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Press release n. 6

Florence during the years of Arnolfo

The impetuous Boniface VIII, the pope who created the first Holy Year Jubilee (1300), called them  the fifth element of the universe. A metaphor which is even too generous and which raises them to the status of astral light and the soul of the world. However there is no doubt that during the second half of the 13th century the Florentines achieved their maximum splendour and left the mark of their extraordinary vitality throughout Europe. Florentia then enjoyed one of the most glorious and opulent periods of all time.  Today we might call the city the Big Apple of the late Middle Ages. It was then that the first generation of great geniuses lived there: Arnolfo di Cambio, Dante, Giotto.

While Arnolfo was planning the new dazzling and imposing city adorned with lilies, its narrow alleys, crossed by moveable bridges connecting the great palaces in which Guelfs and Ghibellines struggled with each other for power, thronged with weavers, artisans, goldsmiths, merchants and businessmen of all races in a restless whirl of manufacture, commerce, financial exchange and the accumulation of enormous capital.  
This was when the Corporations arose, professional organisations of a political and juridical character separated into the Major Arts (textile merchants, silk workers, wool workers, judges and solicitors, medical doctors and spice merchants, money changers, hide dealers, goldsmiths), Middle Arts (butchers, shoemakers, second-hand dealers) and Minor Arts (sword makers, armourers, locksmiths, ironmongers). 

At that time there already existed the Studia of the Mendicant Orders, the Dominican one of  Santa Maria Novella, the Franciscan of Santa Croce (Dante went to school at both) and the Augustinian of Santo Spirito. This means that business went hand in hand with an intense spiritual and cultural life which also held the technical side of life in great respect.  

The conflict between Guelfs and Ghibellines sums up a conflict at more than one level:  between two historical periods, the establishment of the City State and republican governments with feudalism in decline; between two social blocks, the artisan and trading middle class on the one hand and the landed nobilty on the other; between the two superpowers of those years, the papacy, which was determined to exert its temporal power from Rome on the rest of Europe, and the Empire in Germany, just as determined to free itself from the interference of the church. The emperor allied himself with the reconquering feudatories (the Ghibellines), the pope with the free comunes (the Guelfs).

Imported into Italy from distant Teutonic lands where it originated, the conflict took on more or less these generalised connotations, altered by local convenience and alchemy, otherwise known as genius loci, and by incursions by various armies and soldiers of fortune. It was in this way that in Tuscany free comunes such as Pisa, Siena and Lucca aligned themselves with the Ghibellines in fear of Florentine expansionism, and it was in this way that Florence embraced the cause of the Guelfs, and became the allies of the Pope. However, not everything took place in such a neat, linear way. As in every story, this one too teems with contradictory episodes, agreements followed by ferocious disagreements, tumults, killings, battles, vendettas, exiles, either in defence of freedom, or in the struggle to maintain privilege, or for who knows what.  

The year 1250 in Florence was the year of the revolt of the Primo Popolo which allied itself with the Guelf aristocrats and crushed theGhibellines. The Comune established an order which consisted of the Signoria and the city then went through a short period of great prosperity.  This was the period of alliances with Arezzo, with future enemies Siena and Lucca, and the acquisition of Volterra, San Gimignano and Poggibonsi.

In 1252 the 24 carat gold florin was coined with a lily on one side (which gave it its name) and the effigy of the city’s patron saint on the other (St John the Baptist). This was the first valuable and stable money Europe had seen for many centuries and, obviously, it was soon referred to for every financial operation. Just as the dollar is today. In 1255 work was started on construction of the Bargello, the new seat of government, attributed to the German architect Lapo, presumed to be the father of Arnolfo.

At the end of 1260 Florence however was subject to a further change of the guard, the result of the bloody battle of Montaperti (4th September). Siena won a decisive victory, having in the meantime allied itself with king Manfredi of Swabia. Dante evoked that day (Inferno, Canto X) when he mentioned the  part played by Farinata degli Uberti in the Parliament of Empoli against Siena’s wicked plan to destroy Florence. The city saved itself, and the Ghibellines simply returned to power. As for Siena it contented itself with disproportionate spoils of war, thanks to which it engaged the services of the most famous architect of the time, Nicola Pisano, and started to build the Duomo.

At this time Arnolfo was already 20 years old. Dante instead was born in May 1265. The following year, at Benevento,  Manfredi was overcome by the militia of  Charles d’Anjou, brother of the king of France Louis IX, called upon by the pope to bear the crown of Naples. In this way the component of the D’Anjou family became part of the Italian chessboard and determined the new balance of power between the Ghibellines and the Guelfs who then came back to govern Florence while Arnolfo dedicated his well-known solemn statue to the hero of Benevento.

A few years later (1269) not only did the Florentines obtain their revenge over Siena by defeating the city at the battle of Colle Val d'Elsa, but they even imposed a Guelf governor. They also defeated both Pisa and Arezzo, who with other Tuscan cities had to accept the supremacy of the papal party. 

In 1282 Florence again renewed its form of government, now centred upon the Priors of the Arts (already present in the past, but this time with a real and proper executive role) flanked by a Captain and Defender of the Arts similar to the old Captain of the People. There was no misunderstanding however about the fact that it was always the families of the Magnates (merchants and bankers often from aristocratic families) who held onto the power through the Major Arts.

Some years later, through the Orders of Justice promulgated in 1292-93 by the Prior Giano Della Bella, a nobleman but close to the Middle People, the city attempted to provide itself with a more democratic system. The new constitution forbade the great families from taking part in public life and instituted the figure of the  Gonfaloniere di Giustizia, a magistrate charged with directing the College of Priors, leading the militia and defending the Fat People, who despite that name were always hungry, and the interests of the poorer classes.  Giano was however soon defeated and exiled, his reforms were cancelled, although at least on a formal basis, and with the exception of short intervals such as the Signoria of Carlo di Calabria (1326-28) of the D’Anjou faction, or the tyranny of Gualtiero di Brienne Duke of Athens (1342), the type of government he set up remained in force up until the arrival of the Medici. 

In the story of the struggle of the Magnates against the Orders is inserted the splitting of the Guelfs into Whites and Blacks (1300). The former were close to the commoner Vieri de’ Cerchi, the latter to the nobleman Corso Donati, hero of the battle of Campaldino who in 1289 brought about the hegemony of the Guelfs over Florence with the participation of Dante.  This then became one of the countless civil wars whose most illustrious victim was Dante himself. He was exiled in 1301 as a follower of the Whites, and the unconsolable poet entrusted to the verses of his Comedy the establishment of a timeless monument to the arrogance and the avidity of Florence, beautiful, loved, but treacherous.  It was in this fiery political climate that on the 8th September 1296, seven or eight years before his death, Arnolfo laid the first stone of the new, immense cathedral built to reflect the size of the popolation now amounting to more than 100 thousand souls and, above all, larger than the Duomo of the hated Siena.  

At the end of the 13th century Florence was then one of the greatest cities in Europe, as large as Paris and considerably larger than London.  It was moreover headed towards two centuries which, culturally speaking, were of pure gold. From that point on the superstars of the Renaissance were to dominate the scene, Masaccio, Botticelli, Filippino, Piero della Francesca, Donatello, Michelangelo, Ghiberti, Brunelleschi, Leon Battista Alberti, Leonardo and many others, a concentration of geniuses never before seen in the history of mankind, within just a few hundred metres of each other. 

The wars of faction in the meantime did not avoid provoking further disorder. The Florence of the Guelfs was repeatedly overwhelmed  by the forces of the Ghibellines, first at Montecatini (1315) by the Pisans led by Uguccione della Faggiola, then at Altopascio (1325) by the Lucchese Castruccio Castracane. In order to keep its two enemies at a distance the city had to thus entrust itself again to the D’Anjou, Charles of Calabria. 

Soon, however, the death at the same time of Castruccio and Charles (1328) freed Florence from the menace of the Ghibellines as it did from the external influence of the Guelfs.  The general peace established at Montopoli (1329) was then celebrated in Piazza Santa Croce with great festivity and jousts when,  Giovanni Villani recorded in his Chronicles, a number of fine hits were delivered, a number of horsemen were unseated and it was full of beautiful women in the balconies and many fine people. Peace reestablished prosperity, industry prospered, in particular the wool trade, and the Comune’s annual income reached the stratospherical amount for that time of 300.000 gold florins.

These years of bloody events were also marked by serious calamities:  in 1304 a fire destroyed thousands of buildings, between 1315 and 1317 there was a terrible famine, and in 1333 the Arno flooded a large part of the city. In 1348 the plague described by Boccaccio in the Decameron killed half the inhabitants Notwithstanding this, construction on the Duomo continued to receive financing together with Giotto’s Tower.  The Palazzo Vecchio was also rapidly built and the city was increasingly embellished, while the cultural and artistic life of the city continued to thrive, now given free rein as it moved towards that adventure of extraordinary magnificence and immaculate splendour, known as the Florentine Renaissance.
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