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Summary 
 
 
Storie italiane is about the ‘century of history’ in the ‘land of hundred cities’. The book 
examines the bloom of historical interest during the Italian Romantic era (1800-1848) from a 
point view that is equally obvious as it is unusual: the city. Research on nation building and 
national identities, in which historical consciousness traditionally occupies a prominent place, 
has largely ignored the urban perspective. It has therefore passed over the vital role of the city 
as the cradle of historical consciousness and the modern notions of territorial identity and 
citizenship. Furthermore, nineteenth-century civilisation had a predominantly urban focus, 
especially in politically shattered Italy. This thesis aims to contribute toward understanding the 
rise of a national historical discourse by taking a closer look at urban culture and the city’s 
age-old and continuous reflections on its own past. It focuses on Italy’s two major cultural 
centres: Milan and Florence. Chapters 2 and 3 discuss Milanese and Florentine historiography 
respectively. Chapters 4 to 7 deal with the most important themes in Milanese and Florentine 
historical culture, using four case-studies. In line with romantic ideals, different artistic means 
and genres (historical poetry and novels, history painting and melodrama) are regarded here as 
mutually connected and as being part of a shared effort to revive the past. 
 Chapter 1 justifies and illustrates the choice for an urban perspective. Its point of 
departure is the strong need for a new national history felt by Italian patriots during the primo 
Ottocento. However, a fundamental synthesis of Italian history failed to occur, because 
historians realised that ‘considerando com’una questa nazione che una non fu mai [...] si 
rischia d’attribuire a non vere cagioni i mali e i beni, e falsi rimedii additare’ (N. Tommaseo). 
It would therefore be much more efficient, so they thought, to depart from diversity rather 
than unity as a basic principle of Italian history. Through the eyes of many intellectuals of 
different political backgrounds, the ultimate epitomisation of this ideal and the beacon of 
Italian civilisation across the centuries was the city. Their idea of the city – from the Roman 
municipium to the medieval comune – as the ‘principio ideale delle istorie italiane’ 
(C. Cattaneo) raised questions which lay at the core of Italian identity, such as: Did the cities 
successfully protect the latinità of Italic civilisation against the germanità of barbaric invasions, 
or were they rather the result of a fertile union between these two elements? Had the cities 
historically been natural allies or, on the contrary, adversaries of church and papacy? Which 
form of government best suited this ‘land of hundred cities’? 
 The counterpart of these theoretical reflections was an almost material approach to 
Italian history, which also took the city as its starting point. It considered the tangible past of 
the home city as an ideal basis for teaching the ‘moral unity’ of national history. Critics like 
Giuseppe Mazzini and Francesco Forti therefore saw the flowering of local and regional 
historical studies – both reissues of older works and new publications - as a hopeful sign, at 
least as long as its authors refrained from municipalismo, the ancient rivalry between cities. 
Apart from exceptions like historian Cesare Balbo, most were convinced that Italian 
historiography for the time being had no other option than to collect an infinite number of 
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local chronicles and histories into a national collection of sources. The same view became the 
cornerstone of Italy’s first journal of national history, the Archivio storico italiano (1841). 
 Chapters 2 and 3 elaborate upon the revived fascination with urban history in 
Milanese and Florentine historiography. In Milan this was all about the Storia di Milano by 
Pietro Verri, originally published in 1783. The book was hardly noticed at the time and was 
left unfinished after Verri’s death. The only similar work to be published in the next fifty 
years was Carlo De’ Rosmini’s Dell’istoria di Milano (1820), but it only stressed the merits of 
its predecessor. Verri’s book was a concise, easily accessible and anecdotal story, meant for a 
large Milanese audience. From 1824 to 1851 no less than fourteen different editions of the 
work were published. It also inspired many popularised urban history publications, mainly 
directed towards a young audience. The book’s popularity can partly be explained by its 
unfinished state, which enabled others to complete it and shed a contemporary light on the 
city’s past. Various attempts to do so expressed a growing desire to praise the Storia di Milano 
not only for its modern and liberal character, but also for its truly ‘Italian’ spirit, in spite of 
Verri’s own explicit intention to write a history intra muros. This frustrated the Austrian 
authorities. The trend was reinforced by Verri’s new status as an icon of Lombard and Italian 
science, which was brought to a climax at the sixth national science conference, held in Milan 
in 1844. 
 In Florence, the study of history was even more strongly influenced by existing 
works. Its rich tradition of city chronicles and histories seems to have discouraged historians 
to write contemporary alternatives to the many illustrious storie fiorentine. Instead, an 
impressive number of new editions of works by Malispini, Compagni, the Villani’s, Nardi, 
Segni, Varchi and above all Machiavelli and Guicciardini was published. Unlike in previous 
centuries, publishers and editors aimed at large audiences, just like their colleagues in Milan. 
They issued numerous compendia, guides on the city’s history or journals like the educational 
Guida dell’educatore. As opposed to Milan, this new appreciation of Florentine historiography 
stretched far beyond the city boundaries: since the early nineteenth century Florentine 
historians ranked indisputably among the Classici Italiani. Apart from their intrinsic qualities 
(particularly their use of language) this was also due to the fact that some of them had 
personally witnessed and described the crucial early sixteenth century, when Italian 
independence came to an end. Finally, the reputations of Guicciardini and Machiavelli reveal 
a growing tendency to make a distinction between the person and the historian. As a 
consequence, the former was referred to as a ‘detrattore della sua patria’, while the latter was 
hailed as the prophet and conscience of the Italian nation. 
 Strong images like these did not flow from the historians’ brains, but from the minds 
of artists. This is made clear once more in chapter 4, which describes the romantic perception 
of a historical episode which occupied a prominent place within Milanese collective memory. 
The struggle with the German emperor Frederick Barbarossa at the end of the twelfth 
century, culminating in the Milanese victory at Legnano (1176), had been remembered for 
ages as a moment of glory for the city, meant to legitimate its (historical) predominance over 
the region. While various elements and motives from that tradition had been preserved, after 
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1800 the same episode was increasingly presented as a vital moment in Italian history as a 
whole. It gained strong symbolic significance, even though its representation would long be 
limited to Milan and its surroundings. The Lombard League, the victorious alliance of 
Northern Italian cities led by Milan, grew into a symbol of national pugnacity and harmony 
because of the vivid imagination of its painters, writers and musicians. The persuasiveness of 
their historical rhetoric became most evident in 1848, when this medieval myth merged with 
current events and made its appearance on the battlefield of the First Italian War of 
Independence. 
 Chapter 5 deals with the reception of Lorenzo il Magnifico and his age in Florentine 
historical culture. The ambivalent reputation of this character, which broadly speaking dates 
back to the sixteenth century contrast between republicans and monarchists, is presented here 
referring to a series of events which traditionally occupied a prominent place in the 
representation of his life: the Pazzi conspiracy (1478), Lorenzo’s peace mission to the court of 
King Ferdinand of Aragon in Naples (1479) and his confrontation with Savonarola, who was 
believed to have paid Lorenzo a visit on his deathbed (1492). Il Magnifico’s illustrious court 
remained unchallenged, but it did not fascinate Italian romantics to the same extent as it did 
their European contemporaries, especially William Roscoe. The turbulent events during the 
power vacuum in Florence following Lorenzo’s death, when the French king Charles VIII 
entered the city and tried to impose his will on it (1494), had a permanent place within the 
Florentine canon. However, romantic imagination and contemporary aspirations provided 
these events with a new meaning. By turning down Charles’ conditions flatly and 
ostentatiously, republican hero Pier Capponi no longer defended only Florentine pride, but 
also Italy’s national honour and its ideal of freedom and independence. 
 The ambivalent attitude toward Lorenzo and therefore the Renaissance can be seen in 
a more extreme form in the romantic representation of his Milanese counterpart, Ludovico 
Sforza ‘il Moro’, Duke of Milan. This is shown in chapter 6. Many of his predecessors from 
the Visconti and Sforza dynasties were presented as evil characters with an ‘anima di fango e 
un cuore di ferro’ - and Ludovico was no exception. However, there is more than just the 
romantic fascination with traditional intrigues at the ducal court to explain Ludovico’s bad 
reputation. His reign also marked, as Guicciardini had already described, a turning point in 
Italian history, for cool calculation and sheer self interest made him open the gates of the 
peninsula to the French king Charles VIII (1494), a decision which was fatal for Italian 
independence. In the increasingly black-and-white view of the Risorgimento, this behaviour 
would bring him the title of archtraitor. In spite of all this, there was still room for a positive 
judgment. Mainly due to the glory of his most important protégé Leonardo da Vinci, 
Ludovico could serve as a timeless emblem of the ideal Maecenas through the eyes of various 
artists and their patrons, both in Milan and elsewhere. 
 Chapter 7 in a way constitutes the Florentine counterpart of chapter 4, since it also 
deals with a war between a city and its mighty foreign enemy which was etched in collective 
memory. Unlike the Battle of Legnano, however, the famous Siege of Florence (1529-1530) 
by the allied armies of pope Clement VII and emperor Charles V ended in a traumatic 



 

 417 

surrender which signaled the final blow to the last Florentine republic. New editions of 
sixteenth-century accounts by historians who had witnessed the siege themselves provided 
writers and painters with an inexhaustible source of inspiration. Two historical novels in 
particular, F.D. Guerrazzi’s L’Assedio di Firenze (1836) and M. D’Azeglio’s Niccolò de’ Lapi 
(1841), proved highly successful in presenting the tragic fate of the Florentine republic as a 
national epic, while clearly referring to present-day Italy. Among the heroes of 1530 who 
served as examples in the rhetorical campaign for Italian freedom and independence, the 
Florentine commander Francesco Ferrucci, who had died on the battlefield while fighting for 
his hometown, was by far the most important. During the turbulent years preceding the 
revolution of 1848-1849, Ferrucci would become a true companion to patriots in Tuscany 
and abroad, appearing prominently in journals, illustrations, pamphlets, monuments and 
songs. The memory of his martyrdom even served to hearten the Piemontese soldiers in their 
offensive of Spring 1848. Like the Battle of Legnano, Ferrucci was eventually added to the 
exclusive canon of national historical myths mentioned in what would later become the 
Italian national anthem, Mameli’s Canto degli Italiani. 
 The insights presented here give reason to explain the remarkable success of 
nineteenth-century nationalist discourse and its rhetoric of history by looking into older 
traditions of urban historical identity. During the first half of the nineteenth century, the 
interest in ‘Italian’ history in Milan and Florence was primarily confined to their own regional 
and local past. Therefore, historical interest may seem to have been nothing but an 
intensification of earlier traditions. Interestingly, however, several striking parallels can be 
drawn between these urban historical cultures and the typologies and morphologies which 
have often been referred to as the foundations of a national historical consciousness, such as 
the glorification of the collective struggle against a foreign oppressor, the abhorrence of 
internal discord and the cult of uomini illustri. Content and form of national historical 
discourse can thus often be seen as ‘magnifications’ of themes and motives from local culture. 
Historiography could not adopt this magnification strategy on a national scale without 
distorting historical truth. Neither was a nationwide recognition of local history, as in the case 
of the numerous editions of storie fiorentine, sufficient to achieve a truly national sense of the 
past. A ‘national turn’ in historical consciousness could only be accomplished by the romantic 
arts. By focusing on empathy and sentiment and gradually preferring lifelikeness to 
authenticity, the literary, pictorial and musical representations succeeded in bringing into the 
limelight those aspects of the past which were recognisable rather than strange. Historical 
episodes thus acquired a new meaning in the light of growing (political) tensions and 
expectations of the present day. Those fragments from urban history which could best serve 
the pursuit of freedom and independence, such as the Battle of Legnano and Francesco 
Ferrucci, eventually became true icons of national determination, courage and pugnacity in 
feasts and demonstrations, and on the barricades and battlefields of 1848-1849. 




