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. . 553 “Born was I and grew up
the great town on the fau- Rwer of A.rno ")

Longfellow.s translatwn. :




tiefly declaring himself to be a Florentine
but without revéaling his identity, Dante
vers the two « Frati Gaudenti * [3] whom
meets among the hypocrites in the sixth
md of Circle VIII, condemned to walk slowly
ever in heavy hooded mantles of gilded
symbels of plausible appearance. ,
s is one of the few occasions when the Poet,
etful for a moment of his bitter grievances,
s to his native place in words expressing
praise, admiration or regret.

Florence “born was I and grew up * says
exile, unjustly sentenced, his heart stabbed,
thaps, by a secret presentiment that never
with his mortal eyes, would he see the
s of his ancestral home (4). And yielding
the sweetness of recalling early days, ever
ent with him, he speaks of the Arno as

‘the fair river » flowing through the midst of

cany between wooded slopes and smiling
ns, and calls Florence ¢ the great town *
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which he knows, though only by hearsay, to
be now adorned with the Cathedral of S. Maria
del Fiore and a beautiful Campanile, with the
church of Santa Croce and the Palace of the
Signory, crowned by a lofty battlemented tower,
prodigies, all these, of purely Tuscan art which
had risen, as if by enchantment, within the
course of a few years, beneath the blue Flo-
rentine sky [5].

NOTES.

[1] This tower originally belonged to the Benedictine
monks of the Florentine Badia [See Epigraph XXIV]
and in Dante’s early days it was the residence of the
Priors. On its restoration a few years ago it was marked
by two inscriptions, one facing Via Dante Alighieri and
the other Piazza S. Martino. The first of these inscriptions
runs as follows:
QUESTA TORRE
DETTA DELLA CASTAGNA
UNICA RESTA
DELLE SEDI ONDE I PRIORI DELLE ARTI
RESSERO FIRENZE
PRIMA CHE LA FORZA E LA GLORIA
DEL FIORENTINO COMUNE

FACESSERO SORGERE
IL PALAZZO DELLA SIGNORIA

[This tower — called Della Castagna — is the only one
left — of the residences wkence the Priers of the Arts —
ruled Florence - ere the strength and glory - of the
Florentine Commune — reared the Palace of the Signory].
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The house where it was helieved that Dante was born.
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The second inscription, taken from Dino Compagni’s
« Cronaca », says: E chiamaronsi Priori dell’ Arti e stet-
tero rinchiusi nella torre della Castagna appresso alla
Badia accié non temessero le minaccie de’ potenti.
[« They were called the Priors of the Arts and they were
shut up in the Castagna tower near the Badia so that
they should not fear
the threats of the pow-
erful ]
The piazza di San Mar-
tino takes its name from
the old church of San
Martino del Vescovo
which was Dante’s par-
ish church just as the
- neighbouring church of
San Martino del Vescovo .
Dante’s parish church, Santa Margherita was
that of Beatrice. It dates
from 986 when its facade faced the square now called
¢ dei Cimatori® and formerly ¢ di San Martino », the
latter name being afterwards given to the little square
behind and to the street running past it, now Via Dante
Alighieri. Of the ancient church, suppressed in 1479,
there only remains the Oratory of the ¢ Buonomini di
San Martino », a benevolent society founded in 1441 by
the Archbishop of Florence, St. Antonino. This insti-
tution which has carried on its charitable work silently
for five hundred years among the really needy families
of the city who are ashamed to beg, is governed by the
following rules: Ask from the rich to help the poor;
never reveal the names of those who are benefited; do
not accumulate capital.
The Oratory which contains some good frescoes by Re-
naissance artists, has lately been thoroughly and very
carefully restored.
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[2] The reader may think it strange that we should speak
of Dante’s houses after the sentence inflicted on the Poet
which included the confiscation and destruction of his
property. But 21 years after his death, the Republic in
a first act of clemency [Jap. 9th. 1342 O. S.] granted
the sons of ‘the enemy of the Guelph Party, guilty of
baratry in his office as Prior ® as Dante was shamefully
described in the notarial act, the privilege of recuperating
their father’s property with such houses ¢ burned and
not burned * as might still be standing.

[3] A knightly order of Friars of Santa Maria Gloriosa,
founded by the Beato Brangazio, one of the successors
of St. Dominic. Their habit was white with a grey
mantle; their duties were to defend widows and orphans
and reconcile hostile parties. They were not bound by
vows of chastity or poverty and they were ironically
called Frati Gaudenti or the Joyous Friars because they
soon forgot their duties and gave themselves over to
pleas}lre. The order was suppressed by Pope Sixtus V
in 1585.

In 1266 two Frati Gaudenti were summoned from Bo-
logna to act jointly as Podesta of Florence, to bring back
peace into the city and to govern it honestly and justly.
For the purpose of discussing public affairs with repre-
sentatives of the powerful Guilds, the Frati Gandenti
used to attend meetings held in the residences of the
Consuls of the Calimala [Clothdressers’] Guild in Mer-
cato Nuovo, where the shop of Molteni the chemist now
stands. An inscription on this house facing Via Porta
Rossa, recalls the fact that they made many good laws
for the public benefit /molte buone leggi in utile pub-
blico statuirono], and here, says the Florentine historian,
Gino Capponi, ‘“usci ad un tratto e come di per sé la
Repubblica di Firenze » [“the Florentine Republic was
suddenly ard spontaneously born »]. That the Bolognese
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Firiars were not considered to have carried out their
mmission successfully we learn from a contemporary chron-
scler who says that “ under the guise of false hypocrisy
they seemed to be in agreement to act more for their
@wn advantage than for the good of the city ». This
explains their place among the hypocrites. :

4] Although the Aretine writer of the 15 th. century,
Lzonardo Bruni, wrote in his life of Dante, that the
family of Messer Caceciaguida called Alighieri had their
Bouses in the piazza behind San Martino del Vescovo,
facing the street leading to the Sacchetti houses [now
¥ia dei Magazzini] and . extending on the other side
towards the Donati and Giuochi houses, yet it was by no
means easy to find the exact location of these buildings.
After the Poet’s death, they were divided among his sons
#nd then passed into the hands of different religious
Bodies and private individuals who altered them very
considerably both in appearance and ground-plan. The
guestion was carefully studied between 1865 and 1869

~ @ad after much patient research, it was possible to estab~

Bsh, on documentary evidence, that the block of houses
#nd towers in Via Santa Margherita and the other block
in Piazza San Martino originally formed a whole, at the
time when the Poet was born. Notwithstanding this
discovery, the sixth centenary of Dante’s birth — and the
Srst one celebrated. by the Kingdom of Italy, — was
allowed to pass without anything being done to restore
these historic walls which were in a pitiable state of
decay. It was only ten years later when Florence was
erowded by foreigners and visitors from all parts of Italy,
for the celebration of the 4th. Centenary of Michelangelo
Baonarroti, that the Municipality decided for very shame
%o restore the fagade of the house situated on Piazza San
Martino thqn_believéd to be Dante’s home, though it was
really only one among the Alighieri houses. The res-
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. we turn to civic buildings, the Palazzo Vecchio was pre:

Poera® [In this house of the Alighieri was born the
Divine Poet]. It was a mistake to have retained this
inscription as the exhaustive studies recently made in
connéqtiogi with these houses had proved that the state-
ment was purely arbitrary and in no way corresponding
to the truth. But in 1900 when the sixth centenary of
Dante’s Priorate was solemnly commemorated, the Cqm-_
mune finally took the matter definitely in hand. They
obtained possession of the site and on the ruins of the
old Alighieri houses [recognized as Dante’s birthplace]
they built up a new building «in public honour of the
. Divine Poet®. The inscription recording this restoration

was placed in 1911.

5] If Florence was becoming the admiration of the world -
with Santa Maria del Fiore, begun in 1294 and the great
~ Pranciscan church of Santa Croce dating from 1295, it
" should not be forédtten that she already possessed one
‘of the most beautiful buildings in Italy in the Dominican
church of Santa Maria Novella built in 1278. And if

ceded in 1255 by the magnificent Palazzo del Podesta
which has come down to us almost intact, in its severe,

mediaeval beauty [see Epigraph XXIV]




