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uld not have approved of the Frescobaldi. They
from the Val de Pesa about 1200, they joined in
al strife with relish, and they made a great deal of
y ways they typified that group the poet so resented,
0 rose to power and supplanted the older Florentine
early rise as international merchants and bankers
Frescobaldi family typified those "new citizens"
eply resented.

dates their rise to commercial prominence to
that time, they were already represented in the
ala, and the Cambio, the three most important guilds
rtly thereafter, they began to take an active role in
In 1252, the year the first gold florin was minted,
obaldi was elected to the Anziani. In that busy year,
occupied with two major building projects: the first
baldi, as a private citizen, and a new bridge across the
pacity as a member of the council. Built to provide
uarter of Santo Spirito to the heart of the city, the
inita conveniently linked Lamberto’s new palazzo with
shops and warehouses on the opposite bank.® The
arrived.

ily remained active in Florentine politics and
er both the Primo Popolo and the republic. Rainerius
one of the signatories of the treaty of peace between
cca, Postoia, and Prato, was elected to the Anziani in
0 Frescobaldi was among the ambassadors sent to Pope
in 1258 and was chosen as prior in 1285.° Berto, the
a of one of the most successful branches of the family,
the embassy to Genoa in the same year and of another
face VIII in the crucial year of 1300.%

wealth and power of the family derived from its
success. Next to the Riccardi of Lucca, the Frescobaldi
liest great merchant-banking family of Italy.” Like most
lemporaries, the Frescobaldi diversified their companies,
irade, especially in cloth and wool, with banking. I say
- because at various times there were a number of
- companies operating simultaneously and often in
n with one another. The family’s practice, one common
nto and trecento, was to limit partnerships to short periods



with the option of renewal at the end of the ag
produced a bewildering pattern of forming and re-formi
which might or might not be composed of the same s
Each of the Frescobaldi companies was centrali
operations were simply branches of the parent company.
held by family members and a minority of outsiders in |
the capital they had contributed.® Their commercial
interests were widespread. In addition to Florence,
were active in Naples, Padua, Ferrara, Avignon, L
Bruges, and the Tyrol.
The Frescobaldi companies which have at
attention thus far are those which operated in Englan
last years of Edward I’s reign and the first decade of
Originally, there were two, the Frescobaldi Bianch:
Giovanni "Chiocciola" Frescobaldi (Sir John Friscobs
records) and the Frescobaldi Neri. Eventually, a comp
Berto Frescobaldi, but managed in England by his son
Bettino, supplanted its family rivals in the English ma
Edward I's need for funds to finance his cam

and Scotland and to pursue his continental ambitions
to the Italian merchants in England for money. Many
secured in an apparently impromptu if not irregular
king summoned the representatives of the various
demanded that they contribute specified sums or face t
Forced loans or pretended fines were merely part of th
business in England. Eventually, however, a more ord
was devised. An individual company was selected to
sums to the king in return for royal concessions and
eventual repayment.
The Riccardi of Lucca were the first to beco

the crown." When even their considerable resources v
in 1294, there was a temporary return to the rathe
methods of the past until the Frescobaldi replaced th
Enjoying Edward I's favor, the family soon becam
powerful in England, acquiring offices and lands an
number of ecclesiastical benefices. Davidsohn says th

- the other Florentine com?anies in the shade" and
"Frescobaldi omnipotenti."'! To repay the loans they
the Florentine bankers were assigned various sources
customs duties on wool (their own was shipped duty fr.
of the royal silver mines in Devon and the mint, and
the French county of Ponthieu. Amerigo, Berto’s elde
constable of Bordeaux, and Ugolino Ugolini, a relative,
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ar of Ponthieu and later as Amerigo’s deputy in Bordeaux.!?

though these arrangements proved satisfactory for Edward
son, they presented two serious problems. These diverse
f revenue did not repay the total loans made by the
di to the crown, and assigning revenues in this way reduced
me. When the Ordainers came to power in 1310, they
he Frescobaldi with a vengeance, seeing in these foreign
s the personification of the decadence and corruption they
rmined to uproot. The Frescobaldi were stripped of their
d privileges. Their lands and goods were confiscated. Even
ant books and correspondence were impounded. Amerigo
10 slipped quietly out of the country, leaving behind their
tors and their bastard brother, Piero, to cope with this
ange of fortune. By about 1312, they had all returned to
where they tried to avoid total collapse.

chard Kaeuper is convinced that their struggle was in vain:
1 members of the company may have salvaged some wealth,
‘members of the family continued to carry on mercantile
ng operations. But the company which had served Edward
dward 11 was ruined [by 1315]"°® The evidence of
rary chronicles and of documents preserved in the Archivio
jggests that the fate of the Frescobaldi may not have been
It is certainly not so clear.

e archives of the Frescobaldi family at Poggio a Remole
nce contain at least one reference that supports Kaeuper’s
.. The Archivio Portabile, a sort of calendar of documents
y the family, notes under the year 1316 that "Amerigo,
Buonaccorso, Simone, and Otto, sons of Messer Berto
di, are bankrupt, and among their creditors is Messer
i Neri di Lamberto."** 1In the Archivio di Stato, however,
found any evidence of the sort of legal turmoil the collapse
portant a company would have caused. Neither the
i nor the Libri Fabarum show that creditors were attempting
whatever they could from a failing company or that the
di were appealing to the commune to forestall such efforts.
ere is one interesting, if ambiguous, document relating to
ybaldi in the Archivio di Stato: a book cover made by a
tary from an old piece of parchment.’® On the inside
an account of the testimony given before him by Berto
di, Amerigo and Bettino his sons, and Bernardo, son of
irescobaldi, that their factor in France, Bertolo Davanzati,
nded with funds amounting to 20,000 gold florins. This
t is clearly dated 21 November 1315. First the collapse of
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their Enghsh enterprise and now this! Was it the faith
agent in France that at last drove Berto’s company in
How is it that this company, supposed by Kaeuper |
already, had so much to lose to a dishonest factor
instead of being what it seems, in fact be a fourtee
of diverting funds?

Davidsohn, relying on the chronicle of D
relative by marriage of the Frescobaldi, concludes
branch of the family was ruined, another mana
considerable fortune from the Anglo-Aquitanian
According to Velluti, Amerigo was shrewd enough to
disaster. Just how he could have done so is the
Frescobaldi managed to get a considerable per
movables from England to Florence in spite of
Ordainers to sequester everything. They used lette
on other banks, channeled money and goods throug
some cases simply evaded the authorities. Some five
worth of gold and silver plate was smuggled out in a
Perhaps we have simply not given the Frescobaldi eng
determination and shrewdness in dealing w
Unfortunately, the available documents merely leave

There is some indication that the Frescoba
pattern Brucker sees among Florentine merchants
1350 and placed some of their capital in safer inves
the monte.'® Certainly the English adventure left
their mouths. Giovanni, a poet as well as a ban
sonnet entitled, "Ricordo per chi passa in Inghilterra:"

Wear dark colors, be humble,. .
Be dull in appearance, but subtle in your ac
Woe to the Englishman who tries to reel yo
Pay on time. Be courteous in collecting:
Showing that need is driving you to the gra
Make no more demands than you are entitled
Stick together with men of your own nation
And see to it that your doors are well bolted e

This remarkable family, which produced po:
and astute businessmen was capable of the most sens
Besides the occasions on which they were cited for a
on others, the Frescobaldi had an intra-family vendett
"a rabid conflict" that "ended in blood."*® Lambertuc
had deposited with Berto a large sum, about 100,00
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mer died in 1304, his heirs were unable to recover this
ugh their attempts spanned the next three decades.??
masso di Lipaccio, a nephew of Lambertuccio and a
ad character who had been exiled and condemned to
ason during the war with Castruccio Castricani, resorted
d solution for his frustration: vengeance. He attacked
to, a priest of San Piero di Mercato in the Val d’Este.
his assailant, but stopping only long enough to collect a
g the way galloped straight to Florence where, priest or
to kill Thomasso’s relative, Simone de Taddeo. His blow
Simone’s helmet, but the faithful servant finished his
bk with a lance. In revenge, Simone di Lipaccio attacked
jone, the son of Berto, and succeeded in wounding him
yord. With Raymond de Roover, we need to remind
9 avoid the mistaken assumption that "rational business
s incompatible with the survival of feudal traditions."?
i were medieval nobles, with all that implies of violent
plined behavior, as well as Florentine merchants.
en though they were relative newcomers to the city, the
i had peen quickly assimilated into the aristocracy of
Becker notes that by the 1280s it was extremely difficult
tiate between the city’s old magnati and their more recent
ts.2° His thesis is certainly borne out by the history of the
i, When, in 1281, the Florentine required certain magnate
0 post bonds as a check on their notoriously lawless
the Frescobaldi were among them. Likewise, they fell
“provisions of the Ordinances of Justice of 1293 which
ristocrats from major public office. In fact, they took the
isting these laws. "The Bardi and the Frescobaldi appealed
sllow magnates to avenge insults, real or imagined, and to
¥ the signory which enforced the ordinances."**
scker insists that although the magnati may have had
omic ties to the populani grassi, they were legally different
‘they were seen as such and acted as such. Here the
Idi seem to depart from the pattern he has postulated. For
difference seems to have been a purely formal one. They
-marriage and business connections--in both directions, and
d those ties whenever and however they could. Among the
of the populani grassi with whom the Frescobaldi formed
s connections were the Altoviti, the Antellesi, the Capponi
ohi, the Guadagni, the Mancini, the Velluti, and the Vittori.25
es were useful to the family in both commerce and politics,
v tend to blur the distinction between one level of the
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Florentine patriciate and the other. i

In fact, magnate families like the Frescobaldi cg
play a significant role in Florentine politics even af ter the
the Ordinances. Important in this process was the inforn
they possessed because of their personal ties to importan
families. The lists of Florentine officials in the late thir
early fourteenth centuries are replete with Frescobaldi
business partners. Of equal importance was the correlatic
wealth, specifically the ability to make large loans to the
and political influence. In 1295, for example, Ghi ]
Frescobaldi were assigned IZEOOO lire by the commune as
of a prestanza of 60,000 lire. 26

Their role in the guilds of Florence gave them
Since greater guilds controlled the smaller ones, they
manipulate the government. Even though they were
Frescobaldi, the Bardi, and other merchant-bankers
establish a policy which "successfully identified the wel
commune with their own prosperity.” In spite of the e
their political role in the republic, numerous exceptions
to allow individual magnates to hold office and even 0
legal penalties for serious crimes.??

From the thirteenth century to the fifteenth centy
of the Frescobaldi occur frequently in Florentine polit

taking thought for friends or enemies,"” but a wiser strate
and rule prevailed. Giano was driven from power in t}
year,?8

of truth came he proved fickle. Lambertuccio and -'"_:

opposition to Corso Donati’s leadership of the Blacks.
was he who led his famiglia, that is his servants and nej
clients as well as his immediate relatives, to the de



en they were attacked by Donati and his followers in
ater bggcame one of the leaders of the Blacks after Donati’s
1308.
ne must remember that the Ordinances did not ban magnates
litical offices. They served as tax farmers and supervisors
lles, as diplomats to the papal curia and the courts of
nce, and Naples, and on all sorts of special councils such
lve Good Men. In fact, they advised the signory on
very matter of importance, especially those which
i the republic’s f inances.® The Frescobaldi had furnished
1270s podesti, captains, and castellans for the Florentine
and for communities outside it. In 1279, Frescus or
dus was podesta of Cremona. In 1290-1291, he was podesta
mignano and held the same office again in 1297-1298. He
e same capacity in Prato in 1293 and as captain of Orvieto
ardo had been podesta there two years previously, and
ccio had held the same office in Prato from 1290 through
idonis Frescobaldi was appointed captain of Colle Val d’Elsa
srentines in 1311. Throughout the late thirteenth and early
h centuries, Frescobaldi connections such as the Velluti and
figure prominently in the lists of priors and gon faloniers.
pite of the financial reverses and family strife of the early
century, the Frescobaldi continued to be active in the
the republic as long as it survived. If anything, they were
e in the second half of the century than before.
iti 534, a list of magnates holding office in Florence, shows
rescobaldi were ubiquitous in the minor offices from mid-
nward. From two to five are listed for every year from 1349
for example. They served as castellans in the contado, as
oners to review the monte, and as officers of the various
particularly the gabelle on wine.?
t was their penchant for politics on the grander scale,
y when public policy seemed likely to affect their financial
that kept the Frescobaldi involved in Florence’s internecine
'hen the Florentine policy of expansionism, together with
srop failures, and disease, threatened to destroy the city and
commercial families in 1340, the Frescobaldi were coleaders
s Bardi of a coup aimed at putting the merchant-bankers in
‘Though their attempt failed, Becker warns us not to dismiss
rely another effort by the magnates to throw off communal
5 or as a grab for power to replace one dominant group with
He writes:
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The rebellion. . .was an effort to reorient
affairs by extracting the republic from its burde
system of alliances, as well as to forestall ecor
catastrophe and salvage something of their b
fortunes. . .A distinction must be made be
resentment of communal authority per se,
attempt to employ it for rational ends.3*

Exiled afterwards, they were able to come back only w

Walter of Brienne, the Duke of Athens, in 1342, Li
magnate families, the Frescobaldi were able to prof:
rise and his fall, trimming skillfully to suit the prevailin
Frescobaldi the younger served Brienne as podesta an
after the duke was overthrown, he was chosen

magistrates of the temporary government that follow

Less than twenty years after their return
Frescobaldi were participants in another abortive co
again suffered temporary banishment.3¢ By this time
class them as novi cives. A century at the heart of t
economic life of the republic--winning and losing fo
office and wielding political influence from behi
fighting in Florence’s wars and in her street brawls-
family a fixture of the aristocratic establishment,

In an impassioned speech delivered during the r
years and recorded by Giovanni Cavalcanti, Rinaldo ¢
denounced the rise of "artisans and citizens of low [
called for an end to the restrictions imposed on the mag
can deny," he asked, "the right of a Bardi to be su
son of Salvestro the baker. . . [or of] a Frescobaldi to h
in place of a Stuppino?"®” The answer to his quest
beyond the limits of this essay and into another era
history. As a part of the aristocratic faction that g
1433 and banned Cosimo d’Medici, the Frescobaldi suf
fate when the Medici returned in triumph.® For th
as enemies, including the Frescobaldi, the republic, or
participation in it, was over. :
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