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    At once intimate and panoramic, Roma beata; letters from the Eternal city unfolds as a meditation on how a traveler’s attentive gaze can translate Rome’s layered past into a living present, balancing the magnetism of antiquity with the immediacy of daily life, the solemnity of ritual with the spontaneity of street scenes, and the steadfastness of stone with the fluidity of human voices, so that the city emerges not as a museum of ruins but as a dynamic conversation between memory and experience, continually inviting reflection on what endures, what changes, and how we learn to see a place anew.

Maud Howe Elliott’s book belongs to the tradition of literary travel writing, presented as a sequence of letters that situate readers in Rome’s neighborhoods, churches, and public spaces. Published in the early twentieth century, it reflects an American writer’s sustained engagement with the city at a moment when transatlantic travel and cultural exchange were reshaping how readers imagined Europe. The setting is unmistakably Rome, yet the narrative privileges the lived textures of the place over guidebook facts, inviting a sense of presence rather than itinerary. Elliott’s vantage point blends cultivated curiosity with accessible prose, offering context without pedantry and admiration without credulity.

The premise is as straightforward as it is rewarding: a writer observes Rome and writes home about what she sees, hears, and feels. Readers encounter an epistolary voice that is warm but disciplined, lyrical without becoming ornate, and constantly alert to the interplay between art, architecture, ceremony, and everyday rhythms. The letters often function as small, self-contained portraits—of spaces, seasons, and social moments—while building a cumulative portrait of the city’s character. The mood is reflective and companionable, favoring close looking over haste, and encouraging the reader to move through Rome at a measured pace that amplifies detail and nuance.

Themes emerge through observation rather than argument: continuity and change; the civic role of art; the choreography of religious and civic ritual; and the way ordinary life unfolds alongside monuments that anchor collective memory. Elliott’s attention to surface detail—light on stone, sound in a piazza, gestures within a procession—becomes a way to ask larger questions about how places remember themselves. The letters also invite consideration of perspective: how a traveler writes about a city not her own, how admiration can coexist with critical distance, and how the act of looking is shaped by education, taste, and the expectations of readers at home.

The book’s historical frame is the Rome of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a city negotiating its modern identity while stewarding a vast inheritance from classical and Renaissance pasts. Elliott places readers at the juncture where excavation meets habitation, where newly animated civic life intersects with the ceremonial calendar, and where the practicalities of a growing metropolis coexist with the aura of the Eternal City. Rather than catalog dates or dynasties, the letters keep history tangible: the city is encountered as an atmosphere—of stones and stories—through which contemporary residents and visitors alike must find their bearings.

For today’s readers, the book offers a model of slow, reflective travel that resists the checklist mentality and privileges depth over breadth. It encourages habits of attention valuable far beyond Rome: noticing how spaces choreograph behavior, how communities mark time, and how art mediates between private feeling and public meaning. The letters prompt questions about cultural inheritance and stewardship—what we owe to the places we visit and what they, in turn, reveal about us. They also foreground empathy and restraint in description, reminding readers that the ethics of looking and writing matter as much as aesthetic appreciation.

Approached as a companion rather than a guide, Roma beata; letters from the Eternal city invites unhurried reading and periodic re-reading, each letter a vantage point from which to recalibrate one’s sense of scale and time. Elliott offers a curated window rather than an exhaustive survey, a textured account that trusts readers to assemble their own map from her scenes and meditations. Those drawn to art, urban history, and literary nonfiction will find both intellectual nourishment and contemplative calm, while any traveler—actual or armchair—may discover in these pages a disciplined joy in looking closely that carries back into daily life.
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    Maud Howe Elliott’s Roma Beata; Letters from the Eternal City is an epistolary travel narrative that presents Rome across a cycle of seasons. Composed as letters, the book offers clear observations of places, people, and customs, arranged in the order of the author’s stay. Elliott moves from first impressions to sustained exploration, recording the city’s layered past and its modern life as Italy’s capital. Without polemic or argument, the letters gather scenes that reveal how antiquity, Renaissance, and contemporary Rome coexist. The result is a chronological portrait: arrival, orientation, festivals, excursions, summer respite, autumn return, and reflective leave-taking.

The early letters introduce the topography of Rome and the traveler’s practical orientation. Elliott surveys the Tiber embankments, bridges, and newly laid avenues, then turns to the older quarters with their piazzas, fountains, and churches. She walks the Forum and surrounding hills, noting excavated spaces alongside remnants still embedded in daily life. These first chapters establish landmarks, routes, and vantage points, helping readers understand how the city is navigated. The tone remains descriptive and orderly, showing how Rome’s monumental scale and intimate neighborhoods balance each other, and how the capital’s modern institutions fit within a city famed for accumulated centuries.

Attention then shifts to art and architecture, with methodical visits to the principal collections and churches. Elliott describes encounters with antiquities, Renaissance painting, and Baroque sculpture in the Vatican, Capitoline, and other galleries, as well as in palaces that remain partly private. She reports studio calls among working artists, both Italian and foreign, to sketch a living culture continuing alongside masterworks. Rather than evaluating styles, the letters note settings, sequences of rooms, and the way individual works fit wider historical narratives. The reader gains a sense of Rome as a museum-city where daily routes intersect with enduring masterpieces.

Subsequent letters focus on the city’s social fabric. Elliott observes markets, street life, and the rhythms of work and leisure in different quarters. She records how residents and visitors interact in salons, embassies, and charitable institutions. The American and broader expatriate colony appears as a recognizable but secondary thread, placed within the host city’s customs. Descriptions of food, dress, and speech keep to verifiable habits rather than anecdote. By setting civic events beside household routines, the book shows how Rome’s character is expressed in both public spaces and domestic courtyards, and how hospitality shapes encounters across languages and classes.

The religious calendar anchors the winter letters. Elliott describes Christmas observances and the Epiphany fair, then follows processions, vespers, and special masses across notable churches. She situates these rites in their architectural contexts, paying attention to music, incense, vestments, and lighting. The letters also track how civic authorities and ecclesiastical institutions share the city’s stages, reflecting a balance between the capital’s modern administration and long-established ceremonial life. Without theological commentary, the narrative emphasizes sequence and setting, noting how visitors and residents alike move from shrine to shrine, and how feast days concentrate Rome’s crowds in particular streets and squares.

As winter turns to spring, the book records the remnants of Carnival and the transition into Lent. Elliott outlines the progression of Holy Week, describing Tenebrae, Good Friday observances, and Easter celebrations, with St. Peter’s and other basilicas providing focal points. Pilgrim routes and devotional customs appear alongside practical guidance about access and timing. The letters also include visits to the catacombs and early Christian sites, placing them within the wider history of Rome’s faith traditions. Throughout, the account remains factual and sequential, showing how seasonal rites reshape the city’s pace and how sacred spaces organize crowds, music, and ceremonial order.

Spring brings excursions beyond the dense center to the Campagna and surrounding hills. Elliott details the Appian Way, aqueduct ruins, and tombs, then recounts day trips to Tivoli and the Alban towns, where villas, waterfalls, and lakes diversify the itinerary. She notes agricultural work, village festivals, and the contrast between urban stone and rural greenery. Archaeological activity appears as an ongoing presence in the Forum and on the hills, with new findings explained as part of Rome’s continual self-discovery. The letters keep to routes and sites accessible to travelers, sequencing journeys to demonstrate how short distances yield marked changes in landscape and mood.

Summer chapters register heat and departures to higher ground, while Rome’s routines compress into morning and evening hours. Elliott observes how shuttered palaces, quiet museums, and shaded cloisters alter the visitor’s schedule. She notes public works and monuments under construction, alongside preservation efforts intended to protect older strata. Returning in autumn, the letters follow harvest markets, commemorations, and the reopening of salons and studios. Civic anniversaries and parish festivals reanimate familiar piazzas. The narrative remains careful about dates and phases, showing how the capital continues to modernize while accommodating pilgrimages, tourism, and the ongoing labor of scholarship and restoration.

In closing letters, Elliott gathers the year’s impressions into a steady portrait of “Roma beata,” a city called blessed by continuity rather than perfection. The book’s central message is descriptive: Rome is best understood by attending to sequence—of streets, seasons, ceremonies, and stones. Without argument or critique, the letters assemble evidence that the ancient, ecclesiastical, and national capitals operate together in daily life. The synopsis of routes, rites, and vistas provides readers with an ordered sense of place. The final note emphasizes departure as another vantage point, fixing Rome’s light, scale, and customs in memory as an enduring framework for return.
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    Maud Howe Elliott’s Roma beata unfolds in Rome at the turn of the twentieth century, when the former papal city was being remade as the capital of the Kingdom of Italy. The letters observe the textures of daily life against a backdrop of political and urban transformation after 1870, when the Risorgimento reached its Roman climax. The temporal power of the popes had ended, yet the Vatican’s spiritual authority still shaped rhythms of feast and pilgrimage. Meanwhile, ministries and embassies filled Umbertine boulevards, electric trams arrived, and archaeology opened ancient vistas. Elliott, an American expatriate, writes from salons, studios, churches, and streets, capturing a metropolis negotiating modern nationhood.

The capture of Rome in 1870 decisively ended the Papal States and completed Italian unification. On 20 September 1870, Bersaglieri breached the Aurelian Wall at Porta Pia; a plebiscite in October confirmed annexation to the Kingdom of Italy. Rome became capital in 1871 under Victor Emmanuel II. This shift reoriented Italy’s political geography from Florence to the Quirinale. State ministries, courts, and the Chamber of Deputies settled near the Corso and Piazza Montecitorio. Elliott’s letters move through these new civic spaces, implicitly contrasting their secular pageantry with ecclesiastical Rome, and treating the city’s political axis—from Quirinale Palace to the Via Nazionale—as a living consequence of 1870.

The “Roman Question” dominated relations between the Italian state and the papacy from 1870 to 1929. The Law of Guarantees (13 May 1871) offered the pope limited sovereignty and financial compensation; Pius IX rejected it, declaring himself a “prisoner in the Vatican.” His successor Leo XIII (1878–1903) eased diplomatic tensions but preserved the refusal to recognize Italy’s annexation. The unresolved standoff created dual centers of authority: the Quirinale for the monarchy and the Vatican for the Church. Elliott’s chapters dwell on audiences, processions, and papal jubilees to illustrate how sacred ceremonial persisted beside liberal institutions, revealing the city’s divided loyalties and the polite, constant negotiation of power.

Rome’s Umbertine modernization reshaped the city’s fabric. Massive Tiber embankments (muraglioni), built from the mid-1870s into the early 1900s, curbed floods and opened riverfront quays. New arteries—Via Nazionale (begun 1870s) and Corso Vittorio Emanuele II (completed in sections by 1911)—linked stations, ministries, and bridges. The national monument to Victor Emmanuel II (Altare della Patria) broke ground in 1885, carving terraces into the Capitoline slope. Population surged from roughly 226,000 (1871) to over 422,000 (1901). Elliott registers these projects in street scenes and scaffolds, the dust of demolitions, and conversations about rents and speculation, reading public works as visible instruments of statecraft and as pressures on historic neighborhoods.

The Holy Year of 1900, proclaimed by Leo XIII, brought a flood of pilgrims, charitable spectacles, and penitential rites to Rome. At the same time, Italy reeled from political shock: King Umberto I was assassinated on 29 July 1900 in Monza by the anarchist Gaetano Bresci, prompting national mourning and the accession of Victor Emmanuel III. Municipal authorities tightened security around basilicas and state buildings during large gatherings. Elliott’s letters, attentive to crowds, uniforms, and ritual choreography, register the coexistence of jubilee piety and dynastic trauma. She observes how processions, requiems, and court ceremonials sutured a fragile civic unity across confessional and political divides in Rome’s streets.

Wider Italian crises reverberate through Roman talk and newspapers. Colonial expansion yielded Eritrea (1890) but met disaster at Adwa (1 March 1896), where Ethiopian forces defeated General Baratieri, forcing Prime Minister Francesco Crispi’s resignation. Urban unrest peaked in the 1898 bread riots, notably in Milan, where General Bava Beccaris used artillery against demonstrators, killing and wounding hundreds. These events catalyzed debates on the high cost of living, emigration, and state repression. Elliott captures their Roman echo in cafés and salons, tracing how imperial ambition and social grievance unsettled bourgeois confidence, and how the capital’s ceremonies masked, but could not cancel, the anxieties of a young nation.

Archaeology and transnational art circles supplied Rome with a second, scholarly politics of identity. Giacomo Boni began systematic excavations in the Roman Forum in 1898, uncovering the Lapis Niger (1899) and clarifying the stratigraphy of the Comitium and House of the Vestals. The Museo Nazionale Romano (founded 1889) expanded, while new digs at the Baths of Caracalla and on the Palatine integrated antiquity into civic narrative. American institutions—the American School of Architecture in Rome (1894) and the American School of Classical Studies (1895)—created expatriate networks. Elliott, married to painter John Elliott, moves among studios and ruins, treating conservation, display, and taste as arenas where national and cosmopolitan ideals met.

Elliott’s book functions as a measured social and political critique by juxtaposing spectacle with strain. She points to contrasts between royal and papal magnificence and the precariousness of workers displaced by construction or priced out by speculation. She observes the limitations of liberal Italy—the censorship of protest, the persistence of clerical–anticlerical hostility, and scant avenues for women’s civic voice—beneath the marble of monuments. Her cosmopolitan vantage acknowledges the dignity of Catholic ritual while questioning the costs of nationalist grandeur. By anatomizing crowds, ceremonies, and neighborhoods, the letters expose the class divides and unresolved church–state tensions that defined Rome’s transition from sacred capital to modern seat of government.
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Rome, January 20, 1894.


Rome, which we reached Thursday, is very much changed since I last saw it; imagine the Fountain of Trevi[2], all the principal streets, even many of the smaller ones, gleaming with electric lights!

We at once engaged an apartment bathed with sun in the Piazza di Spagna, sun from early morning till late afternoon. But when we moved into it, the day was overcast. The apartment which had been tropical with the sun when we hired it was arctic without it!

We interviewed our padrona[3] (landlady), an immense woman, and demanded a fire.

“But, Excellency, it is not good for the health.”

We told her we understood our health better than she, and reminded her that fires had been promised.

“Excellency, yes, if it makes cold; but to-day it makes an immense heat. Diamine! this saloon is a furnace.”

The thermometer could not have stood above forty-two degrees, but she was not to be bullied or cajoled. Then J. went out and bought wood “unbeknownst” to her and lighted a fire in the parlor grate. All the smoke poured into the room. The padrona charged with fixed bayonets.

“Gentry, we are ruined! Not is possible to make fire here.”

“Why did you not say so before?”

“Who could figure to himself that gentry so instructed would do a thing so strange?”

These people are so polite that this was an insult, meant as such, taken as such. In the end J. prevailed. A small fireplace was unearthed from behind the wardrobe in our bedroom. He worked like a stoker, but the badly constructed chimney swallowed all the heat. For three days I was never warm, save when in bed. Monday we forfeited three months’ rent, paid in advance, and went, tame and crestfallen, to a pension, a sadder and a wiser pair.

Palazzo Santo Croce, March 10, 1894.


The warm weather has come, bright and beautiful, and here we are again, in a furnished apartment, but with what a difference! These pleasant rooms belong to Marion Crawford. That princely soul, having let his lower suite to the William Henry Hurlburts, lends us the pretty little suite he fitted up for the “four-in-hand,” as he calls his quartette of splendid babes. We are to remain here till our own apartment is found. We have bought our linen, blankets, batterie de cuisine, and other beginnings of housekeeping, and yesterday—am I not my mother’s own child?—I gave a tea-party for two American girls. They wanted to see some artists, so I asked the few I know, Apolloni (well named the big Apollo), Sartorio, and Mr. Ross, he who spoke of the cherubs in a certain Fra Angelico picture as “dose dear leetle angles bimbling round in de corner.” I invited also Mr. and Mrs. Muirhead; he is the author of the American Baedeker, the editor of all English Baedekers. I expected to see him bound in scarlet instead of dressed in hodden-gray. We had much tea, more talk, and most panettone—half bread, half cake, with pignoli and currants; when fresh, it seems the best thing to eat in the world, until you get it the next day toasted for breakfast, when it is better.

My rooms are still ablaze with yesterday’s flowers. I bought for two francs in the Piazza di Spagna what I thought a very extravagant bunch of white and purple flags and white and purple lilacs, like those in our old garden at Green Peace. Helen came in a little later with a bunch twice as big and a glow of pink peonies added; in the middle of the tea-drinking Sartorio arrived with a gigantic armful of yellow gorse. Spring is really here! The trees are all green now. When we first came the stone pines were the chief glory; now the Pincio is gay with snow-white maple trees and flowering shrubs, mostly white and purple. Is there any rotation of color in flowers? It has often struck me there must be! Sometimes everything in blossom seems to be lilac, another season it is all yellow, then all red. I notice the reds come last, in midsummer chiefly,—has this to do with the heat? Max Nordau—cheerful person that, by the way—says that red is hysterical peoples’ favorite color; violet, melancholiacs’. There is a boy who sits all day under my window selling bird whistles, on which he warbles pleasantly. He is never without a red rosebud worn over his left ear. I wonder if he is hysterical!

Now that the good weather has come, I often go to the churches to hear the music. At the festa of Our Lady of Good Counsel the scholars of the Blind Institution furnished the music—a good band, though not equal to that of the Perkins Institution, in Boston. The church was crammed with very dirty people and many children. One mother carried a strapping yearling, a splendid angel of a child; three toddlers clung to her skirts, and a newborn baby howled in the grandam’s arms. After a time the two women exchanged babies, the grandam took the heavy youngster, the mother took the new-born, and, squatting down, calmly suckled it. The music was marred by the wailing of this and other infants, but no one seemed to mind. After all, it was the only way the women could have heard mass; the little ones were too young to be left alone at home.

The Romans are devoted to their children, although their ways are not our ways; no woman of the upper class nurses her child, baby carriages are unknown, and swaddling is still in vogue, at least with the lower classes. I know a young American lady, married to a Roman, who imported a perambulator for her first baby. The balia (wet-nurse), a superb cow of a woman, refused to trundle it, saying she was not strong enough, although I saw her carry a heavy trunk upstairs on her head while I was calling at the house! The baby is now a big eighteen-months-old boy; every day the balia goes out to give him an airing, carrying him in her arms! Here, leading-strings are facts, not symbols. In Trastavere, where I went sightseeing yesterday with Helen—peering, as she calls it,—the best sight we saw was a darling red-haired baby in leading-strings stumbling along in front of its grandmother. In the division of labor, the care of the children falls upon the grandmother; the mother’s time is too valuable; if she is not actually employed in earning money, there is the heavier work of the household to do. To use the pet phrase of the boarders, “things are different here from what they are at home[1q].”

Palazzo Rusticucci[1], July 10, 1894.


Here we are in a home of our own! One moonlight night J. came in with the news that he had found the very apartment he had been looking for; if I didn’t mind, we would go and see it at once. Naturally, I didn’t “mind.” We took a botte and threaded the network of narrow streets that lead down to the Tiber. We crossed the river, a huge brown flood, silver where it swirled about the piers; drove past the Castle of St. Angelo to the dingy old palace at the junction of the Borgo Nuovo and the Piazza San Pietro. He would not let me stop to look at anything, but hurried me through the entrance, along the corridor, past a courtyard with orange trees and a fountain where the nightingales were singing, up a high, wide stairway guarded by recumbent statues of terra-cotta Etruscan ladies, to a rusty old green door. We pulled a bell-rope and set a bell jangling inside. The door was opened by the esattore (agent), a brisk young man, who carried a three-beaked brass lamp by whose light we explored the apartment. They hurried me so that I could only see that the high ceilings were of carved wood, that the windows were large, and that I liked the shape of the rooms. J. kept saying, “Wait till you see the terrace.” The terrace, or house-top, is a flat roof; it covers the whole length and breadth of the apartment, and belongs exclusively to it. A parapet three feet high runs around it; at one end is a small room with a second smaller terrace on its roof, reached by a flight of stone steps; at the other end is a high wall with a little, open belfry on top. The view is sublime; you look down into the Square of St. Peter’s with the Egyptian obelisk in the middle, Bernini’s great colonnades on either side, the Church of St. Peter’s at the end, with the Vatican, a big, awkward mass of a building, behind it, and in the foreground the twin fountains sending up their columns of powdered spray. On the left loomed the Castle of St. Angelo; it was light enough to see the time by the clock. You can imagine all the rest,—the city spread out like a map, the dark masses of trees marking the Pincio and the Villa Borghese, the Campagna, the Sabine and the Alban hills beyond, Mt. Soracte, our familiar friend, on the left, over and under all the soft deep notes of the big bell of St. Peter’s throbbing out the Angelus.

The bargain was struck that very night! But when we went over the next day J. let the cat out of the bag by saying, “I was afraid if you went by daylight, and saw what an old ruin it was, you would never consent to our taking it!”

It did look discouraging. The last tenant, a monsignore, who lived here thirty years, never allowed the owners to make any repairs; he said he could not be bothered with workmen. He died a short time ago, leaving a red rose growing in a wooden half-barrel on the terrace. The owner of the palace, Signor Mazzocchi, armorer to the Pope, waited till the new tenant should turn up before making any changes. The palace was built in 1661. It has gone to wrack and ruin, but it is a magnificent old wreck. It stands on the site of the house the great architect Bramante built for Raphael, one pier of which is still standing, built into our walls. It once belonged to a Cardinal Rusticucci, whose arms are cut in stone over one of the doors; he was of the same family as the gentleman Dante met in one of the lower circles of the Inferno.

“Ed io, che posto son con loro in croce, Jacopo Rusticucci fui; e certo la fiera moglie più ch’altro mi nuoce.”

“And I who am placed on the cross with these was Jacob Rusticucci. It is certain my proud wife harmed me more than another!”

The palace seems to be called indifferently Rusticucci, Accoramboni, and Mazzocchi. We hesitated for some time between the three names; finally the Dantesque name carried the day, and I have had Palazzo Rusticucci engraved upon our cards. It is considered very plebeian here to have your address on your cards, but I cling to my American ideas.

The monsignore’s red rose on the terrace looked so lonely that I went last Wednesday to Rag Fair in the Campo dei Fiori and bought a pink ivy geranium, some pansies, and a white carnation to keep it company; they were absurdly cheap; flowers are a necessity here, not a luxury[2q]. I also bought a sack of earth, some flower-pots, and a watering-can. I got up at dawn the next morning and potted my plants; hard work! When J. came up at seven o’clock for coffee, there they stood in a row at the end of the terrace. It was a real surprise; I was very proud, till I found that he had to do the work all over again, just because I had not put anything in the bottom of the flower-pots to keep the earth from running out when they are watered! J. says we must have more, many more, plants. Sunday he was pottering about all day with the plumber. We are to have another quarto of water laid on, the pipes carried to the upper terrace, and a vast Florentine flower-pot—you know the kind, terra-cotta—for the receiver. Some day we mean to have a marble sarcophagus in its place. They took the beautiful long zinc bath-tub for the tank; this was a blow, but Pompilia and Filomena found it too convenient! Every one who has seen it on the upper terrace says, “Do you take your bath up here?” It is not easy to laugh at this inevitable joke; I wait for it now from each new visitor, and feel relieved to get it over.

The terrace is our poetry, and we have parlous good prose downstairs. The walls are three feet thick, built to keep out both heat and cold; the whole house is paved with red, white, and black tiles in geometrical designs. The old green door opens into a vestibule leading to the anticamera, which has two big windows. The salotto opens from this; it has a splendid sei cento carved wood ceiling, and pale nile-green doors with gilt mouldings and handles. The dining-room, square and high, leads from the salotto; beyond is a charming room with a fresco of Apollo driving the horses of the sun. This will be our guest-room when we have a guest; it is now my den. On the other side of the salotto is our yellow bedroom: the nicest room I have ever lived in; it has a vaulted stone ceiling. Do you remember Tennyson’s poem?



“O darling room, my heart’s delight,
 Dear room, the apple of my sight,
 With thy two couches soft and white,
 There is no room so exquisite,
 No little room so warm and bright,
 Wherein to read, wherein to write.”






Well, ours is just like that, only it is not “little” but very large. These rooms are in the front of the palace, looking down into the Piazza San Pietro and facing mezzo giorno, due south. They all have fireplaces (J. put them in himself with the aid of Lorenzo), the sun pours into them, and if one can be warm in Rome, in winter, we shall be. From the passage outside the kitchen a small stone stairway leads up past a tiny oratory to the terrace. The oratory is charming in shape, not quite round, more like an ellipse with two marble seats. The floor slopes to the middle, where there is a grating to let the rain out, for it is open to the sky; its dome is a minute replica of the Pantheon’s. The monsignore must have sat here to read his “hours”; there is nothing to distract the mind, no sound save the bells of St. Peter’s, nothing to see but the sky and clouds overhead and the low-flying rondinelle swooping across and across at sunset.

In the salotto (Filomena sometimes calls it the salottino, to my rage) there is a handsome sofa and pair of armchairs, a fine black oak table, and my Benares tray and stand for tea. The rest of the furniture is very meek and cane-bottomed. We have in this room a lovely landscape of the Campagna by Sartorio, a silver-point drawing by Hughes, the English artist, and a cast from the Alhambra.

July 28, 1894.


Thirty-six degrees centigrade for the last three days! Those clever children of yours will know how hot that really is. I don’t know, but people mop their brows a good deal, and say that the heat of this summer is “unprecedented and incredible.” It troubles me very little; once or twice only I have felt rather tired by it, and I fancy it is sharpening up my temper a little; but I eat and sleep like several tops, only I can’t do much of anything out of doors. Yesterday I went to see the friendly Countess C., who has a small city garden with shade-trees, under which we sat and consumed iced wine and cakes, and talked about the Pope. She is an American and very Black in her politics, though her husband is a White and fought for Victor Emmanuel.

At the suggestion of Mr. Richard Greenough I have adopted the Roman scheme of life and divide every day into two. I am up at five, have my coffee, and read my paper on the terrace. At eight the rooms are hermetically sealed; outside shutters, windows, and inside blinds are closed. A melancholy twilight pervades everywhere, except in my den, where I keep one eye of the house open to read, write, cipher, and catch fleas by. I go out early, do my errands, make my visits, and try to be at home by ten; sometimes I am delayed till twelve. Luncheon is at one; after this the whole household, the whole city, takes its siesta. From two till four Rome sleeps! Down in the piazza the workmen lie at full length on the pavement, their arms under their heads. Cabmen curl up inside their cabs, horses sleep between the shafts, even small boys sleep! At first I would none of it. I only yielded when I found that the soldiers in the barracks opposite are obliged by the military regulations to take a daily siesta.



“And does it not seem hard to you,
 When all the sky is clear and blue,
 And I should like so much to play,
 To have to go to bed by day?”






Soon after four o’clock the sea-breeze comes up and life begins again. By five I am ready for tea on the terrace. Sometimes we go instead to Ronzi and Singer’s for granite, a sort of sherbet made of snow from the mountains flavored with coffee or lemon, very delicious and cooling to the blood. By this time the streets are filled with people. The Roman girls look charming in their pretty light summer dresses; pink muslin seems to be the fashion this season. Dinner gets pushed back later and later; we really must reform. Last night we did not sit down till quarter to nine. The nights are divinely cool; we go to the terrace from the dinner-table, and sit there till bedtime under the friendly stars.

To-day I have been driving in the Villa Pamfili Doria; for proof accept this pink petal from the Egyptian lotus in the lake. I never saw them growing before. They are wonderful; the pads immense, with a green velvety surface on which the water rolls up into crystal balls; the flower, when it is closed, large and pointed like a classic flame, does not lie on the water, as I supposed, but stands erect, some eight or ten inches above it. My uncle and a few other privileged people are allowed to drive here even when the villa is closed to the public. We always meet a modest-looking old couple in a coupé; he is blind and has a long white beard; she wears a bonnet like a bat and carries a green fan with which she screens her eyes. Cardinal A., his secretary walking beside him, two attendants following, is always there, and several other priests; except for these, an occasional gardener, and the peacocks, we have the glorious old place all to ourselves. There are deer and Jersey cows and the lake and the pretty formal garden in front of the house; it has the feeling of being private property—a gentleman’s place. The name “Mary,” clipped in box on the hillside in memory of a beloved wife, an English Princess Doria, gives me the same sort of satisfaction as the Taj Mahal and the tomb of Cæcilia Metella.

Your last letter clamors for details of our housekeeping. In certain respects it is idyllic. For comfort I have never known its equal. We have two women, Filomena, the Umbrian housemaid and waitress, and Pompilia, my black-browed Tuscan cook (Romans do not make good servants). These two do the work easily with the help of old Nena, the fifth wheel to our coach. Helen calls her the footman; she does all our errands, carries my notes, and when I am hard pressed for time leaves our cards. Pompilia brings me her accounts every morning, so much for beef, bread, butter, spaghetti, wine, oil, and salt. I buy my fruit and groceries myself. So much custom allows. It is more signorile, however, to leave all buying to your servants, but a certain latitude, of which I have availed myself, is allowed to artists. Store-rooms and ice-chests are unknown; we live from hand to mouth, buying each day’s provisions “fresh and fresh.” The butchers shut up shop at eleven in the morning and do not open again till six in the evening. Business begins at the shriek of dawn; the first sound I hear in the early gray is the sharpening of the butcher’s knife in the shop opposite. They keep the meat in cool “grottos” underground. How they manage without ice is a mystery!

The Borgo, our quarter,—Leonine City is its best name,—is not fashionable, and the street-cries are still in full force here. The earliest is the Acetosa water, “Fiasche fresche aqua ’Cetosa!” I hear it in my dreams, plaintive, melodious. “Flasks of fresh Acetosa water!” Then comes the rumbling of the cart, the hee-hawing of the donkey, and the remarks of the man to the donkey. This is what he said to-day: “I call all the apostles to observe this infamous beast of a donkey: may he die squashed, this son of a hangman!” I do assure you he is the dearest donkey, pretty and willing, but rather restive about stopping. The Acetosa Spring is a mile and a half from the city, out Viale Parioli way. It has been in use since the days of the Cæsars, perhaps since the days of the Tarquins. The Romans take a course of Aqua ’Cetosa every summer; six weeks is the orthodox time; it is “cooling to the blood.” It costs two cents a flask.

Signor Augusto Rotoli has written out for me the notes of several of the cries. In the Acetosa score he has indicated the blows of the driver, the kicks of the donkey, and finally the patter-patter of the poor little beastie’s hoofs over the rough paving-stones of the Borgo Nuovo:

VENDITORE DELL’ AQUA ACETOSA.

Nel silenzio del mattino, all’ alba, in distanza, e poi piu presso alla residenza—questo è un effetto molto caratteristico. [1]

[image: [Musical Notation: Fre-sca, Fre-sca, l’a-qua-Ace-to-sa kaaaaa.... Dando una bastonata al povera asinella che alza tirando calci.]]

At seven o’clock a herd of twenty goats is driven into the piazza by two dark satyrs with shaggy thighs and flashing eyes, peasants in goat-skin trousers they are from the Campagna. The children crowding round them in the piazza, and I looking down from my terrace, watch them as they milk their yellow-eyed beasts. Goats’ milk, Pompilia says, is good for consumptives and delicate babies; I have not yet learned whether she considers it heating or cooling to the blood. We are not allowed to have broccoli, carrots, or mutton at this season because they are heating, and are obliged to have more rennet than we like because it is cooling!

After the goats are gone the blackberry man comes. I like his cry best of all, it is in a melancholy minor, “More, more, chi vuol maniar le more?—more fate!” “Moors, moors, who wishes to eat moors?—ripe moors!” Moors, if you please, because they are black!

IL VENDITORE DI MORE.

[image: [Musical notation: E li brugno-li fat-ti e chi ma-gna .... le mo-re ....]]


“Buy a broom” is far prettier in Italian—Romanesque, I should say—than in English. At first we could not make out the words, the man seemed to be singing “O! so far away!” The notes, long drawn out, pensive, fascinating, like a sailor’s chantey, haunted us. “O! scopare, cacc’ aragni!” “O brooms, chase the spiders!” The latter are Turks’ heads on the ends of long sticks, necessary for ceilings twenty feet high like ours.

LO SCOPARO.

Nella folla del giorno nel frastuono di carrozze e veicoli questo tono minore è molto rimarchevole. [2]

[image: [Musical notation: Lo scopa-ro a-ja-rc, Scac-cia ra-gno .... ]]

VENDITORE DI PESCE.

[image: [Musical notation: Pe-scevi-vo ... ca-la-ma-ret-ti ....]]

“Pesce vivo, calamaretti!” “Live fish, little inkstands!” The calamaretti, small cuttle-fish, are]

called little inkstands because of the black liquid—sepia, isn’t it?—which they eject when attacked. Fried a golden brown and served with fresh soles as a garnishing they are too good for common people.

The umbrella mender is a bit of a poet, he makes his cry rhyme. “Ombrellare. Chi ha ombrelle per raccomodare?” “The umbrella man. Who has umbrellas to mend?”

“O ricotta, ricotta!” When I hear this I run to the window, wave my handkerchief, and the ricotta man brings up a fresh goat’s-milk cheese in a green wicker basket; it is a sort of spiritualized cottage cheese. When quite new, eaten with maritozzi warm from the bakery downstairs, it makes a better luncheon than I can get at the Café di Roma.

“Alice!” (pronounced a-lee-chee) “anchovies,” is a strident cry which we hear at intervals all day. Anchovies are a staple food with the lower classes. At home I only remember them as an appetizer at some brutally long dinner parties. The people eat anchovies with bread or with macaroni; they are cheap, strong of flavor, and a little of them goes a long way. We have them with crostine and provatura for luncheon sometimes. Provatura is cheese made of buffalo’s milk. Little crusts of bread with alternate layers of provatura and anchovies skewered together like chickens’ livers and toasted make a pleasant dish.

One cry I do not like, “aqua vita!” short and sharp in the early morning, as soon as the newsboys begin to shout “Don Quichotte” “Popolo Romano,” “Corriere,” this cry comes like an antiphony. “Aqua vita!” “Water of life?” Water of death! brandy.

We sent all the way to the English bakery in Via Babuino for our bread till the day I met Count Luigi Primoli in the baker’s shop on the ground floor of our palace; he was tucking a brown paper parcel into his pocket. There had been a function at the Vatican. He had been to pay his respects to Leo XIII., and on his way home had stopped to buy what he told me were the best maritozzi in Rome. The baker is an important person; he owns his shop and four caged nightingales, which sing divinely. We now buy our bread, flour, macaroni, and oil from him, and he changes all the neat fifty-franc notes we get from the banker’s; he can always be trusted to give honest money.

I soon found out that in all domestic affairs I must learn Italian methods; it was useless to try and teach Pompilia and Filomena our ways. After the tussle over the washing I gave it up. Set tubs, wash-boards, wringing-machines? Nothing of that sort. On Sunday evening the clothes are put in a large copper vessel, a basket-work cover is laid on top, over which a layer of wood-ashes is spread. Boiling water is then poured on slowly, percolating a little at a time through the clothes, which are bleached by the lye of the ashes; this is the bucato. When they have stood long enough in this witch’s cauldron the clothes are carried down to the basement and washed with cold water in the vast stone fountains of the palace, which we have the right to use one day in the week. The women employ a stiff brush and the queerest green soap to scrub the linen; if we have any table-cloths left at the end of six months, we shall be lucky. The American clothes-pins and line I sent for are neatly displayed in the kitchen as curiosities. We “hang out” on an iron clothes-line to which the linen is tied by small pieces of twine, as it was in the days of the Empress Faustina. We are no better than our mothers! The clothes are sent out to a stiratrice to be ironed.

Our cooking fuel costs us one dollar a week. Saturday morning the carbonaro arrives, carrying on his back a huge sack of charcoal, for which I pay five francs. I am told it is ten cents too much, but one must pay something for being “forestieri.” The cooking is done over four little square holes filled with charcoal, set in a table of blue and white tiles; a big hood overhead carries off the fumes; quite the prettiest kitchen range I ever saw! The charcoal is kindled by means of paper, little fagots, and a turkey-feather fan plied by old Nena. I like my kitchen, it is full of such queer, nice pots and pans; a row of deceitful copper saucepans hang along the wall, always bright, never used, but brushed over with white of egg, which acts like a varnish to protect the polish; a big white marble mortar, a long copper kettle for the fish, and the green and yellow bowls and mixing dishes are my favorite utensils. I foresee that the old brass scaldino J. picked up at the junk shop will some day serve as an ornament to the front hall at home. We have a brace of warming-pans and the queerest metal box for live charcoal. When you want a warm bath you fill your tub with cold water, put hot coals in this box, screw it up tight, and put it into the water, which it finally heats. Prehistoric? Fortunately, we prefer our baths cold! Pompilia begged some slips from our geraniums, planted them in empty kerosene cans, and now the kitchen window is bright with flowers. Everything grows so quickly here that it is easier to have plants than not.

August 16, 1894.


The parroco (parish priest) has called. Filomena came all of a flutter to summon me. The visit has raised us in our servants’ eyes; they have never before lived with pagans or Protestants. I like the parroco. He is a fine man of forty-five, evidently a peasant, but possessing that assured, courteous manner the priests all have; it is wonderful, the bearing and polish the Church gives them. The parroco was rather disturbed at being offered a cup of tea at five in the afternoon,—it was stupid of me to have it brought in; the Anglo-Saxon association of eating and drinking with sociability is hard to get rid of,—but he made a long visit and gave me good advice about the local charities. The gnawing poverty all about us is the drop of gall in our honeypot. Our door is literally besieged by our poor neighbors and by begging monks and nuns. At the parroco’s suggestion we now divide what we can afford to give between the benevolent society which looks after the sick and old, the Trinitarian order of monks, and the Little Sisters of the Poor. Besides these a man calls on Saturday morning from the “Holy Family” and carries away a big bag filled with robaccio,—trash,—things that at home would go into the ash-barrel.

General Booth must have got his idea of the Household Brigade from some such institution, and I am learning new lessons in economy every day! Nothing is wasted here, not the tiniest scrap of food nor the most disreputable cast-off garment. My servants watch for my old shoes; three pairs of eyes are fastened on them daily. You know how much more precious old shoes are than new,—especially Appleton’s, which come all the way from Boston? Well, yesterday I was shamed into giving away my most
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