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7/  Florence in the 15th century, the power and the glory

Leon Battista Alberti was born in 1404 during the exile of Genoa, when Florence was still engaged in a struggle between factions which had been going on for decades. It began with a clash between the Guelfi and Ghibellini factions, was consequently fought out between the black and white Guelfis, and came to its culmination in the Ciompi tumult, also known as the people's revolt of 1378. The Albertis were exiled from the city following these events, and were not allowed to re-enter until 1428.


The turn of the century brought with it a period of relative internal tranquillity and stability for the republic, which was consequently fertile ground for trade and for the accumulation of considerable wealth, together with manifestations of extraordinary creativity. All the same, these favourable conditions prepared the way for the passage to seigniory, echoing the general political evolution in Northern Italy. A leading city in the world economy, Florence, having just managed to shake itself free from the expansionistic threat of the Visconti di Milano, was about to enter the hegemony of the Medicis.


After the Albizi family's unsuccessful attempt to seize power, Cosimo de' Medici (also known as "the old man"), returned from exile in 1434, the same year that Brunelleschi finished construction on the dome of the Duomo cathedral. Florence surrendered to Cosimo, won over by his diplomatic qualities and his presumed generosity, generosity which however did not deter him from getting rid of his adversaries in accordance with the customs of the time. And so Cosimo became the absolute arbitrator in Florentine politics although he carried no particular title (except Gonfaloniere di Giustizia, a post he occupied twice). He oversaw elections as well as the tributary system and  set up new magistracies, thus laying the foundation for Medici power, which formally respected republican freedom.


He was called "an example of civil princedom", and was sustained by public opinion, at least initially. Cosimo was the promoter of flexible internal policies that facilitated commercial activities, obviously without neglecting his Calimala guild that exercised its trade dickering over wool from Flanders and England. He even succeeded in drawing near to the Roman Curia, and was called to attend the Ecumenical Council of Florence (1439), in which Leon Battista Alberti occupied a prominent position as the "great councillor" of Pope Eugene IV.


Like in all other historically artistic times, the Florentine Renaissance incorporated many contrasting aspects. Let's take for example the prince's patronage of the arts, which characterised the second half of the century. On one hand, it allowed intellectuals to dedicate themselves entirely to their studies under privileged conditions, but on the other, it conditioned and limited their independence. This was one of the circumstances that led to the wearing down of the moral and political impulses that were at the basis of this new culture's success.


Associating with certain Byzantine scholars in Florence, such as Emanuele Crisolora, was the privilege of Umanesimo, a scholar who was convinced ancient culture could be useful in founding a new civilisation. At a time when the concept of dignitas was being dusted off, and when ancient temples were admired and reproduced, art was the ideal agent for transmitting this spirit of renewal. Leon Battista Alberti was a fervent supporter of the vernacular (see the Certame Coronario that he endorsed in 1441), and was instrumental in developing a new taste in architectural proportions, colour and perspective. 

In the second half of the century, institutional order was in evolution, and included new advisory boards such as the Consiglio dei Cento (1458) or elective boards like the Consiglio dei Settanta (1470). The latter was created by Lorenzo de' Medici, called The Magnificent, who succeeded his father Piero il Gottoso and was considered a great man of state as well as a knowledgeable promoter of literature and the arts.


Under his rule, Florence became the standard for perfection and a model of renewal, crowded with exceptional personalities: Botticelli, Leonardo, Ghirlandaio, Verrocchio, Pollaiolo, just to name a few of the most famous personages destined to become worldwide emblems of Florentine Renaissance art. All the same, Lorenzo il Magnifico was faced with the task of repressing various revolts (such as the one in Prato in 1470 and Volterra in 1472). In 1478, he managed to escape an attempt on his life (la congiura dei Pazzi), plotted by the Pazzi and Salviati families, with the approval of Pope Sixtus IV and King Ferdinand of Naples.


As the century drew to a close, the progressive wearing away of ethical and ideological values at the basis of Umanesimo's raison d'être, together with the internal contradictory condition of a city divided by cultural universalism and religious fanaticism, great riches and base poverty, all contributed to making way for the reform penchants of Girolamo Savonarola. This prophetic and apocalyptic preacher left Florence in 1487, only to return three years later and become the fervent promoter of a democratic government. Tried and condemned as a heretic and schismatic, he was burned at the stake in Piazza della Signoria in 1498.
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