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PENGUIN CLASSICS ITALIAN HOURS

HENRY JAMES was born in 1843 in Washington Place, New York, of Scottish and Irish ancestry. His father was a prominent theologian and philosopher, and his elder brother, William, became famous as a philosopher and psychologist. He attended schools in New York and later in London, Paris, and Geneva, entering the Law School at Harvard in 1862. In 1864 he began to contribute reviews and short stories to American journals. In 1875, after two prior visits to Europe, he settled for a year in Paris, where he met Flaubert, Turgenev, and other literary figures. The next year he moved to London, where he became so popular in society that in the winter of 1878-79 he confessed to accepting 107 invitations. In 1898 he left London and went to live at Lamb House, Rye, Sussex. Henry James became naturalized in 1915, was awarded the O.M., and died in 1916. In 1976 a memorial to “Henry James: Novelist” was dedicated in Westminster Abbey.

In addition to many short stories, plays, books of criticism, autobiography, and travel, he wrote some twenty novels, the  first published being Roderick Hudson (1875). They include The Europeans, Washington Square, The Portrait of a Lady, The Bostonians, The Princess Casamassima, The Tragic Muse, The Spoils of Poynton, The Awkward Age, The Wings of the Dove, The Ambassadors, and The Golden Bowl.

 

JOHN AUCHARD is Professor of English at the University of Maryland, College Park, and has been a Fulbright Lecturer at the Università degli Studi di Milano and a Visiting Professor at the Universita di Messina. He is the author of Silence in Henry James: The Heritage of Symbolism and Decadence,  and co-editor, with Lewis Leary, of Articles on American Literature: 1968-1975 and American Literature: A Guide to Research and Study.
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As I left to take a post as a Fulbright Lecturer in American Literature at the Università degli Studi di Milano, Charles Caramello, a fellow Jamesian and my colleague at the University of Maryland, suggested that I pack my dog-eared copy of Italian Hours and see if I could do something with it. I am in his debt for the all-important donnée of a project that I regret to see end. Also at Maryland, I wish to thank Elizabeth Loizeaux and Deirdre David for comments on some problems in the text. The University of Maryland Graduate Research Board provided support that allowed me to complete this edition. In Washington, considerable assistance was offered by Luciana Iacono, Sylvie Bouvier, Glenn Moomau, Ruth Stolk, and Karen Faul. Bonney MacDonald shared warm interest, as did Alfred Bendixen. Steven Auchard really helped out in a pinch, as did Anne Hall and Phil Reed.

Professor Robert Gale, one of the first Italian Fulbrights and a Jamesian who has kept the sacred flame for Italy for over thirty years, reviewed this edition with astonishing care, expertise, and generosity. No one could  possibly have given my work more encouragement or a more helpful reading. I also sincerely thank Professor Leon Edel for reading the manuscript of this edition and for providing many helpful suggestions. Philip Winsor and Cherene Holland at Penn State have been ideal editors, and Keith Monley an outstanding proofreader.

Henry James called Milan the last of the prose cities, if not the first of the poetic. I griped over this remark for some time, but now I suspect that he just did not meet the kind of people I met there. At the University of Milan, I thank Mario Corona, Mario Maffi, Roberta Mazzanti, Caroline Patey, and Margaret Rose, who were the finest colleagues. John and Christine Keller, of USIS Milan, provided support at every stage of my work. And I would particularly like to thank Margherita Uras and Margherita De Amici of the USIS Library. The staffs of the Biblioteca Sormani in Milan and especially of the Bibliotheca Hertziana in Rome offered great assistance. Margherita Rossi gave sound advice on cose romane. Alessandra Angelini helped discover the pino at Monte Mario and much more. At the Vatican, David Gibson took on this project as if it were his own, and he almost never complained. Also at the Vatican I would like to thank Veronica Scarisbrick; and in London, the Contessa Alessandra Rabossi-Motta Freeman, Rob Freeman, and particularly Keton Motta-Freeman, who has an auspicious birthday. Finally, and not least by any means, deep thanks to Dorotea Gastone—of Naples and forgotten Foligno-who missed trains but almost nothing else.

A few hours before I began to write these acknowledgments, I received news of the death of Lewis Leary, my distinguished colleague and a friend of many years. It was said of Henry Fielding that it was a pity he could not live forever: he was so formed for happiness. I feel that way about Lewis. Let me persist in thanking him, and as always in thanking Mary Warren Leary, for their spirit, for their wit, for knowing what is important, and for letting me in on the secret.
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From midday to dusk I have been roaming the streets. Que vous en dirai-je? At last-for the first time-I live! It beats everything: it leaves the Rome of fancy—leaves the Rome of your fancy—your education-nowhere. It makes Venice—Florence—Oxford—London—seem like little cities of pasteboard. I went reeling and moaning thro’ the streets, in a fever of enjoyment.

—Letter to William James, 1869

 

But the abatements and changes and modernisms and vulgarities, the crowd and the struggle and the frustration (of real communion with what one wanted) are quite dreadful—and I really quite revel in the thought that I shall never come to Italy at all again.

—Letter to William “Billy” James, Jr., 1907

 

The charm was, as always in Italy, in the tone and the air and the happy hazard of things, which made any positive pretension or claimed importance a comparatively trifling question. We slid, in the steep little place, more or less down hill.... We stayed no long time, and “went to see” nothing, yet we communicated to intensity, we lay at our ease in the bosom of the past, we practised intimacy, in short, an intimacy so much greater than the mere accidental and ostensible: the difficulty for the right and grateful expression of which makes the old, the familiar tax on the luxury of loving Italy.

—Conclusion of Italian Hours, 1909

 

 

 

 

Henry James first arrived in Italy at a critical moment, when for dramatic political and social reasons the country was rapidly changing. Although over the next forty years the promise of Italy would remain for him a constant force, subtle and occasionally violent changes would sometimes cloud James’s impressions and leave him uneasy concerning what might lie ahead.  Italian Hours is unquestionably a celebration, but part of the volume’s interest derives from the ambiguity of the tribute, from the ebb and flow of approval and disgust concerning the transformations in progress. In a sense, the loosely shaped Italian Hours is unified by an awareness of how inexorably Italy is sliding into the twentieth century. But aside from providing James’s complex reaction to major social and cultural evolutions, Italian  Hours serves as a primary document of what, to one highly acute observer, Italy was from 1870 to 1908. For Henry James, Italy provided a more complex and sometimes more surprising metaphor than that which is generally understood by the modern-day traveler and reader.

To begin with, a title suggesting “Italian hours” provides a more complex orientation than at first might be expected. There is a long tradition of various “hours,” the matin and vesper prayers of old Catholic ritual, the secular or sacred vignettes of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century illuminated manuscripts, and even James’s own English Hours of 1905. And yet the experienced nineteenth-century traveler would have associated this title with at least one more persistent, and often troubling, tradition.

As early as 1815, guidebooks to Italy (see Coxe, Picture of Italy, xxxvxxxvi) supplied a “Table of Italian Hours” for those who normally would be disoriented by the fact that the “manner of reckoning time in some parts of Italy is peculiar to themselves.” Italy was to be unified by 1870, but the fierce independence and chauvinism of its various regions did not die easily, and it took many years before standard Greenwich mean time, proposed in 1884, was widely adopted. Throughout most of the nineteenth century, and even into the twentieth, time in Italy was considered a local phenomenon, varying approximately four minutes for every degree of longitude. In Turin, Parma, and Florence, the hour was calculated as it was in much of Europe, but the tables show that noon, as defined in Milan, Venice, Genoa, Florence, Rome, and Naples, arrived at many different moments, up to sixteen minutes apart in winter and fourteen minutes apart in summer. Without the “Table of Italian Hours,” the punctual foreigner might be stunned by a train’s apparently early departure from a Roman or Neapolitan railroad station.

The title “Italian Hours” provides a broad context for consideration-slightly sacred, partly artistic and impressionistic, and partly, and literally, anachronistic—made especially uneasy by the relentless and erratic ticking off of hours and years.1 The suggestion of confounded time and of resolute temporal progression may help explain a troublesome feature of these articles, the fact that when they were collated in the 1909 first edition they were arranged without respect to the chronology of their original publication. Perhaps James intended to communicate a sense of time out of joint, and therefore the book begins in the Venice in 1882, moves to 1892, back to 1872, up to 1899, and so on throughout. The effect allows some correlative  of the traveler’s experience in Italy, lost in the fourteenth century, thrust into the twentieth upon entering the piazza, allowed to reclaim some nostalgia while walking down an avenue of ilexes, but increasingly disoriented along the way.

The modern reader should recall how different the Italy of 1869 was from that of 1872—after the success of the Risorgimento and the unification of the various regions of the peninsula under one government, and, more or less, under one tongue. Since the publication of Italian Hours the country has continued to experience changes that probably would have shocked the nineteenth century: artistic reputations have soared and plummeted, the tourist has conquered everywhere, the turbulent ceiling of the Sistine Chapel has been taken out of the shadows and discovered to be pastel, decaying towns have been refurbished as medieval showplaces hosting jazz festivals, the Italians have grown rich and their hotels very expensive, and generally the country has made a very complacent peace with the modern world. Italian Hours  shows a lost face of Italy, as well as a rare view of the singular privilege of the fortunate, and wary, nineteenth-century English or American traveler who came to Europe expecting, knowing, and fearing different things.

The twentieth-century high season, for example, was soon to refer to another world, and not simply because travel is now a far more catholic privilege. Modern readers of Italian Hours learn in “The After-Season in Rome” that the foreigners begin to depart at the end of May: “The place has passed so completely for the winter months into the hands of the barbarians that that estimable character the passionate pilgrim finds it constantly harder to keep his passion clear.” An occasional hardy northern European on the Grand Tour stayed on into early summer, but few travelers remained in Italy in July and August. Part of the metamorphosis of the twentieth-century tourist industry—and the vulgarization that, in the Venice essays, James begins to bemoan—derives from realities of middle-class holidays and waves of college students on long vacations. But an equally important revolution was scientific.

In “Daisy Miller” it is acknowledged that “if nocturnal meditations on the Colosseum are recommended by the poets, they are deprecated by the doctors. The historic atmosphere was there, certainly; but the historic atmosphere, scientifically considered, was no better than a villainous miasma.”2  Even as late as 1913, Norman Douglas spoke of the Roman air as “the withering blast whose hot and clammy touch hastens death and putrefaction.” 3 The amorphous threat of death in Venice, Rome, Siena, Naples, Ravenna, on Ischia, or in the Maremma, because of something vague and   bad in the air, was a suggestive metaphor for many writers, but it was also a genuine danger that was never completely forgotten by the tourist. “The Roman air,” writes James in 1873, “however, is not a tonic medicine, and it seldom suffers exercise to be all exhilarating. It has always seemed to me indeed part of the charm of the latter that your keenest consciousness is haunted with a vague languor. Occasionally when the sirocco blows that sensation becomes strange and exquisite.... This quality in the Roman element may now and then ‘relax’ you almost to ecstasy; but a season of sirocco would be an overdose of morbid pleasure.”

By the turn of the century researchers understood that malaria was caused not by a romantically evil African wind, but by the anopheles mosquito. Disinfectants, drainage, and bottles of quinine water transfigured the disease-ridden countryside and eventually gave three extra months to all the passionate pilgrims. Yet throughout these essays there are still the numerous aside references to malaria, swamps, pestilence, disease, and ague.

Fully aware of the menace of summer, tourists generally experienced Italy in autumn, winter, and early spring, and even then they spent much time indoors, but June, July, and August were forbidden lands. Therefore, the lush landscape under a blinding sun—the particularly sensuous Italy that today many of us know best—was not generally known to these Americans and these British. Just before World War I, seduction and death do not come to Gustav von Aschenbach in August. He is considered mad to stay on as long as he does, and he dies in mid-June. During the 1870s Daisy Miller longs to see the Colosseum at midnight, just as the season begins to grow dangerous, and, virtually as predicted, she dies—in April. All this has changed, and with it so has the metaphor of Italy. Today the people of Lombardia and the Veneto seem to use the delicious Arabic word scirocco less frequently when they speak of the pernicious air, but they do rather often talk of the fohn, a warm, dry Teutonic wind that makes its way over the Alps in late winter to blanket Lombardia and the Po valley. The Germanic fohn, unromantically enough, is what Italians also call an electric hair-dryer.

If the Italy of Italian Hours is rarely smoldering or sensuous, the explanation may in part derive from the perspective of an idiosyncratic author, but also that fact reflects the face of the land the vast majority of nineteenth-century tourists knew best. It is regrettable that James never fulfilled an early wish to tour Sicily, as Goethe (“To have seen Italy without having seen Sicily is not to have seen Italy at all, for Sicily is the clue to everything”)4 had done before him. If the youthful Henry James felt an outsider to the turbulence of the Lenten carnival, one wonders what the deep south, the more intensely Mediterranean land, would have communicated to him—during almost any   season. Until the late essays written after 1900, nothing in Italian Hours vibrates with meridionale energy, but neither does much else in any nineteenth-century English or American literature. Although James would complain that Hawthorne’s notebooks showed the great novelist to be “excessively detached” from Italy, “touching it throughout mistrustfully, shrinkingly,” 5 among all nineteenth-century American tales perhaps only “Rappaccini’s Daughter” approaches the force of the particularly pungent and overripe landscape. Nonetheless, not even mysterious Hawthorne comprehends the magnificently disturbing sensuality of Prince Fabrizio Salinas’s garden in di Lampedusa’s masterpiece, The Leopard.

It was a garden for the blind: a constant offense to the eyes, a pleasure strong if somewhat crude to the nose. The Paul Neyron roses, whose cuttings he had himself bought in Paris, had degenerated; first stimulated and then enfeebled by the strong if languid pull of Sicilian earth, burned by apocalyptic Julys, they had changed into things like flesh-colored cabbages, obscene and distilling a dense, almost indecent, scent which no French horticulturist would have dared hope for. The prince put one under his nose and seemed to be sniffing the thigh of a dancer from the Opera.6



Despite the assertion of many clichés concerning Henry James, he was not immune to the force of passion. In a 1904 review of Gabriele D‘Annunzio, he warily but enthusiastically discusses the eroticism of The Triumph of Death and recalls the tremendous final moment when “the delirious protagonist beguiles his vaguely but not fully suspicious companion into coming out with him toward the edge of a dizzy place over the sea, where he suddenly grasps her for her doom and the sense of his awful intention, flashing a light back as into their monstrous past, makes her shriek for her life. She dodges him at the first betrayal, panting and trembling.” In Italian Hours D’Annunzio is mentioned in relation to a particularly sensual Italian landscape, and, in the review, his work is called “a queer high-flavoured fruit from overseas, grown under another sun than ours, passed round and solemnly partaken of at banquets organised to try it, but not found on the whole really to agree with us, not proving thoroughly digestible. It brought with it no repose, brought with it only agitation.”7 In James’s greatest fiction the Italian metaphor    often retains a fundamentally indoor character; Tita Bordereau, Gilbert Osmond, and Milly Theale hardly ever leave their various palazzi. But late in his life, in the final travel essays and the reviews after 1900, the energy of that metaphor finds less claustrophobic expression.

When considering Italian Hours against a background of a century of such changes, it is important to remember that the modern tourist views a remarkably different country and yet is offered a better—and different—consideration of many things. For one, lighting has been improved dramatically. For another, Victorian prudery has diminished. Julian Klaczko’s 1903  Rome and the Renaissance provides photographs of both Michelangelo’s David and the Apollo Belvedere—with the fig leaves one seems to remember from grammar-school days.8 The photographs look obscene. And restoration has done more than anything else to revitalize works of art and centers of art, and at the same time to annihilate the pervasive sense of romantic decay that James observes all up and down the Italian peninsula. He saw and admired Siena “cracking, peeling, fading, crumbling, rotting... battered and befouled,” an accumulation of “shabbiness upon shabbiness”; except for an occasional back street, the modern tourist’s impression is that of a well-preserved and rather wealthy town. As an aside it is interesting to note that James considered the San Benedetto frescoes at the nearby Monastero di Monte Oliveto Maggiore to be in “admirable condition,” when modern estimates frequently note the poor preservation of the surfaces. Either the past century has been particularly hard on the works by Signorelli—and there is no evidence of especially rapid deterioration—or, in 1873, James’s standard of admirable preservation was considerably lower than that of the modern tourist accustomed to the restorer’s intervening hand—an intervention that James suspected would obliterate “the work of the quiet centuries.”

All the cities have changed, and yet the experience of Rome has undergone the greatest transformation over the past 120 years. Today, at times and at least from a distance, it appears more imperial than it has at any time since the age of Constantine—with the great monuments of the Forum more completely excavated, with the Colosseum less entwined with capricious weeds, with the fascist Via della Conciliazione slicing a bombastic boulevard up to San Pietro, and with the immense monument to Vittorio Emanuele II looming heartlessly above everything. It is startling to learn that the magnificent Piazza Navona was an unpaved, dirt-filled square until the mid-nineteenth century, and amazing to read, in Alberto Moravia’s early tales, that only forty years ago apartments that faced onto it were sometimes very cheap. But the metamorphosis that came to Rome in the momentous year of   1870—the year after James’s first visit to the city—must be singled out. It was almost as great as anything that Gibbon had recorded.

The modern tourist scarcely can imagine the social world that welcomed the privileged nineteenth-century sojourner in Rome. Leon Edel’s five-volume biography provides a complete record of the magnificent expatriate homes that James knew in almost every Italian city—the rented, or bought-up, palazzi and villas of Isabella Stewart Gardner, F. Marion Crawford, Axel Munthe, Constance Fenimore Woolson, of the Bronsons, the Curtises, the Terrys, the Storys, the Bootts, and many others. Venice, Rome, Naples, Capri, Siena, Milan, and Florence continue to offer splendid treasures, but as with much of the rest of Europe, they now provide far more public beneficence—more museums and admission fees—than the daily domestic splendor and charm that was known to our fortunate ancestors.

Readers of Stendhal’s The Charterhouse of Parma follow the passionate Duchessa Sanseverina through fearful consideration of refuge in many cities: Como, Grianta, Piacenza, Florence, Bologna, Milan, and ultimately the promise of happiness in distant Naples. Eventually she retires to Vignano, in the Austrian states, where she holds her court in self-imposed exile. In France, the Abbé Prévost’s Manon Lescaut would come to Amiens to become a nun, but eventually all that changes, and of course, inevitably, she must reach Paris. It may seem strange that in the early years of nineteenth-century Italy the heroine of Stendhal’s narrative—alluded to in Italian Hours as “one of the novels of ‘immoral’ tendency”—hardly even mentions Rome, much less seriously considers it as a possible place to live. Rome, before it fell to the Italian troops on 20 September 1870, remained a world apart for many people. It belonged to the pope, and, as capital of the Papal States, it continued the tradition of offering tremendous ecclesiastical grandeur and rigid moral pressure, with little emphasis on the rococo pursuit of pleasure that was the mark, to Stendhal and to others, of the brilliant café and court societies of Milan or Naples.

When in 1873 James went to Rome for a second time, the pope was already held virtual captive in his palace. He would remain so until the Lateran Pacts of 1929 resolved the conflict with the Republic of Italy, established his official status and that of Vatican City, and thereby allowed him, for the first time in almost sixty years, freely to leave the walls of his magnificent prison. The secularization of Rome dates from 1870, and the changes, many of which are recorded here by James, were tremendous. The carnival degenerated, the state took over ecclesiastical properties, monuments; began to be neglected, the moral stance of the city began to shift, commercialism began to move in, villas suddenly were sold off, and, of course, a new kind of liberty was felt in the air. For the first time in centuries, or so it seemed, Rome was heaving on its foundations and stretching its  limbs, and like many others, at first James seemed eager for the change. In 1869 he had written to Alice about his first wary sight of Pius IX.

I made no attempt to enter the church: but I saw tolerably well the arrival of the cardinals and ambassadors etc and finally of the Grand Llama in person.... When you have seen that flaccid old woman waving his ridiculous fingers over the prostrate multitude and have duly felt the picturesqueness of the scene—and then turned away sickened by its absolute obscenity-you may climb the steps of the Capitol and contemplate the equestrian statue of Marcus Aurelius.... As you revert to that poor sexless old Pope enthroned upon his cushion—and then glance at those imperial legs swinging in their immortal bronze, you cry out that here at least was a man!9



Over the next forty years James’s sympathies would evolve, as would his nostalgia for papal Rome. Already in 1873 the first Roman articles refer back to this same pope with a tender diminutive, “papalino,” and the sarcasm aimed at the Church begins to subside. Occasionally a moderate discourse on Catholicism, motivated by “sentimental allowances,” provides a sense of genuine yearning for the abandoned religious world—if not so surely for religion. James eventually finds himself overwhelmed by the splendor of Santa Maria Maggiore: “I sat for half an hour on the edge of the base of one of the marble columns of the beautiful nave and enjoyed a perfect revel of—what shall I call it?—taste, intelligence, fancy, perceptive emotion ?” In 1907 a “musing mature visitor” finds that “the current Rome affects him as a world governed by new conditions altogether and ruefully pleading that sorry fact in the ear of the antique wanderer wherever he may yet mournfully turn for some re-capture of what he misses”; so he journeys as a pilgrim to Monte Cassino and Subiaco, “the miraculous home of St. Benedict,” with Alphonse Dantier’s Monastères Bénédictins d’Italie in hand. In 1909 he revised all the early essays and made numerous subtle changes, but when recalling a singularly fine Roman spring day, he added one completely new line that had nothing to do with his early impressions: “It’s almost as if the old all-papal paradise had come back.”10

They still tell the tourist, “Roma, non basta una vita” (one life is not enough for her), and it is still true. Nonetheless, for profound social reasons, as well as for more pedestrian ones, that insufficient life has been dramatically different for each generation of travelers going at least as far back as  Montaigne. In 1873 James reports that one may visit a different villa for every day in the week, and he offers an impressive roll call of more than seven: “The Doria, the Ludovisi, the Medici, the Albani, the Wolkonski, the Chigi, the Mellini, the Massimo.” Today none offers general access to the tourist. At the Villa Doria Pamphili, the park has recently been reopened to the public after having been closed for decades, but entrance to its main house, the Casino di Allegrezza, at present a state property and used for state functions, is allowed only after written application and for impressive reasons. At the end of the nineteenth century the Villa Ludovisi (“There is nothing so blissfully right in Rome”) was sold to investors by the Principe Boncompagni and was cut up into building lots; nothing remains of it but one structure, the Casino dell’Aurora—closed to the public and oddly isolated in its high-walled yard amidst blocks of twentieth-century urban development. At the Villa Medici the French Academy now denies public access to all rooms but the exhibit gallery, and, except for two hours on Wednesday mornings, the surrounding park also remains closed. The Albani (now the Villa Torlonia) admits scholars by previous written permission. The British Embassy at the Wolkonski fears the threat of terrorism and receives only official visitors. (The French Embassy at the Palazzo Farnese has recently made a similar decision to end its exceedingly slim tradition of allowing tourist access to its courtyard, for two hours only, on the first Sunday of each month.) The Villa Chigi, closed and abandoned for decades, emptied of furniture, its gardens grown wild, and generally in decrepit condition, was bought up by land developers in 1987. The Villa Mellini, brutally disfigured by observation domes in 1938, is now an astronomical observatory and does not admit the public. The Villa Massimo Rignano, sold to speculators in 1888, was completely demolished in 1923.

If Rome’s transformation was sudden and drastic for the priest, for the citizen, and for the tourist, Venice’s metaphor knew a far more gradual transmutation. It was the city’s peculiar decline that was to preoccupy many imaginations, although its physical decay was not particularly dramatic. Little there so sadly struck the note of oblivion as did the Florentine houses James saw backing onto the Arno: “Anything more battered and befouled, more cracked and disjointed, dirtier, drearier, poorer, it would be impossible to conceive. They look as if fifty years ago the liquid mud had risen over their chimneys and then subsided again and left them coated for ever with its unsightly slime.” Florence had not known preeminence since the Renaissance, but its physical decline, infinitely more dreary than that of Venice, rarely worked as a metaphor and rarely called up many mournful associations. Over the centuries, time and the Florentine river had caused as much pervasive destruction as had the Venetian lagoon, but tradition has been that death rarely comes, to foreigners at least, in Florence. The reason was partly  because travelers to Florence anticipated art, much of it religious art, and some salon society. Throughout the eighteenth century, however, visitors to Venice had expected a more energetic program, one of beauty, of vibrant pleasure, and of an intense carnival, which, as James reports from the Président de Brosses, lasted six months.

Nowhere better than in the exceedingly charming social paintings of Pietro Longhi, works filled with loveliness, with bursts of irony and gaiety, and with delightful animals, is the vitality of eighteenth-century Venice better expressed. In James’s time the city still dimly remembered its joyful golden age—and was beginning to bemoan its loss. If in the corner of an occasional Longhi a shadow is cast by a shocking black oval mask, the sinister masker has little to do with anything moribund, but merely the sinful. Death in Venice may seem an immemorial cliché to the twentieth century, but the decay of the city-physical, artistic, spiritual, political, and particularly social—was to the nineteenth-century traveler a recent phenomenon. Certainly Venice offered nothing like the threat, in Melville’s words, of “Rome’s accursed Campagna.” The decline may be dated from the abdication of the last Doge, the collapse into Austrian rule in 1797, and into the Napoleonic “Regno Italico” in 1805. By 1866, when Venice was annexed by the newly formed Kingdom of Italy, its days as a world power were over and, after a thousand years of growth and independence, it shifted toward eternity, linked itself to the mainland with the railroad from Mestre, and began to linger on as the expensive jewel of tourism that it remains today.

Wordsworth’s 1805 “On the Extinction of the Venetian Republic”—“Venice, the eldest Child of Liberty / She was a maiden City, bright and free”—seems to be one of the earliest markers of the loss, but the poem is clearly more a dirge to liberty than to life. Although a genuine reconsideration began with Robert Browning, his “A Toccata of Galuppi’s” calls up exquisite deathly inevitabilities more as the dominant fact of the human condition than as a feature of the idiosyncratic city of Saint Mark’s. The  Italian Hours essays, however, along with The Aspern Papers and The Wings of the Dove, did much to transform the tradition of a city which, before James, was not often seen as being particularly moribund. Other writers still managed to rejoice in the energy of the city.

“Read Théophile Gautier’s Italia,” James wrote to his brother William in 1869,11 and in his Italian Hours “Venice” of 1882 he reiterates that advice. No nineteenth-century travel writer wrote longer, more deeply felt, more allusive or suggestive Venetian essays than Gautier. In his 365-page reminiscences of a voyage in Italy, 232 pages are dedicated to Venice alone.   Gautier’s treatment of the city was famous, and his influence may help explain why, although Italian Hours explores almost twenty cities, the Venice chapters take up one-fourth of the book’s length. For Gautier, however, the dream city still brimmed with vitality, with the noise outside one’s window. It is rare for him to break the song of celebration and upon occasion of bacchanalia; in an 1873 review James praised Gautier on Venice, reporting that his “unfaltering robustness of vision—of appetite, one may say—made him not only strong but enviable.”12 When for a single uncharacteristic page the French traveler describes a funeral barge and a specific death in Venice, he soon declares, “Let us leave these melancholy subjects here. The wake of the red bark is closed over: let us think no more about it. Let us forget as do the waves, which preserve no trace of anything; it is of life and not of death that we must dream.”13 A far more representative scene is when the gondoliersseated on a marble step or on the poop of their gondolas... eat shell-fish, drink Friulian wine, and sup gaily by the light of the stars and the little lamps at the street corners lighted in front of the niches of the Madonnas. Certain of their friends, voluptuous vagabonds who have church porticoes for alcoves and for mattresses the big flagstones warmed by the day’s sun, come to join them and increase the tumult. Add to these some pretty servant-girls, taking advantage of the slumbers of their mistresses to go to meet some big fellow with bronzed skin, shaggy cap, and jacket of Persian cotton, dragging around on his breast more amulets than an American savage has of colored glass beads, and whose contralto voices, by turns shrill and deep, flow on in waves of inexhaustible chatter with that sonorousness peculiar to the languages of the South, and you have a very clear idea of the silence of Venice.14





James’s appreciation of the city demonstrated little robustness but tremendous aesthetic allure. When he published his first Venetian essay (the third in the collection, but written in 1872), he felt that the “mere use of one’s eyes in Venice is happiness enough.”

To be a young American painter unperplexed by the mocking, elusive soul of things and satisfied with their wholesome light-bathed surface   and shape; keen of eye; fond of colour, of sea and sky and anything that may chance between them; of old lace and old brocade and old furniture (even when made to order); of time-mellowed harmonies on nameless canvases and happy contours in cheap old engravings; to spend one’s mornings in still, productive analysis of the clustered shadows of the Basilica... this, I consider, is to be as happy as is consistent with the preservation of reason.



The intense visual celebration is broken only during the side trip to Torcello, once the mother city of Venice, now “a mere mouldering vestige.” By 1882 the impressions have changed; Venice resembles “a nervous woman... always interesting, and almost always sad,” but it is once again at Torcello that the note of darkness is struck, where the cathedral has “been restored and made cheerful, and the charm of the place, its strange and suggestive desolation, has well-nigh departed.” In the 1880s the old-world reserve was fading and the jolt of tourism that James notes was well under way, but famous deaths in Venice began to do much more to help influence the metaphor of the city. In February 1883 the composer Richard Wagner died at the Palazzo Vendramin, shortly after finishing the score of Parsifal; Robert Browning’s end came at the Ca’ Rezzonico, where he had been visiting his son “Pen” in 1889. The image of Venice was recast during the next several decades, by history as well as by literature. A shift of tone is evident in James’s 1892 essay: “... the essential present character of the most melancholy of cities resides simply in its being the most beautiful of tombs. Nowhere else has the past been laid to rest with such tenderness, such a sadness of resignation and remembrance. Nowhere else is the present so alien, so discontinuous, so like a crowd in a cemetery without garlands for the graves.”

Among nineteenth-century writers James did much to darken and deepen the peculiarly resilient beauty of Venice—“the whole scene profits by the general law that renders decadence and ruin in Venice more brilliant than any prosperity. Decay is in this extraordinary place golden in tint and misery  couleur de rose.” By the time James wrote in 1899, Venice had lost some of its enchantment as the gorgeous site of the expiration of poets. It had become a place of particularly sinister death. On 24 January 1894, James’s friend Constance Fenimore Woolson leaped or fell to the pavement from an upper story of her Venetian palazzo. The shock of the news of her death was tremendous, and thereafter, for James, the aspect of the city becomes darker, less shimmering, less reminiscent of pastel. In 1899 he writes that “one clings, even in the face of the colder stare, to one’s prized Venetian privilege of making the sense of doom and decay part of every impression.” For many years Venice had provided a sufficiently prolific and happy inspiration, for  Mandeville, for Roger Ascham, for Thomas Nashe, for Shakespeare, for Ben Jonson, for Otway, in Addison, in Defoe, for Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, Voltaire, Monk Lewis, Byron, Gautier, George Sand, and Pater, and for many others before Henry James. Wordsworth’s brief republican tribute had recognized an end, and some of Browning’s verse suspects the luxurious atmosphere of decline, but nowhere before Henry James does the fragrance of Venetian aestheticism blend so persistently with the odor of the tomb. Proust and Thomas Mann were to come afterward.

It comes to you there with longer knowledge, and with all deference to what flushes and shimmers, that the night is the real time.... This is certainly true for the form of progression that is most characteristic, for every question of departure and arrival by gondola. The little closed cabin of this perfect vehicle, the movement, the darkness and the plash, the indistinguishable swerves and twists, all the things you don’t see and all the things you do feel—each dim recognition and obscure arrest is a possible throb of your sense of being floated to your doom....



Venice, more than Florence or even Rome, was the goal of the Grand Tour during the nineteenth century, and most travelers did something to prepare themselves for its wonders. James studied his Gautier, and so did some other tourists, but everyone knew John Ruskin. In 1873 James learned from a friend that the great man had admired his early published responses to Venice, and in particular the passages on Tintoretto in “From Venice to Strassburg” (“Venice: An Early Impression” in Italian Hours). He had been eager, according to Charles Eliot Norton, that Cambridge University might offer the young novelist the post of Slade Professor of Fine Arts; the position went to Sidney Colvin, but an immense compliment had been extended to a young writer who was not yet thirty.15 For better or for worse, James never forgot Ruskin, and it is a mark of intellectual courage and some arrogance that he soon rebelled. The essay that had won approval had already been tempered by a certain degree of independence—“Mr. Ruskin, whose eloquence in dealing with the great Venetians sometimes outruns his discretion”—but something surprising and slightly unappealing emerges in the eventual treatment of the author of The  Stones of Venice. Ruskin lived until 1900, and, if he read James’s later travel essays, he surely must have felt some resentment toward the young man he had recommended forcefully. He had in fact rarely written with more seriousness of purpose or more suppressed—and expressed—rage than he had in   Mornings in Florence; he believed, as later James eventually would believe (in an 1894 letter he would refer to Venice as the “vomitorium of Boston”),16 that Italy was being destroyed by the vulgarization of the modern world and the rush of the tourist. And yet in 1877, James, with considerable condescension, refers to “these amusing little books” and reports that while waiting for a friend:... I had an hour with Mr. Ruskin, whom I called just now a light  littérateur, because in these little Mornings in Florence he is for ever making his readers laugh. I remembered of course where I was, and in spite of my latent hilarity felt I had rarely got such a snubbing.... Nothing in fact is more comical than the familiar asperity of the author’s style and the pedagogic fashion in which he pushes and pulls his unhappy pupils about, jerking their heads toward this, rapping their knuckles for that.... Instead of a place in which human responsibilities are lightened and suspended, he finds a region governed by a kind of Draconic legislation.





Yet despite such uncharacteristic insolence, James continued to carry copies of Ruskin along on his tours, as many people did, and the influence on  Italian Hours is clear: both men grew more and more pessimistically aware of pervasive loss. James may have scorned the Ruskin who subtitled the 1872 Mornings in Florence, “Written for the Help of the Few Travellers Who Still Care for Her Monuments,” but James in his own 1909 preface asks the modern observer to remember that here is presented “the interesting face of things as it mainly used to be.” The commercialization of Italy becomes an increasing issue, particularly in the essays on Rome and Venice—driven home with excessive reiteration of this or that monument appearing as “a big bazaar,” as “the biggest booth,” as “the peep show,” as one of the “most flourishing booths,” as one of “the biggest booths at the fair,” as “booths of the bazaar.” Ruskinian rage is rarely apparent, but there is considerable scorn: “Everything else,” he wrote to Clare Benedict in 1907, “now is too profaned and vulgarized—swimming in a sauce that might have been cooked (it often seems to one) at Oshkosh.”17

Modern tourists seeking background material on any artist face an embarrassment of riches—and lots of color reproductions. But aside from Ruskin, at least until Bernard Berenson, the literature of art criticism was spare and largely impressionistic. In 1868, James published an unsigned article entitled,   curiously, “An English Critic of French Painting,”18 where he complained ot the dearth of good books available on the principles of art. He cites Vasari’s Lives, Sir Joshua Reynolds’s Discourses on Art, the immense and still valuable survey of Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Anna Brownell Jameson’s efforts to relate the Acta Sanctorum and the Golden Legend to the iconography of Christian art, and finally the broadly theoretical and not very interesting  Handbook for Young Painters by Charles Leslie. And yet, despite these impressive recommendations, their influence is not obvious throughout Italian Hours; perhaps the twenty-five-year-old “English critic” was unsure of himself and used bibliography to help establish authority. Years later he would write to John Addington Symonds, expressing admiration for the first few volumes of his influential Renaissance in Italy,19and upon occasion he would carry a volume of Ruskin or Stendhal or Goethe on his journey, but the author of at least the early articles often relied on more pedestrian ciceroni.

Despite scorn expressed (in two early tales, “Travelling Companions” and “At Isella”) for the routine Murray handbook traveler, James knew both his Murray and his Baedeker, two excellent stock guidebooks that deliver up all the art and history, along with discussions of every aspect of the grinding chore of travel—from the question of hotels, to restaurants, to poste restante stops, to foreign tailors and caterers and clergymen and barbers and dentists, to agents where one might commission a valet-de-place, a rowboat, or a Renaissance palace. One overriding aim was to reduce terror, and both Murray and Baedeker made fortunes. But mediating between such practical efficiency and the sometimes furious impressionism of Ruskin was Augustus J. C. Hare, who, although never mentioned in Italian Hours, provided James with an impressive model. Hare’s approach was a pleasing one and his guides are still rewarding; he generally compiled memorable reactions to places rather than provide reactions of his own. “On the whole,” wrote James in a review of Hare’s Days Near Rome, “we have not been disappointed.... It was noticeable in the ‘Walks’ that almost every one who had written with any conspicuity about anything else in the world, had also written something about Rome that could be made to pass muster as an ‘extract.’ ”20 Unlike Hare, who addresses a reasonably sophisticated traveler (the many French, German, and Latin passages are rarely translated) but a somewhat less universally well-read audience (passages are rarely alluded to without direct quotation), James often provides reference or allusion without    direct quotation. He writes to a particularly rarefied voyager—one who, for example, might catch the allusion to the Latin of Horace on page 319, or fully appreciate the reference to “les délicats” of Ernest Renan on page 277, or remember the somewhat lurid specifics of an untranslated minor novel by George Sand, mentioned on page 167.

A final model for the Italian Hours articles, one that assumes such a hypersophisticated reader, is once again Gautier—whose nonfictional Italia,  Constantinople, Voyage en Espagne, and Voyage en Russie were considered by James “his most substantial literary titles.” With an appreciation of allusion that anticipates T. S. Eliot, James wrote:Buried authors and actors are packed away in Gautier’s pages as on the shelves of an immense mausoleum; and if, here and there, they exhibit the vivifying touch of the embalmer, the spectacle is on the whole little less lugubrious. It takes away one’s breath to think of the immense consumption of witticisms involved in the development of civilization. Gautier’s volumes seem an enormous monument to the shadowy swarm of jokes extinct and plots defunct—dim-featured ghosts, still haunting the lawless circumference of literature in pious confidence that the transmigration of souls will introduce them to the foot-lights again.21





Henry James might be standing breathless before the encrustation of civilization evident at the Theater of Marcellus or the church of San Nicola in Carcere. Despite an initially delighted and often casual tone, James’s conception of travel literature grows serious and subtly demanding, as again and again, in the midst of wonder, the shadowy images of a ghostly and dimly retrievable past assert themselves. James might have agreed with Eliot’s dictum that tradition is a matter of deep significance, one that cannot be inherited but must be obtained by great labor. The pleasure may come easily enough in reading Italian Hours, but these essays ask things of the reader that few nineteenth-century travel writers were in the habit of asking and that none do today.

James was providing more than a pleasant travelogue. He was posing questions about the durability of civilization itself. The knotty irony of Rome with all its past—and in this one aspect the city may stand for all of Italy—is that it seems there is little eternal about it. Virtually nothing in the Eternal City, except on first glance the Pantheon, has been immune to the accumulations of many centuries, to the constant detritus of invaders, princes, restorers, investors, and popes. But even the Pantheon had been   tampered with by Bernini, and it was not until 1883, ten years after James’s first Roman essays, that the great architect’s unfortunate church towers were removed and the structure was returned to its apparent original integrity. The progress of Italian hours may be ticked off inexorably in a thousand palimpsests on every piazza, and each may serve to record the death of a vision that had come before. But somehow Rome remains Rome. Today, as twenty years ago, as in Ruskin’s time, as probably in Gibbon‘s, as perhaps in Constantine’s, Romans say with grim resignation that only twenty years ago it was all a paradise. James was not above echoing this refrain: “the enormous crowds, the new streets, the horse-cars (you might think yourself in Brattle Street!) the ruination of the Coliseum, the hideous iron bridge over the Tiber, the wholesale desecration of the Pincio, etc., are all so many death blows to the picturesque.”22

Auden judged a civilization by the degree of diversity attained and the degree of unity retained. The same standard might be applied to more personal genius—all of Picasso looks different, and yet all of it looks unmistakably like Picasso—or the genius of a place. Despite the fears expressed about loss of “the picturesque” and about the distance recognized from any golden age, James offers a similar standard, and the total effect of these various articles is to celebrate diversity and energy. In spite of the changes and the roar of jarring elements, the Italy of Italian Hours remains resiliently Italy. It is essential that any belief in civilization must presuppose such a faith—the confidence that a culture will not collapse because a hero dies, foreigners settle in, or a palazzo is converted into a fast-food restaurant. James perceives Venice as an exquisitely serene and undiversified city, the eternal morceau de musée, but eventually he understands that, for all its seduction, he views a delicious but disturbingly moribund scene—where, except for incremental decay, time had virtually stood still.

During an age of particularly intense social turmoil, many other parts of Italy provided far more movement, threat, and contradiction, and the capital in particular is seen as consistently vital and sometimes fearsome. Implicit questions involve James’s attempt to grasp both civilization and beauty and keep them somehow yoked to vitality. Near the end of Italian Hours, just south of Naples, James enters a church where old women are knitting, gossiping, yawning, and shuffling about. Children romp and “lark,” and in another chapel someone is cooking. It might normally be considered a decidedly un-Jamesian scene, but he approves of it all:The odd thing is that it all appears to interfere so little with that special civilised note—the note of manners—which is so constantly   touched. It is barbarous to expectorate in the temple of your faith, but that doubtless is an extreme case. Is civilisation really measured by the number of things people do respect? There would seem to be much evidence against it.





In the sixteenth century Pope Julius II tore down Old Saint Peter‘s, one of the largest and most important churches in the world, and, dating from the year 326, one of the most ancient. His was an act of daring that might still shock us today, but it was also a gesture of unsurpassed confidence in the direction of Western civilization and in culture itself. The result was the stupendous new basilica of Saint Peter’s, the collaboration of great and varied artistic genius, but Julius II deserves credit for a vital conception of progress that no true Ruskinian would have risked. Although James himself might have shuddered before such arrogant obliteration of precious past, he was neither the cultural nor the aesthetic conservative that Ruskin was. In fact at moments his general quarrel with Ruskin seems subtly political, as, in an 1876 review, it was with Hare:We differ, however, from Mr. Hare in the estimation in which we hold Italian unity, and the triumph of what he never alludes to but as the “Sardinian Government.” He deplores the departure of the little ducal courts, thinks Italy had no need to be united, and never mentions the new order of things without a sneer. His tone strikes us as very childish. Certainly the “Sardinians” have destroyed the picturesque old walls of Florence, and increased—very heavity—the taxes, but it is a very petty view of matters that cannot perceive that these are but regrettable incidents in a great general gain. It is certainly something that Italy has been made a nation, with a voice in the affairs of Europe (to say nothing of her own, for the first time), and able to offer her admirable people (if they will choose to take it) an opportunity to practise some of those responsible civic virtues which it can do no harm even to the gifted Italians to know something about. But on this subject Mr. Hare is really rabid; in a writer who loves Italy as much as he does, his state of mind is an incongruity.23





Hare viewed Italy largely as accumulated literary response or magnificent vista, and even the title of Ruskin’s The Stones of Venice turned its back on the pulse of life in the streets. Too much should not be made of the arrange-ment of essays in Italian Hours, but it is curious that James’s record ends in, of all places, Naples.

James began Italian Hours with the tribute to Venice, an exquisite, other-worldly, aesthetic capital where, however, it would seem that vitality was on the wane. If over time the allure of Venice became slightly louche to Henry James, it is perhaps not an accident that he closed the volume with the 1901 and 1909 sections on the Bay of Naples. In the final and last-written section of Italian Hours, James admits that “the Bay of Naples in June” struck him “as the last word; and it is the last word that comes back to me, after a short interval, in a green, gray northern nook.” The distance traveled is tremendous, from preoccupation with the tenebrous couleur de rose on the Grand Canal to the surprising appreciation, in “The Saint’s Afternoon,” of brass bands and “bare-bodied babies,” the tarantella, “all purple wine,” and the “wonder how so many men, women and children could cram themselves into so much smell.” In maturity James found Naples vital and congenial—and few other travelers did. Decades before, he had written to his brother William that “I conceived at Naples a tenfold deeper loathing than ever of the hideous heritage of the past—and felt for a moment as if I should like to devote my life to laying rail-roads and erecting long blocks of stores on the most classic and romantic sites.”24 Toward the end of the nineteenth century, disdain for Naples was the habit of the day. It might be noted that, in his discussion of Neapolitan customs, Augustus Hare even mocked the fact that “that horrible condiment called Pizza (made of dough baked with garlic, rancid bacon, and strong cheese) is esteemed a feast.”25

Yet in order to appreciate how alien the cultivated Anglo-American tourist could find the impoverished and volatile landscape around Naples, one might recall the impression that the bay had made on Arthur Symons in 1897. This vicious prose is not easy to read. Nonetheless, its vehemence expresses a reaction among visitors which was not uncommon.

A Christian ascetic, wishing to meditate on the disgust of the flesh, might well visit these quays. There he will see the flaccid yellowness of old women, like the skin of a rotten apple; wrinkles eaten in with grime, until they broaden into ruts; feet and ankles that have been caked and roasted and soaked into iridescent reds, smoky violets, shot purples; the horror of decayed eyes, deformed limbs, hair crawling with lice, and about these dishonored bodies flutters a medley of blackened and yellowing linen, tattered trousers without buttons, tattered dresses without strings, torn shawls, still loud in colour, but   purple where they had been red, and lavender where they had been blue. And all this malodorous medley is a-swarm, hoarse voices crying, hands in continual movement, the clatter of heelless shoes on the pavement, the splash of emptied vessels, laughter, the harsh notes of a song, rising out of their midst like the bubble of steam escaping out of a boiling pot.26



Symons’s aesthete sensibilities are revolted by the whole tot—by the poverty, smell, and degradation, but also by the laughter, the expressiveness, and the bursts of song—the incontrovertible pulses of life. James’s late impressions are deeply more humane and far better reconciled to the landscape’s carnal assertiveness. “The place,” he writes, “is at the best wild and weird and sinister, and yet seemed on this occasion to be seated more at her ease in her immense natural dignity.” More than ever he is struck with the “merciless June beauty of Naples Bay at sunset hour” and by the “splendid human plant by the wayside.” James never finds Naples or its people vulgar. In fact in the final essay he wonders that civilization reveals itself so clearly in the cadences of such vigorous common life.

James’s sympathy with the prospect of Naples in summer is not completely surprising when one considers that in the three great works of the major phase, sexuality and passion were at the heart of the matter. One wishes all the more that this mature artist and traveler might have produced another complicated masterpiece during his final years. Yet although the pull of the land’s sensuality continued to fascinate and disturb him until the end of his life, James knew all along that his true home could be neither Italy, nor Rome, hardly even the rarefied dream of Venice, and much less the true  meridionale. When in 1894 Bonaparte Count Giuseppe Primoli introduced him to Matilde Serao, the celebrated Neapolitan novelist and founder of the great newspaper 1l Mattino, he judged her to be spirited, “robust and wonderful.” 27 In 1901, however, when he would return to her “evocation of the absolute ravage of Venus,” he would note his continued admiration of her “poetry of passione,” but would close his essay with a particularly charming and telling passage. James admits that after reading Serao’s Roman and Neapolitan tales with genuine pleasure, inevitably a “feeling revives at last, after a timed intermission, that we may not immediately be quite able, quite assured enough, to name, but which, gradually clearing up, soon defines   itself almost as a yearning. We turn round in obedience to it—unmistakably we turn round again to the opposite pole, and there before we know it have positively laid a clinging hand on dear old Jane Austen.“28

Among travel books Italian Hours is unusual in providing observations that unfold over the long expanse of forty years. Movement over terrain is secondary to the sense of a fascinated temporal journey, which, upon occasion, becomes a grumbling ride past fading beauties, political shifts, and inevitable desecrations in the modern world. But of equal interest are the developments in the voice and in the perceptions of the author himself, for although in 1909 all these essays were amended, “expressively,” as the preface states it, the earlier ones clearly present the style of a younger man, while the later provide the matchless cadence and vocabulary of the mature Henry James. Riding in the Campagna in 1873, he would spot a tavern, “rein up and demand a bottle of their best.” In 1907, motoring through the same Campagna, he reports that he and his companions had “wished, stomachically, we had rather addressed ourselves to a tea-basket.” The reader who feels a sly fondness for Henry James feels it in part for such an inimitable locution. But some of the enigma of travel has to do with just such changes as these. Here, as elsewhere, each reader and each traveler must decide where the greater changes have occurred, in the turbulence of the external or of the internal landscape.

A fruitful reading of Italian Hours benefits from an awareness both of the quiet revolutions that James suggests and of those that came after him, since each generation of travelers comprehends different features of Roderick Hudson’s Rome or of Milly Theale’s Venice. These essays provide a sense of such differences as well as a surer context for the complex moral dramas that James sets on Italian soil. Benedetto Croce, who like James himself united a profoundly serious aesthetic with a deep concern for morality, was “comforted,” to use the phrase of Luigi Barzini, “by the knowledge that history has but one meaning, the slow, bloody, meandering progress of human liberty.”29 There is charged ambiguity in any such statement of comfort, as there is throughout these essays, for the encounter of any aesthetic with human vitality and human liberty necessarily must be perplexing. In Italian Hours Henry James considers these difficult questions and many others, but looking south and into the sun he also evokes the rich seduction and the delicious impulses of an extraordinary land that stirred “the whole adventure of one’s sensibility.” He was prophetic in 1873 when he admitted that the task of summing up, “for tribute and homage, one’s experience, one’s gain,” was one that baffled him:   What is simply clear is the sense of an acquired passion for the place and of an incalculable number of gathered impressions. Many of these have been intense and momentous, but one has trodden on the other—there are always the big fish that swallow up the little—and one can hardly say what has become of them. They store themselves noiselessly away, I suppose, in the dim but safe places of memory and “taste,” and we live in quiet faith that they will emerge into vivid relief if life or art should demand them.




Suggestions for Further Reading
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Henry James made fourteen visits to Italy, his first in 1869, his last in 1907. Leon Edel’s five-volume Henry James (1952-73) provides a detailed account of almost all aspects of these journeys; a one-volume condensation of the biography, Henry James: A Life (1985), offers a fine overview of the Italian experience and, in the index, a handy chronological listing of the travels. Edel’s four-volume edition of Henry James: Letters (1974-84) is another essential resource. In his early letters to his family, James provided rich accounts of his travels; particularly interesting—and lengthy—are the initial impressions of Italy in the 1869 letters to Alice, to William, to his mother, and to his father.

Bonney MacDonald’s recent phenomenological study, Henry James’s “Italian Hours”: Revelatory and Resistant Impressions (1990), illuminates the reconstruction and revision of the early Italian travels and explores their influence on the later career. Apart from MacDonald, relatively little work has focused on the Italian Hours essays, but several critical studies have  examined the more general metaphor of Italy. Notable are Robert L. Gale’s seminal article, “Henry James and Italy,” Studi Americani 3 (1957): 189—204, and Carl Maves’s Sensuous Pessimism: Italy in the Work of Henry James (1973). Nathalia Wright’s American Novelists in Italy: The Discoverers, Allston to James (1965) offers the most comprehensive survey of Italian references in the fiction. William Vance’s America’s Rome (1989) is essential reading. A 1988 symposium held at New York University is collected in James W. Tuttleton and Agostino Lombardo, eds., The Sweetest Impression of Life: The James Family and Italy (New York: New York University Press, and Rome: Istituto della Enciclopedia Italiana, 1990). Readers who read Italian will benefit from Cristina Giorcelli’s Henry James e l’Italia (1968) and Marilla Battilana’s Venezia: Sfondo e simbolonella narrativa di Henry James (1987). Battilana’s 182-page study of James’s relationship to a single Italian city offers a startlingly specific and particularly worthwhile emphasis ; there are two sections on Ore Italiane.

James’s statements on the visual arts, in Italy and elsewhere, merit consideration in their own right. John L. Sweeney, ed., Henry James: The Painter’s Eye: Notes and Essays on the Pictorial Arts (1956), provides a selection and commentary, and Viola Hopkins Winner, Henry James and the Visual Arts  (1970), examines both James’s theoretical formulations and his specific appreciations. Adeline R. Tintner’s The Museum World of Henry James (1986) is the essential sourcebook of virtually all the specifically named works of art in the fiction.

For general background on American writers in Italy, especially helpful are Van Wyck Brooks, The Dream of Arcadia: American Writers and Artists  in Italy, 1760-1915 (1958), again Nathalia Wright, American Novelists in Italy, and William Vance, America’s Rome.

The bibliographies at the end of this volume are selective and have the particular, although not the exclusive, aim of facilitating research on the Italy James knew.



A Note on the Text
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Four of these essays were written expressly for Italian Hours (“A Few Other Roman Neighbourhoods,” the second part of “Siena Early and Late,” “Other Tuscan Cities,” and parts VI and VII of “The Saint’s Afternoon and Others”); all others had appeared previously in magazines or as contributions to books, and several had appeared first in magazines and later were reprinted in either Transatlantic Sketches (1875) or Portraits of Places  (1883). (The details of the publication history of each essay are provided among the notes.) Although with every successive printing some degree of revision is evident, in 1909 James was involved in the major task of revising his earlier fiction for the New York Edition of his works; the editorial pencil also fell heavily on the Italian Hours essays, particularly on those written in 1872, 1873, and 1874. In his 1909 preface James reports that “I have not hesitated to amend my text, expressively, wherever it seemed urgently to ask for this.” The final revisions are numerous and substantial, although in the  opinion of this editor they do not merit the judgment that their product constitutes a distinctly different work.

Changes made between the early magazine publications and initial book publications in Transatlantic Sketches and Portraits of Places are minimal when compared with those made in the editions of 1909; these early changes generally provide corrections rather than emendations, but already there are occasional signs of more serious reconsideration. Since James was on tour in Europe when he sent his earliest manuscripts to the Nation, Galaxy, and the  Atlantic, it was virtually impossible for him to review any proofs, and therefore a significant number of errors crept in. Very obvious errors, particularly obvious to any traveler familiar with Italy or Italian spellings, were printed in the magazine articles and corrected in their first reprintings.

From the 1873 Atlantic publication to the inclusion in the 1875 Transatlantic Sketches, for example, the changes in “Roman Rides” are, relative to other changes among editions in James, minor. On the first two pages of the magazine article an occasional long paragraph is broken down, the word contadino  is taken out of italics, an occasional word receives a varied spelling, and the city of Veii, erroneously given as if a German city, Veü, with an umlaut, is corrected. Other examples of representative changes are less subtle. In “A Roman Holiday” a somewhat extended passage on the Basilica Julia is omitted in all reprintings. In “The After-Season in Rome,” there is a single change in the long first paragraph: “Eh, this is nothing! Come back in May,” in the  Nation, becomes “Ah, this is nothing! Come back in May” in Transatlantic Sketches. The shift may seem to be a correction of a typographical error, but the overall tone of the later essays, as well as of the late revisions, is that of increased nostalgia and tenderness, and therefore such a small shift may indicate an intentional development of sensibility. Perhaps the most significant difference between texts comes in the last line: the magazine article reports that “everything has an amiable side, even émeutes,” while the reprinted version provides the translation of “popular uprisings.” A particular aspect of interest among the printings relates to different attitudes toward the use—the frequent use—of foreign words and expressions.

Although a prefatory remark by James in the 1883 Continental edition of  Foreign Parts reports that “the sketches have been revised,” there is little evidence of revision, and those revisions seem directed at printing errors, except in the case “From a Roman Note-Book,” where the arbitrarily anonymous designations of James’s companions—X, Z, I, a blank space—are made more specific. In the 1909 Italian Hours revision, the designations often are changed and do not match the denotations of Foreign Parts. The Foreign Parts “Mrs. W.” [Sarah Butler Wistler] is designated as “L” [Lizzie Boott] in Italian Hours; “L. B.” [Lizzie Boott] becomes “F” [Frank Boott] in 1909.

Later essays, for example the “Venice” of the Portraits of Places reprinting, generally show few changes when compared to the magazine publications. The final revisions, however, are often very extensive, as may be seen from the representative parallel texts—those of the third paragraph of “The After-Season in Rome”—printed below.

1873 Text

 

It is the same good-nature that leads me to violate the instinct of monopoly, and proclaim that Rome in May is worth waiting. I have just been so gratified at finding myself in undisturbed possession for a couple of hours of the Museum of the Lateran that I can afford to be magnanimous. And yet I keep within the bounds of reason when I say that it would be hard as a traveller or student to pass pleasanter days than these. The weather for a month has been perfect, the sky magnificently blue, the air lively enough, the nights cool, too cool, and the whole gray old city illumined with the most irresistible smile. Rome, which in some moods, especially to new-comers, seems a terribly gloomy place, gives on the whole, and as one knows it better, an indefinable impression of gaiety. This contagious influence lurks in all its darkness and dirt and decay—a something more careless and hopeless than our thrifty Northern cheerfulness, and yet more genial, more urbane, than mere indifference. The Roman temper is a healthy and happy one, and you feel it abroad in the streets even when the scirocco blows, and the goal of man’s life assumes a horrible identity with the mouth of a furnace. But who can analyze even the simplest Roman impression? It is compounded of so many things, it says so much, it suggests so much, it so quickens the intellect and so flatters the heart, that before we are fairly conscious of it the imagination has marked it for her own, and exposed us to a perilous likelihood of talking nonsense about it.



1909 Text

 

Practically I violate thus the instinct of monopoly, since it’s a shame not to publish that Rome in May is exquisitely worth your patience. I have just been so gratified at finding myself in undisturbed possession for a couple of hours of the Museum of the Lateran that I can afford to be magnanimous. It’s almost as if the old all-papal paradise had come back. The weather for a month has been perfect, the sky an extravagance of blue, the air lively enough, the nights cool, nippingly cool, and the whole ancient greyness lighted with an irresistible smile. Rome, which in some moods, especially to new-comers, seems a place of almost sinister gloom, has an occasional art, as one knows her better, of brushing away care by the grand gesture with which some splendid impatient mourning matron—just the Niobe of Nations, surviving, emerging and looking about her again—might pull off and cast aside an oppression of muffling crape. This admirable power still temperamentally to react and take notice lurks in all her darkness and dirt and decay—a a something more careless and hopeless than our thrifty northern cheer, and yet more genial and urbane than the Parisian spirit of blague. The 



collective Roman nature is a healthy and hearty one, and you feel it abroad in the streets even when the sirocco blows and the medium of life seems to proceed more or less from the mouth of a furnace. But who shall analyse even the simplest Roman impression? It is compounded of so many things, it says so much, it involves so much, it so quickens the intelligence and so flatters the heart, that before we fairly grasp the case the imagination has marked it for her own and exposed us to a perilous likelihood of talking nonsense about it.



 

These passages indicate a degree of revision—at least of an early essay—not uncommon in Italian Hours. Notable is the addition of two entirely new passages. One remembers the “old all-papal paradise,” suggesting a sympathy that was not obvious in the earlier versions of the articles. Another personifies the city as Niobe and extends the metaphor (in his introduction to The American Scene, Auden noted the characteristic of the late prose that “outside of fairy tales, I know of no book in which things so often and so naturally become persons.... [S]ince The Fairie Queene, what book has been more hospitable to allegorical figures?”).30 The late prose of Henry James is generally delivered with a more extended sense of rhythm and a more complex syntax. Some readers may prefer the earlier prose, and a few may feel, for example, that the force of “the goal of man’s life assumes a horrible identity with the mouth of a furnace” is slightly diminished in the revision.

No variorum collation of the several versions of the essays would be easily decipherable or very helpful—and since the magazine printings of these articles are available in most American research libraries, such extensive collation is not necessary; the serious students of James will wish to examine those printed texts—often replete with engraved illustrations (the Century  magazine printing of “Venice,” for example, is illustrated by A. Whitney Blum, T. Suseler, H. Davidson, Frank French, D. Martin Rico, Clara Montalba, and the unspecified A.C.C.). An incremental shift of tone and intention sometimes will be apparent, but James rarely controverts the fun-damental sense of his early prose. It is, for example, interesting to note that none of James’s early, sarcastic, and harsh references to Ruskin is at all modified by the mature novelist.

The first edition of Italian Hours was published in London by William Heinemann on 28 October 1909. At first it seems that particular care was taken with the production of this first edition: it contains an index, and an “errata” page faces the first page of text and indicates two relatively minor corrections of comma placement. Yet upon occasion more serious errors in the text go unnoted—for example, misspelled Italian and French words and proper names, errors in page headings, and omitted accent marks for foreign words.

The index is a strange feature of this volume. Perhaps it was part of a William Heinemann marketing strategy to make Italian Hours more attractive to a traveler who might consult it while on a journey—although the large format of the volume (10[image: 006]by 8 inches) would have made it a much more clumsy companion than Ruskin’s “Traveller’s Edition” of The Stones of Venice. In any case, the index surely was not the work of Henry James. On first glance it seems surprisingly complete, and reasonably lengthy, but it is often wrong-headed and insecure. One index entry, for example, reads, “Barca, signore!” On page 53 in the first edition the text reads that, in Venice, “the keynote of the great medley of voices borne back from the exit is not ‘Cab, sir!’ but ‘Barca, signore!’ ” Notations such as these (“Campi” is indexed for page 70, although as an ordinary and general word for field or square it appears numerous other times throughout), and citations such as “Pink, the colour in Venice,” “Lark, the advent of the,” “Olive, the,” “Arme d’Inghilterra, Siena”—an exotic enough sounding designation, but merely the name of a defunct hotel—indicate that the index was compiled by an assistant with little knowledge of Italy and an insufficient understanding of the text that he or she was indexing. This inadequate understanding is especially clear when one considers that no note is given in the index of the more important conceptual issues of Italian Hours—“civilization,” “commercialization,” “restoration,” “Roman Catholicism,” or “Risorgimento.”

It would seem surprising that James did not pay more attention to all aspects of production of such a handsomely bound and attractively illustrated book on a subject that was dear to him; it does seem unlikely, however, that he corrected proofs of the index. Since in the fall of 1909 he was involved in work on the prefaces and texts of the New York Edition of the novels and tales, Italian Hours, with
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