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Chronicling the rise of the popular preacher Girolamo Savonarola in April 1495, the 

contemporary Florentine diarist and apothecary Luca Landucci makes especial note of those 

attending the preacher’s sermons, recording with amazement that ‘the greater part of the 

people’, even those usually ‘quiet’, that is, ‘without political or party passions’, were in fact 

so enthralled by the Savonarola’s politico-religious reformatory campaign that they would 

have gladly ‘thrown themselves into the fire’ if it had been so commanded.1 Landucci’s 

diary, started in Florence in 1450 and covering over 50 of the city’s most tumultuous years, 

records his and his contemporaries’ interests, and was no doubt bolstered by debates 

among the patrons of his shop.2 The varied and comprehensive nature of Landucci’s 

chronicle is attested to in the wide ranging topics that historians have been able to mine 

from its pages. The significance of popular political opinion and engagement with news and 

events, however, appears overlooked and perhaps taken for granted. In fact, maybe so 

quotidian was popular political interest and participation among his contemporaries, that 

Landucci feels the need to underline that Savonarola’s unusual accomplishment was his 

success in rousing those whose usual stratagem was to keep their heads down during such 

periods of instability– of which, Florence had many. The strength of expression is vividly 

illustrated throughout his chronicle, but no better summarised than in his entry on the 21st 

December, 1494: ‘One wished it boiled, and another roast’– on this occasion, however, 

without the binding power of Savonarola’s presence Landucci believes that ‘there would 

have been bloodshed’.3 This essay will criticise the lack of historical attention over the 

significance of wider political participation. Without being able to provide definitive answers 

to the larger questions probed in such a short space, however, it will point towards potential 

avenues of critical enquiry, while underlining the importance of their investigation. 

More intimate than the other often turgid matter-of-fact chronicles of the same period, 

Landucci’s diary is rich with tension and anxiety. Even the events of 1494-1498 under 

 
1 Luca Landucci, A Florentine Diary from 1450-1516 [trans.] Alice De Rosen-Jervis, (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1927), p.85;89. 
2 James Shaw, Evelyn Welch., Making and Marketing Medicine in Renaissance Florence, (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2011), p.31. 
3 Landucci, Diary, p.77; ‘Chi la volava lesso e chi arrosto’ 



trackchanges ‘One Wished it Boiled’ Issue 13, 2021 

2 
 

Savonarola’s peak influence had been preceded by several decades of disorder. The Medici 

dynasty was racked by the Pazzi conspiracy of 1478 and practically crumbled with the death 

of Lorenzo the Magnificent in 1492.4 Floods of immigration, plague, war, portents of doom, 

and vicious and pervasive socio-political and religious division wracked Florence and its 

denizens’ consciences. From the 1470s Landucci was writing of those who ‘did not consider 

themselves safe even in Florence’, that feelings of ‘discomfort and misery’ pervaded.5 By 

1494 with the onset of the Italian Wars, Piero Parenti wrote that Florence found itself in 

‘truly the very worse situation for a city’. He foresaw certain ‘ruin and death’, a ‘great spilling 

of blood and civil war’.6 The promise of salvation from such vicissitudes by Savonarola was 

short-lived and turbulent but forced many to make difficult decisions of allegiance between 

the church, the city and their adopted saviour. In a few short months in 1498, the friar fell 

from his position as the religious and political talisman of Florentine society, a position only 

established after a few short years beginning in 1494. Landucci recorded the grim reality of 

the end for Savonarola and his two Dominican compatriots, who had hereto been exalted in 

above human terms. They were hanged and burnt at the stake, a sentence made more 

terrible by rope that did ‘not draw tight nor run well’, their legs and arms eventually falling 

off ‘little by little’ before their ashes were bundled up and unceremoniously thrown into the 

Arno.7 The sense of Landucci’s deflation is remarkably tangible in his closing remarks on the 

episode – ‘My heart was grieved to see such an edifice fall to the ground’.8 Describing an 

 
4 The Pazzi Conspiracy is one of history’s most famous assassination attempts. Led by an opposing family, the 
Pazzi, Giuliano and Lorenzo Medici were targeted by assassins dressed in priest garbs during mass in the 
city’s cathedral. Giuliano was stabbed and killed. The surviving Lorenzo soon after responded with brutal 

retaliation, hanging all those associated and wiping the Pazzi from Florence’s historical memory. Soon to be 

known as Lorenzo il Magnifico, this tragic moment for the Medici would spur him on to assume total control 
of the city. 

5 Ibid, p.23. 
6 Marco Parenti, in Donald Weinstein, Savonarola and Florence: Prophecy and Patriotism in the Renaissance, 
(New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1970), p.28. 
7 Landucci, Diary, p.143 
8 Joe Tryner, ‘Girolamo Savonarola and the Florentine Religious Imagination’, [Undergraduate Dissertation, 
The University of Sheffield], (September 2017), p.2; Landucci, Diary, p.139. 
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inner crisis matched by his contemporaries’ external action, he writes that Florence was 

thrown into a ‘vicious life’ led by ‘naked swords’ running ‘all over the city’.9 

The Savonarolan phenomenon, however, continued to inspire political movements long 

after his death. This article seeks to consider the political aspect of these events and their 

popular effect. It highlights the creation of new forms of political identity, language and 

opportunities for popular expression beyond the traditionally limited conception of social 

relations in this period. Samuel Kline Cohn’s assessment over 40 years ago that the popular 

classes still have ‘no history’ in ‘the sense that the collective and individual actions of these 

men and women in any way helped to shape their own lives or society as a whole’, has still 

not been sufficiently addressed.10 This paper will not provide a comprehensive answer to 

such calls, but it sets out the framework that future research will endeavour to build upon. It 

will begin by outlining the state of Savonarolan studies, focusing notably on the recent 

works of a handful of historians to relocate the field from the religious into the political 

sphere. This will be followed by a brief elucidation upon the popular element of 

Savonarola’s influence, before it focuses in on the tangible examples of popular political 

motivation and demonstrations of associational identities within the Landucci record. 

Savonarola Studies 

Donald Weinstein devoted much study to the ‘cult’ of Savonarola. Continually revived in the 

years, decades and even centuries after the friar’s death, most notably in the sixteenth 

century Piagnoni reform movements (the Piagnoni originally being a derogative term 

applied to, but later enthusiastically appropriated by Savonarola’s supporters – meaning the 

weepers). Savonarola was also adopted by certain groups as the symbol for Italian 

Unification and he was regularly resurrected in the nineteenth and twentieth century 

campaigns for his beatification. Niccolò Machiavelli praised Savonarola as ‘one of the 

unarmed prophets’.11 For Roberto Ridolfi in the twentieth century, no consideration of the 

 
9 Ibid, p.145. 
10 Samuel Kline Cohn, The Labouring Classes in Renaissance Florence, (New York: Academic Press, 1980), p.1. 
11 Weinstein, Savonarola and Florence, p.3; Donald Weinstein, ‘Hagiography, Demonology, Biography: 
Savonarola Studies Today’, The Journal of Modern History, (September 1991), p.483. 
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Savonarolan phenomenon could be appropriate without acknowledging first that he was a 

true prophet.12 In 1991 Weinstein was still warning historians of the dangers of falling into 

the friar’s laudatory ‘myth’.13 In other works Savonarola continued to inspire opprobrium, 

most evident in Franco Cordero’s multi-volume work, Savonarola. Cordero’s burning 

contempt for the friar cannot help but singe the pages of his 1986 publication, manifest in 

castigations of Savonarola as an ‘exterminator’, a ‘terrorist’, a ‘megalomaniac’; his youthful 

devotees representing the fifteenth-century equivalent of ‘storm-trooper units’.14 Such 

examples have led Alison Brown to come to the natural conclusion that Savonarola remains 

as controversial today as he was in his own time, though this may do something to 

underestimate the intensity of debate he provoked in the public consciousness of the 

1490s.15 The diversity of views and continued contest even 500 years after his death, 

however, also attests to the interpretive flexibility of Savonarola’s legacy and the questions 

that remain unresolved over his assumed stewardship of the Florentine people during those 

few violent years. 

Despite being a foreigner from Arezzo in a city highly suspicious of those who lay beyond 

its walls, Savonarola became a symbolic and practical head of government for 4 years. 

Fundamental to his success was his talent as a preacher.16 The sermon event was cemented 

within the everyday, providing entertainment, news, networking, and moral policing. Sophie 

Menache’s identification of the sermon event as ‘the most powerful form of communication 

in the Middle Ages’ also refers to the vibrancy of contemporary religious imagination, 

excited as it was by preachers who conjured, manipulated and sent forth religious allegory 

from their pulpits with dramatic effect.17 Historians have only recently begun pointing out 

 
12 Roberto Ridolfi, The Life of Girolamo Savonarola, [trans.] Cecil Grayson, (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 
1959), p.279. 
13 Weinstein, ‘Savonarola Studies’, p.485. 
14 Franco Cordero, quoted in Lauro Martines, Fire in the City: Savonarola and the Struggle for the Soul of 
Renaissance Florence, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006), p.313. 
15 Alison Brown, ‘Introduction’, in Selected Writings of Girolamo Savonarola: Religion and Politics, 1490-1498, 
ed. by Donald Beebe, Anne Borelli, Maria Pastore Passaro (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), p. xv. 
16 Tryner, ‘Religious Imagination’, pp.1-41. 
17 Sophia Menache in, Peter Howard, ‘The Impact of Preaching in Renaissance Florence: Fra Niccolò da Pisa 
at San Lorenzo’, Medieval Sermon Studies, 48, (2004), p.5; Tryner, ‘Florentine Religious Imagination’, pp.1-
41. 
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the preacher’s crucial role as ‘cultural translators’ and the event’s popular appeal.18 These 

congregations appear to hold a gravitational focus within the weekly itinerary of 

contemporaries.19 Landucci claims that for Savonarola, on every week-day ‘there were 

fourteen or fifteen thousand persons present’.20 

With an established populist foothold Savonarola truly entered the political arena, 

demonstrating the interconnection of religion and politics during this period. In November 

1494 he was among the ambassadorial party sent to appease the French king, Charles VIII. 

In 1495 he was invited into the government palace to advise on reform under the new 

republic free of Medici influence, and on several separate occasions he was appointed by 

the government to preach during times of political crisis.21 His unveiled reformatory 

package involved a moral reform of the city to be reflected in a perfected republican 

constitution. Savonarola’s conception of the Great Council was at the centre of this 

campaign, which qualified around 3,000 individuals for government. The friar bolstered the 

import of this establishment by steadily developing his image as a prophet and instilling 

within the Florentines the belief that their city had become God’s centre focus in the reform 

of Christendom, allowing his followers to infuse ‘their politics and their religion with 

exhilarating new meanings and goals’.22 Donald Weinstein has highlighted those historians 

who have enthusiastically praised Savonarola’s political contributions, perhaps carried away 

in their admiration. Carlo Curcio argued that he was a revolutionary idealist. For Ireneo 

Farneti, the friar was an apostle of liberal republicanism and the first person in the 

 
18 Paul Gehl, in Peter Howard, ‘“You Cannot Sell Liberty for All the Gold There is”: Promoting Good 
Governance in Early Renaissance Florence’, Renaissance Studies, 24, (2010), pp.214-215. 
19 Margherita Datini often reminded her merchant husband Francesco to attend the weekly event for the 
good of his soul, in Margherita Datini, Letters to Francesco Datini, Carolyn James and Antonio Pagliaro 
(trans.), (Toronto: Iter Press, 2012), p.374. 
20 Landucci, Diary, p.104. 
21 Alison Brown, ‘Savonarola, Machiavelli and Moses: A Changing Model’, in Florence and Italy: Renaissance 
Studies in Honour of Nicolai Rubinstein eds. Peter Denley, Caroline Elam (London: Committee for Medieval 
Studies, 1988), p.57. 
22 John Najemy, A History of Florence: 1200-1575, (Oxford: Blackwell, 2008), p.395 
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Renaissance ‘to conceive of man in his role of citizen’. For Pasquale Villari, he should have 

been placed ‘among the greatest founders of republics’.23 

Some historians have been able to ‘keep their heads’ in assessing Savonarola’s realistic 

impact, however.24 Nrit Ben-Aryeh Debby has provided context to situate Savonarola within 

a tradition of preachers, especially within the Dominican tradition, who breached the 

political sphere.25 During a sermon in January 1495 Savonarola himself used this tradition in 

defensive reply to accusations that he should not busy himself in the affairs of the state: ‘Go 

read in the chronicles of the order of Saint Dominic what he did in politics in Lombardy, and 

likewise what Saint Peter Martyr did here in Florence’.26 Rubinstein noted that Savonarola’s 

practical role in establishing this government was actually secondary to that of the usual 

mechanisations of the political centrepieces, though his ‘enormous’ influence was used to 

gain popular consent for their implication.27 Nor was Savonarola’s political reform especially 

unique, based as it was on a Venetian model and one that had long been appraised by 

Florentine thinkers. Many of the same names from the Medici regime also found themselves 

in fresh positions under a council that only made a small percentage of the male population 

eligible.28 Others, however, have attempted to nullify the significance of the Savonarolan 

period altogether, calling Francesco Guicciardini’s contemporary description of events of 

1494 exaggerated, describing the threat of invasion of Italy as having been met with 

‘general indifference’, and characterising the period more by general continuity than 

fracture.29 Despite such assessments, the exclusivity of the Savonarolan period has been 

continually espoused by those not prone to exaggeration. Polizzotto remarks that in the 

successes of the Piagnoni during and following Savonarola’s death ‘discretion and 

 
23 Weinstein, Savonarola and Florence, pp.21-24. 
24 Ibid, pp.23-24. 
25 Nrit Ben-Aryeh Debby, ‘Political Views in the Preaching of Giovanni Dominici in Renaissance Florence, 
1400-1406’, Renaissance Quarterly, (2002), 55:1, pp.19-48. 
26 Weinstein, Savonarola and Florence, p.247. 
27 Ibid, p.22. 
28 Roslyn Pesman-Cooper, ‘The Florentine Ruling Group Under the ‘Governo Popolare’, 1492-1512’, Studies 
in Medieval and Renaissance History, 7, (1985), pp.69-181. 
29 Alison Brown, Medicean and Savonarolan Florence: The Interplay of Politics, Humanism, and Religion, 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2011), p.116. 
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moderation’ were in fact fundamental.30 Brown has found the remarkable in the moderate 

by identifying cooperation between a flexible and shrewd group of ‘middling men’ 

(supporters and non-supporters of the Savonarolan movement) as one of the most striking 

formations of this period – an admission of realistic politics that perhaps inspired 

Machiavelli’s infamous publication soon thereafter.31 

It is indeed the popular political aspects that make Savonarola’s tenure remarkable. 

Martines deftly evades the draw of Savonarola’s spiritual myth when he recognises that the 

friar’s religious reform policies say something more ‘significant’ about contemporary politics 

than anything else.32 Stefano Dall’Aglio has made Savonarola’s political legacy the focus of 

their elucidation of the friar’s partisan network working out of San Marco. This investigation 

suggestively outlines traits of a modern political organisation with Girolamo and Domenico 

Bencieni providing the public relations ‘spin’ with their pamphlets and music publications, 

while Fra Domenico Buonvicini da Pescia acted as Savonarola’s ‘right-hand man’ and 

organised the groups youth reform project and public relations campaign. 33 Mark 

Jurdjevic’s biography of the Valori family and their collaboration with Savonarolan 

philosophy alongside their espousal of republicanism is one of the few more recent 

publications, along with Dall’Aglio, that have attempted to continue Lorenzo Polizzotto’s 

resuscitation of the Piagnoni’s political legacy from his seminal 1994 publication.34 In 

research in support of this mission, Martines attributed the invention of the circulating open 

letter genre to Savonarola and his colleagues, put out as it was ‘with an eye to forging 

public opinion’ and developing the first phases of ‘an emerging public consciousness’.35 

These programmes were fundamental to Savonarola’s war, waged as it was, in the public 

 
30 Lorenzo Polizzotto, The Elect Nation: The Savonarolan Movement in Florence, 1494-1545, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1994), pp.13-14. 
31 Alison Brown, ‘Partiti, correnti, o coalizioni: un contributo al dibattito’, in Savonarole: Enjeux, débats, 
questions eds. Anna Fontes, Jean-Louis Fournel, Michael Plaisance (Paris, 1997), pp.59-79; Polizzotto, Elect, 
pp.13-14. 
32 Martines, Fire in the City, p.298. 
33 Stefano Dall’Aglio, Savonarola and Savonarolism, [Trans.], Jogne Gagné, (Toronto: Centre for Reformation 
and Renaissance Studies, 2010), p.24;28-29. 
34 Mark Jurdjevic, Guardians of Republicanism: The Valori Family in the Florentine Renaissance, (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2008); Polizzotto, Elect. 
35 Martines, Fire in the City, p.87. 
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sphere. Ironically, despite Savonarola’s promises to solve division within the city, 

associational identities flourished under his leadership. Polizzotto argues that that the burst 

of ‘latent social, political and religious rivalries’ demonstrated, specifically, a clash of strong 

ideological policy previously unappreciated in histories that presented the same struggle as 

a continuation of traditional power grab exercises. Brown also argues that a defining feature 

of this period was the proliferation of political ‘parties’ – the divisions that Guicciardini had 

recorded in the early-sixteenth century as having ‘separated brother from brother and 

fathers from their sons’.36 Piagnoni, Frateschi, Collitorti, Stopiccioni, Masticapaternostri, 

Pinzocheroni, Iersomilitani, Hieronimini. – these are a sampling of the names Polizzotto has 

found from the later fifteenth century and into the sixteenth, ‘applied with varying degrees 

of ferocity’ to those who were seen to be associated with the friar, or even adopted by 

them.37 Beyond these key research examples, there has been few publications in recent 

years that have continued to push the political agenda. This article will point toward further 

research that could further the efforts that have been made to rescue Savonarola’s 

significant political legacy – a legacy that, in 1997, Guidobaldo Guidi suggested contained 

the seeds of modern democracy.38 

The Popular Element 

Savonarola’s true ‘genius’, as Weinstein notes, was his ability to craft an influential and 

convincing prophetical narrative that incorporated key cornerstones of Florentine civic and 

religious identity.39 He knew his crowd and had an intimate knowledge of popular interest. 

As Najemy points out, by the end of 1494 Savonarola identified Florence ‘as the specific 

vessel’ of renewal, as ‘the chosen city and new Jerusalem in which the reform of Christian 

 
36 Polizzotto, Elect, pp.7-8; Brown, Medicean and Savonarolan Florence, p.206; Brown, ‘Partiti, correnti, o 
coalizioni’, p.75; Najemy, History of Florence, p.395. 
37 Polizzotto, Elect, p.1; the above names are translated by Polizzotto as ‘Wailers’ (followers of Savonarola), 
‘Religious hypocrites’, ‘Humbugs’,’ Zealots’, ‘Bigots’, ‘Partisans of Girolamo’ or Hieronimo Savonarola, 
respectively.  
38 Guidi Guidobaldo, ‘Il Savonarola e la participazione alla vita politica’, in Fontes, Fournel, Plaisance, 
Savonarole, p.35. 
39 Weinstein, Savonarola and Florence, p.303. 
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society would begin’.40 The rich would now be ‘brought to account’ and with political and 

spiritual perfection he promised secular reward; the city would become ‘more glorious, 

richer, more powerful than she ever had been’.41 By espousing popular prophetical tradition, 

such as the Daniel prophecies of the mid-fourteenth century that emphasised the role of 

the common people, and Florence’s popular allegiance to the pro-Papcy and pro-

Republican ideology of Guelfism and Libertas! (Liberty), Savonarola spoke directly to the 

masses. In his campaign, the people were the true ‘lord’ of their city, with Christ their king. 

Brucker identifies that many of ‘his most fervent supporters came from the ranks of artisans 

and shopkeepers’.42 His detractors referred to him as ‘The preacher of the desperate’.43 The 

extent of this popular appeal, which included women and children, has led some to liken 

him to a modern political leader.44 Savonarola’s call for a cease to the chronic factionalism 

that had plagued Florence for centuries spoke both to the popular appeal of an end to in-

fighting while at the same time, paradoxically, offering new opportunities to divide along 

political identity lines. The historic divisions had traditionally played out among pro-Papacy 

or pro-Holy Roman Empire (Ghibelline) lines and later became stratified further under 

‘Blacks’ and ‘Whites’ factions. The ‘great, middling and little men and even the clergy could 

not help but give themselves wholeheartedly to these factions’ wrote one early chronicler.45 

This new opportunity to join a cause no doubt had tremendous appeal to a populace that 

felt an acute sense of attachment to various gradations of their social lives across 

neighbourhoods, occupation and genealogy. To associate oneself with the Piagnoni or the 

Arrabiati (‘the enraged’ and enemies of Savonarola) does not appear to have been class 

exclusive. 

 

 
40 Najemy, History of Florence, p.393. 
41 Donald Weinstein, ‘Savonarola, Florence, and the Millenarian Tradition’, Church History, 27:4, (1958), 
pp.297-298. 
42 Gene Brucker, Renaissance Florence, (London, 1969), p.270 
43 Weinstein, ‘Millenarian Tradition’, p.294. 
44 Brown, ‘A Changing Model’, pp.57-58. 
45 Najemy, History of Florence, p.26. 
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Popular Politics 

That news and political events were keenly digested is clear in Landucci’s account. To take a 

handful of examples from a record replete with news bulletins: in 1478 he eagerly records 

the beginning of the war against the Sienese, with those affected fleeing to Florence;46 he 

continually states ‘we heard’, either a literary device or a nod to the collective interest of his 

city’s denizens or the customers in his shop. On December 29th 1476, the Duke of Milan was 

‘stabbed and killed by one of his citizens’, who had been moved ‘to commit the crime by 

certain unjust acts of the duke’.47 Others effectively read the zeitgeist and took advantage 

themselves, as did those on 25th August 1478 who were ultimately hanged for ‘having gone 

about pillaging in the guise of the enemy’, these men ‘were Florentines’, our diarist records 

with indignation.48 Law records from this period also refer to those numerous condemned 

as Ribelli, and taverns continued to be carefully monitored and handled cautiously by 

contemporaries who saw in their heritage the plotting of the popular Ciompi Revolt by the 

city’s woolworkers in 1378.49 

Landucci’s chronicle demonstrates a participation across the social scale, illustrating 

opportunities for members of each class to act with novel agency akin to Michael Braddick 

and Jonathan Walter’s ‘Grids of Power’ theory, wherein social relations were altered by 

socio-political fracture and the spread of empowering ideologies.50 On Sunday, 9th 

November 1494, Piero de’ Medici’s attempt to take over the government palace with armed 

men provoked a popular rousing of popolo e Libertà! across the city’s piazzas, leading to 

the pillaging of the city’s prison office and the houses of prominent Florentines. In the 

chaos Landucci notes that ‘a certain serving-man’ was ‘killed in the Piazza’ for crying the 

 
46 Landucci, Diary, pp.21-23. 
47 Ibid, pp.12-13. 
48 Ibid, p.23. 
49 D.Rosenthal, ‘The Barfly’s Dream: Taverns and Reform in the Early Modern Italian City’, in Biographies of 
Drink: A Case Study Approach to Our Historical Relationship with Alcohol, eds. Deborah Toner and Mark 
Hailwood (Newcastle, 2015), p.16. 
50 J. Walter, M. Braddick, ‘Introduction’, in Negotiating Power in Early Modern Society: Order, Hierarchy and 
Subordination in Britain and Ireland, ed. by Michael Braddick, Jonathan Walter (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001).  
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pro-Medici epithet, “Palle!”’51 With the arrival of foreign soldiers into Florence during the 

Italian Wars Landucci describes ‘confusion and alarm and suspicion amongst all classes’, and 

while he claims ‘there was no one who did not feel favourably disposed’ towards the French 

king, he also remembers those ‘certain thoughtless men’ who went about at night 

antagonising the French.52 The varied opinions towards the French are reflected later, in the 

celebrations that took place on news of Charles VIII’s capture of Milan to that of peasants 

from Ronta, who killed a member of the French army. This small event had international 

implications by damaging relations between Florence and France.53 In February 1499, ‘Even 

the peasants of the neighbourhood’ published their opinion on Florence’s failure to take 

advantage of a situation by not besieging the nearby town of Bibbiena – ‘They are in a trap, 

let us attack them!’, they cried.54 

In domestic politics Landucci recorded news of plots and insubordination with fascination. 

He notes, for example, that the two sons of Giovanni dell’Antella were imprisoned and 

tortured for being suspected of plotting to bring Piero de’ Medici back into power.55 In 

December 1495, friends of the Medici were robbing people ‘on the road to Cavrenno’.56 In 

January two peasants were hanged for ‘having meant to give over Montecatini to Piero de’ 

Medici’, followed by a proclamation issued by the Florentine government ‘forbidding 

people to argue about the government, or the king, or the monks, and also to wear 

masks’.57 In these months and years relationship between the populace and the authorities 

appear strained, and those who were seen to be representative of that state were at risk of 

popular reprisal. In May 1496 the sons of Bartolomeo Pucci broke into one of the city’s 

prisons to liberate their father, and in August of the same year a Florentine commissary at 

the nearby town of Firenuola was murdered - ‘People said it was because he had had one of 

 
51 Landucci, Diary, pp.61-63. 
52 Ibid, pp.65-71. 
53 Ibid, p.160; pp.184-185. 
54 Ibid, p.155. 
55 Ibid, p.86. 
56 Ibid, p.97. 
57 Ibid, p.100.  
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the murderers’ brothers beheaded’.58 In late 1498, the executioner hired to carry out the 

judicial summary for one ‘certain young ensign’ was stoned to death ‘on the place of justice’ 

by the people assembled. Afterwards the boys dragged the body as far as Santa Croce as 

part of a recurring ritual of humiliation carried out by children for those deemed guilty in 

the court of public opinion. ‘Some men believed that this had happened because of his 

having hung (sic) the three Frati’, Landucci concluded.59 In May 1500, Landucci records the 

uprising of the ‘popular party’ in the city-state of Lucca, followed in 1502 by the uprising in 

Arezzo and the redoubling of guards in Florence, it being thought that the popular classes 

would be inspired to ‘behave in a disorderly way in the endeavour to change the 

government’. Florence soon began placing restrictions on popular events ‘so as to avoid a 

gathering of people, for fear of what might ensue’.60 Landucci, however, felt the need to 

assure any who might read his diary that he was himself, ‘without political or party passion’, 

desiring only ‘that the will of God should be done.’61 

Savonarola gave the people their mission when he announced that ‘God does not like these 

governments’, attacking the rich and establishing a vocabulary of confrontation that would 

continue for the next four years – ‘We must then return to war’.62 He spoke to all and 

sought to empower them: ‘Youths and women...I will put in your hands some arguments to 

use to defend yourselves’.63 He drives home the collective responsibility, ‘God allowed me 

to come to Florence, which is the heart of Italy, so that you might spread to all other cities 

of Italy.’ Landucci records the processions of children and youths organised by the 

Savonarolans. ‘Here come the boys of the Frate!’ it was exclaimed, and their participation in 

events rewarded these children and youths with novel streams of agency: ‘The said boys 

went about everywhere, along the walls of the city and to the taverns…and if anyone had 

 
58 Ibid, p.110. 
59 Ibid, p.204. 
60 Ibid, p.169;195. 
61 Ibid, p.177. 
62 G. Savonarola, A Guide to Righteous Living and Other Works, (ed. and trans.) Konrad Eisenbichler, 
(Toronto: Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies 2003), p.91;152. 
63 Ibid, p.159. 
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rebelled against them, he would have been in danger of his life, whoever he was’.64 The 

stark contrast of the children’s angelic appearance with their newly supported inclination 

towards violence has vexed historians.65 In other places, Landucci reports that ‘certain 

writings were found at the door of Santa Croce and of Orto San Michele’, defending the 

friar and naming Francesco Valori and Pagloantonio Soderini as enemies – ‘Go and set fire 

to their houses’ it demanded.66 Many of Landucci’s contemporaries were driven apart by 

bitter divisions – the same procession of May 1497 witnessed men approach the same 

cross-carrying boys and having ‘snatched a little cross from one of the boys’, they ‘broke it’ 

and ‘threw it into the river, as if he were a heathen’.67 

The same potential to seize initiative in Renaissance Florence by allying oneself with a social, 

political, and religious movement that the Savonarolan campaign encapsulated, was also 

present in those who aligned against it. In October 1495, Landucci records the ‘suspicions’ 

about meetings held in a convent called the Agnoli between certain Frati, who appear to 

have been interested in bringing about a Medici return.68 During a sermon in May 1497, a 

‘villainous trick’ was played on Savonarola when ‘unscrupulous enemies’ covered his pulpit 

with dirt. The commotion instigated by ‘bad men’ led Lando Sassolino to strike an official of 

the Otto di Guardia with his sword.69 Demonstrating, as Braddick has investigated, how 

‘ideological division created the means by which to disregard conventional social order’.70 In 

July of the same year a priest at Santa Maria Maggiore was arrested for having declared the 

friars of San Marco to be sodomites.71 During Savonarola’s infamous Bonfire of the Vanities 

parade many made symbolic mockery of his campaign by throwing ‘dead cats and dirt upon 

 
64 Ibid, p.101; 103. 
65 O. Niccoli, ‘I ‘Fanciulli’ Del Savonarola: Usi Religiosi E Politici Dell’Infanzia Nell’Italia del Rinascimento’, in 

Fontes, Fournel, Plaisance, Savonarole, p.105. 
66 Landucci, Diary, p.133. 
67 Ibid, 101; p.121. 
68 Ibid, p.95. 
69 Ibid, pp.118-119. 
70 M. Braddick, ‘Face, légitimaté et identité partisane dans la négociation du pouvoir de l’État en Angleterre 

(1558-1660)’, in Le pouvoir contourné.Infléchir et subvertir l’autorité a l’âge modern, ed. Hèloïse 

Hermant (Paris, Paris Classiques Garnier, 2016), 193-221. 
71 Ibid, p.124. 
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it’. Such was the tension that the scaffolding erected to build the fires had to be guarded 

overnight, especially because ‘lukewarm person’ and the group called “Compagnacci’’ 

wanted to ‘destroy it’.72 In early April 1498, members of this group roused the populace with 

the usual calls for Libertas!, calling on them to sack Francesco Valori’s house, an ardent 

Savonarola supporter and member of the government. Here he ‘was seized by two 

wretched men’ who ‘came up behind him and struck him on the head with a bill-hook two 

or three times, so that he died on the spot.’ When they pillaged his house they killed his 

wife, injured his children and robbed what they could, while fighting continued all around 

San Marco.73 In June 1498 Landucci records that 28 citizens were barred from office ‘all on 

the account of the matter of the Frate’. Parenti qualifies this in his own chronicle – ‘As it 

appeared that the Frate’s party was reviving...some of the inferior men were flogged’.74 In 

December, those opposed to the now deceased friar continued their statements when they 

killed ‘an old hack’ in the Santa Maria del Fiore during midnight mass and ‘goats were let 

loose in Santa Maria Novella’; Giovanni Cambi recorded in his history that ‘they did this 

because the Frate being dead it seemed as if they were at liberty to commit every kind of 

sin...’.75 Equally, however, instead of dwindling, the Piagnoni were spurred on into the next 

century by their leader’s death.76 

There is simply not enough space here to consider each event within the maddening pace 

of those short years of the Savonarolan reign. Not fully realised in this paper is the full 

significance of early modern political identity, a consideration of crowd politics, nor the 

significance of political groupings within the middling groups. Neither, have we been able 

to more closely consider the effect such fracture had on social relations within a traditionally 

tight-knit community. This paper constitutes the preliminary findings of a project aiming to 

underline the role that every individual was able to play in their politics, in their collective 

pressures and fits of rage; both showing a passionate expression of opinion and 

 
72 Ibid, p.131. 
73 Ibid, p.137. 
74 Ibid, p.145. 
75 Ibid, p.153. 
76 Polizzotto, Elect, p.4. 
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understanding. As Cohn noted, these actions shaped contemporary life and society.77 In all, 

an analysis of partisanship demonstrates a plasticity to early modern social relations and the 

existence of solidarities based within share values and beliefs that could ‘enrich our 

understanding of the long-term history of social relations’.78 Of all the novelties of these 

years, perhaps it is in the elevation of the quotidian into the chronicles of the period that is 

most novel and most fascinating. Only in such times do we catch a fleeting insight into the 

vibrance of early modern opinion and identity. 
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trackchanges ‘One Wished it Boiled’ Issue 13, 2021 

16 
 

Bibliography 

Primary Literature 

Datini, M., Letters to Francesco Datini, C. James and A. Pagliaro (trans.), (Toronto: Iter 

Press, 2012) 

Eisenbichler, K., (ed. and trans.), Girolamo Savonarola: A Guide to Righteous Living 

and Other Works, (Toronto: Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies, 2003) 

Landucci, L., A Florentine Diary from 1450-1516, [trans.] A. De. Rosen-Jervis, (London: 

Oxford University Press, 1927) 

 

Secondary Literature 

Books 

Braddick, M. J., and J. Walter, (eds.), Negotiating Power in Early Modern Society: 

Order, Hierarchy and Subordination in Britain and Ireland, (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2001) 

Brown, A., Medicean and Savonarolan Florence: The Interplay of Politics, Humanism, 

and Religion, (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011) 

Bedoyere, M., The Meddlesome Friar: The Story of the Conflict Between Savonarola and 

Alexander VI, (London: Collins, 1958) 

Brucker, G., Renaissance Florence, (London: University of California, 1969) 

Burckhardt, J., The Civilisation of the Renaissance in Italy, (New York : Macmillan, 1945) 

Cohn, S. K., The Labouring Classes in Renaissance Florence, (New York: Academic 

Press, 1980) 

Dall’Aglio, S., Savonarola and Savonarolism, [trans.] Jogne Gagné, (Toronto: Centre 

for Reformation and Renaissance Studies, 2010) 

Debby, N., Renaissance Florence in the Rhetoric of Two Popular Preachers, (Turnhout: 

Brepols, 2004) 

Denley, P., C. Elam (eds.), Florence and Italy: Renaissance Studies in Honour of Nicolai 

Rubinstein, (London: Committee for Medieval Studies, 1988) 

Jurdjevic, M., Guardians of Republicanism: The Valori Family in the Florentine 

Renaissance, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008) 

Martines, L., Fire in the City: Savonarola and the Struggle for the Soul of Renaissance 

Florence, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006) 

Najemy, J., A History of Florence: 1200-1575, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2008) 

Polizzotto, L., The Elect Nation: The Savonarolan Movement in Florence, 1494-1545, 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994) 

Ridolfi, R., The Life of Girolamo Savonarola, [trans.] Cecil Grayson, (London: 

Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1959) 

Shaw, J., E. Welch, Making and Marketing Medicine in Renaissance Florence, 

(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2011) 

 

Weinstein, D., Savonarola and Florence: Prophecy and Patriotism in the Renaissance, (New 

Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1970) 

Articles 



trackchanges ‘One Wished it Boiled’ Issue 13, 2021 

17 
 

Braddick, M., ‘Loyauté partisane durant la Guerre Civile et histoire des relations 

sociales en Angleterre’, in L. Bourquin, P.Hamon, P. Karila-Cohen, C. Michon 

(éd), Conflits, opinion(s) et politicization de la fin du Moyen Âge au début du xxe siècle, 

(Rennes: Presses Universitaires de Rennes, 2011), pp. 95-114 

—— ‘Face, légitimaté et identité partisane dans la négociation du pouvoir de l’État en 

Angleterre (1558-1660)’, in H. Hermant (ed), Le pouvoir contourné.  Infléchir et 

subvertir l’autorité a l’âge moderne, (Paris: Paris Classiques Garnier, 2016), 193-221 

Brown, A., ‘Savonarola, Machiavelli and Moses: A Changing Model’, in (eds.), P. Denley, C. 

Elam, Florence and Italy: Renaissance Studies in Honour of Nicolai Rubinstein, (London, 

1988), pp.57-72 

—— ‘Introduction’, in (eds.) D. Beebe, A. Borelli, M. Passaro, Selected Writings of Girolamo 

Savonarola: Religion and Politics, 1490-1498, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006), 

pp. xv-xxxv 

—— ‘Partiti, correnti, o coalizioni: un contirbutto al dibattito’, in A. Fontes, J.L Fournel, M. 

Plaisance (eds.), Savonarole: Enjeux, débats, questions, (Paris, 1997), pp.59-79 

Debby, N., ‘Political Views in the Preaching of Giovanni Dominici in Renaissance Florence, 

1400-1406’, Renaissance Quarterly, (2002), 55:1, pp.19-48 

Howard, P., ‘The Impact of Preaching in Renaissance Florence: Fra Niccolò da Pisa at San 

Lorenzo’, Medieval Sermon Studies, 48, (2004), pp.29-44 

—— ‘“You Cannot Sell Liberty for All the Gold There Is”: Promoting Good Governance in 

Early Renaissance Florence’, Renaissance Studies, 24:2, (2010), pp.207-233 

Ottavia, N., ‘I “Fanciulli” Del Savonarola: Usi Religiosi E Politici Dell’Infanzia Nell’Italia del 

Rinascimento’, in A. Fontes, J, L. Fournel, and M. Plaisance, (eds.), Savonarole: Enjeux, 

débats, questions, (Paris: University de la Sorbonne Nouvelle, 1997), pp.105-120 

Pesman-Cooper, R., ‘The Florentine Ruling Group under the “Governo Popolare”, 1492-

1512’, Studies in Medieval and Renaissance History, 7, (1985), pp.69-181 

Rosenthal, D., ‘The Barfly’s Dream: Taverns and Reform in the Early Modern Italian City’, in D. 

Toner and M. Hailwood (eds.), Biographies of Drink: A Case Study Approach to Our 

Historical Relationship with Alcohol, (Newcastle, 2015) 

Weinstein, D., ‘Savonarola, Florence, and the Millenarian Tradition’, Church History, 27:4, 

(1958), pp. 

—— ‘Hagiography, Demonology, Biography: Savonarola Studies Today’, The Journal of 

Modern History, 63:3, (September 1991), pp.483-503 

 

Unpublished Literature: 

Tryner, J., ‘Girolamo Savonarola and the Florentine Religious Imagination’, [Undergraduate 

Dissertation, The University of Sheffield], (September 2017), pp.1-41 

 


