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BOOK FIRST.  

SKETCH OF THE HISTORY OF ITALY FROM THE SUBVERSION OF THE 
ROMAN EMPIRE TILL THE BEGINNING OF THE FIFTEENTH CENTURY.  

  

CHAPTER I.  

RETROSPECT OF ITALIAN HISTORY.  

   

THE narration of the life of any eminent public man, the investigation of the 
circumstances which contributed to his rise, and the exhibiting the individual qualities 
which enabled him to turn them to account, is generally supposed to afford a tolerably 
good exposition of the age in which he lived, and of the people among whom his lot 
was cast. Perhaps there never was a people whose history at any period may be better 
studied in this manner than the Italians of the middle ages, united as they were by the 
bond of superior civilization, by identity of language, and affinity of geographical 
position, but divided into a number of small communities frequently at war among 
themselves, whose separate history it is often difficult to trace, and tedious to narrate. In 
the last century of their independence there flourished among them one individual who 
was intimately connected with their politics and intrigues, who alternately served, 
waged war against, and outwitted them all, and who rose from being captain of a band 
of mercenary soldiers to be the arbiter of the general politics of the peninsula, and 
sovereign of one of the most powerful of its states. That individual was Francesco 
Sforza, the son of a peasant of Romagna, the founder of the last dynasty of dukes who 
reigned at Milan. I purpose to illustrate the state of the Hesperian peninsula, and the 
genius of its inhabitants, at the above-mentioned period, by writing the life and times of 
this remarkable man.  

To attain a right understanding of the scene on which he played his part, and of 
the contemporary characters with whom he was associated, it will be necessary to take a 
slight retrospect of the fortunes of his country, from the time she was ruled by the 
mistress of the world, till he made his appearance in the great drama of her history.  

The truth of a remark of a philosophical historian, that the physical geography of 
a land exercises a powerful influence over the destinies of its inhabitants, is nowhere 
more fully illustrated than in the fortunes of Italy. The portion of the globe at present 
known by that name is included between the Alps, the Adriatic, and the Mediterranean. 
As its limits are thus clearly defined, and as it is protected by the sea, and by a rampart 
of mountains inferior in height to few on the surface of the earth, it might seem, at first 
sight, to be adapted by nature to be the seat of a powerful and united nation. But, 
unfortunately for the peace of the country, there issues from the southern extremity of 
the Alpine rampart another mountainous chain, which, running diagonally across the 
peninsula, extends to the very edge of the Adriatic, and which, though inferior in height 
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and ruggedness to the former, presents obstacles sufficient to impede the free current of 
nationality. From this dorsal spine innumerable ridges branch out to the sea on either 
side, thus rendering the country a meet scene for internal discords and strifes. The great 
plain to the north-east of this chain is intersected in its whole length by a wide river, 
which receives from the mountains innumerable tributaries, most of which have at 
different times formed the boundary of a state, or been the scene of a battle. From time 
immemorial, the divisions of the inhabitants have been in accordance with those which 
nature had already made. They never continued united, except as subjects of the empire, 
which ruled over all the countries lying between the Tigris, the Euphrates, and the 
Atlantic, on one side; the Rhine, the Danube, and the great desert of Sahara on the other. 
Even then it was not without difficulty that they amalgamated in the nationality of 
Rome. The Cisalpine Gaul of ancient times did not differ more from the colonist of the 
Lacedaemonian Tarentum, than did the Lombard of the middle ages from the 
descendant of the mixed race of Normans, Saracens, French, and Aragons, who in their 
turns have conquered and occupied the southern provinces. The contrast between the 
active and bustling Milanese of the present day and the indolent Calabrian, cannot fail 
to strike the eye of the most unobservant of travellers.  

But whatever divisions may have been caused by the Apennines and the Po, with 
their ramifications and tributaries, there is one point of resemblance between all the 
provinces of the fair peninsula : they all possess the fatal gift of beauty. This was the 
cause of many of their misfortunes. The fertility of the basin of the Po presented a 
glittering allurement to the barbarians who had not long emerged from the forests of 
Sarmatia. The mild and congenial climate to be enjoyed in the valleys of the Apennines, 
where even the summer heats may be avoided by a temporary retreat to the mountains, 
could not fail to attract those who had hitherto been exposed to the inclement climate 
north of the Danube and the Rhine. The coasts of Apulia and Calabria offered the fairest 
of prizes to the Norman and Saracen pirates. In later times, the richness and opulence of 
the cities whetted the ambition and excited the avarice of the semi-civilized monarchs of 
feudal Europe. 

It will be long to tell, and sad to trace the successive invasions, misfortunes, and 
revolutions of the land, from the decline of the Western Empire to the period when the 
cities, in whose fame and prosperity she may be said to have lived again, sprang, like so 
many goddesses of beauty, from an ocean of troubles. The universality of the fatal gift 
which has been already alluded to, made all its provinces alike suffer for the crimes, and 
expiate the guilt, of their imperial mistress. The Visigoths were the first of the 
barbarians to whom it was permitted by Providence to glut their ire on the spot where so 
many of their sires had expired in the brutal combats of the gladiators. After three 
sieges, the city, which had once been mistress of the world, was taken and plundered by 
the hordes of this great and terrible nation from the north. So great was the impression 
made by this event that the name of their leader, Alaric, was for some time afterwards a 
by-word of terror. Forty-two years later, the land was overrun by a fresh set of 
barbarians, who were led on by a man who had assumed for himself and his followers 
the title of Scourge of God, and had carried fire and pillage from the walls of China to 
the western Alps. Rome was, however, spared by these savages; but their invasion is 
remarkable for their having driven a number of people to take refuge on the sand-banks 
of the Adriatic, where they laid the foundations of the republic of Venice. Three years 
after their retreat, the imperial city was doomed to be taken a second time, and to 
undergo a pillage still more terrible than the former, by Genseric, king of the Vandals, 
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who, in the words of the historian of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, carried 
off whatever he could find of sacred or profane wealth of public or of private treasure. 
The last emperors who reigned in the city of the Caesars, one of whom by a strange 
fatality was called Romulus Augustulus, thus bearing the names of the first of the kings, 
and the first of the acknowledged emperors, were conquered at Pavia by Odoacer, king 
of the Heruli, who deposed Romulus after his colleague had been slain in battle, and 
made himself king of Rome. Not long afterwards the ex-emperor was treacherously 
murdered by his uncivilized conqueror.  

Though before the invasion of the Heruli Italy had been thrice overrun by nations 
totally differing in race and character from its old inhabitants, and though the seat of 
government had been twice taken, none of the conquerors had ventured to settle in the 
country, or to arrogate to themselves its sovereignty. The land, though it had been 
devastated and plundered by its savage conquerors, still remained subject to its old 
mistress. Its inhabitants, up to this period, corrupted and degenerated though they might 
have been, were the descendants of those who had triumphed under the Scipios, and 
devoted themselves to literature and the arts in the reign of Augustus. But we cannot, 
after the invasion of the Heruli, expect to find the same government, the same nation, or 
the same inhabitants, in the Hesperian peninsula, as in the days of her departed 
greatness. It is at this period, the 470th year of the Christian era, that the history of 
ancient Rome may properly be said to terminate, and that of modern Italy to begin. The 
depopulation and destruction of property had been so great, as to have considerably 
facilitated the formation of a new nation. Machiavelli, in his History of Florence, says, 
that if ever there was a period in the history of any country full of misfortune and woe 
to the inhabitants, it was that which in Italy intervened from the times of Arcadius and 
Honorius to the death of Odoacer. This opinion is fully borne out by two passages from 
contemporary writers, quoted by Gibbon in his history of this period, which will enable 
us in some measure to judge of the deplorable state to which Italy, hitherto tenanted 
principally by its ancient masters, was at this time reduced. St Ambrose deplored the 
ruin of the populous district that had once been covered with such cities as Modena, 
Bologna, Reggio, and Piacenza. Pope Gelasius talks of Aemilia, Tuscany, and the 
contiguous provinces, as being left almost void of inhabitants. Although it is probable 
that these passages are not free from some tinge of exaggeration, they will nevertheless 
convey to us some notion of the diminished elements of Roman nationality, that were 
mingled in the fusion of the several races from which the modern Italians have spring. 
They will show, too, how the manners, language, character, and other traits which mark 
the individuality of a people, must have been modified by the successive hoards of 
barbarians by whom the land still continued to be invaded. 

The reign of Odoacer was short and inglorious. In his turn he was defeated, and 
afterwards slain by Theodoric, king of the Ostrogoths, a prince whose name, as Gibbon 
says, still attracts and deserves the attention of mankind. In his time the land had repose 
from the troubles by which, for the space of nearly one century, she had been oppressed; 
and it seemed as if a new nation, sprung from the heterogeneous elements of the former 
and present possessors of Italy, was already about to live and to prosper. Theodoric, 
excelling alike in the arts of peace and war, was always victorious in the latter; and, 
from his attention to the former, he conferred incalculable benefits on his subjects. To 
prevent further disputes about the possession of the land, he assigned one-third of it to 
his own countrymen, and appointed them to all the military posts; while he endeavoured 
to encourage industrial occupations among the ancient inhabitants. But, with this single 
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exception, as much favour was shown to the latter as to the former. Though, after the 
example of Valentinian, he established his principal residence at Ravenna, he had 
another palace at Verona, where he took up his quarters whenever his presence was 
necessary to protect the frontiers of his kingdom from a threatened invasion of 
barbarians. Security from without, and tranquillity and justice within, produced their 
natural consequences. Though many of the most renowned cities of the empire, which 
had been ruined during the convulsions of the preceding period, never rose again from 
their ashes, the origin or the recovery of others may be traced to this epoch, which 
became so famous in the mediaeval history of Italy. Among these may be mentioned 
Venice, Ferrara, Aquila, Chiusi, and Sienna, towns which, both for their ancient renown 
and the beautiful monuments of the arts to be found in them, attract the attention of 
every modern traveller. Florence, Genoa, Pisa, and Milan, hitherto places of minor 
importance, began to increase in wealth and population ; and on the site of the small 
watering-place of Parthenope there began to arise a new city, which became the second 
in the continent of Europe. Gibbon says that all these cities acquired, in the reign of 
Theodoric, the useful and splendid decorations of baths, churches, porticoes, and 
palaces. Though the metropolis of the ancient world was no longer the seat of 
government, the injuries done to her in three successive captures were repaired, and 
some attempt was made to restore her to her former splendour. It was about this time 
that, according to Machiavelli, new names began to be given to places as well as to 
men; and the elements of the language of Dante and Boccaccio began to displace that of 
Virgil and Cicero.  

This brief interlude to the troubles of Italy terminated at the death of the great 
Gothic monarch. The kingdom then devolved upon Alaric, the son of Amalasciunta, the 
daughter of Theodoric, who did not long survive his illustrious grandfather. Shortly 
after his death, Amalasciunta was treacherously murdered by her chief minister, 
Teodotus, who was unable to resist the temptation afforded to him of supplanting a 
woman in her rights over the newly-erected kingdom. The ill-founded claims of 
Teodotus, and his unpopularity with his own subjects, presented to the emperor 
Justinian an opportunity, which he did not neglect, of recovering the provinces of the 
Western Empire. While he himself was devoted to theological studies, or occupied in 
framing the system of laws which has rendered his name famous among posterity, he 
sent the renowned Belisarius to Italy. The Goths, terrified at the approach of a general 
who had hitherto seemed the special favourite of Heaven, and disgusted at the 
incapacity of Teodotus, killed him, and elected one of their own countrymen, Vitiges, 
king in his room. The new king was conquered and captured by his great opponent, but 
managed, after his recall, to regain his ground. Belisarius was sent to Italy a second 
time, and the Goths, after having plundered Rome while he was at Ostia, fled at his 
approach; but the factious violence of parties at Constantinople compelled the emperor 
to recall him before he had time to do more than endeavour to repair the damages done 
to the ancient city in her last capture. The command of the armies of Justinian then 
devolved upon Narses, whose successes were equal to those of his great predecessor. 
But, as before, the jealousies and intrigues of the Eastern court were too great to allow 
the successor of Justinian to reap any permanent advantage from the victories of his 
general. After Narses had defeated and slain Totila, and his successor Teia, and had 
brought the kingdom of Theodoric, which had lasted for seventy years, under the 
dominion of its ancient masters, he saw the reward so justly due to his services 
conferred upon another. The Emperor Justin, at the instigation of his wife Sophia, 
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recalled Narses, and made Longinus governor, or, as it was thenceforward termed, 
exarch of Italy, in his room.  

The policy of the new exarch, as it had no small influence over the subsequent 
fortunes of the peninsula, deserves to be noticed. Abrogating all vestiges of the system 
of centralization, he appointed in every town or territory of importance a governor under 
the title of Duke. In this arrangement no favourable distinction was shown to Rome. 
The former mistress of the world now beheld the total abrogation of those offices that 
had been an object of ambition to Tully and to Cesar, and by which the most powerful 
of the subsequent emperors had deemed their dignity increased.  

The spirit of Narses, already roused by beholding the honours to which he 
thought himself entitled conferred upon another, was unable to brook the taunts with 
which the Empress Sophia answered his remonstrances. A fresh set of barbarians, 
known at that time by the name of Longobardi, or long-beards, and by that of Lombardi 
in more modern history, who had already established themselves in the cradle of the 
conquerors of Italy, the upper bank of the Danube, afforded ready ministers of 
vengeance to the injured and indignant general. The want of union in the country which 
Longinus had divided into duchies, caused it to be an easy conquest to this fresh horde 
of invaders. Under their king, Alboin, they made themselves masters of all the northern 
parts of the peninsula, including the provinces of Romagna or Flaminia, and Tuscany. 
After the murder of Alboin, and a series of intrigues, the events of which would furnish 
meet subject for the art of a tragic poet, and which seemed to foreshadow the unhappy 
celebrity of the Italians of the middle ages for the frequent use of the dagger and the 
bowl, the sovereignty of the Lombards devolved upon Clefi, who united to the talents of 
a conqueror the ferocity of a savage. On the death of Clefi, his subjects, disgusted with 
his severity, and mistrusting the form of government which had given scope for the 
exercise of such tyranny, changed their constitution and divided the conquered country 
into thirty duchies, thus continuing the disunion begun by Longinus in a land which 
seemed designed by nature to prove the truth of the saying of the wise man, “For the 

transgression of a country are its rulers multiplied”. Either because this constitution was 

as ill adapted for conquest as it had been for defence, or because the physical nature of 
the south of Italy presented impediments to their further progress, the Lombards never 
extended their dominions south of Benevento. Thus were left unoccupied those 
provinces which in subsequent times formed the basis of the kingdom of Naples. 
Several of the towns in the country north of Benevento, among which were Naples, 
Rome, Ravenna, Mantua, Pasina, Cremona, Monselice, Facuya, Padua, and Forli, were 
only partially occupied by the new conquerors. So soon as they had ceased to fear being 
disturbed in their new possessions by the Greeks, the duchies of Italy showed the same 
disposition to quarrel among themselves that the republics of the middle ages did when 
they were freed from the power of the emperor. For about 230 years Italy continued in 
this state, divided between the Greeks and the Lombards, and a new power which had 
sprung up at Rome, of which it is necessary to give some account.  

Towards the end of the second century various circumstances had contributed to 
give to the bishops of the Christian church a degree of power which does not appear to 
have been enjoyed by their predecessors. The great increase in their numbers, and the 
custom of holding councils or synods, rendered it necessary that those of each province 
should delegate some authority to one of themselves, who was denominated their 
Metropolitan; and the metropolitans in like manner showed the same deference to 
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another chief to whom was given the title of Patriarch. It is easy to see that, with the 
spread of the Christian religion, a great deal of legitimate and proper influence must 
naturally have accrued to this new order of ecclesiastics, and a great deal more than was 
either legitimate or proper might be attained by anyone who was sufficiently ambitious 
or artful to turn his position to account. From the earliest ages a variety of 
circumstances concurred in causing much deference to be shown to the patriarch of 
Rome. The absence of any metropolitans in the adjoining country, of course increased 
his local power. The very fact of his being resident at the imperial city, and being the 
spiritual head of an assembly of men, many of whom, as their religion began to gain 
ground, took no mean share in managing the affairs of the civilized world, rendered his 
position one of eminence throughout Christendom. After the removal of the seat of 
government to Constantinople, these latter causes were not without their effect on the 
patriarchs of that city, and they in consequence never deferred to the authority of those 
at Rome; but the long duration of the Eastern Empire caused the presence of the 
emperors to act as a salutary check upon the pretensions of the former, after the 
destruction of the Western Empire had given freer scope to those of the latter.  

The barbarians who overran the West showed no wish to interfere in the affairs 
of the church, or with the authority of its officers. Most of them, indeed, thought it 
desirable to conciliate the clergy, who possessed so much influence among those whom 
they wished to become their subjects; and the most enlightened among them, as 
Theodoric, looked upon the ministers of the Christian religion as the means of diffusing 
civilization among their untaught followers. The establishment of the court at Ravenna 
left the local authority of the Roman patriarchs more unbridled than before; and this 
authority was further increased by the subsequent abrogation of all the offices of the old 
Roman republic. Besides which, the tradition that Rome had first been erected into a 
bishopric by St Peter, caused no small degree of deference to be shown to one who 
might claim to be considered his representative.  

The long unsettled state of the West was, of course, favourable to the growth of 
the only power that had withstood the devastating tides of the barbaric invasions. At the 
end of the fifth, and the beginning of the sixth century, the pontifical authority was 
considerably strengthened by the talents of Gregory, bishop of Rome, surnamed the 
Great, in whose hands, as Mr Hallam justly observes, claims half disputed, or 
imperfectly asserted, assumed a more definite form. It is, however, difficult to ascertain 
over what extent of territory he claimed ecclesiastical jurisdiction; and in the opinion of 
some, though he inveighed against the title, he seemed desirous to exercise the 
functions, of universal bishop.  

In the period that followed the invasion of the Lombards, the holy chair was 
frequently filled by men sufficiently artful to profit by the contentions between them 
and the Greeks. These pontiffs lost no opportunity of receiving an acknowledgment of 
their claims, from whichever of the contending powers they deemed it advisable for the 
time to befriend; and they frequently did not scruple to make use of the authority that 
had thus accrued to them against the very party who had hoped to profit by their 
alliance. In the beginning of the seventh century, the Greek emperor Phocas 
acknowledged the claims of the bishop of Rome to the title of Ecumenical or universal; 
though this act seems in no way to have affected the independence of the subsequent 
patriarchs of the East. To the insidious policy of the Roman pontiffs, which continued 
through succeeding ages, Machiavelli ascribes the perpetuating of the discords of Italy, 
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which, commencing in the times of the Lombards, gave such continual opportunities to 
foreigners to interfere in its politics, and, after the fifteenth century, caused its final 
degradation in the scale of nations. And this it was that, in the eighth century, gave an 
opportunity to the Franks, whose monarchy was established in the province of ancient 
Gaul, and had just begun to acquire a considerable degree of stability and power, to 
interfere in the affairs of the peninsula.  

In the year 751, Aistolfus, king of the Lombards, having taken possession of 
Ravenna, and openly declared war against Pope Stephen II, the latter, to whom the 
power of the Greeks seemed now like a broken reed, fled to France, and openly 
besought the aid of King Pepin II. As a proof of the sanctity with which even then the 
person of the pontiff was regarded, it may be mentioned that, when he was on his 
journey for that purpose, he was allowed to pass unmolested through the territories of 
his enemies. The assistance sought for on the occasion was readily given by one who 
probably might have already been desirous of an excuse to carry his arms south of the 
Alps, and might have been so far imbued by the superstitions of the age as to have 
hailed the alliance of the pontiff as the means of securing the cooperation of Him whose 
vicegerent he pretended to be. The result of the expedition was certainly such as might 
have justified the most sanguine expectations. Aistolfus was forced to submit, and owed 
his life entirely to the intercession of the pope, who did not wish that his enemy should 
perish, but had rather that he should be converted and live. The king, though humbled 
for the time, forgot his vows of submission on the return of Pepin to France. The pope 
was therefore again obliged to invoke the assistance of Pepin; and on the second coming 
of that monarch, Aistolfus had the mortification of beholding Ravenna, where the Greek 
exarch had still continued to reside, and all the territory that was attached to that duchy, 
together with that of Urbino, and the March of Ancona in short, all those provinces 
which, together with the duchy of Rome, have continued to form the States of the 
Church assigned to his rival. And in order to invest the new dominions of the pope with 
whatever degree of dignity might still be attached to the name of the city of the Caesars, 
and to make this accession of territory appear like an ancient appendage, the appellation 
of Romagna was given to the newly acquired territories. The inclusion of the duchy of 
Ravenna in these territories must have been peculiarly gratifying to the bishops of 
Rome, as those of the former place, which for nearly four centuries had been the 
principal seat of government in Italy, had asserted their independence of the universal 
dominion claimed by the so-called successors of St Peter.  

In the sovereignty over the Lombards, Aistolfus was succeeded by Desiderius, 
duke of Tuscany, who, little expecting to find the talents of Pepin in his son Charles, 
made a rash attempt to expel the Roman pontiff from his newly-acquired dominions. 
This deed of aggression, or sacrilege, caused the pope again to appeal to the monarch of 
the Franks, and subjected the unfortunate Desiderius to the vengeance of the most 
powerful king and the most fortunate conqueror of the age. In the year 774, the great 
Charles crossed the Alps with an army, overcame Desiderius at the same place where 
Aistolfus had been made a prisoner, and made himself king of the Lombards. Six years 
afterwards, his son Pepin was crowned king of Italy; and twenty years later, when 
Charles had conquered a considerable portion of the old Western Empire, together with 
the provinces beyond the Rhine and the Danube, as far as the Baltic, Pope Leo III, 
willing to show him a favour, and to mortify the Greek empress, conferred on him the 
dignity of the representative of the Caesars. In return for these favours, the newly-
crowned emperor confirmed the Holy See in the possession of the territories that had 
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been assigned to it by his predecessor, and added some others. Thus did the first and the 
most talented of the new emperors establish and augment that power which, in the 
eleventh and twelfth century, was so bitterly hostile to his successors, and which ended 
by depriving them of all authority over the fairest, most wealthy, and most flourishing 
part of their dominions.  

This alliance between the spiritual and temporal heads of the western world 
continued as long as it suited the policy of each to maintain it. There were, however, 
many unsettled claims between them, which might at any time become fruitful sources 
of discord. As the empire extended as far as Benevento, the States of the Church were, 
of course, included therein; so that the degree of sovereignty which the popes were 
entitled to exercise in their own dominions was open to dispute. The emperors might 
also claim a right of interfering in the pontifical elections, to which it is probable that an 
ambitious hierarchy might be ill inclined to submit; for in the earlier ages of 
Christianity, as soon as the authority of the bishops of Rome began to be felt in the 
municipal regulations of the city, their elections were occasionally attended with such 
sedition and tumult as to call for the interference of the imperial troops. The emperors of 
Rome and of Constantinople occasionally tried to control the people and the clergy in 
their choice at these elections, according as they wished for the promotion of a 
favourite, or took part in the controversies of the day; but in the troubles of the empire 
they never opposed the united wishes of the great body of the church. Theodoric 
reserved for himself the right of passing a veto, but this was suffered to fall into disuse 
in the distracted state of Italy that followed his death. Charlemagne always insisted that 
his consent should be obtained before the consecration of any pontiff; and the clergy of 
his time were unwilling to dispute anything with the most powerful of monarchs and the 
most faithful of their friends. This right, however, was not insisted on by the feeble 
successors of the great emperor; and in course of time the selection of a pontiff 
devolved principally upon the cardinals, a new order of ecclesiastics, who were taken 
principally from the provincial bishops of the territory of Rome. On the other hand, as 
Charlemagne himself had been consecrated by Pope Leo III, and in some degree 
founded his own authority on the pontiff’s right of selection, the successors of Leo 

might avail themselves of this precedent to assert their right of interfering in the election 
of the emperors.  

It was, however, some time before these unsettled claims produced any disputes. 
Though the successors of Charlemagne were incapable of enforcing their rights in a 
distant province, and were trampled on by the French clergy, the bishops of Rome did 
not show them any disrespect. Thus, for the greater part of the ninth and tenth centuries, 
history makes little mention of Italian affairs, except when the debaucheries of the 
popes, or the intrigues connected with their elections, afforded matter of scandal against 
the church. The northern part of Italy, which had been subjugated by the Lombards, 
appears to have enjoyed a considerable degree of tranquillity and prosperity; while the 
south, which remained nominally subject to the Greeks, suffered considerably from the 
incursions of pirates.  

Though the kingdom of Italy had been conquered by Charlemagne, the 
Lombards, who had completely amalgamated with its former inhabitants, were left in 
the undisturbed enjoyment of their properties and titles. The country, as has already 
been stated, had originally been divided into thirty duchies; but this number was 
considerably diminished by the consolidation of the smaller ones, and, after the 
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expulsion of Charles the Fat, does not appear to have exceeded five or six. Besides these 
there had arisen, in the time of Charlemagne, a new order of nobles under the title of 
Counts, who were generally intrusted with the government of cities. Even under the 
monarchy of the Lombards, the authority of the kings over the great nobles and cities 
had never been very great, and under the enfeebled successors of Charlemagne it 
became little more than nominal. But at the end of the ninth century, Italy was invaded 
by the Hungarians, the last of the barbaric hordes from Pannonia by whom Europe was 
overrun; and its inhabitants, finding the necessity of a leader to defend them against 
these savages, chose Berengarius, duke of Fruili, as their king. Though his authority was 
at different times disputed by Alberic, duke of Tuscany, and Arnolph, king of the 
Burgundians, he managed to transmit the crown to his son, Berengarius II. The latter 
was so pressed by rivals that he was obliged to implore the assistance of Otho, king of 
Germany; and after he had thus secured himself, he became so unpopular among the 
chief nobles of his realm that they in their turn appealed to the German monarch. Otho, 
having again passed the Alps in the year 953, made Berengarius his vassal, and was 
himself crowned king of Italy at Milan. This last event is not a little remarkable, as 
being the first occasion on which a German monarch received the iron crown which 
afterwards became so famous in history. Ten years afterwards, the same Otho was 
consecrated emperor by Pope John XII; and though he was considerably beholden to the 
good offices of the pontiff, he did not hesitate to depose him, and, much against the will 
of the Roman populace, to erect a friend of his own in his place. On the deposition of 
the pontiff, there was read a catalogue of the crimes and vices laid to his charge; and 
though, for the sake of human nature, it may be hoped that most of them were untrue or 
exaggerated, yet, as they do not appear to have been thought incredible at the time, they 
afford melancholy proof of the public opinion concerning pontifical morality.  

The right of interfering in the election of the pontiffs, which had been revived by 
Otho, was exercised by his successors. The people frequently named a pope of their 
own, in opposition to the emperor, but were always obliged to give way. At no period, 
says M. Sismondi, is the history of the popes more stained with crimes than during the 
reign of Otho and his two successors; but, happily for the memory of the former, the 
chronicles which relate these crimes are too concise and obscure for the scandalous 
history to strike the imagination, or to imprint its details on the memory.  

The successors of Otho III (Henry II and Conrad) were too much engaged in 
other matters to take much part in the affairs of the popes. The former had a little 
difficulty in maintaining his power against Ardoin, marquis of Ivrea; and the latter, after 
some altercations with the great feudatory lords of Italy, who were evidently anxious to 
shake off the yoke of their German sovereigns, settled the laws of feudal succession at a 
diet held at Roncaglia in the year 1026. Passing thence to Rome, he was crowned 
emperor, and was afterwards too much occupied with Transalpine business to attend to 
the affairs of Italy. In 1039 he was succeeded by his son Henry III, who, however, was 
not able to visit Italy till seven years after his accession. Finding three rival popes on his 
arrival at Rome, he deposed them all, and chose in their place a German, under the title 
of Clement II. This right of nominating the pontiffs, which had been enforced by the 
Othos, but had been allowed to fall into disuse by their successors, was continued by 
Henry till the end of his reign, but seems never to have been abused.  

Henry III, dying in the year 1056, was succeeded in his kingdom, and afterwards 
in the empire, by his son Henry IV. That prince, being still a child, was left at Rome 
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under the tutelage of Victor II, a pope of the late emperor’s choice. But the death of 

Victor, which soon followed that of the emperor, and the minority of Henry, gave the 
people and clergy an opportunity of reasserting their independence, of which they did 
not fail to avail themselves. Nor were they without an adequate leader for the occasion. 
Among the clergy a considerable degree of influence had lately been acquired by a 
monk of the name of Hildebrand, a man who, in the words of M. Sismondi, united in 
himself all the energy of will which usually belongs to immoderate ambition, and all the 
hardness of a man who, having passed his life in a cloister, was a stranger to the feelings 
of humanity. Determined at once to maintain what he deemed to be the rights of the 
church, and to put an end to the scandalous abuses which appeared to justify the 
interference of the emperors, he often confounded the projects of his ambition with his 
duties as a reformer; and he seems not unfrequently to have persuaded himself, as he 
certainly tried to make others believe, that the two were identical. During the reign of 
the three popes who, for the ten years following the death of Victor, filled the pontifical 
chair, he was the chief director of the ecclesiastical policy, after which his own 
elevation to that seat gave him more ample opportunities of carrying his projects into 
execution. But, in the meantime, a new power had arisen in the south of Italy, of which, 
as it took some part in the contests between the popes and the emperors, it is desirable 
to trace the origin.  

As the Lombards had never extended their conquests beyond Benevento, the 
southern provinces of the kingdom, which had been conquered by Belisarius and by 
Narses, continued to remain under the dominion of the successors of Justinian. But the 
Greek empire, though it maintained its existence against the hordes who, issuing from 
the German forests and the Sarmatian and Scythian steppes, had occupied the provinces 
and completely subverted the government of Rome, was in its turn diminished and 
brought low by a fresh horde of invaders, who fell upon it with the rapacity of savages 
and the fury of fanatics. The Saracens, who date their rise from the reign of the founder 
of their religion, the celebrated Mohammed, had been constantly encroaching upon its 
southern and eastern frontiers, and had taken the provinces of Egypt, Syria, and Libya. 
Being thus completely masters of the Levant, and established along the southern shores 
of the Mediterranean, they betook themselves to piracy, and became as formidable on 
the sea as they had been redoubtable on land. The island of Sicily, so admirably adapted 
to be an entrepot of marine robbers, could not fail to attract the notice and whet the 
cupidity of these adventurers of the Tyrrhenian Sea. Accordingly, in the tenth century, 
we find them established in several places in that island, as also in the coasts of Apulia 
and Calabria, whence they became the scourge and the terror of those who lived near 
the shores of the Adriatic and the Mediterranean. The Greeks, unable to do anything of 
themselves, were glad to avail themselves of the aid of a Christian adventurer against 
their Infidel enemies. A band of the Northern freebooters, who had established a 
kingdom called after themselves in the province of Neustria in Gaul, and, after the 
example of the Franks, had embraced the Christian religion, extended their incursions to 
the Mediterranean and the Adriatic, and occupied some of the fortresses of Romagna 
and Apulia. To William Guiscard, the chief of these Normans, the Greeks cried in their 
distress. A nation of pirates and robbers, who seldom hesitated to attack the possessions 
of their less warlike neighbours, were too glad to avail themselves of an excuse to wrest 
some of the most glittering preys from their fraternity of the sea. Accordingly, William, 
being tempted by the promises of the Greek legate Melorco, attacked the Saracens in 
Sicily, and, with the assistance of the prince of Capua and Salerno, expelled them from 
the island. Disappointed, by the treachery of Melorco, of the reward which he had 
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expected in the scene of his victories, he made himself master of a considerable portion 
of the provinces of Apulia and Calabria, which still remained to the Greeks. To these 
provinces he was fortunate enough to obtain a title, in consequence of an ineffectual 
attempt made against him by Pope Leo IX, in the year 1053, who, after having been 
defeated and taken prisoner, was glad to purchase his liberty by sanctifying the 
usurpations of his captors. William was succeeded by his brother Robert, who 
conquered nearly all that still remained to the Greeks in the south of Italy. The popes 
confirmed the title of the Norman dukes to their conquests whenever they wanted the 
assistance of their new neighbours in their contests with the emperors. In the early part 
of the following century, Sicily was wrested from the Saracens by Roger, one of 
Robert’s descendants, who afterwards succeeded to the provinces of the south of Italy. 
Having obtained the title of king from the occupier of the Holy See, he completed his 
conquests by the subjugation of the independent republics of Amalfi and Naples.  

During the minority of Henry IV, no attempt was made to check the rising power 
and independence of the church. But the arrival of that monarch at years of discretion, 
and the subsequent succession of Hildebrand himself to the see whose councils he had 
so long directed, brought matters to a crisis between the two potentates, each of whom 
might claim a prescriptive right to elect and to depose the other. The immediate cause of 
their collision was a dispute concerning the question of investitures, which arose in the 
following manner.  

According to the feudal laws of Europe, none were considered the lawful 
possessors of the lands and tenements which they held from the emperors and the 
princes, until they had sworn allegiance to them as supreme proprietors, and received a 
solemn mark by which the property of their respective grants was transferred. No 
exception was made in favour of bishops or abbots, who were confirmed in their 
possessions with the same forms and ceremonies that were used in the investiture of 
others in their feudal tenements. This practically conferred the power of choosing the 
bishops and abbots upon the sovereigns, who, too often it is to be feared, bestowed the 
vacant benefice upon the highest bidder. The right of electing the chief dignitaries of the 
church had originally belonged to the people, but had subsequently lapsed to the clergy. 
The latter, solicitous to maintain the privileges of their order, tried to prevent the 
recurrence of these usurpations on the part of the princes, by consecrating the person 
whom they had selected to fill the post of any vacant bishopric or abbey. As the 
ceremony of consecration was deemed irrevocable, the sovereign was obliged to put the 
person whom the clergy had thus chosen in possession of the lands and dignities 
attached to his office. To defeat this stratagem on the part of the clergy, the emperors 
and princes ordered that, on the decease of any bishop or abbot, his ring and crozier, 
which were requisite for the consecration of his successor, should be sent to them. This 
decree was generally put into execution by the local magistracy and governors of 
provinces, to whom the illness and decease of the great ecclesiastics were generally 
known. Thus the temporary sovereigns of Christendom managed to retain the most 
valuable of the patronage of the church. This encroachment of the emperors, which was 
often turned to the worst purposes of simony, could not fail to excite the indignation and 
encounter the opposition of the most zealous of reformers and the most ambitious of 
pontiffs; and he accordingly sent ambassadors to remonstrate on the subject with Henry 
IV. The ambassadors were graciously received by that monarch, but were not allowed to 
hold any council in his dominions, or to proceed judicially against those who had been 
guilty of the practice of simony. The pontiff, undaunted by the opposition of the 
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successor of Charlemagne and Otho, astonished the princes of Christendom by 
excommunicating sundry bishops and abbots, who, being in high favour with the 
emperor, were thought to have a considerable share in the distribution of his patronage, 
and by openly propounding an anathema both against those who received the investiture 
of a bishopric or abbey from a layman, and also against those by whom such investiture 
might be performed. After the promulgation of this anathema and the decrees of 
excommunication, Gregory summoned the emperor to Italy to give an account of 
himself. Henry was not deficient in either spirit or resolution, and in his turn deposed 
Gregory from the pontificate, and issued orders for the election of another pontiff; but 
being harassed by a powerful party in Germany, whose alliance was courted, and whose 
opposition to the emperor was fomented by the pope, he at length deemed it expedient 
to succumb to his spiritual adversary. On February, 1077, he crossed the Alps to obey 
the summons of the pontiff. His arrival at the fortress of Canisi in Tuscany, where the 
pontiff then resided, was the occasion of a memorable scene, recorded by all the 
annalists of the time, and remarkable as a proof of the degree of insolence which the 
pontiff had attained, and of the humiliation to which one of his most spirited 
adversaries, under the vain hope of purchasing his friendship, consented to submit. For 
three days and three nights of the month of February, in the year 1077, did the emperor 
of Germany and Italy remain barefooted and clad in sack-cloth at the entrance of the 
fortress, awaiting the pleasure of the bishop of Rome to admit him to his presence. On 
the fourth day, the temporal head of the society of believers in the religion which orders 
its disciples to turn their left cheek to those that smite them on the right, consented to 
receive his suppliant rival. After much difficulty he granted him the absolution he 
demanded, but forbade him, till his further consent, to wear the insignia, or to exercise 
the functions of his imperial office. On his return to Germany, Henry, finding that he 
had failed by his concessions to heap coals of fire on the heads of his adversaries, again 
deposed Gregory, and defeated and slew Rodolph of Swabia, who had been elected 
emperor during his absence. He afterwards marched into Italy at the head of a powerful 
army, and after a protracted struggle, in which he was three times obliged to raise the 
siege of Rome, he made himself master of that city, chose a pope of his own, from 
whom he received the imperial crown, and besieged his mortal enemy, Gregory, in the 
castle of St Angelo. Before he could make himself master of the fortress, he was driven 
therefrom by Robert Guiscard, who, glad to purchase the pope’s patronage by his 
protection, conducted him to Salerno, where he ended his days in the year 1085.  

The war was continued by Henry, who might possibly have succeeded, if the 
clergy had not persuaded his sons to desert him. In the year 1091, his son Conrad 
revolted against him, and declared himself king of Italy. The emperor still maintained 
his ground, till the year 1106, when his son Henry, at the instigation of the same 
counsellors, seized his father, and obliged him to abdicate the empire an act which he 
could never have accomplished if it had not been for the influence of the clergy over the 
minds of the people, and the fear of the latter, lest haply, in siding with an 
excommunicated monarch, they should be found to fight against God. The grief 
occasioned by the defection of his son soon brought to the grave the broken-hearted 
emperor, who is said, during his last years, to have been occasionally in want of the 
necessaries of life.  

The clergy soon found that in the change of emperors they had merely got a 
change of adversaries. Henry V, when secured by the death of his father in the imperial 
sceptre, vigorously maintained what he conceived to be the imperial rights. This war of 
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investitures, as it is generally called, continued with various successes and some short 
cessation, till the election of Guy, archbishop of Vienna and count of Burgundy, to the 
pontifical chair, under the name of Callistus II. The great abilities, aided by the 
conciliatory qualities of this pontiff, enabled him to put an end to the contentions, of 
which all parties were now sufficiently weary. After much negotiation, a treaty was 
concluded at Worms in the year 1122, in which both disputants receded considerably 
from their original pretensions. But though this compromise was far from securing to 
the church all that had been demanded by the ambitious Hildebrand, yet the 
perseverance of the popes in the contest by which it was brought about made their 
position a very different one from what it had been in the reign of Henry III.  

After the termination of this war, we find all Italy, with the exception of the new 
kingdom of Naples, divided into a number of independent republics, of which, however, 
it is no easy task to discover the origin, and to trace the growth. The division of the 
country by the Lombards into so many duchies prevented that centralization which 
prevailed to a certain extent in other parts of Europe. As under the successors of 
Charlemagne the great nobles had begun to be virtually independent of the emperors, 
so, in the course of time, the people began to shake off the domination of the lords. In 
addition to this, the local power of the clergy, who in Italy were more independent of 
the popes than elsewhere, and the part which the populace had occasionally taken in the 
elections of the bishops, tended to give them some notions of municipal government. 
The invasions of the Huns and Saracens, which occurred during the tenth century, 
harassing as they were to the inhabitants of the country, were peculiarly auspicious to 
the independence of the cities. The weakness of the emperors, and the inability of the 
kings to defend the people, taught them to trust to their own right hands for the 
protection of their persons and their properties. The consequence was that they flocked 
into cities; the cities were fortified; each citizen acquired some skill in the use of 
weapons; and in every community were to be found men who had some knowledge of 
the arts of war. In the course of time there came to be established in most of them a 
regular republican government, of which, though its minor details varied in different 
cities, the following is a general outline:  

The chief management of the executive seems to have been entrusted to two 
magistrates, who, as in the ancient republic of Rome, were chosen every year, and 
denominated Consuls. In some places, the ministers of war, justice, and finance were 
appointed in the same manner. There was a council, consisting of one hundred citizens, 
chosen indiscriminately from all classes, who referred the matters debated on among 
themselves to the general assembly of the people. From this council were chosen a 
select few, whose business it was to deliberate on those affairs that might require 
secrecy and despatch, and to perform some of the duties of the executive. These last 
were known by the name of Concilii di Credenza, and their functions seem in some 
degree to have resembled those of cabinet ministers in Great Britain.  

This constitution is said by the historian of the Italian republics to have been 
granted to the cities by Otho the Great. The annalist of Italy, however, maintains that 
though, after the death of Otho II in 983, various attempts were made by the cities to 
form themselves into republics, there is no record of the establishment of any regular 
constitution till the year 1107, in which year he says that, all Lombardy being 
disordered by the wars of the Henrys, the inhabitants of Milan were fully determined to 
establish their liberty. Whatever may have been the date of their origin, it is certain that 
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these last-named contests were peculiarly favourable to their growth. Those cities that 
sided with the clergy naturally declared themselves independent of the emperor, and the 
emperors conceded their liberty to the others as the reward of their allegiance.  

It will readily be believed that the territorial nobles could not view with 
indifference the rising independence of the cities, and the flocking of the people within 
their walls; and accordingly, at the time of the first dawn of Italian liberty, we read of 
several wars between the citizens and the lords of the neighbouring country. But after a 
time both parties thought it better to come to terms. The people admitted the nobles to 
all the rights of citizenship, and occasionally appointed them to the first offices of the 
republic; and the nobles allowed the citizens free commerce with the cultivators of the 
soil, and abstained from offering any annoyance to the merchants when passing near 
their castles. So general had this custom become, that in the twelfth century it is said 
that the Marquis of Montferrat was the only noble-man who had not been admitted to 
the citizenship of some republic. It is not improbable that these citizen-noblemen and 
their descendants may have affected to look down upon the inhabitants of plebeian 
origin, and that their establishment within the city may have led to the formation of two 
distinct classes, and afforded materials for those party animosities which, for three 
centuries, continued in every state in Italy.  

These new republics, though devoted to industrial arts, and increasing in wealth, 
were by no means free from mutual jealousies and contests among themselves. Though 
these contests did not produce any lasting result in Italy, they are nevertheless worth 
referring to, as showing the degree of spirit and independence of the free cities. The 
constant rivalry between Pavia, the ancient capital of Lombardy, and Milan, the most 
flourishing of the independent cities; the wars between Lodi and Milan; the contentions 
between Crema and Cremona, the former of which sought the protection, and remained 
the firm ally, of Milan, are among the most interesting episodes of their history. The 
struggle maintained for ten years by Como against Milan, the heroic resistance and final 
submission of the latter, form the subject of a most interesting chapter in the work of M. 
Sismondi.  

When the Emperor Henry V died without children, in 1125, the electors were 
divided between the claims of two great German families, whose names soon became a 
byword of faction in their own country, whence it spread into Italy. The one of these 
were the Guelfs, the progenitors of the present royal family in Great Britain, and of the 
house of Este in Italy, several of whom had, in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, been 
dukes of Bavaria and Saxony. The others were called Ghibellines, a name which they 
derived from a village in Franconia. The latter, after four of their descendants in 
succession had attained the imperial dignity, began to look upon the crown of the 
Caesars as hereditary in their family. But the absence of their chief in the Holy Land, at 
the time that the last emperor had died without direct heirs, gave their rivals an 
opportunity of reviving their claims, and they proclaimed Lothaire, duke of Saxony, 
who indeed was the legitimate heir of Henry V, emperor. It was not long, however, 
before Conrad, duke of Franconia, head of the opposite party, returned from the Holy 
Land, and was acknowledged by many of the German nobles. After various contentions, 
the two rivals passed into Italy. Lothaire, who was the first to arrive at Rome, was 
crowned by the pope; but as he died shortly afterwards, no opposition was made to the 
subsequent consecration of Conrad. Both these emperors seem to have been content 
with the nominal recognition of their authority by the cities, and merely received from 
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them a certain gratuitous supply of provisions, entitled “Fodrum Regale”. On the death 

of Conrad in 1152, the claims of his son were set aside in favour of his nephew, 
Frederic Barbarossa. This measure is said to have been counselled by Conrad himself 
before his demise, as the father of Frederic had married a princess of the family of 
Guelf, and it was hoped that the issue of this marriage might find favour in the eyes of 
both families, and so terminate the factions that had so long rent the empire. But in Italy 
he was regarded as the representative of the Ghibellines; and he took so conspicuous a 
part in the affairs of that country, that, after his death, that name of Ghibelline was given 
to all those Italians who were supposed to be favourable to his policy or to the interests 
of his successors. The opponents of this party were called Guelfs, after the hereditary 
rivals of their paternal ancestors.  

In the year 1154 the new emperor came to Italy for the purpose of being 
crowned, and, not being content with the phantom of authority that had been left to his 
immediate predecessors, he desired to exercise over the Italian cities all the rights of 
sovereignty that had been assumed by, or granted to, the founders of the empire. To 
give effect to his views, he endeavoured to control the consular elections, in which 
former emperors had never interfered, and he sent to each city a governor of his own, 
under the title of Podestà. It was not long before the Milanese formed a powerful league 
against him, which was joined by all the communities of Lombardy, with the exception 
of a few which stood aloof from ancient jealousy. The pope put himself at the head of 
the party opposed to the emperor, and his example was followed by most of the 
provincial clergy.  

The war which thus broke out continued with various success for nearly thirty 
years. Though Frederic gained many advantages in the field, the cities, like the fabled 
giant of yore, seemed to gain strength by every successive defeat. Every act of 
vengeance intended to terrify them excited their spirit; every reverse showed them the 
necessity of union and organization. Twice was Milan taken : the latter time she was 
compelled to surrender at discretion, and utterly destroyed by the emperor. Crema 
shared the same fate : the pontifical city was taken and subdued, and the pope was 
compelled to escape by the Tiber from the castle of St Angelo. But when fortune 
seemed thus about to declare for the emperor, he was first taught, by a severe visitation 
of Providence, that his labour was but in vain. A sickness broke out in the camp, which 
carried off the flower of his army, and he was with difficulty able to escape with a 
remnant of his shattered forces across the Mont Cenis. On a subsequent occasion, his 
army suffered so much in the same manner before Alessandria, a new city which had 
been built by the Lombard league, and called after the reigning pontiff, that he seemed 
incapable of offering any resistance to the forces which were approaching to attack him. 
The confederate cities, in the hour of their triumph, showed a singular spirit of 
moderation : they declined to push matters to extremities by destroying his army, and 
merely insisted that he should disband his foreign forces and treat with them at Pavia. 
They were unable, however, to lay the foundations of a lasting peace; and in the 
following year hostilities were renewed, which terminated with the rout and total 
destruction of the imperial forces at Legnano, whence the emperor himself was obliged 
to escape in disguise. The decisive victory gained by the leaguers made the emperor 
consent to an armistice for six years; at the termination of which, whatever his restless 
spirit might have desired, the Germans refused to renew a contest which was frequently 
attended with disaster, and where even the most decisive victories failed to produce any 
adequate result. In 1184 the ambassadors of the emperor and the delegates of the cities 
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assembled at Constance, for the purpose of permanently settling the rights of the 
contending parties. A treaty was agreed upon there, whereby the cities were guaranteed 
in the enjoyment of all the republican rights which they could claim by usage; among 
which, those of levying war, of erecting fortifications, and of administering civil and 
criminal justice, were specially mentioned. The nomination of the magistrates was also 
left absolutely to the citizens; but those that were chosen by them had to go through the 
form of receiving the investiture of their office from an imperial legate. The customary 
tributes of provision during the emperor’s residence in Italy were preserved, and he was 

authorized to appoint, in every city, a judge of appeal in civil cases. The league of the 
cities for their mutual defence, which had been formed in their wars against Frederic, 
was confirmed; but they were every ten years to take an oath of allegiance to the 
emperor. From this, however, was to be excepted the city and the territories of Rome, in 
which the emperor was to resign those small vestiges of authority which had been 
conceded to him by the cities of Lombardy a circumstance deserving notice, as the 
Roman pontiff's, though they had taken upon themselves to appoint and to depose 
monarchs, had never previously been acknowledged as independent sovereigns.  

The emperor, after the treaty of Constance, and his reconciliation with the pope, 
found, in the crusade against Saladin, employment for that ambition which he had been 
unable to satisfy in the plains of Lombardy. A fever, brought on by bathing in the 
Cnidus, released his restless spirit from its tenement of clay. He was succeeded in the 
empire by his son Henry VI. This prince was destined, by his marriage, to exercise as 
great an influence over the destinies of Italy as his father had done by his wars and 
negotiations. By his union with Constance, daughter and sole heiress of William 
Guiscard, the kingdom of Naples became attached to the dominions of the 
representatives of the all-powerful house of Swabia, and involved in the politics of Italy 
and Europe. Henry was succeeded in his hereditary dominions by his son Frederic, and 
in the empire by Otho, duke of Bavaria. The new emperor, though belonging to the 
party which had always maintained the cause of the church and the Italian republics 
against his predecessors, soon found himself involved in hostilities with Pope Innocent 
III, a man possessed of many of the virtues and faults of Pope Gregory VII; and the 
pontiff, in revenge, raised up a rival to him in the person of Frederic of Swabia, already 
king of the two Sicilies. The death of Otho occurring six years afterwards, left the 
young prince in undisputed possession of the imperial sceptre.  

The succession of a member of the house of Swabia rekindled the flames of 
discord which had been partially extinguished during the reign of an emperor of the 
house of Bavaria. The republican party, in noways satisfied by the concessions of the 
first Frederic, or mollified by a long period of repose, endeavoured to withhold from the 
present emperor the little more than nominal rights of sovereignty that had been 
accorded to his grand-father. In this fresh contest they were soon joined by the Pope 
Gelasius, who, as his predecessor had been the first to assist Frederic to his greatness, 
was sorely disappointed in not finding in him the most implicit obedience. It was at this 
time, too, that the party names of Ghibelline and Guelf, which had hitherto been 
confined to Germany, passed into Italy. The former was, of course, given to the 
supporters of the emperor, the latter to the party of the church; and both continued in the 
peninsula long after the imperial crown had passed from the descendants of the house of 
Swabia.  
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The remaining history of this emperor presents little more than the recurrence of 
a series of contests of the same nature as those in which his grandfather was engaged. 
They only differ from them in that they were carried on by him rather for the 
maintenance of just rights than for the suppression of constitutional freedom, and in that 
his hostility was directed more against the party of the pope than against any association 
of cities. Thus, as every lover of constitutional freedom will incline to the part of the 
cities in their contest with the first Frederic, so every hater of anarchy, and every 
opponent of priestly usurpation, will wish that the victory had been on the side of the 
second. Successive pontiffs continued to pronounce excommunications one even 
attempted to get up a crusade against him; and in the year 1245, Innocent IV had him 
formally deposed by a council at Lyons. He, however, had some advantage in being 
able to employ as soldiers the Saracen inhabitants of his hereditary dominions of Naples 
and Sicily, who laughed at the papal weapons of excommunication, before which the 
Germans not unfrequently trembled. He maintained himself with ability and 
perseverance till the defeat and captivity of his natural son Hensius, in the year 1249. 
The battle in which this took place was principally between the forces of the Bolognese 
and Modenese, and had arisen out of a ridiculous quarrel about the abstraction of a 
pitcher, which has formed the subject of the celebrated mock-heroic poem of Tassoni; 
and it might not seem likely to have been attended with any important results upon the 
general issues of the war. But time and toil had produced their effects upon the emperor. 
His spirit was completely broken by the misfortune of his son. Both the temporal power 
and the spiritual influence of the Holy See was greater than it ever had been before, and 
excommunication was no longer devoid of terror for him who in his youth had attacked 
and defeated the pope with Saracen soldiers, and was strongly suspected of having been 
the author of the book entitled De Tribus Impostoribus, a term applied therein to the 
founders of the Jewish, Christian, and Mohammedan religions. To be reconciled to the 
head of the church, he implored the assistance and mediation of St Louis of France, then 
absent in Cyprus, and expired before his wishes could be gratified.  

The final penitence of Frederic did not wipe out the imputations of infidelity 
which, for the reasons above alluded to, were attached to his character; and his availing 
himself of the services of Infidels and foreigners must have in no small degree offended 
the reverential feelings of the Christians and the patriotism of the Italians. Some opinion 
may be formed of the manner in which his reputation suffered in consequence, from the 
circumstance that Dante, who was accused of being a violent Ghibelline partisan, and 
was certainly no favourer of pontifical ambition, places him in hell. The termination of 
his reign may be looked upon as the commencement of a new era in the history of Italy.  
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  CHAPTER II 

STATE OF ITALY AFTER THE DEATH OF FREDERIC II.  

ORIGIN AND EARLY HISTORY OF VENICE, PISA, GENOA, AND 
FLORENCE.  

   

  

THE death of Frederic II was followed by an interregnum of sixty years in the 
empire. The former event completely established the predominance of the papal power 
in Italy. In consequence of the latter, the Lombard republics ceased to have that 
solicitude for their liberty which, in spite of the rigid adherence of Frederic Barbarossa 
and his successors to the treaty of Constance, they always appear to have entertained 
under the Ghibelline emperors.  

The expression of Sallust with regard to the Roman republic, “It is incredible in 

how short a time the state increased after it had gained its liberty” may be applied with 

equal justice to the cities that had sprung from the ashes of the Roman empire, and 
extorted their freedom from those who claimed to be the successors of the Caesars. The 
causes of their rapid growth must be familiar to everyone who has paid any attention to 
the laws which regulate the wealth of nations. The conversion of the idle retainers of a 
barbarous king, or of a feudal lord, into productive labourers; the absence of tyranny, 
and of the fear of confiscation; the absolute certainty felt by every industrious man that 
he will be allowed to enjoy the fruits of his own labour; the interest taken by each 
citizen in the wellbeing of a state of which he was, or fancied himself, an independent 
member; the prevalent notion that merit, and not favour, led to promotion, were 
productive of their natural effects, both in the ancient mistress of the world and in the 
cities in whose fame Italy was destined to revive. But in both cases the intoxication of 
prosperity was followed by its usual results. The causes of the rapid degeneracy of 
republican states are as easy to explain as those of their rapid rise. For as it is with 
individual men, so it is with the collection of individuals that constitute a nation : the 
former require more than ordinary strength of character to stand a succession of good 
fortune; the latter need more than ordinary virtue to stand the great material prosperity 
which is the inevitable result of liberty. The career of many obscure individuals has 
been like that of the monarch who, in his youth, desired wisdom and virtue more than 
riches and power, but as soon as silver had become as plentiful as paving-stones in his 
capital, went a-whoring after other gods. The story of the plodding citizen, who in his 
youth was content with one dish on week-days, and a pudding on the Lord’s day, but 
after he had grown wealthy took a bribe, cursed his God, and died, will find many 
analogies in real life. The records that we have of the times of Marius and Sylla show 
how fallen was the state of those concerning whose forefathers it was said, that it would 
be easier to turn the sun from its course than to seduce them from the path of virtue. The 
sons of the victors of Legnano degenerated more rapidly even than the descendants of 
those who had stained with Punic blood the waters of the Mediterranean. Their fate 
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should be pregnant with instruction to all who maintain that a government has to attend 
only to the material prosperity of a nation, and that it may leave its morality to take care 
of itself. If the former be attained, it certainly cannot continue without the latter. The 
Italian republics fell, because they had not derived, either from philosophy or religion, 
sufficient virtue to stand their premature prosperity. Let their history be a warning to us; 
and in their fall let us “think of our own, despite our watery wall”.  

Hitherto the states of the peninsula had, for the most part, either acted together or 
been divided into two great parties, according as they favoured or opposed the claims of 
the emperors. No notice has, therefore, been taken of the fortunes of any one of them 
apart from the others. But since, as soon as they were freed from the fear of the common 
foe, they took to squabbling among themselves, it will be necessary to bestow separate 
attention on those that began from that time to assume a prominent position.  

The adoption of the geographical arrangement of the cities, made by Mr Hallam, 
will considerably facilitate the understanding of their subsequent history. They may be 
considered as divided into four groups or clusters, the first comprehending the cities of 
Western Lombardy, bounded by the Adige, the Alps, and the Ligurian mountains, of 
which Milan may be reckoned the chief; the second containing those of Lombardy east 
of the Adige, the principal of which are Verona, Vicenza, Mantua, Padua, and Trevigi; 
in the third may be placed the republics south of the Po, including some in that part of 
the Romagna that had been originally assigned to the church, of which Ravenna, 
Modena, Ferrara, Bologna, Forli, and Rimini, were the chief; and in the fourth the cities 
of Tuscany, whose fortunes are related in Florentine history. In addition to these 
republics, the history of each of the maritime states of Genoa, Pisa, and Venice is 
worthy of separate notice. The rest of Italy was comprised in the dominions of the 
Church and the kingdom of Naples.  

The three above-named maritime republics had hitherto taken little part in the 
general affairs of Italy, but they were certainly more powerful and wealthy than the 
other cities of the age. Piracy and pilgrimage, which, according to Gibbon, brought all 
the nations of the Middle Ages into intercourse, were the chief causes of their rise. The 
origin of Venice, at the time that Italy was invaded by the Huns under Attila, has 
already been mentioned. After their retreat, each fresh invasion of barbarians augmented 
the number of refugees who sought shelter in the sand-banks north of the Adriatic, and 
infused fresh elements of strength into the new community. The people who had carried 
with them the remains of Roman civilization looked down, as might be expected, upon 
the barbarian governors of Italy; they refused to acknowledge the sovereignty of any, 
with the exception, perhaps, of the semi-civilised Theodoric. In the beginning of the 
sixth century they were considerably annoyed by the Sclaves, a set of Eastern 
barbarians, who had overrun several provinces of the Greek Empire, and established 
themselves on the Illyrian coast of the Adriatic. The depredations of these troublesome 
neighbours was the first cause of the Venetians betaking themselves to sea, where their 
efforts made in self-defence imparted to them the skill, and their successes endowed 
them with the confidence, necessary for those who would be rulers of the ocean. Their 
victories over the Sclaves had made them masters of a considerable portion of Dalmatia, 
so early as the year 527. In the year 697, they adopted the form of government which, in 
the preceding century, had been established by Longinus in the rest of Italy : the office 
of Duke, which was subsequently called Doge, was first conferred upon Paul Luc 
Anapert. In the time of Pepin and Charlemagne they maintained their independence of 
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the Franks, as well as of the Lombards, both of whom they looked down upon as 
barbarians; but they were willing to be the allies, and sometimes even to claim the 
protection, or acknowledge the supremacy, of the more civilized Greeks. The 
destruction of several of their cities by the Franks first induced them to make the Rialto 
the seat of their government. The increasing feebleness of the Greeks was peculiarly 
favourable to their rising fortune : the former, unable to protect their remaining 
possessions against their multitudinous assailants, conceded to the cities of Dalmatia 
and Illyria the right of defending themselves; and these cities, having formed an 
association against a new set of pirates, the Narentines, put the Venetians at their head. 
The same success that, four centuries before, had attended their efforts against the 
Sclaves crowned those made against the new disturbers of their tranquillity, whom they 
completely drove from the north of the Adriatic. The fate that invariably attends states 
that trust to the protection of a powerful neighbour against a distant foe befell the Greek 
cities of the Adriatic they became the subjects of her whose alliance they had sought as 
a boon. In the year 997, Pietro Ursulo, the chief of the Venetians, received the homage 
of many of these cities and islands, and acquired for himself and his successors the title 
of Doge of Venice and Dalmatia.  

The armed pilgrimage of the nations of Europe, to expel the Saracens from the 
Holy City, completed for Venice what the piracy of the Sclaves and Narentines had 
begun. The incursions of the latter had forced them to build, for purposes of defence, the 
ships which now yielded them considerable profits, by conveying the troops of the 
Crusaders to the coast of Syria; and the supplying these warriors with provisions soon 
opened to them a lucrative trade with the nations of the East. In the words of M. 
Sismondi, the citizens, uniting commerce with warfare, brought the richest cargoes to 
Venice in fleets, which made the Infidels tremble. Their naval strength in the year 1099 
was computed at two hundred vessels. In the new Latin kingdom of Jerusalem they 
established several small colonies, whose inhabitants were ruled by their laws, and in 
every respect treated as subjects. In their return from the Crusades, the Venetians, 
forgetful of their ancient ties of friendship and allegiance, ravaged several of the Greek 
islands, and enlarged their dominions on the coasts of the Adriatic.  

The rise of Pisa began at a period long posterior to that of Venice. The first 
notice that we have of its maritime importance is in the year 980, when Otho II asked its 
inhabitants to supply him with vessels to conquer the two Sicilies. The Saracen pirates 
excited the maritime energy of her inhabitants, as the Sclaves and Narentines had roused 
that of the Venetians; the neighbouring cities of the Maremma put themselves under her 
protection as those of Dalmatia had done with Venice, and in time underwent the same 
fate. The possession of the island of Corsica was a subject of contention between them 
and Muset, king of the Moors, whom they expelled from it in the year 1017, and again 
in the year 1050. In the year 1100 they furnished a fleet of a hundred and twenty vessels 
to the Crusaders, though they did not make the same advantageous terms for themselves 
as the Venetians had done. The spirit of jealousy that could not fail to arise between 
these two maritime states showed itself in their fights at the island of Rhodes. In 1108 
Tancred, the hero of Tasso, conceded to the Pisans the same privileges of establishing 
colonies in the East that were enjoyed by their rivals.  

Genoa, divided from the plains of Lombardy by an amphitheatre of hills which 
rise in successive ridges above the sea, was never much occupied by the Lombards, and 
remained subject to the Greeks long after the former had been firmly established in their 
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other possessions. Thus the elements of civilization which had to be reformed in the rest 
of Italy were never entirely extinguished in it, and this circumstance was probably one 
of the causes of its early pre-eminence. The necessity of holding communication by sea 
with the eastern metropolis, and its dependencies in Italy, to which access by land in the 
turbulent reign of the Lombards was difficult, caused its sons to turn their attention to 
navigation. In the year 936 their city was taken and pillaged by the Saracens, and the 
losses they sustained on this occasion for a time made them inferior to the Pisans. But 
the successes of the latter against Muset strongly excited their jealousy, and aroused 
their energy. In a short time the protection of Genoa was sought, and her supremacy was 
acknowledged by the cities of the Riviera, as that of Pisa and Venice had been by their 
maritime neighbours. She was, however, able to furnish only twenty-seven vessels to 
the Crusaders. Nevertheless, at the beginning of the twelfth century, she sustained a war 
of fourteen years with Pisa. The taking of Constantinople by the Latins, which enabled 
her to establish the colony of Pera on the Golden Horn, besides several others in the 
Black Sea, considerably augmented her resources.  

Among the inland republics, that of Florence became so conspicuous in the 
subsequent annals of Italy that its state at the time of Frederic II’s death is deserving of 

notice. The city itself had been originally founded by the inhabitants of Fiesole, an old 
Roman colony, the ruins of which may still be seen on a hill overlooking the valley of 
the Arno, the steepness and ruggedness of which were said, even in the fourteenth 
century, to have left their impress on the character and temper of those that dwelt 
beneath. At the time that Pisa was clearing the Mediterranean of pirates, or transporting 
the wealth of the East to the shores of Italy and France, the history of Florence is 
involved in partial obscurity, and her happy state at that period, if there is not much 
exaggeration in the encomiums of Dante, it must have verified a celebrated adage of the 
Greek tragedian. She appears never to have shown any opposition to the claims of the 
emperors, and when they were not in a position to enforce their authority she yielded a 
ready obedience to the dukes and marquises of Tuscany. About the middle of the 
twelfth century, in consequence of the will of the Countess Matilda, she became part of 
the property of the church; but she soon afterwards returned to the dominion of her old 
feudal lords. Thus, while the other cities of Italy were suffering from the violence of 
civil wars and internal dissensions, the Florentines remained a united people, obedient 
always to the will of the conquerors, and seeking no boon but to be allowed to live in 
peace. In the words of Dante: 

  

Saw her so glorious and so just, that ne’er  

The lily from the lance had hung reverse,  

Or through division been with vermeil dyed.  

   

But as bodily infirmities, the later they come, are the more pregnant with danger, 
and are more likely to be fatal, so Florence, too, as she had been the last to engage in the 
party politics of Italy, was afterwards more afflicted and lacerated thereby than any 
other city in the peninsula. She was first led to take a part therein in consequence of 
internal divisions arising from a private quarrel about an alleged breach of marriage. 
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The name of the recusant bridegroom’s family was Buondelmonte, that of the family 
who considered themselves aggrieved Uberto. Dante laments the evils that this quarrel 
caused to flow upon his country and his people in the following passage: 

   

The house, from whence your tears have had their spring,  

Through the just anger, that hath murder’d ye  

And put a period to your gladsome days,  

Was honour’d; it, and those consorted with it.  

Buondelmonti! what ill counselling  

Prevail’d on thee to break the plighted bond?  

Many, who now are weeping, would rejoice,  

Had God to Ema given thee, the first time  

Thou near our city earnest.  

                                       Par. XVI. 135.  

   

Buondelmonte was finally killed in a tumult at the foot of the statue of Mars a 
circumstance which, seventy years afterwards, was looked upon as ominous of the 
dissensions which he first introduced into the hitherto tranquil city. It is alluded to by 
the poet in the following verses : 

   

Florence! on that maim’d stone which guards the bridge,  

The victim, whence thy peace departed, fell.  

   

This act of violence extinguished all hopes of an amicable adjustment of the 
difference between the two powerful families; the whole city was forthwith divided into 
factions, one determined to avenge the death of the murdered man, the other equally 
resolved to resist any deed of aggression on the part of those who fancied themselves 
injured. Both parties, says Machiavelli, were strong in fortified castles, in connections, 
and in the numbers of their adherents, and thus they continued at enmity for the space of 
thirty years, till Frederic II entered the city and espoused the cause of the Uberti. By his 
powerful assistance the Buondelmonti were banished. The exiled party naturally 
became Guelfs, as their opponents, being supported by the emperor, of course became 
Ghibellines. So universal was the spirit of party at this time, and so great was its 
supposed influence over the subsequent fortunes of the city, that the names of the 
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principal families attached to each side have been preserved. Such was the origin of the 
contentions that, for more than two centuries, continued to prevail in the city which was 
the abode of Dante and Boccaccio, of Michael Angelo and Lorenzo di Medici.  
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CHAPTER III 

KINGDOM OF NAPLES. REPUBLICS OF ROMAGNA   

  

  

THE hostility of the pontiffs to the house of Swabia did not cease after the death 
of Frederic. The heads of the Christian church continued to visit the sins of that emperor 
upon successive generations of his descendants. Innocent IV lost no time in making 
himself master of the city of Naples. Here, however, he had soon to encounter the 
opposition of Conrad, the lawful heir of Frederic, who died in the year 1354, while his 
son Conradin was yet under age. The management of the kingdom of the Two Sicilies 
was undertaken by Manfred, natural son of Frederic, a prince of no ordinary abilities, 
who, either for the sake of strengthening his temporary authority, or, as is more likely, 
with the view of retaining the regal power in his own hands, gave out that Conradin was 
dead, and proclaimed himself king of Naples. The vigour and abilities of Manfred, 
displayed in, the rapid reorganization of the Ghibelline party, which had become 
formidable under so able a chief, struck terror into the breast of the successor of 
Innocent, Pope Urban IV, who, like some of his predecessors, endeavoured to persuade 
men that his own interests were identical with those of the kingdom of Christ, and 
preached a crusade against the king of Naples. Lest the spiritual zeal of the princes of 
Christendom should fail to supply him with succours sufficient to rid him of such a 
powerful adversary, he whetted the ambition of a son of the king of France, Charles, 
prince of Anjou, by assigning to him the kingdom of the Sicilies, which the bishops of 
Rome had never ceased to claim as a fief of the Holy See. Manfred lost no time in 
organising an army sufficiently powerful to oppose the invading forces of the 
Frenchman: fortune, however, was against him. After a most heroic resistance, he was 
defeated and slain in the year 1166, near Benevento. In spite of his suspicious conduct 
as regards the kingdom of his nephew, his origin, his talents, and his heroic defence of 
his country against a foreigner, have always caused him to be ranked among the heroes 
of Italian history. Even if he had possessed no merits of his own, Dante’s beautiful 

description of him in the lines  

   

Comely and fair, and gentle of aspect  

He seem’d, but on one brow a gash was marked.  

   

could hardly fail to impart a degree of interest to his character and adventures. Perhaps 
it might be difficult to find a more impartial estimate of his actual deserts than that 
given in the words which the poet puts into his mouth  

  

My sins were horrible : but so wide arms  
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Hath goodness infinite, that it receives  

All who turn to it. 

  

The enmity displayed to his very memory by the successor of Urban, Clement 
IV, by whose order the bishop of Cosenza refused to allow his body to be buried in 
consecrated ground, has received notoriety from the following lines  

  

Been of Cosenza’s shepherd better scann’d,  

Who then by Clement on my hunt was set,  

Yet at the bridge’s head my bones had lain,  

Near Benevento, by the heavy mole  

Protected; but the rain now drenches them,  

And the wind drives.  

                                     Purg. III. 120.  

  

Three years afterwards, Charles defeated Conradin, the lawful heir of Conrad, at 
Tagliacozzo, and sullied his victory by the execution of his rival. This act of barbarism 
was merely the prelude to a series of cruelties by which he endeavoured to avenge 
himself on his enemies, and to extirpate his opponents. In prosecution of the latter 
purpose, he succeeded in completely annihilating or banishing from his dominions the 
race of Infidels, of whose assistance Frederic and Manfred had continually availed 
themselves in their wars against the reputed head of the church. His unrelenting 
persecution of the Sicilians, among whom the Saracens were principally located, drove 
the former to the frenzy of despair; and after a slight provocation given by one of his 
soldiers in the year 1282, they rose up with one accord, and butchered, or banished from 
the island, all the French. Having thus shaken off the yoke of the conquerors, they 
transferred their allegiance to Peter of Aragon, husband of Manfred’s daughter 

Constance, called by Dante  

  

My fair daughter go, the parent glad  

Of Aragonia, and Sicilia’s pride.  

                                             Purg. III. 115.  
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with whom they had for some time past been carrying on negotiations. The husband of 
Constance is alluded to by the same poet in the well-known lines  

  

He so robust of limb, who measure keeps  

In song with him of feature prominent,  

With every virtue bore his girdle braced.  

                                                        Purg. VII. 112.  

  

An attempt to reconquer the island was made by the son of the king of Naples, 
afterwards known as Charles II. He was, however, taken prisoner in an engagement with 
the fleet of Peter; but on the death of his father, two years afterwards, he was liberated, 
on the condition of his consenting to the independence of Sicily. But after the death of 
Peter of Aragon, the head of the Christian church released him from his engagements. 
Peter was succeeded in his Sicilian dominions by his sons James and Frederic 
successively, whose inferiority to their sire and to their elder brother, who inherited the 
throne of Aragon, is thus lamented by Dante  

  

And if that stripling, who behind him sits,  

King after him had lived, his virtue then  

From vessel to like vessel had been pour’d;  

Which may not of the other heirs be said.  

By James and Frederick his realms are held;  

Neither the better heritage obtains.  

Rarely into the branches of the tree  

Doth human worth mount up.  

  

But Charles II was also inferior to his father, and the hatred of the Sicilians to the 
house of Anjou was so great that, in spite of the incapacity of their rulers, they 
succeeded in maintaining their independence. In the year 1303, Frederic was formally 
acknowledged king of Sicily. Charles died six years afterwards. His eldest son, Charles 
Martel, bad succeeded to the kingdom of Hungary in right of his mother, and died in the 
year 1297. Dante makes him tell his own story, and the expectations that awaited him 
had he survived his father, in the following words  
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                A short date below  

The world possessed me: had the time been more,  

Much evil that will come, had never chanced.  

   

               The left bank  

That Rhone, when he hath mixed with Sorga, laves,  

In me its lord expected; and that horn  

Of fair Ausonia with its boroughs old,  

Bari and Croton, and Gaeta piled,  

From where the Trento disembogues his waves,  

With Verde mingled, to the salt sea flood.  

Already on my temples beamed the crown  

Which gave me sovereignty over the land  

By Danube washed, whereas he strays beyond  

The limits of his German shores.  

                                                                   Par. VIII. 49.  

   

Nor was his son Carlo Hubert allowed to realize these expectations, as the 
kingdoms of Naples and Provence were assigned to Charles II’s second son, Robert, 

who appears to have inherited much of his grandfather’s talents.  

The period that elapsed from the death of Frederic II till the defeat of Conradin at 
Tagliacozzo may be said to be the culminating point of the power of the popes. The 
Ghibellines were completely subdued in every city of Italy, with the exception of 
Florence; and whatever hopes they may have entertained from the talents of Manfred 
seemed to have been completely crushed by the result of the battle of Benevento. But 
the immoderate ambition of Charles of Anjou soon benefited them in the same manner 
that that of Frederic Barbarossa had formerly imparted strength to the party of the 
church. As there was, at this time, no emperor in Germany, Charles persuaded the pope 
to nominate him imperial vicar; and the papal interregnum of thirty-three months, which 
followed the death of Clement, appeared to him a favourable opportunity of making 
himself master of Italy. For this purpose he convoked a diet of the Lombard cities at 
Cremona, where some of them agreed to defer to his authority; and others, though they 
would not take him as their lord, said that they would feel honoured by his alliance and 
friendship. But in these ambitious projects he was violently opposed, both by the heads 
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of the old Ghibelline party, and by many patriotic Italians, who became attached thereto 
for the same reasons that their ancestors had joined the Guelfs. The result was, that 
every city in the peninsula was torn by the most violent internal dissensions. In the 
words of Muratori, for a considerable time the greater part of Italy was in a state of ruin; 
and factions and civil discords began to acquire fresh vigour in the cities. Thirty years 
afterwards the Tuscan poet laments the state to which his country was then reduced, in 
the following verses  

  

Ah, slavish Italy! thou inn of grief!  

Vessel without a pilot in loud storm!  

Lady no longer of fair provinces,  

But brothel-house impure!  

   

While now thy living ones  

In thee abide not without war; and one  

Malicious gnaws another; ay, of those  

Whom the same wall and the same moat contains.  

                                               Purg. VI. 76.  

   

The papal interregnum ceased in the year 1271, on the election of Gregory X. 
The sole aim of the new pontiff was said to be public good and universal peace. While 
he steadily opposed the ambition of Charles, he endeavoured to allay the factions which 
raged in every state in the peninsula; and, under the vain hope of finding someone to 
whom they might look up in their troubles, he persuaded the electors of Germany to 
choose an emperor from their countrymen. But the death of this pontiff, which took 
place five years after his accession, extinguished all hopes of allaying the troubles of 
Italy. The characters of his successors were not such as were likely to have any 
influence with the contending parties, or indeed to obtain any respect for the heads of 
the church. Most of them were chiefly intent upon enriching themselves or aggrandizing 
their relations, and they have received a most unenviable notoriety from having been 
described as undergoing the most grotesque punishments in the Inferno of Dante. After 
three ephemeral popes, the holy chair was occupied by one of the noble Roman family 
of Orsini, under the title of Nicholas III. This pontiff was a most unflinching opponent 
of Charles of Anjou, and showed little scruple in the measures he took for the 
advancement either of his own family or of the church. He compelled the king of Naples 
to resign the title of imperial vicar, which had been conceded to him by Clement IV, 
and supported Peter of Aragon in his claims to the kingdom of Sicily. From the 
Emperor Rodolph he procured an acknowledgment of all the documents, whether real or 
spurious, which guaranteed the independence of the Territories of the Church. But he 
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made every object subservient to that of gaining riches for himself, and power for his 
relations. For the part he took against Charles he is said to have taken money from Peter 
of Aragon, as is implied in the following expression of Dante  

   

And look thou well to that ill-gotten coin,  

Which against Charles thy hardihood inspired.  

                                                           Inf. XIX. 103.  

   

Machiavelli says of him that, with the view of protecting the church both against 
the French, who were then in Italy, and against the Germans, who might at any future 
time be there, he entertained the design of making two kings of his own family, the one 
to reign in Tuscany, the other in Lombardy. His partiality to those of his own name is 
briefly alluded to by Dante in the following pithy expressions: 

   

And of a she-bear was indeed the son,  

So eager to advance my whelps, that, &c.  

   

The grotesque nature of the punishment awarded to him by Dante is as follows: 

   

                            From out the mouth  

Of every one emerged a sinner’s feet,  

And of the legs high upward as the calf.  

The rest beneath was hid. On either foot  

The soles were burning; whence the flexile joints  

Glanced with such violent motion, as had snapped  

Asunder cords or twisted withes. As flame,  

Feeding on unctuous matter, glides along  

The surface, scarcely touching where it moves;  

So here, from heel to point, glided the flames.  

            ‘Master! say who is he, than all the rest  
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Glancing in fiercer agony, on whom  

A ruddier flame doth prey?’  

                                            Inf. XIX. 24.  

   

After his death, Charles managed to get a creature of his own elected in his place. 
One Martin of Tours, a Frenchman by birth, was chosen under the title of Martin IV. So 
well did he do the bidding of his patron that, in the words of the annalist of Italy, he 
emptied the treasury of excommunications against all Ghibellines, and against anyone 
who was supposed to be lukewarm in his attachment to Charles. He seems, however, to 
have been free from many of the vices which caused such scandal against the church; 
for Dante, the great censor of the public characters of that period, merely finds fault 
with him for his addiction to the pleasures of the table, to which he alludes in the 
following words:  

   

Purges, by long abstinence, away  

Bolsena’s eels and cups of muscadel.  

   

and assigns him no worse punishment than exclusion from Paradise, till he had grown 
thin by fasting in Purgatory.  

The two immediate successors of this pontiff continued the practices of simony 
and nepotism, which had been begun by Nicholas III. But they had not either the mental 
or physical capacity to take much part in the politics of Italy; and from the declaration 
that Dante puts in the mouth of Nicholas III, that he did not expect to be removed from 
his position of torture till the death of a pontiff that came after them, it may be inferred 
that their practices were not so bad as to condemn them to the punishment assigned to 
the less scrupulous followers of Simon Magus. They were succeeded by Celestine V, a 
man whose extraordinary mildness of disposition recommended him to Charles II, king 
of Naples, as likely to be a passive instrument in his hands. Singularly enough, this 
quality, which prevents most men from rising to fame, has immortalized him, by 
making him the hero of the oft-quoted line in Dante:  

   

Who to base fear  

Yielding, abjured his high estate.  

   

Finding his post little suited to his disposition, he was persuaded to resign in 
favour of a cardinal of considerable talent and violent temper, who succeeded him under 
the title of Boniface VIII. It seems strange that the humbleness of mind, contempt of the 
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world, and delicacy of conscience, the qualities which, in the words of Muratori, 
induced him to take a step which all must admire, but few or none can imitate, have 
obtained for him no higher award from the great poet and censor of the age than to be 
placed among:  

   

The wretched souls of those, who lived  

Without or praise or blame  

. . . . From his bounds Heaven drove them forth,  

Not to impair his lustre; nor the depth  

Of Hell receives them, lest the accursed tribe  

Should glory thence with exultation vain.  

                                                       Inferno. III. 35.  

   

The abilities of the new pontiff, Boniface VIII, were such as might have restored 
the influence of, though his general character was not likely to insure respect for, the 
church. But his talents proved abortive through his ungovernable temper. He soon 
became involved in the most violent disputes with the Colonna, one of the leading noble 
families at Rome, against whom he endeavoured to get up a war of extermination under 
the name of a crusade. To this abuse of the power intrusted to him, Dante alludes in the 
following verses:  

   

The chief of the new Pharisees meantime,  

Waging his warfare near the Lateran,  

Not with the Saracens or Jews, (his foes  

All Christians were, nor against Acre one  

Had fought, nor traffick’d in the Soldan’s land.)  

                                                        Inf. XXVII. 85    

   

He began by supporting Albert of Austria against Adolphus of Nassau, in his 
contest for the imperial crown; but when the former had succeeded, and his 
ambassadors had come to Rome to request the head of the Christian church to 
acknowledge him in his new dignity, he said that Albert was a rebel and a traitor; and 
putting the crown on his own head, and seizing a sword, he added, “It is I that am 

Caesar it is I that am emperor it is I that will defend the rights of the empire”. He was at 
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first a violent supporter of the French party in Italy; and to strengthen their influence he 
invited Charles of Valois, brother of Philip of France, to adjust the differences of 
Florence, and to assist Charles II of Naples to reconquer Sicily. But, not long 
afterwards, the arrogance of his demands and the impetuosity of his temper involved 
him in a serious quarrel with the French king. The sequel of this contest is so 
remarkable, as having been attended with fatal consequences to the pontiff himself, and 
having given to the papal dignity, which Gregory and Innocent had done so much to 
exalt, a blow from which it never recovered, that it is deserving of special notice.  

Boniface, presuming it may be either on his own power, or on the gratitude to 
which he thought himself entitled from the king of France, began to interfere both in the 
internal affairs and in the foreign policy of that kingdom more than was pleasing to 
Philip. At length the insolence of the pontiff reached its height, in appointing a new 
bishop of Pamiers, and constituting him his ambassador to Philip, under the title of 
apostolic legate. The king, however, showed so little respect to the representative of 
Boniface, that, after some differences with him, he accused him of high treason and cast 
him into prison. But though he thus set at defiance the person who claimed to be the 
head of the Christian church, he managed to secure the support of the majority of the 
French clergy, while the French nation in general espoused his quarrel as their own. At 
last one of the members of the house of Colonna, who was then residing at Paris, set out 
to Italy with three hundred horse; and having been joined shortly after his arrival there 
by a considerable body of the partisans of his family, he seized Boniface and cast him 
into prison. On the 11th of October 1303, in little more than one month after his 
incarceration, the pontiff expired, as was supposed, of grief and passion at the 
indignities to which he had been subjected. This result of the pope’s quarrel with Philip 

showed how much the pontificate had fallen in power and dignity since Frederic II had 
been obliged to succumb to its opposition. And though few were inclined to respect 
Boniface personally, yet many regarded his treatment as an insult directed against the 
religion of which he was then generally allowed to be the head. The allusion made 
thereto by Dante:  

   

Lo! the flower-de-luce  

Enters Alagna; in his Vicar Christ  

Himself a captive, and his mockery  

Acted again. Lo! to his holy lip  

The vinegar and gall once more applied;  

And he ‘twixt living robbers doom’d to bleed.  

                                                   Purg. xx. 85.  

   

doubtless expresses the sentiments of many excellent Christians, who disapproved as 
much as the poet of priestly ambition and simony. However, his punishment on earth 
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did not prevent the poet condemning him in the next world to the tortures suffered by 
the other popes who had been guilty of similar abuses of their power. In the passage 
descriptive thereof, already quoted, the last simoniacal pope, who is supposed to have 
the gift of seeing future events, expresses his expectation that Boniface would come to 
the same place of torment as himself, in the following words:  

   

Already standest there, Boniface!  

So early dost thou surfeit with the wealth,  

For which thou fearedst not in guile to take  

The lovely lady, and then mangle her?  

                                                Inf. XIX. 53.  

   

The various allusions made by Dante, who may be allowed to be the best 
historian of the times, to the evil practices of Boniface and his predecessors, are worthy 
of notice, as illustrating the manner in which the heads of the Christian church had 
abused their power and were fallen in estimation. In referring to the golden florin, which 
not long before had been coined at Florence, he uses the following expression:  

   

The cursed flower,  

That hath made wander both the sheep and lambs,  

Turning the shepherd to a wolf.  

                                        Par. IX. 130.  

   

In the succeeding stanzas he gives us to understand that the besetting sin of 
avarice, for which he so severely censures the heads of the Christian church, had 
extended also to the cardinals and the clergy:  

  

                                          For this,  

The gospel and great teachers laid aside,  

The decretals, as their stuft margins show,  

Are the sole study. Pope and Cardinals,  

Intent on these, ne’er journey but in thought  
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To Nazareth, where Gabriel oped his wings.  

                                                                     Par.IX. 133.  

   

Towards the conclusion of his Divine Comedy he makes St Peter describe the 
vices of his then representative Boniface, in the following terms:  

   

                                        My place  

He who usurps on earth, (my place, ay, mine,  

Which in the presence of the Son of God  

Is void,) the same hath made my cemetery  

A common sewer of puddle and of blood :  

The more below his triumph, who from hence  

Malignant fell.  

                      Par. XXVII. 22.  

   

After supposing that this allusion to the avarice of the clergy causes the heavens 
to become dark, as at the time of the crucifixion, the poet makes the apostle proceed to 
say:  

   

Not to this end was Christ’s spouse with my blood,  

With that of Linus, and of Cletus, fed;  

That she might serve for purchase of base gold.  

                                                           Par., XXVII 40.  

   

And then, alluding to the papal interference in Italian politics, he proceeds:  

   

No purpose was of ours,  

That on the right hand of our successors,  
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Part of the Christian people should be set,  

And part upon their left; nor that the keys,  

Which were vouchsafed me, should for ensign serve  

Unto the banners, that do levy war  

On the baptized : nor I, for sigil-mark,  

Set upon sold and lying privileges:  

Which makes me oft to bicker and turn red.  

                                         Par. XXVII. 46.  

   

Perhaps there is no more remarkable passage relative to the corruption of the 
church in the thirteenth century than that in which he makes a comparison, which has 
frequently been renewed by the Protestant controversialists of later times:  

   

Of shepherds like to you, the Evangelist  

Was ware, when her, who sits upon the waves,  

With kings in filthy whoredom he beheld ;  

She, who with seven heads tower’d at her birth,  

And from ten horns her proof of glory drew,  

Long as her spouse in virtue took delight.  

                                                   Inf. XIX. 109.  

   

And in the following stanza he expresses his opinion on the much-debated 
question of church endowments, which shows that, in his judgment at least, they had not 
worked well in his country:  

   

Ah, Constantine! to how much ill gave birth,  

Not thy conversion, but that plenteous dower,  

Which the first wealthy Father gain’d from thee.  

                                                              Inf. XIX. 118.  
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The result of Boniface’s contest with the king of France showed both the nobles 
of Rome and the monarchs of Europe how little they need now dread the authority of 
the successors of the Gregorys and Innocents. He was succeeded by Benedict XI, who 
has received the commendation of all historians for the amiability of his disposition and 
the uprightness of his intentions. But it was not long before his declared wishes to 
avenge the death of his predecessor made him obnoxious both to the king of France and 
to the powerful family of the Colonna. A few months after his election he retired to 
Perugia, under the pretext of seeking a cool retreat from the heats of the dog-days, but in 
reality, as was thought, because the hostility of the nobles had made Rome an 
unpleasant residence. Shortly after his arrival at his summer quarters, he expired, either 
from fever brought on by the season, or from poison administered by his enemies. After 
a short lapse of time, the pontifical dignity was conferred on Raimond, archbishop of 
Bordeaux, who, though chosen by one party of Roman cardinals on account of his 
supposed hostility to the king of France, had also secured the support of that monarch, 
by promising to give him full pardon for his treatment of Boniface, and conceding to 
him many of the points which had been the cause of their disputes. The new pope took 
the name of Clement V. Either from love of his native country, or from fear of the 
turbulence of the Romans, he fixed his residence at Avignon, whither he summoned all 
the cardinals to attend him. Thus, says the annalist of Italy, did the apostolic see pass 
into France, where it remained for seventy years in a captivity similar to that of the Jews 
at Babylon, inasmuch as it was obliged to obey the will of the French monarchs, and 
caused thereby innumerable disorders, both in the church and in Italy. From the allusion 
to him that Dante puts in the mouth of Nicholas III while suffering punishment in hell:  

   

For after him,  

One yet of deeds more ugly shall arrive,  

From forth the west, a shepherd without law.  

                                         Inf. XIX. 84.  

   

and from the following reference to him in the Paradise:  

   

Whom God will not endure  

the holy office long; but thrust him down  

To Simon Magus.  

                       Par. xxx. 145.  
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it may be inferred that, though he had given up the habitation, he had not forsaken the 
evil practices, of Nicholas and Boniface.  

For upwards of half a century after the death of Frederic, the emperors had little 
to do with Italy. None of his descendants ever attained the imperial dignity. After an 
interregnum of some years, the title of Caesar was given to men who had never set foot 
in Germany, and took but little interest in the politics of central Europe. It finally passed 
to Rodolph of Hapsburg. The circumstance of this prince having been the first emperor, 
since the death of Frederic, who possessed more than the name of authority, raised the 
expectations of the Ghibelline chiefs, and of many excellent Italian patriots, including 
Pope Gregory X, who thought that order would be restored to the republics by the 
control of a powerful monarch. But the politics of Italy did not possess the same 
attractions for a native of Austria as they had done for the son of Constance of Naples. 
He devoted his time and his energies to the conquest of the bleak and unattractive 
provinces which were contiguous to the dominions of his father, and looked upon the 
country that was termed the garden of Europe as a remote and unmanageable 
dependency. For this conduct he is eulogized by M. Sismondi, and decried by Dante in 
the following words : 

   

He, who sits high above the rest, and seems  

To have neglected that he should have done,  

who might have heal’d  

The wounds whereof fair Italy hath died,  

So that by others she revives but slowly.  

                                                  Purg. VII. 94.  

   

In the year 1278 he sent a legate into Italy, who acknowledged the supreme 
authority of the pope over the cities and republics in the Territories of the Church, and 
sold unconditional liberty to many of the states of the Peninsula that for a long time had 
been virtually free. He was succeeded by Adolphus of Nassau, who was deposed by 
Albert of Austria, both of whom remained strangers to Italy. The answer made by Pope 
Boniface to the ambassadors of the latter, when he requested the holy pontiff to 
acknowledge him as emperor, has already been related. Albert was reigning in the year 
1300, in which Dante supposed his vision to take place, and is thus apostrophized by the 
poet for treading in the footsteps of his sire:  

   

Oh German Albert! who abandon’st her  

That is grown savage and unmanageable,  

When thou shouldst clasp her flanks with forked heels.  
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Just judgment from the stars fall on thy blood;  

And be it strange and manifest to all;  

Such as may strike thy successor with dread;  

For that thy sire and thou have suffered thus,  

Through greediness of yonder realms detain’d,  

The garden of the empire to run waste.  

                                               Purg. VI. 98.  

   

In the year 1308, just eight years after the imprecation contained in the fourth 
line of the above passage was supposed to have been spoken, the monarch fell by the 
hands of an assassin. The actions of his successor, Henry VII of Luxembourg, in some 
degree accorded with the views and the expectations of the Tuscan poet. In the year 
1310 he made an expedition into Italy, and endeavoured to heal the wounds of the land, 
by curbing the violent chiefs of both factions, Ghibelline as well as Guelf. In the year 
1311 he had the iron crown at Monza placed on his head; and in the following year he 
was crowned emperor at Rome, not without some opposition from Robert, king of 
Naples. His conduct was so much approved of by the poet, that he is placed by him in 
one of the highest seats in heaven, and eulogised in the following terms:  

   

In that proud stall,  

On which, the crown, already o’er its state  

Suspended, holds thine eye ...  

                                   … shall rest the soul  

Of the great Harry, he who, by the world  

Augustus hail’d, to Italy must come,  

Before her day be ripe.  

                       Par. xxx. 135.  

 

He might possibly have realized the expectations of his friends, if, in the year 
after his coronation at Rome, he had not been carried off by a fever or poison at 
Buonconvento. The words of the annalist of Italy, “That even his Guelf opponents allow 

him to have been endowed with so many virtues, and such illustrious talents, that he 
may be compared to the most glorious who ruled the Roman empire, and that it need not 
be said that, if the extraordinary ills of Italy were at that time capable of being healed, 
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one could not have chosen a better physician”, show that the eulogy of Dante was 

neither partial nor exaggerated. But, in the words of the same writer, death spoiled all 
his measures, and the malady of the Italians continued to be aggravated from that day.  

In most of the republics of Italy, the spirit of discord, the commencement of 
which has already been noticed, led either to a state of chronic anarchy, or to despotism. 
Of the former, Florence affords a memorable example. The origin of the factions caused 
by the quarrels of the Buondelinonti and Uberti and the banishment of the adherents of 
the former by Frederic II, have already been detailed. After the death of that emperor, in 
the year 1250, those that had been driven into exile by him were allowed to return, and 
efforts were made by the most patriotic of the citizens to appease all past differences. 
They also formed a new constitution somewhat resembling that of the other republics, 
in which the chief management of affairs was intrusted to a council of twelve citizens, 
called Anziani. When order had thus been restored among the people, and the benefit of 
self-government had been given to them, she increased as fast as the other free states of 
the peninsula. She soon rose to pre-eminence among the cities of Tuscany. The 
inhabitants of Pistoia, Arezzo, Sienna, and Volterra, became her allies or her subjects. In 
this brief interlude of prosperity and repose, many causes conspired to give a 
preponderance of power to the Guelfs : the citizens of the republic were naturally 
inclined to look upon the church as the guardian of their liberties; most of the 
Ghibellines had made themselves personally disliked during the time of Frederic II; and 
their aristocratic tendencies were viewed with suspicion by a people who wished above 
all things for self-government. The Ghibellines, with the view of regaining the 
ascendency they had lost, opened secret negotiations with Manfred; but, on the 
discovery of their intrigues by the Anziani, they were banished from the city. In their 
exile and their distress they renewed their application to the son of Frederic, and, by the 
aid of a timely reinforcement from him, they were enabled to defeat their enemies at 
Monte Aperto, near the river Arbia. The loss of this battle by the Guelfs has generally 
been ascribed to the treachery of one of their own party, Bocca degli Abati, known to 
every reader of Dante for his unenviable position:  

   

Blue pinch'd and shrined in ice the spirits stood,  

Moving their teeth in shrill note like the stork.  

                                            Inf. XXXII. 34.  

   

The same person is supposed to be struck accidentally by the poet, and thus to 
address him:  

‘Wherefore dost bruise me?’ weeping, he exclaimed.  

‘Unless thy errand be some fresh revenge  

For Montaperto, wherefore troublest me?’  

                                          Inf. XXXII. 79.  
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The Ghibellines returned to their native city, whence the whole of the opposite 
faction fled in dismay. All accounts concur in stating that their behaviour, in their hour 
of prosperity, was sufficient to justify subsequent unpopularity. Alluding thereto, Dante 
says : 

  

‘The slaughter and great havoc’, I replied,  

‘That colour’d Arbia’s flood with crimson stain  

To these impute, that in our hallowed dome  

Such orisons ascend’.  

                                  Inf. x. 83.  

  

Machiavelli says that they put their native country entirely under the dominion of 
Manfred, abrogating all the ancient offices, and all traces of the former constitution; 
whence the people, who had always been ill inclined towards the Ghibellines, became 
their bitterest enemies, which was the cause of the subsequent ruin of the party. The 
victors even carried their animosity so far as to propose demolishing the walls of 
Florence, lest they should protect the free citizens of the republic; and they might 
probably have carried their iniquitous project into execution, if they had not been 
prevented by the patriotism of one of their own leaders, Farinata degli Uberti. The hero 
who thus saved his native city is placed by Dante in the regions of the damned, and 
made to tell his own story in the following words :  

  

‘But singly there I stood, when, by consent  

Of all, Florence had to the ground been razed,  

The one who openly forbade the deed’.  

                                                           Inf. x. 89.  

  

The Ghibellines continued to reign supreme at Florence under direction of Guido 
di Novello, till the defeat of Manfred raised the hopes of the opposite party. They then 
thought it politic to endeavour to curry favour with the people, and declared their 
willingness to establish a popular government. For the purpose of effecting this, Guido 
brought from Bologna two cavaliers of a new order, called Fratri Godenti the one a 
Guelf, the other a Ghibelline whom he made chief magistrates of the city, under the title 
of Podestà, and established a semblance of a constitution. The chief council of the state 
was formed by thirty-six citizens, chosen, without any regard to party, for their 
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reputation for talents and virtue. The inhabitants of the city were divided into twelve 
companies, called Arts, distinguished by their trades or professions, of which seven 
were denominated the greater Arts, and five the lesser Arts. Each art had its own 
magistrate; and to each was assigned a separate standard, which its members were 
bound to follow, wherever their services might be required for their country’s good. The 

privilege of electing their own magistrates appears at first to have been restricted to the 
greater Arts, but was in the course of time extended to the lesser, whose number was 
also increased from seven to fifteen.  

The new government, however, did not give the satisfaction expected. The 
Podestae, in spite of their professions of impartiality, were strongly suspected to be 
secret favourers and abettors of the Guelfs. For this reason Dante has assigned them a 
place among the hypocrites in Hell. He makes them tell their story in the following 
words :  

  

Joyous friars we were,  

Bologna’s natives; Catalano I,  

He Loderingo named; and by thy land  

Together taken, as men use to take  

A single and indifferent arbiter,  

To reconcile their strifes. How there we sped,  

Gardingo’s vicinage can best declare.  

                                              Inf. XXIII. 103.  

  

Guide himself was ere long driven out of Florence. The prospects of the 
Ghibellines were further depressed by the defeat of Conradin, and the confirmation of 
the power of Charles of Anjou. For some time both parties were allowed to remain in 
the city, though that of the Guelfs was infinitely the stronger in the number of its 
adherents, and in popularity with the lower orders. They seem, indeed, to have 
possessed one great advantage over their opponents, in that they readily rallied, if they 
did not actually acquire fresh strength, after each successive defeat. It would be difficult 
for any writer of prose to sum up the history of their party in language as concise or as 
forcible as that employed for the purpose by Dante. Farinata, the patriot Ghibelline, by 
whose sole counsel the buildings of the Athens of Italy were saved from destruction, is 
supposed thus to address the poet when alluding to his forefathers, who are well known 
to have been Guelfs: 

  

                                Fiercely were they  
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Adverse to me, my party, and the blood  

From whence I sprang : twice, therefore, I abroad  

Scattered them.  

                             Inf. x. 45.  

  

To which the poet supposes himself to reply  

  

Though driven out, yet they each time  

From all parts, answered I, returned; an art  

Which yours have shown they are not skilled to learn.  

                                                    Inf. x. 48.  

  

The power and the relative number of the Guelfs was further increased by the 
entry into the city of Charles of Anjou, which was the cause of the departure of many of 
the principal Ghibellines. About the same time, also, a new constitution was established, 
the distinguishing feature in which was the great number of legislative councils.  

It would be alike tedious and unprofitable to go through the details of party 
warfare, and the changes in the form of government, that took place in this city from 
this time till the commencement of the fresh quarrels at the end of the century. The 
instability of the national institutions is pithily described by Dante in the following 
apostrophe to his native city: 

  

               Athens and Lacedaemon, who of old  

Enacted laws, for civil arts renown’d,  

Made little progress in improving life  

Towards thee, who usest such nice subtlety,  

That to the middle of November scarce  

Reaches the thread thou in October weavest.  

How many times within thy memory,  

Customs, and laws, and coins, and offices  



READING HALL THIRD MILLENNIUM LIBRARY 
 

 
45 

Have been by thee renew’d, and people changed.  

               If thou remember’st well, and canst see clear,  

Thou wilt perceive thyself like a sick wretch,  

Who finds no rest upon her down, but oft  

Shifting her side, short respite seeks from pain.  

                                                                     Purg. VI. 139.  

  

The uprisings and downfallings of each party varied chiefly with the politics of 
the popes, of whom some were the zealous friends, and others were the opponents, of 
the house of Anjou, and one at least was honestly anxious to put an end to the 
dissensions which had been the bane of the republic. The tendency of the variations of 
the constitution was chiefly in the direction of democracy. The highest authority in the 
state came at last to be committed to three magistrates, called Priori degli Arti, who 
might be of any rank, provided they were engaged in some trade. Their number was 
finally increased to eight; and sometimes as many as twelve were chosen. In the course 
of time they came to be honoured with the appellation of Signori. In the year 1298 a 
palace was built, in which they were to hold their deliberations, and to live at the public 
expense. Having found, at the beginning of their career, that they were unable to enforce 
obedience to the laws from the most powerful among the nobles, they chose a supreme 
magistrate every year, called Gonfaloniere della Giustizia, who was to be ready with 
one thousand armed men, to make their authority respected, whenever it should be 
necessary. To the great influence of these magistrates, chosen as they were from the 
populace, Machiavelli ascribes the final fall of the Florentine aristocracy.  

About this period, also, appeared the first symptom of the jealousy between 
Florence and the neighbouring republic of Pisa, whence sprang the wars which, in the 
subsequent century, form such frequent episodes in the history of Italy. Up to the 
middle of the thirteenth century, Pisa had far surpassed all the other cities of Tuscany in 
power and wealth, and, unlike most of them, she was now attached to the cause of the 
Ghibellines. These two circumstances were sufficient to excite their envy and dislike. 
The complete defeat of her armaments near Meloria, by the Genoese, in the year 1284, 
emboldened them to attack her. In the following year the Florentines formed a league 
against her, with the avowed purpose of demolishing her walls, and compelling her 
inhabitants to disperse through the country. The Pisans put themselves under the 
protection of Ugolino della Ghiradesca, who has been immortalized by being the subject 
of one of the finest cantos in the poem of Dante. Instead of his bringing his great talents 
and his courage to bear against the enemies of his countrymen, he purchased an 
ignominious peace by surrendering their fortified castles to the Lucchese, who had 
joined the league of the Florentines. A subsequent act of treachery so exasperated those 
who had voluntarily submitted themselves to him, that they shut him up in a tower, 
since known by the name of ‘Torre della fame’, where he died of starvation. For this act 

of cruelty the Pisans are thus apostrophized by Dante:  
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Oh, thou Pisa! shame  

Of all the people, who their dwelling make  

In that fair region, where the Italian voice  

Is heard ; since that thy neighbours are so slack  

To punish, from their deep foundations rise  

Capraia and Gorgona, and dam up  

The mouth of Arno; that each soul in thee  

May perish in the waters.  

                                     Inf. XXXIII. 79.  

  

About ten years later, the Pisans, under Guido di Montefeltro, completely 
defeated the Guelfs of Florence and Lucca.  

Towards the end of the thirteenth century, the condition of Florence is described 
by all historians as being sufficiently prosperous. Even the contentions of the Guelfs 
and Ghibellines seemed likely to die a natural death. But it was not long before the rapid 
increase of prosperity destroyed all virtue. As in the Roman republic, “wealth begat 

luxury and avarice, together with pride”; so at Florence the poet declared:  

  

An upstart multitude and sudden gains,  

Pride and excess, oh Florence! have in thee  

Engender’d.  

             Inf. XVI. 73.  

  

The same bard also thus pithily describes the grandeur of his country, and the 
demoralization of his countrymen: 

  

Florence, exult! for thou so mightily  

Hast thriven, that o’er land and sea thy wings  

Thou beatest, and thy name spreads over hell.  

                                               Inf. XXVI. 1.  
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Events, however, soon showed that the spirit of discord, though scotched, was 
not extinct. An altercation having arisen at Pistoia, in the year 1296, between two 
members of the family of Cancellieri, the most powerful in the city, one of the 
contending parties lost his temper and inflicted a blow on his adversary. The offender 
went on the following day to tender an apology, but the other was so incensed that he 
ordered his attendants to seize him and to amputate his hand. This was the cause of a 
feud, in which all the members of the family of Cancellieri ranged themselves on either 
one side or the other. One of the ancestors of that family had had two wives, one of 
whom was named Bianca, which circumstance gave the names of Bianchi and Neri to 
the parties into which his descendants were split. This feud rapidly extended itself to 
Florence, where a considerable rivalry already existed between two great families, the 
Cerchi and Donati. An accidental rencontre brought it to an issue at Florence, just as it 
had been originally caused at Pistoia. In their hurry to see some dancing girls on a 
festival day, some of the Cerchi rode up against some of the Donati, which was the 
cause of so much irritation that swords were drawn, and blood was shed. The principal 
families of Florence divided themselves into factious as readily as they had done on the 
occasion of the quarrels of the Buondelmonti and the Uberti. In the year 1301 a serious 
affray took place between the two parties; the whole city was in arms; the law, and the 
authority of the Signoria, among whom was the poet Dante Alighieri, was set at naught 
by the great men of each side, while the best citizens looked on with fear and trembling. 
The Donati, fearing that unaided they would not be a match for their adversaries, 
proposed that they should put themselves under a ruler of the family of the king of 
France. Such a direct attack on the independence of the state was not to be borne by the 
Signoria, among whom the poet had great influence. At his instigation they armed the 
populace, and with their assistance compelled the heads of the contending parties to lay 
down their arms, and sent into exile Messer Donati and others who had proposed the 
calling in of foreigners. A sentence of banishment was also pronounced against the most 
violent men of the party of the Bianchi, most of whom, however, were allowed, under 
various pretences, to return to their country.  

The party of the Donati in their exile carried on those intrigues which they had 
commenced while at home. They derived considerable assistance from the king of 
France’s brother, Charles of Valois, whom Pope Boniface had brought into Italy. That 

prince managed, by means of promises, which he subsequently violated, to get 
admission for himself, together with several of the Neri, and the legate of the pope, into 
Florence. He then produced letters, generally suspected to be forgeries, charging the 
leaders of the Bianchi with conspiracy. The popularity of the accused party had already 
been on the wane, and after a violent tumult, the chief men among them, including 
Dante, were obliged to leave the city; their goods were confiscated, and their houses 
destroyed. The sufferings entailed on Florence by the treacherous conduct of the French 
prince are thus alluded to by the exiled poet:  

  

From France invites another Charles :  

Unarm’d he issues, saving with that lance,  

Which the arch-traitor tilted with; and that  



READING HALL THIRD MILLENNIUM LIBRARY 
 

 
48 

He carries with so home a thrust, as rives  

The bowels of poor Florence.  

                               Purg. xx. 69.  

   

From this time Corso Donati, the head of the faction of the Neri, became the 
chief man at Florence. The accounts of its state at this period, taken from the most 
credible historians, warrant us in thinking that the severe invectives of Dante are not to 
be ascribed merely to indignation or resentment at the harsh treatment he had received. 
The conduct of the ruling party throughout seems to justify fully the use of the 
expressions volpi, and lazzi sorbi; and the subsequent fortune of the republic answers to 
the prophecy: 

  

Their course shall so evince their brutishness,  

To have ta’en thy stand apart shall well become thee.  

                                     Par. XVII. 66.  

  

The city was rent by more violent dissensions than ever. There were now three 
distinct sources of contention the jealousy between the people and the nobles, the 
disputes between the Bianchi and the Neri, and those between the Ghibellines and the 
Guelfs. It was in vain that the legate of Pope Benedict, a man of great piety, went thither 
for the sake of trying to restore order. The inhabitants showed how little they respected 
him by exhibiting a scandalous representation of hell on the river Arno; and, after 
renewing his efforts without success, he cursed the city and departed.  

The reign of Corso Donati ended like that of most of those who have succeeded 
to power by popular violence. Six years after the banishment of his adversaries he was 
suspected, not without reason, of endeavouring to make himself independent of 
constitutional restraints. The Signori declared him guilty of rebellion. After a protracted 
resistance he made his escape from the city, but was pursued and taken at Rovesca. 
When he was led captive by those among whom his authority had lately been 
paramount, he threw himself under his horse, and after having been dragged some 
distance, he was despatched by one of the captors. His end is thus alluded to by the 
poet, whom he had driven into exile: 

  

Lo! he, whose guilt is most,  

Passes before my vision, dragg’d at heels  

Of an infuriate beast. Toward the vale,  
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Where guilt hath no redemption, on it speeds,  

Each step increasing swiftness on the last;  

Until a blow it strikes that leaveth him  

A corpse most vilely shatter’d.  

                                    Purg. XXIV. 82.  

  

The party that had been raised by Corso Donati continued to hold the chief power 
at Florence even after the death of their chief. The exiled faction, in the words of one of 
their leaders, already quoted, had not learned the art of returning to their country as well 
as their adversaries. Four years after the events alluded to, the emperor, Henry VII, 
made some negotiations in their favour, which but imperfectly succeeded. The 
Florentines, however, were awed when he approached their city at the head of his army; 
and in the extremity of their danger they implored the assistance of king Robert of 
Naples, and made him Lord of their city for the space of five years. The emperor’s 

mysterious death at Buonconvento freed them from their alarm.  

While the kingdom of the Sicilies was rent asunder by the conflicting claims of 
the houses of Aragon and Anjou, while Rome was distracted by the turbulence of her 
nobles and disgraced by the simony of her pontiffs, while Florence was rent by civil 
dissensions as violent as any which history has recorded, the republics in the north and 
north-east of Italy fell under the dominion of feudal lords or agitating demagogues, both 
of whom rose to the importance of hereditary sovereigns. The Italian scholar need 
hardly be reminded of the description given by Dante of the state of the peninsula at this 
period: 

  

So are the Italian cities all o’erthrong’d  

With tyrants, and a great Marcellus made  

Of every petty factious villager.  

                                          Purg. VI. 124.  

  

In Milan, which had taken the lead in the opposition to the house of Swabia, the 
ascendency of the Guelfs was for a time completely established. Among the leading 
families of the dominant party were the Torri, who soon became all-powerful in their 
native city. In the course of time the altered circumstances of Italy, and the fickleness of 
the populace, wrought their effects the scattered forces of the Ghibellines were 
recruited, and the authority of the Torri began rapidly to diminish. As the power of the 
former increased, they succeeded in driving the latter into exile, and establishing their 
own supremacy in the city, which had once been the headquarters of the party of the 
church. The leading family on their side were the Visconti, whose descendants in the 
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subsequent century acted such an important part on the stage of Italian politics. Towards 
the end of the thirteenth century Otho Visconti managed to transmit to his nephew, 
Matteo, the supremacy which he had originally established in Milan, and extended over 
some of the neighbouring cities. This prince increased the dominions left to him by his 
uncle, and strengthened his position by marrying his daughter to Alboino della Scala, 
the Signor of Verona, whose power was then paramount in Eastern Lombardy, and his 
son to the widow of Nino di Gallura, a daughter of the Marquis of Este, who had 
established a principality at Ferrara. This latter marriage is alluded to in the following 
beautiful verses by the deceased husband, whom Dante represents as meeting him in 
purgatory: 

  

            Tell my Giovanna, that for me she call  

There, where reply to innocence is made.  

Her mother, I believe, loves me no more;  

Since she has changed the white and wimpled folds,  

Which she is doomed once more with grief to wish.  

            For her so fair a burial will not make  

The viper, which calls Milan to the field,  

As had been made by shrill Gallura’s bird.  

                                                   Purg. VIII. 71.  

  

In spite of his talents, Matteo Visconti was vanquished by a league of the 
neighbouring lords, whom his ambition had made his enemies, and was obliged to leave 
Milan, to which the family of the Torri were recalled. After a short period he was 
permitted to return. For some time the heads of the opposite parties remained in the city, 
and seemed to bid against one another for the favour of the people. In this state they 
continued till the visit of Henry VII to Italy, when Visconti managed to rid himself of 
his rivals by an ingenious artifice. On the arrival of that monarch in Milan, he 
endeavoured to rekindle the ancient animosity between the Germans and the Italians 
instigating his countrymen to turn to ridicule the less refined manners of their visitors, 
and frequently suggesting to them the feasibility of taking up arms for the purpose of 
expelling the so-called barbarians from their city. As soon as the passions of the soldiers 
and the populace seemed to him sufficiently inflamed, a tumult was excited by the 
agency of some of his creatures. When the alarm of this was sufficiently spread, he 
betook himself, accompanied by his sons and several of his adherents, to the emperor, 
and brought him the intelligence that the Torri were anxious to seize his person, for the 
purpose of ingratiating themselves with the pope, and thereby bringing the city under 
their exclusive dominion. At the same time he made him the most magnanimous offers 
of rendering him all the assistance in his power. Henry was thoroughly deceived by this 
artifice; and though he had always been desirous of acting with strict impartiality 
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towards the rival factions in Italy, on this occasion he had no hesitation in joining his 
forces with those of the Visconti, for the purpose of attacking their personal rivals, who 
were at this time busily engaged in a vain attempt to restore order in the city. The 
members of the family of Torri were completely taken by surprise; some of them were 
killed on the spot, and the remainder were driven into exile with the loss of their 
property. Thus was the dynasty of the Visconti established in Milan.  

In the west of Lombardy, the marquises of Montferrat and the counts of Savoy 
continued to maintain their ancient pre-eminence in their respective districts. Susa, 
Turin, and Aosta became subject to the former; the latter extended their dominions over 
Novara, Vercelli, and Alessandria. Their power, however, soon came to be 
overshadowed by the rising fortunes of the Visconti.  

In the north-eastern corner of Italy the influence of the old Lombard lords, which 
had been extinguished there as in most other parts of the peninsula, was succeeded by 
that of a family that had accompanied one of the emperors from Germany. The 
contiguity of that part of the peninsula to the last-named country, and its physical 
nature, rendered the exercise of feudal tyranny comparatively easy. The eye of a 
traveller passing from Verona to Padua may still be struck by one or two isolated hills, 
which seem as it were designed by nature to be meet residences for the tyrants of the 
surrounding plains. One of these gave birth to a person destined to become the scourge 
of the neighbouring country. In the words of the poet of the Middle Ages:  

  

In that part  

Of the depraved Italian land, which lies  

Between Rialto and the fountain-springs  

Of Brenta and of Piava, there doth rise,  

But to no lofty eminence, a hill,  

From whence erewhile a firebrand did descend,  

That sorely shent the region.  

                                        Par. IX. 21.  

  

Eccelino di Romano, the person referred to by the poet, was descended from a 
German noble brought into Italy by Otho III. The office of Podestà of Verona had 
become hereditary in his family. In the wars of the second Frederic, he put himself at 
the head of the Ghibellines in the surrounding principalities, and became a strenuous 
supporter of the emperor. Under the protection of so powerful an ally, he soon made 
himself master of Padua, where he established his headquarters, and built the dungeons, 
where the most revolting cruelties were inflicted on his victims. His subsequent history, 
the heroic resistance of the oppressed, the crusade that was formed against him at the 
instigation of the pope, his talents and vigorous opposition to the overwhelming number 
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of those whom his cruelties had made his enemies, and the characteristic circumstances 
of his death, are detailed in the most interesting manner by the great historian of the 
Italian republics. In the year 1259, he was taken prisoner, and killed himself by 
lacerating his wounds; and in the subsequent year his brother Alberic, with all his 
family, was put to death.  

After the fall of this house, that of Scala rose to importance at Verona, and in the 
course of time extended their dominions over Vicenza and Padua. Their fame has been 
perpetuated by the most remarkable of monuments, and the greatest of poets. Alboino 
della Scala, the nephew of the first prince of this family, was the great Lombard who 
afforded a refuge to Dante when condemned to leave everything beloved, and to 
experience how bitter was bread eaten in exile. Can della Scala, the younger brother of 
Alboino, considerably enhanced the reputation of the family. In the first canto of the 
Inferno, the future greatness of this young scion of the house is prophesied in the 
following verses: 

  

Until that greyhound come, who shall destroy  

Her with sharp pain. He will not life support  

By earth nor its base metals, but by love,  

Wisdom, and virtue; and his land shall be  

The land ‘twixt either Feltro.  

                                           Inf. I. 98.  

  

And in the Paradise, the poet, after alluding to his first patron, Alboino, puts the 
following prophecy in the mouth of one of his friends, whom he meets in the regions of 
the blest: 

  

With him shalt thou see  

That mortal, who was at his birth imprest  

So strongly from this star, that of his deeds  

The nations shall take note.  

His bounty shall be spread abroad so widely,  

As not to let the tongues, e’en of his foes,  

Be idle in its praise.  

                                 Par. XVII. 75.  
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The arrival of the great Harry of Luxembourg in Italy infused a spirit of activity 
into the Ghibellines, and excited the ambition of the young lord of Verona. Full scope 
was given to his talents, at the same time, by the death of his elder brother, Alboino, 
which left him in the undivided enjoyment of the sovereignty. In the year 1312, he made 
himself master of Vicenza, which had revolted from the Paduans. Two years afterwards 
he gained a complete victory over the latter, who then made a treacherous attempt to 
regain some of their former possessions. Dante alludes to this achievement of his patron 
in the following stanza:  

  

The hour is near  

When, for their stubbornness, at Padua’s marsh  

The water shall be changed, that laves Vicenza.  

                                          Par. IX. 46.  

  

This battle led finally to the subjugation of the Paduans. Can Grande shortly 
afterwards added to his dominions the town of Trevigi, situated at the junction of the 
Sila and the Cagna, and then conquered Feltro, under pretence of avenging the murder 
of some Ferrarese who, trusting to the false promises of its bishop, had taken refuge in 
the city. The two events are thus alluded to by Dante: 

  

And where Cagnano meets with Sile, one  

Lords it, and bears his head aloft, for whom  

The web is now a-warping. Feltro too  

Shall sorrow for its godless shepherd's fault,  

Of so deep stain, that never, for the like,  

Was Malta’s bar unclosed. Too large should be  

The skillet that would hold Ferrara’s blood.  

                                           Par. IX. 48.  

  

This renowned prince died just nine years after the bard, who has secured to him 
a fame which will last as long as the syren Tuscan tongue continues to be read. The 
eulogies of the poet are amply justified by the concurrent testimonies of the best 
historians of Italy.  
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Among the petty sovereigns in the third group of cities south of the Po, the 
family of Este began to acquire considerable power in Ferrara and its vicinity. The 
above-mentioned city had been assigned to them by one of the popes, who was anxious 
to preserve it from Eccelino di Romano. At the beginning of the fourteenth century they 
were deprived of their dominions by the pope and the Venetians; but in the year 1317 
they were recalled by the united wishes of their subjects. Ravenna fell under the 
dominion of Guido Novello di Polenta, who has acquired some fame as having been the 
friend and patron of Dante, and the father of Francesca di Polenta, whose misfortunes 
are the subject of the beautiful episode in the fifth canto of the Inferno. Fortunately for 
his memory, his medallion, along with that of Can Grande of Verona, has been 
engraved on the cupola, “more neat than solemn”, which protects the dust of the poet. 

Forli, after having been subject to Guido di Montefeltro, another friend of the Tuscan 
bard, who acquired considerable renown by a victory gained over the French, fell under 
the dominion of a noble Venetian family of the name of Ordelaffi, distinguished by their 
crest of a green lion. Rimini was tyrannized over by Malatesta of Verruchio; and Faenza 
and Imola, situated on the rivers Lamone and Santerno, were ruled over by one 
Machinardo, who had for his crest a lion on white ground, and was noted for his 
tergiversations. The state of this group of republics, at the end of the thirteenth and 
beginning of the fourteenth centuries, has acquired a greater degree of fame than that to 
which it might otherwise have been entitled, from having been thus pithily described in 
the twenty-seventh canto of the Inferno: 

  

Never was thy Romagna without war  

In her proud tyrant’s bosom, nor is now :  

But open war there left I none. The state,  

Ravenna hath maintain’d this many a year,  

Is steadfast. There Polenta’s eagle broods;  

And in his broad circumference of plume  

O’ershadows Cervia. The green talons grasp  

The land, that stood erewhile the proof so long,  

And piled in bloody heap the host of France.  

The old mastiff of Verruchio and the young,  

That tore Montagna in their wrath, still make,  

Where they are wont, an augre of their fangs.  

Lamone’s city, and Santerno’s, range  

Under the lion of the snowy lair,  
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Inconstant partisan, that changeth sides,  

Or ever summer yields to winter’s frost.  

                                                                 Inf. XXVII. 37.  

  

The remaining stanza of this passage is remarkable, as containing a pithy 
description of the state of many Italian cities of that age besides that of Casena, on the 
river Savio, to which the poet therein alludes: 

  

And she, whose flank is washed of Savio’s wave,  

As ‘twixt the level and the steep she lies,  

Lives so ‘twist tyrant power and liberty.  

                                                    Inf. XXVII. 50  

  

The coincidence between this passage, written by a contemporary poet, and an 
observation made five centuries later by the great historian of the Italian republics, is 
remarkable. M. Sismondi, when speaking of the cities of central Lombardy, says 
“Governed with an iron hand by their ephemeral lords, who could only inspire them 

with horror or contempt, they beheld their territories an incessant prey to civil war. 
There are few instances of a ruler of a town whose government was not overthrown 
before it had been ten years in existence, and each revolution was preceded by a combat 
which cost a great number of citizens their lives, and accompanied by the exile and ruin 
of the whole of one party, whose goods were confiscated, and whose houses were 
leveled”. And the same historian, in referring to the dynasties that were established at 

this time, says “Thirty years later we shall see appear in most of them a set of 

voluptuous and pusillanimous tyrants, in the place of the warriors who had established 
their foundations.”  

While the other cities of Lombardy and Romagna were gradually falling under 
the dominion of tyrants, Venice formed a constitution which still attracts the attention of 
mankind. To the circumstance of her inhabitants being so occupied in mercantile 
pursuits that there were no idle gentlemen among them, and to her peculiar maritime 
situation, which rendered them independent of the annoyances that might be inflicted on 
them by the lords of the contiguous castles and land, Machiavelli ascribes her 
preservation of her liberty. For some time her doges appear to have exercised a power at 
least as unlimited as that which was said to have been enjoyed by the early Roman 
kings. Their election was originally entrusted to a council of four hundred and fifty or 
four hundred and sixty, nominated by twelve citizens, who were chosen two from each 
of the six regions into which the republic was divided. In the course of time, this council 
became so aristocratic as to give offence to the populace, who, in the year 1289, made 
an attempt to elect a doge of their own. But the person whom they chose as their 
representative was so offended with their violence that he decamped; and the 
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consequent failure of this attempt only strengthened the influence of the nobility. In the 
year 1297, the power of the latter had become so great that they actually declared the 
grand council hereditary in the families of those of whom it was then composed. All the 
vacancies that occurred by the occasional extinction of families, they filled up by the 
admission of others which had become too powerful to be excluded. After a time, 
however, the number of this council was declared unlimited, so that the heads of great 
houses might at any time be placed therein. The doge was assisted in the discharge of 
his duties by what was called “the grand council”, composed of sixty members, chosen 
each year, and six other councillors, renewed every eight months, who, along with 
himself, composed what was called the Signoria. In 1311 was created another council, 
which, though denominated the Council of Ten, consisted of sixteen members, who 
acted as a species of state inquisitors, and acquired a fearful notoriety in subsequent 
years.  

The end of the thirteenth and beginning of the fourteenth century may be 
reckoned the most glorious in the annals of Genoa. A naval war which she was waging 
with Pisa terminated in the total defeat of the latter, near Meloria, in 1282. She then 
disputed with the Venetians the supremacy of the Aegean and Ionian seas, and gained a 
complete victory over them, near Corcyra, in the year 1297. She preserved her 
republican constitution intact in spite of the many attempts made against her by the 
Ligurian nobles, whom the nature of the country allowed to do her much harm, till the 
year 1312, when she made a partial surrender of her liberties to purchase the protection 
of the Emperor Henry VII against these turbulent neighbours. This is the first instance 
of her adopting a policy which she so frequently followed on subsequent occasions. 
Nevertheless she submitted with very bad grace to all the exactions demanded by the 
emperor.  
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CHAPTER IV 

RISE OF THE POWER OF THE VISCONTI IN LOMBARDY.  

  

   

THE history of the generation who were the contemporaries of Dante has been 
detailed at greater length than might seem requisite in an introductory sketch, because it 
seemed difficult to describe the state into which Italy then fell in language more 
appropriate than that of the poet. This state continued with slight modification during 
the whole of the fourteenth century. The petty tyrants of the cities, whose rise has been 
related, hesitated not to commit crimes of the most flagrant nature; “a gross debauchery 
prevailed in the interior of their palaces, and poison and assassination were every day 
employed in defence of their government”. The old party appellations of Guelfs and 

Ghibellines still continued; men fought, because their fathers had fought before or 
because they had offences or blood to wipe out. These names were often given to those 
who opposed or supported the ambitious designs of individuals. In the beginning of the 
century the king of Naples tried to reorganize the party that called itself Guelf, for the 
purpose of attaining supreme power in the peninsula; subsequently the house of Scala, 
and after them the Visconti, endeavoured, in the same manner, to aggrandize themselves 
by means of those who still called themselves Ghibellines. In Tuscany, the Guelfs were 
represented by the Florentines, the Ghibellines by the Lucchese and the Pisans. During 
the whole of this century, the two latter maintained their independence against the 
former as perseveringly as ever Aegina or Megara sustained theirs against the Athenian 
republic. In the city of Florence itself, the spirit of discord which had been kindled by 
the dissensions of the Buondelmonti and Uberti, and reappeared on various occasions, 
now manifested itself in the contentions of the lowest of the populace and the citizen 
aristocracy. The corruption that was the fruit of early liberty and precocious prosperity 
continued throughout the length and breadth of the land. The nation had arrived at a 
state from which recovery was impossible. The vis medicatrix of morality was 
extinguished. Public virtue was gone, not to return till some national convulsion or 
revolution might give birth to a new people. The contemporaries of Dante, worse than 
their fathers, produced degenerated sons, who, in their turn, brought into the world a 
progeny more vicious than themselves.  

The premature death of Henry VII frustrated the expectations of those who had 
hoped that the wounds of Italy might be healed by the intervention of the emperors. His 
successors were deficient in the virtues and the talents necessary to secure the respect or 
enforce the obedience of a remote dependency. Thirteen years after his decease, his 
would-be successor, Louis of Bavaria, made an expedition into Italy. As the Ghibellines 
had at this time acquired considerable power through the talents of Castruccio 
Castracani, the Signor of Lucca, and as the memory of the last emperor’s virtues still 

lived, he found a considerable party favourably disposed towards him. But neither the 
prestige in favour of the successor of Henry, nor all the talents of the Signor of Lucca, 
were adequate to counteract the injury which the display of his character inflicted on the 
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cause of imperial authority. Though the Ghibelline Signors of Lombardy had invited 
him into Italy, and assisted him with money and troops, the first use he made of the 
power acquired in this manner was to arrest and pillage Galeazzo Visconti, who had 
received him with the greatest hospitality at Milan. He then offered to resell him his 
sovereignty, though he had deprived him of the means of purchasing it. As soon as he 
entered into Tuscany, the Pisans sent to tender him 60,000 florins as a commutation for 
their services. The ambassador who had arrived with this offer was seized and 
threatened with torture, if his countrymen did not implicitly obey the commands of the 
emperor. After he had been crowned at Rome, the Signor of Viterbo, who had been the 
first to admit him into a fortress in the States of the Church, was arrested and tortured, 
that he might be forced to give up his treasure. Castruccio Castracani died in the year 
1327, whereon Louis deposed his children from their inheritance, which he then offered 
for sale. In the following year he departed from Italy, having by his tyranny more than 
undone all that had been effected by the virtue of his predecessor for the revival of the 
authority of the Caesars.  

Nor was the son of Henry VII, John king of Bohemia, more successful in 
establishing his power in Italy. Though he possessed all the personal advantages, he was 
deficient in the talents and virtues which had distinguished his father. He had acquired 
the accomplishments of the age, by frequently residing at Luxembourg and Paris; and 
the Italians were so charmed by his manner and address that they hoped to see him 
accomplish the good work that had been begun by his sire. Though he never attained the 
dignity of emperor, they invited him to settle the affairs of their country. Such an 
opportunity of connecting himself with the land that has been called the garden of 
Europe, was eagerly seized by one to whom a residence in his own kingdom of 
Bohemia seemed an intolerable barbarism. Many of the cities of the peninsula put 
themselves under his protection, and in some places even the signors resigned in his 
favour. As long as all went well with him, his popularity was unbounded. But the 
inconstancy of his character was made manifest on the first symptom of difficulty. The 
Florentines were alarmed at his progress, and formed a league to oppose him. After 
some manoeuvres and menaces, he sold the sovereignty of several of the cities that had 
put themselves under his protection, and departed for France, sufficiently disabused of 
his magnificent expectations of erecting for himself another kingdom in the south.  

In the year 1346, the son of John of Bohemia succeeded Louis of Bavaria in the 
empire, under the title of Charles IV. But, to make use of the words of M. Sismondi, the 
descendants of Henry of Luxemburg seemed in each generation to lose something of his 
talents and virtues, so as at last to become perfect nonentities. Charles possessed neither 
the great qualities of Henry nor the chivalry of John. He made two expeditions into 
Italy, in both of which he showed himself more covetous of gold than ambitious of 
honour. In the first of these, which was undertaken in the year 1355, he negotiated a 
peace between the Milanese and the Florentines, and accepted from the latter one 
hundred thousand florins, on the condition that he should not enter their territory. He 
endeavoured to excite the inhabitants of Pisa and Sienna to revolt, that he might 
overthrow their established governments, and put them under the rule of his brother; 
but, after a course of intrigue and a series of cruelties, he was obliged to evacuate the 
cities he had designed to enslave. Thirteen years afterwards he entered Italy at the head 
of a formidable army, for the avowed purpose of humbling the power of the Visconti. 
But Bernabò Visconti, the reigning member of the family, well knowing the character of 
the man with whom he had to deal, induced him, by means of a considerable bribe, to 
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relinquish his purpose. On this occasion he again repaired to Tuscany, and established 
his headquarters at Lucca, where he had frequently resided during the life of his father. 
In this city he remained till his perfidy so alienated his friends, and exasperated his 
enemies, that he was obliged to depart in disgrace. His successor, Wenceslaus, was 
remarkable only for his debauchery. In the year 1395 he provoked the indignation of his 
countrymen by granting to Gian Galeazzo Visconti a diploma, conferring on him the 
titles of Count of Pavia and Duke of Milan, and was deposed in consequence. His 
successor, Robert of Bavaria, came to the assistance of the free republics of Italy, who 
had formed a league to resist the encroachments of Gian Galeazzo, and was obliged to 
retire with loss.  

The decline of the power of the emperors in no small degree increased that of the 
lords of Lombardy. The signers of Milan and Verona, being no longer supported or 
restrained by imperial authority, did not hesitate to exercise a complete despotism in 
their own dominions. Matteo Visconti had five sons Galeazzo, Mark, Luchino, Stephen, 
and Gian. The eldest of these, who succeeded him, though not deficient in ability, was 
unfortunate in his reign; but his son Azzo, who became signor of Milan in 1328, was 
possessed of the talents and ambition, and crowned by the success, of his grandfather. In 
Verona, Mastino della Scala succeeded Dante’s patron, Can Grande, in 1429; and 
though not endowed with all his noble qualities, he was more ambitious and less 
scrupulous. He boasted openly that he would ere long be king of Lombardy, and is said 
even to have aspired to the imperial crown. His neighbours soon began to tremble for 
their independence; and the signors of Mantua, Ferrara, and Padua, which, shortly after 
the death of Can Grande, had relapsed to its former possessors, the family of Carrara, 
formed a coalition with the Florentines and Venetians against him. This war is 
remarkable as being the first occasion on which the Venetians quitted their native 
element, and began to interfere in the affairs of the land, which they had hitherto only 
beheld from the towers of St Mark. Azzo Visconti remained a passive spectator of the 
contest, well knowing that nothing would strengthen him so much as the allowing his 
neighbours to weaken themselves by their mutual dissensions. The resources of Mastino 
were so exhausted in this struggle that the signers of Milan were from henceforward left 
without a rival in Lombardy. Their power was further increased by an unsuccessful 
attempt on the part of Lodrisio Visconti, a relative of Azzo’s, to make himself master of 

Milan, which afforded to the latter a pretext to take his kinsman's possessions of 
Bergamo and Brescia.  

Azzo, dying without issue in the year 1339, was succeeded by his uncles, 
Luchino and Gian, during whose reign the good fortune of the family continued. Their 
influence soon became completely paramount in Lombardy and Piedmont : the counts 
of Savoy and Saluzzo, and the marquises of Montferrat and Ferrara, though their rights 
were more ancient, and apparently better founded, could do nothing without them; the 
important towns of Lodi, Piacenza, and Bologna, were conquered or purchased by them, 
and they were supposed even to entertain designs against Florence. Their rapidly-
increasing power so alarmed the other potentates of the peninsula that they formed a 
coalition against Gian, the last surviving one of the brothers, just before his death; but 
his nephews and successors, Galeazzo and Bernabò, managed to maintain their position.  

Though these two brothers were remarkable for astuteness and cunning, they 
were deficient in many of the good qualities which had distinguished their predecessors. 
From this time, indeed, a change seems to have come over the character of the family. 
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In the words of an Italian historian, “whoever would compare Galeazzo and Bernabò 

with their predecessors, might fancy he was comparing Tiberius or Caligula with Julius 
Caesar or Augustus, or Domitian with Vespasian”. In their reign began the system of 

tyranny which was carried to such extremities by their successors, and they are not 
without suspicion of having resorted to foul means to free themselves of their, brother 
Matteo. On the death of Galeazzo in 1377, it was generally suspected that Bernabò was 
anxious to get rid of his brother’s son and successor, Gian Galeazzo, to secure the whole 

heritage of the Visconti for his own children; but Gian Galeazzo managed, by an 
affectation of piety and indifference to the affairs of the world, to disarm the jealousy of 
his uncle. After he had continued for some time to play the hypocrite’s part, he started 

on May 4, 1385, attended by a numerous escort, for the avowed purpose of going on a 
pilgrimage to the church of the Holy Virgin at Varese. As he declined passing through 
Milan, Bernabò and his sons went forth from the city without any attendants to do 
honour to their kinsman, and as soon as they had come among his retinue, they were 
seized and cast into prison. As their tyranny had made them exceedingly unpopular at 
Milan, Gian Galeazzo, who up to the present time was supposed to be endowed with all 
the virtues of a saint, found no difficulty in securing the allegiance of their subjects; and 
thus he managed to unite in his own person the extensive dominions that had been 
augmented by the successive generations of the Visconti. And it was not long before he 
himself began to follow up their career of aggrandizement and ambition.  

His first attempt was against the cities of Verona and Vicenza, which were then 
ruled by Antonio, the grandson of Mastino della Scala. It has already been related that 
the resources of the latter had been considerably crippled by the coalition which his 
ambition had raised against him; and they were in no way recruited by his three sons, 
who succeeded him as co-heirs. Thus the power of this family had continued to decline, 
while that of the Visconti had progressively increased. Gian Galeazzo soon found an 
excuse for interfering in a war which Antonio della Scala was carrying on with 
Francesco Carrara, the signer of Padua. Under pretext of assisting the latter, he overran 
and appropriated to himself the dominions of the former; and though an abortive 
attempt was some time afterwards made to place the son of Antonio on the throne of his 
ancestors, the Scaligeri may be said from this time to have ceased to rank among the 
sovereigns of Italy. The circumstance of the signor of Milan having reserved for himself 
nearly all the dominions of their conquered foe, drew forth a strong remonstrance from 
the signor of Padua, and was eventually the cause of a quarrel between him and his 
former ally. Fortune did not deal more kindly with him than she had done with his 
neighbour at Verona. Gian Galeazzo having, with the assistance of the Venetians, 
stripped him of his dominions, detained him a prisoner for the remainder of his life. His 
son Francesco, surnamed Novello, to distinguish him from his father, had received from 
the conqueror a small fief near Asti; but he, thinking this but a poor recompense for the 
dominions of his ancestors, went through Italy, and afterwards to Germany, 
representing to the different states the dangers with which they were threatened by the 
ambition of Visconti. By this means he managed to raise against him a formidable 
coalition, which was joined by Robert, duke of Bavaria. But the withdrawal of the latter 
into Germany, at a most critical juncture, disconcerted all the plans of the allies; and, 
after two years’ disastrous fighting, they were glad to come to terms with their powerful 

countryman. Galeazzo then steadily pursued his career of aggrandizement, and 
managed, by diplomacy or by bribery, to acquire considerable influence in many of the 
cities that had hitherto been independent. In 1395 the Emperor Wenceslaus erected into 
a duchy the city of Milan, together with its diocese; and in the following year he issued 
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a new diploma, uniting to the duchy the extensive territories that were then subject to 
Galeazzo, with the exception of Pavia, which was made into a countship. It is worthy of 
observation, that the towns which were attached to the imperial duchy were very nearly 
the identical ones which, about two centuries before, had formed the celebrated league 
against Frederic I.  

Galeazzo’s progress was in some degree arrested by a war which shortly 

afterwards broke out between him and the Florentines, and by a defeat which he 
sustained at their hands, in the vicinity of Mantua. Nevertheless he managed, in the 
following years, to acquire dominion over several cities of importance, between 
Florence and Rome. The deposition of Wenceslaus, and the accession of Duke Robert 
of Bavaria to the imperial throne, caused the formation of a second coalition against 
him, which was, however, to a great extent dissolved by the complete defeat of the 
imperial forces near Brescia. By the commencement of the fifteenth century the 
important towns of Genoa, Perugia, Sienna, Pisa, Lucca, and Bologna, had submitted to 
him, and he was in a fair way to add Florence to his conquests and, indeed, to become 
sovereign of the whole of the peninsula when he was carried off by the plague, in the 
vicinity of Bologna, in the year 1402.  

After his death the surviving representatives of the Carrara and Scaligeri made an 
ineffectual attempt to regain the dominions of their families. But in this they were soon 
opposed by the Venetians, who thought that they should not lose this opportunity of 
appropriating these provinces to themselves. William, the son of Antonio della Scala, 
managed, by the assistance of Francesco Novello, to regain Verona, but was a few days 
afterwards carried off either by dysentery or poison. His two sons were immediately put 
in possession of the town, but they were afterwards seized by Francesco Novello, who 
discovered some intrigues that they were carrying on against him. The talents of 
Francesco soon awoke the jealousy of the Venetians, who began to excite his 
neighbours and his subjects against him. He himself did not hesitate to go to war with 
them in consequence, but he found himself no match for the powerful republic of St 
Mark; and after a heroic struggle of two years, he went to Venice to throw himself at the 
mercy of the senate. The Council of Ten condemned him to death; and his two sons, 
who a short time before had been taken prisoners, shared the same fate. The senate 
afterwards, to their shame be it related, set a price on the heads of the two sons of 
William della Scala, because they had asked to be reinstated in the heritage of their 
fathers; and after their flight, the Venetians remained masters of all the territory between 
the Adriatic and Lake Garda.  

In Mantua, Can Grande had made one Louis Gonzaga signor in place of 
Passerine dei Bonacossi, the head of the ruling family at that place, who had opposed 
himself to his encroachments. After the death of his great ally, Louis began to act a 
more independent part than he had done during his life. His descendants managed to 
preserve their dominions among a succession of ambitious neighbours, and occasionally 
held a conspicuous position among the second-rate potentates of the peninsula.  

After the departure of Clement V from Rome, the pontiffs continued to reside at 
Avignon, where the luxury of their court, and their open immorality, gave no small 
offence to all serious-minded Christians. Their principal object in Italy seems to have 
been to curb the ambition of the Visconti, with whom, from the year 1317 till near the 
end of the century, they were generally at war. Their authority was little respected either 
at Rome or in the other cities of their dominions; the former was reduced to a sad state 
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of disorder by the dissensions of the nobles; and in the latter, the feudatory lords began 
to affect independence. But in the year 1347 a revolution occurred at the eternal city, 
which attracted their attention as well as that of many sovereigns of Europe. One Cola 
di Rienzi, a scholar of no inconsiderable talent, undertook to restore the old Roman 
republic. At first his success was far greater than that which usually attends such 
chimerical projects. He established a free constitution, at the head of which he put 
himself, under the title of Tribune; he reformed several abuses which had grown up in 
the state during half a century of anarchy; he cleared the surrounding country of 
robbers; he repressed the turbulence of the nobles, and secured the impartial 
administration of justice for the people. But the Romans were at this time incapable of 
self-government, and were more fit to be ruled by a politician of the school of 
Machiavelli than by an enthusiast whose mind was full of the noblest examples of 
antiquity. The populace, as usual, found that the new constitution had failed to realize 
all their extravagant expectations; the nobles were eagerly watching an opportunity to 
get rid of a man whom they both hated and feared; and it was not long before both 
parties united against him and forced him to quit the city. The king of Hungary, to 
whom he fled for protection, willing to gratify the pope, sent him a prisoner to Avignon, 
where Clement VI detained him; but in the year 1452, his successor, Innocent VI, 
thinking that Rome would be better under him than under those who had taken his 
place, sent him back to the eternal city. An attempt to impose an import duty on wine 
caused an insurrection against him, in which he was killed while attempting to make his 
escape in disguise.  

After the death of Rienzi, the pope’s legate continued to reside in Rome, and did 

much to curb the ambition of the Visconti, and to re-establish the authority of his master 
in Romagna. In 1362 Innocent VI was succeeded by Urban V. The disorders in France, 
consequent on the invasion of Edward III of England, made Avignon as insecure a 
residence for him as Rome had been for his predecessors at the beginning of the 
century; and in the year 1367 he went to the eternal city. Three years afterwards he 
returned to Avignon, where he died shortly after his arrival. His successor, Gregory XI, 
at first took up his quarters at Rome, where he did much to reform the abuses of the 
clergy, and regain for the church its lawful dominions; but he likewise ended his days in 
France.  

The Romans were now determined that their future pontiffs should permanently 
reside among them. When the cardinals met in the Vatican to elect the successor of 
Gregory, a tumultuous mob assembled around, and endeavoured to overawe them to 
choose an Italian. The majority of the assembled conclave were French, and naturally 
wished to confer the pontifical dignity upon one of their countrymen; but, being in some 
degree terrified by the pressure from without, they sought to appease the Romans, and, 
at the same time, to carry out their own wishes, by electing the archbishop of Bari, who, 
though an Italian by birth, and a Neapolitan subject, was nevertheless of a French 
family, and, from having long resided in that country, might be supposed to be imbued 
with its nationality. The new pontiff took the title of Urban VI. From his excellent 
character the Romans readily submitted to him; but his uncompromising attempts to 
restore discipline and morality in the church brought upon him the enmity of the 
cardinals, who had thought they had chosen a head who would be indulgent to all their 
vices; and he astonished the queen of Naples, who probably expected to find him an 
obedient subject, by openly asserting the claims of the Holy See to dispose of her 
dominions. The discontented cardinals, backed by the queen, declared his election null 
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and void, and chose in his place a Genovese, under the title of Clement VII. Such was 
the beginning of the famous schism which divided all the churches of Christendom.  

For a time each party continued to elect a successor after the death of its own 
pope. In 1389, Urban VI was succeeded by another Italian, under the title of Boniface 
IX; and five years afterwards Clement VII was succeeded by a Frenchman, who took 
the name of Benedict XIII. At the death of Clement, the reasonable men of all parties 
tried to put an end to the schism; and, on the failure of their attempts, the French, who 
had hitherto supported their own country-men, declared their church independent of the 
bishop of Rome a measure which Voltaire thinks so reasonable that he wonders it was 
not adopted by all other churches of Europe. Boniface was followed by Innocent VII 
and Gregory XII.  

In the twenty-eighth year after the beginning of the schism, the clergy made 
another laudable attempt to terminate it, and used their utmost endeavours to persuade 
the rival popes to resign. Experience, however, soon showed them that they could not 
trust to the promises of either, and in the year 1409 they convened a council at Pisa, in 
which they deposed them both, and created the archbishop of Milan pope, under the title 
of Alexander V. He was succeeded by John XXIII, a man whose character, though 
probably not as black as it was painted, was not such as to command respect for the 
church; and the clergy, alarmed at the scandal that was caused thereby, called a council 
at Constance, which, after some difficulty, compelled him to resign. Benedict XIII, one 
of the rival popes who had been deposed by the council of Pisa, vainly solicited the 
assembled clergy to acknowledge his pretensions; the Holy See was allowed to remain 
vacant for some time, while the council occupied themselves in endeavouring to 
investigate the ecclesiastical abuses to which the reformers of England and Bohemia 
had directed public attention. After an interregnum of two years the pontificate was 
conferred on one of the family of Colonna, who took the title of Martin V. And though 
Benedict did not resign his pretensions, and though after his death his party continued to 
nominate his successors, the schism may be said to have been terminated, as far, at 
least, as Italian history is concerned, by this election.  

In Naples, Robert, the son and successor of Charles II, did much to regain the 
influence that his grand-father had enjoyed in the peninsula. Like him he sought to 
make himself virtually the chief man in Italy, and, if possible, to acquire the title of 
king; and with this view he spared no pains to reorganize the Guelf party, of which he 
considered himself the head. It has already been mentioned that he made considerable 
opposition to the coronation of Henry VII, and that the Florentines, terrified at the 
approach of that monarch, created him temporary signer of their city. The mysterious 
death of Henry in 1313 seemed to open a freer scope to his ambition. The Florentines 
continued to court his alliance and protection; the Genoese, in the year 1318, made him 
sign or of their city; and Pope John XXII, who had succeeded Clement V, was among 
the staunchest of his friends. It was said, indeed, by some, that the pontiff and the king 
of Naples had made an arrangement to divide Italy between them, by which, if it were 
once carried out, it was evident that the virtual sovereignty of the whole peninsula must 
have devolved on the latter. So great was his power at one time, that for ten or fifteen 
years, says an Italian historian, no sovereign in Europe, not even excepting the king of 
France, was to be compared to him. The appointment of his son to the dictatorship of 
Florence, in 1326, seemed likely to assist him in carrying out his ambitious designs.  
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In the meantime the Ghibellines organized a formidable opposition against him 
in different parts of Italy. In Tuscany they were headed by Uguccione della Faggiola at 
Pisa, and afterwards by Castruccio Castracani of Lucca, both of whom defeated the 
armies that he had sent to cooperate with the Florentine Guelfs. Many of the great 
families who had been expelled from Genoa endeavoured, with the assistance of the 
Visconti and other Ghibelline chieftains, to drive his party from that city. This was the 
cause of Genoa sustaining two sieges, the last of which, on account of its duration, and 
the skill and earnestness displayed by both parties, has been compared by many Italian 
writers to the siege of Troy. Though the Guelfs came off victorious, the defence of the 
city in no small degree exhausted the strength, and crippled the future operations, of the 
king of Naples; and many blamed him for having expended therein the resources which, 
in their opinion, ought to have been devoted to the conquest of Sicily.  

The death of Robert’s only son, the duke of Calabria, just two years after he had 
been made dictator at Florence, weakened his position and depressed his spirits. The 
duke had left no issue but daughters, and Robert, anxious to secure the succession of 
Joan, the eldest of these, against the claims of the descendants of his elder brother, 
arranged a marriage between her and Andrew, the second son of Charles Hubert of 
Hungary, and grandson of Charles Martel. The wedding took place when Joan was yet 
young; but she, inheriting as she did the constitutional disposition, and accustomed as 
she was to the manners of the Italians and Provençals, at that time far the most refined 
nations in Europe, could not bear the rustic mien and manners of her Hungarian 
bridegroom; and it required all the influence and authority of her father to prevent her 
dislike to him leading to serious disorders during his life. After Robert’s death in 1342, 

Andrew, as he had some claims upon the kingdom independent of his wife, desired to 
be crowned along with her; but she wished to arrogate to herself undivided authority in 
the dominions of her grandfather; and the Neapolitans, who disliked Andrew’s 

Hungarian ministers as much as the queen did his manners, sided with her. These 
differences terminated in the murder of Andrew at Aversa, where his body was thrown 
from the balcony of the house in which he was residing, to the garden beneath. Joan, 
whether justly or not, was generally supposed to have been accessory to this deed of 
violence; and men’s suspicions were increased by her immediate marriage with Louis, 
prince of Tarento, who is said to have been her lover during the life of her husband. 
Louis, king of Hungary, determined to avenge the death of his brother, invaded the 
south of Italy with a considerable army, whereon the queen retired to her French 
dominions. One of the first acts of the Hungarians was to put to death, as being 
accessory to the murder of Andrew, Charles, duke of Durazzo, who from being son of a 
brother of King Robert’s, and married to a sister of the queen’s, might claim to be her 
heir-presumptive. After a time, it was settled by the mediation of the pope, that, if Joan 
could acquit herself of all participation in the murder of her husband, the kingdom of 
Naples was to be restored to her. This she managed to do; and Louis, though he was in 
military occupation of the south of Italy, withdrew his forces and retired to Hungary. 
Joan then retained undisputed possession of the Neapolitan provinces for thirty years. 
Having no surviving children by four marriages, she had declared Louis of Anjou, 
brother of the king of France, her heir. This roused the indignation of her sister’s son, 

Charles of Durazzo, who, under pretence of carrying into effect a sentence of 
excommunication pronounced against her by Urban VI, invaded her Italian territories 
with an army of the king of Hungary, made himself master of her person, and, to save 
all further trouble, had her smothered in a feather-bed.  
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Louis of Anjou, the queen’s adopted heir, succeeded to her French dominions 

without any opposition, but was obliged to give way to Charles in the Neapolitan 
provinces. The latter was, however, ere long assassinated, in consequence of an 
imprudent attempt to take possession of the kingdom of Hungary; and, as his son 
Ladislaus was then only nine years old, Louis’s son was enabled for some time to retain 
the whole of the disputed kingdom, with the exception of a few unimportant fiefs. But 
Ladislaus, when he came to years of discretion, expelled his rival, after which he 
overran the dominions of the pope, and, at the moment of his death, seemed to threaten 
the independence of Florence, and with it that of all Italy. In his reign the kingdom of 
Naples was restored to the position in Italy which it had lost after the death of King 
Robert.  

While the liberties of Italy were threatened at different times by the signors of 
Milan, and the kings of Naples, Florence acted a not inglorious part in maintaining the 
balance of power in the peninsula. According to M. Sismondi, this was the whole object 
of her policy. This, he says, furnishes us with a key to all her negotiations; this was the 
motive of all her alliances, and the cause of all her wars. It may, indeed, not without 
some show of reason, be alleged that she was actuated by views of this nature in her 
opposition to the Scaligeri and the Visconti, whenever they menaced the independence 
of the peninsula, as also in the part that she took in forming a league against John of 
Bohemia, and in her mistrust of Charles IV. And though it cannot be denied that her 
attacks upon Pisa and Lucca were often prompted by jealousy or ambition, they may 
nevertheless have sometimes been justified, by a well-grounded fear lest, from their 
continual alliance with the emperors and the Visconti, these towns might have become 
the rendezvous of all those who were hostile to the liberties of central Italy. But, in the 
meantime, she continued to change her laws, her constitution, and her rulers, in a 
manner that is almost unparalleled in the history of the world.  

It has already been mentioned that the inhabitants, when they were terrified by 
the approach of the Emperor Henry VII, had made Robert, king of Naples, signor of 
their city. Two years afterwards that monarch sent his brother Peter to command their 
armies against Uguccione della Faggiola, of Pisa; but he was defeated and slain. The 
Count Novello, one of his best captains, whom he despatched to take the place of his 
brother, was obliged to give way to one Lando d'Agobbio, a low demagogue, who was, 
however, endowed with all the qualities which enable men in unsettled times to rise to 
the surface of society. The fact that no one had the hardihood to oppose this impudent 
upstart in the issuing of a debased currency, shows the depth of the degradation to 
which the city had fallen. After one year his tyranny was brought to an end. But it was 
not long before the Florentines were again obliged to have recourse to a foreign dictator. 
Their armies were defeated by Castruccio Castracani, the Ghibelline signor of Lucca; 
and they themselves had begun to tremble for their independence. In this emergency 
they put themselves under the protection of Charles, duke of Calabria, son of the king of 
Naples, by whose assistance they compelled Castruccio Castracani to retire. In the 
following year, the simultaneous deaths of Castruccio and Charles freed them both from 
a formidable foreign foe, and from one who might have become dangerous to their 
liberties, when his services were no longer required.  

In the meantime, important changes were introduced into the constitution. Two 
or three new magistrates, called Pennonieri, were appointed to assist the Gonfaloniere 
della Giustizia. The chief officers of the state began to be elected by lot. The names of 
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those who were deemed capable of discharging the duties of the several offices for the 
next forty months were put into a bag, whence a certain number were taken out at 
random every two months. Those who were thus drawn were obliged forthwith to enter 
on their duties. As suspicions often arose that the names of certain citizens who were 
most capable of acting as magistrates did not always find their way into these bags, 
fresh ones were continually added at different times during the forty months. This 
practice was begun with the election of the Signoria, but was afterwards extended to 
that of the other chief magistrates of state.  

By the departure of Louis from Italy, which took place immediately after the 
simultaneous death of Castruccio Castracani and the duke of Calabria, Florence was 
completely freed from the fear of aggression from abroad, or of tyranny at home. So 
greatly did the fortunes of the Lucchese decline with the death of their lord, that eight 
hundred of the German cavalry of the emperor, who had remained after him in Italy, 
made themselves masters of their city, and offered it for sale to the Florentines. The 
latter declined the opportunity of peaceably obtaining that principality which afterwards 
they vainly attempted, at the cost of much blood and treasure, to enslave; and the 
sovereignty of the city was bought by one Gherardo Spinola, a Genoese. The 
Florentines immediately made an unsuccessful attempt to take it from him by force. 
About this time their opposition to John of Bohemia forms one of the brightest episodes 
in their history. Lucca then fell under the dominion of Mastino della Scala, the 
successor of Can Grande at Verona. The power of this prince, which was thus extended 
into Tuscany, excited the apprehensions of the Florentines, and induced them to enter 
into an alliance with the Venetians to oppose him. After many fruitless attempts in the 
course of the war to take Lucca by force, they agreed on the termination of hostilities to 
buy it from their enemies. They had scarcely been put in possession of it, when it was 
forcibly wrested from them by the Pisans.  

Meantime their repeated discords at home showed that they continued to deserve 
the character of instability that had been ascribed to them by Dante. The Imborsazioni, 
or the putting into bags the names of those citizens who were to fill the principal offices 
of state, though admirably designed, was capable of abuse, and might be so managed as 
to secure for a particular party the places of government. In this manner a small 
oligarchical clique, composed of the most active and the most wealthy of the citizens, 
had contrived to monopolise the power of the republic. With the view of confirming 
themselves in their position, they conferred the dignity of Captain of the Guard, a new 
office that had lately been instituted, on a creature of their own, Gabrieli d'Agobbio, and 
assigned him a train of followers, composed of one hundred horse and two hundred 
foot. This man was peculiarly obnoxious to many of the citizens; but he managed to 
crush all opposition till the capture of Lucca by the Pisans, which was exceedingly 
mortifying to the national pride. All classes were then sick of a popular government, 
and looked out for a dictator. In this time of perplexity, Walter de Brienne, duke of 
Athens, arrived in the city. This man was descended from one of the Crusaders who had 
settled in Greece, but he now retained merely the Grecian title, and was in reality an 
adventurer in the court of France. His character is thus given by Machiavelli : “He was 

avaricious and cruel, difficult of access, haughty in his tone of reply. He wished for the 
servile obedience, and not for the affections, of men; and for this reason he was more 
desirous of being feared than of being loved. His appearance was as disgusting as his 
character was bad : he was small and black, with a long thin beard; so that for no one 
reason was he deserving of favour”. Seventeen years before, he had appeared in 
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Florence as lieutenant of the duke of Calabria. By some means or other he had then 
made a favourable impression on the inhabitants, and they now appointed him Capitano 
del Popolo, under the hope that he would bring them through their difficulties. In the 
beginning of his administration, his hostility to the faction which had lately been 
predominant secured him the favour both of the old nobles and of the populace. He 
struck his opponents with terror by the fines, imprisonments, and executions, which he 
ordered on various pretences. Trusting for support to the favour of one party and the 
fear of the other, he proposed that they should confer on him the unfettered sovereignty 
of the city. The Signoria remonstrated in vain : he was not only made lord of the city, 
but managed to have the office conferred on him for life. The first use he made of his 
power was to endeavour to free himself from those whom he deemed most likely to be 
his opponents or his rivals. The old noblesse of Florence were the peculiar objects of his 
suspicion; for although they had originally been his allies, he could not believe that his 
insolence would long be submitted to by such spirits as theirs. The cruelty of his 
disposition and the meanness of his talents were not fully made manifest till he thought 
himself secure in his position. He then threw off all the restraint which had formerly 
been dictated by policy, or imposed on him by fear. Like most vain tyrants, lie was 
unable to perceive the limit up to which he might go, but which he could not transgress. 
His fondness for French manners, and his partiality to Frenchmen, offended the 
Florentines as much as the most outrageous acts of his tyranny. In this manner the 
measure of his iniquity was soon completed; and in less than one year after his 
accession, he was doomed to drink the cup of retribution. After the anger of the citizens 
had vented itself in the murder and mutilation of his minister, Gulielmo da Scesi, and 
his son, Cerrettieri Bisdomini, a youth only eighteen years of age, he fled from the city.  

After the expulsion of this tyrant, various attempts were made to establish 
constitutions, which were always short-lived, in consequence of the reluctance of the 
old aristocracy to give to the citizens that share in the government which their 
increasing opulence and intelligence required. Even when they made these concessions, 
they failed to conciliate the good-will of the people by admitting them to a social 
equality in the common intercourse of life. At length, in the year 1348, an occasion 
arose on which the long-smothered anger and vindictiveness of the latter burst with 
terrible force on those whom, they deemed the oppressors of their order. The nobles 
were elated by their success in driving from the city one Andrea del Strozzi, who, by 
selling corn at a reduced price in a time of famine, had endeavoured to form a party for 
himself, and they deemed the occasion a favourable one for making an attempt to regain 
the power that had been possessed by their ancestors. With this object in view, they 
continued to arm themselves, and even demanded assistance from the tyrants of 
Lombardy. Such measures could not escape the vigilance of a populace ever jealous of 
their superiors. On their side they made the same preparations for the defence of their 
liberties that their opponents had made for their destruction. They sought support from 
the republics of Perugia and Sienna. Thus the city was divided into two parties, each 
incensed with the desire, and provided with the means, of destroying the other. Each 
faction established its headquarters on opposite banks of the Arno. Ere long a terrible 
conflict ensued, in which, after a protracted struggle, the nobles were completely 
defeated. The first use that the people made of their victory was to frame a constitution 
which should exclude the nobles from all share in the government. They divided their 
own order into three parts the popolo potente, the popolo mediocre, and the popolo 
basso and ordained that two of the Signoria should be chosen from the first, and three 
from each of the two last of these divisions. It was arranged that the Gonfaloniere 
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should occasionally be taken from one, and occasionally from another of these, and that 
all the great offices of state should be filled only by men of plebeian families. In the 
words of Machiavelli, this ruin of the nobles was so great, and it so completely subdued 
them, that they never afterwards dared to take up arms against the people, and they 
continued to become more and more servile. For this reason, continues the historian, 
Florence lost not only all military reputation, but also all greatness of character. The 
effects of the decree, however, were considerably modified by the enrolling among the 
citizens of a considerable number of the ancient nobility. At the same time, some of the 
most obnoxious of the former were ennobled, and so rendered incapable of holding 
office.  

A comparison made by Machiavelli between these discords of Florence and those 
of ancient Rome is worthy of notice. Its truth is singularly illustrated in the changes 
which were brought about both in the constitution of Florence and in the character of its 
citizens. After adverting to the dissensions that in each of the above-named republics 
actually took place between the nobles and the populace, and reflecting on their causes, 
he goes on to say: “The civil dissensions of Rome were settled by discussion; those of 

Florence always ended in fighting. Those at Rome were terminated by the passing of a 
law; those of Florence by the banishment and death of many of the citizens. Those of 
Rome always increased the martial spirit of the nation; those at Florence completely put 
an end to it. It is evident that these different results must have been caused by the 
difference in the objects which were sought after by the two people. The people of 
Rome desired that they might enjoy the highest honours of the state along with the 
nobles; the people of Florence fought that they might be alone in the government, 
without allowing the nobles any share in it. And inasmuch as the desire of the Roman 
people was the more reasonable of the two, their course of aggression was more 
tolerable to the nobles, who readily yielded to their demands without causing them to 
have recourse to arms; so that, after some disputes, they generally agreed in passing a 
law, the object of which was to give satisfaction to the people, and to allow the nobles 
to remain in their former dignity. On the other hand, the things sought after by the 
people of Florence were injurious to others, and unjust in themselves, for which reason 
the nobility prepared to defend its rights with greater force; so that these disputes were 
attended with bloodshed, and the banishment of some of the citizens; and the laws 
which were passed after these disputes, were made, not with the view of promoting the 
general good, but entirely to serve the purpose of the conquering party. Another result 
of this was, that virtue became more prevalent in the commonwealth of Rome, 
according as the people carried their point; for as they were admitted to civil and 
military appointments, and to the governorships of provinces, along with the nobles, 
they became imbued with the virtue of the order with which they associated, and the 
state increased in power, while the character of the inhabitants improved. But in 
Florence the nobles were excluded from the offices of state as the people gained the 
upper hand; and if they wished to be readmitted to them, it was necessary for them, in 
all that regarded their public conduct, their feelings, and their mode of living not only in 
appearance, but also in reality to take after the people. The desire of appearing to belong 
to the people was the cause of the alterations that they made in their shields of arms, and 
in the appellations of their families; so that the military valour and greatness of mind 
which was originally in the nobles was extinguished, and these qualities could not be 
kindled among a people in whom they had never existed. The result of this was that at 
each fresh change Florence became more humiliated and more abject”.  
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The revolution that has just been recorded was followed by a short interval of 
internal tranquillity, during which the republic amply maintained her reputation abroad. 
It was mainly by her firmness that the peninsula was prevented from falling beneath the 
domination of the Visconti. She alone, among the states of that part of Italy, resisted the 
exactions and opposed the inroads of certain hordes of adventurers who, under the 
command of Duke Werner, and afterwards under that of Fra Moreale, were devastating 
the land. But the demon of discord was not yet extinct. On this occasion it was revived 
by the heads of the families of the Albizzi and the Ricci. The real cause of their 
differences was the jealousy with which, in small states, opulent and influential 
individuals are wont to regard one another. Their hatred was so great, and so manifest, 
that at one time it required all the authority of the Signoria, backed by all lovers of order 
and tranquillity, to prevent their respective adherents coming to blows. State intrigues, 
however, soon afforded them an opportunity of giving vent to their anger. The pretext 
of their contention was the long-exploded quarrel of the Ghibellines and Guelfs.  

At the end of the thirteenth century the republic had appointed a committee of 
Guelf citizens, whose business it was to see that all the great offices of the state were 
held by none but the adherents of their party. But after the death of Henry VII all real 
apprehension of danger from the Ghibellines ceased, and the functions of the committee 
were rapidly becoming a dead letter. Many whose forefathers had been Ghibellines 
were allowed to hold high places in the republic. Nevertheless, ancient tradition, and a 
supposed connection with the tyrants of Lombardy, still rendered the name of 
Ghibellines odious to the majority of the citizens. Piero degli Albizzi, a man of great 
influence in the republic, was descended from Ghibelline ancestors. Uguccione dei 
Ricci, the head of the rival family, passed, or rather revived, a law, that no Ghibelline 
should be allowed to hold office in the state. Albizzi, instead of opposing this law, and 
thereby rendering himself obnoxious to the suspicion of being a Ghibelline, gave it his 
most strenuous support; and thus not only did he parry the blow of his adversary, but 
even increased his popularity with the multitude. To give greater effect to this 
enactment, he got it ordained that the Capitani del Popolo were to determine who were 
Ghibellines, and to admonish them not to hold any place in the republic. Those that 
were thus excluded from civic honours were termed Ammoniti. As might be expected, a 
system so capable of being made an instrument of abuse was turned to account by both 
parties to get their friends into power, and to exclude their adversaries. An attempt to 
modify the evils arising therefrom was made by Uguccione dei Ricci, who got a law 
passed that three more Capitani del Popolo, of whom two were to be selected from the 
minor arts, should be added to the others, and that the list of the Ammoniti should be 
finally referred to a committee of twenty-four Guelf citizens. Matters continued in this 
state till the year 1375, when the animosity of the rival factions began to wear an aspect 
so serious that many were fearful lest a civil war should break out. With a view of 
arresting this terrible calamity, the Signoria allowed the citizens to hold an assembly to 
deliberate on the state of the republic.  

A harangue made on this occasion, and containing a vivid description of the then 
pervading evils of Florence and Italy, has come to us. The speaker, after deploring the 
general corruption of all the states of Italy, which in his native city manifested itself in 
party spirit, proceeded to say, “In all have religious feeling and the fear of God died 

away; men regard their oaths and their pledged faith only where it is expedient so to do : 
they have recourse to them, not with any intention of observing them, but under the 
hope of deceiving with greater facility; and as they succeed in deceiving with greater 
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ease and security, they acquire a proportionably larger share of honour and glory. For 
this reason the wicked are praised as being clever, and the good are despised as being 
fools. The young men are indolent; the old men are debauched; every sex and every age 
abounds with vicious customs, which cannot be remedied by good laws, as even they 
are abused by evil practices. Hence it comes to pass, that when one party is expelled, 
and one division put an end to, another arises. For in a state that wishes to be governed 
rather by parties than by laws, when one party has remained without opposition, it must 
of necessity be divided in itself. It was the opinion of many that, when the Ghibelline 
party was destroyed, the Guelf might long survive it in honour and happiness. 
Nevertheless, a short time afterwards they were divided into Bianchi and Neri. Even 
when the Bianchi were destroyed, our city did not long remain without party we were 
always fighting; at one time for the sake of the exiles, at another time in consequence of 
the differences between the people and the nobility. And now the city is again divided, 
and the names of Guelf and Ghibelline are revived, which had long since died away, 
and which it would have been good for the city if they had never existed”.  

These internal discords were partially lulled by the aggression of the legate of 
Pope Gregory XI, who took advantage of the unsettled state of the city to endeavour to 
add it to the dominions of his master. For three years did the appearance of danger from 
without unite the energies of the Florentines in the common cause of their country; but, 
on the cessation of this peril in the year 1378, they were again divided among 
themselves. The republic had on that occasion, for the first time, entrusted the 
management of the war to eight citizens, responsible to no other body, who were 
subsequently termed the eight war ministers; and their successes had made them 
popular with their country-men. The civil government, which arrogated to itself the 
honour of being the representative of the old Guelf party, looked with peculiar suspicion 
on those who conducted a war against a potentate whom they were inclined to regard as 
their natural friend; and this mistrust of their policy was aggravated by a jealousy of 
their personal reputation. The existence of such a feeling on the part of the government 
towards men who had many friends among the citizens, could not fail to rekindle the 
flames of discord in a state like Florence; and its effects were afterwards conspicuous in 
tumults as violent as any of those which had taken place between the Ghibellines and 
Guelfs, or the Bianchi and the Neri. The remnants of the different parties which had 
previously existed amalgamated together on either side, as they were led by prospects of 
aggrandizement or feelings of favour, and the republic was once more divided into two 
great factions contending for power. The more moderate of the nobles had entered into a 
coalition with the chief men of the burgher aristocracy, and were supported by the 
government. At the head of this party was Piero degli Albizzi. His ancient rival 
Uguccione del Ricci made common cause with the citizens who had administered the 
war, and with those who were jealous of the party in power. They had on their side the 
members of the lesser arts, as well as the dregs of the populace. The former now 
comprised a much larger proportion of the people than before. It has already been 
mentioned that the city was at first divided into twelve arts, which number was 
subsequently increased to twenty-one. With the increase of population and commerce, 
and the multiplied subdivision of labour, there had sprung up a number of new trades 
which did not strictly belong to any of the twenty-one; and those who gained their 
subsistence in these trades were obliged to attach themselves to that art which bore the 
greatest affinity to their avocation. In this manner a multitude of the work-people were 
enrolled in the art of the woollen trade, which soon began to exceed all others in 
numbers and strength. This art, as well as most of the others whose members were 
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increased in the same manner, belonged to the lesser arts, and sided with the opposition. 
At the head of the party that was thus composed were the Alberti, the Ricci, and the 
Medici. Its strength had become so great that, despite the utmost exertions of their 
adversaries, it was able to carry the election of Salvestro de' Medici to the post of 
Gonfaloniere. This man, who was placed by the ultra-democratic party in the highest 
post in the republic, was of a remarkably moderate and conciliatory disposition, and 
limited his aim to the restoration of the constitution of 1348. The Signoria were 
reluctantly compelled to yield this point to the menacing attitude of the mob. The latter, 
however, were not content with the well-timed concession that had been made to their 
leader; they were anxious to have a large share of power vested exclusively in the 
lowest of the people. Many of the minor arts, in particular, complained, and brought 
forward several instances, of the frequent injustice they suffered from being 
incorporated with the trades to which they did not belong. This feeling on the part of the 
populace soon vented itself in violence; the mob set to burning and pillaging the houses 
of those whom they deemed their adversaries, and did not always spare their friends. 
They were exhorted by one of their leaders to continue their excesses till the number of 
transgressors should be so great as to preclude all possibility of punishment. The 
authority of the government and of the peaceful citizens was completely paralyzed. 
After a time, the mob ennobled Salvestro de' Medici to prevent his holding office, and 
elected one Micheli di Lando to the place of Gonfaloniere. He was endowed with 
something of the moderation which had distinguished Medici, and was more successful 
than he, during the year of his office, in appeasing the anger and restraining the violence 
of his supporters. But notwithstanding his moderation and his talents, the city was in a 
sad state of confusion for three years after his accession to power. All his influence with 
his party was unable to save Piero degli Albizzi, who was put to death on a very ill- 
supported charge of holding treasonable communication with the exiled citizens at 
Bologna.  

At length the people grew weary of this reign of anarchy and disorder, and 
anxiously watched for an opportunity of freeing themselves from the tyranny of an 
unbridled democracy. This was presented to them by the overbearing behaviour of one 
Giorgio Scali, a member of the ruling party. His conduct, in endeavouring to prevent the 
law taking its course on one of his friends, so disgusted the people that they rose 
simultaneously and had him beheaded. They evinced their dislike to the principles of his 
party by insisting on the abrogation of the constitution that had been settled in 1348, and 
re-established by Salvestro de' Medici, and by recalling many of those who had lately 
been banished during their ascendency. Maso degli Albizzi, the representative of the 
citizen who had fallen a sacrifice to the licentiousness of the times, became the leading 
man in the republic. Not long afterwards was introduced the custom of entrusting the 
chief management of affairs, and the nomination of magistrates, to a committee of 
citizens entitled a Balia, by which means it was evident that any citizen, who by any 
means could secure the appointment of his own friends thereon, would become the 
virtual sovereign of the state. In spite of one or two attempts at counter-revolutions, the 
Albizzi continued to maintain their ascendency for upwards of half a century.  

Lucca remained subject to Pisa till the second visit of the Emperor Charles IV to 
Italy, who procured its independence. From 1362 till 1364 the Florentines continued to 
make vigorous but vain efforts to enslave Pisa. After that, she was at various times ruled 
by petty tyrants; and at the end of the century, she, as well as Lucca, fell under the 
dominion of Gian Galeazzo Visconti. Both republics regained their independence soon 
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after his death. The former, however, two years subsequently, was conquered by the 
Florentines; while the latter, under the family of Guinigi, remained in- dependent of her 
powerful neighbour.  

At various times in this century Genoa increased the number and strength of her 
colonies both in the Levant and in the Black Sea. Her commerce in the East embroiled 
her with the Venetians, with whom she was continually at war; and though hostilities 
often ceased, probably on account of mutual exhaustion, the two maritime republics do 
not appear to have come to any well-defined treaty till after the total destruction of the 
armament of the Genoese at Chiozza, immediately contiguous to Venice, in the year 
1380. This decisive engagement was followed by a peace concluded at Turin in the 
following year, in which Venice, notwithstanding her great victory over her maritime 
rival, was obliged to cede the greater part of Dalmatia to the Hungarians, who had been 
in alliance with the latter. Nor did Genoa enjoy much domestic tranquillity in the 
meantime. While King Robert was signor of the city, a great number of the exiled 
Ghibellines took up their headquarters at Savona, where they appear for a time to have 
established a sort of independent republic; but most of them made their way back after 
the conclusion of the famous siege. In 1342 the citizens proceeded to elect a chief 
magistrate of their own, to whom they gave the title of Doge. About ten years after that 
they put themselves under the protection of Galeazzo Visconti, but reassumed their 
independence on the partition of his states among his heirs. Though they had 
endeavoured to guard against the disturbances caused by the contentions of the families 
of the old nobility for power, by declaring several of them incapable of holding office, 
they began to be annoyed by the rivalries of the Adorni and the Fregosi, two families of 
plebeian origin, who had lately risen to importance. Towards the end of the century, one 
of the Adorni, to exclude his rival from power, made over his native city to the French. 
She afterwards became subject to Gian Galeazzo Visconti. After this, she can never be 
ranked among the first-rate powers of the peninsula.  

Among the republics south of the Po, the family of Este continued to maintain its 
position in Ferrara and the vicinity. Nicholas III, who succeeded to this principality in 
the year 1390, if he could not be said to be one of the leading potentates of the 
peninsula, certainly occupied a respectable position. At Parma a family of the name of 
Corrigiani had risen to importance, and occasionally aspired to sovereignty. Bologna 
was always claimed by the pope, and sometimes conquered by the Visconti; and, like 
other cities, often suffered from the contentions, or was tyrannized over by the chiefs, of 
rival factions. The other cities of Romagna remained, as at the time of Dante, subject to 
tyrants, for the most part the descendants of those that were mentioned by the poet. 
Among these the family of Malatesta, the lord of Rimini, the founders of which were 
said by the bard to have both the ferocity of a mastiff and the cunning of a traitor, had 
risen to the greatest importance. The descendants of Guido di Montefeltro, who is so 
often mentioned by Dante, extended their dominions over the town of Urbino, and in 
the subsequent century were generally known by the title which they derived from the 
latter place.  
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BOOK SECOND.  

ITALIAN WARFARE. BRACCIO DA MONTONE AND SFORZA 
ATTENDOLO.  

   

CHAPTER V.  

NATIVE MILITIA IN THE TWELFTH AND THIRTEENTH CENTURIES.  

  

THE mode of warfare in usage among the Italians of the fifteenth century was in 
itself so remarkable, and is so intimately connected with the fortunes of the man whose 
life I have undertaken to narrate, that it will not be deemed superfluous if I here 
endeavour to give some account of its origin and progress.  

It has already been mentioned that the inhabitants of the republics that were 
formed under the successors of Charlemagne and Otho, living, as they did, in constant 
dread of the irruptions of the Saracens and the Huns, were compelled by necessity to 
learn the art of defending themselves. Thus it came to pass that each little state had its 
bands of native militia, who were ready to serve whenever required. Such was the origin 
of the military system which trained the armies that defeated the first Frederic at 
Alessandria and Legnano, and assisted the pontiffs in the protracted struggle that finally 
broke the heart and the spirit of his grandson. Of the assembling and arming of the city 
militia of the thirteenth century, when suddenly called on to act, we have the following 
humorous description given by Tassoni, a poet of the sixteenth century, in which, 
however, some allowance must be made for the exaggeration of caricature:  

  

The great bell’s toll now echoed on the breeze,  

And up from bed jumped all the people straight.  

Summoned to arms, some bolted quick down stairs,  

Some to the windows rushed, and some to prayers.  

Some with disdain  

Took frying-pans for shields, and forward pressed,  

With buckets on for helms; others were fain  

To brandish hedgebills, and, in breastplates bright,  
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Ran swaggering to the square prepared for fight.  

  

Against these bodies of native militia, fighting though they were for the head of 
the Christian church, the last emperor of the house of Swabia scrupled not to employ the 
Saracen marauders, who were everywhere to be found in his hereditary dominions of 
Calabria and Sicily. As these were looked upon by their Italian fellow-subjects as aliens 
in religion and race, and were robbers by profession, this monarch is generally 
considered as having been the first to introduce the custom of the employment of 
foreign mercenaries. After the licentiousness that followed the too rapid growth and the 
premature prosperity of the Italian republics had caused the decline of the patriotism 
and bravery so necessary for the existence of an efficient militia, this custom, which had 
been so strongly reprobated in him, was unanimously followed. In the free cities, the 
inhabitants, being generally intent upon the making or enjoyment of a fortune, had no 
wish to encounter the hardships of service; and in the others the petty tyrants were 
unwilling to rely too much on the valour or fidelity of those whom they had enslaved. 
The signors of Verona and Milan, who trusted to the assistance of the emperors to 
enable them to maintain or to increase their dominions against their own countrymen, 
employed the soldiers of nations whom they affected to despise as barbarians. M. 
Sismondi informs us that the army with which, in 1313, Can Grande conquered the 
Paduans, was composed almost entirely of mercenaries, accustomed from their youth to 
the profession of arms; and that even the latter, though fighting for their liberties, had 
several hireling bands, including those of two English adventurers, by name Bertrand 
and William Herman. Though the trade of the mercenary soldier was still in its infancy, 
this campaign affords an admirable example of the fruits which Machiavelli says must 
always be expected from their employment : they carried on the war with the least 
possible danger to themselves, and the greatest disregard of the persons and properties 
of others. The cruelties which, in the course of the campaign, were inflicted on the 
inhabitants of Vicenza, are represented on all hands as having been most atrocious ; 
while on the field of action, which decided its fate, there were found dead only six 
gentlemen and forty plebeians.  

Though the patriotism of the citizens of Tuscany was preserved longer than that 
of the other Italian states, and though the dissensions of the Ghibellines and Guelfs, and 
of the Bianchi and Neri, had kept them in the habit of fighting, they came in time to 
follow the example that had been set to them by their countrymen of Lombardy. The 
disputes concerning the sovereignty of Naples had introduced a number of French and 
Aragonese adventurers, whose services might always be bought. Several of the latter 
also had been brought into Italy by the commerce of the maritime republics; and they 
became so numerous that, at the beginning of the fourteenth century, the name of 
Catalans was bestowed on mercenaries of every description. Villani informs us that, in 
the year 1321, the Florentines sent to Frioli to hire cavalry for the purpose of 
commencing a war with Lucca; and four years later they followed up their hostilities, 
with an army composed, to a great extent, of mercenaries, under the command of one 
Raymond of Cordova. When the Emperor Louis of Bavaria entered Italy, his cupidity 
was excited by the fine German cavalry in the pay of Visconti; and after his departure, 
eight hundred horse- men of the same nation were able to sell the sovereignty of the city 
of Lucca so completely had the Italians already become dependent on the arms of the 
mercenaries.  
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To explain how this dependence led to the formation of the companies of 
adventurers by which the peninsula was devastated in the fourteenth century, it is 
merely necessary to compare its state at that period with that of the other less civilized 
countries of Europe. Whatever of the spirit of the chivalry, so rife in the latter, had ever 
existed in the former, was extinguished by the rapid development of its commerce. The 
military art, elsewhere the most esteemed, was there in little repute; political sagacity 
was thought more of than personal bravery. The natives of the land whose cities offered 
the fairest prizes to the captor, whose fields tempted the marauder with the greatest 
promise of booty, were themselves averse to the toils and dangers of the camp. The 
manifold political divisions of the land made it a scene of perpetual warfare; and its 
material prosperity enabled its princes amply to reward the services of others. What 
wonder, then, if many men were induced to forego the honour which in their own 
country was attached to the profession of arms, for the more solid prospects of gain in 
Italy? As might naturally be expected, the soldiers who offered their services to the 
republics of Italy were tainted by many of the vices which are supposed to be 
engendered by a military life, but unadorned with the virtues which the profession of 
arms generally produces : they were remarkable for their cruelty, rapacity, and contempt 
for the lives and properties of others, but in no way distinguished for personal bravery, 
generosity, or frankness of character. During the short intervals of peace, they had every 
inducement to remain in a country where they were quite certain that their services 
would ere long be again in requisition; and they soon came to be organised into regular 
companies, for the purpose of plundering the unmartial population in peace, and selling 
their services to them in war.  

The first company of adventurers of this nature, of which we have any regular 
account, was formed in Sicily in the year 1302, when a number of soldiers from 
Catalonia, and from Genoa and some other parts of Italy, who remained in the island 
after the departure of the king of Naples, having chosen for their captain one Fra 
Rugieri, of the order of the Templars, arrogated to themselves the title of “The 

Company”, and went about ravaging with fire and sword. The devastations of these 

men, however, were carried on principally by sea, and for the most part confined to 
Greece and the shores of the Levant; and we do not hear of the formation of any such 
company in the interior of Italy till the year 1346. It was then that a German adventurer, 
of the name of Werner, afterwards known as Duke Guarnieri, proposed to a band of 
mercenaries, who in the previous year had been discharged by the Pisans, to unite 
themselves under him, and to follow, on their own account, the trade which they had 
hitherto carried on on behalf of others. This society of adventurers at first consisted but 
of two thousand horse, but was soon increased by a number of recruits from all quarters. 
They went about everywhere pillaging and exacting tribute, and were but feebly resisted 
by the republics and petty tyrants, whose subjects wanted the courage, and whose 
hirelings often lacked the inclination, to offer them any effectual opposition. There was 
no crime or cruelty from which they refrained; and Duke Guarnieri joined to the title of 
Chief of the Grand Company those of “Enemy of God, of pity, and of compassion”, all 

of which he bore engraved on his breastplate. A great number of his original followers, 
after they had enriched themselves with booty, contributions, and sometimes with pay 
for their services, returned to Germany to enjoy the fruits of their labour. Two years 
afterwards we find the same duke in command of a company, bearing the same name, in 
the service of the queen of Naples. On this occasion he allowed himself to be surprised 
and taken prisoner by the enemy, that he might enlist in their service, and so have a 
better opportunity of plundering the territories of his former employers.  
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The avocation of this adventurer had proved so lucrative to himself and his 
followers that his example was soon followed by a number of others. A company 
similar to the one that had been commanded by him was formed by one Montreal 
d'Alberno, a knight of St John of Jerusalem, afterwards known by the name of Fra 
Moreale, who, having been employed by the king of Hungary in his wars with the queen 
of Naples, had become acquainted with Duke Guarnieri. The strength of this company 
was increased by an accession of noblemen and common soldiers from Germany, and 
by many deserters from the armies of the states of Italy. After having quitted the 
Neapolitan territories, it began devastating Romagna, which, from being subject to a set 
of tyrants who were individually weak and disunited among themselves, was exposed to 
the ravages of adventurers of every description. Some attempt to restore order in this 
province was made by the tribune, Rienzi, who summoned Fra Moreale to Rome, and 
had him executed as a common robber. But after the failure of Rienzi had delivered the 
company from all fear of opposition from this quarter, they chose Count Lando in the 
place of Fra Moreale; and, having avenged the death of the latter by ravaging the 
territory of Ravenna, they passed on to Apulia, and carried on their devastations within 
sight of the city of Naples. They were soon afterwards employed by the tyrants of 
Bologna, Mantua, and Verona, in the war which they carried on in concert against 
Galeazzo Visconti, on which occasion they gave an admirable specimen of their value 
as soldiers, by enriching themselves at the expense of their employers, and flying before 
the troops of the enemy. Of the people of central Italy, the Florentines alone had the 
courage to oppose them. When their services were demanded by the Siennese, they 
refused them permission to pass through their territory, on their way from Lombardy. 
On their attempting to force a passage through the Apennines, they were met by a small 
body of mountaineers, who gave them a defeat so discouraging that many of them, who 
then for the first time experienced the dangers of warfare, forsook their occupation. This 
reception, so different from the almost bloodless battles in which they were usually 
engaged, inspired them with such terror that, two years afterwards, on the failure of a 
negotiation with the Florentines, they took care not to enter their territories.  

Another company, consisting principally of Englishmen, was brought into Italy at 
a somewhat later period, by the Marquis of Montferrat. The part of France between the 
Alps and the Pyrenees, which in the twelfth century had taken the lead, even of Italy, in 
civilization, had, like it, suffered from the depredations of adventurers who had found 
their way thither, in the wars between England and France. These naturally presented 
themselves to the notice of the Marquis, when he was engaged in a struggle with his 
formidable neighbours of Milan, and he found no difficulty in getting a number of them 
to cross the Alps, and to enter his service. This last company, perhaps, inflicted a more 
grievous injury on the Italians by the plague, which they brought with them from 
Provence, than by their subsequent depredations. About the same time another, 
composed principally of Germans, and commanded by Amichino Baurngarten, was 
raised by Galeazzo Visconti, and afterwards employed by the Pisans. Another, entitled 
that of St George, was formed by Ambrose, the natural son of Bernabos Visconti, and 
let loose by him on the territories of Perugia and Sienna. Thus, at the end of the 
fourteenth century, Italy was devastated at one and the same time by these four 
companies of adventurers, or, as they might more justly be called, professional robbers. 
Though they had no objection to serve on opposite sides, they seldom did much harm to 
each other, and the different states generally received as much injury from those whom 
they thus employed as from those by whom they were undisguisedly attacked. Of all 
these companies, the military reputation of the English was undoubtedly the greatest a 
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circumstance which may be ascribed, in some degree, to the physical superiority of the 
men, but still more to the talents of Sir John Hawkwood, by whom they were 
commanded. His conduct of the Florentine war, with Galeazzo Visconti, shows that he 
surpassed all the other mercenary captains of the time in his knowledge of strategy. On 
his death in 1394, the Florentines testified their approbation of his services by 
entombing him with great honour in their cathedral, and perpetuating his memory by an 
equestrian portrait, which remains to this day.  

It has already been remarked, that the absence of the feudal system in Italy was 
one great cause of the employment of foreign troops and foreign generals by the 
different states. But towards the middle of the fourteenth century, a class of men sprang 
up in the Territories of the Church, whose circumstances were not very different from 
those of the minor feudal lords in some parts of Europe. The tyrants of this province of 
Italy, who even at the close of the thirteenth century were, according to Dante, 
continually at war with one another, had always affected a considerable degree of 
independence of their rightful sovereign the pope : its physical nature, abounding with 
impregnable positions in the fastnesses of the mountains, was peculiarly favourable to 
the assertion of this partial independence, and the removal of the pontiffs to Avignon 
left them almost without the appearance of control. As the inhabitants of Italy were 
addicted to commerce, and lived principally in towns, these tyrants had not, like the 
nobles of England and France, a number of vassals ready at all times to follow them to 
the camp, nor were they possessed of anything like the same extent of territory; but they 
generally claimed dominion over, and exacted tribute from, some petty town in the 
neighbourhood. The towns themselves were generally well fortified, and, from their 
situation, well adapted for defence; and after Italy began to be ravaged by companies of 
adventurers, even the cultivators of the soil were forced to dwell in them for safety. 
These petty lords seemed to be peculiarly fitted by their position to be the leaders of the 
predatory bands : their circumstances, in some degree, resembled those of the robber 
chieftains, the ruins of whose castles are still seen on the banks of the Rhine beyond the 
walls of their castles or their cities they were powerless; they had no protector to look 
up to, and were without union among themselves. Thus, being unable to defend their 
territories from the companies, they soon began to think it better to despoil others than 
to be themselves despoiled. By the beginning of the latter half of the fourteenth century, 
the grandsons of those who, in the age of Dante, were continually at war among 
themselves, had attained considerable reputation as the captains of mercenary bands; 
and the names of Francis of Ordelaffi, the signor of Forli, the Malatesta of Rimini, and 
Rodolph of Varano, the signor of Camerino, whose forefathers are all mentioned by the 
poet, are frequently noticed in the military annals of the age. One of these robber 
chieftains, Alberic of Barbiano, the lord of some castle in the neighbourhood of 
Bologna, succeeded to the command of the company of St George, which had been 
formed by Ambrose Visconti, and gained great glory by his success. He it was who first 
showed that his countrymen were capable of being made at least as good soldiers as the 
foreign adventurers by whom they had hitherto been served.  

The custom of waging war by means of companies of hireling troops continued 
to prevail in Italy, till it had almost ceased to be independent. But towards the end of the 
fourteenth century, the Italians began to engage in a service which had previously been 
carried on almost exclusively by men of other nations. They became willing enough to 
try the profession of arms, for the same reason that, one century ago, they had 
abandoned it to the foreigner. The premiums of successful warfare had become so great, 
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and the mode in which it was conducted had made its dangers so small, that it possessed 
at least the same attraction for the artisan as any other profession. M. Sismondi states 
that the regular pay of the soldiers, varying from thirteen to sixteen florins a-month, was 
greater than that of a workman of the best-paid trades, besides which the former often 
received extraordinary prizes in the lottery of war, and was allowed to rob and to 
commit all sorts of excess with impunity. For these reasons, then, Barbiano found no 
difficulty in raising a body of Italians, which he named the Company of St George, in 
honour of that in which he had received his military education. With these troops he 
entered the service of Pope Urban VI, and on the 28th of April 1379 he attacked and 
defeated a company of Bretons, then reckoned the best soldiers in Italy. From this time 
forward, both the military fame of the Italians, and the personal reputation of this 
general, continued to increase. The captains of the troops also ceased to be mere 
robbers, and, instead of fighting only to enrich themselves by booty, they looked to 
titles and fiefs as the rewards of their services. To reign was the great object of ambition 
among them. Alberic himself attained the dignity of high constable of Sicily. His 
company was looked upon as the military school of his country all his compatriots who 
were desirous of serving as soldiers flocked to his standard all who hoped themselves to 
be generals or sovereigns came to serve in his camp. Among these were Jacobo dei 
Verme, Facino Cane, Otto buon Terzo, Braccio da Montone, and Sforza Attendolo, the 
two last of whom became conspicuous in the history of their country.  

The arms and equipments of these companies of adventurers were such as would 
naturally be selected by men who wished to reap as many of the advantages, and to 
encounter as few of the perils of war as possible. When their nature and the 
circumstances under which they fought are duly considered, it will not be matter of 
surprise that, “for once in the history of mankind, the art of defence had outstripped that 

of destruction”. In general, two thirds of an army consisted of cavalry. The plate armour 
worn by the soldiers afforded a tolerably secure defence against the pointed swords and 
lances, the weapons then most in use. Intent as all were upon enriching themselves, each 
combatant was more desirous to unhorse and capture than to slay his antagonist. A 
handsome ransom was generally paid for the officers who had been taken prisoners; but 
the common soldiers, who had nothing to give, were for the most part set at liberty, after 
they had been stripped of their armour. So eager were they upon the acquisition of 
booty that many an incipient victory was changed into a defeat in consequence of the 
troops, the instant they had gained an advantage, dispersing in quest of spoil, and then 
being set upon by their rallied opponents. The infantry appear to have been used, not so 
much in regular action as in mountain warfare, and in the attacking and defending of 
fortresses. As the country so abounded with these, that, in the words of Muratori, one 
beheld, as it were, a wood of them in many places, no small part of each campaign was 
spent in the manner last mentioned. Not only were stone fortresses erected in important 
or naturally strong positions, but wooden towers were also carried about, and placed in 
situations whence their occupants might prevent or retard the advance of an enemy. 
Cross-bows and missiles of all sorts were made use of by those who were within, as 
well as by those who attacked, these towers; but though these missiles might compel an 
assailant or defender to relinquish his position, and though they might produce much 
confusion among a compact body of men, they did not often inflict fatal or dangerous 
wounds.  

We have no well-authenticated account of gunpowder having been used in Italian 
warfare till the battle of Chiozza, in 1378. The Venetians on that occasion brought into 
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the field two pieces of artillery, denominated bombardi; but the records which we have 
of the engagement lead us to think that they were merely used in a clumsy attempt to 
blow stones into the air, under the desperate expectation that they might fall on the 
heads of their adversaries. We afterwards read frequently of fortifications having been 
blown up by powder, and of these bombardi having been brought into the field on 
divers occasions. They were, however, in all probability, nothing more than a rude 
species of mortar; and though they might have been often effective in compelling 
engineers to desist from their operations, and in annoying those who might have been in 
otherwise impregnable positions, it is not likely that they were ever used with effect, 
from any distance at least, against a body of men in motion. Indeed, it is probable that 
the time required to load them was so long as to render any continuous fire out of the 
question. Accordingly, they seem to have been but of little service in regular 
engagements. It is questionable even if they did much damage to masonry till the year 
1447, when the Milanese general astonished his contemporaries by the use he made of 
them in the capture of a city, said at that time to be the best fortified in Italy. And the 
success with which he adopted the somewhat hazardous experiment of firing them over 
the heads of his soldiers, who were then in the trenches beneath, shows that the science 
of gunnery must have made some little progress during the sixty-seven years that had 
elapsed since its introduction into Italy. About two years after that, the citizens of Milan 
caused some panic among the ranks of their opponents by bringing into battle a species 
of gun called fucili, probably somewhat resembling a clumsy sort of musket; but the 
bullets fired therefrom do not appear to have made any impression on the armour of the 
regular troops.  

Thus, though the evils of war were undoubtedly great, they were not, as in more 
ancient or modern times, aggravated by the horrors of carnage. The Tiber and the Po 
were not seen foaming with the blood of the combatants. If the woeful tidings of a 
defeat came to a city, the grief caused by the public calamity was not, as in the heroic 
ages, increased by the mourning of private families for their many relatives that had 
been immolated to the god of war by the two-thonged whip in which he is said to 
delight. Nor did the loss of friends cause conquering heroes to weep on the evening of 
their victories.  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  



READING HALL THIRD MILLENNIUM LIBRARY 
 

 
80 

  

CHAPTER VI.  

DA MONTONE AND GIAN ATTENDOLO. BIRTH OF FRANCESCO 
SFORZA 

   

  

AMONG the officers that have been mentioned as serving in the camp of Alberic 
there were two namely, Braccio da Montone and Sforza Attendolo whose military 
reputation became so great, and who played such conspicuous parts in the history of 
their country, that their careers deserve to be specially noticed.  

The former of these captains was born in the year 1368, the latter in the year 
1369, and both were natives of the territory that was claimed by the church. The former 
of these derived his name from a noble family possessed of the castle of Montone, in the 
vicinity of Perugia, to the sovereignty of which city he himself afterwards aspired. The 
latter also was said by some to have been born of noble and wealthy parents, and he is 
extolled by his biographer Cribellius for having preferred the dangers of the camp to the 
easy enjoyment of his hereditary honours and wealth. This account of his origin seems 
to be contradicted by an anecdote of his early life, which is said to have been frequently 
referred to by his grandson, Galeazzo Sforza namely, that one day, while working in the 
fields near his native village, Cotignola, he was asked by some soldiers to join them, on 
which he threw an axe, which he happened to hold in his hand, into an oak, declaring 
that if it remained in the tree he would follow them, but that if it fell on the ground he 
would continue in his former avocation, and that, by the chance of the axe remaining, he 
was induced to adopt the profession which made dukes of his descendants. This account 
of his former avocations is also confirmed by a caricature, said in the year 1412 to have 
been painted in all the public places of Rome, representing the great general suspended 
by his right foot to a gallows, and holding in his left hand a scroll containing the 
following epitaph : “I am Sforza, a peasant of Cotignola, a traitor, who has committed 

twelve acts of treachery to the church contrary to my honour, stipulations, promises, and 
agreements, all of which I have broken”. Be this as it may, he seems to have acquired 
some reputation as a commander before the formation of the company by Barbiano, 
after which, following the example of the other captains of his age, he entered the camp 
of that general.  

It was while he was in this service that the name of Sforza was given to him by 
his great commander-in-chief, in consequence, it is said, of his violent language on the 
occasion of a dispute about the division of booty. It was possible also that he might have 
been so called in consequence of his habit, for which he was afterwards renowned, of 
always attacking the enemy with all his forces. He also made acquaintance with Braccio 
da Montone, who, like himself, had come to seek military knowledge under the most 
renowned captain of the day. During the early part of the career of these two generals, 
their superiority of talent, the cause of their subsequent rivalry, knit them together in the 
bond of the most intimate friendship, in token of which they made all their followers 
wear the same sort of short military cloak over their armour, with only a slight 
difference in the colour for the sake of distinction. Sforza soon afterwards took service 
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along with his former master, Alberic, under Galeazzo Visconti; but being disgusted by 
the intrigues of one of his contemporaries, in the year 1401, he passed over to the 
republic of Florence. On the 21st day of July of that year, while he was on his way to 
the latter city, his concubine, Luscia di Torsano, who remained at San Miniato, a small 
town in the neighbourhood, presented him with his first-born son, whom, in memory of 
a deceased brother, he named Francesco. It was this son, the inheritor of all his father’s 

talents and fortune, who afterwards became Duke of Milan. In the same year which 
brought into the world one who was to add such lustre to his house, the emperor, Robert 
of Bavaria, conferred on him a mark of honorary distinction by adding a lion to his 
former crest.  

The first campaign in which Sforza was engaged against his old master in arms 
was not attended with success. He was sent, along with Tartaglia, another condottiere of 
the day, to the assistance of Bentivoglio, the signor of Bologna, a city which the 
Florentines regarded as the key of their territory. The forces of the Florentines were 
hurried into action by the rashness of Bentivoglio, and completely defeated by the army 
of Alberic. Sforza, justly it may be, but more probably out of envy and a desire to save 
his own character and reputation, attributed the defeat to Tartaglia’s abandoning a post 

which he had been particularly ordered to maintain, and his reproaches on this head 
were the cause of a deep-rooted hatred entertained towards him by that general till the 
end of his life. Though the situation of the Florentines was critical, Sforza managed to 
rally their spirits in a manner which showed that his influence at least had not been 
shaken by his misfortune, and he was about to collect what forces he could to make 
head against Visconti, when that formidable enemy was carried off by the plague. 
However, he soon had another opportunity of increasing his fame. The Florentines, 
determined to revenge their defeat, had now become more intent than ever on the 
conquest of their ancient rival Pisa, which had, for some time past, been under the 
protection of the Duke of Milan; and with a view to this they invaded its territory with 
an army in which both Tartaglia and Sforza were employed, under the general 
superintendence of Bertoldo Ursini. The prosperous issue of the campaign was 
generally ascribed to some successes gained by a rare combination of artifice and 
courage exhibited by Sforza, and the republic testified its sense of his merits by 
conferring on him an annual pension of fifty pieces of gold. Shortly after this he 
received another accession of fortune for services rendered to Nicholas, marquis of Este. 
The dominions of that prince were threatened by Otto Terzo, an ancient condottiere, 
who had held high command in the armies of the Duke of Milan, and endeavoured, after 
the decease of that prince, to retain part of his conquests for himself. After a short 
campaign, however, he was defeated and taken prisoner by Sforza, and subsequently put 
to death by the order of the Marquis. The victorious general was on this occasion 
presented by the prince, whose dominions he had saved, with the town of Monteculo, 
and with a standard of adamant.  

At the conclusion of this war he returned again to the Florentines, and was 
employed by them to assist Pope John XXIII against Ladislaus, king of Naples. In this 
undertaking fortune continued to befriend him. He gained a complete victory over that 
monarch near Rocca Secca; but unluckily, if not for himself, at least for those in whose 
cause he was fighting, he was prevented by the jealousy of his brother commander, Paul 
Orsini, from following up his success. The pope, being short of money, made him 
Count of his native village of Cotignola as a recompense for arrears of pay that were 
due to him. The breaking out of a fire in his native town, kindled, as was supposed, at 
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the instigation of somebody who was jealous of his rising fortunes, afforded him an 
opportunity of showing his paternal care of his newly-acquired subjects. Immediately 
after the catastrophe he sent provisions and money to all who had suffered by the 
flames, and assisted them in the rebuilding of their houses.  

The perpetual intrigues and jealousy of Paul Orsini disgusted him with the 
service of the pope, and on the expiration of the period for which he had been engaged 
he passed over to Ladislaus. That monarch readily entered into terms with one who was 
among the most successful of modern captains, and, with the view of attaching him to 
his service, he made him lord over six cities in his dominions. He also made his eldest 
son, Francesco, then only twelve years old, Count of Tricarico, which appears to have 
been the reason of his always having been denominated “the Count” by his 

contemporaries, until he attained a higher title. And having heard much about the 
nascent genius of Francesco, who was then being educated at Ferrara along with the 
scions of the family of Este, he requested that the youth should be brought to him. It 
was said that the impression which young Francesco made on the king was even more 
favourable than he had been led to expect by the praises of the father. Already, says his 
biographer, his excellent figure and carriage, and beautiful outline of feature, had turned 
the eyes of all towards him, and it was evident that he had even then a vigorous 
intellect, meditating no despicable projects.  

The desertion of this general from the party of the Florentines and the pope 
allowed scope for the genius of Braccio da Montone. After having, along with Sforza, 
served an apprenticeship in the camp of Alberic of Barbiano, he had retired to his castle 
of Montone, and occupied himself with endeavouring to conquer the neighbouring city 
of Perugia. After several unsuccessful attempts, he was obliged, by the fury of those 
whom he wished to enslave, to fly from his country and take refuge in the kingdom of 
Naples. While there, he won the favour of Ladislaus by his military talents, and 
entertained some expectation of being enabled, by the assistance of that monarch, to 
return to Perugia. But the inhabitants of that city, dreading nothing so much as the 
falling under the dominion of a petty tyrant, promised to open their gates to the king if 
he would cease to show countenance to one whom they believed to entertain designs 
dangerous to their liberty; and Ladislaus, to his disgrace, not only accepted their offer, 
but even, it is said, promised to have Braccio assassinated. The latter, getting 
information of these designs, escaped from the territory of the king, and was soon 
afterwards engaged by the government of Florence. While in that service, he had gained 
considerable distinction by the manner in which he conducted a campaign against his 
former employer. Having placed the small army under his command in the fortresses in 
the neighbourhood of Cortona, he avoided a general action, but kept diligent watch over 
the movements of the enemy, so as to be ready to take advantage of the first blunder. By 
this means he managed to surprise sundry detachments of Neapolitan troops, to cut off 
their supplies, and to reduce the whole army of Ladislaus to such distress that he was 
compelled, after having left garrisons in Perugia, Cortona, and several of the fortified 
places he had taken, to fall back upon Rome. The subsequent desertion of Sforza to the 
party of the king left him without any rival in the service of the Florentines. It may well 
be supposed that the rising fortunes and increasing dignities of his former brother in 
arms, who was now serving under the opposite banner, awakened in him some degree 
of jealousy, and that it was galling to him to reflect, while he himself had failed in 
making himself master of Perugia, there were five cities that hailed his ancient 
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contemporary as lord, and that his dignities were increased by many marks of favour 
from the king.  

Little doubt was now entertained of the superiority of these two men to the other 
condottieri of Italy. But the nature of the tactics in which each of them excelled was 
very different. It was the custom of Braccio to profit, whenever he could, by delay; to 
avoid general actions, to accustom his soldiers to fight in small parties, to cut off the 
supplies and intercept the detachments of the enemy, and to be always on the alert to 
take advantage of the blunders of those to whom he was opposed. He was never above 
trying to promote treason in the camp of his adversary. On the contrary, Sforza loved to 
bring all his army into action at once. He sought general engagements, in which, from 
his great personal courage, and from the confidence reposed in him by his soldiers, he 
usually had the superiority; he frequently astonished his enemy by the celerity of his 
movements; and if he occasionally made use of artifices, they were always for the 
purpose of attacking with advantage. Hence it came to pass that his campaigns were 
frequently more fruitful of glory than of profit, while the former often carried his point 
without adding to his renown by a single victory. Such was the system of the two 
generals, who were hereafter, for the most part, opposed to one another by the 
contending parties of Italy.  

The renewal of the war between Ladislaus and the pope was the first occasion on 
which these captains were employed under opposite banners. In the beginning, neither 
of them seems to have signalized himself by any exploit worthy of notice. Sforza was 
ordered to blockade Paolo Orsini, the pope’s general, in a fastness in Ancona; while the 
king, who marched directly against the pontiff, soon made himself master of Rome, and 
having conquered, himself, nearly all the patrimony of the church, turned his attention 
to Perugia, Bologna, and other towns on the confines of Tuscany, whence he began to 
menace even the territory of Florence. After Braccio had made one or two inefficient 
attempts to recover Perugia, the Florentines were glad to obtain a respite, by signing a 
truce with the victorious monarch, and were shortly afterwards effectually delivered 
from their fears by his very sudden illness and death.  

This event for a time gave a check to the rising fortunes of Sforza, and in some 
degree favoured those of his rival. Ladislaus was succeeded by his sister, Joan II, the 
widow of William of Austria a woman of weak understanding and profligate character, 
who was generally ruled by the favourite whom she selected for the gratification of her 
lascivious passion. Sforza, as soon as he received intelligence of the death of the king, 
and of the accession of his sister, reduced many of the cities of Tuscany to her 
obedience; for a time quelled the Romans, who had rebelled and driven from their city 
several Neapolitan officers; and betook himself to Naples, where, after having made 
tender of allegiance to the new sovereign, he asked permission to be allowed to retain 
the honours which had been conferred on him by her predecessor. On his arrival there 
he was received with all apparent marks of sincerity by the queen. The reigning 
favourite, at this time, was one Pandolfo Aleppo, a man of good birth and great beauty. 
The queen, who, after the death of her husband and brother, had cast off all affectation 
of restraint, had made this man chamberlain of the palace, and allowed him to order all 
things in the kingdom. The illustrious warrior, rendered powerful by his many fiefs in 
the kingdom of Naples, by his superior talents, and by the devotion of the army which 
he had so often led to victory, became an object of jealousy to this worthless intriguer, 
who, disregarding the professed, and it is thought also the real, wishes of his mistress, 
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had him along with his family seized and cast into prison. But as all his towns remained 
faithful to him, and as his brothers, who had followed the same profession as himself, 
threatened to avenge the insult that had been offered to the head of their family, 
Pandolfo began to think it would be his best policy to endeavour to make friends of 
such a powerful subject. Accordingly he had him liberated from captivity, confirmed in 
the possession of all his fiefs, and created high constable of the kingdom, but at the 
same time he retained as hostages for his fidelity his children and two of his brothers.  

A revolution was soon caused by the marriage of the queen with Jacques of 
Bourbon, and her conduct to her husband. She refused to allow him the functions of 
royalty, or to dignify him with any title except that of Count of Tarento. The 
Neapolitans, already disgusted with the vices of Joan and the sway of her favourites, 
joined in hailing him as king on his arrival; and he was not slow to avail himself of their 
proffered allegiance. His first act was to put to death Pandolfo Aleppo, whom he 
regarded as the prime counsellor of the queen; and Sforza, who alone of the magnates of 
the land remained faithful to his mistress, he put into prison, and caused to be tortured. 
It is generally supposed that his life would have fallen a sacrifice to the rage of Jacques, 
but for the firmness of his sister-in-law Margaret, wife of Michael Attendolo, who had 
four of the Neapolitan ambassadors seized and retained in the camp of her husband, as 
hostages for the safety of her brother. His property, in the meantime, was confiscated, 
and he was forced to resign all claim to the towns that he had acquired in the Neapolitan 
dominions. His popularity among all classes was so great that the king deemed it 
advisable to mitigate the rigours of his captivity, and to allow both him and his son as 
much liberty as was thought consistent with his object of preventing his services being 
made available to his enemies.  

In the meantime, the weakness that was caused by these dissensions in the 
kingdom of Naples afforded to the pope an opportunity of regaining his lost ground, and 
opened to Braccio Montone one of improving his fortune. The news of the death of 
Ladislaus was tidings of great joy to the inhabitants of Rome, Florence, and the 
intermediate towns. It was said that many of them lifted up their hands to heaven to 
show their gratitude for such an unexpected deliverance; and after the departure of 
Sforza, several cities, which had been taken by him, voluntarily returned to the 
allegiance of the Holy See. For the purpose of retaining these cities in his possession, 
John XXIII appointed Braccio, whose abilities he knew how to value, to the 
governorship of Bologna, the principal one among them. Braccio, while he remained in 
that city, availed himself of his position to carry on thence operations against the other 
towns in the neighbourhood; and on the deposition of Pope John, in the following year, 
he consented to relinquish the post which that pontiff had entrusted to him, on receiving 
a sum of money from the anti-papal party. He then immediately attacked the city of 
Perugia, the possession of which seems to have been his principal object of ambition 
through life; and after having completely defeated the army of Malatesta, the general of 
the Perugians, he succeeded in making himself master, not only of their city, but also of 
Todi, Narni, and several other towns in the mountains between Florence and Rome. To 
dignify Perugia with the appearance of a capital, and to reconcile the inhabitants to his 
rule, he tried to make all the other places which he had conquered pay a tribute to it, and 
celebrated his victories by a magnificent tournament. In the year 1417 he marched 
thence into Rome, and soon took possession of that city, with the exception of the 
Castle of St Angelo. Having assumed the title of Defender of the Holy See, he 
appointed a new senator, and continued to remain in the Eternal City under the pretence 
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of awaiting the arrival of the pope. With the view of augmenting his power, and 
securing himself in his possessions, he got the other renowned condottieri of the time, 
including Tartaglia and several of the relations of Sforza, to serve under him. The 
enmity which the former bore to Sforza had been in noways mitigated by the length of 
time that had elapsed since its origin, or by the many battles they had fought in 
common; and Braccio, to his shame be it spoken, gave him permission and 
encouragement, while in his service, to attack and pillage the cities of his rival, then a 
captive at Naples. The family of the Attendoli had already bound themselves to protect 
the fiefs of their imprisoned kinsman; but of those who were in the service of Braccio, 
Michael alone had the courage to refuse to be in any way a party to such an act of 
perfidy, and withdrew from the captain who sanctioned such a disgraceful proceeding. 
Braccio’s conduct on this occasion was the cause of the hostility which prevailed 
between him and Sforza till the end of their careers.  
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CHAPTER VII.  

SFORZA LIBERATED BY THE QUEEN, DRIVES BRACCIO FROM ROME.  

  

THE tide of fortune, which seemed to have set against Sforza Attendolo, soon 
again turned in his favour. Ere long a fresh revolution broke out at Naples. The chief 
men of that kingdom, who had been so eager to hail Jacques of Bourbon as king, soon 
found that they had gained nothing by a change of rulers. They had the mortification of 
seeing the affairs of their nation managed entirely by the countrymen of the king, and of 
beholding the courtiers of France preferred to all posts of honour before themselves. If 
the favourites of the queen were worthless and despicable, they were at least their 
countrymen, and were to them more tolerable than the foreign minions of Jacques. 
Actuated by these opinions, they soon restored Joan to her former dignity, and expelled 
her husband from the city. The queen, having regained her power, lost no time in 
liberating Sforza and his son : the former she restored to all his dignities and fiefs, and 
she made young Francesco count of three cities, as a compensation for the loss of 
Tricarico, which had been given to him by Ladislaus, and taken from him by Jacques.  

Joan’s jealousy, and even her apprehensions for the safety of her realm, had 

naturally been excited by the position of Braccio at Rome, and she proposed to Sforza 
to undertake an expedition for the purpose of driving him thence. Burning as he was 
with desire to punish the treacherous behaviour of his ancient brother in arms, he 
eagerly availed himself of this opportunity of doing so; and having, not without some 
difficulty, got together an army, he soon arrived in the plains of the Campagna, south of 
the Eternal City. Here he tried to bring his adversary to battle; but he could not, either 
by his taunts or his artifices, induce him to relinquish his usual mode of tactics. To the 
sanguine temperament of Sforza this delay was intolerable. He therefore determined to 
cross the Tiber, and to attack his enemy from the Castle of St Angelo, which still held 
out against him. For this purpose he brought his army over on a bridge of boats near 
Ostia. As soon as all his troops had landed, he destroyed this bridge, that they might see 
that their only chance of safety was in victory. His soldiers, though exhausted by the 
heats of July, and suffering from great scarcity of provisions, followed with the greatest 
confidence the general who had so often led them to victory; and he, for his part, ill 
brooked the delay of one night, which was necessary to recruit and to refresh them on 
their march from Ostia to Rome. But Braccio, who well knew the superiority of his rival 
in general engagements, and whose army had already been weakened by the plague, did 
not await his approach, but fled with great precipitation from Rome by the road to Narni 
and Perugia. So fearful was he of being pursued that he broke down, behind him the 
Ponte Molle, trusting that the meandering course of the river would protect him while 
his adversary remained on the northern bank. Thus Sforza entered the Eternal City 
without any opposition. He shortly afterwards took prisoner one of Braccio’s 

lieutenants, Nicolo Piccinino, who had annoyed him by predatory excursions, and 
retained him in his array as a hostage for the liberation of his own captive soldiers.  

The following winter he had an opportunity of defeating his old adversary 
Tartaglia. In this engagement, young Francesco Sforza, then only fifteen years old, 
made great exhibition of his courage. Though then appearing for the first time in battle, 
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he was generally in advance of the veteran soldiers, and engaged hand to hand with the 
enemy.  

After having thus accomplished the designs of his employers, Sforza returned 
covered with glory to Naples. The queen testified her sense of his merits by adding the 
important city of Benevento to his other fiefs. At this time also he showed that he was 
as ready to advance the fortunes of his family by marriage as by war, and endeavoured 
to effect a union between his son Francesco and Johanette Stendarda, a connection of 
the queen’s, possessed of the sovereignty of several cities in Apulia, and owner of 
extensive estates. In this design, however, he was disappointed by the treachery of a 
friend, who, after having promised him to aid him in his designs, secured the heiress 
himself; but he soon managed to provide equally well for the fortunes of his house, by 
obtaining for his son the hand of Polyxena Ruffa, a young lady who, in the words of his 
biographer, was in possession, not only of all the advantages of beauty, virtue, and 
nobility, but also of several cities and fertile estates in the province of Calabria.  

The advice which Sforza Attendolo gave to his son, when about to start to take 
possession of his bride, is worthy of notice, as coming from a man who certainly was 
not dishonest for the period in which he lived, and knew well how to push his fortune in 
the world; and it must be allowed that, if it was not such as to merit the entire 
approbation of a strict moralist of the present day, it was at least in many degrees less 
iniquitous than much of that which one century later Machiavelli gave to those who 
were desirous of reigning in Italy. After having referred to his past life, and expressed 
some general wishes for his future welfare, he proceeded to say, “Above all things, I 

wish you to be assiduous in your observance of justice to everybody. When hereafter 
you come to rule over people, it will not only recommend you to the favour of heaven, 
but it will make you especially popular among men. And though you should observe it 
in all things, be especially careful not to irritate any of your subjects by the commission 
of adultery. That is an injury which both the wrath of God and the bitter anger of men 
punish with the greatest severity”. He then recommended him never to excite the angry 

passions of any of his generals by a blow; but in case he should so far forget himself as 
to do so, to have the person whom he so offended removed from access to his person; 
and concluded by advising him never to get on a horse that had a hard mouth, or that 
was not sure of foot.  

It was not long, however, before Sforza began to be annoyed as formerly by the 
intrigues of the palace, and the jealousy of the favourites of the queen. After the 
liberation of her majesty, and the departure of the Count of Tarento, one Caraccioli 
succeeded to the place that was formerly held by Pandolfo Aleppo, and entertained the 
same jealousy against the High Constable. However, he did not dare openly to lay hands 
on him, but endeavoured to rise up enemies against him in his camp, and persuaded a 
band of armed men to attack him on his march. But the leading men of the kingdom 
became thoroughly disgusted at these perpetual quarrels between the chamberlain and 
the general of the queen, and made the two rivals consent to a re-conciliation, and shake 
hands in the presence of royalty.  

Her majesty had soon an opportunity of freeing her kingdom from the general 
who was detested by her chamberlain. Pope Martin V, a member of the noble family of 
Colonna, who had been elected just three years after the deposition of John, was at this 
time sore pressed by the new sovereign of Perugia; and Sforza, with the permission of 
his former mistress, entered his service, and was dignified with the title of Gonfalonier 
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