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FLORENCE

RISE OF THE CITY

    1   The destruction of Fiesole by the Florentines in the early eleventh century; from Giovanni Villani’s Croniche Fiorentine, translated by Rose E. Selfe

BADIA FIORENTINA

    2   The origin of the Badia in the tenth century; from Giovanni Villani’s Croniche Fiorentine, translated by Rose E. Selfe

    3   How the office of Priors was first created, and housed in the Badia; from Giovanni Villani’s Croniche Fiorentine, translated by Rose E. Selfe

THE BAPTISTERY

    4   Why the Pisans gave Florence the two porphyry columns which now flank Ghiberti’s ‘Gates of Paradise’ at the Baptistery; from Giovanni Villani’s Croniche Fiorentine, translated by Rose E. Selfe

    5   A pro-Brunelleschian view of how Lorenzo Ghiberti won the competition to produce the bronze reliefs on the north doors of the Baptistery; from Antonio Manetti’s Life of Brunelleschi, translated by Catherine Enggass

    6   The victor’s view of how he won the competition to execute the north doors of the Baptistery in 1402; from Ghiberti’s Commentarii, edited by Isabelle Hyman in Brunelleschi in Perspective

    7   Ghiberti’s autobiographical account of how he completed what Michelangelo was to call ‘The Gates of Paradise’, the gilt bronze east doors of the Baptistery, between 1424 and 1452; from Ghiberti’s Commentarii, edited by Elizabeth Holt in A Documentary History of Art

    8   The decoration of the Baptistery for the festival of San Giovanni; from Giorgio Vasari’s Lives of the Painters, Sculptors and Architects

    9   How the Baptistery was transformed in honour of the birth of the future Francesco I, and how Vasari got a job which no one else wanted; from Vasari’s Lives…

  10   Richard Lassels remembers St Zenobius and the elm which miraculously sprang into leaf when the Bishop’s body was translated from San Lorenzo to Santa Reparata (the original Duomo) in the ninth century; from The Voyage of Italy (1670)

THE BARGELLO

  11   The translation of a thirteenth-century inscription still to be seen on the Bargello, originally the Palazzo del Popolo; from Nicolai Rubinstein’s ‘The Beginnings of Political Thought in Florence’

  12   A mishap in the Via del Proconsolo; from Franco Sacchetti’s Il libro delle trecentonovelle, edited by E. Li Gotti, translated by Nicholas Havely

  13   An American novelist reflects on the losses suffered by the religious houses in the cause of creating a national sculpture collection; from Henry James’s Italian Hours

THE CAMPANILE

  14   The building of the Campanile; from the life of Giotto in Vasari’s Lives of the Painters, Sculptors and Architects

  15   Giotto’s Campanile; from Hippolyte Taine’s Italy, translated by J. Durand

  16   The 21-year-old Ruskin climbs the Campanile for the first time in November 1840; from The Diaries of John Ruskin, edited by J. Evans and J. Whitehouse

CASA GUIDI

  17   Robert Browning’s account of the death of Elizabeth Barrett Browning at Casa Guidi near the Palazzo Pitti; from William Wetmore Story and his Friends, edited by Henry James

THE CASCINE

  18   The Cascine gardens in December 1732; from Joseph Spence’s Letters from the Grand Tour

  19   The young Duke of Hamilton and his tutor, Dr John Moore, encounter the 56-year-old Bonnie Prince Charlie and his young wife on an evening promenade; from A View of Society and Manners in Italy by John Moore

  20   The monument to the Maharajah of Kolhapur in the Cascine; from Cook’s Handbook to Florence, 1924

CERTOSA DI GALLUZZO

  21   An Elizabethan Protestant visits the Certosa di Galluzzo; from An Itinerary . . . by Fynes Moryson, Gent.

THE DUOMO

  22   With great difficulty Brunelleschi persuades the authorities that his plan for building the cupola without any internal support is feasible; from Antonio Manetti’s Life of Brunelleschi, translated by Catherine Enggass

  23   The consecration of the Duomo by Pope Eugenius IV in 1436; from The Vespasiano Memoirs by Vespasiano da Bisticci, edited and translated by W.G. and E. Waters

  24   The placing of Verrocchio’s bronze ball and cross on the summit of Brunelleschi’s cupola; from Luca Landucci’s Diario Fiorentino, translated as A Florentine Diary from 1450–1516 by Alice de Rosen Jervis

  25   Paolo Uccello’s cenotaph to Sir John Hawkwood in the Duomo; from Eve Borsook’s The Mural Painters of Tuscany from Cimabue to Andrea del Sarto and ‘L’ Hawkwood d’Uccello et la “Vie de Fabius Maximus” de Plutarque’ in Revue de l’Art, translated by the author

  26   A sixteenth-century Irish traveller notices Uccello’s fresco of Sir John Hawkwood in the Duomo; from Henry Piers’s manuscript A Discourse of H.P. his Travelles

  27   Murder in the Cathedral: the Pazzi Plot and its aftermath in the spring of 1478; from Luca Landucci’s Diario Fiorentino.

  28   A Romantic vision of the Pazzi conspiracy and the murder in the Cathedral; from Joseph Severn’s Life and Letters

  29   The mob responds violently to an anti-Semitic sermon in 1488, causing the Commune to deal firmly with the preacher; from Tribaldo de’ Rossi’s Ricordanze, in The Society of Renaissance Florence by Gene Brucker

  30   Less than a decade later the preaching of Savonarola produces happier results; from Luca Landucci’s Diario Fiorentino

  31   The excommunicated Savonarola continues to preach, and burn vanities, but abandons preaching in the Duomo; from Luca Landucci’s Diario Fiorentino

  32   A Welshman introduces the word ‘cupola’ into the English language in 1549; from William Thomas’s Historie of Italie . . .

  33   The Duomo; from Hippolyte Taine’s Italy, translated by J. Durand

  34   The story behind the Duomo’s nineteenth-century façade; from Rudolf Wittkower’s Gothic versus Classic: Architectural Projects in Seventeenth-Century Italy

  35   The ‘Scoppio del Carro’ on Easter Day at the turn of the century; from Janet Ross’s Italian Sketches

THE ENGLISH CEMETERY

  36   Inmates of the English Cemetery; from People of Florence by Joseph Macleod

THE LUNGARNO

  37   ‘A fine day in October’ experienced by an American in 1834 from his hotel room on the Lungarno; from Letters of a Traveller; or, notes of things seen in Europe and America by William Cullen Bryant

  38   A Prague-born poet in the Pensione Benoit, 13 Lungarno Serristori; from Rainer Maria Rilke’s Tagebücher aus der Frühzeit

  39   The colours of the Lungarno; from Italian Hours by Henry James

MERCATO VECCHIO

  40   The Mercato Vecchio in the fourteenth century; from Antonio Pucci’s Proprietà di Mercato Vecchio, translated by Nicholas Havely

  41   The Mercato Vecchio in the late fifteenth century; from George Eliot’s Romola

THE MISERICORDIA

  42   The Misericordia, founded, according to tradition, in 1240; from Janet Ross’s Old Florence and Modern Tuscany

MUSEO ARCHEOLOGICO

  43   The 20-year-old Oscar Wilde enthuses over the Etruscans in the old Archaeological Museum (when it was in the Via Faenza); from The Letters of Oscar Wilde, edited by Rupert Hart-Davis

ORSANMICHELE

  44   The miraculous origins of the Church of Orsanmichele; from Giovanni Villani’s Croniche Fiorentine, translated by Edward Chaney

  45   Guild rivalry behind the beauty of the exterior of Orsanmichele; from Creighton Gilbert’s Italian Art 1400–1500. Sources and Documents in the History of Art

  46   An English Catholic priest admires the sculpture on Orsanmichele in the mid-seventeenth century; from Richard Lassels’s Voyage of Italy (1670)

OSPEDALI (HOSPITALS)

  47   The Silk Guild petitions the Commune for official recognition of their sole patronage of the Ospedale degli Innocenti; from Luigi Passerini’s Storia degli stabilmenti di beneficenza e d’istruzione gratuita della città di Firenze, in The Society of Renaissance Florence by Gene Brucker

  48   The building and growth of the Innocenti; from Old Florence and Modern Tuscany by Janet Ross

  49   An architect’s view of what happens when you don’t stick closely to the original plans of a fellow-architect of genius; from Antonio Manetti’s Life of Brunelleschi, translated by Catherine Enggass

  50   The children of slaves in the Innocenti; from Iris Origo’s ‘The Domestic Enemy’

  51   A difficult patient in the Ospedale di Santa Maria Nuova; from Luca Landucci’s Diario Fiorentino

  52   A British humanist in the 1540s enthuses over the up-to-date facilities at the hospital of Santa Maria Nuova; from William Thomas’s Historie of Italie . . .

  53   A eulogy of the Grand Duke Pietro Leopoldo; from Travels through Italy, in a series of letters . . . by President Dupaty. Translated . . . by an Englishman

  54   Dr Samuel Sharp finds something to admire in the bug-resistant beds at Santa Maria Nuova; from Samuel Sharp’s Letters from Italy . . . in the years 1765, and 1766

  55   The Hospital of San Giovanni di Dio as inspected in the 1780s; from John Howard’s The State of the Prisons in England and Wales with preliminary Observations and an account of some foreign prisons and hospitals

PALAZZO CORSINI

  56   A visit to the Palazzo Corsini in 1848; from Sophia Hawthorne’s Notes in England and Italy

PALAZZO MEDICI

  57   A letter from Benozzo Gozzoli to Piero de’ Medici about work in progress on the chapel frescoes in the Palazzo Medici in July 1459; from Carteggio inedito d’artisti dei secoli XIV. XV. XVI, edited by Giovanni Gaye, translated by Edward Chaney

  58   Galeazzo Maria Sforza informs his father, the Duke of Milan, how he was received by Cosimo il Vecchio in the newly decorated chapel in the Palazzo Medici; from a letter in the Archivio di Stato di Milano translated by Rab Hatfield in The Three Kings and the Medici

  59   Lorenzo the Magnificent; from Francesco Guicciardini’s History of Florence, translated by Cecil Grayson

  60   The Medici’s final abandonment of the family palazzo in the mid-seventeenth century; from John Chetwode Eustace’s A Classical Tour through Italy

  61   The Neapolitan Luca Giordano’s Baroque frescoes in the Palazzo Medici-Riccardi admired by a Frenchman in the late eighteenth century; from Travels through Italy, in a series of letters . . . by President Dupaty.

PALAZZO PITTI

  62   An inaccurate but interesting early account of the Palazzo Pitti and the Fortezza di Belvedere; from Fynes Moryson’s An Itinerary . . . describing Florence as he saw it in 1594

  63   The Pitti, in the time of Ferdinand I, considered the most magnificent palace in the world; from The Life and Letters of Sir Henry Wotton, edited by Logan Pearsall Smith

  64   A visit to the Palazzo Pitti and the Boboli Gardens in the mid-seventeenth century; from Richard Lassels’s Voyage of Italy (1670)

  65   A novel method of extracting a tip; from Johann Keysler’s Travels . . .

  66   The Earl of Cork meditates on the history of Palazzo Pitti and, paraphrasing Bishop Berkeley, prophesies American imperialism; from Letters from Italy, in the years 1754 and 1755, by the late Right Honourable John Earl of Corke and Orrery

  67   A hurried visit to Palazzo Pitti in 1770; from Music, Men and Manners in France and Italy by Charles Burney

  68   An American granted an audience at Palazzo Pitti with the Grand Duke Leopold II; from Fenimore Cooper’s Gleanings in Europe

  69   Mid-nineteenth-century balls at Palazzo Pitti, hosted by The Grand Duke Leopold II; from What I Remember by Thomas Adolphus Trollope

  70   The courtyard of Palazzo Pitti in the summer of 1944; from Florentine Art under Fire by Frederick Hartt

PALAZZO RUCELLAI

  71   Criticism of Alberti’s mid-fifteenth-century designs for the Palazzo and Loggia Rucellai; from Vasari’s Lives of the Painters, Sculptors and Architects

  72   The festivities to celebrate the wedding of the 18-year-old son of Giovanni Rucellai with a sister of Lorenzo de’ Medici in the Piazza Rucellai; from Giovanni Rucellai’s Zibaldone, edited by Alessandro Perosa, translated by Edward Chaney

PALAZZO STROZZI

  73   A neighbour’s-eye-view of the construction of the Palazzo Strozzi during the late fifteenth century; from Luca Landucci’s Diario Fiorentino
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Introduction

AT THE TURN OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY Florence was the only Italian city with a strong English accent. ‘Useful information’, the first chapter of Augustus Hare’s and St Clair Baddeley’s guidebook of that period, is studded with the names of English bankers, hotels, pensions, chemists, booksellers, dentists, and even artists (W. Spence, H. Teague, and W. Gould). For cups of tea the reader is advised to call on the Misses Macaulay, close to Vieusseux’s Library. These havens have vanished with the original names of streets and squares. Concerning galleries readers are warned: ‘These frequently undergo sectional re-arrangement, and the official catalogues are as defective as the guide-books.’ While paintings such as Botticelli’s ‘Primavera’ have undergone radical restoration, many of their attributions have been promoted or demoted. Tourists no longer make a bee-line for the ‘Medici Venus’ which was once the absolute cynosure of the Uffizi, yet Hare and Baddeley’s little black book still reflects the enthusiasm of visitors for all that is characteristic of the jewel city.

When the Goncourt brothers arrived in the autumn of 1855 they exclaimed: ‘ville toute anglaise – an entirely English city, where the palaces have almost the gloomy darkness of London and everything seems to smile on the English, especially the Tuscan Monitor [sic], which is only concerned with the affairs of Great Britain.’ They expatiated on their common Latin heritage and good reasons for Franco-Italian agreement with an astute Florentine lawyer. The latter smiled ironically, and after a while replied, ‘I’m afraid you have illusions on the subject . . . To prove it, in the first salon you enter containing a Frenchman and an Englishman, an Italian would approach the Englishman instinctively.’

The British community in Florence had doubled since the Congress of Vienna, and the term Inglese was applied to foreigners in general. A hotel porter would say to his manager, ‘Some Inglesi have arrived but I haven’t yet discovered if they are Russians or Germans.’ In 1825 Leigh Hunt wrote that Florence had ‘more conveniences for us, more books, more fine arts, more illustrious memories, and a greater concourse of Englishmen, so that one might possess, as it were, Italy and England together.’ Some two hundred English families were then resident in Florence, consequently he wished to launch a magazine for them. And in April 1833 Emerson confided to his journal: ‘It is pleasant to see how affectionately all the artists who have resided here a little speak of getting home to Florence. And I found at once that we live here with more comfort than in Rome or Naples. Good streets, industrious population, spacious, well-furnished lodgings, elegant and cheap caffés [sic]. The Cathedral, the Campanile, the splendid galleries and no beggars, make this city the favourite of strangers.’

The Industrial Revolution brought an increasing number of travellers, many of whom decided to settle there. The most famous of these were the poets, novelists, and painters who basked in the aura of the Brownings. In fact one can scarcely think of a mid-Victorian Florence without that romantic couple whose writings served as eloquent propaganda for the cause of Italian independence. When he composed The Italian in England (‘I would grasp Metternich until/ I felt his red wet throat distil/ In blood through these two hands . . .’) Browning was obviously influenced by Mazzini who translated it. But Elizabeth surpassed her husband as a propagandist in Poems before Congress and Casa Guidi Windows. As Signora Artom Treves pointed out in her seminal book The Golden Ring: The Anglo-Florentines 1847–1862: ‘There is a moving parallel between the passionate woman imprisoned by her frail health, tyrannized by her father, who was the prototype of the Victorian family despot, and Italy which in those same years was being restored to life and liberty.’

Mrs Browning worshipped Cavour; Jessie White Mario idolized Mazzini and followed Garibaldi’s campaigns as a nurse; Margaret Fuller Ossoli, ‘the Yankee Corinne’, was equally devoted to Mazzini, who described her as ‘a woman of the rarest, for her love and active sympathy for all that is beautiful, great and holy, and therefore for our Italy’.

Though Ruskin showed less interest in the Risorgimento, his aesthetic influence on the Brownings was reflected in Robert’s rambling poem Old Pictures in Florence:


‘But at any rate I have loved the season

Of Art’s spring-birth so dim and dewy:

My sculptor is Niccolo the Pisan,

My painter – who but Cimabue?

Nor even was man of them, all indeed,

From these to Ghiberti and Ghirlandaio,

Could say that he missed my critic-meed.’



Ruskin, who never settled in Florence, changed the whole attitude of visitors towards the fine arts they came to see. ‘What a bishop was lost in him,’ his father used to sigh, and he might well be called a bishop of aesthetic taste, for he preached that art could never be divorced from Christianity, that ‘things done delightfully and rightly are always done by the help and in the spirit of God’. For him the grace and purity of Giotto and the original pre-Raphaelites, the so-called Primitives, evaporated with the Renaissance, which he saw as the triumph of worldliness, decadence and ‘harlotry’. This was scarcely logical, for while he damned Palladio he admired Veronese and Tintoretto, who were surely consummate products of the High Renaissance. And Florence was the birthplace of what we understand as Renaissance. It was Filippo Brunelleschi who revived the spirit of Greek and Roman architecture, and Cosimo de’ Medici, Pater Patriae, who recognized his genius, though he chose Michelozzo, who had accompanied him into exile, to design his private palace. A galaxy of Florentine architects was imbued with Brunelleschi’s refinement, and these imposed the solid character on Florentine buildings which Ruskin considered forbidding, though he made an exception for the rusticated masonry of the Pitti Palace, ‘brother-heart to the mountain from which it is rent’.

Legend blends with tradition in attributing the remote origin of Florence to Etruscan Fiesole on the north-eastern hilltop. After a severe siege Fiesole was forced to surrender to the Roman invaders under Julius Caesar who destroyed it and built a new city, Florentia, in the Arno valley below in 59 BC. Excavations bear witness to a typical Roman castrum, or garrison town, and the outlines of the medieval city follow the Roman pattern, including a forum, a temple of Mars, public baths, and an amphitheatre. Some derive its name from a Roman general Florinus, slain during the siege of Fiesole; others from Fluentia, confluence of the rivers Arno and Mugnone. But the popular tradition is the most poetical: Florence remains the city of flowers and its cathedral is known as Santa Maria del Fiore, for the Iris Florentia is the Blessed Virgin’s emblem and it has remained the heraldic emblem of the city.

Myth prevails during the first ten centuries of the Christian era. The names of such barbaric invaders as Rhadagasius and Totila are about all we know of them, and no ancient chronicle is complete without Charlemagne, who is said to have rebuilt the ruined city in 786, but the miracles of certain saints are commemorated in lively scenes by the early Florentine painters. The column beside the Baptistery evokes the legend of the fifth-century bishop Zenobius, whose coffin touched a dead elm which burst into leaf. St Miniatus is commemorated by the sublime eleventh-century Romanesque basilica overlooking the city from the south. He was said to have been an Armenian prince martyred under the Emperor Decius in 254. After being beheaded he climbed the hill named in his honour, carrying his head in his hands, and was buried on the site of an old oratory, which reminds one of Madame du Deffand’s famous remark to the prelate who told her that Saint Denis the Areopagite walked with his head under his arm all the way from Montmartre to the Church of St Denis, a distance of six miles: ‘Ah, Monseigneur! dans une telle situation il n’y a que le premier pas qui coûte.’

Saint Giovanni Gualberto, the Abbot of San Miniato who built the church, founded the Vallombrosan Order of reformed Benedictines and died in 1073. A painting by Lorenzo di Niccolo Gerini in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, represents a scene from his legend. According to this, he was asked by his father to avenge the murder of his brother, but when he met the murderer in a narrow street he forgave him and spared his life. He then climbed to the hill of San Miniato, and while he prayed a painted crucifix leaned towards him as if to thank him for pardoning his enemy. While simony was rife, a Vallombrosan monk known as ‘Peter Igneus’ braved the ordeal by fire unsinged by the flames to convict Pietro of Pavia, then Bishop of Florence, of simony in 1068 – an ordeal that was avoided in the case of Savonarola.

All that we know of Willa, the mother of Ugo, Margrave of Tuscany, is that she founded the Florentine Badia in 978, where Ugo was buried in 1001, though his actual tomb was designed by Mino da Fiesole in the fifteenth century. Matilda, Countess of Tuscany, is reputed to have governed wisely from 1076 to 1115. She supported Pope Gregory VII against the Emperor Henry IV and appeared with a sword on battlefields. Her popularity was attested by the frequent use of ‘Contessa’ or ‘Tessa’ as a name for daughters. Dante was to praise Matilda in his Divina Commedia. Florence prospered under her beneficent rule, marred only by skirmishes between the Florentine burghers and the predatory barons of the countryside. Gradually their feudal castles were demolished and they were forced to live in the city. Dante glorified this period in his Paradiso when, as he wrote, Florence enjoyed ‘such full repose she had no cause for lamentation’. After Matilda’s death the struggle between Popes and Emperors for her legacy began and her counsellors became consuls of the republican Commune. The Teutonic barons backed the Emperor, the Latin burghers the Pope (rather from fear of foreign subjection than from religious motives), and there was constant friction between them.

Visitors to San Gimignano may picture medieval Florence, a labyrinth of narrow streets with towering fortress-like buildings surrounded by massive walls. At the end of the twelfth century the city bristled with 150 towers nearly 250 feet high, but in 1250 the Commune ordered those above 100 feet to be truncated. Family quarrels became party feuds identified with Guelph and Ghibelline – derived from ‘Welf’ and ‘Waib-lingen’, which were war cries at a battle between the Bavarian allies of the Pope and the Hohenstaufen Emperor Conrad III respectively.

Ever since the tragic Easter Sunday of 1215 when young Buondelmonte dei Buondelmonti was murdered on the oldest bridge across the Arno, the Ponte Vecchio, the city had been divided into Guelph and Ghibelline factions. For the sake of peace Buondelmonte had agreed to marry a girl of the Amidei clan, but he broke his engagement when a widow of the rival Donati persuaded him to wed her more attractive daughter. The infuriated Amidei held a family council to decide what punishment to inflict. Mosca dei Lamberti said, ‘Let him die. What is done is done with.’ Consequently Buondelmonte, all in white on a white steed, was struck down and stabbed repeatedly by a gang of Amidei below an old statue of Mars by the Ponte Vecchio. The body was carried through the streets with its head on the bride’s lap to excite the people’s vengeance. The Ghibelline aristocracy were partisans of the Amidei; the burghers and a sprinkling of nobles of the Buondelmonti. The latter considered themselves Guelphs but they often changed sides.

The leading Guelphs were descended from wealthy merchants whereas most of the Ghibellines were descended from feudal barons, and the civil war between them continued for fifty years. In spite of this, two new bridges were built across the Arno, the Carraia (1220) and Rubaconte (1227), now alle Grazie from a tiny oratory on one of its piers; and a third circle of walls was begun, enclosing an area of 1,556 acres. The Ghibelline nobles gained control of the city in 1249 with the aid of Frederick II’s German troops, but after the Emperor’s death in 1250 a Guelph Constitution was established under a Captain of the People, to counterbalance the Podesta, a foreign noble appointed by the citizens as head of the Commune. The Constitution, called Il Primo Popolo, was comparatively democratic. From a white lily on a red field, the banner of the Commune was changed to a red lily on a white field and the Ghibellines were expelled. Pisa, Pistoia, and Volterra were subjugated during the next decade, but the Florentines were defeated in an attack against Ghibelline Siena on 4 September 1260, and the Guelph magnates fled to Lucca. Six years of Ghibelline despotism followed, during which in 1265 Dante Alighieri, the poet who was to celebrate the salient events of this turbulent period, was born.

Charles of Anjou entered Italy to seize the crown of Naples and Sicily at the invitation of Pope Urban IV, and Byron’s hero Manfred, King of Sicily, was defeated and killed near Benevento in 1266, which signified the end of German rule in Italy. For the next ten years the new King of Naples and Sicily became suzerain of Florence.

Dante assailed the incessant constitutional changes in his Purgatorio. These make monotonous reading. The triumphant Guelphs soon split into Black and White factions. Fortunately civic pride was stronger than party conflict. The Church on one side, the trade guilds on the other, stimulated an efflorescence of painting and architecture. The trade guilds were organized into miniature republics, each with its own officers, councils, and banners. The government was entrusted to the Arti Maggiori or Greater Guilds whose leading members, called ‘priors of the arts’, were appointed chief magistrates of the State though they only held office for two months. Thus Florence became an independent republic of merchants and bankers. (The gold coin called fiorino, first issued in 1252, bearing a lily on the obverse and the Latin name Florentia on the reverse, became accepted as international currency, and in England it was known as a ‘florence’.) The Ghibelline nobility were replaced by Guelph magnates whose power was restrained by the Gonfalionere di Justizia, or ‘Standard-bearer of Justice’, eventually the supreme head of the State with an armed force of 1,000 men at his disposal. The last hopes of the Ghibellines were shattered at the battle of Campaldino against the city of Arezzo in 1289, when Dante fought with the cavalry that lost.

The century from the battle of Benevento in 1266 to the return of the Popes from Avignon in 1377 is generally treated as the trecento by historians, and in spite of the great flood of 1333, the failure of banks in 1343, and the famine followed by plague in 1348, this was a period of extraordinary activity in literature and the visual arts. Dante’s Divine Comedy soars above every other poem of the Middle Ages, and in the first half of the fourteenth century Petrarch and Boccaccio were far more than great precursors. Though Petrarch was a Tuscan born at Arezzo in 1304, his father, like Dante, belonged to the White faction of Guelphs and was expelled from Florence in 1302. His extensive missions between Avignon and Naples were more adventurous than those of his cosmopolitan successors.

Before the invention of printing, the fame of Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio spread throughout Europe. Petrarch’s sonnets in the vernacular were models for future sonneteers even in French and English. Deeply moved by the grandeur of surviving Roman monuments amid the squalor of their surroundings four centuries before Piranesi depicted them, Petrarch longed to see the glories of ancient Rome revived when he was crowned with laurel on the Capitol in 1341. But the French Popes were deaf to his appeals to quit their ‘Babylon’ on the Rhône. He was the first humanist in that he collected Latin manuscripts, inscriptions, and coins, and he inspired chosen pupils to follow his example. His younger friend Giovanni Boccaccio has been called ‘the first modern novelist’. Born in Paris in 1313, he was brought by his father to Florence in his boyhood, and in the stories of his immortal Decameron we breathe the very air of the trecento. After Dante’s death in exile at Ravenna in 1321, Boccaccio wrote his first biography. He was probably in Naples when the terrible plague known as the Black Death broke out in Florence, which he used as a sinister background for his fugitive group of storytellers. Alarmed by a monk’s dire warnings of eternal damnation, he wished to destroy the Decameron, but Petrarch assured him that literature was not incompatible with religion. However, he abandoned creative writing for classical scholarship – a pity, for the naturalism of his style was quite original. Petrarch criticized the ‘freedom’ of his narrative and regretted its composition in the vernacular, but nevertheless he paid it the compliment of translating the story of patient Griselda into Latin. Chaucer owed him ‘The Clerk’s Tale’, and his Troilus and Criseyde was based on Boccaccio’s Filostrato.

During the summer of 1348 plague reduced the population of Florence from 90,000 to 45,000. Giovanni Villani was among the victims, but his Chronicle was continued by his brother Matteo and his nephew Filippo till 1364. The death of so many people, it was supposed, would create abundance, instead of which there was a dearth. ‘The cost of labour,’ wrote Matteo Villani, ‘and the products of every trade and craft, rose in disorderly fashion beyond the double. Lawsuits, disputes and riots arose everywhere . . . by reason of legacies and successions. Special privileges were granted to artisans and such professional men as physicians, which encouraged immigration on a vast scale.’ Newly rich tradesmen married into the impoverished upper class and became eligible for election to the priorate. Petrarch’s Triumph of Death and the preface to Franco Sacchetti’s Trecento novelle express the gloom that gathered over Tuscany. Sermons on the misery and brevity of human life were preached from pulpits and portrayed in frescoes of the Last Judgement and the tortures of Hell. At least the Church benefited from large bequests and donations. The Dominican prior of Santa Maria Novella, Jacopo Passavanti, terrified his congregations with prophecies of new calamities and, as Millard Meiss observed, ‘his thought and his mood are closely related to contemporary painting in Santa Croce and Pisa’s Camposanto. Man appears a perpetual sinner, hovering in the shadow of death and judgement.’ Societies of Flagellants lashed themselves in penitential frenzy twice a day and once at night for thirty-three consecutive days – one day for each of Christ’s years on earth. These depressing exhibitions shocked rather than edified the average citizen. Pope Clement VI tried to stop them but his authority was weakened by the ‘Babylonian Captivity’ at Avignon. St Catherine of Siena implored him to return to Rome. Meanwhile his bands of Breton mercenaries preceded him, committing appalling atrocities in the Papal States.

Cardinal de Noellet, the French legate in Italy, antagonized the Florentines by refusing their request for corn during a shortage. This led to an alliance with Bernabò Visconti, Duke of Milan, and a ‘Board of Eight’ was appointed by the Signory to wage war on the Church. Siena, Lucca, Cortona, Arezzo, Pisa, and Bologna joined an anti-papal league; Church property was heavily taxed; and eighty towns rebelled against their French governors. Gregory XI retaliated by excommunicating the Florentine priors and State officials, and Florentine merchants in most Catholic countries were expelled and despoiled. The latter and the Guelph party, nominally the clerical faction, were eager for peace, but the unprovoked sack of Faenza by papal mercenaries under the English condottiere Hawkwood caused such general indignation that the Eight were encouraged to fight on. Eventually Hawkwood left the papal service for that of its opponents; the Signory ordered a sale of ecclesiastical property and defied the interdict. The last French Pope died during the final peace negotiations. His successor, Urban VI, elected on 8 April 1378, was the Italian Bishop Prignano of Bari, and three months after his election a peace treaty was signed at Tivoli. Florence had to pay an indemnity of 200,000 florins and restore the Church property it had expropriated, whereupon the interdict was removed.

Urban VI wished to restore the universality of the papacy which had suffered during exile at Avignon. Unfortunately his rough treatment of the French cardinals was to provoke the Great Schism (1378–1417) because they maintained he had been elected under duress. The ferocious Robert of Geneva was appointed the first anti-pope, with the title of Clement VII.

During the war with the papacy the beautiful Loggia dei Priori – later dei Lanzi – was built for public ceremonies, and the bulk of the Cathedral was completed in 1378 while the Guelph party were conspiring to usurp the government. Under the direction of the Albizzi clan the Guelphs had become as despotic as the Ghibellines of old. Their ambitions were frustrated by Salvestro de’ Medici, the head of the rising family of bankers who was Gonfalonier of Justice. He supported the downtrodden artisans of the Arte della Lana or Wool Guild, who broke out in the rebellion known as that of the Ciompi or wool-carders. Their leader, Michele di Lando, stepped into Salvestro’s shoes as Gonfalonier of Justice and a chaotic period of arson and pillage ensued when the minor guilds predominated in the government. After three years of turbulence the Parte Guelfa regained supremacy. Their opponents were exiled or ‘admonished’ (excluded from office) and until 1414 Florence was practically ruled by Maso degli Albizzi, followed by his son Rinaldo. The names of their adherents were dropped into bags and constantly revised to bolster the party. Magnates became eligible for office by being declared Popolani, thus losing their aristocratic status. The opulent Alberti, enemies of the Albizzi, were dubbed magnates and banished. The nominally free republic of twenty-one guilds was in fact a government of autocratic merchants who were hated on account of the war taxes.

Between 1382 and 1434, either by sale or conquest, Florence acquired Arezzo, Pisa, Cortona, Livorno, and Montepulciano, sops to civic pride but costly to the tax-payer. A war with Milan was purely defensive since Gian Galeazzo Visconti aimed at the conquest of Italy and hoped to be crowned in Florence. Fortunately he died in 1402 and Florence’s other foe, King Ladislaus of Naples, died in 1414. Forced loans (prestanze) and indirect taxes (gabelle) had paid for these wars, but after the Milanese war a more equitable system was adopted in 1427. This was called the catasto from the register of assessments: every citizen was compelled to declare the value of his property in detail and omissions were liable to confiscation.

In 1419 Pope Martin V was invited to Florence by the Signory, and Guicciardini describes this as a halcyon period when great artists and scholars found enlightened patronage before the Medici rose to power. Since Salvestro de’ Medici had supported the Ciompi no member of his family had been allowed to hold office in the State, but in 1421 the prosperous banker Giovanni di Bicci de’ Medici was elected Gonfalonier of Justice against the advice of Niccolò da Uzzano, the most influential statesman of the Albizzi faction. Apart from his great wealth as papal banker with sixteen branches in Europe, Giovanni was popular for his wide benevolence and generosity. He died in 1429 when Florence was attempting to conquer its harmless rival Lucca, an attempt that failed. Rinaldo degli Albizzi was rightly blamed for its failure.

Giovanni di Bicci’s eldest son Cosimo, more ambitious than his father, was the consolidator of his family’s fortune. Before dying, Giovanni had urged him to avoid attracting attention and Cosimo remembered his advice. ‘Envy,’ as he said, ‘is a plant one should never water,’ and the Florentines were endemically envious. In 1433 he had a narrow shave when he was suddenly imprisoned by his Albizzi opponents in the tower of the Palazzo Vecchio. During that dangerous month he might have been poisoned or executed. Instead – so extensive was his popularity – he was banished to Padua where he had loyal friends, as he had in Venice and Ferrara, who intervened on his behalf. One year later a pro-Medicean Signory, supported by his creditor Pope Eugenius IV, recalled him to Florence. Thus quietly, without ceremony or bloodshed, a middle-aged banker returned to found the famous dynasty which provided Rome with two eminent pontiffs, France with two flamboyant queens, and Florence with one of the most versatile personalities of the Renaissance and, eventually, with a Grand-ducal government.

The family’s history has often been related and it still continues to fascinate scholars. In recent years Professor Nicolai Rubinstein, Sir John Hale, and Professor Gene Brucker are among the most illuminating experts on the subject in English; in Italian their bibliography would fill many a stout volume before and since Gaetano Pieraccini’s encyclopaedic La stirpe dei Medici di Cafaggiolo.

Cosimo became the virtual prince of a republic whose pattern was preserved in the Palazzo Vecchio with subtle variations. He had occasionally been elected Gonfalonier, otherwise he held no public office. He pulled the strings of government, as it were, from his private palace in the Via Larga (now Cavour). Prematurely aged by gout, the family curse, he was a patriarch who cherished the country of his farming ancestors (as the bookseller Vespasiano da Bisticci recorded, he had an intimate knowledge of agriculture and pruned his vines at Careggi as a hobby), but he was also
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