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Abstract 

 

Nationalism, Cosmopolitanism, and Female Intellectuality:  

The Paradoxes of Dora D’Istria  

and the Gendering of Risorgimento Italy 

 

Altina Hoti, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2019 

 

Supervisor:  Daniela Bini Carter 

 

An investigation of gender, nationalism and cosmopolitanism discourses in 

nineteenth-century Italy through the works and reception of Romanian-born proto-feminist 

intellectual Dora D’Istria. This dissertation explores the cultural and political relationship 

between the figure of Dora D’Istria as a female cosmopolitan and the Italian Risorgimento. 

Particular attention is devoted to the tensions between nineteenth-century cosmopolitanism 

and nationalism, as well as the complex interrelations between nationalism and the 

questione femminile. Through the lens of Dora D’Istria’s publications and her reception 

among various intellectuals in post-unification Italy, this study explores the politicization 

of the women’s rights movement within the nationalist discourse. Women’s education and 

the production of traditional gender norms as a result of the national regeneration agenda 

are topics central to this work. The author analyses letters between D’Istria and Italian 

Risorgimento prominent figures such as Giuseppe Garibaldi as well as scholars such as 

Angelo De Gubernatis, Francesco Protonotari. Additionally, an essential role in this study 

is occupied by various monographs and essays by D’Istria herself such as La Suisse 
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allemande et l'ascension du Moench (1856), Des femmes par une femme (1865), “The 

Educational Movement” in Theodore Stanton’s The Woman Questions in Europe (1884), 

as well as the reception of these works published in the form of essays and articles such as 

Gazzetta Ufficiale Del Regno D'Italia (Firenze, 1865) and Oscar Greco’s Bibliografia 

femminile italiana del XIX secolo (Venezia, 1875). Drawing from texts such as George L. 

Mosse’s Nationalism and Sexuality (1985), R. Radhakrishnan’s essay on colonial India, 

“Nationalism, Gender, and the Narrative of Identity” (1992), Stewart-Steinberg’s The 

Pinocchio Effect. On Making Italians (1860-1920) (2007), and Esther Wohlgemut’s 

Romantic Cosmopolitanism (2009), the author discusses the power dynamics between the 

movement of women’s right and that of nationalism in nineteenth-century Italy. 
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Introduction 

“Der Ister,” a poem by German poet Friedrich Hölderlin (1770-1843), reflects 

upon distant realms, paradoxes, and extremes: water and fire, heat and coolness, day and 

night, the divine and the human, traveling and dwelling, East and West. The poem is 

about a river, the Danube, which in ancient Roman times bore two names: the upper 

Danube Danuvius and the lower Danube Ister, from the Greek Istros.1 Hölderlin’s poem 

symbolically unifies the two rivers by christening them both as Ister and thereby creates 

through this  conflation a single “Heraclitean sense of identity-in-difference, clustered 

around the phenomenon of naming.”2 These, and rivers in general, were for many 

authors symbols of origins, travel, movement, of “reaching the other side.” Rivers 

symbolically occupied a liminal space wherein two worlds connected:  

But we sing, having come 

Far from the Indus 

And Alpheus, we have long sought 

Adequacy to fate, 

It takes wings to seize 

The nearest things 

Immediately 

And reach the other side. 

Let us settle here.3 

 

 
1 Charles Bambach, Thinking the Poetic Measure of Justice: Hölderlin-Heidegger-Celan (Albany: State 

University of New York Press, 2013), 64.  

2 Bambach, 64.  

3 Friedrich Hölderlin, “The Ister” in Friedrich Hölderlin, Hymns and Fragments, transl. and intro. Richard 

Sieburth (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), 111. 
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Rivers at once “divide and unify wet and dry, nature and culture, sky and earth.”4 Like 

poets, they served as intermediaries, bringing together oppositional forces and distant 

realms. In this light, Charles Bambach, who has proposed reading Hölderlin’s hymn as “a 

poem that seeks to negotiate the limits of the Oriental and the Occidental,”5 also 

imagines the Ister as, “the river that joins the gods of the Orient and Occident.”6 This 

double meaning has another significance. The name Ister also appears in the name Dora 

D’Istria. These double meanings encoded into Hoderlin’s poem has particular 

significance for the purposes of this dissertation, for the name Ister underpins the 

surname of Dora D’Istria, a once celebrated, but now largely forgotten, author of 

nineteenth-century Europe.  

This was no coincidence. It was the nom de plume of Elena Ghica Koltzoff-

Massalsky, a nineteenth-century Romanian-born aristocrat, writer, and intellectual. True 

to the meaning behind her chosen alias, ‘gift of the Danube,’ Dora D’Istria aimed to 

bring together Eastern and Western cultures in her prolific publications. She 

painstakingly researched, studied, and wrote about the peoples and histories of Romania, 

Switzerland, Germany, Albania, Italy, Greece, Bulgaria, and Russia. “Most of my 

writings,” she explained in a letter to Italian Orientalist Angelo de Gubernatis in 1867, 

“have been inspired by the desire to make Westerners better aware of the various Eastern 

 
4 Richard Sieburth, “Notes to the Poems” in Friedrich Hölderlin, 267. 

5 Bambach, 57.  

6 Bambach, Thinking the Poetic, 64.  
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nations that represent Christian civilization.”7 Her choice of D’Istria as a last name 

reflects her deep affinity with the Slavic and Italian populations of the Istrian peninsula. 

Additionally, it constitutes a likely tribute to the first head of state of modern Greece, 

Ioannis Antonios Kapodistrias—Giovanni Capo d’Istria in Italian— whose ancestral 

origins traced back to Slavo-Italian provinces of the Istrian peninsula.8 Like Ister in her 

name, Dora inevitably suggests another reference. It brings to mind Dora Baltea: a river 

flowing between Switzerland and Italy, much like the Romanian intellectual would do 

through her works. 

An avid traveler, D’Istria was a cosmopolitan. She was also a proto-feminist 

intellectual who deeply valued individual freedom and independence. Her early education 

in her Bucharest hometown introduced her to ancient Greek thought, German 

Romanticism, and the French Enlightenment, along with other [need a word here]. Her 

studies paved the way for the ideological beliefs that would later characterize her work. 

In her own words: 

Allow me to express to you how happy I am that you have introduced me to the 

wonderful Hellenic literature, which has produced the most important 

masterpieces of human thought. It is impossible to forget that I owe you the 

knowledge of such sublime poets, unparalleled philosophers, and historians 

animated by a profound sense of freedom, whose perfection puts in despair all our 

contemporaries with a feel for the beautiful.9  

 
7 Dora D’Istria to Angelo De Gubernatis, April 10, 1867. Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze (BNCF 

from here onwards), Carteggi De Gubernatis.   

8 Dora D’Istria, Excursions en Roumélie et en Morée (Zurich: Meyer et Zeller, 1863), 2:170. “Jean, comte 

Capodistrias, […], était né à Corfou, en 1776, d’une famille qui venait de l’Istrie, province slavo-italienne, 

abandonnée à l’Autriche après la chute de Napoléon.” 

9 D’Istria, Les femmes en Orient, (Zurich: Meyer & Zeller, 1859), 1: v. “Permettez-moi de vous dire 

combien je suis heureuse d’avoir été initiée par vous à cette magnifique littérature des Hellènes qui a 

produit les principaux chefs-d’œuvre de la pensée humaine. Il m’est impossible d’oublier que je vous dois 
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Her life fueled her cosmopolitanism. When she was only a teenager, her father’s 

exile in the early 1840s led her family to move from one European country to the next. 

During this time, she attended many of Europe’s aristocratic court gatherings, which 

allowed her to become acquainted with many of the era’s leading literati, scholars and 

socialites, such as the Prussian naturalist and explorer Alexander Von Humboldt.10 In 

1849, she married the Russian Prince Alexander Koltzoff-Massalsky and moved to 

Russia. The marriage, however, was short-lived, and in 1855 Dora D’Istria returned to 

Europe.11 What followed were trips to Switzerland and Italy, archival research, and 

writing, as well as daring adventures, such as climbing the then-unscaled Mönch 

mountain peak in the Swiss Alps.12 Most importantly, this period would mark the 

beginning of Dora D’Istria’s publishing career.  

D’Istria was also part of a turbulent era. Sweeping anti-imperialist sentiments and 

nationalist movements scarred European intellectual culture during the late nineteenth 

century. Nationalism, the dream of ethnicities developing into states, promised to 

counteract imperialist rule and, for liberal thinkers, promised freedom. D’Istria embraced 

 
la connaissance de ces poètes sublimes, de ces philosophes sans égaux, de ces historiens animés d’un 

profond amour de la liberté, dont la perfection désespère tous ceux de nos contemporains qui ont le 

sentiment du beau.” All translations are mine unless otherwise stated. 

10 Angelo De Gubernatis “Illustri Stranieri in Italia” in Rivista Contemporanea Nazionale Italiana 17, no. 

57 (April 1869): 110. 

11 Antonio D’Alessandri, Il pensiero e l’opera di Dora d’Istria fra Oriente Europeo e Italia, (Rome, 

Gangemi Editore, 2007), 12.  

12 She was thought to have been the first to climb the Mönch mountain according to various sources by her 

contemporaries. See for example “Dora D’Istria,” Scribner’s Monthly. An Illustrated Magazine for the 

People, conducted by F. G. Holland 17, no. 1 (November 1879): 225-233. 
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the cause of nationalist freedom so popular at the time, and by the mid-1860s she was 

recognized as one of Europe’s most illustrious women to support national independence. 

Her chosen language for her publications, as was the case for many writers belonging to 

the international aristocratic class, was French: “the common linguistic denominator for 

travelers on the [European] Continent.”13 Her politics achieved popularity throughout 

Italy’s intellectual elites. Among the issues she championed were the expansion of 

women’s legal rights, the achievement of national independence, and the battle against 

imperial encroachment and religious monasticism.14 In the late 1860s, she took her 

causes to Florence, where she would live for the rest of her life.  

Her name appeared regularly in national and international publications in both 

Europe and the United States. In 1863, Swedish proto-feminist writer Fredrika Bremer 

commented that, “In Athens, [D’Istria] is for the present celebrated as a new Corinne.”15 

The Italian historian Bartolomeo Cecchetti praised her as a “[d]aughter of the Orient,” 

who “mirrors its beauties.”16 He also described her to the Italian public as “a living 

encyclopedia.”17 Similarly, in Les Portraits Cosmopolites (Paris, 1870), the French 

author Charles Yriarte wrote the following about D’Istria and her writings:  

She is a curious encyclopedia. She wrote ‘The Ionian Islands’ and ‘Romanian 

Nationalism’ for Revue de Deux Mondes, and she discussed the woman’s question 

 
13 Esther Wohlgemut, Romantic Cosmopolitanism (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009), 99. 

14 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero e l’opera, 59.  

15 Fredrika Bremer, Greece and the Greeks. The Narrative of a Winter Residence and Summer Travel in 

Greece and its Islands. transl. by Mary Howitt (London: Hurst and Blackett Publishers, 1863), 1:272. 

16  Bartolomeo Cecchetti, Bibliografia della Principessa Elena Ghica. Dora D’Istria, (Venezia: Tip. Di P. 

Naratovich, 1868), 17. “Figlia dell’Oriente, ne riproduce le bellezze.” 

17  Cecchetti, Bibliografia, 17. “[U]na enciclopedia vivente.”  
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in the West on Revue d’Athènes. I am not able to keep track of her fast enough; 

her entire oeuvre includes thirty volumes, and the most recent of all her works, 

according to Deschanel, would suffice to establish the literary success of a man. 

This book, Des femmes, par une femme, albeit under a modest title, is certainly 

one of the essential works of our times.18 

 

American writers were similarly interested in her life and works. In 1878, a New York 

magazine provided a detailed biography and overview of her ideology. The anonymous 

writer commented:  

In Europe this lady is everywhere known, beloved by many personal friends, and 

admired by all who have read her works. Her thought is profound and liberal, her 

views are broad and humane. As an authoress, philanthropist, traveler, artist, and 

one of the strongest advocates of freedom and liberty for the oppressed of both 

sexes, and of her suffering sisters especially, she is an honor to the time and to 

womanhood. The women of the old world have found in her a powerful, 

sympathizing, yet rational, champion.19 

 

Widely known was the correspondence between her and Giuseppe Garibaldi, key leader 

of the Italian national movement and whom she deeply admired. A letter that he had 

addressed D’Istria appeared on the New York Times in August 1861, in response to a 

previous letter in which she denounced the Papacy as a major obstacle to the progress of 

Italian society. “You are right, Madame,” he addressed her, “the Papacy is the most 

horrible plague that my poor countrymen is [sic] afflicted with […] and it affords a 

pretext keeping it permanently in Italy a foreign army which by its influence prevents a 

 
18 Charles Yriarte, Les Portraits Cosmopolites (E. Lachaud Éditeur: Paris, 1870), 173. “C’est une curieuse 

encyclopédie; elle écrit les Iles Ioniennes et la Nationalité roumaine à la Revue de Deux Mondes, et traite la 

question des femmes dans l’Occident à la Revue d’Athènes. Même à la hâte je ne veux pas la suivre ; 

l’œuvre entière comprend trente volumes, et le dernier de tous, au dire de Deschanel, suffirait à établir la 

réputation littéraire d’un homme. Cet ouvrage : Des femmes, par une femme, sous un titre modeste, est 

certainement une des œuvres substantielles de ce temps-ci [sic].”  

19 Anonymous. “Dora D’Istria,” Scribner’s Monthly. An Illustrated Magazine for the People, conducted by 

F. G. Holland 17, no. 1 (November 1879): 225.  
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generous nation from constituting itself.”20 This letter also brings to light the image of 

D’Istria as a connecting force between the Eastern and Western populations, and reveals 

at the same time the extent to which figures of the Italian Risorgimento like Garibaldi 

attributed to her the role of functioning as a nexus between cultures. Another New York-

based journal, The Christian Examiner, featured a fawning article about her in 1866. The 

following excerpt echoes, among other things, widespread gendered perceptions of 

women within the American press and society:  

Among the brilliant women whom the liberal party in Europe counts among its 

adherents, there is hardly one, perhaps, who deserves better to be known than 

Dora D’Istria. At an age when most clever women are content with the vapid 

admiration of the salon, her writings had begun to attract the attention […] of the 

politicians and diplomates, who are never slow to recognize talent when there is a 

possibility that they may be able to use it.21 

 

Echoing the exoticizing comments of French author Armand Pommier, The Christian 

Examiner writer glorifies the virtues of D’Istria and her liberal tendencies by tracing 

them back to her origins. D’Istria, they noted, “does come of the race that, under the 

name of Macedonians and Albanians, once made even Rome tremble for its supremacy, 

and, in later times, withstood undismayed the shock of invading Islam.”22  

The array of published works on Dora D’Istria that emerged in the second half of 

the nineteenth century clearly illustrate the relevant, yet largely overlooked, influence of 

the Romanian-born intellectual on the cultural debates of the time. This dissertation 

 
20 Giuseppe Garibaldi, “Garibaldi on the Papacy” in The New York Times, August 15, 1861. 3.  

21 H. J. W., “Review of Current Literature,” The Christian Examiner 2, no. 82 (July 1866): 139.  

22 H. J. W., 139. 
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probes a series of paradoxical political, social, and gender dynamics between D’Istria, 

Risorgimento intellectuals, and Italy itself. In this dissertation, I delve into the affective, 

cultural, and political motives that drew her to settle in a country hardly at the cutting 

edge of women’s rights. By tracing her influences and her reception in Risorgimento 

Italy, I explore the tensions between her cosmopolitanism and her nationalist politics. The 

relationship between women’s emancipation movements and nationalist discourses also 

constitutes a core part of my analysis. Ultimately, this study is driven by an attempt to 

explain why, despite her status as a celebrated female intellectual of nineteenth-century, 

the public memory of her and her works fell into oblivion following her death in 1888. I 

argue that Dora D’Istria and her ideas, much like the questione femminile, were only 

granted political weight in order to be at the service of and thus benefit the Risorgimento 

national movement. Once the Risorgimento succeeded, or at least appeared to have 

succeeded, she was no longer needed, disappearing from the European public debates and 

public memory.  

Current literature on Dora D’Istria is scarce and largely descriptive rather than 

critical. A Biographical Dictionary of Women’s Movements and Feminisms. Central, 

Eastern, and South Eastern Europe, 19th and 20th Centuries (2006) contains a brief 

summary on her background and achievements.23 .24 Unfortunately, while useful on an 

 
23 Francisca de Haan, A Biographical Dictionary of Women’s Movements and Feminisms. Central, 

Eastern, and South Eastern Europe, 19th and 20th Centuries, ed. by Francisca de Haan, Krassimira 

Daskalova and Anna Loutfi (Budapest: Central European University Press, 2006), 158. 

24 Ibid. 



 9 

introductory level, some of the details in this entry are incorrect or accurate.25 In similar 

descriptive fashion, Dora’s name is included in Golden Cables of Sympathy, The 

Transatlantic Sources of Nineteenth-Century Feminism (2009). Here she’s referred to as 

one of the revolutionary women who “participated in the international commerce in 

ideas” and who “seemed to know everyone and everything.”26 Despite dedicating only a 

handful of paragraphs to D’Istria, McFadden’s Golden Cables constitutes a capsule of 

fascinating curiosities and bibliographical content on the relationships between the 

princess and other female intellectual peers of her time.  

Ileana Mihailă’s 2014 article, “Dora D’Istria and the Springtime of the Peoples in 

South-Eastern European Nations,” is a more recent contribution which offers valuable 

insight on the princess’ ideas on Romanian, Albanian and Greek nation-state formation. 

Mihailă’s central argument is that the princess, Romanian-born of Greek and Albanian 

origins, played a determining role in the creation of a national sentiment in the Balkans, 

particularly Romania. Additionally, the article investigates the reasons why, despite 

D’Istria’s important role in her own country’s independence as a nation, she “remains 

almost unknown in Romania,”27 and postulates that this is due to the fact that princess 

 
25 Noted in this entry is that, “around 1855, [Dora D’Istria] gave birth to a son” (159). This is 

unsubstantiated, in that it is merely a speculation that finds little to no support in the surviving evidence on 

Dora D’Istria (for more on this, see also Antonio D’Alessandri’s Il pensiero e l’opera di Dora D’Istria fra 

Oriente europeo e Italia).    

26 Margaret H. McFadden, Golden Cables of Sympathy, The Transatlantic Sources of Nineteenth-Century 

Feminism (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 2009), 100-3. 

27 Ileana Mihaila, "Dora D'Istria and the Springtime of the Peoples in Southeastern European Nations," 

Women Telling Nations. Ed. Susan Van Dijk, Amelia Sanz, and Francesca Scott. (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 

2014), 201. 
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wrote in French. All in all, the essay does not engage with gender discourse but instead it 

focuses largely and, in a somewhat idolizing tone, on the princess’ status as an 

unrecognized national hero for Romania and other Balkan countries.  

To date, the most comprehensive work published on the Romanian princess is 

Antonio D’Alessandri’s monograph Il pensiero e l’opera di Dora D’Istria fra Oriente 

europeo e Italia (2007). Complete with a genealogy of the Ghica family, this seven-

chapter book offers a wealth of details on Elena Ghica’s early life events, her travels, and 

her publications. One of the author’s main objectives is to shed light on the complexity of 

Dora D’Istria’s thought and its evolution over time. He does so by providing an 

exhaustive view of her political and religious beliefs, as revealed by her publications and 

correspondences. D’Alessandri also sets out to explore the creation and dissemination of 

what he calls “the ‘myth’ of Dora D’Istria”28 through a reading of reviews that 

celebrated the princess’ intellect and cultural knowledge; these reviews were authored by 

various French and Romanian publicists, including—among others—Armand Pommier, 

Richard Cortambert and Petre Ciureano.29 While extensively researched with a helpful 

bibliography, the book’s strength as a detailed intellectual history simultaneously 

constitutes its weakness: it provides so broad an overview that it leaves little space for an 

in-depth study of the nationalist discourse vis-à-vis women’s emancipation taking place 

in post-unification Italy. I therefore aim to pick up where D’Alessandri left off by 

focusing more narrowly on Dora’s literary presence in the age of nineteenth-century 

 
28 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 15. “[I]l ‘mito’ di Dora D’Istria.” 

29 Ibid., 20. 
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Italian nationalism in an effort to offer more broadly a contribution to the field of 

nationalism and gender studies in post-unification Italy. 

Significantly, studies focusing on gender discourse, women, and nation-state 

formation in Italy fail to take into account, however, Dora d’Istria’s oeuvre. For instance, 

in “Between Two Eras: Challenges Facing Women in The Risorgimento” (2012), Marina 

D’Amelia recognizes but does not engage in the scholarly debate surrounding the 

“problematization of gender issues in nation building seen in cultural and historical 

studies” and the possible “links between patriotism and the first attempts at female 

emancipation” for fear that doing so would deflect attention away from “the permanent 

contribution which the Risorgimento made to Italian society.”30 For D’Amelia the key 

contribution was essentially a newly restored respect for the role of the mother, which the 

familial symbolism of the ancient régime had, until then, relegated to the shadows.31 

Hence, she argues against the common scholarly assumption that the advent of national 

regeneration and patriotism assigned men the active duty of a masculine hero, teaching 

them to channel their emotions through violence, while for women it was the opposite: 

women, according to this reading, were instead encouraged to resist all urges and 

emotional displays and exhibit only strength and sacrifice. Challenging these 

assumptions, D’Amelia contends that in the Risorgimento it was precisely motherhood 

that provided women with the opportunity to display their emotions and passions. To this 

 
30 Marina D'Amelia, "Between Two Eras: Challenges Facing Women in the Risorgimento" in The 

Risorgimento Revisited: Nationalism and Culture in Nineteenth-century Italy ed. by Silvana Patriarca and 

Lucy Riall. (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014), 115. 

31 D'Amelia, 116. 
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end, she examines the “maternal styles” of different mothers, beginning with the mother-

son relationship of Maria Drago and Giuseppe Mazzini as it is documented in the letters 

exchanged between the two in the 1830s. The other mamme, the letters of whom are part 

of D’Amelia’s study, are Aurelio Saffi’s mother, Maria Romagnoli, Eleonora Ruffini, 

mother of Giovanni Ruffini, a childhood friend of Mazzini, Teresa Perissinotti Manin, 

and so on. While bringing to light various compelling points, including her remarks on 

masculinity discourses in the Risorgimento, Marina D’Amelia’s essay ventures strictly 

into the interrelation between aristocratic motherhood and the Risorgimento. It does not, 

by the author’s own choice, constitute a larger study on the links between women’s 

emancipation movement vis-à-vis nationalism, a movement impregnated with idealized 

notions of masculinity.  

Lucy Riall has argued that that the militarization of the late eighteenth century 

seeped into the Risorgimento’s ideas of manhood, just as it had already done in countries 

like France and England, reinforcing the commonly perceived notion of there being a 

positive correlation between a successful nation and pronounced virility. Part of this 

rhetoric was the glorification of war and death, promoted no less by the French 

Revolution. It was so that in nineteenth century Italy, “[M]asculinity and militarism 

became part of a new collective, fraternal ideal” and “[C]itizenship, which was based at 

least in part on the duty to bear arms, became a male preserve.”32 

 
32 Lucy Riall, The Italian Risorgimento: State, Society and National Unification. (London: Routledge, 

2006). 154. 
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A peculiarity of the Italian phenomenon of militarization, which made it less 

direct compared to other European countries, was the element of joining the war out of 

one’s own organic will to fight33 as opposed to doing so out of royal imposition. In other 

words, to be worthy of belonging to a nation one had to physically fight and be ready to 

die in a dignified manner for it. Riall points to a “military revival which was especially 

Italian,” 34 elucidating the ways in which military volunteering owed to a vision of 

national redemption through rebellion against foreign oppression. Volunteers, who were 

not professional soldiers, were of course largely supported and encouraged by Giuseppe 

Garibaldi himself, who constituted the “embodiment of a revitalized, ‘re-virilized’ and 

militarized Italianità.”35 The article then proceeds with a focus on Garibaldi as the 

Romantic hero par excellence, and it pauses to analyze the cosmopolitan nature of his 

legions characterized by the inclusion of “mixed groups of class and race.”36  

The concluding section of Riall’s article is dedicated to the ways in which women 

participated in war while continuing to maintain their traditional roles by the men’s side. 

By engaging in activities such as organizing nurse expeditions, raising money for 

weaponry, producing propaganda and, for some of them, even fighting in battle by cross-

dressing, many were included in ‘biographies of distinguished women’ which, as Lucy 

Riall points out were, “an important if now neglected genre of Risorgimento narrative.” 

 
33 Riall, 157. 

34 Ibid. 

35 Ibid., 158. 

36 Ibid., 160. 
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37 Although partially involved in the establishment of a national Italian identity, women 

soon found themselves to be increasingly excluded from legitimately participating in the 

national public sphere, due to Italy’s increased economic, political, and diplomatic 

struggles in the years following 1860.38 

Riall’s article is of great significance to my dissertation in that it sheds light on 

the emergence and solidification of the nation as contingent on what were perceived to be 

ideal ‘masculine traits,’ be they of character or physical. Her study is a necessary source 

to the examination of the existing tensions in a cultural climate that, on the one hand, 

valued and promoted what was an ‘organic’ type of masculinity, such as the one exposed 

by Riall, and, on the other hand, allowed for the intellectual thriving of a cosmopolitan 

female intellectual such as Dora d’Istria, whose idea of nationalism was deeply 

entrenched with the advancement of women’s rights.  

The question of women’s rights and, education in particular, central indeed to the 

study of Dora’s works, is discussed in Lucia Re’s “Passion and Sexual Difference: the 

Risorgimento and the Gendering of Writing in Nineteenth-Century Italian Culture” 

(2001). In this article, Re reveals that the true intention of the post-unification education 

reform was to prevent women from becoming active participants in the intellectual and 

political national scene, rather than encouraging it. Lucia Re’s well-supported argument 

further highlights the complexities surrounding the issue of women’s education within 

 
37 Ibid., 161. 

38 Ibid., 72. 
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nationalist discourse, especially since it does harmonize with Dora d’Istria’s own appeal 

on the Italian nation for further improvements of its women’s education system: 

In order for Italian women to regain their place within society, a place which our 

sex ought to occupy in a constitutional state, it is necessary for monasticism to 

cease the dulling of souls through fatal quietism; for intelligent schooling to 

replace the inept education of the convents, and for education to do justice, across 

social classes, to barbarism, ignorance, and the spell of the Middle Ages.39 

 

METHODOLOGY AND SOURCES  

 

The archival evidence surrounding Dora D’Istria, from her own publications to 

the surviving correspondence with numerous European intellectuals, offer valuable 

insights into her personal life, travels, beliefs and intellectual influences. This dissertation 

is partly based on my research at the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze, where I 

consulted a significant number of primary sources such as personal letters, diaries, and 

newspaper articles. D’Istria’s correspondences, in particular, provide us with an idea of 

her social connections. They also further reveal her reflections on political and social 

matters, while simultaneously allowing for a closer look into her personal ruminations 

about more private subjects. 

  Her published books and essays are also central to my study, as are publications 

by Italian intellectuals who responded to her political ideas through reviews. By delving 

into D’Istria’s reception in nineteenth-century Italy, I provide new critical analyses of her 

 
39 D’Istria, Des femmes par une femme, (Paris, Librairie Internationale A. Lacroix, Verboeckhoven Et. Cie, 

Éditeurs), 1: 277. “Pour que les femmes italiennes reprennent dans la société le rang que notre sexe doit 

occuper dans un État constitutionnel, il faut que le monachisme cesse d’engourdir les âmes par un fatal 

quiétisme; qu’une éducation intelligente remplace la niaise éducation des couvents, et que l’instruction 

fasse, dans toutes les classes, justice de a barbarie, de l’ignorance et de rêveries du moyen âge.”  
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ideas and work, but also explore Italy’s discourses of gender, nationalism, and 

cosmopolitanism. D’Istria’s role within the larger context of the cultural nationalist 

movements that swept nineteenth-century Europe and, specifically, the Italian peninsula 

constitutes my fundamental focus. Most importantly, I intend to elaborate on the ways in 

which D’Istria’s works contribute to a better understanding of the complex link between 

female emancipation and the discourse of nationalism during the Italian Risorgimento. 

The primary fields of scholarship this dissertation will engage with are Italian 

nationalism, cosmopolitanism, and gender studies. To properly grasp the notion of 

national identity and belonging, often blurred in the case of Dora d’Istria, I find it 

appropriate to rely on the definition of nationalism as proposed by Benedict Anderson in 

his classic Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism 

(2006 [1983]). Anderson defines nationalism as “an imagined political community — and 

imagined as both inherently limited as sovereign.”40 The nation according to Anderson is 

“imagined” because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of 

their fellow members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the 

image of their communion.”41 Dora d’Istria was, undoubtedly, part of the creation of the 

nation as an imagined community: the circulation of her ideas, be it in the shape of her 

works or letters, helped perpetuate the “imagining” of a common belonging, not only for 

individuals within nations but also among them.  

 
40 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (New York: Verso, 2006 [1983]): 6. 

41 Anderson, Imagined, 6. 
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Another important source for my study is Patrizia Sambuco’s Italian Women 

Writers, 1800-2000, which explores the concepts of space and power relationships. 

Drawing from post-colonial critics such as Homi Bhabha and Gloria Anzaldúa, Sambuco 

highlights the importance that ideas of borders and boundaries hold in feminist and 

women’s studies. These notions serve, she reminds us, as “metaphors for going beyond 

prefixed identities.”42 Sambuco’s study contributes significantly to my analysis of Dora 

D’Istria’s cultural hybridity and of her status as a woman who often transcended physical 

and cultural boundaries.    

In my examination of Dora D’Istria’s cosmopolitanism within nineteenth-century 

nationalist discourses, I draw on Esther Wohlgemut’s Romantic Cosmopolitanism. 

Wohlgemut challenges the apparent opposition within the cosmopolitan/national binary 

by proposing a Kantian approach to the idea of cosmopolitanism vis-à-vis national 

attachment. Tracing a continuity between Enlightenment philosophy and the ideology of 

nation building? Wohlgemut sets out to demonstrate that cosmopolitanism does not 

necessarily imply the absence of national boundaries: on the contrary, the two, she 

demonstrates, are closely connected.43 

 Particularly relevant to my analysis of the reasons behind D’Istria’s choice to 

make Italy her home is Adrian Lyttleton’s argument that Italian nationalism was literary 

first and political second. He supports this by highlighting how poets such as Dante were 

 
42 Patrizia Sambuco, “Introduction” in Italian Women Writers, 1800-2000, Boundaries, Borders, and 

Transgression ed. by Patrizia Sambuco, (Madison: Farleigh Dickinson University Press, 2015), x. 

43 Wohlgemut, 1. 
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elevated to “the status of patron saints in the national revolutionary cult.”44 George L. 

Mosse’s observation on the nature of nationalism as inherently masculine, provides a 

framework for my analysis of the dynamic interplay between Italy’s nationalist 

movement and the widespread questione femminile.45 I also employ R. Radhakrishnan’s 

essay on colonial India, “Nationalism, Gender, and the Narrative of Identity” (1992), to 

highlight the politicizing effect that nationalism had on women’s rights movements, as 

well as to demonstrate certain power dynamics between the two causes.  

My study is organized around four chapters. Chapter One, “Transcending Cultural 

Frontiers, Crossing Boundaries and Borders,” is devoted to Dora D’Istria’s life, her 

works, and her travels. My primary goal is to trace her intellectual development while 

placing it in the context of the broader milieu of imperial collapse and the consequent 

surge of nationalism as an independence movement swept across Europe. Drawing on 

Patrizia Sambuco’s Italian Women Writers, (1800-2000), which offers helpful reflections 

on the idea of space, boundaries, and agency, I also argue in this chapter that D’Istria and 

her works represented a vehicle that transcended cultural boundaries and challenged 

prefixed identities.  

Additionally, a number of complex issues emerge from studying Dora 

D’Istria’s—young Elena Ghica’s— role as an intellectual contact point between 

populations and cultures. I will illustrate the way in which her publications and letters 

 
44 Adrian Lyttleton, “The National Question in Italy” in The National Question in Europe in Historical 

Context, ed. by Mikuláš Teich and Roy Porter, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 72. 

45 George L. Mosse, Nationalism and Sexuality. Middle Class Morality and Sexual Norms in Modern 

Europe (Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), 90. 
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function as passageways between spatial and cultural divisions. To show how this is so, I 

will illustrate the ways in which her publications and letters function as passageways 

between spatial and cultural divisions. The first chapter therefore begins with a 

description of young Elena Ghica’s life and education, the exile of her father that drove 

the family to travel through Europe, and her marriage to a Russian Prince. I then discuss 

how these travels had a profound influence on D’Istria’s intellectual and personal 

development. In a section of Chapter One dedicated to “Dora D’Istria in Letters and the 

Public Eye: Politics, Religion, and Society,” I analyze the works that transformed her 

from Elena Ghica to Dora D’Istria, including her correspondences. Moreover, her works 

on women’s conditions in various cultural and political contexts constitute a key focus of 

this chapter. Overall, my aim in this section is to provide the reader with an overview of 

the complexities that characterize her persona, before then proceeding in the following 

chapters with an analysis of her complex cultural relationship with the Risorgimento. 

In Chapter Two, I examine Dora D’Istria’s intellectual and personal affinity for 

Italy. In particular, I focus on the motives behind D’Istria’s choice to make Florence her 

home. I begin with discussing her views on the country’s national unification and the 

general political climate of the time. According to D’Istria, one of the major issues 

plaguing Italy’s national regeneration was the lack of public participation.46 Critical of 

the fact that the national movement was concerned almost exclusively with the country’s 

elites, she believed that a mass insurrection was necessary in order for the movement to 

 
46 Dora D’Istria, La vie monastique dans L'Église Orientale, Second edition, (Paris-Genève: Cherbuliez, 

1858), 108. 
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fully succeed. She also condemned the Catholic Church, reflected on the issue of 

education, and displayed a deep grasp of the problems that afflicted the Italian 

Risorgimento. While addressing these matters, I also explore in this chapter her personal 

connections to the country. She loved the Ligurian Riviera and traveled there often. This 

would result in various memoirs published in journals such as Paris’s Tour de Monde, 

memoirs that were then translated into several other languages. While vivid in their 

descriptions, her travel accounts are also imbued with her reflections on various matters 

concerning Italian society, and they reflect the extent to which she saw herself to be a 

part of it. While vivid in their descriptions, her travel accounts are also imbued with her 

thoughts on various matters concerning Italian society, and they reflect the extent to 

which she saw herself to be a part of it. For Dora D’Istria, Italy was not only a country of 

impressive landscapes and a mild climate.  Most importantly it represented a literary, 

artistic, and intellectual illustriousness that had fallen victim to foreign invasions. She 

deemed women’s education to be emblematic of this loss. It appears, then, that many of 

the causes dear to D’Istria as an intellectual and advocate of individual freedom were, she 

considered, essential for the rebirth of the Italian nation. Women’s rights, education, 

religion, and national independence were salient Italian issues that shaped the ideology of 

the Romanian-born intellectual.   

My argument in this chapter is that in Italy Dora D’Istria found an intellectual, 

social, and political environment that best embodied the complex dynamic between 

nationalism and education, in particular that of women. In other words, I contend that her 

choice to make Italy her home was motivated by both her political and her aesthetic 
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fascination with it. For my analysis, I rely on the work of Joseph Luzzi and his idea of 

“national hermeneutics,”47Adrian Lyttleton’s notion of literary nationalism,48 and Lucia 

Re’s discussion of the underlying discriminatory system of education in the 

Risorgimento.  

Dora D’Istria’s participation in crucial Italian national events epitomizes her 

personal and ideological connection to Italy. The celebration of Dante’s bones in 

Ravenna in June 1865 constitutes one such example. She detailed this trip in articles that 

appeared on the French journal L’Illustration under the title “Les fêtes Dantesque, a 

Ravenne” (1865) and the Italian Rivista Sicula di Scienze, Letteratura ed Arti, as 

“Pellegrinaggio alla tomba di Dante” (1869). My analysis of these accounts also 

addresses D’Istria’s speech during a toast in Dante’s honor, in which she reminded the 

audience of Beatrice’s significant role in the Commedia. This constituted an opportunity 

for D’Istria to call attention to women’s education and equality between the two genders, 

stressing the importance of these values regarding national regeneration. In the section of 

this chapter titled “Dora D’Istria and Italian Proto-feminism,” I offer a closer look at the 

Risorgimento gender discourses, such as the cult of domesticity and the anxiety 

surrounding female authorship, women’s educational system and their ideological 

formation.49 By alternating my analysis of the Italian context with D’Istria’s thought, I 

 
47 Joseph Luzzi, Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 

2008), 36. 

48 Lyttleton, “The National Question,” 72. 

49 Lucia Re, “Passion and Sexual Difference: The Risorgimento and the Gendering of Writing in 

Nineteenth-Century Italian Culture” in Making and Remaking Italy, The Cultivation of National Identity 
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seek to demonstrate how her deep awareness of these issues also dictated her life choices. 

In the same section I also examine her relation to Italian proto-feminists and advocates 

for women’s rights such as Anna Maria Mozzoni, Carlo Francesco Gabba, Maria 

Antonietta Torriani, and other personalities who worked as editors of journals dedicated 

to the question of women’s rights.  

The importance of Florence as a hub for intellectual travelers also occupies a 

significant place in this chapter. In particular, I direct my analysis towards gender 

discourses and the monitoring of female mobility within urban spaces. Ann Hallamore 

Caesar’s perspective in “Confinement, and shifting Boundaries in Post-unification 

Writing by Women” (2015) and Silvana Patriarca’s “Journalists and Essayists” (2015) 

have helped me demonstrate the ways in which Dora D’Istria was able to secure a public 

role for herself by placing education at the center of her work.  

In Chapter Three, “‘A unique and marvelous harmony of contradictions:’ Dora 

D’Istria’s Cosmopolitan Nationalism,” I address how her cosmopolitanism at first glance 

appears to stand in opposition to her nationalism. Her battle in favor of national 

boundaries appears to be in stark contrast with the importance that she attributed to travel 

and the ability to cross of cultures. How, then, can we account for this apparent 

contradiction? Additionally, what place did her cosmopolitanism occupy in the Italian 

national discourse? In this chapter I begin to explore these questions by tracing D’Istria’s 

cosmopolitanism to Enlightenment literature. I examine her early influences, paying 

 
Around the Risorgimento, Ed. By Albert Russell Ascoli and Krystyna von Henneberg (Oxford: Berg, 

2001), 159. 
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particular attention to the writings of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Immanuel Kant, and 

Johann Gottfried Herder and emphasizing the parallels between their philosophies and 

the thought of Dora D’Istria, as it emerges from her publications. For instance, in the four 

volumes of her La Suisse Allemande et l’ascension du Moench (1856), a semi-fictional 

work, D’Istria wove together her descriptions of the Swiss landscapes with reflections on 

religious, political, and philosophical matters. Her love for Switzerland, paired with her 

contemplations on human freedom, often echo Rousseau’s adoration of nature as they 

find expression in such works as Julie ou la Nouvelle Héloïse (1761). I also analyze a 

section from the fourth volume of D’Istria’s La Suisse Allemande, which contains 

fascinating details about her mission to climb the Jungfrau mountain peak in 1855.50 I 

focus on this event of her life in an effort to emphasize the importance that she attributed 

to charting new paths and crossing cultural boundaries for women’s intellectual 

development. Dora D’Istria’s ideas on the individual and society differed from 

Rousseau’s, and they were more aligned to Kant’s philosophy and his reflection that it is 

only within society—and not through solitude—that the development of human reason 

can thrive. According to Kant, “the highest purpose of nature—i.e. the development of all 

natural capacities—can be fulfilled for mankind only in society.”51 For my discussion of 

Kantian thought and that of nineteenth-century nationalist travelers such as Dora D’Istria, 

I employ Esther Wohlgemut’s Romantic Cosmopolitanism (2009), a study that deals with 

 
50 D’Istria, La Suisse allemande et l'ascension du Moench, Vol. 4, (Paris: Joël Cherbuliez, Libraire-

Éditeur, 1856), 125.  

51 Immanuel Kant, “Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose” in Kant: Political 

Writings, ed. H. S. Reiss 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 45. 
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the relationship between the twin issues of cosmopolitanism and nationalism in British 

poets and travelers such as Lord Byron.  

The philosophy of Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803) is fundamental to a 

proper understanding of D’Istria’s thought, with particular focus on the idea of national 

communities and the different cultures, languages, and customs that defined their 

existence. Herder’s celebration of the linguistic and cultural differences that distinguished 

and defined each nation also emerges in Dora D’Istria’s studies of folk songs of the 

peoples of Albania, Romania, and Greece, among others. According to Herder, the 

customs of each population were to be cherished, for they inherently legitimized their 

existence as a nation, and state sovereigns had an obligation to tolerate such diversities.52 

He noted that the different languages and cultural characters that naturally distinguish 

each groups of peoples are meant to, “render the work of subjugation and despotism more 

difficult, to prevent all the four quarters of the globe being swallowed up within the belly 

of one giant wooden horse.”53 Both Herder and D’Istria, as I explain in my analysis, 

believed nations to be organic entities, the language and culture of which had been 

assigned to them by divine providence, pointing therefore to their intrinsic right to exist 

as an independent nation. 

The second part of this chapter is dedicated to the reception of Dora D’Istria’s 

cosmopolitanism in the Italian Risorgimento. Here I observe how Italian nationalists 

 
52 Vicki A. Spencer, Herder’s Political Thought: A Study on Language, Culture and Community (Toronto: 

University of Toronto Press, 2012), 129. 

53 Johann Gottfried Herder, “Ideas for a Philosophy of the History of Mankind” in Herder on Social and 

Political Culture, ed. and trans. F. M. Barnard (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969), 311. 
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reconciled her cosmopolitanism with her devotion to the Italian national cause, and how 

the circulation of her name contributed to the creation of a national consciousness in the 

Risorgimento. I study the biographical entries about her and reviews of her work in 

European newspapers, with a focus on Italian publications. In Charles Yriarte’s Les 

Portraits Cosmopolites (Paris, 1870), she is the only female intellectual listed, and she 

appears alongside the likes of Giuseppe Garibaldi and Charles Beaudelaire. The Milanese 

writer Carlo Cattaneo first reviewed her La vie monastique dans l’Église orientale (1855) 

and enthusiastically introduced her to the Italian audience. A review of D’Istria’s two-

volume Des femmes par une femme (1865) appeared in the Italian Gazzetta Ufficiale del 

Regno d’Italia in the same year of the book’s publication.  Bartolomeo Cecchetti, the 

Venetian archivist and historian who would become good friends with D’Istria for years 

to come, celebrated her cosmopolitanism while simultaneously presenting her as a 

symbol of Italy’s national regeneration.54 Angelo De Gubernatis fashions a near-

mythical image of D’Istria in his “Illustri Stranieri in Italia,” published in 1869 in Rivista 

Contemporanea Nazionale Italiana. His text is also one of the sources that document 

D’Istria’s encounter with Alexander Von Humboldt. De Gubernatis also employs her 

image as a devoted intellectual, traveler, and hard worker to offer an example to the 

Italian population, whom he deemed indolent, of the value of work. Here I explore the 

general anxiety that De Gubernatis’ concern for the value of work in society expressed 

about the internalized stereotype of Italians as a ‘lazy’ peoples, as Silvana Patriarca has 

 
54 Cecchetti, Bibliografia,13. 
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discussed in her “Indolence and Regeneration: Tropes and Tensions of Risorgimento 

Patriotism” (2005). Through a study of her influcences and her reception, I contend that 

D’Istria’s cosmopolitanism complemented, and did not contradict, nationalist discourses.  

Chapter Four, “’Masculine Judgement’ and ‘Feminine Feeling’,” is devoted to the 

questione femminile debates in the Risorgimento and the reception of Dora D’Istria’s 

thoughts on women’s rights. Central to this chapter is the tension between 

emancipationist gender discourses within the Risorgimento and the traditional gender 

values that would ultimately shape Italian national discourse. My study in this chapter is 

aimed at illustrating why the liberal ideas of Dora D’Istria and those of other proto-

feminists were ultimately overshadowed by traditionalism. Furthermore (and here I 

address explicitly a question that lies at the core of my dissertation), I explore why the 

questione femminile failed to create a political identity autonomous from nationalism. 

Drawing on Suzanne Stewart-Steinberg’s discussion of national anxieties in the 

Risorgimento and how they were fueled by a hesitation towards new political orders,55 I 

highlight from the outset of this chapter the concerns plaguing most Italian nation 

makers. ‘Making’ Italians was a mission that required addressing issues (such as 

indolenza) that many Risorgimentisti viewed as inherent to the Italian individual, and that 

could prove detrimental to the cause of national regeneration. Perceived traits such as 

idleness, a lack of discipline and the absence of patriotism were used to explain the 

country’s late industrialization and its slow modernization. The responses to these 

 
55 Suzanne Stewart-Steinberg, The Pinocchio Effect. On Making Italians (1860-1920) (Chicago and 

London: University of Chicago Press, 2007), 4. 
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concerns would lead to the reformulation of certain established ideas of ‘femininity’ and 

‘masculinity,’ which in turn dictated women’s role within the new nation. Accordingly, I 

trace gender discourses within the Risorgimento reception of Dora D’Istria’s work.  The 

existing tensions pertaining to female authorship and ideas of the ‘rational man’ as 

opposed to the ‘emotional woman’ come to light from various reviews of her works. 

From Angelo De Gubernatis to Fredrika Bremer, D’Istria was celebrated as a 

representation of a perfect balance of feminine and masculine elements; she was thus 

unlike women with too many masculine characteristics who sought to become nothing 

but caricatures of man,56 as De Gubernatis suggests. In my analysis of gender discourse 

in D’Istria’s reception, I draw attention to the Italian Risorgimentisti’s ambivalent stance 

on the issue of women’s emancipation and to how that ambivalence reflects national 

anxieties. Carlo Francesco Gabba’s The Woman Question and the Princess Dora D’Istria 

[La Questione Femminile e la Principessa Dora D’Istria (1865)] is also an object of my 

study. Here I demonstrate that Gabba’s selective reading of Dora D’Istria’s work further 

discloses national concerns about gender roles and women’s rights.  

George L. Mosse’s Nationalism and Sexuality. Middle Class Morality and Sexual 

Norms in Modern Europe provides valuable theoretical insights that illustrate 

nationalism’s core affinity for male societies which, “together with the concept of 

respectability legitimized the dominance of men over women.”57 In the context of Italian 

nationalism, it becomes obvious that Italian Risorgimentisti’s interest in the advancement 

 
56 De Gubernatis, “Illustri Stranieri,” 114-5. 

57 Mosse, 91. 
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of women’s rights had less to do with a genuine desire for their freedom—which, by 

contrast, was at the foundation of D’Istria’s beliefs—and more to do to with the anxieties 

they felt towards the Italian population in general. In discussing the political autonomy of 

women’s emancipation movements within the context of such larger issues as 

nationalism, I borrow from R. Radhakrishnan’s critical approach in the essay 

“Nationalism, Gender, and the Narrative of Identity” (1992). This chapter then ends with 

a focus on Dora D’Istria’s life from 1880 onwards, and the oblivion that followed her 

death in 1888. 

Overall, the picture that emerges from my dissertation is that of paradoxical 

relationships between a liberal, cosmopolitan, proto-feminist figure like Dora D’Istria and 

a national movement increasingly centered on masculine performativity and women’s 

subordination to traditional gender roles. In this dissertation I unravel these paradoxes 

through a study of D’Istria’s ideas parallel to her reception among the Italian 

Risorgimento intellectuals. By so doing I hope to contribute to our understanding of the 

development of Italian nationalist discourse, its intellectual culture, and the discourses 

shaping the questione femminile.  

 

Chapter One 

Transcending Cultural Frontiers, Crossing Boundaries and Borders 

 

In many societies being feminine has been defined as 

sticking close to home. Masculinity, by contrast, has been the  
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passport for travel. Feminist geographers and ethnographers have  

been amassing evidence revealing that a principal difference  

between women and men in countless societies has been the  

license to travel away from a place thought of as “home.” 

— Cynthia Enloe, Bananas, Beaches, and Bases:  

Making Feminist Sense of International Politics   

 

There is nothing, I think, which marks more decidedly the character  

of men or of nations, than the manner in which they treat women,” 

— Herder, Philosophy of History (French Edition),  

Vol. II., Book VIII., Chapter IV 

 

“If you would know the political and moral status of a people,  

demand what place its women occupy.” 

L. Aimé Martin, On the Education of Mothers, Book I., Chapter VI. 

 

In a preface from his essay collection, The Woman Question in Europe, editor 

Theodore Stanton wrote, in 1883 Paris, of his intentions to capture, “in each country of 

Europe, the collaboration of one or more women...[participating] either actively or in 

spirit, in some phase of the women’s movement, —that remarkable social revolution now 

going on in old Europe as well as in young America.”58 The Woman Question was an 

ambitious collection of essays mostly authored by women, each providing an overview of 

women’s movements spanning from the European contexts of England, Germany, 

France, Italy, Austria, Norway, Sweden, France, Belgium, Spain, Portugal and beyond, to 

what was considered as the ‘Orient.’ Stanton’s work is but one example shining light on 

the increasing importance of nineteenth century women’s emancipation movements, a 

period characterized by the rise of nationalism and nation-state formation.    

 
58 Theodore Stanton, The Woman Question in Europe, (London: Crown Buildings, 1884), v. 
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One of The Woman Question’s essays, “The Educational Movement,” examines 

women’s emancipation within the context of the newborn Italian nation, focusing 

particularly on the issue of women’s education. The author of the piece went by the name 

of Dora D’Istria. The biographical introduction that precedes this essay has shown that 

D’Istria was the pen name of Hélène Koltzoff-Massalsky, born Ghica,59 a Florence-

based Romanian princess and well-traveled intellectual who “has written largely on the 

woman question,”60 and who self-identified as being “Albanian by family origin, 

Romanian by birth, Greek by alliance…Russian by marriage... French by language” and, 

last but not least, “Italian by adoption.”61 Stanton’s introduction presents the reader with 

intriguing aspects of her life, showcasing the princess’ cosmopolitanism vis-à-vis her 

firm belief in the idea of national unity, not only in regards to Italy but also other 

emerging nations in the Mediterranean and the Balkans.  

Today there is a considerable body of research investigating the Italian nationalist 

discourse and, to a certain extent, the relationship between Italy’s nation-state formation 

and the women’s question. Yet, there is little scholarship adopting critical approaches to 

Dora D’Istria’s life, intellectual contributions, and politics in post-unification Italy. Most 

works on D’Istria remain encyclopedic rather than analytical.  As Antonio D’Alessandri 

has stated in his book, Il Pensiero e l’opera di Dora D’Istria, many reasons account for 

this scholarly vacuum. The first motive traces back to the high praise and admiration that 

 
59 Also referred to here as Elena Ghica. 

60 Stanton, 320. 

61 Ibid. 
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Dora’s contemporaries expressed of her intellectual prowess. Undoubtedly, their 

encomiastic commentaries granted her a certain level of fame—albeit temporary—among 

the intellectual circles of Italy, Romania, and the Balkans. Nonetheless, they largely 

contributed to an idealization of D’Istria and her works, stripping them of critical 

analysis.62  

Moreover, scholars of the early twentieth century overlooked her works in large 

part due to her gender, as theirs was an era of increasing masculine belligerence and 

violent nationalism. Meanwhile, smaller countries’ nationalist movements sought to 

simplify her origins in efforts to claim her legacy. Romanians claimed her as Romanian; 

Albanians as Albanian; Greeks as Greek. In the resulting partition and dilution of 

D’Istria’s many legacies, her dwindling advocates forgot her cosmopolitanism almost 

entirely. Nearly all feminist writers in Europe and the New World subsequently followed 

suit, neglecting her works. Two decades after her death, the once-famous D’Istria was 

forgotten by scholars, nation-builders, and the public. What little attention she has 

received in the twentieth century consist of some sporadic monographs, but even then, 

most academics and Europeans in general remain unaware of her life and publications.63 

D’Istria’s extreme eclecticism has also contributed to her obscurity. Her publications’ 

themes ranged widely from religion to politics, culture, history, ethnography, and 

 
62 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 12. 

63 Ibid. 
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literature. This heterogeneity has challenged scholars seeking to categorize and define her 

intellectual inclinations.64  

This chapter argues that the Romanian princess also personifies a number of 

complex relationships between nineteenth-century women’s emancipation movements, 

nationalism, and cosmopolitanism. These three forces are what made her notable in her 

day, and yet in an apparent paradox, have obscured her name for a century. I will analyze 

such tensions through an overview of her life, the thinkers who influenced her, and the 

place of her works in the context of nineteenth century Italy. This chapter concludes by 

emphasizing how any understanding of D’Istria’s legacy must appreciate her writings as 

intellectual testaments to complex, fluid self-identity, far beyond the rigid, oversimplified 

boundaries of nation and womanhood. In this way, her life and works epitomize what 

Patrizia Sambuco has called “the possibility of agency outside prefixed identities.”65 In 

Italian Women Writers, 1800-2000, Sambuco pauses to reflect on concepts of space and 

power relationships as theorized by the likes of Michel Foucault, Walter Benjamin and 

Edward Said in his Orientalism, and also analyses Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands and 

Homi Bhabha’s works on postcolonial theorization of dominant and subordinate cultures 

from a gender perspective. In this chapter, I introduce the reader to Dora D’Istria more 

in-depth, navigating some of her most relevant publications. I show that the Romanian 

princess was an intellectual who primarily intended to give women and men, from the 

 
64 Ibid. 

65 Sambuco, x. 



 33 

East to the West, an agency which would enable them to step out of their socially 

prefigured identities. 

 

ELENA GHICA: HER EARLY LIFE 

 

Elena Ghica was born in Bucharest on January 22, 1828, in the Danubian 

Principalities of Romania and Wallachia, then protectorates of tsarist Russia.66 Ghica’s 

father, ban Mihail Ghica (1792-1850), was a well-known archaeologist who served as a 

high official in Wallachia from 1835 to 1842.67 Mihail was the brother of Grigore IV 

Ghica (1822-1828), Wallachia’s first native prince to rule after a century of Phanariot 

government, as well as of Prince Alexandru Ghica, who governed the Principality from 

1834 to 1842.68 In Gli Albanesi in Rumenia, a work dedicated to her family’s genealogy 

and origins, Ghica describes her father’s public duties as similar to those of a prime 

minister. 69  

Ghica’s childhood took place amidst profound political, economic, cultural and 

social upheavals, including the rise of Romanian Romantic nationalism. The struggle for 

national emancipation particularly affected cities like Bucharest and was responsible for 

 
66 Barbara Jelavich, History of the Balkans: Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries (Cambridge, UK, 

Cambridge University Press, 1999), 292.  

67 This was the highest title rewarded to members of Wallachian nobility, second in rank to that of Prince.   

68 Balázs Trencsényi, “Dora D’Istria: The Albanian Nationality on the Basis of Popular Songs,” 

National Romanticism: The Formation of National Movements: Discourses of Collective Identity in Central 

and Southeast Europe 1770-1945, ed. Balázs Trencsényi, Michal Kopecek, (Budapest: Central European 

University Press, 2007), 168. 

69 Dora D’Istria, Gli Albanesi in Rumenia. Storia dei Principi Ghica nei secoli XIVV, XVIII e XIX, 

(Firenze: Tipografia editrice dell’associazione, 1873), 441. 
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much of the region’s emerging and vibrant cultural scene. Among the public intellectuals 

who influenced Romanian culture and its thinkers were French historians Jules Michelet 

and Edgar Quinet, with whom Ghica would maintain frequent epistolary correspondence, 

as well as politician Alphonse de Lamartine.70 These circumstances of ongoing cultural 

transformation, which paved the way for the 1848 Wallachian revolutionary uprising, 

would impact the young princess’ life and education for years to come.   

Ghica’s parents also played a crucial role in her early intellectual upbringing. Her 

mother, Ecaterina Faca, was a well-educated woman who had cultivated a passion for 

French literature. She instilled in her daughter “the noble enjoyment of literature,”71 to 

use Ghica’s own words. “Elena’s mother—princess Caterina—was the first woman to 

have published works written in Romanian language,” wrote one of D’Istria’s 

biographers, Bartolomeo Cecchetti.72 Her father Mihail was also active in ensuring that 

the young girl developed a love for cultural knowledge and studies, in particular for 

German culture and archaeology.73 She later recalled him as a being “a studious and 

cultivated spirit,” who “attributed great importance to archaeological and historical 

 
70 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 45. 

71 D’Istria, Litterature Romaine— M Eliade Radulesco, in Rivista Orientale, no. 4 (June 1867): 221. “[L]e 

noble goût des lettres.” 

72 Cecchetti, Bibliografia, 10. “La madre di Elena, —principessa Caterina— fu la prima donna che abbia 

pubblicato opere scritte in lingua rumena.” 

73 D’Istria, Gli Albanesi in Rumenia. 441. 
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studies. He had collected in a museum at his house all the antiquities he had been able to 

rescue from the negligence of the peasants.”74    

Like most aristocratic children, Ghica benefitted from an at-home education, with 

private instructors.75 One such tutor, ethnic Greek Gregorios Pappadopoulos, proved 

particularly influential for Elena and her family. He first taught her about Ancient Greek 

and Latin literature, which not only laid the foundation for her life-long interest in the 

populations of southeast Europe, but also persuaded her of the importance of ethnic and 

national self-determination free of imperial rule. Another of Ghica’s influential teachers 

was Wallachian academic and Romantic poet Ion Heliade Rădulescu. Founder of Curier 

de ambe sexe (“Courier of Both Sexes,” 1836),76 a literary journal featuring articles 

dedicated to the condition of women in society, Rădulescu sought to transform public 

opinion on themes such as that of equality between women and men, discussions which 

would later be at the heart of Ghica’s own works.  

Years later, she would fondly remember Rădulescu and her family: “I can still 

hear him recite his improvisations along the Danube with my family. We went from 

Giurgevo [Giurgiu] to Vienna. He sang the Ister, the old river of Romanians.”77 Ghica 

 
74 D’Istria, “Litterature Romaine— III. George Sincaï et les historiens,” in Rivista Orientale, no. 10 

(December 1867): 975. “[E]tait un esprit studieux et cultivé, qui attachait une fort grande importance aux 

études archéologiques et historiques. Il avait rassemblé chez lui dans un musée toutes les antiquités qu’il 

avait pu soustraire à l’incurie des paysans.”  

75 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 45. 

76 Ibid. 49. 

77 Dora D’Istria, “Littérature Roumaine — M. Eliade Radulesco” Rivista Orientale, no.1 (April 1867): 

219. “Il me semble que je l’entends encore réciter ceux qu’il improvisa [sic] en remontant le Danube avec 

ma famille. Nous allions de Giurgévo à Vienne. Il chantait l’Ister, le vieux fleuve des Roumains.” 
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would subsequently attribute her political liberalism to her family’s origins and her 

educational upbringing. Fredrika Brenner, Ghica’s close friend and women’s rights 

champion, reconstructed an exchange between the two in Athens: “‘Where have you 

derived your liberal turn of mind, Princess?’ I inquired. ‘From my own race,’ [D’Istria] 

replied. ‘The family of Ghika have [sic], from father and son, loved freedom and the 

people, and considered the well-being of the people to consist in their true comprehension 

of freedom.”78 

 

EXILE, EARLY TRAVELS, AND EDUCATIONAL COSMOPOLITANISM  

 

In 1841, Ghica’s father was dismissed from his public duties and forced into exile 

amidst ongoing political turmoil. Her family spent the following years traveling between 

Berlin, Venice, Vienna, Dresden, Saint Petersburg, and Moscow. During these travels, 

she attended many elite gatherings at the Court of Fredrick William IV at Sans-Souci. 

There, she became acquainted with numerous intellectuals, poets, and artists.79 This 

period laid the foundation for her desire to travel, and positioned her to become a world-

famous intellectual with a deep knowledge of history, philosophy, literature, and 

languages. An entry devoted to her in Gustave Vapereau’s Dictionnaire Universel des 

Contemporains (1870), described her early education as follows: 

The lessons of George Pappadopoulos, her frequent trips to Germany and Italy, 

her extended stays in Berlin, Vienna, and Venice, enabled her to add to her 

 
78 Bremer, 1:305 

79 Yriarte, 165. 
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knowledge of ancient languages and literatures that of most European modern 

languages. At fifteen years old, she undertook a German translation of the Iliad, 

and later wrote several theater plays.80  

 

As she deepened her literary and philosophical studies in her teens, she was also 

influenced by the works of thinkers such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Johann Gottfried 

Herder. Their thoughts on the nexus between political liberalism and the nation would 

deeply shape her writings.  

No emerging nation would capture her interest as much as Italy. As a young adult, 

she nurtured a strong admiration for the Italian people. During a stay in Venice with her 

parents in the late 1840s, a nearly twenty-year-old Ghica personally witnessed the 

insurrections led by Daniele Manin.81 This event gave life to her love for the Peninsula 

and cemented her staunch support for its unification and independence. Years later, she 

 
80 Gustave Vapereau, Dictionnaire Universel Des Contemporains Contenant Toutes les Personnes 

Notables De La France et des Pays Étrangers. Quatrième Édition (Paris : Librairie Hachette et C.ie., 

1870), 553. “Les leçons de Georges Pappadopoulos, de fréquents voyages en Allemagne et en Italie, des 

séjours prolongés à Berlin, à Vienne, à Venise, lui permirent de joindre à la connaissance des langues et des 

littératures anciennes celle de la plupart des idiomes modernes de l’Europe : elle entreprit dès l’âge de 

quinze ans une traduction en allemand de l’Iliade, et quelque temps après, écrivit plusieurs pièces pour le 

théâtre.” 

81 With the decline of the Austrian empire beginning in the mid-1830s, northern Italy saw a considerable 

strengthening of the bourgeoisie. Italian republican intellectuals pushed for a break from imperial powers 

with at the basis of their ideas the creation of a federation of Italian states. This was part of an increasing 

effort to join the economic revolution sweeping the European continent through the achievement of 

national economic independence and the establishment of free trade. The thriving commerce that had 

characterized Venice in the 1600s was perceived by many Italian merchants, intellectuals, and 

manufacturers, to have fallen into decay as a result of Austrian rule. Aspirations for political and economic 

change led to civil unrest, provocations, and the challenging of Austrian authority. Daniele Manin, a 

Venetian lawyer, intellectual, and revolutionary, played a crucial role in the revolts that took place in 

Venice between 1848 and 1849, aimed at restoring the once renowned Venetian republic. Following a 

series of turbulent events, Manin and his collaborators were eventually forced to surrender and were exiled 

from the Italian peninsula. For more on Manin and the Venetian uprisings, see Paul Ginsburg, Daniele 

Manin and the Venetian Revolution of 1848-1849, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979).   
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penned the following moving passage in the 1858 edition of her 1855 literary debut, La 

vie monastique dans l’Église Orientale: 

I had witnessed, in Venice, the lamentably brief renaissance of Italian liberty. I 

don’t believe I will ever attest to a bigger spectacle again. The Venetian people 

had been as magnanimous in victory as energetic in the vindication of their 

imprescriptible rights. My heart was beating with enthusiasm at the sight of such 

memorable scenes of Venice’s resurrection. I can still see in front of me Daniel 

Manin, predestined to become an honored victim, addresses his compatriots with 

the most noble language, and directs their efforts with an abnegation worthy of 

the finest times of ancient Rome.82   

 

Her reflections on Italy’s independence also appeared in her semi-autobiographical Mlle 

de Haltingen. Souvenirs de la cour de Dresde, which appeared in 1859 in the Revue des 

Deux Mondes. In an account which she wrote in a style resembling Rousseau’s 

representation of nature and its relation to freedom, Ghica portrayed her surroundings as 

she expressed her hopes for Italy’s future as follows: 

At the beginning of December, the sun was still fighting against the fog; often, a 

luminous band of light seemed to cut through the mountains, broadening on the 

lake as it continued towards Vevey in tenebrous volutes. Above the Savoy 

mountains, the peaks of which, marked with patches of snow, sparkled in the sun, 

still illuminated the sky of Italy, as if in sign of consolation or hope. The lake 

itself was losing its beautiful hues of azure.83  

 

 
82 D'Istria, Dora. La Vie Monastique Dans L'Église Orientale. (2nd ed. Paris-Genève: Cherbuliez, 1858), 

107-108. “J’avais assisté à Venise à la renaissance, hélas, trop passagère de la liberté italienne. Aucun 

spectacle plus grand ne s’offrira jamais à mes regards. Le peuple vénitien avait été aussi magnanime dans 

la victoire qu’énergiques dans la revendication de ses droits imprescriptibles. Mon cœur avait battu 

d’enthousiasme à la vue des scènes mémorables de la régénération de Venise. Il me semble encore avoir 

sur les yeux Daniel Manin, prédestiné aux rôles glorieux de victime, adressant à ses compatriotes le plus 

noble langage et dirigeant leurs efforts avec une abnégation digne de plus beaux temps de la Rome 

antique.”  

83 D’Istria, “Mlle de Haltingen. Souvenirs de la cour de Dresde” on Revue des Deux Mondes 29, no. 19 

(January 1859): 64. “Au commencement de décembre, le soleil luttait encore contre le brouillard ; souvent 

les montagnes semblaient coupées par une bande lumineuse qui s’épaississait sur le lac, et se prolongeait 

jusqu’à Vevey en volutes ténébreuses. Au-dessus des pics de la Savoie, dont la cime, marquée de taches de 

neige, étincelait au soleil, rayonnait encore le ciel de l’Italie, comme une consolation ou comme une 

espérance. Le lac lui-même perdait ses belles teintes d’azur.”  
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Her family travels continued until the late 1840s. Upon their return to Bucharest 

in 1949, Ghica’s parents decided she was to travel to Russia and marry Russian Prince 

Alexander Koltzoff-Massalsky, a lieutenant of the Imperial Guard.84 This was likely a 

marriage of convenience with political overtones, although documents regarding this 

ceremony’s exact circumstances remain scarce.  

Elena Ghica, now Princess Koltzoff-Massalsky, struggled with the autocratic rule 

of Tsar Nicholas I. The political and cultural environment she encountered in Russia was 

diametrically opposed to her beliefs. In the second volume of her Des femmes par une 

femme, she commented regarding the Empress of Russia, Alexandra Feodorovna (known 

also as Charlotte of Prussia and sister of King of Prussia Frederick William IV) that, “I 

know that when the old Russian party showed itself the most irritated by my ideas, the 

empress was very fra from encouraging the fanatic absolutism of the people who claimed 

to be ‘more royal than the King himself.’”85 Furthermore, Ghica continued, “[Empress 

Alexandra] reminded them on the contrary that ‘a young person of my spirit and of my 

character had some right to express her opinions.”86 Ghica, despite expressing 

admiration for Feodorovna, deemed the reign of Tsar Nicholas I too oppressive.  

 
84 Sergei Antonov. Bankrupts and Usurers of Imperial Russia. Debt, Property and the Law in the Age of 

Dostoevsky and Tolstoy, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2016), 183. 

85 D’Istria, Des femmes par une femme, (Paris, Librairie Internationale A. Lacroix, Verboeckhoven Et. Cie, 

Éditeurs, 1865), 2:83. “Je sais que lorsque le vieux parti russe se montrait le plus irrité de mes idées, 

l’impératrice était fort loin d’encourager le fanatisme absolutiste de gens qui voulaient être ‘plus royalistes 

que le roi.’” 

86 Ibid., “[L’impératrice Alexandra] leur rappelait, au contraire, qu’une ‘jeune fille de mon esprit et de 

mon caractère avait quelque droit d’exprimer ses opinions.’” 
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In the following years, political tensions, including hostilities between tsarist 

Russia and the Ottoman Empire which culminated with the Crimean War of 1853, caused 

the married couple to spend considerable time apart. Additionally, the death of Ghica’s 

parents only worsened the situation, gradually encouraging her to leave the country. 

Some sources have also pointed at her outspoken nature as another reason forcing her 

departure:  

[w]hen she, more fearlessly than wisely, in the midst of a people who knew but 

one will, ventured to remonstrate against the invasion of Wallachia by Russia in 

1853, she came very near being sent by the old Russian party to Siberia with two 

other noble ladies whose crimes were the same; but more fortunate than they, who 

were exiled for life to that fearful country, she was not so treated by the emperor. 

She was advised, however, to travel, and went forth to find among other people a 

dwelling place denied her there. She had never liked Russia, she was not happy 

there, and, being without children to link her in feeling to Russia, the punishment 

was hardly to be considered a difficult one to bear. 87   

 

Epistolary evidence between Princess Koltzoff-Massalsky and her brother reveals 

that her married life in Saint Petersburg was less than blissful, although she often spoke 

affectionately of her husband. In a letter to her brother Gheorghe, dated January 21, 1854, 

she laments:  

I, too, have many troubles, and I have been tried in a thousand ways. Worries of 

all kinds have obsessed me and it is only the love of my Aléxandre who has 

supported me, and hope in God has given me strength and courage. Being so 

distant from my country costs me a lot and there are times when I would have 

given part of my life to see myself there for a moment, and yet I have lost almost 

everything. There too I would find only tears and regrets.88 

 
87 Anonymous, “Dora D’Istria,” 225.  

88 Quoted in D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 56. “J’ai bien des peines aussi et j’ai été éprouvée de mille 

manières. Des ennuis de toute espèce m’ont obsédée et ce n’est que l’amour de mon Aléxandre qui m’a 

soutenue et l’espoir en Dieu qui m’a donné force et courage. L’éloignement de mon pays ne me coute pas 

peu et il y a des moments où j’aurais donné une partie de ma vie pour m’y voir un seul instant et cependant 

j’ai presque tout perdu. Là aussi je ne trouverais que larmes et regrets.”  
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Eventually, the relationship with her husband deteriorated under largely unclear 

circumstances. Recent research reveals that her separation from Koltzoff-Massalsky may 

have been related to financial issues. Although under the mid-nineteenth century Russian 

legal system, “the dowry remained under the wife’s complete control,” a marriage 

contract would allow the husband to acquire “the ability to use the wife’s dowry.”89 It 

appears that, at least to some extent, the Russian prince benefitted from this. At some 

point, Alexander Koltzoff-Massalsky “issued loan letters for 7,500 rubles to his wife 

Elena,” in order to repay “his 5,000-ruble debt to a merchant’s wife, Sofia Miller, for 

which debt Elena acted as a surety.”90 When Ghica eventually sued her husband, he 

claimed that “because he had already repaid Miller’s debt, the loan letter should be 

nullified.”91 Elena  told a different story in her petition. She argued that her husband had 

instead given her the loan letter “to guarantee the part of her dowry that she turned over 

to her husband to enable him to repay his other debts.”92 Despite sending substantial 

evidence to the Moscow Aulic Court that proved the prince’s tendency to spend his 

wife’s money as well as his own, and despite numerous advocates working on her behalf, 

she lost the first proceedings in Court.93 It’s not clear how the story ended, exactly, since 

the records from the rest of the case unfortunately have not survived.94   

 
89 Antonov, 183.  

90 Ibid.  

91 Ibid.  

92 Ibid.  

93 Ibid., 184.  

94 Ibid., 184.  
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Ghica, feeling a desperate yearning for change and a desire to leave behind 

Russia’s harsh winters, decided to leave Russia once and for all in the spring of 1855.95 

“Sometimes,” she would reveal to Fredrika Bremer years later, “I dream that I am still 

there, in that cold, damp atmosphere, under that sky without a sun, and I awake weeping! 

And it will then be some time before I believe that it is the sun of Greece which I see!”96 

Her choice to leave Russia reflects her strong independence, which she acquired early in 

her cosmopolitan, educated, aristocratic upbringing. She never returned to Russia and, 

shortly after leaving, set out to establish her reputation across Europe as one of her day’s 

most prominent female intellectuals. 

 
95 D’Istria quoted in D’Alessandri, Il Pensiero e l’Opera, 58. “J’ai besoin d’une cure et surtout de 

changement d’air et de climat.”  

96 Quoted in Bremer, 1:271 
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Illustration 1: Scribner’s Monthly. An Illustrated Magazine for the People (1879) 

 

DORA D’ISTRIA IN LETTERS AND THE PUBLIC EYE: POLITICS, RELIGION, AND 

SOCIETY.  

1855 marked Ghica’s European literary debut. Now under the alias Dora D’Istria, 

she worked towards the intellectual bridging of Eastern and Western Europe. From her 

studies of Albanian, Greek, and Romanian folk songs, published as articles in journals 

such as Paris’ Revue des Deux Mondes, to her books on religion, nationalism, women’s 
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conditions, philosophy and travel memoirs, D’Istria would challenge Europe’s cultural 

boundaries.    

Her La vie monastique dans l’Église orientale (1855) was her first, but 

nonetheless boldly stepped into the raging debates about the role of religion in public and 

private life in Western and Eastern European societies. Written in French for intellectuals 

across Europe, La vie monastique outlined both her political-religious ideology and 

introduced readers to her eclectic style. This was to be the first of her writings 

denouncing religious monasticism, particularly within the Orthodox Church: 

The question of monasticism rightly preoccupies all minds interested in the great 

cause of the progress of humanity. Those who believe, as I do, that monastic 

institutions are incompatible with the development of modern societies, are 

anxious to make significant efforts in order to regain the ground [the cause of the 

progress of humanity] has lost.97 

 

She vehemently outlined her opposition to Orthodox Christian monasticism in general, as 

well as the Papacy. She considered these institutions dangerous obstacles to three 

interlinked phenomena: national independence, women’s progress, and individual 

freedom. La vie monastique was also a landmark for her country of birth, constituting 

“the first step in the development of the gradual secularization of contemporary 

Romanian society.”98 

 
97 Dora D’Istria. La vie monastique dans l’Église orientale, (Paris-Genève: Cherbuliez, 1855), I. “La 

question du monachisme préoccupe, avec raison, tous les esprits qui s’intéressent à la grande cause du 

progrès de l’humanité. Ceux qui croient, comme nous, que les institutions monastiques sont incompatibles 

avec le développement des sociétés modernes, ne le voient pas sans inquiétude faire des efforts 

gigantesques pour reconquérir le terrain qu’il a perdu.”  

98 Antonio D’Alessandri, “Orthodox Monasticism and the Development of the Modern Romanian State: 

from Dora D’Istria’s Criticism (1855) to Cyclical Re-evaluations of Monastic Spirituality in Contemporary 

Romania,” in Monasticism in Eastern Europe and the Former Soviet Republics, ed. Ines Angeli Murzaku 

(New York: Routledge, 2016), 173. 
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 Throughout her life D’Istria was also highly critical of Eastern European 

Orthodox religious orders, often denouncing them as parasitic burdens on a blighted 

peasant society.  

According to her, monasticism was the product of a problematically narrow interpretation 

of Christian teachings. For Eastern European liberals especially, Orthodoxy blocked all 

progressive governmental reforms and even held entire governments hostage.99 Her 

reflections in La vie monastique were peppered with semi-autobiographical events such 

as a pilgrimage to the Trinity Lavra of St. Sergius in Moscow as well as a visit to 

Switzerland’s Saint Beatus Cave. These vignettes show that her desire to publish on 

Eastern and Western religion and society stemmed from her direct, lived experiences. 

Her lines of critique were liberal but rather unorthodox. One of her criticisms 

regarded friars’ reckless practice of providing charity, which she argued citing Thomas 

Malthus increased the peasant population, caused overcrowding, and ultimately led to 

popular uprisings.100 Monastics thus offered illusory benefits and hidden dangers to 

society’s material improvement.101 

Friars’ charity and ostentatious signs of poverty masked the hidden, anti-

nationalist interests of these institutions. In a polemicist tone, D’Istria stated of friars that, 

 
99 D’Istria. La vie monastique, I.  

100 James P. Huzel, The Popularization of Malthus in Early Nineteenth-Century England: Martineau, 

Cobbett, and the Pauper Press. (Burlington, Vermont, Ashgate Publishing Company) 2006. pp3, Dora 

D’Istria, La Vie Monastique, 355.  

101 D’Istria, La vie monastique, 355. 
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“their heart is where wealth is.”102 The Orders’ overweening desire for wealth, in turn, 

created regional networks of financial interests which were incompatible with the will of 

ethnic peoples. This was far from an exclusively Eastern European problem – it was also 

a Catholic one. She lamented that “the defenders of the papacy and of monasticism are 

the most determined partisans of foreign domination.”103  D’Istria turned to the example 

of Italy: 

Not content to be apologists of Austria, the monks have become irreconcilable 

enemies of the noble and courageous house of Savoy, the sword of Italy which 

alone, abandoned by the princes who reign in Florence and Naples, and by the 

pontiff who sits at the Vatican, has never lost the hope of seeing its nation one day 

recover its independence and its rights.104                

 

 La vie monastique immediately catapulted D’Istria into her era’s ongoing debates 

regarding religion, politics and society. She became renowned as a “aristocratic woman 

of liberal orientation and vast culture,”105 and her book secured her a spot in the 

intellectual circles of nineteenth-century Europe. Carlo Cattaneo (1801-1869), a Milanese 

intellectual and political activist of the Risorgimento, wasted no time in expressing his 

excitement as he reviewed this work. “The book is courageously written, as is always the 

case with books by women,” he gushed to Milanese journalist and publisher Carlo 

 
102 Ibid., 390-1. “Là où est leur trésor, est aussi leur Cœur.” 

103 Ibid., 412-413. “les défenseurs de la papauté et du monachisme sont les partisans les plus décides de la 

domination étrangère.” 

104 Ibid.. “Non contents d’être les apologistes de l’Autriche, les moines sont devenus les irréconciliables 

ennemis de la noble et courageuse maison de Savoie, l’épée d’Italie, qui seule, abandonnée par les princes 

qui règnent à Florence et à Naples et par le pontife qui trône au Vatican, n’a jamais perdu l’espérance de 

voir la patrie recouvrer un jour son indépendance et ses droits.” 

105 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 83. “[D]onna aristocratica, di vasta cultura e orientamento liberale.” 
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Tenca.106 Cattaneo remarked in his Libro della Contessa Dora D’Istria: “Her book, 

which reflects depth of ideas and a knowledge of so many languages, offers a very 

favorable idea of the culture that peoples who were long forgotten and unknown to the 

world, including women, reached in a short time.”107 

D’Istria’s efforts to serve as an intellectual intermediary between the East and the 

West is attested in many of her letters. She encouraged readers to study different cultures, 

populations, philosophies, as well as to return to ancient literature for reformist politics. 

Of course, she also reflected nineteenth-century Europe’s obsession with racial origins 

and distinctions. Yet she did not advocate for the superiority of any group of peoples in 

particular, but instead promoted cooperation between national communities. In this sense, 

D’Istria’s relatively benign vision of human difference allowed for her works to serve as 

liminal spaces in which different worlds united.  

Her correspondences are an excellent example of her power to extend Western 

Europeans’ gazes further East. In a letter dated March 30, 1868 to Francesco Protonotari, 

founder of the Florentine periodical Nuova Antologia, she expressed serious concern 

about how, “since the Venetian domination, Scutari and northern Albania have become 

such unknown countries that the great British historian Gibbon ranked them, in the last 

 
106 Carlo Cattaneo to Carlo Tenca, a Milanese journalist, cited in La Biblioteca di Carlo Cattaneo, edited 

by Carlo G. Lacaita, Raffaella Gobbo, (Edizioni Casagrande Bellinzona, 2003), 71. “Il libro è veramente 

scritto con coraggio, come sempre i libri delle donne.” 

107 Quoted in D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 82. The year of publication for Cattaneo’s review is estimated to 

be some time in the late 1850s or early 1860s. Exact date is unknown. “Il suo libro, per la cognizione che vi 

traspare di varie lingue e per l’indole dei pensieri, porge un’idea ben favorevole della cultura alla quale è 

pervenuto in breve tempo, anche nel sesso femminile, quel popolo, che rimase si lungamente dimentico di 

se stesso, e quasi ignoto al mondo.” 
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century, among the Unknown Lands.”108 And yet, she continued, this was unforgivable 

given the small country’s proximity to Italy: 

Scutari is located at the borders of the Kingdom of Italy, and the sea portion that 

separates the Italian coast from the shores of Albania is so narrow in certain areas 

that one can easily the peaks of Albanian mountains from the Italian shores. The 

political, commercial, intellectual relationships between two countries so close to 

each other are inevitable. For this reason, Italians must seek to obtain very exact 

accounts of all that is happening in this this part of the neighboring peninsula. 

Without the immense resources on this country that the archives of the Republic 

of Venice offer, I would have never thought to undertake this long and painful 

work. 109 

 

Despite having had to sacrifice her winter to dedicate herself to the research of Albania 

and its political connections to Italy, she noted, the matter was too important to neglect. 

In the same letter, she disclosed that she was preparing a series of essays on the 

relationship between the Italian nation and Albania, Greece, and Romania, which she was 

planning to send to Protonotari for publication in his periodical. She also denounced the 

Italian press’s inaccurate reports on the politics of the Ottoman Empire: “Should my 

work appear too extensive to appear in one single number,” she concluded, “it would be 

easy to share it in paragraph IV.”110 Similarly, D’Istria shared the following 

preoccupations in a letter to Angelo De Gubernatis: “On numerous occasions, I have 

personally observed that, generally, Italians are failing to see the array of [commercial] 

advantages they would have if they focused more on the Orient.”111 In another 

 
108 D’Istria to Francesco Protonotari, BNCF, Carteggi Vari, cass. 277, n. 104.  

109 Ibid.  

110 Ibid. 

111 D’Istria to De Gubernatis, March 30, 1868, BNCF, Carteggi Vari, cass. 63, n. 1.  
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correspondence, she similarly notes, “I have no doubt of the eminently patriotic task 

you’re fulfilling by shifting your compatriots’ attention towards East Asia and 

Europe.”112 

Following her publication of La vie monastique, D’Istria continued to travel, 

write, and often move from one European city to the other. Between 1856 and 1861, she 

published the four-volume, La Suisse allemande, as well as articles such as “Gli Eroi 

della Rumenia” (1857), «La poésie grecque dans les Iles Ionienne» (1858) «La 

nationalité roumaine d’après les chants populaires» (1859), and other minor articles in 

journals such as L’illustration in Paris, as well as the Italian papers Italia e Popolo 

(Genova).  

A constant in these texts was her dedication to peoples’ self-determination. 

However, D’Istria’s support for the nationalist cause also inextricably linked to her desire 

to improve women’s social, cultural, and political circumstances. The question of 

women’s rights pervaded nineteenth-century European thought, and there was a close 

connection among “nation, national movements, and the women’s movements, in 

particular in those nations which were not independent and had no unified nation-state.” 

113 D’Istria’s first reflections on women’s rights date to 1855 and culminated with Les 

femmes en Orient (1859-1860) and Des femmes par une femme (1865). Amidst debates 

 
112 D’Istria to Angelo De Gubernatis in Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze, Carteggi Vari, cass. 63, 

n. 1. (April 20, 1867).  

113 Paletschek, Women’s Emancipation, 4. See also Linda L. Clark, Women and Achievement in 

Nineteenth-Century Europe (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press) 2008 and and Karen M. Offen, 

European Feminisms, 1700-1950: A Political History (Stanford, California, Stanford University Press) 

2000. 
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and intellectual exchanges regarding the rights of European women, she provided insights 

on women’s lives in both Western and Eastern countries such as Turkey and India. Her 

sweeping historical, political, and cultural accounts blended seamlessly together. In her 

eclectic mix of artistic license, editorializing, and historical analysis, she also displayed 

remarkable attention to detail.   

Les femmes en Orient (1859-1860) is a two-volume work of epistolary fiction 

which D’Istria frames as correspondences between herself and an anonymous female 

friend in Paris. Through these letters, D’Istria comments on women’s roles in various 

regions and societies of the “Eastern” world. By choosing epistolary exchange as her 

literary technique she echoed the eighteenth-century literary trend—exemplified in works 

such as Montesquieu’s Lettres Persanes (1721) — in which epistolary fiction had 

become a common “forum for social commentary and public advocacy.”114 

 D’Istria sought to give readers a better understanding of the cultural and religious 

circumstances that led to women’s inferior status, especially in the domestic sphere. As 

Antonio D’Alessandri observes, the princess believed that this imbalance owed not to 

nature but to a series of historical events, traditions, religious practices, and cultural 

values, that led to women being treated as inferiors.115 If nature was not to blame, social 

reform was possible. In order for societies to treat women and men equally, and elevate 

 
114 Samuel McCormick, Letters to Power: Public Advocacy Without Public Intellectuals, (Pennsylvania 

State University Press, 2011), 120. 

115 D’Alessandri Il pensiero, 210. 
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women’s social conditions, however, respect for individuals and their freedoms were of 

prime importance.116  

D’Istria largely blamed Catholicism for having deprived individuals of their 

liberty. Yet it wasn’t religion per se that D’Istria opposed. Rather, she held the Church 

responsible for abetting despotism and fostering social corruption. Catholicism was thus a 

force that simultaneously prevented women from attaining their rights and created 

obstacles for national independence movements. 

Les femmes en Orient was an ambitious work with impressively comprehensive 

aims. The first volume, published in 1859, focused on the so-called peninsule orientale. 

She first provided a collection of analyses of various societies and the condition of their 

women. She began with Romania, continuing to the countries in the Balkan regions, 

through Turkey. The second volume, published in 1860, featured countries then under 

Russian imperial rule - from Poland to Finland, Armenia to Siberia. D’Istria clarified 

what she hoped to achieve with this study in one of the book’s fictional letters: 

My objective, you’ll easily understand, is not to write to you about everything that 

strikes my eyes and that provokes my reflections. Instead, my intention is to focus 

on our sex and, given that the family is the very basis of society and contains the 

seeds of its future, [my aim is] to examine whether in Eastern Europe the wife and 

the mother are in a position to contribute effectively to the social regeneration to 

which I refer. However, my letters would be almost unintelligible if I failed to 

describe to you the environment within which women exercise their influence. In 

fact, this milieu differs so deeply from one country to another, that it inevitably 

affects [women’s] inclinations and habits.117    

 
116 Dora D’Istria, Les femmes en Orient, (Zurich: Meyer & Zeller, Éditeurs, 1859), 1:236. 

117 D’Istria, Les femmes en Orient, 1:11. “Mon but, vous le comprendrez sans peine, n’est point de vous 

écrire tout ce qui frappera mes yeux et provoquera mes réflexions; mais de vous parler surtout de notre 

sexe, et, comme la famille est la base même de la société et contient tous les germes de son avenir, 

d’examiner si dans l’Europe orientale l’épouse et la mère sont en état de contribuer efficacement à la 
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Shortly after its publication, Les femmes was translated into Russian and Greek, a first 

sign of its immediate success beyond Western Europe.118 Swedish writer Fredrika 

Bremer commented in 1863 that Les femmes “was one of the best-read and most 

celebrated books in the circles of the cultivated French-reading world,” and that she had 

been “able to meet with it even in Athens.”119 

D’Istria’s next publication on the subject of women’s rights, Des femmes par une 

femme (1865), complemented Les femmes en Orient. Her reflections now revolved 

around the condition of women in Western Europe. In similar fashion to Les femmes, she 

also structured her text as a collection of letters, twenty-six of them, addressed to a friend 

living in Alexandria, Egypt. One volume focused on Latin societies, the other on German 

populations. Here, she continued to look into matters of religion, family, society, and 

women, through a more legal lens. She took particular care in showing how, in much of 

the West, Christianity—having gone astray from the Bible’s teachings—reinforced an 

image of women as being dangerous, sly, tempting and even Satanic. The Church had 

brought society to believe that, “woman is the common enemy against whom we cannot 

take too many precautions.”120As far as women’s legal rights were concerned, D’Istria 

 
régénération sociale à laquelle je viens de faire allusion. Toutefois mes lettres seraient à peu près 

inintelligibles si je ne vous décrivais le milieu dans lequel les femmes exercent leur influence. Ce milieu 

diffère, en effet, si profondément d’une contrée à l’autre qu’il modifie nécessairement leurs penchants et 

leurs habitudes.” 

118 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 208. 

119 Bremer, 269. 

120 D’Istria, Des femmes par une femme, (Paris, Librairie Internationale A. Lacroix, Verboeckhoven Et. 

Cie, Éditeurs, 1865) 1:17. “La femme est l’ennemi commun contre lequel on ne saurait prendre trop de 

précautions.” 
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would comment, “she is a daughter, ‘in the hand’ of her father; married, in the hand of 

her spouse; a widow, in that of her son or his relatives.”121 

 D’Istria’s reflections on Western European history brought her to take a critical 

stance of past liberal movements. She lamented that the revolutionary events of the late 

eighteenth century had failed to bring about significant changes in women’s conditions. 

In fact, perceptions surrounding women during the revolutionary era had worsened. She 

points out that in France women and their aristocratic tendencies had been blamed by 

revolutionaries for leading the country into monarchical despotism. Her counterargument 

to these ideas held that,  

[I]f events have taken this course, it must be attributed to the political 

inexperience of the nation, to all kinds of vices that the old regime had 

bequeathed to the revolution, to the absolutely false ideas which the Jacobins held 

about liberal regimes, and to the influence of theocracy, of which the Latin 

peoples have not been able to rid themselves.122 

   

D’Istria joined her contemporaries in espousing the ideas of French philosopher 

François Poullain de la Barre (1647-1723). Poullain argued that the origin of inequality 

between men and women had no biological basis but it instead lied in a society’s 

coutume, or tradition. D’Istria expanded upon this idea by noting educational disparities 

among women, which had stifled their intellectual potential and their independence, and 

encouraged the widespread idea that they were supposedly inferior to men. She wrote, 

 
121 D’Istria, Des femmes, 1:13-14. “Fille, elle est, ‘dans la main’ de son père; mariée, dans la main de son 

époux ; veuve, dans celle de son fils ou de ses proches.” 

122 Ibid., 37. “Si les événements ont suivi cette marche, on doit l’attribuer à l’inexpérience politique de la 

nation, aux vices de toute espèce que l’ancien régime avait légués à la révolution, aux idées absolument 

fausses que les jacobins se faisaient d’un régime libéral, et à l’influence de la Théocratie, dont les peuples 

latins n’ont pu encore parvenir à se débarrasser.” 
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Now, if among this multitude of young people that every year crowd the German, 

Italian and French universities there are so many narrow-minded, uneducated 

minds, incapable of taking part in the glorious development that the human race is 

achieving, how can girls, deprived of a serious education, absorbed by the only 

responsibilities assigned to them but also reproached for indulging in them, how 

can girls even attempt to compete with philosophers and scholars?123 

 

Tradition had, in other words, prevented women from accessing education, and from 

publicly participating in the political sphere. A truly Christian society, she contended, 

would have never accepted the idea of women’s inferiority to men. She emphasized this 

not only for the sake of aristocratic women like herself, but also for those with humbler 

social conditions. She notes,  

Without a doubt, the condition of the modern woman is better than the position of 

the serfs of the middle ages; but several countries treat the matter of education as 

a real pariah. It is religion that reserves the most insipid legends, the houses that 

circulate in the air, the flying Capuchins, the revelations of hysterical nuns, etc. 

The very name of philosophy is pronounced in front of [girls] with the most 

laughable precautions. […] As we work farther away from the political sphere, it 

would not be surprising if it became almost foreign [to women].124  

 

Because of the remnants of lingering monarchical despotisms, the deep legacies of the 

ancient régime, and the challenges brought by political upheavals targeting aristocrats, 

women found themselves legally and economically disadvantaged.  

 
123 Ibid., 150. “Or, si parmi cette multitude de jeunes gens qui se pressent chaque année dans les 

universités germanique ou italiennes et dans les facultés françaises, il se trouve tant d’esprits bornés, 

incultes, incapables de prendre part à la tâche glorieuse que le genre humain accomplit, comment les filles, 

privées de toute instruction sérieuse, absorbées par les seuls soins qu’on leur permette, tout en leur 

reprochant de s’y livrer, comment les filles pourraient-elles prétendre à rivaliser avec les philosophes et 

avec les savants?” 

124 Ibid., 1:149. “La condition de la femme moderne est sans doute meilleure que la position des serfs de 

moyen âge; mais, en matière d’instruction on la traite dans plusieurs pays comme un véritable paria. S’agit-

il de religion, on lui réserve les plus insipides légendes, les maisons qui circulent dans l’air, les capucins 

volants, les révélations des nonnes hystériques, etc. Le nom même de philosophie est prononcé devant elle 

avec les précautions les plus risibles. […] Comme on travaille de plus en plus à l’éloigner de la sphère 

politique, il ne serait pas extraordinaire qu’elle y devînt à peu près étrangère.” 
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D’Istria firmly believed that women’s legal and financial equality to men was 

possible through reform. For example, she illustrated that this equality was within reach 

by pointing to Russia’s legal system in which, “not only do women retain the ownership 

of their fortune, but no one has the right to deprive them of the free and complete 

administration of their property.”125 Undoubtedly, her ideas on the achievement of 

women’s economic independence were also driven by her own experiences with 

ownership and marital distribution of wealth. In a letter to Angelo De Gubernatis she 

wrote: “I have the free administration of my fortune as belonging to the Russian 

nationality. This opportunity is also granted to me by my marriage contract. Hence, I 

have always freely disposed of the properties that I have in Romania.” 126  

 Of course, D’Istria’s views were not ‘feminist’ as we understand the term 

today.127 We may nonetheless understand her as a proto-feminist interested in women’s 

rights. We may nonetheless understand her as a proto-feminist due to her investment in 

 
125 Ibid., 1:181. “Non seulement la femme conserve la propriété de sa fortune mais personne n’a le droit 

de lui en enlever la libre et complète administration.” 

126 Dora D’Istria to Angelo De Gubernatis in BNCF, Carteggio De Gubernatis, cass. 63—n 62. D, n. 55 

(October 6, 1870). “[J]’ai la libre administration de ma fortune comme appartenant à la nationalité russe. 

En outre, cette faculté m’est accordée par mon contrat de mariage, de façon que j’ai toujours disposé 

librement des biens que j’ai en Roumanie.” 

127 Although some scholars continue to dispute the use of the term ‘feminist’ to describe women’s 

emancipation movements in the nineteenth century due to historical and contextual differences, others, like 

Karen Offen, support this approach. According to Offen, nineteenth-century women’s emancipation 

movements constitute an integral part of the history of feminism understood as a history of challenging 

male hegemony and authority. It’s noteworthy that the term ‘feminist’ originated in France in 1890, shortly 

after D’Istria’s death. Since then, it was gradually employed in a self-descriptive manner in the women’s 

movements. For more on the difference between feminism and the women’s emancipation cause see Karen 

Offen, "Defining Feminism: A Comparative Historical Approach," Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and 

Society, 14 (1988): 119-57, and Sylvia Paletschek, Women’s Emancipation Movements.    
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women’s rights, if not emancipation. In Des femmes, she criticized the commonplace 

term ‘emancipation’ for being vague and obscure: 

The word ‘emancipation,’ so often repeated and so much laughed at, is 

unfortunately quite obscure. Does it mean that women have remained ‘enslaved’ 

or simply a ‘server’? If Fourier and the women who adopted his ideas had, like 

me, taken a close look at a ‘server,’ he would be careful not to apply such a heavy 

word to the condition of the Western woman! She is treated as an ‘infant’, nothing 

is truer, and emancipation is the act by which an infant is freed from guardianship, 

but isn’t the use of a word that can bear three different meanings full of 

inconveniences?128   

 

For D’Istria, ‘emancipation’ was thus what scholars today call in post-structuralist 

terminology a floating signifier. 

 After several decades of living in Florence, D’Istria produced one of her most 

researched works to defend her pursuit of women’s liberty, “The Educational 

Movement,” from Theodore Stanton’s The Woman Question in Europe (1883). D’Istria, 

though a Romanian princess, made herself a spokeswoman for Italian women. Her 

diagnosis of Italian women’s plight was remarkable: she posited that the presence of 

imperialist foreign powers was responsible for Italy’s pervasive cultural narrowness. The 

circumstances of women’s inferior status could be reversed, however. After all, in age of 

the Italian republics, “the women of Italy were famous for their learning.”129 She 

proceeded to list names of female poets and intellectuals. These included Dota Accorso, a 

 
128 D’Istria, Des femmes, 1:69. “Le mot ‘émancipation’ qu’on a tant répété et dont on a tant ri, est 

malheureusement fort obscur. Veut-on dire que la femme est restée ‘esclave’ ou au moins ‘serve’ ? Si 

Fourier et les femmes qui ont adopté ses idées avaient, comme moi, vu des ‘serfs’ de près, il se garderaient 

bien d’appliquer un si gros mot à la condition de la femme occidentale ! Elle est traitée en ‘mineure’, rien 

n’est plus vrai, et l’on appelle émancipation l’acte par lequel un mineur est affranchi de la tutelle. Mais 

l’emploi d’on mot qui peut avoir trois significations si différentes n’est-il pas plein d’inconvénients ?” 

129 D’Istria. “The Educational Movement,” 321. 
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fourteenth century docente professor at the University of Bologna, and Laura Cereta-

Lerina, a professor at the University of Brescia during the 1600s. Padova, a city that 

“occupies an exceptional place in the annals of learning, saw Helen Comaro Piscopia 

teaching philosophy in its university, and Novella di Andrea, as beautiful as learned, 

filling ad interim her brother’s chair of the canon law.”130 In the same celebratory spirit, 

D’Istria highlighted Ariosto’s own promise of immortality to women, in the twentieth 

canto of his Orlando Furioso. Even Italian had women’s equality coursing through its 

structure. She made this point by drawing the following revealing comparison: “[…] the 

Italian language itself, which speaks more emphatically on this point than any theorizing, 

created a long list of words, still lacking in the French, like poetessa, autrice, dottoressa, 

while in the fine arts occur pittrice and scultrice.”131  

Like many reformists, espoused women’s education as the font of liberty and 

equality. She hoped that disciplines such as science would eventually “no longer be any 

more the monopoly of a sex than of a caste.”132 Essential to the formation of a nazione 

was a system of instruction, which “should confer on girls the privileges hitherto enjoyed 

only by boy.”133 Indeed, she concluded, Italy’s aristocracy should concern itself less 

with sending their daughters to convents and more with ensuring that they attend primary 

 
130 Ibid. 

131 Ibid., 322. 

132 Ibid. 

133 Ibid., 325. 
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and intermediate schools. Only then that “we shall see reborn in this country the era of 

great female scholars.”134 

While D’Istria’s writings attracted attention throughout Eastern and Western 

Europe, she focused her political activities on Italy. In 1856, she briefly moved to 

Lugano, Switzerland. There, she met Italian exponents of the patriotic movement such as 

republican democrat Giorgio Asproni, a Sardinian lawyer and politician.135 Between 

1860 and 1861, pivotal years for the Italian Risorgimento, D’Istria left Switzerland for 

Livorno, Italy. By then her writings had piqued the interest of Giuseppe Mazzini. He was 

partly interested in her aristocratic status, which he saw as an opportunity to bankroll the 

Italian national struggle. In a letter addressed to banker Adriano Lemmi in 1856, Mazzini 

expressed his hopes of obtaining funding from the “rich and liberal Romanian, hater of 

the Magyars and a good friend to Italians.”136 

Nonetheless, D’Istria’s politics were not entirely in line with those of Mazzini. 

His radical liberalism opposed any monarchical compromises. D’Istria’s sympathies lay 

instead with a constitutional monarch, especially the Count of Cavour. She hoped he 

would rise to lead the Italian nation and begin the process of reform at a pace befitting a 

 
134 Ibid., 329. 

135 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 311. Giorgio Asproni infatuated for a long time with D’Istria, shared many 

of Mazzini’s political ideas. Eventually, he abandoned the Mazzinian vision of a centralized Italian state, 

turning instead to federalism. On Giorgio Asproni and Italian democrats of the Risorgimento, see Martin 

Clark, The Italian Risorgimento (London: Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, 1998), and Christopher 

Duggan, The Force of Destiny: A History of Italy since 1796. (New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 

2007). 

136 Giuseppe Mazzini. Scritti E Inediti. Vol. 5. Genova: Imola, Galeati, 1941. “[R]icca e liberale Rumena, 

odiatrice dei Magiari, amicissima dell’Italia” 
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still-conservative nation. Considering she was a self-declared cosmopolitan and liberal, 

D’Istria’s defense of the Savoyard Crown’s claim to Italy may appear paradoxical on the 

surface. However, by the 1840s the Count, also Prime Minister of the Kingdom of 

Sardinia, had become a staunch liberal monarchist and anti-Papist, in large part due to the 

House’s geopolitical circumstances and the influence of the University of Turin.137 In 

fact, then, La vie monastique was exceptionally well-adjusted to Cavour’s overall vision 

of liberal monarchical constitutionalism.  

For D’Istria, a constitutional-monarchist order was better suited for Italy largely 

for pragmatic reasons. In La Suisse Allemande et l’ascension du Moench (1856) she 

noted:  

To preach the republic to a nation that has neither religious liberty nor republican 

customs or mass education, is to build castles in the air; it serves, unwillingly, to 

the tyranny that crushes it [the republic] by throwing it into chimerical projects 

and into failing conspiracies.138  

 

None of this is to suggest that she blindly supported the Count of Cavour. She 

would firmly critique the legislation of the Kingdom of Sardinia and the Codice Civile, 

according to which marriage was indissoluble.139 Her hopes were for gradual reform, 

specifically regarding women’s rights to divorce.  

 
137 Massimo Introvigne, "Damanhur: a magical community in Italy," New Religious Movements: 

Challenge and response. Ed. Bryan Wilson and Jamie Cresswell. (New York: Routledge, 1999), 184.  

138 D’Istria, La Suisse Allemande, 255-256. “[P]rêcher la république à une nation qui n’a encore ni liberté 

religieuse, ni habitudes républicaines, ni instruction populaire, c’est bâtir dans les nuages; c’est, sans le 

vouloir, servir la tyrannie qui l’écrase, en la jetant dans des projets chimériques, et dans des complots qui 

ne sauraient réussir.” 

139 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 235. 
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 D’Istria’s works garnered the attention not only of Mazzini but of Giuseppe 

Garibaldi, with whom she corresponded regularly. One senses an affectionate and 

platonic relationship from their letters, imbued with mutual admiration for each other’s 

achievements. A July 16, 1861 letter that Garibaldi addressed to D’Istria reads: 

“[your letter] strengthens in me the opinion I have long held, namely that women 

are called by Providence to play a part in the emancipation of oppressed 

nationalities, in the annihilation of despotism and superstition. You are right, 

Madam; the papal theocracy is the most horrible of the plagues that afflict my 

country. Eighteen centuries of lies, persecutions, fires and complicity with all the 

tyrants of Italy, made this scourge incurable! Our mission is certainly difficult, 

Madam; we have yet to overcome many obstacles, but the mutual sympathies of 

the different nations of Europe, the unanimity of purpose and progress that binds 

them, so that by shaking hands we aim for the same goal of emancipation. [...] 

Between your homeland and the Italian people there are many causes of affection, 

which will seem very natural to you that I, through you, address to your fellow 

citizens a counsel, which I believe will benefit in the general interest. [...] The 

Moldo-Valacchi must imitate such an example, and I put unlimited hope in your 

high influence on your compatriots to tighten the fraternal knot, which by now 

must hold together the oriental races with the sister races of central and western 

Europe.”140 

 

One of them fighting (mostly) with the sword, the other with the pen, the two offered 

their critical tools to one another for the national cause. Garibaldi counted on D’Istria’s 

 
140 Giuseppe Garibaldi to Dora D’Istria, July 16, 1861, in Garibaldi e le donne: con documenti inedita, ed. 

Giacomo Emilio Curatulo (Roma: Imprimerie Polyglotte, 1913), 192. “[La vostra lettera] rafforza in me 

l’opinione che da lungo tempo io nutro, e cioè che la donna è chiamata dalla Provvidenza ad avere parte 

nell’emancipazione delle nazionalità oppresse, nell’annientamento del despotismo e della superstizione. 

Voi avete ragione, o Signora; la teocrazia papale è la più orribile delle piaghe, da cui il mio paese è afflitto. 

Diciotto secoli di menzogna, di persecuzioni, di roghi e di complicità con tutti i tiranni d’Italia, resero 

insanabile tale piaga! Malagevole è certo la nostra missione, o Signora; molti ostacoli sono ancora da 

superare, ma le mutue simpatie delle diverse nazioni d’Europa, l’unanimità di scopo e di progresso che le 

lega, sicché stringendoci la mano miriamo alla stessa meta di emancipazione. […] Tra la patria vostra e il 

popolo italiano esistono tante cause di affezione, che vi parrà cosa naturalissima che io, per mezzo vostro, 

indirizzi ai vostri concittadini un consiglio, che credo abbia a giovare nell’interesse generale. […] I Moldo-

Valacchi debbono imitare un tale esempio, e io metto illimitata speranza nella vostra alta influenza sui 

compatrioti vostri per stringere il nodo fraterno, che deve ormai tenere unite le razze orientali colle razze 

sorelle del centro ed occidente dell’Europa.” 
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influence among her fellow citizens to fight for Italian national independence, while 

counted on his troops and their weapons to help Albania and Greece achieve their own 

national freedom and independence. Another cause they shared was their disdain for 

Papal theocracy, which they both considered to be a precursor to despotism. Last but not 

least, they both attributed particular importance to the question of women’s education, 

contending that for a nation to become independent, it was essential to grant women the 

right to education. 

 D’Istria’s politics would soon spill over into the Balkans. She had become was 

quite popular among the Italian-Albanian Arbëreshe communities of southern Italy. Her 

genealogy appealed to Arbëreshe intellectuals, but her vision of a united and independent 

Albanian nation electrified them. They counted on her power to influence public and 

private opinions, and especially, to act as an intermediary with Garibaldi. She often 

discussed ‘action projects’ for the liberation of Albania with Garibaldi, pleading him to 

make the cause his own. In a letter to the Generale in 1866, she stated: 

General, I had the intention of speaking to you about a topic on which I would 

have called your attention earlier, had the war not broken out in Venice, when my 

study on "Albanian nationality" appeared in "Revue des deux mondes" (15 May). I 

hurried to send you my study in Caprera with the intention of bringing the 

Albanian populations to your attention, as soon as a favorable occasion presented 

itself. In fact, it is a nation that is united with Italy by intimate ties. [...] Albanians 

remembered their relationships with Palermo and Naples, when the foreign yoke 

became unbearable, and came to ask for the hospitality of southern Italy, so 

generously granted to them. [...] The legitimate influence that you exert on public 

opinion can, General, contribute powerfully to popularize their cause, like that of 

all the Christians of this eastern peninsula, whose prosperity would have a great 

influence on the future of this is an almost Italian island.141 

 
141 D’Istria to Garibaldi, September 30, 1866, in Garibaldi e le donne: con documenti inedita, ed. 

Giacomo Emilio Curatulo (Roma: Imprimerie Polyglotte, 1913), 193-4. “Generale, avevo l’intenzione di 
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D’Istria’s intention was to tie the Albanian national cause to the Italian one. A Romanian 

princess thus became a link between the East and the West, advocating for unity and 

against Italy’s inner political fragmentation serving as an intermediary and encouraging a 

collaborative spirit in their quest for freedom and independence.142 It is important, 

however, to realize that in the context of Europe’s emerging nations during the 

nineteenth-century much of this ‘collaborative spirit’ was often short-lived, largely 

aspirational, or instrumental for various underlying reasons, especially among upcoming 

nations in the Balkans.143  

This chapter has overviewed D’Istria’s life until the early 1860s to demonstrate 

the complexities that she embodied. Such complexities transformed her into a figure who 

fascinated many during her time while also rendering her difficult for them to define or 

categorize. The circulation of her works enabled her to cross and unite cultural spheres 

otherwise largely separate. Her aristocratic background, her correspondences, and her 

works provided her with the agency to challenge boundaries—physical and cultural—and 

the pre-fixed ethnic identities which were congealing into national states. 

 
parlarvi di un argomento, sul quale avrei richiamato prima di oggi la vostra attenzione, se la guerra non 

fosse scoppiata a Venezia, quando comparve nella «Revue des deux mondes» il mio studio sulla 

“Nazionalità Albanese” (15 maggio). Io mi affrettai ad inviarvi quel mio studio a Caprera con la intenzione 

di raccomandarvi gli Albanesi, appena un’occasione favorevole si fosse presentata. Si tratta infatti, di una 

nazione che è unita all’Italia da intimi legami. […] Quando il giogo straniero si rese insopportabile, gli 

Albanesi ricordarono le relazioni, che essi avevano avuto con Palermo e con Napoli e vennero a domandare 

all’Italia meridionale un’ospitalità, che fu loro generosamente accordata. […] L’influenza legittima, che voi 

esercitate sull’opinione pubblica può, Generale, contribuire potentemente a rendere popolare la loro causa, 

come quella di tutti i cristiani di questa penisola orientale, la cui prosperità avrebbe una grande influenza 

sull’avvenire di questa che è un’isola quasi italiana.” 

142 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 202. 

143 Ibid., 203. 
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Chapter Two. 

Illustre Letterata: Dora D’Istria’s Proto-Feminism Within the Italian 

Context 

 

Why did D’Istria, who was so stridently cosmopolitan and had multiple liberal 

and nationalist sympathies throughout the world, choose conservative, Catholic Italy as 

her long-term intellectual base? This chapter argues that part of the reason behind her 

interests in the Peninsula lay in its special political circumstances. This context offered 

her an ideal platform from which to expand her proto-feminist project of women’s 

liberation around the world. Though Italy presented many challenges to women’s rights, 

the political culture of the Risorgimento provided her with a stage from which to inform 

scholars and the public on nationalist movements, Catholicism, and women’s education. 

This chapter also focuses much more closely than the previous chapter on her 

tastes, lived experiences, and social milieu in Italy, especially Florence. Using D’Istria’s 

lesser-known private letters and minor publications in gazettes, among other sources, we 

uncover the importance not only of the intellectual attraction of Italy, but also other 

personal, even intimate, reasons. Indeed, her aesthetic inclinations towards Italy’s 

landscape, food, and culture began her gradual process of insertion into the peninsula’s 

major cultural and political spheres. Once her infatuation with Italy was complete, she 

proceeded not only to become prominent in its nationalist culture but began to insert her 

program for women’s rights with great vigor into the young country’s culture of literary 

nationalism. 
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The 1860s marked a critical turning point for the Italian peninsula’s cultural and 

political scene. French cultural imperialism prompted a wave of literary nationalism, a 

current in Italy “far older than political nationalism and, as elsewhere in Europe.”144 Its 

origins traced back to a “defense of native originality against the universalizing claims of 

French Classicism.”145 During these years, the Romanian princess, who wrote largely in 

French, began undertaking various trips to different regions and cities of Italy. In the 

previous chapter we saw that D’Istria’s first love for the peninsula originated with her 

visit to Venice during the late 1840s.In this chapter I will examine how D’Istria 

cultivated a relationship with Italian nationalist movements, and fostered the cause for 

women’s rights, within the politico-cultural context of the Risorgimento. I argue that 

D’Istria found in Italy a nation which best embodied the complex interrelation between 

nationalism and women’s education.  

In the previous chapter we saw that D’Istria’s love for Italy originated with her 

visit to Venice during the late 1840s. This experience left her extremely impressed with 

Daniele Manin and his role in the liberal revolutionary uprising of 1848. Her account of 

the event displays a remarkable grasp of issue that afflicted the Italian Risorgimento – 

namely, that too many revolutionaries were élites, and that popular participation was 

insufficient:     

We are well aware of all the sacrifices that have resulted in defeats. The reason is 

simple. To liberate Italy, it would have required a mass insurrection, such as that 

of France in 1789; the one in Serbia under Czerni-Georges, or the one in Greece 

 
144 Adrian Lyttleton, “The National Question in Italy” in The National Question in Europe in Historical 

Context, edited by Mikuláš Teich and Roy Porter, (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 72. 

145 Lyttleton, “The National Question,” 72. 
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in 1821. Now, the masses remain largely indifferent. In Italy, the people are only 

driven by the monastic party that, enslaved to its own interests, refuses to sacrifice 

them [the people] to the patriotic ideas it is incapable of comprehending.146 

 

She observed that the unification process had been, until then, overwhelmingly the 

concern of the élites, undermining the Risorgimento’s appeal to the popolo.147 

In La Vie Monastique D’Istria also blamed the Church, or the ‘parti monacal’, for 

directing people’s enthusiasm away from the national cause and towards its own 

interests.148As Antonio D’Alessandri has observed, “[she] maintained, in fact, that the 

processes of the Risorgimento, even where the masses participated, had to be guided by a 

dynasty that was modern and attentive to the authentic national interests, [a dynasty] 

which Italians had found in the Savoy.”149 In reference to the House of Savoy, she noted 

in the periodical Rivista Europea: 

The family that now reigns in Florence holds the merit of having won the crown 

of Italy at the head of the defenders of Italian independence, and of having started 

the national government of this beautiful country for so long subjected to the 

whims of the despots. The author of the Statute, Carlo Alberto, who died in self-

imposed exile, discouraged by the misfortunes of his own country, was in 1848 

the sword of Italy. Vittorio Emanuele, a novice soldier at Goito, was wounded in 

 
146 D'Istria. La Vie Monastique Dans L'Église Orientale. (2nd ed. Paris-Genève: Cherbuliez, 1858), 108. 

“On sait que tant des sacrifices n’ont abouti qu’à des défaites. La cause est bien simple. Pour délivrer 

l’Italie, il aurait fallu une insurrection en masse, telle que celle de la France, en 1789, de la Serbie, sous 

Czerni-Georges, de la Grèce, en 1821. Or les masses restèrent généralement indifférentes. En Italie, les 

multitudes ne reçoivent pas l’impulsion que du parti monacal. Esclave de ses intérêts, il ne saurait les 

sacrifier à une idée patriotique qu’il est même incapable de comprendre.” 

147 This is an analysis that became increasingly popular only many decades later among twentieth-century 

Marxist critics of the Italian nineteenth-century unification efforts. Figures such as Antonio Gramsci and 

Luchino Visconti for example, heavily denounced the Risorgimento’s elitist nature. See Risorgimento in 

Modern Italian Culture, Revisiting the Nineteenth-Century Past in History, Narrative, and Cinema, Ed. By 

Norma Bouchard, (Madison, Teaneck: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2005). 

148 D'Istria. La Vie Monastique, 108. 

149 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 275. “[La]a scrittrice, infatti, riteneva che i processi risorgimentali, anche 

laddove le masse vi partecipavano, dovessero essere guidati da una dinastia moderna e attenta agli autentici 

interessi nazionali, che gli Italiani avevano trovato nei Savoia.” 
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the thigh. The Austrian cannonballs also reached his brother Ferdinand, Duke of 

Genoa.150    

 

Starting in 1860, D’Istria spent the winters over the next ten years between 

Venice and Torino, and her summers in the Ligurian Riviera, sunbathing in the beaches 

of Rapallo, Pegli, and La Spezia. Correspondences between Dora and her intellectual 

contemporaries such as Angelo De Gubernatis and Hugo Meltzl de Cluj reveal 

fascinating details about the locations she visited, their local customs and celebrations, as 

well as her traveling habits. 

THE LIGURIAN RIVIERA 

 

 After visiting La Spezia, Pegli, and Porto Maurizio, D’Istria fell in love with 

Rapallo and made it her fixed destination. She rented a house there and was a regular 

visitor from 1869-1879 in the months of summer and well into October or November.151 

Here is an excerpt from one of her letters to De Gubernatis that well conveys her growing 

interest in the Italian countryside:  

I am really satisfied of my arrangement in Rapallo. The area is beautiful and the 

beach particularly comfortable for bathers. Unfortunately, the weather has not 

been very favorable so far […]. Everything under this beautiful sky, however, 

suggests that this is only a temporary crisis. In Liguria, I have witnessed some 

truly sunny months of September and October. As for my bathing, I have nothing 

 
150 D’Istria, “Venezia nel 1867 — Seconda Parte” translated from French in Rivista Europea, 2, no. 1 

(1870): 95. “La famiglia che ora regna a Firenze, ha il merito d’aver conquistato la corona d’Italia alla testa 

dei difensori dell’indipendenza italiana, e d’aver iniziato il governo nazionale in questo bel paese che fu sì 

a lungo sottoposto ai capricci dei despoti. L’autore dello Statuto, Carlo Alberto, morto, scoraggiato dalle 

sventure del suo paese, in esilio volontario, nel 1848 era la spada d’Italia. Vittorio Emanuele, combattendo 

a Goito le prime armi, veniva ferito alla coscia. Le palle austriache raggiungevano anche suo fratello 

Ferdinando duca di Genova.” 

151 D’Istria to De Gubernatis, 22 October 1870, BNCF, Carteggi De Gubernatis, and Luisa Rossi, 

Autunno a Rapallo. I bagni marini di una principessa in Liguria (Genova: Sagep, 2000), 23. 
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to complain about. I built a shack so well lined with oilcloth that it resembles a 

safe.152  

 

D’Istria’s constant attention to weather and geography owed in large part to her 

own health concerns. Her beliefs regarding physical wellness followed igienismo, a 

hygienic trend in nineteenth century Europe, much of which was promoted by wealthy 

women.153 Sunbathing being one of her main practices for therapeutic purposes, she 

scouted out ideal locations, such as those along the charming Liguria coast where, “de 

fait le paysage est magnifique et les bains sont excellent.”154  

D’Istria’s travels inspired her to publish writings and articles, further amplifying 

her fame in scholarly circles. Of particular note was “Le Golfe de La Spezia,” an essay 

published in Paris’ Tour de Monde on February 6, 1866. Translated into eleven 

languages, its Italian version would appear in the Milanese journal Giro del Mondo. Her 

other travel works, peppered with historical research, include “Promenades en 

Toscane,”155 “Excursions en Italie,”156 “Souvenir de la Spezia,”157, “Souvenir du 

 
152 D’Istria to De Gubernatis, 24 July, 1870, BNCF, Carteggi De Gubernatis available in Italian in 

Autunno a Rapallo, I bagni marini di una principessa in Liguria, edited by Luisa Rossi, (Genova: Sagep) 

2000. 23. “Sono davvero soddisfatta della mia sistemazione a Rapallo. La zona è stupenda e la spiaggia 

particolarmente comoda per i bagnanti. Sfortunatamente il tempo non è stato finora molto favorevole […]. 

Ma sotto questo bel cielo tutto fa pensare che si tratti di una crisi passeggera. Io ho visto in Liguria i mesi di 

settembre e ottobre veramente radiosi. Quanto ai miei bagni, non ho nulla da lamentarmi. Mi sono fatta 

costruire una baracca talmente ben foderata di tela cerata che la si prenderebbe per una cassaforte.” 

153 Rossi, Autunno, 19. For more on nineteenth-century European hygienists see Mission and Method: The 

Early Nineteenth-Century French Public Health Movement by Ann Elizabeth Fowler La Berge, (New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), and The Great Stink of Paris and Nineteenth-Century Struggle 

against Filth and Germs by David S. Barnes, (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2006). 

154 D’Istria to De Gubernatis, September 11, 1869, BNCF, Carteggi De Gubernatis. 

155 This appeared in Illustration, N. 1200-1202, 1866 

156 In Independence Hellénique, August and September 1868.   

157 This was a memoir which she presented at the Archaeological Society of Athens on May 20, 1860. For 

the publications of this same work in the following years, see Bibliografia della Principessa Dora D’Istria. 
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Golfe de Rapallo,”158 “Le récit des fêtes Dantesque de Ravenne” (1865), and “Les bains 

de Pegli” (1873).159 In “Souvenir du Golfe de Rapallo,” she provides a delightfully crisp 

description of the small town and its climate: 

Here in Rapallo, on the other hand, autumn is the brother of spring and sudden 

changes in temperature in no way affect its charm. The splendid foliage of the 

oranges and the lemons, which defies winters, does not suffer from the first cool 

nights, on the contrary, it seems to regain strength: new vigorous sprouts split off 

on the dark foliage. The olive tree, the evergreen oak, the pine, seem to happily 

shake off the dust of summer on their leaves, and they swing freely in a radiant 

atmosphere.160   

 

D’Istria mixed her travel writings with intellectual reflection. Sometimes they took 

poetic, at times philosophical, turns, which she combined with reflections on human 

nature: 

Enslaved to nature, imagination undergoes a profound impression of this total 

landscape transformation. Isn’t it true perhaps that with storm clouds come bad 

thoughts? And does darkness not lead all our reflections to take a certain course? 

Never have passions, intertwined with natural events, left the human soul in 

indifference […]. The drama of nature—represented in a thousand ways—has 

made flow torrents of tears.161  

 
Estratto dalla Rivista Europea by Bartolomeo Cecchetti, (6th ed. Firenze: Tipografia Editrice 

dell’Associazione, 1873), 17. 

158 Published in Italian under the title “Il Golfo di Rapallo” and published in L’Adolescenza, Strenna 

Milanese, 1873  

159 Published in Italian under the title “Pellegrinaggio alla tomba di Dante” in Rivista Sicula di Scienze, 

letteratura ed arti, 2, no. 9, (1873): 212-235. 

160 D’Istria, “Ricordi del Golfo di Rapallo” (1870-1878), in Luisa Rossi, Autunno a Rapallo, (Genova: 

Sagep, 2000), 65. “Qui a Rapallo, invece, l’autunno è fratello della primavera e le improvvise variazioni di 

temperatura non ne alterano in alcun modo il fascino. Lo splendido fogliame degli aranci e dei limoni, che 

sfida gli inverni, non soffre delle prime notti fresche, anzi, sembra riprendere forza: nuovi getti vigorosi si 

staccano sul fogliame scuro. L’olivo, il leccio, il pino, sembra scuotere con piacere la polvere che l’estate 

ha gettato sulle loro foglie e si dondolano più liberamente in un’atmosfera radiosa.” 

161 D’Istria, “Ricordi del Golfo di Rapallo,” 67. “L’immaginazione, schiava della natura subisce 

profondamente l’impressione di questa totale trasformazione del paesaggio. Non arrivano forse con le nubi 

temporalesche i cattivi pensieri? E le tenebre, non danno forse a tutte le nostre riflessioni un corso 

particolare? Mai le passioni, intrecciate agli eventi naturali, hanno lasciato l’animo umano nell’indifferenza 

[…] Il dramma della natura—rappresentato in mille modi— ha fatto scorrere torrenti di lacrime.” 
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A few paraphs later, she continued: “When purified, the rain water takes on a beautiful 

amber hue and runs chattering along paths. Thanks to it, a new life explodes, less intense 

than the summer one, but still full of energy, although it manifests itself with some 

melancholy and broken by sad presentiments. The autumn of nature is akin to the autumn 

of life.”162 D’Istria’s depictions of the landscape, scenery, air, and environment around 

her are interwoven with observations and reflections on Italian society during the 

Risorgimento, through the lens of religion, the newly-formed government, and most 

importantly, education. She wrote: 

Spreading education among all social classes would be the best way to revive the 

vital spirit. A congregation founded in Venice, it is true that the Somascan Fathers 

own a boarding school in this place; a convent of nuns (Gianelline Sisters)-the 

large fenced property of which climbs up the hill— also provides education for a 

large number of girls. But these institutions, which naturally are primarily 

concerned with the interests of religion, aim at the agitated class; by contrast, the 

Italian government would like to extend education to all social strata through 

compulsory schooling.163 

 

On religion, modernization, and its effects on the Peninsula’s North and South, she would 

comment:   

It remains yet to be seen how these compelling needs of modernity will be 

reconciled with the passion for distractions, much stronger in the Mezzogiorno 

than in the north where Sundays, which have taken the name and the dismal 

 
162 Ibid., 69. “Quando è depurata, l’acqua piovana assume una bella tinta ambrata e corre chiacchierina 

lungo i sentieri. Grazie a lei, esplode una nuova vita, meno intensa di quella estiva, ma ancora piena di 

energia, benché si manifesti con qualche malinconia e come spezzata da presentimenti tristi. L’autunno 

della natura è simile all’autunno della vita.” 

163 Ibid., 44-45. “Diffondere l’istruzione in tutte le classi sociali sarebbe il miglior modo per rianimare lo 

spirito vitale. Una congregazione fondata a Venezia, i padri Somaschi, possiede, è vero in questa località un 

convitto; anche un convento di religiose (Suore Gianelline) — la cui vasta proprietà recintata si arrampica 

sulla collina — dà l’istruzione a un gran numero di ragazze. Ma queste istituzioni, che naturalmente si 

preoccupano soprattutto degli interessi della religione, si rivolgono alla classe agitata, mentre il governo 

italiano vorrebbe, attraverso la scuola obbligatoria, estendere l’istruzione a tutti gli strati sociali.” 
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appearance of the Jewish sabbat, far from resembling holidays, constitute the 

saddest day of the week. On the other hand, Latin peoples have a talent to add to 

religious solemnities many entertainments more or less mundane, running the risk 

of making the essential disappear behind the accessory, and forgetting the 

teaching of Boileau [according to which], ‘the terrible mysteries of the Christian 

faith are in no way modified by cheerful ornaments.’164 

  

Her closely-felt connection to Italy, and the degree to which she sought to study and 

understand the young country’s past and present, had begun to mature with her travels.   

Another important criterion that defined her trips, besides climates and 

landscapes, were based on her passion for history, literature, and ethnography. As she 

noted in a letter to Hugo Meltzl de Cluj in 1878, later published on Revue Historique du 

Sud-Est Européen in the original French,  

The Ligurian people, who, together with the Basques and the Albanians represent 

the oldest civilizations of Europe, immediately caught my curiosity. Besides, the 

rare beauty of the landscapes, which I have had the opportunity to admire during 

the bathing season, was of particular interest to me.165    

 

In 1867, she traveled to Venice to visit the city’s impressive archives. Her findings there 

eventually became a crucial component of her future studies on Eastern and Western 

 
164 Ibid., 46. “Resta da vedere come questi impellenti bisogni della modernità si concilieranno con la 

passione per le distrazioni, molto più forte nel Mezzogiorno che nel nord dove le domeniche, che hanno 

preso il nome e la lugubre fisionomia del sabbat ebraico, lungi da sembrare delle feste, costituiscono il 

giorno più triste della settimana. I Latini hanno invece il talento di aggiungere alle solennità religiose tanti 

divertimenti più o meno mondani da rischiare che l’essenziale sparisca sotto l’accessorio e che resti 

completamente dimenticato l’insegnamento di Boileau ‘I misteri terribili della fede cristiana non siano in 

alcun modo modificati da allegri ornamenti’.” 

 

165 D’Istria to Hugo Meltzl de Cluj, November 19, 1878 in “Lettres de Dora d’Istria”, Revue Historique du 

Sud-Est Européen ed. N. Iorga, 9, no. 4-6, (April-June 1932): 151-152. “Le people ligure, qui, avec les 

Basques et les Albanais, représente les plus vieilles civilisations de l’Europe, piquait vivement ma curiosité. 

En outre, la rare beauté des paysages, que j’ai l’occasion d’admirer dans la saison des bains, m’intéressait 

particulièrement à cette contrée.” 
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populations. Based on these and other historical excursions she would publish her articles 

“Translation des cendres d’Ugo Foscolo” (1871), and “Pèlerinage au tombeau de Dante” 

(1869), which were among her first reflections on Italy’s literary nationalist 

movements.166 

D’Istria’s love for the bel paese was largely aesthetic and personal. Her travels 

left her captivated with its sun, healthy environment, and rich history. But Italy’s 

potential went far further. She found in the new country the promise of national 

independence across the entire European continent. In other words, her hope was that a 

truly united Italy, free from the crippling power of the Catholic Church, might constitute 

a base from which many other national emancipation projects could take place – and in 

which women would begin to break their chains of servitude to their families and 

societies. 

 

Literary Nationalism and Dora D’Istria during the Risorgimento 

 

In Italy, a country so afflicted by fragmented regional self-identities, literature 

became a conduit for nationalists’ construction of a shared sense of national unity. From 

Dante Alighieri to Ugo Foscolo, the Risorgimentisti relied on many poeti and scrittori as 

they sought to establish the nation’s linguistic, cultural, and moral benchmarks. The 

illustris’ celebration of the Peninsula’s past proved a fundamental tool for broadening 

Italians’ common ground. Literature, as a result, was increasingly becoming a theater of 

 
166 Published in Italian under the title “Pellegrinaggio alla tomba di Dante” in Rivista Sicula di Scienze, 

letteratura ed arti, 2, no. 9, (1873): 212-235. 
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politics.167 Not only did literature become political but, as Adrian Lyttleton has argued, 

literary nationalism often succeeded where political nationalism struggled:    

Poets enjoyed a peculiarly privileged as the guardians and even creators of 

national identity. Nowhere was this more true than in Italy. After all, Dante was 

the founding father of the Italian language. The diffusion of the Italian language 

had been the work of a literary and humanistic elite, unassisted by a powerful 

central state, as in France, or by a vernacular reformation, as in Germany. Dante 

and the other great poets of the past were elevated to the status of patron saints in 

the national revolutionary cult.168     

 

Joseph Luzzi employs the term “nationalist hermeneutics”169 to refer to the widespread 

Risorgimento technique of finding nationalist narratives within literary and historical 

texts. An essay by Giuseppe Mazzini amply illustrates this transformation of the literary 

into the political is well-exemplified in an essay by Giuseppe Mazzini. In it, Mazzini 

urges Italians to study Ugo Foscolo’s Dei sepolcri and its “revolutionary concept that the 

tombs of Santa Croce were sites of national value that demanded physical communion 

and spiritual homage.”170 Through this, Mazzini sought to construct a national identity 

through shared public memory, reimagining the past to be a rich field strewn with 

exemplary Italians.   

The questione della lingua and the issue of education were intrinsically tied to the 

importance of this and other nationalist essays. In 1806, a worried Alessandro Manzoni 

would express his concerns to French linguist and historian Claude Fauriel: “the state of 

 
167 Joseph Luzzi, Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 

2008), 36. 

168 Adrian Lyttleton, “The National Question in Italy,” 72. 

169 Luzzi, 36. 

170 Ibid. 
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Italy, fragmented, with widespread inertia and lack of education, has widened the gap 

between the spoken and the written language so much that the latter can almost be 

considered a dead language.”171 Debates on language peaked during the Risorgimento 

and, eventually, culminated in intellectuals’ and state-builders’ proclamation of Dante 

Alighieri, Francesco Petrarca, and Giovanni Boccaccio as the founding fathers of the 

standard Italian language. This official dialect became a lynchpin for Italian unification.  

With literature, language, and education at the forefront of the Italian national 

movement, Dora D’Istria found in Italy an ideal host to her intellectual interests. After 

all, education had long been a topic central to her reflections on women. In mid-1860, her 

public participation in some of Italy’s key national political events presented her with 

another opportunity to air her views. In June 1865, a month after the discovery of Dante’s 

bones, she was invited to attend a major celebration in Ravenna, as a representative of the 

Romanian people. The details of her trip to Ravenna are documented most importantly in 

D’Istria’s article “Pellegrinaggio alla tomba di Dante,” translated in Italian by Augusto 

Negri and published on the Rivista Sicula di Scienze, Letteratura ed Arti. Prior to its 

publication on the Italian journal, this essay had already appeared in a few Greek 

journals, translated into Greek from the original French.  

D’Istria ‘s “Pellegrinaggio alla tomba di Dante” epitomizes the close relationship 

between her political and aesthetic fascination with Italy. She began with a description of 

the scenery she witnessed on the train from Livorno to Ravenna and observed how the 

 
171 Quoted in Giovanni Carsaniga, "Manzoni and the Novel." The Cambridge History of Italian Literature. 

Ed. Peter Brand and Lino Pertile. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 435. 
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railway that connected the two cities passed through the Apennines, dividing them in 

half. She mocked an anonymous clergyman who thought the Italian nation-building 

project impossible due to this mountain range. She countered that Italy was indeed meant 

to be one and, despite the challenges it faced, it would soon resurrect as a nation. D’Istria 

ultimately stated how, “it wasn’t necessary for [her] to be present at the Ravenna 

celebrations to convince [herself] that Italians would be willing to sacrifice everything to 

become a nation again.”172 On the challenge of regionalism, she affirmed that, “Italians 

will be able to reconcile provincial life with national unity.”173 She also offered 

historical commentary alongside vivid descriptions of the landscape that accompanied her 

during her trip:  

Giant chestnut trees spread on the ground their beautiful oval and toothed leaves. 

The sweet rain increases the air freshness we so enjoyed after that ardent lowland. 

In the intermezzos we encountered large dungeons, or tunnels. Reveling after 

meeting the light outside of those dark tunnels, the eye was happily affixed to the 

lowlands of the mountains that raised their ridges prominently from both sides of 

the road. Below we observed white villages bathed by the pure waves of the 

stream.174 

 

 
172 D’Istria, “Pellegrinaggio alla tomba di Dante” in Rivista Sicula di Scienze, Letteratura ed Arti, year 1, 

vol. II (Palermo: Luigi Pedone Lauriel, 1869), 213. “[…] non era necessario ch’io mi trovassi presente alle 

feste in Ravenna, per persuadermi che gl’Italiani avrebbero deciso di sacrificare tutto per divenire di nuovo 

una nazione.” 

173 Ibid. “Gl’Italiani troveranno di accordare la vita provinciale colla nazionale unità.” 

174 Ibid. “Grandissimi castagni spandono sul suolo le belle loro foglie ovali e dentate. La dolce pioggia 

aumenta la freschezza dell’aria che provammo tanto piacevole dopo quell’ardente pianura. Negli intermezzi 

incontrammo grandi sotterranei o tunnels. L’occhio dilettandosi dopo il ritrovo della luce, uscendo da 

quegli oscuri tunnels, si affissava con piacere alle bassure delle montagne che da ambe le parti della strada 

alzavano rigogliose le loro creste. Al di sotto osservammo bianchi villaggi bagnati dalle pure onde del 

torrente.” 
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Once in Bologna for a lunch stop, she paused to honor the memory of two of the city’s 

illustrious women: seventeenth-century painter Elisabetta Sirani, who had died of poison 

at the age of twenty-six, and of sixteenth-century sculptor Properzia de’ Rossi.175 In the 

Romagna region, there was no avoiding the festive, nationalist human landscape. There 

was history in the air. Train stops were lined by celebrations and parades commemorating 

Dante, many of them headed to Ravenna: “in every station there was a multitude of 

people coming to greet the travelers and to conduct Ravenna’s musical band.”176  

D’Istria would champion the poet in her writings. As we shall see, Dora deemed 

the Tuscan poet to be both a religious and a social prophet.177 Contrasting Dante and 

Homer, she posited that the Sommo Poeta, more so than Homer, spoke to the hearts of the 

men of her time. Part of the reason for this was the revolutionary spirit that, in her view, 

Dante shared with her contemporaries: 

The vaunted serenity of Homeric poems and the admirable and splendid fruit of 

mankind’s youth are not able to speak to the hearts of today’s men in the same 

way as the melancholic austerity of Dante, who, like us, bears on his meditative 

mind the vestige of revolutions; whose soul shares with us the same sufferings, 

and whose mind wants to find at once the depth of life and death. Not only are we 

faced with real issues, and not only do we have some contemporary character in 

front of us, so to speak, but we have the perfect type of our nature that we can 

love and, simultaneously, admire. Dante is not simply the mind of an entire era, 

but his heart is as ardent as his extraordinary genius.178  

 
175 Ibid. 213-4. 

176 Ibid., 215. “in ogni stazione [delle Romagne] si trovava moltitudine d’uomini che si muovevano, 

venivano a salutare i viaggiatori, e a condurre la banda musicale in Ravenna.” 

177 Ibid., 218. 

178 Ibid., 213-4. “[L]a decantata serenità delle poesie omeriche, l’ammirabile e splendido frutto della 

giovinezza del genere umano, non parla al cuore degli uomini dell’oggi, come l’austerità melanconica di 

Dante, che, come noi, porta sulla fronte meditabonda, il vestigio delle rivoluzioni, il cui spirito divide con 

noi le medesime sofferenze, e la cui mente vuole trovare ad un tempo la profondità della vita e della morte. 

Non abbiamo soltanto le cose reali innanzi agli occhi, non abbiamo soltanto qualche personaggio 
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D’Istria, like her Risorgimento contemporaries, was interested in drawing a direct 

connection between Dante’s persona and the nationalist Italian movement. She 

recognized the depth of the poet’s impact among nineteenth-century nationalists, herself 

included. Mazzini, for instance, speaking to Italian workers in London in 1862, had stated 

that, “Until the very end, [Dante] preserved the thought that dominated his life, and he 

died comforted, five centuries later, by the belief that Italy would one day become a 

Nation [sic] and a leader for the third time of European civilization.”179 Dante’s 

tumultuous life, his exile in particular, had occupied a major role in the country’s national 

rhetoric since early on, including the writing of Foscolo and Mazzini.180 To them, the 

medieval poet offered “a strong precedent on which to model their own role as exiled 

writers.”181 In 1864, commenting on the poet’s personal hardships, a Risorgimento 

scholar of Dante would note:  

Misfortune had been a wise teacher to Dante, the exile provided his genius with a 

precious treasure of experience … Everywhere, he saw fruitful elements of life, 

strength, liveliness, and of greatness; his heart was moved, and the magnanimous 

exile felt proud to be part of this glorious nation.182  

 
contemporaneo, per dir così, ma abbiamo il tipo perfetto della nostra natura che possiamo amare, e nello 

stesso tempo ammirare; Dante non è solo la mente d’una epoca intera, ma il suo cuore altresì è ardente, 

quanto è straordinario il sommo suo ingegno.” 

179 Giuseppe Mazzini. Scritti e Inediti Di Giuseppe Mazzini. (Milan: G. Daelli, Editore, 1862), 4:20. 

“[Dante] conservò intatto fino all’ultimo giorno il pensiero che dominò la sua vita, e morì confortato, 

cinque secoli addietro, nella credenza che l’Italia sarebbe un giorno Nazione e direttrice una terza volta 

dell’incivilimento Europeo.” 

180 See Maurizio Isabella, “Exile and Nationalism: The Case of the Risorgimento” in European History 

Quarterly, 36, no.4 (October 2006): 493-520. 

181 James Robinson, Joyce’s Dante: Exile, Memory, and Community (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2016), 45. 

182 Francesco Lanzani. La Monarchia Di Dante: Studi Storici. (Milano: Tipografia Del Pio Instituto Di 

Patronato 1864), 87. “Sapientissima maestra era stata a Dante la sventura, l’esilio procacciò al suo genio un 

preziosissimo tesoro di esperienza … Dovunque scorgeva elementi efficacissimi di vita, di attività, di forza, 
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D’Istria played a prominent role in contributing to Dante’s politicization. In 

Ravenna, she joined the voices of those who turned him and his suffering into a national 

allegory: 

But the Inferno poet does not appear simply as a lover of Beatrice and an avid 

defender of society’s rights; rather, he presents himself as a man whose troubled 

existence, suffering, exile, the eternally threatened grave, must undoubtedly 

exercise great influence on the imagination of today’s Italians.183  

 

In her 1865 French essay, “Les fêtes Dantesque, a Ravenne,” for the Parisian 

L’Illustration, D’Istria described in detail the festivities celebrating the discovery of 

Dante’s bones. She recounted how the commemoration unfolded in Ravenna—now a 

guardian of the sacred remains—as well as the pride and joy that had swept the city and 

its people: 

With what touching jealousy [Ravenna] guards this sacred tomb, visible sign of 

the greatness of its heart. Its surveillance is so severe that all the attempts made 

after Dante’s death to annihilate what remained of the daring author of the Divine 

Comedy have been useless; and that, even under the domination of the popes, the 

tomb of the great writer who had protested against the temporal power and vices 

of the papacy, was as respected as if it had been protected by the soldiers of San 

Martino and Varese. […] Such feelings explain the joy that the discovery of 

Dante’s bones on May 27th of this year brought to the inhabitants of Ravenna.184  

 
di grandezza; e il suo cuore si commoveva e il magnanimo fuoruscito si sentiva superbo di appartenere a 

questa gloriosa nazione.” 

183 D’Istria, “Pellegrinaggio alla tomba di Dante,” 229. “Ma il poeta dell’inferno non si presenta solo 

come semplice amante di Beatrice e ardente difensore dei diritti della società, si presenta come uomo, la cui 

turbata esistenza, le sofferenze, l’esilio, la tomba eternamente minacciata, devono senza dubbio esercitare 

grande influenza sulla fantasia degli odierni Italiani.”  

184 D’Istria, “Les fêtes Dantesque, a Ravenne” in L’Illustration, Journal Universel 46, no. 1168 (July 

1865): 35. “Aussi avec quelle touchante jalousie [Ravenne] garde cette tombe sacrée, signe visible de la 

grandeur de son cœur. Sa vigilance est si sévère, que toutes les tentatives faites après la mort de Dante, 

pour anéantir ce qui restait du téméraire auteur de la Divine Comédie, sont restées inutiles et que, même 

sous la domination des papes, la tombe du puissant écrivain qui avait protesté contre le pouvoir temporel et 

les vices de la papauté, a été aussi respectée que si elle avait été protégée par l’épée des soldats de San 

Martino et de Varese. […] Ces sentiments expliquent la joie que causa aux habitants de Ravenne la 

découverte des ossements de Dante, le 27 mai de cette année.” 
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D’Istria’s detailed written account is complemented, in the pages of L’Illustration, by 

images portraying the unearthing of the poet’s bones, illustrations of Dante’s tomb, as 

well as of the chapel that housed it. 

  

Illustration 2: Images from L’Illustration accompanying Dora D’Istria’s “Les fêtes 

Dantesque, a Ravenne” 

 

The event featured parades, speeches by public personalities such as that of Ravenna’s 

mayor Gioacchino Rasponi, solemn silences, and banquets. Festivities concluded with 

toasts by important attendees such as ministers representing the King, members of the 

parliament, and mayors from other Italian towns. During their toasts, speakers often 

raised the questions of national unity and education: “The minister, representing the kind 

at the feast, says […] that in order to strengthen the work they had begun, Italians needed 
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constancy and union, and that these virtues would be obtained only by the education of 

the people.”185  

At this juncture, D’Istria had the attention of Ravenna’s attendees. She seized this 

ideal moment to proclaim the importance of women’s rights. Raising a glass and 

addressing herself the audience with an extended speech, she called to attention not 

merely to the issue of education, but the importance of women’s education:  

As we finished applauding this beautiful speech, I decided to add a few words to 

complete the joyful idea of the Minister of Education. I believed that, in a 

celebration devoted to the chanter of Beatrice, it was necessary to dedicate some 

space to the education of women, whose state their great poet had so powerfully 

raised.186   

 

She also seized this moment to shift the public focus to Dante’s being the chantre de 

Béatrix.187 D’Istria was not merely depicting Dante as some lovelorn poet. She instead 

portrayed him as a major promoter of equality between man and woman, further 

politicizing him through the lens of gender and social justice. After all, these were critical 

stages of national rebirth and transformation, and D’Istria deemed it essential to 

 
185 D’Istria, “Les fêtes Dantesque, a Ravenne,” 38. “Le ministre, représentant du roi à la fête, dit […] que 

pour consolider l’œuvre commencée, les Italiens avaient besoin de constance et d’union, et que ces vertus 

ne s’obtiendraient que par l’éducation du peuple.” 

186 Ibid. “Tandis qu’on finissait d’applaudir ce beau discours, je me décidai à ajouter quelques paroles 

pour compléter l’heureuse idée émise par M. le ministre de l’instruction publique. Il me sembla que dans 

une fête consacrée au chantre de Béatrix, je pouvais faire des vœux en faveur de l’instruction de ces 

femmes, dont le grand poète avait si puissamment relevé la condition.” 

187 “Quanto a me, credetti poter aggiungere che in una festa dedicata al cantore di Beatrice non si dovesse 

in questo abbozzo della rigenerazione del popolo italiano dimenticare le donne che il celebre fiorentino, 

ispirato contemporaneamente da Platone e dal Vangelo, tanto contribuì ad innalzare.” This is a similar 

description in “Pellegrinaggio alla tomba di Dante” in Rivista Sicula di Scienze, letteratura ed arti, trans. 

by Augusto Negri, 2, no. 9 (1869: 223). 
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discourage those present from losing sight of the importance of the education of women – 

women, whom the poet had so aspired to uphold and honor.  

Here, D’Istria made one of her boldest appeals to the equality between women 

and men.  She praised Dante through an audacious theological-historical argument about 

what scholars today might call the un-gendered nature of the soul: 

A prophet in the religious order, I added, Dante is also one in the social order. His 

soul is like the good earth of which Christ speaks, where the evangelical seed 

multiplies a hundredfold. As soon as he noticed a spiritual religion coming out of 

the Church imprisoned in the middle ages, he understood first and foremost the 

whole scope of the apostolic word: in Jesus Christ, there is no more man or 

woman.188    

 

In Beatrix loquax—the loquacious Beatrice of the Commedia—D’Istria saw proof of 

Dante’s belief that divinity has no specific gender. By portraying a young Florentine girl 

as divine and a theological authority, Dante was granting her moral and intellectual 

equality based on the idea that divine soul is genderless. D’Istria found Dante’s Beatrice 

a window into the poet’s beliefs on soul, gender, and the divine: 

His Beatrice is the last word of this great revolution which Plato has seen, which 

the apostles have announced, and which [Dante] must make possible. Beatrice is 

no more an eternal infant of the Roman right than the women of the early 

Christian times, condemned to silence as soon as they questioned divinity. 

Beatrice has, by the power of an exquisite and pure feeling that is as penetrating 

as the wisdom of philosophers, divined the mysteries of earth and eternal 

heaven.189       

 
188 D’Istria, “Les fêtes Dantesque, a Ravenne,” 38. “Prophète dans l’ordre religieux, ajoutai-je, Dante l’est 

encore dans l’ordre social. Son âme est comme la bonne terre dont parle le Christ, où la semence 

évangélique produit au centuple. De mémé qu’il a vu une religion spirituelle sortir de l’Église emprisonnée 

dans la geôle du moyen âge, il comprend le premier toute la portée de la parole apostolique : En Jésus-

Christ, il n’y a plus ni homme ni femme !” 

189 Ibid. “Sa Béatrix est le dernier mot de cette grande révolution morale que Platon a entrevue, que les 

apôtres ont annoncée, et dont il devait rendre la réalisation possible. Beatrix n’est pas plus l’éternelle 

mineure du droit romain que la femme des premiers temps chrétiens, condamnée au silence dès qu’il est 
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The princess’ Ravenna speech yielded an analysis that predates today’s Dante 

scholarship. Joan M. Ferrante, who has extensively addressed Dante’s construction of 

Beatrice, notes that the Florentine woman “leads him to see a feminine side in God, in the 

human race, and in himself.”190 As a result, what the poet ultimately achieves is that he 

“exalts the human women to almost divine status and extends the male God to an 

androgynous whole.”191 Ferrante proceeds to demonstrate, by tracing descriptions of 

women as teachers of the Word as far back as the Gospel,  that “Dante is not […] 

unorthodox, in his presentation of a feminine side to God, neither in the female aspect of 

Christ nor in the feminine attributes to God.”192 What is instead noteworthy, the author 

highlights, is that Dante presented Christ’s female aspect “not as a metaphorical woman 

but as a historic one,” and that he emphasizes God’s feminine side “not because grammar 

dictates but because he consciously and obviously chooses to do so.”193 As Dora 

D’Istria’s would have said, en Jésus-Christ, il n’y a plus ni homme ni femme. D’Istria’s 

proto-feminist hermeneutics thus merged with the Risorgimentisti’s nationalist 

hermeneutics at a pivotal moment of national myth-making. 

 
question des choses divines. Béatrix a, par la puissance d’un sentiment exquis et pur, aussi pénétrant que la 

sagesse des philosophes, deviné les mystères de la terre et du ciel l’éternelle.” 

190 Joan M. Ferrante. “Dante’s Beatrice: Priest of an Androgynous God,” (Binghamton: Medieval and 

Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1992), 2. 

191 Ibid., 32. 

192 Ferrante, 26. 

193 Ibid. 
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NINETEENTH-CENTURY ITALIAN PROTO-FEMINISM 

D’Istria’s idea that encouraging women’s education and intellectual capabilities 

would benefit the nation was widespread among the Risorgimento’s ‘proto-feminists.’ 

For D’Istria, Italy was an unfortunate example of religious institutions suppressing 

human progress—and this conservative blight fell particularly hard upon uneducated 

women. In her La vie monastique she had already discussed the detrimental effect of 

religious institutions upon reformists’ attempts to create a liberal state peopled by free-

thinking individuals. Monastic institutions thrived wherever populations were most 

socially and intellectually fragile: “Monasticism, we have come to show, was born and 

developed among the least energetic peoples, the most nostalgic of antiquity and the least 

capable of progress.”194 She continued to make the case of how, in countries like 

Switzerland, England, the Netherlands, the government was able to control and contain 

religious power.  

But this wasn’t the case for other countries where religious institutions 

predominated. She expressed “painful sympathy” towards these unfortunate countries, 

and noted, “I cannot mention without painful sympathy those illustrious nations of the 

past, now languishing in ignorance, stupidity and despotism.”195 Interestingly, the only 

example she mentions as she laments the lack of separation between Church and State is, 

indeed, Italy – the very country to which she had been drawn to the most. Here, she once 

 
194 D’Istria. La Vie Monastique, 317-318. “Le monachisme, — nous venons de le prouver, —est né, il a 

grandi chez le peuple le moins énergique, le plus rêveur de l’antiquité et le moins capable de progrès.” 

195 Ibid., 320. “Je ne saurais nommer sans une douloureuse sympathie ces nations illustres dans le passé, 

qui croupissent maintenant dans l’ignorance, l’abrutissement et le despotisme.” 
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again laments the country’s monastic rule at the expense of its long-standing glories of 

the past. D’Istria compared Italy’s rulers to the monks of Buddhism, one of the earliest 

forms of organized monasticism:  

What sad fatality has led Italy to become the prey of men whose character and 

intelligence involuntarily make one think of the heirs of Buddha [monks]? Does 

its decadence not inspire a superstitious terror in those who think that [Italy] once 

granted laws to the world?196 

 

Whenever individual freedom and progress were jeopardized as a result of religious 

institutional power, it was women who paid the highest price.  

D’Istria’s vision of women’s plight responded to stark social realities. In 1861 

Italy, illiteracy among women was 81 percent.197 Ten years later, in 1871, women’s 

illiteracy was 75.8 percent and that of men was 61.8 percent.198 Women’s formal 

education ended with the completion of primary school grades, regardless of their social 

class. Meanwhile, middle-and-upper-class men continued to have access to higher 

education all the way to university and professional schools.199 An underlying 

discriminatory system with deep roots in religious and cultural ideologies was plain for 

all to see.  

Conservative ideology, including the cult of domesticity, was certainly 

responsible for these gender discrepancies. Women, considered emotional and instinctive 

 
196 Ibid., 320-1. “Par quelle triste fatalité l’Italie est-elle devenue la proie d’hommes, dont le caractère et 

l’intelligence font songer involontairement aux héritiers de Bouddha? Sa décadence n’inspire-t-elle pas une 

superstitieuse terreur à ceux qui songent qu’elle a autrefois donné des lois à l’univers ?” 

197 Re, 159. 

198 Ibid. 

199 Ibid. 



 84 

by nature, were expected to attend the so-called ‘normal schools,’ as well as nursery and 

teaching institutes aimed at teaching women how to educate children. These schools were 

designed to train women to discipline their impulsive nature by honing their maternal 

instincts. As Lucia Re has pointed out, even when women decided to further their 

education as autodidacts, as had Matilde Serrao and Ada Negri, the normal schools’ 

influence on women’s ideological formation was pervasive.200 Female writers’ works 

often betrayed their anxieties about writing as a transgressive act in a society which 

celebrated institutionalized domesticity.201  

D’Istria vocally opposed these oppressive mores. Indeed, she believed that for 

patriotism and freedom to thrive in Italy, women’s lot would need to improve drastically. 

A first step was to do away with monasticism and the culture of religious institutions. 

Only once religious authorities ceased exerting their power on governments could liberty 

thrive. In Des femmes par une femme (1865), after having devoted pages honoring 

illustrious Italian women: artists, writers, physicians, singers, theater actresses, and so on, 

D’Istria noted:  

In order for Italian women to regain their place within society, a place which our 

sex ought to occupy in a constitutional state, it is necessary for monasticism to 

cease the dulling of souls through fatal quietism; for intelligent schooling to 

replace the inept education of the convents, and for education to do justice, across 

social classes, to barbarism, ignorance, and the spell of the Middle Ages.202 

 
200 Ibid. 

201 See also Lucienne Kroha, The Woman Writer in Late Nineteenth-Century Italy (Lewiston: The Edwin 

Mellen Press, 1992), 67-85. 

202 D’Istria, Des femmes, 1:277. “Pour que les femmes italiennes reprennent dans la société le rang que 

notre sexe doit occuper dans un État constitutionnel, il faut que le monachisme cesse d’engourdir les âmes 

par un fatal quiétisme ; qu’une éducation intelligente remplace la niaise éducation de couvents, et que 
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Any successful patriot must, in other words, make the women’s cause his or her own. In a 

similar vein, the Romanian noblewoman stated in a 1871 letter to Benedetto Castiglia, a 

writer and anti-clerical politician from the city of Palermo:  

The patriotic spirit grows with thought, for it is difficult to attach oneself to a 

country whose struggles and magnitudes are not well known. However, when the 

patriotic spirit finds deep roots in women’s hearts, it acquires, like faith, a power 

so strong it can move mountains.203 

 

Women’s education would nonetheless fail to ensure nationalism’s success 

without robust legislation ensuring principles of equality. In D’Istria’s words, what was 

also necessary was, “that a fair legislation ensures a woman’s position worthy of the 

companion of a free man.”204 D’Istria cited the works of jurist and professor Carlo 

Francesco Gabba, La Condizione Giuridica delle Donne (The Juridical Condition of 

Women), published in Milan in 1861, to support her claim that the Kingdom of Sardinia’s 

legislation on women’s rights left much to be desired. She was hoping that the new 

Codice Civile of 1865 (also known as Codice Pisanelli) would allow couples to dissolve 

their marriage. She also hoped that the Codice Pisanelli would abolish marital 

authorization (l’autorisation maritale) according to which women were barred from most 

 
l’instruction fasse, dans toutes les classes, justice de la barbarie, de l’ignorance et des rêveries du moyen 

âge.” 

203 D’Istria quoted in D’Alessandri, L’opera e il pensiero, 235. “L’esprit patriotique grandit avec la pensée 

; car il est difficile de s’attacher à une patrie dont on ne connaît bien ni les luttes ni les grandeurs. Or quand 

l’esprit patriotique a jeté de profondes racines dans le cœur des femmes, il acquiert une puissance capable, 

comme la foi, de transporter la montagne.” 

204 Ibid., 284. “[…] qu’une législation équitable assure à la femme une position digne de la compagne 

d’une homme libre.” 



 86 

commercial and legal acts, and even from becoming the legal guardians of their own 

children.205  

Salvatore Morelli and Anna Maria Mozzoni joined D’Istria to call for similar 

legal reforms. Morelli was a politician who dedicated much of his career to reforms 

surrounding the juridical and marital condition of Italian women. Anna Maria Mozzoni 

was an early feminist intellectual, the translator of John Stuart Mill’s 1870 On the 

Subjection of Women, and the author of works such as La Donna in Faccia al Progetto 

del Nuovo Codice Civile Italiano (1865), and the 1871 publication, “La questione 

dell’emancipazione della donna in Italia.” Oddly, D’Istria did not mention the 

contributions of Mozzoni and Morelli, even in her discussion of the Italian Codice Civile 

in Des femmes par une femme. According to scholar Antonio D’Alessandri, one feasible 

explanation is that, while they were interested in solving the same problems, it was the 

solution they disagreed upon. It is possible that D’Istria considered Morelli and Mozzoni 

to be overtly militant in their thought, and not sufficiently scholarly:  

The author pressed for a precise knowledge of certain aspects of the lives of 

people, societies, or nations, and it was on the basis of this that she would later 

express her opinion. She was not interested, therefore, in ideas that did not have 

an adequate in-depth study at their root.206 

 

The difference between D’Istria’s idea of emancipation and that of Morelli or Mozzoni 

also explains their divergences. As I showed in the previous chapter, D’Istria believed 

 
205 Re, 161. 

206 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 236-7. “All’autrice premeva la conoscenza precisa di un determinato aspetto 

della vita delle persone, delle società, o delle nazioni, e su questa base esprimeva in seguito la sua opinione. 

Non le interessava quindi riportare le idee altrui se queste non avevano alla radice un adeguato lavoro di 

studio approfondito.” 
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that the term emancipation was loaded with complicated connotations, leading to much 

confusion. Depending on the context, the word could entail completely opposite 

meanings, lending itself to imprecision and even abuse. Emancipation could be piecemeal 

or comprehensive, economic or social, individual or collective, and meant something 

different to readers and intellectuals in each context. Perhaps D’Istria found Mozzoni and 

Morelli too influenced by the utilitarian arguments of Charles Fourier and Saint Simon, 

thinkers who thought women’s emancipation pragmatic, while dismissing women’s rights 

on humanitarian and moral grounds.207  

 Despite D’Istria’s differences with Morelli and Mozzoni in her publications, she 

maintained regular communications with them. In a letter she wrote from Turin to 

Salvatore Morelli in 1869, published in Italian from the original French on Donne e 

Diritto: Due Secoli di Legislazione —1796/1986 she complimented him for believing that 

there could be no proper social reform if women continued to be prey to discriminatory 

laws. She also praised his work in the battle for the improvement of the social and legal 

conditions of women.208 At that point, the new Italian family law was in force and 

contained countless disappointments for reformists: all authority was delegated to male 

heads of household, women would be the only ones to be legally prosecuted in case of 

adultery, and without their husbands’ authorization they had no access to legal or 

 
207 Jonathan Beecher, Charles Fourier, the Visionary and His World. (Berkeley: The University of 

California Press, 1986) 208, and Antonio D’Alessandri, Il Pensiero e l’Opera, 237. 

208 Likely translated into Italian by Morelli himself, since it was attached to other letters for a bill 

presented to the Italian Parliament. See Antonio D’Alessandri, Il Pensiero e l’Opera, 239. 



 88 

commercial acts.209 In her letter to Morelli, D’Istria’s tone appears optimistic despite 

this setback, reminding him that everything changes, and so can laws: “whatever the 

conditions that the future holds for our sex, it is certain that, in the eternal mobility of 

institutions and customs, it could never be judged as the times in which the councils 

seriously wondered if women had a soul.”210  

 Mozzoni met D’Istria in person when she visited Florence in in 1871, during a 

conference trip she undertook with philologist Maria Antonietta Torriani, she met 

D’Istria in person.211 Shortly thereafter, Torriani would document their encounter, who 

had moved into her Florence home not long before. The guests found a warm welcome in 

D’Istria’s villino, where she greeted them with sugared almonds.212 Torriani’s account 

of the conferences in which she and Mozzoni had participated was published in 1871 in 

the Turin-based women’s rights journal Il Passatempo. The portion describing their 

encounter with D’Istria is part of a series of writings titled Dietro le scene, in which 

Torriani noted: “I spoke only in monosyllables, which gave me the double advantage of 

eating candy and hear the speeches of the illustrious Romanian writer and those of 

 
209 Re, 161. 

210 Cited in D’Alessandri, Il Pensiero e l’Opera, 239. “qual ch’essa sia la condizione che l’avvenire 

riserva al nostro sesso, è certo che nell’eterna mobilità delle istituzioni e dei costumi, esso non potrebbe 

mai giudicarsi come i tempi nei quali i concilii si domandavano seriamente se la donna avesse anima.” 

211 D’Alessandri, Il Pensiero e l’Opera, 239. 

212 Ibid., 240. 
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Mozzoni, which you can imagine how much better they were from the ones I could have 

prepared.” 213   

Exactly what D’Istria and Mozzoni discussed is unclear. It’s safe to assume, 

however, that the two expressed mutual support and admiration, despite their political 

differences. Like Garibaldi, Mozzoni had much to offer which D’Istria lacked. The 

Romanian princess was an intellectual who researched women’s causes from an ivory 

tower. On the other hand, Mozzoni was more militant and outspoken, unmistakably 

imbued with Mazzini’s radical ideals.214  

D’Istria’s collaboration with journals such as La Donna and Cornelia was 

extremely limited, despite her support for the two journals and their founders, likely as a 

result of her hesitance to embrace radicalism. Both these journals occupied a central role 

in the Italian movement for women’s rights. La Donna was born in 1868 thanks to the 

initiative of Mazzinian writer and journalist Gualberta Alaide Beccari. Aurelia Cimino 

Folliero De Luna founded Cornelia in 1872, acting as its editor-in-chief. Both journals 

frequently ran articles on women’s education, social relations, legal rights, and 

participation in the workplace.215 Unlike the radical La Donna, the contributors of which 

were only women, Cornelia was more moderate in its ideological orientation and 

 
213 Maria Antonietta Torriani, “Dietro le scene,” in Il Passatempo, no. 15 (1871: 705). Also quoted in 

Antonio D’Alessandri, Il Pensiero e l’Opera, 240. “Io non parlavo che a monosillabi, ed avevo così il 

doppio vantaggio di mangiare i confetti e di sentire i discorsi dell’illustre scrittrice rumena e della Mozzoni, 

i quali lascio pensare a voi quanto fossero migliori di quelli che avrei potuto far io.” 

214 Rita Verdirame, Narratrici e Lettrici (1850-1950), (Padova: Webster, 2009), 93. 

215 Antonio D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 241. 
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featured articles written by both women and men, such as Carlo Francesco Gabba (the 

abovementioned jurist whom D’Istria knew well).  

During these journals’ operative years, 22 for La Donna and 8 for Cornelia, both 

continuously sought D’Istria’s original contributions. Nevertheless, she did not comply, 

instead sending them various letters and excerpts from her previous works. One such 

letter that appeared in La Donna in 1872 (in Italian), was from a correspondence between 

D’Istria and the Association des dames pour l’instruction des femmes, which had 

awarded her the title of Honorary Vice President: 

You have understood perfectly that the civilization of a society is closely related 

to the intellectual development of our sex. On my long journeys I have had many 

chances to witness the truly deplorable situation of those districts in which old-

fashioned traditions keep women in ignorance and in a state of strange apathy; I 

was struck, on the other hand, by the influence that the education of women exerts 

on States the prosperity and greatness of which grow every day.216  

 

 Once again, D’Istria’s reflections centered around women’s education and its 

power to bring about true social change and progress. Gualberta Alaide Beccari and 

Aurelia Cimino Folliero De Luna’s admiration for D’Istria was such that in 1874 Beccari 

bestowed upon the princess the title of Distinguished Founding Partner (Socia Fondatrice 

Benemerita). In La Donna, D’Istria would be referred to as “the most illustrious woman 

of our times.”217 Years later, 1887, Beccari’s journal featured the following statement:  

 
216 Anonymous, quoted in Antonio D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 243. “Lettre de Madame Dora D’Istria à 

l’Association des dames pour l’instruction des femmes,” La Donna, 2 no.197 (December 1872): 1257. “Voi 

avete perfettamente capito che la civilizzazione d’una società è in intimo rapporto con lo sviluppo 

intellettuale del nostro sesso. Nei miei lunghi viaggi ho avuto cento volte l’occasione di constatare la 

situazione veramente deplorabile delle contrade in cui le donne sono tenute nell’ignoranza e in una strana 

apatia da tradizioni antiquate mentre sono stata vivamente colpita dall’influenza esercitata dall’istruzione 

delle donne sugli Stati dei quali la grandezza e la prosperità crescono ogni giorno.” 

217 Ibid., 242, “[L]a donna più illustre dei nostri tempi.” 
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Our Donna, from the moment it was born, paid due tribute to Dora D’Istria who, 

with a beautiful letter to the editor encouraged the modest periodical to 

increasingly support the women’s cause, for which it was conceived; and every 

time that it had a chance, it never failed to cite her and to speak of her as a very 

elevated mind and as someone who could single-handedly demonstrate how far 

the feminine genius can go. 218  

 

D’Istria had become a role model for the Italian women of the Risorgimento who 

published on the condition of women.  

Nonetheless, D’Istria had deep misgivings about these journals’ radical solutions. 

Unlike Giuseppe Mazzini and Mazzinian proto-feminists, she had pessimistic views 

about religion and monasticism. Italy couldn’t become a Republic as easily as anticipated 

due to its deep, ongoing ties to the Catholic Church. In similar fashion, women’s 

achievement of legal, social, and economical equality also couldn’t happen abruptly, as 

Anna Maria Mozzoni or Gualberta Alaide Beccari hoped. In other words, what D’Istria 

was mainly observing was that Mazzinian radicalism failed to take into account the 

immense, long-lasting, detrimental effects that the Catholic Church had on society. 

GENDERED SPACES 

During the second half of the nineteenth century, Florence became a major 

political, cultural, and administrative center within the Kingdom of Italy. From 1865 to 

1871 the Tuscan city even served as the capital of the young Italian nation-state, playing 

 
218 Ibid., 243. “La nostra Donna, fin dal suo nascere, rese il dovuto onore a Dora D’Istria, che con una sua 

bellissima lettera alla direttrice incoraggiava il modesto periodico a sostenere con fede sempre maggiore la 

causa femminile, in vantaggio della quale era sorto; e ogni volta che ne ebbe occasione, non tralasciò di 

citarla, e di parlarne come di un’altissima mente, che da sola proverebbe a quale altezza può salire 

l’ingegno femminile.” 
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a crucial role in its institutional and cultural construction. The Italian parliament’s choice 

of the new capital was both pragmatic and ideological. From a geographical standpoint, 

Florence was easy to protect against foreign attacks.219 It also was—especially in 

comparison to former capital Turin in the Piedmont - a city less vulnerable to foreign 

cultural intervention. Florence’s strategic and cultural position generated hope, both 

among local populations as well as members of the Italian Parliament, that the Tuscan 

city would lead the “Italian administration to change from an apparatus of Piedmont to a 

true Italian government.”220 Thus, despite the “widespread belief that Florence would be 

a temporary capital,” the Tuscan city’s “undisputed and widely recognized cultural 

heritage” best suited the government’s mission to Italianize the Peninsula. 221  

The city rapidly transformed. Its “configuration was radically altered to 

modernize its profile, with the demolition of central medieval neighborhoods so as to 

create the spacious Piazza della Repubblica (formerly Piazza Vittorio Emanuele II) and 

the construction of wide avenues and the panoramic Piazzale Michelangelo.”222 It 

hosted events that became “earnest liturgies of a state religion,” and which would 

constitute an important part of national memory among Italians for years to come.223 

 
219 Monika Poettinger, “Introduction: Florence, Capital of the Kingdom of Italy” in Florence, Capital of 

the Kingdom of Italy 1865-71, ed. by Monika Poettinger and Piero Raggi, (London: Bloomsbury 

Publishing, 2018), 2. 

220 Ibid., 2-3. 
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Toronto Press, 2010), 6. 
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These included the festivities commemorating the sixth centenary of Dante’s birth on 

May 14, 1865, as well as the solemn ceremony held for the burial of Ugo Foscolo’s ashes 

in Santa Croce on June 4, 1871. Politicians and intellectuals enthusiastically worked to 

foster public national sentiment through their secular canonization of Dante, Petrarca, and 

Boccaccio, as well as the establishment of the Tuscan vernacular as the basis for the 

development of the official Italian language. This helped create a national awareness of 

shared history and culture, and consequently, the creation of an imagined community.   

A city such a Florence, with its bustling political and intellectual life, inevitably 

attracted visitors and diplomats from all over the world. This had been the case since the 

early decades of the 1800s, especially due to the Grand Tour of Europe, a tourist itinerary 

popular among eighteenth-century British aristocrats. The main purpose of the Tour had 

been to complete the education of the boys. The main destinations of the Tour were 

France and Italy, with many seeking to pursue an artistic formation and a literary career 

by writing travel narratives.224 During the nineteenth century, writers, artists, and 

intellectuals would often choose to permanently or temporarily reside in Florence. 

Prominent figures of the elite English-speaking world such as Shelley, Elizabeth Barrett 

Browning, Trollope, and Robert Browning “became fully established in Tuscany,” where 

they published numerous works.225 Other public figures of the time who also 

 
224 For more on the Grand Tour, see Jeremy Black, Italy and the Grand Tour (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2003). 

225 Silvia Ross, Tuscan Spaces: Literary Constructions of Place (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 
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documented their stays in Florence included Milton, Byron, Madame de Staël, Flaubert, 

and Alphonse de Lamartine.226 

The second half of the nineteenth century was characterized by an increase of 

women travelers to Italy, notably to Florence. Until then, women rarely traveled alone, 

unless their financial independence enabled them to escape traditional gender norms’ 

restrictions. The rapid expansion of urban life that characterized the European and Italian 

1800s was accompanied by a series of growing socio-cultural concerns, some of which 

reflected “anxiety around the demarcation of urban space with certain streets and zones 

identified where girls and women were free to walk or shop without attracting 

comment.”227 As a result, officials’ monitoring of female mobility within urban spaces 

constituted “both a delicate and urgent matter for, as the language suggests, where 

women strayed, they put their reputation as well as in some cases their safety at risk.”228  

Undoubtedly, the Napoleonic government’s decision to legalize prostitution 

during the French occupation of Tuscany (from 1809 to 1814) fueled many of these 

concerns. Wealthy women refrained from strolling around the city in order to safeguard 
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their reputations, and to avoid being confused for “sex workers who could be seen on the 

streets of every city quarter.”229 

In the following decades, with the Napoleonic government’s expropriation of 

once-private spaces such as the riverside Cascine Park, society began to shift its attitudes 

towards women in public spaces. Genteel women found in it the “ideal place to 

promenade.”230 Florence’s wealthy female figures embraced outdoor recreation—

including the custom of walking in public gardens or strolling along the Arno River (as 

described by Madame de Staël in 1804)—together with urban tourism and visits to 

reading halls.231 This allowed them “to attain visibility in Florence without becoming 

the targets of opprobrium.”232 Women’s increasing urban freedom was “a phenomenon 

that gave city life a perceptible quality of innovation and modernity,” and by the 1850s, 

“the female tourist was a fixture of the Florentine cityscape as she boldly crisscrossed the 

metropolis to reach the famous churches, galleries, and monuments.”233  

Intellectual changes for women were also afoot. The expansion of the publishing 

industry in post-unification Italy unleashed “a remarkable surge of publications by 

women in the form of fiction, journalism, essays, and conduct literature.”234 On an 
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unprecedented scale, women—some of them from the middle classes or the petit 

bourgeoisie— began making a living out of writing periodicals.235  

Many male intellectuals were uncomfortable with these transformations. In 

Risorgimento Italy, more so than in nineteenth century France or England, female 

authorship generated a great deal of cultural anxiety.236 Female authors were expected to 

abide by certain rules of what were deemed to be acceptable and appropriate topics, one 

of which was the theme of education. In the world of daily newspapers remained a male 

domain, and consequently very few women managed to succeed in it. When they did, 

they engaged in writing fiction or addressing topics perceived to be traditionally 

feminine.237  

Silvana Patriarca has argued that women, by placing education at the center of 

works, were staking out “a public role for themselves.”238 Education presented female 

reformists with an opportunity to channel their liberal patriotic sentiment. D’Istria was no 

exception. Like many of her intellectual contemporaries, she was a new sort of nineteenth 

century female traveler who would repeatedly visit Italy until permanently residing in 

Tuscany in the Fall of 1870. There, she sought to establish her public presence through 

publications, many focusing on reforming education for women. 

 

 
235 Silvana Patriarca, “Journalists and Essayists, 1850-1915” in A History of Women’s Writing in Italy, 

Edited by Letizia Panizza and Sharon Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 152. 

236 Re, 159. 

237 Patriarca, “Journalists and Essayists,” 152.  

238 Ibid. 



 97 

THE FLORENCE YEARS 

 

In December of 1870, Dora D’Istria decided to permanently reside in Florence 

and make the Tuscan capital her final home. “Princess Dora D’Istria,” wrote Grazia 

Pierantoni Mancini in De Gubernatis’ Rivista Europea, “illustrious author of Des femmes 

par une femme, intrepid traveler, contributor to Revue des deux mondes […] has come to 

live in Florence. May she be welcomed here because she provides brilliance and grace to 

our sex, and on Florence’s appreciative land she will continue, undoubtedly, to honor it 

with the work of her genius.”239 

D’Istria had purchased a villino on Via Leonardo da Vinci from Angelo de 

Gubernatis, a friend and prominent Italian orientalist scholar with whom she would keep 

close contact for years to come. The Tuscan capital, which D’Istria called, “the charming 

city that I consider a permanent residence,” offered the ideal, mild climate so important 

for her physical well-being.240 Indeed, many women travelers of the time coveted 

Florence as a destination not only for educational purposes but also for their own good 

health Indeed, many women travelers of the time coveted Florence as a destination not 

only for educational purposes but also for their own good health.241  

 
239 Grazia Pierantoni-Mancini in “Rivista dell’istruzione femminile,” Rivista Europea 1, no. 1 (1870): 

185. “La Principessa Dora d'Istria, illustre autrice del Libro — Les femmes par une femme, viaggiatrice 

intrepida, collaboratrice della Revue des deux mondes e chiarissima per eminenti studi letterarii filologici 

viene a far dimora in Firenze. Sia la benvenuta, perché [sic] ella è lume ed ornamento pel nostro sesso, e 
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240 Dora D’Istria to Emilia Peruzzi, December 18, 1870, BNCF, Raccolta Emilia Peruzzi, Cass. 106, n. 9, 
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D’Istria’s years in Florence were also among her most productive. She not only 

published often but engaged in many epistolary correspondences. Her surviving letters 

make for rich historical sources, and often illustrate the intimate aspects of her life in 

Tuscany. Through these writings we know, among other things, that she had purchased 

her  6,450 square feet home for a total of 31,500 lire, including furniture costs.242 In 

letters to De Gubernatis preceding her move-in date, she asked for a series of things to be 

included in her villino: a fireplace in the living room (she was particularly sensitive to 

cold), a maid to greet her upon arrival, and a gardener (preferably married).243 She 

commissioned a French architect to expand and redesign her yard, which was organized 

in three different sections: a vegetable garden, a eucalyptus grove, and a larger garden 

with a palm tree imported from Sanremo, aviaries, a pond with two swans, a greenhouse, 

a lodge, and a large quantity of exotic plants.244  In her spare time, gardening was one of 

her favorite activities. Her interest in exotic and rare plants was such that it attracted the 

attention of Demetrio Bargellini, a botany scholar, who took it upon himself to compose 

and publish a comprehensive list of Dora D’Istria’s plants and their properties.245   
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D’Istria’s Tuscan home allowed her to provide full attention to her intellectual 

interests, revise and expand her past works, and publish new material. Floor-to-ceiling 

bookshelves covered nearly every wall of her home. She immersed herself in 

ethnographical research devoted to the genealogy of her family tree, which brought her to 

discoveries which would further kindle her interest in nationalism – this time reaching 

further Southeast, to Albania, Greece, and beyond. From the late 1860s onwards, D’Istria 

maintained a steady correspondence with De Gubernatis, then a professor of Orientalist 

Studies living in Rome. He coveted her contributions in his periodical, Rivista Orientale, 

which was unfortunately short-lived due to a lack of funds.246 Their personal and 

professional relationship would also greatly influence her work, especially as she delved 

into her studies on Eastern cultures.  

 “Venezia nel 1867,” was among the first publications by Dora D’Istria following 

her move to Florence. Appearing in De Gubernatis’ Rivista Europea in March 1870 as a 

translation from French to Italian, the essay celebrates Venice’s long cosmopolitan 

history and culture. In particular, D’Istria describes the carnevale tradition of Venice as a 

testament to Venetians’ national sentiment being strong enough to overcome foreign rule. 

“Venetians,” she noted, “attribute a lot of importance to their carnovale [sic], for the 

memories of national celebrations it evokes.”247 The carnival, held in early February 

1867, marked a new era for Venetians and the young Italian nation as a whole.  

 
246 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 281. 

247 D’Istria, “Venezia nel 1867,” Rivista Europea 2, no. 1, 84. “I Veneziani danno molta importanza al 
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To Dora D’Istria, this event showed that, despite the near-fatal consequences of 

the Austrian domination, Venetians remained faithful to their sense of national belonging 

and of opposition to despotic powers. Here, she continues to make known her belief on 

the positive correlation between monasticism and tyranny. According to D’Istria, the 

Austrian government had been able to subdue to the people through its despotic powers 

by help of the Catholic clergy. The carnival, however, symbolized to D’Istria the 

prevailing of what she believed to be Venetians’ innate national values over foreign 

tyranny.248 Additionally, such national values reflected in the way Venetian society 

treated women. D’Istria highlights how the Veneto republic had been one of the first to 

have encouraged women’s education: “The well-known university of Padova welcomed 

among its professors Novella d’Andrea and Elena Cornaro-Piscopia. Padova does not 

share the same opinion as Renan, who would like to keep women in the condition of 

servants.”249 D’Istria’s celebration of Venice’s carnevale centers on a framing of this 

event as a manifestation of a newly-found freedom which she believed to be key to 

national independence.   

Lastly, the Venetian dialect also held a special place in that it legitimized national 

unity. She called it, “the sweetest of the very sweet languages derived from the Latin 

language.”250 D’Istria’s vision saw all Latin-speaking communities coming together as 

 
248 Ibid.  

249 Ibid., 87-88. “La celebre università di Padova accolse infatti tra’ suoi professori Novella d’Andrea ed 
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250 Ibid., 90. “Il dialetto veneziano, il più dolce dei dolcissimi linguaggi derivati dal latino, si presenta 

mirabilmente ad una musica che riproduca le sensazioni delicate di un popolo […].”” 
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one, each an independent nation of its own. Her notion of patria was that of an ethnic 

community, an idea tracing back to Ancient Greece according to which ethnicity is 

defined by blood relationships. The notion of the homeland is in fact perceived in 

antiquity as a family bonded together not only by affection but in particular by blood. The 

sacred value of the patria lies—and this a belief that D’Istria also shared—in its being 

“an ethnic unit similar but superior to the family group.”251  

Throughout the 1870s, years following her move to Florence, Dora D’Istria 

collaborated with De Gubernatis and seized their friendship to publish, in journals he 

edited such as Revue des deux mondes, accounts on the traditions and customs of Eastern 

European populations. These works included “La poésie populaire des Magyars” (1870), 

“La poésie populaire des Turcs Orientaux” (1873), “Gli Albanesi in Rumenia” (1873), 

and “La poésie des Ottomans” (1877). Florence, it seems, was the perfect intellectual hub 

for D’Istria to become an intermediary between East and West.  

D’Istria’s choice to make Italy her home was rooted in the very characteristics 

that defined Italian nationalism. It boasted great literary merits, ideal for a scholar with 

her training. The nation’s great debates about the proper role of religion were raging, 

offering her a platform to increase her profile as a public intellectual. Its concerns with 

women’s educational reforms also attracted her, at a time when women were winning 

increasingly public visibility in Florence. And, as an igienista, she was drawn to the 

peninsula’s exceptional climate. I have sought to demonstrate in this chapter how 
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D’istria’s personal and intellectual development thrived in a country that she elected to be 

her acquired patria and in which she found receptive spaces for her ideas surrounding the 

interconnections between the national collective, individual freedom, and the legal and 

social rights of women. A cosmopolitan had found in Florence, and Italy, an ideal base of 

operations. 
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Chapter Three.  

A Unique and Marvelous Harmony of Contradictions:  

Dora D’Istria’s Cosmopolitan Nationalism.  

 

Tensions between nationalism and cosmopolitanism in D’Istria’s works, and her 

reception among Italian risorgimentisti, are the main themes of this chapter. First, I 

contend that D’Istria’s cosmopolitanism does not constitute a paradox when juxtaposed 

with her nationalist ideology. Rather, the two mutually complemented one another. The 

ideals of the continental Enlightenment, which optimistically envisioned nationalism and 

cosmopolitanism as complementary forces which liberated individual and ethnic self-

determination, provided D’Istria and her readers with the conceptual tools for resolving 

this conundrum. Secondly, and following from this point, contemporaries’ visions of 

D’Istria as both a cosmopolitan intellectual and an adopted patriot of the Italian nation 

made her a symbol of these precise Enlightenment freedoms. This enabled her 

contemporaries to imagine her as part of the Italian imagined community, in spite of her 

multiple wordly and nationalist affiliations. Freedom, of both peoples and individuals, 

then, was the underlying principle of D’Istria’s work which so appealed to her readers.   

Italian nationalists looked to D’Istria’s life and works as an example for citizens 

to follow. Her contemporaries praised her as an example for liberated women, and for 

free Italians in general. How did they reconcile her foreignness with her image as a model 

Italian? Publications by and about D’Istria were part of the European nationalist 

discourses so predominantly shaped by the print industry.  Antonio D’Alessandri has 
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pointed at Romanian, Albanian, Greek, and Italian nationalists creating a “myth of Dora 

D’Istria,” as they each sought to legitimize nation-state formation processes.252 Some of 

her contemporaries published glowing biographical accounts of her life and reviews of 

her works, while others wrote poetry in her honor and even declared her their nation’s 

true queen.253 How did Italian nineteenth-century intellectuals make sense of her multi-

faceted, often contradictory, ideals? Often referred to as illustre straniera, an illustrious 

foreigner, it wasn’t long until D’Istria’s fervent advocacy for Italian nationhood attracted 

the attention of many exponents of the Risorgimento, journalists, activists, and scholars 

alike. Their dissemination of D’Istria’s ouvre placed her in Italian readers’ collective 

imagination as an example for many to follow.254 

Nations are imagined, theorized Benedict Anderson, “because the members of 

even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow members, meet them, or 

even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion.” The 

nation “is imagined as a community, because, regardless of the actual inequality and 

exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always conceived as a deep, horizontal 

comradeship.”255 Anderson argued that two particular vehicles of nationalist imagining 

which flourished in eighteenth-century Europe, the novel and the newspaper, were among 

the most important technical means through which to represent the national imagined 

 
252 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero,18. 

253 One such example is the collection of poems by Arbëreshe (Italo-Albanian) writers and poets, A Dora 

D’Istria Gli Albanesi, Canti Pubblicati (Livorno: Tipografia di G. Fabbreschi e c. 1870). 

254 Anderson, 71 

255 Ibid., 7. 
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community.256 The nineteenth century consequently became “a golden age of 

vernacularizing lexicographers, grammarians, philologists, and litterateurs,” the energetic 

activities of whom became, “central to the shaping of nineteenth-century European 

nationalisms.”257 

Critical studies of nationalism have often centered on nationalists’ struggle to 

instill in citizens a feeling of collective belonging, using unifying elements—such as 

language, literature, and hero cults. An idealized past, projected onto a heterogenous 

present, would promise a unified collective future. As Anderson observed, “it is the 

magic of nationalism to turn chance into destiny.”258 Risorgimento scholars have 

demonstrated that Italian case closely followed these broader European aspirations 

towards nationhood.259 I 

The emerging nation nonetheless faced exceptional problems of imagining or 

inventing common nationalist traditions.260 This was especially important because, 

“even by comparison with such aspiring nations as Germany, Poland or Hungary, Italy 

was handicapped by a lack of unifying political institutions in the past.”261 Except 
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259 See for example Lucy Riall’s Garibaldi: Invention of a Hero (2008), Stefano Jossa’s “Politics vs. 
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Image in the Risorgimento” (2001).  
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Ascoli and Krystyna von Henneberg (New York, Berg: 2001), 31. 

261 Ibid. 
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perhaps for the Roman tradition, which was “both too local and too universal to serve as 

a satisfactory foundation for national identity,” Italy lacked a national tradition of sacred 

monarchy.262 Eventually, as Lyttleton pointed out, “the romantic turn from the ideal of 

Rome to the medieval origins of modern Italian identity gave new importance to the 

Catholic Church as a source of national coherence.”263  

D’Istria and her works provided risorgimentisti with material for Italy’s national 

foundations. “If scholars of Albanian and Romanian intellectuals praised Dora D’Istria 

and employed her mythicized figuere in a national and political key,” noted 

D’Alessandri, “Italians did just the same.”264 As nineteenth-century Italian intellectuals 

celebrated her embrace of their cause, they did not discount her cosmopolitanism. To the 

contrary, her cosmopolitanism and multi-nationalism amplified her stature. Esther 

Wohlgemut—drawing on Kantian theory—has called this phenomenon the “non-unified 

formulation of nationness.”265 Such an approach challenges, as Wohlgemut has pointed 

out, those “critical formulations that map the relationship between cosmopolitanism and 

nationalism in strictly oppositional terms.”266 One such formulation can be found in 

Ernest Gellner who, as Wohlgemut has pointed out, dismisses Kant’s cosmopolitanism in 

order to establish a model of nationalism. Indeed, Gellner “sees Kant himself solely as an 

 
262 Ibid. 

263 Ibid. 

264 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 34. “Se gli studiosi degli intellettuali albanesi e romeni elogiavano Dora 

D’Istria e ne utilizzavano la figura mitizzata in chiave politica e nazionale, gli italiani non erano da meno.” 

265 Wohlgemut, 1. 
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adherent of a cosmopolitanism that is narrowly understood as the antithesis of 

nationalism.”267 This framework will be useful for contextualizing D’Istria, whose 

advocacy for national definitions seems to clash with her constant movement between 

peoples and polities and will also better account for the relationship between nineteenth-

century nationalism and cosmopolitanism.   

THE GENESIS OF D’ISTRIA’S COSMOPOLITANISM 

D’Istria’s life was one of travels and constant study of Eastern and Western 

populations, cultures, religions, and philosophies. She spent considerable time in her 

native Romania as well as Russia, Germany, Switzerland, Greece, and Italy. She 

published works of history, philosophy, politics, theology, ethnography, and even fiction. 

She recorded many of her travels in writing, often displaying an unwavering commitment 

to serving as an intellectual bridge between Eastern and Western communities and 

cultures. She was highly self-aware about her role as an intermediary between East and 

West, as she clearly stated in a letter she sent to Angelo De Gubernatis in 1867:  

As for me, I had to focus my attention on the eastern peninsula. Indeed, there is 

no race of this peninsula to which I am not connected. My family is of Albanian 

origins, it has contracted many alliances with the Hellenes; my ancestors have 

often ruled the Romanian provinces; by marriage, I belong to the Slavic society. 

As a result, most of my writings have been inspired by the desire to make 

Westerners better aware of the various Eastern nations that represent Christian 

civilization.268 

 

 
267 Quoted in Wohlgemut, 11-12. 

268 Dora D’Istria to Angelo De Gubernatis, 20 April, 1867. BNCF, Carteggi De Gubernatis.  
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What most distinguished D’Istria from most nineteenth-century nationalists was 

her advocacy for multiple nationalist causes, supporting the aspirations of Romanians, 

Italians, Albanians, Greeks, and Bulgarians, deprived of self-rule by centuries of imperial 

rule. Her support for women’s emancipation, I believe, allowed her to combine her 

cosmopolitanism, understood as a recognition and celebration of diversity, with 

nationalism, a movement which, as Mosse has argued is inherently masculine.269 In 

Strangers to Ourselves (1991), Julia Kristeva suggests that, “separation and union would 

guarantee universal peace at the core of this cosmopolitanism, understood as coexistence 

of […] differences.”270 According to Kristeva, fundamental to maintaining a model of 

cosmopolitanism understood as an inclusion of differences, is the constant questioning of 

boundaries and categories, be they national or sexual.271 Much like her 

cosmopolitanism, D’Istria’s emancipationist ideals were rooted in inclusion, the 

recognition of equality in diversity, and the challenging of gender categories. Her battle 

for equal rights among different national communities is paralleled by her support of 

equal rights between men and women. In this sense, D’Istria’s cosmopolitanism and 

nationalism could coexist in large part thanks to her proto-feminism. In a discussion of 

British writer Helen Maria Williams (1759-1827), Tone Brekke has stated:  

Central to the feminist cosmopolitanism of the late eighteenth-century were 

attempts to envision a wider sense of belonging, not only in existential but also in 

political terms. The allusion to the classical phrase, ‘the citizen of the world’, 

 
269 Mosse, 90. 

270 Julia Kristeva, Strangers to Ourselves, transl. Leon S. Roudiez, (New York: Columbia University 
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which was associated with earlier and predominantly male traditions of 

cosmopolitanism, was employed to address questions of women’s political 

representation.272  

 

An Enlightenment-era precursor of D’Istria, Helen Maria Williams and other female 

writers employed collective frameworks like the idea of common humanity and the 

notion of universal sympathy, which in turn fueled discussions on the question of 

representation. “In the revolutionary era,” noted Brekke, “experimentation with collective 

and cosmopolitan vocabularies emerged as feminist strategies that intervene in the 

implicit masculine gendering of the citizen.”273   

Cosmopolitanism, then, was not a new phenomenon in D’Istria’s time. Esther 

Wohlgemut argues in her analysis of Lord Byron’s figure as a citizen of the world that 

the early nineteenth-century idea of the cosmopolitan individual was largely a product of 

philosophical novels of the Enlightenment such as Voltaire’s Candide (1759), 

Montesquieu’s Lettres Persanes (1721), and Oliver Goldsmith’s Citizen of the World 

(1759).274 D’Istria, who like Byron held the title of ‘Grand Citizen’ of Greece, — found 

her cosmopolitanism’s intellectual roots in the same Enlightenment milieu.275 Her works 

were also imbued with the influential thought of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Immanuel Kant, 

 
272 Tone Brekke, “’Citizen of the World’: Feminist Cosmopolitanism and Collective and Affective 
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273 Ibid., 40-41. 

274 Wohlgemut, 95. 

275 Dora D’Istria was the first woman to be conferred the title of Grand Citizen by the Athenian 

Parliament. See Bartolomeo Cecchetti, Di Alcune Opere della Principessa Dora D’Istria (Venezia: 

Tipografia del Commercio di Marco Visentini, 1868): 11 
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Johann Gottfried Herder, Voltaire, and Montesquieu. Rousseau, Herder, and Kant were 

particularly important to her intellectual output.  

D’Istria did not simply inherit these male Enlightenment thinkers’ visions of 

cosmopolitanism. Rather, she selected elements of each and merged them with her own 

life experiences. This is particularly clear in her views about where freedom was to be 

found. She occasionally framed the countryside as superior and more authentic than the 

city.  In this, she followed more Rousseau than Kant. She noted that, “every one of a 

poetical turn of mind feels ill at ease in cities,” whereas in the Swiss countryside freedom 

was everywhere to be found. 276 Pointing to Rousseau’s dislike of crowded cities and 

people, she cited his words: “All the time I was residing in Paris, I was busy devising 

how to live far from it.”277 Rousseau’s influence was evident throughout her La Suisse 

Allemande et l’ascension du Moench (1856), her four-volume meditation on Swiss 

politics, religion, and culture. La Suisse contains her descriptions of different German-

speaking parts of Switzerland (Deutschschweiz), and each section is also are imbued with 

her reflections on political, philosophical and religious topics. She deliberately structured 

La Suisse as a pastoral travelogue: 

Though I am not concerned with the outside world alone, the book I am 

publishing today is a real travel journal, which preserves traces of not only the 

author’s studies, but also of her meditations. Because I have thought much less 

about observing ordinary rules than to reproduce with sincerity all of my 

impressions, I have not felt it necessary to edit the raw form of this work. 278  

 
276 D’Istria, Switzerland, 2: 212. 

277 Ibid. 

278 D’Istria, La Suisse allemande, 1: XXII-XXIII. “Quoique je ne me sois pas uniquement préoccupée du 

monde extérieur, le livre que je publie aujourd'hui est un véritable journal de voyage, qui conserve la trace 

non-seulement des études de l'auteur, mais encore de ses méditations. Je n'ai pas cru devoir modifier la 
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From these reflections it becomes clear that, to D’Istria, Switzerland’s people and 

landscape represented religious emancipation and human progress. For D’Istria, the 

Alpina nation had inspired many Enlightenment thinkers with its Protestant rebellions 

against Catholic dogma. This nation was, in her view, “[a] country that has played such a 

big role in the Reformation should actively take part in in the theological and 

philosophical movements of the last centuries. Charles Bonnet, Zimmerman, J.J. 

Rousseau, Lavater, M.me de Staël, Vinet, became well-known within this branch of 

human knowledge.”279   

But Switzerland’s appeal was not merely theological – its gravitas was embedded 

within its spectacular and rugged landscape. D’Istria’s depicts the nature and landscape 

she beheld between Zug and Lucerne:  

The gardens through which this road gracefully winds emit the sweetest of 

perfumes, and from the refreshed copses on the slopes of the Righi is heard the 

harmonious song of the linnet and the lark. I am amazed at the contrast between 

the graceful images by which I am surrounded, and the severe aspect of those 

rugged mountains and pyramids, as polished as marble, which spread their 

somber shadows far over the lake. No human foot ever treads those desert 

summits; only the lammergeyer alights there to repose while after its rapid flight. 

The center of the lake, and the jutting promontories, are brilliantly tinged with 

light, whilst a somber veil deepens over the Surenen Alps. Above these rough 

 
forme primitive de ce travail, parce que j'ai beaucoup moins songé à observer les règles ordinaires, qu'à 

reproduire avec sincérité toutes mes impressions.” 

279 D’Istria, La Suisse Allemande, 1: XV. “Un pays qui avait joué́ un si grand rôle dans la réformation 

devait prendre une part active au mouvement théologique et philosophique des derniers siècles. Charles 

Bonnet, Zimmermann, J.J. Rousseau, Lavater, M.me de Staël, Vinet, se sont acquis dans cette branche des 

connaissances humaines une renommée européenne.” Continuing to explain her views on Switzerland and 

the development of its society, she further noted:  “La gloire de la Suisse est d'avoir puissamment contribué 

à cette grande émancipation du seizième siècle, qui rapproche l'Orient de l'Occident. Zwingli est le héros de 

cette époque. Autour de lui se groupent le sévère Calvin, l'impétueux Farel, le doux Oecolampade, le savant 

Théodore de Bèze ; et au second plan se rangent Castalion, Bonivard, Haller, Viret, Bullinger et plusieurs 

autres. Tous n'appartiennent point par la naissance à l'Helvétie, mais en adoptant les proscrits des Valois, 

elle a acquis aux yeux de la postérité́ le droit de les considérer comme ses enfants.” 
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heights, void of vegetation, the Urihorn, the Clarides, and the Crispalt, seem as 

though bending themselves before the St. Gothard, who lifts to heaven his head, 

the landmark of past centuries.280  

 

Chapters later, she paints the following picture of her journey as she travels away from 

the Bernese Highlands and towards Basel:  

I turned one moment to look for the last time on that country, which I shall ever 

regret to leave behind me. As if it would fain have me admire in this last glance 

its entire beauty, it presented itself bathed in almost celestial light, as if enveloped 

in a natural halo. The three summits of the Eigher, the Mönch, and the Jungfrau, 

shone alone in the rosy light, while a brown haze enveloped the rest of the 

landscape. At the sight my heart bounded with irresistible ardour to their sublime 

peaks, only to fall the deeper into regret and desolation.281  

 

In his Julie ou la Nouvelle Héloïse (1761), Rousseau depicted Switzerland as a 

country of freedom by repeatedly drawing connections between its Alpine landscapes and 

the happiness of its free inhabitants.282 Similarly, D’Istria remarked of its pastoral 

landscapes, “With the air of their mountains, one breathes the spirit of freedom.”283  

Enlightenment thinkers had long drawn causal connections between environment 

and various peoples’ moral characteristics.284 D’Istria proceeded to turn this common 
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association on its head, by planning to become the first woman to conquer Switzerland’s 

daunting peaks. Leaving Russia for Switzerland in 1855, she began planning the ascent.  

Her conquest of the freedom-granting Swiss landscape was to be a first for 

women. Her guides strongly discouraged her from scaling the Jungfrau and Mönch peaks, 

mainly due to the fact that she was a woman. 285 She persuaded them, however, and 

early in the morning of June 10, 1855, she set out to complete her mission.286 The fourth 

volume of La Suisse contains a detailed account of her adventure and of the various 

challenges that she and her guides encountered along the way. Eventually, having 

realized that climbing the Jungfrau wouldn’t be possible, she suggested that they climb 

the Mönch companion-peak instead, to everyone’s surprise and hesitation.287 

 She wrote that she successfully reached the Mönch peak, proudly planting the 

Wallachian flag there at 27 years of age. She even certified her achievement with an 

award signed by her guides and published a copy in her work. Women were capable of 

surviving the rugged landscape of Switzerland, and Romanians were no worse suited to 

this clime of freedom than the Swiss themselves. 

 
285 D’Istria, La Suisse allemande et l'ascension du Moench, (Paris: Joël Cherbuliez, Libraire-Éditeur, 

1856), 4:125 

286 Ibid., 126. “Il alla présider aux préparatifs de l’expédition, et disposer mon costume d’homme, 

composé d’un pantalon de laine, rayé de noir et blanc, d’un habit boutonné descendant jusqu’aux genoux, 

d’un chapeau de feutre rond pareil à celui des montagnards, et d’une paire de bottes larges et grossières.”. 

287 Ibid., 153. “‘Eh bien! dis-je, les difficultés seraient-elles aussi grandes pour l’ascension du Mönch? Le 

voilà à quelques pas de nous. La brume ne le couvre pas. Pourquoi n’irions-nous pas jusqu’au sommet ?’ A 

ces paroles l’étonnement fut général. Tout le monde se tourna vers la montagne que je désignais. […] Leur 

hésitation m’étonnait.”  

“‘Well! I said, would it be as difficult to ascent the Mönch? There it is, only a few steps from us! The mist 

is not covering it. Why shouldn’t we go to the top?’ To these words, the astonishment was general. 

Everyone turned to the mountain I was pointing at. […] Their hesitation was surprising to me.” 
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There was much more to her story, however. Several decades after her death, one 

scholar of alpinism revealed that her certificate was forged. One of her guides had 

testified that, unfortunately, D’Istria never made it to the peak of the Mönch, having 

become exhausted.288 D’Istria had cleverly succeeded in giving her audience a proof of 

her mettle. She later used this to emphasize her public image as an adventurous, 

unconventional, well-traveled woman whose existence was not relegated to traditional 

ideas of womanhood. But this was not merely an achievement for herself – it liberated 

women in general. Distinguished women, she later wrote in a letter, were beginning to 

prove their mettle through similar adventurous travels: 

Their indifference […] is in no way shared by the distinguished women who, in 

our day, have reclaimed traveling. M. Bichard Cortambert, of the Bibliothèque 

Impériale, has recently shown in his Illustrious Travelers how the intrepid Ida 

Pfeiffer, whom I am honored to have succeeded in the Society of Geography of 

Paris, bravely overthrew many dangers to visit Eastern and Southern Asia; 

Madame de Bourboulon penetrated even the infinite slums of Central Asia and 

into the frozen solitudes of northern Asia; Princess Belgioioso and miss Bremer 

studied West Asia.289  

 

D’Istria’s conquest of Switzerland’s freedom-granting wilderness was to be only 

one part of a cosmopolitan’s education, complete only with urban refinement. D’Istria’s 

views were not entirely pastoralist. She rejected Rousseau’s view that “society distorts 

the true nature of individual.”290 Indeed, she believed that a true cosmopolitan would 

mix the best of both rural and urban – of rugged independence and refinement. In this 

 
288 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 97. 
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sense, D’Istria’s cosmopolitanism leaned also towards Kantian thought, according to 

which, “the cosmopolitan purpose coincides with the development of human reason.”291 

The individual could only develop his or her natural capacities within society.292 Indeed, 

D’Istria noted “I love people because I love that which is truly human.” 293 D’Istria’s 

thought thus emphasized cosmopolitan refinement in terms of a balance of mastery of the 

rugged rural areas and of urban trappings.  

D’Istria advocated not only conquering the rural and the urban to become the 

ideal free citizen. She also believed that border-crossing was both an agent and cause of 

one’s freedom. For her, the adherence to multiple nationalisms increased one’s horizons; 

nations were not contradictory or antagonistic but rather complementary. “Understood in 

a Kantian sense,” notes Wohlgemut, “cosmopolitanism does not mean the absence of all 

national attachment or the elimination of national boundaries in the creation of a single 

world state.”294 Instead, “it involves the co-existence of national demarcations and 

universal belonging, of form and freedom.”295 D’Istria perfectly fit this picture: her 

sense of belonging, of national attachment, extended to multiple imagined communities 

simultaneously. Her battle for national self-determination, along with women’s equality, 
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align perfectly harmony with her cosmopolitanism through the common denominator of 

freedom.  

D’Istria was familiar, of course, with Kant’s views on this and other topics. In 

another travel memoir in which she recalled her journey to the city of Dresden, Mlle de 

Haltingen. Souvenirs de la cour de Dresde (1859), she would remark: “It is impossible to 

live in northern Germany without acquiring some knowledge” of this major 

philosopher.296 But she also familiarized herself with other German Enlightenment 

philosophers as well. The Prussian historian Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-1803), 

commonly regarded by scholars today as one of the first thinkers to celebrate cultural 

diversity, also occupied a pivotal role in shaping her thought on national communities, 

individual freedom and, consequently, cosmopolitanism.297 Herder defined nations as 

natural and organic entities, each with their own specific language and culture which 

divine providence assigned them.298 Each nation’s fundamental individuality was 

defined by its Volksgeist, (spirit of the people). Each national Volksgeist was irreducibly 

different and yet not mutually antagonistic; if this force could express itself politically 

throughout the world it “would determine [nations’] specific character...they would no 
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longer be forced to compete.”299 According to Herder, there was no such thing as a 

substantial homogeneity of the mankind. Rather, there existed instead many autonomous 

microcosms.300 Peoples, if allowed to exist and express their Volksgeist, would be 

inherently peaceful.  

On the other hand, the great territorial empires were inimically opposed to 

humanity’s many Volkgeiste. Herder viewed “linguistic and cultural domination of 

minority communities by the state,” as “a fundamental issue of justice.”301 He 

maintained that, “sovereigns have a duty to tolerate the cultural diversity within their 

states; indeed, they are obligated to honor that diversity.”302 While the borders of State 

were artificial, national boundaries were natural and organic.303 How to detect in the 

present the deep historical unity of each nation, which imperialist universalism 

bastardized in the present?  

Folklore and poetry were valuable linguistic instruments, according to Herder, 

because they allowed one to unveil and understand the most authentic and genuine 

cultural aspects of each population.304 Here, again, D’Istria followed Herder and other 

nationalists’ desire to recover ethnographic information in support of nationalist causes. 

Her studies of Greek, Romanian, and Albanian folk songs, which were published in the 

 
299 Godfried van Benthem van den Bergh, "Herder and the Idea of a Nation," Human Figurations 7.1, 

May 2018 (online), https://quod.lib.umich.edu/h/humfig/11217607.0007.103?view=text;rgn=main 

300 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 147. 

301 Spencer, 129. 

302 Ibid. 

303 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 148. 

304 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 147. 

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/h/humfig/11217607.0007.103?view=text;rgn=main


 118 

Revue des Deux Mondes, most prominently reveal Herder’s influence on her thought.305 

Through these studies she presented the reader with her research on the cultures, 

languages, and customs of various Balkan ethnic groups. The following excerpt from “La 

nationalité bulgare d’après les chants populaires” (1868) provides one such example:  

The national poems of the Bulgarians remain so foreign to Western Europe that 

we hope for a study on the matter, in these times that so frequently deal with the 

aspirations of the Bulgarian people. Rather than to lend it ideas and feelings 

which are more often than not unfamiliar to its spirit, we believed it best to 

interview the naïve poets who represent the people’s very core. This study, which 

will not prove useless to those who deal with the still obscure literary history of 

Eastern populations, won’t be of any less interest to politicians.306  

 

In similar vein, she remarked the following regarding Albania’s chants populaires: 

“Albania’s past as it is offered to us in its folksongs touches upon present matters more 

than one thinks. It is also an interesting image, that of a small population going through 

the trials of conquest and exile without losing any of the qualities that define a strong 

national spirit.”307 In La Suisse Allemande she lamented that,  

 
305 These publications included “La poésie grecque dans les Iles-Ioniennes” (1858), “La nationalité 

roumaine d’après les chants populaires” (1859), “La nationalité serbe d’après les chants populaires” (1865), 
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quelque opportunité dans un temps où l’on s’occupe si fréquemment des aspirations du peuple bulgare. Il 

nous a semblé qu’il valait mieux, plutôt que de lui prêter des idées et des sentiments qui lui sont trop 

souvent étrangers, interroger les poètes naïfs qui ont été constamment ses véritables organes. Cette étude, 

qui ne sera pas inutile à ceux qui s’occupent de l’histoire littéraire, encore si obscure, des populations 

orientales, ne sera pas non plus dénuée d’intérêt pour les hommes politiques.” 

307 D’Istria, “La nationalité albanaise d’après les chants populaires,” Revue des Deux Mondes 63, no. 2 

(July 1866): 383 (online) https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/44726421.pdf  “Le passé de l'Albanie tel qu'il 

s'offre à nous dans ses chants populaires touche donc plus qu'on ne le pense aux questions du présent, et 

c'est toujours d'ailleurs un intéressant spectacle que celui d'un petit peuple traversant les épreuves de la 

conquête et de l'exil sans rien perdre des qualités qui font la force de l'esprit national.”  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/44728177.pdf
https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/44726421.pdf
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Alpine mythology, which is so peculiarly attractive, is disappearing day by day. 

As the mountaineers come into constant contact with incredulous travelers, their 

faith in the olden legends of dwarfs and dragons is singularly weakened. 

Everywhere, in fact, those popular myths are fading away, which not only present 

a truly poetical interest, but which cast much light on the history and religious 

development of mankind.308   

 

Like Herder, she believed each nation was deserving of respect and dignity.309 

Like the German philosopher, she also suggested divine providence played a crucial role 

in bringing to life the characteristics that defined a national community: “It may not be 

useless, at a time when one believes to depict nations by sketching their caricature, to 

highlight the qualities they have received from Providence.” 310 She was not advocating 

for the creation of new and parochial polities hostile to one another. Instead, she sought 

to counteract the tyranny of universalist imperialism and help restore natural and divine 

entities.  With these reforms complete, nations could achieve their authentic, free, and 

peaceful existences. 

“DIRITTO A FRATERNA ACCOGLIENZA”: DORA D’ISTRIA’S RECEPTION IN ITALY 

Within a year of her 1855 debut La vie monastique dans l’Église orientale, 

D’Istria’s name became well-known among European intellectual circles of the time.311 

Her publication of La Suisse Allemande (1856), her articles in journals such Revue des 

deux mondes and L’Illustration (Paris), and in the Italian papers Italia e Popolo 

 
308 D’Istria, Switzerland. 2: 338. 

309 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 148. 

310 D’Istria, “La poésie grecque dans les Iles Ioniennes,” Revue des Deux Mondes 28, no. 14 (March 

1858): 86. “Il n’est peut-être pas inutile, dans un temps où l’on croit peindre les nations en crayonnant leur 

caricature, de mettre en relief les qualités qu’elles ont reçus de la Providence.”  

311 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 83. 
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(Genova), and Il Diritto (Turin), gave her additional fame. Her reputation of being “an 

aristocratic woman of broad culture and a liberal orientation,” was soon cemented by 

other writers’ praise.312 French writer Charles Yriarte included her in his Les Portraits 

Cosmopolites (Paris, 1870). Yriarte listed her along the likes of Giuseppe Garibaldi and 

Charles Beaudelaire – indeed, she was the work’s only featured female personality. He 

praised her “most curious” cosmopolitanism as follows: 

Parisian like Gavarni, Italian like Belgiojoso, Spanish like Larra, German like 

Goethe, Russian like Pushkin, Wallachian like a Ghika, and Greek like Botsaris or 

Lord Byron, she is one of the most curious examples of what nature can gift us. 

Her great literary talents grant her naturalization. Germany knows her to be a 

pupil of the great Humboldt, carrying a bit of the tenderness she lavishes on this 

monumental old man. Russian society is reminded that she is a princess, and that 

she is closely linked to it. The young Italian nation is grateful for her liberal 

tendencies, and it is appreciative to her for having chosen it to be her second 

homeland, amidst so many other countries.313  

 

This paragraph is quite representative of the extent to which D’Istria had come to 

symbolize and represent cosmopolitanism in the era of European national awakening by 

the 1870s. Yriarte, drawing attention to the profound appreciation that “this great 

cosmopolitan”  nurtured for political and individual freedom, D’Istria’s important 

contributions to Europe’s national struggles for freedom.314 He acclaimed her many 

 
312 Ibid. 

313 Yriarte, 176. “Parisienne comme Gavarni, Italienne comme Belgiojoso, Espagnole comme Larra, 

Allemande comme Goethe, Russe comme Poutschkine, Valaque comme une Ghika, Grecque comme 

Botzaris ou Lord Byron, elle est un des plus curieux exemples de ce que peut une nature bien douée. Le 

talent lui donne de grandes lettres de naturalisation. L’Allemagne la sait la pupille du grand de Humboldt, 

et reporte sur elle un peu de la tendresse qu’elle prodigue à ce monumental vieillard. La société russe se 

souvient qu’elle est princesse et qu’elle lui est attachée par des liens étroits. L’Italie nouvelle lui sait gré de 

ses tendances libérales et lui est reconnaissante de la choisir au milieu de tant de pays divers qui l’appellent 

comme une seconde patrie.”   

314 Ibid., 177. “Cette grande cosmopolite.” 
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intellectual gifts, her unusually curious personality, her lengthy and brilliant works, the 

unique explorations she undertook, and ultimately, the new paths she forged in world 

history.315 The image of D’Istria that Yriarte disseminated was that of a wandering 

knight whose mission was “the independence of Eastern Christians, Vlachs and 

Hellenes.” 316 “I search in vain for an unexplored corner,” he admitted to his readers, but 

“Dora D’Istria has read and annotated everything; she speaks nine languages correctly 

and writes them with great elegance.”317  

Milanese writer Carlo Cattaneo (1801-1869) was among the first Italian writers to 

catapult her name onto the nation’s intellectual stage.318 In his review of her La vie 

monastique, Cattaneo professed his admiration for her linguistic abilities and—as if 

officially welcoming her into Italian society—noted, “she who, first among the women of 

her homeland, becomes a representative of a great and generous peoples destined to enter 

in an easy and immediate exchange of ideas with our own, has the right to fraternal 

acceptance.”319 It wouldn’t be long until her image in educated Italians’ imaginations as 

a ‘foreigner’— or an outsider—melted seamlessly to a conferred italianness. Her works 

 
315 Ibid., 187. 

316 Ibid., 177. “[Elle] chante sans cesse la liberté [et] se fait le chevalier errant de l’independence des 

chrétiens d’Orient, des Valaques et des Hellènes.”  

317 Ibid., 176. “Je cherche vainement un coin inexploré, Dora D’Istria a tout lu et tout annoté; elle parle 

correctement neuf langues et les écrit avec une grande élégance.”  

318 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 83. 

319 Cited in Antonio D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 82. The year of publication for Cattaneo’s review is 

estimated to be some time in the late 1850s or early 1860s. Exact date is unknown. “[C]hi, primiera fra le 

donne della sua patria, si fa innanzi qual rappresentante d’una grande e generosa stirpe, destinata a entrare 

in facile e immediato commercio d’idee colla nostra, ha diritto a fraterna accoglienza.” 
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were already signaling her thorough knowledge of Italian history, her familiarity with the 

Italian risorgimento, and her firm support for the emerging nation.       

On September 18, 1865, the Italian Gazzetta Ufficiale del Regno d’Italia 

published an extensive review of Des femmes Par une Femme, also published that year. 

The author of the article, journalist Francesco Dall’Ongaro, compared her work to a 

journey between the modern and the ancient world. With D’Istria, he wrote, the reader 

traveled into the cities, villages, homes, theaters, churches and villages of the Western 

European nations she described in those twenty-five letters.320 Dall’Ongaro confessed 

that he found it daunting to summarize the two-volume work. Her account of the cultural 

constraints afflicting Eastern and Western women was so immense and comprehensive 

that no summary would suffice.321 Dall’Ongaro stressed that his review would 

nonetheless give readers a glimpse of her book’s value —especially in regards to 

women’s history. He called on Italians to read the entire book, for “there is almost no 

woman who has made a name for herself in Europe who can’t find her niche in the work 

of Dora D’Istria.”322 It was one of the most complete accounts on the matter to date.323 

He also invited Italian women to recognize—and be grateful for—D’Istria’s effort: “I 

believe that Italian women hold a debt of gratitude and affection towards this foreign lady 

who, born of Pelasgian blood, has come to see how it prospered, transplanted to Italy 

 
320 Francesco Dall'Ongaro, "Dora D'Istria, Des Femme Par Une Femme." Gazzetta Ufficiale Del Regno 

D'Italia (Firenze) Sept. 18, 1865. 

321 Ibid. 

322 Ibid. “Non v’è quasi donna che lasciasse un nome in Europa che non trovi la sua nicchia nell’opera di 

Dora D’Istria.” 

323 Ibid. 
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since the earliest origins of history.”324 Dall’Ongaro presented this dama straniera as 

someone through whom readers could cultivate their awareness of a collective italianità. 

Italian women in particular should look to her as a unifying figure who rescued a shared 

past of their own, and in the process pointed the way for their future.   

Other Italian men of letters followed suit in praising and disseminating her works. 

Bartolomeo Cecchetti, the Venetian historian, biographer, and archivist, first met D’Istria 

on a cold morning in December 1866 during one of her visits at the Archivio dei Frari in 

Venice, where she was conducting research on Eastern Europe.325 The two would soon 

foster a life-long friendship. He marveled that she was a “living encyclopedia” who had 

not given in to the obstacles of the sciences, languages, or nature. 326 Struck by her 

intellect, Cecchetti periodically collected, published, and updated bibliographies of her 

works. In an introduction to his 1868 Bibliografia della Principessa Elena Ghica, Dora 

D’Istria, he stated:  

And herein lies the motive behind this booklet: bringing to light, in Princess Dora 

D’Istria, not only her political acumen, a stronghold of the principle of nationality 

pertaining to a deep, erudite thinker and simultaneously an artist, a poet, a creative 

painter; but also the rich collection of her works, a fruit of high intelligence and 

unique laboriousness.327 

 

 
324 Ibid. “Credo che le donne italiane abbiano gran debito di riconoscenza e d’affetto a questa dama 

straniera che nata di sangue pelasgico, è venuta a vedere come ei prosperasse, trapiantato in Italia fin dalle 

prime origini della Storia.” 

325 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 289. 

326 Cecchetti, Bibliografia, 17. 

327 Ibid., 6. “Ed eccole il motivo di questo libricciuolo: il far conoscere, cioè, nella Principessa Dora 

D’Istria, non solo l’ingegno politico, forte impugnatore del principio di nazionalità, pensatore profondo, 

culto d’ogni erudizione; e a un tempo artista, poeta, immaginoso pittore; - ma il ricco novero delle sue 

opere frutto di un’alta intelligenza e di una operosità singolare.” 
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Cecchetti, who admired D’Istria for her nationalist politics, believed that a complete list 

of her works would greatly benefit the European reading public. This “illustre donna” 

was a champion of the causes of Albania, Greece, Romania, Serbia, and Italy.328 A 

fundamental accomplishment of D’Istria’s works would be the awakening of the national 

spirits of Eastern and Western peoples. Using them, they could construct liberal 

institutions of their own.329  

In his intellectual biography of D’Istria, Cecchetti also wove Italy deep into her 

politics. He could not resist framing Venice and Italy as central to her story. He suggested 

that the Italian uprisings of 1848 had inculcated D’Istria’s yearning for the nation’s 

freedom. This meant that the audience of Italian readers shared with her a memory of the 

1848 uprisings, a memory which made them all part of the imagined community. “The 

idea of independence at the first Italian impetus,” noted Cecchetti, “arises strong and 

powerful in Dora D’Istria’s mind because it joins a belief in the justice of the cause it 

embraces.”330 The appreciation for freedom she first felt so strongly in Venice in 1848, 

would drive her independent spirit for years to come:  

Since then, that idea torments her spirit: after a long battle between family 

affections and the noble mission that calls her, she finally abandons the Court of 

Russia; travels to Italy and in the Orient, facing dangers that would have 

weakened the most virile of tempers. Without letting hardships stand in her way, 

she is able to study as a philosopher and as an artist the wonders of Nature, the 

 
328 Ibid., 12. 

329 Ibid., 

330 Ibid., 13. “L’idea dell’indipendenza al primo slancio Italiano sorge nella mente di Dora D’Istria forte e 

potente perché unita alla convinzione nella giustizia della causa che si accinge a propugnare.” 
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customs of peoples, their needs, and to truthfully reproduce them in her canvases, 

her books, and in the most popular periodicals of Europe, Asia, and America.331     

 

In fact, continued Cecchetti, all of D’Istria’s works bear vivid traces of Daniele Manin 

and the 1848 Venice Revolution. Her Italian patriotism legitimized her cosmopolitanism 

and, in turn, her cosmopolitanism—manifested in her desire to study different 

populations and cultures—motivated and strengthened her patriotism. To Cecchetti, these 

two traits were not at all contradictory – to the contrary, they were closely connected.  

Cecchetti also featured D’Istria in a biographical and bibliographical entry for 

Oscar Greco’s encyclopedic Bibliografia femminile italiana del XIX secolo (Venice, 

1875). By then she had been living in Florence for roughly five years and had become 

integrated into Italian society. Cecchetti’s inclusion of D’Istria as an Italian is revealing. 

Once again, her foreignness and cosmopolitanism did not contradict her Italian-ness. In 

this biography, Cecchetti commented that this instancabile viaggiatrice’s political ideals 

were more threatening to despotic regimes than weapons could ever be: 

Every despot fears progress more than the enemy armies. Among the chosen 

spirits who consecrated their existence to render impossible absolute domains, 

denial of genius, of civilization and of all that is noble and great, Dora D’Istria 

occupies one of the first places. Her word, which disdains naïve enthusiasm and 

anger, is always effective because it is truthful; and the cause of nationalities is 

wisely and constantly supported by her.332       

 
331 Ibid. “Da allora quell’idea tormenta il suo spirito: dopo una lunga lotta fra gli affetti della famiglia, e 

l’alta missione cui si sente chiamata, abbandona finalmente la Corte di Russia; viaggia in Italia, e in 

Oriente, affrontando pericoli che avrebbero fiaccato le tempre più virili; né curando stenti e disagi, pur di 

poter studiare da filosofo e da artista le meraviglie della Natura, le costumanze dei popoli, i loro bisogni; e 

riprodurle con tanta verità nelle sue tele, nei suoi libri, e nei più diffusi periodici d’Europa, d’Asia, e di 

America.” 

332 Cecchetti quoted in Greco, 51-52. “Ogni despota teme più che le armate nemiche il progresso, e fra gli 

eletti spiriti che consacrarono la loro esistenza a rendere impossibili gli assoluti domini, negazione del 

genio, della civiltà e di tutto ciò che è nobile e grande, la Dora d'Istria occupa uno dei primi posti. La sua 
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He then pointed to her contributions to the various national communities of Eastern and 

Southeastern Europe: 

The Hellenes, the Albanians, the Romanians, the Southern Slavs owe their 

gratitude to this illustrious writer if their history became intelligible and exact, 

and if the most essential questions of their political and social future were 

exposed to such a degree that they are not left with anything other than the 

expectation of opportunity and possible means needed to achieve their 

development in the most happy and long-lasting way.333  

 

 Cecchetti was not alone in emphasizing how D’Istria’s virtues transformed her 

into an ideal Italian– indeed, she was an ideal woman for Italian women to emulate. In 

the same book, the editor Oscar Greco also commented on D’Istria and on the need for 

women’s rights. In the volume’s introduction, Greco compared the independence of the 

nation to that of women:  

In the present era, however, one in which our Italy has risen to a new life thanks 

to powerful efforts of the political and social revolution that made it become one, 

free and independent, and with it all the human knowledge on literature, the 

sciences and the arts has gained a powerful impulse—the woman also had her 

regeneration and was able to beautifully take advantage of it, showing her worth 

to the civilized world. This fact cannot, and must not, go unnoticed in the history 

of woman since it marks the true regenerative moment of Italian feminine life; 

and our era becomes even more glorious, because it has learned to beautifully 

study and solve the greatest social problem, that of woman.334  

 
parola, che sdegna gli entusiasmi puerili e le basse collere, è sempre efficace, perché vera; e la causa della 

nazionalità viene da lei sapientemente e costantemente sostenuta.” 

333 Cecchetti quoted in Greco, 52. “Gli Elleni, gli Albanesi, i Rumeni, gli Slavi del sud devono 

riconoscenza a tale illustre scrittrice, se la loro storia si è resa intelligibile ed esatta, e se le più essenziali 

questioni del loro avvenire politico e sociale, sieno state poste in un grado tale di evidenza, da non restare a 

loro altra cosa che l'aspettazione di occasione e di mezzi possibili a raggiungere il loro sviluppo nel più 

felice e durevole modo.” 

334 Greco, VI-VIII. “Nell’epoca presente però — in cui l’Italia nostra è risorta a vita novella, mercè i 

poderosi sforzi della rivoluzione politica e sociale, che l’ha resa una, libera ed indipendente, e con essa ha 

ottenuto un potente impulso tutto lo scibile umano nello esplicamento delle lettere, delle scienze e delle arti 

— anche la donna ebbe la sua rigenerazione e ne seppe bellamente profittare, mostrando al mondo 

incivilito quanto essa valga […]. Questo fatto non può, né deve passare inosservato nella storia della donna, 
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Not only did Greco celebrate the mid-1870s as an era of national liberation, but, 

echoing Kant and Herder, also argued that women’s lack of independence would soon 

need to be remedied. Greco then cast D’Istria as a female intellectual Italian who women 

could model themselves after. Greco depicts her as a valuable connection between the 

Eastern and Western world, a European celebrity of some sorts:  

There is no one who does not know this illustrious literate, who has taken her 

place among us, and who has generated so much talk about her. —As the Nuova 

Antologia of Florence rightly asserts, her social position, her beautiful moral 

qualities and her splendid intelligence, make her worthy of being a link of 

civilization between the East and the West, placing her among the very first 

European female celebrities.335   

 

De Gubernatis was another important nineteenth-century scholar who praised 

D’Istria as an illustrious cosmopolitan patriot worthy of the public’s emulation. In his 

April 1869 Rivista Contemporanea Nazionale Italiana, he devoted the subsection “Illustri 

Stranieri in Italia” entirely to D’Istria. De Gubernatis called her a “unique and marvelous 

harmony of contradictions.”336 He introduced her as a woman of incredible, almost 

mythical beauty, and unimaginable intellect: 

The poet of the Iliad, a mysterious but very visionary artist, is certainly not 

uncaring when, to make us understand  how wonderfully beautiful Argive Helen 

was, he shows us the bystanders’ religious amazement as soon as the splendid 

princess reveals herself. I have not seen Princess Helen of Romania, but from the 

chants that surround me about her Greek beauty, chants of princes and fishermen, 

 
poiché segna il vero momento rigeneratore della vita femminile italiana; e l’età nostra si rende ancora più 

gloriosa, perché ha saputo bellamente studiare e risolvere il più gran problema sociale, quello della donna.” 

335 Ibid., 50. “Non v’ha alcuno che non conosca questa illustre letterata, che ha preso stanza fra noi, e che 

ha fatto tanto parlare di sè. — Ella, giustamente dice la Nuova Antologia di Firenze, sia per la sua posizione 

sociale, che per le sue belle qualità morali, e per lo suo splendido ingegno, merita di essere anello di civilità 

fra l’oriente e l’occidente, ed ha il diritto di essere annoverata fra le prime celebrità femminili europee.” 

336 De Gubernatis, “Illustri Stranieri,” 110. “Singolare e meravigliosa armonia di contradizioni, in vero, 

tutto quest’essere poetico che si vela sotto il nome di Dora D’Istria.” 
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of poets and of critics, of tough Sarmatians and pleasant Latins, I must suppose 

that they are not about an embellished beauty, of an opaque Diana, of a decorative 

flower, but of a vague and robust flame, always vivid and sharp.337    

 

De Gubernatis’ idealization pervades the article. For instance, he gushed that D’Istria 

possessed a mastery of nine languages, giving her unparalleled insights into nations both 

in the East and the West.338 To convincigly demonstrate her intellect, De Gubernatis 

included an anecdote by German writer Eduard Schmidt-Weissenfels (1833-1893). 

During an event in the late 1840s at the Court of Frederick William IV of Prussia in Sans-

Souci, Potsdam, the preeminent Prussian explorer-scientist Alexander von Humboldt was 

heard describing Dora D’Istria to artist Christian Daniel Rauch as follows: 

 

I assure you that the first-born, princess Elena, possesses surprising knowledge 

for her twenty years of age. One can converse with her as one would do with a 

scholar: every time I had the pleasure to speak with her there is always a new 

treasure that emerges from that rich intelligence. Then there is something truly 

original about her, and I often believe there to be a simmering mission in her.339  

 

Von Humboldt and D’Istria had indeed met a few years earlier at a similar 

gathering in Berlin during a time when, as a teenager, she was traveling Europe with her 

 
337 Ibid., 107. “Il poeta dell’Iliade, misterioso ma veggentissimo artista, non sonnecchia certamente, 

quando, per farci comprendere come sia meravigliosamente bella l’Elena argiva, si contenta di mostrarci gli 

astanti pieni di religioso stupore, appena la splendida principessa si rivela. Io non ho veduto la principessa 

Elena di Rumania, ma dal concerto d’inni alla sua greca bellezza, che intorno mi suona, inni di principi e di 

pescatori, di poeti e di critici, di duri Sarmati e di piacevoli Latini, debbo supporre che non si tratti d’una 

bellezza imbellettata, d’una Diana opaca, d’un fiore da stufa, ma sì di una vaga e robusta fiammella sempre 

lucida e sempre viva.”   

338 These would be Romanian, Italian, German, English, French, Greek, Latin, Russian, and Albanian. It’s 

not clear whether Dora D’Istria actually spoke any Italian or Albanian. What is certain is that she could 

read ancient Greek, always wrote in French, and Romanian was her native language.  

339 De Gubernatis, “Illustri Stranieri,” 112-3. “Vi assicuro che la primogenita, la principessa Elena, 

possiede, per i suoi soli vent’anni, una dottrina sorprendente; si può discutere con lei come con un dotto: 

ogni volta che ebbi il piacere di favellarle scoversi sempre alcun nuovo tesoro in quella ricca intelligenza. E 

poi vi è in lei qualcosa di veramente originale, e parmi spesso che sia sopita in lei una missione.” 
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family. As De Gubernatis mentions having himself read somewhere, it was rumored that 

a young D’Istria had impressed von Humboldt, and everyone else present, by instantly 

translating an Ancient Greek engraving into French.340 De Gubernatis stressed that von 

Humboldt was surely right to have sensed some kind of mission brewing in her, which 

her following three decades of scholarship later proved.341  

De Gubernatis did not stop there. He praised her as an intellectual “empress” 

whose dominions extended far beyond Western Europe: “her reign is wide as the 

European world she knows so intimately, and on which she has shed a lot of light.”342 

He drew attention towards her conviction that national progress should not be the 

exclusive privilege of any one nation, but rather, a reality for all. This had earned her the 

respect and adoration of Romanians, Albanians, Greeks, and Latin peoples, each one 

claiming her as their own fellow citizen.343 Her battles for the well-being and success of 

European national communities were more legitimate than those of any other monarch or 

empress: “hence, I don’t think it would be an exaggeration to state that she reigns much 

more legitimaly and much more realistically in Europe than many other queens and 

empresses who divide with their royal or imperial consort the idle and sovereign vanity of 

 
340 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 22. 

341 De Gubernatis, “Illustri Stranieri,” 109. “Non mi resta altro che aggiungere come quella missione ch’ei 

vedeva nella meravigliosa gentildonna solamente.” 

342 Ibid. “Il suo regno è vasto quanto il mondo europeo ch’ella intimamente conosce e in cui ha diffuso 

tanta luce.”  

343 Ibid. “Rumeni, Albanesi, Greci, Slavi, Latini trattano e rispettano come loro operosa concittadina la 

Dora D’Istria, perchè ella ha fatto suonare in occidente la sua parola simpatica, assennata, viva ed elegante 

in favore di tutti: all’oriente poi ed ai latini ella rilevò i meriti de’ tedeschi, de’ scandinavi, de’ fiamminghi 

e degli anglosassoni, affinchè il progresso non resti esclusivo privilegio d’alcun popolo.” 
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the throne.”344 D’Istria was the empress of a Greater Europe, not as a universalizing 

imperialist but as a defender of individual and national freedoms.   

Her intellectual flexibility was so great, noted De Gubernatis, that she could 

effortlessly alternate between Ancient Greek literature and contemporary matters and 

beyond. “She travels in time and in space,” he wrote, and yet “she remains a woman of 

her own time and her own land.”345 A free thinker, she expressed herself without any 

trace of prejudice in her mind, and was knowledgeable enough to naturally become part 

of any socio-cultural setting, from Italy to Russia. De Gubernatis enumerated the various 

trips she undertook alone, from her visits to the Ottoman Balkan regions of Rumelia and 

the Peloponnese peninsula of Morea, to her expedition to the Swiss alps.346 “In order for 

one to intimately understand the world,” he noted, citing a letter she had sent him, “one 

must live in it; to know the weak or strong aspects of the various social categories, one 

mustn’t ignore the importance of any of these. One must deal with things as one deals 

with humans.”347  

However, De Gubernatis did not consider D’Istria to be ‘of the people.’ She was 

not an ordinary citizen. She was much more: an enlightened cosmopolitan aristocrat of 

 
344 Ibid. “Quindi io non credo dir troppo affermando ch’ella regna molto più legittimamente e molto più 

realmente in Europa di parecchie regine ed imperatrici che dividono col reale od imperiale loro consorte gli 

ozi e la sovrana vanità del soglio.”  

345 Ibid., 111. “Viaggia nel tempo e nello spazio, e rimane la donna del suo tempo e della sua terra.”  

346 By this denomination Dora D’Istria intended the geographical area spanning from continental Greece 

to Albania in the West, Bulgaria and Macedonia in the North, and Anatolia in the East. Morea included See 

D’Alessandri Il pensiero e l’opera, 164, and De Gubernatis,110. 

347 Quoted in De Gubernatis, “Illustri Stranieri,” 114. “Per conoscere intimamente il mondo convien 

vivere nel mondo; per sapere qual’è il lato debole o forte delle varie categorie sociali, non conviene 

sconoscere la importanza di alcuna di esse. Convien trattar con le cose come con gli uomini.”  
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the highest order. She had impeccable roots in the nobility. Still, she was not blind to the 

struggles of those with humbler origins. She promoted the freedom of all individuals. In 

his view, her choice not pursue her family’s political ambitions and seek the throne 

herself showcased her modesty and, furthermore, her dedication to the freedom of all at 

the expense of her personal gain.348 Should she ever consider governing, however, De 

Gubernatis confessed that any peoples or nation in need of leadership would be extremely 

fortunate to have her as their sovereign: “having established that only who succeeds at 

supporting themselves can support others, I deem fortunate those who, unable to support 

themselves and in need of protection, are assigned one such sovereign.” 349  

For De Gubernatis, however sterling D’Istria’s aristocratic pedigree, in other ways 

she also embodied the image of the tireless liberal worker. The European nationalist 

discourses of the nineteenth century were closely tied to ideas surrounding ‘virtues’ and 

‘vices,’ which in turn were largely shaped by Englightenment-era concerns.350 In Italy, 

for example, the notion of idleness, or the beato far niente, was regarded as a vice 

harmful to civic life as well as an indication of morally loose peoples, as Cesare Balbo 

observed in his Delle speranze d’Italia (On the Hopes of Italy, 1844), echoing both 

Montesqieu and Machiavelli.351 Similar preoccupations surfaced in De Gubernatis’ 

 
348 De Gubernatis, “Illustri Stranieri,” 110. 
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article. He praised her indefatigable dedication to nationalism, freedom, and justice, using 

her example to remind the Italian population of the indolent misery that afflicted the 

nation. 352 He shared with his readers another one of her letters (parts in parentheses are 

De Gubernatis’ own comments): 

“[W]ork, (she wrote me one day) is not a fatal necessity or a curse to me as it is to 

the Middle Ages. Instead, it’s a wholesome and beneficial norm, a principle of 

intellectual, moral, and physical health. To the lethal far niente of the East (she 

didn’t want to say Italy, but I’ll say it myself, and I beg my dear fellow citizens to 

remind themselves once a day of this misery of ours), I never cease to oppose the 

healthy industriousness of the West, an industriousness which transforms the 

universe.”353   

 

In this passage, De Gubernatis used D’Istria’s words to directly address Italy’s economic 

stupor by appealing to the image of the “lazy Orient” vis-à-vis the “hardworking West.” 

Despite D’Istria’s Romanian nobiliary titles, her years spent in Russia, her Albanian and 

Greek genealogies, and being of the ‘weaker sex,’ she provided lessons for Italians about 

hard work and indefatigable industriousness. As a cosmopolitan who had acquired the 

best of many cultures, she even represented Western industry itself. De Gubernatis’ 

citation of D’Istria had an obvious prescriptive purpose. She was the opposite of that 

funesto far niente that was keeping Italians from progressing as a national community. 

 
352 De Gubernatis, “Illustri Stranieri,” 113. “Ella s’è votata alla causa della nazionalità, della libertà, e 

della giustizia, tre parole solenni che per molti sono vuote parole, per lei hanno un gran senso e la tengono 

ferma e imperterrita al lavoro.”  

353 D’Istria quoted in De Gubernatis, 113. “‘[I]l lavoro (mi scriveva un giorno) non è per me, come pel 

medioevo, una necessità fatale, una maledizione, ma una legge salutare e benefica, un principio di salute 

intellettuale, morale, e fisico. Al funesto far niente orientale (ella non ha voluto dirmi italiano, ma lo dico io 

per mio conto, e prego i miei cari concittadini di volersi ricordare una volta al giorno questa nostra 

miseria), non cesso dall’opporre la sana operosità dell’occidente, operosità che trasforma l’universo.’”  
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Cosmopolitanism was thus an antidote to indolence, the social misery that prevented 

peoples from fulfilling their national potentials. 

The primary aim of this chapter has been to explore the tensions between 

D’Istria’s cosmopolitanism and nationalism. Hailed as a symbol of social progress and 

triumphing national independence, Dora D’Istria was a cosmopolitan personality known 

in Italy and the rest of Europe for fervently promoting a multitude of national 

communities in Central and Southeast Europe. As she advocated for Italy’s political unity 

and independence, D’Istria was calling on the people of Romania to rise against the 

Austro-Hungarian Empire; she was helping Albanians to rise against the ruling Ottoman 

Empire. How then, to account for D’Istria’s multi-nationalism during an era marked by a 

desire of nations to unify each as one? The rising anti-imperialist sentiments that swept 

both the Western and Eastern hemisphere during the nineteenth century constitute a good 

starting point for an explanation. The idea of nationalism, of countries developing their 

own, separate identity, seemed to be the proper way out of imperialism and towards 

independence. In this sense, it represented a movement of freedom which Dora D’Istria 

fully supported.  

A citizen of many national communities, D’Istria’s proto-feminism, and her 

identity as a woman, paved the way for her cosmopolitanism. The question of 

cosmopolitanism and feminism remains relevant to this day, as demonstrable by ongoing 

scholarly interest on the matter. Martha Nussbaum’s engages with theories of national 

and global justice of the last few decades in her Sex and Social Justice (1999). She 

proposes an understanding of feminism as “internationalist, humanist, liberal, concerned 
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with the social shaping of preference and desire, and, finally, concerned with sympathetic 

understanding.”354 Nussbaum’s work on feminist internationalism, some scholars have 

argued, can be viewed as an invitation to “rethink the accepted dichotomy between 

national sovereignty and international concern.”355 Another contemporary approach to 

feminism and cosmopolitanism is Gender and Cosmopolitanism in Europe: A Feminist 

Perspective (2013), by Ulrike M. Vieten, in which the author questions the extent to 

which we can understand cosmopolitanism as an emancipatory movement. Vieten also 

examines the normalization, on the one hand, of minority sexual identities in the 

contemporary world vis-à-vis the penalization of the nomadic lifestyles of, for instance, 

Roma women.356 I believe that Dora D’Istria’s cosmopolitanism adds to our 

understanding of the contemporary debates on issues such identity, citizenship, hybridity, 

and gender, helping us better trace their development through specific historical and 

national contexts.  

In this chapter, I have sought to demonstrate that her cosmopolitanism was an 

essential component of her nationalism, and vice versa. I traced her cosmopolitanism by 

briefly discussing her early travels, and then analyzed some of the main Enlightenment 

figures fundamental to her intellectual and philosophical development. These include 

 
354 Martha C. Nussbaum, Sex and Social Justice, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 6.  
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Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Immanuel Kant, and Johann Gottfried Herder. Her idiosyncratic 

combination of these figures’ ideologies gave her a nimble intellectual basis for fusing 

the character-building, freedom-reinforcing importance of the rural á la Rousseau. She 

also availed herself to the refining characteristics of the urban á la Kant. Meanwhile, her 

adherence to Herder’s belief that nations were the natural fulfillment of peoples’ divine 

and natural collective wills provided her with a framework for viewing nationalism as a 

fulfillment of peace among all mankind, and a precondition for further cosmopolitanism.  

 Secondly, I have examined D’Istria’s reception among Italian nineteenth-century 

scholars and writers, placing particular emphasis on how various intellectuals framed her 

cosmopolitanism vis-à-vis her Italian patriotism. Throughout my analysis, I show that for 

these writers her cosmopolitanism did not preclude her from Italians’ shared imagination. 

Her name appeared in lists of prominent Italians next to major figures such as Garibaldi, 

making her part of the national awareness in an era were print culture was forging the 

imagined community. Her cosmopolitanism validated and strengthened her Italian-ness, 

bolstered by her exceptional intellect, language abilities, aristocratic refinement, and 

travels. The illustre straniera thus became a cosmopolitan Italian patriot who not only 

contributed to the creation of an Italian imagined community but was also, for many 

authors, provided a worldly solution to some of its deepest problems. 
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Chapter Four.  

“If she weren’t a woman...”  

Dora D’Istria, Nationalist Perseverance, and the Questione Femminile 

 

Europe’s various nineteenth-century national independence movements triggered 

widespread debates on women’s rights and education. In Risorgimento Italy, “the 

question of women’s education and role in society constituted a central theme in the 

public discourse on [its] social transformation and modernization.”357 This chapter 

focuses on the discrepancy between public figures’ promotion of women’s rights within 

Italy’s nationalist discourse and the traditional gender values that would ultimately shape 

this discourse. To explore these tensions between gender and nationalism it reprises the 

previous chapters’ focus on D’Istria’s reception in nineteenth-century Italy. My goal for 

this final chapter is to provide an answer to the following questions: why didn’t Dora 

D’Istria’s observations on women’s independence and national freedom gain widespread 

traction in Italy? Additionally, it explores the complex gendered reasons why, despite 

D’Istria’s fame among Risorgimentisti during her lifetime, after her death her status fell 

precipitously from the public memory. I propose that the core values D’Istria associated 

with a nation’s success, such as freedom and independence, proved incompatible with 

 
357 Gabriella Romani, "Interpreting the Risorgimento: Blasetti's ‘1860’ and the Legacy of Motherly 

Love." Italica 79, no. 3 (2002): 391. doi:10.2307/3656100. 



 137 

what Risorgimentisti deemed necessary for Italian unification and progress, namely the 

inculcation of patriarchal-traditional ideals such as morality and self-discipline.  

This chapter begins with a focus on the gendered aspects of D’Istria’s reception in Italy 

while alive, specifically regarding her championing of women’s rights as a vehicle of 

national development. It then turns to readers’ ambivalent reactions to D’Istria’s work, 

and how many male authors were torn between her recommendations for progress and 

their own anxieties regarding women’s proper role within national development. Much of 

both sides’ hand-wringing centered upon debates about Italy’s 1865 Codice Pisanelli, 

which outlined women’s rights, obligations, and restrictions, while barring them from 

initiating divorce. For many advocates of women’s emancipation, the Codice symbolized 

nationalists’ betrayal of their cause. Next, drawing from George L. Mosse, R. 

Radhakrishnan, and Suzanne Stewart-Steinberg, I disentangle why the complex, 

sometimes mutually beneficial, often antagonistic relationships between women’s 

movements and nationalism resulted in nationalism’s triumph and their undermining of 

women’s causes. Nationalism’s claims to offer freedom from imperial powers had 

presented proto-feminists such as D’Istria with an opportunity to bring to the public 

sphere the issues of women’s social and legal independence. Nonetheless, D’Istria’s 

transition from celebrated female intellectual to forgotten figure finds a plausible 

explanation, because while the movement for women’s emancipation acquired some 

political legitimacy within nineteenth-century Italy, it succeeded so only insofar it could 

prove useful to the advancement of the nationalist cause.  
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 Debates raged among conservatives, nationalists of all stripes, and women’s 

advocates during D’Istria’s lifetime about the questione femminile. Norma Bouchard has 

pointed out that Risorgimentisti tactically promised a “cultural rebirth for women” as part 

of the restoration of Italians as a national community.358 However, male nationalists’ 

declared commitment to the cause of women’s independence were often at odds with 

their own fundamentally traditional beliefs. Giuseppe Mazzini was a case in point. 

Bouchard notes that while Mazzini believed that “an independent and united nation [was] 

predicated upon the end of women’s servitude,” his writings were in fact “far from 

proposing gender roles outside traditional, patriarchal frameworks.”359 Despite these 

discrepancies, Mazzini’s revolutionary ideas of social renewal became closely associated 

with the movement for women’s emancipation, inspiring Mazzinian proto-feminists such 

as Anna Maria Mozzoni and Aurelia Cimino Folliero.360  

The works of R. Radhakrishnan on colonial Indian nationalism and gender, and 

George L. Mosse’s research on worldwide nationalism and sexualities, provide 

productive frameworks analyzing the interdependent dynamics between nationalism and 

women’s rights movements. Mosse observed that the earliest waves of nationalism were 

inherently masculine and that, having “co-opted the male search for friendship and 

community, went on in the first decades of the nineteenth century to assimilate new 
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ideals of womanhood.”361 Radhakrishnan highlights the difficulties that arise when, 

“any one politics (such as ‘the women’s questions’) is taken over and spoken for by an-

other politics (such as nationalism),” maintaining that, “the women’s question […] is 

constrained to take on a nationalist expression as a prerequisite for being considered 

‘political.’”362 In the case of the Risorgimento, I argue that the nationalist agenda 

produced—and instrumentalised—the myth of women’s cultural rebirth. Nationalism, 

itself conceived in an emancipatory sense, briefly legitimated the cause of women’s 

rights, and in the process fleetingly championed intellectuals such as Dora D’Istria. 

Masculine nation-building hence allowed for a short-lived acknowledgement of women’s 

rights movements, only to then embrace fundamentally traditional gender norms which 

positioned the masculine as superior to the feminine.   

‘MAKING ITALIANS:’ MORAL ANXIETIES AND GENDERED NATIONALISM    

Suzanne Stewart-Steinberg has emphasized that the Italian nationalist movement, 

at once political and cultural, produced “an extremely refined discourse about the anxiety 

of its own existence,” which was fueled mainly by concerns related to “the crisis of 

liberalism, the crisis of religious conscience, and the crisis of paternal, masculine 

performativity.”363 Such anxieties stemmed primarily from nationalists’ beliefs in Italy’s 

socioeconomic “backwardness,” a vision fundamentally reinforced by the nation’s 
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comparatively late industrialization and modernization.364 “While most Italian nation 

makers explicitly committed themselves to the construction of liberal bourgeois culture,” 

notes Stewart-Steinberg, “they remained profoundly anxious about the disruptions to old 

orders of politics and culture, the latter certainly including religion.” 365 

 Post-unification Italy had an illiteracy rate of 75 percent, and Italian state 

bureaucrats desired the transformation of a population so plagued by a lack of education 

into an organic national community that was both literate and obedient.366 Central to this 

educational agenda was the dilemma of whether to instruct or educate the masses. While 

the modern state supported certain degree of instruction, its directors also feared that 

higher levels of education might empower individuals to air political views 

disadvantageous for the government.367 As Stewart-Steinberg has argued, at the heart of 

the project of ‘making Italians’ was a state rhetoric that had less to do with the 

emancipation of adults than with education of children.368  

But nation-builders were not only concerned with real children – they often 

viewed even adult Italians, and the nation-state itself, as in a “state of perpetual 

infancy.”369 Stewart-Steinberg points at Italian intellectuals’ self-deprecatory tendencies 

to demonstrate that they had internalized a concept of Italianità as essentially childlike, 
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superficial, and indolent.370 This would lead to an obsession with self-improvement and 

work, which acquired particular urgency in post-unification Italy compared to the rest of 

Europe.  Hence the importance of reforming children into reading, obedient, hard-

working ‘new’ Italians.  

The popularity of books such as Carlo Collodi’s 1883 Le Avventure di Pinocchio: 

Storia di un Burattino (The Adventures of Pinocchio: The Story of a Puppet), the tale of a 

puppet child who lacked self-discipline, attests to the Risorgimento’s ongoing 

preoccupations with children’s morality, hard work, and sacrifice.371 Other works 

pointed to similar infantility in adults. Michele Lessona’s Will is Power [Volere è Potere, 

1869] warned Italians of the many vices that they had to purge. He compared Italy to 

other European countries suggesting that, for example, “a major reason why the British 

had been so successful was because they had learned self-sufficiency, whereas Italians 

had developed the fatal habit of blaming the government for everything and not taking 

personal responsibility themselves.”372 In similar vein, Paolo Mantegazza’s Glories and 

Joys of Work [Le Glorie e le Gioie del Lavoro, 1871], offered a gallery of men to be 

imitated, such as Galileo, Alberti and Melchiorre Gioia. “To rebel against work is to 

curse life,” wrote Mantegazza, encouraging his readers to appreciate work and to not fall 

prey to the vile far niente (‘vile idleness’).373 Glories would achieve widespread 
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popularity, going through thirty-four editions. The circulation of these and similar books 

attests to patriotic middle classes’ anxieties and their conviction that national 

regeneration depended on teaching hard work, sacrifice, and self-sufficiency to the 

masses—whom they considered to be inherently infantile, indolent, and backwards. 

Could Italy develop, and could Italians be free, if these freedoms would simply 

allow them to lapse back into their centuries of idleness? Were they not in need of strict 

cultural reform first?  Risorgimentisti generally feared that, “the liberal subject, founded 

in contract and consent, was no longer viable” for the Italian masses.374 These nation 

makers sought to implement a sort of civic religion to reform Italians through the 

promotion of moral values.375 They particularly valued education, seeing it as a way to 

mold the character of children and adults by making them “obedient, respectful, truthful, 

hardworking, patriotic and accepting of their station in life.”376  

Following the Reunification, nationalists increasingly devoted their energies to 

the inculcation of these ‘moral values.’ This inevitably played a crucial role in the 

gendering of the Italian nation. Risorgimento intellectuals looked to women in particular 

to impart these values upon a new generation of men. Nationalists regarded children’s 

education as “a ‘natural’ extension” of women’s influence in the home,” and pedagogy 

became one of the few acceptable professions for women.377 And because women bore 
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the responsibility of effectively transmitting a sense of obedience and respect for 

authority to children, this meant that women would have to embrace these values before 

any other social group. The educational questione femminile thus became “a central 

theme in the public discourse on the social transformation and modernization of 

Italy.”378  

‘MASCULINE JUDGEMENT’ AND ‘FEMININE FEELING’ 

 

The Risorgimento’s cult of domesticity and the gendered ideas it produced on the 

questione femminile permeated nineteenth-century Italian intellectuals’ perspectives on 

women authors. Some railed against the “unnatural, immoral, and destructive 

misappropriation of writing” by women.379 Novelists, essayists, and others placed great 

emphasis on family, the home and private life, often seeking to reinforce specific ideals 

of femininity: domesticity, morality, patience, sacrifice, and tranquility. Women’s natural 

qualities consisted in, “timid sweetness, graceful weakness, alert docility.” 380 

Furthermore, they had a “very special need to stay at home.”381 Anything transcending 

those boundaries, including writing, was deemed unnatural and sinful.382 Indeed, if in 

the nationalist era woman was idealized, “she was also put firmly into her place,” and 
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“those who did not live up to the ideal were perceived as a menace to society and the 

nation, threatening the established order they were intended to uphold.” 383  

In Italy, these politically charged discourses of femininity colored receptions of 

women intellectuals and their writings.  When Dora D’Istria’s works began circulating 

among Italian readers in the 1860s, many were surprised, as we saw in the previous 

chapter, by her cosmopolitanism. What made her even more extraordinary in the eyes of 

many nineteenth-century intellectuals was that she was a female intellectual. Such 

amazement short-circuited the still-potent Enlightenment dichotomy of masculine reason-

versus-feminine feeling. Some praised D’Istria as a master of both sets of gendered 

attributes. Fredrika Bremer, a Swedish proto-feminist writer and friend of Dora D’Istria, 

commented in 1863 that Les femmes en Orient represented a perfect “union of masculine 

judgement and precision with feminine insight and feeling.”384 A few pages later, 

Bremer described her again as “a noble and gifted woman, in whom a man’s head and a 

woman’s heart are united with singular harmony.”385 Charles Yriarte, whom I have also 

mentioned in the previous chapter, appeared to be positively overwhelmed by D’istria 

when he noted in his Les Portraits Cosmopolites in 1870:  

So many gifts, such a curious personality, such long and brilliant works, immense 

documents, endless efforts, unique explorations and new paths forged in the 

history of the world wouldn’t be worth anything, if she who made a name for 
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herself through her stories and travels had relinquished the graces of her sex and 

made a bargain of her glory; if this Amazon had destroyed the woman.386   

 

Yriarte’s words of amazement reveal of the underlying belief that too much knowledge 

could be harmful to women. Indeed, it might destroy even their femininity. Yriarte’s 

disbelief did not end there. He confessed that he kept searching, in vain, for a sign of her 

‘superstition,’ or her ‘weakness:’ 

I want to sense the woman under this vigorous soul, to find a grain of superstition 

and weakness in this realm of vast and varied knowledge. I want grace to be 

preserved by gaining strength; I am pleased that wrinkles have not darkened and 

withered this thinking face [forehead], that the preoccupations of study do not 

alter the purity of these features, that sensitivity, the source of emotion, is not lost; 

that the soul remains vulnerable to all fears, all impressions, all terrors, but knows 

how to dominate them.387 

 

For individuals like Yriarte, intellectual achievements as wide-ranging as D’Istria’s were 

‘naturally masculine.’ Any woman aspiring towards them put herself in danger of 

‘masculinization.’ In “Illustri Stranieri in Italia,” Angelo De Gubernatis proceeds to 

narrate the encounter between Dora D’Istria and Alexander Von Humboldt as follows 

(emphasis mine): 

Then there is something truly original about her, and I often believe there to be a 

simmering mission in her. If she weren’t a woman, I’d foresee for her a great 

future. As an artist, Dear Rauch, you were first impressed by her beauty and, to be 

truthful, her looks belong to the Greek kind: there couldn’t be a more perfect 
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model for a statue. That forehead, those eyes, that nose, every line of her face, and 

her entire bust are outside of the common. As for me, I also appreciate the 

surprising qualities of her wit. She possesses, in her knowledge of languages, a 

real treasure. And yet, she is not at all what one may call ‘a scholar,’ a 

bluestocking, she is still a woman, albeit gifted with an energy and a strength of a 

truly virile character.388 

 

Her being a woman, then, precluded her the full status of a dotta, a scholar. Von 

Humboldt’s comments, as De Gubernatis’ article paraphrased them, were enmeshed in 

the nineteenth-century gender discourse that sharply distinguished woman from man, 

feeling from intellect.  

Two important implications arose from these gendered dichotomies. On the one 

hand, if she displayed traits perceived to be ‘naturally masculine,’ then she was stepping 

out of her true nature and falling prey to vice, hence undermining her femininity. But if 

she was able to guard her feminine virtues while borrowing from man’s natural abilities, 

then that could earn her some praise, since the binary gender structure was “predicated on 

the notion that reason must triumph over sentiment.”389 D’Istria in Des femmes 

discusses the double standard that accompanies these dichotomies especially in regards to 

morality and judgement: “in the Catholic society, men’s vices are dealt with extreme 
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indulgence (I do not mean this in a speculative manner but in a practical one), whereas 

women’s weaknesses are considered a crime by both public opinion and the law.”390 

De Gubernatis turned his attention from von Humboldt’s comments, and provided 

a number of his own. He wrote, “She has a lively spirit and does not abuse it; she is 

erudite and knowledgeable, and does not abuse it; a virtue that in a man is rare and in a 

woman surprising.”391 He continued, “Foreign to every womanly futility, she studied 

with remarkable seriousness; studying history, she always sought to search for its 

sources.”392 De Gubernatis, celebrating D’Istria’s admirable qualities of love of 

learning, knowledge, and cosmopolitanism, explicitly distinguished George Sand and 

other women writers, whom he considered too rebellious towards their own sex: “Dora 

D'Istria does not want to make the woman neither a slave nor a tyrant of the man and, less 

than of everything, a rebel to her sex, an alter ego, a caricature of man.”393 This was 

why, he explained, “she finds a period of Giorgio Sand's life to be very laughable, as well 

as the behavior of all the jittery and turbulent romantic women who imitated her. 

[...].”394 While D’Istria did criticize Sand for making daring statements based on what 

 
390 D’Istria, Des femmes,1:68. “Dans la société catholique, les vices des hommes sont traités (je ne parle 

pas de la speéculation, mais de la pratique), avec une extrême indulgence, tandis que l’opinion et la loi 

nomment crimes toutes les faiblesses des femmes.” 

391 De Gubernatis, “Illustri Stranieri,” 110. “Ha spirito pronto e vivo, e non ne abusa; è erudita e dotta, e 

non ne abusa; virtù rara in un uomo, in una donna sorprendente.” 

392 Ibid., “Aliena da ogni donnesca futilità con tanta serietà studiava, che, imparando la storia, voleva 

sempre ricercarne le fonti.” 

393 Ibid., 114-5. “Dora D’Istria non vuole fare della donna né una schiava, né una tiranna dell’uomo, e, 

meno poi di tutto, una ribelle al suo sesso, un alter ego, una caricatura dell’uomo.” 

394 Ibid. “Un certo periodo della vita di Giorgio Sand e la condotta di tutte le smaniose e turbolenti donne 

romantiche che l’imitarono, le sembrano assai risibili. […].” 
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she thought were limited socio-historical studies, the Romanian-born intellectual 

considered Sand to be one of the greatest female writers of her time: “Madame Sand has 

revealed herself to be a full-fledged artist and no one disputes her position among the first 

ranks of her country’s literature.”395 De Gubernatis’ main message to female readers, it 

appears, was to emulate D’Istria and avoid becoming caricatures of men.   

In De Gubernatis’ view, woman’s emancipation depended on herself alone. He 

simultaneously condemned men who hindered women’s social progress, writing: 

Woman must emancipate herself from her own prejudices, from her own futility, 

from her ignorance, and the man who holds her back is a barbarian, who should 

be taken care of by us other men to put on the cross. But civilization fortunately 

walks forward, and Dora D'Istria, with her book on women [...] will have 

courageously contributed to making it walk faster.396  

 

Overall, De Gubernatis’ praise for D’Istria was subtly ambivalent in its stance 

towards women’s emancipation. The excerpts above, including Von Humboldt’s alleged 

comment, were clearly meant to convey praise and admiration of D’Istria. But by casting 

her achievements as an exception among women, and not the norm, he and other 

Risorgimentisti reinforced traditional gender discourses. De Gubernatis’ critique of both 

men and women still contained prescriptive guidelines for what Italy’s women 

intellectuals, and female citizens in general, should be.   

 
395 D’Istria, Des femmes,1:65. “Madame Sand c’est révélée tout entière comme artiste, et personne, vous 

le savez, ne lui conteste aujourd’hui un des premiers rangs dans la littérature de son pays.” 

396 De Gubernatis, “Illustri Stranieri,” 114-5. “La donna deve emanciparsi dai propri pregiudizi, dalle 

proprie futilità, dalla propria ignoranza, e l’uomo che ve la trattiene è un barbaro, che dovrebbe essere cura 

di noi altri uomini il mettere in croce. Ma la civiltà fortunatamente cammina, e la Dora D’Istria, col suo 

libro sopra le donne […] avrà coraggiosamente contribuito ad affrettarla.” 
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Many Risorgimentisti envisioned Italy itself as a woman suffering the burdens of 

its female citizens. Indeed, Italy was often more than just a mirror of its women – the fate 

of its women would decide the nation’s future. Gabriella Romani has noted that the 

“patriotic literature, music, and visual art produced during the Risorgimento often 

represented Italy allegorically as a woman, sometimes portrayed in chains (a symbol of 

her oppression) and other times as a mother—a unifying force for the progeny of Italian 

brothers and sisters.”397 The Risorgimentisti, by interlocking the national cause to the 

women’s rights movement, bound the together fates of female subjects and Italy.    

According to some authors, historical traumas also linked not only the present and 

future of women and the nation, but also its past. This posed problems for reform. For 

example, D’Istria’s friend and admirer, Venetian historian Bartolomeo Cecchetti, 

denounced the unjust social laws, modeled after various regulations imposed by previous 

occupations by foreign powers. These made it difficult for women to free themselves 

from their own prejudices in the present. “The sad foreign domination has left behind its 

painful traces,” he lamented, observing how,  “with few exceptions, Italian women still 

retain too many prejudices and too many constraints to be able to perform their task with 

dignity and raise a generation that reassures Italy’s fate, the same fate that was worth the 

blood and sacrifices of its generous sons.”398 Similarly, D’Istria viewed foreign 

 
397 Romani, 391. 

398 Cecchetti, Di alcune opere, 5. “La triste dominazione straniera ci ha lasciato tracce dolorose […] 

tranne poche eccezioni, le donne italiane conservano ancora troppi pregiudizi e troppi vincoli per poter 

assolvere degnamente il proprio compito, e crescere una generazione che assicuri all’Italia le sorti di cui la 

resero degna il sangue e i sacrifizii de’ generosi suoi figli.” 
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despotism as s responsible for the disadvantaged cultural and social position of Italian 

women.399 The Risorgimento association between the nation and women depicted both 

as symbols of suffering, self-sacrificing mother figures. Cecchetti wrote squarely within 

the Risorgimento tradition of anxiety regarding norms of gender, especially motherhood. 

His support for women’s rights, however, had more pronounced liberal roots than most 

nationalist writers. Whereas many of these sought to defend women in order to protect 

their virginity or motherhood, Cecchetti recognized that women’s current legal status 

deprived them of full personhood. Like D’Istria, he advocated intellectual, legal, and 

social equality between men and women:    

Let’s therefore greet with joy the appearance of some genius in the female ranks, 

too, precisely because society imposes upon them the most humble and serious 

bonds; let’s also not fear seeing, in a well-deserved tribute, adulation or a less 

than honest judgement. Instead, let’s admire even more the works of those 

geniuses who managed to break free from the shackles of feminine life, and 

demonstrate that genius is one, no matter which sky it shines under or its outer 

form.400 

 

Cecchetti differed from most nineteenth-century intellectuals who reviewed and 

celebrated D’Istria’s work, for he proposed that a bright mind existed regardless of 

origins and gender. He called on readers to show much greater appreciation for women’s 

intellect, in recognition of the daunting social obstacles female writers faced. For him, 

D’Istria was nothing short of a heroine whose enthusiasm for the Italian nation should 

 
399 D’Istria, Des femmes,1:87. 

400 Cecchetti, Di alcune opere, 8. “Salutiamo adunque con gioia l’apparire di qualche genio anche nelle 

schiere femminili, appunto perché la società gl’impose più umili e gravi legami; né temiamo che in un 

tributo ben meritato si abbia a scorgere l’adulazione o un giudizio men che onesto. Ed ammiriamo invece 

più ancora le opere di quegl’ingegni che seppero svincolarsi dalle pastoie della vita femminile, e mostrare 

che il genio è uno, quale sia il cielo sotto cui brilla, e la forma di cui si riveste.” 
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make Italians proud. 401 Yet, Cecchetti also maintained—and here he fell back in line 

with other Risorgimentisti—that woman’s true domain was affective. Her task was to 

console and support her husband. As such, women were not to mimic men, nor show 

contempt for their fellow woman’s family duties.402 He did not believe that domestic 

obligations should preclude women from pursuing artistic or scientific vocations. In this 

way, women engaging in these pursuits should no longer be considered exceptions within 

their gender: “I would love to have the inspired accent of that orator,” he proclaimed, 

“and add that it’s not just in the industry of crafts that we’d be happy to encounter 

woman’s patient work, but also in the field of sciences, letters and fine arts, so that the 

talents of women competing with men in the exercise of the intellect are no longer 

pointed at as strange exceptions.”403 

DORA D’ISTRIA AND “THE INTEREST OF PUBLIC AND PRIVATE MORALITY” 

Other authors twisted D’Istria’s words, finding within her publications and life 

example arguments for very traditional gender roles. Carlo Francesco Gabba’s The 

Woman Question and the Princess Dora D’Istria [La Questione Femminile e la 

 
401 Ibid., 15.  

402 Ibid., 22. “Noi non intendiamo che l’emancipazione della donna consista nello scimmieggiar gli usi 

maschili, nel disprezzo dei gravi ufficii della famiglia, nella freddezza di quei vincoli che ha stretto in nome 

dell’amore; poiché essa non deve obbliar mai che il suo vero dominio è quello degli affetti, e le sue cure 

debbono circondare, come un filo nascosto ma continuo, i giorni dell’uomo, e consolargli le avversità della 

sorte. Ma se la donna sortì elevata intelligenza, e gli agi della vita le resero facile lo arricchirsi di svariate 

cognizioni, noi crediamo che le incomba il debito di applicare la mente a qualche ramo della scienza o della 

letteratura.”  

403 Cecchetti, Di Alcune Opere, 22. “Vorrei possedere l’accento ispirato di quell’oratore, e aggiungere che 

non è sola la palestra delle industrie e dei mestieri in cui saremmo lieti d’incontrarci nella paziente opera 

della donna; ma il campo delle scienze, delle lettere e delle arti belle, onde non fossero più additati come 

strane eccezioni gl’ingegni femminili che gareggiano coll’uomo nell’esercizio dell’intelletto.”  
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Principessa Dora D’Istria (1865)] demonstrated nationalists’ ability to transform the 

women’s emancipation movement into conservative moral advice. Gabba, a jurist and 

professor at the University of Pisa, had long had a keen interest in the questione 

femminile.404  

Gabba soon became interested in D’Istria. When she published Des femmes par 

une femme in 1865, she immediately caught the attention of Gabba: “I took it upon 

myself to say something about her,” he noted, “for [her works’] importance, [and] to 

seize the moment and introduce my fellow nationals to one of the most illustrious women 

of our time.”405 As we have seen, D’Istria also admired Gabba and cited his works, 

especially when discussing divorce and husbands’ authorizations to women allowing 

them to undertake legal or commercial actions.  

Reciprocating her admiration, Gabba introduced D’Istria to his readers as an 

example of a woman whose intelligence was so exceptionally rare, that other women 

would hardly be able emulate.406 Her monograph constituted, according to his 

judgement, one of the most fascinating works on the matter yet published. 407 He 

enthusiastically praised D’Istria’s efforts to improve women’s social and legal conditions: 

 
404 Gabba had previously published a number of works on the topic, including On Woman’s Legal 

Condition in the French, Austrian, and Sardinian Legislations [Della Condizione Giuridica delle Donne 

nelle Legislazioni Francese, Austriaca e Sarda, 1861] and On Woman’s Legal Condition, Studies and 

Comparisons [Della Condizione Giuridica delle Donne, Studi e Confronti, 1862]. 

405 Carlo Francesco Gabba, La Questione Femminile e la principessa Dora D’Istria. (Firenze: Le 

Monnier, 1865), 9. “Io mi sono proposto di dirne qualcosa, sia pel motivo della loro importanza, sia per 

cogliere l’occasione di far conoscere ai miei connazionali una delle più illustri donne del nostro secolo.” 

406 Ibid., 9-10. “Una donna di questa tempra è di certo una delle più notevoli originalità femminili, è un 

raro esempio, assai difficile ad imitarsi.” 

407 Ibid., 11. 
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Preparing a better and more equal condition of women, pointing to the wrongs of 

opinions and legislations aimed at them, seems to be one of the main principles of 

Dora d'Istria’s literary life. A nobler cause could not be defended by a more valid 

champion. Her experience, the extensive knowledge of the laws and the character 

of various peoples, a soul as generous as it is alienated from prejudices and 

exaggerations, put Dora d'Istria in a position to appreciate and conciliate with 

wisdom and prudence all the multiple interests involved in such a serious 

question.408 

 

Gabba’s introduction compared his views to those held by D’Istria:  

If one has faith in freedom and equality, if one really wants every human being to 

be worth a citizen, how can one tolerate that half of the human race, and precisely 

that which has the greatest influence on the education of youth, is not in turn 

educated to those great principles?409  

 

Like D’Istria, Gabba believed a nation’s achievement of freedom and independence 

depended on the legal conditions of its women. But Gabba’s definition of ‘rights,’ despite 

its emancipatory nuances, fell firmly within traditional gender roles.  

Interlacing his review of Des femmes par une femme with personal reflections 

pertaining to the questione femminile, Gabba focused his attention on three main points: 

women’s right to education, their right to divorce, and paternity suits. Like D’Istria, 

Gabba favored women’s divorce rights. He supported the dissolution of marriage 

primarily due to the frequency of adultery and the importance of enabling divorce so that 

the aggrieved could preserve family and personal honor. “I am convinced that, at least for 

 
408 Ibid. “Preparare una migliore e più equa condizione delle donne, additando i torti della opinione e della 

legislazione a loro riguardo, sembra essere uno dei principali assunti della vita letteraria della Dora D’Istria. 

Più nobile causa non poteva essere difesa da più valido campione. La propria esperienza, le estese 

cognizioni delle leggi e della indole dei vari popoli, un animo generoso, e alieno del pari dai pregiudizi e 

dalle esagerazioni, ponevano la Dora D’Istria in grado di apprezzare e conciliare con senno e prudenza tutti 

i moltiplici interessi involti in così grave quistione [sic].”  

409 Ibid., 5. “Se si ha fede nella libertà e nella eguaglianza, se si vuole davvero che ogni uomo valga un 

cittadino, come è possibile tollerare che una metà del genere umano, e quella precisamente che ha maggiore 

influenza sulla educazione della gioventù, non venga educata alla sua volta a quei grandi principii?” 
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reasons of adultery,” he declared, “marriage should be declared dissoluble in the interest 

of public and private morality.”410 Legal prohibitions of divorce for adultery causes 

contribute nothing to the nation’s moral conditions and might damage the reputations of 

honest men.411 Despite Gabba’s superficially progressive argument regarding women’s 

divorce rights, his fundamental concerns lay with masculine honor.  

Paternity suits, originally forbidden by Article 340 of the Napoleonic Code due to 

the French Revolution’s rejection of the importance of biological paternity, likewise gave 

rise to major controversies in post-unification Italy.412 The greatest debate about 

paternity suits came as Italian jurists and advocates for women’s emancipation responded 

to the state’s ongoing elaboration of the 1865 Italian Civil Code (Codice Pisanelli), 

which some jurists intended to model after the Napoleonic Code.413 Gabba lent his voice 

to this debate, citing D’Istria to buttress his support for women’s right to launch paternity 

suits. Indeed, “in name of the equality-in-difference principle,” she demanded laws that 

better regulated and allowed mothers to search for their child’s paternity.414 D’Istria’s 

take on the Napoleonic code was that it was unjust and immoral. In Des femmes, she 

 
410 Ibid., 19. “Nell’interesse della moralità pubblica e privata, io sono convinto che, almeno per causa di 

adulterio, il matrimonio dovrebbe essere dichiarato dissolubile.” 

411 Ibid., 20. “No, non è questo il modo di migliorare la condizione morale del popolo; non è nemmeno 

questo il concetto che il secolo nostro si formi del matrimonio, per quanto lo si dica un secolo corrotto; la 

proibizione del divorzio per adulterio è uno scandalo, ed un insulto per gli uomini onesti […].” 

412 Lieve Spaas. “Mythical Constructs and Social Realities” in Paternity and Fatherhood: Myths and 

Realities, ed. Lieve Spaas and Trista Selous. (London: Macmillan Press LTD, 1998), 3. 

413 Sylvia Junko Yanagisako. Producing Culture and Capital: Family Firms in Italy (Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 2002), 168. 

414 D’Istria, Des femmes,1:89. “[La création pour les mères] d’une loi sur la recherche de la paternité […] 

au nom du principe de l’égalité dans la différence.”  
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reminds the reader of Napoleon’s indifference towards women’s rights, as she denounces 

the lack of morality in his legislation:  

Belonging to the Italian nation, whose women had, at the end of the eighteenth 

century, lost all influence, inclined to maintain despotic traditions everywhere, 

restorer of the Roman Church in France, he should be far more preoccupied with 

the souvenirs of the old regime than with the aspirations of the modern world. Is it 

really astonishing when, the Republic, the Empire, the Restoration have shown in 

this matter a spirit so little philosophical, contradictions, gaps, and even—in some 

cases—the lack of morality in legislation. While opinions remain vigorous for the 

girls who let themselves be seduced, the code never punishes seduction itself. 415 

 

He wrote, “also with respect to the so-called search for natural paternity, I fully 

share Mrs. Dora D’Istria’s conviction that it should be allowed, in the interest of public 

and private morality.”416 He denounced Article 340 because it was immoral and unjust, 

for it, “has the effect of punishing those unfortunate girls, victims of seduction; forcing 

them to bear alone, in addition to the dishonor, the economic consequences of their 

mistake.”417 Provocatively, Gabba insisted that it would not be exaggerated to state that 

by implementing such a law the legislator would be directly responsible for increasing 

the number of infanticides.418 His concern with infanticide was in lockstep with many 

 
415 Ibid., 87. “Appartenant à la nation italienne, che laquelle la femme avait, à la fin du XVIII siècle, perdu 

toute influence ; porté à maintenir partout le traditions despotique ; restaurateur de l’Église romaine en 

France ; il devait se préoccuper beaucoup plus des souvenirs de l’ancien régime que des aspirations du 

monde moderne. Faut-il s’étonner, quand la République, l’Empire, la Restauration, ont montré dans cette 

question un esprit si peu philosophique, des lacunes, des contradictions et même, dans certains cas, du peu 

de moralité de la législation ? Tandis que l’opinion est rigoureuse pour les filles qui se laissent séduire, le 

code ne punit jamais la séduction.” 

416 Gabba, 23. “Anche rispetto alla cosidetta ricerca della paternità naturale, io divido pienamente, come 

già dissi, la convinzione della signora Dora D’Istria che la si debba permettere, nell’interesse della moralità 

pubblica e privata.” 

417 Ibid., 24. “Ha per effetto di condannare quelle disgraziate fanciulle, che furono vittime della seduzione, 

a sopportar sole, oltre al disonore, anche le conseguenze economiche del loro fallo.”  

418 Ibid. 
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legal theorists and cultural critics in post-Unification Italy.419 Not all of their attention 

focused on the unborn, however. The infanticidal mother was also at heart of this 

perceived crisis. To many intellectuals, infanticide and infanticidal mothers were 

emblematic the nation’s cultural, political, and social problems.420 As such, the Article 

340 debate and its implications for women’s rights added to the Risorgimento anxieties 

about ‘making Italians’.  

Children of illegitimate birth also generated national anxiety. Between 1865-

1879, Italy’s illegitimacy rate was at approximately 6.5 percent, which resulted in many 

of these mothers abandoning their bastards at foundling homes.421 Gabba’s writings 

pulsated with indignation as he denounced the Napoleonic Code for prohibiting women 

from pursuing their children’s fathers in court: “If there is a time in which the sad effects 

of a Civil Code article should worry legislators, it is certainly our time, in which the high 

risk run by the virtues of these poor girls can be proven by the increasing numbers of 

illegitimate births.”422 In Gabba’s view, any law unjust to women was particularly 

immoral in character, this was no exception. Surprised that no one before Dora D’Istria 

had discussed this problem, he exclaimed:  

 
419 Ibid. “Sarebbe forse un’esagerazione il dire che il legislatore contribuisce in tal maniera a far crescere 

il numero degli infanticidi?” 

420 Stewart-Steinberg, 184. 

421 Kertzer, David I. "Gender Ideology and Infant Abandonment in Nineteenth-Century Italy." The 

Journal of Interdisciplinary History 22, no. 1 (1991): 8. doi:10.2307/204563. “[In Italy,] An average of 6.5 

percent of births were considered illegitimate, for a total of 1,046,057 illegitimate births in this fifteen-year 

period [1865-1879]. Of this total, 536,217 were abandoned.”  

422 Gabba, 24. “Se vi ha tempo in cui si tristi effetti di un articolo di codice debbano preoccupare i 

legislatori, gli è certamente il nostro, mentre i cresciuti pericoli per la virtù delle fanciulle povere sono 

provati dal numero, quasi dappertutto crescente delle nascite illegittime.” 
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Who can be amazed that, even in this subject, as in so many other, the reasons of 

justice ought not oppose those of morality, and that an unjust law towards women 

in particular conceals a great immorality? It is rather surprising to me that, before 

the Dora D'Istria, no woman has raised her voice against a law, compared to 

which there can be no other more injurious and more oppressive for the female 

sex.423 

 

The Pisanelli Code of 1865 would not, ultimately, allow women to seek of paternity. This 

led Gabba to denounce it as the result of rushed law-making that borrowed uncritically 

from the Napoleonic Code.424  

Gabba may have shared the same political goals as D’Istria, and while he praised 

her contributions, he had done so selectively. His views, while clad in a veil of 

emancipationism, were fundamentally traditional. They played wholly into the era’s 

national cult of domesticity. This is clear from his considerations of women’s education 

in relation to their ‘natural’ vocations as mothers and caregivers. He denounced whoever 

advocated for expanding women’s role in society outside the home. Seeking to transcend 

their ‘natural calling’ would irreversibly compromise a woman’s moral values: 

The private and public orders are too shaken nowadays for us to try to upset, in 

cold blood, the fundamental distinction of duties which nature established 

between the two halves of the human race. Do the supporters of this revolution 

not reflect on the fact that, within the circle of domestic life, woman can rise, 

under the impulse of a maternal feeling, to the most sublime degree of virtue and 

 
423 Ibid., 25. “Ma chi può farsi meraviglia, che anche in questo subbietto, come in tanti altri, le ragioni 

della giustizia non siano contrarie a quelle della morale, e che una legge ingiusta verso le donne in 

particolare celi una grande immoralità? A me fa piuttosto meraviglia che prima della Dora D’Istria nessuna 

donna abbia alzata la voce contro una legge, di cui non può darsi altra più ingiuriosa e più oppressiva pel 

sesso femminile.” 

424 Ibid. “Con molto dispiacere vidi accolto anche nell’ultimo progetto di un Codice civile italiano il 

principio francese [del Codice Napoleone sulla paternità], che la paternità non si possa provare in giudizio, 

ad onta che il contrario principio fosse in vigore da tanti anni in Lombardia, e nella Toscana, e questi popoli 

non se ne lagnassero. È questo per me un nuovo motivo di deplorare che quel progetto sia stato preparato 

con si poca calma di studi, e di far voto che anche in Italia si facciano libere riunioni di giuristi, come si 

fanno da parecchi anni in Germania, con sì buoni risultati.”  
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dignity; whereas outside of it she can descend as low as the sphere of courtesans? 

The much-invoked reform of the moral and intellectual education of the Italian 

woman cannot have a better purpose, in my belief, than to enable her to fulfill her 

family mission in front of her husband and children in a way worthy of our 

times.425 

 

Gabba’s use of D’Istria’s publications allowed him to express his personal 

anxieties regarding Italian women’s proper social role in the new nation. While he 

praised D’Istria’s vast intellect on numerous occasions, on the other hand, he believed 

she was the exception that proved the rule of women’s subordinacy and domesticity.426 

Women in ordinary conditions could only make use of their intellectual industriousness 

for a short period of time, namely, in the years before they married and had 

children.427Gabba did support their right to vote in elections. He opposed their right to 

run for office as ministers or members of the parliament, however.  

As we will see, Gabba’s rationale for limiting women’s political participation 

suitably demonstrates the visceral fear of moral upheaval that plagued many 

Risorgimentisti. He railed: 

 
425 Ibid., 15. “Assai è scosso al di d’oggi l’ordine privato e pubblico, perché si possa tentare a sangue 

freddo di sconvolgere anche quella fondamentale distinzione di uffici, che la natura stabilì fra le due metà 

del genere umano. Non riflettono i fautori di questa rivoluzione che nella cerchia della vita domestica la 

donna può elevarsi al più sublime grado di virtù e di dignità sotto l’impulso de sentimento materno, mentre 

fuori di quella può scendere giù fino alla sfera delle cortigiane? La tanto invocata riforma dell’educazione 

morale e intellettuale della donna italiana non può avere altro miglior scopo, a mio credere, che di metterla 

in grado di adempire la sua missione famigliare di fronte al marito ed ai figli in una maniera degna dei 

nostri tempi.” 

426 Ibid., 16. “Qualcuno mi domanderà: che posto rimane nel vostro sistema alle donne letterate, e 

scienziate, di cui pur faceste elogio? Per me, lo dico apertamente, donne cosiffatte non possono essere che 

eccezioni.” 

427 Ibid. “Nelle condizioni normali e ordinarie della vita della donna, l’operosità intellettuale non può 

occupare che brevi intervalli, fin quando almeno non sia finito il periodo della maternità e della 

educazione.” 
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I see no harm, for example, in granting women the right to elect both municipal 

and parliamentary deputies; for it seems to me that the intellectual and moral 

attitude necessary to this obligation is not and cannot be the exclusive privilege of 

men. But I wouldn’t go any further; I wouldn’t be able to picture women in 

parliament and ministries. […] In my opinion, the priest of the family is the 

mother, and I don’t believe that her mission would be any less spiritual than that 

of the priest.428 

 

Gabba’s anxiety becomes apparent again in his attempt to cast D’Istria’s opinions as 

being in line with own, in spite of their obvious differences. He attested, “the praise that 

the illustrious author devotes to women’s intellectual abilities does not prevent her from 

regarding as a primary feminine mission that of dedicating oneself to family, her main 

purpose being the husband and the offspring,” he wrote. 429 Moreover, he claimed, “she 

makes [this] quite clear, declaring that public functions and offices are not suitable to 

women.” 430 Gabba proceeded to elaborate his opinion by highlighting his ostensible 

agreement with D’Istria’s beliefs: “I fully share this opinion of hers, and I am intimately 

persuaded that humanity in its entirety has not deluded itself by so far maintaining that 

domestic life absorbs a much larger part of women’s existence than of men. The opposite 

I believe to be false and dangerous for society.”431 By contrast, according to D’Istria, the 

 
428 Ibid. “Io non vedo, per esempio, che mal ci sarebbe ad accordare anche alle donne il diritto di eleggere 

i deputati sia comunali sia parlamentari; imperocchè mi pare che l’attitudine intellettuale e morale 

necessaria a tale ufficio non è e né può essere privilegio esclusivo degli uomini. Ma non andrei più in là; le 

donne in parlamento e nei ministeri non me le saprei figurare. […] per me il primo sacerdote della famiglia 

è la madre, e la missione di questa non mi pare meno spirituale di quella del prete.” 

429 Ibid., 14-15. “L’elogio che l’illustre autrice fa delle attitudini intellettuali delle donne non le impedisce 

però di riguardare siccome principale e ordinaria missione femminile quella di dedicarsi alla famiglia, a pro 

del marito e della prole.” 

430 Ibid. “Essa lo fa comprendere abbastanza, dichiarando che le pubbliche funzioni e gli uffici pubblici 

non si addicono alle donne.”  

431 Ibid. “Io divido pienamente questa sua opinione, e sono intimamente persuaso che l’umanità tutta 

quanta non si è ingannata ritenendo fino ad ora che la vita domestica assorbe una parte molto maggiore 
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“duties of maternity prevent women from performing a function according to her 

capacity, obliging her to undergo the protectorate of man.”432 The following quote 

leaves little doubt on D’Istria’s position regarding women’s access to public offices: 

“when one believes that women can govern the state, there is no reason to exclude 

subjects from political life.”433   

Gabba’s blatant effort to employ D’Istria’s book as a vehicle for the dissemination 

of his own convictions also demonstrates how nationalists appropriated proto-feminist 

texts for nationalist purposes. D’Istria’s political standpoints differed starkly with 

Gabba’s. While she didn’t deny women were naturally inclined to be caregivers, wives, 

and mothers, she strongly believed that women’s function in society well transcended 

these roles. In the first volume of Des femmes par une femme, she denounced Italian 

women’s exclusion from public life. She vocally encouraged their participation in the 

country’s intellectual and political movements:  

Italian women did not remain more foreign to the intellectual movement than to 

the political aspirations of their country. They took an active part in the literary 

life, at a time when German and French women were absorbed only in the care of 

the household. But when one reflects about it, it’s not surprising to see a situation 

that so sadly contrasts with the state of Italy under overthrown governments in 

1859 and the year 1860. The influence of Platonism early on taught the peninsular 

writers to see women as worthy to participate in the highest concerns of the 

 
dell’esistenza della donna che di quella dell’uomo. Il contrario avviso io lo credo falso, e pericoloso per la 

società.” 

432 D’Istria, Des femmes 1:74. “Les devoirs de la maternité l’empêchant de remplir une fonction suivant sa 

capacité, y et l'obligeant à subir le protectorat de l'homme.” 

433 Ibid., 86. “Quand on croit qu’une femme peut gouverner l’État, on n’aucune raison pour exclure ses 

sujettes de la vie politique.” 
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nation. After Dante and after Petrarch, it was difficult to treat Beatrice's sisters as 

an 'inferior species'. 434 

 

D’Istria’s observation called upon Italian Risorgimentisti to treat women as equal to men. 

She relied on two figures emblematic of the new nation: Dante and Petrarch. They had 

promoted women’s importance in public life, and challenged the idea that society thrives 

best if women were relegated to the home.  

Gabba, like Mazzini, was thus a ‘pseudo-emancipationist.’ These men’s 

involvement with the movement for women’s rights responded not to a concern with 

female equality but to undercurrents of moral anxiety about men’s honor, infanticide, and 

illegitimacy. The emancipation movement was a vehicle not to work towards women’s 

freedom, but an opportunity for them to mold the questione femminile towards their 

morally conservative advancement of nationalism. 

 

GENDER DISCOURSES BETWEEN OLD AND NEW POLITICAL ORDERS 

This chapter’s exploration of Risorgimentisti reactions to D’Istria’s work offers a 

look into Italy’s reaction to female intellectuals, nationalists’ complex debates about 

women’s rights, and these authors’ quests to forge a nation ruled by traditional gender 

 
434 Ibid., 254. “Les Italiennes ne restèrent pas plus étrangères au mouvement intellectuel qu’aux 

aspirations politiques de leur pays. Elles prirent une part active à la vie littéraire, à une époque où les 

femmes allemandes et françaises étaient uniquement absorbées par les soins du ménage. Mais, en y 

réfléchissant vous ne serez pas surprise d’une situation qui contraste si tristement avec l’état de l’Italie sous 

les gouvernements renversés en 1859 et an 1860. L’influence du Platonisme apprit de bonne heure aux 

écrivains de la Péninsule à regarder les femmes comme dignes de participer aux préoccupations les plus 

élevées de la nation. Après Dante et après Pétrarque, il était difficile de traiter comme une ‘espèce 

inférieure’ les sœurs de Beatrice.” 
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values. Nationalists associated Italianità with a lack of discipline, indolence, and a 

childlike nature, and sought to masculinize and reinvigorate its peoples’ morals and work 

ethic.435 The moderate leadership of the young nation set out to address these problems 

by prioritizing not the liberal principles of individual freedom, which D’Istria held dear, 

but values aimed at improving the country’s moral character.436 Core to Italy’s moral 

regeneration was the state’s education of women, and through them, the children who 

would become the nation’s mothers and male defenders. Risorgimentisti believed that 

women’s education would disseminate values of self-sacrifice, and obedience.  

These jurists and critics’ opinions on women’s rights nonetheless varied, as 

demonstrable by discussions that emerge from Dora D’Istria’s reception. Their 

discussions on her publications and politics exemplify what Stewart-Steinberg has called 

“an ego of anxiety,”437 caused by the era’s frayed political order, which posed a range of 

fundamental dilemmas regarding old and new values. These thinkers were torn between 

committing to a liberal bourgeois culture or adhering to traditionalism. Such ambivalence 

of Italian nation makers appears vividly in their reviews of D’Istria’s works. Their visions 

of women’s rights and of ‘femininity’ oscillated between the old and the new, between 

woman-as-domestic or as a politically-engaged illustra letterata like D’Istria herself.  

Ultimately, Italy’s moral conservatives triumphed. This spelled hard times for 

D’Istria’s reputation. Her freedom-based liberalism lost to the traditionalism of post-

 
435 Stewart-Steinberg, 2-3.  

436 Re, 159 and Duggan, 282. 

437 Stewart-Steinberg, 4. 
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unification Italy. This confirms George L. Mosse’s observation that historically, 

“nationalism had a special affinity for male society and together with the concept of 

respectability legitimized the dominance of men over women.”438   

Indeed, nationalist men only were briefly interested women’s advancement. They 

debated liberal proto-feminist only briefly. In 1865, the new Pisanelli Civil Code 

thwarted the hopes and aspirations of many female intellectuals interested in the 

betterment of Italian women’s social conditions. A disappointed Anna Maria Mozzoni 

would note, “the failure of the new Italian civil code to measure up to the standards set by 

developments in women’s rights in countries as diverse as England, Prussia, Austria, and 

the United States constituted a betrayal of the Risorgimento promises of progress for 

women and the nation at large.”439  

The questione femminile, now subordinated by the nationalist movement, 

subsequently failed to achieve a political identity autonomous from nationalism.  Dora 

D’Istria’s liberal politics could not flourish in the increasingly male-centered, 

traditionally moralist political climate of post-unification Italy. The importance she 

assigned to the individual, and therefore to women, clashed with concepts of ‘femininity’ 

and gender imposed by Risorgimento nation makers. 

 

MEMORIES AND TRAVELS 

 

 
438 Mosse, 91. 

439 Re, 161. 
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D’Istria continued living in Florence for most of her life. She published 

prolifically, and towards her life’s end turned her interests towards India and Asia. This 

was in part due to the influence of De Gubernatis (with whom she remained friend and 

continued to collaborate with for years to come) and his Orientalist studies. In August 

1880, she traveled to the United States, and settled in the seaside resort town of 

Swampscott, Massachusetts.440 Her stay was well-reported by ‘a Correspondent of the 

Tribune’ to The Literary News. “Less for the collecting of material for her future 

writing,” her trip served to “secure a season of repose, impossible in her home in 

Florence.” 441 The anonymous writer described her as follows: 

As lovely socially as she is gifted and accomplished, she attracts a throng of 

visitors, whom she receives with the free courtesy of gentle breeding. In a two or 

three hours’ conversation with her I found a woman nobly simple in manner. Her 

English is pure and remarkably free from foreign idioms. She expresses herself 

with ease. ‘I do ask you to correct one thing for me,’ she said, among her first 

remarks. ‘A lady has said of me that I was divorced. Now, if this were true she 

would be right to say it, but this is not true.’ 

[…] Dora D’Istria is now a woman fifty years of age. She has grown stout with 

years but retains marked personal beauty.442 

 

Her exact date of return to Florence is unclear. However, what is certain is that she 

resumed publishing and traveling during her final eight years in Florence. In her villino, 

she hosted gatherings which many of Florence’s most illustrious intellectuals attended, 

including Anna Maria Mozzoni, Paolo Mantegazza, Carlo Francesco Gabba, Angelo De 

 
440 Anonymous, “The Princess Dora D’Istria,” The Literary News 1, (1880): 207-208 

441 Ibid. 

442 Ibid., 207. 
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Gubernatis, Julia Ward Howe, and Maria Antonietta Torriani.443 De Gubernatis would 

later record these events and remember D’Istria in his memoir Fibra: Pagine di ricordi 

(Rome, 1900). He wrote, “among the illustrious foreign women that I met, the first place, 

as a friend, belongs to Dora D’Istria.”444 He candidly narrated their friendship from their 

first encounter, before tracing her life’s developments, publications, and major 

experiences in detail. Described as private in nature, D’Istria rarely attended Florence’s 

intellectual salons. She preferred instead to devote long hours to her research at her 

villino, where she also hosted small, private parties. De Gubernatis describes her home as 

a “true intellectual court,” where all of her admirer’s and friends were welcome. 445 De 

Gubernatis also mentions D’Istria’s plans to travel to India with him following her trip to 

the United States. Ultimately though, she relented and decided instead to stay in Florence 

with her Newfoundland dog, Brahma.446 A window into D’Istria’s private life while also 

an ode to her public figure, De Gubernatis’ memoir was one of the few works scholars 

dedicated to her after her passing.  

D’Istria passed away in her Florentine Villa d’Istria home on November 17, 1888. 

The public memory of D’Istria and her works, for the most part of the twentieth century, 

soon fell into oblivion. In 1908, the municipal government of Florence named a piazza in 

 
443 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 298. 

444 De Gubernatis, Fibra. Pagine di ricordi (Rome: Forzani e Tipografi del Senato, 1900), 349. “Tra le 

donne straniere illustri che io conobbi, il primo posto, come amica, spetta a Dora D’Istria.” 

445 Ibid., 352. 

446 Ibid., 353. 
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her honor, only to rename it only four years later as Piazza Torino.447 Her villa was later 

demolished and the fate of her personal belongings such as furniture, objects, books, and 

notes remain unknown. Her oblivion within Italy’s collective memory had begun only 

decades after her death, an oblivion which remains to this day, save for a handful of 

scholars around the world.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
447 D’Alessandri, Il pensiero, 304. 
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Conclusion 

Dora D’Istria was an intellectual whose thought developed between different 

political and cultural realms. She crossed physical and cultural boundaries and, like the 

Ister river in her name, she connected distinct spatial regions through the circulation of 

her works. Her letters, articles, essays, and books occupied a liminal space between 

Eastern and Western cultures and populations. With a strong sense of justice and 

freedom, she found identity in difference. As a cosmopolitan, she sought to fight for the 

right of different cultures to exist as nations. As a woman, she fought against prejudice.  

The originality of this dissertation lies in its endeavor to address certain 

contradictions emerging from the dynamics between Dora D’Istria’s cosmopolitanism 

parallel to her nationalism, and her devotion to women’s emancipation amidst an 

increasingly masculine movement that was nationalism. By contextualizing my analysis 

in the Italian scenario, and through a study of D’Istria’s reception in Italy, I have sought 

to contribute to our understanding of nationalist and gender discourses in the Italian 

Risorgimento. Drawing from the notions of space, boundaries, and agency in Patrizia 

Sambuco’s Italian Women Writers, in Chapter One I introduced the reader to the 

complexities that Dora D’Istria embodies. I began with an exploration of her early 

education and travels and then proceeded to focus on her transformation from Elena 

Ghica to Dora D’Istria. My analysis of her works and letters shows that D’Istria’s 

complex identity is intrinsically tied to her challenging physical boundaries and cultural 

limitations. In Chapter Two, I showed that D’Istria found the Italian nation to be a perfect 

embodiment of the complex interrelation between nationalism and the issue of education, 
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especially that of women. D’Istria’s aesthetical appeal for Italy converged with her 

intellectual and social interests, and this led her to make a home for herself in Florence. 

In this chapter I examined Italy’s literary nationalism and the educational discourse, in 

connection to Dora D’Istria’s thought on Italian national regeneration.  

Chapter Three argued that D’Istria cosmopolitanism does not stand in opposition 

to her nationalism. Drawing from Esther Wohlgemut’s study of Lord Byron in Romantic 

Cosmopolitanism (2009), I demonstrated this by tracing her influences back to thinkers of 

the Enlightenment era and their ideas of cosmopolitanism. Furthermore, I also focus on 

D’Istria’s reception as a worldly intellectual to show that her cosmopolitanism did not 

hinder Italian Risorgimento nation makers from imagining her as an Italian patriot, and as 

a force that would help create a unified sense of belonging among Italians.  

The fourth Chapter of this dissertation discusses the reception of Dora D’Istria 

through the lens of gender discourse. By analyzing articles and essays that circulated in 

nineteenth-century Italy, in this final chapter I discuss the moral anxieties that pervaded 

the national discourse in the Italian Risorgimento. I demonstrate that D’Istria’s ideas on 

individual freedom and independence proved incompatible with the moral principles that 

Italian nationalists deemed necessary for the ‘making of Italians,’ and hence for the 

construction of a shared sense of belonging. In my analysis of the preoccupation with 

morals and individual performance as a driving force in the creation of traditional ideas 

of ‘femininity’ and ‘masculinity,’ I refer to Suzanne Stewart-Steinberg’s The Pinocchio 

Effect. On Making Italians (1860-1920) (2007) and Lucia Re’s “Passion and Sexual 

Difference” (2001). Such moral and ideological anxieties come to light in my study of the 
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articles and essays penned by Italian nation-makers reviewing Dora D’Istria’s works. 

George L. Mosse’s argument about the nation’s inherently ‘masculine’ nature in his 

Nationalism and Sexuality has also aided me in further discussing the ultimate triumph of 

traditional gender roles in Italian national discourse. Lastly, I argued that the nineteenth-

century proto-feminist movement was ultimately overshadowed by the nationalist cause. 

I supported my argument by adopting R. Radhakrishnan’s critical approach in 

“Nationalism, Gender, and the Narrative of Identity” (1992), which raises the question of 

certain movements, such as that for women’s rights, having to adopt a nationalist 

expression for it to be considered ‘political’ and therefore, viewed as legitimate.448 The 

questione femminile in the Risorgimento, and with it the liberal ideas of a female 

cosmopolitan intellectual like Dora D’Istria, were briefly acknowledged as political 

within the nineteenth national discourse. I contend that, for the most part, women’s rights 

movements were instrumentalised towards the production of traditional gender discourses 

and hence, to the benefit of the nation itself.  

Although this study of D’Istria within the Risorgimento context has touched on 

many of her works and numerous sources attesting to her reception in nineteenth-century 

Italy, much work remains to be done. This dissertation is by no means exhaustive. Her 

immense body of works and the variety of topics she develops within impressively 

diverse cultural and political contexts have made it hard for scholars to categorize her. As 

someone who identified herself as Greek, Romanian, Albanian, Italian, and as an 

 
448Radhakrishnan, 78 
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intellectual with such a wide range of studies and publications, Dora D’Istria’s multi-

faceted figure opens many research paths. It would be interesting to put her works in 

dialogue with other nineteenth-century Italian poets and writers, but also intellectuals 

outside of Italy. An in-depth look into the intersection of identity, self-identification, and 

social boundaries through the lens of Dora D’Istria within specific national contexts 

would certainly prove enriching the field of contemporary literary criticism. It would also 

be interesting to investigate in what ways Dora D’Istria’s vision of ‘progress’ and 

‘civilization’ in her writings on the Ottoman Empire and India, for example, come to 

reflect cultural constructions of ‘uncivilized societies,’ or ‘Otherness.’ Post-colonial 

theory such as Edward Said’s groundbreaking Orientalism (1978) would be particularly 

useful in discussing the rampant Orientalizing discourses generated by nineteenth-century 

traveling writers and their ‘Western gaze.’    

A large obstacle that scholars face when studying Dora D’Istria is that, 

unfortunately, many of her letters, manuscripts, and diaries remain lost to this day. Most 

of her belongings went up for sale when she died, another reflection of her status as a 

forgotten intellectual. It would undoubtedly take a diligent researcher to reunite a lot of 

what survives of Dora D’Istria, mostly correspondences scattered between archives in 

Italy, Romania, Greece, and Albania, as well as antique shops across Europe. It is my 

hope that this dissertation moves us a step closer towards remembering the immense 

cultural value and importance of her works.  

 

 

 



 171 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bibliography 

 

Archival and Primary Sources 

 

Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze (BNCF): 

 

 

Carteggio De Gubernatis: 

 

 Dora D’Istria to Angelo De Gubernatis, 20 April 1867. 

 

Angelo De Gubernatis, 20 April 1867. 

 

Dora D’Istria to Angelo De Gubernatis, 24 July. 

 

  Dora D’Istria to Angelo De Gubernatis, Rapallo, 6 October 1870,  

cassa 63—n.62.-D, n.55. 

 

Dora D’Istria to Angelo De Gubernatis, 17 October 1870. 

 

Dora D’Istria to Angelo De Gubernatis, 22 October 1870. 

 

 

Carteggi Vari 

 

Dora D’Istria to Francesco Protonotari, Carteggi Vari, cass. 277, n. 104. 

 

Dora D’Istria to Angelo De Gubernatis in, Carteggi Vari, cass. 63, n. 1. 

  Raccolta Emilia Peruzzi: 

 

Dora D’Istria to Emilia Peruzzi, December 18, 1870, cassa 106, n. 9, n.2. 

 

Elena Koltzoff-Massalsky to Gheorghe Ghica, January 21, 1854. 



 172 

 

 

Anonymous. “Dora D’Istria.” Scribner’s Monthly. An Illustrated Magazine for the 

People, conducted by F. G. Holland 17, no. 1 (November 1879): 225-233. 

 

Anonymous. “The Princess Dora D’Istria.” The Literary News 1, (1880): 207-208. 

 

Arbëreshe (Italo-Albanian) writers and poets, A Dora D’Istria Gli Albanesi, Canti 

Pubblicati. Livorno: Tipografia di G. Fabbreschi e c. 1870. 

 

Bargellini, Demetrio. L’Alboreto Istriano, ossia descrizione degli Alberi Coltivati nel 

Giardino  

della Principessa Elena Koltzoff Massalsky (Dora D’Istria), dei loro usi 

economici,  

industriali e medicinali, nonché delle proprietà generali delle loro famiglie 

secondo le quali furon classati. Firenze: Tip. Mariano Ricci, 1887. 

 

Bremer, Fredrika. Greece and the Greeks. The Narrative of a Winter Residence and 

Summer  

Travel in Greece and its Islands. Volume. 1. Translated by Mary Howitt. London: 

Hurst and Blackett Publishers, 1863. 

 

Cattaneo, Carlo. Il libro della Contessa Dora D’Istria, in Scritti Letterari. Vol. 2. Edited 

by. Piero Treves. Firenze: Lemonnier, 1981. 

 

___________. La Biblioteca di Carlo Cattaneo. Edited by Carlo G. Lacaita, Raffaella 

Gobbo,  

Edizioni Casagrande Bellinzona, 2003.  

 

Cecchetti, Bartolomeo. Bibliografia della Principessa Elena Ghica. Dora D’Istria. First 

Edition.  

Venezia: Tip. Di P. Naratovich, 1868. 

 

Cecchetti, Bartolomeo. Bibliografia della Principessa Dora D’Istria. Estratto dalla 

Rivista  

Europea by Bartolomeo Cecchetti. Sixth Edition. Firenze: Tipografia Editrice 

dell’Associazione, 1873.  

 

Curatulo, Giacomo Emilio. Garibaldi e le donne: con documenti inediti. Roma: 

Imprimerie  

Polyglotte, 1913. 

 



 173 

Dall'Ongaro, Francesco. "Dora D'Istria, Des Femme Par Une Femme." Gazzetta Ufficiale 

Del  

Regno D'Italia (Florence, Italy), Sept. 18, 1865. 

 

De Gubernatis, Angelo. “Illustri Stranieri in Italia” Rivista Contemporanea Nazionale  

Italiana 57, no. 17 (April 1869): 107-115. 

 

___________________. Fibra. Pagine di ricordi. Rome: Forzani e Tipografi del Senato, 

1900. 

 

D’Istria, Dora. Des Femmes par une femme. Vol. 1. Paris, Librairie Internationale A. 

Lacroix,  

Verboeckhoven Et. Cie, Éditeurs. 

 

___________. Des Femmes par une femme, Vol.2. Paris, Librairie Internationale A. 

Lacroix,  

Verboeckhoven Et. Cie, Éditeurs. 

 

___________. Excursions en Roumélie et en Morée, Vol. 2. Zurich: Meyer et Zeller. 

1863. 

 

___________. La Vie Monastique dans l’Église Orientale. Paris: Joël Cherbuliez.  

Libraire-Éditeur. 1855. 

 

___________. La Suisse allemande et l'ascension du Moench, Vol. 4. Paris: Joël 

Cherbuliez,  

Libraire-Éditeur. 1856. 

 

___________. La Vie Monastique Dans L'Église Orientale. Second Edition. Paris: 

Cherbuliez. 

1858. 

 

___________. Switzerland. The Pioneer of the Reformation or La Suisse Allemande. 

Second volume. London: A Fullarton & Co.. 1858. 

 

___________. Les femmes en Orient, Zurich: Meyer & Zeller, 1859. 

 

___________. Mlle de Haltingen. Souvenirs de la cour de Dresde on Revue des Deux 

Mondes 

29, no. 19 (1859): 42-68. 

 

___________. “Les fêtes Dantesque, a Ravenne.” L’Illustration, Journal Universel 46, 

no. 1168  



 174 

(July 1865): 35-38. 

 

___________. “La nationalité albanaise d’après les chants populaires.” Revue des Deux 

Mondes  

63, no. 2 (1866): 382-418. 

 

___________. “La nationalité bulgare d’après les chants populaires.” Revue des Deux 

Mondes  

76, no. 2 (1868): 319-354. 

 

___________. “La poésie grecque dans les Iles Ioniennes.” Revue des Deux Mondes 28, 

no. 14, (1858): 57- 88. 

 

___________. “Pellegrinaggio alla tomba di Dante” in Rivista Sicula di Scienze, 

letteratura ed  

arti 2, no. 9 (1869): 212-235. 

 

___________. “Venezia nel 1867.” Rivista Europea 2, no. 1 (1870): 83-96. 

 

___________. “Il Golfo di Rapallo.” L’Adolescenza. Strenna Milanese. 1873. 

 

___________.  “Ricordi del Golfo di Rapallo, 1870-1878” in Luisa Rossi. Autunno a 

Rapallo. Genova: Sagep. 2000. 

 

___________. “Littérature Roumaine — M. Eliade Radulesco” Rivista Orientale, 1 no. 4, 

(April 1867): 211-232. 

 

___________. “Litterature Romaine— III. George Sincaï et les historiens,” Rivista 

Orientale, 1 no. 10 (December 1st, 1867): 962-988 

 

___________. “Venezia nel 1867 — Seconda Parte” Rivista Europea 2, no. 1 (1866). 

This appeared in Illustration, 1200-1202. 

 

In Independence Hellénique, August and September 1868.  D’Istria, Dora. Revue des 

Deux Mondes 

“La poésie grecque dans les Iles-Ioniennes” (1858),  

“La nationalité roumaine d’après les chants populaires” (1859),  

“La nationalité serbe d’après les chants populaires” (1865),  

 

___________. Gli Albanesi in Rumenia. Storia dei Principi Ghica nei secoli XIVV, XVIII 

e XIX. 

Firenze, Tipografia editrice dell’associazione, 1873. 

 



 175 

D'Istria, Dora. to Hugo Meltzl de Cluj, November 19, 1878, in N. Iorga, Lettres de Dora 

d’Istria,  

“Revue Historique du Sud-Est Européen”, IX, ns.4-6, April-June 1932, pp. 151-

152 

 

___________. “The Educational Movement,” 320-329, in Theodore Stanton’s The 

Woman  

Question in Europe. London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle, and Rivington, 

1884. 

 

Gabba, Carlo Francesco. La Questione Femminile e la principessa Dora D’Istria. 

Firenze: Le Monnier, 1865. 

 

Garibaldi, Giuseppe. “Garibaldi on the Papacy” in The New York Times, August 15, 

1861. 

 

Greco, Oscar. Bibliografia femminile italiana del XIX secolo. Venezia: Mondovì, 1875. 

 

H. J. W. “Review of Current Literature.” The Christian Examiner 2, no. 82 (July 1866): 

139-143. 

 

Herder, Johann Gottfried. “Ideas for a Philosophy of the History of Mankind.” Herder on 

Social and Political Culture. Edited and translated by F. M. Barnard. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1969. 311. 

 

Hölderlin, Friedrich. “The Ister” in Friedrich Hölderlin, Hymns and Fragments. 

Translated and with introduction by Richard Sieburth. Princeton: Princeton 

University Press, 1984. 

 

Kant, Immanuel. “Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Purpose” in Kant: 

Political Writings. Edited by H. S. Reiss. Second edition. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1991. 41-53. 

 

Lanzani, Francesco. La Monarchia Di Dante: Studi Storici. Milano: Tipografia Del Pio 

Istituto  

Di Patronato, 1864. 

 

Mantegazza, Paolo. Le Glorie e le Gioie del Lavoro. Milano: V. Maisner e Compagnia 

Editori,  

1871. 

 

Mazzini, Giuseppe. Scritti e Inediti Di Giuseppe Mazzini. Vol. 4. Milan: G. Daelli 

Editore,  



 176 

1862. 

 

_______________. Scritti E Inediti. Vol. 5. Genova: Imola, Galeati, 1941.  

 

Pierantoni-Mancini, Grazia. “Rivista dell’istruzione femminile.” Rivista Europea 1, no. 1 

(1870): 180-185. 

 

Stanton, Theodore. The Woman Question in Europe, London: Sampson Low, Marston, 

Searle,  

and Rivington, Crown Buildings, 1884. 

 

Torriani, Maria Antonietta. “Dietro le scene”, Il Passatempo, n.15 (1871).  

 

Yriarte, Charles. Les Portraits Cosmopolites. E. Lachaud Éditeur: Paris, 1870. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Secondary Sources 

 

Anderson, Benedict. Imagined Communities. New York: Verso, 2006. 

 

Antonov, Sergei. Bankrupts and Usurers of Imperial Russia. Debt, Property and the Law 

in the Age of Dostoevsky and Tolstoy. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2016.  

 

Barker, Sheila. “The Female Artist in the Public Eye: Women Copyists at the Uffizi, 

1770-1859” in Women, Femininity and Public Space in European Visual Culture, 

1789-1914. New York: Ashgate Publishing, 2014. 

 

Bambach, Charles. Thinking the Poetic Measure of Justice: Hölderlin-Heidegger-Celan.  

Albany: State University of New York Press, 2013. 

 

Beecher, Jonathan. Charles Fourier, the Visionary and His World. Berkeley: The 

University of California Press, 1986. 

 

Black, Jeremy. Italy and the Grand Tour. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2003. 

 



 177 

Bouchard, Norma. “Risorgimento as an Unfinished Story.” Introduction to Risorgimento 

in Modern Italian Culture: Revisiting the Nineteenth-century Past in History, 

Narrative and Cinema, ed. Norma Bouchard. Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson 

University Press, 2005. 

 

Brekke, Tone. “‘Citizen of the World’: Feminist Cosmopolitanism and Collective and 

Affective Languages of Citizenship in the 1790s.” Beyond Citizenship? Feminism 

and the Transformation of Belonging. Edited by Sasha Roseneil, Birkbeck: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2013. 39-65 

 

Caesar, Hallamore Ann. “Confinement, and shifting Boundaries in Post-unification 

Writing by Women” in Italian Women Writers 1800-2000 Boundaries, Borders, 

and Transgression.  Edited by Patrizia Sambuco. London: Farleigh Dickinson 

University Press, 2015. 

 

Carsaniga, Giovanni. "Manzoni and the Novel." The Cambridge History of Italian 

Literature. Edited by Peter Brand and Lino Pertile. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1997. 

 

Charlesworth, Hilary. "Martha Nussbaum's Feminist Internationalism." Ethics 111, no. 1 

(2000): 64-78. doi:10.1086/233419. 

 

Clark, Linda L.  Women and Achievement in Nineteenth-Century Europe. Cambridge:  

Cambridge University Press, 2008. 

 

Clark, Martin. The Italian Risorgimento. London: Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, 

1998. 

 

 

D’Alessandri, Antonio. Il Pensiero e l’Opera di Dora d’Istria fra Oriente Europeo e 

Italia. Rome: Gangemi Editore, 2007. 

 

__________________. “Orthodox Monasticism and the Development of the Modern 

Romanian State: from Dora D’Istria’s Criticism (1855) to Cyclical Re-evaluations 

of Monastic Spirituality in Contemporary Romania.” Monasticism in Eastern 

Europe and the Former Soviet Republics. Edited by Ines Angeli Murzaku. New 

York: Routledge, 2016. 173-189. 

 

D'Amelia, Marina. "Between Two Eras: Challenges Facing Women in the 

Risorgimento." The Risorgimento Revisited: Nationalism and Culture in 

Nineteenth-century Italy. Ed. Silvana Patriarca and Lucy Riall. London: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2014. 115-33. 

 



 178 

De Haan, Francisica, Daskalova Krassimira and Anna Loutfi (ed.) A Biographical 

Dictionary of Women’s Movements and Feminisms. Central, Eastern, and South 

Eastern Europe, 19th and 20th Centuries. Budapest: Central European University 

Press, 2006. 

 

Duggan, Christopher. The Force of Destiny: A History of Italy since 1796. New York:  

Houghton Mifflin Company, 2007. 

 

Ferrante, Joan M. Dante’s Beatrice: Priest of an Androgynous God. Binghamton: 

Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1992. 

 

Finotti, Fabio. Italia, L’invenzione della patria (Milano: Bompiani, 2016). 

 

Ginsburg, Paul. Daniele Manin and the Venetian Revolution of 1848-1849, (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1979) 

 

Huzel, James P. The Popularization of Malthus in Early Nineteenth-Century England:  

Martineau, Cobbett, and the Pauper Press. Burlington, Vermont, Ashgate 

Publishing Company, 2006. 

 

Introvigne, Massimo. "Damanhur: a magical community in Italy." New Religious 

Movements: Challenge and response. Edited by Bryan Wilson and Jamie 

Cresswell. New York: Routledge, 1999. 183-194. 

 

Isabella, Maurizio. “Exile and Nationalism: The Case of the Risorgimento” in European 

History Quarterly, 36 (4): 493-520, October 2006. 

 

Jelavich, Barbara. History of the Balkans: Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries. 

Cambridge:Cambridge University Press, 1999. 

 

Jossa, Stefano. “Politics vs. Literature: The Myth of Dante and the Italian National 

Identity” in Dante in the Long Nineteenth century: Nationality, Identity, and 

Appropriation. Edited by Aida Audeh, Nick Havely, N. R. Havely. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 2012, 31-50 

 

Kertzer, David I. "Gender Ideology and Infant Abandonment in Nineteenth-Century 

Italy." The Journal of Interdisciplinary History 22, no. 1 (1991): 1-25. 

 

Kristeva, Julia. Strangers to Ourselves. Translated by Leon S. Roudiez. New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1991, 173. 

 

Kroha, Lucienne. The Woman Writer in Late Nineteenth-Century Italy (Lewiston: The 

Edwin Mellen Press, 1992). 



 179 

 

Luzzi, Joseph. Romantic Europe and the Ghost of Italy (New Haven & London: Yale 

University Press, 2008). 

 

Lyttleton, Adrian. “The National Question in Italy” in The National Question in Europe in 

Historical Context. Edited by Mikuláš Teich and Roy Porter. New York: 

Cambridge University Press, 1993. 

 

McCormick, Samuel. Letters to Power: Public Advocacy Without Public Intellectuals,  

University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2011. 

 

McFadden, Margaret H.  Golden Cables of Sympathy, The Transatlantic Sources of 

Nineteenth-Century Feminism. Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 

2009. 

 

Mihaila, Ileana. "Dora D'Istria and the Springtime of the Peoples in Southeastern 

European Nations." in Women Telling Nations. Edited by Susan Van Dijk, Amelia 

Sanz, and Francesca Scott. Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2014. 

 

Mosse George L., Nationalism and Sexuality. Middle Class Morality and Sexual Norms 

in Modern Europe. Madison: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1985. 

 

Nussbaum, Martha. Sex and Social Justice. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999. 

 

Offen, Karen M. European Feminisms, 1700-1950: A Political History. Stanford:  

Stanford University Press, 2000. 

 

Paletschek, Sylvia. Women’s Emancipation Movements in the Nineteenth Century: A 

European Perspective. California: Stanford University Press, 2004. 

 

Patriarca, Silvana. “Indolence and Regeneration: Tropes and Tensions of Risorgimento  

Patriotism.” The American Historical Review 110, no. 2 (2005): 380-408. 

 

______________ “Journalists and Essayists, 1850-1915.” A History of Women’s Writing 

in Italy, Edited by Letizia Panizza and Sharon Wood (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2000). 151-163 

 

Pellegrino, Anna. La città più artigiana d’Italia. Firenze 1861-1929. Milano: Franco 

Angeli, 2012. 

 



 180 

Poettinger, Monika. “Introduction: Florence, Capital of the Kingdom of Italy” in Florence, 

Capital of the Kingdom of Italy 1865-71. Edited by Monika Poettinger and Piero 

Raggi.  London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2018. 

 

Paletschek, Sylvia. Women’s Emancipation Movements in the Nineteenth Century: A 

European Perspective. Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2004. 

 

Radhakrishnan, R. “Nationalism, Gender, and the Narrative of Identity.” Nationalisms and 

Sexualities. Edited by Andrew Parker, Mary Russo, Doris Sommer, and Patricia 

Yaeger. New York: Routledge, 1992. 

 

Re, Lucia. “Passion and Sexual Difference: The Risorgimento and the Gendering of 

Writing in Nineteenth-Century Italian Culture” in Making and Remaking Italy, The 

Cultivation of National Identity Around the Risorgimento. Edited by Albert Russell 

Ascoli and Krystyna von Henneberg. Oxford: Berg, 2001. 

 

Riall, Lucy. Garibaldi: Invention of a Hero. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008 

[2007]. 

 

Riall, Lucy. The Italian Risorgimento: State, Society and National Unification. London: 

Routledge, 2006. 

 

Robinson, James. Joyce’s Dante: Exile, Memory, and Community. New York: Cambridge  

University Press, 2016. 

 

Romani, Gabriella. "Interpreting the Risorgimento: Blasetti's ‘1860’ and the Legacy of 

Motherly Love." Italica 79, no. 3 (2002): 391-404. 

 

Ross, Silvia. Tuscan Spaces: Literary Constructions of Place. Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 2010. 

 

Rossi, Luisa. Autunno a Rapallo. I bagni marini di una principessa in Liguria. Genova: 

Sagep, 2000. 

 

Sabino, Robin. Languaging Without Languages. Beyond metro-, multi-, poly-, pluri-, and  

Translanguaging. Boston: Brill, 2018. 

 

Sambuco, Patrizia. Italian Women Writers, 1800-2000, Boundaries, Borders, and 

Transgression. Madison: Farleigh Dickinson University Press, 2015. 



 181 

 

Richard Sieburth, “Notes to the Poems” in Friedrich Hölderlin, Hymns and Fragments. 

Translated and edited by Richard Sieburth. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 

1984. 

 

Spaas, Lieve. “Mythical Constructs and Social Realities” in Paternity and Fatherhood: 

Myths and Realities. Edited by Lieve Spaas and Trista Selous. London: 

Macmillan Press LTD, 1998. 

 

Spencer, Vicki A. Herder’s Political Thought: A Study on Language, Culture and 

Community.Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012. 

 

Stewart-Steinberg, Suzanne. The Pinocchio Effect. On Making Italians (1860-1920). 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007. 

 

Trencsényi, Balázs and Kopecek, Michal. “Dora D’Istria: The Albanian Nationality on 

the Basis of Popular Songs.” National Romanticism: The Formation of National  

Movements: Discourses of Collective Identity in Central and Southeast Europe 

1770-1945. Edited by Trencsényi, Balázs and Kopecek, Michal. Budapest: 

Central European University Press, 2007. 168-173. 

 

Van Benthem van den Bergh, Godfried. "Herder and the Idea of a Nation," Human 

Figurations 7.1, May 2018 (online), accessed July 1, 2019, 

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/h/humfig/11217607.0007.103?view=text;rgn=main 

 

Vieten, Urike. Gender and Cosmopolitanism in Europe: a Feminist Perspective. 

Farnham: Ashgate, 2013.  

 

Wohlgemut, Esther. Romantic Cosmopolitanism. New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009. 

 

Zappi, Elda Gentili. If Eight Hours Seem Too Few. Mobilization of Women Workers in 

the Italian Rice Fields. New York: State University of New York Press, 1991. 

 

Zeller, Rosmarie. “Literary Developments in Switzerland from Bodmer, Breitinger, and 

Haller to Gessner, Rousseau, and Pestalozzi” in German Literature of the 

Eighteenth Century: The Enlightenment and Sensibility. Edited by Barbara 

Becker-Cantarino, James N. Hardin. New York: Camden House, 2005, 131-155. 

 

 

 

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/h/humfig/11217607.0007.103?view=text;rgn=main

