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Abstract

This paper is an exploration into the evolution of medieval vendetta culture in
Florence, Italy. It follows a five-pronged approach, beginning with evidence of the
unique character of the Florentine people and their unusual propensity for pursuing
vendettas. Part two considers a variety of diaries written by affluent Florentine merchants
and politicians in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, analyzes vendetta narratives
within them, and highlights how each writer recorded past offenses to help perpetuate the
memory of vengeance for future generations. The paper then compares the city statutes of
Siena, Bologna, and Florence to explore differences in how each sought to restrict
vendetta practice. The purpose is not to examine the intricacies of the Florentine legal
system and attempt to evaluate the overall effectiveness of city and government
authorities in limiting and regulating the practice of vendetta. While increased efficiency
and internal organization may have limited the size and success of vendettas over the
course of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, Florentine diaries reveal that litigants
viewed recourse to the law as a form of vendetta. The concluding section shows that a
Florentine culture of vengeance survived into the late Renaissance, if not through the
continuance of family acts of vengeance, then at least in the memories and language

preserved in sixteenth-century diaries.
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Chapter 1 - The Historiography of Florentine Vendetta from Dante to Dean

In the Inferno, Dante Alighieri confronts the ghost of an ancestor at one stage of his
descent into Hell. The murdered victim of an unspecified affair, the embittered ancestor refuses
to speak to Dante, fleeing from his presence in disgust because his kinsman had failed to avenge
his death. Pitying his dead relative’s anguish, Dante described the man’s justified rage to his
guide Virgil:

“My guide, it was his death by violence,

for which he still is not avenged,” I said,

by anyone who shares his shame, that made

him so disdainful now; and—I suppose—

for this he left without a word to me,
and this has made me pity him the more.”!

Several passages in Dante’s early fourteenth-century Divine Comedy resonate with motifs
of insult and shame, honor and familial duty, and above all, the desire for revenge—all elements
mirrored in the values shared by late medieval Florentine families. Dante’s verses convey the
solemn concerns and intense personal feelings of a Florentine whose cultural customs and
practices were characteristic of the daily life of many elite noblemen living in his time. Vendetta
was a fundamental tool to protect the interests of the family and preserve the honor and dignity
of the family name. Along with this desire came another: to record and remember past conflicts.
Florentines accomplished this by recording successful vendettas and past quarrels in diaries and
memoirs (ricordanze). From the fourteenth to the sixteenth century, these elite families
perpetuated the doctrine of private justice, transmitting personal memory of past injury into
social memory, and setting the standard for avenging past wrongs. Though conflicts and private

vendettas were typical of many medieval Tuscan cities, the Florentine manner of recording their

! Dante Alighieri, Inferno, Canto XXIX, lines 31-36. Translated by Allen Mandelbaum, The Divine
Comedy of Dante Alighieri Inferno, a Verse Translation (New York: Bantam Books, 2004), 267.



culture of vengeance was unique; as a consequence, its government and legal system continued

to permit the practice of vendetta longer than any other Italian city, allowing the medieval culture

of vengeance to last well into the sixteenth century.

Tuscan sources offer one of the largest collections of revenge narrative. Within Tuscany,
a majority of accounts of violence and vendetta derive from the city of Florence. The city’s
chronicles, statutes, and other documents suggest that Florence was at the center of vendetta
culture, but they do not necessarily explain why this was the case. Why did Florentines have
strong inclinations towards private vengeance? Did Florentines possess an unusually strong
fondness for violent acts of revenge, or did socio-political conditions provide the environment
for vendetta culture to thrive and gradually evolve? Why did Florence sanction the legality of
blood vengeance and never officially criminalize the practice? What conditions allowed Florence
to maintain its culture of vengeance longer than any other Italian city-state? In short, what made
vendetta in Florence different from everywhere else? The answer lies in the diaries and memoirs
of Florence’s aristocratic and mercantile families.

To understand how this could possibly be the case, it is necessary to acquire an
understanding of what medieval Italian diaries were. Medieval historian Trevor Dean has
mentioned in Crime In Medieval Europe that most Italian noble families “lacked the means for
recording and transmitting memory of injuries that Florentine families had in their family
diaries.”” In his opinion, the possession of diaries made the Florentine experience of vendetta
atypical. Though he briefly acknowledges this to be the case, Dean neglected to discuss at length
how ricordanze differ from other written sources that Florentines used to preserve and perpetuate
social memory. Though scholars have generally derived the common features of vendetta

through accounts from private diaries, they have combined these with other revenge narratives

2 Trevor Dean, Crime in Medieval Europe, 1200-1550, (England: Longman, 2001), 103.



found in accounts like city chronicles, court records, and fictitious moral stories. Failure to make
a clear distinction among the sources constitutes a serious oversight, because diaries were private
records, unlike other accounts of vendetta. Family vengeance, no matter how prominent, was a
personal affair. Even in instances where self-help was given public sanction, vendettas involved
parties in private disputes, seeking private means of justice and resolution. Though the family
clan was frequently used for support to help carry out the vendetta, they still remained a private
group, not a public body. It follows that the most useful evidence historians have available to
them—the source best able to help them understand Florentine vendettas and their transcription
into social memory—comes from records that bring them closest to the intimate thoughts and
feelings of the very individuals involved in such conflicts: the private diaries of Florentine
families.

The society of the medieval Jtalian city-states upheld and respected distinct codes of
honor, family, and loyalty. These values fostered a system of vengeance known as vendetta.
Whenever individuals or groups perceived that an insult, injury, or other injustice had been
committed against them, they would often retaliate. The original aggressor would frequently
retaliate in turn, creating a cycle that only ended when a peace was finally reached between the
injured parties, or when one or both parties was entirely destroyed. In a time when the political
power of the state was weak, this extra-legal system of violent self-help flourished as families
used private methods to exact justice for perceived injuries to the body or to the honor of the
family name. At the same time, governments and public authorities generally sought to limit the
violence of vendetta and attempted to replace private extrajudicial practices with public justice.

Several traits of the Italian vendetta clearly distinguish it from other medieval forms of

revenge practice. One important distinction concerned the equivalency of injuries exchanged. As




such, the Biblical proverb “an eye for an eye” often received a literal interpretation. Whenever
the opportunity presented itself, injured parties would strive to exact a punishment identical to
the offense they had received, and both witnesses and participants in the vendetta were careful to
note how fair or appropriate (condecens) it had been.? The need for reciprocal vengeance killings
explains how a series of assassinations over a period of many years could sometimes be traced
back to a single murder. As Jacques Heers has claimed, “Violent death always demanded
compensation...even accidents sometimes set two families against each other for many years.”4
Another feature of vendetta was the length of time taken to carry out revenge. Compared to their
European neighbors, Italians were often known for concealing their violent intentions and
striking at the most opportune moment.’ Dean cites examples of Italian treatises that advise the
revenge-taker to wait for the opportune moment before striking: “Don’t spoil it through haste,”
and “He who conceals the injury can better take revenge,” are two recommendations.® As a
result, Italians earned a reputation for pursuing vendettas under the principle of a dish best served
cold.

One other important characteristic of vendetta was the prominent role of families and
allies in the participation of blood vengeance. Nowhere else in Europe did vendetta involve or
require so many participants, a phenomena that can be explained by medieval Italians’ unusually
strong sense of family solidarity, which created close, intricate networks of friends, relatives, and
allies. As Dean wrote, “Family solidarity was the key to the exaction of revenge: a claim to

vengeance bound the generations and branches of a kindred together and was transmitted as part

* Daniel Waley, A Blood Feud with a Happy Ending: Siena, 1285-1304, 48.

* Jacques Heers, Family Clans in the Middle Ages (Amsterdam: North-Holland Publishing
Company, 1977), 108.

5 Dean, Crime in Medieval Europe, 102.

® Ibid.



of the heritage.”"' In theory, families acted in solidarity to answer threats made to an individual
member or to the collective whole, and to repay any offending party through retaliation. This
retaliation could in turn be reciprocated, often initiating a long, drawn-out conflict between the
two warring families. This is the final attribute: the unusually long life span of vendettas. In
Tuscany, cycles of violence were especially long-lived, with animosity between families
sometimes lasting up to a decade or longer.

Although it was prevalent throughout Italy, the practice of vendetta held particular
importance for the Florentines. Giovanni Villani (1280-1348) and Dino Compagni (1255-1324),
two contemporaries of Dante who chronicled the violent factionalism that gripped Florence
during the thirteenth and fourteenth century, referred to several instances of vendetta in their
chronicles, depicting them as the catalysts of long-standing factional division. In the unstable
climate at the beginning of the thirteenth century, Florence’s leading families came to be bitterly
divided. In Book V of his Nuova Cronica, Villani lists “the families and the nobles which
became Guelfs and Ghibellines in Florence,” brought on by a ‘citywide division that allegedly
began after the death of Buondelmonte de’ Buondelmonti in 12152 As the famous story goes,
Buondelmonte had dishonored the Amidei family by reneging on his promise to marry “a maiden
of [that] house” after “a lady of the house of the Donati called to him,” promising a more
agreeable marriage to one of her own daughters.’ The shame visited upon the Amidei was great,
and to avenge their humiliation, “on the morning of Easter of the Resurrection [they] assembled

in their house,” armed themselves, and attacked Buondelmonte as he arrived at the foot of the

A
Ibid., 99.

® Giovanni Villani, Book V, chapter 39, Selections from the First Nine Books of the Croniche Fiorentine

(Westminster, [Eng.): A. Constable, 1896), 123.

? Ibid., 38, 121.



Ponte Vecchio.'® “Assaulted and smitten” by the Amidei and their allies, Buondelmonte’s “veins
were opened and he was brought to his end.”"! This cold-blooded murder was, according to both
contemporary and later accounts, the “beginning of the accursed parties of Guelfs and
Ghibbelines in Florence,” for the city “rose in arms in tumult” at the news of Buondelmonte’s
death, and “all the families of the nobles were divided, and some held with the Buondelmonti,
who took the side of the Guelfs, and were its leaders, and some with the Umberti, who were the
leaders of the Ghibellines, and whence followed much evil and disaster to our city.”'2

Both Villani and Compagni wrote in their respective chronicles about another major
division that occurred during their lifetimes that renewed the city’s bitter divisions. The enmity
arose out of the growing hatred between two powerful families, the Cerchi and the Donati. In his
Cronica delle cose occorrenti ne' tempi suoi, Dino Compagni stated that problems came about
gradually as the Cerchi family rose in wealth and power. He wrote that “the hatred grew day by
day,” flamed by several small but incendiary incidents that eventually led the two families to
split the Guelph party in Florence into opposing factions, the Donati becoming members of the
Black Guelphs and the Cerchi taking the part of the White Guelphs.13 Villani recorded one
particularly violent vendetta that occurred in retaliation for the death of Corso Donati, leader of

the Black Guelph faction. Villani wrote,

At that time [1310], at the end of February, the Donati slew M. Betto Brunelleschi, and a
little while after the said Donati and their kinfolk and friends assembled at San Salvi and
disinterred M. Corso Donati, and made great lamentation, and held a service as if he were
only just dead, showing that by the death of M. Betto vengeance had been done, and that
he had been the counselor of M. Corso’s death, wherefore all the city was as it were
moved to tumult."*

" Ibid., 122.

" Ibid.

2 Ibid., 122-123.

3 Dino Compagni, Book I, chapter 20, Dino Compagni's Chronicle of Florence (Philadelphia: University
of Pennsylvania Press, 1986), 22.

' Giovanni Villani, Book IX, chapter 12, Croniche Fiorentine, 400.



As explained by Villani, the murder was carried out as repayment for the death of Corso Donati.
The Donati, to emphasize the symbolic significance of Brunelleschi’s murder, dug up their
relative’s remains and held a solemn ceremony to demonstrate to everyone their memory of the
debt owed their murdered leader and to celebrate the successful recovery of their family’s honor.
However, as Villani also related, their actions “moved [all the city] to tumult,” bringing the
factions and their members into renewed opposition with each other. ' The frequent conflicts
between Florence’s political factions inevitably contributed to the development of vendetta.
Anna Maria Enriques has said that this allowed for a co-existence to develop, in which personal
enmities were influenced by the political parties, “and vice-versa the vendettas influenced the
political parties.”'® As she affirmed, “The expressions of the chroniclers, in the retelling of the

vendettas and private peaces, make us understand how these deeds were considered important for

o ¥te = »l7
civic life.”!

Because this was the case, chroniclers were therefore not the only Florentines interested
in politics and factional rivalries; Florence’s leading families were also anxious to understand
and record the past in their ricordanze, especially history where the family’s private vendettas
were intertwined with the city’s factions. Many diaries contain entire passages dedicated to
describing civic life both past and present. Some writers such as Giovanni di Pagolo Morelli
(1371-1444) kept personal accounts of Florence’s political history, as well as descriptions of his

own family’s role in politics. In one section, Morelli detailed his family’s past involvement in the

city’s factions:

15 1.:
Ibid.
' Anna Maria Enriques, “La vendetta nella vita e nella legislazione Fiorentina,” Archivio

storico italiano, 7" series, xix, (1933), 123. Translated by Kalina Yamboliev.
" Ibid., 124. Translated by Kalina Yamboliev.
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In the [opening years of the fourteenth century], and rather before...there came to
Florence...many divisions and discords between the citizens for many causes, and
[especially] because every one wanted to be the greatest, and to come to this end under
new covers there was fighting. There were then sects of the Bianchi and Neri, derivatives
of the sects of the Donati and Cerchi, or if you want the Guelfs and Ghibellines; and by
these were found and was done many wrongs to many [people] according to who was
found most strong in the regiment. And beyond the injuries in the regiment, and it was
used then to make enemies more with the sword in hand than with the beans,” as it is
done unto this day. This popolo was very divided, and he who held with the Cerchi was
Bianco, and he who held with the Donati was Nero: many grand and old families were
with one part [side] or with the other, and many families were divided amongst
themselves, so that one part held with the Cerchi and another part with the Donati. And
by these divisions were made many fights, and many bad ones were birthed all day"’
between the citizens, so much that the houses fought with crossbows; and in these cases
were built many tall and large towers, like you will still see in the first ring [original city
walls]. So it happened that, by certain fights that were done by our old [ancestor] Morello
speaking in benefit of the Guelfs with certain Bianchi of the sect of the Cerchi, it came to
question; and it was so much before, that arms were adopted and some of the Ghibellines
were wounded; where it was agreed that by certain condemnation Morello left, and went
to stay in Arezzo.... And for this reason, because they always held the part Nera, [our
ancestors] were named the Morelli, deriving from the part Nera, as is said.”

The passage mirrors the story recounted by the chronicler Dino Compagni, with an
emphasis placed on the Morelli clan’s involvement with political affairs in Florence. It also
shows that by Dante’s time, vendettas had quite successfully merged with city politics. As
Andrea Zorzi has stated, vendetta was seen “as an idiom olf political competition.”*' Though
revenge narratives survive from Bologna, Lucca, Pisa, Pistoia, and Siena, contemporary Italians
generally agreed that Florence was especially prone to the factionalism that sparked vendettas; in
the words of one scholar, “factional discord was said to be endemic among the Florentines, as

even their own citizens acknowlc:dged.”22 Florentine notary Filippo Ceffi (late 13" century-c.

'8 Editor’s note: that is, with the votes, that were done using black and white beans.

% Editor’s note: always, continuously.

 Giovanni di Pagolo Morelli, Ricordi. A cura di Vittore Branca (Firenze: F. Le Monnier, 1969), 130-
133. Translated by Kalina Yamboliev.

2 Andrea Zorzi, La trasformazione di un quadro politico: ricerche su politica e giustizia a Firenze dal
comune allo stato territoriale (Firenze: Firenze University Press, 2008), 99. Translated by Kalina
Yamboliev.

2 Gene Brucker, Florence: The Golden Age, 1138-1737 (Berkeley: UC Press, 1998), 11.
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