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Introduction

1492





In the days before the death of Lorenzo the Magnificent de’ Medici there had been bad omens in Florence. A bolt of lightning had hit the cathedral dome. Two of the lions in the palace lion-house had been fighting. And when on the night of 8 April 1492 the first citizen of Florence and great patron of Renaissance arts and letters died at his hillside villa in Careggi, three miles to the city’s north, there were the inevitable rumours of poison. A messenger rode overnight to bring the news to Rome, and to his son, Cardinal Giovanni de’ Medici.

By the time of Lorenzo, the Medici family had risen from wealthy merchants and leading oligarchs of the city of Florence to its de facto lords. Lorenzo had not matched his grandfather’s skills in banking. The Medici bank – fount of the family’s wealth – had suffered losses in the 1470s and 80s. Income from the Florentine state had therefore become ever more important in sustaining the family finances: or, to put it another way, the Medici had their hands in the till. Lorenzo left a fabulous collection of books and antiquities and a luxurious set of country villas, as well as a poetic legacy of his own, though he regretted, on his deathbed at the age of forty-three, that he had not seen his ‘marvellous Greek and Latin library done’. Looking back on his death some decades later, the Florentine statesman and historian Francesco Guicciardini would describe it as ‘a grievous stroke to his country’. Lorenzo’s ‘reputation, prudence and genius’ had helped maintain a ‘long and secure peace’ in Italy. He had kept in check the ambitions of King Ferdinand of Naples and Ludovico Sforza, regent of Milan.

This was at best rose-tinted and at worst entirely misleading: Lorenzo had his family’s political interests at heart, and his quest to secure their own position had done damage to the peninsula’s equilibrium.1 As part of that strategy, his daughter Maddalena had wed a nephew of Pope Innocent VIII, and his heir, Piero had been married to a Neapolitan heiress, Alfonsina Orsini. (Piero was soon to be known as ‘the Unfortunate’ for his disastrous tenure at the head of the Medici and Florence; the closer the Medici came to dynastic power, the more they fell prey to that curse of dynasties, that the eldest son could not always be relied upon.) Lorenzo’s greatest coup, however, had been to obtain for his second son Giovanni a position as cardinal: this was in 1489, when Giovanni had been only thirteen. He was sixteen, now, at his father’s death.

Lorenzo had advised his son to live modestly in the ‘sink of all iniquity’ that was Rome.


A handsome house and a well-ordered family will be preferable to a great retinue and a splendid residence [he wrote]. Your taste will be better shown in the acquisition of a few elegant remains of antiquity, or in the collecting of handsome books, and by your attendants being learned and well-bred rather than numerous.



Giovanni’s role as a cardinal was, of course, a religious one.


You are now devoted to God and the church: on which account you ought to aim at being a good ecclesiastic, and to show that you prefer the honour and state of the church and of the apostolic see to every other consideration. Nor, while you keep this in view, will it be difficult for you to favour your family and your native place […] observing, however, that you are always to prefer the interests of the church.2



It is doubtful Lorenzo intended his son to take this advice literally, and he did not. Cardinal Giovanni’s nepotism would do no favours for a church in need of reform, though it proved the saving of his family’s fortunes.

Italy at this time was entering a period of remarkable turbulence. Like the area we now know as Germany, the Italian peninsula of the late fifteenth century was not a unified country – nor would it be until the latter half of the nineteenth century – but was divided into multiple small states. The five largest of these were two republics, Venice and Florence, and three princely states: the kingdom of Naples, the duchy of Milan, and the Papal States, of which the pope was effectively the monarch, alongside his religious status as the vicar of Christ on earth. (The Italian kingdoms, duchies and marquisates all had a single hereditary ruler, the different titles indicating different degrees of grandeur.) The political balance between these states was already precarious, and the death of a second ruler in the space of three months now threatened it further.

On 25 July 1492, Pope Innocent VIII died, Just a few months earlier he had presided over great celebrations in Rome. On Sunday 5 February, dressed in white vestments, he had made his way through constant, miserable rain from his apartments at the Vatican to the church of St James on Piazza Navona, centre of worship for Rome’s Spanish community. There, before bishops and cardinals, he had given thanks to God for the victory of the king and queen of Spain against the Muslim city of Granada. Since the year 711 the ‘Moors’, as Christians called them, had ruled large parts of the Iberian peninsula. Its history had been one of coexistence, sometimes tolerance, and often outbursts of persecution. In the early years political alliances had periodically crossed religions lines, but the Muslims had gradually been pushed back in what became known by their Christian rivals as the Reconquista or Reconquest of Spain. In the face of increasingly brutal tactics, King Boabdil – Mohammed XII of Granada – had tried compromise, working with the Spanish monarchs Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile against rivals in his own family. It did not save him. On 2 January 1492, amid splendid but humiliating ceremony, he handed the keys to his city to the king and queen, ending more than seven centuries of Muslim rule in Western Europe.

For their commitment to the Christianisation of Spain – and the conversion of people beyond – Ferdinand and Isabella would be honoured with the title of the Catholic Monarchs. They had married in 1469 and after the deaths of Isabella’s brother and half-brother had seen off a challenge to her throne from a niece. Among their instruments as they worked to build a new Spanish monarchy the most notorious was the Spanish Inquisition. Licensed by Innocent’s predecessor, Pope Sixtus IV, it had begun as a campaign against heresy. It had focused at first on Spain’s conversos, former Jews who had converted to Christianity but who were accused of faking their commitment to the new religion. The Inquisition’s campaign against Jews and ‘Judaisers’ ran in parallel with the campaign against the Moors.

Military victories were always an excuse for festivities in Rome, and such an explicitly religious success was irresistible. After Mass, the cardinals processed through the city. Cardinal Rodrigo Borgia, vice-chancellor of the Church (the most senior office-holder in church administration after the pope), and himself of Spanish descent, organised a bullfight to celebrate his nation’s triumph over the infidels. The Spanish ambassadors put up a tableau in the street, with a mock castle standing in for the captured city of Granada. Borgia’s was only the first of the contests: over the next few weeks Piazza Navona was packed with spectators as one after another Spanish prelate put up bulls for killing. Cardinal Raffaele Riario, the pope’s nephew, donated a prize worth two hundred ducats. It was Carnival season, and the celebrations continued until Lent with games and races for ‘old men, young men, boys, Jews, donkeys and buffaloes’.3

It is telling that the papal master of ceremonies who wrote down that list put the Roman runners in that order. The Jews of Rome were second-class citizens, as they were across Europe. Ferdinand and Isabella followed their victory against the Muslims of Granada with a decree that all Jews must leave Spain by the end of July. The Inquisition, they said, had firm evidence that Jews were ‘soliciting and corrupting Christians’: expulsion was the only way to put an end to ‘heresy and apostasy’. Proclaimed in Aragon on 29 April, and in Castile on 1 May, their edict allowed a bare three months for the sale of property, a formula for a collapse in prices; Jews were banned from removing gold or silver or coins from the realm. The confiscated gold and silver would fund Columbus’ second voyage to the Americas the following year.

The Jews of Spain scattered. It is hard to calculate exactly how many were expelled: probably tens of thousands.4 Some went to Portugal, some to North Africa; some to papal lands in Avignon and Provence. Others went to Italy, some to the kingdom of Naples, ruled by a bastard branch of the Aragonese royal family (located in north-eastern Spain, Aragon was one of multiple kingdoms now being consolidated into Ferdinand and Isabella’s realm). A ship from the eastern ports of Spain could reach Italy in about a week: far worse were the voyages of those forced to flee from the northern ports on the Bay of Biscay and back through the Strait of Gibraltar. Rome, Venice and Mantua were relatively, if not unconditionally, welcoming. Elsewhere in Italy, however, cities such as Milan, Perugia and Lucca had pre-empted the Spanish move, expelling their Jews in the 1480s.5

Meanwhile in Rome, Cardinal Giovanni de’ Medici was among those now called upon for the most important political task facing any Renaissance cardinal: a conclave in which he and his fellows would elect the new pope. The Sistine Chapel was partitioned into cubicles, equipped with candles, clothes, and cooking equipment: all manner of necessary goods for what might prove a lengthy stay. The cardinals and their personal servants arrived; the doors were locked, and guards were placed on each one to keep them closed, and keep spies out, until the men inside had chosen a successor.

There were four candidates in play: Cardinal Costa of Portugal, Cardinal Zen of Venice, Oliviero Carafa, Cardinal of Naples, and Cardinal Borgia. Rodrigo Borgia was not the leading contender, and his enemies would claim that he bought the papacy with four mule-loads of silver. The truth is more mundane, though the politics still worldly enough. The cardinals were split into two parties, each with backing from different Italian states and players. One group, headed by Cardinal Giuliano della Rovere (himself a future pope), had backing from the king of Naples, from the Venetian and Genoese cardinals, and from the Colonna, a powerful baronial family in Rome. They would be happy with either Costa or Zen. The other, headed by Cardinal Ascanio Sforza, was supported by the duke of Milan, and backed Cardinal Carafa. The silver, so the story goes, went to Sforza, to buy him off. The tallies of votes, however, suggest Borgia already had significant support in the early rounds. By the third scrutiny Borgia had eight and Carafa ten, and the della Rovere party looked to have momentum. When Cardinal Sforza realised that he had a better chance with Borgia than with Carafa, he switched his votes. No bribery was necessary: this was politics. If it had come down simply to money, the richly backed della Rovere could have outbid Borgia, but he could not summon enough votes.6

It was thus that on 11 August 1492 Rodrigo Borgia was elected pope. He was crowned on the 26th, taking the name Alexander VI, with the usual splendid ceremony. As a senior cardinal, he had held many rich benefices – bringing incomes from church and abbey lands – that could be redistributed now he was pope, not least to reward his supporters. He made his nephew, Juan Borgia Lanzol, a cardinal, and his son, Cesare Borgia, archbishop of Valencia. Yet from his papal throne, Alexander VI looked out on a rocky prospect. The government of Florence was insecure. The balance of power between Milan, Florence and Naples that had kept Italy largely peaceful over several decades was at risk of collapse. Innocent’s death, as Guicciardini would put it, had ‘laid the foundation of further calamities’. The political task facing the pope was vast, and his responsibilities were about to extend in a quite unexpected direction.7

For it was in the early hours of Friday, 12 October that same year that the sailing crew under the command of explorer Christopher Columbus (Cristoforo Colombo) saw land. They believed they were somewhere off the eastern coast of Japan. They had been at sea for almost two months, and Columbus had concealed from his men their true distance from Spain, for fear of sparking alarm. He waited until dawn to disembark and step onto the island that he would learn was called Guanahaní. He saw ‘trees, very green, many streams and a large variety of fruits’. His captains unfurled two banners of the green cross, with an F and a Y, initials of the Spanish monarchs Ferdinand and Ysabella [Isabella], his patrons. Columbus recounted his first meeting with the TaÍno people of this island in optimistic terms: ‘I could see that they were a people who could more easily be won over and converted to our holy faith by kindness than by force.’ He began to barter with them: red hats, glass beads and hawks’ bells, in return for parrots, balls of cotton thread, and spears. ‘They took and gave everything they had with good will,’ he wrote, ‘but it seemed to me that they were a people who were very poor in everything.’8

Columbus had been born (like Innocent VIII) in Genoa, on the north-west coast of Italy, in about 1451. His father was a weaver, though more fanciful histories accorded him a university education and ancient Roman ancestry.9 Columbus was far from the only young man of the city who made a career in seafaring and exploration: John (Giovanni) Cabot, who ‘discovered’ the North American continent in 1497, was a contemporary. Columbus had studied the maps made by a Florentine cosmographer, Paolo dal Pozzo Toscanelli; in his twenties he moved to Lisbon, by which time he had sailed east to the Genoese colony of Chios in the Eastern Mediterranean, perhaps to England and certainly south to Madeira.10 He had tried to convince the king of Portugal to support a voyage west; having no success he turned instead to the neighbouring realm of Castile and its queen, Isabella, where he spent six years at court before he convinced her of his grandiose plan for a voyage to the Indies. They did not know it, but it was a voyage that would, for more than a century, shift the balance of power in Europe. When the ambassadors of Spain came to Rome to pledge the obedience of Ferdinand and Isabella to the new Pope Alexander VI, their countryman, they proudly announced the discovery and conquest of ‘four enormous islands’.11

Thus, as 1492 turned to 1493 on the Italian peninsula, its people looked to a world of uncertainty. They contemplated Spanish Christian victories: against King Boabdil, against Spain’s own Jews, and – as they would soon learn – in this strange place that Europeans had never before seen. Rodrigo Borgia, who some forty years earlier had moved from Spain to Italy, had been elected pope: his cardinals waited to see how he might rule. The government of Florence, meanwhile, was in the shaky hands of Lorenzo de’ Medici’s son Piero and his long-standing but untrustworthy allies. The scene was set for a conflict that would engulf the Italian peninsula for the next eighty years.

The history of Italy has long been a subject of fascination. The courses in ‘Western Civilisation’ that were established in North American universities at the end of the nineteenth century began with the ancient world – Greece and Rome, primarily, perhaps Egypt – and then jumped the ‘Dark Ages’ to arrive at the splendours of the Renaissance and the rebirth of great classical ideas before marching on to the world of Enlightenment. ‘Western civilisation’ was a term rarely used before that point: it is a nineteenth-century invention that emerged in a very particular context of European empires and of racial segregation in the USA. In this story of the West, Italy has occupied a central place, and if that history is no longer invariably told with the moral self-confidence it once was, the significance of ‘the Renaissance’ has kept its grip.12 Every year thousands of overseas students flock to Italy on study abroad programmes. And not only from the West: growth in tourism to Florence comes now less from Europe than from Japan, China, India and Brazil. It has become a world city. Or perhaps, I should say, has become a world city again. For it was in the context of global trade, exploration, colonisation and exploitation – of New World riches and Old World finery – that some of Renaissance Italy’s most celebrated artists and thinkers worked.

This is a book about those connections, about the links between people and stories that are told as part of ‘Western history’, some of them expected, some of them not. I imagine many readers will have heard of Michelangelo and Machiavelli, of Columbus and Cabot, of the Medici and Borgias. There are many stars of the later Italian Renaissance, and their lives are often told one by one. I want to try and arrange them into their galaxy, and to think not only about the great Renaissance cities of Venice, Florence and Rome, but also about the rest of the Italian peninsula: the city of Genoa that made explorers and popes; the tiny courts of Urbino and Mantua, home to a model of ‘the courtier’ that would spread through Europe; the southern realm of Naples and its Spanish rulers. Moreover, that Italy was not a peninsula in isolation: far from it. Rome was the centre of European diplomacy; the southern kingdom of Naples was ruled by a branch of the Aragonese royal family and later directly by Spanish viceroys. Some of the northern states owed allegiance to the Holy Roman Emperor. (This empire, it is often said, was neither Roman nor holy: rather, it was a complex of territories of different types that owed allegiance to a ruler chosen by a select group of prince-electors.) I want to think, as well, about the people whose lives often do not feature in the usual narrative: the women writers and artists, the soldiers and citizens who lived through sieges and scorched earth, the men who behind the scenes made fortunes as bankers to the new imperialists, not to mention as suppliers of arms: Beretta, first documented selling firearms in 1526, offers a direct link between this past and our present world but rarely makes its way into the popular image of the period.

This is also a book about war and its consequences. From 1494 to 1559 the Italian peninsula was the setting for a ferocious series of conflicts between the princes of Europe, known commonly as the Italian Wars: a battle between the Spanish monarchs and their great rivals at this time, the French, for supremacy in Italy. The Mediterranean, meanwhile, was a theatre of conflict with the Ottoman Empire that lasted still longer, whose most famous engagement was perhaps the Battle of Lepanto in 1571. Lives and livelihoods were destroyed; but war also prompted creation and invention, new military techniques and technologies. If we know Leonardo da Vinci now for the Mona Lisa’s smile, his contemporaries knew him, too, as a designer of military maps, and of fortifications and weaponry. And war also drew soldiers and diplomats from across Europe to the Italian peninsula. Among them was Thomas Cromwell, later Henry VIII’s chief minister.

The centrality of Italy in European conflict and peacemaking over these eight decades made it a melting pot for ideas about politics and culture: arguments over the ethics of republican versus princely rule, over the enslavement of Native Americans, over religious belief, over sexual morality. Venetian printers found new markets for ancient learning, and for more modern ideas too. Italian navigators sailed not only to the New World, but sought out new routes to the East. Yet between the drama of 1492 and the unexpected Christian naval victory against the Ottomans at Lepanto, Italy’s place in the world shifted. As the geography of the globe became clearer, the peninsula’s city states could no longer assume their centrality at the crossroads of the Mediterranean. Italians watched the rise of Spain and a Spanish effort (not always successful) to dominate Italian politics and institutions; thereafter the centres of European power would be elsewhere, to Italy’s north and west. The Roman Catholic Church, meanwhile, saw the greatest challenge to its authority it has ever faced. In 1511, the German monk Martin Luther visited Rome on business for the Augustinian Order, and later told of his shock at the city’s corruption, quoting an Italian proverb: ‘If there is a Hell, Rome is built over it.’13 Over the next decades, the challenge from Protestantism to which Luther gave birth would give major impetus to the Catholic movement for reform.

The importance attached today to the culture of the Italian Renaissance is easily illustrated with a look at the UNESCO World Heritage list of sites considered to be of cultural significance for humankind. Take the entry for the historic centre of Florence, inscribed in 1982:


Built on the site of an Etruscan settlement, Florence, the symbol of the Renaissance, rose to economic and cultural pre-eminence under the Medici in the 15th and 16th centuries. Its 600 years of extraordinary artistic activity can be seen above all in the 13th-century cathedral (Santa Maria del Fiore), the Church of Santa Croce, the Uffizi and the Pitti Palace, the work of great masters such as Giotto, Brunelleschi, Botticelli and Michelangelo.



Many other Renaissance masterpieces make UNESCO’s list too: the church of Santa Maria delle Grazie with Leonardo’s Last Supper; Ferrara, City of the Renaissance, and its Po Delta; Ippolito d’Este’s villa in Tivoli; the Medici Villas and Gardens in Tuscany; the Venetian Works of Defence built between the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; the botanical garden of Padua made in 1545. The historic towns of Mantua and Sabbioneta are listed: so are the centres of Urbino, Pisa, Venice, Naples and Siena. As I write this in 2019, Italy has more inscriptions on the World Heritage list than any other country, narrowly beating the far larger China. That is partly an indication of past biases, of course, but it gives a sense of just how strongly Italian and Renaissance culture more broadly was valued among the cultural and diplomatic decision-makers of the late twentieth century.

This is not without reason. The culture of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Italy – and the city of Florence in particular – left a substantial legacy in the worlds of the arts, education and political thought. The use of the term ‘Renaissance’ to describe this period is (like the use of ‘Western Civilisation’) a nineteenth-century phenomenon, and many details of the world conjured by the Swiss scholar Jacob Burckhardt’s 1860 Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy – a foundational text in the study of Renaissance history – have since been challenged. Yet the idea of the Renaissance, and the popular use of the term, remains persistent for good reason, and I use it here for convenience. There is no doubt that the developments of this period were important, and that influential intellectuals of the time saw themselves as engaged in a revival of the ancient Greek and Roman classics.1 This Renaissance saw the rise of the self-promoting scholar, dedicated to book-collecting: three of Italy’s major libraries today (the Vatican, the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana in Florence and the Biblioteca Marciana in Venice) are its products. It saw the rise of the individual named artist, and important developments in secular art, including paintings based on classical myth. It saw the rise of a new liberal arts curriculum in universities, and its debates about ‘republicanism’, ‘liberty’ and ‘reason of state’ – while often more rhetoric than fact when it came to Renaissance regimes – had a long-lasting influence in politics.

In many narratives of the Italian Renaissance, the year 1492 (or sometimes 1494, when French troops descended into Italy) marks the beginning of the end, a period in which foreigners began to dominate the peninsula and war overtook civility. Yet some of the most iconic ‘Renaissance’ artworks – the Mona Lisa, the Sistine Chapel ceiling and Last Judgement, the Venus of Urbino – are products of the war-torn sixteenth century. In art history works of the later Renaissance are sometimes described as ‘mannerist’, referring to the way artists moved away from more naturalistic representations to a more sophisticated but also more artificial style. These years were also characterised by some decidedly ‘modern’ phenomena, as opposed to those looking back to the ancients: European contact with the New World, the proliferation of gunpowder technology, and the rise of printing. For me, one of the fascinations of the sixteenth century is the way that it teeters between old and new.

When I first began studying Renaissance history, almost two decades ago, I did so in part because I wanted a change from the world of present-day politics. I always found parallels, of course: I would laugh over sixteenth-century letters that unwittingly foreshadowed the voices of politicians I knew, but I was firm in my mind that the past was a foreign country. When I made jokes comparing those supranational centres of Europe – fifteenth-century Rome and twenty-first-century Brussels – they got a laugh, but I was sure I was being flippant. As I went on, however, the past seemed to become less foreign. I would read ‘tech revolution’ stories and think about the history of printing; read about the election of Pope Francis and think about the global sixteenth-century Catholic Church; read about a refugee crisis in the Mediterranean and think about the expulsion of Jews and Muslims from Spain. This is not to say that nothing has changed: as we will see, there are many differences between that society and our own. But precisely because the legacy of this Renaissance (or Age of Reform, or Age of Exploration, if we prefer) has become so important in Western culture, in defining who ‘we’ are (and who ‘we’ are not), it is worth getting to know it better.

This is all the more important because the popular story of the Renaissance – like many versions of modern Western history – tends to focus on the genius and glory at the expense of the atrocities. Machiavelli’s ideas about power, for example, become a set of timeless aphorisms rather than emerging, as in fact they did, from a specific setting. The fact that all these people coexisted with the early European voyages to the Americas, to which some of them had very personal connections, and that Italians provided personnel, finance and write-ups of the subsequent colonisation, is not unknown, exactly. The bloody side of the Renaissance has always been part of the period’s fascination. It is more often told, however, in the fashion of TV’s The Borgias as the glamorous, sexy violence of the rich-and-famous murdering one other in pursuit of power (the viewer consoling herself that most of them deserve their fate), and far less the violence of war, exile and colonisation, nor yet domestic abuse. This is the narrative that makes of the Medici a family of mafia godfathers, and it is about as connected to the reality of Florence in the sixteenth century as gangster movies are to actual life in a town run by organised crime today. I have no objection to people enjoying a bloody tale of vendetta: I’ve told the gory story of the Baglioni wedding massacre at Perugia in 1500 to tour groups myself. Yet too much of this masks the brutal realities behind Renaissance works of art. Take the Mona Lisa: Lisa Gherardini, the woman of the mysterious smile, was married to a slave-trader. One possible model for the Venus of Urbino – Angela Zaffetta – was gang-raped. The Florentine Republic that commissioned and was symbolised by Michelangelo’s David came to a brutal end with a sack of ‘unheard-of cruelty’ in which thousands of men were massacred in just a few hours.

As I was finishing this book in March 2019, forty-nine people were killed in a gun attack on two mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand. The perpetrator, a right-wing extremist, posted on social media numerous historical precedents that he claimed for his actions, including notable Christian victories against Muslim forces. One was the 1571 Battle of Lepanto, the subject of my final chapter. Sixteenth-century history has rarely been so explicitly appropriated by the far-right as have, say, the Crusades or the myth of an all-white medieval West. More commonly, Renaissance history has played a more subtle, if no less pernicious role, the mythologies of its great men reinforcing ideas about European and Christian and white superiority without ever being so vulgar as to say so outright. That is not to say it is wrong to appreciate or enjoy the artistic innovation of sixteenth-century Europe: there is plenty to wonder at. And by exploring how the people of this world thought about their own media revolution, or considered questions of gender and sexuality, or responded to changing weapons technology, we can better understand our own world too, and the ways in which then as now brilliant cultural innovation can exist alongside – indeed, is often intertwined with – all manner of atrocity.




Chapter One

The Fifteenth Century

Forty years before Columbus’ voyage, in 1452, the citizens of Rome had witnessed a fabulous spectacle when Pope Nicholas V crowned Frederick III Holy Roman Emperor in St Peter’s Basilica. This was the old St Peter’s, dating back to the fourth century, with its colonnaded entrance and columns arranged along a long nave: the new basilica with its dome lay more than a century in the future. Its location above the site of the saint’s tomb conjured the symbolism of the apostolic succession, the line of popes that had begun with Christ’s disciple, St Peter. The coronation was a triumph for both pope and emperor. Only five years before, Nicholas had made his entry to Rome, established as the single recognised pontiff after decades of schism in the Church that had at one point seen three men claim to be the rightful pope. Nicholas himself had been born a Roman and for him now to preside over the coronation of an emperor was a sign of both his own status and his city’s. His papacy promised, moreover, stability and wealth for Rome. For Frederick, the first of the house of Habsburg to be elected emperor, the coronation cemented his role as the most senior Christian monarch in Europe. In his long reign (he died in 1493), he would establish the continent’s most powerful dynasty. Although the emperor was elected, the Habsburgs held the title for almost three hundred years, until their main line became extinct in 1740. Frederick was also to be crowned king of Italy (this did not refer to lordship over the whole of the peninsula, but rather recognised that some of the northern states had the emperor for an overlord, albeit usually a distant one).

Frederick’s coronation, inevitably, did not lack for controversy. There was nervousness in the Italian states about his decision to travel to Italy, and the risk to the delicate politics of the peninsula should he decide to ally himself with any rebels or challengers for power in the various regimes. His decision to take a sightseeing tour of Rome prior to his coronation led to raised eyebrows from the city’s traditionalists, who considered it a violation of protocol. The ambassadors of Milan objected to his coronation as king of Italy altogether, and their lord Francesco Sforza had made sure Frederick could not get his hands on the Iron Crown of Lombardy, normally used for that purpose. Frederick, not to be outmanoeuvred, had himself crowned king of Italy with a German crown instead; his marriage to Eleanor, daughter of the king of Portugal, took place the same afternoon, and three days later, on the anniversary of Pope Nicholas’ own coronation, Frederick was anointed and crowned Holy Roman Emperor at Saint Peter’s.1

Among the observers of the ceremony was Poggio Bracciolini, one of the most prominent scholars of Renaissance Florence and one of the new breed of ‘humanists’ in Italy. The word ‘humanist’ initially meant simply a student of the humanities, or liberal arts, a new curriculum that had grown up in the context of a revived study of classical texts. Though these ancient Greek and Roman texts were not Christian, Renaissance humanists generally were (and found in late antique writers like St Augustine of Hippo people who directly integrated the two cultures). Humanism did not yet refer to secularism or atheism, though it did emphasise the importance of human action and values, which created some tension with aspects of Christian theology. In particular, its exponents advocated a new intellectual method of textual criticism, which helped open up challenges to church authority, notably in the debate over the veracity of the Donation of Constantine, a document purporting be a fourth-century decree of the Emperor Constantine which handed authority over the Western Roman Empire to the pope. Following centuries of rumour as to its authenticity, humanist techniques helped to expose it as a forgery. The implications were enormous. This was the document on which papal authority rested and now it had been proved a fake.

The idea of humanism also encompassed a more practically applied ‘civic humanism’, most commonly associated with Florence, which emphasised the importance of active engagement in the political life of the republic, not merely contemplative study. In practical terms the rise of humanists to positions of political power ensured sponsorship for the new intellectual trend through, for example, the creation of a Professorship of Greek at the University of Florence. Humanism’s interest in the classical world is apparent in Bracciolini’s citation of ancient precedents for the coronation ceremony.2

Indeed, it was not just Bracciolini’s account of Frederick’s coronation that highlighted the antiquity of the ceremony and the surroundings.3 This was an opportunity for Rome once again to assert its centrality in European politics, not only in Christianity but in the approbation of temporal rulers too. It was also a chance to show off the city’s splendours to visitors. Nikolaus Muffel, a German counsellor who attended the coronation, took the opportunity to visit Rome’s wealth of pilgrim sites, from the Scala Sancta at St John Lateran with its twenty-eight marble steps, to the relic of St Peter’s chains at San Pietro in Vincoli, and to write up a description of his visit.4 For all that there were challenges to the authority of the fifteenth-century Church, devotion was deeply embedded in the lives of individual Christians. To them, 1452 must surely have seemed an auspicious year for Christendom.

Yet the following year proved quite the opposite when Constantinople, the ancient eastern capital of the Roman Empire and the second-largest city in the world, was conquered by the Ottoman Turks.fn1 The end of the Byzantine Empire after more than a millennium was an enormous psychological shock not just for its Greek Christian populace but for Christian powers everywhere, a ‘great terror’, in the words of the later Venetian historian Marin Sanudo (1466–1536). The news arrived in Venice on 29 June and from the council meeting men rushed to spread the word that on 28 May Pera, the Genoese colony in Constantinople and home to many Italian merchants, had been captured by the sultan, who had ordered the slaughter of everyone – male and female – bar the tiniest children. Only by a miracle had two Venetian galleys escaped. For a few weeks people hoped this was false rumour, but the tale of the city’s fall, if not every brutal detail, proved all too true.5

Nicolò Barbaro, a Venetian eyewitness to the events, wrote an account of what happened. There had been a long build-up to the conquest. Sultan Mehmed II, nicknamed with good reason ‘the Conqueror’, built a castle some six miles from Constantinople in the summer of 1452, and in August that year he took two ambassadors from the Byzantine Emperor hostage. (The empire had shrunk dramatically over the past two and a half centuries, and consisted of little more than the city of Constantinople itself and the Peloponnese in southern Greece.) Theories of diplomatic immunity were not fully formed in the fifteenth century but even so Mehmed overstepped a widely agreed mark when he had the pair executed. It prompted war. The Ottomans began to assemble an army of perhaps 50,000 men.6 There was a long process of skirmishing and embassies before the siege began in earnest, during which time Venetian and Genoese ships arrived to offer aid to the city. There were, however, tensions between the trading interests of merchants from these states and loyalty to the Greek Christians of Constantinople (the Byzantine Empire was, in any case, Orthodox rather than part of the Catholic Church). When the Greek rulers of the city sought their help, the Venetian merchants gathered in a city church to debate their tactics: should they stay and support the Greeks, as requested? They resolved to offer five galleys for the city’s defence, but did not balk at charging the city authorities 400 ducats a month plus a supply of food for the crews. The Emperor was concerned that the Venetian merchants might abandon the city in the face of an Ottoman assault and refused to allow them to load their merchandise – a cargo of silk, wax, copper and carmine – onto the galleys lest they flee in the night. Still, some Venetian ships, including six from Candia (Crete, then a Venetian colony) managed to get out, leaving their remaining countrymen to help fortify the palace in anticipation of an attack. A bridge was built between the walled city of Constantinople on one side of the harbour and the enclave of Pera on the other.7

The siege proper began on 5 April 1453, by which time, on Barbaro’s estimate, Mehmed’s troops numbered about 160,000 men. Other accounts put the actual total of fighting men lower, around sixty thousand, up to two-thirds of whom were cavalry.8 Either way, they wholly outnumbered the people inside. The key for the attackers was to identify the weakest parts of the city walls: from then on it was a matter of bombardment (the Ottoman cannon, which proved decisive, were said to use a thousand pounds of gunpowder a day).9 There was the occasional skirmish besides; on 20 April the Ottoman fleet attacked some Genoese ships that had been becalmed. The Christians were victorious, beneficiaries of a lucky change in the wind, a victory that Barbaro attributed to their prayers to God. The Turks turned back to focus on the land war and the following day they succeeded in breaching the city walls. Prompt repairs were vital to defending a besieged city and those inside improvised, filling barrels with whatever rubble they could find to reinforce the walls, and digging trenches to provide an extra line of defence. They had not, however, been well prepared, and by the beginning of May the city was beginning to feel the lack of provisions: bread and wine were already running short. There was short-lived relief when overnight a Venetian ship raised the Sultan’s flag, dressed its sailors in the Turkish fashion and managed to fool the enemy into allowing them access with supplies. Still, the siege went on. The Ottomans tried to tunnel into the city; the Greeks foiled them. The Ottomans built a tower that topped the walls, and their own bridge made of barrels that stretched across the harbour from Pera to Constantinople itself. Finally, on 29 May, three hours before daybreak, Mehmed ordered his soldiers to begin the assault. The city fell. For Barbaro, this was God’s will, but also the fulfilment of an ancient prophecy made to the Emperor Constantine, for whom the city was named. There was now nothing for it but to hope for the mercy of Christ and his Mother.10

Barbaro described in horrific detail the Turkish enslavement of Christian prisoners, the looting and the hostage taking, the rape and abuse of women, nuns among them, and then a ‘great slaughter of Christians through the city’, which left blood flowing ‘like rainwater in the gutters after a sudden storm’.11 Some people tried to swim for freedom; those wealthy Venetian noblemen of Barbaro’s acquaintance who were unfortunate enough to be captured were obliged to pay ransoms ranging from 800 to 2,000 ducats. More, perhaps, than anything else, Barbaro’s diary gives us a sense of Christian hostility towards the Turks in these years. They were ‘faithless’ or ‘infidel’, ‘treacherous’, ‘evil’, ‘wicked and evil’; the Sultan was an ‘evil pagan’ and ‘a dog’. Particular ire was reserved for the high-ranking Christians in the Sultan’s service.12 Not that the westerners were necessarily much better. The Ottomans had no monopoly on enslaving prisoners of war, nor on wartime cruelty. Barbaro accused the Genoese of being ‘enemies of the Christian faith’ and ‘treacherous dogs’ who made a secret deal with the Turks to frustrate Greek and Venetian plans to burn the sultan’s fleet.13 The Genoese countered with their own version of events, one senior official in Pera insisting that he had done everything he could to defend the city, bringing mercenaries from the Mediterranean colony of Chios, as well as from Genoa itself.14 The rivalry between the Italian city states was never far distant. But as the French diplomat Philippe de Commynes recorded in his memoirs the point was the humiliation: it was ‘a great disgrace to all Christendom to suffer that city to be lost’.15

For the Ottomans, this was a glorious victory. One historian wrote of ‘guns as big as dragons’ and described how the soldiers breached the fortress, entered Constantinople, plundered its wealth (they were given licence to loot for three days) and seized its inhabitants for slaves; another wrote of the ‘rays of the light of Islam’ now falling on the city. Greek refugees fled west in an effort to raise ransoms to free relatives, or for fear of persecution; some returned, while others stayed abroad long-term.16 Yet trade went on, and the Venetians had an economy to run. They dispatched an envoy to the new rulers, and within a year they and the Ottomans had made peace.17

The loss of Constantinople concentrated the minds of the men the Ottoman historians called ‘despicable infidels’.18 The Italian states had been at war among themselves, but faced with such calamity, in 1454 they agreed a peace (the Peace of Lodi), and the following year formed a mutual defence pact known as the Italian League. Pope Pius II (Enea Silvio Piccolomini), a member of a prominent Sienese family who was elected in 1458, spent much of his papacy trying to organise a crusade to recover the lost lands. Pius II was an unexpected sort of pope, whose early career gives an idea of the lifestyle a high-ranking young man might enjoy in these years. He had made his name as a writer of rather amorous poetry and a lover of women. His witty Memoirs – whole sections of them in code, the better to conceal his acerbic comments on his adversaries – tell wonderful tales of his travels. Before his rise to the throne of St Peter he had been a diplomat, in which capacity he had visited King James II of Scotland; while on embassy, he recorded, he had turned down a proposition of two young women who had been planning to sleep with him, ‘as was the custom of the country’.19 He had a fondness for the spa baths that his predecessor Nicholas V had had built in the papal city of Viterbo, north of Rome, and used to greet visitors in the garden, accompanied by his lapdog, Musetta. His life and works are immortalised in a stunning fresco series in the Piccolomini Library in Siena’s cathedral, which shows him as diplomat, poet laureate, and then pope.

Yet at his death in 1464, Pius’ papacy ended in disappointment. In 1459 he had called a congress at Mantua and announced a crusade; he had dispatched legates across Europe to seek support for it, but the European powers were no more than lukewarm at the prospect, and when Pius died, he was waiting at the Adriatic port city of Ancona in the forlorn hope of launching ships. The princes of Europe had more pressing concerns. The French had only just won the Hundred Years War (1337–1453), in which their ruling house of Valois had contended with the English Plantagenets for the right to rule France. Rival branches of the Plantagenet dynasty subsequently fought for power in England in the Wars of the Roses, resolved only with Henry VII’s victory over Richard III at the Battle of Bosworth Field in 1485. Spain was not yet unified and had dynastic troubles to navigate before it would be; the Holy Roman Empire’s interest lay in defending its eastern borders from Ottoman incursion, and not so much in a naval campaign.

On the other hand, the consequences of the Turkish conquests had undoubtedly stimulating effects for Italian scholarship. There was already a lively interest in the study of Greek in learned circles and Italy provided a home for Greek-speaking refugees like John Argyropoulos, who took up a chair of Latin and Greek at the University of Florence in 1456. Argyropoulos had already spent time in Italy at the Council of Florence (in 1439, which discussed unity between the Eastern and Western churches) and at Padua, but now the peninsula became his home; he was made a citizen of Florence in 1466 and also spent extended periods in Rome.20 More commonly, educated refugees from the Byzantine Empire found work copying manuscripts or as agents supplying texts for the libraries of elite humanists.21 Translations of Greek scholarship influenced Columbus, whose notes include references to the work of the ancient Greek geographer Strabo (64/63 BC–AD 24).22

In the face of an external threat, for the next forty years there was relative, if not absolute, peace on the Italian peninsula. This became an age of renovation and renewal for the church, and for political stability that allowed merchants to continue capitalising on Italy’s geographic position at the crossroads of the Mediterranean; this was, moreover, the middle stage of a Renaissance in the visual arts: the age of artists such as Sandro Botticelli in Florence, of Andrea Mantegna’s frescoes for the Camera degli Sposi in Mantua, and the restoration of the Sistine Chapel (its wall paintings, though not its ceiling, were complete by 1482). This had followed the earlier work of painters including Giotto (1267–1337), whose innovations had included the development of more lifelike figures, emphasising the importance of observation, of conveying emotion and of techniques such as foreshortening to convey a sense of depth.

The artistic efforts of the Renaissance benefited from economic developments in Italy, and in particular from the growing disposable income of a new wealthy class of merchants. There is much debate about how to judge the economic performance of the Italian states in the later fifteenth century and through the sixteenth. In 1300, Italy had been the most advanced economic area of Europe, notable for the number of its towns and cities. From 1500, however, while in absolute terms the Italian states still made economic progress, their growth did not keep up with the most dynamic regions of Europe (initially Flanders, the Rhineland and Castile, later England and the Netherlands). Besides the impact of war, the political division of Italy was a factor here: there was no obvious reason for an Italian city state to cooperate with others on the peninsula when there were greater opportunities to be found by working with the larger foreign powers. Italian unification was still three and a half centuries away.23

Italy was covered by a patchwork of political regimes and wider European power struggles over Italian territory were nothing new. In the south, the kingdom of Naples was ruled by a line of princes from the kingdom of Aragon, in north-eastern Spain. From 1268 to 1435 it had been under the control of the Angevins or house of Anjou (a dynasty related to the kings of France) who maintained a claim to Naples that would become important as the Italian Wars began in the 1490s. However, the last of the Angevin rulers, Queen Giovanna (r. 1414–1435), had fallen out with the realm’s barons and adopted Alfonso V of Aragon as her heir (before unadopting him a decade later, when they in turn fell out). This did not prevent Alfonso pressing ahead with a claim to the kingdom after her death. He had a rival in René d’Anjou, but despite enjoying support from the pope and other Italian states, not to mention a share of the local barons, René’s claim was thwarted largely because until 1438 he was held prisoner by the duke of Burgundy. Alfonso’s fleet was defeated by the Genoese, commercial rivals to Naples and the Aragonese in the Mediterranean, but thanks to a nifty deal with Milan against the French he secured power in Naples by 1442, becoming King Alfonso I; he made a triumphal entry in to the city the following year. He found praise from Florentine writer Vespasiano da Bisticci, who commented on ‘his extraordinary compassion and kindness joined to exceeding liberality’ and ‘the integrity and justice with which he treated all his subjects, small as well as great’;24 he was regarded as pious and became known as ‘Alfonso the Magnanimous’. By the time of his death in 1458, his rule had been carefully secured thanks to judicious delegation of power to the barons (power being what barons liked), and a diplomatic deal that secured papal recognition.25 Yet, he had also stored up problems for the future. He had been rather fickle in his foreign alliances and in buying off the barons he had equipped them with the means to challenge his successor, King Ferrante.

After an initial scrap with the popes for recognition of his rule, Ferrante was recognised by Pius II as king of Naples and Jerusalem (the latter title a relic of the eleventh-century Crusader conquest of the city). After half a dozen years of conflict with a group of Neapolitan barons who supported rival claimant John of Anjou (drawing in Milan, the Papacy, Aragon and Albania) he had established himself in power. During his reign from 1458 to 1494 he built a splendid court in the city, which became a home to poets and artists, although he never acquired the cultural reputation of a Lorenzo the Magnificent or an Isabella d’Este,26 perhaps because less of Naples’ early building survives for modern visitors, who make their way instead through its baroque palaces or down to the ruins of Pompeii and the picture-postcard Amalfi coast. Yet this was a spectacular Renaissance court and prominent citizens of Naples included the humanist Lorenzo Valla, one of the debunkers of the Donation of Constantine. No less than Florence or Venice, Naples could produce ‘Renaissance men’ like Ferrante’s chief minister Giovanni Gioviano Pontano, memorialised in the Borgia apartment frescoes, a distinguished poet and scholar besides his political roles.27

Ferrante survived the challenge of pretenders to the throne, and extended a range of privileges to the realm’s towns to provide an alternative power base to the barons.28 Indeed, by 1471 a history of Naples could make the case for its superiority to all other cities with its mountains, plains, sea and waters; its walls, streets, houses, churches and fountains; its fine nobility.29 The pope was overlord of Naples, and Ferrante owed him tribute, which could be substantial or token depending on the political situation, but the king secured his interests in Rome by offering condotte (contracts for the supply of mercenary troops) to selected Roman barons, which meant that for the period of the contract at least he could use them as a threat against the popes.30 Ferrante acquired a brutal reputation as a ruler. In response to a barons’ conspiracy in 1485 he had the participants arrested during a wedding at the Castel Nuovo and subsequently murdered in jail; whether or not it is true that he had his enemies embalmed and their mummies on display in a museum, he certainly struck contemporaries as a nasty piece of work. Philippe de Commynes wrote that ‘no man had ever been more cruel’ than Alfonso II, Ferrante’s son, ‘nor more wicked, nor more vicious and vile’, but that Ferrante himself had been more dangerous still.31

If the king had been establishing a dynasty, Ferrante’s neighbours to the north, the popes, were re-establishing one after decades of schism with a campaign of renovation and renewal of both the city of Rome and the Church that aimed to restore them to their proper glory.32 Over the course of the later fifteenth century, Rome became ever more a European centre. Representatives of Christian rulers lived and worked there, seeing to church business. On occasion they handled secular business too. The popes at first resisted long-term embassies, but gradually accommodated to them so that by the turn of the fifteenth to the sixteenth century Rome was clearly the major diplomatic centre of Europe, attracting ambassadors from Western and Eastern states, from Muscovy in the north, and from Ethiopia. Domestically, too, a pope’s concerns were not only religious. As ruler of one of Italy’s five large states his lands provided him with resources, but they also made him a temporal ruler with all the usual challenges of government: maintaining social order, ensuring taxes were paid, and if need be raising armies to defend his territory. In that sense he was a monarch very much like those of Milan and Naples. Moreover, with the exception of the Aragonese Pope Calixtus III (r. 1455–1458), the fifteenth-century popes were Italian, and their elections a matter of Italian politicking. Calixtus’ successor Pius II was followed by Paul II (Pietro Barbo), a Venetian; then Sixtus IV (Francesco della Rovere,) of Liguria; and Innocent VIII (Innocenzo Cibo), of Genoa. The parties in the curia (or papal court) were fluid but tended to align with one or other large foreign power, either France or the Holy Roman Empire. Within Rome itself two principal families, the Orsini and the Colonna, were also important players. Over the course of the fifteenth century, the curia became increasingly dominated by Italian families, and more aristocratic, as the small states of Italy secured their representation.33 The Gonzaga, rulers of Mantua, obtained for one of their sons an appointment as cardinal in 1461, as did the Este of Ferrara in 1493. The tradition of ensuring posts in the College of Cardinals for non-Italian nations rather dwindled during this period, and a new fashion arose: the appointment of papal nephews, known from the Italian nepote (meaning nephew or grandson) as ‘nepotism’.

Outside the aristocracy, Italian families on the rise likewise sought curia positions for their sons, and marriage alliances with papal families for their daughters. The most starry among them were the Medici who, three generations before, had made their fortune as bankers to the popes. The founder of the family, Giovanni di Bicci de’ Medici, had built a power base in Florence thanks to wealth from the wool trade and banking, though the family did not lack for challengers. In 1433 opponents managed, through political manoeuvres, to force Giovanni’s son Cosimo (‘Cosimo the Elder’) into a short exile, but the Medici emerged to establish themselves as the republic’s first family (though not as yet hereditary lords). In 1440, Florence beat Milan at the Battle of Anghiari, an iconic victory in confirming the city state’s power. Being banker to the pope – or to royalty – was a role that might bring wealth but also brought considerable risks. In 1478, Giovanni di Bicci’s great-grandson, Lorenzo the Magnificent, fell out with Pope Sixtus IV. By this time, the Medici and their allies were increasingly reliant on their role in city government for power, as their banking fortunes floundered. In response, they strengthened their grip on the city’s institutions. They set up special committees to vet candidates for office, and used military emergencies to justify creating structures that functioned outside the normal rules, relying to maintain their power on a network of allies and increasingly dubious tactics of candidate selection whenever an election came along.

Opposition to the Medici was wide: from other, rival, oligarchs who sought to replace them at the helm of Florentine politics; from the lower classes. It was not surprising, then, that at this time their opponents, chief among them the Pazzi family, looked to overthrow the regime by conspiracy and murder. Their hand was strengthened by the backing of Pope Sixtus IV, who was in conflict with the Medici over a deal to purchase the city of Imola. Yet while the conspirators succeeded in murdering Giuliano de’ Medici, Lorenzo’s brother, at Mass in Florence’s cathedral, their hopes of killing Lorenzo too were dashed. Sixtus had hoped the Pazzi Conspiracy would be followed by a Neapolitan attack on Florence. Lorenzo, however, circumvented that with a spectacular piece of personal diplomacy: he sailed to Naples and convinced King Ferrante not to go ahead. Florence and Naples settled for some years into a political alliance and Lorenzo followed the other ruling families of Italy in seeking representation in Rome, securing the election of his son Giovanni to the cardinalate. Giovanni, who at thirteen was well below the canonical age for such an appointment, went on to become Pope Leo X.

The Sforza of Milan, another dynasty on the rise, also got their cardinal.34 Ascanio Sforza was promoted in 1484. He was the brother of Galeazzo Maria Sforza, duke of Milan, whose assassination in 1476 (at the age of thirty-two) probably inspired the Pazzi conspirators in Florence. Dynastic states were all very well, but dynasties were peculiarly susceptible to the mortality of their rulers. At the time of Ascanio’s appointment the duchy was held by his teenage nephew, Gian Galeazzo, while the cardinal’s brother Ludovico ‘il Moro’ acted as regent. In the words of the sixteenth-century Florentine historian Francesco Guicciardini, Ludovico was a ‘restless and ambitious’ man, and the arrangement would explode into conflict ten years on.35

Alongside these five large states were the numerous small states of Italy: principalities like the marquisates of Mantua and Monferrato and the duchies of Ferrara and Urbino; republics like Genoa and the Tuscan city states of Siena and Lucca. As the Milanese objections to Frederick’s coronation show, the relations between these states were complex and often hostile. Most historians now are rather sceptical about the claim of Guicciardini, who wrote with hindsight that ‘Italy had never enjoyed such prosperity, or known so favourable a situation as that in which it found itself so securely at rest in the year of our Christian salvation 1490, and the years immediately before and after’. Besides the 1478 wobble in Florence after the Pazzi Conspiracy there had been the Ottoman incursion of 1480 (see Chapter Three) and the Salt War of 1482–4, a conflict between the papacy, backed by Venice, and the duchy of Ferrara. Guicciardini was a Florentine statesman who also served in the papal administration, and one of most important historians of the early Italian Wars. His rosy view of the fifteenth century and an Italy that ‘deservedly enjoyed amongst all other nations a most brilliant reputation’ only serves to underline the deterioration of the ensuing years.36 Nonetheless, the image has persisted, and it is fair to say that the conflicts of the fifteenth century were substantially smaller-scale than the wars that were to come.




Chapter Two

Beyond the Alps

Guicciardini speaks of ‘Italy’ in his history, which may surprise us, given that Italy was not unified as a nation until the later nineteenth century. It is certainly the case that the people of the peninsula might have had a strong identification with their home village, town or city: what is known even today as campanilismo or allegiance to the local bell-tower. But in the context of the Italian Wars of the sixteenth century, and in terms of what we might call ‘national character’, it is common to find references in the literature and letters of the period to Italians (and indeed also to Germans, who likewise did not have a unified political nation-state until the nineteenth century). If this was an affirmation of identity, it was perhaps as much a negative as a positive one: a way of distinguishing those on the Italian peninsula from the barbarians to the north, known as ‘ultramontani’ or ‘those from beyond the mountains’.

Plenty of Italians ventured beyond the mountains, of course. One of the most famous portraits of a fifteenth-century Italian was painted not in Italy at all, but in Flanders. It shows Giovanni Arnolfini, a merchant from Lucca living in Bruges, and Giovanna Cenami his wife, standing in a richly furnished chamber, greeting guests who can just be glimpsed in the mirror behind them. The artist, Jan van Eyck (c.1390–1441), was court painter to Philip the Good, duke of Burgundy. The Arnolfini portrait is a very early example of European oil painting (most panel works of this period were painted in tempera), and an early secular portrait too; it is notable for the artist’s prominent signature, which ensures his identity is clear. His fate is not to be labelled ‘the Master of the Arnolfini Portrait’, as an earlier painter might have been: van Eyck will be remembered by name. His reflection may even appear in the mirror which, like the splendid chandelier, allows van Eyck to play with the effects of light from the window (the glass itself testimony to the wealth of the pair). Between the rich fur of Arnolfini’s gown, the fine lace of Cenami’s headdress, her gold necklace and the splendid red fabric of the bed-curtains, this is a commission that in its drapery and detail drips not only with artistic innovation but also with mercantile pride.

Lucca, the home city of the Arnolfini and Cenami, lay about fifty miles west of Florence. It was an independent city state, in that it had its own government and ran its own affairs; at the time the painting was completed, in 1434, its citizens were no doubt hearing news of the turmoil facing their larger neighbour as the Medici contended for rulership of the city. Giovanni and Giovanna, however, were hundreds of miles away, their families well established in Bruges; the Cenami had been there for half a century. They played their part in the local Lucchese networks: foreign merchants across Europe in this period arranged themselves into ‘nations’, community organisations that negotiated collectively with the host city on their duties and privileges. Back in Lucca, their relatives held high office: Giovanni was related on his mother’s side to the Guinigi, Lucca’s ruling family. Both he and Giovanna had a grandfather who had held the prestigious city post of Gonfaloniere (standard-bearer) of Justice. These merchants traded all manner of goods: from buttons and ribbons, cheap and accessible for purchase by a wide section of society, to luxurious cloth of gold and silver, velvets, furs and satins, and desirable food imports such as almonds, oranges and ginger. Others of Giovanna’s relatives were bankers in Paris, Antwerp and Bruges; before the Medici opened their own Bruges branch in 1436, they had entrusted their affairs there to Lucchese bankers. Indeed, art historians speculate on the symbolism of Giovanna’s green dress in relation to banking: green cloth adorned bankers’ tables (the word bank comes from the Italian banco for stall or bench, the table from which bankers did their business in the market or street).1 Giovanni would become a leading supplier of silks to the Burgundian court in the decades after this picture was painted.2 There are traces of their extra-European trade networks in the portrait, in the glimpse of Turkish carpet, a fashionable commodity for fifteenth-century Italians, typically imported from the Ottoman Empire. (In some Western museums today a tradition persists of categorising Turkish carpets not by their origins but by the names of the artists who depicted each type,3 the celebrity of the painters trumping the identity of the artisans who produced the textiles in the first place, testament to the biases of art collection and classification.) This is, in short, not only a painting full of artistic marvels but one that tells a story of continental merchant networks, of trade, and of families far from their roots and the importance of marriage alliances among the Italian elite. A story of Italy in the fifteenth century is not only a story of the Italian peninsula, but a story that stretches across Europe and beyond.

The painting’s fate is instructive too: it ended up in the collection of the Habsburg grande dame Margaret of Austria, before passing to Mary of Hungary.4 Both women had their courts in the Low Countries where in the fifteenth century the small state of Burgundy (incorporating parts of what are now Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Germany and France) had grown into a spectacular cultural centre. It was, moreover, enjoying a distinctive northern Renaissance with leading artists including not only van Eyck but his contemporary Rogier van der Weyden and later Hieronymous Bosch and Pieter Bruegel the Elder. Their style was artistically very different from the Renaissance fashions developing in Italy, but it was just as innovative: Italy was far from the only source of cultural developments in this period. The Burgundian court was a significant source of ideas about chivalry, warfare and princely patronage, and the Italian Wars became something of a melting pot, in which its culture (and others of Western Europe) mixed with those of the Italian peninsula.5 The Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, who came to power in 1519 and would be one of the great protagonists of those wars, was himself descended from the Burgundian dukes. We are accustomed to think of Italian Renaissance trends being exported to the rest of Europe – and they were – but other ideas were imported to Italy too. Flemish musicians, for example, proved hugely in demand at the Italian courts.

Meanwhile, as the Ottomans took Constantinople, the Hundred Years War between England and France was coming to an end. France had won: England had lost the vast bulk of its French territory and was left with only a toehold on the Continent in the form of Calais. Conflict between the houses of York and Lancaster ensued in the Wars of the Roses, finally settled only when Henry Tudor came to power in 1485. The new Henry VII ensured his claim to the throne was recognised by Pope Innocent VIII, sending an embassy to Rome for the purpose. In 1492 he and Charles VIII of France signed the Treaty of Étaples, with which Charles agreed to end his backing for Perkin Warbeck, a pretender to the English throne, and to offer a generous pension in return for Henry’s promise not to invade France.6 The English court was more directly influenced by developments in Burgundy than by Italian fashions, but it was in the fifteenth century that we see the first significant humanist patron in the person of Humphrey, duke of Gloucester (1390–1447). Through his connection with an Italian bishop of Bayeux, Zano Castiglione, Duke Humphrey corresponded with luminaries of the Italian Renaissance including Leonardo Bruni, chancellor of Florence. He is memorialised today by his library in Oxford. The early Tudors also had Italian cultural and trading connections. Henry VII’s tomb was sculpted by a Florentine, Pietro Torrigiano, and significant numbers of English students attended Italian universities, particularly Padua: while numbers there dropped following Henry VIII’s break with Rome they were already picking up before the accession of his Catholic daughter Mary and continued on a more modest scale even after her Protestant sister Elizabeth came to power.7 So far as the Italian Wars were concerned, the major English interventions (occasional subsidies aside) were invasions in the north of France that served to pull troops away from the peninsula.

Having seen off the English claims, by the mid fifteenth century France was the greatest of the European states; its ruler at the time of that triumph, Charles VII, could justly call himself ‘the Victorious’. By 1500 it had a population of some fifteen million, notably higher than the eleven million who lived in Italy and almost four times the 3.75 million in England and Wales; Spain, by comparison, had 6.5 million. Charles was succeeded in 1461 by his son Louis XI, ‘the Prudent’, who ruled until 1483. After the death of Charles the Bold of Burgundy at the Battle of Nancy
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