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CHAPTER IV.

POLITICAL CONDITION OF FLORENCE, AFTER THE DEPARTURE OF THE FRENCH, SAVONAROLA PROPOSES A NEW FORM OF GOVERNMENT.

(DECEMBER, 1494.)

IT had always been the old custom in Florence to accomplish changes of government by means of Parlamenti. When the great bell rang the summons to Parlamento, the people assembled, unarmed, on the Piazza, which was guarded by the armed attendants of the Signory. Then the members of the Signory appeared on the balcony1 (ringhiera) in front of the palace, and asked the right of Balìa for themselves or their friends. The Balìa really signified carte blanche to do as they chose, for it was a species of dictatorship, conferred either for months or for years; it might be frequently renewed, and gave its holders the power of electing magistrates, or of even changing the form of government. In the latter case the population was again summoned to Parlamento, and deceived by this false show of liberty, always proved a docile instrument in the hands of ambitious and powerful citizens, and was always eager to applaud any proposal for Balìa, in the belief that it was thus giving a proof of its independence at the very moment that it was riveting its bonds. This was the origin of the ancient Florentine proverb: “Chi disse Parlamento, disse guastamento “(To speak of Parliament was to speak of detriment). It was by the help of Balìa and Parlamenti that the Albizzi so long dominated Florence, and the tyranny of the Medici had been carried on by the same means. Nevertheless, so strong was the force of custom, that on December 2nd, 1494, a few days after the French had gone, the great bell of the palace rang forth a summons to Parlamento. The armed servants of the Signory guarded all the issues of the square, and the people, highly satisfied with their own importance, assembled in the old way, i.e. ranged in different Compagnie, each under its own gonfaloniere.2 Then the Signory read out a provvisione (proposal), in which they begged for authorization to name twenty Accoppiatori with the Balìa, or right of electing the Signory and all the principal magistrates for the term of one year. These Accoppiatori were authorized, subject to certain rules and restrictions, to nominate some of their own number to all the offices of State, including that of Gonfalonier of Justice.3 The multitude, almost crazed with delight, burst into shouts of applause; and in this way the new government, known as that of The Twenty, came into existence.
   In past times the government of the Florentine Republic was vested in eight Priors and a Gonfalonier of Justice, who constituted the supreme magistracy or Signoria, and were changed every two months. The functions of the sixteen Gonfaloniers of the Companies, under whom, at one time, all arm‑bearing citizens were enrolled, together with the twelve Buoni Uomini (Worthies), were afterwards reduced to acting as an escort for the Signory; the whole number together constituted the Collegii (colleges), and these were also designated the Three Higher Offices. Then came the Ten of War (Dieci di Guerra), elected every six months, and the Eight of Guard and Custody (Otto di guardia e balìa), whose chief duty was to act as a tribunal for criminal and political cases, and who were elected every four months. Lastly, there were the two Councils or Assemblies of the People and the Commune, dating from the time when the city was divided into the people proper and the powerful citizens (potenti), who claimed for themselves the special right of constituting the Commune. These Councils were charged with the enactment of laws and the election of magistrates, and the latter duty was considered to be the highest function of government and chief safeguard of liberty.4 When the Medici began to take the lead in Florence they levelled all distinctions between the different orders of citizens, subjecting all alike to their tyranny. Thus the two Councils of the People and the Commune lost all their special functions, but nevertheless still continued to hold meetings, both as a matter of form, and because their new masters recognized that the people were more tenacious of nominal rights than of real liberty. Lorenzo the Magnificent adhered to the same policy and sanctioned both the Assemblies; but, at the same time, created another Council, known as the Seventy, solely composed of his own partizans. By transferring to this body the chief functions of the old Councils, especially the election of the magistrates, he thus succeeded in becoming master of the Republic.5
    But now, when the general Parliament was convoked, all the old institutions were left intact, the Council of Seventy alone being abolished, and its functions transferred to the Twenty Accoppiatori; so that although persons and names were altered, there was little real change in the form of government. The magistrates’ duties were then so imperfectly defined that each one of them believed himself omnipotent. The real administration of the State was entirely in the hands of the Signory. They passed the laws, dispatched ambassadors, declared war, and frequently acted as a tribunal of justice, pronouncing sentences of death and confiscation. Besides, in addition to the great authority conferred upon them by their statutes, they could always find special means of extending their rights.6 But some check was put upon their arbitrary power by their term of office being limited to two months; and accordingly the members of the Signory had practically less authority than their electors, since, whereas they were displaced at the end of this short period, the latter preserved the direction of State affairs, if not permanently, at least for many years.7 Lorenzo had skillfully carried out this plan by means of his Council of Seventy, and every one expected that the people would be equally successful with the help of the Twenty.
    But, as was soon perceived, the course of events by no means fulfilled these expectations. The Republic was in the hands of the Accoppiatori, but the wheels of the State stood still, and although the Accoppiatori had nominal authority over all things, they were practically masters of none. The Medici, Albizzi, and other powerful families, surrounded by friends of great wealth and enormous prestige, had found it possible to rule the city on this plan; but what could be done by twenty citizens of various conditions, views, and modes of thought, many of whom moreover were quite inexperienced in State affairs? So, notwithstanding their legal authority, they soon found that they had neither the capacity nor the strength to govern, and their chief source of weakness was the want of harmony among themselves. The first instance of this was given when they had to elect the Gonfalonier. None of their candidates obtained more than three votes, so that at last, to their great disgrace, the Accoppiatori decided to choose the first who obtained a majority, even if less than the number prescribed by law.8
    Thus, the old custom of Parlamenti quickly gave birth to the old disturbances, and before the new Government had fairly begun, all were proposing to change it. Every one recognized the folly of hoping to resuscitate the Republic by means of old institutions which had been reduced by the Medici to mere phantoms. It was clear that only a corpse had been placed in the hands of the Accoppiatori, and accordingly they could not be expected to breathe fresh life into it. Therefore the Florentines began to cogitate some radical change and reconstruction of the Government; but on setting to work they found that the stringency of their need greatly increased the difficulties of the task. For they were harassed on all sides by new and unexpected obstacles.
    The rebellion of Pisa was daily assuming graver proportions. In that city the pressure of danger had produced concord: a Government had been speedily constituted; men, arms, and money collected; and all the citizens were inspired by an ardent zeal for liberty and independence. The rest of the Florentine territory was in a very tottering condition. Arezzo and Montepulciano, encouraged by the example of Pisa and by money and advice from Siena, had already risen in revolt, and other cities and towns were preparing to do the same. Thus Florence was hard‑pressed to meet the expenses of three wars, and fulfil its engagements to the French king, who was already clamouring to be paid in advance. Soldiers had to be hired, recruits levied, captains engaged, and new and heavier taxes imposed on the already over burdened people. Even a strong and united Government would have found it difficult to meet all these demands, and the present one was so weak and disunited that some change was imperatively required.
    Unfortunately, during the sixty years which had elapsed since the return of Cosimo de’ Medici, the Florentine citizens had entirely lost their former marvellous political aptitude for framing new laws and institutions, so that now, when suddenly emancipated and their own masters, they seemed only confused and bewildered by their independence. There was no longer, as in the days of the Albizzi, a patrician class fitted to take the lead in public affairs. Under the Medici, the only privilege allowed to the wealthier citizens had been that of enjoying their riches; so that they had been content to live at ease, filling what public offices were to be obtained by favour, and going through life without any experience of, or liking for, business of the State. As for the lower classes, they were thoroughly disorganized. The ancient trade associations, or guilds, once the centres of industrial and political life, whose workshops had supplied the enormous wealth expended on long and difficult wars, and which had formed the arena wherein artizans had been trained in politics by their struggles among themselves, and learnt the art of giving good counsel and brave service to the State—all these ancient associations now existed only in name. The multitude had no longer a corporate existence, nor any confidence in itself. Therefore the organization of a new Government was a task of exceeding difficulty, not only because the city was burdened with wars, the old institutions devoid of vitality, and the people of political training; but likewise because none of the ancient Republican forms was at all suited to the new state of things.
    And, besides lacking the necessary aptitude, the people had no leaders to guide it in the hard and important enterprise of framing a new constitution. We have seen that Francesco Valori was able to sway the mob and lead it on to expel the Medici; but although incomparably well fitted for a street orator, he was disqualified for any high position in the State by his impetuous temper and want of self‑control. We have seen how Piero Capponi won immortality by his defiance of the sovereign and captains of France, but he also lacked statesmanlike patience in debate. At moments when it was best to cut short discussion, by grasping the sword, Piero Capponi was in his true element, but to sit quietly in cloak and hood, through lengthy, hair‑splitting debates, was simply unendurable to him. He was far more at ease in his armour, exposed to sunshine or storm or the enemy’s shots. In fact his most earnest desire was to be sent to the camp before Pisa, and to open the campaign without delay.
    In this dire emergency Florence knew not in whom to trust, nor was it easy to hope that new men might be found to meet the occasion. For, as we have already shown, there had been sixty years of tyranny, and during two generations men had lost all familiarity with public affairs. Nevertheless, as there is always some compensation for every ill, a school of Italian politicians was already rising up in Florence, destined to give good fruit in Niccolo Machiavelli, Francesco Guicciardini, and Donato Giannotti, and these men were all in their first youth at the moment when their country regained its freedom. So great was the inborn love of liberty distinguishing the Florentines, that from the moment Republican institutions were destroyed, they began to discuss Government affairs, and created the science of statesmanship. On opening their works we find that they always begin by stating that man’s greatest happiness on earth consists in having a share in the government of his country, and that when deprived of this by tyranny, his sole resource is to seek happiness in intellectual pursuits, wait for better times, and accumulate experience for the benefit of posterity. But this budding science could offer no efficacious remedy for the load of ills then burdening the city. As yet none of the new school of thinkers had attained sufficient eminence to be able to impose his will upon the people; and further, the youths of most talent, having nearly all led a lonely student life, had no practical knowledge of politics, were unknown to the crowd, and had no chance of attracting notice in times of disturbance when the world is to the strong. Nevertheless, it was during this revolution that their minds were trained and their theories shaped. And as their ideas then began to spread and prevail, it is important for us to examine their groundwork and substance.
    Modern political science is based upon general principles; while the modern art of government consists in an endeavour to obtain the most equal division of power, the soundest administration of justice, the greatest official independence, and the widest extension of individual liberty. But at the close of the fifteenth century Italian political science was little more than a studious analysis of the passions of mankind. Starting from the sole premise that to govern was the greatest happiness and highest ambition of man, it was naturally concluded that all men must be ambitious of power, and every one aspire to grasp the reins of government in his own country, to the exclusion and injury of his fellow‑citizens. This state of things necessarily led to continual danger of tyranny; and, in fact, almost all the Italian States had fallen a prey to despotism. In those days, when Italian politicians were asked to define a perfect form of government, they invariably replied, “That in which tyranny is impossible.” But what is the form of government under which tyranny is impossible? That which is so ordered as to satisfy the aspirations of all classes of citizens at one and the same time. In every city, they said, there will always be a few men eager to hold command over the rest; patricians (ottimati) who will always strive for honours, and people for freedom.9 Hence, all endeavoured to find some mixed form of government, an amalgamation of the monarchical, aristocratic, and democratic elements, fitted to satisfy alike the cravings of ambitious leaders, patricians, and people. This, they judged, was the only means by which liberty could be firmly established.
    On passing from theory to practice, Florentine politicians always took Venice as their model. This was the only Government in Italy that had survived the general ruin; the only Government that had increased its power and prestige without falling under the sway of a despot. Consequently Florence, like the other extinguished Italian Republics, longed to be revived in the form of the Venetian commonwealth, that seemed to them the perfection of government. And, in fact, on comparing the interminable vicissitudes of the Florentine State with the strict and lasting repose of the Venetian lagoons, the same impression was produced that is felt by ourselves when comparing the political state of France with that of England. But in planning to bestow the Venetian form of government upon Florence, the citizens were met by the same difficulties which the French would have to face if they attempted to adopt the English constitution. From the remotest times Venice had possessed a strong and powerful aristocracy; but this order having long disappeared in Florence, there now seemed to be no alternative save between absolute tyranny or equally absolute anarchy. Nevertheless there was a general desire to introduce some modified form of the Venetian government; some wished to establish it on a wider, some on a narrower basis; but every one agreed that of all models this was the best and most practicable. And wherever men gathered together in Florence, in the streets, or under the arcades, this was the main theme of discourse and argument.
    But while the scheme remained in the abstract, and as a mere topic of street talk, it was as fruitless as steering a vessel without a compass. Someone was needed to stand forth in the councils of the State to guide and persuade his colleagues, and above all to win the favour of the Twenty Accoppiatori, without whose consent no change could well be effected. In this condition of affairs, when men of learning had little practical experience, and men of action little prudence or ability, another order of citizens began to rise into notice. This was the legal class, in whose hands fortune often places the helm of the State during a nation’s passage from servitude to freedom. Owing to their professional training and knowledge of legal matters, lawyers are commonly credited with all the doctrine and practice required to cope with similar emergencies; nor have the painful results of past experience availed to teach the world that no nation has ever been enabled to found a stable constitution by the help of that class.
    Accordingly, after long hesitation in the palace councils, the measures proposed by Messer Guidantonio Vespucci and Messer Paolo Antonio Soderini, both doctors of law, finally carried the day. Soderini belonged to the popular party, and having long been ambassador to Venice, had enjoyed special opportunities of gaining a thorough acquaintance with its method of government. He proposed, therefore, to replace the two Councils of the People and the Commune by one greater General Council of the People, similar to the Grand Council of Venice, for the purpose of electing magistrates and passing laws; and one Lesser Council, composed of ottimati, or men of greater weight and experience on the pattern of the Council of the Pregati, for the discussion of delicate affairs best settled by a few. He also proposed to abolish the Twenty without delay, but to maintain the Signory, the Council of Eight, the Council of Ten, and the Gonfaloniers of the Companies. No opposition was made to the latter clauses of his proposal; but there was great divergence of opinion regarding the formation of the councils, especially of the Greater. The ottimati were strongly opposed to this measure, and Vespucci threw his weight on their side. He dilated at length on the incapacity and excesses of the multitude, recalled all the worst episodes of Florentine history, and added that the Greater Council of Venice was composed of gentlefolk, not of the people, although the lower classes of that city were far more serious, quiet, and sober‑minded than those of Florence, where men had keener wits; quicker imaginations, and less controlled passions. But his adversaries declared in return that a Venetian gentleman was no more than a Florentine citizen, since the populace held no rights of citizenship in Florence, that as no patrician order existed, a limited government would always lead to the tyranny of the few; and, finally, that inasmuch as the expulsion of the Medici was owed to the people, it would be unjust to exclude from all share in the government the very class by whose means the restoration of liberty had been accomplished.10 Not only the people at large, but all the wiser heads in the city were in favour of Soderini’s views; but Vespucci had the majority in the councils at the palace. There were many secret partisans of the Medici in their ranks, and the Twenty Accoppiatori, while aware that they were about to be dismissed, still hoped that the new constitution might be framed in such a manner as to leave all real power in their hands. But all were forced to recognize that no one was in favour of a limited government, save those who would have a share in it; and that it would probably give rise to new disturbances, which might result in anarchy, followed by the forcible restoration of the banished Medici.11
    The palace continued to be the scene of vehement debate, and the councils prolonged their sittings far into the night.12 As the discussion was mainly carried on by two advocates, who were proud of their suddenly acquired importance, there was little chance of bringing it to a speedy termination. Time was wasted in talking, wrangling, and chattering, when the moment for action had come. For there was pressing danger of war; many cities subject to Florence were on the point of revolt, the people were wearying of prolonged suspense as to their future fate, and might at any moment fly to arms and commit some sanguinary excess. Many of the citizens, therefore, were so confused and terrified that they could neither speak nor act. As the scholars were not men of action the people gained no help from them; men of action could give none, for want of practical experience of liberty; but most incompetent of all were the legal men, who, as usual, had only one‑sided views and false theories of State affairs. Nothing but good sense, ardent devotion to the public welfare, and a strong determination to achieve it, could avail to save the people in the midst of all this confusion. Undoubtedly the grandest lesson taught us by history is that of seeing how in terrible moments such as these, when the world seems to be at the mercy of brute force, and the earth threatened with chaos; when rank and power, science and wealth are alike impotent; when courage itself is vanquished by the unbridled audacity of the mob—help is only to be obtained from virtue, generous resolve, and unselfish love of goodness. Thus Friar Girolamo Savonarola was fated to be the saviour of Florence. The hour had struck for his appearance in the arena of politics; and notwithstanding the firm determination with which he had hitherto held aloof from it, he was now compelled to obey the summons by the pressure of events.
    The history of the Florentine Republic records numerous instances of ecclesiastical intervention in the business of the State—more than one of the intervention of saints—notably that of St. Catherine of Siena. Savonarola, however, absorbed in his Biblical studies, in his sermons and his convent, had been unwilling to turn his attention to other things. Even now, when his human will was bending to the irresistible force of events, when he saw the people languishing in idleness and misery in the midst of the general suspense, and his heart was admonishing him that charity knows no law, he still struggled against his fate. But although he continued to preach on his accustomed themes, new ideas were forced upon his mind by the altered aspect of his surroundings. “Forsake pomps and vanities,” he cried, “sell all superfluous things, and bestow the money on the poor. Citizens! let us collect alms in every church, for the poor in the city and outside the walls. Devote to the poor for one year at least, the funds of the Pisan University;13 if these should not suffice, let us take the church plate and decorations, and I will be the first to set you the example. But, above all, pass a law that shops may be opened and work provided for the populace now idling in the streets.”14 Afterwards, in treating of the state of the Church, he declared that the Lord would renovate all things; and gave a sermon in which he continually repeated the text: “Let us sing a new song unto the Lord,” and expounded it to the Florentines in the following manner:—“It is the Lord’s will that ye should renew all things, that ye should wipe away the past; so that nought play be left of the old evil customs, evil laws, and evil government.” But, then, as though fearing to touch too nearly upon politics, he again spoke of the Church, saying: “This is the time for words to give place to deeds, vain ceremonies to real feelings. The Lord said: ‘I was a hungered, and ye gave Me no meat; I was naked, and ye clothed Me not.’ He did not say: Ye built Me not fine churches, nor fine convents. He did but exhort ye to works of charity; therefore by charity shall all things be renewed.”15  Thus, his first sermons on Haggai show that he was still hesitating and doubtful whether or not to plunge into politics.
    But as public agitation increased, these sermons made less effect on his flood of hearers, and the Friar was almost driven by force to act as a citizen. He beheld a whole people bewildered, desolate, in need of help, and with no confidence in any one save himself. He saw the  vanity of learning, the incapacity of prudent men, the wickedness of others, while his own common sense, strong determination, and sincere love of goodness left him in no doubt as to the path to be pursued. He rose above himself, was conscious of having the power to soothe discord and direct men’s wills towards religion and liberty; he felt able to infuse his own devotion and his own soul into the whole people. It was then that he cried, “O Florence! I cannot express to thee all that I feel . . . . Could I but tell thee all, thou wouldst behold a new vessel, a sealed vessel, full of boiling must, that vainly seeks to force an issue.” 16
     He uttered these words on December 12th, the third Sunday in Advent, and the same day made more decided allusions to politics. He began by explaining a theory already much diffused in the schools, namely, that an absolute monarchy, is the best of all governments under a good prince, but the worst under a bad one, inasmuch as it is the strongest and most united both for good and for evil, and is typical of God’s empire over nature, which seeks unity in all things.17 Such was the language of the school, and such the text of Savonarola’s first political discourse. But as he went on his good sense came to the rescue, and he left the old formulas behind. “These principles,” he added, “should be modified according to the nature of the people to whom they are applied. Among northern nations, where there is great strength and little intellect, and among southern nations, where, on the other hand, there is great intellect and little strength, the rule of a single despot may sometimes be the best of governments. But in Italy, and above all in Florence, where both strength and intellect abound, where men have keen wits and restless spirits, the government of one can only result in tyranny. The sole form of government suited to our needs is a civil and general government. Woe to thee, Florence, if thou choosest a head to dominate and oppress all the rest! From heads come all the evils by which cities are ruined. The word ‘tyrant’ signifies a man of evil life, of greater wickedness than other men, an usurper of others’ rights, a destroyer of his own soul and the soul of the people. Wherefore let this be the first of thy laws, that henceforth no man shall be head of thy city, for otherwise thou wilt have built on the sand. Those who would fain rise above other men, and cannot tolerate civil equality, are always desperately wicked, destroyers of souls and of States.
    “O my people! thou knowest that I have always refrained from touching on the affairs of the State; thinkest thou that I would enter on them at this moment, did I not deem it necessary for the salvation of souls? Thou wouldst not believe me, but now thou hast seen how all my words have been fulfilled; that they are not uttered of my own will, but proceed from the Lord. Hearken ye, then, unto Him that desireth nought but your salvation. Purify the spirit, give heed to the common good, forget private interests, and if ye reform the city to this intent, it will have greater glory than in all past times. In this wise, O people of Florence, shalt thou begin the reformation of all Italy, and spread thy wings over the earth to bear reform to all nations. Remember that the Lord hath given plain tokens that it is His purpose to renew all things, and that thou art the people chosen to begin this great enterprise, provided thou dost follow the commands of Him who calleth and inviteth thee to return to the spiritual life. Open, O Lord, the heart of this people, so that it may comprehend the things which are in me, and which Thou hast revealed to me and commanded.
    “Your reform must begin with spiritual things, for these are higher than material things, of which they are the rule and the life; and likewise all temporal good must be subordinate to the moral and religious good, from which it depends. If perchance ye have heard it said that States cannot be governed by Paternosters,18 remember that this is the maxim of tyrants, of men hostile to God and the common welfare, a rule for the oppression, not for the relief and liberation of the city. For if, on the contrary, ye desire a good government, ye must submit it to God. Certainly I would take no concern for a State that should not be subject to Him.
   “Hence, when ye shall have purified your hearts, rectified your aims, condemned gambling, sensuality, and blasphemy, then set to work to frame your government, first making a rough draft of it, afterwards proceeding to details and amendments. And let your first draft, or rather model and basis of government, be conceived in such wise: that no man shay receive any benefit save by the will of the whole people, who must have the sole right of creating magistrates and enacting laws. The form of government best adapted to this city would be that of a Grand Council on the Venetian plan. Therefore, I would have ye assemble all the people under the sixteen Gonfaloniers, and let each of the companies propose a form; from the sixteen forms thus obtained let the Gonfalonier select four, and present them to the Signory, who, after first engaging earnestly in prayer, will choose the best of the four forms. And whichever shall be chosen by the people in this manner, ye may be assured that it cometh from God. I believe that the Venetian model will be the one chosen, and ye need hold it no shame to imitate the Venetians, because they, too, received it from the Lord, whence all good things come. Ye have seen how, since that government has been established in Venice, no factions nor dissensions of any sort have arisen, therefore we must needs believe that it exists by God’s will.”19
    After the sermon he added a few words regarding certain special measures that were no less urgently required. One of these was a revision of the taxes, which, while weighing on the lower classes with incredible injustice, gave such scanty returns, that, although all complained of being too heavily taxed, the city was always hard pressed for money. He also suggested that all important posts should be filled by chosen nominees, leaving only minor offices to be drawn by lot; in this way every citizen might hope to obtain a share in the government. He then concluded by recommending public prayers, and a general reconciliation of all the citizens both of the old and the new State.20
   In his preceding sermons,21 Savonarola had touched lightly on some of these ideas; but from this day (December  12th) he devoted himself to their exposition, and with so much acumen as to excite the marvel of all hearers. Considering what his life and his studies had been, no one would have believed him capable of this minute discussion of State affairs. And the measures he proposed were deemed so wise and prudent, that the Signory frequently asked his advice at St. Mark’s, and even sent for him to the palace, where he occasionally consented to deliver a sermon.22 At last the day came when he gathered all the magistrates and people—women and children expected—in the Duomo and exhorted them to turn their minds chiefly to the following points; first to zeal for the popular government and public welfare, in preference to all their private interests; thirdly to a general reconciliation whereby the friends of the past Government should be absolved of all their crimes, even their fines remitted and indulgence to be shown towards all debtors of the state; fourthly to a form of universal government comprising all citizens who, in virtue of the city’s ancient statues, were entitled to a share in the State.23  And the preacher suggested, as the best model, a government on the pattern of the Grand council of Venice, with certain modifications suited the temper of Florentine people.24
    These proposals, made from the pulpit of Sta Maria del Fiore by the Friar Savonarola, whose prophecies had all been fulfilled, and at a moment of general suspense, had great weight with the public, and produced an extraordinary effect. Indeed, all the best historians and politicians of Florence unanimously agree that, but for these sermons, Vespucci’s proposal would have been carried at the palace, and led to fresh tumults and revolutions.25 But when the Friar’s voice was raised in the cause of liberty, no further resistance was possible. Up to this time the people had been in a state of uncertainty without knowing what to decide, but now all doubt disappeared, their way was clear; nothing would content them but a Grand Council on the Venetian plan (Il Consiglio Grande al modo Viniziano), and they shouted their decision aloud in the streets.
  The element of Divine authority introduced by Savonarola into politics was particularly effectual in Florence, inasmuch as the Republic had always been under the special protection of some saint, and on many occasions religion had joined with the State in the defence of liberty. And, if the spectacle of a Friar preaching politics from the pulpit excited some amazement, this very amazement helped to exalt his authority. Indeed, on studying, not only the historians of the period, but the statements afterwards made in the political writings of men such as Giannotti, Guicciardini, and Machiavelli, regarding the government as it was then constituted, we are almost tempted to believe that a miracle had been wrought in Florence, when a Friar, totally unversed in worldly matters, could succeed in confounding the wise, redeeming his country, and establishing a new Republic. But, on the other hand, this seemed to confirm the old experience, that in great social emergencies one force alone is powerful to save; the pure and unselfish moral force of really great men, namely: fervid earnestness for truth, firm and steadfast aspirations after goodness. In Savonarola all these elements were combined, and formed, indeed, the very essence of his noble character. In moments of trial what learning could compare with wisdom such as this? what prudence boast the victories and conquests such devotion could achieve?
    Is any excuse, then, required to justify the Friar’s entrance into politics? Is it necessary to repeat that he sought to establish liberty, and assure the triumph of faith? Must we cite the example and authority of other churchmen and monks who pursued the same course? We need only dwell on the fact that Savonarola did not enter into politics of his own choice, but only, as we have seen, when impelled by the irresistible force of events. It may also be added that no profession, no vows, no laws are binding against the laws of nature, or against the vow that every honest man has sworn to himself—to strive to do good in every way and in all times and conditions.
    But these hypotheses may be left aside; the step was taken and led to many and unavoidable consequences. Savonarola suddenly found himself the head of all Florence, and had to hasten the organization of the new government in order to checkmate its many assailants. Piero de’ Medici had already gone to the French camp near Naples, and been favourably received by the monarch who so unworthily justified his title of Protector of Florentine liberty. At the first turn of fortune there was a tyrant ready to pounce upon Florence. Hence the most strenuous labour was required to complete the constitution of the popular government, and give it unity, power, and prestige, to save the republic from again falling a prey to oppression. We shall now see the masterly prudence and wisdom shown by Savonarola in all the fundamental laws he proposed for the new State, and how the whole people became so inspired and penetrated by his influence, that every one seemed suddenly to share his ideas and echo his speech. 

FOOTNOTES

1 The ringhiera was on the platform attached to the facade of the palace, in the place where the Marzocco now stands, beside the outer steps.

2 Parenti, “Storia di Firenze “(Cod. orig. cit.), sheet 209t.

3 This law, after treating of the election of the Accoppiatori, goes on to say: “The which Twenty thus elected, shall be held as, and to be Accoppiatori for one year from the present time. And during the said year they shall have authority to elect (imborsare) the Signory, the Gonfalonier of justice, and their Notary…”  Archivio Fiorentino, “Consigh Taggiori, Provvisioni, Regristi,” vol. clxxxvi. at sheet 1 and fol.
    Rinuccini, “Ricordi Storici,” p, clv., says: “The Signory appeared in the Ringhiera, and there had a petition read aloud, asking, among other clauses, that the Otto di Balsa should b e elected by open choice (a mano) once for all; and that the election to the three chief offices should also be made at the free pleasure of the Twenty Accoppiatori for the term of (Me year; and that of the Dieci di liberta e dace for the term of six months; and that the Otto di guardia a balìa, now in office, should be superseded.”
    Nardi, vol. i. p. 6o, gives almost identical details. Here it may be useful to explain the terms—anrborsare ,tenere le horse serrate, tenere le borse aperte, &c.—so frequently met with in all accounts of the Florentine Republic. Two borse or purses were generally provided in the election of the principal officers of the State. One of these borse was used by the Greater Guilds (Arti Maggiori), the other by the Lesser Guilds (Arti Minori), hold the names of the different candidates proposed for office (a sedere). The process of drawing the names being termed to sq uittinio, th a candidates thus drawn were called squittinati or imborsati. The election might be for six months, one year, or even for a longer period. At every election of magistrates the names of the candidates were drawn by lot from the purses, and this was termed an election by closed purses (tenere le horse serrate); but if it was decided that the Accoppiatori were to have the right of choosing at their own pleasure any of the names contained in the purses, instead of choosing them by lot, this was called an election by open purses, or by purses in hand (tenere il horse aperte, le horse a mano).

4  Vide Giannotti, “Della Repubblica Fiorentina”; Guicciardini, “Del Reggimento di Firenze,” vol. ii. of the “Opere inedited”; our own articles on the same subject in the “Politecnico” of Milan (March, 1866, and following numbers), and the “Nuova Antiologia “(July, 1869); and particularly the original Statuti and Provvisioni, which alone can give the reader an exact idea of these imperfectly investigated details.

5 The Marquis Gino Capponi published the law by which Lorenzo called this Council into existence, with an explanation of the full importance of this tyrannical institution. Vide “Arch. Stor. It.,” vol. i.

6 Guicciardini, in his “Reggimento di Firenze” (p. 282 and fol.), makes admirable remark on this subject; so, too, Giannotti in his “Della Repubblica Fiorentin a.”

7 Guicciardini, ibid,—Giannotti, ibid.

8 Nardi, “Istorie di Firenze,” vol. i. P. 8?,.

9 Giannotti gives a minute exposition of this theory as the basis of his own political creed. It is also repeated in Machiavelli and Guicciardini, although presented by these authors in a new and original shape. It frequently occurs in the writings and speeches of Savonarola’s contemporaries, and was afterwards lucidly formulated by Savonarola in his “Trattato circa il Reggimento e Governo della citta di Firenze.”

10 The speeches of Soderini and Vespucci are well known, and are given in Guicciardini’s “Storia d’Italia.”

11 All the historians of the time concurred in this view, and it is emphatically expressed by Guicciardini in his “Reggimento di Firenze “and his “Storia Fiorentina.”

 12 “They carried on very long disputes among themselves, and sometimes remained in council to the fifth or sixth hour of the night” (Burlamacchi, p. 67).

13 The University re‑established by Lorenzo de’ Medici was now closed in consequence of the revolt of Pisa, and a few only of its chairs had been transferred to Prato. Consequently its revenues were available for other purposes, and it was certainly best to apply them to the relief of the poor.

14 Sermon vii., sopra Aggeo (on Haggai).

15 Sermon viii., ibid.

16 Sermon xiii., sopra Aggeo (on Haggai).

17 These ideas are fully expounded in the treatise, “De Regimine principium,” attributed to St. Thomas Aquinas, and were still very generally diffused among Florentine politicians in Savonarola’s day. They had been adopted by Ficino; certain traces of them are visible in Guicciardini’s “Reggimento di Firenze,” and Savonarola treated them at greater length in his “Trattato circa il Reggimento a governo della citta di Firenze.”

18 This was a well‑known saying of Cosimo the Elder, who was also accustomed to declare that with two ells of red cloth one could make a good citizen (“Con due canne di panno rosato si fa un uomo dabbene”).

19 See the whole of Sermon xiii., sopra Aggeo (on Haggai).

20 Sermon xiii. 

21 Especially in Sermon viii.

22 Violi, as quoted by Barsanti (p. 86), says in his “Giornata,” xi. (Cod. cit., sheet 157t): “When the form of the new Government was under consideration, he (Savonarola), together with several other monks, was asked to discuss and consider what form would be best and most adapted to the city, in order to preserve their recently recovered liberty; and it was agreed the opinion of Fra Hieronimo that an universal government shared by all the citizens was better fitted than a government of few, or under a single head, to maintain the peace of the city; and accordingly that government was chosen as the best.”  The biographies frequently allude to Savonarola’s visits to the palace.  At the conclusion of the marginal notes to the bible preserved in the National Library of Florence and also in other Savonarola holographs, there are some memoranda of sermons given in Plato, ad Dominos, and so on.

23 We shall see that their number was by no means too large, but, on the contrary, too small.

24 This sermon is unpublished but Savonarola gives a minute account of it in his sermon xxix. upon Job (sopra Giobbe).  Nardi also speaks of it in detail (vol. i. pp. 58-59), and adds the following remarks: “At that time it was believed that this man knew little of active life, and could only speak of morals in general and with special preference to Christian philosophy.  As to his doctrines, had they been listened to in a right spirit, they would have undoubtedly disposed the minds of our citizens to accept some good and holy form a government…and when he had preached the said things, and repeatedly impressed them on his hearers, the greater part of them were finally carried and decided upon after much difficulty and opposition.” (Ibid. p. 60).


25 “In the councils, which were composed of no great number of citizens, the proposal for a somewhat limited form of government would certainly have prevailed, had not the Divine authority mingled in the counsels of men through the mouth of Girolamo Savonarola of Ferrara, a friar of the preaching order. He . . in these days publicly expressing his detestation of the form of government proposed in Parliament, declared it to be the will of God that an absolutely popular government should be chosen, and in such a way that it should be out of the power of a few citizens to infringe the security or liberty of the rest; and thus, reverence for so great a name according with the desires of the majority, even those who felt differently were unable to resist the general inclination” (Guicciardini, “Storia d’Italia,” chap. ii. pp. 164‑165). In his “Storia Fiorentina,” Guicciardini wrote that Savonarola did not treat politics from the sole standpoint of general principles, but in full detail, so that one might have supposed him born and trained to the government of States. See the note at the close of the next chapter, and Nardi’s remarks in the “Discorso “given in the Appendix to the Italian edition, doc. xviii.


