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Current Topics. It contains a few strands of truth, just as imported shoddy
contains a few fibres of honest wool. Thus, it tells how
Francesco Cenci, a Roman noble, was a man of very wicked
private life;that he treatedhissecond wife(who waschildless)
and thechildren of his first wife with great harshness andeven
cruelty;that he had illicit relations with his daughter Beatrice,
who

—
strangely enough

—
is made the heroine of the little

romance; that Francesco was most cruelly murdered at a
country house (Petrella) to which hehad retiredin the summer
of 1598; and that, after the judicial proceedings customary to
the time, his wife, his daughter Beatrice,and one of his sons
wereexecuted in Rome in 1599 for complicity in his murder.
So much of the story is faithful and true. But the small
historian of the eighthedition of the EncyclopediaBritannica
tricks out these grains of fact with the glitteringgewgawsof
his perfervidfancy. Thus, we are toldthatBeatrice Cenci was
a maiden of 'surpassing beauty,' c formed to adorn and beadmired'; (2) that she was 'gentle' and 'noble-minded';
(3) that Francesco's wife alone instigated theassassinationof
her husband; (4) that Shelley 'used a poet's license in im-
plicating Beatrice unjustly in the guilt of her family

'
;that

Guido Reni painted a portrait of ' the beautiful, the noble-
minded, theill-fated Beatrice Cenci' 'just before her execu-
tion

'
;and a charming variety of other gaudy scraps of ficton

that it is not necessary to cataloguehere.

Valery divides historical error into two
kinds. 'That whichprecedes truth,' says he,
'is onlyan ignorance of it; that which fol-
lows isa hatredof it.' The former class of
historical heterodoxy is committed by an

over-enthusiastic writer in the course of a controversy in the
Westport Times on certainbooks, the presence of which on the
shelves of the local public library was objected to as an insult
to the faith and feelings of Catholics. The writer referred to
enlivens thecolumns of the Westport Times with the following
charmingbit of historical fiction -.—.—

PopeClement VIII.received no leßß a total than300,000 crowns
under the rubric of quitrente or penalties for crime, from the
wickedestman on record

—
Francesco Cenci. No fiction is half bo

damaging1to the doings of thePapacy or half sohideousaa the un-
deniablehistorical facts connected with the Cencis.

We notice this statement partly because it has given annoy-
ance to many Catholics on the West Coast,partly because it is
a case in which

'
the insignificance of the accuser is lost in the

magnitudeof the accusation.' The writer referred to perpe-
trateshis grim historic jokeinapparently perfect simplicity and
ina stateof impressive earnestness and indignant good faith.
He vouchsafes the information that the 'undeniablehistorical
facts

'
to which he so darkly alludes are to be found in the

EncyclopaediaBvitannxca. We now understand why the late
Oliver Wendell Holmes poked such merciless sarcasm at the
witless wights whose sole fount of historical information is a
mere encyclopaedia— the perusal of which has about as much
relationto systematisedhistoricalknowledgeasthereadingof old
almanacs has to the study of meted ology. The edition of
the Encyclopedia Britannica from which our over-positive
West Coast triendprofesses to draw his informationmust be a
very oldand frowsy one indeed—

one of those that were written
at aperiod when its publishers deemed it just to entrust the
treatmentof Catholic subjects to tenth-rate Protestant writers
whose sole qualification for the work was, not their historical
lore,but a capacity for putting forward an invariablyhostile
view with much needless heat and vapid declamation. The
onlyeditions before us are the two last— the eighth and the
ninth. The eighth is asufficiently reckless sinner in this res-
pect. But its editorshadsufficient conscience left to withdraw
the wretched fairy tale quoted above regarding the 300,000
crowns. There is, moreover, nothing in it which reflects
directly on the personalcharacter of Clement VIII. In the
ninthedition the story of the wretchedCencis is for the first
timebrought prettyclosely into line with historical truth, anda
cordial tribute is paid to the virtues of the saintly Pontiff whom
the befogged writerin the Westport Times holds up to public
odiumon the authorityof * undeniable historical facts

'
which

aremerelyundeniablehistorical fables.

There lies a wise appeal fromPhilip drunk
to Philip sober. Anda likerecourse maybe
lad from the rabid EncyclopaediaBritannica
of its uncritical and hysterical days to the

same publication in its later and soberer moods, when it made
a conscious effort to write history sanely. Practicallyall the
romance that surrounded the story of Beatrice Cenci in the
eighth edition is swept away in the ninth. It has been
scattered to the four winds of heaven by Moroni in his
Dizionario di Erudizione Storico-Ecclesiastica (vol. xiv.,pp.
50-51); by Rohrbacher {Histoire Universelle de I'Eglise
Catholique, vol. xii) ;by Muratori;byBertolotti'spainstaking-
investigations, the results of which appear in his Beatrice
Cenci c la sna Famiglia (published in 1577) ; and by an
able article on the subject in the Edinburgh Review for
January,1879.

Briefly: (i) Beatrice Cenci, instead of being so intoler-
ably beautiful, had a rather plain face

—
one of the kind on

which Kinglakc used to waste such an unconscionable
amount ot syrripathy. (2 ) Guido Reni never
painted a portrait of her, either just before her
execution, or at any other time, for the simple reason
that he didnot come to Rome till nine years after her death.
The picture whichis traditionallyassociated with her name is
not, nor was it ever intended to be,a counterfeitpresentment
of her, but of some other mayden that was far more fayre to
see. (3) Beatrice was a vicious creature, led an immorallife,
and (as the Encyclopedia Britannica, and all competent
authorities agree) gave herself up to 'shameless depravity.'
Her step-mother and the brother who were executed with her
were also persons of bad characterand evil life. (4) So far
from being'unjustly

' implicated in the unnatural and brutal
murder of her father, Beatrice was up to the eyebrows in the
plot, was oneof its chief instigators,and is known inhistory as'

the fair parricide.' (5) Beatrice and her partners in guilt

\ thick web of sentimental nonsense has
seen spun by oneor two wild-eyedpoets and
by the very small fry of reputed 'historians

'
about the story of the Cencjs, and especially

about that of Beatrice Cenci. The eighth edition of the
Encyclopedia Britannica (in its article, ' Cenci ') furnishes a
melancholyexampleof how

'popular 'history is manufactured,
likecotton prints andtinned tacks, to suit a particularmarket.
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