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INTRODUCTION
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THE PERSISTENT QUESTION

WHY WAS THERE such a flowering of talent in one place and one time as in the era of the founders of the United States? Since the appearance of my books Thomas Jefferson: A Strange Case of Mistaken Identity and Thomas Jefferson: Passionate Pilgrim, this question, with insignificant variations, has been asked me by at least twenty-three interviewers from all parts of the country. Some were from newspapers or magazines, some from radio or television. Some were scholars whose disciplines related to the question; others were simply citizens with an intelligent interest in the American past and its possible implications for our own time.

The frequent expression of such a strong curiosity on this particular point indicates to me that many Americans are asking the question with more than a tinge of nostalgia for an era of greatness that they have known only through history or legend. Some skeptics ask if such an age really existed. They wonder if it now appears golden only because we see it through a sunset mist. But scholars who examine the record are almost unanimously convinced that the Revolutionary and post-Revolutionary generation of Americans was one of giants—humanly flawed people, but giants nevertheless. Their correspondence, and that of their friends and enemies, amply supports that conclusion. And because Washington, Jefferson, Madison, John Adams, and Franklin all wrote their most important letters by hand, and there existed no well-organized public relations industry to transform their images, the evidence is much easier to come by than facts about eminent leaders in our own time.

Another question often asked about the great generation is, Was it unique in its concentration of talent? The answer is no; it was rare but it was not unique. In the history of Western civilization, there were a few with equally impressive records; some would argue, even more remarkable ones. Elizabethan England, Renaissance Florence, Periclean Athens spring to mind. Good cases also could be made for certain eras in non-European cultures, say, for Egypt at favored times in the ninth and eighteenth dynasties, Babylonia under Hammurabi, and China in the time of Confucius. Still, such periods of creative achievement shine like lone stars in the murky night of human history. It is arguable that, in modern history, the generation of America’s founders stands with those of Renaissance Florence and Elizabethan England in an exclusive constellation. Interestingly, the three are related in significant ways.

The questions asked me in recent years about America’s founders have quickened my interest in a project that I have researched and pondered for nearly two decades—the common characteristics of these three great creative societies and the possible influence of some of these features in their astonishing efflorescence. Without pretending to have all the answers, I do hope that some of these points will prove worthy of consideration practically as well as theoretically. I have researched and written about the founders of the American Republic for thirty-five years. I have also, over a respectable period, researched and written about Elizabethan England. Finally, I have been intensely interested in Renaissance Florence for many years, and have delivered university lectures on its culture, though I have made no original discoveries in the field. Although I claim no personal expertise, I have studied the era systematically in recent years, examining some of its artifacts but relying principally on several hundred generally respected secondary sources, and have conferred with experts in Florentine culture. I perceive in the three great creative societies marked similarities. It is my hope that others may find it worthwhile to expand on some of the things I have found noteworthy, and that experts in the cultures of Egypt, China, and other countries may wish to look for parallels there.

In the pages that follow, I present some common characteristics of modern history’s three societies most distinguished by phenomenal creativity, giving primary attention to the one I know best. In the process I focus on the words and actions of representative figures such as Lorenzo the Magnificent, Petrarch, Leonardo da Vinci, Elizabeth I of England, Francis Bacon, Shakespeare, Jefferson, Madison, John Adams, and Franklin. A heterogeneous passenger list for our voyage through time, but all would have found adventure in each other’s company—and that fact is one clue to the vitality of the cultures which they personify.
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THE BOW AND THE LYRE

IN “THE DESTRUCTORS,” one of the most profound short stories of the twentieth century, Graham Greene tells of a gang of boys growing up in London after World War II. A single house, a small architectural gem designed by Sir Christopher Wren, stands out amid the surrounding rubble. Its unique perfection, unmarred by the bombings of the Luftwaffe, is an affront to the rebellious spirit of the boys. They determine upon its destruction and accomplish their purpose with relentless efficiency in one day. To their task they bring creative imagination, resourcefulness, organization, discipline, industry, courage, and above all a dedication that spurns material gain and subordinates individual ambition to the objectives of the group. Their triumph is realized when the structure that had survived the war crumbles into a mass of rubble indistinguishable from its surroundings.

Though the story is laced with black humor, only the most insensitive reader could fail to be pained by the reflection that this work of vandalism has commanded the very qualities necessary for constructive accomplishment. The incident assumes the dimensions of universal tragedy when one realizes that the same qualities upon which humanity relies for the preservation and growth of civilization can be employed with equal effectiveness in its destruction. Indeed, a cataclysmic war destroying humankind would command as its tools and weapons the genius, the industry, and the selflessness that are at once the glory and the chief reliance of any advanced society.

A culture that wishes to survive must realize that these cherished qualities are essential, but it must not assume that they guarantee survival. Particularly in our Western cultures, we tend to assume that of themselves they constitute that right which we like to think makes might and therefore will continue to insure our survival despite our forgivably human blundering and its occasionally painful consequences. The virtues exalted by Western civilization are intrinsically no more friendly to survival than fire or atomic energy. They are an arsenal available alike to the forces of life and of death. In considering their influence on the life span of a culture, the accepted virtues are to be viewed less as qualities inherently good in ultimate effect than, by another definition going back to the Old French vertu, simply powers. It is true that when a culture has lost its virtues it has lost its powers, but it is also true that virtues are a weaponry available alike to the forces of construction and destruction. A man may use a gun for survival or for suicide. The life of a culture is dependent not only upon virtues but upon Virtue as defined by Socrates—the informed impulse toward good, the wisdom to see ahead the consequences of our actions.

If such vision was difficult to acquire in ancient Greece, it is even more difficult amid the complexities of modern civilization. On the other hand, if the challenges to our understanding have multiplied with the passage of twenty-four centuries, so have the guideposts. It has often been pointed out that intelligence has given the human animal—though condemned to the vulnerability of protracted infancy and even in maturity a feeble swimmer, a nonflier, an unimpressive runner, a frail fighter—the primacy over earth’s other creatures. The use of a higher intelligence—a wisdom transcending cleverness—is necessary for this dominant creature’s survival.

Of course, too glib a trust in human wisdom would be a folly leading to destruction. The ideologue, who thinks he has found the formula to answer the problems of humankind or has compressed the meaning of the universe into a single system, is the enemy of wisdom, for he would exclude the greater portion of the truth.

But there is no harm, and may be some profit, in searching for patterns in human affairs, so long as one realizes that each pattern represents only one aspect of the truth. Sir Winston Churchill, as a young subaltern in India, was lying in a hammock, browsing in a dictionary of quotations, when he was struck with the piercing aptness of one observation, only to come in a moment upon an equally convincing aperçu in support of a diametrically opposite conclusion. How, he asked, could one possibly separate truth from counterfeit? At that moment, his gaze rested upon the outstretched iridescent purple wings of a butterfly perched upon a shrub. In a second, the insect, by a slight movement, changed to burnished gold. The same surface was visible, but a slight change of the angle of perception had made what was assuredly one color also incontestably another. Suddenly he realized that both perceptions were valid. In a flash, he also perceived that truth was multiple and diverse. The truth perceived varied with the angle of perception.1

Even one aspect of the truth can be an aid to understanding, so long as we are aware that it is only a single aspect. And if one view is considered in conjunction with even one other, we have gained the depth of binocular vision. Orthoptic exercises with a prism are sometimes used to attain binocular perspective. The physical process is metaphysically significant. The white light of truth is composed of many colors. Only a fusion of hues seen separately in prismatic refraction produces the “natural” light in which we perceive things in what we regard as their “true” colors.2

In this book I wish to explore, in conjunction, two aspects of truth that shed some light on the survival and demise of societies. My subject, therefore, is a life and death matter and consequently one about which I am quite serious. But I am not so fatuous as to propose a formula to insure the survival of any society. It is, however, my hope that some people will find, as I have, intellectual stimulation in considering a few factors that repeatedly have helped to foretell dissolution in nations and other large units of human organization. And I dare to hope that an exploration of some of these influences may be one more aid to decision makers in contemporary societies—a group that in a democracy includes ordinary citizens.

Two factors whose significance I propose to examine in terms of the vitality of a society are the nurturing influence of tradition and the energizing force of exploration. The experience of generations in different parts of the world suggests that the health of a culture is dependent to a significant extent on the proper tension between these factors.

The idea of social or cultural continuity resulting from the interplay of opposites is not new. One thinks immediately of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel (1770–1831), whose dialectic is familiar in the simplistic form of thesis, antithesis, and synthesis. But Hegel himself traced the origins of his dialectic to the Parmenides of Plato five centuries before Christ.

Many thinkers besides Plato and Hegel—among them Vico, Condorcet, Comte, Herbert Spencer, Jung, Spengler, Toynbee, and Alfred North Whitehead—have seen patterns in history and experienced varying degrees of success and frustration in making them visible to their fellow humans. At least one thinker, Gibbon, must have been tremendously frustrated by those who saw everywhere in indelible images the patterns of decay that he had suggested for a much more limited milieu in The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.

Journalists and politicians continue to read unwarranted patterns into scant evidence in every turn of national fortune or international crisis, but the academic historians of our day are far more likely to avoid recognition of patterns even when they emerge like kaleidoscopic images from chaotic clutter. The twentieth century’s increased emphasis on statistics has rescued some branches of scholarship from mere musing but, taken to the extreme, it has resulted in the application of cliometrics to questions too complex and too much compounded of unknowns to admit of easy analysis through compilations of figures. The ethos is lost in the enumeration.

Fortunately, some of the experiences of humankind, communally and individually, are repetitive. Otherwise, regardless of the esthetic and mind-stretching benefits of contemplating the sublime sweep of human experience, the study of history would have no practical value. Equally fortunately, history is not always repetitive; if it were, we could never profit from its lessons.

The concept of the cycle, as dear to the philosopher of history as to the astronomer, the meteorologist, and the business analyst, is essential to any organized search for historical patterns. But the historian’s discipline embraces so small a fraction of human experience that he or she cannot know whether a development that appears erratic may be a cyclic repetition of events concealed in primordial mists. The meteorologist, of course, is confronted by the same problem, and to an even greater degree. This year’s weather “anomaly” may be, in truth, part of a well-defined cycle not covered by meteorological records that, except for certain spectacular floods, droughts, blizzards, and hurricanes, constitute only a small fragment of history. As a result, long-term meteorological forecasts are notoriously unreliable. But short-term forecasts, based on results commonly accompanying certain combinations of factors, are useful in preparing for disaster or profiting from circumstances favorable to various enterprises. Likewise, the historian, though only speculating on the cyclic characteristics of millennia, may have collected enough observations of human experience to aid in short-term forecasts of some value.

Each of the two factors with which I am primarily concerned in considering societal vitality—tradition and exploration—has been cited separately with memorable eloquence by a great thinker. Jacob Christoph Burckhardt, the nineteenth-century Swiss historian, editor, educator, philologist, expert on art and architecture, and philosopher, was a latter day exemplification of the Renaissance that he made the subject of his most famous work. The Netherlands’ Johan Huizinga and Germany’s Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche, who perhaps agreed on little else, agreed on Burckhardt. Huizinga said he was the “wisest man of the nineteenth century.” Nietzsche called him “our greatest sage.” Burckhardt insisted that “man, divorced from tradition, is too weak and too poor a creature to create greatness out of himself. . . . Without his past man is a barbarian.”3 Alfred North Whitehead, on the other hand, emphasized experiment as necessary to vitality. Conceding that “the speculative methods of metaphysics are dangerous, easily perverted,” he nevertheless concluded, “So is all Adventure; but Adventure belongs to the essence of civilization.”4

There is truth in both Burckhardt and Whitehead. Each has cited a force essential to communal and cultural vitality albeit these two forces are opposed. We must inevitably conclude that some compromise between them is necessary to the survival of a culture or a civilization. But the compromise itself is not the only desideratum. The contest between the forces of tradition and exploration, if sufficiently controlled not to be destructive, is itself a source of vitality. There is, of course, nothing original in the idea that a contest can be invigorating and sometimes ultimately unifying rather than divisive. Heraclitus, one of the fathers of metaphysics, observed, “As with the bow and the lyre, so with the world: it is the tension of opposing forces that makes the structure one.” Goethe, the most universal genius of his time, said in 1832 in his last letter that “the best genius is that which absorbs” the new “without this in the least impairing” its inheritance, “but rather enhancing” it.5

Apparently, neither Heraclitus nor Goethe cited tradition and experiment as an especially significant combination of opposing tendencies, but the concept is inchoate in the idea prevalent in most democratic, and even some oligarchic, societies that the community is well served when neither the adherents of tradition nor those of change are without opposition. I would say that the principle is inherent in elemental laws applicable far beyond our planet. In physics, the opposing forces of attraction and repulsion maintain the universe. Centrifugal and centripetal are seen in balance. My idea is that, in a society, tradition is the equivalent of centripetal force, and exploration (or experiment) is the equivalent of centrifugal.
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LEGS AND TAILS

ONCE ABRAHAM LINCOLN asked his Cabinet, “If you call a dog’s tail a leg, how many legs does a dog have?” When they answered “Five,” the president replied, “No, four. Calling a tail a leg doesn’t make it one.”

I have no notion that, by experiments in nomenclature, I can alter reality. Nor am I ambitious to redefine generally accepted terms. But anyone repeatedly using throughout a book certain variously defined classifications is obligated to explain the sense in which he uses them. The reader has a right to know whether the author is calling a tail a leg.

Two terms that will be employed throughout this work are culture and society. A culture is the way of life of a group of humans. The group may be a primitive tribe, a large nation, or peoples of diverse origins sharing a civilization that spans a continent or rims an ocean. Civilization is a subdivision of culture, denoting a way of life distinguished by complex advances in the arts, sciences, and technology, and in which there is sufficient diversification of labor to permit a significant number of people to pursue knowledge as well as (or instead of) game and to cultivate the mind as well as the earth. By society I mean a group of human beings sharing a common government, whether it be a township, a nation, or a union of nation-states. Obviously, in a civilization one person is a member simultaneously of several communities, or societies, of varying scope. It is also true that among civilized peoples the culture of even a single society may embrace several subcultures determined by ethnic differences and variations in economic and educational level.

References in this book to the tension between tradition and experiment as a source of vitality in both cultures and societies should not cause the reader to conclude that culture and society are being used alternately and synonymously. The same tension can revitalize both a society and a culture.

One other matter of terminology requires clarification. Experiment, adventuring, and exploration will be used interchangeably in reference to that spirit which seeks the new, as opposed to tradition, which finds sustenance in the familiar.

Vitality itself may seem a nebulous term when applied to a society or a culture. Certainly capacity to survive is a minimal requirement. The ability to grow and develop is a more significant one. Fruitfulness is also a measure of vitality. Fruitfulness in a society or a culture is the production of arts, sciences, and ideas that enrich life and that prove—to use a much overworked but irreplaceable word—seminal.

One word of warning is necessary lest anyone be lured by false expectations into reading further. I make no attempt to devise a formula for the proper proportions of tradition and experiment necessary to keep a society or a culture viable. Even if the intensity of collective experience and response were measurable, there would still be too many variables for formulation. I attempt only to record examples of the healthful interplay of the two factors in flourishing cultures and the damaging imbalance of them in waning cultures, hoping that these accounts will suggest considerations pertinent in assessing the vitality of any culture.

Though examples will be cited from many societies, both Eastern and Western, we shall concentrate upon three—Renaissance Italy, Elizabethan England, and the United States in the era of the Founding Fathers. In discussing the development of these three, we shall necessarily refer frequently to a fourth, Athens in its Golden Age. Though we shall discover no magic formula in the School of Athens nor find a talisman in the streets of Florence, London, Williamsburg, or Philadelphia, we shall confer with some of the most brilliant artists and thinkers in four of the most exciting conjunctions of time and place in all of human history. For the writer—and I hope for you, the reader—the experience should be instructive as well as enjoyable.


RENAISSANCE FLORENCE
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WAKING THE DEAD

WAS THE OLD MAN dangerous or only harmlessly crazy? Like many other fifteenth-century Italian merchants, Ciriaco1 was an itinerant, ranging far from his native town of Ancona. But his travels were more extensive than those of most of his counterparts. He wandered through Greece and even through Egypt and the Middle East. Was he some sort of spy? Probably not. He seemed to spend most of his time around ancient monuments. He purchased gems and statuettes, and that was understandable. But he was more eager in the collection of old manuscripts and the copying of hundreds of inscriptions from old stones and bronzes. His interest was not likely to be scholarly. He did not have the formal education of a well-trained churchman. He labored in the flawed Latin and Greek that he had taught himself.

Was he seeking esoteric formulas amid the records of magic practiced in forgotten times? Many of his fellow merchants, though they could spare little time for such speculations, were not disposed to dispute the existence of arts of necromancy by which the satanically inclined could control their fellows. More likely, though, Ciriaco was simply insane, foolishly dreaming that he could exercise powers that were God’s alone. What better evidence than his own words? When asked why he pursued such unusual interests, he said, “To wake the dead.”2

Verification of his claim came in the six volumes of copyings and commentary that were deposited in the Sforza Library in Pesaro after his own death. He had indeed been waking the dead, in the sense that he was enabling them to speak again through the writings that he preserved and made available to scholars. But as one of the most active Italians of his time in bringing to light forgotten writings of the ancient Greeks and Romans, he was also helping to wake the living. He was a founder of the Italian Renaissance, one of the liveliest and most fruitful cultures that the world has ever known.

Ciriaco has been overshadowed by later Renaissance figures, including such giants as Botticelli, Raphael, Leonardo da Vinci, Titian, Correggio, Michelangelo, Verrocchio, Giordano Bruno, and Machiavelli. But Ciriaco was sowing some seeds of the Renaissance before these people cultivated it as their garden. And he was so much in the vanguard that his death in 1452 preceded by one year the fall of Constantinople to the Turks, which was once considered the beginning of the Renaissance. More commonly cited now is 1440, the approximate time of the invention of printing. The familiar argument for 1440 could be strengthened a little by citing the fact that it was also the date of the founding of the Platonic Academy in Florence. Of course, ages are not conveniently partitioned in easily recognizable fashion. One might as well attempt to demarcate with straight lines the beginnings and ends of currents of air and water. But there is an appropriateness in Ciriaco’s primacy or near primacy. The Renaissance was not simply the creation of professional scholars, artists, patrons, and statesmen. The Renaissance was an ethos to which many elements contributed. The vitality of a society can never be only a prescription promulgated by intellectuals or a priority project of the governing.

Francesco Petrarca (1304–1374), commonly known as Petrarch, is usually hailed as father of the Renaissance. And certainly this poet, scholar, lawyer, ecclesiastic, diplomat, and reviver of classical learning so exemplified the spirit of his age and so energetically gave it impetus that he deserves a special place in any account of the period. A little later, Leonardo Bruni (1370–1444), also called Aretino, gave form and substance to the inspiration of the Renaissance. Through his elegant Latin translations from Demosthenes, Xenophon, and particularly Plato and Aristotle, he made the Greek classics accessible to many of his countrymen. His biographies of Dante and Petrarch helped Florentines to appreciate their own Italian heritage, as did his work as a historian. A true exemplar of Renaissance versatility, he was for seventeen years Chancellor of the Florentine Republic.

But actually the Renaissance had many progenitors—artists, philosophers, business people, politicians, many of them playing more than one of these roles. The age had not only many fathers but also some notable mothers. Witness those who graced the faculty of the very progressive University of Bologna, which in the fourteenth century became the first institution of higher learning to offer classes in anatomy, a fitting symbol of its human-centered curriculum. Novella d’Andrea became one of the leading lights of this great center of learning. And she did not trade on her beauty. Indeed, tradition asserts that it was a handicap. According to an unverified, but persistent, account she had to wear a veil while lecturing so as not to hinder the male students’ concentration on her words.

When one talks about periods of unusual cultural fruitfulness, the Italian Renaissance always springs to mind. The suddenness of the burgeoning is sometimes exaggerated because of a mistaken notion that the Middle Ages were barren. But, even allowing for the continuity of medieval influences, it must be admitted that Italy in the Renaissance affords an almost unparalleled example of vigor in almost every field of cultural creativity.

Though Daniel J. Boorstin wittily calls the “Age of the Renaissance” a mid-nineteenth-century invention, he seems to be intentionally hyperbolizing to counter overly enthusiastic interpretations that have made the period the matrix of everything modern.3 Admittedly, Jules Michelet’s Renaissance in 1855 and, even more, Burckhardt’s Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy in 1860, together with other works inspired by these, first made educated westerners conscious of the Renaissance as a defined entity. But the two great nineteenth-century historians found abundant evidence to distinguish the period not only from the Middle Ages but from most other eras. And, within the narrow compass of the Italian city-states, this zenith of creativity was illustrated not only by the domed magnificence of Saint Peter’s, the gold, crimson, and cerulean treasures of the Uffizi, the muscular saints and sibyls guarding sarcophagi, and the populous heavens of the Sistine ceiling; the multifold magic of polyphony and the modern musical notations that allowed the eye to speak to the ear; and the poetry whose harmonies rivaled those of music itself. It was marked not only by the beginnings of modern historical scholarship, the revolutionizing of the study of anatomy after twelve centuries of stagnation, and the simultaneously liberating and enthralling advent of what became Newtonian science. Creativity was also signalized by such more mundane changes as the development of cursive writing, the birth of banking and the holding company, and the start of statistical science.

The Renaissance stands apart in other ways. It furnishes one of history’s most convincing illustrations of the political institutions of a society reflecting the cultural ethos. For the particular purposes of our investigation, it offers special advantages; there is perhaps no more dramatic revelation of the simultaneous operations of tradition and experiment. In Renaissance Italy are written large the same factors essential to the vitality of any society. If we can discover why the combination of this time and this place presents such a dramatic surge of vitality, we shall have obtained valuable clues that can be applied in the consideration of other societies.

It is fitting that use of Renaissance as a proper noun, beginning in continental Europe in the fifteenth century and entering English in the 1840’s and in isolated instances in the 1830’s, should have given currency to its use in the 1870’s and ever since as a common noun. It is not that one period of rebirth should have been memorable enough to separate it from others by capitalization but rather that one period so designated should be so preeminent as an age of renascence as to lead to lowercase applications to other eras sharing some of its characteristics.

Of course, the Renaissance was played out on a larger stage than Italy. All of western Europe was the scene. As Eugene F. Rice, Jr., has cogently observed, “The most remarkable technological innovations of the Renaissance were printing with movable metal type, the use of gunpowder to propel cannonballs and bullets, and important advances in shipbuilding and navigation. In none of these was the contribution of Italy indisputably central.”4 There was a brisk traffic in ideas as well as commerce between northern and southern Europe early in the fourteenth century, and it is impossible to assign sole responsibility for many important creations of the period. Nevertheless, the relative compactness of the Italian theater of developments and the intensive scholarship devoted to them make the Italian Renaissance an almost ideal subject for the study of a burgeoning culture. Besides, it can be argued convincingly that, although northern Europe was then as fruitful technologically as the Mediterranean peninsula, its artistic efflorescence was surpassed by Italy’s.

Though the Renaissance reached much of Europe as late as the fifteenth century and continued in England until the middle of the seventeenth century, it began in Italy in the mid-fourteenth century and flourished in the fifteenth and sixteenth, fading rapidly with the dawn of the seventeenth century. Of course, no single factor can account for this extraordinary period of two and a half centuries in Italian history. Scholars have suggested a variety of causes—economic, political, and cultural.

It was once fashionable to ascribe the inception of Italy’s Renaissance as much to economic expansion as to any other factor, but this view now seems an overstatement. Eugene Rice has cited this very epoch as an illustration of the fact that “a generalized prosperity is not always” one of “the conditions that nourish periods of cultural brilliance.”5 He and others have pointed out that the bubonic and pneumonic plagues, between 1348 and 1377, “halted more than two centuries of European demographic and economic growth” at the very time that the Renaissance was being born.6 A sharply diminished population and a decline in markets and production made even the fifteenth century largely a period of economic retreats and rear-guard actions.

So much for the theory that prosperity pushed the Italian states into the Renaissance! But to admit that this was not the case is not to dismiss economic factors. They were quite important and, as is so often true, were inextricably interwoven with the political and cultural.

The old argument frequently ran that, with the formation of well-based governments in the city-states, a period of relative political stability succeeded one of near chaos. This stability, it was said, made possible a flourishing economy that nurtured arts and scholarship. There is a substantial measure of truth in this oversimplified accounting.

Italy was so infested with cruel petty tyrants in the fourteenth century that this period in its history might be called the “Era of the Despicable Despots.” Unlike France, Spain, and England, in each of which the feudal system evolved into a centralized monarchy, Italy became a seething mass of independent states—some principalities and some republics—obeying the decrees of the Holy Roman Emperor in spirit only when it suited their own purposes and to the letter only when it might injure their rivals. As Burckhardt said, “The Papacy, with its creatures and allies, was strong enough to hinder national unity in the future, but not strong enough itself to bring about that unity.”7

Absolute power in civilized societies is a fiction. In any large and complex organization the leader, though perhaps not limited by constitutional provisions, is nevertheless dependent upon the cooperation of some individuals, not all of whom can be coerced through fear. Concessions, even though unstated, must be made by the ruler as well as the subjects. The reign of Louis XIV of France is often cited as a supreme example of absolute monarchy, but an examination of the record reveals that even the Sun King could not always have all that he wanted whenever he wanted it. Nevertheless, when one talks about new approaches to complete autocracy, some of the Italian states of the fourteenth century must be high on the list. And the record does nothing to refute Lord Acton’s famous maxim about absolute power tending to corrupt absolutely. The cruelty of the little dictators persisted, in some cases, into the fifteenth century and was whetted by the reverses pushing them to extinction. When the last tyrant of Padua was surrounded by his enemies in 1405, his guards heard him quite literally call upon the Devil as his most likely ally. In 1409 Giovanni Maria, tyrant of Milan and soon to be assassinated, had two hundred of his subjects executed for pleading for peace. He forbade anyone to utter the word; even Catholic priests were required to substitute tranquillitatem for pace in the regular forms of worship. Such conduct is not especially surprising from a man who kept dogs for sport—not for hunting, but rather for the pleasure of seeing them tear apart the bodies of his enemies.8 Behavior of rulers in some major states was no less cruel and bizarre. Ferrante of Naples had many of his opponents murdered, some while dining as his guests. But he feared no Banquo’s ghost at the dinner table. He had his favorite victims embalmed and kept them, arranged in the clothing they had last worn, as his permanent guests.9

Popular revulsion against some of the rulers, together with a struggle for aggrandizement among rival states, resulted in the deaths of some states and annexation of others. New governments emerged from class conflicts of byzantine intricacy. At last there remained only five large and strong political entities: the Papacy, the Kingdom of Naples, the Republic of Venice, the Duchy of Milan, and the Republic of Florence. The old savage tyranny survived in such cities as Rimini, Urbino, Mantua, and Ferrara, independent domains of warlords strong enough to ravage the countryside but too weak to do more than annoy their stronger neighbors.

The pope was honored in his domain as the viceroy of God. But the rulers of the other four great city-states had a more mundane origin. Victors of many years of class strife, they were merchant-princes. The regal accoutrements of successive generations invested them with the aura of aristocracy, but they long remained close to their beginnings in trade. And it was well for their countrymen that they did. Their imaginative concepts of commerce made a far better basis for cultural advancement than an adolescent predilection for unnecessary combat. They were no strangers to the egoism that had sent their predecessors forth to hunt for trophies on the battlefield, but they collected status symbols of another sort, becoming patrons of the arts. They sponsored paintings, sculptures, and works of literature that became their advertisements of achievement in life and their monuments in death. Furthermore, their resourceful response to the problems of dwindling commerce assured the cosmopolitanism of the culture they supported. They encouraged merchant-citizens to seek out new trade routes, to find customers in the whole Mediterranean world, and to bring back to their own people the artifacts of Eastern culture. Ultimately, the exchange of ideas became even more important than the barter of goods.

Though the concept of balance of power among sovereign states may not have found precise expression before the sixteenth century, it was a reality among the Italian city-states early in the Renaissance. The situation was one in which some artists and scholars suffered professionally and personally for unwise transfers of allegiance from one ruler to another but the bonds of diplomacy were sufficient to make such changes possible for many and advantageous for some. New learning and new techniques traveled rapidly among the political communities of the peninsula.

One consequence of contacts with the Arabs in the search for new products and new markets was the rediscovery of Western classics long neglected in the Christian society of Europe. The church, in many ways the most conspicuous institution of medieval times, had preserved some of the great Greek and Latin writings, especially those that could be interpreted as prophecies of the Messiah or otherwise precursors of the New Testament. But Arab scholars had preserved some that the patient copyists of the monasteries had never seen. Thus the continued study of classical literature as part of a medieval tradition was given new impetus by association with the Arabs. As this process involved viewing a familiar heritage through the eyes of another culture, the effect was simultaneously to nurture Italian society through a long tradition and to stimulate it with new adventures of esthetics and intellect.

The Italian Renaissance owed its existence to four principal factors: the rise of city-states ruled by merchant-princes; the necessity and the stimulus for seeking distant markets, which furnished new ideas as well as new products (particularly those derived from the Arab countries); the enthusiastic rediscovery of classical writings; and the inclination of the chiefs of state to become patrons of art and scholarship.

This last factor is important not only because it increased opportunities for artists and scholars but also because it added secular sponsorship to the patronage of the church. The church had kept art and learning alive in the Middle Ages despite the indifference of many and the invasions of barbarian landsmen and Viking raiders. Though the constructive role of the church in the preservation and promotion of culture far outweighed any negative aspects, its censorship was in many instances inhibiting. The secular princes of the Renaissance also insisted that their preferences be honored, but at least they brought a change of criteria and did not maintain across political borders that uniformity of criteria often so efficiently enforced by the Holy Catholic Church. For these reasons, the change in sponsorship was liberating.

No one should underestimate the creative strengths of the Middle Ages. They not only produced important paintings and sculpture but soared to remarkable heights in the illumination of manuscripts and the astonishing glories of Gothic architecture. But whereas the medieval scholar or illuminator was almost always a tonsured monk bent over his task in a cell in monastery or university, his Renaissance counterpart was more likely to be a layman and was quite as likely to be found in his own study or studio as in any monastic chamber or papal palace. Some were civil servants of highest rank. Their dependence in so many instances upon the patronage of merchant-princes may have allied them more often than was desirable with the rich and powerful, but the system nevertheless fostered a great deal of individuality.

The transition of the Renaissance, however, was not a severance from the Middle Ages. Typical Renaissance humanists were not in rebellion again religion. They were quite prepared to echo the sentiments of the Hebrew psalmist: “The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament sheweth his handy-work. Day unto day uttereth speech, and night unto night sheweth knowledge.”10 They wished to read the scroll of the heavens and to study with every device of God-given intellect the greatest work of the Deity—humankind.


5

LORENZO THE MAGNIFICENT

CONFRONTED IN A shadowy alley of his native city, the central figure of the Florentine Renaissance would have excited the suspicion of any stranger. Stepping into the brilliant Italian sunshine, he would have dispelled any lingering doubt that he was a thug. Lorenzo de’ Medici’s narrow eyes beneath a frowning brow; his large, twisted, pugilistic nose; the hard straight line of the uncompromising mouth bracketed by square, muscular jaws; the belligerently outthrust chin—with these features, he would be perfectly cast as the leader of one of the street groups terrorizing so many Italian cities of his time.

There can be little doubt that Lorenzo looked like a brawler. The menacing features of the famous bust by Verrocchio appear also in a bronze medallion by Bertoldo di Giovanni and are confirmed by a death mask. There is one smiling portrait, a rondel profile in Nicola Valori’s manuscript The Life of Lorenzo, which he presented to Pope Leo X. But, while the mouth is relaxed, nothing modifies the belligerent cast of the rest of the face.1

Yet, strangely enough, Lorenzo loved beauty. He was not only a discerning patron of great painting, sculpture, and literature but one of the better poets of his day, a writer of sensitivity, sometimes even of delicacy. And in a time and place of both intrigue and self-glorification, his portraits are sufficient evidence that he made no effort to censor the artists who transmitted his image to posterity.

While it may be surprising that Lorenzo should look brutal, it is appropriate that he should appear tough. Ruggedness was essential to success in the politics of a day when removal from office came as often by dagger as by decree. Of course he benefited from being part of a dynasty, but this fact takes little from his record of personal accomplishment. The man known to his own generation and to history as Lorenzo the Magnificent was sandwiched in the order of succession between Piero the Gouty and Piero the Fatuous.

Probably Lorenzo was not seen as ugly by most residents of Florence. A retinue separated him from them when he walked the streets. More often they saw him on horseback with his athletic physique dressed in bright silks or shining armor. He probably had the figure and the lithe grace to appear dashing from a distance when elegantly appareled.

There was glamour enough in his first dramatic public appearance. The occasion was a jousting tournament in February 1469 when Lorenzo was twenty years old. As befitted an event featuring the scion of a fabulously rich family that abhorred waste as much as it practiced generosity, the pageantry was made to serve three purposes. It magnified the future leader in the eyes of his people, celebrated his approaching marriage to Clarice Orsini, and honored his mistress, Lucrezia Donati. Lucrezia was the love of his life. He once wrote that “there was nothing which could be desired in a beautiful and accomplished woman which was not in her most abundantly found.” But purely personal attributes, however elevated, were not enough. Her family’s status was not truly exalted, though she was descended from Dante’s wife, whereas Clarice was of the powerful Orsini clan. The marriage of a Medici had to be dynastically advantageous.

Lorenzo entered the jousting field in a procession including nine trumpeters, eight pages, two armored squires, twelve mounted noblemen, ten mounted cavaliers, sixty-four footmen, and a fife-and-drum corps. There was no danger that he would be overlooked because of the numbers involved. Clad in red-and-white silk and riding a horse caparisoned in velvet of the same colors, he must have seemed like a giant red-and-white centaur. Rubies and diamonds glittered on the gold feather that adorned his black velvet cap but were outshone by the great Medici diamond, mounted on his shield and flashing with every movement. Lest anyone be so obtuse as to miss the significance of his entry upon the public stage, Lorenzo wore over his surcoat a great label suggestive of an allegorical figure in a morality play. The identifying banner was a wide silk one embroidered with roses and studded with pearls spelling out “Le Temps Revient.” By “Time Returns,” Lorenzo meant to point out more than the cyclic nature of history. Those familiar with the works of Dante and Virgil would have understood the return of a particular time, an ancient golden age.2

The quotation was appropriate. It embodied the essence of renaissance, and particularly the Florentine Renaissance, for seldom in history have people anywhere had a greater appetite for both past and future than the people of Florence in Lorenzo’s lifetime. And seldom has the tension between tradition and change so strongly stimulated creative energies to fruitful production. Particularly as Lorenzo’s personal motto were the words significant, for Charles L. Mee did not exaggerate when he called him “an archetype of ‘the Renaissance Man.’ ”3

Was this young Medici’s performance in the tournament prophetic of the role he would play in his city-state? The official record would suggest a resounding yes; he fought four challengers and defeated all of them, causing a poet to hail him as the new Achilles. The same healthy realism that made Lorenzo scorn flattering portraits caused him to make due allowance for the weight of his position in the scales of judgment. He wrote, “Although I was not a very vigorous warrior, nor a hard hitter, the first prize was adjudged to me.”4

Though the tourney was Lorenzo’s first spectacular appearance in Florence, he had already rendered notable public service to his city. In the first instance, he was serving his family as well as his community, a particularly happy conjunction for an Italian youth because in Italy, more than almost anywhere else in the civilized world, the family was the most permanent institution of society and the one that commanded the most passionate allegiance. While Piero, the as yet unborn son who would succeed Lorenzo, is perhaps justly remembered as “the Fatuous,” the earlier Piero, Lorenzo’s father, deserves a better tag than “the Gouty.” It is true that his painful affliction—he was sometimes unable to move either hands or feet—curtailed his activity as leader and limited his administration to five years, but he continued his own father Cosimo’s patronage of scholarship and art. Except for his physical handicap, he might have attained greatness. That same handicap almost cost him his life when Lorenzo was seventeen years old. It was then that Lucca Pitti, leader of a rival family, failing to unseat Piero by legal means, attempted assassination.5

The fact that Piero’s illness necessitated his being carried in a litter rather than riding horseback made him particularly vulnerable to attack as he returned to town from his country villa. Apparently, riding well ahead of his father, Lorenzo came upon the would-be assassins, surmised their intentions, and told them Piero would be coming soon. While the boy delayed them in conversation, he sent his father a message to take a different route. Piero and his allies gave the teenaged son full credit for foiling the crime. Piero began assigning him responsibilities of state, dispatching him on a diplomatic tour of other Italian city-states—Pisa, Milan, Venice, Bologna, and Ferrara. Whether he was performing any substantive task or merely spreading a little goodwill and becoming personally acquainted with courts with which he would later deal as the leader of Florence, we do not know. But, upon the youngster’s return, Piero sent him on a more consequential mission as a special envoy to the pope to persuade His Holiness to remain aloof from the war threatened by several Italian city-states. Medici strength was great in Florence, and Florence was a great power in Italy, so it was unlikely that the pontiff would risk cooperation with the troublemakers. Nevertheless, an ill-advised word by a clumsy envoy could have complicated relationships. Before Lorenzo returned, Piero said that, without his son, he was “as a man without hands.”

Thus, when Piero died in 1469 and Lorenzo succeeded him, the new leader of Florence, though only twenty years old, already had three years of successful experience in statecraft. But that was none too much for dealing with the complex, shifting alliances that kept the Italian peninsula in ferment.

If Lorenzo’s own later testimony may be believed, he felt no sense of triumph when the principal men of Florence asked him to assume the post of leadership occupied by his father and grandfather. At this stage of Florentine life, the mantle was by no means automatically his by inheritance. Indeed, though he may not then have known it, it was offered first to a member of the opposition faction. Lorenzo confided to his diary, “Because of my youth, and considering that the burden and danger were great, I consented to it unwillingly; but I did so in order to protect our friends and property; for it fares ill in Florence with anyone who possesses wealth without any control in the government.”6 His statement reminds us again of one of his greatest strengths—his realism. He did not deceive himself that he had assented in noble sacrifice to some grand abstraction. It was a matter of survival. The Medici had ridden the tiger for two generations. In the interest of self-preservation, they could not dismount.

But Lorenzo cared about Florence, and he cared about civilized values. There was reason to hope that, if he could survive the power struggle, the young man might become a great leader. Part of the reason was that he had been tutored not only in statecraft but also in philosophy and the arts. He was enthusiastic about the revolution in the humanities that was the most exciting development in the Europe of his day. One of his principal teachers was Marsilio Ficino, tiny in body but giant in intellect, a keen student of Greek literature and a philosopher celebrated as the greatest of his day. Plato had never been entirely forgotten, but Ficino is credited with rediscovering him as a thinker of peculiar relevance. Thus Lorenzo’s tutor was an architect of the Renaissance. One is reminded of Alexander the Great, a brilliant young man of action studying under Aristotle and acquiring a lifelong veneration for cultural achievement. Of course, Lorenzo never displayed Alexander’s military genius. But the balance was not all in the Macedonian king’s favor. Lorenzo was an Alexander minus megalomania. One cannot imagine him weeping because he had no more worlds to conquer. His subtle intelligence alerted him to far more complexities in the world of Florence and its neighbors than he could hope to conquer in a lifetime.

A vital part of Lorenzo’s education was acquired from other members of his family.7 Edwin Arlington Robinson expressed the all too prevalent American view of the Medici when he wrote in “Miniver Cheevy”:


Miniver loved the Medici,

Albeit he had never seen one;

He would have sinned incessantly

Could he have been one.



Admittedly, there probably were not true saints in the family, even though there were cardinals and two popes, three if one counts a distant relative. But the Medici were on the side of the angels more often than most great families of Renaissance Italy. And some members, at least by comparison with their contemporaries, were model citizens.

Ficino was available as a tutor because Lorenzo’s grandfather Cosimo was his discerning patron. A devoted student of Plato’s writings, Cosimo had adopted Ficino as a member of his family, providing him with a house of his own and a regular income and commissioning him to translate all of the Greek philosopher’s works into Latin. In Cosimo himself, Lorenzo had an example of personal enjoyment, and public patronage, of the arts. The old man was the first great art patron in Florence. He beautified the city with churches and palaces, commissioning the great Brunelleschi, among other architects and artists. He also brought to the handling of the city’s finances the same shrewdness that had built his personal fortune into one several times larger than any other in the city. When he died he was affectionately called “the Father of His Country.”8 And, as we have seen, his son Piero, despite his gout, not only continued intelligent patronage of art and learning but also brought knowledge and insight to the conduct of foreign affairs. He made Lorenzo his apprentice and then his invaluable assistant. Lorenzo’s mother, Lucrezia, a woman with clean-sculptured features and wise eyes,9 was devoted to the church, her family, and the arts. She was a competent poet and is credited with influencing her son to become one.

The Medici dated their greatness from Cosimo’s father, Giovanni,10 a businessman and wily politician, who retained the confidence of the common people while building a great fortune, and became the real power in Florence long before assuming the office of gonfalonier of justice, the chief political post. Giovanni left his descendants a banking business that sustained them for generations and a piece of advice that they ignored, none more flagrantly then Lorenzo. The advice was “Be as inconspicuous as possible.”11

Perhaps the most significant lesson that Lorenzo learned from his family was that the present could learn from the past in order to build for the future. Lorenzo was first a product, and then a molder, of a society that as much as any other in history combined an enthusiasm for tradition with the excitement of fresh discovery. When Lorenzo was an impressionable boy, his father was one of that society’s chief exemplars.

In pursuit of his goal of building a Florence as preeminent intellectually and culturally as it was economically and politically, Lorenzo was as flamboyantly conspicuous all his life as he was in the tournament in his seventeenth year. But the performance was a calculated one rather than a spontaneous expression of personality. Those privileged to visit him privately in the palace from which he rode out in such splendor were surprised to see him clad in sober garments in a setting of great simplicity.12 The public loved a show, and colorful pageantry flourished in Italian sunshine. But beyond all that, it was a means to dramatize the link between old traditions and new adventure. The connection was not always made explicit in words, as in the personal motto on Lorenzo’s shield at the tourney, but it was presented repeatedly in symbols readily understood by the populace.13

In his second year as leader, Lorenzo stumbled badly in a way that caused many to wonder whether the young man, despite his precocity, was seasoned enough for the job. The Florentine economy depended on wool as much as England’s ever did. The thing that placed its woolen textiles ahead of competitors’ in world markets was the brilliance of its alum-fixed dyes. Florence and its allies had a European monopoly of alum. When a new alum deposit was discovered in 1471, Florence thought it had no special cause for worry. After all, the mineral was in the area of Volterra, a modest town that was virtually a Florentine fiefdom. Volterra retained a considerable degree of autonomy in strictly local affairs, but both its chief executive and its military commander were appointed by the Florentine government. However, when the town signed a contract to permit mining of alum by a private company from Florence, some of the townspeople rioted. They had visions of the local potential for prosperity being bargained away by the politicians. The town officers wavered, and Florentine authorities intervened for the company. When the rioters did not retreat, Lorenzo, without attempting to negotiate, sent in mercenary soldiers. After a month’s siege, the Volterrans surrendered upon the promise that neither the inhabitants nor their property would be harmed. Once within the town, though, the mercenaries broke ranks and became a plundering mob.14

The tragedy has continued to darken Lorenzo’s name to this date. There are, however, some mitigating circumstances. Several of Florence’s tributary provinces were restless and eager to test the mettle of the dominant city’s young leader. He could exchange verses with the best of them, but could he trade blows? By a show of force, Lorenzo had ended the threat from Prato, another subject town, shortly before the Volterran revolt. Too optimistically, he hoped for the same result this time. That the Medici chief did not intend to break a promise is evidenced by the fact that the duke of Urbino, who commanded the mercenaries, intervened repeatedly to protect women and children and hanged some offenders under his command. On learning what had happened, Lorenzo rushed to the scene and tried to relieve the suffering of the victims. But little could be done. The futility was underlined later by the discovery that the alum deposits in dispute were practically worthless.

Lorenzo had not acted as a monster, but he had demonstrated fallible judgment. He knew that mercenary armies were notoriously undisciplined and far more given to assaulting unarmed civilians than to attacking their counterparts on the battlefield. In his eagerness to end the revolt before rebels found encouragement in other towns, he shoved this disturbing fact into the back of his mind. Tommaso Soderini, the man chiefly responsible for engineering the smooth succession of Lorenzo to leadership of Florence, had cautioned the young man to avoid such action against the Volterrans. After the fiasco, he said, “To me the place seems rather lost than won; for had it been received on equitable terms, advantage and security would have been the result; but having to retain it by force, it will in critical junctures occasion weakness and anxiety, and in times of peace, injury and expense.”15

Even when others were most displeased with him, Lorenzo was sustained by the love and labor of his brother Giuliano. Blessed with classically regular features in sharp contrast to Lorenzo’s twisted nose and general homeliness, he was considered handsome by many. The brothers’ unselfish appreciation of each other was one of their most appealing traits. Of course, the close relationship excited jealously among some who thought they deserved a more favored place in Lorenzo’s counsels. Enemies of Lorenzo, aware of his reliance on his brother, believed that both siblings must be eliminated if leadership of Florence was to be wrested from the Medici.

The most powerful enemy of the Medici brothers was Pope Sixtus IV, whose nephews coveted control of Florence. To achieve this end they allied themselves with the Pazzi family, Florentine nobles who resented the prominence of the Medici. Supposedly, the pope gave his blessing (nonprofessionally) to the plot on the condition that no one be killed. Whatever the arrangement, the nephews teamed with the Pazzi to murder Lorenzo and Giuliano. In fact, the Pazzi became so deeply involved that ever since then the conspiracy has borne their name. What the pope’s nephews did not know was that, while the Pazzi were delighted to help eliminate the Medici, they were determined that the pope’s nephews should not fill the vacuum.

The opportunity for assassination came in April 1478, when the Medici brothers were staying at their hillside villa outside the city. One of the pope’s nephews, Rafaello Riario, and his retinue were at the nearby Pazzi villa as the guests of old Jacopo dé Pazzi, head of the family. The Medici brothers unwittingly facilitated the plans for their own assassination when, in a gesture of conciliation, they invited the Pazzi and their guests to a great banquet.

But Giuliano became sick and was absent from the festivities. Killing Lorenzo alone would alert everyone to the plot and still leave his brother unharmed. So the conspirators revised their plans. They told Lorenzo that young Cardinal Rafaello Riario, the pope’s grandnephew, was particularly eager to view the fabled art works of the Medici Palace. So Lorenzo invited the prelate and his retinue to return with him to the city, where they would all attend high mass, and afterwards be his midday dinner guests. The scheme was to slay the two Medici brothers when they rose from the meal. But Sunday morning it was discovered that, while Giuliano would make the effort necessary to attend mass, he still felt too sick to be at dinner. It seemed that ill health would yet lengthen Giuliano’s life.

The conspirators, however, were determined. Killing the Medici brothers at mass would be particularly difficult, and even to the hardened plotters murder in a sanctuary must have seemed especially revolting. But the religious service seemed to offer the best opportunity. The conspirators had brought along one of the pope’s mercenary soldiers to be the chief actor in the homicide. They now instructed him to strike at the instant of elevation of the Host, a convenient signal and one marking the moment when the intended victims would be bent over in worship. The man protested that he could not add “blasphemy” to murder.

Less scrupulous than the hired killer, the pope’s nephews and the noble Pazzi proceeded on their own. Two priests in the party accepted the assignment of killing Lorenzo. Cardinal Riario, probably an innocent decoy, walked with him to the cathedral. A little behind came Giuliano with Francesco dé Pazzi, a prancing, primping popinjay whom he probably did not take very seriously. Before they entered the church, Francesco slipped his arm around Giuliano, ostensibly in a gesture of friendship but actually to determine whether Giuliano had taken the precaution of wearing a coat of mail beneath his clothing.16 He had not.

At the elevation of the Host, the assassins sprang upon their victims. One thug drove his short sword into Giuliano’s heart. Francesco dé Pazzi then stabbed him again and again in such a manic frenzy that he accidentally stabbed his own thigh. At the opposite end of the choir the two priests in the plot struck at Lorenzo with their daggers. One gashed his throat, but Lorenzo snatched his ceremonial sword from its scabbard, parried the next thrusts, vaulted over the balustrade of the choir, and took refuge in the sacristy. A pandemonium of shouts and screams echoed through the nave. Someone sucked Lorenzo’s wound in case the wounding blade had been poisoned. Except for the possibility of infection, the injury itself was not as bad as it looked. Confused noises reached him and his supporters closeted with him
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