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Aristotle, Demosthenes and Isocrates. But he knew the difference between 
true humanists and the rest. He would have been the last person to consider 
himself a humanist, having prepared his famous series of lives in colloquial 
vernacular Italian in order to provide the bones for real humanists to flesh out 
in classical Latin.

Maxson fails to take into account the considerable evidence of hostility to 
humanism in Florence during the earlier and mid-fifteenth century. Bernardo 
Manetti, Giannozzo’s father, refused to let him go to school after the age of 
ten. Piero de’ Pazzi’s father, Andrea, gave no importance to Latin learning. 
Antonio Manetti wrote that few Florentines took up Latin unless they wanted 
to become physicians, notaries or priests. Marsilio Ficino said that Latin tutors 
were regarded in Florence as lower than table-servants. Alamanno Rinuccini 
complained how difficult it was to organise classes to study Latin literature. 
Vespasiano lamented that Florentine fathers sent their sons to commercial 
arithmetic (abacus) rather than grammar (Latin) schools. Otto Niccolini 
bewailed that, in Florence, ‘the pursuit of learning has been less prized nor 
have scholars and students commanded the same respect in Florence as 
elsewhere. Indeed they are held in contempt by Florentines, who shun their 
company and show them little regard … Men of learning are unwilling to 
come to Florence or, if by some chance they happen to arrive here, they are 
desperate to get away’. Even in 1484, when Latin education had begun to be 
esteemed in Florence as the attribute of a gentleman (uomo da bene), Antonio 
Lanfredini could write, ‘In this city it seems to me that Latin letters enjoy little 
or no standing’.

Maxson’s book is useful for its wide bibliography, particularly of recent 
sources and studies in English, as well as for the extensive unpublished 
prosopographical information it contains on Florence’s diplomats, but it offers 
up a bloated version of Florentine fifteenth-century humanism. Humanism 
was a rigorous discipline practised by relatively few individuals in every 
Italian city even in the fifteenth century. The mastery of classical Latin, not 
to mention Greek, was a formidable challenge, especially in an age lacking 
good editions of texts, classically based textbooks and non-medieval lexicons. 
It is not without reason that Poliziano and his followers had contempt for the 
scholarly achievements of previous generations. If Petrarch, Salutati, Bruni 
and Poggio fell short of the mark, how can the likes of Cosimo de’ Medici, 
his brother Lorenzo, Vespasiano da Bisticci or Federico da Montefeltro be 
considered humanists? Kristeller was right: humanism was a discipline, not an 
amateur pastime for dilettanti.

ROBERT BLACK
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Itinerario per la Terraferma Veneziana, by Marino  Sanudo, ed. Gian 
Maria Varanini (Rome: Viella, 2014; pp. 684. €50).

In 1483, when he was only seventeen, the Venetian patrician Marino Sanudo set 
off on a tour around the Venetian terraferma. Stretching from the foot of the 
Alps in Bergamo, to the rich Po Valley, and to Friuli and the Istrian peninsula 
in the east, Sanudo described the cities and landscapes of the terraferma in 
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detail in his Itinerario. The Itinerario is here edited by Gian Maria Varanini 
with great care, and published with extensive critical commentary, for the first 
time since 1847. Sanudo travelled through the Veneto with his cousin and two 
other Venetian patrician syndics, or state officials responsible for investigating 
the governors of the empire. The route and sites, therefore, were determined by 
the Venetian magistrates’ administration of the important mainland empire; 
but Sanudo’s descriptions unfold the world of the late Quattrocento Veneto 
far beyond the constraints and formulæ of administrative documents. As he 
writes in his incipit, Sanudo set out to describe the ‘lands, castles, towns, cities, 
lakes, rivers, springs, fields, meadows, and woods’ of the Veneto: he does this 
and more, providing what amounts to both a geographical and social map of 
the Venetian terraferma in 1483.

Perhaps better known for his extensive Diarii (which have occasionally 
led him to be called the Venetian Samuel Pepys) Sanudo’s Itinerario is not 
only valuable as a descriptive text, but is of great interest as an example of 
the composite vernacular literary culture of Renaissance Venice. Here, in a 
wonderfully rich Venetian vernacular, Sanudo’s terza rima introductory poem 
(modelled on Dante’s) jostles with dense descriptions of the ever-important 
fortifications of the Veneto towns; local classical lore, such as that of Antenor’s 
famed tomb in Padua, is described along with copies of local Latin inscriptions; 
the gardens, churches, important households and topography of the Veneto 
are carefully noted, and even sketched. Beyond providing an invaluable 
social, cultural and geographical description of the terraferma, then, Sanudo’s 
Itinerario is also a record of the richness of the Venetian vernacular and its 
literary tradition at the end of the fifteenth century.

Sanudo’s text was last edited by Rawdon Brown, the well-known English 
historian of Venice, in 1847. Until Gian Maria Varanini’s new text, published 
here as the inaugural volume in a new Viella series (Città Storia Identità), 
Venetian historians have had to rely on Brown’s now-outdated work. Varanini’s 
edition is therefore a very welcome text for historians of Venice and the Veneto, 
and for the scholars of the vernacular literary culture of Renaissance Italy more 
generally. The Itinerario is indeed a text that deserves to be known more widely, 
perhaps especially by scholars of travel literature and geographical writing. 
Interweaving geographical, administrative and classical observations, all in the 
vernacular, Sanudo’s composite Itinerario is a provocative example of the ways 
in which colonial administration could interact with Venetian intellectual and 
literary culture during the Renaissance.

The extensive critical notes on the text in this edition, as well as the very 
useful glossary of Venetian vernacular terms, make Sanudo’s account accessible 
to a wider audience of readers. For historians of Venice and the Veneto who 
know the text well in Rawdon Brown’s edition, this volume provides much 
new critical and editorial material. Michael Knapton and John Law’s lengthy 
chapter on the history of the Venetian terraferma during the Renaissance 
makes extensive use of the most recent historiography in both Italian and 
Anglophone scholarship. The chapter situates Sanudo’s text not only in the 
context of Venetian governance and the historiography of the relationship 
between Venice and its terraferma empire but also, importantly, within 
Venetian humanist intellectual and literary culture. Notably, the volume 
also includes a prosopographical chapter on the many Venetian patricians 
who appear in Sanudo’s text. This chapter brings to life the patrician social 
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world of the terraferma, providing biographical entries on the podestà, 
governors, wealthy landholders and extended family members who people 
Sanudo’s text. Finally, the index of both modern Italian and Renaissance 
Venetian vernacular place-names makes the text accessible to non-specialists. 
Together, the glossaries of Sanudo’s (sometimes obscure) Venetian language, 
prosopographical material, and topographical information orient the reader to 
Sanudo’s complex terraferma world. In Varanini’s new edition, this fascinating 
world may become more widely known to historians and literary scholars, 
beyond the historiographical confines of Venice and the Veneto.
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When, in 1537, Cosimo dei Medici, son of the famous condottiere Giovanni 
delle bande Nere, was summoned from his rural home in the Mugello 
to Florence to become duke, his situation could hardly have been more 
difficult. Duke Alessandro dei Medici, Cosimo’s predecessor, had been the 
victim of a bloody assassination carried out by his cousin and an accomplice. 
The assassin, Lorenzaccio, claimed to have carried out the murder to 
restore Florence to its republican liberties. Alessandro and his immediate 
predecessors, the children Ippolito and Lorenzo (duke of Urbino) in the 
1520s, had engaged in behaviour that had alienated Florentines, producing 
the Last Republic, 1527–30, which expelled the family faction. They returned 
in 1530 with the help of a Spanish army supplied by the Holy Roman 
Emperor Charles V. The dukedom was viewed as the way to end the political 
destabilisation produced during the city’s back and forth between Medici 
rule and republican interludes. No one would have thought that Cosimo was 
on his way to becoming a divine prince.

Since the days of Lorenzo il magnifico, the Medici had been portrayed 
as nobles, when in fact they were not until 1531, when Charles V awarded 
the title to the family, making Alessandro the first Medici duke. The family 
status changed over time from merchant bankers to landowners; acquisition 
of money was the first step, to be invested in land. After the death of Cosimo 
pater patria, the Medici bank ceased to be the major source of family wealth, 
substituted over time by extensive ownership of landed estates. Still, Cosimo 
and his supporters had to win the acquiescence of rich and poor alike to support 
the Medici monarchy with an unknown quantity at the head of government.

While other historians have focused on Cosimo’s consolidation of political 
power, Gregory Murry, the author of this fine monograph, has chosen 
to elucidate the duke’s use of religion to solidify his chosen role as divine 
monarch, a strategy ignored by Alessandro. Cosimo wished to portray himself 
as a sacral monarch who ruled on earth as God does in heaven. But Florence 
had no past as a hereditary duchy with such a prince, so Cosimo created his 
political theology as a man become a god from ancient practices and foreign 
borrowings.
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