
147 [EBB to Arabella Moulton-Barrett, 3rd June 1859]. The Browning Correspondence, Vol. 26, p. 163-170.  
148 [EBB to Henry Chorley, 12th September 1859]. The Browning Correspondence, Vol. 26, p. 296.  
149 Browning, Elizabeth Barrett. 1862. Last Poems. London: Chapman and Hall, p. 37.  
150 Chapman, “In Our Own Blood Drenched the Pen”, p. 281.  
151 Ivi, p. 271.  
152 Moine, “Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Italian Poetry”, p. 133.  
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song for your Italy free / Let none look at me!’153. Angela Leighton comments that ‘the speaker 

specifically refuses the Corinne-like role of writing a triumphal poem for a liberated Italy, because, 

as a mother, she has known the personal cost of liberation’154. In this poem, Barrett Browning 

seems to realise that politics and poetics are not always harmonious; the body of the woman is 

divorced from her literary activity; the rise of the nation does not always pair with a child’s song. 

This is evident when Laura Savio declares: ‘What’s art for a woman?’155 or ‘When Italy’s made, for 

what end is it done / if we have not a son?’156 Yet, despite the gap between art and reality, national 

mythology and actual nation-making, in “Mother and Poet”, Barrett Browning equates artistic love 

with maternal love, advancing the idea that ‘poems/children cannot be controlled or protected; 

instead, they must be lost before they can be immortalized’157. Only then, will the pen not have 

“drenched” in blood in vain, nor the heart fatigued over an idle pulse, revealing that ‘Art is much, 

but love is more’ (AL 9.656) 158. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

153 Browning, Last Poems, p. 91. 
154 Leighton, Angela. 1992. Victorian Women Poets: Writing Against the Heart. Charlottesville and London: University 
of Virginia Press, p. 109. 
155 Browning, Last Poems, p. 92. 
156 Browning, Last Poems, p. 94.  
157 Taylor, Olivia Gatti. 2006. ‘Written in Blood: The Art of Mothering Epic in the Poetry of Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning’. Victorian Poetry. Vol. 44, No. 2 (Summer 2006), pp. 153-164, p. 163. 
158 Browning, Elizabeth Barrett. 1857. Aurora Leigh and Other Poems. New York: C.S. Francis & Co, p. 356.  
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CHAPTER 4 

GEORGE ELIOT  
 

 

‘Not all women who went to Italy became involved in Italian politics. Some were in search, rather, 

of history, art and culture, and of a kind of intellectual and artistic freedom that Italy alone seemed 

to promise.’1 George Eliot was certainly one of them, for when she travelled to Italy, it was 

primarily – though not exclusively – to broaden her own cultural education and understanding. Over 

the course of her life, she visited Italy six times, spending a total of over six months on the 

peninsula and travelling widely in the country at a time of national regeneration2. She also learned 

Italian to be able to read in the language and wrote about the country first in her journalism and 

later in her fiction. Yet, unlike Mary Shelley and Elizabeth Barrett Browning, she never became an 

expatriate. With an eye to the past, George Eliot modelled her journeys to Italy on a version of the 

English Romantics’ Grand Tour. Her experience was thus more intellectual than sensual, more 

spiritual than emotional. For this reason, she was often criticised by her contemporaries who, albeit 

admiring her intellectual prowess, often found her ‘various journals and notes of her visits to the 

Continent singularly vague in expression on the subject of the general and particular spectacle – the 

life and manners, the works of art’3. Lord Acton lamented that:  

 

Italy was little more to her than a vast museum, and Rome, with all the monuments 

and institutions which link the old world with the new, interested her less than the 

galleries of Florence. She surveys the grand array of tombs in St Peter’s, and 

remarks nothing but some peasants feeling the teeth of Canova’s lion4. 

 

Henry James also commented resentfully:  

 

She enumerates diligently all the pictures and statues she sees, and the way she 

does so is proof of her active, earnest intellectual habits; but it is rarely apparent 

that they have, as the phrase is, said much to her, or that what they have said is one 

of their deeper secrets.5 

 

 
1 Caine, Barbara. 2003. ‘La bella Libertà’. Women’s Writing, Vol. 10, No. 2, p. 239. 
2 Thompson, Andrew. 1998. George Eliot and Italy: Literary, Cultural and Political Influences from Dante to the 
Risorgimento. Basingstoke and London: Macmillan Press, p. 1.  
3 James, Henry. 1885. A Review of Cross. In Carroll, David R. 1971. George Eliot: The Critical Heritage. London: 
Routledge, p. 499.  
4 Lord Acton, Nineteenth Century, 17 (March 1885). Quoted in Hutchinson, Stuart. 1996. George Eliot: Critical 
Assessments, Mountfield, Sussex: Helm Information, Vol. 1, p. 650.  
5 James, A Review of Cross, p. 499.  
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These remarks reveal a certain frustration with a woman who not only recorded her personal 

experiences and impressions in her travel narratives – as might have been expected of a lady 

traveller – but also displayed her wide erudition. Her inquisitive and shrewd attitude failed to meet 

the generic expectations of women’s travel writing and, at times, openly threatened the established 

rules of the patriarchal Victorian literary market. George Eliot, however, was not intimidated by 

misogynistic comments. In her travelogue entitled Recollections of Italy (1860), she described her 

journey south as an enriching experience, enabling her to emerge with new ideas and perspectives: 

 

We have finished our journey to Italy – the journey I had looked forward to for 

years, rather with the hope of the new elements it would bring to my culture, than 

with the hope of immediate pleasure. Travelling can hardly be without a continual 

current of disappointment if the main object is not the enlargement of one’s general 

life, so as to make even weariness and annoyances enter into the sum of benefit.6 

 

Although her main interest was in the artistic and cultural beauties of the peninsula, she also found 

in Italy a place to release her creative energies and experiment with texts. Throughout her life, she 

drew extensively on Italian literature, myths and events for renewal and inspiration, and pressed 

them to the service of her own vision. In particular, she understood Italian history as ‘a substantive 

metaphor for the progress of humanity itself, and as a significant stage on that slow journey from 

egoism to altruism’7. Therefore, she incorporated ‘the powerful mythology of the Risorgimento, 

which drew a matrix of references to Italian culture, from Roman times to the recent past’8 in her 

narratives ‘to create an overarching myth of the slow but inevitable growth of “Italia” to achieve 

independence and full identity’9. Accordingly, this chapter attempts both to analyse the ways in 

which George Eliot’s writing emerged from her contact with Italy and Italian culture, and to suggest 

that her novels and short stories are open to an allegorical interpretation. The artistic development 

from her early fiction to her more mature novels reflects her shift from a stereotypical portrayal of 

the South to a detailed and intimate study of Italian life. At the same time, her writing narrates 

Italy’s gradual emancipation from the state of an abused country to that of a free and autonomous 

nation.  

 In ‘Mr Gilfil’s Love Story’ from Scenes of Clerical Life (1857), Eliot’s heroine Caterina, an 

Italian exile who is orphaned and marginalised in England, becomes the embodiment of Italy’s 

oppression and subjugation to foreign powers at the beginning of the century. ‘Caterina’s story, 

narrated as a cycle of oppression and exploitation – anger – rebellion – exile – surrender and 

 
6 Eliot, George. 2020 [1860]. Ricordi d’Italia. [Original title: Recollections of Italy]. Ed. Venturi, Franco. Facing-page 
translation by Grosoli, Sara. Milano: La Vita Felice, p. 26.  
7 Thompson, George Eliot and Italy, p. 195. 
8 Ivi, p. 3. 
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death’10, according to Thompson, can be read ‘as an allegory both of the as yet unresolved struggles 

in Italy to achieve a national identity and of the condition of women oppressed by patriarchy’11. 

Unlike the heroines of Madame de Staël’s Corinne and Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Aurora Leigh, 

who are empowered through their art in an Italy imagined as a feminine realm of “romance”, Eliot’s 

Caterina is denied self-fulfilment and her voice – the distinctive mark of her Italianness – is 

ultimately silenced in England.  

 By contrast, in Romola, which was published in 1862, after the unification of Italy had taken 

place, George Eliot presents a fulfilment of the Italian prophecy, as the triumphant protagonist ‘is 

allowed to emerge as an “Italia” figure, a Risorgimento icon symbolising maturity, achieved 

independence and fully realised identity’12. George Eliot’s sustained preoccupation with the fate of 

an emerging nation in her writing and the fact that, throughout her life, she returned to Italy and its 

culture as a source of inspiration indicates that the country stirred her emotionally and intellectually 

in multiple ways. This chapter is, therefore, written with the conviction that Italian people and 

culture mattered a great deal to her and that the Anglo-Italian encounter is not only a recurring 

theme in her narratives but also a lynchpin of her art. I hope to show that, through her portrayal of 

foreign characters and environments, George Eliot meditated on the Italian nation’s future and 

offered a powerful reflection on England in the second half of the nineteenth century. 
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10 Ivi, p. 194. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ivi, p. 4.  



 

215 

4.1 GEORGE ELIOT’S CONTACT WITH ITALIAN LIFE AND CULTURE 

 

Mary Ann Evans was born at Arbury Farm in Warwickshire on the 22nd of November 1819. She 

was the third child of Robert Evans (1773–1849) and Christiana Evans (née Pearson, 1788–1836), 

and in addition to an older brother and sister, Mary Ann also had two half-brothers from her father’s 

previous marriage. Robert Evans was the farmer of a wealthy estate, politically conservative and 

loyal to the Anglican Church. In the early 1820s, the family moved to a place called Griff, halfway 

between Nuneaton and Coventry. Mary Ann immediately showed a particularly brilliant 

intelligence and, thanks to her father’s important role in the area, was able to gain access to the 

library at Arbury Hall, which proved crucial to her cultural upbringing. From age five, she read 

everything, from the Bible to Defoe, Shakespeare, and Walter Scott. Her father also invested in the 

education of his daughters, something not often afforded to women in the early nineteenth century. 

So, Mary Ann and her sisters attended schools in Attleborough, Nuneaton and Coventry, where they 

were taught French, German and music. Another significant influence in her early life was religion: 

she was brought up within a Low Church Anglican family, but at that time, the Midlands was an 

area with a growing number of religious dissenters, and it was her closeness to them that inspired 

the religious ardour and ascetic fervour that characterised her youth. 

 In 1836, her mother died when she was only sixteen, and she was forced to return home and 

look after the house for her father. However, she did not neglect her studies and took private lessons 

in Greek and Latin with Rev. T. Sheerphanks and in Italian from Signor Brezzi. Her brother Isaac 

married at the age of twenty-one and took over the family home, so Mary Ann and her father moved 

to Foleshill, near Coventry. The proximity to Coventry’s high society allowed her to make new 

acquaintances, including prominent personalities such as Charles and Clara Bray, who introduced 

her to Robert Owen, Herbert Spenser, Harriett Martineau and Ralph Waldo Emerson. Through these 

new relations, the young girl was initiated into much more liberal forms of thinking, which 

confirmed her doubts about the literal truth of the Bible and led her to decide to stop going to 

church. The decision caused a rift between Mary Ann and her father, who could not accept that his 

religious beliefs were being challenged. The ensuing storm raged for several months before they 

reached a compromise, leaving her free to think as she pleased as long as she resumed attendance at 

church.  

 She lived with him until his death in 1849. During this period, her time was divided between 

loving care of her father, whose health was slowly failing, and incessant and varied study. She 

began to work on her first major literary enterprise, a translation of David Strauss’s Life of Jesus 

(1846), soon followed by that of Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity (1854). Moreover, she 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Attleborough,_Warwickshire
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Low_church
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anglican
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_Midlands
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_Dissenters
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read extensively from all European literature, and through the newspapers, she followed the 

evolution of political events on the Continent. There is evidence that from the 1840s onwards, she 

became interested in the political Italian situation. She read Carlo Botta’s Storia d’Italia (1828) and 

Silvio Pellico’s Le mie prigioni (1832) in the original language and condemned Austrian oppressive 

policy in Italy13. In a famous letter to John Sibree written on the 8th of March 1848 at the outbreak 

of the French uprisings, she wrote: ‘I should not be sorry to hear that the Italians had risen en masse 

and chased the odious Austrians out of the beautiful Lombardy. But this they could hardly do 

without help, and that involves another European war.’14. Ten days after this letter, the Italians did 

indeed rise en masse in Milan in the so-called Five Days and managed to drive the Austrians back 

to the defensive forts of the Quadrilateral. Andrew Thompson has rightly remarked that ‘Eliot’s 

mention of “beautiful Lombardy” reveals the strength of her romantic attachment, common among 

the English, to a country which she had not yet had occasion to visit, and which was only really 

known to her through literature and the accounts of recent events in papers and journals’15.  

    Her first Italian journey occurred shortly after her father’s death, as Mary Ann joined the 

Brays on a tour of the Continent16. They set off from London, travelling via Paris, Lyon, Avignon 

and Marseilles; then they stayed a week in Genoa before returning via Como to Switzerland. There, 

she spent several months in Geneva, where she lived in a house owned by her friend François 

d’Albert Durade, who painted her portrait17. On her return, she moved to London with the intention 

of becoming a writer, initially under the name Marian Evans. She lived for a time in the house of 

John Chapman, the radical publisher she had met at Rosehill and who published her translations. 

Chapman had recently become the owner of the left-wing journal The Westminster Review, and 

Marian became its assistant editor in 1851. For the next three years, Marian ran the journal and 

contributed many articles, critical essays and reviews, beginning with the January 1852 issue and 

continuing until the end of her employment in the first half of 1854.  

 Women writers were not so rare at the time, but Marian’s role as the head of a literary 

magazine was highly unusual and frowned upon. Although very determined, Marian was easily 

 
13 She commented: ‘If De Foe were alive again and had to rewrite his History of the Devil, he could hardly add a more 
striking supplementary chapter than one on Austrian prisons and Austrian tribunals in Italy’. Source: Eliot, George. 
1856. “Felice Orsini”. Leader, vol. VII (30 August 1856), p. 835. 
14 [George Eliot to John Sibree, 8th March 1848]. Cross, J.W. 1885. George Eliot’s Life as Related in Her Letters and 
Journals. Arranged and Edited by Her Husband, Cross, (3 Vols.). Edinburgh and London: Blackwood & Sons, Vol. 1, pp. 
148-149.  
15 Thompson, George Eliot and Italy, p. 32.  
16 At the age of twenty-nine, she was devastated by this loss that left her disoriented and deprived of a sense of self. 
Despite their evident political and religious differences, she wrote in her journal: ‘What shall I be without my Father? 
It will seem as if a part of my moral nature were gone. I had a horrid vision of myself last night becoming earthly 
sensual and devilish for want of that purifying restraining influence.’. [George Eliot to the Brays, 31st May 1849]. Cross, 
George Eliot’s Life, Vol. 1, pp. 165-166.  
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susceptible, depressed and paralysed by insecurities. She was acutely aware of her ill-favoured 

appearance18 and suffered from “awkward”, unrequited love affairs, for example, with her employer 

Chapman (who was married and lived with his wife and mistress) and Herbert Spencer, whose 

friendship she mistook for deeper attraction. In 1851, however, she finally met the man who would 

become her life partner. George Henry Lewes was a philosopher, literary critic and a lively, 

intelligent popular man. Unfortunately, he was already married and equally as complex a character 

as Marian’s previous objects of desire. Agnes Jervis, with whom he had three children, was no 

longer seen as his respectable wife because of her adultery with Lewes’s publishing partner, 

Thornton Hunt. Although all parties initially profited from the situation, Lewes later had legal 

difficulties divorcing Agnes for adultery because he had recognised his wife’s illegitimate children 

as his own. Convinced that Lewes’s break with Agnes was irrevocable, Marian decided that she 

would not lose the man she loved because of social mores and decided to live openly with Lewes as 

his wife.  

 On the 20th of July 1854, Marian Evans and George Lewes left for Germany to set up a 

home together, giving friends and families as few details as possible. The eight-month journey 

between Weimar and Berlin was a true honeymoon for the couple, and from then on, Marian 

appointed herself “Mrs Lewes”. In Victorian society, extramarital affairs were not uncommon and 

often reluctantly accepted, as long as appearances were kept up and a degree of discretion was 

maintained. It was the Lewes’ public admission of the affair that caused scandal and led to 

accusations of bigamy. When they returned to England in March 1855, Marian and George settled 

down in Richmond, where they received very few visitors for the following three years, living 

virtually isolated and apart from London’s literary society.  

 During this period, Marian’s literary career took off. While she continued to write articles 

for the Westminster Review, in 1856, she decided to attempt to write novels. At this time, she also 

adopted the pseudonym by which she will forever be remembered: George Eliot. The masculine 

name served simultaneously to distance her from the female writers she had criticised in a famous 

essay entitled ‘Silly Novels by Lady Novelists’ (1856)19 and conceal her identity, thus obscuring the 

sensitive issue of her marital status. Encouraged by Lewes, she turned to her childhood memories 

 
17 Like those by Mrs. Bray (1842) and Sir Frederic Burton (1865), all exposed in the National Portrait Gallery, it depicts 
her with light brown hair, gray-blue eyes, and a very fair complexion. 
18 Henry James characterised her as “magnificently ugly, deliciously hideous”. He wrote to his father that ‘She had a 
low forehead, a dull grey eye, a vast pendulous nose, a huge mouth full of uneven teeth and a chin and jawbone 'qui 
n'en finissent pas'... Now in this vast ugliness resides a most powerful beauty which, in a very few minutes, steals forth 
and charms the mind, so that you end, as I ended, in falling in love with her. Yes, behold me in love with this great 
horse-faced bluestocking.’ Source: James, Henry. 1974-84. Henry James Letters. Ed. Edel, Leon (4 vols.). Cambridge, 
Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, Vol. 1, pp. 116-7.  
19 In this essay, published anonymously by the Westminster Review in 1856, George Eliot criticised the majority of 
novels written by and for women, objecting to their frivolity and lack of realism.    
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and wrote a collection of short stories on the provincial life of the English countryside. Scenes of 

Clerical Life was published in Blackwood’s Magazine in 1857, and it was met with a favourable 

critical appraisal. George Eliot built on the success, and when her first novel Adam Bede was 

published in 1859, it attracted serious and enthusiastic acclaim, obtaining seventeen editions, 

sixteen thousand copies sold in one year and translations into several languages. By the time The 

Mill on the Floss came out in 1860, Marian’s life was transformed by wealth and success. As her 

literary reputation grew and the author's identity behind the nom de plume was revealed, the Lewes 

began to be readmitted to London society and receive a constant flow of visitors and gifts. She 

became one of the richest and most admired women in England. Charles Dickens, Robert 

Browning, Wilkie Collins and Anthony Trollope could be found at her famous Sunday parties. 

Moreover, she raised a considerable female following, as women idolised her for giving them a 

voice in her work and for being a survivor herself20. 

 In the 1850s, George Eliot’s interest in the Italian cause was rekindled. After the failure of 

the short-lived Roman Republic of 1849, Giuseppe Mazzini was back in London where, with the 

help of some English sponsors, he founded The Society of the Friends of Italy. It was an association 

that united Italian exiles and British Liberals, including George H. Lewes and Thornton Hunt, 

‘aimed to promote their view of the Italian Question through propaganda and the holding of public 

meetings, to further the cause of Italian independence in the English Parliament and to aid efforts 

towards independence and religious and political liberty through the raising of funds.’21. Although 

she was not personally involved in the activities of the Society, George Eliot was certainly 

knowledgeable about Italy and took advantage of her position to inform the English public and 

denounce the iniquity and injustices of the existing situation in the peninsula. As highlighted by 

Andrew Thompson, in the 1850s, she consistently manifested her liberal viewpoint and, as an 

admirer of Mazzini and Garibaldi, she expressed her indignation against the French and Austrian 

oppressors and the papacy, while opposing those who persisted in negative attitudes towards 

Italians22. 

 Her romantic attachment to Il Bel Paese was destined to grow over time. In the spring of 

1860, Marian and George Lewes set off for Italy on the first of a series of trips to the peninsula.23 

On the 24th of March 1860, the Lewes left England for Paris and reached Italy via the Mont Cenis 

 
20 A full acceptance of the couple was finally confirmed in 1877 when the Lewes were presented to the Duchess of 
Argyll, Queen Victoria’s daughter, and it turned out that both were passionate readers of George Eliot’s novels.   
21 Thompson, George Eliot and Italy, p. 34-35.  
22 Ivi, p. 40.  
23 The need to fix and re-elaborate their impressions of Italy led both Eliot and Lewes to record instances of their 
journey in their letters and journals. After their return, she rearranged her notes and published a travelogue entitled 
Recollections of Italy (1860), in which she registered their experiences abroad with a particular focus on the great 
artworks they saw while on tour. 



 

219 

Pass by night in a sledge. After a short visit to Turin, which Marian described as ‘the centre of a 

widening life which may at last become the life of Resuscitated Italy’24, they moved on to Genoa, 

which impressed so positively in her mind that she declared ‘Genova La Superba is not a name of 

the past merely’25. After that, they left on the steam packet for Leghorn and reached Pisa, where 

Marian was feeling a bit under the weather, but the sight of Piazza dei Miracoli roused her a little. A 

couple of days later, they arrived at Civitavecchia by sea on Palm Sunday.  

 At first, they were disappointed with Rome, which she described as ‘a weary length of dirty 

uninteresting streets’26 where ‘there was nothing imposing to be seen’27. It looked as if nothing 

corresponded with their preconceptions as ‘the dome of Saint Peter ... was not impressive’ and ‘the 

Castle of St. Angelo seemed but a shabby likeness of the engravings’28. Later, however, their 

feeling turned into delight, especially with regard to the people: ‘the Roman people, like the Italians 

generally, seem remarkably good natured, easy, happy & unintellectual.’29. Overall, the Lewes 

regretted that they had timed their visit to coincide with Holy Week for Marian found the 

ceremonies ‘a melancholy, hollow business’30 and Lewes was ‘wearied with the hollow shams in 

the shape of Papal ceremonies’31. By contrast, they were deeply touched by the visit to Keats and 

Shelley’s graves at the English Cemetery. Another aspect that struck them was the large presence of 

French soldiers in the Eternal City, which George Eliot commented on wryly: ‘I suppose Mrs 

Browning could explain to me that this is part of the great idea nourished in the soul of the modern 

saviour Louis Napoleon, and that for the French to impose a hateful government on the Romans is 

the only proper sequence to the story of the French Revolution’32. Although Marian and Lewes 

were deeply aware that their first trip to Italy coincided with a momentous year in Italian history, 

which in a few months would lead to the birth of the nation, there were still more important issues 

for them than politics. She admitted in her journal, ‘[...] we are selfishly careless about dynasties 

just now, caring more for the doings of Giotto and Brunelleschi, than for those of Count Cavour. On 

a first journey to the greatest centres of art, one must be excused for letting one’s public spirit go to 

sleep a little.’33.  

 At the end of April, the couple moved to Naples and on to Salerno, Amalfi, Sorrento and 

Paestum, whose temple of Neptune Marian described as ‘the finest thing [...] that we have yet seen 

 
24 Eliot, Recollections of Italy, p. 32.  
25 Ivi, p. 32.  
26 Ivi, p. 50. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Ibid.  
29 George Henry Lewes’s Journal (18th April 1860), quoted in Thompson, George Eliot and Italy, p. 44.  
30 [George Eliot to Mrs. Congreve, 4th April, 1860]. Cross, George Eliot’s Life, Vol. 2, p. 89. 
31 Quoted in Ashton, Rosemary. 1991. George Henry Lewes: A Life. Oxford: Clarendon Press, p. 207.   
32 [George Eliot to Mrs. Congreve, 4th April, 1860]. Cross, George Eliot’s Life, Vol. 2, p. 89. 
33 [George Eliot to John Blackwood, 18th May, 1860]. Cross, George Eliot’s Life, Vol. 2, p. 102.  
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in Italy’34, before returning to Naples to catch the steamer for Leghorn on May 15th.  From there, 

they took the train to Florence where they spent the following weeks walking through the medieval 

streets and admiring the most important monuments and works of art. Among the most sensational 

descriptions in Marian’s travelogue is the visit to Santa Croce to see the tombs of Michelangelo, 

Dante, Alfieri and Machiavelli. As noted by Thompson, ‘those artists Eliot names were, of course, a 

living part of Risorgimento mythology, and Eliot’s reaction before Dante’s tomb35 is a further sign 

of her emotional engagement with the myths and of growing interest in Dante’36.  It was also in 

Florence that George had the idea for Marian’s new literary project: ‘It occurred to me that 

[Savonarola’s] life and time afford fine material for a historical romance. Polly at once caught at the 

idea with enthusiasm. It is a subject which will fall in with much of her studies and sympathies.’37  

 On the first of June, they left for Bologna, reaching Venice a few days later. Marian was 

immediately captivated by the city, finding it ‘more beautiful than the romances had feigned’38. 

From there, the Lewes moved ‘across the green plains of Lombardy’39 to Verona, and then on to 

Milan, where they enjoyed their visit to the Brera gallery and the Ambrosian library. Eventually, 

they crossed the Alps over the Splüngen Pass and returned home at the end of June. Marian felt 

from the outset that this first trip to Italy had had an enormous impact on her, not only had it 

broadened her horizons but also rekindled her creativity. Italy had fired Eliot’s imagination and 

inspired her with a new book set in fifteenth-century Florence. The need to carry out some research 

for the new novel will soon lead her to embark on another journey to the country.  

 In May 1861, the Lewes returned to Florence and were installed in the Albergo della 

Vittoria on the river. ‘Dear Florence was lovelier than ever on this second view, and ill-health was 

the only deduction from perfect enjoyment’40, for she and George were afflicted by chills, gripe, 

headache, sore throat and fever, and in addition, Marian had severe period pain. Nevertheless, the 

couple spent almost two months “drinking in” the city and researching Eliot’s future novel Romola. 

For this purpose, they spent five days in the Magliabecchian Library looking through old books and 

manuscripts. Marian copied in her notebook all sorts of fragmentary information about the Florence 

of Savonarola’s day: costumes, laws, toponyms, family names, language, dialect, gestures, 

descriptions of fairs and ceremonies, etc. Lewes also visited the Convent of San Marco twice on her 

 
34 Eliot, Recollections of Italy, p. 100.  
35 Upon visiting Dante’s grave, she wrote: ‘I used to feel my heart swell a little at the sight of the inscription on Dante’s 
tomb «Onorate l’altissimo poeta»’. Source: Eliot, Recollections of Italy, p. 118.  
36 Thompson, George Eliot and Italy, p. 45.  
37 Ivi, p. 70.  
38 Eliot, Recollections of Italy, p. 144.  
39 Eliot, Recollections of Italy, p. 160. 
40 [Journal, 5th May 1861]. Cross, George Eliot’s Life, Vol. 2, p. 133. 
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behalf because women were not allowed access. Moreover, they went on an expedition to 

Camaldoli and La Verna to visit the monasteries and learn about the life of the monks41. 

 In Florence, Marian and George soon established a daily routine: they got up at seven, 

breakfasted, and then by mid-morning, they were out sightseeing, visiting churches, art galleries 

and second-hand bookstores, looking for the curiosities of old Florence. Later, they headed for the 

Magliabecchian Library where they continued their searches. At two o’clock, they ate, then took a 

siesta until five or six. After that, they drove out or rambled about, sometimes going to the opera. 

‘We have had glorious sunsets, shedding crimson and golden lights under the dark bridges across 

the Arno. All Florence turns out at eventide, but we avoid the slow crowds on the Lung’Arno, and 

take our way “up all manner of streets”42, Marian wrote in a letter.  

 Although Florence was, at this time, home to several English writers and intellectuals such 

as Walter Savage Landor, Robert and Elizabeth Browning, the Lewes did not see many people 

during their five weeks in the city. However, they were often guests at Villino Trollope, an artistic 

crossroads frequented by illustrious figures such as Charles Dickens and Anthony Trollope, run by 

the latter’s sister-in-law, the poet, illustrator, journalist and translator Theodosia Garrow Trollope43. 

The villa, located in Piazza Indipendenza, was frequented by the Florentine English community and 

became a meeting place for the non-Italian supporters of Young Italy and those who wished to join 

the strong commitment of the English to the Italian Risorgimento, also through the many articles of 

political support published in the Atheneum44.   

 The Lewes were indeed not completely absorbed in their literary project. Being in Italy in 

1861, at this crucial moment in the country’s history, they followed the course of events with great 

concern. On the 19th of May, Marian wrote: ‘I look forward with keen anxiety to the next outbreak 

of war – longing for some turn of affairs that will save poor Venice from being bombarded by those 

terrible Austrian forts.’45. They had planned to leave the country sooner than they did but ‘Mr 

Trollope has returned and seduced us into prolonging our stay for another week, in order that we 

may witness the great national festival of regenerated Italy on Sunday.’46. On the 29th of May, a 

ceremony in memory of the Tuscan heroes of 1848 was held in the Basilica of Santa Croce. No 

 
41 Surprisingly, George Eliot did not seem to grasp the difference between a monk and a friar, insisting on defining 
Savonarola as a monk in Romola, whereas he was certainly a friar.   
42 [George Eliot to Charles L. Lewes, 27th May 1861]. Cross, George Eliot’s Life, Vol. 2, p. 135. 
43 The plaque that still exists above the entrance to Villino Trollope is devoted to her memory. It reads: ‘Il giorno 13 
Aprile 1865/ Morì in questa casa Teodosia Garrow-Trollope/ Che scrisse in inglese con animo italiano/ delle lotte e del 
trionfo della libertà. [My translation: on 13 April 1865/ In this house died/ Theodosia Garrow-Trollope/ Who wrote in 
English with an Italian spirit/ Of the struggles and the triumph of freedom]. 
44 Angelici, Romina. 2019. Vorrei che dal cielo piovessero rose. Vita e opere di George Eliot. Roma: Flower-ed, p. 97.  
45 [George Eliot to John Blackwood, 19th May 1861]. Cross, George Eliot’s Life, Vol. 2, p. 134.  
46 Eliot, George. 1954-1978. The George Eliot Letters. G.S. Haight (ed.), 9 vols, New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press and OUP, Vol. III, p. 421. 
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doubt it was this politico-religious celebration that Marian would later transpose into Romola for the 

scene of Savonarola’s sermon, thus creating ‘a direct link across the centuries between the political 

struggles of fifteenth-century Florence and the Risorgimento struggles for the Unification of 

Italy’47. As the Lewes were leaving Florence in early June, they received the sad news of the death 

of Cavour (6th June). Mrs Trollope sent them a copy of the account of the event in the Atheneum, a 

piece ‘which stirred me strongly’48, wrote Eliot. Indeed, the whole Italian experience had stirred 

Marian’s interest. Her journal and letters reveal that she was fascinated by the contact with Italian 

life and culture, as well as by the Risorgimento events and its heroes. While she manifested strong 

sympathy and emotional engagement with the country that was struggling to be born, she was also 

‘immensely enriched with new ideas and veins of interest’49 that Italy opened up and that would 

find perfect expression in Romola. 

 Once back in England, George Eliot began working on her historical novel, but she found 

the process of writing Romola extremely stressful. Not only did it involve a complete change of 

style and subject matter from her previous works, but she also felt the pressure that came with being 

rewarded with the huge sum of ten thousand pounds offered by The Cornhill Magazine for the 

novel. Despite the high hopes entertained on its behalf by publishers and editors, Romola did not 

sell nearly as well as its predecessors and it ended up being remaindered. Ordinary readers seem to 

have been disappointed in it and the novel was accused of “instructed antiquarianism”. On the other 

hand, intellectuals, especially those interested in Italian affairs, enjoyed it. It was admired by 

Mazzini, Tennyson, Millais and F.D. Maurice, among many others. While visiting the Lewes in 

December 1862, Robert Browning told Marian that Romola was ‘the noblest and most heroic prose-

poem’50 he had ever read. Anthony Trollope admired the heroine’s character and was sure the novel 

would outlive its author. Gladstone effusively praised the book at a dinner party, while Henry James 

called it ‘the most important of George Eliot’s works’51. Reviewers were equally laudatory: the 

Westminster Review wrote, ‘It cannot be denied that Romola is less popular than its 

predecessors, but we do not hesitate to say that it is its author’s greatest work’52, and The Spectator 

declared it ‘one of the greatest works of modern fiction’53.  

 In the following years, George Eliot continued to write popular novels: Romola was soon 

followed by Felix Holt, the Radical (1866) and by her most acclaimed novel, Middlemarch (1871–

1872) which, as indicated by the subtitle, was a study of provincial life. After her last book, Daniel 

 
47 Thompson, George Eliot and Italy, p. 48.  
48 [George Eliot to Mrs T.A. Trollope, 29th June 1861]. Haight, Letters, Vol. III, p. 436. 
49 [George Eliot to John Blackwood, 23rd June 1860]. Cross, George Eliot’s Life, Vol. 2, p. 111.  
50 Haight, Letters, Vol. IV, p.96.  
51 James, Henry. 1866. “The Novels of George Eliot”. Atlantic Monthly (Oct. 1866), Vol. 18, pp. 479–492. 
52 Anonymous. 1863. “Romola by George Eliot”. The Westminster Review (1863), Vol. 80, No. 158, p. 344.  
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Deronda was published in 1876, Marian and Lewes moved to Witley, Surrey. However, George 

Lewes contracted cancer and died on the 30th of November 1878, aged sixty-one. Marian was 

devastated and spent the following two years curating the publication of Lewes’s last work Life and 

Mind. Despite her bereavement, she soon found solace in a man twenty years her junior, called John 

Walter Cross, whom the Lewes had met in Rome years earlier and who had become their financial 

advisor. Challenging social conventions, the two spent much time together reading Dante or visiting 

galleries and museums. Eventually, they got married on the 6th of May 1880 and she again changed 

her name, this time to Mary Ann Cross. The legal wedding pleased her brother Isaac, who had 

broken off relations with her when she had begun to live with Lewes, and who now sent his 

congratulations. The newlywed left for their honeymoon in Italy. While in Venice, Cross had a 

nervous breakdown and, in a fit of depression, jumped from the hotel balcony into the Grand Canal. 

He survived and the couple returned to England. They moved to a fashionable new house in 

Chelsea, but Marian caught a throat infection which, coupled with a kidney disease she had been 

afflicted with for several years, led to her death on the 22nd of December 1880, at the same age as 

her beloved Lewes.  

 In 1885, John Cross curated and published the first and definitive biography based on her 

diaries and letters: George Eliot’s Life, as Related in her Letters and her Journals. Due to her open 

denial of the Christian faith and her irregular, though monogamous, relationship with Lewes, she 

was not buried in Westminster Abbey but in unconsecrated ground beside her lifelong companion in 

Highgate Cemetery. In 1980, on the centenary of her death, a memorial stone was placed in the 

Poets’ Corner with a quote from Scenes of Clerical Life: ‘The first condition of human goodness is 

something to love; the second something to reverence.’54. However, the best tribute to George Eliot 

is probably a comment by Virginia Woolf, who wrote in admiration:  

 

[We] behold her, a memorable figure, inordinately praised and shrinking from her 

fame, despondent, reserved, shuddering back into the arms of love as if there alone 

were satisfaction and, it might be, justification, at the same time reaching out with 

‘a fastidious yet hungry ambition’ for all that life could offer the free and inquiring 

mind and confronting her feminine aspirations with the real world of men. 

Triumphant was the issue for her, whatever it may have been for her creations, and 

as we recollect all that she dared and achieved, how with every obstacle against her 

– sex and health and convention – she sought more knowledge and more freedom 

till the body, weighted with its double burden sank worn out, we must lay upon her 

grave whatever we have it in our power to bestow of laurel and rose.55 

 

  

 
53 Hutton, R. H. 1863. Unsigned review. Spectator (18th July 1863), Vol. 36, pp. 2265-67.  
54 Eliot, George. 1859. Scenes of Clerical Life. London and Edinburgh: William Blackwood and Sons, Vol. 2, p. 127. 
55 Woolf, Virginia. 1919. “George Eliot”. The Times Literary Supplement (20th November 1919), pp. 657-658.  
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4.2 THE ITALIAN ETHNOTYPE IN ‘MR GILFIL’S LOVE STORY’ AND 

THE SILENCING OF THE FEMALE VOICE 

 
George Eliot’s first work of fiction is a collection of three short stories (‘Amos Barton’, ‘Mr Gilfil’s 

Love Story’, and ‘Janet’s Repentance’) written in 1856-7. They were first published anonymously 

between January and November 1857 in the Blackwood Magazine before being released as a two-

volume set in January 1858 under the title Scenes of Clerical Life. The second narrative of the 

collection, ‘Mr Gilfil’s Love Story’, is interesting for this research because it presents a historically 

accurate picture of the British attitude towards Italy and the Italians in the late eighteenth century 

and reflects Eliot’s interest in and commitment to Italy. Despite the author’s apparent decision to 

make Maynard Gilfil, a distinguished clergyman, the title character of her story, the real protagonist 

is an orphaned Italian girl named Caterina Sarti, who is brought back to England by Sir Christopher 

and Lady Cheverel in 1773. Caterina’s emotional intensity, coupled with her status as an Italian 

exile, allows George Eliot to explore the encounter of British and Italian cultures in both Italy and 

England and to register the Anglocentric attitude towards foreigners that was typical of the period 

before the French Revolution. This story can, therefore, be seen as an exception in the panorama of 

Eliot’s early fiction. Whereas in her works up to Romola, the author was mainly concerned with 

English provincial life, in ‘Mr Gilfil’s Love Story’, she displays a European perspective which takes 

the form of an exploration of cross-cultural relations.  

  As noted by Andrew Thompson, the influence of Madame De Staël’s Corinne and Elizabeth 

Barrett Browning’s Aurora Leigh on the story is evident in the heroine’s characterisation and in 

Eliot’s choice to employ ‘her favourite and most potent metaphor for female empowerment – the 

woman artist as singer’56. That George Eliot had these two literary works in mind when she wrote 

‘Mr Gilfil’ can be deduced from the many similarities in the plot of these stories: they all feature a 

woman of Italian origin transplanted to English soil who struggles to overcome prejudice and find 

her place in the world. They also explore themes of exclusion and exile, imprisonment and 

liberation, as well as the difficulty of finding one’s voice. Although George Eliot profited from the 

model offered by Madame De Staël and EBB to create her own version of her woman singer in 

Scenes of Clerical Life, she also rejected the kind of heroine which they offered. Neither strikingly 

gifted or beautiful like Corinne nor a poetess like Aurora, Caterina is only temporarily empowered 

by her beautiful voice. Confined in mind, body and spirit to the “masculine realm” of Cheverel 

Manor, Eliot’s heroine is not allowed to escape the constraints of the society and culture of 

patriarchal England and is ultimately denied the return to the “feminine realm” of Italy that Corinne 

 
56 Thompson, George Eliot and Italy, p. 50.  
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and Aurora are granted. Her passionate nature, expressed through her singing, clashes with the 

British rigid codes of behaviour, and she is eventually silenced. This section aims to examine the 

ways in which ‘Mr Gilfil’ draws on previous fictional models and on eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century British prejudices about Italians, and show that, through Caterina’s story, Eliot not only 

offered a sympathetic – though partially stereotypical – representation of the beautiful Italian exile, 

but she also metonymically alluded to the oppression and silencing of the whole Italian nation, 

which in the 1850s was still far from achieving the longed-for bella libertà.  

 ‘Mr Gilfil’s Love Story’ develops on a discourse of difference, pitting the English North 

(Protestant, male, enlightened) against the Italian South (Catholic, female, backward), and presents 

the reader with a plausible reconstruction of late eighteenth-century Anglocentric attitudes towards 

foreigners in general and Italians in particular.57 These range from the blind prejudices of the lower 

classes, expressed by Gilfil’s parishioners and the servants at Cheverel Manor, to the comments of 

the aristocratic and wealthy but uninformed English tourists. From the outset, Caterina is singled 

out by the other characters as a ‘furriner’58: ‘«I’ve no opinion o’ furriners’, says Mrs Patten, ‘for 

I’ve travelld in their country with my lady in my time, an’ seen enough o’ their victuals an’ their 

nasty ways.»’59. Mrs Sharp, the Cheverels’ maid in Italy, comments that she has ‘“the smallest 

possible admiration for fair Ausonia and its natives”’60 who ‘“smelt o’ garlic fit to knock you 

down”.’61. “Furriner” and “Italian” become almost synonyms when they are used among the 

servants, and Caterina’s identity is often established by recourse to the Italian stereotype: ‘“Mrs 

Gilfil come from It’ly, didn’t she?” “I reckon she did, but I niver could rightly hear about that. [...] 

It’s the Italians as has such fine voices, an’ Mrs Gilfil sung, you never heard the like.”’62. However, 

prejudices are common to all social classes so that even the educated and wealthy Mrs Asher, 

talking to Caterina, utters the empty clichés of the national stereotypes of so many fashionable 

travellers on the Continent: 

 

“I hear you are the most beautiful Italian singer,” was of course the opening 

remark. “All Italians sing so beautifully. I travelled with Sir John when we were 

first married, and we went to Venice, where they go about in gondolas, you 

know.”63         

  

 
57 Thompson, George Eliot and Italy, p. 54.  
58 Eliot, ‘Mr Gilfil’, Vol. I, p. 145.  
59 Ivi, p. 146. 
60 Ivi, p. 175. 
61 Ibid.  
62 Ivi, p. 146. 
63 Ivi, p. 214.  



 

226 

Eliot’s portrayal of her heroine is thus largely based on the set of characteristics commonly 

attributed to the Italian character. Although Caterina was brought to England when she was very 

young and could, therefore, be expected to be fully integrated into English society, the text insists 

on her national identity, emphasising her difference from other characters and her social 

marginalisation. Indeed, her foreign origin and her gender (she is a woman without independent 

means) cause her isolation and estrangement. By removing Caterina from her native soil and 

transplanting her to England, the Cheverels intend to ‘train this little Papist into a good Protestant, 

and graft as much English fruit as possible onto the Italian stem’64. The process begins almost 

immediately with Caterina’s initiation into ‘Mrs Sharp’s new dispensation of soap and water’65, 

which washes away – literally and metaphorically – Italian dirt and ignorance. Eliot’s narrator 

assures that the attempt to erase the child’s cultural heritage, while not definitive, has had some 

success, for young Caterina ‘breaks down all prejudices against her foreign blood’66 and soon 

becomes ‘the pet of the household’67. 

 The frequent use of animal imagery (often coupled with diminutives) in relation to Caterina 

– she is often referred to as a ‘clever black-eyed monkey’68, ‘little singing bird’69 or ‘linnet’70 when 

she sings before Sir Christopher; a Blenheim spaniel, a grasshopper or even a mouse – indicates that 

she is classed as a second-rate creature at Cheverel Manor alongside other pets who ‘ask no 

questions, [...] pass no criticism’71. Eliot’s heroine bears the triple burden of being foreign, a woman 

and of low social extraction. Her feelings and desires can, therefore, be belittled because she is 

denied full humanity. The prejudice against her foreign blood is indeed channelled into a process 

aimed at domesticating her and transforming her into a “household pet”, an identity that naturally 

implies an owner. Unlike the untamed Italian protagonist of Corinne, Caterina is subdued by the 

text’s recurring imagery, which significantly changes in the moment of her rebellion, when she 

becomes a ‘tigress’72 and a ‘mad little thing’73.  

  The descriptions of Caterina’s physical appearance in the story are also based on the 

southern ethnotype and emphasise racial differences. While Captain Wybrow, the heir to the estate 

as well as the object of the heroine’s desire, is praised for ‘his exquisite outline and rounded 

 
64 Eliot, ‘Mr Gilfil’, Vol. I, p. 181.  
65 Ivi, p. 182. 
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70 Ivi, p. 196.  
71 Ivi, p. 228. 
72 Ivi, p. 269.  
73 Ivi, p. 170.  
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fairness, like an Olympian god’74, Caterina is dismissed as ‘dark and tiny, like a gipsy 

changeling’75. The narrator attributes the contrast in their colouring not to an individual trait but to 

their respective origins, so that Anthony’s fair complexion is reminiscent of his English ancestry, 

while Caterina’s face is ‘immediately suggestive of olive-covered hills and taper-lit shrines’76. 

Although never openly described as ugly, the traits attributed to this ‘dark-eyed child of the south’77 

are generally unflattering. The text lingers on her ‘small features, thin cheeks’78 and ‘large dark 

eyes, which, in their inexpressive unconscious beauty, resemble the eye of a fawn’79. Moreover, the 

close-up of the miniature portrait of adult Caterina reveals ‘a pale southern-looking complexion’ 

and a ‘coquettish head-dress’80, perhaps hinting obliquely at the licentiousness and moral laxity so 

often associated with Mediterranean passion. The incongruous appearance of Caterina in the setting 

of Cheverel Manor, the strangely pale complexion that ‘makes her look like a ghost’81, is again 

evoked through animal imagery: it is ‘almost as if a humming bird were found perched on one of 

the elms in the park, by the side of her ladyship’s handsomest pouter pigeon’82. The heroine’s 

paleness and small stature, suggesting physical fragility, present her as an exotic plant removed 

from its natural habitat where it would have flourished and instead placed in an unfamiliar and 

hostile environment83. 

 The influence of Montesquieu’s climate theory and popular national stereotypes is likewise 

noticeable in the delineation of Caterina’s character. The text emphasises that she has ‘a loving, 

sensitive nature’84 and indeed that ‘her only talent lay in loving’85, corroborating the traditional 

cliché that attributed Italians with heightened sensitivity and passionate spirit. As a child, she had 

fiercely resisted ‘any discipline that had a harsh or unloving aspect’86 and displayed ‘a certain 

ingenuity in vindictiveness’87, taking revenge for unpleasant prohibitions imposed on her. 

Caterina’s impetuosity reaches a climax in the course of the story when it becomes clear that 

Wybrow is to marry Beatrice. At this point, the heroine’s suffering erupts into fierce jealousy and 

 
74 Ivi, p. 171. 
75 Ibid. 
76 Ivi, p. 173. 
77 Ibid.  
78 Eliot, ‘Mr Gilfil’, Vol. I, p. 144.  
79 Ivi, pp. 149-150. 
80 Ivi, p. 144.  
81 Ivi, p. 168.  
82 Ivi, p. 174.  
83 Andrew Thompson notes that Caterina’s pallor and the frequent associations with white clothes and moonlight in 
the text clearly foreshadow her death. Moreover, he points out that Eliot’s text here echoes Aurora Leigh for the 
depiction of the Italian exile: “The Italian child, / Thrives ill in England: she is paler yet / Than when we came the last 
time; she will die.” Source: Thompson, George Eliot and Italy, p. 205.  
84 Eliot, ‘Mr Gilfil’, Vol. I, p. 191.  
85 Ivi, p. 194. 
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228 

vengeful violence, even though ‘the peace of the whole family depends on [Caterina’s] power to 

govern [herself]’88. Significantly, her ultimate inability to control her passions places her in direct 

opposition to the character of Lady Cheverel, ‘a proud woman who [had] learned to submit’89. 

While the mistress of Cheverel Manor represents the prototype of the well-bred English woman, 

Caterina’s behaviour is again attributed to her southern origins. In an attempt to conceal his poor 

conduct and offload his guilt, Wybrow explains that ‘with that Italian blood of hers, there’s no 

knowing how she may take what one says. She’s a fierce little thing, though she seems so quiet 

generally’90. Although his hypocrisy is blatant since the reader at this point is well aware of his 

responsibility for having deceived Caterina with attentions and promises of love that he could not 

keep, the text’s insistence on Caterina’s supposed difference weighs heavily against her. 

 The plot development seems to support Wybrow’s facile explanation and endorse traditional 

stereotypes of the Italian character. The turning point of the story coincides with Caterina’s decision 

to take a dagger and revenge herself on Wybrow for his unrequited love in what is essentially a 

crime passionnel – a type of murder committed in the wake of strong impulses such as anger and 

jealousy, commonly associated with hot-blooded southern people. The character of Caterina and her 

actions, therefore, correspond perfectly to the negative Italian ethnotype that appears in many texts 

of the period: 

 

Unhappily the energy and violence which marked their national character was 

often directed to evil purposes by such dark and vindictive passions as, in the more 

temperate times, we find it difficult to account for or excuse. It is hard for us to 

credit the strength of the stormy passions in southern climes... The emotions of 

hatred and jealousy which in colder climes occasionally ruffle our bosoms, and are 

mastered by steady principle and placid temperament, there burn with an intensity 

which makes their unhappy victims the objects of our pity no less than reproach.91 
 

Indeed, at one point, ‘Eliot’s text degenerates into the cloak-and-dagger stuff of melodrama based 

on medieval and Renaissance Italian history, with Caterina rushing noiselessly along passages and 

up gallery stairs with gleaming eyes and bloodless lips and clenching a half-drawn dagger’92. The 

romance promised in the title disappears in favour of a narrative with darker tones, akin to those of 

the Gothic novel; yet, in this case, there is a reversal of roles since Caterina does not play a 

“woman’s role” but the villain, usually male and Italian.  

 
87 Ibid. 
88 Ivi, p. 244. 
89 Ivi, p. 248.  
90 Eliot, ‘Mr Gilfil’, Vol. I, p. 261.  
91 Manning, Anne. 1831. Stories from the History of Italy. London: Baldwin and Cradock, p. 50. My italics. 
92 Thompson, George Eliot and Italy, p. 57.  
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 Negative connotations are even more marked in Eliot’s depiction of the other Italian 

character in the story, Mr Sarti, Caterina’s father, who incorporates many of the characteristic 

British images of Italy and Italians that were prevalent in late eighteenth-century Europe. Endowed 

with a great musical talent, he had been primo tenore for one short season, before losing his voice 

completely. After this career-ending event, he had turned into a “poveraccio”, ‘little better than a 

cracked fiddle, which is good for nothing but firewood’93 and managed to survive only by working 

as a music copyist and teacher. Through this job, he had come into contact with Sir Christopher and 

Lady Cheverel, who, at the time, were visiting Italy and staying in Milan. The description of Sarti, 

as he approaches Lady Cheverel to be employed, is a distillation of common preconceptions about 

Italians in the age of the Grand Tour: he is introduced as ‘the frowsiest, shabbiest man you ever 

saw’94, a ‘sallow and dingy’95 beggar ‘with a restless wandering look in his dull eyes, and an 

excessive timidity about his deep reverences, which gave him the look of a man who had long been 

a solitary prisoner’96. The repeated reference to “poor Sarti”, combined with the text’s constant 

dwelling on his condition of dirt, ignorance and abject poverty, signals that the loss of his natural 

talent – though no fault of his own – is the primary cause for his fall into degradation. His personal 

decline, thus, indirectly hints at the suffering of the whole nation and turns Sarti into a symbol of 

‘the Italian people reduced to poverty and subjection yet exculpated for being seemingly without 

historical memory or the ability to change their lot’97. 

 Caterina inherits her father’s natural talent for music, and ‘this rare gift of song’98 endears 

her to Lady Cheverel, who decides to take her home and educate her. The heroine’s extraordinary 

voice enables her to be promoted from being merely Mrs Sharp’s domestic helper to the status of a 

lady. Eliot repeatedly stresses that Caterina excels in this art: ‘Her singing was what she could do 

best; it was her one point of superiority’99; ‘the one thing in which she ceased to be passive and 

became prominent’100. When she performs in front of the household, the power relations at 

Cheverel Manor are temporarily reversed and she becomes the ‘queen of the room’101. Through the 

cathartic experience of music, she is also temporarily relieved from the pressure of societal 

expectations, and can thus express ‘her love, her jealousy, her pride, her rebellion against her 

destiny’102. The text highlights that singing offers Caterina the chance to disclose her true feelings 
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and emotions, otherwise suffocated in the attempt to conform to British constraints and rigid rules 

of behaviour. More significantly, it enables her to articulate her misery and voice the personal and 

social injustices perpetrated against her. In her renditions of Gluck’s “Che farò senza Eurydice?” 

(“What am I to do without Eurydice?”) and Paesiello’s “Ho perduto il bel sembiante” (“I have lost 

the fair face”), her own suffering at the loss of her beloved Wybrow and ‘the fierce palpitations of 

triumph and hatred’103 pour out into music as ‘one stream of passion which welled forth in the deep 

rich tones of her voice’104.  

 However, Caterina’s power of expression through the language and cultural production of 

her native country is not received by the Cheverels, for whom it remains mere entertainment 

without real communication. Lord Cheverel’s repeated requests for her to sing and please his guests 

(‘Tina shall give us a song’105; ‘I want you to sing us “Ho perduto” before we sit down to piquet’106) 

signals that the listeners have little interest in the feelings and desires of the performer, who is 

expected to passively obey and put her talent to the service of the household. The implicit critique 

voiced by Eliot in the story is against British society, which lacks empathy for fellow human beings 

and appropriates foreign forms of art only to relegate them to mere pastimes. Therefore, the 

exploitation of Caterina’s singing metaphorically refers to the whole of Italian cultural practices, so 

often appropriated by the English gentry for merely ornamental purposes without a true 

understanding of their meaning.  

 As DeCuir points out, the implication of the story ‘is that without the nourishment of Italy, 

the feminine realm, [Caterina’s] talent will wither away and die’107. Far from its natural context of 

origin, singing is first distorted by the loss of its referents, and then its expressive power is 

exhausted. This is already evident in the experience of Lady Cheverel, who, after cultivating her 

soprano voice in Italy for more than fifteen years, gave up singing altogether on her return to 

England. The same happens to the heroine who, having been abused and oppressed by British 

imperialist culture, loses her voice completely after the shock of Wybrow’s death. Only her 

voluntary exile from Cheverel Manor and the patient attitude of Maynard108, who never imposes his 

will on Caterina, leads her to take up music again for a time. Nevertheless, there are no references 

in the text that she continued to sing after her marriage to Gilfil. It can, therefore, be concluded that, 
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107 DeCuir, Andre. 1992. ‘Italy, England, and the female artist in George Eliot’s “Mr. Gilfil's Love Story”’. Studies in Short 
Fiction, Vol. 29, No.1 (Winter 1992), pp. 67-75, p. 70.  
108 ‘One of Mr. Gilfil’s cares was to procure a harpsichord, and have it placed in the drawing-room, always open, in the 
hope that some day the spirit of music would be reawakened in Caterina, and she would be attracted towards the 
instrument.’ Source: Eliot, ‘Mr Gilfil’, Vol. I, p. 165.  
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in the end, she was subsumed to the dominant English culture and abandoned her art to fit into a 

cultural matrix that imposed motherhood and wifely submission as the only legitimate roles for 

women. This repression, combined with a culture that drained her of her vitality, causes Caterina to 

lose her voice and ultimately her life (during childbirth) in the process of being assimilated into 

British patriarchy.  

 Andrew Thompson highlights that the subjection and annihilation of Caterina’s Italianness 

are central themes to ‘Mr Gilfil’. His claim is that ‘George Eliot like de Staël and Barrett Browning 

before her, exposes the constrictive character of English patriarchal culture in stifling Caterina as a 

woman artist, but – and here Eliot’s realism comes into its own – allows her heroine no escape, no 

“magic circle” in which identity can be realized. Eliot’s story plays out the consequences of the 

marginalization and exclusion of the “feminine realm” to the end.’109 The heroine is finally reduced 

to silence because her voice, the source of female power, represents a threat to the stability of the 

patriarchal system of the British nation.  

 Scholars have often noted the rich net of analogies and intersections between the Woman 

Question and the Italian Question in ‘Mr Gilfil’, arguing that Eliot’s story may be read at the same 

time as the silencing and suppression of Caterina’s single voice and that of the whole Italian culture, 

which is stripped of its meaning and insensitively appropriated as decoration and entertainment in 

Britain. The frequent allusions to the Italian situation of misery and oppression would not have been 

lost on readers in the 1850s, who might well identify the similarities between Caterina’s plight and 

Italy’s national struggles. Eliot’s story indeed addresses at the same time the repression of women 

in a strongly patriarchal society and that of whole cultures in intercultural dynamics merely because 

they are in a weaker position.   

 According to this allegorical reading, Cheverel Manor – the British estate where the events 

occur – represents the system of exploitation, oppression and patriarchal power that prevents the 

heroine, and therefore the Italian nation, from gaining independence and full autonomy. Sir 

Christopher, the head of the Cheverel family and owner of the estate, has created a domestic empire 

over which he has absolute power. It is he who has decided that Wybrow is to marry Beatrice, the 

daughter of a neighbouring landed family, and that Caterina is to have Gilfil, causing the tragic 

unfolding of events: ‘I never in my life laid a plan, and failed to carry it out. I lay my plans well and 

I never swerve from them – that’s it. A strong will is the only magic.’110. The text stresses that his 

privilege is hereditary: not only does he come from a line of conquerors, but the house itself bears 

the signs of family splendour and prestige. However, Eliot suggests that this power is the result of 
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exploitation and appropriation, and this is evident in the description of the long gallery at Cheverel 

Manor, which contains the spoils of the family plunder:  

 

Greek statues and busts of Roman emperors; low cabinets filled with curiosities, 

natural and antiquarian; tropical birds and huge horns of beasts; Hindoo gods and 

strange shells; swords and daggers, and bits of chain-armour; Roman lamps and 

tiny models of Greek temples; and, above all these, queer old family portraits...111     

 

While, on the one hand, the gallery full of artefacts and symbols from past civilisations hints at 

imperial power and underpins the Cheverels’ status as conquerors, on the other hand, it is the place 

where Caterina experiences both sexual desire (when Wybrow’s arm steals around her waist and 

they kiss) and violent rebellious impulses. Whereas in the moonlight, the heterogenous objects of 

Sir Christopher’s collection appear as mere relics of a dead world, in the daylight, the random 

objects acquire a more sinister significance and rouse Caterina to rebellion. There, she finds the 

dagger and decides to seek revenge, turning into ‘the incarnation of a fierce purpose’112. At that 

point, no longer just a woman, she becomes ‘the quintessential stereotyped Italian in her passion, 

and can directly challenge imperialism and the culture of oppression in the name of her sex and of 

those suppressed cultures with which she is strongly associated in the story.’113. 

 Her rebellion, however, is short-lived. When she finds Wybrow dead of heart failure, her 

thoughts of revenge vanish, and she can only resume her passive condition and be overcome by 

feelings of guilt and remorse: ‘No sooner was the storm of anger passed than the tenderness and 

timidity of her nature returned, and she could do nothing but love and mourn’114. Her self-imposed 

exile from Cheverel Manor is nothing more than her surrender to forces too powerful for her and 

her decision to marry Gilfil, a capitulation of will and freedom that makes it difficult to read the 

story as a triumph of the power of love. After all, the romance promised in the title is just ‘a brief 

romantic development, without full and equal emotional engagement from both parties, and it 

happens only because the romantic development that Caterina wanted was impossible.’115. The 

heroine’s renunciation of love and her slow disappearance into family life mirrors the failure of 

Italy in the 1850s to become a political reality. The frustration of the romance enacted at the end of 

‘Mr Gilfil’s Love Story’ thus allows the author to reflect on the real problem underlying both the 

asymmetrical relationship between the two protagonists and the Anglo-Italian interaction: the lack 

of empathy. Although readers are led to sympathise with the seemingly insignificant, weak foreign 
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characters, Eliot erects strong barriers between the English and the Italians in the story. Cultural 

exchange between characters from different countries is not only unbalanced, with power all on the 

side of the British, but also tainted by outdated cliches and prejudices that prevent true integration. 

As a narrative of the lives of Caterina and of Italy, ‘Mr Gilfil’ ends in stasis and defeat, but this 

early literary experiment already displays Eliot’s great artistic qualities and anticipates her interest 

in the Anglo-Italian cultural encounter that would find perfect expression in her future novel 

Romola.   
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4.3 ITALIAN MYTH-MAKING IN ROMOLA 
 

Romola (1862) is George Eliot’s fourth full-length novel, and it is central to her career as a novelist, 

in more senses than the chronological one. However, it stands apart from its predecessors and its 

successors for two significant reasons: first, it inaugurates a new season in George Eliot’s literary 

activity, prompting her to venture to Italy, beyond the boundaries of her childhood English 

Midlands countryside typical of her early fiction; and second, it is, above all, an ambitious historical 

novel which involves a detailed historical reconstruction of Florentine life in the Renaissance.  

 To write the book, which she defined as a “historical romance”, Eliot researched Florentine 

customs, language and culture extensively and went through exhausting labour to recreate the 

Italian context at the time of Savonarola116. The effort she put into it is remarkable not only 

because, for the first time, George Eliot published her story in serialised format117 and had to submit 

to the tight schedule of the publishing market but also because Romola was a novel with epic 

pretensions. In the ‘attempt to explore the present in the context of the past, and to probe, at the 

same time, the external human condition’118, in her work Eliot fused realism and romance – the two 

great shaping traditions in European literature. History, thus, no longer merely the context and 

background of the novel where the action of the characters took place, became its main subject and 

merged with Classical and Christian mythology in an unprecedented way to acquire universal 

significance.  

 The scrupulous attention to detail, the careful research and the meticulous planning required 

for the composition of Romola led George Eliot to comment that it was ‘written with my best 

blood’119. However, in addition to being her most strenuous literary endeavour, the book also 

signalled her artistic maturity. In her diary, she registered that the novel marked a transition in her 

life: ‘I began it a young woman – I finished it an old woman’120. For this reason, George Eliot 

always cherished it as one of her finest accomplishments. ‘There is scarcely a phrase, an incident, 

an allusion’, she later told R. H. Hutton, ‘that did not gather its value to me from its supposed 

subservient to my main artistic purpose’121. The publication of Romola consolidated George Eliot’s 

reputation as one of the most illustrious novelists of the Victorian age, and it won itself prestige as a 

 
116 George Eliot’s reading in preparation for Romola was extensive but the two most influential works were: Iacopo 
Nardi’s Istorie della città di Firenze (1582) and Paquale Villari’s Storia di Girolamo Savonarola e de’ suoi tempi (1859).  
117 Romola first appeared in monthly instalments between July 1862 and August 1863 in the most eminent literary 
journal of the time, the Cornhill Magazine. 
118 Bonaparte, Felicia. 1979. The Triptych and the Cross: The Central Myths of George Eliot’s Poetic Imagination. NY: 
New York University Press, p. 29.  
119 Eliot, George. 1954-1978. The George Eliot Letters. G.S. Haight (ed.), 9 vols, New Haven and London: Yale University 
Press and OUP, Vol.  6, pp. 335-336.  
120 [Journal, 6th May 1863]. Cross, George Eliot’s Life, Vol. 2, p. 158. 
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work sui generis, a ‘historical romance rather different in character’122 than what had been done 

before by Walter Scott or Edward Bulwer-Lytton Bulwer.  

 As highlighted by J. B. Bullen, George Eliot’s Romola ‘occupies a unique place in the 

nineteenth-century historiography of the Renaissance’123. Written in the early 1860s, the novel 

positions itself between John Ruskin’s indictment of the Renaissance culture of the early 1850s124  

and Walter Pater’s laudatory vision of the 1870s125. However, Eliot’s representation is markedly 

original. Whereas Ruskin and Pater conceive the Renaissance as a coherent and organic period of 

Italian history, the image of the fifteenth century that appears in the novel is divergent and 

fragmentary. In Romola, Eliot offers a picture in which opposing visions of the world coexist, 

creating irreconcilable contradictions with which the protagonist must come to terms. By 

positioning her heroine in the midst of turbulent historical events, Eliot turns Renaissance Florence 

into a symbol of modern complexity and Romola’s story into a pretext to meditate on the progress 

of Western civilisation. ‘The stresses between conflicting moral ideas, the collision of political 

positions, the clash of antithetical human temperaments, and the struggle between religious belief 

and humanism are precisely the forces which bring about the fictional “awakening” of Romola’126 

while inviting both Victorian and contemporary readers to reflect and become aware that the same 

discrepancies may be found in their own epoch.   

 Eliot’s epic is thus universally relevant but also specifically Italian. Almost four centuries 

later, the six years of troubled history in Renaissance Florence, spanning from the 9th April 1492 

and the 23rd May 1498 – marked by the death of Lorenzo il Magnifico, the fall of Medicean power, 

the fights for the control of Tuscany, Savonarola’s condemnation of corruption and call for 

 
121 Quoted in Sanders, Andrew. 1980. “Introduction to Romola”. In Eliot, George. 1980. Romola. Bungay: Penguin 
Books, pp. 7-34, p. 9. 
122 [George Eliot to John Blackwood, 28th August 1860]. Haight, Letters, Vol. 3, p. 339. 
123 Bullen, J. B. 1994. The Myth of the Renaissance in Nineteenth-Century Writing. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 
208.  
124 In his reflections on European architecture and art, John Ruskin criticised the Renaissance for “over-sophistication 
and ignorant classicism”. In the three-volume treatise The Stones of Venice (1851-53), he based his argument upon an 
intrinsic connection between art and religion. According to Ruskin, art could both communicate and prescribe moral 
values. Therefore, in his view, an art devoid of religious inspiration like that of the Renaissance was useless and 
corrupt.  
125 From the late 1860s, Walter Pater devoted several essays to prominent figures of the Renaissance, including 
Leonardo Da Vinci, Sandro Botticelli and Michelangelo, which were collected in his Studies in the History of the 
Renaissance (1873), renamed in the second and later editions The Renaissance: Studies in Art and Poetry. In each 
essay, Pater emphasised the importance of embracing the beauty and experience of art rather than judging works of 
art by their accuracy or the moral standing of the artist. Accordingly, he rehabilitated the Renaissance in the eyes of 
his contemporaries and pioneered the mythologisation of this period of the Italian past, which offered a convenient 
screen by which Victorian authors and thinkers could explore perturbing or taboo themes at a remove – see, for 
example, Robert Browning’s disquieting dramatic monologues. See for reference: Teukolsky, Rachel. 2012. ‘Walter 
Pater’s Renaissance (1873) and the British Aesthetic Movement.’ BRANCH: Britain, Representation and Nineteenth-
Century History. (Ed.) Dino Franco Felluga. [Available at https://branchcollective.org/?ps_articles=rachel-teukolsky-
walter-paters-renaissance-1873-and-the-british-aesthetic-movement, last accessed 26th July 2023]. 
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renovation, his execution and ultimate failure to establish a republic – had a profound resonance in 

the context of nineteenth-century Italian cause. As noted by Andrew Thompson, ‘the years of 

Savonarola’s ascendancy in Florence were singled out as highly significant in Italian Risorgimento 

mythology precisely because of the clear analogies between past and present and the way in which 

these years, which saw a last manifestation of an Italian spirit of independence before “Italia” was 

enslaved by the foreign oppressors, could instruct and admonish the present.’127 Writing about this 

particular period of Italian history in 1861-1863 inevitably led George Eliot to address some of the 

main issues of the Risorgimento: the kind of government that was best for Italy (despotism, 

monarchy or democracy); the influence of the Church and the Pope; the role of prophets and 

visionaries in guiding the people. 

 When George Eliot and G. H. Lewes visited Italy in the 1860s, like most tourists, they were 

enchanted by the beauty of the peninsula and struck by the fact, widely emphasised in the proem to 

Romola, that so much of history had survived, which made easy for the foreign visitor to recognise 

traces of the Classical and Renaissance ages. Nonetheless, they were also bitterly disappointed to 

realise that the current state of Italian political affairs had been temporarily eclipsed by the 

splendour of the past. Romola was thus intended by the writer as a reflection on the possible 

“resurgence” of the nation Italia from its ashes. Intercepting nineteenth-century renewed interest in 

the culture of the South, George Eliot voiced the shared belief that the creation of a new state out of 

decay could restore Italy to her artistic pre-eminence in Europe. In other words, she expressed the 

idea that the Risorgimento might prove a second Renaissance. The very title of the novel acts as a 

reminder of the great arc of Italian history, for it leads back to the founding of Rome by the 

mythical Romolo (Romulus). At the same time, however, Eliot produced a vision that attributed the 

leading role of this regenerative progress to a woman.  

 Andrew Thomson points out that George Eliot in Romola resisted the great Risorgimento 

narrative that assimilated Savonarola’s contestation to the long march towards freedom from 

oppression by the Church or despots both from within and outside of Italy. In the novel, 

‘Savonarola’s Christianity is ultimately revealed as inadequate, and it is Romola who carries 

forward those aspects of it which are of enduring universal truth for humanity’128. The preacher fails 

to renew the Florentine and Italian situation because his approach, which combines faith and 

politics, favours the common good over the individual good and ends up coinciding with the 

Machiavellian logic of “the end justifies the means”. This is mostly evident when the friar is 

prepared to sacrifice Romola’s godfather Bernardo del Nero to achieve the triumph of his party and 
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when he confuses the delirious drift of his devotees for ‘the cause of God’s kingdom129. The moral 

strength of this questionable hero is instead emphasised in the novel through the positive influence 

he exerts on Romola herself. The confrontation with Savonarola fosters the personal and spiritual 

evolution of the heroine, who eventually emerges as the only true founder of a new civilisation, 

neither based on the epicurean egotism represented by the figure of Tito Melema nor on the 

moralistic extremism of Savonarola but on sympathy towards fellow human beings.  

 Through Romola’s intellectual and spiritual awakening, George Eliot presents her 

compelling idea of progress, one which favours human relationships over dogmatic rules, active 

charity over passive devotion, and selfless love over ruthless political games. In the epilogue, it is 

Romola herself who emerges as the symbol of hope for the future of Italy. Like the statuesque 

“Italia”, the heroine has endured political treachery, religious bigotry, and patriarchal oppression 

and has been brought to the brink of desperate self-destruction130. In the end, however, her unfailing 

goodness and virtue are rewarded with freedom, independence and peace. In George Eliot’s myth of 

resurgence, it is neither great heroic deeds nor religious enthusiasm that change the world, but the 

awareness of the pain of others, that is, the overcoming of individual meanness and the recognition 

of solidarity as one of the most important values on the human horizon. By emphasising the 

importance of “unhistoric acts”, Eliot challenges the notion that history is solely the domain of the 

powerful and emphasizes the role that ordinary individuals can play in shaping the course of 

history. Romola, therefore, remains a historical novel but it is the small story, the one 

predominantly inhabited by women, that is foregrounded. Although set in the distant fifteenth-

century Florence, the book shares the same worldview that George Eliot would later express in 

Middlemarch, namely that ‘the growing good of the world is partly dependent on unhistoric acts; 

and that things are not so ill with you and me as they might have been, is half owing to the number 

who lived faithfully a hidden life and rest in unvisited tombs’131.  

 

4.3.1 Italy as agora and the issue of cultural transmission 

Romola is introduced by an elaborate proem, which not only sets the historical background for the 

development of the plot but also provides a key to the interpretation of the whole work. In the 

opening pages of the novel, George Eliot addresses the relationship between past and present in 

several ways. First, she presents the narrator as someone from the nineteenth century, musing on 

events that took place ‘more than three centuries and half ago’132. Then, she grounds the novel’s 
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setting in fifteenth-century Florence and, more specifically, in the mid-spring of 1492, a time of 

great social and political upheaval. However, the narrative voice immediately establishes a point of 

contact between the Renaissance city and the modern world. The reader follows Eliot’s fictional 

figure of the Angel of Dawn across the Mediterranean on a journey back in time, which ultimately 

reveals that Florence ‘has hardly changed its outline since the days of Columbus, seeming to stand 

as an almost unviolated symbol, amidst the flux of human things, to remind us that we still resemble 

the men of the past more than we differ from them’133. In line with this consideration, the proem 

explores the idea of historical continuity and ‘places human constants against the idea of history as 

a flux’134. The ‘broad sameness of the human lot, which never alters in the main headings of its 

history’135 allows the novelist to look at the past historical period as she would look at the world of 

her contemporaries, for humankind is still faced with the opposition of ‘hunger and labour, seedtime 

and harvest, love and death’136. Nevertheless, despite the assertion of familiarity, the narrator offers 

to immerse herself in Renaissance Florence and, for the sake of her audience, become an interpreter 

of past events, expressions and customs: ‘I will go down and hear – I will tread the familiar 

pavement, and hear once again the speech of the Florentines’137. 

 The function of the proem, then, is to ‘alert the reader that the action of the novel is 

simultaneously immediate and indirect, fictional and historical’138 and to create trust in the narrator 

as an authoritative figure that will lead the audience to the discovery of a different era and through 

the tangled web of obscure cultural references and symbols. It is no coincidence that the first 

chapters of Romola, carefully and often over-scrupulously provide us with the necessary 

coordinates to orient ourselves in Renaissance Florence. The presence of an alien character in the 

figure of the shipwrecked Italianate-Greek scholar Tito Melema – ‘the fact is, I’m a stranger in 

Florence’139 – is providential because it gives George Eliot the opportunity to introduce the 

Florentine jargon, to present some of the main characters and to delineate the geographical and 

historical setting. Upon his arrival, Tito becomes acquainted with several Florentines, including the 

pedlar Bratti Ferravecchi and Nello the barber, who help him to familiarise himself with Florentine 

life. At first, the main topic of conversation in the novel is the death of Lorenzo de Medici. The 

citizens are shocked by the news of his demise and the succession to the arrogant, incautious Pietro: 

‘Lorenzo has left behind him an inheritance that is but like the alchemist’s laboratory when the 
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wisdom of the alchemist is gone.’140 This void will soon lead Savonarola and his followers to 

expand their influence in worldly affairs within and beyond the city walls. 

 It is thus from Tito’s foreign perspective that George Eliot’s equally unfamiliar readers 

experience the hustle and bustle of Florentine life in the spring of 1492. Through the character’s 

interaction with Italians of different social classes, his listening to their gossip in the “real language” 

of Tuscany, his involvement in civic life and popular festivals, and his movements around the city, 

George Eliot reconstructs a picturesque and varied image of fifteenth-century Italy. The portrait of 

Florence that emerges is that of a melting pot of history and culture in which every gesture, every 

symbol, and every place bears witness to cultural hybridity and mythological stratification.  

 Greco-Roman mythology and Renaissance culture merge from the very beginning of the 

novel when Eliot refers to Florence as an Italian ‘Athens’141. At their first meeting, Nello boasts to 

Tito of ‘Lorenzo de’ Medici, the Pericles of our Athens’142, before adding, more cautiously, ‘- if I 

may make such a comparison in the ear of a Greek’143. Later in the novel, Tito himself is compared 

to Baccus, the god of wine whose cult spread through Greece and Asia under the name of Dionysus 

before coming west with the Romans; Romola, Tito’s beloved and future wife, accordingly, takes 

the shape of Ariadne in a pictorial representation for her betrothal gift; and her father’s blindness is 

linked to that of the mythological Tiresias. The Roman heritage is also highlighted by the immense 

collection of antiquities owned by Bardo de’ Bardi, an illustrious scholar to whom Tito is 

introduced by Nello. His house, full of ancient manuscripts, classical statues, broken busts and 

vases, is the literal and symbolic load of past knowledge that Italy has received from antiquity and 

that she has been entrusted to preserve and hand down to future generations.  

 The mixture of pagan and Christian beliefs in the novel is also noteworthy. In chapter eight, 

Tito compares the procession of banners dedicated to San Giovanni, the patron saint of Florence, to 

‘Minerva with her peplos’144, stressing the similarities between the colossal figures of ‘saints and 

cherubs [...] supported by firm bars’145 with the masks of ‘Greek tragedians’146. On a symbolic 

level, the two male protagonists of the story, Tito and Savonarola, are also contrasted as they 

become the embodiments of Baccus and Christ, the emblematic figures of the pagan and Christian 

worlds. An even more significant example of the stratification of religious practices in Florence is 

the following extract in which George Eliot resorts to old pagan rituals to portray Savonarola’s 

flawed nature: 
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It was the fashion of old, when an ox was led out for sacrifice to Jupiter, to chalk 

the dark spots, and give the offering a false show of unblemished whiteness. Let us 

fling away the chalk, and boldly say—the victim was spotted, but it was not 

therefore in vain that his mighty heart was laid on the altar of men’s highest 

hopes.147 

 

References to medieval and Renaissance philosophical thought are also scattered throughout the 

novel. The most important Italian thinkers and artists are repeatedly evoked in Romola, including 

Dante Alighieri, Luigi Pulci, Antonio Pollajolo, Angelo Poliziano, Michelangelo Buonarroti and 

Filippo Brunelleschi, while some, including the infamous Niccolò Machiavelli and the Florentine 

painter Piero di Cosimo, appear directly as characters in the story.148  

 Eliot’s Florence is thus, in the words of Nicola Trotts, ‘a ground crowded with cultural 

traffic, and filled with the traces of that vast endeavour by which ancient learning was transported to 

the west’149. Fifteenth-century Italians seem to be deeply aware that their lives are but the last link 

in a long chain of events and worldviews rooted in the past. At the same time, the novel reveals 

their preoccupation with the transmission of knowledge in all its historical complexity. 

Representatives of every kind of cultural activity (travellers and translators, printers and professors, 

scribes and scholars, collectors and editors, philosophers and patrons) meet in the streets of the city, 

in shops, libraries and palaces to discuss history, politics, art and religion. In Romola, cultural 

exchange is thus constantly foregrounded, and Florence is portrayed as an agora, a place of meeting 

and debate – a lively crossroads between East and West, past and present.  

 However, George Eliot’s novel also addresses the dangers inherent in the transmission of 

culture when its collective function is lost, and its methods and aims become individualistic. The 

first example is that of Bardo de’ Bardi, a Florentine scholar whose mind is concerned solely with 

his studies and the promise of posthumous fame. ‘[...] “It is but little to ask,” the old man went on, 

bitterly, “that my name should be over the door—that men should owe themselves debtors to the 

Bardi Library in Florence.”150 His enthusiasm for antiquity and interest in classical literature are dry 

and go hand in hand with his egotistical tetchiness and spiritual callousness. Literary critics agree 

that elements of this character would be reworked for the depiction of Mr Casaubon in 

Middlemarch151. Bardo’s limited and self-centred view of the world is underlined by his physical 
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blindness and by the broken images that line his library: the ‘beautiful feminine torso’152 and the 

‘uplifted muscular arm wielding a bladeless sword’153 testify to a barren existence which, dwelling 

among dis-sociated fragments, has failed to find fulfilment, and ceased to respond to the world 

beyond. Bardo’s quest for fame, ‘my name will be remembered, and men will honour me’154, has 

made his research an end in itself, ultimately obscuring any kind of truth and alienating those 

closest to him. Bardo’s inability to share his knowledge with those around him and to ensure a 

cultural transition to future generations – first by estranging his son and then by refusing to pass on 

his inheritance to his daughter Romola only because she is a woman – will be the cause of his 

downfall and the dispersal of his books after his death. In the novel, Bardo’s library thus stands for 

the narrowness of philosophical Humanism which, fused with a pagan-pantheistic religiosity, does 

not take into account the spiritual complexity of the human being and the tension towards the divine 

which is represented by contrast by Savonarola’s passionate oratory and the Christian Humanism of 

his disciples such as Pico della Mirandola.  

 The second negative example is provided by Tito Melema, a pleasure-seeking social climber 

who only sees culture as a tool to achieve power and social recognition. As Trott points out, ‘he is 

notably the one character who moves at all levels and places within the fiction – from Nello’s shop 

to Bardo’s library, from Niccolo’s smithy to the city’s Signoria, from Savonarola’s cell to the 

French court, from Tessa the Contadina to Romola the noblewoman, and from Florence to Rome, 

Pisa and Siena’155. All the while, Tito gains access to these circles and earns the trust of his 

interlocutors through cultural exchange. Thanks to his incredible rhetoric, he first manages to sell 

his incredible story to Nello and Bardo, thus securing his reputation in the city, and then to trade the 

family jewels given to him by his adoptive father, the symbol of his material and intellectual 

heritage, thus gaining further promotion and patronage. The novel highlights that Tito has come to 

Florence as a sort of scholarly bazaar, ‘the best market in Italy for such commodities as yours’156, 

however, his actions reveal he is far from an ‘honest trafficker’157. His double dealings over 

Baldassarre’s ransom, his sudden decision to sell Bardo’s library and, more generally, his 

willingness to regard everything and everyone in his life as a commodity to be traded for wealth, 

protection and pleasure expose the immorality of learning when it is used for individual interest and 

deception rather than for collective progress. 
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 Girolamo Savonarola completes the triad. His figure is more problematic than the first two 

because while at first, the preacher uses his knowledge, especially that of the Scriptures and the 

Roman Church, to the benefit of the people by condemning the tyranny of the Medici and calling 

for a renewal of the Christian faith, at a later stage his intransigence evolves into religious fanatism. 

This is particularly evident in the Bonfire of the Vanities, a public event that marks the culmination 

of Savonarola’s campaign against moral corruption, in which thousands of objects including books, 

paintings, jewellery and statues are burned in the Piazza della Signoria because they are considered 

frivolous or sinful. This episode, and the others in the novel in which Savonarola’s followers, 

known as the Piagnoni, raid houses in the centre of Florence in search of works of art and force 

Florentine women to part with their ornaments so that they can be thrown on the pyre, highlight the 

danger of a “cancel culture” that, acting in the name of a higher good, implements a forced selection 

of the knowledge to be transmitted. 

 An example of a positive attitude to cultural preservation and transmission in the novel is 

Romola’s. The female protagonist of Eliot’s novel shows from the outset that she knows how to 

navigate the cultural traffic of Florence, maintaining a balance between idealism and reality, 

preservation of knowledge and altruism. Brought up by her father to become a classical scholar and 

his amanuensis, she is ‘an instructed woman’158, who is well-versed in literature and philosophy, 

and deeply committed to contributing to Bardo’s life-long enterprise. Unlike previously mentioned 

characters, her motives are always altruistic.  

 

The grand severity of the stoical philosophy in which her father had taken care to 

instruct her was familiar enough to her ears and lips, and its lofty spirit had raised 

certain echoes within her; but she had never used it, never needed it as a rule of 

life. She had endured and forborne because she loved: maxims which told her to 

feel less, and not to cling close, lest the onward course of great Nature should jar 

her, had been as powerless on her tenderness as they had been on her father's 

yearning for just fame. She had appropriated no theories: she had simply felt strong 

in the strength of affection, and life without that energy came to her as an entirely 

new problem.159 
 

Determined to fulfil her father’s wish, and preserve his library and antiquities after his death, 

Romola is horrified when she learns that Tito has sold everything off to various purchasers without 

her consent, dismantling the collection and causing the dispersal of Bardo’s hard-won knowledge. 

Her selfless devotion to her father’s cause leads her to flee home with the intention of going to 

learned Cassandra Fedele to ask her how an instructed woman could support herself. Romola’s 

ambition, however, is not for her own sake, but it is motivated by a desire to become ‘wise enough 
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to write something which would rescue her father’s name from oblivion’160. This prospect leads her 

to Venice, but she gets no farther than a hillside outside Florence because Savonarola convinces her 

that her time and effort will be best spent trying to alleviate the sufferings of the poor and the sick. 

Her decision to return to Florence confirms that Romola has not inherited Bardo’s intellectual 

snobbery nor has a share in Tito’s hedonistic desire for social success and Savonarola’s 

manipulative influence leading to violence and oppression. In contrast, she is presented as someone 

who recognizes the responsibility that comes with knowledge and is committed to using her energy 

and intellectual abilities for the betterment of society. Romola is not swayed by personal gain or 

ambition, and her willingness to share her culture with her fellow human beings contributes to 

empowering them.  

 Through Romola’s teaching, Eliot highlights the importance of cultural dissemination and 

the role that individuals can play in preserving and transmitting cultural knowledge to future 

generations.  

In the novel’s final chapter, Eliot portrays her heroine passing on her moral and cultural heritage to 

young Lillo, thus offering a powerful vision of female intellectual and cultural leadership. Romola’s 

commitment to cultural dissemination reflects Eliot’s own belief in the importance of cultural 

continuity and the dangers of cultural imperialism. This theme was particularly relevant in the 

context of the Victorian era, which was characterized by rapid social and technological change. 

Eliot’s novel reflects a growing awareness of the potential dangers of unchecked progress and the 

importance of using knowledge for the collective good. In this sense, Romola lends itself to a 

metatextual interpretation as, by highlighting the constructed nature of historical truth, the power of 

language, and the importance of cultural transmission, George Eliot offers a complex and 

sophisticated reflection on the role of literature in shaping our understanding of the world. If it is 

true that the past can provide useful lessons for the present, then also the fictional history of Romola 

can have a positive influence on her nineteenth-century audience. Yet, George Eliot also recognises 

that, for her own novel to be more than an exercise in erudition and historical reconstruction, it is 

necessary to infuse the dense web of meanings and myths she has created with the same “reverent 

humanism” of which Romola is capable, that ‘piety – which is venerating love’161. Only thus will 

her attempt to “vivify” the Italian past in Romola be successful.  
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4.3.2 From beautiful object to autonomous subject: the emerging female self in Romola 

Eliot’s reputation as a timid feminist has often led literary scholars to assume that the writer’s 

interest in gender issues was in some way subordinate to her interest in social, religious, moral and 

political issues. However, the Woman question is central to Romola, and it often intersects with 

other themes dear to the writer. In the novel, George Eliot investigates ‘the complex interplay 

between the female self and the surrounding cultural stifling milieu to explore the limitations and 

possibilities of femininity in Renaissance Florence’162. The author endows the eponymous heroine 

with an urgent desire to find an alternative to the socio-political structures dominant in fifteenth-

century Italy, based on male patriarchal values and unsuitable to accommodate female talents and 

desires, thus echoing the debate on the place of women in the androcentric society of mid-

nineteenth-century England. 

 In the attempt to read Romola as a Bildungsroman, this section will investigate the three 

main stages of the heroine’s personal development: first as a devoted daughter and wife, then as an 

enthusiastic follower of Savonarola and eventually as a selfless Madonna and a stepmother to 

Tessa’s children. In Romola’s evolution, the two seemingly irreconcilable forces of duty and 

rebellion find ‘a harmonisation in the final triumph of her capacity for “fellow-feeling”, as the best 

means for women to triumph over men’s egotism, avoiding both the unfeelingness of utter self-

assertion and the passivity of utter self-denial’163. In this sense, Romola’s Bildung can be read as a 

path towards “la bella libertà”, a process of gradual emancipation from patriarchal figures and 

misogynistic views that will lead her to emerge as an autonomous female subject. By the end of the 

novel, all the father-figures present in her life, namely her natural father Bardo de’ Bardi, her 

godfather Bernardo del Nero and her spiritual father Girolamo Savonarola, as well as her 

commanding husband, will be dead, and Romola will assume full authority, ‘first as a Madonna 

ministering the community of plague-stricken villagers, then as the leading matriarch of an all-

female household’164.  

 When we first encounter Romola in the novel, she is a beautiful yet passive young woman. 

In the absence of a mother figure, she has been brought up by her father to be his assistant in 

classical studies and taught to respect and obey all his requests. Despite her loving devotion and 

strenuous application, Bardo is unable to see his daughter as an equal intellectual because of her 

gender. Although he acknowledges Romola’s ‘wide-glancing’165 intelligence and praises her for 
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being ‘endowed beyond the measure of women’166, he still regards her as a creature relegated by 

nature to a ‘lower category’167 and thus merely a makeshift replacement for the son he has lost to 

the Dominican order. His misogynistic view ultimately reduces her spirit to her body. Recalling an 

episode in which Romola fainted while searching for references, despite her protestations that ‘it 

was the weight of the books, [...] not want of attention and patience’168, Bardo points out that ‘the 

unbeaten paths of knowledge are still less reconcilable with the wandering, vagrant propensity of 

the feminine mind than with the feeble powers of the feminine body’169. From his patriarchal 

perspective, the enclosed space of the home protects her from ‘the debasing influence of [her] 

sex’170 with their ‘sparrow-like frivolity and their enslaving superstition’171, which he has been 

careful to keep her away from, but it cannot change the fact that she is “only” a woman.  

 As Shona Simpson observes, Romola’s confinement within the walls of her father’s library, 

a place of order and stability represents the male attempt to constrain her feminine energies and 

channel them into unwomanly tasks172. Bardo’s wish is that by dedicating her life to scholarly work, 

she should remain unaware of the world beyond the library and paradoxically learn how not to be a 

woman. However, George Eliot emphasises that Romola has not been unsexed by her education and 

retains a maternal and caring attitude, which contrasts with her father’s egotism. Though hurt by 

Bardo’s deprecative remarks, her heart swells with ‘forgiving piety’173 and her daughterly devotion 

makes her ‘passionate with tenderness’174 so that even her face radiates ‘the most lovable 

womanliness’175. It is thus unsurprising that to propitiate her father, Romola vows that she will 

study diligently so that ‘I will become as learned as Cassandra Fedele176: I will try and be as useful 

to you as if I had been a boy, and then perhaps some great scholar will want to marry me, and will 

not mind about a dowry; and he will like to come and live with you, and he will be to you in place 

of my brother and you will not be sorry that I was a daughter.’177 Aware that her destiny is to get 
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married, Romola is willing to sacrifice herself in order to please both her father and a possible 

future husband. However, the desperation that transpires from these words already makes it clear 

that this life of cloistered knowledge and scholarly seclusion oppresses the heroine, who will be 

forced to escape the domestic walls to be truly herself.  

 It is at this point that the handsome Tito Melema makes his entrance at Casa de’ Bardi. 

Shona Simpson emphasises that his arrival carries a breath of ‘fresh air of the outside world – not 

just the air of Florence, but of Greece and all Europe’178 to the protective and suffocating 

environment of the library. Thus, his visit is received with a sparkle of joy and hope on Romola’s 

face:   

 

It seemed like a wreath of spring, dropped suddenly into Romola’s young but 

wintry life, which had inherited nothing but memories—memories of a dead 

mother, of a lost brother, of a blind father's happier time—memories of far-off 

light, love, and beauty, that lay imbedded in dark mines of books, and could hardly 

give out their brightness again until they were kindled for her by the torch of some 

known joy.179 

 

The Greek youth is also immediately captivated by the majestic beauty of Romola, whom he 

compares to a ‘great nature goddess’180. From the start, he feels strangely in subjection to the 

presence of her ‘noble womanhood’181 and pervaded by an ‘intimate sense that Romola was 

something very much above him’182. Convinced that the young woman represents the ‘image of that 

loving, pitying devotedness, that patient endurance of irksome tasks from which he had shrunk and 

excused himself’183, Tito turns her into an idol to be worshipped instead of a woman to be loved. 

‘There was no woman in all Florence like Romola. When she was near him, and looked at him with 

her sincere hazel eyes, he was subdued by a delicious influence as strong and inevitable as those 

musical vibrations which take possession of us with a rhythmic empire that no sooner ceases than 

we desire it to begin again’184. Therefore, the egotistical need to absorb her positive influence 

combined with the desire for social prestige drives Tito to win Romola’s affection and ‘have her for 

his majestic, beautiful, and loving wife’185.  

 In contrast to Bardo, who tended to belittle her, Tito ends up elevating Romola above human 

nature, thus turning her into a simulacrum. This is evident when he manifests his discomfort at 
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seeing her surrounded by her father’s mouldy books and stale antiquities and suggests an alternative 

utopian vision more fitted to his ideal of her: ‘I should like to see you under that southern sun, lying 

among the flowers, subdued into mere enjoyment, while I bent over you and touched the lute and 

sang to you some little unconscious strain that seemed all one with the light and the warmth.’.186 

Moreover, his idealisation of Romola is manifested in his betrothal gift to her, a small casket with a 

pictorial representation that sublimates their union by assimilating it to the mythological triumph of 

Baccus and Ariadne187. These episodes testify to Tito’s desire to reinvent Romola, transforming the 

intelligent and learned woman she is into a passive object of male adoration, an ornament of the 

house that belongs to him and over which he can exercise control and from which to gain pleasure. 

 The relationship between Tito and Romola begins idyllically, yet it ends in despair and 

conflict. As anticipated by Fra Luca’s premonitory vision, foretelling that a marriage between his 

sister and a mysterious stranger will cause the ruin of the Bardo family, Tito’s true nature comes out 

into the open after the wedding. First, he reduces his wife into passivity, relegating her to the 

domestic sphere and ‘maintain[ing] control over Romola’s feelings and actions by appealing to his 

commanding role of husband and master’188. Then, after Bardo’s death, he sells his distinguished 

library to the invading French as, having betrayed his foster father Baldassarre and being embroiled 

in devious political games, he plans to leave Florence. When Romola objects, he exerts his powerful 

male authority and declares: ‘The event is irrevocable, the library is sold, and you are my wife’189.  

 Whilst for most of their relationship, Romola has been ‘careful to suppress all those 

promptings that seemed to isolate her from him [...] labouring, as a loving woman must, to subdue 

her nature to her husband’s’190, as soon as she discovers Tito’s treachery and desertion of duty, she 

reacts. Recoiling against what she considers ‘an irredeemable offence’191 and unable to remain 

subjugated to a selfish husband, she decides to leave him. The text underlines that up to this point, 

her entire life had been ruled ‘by the law of her affections. That tenderness and keen fellow-feeling 

for the near and the loved [...] had made the religion of her life.’192 She ‘had endured and forborne 

because she loved’193. Now, her love gone, she is ready to break the marriage contract because ‘the 

relation had become for her simply a degrading servitude. The law was sacred. Yes, but rebellion 

might be sacred too.’194 

 
186 Ivi, p. 86.  
187 Eliot, Romola, p. 87.  
188 Zodiaco, ‘Romola: the Emerging Female Self in Renaissance Florence’, p. 366.  
189 Eliot, Romola, p. 129.  
190 Ivi, p. 112.  
191 Ivi, p. 142.  
192 Ibid.  
193 Ibid.  
194 Ivi, p. 205.  
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 Feminist scholars have often read ‘Romola’s attempt to abandon her unhappy marriage and 

escape the stifling conditions in which married women were kept in Renaissance Florence’195 as 

George Eliot’s own critique of the institution of marriage in the Victorian Era. In particular, 

Romola’s inability to protect her father’s library from Tito’s greediness seems to point to the same 

helpless condition endured by Victorian women until the promulgation of the Women’s Property 

Act in 1882196. According to English law, when a woman married, all her belongings, whether 

owned, inherited or earned, passed automatically to her husband, who could dispose of them to his 

liking197. Although George Eliot never became a feminist militant, she opposed great criticism of 

the institution of marriage through her writings and her own life experience. Her novels display an 

acute awareness of the consequences of mismatched marriages and the detrimental effects of 

entering unions driven by societal expectations or financial considerations, especially for women.   

 In Romola, George Eliot seems to sympathise with the heroine’s decision to abandon Tito 

and the paternal home to inaugurate an independent life. However, she also emphasises that 

Romola’s rebellion, unlike Maggie’s in The Mill on the Floss, is not motivated by a desire for 

pleasure that is an escape from pain but rather by an unwavering commitment to her principles, 

even in the face of severe consequences. In chapter thirty-six, purposely entitled “Ariadne 

discrowns herself”, the narrator remarks that Romola is prepared to give up all the privileges that 

come with being the wife of a rich and influential politician to follow her own truth. The triumphant 

image of Ariadne Tito assigned her is no longer suited to represent her altered feelings – ‘“Ariadne 

is wonderfully transformed,” thought Romola. “She would look strange among the vines and the 

roses now.”198 – therefore, she rejects it, accepting that she would need to redefine herself according 

to her own values.  Disguised in a grey nun’s dress, Romola attempts to flee Florence but is soon 

intercepted by Savonarola, who persuades her to return ‘to follow the path of religious submission 

and fulfil her obligations to her marriage and her fellow citizens’199. Once again, the moral authority 

of this surrogate father convinces her to give up her quest for an autonomous life. Savonarola 

 
195 Zodiaco, ‘Romola: the Emerging Female Self in Renaissance Florence’, p. 367.  
196 The Married Women’s Property Act 1870 provided that wages and property which a wife earned through her own 
work or inherited would be regarded as her separate property and by the Married Women's Property Act 1882, this 
principle was extended to all property, regardless of its source or the time of its acquisition. Source: Doggett, Maeve E. 
1992. Marriage, Wife-beating and the Law in Victorian England. London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, p. 101.  
197 In a popular essay entitled The Subjection of Women (1869) John Stuart Mill, a social theorist contemporary to 
Eliot, and his wife Harriet Taylor Mill denounced the injustice of the marriage laws: ‘[for Victorian women] marring is 
giving themselves a master [...] of all their earthly possessions. [...] the wife is the actual bond-servant of her husband 
[...] She can do no act whatever but by his permission, at least tacit. She can acquire no property but for him; the 
instant it becomes hers, even if by inheritance, it becomes ipso facto his. In this respect, the wife’s position under the 
common law of England is worse than that of slaves in the laws of many countries.’. Source: Mill, John Stuart. [1869] 
(1991). “The Subjection of Women”. Gray, John (ed.), ‘On Liberty’ and Other Essays. New York: Oxford University 
Press, pp. 469-582, p. 501.  
198 Eliot, Romola, p. 145. 
199 Zodiaco, ‘Romola: the Emerging Female Self in Renaissance Florence’, p. 370.  
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accuses Romola of putting her ‘own will’200 before her duty as a wife and ‘daughter of Florence’201, 

implying that ‘her intellectual ambition is a betrayal of a divinely endowed female destiny’202. 

Savonarola’s imperative voice, the direct expression of a patriarchal view that sees the female 

pursuit of freedom and self-determination as disobedience to God, literally commands Romola: ‘My 

daughter, you must return to your place’203. Her choice of relapse into renunciation and conversion 

to Savonarola’s ‘religion of the cross’204 for the sake of the Florentines marks her rebirth as ‘a sort 

of Christian Antigone’205, an awesome image of self-sacrifice as she kneels before him in a state of 

‘yearning passivity’206 and vows: “Father, I will be guided. Teach me! I will go back”207.  

 In the second phase of Romola’s development, she takes on the role of a Madonna and a 

pious Piagnone, fulfilling her duty to care for the sick and the needy. When plague and famine 

strike Florence, she transforms her courtyard into a makeshift hospital and devotes herself to 

alleviating the suffering of her fellow citizens through her maternal influence. The text makes her 

new role explicit by renaming her the “Blessed Mother”, who lavishes grace on the streets of 

Florence. 

 

Florence had had need of her, and the more her own sorrow pressed upon her the 

more gladness she felt in the memories, stretching through the two long years, of 

hours and moments in which she had lightened the burden of life to others. All that 

ardor of her nature which could no longer spend itself in the woman’s tenderness 

for father and husband had transformed itself into an enthusiasm of sympathy with 

the general life. She had ceased to think that her own lot could be happy —had 

ceased to think of happiness at all: the one end of her life seemed to her to be the 

diminishing of sorrow.208 

 

Although Romola succeeds in expanding her area of action beyond the domestic sphere, her 

influence is still limited to “women’s work”. By wandering the streets and caring for the 

Florentines, she has domesticated the whole city which now becomes her new home. It is only when 

Savonarola refuses to intervene to save her godfather Bernardo del Nero, who has been sentenced to 

death for plotting to restore the Medici, that she makes her way out of the city and frees herself 

from the rigid patriarchal bonds and duties constraining her life as ‘angel in the house’: ‘a new 

 
200 Eliot, Romola, p. 161. 
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rebellion had risen within her [...] she was alone now: she had freed herself from all the claims, [...] 

even from that burden of choice which pressed with heavier and heavier when claims have loosed 

their guiding hold’209. 

 Deceived by Savonarola’s religious fanaticism and seeking an escape from the system of 

patriarchal control and unscrupulous power games that dominate Renaissance Florence, Romola 

makes her way to the seaside and, emulating Gostanza from Boccaccio’s Decameron, drifts out to 

sea in an open boat to die. However, ‘instead of bringing her to death’210, the experience at sea is 

like a “new baptism”211 for Romola, as George Eliot describes it, ‘the gently-lulling cradle of a new 

life’212. As the sun rises, the boat carries her to a small village afflicted by the plague, where she 

assists the survivors and helps bury the dead. Free from all external conditioning and finally able to 

manifest her full subjectivity, Romola takes control of the situation and becomes a loving guide for 

the villagers, who mistake her for the ‘Holy Mother, come to take care of the people who have the 

pestilence’213.  

 In this third and final phase, the heroine realises that the best kind of love is not total self-

sacrifice but empathy for others, especially the nearest. This gives her a new purpose in life, and she 

returns to Florence to reassume all her moral obligations to Tito. There, she apprehends the news of 

his death and decides to take care of Tito’s illegitimate wife, Tessa, and her two children with the 

help of her elder cousin. The end of the novel sees her reigning as a matriarch in her own 

household, as ‘a stepmother, who does not need authority from anyone other than herself’214.  

 In the epilogue, which takes place eleven years after Savonarola’s death, Romola is an 

empowered woman who has learned to substitute compassion and sympathy for patriarchal power 

and is rewarded with peace and independence. Even though the heroine is ultimately confined 

within the domestic sphere, ‘the position of authority in which she is at the end of the novel seems 

to suggest the possibility for women of escaping patriarchal hegemony and finding a “space” to 

exercise their influence within the restraint placed on women by rigid gender conventions’215. As 

Romola imparts sage advice to Tessa’s son Lillo based on her own experience, she seems to realise 

that ‘we can only have the highest happiness [...] by having wide thoughts, and much feeling for the 

rest of the world as well as ourselves’216. In this sense, George Eliot not only illustrates that it is 

possible for a woman to emerge as an autonomous self both in Renaissance Florence and Victorian 
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England, but above all, she overturns the all-male Western view of history, showing that the best 

possible fate for human beings is to be forgotten by great history if that means to be remembered by 

those who love us. 

 

4.3.3 An allegorical reading of Romola  

The transformation of the female self from a passive object to an autonomous subject is a central 

theme of both Eliot’s historical novel and the mythology of the Italian Risorgimento. The central 

claim of this section, therefore, is that Romola lends itself readily to an allegorical reading because 

behind the story of fifteenth-century characters lie important reflections on the national and 

international politics of the Victorian period. Much criticism of Romola, both then and now, has 

stressed the novel’s lack of continuity in its historical setting, suggesting, for instance, that the 

Victorian heroine in the foreground does not fit the Renaissance context in the background.217 It is 

my conviction, however, that the presence of a modern character like Romola allows the author to 

meditate on sameness and otherness in a more powerful way than is usually to be found in the 

standard accounts of Italy in nineteenth-century travel writing.218 Through the evolution of her 

heroine, Eliot hints both at the progress of the Italian nation and speculates on the future of Europe, 

imagining a world in which sympathy and kindness among people would replace the old logic of 

prejudice and prevarication. 

 As in many of the aforementioned works, the figure of the heroine ultimately overlaps with 

that of the nation of Italy, allowing for many similarities between Romola’s emancipation from 

patriarchal figures in the novel and the birth of Italia in the 1860s. Following the allegory, 

Romola’s escape from the stifling environment of Bardo’s library can be read as the nation’s 

attempt to free itself from the burden of its historical heritage. At the beginning of the novel, the 

statuesque Romola moves among broken images from antiquity, whose arrested energy, loss of 

identity and broken power are suggestive of a petrified “Italia”219. As the novel progresses, 

however, she struggles (and succeeds) to free herself from the influence of male characters, who 

want to confine her to the domestic environment and turn her into a handmaid, as well as from the 

mystifying images associated with her beauty, which, by placing her on a pedestal, have reduced 

her to a simulacrum. The chapter entitled “Ariadne discrowns herself”, in which the protagonist 

metaphorically unburdens herself from the attributes that Tito has attached to her, and which have 

ended up annihilating her identity and free will, is significant for its implicit reference to the image 
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of turreted Italy – the personification of Italia as the queen of the nations and yet a prisoner of her 

own beauty we have discussed in Chapter 1.  

 Romola’s gradual estrangement from Tito in the novel can thus be interpreted as a rejection 

of her own lascivious and sensual nature, a trait typically associated with Italy, in favour of a more 

appropriate kind of femininity – seen from a Victorian perspective – centred on values of 

hospitality, care, compassion and maternal affection; while her unmasking of Savonarola in the 

novel may suggest Eliot’s desire for a dissolution of the restrictive and hypocritical influence of the 

Catholic Church on Italian affairs. Eventually, in her ultimate depiction of Romola, who in the 

epilogue is assimilated to the Madonna and Mother Italia nurturing and protecting her children, 

Eliot writes her own prophecy for the future of Italy, highlighting the triumph of feminine values in 

promoting social justice and the well-being of others. Eliot’s final icon of her heroine as an 

enlightened matrona thus presents an alternative vision of the world, which resonates with echoes 

from the great Risorgimento tradition. Although the novel ends at a tragic moment in history (the 

burning of Savonarola and the collapse of the Republic) and points to the fragility of national unity, 

the epilogue is imbued with optimism and carries the promise of completion and fulfilment220.  

 It can, therefore, be argued that Romola’s personal awakening metaphorically represents 

both the birth of the Italian nation and, more generally, the progress of humanity. As Trott has 

noted, the grand subject of Romola is ‘the foundation [...] of modern European culture’221. Like 

many of her contemporaries, Eliot habitually thought of ‘human development & culture’ as moving 

from east to west. Therefore, in her narrative, she imagined a great arch of history moving from 

ancient Greece (represented by Baldassarre and Tito) through Classical Rome (Bardo) and then 

Renaissance Italy (Romola), completing its course in nineteenth-century England. From this 

perspective, Eliot interpreted Italy as a place falling mid-way between ancient Greece and Victorian 

England, and Renaissance Florence as the precise moment in time when antiquity and modernity 

meet: ‘as the Greek culture once migrated to Italian shores, so now Britain inherits and refines upon 

the advances of Italy’222.  

 Romola takes its place among many other Anglo-Italian works of the mid-nineteenth 

century, yet it is perhaps the only one to represent the fulfilment of the Italian prophecy, using the 

socio-political revolutions of fifteenth-century Italy to reflect on contemporary Britain. The 

historical novel provides a warning against aggressively progressive views, personified by Tito, that 

cast ‘a long shadow over the brilliant spectacle of the Renaissance and, by extension, over the new 

 
220 By 1863, Italian national unification had already taken place and “knowing” readers were looking back on a story 
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centres of cultural hegemony in Victorian Britain’223. In this sense, Romola’s split between the 

moral imperative of filial obedience and rebellion reflects the split between cultural inertia and the 

capacity for “vivifying” that inheritance. The ultimate success of Eliot’s heroine represents the 

triumph of an idea of progress based on empathy with others and thus expresses the author’s 

confidence in a future in which contacts between nations will be characterised by mutual exchange 

and respect rather than by power struggles and the desire to conquer.   

 This worldview is inextricably linked to another allegorical reading of the novel, which, 

instead of the traditional identification of Romola with the rising Italian nation, sees her as the 

personification of England, rescuing the childish and backward Italia identified with the contadina 

Tessa. Indeed, the relationship between the two women in the text can be seen as a representation of 

the cultural exchange and influence between Italy and England in the nineteenth century. For this 

reason, examining the two characters and their interactions more closely seems appropriate to shed 

light on George Eliot’s view on the Anglo-Italian encounter.    

 From the outset of the novel, it is clear that Tessa, ‘a young girl, apparently not more than 

sixteen’224 and the daughter of a milk seller, embodies the spirit and essence of Italy. She is 

introduced as an ignorant, passionate, naïve girl living a humble life in Florence. Although she is 

often subjected to the anguish of her harsh parents, ridiculed by her fellow citizens and exhausted 

by the difficulties of rural life, she possesses an innate goodness and a genuine love for others, 

which is evident in her interactions with the people around her. Tessa’s innocence, idleness and 

childish behaviour reflect the character traits typically associated with Italians in the early 

nineteenth century, and her description in the novel often conforms to the traditional canon of the 

picturesque, so much so that she appears as one of the figures in Salvador Rosa’s paintings:  

 

Her garb was still that of a simple contadina, but of a contadina prepared for a 

festa: her gown of dark-green serge, with its red girdle, was very clean and neat; 

she had the string of red glass beads round her neck; and her brown hair, rough 

from curliness, was duly knotted up and fastened with the silver pin. She had but 

one new ornament, and she was very proud of it, for it was a fine gold ring.225 

 

Eliot makes extensive use of the picturesque aesthetic to portray Tessa and, as a result, she emerges 

as the idealised image of the virtuous maiden, untouched by the corruption and moral decay of the 

world. In many episodes, she appears to be completely unaware of the historical and political events 

that are taking place in Florence, and seems to live in a dimension outside of time, almost a tableau 

vivant. Furthermore, Tessa’s character is frequently associated with nature and the natural 
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landscape of Italy. She is often depicted in idyllic settings, surrounded by gardens, flowers, and the 

beauty of the Tuscan countryside. These descriptions help to create a sense of harmony between the 

natural world and the character herself, and promote Tessa’s identification with Italianness. Unlike 

Romola, who remains mostly indoors until late in the novel, Tessa is mostly seen outdoors, where 

she is perfectly at ease among the crowds of Florentine markets and festivals. Moreover, Tessa’s 

identification with the Italian nation is tacitly expressed in the text through her clothing, which is 

often reminiscent of the Italian tricolour: ‘another figure easily recognised by us—a figure not clad 

in black, but in the old red, green, and white—was approaching the Piazza that morning to see the 

Carnival226.  

 If Tessa’s character, on the one hand, represents the warmth, sensuality and ignorance of the 

Italian people, Romola, on the other hand, embodies the rationality, intellectualism, and stoicism 

often associated with England. Although at the beginning of the novel, the two protagonists lead 

separate lives and are unaware of each other’s existence in Tito’s life, as the story progresses, 

Romola and Tessa gradually get to know each other and form a bond that will eventually bring 

them both the happiness they had been searching for. Tessa influences Romola, introducing her to 

the emotional richness and sensual aspects of life that she has often repressed. Romola, in turn, 

provides Tessa with guidance, intellectual stimulation, protection and moral grounding. In contrast 

to Tito, who constantly takes advantage of Tessa during their relationship, first by playing cruel 

tricks on her, knowing that she is not clever enough to understand them, such as when he stages a 

mock marriage and allows Tessa to consider it to be official and permanent, then by constantly 

promising to protect and provide for her and their two illegitimate children and failing to live up to 

his responsibilities, Romola proves herself to be a far more worthy companion for the contadina. 

When Romola interacts with Tessa, she does not make her feel guilty for her shortcomings and lack 

of understanding; instead, she uses her knowledge and social privilege to support and empower her.  

 Her positive attitude towards Tessa is evident in the three major occasions in which the two 

wives of Tito meet. The first occurs during the Bonfire of the Vanities, when Romola rescues Tessa 

from two Piagnoni who frighten the unsuspecting girl and demand that she hand over her jewellery 

as a sacrifice to be burned on the pyramid. The second time is when she discovers young Lillo, Tito 

and Tessa’s toddler son, wandering the streets after running away from his home, and takes him 

back to his mother. Not only does Romola display a ‘readily maternal instinct’227 and ‘passionate 

tenderness’228 towards the child, but she also does not blame Tessa for losing sight of him, treating 

her with care and understanding. Finally, to conclude the significant events of their relationship, 
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Romola seeks out Tessa and the children on her return to Florence after tending to the plague-

stricken village. Her intention is not only to ensure their safety but also to offer to take them into her 

own home and care for them.  

 In the epilogue, taking place a few years after Savonarola’s martyrdom, we see the all-

feminine household Romola established with Tessa, her two children and her cousin, Brigida. 

Assuming that the relationship between Romola and Tessa serves as a metaphor for the cultural 

exchange and interplay between Italy and England, their respective positions at the end of the novel 

can provide us with some significant clues to George Eliot’s interpretation of the Anglo-Italian 

encounter. Thanks to Romola’s help and protection, Tessa leads a quiet and peaceful life. Although 

she has not achieved complete autonomy, she benefits from the influence of her benefactress and 

can relax in the knowledge that her children are being looked after. For her part, Romola is the 

undisputed mistress of the house and exercises her power with magnanimity, tutoring the children 

and offering moral guidance to the family. On a superficial reading, Romola’s attitude towards 

Tessa seems to reflect the typically paternalistic attitude of the British towards the Italian nation, 

seen as incapable of looking after itself and, therefore, in need of external guidance and protection. 

However, Romola’s commitment to teaching young Lillo and transferring her knowledge to him 

seems to mirror the attempt of many Italophile English intellectuals, including George Eliot, to 

make Italians aware of their past and thus capable of creating a new future. In conclusion, the 

epilogue of Romola seems to indicate a possible world in which solidarity between nations replaces 

any sense of superiority. By presenting Florence (and Romola’s household in particular) as a 

microcosm of this idealised society, consisting of a community that transcends national boundaries, 

Eliot manifested her wider belief in a possible resurgence of the Italian nation and in the power of 

empathy to overcome divisions and foster a more just and compassionate world. 
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Conclusion 

 

The exploration of Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and George Eliot’s travel experiences 

in Italy, alongside the analysis of their literary works, has provided a profound understanding of the 

interconnectedness between personal journeys and the socio-political landscape of the Italian 

peninsula during the nineteenth century. Through the lens of conceptual metaphor theory and 

imagology, this research has uncovered the complex interplay between experience and 

representation and illuminated the rich tapestry of meanings woven into women’s writings, 

unveiling intricate connections between their individual journeys towards personal and artistic 

freedom and Italy’s struggle for la bella libertà. I have shown that the Italian landscape, people, and 

political climate had a profound impact on the creative minds of Mary Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning, and George Eliot, and that the embodied experience of Italy often served as a metaphor 

to express their own internal struggles and desires. The analysis of the images and metaphors 

present in their texts has revealed that women travellers, by rejecting stereotypical representations 

of the Peninsula, promoted an ethos of liberation, sympathy and regeneration that transcended 

geographical boundaries and resonated across time. The determination of Shelley, Barrett Browning 

and Eliot to overcome social and cultural barriers enabled them to offer an original vision of Anglo-

Italian cultural encounters, while promoting a more positive image of Italy in Britain and actively 

participating in shaping a wider European consciousness. 
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Völkertafel (Steiermark) 

Unknown artist  

18th century 
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FIG. 2  

Frontispiece of Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan 

Engraving by Abraham Bosse (1651) 
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FIG. 3  

Jacques Sablet 

Élégie romaine (1791) 
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FIG. 4  

Eugène Delacroix 

La Liberté Guidant le Peuple (1830) 
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FIG. 5 

Cesare Ripa 

Image of "Italia turrita" (1603) 
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FIG. 6 

Antonio Canova 

Monumental Tomb of Vittorio Alfieri (1804-1810). 

Basilica of Santa Croce, Florence.  
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FIG. 7 

Francesco Hayez 

La Ciociara (1842) 
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FIG. 8 

Francesco Hayez 

La Meditazione (1851) 
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FIG. 9 

‘Babes in the Wood’  

Punch, or the London Charivari – May 28, 1859. 
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FIG. 10 

‘Free Italy?’ 

Punch, or the London Charivari – July 25, 1859. 
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FIG. 11 

The Greek Slave  

Hiram Powers (model 1841-1843, carved 1846) 
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FIG. 12 

“That was a Piedmontese ...”  

Arthur Hughes (1862) 
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