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PICTURES FROM ITALY

CHARLES DICKENS was born at Portsmouth on 7 February 1812, the second of eight children. Dickens’s childhood experiences were similar to those depicted in David Copperfield. His father, who was a government clerk, was imprisoned for debt and Dickens was briefly sent to work in a blacking warehouse at the age of twelve. He received little formal education, but taught himself shorthand and became a reporter of parliamentary debates for the Morning Chronicle. He began to publish sketches in various periodicals, which were subsequently republished as Sketches by Boz. The Pickwick Papers was published in 1836–7 and after a slow start became a publishing phenomenon and Dickens’s characters the centre of a popular cult. Part of the secret of his success was the method of cheap serial publication which Dickens used for all his novels. He began Oliver Twist in 1837, followed by Nicholas Nickleby (1838) and The Old Curiosity Shop (1840–41). After finishing Barnaby Rudge (1841) Dickens set off for America; he went full of enthusiasm for the young republic but, in spite of a triumphant reception, he returned disillusioned. His experiences are recorded in American Notes (1842). Martin Chuzzlewit (1843–4) did not repeat its predecessors’ success but this was quickly redressed by the huge popularity of the Christmas Books, of which the first, A Christmas Carol, appeared in 1843. During 1844–6 Dickens travelled abroad and he began Dombey and Son while in Switzerland. This and David Copperfield (1849–50) were more serious in theme and more carefully planned than his early novels. In later works, such as Bleak House (1853) and Little Dorrit (1857), Dickens’s social criticism became more radical and his comedy more savage. In 1850 Dickens started the weekly periodical Household Words, succeeded in 1859 by All the Year Round; in these he published Hard Times (1854), A Tale of Two Cities (1859) and Great Expectations (1860–61). Dickens’s health was failing during the 1860s and the physical strain of the public readings which he began in 1858 hastened his decline, although Our Mutual Friend (1865) retained some of his best comedy. His last novel, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, was never completed and he died on 9 June 1870. Public grief at his death was considerable and he was buried in the Poets’ Corner of Westminster Abbey.
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INTRODUCTION

Charles Dickens’s Italy was made up of violent contrasts. In Genoa, where he stayed first, he noted ‘the rapid passage from a street of stately edifices, into a maze of the vilest squalor’ (p. 40). In churches throughout the country, he remarked on the inevitable juxtaposition of beautiful pictures and rich embellishments, ‘with sprawling effigies of maudlin monks, and the veriest trash and tinsel ever seen’ (p. 49). Walking in Rome, he passes from ‘patches of thick darkness’ in the densely populated, miserable streets, to the silvery glitter of the Trevi fountain; standing by a cheerful stall selling hot broth and cauliflower stew, he is passed by the Dead Cart, trundling off the bodies of the poor (p. 150). He watches the artificial blaze and noise of the fireworks over the Ponte Sant’Angelo on Easter Monday, before riding out into ruined Rome to take leave of the Coliseum by moonlight, in all its ‘tremendous solitude’ (p. 161). Dickens presents Italy like a chaotic magic-lantern show, fascinated both by the spectacle it offers, and by himself as spectator, sometimes in pursuit of new sensations, sometimes confirming what he already knows – for Italy, as he is well aware, is a country already well represented within English culture, however freshly aspects of it may strike the new visitor.

This is the record of travelling impelled by restlessness – ‘it is such a delight to me to leave new scenes behind, and still go on, encountering newer scenes’, Dickens writes (p. 70). And yet he is apparently trapped in cycles of repetition, as he moves onwards only to encounter another sombre town, with its heavy arcades; more ‘brown piles of sacred buildings’ (p. 72); more ‘rich churches, drowsy Masses, curling incense, tinkling bells’ (p. 72); more inns with smoking fires and crooked bedrooms; more dirt, more poverty, more beggars; more irradiating, ominous, beautiful, blood-red sunsets. But so crowded are the details that Dickens makes no attempt at a taxonomy, a categorizing, quantifying ordering of the impressions he receives. In Genoa, ‘things that are picturesque, ugly, mean, magnificent, delightful, and offensive, break upon the view at every turn’ (p. 38); Naples is a city of ‘Policinelli and pickpockets, buffo singers and beggars, rags, puppets, flowers, brightness, dirt, and universal degradation’ (p. 177). The jumble of architecture, and the crowded juxtaposition of social classes, of poverty and affluence, in the midst of such a visually compelling setting, led him several times to compare his experience to a derangement of the senses, a dream-world. In Avignon, he walks around outside the Palace of the Popes, witness to some spectacularly unpleasant scenes during the Inquisition, ‘in a sort of dream’ (p. 25). He writes of ‘the great dream of Roman Churches’ (p. 136), St Peter’s being peculiarly dislocating, since it offers the spectator no clear position from which to bring the whole into an intelligible perspective: ‘It is an immense edifice, with no one point for the mind to rest upon; and it tires itself with wandering round and round’ (p. 119). In Genoa, again, ‘it is a sort of intoxication to a stranger to walk on, and on, and on, and look about him. A bewildering phantasmagoria, with all the inconsistency of a dream, and all the pain and all the pleasure of an extravagant fantasy!’ (p. 40).

The whole of Dickens’s stay in Venice is encompassed by the heading ‘An Italian Dream’. The reversal of normal topography – the phantom streets which are canals – and the buildings made by ‘fairy hands’ (p. 80) which surround the Cathedral of St Mark with its exuberance of Gothic architecture are unreal to him: a figuring of the city which was not, however, original in travellers’ descriptions of Venice.1 Anna Jameson’s quasi-autobiographical narrator, for example, in Diary of an Ennuyée (1826), writes of the night she spends in this watery city that ‘I fell into a reverie, in which visionary forms and recollections gave way to dearer and sadder realities, and my mind seemed no longer in my power’.2 Dickens uses the idea of the Venetian traveller being trapped within a dream landscape and state of mind again, in Little Dorrit, to describe the unreality that the child of the Marshalsea experiences when abroad. Dickens goes beyond the stance of the solipsistic or passively receptive tourist in their dream-state, however, when in Pictures from Italy he turns the trope round on itself to interrogate the past. He remarks on the ‘bocche di leoni’, the ‘lions’ mouths’, in the wall of the Ducal Palace ‘where, in the distempered horror of my sleep, I thought denunciations of innocent men, to the old wicked Council, had been dropped through’ (p. 81). This was no dream: rather, it is an indication of the way in which Dickens, in the midst of the aesthetic pleasures which Italy has to offer, keeps returning not just to the continual presence of poverty, but to the persistent undercurrent of political cruelty. This undercurrent was still to be found in the contemporary Italy that Dickens was visiting, and its underpresence in this work is something to which we shall return.

Pictures from Italy is an account of Dickens’s extended stay in Italy during 1844 and 1845. This was a deliberate break from novel writing: the final number of Martin Chuzzlewit came out on 30 June 1844, and his next novel, Dombey and Son, began publication three and a half months after Pictures from Italy appeared, on 30 September 1846.3 He did, however, write The Chimes (published 16 December 1844) whilst in Genoa. Dickens left London on 2 July, and arrived in Genoa on 16 July, travelling by way of Paris, Avignon and Marseilles. Initially, he and his family stayed in the Villa Bagnerello, Albaro – a suburb of Genoa – and then, around 23 September, they moved to the Palazzo Peschiere, which Dickens found a much more satisfactory residence. Between 6 and 21 November, he travelled within northern Italy, before leaving for London on 21 November. In early December, he read The Chimes to groups of friends in London, and then left again for the Continent around 9 December. By 20 December, he was back at the Palazzo Peschiere. He started travelling south on 19 January, reaching Rome for the Carnival on 30 January; on 6 February he progressed to Naples, staying there until 26 February, and then going back to Rome (2–25 March) before continuing to travel in central Italy. He returned to the Peschiere on 9 April, and stayed there until 9 June 1845. However dominant his voice is in the account, usually linking himself only with (in slightly patronizing terms) his Brave Courier, he was accompanied by his whole family, even if his trips away from Genoa were made on his own, or with Catherine, his wife. Ominously, if symptomatically, given that domestic relations at this period of Dickens’s life were not particularly smooth, his friend the poet Thomas Hood wrote to him in May 1844, ‘Give our kind regards to Mrs Dickens – is she to go Romeing with you – & have a row (pronounce it roe) with you in a gondola?’ 4

By the time that Dickens published Pictures from Italy, travel books about Italy were far from a novelty. Still less were English tourists a rarity in the country: James Buzard, in his excellent The Beaten Track (1993), which studies the relationship between tourism, literature and culture in Europe between 1800 and 1918, writes of the pervasive ‘impression of English ubiquity’ in Italy in the nineteenth century, an impression created partly through the tendency of English residents and visitors to cluster in the same places, and the increasing availability of English amenities in the most visited locations.5 Moreover, the publication of Murray’s Handbooks from the late 1830s onwards launched a new means of disseminating densely presented cultural information. Dickens acknowledges the functionality of the genre, but refuses to incorporate its factual presentation, commenting, for example, of Lyons Cathedral that ‘If you would know all about the architecture of this church, or any other, its dates, dimensions, endowments, and history, is it not written in Mr. Murray’s Guide-Book, and may you not read it there, with thanks to him, as I did?’ (p. 17). If his tone is wryly dismissive of his own practice here, he later becomes more critical still of proffered guidance, complaining that ‘I have such a perverse disposition in respect of sights that are cut, and dried, and dictated’ (p. 70) that he fears he sins against authorities like Palgrave, author of Murray’s Handbook for Travellers to North Italy, in every place he visits. This is exemplified by what happens when he arrives in Verona. Here, ‘it was natural enough, to go straight from the Market-place, to the House of the Capulets’ (p. 86); natural for Dickens, perhaps, but if one turns to Murray, one finds that it takes twenty-nine pages to get there. To be over-specific with historic detail is to diminish both one’s personal response to the broad sense of pastness, and also to stifle the imagination. Dickens assumes a certain familiarity with the genre of travelogue from his audience. He feigns, at least, embarrassment when having to describe Pisa’s cathedral and baptistery, saying that he finds it ‘difficult to separate my own delight in recalling them, from your weariness in having them recalled’ (p. 108). ‘You have read, a thousand times, that the usual way of descending [Vesuvius] is, by sliding down the ashes’ (p. 175), he prepares his reader, before continuing to say that his party in fact encountered far more lethal sheet ice. On occasion, Dickens goes so far as to mock his own position as tourist. In Verona, ‘I read Romeo and Juliet in my own room at the inn that night – of course, no Englishman had ever read it there, before’ (p. 89). Nor, in some ways, is Dickens an atypical visitor. He does not fail to note down a catalogue of complaints against precisely those things which most irritated and distressed English visitors to the Continent: the brutality of foreigners towards animals; dirt; garlic-eating; the constant demand for tips; solid, lumpy furniture; women searching for lice in each other’s hair; a lack of reverence towards the dead; the peculiarly unhygienic practice of licking or kissing icons or statues’ toes or the stones of a church pavement; gesticulations; mangled pronunciation of English names; and the ubiquitous presence of mosquitoes, flies and fleas.

But however firmly Dickens establishes his national identity through such reactions to his immediate environment, what he determinedly refuses to do is to offer the kind of amalgamation of topographical notation and history that characterized so many examples of current English travel writing. Not for him the approach taken by Catherine Taylor, in her Letters from Italy to a Younger Sister (1840–41), where she claims that she has ‘endeavoured to give such brief historical sketches as might lead to a further and deeper study of the events in which Italy has acted so great a part; in literature, to advert to the treasure which the Italian language contains – and in art, to furnish such information as might assist in the formation of a pure and correct taste’.6 He had no sympathy for the kind of approach practised by Mrs General, the epitome of the young ladies’ companion whom he satirized in Little Dorrit, who, like a barnyard culture-vulture, goes around ‘scratching up the driest little bones of antiquity, and bolting them whole without any human visitings – like a Ghoule in gloves’.7 Nor did he adopt the line offered by Thomas Roscoe, introducing The Tourist in Italy – which formed the lavishly illustrated Landscape Annual from 1831 to 1833 – by praising the country’s ‘monuments of past and mightier ages’, and asking ‘where we may beguile pleasanter hours, or indulge loftier aspirations, than amidst the scenes where genius and valour carried their patriotic daring and achievements to the highest summits of human greatness and devotion’.8 Dickens would rather use his ‘natural perception of what is natural and true’ (p. 145), without stopping to consider how an aesthetic sensibility might be constructed in the first place, than listen to ‘the indiscriminate and determined raptures in which some critics indulge’ (p. 145); putting the mediate word between himself and the canvas is a block to effective seeing and response. Dickens knew how some prior knowledge could in fact breed disappointment: the leaning tower of Pisa, ‘like most things connected in their first associations with school-books and school-times… was too small. I felt it keenly’ (p. 107). And, we shall see, despite his admiration for High Renaissance art, Dickens had plenty of scepticism about the unquestioned claim that those such as Roscoe made for the greatness of the Italian past: it contained far too much corruption and cruelty for that.

In Pictures from Italy, Charles Dickens is constructing not just a version of a country, but of himself. He announces his concern, at the outset, with those ‘places to which the imaginations of most people are attracted in a greater or lesser degree’ (p. 5), but in practice what emerge are recreations of those locations and moments which particularly struck him, strongly filtered through his own personality – at times exuberant, at others caught in a kind of melancholy passive reverie. Again, Dickens was not the first traveller to Italy to foreground this way of writing. Frances Trollope opens A Visit to Italy (1842) by commenting on the numerous accounts that already existed, and then by justifying one more:

Even as to the outward and visible part of the business, descriptions made with all fidelity of spirit may, nevertheless, vary as widely as the tastes, temperament, and character of those who furnish them; and as great variety of interest, therefore, may arise from this as from any other source, deriving its value from individual opinion.9

Dickens is especially fascinated with the act of seeing, and with the consideration of how his memory operates in relation to what he has seen. He presents his mind as an open screen which receives impressions: by entitling the chapter in which he journeys to Rome to Naples ‘A Rapid Diorama’, he suggests how he then re-presents these impressions as a currently popular form of visual entertainment and education. In his magnificent book Charles Baudelaire, Walter Benjamin comments that it is no accident that ‘a special literary genre… panorama literature’ came into vogue – he is writing about France, but the same holds true for England – at the same time as dioramas were in fashion. ‘These books consist of individual sketches which, as it were, reproduce the plastic foreground of those panoramas with their individual form and the extensive background of the panoramas with their store of information’.10 Moreover, Dickens is a prototype of the flâneur, about which Benjamin wrote memorably in Baudelaire: an observer formed through the habit of walking through city streets and endlessly using the eyes to record and categorize the visual information on offer; standing back from actual contact with individuals; intrigued and intoxicated by the phenomenon of the crowd, whilst not letting this reaction blind him to social reality – as we see above all in Dickens’s descriptions of the Carnival scenes in Rome.

Dickens’s speculations about the interactions that take place between one’s physiological registering of the external world, and one’s mental apprehension of the facts received, occur in relation to both natural and aesthetic phenomena. In Mantua, he looks with fascinated revulsion at Giulio Romano’s frescoes in the Palazzo Tè: ugly and grotesque giants, humanoid monsters with ‘swollen faces and cracked cheeks… immensely large, and exaggerated to the utmost pitch of uncouthness’ (p. 93). The way in which he describes the nature of his response is curious, attempting to convey an unpleasant physical immediacy whilst at the same time trying to abnegate his own active role as perceiver and interpreter: ‘the colouring is harsh and disagreeable; and the whole effect more like (I should imagine) a violent rush of blood to the head of the spectator, than any real picture set before him by the hand of an artist’ (p. 93). If he can only compare the role of ‘the spectator’ – a term which distances his own presence – to something he imagines, from what position has he been describing these aesthetic aberrations? A yet more self-conscious, self-interrogatory discussion of the way one may receive, retain, process and remember scenes when travelling and constantly exposing oneself to new (and simultaneously quasi-repetitive) visual experiences occurs when Dickens describes his approach to Venice. The language emphasizes the perceiver as passive receptor:

The rapid and unbroken succession of novelties that had passed before me, came back like half-formed dreams; and a crowd of objects wandered in the greatest confusion through my mind, as I travelled on, by a solitary road. At intervals, some one among them would stop, as it were, in its restless flitting to and fro, and enable me to look at it, quite steadily, and behold it in full distinctness. After a few moments, it would dissolve, like a view in a magic-lantern; and while I saw some part of it quite plainly, and some faintly, and some not at all, would show me another of the many places I had lately seen, lingering behind it, and coming through it. This was no sooner visible than, in its turn, it melted into something else. (p. 77)

Here, Dickens is still using the relatively familiar vocabulary of the public entertainment, the language of the phantasmagoria: magiclantern shows turned to the production of supernatural effects, which had become even more effective and flexible after the invention and perfection (1807–18) of ‘dissolving views’, and which were to become, as Richard Altick puts it in The Shows of London, ‘one of the most widely attended of all forms of Victorian entertainment’.11 The idea of the city street as a magic lantern is one to which Dickens was to return (in a letter quoted by Benjamin). He wrote from Lausanne, whilst writing Dombey and Son, that he could not function for long in quiet seclusion, but needed the constant procession of scenes in front of him: ‘the toil and labour of writing, day after day, without that magic lantern, is IMMENSE’.12 But in one further, striking passage, Dickens, whilst he appeals to his readers’ recognition of the phenomenon of which he writes, does not filter his rendition of the scene and his responses to it through the language of artifice, unless one counts the underpresence of a Gothic terminology. Rather, he describes how in certain, unpredictable moments of visionary intensity, we experience a confusion of perception and imagination, of true and false memory:

At sunset, when I was walking on alone, while the horses rested, I arrived upon a little scene, which, by one of those singular mental operations of which we are all conscious, seemed perfectly familiar to me, and which I see distinctly now. There was not much in it. In the blood red light, there was a mournful sheet of water, just stirred by the evening wind; upon its margin a few trees. In the foreground was a group of silent peasant girls leaning over the parapet of a little bridge, and looking, now up at the sky, now down into the water; in the distance, a deep bell; the shade of approaching night on everything. If I had been murdered there, in some former life, I could not have seemed to remember the place more thoroughly, or with a more emphatic chilling of the blood; and the mere remembrance of it acquired in that minute, is so strengthened by the imaginary recollection, that I hardly think I could forget it. (pp. 73–4)

These instances, when outward and inward picturing dissolve into one another, provide some of the most vivid moments in the work. Elsewhere, whilst not explicitly commenting on the practices of perception involved, Dickens’s characteristic and more comic mode of seeing through simile serves to defamiliarize – and at the same time debunk – his surroundings. Thus, when attending Mass at St Peter’s, he observes that the ‘singers were in a crib of wirework (like a large meat-safe or bird-cage) in one corner’ (p. 120); an elderly ecclesiastic is to be seen ‘in a rusty black gown with an openwork tippet, like a summer ornament for a fireplace in tissue-paper’ (p. 120). It is when Dickens tries to write more generally, paying less attention to his distinctive vision; when place becomes divorced from the power of the perceiving mind, that the writing sometimes deteriorates into the forced and clichéd. At moments, commenting on the ‘charming picture’ spread before him; noting ‘the noble river, bringing at every winding turn, new beauties into view’ (p. 18); exclaiming ‘Pleasant Verona!’ (p. 87) and cataloguing its charms in bland terms, it is almost tempting to credit him with a parody of the conventional phrases of picturesque travel writing. The short-lived satirical paper Mephystopheles, modelled on Punch, had no trouble in its turn producing a parody of ‘Mr Charles Dickens’s Travelling Letters’ in March 1846 which caught perfectly his repetitions, his longueurs, his capacity to sound pompous, to sound patronizing, to transcribe sounds, and to prolong the sense of a sentence way beyond its comfortable natural life:

Tap! tap-tap-tap! ri-ti-ti-tap! tapititap – tapititap! tap-tap! “Sir” – tap! “Sir,” in a small, an infantine, an unweaned whisper; tap-tap! “Sir,” in a louder, I may say a full-grown, past-the-age-of-puberty whisper; tap-tap-tap! “Sir, sir, sir,” this time in a gigantic, not to say a colossal, whisper.

I start up in bed; the gentleman of the family, I repeat it advisedly, starts up in bed. It is – it is – not the brave courier.13

Dickens’s attempt to render the sound of a carriage rattling over horribly uneven pavements – ‘Crack, crack, crack, crack. Crack-crack-crack. Crick-crack. Crick-crack. Helo! Hola! Vite! Voleur! Brigand! Hi hi hi! En r-r-r-r-r-route!’ (p. 11) has been mercilessly turned back to him. Elsewhere, he exhibits a strained recourse to exclamation marks, particularly when trying to draw a serious point out of his surroundings, as when in Avignon he records how God’s celestial light streams down on what has formerly been a site of persecution and bloody massacre, or when he wonders how beautiful sculptures can be made from the marble which is hewn with such extreme human suffering in Carrara. He has occasional, and atypical lapses into paralipsis, claiming in Genoa that ‘neither pen nor pencil could depict’ (p. 55) the colours of the sunset, and again, after vividly describing how great sheets of fire stream forth from the crater of Vesuvius, sending red-hot stones in the air, he falls back lamely into inquiring ‘what words can paint the gloom and grandeur of this scene!’ (p. 174). And his confidence at producing striking images seems to falter badly in Verona as he queries the incongruity of his own simile-producing process. The Roman Amphitheatre:

seemed to lie before me like the inside of a prodigious hat of plaited straw, with an enormously broad brim and a shallow crown; the plaits being represented by the four-and-forty rows of seats. The comparison is a homely and fantastic one, in sober remembrance and on paper, but it was irresistibly suggested at the moment, nevertheless. (p. 88)

But these occasional weaknesses do not last long; they frequently seem like padding to fill the spaces between the recurring themes which give the work its imaginative structure: the fascination with desolation and decay; the distrust and dislike of Catholicism; the propensity for cruelty in the past coupled with sustained, if tacit suggestions that such cruelty persists into the present – and all of this offset by glimpses of beauty, of energy, of the democratic theatre of street life.

In the months before he set out for Italy, Forster noted in Dickens an increasing earnestness, ‘a habit of more gravely regarding many things before passed lightly enough; the hopelessness of any true solution of either political or social problems by the ordinary Downing-street methods’.14 In part, this shift resulted in the writing of The Chimes, in which Dickens explicitly claimed that he was ‘striking a blow for the poor’,15 but the seriousness of poverty is a continual point of reference in Pictures from Italy. That the state of poverty is something which leaps national boundaries is made very clear when he asks the reader not to fall into the trap of assuming that Italian poverty, simply because it can be colourful and open-air, is in any way preferable to that which one might encounter in the slums of London. ‘It is not well’, he emphasizes, ‘to find Saint Giles’s so repulsive, and the Porta Capuana so attractive’ (p. 166). This remark occurs in the middle of a passage where he acknowledges that so great is the allure of the picturesque in cities such as Naples that perhaps we need to find a location which could be associated with a new picturesque, which would combine ‘some faint recognition of man’s destiny and capabilities; more hopeful, I believe, among the ice and snow of the North Pole, than in the sun and bloom of Naples’ (p. 167). When arriving in Rome, also, Dickens determinedly overwrites convention in order to make a similar point. Whilst Murray’s Handbook to Central Italy draws the attention of the ‘classical tourist’ to the fourth book of Milton’s Paradise Regained, Dickens deflates:

when, after another mile or two, the Eternal City appeared, at length, in the distance; it looked like – I am half afraid to write the word – like LONDON!!! There it lay, under a thick cloud, with innumerable towers, and steeples, and roofs of houses, rising up into the sky, and high above them all, one Dome. (p. 115)

Earlier still, he had encountered environments in which no such blinding seduction of the eye was likely, and here the parallels between the Continent and England are made even more sharply. The most dismal combination occurs when the ‘undrained, unscavengered’ qualities of a foreign town are grafted on to ‘the native miseries of a manufacturing one’ (p. 16). The description of Lyons, the city which epitomises this lamentable transnational hybrid, is a verbal rehearsal for Dickens’s later description of the slum of Tom-all-Alone’s in Bleak House (1852–3), seething with human and animal vermin:

The houses, high and vast, dirty to excess, rotten as old cheeses, and as thickly peopled. All up the hills that hem the city in, these houses swarm; and the mites inside were lolling out of the windows, and drying their ragged clothes on poles, and crawling in and out at the doors, and coming out to pant and gasp upon the pavement, and creeping in and out among huge piles and bales of fusty, musty, shifting goods; and living, or rather not dying till their time should come… (p. 16)16

And yet, Dickens finds his attention compulsively drawn to Italian decay, desolation and deformity. He is fascinated, despite paying lip-service to its disheartening qualities, by the ruin and neglect which pervades the suburb where he first lodges in Genoa, his own and other villas surrounded by wild, weedy, forlorn gardens, guarded by rusty gates that looked on to peeling, patchy statues that seemed to have been affected by strange skin diseases. He increasingly appears uncomfortable if decay is not in evidence. Arriving in Rome, he is glad to greet the Tiber river, with its ‘promising aspect of desolation and ruin’ (p. 116): compared with this, the centre of Rome is disappointingly like any modern European city. He writes that ‘Parma has cheerful, stirring streets, for an Italian town; and consequently is not so characteristic as many places of less note’ (p. 66). But he is consoled by the decaying, rotting frescoes in the cathedral, where the fact of their fading and perishing becomes indistinguishable from the forms of human disintegration which their baroque style seems to represent. Medical processes are conflated with the aesthetic as Dickens notes ‘such a labyrinth of arms and legs: such heaps of foreshortened limbs, entangled and involved and jumbled together: no operative surgeon, gone mad, could imagine in his wildest delirium’ (p. 67). In turn, these mangled limbs dissolve into the hobbling, paralytic, twisted forms of the omnipresent beggars around the cathedral. Some locations, notably Venice, ‘a very wreck found drifting on the sea’ (p. 82), are attractive precisely because they are decaying and mouldering. Dickens even goes so far to admit – ignoring his own censures about the picturesque – that he prefers decay to classic tourist sites. In Ferrara (a town which was, admittedly, something of a locus classicus in its own right for picturesque urban decline) he observes:

ARIOSTO’S house, TASSO’s prison, a rare old Gothic cathedral, and more churches of course, are the sights of Ferrara. But the long silent streets, and the dismantled palaces, where ivy waves in lieu of banners, and where rank weeds are slowly creeping up the long-untrodden stairs, are the best sites of all. (pp. 74–5)

He turns this quasi-deserted city into an epitome of human apocalypse, in a mode very close to the descriptions of ruined Italian cities given in the closing pages of Mary Shelley’s The Last Man (1826), and claiming that ‘It was best to see it, without a single figure in the picture; a city of the dead, without one solitary survivor’ (p. 75).17 Similarly, when he contemplates the wreckage of ruins that strews the relatively desolate Roman Campagna, he utters first a relatively conventional lament for past glories, calling it ‘a Desert, where a mighty race have left their footprints in the earth from which they have vanished’ (p. 149), and then, bringing his fascination right into the present, he writes that ‘Returning, by the road, at sunset! and looking, from the distance, on the course we had taken in the morning, I almost feel… as if the sun would never rise again, but looked its last, that night, upon a ruined world’ (pp. 149–50).

As he moves south, no longer is the absence of humanity a spur to the imagination, but rather, he is struck by the dehumanization, the material and spiritual impoverishment of the actual population. Desolation pervades what should be liberating, cheerful celebrations of popular energy. The carnival, in Siena, consists of ‘a score or two of melancholy people walking up and down the principal street in common toy-shop masks’ (p. 110); a dreariness surpassed in Acquapendente, where the carnival comprised ‘one man dressed and masked as a woman, and one woman dressed and masked as a man, walking ankle-deep, through the muddy streets, in a very melancholy manner’ (p. 113). The nearer Dickens draws towards Naples, the more depressing the towns through which he passes become. The worst of all is Fondi, just inside the Neapolitan frontier, where ‘a filthy channel of mud and refuse meanders down the centre of the miserable streets, fed by obscene rivulets that trickle from the abject houses’ (p. 163), where beggars continually demand money, where near-naked children and ‘a crippled idiot’ dance and grimace as they find themselves reflected in the varnish of the Dickens’s carriage. Dickens finds no irony in this situation, in which the comparative affluence of the travellers is not in itself a cause for wonder, or, more appropriately, embarrassment, but merely the occasion for an unaccustomed moment of self-regard on the part of Fondi’s poor inhabitants. Rather, he seems disconcerted at the various ways in which customary practices of spectatorship are inverted on this occasion. He is no longer the observer, but the observed. As the Dickens entourage pulls out of the town, he is aware of ‘bad bright eyes glaring at us, out of the darkness of every crazy tenement, like the glistening fragments of its filth and putrefaction’ (p. 164).

In Fondi, the hollow-cheeked and scowling people relentlessly pester and jostle Dickens demanding money, ‘charity for the love of God, charity for the love of the Blessed Virgin, charity for the love of all the Saints’ (p. 164). In Pictures from Italy, Dickens has scarcely a good word to offer for the Catholic faith or its practitioners, and is particularly scathing about its venal aspects. He mocks the continual masses he sees performed, whether ‘to several old women, a baby, and a very self-possessed dog’ (p. 19); or accompanied by a band, an organ and singers taking discordant musical paths. He condemns the tendency of Jesuits to prey, power-hungry, on family secrets; he seems to think that wayside shrines are primarily a means of extorting money from the poor – the avariciousness of the Catholic church is a constant theme. He mocks the vanity of those ecclesiastic patrons whose faces find their ways into paintings; ridicules those who shuffle on their knees up the Holy Staircase in Rome. He cannot forget or forgive the tortures of the Inquisition, carried out in the name of this religion. Unsurprisingly, he is completely sceptical about the liquefaction of the blood of San Gennaro which allegedly takes place in Naples, accompanied by the simultaneous reddening of the stone on which the saint suffered martyrdom: ‘It is said that the officiating priests turn faintly red also, sometimes, when these miracles occur’ (p. 168). The theatricality of much Catholic performance lacks the joyousness and spontaneity which he associates with less ritualistic and solemnly self-conscious forms of show, something which he brings home in a set-piece juxtaposition, when, in Modena, he comes out of yet another stagnant, monotonous, torpid, listless church into the energetic bounding of a Parisian equestrian company. By contrast, the performance of the Last Supper in Rome, ‘set out like a ball supper’ (p. 155), with ladies witnessing the show from boxes, and English tourists craning their necks to see whether there was, indeed, salt and vinegar in the cruets, is deliberately rendered ridiculous. The canopies and coloured carpets with which St Peter’s is adorned in pre-Lent add further to this sense of religion as spectacle, a Catholic oppressiveness to the Protestant mind which George Eliot was to describe, in Middle-march (1871–2), in terms curiously similar to Dickens’s figurations of simultaneous external and internal techniques of visualization:

Our moods are apt to bring with them images which succeed each other like the magic-lantern pictures of a doze; and in certain states of dull forlornness Dorothea all her life continued to see the vastness of St Peter’s, the huge bronze canopy, the excited intention in the attitudes and garments of the prophets and evangelists in the mosaics above, and the red drapery which was being hung for Christmas spreading itself everywhere like a disease of the retina.18

Dickens does not even allow for the possibility of this religion having such an insidious impact on one’s subsequent spirits: rather, he completes the impression of Catholicism relying spuriously on surface and show when he tells how he climbed up to the dome a few weeks later, and the remnants of the decorations ‘looked like an exploded cracker’ (p. 121). The seasonal ceremonies are condemned for being ‘many spectacles of dangerous reliance on outward observances, in themselves mere empty forms’ (p. 156). In all this disgust at the stylized outward manifestations of the Catholic religion, Dickens prefigures the words in which Charlotte Brontë has Lucy Snowe defend her Protestantism to M. Paul in Villette (1853). This is the Protestantism which gave not just England but, as Linda Colley has eloquently shown, Great Britain a sense of unity and identity: identity established, above all, in contradistinction to internally divided, Catholic Europe:19

the more I saw of Popery the closer I clung to Protestantism; doubtless there were errors in every Church, but I now perceived by contrast how severely pure was my own, compared with her whose painted and meretricious face had been unveiled for my admiration. I told him how we kept fewer forms between us and God; retaining, indeed, no more than, perhaps, the nature of mankind in the mass rendered necessary for due observance. I told him I could not look on flowers and tinsel, on wax-lights and embroidery, at such times and under such circumstances as should be devoted to lifting the secret vision to Him whose home is Infinity, and His being – Eternity. That when I thought of sin and sorrow, of earthly corruption, mortal depravity, weighty temporal woe – I could not care for chanting priests or mumming officials…20

Rome’s carnival, echoing the old Saturnalia, contrasts wonderfully with the false theatricality of the Catholic church. Indeed, this carnival, quite different from the other dismal observances he encountered, is presented as the high point of Dickens’s visit to the city. It is characterized by an absorbing, overwhelming energy, people incessantly pelting each other with sugar-plums and nosegays and oranges and confetti; the streets, themselves full of architectural excesses, further adorned with hangings and streamers and garlands; the people cross-dressing and masquerading. The whole adds up to a temporary but liberating equalizing of genders and classes: ‘its entire abandonment to the mad humour of the time’ (p. 125), or, as Mikhail Bakhtin wrote of the broad context of carnival in Rabelais and his World, the carnival crowd:

is outside of and contrary to all existing forms of the coercive socioeconomic and political organization… The individual feels that he is an indissoluble part of the collectivity, a member of the people’s mass body. In this whole the individual body ceases to a certain extent to be itself; it is possible, so to say, to exchange bodies, to be renewed (through change of costume and mask). At the same time the people become aware of their sensual, material bodily unity and community.21

This is the excitement into which Dickens is happy to be caught up: ‘an abandonment so perfect, so contagious, so irresistible, that the steadiest foreigner fights up to his middle in flowers and sugar-plums, like the wildest Roman of them all…’ (p. 125). For a while, Dickens can put aside his sense of the Englishness which, tacitly, throughout Pictures from Italy he claims as part of his personal identity. That which allows him to be separate, to be in the position of observer and judge, is temporarily jettisoned in favour of identification with Italians. The components of Dickens’s own constructed individuality have been subjected to the power of carnival.

Superficially, Pictures from Italy is a curiously unpolitical book, considering Dickens’s interest in injustice, considering the period in which it was written. He utters a disclaimer in the ‘Reader’s Passport’ that he will not be offering ‘any grave examination into the government or misgovernment of any portion of the country’ (p. 5). No visitor can choose to have strong views, he writes, ‘but as I chose, when residing there, a Foreigner, to abstain from the discussion of any such questions with any order of Italians, so I would rather not enter on the inquiry now’ (p. 5). One might easily think that he was, despite the idiosyncratic patterns of his observation, yet another tourist, cocooned from political debates. Certainly, he does not appear to inter-relate with Italians, other than guides and inn-keepers. In this respect, his approach is utterly unlike that taken by fellow novelist and travel-book writer Anthony Trollope, who in South Africa (1878) was to write how:

It is impossible to see the things immediately under the eye, unless there be some one to tell you where to look for them. A lone wanderer may get up statistics, and will find persons to discuss politics with him in hotel parlours and on the seats of public conveyances. He may hear, too, the names of mountains and of rivers. But of the inner nooks of social life or of green hills he will know nothing unless he can fall into some intimacy, even though it be short-lived, with the people among whom he is moving.22

How far Dickens did this is unclear from Pictures from Italy: although his correspondence reveals that he certainly saw something of English residents abroad, he made very little use of the letters of introduction with which he went furnished. He talked, necessarily, to guides and custodians, and could have sustained discussions: he took Italian lessons before his trip from Antonio Gallenga, a political exile in London,23 and whilst in Genoa engaged ‘a little, patient, revolutionary officer’, who had been exiled in England for some years, ‘to read and speak Italian with me’24 But the book’s title directs one to the externalities of his visit: these are images, not conversations.

Dickens, however, was much more aware of the current political situation in Italy than the surface of the text would seem to suggest. The detachment characteristic of the flâneur is something of a pose. Pictures from Italy is, in fact, deliberately evasive about the degree of Dickens’s political commitment.25 Before he left England, he was among those who complained about Sir James Graham, the Home Secretary, ordering Mazzini’s letters to be intercepted, opened and read. Nor did he stay utterly aloof from political involvement whilst travelling. A few weeks before Dickens returned to England he made a trip which is completely without record in Pictures from Italy, but which he was to write up in ‘The Italian Prisoner’ for All the Year Round, later reprinted in The Uncommercial Traveller [Appendix A]. One of Mazzini’s supporters, Lord Dudley Coutts Stuart, had charged Dickens with visiting a former prisoner, Sanvanero, whose release he had managed to obtain, and Dickens recounts how the Italian was so delighted to see him, and so indebted to his English protector, that he entrusted Dickens with a large bottle of wine to take back to Coutts Stuart. In the years after his return, Dickens was to become an explicit supporter of the Italian cause, and during his short-lived editorship of the Daily News (November 1845–February 1846), and, in a more sustained fashion, in the pages of his weekly magazines Household Words (March 1850–May 1859) and All the Year Round (April 1859–1870), he provided his readers with a comprehensive understanding of the Italian people and their political struggles – combined, as one would expect, with attacks on the perniciousness of Roman Catholicism. Dickens became friendly with Mazzini, who had lived in exile in England since 1836. Mazzini, the guiding spirit of ‘Young Italy’, had the backing of many prominent English people, including Dickens, Carlyle, Forster, Thackeray, and Douglas Jerrold. In 1849, they issued an Appeal on Behalf of the Italian Refugees, which was drawn up by Dickens and published in the Examiner. In this piece (which was translated for Mazzini’s journal Italia del Popolo) Dickens explicitly attacks the Papal Government as ’a monstrous system which had fallen of its own rottenness and corruption’, as well as condemning the French invaders, and the Governor of Malta who would not allow a safe haven for refugees.26

The opening of the Uncommercial Traveller piece leaves the reader in no doubt where his sympathies lay in 1860, relating them to his earlier stay in the country:

The rising of the Italian people from under their unutterable wrongs, and the tardy burst of day upon them after the long long night of oppression that has darkened their beautiful country, have naturally caused my mind to dwell often of late on my own small wanderings in Italy.

In fact, on closer scrutiny, Dickens’s response to the contemporary political situation during these ‘small wanderings’ permeates Pictures from Italy. There are a couple of direct allusions. At first he finds the audience at Genoa’s opera-house extraordinarily judgemental and ungenerous, resenting the slightest defect in the performance, and almost lying in wait for the opportunity to hiss the performers. But, he reflects, ’as there is nothing else of a public nature at which they are allowed to express the least disapprobation, perhaps they are resolved to make the most of this opportunity’ (p. 50). The very question of nationhood and cultural identity is figured in the plays that are put on. He is surprised at how much French drama is performed, before considering that ‘Anything like nationality is dangerous to despotic governments, and Jesuit-beleaguered kings’ (p. 51). More than this, however, Dickens’s own fascination with torture, with imprisonment, with cruelty, can be read as more than a personal quirk, but as providing a continual commentary on the prevalence of violent political oppression within the modern country. Along with the exuberance of the carnival is the continual presence of state control, as dragoons and troopers control the progress of carriages. In the poor villages of mid-Italy, ‘the soldiers are as dirty and rapacious as the dogs’ (p. 182), bringing them down to an unsavoury and predatory level. He records the inscriptions scratched by prisoners on the wall of the Doges’ palace; the instruments of torture hanging in the Venetian armoury. The visionary moments are frequently infused with guilty, blood-red hues, as with the sunset that stains the dungeon walls where Parisina and her lover were beheaded in Ferrara; the Turnerean ‘crimson flush’ (p. 83) that irradiates the Venetian lagoon. Most chilling of all is the old prison cell which might have been St Peter’s cell in Rome, where:

hanging on the walls, among the clustered votive offerings, are objects, at once strangely in keeping, and strangely at variance, with the place – rusty daggers, knives, pistols, clubs, divers instruments of violence and murder, brought here, fresh from use, and hung up to propitiate offended Heaven: as if the blood in them would drain off in consecrated air, and have no voice to cry with. (p. 137)

In other words, the present is continually written on to a map of the past, the same kind of palimpsest that Sigmund Freud invoked in Civilisation and its Discontents (1929). Here, Freud uses Rome as a model for how the memory functions – or rather, he imagines that if it were possible to retain in one’s consciousness all the differing elements which have, over the centuries, been superimposed on one another, one would have an idea of the overlapping, interpenetrating layers of archaeological structures which go to make up our memory, in which images are co-present rather than supplanting each other. Similarly, Dickens records the simultaneity of present and past, and indeed of differing cultures, as he writes of the way in which narrow streets, heaps of dunghill rubbish, suddenly give way to broad squares with a haughty church or an Egyptian column; how a Roman ceremonial pillar will be topped by a statue of a Christian saint; how obelisks and columns are recycled into granaries and stable. The sense of Rome as cultural diaspora is summed up by the way in which a squat pyramid, the burial place of Caius Cestius, stands alongside the graves of Keats and Shelley.

Importantly, however, this inter-layering of past and present does not limit itself to material culture. The ruins of old mythology, obsolete legends and observances have been incorporated into Christian worship. Beyond this, however, Dickens is clearly uneasy about the cruelties of the past which he has observed. Is the capacity for cruelty latent within the national character? Are the atrocities of the past proleptic of some coming apotheosis in Italian society? Can the people help themselves? His anxieties are focused on what the Coliseum – ‘now, a ruin. GOD be thanked: a ruin!’ (p. 118)– represents. But just as it out-towers the other ruins in Rome:

so do its ancient influences outlive all other remnants of the old mythology and old butchery of Rome, in the nature of the fierce and cruel Roman people. The Italian face changes as the visitor approaches the city; its beauty becomes devilish; and there is scarcely one countenance in a hundred, among the common people in the streets, that would not be at home and happy in a renovated Coliseum to-morrow. (p. 118)

The concept of progress is not one which Dickens ultimately feels comfortable associating with the Italian people or his version of their national character. When noting the establishment of the railroad between Leghorn and Pisa, he describes how it has ‘already begun to astonish Italy with a precedent of punctuality, order, plain dealing, and improvement – the most dangerous and heretical astonisher of all’ (pp. 109–10).

The dialogue that takes place within Pictures from Italy is more complex than that between picturesqueness and poverty. It is one between past and present, and between conflicting impulses in Dickens’s own response to Italy. On the one hand, he feels passionately about the injustices and persecutions which have been suffered in both historical and contemporary Italy, whilst on the other, it is as if he fears that recurrent patterns of violence are inherently latent in the country and in its people. He cannot take his eyes off Vesuvius, when in Naples: its smouldering presence demands that one’s eyes are continually, compulsively drawn back to it. Ostensibly, he is fascinated by the potential for destructive energy in the volcano itself, but there is surely simultaneously present an implicit reference to the potential for violence and vengeance, the repetition of the violent, within society itself, as he sees within Vesuvius ‘the doom and destiny of all this beautiful country, biding its terrible time’ (p. 171). Just as his own travels combined novelty with a continual sense of the return to the familiar, so Italian history may be doomed to repeat itself. Modernity may write itself over the map of the country in the shape of railway tracks, but the habits of the past are still there. Whilst his book may end with a determined note of optimism, hoping that this ‘noble people may be, one day, raised up from these ashes’ (p. 187), Dickens’s continual jumbling together of past and present, a recording of the topographical palimpsest with which his visual observation of Italy provides him, warns one against adopting a comfortably teleological view of history in relation to Italy as a whole.
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A DICKENS CHRONOLOGY



	1812    



	February Charles John Huffam Dickens born at Portsmouth, 
where his father is a clerk in the Navy Pay Office. The eldest
son in a family of eight, two of whom die in childhood.




	1817    



	Family move to Chatham.




	1822

	Family move to London.




	1824

	Dickens’s father in Marshalsea Debtors’ Prison for three
months. Dickens employed in a blacking warehouse, labelling
bottles. Attends Wellington House Academy, a private school, 1824–7.




	1827

	Becomes a solicitor’s clerk.




	1832

	Becomes a parliamentary reporter after mastering shorthand. In love with Maria Beadnell, 1830–33.




	1833

	First published story, ‘A Dinner at Poplar Walk’, in the Monthly Magazine. Further stories and sketches in this and
other periodicals, 1834 –5.




	1834

	Becomes reporter on the Morning Chronicle.




	1835

	Engaged to Catherine Hogarth, daughter of editor of the Evening Chronicle.




	1836

	Sketches by Boz, First and Second Series, published. Marries Catherine Hogarth. Meets John Forster, his literary adviser and future biographer.




	1837

	The Pickwick Papers published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1836–7). Birth of a son, the first of ten children. Death of Mary Hogarth, Dickens’s sister-in-law. Edits Bentley’s Miscellany, 1837–9.




	1838

	Oliver Twist published in three volumes (serialized monthly in Bentley’s Miscellany, 1837–9). Visits Yorkshire schools of the Dotheboys type.




	1839

	Nicholas Nickle by published in one volume (issued in monthly parts, 1838–9).




	1841

	Declines invitation to stand for Parliament. The Old Curiosity
Shop and Barnaby Rudge published in separate volumes after
appearing in weekly numbers in Master Humphrey’s Clock,
1840–41. Public dinner in his honour at Edinburgh.




	1842

	January–June First visit to North America, described in
American Notes, two volumes. A Christmas Carol appears in
December.




	1844

	Martin Chuzzlewit published in one volume (issued in monthly
parts, 1843–4). Dickens and family leave for Italy, Switzerland
and France. Dickens returns to London briefly to read The
Chimes to friends before its publication in December.




	1845

	Dickens and family return from Italy. The Cricket on the Hearth
published at Christmas. Writes autobiographical fragment,
?1845–6, not published until included in Forster’s Life (three
volumes, 1872–4).




	1846

	Becomes first editor of the Daily News but resigns after
seventeen issues. Pictures from Italy published. Dickens
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