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Introduction



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


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


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


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


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


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




‘But at any rate I have loved the season


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


My sculptor is Niccolo the Pisan,


My painter – who but Cimabue?


Nor even was man of them, all indeed,


From these to Ghiberti and Ghirlandaio,


Could say that he missed my critic-meed.’





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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Edited by
Epwarp CHANEY






OEBPS/images/pub.png





OEBPS/images/map.png
Map of the city locating
the places described

Cascine

Santissima Annunziata
English Cemetery
Archaeological Museum
Ospedale degli Innocenti
Palazzo Medici
Santa Maria Novella
San Lorenzo
Ospedale di
Santa Maria Nuova
Teatro della Pergola
10 Campanile
11 Baplistery
12 Piazza della Reppublica
(site of Mercato Vecchio)
13 Ospedale di
San Giovanni di Dio
14 Palazzo Rucellai
15 Palazzo Strozzi
16 Orsanmichele
17 Palazzo Corsini
18 Badia Fiorentina
19 Bargello
20 SantaTrnita
21 Piazza della Signoria
22 Loggia dei Lanzi
23 Santa Maria del Carmine
24 Casa Guidi
25 LaSpecola
26 San Miniato

wn

o No o

©

8

R

’

23

Central
tation

13~

Ponte alla

%5

' Santo Spirito

Carraia

Ponte Santa
Trinita

Palazzo Pitti

Boboli Gardens

21

22+ v
Ponte #mm

Vecchio

Fortezza di
Belvedere

0 'San Marco

Palazzo

188 gy

Santa Croce

Ponte alle Grazie

ARNO

/

260





