


The little people, the piagnoni (snivelers) as the old oligarchs
called them, became a power in the land. Popolo e Libertd fre-
quently echoed in the Piazza—a cry that Pisa promptly adopted
as it threw aside the Florentine yoke and claimed the protection
of the French, when invasion of Italy had triggered the revolu-
tion against Piero. Savonarola combined a dependence on the
French that was quite unrealistic with a hatred of the Papacy
that bordered on insanity. His loud denunciations of papal sins
(interlarded from time to time with staggeringly sane bits of
hardheaded diplomacy) grew more shrill as the French left him
in the lurch. Alexander VI—aware of, and tolerantly amused
by, his own shortcomings—bore with the fulminations so long
as his diplomacy required it. Time, of course, favored the Pope.
The French were content to use Florence, but naturally disin-
clined to save it from the consequences of its own folly, or to
restore its Tuscan empire. And in Florence itself, the oligarchs
disliked both the rantings of Savonarola and the government of
the people; in the wings lurked the exiled Medici—they were
powerful in Rome. The inevitable end came: the rack and the
fagot for Savonarola; the defeat of his piagnoni; and in the full-
ness of time, the return of the Medici.

The whole Savonarola episode is a curious mixture of ideal-
ism, ineptitude, and iniquity. Certainly Savonarola wanted a
Florentine government that represented more fully the whole
citizenship—the poor and the dispossessed as well as the rich
and the powerful. He also hated life, grew drunk on his own
megalomaniac visions, preferred prophecy to policy, and wel-
comed the disasters he had done so much to promote. Ignorance
married to prejudice, blind hatred linked with a disgust for life,
proved an unsatisfactory basis for statesmanship, even when
practiced by a saint.

Never again was the republic the same; the power of Florence
was greatly diminished. For a decade after the burning of Savo-
narola in 1498 for heresy, and after the failure of her mercenar-
ies, Florence’s blood and treasure were poured out in the Pisan
war. In 1509 Pisa was captured, but the expense was far beyond
the weakened resources of Florence’s dwindling trade. Indeed,
three years later a refusal to act in concert with the Papacy was
treated by Julius II as an impertinence. His professional Spanish
troops scattered the Florentine militia. The papal-inspired revo-
lution followed, and the Medici returned. They lacked the abil-
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ity of their ancestors, and proved little better than pawns in the
hands of the Medici Pope Leo X, and it required further rebel-
lions and plots, another brief republic haunted by the puritanism
and religiosity of Savonarola, as well as the sack of Rome by
Charles V, before Florence was finally subjected to the rule of
the Medici as dukes of Tuscany.

In the first three decades of the sixteenth century the greatness
of Florence faded. Economically—and the splendor of the Flor-
entine Renaissance was based on its wealth—Florence lacked a
future. The heart of its trade—cloth—was lost to England and
to Flanders, and banking followed trade. Florence was far more
vulnerable than Venice, or even Milan, to the great decline in
Mediterranean prosperity that followed the discoveries of the
New World and the sea route to the Indies.

Artists lived uneasy lives in post-Medicean Florence, for
patronage grew scarce. Art and' humanism no longer reflected
the civic virtues—these were adequately exercised by private
prayer and public repentance. During the middle decades of the
sixteenth century, the cult of sensitivity, of elegance, and of
learning as the peculiar attributes of 2 gentleman had also nar-
rowed the social basis of art and, to some extent, limited its
appeal. In the wanderings of Leonardo and of Michelangelo, in
the frustrations that marred their lives and marked their art,
there is a reflection of the growing impotence and decay of the
society in which they were born and grew to manhood.

Yet the tradition of individual destiny, of the worth of man,
that the Florentines had cultivated so carefully in their heroic
days, remained strong enough not only to sustain them in spite
of the tribulations of their age, but also to buoy up a number of
artists of lesser genius—Bronzino, Pontormo, del Sarto, and Fra
Bartolommeo. And to one art, namely history, the decay of
Florence provided a greater stimulus than its climb to greatness.
The cataclysms of Florentine experience opened the same cre-
ative vistas for Machiavelli and Guicciardini as individual neuro-
ses were to do for Dostoevsky and Proust. Indeed, even in its
last, sad days, republican Florence still produced an astonishing
array of genius, and no city of so small a compass has ever,
before or since, made a greater contribution to art and letters
within the brief span of a hundred and fifty years.
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