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Chapter 1

Introduction: Beatrice’s Victorian Afterlife

Only a few other Victorian works of art possess an iconic quality similar to that of Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s Beata Beatrix (1864–1870, Figure 1.1). It depicts a woman of frail, enigmatic, elusive beauty. The woman is Beatrice, a young, blooming lady in Dante Alighieri’s (1265–1321) Vita Nuova (1292–1293), whom the Italian poet admires from afar and whose death he mourns by writing poetry in her honour. In the Divina Commedia (1307–1321), she is not only one of his guides in Paradise, his intellectual teacher, his moral judge, but also his loving protector. D. G. Rossetti’s Beatrice is absent and yet present, of and out of this world. Viewers of this painting face a not dissimilar paradoxical situation: they are confronted with this peculiar type of feminine beauty and a number of symbols, such as a sundial and a poppy flower. These they possibly recognize as symbols of death, pointing towards Beatrice’s impending demise. Intrigued as they may be by the painting’s superficial aesthetic appeal, they will have an inkling of a deeper meaning, which does not surface immediately. In fact, Beata Beatrix tells at least three stories. One springs from the Dantean subtext, which reveals itself in the symbols and other references to the Vita Nuova. The second story has been retold frequently and is biographical: that of the artist’s fateful, doomed relationship with his model, Elizabeth Siddal, fellow poet and painter, his muse and wife.1 The third story finally relates to a broader phenomenon, which this study examines: while Beata Beatrix uniquely encapsulates D. G. Rossetti’s cult of Beatrice, her Victorian afterlife has many more fascinating aspects to offer.2 The nineteenth century produced a multitude of poems, novels, prose pieces, plays, paintings, photographs, drawings and music pieces based on Beatrice. Focusing on a variety of literary texts from different genres as well as a few selected paintings, this book looks at the representational history of Beatrice in the Victorian period. It approaches Beatrice as a mythic figure and explores her afterlife, proposing a concept of the latter which moves beyond traditional notions of intertextuality.

During the second half of the nineteenth century, Beatrice’s popularity intensified. It was embedded in a wider reception context provided by a reawakened British and European interest in Dante. Following a period of relative neglect and disregard in the preceding century, Dante had, ever since the late eighteenth century, been rediscovered by Romantic writers, critics and artists.3 Beatrice occupied the Victorian cultural imagination and moved between different contexts, media of representation and even between sexes. Advancing beyond literature, Beatrice became a site of experimentation, an item which was appropriated by writers and artists. Her attraction was manifold in the sense that she embodied a gamut of idealized virtues and attributes, such as beauty, gentleness and spirituality. However, as I would like to argue, it can ultimately be pinned down to her adaptability to two entwined discourses: gender and aesthetics. Beatrice offered writers and artists the possibility of envisioning and criticizing idealized gender concepts and she allowed them to condense their ideas of what ideal aesthetic creation should be into one figure.

[image: image]

FIGURE 1.1 Dante Gabriel Rossetti (1828–1882). Beata Beatrix. 1864–1870. Oil on canvas. 86 × 66 cm. Tate Gallery, London. © Tate, London 2008

As a quasi-saintly figure, a template of virtuosity and female sovereignty, an ethereal, passive, morbid muse, an Italian Catholic medieval woman, a Florentine lady and an otherworldly presence, Beatrice is a fundamentally contradictory figure. She is not a canonized saint, as Harold Bloom argued:

Nothing else in Western literature, … is as sublimely outrageous as Dante’s exaltation of Beatrice, sublimated from being an image of desire to angelic status, in which role she becomes a crucial element in the church’s hierarchy of salvation. (Western Canon 76–77)

Beatrice is Dante’s invention and his creation of this figure was a heretical act. She is a testimony of Dante’s audacity as a poet, which also explains why she reappears in such different, sometimes transgressive contexts. As an emblem of poetic transgression, she was the ultimate muse, a touchstone against which other writers had to check their own abilities and inspiration. This is one central reason which explains her appeal.

A second reason is related to the broader phenomenon of the Victorian reception of Dante. One may want to consider the warning which Arabella Shore, a feminist and the author of an introductory comment on Dante’s works entitled Dante for Beginners, issued to her contemporaries. She reminds her readers that

we must remember that even the most genuine passion is necessarily coloured by the influences of time, race, climate, creed, social customs, and the conventional laws of life. The Southern nature and the poetical temperament could take fire under conditions which would chill the easier-going children of the North of modern days and business-like tendencies. (269)

Shore describes Dante’s time and culture as fundamentally different from her own because of a historical as well as a geographical divide and a difference in mentality. Her caveat notwithstanding, English readerships and audiences were set on fire, so to speak, by Dante and appropriated his works in their own ways. Dante was relevant for various reasons, the principal one being that his works were seen as a point of reference representing a stable and sound world picture whose metaphysical pillars had not been shattered yet.4 As Alison Milbank, in what is the most comprehensive study of his Victorian reception, argued, he offered possibilities of ‘imposing order and design upon experience’ (30). By juxtaposing this assumption with Shore’s comment, it becomes clear that the reception of Dante during the Victorian period was fed by ambiguous impulses: while the universal value of his writings and his central position within Western cultural history were acknowledged and appreciated, his texts were submitted to historical scrutiny. His historical and biographical situation was recreated with exactitude in order to then disclose similarities and differences between his time and the Victorian present. Aspects and episodes which the Victorian reader could relatively easily identify with, as, for example, the doomed love between Dante and Beatrice in the Vita Nuova or the adulterous relationship of Paolo and Francesca were abundantly evoked in various medial forms.5 This reflects a dual attitude towards Dante: while writers and critics were aware of the timeless, enduring quality of his works, some of them turned him into a hero of Victorian bourgeois romance, thereby often blithely downsizing the transcendental and theological dimension of his texts, as Steve Ellis has convincingly demonstrated (102–34). The reason why Beatrice serves as a particularly good and illustrative example of these ambiguous reception processes is basically inscribed into her figure. Her love story with Dante embodies a timeless tale of redemptive love and feminine purity, echoed in innumerable ways throughout literary history, yet her Victorian representations mirror predispositions specific to this particular period. Beatrice is a beautiful woman walking in the streets of Florence, yet she is also a spiritual, transcendent muse. Herein seems to lie her charm, as especially my chapters on D. G. Rossetti and Walter Pater will show: Beatrice stands between the two levels of physicality and spirituality, and so did these writers when elaborating on their ideas of aesthetic creation. The aesthetics of Beatrice, which ultimately gave rise to a particular kind of poetics in these writers’ respective oeuvre, are one of the two important discursive fields into which Beatrice was drawn. The second field is that of Victorian gender ideology, which is interconnected with her aesthetic or poetological functions in intriguing ways. In order to understand how Beatrice tied in with debates on the latter, it is important to briefly revise what Dante had to say about Beatrice and to think about what exactly makes her a mythic figure.

The Myth of Beatrice

While Beatrice appears in Dante’s Convito (1304–1307), she figures most prominently in his Vita Nuova and Commedia. In the former, Dante first meets Beatrice when he is 9 and she is 8 years old.6 She is wearing a soft crimson dress with a girdle around her waist. He retrospectively realizes that he fell in love with her at this particular moment. From this first encounter onwards he keeps thinking of her as noble, praiseworthy and endowed with divine qualities. He tells of his attempts to see her whenever possible, but no details are given of direct contact between them until their next, decisive meeting some years later. Then she is walking in the streets of Florence with some older ladies, wearing a white dress. She turns towards Dante and greets him, thereby rekindling his love for her and inspiring some of his most memorable love lyrics. One day in church, while he is observing Beatrice from afar, he notices another woman sitting in the direct line of his gaze, who believes that he is staring at her. This is the birth of the so-called screen-lady, love for whom Dante feigns in order to protect Beatrice’s honour. The first screen-lady leaves Florence, but luckily a cavalry expedition takes Dante to where she lives. On the way there, however, he meets a second screen-lady. This arouses gossip which Beatrice happens to hear, which is why she cuts him in the street. Her snub causes him anguish and pain, followed by brooding thoughts on love and death and the sudden awareness that Beatrice will die one day. This gloomy prophesy is fulfilled unexpectedly – Dante gives no reason for Beatrice’s death, but her loss has him and the city of Florence overcome with grief. This is the main story of the Vita Nuova as it is told in the 31 poems and interpolated prose sections. Beatrice is not given an historical identity by Dante himself; it was Boccaccio who identified her as Beatrice ‘Bice’ Portinari, the daughter of a prominent Florentine citizen, Folco dei Portinari, who married a banker, Simone dei Bardi, and died in 1290, aged 24 (11–15 and n57).

Although it is a sonnet cycle dealing with earthly love, the Vita Nuova implies at several moments that Beatrice transcends her mundane identity. In section XXIV, Dante describes how he sees her walking down a street together with Giovanna, Guido Cavalcanti’s beloved lady. This sequence can be read as a typological reference to Christ, who was preceded by John the Baptist, just as Giovanna is the forerunner of Beatrice. Beatrice’s holy status is further elaborated after her sudden death by certain numerological observations based on the number 9, whose root is the number 3, symbolizing Trinity. One year after Beatrice’s death Dante arouses the compassion of a beautiful lady, the ‘donna gentile’, who has traditionally been identified either as Dante’s wife, Gemma Donati, or interpreted as an allegory of theology. In the Convito (c.1304–1308) this lady is given preference to Beatrice. In the Vita Nuova Beatrice is praised for her outstanding beauty which causes admiration and delight in every beholder. Walking in the streets of Florence, her ravishing appearance turns her into a miracle. The sonnets in sections XXVI (‘So deeply to be reverenced, so fair’; 76) and XXI (‘Love is encompassed in my Lady’s eyes’; 60) are remarkable examples of Dante’s celebration of Beatrice’s physical and moral beauty, both of which have an immediate salubrious effect on the beholder. Nobody who encounters Beatrice in the streets of Florence remains unmoved by her ‘gentleness’ and her ‘humility’ (XXI l. 9; 61), her look ‘ennobles all she looks upon’ (XXI l. 2; 60).

In the Commedia, Beatrice is one of the three guides who accompany Dante on his journey to Paradise. Right at the beginning of the Inferno, in Canto II, her arrival is announced by Virgil. He talks about his encounter with Beatrice (ll. 53–57), who had been summoned by Mary to save Dante at a perilous point in his life. ‘Love prompted me, that Love which makes me speak’ (l. 72; 65): it is love that made Beatrice hurry to rescue Dante, braving the dangers of entering the Underworld.7 But there is more to Beatrice than her fearlessness. In the course of Dante’s journey through Hell and Purgatory, Virgil praises her omniscience and her power







Beyond Intertextuality: Theorizing the Concept of the Afterlife
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