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    This collection brings together the complete set of William Dean Howells’s book-length travel writings, gathered under one cover to present a sustained portrait of an American realist abroad and at home. The volumes assembled here—Venetian Life, Italian Journeys, Roman Holidays and Others, Suburban Sketches, Familiar Spanish Travels, A Little Swiss Sojourn, London Films, and Seven English Cities—trace decades of observation. The illustrated edition underscores the visual acuity that informs his pages, pairing images with scenes he renders so lucidly in prose. The purpose is not simply comprehensiveness, but continuity: to follow Howells as he learns to see cities, landscapes, and people with exacting sympathy.

The works included represent several interlocking genres of nonfiction: travel narrative, urban sketch, reflective essay, and the observational vignette. Some pieces originated as periodical writings and were later shaped into books; others were conceived as continuous journeys in print. Across these forms, Howells prefers scenes to spectacles and conversation to oratory. He writes as a walker, rider, and listener, attentive to the cadence of street life, the customs of households, and the small turns of weather and mood that make place tangible. The result is a mosaic of encounters rather than an itinerary of monuments.

Unifying these books is Howells’s distinctive realism: a disciplined refusal of the picturesque when it distorts experience, joined to a humane curiosity about ordinary lives. He observes public squares, cafés, ferries, theaters, and train compartments with equal care, balancing wit with restraint. He is alert to misapprehensions a traveler can import and patient in correcting his own. Without resorting to caricature, he allows difference to remain particular and legible. Style becomes ethics: plain speech, measured irony, and a preference for the representative detail over the sublime gesture give these narratives their reliable grace.

Venetian Life arises from Howells’s extended residence in Venice, where daily rhythms—on the canals, in markets, and under shifting light—become subjects in themselves. He records the city’s workings as a lived environment rather than a stage set, noting crafts, ceremonies, and the negotiations of neighbors. The premise is simple: an American learns how a waterborne city sustains its habits and sentiments. By refusing to treat Venice as a static emblem, he presents its vitality, the commerce and conversation that continue behind façades familiar to travelers, and the patience required to understand a place embedded in tradition.

Italian Journeys continues that education beyond Venice, following routes through towns and provinces that impose their own tempos. The book traces how railways, roads, and inns introduce the traveler to regional character—languages, foods, manners, and local pride—without forcing a single national picture. Howells observes churches and galleries, but he is equally intent on street scenes, waiting rooms, and the chance acquaintances that come with transit. The narrative invites readers to watch the observer grow more provisional in his judgments, testing each impression against further experience and the corrective of conversation.

Roman Holidays and Others gathers essays on Rome and additional locales, presenting a city where ancient remains and contemporary life are inseparable. Howells considers how ruins enter daily routines and how visitors and residents negotiate that proximity. He attends to seasons and festivals, the practicalities of lodging and walking, and the steady presence of history that is not always monumental. The “others” expand the Roman focus, reinforcing his habit of comparison: no chapter replaces the local truth of another, but each enlarges the reader’s sense of how cities organize memory and modernity together.

Suburban Sketches shifts the field to American ground, showing Howells’s method applied to neighborhoods and commuter ways closer to home. The premise is that travel can occur within streetcar distance, wherever the eye retains its curiosity. Here he studies domestic topographies—yards, porches, shops, and sidewalks—where habits of speech and forms of civility reveal themselves with clarity. The sketches treat thresholds between city and town as laboratories for observing class, aspiration, and routine. By setting these pieces among his foreign travels, the collection emphasizes his continuity of gaze across borders.

A Little Swiss Sojourn offers a quieter register: a season lived among mountains and lakes, where the measures of time seem to slow. Howells considers hospitality from the guesthouse inward, recording how weather, altitude, and shared tables shape conversation and mood. Alpine scenery is present, but so is the commerce of tourism and the tact required to remain a considerate traveler. The book demonstrates his preference for scale—small establishments, readable faces, and the gentle comedy of mutual accommodation—over the drama that peaks and passes without leaving instruction.

London Films adopts a suggestive metaphor: brief, vivid sequences unspooling across a vast metropolis. Rather than a guidebook, the work is a portfolio of impressions—streets, parks, shops, and institutions—filtered through a mind trained to weigh spectacle against significance. Howells attends to crowds and queues, to the complexity of traffic and the rituals of leisure. The filmic conceit allows him to cut cleanly between scenes while preserving continuity of attention. London becomes intelligible not as a fixed picture, but as a succession of observable acts and settings that invite return and revision.

Seven English Cities extends the inquiry beyond the capital to places that assert their own civic stories. Howells looks at regional centers with a comparative eye, noting how architecture, industry, and social habits arrange public life. He does not rank or romanticize; he listens for local pride and registers differences in tempo and speech. The travel writing therefore becomes civic writing: a study of how communities present themselves and how a visitor can meet them without presumption. The book complements London Films by showing the nation in plural, as a constellation of particular urban forms.

Familiar Spanish Travels records journeys through Spain with the steadiness that marks all of Howells’s work. He observes plazas and processions, inns and railways, and the continuities that tie landscape to custom. The tone remains modest, refusing both the exotic and the dismissive. He distinguishes between what a traveler can responsibly report and what must be left to longer residence. The result is a book of informed approach rather than definitive judgment, in which hospitality, conversation, and the texture of streets take precedence over generalities that would flatten regional nuance.

Taken together, these books show Howells refining a portable discipline of attention: to travel is to read situations, not merely sights. The illustrated edition assists that practice, supplying images that echo his descriptive priorities and help contemporary readers situate his observations. What unites the volumes is a conviction that accuracy, fairness, and sympathy are forms of style. Their lasting significance lies in a realism that welcomes complexity without fuss, and in a cosmopolitan spirit grounded in everyday scenes. Gathered here, the works form a continuous education in looking, listening, and traveling well.





Author Biography




Table of Contents




    William Dean Howells (1837–1920) was a central architect of American literary realism, a novelist, critic, editor, and prolific travel writer whose career spanned the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He sought prose that observed ordinary life with moral tact and stylistic clarity, and he used travel to test these ideals across cultures. His books of European and domestic sketches—among them Venetian Life, Italian Journeys, Roman Holidays and Others, Suburban Sketches, Familiar Spanish Travels, A Little Swiss Sojourn, London Films, and Seven English Cities—show a writer refining a humane, quietly democratic gaze that shaped both his criticism and his enduring influence on American letters.

Howells’s formation combined practical newsroom training with self-directed reading rather than extensive formal schooling. Early work in printing offices and newspapers gave him technical command of style, an ear for conversational rhythms, and a reporter’s curiosity. He read widely in European literature and cultivated languages, an education that predisposed him to realism’s emphasis on everyday manners and motives. These habits—precise observation, measured judgment, and understated humor—became his signature. They also prepared him for a life of travel writing, where the discipline of noticing and the ethics of fair description mattered as much as narrative incident or exotic scenery.

A formative period abroad during the American Civil War placed Howells in Italy, deepening his engagement with European life. Venetian Life, drawn from sustained residence in the lagoon city, blends topography, history, and social portraiture with a scrupulous refusal of romantic cliché. Italian Journeys extends this practice to the peninsula’s roads, inns, and provincial towns, favoring the incidental detail over the grand tableau. In both books he cultivates intimacy rather than spectacle, treating local customs, prices, and speech as evidence of lived reality. The method anticipates his later criticism: realism, he argued, proceeds from sympathy disciplined by fact.

Upon returning to the United States, Howells advanced realism from an editorial vantage. In the 1870s he guided a leading Boston magazine, encouraging fiction that favored psychological nuance over melodrama and championing contemporaries such as Mark Twain and Henry James. Suburban Sketches, informed by his New England surroundings, practices at home what his Italian books achieved abroad: small scenes, ethical tact, and comic restraint. The collection’s portraits of streets, neighbors, and seasonal routines illustrate his conviction that American life required no ornament beyond accurate seeing, and that humor, gently applied, could reveal character more truly than satire or sensational plot.

Howells’s later travel writing returned to Europe with a seasoned critic’s poise. London Films offers a series of urban vignettes—“films” in the sense of brief, vivid sequences—composed during repeated stays in the British capital. He dwells on crowds, museums, parks, theaters, and fog with the same patient curiosity he once brought to Italian lagoons. Seven English Cities broadens this inquiry across regional centers, treating architecture, industry, and manners as parts of a continuous social fabric. In both volumes, he resists the postcard view, showing how cities are experienced on foot and in conversation rather than merely seen at a distance.

A cosmopolitan but never credulous traveler, Howells extended his range to Rome, Switzerland, and Spain. Roman Holidays and Others gathers reflective pieces that balance antiquity’s grandeur with the modern city’s everyday rhythms. A Little Swiss Sojourn records the textures of Alpine lodging, tourism, and landscape without resorting to pastoral sentimentality. Familiar Spanish Travels surveys plazas, inns, railways, and provincial towns, attentive to language and local habit. Across these books he refines a method: to make the foreign familiar without dissolving difference, to judge lightly yet precisely, and to locate moral meaning in the ordinary arrangements of travel.

In his later years Howells remained an influential critic and mentor while continuing essays and reminiscences that consolidated his realist program. He wrote steadily into the early twentieth century, and his death in 1920 closed a career that had shaped American prose for more than half a century. His travel volumes endure for their clarity, sociability, and trust in common experience; they model a way of seeing that resists stereotype and spectacle. As readers and writers revisit cities and regions he described, they still find in his pages an ethic of attention—patient, humane, and exact—that remains instructive and contemporary.
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    William Dean Howells (1837–1920) built his career across an era that stretched from the American Civil War to the First World War. A leading advocate of literary realism and editor of The Atlantic Monthly from 1871 to 1881, he cultivated a prose attentive to ordinary lives and contemporary institutions. The travel books gathered here trace that commitment across rapidly changing European and American settings. They register nation-building in Italy, imperial confidence in Britain, post-imperial reflection in Spain, and the rise of middle-class tourism made possible by steamships, railways, and illustrated print culture. Read together, they map a transatlantic nineteenth century moving into the modern age.

Howells’s European outlook was shaped decisively by politics at home and abroad. During the U.S. Civil War, President Abraham Lincoln appointed him U.S. consul in Venice (1861–1865). That post placed him in a city still governed by the Austrian Empire, watching from within an Italian territory where unification remained a pressing ambition. The experience furnished material for his first major travel volume and taught him to observe bureaucratic routines, local trades, and civic habits as indices of larger historical currents. His diplomatic vantage reinforced the realist conviction that everyday scenes could reveal the stresses and hopes of an age.

Venetian Life (1866) reflects a metropolis poised between empires and nations. Venice, part of the Habsburg-ruled Kingdom of Lombardy–Venetia, would be annexed to the Kingdom of Italy in 1866 following the Third Italian War of Independence. Howells’s portraits of gondoliers, market stalls, and parish customs unfold under Austrian administration, where censorship and police were palpable facts and the memory of the 1848–49 revolutions still resonated. The book engages a contemporary Anglophone discourse shaped by John Ruskin’s The Stones of Venice (1851–53) while resisting romantic ruin-gazing. It balances art and architecture against municipal realities—commerce, charity, and seasonal rhythms—foretelling the nation-state soon to claim the lagoon city.

Italian Journeys (1867) follows rail-lines, roads, and galleries through a peninsula in the midst of the Risorgimento’s consolidation. Florence served as Italy’s capital from 1865 to 1871, Rome would assume that role thereafter, and many smaller cities adapted to new administrative frameworks. Howells records travel made easier by expanding railway networks and cheaper accommodations, even as old regional identities persisted. His attention to civic museums, street sociability, and provincial etiquette situates the tourist gaze within a country standardizing language, currency, and bureaucracy. The work captures a moment when the “Grand Tour” tradition met the democratic itineraries of a growing middle class.

Roman Holidays and Others (published in the early twentieth century) returns to Italy decades after unification, when Rome had been the national capital since 1871. The city’s urban fabric was being reshaped by new boulevards, government ministries, and archaeological clearances that both celebrated antiquity and expressed modern statehood. Electric trams, improved rail connections, and organized excursions expanded access for international visitors. Howells’s essays register how a symbolic center of Christendom and empire became a functioning capital, where civic ceremonies, civic debts, and the tourist economy intersected. The book observes Italy’s effort to articulate a modern national identity while managing an extraordinary archaeological inheritance.

Suburban Sketches (1871) shifts the lens to the United States, examining New England life amid post–Civil War reconstruction and urban growth. Set largely around Cambridge and Boston, its “travel” is local, attentive to the emergence of suburbs shaped by commuter patterns, horsecars, and desires for domestic retreat from crowded cores. The sketches document shifting class geographies, immigrant presences, and changing public manners in an American city-region industrializing rapidly. In tracing neighborhood rituals, small businesses, and municipal services, Howells places U.S. modernization within the same realist frame he applies in Europe, showing how infrastructure and habit are as historically telling as monuments.

A Little Swiss Sojourn (1890s) belongs to the era when Switzerland had become a model of federal stability and an international tourist magnet. Mountain railways such as the Vitznau–Rigi line (opened 1871) and the Gotthard railway (opened 1882) drew visitors to alpine panoramas once accessible only to determined walkers. Grand hotels, health resorts, and multilingual service economies flourished. Howells attends to cantonal variety, orderly civic life, and the commerce of scenery, noting how neutrality and republican institutions fostered a distinctive public sphere. His observations track the packaging of nature for cosmopolitan audiences while recognizing the local labor, regulation, and transport underlying that spectacle.

Familiar Spanish Travels (1910s) visits Spain under the Bourbon Restoration, when Alfonso XIII assumed personal rule in 1902. The country was negotiating modernization after the 1898 loss of its remaining major colonies. Railways linked regional cultures more tightly; urban centers expanded with new boulevards and civic buildings; religious festivals, Moorish legacies, and regional languages persisted in public life. Howells observes cathedrals and palaces alongside cafés, carriages, and evolving tourist circuits. The book captures a society balancing conservative institutions and modern amenities, its self-understandings reframed by recent imperial contraction yet energized by art, architecture, and everyday sociability.

London Films (1905) surveys an Edwardian metropolis at imperial height and in technological transition. London’s Underground, begun in 1863 and electrified on deep-level lines in the 1890s, reshaped mobility; motor traffic joined omnibuses and cabs on congested streets. Museums such as the British Museum and the National Gallery codified national culture for mass audiences, while parks and civic squares exhibited municipal order. Howells registers the city’s social gradations, crowds, and ceremony without melodrama, attentive to fog, shopfronts, and the rhythms of work and leisure. The essays portray a capital negotiating modern speed with inherited forms, a stage for empire and everyday routine alike.

Seven English Cities (1909) extends that inquiry to provincial Britain, where nineteenth-century industrialization had produced new urban hierarchies. Municipal reform, public libraries, technical institutes, and town halls stood as emblems of civic pride. Manufacturing, ports, and railway hubs underwrote local fortunes; medieval precincts and cathedrals fostered distinct identities. Howells approaches these cities as living organisms—commercial arteries, workers’ quarters, and cultural amenities—rather than as galleries of picturesque sights. The book thus situates English modernity outside London, in places balancing factory districts, marketplaces, and historic cores, all within a polity grappling with labor organization, public health, and educational expansion.

These books also document the evolution of travel writing as a print commodity. Nineteenth-century periodicals cultivated readers for serialized sketches; American publishers issued travel volumes for a growing middle-class market. Illustrated editions—first with wood engravings and etchings, later with halftone photographs—aligned image and text, promising informed, respectable leisure. Howells wrote within that ecosystem while resisting guidebook formulas, favoring essayistic observation over itineraries. His work often appeared first in magazines such as The Atlantic Monthly or Harper’s before book publication, reflecting a circulation system that made foreign places familiar through recurring encounters, not singular heroic journeys.

Transportation and communications revolutions underpin the collection. Steamship lines shortened Atlantic crossings; railways integrated national territories and opened once-remote towns to visitors. Telegraph networks accelerated news and logistics. Urban tramways, funiculars, and underground rail transformed daily distance into manageable commutes or excursions. Hotels standardized amenities; porterage, ticketing, and customs formalities became routinized. Howells frequently notes timetables, station precincts, and the service labor that choreographs movement. These details mark a shift from elite “Grand Tours” to democratized travel, situating his narratives within infrastructures that enabled observation at scale—and encouraged comparisons among national systems and civic competences.

Across the volumes, political transformations frame everyday scenes. Venetian Life unfolds under Habsburg authority shortly before Venice’s 1866 annexation to Italy. Italian Journeys witnesses a kingdom aligning administration and culture across regions en route to Rome’s 1871 status as capital. Roman Holidays and Others shows a mature nation-state consolidating symbols and services. Familiar Spanish Travels views Spain in the Restoration monarchy after 1898, balancing tradition and modernization. London Films and Seven English Cities present a United Kingdom administering a vast empire while negotiating domestic reform. Suburban Sketches registers the United States adjusting to postwar growth and urban reconfiguration.

Urban modernity—sanitation, regulation, and lighting—appears as a historical actor in itself. Gaslight yields to electricity; sewers and waterworks reshape public health; police and postal systems reorder the streets. Rome’s new avenues anchor administration; London’s embankments and bridges rationalize traffic; English provincial cities expand civic plant—libraries, baths, parks—to educate and discipline citizens. Swiss resorts embody regulated leisure, with timetables and tariffs; Spanish cities juxtapose historic quarters with planned promenades. Howells scrutinizes these civic technologies not as abstractions but through queues, fares, and routines, arguing by example that modern governance enters experience through everyday contact points.

Cultural institutions supply another through-line. Howells’s Italy turns on churches, opera houses, and museums that serve both worship and nation-building; his London attends to galleries that codify imperial canons; his Spain appraises cathedrals and palaces that embody layered sovereignties. Preservation debates shadow these visits. Ruskinian anxieties about restoration inform perceptions of Venice; archaeological clearances in Rome raise questions about heritage and displacement; English cities reconcile medieval fabric with industrial improvements. In Switzerland, landscape itself is curated, with belvederes and hotels transforming mountains into cultural objects. The books thus chronicle how art, ritual, and conservation mediate identity.

Class and labor remain visible throughout. Gondoliers, hotel servants, porters, street vendors, and cabmen anchor the travel economy; factory hands and clerks populate English streets; suburban domestics and shopkeepers fill American vignettes. Howells’s realist ethic attends to their speech and gestures, resisting caricature while recognizing the asymmetries of service. He notes tipping customs, bargaining, and the etiquette of conveyances, seeing in these microtransactions the social grammar of nations. The attention complements broader histories—nation-building, imperial policy, municipal reform—by revealing how they translate into wages, rents, and the bodily disciplines of work and leisure.

As a champion of realism, Howells consciously departed from sensational travelogue and heroic quest. His editorial advocacy for contemporary manners and ordinary speech shaped expectations for non-fiction as well as fiction. The travel books frequently originated as magazine essays, where a reflective, conversational tone could register small contrasts—a ticket window, a lodging house, a festival—without novelistic plotting. In that sense, the collection doubles as a record of American literary method, testing realism’s capacity to interpret foreign places responsibly, to compare without condescension, and to let institutions and habits, rather than stereotypes, carry historical meaning for readers back home and abroad.
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    Italian Portraits: Venetian Life; Italian Journeys; Roman Holidays and Others
Venetian Life offers an intimate portrait of Venice through everyday scenes—streets, markets, waterways, and social rituals—observed with affectionate realism and gentle irony. Howells balances the city’s storied past with the habits of its residents, continually testing tourist expectations against lived experience.
Italian Journeys follows an itinerary across towns and countryside, using trains, roads, and chance encounters to frame a comparative study of regional character. The pieces explore art and antiquity alongside practical travel details, revealing Howells’s curiosity, plain-style candor, and interest in how modern life coexists with historical memory.
Roman Holidays and Others gathers urban sketches from Rome and additional locales, juxtaposing festivals, ruins, and street life with the everyday workings of a contemporary city. The tone is reflective and witty, attentive to the gap between classical imaginings and the texture of the present.
English Portraits: London Films; Seven English Cities
London Films presents a sequence of snapshot-like impressions—crowds, parks, thoroughfares, stages—that accumulate into a mosaic of the metropolis. With urbane humor and a moving observer’s eye, Howells considers class, pace, and spectacle in a city that constantly reframes the viewer.
Seven English Cities compares distinct urban identities through architecture, industry, and civic temperament. The travelogue weighs the pull of history against modern enterprise, tracing how regional differences register along shared national lines.
Familiar Spanish Travels
Familiar Spanish Travels records journeys through Spanish cities and landscapes, attentive to plazas, public rhythms, and regional variety. Howells’s candid, cordial voice weighs hospitality, language, and custom, often setting local habits in dialogue with experiences elsewhere in Europe and at home.
A Little Swiss Sojourn
A Little Swiss Sojourn captures a brief residence amid mountains and lakes, favoring clear-eyed detail over grandiose scenery. The tone is serene yet probing, exploring orderly civic life, seasonal tourism, and the measured pleasures of staying put rather than merely passing through.
Suburban Sketches
Suburban Sketches turns the travel writer’s gaze onto domestic American life, tracing everyday dramas across streets, streetcars, and parlors. With quiet humor and social tact, Howells studies manners, neighborhood ties, and modernization, offering a home-front counterpoint to his European itineraries.
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  In correcting this book for a second edition, I have sought to complete it without altering its original plan: I have given a new chapter sketching the history of Venetian Commerce and noticing the present trade and industry of Venice; I have amplified somewhat the chapter on the national holidays, and have affixed an index to the chief historical persons, incidents, and places mentioned.


  Believing that such value as my book may have is in fidelity to what I actually saw and knew of Venice, I have not attempted to follow speculatively the grand and happy events of last summer in their effects upon her life. Indeed, I fancy that in the traits at which I loved most to look, the life of Venice is not so much changed as her fortunes; but at any rate I am content to remain true to what was fact one year ago.


  W. D. H.

  Cambridge, January 1, 1867.
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  One night at the little theatre in Padua, the ticket-seller gave us the stage-box (of which he made a great merit), and so we saw the play and the byplay. The prompter, as noted from our point of view, bore a chief part in the drama (as indeed the prompter always does in the Italian theatre), and the scene-shifters appeared as prominent characters. We could not help seeing the virtuous wife, when hotly pursued by the villain of the piece, pause calmly in the wings, before rushing, all tears and desperation, upon the stage; and we were dismayed to behold the injured husband and his abandoned foe playfully scuffling behind the scenes. All the shabbiness of the theatre was perfectly apparent to us; we saw the grossness of the painting and the unreality of the properties. And yet I cannot say that the play lost one whit of its charm for me, or that the working of the machinery and its inevitable clumsiness disturbed my enjoyment in the least. There was so much truth and beauty in the playing, that I did not care for the sham of the ropes and gilding, and presently ceased to take any note of them. The illusion which I had thought an essential in the dramatic spectacle, turned out to be a condition of small importance.


  It has sometimes seemed to me as if fortune had given me a stage-box at another and grander spectacle, and I had been suffered to see this VENICE, which is to other cities like the pleasant improbability of the theatre to every-day, commonplace life, to much the same effect as that melodrama in Padua. I could not, indeed, dwell three years in the place without learning to know it differently from those writers who have described it in romances, poems, and hurried books of travel, nor help seeing from my point of observation the sham and cheapness with which Venice is usually brought out, if I may so speak, in literature. At the same time, it has never lost for me its claim upon constant surprise and regard, nor the fascination of its excellent beauty, its peerless picturesqueness, its sole and wondrous grandeur. It is true that the streets in Venice are canals; and yet you can walk to any part of the city, and need not take boat whenever you go out of doors, as I once fondly thought you must. But after all, though I find dry land enough in it, I do not find the place less unique, less a mystery, or less a charm. By day, the canals are still the main thoroughfares; and if these avenues are not so full of light and color as some would have us believe, they, at least, do not smell so offensively as others pretend. And by night, they are still as dark and silent as when the secret vengeance of the Republic plunged its victims into the ungossiping depths of the Canalazzo!


  Did the vengeance of the Republic ever do any such thing?


  Possibly. In Venice one learns not quite to question that reputation for vindictive and gloomy cruelty alien historians have given to a government which endured so many centuries in the willing obedience of its subjects; but to think that the careful student of the old Republican system will condemn it for faults far different from those for which it is chiefly blamed. At all events, I find it hard to understand why, if the Republic was an oligarchy utterly selfish and despotic, it has left to all classes of Venetians so much regret and sorrow for its fall.


  So, if the reader care to follow me to my stage-box, I imagine he will hardly see the curtain rise upon just the Venice of his dreams—the Venice of Byron, of Rogers, and Cooper; or upon the Venice of his prejudices—the merciless Venice of Darù, and of the historians who follow him. But I still hope that he will be pleased with the Venice he sees; and will think with me that the place loses little in the illusion removed; and—to take leave of our theatrical metaphor—I promise to fatigue him with no affairs of my own, except as allusion to them may go to illustrate Life in Venice; and positively he shall suffer no annoyance from the fleas and bugs which, in Latin countries, so often get from travelers’ beds into their books.


  Let us mention here at the beginning some of the sentimental errors concerning the place, with which we need not trouble ourselves hereafter, but which no doubt form a large part of every one’s associations with the name of Venice. Let us take, for example, that pathetic swindle, the Bridge of Sighs. There are few, I fancy, who will hear it mentioned without connecting its mystery and secrecy with the taciturn justice of the Three, or some other cruel machinery of the Serenest Republic’s policy. When I entered it the first time I was at the pains to call about me the sad company of those who had passed its corridors from imprisonment to death; and, I doubt not, many excellent tourists have done the same. I was somewhat ashamed to learn afterward that I had, on this occasion, been in very low society, and that the melancholy assemblage which I then conjured up was composed entirely of honest rogues, who might indeed have given as graceful and ingenious excuses for being in misfortune as the galley-slaves rescued by Don Quixote,—who might even have been very picturesque,—but who were not at all the material with which a well-regulated imagination would deal. The Bridge of Sighs was not built till the end of the sixteenth century, and no romantic episode of political imprisonment and punishment (except that of Antonio Foscarini) occurs in Venetian history later than that period. But the Bridge of Sighs could have nowise a savor of sentiment from any such episode, being, as it was, merely a means of communication between the Criminal Courts sitting in the Ducal Palace, and the Criminal Prison across the little canal. Housebreakers, cut-purse knaves, and murderers do not commonly impart a poetic interest to places which have known them; and yet these are the only sufferers on whose Bridge of Sighs the whole sentimental world has looked with pathetic sensation ever since Byron drew attention to it. The name of the bridge was given by the people from that opulence of compassion which enables the Italians to pity even rascality in difficulties. 1


  Political offenders were not confined in the “prison on each hand” of the poet, but in the famous pozzi (literally, wells) or dungeons under the Ducal Palace. And what fables concerning these cells have not been uttered and believed! For my part, I prepared my coldest chills for their exploration, and I am not sure that before I entered their gloom some foolish and lying literature was not shaping itself in my mind, to be afterward written out as my Emotions on looking at them. I do not say now that they are calculated to enamor the unimpounded spectator with prison-life; but they are certainly far from being as bad as I hoped. They are not joyously light nor particularly airy, but their occupants could have suffered no extreme physical discomfort; and the thick wooden casing of the interior walls evidences at least the intention of the state to inflict no wanton hardships of cold and damp.


  But on whose account had I to be interested in the pozzi? It was difficult to learn, unless I took the word of sentimental hearsay. I began with Marin Falier, but history would not permit the doge to languish in these dungeons for a moment. He was imprisoned in the apartments of state, and during one night only. His fellow-conspirators were hanged nearly as fast as taken.


  Failing so signally with Falier, I tried several other political prisoners of sad and famous memory with scarcely better effect. To a man, they struggled to shun the illustrious captivity designed them, and escaped from the pozzi by every artifice of fact and figure.


  The Carraras of Padua were put to death in the city of Venice, and their story is the most pathetic and romantic in Venetian history. But it was not the cells under the Ducal Palace which witnessed their cruel taking-off: they were strangled in the prison formerly existing at the top of the palace, called the Torresella. 2 It is possible, however, that Jacopo Foscari may have been confined in the pozzi at different times about the middle of the fifteenth century. With his fate alone, then, can the horror of these cells be satisfactorily associated by those who relish the dark romance of Venetian annals; for it is not to be expected that the less tragic fortunes of Carlo Zeno and Vittore Pisani, who may also have been imprisoned in the pozzi, can move the true sentimentalizer. Certainly, there has been anguish enough in the prisons of the Ducal Palace, but we know little of it by name, and cannot confidently relate it to any great historic presence.


  Touching the Giant’s Stairs in the court of the palace, the inexorable dates would not permit me to rest in the delusion that the head of Marin Falier had once bloodily stained them as it rolled to the ground—at the end of Lord Byron’s tragedy. Nor could I keep unimpaired my vision of the Chief of the Ten brandishing the sword of justice, as he proclaimed the traitor’s death to the people from between the two red columns in the southern gallery of the palace;—that façade was not built till nearly a century later.


  I suppose,—always judging by my own average experience,—that besides these gloomy associations, the name of Venice will conjure up scenes of brilliant and wanton gayety, and that in the foreground of the brightest picture will be the Carnival of Venice, full of antic delight, romantic adventure, and lawless prank. But the carnival, with all the old merry-making life of the city, is now utterly obsolete, and, in this way, the conventional, masquerading, pleasure-loving Venice is become as gross a fiction as if, like that other conventional Venice of which I have but spoken, it had never existed. There is no greater social dullness and sadness, on land or sea, than in contemporary Venice.


  The causes of this change lie partly in the altered character of the whole world’s civilization, partly in the increasing poverty of the city, doomed four hundred years ago to commercial decay, and chiefly (the Venetians would be apt to tell you wholly) in the implacable anger, the inconsolable discontent, with which the people regard their present political condition.


  If there be more than one opinion among men elsewhere concerning the means by which Austria acquired Venetia and the tenure by which she holds the province, there would certainly seem to be no division on the question in Venice. To the stranger first inquiring into public feeling, there is something almost sublime in the unanimity with which the Venetians appear to believe that these means were iniquitous, and that this tenure is abominable; and though shrewder study and carefuler observation will develop some interested attachment to the present government, and some interested opposition of it; though after-knowledge will discover, in the hatred of Austria, enough meanness, lukewarmness, and selfish ignorance to take off its sublimity, the hatred is still found marvelously unanimous and bitter. I speak advisedly, and with no disposition to discuss the question or exaggerate the fact. Exercising at Venice official functions by permission and trust of the Austrian government, I cannot regard the cessation of those functions as release from obligations both to that government and my own, which render it improper for me, so long as the Austrians remain in Venice, to criticize their rule, or contribute, by comment on existing things, to embitter the feeling against them elsewhere. I may, nevertheless, speak dispassionately of facts of the abnormal social and political state of the place; and I can certainly do this, for the present situation is so disagreeable in many ways to the stranger forced to live there,—the inappeasable hatred of the Austrians by the Italians is so illiberal in application to those in any wise consorting with them, and so stupid and puerile in many respects, that I think the annoyance which it gives the foreigner might well damp any passion with which he was disposed to speak of its cause.


  This hatred of the Austrians dates in its intensity from the defeat of patriotic hopes of union with Italy in 1859, when Napoleon found the Adriatic at Peschiera, and the peace of Villafranca was concluded. But it is not to be supposed that a feeling so general, and so thoroughly interwoven with Venetian character, is altogether recent. Consigned to the Austrians by Napoleon I., confirmed in the subjection into which she fell a second time after Napoleon’s ruin, by the treaties of the Holy Alliance, defeated in several attempts to throw off her yoke, and loaded with heavier servitude after the fall of the short-lived Republic of 1849,—Venice has always hated her masters with an exasperation deepened by each remove from the hope of independence, and she now detests them with a rancor which no concession short of absolute relinquishment of dominion would appease.


  Instead, therefore, of finding that public gayety and private hospitality in Venice for which the city was once famous, the stranger finds himself planted between two hostile camps, with merely the choice of sides open to him. Neutrality is solitude and friendship with neither party; society is exclusive association with the Austrians or with the Italians. The latter do not spare one of their own number if he consorts with their masters, and though a foreigner might expect greater allowance, it is seldom shown to him. To be seen in the company of officers is enmity to Venetian freedom, and in the case of Italians it is treason to country and to race. Of course, in a city where there is a large garrison and a great many officers who have nothing else to do, there is inevitably some international love-making, although the Austrian officers are rigidly excluded from association with the citizens. But the Italian who marries an Austrian severs the dearest ties that bind her to life, and remains an exile in the heart of her country. Her friends mercilessly cast her off, as they cast off every body who associates with the dominant race. In rare cases I have known Italians to receive foreigners who had Austrian friends, but this with the explicit understanding that there was to be no sign of recognition if they met them in the company of these detested acquaintance.


  There are all degrees of intensity in Venetian hatred, and after hearing certain persons pour out the gall of bitterness upon the Austrians, you may chance to hear these persons spoken of as tepid in their patriotism by yet more fiery haters. Yet it must not be supposed that the Italians hate the Austrians as individuals. On the contrary, they have rather a liking for them—rather a contemptuous liking, for they think them somewhat slow and dull-witted—and individually the Austrians are amiable people, and try not to give offence. The government is also very strict in its control of the military. I have never seen the slightest affront offered by a soldier to a citizen; and there is evidently no personal ill-will engendered. The Austrians are simply hated as the means by which an alien and despotic government is imposed upon a people believing themselves born for freedom and independence. This hatred, then, is a feeling purely political, and there is political machinery by which it is kept in a state of perpetual tension.


  The Comitato Veneto is a body of Venetians residing within the province and abroad, who have charge of the Italian interests, and who work in every way to promote union with the dominions of Victor Emanuel. They live for the most part in Venice, where they have a secret press for the publication of their addresses and proclamations, and where they remain unknown to the police, upon whose spies they maintain an espionage. On every occasion of interest, the Committee is sure to make its presence felt; and from time to time persons find themselves in the possession of its printed circulars, stamped with the Committee’s seal; but no one knows how or whence they came. Constant arrests of suspected persons are made, but no member of the Committee has yet been identified; and it is said that the mysterious body has its agents in every department of the government, who keep it informed of inimical action. The functions of the Committee are multiplied and various. It takes care that on all patriotic anniversaries (such as that of the establishment of the Republic in 1848, and that of the union of the Italian States under Victor Emanuel in 1860) salutes shall be fired in Venice, and a proper number of red, white, and green lights displayed. It inscribes revolutionary sentiments on the walls; and all attempts on the part of the Austrians to revive popular festivities are frustrated by the Committee, which causes petards to be exploded in the Place of St. Mark, and on the different promenades. Even the churches are not exempt from these demonstrations: I was present at the Te Deum performed on the Emperor’s birthday, in St. Mark’s, when the moment of elevating the host was signalized by the bursting of a petard in the centre of the cathedral. All this, which seems of questionable utility, and worse than questionable taste, is approved by the fiercer of the Italianissimi, and though possibly the strictness of the patriotic discipline in which the members of the Committee keep their fellow-citizens may gall some of them, yet any public demonstration of content, such as going to the opera, or to the Piazza while the Austrian band plays, is promptly discontinued at a warning from the Committee. It is, of course, the Committee’s business to keep the world informed of public feeling in Venice, and of each new act of Austrian severity. Its members are inflexible men, whose ability has been as frequently manifested as their patriotism.


  The Venetians are now, therefore, a nation in mourning, and have, as I said, disused all their former pleasures and merry-makings. Every class, except a small part of the resident titled nobility (a great part of the nobility is in either forced or voluntary exile), seems to be comprehended by this feeling of despondency and suspense. The poor of the city formerly found their respite and diversion in the numerous holidays which fell in different parts of the year, and which, though religious in their general character, were still inseparably bound up in their origin with ideas of patriotism and national glory. Such of these holidays as related to the victories and pride of the Republic naturally ended with her fall. Many others, however, survived this event in all their splendor, but there is not one celebrated now as in other days. It is true that the churches still parade their pomps in the Piazza on the day of Corpus Christi; it is true that the bridges of boats are still built across the Canalazzo to the church of Our Lady of Salvation, and across the Canal of the Giudecca to the temple of the Redeemer, on the respective festivals of these churches; but the concourse is always meagre, and the mirth is forced and ghastly. The Italianissimi have so far imbued the people with their own ideas and feelings, that the recurrence of the famous holidays now merely awakens them to lamentations over the past and vague longings for the future.


  As for the carnival, which once lasted six months of the year, charming hither all the idlers of the world by its peculiar splendor and variety of pleasure, it does not, as I said, any longer exist. It is dead, and its shabby, wretched ghost is a party of beggars, hideously dressed out with masks and horns and women’s habits, who go from shop to shop droning forth a stupid song, and levying tribute upon the shopkeepers. The crowd through which these melancholy jesters pass, regards them with a pensive scorn, and goes about its business untempted by the delights of carnival.


  All other social amusements have shared in greater or less degree the fate of the carnival. At some houses conversazioni are still held, and it is impossible that balls and parties should not now and then be given. But the greater number of the nobles and the richer of the professional classes lead for the most part a life of listless seclusion, and attempts to lighten the general gloom and heaviness in any way are not looked upon with favor. By no sort of chance are Austrians, or Austriacanti ever invited to participate in the pleasures of Venetian society.


  As the social life of Italy, and especially of Venice, was in great part to be once enjoyed at the theatres, at the caffè, and at the other places of public resort, so is its absence now to be chiefly noted in those places. No lady of perfect standing among her people goes to the opera, and the men never go in the boxes, but if they frequent the theatre at all, they take places in the pit, in order that the house may wear as empty and dispirited a look as possible. Occasionally a bomb is exploded in the theatre, as a note of reminder, and as means of keeping away such of the nobles as are not enemies of the government. As it is less easy for the Austrians to participate in the diversion of comedy, it is a less offence to attend the comedy, though even this is not good Italianissimism. In regard to the caffè there is a perfectly understood system by which the Austrians go to one, and the Italians to another; and Florian’s, in the Piazza, seems to be the only common ground in the city on which the hostile forces consent to meet. This is because it is thronged with foreigners of all nations, and to go there is not thought a demonstration of any kind. But the other caffè in the Piazza do not enjoy Florian’s cosmopolitan immunity, and nothing would create more wonder in Venice than to see an Austrian officer at the Specchi, unless, indeed, it were the presence of a good Italian at the Quadri.


  It is in the Piazza that the tacit demonstration of hatred and discontent chiefly takes place. Here, thrice a week, in winter and summer, the military band plays that exquisite music for which the Austrians are famous. The selections are usually from Italian operas, and the attraction is the hardest of all others for the music-loving Italian to resist. But he does resist it. There are some noble ladies who have not entered the Piazza while the band was playing there, since the fall of the Republic of 1849; and none of good standing for patriotism has attended the concerts since the treaty of Villafranca in ‘59. Until very lately, the promenaders in the Piazza were exclusively foreigners, or else the families of such government officials as were obliged to show themselves there. Last summer, however, before the Franco-Italian convention for the evacuation of Rome revived the drooping hopes of the Venetians, they had begun visibly to falter in their long endurance. But this was, after all, only a slight and transient weakness. As a general thing, now, they pass from the Piazza when the music begins, and walk upon the long quay at the sea-side of the Ducal Palace; or if they remain in the Piazza they pace up and down under the arcades on either side; for Venetian patriotism makes a delicate distinction between listening to the Austrian band in the Piazza and hearing it under the Procuratie, forbidding the first and permitting the last. As soon as the music ceases the Austrians disappear, and the Italians return to the Piazza.


  But since the catalogue of demonstrations cannot be made full, it need not be made any longer. The political feeling in Venice affects her prosperity in a far greater degree than may appear to those who do not understand how large an income the city formerly derived from making merry. The poor have to lament not merely the loss of their holidays, but also of the fat employments and bountiful largess which these occasions threw into their hands. With the exile or the seclusion of the richer families, and the reluctance of foreigners to make a residence of the gloomy and dejected city, the trade of the shopkeepers has fallen off; the larger commerce of the place has also languished and dwindled year by year; while the cost of living has constantly increased, and heavier burdens of taxation have been laid upon the impoverished and despondent people. And in all this, Venice is but a type of the whole province of Venetia.


  The alien life to be found in the city is scarcely worth noting. The Austrians have a casino, and they give balls and parties, and now and then make some public manifestation of gayety. But they detest Venice as a place of residence, being naturally averse to living in the midst of a people who shun them like a pestilence. Other foreigners, as I said, are obliged to take sides for or against the Venetians, and it is amusing enough to find the few English residents divided into Austriacanti and Italianissimi. 3


  Even the consuls of the different nations, who are in every way bound to neutrality and indifference, are popularly reputed to be of one party or the other, and my predecessor, whose unhappy knowledge of German threw him on his arrival among people of that race, was always regarded as the enemy of Venetian freedom, though I believe his principles were of the most vivid republican tint in the United States.


  The present situation has now endured five years, with only slight modifications by time, and only faint murmurs from some of the more impatient, that bisogna, una volta o l’altra, romper il chiodo, (sooner or later the nail must be broken.) As the Venetians are a people of indomitable perseverance, long schooled to obstinacy by oppression, I suppose they will hold out till their union with the kingdom of Italy. They can do nothing of themselves, but they seem content to wait forever in their present gloom. How deeply their attitude affects their national character I shall inquire hereafter, when I come to look somewhat more closely at the spirit of their demonstration.


  For the present, it is certain that the discontent of the people has its peculiar effect upon the city as the stranger sees its life, casting a glamour over it all, making it more and more ghostly and sad, and giving it a pathetic charm which I would fain transfer to my pages; but failing that, would pray the reader to remember as a fact to which I must be faithful in all my descriptions of Venice.


  Chapter 2.

  Arrival and First Days in Venice
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  I think it does not matter just when I first came to Venice. Yesterday and to-day are the same here. I arrived one winter morning about five o’clock, and was not so full of Soul as I might have been in warmer weather. Yet I was resolved not to go to my hotel in the omnibus (the large, many-seated boat so called), but to have a gondola solely for myself and my luggage. The porter who seized my valise in the station, inferred from some very polyglottic Italian of mine the nature of my wish, and ran out and threw that slender piece of luggage into a gondola. I followed, lighted to my seat by a beggar in picturesque and desultory costume. He was one of a class of mendicants whom I came, for my sins, to know better in Venice, and whom I dare say every traveler recollects,—the merciless tribe who hold your gondola to shore, and affect to do you a service and not a displeasure, and pretend not to be abandoned swindlers. The Venetians call them gransieri, or crab-catchers; but as yet I did not know the name or the purpose of this poverino 4 at the station, but merely saw that he had the Venetian eye for color: in the distribution and arrangement of his fragments of dress he had produced some miraculous effects of red, and he was altogether as infamous a figure as any friend of brigands would like to meet in a lonely place. He did not offer to stab me and sink my body in the Grand Canal, as, in all Venetian keeping, I felt that he ought to have done; but he implored an alms, and I hardly know now whether to exult or regret that I did not understand him, and left him empty-handed. I suppose that he withdrew again the blessings which he had advanced me, as we pushed out into the canal; but I heard nothing, for the wonder of the city was already upon me. All my nether-spirit, so to speak, was dulled and jaded by the long, cold, railway journey from Vienna, while every surface-sense was taken and tangled in the bewildering brilliancy and novelty of Venice. For I think there can be nothing else in the world so full of glittering and exquisite surprise, as that first glimpse of Venice which the traveler catches as he issues from the railway station by night, and looks upon her peerless strangeness. There is something in the blessed breath of Italy (how quickly, coming south, you know it, and how bland it is, after the harsh, transalpine air!) which prepares you for your nocturnal advent into the place; and O you! whoever you are, that journey toward this enchanted city for the first time, let me tell you how happy I count you! There lies before you for your pleasure, the spectacle of such singular beauty as no picture can ever show you nor book tell you,—beauty which you shall feel perfectly but once, and regret forever.


  For my own part, as the gondola slipped away from the blaze and bustle of the station down the gloom and silence of the broad canal, I forgot that I had been freezing two days and nights; that I was at that moment very cold and a little homesick. I could at first feel nothing but that beautiful silence, broken only by the star-silvered dip of the oars. Then on either hand I saw stately palaces rise gray and lofty from the dark waters, holding here and there a lamp against their faces, which brought balconies, and columns, and carven arches into momentary relief, and threw long streams of crimson into the canal. I could see by that uncertain glimmer how fair was all, but not how sad and old; and so, unhaunted by any pang for the decay that afterward saddened me amid the forlorn beauty of Venice, I glided on. I have no doubt it was a proper time to think all the fantastic things in the world, and I thought them; but they passed vaguely through my mind, without at all interrupting the sensations of sight and sound. Indeed, the past and present mixed there, and the moral and material were blent in the sentiment of utter novelty and surprise. The quick boat slid through old troubles of mine, and unlooked-for events gave it the impulse that carried it beyond, and safely around sharp corners of life. And all the while I knew that this was a progress through narrow and crooked canals, and past marble angles of palaces. But I did not know then that this fine confusion of sense and spirit was the first faint impression of the charm of life in Venice.


  Dark, funereal barges like my own had flitted by, and the gondoliers had warned each other at every turning with hoarse, lugubrious cries; the lines of balconied palaces had never ended;—here and there at their doors larger craft were moored, with dim figures of men moving uncertainly about on them. At last we had passed abruptly out of the Grand Canal into one of the smaller channels, and from comparative light into a darkness only remotely affected by some far-streaming corner lamp. But always the pallid, stately palaces; always the dark heaven with its trembling stars above, and the dark water with its trembling stars below; but now innumerable bridges, and an utter lonesomeness, and ceaseless sudden turns and windings. One could not resist a vague feeling of anxiety, in these strait and solitary passages, which was part of the strange enjoyment of the time, and which was referable to the novelty, the hush, the darkness, and the piratical appearance and unaccountable pauses of the gondoliers. Was not this Venice, and is not Venice forever associated with bravoes and unexpected dagger-thrusts? That valise of mine might represent fabulous wealth to the uncultivated imagination. Who, if I made an outcry, could understand the Facts of the Situation—(as we say in the journals)? To move on was relief; to pause was regret for past transgressions mingled with good resolutions for the future. But I felt the liveliest mixture of all these emotions, when, slipping from the cover of a bridge, the gondola suddenly rested at the foot of a stairway before a closely-barred door. The gondoliers rang and rang again, while their passenger


  
    “Divided the swift mind,”

  


  in the wonder whether a door so grimly bolted and austerely barred could possibly open into a hotel, with cheerful overcharges for candles and service. But as soon as the door opened, and he beheld the honest swindling countenance of a hotel portier, he felt secure against every thing but imposture, and all wild absurdities of doubt and conjecture at once faded from his thought, when the portier suffered the gondoliers to make him pay a florin too much.


  So, I had arrived in Venice, and I had felt the influence of that complex spell which she lays upon the stranger. I had caught the most alluring glimpses of the beauty which cannot wholly perish while any fragment of her sculptured walls nods to its shadow in the canal; I had been penetrated by a deep sense of the mystery of the place, and I had been touched already by the anomaly of modern life amid scenes where its presence offers, according to the humor in which it is studied, constant occasion for annoyance or delight, enthusiasm or sadness.


  I fancy that the ignorant impressions of the earlier days after my arrival need scarcely be set down even in this perishable record; but I would not wholly forget how, though isolated from all acquaintance and alien to the place, I yet felt curiously at home in Venice from the first. I believe it was because I had, after my own fashion, loved the beautiful that I here found the beautiful, where it is supreme, full of society and friendship, speaking a language which, even in its unfamiliar forms, I could partly understand, and at once making me citizen of that Venice from which I shall never be exiled. It was not in the presence of the great and famous monuments of art alone that I felt at home—indeed, I could as yet understand their excellence and grandeur only very imperfectly—but wherever I wandered through the quaint and marvelous city, I found the good company of


  
    “The fair, the old;”

  


  and to tell the truth, I think it is the best society in Venice, and I learned to turn to it later from other companionship with a kind of relief.


  My first rambles, moreover, had a peculiar charm which knowledge of locality has since taken away. They began commonly with some purpose or destination, and ended by losing me in the intricacies of the narrowest, crookedest, and most inconsequent little streets in the world, or left me cast-away upon the unfamiliar waters of some canal as far as possible from the point aimed at. Dark and secret little courts lay in wait for my blundering steps, and I was incessantly surprised and brought to surrender by paths that beguiled me up to dead walls, or the sudden brinks of canals. The wide and open squares before the innumerable churches of the city were equally victorious, and continually took me prisoner. But all places had something rare and worthy to be seen: if not loveliness of sculpture or architecture, at least interesting squalor and picturesque wretchedness: and I believe I had less delight in proper Objects of Interest than in the dirty neighborhoods that reeked with unwholesome winter damps below, and peered curiously out with frowzy heads and beautiful eyes from the high, heavy-shuttered casements above. Every court had its carven well to show me, in the noisy keeping of the water-carriers and the slatternly, statuesque gossips of the place. The remote and noisome canals were pathetic with empty old palaces peopled by herds of poor, that decorated the sculptured balconies with the tatters of epicene linen, and patched the lofty windows with obsolete hats.


  I found the night as full of beauty as the day, when caprice led me from the brilliancy of St. Mark’s and the glittering streets of shops that branch away from the Piazza, and lost me in the quaint recesses of the courts, or the tangles of the distant alleys, where the dull little oil-lamps vied with the tapers burning before the street-corner shrines of the Virgin, 5 in making the way obscure, and deepening the shadows about the doorways and under the frequent arches. I remember distinctly among the beautiful nights of that time, the soft night of late winter which first showed me the scene you may behold from the Public Gardens at the end of the long concave line of the Riva degli Schiavoni. Lounging there upon the southern parapet of the Gardens, I turned from the dim bell-towers of the evanescent islands in the east (a solitary gondola gliding across the calm of the water, and striking its moonlight silver into multitudinous ripples), and glanced athwart the vague shipping in the basin of St. Mark, and saw all the lights from the Piazzetta to the Giudecca, making a crescent of flame in the air, and casting deep into the water under them a crimson glory that sank also down and down in my own heart, and illumined all its memories of beauty and delight. Behind these lamps rose the shadowy masses of church and palace; the moon stood bright and full in the heavens; the gondola drifted away to the northward; the islands of the lagoons seemed to rise and sink with the light palpitations of the waves like pictures on the undulating fields of banners; the stark rigging of a ship showed black against the sky, the Lido sank from sight upon the east, as if the shore had composed itself to sleep by the side of its beloved sea to the music of the surge that gently beat its sands; the yet leafless boughs of the trees above me stirred themselves together, and out of one of those trembling towers in the lagoons, one rich, full sob burst from the heart of a bell, too deeply stricken with the glory of the scene, and suffused the languid night with the murmur of luxurious, ineffable sadness.


  But there is a perfect democracy in the realm of the beautiful, and whatsoever pleases is equal to any other thing there, no matter how low its origin or humble its composition; and the magnificence of that moonlight scene gave me no deeper joy than I won from the fine spectacle of an old man whom I saw burning coffee one night in the little court behind my lodgings, and whom I recollect now as one of the most interesting people I saw in my first days at Venice. All day long the air of that neighbourhood had reeked with the odors of the fragrant berry, and all day long this patient old man—sage, let me call him—had turned the sheet-iron cylinder in which it was roasting over an open fire after the picturesque fashion of roasting coffee in Venice. Now that the night had fallen, and the stars shone down upon him, and the red of the flame luridly illumined him, he showed more grand and venerable than ever. Simple, abstract humanity, has its own grandeur in Italy; and it is not hard here for the artist to find the primitive types with which genius loves best to deal. As for this old man, he had the beard of a saint, and the dignity of a senator, harmonized with the squalor of a beggar, superior to which shone his abstract, unconscious grandeur of humanity. A vast and calm melancholy, which had nothing to do with burning coffee, dwelt in his aspect and attitude; and if he had been some dread supernatural agency, turning the wheel of fortune, and doing men, instead of coffee, brown, he could not have looked more sadly and weirdly impressive. When, presently, he rose from his seat, and lifted the cylinder from its place, and the clinging flames leaped after it, and he shook it, and a volume of luminous smoke enveloped him and glorified him—then I felt with secret anguish that he was beyond art, and turned sadly from the spectacle of that sublime and hopeless magnificence.


  At other times (but this was in broad daylight) I was troubled by the aesthetic perfection of a certain ruffian boy, who sold cakes of baked Indian-meal to the soldiers in the military station near the Piazza, and whom I often noted from the windows of the little caffè there, where you get an excellent caffè bianco (coffee with milk) for ten soldi and one to the waiter. I have reason to fear that this boy dealt over shrewdly with the Austrians, for a pitiless war raged between him and one of the sergeants. His hair was dark, his cheek was of a bronze better than olive; and he wore a brave cap of red flannel, drawn down to eyes of lustrous black. For the rest, he gave unity and coherence to a jacket and pantaloons of heterogeneous elements, and, such was the elasticity of his spirit, a buoyant grace to feet encased in wooden shoes. Habitually came a barrel-organist, and ground before the barracks, and


  
    “Took the soul

    Of that waste place with joy;”

  


  and ever, when this organist came to a certain lively waltz, and threw his whole soul, as it were, into the crank of his instrument, my beloved ragamuffin failed not to seize another cake-boy in his arms, and thus embraced, to whirl through a wild inspiration of figures, in which there was something grotesquely rhythmic, something of indescribable barbaric magnificence, spiritualized into a grace of movement superior to the energy of the North and the extravagant fervor of the East. It was coffee and not wine that I drank, but I fable all the same that I saw reflected in this superb and artistic superation of the difficulties of dancing in that unfriendly foot-gear, something of the same genius that combated and vanquished the elements, to build its home upon sea-washed sands in marble structures of airy and stately splendor, and gave to architecture new glories full of eternal surprise.


  So, I say, I grew early into sympathy and friendship with Venice, and being newly from a land where every thing, morally and materially, was in good repair, I rioted sentimentally on the picturesque ruin, the pleasant discomfort and hopelessness of every thing about me here. It was not yet the season to behold all the delight of the lazy, out-door life of the place; but nevertheless I could not help seeing that great part of the people, both rich and poor, seemed to have nothing to do, and that nobody seemed to be driven by any inward or outward impulse. When, however, I ceased (as I must in time) to be merely a spectator of this idleness, and learned that I too must assume my share of the common indolence, I found it a grievous burden. Old habits of work, old habits of hope, made my endless leisure irksome to me, and almost intolerable when I ascertained fairly and finally that in my desire to fulfill long-cherished, but, after all, merely general designs of literary study, I had forsaken wholesome struggle in the currents where I felt the motion of the age, only to drift into a lifeless eddy of the world, remote from incentive and sensation.


  For such is Venice, and the will must be strong and the faith indomitable in him who can long retain, amid the influences of her stagnant quiet, a practical belief in God’s purpose of a great moving, anxious, toiling, aspiring world outside. When you have yielded, as after a while I yielded, to these influences, a gentle incredulity possesses you, and if you consent that such a thing is as earnest and useful life, you cannot help wondering why it need be. The charm of the place sweetens your temper, but corrupts you; and I found it a sad condition of my perception of the beauty of Venice and friendship with it, that I came in some unconscious way to regard her fate as my own; and when I began to write the sketches which go to form this book, it was as hard to speak of any ugliness in her, or of the doom written against her in the hieroglyphic seams and fissures of her crumbling masonry, as if the fault and penalty were mine. I do not so greatly blame, therefore, the writers who have committed so many sins of omission concerning her, and made her all light, color, canals, and palaces. One’s conscience, more or less uncomfortably vigilant elsewhere, drowses here, and it is difficult to remember that fact is more virtuous than fiction. In other years, when there was life in the city, and this sad ebb of prosperity was full tide in her canals, there might have been some incentive to keep one’s thoughts and words from lapsing into habits of luxurious dishonesty, some reason for telling the whole hard truth of things, some policy to serve, some end to gain. But now, what matter?
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