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Amos was God’s prophet, a shepherd of Tekoa, who received his call from God in a series of 

visions.  Savonarola’s denial might also have clarified that he (Amos) was not a professional 

prophet of the northern kingdom who earned his living by prophesying.  Nor was Amos a 

discredited prophet.  To reinforce this, perhaps, Savonarola did not seek special donations for his 

preaching.  Through Amos, the Lord chastised the Israelites for silencing the prophets: 

I who raised up prophets among your children,  

And nazirites among your young men. 

Is this not so, Israelites? . . . . 

But you made the nazirites drink wine,  

and commanded the prophets, “Do not prophesy!”
98

 

 

Rather Amos responded, “The Lord God has spoken, who would not prophesy?”
99

  Amos 

was rejecting membership in a guild of prophets, or “a company of prophets.”
100

  The high priest 

of the northern kingdom, Israel, had accused Amos of treason against King Jeroboam.  The priest 

called upon Amos ‘to flee to the land of Judah and there earn [his] bread by prophesying!  But 

never again prophesy in Bethel; for it is the king’s sanctuary and a royal temple.”
101

  Amos, 

however, was the Lord’s prophet and began to prophesy God’s word immediately.  Amos, 

moreover, was a defender of the poor and needy exploited by the Israelites and “denied access to 

and deprived of fair treatment by the court systems.
102

  Savonarola, then, appeared to be doing 

the will of the Lord in preaching as he did and did not go beyond what he believed he was 

authorized to do. 

The End of Savonarola’s First Assignment to San Marco 

When Savonarola returned to the convent of San Marco later in 1486, he remained only a 

few months.  He was then recalled to Bologna in 1487 to complete his studies and taught for a 

year at the Studium generale (the University).  He was not retained in his theological studies, but 

was posted back to Ferrara in 1488.
103

  This became his home base for itinerant preaching for the 
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next two years.  Savonarola was sent to communities in Tuscany, like Brescia, Piacenza, and 

Genoa.  According to Villari, nothing is known about his sermons in Genoa.  In Lent of 1489 in 

Brescia, however, Savonarola preached “on the twenty-four elders of the Apocalypse.”
104

  

According to Villari, Savonarola, using the Book of Revelations, “found it easier to stir the 

sympathies of his hearers.”
105

  In what seems to have been a prophecy, Savonarola spoke of a 

great scourge that was about to descend on the city, “saying that fathers would see their children 

slain and shamefully mangled in the streets.”
106

 

The most dramatic account of this sermon is that of Strathern
107

:  Savonarola “spoke with 

a voice of thunder, reproving the people for their sins, denouncing the whole of Italy, and 

threatening all with the terrors of God’s wrath.”
108

  Savonarola also referred to the four and 

twenty elders of the Apocalypse seated around the throne of God and told the Brescians that he 

had a vision of one elder prophesying that they 

would fall prey to raging foes; they would see rivers of blood in the streets; 

wives would be torn from their husbands, virgins ravished, children murdered 

before their mothers’ eyes; all would be terror, fire, and bloodshed.
109

 

 

Savonarola’s reputation in northern Italy was growing.  He sensed his success.  In a letter 

to his mother, while he was between cities, he wrote: 

You should know that if I were to stay in Ferrara all the time, I would not reap 

such a harvest as I do when I am away. . . .  I do not write this because I seek 

human praises, nor because I take pleasure in praise, but to show you why I stay 

away from my country, so that you may know that I stay away gladly because I 

know that I do something much more pleasing to God and more profitable for me 

and for the soul of my neighbor.
110

 

 

As he wrote this letter, he had achieved satisfaction as an effective and successful 

preacher.  As he wrote in 1475 in a letter to his father, Savonarola referred to his desire and 

pleasure for having been selected for a special task by God.  Most probably he was convinced 
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that he was a prophet because he had been so selected, but he did not characterize himself as one.  

As did the Old Testament prophets, he waited for God to reveal him to the people.  Savonarola 

would learn within a few months that this period of itinerant preaching was to end.  He would in 

learn that Lorenzo de’ Medici had requested his return to Florence, and by June of 1490 have 

begun his journey back to his former position in the convent of San Marco.  As this period of his 

career came to a close, he had become a prophet, in all but name.  He had also learned that the 

prophet is built upon the preacher. 

Conclusion 

This chapter argued that Savonarola, without claiming himself to be a prophet of God, 

had represented himself in such a way that he had become a prophet.  The figure of Moses was 

always evident in Savonarola’s understanding of the prophet, in his humility and his obedience.  

However, his self representation was also built on Amos:  The prophet did not declare himself to 

be the prophet, for that was God’s prerogative.  However, a verbal claim to be a prophet was not 

necessary if the living example of the preacher Savonarola demonstrated his intimacy with God 

and behavior truly marked the man as truly pious.   

The chapter discussed the differences between observant, or reformed, preachers and 

those who preached to please the tastes of the patricians.  The chapter also introduced Fra 

Mariano of Genazzano, a preacher favored by Lorenzo the Magnificent, who would later charge 

Savonarola with being a false prophet.  Mariano did not become a model for Savonarola.  Rather 

Savonarola favored the Old Testament prophet Amos.  Although focusing on Amos, all of the 

biblical prophets followed the general characteristics of the true prophet, first and foremost, that 

there must be a call and the prophet had not the power to initiate that call.  Thus, by generalizing 

this concept, Savonarola modeled himself on Moses, Amos, and all the biblical prophets.  Basing 
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his self representation on Amos was fitting, for time and again Savonarola would return to Amos 

in his preaching.  Amos prophesied in a powerful voice, just as Savonarola would soon do, 

condemning the vanity of women, the economic exploitation of the poor, and the many other sins 

and corruptions of the powerful and rich.  The Book of Amos, thus, provides a brief description of 

the many aspects of the biblical prophet that characterized Savonarola. 

Of equal, if not more, importance, Savonarola learned to preach.  This required several 

efforts:  He had to accept his failure as a preacher during his first assignment to Florence.  He 

had to evaluate his own performance and consider the methods of other contemporary preachers.  

He rejected the model of Fra Mariano, whose goal was to be the focus of the sermon by 

displaying his classical learning and elegant Latin.  Savonarola examined other models, 

especially the preaching of the Franciscan Bernardino of Siena.  Bernardino’s goal was to 

transform the soul of his listener.  Savonarola shared that goal.  Savonarola probably adopted 

some of Bernardino’s methods after his order sent him to the countryside to work on his 

preaching, but Savonarola finally realized he needed a message.  Whether a divine call or a 

realization that the reform of the Church that he had privately held throughout his youth was his 

goal, Savonarola created a unique message that he began to preach.  As he practiced the delivery 

of this message, he found that it resonated with the people of northern Italy.  Also as he practiced 

his call for reform, he generated the drama that Bernardino had achieved.  However, Savonarola 

did not imitate Bernardino’s message.  Like Bernardino, Savonarola brought into his sermons the 

conditions of life that the people experienced.  Like Bernardino, Savonarola focused on the 

reform of the Christian to be ready for salvation.  However, Savonarola focused on the clergy, 

the ecclesiastical hierarchy, and the civic leaders who failed to provide for the poor and orphaned 
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and to meet the pastoral needs of Christians.  Without the unique message and energetic practice, 

Savonarola would not have become a prophet by the time he was recalled to Florence. 

The work of becoming a prophet was not complete in 1490.  However, Savonarola had 

laid the foundations necessary to declare himself a prophet and to accept the challenges of 

Giovanni Dominici and Antonino Pierozzi to reform San Marco.  He had not yet fully perceived 

that to build Florence as “new Jerusalem” with Christ as its King required the fusion of the 

religious and political motivations of the people.  He needed a plan.  He would continue to rely 

on the biblical prophets as models for this work. 

Although for decades, Florence had experienced a growing “personal sense of crisis . . . 

and an intellectual malaise that would affect Florence in the final decades of the century,” there 

was no indication of just when Savonarola turned back to consider completing the reform of San 

Marco.
111

  His forebears in the Dominican order in Florence itself had sought to begin reform of 

the Church from within the Dominican order itself.  Giovanni Dominici had founded the 

Observant Dominicans to restore their commitment to early Christian poverty.  Antonino 

Pierozzi, prior of Savonarola’s own convent of San Marco and Archbishop of Florence had 

likewise led reform, and more recently to Giovanni Caroli (1428-1503) as prior of Santa Maria 

Novella had tried to reform the Dominicans.  He was exiled to the Dominican convent of St. 

Romano in Lucca.  All of Savonarola’s forebears had taken the corruption brought about by 

wealth as a serious matter and tried to return the Dominican order to its early commitment to 

poverty, chastity and obedience.  As Savonarola considered his new message after 1484 and as 

he preached with more conviction than ever in 1485 and 1486, he must have begun to plan how 

he could and would address the urgency of the reform needed—action that would address the 

coming scourge at the individual, Church, and community level.  Further, as Edelheit argued, the 
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crisis that Florence faced could not treat the spiritual challenge without addressing political 

conditions.
 112

  This was the direction his career was taking. 
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CHAPTER 5: 

PROPHECY AND SAVONAROLA’S ACCEPTANCE AS PROPHET 

Savonarola, from a sermon in 1491: “[He] will adopt a new kind of preaching, for 

as Isaiah says, ‘The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, for the Lord has anointed 

me [Isa 61:1].”
1
 

 

From 1490 to 1494, popular regard for Girolamo Savonarola as God’s prophet to 

Florence grew.  From his reluctance to speak of himself in prophetic terms before 1490, 

Savonarola gradually built his self-representation in biblical terms through the message that he 

had practiced in the Tuscan countryside:  the sinfulness of the city, imminent punishment by 

God, and the opportunity to restore the relationship with God through reform.  His sermons 

continued to be based on the Old Testament books of prophecy.  The people began to see him in 

terms of the biblical prophets.  At the focal period of this chapter, November and December of 

1494, Florence faced a political crisis when French king Charles VIII invaded the city.  

Savonarola served a crucial role in defusing the crisis and the king departed from Florence 

without violence.  The people regarded Savonarola’s intervention as miraculous and he achieved 

his highest popular acceptance as a prophet at this time.  Why did he achieve this position?  

What were the conditions that supported Savonarola’s self-representation as a prophet at this 

time? 

When Savonarola entered Florence in 1490, he had just completed preaching in smaller 

Tuscan cities on the Book of Revelation.  He had honed his message about the sinfulness of the 

city, its imminent punishment by God, and penance and restoration of right relations with God.  
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In Florence, he continued his attention to this book in his preaching in 1490 and 1491.  This 

would not have been the first time his audiences had heard the prophecy of its author John for a 

“new Jerusalem.”  The Florentines were already convinced of the special status of Florence, what 

Donald Weinstein called, “the myth of Florence.”
2
 

Savonarola had not proposed a solution to the destiny of earthly Florence, and he had 

already clarified that no one but God knew the time or date when the temporal world would end.  

His efforts at reform of the Church and moral reform of Florentines were for earthly effects, to 

produce a better, more moral society in this world.  Moral action taken during a lifetime assured 

salvation in the next world.  This position distinguished him from the prophets, like Joachim of 

Fiori, who preached a heavenly “new Jerusalem” that followed the end of time. 

By 1490, Savonarola was ready to act and preach as the biblical prophets had.  

Savonarola’s self-representation generally met the widespread, popular need for religious 

security, and Savonarola reinforced his authority as a prophet by pastoral care that brought 

people closer to God, the primary religious aspiration of the era.  Savonarola was concerned 

about salvation at the end of the individual’s life, but he preached a moral society on earth.  He 

sought to forge a renewed Christian community.  In caring for the individual soul, particularly by 

fostering mental prayer, Savonarola enabled individuals to reach the goal of personal piety.  

Generally, popular opinion agreed that moral behavior in the city was in decline.   

Florence in the early 1490s remained the factional city it had been in earlier times.  Those 

without political power sought security in the face of potential violence.  During these years, 

Lorenzo de’ Medici, ruler of Florence, died (1492) and Piero de’ Medici, his son and successor, 

abandoned Florence (1494), leaving a gap in more than sixty years of Medici leadership.  A 

biblical prophet traditionally castigated corrupt rulers and sought reformed governance.  
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Savonarola had stepped into that role in a city that moved very quickly from strong to weak to no 

government at all.  The chapter argued that Savonarola’s acceptance as a prophet was based on 

his representation of the prophet’s divine authority to act for God.  The biblical prophet was 

subject to God, but independent of political rulers.  Savonarola built and then manipulated his 

image as a prophet to achieve a union between religious and political ends.  In turn, Savonarola’s 

audience gave him power, for a time at least, to act as a prophet because of their desperate need 

for both religious and political security and safety.  Foreshadowing the period of 1495 to his 

execution for heresy in 1498, the chapter also traced the beginnings of Savonarola’s problem of 

conflating spiritual goals with political action. 

Savonarola’s Second Assignment to Florence 

Savonarola’s reputation preceded him as he made his way to Florence in June 1490.  He 

had been specifically invited to return to his previous post at San Marco by Lorenzo de’ Medici.  

His apocalyptic sermons, particularly in Brescia, had created expectations among the Florentine 

people.  The public was, thus, curious about his preaching.
3
  When he arrived at the convent of 

San Marco, Savonarola immediately introduced himself to Florentines by giving instruction in 

the garden of San Marco in June and July.  This was the same garden that Savonarola had used 

for his early lectures to his Dominican brothers eight years earlier.  Passers-by began to attend 

these informal sessions, and his Dominican confreres witnessed the growing public interest in 

Savonarola’s lessons: 

It seems that on Sundays after vespers it was his custom to explain passages from 

the Scriptures . . . beneath a damask rose-bush in the garden of San Marco.  The 

beauty of the setting, of the hour, and of the season, joined with the spiritual 

attraction of the subject and the wonderful gifts of the speaker, fascinated all who 

listened to him, and the fame of these lessons soon spread beyond the walls of San 

Marco.
4
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His earliest followers were his brothers who noted his piety and knowledge.  The 

example of poverty, asceticism, and prayer that Savonarola displayed was an important 

component in the support that the brothers and others gave to Savonarola.  Many of these 

brothers would remain life-long believers in Savonarola as their prophet, and they continued 

their devotion to him after his death.  Savonarola’s mystical experiences, evident from the time 

of his youth, were also a factor that persuaded his brothers to support him.  As early as 1490, his 

brothers saw visible aspects of the intense emotional effect of prayer and meditation on him, his 

tears as he lost himself in meditation,.  One of his listeners “told how most times Fra Girolamo 

would come to the lesson with eyes full of tears, having evidently been lost in some divine 

meditation rather than preparing the lesson.”
5
  Florentines were familiar with mystics.  For 

example, Catherine of Siena, one of the Church’s most venerated mystics, had been canonized in 

1461.  Devout citizens read her mystical writings.
6
  She would be associated with the movement 

of lay piety throughout western Christendom and with lay prayer movements. 

Lay followers grew in number, first among the pious and those who were benefactors of 

the convent, and then among the educated and important men in the city.  Some theologians and 

philosophers of the period sought to aid pious Christians to make a connection with God without 

the aid of a priest.  For Savonarola this was not new, for he “was possessed by [this desire to aid 

the pious] from his birth . . . .  His sole aspiration towards God, and his sole desire [was] to make 

the world share in the blessedness of his hopes.”  This desire filled him with “holy fury,” a 

passion that drew people to him.
7
 

As the increased number of listeners made the continuation of his lessons in the garden 

impossible, Savonarola moved his lectures inside to San Marco’s convent church on August 1, 

1490.  His instructions took on the characteristics of sermons.  On October 31, 1490, with the 
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onset of the Advent season, Savonarola began his instruction on the First Letter of John.
8
  John’s 

epistle concerned the followers of Christ during a dangerous period of early Christianity.  John 

wrote: “Beloved, do not trust every spirit but test the spirits to see whether they belong to God, 

because many false prophets have gone out into the world.”
9
  The context of John’s warning was 

the First Commandment of the Mosaic Law: The faithful were not to have other gods before 

Yahweh.  Moses had also established that miracles or wonders alone were not the test of the true 

prophet.  The self-acclaimed prophet who told the people to worship false gods and then 

produced a miracle was a false prophet (Deut.13:1-5).  Just as John, using Moses’ words, 

reminded the early Christians to beware false prophets, Savonarola probably intended to remind 

his listeners to be cautious when their faith was tested.  They, too, would encounter false, as well 

as true, prophets.
10

  Moses had then continued to counsel the chosen people: 

Should you say to yourselves, ‘How can we recognize that a word is one the Lord 

has not spoken?’ If a prophet speaks in the name of the Lord but the word does 

not come true, it is a word the Lord did not speak.  The prophet has spoken 

presumptuously; do not fear him.
11

 

 

The true prophet gave proof of prophecies.  The eye-witness chronicle of Cerretani 

reported that Savonarola preached the 1491 sermons on the First Epistle of St. John and the 

Gospel of the Epiphany with the “simple eloquence” of San Bernardino, directly to the people.
12

    

Villari explained the appeal of Savonarola’s sermons: 

Accordingly, the secret of Savonarola’s enormous success may be entirely 

attributed to his mystic religious ardour, and to the earnest affection he felt for the 

people and elicited from them in return.  His was the only voice that addressed 

them in familiar and fascinating tones.  He used language that stirred the hearts of 

the multitude, and he spoke of subjects which came home to them.  He was the 

only one who fought sincerely for truth, was fervently devoted to goodness, and 

deeply commiserated the sufferings of his hearers; accordingly he was the one 

really eloquent speaker of his age.
13
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Savonarola preached in the manner of the Apostles.  Although he had abandoned many of 

the divisions and arguments of the scholastic form of preaching, Savonarola had also rejected the 

“artificial eloquence” of the classicists during his first assignment to Florence.  Now his message 

was based on Scripture and apocalyptic themes, consisting of the three simple propositions that 

he had perfected during his Tuscan sermons of the late 1480s: the sinfulness of the Florentines, 

the impending punishment of God for their sins, and their need to reform, do penance, and be 

restored to God. 

The first reference to an actual sermon by Savonarola was to Sermon XIII of the First 

John cycle delivered on December 26, 1490.  In this sermon , Savonarola described “the 

contemplative but unwritten truths regarding the life and deeds of Christ which [could] be 

somehow comprehended from the Scriptures.”  His remarks were addressed to elite intellectuals 

attending his sermon.  Some of these were from Lorenzo de’ Medici’s inner circle and had 

interests in ancient philosophy including Plato.
14

  This was a group that Savonarola needed to 

engage; for he was now in their intellectual territory.  Following the January 1, 1491, sermon of 

the First John cycle, the venue was moved again to provide more space for the listeners, 

demonstrating that he was making inroads to a larger segment of Florentine society. 

Claiming the Mantle of the Prophet 

By Ash Wednesday of 1491, February 16, Savonarola’s Lenten sermons, On the 

Lamentations of Jeremiah and the Gospels Proper, were preached from the pulpit of Florence’s 

cathedral, Santa Maria del Fiori.
15

  “Like Elijah,” wrote Weinstein, Savonarola had “come to 

accuse King Ahab and his family of bringing drought and famine to the land by forsaking the 

lord’s commandments.”
16

  Savonarola intended the accusation of “Ahab” to chastise Lorenzo de’ 

Medici and his government.  From the beginning, Savonarola’s Lenten sermons sought to turn 
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his audience away from the popular preachers in Florence, including “their so-called authorities, 

their ‘gentile’ books [and] their refinements,” to listen to his preaching: 

He knows (sic.) that this is not easy for them, but the very fact of his own presence 

among them signals that it is the beginning . . . .[ T]herefore he will adopt a new 

kind of preaching, for as Isaiah says, “The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, for 

the Lord has anointed me” [Isa 61:1].
17

 

 

In this first Lenten sermon, Weinstein described Savonarola as clearly having “claim[ed] a divine 

mandate.”
18

  From this time on, Savonarola did not turn back from that claim. 

His rhetoric was filled with references to the books of the Old and New Testaments.  

These were his authorities.  Because accusations of heresy were constant threats to any 

innovative preacher, Savonarola used comprehensive references to biblical sources protect 

himself.  He did not offer his own authority for his interpretations, but the authority of those 

inspired prophets of the Old Testament and writers of the New Testament.  In this manner, 

Savonarola claimed divine authority.  However, the rhetoric of Savonarola’s identification with 

the ancient prophets was also a preaching strategy that created “a succession in time between 

past and present”: 

[T]he interpretation of the Scriptures in their historical context [was] not 

separated from the critical analysis and discussion of the Florentine society and 

state at present; by this means the interpretation of Scripture bec[ame] a critical 

instrument which aspire[d] to discover both the ‘truth’ in the Scriptures and the 

‘truth’ in the Florentine reality.  Thus, in fact, a unity and succession exist[ed] in 

the sermons between an ancient and exemplary past represented by glorified 

events from the Scriptures and the present time of religious and political reality in 

the Florentine city-state.
19

 

 

This view is consistent with Weinstein’s argument that Savonarola claimed identity with the 

biblical prophets.  Savonarola’s treatment of time, from a modern perspective, was ideological.  

It reflected Savonarola’s religious convictions and his understanding of the timeless nature of 

Christian truth.  Savonarola shared this mental model with his audience.
20

   In this context, the 
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people understood Savonarola’s discourse about “imminent” punishment or the “coming” 

renovation of the Church to refer to events that would begin “soon,” a flexible timeframe 

spanning years or even decades.  They accepted that none knew the exact day or hour of God’s 

time.  Because Scripture was regarded as revelation from God for all time and continually 

applicable, Savonarola treated the revelation of Scripture as always true, allowing the present to 

move in the same reality as the past.  Most importantly, God’s “talk” with an ancient prophet 

was valid for all true prophets, including Savonarola, not just Isaiah, Jeremiah, or even Moses. 

Savonarola proved his ability to master the audience.  Giovanni Caroli, a Dominican 

theologian of the conventual, or unreformed and conservative, convent of Santa Maria Novella, 

described Savonarola’s preaching: 

He began to read the Apocalypse, in which there are great mysteries, hidden from 

common knowledge and perhaps not yet revealed.  The common people liked 

what he made of it . . . visions of ruin, voices, candelabras, trumpets, precious 

stones. . .  and many other things, all loaded with spiritual and sacred meanings. . . 

. [H]is sermons inflamed everyone’s mind.  It seemed as if it was not he who was 

talking nor was it organized in the usual way.  It was as if the spirit was talking 

through his mouth.
21

 

 

During his preaching in the northern Tuscan communities, Savonarola had developed his 

religious imagination and the ability to incorporate the dramatic images of his scriptural 

sources.
22

  Biblical exegesis, an ongoing study for Savonarola throughout his life, had given him 

command of biblical history, verses, imagery, analogies, allegories, and more.  Villari said,  

With so varied and flexible a method of interpretation, there was nothing that 

could not be supported on the authority of Holy Writ; and whenever [Savonarola] 

should let himself be carried away by his imagination, the Scriptures, instead of 

acting as a check, would only urge him to wilder flights.  In fact, whenever his 

excited fancy evoked strange visions of futurity; whenever he heard voices of 

sinister omen in the air threatening chastisement to Italy and the Church, he 

always found this confirmed in some page of the Bible.
23

 

 

On the second Sunday of Lent in 1491, Savonarola preached a “terrifying sermon”
24

: 
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With a vehemence unusual even for him, Savonarola lashe[d] out at the 

intertwined ills of Church and city.  Like the people who sacrifice to alien gods, 

so Christians, even bishops and priests, have replaced the worship of God with 

preference for money . . . .  Widows and the poor are told, “Pay! Pay!”  Murderers 

go free while the innocent are blamed. Young girls are exploited.
25

 

 

Throughout the Lenten cycle of 1491, Savonarola preached on “public corruption, 

unequal taxes, selective application of the laws, and harsh penalties for worker protest.”
 26

  

Besides claiming a divine mandate, Savonarola had clearly rebuked the Medici regime and the 

patron of San Marco.  This was not a challenge to a princely form of rule, but to corrupt rule and 

to Lorenzo de’ Medici as a corrupt ruler.  He gained support from those without power or 

money, but could hardly have won over those whose wealth was the source of their power in 

Florence.  Savonarola held Lorenzo de’ Medici responsible for “the harm wrought on public 

morals by the prince. . . . [Lorenzo] was not only  . . . the foe and destroyer of freedom, but . . . 

the chief obstacle to the restoration of Christian life among the people.”
27

  The life of the city—

its gambling, prostitution, and other violations of Christian morals—was particularly corrupting 

of the city’s youth.  For Savonarola, sin was always the act of an individual.  Even when a 

system—such as an agreed-upon method of selecting candidates for election or the working of 

the economy—might be blamed for unfortunate results, only the individual was accountable. 

Wealth, Corruption of the City, and Discrediting Savonarola 

The response of Lorenzo to these early sermons was initially ambiguous.  Lorenzo 

wanted Church reform, although he did not want to be the instrument by which it was 

undertaken.  He also wanted San Marco to regain its earlier status as an exemplary observant 

convent that would again attract recruits to a revitalized convent as it had done under San 

Antonino Pierozzi, its former prior.  However, Lorenzo’s illness had progressed, and, with the 

little time remaining to him, he had more concern for his sons, for Florence, his legacy, and his 
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soul than for the attacks of Savonarola.  Those humanists of Lorenzo’s inner circle, including 

Pico della Mirandola, who followed Marsilio Ficino, also supported Savonarola’s call for Church 

reform, a key principle of the group.  Yet as Savonarola’s attacks on Medici rule continued 

through Lent, Lorenzo needed to act or suffer damage to his authority.  Some in Lorenzo’s 

aristocratic and wealthy court at his behest attempted unsuccessfully to bribe Savonarola to curb 

his challenges to Medici rule.
28

  Savonarola’s immunity to the Medici’s efforts to bribe him only 

enhanced his reputation among many. 

Lorenzo then chose an indirect means of censuring Savonarola, plotting with his favored 

preacher, Fra Mariano of Genazzano, to discredit Savonarola’s status as a prophet.  Medici 

patronage extended to the church of San Gallo and to Fra Mariano himself.  Mariano was 

“entirely Lorenzo’s creature on account of favors received.”
29

  He was considered a learned and 

effective preacher who met humanist criteria with his references to ancient Latin sources and 

elegant Latin phraseology.  Mariano had become jealous of the rapid rise of Savonarola’s 

popularity and his “usurpation” of many of Mariano’s followers.
30

  On Ascension Day, May 12, 

1491, from the pulpit of San Gallo, Fra Mariano delivered a personal attack on Savonarola, 

“label[ling] him a false prophet who was responsible for spreading subversive sedition.”
31

  

Mariano added personal slurs to this charge.  Commentaries of the time indicate that his remarks 

denounced Savonarola bitterly.  This first attack on Savonarola’s self-representation as a false 

prophet previewed later charges against him. 

The scriptural text for Mariano’s sermon had come from the Acts of the Apostles.  In the 

Acts, on the day that the risen Jesus was to ascend into heaven, the apostles asked him whether 

he would “at this time restore the kingdom of Israel” (Acts 1:6).  Jesus answered, “It is not for 

you to know the times or seasons that the Father has established by his own authority.” (Acts 
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1:7).  The passage referred to an earthly restoration of Israel to its status at the time of King 

David, but the passage had apocalyptic meaning for Jesus as the “climax of Israel’s history” and, 

by implication in the fifteenth century, the end of time.
32

  Mariano responded to Savonarola’s 

repeated and audacious claim to speak for God as blasphemy.  Savonarola repeatedly prophesied 

that God’s judgment would come “quickly” and “soon.”  According to Mariano, Savonarola’s 

prophecies amounted to blasphemy as did the sins of idolatry or using God’s name in vain.  

These were most serious sins against Mosaic law.
33

  If convicted of blasphemy, Savonarola could 

be excommunicated for heresy. 

Excommunication was a judgment not only against an individual, like Savonarola, but 

also potentially against the city itself.  Christians feared the Church’s authority to 

excommunicate a person and others in their Christian community.  Excommunication had 

economic, political, and religious consequences.  Penance and compliance with Church authority 

was generally an antidote to excommunication.  Thus Mariano, at Lorenzo’s direction, intended 

to turn Savonarola’s listeners against him, threatening excommunication against anyone who 

were reluctant to reject Savonarola.  However, Fra Mariano’s attack had the opposite effect.  

Many in the audience turned against the Augustinian for his vitriol and instead became followers 

of Savonarola.
34

  This response to Mariano’s accusation of false prophecy was proof of the 

growing acceptance of Savonarola’s status as a true prophet in Florence.  With the acceptance of 

his self-representation established across a broad population base, Savonarola needed to advance 

his prophetic career to the next phase. 

Reform and Prayer 

In these first sermons of 1490 and 1491, Savonarola had spelled out the behaviors he 

wanted to see removed from the public life of Florence and Rome—gambling, sodomy, and sins 
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of greed--and among the clergy and papacy, a return to the vows of chastity, poverty and 

obedience.  Savonarola sought care for widows, orphans, foreigners or aliens, and others whom 

the prophets had protected.  He sought the restoration of spiritual care for the laity.  Some 

Church rituals, such as those found in the mass or sacraments, had been developed centuries 

earlier to compensate for the loss of the fervor of the early Church.
35

  By the fifteenth century, 

some of these had lost their meaning.  Savonarola sought restoration of the zeal of early 

Christianity when the exterior (culto exterior) behavior of Christians corresponded to interior 

actions (culto interiore).
36

   Savonarola encouraged the faithful to take the “evangelical law of 

charity towards both God and neighbor” seriously.  His reform sought to restore the inner 

spiritual element to public behavior: 

The task is both external and internal.  The outward part is easy—perform good works, 

go to Mass, confess, listen to the word of God—but the internal task is difficult, for it 

consists in trying to know God. . . . [S]hedding the habits of the exterior life is not easy, 

first because there are so many earthly attractions, second because superficial 

ecclesiastical ceremonies hinder our inner progress. . . .  We must pray.
37

 

 

Savonarola’s view of penance was biblical rather than sacramental and only total transformation 

of the interior life of the sinner would abate the punishment of God.
38

  The biblical prophets 

required more than ritual confession of disobedience to God.  Reconciliation with God required a 

change of heart.  Only “individual conversion” could dissuade God from punishment.  This was 

penetenzia (penance).
39

 

Prayer, both communal and private, was central to Savonarola’s reform.  Prayer was also 

consistent with the needs of Christians who increasingly saw the route to their salvation more 

through individual effort to build a personal relationship with God and less through communal 

ritual.
40

  The observant reform movement had been going on throughout Europe since the late 
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fourteenth century, and among its many effects in Italy was the practice of mental prayer and 

dissemination of the teachings of the Dominican tertiary and observant Catherine of Siena.
41

 

Many of Savonarola’s sermons were prayer-like, and his audience was invited to pray 

along with him.  Unlike some prelates and clergy of the Church who endorsed only vocal or 

formulaic spoken prayer using conventional wording to ensure that no heretical ideas crept into 

lay practices, Savonarola wrote that prayer that was vocal or silent or public or private was 

equally heard by God.  His words reveal his concern: 

In prayer a man may take heed to his words, and this is a wholly material thing; 

he may take heed to the sense of his words, and this is rather study than prayer; 

finally, he may fix his thoughts on God, and this is the only true prayer.  We must 

consider neither the words nor the sentences, but lift our soul above our self, and 

almost lose self in the thought of God.  This state once attained, the believer 

forgets the world and worldly desires, and has, as it were, a foreshadowing of 

heavenly bliss.  To this height it is as easy for the ignorant as for the learned to 

rise . . . .  [W]hen man is truly rapt in the spirit of devotion, speech is an 

impediment, and should be replaced by mental prayer.
42

 

 

Prayer in Savonarola’s preaching emulated the prophets’ dialog with God that the people 

were intended to overhear.  The prophets’ pleas for mercy were on behalf of the people, fulfilling 

the prophets’ role.  These prayers were also self-referential, revealing the prophet’s perception of 

his or her close relationship to the Lord.  In Savonarola’s sermons, these prayer texts informed 

the audience of Savonarola’s view of his own relationship with the divine.
43

  A passage need not 

be a direct claim to that status. 

Prayer was also prominent in Savonarola’s pastoral writings.  These, like the 

reportationes of his sermons, were frequently printed from 1491 onward and disseminated to his 

devotees.  These tracts personalized Savonarola’s relationship with his followers and bound them 

to him.  For women, particularly, with limited access to lay confraternities and other public 

religious activities, prayer books, printed meditations, and Savonarola’s tracts were readily 
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brought into the home.  An early work of 1491, The Book on the Life of the Widow, illustrated 

Savonarola’s pastoral care, including his scriptural references: 

[Jesus] has so much compassion for widows and their orphans that he severely 

forbids, under the ancient Law, that any harm whatsoever be done to them . . . for, 

if you wrong them, they will cry out to me and I will hear their voice and their 

tears . . . [Exo. 22:21-2; Psa. 145/146:9].  [In our treatise, first,] we will see what 

a widow should be; second, how she should live; and third how she should teach 

others, so that she may gain a precious crown in heaven.
44

 

 

Many other short writings addressed the virtues of Christian life, such as humility, prayer, the 

love of Jesus Christ, and aspects of the Catholic faith, like “Exposition of the Sacrament and 

Mysteries of the Mass” and mental prayer. Some pamphlets provided examples for 

contemplation.  The pamphlets encouraged the reader to meditate and pray along with 

Savonarola, accomplishing more than simply teaching the reader how to pray.  The degree to 

which Savonarola revealed his own interior thoughts suggests how powerful his writings were in 

binding him to his followers.
45

  The pamphlet on the love of Jesus 

gave vent to all kinds of exclamations on the goodness and mercy of the Lord, on 

the ardent longing of his soul to become as one with him, to be bound on the same 

cross, pierced by the same nails, and crowned by the same thorns. . . . [These were 

written as ] utterances of the soul in the transports of complete prostration before 

God, and of a man who found in this holy delirium a species of consolation . . . 

[and] succeeded in communicating his enthusiasm to a people apparently 

converted to skepticism by the leaders of the new learning.
46

 

 

Donald Surrency argued that at the heart of Savonarola’s reform of the Florentines “was a direct 

experience of and relationship with the divine, first in his own life and, then . . . in the lives of his 

listeners and readers through the practice of orazione mentale.”  In mental prayer, 

the sacred text loses its shape and takes on a new one for the mystic.  The 

question of meaning becomes paramount.  The mystic transforms the holy text, 

the crux of this metamorphosis being that the heard, clear, unmistakable word of 

revelation is filled with infinite meaning.  The word which claims the highest 

authority is opened up, as it were, to receive the mystic’s experience.
47
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Savonarola asked his supporters to accept that his authority was from God.  He also 

exhibited the mystical experience, or ascent to the divine, that many desired.  Yet Savonarola’s 

was a familiar relationship as well, a friendship with God.
48

  Even Coroli had made reference to 

Savonarola’s “speaking with another voice” in his 1491 Lenten sermons.  It was as if the spirit 

was talking through his mouth.
49

  With Savonarola’s help, the devout could achieve the 

experience.  From another perspective, Savonarola’s encouragement of prayer was much like his 

work as a Dominican master of novices, who, following Humbert of Romans and Fra 

Anonymous, developed novices’ ability to meditate and pray directly to God.
50

  Without that 

“culto interiore” there would be no private experience to motivate public action. 

These pamphlets and his focus on prayer generally, increased the people’s perception of 

Savonarola’s saintliness and his presence in their lives.  In turn, they became more devoted to 

him and were less likely to question his self-representation.  The laity and Savonarola still 

desired a public ceremonial life and Savonarola did not propose any abandonment of the 

ceremonial Church or its liturgy.  Besides, “spiritual leaders who sought to act outside any such 

tradition [of Catholic ritual] eventually found themselves in serious trouble with the Church 

hierarchy.”  Excommunication was used to exert control to bring the wayward preacher back into 

conformity.
51

  Savonarola’s reform agenda thus engaged the laity on several levels. 

Proofs for Savonarola’s Prophetic Status 

Three other events during 1491 had a bearing on the direction that Savonarola’s prophetic 

career path took as he sought to provide proofs of his status.  First, in July of 1491, Savonarola 

was elected prior of San Marco by his confreres.  The second event concerned Savonarola’s 

prophecy of three deaths, those of Lorenzo de’ Medici, Pope Innocent VIII, and King Ferdinand 

of Naples.  Two of these deaths occurred in 1492: Lorenzo de’ Medici on April 8, 1492, and 
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Pope Innocent VIII in July of the same year.  Ferdinand did not die until 1494, but all three 

deaths were accepted by the people as proofs of Savonarola’s prophecies.  Third, in 1491 King 

Charles VIII of France expressed interest in pursuing the Neapolitan throne as Pope Innocent 

VIII had suggested to him in 1490.  Because the Neapolitan king, Ferdinand, was still alive in 

1491, Charles was as yet unable to act on the pope’s suggestion.  A move against Naples would 

have been an opportunistic means on the pope’s part to “rid himself of the Aragonese usurpers” 

who threatened to surround the papal states.  There was an advantage for Charles, as well in 

placing the French king in a prophetic context.  Charles had “inherited” his father Louis XI’s 

pledge to crusade and was already being cast as the “second Charlemagne” of prophecy who 

would reform the Church and conquer the Turks.
52

  These several matters influenced Savonarola 

greatly from 1492 through 1494. 

Relative to San Marco, Savonarola began to consider how his election as prior fit into his 

agenda to reform the Church from within and the proofs of his prophetic status that he might 

offer.  San Marco had suffered, as had many convents, from the loss of brothers during recurring 

re-infections of the plague.  San Marco had been independent of other Dominican congregations 

earlier in the fifteenth century, a circumstance that allowed it to become Observant under the 

guidance of its prior Antonino, later archbishop of Florence.  Dominic Guzman had founded the 

Order of Preachers on “evangelical poverty,” with a constitution that strictly followed the 

asceticism of the early Apostles.  Dominicans were “required to live in individual poverty and to 

lead the common life in chastity.”
53

  Because of its low population, San Marco could not sustain 

itself financially as donations dried up.  The convent was joined to the unreformed Lombard 

congregation in 1456, compromising the convent’s adherence to observant practice.  The convent 

was later separated from the Lombard congregation in 1469 and rejoined to it again in 1474. 
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It had been Antonino who, as Florence’s archbishop, had first relaxed the practice of 

poverty by allowing San Marco to hold property.  His motivation was to compensate for loss of 

lay contributions for the maintenance of the house.  However, the relaxation of the rule had not 

reversed the dire straits of the almost deserted convent.  In general, however, since the late 

fourteenth century, the observance of evangelical poverty had not characterized the lives of 

either mendicant or monastic orders.  Individual Dominicans themselves had begun to acquire 

possessions, endangering the goal of evangelic poverty even further.
54

  This was the situation 

that Savonarola faced in 1491 when he was elected prior. 

Many late fourteenth- and fifteenth-century religious groups sought a means for renewal 

that was “directed towards the recovery of the primitive rules of Observance, and towards the 

construction of a new religious identity.”  In addition to a return to the vows of poverty, chastity, 

and obedience, this included a “revival of eremitism,” the life of solitude and asceticism of the 

early desert fathers.
55

  Groups within orders like the Camoldensians and the Dominicans of San 

Marco, as well as the Augustinian Hermits, had places where the religious could practice 

meditation and prayer apart from others.  The hermitage of Santa Maria founded in 1470 served 

this purpose for the Dominicans of San Marco.
56

  Aspects of the eremitic life were also practiced 

by lay groups as a “widespread form of penitential spirituality that privileged poverty, 

asceticism, and contemplative silence.”
57

  The piety, particularly of women in tertiary orders and 

lay and aristocratic women, was notable.
58

  Savonarola, of course, had followed an observant 

path since choosing the Dominican life, and it was to aspects of eremitism that Savonarola turned 

for the reform of San Marco. 

Savonarola’s reform goal was to return the convent to the observance of ascetic practices 

of the apostolic life.  As with his reforms of the laity, Savonarola focused on the personal 
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morality of individual monks: their fidelity to evangelic poverty and their lifestyle.  Savonarola 

sought to demonstrate on a smaller scale that the reform of the Church from within could be 

achieved.  His effort to return San Marco to observant reform began in earnest in 1492 and 1493.  

Initially he sought to build a new convent in a more secluded location, but his plan was rejected 

by his patron, Lorenzo de’ Medici, who continued to have an interest in seeing San Marco 

returned to its earlier observant status under Antonino Pierozzi and the patronage of Cosimo de’ 

Medici.  Thus Savonarola’s efforts focused on changes at the Florentine convent.  The living 

quarters of the novices already provided for individual cells for meditation and solitude, as 

indicated by Cosimo’s quarters in the convent.
59

 

The “New” Cyrus and King Charles VIII of France 

Savonarola continued to preach in addition to pursuing his reform activities.  The Lenten 

sermons of 1492 began with Noah’s Ark.  Although interrupted in 1492 and later continued in 

1494, the sermons continued the theme of punishment and renovation of the Church.  Fra 

Benedetto, Savonarola’s biographer, transcribed this passage: 

My Lord will renovate the Church, and convert every barbarian people. . . . 

But first Italy will have to mourn, And so much of her blood will be shed, 

That here people shall everywhere be thinned.
60

 

 

His central text was Noah’s Ark from the book of Genesis.
61

  Across the sermons on 

Noah’s Ark, Savonarola focused on the interior transformation through penance as a prerequisite 

to individual interior renewal.  As in the Scriptures, God would provide an Ark to save the 

righteous from the flood that would cover the earth to destroy its corruption.  However, the Ark 

to which Savonarola referred was actually the Church which permitted entry of those who those 

who practiced penetenzia.  The imagery of the Ark over the series of sermons 
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portrayed the gathering together of the righteous: its length representing faith; its 

width, charity; its height, hope.  [He gave] each day a different interpretation of 

the ten planks of which the Ark was composed, again expounded the virtues good 

Christians were bound to possess and the duties they should fulfill.  Finally on 

Easter morning, he declared the Ark to be complete, and ended his sermon with 

the following words: “Let all hasten to enter the Lord’s Ark!  Noah invites ye all 

to-day, the door stands open; but a time will come when the Ark will be closed, 

and many will repent in vain of not having entered therein.”
62

 

 

Savonarola spoke for Noah, another instance of his self-representation of identity with a biblical 

figure. 

Savonarola continued to censure the great men of Florence—poets, philosophers, 

humanists, powerful men in government, and Medici supporters.  Savonarola, in effect, invited 

and even cultivated their opposition to him, although at this time their response to him was not 

open, as it would be in the later 1490s.  Savonarola intentionally delivered a message about the 

corruption of the clergy and the Church that aroused opposition.  He now also preached openly 

about the power of the Pope to excommunicate.  In the third sermon of Lent, on the first Friday, 

he prophesied on the “true preacher,” a prophecy that could later be applied to himself: 

Think, therefore, how great and of what kind this persecution will be when the 

true preacher falls into their hands.  Who will believe him when he has been 

excommunicated?  When he has been seized, when the masses have been seduced 

with cunning and false doctrine, when the great of the Church hypocritically make 

show of holiness to the people?
63

 

 

He also began to characterize Charles VIII more specifically in his prophecies.  

Savonarola “foretold the coming of a new Cyrus, who would march through Italy in triumph, 

without encountering any obstacles and without breaking a single lance.”
64

  In Scripture, Isaiah 

revealed God’s plan for the restoration of Jerusalem to the people captive in Babylon through 

Cyrus, king of the Persians: 

Who has stirred up from the East the champion of justice [Cyrus] 

     and summoned him to be his attendant? 



181 

 

 

To him he delivers nations and subdues kings;  

With his sword he reduces them to dust . . . .
65

 

 

In his sermon, Savonarola reminded his listeners that God had chosen a foreign land and 

leader to be the instrument of punishment for the people’s failure to obey God’s commands, just 

as God chose Charles VIII who was a leader from a foreign land.  This Lenten sermon occurred 

sometime before Easter, March 27, 1492, reflecting the threat of French king, Charles VIII.  By 

June 1492 a small number of Florentine observers, hitherto “asleep,” according to chronicler 

Piero Parenti, began to see the French threat more clearly.
66

  The newly elected pope, Alexander 

VI, also regarded the French as a potential threat to Italy.
67

 

Savonarola began to speak of visions, adding them to the proofs of his self-

representation.  The first vision occurred on Good Friday, April 20, 1492, less than two weeks 

after Lorenzo’s death.  Savonarola described two crosses, a cross of God’s anger contrasted with 

a golden cross of God’s mercy.
68

  Savonarola’s second vision occurred on the night before the 

last Advent sermon, late in 1492.  As described by Strathern, 

Alone and sleepless in his cell during the long, cold winter night, Savonarola 

racked his brains, seeking inspiration for the last Advent sermon that he was due 

to deliver the next day. . . . Then suddenly he had a vision of a hand brandishing a 

sword, which was inscribed with the words “Gladius Domini super terram, cito et 

velociter” [“The sword of the Lord over the earth quickly and soon.”]. . . . Later, 

he heard a great booming voice, which proclaimed itself as the voice of the Lord 

and announced to him: The time is nigh when I shall unsheathe my sword.  

Repent before my wrath is vented upon you.  For when the day of my judgment 

comes you may seek to hide but you will find no refuge.
69

 

 

Savonarola continued in prophetic rhetoric: 

Then I said, still illuminated by God, that one like Cyrus was going to cross the 

mountains, [he] of whom Isaiah wrote: “Thus says the Lord to my Christ Cyrus, 

when he has taken [Cyrus] by the hand that he might subdue nations before him 

and undo the might of kings, and open the gates before him, and no gates would 

be shut: I [the Lord] will go before you and humble the proud of the world.”
70
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The text is another example of the conflation of Savonarola’s fifteenth century and 

biblical times.  The “I” of Line 1 in this text appears to refer to Savonarola himself as the 

prophet.  Thereafter, the identity of Cyrus, “my Christ Cyrus,” and the person of Savonarola are 

ambiguous.  Weinstein, however, after examining alternative sources, accepted Savonarola’s 

claim that he intended to refer to a New Cyrus and that Charles VIII was that chosen person.
71

  

As the biblical Cyrus had been the instrument of God’s punishment in biblical history, Charles 

VIII would be God’s instrument in the punishment and restoration of the Florentines to God’s 

elect nation. 

In 1492 and 1493, Savonarola made several visits to Venice and Pisa to preach and to 

attend meetings of the Dominican Order.  It may have been in spring of 1492 that Savonarola 

first approached General of the Order, Giovacchino Torriani, to approve the separation of the 

San Marco congregation once more from the Lombard congregation.
72

  This laid the foundation 

for his first reform effort of the clergy.
73

  With Savonarola’s efforts, San Marco regained 

sufficient donations to return to a self-sufficient status.  On May 22, 1493, Pope Alexander VI 

approved the separation of San Marco from the Lombard congregation and placed it directly 

under Torriani. 

Savonarola began reforms by imposing a regimen of evangelical poverty on the 

brothers.
74

  The younger brothers who had been attracted to San Marco because of Savonarola’s 

call for Church reform fully endorsed his reforms.  The older brothers who had lived under a 

more relaxed rule were generally not favorable.  Mariano of Genazzano criticized Savonarola’s 

tone and message, but as the reforms took effect, those Florentines who noticed generally 

approved of Savonarola’s efforts.  This included ordinary citizens as well as the learned.
75
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Although approval of his program was generally widespread, he was beginning to gather more 

powerful enemies among the clergy and the wealthy. 

By 1493 Savonarola’s preaching had created more widespread understanding of the 

political threats from the French.  In the minds of people, that threat became fused with the 

prophesied religious apocalypse.  In and around Florence and Italy, Charles VIII, as earlier his 

father Charles VII, had been regarded as the person most likely to fulfill the prophecy of the 

Second Charlemagne.
76

  Savonarola himself accepted this prophecy and saw Charles as a likely 

candidate for the role.  Finally in August 1494, Charles VIII began to march his army of 40,000 

men into Savoy.  In September, after meeting Ludovico Il Moro of Milan in Asti, Charles moved 

into Liguria.  He reached the northwest border of Tuscany in October and sacked the fortress 

town of Fivizzano.  Charles proved to be a bloody conqueror. 

As he moved south through the Tuscan countryside, Charles sought the rich prizes of the 

fortress towns of Sarzanello and Sarzana which protected Florence.
77

  Florentine leader Piero de’ 

Medici, in an effort to appease Charles, acquiesced to these French territorial demands.  The 

Florentine people revolted and expelled Piero from Florence, and Savonarola’s sermons against 

tyrants helped to create the popular uprising.
78

   

By mid-November Charles directly threatened Florence.  Savonarola was called upon 

three times in November to serve Florence on embassies to Charles VIII, both before Charles’s 

arrival and then during his time in Florence.
79

  When Charles and his troops entered Florence on 

November 17, 1494, the people fully expected him to sack the city.  When Charles peacefully 

departed Florence on December 1, 1494, the people regarded this as miraculous.  The people 

believed that Savonarola, through his intervention, had saved the city.
80

  Savonarola was a true 

prophet.
81
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The “New Jerusalem” 

Savonarola preached almost every day during the crisis in 1494.
82

  Just as the ancient city 

of Jerusalem had to be purged and to recommit to their Lord, Savonarola preached that Florence 

must be purged.  In biblical Jerusalem, Savonarola found a model for Florence to become a New 

Jerusalem.
83

  Unlike the heavenly city of Revelation, Savonarola’s target for moral reform was 

the earthly city of Florence.  Rome was no longer the holy city because of its corrupt popes; thus 

Florence would also lead the reform of the Church.  Creating the “new Jerusalem” was the next 

phase of Savonarola’s career. 

The crisis of 1494 continued with the challenge to form a government.  Without a Medici 

to head the government there was a need of, at least, a “style of leadership and guidance that 

would promote a reconciliatory civic spirit and prudent governmental reform.”
84

  Savonarola 

acted with the authority of the prophet Haggai (or, in Latin, Aggeus), the prophet who had been 

tasked with rebuilding the temple upon the return of the people from Babylon to Jerusalem.  On 

December 10, 1494, the first sermon of the Advent cycle “redefine[d Savonarola’s] prophetic 

message embracing Florence’s own triumphalist New Charlemagne mythology. . . .  

[Savonarola] now asserted that temporal empire would accompany spiritual renewal.”
85

  He 

claimed unity with the prophets of the Old Testament—Jeremiah, Noah, Haggai, and Moses—

and he asserted that Florence would “not only recover Pisa and the other lost territories; they 

would extend their dominion beyond all previous limits.”
86

  The people of this “new Jerusalem” 

would live according to the moral principles established by the Old Testament prophets.  In a 

number of his sermons, Savonarola highlighted “how he had been sent by God and how the Lord 

had chosen Florence to undergo a process of tribulation, purification, and salvation that would 
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subsequently spread to the rest of Italy and Christendom.”  This city should hail Christ as its 

king, he preached.
87

   

On December 10, 1494, in addition to everything else he had preached, Savonarola also 

proclaimed the earthly destiny of Florence: 

I announce this good news to the city, that Florence will be more glorious, richer, 

more powerful than it has ever been.  First, glorious with regards to God and to 

men: and you, Florence, will be the reformation of all Italy and the renewal will 

begin here and expand everywhere . . . .  Second, Florence you will have 

uncountable riches and God will multiply everything for you.  Third you will 

spread your empire, thus you will have temporal and spiritual power . . . .  But if 

you don’t do what I have told you, you won’t have it.
88

 

 

Again, Savonarola’s expectations of his followers were clear:  In addition to temporal and 

spiritual power, Florentines would gain “uncountable riches” and more.  With the authority of a 

prophet and priest, Savonarola led the city.  Savonarola treated this prophecy as direct revelation 

with Scripture as his model: “the Florentines were the ancient Israelites, God’s chosen people, 

delivered from bondage.”
89

  The people, given the apocalypticism of the period, were ready to 

accept the judgment that their own wrongdoing was responsible for their plight and that their 

salvation was at risk.  They gave Savonarola their support. 

This prophecy was tied to the rise of a new republican government guided by Savonarola 

from the pulpit.  Many referred to the legislative hall that was ultimately built as the “Hall of 

Christ.”  This new government was a decision endorsed by most, but not all, of Florence’s 

factions:  “[T]he majority of Florentines—regardless of class—enthusiastically embraced the 

image Savonarola sketched of their city and of themselves assuming a divinely-willed primacy 

destined to become a spiritual and political hegemony.”
90

  In December of 1494, the Council of 

Seventy and other councils by which the Medici faction had governed were dissolved.  With the 

participation of the majority of citizens, a Great Council assumed legislative functions.  On 
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December 22, just three weeks after Charles VIII’s departure from the city, this Council adopted 

a constitution.  The governo largo modeled many features of Venice’s governing body.  

Throughout the process, Savonarola’s goal was the reconciliation of the factions that had always 

plagued Florence, and amnesty for those Mediceans who had opposed the new government. 

Having completed the Advent sermons just the week before, Savonarola preached sermon 

XXIII of the Aggeus, or Haggai, cycle on December 28, 1494.  He turned his attention from the 

book of Aggeus to discuss the reform of the government of Florence.  After a preamble that 

reminded his listeners of the capabilities of the senses and the intellect, Savonarola moved to the 

divine light by which to see divine mysteries and to see truth.  He intoned: 

So, once again I say, concerning your new reform, which you seek to attack and 

ruin: you will see in the end that you fight in vain.  But tell me something: is this 

reform good or evil? You cannot say that it is not good; why, then, do you attack 

it?  If we try to build a heavenly city and a government like to that of Heaven, of 

the angels and of God, what can you add to it and on what point can you say that it 

would not be good.  The heavenly city is ruled and governed with the utmost order 

and quiet and peace; so would I like your city to be.
91

 

 

Savonarola described the orderly arrangement of choirs of angels in heaven as “beautiful” 

and that, if he could, he would make Florence’s government like it.  Each choir has a function 

and, communicating to the choirs above and below, works to carry out the divine will.  One of 

these has entered Florence to aid in the creation of the new government.  Savonarola described 

the interaction of angels within the city of Florence and how the reform of the city would lead to 

the renewal of the Church.
92

  Savonarola’s plea for Florentines to conform to the guidance of 

angels seems quite literal: “[A]ll should be content, each within his own degree and limit . . . 

without seeking more beyond.”  He also spoke of the role of the prophets and other holy men: 

“[T]he people of God, while they were good and did good, were always directed by the divine 

light and by the prophets and the holy men illuminated by God, and the king always had to have 
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at hand near to him the book of Deuteronomy, wherein is the law of God.”
93

  Thus, the king was 

of the people, but the prophet was above the king in his link to God.  However, Savonarola’s 

prophecy was conditional, requiring the penitent behavior of citizens: “O Florence, if you will be 

well-ordered this way, you will be the City of God.”
94

 

In sum, Savonarola was quite clear about what was expected of Florentines.  In this new 

government, Savonarola sought to undermine the rule of despots and the established social order 

that privileged the wealthy over the poor and denied most a voice in government.  Savonarola, in 

his preaching of government, made no distinction between political and religious goals.  This 

lack of separation of political and religious goals affected support for Savonarola.  The convent 

became the center for the activities of Savonarola and his brothers.  The convent, however, was 

also the place where the laity went for counseling and confession.  Some citizens, especially 

those with less enthusiasm for the new government, expressed concern and suspicion that the 

friars were directly involved with the formation of government and might be carrying on political 

discussion at San Marco.  This caused confusion for some and a basis for opposition by others.  

Some suspected that secret meetings to plan treason and assassination were held at San Marco.  

These were severely punished under Florentine law.
95

  Secret meetings for political planning or 

agreements to vote for certain men were regarded as “subversive and divisive.”
96

 

Although various factions had come together to support the revolt against Piero di 

Lorenzo de’ Medici and a constitution had been approved, factionalism reappeared immediately 

with desire for retribution against the “former agents of Medician tyranny.”
97

  Savonarola called 

for amnesty for supporting the Medici regime.  The Signoria (eight priors and the Gonfaloniere 

of Justice) had the power of the ultimate punishment for treason or other crimes against the state 

through the law of Six Beans.
98

  This was the status of the reform at the end of December 1494.  



188 

 

 

Chapter Six continues with Savonarola, its new Republican government, and the reform of a 

“new Jerusalem.” 

Conclusion 

This chapter argued that Savonarola built and then manipulated his self-representation as 

a prophet of God.  This, in turn, gave Savonarola gave power, for a time at least, to act as a 

prophet.  He needed this power to lead Florence to the status of a “new Jerusalem.”  The 

motivation for popular support of Savonarola was the people’s desperate need for both religious 

and political security and safety.  Savonarola’s widespread acceptance by Florentines of all 

classes was a result of Savonarola’s having brought the religious and political life of Florence 

into a single entity to be reformed by the same religious processes that reformed the individual: 

prayer, penitence, and a reformed moral life that extended to the city of Florence.  Bernard 

McGinn had stated that Savonarola’s great innovation was to conceive of the Florentine people 

as the “new Jerusalem” on earth.
99

   

The findings demonstrated that Savonarola’s support as a prophet was not monolithic.  

The great majority of the faithful were motivated to achieve salvation and increase the piety of 

their lives, and the sanctity of Savonarola’s life convinced them to believe in him.  There were, 

however, special interest groups whose support was conditional.  This included the clergy, 

Christian humanists, and others who had traditionally exercised power in the city.  However after 

the protection that Savonarola provided when French king, Charles VIII, threatened to destroy 

Florence in 1494, Savonarola enjoyed his highest acclaim as a prophet of God.  Even the 

political leaders of the city sought him out when writing a new constitution for Florence. 
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CHAPTER 6: 

GIROLAMO SAVONAROLA’S FALL FROM POWER 

Until now I have been the prophet Jonah, who told the city it must convert, but I 

tell you that if they do not do what I have told them to do, I will from now on be 

Jeremiah who predicted so many years in advance the destruction of Jerusalem, 

then wept for it, destroyed and desolate.
1
 

 

The wide acceptance of Girolamo Savonarola as a prophet reached its height at the time 

he preached this sermon from the Haggai, or Aggeus, cycle in November 1494.  Savonarola 

preached on the Bible from “the same books of Scripture [that] gave the prototypes of his own 

prophetic role; he was Jonah, he was Jeremiah, he was Noah, Haggai, even Moses, according to 

the circumstance.”
2
  From January 1495 on, as he reinforced his authority as a prophet and began 

the reform of Florence, he earned enormous reverence and loyalty from most of the Florentine 

populace, and he retained most of this support to the end of his life and inspired many reformers 

who would follow in the sixteenth century.  Yet there was never unanimous acceptance of 

Savonarola, his reforms, or his prophecies.  It is well to remember that his opponents were the 

same individuals who believed in all the prophets and prophecies that had been passed down 

from ancient to late-medieval times.
3
 

Given Savonarola’s enormous popularity, it was convenient for those who did not 

support his reform program to refrain from opposing him for a time.  That opposition, although 

not representing the populace at large, came from powerful groups who had much to lose if 

Savonarola succeeded in his reforms.  Some lost political power to Savonarola’s republican 

government.  Some lost revenue from public vice.  There was also hostility and jealousy among 
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the clergy, occasioned by the people’s devotion to the preacher coupled with Savonarola’s 

blistering attacks on the corruption and vice of the clergy.  Savonarola’s actions enabled his 

ecclesiastical enemies to raise questions about blasphemy, heresy, and obedience and would 

bring the pope into direct conflict with Savonarola. 

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the responses of Florentine churchmen, 

patricians, merchants, bankers and others to Savonarola’s intrusion into their exercise of power, 

and the concerns of pious citizens over matters of obedience to the Church and its head, the 

pope, and bring the study to its conclusion.  Ultimately, Savonarola’s approach had unintended 

consequences.  Conflicts developed over whose religious authority was to be obeyed, the pope’s 

or the prophet’s.  The laity had to choose between Savonarola and the ecclesiastical authority of 

the Church, particularly the pope, to whom they owed allegiance and obedience.  While miracles 

were not proof of the prophet’s standing, the absence of new miracles contributed to some 

wavering of support among the laity.  In the end, Savonarola lost sufficient political support with 

the result that his enemies could brand him a heretic, but support for his reforming agenda would 

continue. 

Florence in 1495: Becoming a New Jerusalem 

Every vice that was curtailed by Savonarola’s political and religious reforms earned the 

enmity of those who no longer profited from the activity.  The reform of the city ran counter to 

the interests of some in the business community; for in suppressing gambling, horse racing, and 

other entertainments, some lost money.
4
  Opposition from political enemies within Florence also 

grew as their exercise of power became restricted.  There was growing pressure to restore Medici 

rule or an oligarchy or, at least, to deflate any democratic leanings of the Great Council, 

established with the help of Savonarola.  In addition to the political misfortunes facing 
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Savonarola, the city faced plague, famine, and failure of crops.  At this time also, opposition 

from some of the clergy and preachers in several orders in Florence became more vocal.  While 

on the surface, the new government of Florence appeared unified under the Frateschi, 

Savonarola’s party, in reality many competing parties rapidly appeared. 

Savonarola’s sermon of December 10, 1494, that unequivocally placed him in the 

prophetic tradition of Moses, Amos, Isaiah, Ezekiel, Jeremiah, and others, accounted to some 

extent for the growth of clerical opposition to Savonarola in Florence and Italy as a whole.  Some 

clergy were jealous of Savonarola, and others believed him to be a “false prophet.”  The 

immediate focus on political opposition against Savonarola, however, was prompted by the 

election of new government leadership at the beginning of 1495.  The Florence’s twenty election 

commissioners, the Accoppiatori, had placed Filippo Corbizzi in the position of Gonfaloniere of 

Justice at the beginning of the year.  This leader was opposed to Savonarola and was indifferent 

to the needs of the people, but he attracted others to his party’s policies.
5
  The Arrabiati hated the 

Medici, but were almost equally opposed to Savonarola whose party, the Piagnoni, had defeated 

them.  The Arrabiati were powerless to do anything other than ridicule the Piagnoni until 

Corbizzi provided a means of attacking Savonarola. 

On January 18, Corbizzi convened a group of theologians and other ecclesiastics to the 

government palace.  Upon assembling, Corbizzi informed the group that he intended to proceed 

against Savonarola for his interference in government.
6
  The ecclesiastical rules were clear and 

well known to Savonarola: Members of ecclesiastical orders were not to participate in 

government roles, as was.  Savonarola, having been called to attend the January 18 conference, 

had no prior knowledge of its agenda.  After being attacked by a number of the clergy present, 

Savonarola reminded the assembly of the work of Archbishop Antonino Pierozzi, Catherine of 
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Siena, and other Dominicans whose mission was to impact government leadership.  Savonarola 

argued, “To be concerned with the affairs of the world in which God had placed us is no crime in 

a monk, unless he should mix in them without any higher aim and without seeking to promote 

the cause of religion.”
7
  The verbal battle at this assembly caused Savonarola to become 

“resigned and defiant.”  He told his January 20 congregation: “I have now become the scandal of 

Florence; nevertheless I am still here.”
8
  Savonarola said of himself that “he was not at all 

impressive in the exchange.”
9
 

Somewhat later, perhaps in March or April, Giovanni Caroli, the Dominican prior of 

Santa Maria Novella and a critic of Savonarola since his arrival in Florence in 1490, also 

attacked Savonarola for interfering in Florence.  Fra Caroli then extended his attack from politics 

to theology.  He contended that prophecy was so rare in these days as to call Savonarola’s claim 

into question.  Savonarola was “an imposter, a deceiver driven by ambition and the desire for 

celebrity and power.”
10

  Behind the scenes during 1495, a number of clergy worked to have 

Savonarola accused of heresy through various pressures on the pope, either writing to him 

directly or through other advocates in Rome.  An accusation of heresy would have required the 

pope to convene a trial to examine Savonarola for his beliefs.  A conviction on the charge would 

likely have resulted in the death penalty.  This was, then, no minor charge, but charging the 

preacher also brought risk to the pope, for Savonarola was extremely popular. 

The pope and the preacher “met” through an exchange of letters that took place from July 

to October 1495.  The summary here is inadequate to express the anger and sarcasm of the 

parties and the restraint that each man exercised to keep from revealing his true feelings.  On 

July 21, 1495, Pope Alexander VI wrote: 

As in recent days . . . we have come to understand your resolve and intention, 

which is to disclose to the people in your preachings those things which you know 
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to be in God’s service, and since people have recently related to us that you 

subsequently have said in public sermons that those things which you announce 

are to come you say not from you yourself or from human wisdom but by divine 

revelation, desiring, as is befitting to our pastoral office to speak with you about 

these things . . . so that we might carry out what is pleasing to God, we exhort and 

command by virtue of holy obedience that you come to us as soon as possible.
11

 

 

On July 31, 1495, Savonarola responded, pleading his inability to attend the pope in 

Rome.
12

  In August, Savonarola sent his recently completed and published Compendium of 

Revelations to the pope.  This was the response that Savonarola intended to answer the pope’s 

July 21 questions about his prophetic experiences.  In the Compendium, he first recalled for his 

reader that God sometimes worked without images directly “imprinting in the imagination 

different figures and images that signify what the prophet is to understand and predict.”
13

  

Sometimes God inspired the prophet through dreams, or by the hand as he did for the thousand 

nobles and King Belshazzar in Babylon: “Suddenly . . . the fingers of a human hand appeared, 

writing on the plaster of the wall in the king’s palace.”
14

  He spoke of visions, and explained,  

I never disclosed the manner and great number of visions and many other 

revelations I had, because the Holy Spirit did not inspire me to, nor did I think it 

necessary for salvations.  I did not think that men’s minds were ready to accept 

them.  Now necessity compels me to write down the coming events I publicly 

preached about.
15

 

 

Savonarola explained that in his early days in Florence, words from God were the 

medium for divine revelations, but powerful visions often accompanied words in conjunction 

with or during sleep.  The vision was the medium that God used to provide his prophet with his 

message.  Savonarola, too, was a visionary prophet following in the tradition of Old Testament 

prophets.
16

  This was also the tradition of medieval prophets, like Hildegard of Bingen. 

When conveying an understanding of his communication with God, Savonarola initially 

kept the divine origin of a vision from the faithful by using a parable or story.  He frequently 

reported a sword in the prophecy: “Thus says the Lord God—the sword of the Lord will come 
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upon the earth swiftly and soon.”
17

  In another case, looking back on the second Sunday of Lent 

in 1490, Savonarola had a vision, but had decided not to preach this vision of the coming scourge 

of Florence.  Having lost sleep, he prayed “and in the midst of prayer, I heard a voice that said to 

me: ‘Fool! Do you not see that God wants you to announce these things in this way?’  And so the 

same morning I gave a terrifying sermon.”
18

  In 1492, Savonarola reported, he “saw a hand in 

heaven with a sword.”  On the sword was written  

“The sword of the Lord will come upon the earth swiftly and soon.”  Above the 

hand was written, “The judgments of the Lord are just and true.” The hand’s arm 

seemed to proceed from three faces in a single light. . . .  Then a great voice from 

the three faces thundered out over the world:  “Hear, all you who dwell on earth, 

thus says the Lord.  I the Lord am speaking in my holy zeal.  Behold the days are 

coming and my sword will be unsheathed against you.”
19

 

 

The sword was to be a frequent image in Savonarola’s visions.  From then on, Savonarola 

explained to Pope Alexander VI and to the thousands who read the printed copies of his 

Compendium, he spoke of his visions in his preaching and used them to reinforce his prophetic 

status. 

However, the pope “treated the Compendium as further evidence that the friar was not 

only a nuisance but a dangerous heretic.”
20

  On September 8, 1495, the pope wrote to the 

brothers of Santa Croce, a Franciscan convent in Florence, that he had heard of a “certain 

Girolamo Savonarola from Ferrara” and that this preacher 

is delighted with the novelty of a perverse dogma and in this same insanity of 

mind is misled by the shift in affairs in Italy, so that without any canonical 

authority he attests among the people that he has been sent by God and speaks 

with God, against the canonical decrees.
21

 

 

After several more letters, the pope wrote to Savonarola on October, 16, 1495, telling 

him, “You ought rather to have attended in your preachings to union and peace than to preach 

such things as the vulgar call your prophecies and divinations [but] 
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we decided to write to you again.  And responding to your letters, we command you, by 

virtue of holy obedience, to abstain entirely from any preaching, whether public or 

private, so that in ceasing from public sermons, you might not be charged with consorting 

to conventicles.
22

 

 

Savonarola, upon receiving this October 16 letter, was silenced.  Although Savonarola did not 

continue to preach on political matters, he “talked” about the actions of the Great Council on 

October 18 and again on October 25, 1495.
23

  Savonarola’s distinction between “preaching” and 

“talking” was ambiguous at best, indicating that he accepted the letter of the pope’s order, but 

not its spirit.   

Late in 1495, Savonarola returned to the pulpit to preach on the prophet about whom he 

first preached sometime 1486 or 1487 in San Gimignano.  This was the prophet Amos, the 

shepherd of Tekoa and dresser of sycamore trees.  Amos, who was the owner of sheep and trees, 

was a wealthy man.  He was also righteous, living in a “right” relationship with God’s covenant, 

observing God’s command to care for widows and orphans, foreigners and slaves.  He was 

unlike the priests of the temple who performed the required ritual but not tzedakah, or charity.  

Amos held that “Israel’s lack of tzedakah, its lack of right covenant relationship, [was] best seen 

in the treatment of the poor.”
24

  Many of Savonarola’s attacks on the wealthy mirrored this social 

justice theme of Amos and other biblical prophets.   Savonarola earned the enmity of those 

whose position was jeopardized by his reforms and preaching. 

Amos had received his call from God in a series of visions, and in the late 1480s 

Savonarola had explained to his listeners in San Gimignano that, like Amos, he was not a 

prophet for hire, as were those who formed bands of professional prophets, nor did he have 

membership in a guild of prophets who were only paid if they prophesied what was expected.
25

  

Through Amos, the Lord chastised the Israelites for commanding the prophets, “Do not 

prophesy!”
26

  The prophets were God’s, not men’s, to command, and Amos had responded, “The 
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Lord God has spoken, who would not prophesy?”
27

  Further, the high priest, Amaziah, of the 

northern kingdom, had accused Amos of treason against Israel’s King Jeroboam.
28

  Now in 1495, 

Savonarola again modeled himself after Amos.  Amos represented the silenced Savonarola while 

King Jeroboam stood for Pope Alexander VI, whose own counselors were charging that 

Savonarola was a traitor.
29

 

Savonarola spoke on October 11, 1495, before Alexander VI’s order to stop preaching 

took effect.  He addressed the matter of the Arrabbiati campaign to influence the pope, echoing 

the prophet Amos:
30

 

They [the Arrabbiati] have conspired together: . . .  They have conspired with 

your [i.e., Alexander’s] enemies, and they have said what the Pharisees said of 

Christ when they asked him if it were lawful to give tribute to Caesar or not.  

They said: ‘We shall catch this fox [i.e., Savonarola].’
31

 

 

He was silent after that.  The silencing interfered with some of his planned reform activities, and 

Savonarola had to employ alternative means to sustain his momentum.  

In late 1495, Savonarola directed Fra Domenico da Pescia to reorganize the youth of the 

city, the fanciulli, into religious companies to control their violence and harassment of women 

and Jews.  These youth had themselves become targets for sexual exploitation by older men.  

Their dress, behavior, and language were disciplined.  They performed charitable work and led 

processions.  They were also “the shock troops in the Savonarolan war on vice,” including the 

collection of art and other vanities for destruction in Savonarola’s bonfires of 1497 and 1498.  

Yet this activity aroused opposition to Savonarola among the Florentine priors, the elected 

leaders who made up the Signoria, for “having delegated police powers to children.”
32

  Sodomy 

came in for particular denunciation, with the passage of a severe law on December 19, 1495.  Its 

punishments could, on a third offense, result in being burned alive.
33
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While Savonarola had to ask others to assume roles originally planned for himself, he 

continued to assert leadership.  In place of the sermons that drew thousands of the faithful to 

open plazas or to the cathedral to hear him, Savonarola assigned sermons to his other brothers 

and focused on writing his sermons and other instructions.  Printed materials reached a very wide  

audience and became the means that Savonarola employed to correct errors attributed to him by 

those who disseminated their own versions of his sermons.  Consequently, Savonarola continued 

to preach and prophesize using the written word and reports of his visions to strengthen his self-

representation as a biblical prophet.  There was no other enforcement of silence communicated 

with the pope’s warning. 

The Work of the Preacher in 1496 

 The official papal silencing of Savonarola was still in effect at the start of 1496, but the 

Signoria ordered Savonarola to preach the Lenten sermons from the pulpit of the cathedral Santa 

Maria del Fiore starting on February 11, 1496.
34

  His sermons continued with his reform 

message.  On March 18 Savonarola spoke of the reform of the fanciulli that fra Domenico da 

Pescia had begun at the end of 1495.  In his March 20 sermon, Savonarola addressed the reform 

of women. 

There was controversy in both Rome and Florence over the reform of the fanciulli, and a 

proposed role for women generated reactions in Florence.  The protests of the clergy in Rome 

who called for the pope to discipline Savonarola intensified and included direct advocacy to the 

pope for action against Savonarola by his enemy, Fra Mariano Genazzano.
35

  At some time in 

March, Pope Alexander VI appointed a commission consisting of two cardinals, two bishops, the 

Dominican general, and several Dominican theologians “to take up the case of the errant Friar.”
36
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The Signoria learned of the commission on March 30 from Florence’s ambassador to the 

pope, Ricciardo Becchi.  The commission did not come to a decision, and Savonarola had 

already been preaching with approval of the Signoria.   His self-representation in light of 

complaints led to this defense later in spring:  “If I lie, Christ lies .”  His other key statement was 

his declaration, “I’ll tell you the truth, the preaching is for my benefit; I can’t live without 

preaching.”
37

  

Savonarola’s campaign for moral reform continued.  A new tax law was passed in 1496, 

angering the wealthy.  Sumptuary laws condemned displays of wealth, such as “shameful 

pictures, . . . musical instruments and music books, . . . costly foreign draperies.”
38

  Later in 1497 

and 1498, these objects, as well as mirrors, hairpieces, cosmetics and other vanities were 

gathered and burned.  In 1496, the rigor of sumptuary laws further exacerbated the ill feeling of 

prosperous citizens toward the preacher.  Perceived threats to the political power of the 

aristocrats and wealthy set limits on how far and for how long their political support for 

Savonarola would last.  The strength of the Medicean faction was growing.  Talk began about the 

restoration to power of Piero de’ Medici or someone else in the Medici line.  All of these 

developments contributed to increasing disenchantment with Savonarola.  The discontent was 

from a numerically small but important part of the Florentine public.  During this time, the papal 

office bided its time, except for tempting Savonarola through intermediaries to accept “a 

cardinal’s hat.”
39

  Rather than directly confront Savonarola about his claim to prophetic status, 

the pope hoped to bribe Savonarola by making him a Church prelate. 

Savonarola needed to reinforce popular commitment to his reform ideas and to make 

clear that he placed the salvation and religious growth of the individual as his highest priority.  

Thus, on Good Friday, April 1, 1496, Savonarola preached his forty-fourth sermon from the 
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Amos and Zacharia cycle in the cathedral of Florence.
40

  The biblical text referred to the ladder 

in Jacob’s dream, the means by which angels ascended and descended from heaven.  As he urged 

the faithful to move toward God, Savonarola took his audience up each of seven steps, telling 

every member of this Lenten audience the name of the step and the penitential action required at 

each step.  Among the steps were: “necessitas,” accepting the necessity of suffering to reach the 

kingdom of God; “conformitas,” by which the faithful accept the tribulations sent by God; and 

promptitudo, the readiness and willingness to suffer.
41

  As his words turned to the passion of 

Christ, Savonarola said, 

This, then, is a strong mental image for me: that time is short, and tribulations are 

light compared with that glory which is prepared for you. . . . Likewise, one who 

is spiritual lives his life with vigor; no tribulation can break him. . . . . Now, our 

savior did this because he wanted to give this example [that He went willingly to 

the Cross].
42

 

 

Savonarola then inserted a prayer of his own into Christ’s prayer on the cross: 

And so I pray You, Father, accept this sacrifice to free those fathers [patriarchs 

and prophets].  I commend to you the Hebrew people, the sinners, the Gentile 

peoples, and the whole world, all souls present and future, and My city of 

Florence.”
43

 

 

Savonarola’s insertion of this prayer into the scriptural passage not only emulated the role of the 

prophet who pleaded to God for his people, but it also reflected Christ’s, as well as Savonarola’s, 

acceptance of his death.  This prayer came close to Savonarola’s earlier prophecy of 1492 in 

which he prophesied what would happen to the true prophet in the hands of Church prelates: 

Here I am, ready; here I am freely offering myself.  Here I am to ascend this wood 

and be offered as holocaust and host . . . .  To you I recommend this Hebrew 

people, sinners, gentiles and the whole world; all the living and future souls and 

my city Florence.
44

 

 

Having invited his own martyrdom, Savonarola preached the remaining Lenten sermons 

of 1496 on Amos.
45

  Focusing on Israel’s disobedience to God, Amos focused on sins that 
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violated the covenant, including the exercise of excessive power and failure to provide justice to 

the poor, the righteous, and the needy.  Amos gave special attention to the royal women, the 

“pampered darlings” of Israel’s society, for their exploitation of the poor.
46

  Savonarola’s sermon 

called attention to Florence’s new sumptuary laws.  These were the sins that Savonarola 

preached against in his sermons, reinforcing his continued self-representation as a prophet and 

his apocalyptic paradigm of judgment of sin, God’s promise of punishment, and the need for 

penance. 

On the feast day of John the Baptist, June 24, Savonarola preached on simplicity, using 

the book of Ruth for the theme, followed by the book of Micah.
47

  Meanwhile, Florence was 

experiencing famine and was at war to recover Pisa.  King Charles VIII had returned to France, 

but Florence at Savonarola’s urging continued to maintain its loyalty to France.  The cost of this 

alliance was burdensome to Florence.  Savonarola’s position was increasingly precarious as he 

undertook additional reforms in Florence.  At this same time, the Signoria had proposed a 

change to the taxation of the clergy, and many members of the clergy erroneously blamed 

Savonarola for this. 

In 1496, the Florentine Franciscan friar Domenico da Ponza, as had the Dominican 

Giovanni Caroli in 1495, publicly expressed his concerns about Savonarola’s claim to prophetic 

status, continuing to stir up clerical opposition to Savonarola.  Domenico himself was a 

suspected agent of Milan’s Ludovico il Moro, and the pope’s new league against France included 

Milan.
48

  The interests of both the papacy and Milan were to separate Florence from allegiance to 

France.  Repeating Caroli’s earlier accusation that Savonarola was a false prophet who had 

intruded in Florentine politics, Domenico changed the focus on Savonarola from that of creating 

the new Jerusalem to the legitimacy of his prophetic apostolate to Florence.
49
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By casting Savonarola’s mission as a theological issue, the clerical opposition hoped to 

focus papal enmity on the preacher and rid Florence of Savonarola through ecclesiastical 

punishment.  The Church had two severe punishments for egregious offenses by notable figures 

and groups in the Catholic community: excommunication and interdiction.  The first was an 

individual punishment; the second a collective sanction.  Savonarola’s grievous sin was 

persistent disobedience to the pope for not going to Rome as commanded. 

An excommunication cut off a member’s communication with the Church.   

Excommunication by itself was intended as punishment of an individual for serious matters, and 

“to lead the sinner to penance and eventual restoration to communion.”
50

  The excommunicate 

faced denial of the sacraments.  He (or she) was also prevented from communicating with or 

otherwise participating in the community.  The punishment was limited to physical contact, for 

“one could be separated physically from contact and communion with the faithful and yet 

remain, spiritually, in the body of Christ.”
51

  Excommunication could be pardoned upon 

confession and performance of penance.   The nature of the sin affected the scope of the 

excommunication.  The excommunication might affect only the individual and be limited in 

scope if the sin did not have broad implications for a larger community. 

The normal excommunication barred the sinner from receiving the sacraments, but it 

could be extended.
52

   This was done by accompanying the excommunication with an anathema, 

a pronouncement that extended the punishment into the eternal realm.  Both the temporal and 

eternal dimensions of excommunication were debated from the twelfth century onward and are 

beyond the scope of this discussion.  However, the sin of a high-status member of the 

community, as was Savonarola’s disobedience to the pope in failing to appear in Rome, might 

involve excommunication with anathema attached.    The important impact was that members of 
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the laity were aware that they might be in danger of committing sin by interacting with a member 

of their community who had been excommunicated.  In the instance of Savonarola, an anathema 

might make someone attending a sermon guilty of sin.  Thus members of a community might be 

warned against contact and communication and worried about what they should do relative to 

attending sermons. 

Papal interdiction was a punishment for a different audience than excommunication.  The 

interdict made a community responsible for the sin of an individual.  That is, the interdict 

punished a whole community for the guilt of some of its members.  Being subject to an interdict 

required a determination that sharing a penalty for some wrongdoing was appropriate for a 

community of some type.  “Retribution against the group for the offence of its guilty members” 

was well established in medieval culture.
53

  As a community punishment, interdiction included 

penalties that denied spiritual benefits to the whole collective, guilty and innocent alike.  The 

mass and sacraments were not performed within a city or other designated community.  Thus 

they were not available to the faithful at large, even at the time of death. 

The interdict also cut the community off economically and politically from other 

communities.  The business community particularly worried about an interdict of Florence by the 

pope because of Savonarola’s conflict.  They had the experience of the interdict of Florence by 

Pope Sixtus IV following the Pazzi Conspiracy of 1478 and feared a repetition: 

[The interdict] meant both the suspension of the sacraments, with the 

accompanying potential for increased spiritual anxiety in the Arno city, and the 

exposure of Florentine merchants to sequestration of their goods—a potent 

economic threat to Florence’s commercial livelihood.  Indeed the papacy seized 

Medici holdings in Rome and repudiated its debts to the Medici Bank.
54

 

 

In summary, the clergy who opposed Savonarola considered excommunication as the 

most effective step to force Savonarola’s obedience to the papal order.  To the excommunication 
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could be added an anathema that subjected one or more other persons to the same punishment as 

the excommunicate.  As will be discussed later in this chapter, if the people appeared to be 

supporting Savonarola in his actions, the pope had the power to interdict Florence itself. 

In August of 1496, however, the pope was not at the point of excommunicating 

Savonarola.  Instead, he wanted Savonarola to stop supporting Florence’s alliance with the 

French and he chose alternative means to try to bring this about.  Through the visit of Fra 

Ludovico of  Ferrara, the Provost General of the Dominican Order, the pope arranged an offer of 

a cardinal’s hat if Savonarola would ally with the pope and encourage Florence to join the Holy 

League.  Savonarola gave his answer in the sermon of August 20, 1496, delivered in the new hall 

of the Great Council:  “If I coveted such a thing would I be standing before you in this 

threadbare habit? . . . [T]he only gift I seek is . . . death, a crimson hat of blood, that is all I wish 

for.”
55

  As he had on Good Friday, Savonarola invited martyrdom.  While clerical opposition 

continued without pause, Savonarola worked to keep his reform program moving forward.  

However, the populace became increasingly aware of the threat of papal punishment and their 

anxiety grew.
56

 

Another serious problem of 1496 involved damage to Savonarola’s relationship with 

France’s King Charles VIII.  The king had promised to restore Pisa to Florentine control, but 

Florence had to participate in its recovery.  The war became more costly as Florence maintained 

its mercenary army outside Pisa, and Florence was almost bankrupt.
57

  Rome and Milan 

increased their pressure on Florence to abandon its French alliance.  Savonarola would not hear 

of this, but even he had to refuse a request for additional support from the envoy of King Charles 

VIII.  Then two forged letters purportedly came from Savonarola to French agents.  One urged 

an immediate, new French invasion; the second charged that the French ambassador had spoken 
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badly about Charles VIII’s friends.  Both letters were intended to damage Savonarola’s 

reputation.  In light of Savonarola’s denial of authorship, the letters had little effect.  Rather, in 

late August of 1496 the Duke of Milan threatened to eradicate the French in Italy altogether.  

Savonarola had built the foundation of the new Jerusalem on the prophecy that King Charles 

VIII was the biblical Cyrus fulfilling a “messianic mission . . . ordained by God.”
58

  A rift in the 

alliance between Florence and France would weaken the belief of Florentines in Savonarola’s 

prophecy.  It would provide the pope with a stronger papal league and lessen the impact of 

Savonarola’s constant harangues about corruption in the Church and specifically the pope’s 

corruption. 

Then in October, to the delight of the pope, the French called off the planned re-invasion 

of Italy.  King Charles VIII’s son and heir died on October 2, having lived just twenty-five 

days.
59

  What was a tragedy for King Charles VIII opened the door for Pope Alexander VI to 

order his military force to take Florence.  Florence abandoned its efforts to re-take Pisa, and 

turned the papal troops back.  This did not stop Savonarola from providing an alternative 

explanation for his failed prophecy of the restoration of Florence, the territory that Florence had 

previously lost. 

Pope Alexander VI’s attempts to eliminate further sermons from Savonarola had not yet 

worked.  Silencing had not worked in 1495, for the Florentine government had intervened to 

order Savonarola to preach.  Nor had the offer of a cardinal’s hat resulted in a change to 

Savonarola’s sermons.  Thus, the pope changed his approach from threats to flattery.  In mid-

October the pope sent a letter to Savonarola suggesting that he avoid topics that led to discord: 

[A]s though rejoicing over the recovery of a strayed sheep, “In other letters,” so 

he said, “we have manifested our grief to thee, regarding these disturbances in 

Florence, of which thy sermons have been the chief cause; forasmuch as instead 

of preaching against vice and in favour of union, though dost predict the future, 
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the which think might give birth to discord even among a pacific people, much 

more therefore among the Florentines.”
60

 

 

Savonarola, facing challenges to the prophetic future that he had promised, but 

continuing to refuse to attend the pope in Rome, preached three advent sermons on October 28, 

November 1, and November 2, 1496.  He reminded the laity that if they turned to God in prayer, 

they would again be “free[d] from danger.”
61

  He again prophesied in the voice of a prophet: 

I am laughing because I have good news from heaven . . . . I tell you that this is a 

matter of Christ and that I’m clear about it.  Now, consider a little whether you are 

as clear as I am . . . . I’m clear about the things I’ve predicted to you and I know 

they can’t fail and I also know something else that I have not told you openly . . . . 

I’ve got a secret that I can’t tell you, I have to be silent; my secret is mine, my 

secret is mine . . . .  I’m clear that God will confound the mind of Italy.  Many 

will be deceived.  God revealed the mysteries of his Church from the higher 

angels to the lower, then down to his prophets who passed their light down to 

ordinary mortals.
62

 

 

Savonarola continued to prophesy the renewal of the Church.  In addition, “Florence will 

have many blessings and more empire than she has ever had.”
63

  With this declaration by 

Savonarola, the pope realized that the preacher was not going to obey his orders.  Savonarola 

refused to submit to Pope Alexander VI, for it would amount to abandoning his prophetic 

mission.  Nor would the pope let the matter of Savonarola’s disobedience go.   

In a papal brief of November 7, the pope ordered the monastery of San Marco to submit 

to and join a newly created Roman-Tuscan congregation.  This reversed Alexander VI’s May 22, 

1493, approval for San Marco to separate from the Lombard congregation and become 

independent.
64

  Excommunication was the punishment for failure to comply with this 1496 order.  

This would place Savonarola, who had been independent for four years, under the authority of 

one of his Dominican critics.  Savonarola remained silent on this directive for seven months, 

well into 1497, but did not comply with it.
65

  This disobedience to the pope’s directive added to 
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the argument that Savonarola’s action was theological, not political, grounds for Church 

punishment. 

Savonarola and the pope remained on opposite sides of a political conflict that was 

increasingly expressed in religious form.
66

  The rift between Pope Alexander VI and Savonarola 

was not yet irreversible.  No doubt, the public nature of Savonarola’s refusal to appear in Rome 

to defend his prophetic claims was an affront to the pope’s authority.  Members of the Florentine 

clergy continued to call on the pope to label Savonarola a heretic.  Savonarola was aware of this 

threat, but he was confident of his popularity and his innocence.  Further, he and the people of 

Florence expected divine punishment for the sins of the city.  The pope gained more by letting 

the threat of excommunication remain an option so that Florentines could consider the long-term 

impact of Savonarola’s disobedience on their city. 

Earlier in the year, in the sermon of February 24, 1496, Savonarola had preached: 

‘Ne prophetetis.’ They do not want anyone to prophesy.  Tell me, why do you 

wish to drive out this divine faculty from the Church? . . . Jeremiah and Amos 

were ready to die rather than not prophesy and not obey God . . . . It is not I, but 

all earth and heaven that prophesy against you.
67

 

 

Now, as the season of Advent arrived, with accusations of heresy circulating and the threat of 

excommunication looming, Savonarola had returned to the prospect of martyrdom and showed 

“little fear” of this outcome.
68

 

Papal Excommunication of Girolamo Savonarola in 1497 

In early 1497, Carnival was celebrated in Florence and featured Christian songs and 

pageantry in place of pagan anthems.  A bonfire had been lit to purge the vanities of art and other 

sumptuous belongings.  However, the matter of Savonarola’s disobedience had not been 

resolved, and on May 13, 1497, Alexander VI excommunicated the friar.  The threat of 

excommunication had brought political leaders in Florence into agreement with the clergy that 
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Savonarola needed to be silenced.  Many of these leaders of Florence had privately opposed 

Savonarola’s role in the formation of a new republican government.  Their occasional support for 

Savonarola for expedient reasons had sometimes simply been acts to appease Florentines and 

avoid angering the population at large.  The threat of excommunication had been defused prior to 

1497, but its proclamation by Pope Alexander VI in May of 1497 confronted political leaders, 

even those with strong loyalties to Savonarola, with the additional threat of papal interdict.   

Operating as an interdicted state would bring devastating economic and political consequences to 

Florentines. 

The excommunication was not read in the churches until June 18, 1497.  Savonarola was 

excommunicated, according to the pope because 

“he has not obeyed our apostolic admonitions and commands.”  Moreover, on 

pain of suffering the same penalty, all Christians, male and female, laity and 

clergy, are ordered “to avoid friar Girolamo altogether, as one excommunicated 

and suspected of heresy.”  . . . The friar was cut away from the Church’s 

sacraments: he could not confess; he could not have holy communion; he could 

not, if dying, have extreme unction; all churches were closed to him; and he was 

to be avoided by all Christians.
69

 

 

Contained within this pronouncement was not only the excommunication of Savonarola but also 

the anathema that made any Christian, “male or female, laity or clergy,” who did not avoid the 

preacher subject to the same suffering as would befall Savonarola.  

Savonarola apparently drafted a response to this document on May 20, asking the pope, 

“What is the cause, my lord, of your being so angry with your servant?  What bad thing have I in 

hand?”  However, Savonarola probably did not send this missive, but rather on June 19 wrote 

and printed for distribution a letter contending that the excommunication could not have 

“any value for God or the Church, [for it was] imposed by the false 

recommendations of men, so as to do evil and to work against God and the truth. . 

. .  Unable to find a just reason . . . they have given the [p]ope false reasons . . . 

and say that I am spreading pernicious doctrine and heresies.” . . . In fact, he 



 

214 

 

 

continues, he has never been disobedient to his superiors in the Church, although 

he insists that Christians should not obey commands that are contrary to God.  

Any man who “issues an order against God is not our superior.”
70

 

 

Savonarola claimed that the excommunication was invalid.  He reasoned that because the pope 

had not replied point-by-point to his earlier objections, he (the pope) had not rejected 

Savonarola’s arguments.  Savonarola argued that the pope was not free of error in himself (“if he 

commands a thing in error, he does not command as pope”).  Obedience, he argued, was only 

required for the office, not the man.  He tried to allay the fear of Florentines by citing the words 

of San Antoninus, former archbishop of Florence, in paraphrasing Aquinas’s Summa Theologica: 

An unjust excommunication is not to be feared with respect to the punishment of 

the law, since, in truth, one who does not observe a judgment which is nothing 

incurs no punishment at law, but with respect to blame, it is to be feared for 

reasons of scandal. . . .  Thus when someone is publicly excommunicated and 

publicly denounced, let him in his own defense, make public a reason why the 

judgment is not valid . . . .  When this has been done, any scandal [alleged] will be 

that of the Pharisees rather than of the little ones.  In such a case, it is to be 

disgarded.
71

 

 

According to Savonarola, there was no absolute requirement to obey the pope if his 

commands were contrary to God’s will.
72

   Savonarola refused to join San Marco to the non-

reformed Tuscan-Roman congregation, and openly rejected any obligation to obey the pope who, 

he claimed, was illegitimate because of his corruption and simony.  Again, Savonarola reinforced 

his image as one who defered to his predecessors in the Dominican order and enhanced his 

image for respectfulness of authority, hoping to weaken the accusation of disobedience to the 

pope.  

While paperwork and procedures for Savonarola’s excommunication were being 

prepared and in transit, with consequences for the leadership of republican Florence and 

ultimately for Savonarola, the pro-Medicean faction was also drawing the city into a different 

challenge to the reformed republic.  The followers of the exiled Piero de’ Medici were plotting to 
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bring him back to Florence and overthrow the Great Council.  Piero was communicating with a 

number of elite Florentines in the city through other trusted men who carried secret letters to and 

from Florence.  By April 1497, a network of conspirators had been operating, and beginning on 

April 28, key members of the conspiracy and many other pro-Mediceans were arrested.  

Investigations took place over the spring and summer months, culminating in August 1497 with 

findings, convictions, and sentences.  Understanding why the consequences for Florence and for 

Savonarola were of such moment requires some details on the five key conspirators who were 

charged with treason. 

  A key messenger for the conspirators provided evidence of Piero’s plot to invade 

Florence and seize power.  Early in 1497, the pro-Medici conspirators had committed to writing 

their list of those Florentines to be eliminated upon Piero’s return to leadership.  Many of the 

elite families who supported the republican government were on the list, as was Savonarola who 

was to be either exiled or executed.  The messenger who carried this secret list was Lamberto 

dell’ Antella, a member of a well known Florentine family.  He seemed to be constantly skirting 

the law and the republican regime had become suspicious of him because of a previous record of 

arrest and questioning.   He had been exiled to Pisa, and his transport of the list of conspirators 

was a violation of “the terms of his exile and incurred penalties of being a ‘rebel’ and 

‘outlaw.’”
73

  He was later judged guilty of “malice and evil intentions” in the present affair, but 

not treason.   

The list provided the first identification of the conspirators. The questioning of 

conspirators continued over the spring and summer months as first dell’ Antella and then other 

named members of the conspiracy each added names to the list of presumed guilty pro-Medici 

conspirators.  The charges and testimony were heard by a “mass jury” of 200 Florentines over 
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these months.  When interrogations were complete, many of those were convicted of advancing 

the plot and were handed over for punishment.  Five conspirators were singled out for the charge 

of treason, a crime carrying the death penalty.  In fact, under the new laws of Florence, “merely 

to think of plotting against the government” could result in execution.
74

 

These five were arrested on August 4.  They were: the aged and well regarded Bernardo 

del Nero, one time gonfaloniere of Florence; Niccolo Ridolfi, a respected Florentine from an 

aristocratic family that had held positions in the Signoria and other councils and was related to 

Lorenzo de’ Medici by marriage; Lorenzo Tornabuoni, “a prime model of courtesy, generosity, 

and gentility” who had been a partner in the Medici bank and was related to the Medicis by 

marriage; and Giovanni Cambi, manager of the Medici bank in Pisa until that city revolted 

against Florence; and Gianozzo Puzzi, one of Piero’s “boon companions” who had little wealth 

of his own but was one of the earliest to encourage Piero to attempt the overthrow of the 

republican government.  Financial losses had been incurred by Gambi when the Pisan branch of 

the Medici bank collapsed.  Nevertheless, Gambi was a loyal Medician who helped raise money 

for Piero’s return to power, the crime for which he was convicted.  Tournabuoni’s wealth had 

been co-mingled with Medici assets and had been confiscated along with Medici wealth to repay 

debts.
75

 

The five were pronounced guilty of treason sentenced to death on August 17, 1497.  All 

were well known in the city, so their plotting and the resulting convictions and sentences were 

shocking to Florentines.  The death penalty was the type of sentence for which the Six Beans law 

of appeal was designed: Without an appeal, the five Florentines faced immediate execution and 

confiscation of their property, leaving their heirs with nothing.  An appeal of the Signoria’s 

verdict to the Great Council was legal because of Savonarola’s reform of the Six Beans law.  
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Sending the appeal forward involved a debate in the Signoria from August 17 to August 21.  

Advocates and witnesses for and against the death sentence appeared before the priors.  To 

submit the appeal, some argued, was to delay punishment and provide additional time for the 

conspirators to advance their plan.  In effect, they argued, sending the appeal forward was 

tantamount to placing the conspirators above the law.  By another “Six Bean” decision, the 

Signoria denied the right of appeal for the conspirators.
76

  Very quickly, the accused, their 

families, the executioner, and a priest were notified of the impending execution.  At 4:00 a.m. on 

August 22, the five were beheaded.  The secrecy surrounding the executions was a response to 

fear of a backlash from the citizens.
77

 

For the next several months, Florence seemed to return to something like normal.  The 

plague subsided, and San Marco reopened as friars and visitors returned.   Francesco Valori 

retained control of Savonarola’s party, although the families of those who were executed in 

August blamed Valori for the deaths of the conspirators.  More letters were exchanged between 

Rome and Florence by various parties, with the hope of lifting Savonarola’s excommunication.  

In the interim, Savonarola remained distant from the trial.  He dedicated himself to writing and 

completed writing several works.  In the Triumph of the Cross, Savonarola defended his fidelity 

to Christian faith.   

An October 13 letter from Savonarola to the pope hoping for reconciliation resulted in a 

stalemate: 

I, troubled more on account of Your Holiness’ interdicted favor than on account 

of any other loss, repeatedly fly to your feet, entreating that my outcry may be 

heard at last in your presence, and that you not desire that I be any longer torn 

from your bosom. . . . Already I would have fallen at your feet, if a route safe 

from the injuries and plots of my enemies had been known to me.
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 Savonarola did not indicate any intention on his part to comply with the pope’s orders, so the 

pope may have regarded Savonarola’s humility as disingenuous.  Neither Savonarola nor the 

pope would move from their positions.  Yet Florence still loved its prophet.  In November, the 

government issued a bronze medal of the prophet featuring his profile on one side and the swords 

from of one of his visions on the reverse.
79

 

Questions about Savonarola’s motivations during this period circulated in the city.  The 

people wanted him to return to the pulpit.  Although Savonarola took no part in the execution of 

the five Florentine traitors, many erroneously thought he had a hand in the decision to deny the 

conspirators their appeal of the verdict, an action that tarnished Savonarola’s prophetic status for 

many Florentines.   Those who believed this rumor did not understand Savonarola’s reluctance to 

fight for the right of appeal that he had championed. 

Still excommunicated, Savonarola neared the end of the year.  His Triumph of the Cross 

had clearly and powerfully declared his submission to the faith, the Church, and the authority of 

the Pope and Councils to be free from error when declaring dogma.  He also held that “[n]o 

sentence of excommunication that has been justly appealed against, or that contains manifest 

errors of fact . . . can be held valid or worthy of obedience.”
80

  It was becoming evident that the 

pope’s position was political and of a personal nature, for even the pope’s commission had found 

no error in Savonarola’s statements of dogma. 

On Christmas Day 1497 Savonarola celebrated the mass three times, serving communion 

to his monks and to many of the laity.  He promised to preach again, even when the vicar to the 

archbishop forbade ecclesiastics to attend and threatened to deny the laity confession, 

communion, “and even burial in consecrated ground” if they listened to Savonarola.
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Savonarola’s Arrest, Imprisonment and Execution in 1498 

On January 6, 1498, Savonarola again defied his excommunication by the pope.  This 

was the Feast of Epiphany when the visitation of the Magi was reenacted and a procession of the 

friars of San Marco took place.  Savonarola and two of his Dominican brothers were costumed as 

the three magi.  These events were to have been private, but they were not.  Opposing groups 

objected to this pageant for different reasons, among them the consequences of disobeying the 

papal ban on preaching and Savonarola’s excommunication.   Even more disturbing was the 

Signoria’s approval of the pageant.
82

  The Signoria continued to plead unsuccessfully with 

Alexander VI to lift his ban on Savonarola so that their prophet could again preach.  By February 

1498 it was clear that Pope Alexander VI would not lift the excommunication, even though 

Savonarola apparently still hoped for such a resolution.  On February 11, Septuagesima Sunday, 

seven weeks before Easter, the Signoria unilaterally lifted the ban on Savonarola’s preaching.
83

 

The impact of the government’s suspension of the pope’s silencing was confusing to at 

least some of the laity.  They faced a dilemma.  They were glad that Savonarola would preach, 

but given that the excommunication was accompanied by anathema, people feared that they 

would sin if they attended a sermon given in defiance of the pope’s commands.  The people of 

Florence had not discarded the Church, its pope, or their clergy.  They sought its reform, as 

Savonarola had promised, but they sought it within the Church, as Savonarola had also promised.  

Previously, Savonarola had asked them to reform morally, and they had willingly given up the 

sumptuous dress, gambling and horse racing, and other activities of questionable moral quality.  

Now, in the spring of 1498, Savonarola’s request that they disobey the pope did not fit his earlier 

message of reforming the Church from within.  Most of his followers did not abandon 

Savonarola.  Many attended his sermons when the Signoria permitted Savonarola to preach the 
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1498 Lenten sermons.  Some of them were probably pleased by his preaching against the pope 

and the corrupt clergy.  Many of them were probably conflicted, however.  Savonarola’s 

enemies, on the other hand, were not in conflict; they felt that Florence needed to be rid of the 

friar.   

Savonarola’s February 11 sermon was the first of the Exodus cycle, and only this sermon 

and the sermons of February 18 and 25, were preached in the cathedral.  February 11 was the day 

before Ash Wednesday and the start of the Lenten season.  A crowd gathered outside the 

Florentine cathedral before the mass, hoping for a miracle or some sign of divine approval of 

Savonarola.  In place of a miracle, Savonarola promised that on February 25 the faithful would 

learn whether or not he was a true prophet: “I’ll hold the Sacrament in my hand and everyone 

will pray hard, so that if this is invented by me and I am being deceptive, Christ will bring a fire 

down from heaven over me and draw me into Hell.”  He continued: 

Believe me, I’m not crazy; I know what I’m doing; I wouldn’t make myself a 

target like this if I didn’t know that I have God with me. . . . .We’ll be here, as 

I’ve said, with the Sacrament in hand.  Tell one of these tiepidi to do the same 

with the Sacrament in hand in the presence of the people and have everyone pray 

that if this cause is not false, God will kill him in the sight of everyone.
84

 

 

Aware that his defiance of the pope was troubling to some of his followers, Savonarola tried to 

reinforce his self-representation with a sign that would uphold his status as a prophet, one that 

operated within the Church’s sacramental life. 

The February 25 sermon was well attended in expectation of the heavenly sign that 

Savonarola had promised, but none occurred, as his opponents pointed out.  Savonarola instead 

prayed that “if my deeds be not sincere, if my words be not inspired by Thee, strike me dead on 

the instant.”
85

   Savonarola still lived, a weak proof by omission.  The fire that was lit later in the 
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day was not a heavenly sign but a bonfire to burn vanities collected from Florentines, “crowned 

by a figure of Lucifer surrounded by the seven cardinal sins.”
86

   

On February 26, the composition of the new Signoria proved to be hostile to Savonarola.  

On that date, the pope issued an ultimatum to the Florentine signoria:  Silence Savonarola or 

face an interdict of the city-state.  After repeating the grounds for Savonarola’s 

excommunication, the pope’s brief stated: 

 [W]e now hear, that, to the grave hurt of religion and the souls of men, this Friar 

still continues to preach, despises the authority of the Holy See, and declares the 

excommunication to be null and void.  Wherefore we command you, by your duty 

of holy obedience, to send [Savonarola to Rome to repent . . .]. But if [you] refuse 

to obey these commands, we shall be forced to assert the dignity and authority of 

the Holy See, by subjecting you to an interdict and more effectual remedies.
87

 

 

Now fearful that the new government would force him to appear in Rome, Savonarola pursued a 

safer course.
88

  On March 1, he announced that he would no longer preach from the cathedral, 

but only at San Marco.  This was to avoid further scandal, for letters from Rome continued to 

condemn him.
89

  He used his time in March and part of April to complete several treatises that he 

had in progress, including ones on astrology and the government of Florence.
90

   

In Rome, Fra Domenico Bonsi wrote of shock and outrage over the  

audacity of this Friar, who refused to acknowledge any authority as superior to 

that of God and his own conscience; who dared to declare that all believers in the 

validity of the excommunication were heretics!
91

 

 

Savonarola’s old enemy, Fra Mariano da Genazzano, was also residing in Rome at this time and 

was commissioned to respond to Savonarola from the pulpit:  “O Pope! O cardinals! How do you 

tolerate this monster, this hydra?  Has the authority of the Church come to such a pass that a 

drunkard of this sort my trample it so ignominiously under his feet?”  However, rather than 

convincing the faithful, Mariano’s audience was “disgusted with his coarseness of speech.”
92

  

On March 9, 1498, the Signoria listened to the reading of the pope’s latest brief.  It was 
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an all-out assault on Savonarola, aimed at his arrogance, presumption, illegal 

preaching, scandalous behavior , and effrontery in daring to argue that he ha[d] 

not been excommunicated.  As a speaker of poison, he must be arrested, held a 

prisoner in his convent, and have all his conversations with others cut off.  In fact 

the pope wants the culprit sent to him, so that if he cooperates, he may be duly 

absolved and restored both to the Church and to Florence.
93

 

 

The discussion among the councils of government now reflected a change in the climate of 

Florence.  Crucial to that change was the threat of interdict, a likelihood that seemed even more 

certain.  The probable outcome of the interdict was paralysis of Florence’s economic life both in 

and outside the city.
94

   

A small selection of contemporary arguments revealed the debate over the obligation of 

obedience to papal and to civil authority: 

[T]he directive in question came from ‘the Supreme Pontiff, vicar of God, lord of 

Christians.  He is commanding this Signory, the least of Italy’s five [great] 

powers, even when it has all its empire.  . . . The Pope, after all, had a right to that 

which was his due: jurisdiction over men in holy orders.
95

 

 

This was opposed by an argument that by complying with Rome’s orders, Florence gave the 

pope temporal authority he did not have.
96

  Still another vigorous argument to silence Savonarola 

came from an international merchant, Giuliano Gondi.  His argument was based on the 

Signoria’s oath of obedience to the pope: 

And I would remind you, my Lords , of your dignity and obedience, for you 

promised your obedience to the Supreme Pontiff.  I was one of the guarantors [of 

your faith] when you took office, and I heard Messer Bartolomeo Ciai recite your 

oath, which included your being faithful and obedient to the Holy Church; and if 

you are not, then that turns into perjury.  This man [Savonarola] preaches that the 

pope is not the pope, that we should have no belief in him, and other things of the 

sort that you would not even say to a cook.  This man will create a sect of 

fraticelli [heretical minorite friars] as happened in this city, and it’s a sect of 

heresy you’re fostering in this city.
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Finally the civil and canon lawyer, Messer Ormannozzo Deti, summarized the arguments: Either 

it was preferable to obey God because Savonarola gained his thoughts from God, or it was better 

and easier to obey the pope.
98

 

Although the discussion reflected a slight defense of Savonarola, there was more 

emphasis than previously on the need to suspend Savonarola’s preaching for good.  In the final 

polling, the consensus was that Savonarola should no longer be permitted to preach.  Savonarola 

learned this on March 17, 1498, and gave his last sermon from San Marco on March 18 on 

Exodus.  The pope was notified of the decision.  Yet there was still no evidence that the pope 

attempted to silence Savonarola’s publications, and his published sermons continued to be 

disseminated as before. 

While the early Signoria of 1498 had supported Savonarola, the next Signoria that took 

office for April and May of 1498 was hostile to him.  The pope’s excommunication and threat of 

interdict created political and economic tensions within Italy and brought unity to Florence’s 

leadership:  Savonarola had to be silenced, as the pope decreed.  Savonarola’s loss of support 

from the business, merchant, and leadership class, as well as continuing hostility of the 

churchmen, ultimately tipped the balance against Savonarola.  Savonarola’s acts of defiance had 

also put his followers in a difficult position.  With his excommunication, accompanied by 

anathema, Savonarola forced the faithful to choose between obeying him or obeying the pope.  

God’s punishment of Florence was no longer “imminent,” as Savonarola had prophesied; the 

threat of interdict was a tangible reality. 

This was not the only cause of Savonarola’s loss of support in the city.  Events of April 

and May of 1498 served to make this religious crisis more visible.  First, like the failure of a sign 

to appear on February 25 as promised by Savonarola, there was a failed “ordeal by fire” on April 
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7, 1498, that created doubt among many followers.  The ordeal by fire was not of Savonarola’s 

making, but the result of the conflict between some of Savonarola’s brothers and some 

Franciscans from Santa Croce.  The ordeal had been scheduled for April 7 with a promise of a 

clear sign from heaven affirming Savonarola’s prophetic status.  On that date, a series of delays 

and finally rainfall resulted in the cancellation of the ordeal.  Angered by this perceived 

subterfuge to let Savonarola avoid this test of his prophetic status, the crowd became angry.  It 

appeared to the Florentines that Savonarola had been unable to call upon God for a miracle either 

earlier on February 25 (the trial by sacrament) or on April 7.  He had to rely on postponement 

and then rain to end the ordeal.  The postponement occasioned a second period of civil discord 

with street confrontations and deaths.   

On the evening of April 7, those who had mobbed San Marco took their revenge on 

Valori and his wife at their home, murdering them.  There was still anger among Florentines for 

the role that Valori had played in the execution of the five Florentines for treason in August 

1497.  Several of those who had been executed—Bernardo del Neri and Niccolo Ridolfi, for 

example—had been leading citizens of Florence.  The mob that murdered Francesco Valori 

blamed him for not forwarding the appeal of the Six Beans decision to the Great Council.  A 

successful appeal would have saved the five Florentines.
99

  On April 8, amidst the continuing 

unrest, Savonarola and his associate Fra Domenico Buonvicini da Pescia were arrested.
100

  On 

the morning of April 9, Fra Silvestro Maruffi was arrested and joined the prisoners.
101

 

Savonarola was examined under torture in three trials.  Each occurred on several days: 

April 10-19, April 21-25, and May 20-21.  The third examination included ecclesiastical rather 

than civil questioning.  Under torture, Savonarola confessed to heresy.
102

  He immediately 

recanted each confession when the torture stopped, but not soon enough to counter the 
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disillusionment of some of his followers.  The friars were held in custody for 45 days.  For 

Savonarola, this imprisonment became a period of intense prayer and preparation for the 

execution that would follow.  Savonarola regarded this as his desired martyrdom.  Unable to re-

inspire the devotion that he had achieved when his miracles, visions, and prophecies had been 

regular features of his preaching and when he led the reform of the city, he turned, as he always, 

had to intense prayer and writing.  Nor did Savonarola’s recantations deter the court from 

sentencing Savonarola and his companions to death for heresy. 

For more than twenty years of his active mission, the Psalms were part of Savonarola’s 

Daily Office, his preaching, and his meditation.  In prison in April and May of 1498, Savonarola 

turned to the penitential Psalms of repentance, particularly to Psalm 50/51, “Miserere mei, 

Deus,” that prayed for mercy from God.  He began to write commentaries both for himself and 

for the faithful.  The printing and dissemination of his writings and prayers for the faithful were 

always part of Savonarola’s plans.  John Patrick Donelly, translater of the Prison Meditations, 

observed that . . . 

[i]t was Savonarola’s failure in politics that led to his arrest and imprisonment, but 

he was not [as Machiavelli claimed] a prophet totally unarmed, for in prison he 

retained the pen . . . .  There he wrote [the prison meditations].  They became the 

most read of all his writings and prove that physical torture did not destroy his 

literary and spiritual powers.
103

 

 

He completed his commentary on Psalm 50/51, but he did not complete his commentary on 

Psalm 30/31 as he had hoped to do.   

By May 8, 1498, “word spread throughout Florence” that Savonarola had completed his 

meditation on Psalm 50/51, “Miserere mei, Deus.”  Written in approximately two weeks’ time, 

this meditation was by far the most read of all Savonarola’s works, making a significant impact 
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on Savonarola’s followers and the growing reform movement that developed at the beginning of 

the sixteenth century.
104

   

This narrative can offer nothing further to the detailed biographies on the interrogations, 

torture, confessions, recantations, and final sentences that have already been dealt with by 

Weinstein, Martines, Strathern, Ridolfi, Villari, and many other historians.
105

  On May 23, 1498, 

almost 45 days after their arrest, the prisoners were led out to the Piazza to be hanged and then 

burned.  Savonarola’s writings were eventually smuggled out of prison following his death and 

published. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter was to examine Savonarola’s fall from power and particularly 

the failure of Savonarola’s self-representation as a prophet to maintain a hold over the population 

sufficient to protect him.  His rise and fall concerned his authority to fulfill the position of 

prophet.  His was not a unilateral authority, although he represented himself as having the 

authority of a prophet and the direct relationship to the deity that this involved. 

According to others, the reality was that Savonarola was a Catholic priest, obligated to 

the pope of Rome and to his Dominican order.  Savonarola’s obligation of obedience in his own 

view was directly to God who had called him as a prophet.  In the eyes of others, Savonarola had 

no secular leadership role, although the Great Council followed his reform agenda voluntarily.  

Savonarola’s obedience was owed to God through his immediate superior, then through the 

general of the Dominican order, and then to the pope who was subservient to God.  Savonarola’s 

vow of obedience reinforced this chain of authorities. 

The findings of this chapter demonstrated that there were many elements that weakened 

people’s commitment to Savonarola’s self-representation as a prophet.  The clergy’s success in 
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turning the problem of Savonarola from a political to a religious issue resulted in enlisting the 

pope’s power to punish.  The pope’s religious authority to punish disobedience was a threat that 

the civil leadership of Florence could ignore only with trepidation, but one punishment 

superseded the others:  The pope could interdict Florence and punish the entire city, economy, 

and international relationships of the city.  The leaders of the city had a history that demonstrated 

the severity of that punishment. 

There was little action that those who followed Savonarola could do in the face of the 

spiritual and political power of the Church to discipline its members.  The Florentines were not 

revolutionaries.  Savonarola had protected them when they needed protection in 1495.  The 

people in general had agreed with and abided by many of Savonarola’s moral reforms, but as 

challenges to his leadership grew (some aggravated by Savonarola’s sermons attacking clerical 

and political abuses), Savonarola’s hold on the people weakened.  The quiet opposition, the 

secular leadership that went along with Savonarola’s moral reforms in the first years after 

Savonarola rose to power, was becoming less quiet as political reforms eroded the power of 

various factions.  Opposition to the republican form of government that Savonarola supported 

grew.  The plot to restore Piero de’ Medici to power demonstrated powerful undercurrents in the 

factions that opposed the republic.  Further, Savonarola could no longer validate his continued 

status as a prophet.  His resources—his miracles, visions, and prophecies—were exhausted.  

Savonarola was found guilty of heresy by an ecclesiastical court, excommunicated with 

anathema, and executed by hanging, followed by burning. 

The rise of Savonarola as a prophet in terms of popular support had occurred quickly 

after the resolution of the French invasion in November 1494.  Savonarola had claimed to be the 

prophet of Florence in the sermon of January 13, 1495.  His popularity remained high among the 
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general population for almost four years, but Florence was a complex city and the origins of 

opposition among the clergy and the secular factions began almost immediately to bring the 

prophet down.  When Savonarola created his self-representation as a prophet, he created a 

persona that he would need to defend indefinitely.  The clergy and secular factions had a target in 

dismantling that representation, and enlisted the pope in that process.  
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CHAPTER 7:   

CONCLUSION 

The findings of this study demonstrated that Girolamo Savonarola’s acceptance by the 

people as a prophet of Florence from 1491 to his death was conditional upon the degree to which 

Savonarola’s pronouncements about himself fit the religious, political, economic, and social 

condition of their lives.  The arguments of the study demonstrated that the creation of 

Savonarola’s self-representation as a prophet depended on a society whose firm belief in 

prophecy had been energized when war and other violence threatened lives and livelihoods of 

late fifteenth-century Italians.  The findings also demonstrated that Savonarola’s career path as a 

prophet reflected a Church that had become more corrupt and worldly, with no sign of reform by 

the papacy.  Savonarola’s spectacular rise as a prophet reached its height in 1495 and began to 

decline as the pope threatened economic and religious punishment of the prophet and the citizens 

of Florence.  He was put to his death in 1498. 

The study traces Savonarola’s career path in the context of northern and central Italy 

from the 1450s to 1490s.  Savonarola’s education formed his highly religious mentality and his 

decision to pursue his career as a Dominican preacher and pastor.  His meditation on the 

Scripture, convinced Savonarola that he was called to reform the Church, particularly the papacy.  

The people began to believe that he was a prophet.  Having already given proofs of visions and 

prophecies, he declared in 1495 that he had been called as a prophet to undertake the reform of 
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the Church.   In consequence of this self-representation, Pope Alexander VI at the instigation of 

the clergy charged Savonarola with heresy for his blasphemy.  The weakening of popular 

commitment to Savonarola by 1497 occurred as attacks against Savonarola by his enemies—the 

pope, the clergy, the business community, and some of the ottimati or elite of Florence—became 

more virulent.  His responses to these attacks were inadequate to maintain his self-representation 

as the prophet of Florence that the people had come to expect.  His death was regarded as 

execution by his enemies and martyrdom by his remaining loyal followers.  The findings 

presented in the chapters of this study support these conclusions. 

Religious, Social and Political Conditions 

Chapter 2 established that Savonarola would not have been accepted as a prophet had the 

late fifteenth century not looked to prophets and prophecies to guide their lives.  In turn, the 

people would probably not have looked to prophets had the years of Savonarola’s life (1452-

1498) been peaceful, rather than extraordinarily violent and corrupt.  In addition to significant 

changes in governance of the cities, Church leadership failed to address issues of great 

importance to the populace.  Chapter 2 demonstrated that prophetic discourse was a cause and 

effect of this period of turbulence. 

The prophecies circulating in the late fifteenth century emphasized political events and 

leaders, but were in interpreted in religious terms.  Following Amos Edelheit’s argument, politics 

and religion were not viewed as separate activities, but part of a unified view of society.  The 

failure of political leadership to express religious values produced a profound crisis during this 

period.
1
  The biblical prophets had, as spokespersons for God, challenged rulers to reform their 

rule and provide good government.  However, during the late medieval period of Italy, few 
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agreed on the form that religious reform should take.  This led to religious movements initiated 

by the laity, in the convents, and other efforts pronounced as heretical. 

The vibrant prophetic tradition that thrived in Savonarola’s Quattrocento Italy was part of 

the common ground that the people across all classes shared, along with their Christian traditions 

and acceptance of the authority of the Church.  Fundamental to the context of prophecy in 

Quattrocento Italy was the shared Judeo-Christian heritage of Scripture and its prophets and a 

conviction that a divine hand controlled their lives.  Rulers and leaders, even corrupt and evil 

ones, were agents of divine retribution and reform.  The model for Judeo-Christian prophecies of 

medieval time reflected that of biblical times:  transgression of the covenant with God by His 

chosen people, prophetic warnings of imminent punishment by God, and the call for penance or 

reform to restore of right relations with God.  When the crusades failed to restore the historical 

Jerusalem to Christian control, the rise of a “new Jerusalem” as foretold in the scriptural book of 

Revelation became the focus of late medieval prophecy.  The role of prophecy was significant at 

this time in dealing with this general anxiety. 

Chapter 2 examined key medieval prophets who were known and revered in mid- to late-

fifteenth century believers, such as Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179) and Joachim of Fiore 

(1135-1202).  Figures like the Antichrist, the Angelic Pope, the Last Emperor, and the Second 

Charlemagne populated the prophecies.  Because towns in Italy were saturated in Christian 

teaching and culture, the preacher-prophets who traversed the cities and countryside had no 

difficulty interpreting the meaning of famine, disease, and other disasters as punishment for the 

sins of leaders and individuals.  The chapter provided examples of the conditions of the people 

from three cities important to Savonarola’s career: Ferrara, Rome, and Florence.  In this 

apocalyptic period, people expected the end of time to be near. 
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In summary, the context of Savonarola’s life was bound to the popular commitment to 

prophecy and prophets of the mid- to late fifteenth century.  Savonarola was born into a time that 

expected the appearance of prophets and found them among preachers of various traditions.    

Chapter 2 laid the foundation for the laity’s keen sense of their need for salvation, the failure of 

the Church to address that need, their actions to take responsibility for their own moral condition, 

and their eagerness for religious and moral leadership.  Under these conditions, prophets 

prospered and appeared frequently in the cities and countryside of Italy.  These conditions were 

not sufficient to create a prophet like Savonarola, but without these conditions, Savonarola may 

well have become a good, but very ordinary Dominican. 

The Education of Girolamo Savonarola 

Education for boys in late fifteenth-century Italy, as shown in Chapter 3, reflected the 

dynamic changes of its social, political, and religious environment.  The chapter provided 

evidence of the depth of Girolamo’s education and emphasized that he received scholastic and 

humanist education and was prepared first for the medical and then the priesthood.  The findings 

justifed the high opinion that both well educated and ordinary Italians had of him by.   

Girolamo was born and educated in Ferrara, first in the family home under the guidance 

of his devoted grandfather, the physician Michele Savonarola, and his mother Elena.  Girolamo 

studied the Scriptures, Thomas Aquinas, the Latin language, and the scholastic and Aristotelian 

foundations he would need to follow his grandfather into the medical profession.  By 1466, 

however, Michele was at the end of his long life (b 1385), but his dedication to Girolamo’s 

education did not end before he had placed Girolamo in the humanist school of Battista Guarini, 

son of Guarino Guarini of Verona, one of the leaders of the humanist educational movement.  He 

completed preparation for the university and then he entered the University of Ferarra where he 
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