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Muchelangelo

BY GEORG BRANDES
Translated by Heinz Norden

Publication in English of this classic of
biography is a cultural milestone for the
art lover, the historian, and the thought-
ful reader. The significance of this long-
awaited event has been celebrated in
these words by the Virginia Kirkus
Service, America’s most respected pre-
publication book reviewer:

“The monumental Michelangelo of
Denmark’s Georg Brandes was published
in Europe over forty years ago; now at
last we have it on these shores, excellently
translated in a somewhat abridged, re-
vised and illustrated edition. It is a work
of rare erudition and eloquence, a study
in the grand manner, combining the dis-
cipline of aesthetics, history and psychol-
ogy, fully encompassing the furioso of the
master, yet remaining a cool, clear-eyed,
highly controlled commentary. It portrays
Michelangelo as a proud, passionate,
brute-faced man who worshipped “beauty
everlasting”; to him man’s body was the
pinnacle of being, thus he immortalized
it in stone. And when, at rare moments,
he loved, he tormented and consumed
himself in yearning. The Brandes text
covers the Medici circle, Florence and
Rome, the relationships with Tommaso
and Vittoria, the Julius Tomb, the Sistine
Chapel, the meeting with Da Vinci,
Michelangelo’s old age and Christian

continued on back flap
















Translator’s Foreword

I N AN AGE when even literary works considered great at the
time they are published fall into desuetude within a dozen years,
it is not often that a biography retains its freshness and authority
for more than a generation. Such a judgment may be passed, how-
ever, on Georg Brandes’ Michelangelo: His Life, His Times, His
Era, first published in 1921.

Not that it is, in the original version, free of flaws. In minor
respects—quotations, references, and the like—the great Danish
scholar nodded at times; and there are many occasions when he
lapses into irrelevance and needless discursiveness. It is these
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iv  Translator's Foreword

irksome blemishes that have kept the work from being offered in
an English version.

They have here, we are confident, been removed, to the end
of presenting an account of the great Florentine artist meant to
be both readable and reliable, while seeking to rival neither such
monumental treatments as Charles de Tolnay’s or Henry Thode’s,
nor some recent romanticized journalistic efforts.

J. A. Symonds’ oft-reprinted Life and Works of Michelangelo
Buonarroti still makes pleasant reading, but is completely out of
date, never having been revised since its first appearance in 1893.
Herman Grimm’s Life of Michelangelo, published thirty years
earlier, is perhaps more satisfactory; but one can scarcely expect
a monograph written a hundred years ago not to have been super-
seded, in many aspects, by more recent researches. Romain Rol-
land’s Michelangelo, dating back to 1914 and available in a good
English translation, is of little use to serious students. Erwin
Panofsky pointed out its shortcomings forty years ago.

In paring and preparing this text for publication, publisher
and translator are deeply indebted to the counsel of Ludwig Gold-
scheider, author of several noted works about Michelangelo, who
has also written the article on Michelangelo in the forthcoming
new edition of the Encyclopadia Britannica. His judgment is re-
flected on almost every page of this English version of Brandes’
biography.

While the present version departs in some instances from
Brandes’ original, it is primarily by emendation. Very little had to
be amended. Grounded as perhaps few others in a sweeping view
of European art and culture, Brandes saw nothing in isolation,
everything in context; and his critical judgments and insights re-
main as valid and meaningful today as when they were written.
In his words the sublime, tortured figure of Michelangelo comes
alive as never before nor since.

Georg Brandes was born in Copenhagen and died there in 1927
at the age of eighty-five. As a young man he planned a book on
Florentine drawings, but abondoned the project after he had be-
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come acquainted with the achievements of Bernard Berenson.
He was Professor of Aesthetics at the University of Copenhagen,
lecturing mainly on modern literature. He is best known for his
Main Currents in Nineteenth-Century Literature, a work now
almost forgotten, which exerted enormous influence in its time.
He wrote several biographies—of Julius Caesar, Voltaire and
Disraeli—but his book on Michelangelo is beyond doubt his bi-
ographical masterpiece.

The present English version is based on the German edition,
credited to Ernst Richard Eckert as translator. Brandes, however,
spent many years in Germany himself (where he was strongly in-
fluenced by Nietzsche) and spoke German fluently. Indeed, his
own influence on German culture was perhaps deeper and cer-
tainly more extensive than in his native Denmark.

Without any prejudice to Eckert, therefore, it may be con-
fidently assumed that the German edition of his work is as au-
thentic as the Danish, directly reflecting Brandes’ thinking and
style without any language barrier. It is the translator’s hope that
none has been erected here.

More than twenty of Michelangelo’s several hundred poems
are cited in this biography. In a few instances literal prose trans-
lations meet the biographer’s purpose, but on nineteen occasions
it seemed appropriate to attempt to give the English-speaking
reader an inkling of Michelangelo as a poet.

Translations of poems are always a parlous undertaking, far
more so than in the case of prose. It is difficult enough to render
meaning and style. Add meter and rhyme, and the task often be-
comes all but impossible. Hence the old dictum that translations
are like women applies particularly to poetry—the beautiful ones
are not faithful, and the faithful not beautiful.

Michelangelo the poet offers problems of his own—the very
problems of Michelangelo the man and the artist. In many ways,
he remains to this day the most compelling poet Italy ever pro-
duced. The polished verse of Petrarca has little to say to us today,
but Michelangelo, in the words of his contemporary, Sebastiano
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del Piombo, “says things, while others merely speak words.”

The question of whether he was a “minor poet,” as even
Brandes, despite his deep appreciation, seems at times to imply—
while others have said so outright—is utterly beside the point.
Michelangelo’s poetic output may have been uneven—what poet’s
is not? and he himself was modest about it, going so far as to call
it “indigestible rubbish”—but it is in fact marked by the same
surging, violent power, the bitter austerity, like bleached bones,
of his sculpture and his drawings, and it is as much the man.

We read here that his poems passed from hand to hand, that
some were set to music in his lifetime, and that whole academic
discourses were held on them. Is it conceivable that this was
solely because he was then held in such awe as a divine artist?
Burckhardt later held Michelangelo’s poetry in low esteem; and
the early translators seem to have rendered it as through a ro-
mantic haze, mainly on the devout premise that everything a
great man does, even in a minor key, is of note.

Rilke thought otherwise; and this affinity to the modern poetic
idiom is both highly significant and not yet sufficiently recognized,
as in the case of much of his art.

For the baflling aspects of Michelangelo’s poetry are shared by
the sculptures and drawings of his maturity—their fragmentary,
half-finished character, their furious striving for expression, rather
than impression. He would make four or five successive versions
of a poem, but the roughnesses would remain, much as they did
in Rembrandt’s later etchings, worked over into state after state.

The parallel to the late Michelangelo Pietds is inescapable.
The longer he worked on them, the more “unfinished” they grew.
His hammer struck whole chunks out of them—and the ruins are
more powerful than ever. They shout to us from two right arms,
a missing leg, a throat still stuck in the stone.

This paroxysmic quality is conspicuously lacking in many of
the English renderings of Michelangelo’s poems that have been
made—by Wordsworth, Longfellow, Symonds, Newell, Hall and
others—most of which, moreover, besides being merely “pretty,”
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have become dated, like old dress patterns. This, by the way, is
true also of the German translations by Sophie Hasenclever,
which Brandes used.

In the case of the sonnets, the translations by Elizabeth Jen-
nings, published in 1961 by the Folio Society, London, perhaps
come closest to capturing Michelangelo’s harsh elegance; and
ten of them are here reproduced in whole or part, by permis-

sion (pp. 326-7, 338, 33940, 344, 352, 353, 371, 374, 375)- For
most of the remaining poems given, the present translator has

prepared new versions (pp. 155, 304-5, 329, 332, 335, 336, 376,
381—2). In one instance (p. 337) a translation by Joseph Tusiani
has been used (The Complete Poems of Michelangelo, Noonday
Press, New York, 1g60).

In the chapter on Michelangelo’s drawings (pp. 355-380) re-
peated reference is made to Berenson, the full title being The
Drawings of the Florentine Painters (Amplified Edition, three
volumes, Chicago, 1938; new edition, Milan, 1962), by Bernard
Berenson; while there is occasional reference to Frey—Die Hand-
zeichnungen Michelagniolos Buonarroti (three volumes, Berlin,
1909-1911), by Karl Frey. One reference is also made to Hill.
This is George Francis Hill, A Corpus of Italian Medals of the
Renaissance before Cellini (two volumes, London, 1930). The
representative selection of illustrations in the present volume is
perhaps best supplemented by the more than six hundred re-
productions in Ludwig Goldscheider’s Michelangelo Drawings
and Michelangelo—Paintings, Sculpture, Architecture (Phaidon
Press, 1951 and 1953).

Heinz NORDEN
London

January, 1963
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Prelude

WH OEVER FIRST VISITS ROME, on a journey to Italy, will
see from far off in the Campagna the dome of St. Peter’s, rising
above the world city like an emblem, soaring aloft—questa cupola,
fairest on earth, more beautiful than the two without which it
could not have been conceived: the domes of the Pantheon in
Rome and of Santa Maria del Fiore in Florence.

This dome Michelangelo designed, had modeled in wood,
when he was past eighty. He never saw it finished—any more
than Brunelleschi saw the completion of his Florentine dome,
Beethoven heard the Ninth Symphony, or Napoleon beheld the
Arc de I'Etoile. It was Giacomo della Porta who built the dome

1



2 Michelangelo

of St. Peter’s. In the course of the centuries it developed more
than a hundred cracks, which had to be repaired or covered with
sheet iron. They were not Michelangelo’s fault.

The majestic sweep of arched lines that stamp this greatest and
highest dome in the world we owe to the master himself.

The secret of the singular effect of beauty this edifice exerts
rests in its perfect union of form and architecture.

We know that the Roman Capitol in its modern form is, in
every essential, Michelangelo’s work as well; but for the Age of
the Renaissance St. Peter’s was what the Capitol was for An-
tiquity—the place from which Rome was ruled.

Yet the full mastery which Michelangelo unfolded in Rome
was primarily that of the painter. Within a single building, the
Sistine Chapel, he did the largest and most important work of
his life, the ceiling decorations, an everlasting fount of genius,
brimming with youthful vigor and mature virility; and again, a
generation later, the painting of the Last Judgment, that token of
matchless creative skill, coupled with a revulsion of man stronger
even than that which found poetic expression in the work of the
other great Florentine, in Dante’s Inferno. More powerfully than
in the Divine Comedy sorrow and terror here divert interest from
the paradisiac. The souls risen from the tomb to enter upon the
Kingdom of Heaven—Michelangelo makes them look no less
horror-stricken than the sinners hurtling from heaven into the
abyss.

We sense it at first glance: the regal heritage of this creator is
nobility. His not to woo the heart, nor even less to beguile. His
goal is grandeur.

I1

Ancient art is fired by a sense of fellowship rather than indi-
viduality. We see it most clearly with the Egyptians. But for a

. L,
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few exceptions, their art is bound to divine worship. It is ma-
jestic, without room for the autonomy of the individual—let alone
his whims and propensities.

Even in the grandeur of the art of Greece, so utterly does the
creator withdraw behind his work that his personality is all but
blotted out. When we marvel at the beauty of the Parthenon frieze
we are not aware of the personality of Phidias. The work speaks;
the artist is silent.

Not so with the art of the Renaissance nor especially with
Michelangelo. Throughout his work the stamp of his person is
manifest, the pride of his soul, the fierce independence of his
mind. Not only is he more individual than any artist of the
classic age in Greece; he outdoes all his fellows of the Italian
Renaissance.

Like the art of Egypt, that of the Middle Ages was one of rit-
ual, created under hieratic rule. Frozen in Byzantine form or sur-
rendering to the mysteries of inward feeling, it never fails to
picture saints, male or female, their thin, slack, shapeless bodies
shrouded in long robes. They seem ashamed to have a body, these
representations. Like their authors, they know that nature is ac-
cursed, the world of the body sinful, and the flesh to be mortified.

From its outset the Renaissance offers a vehement reaction and
counterpoise to this approach—but scarcely ever with such power
as is Michelangelo’s. To him man’s body is the pinnacle of being—
no sinful clay but the embodiment of beauty, the true and proper
object of ideal art.

True, a pagan element is embodied in this reaction against the
Christian Middle Ages. In the late Renaissance certain popes—
Adrian VI, for example—took umbrage at the unclad youths who
teemed on the very ceiling of the Holy Father’s private chapel.
That sedate Dutchman called the decorations more befitting a
bathroom than a place of worship. But the pagan tinge was in-
cidental rather than a deliberate challenge to the Church. It
meant merely to break with tradition and, for the rest, was pure
enchantment with nature. The most telling proof is that the aged
Michelangelo naively went on adding groups—indeed, whole
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masses—of nudes to his Last Judgment, at a time when the Renais-
sance was already slipping into the reawakened asceticism and
uncreative respectability of the Counter Reformation; and he
himself—no doubt mainly under the distracting influence of the
devout Vittoria Colonna—was gripped by the rueful piety of the
times. Such offense did he give the cardinals and papal officials
that they had the nakedness of the saved and damned in his fresco
covered over with painted garments.

II1

Confronting the art and character of Michelangelo, the mod-
ern viewer is commonly struck by three basic aspects.

First comes the fact of nudity. With Michelangelo, expression
is not limited to the face but extends to the whole body. Each
figure, in displaying its peculiar character, is marked by internal
tension rather than arrayed against another. Michelangelo’s bodies
are ever in motion, and the secret of his management of figures lies
in the technical term contrapposto, i.e., the principle that one part
of the body is twisted in the opposite direction from the other
(e.g., the legs to the left, chest and arms to the right). Outdoing
the Greeks, Michelangelo emphasizes departure from symmetry
in the posing of his bodies, the turn of hip and neck, the division
of body surface by the arms. Never was nakedness so charged with
expression.

The second aspect to give the modern viewer pause is Michel-
angelo’s penchant for grandeur, in the dual meaning of loftiness
and heroic stature. He is sublime even in his twenties, in the Pietd.
During that same decade of his life his fondness of sheer size
emerges in his David. He shows a preference for superhuman di-
mension. Even little David, a mere stripling in the presence of
Goliath, becomes a giant. On occasion his urge to outdo nature
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transcends all bounds, as when he evinced a desire to carve a
whole mountain at Carrara into a statue.

Yet this tendency toward outward size is of secondary im-
portance, often imposed by circumstance. In painting a ceiling
at almost dizzying height, one can scarcely resort to miniatures.
The figures must be visible, larger and larger. In decorating an
immense wall surface, there is little choice but to project the
figures—especially those near the top—in superhuman dimen-
sions. Not only must they be seen; they must not, by foreshorten-
ing, forfeit interest in comparison with those nearer to the eye.
That is why Christ and the Virgin Mary, in the Last Judgment,
are necessarily huge.

This outward size is immaterial. What matters is the inner
grandeur of Michelangelo’s soul. Nature he may have worshiped,
yet he was anything but a realist, anything but a copier of actual-
ity as were the Florentines before him. From his innermost re-
sources he invests all that he represents with the stamp of his
incontestable mastery. His slightest sketch has a life of its own,
a freedom from the subject, adds an element from Michelangelo’s
own sweeping spirit to what is pictured. At no time is he merely
natural, merely human, but always at once supernatural, super-
human.

We come to the third noteworthy aspect of Michelangelo’s
creative humanity. His art has pathos, surges with energy. All
within it is passion, fettered or unleashed. Even his lyric moods
become dramatic.

At the outset his nature breathes harmony and serenity. His
Pieta is marked not only by clarity and equipoise but by a quiet
gravity that rules out any thought of action. Indeed, the little
satyr beside his Bacchus has an impish aspect.

But even as his creative character develops, violence bursts
forth, sometimes mounting to paroxysm and eccentricity. Yet
solemn dignity remains his scutcheon, preserved even in the tem-
pests of passion and the broodings of prophecy, ever alive in in-
ward movement and outward gesture.
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Michelangelo is a universe. A lifework such as his is unfathom-
able without his infinitely complex nature with its powers and
foibles, his incredibly versatile genius. It defies comprehension,
moreover, without a knowledge of the totality of contemporary
Italian culture, creative and literary, without the history and art
of Tuscany, without humanism, Ghirlandajo, Lorenzo de’ Medici,
Bertoldo, the Gardens of San Marco.

Yet even the gates of heaven and hell must turn on hinges, and
so must the work of the greatest artist. Two sets of historic cir-
cumstances, in particular, form the fulcrum buttressing the essen-
tial nature of Michelangelo’s art. First is his relationship to an-
tiquity—the sculpture of ancient Rome, the world of ideas of
the ancient Greeks. Second is his self-assumed relationship to
the Bible, especially the Old Testament, which pervaded his
imagination, in contrast to Leonardo da Vinci, who could scarcely
distill interest from it.

Two primal forces here affect Michelangelo, Greece and Pal-
estine—Greece through the works unearthed from Italy’s soil,
the Dioscuri, the torso of Hercules, Laocotn, and countless graven
stones; Palestine through the story of the creation, the prophets,
the figure of Moses, the legend of the deluge, etc., and not least
the stories about Mary and Jesus and the passion and death of
Christ.

But the New Testament did not attract him powerfully, for
the tender and delicate elements in the protagonist of the gospels
were foreign to his nature. Even his Madonnas are never mild.
They are grave, proud, melancholy, loving but without tender-
ness, even while playing with the child. Usually they avert their
eyes. What Michelangelo fully encompasses about the Madonna
is her attitude of controlled grief as she sits with the body of her
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son in her lap. His Christ crucified is one who has been wrongly
sentenced, who defies his executioners to the last breath. His
Christ risen is not a supernatural being who has soared aloft from
the tomb in radiance and serenity but a specter of strength who
has burst asunder the stone with a jolt of his shoulders. Twice or
thrice Michelangelo has gone amiss with the figure of Christ—
in the Rondanini Pietd, for example. But the image of Jehovah he
has fixed for all time.

Antiquity is the profoundest influence on Michelangelo. His
Kneeling Angel at Bologna completely follows a Greek Nike in at-
titude. The posture of his David harks back to a carved gemstone
of the Medici which Donatello had already followed on a medal-
lion in the Palazzo Medici. His Matthew is strongly influenced by
the statue of Menelaus which had been given the name “Pasquino”
in Rome.

The naked youth to the left above the figure of Joel in the
Sistine Chapel reproduces a cameo from the Medici collection.
The whole attitude of this seated Apollo with lyre—arms, legs,
back—is faithfully followed. Michelangelo’s upright Dying Slave
(Louvre) is strongly influenced by the recumbent figure of the
Dying Niobid (Munich). Michelangelo’s Leda and the Swan,
her attitude echoed in the figure of Night on the tomb of Giuli-
ano de’ Medici, can be traced to an ancient relief of Leda.

\%

We know two versions of Michelangelo’s youth and develop-
ment, by Vasari and Condivi. The latter was directly inspired by
the aging master who sought to guard his absolute autonomy by
gruff demeanor, unwilling to admit he owed anything to any
teacher.
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When young Michelangelo was thirteen his father, who had
fought against an artist’s vocation for the boy as long as he could,
took him to Domenico Ghirlandajo, at that time the best teacher
of painting Florence could boast. Ghirlandajo was just painting
the frescoes in the choir of Santa Maria Novella, a task in which
he employed not a few apprentices and assistants to help him. It
was there, most likely, that Michelangelo learned the rudiments
of fresco painting, an art in which he displayed such astonishing
skill when it came to the tasks Julius II put to him.

In his old age Michelangelo bemoaned that he had not been
apprenticed to a sculptor at the outset; hence his position as a
student of Ghirlandajo must have been something more than an
experiment quickly abandoned. We know too that he made his
bow as a painter with a copy of Martin Schongauer’s engraving,
The Temptation of St. Anthony. We know, further, that during a
break in the work he pictured the scaffolding in Santa Maria No-
vella with all the students on it; and we read that he once cor-
rected a “drawing error” in Master Ghirlandajo’s sketchbook.

Although he later stubbornly insisted that sculpture alone was
his metier, the lively youth did not leave Ghirlandajo’s “school of
painting” of his own accord, to become a sculptor. The occasion
was a query from Lorenzo de” Medici who was seeking students
for a “school of sculpture” he desired to establish in his garden
near San Marco. Ghirlandajo chose Michelangelo, who was only
thirteen, and his friend Granacci, who was six years older and had
almost finished his apprenticeship.

Ghirlandajo may have concluded that a young man with such
endowments was not fitted for copying the designs of others. He
may have been a little out of sorts with the lad, though one can
scarcely put any stock in the envy Michelangelo ascribes to him
and, indeed, sensed on every side. In any event, in getting him
admitted to instruction in sculpture his good master at the same
time opened the doors of the house of Medici to him.

Ten years before, Lorenzo il Magnifico had refurnished the
Casino Mediceo in the garden near San Marco, intending it as a
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dower seat for his wife, Madonna Clarice. She, however, pre-
deceased him. Since 1488 it had been a villa full of statuary, and
it was here that Michelangelo, by his own testimony, received his
first and crucial impressions of ancient art. Here stood the works
Lorenzo had inherited from his grandfather Cosimo, or had
bought, or had received as presents.

Custodian of this collection of sculpture and head of the
school was Bertoldo di Giovanni. He was seventy years old when
Michelangelo was apprenticed to him and died less than two
years later. Lorenzo closely followed the development of the
school. He complained that the great sculptors of Florence had
passed away, leaving no successors who were their peers.

VI

From the moment Michelangelo first beheld the sculpture
collection of the Medici he never again set foot in a painter’s
studio. The ancient statues held him completely enthralled—those
in the garden of San Marco as well as the collection Cosimo had
created in the Palazzo Medici. Strolling as a boy through the
arbors of San Marco, he looked up at the work of the ancients and
felt the urge within him to work in marble. Masons helped him,
showed him how to go about it. The good-natured artisans who
were building walls and executing the ornamentation of the newly
furnished library gave him a chunk of marble and chisels and
hammer. He made his first try, the head of a faun.

There is a building in Florence whose threshold none should
cross without a sense of awe, the fair yet modest palazzo which
the great architect Michelozzo erected for Cosimo. Then the
Palazzo Medici, it is now called Riccardi.

At the foot of this house is a broad encircling stone bench.
Above it rise three well-proportioned stories. The first consists
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of large-sized rough-hewn stone with round-arched gateways. The
second is of gray-brown masonry with graceful divided windows,
also round-arched. Above a cornice come the windows of the
uppermost story, like the second. The beautiful overhanging roof
cornice rests on corbels.

This is hallowed ground. It was in this house that modern
civilization awakened to life. Here was the center of the town
which in all the world then was richest in talent, liveliest in spirit.
An inscription over the gate to the courtyard said the house was
dedicated to the rebirth of science. Here the boy Michelangelo,
maintained by the lord of the house with five florins a month, sat
at the table of Lorenzo il Magnifico, and since no etiquette was
observed and whoever came first could seat himself beside Lo-
renzo, Michelangelo quite often managed to preempt this place
beside his lord.

Here the youthful genius with the joyless childhood was ini-
tiated to the fellowship of the greatest men of the age, listening
to scholars and poets of the rank of Marsilio Ficino and Angelo
Poliziano. Here he witnessed the most instructive conversation
then conducted anywhere. Here the elite of Florence’s power
and polish were foregathered.

In this house Lorenzo himself showed and explained to the
boy his art treasures, his engraved stones and coins. Small wonder
the boy could not but look down upon what the painters of Flor-
ence had done before his time. There was no way in which the
naive and archaic could appeal to him and his contemporaries. He
sought perfection and found it first in the antique marbles of
the Casino Mediceo and, later, in Rome, in statues like the Pas-
quino and the torso of Hercules, still later in the Laocoon (dug
up in 1506). They filled him with profound awe. They unloosed
within him a creative fever that strove for mastery in the repre-
sentation of the human body with its power, its wealth of tension
and conflict, in the representation of life itself, its vigorous, hope-
less struggles, its tragic exaltation.
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At a later time Roman art and Roman literature began to be
held in low esteem, compared to their Greek counterparts. But
to Michelangelo this art of Rome was Greek, blending with the
impressions of Platonic ideas and the Platonic spirit he received
from the humanists. And indeed, it was wholly of the essence of
Greece.

Decisive for Michelangelo, though he may not have been
aware of it, was the immense sense of spiritual liberation this
experience conferred upon him, together with a lofty faith in the
ideals of Plato: delight in nature, so long damned as heretical,
passionate love of the human body, its cunning structure, the
marvelous play of its muscles, the hidden structure of its bones;
of the whole body as an expression of sorrow and joy, of anger
and torment, of power for action and revulsion from environment,
of self-awareness, of gratification, of triumph no less than of with-
drawal from the world toward inward vision.

VII

Thus equipped with antiquity’s weapons of defense and of-
fense, Michelangelo comes face to face with the Old Testament.
His finest works arise at the juncture, the crossroads, where Greece
cuts across Palestine within his frame of reference. Julius II had
marked out the twelve Apostles for the Sistine Chapel. Michel-
angelo replied that as a ceiling decoration these twelve would
be una povera cosa, a poor thing. Then do as you please! said the
Pope. Michelangelo cast out the Christian element.

The intellectual inventory of the time equated pagan sibyls
with Hebrew prophets. Michelangelo’s indubitable coldness to-
ward woman as a sexual creature vanished whenever she showed
herself inspired, touched by divine grace, as the sibyls then were
pictured.
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And in the nature of things, the figure of the prophet was dear
and familiar to Michelangelo; for there was something prophetic
within him too-—not merely overall in that he was far in advance
of the creative trends of his times so that for several centuries
all imitated his style, exaggerated his mannerisms, and vainly
strove to see with his eyes; but immediately, on a small scale as
well. Repeatedly during his nervous crises he had premonitions of
things to come.

The pathos that dwelt within his soul was prophetic. To that
degree he was akin to some of the major figures of the Old Testa-
ment. Agreed, his mind on that account belonged no less to the
Italian Renaissance at its peak—pagan, Graeco-Roman. He deco-
rated the Sistine Chapel with swarms of nude youths, fair and
vigorous, as though fresh from a palaestra or Greek gymnasion.

To Michelangelo the story of the deluge too is merely a pre-
text for displaying hordes of nude men and women in violent mo-
tion, struggling for survival. In this fashion he forever blends
biblical subject matter with a Greek sense of form.

As for prophets and sibyls and indeed the whole substance of
Genesis, he had from childhood marveled at Ghiberti’s gilt bronze
doors in the Baptismal Chapel of Florence; and many a theme
from them stuck in his mind. The reliefs on the north portal, less
widely esteemed, likewise lodged in his memory. Ghiberti’s St.
John, lost in deep unworldly brooding, almost gives an inkling of
Michelangelo’s own Jeremiah.

In a roundabout way his mind was also conditioned by the
sight of Giovanni Pisano’s pulpit in the Church of Sant’ Andrea
in Pistoja near Florence. Here pointed arches rise above the col-
umns and, as in the Sistine Chapel, Pisano has crowded the arches
with figures that threaten to burst the confined space assigned to
them. On the capitals of the columns, moreover, grave, rapt fig-
ures stand or crouch, passionately absorbed in some vision, like
so many of Michelangelo’s prophets and sibyls. Here too their
loneliness is underlined by near-by figures or rather heads of
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children, to whom they pay no attention. Here too sibyls are al-
ready to be found.

Even in the Sistine Chapel itself the finest painters of the fif-
teenth century had represented carefully and pedantically painted
stories from the Old and New Testaments in a row of frescoes
winding like a belt about the hall. By ecclesiastic doctrine the
main figures were Moses, Christ and St. Peter. And the themes em-
braced mankind’s salvation from sin.

Michelangelo, on the other hand, painted prehistory—how the
world was created and how sin came into the world. Here, as in
all ecclesiastic spectacles then performed, Creation, the Fall of
Man and the Story of Noah formed a trilogy.

When Michelangelo was in Bologna a second time, from Febru-
ary to April 1507, to finish the bronze statue of Julius II, his eyes
came to rest every day, as they had ten years before on his first
sojourn, on the figures by Jacopo della Quercia on the main doors
of the Church of San Petronio, above which his statue was to be
mounted. The columns showed soulful depictions from Genesis
and the relief figures in the doors themselves prophets from the
Old Testament.

VIII

All this is mentioned only for the sake of completeness, to show
that precursors had paved the way for Michelangelo. In his case
it means very little. Despite certain borrowings from the ancients
and from his immediate predecessors, he was an authentic genius,
matched in the history of art only by Leonardo and Rembrandt.

More important than his creation of prophets and sibyls is
the fact that he created the Creator. No man before Michelangelo
had been able to represent the creative power. He could do it be-
cause it was his own.
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The tremendous creative power that boiled within him found
its critical expression, was laid down most strongly, in the four
or five versions of the figure of the Creator which have since
stood as exemplary for all time, perhaps especially because Ra-
phael at once appropriated the type.

In the course of the centuries the Supreme Being had been
often represented in sculpture and painting. The gods of Egypt
sat enthroned, frozen in granite or basalt. Buddha was seated on
crossed legs, aloof, dispassionate, immobile. The Olympian Zeus
of Phidias in quiet sovereignty sceptered a world he had taken
over rather than created.

To Italian art of the fifteenth century the figure of God the
Father was still an archetype handed down from the Gothic age,
a kind of high priest or prime prophet with long, curling hair and
beard. His robe fell down to his feet. His expression was sublime
but without inner life or animation.

Within Michelangelo the creative urge was at white heat. It
burst forth like a torrent, smashing dams and washing all tradi-
tion away. His inventive genius, compounded of imagination and
calculation, created a throng of three hundred and forty-three hu-
man figures on the ten thousand square feet of the Sistine ceiling.

Facing this blank ceiling Michelangelo, who had approached
the task with such reluctance, felt altogether incapable of populat-
ing these surfaces, of inspiring them with life, of opening them up
creatively; and he shaped no God who, the Creation behind him,
now rests on the laurels of complacency, but God as world creator,
world architect, demiurge.

His God is the Creator, God as the stupendous artist who
shapes the universe. In cosmic infinity that knows no bounds, in
the primeval dawn of time a mighty God figure is manifested, his
countenance turned upward, his hands, raised high above his head,
sundering and shaping. He brings order to the primal chaos and
light and darkness are divided.

This first achievement, the point of departure, is followed by
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the soaring flight of the great and splendid God figure, gliding
through the ether, surrounded by little angels hiding in the folds
of his robe—God irresistibly commanding with outstretched
hands, creating, creating, creating . . . calling forth sun and
moon from the infinity of possibilities, setting them and the stars
their orbits.

The impression of his flight and of the infinity of space repre-
sented in the picture is further enhanced because the figure,
scarcely beheld, has already flown on and is now seen from be-
hind as it continues its flight through space with a surging, melodic
allegro furioso. The beholder is constrained to follow the con-
tinuing flight even as he all but loses sight of the figure, soaring
on in a passionately executed curve.

A calmer mood informs the great painting where the Lord,
slowly drifting above the earth, sunders land from water, the
while the rich juices of life seem to drip from his hallowing hands,
filling air, earth and sea, conjuring forth plants to grow and en-
livening the atmosphere with birds, the ocean with fish, the land
with his flora and fauna.

The pinnacle of inspiration is reached when Jehovah, borne
up by angels, male and female—Michelangelo, as nearly always,
gives them no wings—has lowered himself to the edge of earth
and with the index finger of his outstretched arm touches the
tip of Adam’s outstretched index finger. With this fleeting touch
Adam, magnificently built in his nudity, is awakened to life.

What concerned Michelangelo was to show man, created in
God’s image, as the younger, mirroring the older of whose essence
he is made—youthful power, as yet unawakened, contrasted with
fully matured power in its awesome grandeur.

Not quite so new and astonishing is the figure of God in the
smaller painting of the creation of Eve—the Magus, etched with
age, his cloak falling about him in many folds, bringing forth
woman from man’s side. Yet on the painting of Man’s Fall the
figure of Eve is overwhelming in its beauty, as she reaches out for
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the fruit from the Tree of Knowledge—here a fig rather than an
apple. No other woman of Michelangelo’s is so straightforward
and at once so utterly beautiful in the richness of maturity.

We have seen how Michelangelo was seized by the challenge
to represent the creative power he knew within himself as inven-
tive genius.

Michelangelo himself named antiquity as his only taskmistress.
Yet we have seen that he did not owe the themes of his main
works—David, Moses, the Sistine frescoes—to Greek mythology.
In the great work he planned but never executed, the tomb of
Pope Julius II, he wanted to employ symbols from the triumphal
arches of the Roman emperors to glorify a militant but Catholic
prince of the church. His great painting of the Last Judgment
superimposes on the medieval image of resurrection as judgment
the reawakening or rebirth of paganism, the representation of the
nude human form in all its twists and turns, in every shade of rise
and fall. For what we call inventive genius consists precisely in
the combining of concepts hitherto separate—and inventiveness
is one of the marks of genius. It is an activity of the mind, not
mechanical but rather in the main unconscious, inspired, inde-
pendent of resolutions and systematic procedures.

Audacity, daring is another sign of genius. Who possessed this
quality in stronger measure than Michelangelo when he, who
heretofore had dealt almost entirely with sculpture, first stretched
out on his scaffold beneath the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel? His
whole body ached from the cramped position. Paint dripped into
his eyes. Yet he set out to fill those ten thousand square feet with-
out being able to judge, from his dizzying height, what effect the
painting would have on the beholder below.

It was Kant who defined genius. It is that, he said, which in
the course of events makes history. If he is right none more de-
serves the title than Michelangelo.
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IX

Genius did not make Michelangelo happy. He was melancholy
by nature, somber in mood. He kept people at arm’s length, to
the best of his ability. Read his confession in one of the late poems:
looking back he finds not a single day he could have called his
own. All of them he spent in the restless whirl of human pas-
sions, to none of which he was a stranger. Everything torments
him, first of all the ephemeral character of all life, the general
lot of all that is mortal; and then his own mind, his worst tyrant.
When he recites the history of his works, it is an unending se-
quence of obstacles and persecutions.

To posterity it would seem he was endowed with everything.
Born a genius of the first water in the town which then was more
receptive to art than any other, he lived in a land where the
mighty put to him one challenge after another, giving the fullest
scope to his talents. He appears at the dawn of antiquity’s rebirth,
is drawn to the house of Medici, becomes the favorite of one
Renaissance pope after another. And yet!

And yet! His was a lonely nature. He neither craved fellow-
ship nor was suited to it. In his Conversations with Francisco de
Hollanda he is made to say that all eminent men are eccentrics.
“Lonely as a hangman,” Raphael cried on one occasion—he him-
self was never seen but with a great retinue of disciples.

Michelangelo was able to create only in solitude. He needed
neither counsel nor aid. He tolerated no spectators; hence the
scenes with Julius II. And just as he insisted he had never had a
teacher, so he never trained a single disciple. He locked away
his designs from those who sought to learn from him. His plans

miscarried because he tolerated no collaborators about him, only
menials.
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Michelangelo was not a man endowed with the social graces.
In his relationships with people, as in his art, he was terribile.
Leo X was referring to the difficulties in dealing with him when
he said: Non si puo praticar con lui, there’s no getting along with
him.

He was the fondest of sons, the most worrisome of brothers—a
family man, a true Italian, given to nepotism, like Napoleon after
him. But what rancors he maintained with the eminent men of
his time! His hatred of the Medici is the height of ingratitude. He
loathed Leonardo whose great talents aroused his rivalry. When
Leonardo had the misfortune to fail on his first attempt to cast a
statue, Michelangelo scored him as a bungler—and soon after-
ward fate played him the same trick. He loathed Raphael, child
of grace and fortune, seeing in him only one who had misappro-
priated his creative heritage, who had learned all he knew from
him.

No, he was not a gracious man; but he was touched with di-
vinity. Homely and proud, he was also timid and shy. He was
indifferent to applause, brimful only with his creative power. It
was one of the torments of his life that this manner manifested it-
self only by fits and starts, leaving year-long intervals that were
almost barren, during which he dressed blocks of marble or sought
diversion by writing verse in the manner of Petrarca.

X

Michelangelo himself maintained that love and beauty were
the dominant powers in his life. He constantly wrote poems on
the all-embracing power of love. In his old age he wrote: “A thou-
sand times love has forced me under its yoke and exhausted me.
Even now that my hair is white, it beckons to me with worthless
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promises.” The love he meant was not precisely exalted. He con-
fessed innocently: “A fair countenance is my sole joy.” His erotic
fantasy was easily aroused. The fact that he burned all his youth-
ful poems hints that they may have held testimony to a sensual
life of which the old man desired no witness.

Woman as a sexual creature he viewed only as the object of a
violent but fleeting flare-up. He complained bitterly about women
in his poems.

For the rest his nature concealed an aversion to women. He
had been brought up in the church and feared to be drawn into
the abyss of sensuality which murdered the soul, as he put it. In
his poems an unending struggle rages between sacred and pro-
fane love. He speaks slightingly of the love of woman—it was un-
seemly for a virile spirit. The professions of love in his poems and
letters were addressed solely to young men. This too was a source
of temptation which at times almost certainly brought him cen-
sure, as betrayed in his overwrought verses. They vent an intel-
lectual and creative theory of sensuality: the beauty that en-
thralled him was, in a sense, a spark struck from the Creator’s in-
candescence.

Among the young men he courted were some of little account
and character, like Febo di Poggio; and others of distinction, like
Tommaso de’ Cavalieri, to whom he remained linked in enduring
friendship. The Laisons with Tommaso de’ Cavalieri and Vittoria
Colonna took form at the same time, as he was nearing his six-
tieth year. Both influenced Michelangelo’s work in their way. We
owe them two groups of works, one of value, the other almost
worthless.

With Cavalieri it was Michelangelo who took the initiative.
He harbored boundless admiration for the young man, looked up
to him, subordinated himself completely. In his verses he speaks
of love that tears the entrails from his body. The young Roman
replied in tones of courtesy and respect.

With Vittoria Colonna the situation was reversed. It was the
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high-born lady who sought the acquaintance of the papal court
artist. Aristocratic, highly regarded as a poet, no longer young,®
she craved lofty discourse with the master. Tempting the recluse
from his lair, she made good friends with him. In 1540, when
Michelangelo presented Vittoria Colonna with his first drawing
for her, a Christ on the Cross, she was almost fifty and he was
sixty-five. Love there was none, on either side.

Yet her influence on Michelangelo was baleful. She became
the vehicle of the shift in intellectual climate that was sweeping
Italy, the Counter Reformation, a form of religious reaction that
ultimately engulfed even Michelangelo. Her high estate and re-
pute, the loftiness of her mind attracted him. They wrote each
other contrived intellectual verses, without a trace of passion,
but pervaded by a quiet warmth. She was intent upon the salva-
tion of his soul and in the presence of the fine and learned lady
the great artist who had remained a lover of art and beauty de-
spite Savonarola, winced and rued his worldly cult of beauty.
Her personal love of Christ was a phenomenon he had never
encountered before.

Under her influence he wrote his last poems, purely religious
in content. The drawings dedicated to Cavalieri still deal with
themes from Greek mythology, presented with consummate mas-
tery—Tityus devoured by the vulture, the fall of Phaéthon, the
Bacchanal of Children—but those for Vittoria are little more than
Sunday school pictures, testimony of belated, naive devoutness.®*

But Michelangelo, always, by the way, a good Catholic, never
became a truly Christian artist. His last great work, The Last
Judgment, bears witness to the hatred and contempt for man of a
tormented mind.

We may think less harshly of Vittoria when we bear in mind

® Her date of birth is not known for certain. It is sometimes given as 1490 and
sometimes as 1492.

©® Christ on the Cross, now in the British Museum, and a Pietd, now in the Fogg
Art Museum; both drawings are probably originals, but they are not of the highest
quality and therefore some critics regard them as copies. A third drawing, Christ
and the Woman of Samaria, is lost and known only from old engravings.
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that it was under the impact of Catholic reaction to Luther and
Calvin that Michelangelo undertook the construction of St. Peter’s
—not for pay but purely to redeem his soul. Its crowning dome,
the culmination of his life work, soars about the heart city of an-
tiquity, of the Church, of art, proclaiming his glory urbi et orbi,
to city and world. We sense that all turns out well—even the
meddling of a Vittoria—for him who is beloved of the God of light

and art.



Florence

EE HISTORIAN IS OFTEN FRUSTRATED, indeed over-
whelmed by his insight. Everything is interwoven—the man, the
place, the country; art, state and society; war and politics; poli-
tics and intellectual life; intellectual life, architecture and paint-
ing. All is indivisible. Yet unless he is to drown in the morass of
facts he must divide. Even the peerless does not stand alone. To
comprehend him requires a grasp of ten thousand premises.

Like every other eminent mind, the genius of Michelangelo
has progenitors. It cannot be understood without a close study
of Florence. Its swift unfolding was possible only because the
Medici clan had gathered about it the entire intellectual life of

22
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Florence, all its monuments of the past. Michelangelo might have
become another, lesser man, or reached his greatness later, had
not a genius like Lorenzo de’ Medici sponsored the boy.

Not since the great age of Athens had a town left so epoch-
making an impress on the history of art as did Florence.

11

Florence was never the capital of Italy, any more than Athens
was ever the capital of ancient Greece. (Not to put too fine a point
on it, for a bare six years, from 1865 to 1870, Florence was the
capital, but that was in modern times, in a century when the city’s
repute and vitality could scarcely compare with its past glory.)
Moreover it lacked the conditions for ever becoming the fountain-
head of a great country. It was located neither on the sea nor even
on a navigable river.

The time of its greatness falls neither into the Roman Empire
nor the modern Kingdom of Savoy. It extends roughly from 1250
to 1530.

As in all such cases the inherent vitality of the people of Flor-
ence was first manifested in shifting internal struggles. The parties
of the aristocracy hated and exterminated one another and in-
volved the commoners in their feuds. From 1215 onward deadly
enmity prevailed between the Guelphs and the Ghibellines, the
papal and imperial parties. The bloodiest of civil wars immedi-
ately preceded Florence’s time of greatness.

As early as the twelfth century there was a Signoria and a large
council. Later the city was governed by a Podestd, elected for
six months or a full year. Each quarter had its own militia com-
pany headed by a standard-bearer (Gonfaloniere), with overall
leadership vested in a Captain of the People (Capitano del Pop-
ulo). To him was entrusted the people’s banner, originally show-
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ing two fields, white and red. Lilies were later added, first white
on red, then red on white.

In 1258 the leaders of the Ghibelline party, in league with
Manfred, son of Emperor Frederic II, tried to overthrow the con-
stitution. The effort miscarried and the Ghibelline partisans fled
to Siena. When Manfred’s troops subsequently carried the day,
the leading Guelphs had to emigrate to Lucca and Bologna; but
a bare six years later Manfred fell at Benevento and in 1267 the
Ghibellines and Germans left the city.

I11

The people put their political and military house in order as
well as they could. The year 1250 saw the establishment of the
guilds which in the course of time were to play so important a
role in the city’s artistic embellishment. The original seven guilds
embraced judges and notaries, merchants, wool weavers, money
changers, silk spinners, physicians and apothecaries, and tanners.
Gradually fourteen smaller guilds were added to these seven great
ones.

Following the devastating effect of that bloody massacre, the
Sicilian Vespers in 1282, on the influence of the House of Anjou,
the power of the bourgeoisie grew. The guilds were now headed
by Priori, and members of the nobility had to apply for member-
ship if they wanted to qualify for public office. A Gonfaloniere di
Giustizia or Standard-Bearer of Justice was appointed to command
the militia of several thousand which marched behind a banner
showing a red cross on a white ground.

Priori as well as Gonfalonieri were elected, but as the Medici
waxed in power, the elections became mere show. Nominations
were made by a body composed of friends of the city’s real over-
lord. One provision making it easier for him to reserve the plums
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for his followers was the debarment from all public office of citi-
zens who had been officially reprimanded for some offense or
other. There was still another way of circumventing the law, toll-
ing the great bell to summon the citizens to a council meeting
where they would be challenged to approve changes in the con-
stitution (balia). Since care was taken to encircle the square with
armed men, the vote was always a foregone conclusion.

It will be seen that even before the time of the great families
republican Florence did not enjoy an ideal state of liberty. Its
belated maunderings over freedom lost were largely self-decep-
tion and affectation.

The name of Medici emerges early. As early as 1291 an Ar-
dingo de’ Medici was Prior and soon afterward Gonfaloniere. In
1378 Salvestro de” Medici sought to weaken the forces of reaction
but met with small success. Some aristocrats foiled the effort by
inciting the ignorant and unlettered mob to do their dirty work by
means of a bloody uprising.

The Albizzi family then seized the helm and all power lay in
the hands of the well-born. Yet in the course of time Salvestro de’
Medici did succeed in making his family popular among the peo-
ple. He greatly increased his revenues during the riots by renting
the stalls on the Ponte Vecchio which then as now gave the bridge
its unique character.

1V

Unlike its rival cities Pisa, Lucca and Siena, Florence had no
port. Yet through its commerce and industriousness it far outdid
them. The great guilds formed a financial aristocracy while most
of the old families grew impoverished. At an early date the wool
weavers controlled the foreign markets, as did the money changers
the foreign banks. Then there were the silk spinners and mer-
chants, likewise dealing in imported goods.
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In the seventy years before 1330 the Order of the Humiliati,
summoned from Lombardy, instructed the Florentine wool guild
in the manufacture of woolens. The Arno was lined with work-
shops, dyeplants and warehouses, where the monks had drained
and prepared the ground. Homespun soon gave way to the finer
woolens, once imported from the Levant. The wool itself came
from France, Flanders, England, Scotland. As early as 1280 the
Florentines were in touch with several hundred monasteries
abroad from whom they bought their wool.

Associated with the woolen guild was that of the merchants.
Since the domestic cloth output was inadequate, French and Flem-
ish fabric was imported in bulk, dyed, processed and cut in Flor-
ence, and then reexported. In 1338 the number of workshops
(botteghe) of the wool guild was given as two hundred, with an
annual income of 1,200,000 gold florins from seventy to eighty
thousand bolts of cloth. Among the owners of shops such names
are listed as Acciaiuoli, Alberti, Albizzi, Bardi, Buonacorsi, Cap-
poni, Corsini, Peruzzi, etc.—names that crop up again and again
in the course of the centuries and survive in Florence even today.

Next to cloth-making silk-spinning was extremely lucrative.
The arte della seta (Guild of Silk) is often bracketed with the
arte della lana (Guild of Wool). Crimson-colored silk was es-
pecially sought after.

It was the trade of money-changing, however, that was to as-
sume the greatest importance for Florence’s prosperity. As early
as the thirteenth century Florentine bankers were at the court of
Henry IIT in London, and they were by then managing the fi-
nancial affairs of the papal court. Beyond the borders of Italy the
names Tuscan and Lombard were early synonyms for banker.

These bankers, however, were ready prey to the greed of roy-
alty which was fond of fleecing them. In 1277 King Philip of
France extorted 120,000 gold florins from the Florentine money-
changers, using as a pretext an ordinance against usury which his
council had decreed. A real disaster was the bankruptcy pro-
claimed by Edward III of England by decree of May 6, 1339. The
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firms of the Bardi and Peruzzi had granted him huge loans, to
the tune of 1,355,000 gold florins, a “king’s ransom” indeed, as
the historian Villani, who lost his whole fortune in the process,
put it. Bonifazio Peruzzi hastened to London to save what he
could, but he died there the following year, apparently of grief.

Failures, impoverishment and famine followed. The city was
ravaged by bands of marauding mercenaries and, in 1347 and
1348, by the Black Death which forms the background for Boc-

. b
caccio’s Decameron.

\%

Yet by the beginning of the fifteenth century trade and com-
merce were once again flourishing. The Visconti of Milan had
threatened Florence and invaded Tuscany, but in 1402 Gian
Galeozzo Visconti’s death rid Florence of Milan’s rivalry. The
other great competitor was Pisa; but in 1406 that city, after heroic
resistance, succumbed to Florentine arms. Its fall removed the
last obstacle to Florentine shipping. Branches were established
in London and Bruges, in Avignon, Nimes, Narbonne, Carcas-
sonne and Marseilles, in Venice, Capua and Palermo. Tuscan
traders settled on Majorca and in Tunis, on Rhodes and Cyprus, in
Asia Minor, the Crimea, Armenia, even deep in North China.

Caution and calculation were the foundation of the city’s
power. It is not certain that the Florentines actually invented the
bank draft but in any event, they knew how to use it. The due
date was dependent on distance. For Pisa and Venice it was five
days, for Genoa fifteen, for Naples twenty, for England seventy-
five, for Spain ninety.

In 1422 there were seventy-two bankers’ offices on the Mercato
nuovo and it was calculated that two million gold florins were in
circulation.
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Enemies and sometimes even friends were always fond of
describing the people of Florence as an avaricious, ungrateful
and capricious tribe of merchants and craftsmen. Yet the city’s
community spirit was in proportion to its wealth. A decree of
1294, while of disputed authenticity, doubtless expresses the spirit
of the times. It enjoins the architect Arnolfo to prepare the model
of a cathedral “of such splendor that the human mind shall be
able to contrive nothing greater or finer, since it befits a people
of noble blood to order their affairs in such manner that their
nobility and lofty sentiments shall be evident in their works.”
In 1296 legacies to the cathedral were made obligatory.

In 1334 Giotto was appointed chief architect of the city walls
and other community structures, especially the church of Santa
Maria del Fiore, the cathedral, and four years later funds were
appropriated to “carry to completion in a finer style the work so
auspiciously begun.” It was the will of the Signoria that public
works should proceed in appropriate and exemplary fashion, “and
this can be insured only by putting an experienced and renowned
man in charge, and to this end none in the world can excel Messer
Giotto di Bondone of Florence, the painter, whom the city of his
birth receives in love and will honor as the great artist he is.”

This was done two years before Giotto’s death. His memory is
honored by a monument in the Duomo on which he had worked.

The people of Florence themselves, unlike the man in the
street today, were creatively endowed. They knew how to ap-
preciate things with the senses rather than through the intellect.
Like the people of ancient Greece, they had eyes to see. They
thought in visual rather than intellectual terms, aided by highly
developed powers of the imagination.

Their imagination ran to sculpture and painting, and love of
imagery was their religion. They doted on parades, cavalcades,
triumphal arches, tournaments, ecclesiastic spectacles, proces-
sions, festive garb for man and horse, moving tableaux.

The marvelous artists of the quattrocento sprang for the most
part from humble origins—peasants, craftsmen, masons. Paolo
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Ucello was the son of a barber, Filippo Lippi’s father was a
butcher, the brothers Pollaiuolo came from a family of poultry
dealers. They leave school at the age of seven to nine, barely able
to read and write. They become apprentices in a bottegha. Then,
for six years, they learn to draw, to distinguish colors and mix
pigments, to paint and carve. From discepoli they grow into
ragazzi and ultimately maestri. But they are always regarded as
craftsmen. Arte means craft rather than art.

VI

Most of the streets were paved with large stone tiles which
had superseded the former cobblestones. The new type of paving
supposedly began between 1250 and 1300. Stone from the hills
near San Giorgio was used or from other near-by places like the
quarries at Fiesole and Golfolina. In 1351 the Piazza della Sig-
noria was paved. It was emphasized that paving the square before
the seat of government was a matter of prestige for the whole city.

About this time Giotto’s disciple, Taddeo Gaddi, gave Or San
Michele its present aspect. The structure was oratory below, grain
loft above. In 1339 that same master had given the Ponte Vec-
chio its present form.

The guilds were deeply involved in the erection of Or San
Michele. The woolen guild ran the work on Santa Maria del Fiore,
beside the cathedral building commission proper, the Opera del
Duomo.® Occasionally it was necessary to divert funds (for ex-
ample, those earmarked for the bell-tower, the campanile) to the
defense of the city or the repair of the walls. But work went on
steadfastly. In 1360 the long dormant work of rearing the walls of
Santa Maria del Fiore was resumed and in 1364 the vaulting was
begun.

® Opera is the office, operai are the authorities in charge of it.
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A generation later the first steps were taken to erect the dome
and sacristy; but the undertaking did not get fully under way for
another twenty-five years. In 1418 a contest was held for models
of the dome. A commission composed of four highly placed citi-
zens (officiales cupolae) was instituted, and in April 1420 Filippo
Brunelleschi, Lorenzo Ghiberti and Battista d’Antonio were given
the office of proveditore, supervisors of the edifice.

In Rome Brunelleschi had gained an appreciation for the
plain and harmonious forms of ancient architecture, in contrast
to the less uniform and more arbitrary character of Italian Gothic.
The greatest work of the times, the dome of Santa Maria del
Fiore, represented a compromise between mechanical limitations
and the newly awakened sense of beauty, grandeur and spacious-
ness.

The lantern crowning the dome, begun after a model by Bru-
nelleschi, was not completed until 1461, fifteen years after the
death of its creator.

VII

The imposing work was carried out under the rule of the
Albizzi, a family of Florence’s nobility. After Maso degli Albizzi’s
death, Niccolo da Uzzano, a shrewd and reasonable man (whose
head Donatello has rendered unforgettably for posterity ), stepped
up to head the ruling party.

It was then that the house of Medici began to work its way
upward. Giovanni dei Bicci, its founder, was a financier with a
talent for turning to his profit every chance then presenting itself
for the accumulation of a fortune. Most of the great financial
transactions at the Council of Constance (1414-1418) passed
through his hands, insofar as they concerned Italy, and this is
said to have earned him huge sums. Then too, he and others
drew great profit from Florence’s acquisition of Livorno.
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An open-handed man, he commissioned Filippo Brunelleschi
to draw up a plan for the church of San Lorenzo, which was soon
regarded as the family church of the Medici, and in the New
Sacristy of which Michelangelo was later to immortalize the fam-
ily name. In 1421 seven other families were still sharing sponsor-
ship of the building with the Medici.

That same year Giovanni became Gonfaloniere. He was unac-
ceptable to the ruling party of the Optimati, but Niccolo da Uz-
zano was able to prevent hostilities on that account. Giovanni op-
posed all unpopular measures—the reduction of the small guilds
proposed by Rinaldo degli Albizzi as well as the incomprehensible
tax demands being put forward.

The pressure from arbitrarily levied taxation, for which the
wars and the loans to pursue them were responsible, had grown
so harsh that one contemporary chronicler advised his son how
to protect himself against the unfair impost. He was to invest his
funds in such a way that they could not be touched—in the form
of dowries, by signing them over to reliable men, putting them
into foreign trade. He even proposed that the money be taken to
Genoa or Venice, sewn up into clothing, or simply hidden in
Florence.

VIII

The Loggia de’ Lanzi was begun in 1376 and gradually com-
pleted. Every show house then boasted an open hall where friends
and relatives could foregather. It was this custom that the Sig-
noria now adopted. Leone Battista Alberti later reported that the
streets and gates were studded with such loggie where one could
escape the heat and transact business. When customs changed,
the open arches were bricked up and the houses thus enclosed.

The paving of Florence, a feast for the eyes and a boon to the
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feet even today, proceeded apace—the squares of Santa Annun-
ziata, Santa Maria Novella and San Marco—work on the last-
named being done by the Serving Brothers, who asked the city
for a subvention, in view of the many visitors who flocked to the
miraculous image in the church.

Beginning with the second decade of the fifteenth century,
many fine houses were built in Florence. That of Niccolo da Uz-
zano, in the Via de’ Bardi, probably dating from 1420, is plain in
aspect but magnificent in proportion. Then there is the palazzo
of the Bardi in the Via del Fosso, with columns after ancient mod-
els, then an innovation, plain windows and an old-fashioned
wooden roof projecting far outward. Finally there is the house
of the Albizzi in the street also bearing their name (Borgo d’Al-
bizzi, an extension of the Via del Corso), where one palazzo jos-
tles the next, none coming into its own within the confined space.

From 1373 onward public readings and commentaries of
Dante’s Divine Comedy were held “to set our fellow citizens on
the path of virtue and guard them against vice.”

In 1421 the Orphanage was built with money provided by the
silk weavers’ guild, its inscription saying that this fine house
served to receive those bereft of father and mother, against the
order of nature.

In Lorenzo Ghiberti the school of Giotto is still discernible.
His treatment of relief is pictorial, though he approaches the
ancient style that had emerged a century and a half earlier with
Niccolo Pisano. Only a little younger than Ghiberti was Donatello,
less poetically disposed and seldom displaying as much venera-
tion of beauty, but more realistic and not so much influenced by
ancient sculpture, of which Rome as yet boasted preciously little.
As a boy of seventeen he had been apprenticed to Ghiberti, who
at that time was working on the first door of the Baptistry.

Like Brunelleschi, Ghiberti and Donatello had originally been
goldsmiths, and it was from this craft that they moved on to
sculpture. It was in 1403 that Ghiberti was commissioned to do
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the first of his bronze doors. It took twenty years to complete. In
1424 he was given the second door of the Baptistry to do. He com-
pleted that masterpiece twenty-eight years later, three years be-
fore his death. In 1414 and 1420 he executed his two statues of
St. John and St. Stephen for the niches in Or San Michele.

IX

Ghiberti made two statues for the niches of Or San Michele,
and Donatello made two; but neither of these ranks for modern
visitors beside Donatello’s third statue for Or San Michele, the
St. George, which he seems to have begun in his thirtieth year, i.e.
in 1416. (The statue is now in the Bargello Museum at Florence.)

More than five hundred years have passed since this statue
was created, yet it is as fresh today as the day it was finished. It
is surely Donatello’s most inspired work, quite free of those labored
qualities that sometimes mar his style. In airy grace it even excels
his excellent statues in the niches of the bell-tower of Santa Maria
del Fiore.

Since the commission came from a guild, a popular rather
than an official body, the work breathes the fresh air of the peo-
ple. It is no set piece but an open-air monument of popular art
and civic spirit.

Seen in historical perspective, the statue of St. George is a
monument of the war-torn age that preceded Donatello’s child-
hood in Florence. This proud youth with the long Florentine neck
is a true compatriot of the man whose chisel gave him life. All
the surging power and unbounded self-assertion of the Renais-
sance is embodied in the valiant young warrior. Unarmed but
care-free, with raised and furrowed brow, he attentively awaits
the coming of his dragon. His shield is casually held by a few
fingers of his left hand, while his right arm dangles idly by his
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side. His whole attitude is defensive, but his gaze is sullen and
angry. It is the expression of his face alone that is awesome. The
statue as a whole gives a compact, sturdy, enduring effect, but
the facial expression lends wings to this architectural massiveness,
instilling life even into the static elements—shield, breast plate,
brassarts, greaves. He stands there firmly, St. George, the epitome
of noble warrior youth, the ideal of heroism in shining armor.
Clearly he was commissioned by a guild of armorers. Harmoni-
ously he blends the chivalry of the Middle Ages with the serenity
of antiquity and the aristocratic spirit of the Renaissance.

X

We can scarcely help dwelling on Donatello as an individual
artist, in this broad outline of the Florentine background, without
which Michelangelo cannot be understood. It was Donatello, par
excellence, who provided one of the earliest influences during
Michelangelo’s development as a sculptor. His earliest work in
this field, the Madonna of the Stairs in low bas-relief (ca. 1491),
is strongly reminiscent of Donatello in style. Individual as is his
David (1501-1504), in expression as in its glowering poise it harks
back to the St. George of Or San Michele.

In a sense Donatello’s tomb of Cardinal Rinaldo Brancacci
in the Church of Sant’ Angelo a Nilo in Naples is a foretaste of
Michelangelo’s style. It is plainer, more guileless than anything
Michelangelo did, yet the whole approach of his mind is, as it
were, rolled up in it. Compare Michelangelo’s Moses with Dona-
tello’s John the Baptist,” carved about a century before and a
masterpiece of its time, and it is seen to be almost a sketch for
the Moses—the seated posture, the attitude of the left arm, the
long beard. What Michelangelo added was the crucial element

® Commissioned for a niche on the fagcade of the Florence Cathedral; now in the
Museo dell’ Opera, Florence.
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of passion that enhances, emphasizes, animates, exaggerates every-
thing—horns grow from the hair, the beard billows downward,
the brow is furrowed, sending out lightning flashes—one feels
it, the seated figure will leap up in a moment.

About 1420 Fra Angelico entered his novitiate in the Domini-
can monastery of Fiesole. Florence holds many of his sensitive
paintings—in San Marco, the Accademia, Santa Maria Novella—
but perhaps even more important is his Christ Sitting in Judg-
ment, in the chapel of the Madonna di San Brizio in the Cathedral
of Orvieto (1447), the figure from which Michelangelo later bor-
rowed the gesture with which Jesus, in his Last Judgment, spurns
the damned.

Curiously, the decorations in this chapel at Orvieto were com-
pleted by an artist who was as different from Fra Angelico as it
is possible to be, yet who likewise now and then exerted an im-
portant stimulating influence on Michelangelo—Luca Signorelli.
Among other things his frescoes, completed in 1505, show the
dead rising from the grave on the day of judgment. His study of
the human body and its play of muscles without question contains
elements that Michelangelo remembered when he embarked on
his work of painting the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel in 1508.

In 1422 Gentile da Fabriano and Masaccio were entered in
the Florentine register of painters. About three years later Masac-
cio began his frescoes in the Brancacci Chapel in Santa Maria del
Carmine and effected a complete revolution in Italian painting.
His tremendous powers of representation influenced the art of
Italy throughout the fifteenth century, including the giants of the
age, Leonardo, Michelangelo and Raphael.

XI

Besides the vices for which Dante censured them, the citizens
of Florence possessed rare civic virtues. Over extended periods
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of the Renaissance, Florence was not behind Venice in clear judg-
ment and firmness of will.

Despite forever recurring political unrest and revolution the
people of Florence were frugal and hard-working and registered
steady progress. They lived and ate simply though they valued a
display of splendor during official festivities. Beginning in 1288
there were horse races during the carnival season, as in Rome.
Prizes consisted of great pieces of gold or silver brocade. The
most munificent popular festivals were celebrated on May 1 and
tournaments were frequently arranged. Music was held in high
esteem and there was a surfeit of trumpeters and other musicians.

Such were the customs in pre-Medici times. Rome and Naples
were fond of mocking Florentine thrift, but neither Romans nor
Neapolitans traded in Florence, while their own commerce was
almost entirely in Florentine hands. Now that the warlike times
of the Farinati, Cavalcanti and Donati were past, the citizen rather
than the valiant warrior represented the ideal, at once lord, states-
man and patron of the arts, without on that account neglecting
his concern for his revenues.

Luxury was not pursued in private life, but such was the
growth of the city that public buildings, ecclesiastic or secular,
were given a monumental aspect pleasing to the eye. The munici-
pality was as open-handed as the citizen was frugal. A carefully
observed tradition manifested itself in an architecture of essen-
tially harmonious character, despite a broad range in style. Most
streets remained narrow and there was no overabundance of
squares, but both were well paved, while for decades to come the
Romans still had to wade through dust and mud.

For the most part the houses were stately and solid, and the
city was encircled by a wall with towers and mighty gates, of
which but one survives. Citizens who insisted on having over-
hanging upper stories that darkened the street below were heavily
taxed.

Beyond the gates lay hospitals and hostels for lepers, and
others afflicted with contagion who were not allowed inside, but
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whom the citizens showed generous charity. The number of mon-
asteries outside the walls kept growing, on the hills and at the
bridges spanning the river.

The surrounding countryside provided a handsome setting.
Even in Dante’s time there were many villas about Florence—
Boccaccio has described the rustic life led in the city’s environ-
ment. Ariosto wrote that were the many villas enclosed by a wall,
it would delimit an area twice the size of Rome. These Florentine
villas were usually built like fortresses and did yeoman service
in the numerous campaigns against neighboring towns and for-
eign mercenaries.

XII

Cosimo, founder of the House of Medici, was born on Sep-
tember 27, 1389, the day of Saints Cosmas and Damian. He was
named after the former of the two, who remained the patron
saints of his house and hence are to be found in Michelangelo’s
chapel of the Medici, the New Sacristy of San Lorenzo in Florence.
The family motto ran: Per San Cosma e Damiano/ Ogni male sia
lontano. (By Saints Cosmas’ and Damian’s might/ May all evil
hence take flight.)

Cosimo was marked for a business career but received a well-
rounded education. Trained in agriculture, he had a penchant
for science and literature. At the age of twenty-four he took a
wife from the house of Bardi, originally of lesser status but then
numbered among the nobility.

When Pope John XXIII was persuaded to attend the Council
of Constance, Cosimo was among his traveling companions, prob-
ably as a financial adviser. The Council deposed the Pope and
held him prisoner in Heidelberg until payment of a high ransom.
Pope Martin V took his place. The Medici offered refuge to John
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XXIII in Florence. Giovanni di Bicci, Cosimo’s father, was one
“of the executors of his last will. His fine monument stands in the

Old Sacristy of San Lorenzo.® Significantly enough this friendly
relationship with John XXIII in no way prevented a later rela-
tionship of equal friendliness with the Counter Pope, Martin V.

After the fall of John XXIII Cosimo had left Florence in dis-
guise and spent several years in Germany and France. He was
then recalled, appointed Florentine ambassador to Milan, Lucca
and Bologna, winding up in the same capacity in Rome in 1426.

At his father’s death Cosimo was forty years old. He had shown
himself to be shrewd, vigorous and cautious and seemed destined
to become leader of the opposition to the party of the Optimati
which was headed by Rinaldo Albizzi, Niccolo da Uzzano and
Palla Strozzi. Giovanni di Bicci had always shunned the role of
a party leader, and Cosimo followed in his father’s footsteps.

Prior to the Medici the Albizzi had been the most renowned,
if not the most powerful clan. Since 1282 ninety-eight of its mem-
bers had sat in the council of Priori and fourteen had been Gon-
falonieri. Following a brief period of exile, they had been recalled
in 1381. The last of them to rule as a dictator—with great cruelty,
by the way—was Maso (Tommaso) degli Albizzi, who died in
1417. His son Rinaldo, who had been employed as an ambassador
and in half a hundred other public offices throughout Italy, was
a man of justice but also of arrogance. As long as he had the
clever and moderate Niccold da Uzzano by his side, the rivalry
between Rinaldo and Cosimo was kept in leash.

The equilibrium in Florence was upset when, following Uz-
zano’s death, Rinaldo sought to chastise Lucca, which had sided
with the Visconti in Milan. The Florentines failed in their en-
deavor, and their great architect and military engineer Brunel-
leschi forfeited his reputation when the siege miscarried.

In 1433 Cosimo was summoned before the Signoria and there
detained as a prisoner. The substance of the indictment was trea-

°In the style of Donatello; now usually attributed to the adoptive son of Bru-
nelleschi, Andrea da Buggiano.
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son during the war against Lucca. Cosimo’s friend, Niccold da
Tolentino, took the field against Florence but bethought himself
and desisted from intervention. Cosimo saved himself by bribing
the Gonfaloniere. He was exiled to Padua for ten years, his brother
Lorenzo to Venice for five. But in Padua as in Venice Cosimo was
received with such honors as though he were an ambassador
rather than an exile.

His banishment barely lasted a year; for when Rinaldo degli
Albizzi sought to maintain himself by force of arms, the Signoria
tolled the bells in alarm. He and seventy of his adherents were
banished, while Cosimo and his friends were recalled.

To avoid attracting undue notice, Cosimo rode home by a side
road and went to the Palazzo Vecchio rather than to his home,
where a crowd was awaiting him. The city held its peace, and
henceforth the house of Medici was at its helm. On January 1,
1435, Cosimo became Gonfaloniere.

XIII

Cosimo’s political life was filled with plans for gaining power
over those regions of Tuscany still independent and for attaining
supremacy in the Romagna at the expense of Venice, a policy
that kept alive the rivalry between Florence and Venice.

By 1464 he sensed that death was approaching. Gout, the
family ailment of the Medici, was causing him more and more
suffering. During the entire period of his quiet rule in Florence,
he had remained citizen, merchant and especially gentleman
farmer; for as already indicated he was thoroughly grounded in
agriculture, knew himself how to plant and graft. By means of
his bank, he controlled the money market, not only in Italy but
throughout western Europe. The villa in Careggi was his favorite
residence, as it was to be later on for all the Medici.
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Cosimo had much on his conscience. To insure God’s mercy
in the hour of death and enter heaven rather than hell, there
was one effective means in that age: the building of churches and
monasteries. Fortunately God, as though paving the way for a
reconciliation, had let Cosimo grow up in the intimate company
of Michelozzo and Brunelleschi. Both of Michelozzo’s sons, more-
over, went in and out at the Palazzo Medici. A Michelozzo be-
came Lorenzo’s chancelor, another provided him with books from
Greece. Lorenzo was generous toward talented youth.

According to Condivi, Michelangelo’s early biographer, Lo-
renzo gave Michelangelo una buona camera in casa, dandogli
tutte quelle comodita chegli desiderava né altrimenti trattandolo,
si in altro, si nella sua mensa che da figliuolo. (A good room in the
palace, and he was supplied with everything he required, and
was treated in other respects as well as at table no otherwise
than if he were his son.)

XI1v

At the time of Cosimo’s death, his son Piero was forty-eight
years old, in fragile health, a man of little stature though not with-
out talent. He lacked his father’s political acumen.

In Lucrezia Tornabuoni he had a competent wife, whose fam-
ily, under the name of Tornaquinci, belonged to the oldest no-
bility of Florence. Since these ancient families had been excluded
from public office in 1293, Simone Tornaquinci changed his name
to Tornabuoni about the year 1400 and went over to the popu-
lar party where he attached himself to the house of Medici. The
family had extensive land holdings.

Lucrezia, a vigorous chatelaine who also wrote poetry and
retold biblical tales, was acquainted with diverse contemporary
writers and, for the rest, concerned herself with the education
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and training of her eldest son Lorenzo. Sedately Christian, she
was sufficiently open-minded to cultivate so irreverent a scoffer
as Luigi Pulci, with whom, indeed, she was on such familiar terms
as to exert an influence on his long poem, Morgante Maggiore,
with its blend of religion and burlesque, of austere devotion and
unrestrained ribaldry.

Among her friends was Angelo Poliziano, the impoverished
son of a jurist, who had implored Piero de’ Medici’s aid against
enemies persecuting him but had soon afterward been murdered.
The son chose the name by which history knows him from the
town of his birth. He proved deeply devoted to the Medici fam-
ily and was, in his whole attitude, a true humanist.

Italy had long yearned for a “Latin Homer,” to be able at last
to appreciate the renowned supreme epic of ancient Greece. Po-
liziano was able to complete the translation of only the second
and third books of the Iliad, but these two cantos serve as an
earnest of his skill. In 1483 he held a course of lectures on
the philosophy of Aristotle in Florence. A curious introduction to
them bears the title Lamia (the Witch) and represents a bit of
Renaissance humor poking fun at witchcraft. The witches, we
read, had cast a spell over Poliziano with artificial eyes because he,
the lyric poet, would fain pretend to be a philosopher.

Lorenzo was odd in appearance—tall, well-built, pale, black
of hair, rather hoarse of voice. His features were far from beautiful
yet, in their way, more than fair. The shape of his head betokened
strength. His hair, worn long as was the custom of the time, was
thick, his nose flattened, his mouth prognathous and firmly set.
His chin bespoke willpower. Oddly enough in a man whose senses
and intellect were so strongly developed, he had no sense of smell.

His education was first entrusted to Gentile de’ Becchi of Ur-
bino, Bishop of Arezzo, a learned and intelligent man who main-
tained relations with the writers of his time, all the way from
Francesco Filelfo and Marsilio Ficino to others less widely known.
The curriculum was strict and included several hours of religious
worship each day. Mother Lucrezia, moreover, took care that
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Lorenzo was also inured to good works. She made him grant
dowries to indigent girls, give money to convents in need—in
short, she taught him how to employ this means too for ingratiat-
ing the house of Medici among the people and with the church.

In athletic prowess Lorenzo was soon ahead of the boys of his
age. He was above all a first-rate horseman and connoisseur of horse
flesh. His younger brother Giuliano too—a fair youth of artistic
talent—soon became a skilled athlete. Their elder sister Bianca
married Guglielmo de’ Pazzi, member of a family whose harsh
treatment by, and resultant enmity against, the Medici was soon
to bring about a crisis. The families of Pazzi and Medici were
equally renowned—besides being related. Guglielmo, who married
Bianca, was Piero’s nephew.

The clash between the Pazzi and the Medici was preceded by
a partisan struggle between the Pitti and the Medici or—as it
was put—between Hill and Plain (del Poggio e del Piano), since
the houses of Luca Pitti lay on the slopes of San Giorgio and
those of the Medici in the level part of town. The Pitti were then
flirting with the famed condottiere, Bartolommeo Colleoni of
Bergamo. The ensuing struggle led to the defeat of the Hill Party
whose leaders—with the sole exception of Luca Pitti—had to go
into exile.

Louis XI of France, in evidence of his good will toward the
Medici, in 1465 granted Piero the privilege of displaying the
French fleur de lys in his arms, and henceforth the Medici scutch-
eon flaunted three golden lilies on a blue ground in its chief. The
exiles incited new uprisings, and Venice sought to use Colleoni
to install a Florentine government dependent on the Venetians.
The year 1467 saw a bloody but indecisive battle between Col-
leoni and the Count of Urbino, the Florentine general. In 1468
peace was concluded, and until his death in 1475 Colleoni re-
mained captain general of Venice’s armed forces. Oddly enough
it was a Florentine sculptor, Andrea del Verocchio, who created
the equestrian statue of Colleoni in Venice, unforgettable monu-
ment to the condottiere, his ancestral city’s bitter enemy.
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During a tournament in the year 1467 Lorenzo first beheld
the love of his youth, Lucrezia Donati, whom he has glorified in
his poems. He pledged her a festival of equal splendor and held
a tournament in her honor in the Piazza di Santa Croce. Its mag-
nificence is attested to by many contemporaries. Lorenzo was
preceded by five mounted pages with fifers and drummers. His
own beautiful and valuable mount was a gift from Ferrante, King
of Naples. In the first tilt he wore half-armor with shoulder-pieces
of white and red silk and over them a sash embroidered with
roses and the legend: Le temps revient—either a dubious truth
or an indubitable untruth. His velvet beret was surmounted by
three feathers of gold fabric, studded with rubies and diamonds,
with a pearl worth five hundred florins in the center. The diamond
on his shield was worth not less than two thousand florins. Ten
mounted youths and sixty-four armed foot concluded the proces-
sion.

Young as Lorenzo was, he carried off the prize, a helmet inlaid
with silver and surmounted with a figure of Mars. But even had
he not been the unquestioned victor, care would have been taken
that he, as the sponsor, won the prize.

XV

Lorenzo was but eighteen years old when his mother went off
to Rome and there affianced him to the young heiress of an emi-
nent family of the Roman nobility, Clarice Orsini, who was to
become the able and generous mistress of his household.

The marriage was celebrated on a summer day of the year
1469. All around the city, the towns had sent their gifts to the
house in the Via Larga—one hundred fifty calves, more than
two thousand brace of capons and pullets. Clarice made her entry
on horseback, clad in a brocaded gown of white and gold. The



44 Michelangelo

table was set for two hundred guests, and forty youths of good
family served as cupbearers. Piero Parenti, who compiled the rec-
ord of Lorenzo’s wedding, remarks expressly that an example of
moderation was to be given the citizenry, underlining the position
of the Medici as citizens rather than princes, “hence the number
of courses served did not exceed fifty.”

Florence had conceded Lorenzo his father Piero’s place, mainly
because the powerful Tommaso Soderini thought he could guide
the youth—in which he was much mistaken.

As a rule Florentine politics consisted in making common
cause with Milan and Naples, since Venice was a rival and it was
impossible to trust the papal court, the popes succeeding each
other too swiftly.

Since the fall of Constantinople to the Turks in 1453 and even
more since their conquest of Negroponte in 1470, the popes had
tried to put together an alliance of the Italian states against
them. The princes had come to look upon the Medici as equals.

The alliance failed to come about because of unremitting quar-
rels. Galeazzo Maria Sforza, the unpopular ruler of Milan, con-
ceived a plan to wrest Piombino from the Neapolitans with the
aid of Florence. Lorenzo was weak enough to give his consent. In
gratitude the prodigal Sforza entered Florence with a procession
of almost insane magnificence.

The assault on Piombino was followed by one exactly like it
on Volterra, a blemish on Lorenzo’s reign. In the vicinity of Vol-
terra there were then alum pits of rich yield. As happens still
today, two shrewd Florentines tried to obtain leases for the pits
on terms highly unfavorable to Volterra, with the help of certain
local officials who were about to go out of office. Of course the
municipality fought tooth and nail against recognizing the con-
tract as valid, while on the other hand influential Florentines set
their city in motion. They found this all the easier since Lorenzo
was a major participant in the planned exploitation of Volterra
alum.

The little town was able to muster but 1,000 foot against 5,000
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foot and 1,000 horse of the Florentines. Under fire for a month,
Volterra surrendered on the promise that life, honor and property
of its inhabitants be spared.

In keeping with the customs of the time, the pledge was
broken to the accompaniment of the most horrible pillage and
atrocities. The campaign, moreover, was so costly that the Floren-
tines saw themselves compelled to borrow from the funds appro-
priated for dowries. The woolen guild proceeded to strip the pits
so ruthlessly that they were depleted within one hundred years.

XVI

About this same time Florence frequently tangled with the
pope, especially over the town of Imola in the Romagna, which
the pope had given away but which Lorenzo wished to possess.
In this dispute the pope won over to his side the greatest field
captain of the time, Federigo da Montefeltro, who had hitherto
been in the service of Florence.

All politics around 1500 was dominated by the condottiere
system, by double-dealing and hard bargaining. Alliances were
concluded with equal frequency against former friends as against
present enemies. Every possible damage was inflicted upon an ally
even before the alliance was broken. Powers fancying themselves
secure were attacked by surprise, even before the embassy of the
attacking power was withdrawn, private property seized even
before war was declared. Peculiar to the age was the custom of
buying off the enemy’s ablest condottiere with a higher offer, even
when he had already received his pay. And in consequence the
captains seldom scrupled to break their pledges, old or new.

The Pazzi were one of the few families of Florence that could
compare with the Medici. As already mentioned, they looked
back on a long and glorious past. When King René of Anjou so-



46 Michelangelo

journed in Florence for some time in 1442, Andrea de’ Pazzi had
been deputed his companion, and the little king, in token of his
favor, had knighted him. Of Andrea’s sons Piero was one of the
finest noblemen of his time. He was the Florentine ambassador to
Louis XI, who knighted him, and he entered Florence with a
magnificence unequaled by any Florentine before him. Huge
crowds foregathered to watch the procession. The entire retinue
wore pearls on hats and sleeves.

Lorenzo de’ Medici, by means of a palpably rigged court de-
cision, now virtually despoiled Giovanni de’ Pazzi, about his own
age and the wealthy heir of his wife (who was a Borromeo), in
favor of a relative of the father of his wife. The act was as foolish
as it was unfair. It incensed Pope Sixtus IV, who had just ap-
pointed cardinal the seventeen-year-old son of his favorite, Giro-
lamo Riario. Girolamo, a brutal man who had been given proud
Catarina Sforza in marriage for political reasons, loathed Lorenzo
with a savage hatred, for he knew that his tiny principality of
Imola was ever menaced by Lorenzo’s schemes of conquest.

At first an effort was made to entice Lorenzo to come to Rome.
He did not object but kept putting off the journey. It was then
decided to strike at him right in Florence. For the Pazzi and their
kin, the Salviati, were thought to be so powerful that half the
city would at once come over to their side.

XVII

Jacopo de’ Pazzi, Lorenzo’s kin, resided permanently at the
Vatican, as one of the bankers of Pope Sixtus IV, who had given
his assent to the conspiracy against the Medici. Lorenzo and
Giuliano were to be put out of the way, yet the pope—by virtue
of his position but surely not in earnest—demanded that this be
done without bloodshed, quite as though such a thing were pos-
sible.
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The conspirators won the condottiere Giovanni Battista da
Montesecco to their side—he was to strike the decisive blow
against Lorenzo. The murder of the two brothers was to be ef-
fected in Santa Maria del Fiore during a church festival on April
26, 1478, at the moment when Girolamo Riario’s young nephew,
Raffaele Sansoni, during the celebration of the mass lifted up the
chalice with the blood of Christ. But once this plan had taken firm
shape, Montesecco withdrew. He was quite willing to commit
murder, but not to shed blood in the House of the Lord.

His place was taken by the less timid and more ruthless Ber-
nardo di Bandino Baroncelli. He struck down Giuliano whom he
had personally escorted from the Palazzo Medici, because Giuli-
ano, on account of an indisposition, had stayed away from the
service on this day. The priests wounded Lorenzo, but he had
enough presence of mind to leap over the choir barrier and seek
refuge in the sacristy, the door of which Angelo Poliziano swiftly
slammed shut. The entire Pazzi party were assembled under
arms; but it availed them nothing. The element of surprise was
lost.

Archbishop Salviati, a leader of the conspiracy, had ridden to
the Signoria instead of attending church. There he had demanded
to see the Gonfaloniere, who happened to be at table with the
Priori and smelled a rat when he beheld the large retinue with
the archbishop. He at once had the gates closed and thus caught’
a whole group of the conspirators.

The plan called for Jacopo de’ Pazzi to occupy the Piazza
della Signoria with his armed men, once the archbishop had seized
the reigns in Florence; but he found the marketplace filled with
Medici adherents who greeted him with the call: palle! palle!
(the balls in the Medici arms).

There was short shrift. Eighty of the conspirators were sen-
tenced to death, the leaders were hurled out the windows of the
Palazzo Vecchio, ropes about their necks, and hanged against
the wall. The archbishop dangled in full ecclesiastic panoply be-
side Francesco Pazzi, who had stabbed the fallen Giuliano with
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such insensate fury that he had injured his own thigh. In his
death throes the archbishop tore open the front of Francesco
Pazzi’s clothes.

Lorenzo had the scene immortalized by the usually so gentle
painter Sandro Botticelli on the fagade of the Palazzo del Po-
desta,” with the portraits of the hanged, still at the end of the
rope. In 1494, after the flight of Piero de’ Medici, these frescoes
were destroyed.

The severed heads of the Pazzi were carried through Florence
on long poles. One of these poles was planted in front of Lo-
renzo’s palazzo. The property of the conspirators was seized.
Their names could no longer be mentioned.

And yet this name has not been forgotten. Even today the
Palazzo Pazzi, built by Brunelleschi, still stands, its architecture,
half medieval, half classical, as fine as that of the Palazzo Medici.
And to this day the name of Pazzi is borne with honor by Brunel-
leschi’s fine, graceful Cappella dei Pazzi in the convent garden
of Santa Croce. Bearing the name of a clan that was wiped out,
this chapel is marked by a festive and joyful air.

XVIII

Giuliano’s murderer Baroncelli made his escape from the
church and fled straightway to Constantinople. But Lorenzo
never lost sight of him and demanded his extradition. He was
sent back to Florence and a year later, in December 1479, he
was flung from a window of the Palazzo Bargello, a rope about
his neck.

Leonardo da Vinci must have been among the spectators at
the time, intent upon recording the spectacle with the calm eyes

® Also called ‘il Bargello,” the headquarters of the police. (The National Museum
of Florence, famous for its collections of Renaissance sculpture, is now housed
in this Gothic palace.)
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of the scientific observer. We still have his masterly, eloquent
drawing of the hanged man.*

Sixtus pronounced anathema against Lorenzo for the murder
of the archbishop and the other clerics, indeed, placed all of
Florence under interdict. King Ferrante, who had always feigned
friendship, joined the pope and even incited him. The papal troops
were placed under the command of the renowned general already
mentioned, Federigo da Montefeltro, Duke of Urbino.

Milan and Venice supported Florence but proved to be in-
adequate allies. Louis XI on the other hand remained loyal to
Lorenzo and appointed as his ambassador none less than the famed
historian Philippe de Comines, who had once served Charles of
Burgundy but had gone over to the king. But Louis mustered no
army and Sixtus, a true Rovere, was not one to be intimidated.

Nor did it avail Louis to halt all remittances to Rome and
attempt to persuade the pope that the Turks were the real enemy.
Yet when even the ambassador of Emperor Frederic appeared
in Rome, Sixtus felt constrained to negotiate, no longer demanded
Lorenzo’s banishment, and was content to drag out the affair,
Naples having been designated the place where peace negotia-
tions were to take place.

Rome and Naples, however, had marshaled heavy troop con-
centrations, and in September 1479 Florentine headquarters was
disrupted by the defeat at Poggibonsi. Lorenzo realized that
Florence might purchase peace if he gave himself up, but he
remained in the city for some time and put his affairs in order.

Then he undertook the most courageous and intelligent step
of his life. Having first sent Filippo Strozzi to Naples as his herald,
he went to the court of King Ferrante himself. The king had
gone on record that he was only after Lorenzo’s life, not that
of the city. Now the king had him in his power and if he wished
to negotiate he could do so with Lorenzo directly. Fifteen years
earlier one of the great condottieri of the time, Jacopo Piccinino,

® Hanging Figure of Bernardo di Bandino Baroncelli, pen-and-ink drawing,
Bayonne, Musée Bonnat.
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had come to Ferrante in similar fashion, trusting in the king’s
honor and humanity; but Piccinino had to pay for it with his life.

Lorenzo’s charm, the superior intelligence that emanated
from his person, can be gauged from this occasion. Ferrante did
not resist his blandishments. He had enough political experience
of his own to tell him that an alliance with this young man would
enhance his influence on the Italian scene. Yet he had to take
many factors into consideration—the distrustful Venetians who
necessarily concluded he was abandoning them, the pope who
was greatly displeased with Lorenzo’s brazen visit to Naples;
and finally the many malcontents in Florence who were only wait-
ing for a chance to topple the house of Medici. Lorenzo, however,
had won over King Ferrante’s most important adviser, Diomede
Caraffa, Count of Maddaloni. The count shared Lorenzo’s love
of art, poetry and antiquity resurrected.

Lorenzo sponsored festivals in Naples, gave dowries to young
women, manumitted and staked one hundred galley slaves. When
he landed in Livorno three months later, the peace was signed,
though on excessively harsh terms. It was buttressed when the
fleet of Mohammed II landed seven thousand men in Apulia who
initiated a dreadful massacre. Sixtus IV saw himself obliged to
appeal to all the Christian princes, and on petition of Florence’s
most notable men he lifted the interdict on the city in December
1480.

XIX

Lorenzo de’ Medici was heir to Cosimo’s role as patron and
protector of art and literature. Born on New Year’s Day of 1449,
he was just a year old when Johann Gutenberg succeeded in mak-
ing the first practical movable type; he was fourteen when the
first Bible went to press. He was a somewhat younger contem-
porary of Columbus, his death falling into the year when Colum-
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bus first set sail from Palos for the “Indies,” only to find the New
World.

Florence, a city of quite moderate size, had by then begun to
shape a new world of its own, in the arts and sciences. Even be-
fore the invention of printing Cosimo, aided by his learned friend
Poggio Bracciolini, had begun to establish libraries. During his
exile he endowed the library of San Giorgio in Venice, later, in
Florence, the library of San Giorgio, which was completed in
1441. Through his bank he made available funds for the library
at Fiesole and through Vespasiano da Bisticci he employed forty-
five copyists who completed two hundred volumes in less than
two years. Most of them are now in the Biblioteca Laurenziana
in Florence.

Vespasiano was the most eminent book dealer of his time.
When Federigo da Montefeltro organized the library at Urbino,
he kept thirty to forty copyists busy in various towns for fourteen
years. Printing from type, which began at this time, was held in
far lower esteem, since it had to stand comparison with the tri-
umphs of calligraphy on fine vellum. In his Lives of Illustrious Men
of the Fifteenth Century * Vespasiano mentions printing only once,
condescendingly. He lauds the library of the Duke of Urbino on
account of the immaculate beauty of its volumes, all of which
were graced with delicate miniatures. There was not a single
printed book among them. The Duke would have been ashamed
to include one.

XX

Lorenzo was not only a patron of the arts but a poet himself.
He began to write verse when he was only seventeen, well-con-

® There is a good English translation of this book, by William George and Emily
Waters, published under the title The Vespasiano Memoirs, London, 1926.
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structed sonnets dedicated to his lady love, Lucrezia Donati,
lines without marked originality but full of warmth and freshness.
They represent love as a longing for beauty. Lorenzo also wrote
longer works: Idyls in eight-line stanzas like the typically Tuscan
Nencio da Barbarino, dealing with the love of a village girl for a
peasant lad and composed almost entirely of rispetti, epigram-like
folk songs; or the mythological poem Ambra, set in Poggio a Ca-
jano, the fine Medici villa on whose decoration Lorenzo lavished
large sums. A little island there is named Ambra, and Ambra is
the nymph beloved of the shepherd Lauro (Lorenzo).

Another idyl, on falconry, written before 1478, pictures the
merry company gathered about Lorenzo. In a poem called The
Revel he stands in the gates of the city and limns his intimates
as he watches them go home from a merrymaking, touched with
drink, humorously characterizing each member of the thirsty
company. In Lorenzo’s hymns, expressions of religious sentiment,
the world is not the traditional vale of woe but a place of beauty
set in order by divinity.

His essential character has its way equally when he tries his
hand in the style of popular comic poetry, as in Benni (The
Drunkards), or in exuberant burlesque, as in his dancing songs
(canzoni a ballo) and carnival chants (canti carnascialeschi)
which revolve about sensual love and mock those who from sheer
envy look askance at merrymaking. We look, perhaps for the first
time in history,” upon a republic ruled by a poet, ever surrounded
by song and dancing.

Lorenzo had not a few love affairs of his own. Machiavelli
levels but one charge against him—his numerous liaisons. Espe-
cially noted was Lorenzo’s protracted infatuation with Bartolom-
mea de’ Nasi, wife of Donato Benci—by contemporary standards
she was thought to be neither particularly young nor beautiful.

® Emperor Frederick II of Hohenstaufen wrote, before Dante’s time, the earliest
Italian love poetry; but Sicily was not a republic. And the poetry of King Akhna-
ton and King Solomon was not merry.
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Even in the deep of winter he rode over to her villa at night, to
return only at daybreak.

Pico della Mirandola, in one of his letters, lavishes praise on
Lorenzo as a poet. Dante, he says, conceived a powerful theme
but lacked full mastery of language. Petrarca, conversely, knew
every trick of language but knew no worthy thought to express
in it. But Lorenzo was both master of language and a thinker
who had something to say.

The overestimate is colossal—to put Lorenzo above Dante
and Petrarca is to reverse the order of merit completely; but Lo-
renzo did have talent and despite his many frivolous verses in the
time-honored Florentine tradition he was of serious mind. From
childhood he and his brother Giuliano had been inured to listen
to discourses with the abbot Mariotto Allegri, dominated by the
great Leone Battista Alberti.

In his Camaldolensian Discourses Cristoforo Landino pictures
the Medici circle against a setting in the Apennines at a spring
beneath a mighty beech tree; and here too the great man of the
age, Leone Battista Alberti, led the discussion and praised the
contemplative life.

Leone Battista Alberti (1404-1472) began as a humanist,
studied Latin at Padua, Greek at Bologna, wrote a Latin comedy
in his youth as well as dialogues, satires, epistles. From 1432 on-
ward he was settled at the papal court in Rome, where his tower-
ing talents made an immense impression on the wits and scholars
there assembled.

He was self-educated, had trained and subjugated his body
as a lion tamer vanquishes a defiant beast. Delicate and sickly by
birth, prone to catch cold, he was able to walk bare-headed in
the snow as in the blazing sun with impunity, could leap over a
standing man, toss a coin to the top of Brunelleschi’s dome, climb
mountains, break horses, drill case-hardened armor with his ar-
row. He was skilled in all the weapons, played all the instruments
of his time.
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He was steeled in every manner of ordeal, illness, exile, pov-
erty. He had traveled in France and Germany. He had loved and
suffered. His songs, ballads and sonnets deal with woman. He
loved plants and beasts, mathematics, ciphers, ships, the arts of
perspective, sculpture, architecture—and on all this he wrote.

He painted, molded figures in wax, drew up plans for the
churches of San Francesco in Rimini, San Sebastiano in Mantua,
Sant’ Andrea in the same city, for the Palazzo Rucellai in Florence.
He invented a surveying instrument and a method for raising an
ancient ship from the bottom of Lake Nemi. In Rome he con-
structed a panorama. His genius spanned the universe.”

In a sense he was a first model of Leonardo da Vinci.

XXI

Most eminent of the circle, after the death of the universal
genius Alberti, was the writer Angelo Poliziano (1454-1494), al-
ready mentioned, Lorenzo’s friend and contemporary. True, as
tutor of his friend’s children, he often clashed with Madonna
Clarice, mistress of the house, who would not tolerate his pref-
erence for pagan over Christian writers. Lorenzo was compelled
to put an end to the instruction.

Poliziano, better known to us as Politian, was primarily a phi-
lologist, translated and published the writers of antiquity. Among
the Greeks he preferred Aristotle and the Stoics, among the Ro-
mans the writers of the so-called Age of Silver—Quinctilius,
Statius, Persius—displaying a certain independence of mind, if
not flawless taste, for Cicero was then worshiped with a passion
that tolerated no dissent. True, even before him the self-willed
and provocative Valla had put Quinctilian above Cicero. Poli-

° See also L. B. Alberti on Painting, translated by John R. Spencer, New Haven,
1956.
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ziano's hatred of slavishly aping the style of the ancients must be
reckoned strongly in his favor.

He had no qualms about seeking high ecclesiastic office, though
he loathed the clergy and went to church only to catch them in
errors in Latin. He nourished a vast vanity, as shown in a letter
to the King of Portugal, whom he promised to make immortal by
translating Portuguese travel accounts. To King Matthias Corvinus
of Hungary he boasted that none had done more to spread a
knowledge of Greek during the past thousand years than himself.

In his polemics with contemporaries, like the Florentine states-
man Bartolommeo Scala, he employed every last term of invec-
tive he could muster—but then, such was the customary tenor
among humanists, in Italy as in Germany.

In his verses he made no secret that handsome lads pleased
him as much as pretty girls. When he sang the praises of his
patrons he minced no words about looking for reward in coin of
the realm. Pietro Aretino was later reproached with this state of
dependence which was quite general in an age when poetry
earned no income and poets had to subsist on dedications and
flattery. With Lorenzo, whose foulest deeds—Ilike the assault on
Volterra—Poliziano praised as loudly as his proudest accomplish-
ments, no pleas to open the purse strings were necessary.

It was mentioned above that Luigi Pulci (1432-1484) was un-
der the protection of Lorenzo’s mother. At heart a freethinker, he
ridiculed not only the monks mendicant, as then did many of the
taithful, but the miracles of Scripture and even dogmatic faith in
the soul’s immortality. What quaint folly, said he, to quarrel over
the soul, to pry into how it gets into us and out again, how it dwells
within. Plato and Aristotle are invoked to convince us with empty
phrases of bliss to come, of the soul’s harmony with the music of
the heavenly host. They should be told the soul is stuffed in the
body like a raisin in the cake and perishes with it.

His Morgante Maggiore, already mentioned, was a parody on
chivalry that tickled the Florentine merchants and humanists.
The passage describing Morgante’s conversion includes this ava-
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lanche of words (translated from Italian rhymes into English
prose):

“I believe no more in black than I do in blue; I do believe in
capons, in what is baked and braised, often too in butter and beer;
and when thereof I have nought, in wine, dry rather than sweet—
good wine best of all; indeed, I cherish the conviction that whoso-
ever believeth in good wine shall find salvation therein. I believe
in tarts and cakes, in mother and son; but the Lord’s Prayer proper
lieth in fried liver, and the servings thereof may well be one, two,
or three at once.”

Good taste was not Pulci’s forte; yet the full circle of the house
of Medici took the liveliest interest in this derisive epic.

The sharpest contrast to Pulci was offered by the humanist
Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499). Opposed to the philosophy of Aris-
totle, he cultivated Plato, together with some of the works of the
Neoplatonists Plotinus, Iamblichus and Proclus. He wrote a book
on Platonic theology and on the immortality of the soul—en-
deavored, in other words, to blend Platonism with Christianity,
which he served as rector of two churches in Florence and canon
of Santa Maria del Fiore. So convinced was he of the compati-
bility of Plato and Bible that he called Plato “a Moses writing in
the Attic tongue.”

XXII

The elder members of the circle were soon outshone by a
youth of such gifts that in French his name is still synonymous
with dazzling learnedness and an unfailing memory. Conte Gio-
vanni Pico della Mirandola is said to have spoken twenty-two
languages at the age of eighteen. It is told of him that when he
had read a page three times he could recite it from memory for-

ward or backward.




Florence 57

Poliziano writes that Pico della Mirandola was eloquent and
talented, of almost superhuman stature. His nephew Giovanni
Francesco describes him as a man of great charm, tall and supple
of figure, fair-haired, with deep blue eyes and dazzling white teeth.
His life was short. Born in 1463, he died in 1494.

His letters, which he himself arrayed in twelve volumes, were
addressed to such men as Giuliano de’ Medici, Federigo da Monte-
feltro, Matthias Corvinus, Pietro Bembo. He was personally ac-
quainted with Leone Battista Alberti as well as with Johann
Reuchlin, who visited Italy in 1490.

The young Count of Mirandola attended the University of
Bologna at the age of fourteen to immerse himself in canonical
law, then studied theology and philosophy at several other uni-
versities, giving evidence of his ability as a debater. Even as a
boy he wore the clerical garb of a prothonotary, a papal privy
scribe. He had just turned twenty when he came to Florence in
1484. On account of his noble birth and kinship with the Duke
of Ferrara, Ercole d’Este, he became an intimate of the Medici at
once. Lorenzo loved and esteemed him, was ever active on his
behalf, praised him in one of his letters.

His intellectual stature was founded on his simultaneous ab-
sorption with Greek and Hebrew, his attempt to commingle these
two cultures completely. Unlike Marsilio Ficino he was not con-
tent with a knowledge of Greek. Defying the prejudices of his
time, which held that the Jews were unfit to teach Hebrew and did
not merit the attention of scholars, he went beyond the study of
Bible and Talmud, immersing himself in the mystic teachings of
the Jews, the Cabbala, to which he was introduced by the philos-
opher Elia del Medigo. Here he hoped to learn about the work-
ings of supernatural forces; but orthodox as he was, he found that
his researches served only to confirm his conviction of the truth of
Christian dogma.

As though by way of compensation, he passionately took up
the struggle against the superstition of his time, astrology. None
before him had openly and conclusively derided this form of
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divination, for the earlier attackers secretly believed in the folly
they assailed. Pico declared astrology to be a fountainhead of irre-
ligion and immorality, indeed, took the trouble to prove the
falsity of astrologic forecasts on wind and weather.

Like all the humanists of Florence Pico worshiped Plato. By
Alexandrian tradition November 7 was the day of both Plato’s
birth and death. It was celebrated with festivities, described by
Marsilio Ficino, in which Lorenzo on occasion took part.

Pico the Platonist allowed himself to become involved in a silly
and ill-starred romance with the pretty wife of a tax farmer at
Arezzo, a distant relative of the Medici. Pico met this lady when
he happened to pass through Arezzo on his way to Rome. They
soon arranged that he was to abduct her on horseback during
what was ostensibly a chance encounter; but pursuers caught up
with him and mauled him badly. The young and rich wife had no
trouble convincing her husband of her innocence, and there were
no serious consequences.

In 1485 Pico continued his studies in Paris. Following the cus-
tom of the time, he issued a challenge to a public debate in Rome
the following year. He was prepared to deal with goo theses in
philosophy, theology, magic and natural science.

Some of the theses were branded heretical. Pico, for example,
said that Christ had not actually descended to Hell—it had merely
seemed so. He maintained that the words “This is my body” were
to be understood figuratively rather than literally. He stressed
that a mortal sin, being necessarily limited in time, must not and
could not be punished with everlasting torments.

Lorenzo was Pico’s zealous advocate with the pope, and the
penalty was limited to a prohibition of the goo theses. Pico spent
his last days quietly in Florence. As already mentioned, he came
to an untimely death at the age of only thirty-one.

Girolamo Savonarola, the monk and preacher of penitence
soon to become famous, began to malign Pico’s memory. Having
known him, Savonarola could not forgive him for never having
taken holy orders and expressed doubt that Pico could have gone
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to Heaven. The monk grew convinced that the famous humanist
must be in Purgatory.

XXIII

Among other noted families close to Lorenzo was that of
Amerigo Vespucci. Amerigo himself had entered an Italian bank-
ing house in Seville at the age of forty. Since this bank provided
the equipment for the second and third journeys of Columbus,
Amerigo came to know the great explorer and resolved to find his
own way to the New World. In 1499 he took part in the expedition
to Surinam of Admiral Alonzo de Hojeda, and upon his return he
seems to have traveled from Portugal to the West Indies and
Brazil and thereupon to have explored the Brazilian coast in
Portuguese ships between 1501 and 1504. At the behest of Colum-
bus he reentered the service of Spain in 1505 and was appointed
Quartermaster General for the journeys to the Indies.

It was not a Florentine but rather a German printer, Martin
Waldseemiiller, who, in an account of Amerigo’s travels,® pro-
posed that the New World be named after him—a proposal that
was generally accepted. The people of Florence rejoiced in Ame-
rigo’s fame. His ancestral home was later on made a hospital, with
an inscription paying him obeisance as the discoverer of America:
ob repertam Americam sui et patriae nominis illustratori ampli-
ficatori orbis terrarum.

XXI1V

The painter whom Cosimo de’ Medici and his sons loved best
of all was Fra Filippo Lippi (1406-1469), the former Carmelite
° Printed in 1507 at Saint-Dié in the Vosges.
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monk and happy-go-lucky soul who painted pious pictures and
abducted a nun—she could never be persuaded to leave him.
Highest in Lorenzo’s eyes stood the courteous Domenico Ghir-
landajo, whose paintings in the choir of Santa Maria Novella give
us the best picture of the private and public life of the citizenry
of Florence.

Lorenzo imbued his relationships with artists and scholars
with the true spirit of cultivated humanity. He never exacted a
trace of servility. The atmosphere was one of freedom. Letters to
him breathe confidence and familiarity. He did not even take
practical jokes amiss. He listened patiently as the aged Bertoldo *
during the war in 1479, when funds for the repair of sculpture
were indeed scarce, maintained reproachfully that it were better
in these days to be a cook than an artist.

Sycophantic as many of the poetic paeans to Lorenzo sound,
numerous as are the parallels drawn between his name and lauro
(laurel), it cannot be made too clear that social intercourse with
him, by letter or face to face, was governed by not the slightest
sense of formality. Occasionally his title of honor, Magnifico, was
heard—it swiftly grew to be part of Lorenzo’s name. Usually he
was addressed simply as Lorenzo.

The house in the Via Larga was at once museum and meeting-
place of artists and writers. It held an overabundance of ancient
coins, cameos, gems, mosaics and enamel paintings, collections of
carved stones and precious vessels.

A Florentine Court was then still nothing like the Court of
Milan or of Naples—it was called a family (famiglia). The Medici
were a family—a family of joy, Ariosto called them.

There was no rank at this court, nor any courtly manner. No
guards were posted before the palazzo. Lorenzo’s mother, Lu-
crezia Tornabuoni, dwelt in the house, busy with her doves and
linens. Madonna Clarice was beloved of her children. When the

° Bertoldo di Giovanni (ca. 1420-1491), a pupil of Donatello and the teacher of
Michelangelo; and a very good sculptor himself. All works of his known for certain
are in bronze. Toward the end of his life he was appointed to take charge of
Lorenzo de’ Medici’s collection of antiques (as narrated by Vasari).
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children had been in the country with Poliziano and the mistress
of the house rode out to meet them with the chaplain Matteo
Franco, he described the encounter in these words:

“Close by the Certosa we met the paradise of angels, that is to
say, Messer Giovanni (later to be Leo X), Giuliano with Giulio on
his saddle, and their entourage. No sooner did they behold their
mother when they dismounted, the one without help, while the
other needed assistance, and ran to their mother, and Madonna
Clarice embraced them with such warmth and with so many kisses
that I could not describe it in a hundred letters.”

Florence had lost the austere and brusque manner that still
marked it in the time of Cosimo; it was beautified and reju-
venated.

So great had Lorenzo’s reputation grown meanwhile that the
Sultan of Egypt, Abu Nasr Kaitbei, sent envoys to him to start
trade negotiations. They arrived in Florence in November 1487,
bringing rare gifts to Hakim (i.e. the wise judge) Lorenzo—an
Arab steed, rams and ewes of unknown breed, splendidly woven
silks, colorful vases of porcelain not seen in Florence heretofore.
The Signoria, at the same time, was presented with a giraffe and
a tame lion.

Increasing illness interfered with Lorenzo’s activities during
his last years. Yet music remained his daily bread, and all his
poems called for music. He did not sing himself, not being gifted
with a fine voice.

What deeply concerned him was his second son Giovanni’s
advancement to cardinal’s rank. He had three sons: Piero, whom
he was wont to call dull; Giovanni, whom he regarded as clever;
and Giuliano, who was good.

Lorenzo had Giovanni take vows when the boy was scarcely
seven and asked the King of France, Louis XI, to vest the lad with
an ecclesiastic living, in keeping with the rank of the Medici. A
little later the king gave the eight-year-old the Abbey at Font
Douce, while at the same time Sixtus IV presented him with the
revenues of the wealthy monastery in Passignano. When the boy
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was nine he was appointed Archbishop of Aix-en-Provence by
the King of France. But the pope would not confirm the appoint-
ment. When Sixtus died the following year, Lorenzo all the more
urgently entreated Innocent VIII, a friend of the house of Medici.
The archbishopric was now confirmed and a wealth of honorary
posts and clerical prebends fell to the boy. He became Abbot of
Monte Cassino, canon of three chapters, rector of six monasteries
in Italy and France—and Archbishop of Amalfi as well.

But to Lorenzo all this was not enough for his favorite son. He
craved the red hat for Giovanni. Here an obstacle rose up in that
Innocent himself had recently set thirty years as the minimum age
for the cardinalship; but the pope’s eldest son, Francesco Cybo,
had been married in 1487 to Lorenzo’s daughter Maddalena, so
that the appointment seemed reasonably certain.

And indeed, in 1489 Giovanni, then thirteen years old, was
appointed cardinal, though only on the condition, not unreasona-
ble, that he wait three years before donning the robes. Thus it was
not until March 1492 that the future Pope Leo X held his magnifi-
cent entrance into Rome, through the Porta del Popolo. His father
then lay on his death bed.

Meanwhile in Florence the monk Fra Girolamo Savonarola
(1452-1498) inveighed against the secularization of the Church.
He stuck closely to the Scriptures, which were not known to the
people, and in the beginning drew only small audiences to listen
to his fiery though crude and formless sermons, which he delivered
in the Lombard dialect, to boot. His penitential exhortations were
all the less appealing since his rival, Fra Mariano fra Genazzano,
possessed a mellifluous voice and, in Poliziano’s description, was
able to speak in majestic phrases. But time passed and official
morality in Florence grew more and more austere. Dice were now
cast only indoors and the ladies discarded dresses that had given
offense. Savonarola’s influence over the common people grew and
his preachments threatened ever severer retribution. He began to
oppose Lorenzo.

When five of the most noted citizens went to him to ask greater
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moderation, he challenged them rather to demand of Lorenzo that
he repent of his sins. And when he became Prior of San Marco he
omitted paying Lorenzo the visit customarily paid by the priori
to the head of the house of Medici. He insisted—the year was
1491—that he owed his election solely to God, whom alone he
would give obedience.

During Lorenzo’s final illness Savonarola did indeed visit him,
but he demanded not only repentance as a condition for forgive-
ness of sins but also freedom for Florence. The dying man an-
swered by turning his head to the wall.

The Duke of Milan, Ludovico il Moro, sent a famous Lombard
physician, Lazaro da Pavia, to the Villa Careggi where Il Magni-
fico lay ill. When Lorenzo learned that his medicine was to be
composed of powdered pearls, jewels and other precious minerals,
he turned to Poliziano with shining eyes and said: “Do you hear
that, Angelo, do you hear that?” We can scarcely wonder today
that the great Florentine nevertheless died soon afterward, any
more than we wonder at the death of Julius II, who was given
molten gold to drink.

Lorenzo died on April 8, 1492, at the comparatively youthful
age of forty-three, after a great and busy life not too greatly
marred by blunders, some of which were his own, while others
must be laid at the doorstep of his time. His physician threw him-
self down a well at the Villa Careggi, fearing no doubt that his life
was forfeit in any event, since many would believe he had poi-
soned his master, a common suspicion in those days.



Rome

MICHELANGELO WAS MOLDED and destined by the
spirit that prevailed in Rome as strongly as by the spirit of Flor-
ence.

Lorenzo, the academicians, the statues in the garden of San
Marco—these gave him insight into the ideals of Platonism, the
spirit of antiquity. The rise of Savonarola impinged on the life of
his mind, matured within him the makings of exalted gravity, of
an understanding of the Old Testament. Florence gave him a
penchant for studying nature, for launching out into the new, for
cultivating the newly found relics of Graeco-Roman antiquity.

In Rome—where he served Julius I and came in touch with
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Bramante, first as an antagonist, later as an intellectual peer—he
found occasion to develop the streak of grandeur in his nature, to
shape immense compositions that will live forever undimmed,
despite the inevitable ravages of time on fresco painting. Had
Michelangelo not entered the service of the popes, it is unlikely
he would ever have had occasion to show the world what dwelt
within him. Being a titan would have availed him nothing, had
he been compelled to labor for some petty prince or other, unable
to defray the cost of executing grandiose plans.

Even in Florence Michelangelo’s finest works were papal com-
missions. Certainly the Moses, the Sistine and Medici Chapels, the
Dome of St. Peter’s owe their existence to his relationship with
the papacy. He lived under no fewer than thirteen popes; and of
these Julius II, Leo X, Clement VII were of outstanding, Paul III
and Paul IV of lesser but still considerable importance to his life-
work.

I1

The Papal State was founded about 1500 by Alexander VI.

Slowly but quite naturally the view had prevailed that spirit-
ual dominance could never assert itself without worldly power.
Applied to the position of the pope, this realization was bound to
lead to the conclusion that the Pope of Rome would ever be in
thrall to the potentates of Europe—emperors, kings or princes—
unless the Church had her own secular and contiruing sov-
ereignty.

Since Gregory VII's decree of 1074 celibacy within the Roman
Church had held such sway that officially no pope could have
children. Even nepotism, the granting of clerical offices and rev-
enues to one’s kin, had been severely frowned upon and thus
occurred but rarely. Yet now it was deemed useful and proper for
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a pope to have sons upon whom he could rely in his struggles
against secular enemies and nepotism had become almost a duty
the pope was required to observe toward those close to him.

Lorenzo de’ Medici had married off one of his daughters to the
pope’s son and, as we have seen, had urged the pope to make his
own minor son a cardinal. He reminded Innocent VIII that no
man is immortal, that even a pope means no more than he means
to mean. Since his position could not be rendered hereditary, he
left no more behind than the honors and benefices he was able to
confer upon his own.

When Sixtus IV took a hand in the Pazzi conspiracy against
the house of Medici, it was because the Medici were in his way,
because he sought to carve out a principality for his nephew
Girolamo Riario in the Romagna. Since the Colonna family was
hostile to Riario, he pursued them with his hatred, shrank from no
breach of faith when it came to advancing the interests of his
nephew. He arrested a Colonna, his own prothonotary, right in
the Colonna house, threatening to set the young man free only if
the family ceded Marino to him. He got Marino—and had young
Colonna beheaded.

In 1492 Alexander VI (Rodrigo Borgia) ascended the papal
throne. A Spaniard, he enjoyed the backing of the world power
Spain in the conclave, enabling him to scotch his rivals by buying
them out. To induce Ascanio Sforza to renounce his candidacy
and support his own, Borgia offered Sforza a completely furnished
palazzo in Rome and as much gold as several mules could carry.
The powerful Orsini, Colonna and Savelli families he won over
with promises of bishoprics, castles, cities. He was elected by
these means. The choice met with general approval, for as a cardi-
nal Rodrigo had shown not only an ingratiating manner but diplo-
matic skill as well. He was believed to possess the necessary en-
ergy to restore order in Rome, where in the brief time between
Innocent VIII's illness and Alexander VI's election two hundred
twenty murders had been committed.

Alexander VI, however, was himself a virtuoso in the fine art of
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murder. He knew how to mix and administer poison as well as did
Locusta in ancient Rome; indeed, his cantarella was stronger and
surer than her venomous drops and toadstools. When he had poi-
soned even Cardinal Orsini—whose vote he had won by a sub-
stantial bribe of land—he told the Sacred College in a tone of
irony: “We commended him most warmly to our physicians.”
Rome under the heel of the Borgia was as vulnerable to poison in
1506 as was Laocoon, whose statue had just been unearthed, to
the serpents coiling about him and his sons.

Wrote Francesco Capello, Venetian Ambassador in Rome, to
his Signoria upon Alexander’s accession: “The pope is seventy
years old but grows younger by the day. He is frivolous in char-
acter and thinks but of his own interests. His sole ambition is
marry off his children well, with rich dowries. He has no other
concern.”

The orgies of the papal court outdid those of the most de-
praved emperors of ancient Rome. The diaries of Johannes Bur-
cardus include an oft-cited passage in which he describes how,
in honor of Lucrezia, the pope’s daughter, on October 31, 1501,
fifty courtesans performed a dance in a chamber of the Vatican,
“at first clothed and then naked. After dinner the candelabras with
their burning tapers were removed from the table to the floor and
chestnuts were strewn about them, which the naked courtesans
had to gather up, crawling on hands and feet among the burning
lights. The Pope, the Duke (Cesare Borgia) and the Duchess
Lucrezia, his sister, were present and watched.”

The pope’s own lassitude, hedonism and ruthlessness were
heightened, in his son Cesare, to evil in the grand manner. Cesare’s
cruelty was not based on madness or delusions, as in certain Ro-
man emperors. He was cold and clear-headed, utterly free of con-
science or regret, fearing neither man nor God.

Burcardus relates how, one day after dinner, Cesare, dressed
for the hunt, had six men who had been sentenced to be beheaded
by the sword brought into St. Peter’s Square, which he had barred
off with timbers. Mounted on his horse, he then chased them about
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the square, bringing them down one by one with his arrows. The
Pope, his daughter, his son-in-law and his mistress Giulia Bella
watched this evocation of the ancient circus spectacle from a bal-
cony.

The quarrel between the Orsini and Colonna and their parties
had heretofore prevented establishment of a Papal State. Alex-
ander made a bargain with the Guelphs and Orsini, an alliance
that enabled him to drive the Sforza from Pesaro, Catarina Sforza
from Imola and Forli, the Malatesta from Rimini, the Manfreddi
from Faenza; but scarcely had the Orsini done their work as allies
when the pope treated them as though they were enemies. Cesare
attacked them, drove out the Duke of Urbino, enticed the leaders
of the Orsini, Vitelli and Baglioni families into his house and had
them murdered; Vitellozzo and Oliveretto were the first to be
strangled. When Cesare learned that the pope had captured Car-
dinal Orsini and Jacopo da Santa Croce, he had Pagolo and the
Duke of Gravina throttled as well.

The house of Borgia thus seemed well on the way to establish-
ing a dynasty in the Papal State. But then destiny wrought retribu-
tion on Alexander. He had conceived a plan to put five cardinals
out of the way with poison and the table was already set in a
Vigna * of the Vatican, when he and Cesare arrived, both of them
thirsty and asking for a drink. The wine steward, who knew the
secret of which bottles were harmless and which dangerous, had
just gone to the palace to fetch a basket of peaches. His servant,
either in error or through bribery by a wealthy cardinal, took the
wrong bottle of “laced” Chios wine and poured for father and son.
The poison killed the aged pope instantly. Cesare had apparently
inured his powerful body to poison, after the example of Mithri-
dates.®*

Nevertheless the corrosive powder called cantarella attacked

® Vigna, a villa in a vineyard.

?2 This is how some contemporary historians—Pietro Bembo, Paolo Giovio, etc.—
tell the story. According to Burcardus, however, the pope died of fever. Modern
writers since Gregorovius incline to believe Burcardus rather than the others.
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his bowels. He survived, though supposedly only at the cost of
losing all the hair on his body, yet feeling as strong and vital as a
serpent that has stripped off its old skin.

Machiavelli writes: “The Duke of Valentino® told me he had
thought of every contingency that might arise upon the death of
his father and had arranged a way to meet them all. The one
chance he had not considered is that he might himself be deathly
ill at the hour of the pope’s death.”

So strong was hatred of the pope that his body was allowed to
remain the whole night in a chapel of San Pietro in Vincoli, with-
out lights, attended by no priest, exposed to the coarse mockery
of young ruffians. Toward morning, with kicks and blows, it was
forced into a coffin much too small. So great was the prevailing
savagery that Fabio Orsini, having killed one of Cesare Borgia’s
men, rinsed his mouth with blood from his victim.

Cesare ably extricated himself from the collapse. He fortified
the Vatican against the city, bargained with the Conclave, with
dagger in hand forced the Cardinal Treasurer to surrender his
father’s riches, and left Rome as intrepidly as he used to hold his
entries. The feeble Pius III who emerged as pope from the Con-
clave was impotent against him.

Cesare left Rome still ailing, stretched out on a pallet borne by
twelve halberdiers. Beside him two pages led his mount in mourn-
ing accouterments. The bier was surrounded on all sides by his
veteran musketeer mercenaries who had fought with him in all the
civil wars he had kindled in Italy.

He went to Naples. The powerful Julius II, who succeeded
Pius III, at once compelled Cesare Borgia to surrender all his
strongholds in the Romagna. Ferdinand the Catholic, King of
Spain, had him seized in Naples and brought to Spain, where he
spent two years as a prisoner in the fortress Medina del Campo.
He escaped by letting himself down on a rope and swinging across

¢ Cesare Borgia is usually mentioned by this name in contemporary writings—he
was Duke of Valentinois.
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the moat, made his way to his brother-in-law, the King of Navarre,
with whom he lived as commander of the army, until he fell from
a Moorish spear during the siege of Viana in 1507.

His sister Lucrezia seems to have been far better than her
reputation. She was first married at the age of thirteen, to Gio-
vanni Sforza, whom she was compelled to divorce at the age of
seventeen, so that the pope could ally himself to the Neapolitan
dynasty. At eighteen she married Don Alfonso, Duke of Bisceglie,
a nephew of King Alfonso. This husband of hers was murdered by
her brother Cesare two years later, on August 18, 1500, whereupon
she, now aged twenty-one, married a third time, this time Alfonso,
heir apparent of Ferrara, whom she bore three sons. She was gen-
erally popular in Ferrara. Ariosto sang her praises. Aldus admired
her. To Bembo she was the ideal of femininity. Bayard, the che-
valier sans peur et sans reproche, chose her as his lady, wore her
colors, worshiped her platonically all his life.

II1

We find the earliest portrait of Pope Julius II on the famous
mural by Melozzo da Forli, Sixtus IV and His Court, painted in
1476 and now in the Pinacoteca of the Vatican (No. 141). Julius
was Sixtus’ nephew and by no means without influence, but nei-
ther was he the pope’s favorite, unlike the other nephew on the
painting, Girolamo Riario, who was married to Catarina Sforza.

At the time of the painting the pope-to-be was thirty-three
years old. Though he is a subordinate figure, the vigor of his fea-
tures is commanding. Giuliano della Rovere—that was his name—
had been a Franciscan friar like his uncle the pope, who had
named him Cardinal of San Pietro in Vincoli in 1471. His expres-
sive face is animated by unquenchable ambition, revealed in his
tightly knit brows, the firmly closed mouth, the fiery glance. At the
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same time there is an air of sadness in this countenance, as though
the clever and pugnacious young man had an inkling of the many
obstacles that would pile up between him and his goal in the
course of time.

Sixtus IV suspected Giuliano of being avaricious as well as
ambitious and employed him for the most part on embassies that
kept him away from the Vatican. But the cardinal was by no
means always in disgrace. He seems to have been his uncle’s ad-
viser on monumental art projects.

As the name indicates, the original decorations of the Sistine
Chapel were done at Sixtus™ behest; yet the famous chapel was
actually consecrated by Cardinal Giuliano. His influence had
grown under Innocent VIII, who owed him his election in large
part. So great was that influence that envoys were heard on occa-
sion to complain of having to deal with two popes.

When Innocent died in 1492, Rovere was the candidate of
France for the papal tiara. As we have seen, he was crowded out
by the brazen machinations of Borgia, who was not inclined to be
considerate of a vanquished rival. The struggle between them
lasted ten years. Rovere first retired to his palazzo in Ostia, which
still stands. Still in 1492, he fled to France, to escape one of those
accidents that were likely to befall cardinals who were not in
favor. He went first to his bishopric of Aix, then to the court of
Charles VIII, whom he tried his best to persuade to invade Italy.
With the aid of Charles and of Ludovico Sforza he tried to engi-
neer Alexander’s dethronement; and when the king entered Rome
in January 1495, Rovere was in his train.

He was hopeful now that he was close to his goal; but Charles
was too weak and ineffectual to shake the power of the Borgia.
Disappointed, Rovere left Italy with the king and spent seven
years in idleness, mingled with constant apprehension, since Alex-
ander threatened to deprive him of his ecclesiastic equities and
the revenues therefrom.

Rovere saw himself constrained to bargain with the pope. This
was feasible only because of the influence he had gained at the
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French court. He offered his help in arranging Cesare’s marriage
to a French princess. Agreement was in sight when amity was
suddenly shattered. A chimneyplace in the Vatican collapsed on
the pope, and the resultant rumors of his death set the army of
Louis XII in motion toward Rome, to secure Rovere’s election.
But when the pope recovered his vengeance was aroused and
Giuliano trembled for his life.

In 1502 Alexander twice sought to have Rovere murdered, once
in Genoa, once in Savona. Among other things, he dispatched a
papal galley with two beautiful courtesans aboard. It was com-
manded by Francesco Troeco, who was privy to all the pope’s
plans. Rovere was invited to visit the galley; but he kept under
cover so carefully that not even the police of the Venetian Council
of Ten could find him.

Not until Alexander died, on August 28, 1503, did Rovere
hasten from his hiding-place to the Conclave. The cardinals were
unable to reach agreement and, as a stopgap, elected the aged
and ailing Pius III, who died twenty-six days later. Now at last
the road was open to Giuliano della Rovere. He was elected on
November 1, taking the name Julius or Giulio II. He was then sixty
years old but passionately pugnacious, like a youth in fighting
trim. He was out to enlarge the Papal State, even if it took war
and conquest.

He found the parties within the State locked in internecine
feud. All the great families Cesare Borgia had driven out were
back. The houses of Orsini, Colonna, Vitelli, Baglioni, Varanni,
Malatesta, Montefeltro had resumed their wonted places. Without
further ado the pope personally attacked those who refused him
obedience. He subjugated the Baglioni, who had regained posses-
sion of Perugia. He compelled the aged Gian Bentivoglio to aban-
don his palazzo in Bologna. He wrested the Papal State’s coastal
cities from the Venetians, who had snatched them, carrying out
this feat in the face of greatly superior enemy forces. In this cam-
paign he took Parma, Piacenza and Reggio.

No matter how dismal his prospects, his courage was un-




Rome 73

quenchable and he knew no fear. These qualities brought the mili-
tant pope, hardened by failure and exile, secular power such as
none of his predecessors had possessed. Neither the hardships of
the field nor the dissipations of peace unsettled him. Commenting
on his militancy, Machiavelli wrote: “Heretofore even the pettiest
baron held the papal power in contempt; now even the king of
France must reckon with it.”

The Church was bound to become secularized under a pope
who represented an elemental force—warrior, lecher, gourmand.
Cardinals were appointed because they were favorites, or simply
for money. Bishoprics were distributed as sinecures, wherever they
brought greatest advantage to the pope’s finances. Every favor
shown had to be repaid, and the prices rose steadily. Even the law
that no cleric could inherit his father’s office was thrown over-
board. For money a bishop could get anyone appointed coadjutor.
Thus unqualified and inexperienced men came into the enjoy-
ment of benefices, which they then administered as cheaply as
possible, preferably through friars mendicant.

Sixtus IV, himself a Franciscan, had already given these monks
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