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Ambiguity and the Fixing of Identity in
Early Renaissance Florence

Luca Gatti

A citizen of Early Renaissance Florence that stepped out into the
streets and entered the spaces of his civic world joined a concert of
creative formal behaviors in which he was at once an actor and a

spectator. His problem here was to interpret the complex web of
overlapping, conflicting and simultaneous meanings he would
have read in the actions and images by which the community
directed him and represented itself, and find his own place and
set his standing. On most occasions he would probably have
elected for a state of suspension, a floating of multiple possibilities
he was loath to precipitate in too stable a form: in ambiguity the
citizen of Florence developed a richness of signification, and
found a refuges 1

I feel that it is important to acknowledge the extent to which, in
the mobile world of Early Renaissance Florence, interpreting or
representing actions or intentions was essential to success and
survival, and yet open to misunderstanding. Florentines were
aware of this, and their preoccupation came into conflict with the
fact that assertive statements were becoming increasingly impor-
tant for establishing one’s position, as was a correct interpretation
of meanings for determining the directions of that world’s trans-
formations. When interacting in their cosmos, the citizens of Flo-
rence were not too sure as to where they stood, and in construing
an identity, they felt uneasy about committing themselves to a

single meaning: they were having to move in a situation where
conflicting interests cohabited and were frequently difficult to dis-
entangle. Yet, if earlier, during the fourteenth century, Florentine
men could be advised to refrain from committing themselves for

they had no command on how their utterances might be under-
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stood,2 in the early fifteenth century such an attitude was becom-
ing increasingly obsolete as new venues presented themselves to
citizens aspiring to establish a new political and cultural identity.
Thus, there was an unresolved tension between the perception of
the pernicious effects of ambiguity, and the need to resort to ambi-
guity in order not to precipitate conflict.

In this world the effort of a political leadership went mostly
into representing its own political and cultural identity and into
fixing this identity as both traditional, therefore universal, and
unalienable. Yet, here too there was a certain advantage in ambi-
guity, for it allowed a greater compass in the signification of politi-
cal values, and it gave way to convenient displacements of
meanings and to attractive associations with mystical attitudes.3

There was nevertheless a considerable preoccupation with the

pernicious effects of ambiguity, which found its way into the city’s
Statutes, where several of the measures taken addressed the spe-
cific problem of ambiguity in identity. Gender, for instance, was a
point of social interaction for which distinction needed to be safe-

guarded, so women were banned from walking through the city
clad in male clothing, and similarly men were told not to dress up
as women. It is worth noting that in these regulations it was the
public civic space that defined the area where transvestism and its
ambiguities were represented as illicit: it was not, in other words,
a moral consideration that led to the rulings, but a preoccupation
with identity in public. This concern with projecting a supposedly
unambiguous and original identity is also apparent in another
regulation banning games that involved the use of masks &dquo;by
which some transform themselves into something other.&dquo;5 The
very fact that measures should have been taken to regulate and fix
identities, or that indeed, and in contrast, the sumptuary laws
should force citizens to conceal their true wealth and status, point
to some formidable tension deriving from the experience of uncer-
tainty. When looking upon this world of ephemeral identities and
ambiguous relationships, a Florentine might well have agreed
with one of the interlocutors in Alberti’s Della Famiglia: &dquo;Every-
thing in the world is profoundly unsure.&dquo;6

The fragility of access to fixed meanings underlined an aware-
ness of the possible richness of representations. Yet, the very exis-
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tence of this array of meanings was a hazard, an impediment in
the way of a sure, comforting recognition of one’s position. Suc-
cessful communing relied on a conspicuous body of skills: it is no
coincidence that as radical cultural and social transformations
were taking place there should have been a renewed interest in
those means by which signification might be structured and
ordered, such as Rhetoric and Perspective. Yet, again, these were
instruments that would equally lend themselves to the manipula-
tion of the mechanisms of ambiguity, or preclude the freedom of
signification that ambiguity allowed where conflicting meanings
might be accommodated. In this situation of floating significance,
images appeared to guarantee a certain degree of permanence,
they seemed to be an example of objective constancy: above all,
images had the power to make things happen. I propose therefore
to consider here two aspects that derive from this situation,
namely the efforts made to fix in the public world a set of mean-
ings and values that corresponded to a specific political and cul-
tural identity, and the undermining awareness that there was a
fundamental difficulty in this, coming from the uncertainty of
interpretation and the attractions of ambiguity. As evidence of the
first instance it has seemed to me appropriate to focus on the role
played by civic images, of which I have selected one in particular;
whereas for the second aspect I have chosen to consider certain

understandings of such concepts as Freedom and Fatherland, here
too selecting a specific instance.

&dquo;They Worshipped the Lion&dquo;

In his chronicle of early fifteenth-century Florence, Bartolomeo del
Corazza records how in January 1408 the city experienced an
exceptionally copious and lasting fall of snow. Del Corazza also
tells us that this was an occasion for widespread merriment, when
the people joined in the streets and shaped in snow statues of their
civic device, the Lion, also known as Marzocco.’ Ephemeral and
yet powerfully symbolic, these images, born of a playful and
apparently spontaneous communal activity, carried a range of
ideas that permeated Florentine society so deeply as to affect the

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219704517703 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1177/039219219704517703


20

informal gatherings of its citizens. It is with some of these ideas
and their fixation into what was understood as a Florentine uni-

versal identity that I am here concerned.
Another and better know chronicler, Goro Dati, reproducing

what was a standard trope of civic propaganda, links the origin of
the Lion to the Roman founding of the city.8 In rooting its might in
the myth of its origin, Florence was of course asserting its identity:
as a device the Lion established a mythical and powerful identity;
it told a story of civic pride and it created an expectation of suc-
cess. Painted or carved, images of the Lion marked the urban
space, informed by traditionally Florentine values, and alerting
subject towns and neighboring people to the fact that the Lion
watched over Florence. Often gilded and raised on columns, they
appropriated their pagan powers by reproducing the conventional
iconography of idols: in the case of the Marzocco, the etymologi-
cal derivation points to more than just a formal, typologic proxim-
ity, establishing instead a functional purpose through substitution
of the lost, but well remembered, statue of Mars.’

I have tried elsewhere to outline the importance of this image
in establishing a mythical origin, and through the astrological
combination that Mars recalled, to fix a universal identity making
Florentines at once destined to intestine strife, to commerce or to

military valor. All of these features were given a concrete expres-
sion in a statue that was eventually removed by the great flood of
the Arno in 1333. The statue had a powerful, talismanic and
totemic function. Indeed, the citizens of Florence produced images,
or beheld them, and they engaged in ritual representations, with a
genuine expectation that these narratives would in reality fix the
order and the meanings enacted, and that they would thereby suc-
ceed in altering the world and in shaping their personal and com-
munal destiny. In the magic of objects and in the power of images
a world was fashioned where Florentines found their beliefs and

ideas at once represented and worshipped.
A system of powerful and holy images constructed identity -

spiritual, cultural or political - informed it with sacredness and
secured its perpetuity: civic images had therefore the power to
root this identity, to perform protection or to signify might; and by
their ubiquitous and steady presence they encouraged onlookers
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and congregations to feel a political community. It was important,
in this respect, that the images produced should be recognized as
distinctly Florentine, for the perception of citizens, and of out-
siders alike, had to be informed, and their minds convinced: the
one image that specifically took over this function was the segno,
the civic device. When the segno in the public spaces of this urban
world branded images, buildings, documents, etc., it directed and
policed interpretation, and in attending to meanings formed and
framed by a civic device the citizens would immediately recog-
nize as established in the communal mythological tradition the
origin and the authority of the ideas represented. The processions
in which the segno headed and centered the display of a civic self,
the rituals that revolved around the statue of a segno to signal
political change, or the spontaneous manifestations of merriment
that saw citizens craft images of the segni were all events that
turned the segno in a sacred body that attracted a kind of worship.
Here the segno emancipated itself, it substantiated its meanings -
to some extent reorganizing them - and gave the political con-
cepts of identity a concrete expression, indeed a body. The collec-
tive display of devotion toward this symbol assembled in a single
image the communal expectations and interests, and set them
beyond the particular. We shall see later that the question of sacri-
ficing personal and private interests for a universal concept of
fatherland was a constant preoccupation of public life.

If we turn again to the specific example of the Lion,l° we shall
see that, by shifting functionally from image to metaphor to object,
it focalized the experience of political meanings, and by its power
and associations aimed to fix them as an expression of power. The
poet Matteo Frescobaldi, for instance, whilst lamenting the rise to
power of new men early in the fourteenth century, recalled how,
when worthier citizens from older families had ruled the city, both
the Florentines and their device, the Lion, enjoyed the devotion of
neighbors.ll The image of the Lion was very strongly identified
with the Republic and with its military might, so that it was unfail-
ingly used to signify possession of a seized territory: on entering
Pisa, for instance, conquered in 1406, the Florentines erased the
enemy’s devices scattered in the city and replaced them with
Lions.12 In Dati’s words the devices were &dquo;extinguished,&dquo; switched
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off, which is exactly how these images were understood to work:
they had an active power, that gave body to political meanings
and watched over their preservation.13 The image of the Lion was
used to take over the new land that Florence claimed as its own;

indeed, when a century later the people of Pisa regained indepen-
dence, public rejoice involved the mocking parade of a battered
statue of the Florentine Lion: it ended with its disposal in the
Arno, thus truly extinguishing its powers.&dquo;
When the spectator gazed at the segni defining Florence’s com-

munal identity, nothing distinguished the lions of civic heraldry
from those set in a religious frame. The conflation of meaning thus
achieved was certainly convenient, for much of the power was
given to the image of the Lion from its close associations and fre-
quent identifications with the supernatural world. Images of the
Lion really were the focus of devotional attitudes: one of the Priori
most clearly made the point when he compared the Florentine
Lion crowning civic edifices to the Cross of churches and bell-tow-
ers.l5 Along these lines, of the Lion statues guarding the Palace of
the Bargello one bore an inscription that fixed an aggressive,
almost territorial meaning, whilst investing its civic origin with
preternatural significance: &dquo;If the Lion roars who will not fear it?&dquo;

is an exact quote from the biblical Book of Amos (3, 8).16
Nonetheless, in Florence real lions were kept and bred. These

animals, housed near the Town Halls were powerfully represen-
tative of kingliness and of the communal identity, and also made
real the symbols and emphasized the genealogical ties with the
Roman people whom the city claimed to descend from. The keep-
ing of lions was an important feature of institutional life and cen-
tral to the rituals of self-presentation: it was inscribed in the city’s
Statutes’8 and Dati described it in detail.19 Several reasons made
the breeding of lions attractive, despite the high costs of keeping
them: they provided a small revenue (the public was charged a
small fee to visit the cage)2° but above all the lions were used as
objects of diplomatic exchange, a symbolic gift that established
Florentine identity and bound the recipients to it.

In a society that still relied on signs of omen to assess and inter-
pret its course and survival, the lions of the Commune were a
focus for procedures of divination: the birth of lion cubs in years
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of plenty induced Villani and other chroniclers to draw an explicit
connection between feline fertility and communal riches.21

The founding of new Florentine settlements was an index of
propagation and territorial grandeur, therefore an ideal occasion
to combine representations of identity and might. The case of
Firenzuola is symptomatic: on the very edges of the province, in
territory reclaimed from pillaging local despots, the new town had
its raison d’être in its very name. But the significance of the found-
ing of Firenzuola was also fixed by dedicating its church to San
Firenze and by calling upon an astrologer to identify the most
favorable point of astrological intersection at which to found the
town: appropriately, the point chosen was when the Lion was in
ascendant. 22 The meanings of Florentine identity were squarely
grounded on Earth and also perpetually fixed in the inalienable
power of the stars and of the sacred.

The most famous and the most impressive of leonine images
is the Marzocco attributed to Donatello.23 Apparently meant to
decorate the staircase leading to the papal apartment in the con-
vent of Santa Maria Novella, this Lion signposted the entry to an
area of the city that was given over temporarily, and reluctantly, to
a foreign power. The Florentines knew that the presence of an alien
authority within the city walls exposed them to internal instability
and threatened their independence: having allowed the Pope to
enter their city, the citizens reminded him to beware of attempting
to threaten its Libertas. The Lion, with its distinctive political mean-
ings, policed access to public space and reconfirmed possession
and authority over it, as well as symbolically representing the
integrity of the Commune and its republican foundations.

The ringhiera, the raised platform in front of the Town Hall from
which orators addressed gathered crowds, gave onto a space of
heightened civic ritual: here the city’s subjects gathered to be
counted and to display their submission, and here was the statue
of a Lion that was also a point of revolution for the representation
of political change or the preparation of war. And it was during
the war with the Papacy in the 1370s that an inscription was
placed on the Lion impressing on the citizens love for their father-
land and the concern of freedoM.21

* * *
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Most of the political discourse, as it was being expressed and expe-
rienced in Early Renaissance Florence, occurred within a paradigm
of Libertas, which conferred credibility to the ideas and actions
advocated. The confines of meaning for Libertas extended to
include a variety of definitions representing it as an unalienable
civic good and locating it in a region of fundamental beliefs that,
across several decades, was established as a shared and unques-
tionable assumption. Libertas, and its complementary concepts of
Amor Patriae and Charity, were very closely interwoven ideas
being used by the regime to define its political identity. In the
process by which this identity was represented, an association
with religious or cultural values was consistently operated so that
the ideas of Libertas should be seen to transcend party interests and
the course of actions advocated by the political leadership should
be endowed with an unquestionable universality. It was the inter-
ests and apprehensions of an elite that fed the notion of Florentina
Libertas: by fixing the meanings of Libertas in the set of ritual
objects and behaviors through which the city communed with
deity, the regime reflected upon its policies the power of an non-
subversable order.25 It is only within this virtual sanctification of a
political system that one can make sense of the consistency and
degree to which anything that might represent a threat to it, most
particularly tyranny, could be represented as attacking the sacred
order of the world: in the course of a debate on civic unity that
took place in January 1429, Lorenzo Ridolfi spelled out the main
sense of the regime’s desire to represent itself, and therefore the
values it stood for, as a focus of devotional attention, whilst at the
same time representing any other political stance as sacrilegious:

Just as a single God should be worshipped, so should all the citizens honor
you. Those that do otherwise worship idols and should be damned .26

By representing freedom as a fundamental value of Florentine
society, the regime was effectively representing its own centrality
to the system. When a political strategy was seen to have been
successful, news of it were rebounded across the city to advertise
the fact. On most occasions of celebration, bells were made to toll
the joy of officialdom, echoing and distributing around the city
the sense of a political interpretation of events. It is a measure of
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how ritual actions and the objects that propped up such events
could be charged with symbolic significance that, in 1406, the bells
of San Iacopo in Via Ghibellina should have been inscribed with
words that brought together in a model of virtuous concerns the
glorification of the deity and the defense of the fatherland.2~
A successful identification of freedom with the world that the

citizens inhabited and felt their own required a reification of Liber-
tas. The sounds, shapes and colors of civic rituals gave Libertas a
substantiation that framed and filled the civic world, a world that
the citizens were made to recognize as their own, and the survival
of which they were induced to believe depended on their endorse-
ment of Libertas. Informing objects and instruments of worship
with civic imagery caused the devout citizens to coalesce in formal
manifestations of love of the fatherland, and to refrain from actions
that, guided by sectarian or private interests, would bring about
the &dquo;civica pestis intestini dissidi,&dquo; the evil of division and conflict.

As was seen earlier, it was during the war with the Papacy that
some of the more important themes of the republican mythology
were developed. The awkward position of taking up arms against
the spiritual leader of Christianity required a concerted effort in
establishing freedom as a paramount value. It was now that a fusion
of sacred power and civic concerns was most urgently called for.
Should it be realized, the political myth would be fixed in an order
of sacred values thought to be inalienable. An association of this
kind was a precious asset for a regime calling for unity and sacrifice.

To substantiate the meanings of Libertas in an image that could
thus inform rituals and public spaces, a new device was created in
the late fourteenth century that consisted in a red cross over a
white shield with the word Libertas inscribed. During the same
period a tournament was organized to honor &dquo;Madonna Liberta,&dquo;
a public event that rallied the city to behold the values of freedom
as central to its destiny.

That the purpose of such actions was that of fixing in the minds
of the citizens and in the fabric of society a set of values tradition-
ally and unquestionably Florentine has no better confirmation than
in the city Statutes of 1415. Regulating the annual public festivities
on the day of St. Anne (when the city had expelled a foreign ruler),
it is said that the joust and the celebrations were arranged
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in eternal memory of the freedom of the city of Florence and so that
it should be fixed (infixum) in the minds of the citizens how on this day
the people of Florence with the help of God and of their virtue were freed
from tyranny.28

On a more private level, the city’s spiritual leaders were pro-
viding the all-important reassurance that the course of actions
taken by the political leadership when resulting in a confrontation
with the Roman Church was appropriate and spiritually sound,
and in so doing they were effectively indicating the degree of
importance that individuals should attach to the freedom of their
fatherland.29 This kind of indoctrination was so successful that in
later years one of Florence’s most representative politicians, Gino
Capponi, could actually advise that at the head of the Republic
should be men who held their fatherland dearer than their own

interest or their soul.3°
It was most particularly during periods of crisis that Patria and

Libertas as complementary ideas were subsumed in a single effort to
defend the city’s independence. In times of imminent peril for the
Republic, the regime could call upon the citizens’ devotion to their
fatherland to rally in a display of unity. In the early 1430s Palla
Strozzi could point to this as a fundamental feature in the experi-
ence of a city which otherwise was inclined to break up in pursuit of
factional interests.31 The success in making Libertas into a cult object
that sustained the scaffolding of Florentine society had the effect of
locking the political debate into a single direction, for even the early
Medici conceived of their political control as occurring within the
paradigm of Libertas and of its institutional configuration.

The question of civic strife dogged the political debate and was
ultimately never resolved. In those attempts that were made to
establish unity was a conspicuous use of Libertas as a good com-
mon to all and of such vital importance that its care transcended
party or individual interests. The ultimate measure of one’s dedi-
cation to the common good, to the fatherland, to freedom, was the
will to dispense with one’s personal interest and one’s life. By
establishing this set of values, the regime could ensure the dedi-
cation of citizens to overcoming their occasional differences, how-
ever deeply rooted, and rally to support of the Commune, at least
in times of crisis.
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The order of beliefs that would induce individual citizens to a

political martyrdom had to be of a kind that transcended the par-
ticular, and one of the purposes, if not the main one, of represent-
ing Libertas was to engrain civic conscience so deeply that it would
come to be accepted as good reason for a citizen to lay down his
life for the Patria. True enough, dying for the fatherland, or, more
appropriately in the case of the Florentine merchant, at least sacri-
ficing one’s personal interest to support the common good, was
the outcome of a particular political course which the ruling polit-
ical elite, the Reggimento, had elected to pursue. By associating
Libertas with those images that gave the fatherland its distinct
identity the regime was successfully promoting its ideas as funda-
mental to the city’s survival. Yet, much of the success depended
on the degree of fixity, and we shall now turn to see in detail how
this preoccupation worked in a specific instance, and the kind of
tensions that it brought into relief.

Stefano Porcari on Freedom and Fatherland

In being told that their fatherland and a particular understanding
of freedom were the same thing, the people of Florence were
urged to empathize with a policy that demanded of them sacrifice
and consensus participation in the running of the country. In this

process of indoctrination, the Christian virtue of Charity was
given a distinct civic connotation by which the fatherland was
construed as a mystical body that would attract unquestioning
devotional attitudes. I now want to focus on a concrete instance in

which this process can be caught in action, and in which it is also
possible to see coming to the surface a sense of transience of
meaning and a consequent desire to fix meaning that defies the
seemingly logical terms by which the argument was being pre-
sented and required a devotional and unquestioning attitude
toward that which Libertas meant. The particular experience in
question is that of a speech delivered in public and from the
ringhiera by a newly appointed Magistrate, Stefano Porcari. Por-
cari himself was a Roman, but the set of speeches that have been
preserved in many copies in the libraries of Florence are clearly
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the representation of very topical issues that were relevant to the
highly strung political situation of Florence in the late 1420s.32

I have chosen to concentrate on only one of Porcari’s delivered
speeches because it is little known and yet an extremely important
source, and because it stands out as an impressive account of the
pressure that was brought to bear on citizens to identify in the
fatherland the Patria, a compound of institutions, traditions, and
moral values, a good to be shared, treasured and upheld beyond
personal interest. Here the Patria was represented as the social
&dquo;body&dquo; to be kept free, and hence, by implication, the purpose for
waging war and forsaking one’s life and economic security.

In his previous speech delivered in the Cathedral during his
swearing-in ceremony on 31 August 1427, Porcari had focused on
the themes of civic unity and justice, and somewhat conventionally
had identified the foundations of a healthy society in a united pop-
ulation and in a fair system of justice. In the preamble to his second
speech, Porcari flattered his audience by telling them how, on that
earlier occasion, he had been touched by the ardour of Charity that
he had noticed burning in them, &dquo;written&dquo; in their ears and

&dquo;painted&dquo; on their foreheads33: it was freedom, the fiorentissima lib-
ert9, that the orator singled out as the object of their charitable
attention. It is worth reflecting on Porcari’s analogy as he set out to
expound his new subjects, namely freedom and fatherland. Cast in
a hyperbolic preamble that aimed to set up an ideal audience, the
analogy reveals an evident unease about the event that young
knight was at the centre of. Speaking out to the crowd, he seemed
engaged in fixing in their minds the ideas he was expounding to
them, a fixing that he did not trust his words alone to accomplish.
Porcari knew that he had little command over an appropriate
interpretation of his intended meanings, for it was after all up to
his unrestful audience to accept or reject them. The &dquo;truth&dquo; that

Porcari was representing to an assembled citizenry demanded a
degree of fixity in order to work beyond the narrow if symbolically
significant bounds of that particular event; and underscoring Por-
cari’s earnest appeals lay a lack of faith in the lasting power of the
logic of his argumentation. Hence the rhetorical ploy of setting up
a yielding audience that would let itself be inscribed: the ears of
this charitable Florentine congregation did not hear, it seems, but
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were written on, and their minds did not question, but were
painted on. In a turn of phrase which he might have thought evi-
denced his florid oratory, Porcari revealed a fundamental concern
with the instability of meaning.

* * *

In establishing his subject matter, Porcari resorted to a well-known
topos by juxtaposing the effects of appropriate public behavior
with those driven by self-interest. Porcari portrayed an image of
the Republic in which citizens had allowed themselves to be run
by private matters. These citizens, Porcari claimed, let havoc loose
in their city and their ambitions fostered strife and ruin

It was in adopting the complex set of formal behaviors called
for in interacting with one’s neighbors, and in locating them in a
familial network, that the people of Florence established an iden-
tity of sorts. Porcari was therefore keen to represent relatives,
friends and the fatherland as the foundations of the public man,
the points at which a natural human condition became a social
responsibility and a citizen was furnished with a recognizable
identity: herein lay the citizens’ &dquo;origin,&dquo; here was the source of
their civic selves. The parenti and the amici were aspects of Floren-
tine social life of paramount importance to structuring interper-
sonal relationships and establishing a citizen’s status and position
in the public world. Porcari’s association of a comprehensive idea
of Patria with these social experiences was one instance in a con-
stant and articulated effort to furnish sections of the population
with a political identity that would be defined in terms of that
being assumed by the Commune.35

Porcari’s main concern was to establish a category of the &dquo;nat-

ural&dquo; citizen, one that would be automatically assumed based on a
manifest allegiance to the Patria, in the same way that one felt
bound to an honorable behavior in relations with relatives and

friends. By defining these attitudes to the fatherland as &dquo;natural,&dquo;

they were being located outside a citizen’s reasonable questioning.
In the event that his natural impulse should fail, the citizen’s obliga-
tion would nevertheless be reconfirmed by ethical and divine laws:

All the laws of nature, all divine and human laws appropriately force us to
fulfill this obligation.
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Having established the natural bonds that impel men to forsake
their own interest to support the public good, Porcari moved on to
represent the fatherland as a superior body that called for such
attention. It was a most impressive and ringing piece of oratory in
which the concept of Patria that emerged was one that transcended
the particular and constructed such wide ranging implications as
to make irreverent any resistance to self-sacrifice. Gradually the
Patria was turned into a mystical, fecund, propulsatory body that
was the source of life, riches, security and happiness:

From where do our first natural birthrights come? From the fatherland.
From where do the joys of childbirth come? From the fatherland. From
where do the honest and pleasant duties of parents come? From the father-
land. From where do the affectionate attentions and the generosity of
friends come? From the fatherland. Is it not the fatherland that provides
public dignity? Is it not the fatherland that confers upon us the most mag-
nificent honors? Is it not the fatherland that preserves our human felicity?
Where do we live, where do we prosper, if not in the fatherland? Where do
we possess our domestic riches, if not in the fatherland? Where do we find
all of our pleasures and amusements? Our gaiety? And finally our public
and private riches, if not in the fatherland? Who defends us? Who rescues
us? Who counsels us? Who watches over us in all our needs and on all occa-

sions, if not the fatherland? 36

Despite this display of rhetorical effect in which the repeated
questions confirmed the obligation of citizens to feel devoted to
their fatherland, Porcari found it necessary to urge once again his
listeners to have this common good fixed in their minds:

Its gentle revered name must live forever in our hearts, we must always keep
our thoughts focused on the health and the security of the community,
always think of the common good, of tranquility, of peace and of public rest.37

The implication that listening citizens had a discretionary power,
and that they might after all not accept this as an incontrovertible
&dquo;natural&dquo; sentiment, undermined the logic of Porcari’s argument.
He now had to re-enforce the citizens’ commitment to their father-

land by going through a catalogue of obligations of which the
appeal is emotional, but effective.38

Forceful repetition rather than logical argumentation is what
Porcari resorted to, calling on vague categories of obligation such
as honesty and honor to represent the ideal citizen as willing to
give up his life for the fatherland:
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The soul of every honest citizen worthy of praise must prefer the good of
the fatherland to his ease and advantages, and for the health of the father-
land, he must be prepared to affront all the plagues, all the fatigues and all
the dangers, calamity and death.39

Porcari was evidently structuring in his speech a concept of
Patria that transcended the particular, that made irrelevant the
individual interest in which resistance to a set of political ideas
was located. The myth of Patria, which was here also embedded in
a set of authoritative references to its classical manifestations, was,
as has been seen above, one that had already been elaborated into
a mystical idea, one inextricably bound to the Christian virtue of
Charity. And it was Charity that Porcari relied on to move the
good citizen to give up his personal interest and sacrifice his life
and belongings to that superior good which was his Patria:

Let then the flame and the love of the common good shine in your magnifi-
cent and generous breast, let the concern of this very thriving city take
precedence over your other private interests. 40

Upon closing his speech Porcari summarized his principal
argument, that as long as the citizens upheld their fatherland
more than their personal interests they would not forsake their
freedom. In so doing he was appealing to them to have this im-
pressed in their minds. 41

Alongside the mystique of the fatherland that represented it as
a holy body to which citizens should direct their devotional atten-
tion, Porcari used a second order of authority to confirm the truth
of his statements, the exemplum from the Classical world. He nur-
tured his audience with a lengthy list of worthy men who in
ancient times had fought for the Patria, heroes whose sacrifice the
gods rewarded with immortal fame. In unfolding this canon
before his audience Porcari was hoping to affect a citizenry which,
especially at its periphery, had little enthusiasm for war, not least
because, rather than their lives, it was their pockets that were
being called into question. In an effort to bribe the skeptic listeners
into accepting a measure of personal sacrifice, Porcari illustrated
to them the rewards of a virtuous attitude to the fatherland: the

inflation of honors and the magnificence that would result from
heroic deeds would bring to them the devotion of all the people.
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The much celebrated virth of the new Renaissance man repre-
sented a manner of bearing and conduct that, in Florence at least,
had profound social implications. Its specifically male connota-
tions excluded at least one half of the population from identifying
with the prospected model of ideal behavior, whilst its resorting to
cultural associations derived from a Stoic tradition imposed it as a
model for those with a degree of learnedness. Here was repre-
sented an exclusively male order of political and cultural values,
and there were profound political implications in constructing a
particular model of manliness, for it defined the new obligations
of those citizens called upon to support a particular political con-
dition, and regulated interaction amongst them by sorting deco-
rous behaviors from indecorous ones in times of crisis. As men

roused each other in the debating councils to viriliter brave men-
aces, their attitudes were molded on the exempla of ancient Rome.
Similarly, Porcari’s catalogue of manly behaviors derived from the
Classical world framed appropriate attitudes to the fatherland.
The weapon and armor laden consort of male saints suddenly
peopling the Florentine civic space and informing it with the grav-
ity of mature, age-worn, or heroic virility promoted a set of atti-
tude in a section of the male population and coincidentally
established its centrality in the cosmos it was purportedly build-
ing and defending.42

* * *

Identity, whether perceived or projected, was a most significant
aspect of social life. Whether individual or communal, to repre-
sent one’s identity or interpret that of others was a means to shap-
ing a cosmos and establishing one’s position with respect to it. So
complex, overlapping, and at times conflicting were the meanings
generated by the response of a political class undergoing the expe-
riences of Florentine society that it is best to think of civic identity
as being shaped as requiring constant confirmation and adapta-
tion. In the civic world of Florentine behaviors, written or spoken
words, the building of structures, the coloring or shaping of
objects, praying, joining processions, buying or selling, indeed all
actions, were meaningful statements. To those who had to under-
stand what was meant by a sequence of actions, a correct inter-
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pretation rested on a set of assumptions about the identity of the
agent, the context of the event and the conventions shared. A sure

recognition of all these elements was essential, and yet it was also
worryingly elusive: Florentines were uncertain about meaning.
The point was made at the outset of this paper, and it transpired
across the several preoccupations with the fixation of meaning
here reviewed: yet, the hazards of communication and the fra-

gility of interpretation should not be overstated to the point of
imagining the Florentine citizen as transfixed and frozen by the
pluralities and complexities of communing. Given the degree to
which Florentines engaged with their surrounding world, this is
manifestly not the case, and the task of acting and communing in
the public world was consistently and, in most instances, success-
fully performed. That this should have been so testifies to the
array of skills that Florentines developed for understanding their
world and capturing its volatility.
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