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Chapter 1
The Acoustic Art of City-Building

What would it mean to build a city with sound? Several possible responses to that question are
the subject of this chapter. Schmarsow’s insights into the way architecture was the result of a
transaction between the body and the building can be expanded historically to encompass the
larger social body. This can be illustrated in the fundamentally dual nature of the city as physical
phenomenon, a collection of buildings surrounded by a wall and located in space—the urbs—
and the city as a cultural dynamic, a collection of people gathered together to live according to
reasonl—the civitas. Although in contemporary use this distinction was elided by the preference
for the term civitas to designate the Italian city, these two concepts of the city were, in a variety
of ways, held in a state of mutual dependence, where the one was rarely represented without the
other.2

Consider, for example, the remarkable portrait of Florence found in a mid-fourteenth-century
fresco in the headquarters of the confraternity of the Misericordia in Florence (figures 11, 12).
The city’s walls enclose a dense topography of monumental stone buildings that form a united
architectural mass even as they display details of recognizable structures. Surrounding the walls
is the larger Florentine social body, whose members kneel in prayer. In turn, they are enveloped
in the protective mantle of the Virgin of Mercy, who rises above the scene and to whom the
Florentine prayers are directed. These successive layers of protection—walls, praying bodies,
divine embrace—foreground how both stones and bodies protect the integrity of the city
understood as a series of concentric layers of mutually reinforcing entities, while both were also
under the celestial safekeeping of the patron saint. This image clearly reveals the Florentine
desire to sanctify both concrete space and the communities that inhabited it. In a more schematic
but formal way, the city’s official self-expression, both linguistically and visually, maintained
this distinction between the city as a physical and a social phenomenon, while consistently
presenting both aspects side by side. For example, the coats of arms that represented the
commune of Florence—the red lily—and the citizens (popolo) of Florence—the red cross—were
amongst the most important and ubiquitous symbols of the city, marking its most important
public monuments and spaces. They can be seen side by side on the city’s gates, its public
palaces, and the cathedral, and in numerous representations of the state (figures 13-15a).



Similarly, Florentine legal documents almost always modify the signifier “Florence” with such
terms as “the people” (popolo) and “the city” (cittade, comune), a formulaic phrasing that
explicitly combines and designates the jurisdiction of the law over both the social and the spatial
domains of the city. Consequently, Florentines constantly encountered the dual identity of their
city in the very places and contexts where such identities were staged, where civic rituals would
have dramatized their bonds to others and to the concrete structures that defined their daily lives.
This dialectic between the concrete and the social defines the range of ways in which Florentines
sought to project themselves onto the spaces around them, to unite their social selves with the
built environment, and sound was often the binding mechanism that made this real and concrete.

< figs. 11-15>

What is crucial in this approach is that space and time were not preexisting categories but
products of the social practices of the city itself. Through the continual repetition and
transformation of the sounds the city made, space and time were continually reconfigured in a
historical process that linked the meaning of buildings directly to the dynamics of social and
political relations. The historical development of architectural style as well as urban design, as it
has been understood as a product of ideas, politics, propaganda, taste, and institutional needs, is
complicated by the fact that the symbolic meanings we have derived from them are necessarily
inflected by the way historical meaning was always contingent upon the actual use and
experience of the built environment. Buildings and spaces were constantly reinterpreted through
the actions of those whose well-being depended precisely on both understanding the nuances in
urban spatial politics and having the capacity to bend those meanings towards one’s desires. In
other words, the relative stability of stones and the persistence of architectural motifs have made
it difficult to integrate the ways in which the built environment was both a conceptual whole and
a series of conflicted fragments, all of which were unstable in meaning and subject to the
continual scrutiny, violence, ritual, and polyvalent perceptions of a very complicated networks of
communities. It is this element of the experience and reception of architecture by the urban
cultures that has inspired this investigation into sonic culture of streets and squares in early
modern Florence.

The sounds that one heard in Florence were as crucial as the sights one saw in a society where
information was a product of the full sensorial experience of the city. Reconstructing those
aspects of the Florentine urban soundscape that are available to us, however indirectly, allows
one to demonstrate the dynamic interplay of the city as urbs and the city as civitas, and how such
a dynamic can deepen our understanding of the ways in which early modern culture understood
the world it built up around it.



Harmony/Order—Amphion’s Walls

Florentines were constantly making noise, and so was their city, and this required that they pay
attention to both the harmonic and the discordant dimensions of the city, understood as the
product of stones and communities, through specific strategies of representation. This dialectic
between creation and experience, production and reception, is revealed by the representational
strategies used by Florentines to forge symbolic links between their city and the wider cosmos.
The stories that a city’s inhabitants told themselves about the origins of their city speak volumes
about how they understood their past, who they imagined themselves to be in the present, and
where they hoped to go in the future. Such myths represented ways in which social groups
defined themselves within both larger and more localized groups that were always making
competing claims of legitimacy. Visions of distant and ideal cities could coincide with a desire,
on the part of urban residents, to transpose a certain harmonics of design onto the necessarily
fractured and unfinished built environment that surrounded them. In this way, the city in which
they lived existed as both a mental ideal unity and a concrete physical aggregate of discordant
parts. Such visions, however, captured in narrative as much as they were explicitly prescribed in
legislation, imagined the social and the physical city as a fully integrated unity, where the cross
and the lily, the popolo and the commune, were clearly recognizable in the harmony of their
interaction. Many descriptions of medieval and Renaissance cities dramatize this dialectic
between the ideal and the real. When Florentines described, imagined, and recounted their
experience of the city, they demonstrated a will toward understanding the city as a social
experiment whose imagined coherence was derived from its connection to cosmic harmony,
ideal geometry, ancient myths, legendary foundations, and oft-repeated narratives.

The myth of Amphion illustrates this point explicitly. This ancient narrative links the
organizational precision of music to the ordering of stones into walls. According to legend,
Amphion built the city of Thebes solely with the power of music. By playing his instrument so
sweetly, he induced the stones of Mount Cytheron to order themselves, one on top of the other,
until they formed the walls of the ancient city (figure 16). This mythical tale is referred to in

several ancient sources. Here is the passage from Horace’s Ars poetica:

Amphion, builder of Thebes’ citadel, moved stones by the sound of his lyre, and led them
whither he would by his supplicating spell. In days of yore, this was wisdom, to draw a line
between public and private rights, between things sacred and things common, to check
vagrant union, to give rules for wedded life, to build towns, and grave laws on tables of
wood; and so honor and fame fell to bards and their songs.3



< fig. 16 >

The resulting harmony was one in which the legal, sacred, social, and civic jurisdictions of urban
life were clearly demarcated and embodied in the songs of the rhapsodes, the singer-poets of the
ancient world. It was the verbal enunciation, the acoustic performance, through which the
constitutive elements of the city came into being as a multiple system of thresholds. Amphion,4
erstwhile king of Thebes, son of Jove and Antiope, husband of Niobe, and twin brother of
Zethus, built the walls and the seven legendary gates around the city of Thebes.5 He did this not,
however, through any human sweat or physical toil but through the intellectual power of the
liberal arts, the human sciences, and most particularly that of music. In this mythical literary
context, the creation of the city, therefore, relied on the intellectual power of the mind to
organize matter through the mathematical acoustics of music. The conception of the ideal city
lay in the harmonic way it defined borders and separated elements in an orderly and rational
way. On a more practical level, the Florentine government was extremely preoccupied with the
precise delineation of borders, separating public from private and regulating access to a
hierarchical system of spaces. Echoes of Amphion’s harmonics permeated legislative texts as a
set of abstract goals driving very concrete practices of urban regulation, which represented the
correlative vision of a well-functioning city. The repetitions and reiterations of these kinds of
laws that sought to manage the order of public space betray Florentine legislators’ anxiety about
the chaotic and far from ideal negotiation of territories and borders that occurred in actual
practice, where the overlapping ties of neighborhood, family, economics, and memory tended to
blur and challenge such borders.6

It is not my claim that Florentine legislators referred consciously and specifically to a myth like
Amphion in order to give shape to actual policies. Instead, my claim is that a certain set of ideals
that connected the city and its inhabitants to a larger cosmic harmony underlay the earthly
geometries of the lived spaces of the city and its political propaganda. As David Friedman has
remarked, when Florentines described their city, they transformed it into an ideal and
harmonious geometry that “glossed over specific topographical details, giving a generalized
account of regular and recognizable shapes.”7 In other words, they were continually harmonizing
their actual experience to conform to an imagined ideal. This formed a complement to the desire
by planners, who were often part of the same governing class, to instill or imagine that such a
harmonics guided planning as well.

Florentine sources reveal, moreover, that the auditory environment was a primary sensorial field
through which identities, of both individuals and communities, were continually reconstructed
and maintained in ways that seem, at first, to contradict desire for harmony. This environment



gave rhythm to forgotten modes of social relations, thus making possible collective forms of
expression, both celebratory and conflicting, which are now almost completely lost to us.8 Such
conviviality and discord lie in stark contrast to the ordered, rational harmony that constitutes the
beauty of Amphion’s mythical founding of Thebes and is vividly brought to life by the
fourteenth-century Florentine poet Antonio Pucci (c. 1320—c. 1388).9 Pucci will be a recurring
figure in this study because his life, unlike that of any other figure, was so profoundly integrated
with the city as noise-making machine. He served as bell ringer of the commune from 1334 to
about 1352.10 In this capacity he was responsible for maintaining a sonic regime that
choreographed the daily activities of the city’s inhabitants throughout the day. For the next
seventeen years, until 1369, he served as town crier (banditore) of the commune, whose duties
included observing council deliberations and proclaiming laws and notices to the people
throughout the city.11 Between 1371 and 1382 he held the position of guardiano degli atti of the
city’s merchant tribunal, the Mercanzia, which was involved with stabilizing lines of credit. As
an archivist who will reappear throughout this study, he represents an important link between the
sonic dimensions of the street and those of the Florentine government. He was also the author of
one of the most widely circulated compendiums employed by professional storytellers to
organize their repertoires.12 Known as a zibaldone, this Florentine genre of journal or scrapbook
was used to preserve all kinds of disparate material collected from a range of sources. Organized
together, they reflected, on the one hand, the personal interests and character of their authors and,
on the other, the more general circulation of learned and popular texts throughout Florentine
society.

In one passage of his zibaldone, Pucci transcribes the details of Amphion’s acoustically built
city. This is his version of the story: “Amphion was son of Jove and husband of Niobe and
builder of the city of Thebes. He was an expert and very well educated and with the help of the
sciences he ordered and made that city, especially through the science of music because he and
his wife played and sang so sweetly that according to the poets the stones picked themselves up,
and moved and arranged themselves one on top of the other, and in this way he walled the
city.”13

The zibaldone format was well suited for juxtaposing diverse texts, the pairing of which could
evoke unimagined associations. Florentines used it to record such things as their favorite tales,
proverbs, sermons, memories, passages from Dante, contemporary events, classical fragments,
rumors, and gossip, all of which amounted to a kind of haphazard intertextual experiment that
was the corollary to the random encounters and fragmented vistas that characterized a society

that relied heavily on face-to-face oral communication. As an educated functionary, Pucci was



interested in the classical past for how it spoke to his own present circumstances. Based on the
number of copies and the contents of this manuscript, scholars have determined that this
zibaldone, like so many others similar to it, provided a circulating repertoire for the public
performance of such narratives sung by professional storytellers, known as cantimpanche or
cantastorie. As such, Amphion’s musical harmony would have had concrete presence in the
voices of so many singers catering to the expectations and imagination of urban audiences.

Amphion’s tale is set amidst stories from Ovid, discussions of Greek gods, passages from Dante,
and references to contemporary events in Florence. It follows the foundation myths of various
real and mythical cities (Rome, Venice, Saracen cities), all based on the travel writings of Marco
Polo. There is a city built on water, and one where the inhabitants make wool from the bark of
trees. He counts rooms and houses, measures the wall of the tower of Babel and the steps of
Babylon. He describes how Alexander the Great founded twelve cities, and finally he arrives at
the legendary origins of his own city of Florence,14 followed eventually by comments on
Arezzo, Perugia, Todi, and Venice. It is a mix of the real and the fantastic, all destined for
dissemination in the public piazza. Such emphasis on describing the origins of both fabled and
real cities relates directly to the urban setting in which these stories were heard by Florentines.
As such, these tales would have echoed within actual urban spaces, imbuing streets and squares
with the most fantastic associations and a richer, more cosmopolitan cultural memory.

However, the compilers of zibaldoni were never passive copyists. They intervened continually in
texts that they made conform to their real and symbolic worlds, with anecdotes, rewritings, and
personal interpretations. In order to figure out what the myth of Amphion means, therefore,
Pucci, like any self-respecting Florentine, turns immediately to Dante for an explanation.
Reading the Commedia as a compendium of knowledge, Pucci finds in the Inferno, canto 32, that
Dante had appealed to the same muses of the human sciences that had helped Amphion to build
Thebes. He did so in order that they might also give him the linguistic power to construct,
through words, the enveloping textual frame around the hell into which he was descending: “and
Dante, however, said it like this: ‘May those ladies help my verse.” They helped Dante to enclose
Thebes so that his tale would not differ from the historical fact.”15 Pucci, who was quite capable
of spotting a musical metaphor when he saw one, concludes from his reading of Dante that the
stones did not actually move and transform themselves into walls at all, but that the power of the
music was manifested in the wisdom and good judgment displayed by Amphion, who was able
to protect and maintain the city.16 In doing so, Pucci was following a general trend in
contemporary Dante scholarship that argued that Amphion’s metaphorical power of city-building
lay in his absolute gracefulness as a speaker. Therefore, the author of L ‘ottimo commento,



Andrea Lancia, claimed that, although the story recounts how Amphion played and sang so
sweetly with the help of the muses, this was a figurative image, and that it was not the songs or
the music but the sound of Amphion’s voice as a wise speaker that allowed the city to grow and
be protected. It was the men of the city who were sweet and capable of being shaped, but also
rugged like the stones that were guided by his words into place.17 In the commentary of an
anonymous diarist, artisans built the city without suffering any physical fatigue while listening to
the sonorous sounds of Amphion’s lyre. But in truth, he explains, Amphion’s auditory power
was actually in his speaking voice, a voice capable of moving the souls of men to make what he
desired.18 For Jacopo della Lana, the workers refused any payment for building the city other
than the sweet sound of Amphion’s voice,19 and Guido da Pisa identified the stones as
symbolizing recalcitrant bodies, men who were enticed to obey laws and follow customs by the
enchanting sound of reason itself.20 In each case, Amphion’s rhetorical power, the sheer
eloquence of his voice, could motivate people, incite souls to action, literally civilize men,
transforming them into urban communities as strong as the stones piled into defensive walls. It
was the poetic corollary to the decidedly more prosaic sounds of Pucci’s rather less melodious
description of the Mercato Vecchio.

Dissonance/Disorder—Pucci’s Marketplace

An urban poet, compiler of stories, earnest patriot, bell ringer, town crier, and urban storyteller,
Antonio Pucci spent his life in public service to the Florentine commune.21 As a full-time civil
servant, he would have been highly literate without being monstrously original. As an officer of
one of the city’s confraternities, he would also have interacted with men from a relatively diverse
set of social backgrounds and been exposed to both erudite and popular musical repertoires.22
All of this meant that he was remarkably immersed in and representative of Florence’s vibrant
urban culture and a keen observer of the street life and street culture of the city. As such, he was
perfectly capable of holding diametrically opposing theories about how the city was built. By
recalling Amphion, Pucci imagined the city as a work of art, an ideal design that was the result of
careful planning and execution, effortlessly ordered by human reason, a solitary authority whose
sweet music ordered stones into an perfectly proportioned city. In the second case, the city was
created not by a single founding act but through the continuous dynamics of human conflict,
commerce, and clatter, which were encouraged, amplified, mediated, and contained by the
concrete architecture of the city square.

Pucci’s poem, known as “Proprieta del mercato vecchio,” displays a poetic rhythm that lends
itself easily to oral recitation. It describes a series of overlapping social encounters in a

celebration of Florence’s old market square (Mercato Vecchio) and extolls its beauty over every



other square in the entire world (figure 17). However, the picture that confronted the poem’s
audience is a series of frenetic, chaotic, highly competitive, lively, at times violent, always
intense interactions of social groups and urban space. It stresses the riotous goings-on and noisy
ebullience of the civic culture that flourished there, where all the messy elements that constitute
urban society found a voice amid the chaotic architecture of commercial exchange.

<fig. 17 >

He begins the poem by declaring that he has seen many piazzas, ones beautiful like that of
Perugia but also those, like the Campo in Siena, which are environmental disasters, where one
wastes away in the winter and suffers the blazing sun in the summer.23 But none can rival the
beauty of the square that has inspired him to sing of it in verse.24 Pucci goes on to describe the
rich variety of characters that populate the market and the often raucous activities they engage in.
There are artisans and vendors of all kinds, gentlemen, prostitutes, peasants, ruffians, and
swindlers. Every morning the streets leading into it are jammed with carts and animals burdened
with a ceaseless flow of provisions.25 Across the arc of the poem’s narrative, winter turns to
spring, Carnival to Lent, and Lent to Easter, in which the transitions expressed through the
changing culinary abundance that enlivens the feverish exchange. The poem ends by linking the
culture of commerce to the ritual and rambunctious jousting and feasting of the city’s young men
in potenze, the city’s festive youth brigades. The market was defined more by the practices that
took place within it than the buildings and spaces that formed it. It was more important for Pucci
to describe those things about the piazza that struck the multiple intersections of his senses; what
he saw, certainly, but also what he felt, heard, tasted, even smelled (sento) in the market.26 In
this narrative the piazza was the end point of a vast circulatory regime of regional food
production and consumption. In the piazza itself, well-stocked food vendors jostled against a
vibrant commerce of fraud. Moneylenders’ tables stood next to gaming tables.27 The shrieks
exchanged between garrulous female vendors who traded the vilest insults all day long as easily
as they dispensed chestnuts clashed with the sounds of mocking banter of beautiful young girls
selling all manner of flowers and fruit.28 These lively and vulgar exchanges in the piazza are
described as if they took place in the noblest garden, one that nourishes both the Florentine eye
and taste.29 Gentlemen and women look on as swindlers and sellers, prostitutes and pimps,
cantankerous rustics and bons vivants, delivery boys and scabrous beggars, all become entangled
in scuffles.30 One hears the curses of those brawling ruffians, whose wheezing, puffing, and
violent blows competed with singing idlers and songbirds in cages.31 And if, by chance, one of
these unruly characters kills his rival, it will only temporarily shatter the beauty of the piazza,
and in the meantime one can still sing and contentedly fritter away the time as arrogant youths



gamble and cavort next to a wretched humanity so poor that they go naked with only their heels
in their ass in the coldest winter, begging for the most meager sustenance in the middle of so
much alimentary abundance and acoustic mayhem.32 Meanwhile, festive brigades with lances
and bells (Coll'aste in man, forniti di sonagli) greet their chosen lords as they ride out to the
city’s bridges to stage mock battles, where many end up in the river. Soaking in the frigid air,
they return to the piazza, adorned in borrowed finery, where they dine at others’ expense to the
sound of trumpeters (sonatori di stormenti) playing and troubadours (cantatori) singing a genre
of songs to which this poem most probably belonged.33 The poem’s end highlights the fleeting
nature of the reign of these ironic kingdoms and their elected emperors, whose tenure is over as
soon as their purses are emptied. He describes how they would soon be drinking water and eating
dried bread, lamenting the memory of wine, capons, and partridges. The final image is a
conventional moral warning about how the ritual rise and fall of such artisan brigades is
governed by the rotating wheel of Fortune and its ceaseless cyclical caprice, a satirical reference
to the inevitable triumph and tragedy Fortune bestowed in much grander epic narratives of a
much wider cultural geography.

Pucci is able to enliven the square in a way that allows the reader to imagine the dynamic bodily
experience of premodern civic spaces. The mercato represents a social and political space
overabundant in goods, people, sounds, smells, and riotous activity (figures 18, 19). This
jumbled acoustic phenomenon evokes the lively oral culture of a premodern city, destined as it
was to be recited, sung, copied, or repeated in the city’s public squares. All the messy elements
that constitute urban society found a voice amid the chaotic architecture of commercial
exchange. It was a poem representing one type of auditory environment through its performance
in the context of another, making the soundscape both the subject and the medium of the
narrative itself. Such a soundscape, however, was in direct contrast to the absolute social
harmony invoked by the myth of Amphion. Instead of a single author commanding men in
unison, Pucci represented the market as an expansive social space that enveloped the full range
of urban heterogeneity. That heterogeneity is expressed as the sound of commercial exchange
competing with the acoustic language of daily social relations, from the wealthy to the naked and
entirely destitute.

< figs. 18 and 19 >

In describing the market, Pucci concentrates on the seasonal provisioning of foodstuffs, the
abundance of production and consumption, and the pursuit of meals both grand and meager to
evoke both olfactory and taste sensations. But it is primarily the noisy activities of competitive
trade and commerce, fraud and physical scuffles, that inspire him to set the market to the



rhythms of verse. In light of these coarse and at times questionable activities, it is difficult to
discern just what it was that Pucci found so beautiful and compelling about the Florentine
Mercato Vecchio. The apparent chaos at first appears to completely undermine his claim for its
paramount beauty. Pucci lived at a time before beauty could exist as an aesthetic quality based
on the solely formal qualities of things, and this may help to explain the apparent contradiction
between his hyperbolic claims and his dissonant description, where exaggeration, parody, and
caricature are in play throughout. Such a reading of the poem in historical terms, taking seriously
but not literally what it tells us about its times, is a productive way of gaining perspective on
street life in the early modern city, where the absence of sustained popular media resources
obscures the vitality of daily life. Although a literary construction, narratives like this one
performed the critical task of staging how—in grotesque or comic terms—urban society came to
terms with its relationship to and the part it played in constructing the urban environment. Their
importance, therefore, for historical investigation cannot be overstated. They do not give rise to a
history of facts so much as generate a representation of historical experience, where attitudes and
assumptions become the subject of ridicule, mock praise, and biting critique. Urban stories, ones
like this one that were likely told and retold, enable us to understand the city as a socio-spatial
construction in ways that may not correspond to the traditional domains of architecture and urban
history but were integral components of the construction and functioning of the built
environment.

Historically, the Mercato Vecchio figured prominently in the daily lives of Florentines. Legally,
it was amongst the oldest and most important public spaces of the city.34 It was also the
geographic center, the site of the Roman forum, the zone of prostitution, and the heart of daily
social life. To Pucci, this piazza was more valuable, more dignified, more esteemed, and more
precious than any other piazza.35 The beauty of the square came not from its geometric or visual
harmony but from its discordant functional virtue. In order to support this claim, let me return to
Pucci’s claim for beauty at the beginning of the poem, noted above: “But these piazzas and
others, if | clearly discern, are nothing like the fruits and beauty of the one that gives government
to the people.”36 Although it is rather awkward in English, I have translated “da governo” here
literally as “gives government” to emphasize the political allusions that Pucci is embedding in
the functioning of the market. However translated, it is clear that the author is referring to some
kind of regulatory power that exists as an attribute of the square’s physical dimensions, an
attribute that has real effects on the behavior of those acting within it. This idea leads directly to
a fundamental debate about the coercive potential of architectural or urban design to elicit certain
kinds of behavior and regulate urban relations. It begs the question of how much our physical
environment determines our social identities and how much agency or power inhabitants have to



resist, transform, or manipulate their surroundings by impressing themselves, physically and
psychologically, upon them.

This is why | believe “da governo” is a remarkable statement. What exactly does Pucci mean
when he declares that the most beautiful square in the world literally “gives government” to the
people? Pucci’s claim for the square’s beauty and nourishing power appears at first to be a
typical example of the formulaic hyperbole of a Florentine partisan, but it becomes something
absolutely mystifying when we find out just what is actually going on there. Beauty in this
configuration must be linked not so much to viewing pleasure as to moral action. It is not purely
surface delight or compositional unity that makes for a beautiful urban space; it also has to be
teeming with movement and voices. It is beautiful because it is a dynamic process rather than a
finished product. Not only did the piazza nourish the world, it seems (“Mercato Vecchio al
mondo ¢ alimento”), but it also indicated how people ought to behave as a political community
because proximity forced people to confront others, to recognize their roles as both actors and
audience, to recognize differences through economic exchange, and to make space for both
friends and foes. As a result, urban space took part directly in governing the city. Architecture
played a didactic role. For Pucci, the piazza’s value as urban space lay in its direct involvement
in civilizing urban society through a forced confrontation with social diversity that contained the
potential to regulate itself.37 Pucci thus points to a crucial historical link between the city as a
series of buildings and spaces and the city as a social phenomenon, between urbs and civitas.

But Pucci’s claim that the square had the power to order and regulate Florentine society is
immediately undermined by the apparent chaos that reigns there. From where does his faith in
the civilizing power of social space emerge? What does he hear in the voices of quarreling
vendors, the wheezing and puffing of those whose scuffles sometimes lead to blows and brawls,
the frenetic trade, fraud, begging, borrowing, stealing, desiring, singing, and storytelling? It is
my belief that, at the civic heart of a city whose politics was the result of a robust dialogue of
conflict and consensus, universal claims and naked self-interest, Pucci was translating those
continual negotiations from the council halls of the state to the forum of public life. In doing so,
he displays no romantic sentimentality about civic life in the market, no patronizing moralism
toward the petty crimes of a desperate underclass, and no fawning admiration of the elite. On the
contrary, he celebrates this diversity. It was precisely the fact that the piazza was the site of open
exchange, crowded as it was with the continual arrival of new bodies and products, that gave it
its imperfect but effective regulatory power. Everyone belonged there, and everyone had a stake
in the functioning of the market. Even the female peasants bringing milk and fowl from their
wretched dwellings among clumps of mud became “neighbors” (vicini) to Florentine citizens



when they arrived in the square.38 This was not a casual concept but one loaded with meaning.
The term “neighbor” carried with it powerful associations within the nexus of Florentine social
relations: relatives (parenti), friends (amici), neighbors (vicini).39 Such terms were never
neutral. Neighbors were part of an extremely ritualized mode of behavior, and access to such
categories of social relations was constantly negotiated in space and time. Class differences were
not erased in the square—they were set in stark relief—but no one was excluded and everyone
had a role, however detestable or pitiful, to play.

Written by someone who would have been present at, if not directly participating in, official
political debates, the poem could also function as an ironic critique of Florentine political
practices. Although Florentine republican rhetoric was universalistic in its claims to represent the
people of Florence, Pucci would have been fully aware of how the city’s political culture
excluded certain groups (magnates, women, foreigners, the poor) legally, while contending
forces sought endlessly to expand and contract access to real political power.40 Pucci’s market,
however, countered this with an idea of public space that forced the confrontation and
recognition with, if not the love of, all manner of social groups. The “beauty” this offered might
be a grotesquely ironic mirror to the ideals of republican universalism and its intimate interest in
regulating economic activities. It was clearly an ambivalent beauty, but one that could exist in
real space, a space that could tolerate human heterogeneity. The piazza was flexible enough to
accommodate this and even minimize extreme violence. A murder would stain the square’s
beauty, but it could be isolated by the stubborn force of the practices of daily life to persist in
spite of it. Instead, idling bodies still sing as the persistent rhythms of daily life counter and
literally drown out the eruptions of periodic violence, recalling the civilizing power of music.
Such beauty was never morally pure but was, nevertheless, profoundly resilient. Pucci displays a
deep sympathy for the weaknesses of his fellow compatriots, and he understands how even
tricksters deserve a place at the table. In its stubborn refusal to separate the entire range of social
classes living cheek by jowl or even distinguish between bankers and gamblers, the mercato
provided the space not for some misplaced social cohesion but for the expansive inclusiveness of
a more chaotic and heterogeneous civic belonging. Whatever the chaos of the piazza, the more
people who inhabited it, the more effective its civilizing power became, the more “good
government” it produced through the interaction of bodies and space. This is evident from the
way the piazza acted as a site for the economic exchange of food, goods, and accumulation of
profit, but also as the place of social and ritual exchange between diverse social groups—both
the naked and the elegantly dressed. Both of these creative acts were in a constant state of
aggressive tension that was representative of the desire of late medieval Italian communal
governments to legislate a morally upright, beautiful, unencumbered, and productive city in



which they were, inevitably, forced to confront the unavoidable task of actually negotiating the
opacity of urban spaces, filled as they were with the interests and belongings of endlessly
contentious rival groups.

Although public spaces were meant to be physically accessible, they were filled with legislation.
Pucci’s market represents the concrete corollary to the forces and laws that sought to control the
activities that occurred there.41 This desire to regulate space, however, which pervades the
statutes of the city and its guilds, seems to lie dormant in the background of the poem. Nowhere
in the poem does the voice of authority impose itself explicitly upon the vigorous competition
between sellers, beggars, brawlers, strollers, and vagrants of both genders and all classes. In fact,
it could also be read as an overturning of legislative order, beginning as it does during Carnival,
when such ritual disruptions of hierarchical authority performed their social critique. Order, such
as it exists, seems to come, literally, from the ground up and the collective experience of the
cycles of social and religious seasons, distinguished and unified by the changing landscape of
food. Such experience was embedded in the square itself and acknowledges that the laws of
fortune were far more powerful and inevitable than any drafted by mortal hands.

Pucci’s idea of the cacophonous beauty of the piazza dispels any nostalgia one might have for a
lost sonorous past represented by the harmonic construction of Thebes in the myth of Amphion,
but it maintains the centrality of sound in the production of space. Urban pandemonium
embodied the antithesis of Amphion’s carefully organized city. The dissonance between the
claims for universal beauty and the boisterous and chaotic social exchanges that characterized
the market would have generated a great deal of sympathy and derision on the part of listeners.
All of the noisy ebullience and unruly mischief described would have resonated, literally, with
the walls of the city to create a dialogue with the very audiences who would have recognized and
participated in such activities. When performed in Florence, the poem would have offered a
narrative self-portrait of the most dissonant acoustic practices of those it addressed, and would
likely have received the very exuberant responses it describes. Various elements of the poem
generate a complex series of relations with the acoustic dimensions of the city. Nowhere is the
market visually described. Instead it is anchored in space by reference to the four churches that
sit at each corner, at the intersections of the streets that connect the market to the rest of the city
and the sources of its wares (figure 20).42 These, literally, are the properties of the square,
disposed of in two lines, not seen, but heard or felt (sento). Ironically, this piazza has left the
weakest visual imprint on the rhetoric and representation of Florentine urban space. Though it
was destroyed in the grand urban renewal projects of the nineteenth century, its legacy remains
in various fragments: from meticulous planimetric reconstruction of the dense urban properties



that surrounded it, to nostalgic absence in the photographic documentation of its demolition, to
linguistic memorialization in the neoclassical inscription that celebrates modernity’s brutal
triumph over the squalor of a nineteenth-century urban slum (figures 21-23).43

< figs. 20-23 >

The subplot of the competing youth brigades upon which the poem ends is an important element
of how urban space was the product not only of policies but also of use. As the youth brigades
move in and out of the square, desiring and consuming its products, the market space becomes a
festive space, reconfigured in its symbolic import as the site where rituals of social bonds were
enacted. The neighborhood confraternities that participated in these rituals were made up of
artisans who were not part of the city’s elite but who participated in the mock formation of
territorial kingdoms throughout the city, over which they would rule at certain festive occasions.
They would lay claim to their neighborhood by processing through it to ritually mark its borders,
where they would often fight battles with rival gangs. And they would organize contests and
meals that were paid for by the largesse of wealthy patrons.44 Although these brigades would
become more formalized and increasingly connected to charity and dependent on the power of
dominant families such as the Medici oligarchs of the fifteenth century and the dukes of the
sixteenth, losing some of their independent carnivalesque subversion of the political order, Pucci
seems to be linking their ritual inversion of the city’s power structure to his contention that the
social life and spatial configuration of the piazza had a part to play in governing the city. In other
words, their upending of social hierarchies was an important satirical disruption of the
established order. The market, therefore, becomes an ironic microcosm of, reflection of, and
corrective to the larger political organization of the city.

The piazza described by Pucci literally refuses to be silenced. It was both the landscape and the
soundscape of the piazza that allowed him to analyze space, to load it with meaning and
emotions, and to make it available for some kind of “aesthetic” appreciation. None of its sounds
were meaningless; all formed part of a larger auditory landscape, an urban sensual dialogue,
whose rhythms formed a certain type of poetics of space, a collective expression of the tension of
the conflicting sounds that characterized the early modern piazza. Architectural historians are
often trained to search for Amphion’s elusive city of Thebes and actively attempt to clear away
the historical debris that stubbornly clings to Pucci’s market square. So we naturally look to
authorities, planners, intellectuals, and architects to explain the visual rhetoric of beautiful walls
and stones. But such tendencies cannot explain the tumultuous beauty that Pucci felt and heard
more than he saw in the disorder of the market square.



| was forced to confront this tendency directly by a chance interdisciplinary encounter, where |
was asked about the disastrous state of Florence’s current central market square (figure 24).
Naturally, I reacted with horror at the sight of this daily amassing of organic and industrial waste.
| exhibited the proper disdain toward the clutter and refuse typical of marketplaces, the
unwelcome intrusion of motorized vehicles, signs, bodies, and mechanized noises that obscured
the beauty of my ideal of Florence and destroyed the “public” experience of dignified historical
urban space. However, it was that very clutter that, to a social geographer, represented the last
spasms of an active communal life in a city choking on its own artistic past.45 The mess of the
market was the last public defense against the encroaching private terraces of restaurants catering
to the needs of tourism rather than those of a vanishing local community. | realized that the
construction of the tourist’s gaze, the architectural historian’s gaze, and my gaze were all
colluding to deny space for the necessary aspects of urban disorder that were fundamental to the
production of those spaces in the first place. And so | realized that premodern Florentines, like
Pucci, already understood this dialectic of urbs and civitas and how the antagonism between
them, between bodies and buildings, was the engine of social life.

<fig. 24 >

Pucci, however, does not seem to have been fazed by the contradiction implied by these two
images of the city and would never have felt compelled to resolve it. Cities were always defined
precisely by the ability of citizens to exist simultaneously in an imperfectly functioning social
and architectural configuration and by an imagined ideal society of perfect socio-spatial
proportions. The interpretations of the Amphion myth in commentaries on Dante’s Divine
Comedy show how the building blocks of a city were stones and men, imbued with reason by the
rhetorical force of Amphion’s voice. Reason induced people to create an urban community
whose values were reflected in its concrete surroundings. Walls became symbols; ideas became
concrete building material. One’s sensorial experience of the city was always both a physical and
a mental exercise because Amphion’s voice, the power of his words, was permanently linked to
the walls with which the city was built.

Pucci understood this. It did not matter how the mercato was built. Its power lay in the way it
reflected and imposed, however distortedly, a common, if messy, idea of urban justice. The
civilizing power of architecture was the result of the interaction between an urban dialogue and
an urban spatial structure. The rhetoric of words was transformed into the rhetoric of stone, and
the materiality of stone was transformed into the materiality of words.46 The one was the
symbolic alter ego of the other, where walls became human bodies and civic dialogue became
urban design. What bound these modes together was sound; the power of speech, both the



sweetness of a single voice and the confusion of many. Sonic harmony created a spatial one,
motivating bodies, inspiring minds, all of which resonated off the very stones of the city. Words
uttered had both meaning and a spatial echo. Sounds, in the urban environment, did not
completely disappear at the moment of their pronouncement. They reflected off walls and left
traces in texts, maintaining, imperfectly perhaps, the memory of the dialogue that arranged those
stones in the first place and continued to resound within them.

In Florence, the dialectic between order and disorder, harmony and dissonance, played out within
and around the official soundscape that successive regimes constructed, primarily through the
ringing of bells. This daily acoustic exchange continually overlaid Amphion’s rhetorical voice
onto the city through the repetitive modulations of an official messaging system that marked time
and defined the borders of the city’s legal, moral, and political jurisdictions. This acoustic regime
remained relatively stable over throughout the period of the republic, from the late thirteenth to
the early sixteenth century, developing only in increasing complexity as time progressed and
bells were added, lost, and recast. These were sounds that were intimately connected to the daily
lives of Florentines, and they were, by and large, the objects of civic devotion. They gave
structure to the urban environment through a dialectic of repetition and variation that was a
fundamental element of the city’s overall design. This particular aspect of the acoustic art of city-
building lies between the two opposing but ultimately complementary practices that Pucci
expresses: one ideal, transcendent, and harmonic, the other rather concrete and noisy. And
although this investigation into the urban soundscape primarily concerns Florence, the
development of a regular acoustic regime of mass communication, of marking time and prayer in
the early modern city, was a near-universal phenomenon in the Christian West.

A Bell, a Belltower, a Rock, and a Hammer

As a way of introducing the main themes and interpretive methods used in this study, | would
like to use the following four narratives—two historical and two literary—to illustrate the
tension generated between competing ideas about harmony and discord, order and disorder, in
the aural landscape. They foreground who had access to the constituent elements of the city’s
soundscape, when such access was granted or denied, and what constituted the proper character
of the sounds that one heard in the city. They are also representative of the ways in which the
soundscape can be excavated by attention to both the historical record and narrative invention,
how the mechanisms of one can reflect and complement those of the other. Subjecting both to a
representational analysis is not part of a search for historical facts, of piecing together fragments
of the soundscape in a process of historical reconstruction. Such an investigation and
reconstruction will be dealt with in the next chapter. Instead, the interpretive strategy introduced



below reveals attitudes, desires, and assumptions about the meaning, experience, and critical
importance of the ability to make noise and the power to interpret sound. As such, one finds that
political conflicts and narrative humor share a great deal of similar attitudes, desires, and
assumptions.

First, the stories.
A Bell

On the 6th of April, 1498, the popular Dominican preacher Girolamo Savonarola, who would
soon be burned as a heretic very near to where he now stood, was waiting in the rain for his
Franciscan challenger, Giuliano Rondinelli, to join him in the city’s main square, the Piazza della
Signoria (figures 25, 26).47 Growing tension in Florence between Savonarola’s supporters and
his enemies had led to open clashes, and so a trial by fire had been arranged. It was the result of
competing claims of prophetic status in which there was much at stake for the millenarian
prophet and radical political reformer’s claims about his own divine mission and the city’s
eschatological destiny. In front of large crowds of their supporters, both friars were supposed to
prove their own sanctity, and the other’s falsity, by walking unscathed through fire. In the end,
Rondinelli failed to appear, and so Savonarola tried to claim victory by forfeit. But in a city
intensely divided between his partisans and his enemies, Savonarola was forced to return to his
convent of San Marco with an armed government escort, surrounded by his brothers, who had to
protect him from many who felt tricked out of a good miracle. The next day, Palm Sunday, an
angry mob set siege to San Marco and threatened to kill this false prophet (figures 27, 28).

< figs. 25-28 >

As the mob charged into the square, the terrified Dominicans rang the convent’s great bell,
known as the Piagnona, or “wailer,” in a desperate call for help (figure 29). Savonarola placed
his faith in the bell’s power to initiate the city’s system of civic alarm and bring the force of
authority to the square. But as Lauro Martines writes, “the minutes passed, then the hours, and no
help came.”48 Having previously smuggled arms into the convent for just such an event, the
friars put up stiff resistance, firing harquebuses propped on pulpits as Savonarola prayed
hopelessly at the altar. Under threat of the wholesale destruction of their convent by an angry and
hostile government, they finally surrendered.

< fig. 29 >



Trials ensued, and Savonarola, along with two of his closest aides, was condemned and burned
as a heretic in the Piazza della Signoria. His writings were banned, San Marco’s great library was
confiscated, and the convent was shut down. However, what was also at stake was the right to
make noise. Fearing even to speak, Savonarola’s supporters were left with the sound of the bell
as the only means left to defend their message. The government had already decreed that
Savonarola had to leave the city, and the streets were increasingly under the control of violent
forces. According to Martines, the government decided not to send in its own militias, since they
could not be trusted to side against the friars of San Marco. Such political manipulation of the
crowd undermined the very power of Pucci’s piazza to counter extreme violence with the culture
of daily life. Savonarola’s supporters were too frightened to answer the Piagnona’s call for help.
That call for help would also be the last sound it made before it too was condemned by the
authorities. Under pressure from anti-Savonarolan forces and in an atmosphere of backlash
against the extreme piety of Savonarola’s regime, the signoria (the city’s executive council)
ordered that the Piagnona was to be sent into exile. It was taken down from its tower, paraded
through the streets of Florence to the taunts and jeers of the crowd, whipped along the way by
the city’s hangman, and finally banished to the Franciscan convent of San Salvatore al Monte,
outside the walls of the city.49

A Bell Tower

The Benedictine monastery known as the Badia stood just across from the city’s courthouse, now
known as the Bargello (figure 30). Founded in the tenth century, the Badia, which was originally
built at the edge of the Roman city walls, was intimately enmeshed in civic politics. In 1307,
levying a new tax on religious institutions to help pay for military operations probably sounded
like a good idea to the cash-strapped Florentine government.50 But when city officials arrived to
collect the tribute, the insulted monks of the Badia closed their doors and rang their bell in alarm.
Naturally, an angry crowd of poor workers, local ne’er-do-wells, and general riffraff
(malandrini), supported by wealthy elites and angry merchants, rose up in anger and chased
away and robbed the hapless officials. The government finally agreed to cut the tax in half, but
not before it also decided to cut the monastery’s bell tower in half, while a group of thugs sacked
and burned parts of the abbey (figure 31). Politics as usual in late medieval Florence.

< figs. 30 and 31 >

A Rock



In the 1568 edition of the Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors, and Architects,
Giorgio Vasari recounts an episode from the life of the fifteenth-century painter Sandro
Botticelli. A cloth weaver moves in next door to the artist and proceeds to assemble no less than
eight looms inside his home. When they are set in motion, they create a tremendous clamor that
“not only deafened poor Sandro with the noise of the treadles and the movement of the frames,
but shook his whole house, the walls of which were no stronger than they should be, so that what
with the one thing and the other he could not work or even stay at home.”51 Botticelli’s repeated
entreaties for him to stop fall on deaf ears because the weaver asserts that “he both would and
could do what he pleased in his own house.”52 Having failed to persuade his neighbor with
reason, Botticelli concocts a cunning plan. He hoists an enormous rock onto the roof of his house
and balances it on the wall that separates him from his noisy neighbor (figure 32). This wall is
higher and less stable than his neighbor’s, so much so that the rock threatens to crash through his
neighbor’s roof and destroy his looms at the slightest tremor of the wall. To the terrified
weaver’s subsequent protests, Botticelli responds by quoting his own words, claiming that he
too, could and would do whatever he pleased in his own house. The story ends with Botticelli
having successfully compelled the weaver to “come to a reasonable agreement and to be a good

neighbor to Sandro.”53
<fig. 32>
A Hammer

In a novella written by Franco Sacchetti at the end of the fourteenth century, Dante Alighieri is
asked by a young knight of the Adimari family, to make a public endorsement on his behalf with
the city’s executor in order to get him out of paying a fine assessed against him. Dante agrees to
put in a good word and sets off to the palace (figure 33). But something strange happens along
the way: not far from the Badia, in the district of San Piero, he hears something that he does not
like at all (figure 34). Inside a workshop, a blacksmith is merrily singing Dante’s Divine
Comedy, using its rhythmic cadences to regulate the striking of his hammer. But he mixes up the
verses and generally hacks its syntax to pieces, so much so that Dante feels it as a personal injury
(figure 35).54 Without saying a word, he enters the shop and starts throwing the blacksmith’s
tools (masserizie), one by one, onto the street, first his hammer, then his tongs, then his scales.55
When the blacksmith protests, Dante retorts, “If you don’t want me to break your things, don’t
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ruin mine!” How, the blacksmith wonders, could he have ever broken this mad stranger’s tools?
Dante replies, “You are singing the poem, but you are not reciting it the way I wrote it. | have no
other trade, and you are destroying it for me.”56 Stupefied, the blacksmith gathers together his

belongings in silence and returns to work.



< figs. 33-35>

As he continues to the executor’s palace, Dante, still rankled by the incident, begins to think
about how the knight would ride through the city on a horse, his legs so widely extended that
those passing him on the street would be forced to turn back, or, with their backs against the
wall, suffer the indignity of polishing the tips of his shoes as he rode past (figure 36). As a result,
instead of making a statement supporting his “friend,” he denounces him for the crime of “riding
widely” (cavalcare largo). The executor agrees that this is a grave crime indeed, and so, instead
of having the fine against Adimari dismissed, Dante succeeds in having it doubled.

< fig. 36 >
Four Stories

In all of these stories—two of which are fragments of larger historical events, and two of which
are fictionalized accounts of real-life Florentines—the central theme around which the narrative
hinges is the relative power to communicate with the city, to silence the voices and sounds made
by others, and to control crucial elements of the city’s soundscape and the meaning such sounds
conveyed. Therefore, a closer look at what was at stake for Florentines in confronting the noises,
and the silences, they encountered can also provide ways of navigating the thorny relationship
between historical events and literary narratives. This is not to collapse the distinction between
the two, but to listen to what they say about the urban acoustic “eventscape” in which they were
produced, the audiences to which they were addressed, and the different but related strategies of
representation that were put into play, whether in antagonistic political circumstances or in
contemplative narrative exploration.

The Bell Tower

The bell tower of the Badia was an important acoustic transmitter in Florence and was deeply
embedded in the daily sonic rhythms of prayer and work. Each Florentine day began with a
complex series of exchanges between the towers of the Badia, the Bargello, and the Palazzo
Vecchio—monastery, judicial courts, and legislative councils (figure 37). The Badia marked the
early morning prayers that led to a dawn mass with a series of rings, which was answered,
according to statutes, by six muted rings of the bell of the Leone in the Palazzo Vecchio. The bell
of the podesta, housed in the Bargello, would then begin with a triple ring sequence that was
answered by the bell of the popolo in the Palazzo Vecchio. This extended series of acoustic
exchanges between sacred and secular institutions legally marked the beginning of the day.



<fig. 37>

When the government ordered the destruction of the Badia’s tower in 1307, it literally silenced
the monastery, prohibiting it not only from calling for help in times of crisis but from
communicating with its community, and most importantly, marking time by ringing the
canonical hours of prayer. Before mechanical clocks, the daily rhythms of monastic life were
amplified by bells, so that their salutary sound encompassed the entire city. In exile, Dante
placed this sound deep within the Florentine psyche and far back into the distant past. In
Paradiso, canto XV, his great-great grandfather, Cacciaguida, laments the moral decline of the
future city by remembering the past through the sound of the bell that marked the canonical
hours of terce and nones from the campanile of the Badia (figure 38):

Florence, within her ancient ring of walls
That ring from which she still draws terce and nones,
sober and chaste, lived in tranquility.57

<fig. 38 >

For Dante, the sound of a distant golden age still echoed in the sound of a bell ringing more than
two centuries later. Such a sound excavated the traces of the long-demolished ninth- to eleventh-
century walls, which had been built on even remoter Roman foundations. In Dante’s time, the
Porta Santa Maria was likely one of the only concrete reminders of these walls (figure 39). The
city at peace—sober and chaste—that lay within those ancient walls of the city was long
forgotten as it now spilled out from its original Roman grid into its medieval suburbs (figure 40).
The Badia’s bell not only dredged up the memory of a more peaceful urban community, it also
defined the sober and chaste space that community inhabited by overlaying it onto the present.
What is remarkable is the way in which Dante associated ancient Florentine virtue with a
particular space and a certain sound. Not only did the bell of the Badia mark time throughout the
day; the sonic rhythms that emanated from its campanile also excavated the memory of a
privileged urban territory. Dante had belonged to this community, and the proximity of his
family’s properties to the Badia made the sound much more present in the silence of his exile
(figure 33).

< figs. 39 and 40 >



Dante’s city was a complex hierarchy in which bells defined limits and borders even when the
actual structures, those city walls, were no longer there to guarantee them. They created space
much more fluidly and convincingly than the complicated legal language needed to define the
city’s political jurisdictions. Its spatial signification was much more immediate and its temporal
and spatial topography more easily apprehended. Bells enacted rituals of inclusion against
borders of exclusion. It was precisely this space, the ancient urban core, that guaranteed, for
Florentines such as Dante, a space which “was the proper setting for the enactment of honorable
civic life” against the morally debased spaces of outlying neighborhoods.58 It betrayed a certain
anxiety about those who dwelt on the periphery by attempting to separate them off audibly from
the ideal memory of the center. This was so even though Florentines of all classes, rich and poor,
lived throughout the areas enclosed by the final circuit of walls. Dante was calling on the purging
power of the Badia’s bell to rid the center of any unwanted elements, even if it meant cleansing it
through a type of sonic nostalgia.59

One such unwanted element may have been the concentration of industrial wool production in
the very area of the city in which Dante lived. Around the area of San Martino, which was right
next to his beloved Badia, wool workers toiled to the sound of a very different bell (figure 41).
Its distinct sound would have linked this centrally located but economically isolated zone to the
other peripheral zones of wool production that surrounded Dante’s chaste and sober center. It
would have created an entirely different symbolic territory even within the jurisdiction of the bell
of the Badia. These bells were part of an elaborate mechanism that attempted to circumscribe the
urban experience of subjected workers. They represented an acoustic marginalization of one kind
of labor located in spaces within the more general rhythm opening and closing workshops that
sounded from the Badia. Therefore, the sound of a bell could dissociate a space from its own
location and set it adrift in space as part of a network of socio-spatial marginalized zones of
segregated labor. The persistence of terce and nones was the power of the bell to evoke the
memory of a wished-for past, while at the same time it excluded other spaces created by the
sound of other bells or superseded and redefined the spaces created by those very same bells
ringing for other reasons.60

<fig. 41>

For Dante, the memory contained within the sound of the bell gave it the power to purge the
present of the kind of fractious violence that led to his exile in 1301 and was still plaguing a
besieged regime in 1307 that was struggling to construct a civic acoustic landscape as part of its
efforts to maintain political control. When the government ordered the destruction of the Badia’s

tower, it not only silenced the monastery but also created a temporal void (figure 42). Dante’s



early commentators consistently pointed out that the Badia, in addition to marking all the hours
of the day, also regulated labor, marking the opening and closing of workshops throughout the
city. Therefore, the city awoke, went to work, ate, prayed, and returned home, all to a familiar
sound that bound them together in space, sanctified their labor, and brought the past vividly to
life. Perhaps it was this bond that the government tried to break when it ordered the destruction
of the tower. Silencing such an important aural landmark would have had dire consequences for
the city’s daily schedule and the government’s ability to effectively organize its citizens and
transcend the lure of rival factions. But the ruling regime, which was struggling to lay its own
acoustic foundations, would have held different associations when they heard the bell ring out of
sequence; for them it would have brought back bitter memories of bloody conflict against

Dante’s political allies less than a decade before.
<fig. 42 >

As historian Robert Davidsohn has written, bells functioned as the primary medium of mass
communication in an age before printing. It is not surprising, therefore, that the regime had spent
enormous sums on the casting of a giant bell that was completed that very year. Weighing in
excess of sixteen thousand pounds, it waited in the piazza while the tower of the Palazzo
Vecchio was being completed. The new civic soundscape was still under construction, and the
Badia may have been a casualty of exuberant mismanagement, because the new bell was
destined to bring the entire expanded urban polity together within a single jurisdiction, uniting
ancient center with periphery and dismantling the ancient boundaries over which the Badia
guarded. However, by 1310, the aural confusion of a silenced and much loved bell, the glaring
absence of a suitable tower to showcase the new one, and the extensive rebuilding campaign of
the monastery may have played a part in the government’s change of heart as well as the
assumption that this sound belonged to the larger communal soundscape of the whole city. The
Council of One Hundred (consiglio dei cento) set aside funds to help the Badia rebuild its bell
tower in 1310 (completed in 1330), and a new bell was cast in 1313 (figures 43, 44).61

< figs. 43 and 44 >

This architectural resolution hints at what would become, | believe, an acoustic strategy on the
part of the Florentine government. It also speaks to the complicated relationship between
successive popular governments and the Benedictines of the Badia. When councilors were being
harassed by their political foes, the monks had rented them space to hold their councils in 1285.
In the same year, the commune required the monks to rebuild their church so that its decrepit
state did not embarrass the newly rebuilt city courts across the street. Conversely, in 1298 and



again in 1301, the commune threatened to drive a street right through the heart of the Badia to
connect the civic grain market (which had been appropriated from the monks in 1240) to the
Bargello, a move that would have required the total demolition of the bell tower (figure 45).
After the government was forced to pay restitution for initial demolitions in 1301, its conciliatory
mood in 1310 is understandable.62 However, the decision to help the monks rebuild their tower
signals an alternative strategy that harnessed the inherent unifying power embedded in the sound
of bells. Instead of silencing them, the government instead amplified their sound. When the
tower of the Palazzo Vecchio was finally completed in 1330, the daily morning sonic exchange
between regime and monastery, which punctuated the entire day, represented a hard-won
political lesson. Instead of the usual antagonistic policies of urban planning through architectural
demolition, the government used sound not to challenge the Badia but to harmonize itself with an
institution to which Florentines felt a strong historical affinity. As a result, the response of the
commune’s bells to the Badia every morning acknowledged the monastery’s integral role in the
Florentine soundscape, signaled the transition from sacred to secular authority, and sonically
dramatized the unity of church and state (figures 46, 47).

< figs. 45-47 >
The Hammer

By the time Dante the author was transformed by Franco Sacchetti into Dante the character,
around the 1390s, the civic soundscape had fully integrated itself into the gaps in between the
ecclesiastical ringing from both the cathedral and the Badia, carefully orchestrating ancient and
new sounds. What the regime had learned was that bells were better at uniting people than
dividing them, and that the future prosperity of the city could be bound to its past glory through
the careful orchestration of ancient and new sounds. Sacchetti picks up on the sensitivity of
Dante’s ear. By filtering Dante’s poem through the discordant voice of a tone-deaf blacksmith,
he contrasted the sonorous sound of city’s audible past with the horrifying linguistic mutilations
that resulted from the unrestricted circulation of stories in the oral culture of the premodern city.
Dante’s horror on his encounter with the blacksmith was to hear the inevitable distortions caused
by the endless copying, rewriting, and retelling to which popular texts were always subject
(figure 48). The implication is that the smith was not reciting from the Commedia precisely, but
was singing versions of it that he had heard in the piazza by cantatori who would continually
reinterpret stories as they performed them. Heard more than it was read, the blacksmith’s
debased version of the Commedia was the result of the unregulated soundscape of Florence at the
threshold of the Renaissance.



< fig. 48 >

At first glance, Dante’s chance aural encounter with the blacksmith appears to bear no relation to
the framing narrative of the story nor to provide the basis for Dante’s sudden change of mind
about the wayward knight. At the turn of the fifteenth century, Sacchetti was using Dante and his
poetry as a means to explore the complex class relationships in which wealthy, nonelite
guildsmen, that fluid class of merchants, bankers, and judges, tried to distinguish themselves
from both violent upper-class clans and the less affluent and more numerous lower guildsmen,
like blacksmiths, who were legally enfranchised but did not participate directly in the large
textile and international financial sectors that drove the Florentine economy. This context put
Dante in a rather awkward position. Comparing his own métier to that of a metalworker, Dante
protests against the debasement of one type of work by its acoustic contamination by another.
The text is explicit about how the blacksmith was singing the poem just like a street performer.
He was reciting verses he heard in the piazza by professional singers who would create a shared
community by continually reinterpreting stories as they performed them, “experiment with
additions and variations, improvise and insert digressions,” as they adapted to different
audiences.63 In Florence, as Dale Kent has documented for the early fifteenth century, the piazza
San Martino, which was located in front of the now-reoriented church, was the principal site of
such storytelling (figure 49). But those additions and variations were tearing Dante apart. The
personal injury he felt was caused by the loss of control over the medium through which he
established his identity as a writer and citizen. Sacchetti was posing the question about how
much control an author ought to have—even from the grave—over the consumption and
distribution of his work and whether the reading and listening public had a right to adapt such
texts to its social needs.

< fig. 49 >

The smith’s products, however, were for sale, and although there was a corporate mechanism to
set prices, those products ended up in the world of economic exchange. Dante’s poem, therefore,
by Sacchetti’s inference, is not the product of his labor but his tool, the medium through which
he expressed his understanding and experience of the public world as a producing individual. It
is the means by which he maintains himself, and he had as much right to hold on to it in the way
any property holder might, as a particular configuration of words, by virtue of an early idea of
what are now known as intellectual property rights.64 Anyone could sing it, but there had to be
some sort of standard of quality or fealty to the text and its author. Such restrictions would,
theoretically at least, fall within the statutory purview of the regulation of labor and control of
who could and could not perform their tasks in public spaces. We are left with the image of the



smith, his chest inflated, probably searching for the bellowing force of a true Florentine motto
(witticism) but only able to silently pick up his things and return to work. He would no longer
sing Dante, the narrator tells us, but make do instead with singing the story of Tristan and
Lancelot and leave Dante alone.65

If the poem was his tool, the problem for Dante was that his medium was a more refined version
of the very vernacular language his compatriots were using to mangle it. The public realm in
which such stories circulated favored the integrity of the community over the integrity of the text
or the meaning the author may have intended. Stories told in the public square were tailored to
the immediate surroundings and the social situation at hand, both the urbs and the civitas. So if
Dante could not control the content of his narrative, then perhaps he could claim ownership of its
style. It was the manner in which the blacksmith sang it, after all, that so hurt Sacchetti’s Dante,
and Dante in real life condemned the “hideous speech” of his fellow Tuscans, mired as it was in
their own stupidity.66 In contrast, he sought to create a more elegant courtly vernacular style that
would unite all Italians within a single linguistic community. And the attentive reader would
have also enjoyed the multiple layers of irony that resulted from the fact that Sacchetti himself
was rewriting in his own idiom a story recounted by the ancient writer Diogenes Laertius in his
life of Arcesilaus. Arcesilaus, chastising a dialectic philosopher for his inability to repeat an
argument properly, reminds him of Philoxenus, who, hearing a bunch of brickmakers singing his
melodies out of tune, trampled on their bricks, declaring, “If you spoil my work, I’ll spoil
yours.”67 Sacchetti makes a subtle change to show how intellectual work was relevant not only
to philosophical arguments but also to everyday urban experience. He also takes up the ethical
question of the proper way to repeat poetic stories. And Sacchetti’s readers would have been
highly aware of the fact that his own writing style was far closer to the very colloquial idiom of
the Florentine street that Dante’s ears, both those of the fictional character and historical writer,
were so horrified by in the first place. Sacchetti’s story, therefore, points to the way in which
both class-based identities and aesthetic questions were embedded within public streets and
squares through the circulation of competing voices, the particular acoustic imprint of stories
people gave voice to.

If the Florentine political class officially included the likes of our blacksmith, then Sacchetti’s
story also puts into play how an increasingly erudite middle class, the popolo, represented by
Dante, tried to distance and distinguish itself from both the artisanal class of semiliterate
workers, represented by the blacksmith, and the spatial arrogance of upper-class men,
represented by the Adimari knight. The young knight, in the fashion of his class, was usurping
the space of the commune by the way he rode through it on his horse, wrapping it around himself



as if it were his own private mantle. Sacchetti was likely reflecting upon the Florentine popolo’s
history as an antimagnate class, precisely when the republic’s political leaders, in the wake of the
Ciompi revolt in 1378, were closing ranks and creating an increasingly oligarchic regime where
fewer middling guildsmen had access to real power. The smith, on the other hand, was
participating in the communicative experience of public space. This is the realm that always had
the potential, for those who sought to control the message, to corrupt and degrade monologic
communication. Notably, Dante does not denounce the blacksmith to the executor for the crime
of singing badly (cantare male). Instead, this episode triggers in him an awareness of the
knight’s relationship to space. Immediately after confronting the singing blacksmith, he begins to
think about the nature of the urban spaces he is walking through: to whom they belonged, how
they should be addressed, and the proper means of moving through them. It was, after all, the
setting and repository of those badly told stories, and therefore needed to be preserved,
controlled, and maintained as much by laws as by social rituals and exchanges.

By placing Dante between two classes—one that appropriated space and one that appropriated
texts—Sacchetti complicates Dante’s class identity and its relationship upwards to the
disenfranchised elite and downwards towards the nonelite ranks of the lesser guildsmen. Both
ends of this vertical axis give Dante profound consternation and force him to reflect on the nature
of two kinds of “publics.” The space-cluttering knight encumbered and hindered public space as
a network of movement that was supposed to facilitate trade and its control, while the ear-grating
voice of the blacksmith corrupted a text that was part of a public culture of textuality to which, in
Sacchetti’s narrative world, the blacksmith did not belong. What emerges is a contradiction that
illustrates clearly the rhetoric of Florentine republican statutes about public space and the
constant desire to co-opt that space for private use by wealthy Florentine citizens. The
condemnation of the knight presupposed the uninhibited circulation of bodies in public space,
while the condemnation of the blacksmith demonstrated the necessity of obstructing the free
flow of information through those very same spaces in order to protect a text that was, in
practice, an aural public monument. In the perspective of the narrative, Dante’s work inhabited
the public square but was always in danger of being mangled and vandalized by the disorderly
sonic forces at work there that threatened to turn it into something ugly, unsightly, or, more
precisely, something acoustically repellent. In other words, Dante was condemning the
privatizing use of space by one class while he sought to privatize the use of the public monument
within the proper textual discourses. In both cases, what was at stake was the creation, control,
interpretation, and enforcement of public space and the culture of textuality that it supported.68



Public streets, squares, and palaces represented the universalizing ideology of the merchant
republic, while it was the concrete infrastructure that facilitated economic exchange. They were
not the private property of violent upper-class elites, because they were part of a long struggle to
organize a merchant city. In fact, arrogant knights such as his widely riding friend disrupted the
free movement along public streets that the government was supposed to guarantee (figure 36).
“It was the property of the commune that he was usurping” by riding in such a way, Dante tells
the executor. “I believe that that to usurp that which belongs to the commune is a very serious
crime.” For Sacchetti’s Dante, usurping public space was akin to usurping political power. This
was far more annoying than the sad sound of singing blacksmiths. He could hate the blacksmith,
but he could not challenge his right to invade public space with the obnoxious sound of his voice.
The solution to this problem had to be meted out with cunning and skill, not with legal
punishments. He had to educate the smith, however crudely, and convince him, through reason or
analogy, to change his misguided ways; which brings me to the rock.

The Rock

One could assume that the sonic world of Renaissance Florence was radically different from our
own, but the issues that surround the global capacities of sound to transgress the physical barriers
that we erect around ourselves persist and can be just as bothersome. They reveal to us how our
acoustic horizons are still annoyingly but gratifyingly linked to the experience of the early
modern city.

Giorgio Vasari’s anecdote recounts an alleged episode from the biography of the fifteenth-
century Florentine painter Sandro Botticelli (figures 50, 51). Since reasoning with the wool
weaver failed to resolve the problem, Botticelli resorted to a practical demonstration that taught
the weaver a valuable lesson about the relationship between sound, architecture, and urban life.
This story, which appears only in the second (1568) edition of the Lives, is likely an invention by
Vasari. Richard Stapleford points out the striking contrast in Vasari’s historical method between
the creation of a persona through invented stories and the more rigorous attribution and criticism
of the works of art themselves. In the 1550 edition, he ignores two anecdotes about Botticelli’s
sharp wit and his fear of marriage found in the Anonimo Magliabechiano, one of Vasari’s
sources and much closer to the historical life of the artist.69 Instead, he recreates a Botticelli who
is wasteful of his time, his talent, and his money by starting the biography with a meditation on
negligence of one’s present and future well-being, and ending it with Botticelli’s ignominious
descent into poverty and decrepitude. He also seems to have invented a story describing the kind
of jokes the artist liked to play, such as denouncing a friend for heresy, which leads to a stinging



rebuke in which his intellectual devotion to Dante is declared to be fraudulent. Vasari judged his

work illustrating Dante’s Inferno a waste of the artist’s time and a detriment to his career.
< figs. 50 and 51 >

Botticelli’s dissolute character is significantly ameliorated, however, in the 1568 edition. The
opening discourse on governing one’s life is replaced by a discussion of the artist’s early
intellectual restlessness, and his shameful death is mitigated by the addition of praise for yet
more of his works than in the short epilogue given in 1550. Vasari also introduces two new
stories that define his character—the one with the noisy wool weaver, the other about how
Botticelli sends an assistant into terrible confusion about what the assistant had actually painted
on one of the workshop’s famous tondi. Both stories help to temper the complete dressing-down
he receives for his complete ignorance of Dante. But if this is a fictional tale, what kind of
historical knowledge can be drawn from it? Its historical value may lie more in what it says
about the relations between space, sound, architecture, and community than in what it may say
about Botticelli’s life. If we leave aside the problem of disentangling the truth from fabrication
about Botticelli’s biography, which has long bedeviled art historians of the Italian Renaissance,
Vasari’s text can become an invaluable source for historical inquiry into the social construction
of architecture. In other words, there is a way of reading historical inventions, fabrications, and
revisions that forces them to lay bare their culture’s preoccupations, anxieties, and modes of
interpreting the world. If it sounds like a tall tale, then we may treat it like one. Rather than
reading such stories against their grain, why not let them tell us what they want to say?

Botticelli’s neighbor mistakenly assumed that the walls of his home represented the absolute
boundary between him and the world, where the abstract legal demarcation of space was elided
with the sensorial transgression of boundaries. Botticelli’s solution is typical of the didactic
procedures of the burle (cruel practical jokes) that pervade the late medieval and Renaissance
novella form, and emphasizes the tight-knit spatial character of dwellings in such an urban
agglomeration (figure 21). It also demonstrates by example how sound, though invisible and
immaterial, had a profound physical effect on the integrity of architecture. It had the power to
make walls vibrate, to penetrate boundaries that separated individuals and link them, however
discordantly, through their sensual experience of the city. The expertise of Botticelli, as an artist
working in the professional milieu of fifteenth-century Florence, not to mention the artistic ideals
of his sixteenth-century biographer, rested in making visible in painting the complex interplay
between social relations, literary narratives, biblical truths, and human desires. In this story he is
also depicted as having a very subtle understanding of how those relations may have actually
played out in the day-to-day urban context. The precariously perched rock made clear how the



noise from the looms penetrated the walls that separated neighbors, reintegrating them into a
community whose integrity and well-being could be threatened by ignoring such links and whose
spatial demarcations were no less complex and interpenetrating than the artistic compositions of
Botticelli’s paintings. Walls were never absolute borders, since they always belonged to at least
two different spaces at the same time, two different constituencies, or two modes of living that
could vibrate in resonance or clash in discord.

Botticelli was able to construct ideal spaces and relationships for the figures in the silent world of
his paintings, but he was also keenly aware of the more chaotic sensorial dimensions that
governed daily life—although, since this story is likely a fabrication, it reflects much more the
narrative desire of Vasari to construct a world and a character that creates a dialogue with his
artistic output. And although the cacophony of urban living conditions destroys the ability of the
artist’s creativity as a thinker, the story does not question the coexistence of manual and
intellectual labor. Translated to the domestic sphere, the noise of industry must give way to
spaces of contemplation and an understanding of one’s acoustic effects on others. The story also
dramatizes the way in which the “civilizing” power of architecture that Pucci dramatized was not
only a general force but could be manipulated by its inhabitants to harness its didactic power.
This forces us to rethink the way in which we analyze the spatial organization of the historical
city. Its design was never fixed in time or space in the experience of its inhabitants. Through the
necessity of sensorial perception it emerges as a series of more fluid topographies, brought into
being, in this case, by sound.

However, by the sixteenth century, within the more erudite world of the emerging discourse of
the fine arts, Vasari was also making a distinction between two types of material production that
he seems at pains to maintain: between the artisan and the artist, between the manufacture of
cloth and the creation of art. Such a distinction would not have been meaningful to the
fourteenth-century artistic practices familiar to Pucci. In Vasari’s narrative, the world of the
artisan is characterized by the clanking and banging of the industrial machines that denied the
artist the quiet solitude of creative reflection. Vasari’s explicit desire in his Lives to situate the
three major branches of art—painting, sculpture, and architecture—within the domain of
intellectual production is implicitly reinforced by the humorous anecdotes he intersperses into his
narrative with no editorial gloss. The weaving of cloth, once the engine that drove Florence’s
economy and whose product represented the most refined artistic quality, was now represented
as an unwanted sonic obstacle to the artistic imagination.70 Therefore, the power of sound to
disrupt mental labor is marshaled to define the distance between what we now understand as the
fine arts, produced by the mind of the artist, and the technical production of luxury goods,



produced by hand of the craftsman, which will enter into the subordinate category of decorative
arts.71

With Vasari, writing a half-century after Botticelli’s death, something of the meaningless,
alienating modern concept of noise as a purely negative sign seems to be taking shape. However,
its status as noise is contingent upon the particular place in which it was heard, and what the
person who heard it was trying to do. Botticelli may have been a painter, but his work required a
mental effort that was shattered by invasive sounds. According to the legal scholar Melius de
Villiers, noise as a nuisance was not mentioned in Roman law but probably would have been
covered by the prohibition on discharging unwanted smells in the airspace over a person’s
private property to the detrimental effect on someone’s comfort and well-being. The only
specific law pertaining to noise, however, was concerned with preventing professors and students
from distracting each other from their studies. Therefore, Vasari’s story implies that the sound of
the weaver’s looms became “noise” precisely when Botticelli became conscious of his métier as
a thinker.72

What this story implies about architecture in particular is its role as the pivot around which social
relations were played out, where communities were separated and bound together, defined and
reimagined, where bodies gave meaning to the buildings—literally making them vibrate—
through which they defined themselves. Architecture was at the heart of the construction of such
social relations, so that interpreting its changing meanings is simultaneously an interpretation of
the society whose actions were constantly manipulating its surfaces and transgressing its
boundaries. In the example in question, it was the incapacity of architecture to parallel an
imagined social transformation that called for the discrete division of art from industry, whose
excessive industrial noise was now on display. Botticelli’s rock made the destructive potential of
certain sounds visible and stands as a reminder to the architectural historian that our carefully
constructed analyses of design and urban space are destabilized and could actually be
demolished by ignoring their larger sensorial dimensions. In fact, it was the weakness of the wall
that allowed Botticelli’s rock to make visible the destructive potential of certain sounds and
positive relationship between silence and mental labor.

This episode also demonstrates how the sources we make use of, such as Vasari’s Vite, for the
interpretation of some of the most sophisticated cultural production of the Italian Renaissance
can also give us insight into the street life and street culture of the city, where artist and laborer
constantly found themselves in close physical and metaphorical proximity.

The Bell



Which brings us to the silencing of the Piagnona and Savonarola in 1498. His supporters, known
as piagnoni, variously translated as “wailers” or “weepers,” testify to the centrality of the
auditory dimensions of his reform movement’s relationship to the city. Savonarola was an aural
failure when he first arrived from Ferrara, with his “weak voice, ungainly gestures, and poor
delivery,” not to mention his strange romagnolo dialect, which, Dante declared in his treatise on
the vernacular, made men sound like women. He was not accustomed to the seasoned and
skeptical listeners of a city like Florence, “where the populace looked for a performance and
citizens were ready to compare preachers, to criticize, or go to another church” in search of a
better spectacle (figure 52).73 And except, perhaps, for a certain unnamed blacksmith, they were
probably acute critics of the rhetorical power of storytelling in the piazza. But Savonarola
obviously listened to and learned from the sounds of Florence, given that he was ultimately able
to gain the loyalty of large crowds of people. His ever-present voice and the frequent peals of the
Piagnona became a regular feature of the Florentine soundscape as he attempted to purge the
collective soul of the city. It rang to celebrate the bonfires of the vanities, when Florentines
offered their “obscene idols, lascivious images, and luxury goods” to the fire under the spell of
Savonarola’s zeal.74 However, by the time of his fall from grace in 1498, one supporter noted
that Savonarola’s opponents did not even allow the piagnoni to speak in the chaos before his
execution. The friars were forbidden by government proclamation even to utter Savonarola’s
name, to participate in processions, to pray in common, or to sing their favorite hymns; all ways
in which they had acoustically marked their presence in the city and through which they made a
claim for its urban sanctity. In contrast, the silenced friars had to endure the noise of obscene and
insulting songs that their enemies hurled at them throughout Florence.75 Their bell, perhaps, was
the only voice that remained capable of expressing their solidarity. Unlike the sound that Dante
excavated from the past to criticize the factional discord of his present, the sound of the Piagnona
failed to unite a city divided between wailers and their enemies, the arrabbiati (enraged mad
dogs) and the compagnacci (rude, ugly companions).76 Its parade of shame through the city, the
ritual whipping, and the subsequent exile of the bell symbolically marked the silencing of a
political and a spiritual movement whose legitimacy and power rested on the frequent sound of
the Piagnona. However, the exorcising rituals of humiliation brought to bear on the bell only
served to augment its aural power. After ringing a single strike of revenge on the death of the
executive prior who orchestrated its exile to the observant Franciscan monastery of San
Salvatore (figure 53), it was returned to the Dominicans in 1509 by Pope Julius Il with the
permission of a much more sympathetic government. By 1529, the Piagnona transcended its
partisan past and redeemed itself when it rang to sound the call to liberty, rallying the whole city
during the brutal siege of imperial troops fighting for the return of the exiled Medici family
(figure 54).77



< figs. 52-54 >

When the last Florentine republic fell in 1530 and gave way to the establishment of the
principate, the sound of bells of the Palazzo Vecchio suddenly became incongruent with the
sonic order of the new state. But after this disastrous defeat and the return of the Medici, the
newly “elected” duke, Alessandro de’ Medici, wasted no time in dismantling the soundscape that
Florentines had worked so hard to build. One of his first official acts was the removal the great
bell of the commune, the Leone, from the tower of the Palazzo Vecchio, an act that both
symbolically and collectively punished the city. On October 1, 1532, the Leone was taken down
and ritually broken in the piazza before him.78 This was the bell that had answered the Badia
every morning with six soft strikes. It was also the bell that had called Florentines together, in
crisis and celebration, for over two centuries. It was this sound that had called the people to
arms—Ilikely on more than one occasion—to chase the Medici from the city as enemies of
liberty.79 In the words of one contemporary observer, the bell of the councils was taken away so
that Florentines could no longer hear the “sweet sound of liberty.”80 Its sound was now rendered
unnecessary and subversive. Taking away an enemy’s bell, therefore, was a way of rendering
certain groups incapable of expressing their religious or political identity.81

Duke Alessandro most likely knew that as long as the bell was heard, it would remind
Florentines of that liberty, and its destruction was an attempt to enforce a collective forgetting.
He may have had some success, since the echo of this bell lived on within the vagaries of a
silent, unreliable, and depoliticized memory. The sixteenth-century historian Benedetto Varchi
wrote that Florentines debated whether the prime motivation to destroy the bell was symbolic or
practical, whether Alessandro wanted to silence the memory of republican liberty embedded in
its ring, or whether he needed to melt it down to mint coins to pay for the German troops that the
emperor had supplied to protect him from that Florentine liberty (figure 55).

< fig. 55>

Later, the bell would enter into the official collective memory of the city as a means to smooth
over the violent transition from republic to duchy. In his history of Florence, Scipione Ammirato
recalls a conversation he had with Duke Cosimo I de’ Medici, Alessandro’s successor. He
recounts the story of how a Sienese master made it possible, in 1322, for only two men, instead
of twelve, to ring the grande campana del popolo, inspiring Cosimo to recall that the bell
weighed twenty-seven thousand pounds and could be heard for miles around (figure 56).82
There is no mention of how his predecessor broke the bell as he broke the republic, melting it
down either for the silver it contained or to stop its call for the council of the popolo.83



Relegated to an official, nonpartisan memory of the city’s past greatness, the sound of the Leone
was now a “living” memory divorced from its ritual destruction, which symbolically excised the
analogous memory of the breaking of the Florentine republic from the hope its sound always
carried for the creation of a unified and just community.

< fig. 56 >

The increasingly complex system of sonic markers that populated Renaissance Florence was part
of a continual struggle of contentious communities and institutions to express and link
themselves to the jurisdictions over which they laid claim. Florentines had to be adept at hearing
the changing socio-political relations that such sounds represented. All of these stories represent
ways in which producing, suppressing, and interpreting the sounds the city made were basic
elements of how Florentines carved out spaces within which they imprinted their identities onto
the urbs and the civitas. At the micro-level of day-to-day life, Sacchetti could dramatize how
Dante learned about the interlaced social and political relations he shared with those above and
below him, relations so tangled up with each other that historians have trouble constructing solid
boundaries between them. As Botticelli’s painfully thin wall reminds us, architectural barriers
were as porous as the social boundaries they were erected to maintain and reinforce. Florentines
knew this much better than we often do, and were constantly listening to the noises their city
made, using them as signposts for navigating, willingly or not, through the multiple, fluid,
overlapping, and conflicted topographies with which their city confronted them.

These stories were also immersed within the sonic landscape of a city that was producing some
of the most important cultural, intellectual, and scientific monuments of the early modern world.
Read against each other, they reveal important historical knowledge about the way in which the
urban environment was a lively field of meaningful signs that provided those who listened
carefully with the dense raw material for the aural construction and suppression of the identities
and relationships that were such important drivers of its dynamic urban culture. But the question
remains, how was this soundscape constructed? What were its basic parts, and who determined
the nature of its rhythms? And finally, what can we learn by reconstructing the sonic armatures
through which Florentines communicated to themselves and the world beyond? Answers to these
questions will be pursued in the next two chapters.
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