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Abstract

Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s work as an interlinguiaticl intersemiotic translator of thta
Nuovareveals much about his characteristic adaptatiddaofte to the new sensibility of
Victorian poetry and art. After translating the sspgle of the dream of Beatrice’s death
into English, Rossetti goes on to illustrate itaim early watercolor version (1865), and
then in a final monumental oil (1871) which will bsely examined in this article. By
focusing on both phases of Rossettian translatisnatticle means to show how Rossetti
derives from the Florentine a distinctively Dantesdconographic repertoire which he
then develops into a post-Romantic set of poettds. precisely in the distance between
Dante’s poetry and Rossetti’s double works of aat the latter's understanding of and
autonomy from Dante has to be traced.
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One of the most crucial episodes of tfita Nuovais Beatrice’s death as
dreamt by Dante. Dante Gabriel Rossetti’'s deep tdveante Alighieri,
inherited from his father Gabrieleled him to an early reading and
translation into English of this chapter of the rElatine’s ‘rubrica. He
set to illustrate the passage in 1848. The profextjever, was soon laid
aside and resumed between 1855 and 1857, whenrtibe raade a
watercolor of the same episod#ante’s Dream at the Time of the Death
of Beatrice Rossetti started to work on the last versiorhefpainting in
1871. His interlinguistic translation of the epispdincluding the
Dantesque prose passage and the ‘canzone’ “Domtaspie di novella

' An exiled patriot from Naples and supporter of tiitgeral constitution,
Gabriele Rossetti (1783-1854) lived in England frb&24, where he spent his
life teaching Italian Literature at London’s King@ollege. His works on Dante
Alighieri centre on an esoteric reading of the Ehdine, with undertones
ranging from the markedly political to the overthyystical. At the core of
Dante’s works Rossetti envisioned an initiatory d'énreligion which worked
for a radical regeneration of spirituality awayrfradhe temporal power of the
Church.

Moriconi, Chiara. 2014. “Dante’s Dream: RossetRsading of thé/ita
Nuova Through the Lens of a Double TranslatioMdrdic Journal of
English Studie43(4):56-80.
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etade”, together with the two versions of the pagt delineate the
course of Rossetti's artistic development, withirthesual and verbal
elements combined in an ever enriching processs €ksay will first
examine Rossetti’'s work as an interlinguistic tfatms and then relate
his translating strategies to the process of iataistic transfer. It will be
clear, then, how Rossetti's own poetics come tavelgt interact with

Dante himself, insomuch as to achieve a definiteraamy with respect
to its source text.

A close look at the original text by Dante is essgnin the prose
passage (chapter XXIll according to Fraticelli'sitiesh, 1906), the
young Dante has an awesome vision, a dream in viteh leads him to
Beatrice's deathbed. His last farewell to her &cpded by an apocalyptic
scene, in which the sun is obscured, the eartheg,ddirds fall from the
sky and angels fly on high singing to the AlmighBifferently from
what happens elsewhere in ttita Nuova the work being marked by a
typical vagueness of description, this passage ratin iconographic
details, accurately drawn by the Florentine Poeh#ége its own imagery
more vibrant. The dream seems even more real gddityritself. Dante
goes on to describe the central part of the dreamvhich he sees a
group of weeping women around Beatrice’s deathlmedering her
lifeless body with a white shroud. Next, the yofitids himself in his
own room and he proceeds to beseech Death to lsanraway into the
afterworld. The passage is dear to Rossetti fifshlbbecause of the
richness of its imagery, to whose density the tetai the following
song “Donna pietosa e di novella etade” (“A veryifpi lady, very
young”) definitely contribute. Every iconographietdil featured by the
Dantesque narrative represents in fact the lifer@itext for an addition
and multiplication of sense through Rossetti's ntgpical strategies of
translation, which we will now consider in more akt

Being himself a poet, Rossetti's most challengimgtance of
interlinguistic translation is that of the Floramis song, rather than the
latter’'s prose passage. It will therefore be mbgminating to start by
examining how the poet-painter proceeded in hislisimgersion of the
Italian ‘canzone’. The peculiarities of Rossetts/le as translator of
Dante are in fact more easily traceable in theev&manslation, where, in
order to shape a metrical and rhyme scheme clasggérto the original,
he avoids a word-for-word rendering, thus complyinigh two of the
most renowned among his tenets on translation.
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In the preface to his volume of translations frohe tltalian
Primitives, The Early Italian Poets(1861), Rossetti describes his
translating strategy as aiming at fidelity ratheart precise interlinguistic
literality. Rossetti believed in fact that a faithf(and therefore, not
strictly literal) translation is always to be pret to a literal one, for
poetry ultimately resists scientific exactness @t 1861: viiif:

Poetry not being an exact science, literality afdering is altogether secondary to
this chief aim. | say literality, —not fidelity, vith is by no means the same thing.
When literality can be combined with what is thiae primary condition of success,
the translator is fortunate, and must strive himasgt to unite them; when such
object can only be attained by paraphrase, tHasienly path. Ipid.)

Though originally referred to his activity as aarlinguistic translator,
Rossetti’'s concern for fidelity of rendering canliveadly related to his
work as illustrator too. The commitment to a faithinterlinguistic
rendering of his Italian originals acquires in factar wider resonance
when referred back to the next tenet on transla®ossetti devised for
his activity as a poet-painter. The following distive trait of Rossetti's
work regards in particular his intersemiotic trangations, and consists
of the technique he himself defines as “Allegorizion one’s hook”.
With this expression Rossetti refers to a precisstegyy through which
the illustrator enriches with new information, aaiog to his own
initiative, the semiotic material given to him byetsource text: writing
about his illustrations for the Moxon Edition of Arg/son prepared
during the late Fifties, Rossetti argues that “oam allegorize on one’s
own hook on the subject of the poem, without kilifor oneself and
everyone, a distinct idea of the poet’'s” (RossE#h7, I: 239). Though
respectively referred to his typical approach terimguistic translation,
in the first case, and to intersemiotic translatiarthe second one, these
two principles end up being fused by Rossetti awlifferently applied to
both translating processes. Far from indicatingaek |of systematic
application of rules, Rossetti's free resorting oth of these tenets
regardless of the translating field for which tHiegt seem to be created
sheds light on the importance he placed on the atlv@rocess of
translation, a practice that transcends for hiningles media or artistic

2 “Rossetti seems, understandably, to have settlepréserving the appearances
of the poems he translated” (Gitter 1974 353).
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expression. This must not appear surprising, siRossetti's aim in

weaving his double works of art is anything butaanmonic accretion of
meaning through the interaction of different me@a. the contrary, and
as Lawrence Starzyk underlines, for Rossetti trexbal ... is rarely a

simple analogue of the visual ... the image in tfezess, in other words,
becomes recalcitrant or antagonistic” (Starzyk 2@%). Through the
Rossettian double-work of art, the process of conication and

representation is thus indefinitely expanded in twéexily foreshadows
the dynamics of Perice’s “flight of interpretan{Silverman 1998: 50-
52). Such characteristic raises to a more explsiel Rossetti's own
alertness to the chief crisis his culture was fa¢hroughout the mid and
late Victorian age: a crisis in epistemology, andrenparticularly, a
crisis in language, deriving from the Romanticsileld attempt at a
reconciliation between man and the outer world. IRossetti is first of

all a post-Romantic artist, and his poetics arelfumentally informed by
the experience of poets like Wordsworth, Shelleg &eats (Cimini

2010: 249). In the backwash of a secularizatiorcudfure which had

been brought about by the philosophers of Germealikm at the end of
the 18" century (Abrams 1973: 91-95), the first and secgederations
of Romantic poets had set out on their quest fiacavery of what was
left to human apprehension and understanding, nyameaure. In the
aftermath of such secularization, the pre-Romardaid typically

Augustinian vision of the world, featuring a tription of God, man and
Nature, had in fact been reduced to a dualism of amal universe:

The tendency in innovative Romantic thought [...] iealy to diminish, and at the
extreme to eliminate, the role of God, leaving las prime agencies man and the
world, mind and nature, the ego and the non-egos#f and the non-self, spirit and
the other, or (in the favorite antithesis of postakian philosophers) subject and
object. (vi: 91)

Most importantly, though, the Romantic experiencad hbeen
characterized by the poet’s failure in his atterdpte-appropriation of
nature: the more nature is sought for, the mone\veals itself as an
impossible goal. Hopelessly severed from both God Mature, the
Romantic poet first, and the Victorian then, areavwmidably trapped
within the prison of their own solipsism. Such Raowia legacy informs
the aesthetics of natural representation of marggovian artists, and of
Rossetti in particular. If the poets’ self-cons@aemove from nature
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was made palpable in the characteristically artimah imagery of
Romanticism (Bloom 1970: 9), then the Victoriansrevéaced with the
threat of exasperating that anti-naturalness irdist@rtion of truth. Most
significantly, the chief of Victorian tenets onistic representation is the
principle of the pathetic fallacy, the artist’s tygl

informing of objects other than the self with thelfs tendencies. This poetic
tendency results from romanticism’s need to finadnpanionable forms as local
habitations for the artist’'s diverse and multitulis tendencies or selvégStarzyk
2009: 30)

We must settle for a partial, limited projection mir own moods and
feelings onto the outer world: a compromise betwssdfiexpression and
one’s emotional control is not only desirable the bnly decent choice
for the artist (Breton 2013: 21): this is what Ruastiefines as the proper
use of the pathetic fallacy. John Ruskin sensedaai the danger
awaiting a projection of man’s mood onto naturd thd@oo far indulged.
Man and nature, the self and its object, sign @&fierent never actually
meet, and exasperating such severance in any éstéte of the feelings
can only result in an irrational distortion of tnutn a typical gesture that
sets him apart from the majority of his contempiesarmost notably his
Pre-Raphaelite Brethren, Rossetti soon came tesarsh limitation as
an impossible restraint upon the faculties of tredated and post-
Romantic artist. It is most significant to consithenw such breach of the
bonds Ruskin recognized as proper to the pathetfiack is to be
observed in Rossetti even by an early stage ofchiser: a similar
tendency to exasperate and anthropomorphize thesfof nature into a
an utterly unnatural imagery would soon resultigiéstrangement from
Ruskin himself. The exquisitely anti-natural exte=m of artistic
representation are those Rossetti most relisheshim,depiction of
“‘common things” being always and unreservedly “fafl human or
personal expression, full of sentiment”, in the agrf Walter Pater
(Pater 1889: 234). His art is increasingly bentamg an exasperation of
the impossible escape from the prison of the gelfi knowledge of the
reality which lies outside the self is thoroughlgnéed to man, whose
only access to nature is granted by the distortirgor of art. Again, in
the revealing words of Pater
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with Rossetti this sense of lifeless nature, afterisatranslated to a higher service,
in which it does but incorporate itself with sonfeape of strong emotion. Every one
understands how this may happen at critical momehtse...To Rossetti it is so
always, because to him life is a crisis at everymaot. (vi: 235)

The crisis Pater refers to is of course nothing the crisis in
representation we are here discussing. It consist®ther words, of
man’s inability to represent the immediacy of a neainof experience
with the external world. Since such attempt at pragentation of the
world can do no more than record the world’'s vessnove from man
(Wagner 1996: 19), art is accordingly reduced tibual re-enactment of
such abortive act of appropriation: the performatistance of the
representational procedure remains the only viabkthetics that is left
to the modern artist. In light of such an impossibbmmunion of subject
and object, sign and referent, image and wordptitg chance to define
a meaning of sorts through art lies in performamace repetition,
particularly through the recovery of old and tramhal narratives: the
elaboration of forms and materials issuing fromeoltimes of un-self-
conscious art is the only pale guarantee of a neaning in poetry. The
recovery of Dante's narrative perfectly fits intoch Rossettian, post-
Romantic aesthetics of representation. The Viawmpaet-painter, as
Warwick Slinn underlines, misreads Dante so thaée tlatter's
conventional lyricism becomes gradually absorbedhgy “abstractions
of its own method, the language of Dantesque isiealnd symbol”
(Slinn 2003: 65): it is therefore the strangenes$sthe allegorical
machinery underlying Dante'subrica that is most prized by Rossetti
himself. His misreadings of Dante are meant toleattie reader with the
sophistication of an unfamiliar set of conventiotie only accretion of
knowledge that is to be derived from art accordm&ossetti lies in fact
in the expanded receptivity which Dante’s medies@hventions forces
upon a modern and self-conscious readership (Hmsi2008: 3). A
number of “unexpected or novel connectiorlbid.) are disclosed by the
intensified concentration implied in the culturalvesve separating
Dante’s Vita Nuovafrom its Victorian afterlife. The post-Romantic,
epistemological crisis suffered by a culture of temal and temporal
repleteness” Iyi: 10) is therefore fought against through the very
material loveliness of Dante’s art. Most importgntt is the recovery of
Dante through the double lens of an interlinguistitd intersemiotic
translation which engages the reader-spectatoramddficult and self-
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conscious act of attention, the only possible mameficognition art can
still lead the reader-spectator toi( 3). Clearly, indeed, the episode of
Dante’s dream acquires a new resonance if re-cereidn the light of
my discussion up to this point: the mirror struetwf the Dantesque
episode, whose narrative is articulated both asep@nd as verse, is
appealing enough for an artist like Rossetti, wived to explore the
articulated nooks and passages lying between €iffecultures, arts,
media and literary genres. Even before being dgteagaged in his own
translation of the passage, Rossetti sees in tbbleloepresentation of
Dante’s experience a first instance of that chaseegin which sign and
referent are forever engaged: by interlinguisticalhd intersemiotically
transmutating Dante, Rossetti aims at exasperdtieg patterns of
variation which the Dantesque episode already fedtin its original
form. My purpose here is to consider each instaoteRossetti’'s
“allegorizing” or swerving away from Dante in order draw into sharp
focus how such missing correspondence betweenldtadstext and
Dantesque original is unfailingly deliberate. Let therefore begin by
considering his interlinguistic rendering of tharzone’.

The first instance of Rossetti’'s non-literal apmto#o the translating
process is evident in the third stanza of the song:

Qual dicea: "Non dormire",

e qual dicea: "Perché si ti sconforte?"
Allor lassai la nova fantasia,
chiamando il nome de la donna mia.
Era la voce mia si dolorosa ... (11-15)

The ‘nuova fantasia’ (‘new fantasy’, translationne) of line 13 is
translated as an eclipse, “With that, my soul wakefrom its eclipse”
(Rossetti 1861: 269). The choice to add the imagendt merely
motivated by matters of rhyme and rather repredtetdirst instance of
a typical Rossettian use of the pathetic fallaeyealing the translator’s
intention to connect the youth’s gloomy mood to tterkness of an
awesome scenery, filled with omens. The darkeninth® sun, in fact,
was there in the prose section of thidéa Nuovachapter (Fraticelli
1906:86), which reads “pareami vedere il sobeuraré, and it is later
reaffirmed in the fourth stanza of the song, “Poiparve vedere appoco
appoco/ Turbar lo Sole ed apparir la stella” (“Tidle, little by little, as
I thought,/The sun ceased, and the stars begaatherd, 49-50). In the
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1871 painting such obscurity is focused on glimpsésFlorence
perceivable beyond the room's walls, and in th#figal’ illumination
of the setting, where only a small lamp affordétiellight. The English
translation of the ‘canzone’ just mentioned theecpdes this particular
chromatic reprise in the painting. Thus the “edipsf line 13 triggers a
number of sign multiplications which not only relerate through
Rossetti's following transmutation of the episod#oi its pictorial
version, but which reach back to Dante himself hisdprose passage:
Dante and Rossetti result therefore as associaged Bpecific sign
constellation (McGann 2003: 44-45). Moreover, tlisoice reveals
Rossetti's own resolution, ever stronger duringdaigeer, to attribute an
iconic value to the signs of verbal language, aadtransfer the
symbolism of the linguistic system to the visuajns that shape the
canvass.

Another crucial element is found in the fourth g&nof the
‘canzone’: when referring to his dream, Dante daftsano immaginare,
ov’iio entra”, line 44, thus endowing the whole vision withath
vividness and thickness of colors and images refleto before. This
happens because of the use he makes of the verar&n(‘to enter’,
translation mine), with its very concrete connatas. This time
Rossetti's translation is literal, maintaining tlsame perception of
materiality conveyed by the Italian verb in theresponding English ‘to
step into’. His translation (“the uncertain statetépped int reveals
how Rossetti means to preserve the mood of theceotext: the
concreteness of the original passage constitutéscinthe material and
beautiful strangeness of the Dantesque allegameahinery. It remains,
in other words, the only guarantee that is leftdgpost-Romantic, self-
conscious readership to experience those momerasgpiition implied
by an attentive reading of thédta Nuovaitself. Though remaining close
enough to the ‘littera’ of the original, and themef lacking those
elements of addition to the source text referredbetore, the accurate
translation of this passage helps Rossetti coniepédrsonal reading and
interpretation of the whole chapter: what he setnise suggesting here
is that the dream itself is for him more revealthgn the waking state.
As Joan Rees explains in her analysis of “The BitttiRossetti's aim in
creating a poem or a painting consists in freegiggmoment in time, to
be able better to examine and to return to it tme again.
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The picture creates a world of its own. [...] The fptakes the whole experience
deep into his mind and there, in some psychic redie [...] approaches a vision of
timelessness of crucial experiences existing efigriraspite of time. (Rees 2010:
29)

The intersemiotic shift further enhances the tadtrength of the scene.
The perfect symmetry of the painting, the ‘Keatsldss never reaching
Beatrice’s cheek, the whole setting of the worleate an impression of
suspended time in which the reader is taken bydimel (as Love himself
takes Dante), stepping into it to examine the aef@sa the land away of
aesthetic eternity. Moreover, its huge size tuires gicture into a real
“life-porch into eternity®, a place one has the actual perception of being
attracted to and included into. To go back to ttenzone’, then, even
when apparently literal, Rossetti’s interlinguistianslation is meant to
add a new dimension to the original significanceth@ text: what for
Dante had been a verb simply determining space raodement, in
Rossetti becomes the indicator of a whole concepmifaart, which needs
be concrete and appealing to a readership thagtisng ever detached
and removed from the art-object itself.

Another important detail in the Rossettian intaglirstic translation
(with consequences for the way the painter wilkkdatisually translate
the whole episode) is to be found in line 50, fowstanza. In the source
text we find a description of the sun and the dtiaas seem to be crying
together (emphasis mine):

Poi mi parve vedere appoco appoco
turbar lo Sole ed apparir la stella,
e pianger egledella. (49-51)

Rossetti’'s translation reads:

The while, little by little, as | thought,
The sun ceased, and the stars began to gather,
And each wepat the other. (49-51)

The preposition Rossetti uses here, unlike théattatonjunction ‘ed’,
implies mutual compassion between the two celest@lies, which
appear to be anthropomorphized in an attitude darezh human

% Rossetti, Dante Gabriel, “Memorial Thresholds”)(11
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sympathy that is more marked than in the origifiiis detail becomes
crucial if contextualized in Rossetti's complex pee and related back
to his characteristic breach of the proper bondskRuhad imposed on
the use of the pathetic fallacy. Though apparentiymportant, such
translating choice is an early clue to what wouktdme Rossetti’'s
profound delight in the artistic exasperation oé thoet's moods and
feelings. Anything but concerned about a possihlk @desirable balance
between his self-expression and his emotional obntRossetti
everywhere discerns signs of his own exasperatethtisn and
solipsism, even back in Dante’s work. Though intiehaharboring his
awareness of man’s isolation from nature, Dante ri@alRossetti
recognizes in the apocalyptic passage by Danteflactien of the
writer's most intimate self. The exasperation & ttatural element in the
face of nature’s irrecoverable stance generallyltgsin Rossetti's
increasingly “anti-natural” imagery, a trait whible inherited again from
his Romantic precursors. As Harold Bloom arguesfact, “Romantic
nature poetry, despite a long critical history aémpresentation, was an
antinature poetry, even in Wordsworth who sougbiprecity or even a
dialogue with nature but found it only in flash€8loom 1970: 9). Not
only does Rossetti translate such features intd&hglish version of the
Dantesque episode, but he exaggerates the compticithe heavenly
bodies, making them cry ‘at’ each other. This detheds light on the
way Rossetti will later illustrate the dream episodror our present
purpose, it is sufficient to anticipate how the npigig’'s background
reflects the desolation shared by the sun and ttennthe windows that
stand on the two sides of the room show a forsaiign sharing in its
deep isolation the utter pain of the young PoetaiAg Rossetti
intervenes in the translated text in order to ptnee way for his later
visual rendering of the episode, quintessence ®fploist-Romantic re-
reading of Dante and of his poetics.

Another interlinguistic deviation from the sourcext, which
becomes relevant to an intersemiotic analysis &fsBii’'s work, occurs
in line 67, stanza five. Here we have the corehef\ision, the moment
when the young Poet finds himself facing the corp$eBeatrice
(emphasis mine):
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L’ immaginar fallace

Mi condusse a veder mia donna morta;

E quando I'ebbi scorta,

Vedea che donne la covrian d'un ve65-68)

The Rossettian interlinguistic translation showe aletail in particular
which overtly anticipates the later intersemiogadering of the passage:

These idle phantasies

Then carried me to see my lady dead:

And standing at her head

Her ladies put a white veil over her. (65-68)

In the original song, line 67 simply referred toetimoment Dante
perceived the dead Beatrice (‘and when | saw heahslation mine).
Translating the said line as “standing at her headild be motivated by
mere rhyme. However, the addition of a new cluetlm perspective
whenceDante sees Beatrice sheds light on that “allegagion one’s
own hook” technique which constitutes Rossetti’sstrayucial principle
in his illustrations of Dante. In Rossetti's traatsld text, the scene
displays its characters in a much more concrete tivay Dante’s text
had done. Again, what needs be highlighted her¢hés augmented
emphasis Rossetti lays on the work of art as amahteject, the verbal
expression moving swiftly towards its viswuter-life. The shift between
different media always represents for Rossetti ancé to multiply the
signification implied in the original text. Detailthat are scarcely
mentioned or utterly omitted in the source condyetake shape in the
translated text and afterwards in the illustratiGtossetti frequently
resorts to this kind of explicitation; thus the Desgue vision, though
detailed if compared to the rest of thi#ga Nuova becomes in Rossetti
even more accurate in determining the position i two ladies
covering Beatrice with a shroud, and anticipatesydtore the actual
collocation of the figures in the later canvas.

Finally, in line 79 Dante implores Death to cariynhaway to the
afterworld, “Vieni, che’l cor ti chiede”. Rossetiianslates the original
‘cor’ (‘heart’) as ‘soul’ (“My soul entreats the€ome”), another choice
which does not seem to be motivated by rhyme oriasetTo fully
understand the cause of such a distance from treestext, one should
bear in mind the meaning the author assigns t@xperience of love, a
true revelation of the poet’s most intimate sekkirgy left with his sole
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self, and severed from both God and Nature, the-Romantic poet
looks at love as the only “basis for a significeglationship between the
subjective and the objective worlds” (Spector 19%32).The importance
of the love experience as an attempt to evade nmisen of solipsism
determines Rossetti's unflinching partiality for rida’s Vita Nuova the
Florentine’s account of his early and earthly léeeBeatrice. However,
love ultimately negates that hoped-for escape feonautological and
sterile isolation of the self, and the poet is lgith a sense of his own
isolation coming doubly strong onto him. As is ttese for sign and
referent in Rossetti's art, the beloved remainsever distant and
unknowable for the artist: this notwithstanding,sBetti's quest for his
beloved women is ever on the go, thus again t@sgifyo the poet-
painter's unmistakably Romantic descent. Just asdgyeorth had
recognized the very power of the modern poet inalareness of his
own limitations, so does Rossetti stick to his gues an escape of
solipsism in a stubborn exasperation of solitudeugh a projection of
his moods onto his beloved women. Both spirit agilses are engaged
in this quest for otherness, for the dualism ofdramd matter is annulled
in the poet’s quest, which needs the unflinchind) @i any power that
can be invoked, be it natural, human, or spirituabtve therefore
constitutes an inevitable instrument of enquirpitite soul, and it is for
this reason that translating ‘heart’ as ‘soul’ sewant to Rossetti's
personal ‘reading’ of Dante: where the heart stdondshe sensual and
erotic side of the love experience, the world ‘sostinds for the
spirituality that same experience entails, a coiiion that is envisioned
by Rossetti as the only source of progress in hukmanviedge for the
modern poet. Undeniably, though, Rossetti showartigity for the path
of the senses: the growing isolation that the ogtipped by can only
be fought against through the material concreterdsthe arts. As
Elizabeth Helsinger argues, the real knowledge thatlern art and
poetry can provide according to Rossetti consistiving through the
feelings and to be aware that one is doing(Belsinger 2008: 35-36).
Though never engaged in a sustained reflectionetigious questions
(Marucci 2003: 741), Rossetti was nonetheless readgelieve that the
only possible transcendence of reality and histie along the path of
the senses. Sensually experiencing love grantsmibéern and self-
conscious poet a last hope of a «<momentary contiélctthe immortals»
(Rossetti 1967, Il: 727). The delicate balance esfsges and spirit, soul
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and heart, must be preserved by Rossetti throughisufproduction.
Dante’s account of his love for Beatrice in ¥iéa Nuova moving as it
does from a concrete apprehension of the ‘Gerntilgstowards a new
and celestial vision of her, proves to be the madaptable of all
narratives to the rising importance sensuality gpidituality acquire in
Rossetti’s poetics. Furthermore, it must be poirdad that in the two
versions of the painting the features of Beatrimeraspectively those of
Elizabeth Siddal and of Jane Burden, the two gl@as of Rossetti's
life. If the experience of love becomes vehicle dodeep knowledge of
the artist’s soul, then the beloved woman is thetrpeecious emblem of
such a love, and, consequently, of such an exjoraf one’s intimate
being. In other words, she becomes a synthesiait fand soul. The
fundamental coexistence of heart and soul mustepe ik mind for it
will structure the imagery of the Victorian poetdapainter throughout
his career: significantly, it is from Dante that $Retti derives the
premises of his distinctive aesthetics, which &t dside from any other
Victorian artist and grant him a lasting originglit

Even as an interlinguistic source-text, Dante ientrapproached
creatively by Rossetti, who strives to adapt his Italian prser to the
new contingencies of his modern sensibility. Theditawhs and
innovations to Dante as a literary pre-text will &gen more clearly
traceable in the intersemiotic rendering of Y¥hia Nuovaepisode, where
Rossetti most strikinglpwervesaway from his precursor, increasingly
realizing how real explanatory power rises fromtatise rather than
from proximity to the source (McGann 2000: 23). Migual translation
of theVita Nuovapassage by Rossetti will now be examined, spedijic
the late monumental oil. A few references to thpheistic annotation
written by Rossetti himself to his 1871 versionl\wé helpful:

The subject of the picture is drawn from the ‘Viduova’' of Dante, the
autobiography of his earlier life. It embodies Hieam on the day of the death of
Beatrice Portinari; in which, after many portentdd aamens, he is led by Love
himself to the bedside of his dead lady, and s#e tadies covering her with a veil
as she lies in death. The scene is a chamber afrdrevhere Beatrice is seen lying
on a couch recessed in the wall, as if just falbeck in death. The winged and
glowing figure of Love (the pilgrim Love of théita Nuova, wearing the scallop-
shell on his shoulder,) leads by the hand Dant®, wélks conscious but absorbed,
as in sleep. In his other hand Love carries hisvaipointed at the dreamer's heart,
and with it a branch of apple-blossom, which mayufe forth the love here
consummated in death,—a blossom plucked beforectiming of fruit. As he
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reaches the bier, Love bends for a moment overriBeawith the kiss which her
lover has never given her; while the two dreamdadhold the pall full of may
bloom suspended for an instant before it coverddw for ever. These two green-
clad women look fixedly on the dreamer as if thaeghh not speak, with saddened
but not hopeless eyes. The chamber of dreamseisrstwith poppies; and on either
side of the recessed couch two open passagesdestditcases, one upward one
downward. In these staircases are seen flying ivas bof the same glowing hue as
the figure of Love,—the emblems of his presencéngl the house. In these
openings, and above where the roof also lies obelts are seen tolling for the
dead; and beyond in the distance is the outer wafrtéality—the City of Florence,
which, as Dante says, ‘sat solitary’ for his ladiésath. Over all, the angels float up-
wards, as in his dream, ‘having a little cloudrionft of them;—a cloud to which is
given some semblance of the beatified Beaftice.

This gloss reveals much about the strategies feltbtoy the artist in his
intersemiotic translation of the episode, let alstading out as a further
mirroring of the original Dantesque prose passageill be therefore
often referred to as the most genuine expressidrogketti’s intentions
in visually translating Dante’s chapter.

Now let us proceed to the 1871 oil. The dreamlikeodh of the
passage is visually recreated by Rossetti througterthan one device.
The first impression one gets of the Rossettiankwisr that of a
“chamber of dreams”, an unearthly scene, as th& &itnself argues in
his note. The chamber of dreams is timeless, nedtheient nor modern,
apparently belonging, in its rigid symmetry, toeality that is far from
that of everyday lif& It is in the eidetic and topological organizatioin
the painting, that is in the disposition of linesdaobject in the canvas,
that the first precise choices of translation ardd perceived (Greimas
2001: 203-204). The artist is determined to refldoe feeling of
estrangement experienced by the young Poet ofVitee Nuova (his
being projected in an unknown and suffocating roamfhe alienating
and unnatural symmetry the whole visual work isltbupon. At the
centre of such a complex symmetry stands Loveyetadi character for
Rossetti, who is always concerned about conferwimghe god a distinct
concreteness and vividness. Love is portrayederati of exhorting the

* The Rossetti Archive:http://www.rossettiarchive.org/docs/23p-1881.broad
side.rad.html

® “The chamber wherein she lies dead is as muchrigopof his imaginative
conception as aught else. It is a large room, rattty of medieval and still less
of modern aspect” (Sharp 1882: 222).
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Poet, reminding us of the words he addressed tgdhgh in the song,
line 64: “Vieni a veder nostra donna che gidc@he line is visually
translated in the concrete gesture with which the tgkes Dante by the
hand and leads him unto his dead beloved.

Love is represented by Rossetti according to Dandepiction of
him, though not in this very passage: not confirtimgself to the mere
description to be found in the episode itself, Rttsseems determined
to draw ideas and details from the whole of W& Nuova Developing
from the ‘amoretto’ of the watercolor into the nafithe 1871 oif, Love
finally appears in the later canvas as the “figdfano signore, di
pauroso aspetto a chi lo guardasse” (Fraticell61®@) that we find in
the third chapter of the ‘rubica’, long before Delstdrearft anything
but the little cherub of Rossetti’s first versiorhis represents the first
instance of Rossetti’'s refusal to concentrate aingle episode whence
to draw all the information he needs to re-readtBaand his resolve to
consider the Florentine’s ‘rubrica’ in its totalityove’s attire is an
additional feature which Rossetti draws from anofiessage of theita
Nuova. In Rossetti's 1871 painting, the god wears pilgrohothes,
exactly as he does in chapter IX of the Florensingibrica’, where the
divinity appears “come peregrino leggermente westt di vili drappi”
(Ibid.: 61Y. Love’s pilgrim clothes anticipate the importargieen to the
figure of the wayfarer in Rossetti's poetry, andestt to the latter's
capacity to transform originally Dantesque iconpgsainto the means
of a totally modern significance: in the centrabityributed to the pattern
of the life-journey, Rossetti’s poetry is againessentially Romantic,
recovering from poets like Keats the fundamentalcstre of an
internalized quest romance, that “basic tendencganceptualize the
course of human aspiration as a quest” (Waldof6128). InThe House

® “Come and behold our lady where she lies” (Ros881: 271).

" “Love’s first incarnation was young Edward Hughete-year-old nephew of
Arthur, before his face was ‘discarded as havimgrtaich of the Greek Adonis
about it'. Then came sixteen-year-old Johnston &®rRobertson, son of a
dramatist known to Rossetti. [...] ‘At the first gitty | remember he said “I am
sorry, my dear Johnston, there is no beautifultaredor you to kiss.” | can feel
my blushes now™ (Marsh 1999: 409).

8 “The figure of a lord of terrible aspect to suchk should gaze upon him”
(Rossetti 1861: 226).

° “Clothed lightly as a wayfarer might befb{d.: 236).



Rossetti and Dante’s Vita Nuova 71

of Life, human existence is often conceived as a longldficult path, a
strong reminiscence of Dantel6ta Nuovaand Petrarch’€Canzoniere
From his Italian models, the English poet-paintad flalso drawn his
typical conception of Love, divinity of eros anduscand god of
mutability and change, as the subtitles to the tsemtions of the
Rossettian ‘canzoniere’ overtly revéal. Rossetti’s iconographic
elaboration of the character of love and of theosopf the journey
testifies therefore to his deliberate resolve tiingea “sign constellation”
(McGann 2003: 44-45) which brings together higditg original and his
own allegorizations of it: his peculiar reading Dante results from a
deliberate superimposition of Medieval literary gentions and topoi
and images that are quintessentially Romantic.

There are details used by Rossetti to depict Lokielwhe himself
devises through his “allegorizing” strategy: apfmam Love’s main
attribute, namely the arrow he bears in his handting at Dante’s heart,
Rossetti adds a branch of apple blossom, meargk® @an a symbolic
meaning. As specified by the painter himself in dliphrastic note, the
branch (emphasis minejrfayfigure forth the love here consummated in
death — a blossom plucked before the coming of’friioral symbolism
is employed by Rossetti in the painting, in ordeicompensate for the
absence of other iconographic details of the oaigtext by Dante that
have been neglected, such as the crying womengttaer round the
Florentine or the birds that drop dead onto therfl\part from this
observation, though, a more specific point has ¢oniade here with
reference to the addition of the apple branch &dhedding light on the
importance symbols assume in Rossettian art. Sysmbdor Rossetti
always involves an exegetical process in which libbolder becomes
fully responsible for the determination of the miite meaning of art
(Camilletti 2005: 31-32): in the inevitable selfeeentiality of modern
literature, the work of art then finds its neaison d’étrein the process
of self-knowledge and education it offers the bdbolto undergo, an
exploration of those “dark passages” poetry wasniwance according to
one of Rossetti's most illustrious precursors, Jileats (Keats 1958, I:
281). Rossetti's note thus introduces a simple ssiign as to what the
branch “may figure forth”: the detail’'s symbolic @ity actually implies
an active participation of the reader-beholder ine tultimate

10 Respectively titled “Love and Change” and “Changd Fate”.
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determination of meaning. In other words, the binaiscthere to take on
the significance that the reader-beholder will nded attribute it,
therefore functioning as the trigger for an exeggtiprocess which
represents the ultimate justification for the extiste of any work of art.
The use of symbolism is clear in other iconogragiéments of the
painting, generally contributing to define the mamidthe place where
the action is set. The room has an opening in¢flsg, whence a crowd
of angels, carrying Beatrice’s soul to heaven omh#e cloud, can be
perceived. These cherubs appear in Dante too, eesth\by Rossetti to
delineate the correspondence between heaven atig eater and inner
space, high and low which represents one of thet nmportant
conceptual and narrative bases of\ita Nuova In the depiction of this
particular setting Rossetti works without help frtme Italian Poet, thus
becoming the one responsible for making expliciatvh the source text
remained unsaid. At the two opposite sides of thanr there are two
staircases, one leading upward and the other dowitlaus reflecting
again the two main movements that define the whinlecture of Dante’s
poetry). Two openings behind them reveal glimpsésaodeserted
Florence, incarnation of the “sola civitas” of Jaigh's Lamentationgl,
i). The recurrence of contrasting elements in tiological symbolism
of the “chamber of dreams” contributes to reaffilmt duality of spirit
and matter that lies at the core of Rossetti’s eption of art and life
Moreover, the reference to Jeremiah sheds liglat dmaracteristic of
Rossetti referred to above, namely the artist'ssafto confine himself
to the spatial and temporal boundaries of one siaglsode by Dante: to
this observation, a new and critical element muwstadded. Besides
connecting different chapters of Dante’s ‘rubrica@ illustrate the
Florentine, Rossetti in fact appears also conceimeteating a network
of connections betweehis owndifferent translations and paintings of
Dantesque inspiration. Permeating the whole atnergpbf the Dream
oil, the line from Jeremiah’samentationds inscribed at the bottom of
Rossetti's masterpiece of Dantesque pictorial remism, Beata
Beatrix'! and constitutes an ideal bridge between the ladavas and
the Dream oil. The connection between the two pajstfinds further

™ The unfinished painting that was to become Rad&sdBeata Beatrixwas
begun by the artist before 1863. Rossetti resungdvbrk after the death of
Elizabeth Siddal (1862), who died by an overdosdaafianum: this drug is
extracted from the seeds of poppies. The paintiag fimished in 1870.
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confirmation in the floral symbolism of the popghe room depicted in
the Dream oil is in fact bestrewn with the saiowviém, which in Rossetti’s
poetics assumes a double symbolic value. Besigeegsenting sleep and
death, the poppy comes to stand for something deeper if considered
with relation to the poet’s personal experiencethViAeata Beatrixthe
image of the poppy (reinforced by the quotationnfraleremiah)
definitely closes the circle of that ideal coingide between Rossetti and
Siddal’ s love, on the one hand, and Dante andriBeat, on the other.
The poppy becomes a symbol of the beloved’'s deaticatved as the
indispensable negation of desire within the proaafsseflection and
investigation on the poet’s most intimate self. kgRossetti proves to
be the perfect inheritor of a specific Romantic aeg that
Wordsworthian doctrine reversing

the cardinal neoclassic ideal of setting only asit¥s goals, by converting what had
been man’s tragic error—the inordinacy of his “pfithat persists in setting infinite
aims for the finite man—into his specific glory amid triumph. (Abrams 1970:110)

The impossible love for a dead Beatrice that thppgosymbolizes is
nothing but the finest development of the Romaptetic revolution,
which had found its victory in dejection and lo$&e floor painted on
the canvas is bestrewn with such flowers, représgrihe ultimate
conveyance of Beatrice’s soul into heaven. Thetpajrthus features a
number of iconographic elements and referencesamtd3que episodes
other than the principal source-text: the iconogm@apesidue deriving
from Rossetti’s deliberate allegorizing and addisieco Dante results in a
cultural residue, the only true cognitive burdeatthemains after the
translating process has taken place (Helsinger :2B88 These same
added details actually constitute the modern gualitRossetti’s vision,
eventually turning the painting into a new pre-tégt a following
network of Rossettian canvasses and poems.

For his portrait of Dante, Rossetti follows thetlasanza of the
‘canzone’:

lo diventai del dolor si umile,
Veggendo in lei tanta umilta formata,
Ch’io dicea: Morte, assai dolce ti tegno;
Tu déi omai esser cosa gentile.

Poiché tu se’ nella mia donna stata,

E déi aver pietate, e non disdegno.



74 Chiara Moriconi

Vedi che si desideroso vegno
D’esser de’ tuoi, ch’io ti somiglio in fed(971-78)1L2

The character of Dante drawn by Rossetti faithf@itifows the image
reflected in these lines. Rossetti portrays aneextty shy and bashful
Dante, with eyes cast down and faltering stepss Tipiction suggests
an almost symmetrical correspondence with Rosseitiftrayal of Dante
in the episode of Beatrice’s salutation in PurgdforRossetti suggests
that, whether in Florence, in Purgatory or facimg deathbed, meeting
the ‘Gentilissima’ never fails to arouse humilidnother element of the
original text that the painter faithfully renders the main chromatic
feature of this character: through an anticipatadnthe lines of the
canzone (“Vedi che si desideroso vegno / D’essértuds, ch’io ti
somiglio in fede”, lines 77-78) in the prose naw@tf the same chapter,
Dante has already declared that he is wearing eterscof Death (“or
vieni a me che molto ti desidero: tu vedi ch’iotpagia lo tuo colore™).
Following the Poet’s self-portrait, Rossetti marsaadge define in the
figure of Dante a focal point for his whole canvabgere the rich dyes of
green, red and brown dispose themselves in a sexirtex around the
greyish-black of the Poet’s tunic, emanation of@ming that pervades
the whole scene. Used to emphasize the lyric iitiein$ the passage
(Helsinger 2008: 23), color results as a furthedetesion of that pathetic
fallacy Rossetti was so keen on.

The poet-painter explicitly refers to Love in higarastic note to the
painting, describing him as he walks “conscious &hbsorbed, as in
sleep”, and thus reminding his reader of how tleisutiar attitude is not
only due to the humility inspired in him by the vil®cene, but also to
the fact that he is actually immersed in a dreahmtTreamlike mood
evoked in the Dante passage by the obsessivetiepeadf terms such as

12«and | became so humble in my grief,/Seeing in siech deep humility,/That

| said: ‘Death, | hold thee passing good/Hencefoaihd a most gentle sweet
relief,/Since my dear love has chosen to dwell wligge:/Pity, not hate, is thine,
well understood./Lo! | do so desire to see thy fabat | am like as one who

nears the tomb” (Rossetti 1861: 272).

13 For such a comparison, séke Salutation of Beatrio@oth versions, 1849-50

and 1859).

14 “\Wherefore come now unto me who do greatly detsie: seest thou not that
| wear thy colour already?” (Rossetti 1861: 267).
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‘sembrare’, ‘parere’, ‘immaginare’, ‘fantasia’, Iface’, ‘dubitoso’, is
conveyed in the painting by more than just one agpaphic element:
indeed it is not only suggested by the stiff synmnehat defines the
whole composition, but by the attitude of the chtees themselves. With
their literally dreamy gesture, even the two wonh@aring Beatrice’s
shroud help create an unreal scene. Rossetti descthem in his
ekphrastic note: “These two green-clad women locledly on the
dreamer as if they might not speak, with saddengdniot hopeless
eyes”. The symmetrical structure invariably soughtRossetti for his
painting is further reflected in the number of wamthough their crucial
function lies in their eyes. Their dreamy and alinfiggetful gaze
contrasts with the grave mood of the whole scelmgs fadding to the
degree of detachment and unreality conveyed by dhmposition.
However, the adjective “hopeless” used by Rossettiis note proves
revealing at this point. Theita Nuovais precisely concluded on a note
of hope and with a new and celestial image of Begtnow far from the
Stilnovisitc principles whence the Poet had firstved. The two parts
that make uprhe House of Lifeend on the same note of hope, as it
clearly appears in the two sonnets “Love’s Lastt"Gand “The One
Hope”. The way Rossetti depicts the two women IngaBBeatrice’s
shroud then reveals much about his own interpogtatof the
‘Gentilissima”’s death; for him, too, this episodeecomes the
interpretative key to his own artistic growth, lesghim to a notion of
death that is conceived no more as mere mournidgareavement, but
rather as a unique and privileged life-porch intdifeerent ‘reading’ of
his experience as a man and a poet, whereforaultsstely proves to
be the only possible gain in consciousness and lauge.

Rossetti's reading of Dante is surely motivated eoynumber of
definite interests. First of all, a text such asVWita Novais preferred to
the Commedigbecause of the relevant meanings it still bearafomew’
and Victorian target-public. A great interpretertiof Romantic and self-
conscious awakening to history, Rossetti welcomeecavery of the
‘primitive’  Middle-Ages that embraces the latter'anti-mimetic
tendencies, rejecting its realities in favor ofideal revival of it (Frye
1968: 37). Rossetti recovers the medieval work ahte in a way that
completely differs from what artists such as Rust&inHolman Hunt
were performing during those same years. What weayted to recover
from the ltalian ‘Duecentoas actually the firm moral and religious



76 Chiara Moriconi

zeal on which all artistic expression was then gdmd™ Through his
translation of the Italian Poet’s love story, Raggarepares instead the
ground for a personal and almost dissenting ingastin of his own
experience that will keep maturing through the geard will eventually
appear in full bloom in his sonnet sequeite House of LifeBoth the
interlinguistic and the intersemiotic translatigm®ve definitely crucial
to the development of Rossetti's poetics after hesreading the
Dantesque work. The main resources employed byeRossthe double
rendering of the original text can be summarizedf@®ws: first,
Rossetti is determined to avoid a word-for-word ifmage-for-image)
translation of all his source texts, firmly beliegiin the utterly non-
scientific character of poetry, on the first plaead of the translating
process as well. He therefore applies the methotimeelf defines as
“allegorizing on one’'s own hook”, which implies aaddition of
iconographic details invented by the painter teséhdescribed by Dante,
without “killing a distinct idea of the poet’'s” (Reetti 1967, I: 239) and
which works in accordance to a deliberate breacth®fporoper pathetic
fallacy. Moreover the Rossettian illustrations cdribe usually tend to
condense pictorial elements deriving from more tjush one episode of
the original text into a single scene. Such a teageeveals the painter’s
unfailing endeavor to assimilate two entities thradition had often
considered to be at odds: painting with its focasspace, on the one
hand, and the literary work with its focus on timen the other.
Originally, his canvases overtly display a ‘namaticharacter, with their
typical mixture of visual and verbal signs. Throubke years, though, a
synthesis in the narrative component of Rossgifiistings is clearly to
be discerned: his previous love for narrative withiis pictorial
production is gradually replaced by an analytiggiraach to the overall

5 For further reading about the outdatedness ofatfiginal Pre-Raphaelite
project, see Fabio Camilletti @aint Agnes of Intercessicfe altrettanto chiaro

[...] come Rossetti stia giustificando, Bant’Agnesgla propria inattualita:

l'inattualita dei Pre-raffaelliti, la stessa inatga di cui era stato accusato
Ingres, linattualita del primitivismdout-court Ma—e questo € importante—
egli non la giustifica con le parole di un Ruskinddo un Holman Hunt: il

primitivismo non € cercato, inseguito, perseguitdiralita di rinnovamento

artistico, di rinnovamento morale: esso € insegiitoquanto € qualcosa di
estremamente personale, e dunque—di conseguenzassaeamente attuale”
(Camilletti 2005: 111-112).
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structure of the paintings, which will eventuallgnese to be much more
developed in depth rather than in widBeata Beatrixclearly epitomizes
such a change, leading Rossetti to the most ceédebpdase of his career
as a painter. Though finished befdrbe Dreamoil, Beata Beatrixis
certainly a later work in conception and represehts climax of the
poet-painter’'s personal reading of Dante, with Rtss eventual
dismissal of the narrative offered by the Italiame® and his imposition
of a clearly modern, post-Romantic interpretatioritte overall original
prose. As argued by Fabio Camilletti, no Dantesepisode can be here
referred to the Rossettian painting of Beatrice'stasy:

L'ipotesto di partenza non € piu @nictoritas esso pud essere smembrato,
frammentato, completato. L'opera di Rossetti e gudil Dante si compenetrano.
(Camilletti 2005: 121)

At this point of his career Rossetti is mature gfoto proceed with a
reading of Dante ‘without’ Dante; yet the Florestims there, easily
traceable in that iconographic repertoire thatipndtes from Rossetti’'s
translations of Dante’¥ita Nuova including details such as the dove
and the poppy. The extensive range of symbols aetographic
elements drawn from the Florentine constantly rerges in Rossetti’'s
later pictorial and poetic production. It would thée impossible to
understand the progress of his artistic work witreweareful account of
his Dantesque phase, culminating wiBeata Beatrix A notion of
intersemiotic translation becomes essential to retded and fully
appreciate Dante Gabriel Rossetti’'s last artistiage: canvas and sonnet
are continually matched and compared though thexermngerfectly
harmonize. Because of the many questions such asingis
complementariness leaves unanswered, an unpreeddezgponsibility
in the process of interpretation is then confewadhe reader-beholder.
In the central role attributed to the interpreies lthe timeless allure of
Rossetti’s art.
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