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INTRODUCTION

leeters, wrote Giovanfrancesco Lottini in May 1545, ‘[...] so well

formed and well written, and wich that signature so finely done chat
you can’t tell if it says Picrone or Carlo, and whoever doesn’t look carefully is
duped.” Lottini, a secretary and humanist at the nascent court of Cosimo de’
Medici, second duke of Tuscany, was with his prince in Volterra. At the other
end of his letter, in Florence, was the duke’s majordomo, Picrfrancesco Riccio.
Riccio’s task at that moment was to organize an extravagant and unusual public
spectacle for the annual feast of the city's spiritual patron, St John the Baptist,
to be held a month later.

The character at the centre of all this mirth, Pierone or Big Picro (Piero di
Giovanni, as he was less commonly known), was a man who held a minor cer-
emonial post at the Palazzo.? He was, in legal terms, a non-citizen, a man who
could not hold communal office, onc of the plebe in the pejorative language com-
monly used by citizens and nobles. Pierone’s letter was of such interest to Cosimo
and Lottini because soon he would be at the heart of the upcoming feast of the
Baprtist. Picrone had just been clected emperor of the Prato in the parish of Santa
Lucia sul Prato, the large and overwhelmingly poor parish at the western edge of
the city in which he lived.? This made him ticular lord of the potenze (‘powers!

¢ H is Excellency pisses himself laughing when he looks at these huge

! *S. Ex.a. si scompiscia della rissa in veder quei letreroni cosl ben picgati et ben scritti et
con quella sottoscrittone cosl ben facta, che non si cognoscie se dice Picrone o Carlo che chi
non guarda soctilmente resta gabbato'; Lotcini to Riccio, 15 May 1545. MDP, 1171, fol. 386;
partially published by Tosi, ‘La festa, p. 84.

2 Pierone’s patronymic is found in Parte, 17, fols 116" (1559); A Picrone donzello is listed in
that year’s lise of the confraternity of the ‘famigli del palazzo’; Camera del commune, scritture
diverse d'amministrazione, 9, fol. 110,

3 Picrone is censused as living in via Palazzuolo in 1551; BNCF, FP, 11,1, 120, fol. 190". The
familial structure of this houschold is not detailed in che census, which lists one hearth and

cight people, three male and five female.
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in the sensc of states), brigades of artisans and labourers who had mapped out
Florence into a patchwork of kingdoms since the late fifteench century.

For Cosimo I and his entourage, the joke, clearly enough, was about identiry.
Emperor Picrone was no emperor, he was a plebeian who could barely write. The
comic charge was gencrated, primarily, from chasmic differences in status: the
perceived gap between the real Picrone and his regal mask, and beeween him
and the real princes and emperors of Florence and Europe. Lottini’s contrived
confusion between Pieronc and Carlo — the latter, the name of the Habsburg
emperor Charles V, the most powerful man in Europe and the emperor to
whom the new Medici dukes were technically vassals — only added piquancy
to the comedy of role reversals. It was a status joke Picrone understood very
well, or so the reccipt of another porenza would suggest, the writer accepting
a ducal gift for his king, a certain ‘Francesco, known as the brain, who said he
doesn't know how to write'!

Yet if Pierone’s regal pretensions were mocked at court, they were not sim-
ply a joke, or rather they were a joke that had to be taken quite seriously. The
letter Pierone sent to Cosimo, written in the days after his clection, was one
supplication among many the potenze had given to Riccio and which had then
been sent on to the duke. To these, Riccio was told, Cosimo had ‘conceded
cverything they asked'® But, as their demands increased towards the day of San
Giovanni to include the right to bear arms, Riccio showed greater caution than
he had towards other potenze requests. ‘I will do nothing without the licence
of His Excellency, he wrote, which turned out to be a judicious act of defer-
ence to the prince — for Cosimo would explicitly deny what Picrone, for one,
had asked for: in addition to mail and helmets, he wanted huge, two-handed
swords so his imperial brigade could ‘make a display’$

4 *[...) ¢ perché detro Francesco detto ciervello dise no[n} sapere ischrivere io Picrgiovani di
Matceo Belli ischrivano del sopradecto re [h]o fatto la presente di mio prop(riJa mano’ Belli, a
weapon-maker, was writing for the king of the Piccino, in 1577; Depos., 984, ins. 53.

5 ‘Al Re di Camaldoli, et al Viceimp[eradore] della Porta San Friano, ha concesso tutto
quello domandavano, come V.S. vedrd, nel fine della loro supplicationi che si rimanda con
questa’; MDP, 1171, fol. 380 (Riccio to Lorenzo Pagni, 9 May 1545). Nonc of these 1545
supplications from the potenze appear to have survived.

¢ ‘Queste porentie et signorie vorrebbono de’ corsaletti et celate per honorare le feste.
L'impl[cratore] vorrebbe el med{esimo), et delli spadoni a dua mane per far la mostra [...). Non
ne fard nulla senza licentia di S.E"; MDP, 376, fol. 549' (Riccio to Cosimo I, between 16 and
18 May 1545).
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L

The above vignette opens up several of the key questions that drive this study,
which aims to tell the story of the potenze, focusing on the period from the
stare of the Medici duchy in 1532 and the heyday of these brigades through to
their disappearance from the public stage in the carly 1600s. Immediately one
observes two things: firstly, artisans were looking to assert public identities as
festive kings; and secondly, a dialogue existed berween these men — through
the medium of petition, and soon of performance — with the political cen-
tre. What, then, were the connections between festive personac, territories and
groupings, and the everyday lives, spaces, and solidarities of the men who cre-
ated them? What was the nature of their festive conversations, especially with
the prince? And how was that linked to the social and political relations of the
quoridian civic world?

Historians of Florence have been aware of the potenze for almost a century
and a half, ever sincc Iodoco del Badia published, in 1876, a number of key
petitions dating from the carly decades of the Florentine ducy and clear leads to
more material in Le signorie, o le potenze festeggianti del contado fiorentino — a
short book that remains the starting point for scholars today. Despite this, an
unusually rich body of sources for the study of artisan festive culture in carly
modern Europe has, by and large, languished in the archives. Given the endur-
ing fascination with this genre of ritualized behaviour since 1968, when Soviet
literary critic Mikhail Bakhtin’s famous study of Rabelais and Carnival was
first published in English, that fact begs for some kind of explanation, not least
because it will allow me to set out the limited historiography on the potenze
and situate my own approach.”

Social historians have for decades been investigating ‘carnivalesque’ pracrices
— a term Bakhtin introduced — at public festivities, often Carnival proper, in
cities across sixteenth-century Europe, practices that were also manifestly pre-
sent in the case of the Florentine potenze. Apart from the burlesquing or inver-
sion of status roles, thcre was often a ritualized exposure and symbolic redress

7 Bakhtin, Rabelais and his World, trans. by Iswolsky. Much of the previously known detail
about the pozenze has in fact come out of an antiquarian tradition. Apart from Del Badia, there
is Pictro Gori's Le feste fiorentine attravesro i secoli, of 1926. Roberto Ciabani’s volume of 1994
celebrating the porenze is in the same antiquarian tradition, and draws mainly upon it, and while
not a reliable or critical source, it speaks to the paucity of modeen scholarship thac Ciabani was
the first to bring to lighe several of the potenze petitions of 1577; Ciabani, Le potenze di Firenze.
I address some of the antiquarian material in the cpilogue to chis study.
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of social grievances. Potenze kings, for example, often demanded ‘tribute’ from
the workshops of their employer ‘subjects’. In opposition to the Lenten absti-
nence to come, carnivalesque rituals also commonly involved the representa-
tion of and indulgence in matcrial or bodily excesses — and we find potenze
with names like the Lord of Abundance or Prince of Fertility, and plenty of
signs of festive banqueting.! The men of the Prato’s choice of an apparently cor-
pulent man, Big Picro, as porenza emperor in 1545 was, among other things,
arguably informed by this ubiquitous trope of carnivalesque corporeality.®
While indebted to Bakhtin, historians, interested in specific events and
their contexts, have for good reason been sceprical of his interpretation of
this ‘world turned upside down), a kind of nco-Marxist romanticism that saw
Carnival as celebrating the ‘temporary liberation from the prevailing truch of
the established order’, a subversion from below of an clite’s official culture that
represented cthe potentially revolutionary impulses of a subaltern class.' The
gulf between ‘popular’ and ‘elite/official’ culcures thac Bakhein’s vision in part
rests upon has not held up in the face of sustained scholarship. At the same
time, the supposed subversiveness of carnivalesque ritual has also been seen as
deeply problematic. It is this latter issue, though, the question of Carnival's rad-
ical promise, that continues to focus debate on the subject. On one hand, it has
been pointed out that throughout the carly modern period tensions berween
status groups often crupted into violent rebellion (and repression) precisely
during Carnival season, such as at Romans in 1580, the subject of a classic study
by Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, or in the Friuli in 1511, where Edward Muir has
examined the factional and status-driven strife that formed che preconditions
for a ‘festive’ bloodletting.!! On the other hand, it has also been pointed out
that most carnivalesque festivities did not witness any uprisings or transforma-
tive political effects whatsoever, and historians have often seen those events as
having the opposite effect, operating as a ‘safety valve’ thac allowed tensions
to be blown off in a way that reaffirmed the everyday hierarchics and power
relations of the social order. This theory draws on the work of anthropologists
Max Gluckman and Victor Turner, and while historians have tended to jettison

8 “This theme is addressed in Chapter 2.

? These common carnival themes are discussed, with extensive examples and bibliographies,
in Burke, Popular Culture, chap. 7; Muir, Ritual in Early Modern Europe, chap. 3.

19 Bakhtin, Rabelais and bis World, trans. by Iswolsky, 109.

' Le Roy Ladurie, Carnival in Romans, trans. by Feency; Muis, Mad Blood Stirring. See
also Bianco, 1511, la ‘crudel zobia grassa'
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the universalism of their structural-functionalist model (which suggests that
ritual inversions are intrinsically conscrvative), it is a theory that nonetheless
tends to frame apparendly stable, cyclical festivities in functionalist, and thus
quite reductive, terms.'? They have no discernible political significance excepe
to reproduce the existing status quo, and the question of artisan agency, the
abilicy of individuals or groups to challenge or shape authority, or simply influ-
ence the conditions under which they live, scems to mele away, like a carnival
king the morning after cthe parry.”

This influential strand of carnival theory, whose best known exponent
in early modern studics has been Peter Burke, is arguably one of the factors
that has milicated against any sustained inquiry into the potenze, since ducal
Florence never saw carnivalesque festivity transform into rebellion, or arti-
sans and labourers stage anything remotely revolutionary. Because of this, the
potenze have all too casily fallen victim to more specifically Florentine historio-
graphical biases and agendas. Marcello Fantoni’s claim twenty years ago, thac
‘sedimented prejudices’ against the duchy had ‘left the vast arc of time between
the principate of Alessandro (1532) to the death of Gian Gastone (1737) an
almost completely unexplored terrain), was a lictle inflated at the time and is
certainly no longer true, yet it is fair to say that social analysis, especially in the
Anglophone tradition, remains thin on the ground.™ The overriding concern
has been to chart the political and cultural dimensions of Medici state-building
after the defeart of Florence's last republic of 1527-30." Without secking to
diminish the importance of this work, the focus has been on the projection of
princely power; the concrete ways in which power relations were conducted
have often gone uninterrogated. Thus the potenze, who usually surface in the
sources at extraordinary festivitics sponsored by the prince, are often seen as lit-
tle more than an extension of Medici cultural politics and princely aspirations

1 Turner, The Ritual Process, esp. chap. 2; Gluckman, Rituals of Rebellion.

'3 Burke, Popular Culture, pp. 281-86. Muir in effect says something similar, when he
compares his countryside uprising to Carnival practices of the cicy, which he sees as more
controlled and cemporary, and thus reaffirming existing hicracchics; Muir, Mad Blood Stirring,
p- 197. Also Stallybrass and Whice, The Politics and Poctics, ‘Introduction; esp. p. 14.

" Fantoni, La corte del Granduca, p. 9.

15 See, for example, Van Veen, Cosimo I de’ Medici; Eisenbichler, The Cultural Politics of
Cosimo I de' Medici; Eisenbichler, The Cultural World of Eleonora di Toledo; Cox-Rearick,
Bronzino's Chapel of Eleonora. More widely on the politics of Medici ducal state-building or

cransition from republic to principate, see Davics, Culture and Power, esp. chaps 1-2; Baker,
Fruit of Liberty.
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to potere assoluto, over the city as a whole and a politically emasculated nobility
in particular. They were simply ‘appendages to court ceremonies) as R. Burr
Litchfield has put it; or, in Giovanni Ciappelli’s study of Florentine Carnival,
they became ‘groups of papolani to whom were conceded a part in the ricual play
of the nobility’ For Michel Plaisance, ‘all initiative — even for their own merri-
ment — was taken away from the bourgeoisie and the common people, even as
the number of potenze multiplied'® Richard Trexler, whose pioneering analy-
sis of the few extant republican-cra documents inspired this study, dismisses
the potenze by the time of the principate as essentially ducal servants, emerging
from their neighbourhoods ‘wearing che trousers of the Medici'!” Here, too,
the question of agency, certainly artisan agency, in festive time, and by implica-
tion beyond it, is closed down, along with the perccived need to probe furcher
into the nature of social relations. Artisan kings mechanically imitate noble or
ducal performance, are devoid of strategies of their own; they almost appear, as
one Florentine put it in 1577, to cclebrate the ruling family’s dynastic moments
‘without discourse or judgement, though it's nothing to wonder at since it’s the
natural inclination [of the plebe] to praise who afflicts them'®

Yet there is a more complicated and interesting story to tell about the potenze,
and about class relations and the nature of kingship, in carly ducal Florence,
onc which starts with a bottom-up reading of the sources and which builds
on an approach to carnivalesque practices set out by the safety valve notion’s
many discontents. As Chris Humphrey observed in a review of Carnival studies
more than a decade ago, the inadequacy of the revolt/safety valve opposition
becomes apparent in the face of a more thoroughly historicizing perspective.
The closer one looks at specific cases and their contexts, the less festive personace
and behaviours seem severely bracketed off from normal time, and cthe more
interwoven festive and everyday processes become. Thus, rather than begin

1€ Litchfield, Florence Ducal Capital, para. 325, and see para. 272; Ciappelli, Carnevale ¢
Quaresima, p. 276; Plaisance, Florence in the Time of the Medici, trans. by Carew-Reid, p. 124.
See also Casini,  gesti del principe, pp. 247-50, which, whilc not so dismissive, sees the potenze
principally in terms of Medicean culrural politics.

17 Trexler, *“The Youth are Coming!™, pp. 338—41. As Danicla Lombardi was first to note,
this was in the context of a forced reading of the festival sources of 1577; Lombardi, Poverta
maschile, povertd femminile, p. 118n. See, in gencral, Teexler, Public Life in Renaissance Florence,
pp. 399—418, 510-15. Trexler, for example, misread the sources published by Del Badia to say that
the emperor of the Prato was ‘appointed’ by the Medici during the duchy (at p. 514). The emperors,
like all porenze kings, were clccted, but sought legitimation of thcir status from the Medici.

18 Ardici, p. 154.
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with functionalist assumptions about what festivals that did not spark rebel-
lions prevented from happening, it is more illuminating to ask what social or
political effects and relationships the men involved sought to produce through
the deployment of ritual forms.' For those involved the festive moment was
not so much a world turned upside down as a ‘world turned upside down), a
loose ensemble of cultural scripts to which all participants, artisans and prince
alike, referred themsclves, a genre which they inhabited but also manipulated.
It is a shift in thinking — to what more recent anthropology has labelled ‘prac-
tice theory’ — that relocates some degree of agency to historical actors.?

This is the framework within which I intend to pose the questions sct out
at the stare of this discussion. That the new dukes, like their Medici predeces-
sors, had a political agenda in opening up the civic stage to artisan kings is not
in doubt. Bur this was not a free lunch for the prince. The relationship between
the Mcdici and these brigades was something closer to an alliance, as Trexler
himself once described it.** As I will establish, Florentine workers, including
Picronc himself, creatively appropriated a common vocabulary of kingship
and state in order to articulate communities in a public arena, manipulating
festive codes to negotiate social demands and relationships, particularly with
the prince. And as Cosimo I's unwillingness to allow Pierone’s men to carry
big swords suggests, the prince never took for granted their smooth incorpora-
tion into any Mcdicean festive program. To be sure, one must be careful not
to overstate the case for the agency or self-determination of the politically and
cconomically marginalized. Yet it is equally important to understand that the
status quo was never a given, as is implied in the safety-valve model, a static
statc of affairs that revellers returned to after their day of kingship was over.
Instead, any orchestration of power relations requires constant maintenance,

!9 Humphrey, The Politics of Carnival, chaps 1-2. Along similar lines, see Scott, Domination
and the Arts of Resistance, p. 172, Suggestively heading in this dircction is the pionecring work
of Natalie Davis; scc Davis, ‘The Reasons for Misrule’. See also Muir, Ritual in Early Modern
Europe, pp. 98-100.

20 For ‘practice theory! see Bell, Ritual: Perspectives and Dimensions, chap. 3; see also her
carlier critique of structuralise anchropology, Bell, Ritual Practice, Ritual Theory. For recent
discussions of agency, exploring similar themes to those presented here, Dayton, ‘Rethinking
Agency'; Williamson, Locating Agency. Methodologically influential here, in terms of urban
studies, is Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, and Chartier, ‘Culture as Appropriation’ and
Forms and Meanings.

2! Teexler, Public Life in Renaissance Florence, p. 515. See also Trexler, ‘Follow the Flag, esp.
p. 60, his concluding remarks.
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and is always a work in progress. If hierarchies were never seriously threatened,
my analysis of the interpenetration of festive and quotidian politics will suggest
that the men of the potenze not only voiced the grievances that arose from their
cveryday relations but sought to shape the pattern of those relations to cheir
own benefit.

The first section of this study tells that story. Chapter 1 delves into the way
artisans organized potenze, how these informal brigades were underpinned by,
and shaped, male sociabilities, solidaritics, and spaces of neighbourhood and
work. The information about individual kings and their officials furnished by
the ducal treasury, the Depositeria, and above all the archive of the Capitani
di Parte Guelfa — which in the duchy was in charge not only of public cer-
emony but of public space and public works more broadly — is used to draw
out the links between the porenze and the city’s lay devotional confraternities,
the better known face of urban associative life.2 These sources reveal how many
potenze officials played leadership or mediating roles within the everyday com-
munities that they looked to give shape to and represent on the festive stage.
Used together, the two sets of material offer insights not only into the politics
of community but also into the criss-crossing networks that characterized arti-
san Florence in the Cinquecento and which arguably lent cohesion to the civic
subculcure of the potenze.

This analysis sets the scene for Chapter 2. Here, I outline the narrow politics
within which the Medici dukes, and their predecessors, starting with Lorenzo
de’ Medici in the late fifteenth century, patronized the porenze as they sought
to maintain their supremacy over the other families of the republic, but chis
is set against the wider drama of deepening status distinctions that in the first
instance explains the rise of the worker kings. The dukes looked to present the
potenze and their patronage of them as one element in the creation of civic
peace — as our idea of a status quo might have been framed by contemporaries.
Through a close reading of festive and non-festive negotiations, we will see how
that Medicean peace had a properly contractual nature.

The second section of this study addresses a different set of issues, those
raiscd by the demise, or rather transformation, of the porenze. At the festivities
of July 1610 to mark the birth of an heir to Grand Duke Cosimo II, the pozenze
were stripped of their banners. Behind this act lay a combination of factors that

2 For the Parte Guelfa, an aristocratic club that had always staged chivalric spectacles and
until the mid-fiftcenth century had an important political role in che republic, see Brown, ‘The
Guclf Party" The Parte’s expanded rolc as a ducal magistracy began in 1547, when it absorbed
the Ufficiali di Torre, the magistracy responsible for roads, rivers, and fortifications.
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had fatally undermined the carnival genre of the sixteenth century. Chapter 3
examines the penctration of the Catholic Reform movement into the parishes
of Florence in the decades after the Council of Trent to show that initiatives
to ‘Christianize’ the poor had the effect of delegitimizing key elements of the
carnivalesque ritual universe, in particular the sacralization of artisan festive
kingship. At the same time — and creating fertile terrain for reformers, who
wanted to sce festive expenditures transferred to charitable works —the harsher
cconomic climate of the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in particular
the transformation of the Florentine textile industry, croded the occupational
identitics upon which the potenze were largely based. Artisan agency was not
extinguished in this process but was disciplined in new ways, with reform-
ist imperatives to an extent internalized within their communities. The later
parts of Chapter 3 will discuss the survival of the potenze after the confisca-
tion of the flags in 1610, but show how they were mainly confined to just one
of their traditional activities, taking gifts in pilgrimage to Marian shrines and
mendicant convents outside the city, and how they gradually became indistin-
guishable from their confraternal aleer-cgos. Here, however, we will also sce
how, groups of artisan women took up the model of the once hyper-masculine
potenze in the carly seventeenth century and started making their own trips
to the same ‘holy places’ in the Florentine contado. My analysis will show that
artisan women, who were finding work in the textile industry just as men were
experiencing endemic unemployment, seized on the space opened up in public
life by reformist ideas and initiatives, despite, and in part because of, their mar-
ginalization from official confratcrnal life.

Chapter 4 looks at the last significant appearance of the potenze, or rather a
representation of them, on the early modern civic stage, briefly revived in 1619
by Grand Duke Cosimo II for a courtly spectacle that took place on the Arno.
This chapter will trace the appearance of unemployed texrile workers on the
Arno in the seventeenth century as part of the ‘public works’ projects of the
duchy, and show how it informed the performance of 1619, a battle between
the kings of the weavers and dyers. Here, as working class Florentines bore the
brunt of the city’s severe cconomic problems, we will see how Cosimo 11 looked
to recall the dynamic of exchange becween the old artisan kings and the prince
in the establishment of a social peace, but that this was now presented as spec-
tacle, generated entircly from within the world of the court.

The social history of ducal Florence still mostly remains to be written, or ac
least synthesized. While I am confident thac the overwhelming majoricy of the
surviving sources directly related to the potenze have now been uncarthed, 1
am all too aware of the other archives that could have been more systematically
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exploited to decpen and nuance a study with such broad themes — the large
and still largely unexplored archives of the Wool and Silk Guilds, the archive
of the Otto di Guardia, the city’s main criminal magistracy, or the property
and rental records of the Decima Granducale, to name but a few. Faced with
the choice of a study with a more limited time frame that reached out later-
ally to take in some of those sources, and one that follows a narrower archival
thread across more than a century, I have pursued the latter course. The rise and
fall of the potenze scemed to demand such an approach, and ic has allowed the
fashioning of a narrative that aims to infiltrate a number of scemingly familiar
histories with fresh material and questions. In other words, it is in a heuristic
spirit that I set out what I hope is a compelling story.
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