CHAPTER XXIII
ENGLISH POETS IN FLORENCBH

Casa Guidi — The Brownings — Giotto's missing spire — James

Russell Lowell—Landir’s carly life—Fra Bartolommeo before Raphacl—

The Tuscan gardener—The * Villa Landor " to-day—Storms on the hill-

sidle—Pastoral poeti y—Italian memorics in England—The final outburst

—Last days in Florence—The old lion's beguilements—The famous
epitap..

N a liouse in the Piazza S. Felice, obliquely facing the

Pitti, with, windows both in the Via Maggio and

Via Mazzetta, is a tablet, placed there by grateful Florence,

stating that it was the home of Robert and of Elizabeth

Barrett Browning s~d that her verse made a golden ring

to link Englanua to Italy. In other words, this is Casa
Gudi.

A third memher of the family, Flush the spaniel, was
nlso with them, and they moved here in 1848, and it
was here that Mrs. Browning died, in 1861. But it was
not their first Florentine home, for in 1847 they had gone
into cozws in the' Via delle Belle Donne—tke Street of
Beautiful Ladies—whose nawe so fascinated Ruskm, near
S. Maiia Novella. ‘At Casa Guidi Brownirg wrote, among.
other poens, ¢Christmas Eve and Easter Day,” “The
Statue and the Bust” of which I have said som.ething in
chapter XIX, and the “Old Pictures in Florence,” thal
philosophic commeutmy on Vasari, which ‘ends. w.th the
spirited appea! tor the crowning of Giottc’s Campanize with
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the addition of the golden spire that its builder int .cded—

Finc as the beal. of a young beccaccia
The campanile, the Duomc's fit ally,
Shall soar up in gold full fifty brac:ia,
Completing Florence, as florence Italy.
But I suppose that the monolugues ¢ Ardrea del Sarto”
and “Fra Lippo Lippi” would be considered the finest
fruit of Browning’s Florentine sojourn, as *“Casa Guidi
Windows ” is of Mrs. Browning’s. Her great poem is indeed
as passionate & plea for °Italian liberty as anything
by an Italian poet. Here also she wrote much if not all
of “ Aurora Leigh,” “The Poems before ' Congress,” and
those other Italian political pieces which when her husband
collected them as-“ Last Poems” he dedicateu “to ¢ grate-
ful Florence’”

In these Casa Guidi room. the happiest days of both
lives were spent, and many a time have the walls resounded
to the great voice, laughing, praising or cordemning, of
Walter Savage Landor; while the <hy Hawthorne has
talked here too. Casa Guidi lodged not unly the Brown-
ings, but, at one time, Lowell, who was not, however, a
very good Florentine. “ As for pictures,” I fird him, writ-
ing, in 1874, on & later visit, I am tired to death of 'em,

. . and then most of them are so bad. I like best the
earlier ones, that say so much in their half-arconscious
prattle, and talk nature to me instead of high ar..” . But
“th¢ older streets,” he sars, “ huve a noble medlneva.l
dlsumc\. and reszrve for me—a frown 1 was going v call it,
qot. of hostility, but of haughty doubt. Tlese grim palace
fronts ‘meet you with an aristocratic sturt that puts you to
the pv oof of your credentials. There ic to.me something
wholezome in that that makes you feel vour place.”

The Brownigs are the two Enghsh poets who first
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spring ‘0 mind in connexion with Florence ; but they had
had very illustrious'predecessors. In August and Septem-
bex, 1638, during the reign of Ferdinand II, John Milton
was here, and agi in in the spring of 1639. He read Latin
poems to fellow-scholars in the city and received ccmpli-
mentary sonnets in reply. ' Here he met Galileo, and from
here he made the excursion to Vallombrosa which gave
him some of his most famous lines. He also learned enough
of the language to write love poetry to a lady in Bologna,
although he is said to have ofiended Italians generally by
his ‘strict morality.

bk]ppmg a hundred and elghty years we find Shelley in
Florence, in 1819, and it was liere that his son was born,
receiving the names Percy Florerze. Here he wrote, as I
have said, his “ Ode to the West Wind "’ and that grimly
comic work ¢ Peter Bell the Third ",

But next the Brownings it is Walter Savage Landor of
whom 1 always think as the greatest English Florentine.
Florence became his =.cond home when he was middle-aged
and strong; anu then again, when he was a very old man,
shipwrecked by his impulsive and impossible temper, it
became his \ast.haven. It was Browning who found him
his final resting-place—a floor of rooms not far from where
we now stand, in the Via Nunziatina.

Florence is so intimately associated with Landor, and
Landor was so happy in Florence, that a brief outline of
his lite see.ns to be imj.erative Born in 1775, the hei- to
considu.able ectates, the boy soon developed that whlrl-
wind headstrong impatience which was to make him as
notorious' as his erquisite genius has made him famous.
He wassent,tq Rugby, but disapproving of the headmaster’ 3
judgment of his Latin verses, he produced such a. la:zpcon
upon him, alsc 1n Latin, as made removal pr expulsion a
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necessity. At Oxford his Latin and Greel. verses wcre
still his delight, but he took also to pgliZics, was called a
mad Jacobin, and, in order to prove his sanity and show his
disapproval of a person obnoxious to him, fired a gun at his
shutters and was sent down for f yexr. He never returned,
After a period of strained relations with his father and not
repudiations of all the plaus for his future which were
made for him—such as entering the miiitig, readmg law,
and so forth—he retired to Wales on a smaii allowance
and wrote ‘Gebir” which came out in 1798, when its
author was twenty-three. In 18u8 Landor threw in his
lot with the Spaniards against the French, saw some fight-
ing and opened his purse for the victims of the war; but
the usual personal quarrel intervened. IDleturning to
England he bouglit Llanthony Abbey, stockel it with
Spanish sheep, planted extensi-ely, and was to be the squire
of squires ; and at the same time seeing a pretty penniless
girl at a ball in Bath, he made a bet he would marry her,
and won it. As a squire he became qulckly involved with
neighbours (an inevitable proceeding Wita him) and elso
with a Bishop conceraing the restoration of'the church.
Lawsuits followed, and such expenses and vexations, oc-
curred that Landor decided to leave England—always a
popular resource with his kind. His mother took ov: "
the estate and allowed him an income upon ,which he
travelled from place to place for a fev years, quarrelling
with his wife and making it up, wrlting Latin verses everr.
Where and on -everything, and coming into collision not
onlv with individuals but with municipaliies.

He seitled in Flormace in 1821, findi ag rooms in the Pa-
lazzo Medici, or, rather, Riccardi. There he remained fo
five years, which no doubt would have been a longer period
Had he not accused his landlord, the Marquis, who was then
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the head of the family, of seducing away his coachman.
Landor wrote stating the charse; the Marquis, calling in
reply, entered the rcom with his h:-t on, and Landor first
knocked it off and then gave notice. It was at tbe Palazzo
Medici thet Landor was isited by Hazlitt in 1825, and
here also he bega.n the ““ Imaginary Conversations,” his best-
known work, although it is of course such brief and faultless
)yncs as “Rose Aylmer” and “To Ianthe” that have
giver him hls widest public.

On ]eavmg th~ Palazzo, Landor acquired the Villa
Ghérardesca, on the hill-side below Fiesole, and a very
beautiful little estate in whick the stream Affrico rises.

Crabb Robinson, the friend of so many men of genius,
who was in Ylorence in 1830, in'reoms =t 1841 Via della
Nuova Vigna, met Landor frequently at his ville and has
left his impressions. Lando: had made up his mind to live
and die in Italy, but hated the Italians. He would rather,
he said, follow his daughter to the grave than to her wed-
ding with an Italign husband. Talking on art, he said he
preferred dJohn of Bologna to Michelangelo, a statement
he repeate’. to Emerson, but afterwards, I believe, re
canted. Hc said also to Robinson that he would not give
£1000 for Raphael’s “ Transfiguration,” but ten times that
'im for Fra Bartolommeo’s picture of S. Mark in the Pitti.
Next to Raphael and Fra Bartolommeo he loved Perugino,

Lardor soon become quite the husbandman.. Writing
to Lis sisters in 1831, he'says : “I have planted 200 cypresses,
600 vines, 400 roses, 200 arbutuses, and 7) bays, bCSldes
laurustinas, cte., ete., and 60 fruit trees of the best qua.ht,es
from France. I have not had a ri:ment’s illness since I
.csided here, nor have the chilaren. My wife runs( after
colds ; it would be strange if she did not take them but .
she has taken uone here; hers are all f-om Florence. 11
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have the best water, the best &ir, and the best oil m the
world. They speak highly of the win¢ too; but here I
doubt. In fact, I hate wine, unless hozk or claret., . . .

“Italy is & fine.climate, but> Swansea better. That
however is the only spot in Great Britain where we have
warmth without wet. Still, Ttaly is t]1e country I would
live in. . . . In two [years]I hope to have a hundred good
peaches every day at table during two montRs: at present
I have had as maay bad ones. My land is said to produce
the best figs in Tuscany; I have ususlly six or seven
bushels of them.”

I have walked through Landor’s little paradise—now
called tk= Villa .andor and rea.ched by the narrow rugged
road to the right*just below the. village of S. Domenico.
Its cypresses, planted, as I imagine, by Landors own hand,
are stately as minarets and its lawn is as’green and soft as
that of an Oxford college.  The orchard, in April,
was a mass of blossom. Thrushes sang in the’ evergreens
and the first swallow of the year dasted through the
cypresses just as we reached the gates. It is truly a poet’s
house and garden.

In 1833 a French neighbour accused Landor of robbing
him of water by stopping an underground stream, and Landor
naturally challenged him to a due, The meeling was
avoided through the tact of Landor’s second; the’ English
consul at Florence, and the two men becume friends. At his
villa Landor wrote much of his best prose—the ““ Pentam-
von,”” “Pericles and Aspasia ” and the * Trial of Shakespeare
forT™ ‘cersstealing »__and -he wes in the main l:fappy, havmg S0
much planting and harvesting to do; his children to , 'ay
with, and now and then a visitor. In the main too he
mapaged very well with the country p~0p‘° but one day
wek amused to overhear.a conversation over'the hedgc be-



330 ENGLISH POEES IN FLORENCE

tween two passing contadini, ‘All the English are mad,”
said one, “but asdfor this pne . . . |” There was a story
of Landor cprrept ip Florence in those days which depicted
him, furious with a spoied dish, throwing his: cook out
of the window, and then, :ealizing where he would fell, ex-
claiming in an agony, “ Good God, I forgot the violets!”
Such was Landor’s impossible way on occasion that he suc-
~eeded in, getting himself exiled from Tuscany; but the
Graad Duke was called‘in as pacificator. and, though the
order of expulsior was not rescinded, it was not carried out.
in 1885 Landor wrote some verses to his friend Ablett,

who had lent him the rhoney to buy the villa, professing
himself wholly happy—

Thou knowest how, and why, are dear to me

My citron groves of Fiesole,

My chirping Affrico, my beechwood nook,

My Naiads, with feet only in the brook,

Which runs away and giggles in their faces ;

Qet there they sit, nor sigh for other places—
but later in the: year came a serious break. Landor’s
relptlons ‘with Mrs. Landor, never of such a nature as to
give auy oense of security, had grown steadily worse as he
betame more explosive, und they now reached such a point
that he flung out of the house one day and did not return
for many years, completing the action by a poem in whichi
he took a final /as he thought) farewell of Italy : —

I leave thee, keauteous Italy! No more
From the high terraces, at even-tide,

To look supine into thy depths of sky,

‘fhe golder moon between thé cliff and me,
Or thy diik epires of fretted cy -esses
Bordering the channel of he mllky way.
Flcsok: and Valdarmo must be dreams,
Hererftdr, and my own lost Affrico
Myimur to me but the poet's song.
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Landor gave his son Arnold the villa, settling & sum or:
his wife for the other children’s maintenance, and himself
returned to Bath, where he addeil to his friends Sir William
Napier (who first found a resemblance to alion in La..dor’s
features), John Forster, who afterwards w ot~ his life, and
Charles Dickens, who named a child aft.rhirh a~d touched
off -his merrier turbulent side most charmingly as L«onard
Boythorn in “ Bleak House”. But his most constant com-
panion was a Pomeranian dog; in dogs indeed he found
comfort all his life, right to tie end.

Lgndor’s love of his villa and estate finds expression aguin
and again in his verse written at this time. The most
charming of all these charming poems—the perfection of
the light verse of a serious joet—is the letter from England
to his youngest boy, speculating on his Italiai pursuits
I' begin at the passage describivg the villa's cat :—

Does Cincirillo follow thee about,
Inverting one swart foot suspensively, ,
And wagging his dread jaw at every chirp
Of bird above him on the olive-branch ?
Frighten him then away | 'twas he who slew
Our pigeons, our white pigeons peacock-tailed,
That feared not you and me—al3s; nor himi
1 flattened his striped sidxs along my knee,
And reasoned with him on his bloody mind,
Till he looked blandly, and %alf-closed his eyes
To ponder on my lecture in ti. shade.
I doubt his memory much, his aeart a "utle,
Awnd in some minor matters (may 1 say it?)
Could wish him rather sager. But fro:a thee
God hold back wisdom yet for mary years |
Vit ~ther in early scason or inlate
L. alwa)g comes - 7h-priced, For th; ..ur~ breast
1 have o\ Jegeon; ||t for me has many.
Cot. ~ tBr it open then! What sports, what cares
(Sincé L=k are nonce too young for these) ngage
Thy bury pughts? Are you again at work,;
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Walter and you, with those sly labourers,
Geppo, Gipvanni, Cct;co, and Poeta,

To build more solidly,your broken dam
Among the ;oplars, w 1ence th. 2izlingale
Inquisi*. vely wnftch'.i /ou all day long ?

] was nc of your council in the scheme,

Or “.izht 4 av: saved yoa silver without end,

“ind sighs tc » without number. Art thou gone
Bclow the mulberry, where that cold pool
Urged to devise a warmer, and more fit
For, mighty swirjmers, swimming three abreast ?
Or art thou panting in this summer noon
Upon the iowest step before th~ hall,

Drawinz a slice of watermelon, long

As Cupid’s bow, athwart thy wetted lips

(Like vne who plays Pai.'s pipe), and letting drop
The sable seeds from all thei- separate ceils,
And leaving bays profound and rocks abrupt,
Kedder than coral round Calypso's cave ?

In 1858 Landdr put forth what he thought his last book,
under the title  Last Fruit off an Old Tree . Unhappily
it was not’ his last, for in 1858 He issued yet one mnre,
“Dry Sticks fagrotted by W. S' Landor,” in which ~as a
malicious copy of verses reﬂect(ng upon a lady. I e was
sued for libel, lost the case wit's heavy damages, and' v.'ce
more and for the last time lefi England for Florence. Fe
was now eighty-three. At first he went to the Vila
Gherardssco, then the horne of his son Arnold, bu* his
outbursts were unbearabl-, and three times he broke awav.
to be three times bioughc bark. In July, 1859, he rir.e a
fourth escape, and, thea escaped altogether, for Br wniro
took (:2 matter in hzmd and established him, after 1 }‘gr:'ﬂ
in Siena, m lodginy, in the Via Nunziatine  rvom ithis
tir2 till his deali. in 1864 Landor way b . said at lr.0 %
have been at rest: He had found safe an~" ora<: and ne' cr
left it. Many ‘riends came to see him, ¢ ¢ :f among them
Browning, wko w.s at once his advis \.'s edmire- ~ad
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his shrewd observer. Landor, always devoted to pictures,

out without much judgment, npw aaded to his collectiun ;
Browning in one of his lettors to Forster tells how he has
found him “parhcula.rly deligiited by e a.cqul.. “on of
three execrable daubs by Domeulchmo an 1 \vaspar Poussin
most benevolently battered by time”. ' nothe- friend says
that he had a habit of attributing all nis doubtfw , ‘ctuves
to Correggio. “ He cannot,” Browning continues, “m the
least understand that he is at all wrong, or injudicious,

or unfortuhate in anything. . . Whatever e may profess,
the _thing he really loves is a pretty girl to talk nonscnse
with.”

Of the old man in the cowpany of fair listeners we have
glimpses in the rerainiscen.es bf Miss Kate Field in the “ At-
lantic Monthly ” in 1866. She also describes him as in a
cloud of pictures. There with his Pomeranian Giallo with.
in fondling distance, the poet, seated in his arm--hair, fired
comments upon everything. Giallo’s opinion vas : sked on
all s "bjects, and Landor :aid of him that an approvi. g wag
of hi tail was worth all tae praise of all the “ Quart :rlies”.’
It v 48 Tialiv who 1cd to the’ profound couplet—

He is foolish vho supposes

Dogs are ill th:xt have hot noses.
M "ss Field tells he w, after som. classical or fashionable music
had | een played, Landor would gome closer to the piano
u.1 g ik for an old English bs.llaa and when ¢ Auld Robin
Gray, ” hi- favourite of all, was suny’, the tears would stream
down | is face. “Ah, you don’t krow what thoughte ;uu
Aix -£CBsting to the troublesome old man.”

‘Rut we hav. Brow-'ng’s word tha” he did mot spend
mach tim. in T 1 rse or regret, whil: there was the ‘con.-
position of retty little tender epigrams of this last
period. to 8 him and Italian politics to enchain his
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svmpathy. His impulsive generosity led him to give his
old and trusted wetch to the funds for Garibaldi’s Sicilian
expedition ; but Bro.wning jersuadcd him to take it again.
For Caribaldi woundecd'prisoners he wrote un Italian
dialogue betw.ei Savonarola and the Prior of S. Marco.
The death Lf Mra. Yrowning in 1861 sent Browning back
to Er_:and, and Landor after that was less cheerful and
rarely left the house. . His chief solace was the novels of
Anthony 'lrolloPe aud‘(‘ P. R. James. In his "ast year
hersceived a visit from a young English poet and enthusiast
for poetry, one Algernon Charles Swinburne, who arrived
in time to have a little glowirg talk with the old lion and
thus obtain inspiration for some fine memorial stanzas. On
September 1'/th, 1864, Death found Lancor ready—as nina
years earlier he had promised it should—
To my ninth‘decade I have totter'd on,
/.nd no soft arm bends now my steps to steady ;
f.ne who once led me where she w ,uld, is gone,

So when he talls me, Death sb l find me ready.
Loudd - was bu-ied, as we saw, n the English cerr stery
within the. city, whither his sor. 4. rnold was buvne les, Lh.s.n
seven years la.ter Here is his o'/n eplt&ph one of the mo. ¢
perfect things in form and sukstance in the English lar -
ghages—

'I strove with noue, for -.one was worth my strife,

" Nature I loved, arf. next to Nature, Art;

I warmed bouh han .s bef~re the fire of life,

It sinks, and I r m read; to depart,

It s ! be cut on Lis tombstone.





