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INTRODUCTION

In the Museum of St* Mark in Venice may be seen 
a portrait labeled: "Fra Girolamo Savonarola,R It is a 
profile and in it Art has achieved, if not a masterpiece, 
at least a bit of work that has the power to fascinate 
the beholder. No feature in itself is attractive; the 
nose is over-prominent, the lips are thick and protrud
ing, and the eye is strangely unquiet - yet, the whole 
face, set in the blackness of the friar*s cowl, takes 
hold of the Imagination and casts a kind of spell upon one 
Why? perhaps because the face mirrors the man himself so 
well, the strange enigmatic Savonarola, who after the 
lapse of over four hundred years, can still arouse the 
deepest Interest in all students of history, and fascin
ate then by the ever-recurring problem of how the quiet, 
retiring youth, thoughtful and prayerful, developed into 
the man of fire, who denounced the evils of his day in 
fierce and trumpet tones, and chastised with bitter words 
the shortcomings of both high and low.

An attempt to explain this psychological problem^to 
show how Savonarola tampered with and tarnished his repu
tation as a man of God by associating himself too intima
tely with worldly affairs - is the purpose of this thesis.
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CHAPTER 1. C. VON. ' Oh' «S EARLY LIFE

To the Marquis of Este, Nicholas III, Savonarola 
owed the fact that he was born In Ferrara, over which 
the Marquis ruled as sovereign. His grandparents liv
ed In Padua, until Nicholas decided that he wished to 
have the presence of Michael Savonarola near his dis
tinguished court, Michael being a physician of high 
reputation at the time. Of Michael * s son, Nicholas, 
father of Girolamo, little is known, though he seems 
to have been given to scholastic studies, in spite of 
the fact that he is accused of having wasted at court 
much of the substance which his father had gathered 
with such patient industry. He married Helen7of the 
illustrious family of the Buonaccorei of Mantua, and 
she has come down to us in history as a woman of strong 
character and elevated nature. Father Benedetto’s 
’’Vulnera Diligentis" contains many statements to prove 
that she possessed eminent qualities, and Girolamo’s 
letters to her suggest that she was his great and trust
ed confidante to whom he turned in all his trials. Sev
en children blessed this happy home at Ferrara, five of 
whom were sons. Girolamo was the third of these, and 
from his earliest days, his grandfather cherished the 
1 ope that this dear grandson would replace him in his 
career as a physician, and shed renown upon the pro-



fession held In such high regard In his day. The boy 
had a quiet and grave disposition with, however, none 
of the charms that usually make childhood so attractive. 
Rev. J.L. O’Neil, O.P., in his sketch entitled Jerome 
Savonarola gives a good pen picture of the historical 
background of Jerome's career,

«The period which witnessed the birth and child
hood of Savonarola marks the close of the Middle Ages, 
ushers in the Renaissance, and is at once the dawn of 
a new spiritual life in the Church, and a harbinger of 
the dread Reformation. He was a nursing Infant when 
Constantinople fell, and the last of the Greek emperors 
gave way to the conquering Turk* when Scanderberg was 
fighting and St. John Caplstram, the famous Franciscan, 
was preaching for the cause of Christian Europe. The 
fifteenth century was not only an era of religious and 
political activity, but of general restlessness, of so
cial turbulence, of merchantlie enterprise, of maritime expeditions, of impulsive ambitions.

The invention of printing from movable types; the 
improvement in methods of manufacturing paper, with the 
consequent cheapening and multiplying of books; the in
troduction to Western Europe, through a multitude of 
scholarly Grecian refugees, of the riches of Oriental 
culture, not only in their native Greek, but in the store 
of Arabic, Chaldaic and Syriac literature, henceforth to 
form a part of the intellectual life of the West, and of 
a fuller classical learning, the renewal of studies which
had never perished, especially in monastic schools,_
were among the causes that, in the seething womb of this 
particular epoch, struggled for the birth of a new life. 
During the period when these various forces were in a 
condition of fermentation, the minds of many were anx
ious and harassed, and spiritual men foresaw and pro
claimed that some great, because necessary, change must come in the affairs of Church and state.11 l

The education of young Girolamo was sponsored by 
his grandfather, Michael. Burlamacchi tells us in his 1

1. Rev. J.L. O'Neil, o . P ,  - Jerome Savonarola. A Sketch, p.
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excellent biography of Savonarola, quoted frequently by 
Vlllari, that "during the life of his grandfather he 
made good progress In grammar and Latinity." At the ear* 
ly age of ten, however, Savonarola was deprived of this 
zealous preceptor, whose age and extensive experience, 
added to the clearness and precision of a strong mind, 
ably fitted him for the task he had freely taken upon 
himself. Thereupon Savonarola was obliged by his fath
er to attend the lectures In the public schools of sci
ence and letters in Ferrara, where, however, the eager 
student soon became dissatisfied, and turned all the en
ergy of his grave and earnest mind to the study of the 
works of the Angelic Doctor, on which and the holy Scrip
tures, he chiefly built the structure of his religious 
faith. Burlamacchi adds:

"Nor did he profit less in the study of good man
ners and of holy morals. While yet in the tender years 
of childhood, It was M s  delight to be alone, employing 
himself in making little altars and performing acts of 
devotion."

History gives us but scanty details about this 
period of his youthful life, probably because the true 
account could best be gauged by the inmost thoughts, 
the secret impressions that were deepening their im
press on the character of the young man, and causing 
him to turn aside with utter disgust from the scenes 
of revelry which marked the daily life of the times.
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He must not, however, be depicted as wholly absorbed 
by his meditations, for he was interested in the peo
ple who lived about him, and often made their crying 
needs the subject of his prayers. It has been accept
ed, on good grounds, as true that the sight of a beauti
ful Florentine girl of the Strozzi family kindled the 
flame of love in hia soul, and that he made bold to tell 
her of it. With haughty disdain, she declared a Strozzi 
could never descend to an alliance with a Savonarola, 
whereupon the door of his heart was closed forever to 
any carnal love, and he withdrew once more to his soli
tary life in the very midst of a pleasure-loving multi
tude. His thoughts and his affections turned to God. 
Religion drew him more and more and offered his spirit 
the solace that it vainly sought In the life that sur
rounded him. Dean Milraan in the Quarterly Review, vol. 
XCLX, page 5, has a passage that throws much light on 
the character of these times. He Bays:

"As the world opened upon him, its religious and 
moral darkness appalled, repelled, drove him to seek 
any sanctuary where he might dwell alone with himself 
and with God. Nor was this the act of a timid, over- 
scrupulous, superstitious mind. Perhaps In no period 
of the civilized world, since Christ, was the moral 
condition of mankind, In some respects, in a lower and 
more degraded state; never were the two great enemies 
of human happiness, ferocity and sensuality - so domi
nant over all classes; and in those vices, Italy, in 
one sense the model and teae er of the world, enjoyed, 
and almost boasted, a fatal pre-eminence." * 1
1. Mil .an, Quarterly Review, Vol. 99, p. 3.
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When Pope Pius II in 1459, accompanied by many 

cardinals and bishops, made a tour of various Italian 
cities, seeking their cooperation in a holy war against 
the infidels, Ferrara went to unparalled lengths to wel
come the Holy Father,

”Hls entrance was made under a canopy of cloth of 
gold? the streets through which he passed were covered 
with cloth and strewed with flowers} the richest tapes
tries were suspended from the windows, and the city re
sounded with Instrumental and vocal music..... The pope 
returned to Ferrara the" next year, without having accom
plished anything} nevertheless the festivities with which 
he was received were even on a greater scale that the for
mer, The duke went forth to meet him on the Po, in a mag
nificent barge, accompanied by a myriad of boats decked 
out with flags, and carrying bands of music} they occu
pied the entire breadth of the river, slowly advancing 
with the royal barge. On the river»s banks, which were 
strewed with flowers, a multitude of youths, dressed in 
white were in waiting, holding garlands in their hands, 
and the place where the pope was to land was encircled 
by statues of the pagan deities.” 1

This was one of the scenes of an extravagance that 
was fast gaining hold on the people of Italy, whose pas
sion for exciting pleasures was leading them to a cor
rupt life. This and many similar spectacles were un
doubtedly witnessed by young Girolamo, and bred in 
his ardent soul a disgust which, in his riper years, de
veloped into a deep and persistent longing to be able to 
counteract this pagan force, and to turn men*s hearts 
and minds to a love of virtue and a virtuous life. His 1

1, Vlllari, Life and Times of Savonarola, Vol, I, p, 11 ff
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parents could not Indue© him to visit the Ducal palace; 
to him its somber walls were repulsive reminders of the 
dreaded contrasts within; the gay salons echoing with 
festive songs, and deep down within the bosom of the 
earth, the prisons, where the clashing chains and the 
moans of despair tolled the passage into Eternity of 
many a poor wretch buried in these subterranean cav
erns, His sensitive heart shuddered at the thought, and 
all through his life brought before his imagination the 
sad recollection of these scenes of his youth. Grief at 
tipes so overcame him that he could find solace in pray
er alone; often he visited the church where he lay pros
trate on the altar steps, weeping and begging comfort 
from God*

CHAPTER 2. HIS LIFE AS A RELIGIOUS.

At last Savonarola determined to seek some place 
of refuge from this corrupt world, feeling that M s  own 
soul was menaced by the sordid lives of those in whose 
midst he lived. A monastery seemed to offer this protec
tion, as well as to afford him greater and more effective 
means of reaching personal holiness. So on the twenty 
third of April 1475 Savonarola, then twenty-three years 
of age, left his home and begged admittance into a con
vent of Dominicans, His tender love for his mother for-
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bade his making his plans known, and so he set out se
cretly from Ferarra, accompanied by a young Dominican, 
the only person who had been allowed to share his secret»
It is most significant that Girolamo sought to be admit
ted as a lay brother, and was actually so received» How
ever, it was not long before the extraordinary gifts of 
the young aspirant were discovered by his superiors, who 
made known to him their intention that he should receive 
the clerical habit»

Two days after his flight fresa home he wrote to his 
parents consoling them for his sudden departure and assur
ing them that his decision to become a religious was by no 
means a sudden or childish whim, but that he had long con
templated leaving the world» He gives his reasons, very 
characteristic ones, in his letter to his parents*

«The reason which Induces me to dedicate myself to 
religion is this; »..the great wretchedness of the world, 
the iniquity of men, the debauchery , the adultery, the 
theft, the pride, the idolatry, the dreadful profaneness 
into which this age has fallen, so that one can no longer 
find a righteous man t?. therefore dally I entreated of 
my Lord Jesus Christ that He would raise me from the mire, 
... is it not a greet good for a man to fly from the ini
quity and filth of this wretched world, and to live like » 
a rational being, and not like a mere animal among swine?" 1

These exaggerated outpourings show that though Sav
onarola appreciated the depths of degradation to which so

1. Hadden: Life and Martyrdom of Savonarola,
Voi. I, p. 77-8
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many in his day had succumbed, he seemed to have made 
no allowance either for the view-points of others, or 
for their strength of will, which would in many cases, 
doubtless, have kept them on a par with decency. The 
yearning to fly from all this wickedness which the above 
lines imply evidently did not survive for any great 
length of time, or if it did, Savonarola bravely surmount - 
it by the eagerness with which later on he mixed in 
secular matters and identified himself with the political 
squabbles of Florence.

Savonarola remained seven years in the monastery at 
Bologna. A1 authorities have one voice in praising 
his strict religious discipline, his exemplary and vir
tuous life. In view of the scathing testimony to the con
trary alleged against him later by Burkhard, Master of 
Ceremonies to Alexander VI, it may be well to stress here 
what Madden says of his virtue in hi# Life and Martyrdom 
of Savonarola:

"He was faithful to his vows; ..of his purity 
there was never a question; slander, that dared much 
against him, ventured not to impugn his chastity; it was 
not only unsuspected from the beginning of his career to its close, but above suspicion." 1

A quotation from Paris, likewise a Master of Cere
monies at the papal court, briefly characterizes Burkhard 
as follows:

1. Madden, op. clt. Vol. I, p. 90
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“Non solum non humanus, sed supra manes bestlas 
be stia Ills slams, Inhumen1sslmus, invldlosissiraus." Hence 
though Burkhard may be a knowing Judge In such matters, 
he ia hardly one to be much relied uponl

Prayer, mortifications of great rigor, and fasting 
occupied much of Savonarola*s time. His charity, obedi
ence, modesty and silence were the admiration of his sup
eriors and hia brethren. He was named to give lectures 
to the novices, and what time remained was devoted to com
posing a work on Philosophy, some commentaries of Plato and 
some metrical lines on the "Ruin of the Church.1* From the 
latter we can glean that he brooded for a long time over 
the degradation of his beloved country. His very passion
ate love for Holy Church embittered him the more, when he 
saw that purple robes were no guarantee against the conta
gion of immorality that spread its poison In the air. In 
his heated imagination, evils that existed, bore greater 
evils to come, and the more he gazed In thoughtful pity 
upon the scenes around him, the darker and darker grew 
the picture, until it drew from hia anguished spirit a cry 
to heaven that he be chosen to cleanse the Church. The 
“wish was father to the thought,11 and ever after Savona
rola played in his own eyes the part of one whose mission 
was to purify, to save, or if need be, to destroy* ConsIs-



tent with his very inconsistencies, he calls upon oui*
Lady for the strength to slay the monster of iniquity 
attacking the Church of God»

CHAPTER 3» THE FLORENCE OF HIS DAY.

It may be helpful to atop here and gaze awhile at 
the beautiful city of Florence that was to be the battle
field of this great spiritual athlete, and the theatre of 
his tragic end*

Prom Bologna he had been sent to Ferrara, where he 
had little,if any, success in the pulpit. He seemed at 
first to lack all the necessary qualifications to suit 
him for a career as a preacher, and he was somewhat down
cast by his apparent failure*

When the Venetians threatened to Invade the city, 
the members of the Dominican order were dispersed, and 
Savonarola was sent to Florence, In 1488 we find him as 
professor of Divinity in the convent of San Marco, Here 
he was coramisstoned to preach the Lenten sermons in the 
Church of San Lorenzo, at the age of thirty. Madden says 
it was not until 1490 that he was sent to Florence, and 
according to this calculation he was nearer forty than 
thirty.

When Savonarola took up hie abode in Florence, Lor
enzo the Magnificent was apparently at the height of his
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power. Certainly, affairs appeared to- be in a pros
perous and happy condition. Parties that had hitherto 
been responsible for many disturbances in the city were 
now quiet, and stringent measures were vigorously applied 
to those who were slow to submit. The Florentines were 
kept in a veritable whirl of dances, feasts and tcurna- 
meats, so that they might forget the rights that had been 
taken from them, Lorenzo himself took an active part in 
these revelries. He even Invented new ones; among these 
the most celebrated were the Canti Garaascialeschi, bal
lads which he had written to be sung at the carnival by 
the young men, representing a troop of devils shouting 
throughout the city. The words of the songs give a pretty 
fair idea of the corruption of the times. The most aband
oned of our street scum would be disgusted with them, and 
signal punishment would follow were they sung in our high
ways, But Lorenzo made their composition one of his fav
orite pastimes, though he has been held up before the admir
ation of the world as a model political leader. Literary 
culture was highly in vogue; men, and even women were skill
ed in Greek and Latin; the fine arts -were revived, and no 
where better showed their vitality than in the magnificent 
churches, palaces and other structures that met and charmed 
the eye at every turn. But parallel to all was a moral 
degradation, both In public and private life that spared
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no class of citizens* Religion was in many instances 
a mere tool • for governing or for hyposrlsy; immorality 
was fast dimming the luster of faith. Artists were 
tainted with it and gave their preferences to pagan 
models. Some gathered in Lorenzo’s garden near San Mar
co to design or copy Greek statues or busts found in 
Rome. The Magnifico himself would saunter forth at even
ing accompanied by a vast retinue, and when darkness 
came on, would be met by four hundred servants carrying 
blazing torches to light the procession. A group of 
young men, banding themselves together for the avowed 
purpose of loose living and the enjoyment of purest 
pagan pleasures, were designated by the people as the 
"Compagnacci". Oliphant hints that Florence had become 
a veritable nest of infamous doings, where

“false culture, false gayety filled the city}... 
and from the MagnlfIce ... down to the humblest of his 
retainers, everyone addressed himself to the day’s 
pleasure with that wild pagan jollity that is half 
despair.“ 1

CHAPTER 4.
HIS ZEAL FOR REFORM AMD CHANGES HE WROUGHT IN FLORENCE.

This is the picture historians give us of Florence 
in the days when Savonarola received his obedience for

1. Makers of Florence, p. 209
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the Convent of St* Mark. It was on the first of August 
1489 —  according to some It was 1490 —  that he preach
ed his first sermon. The church was scarcely large 
enough to hold the concourse of people that attended*

“Of the laymen present, most stood all the time, 
and some, laying hold of the Iron railings, hung from 
them as well as they could, In their great desire to 
hear. He preached upon a passage In the Revelation.
¥Three things he suggested to the people: that the 
Church of God required renewal, and that Immediately} 
second,that all Italy should be chastised; third, that 
this should come to pass soon” , The excitement pro
duced was very great.. To see a man thus Inspired by 
his subject, possessed by what he has to say, too much 
In earnest to choose his phrases or think of anything - 
taste, literature, style,or reputation, except that 
truth which he Is bound to tell his auditors, and which 
to them and to him Is a matter of life and death - this 
is at all times a wonderful and impressive spectacle." 1

The effect produced was varied. Some considered 
him a sort of fanatic, one not wholly responsible for 
his ravings) others looked upon him as a prophet, sent 
by God, whose denunciations, though abhorrent, it were 
well not to let pass unheeded, He did not depend upon 
art to produce effects; his power was independent of 
human aids, his eloquence effected results that merely 
human devices could never bring about.
Chrlstophe in his History of the Papacy In the Fifteenth 
Century says:

“Savonarola is like no other orator. True or pre
tended, hi is a prophet; he has the visions, the incoher
ence, the seizures, the figurative language, the rashness

1. Oliphant, op. clt. page 200-1.
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of one# For this reason, rather than by means of his 
talent, great as it was, he captivated the multitude." 1

Such crowds assisted at his sermons in St# Mark’s 
that the church was soon unable to accommodate all who 
wished to hear him# He then preached in the Duomo, and 
the walls of .Santa Maria del Fiore echoed his voice for 
the first time# He had gained a marvellous mastery over 
the people who came in ever-growing numbers to hear him# 
The threats of punishments to come had a strange fascina
tion for them and penetrated their minds with forebodings# 
of evil days. His predictions were believed by the 
majority,and his power over the people became truly 
marvellous#

Gay and pleasure-loving Florence was transformed.
Piety now held sway where formerly vice was rampant.
On two separate occasions huge bonfires were made by 
the people into which were thrown the indecent pictures, 
statues and books, to which the vain and worldly women 
of the city added their cosmetics etc. During Carnival 
holidays the Florentines had formerly given themselves 
up unreservedly to revelry and debauchery. The boys’ 
share consisted mainly in the game of stones, as it 
was called. Barriers were put up in the streets, and 1

1. Christophe, History of the Papacy In the Fifteenth
Century, Vol. II 6. XIV.
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no one could peas until he had contributed to the ex
penses of the evening enjoyment, in the fora of toll* 
Bonfires were lighted in the streets, and the people 
danced and sang around then, throwing stones at one 
another in so brutal a manner that no year passes with
out leaving some dead on the street. Savonarola under
stood that he could not prevent the carrying out of a 
custom that had grown so familiar, and which, moreover, 
had been vainly forbidden by law, so ho wisely undertook 
to replace It by interesting the boys in other lines. 
Spall altars were erected before which the children stood 
begging alms for the poor, and hymns replaced the ob
jectionable songs. Their efforts were rewarded with a}.

feast prepared in the monastery, so that their brutal 
games were forgotten. A year later, the friar could ad
vance his refora still further. Children went from door 
to door, gathering rtthe anathema,“ which was well under
stood to include objects of vanity, Immoral books, orna
ments for personal adornment, and various other super« 
fluous articles. These were heaped up in the public 
square and burnt, while the people cried out their al
legiance to Christ King of Florence,

“Unquestionably the reforms effected by Savona
rola in every department of social life were stupendous. 
All writers are unanimous in declaring that at least
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for the time being the face of Florence was changed.
The need for reform was universally admitted, and In 
many places strenuous efforts were being made to re
store discipline In the Church and the world...Sav
onarola* a tempestuous eloquence worked wonders.....
Gambling was to be punished with torture, blasphemers 
were to have their tongues pierced with a red-hot Iron.”

CHAPTER 5. HE INTERFERES IN STATE AFFAIRS.

Thus Savonarola continued to deal with the evils 
of the day. His passionate zeal, however, burst all 
normal bounds, and, forgetting the restrictions that 
a cloistered life lay upon him, he launched forth his 
anathemas against the authorities of Florence,

11 An advocate of democratic principles, he alien
ated the affections of the people from their rulers, 
excited them to revolt, and finally fell himself a vic
tim to the storm he had evoked, but which he was powerless to check.” 2

He certainly showed scant regard for Lorenzo, and 
in no way induced the Florentines to give him their al
legiance. Very sharp and bitter things were said from 
the pulpit which even Lorenzo felt were aimed at him. 
The biographers of the friar are unanimous in admitting 
that his personal and private relations with Lorenzo 
were marked by a touch of incivility, strangely out 
of keeping with the garb of a monk. Fortunately, the

1. Stone, Reformation and Renaissance, page 145.
2. Alzog*s Universal Church History. Vol.2, p,012.
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widely circulated and disedifying account of the scene 
between these two at the bedside of the dying Lorenzo 
has been denied on good authority# Politian, who was 
an eye witness, declares that Lorenzo had already re
ceived the Last Sacraments before Savonarola had been 
entreated by him to hasten to his bedside, hence the as
sertion that the friar denied absolution to the dying 
man is unfounded. It would indeed mark Savonarola with 
an infamous brand had he turned away from a poor soul 
on the erge of Eternity and left it unaided to grapple 
with its unseen foes.

History and Art alike combine to put these two 
men before ua In so captivating a way as to attract the 
fancy of all time* Both were great men, but in such 
divergent ways, ami characterised by the defects of their 
good qualities. Lorenzo was keen enough to aco the strong 
points in Savonarola, and persistently refused all petitions 
to banish him from the country, The Friar had dared face 
Lorenzo with M s  c r im e s, and by tills very unheard of bold
ness won his admiration for his daring courage* Thus in 
his hour of greatest need, when the light of another 
world began to flicker in his deatn chamber, showing in 
clearer vision the ugly record of M s  life, Lorenzo sent 
a pressing appeal to Savonarola to come to hie bedside*
The scene itself is shrouded in the mist of ages; what



was Its exact purpose we shall never know* Did Lorenzo 
cherish the hope of being -restored to health? And could 
he have dreamed that Savonarola would consent to the 
Florentines being again denied their liberty? If so, he 
summoned the wrong man* The great, tall, stern figure 
of the monk answered the call of Lorenzo , but in his in« 
moat being he had a conviction that he was not the nan 
for the need. Eye witnesses furnish a dramatic descrip
tion of the scene; the great, proud, worldly prince 
weakened by the assault of death, still clinging to the 
power he had wielded unjustly, and looking up pleading
ly into the calm anti unperturbed countenance of the friar; 
the latter majestic almost as he stood to pronounce his 
Irrevocable sentence: "Liberty mist be restored to Florence."
.There was to be no quarter. Lorenzo understood, and turn
ed away in silence. Like the great Italian loader of to
day, Mussolini, he considered that for his people, too 
much liberty meant only license, and he doggedly refused 
to give up his policy of repression. To the Florentines 
greater liberty meant only greater discord, and wrang
ling of party against party, and Lorenzo knew this, and 
he would not yield* Slowly the friar turned away, leav
ing the dying man unblessed, and knowing in his heart 
that Lorenzo1s heirs would contend until he, Savonarola, 
would step to the fore and himself take charge of the 
welfare of the city and the people he loved so well*

»18 -



In the meantime, came the problem of how to dis» 
pose of the incapable Piero del Medici, whose right 
to rule over their city the Florentines hotly contested, 
with the result, that, backed, if not urged by Savona
rola, they expulsed Piero, In this political intrigu
ing, Savonarola was bound to meet with opposition.
The faction that chiefly sought his undoing went by 
the name of Arrabiati or madmen. Their members were 
swelled by the ever growing band of pleasure lovers, 
whose unbribled lives did not escape the censures of 
the friar. In reality, Savonarola had become the mas
ter of Florence, and so unbounded at times became the 
enthusiasm of his partisans, that one could safely 
predict it would not last long.

"All, said he, "are interested in the State; all, 
therefore, should have a voice in the government.”
Hence his institution of the Coneiglio Grande of a 
thousand members, elected by the votes of all the cit
izens, and that of the Consiglio degll Scelte {Council 
of the Select) formed of eighty persons of over forty 
years of age, chosen by the former, Savonarola no 
longer inhabited the cell of a friar, that modest 
apartment had been turned into a hall of audience and 
of political wrangling. Florence soon found that she 
had exchanged the despotism of the Medici for that of 
the friar,” ^

A Venetian chronicler, Marino Sanuto, adds that 
”a stone could not be moved without his consent.”
Villari tells us of his going to the length of urging

. Parsons, "Studies in Church History".1 page 235
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in his sermons the revision of the taxes, he quotes 
from the latter:

"Levy taxes on real property alone, abolish continual 
loans* Abolish arbitrary Imposts."
It has been frequently asserted that it is difficult 
to obtain trustworthy extracts from Savonarola’s ser
mons; let us hope that such a doubtful situation would 
make the following extraordinary and highly unsuited 
excerpt sufficiently unreliable to exonerate Savonarola 
from all blame of being its author: He is addressing 
the people of Florence and urging them to rise up 
against any Parliament.

"Let all Gonfaloniers, on taking office, swear 
that on hearing the bell ring to Parliament, they 
will at once hasten to put the abodes of the Signory 
to sack; and let the Gonfalonier who doth sack one 
of the houses of the Signory receive one-fourth of 
the spoil; and the remainder be distributed among his 
comrades. Item, that should the Signory seek to call 
a Parliament, the instant they set foot on the ring- 
hlera, they shall no longer be considered the Signory, 
and all may cut them to pieces without sin."

1
Can we accept this as genuine? If so, what a 

condemnation of the friar It entails! Let us hope 
that his enemies have tampered with his actual words 
and made them out far worse than they really were.
It is certainly a striking proof of the marvellous 
influence exerted by Savonarola that on the thirteenth

• Villani,1 wSavonarola»s Life and Times” pages 292-3.
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of the August following the above sermon, 1495, a 
law was passed to the effect that Parliament was 
in nowise a necessity, and henceforth it should 
be dissolved*

CHAPTER 6 . A PBOPHIT?

It has been said of Savonarola that he was "either 
a true prophet, inspired by Cod, or a rank imposter♦" 
Those who are slew to accept the former, and they are 
legion, and who yet hesitate to lay Savonarola open 
to all that the latter accusation implies, find it 
probably more conformable to truth to suggest the hy
pothesis, that he was laboring under a delusion. At 
times Savonarola himself apparently did not hesitate 
in his sermons to declare that his predictions regard
ing future events case by divine revelation* We find 
in his letters too, references to secret communications 
"which he is not at liberty to reveal to any mortal*" 
Elsewhere, or In one of his letters to Alexander VI, 
he declares that it would be Imposing a law upon Cod 
Himself to prevent his (Savonarola»a} continuing his 
predictions. It is rather paradoxical to see with 
what insistence he accounts himself obedient and sub
missive to the Pope, when, on this very point, re
garding his prophetic utterances, he flatly refuses
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to yield to the latter’s command that he discontinue 
the same« Whether or not the matters concerned with 
his prophetic assertions were worthy of censure, Sav
onarola shewed a very questionable attachment to his 
own way of judging in the whole affair, an attachment 
so pronounced as to lead to well-grounded suspicions 
regarding his understanding of a very fundamental ob
ligation of a religious. One might reasonably ask on 
the face of It what bearing this statement has on the 
point at issue* A very superficial knowledge of God » s 
dealings with men favors the conclusion that, when He 
deigns to choose amongst them an Instrument to further 
His particular designs, such a one has Invariably been 
(one) a man or woman of marked humility of mind, little 
in his or her own esteem, childlike in submission to 
the least authority speaking In God’s Name and bearing 
God’s message* Furthermore, there Is a strange Incon
sistency In Savonarola’s statements on this very matter 
of his predictions, which, though it m y  be allowed he 
made unconsciously, nevertheless, appear strange. In 
one letter to the Pope he denies outright that he ever 
claimed to have been sent by God; furthermore, that 
no one can be found who ever heard him state that he 
was a prophet. But in another letter to the same, he
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asserts plainly that God had commanded him to make 
known certain things, and he took to himself the words 
of God to Bzechlel: "Behold I have set thee as a watch
man in the midst of the land," And again he says that 
if any one obstinately refuses to accept many of his 
assertions, that person is not in the state of grace 
since he, Savonarola, knows that these predictions are 
from God, Gherardi, quoting a letter from Becchi to 
the Ten, says that among the complaints made by the 
Pope and the Cardinals against the friar "is that he 
writes and affirms that he is a prophet and that he 
converses with God."

Villari gives an extract from a Lenten sermon of 
Savonarola 1494, acknowledging, however, that so im
perfect are the copies and extracts attainable, one 
can scarcely form an adequate judgment thereupon,

"Let everyone hasten, let everyone hasten into 
the Ark of the Lord; Noah Invites all, the door is 
open; but the time will come when the Ark will be 
closed, and many will repent that they had not entered therein." 1

During that whole Lenten course he devoted much 
time to the threatened punishments, and foretold the 
coming of another Cyrus who would conquer Italy with
out resistance.
TÜ V illa ri, History of Savonarola and His Times, T o l.l .p .17 7



Two years previously, while preaching In Advent, 
he had a dream which he looked upon as a divine révéla* 
tion. He thought he saw a hand holding a sword cm 
which were inscribed these words: “Gladius Domini ", and 
he heard a voice announcing mercy for the just and pur.» 
lshments for the wicked. Suddenly the sword descended 
upon the earth amidst fire and thunder, and the whole 
earth became the scene of wars, pestilences and famines. 
Then the vision vanished after having commissioned Sav
onarola to make known these threatened punishments, and 
to induce men to reform, and to petition God for pas
tors who would look after the souls of those who had 
wandered.

Burlamacchi recounts that at the very outset of 
his career as a preacher in Florence, the friar an
nounced that he would continue to preach for eight 
years, which, afterwards, proved to be true. Also in 
his first sermon there we read that he declared the 
Church of Goa needed to be renewed, and that punish
ment would soon come upon Italy, Savonarola*a own 
words fora a fitting conclusion to these remarks on 
his true or fancied views of his calling as a prophet.
Mrs. Oliphant gives them to us in her “Makers of Florence“ 
without, however, indicating their source.

“God is my witness that•»..in the morning I heard



-25«

this said, »Pool, dost thou not see that It Is Cod*s 
Will that thou shouldst preach thus?”

One can hardly read these and many other state
ments In a similar strain without drawing several ra
ther definite conclusions as to whether or not Sav
onarola claimed the gift of prophecy, whether he was 
looked upon as such, and whether or not he gave utter
ances to many predictions»

CHAPTER 7» HIS IKTEBCOURSE WITH ALEXANDER VI.

Let us leave Savonarola for a time and go back In 
the history of the Church to those far away days when 
the Sètter lived and worked on earth» Our Divine Lord 
had reached a vital point in HIa earthly life, when He 
knew that the Fath©r,s decree would be carried out a* 
gainst Eira» He looked about,therefore, for Ills founda
tion stones on which to build the earthly abode of the 
Divinity and the keeper of Ills spiritual treasures:
His blessed Church* The choice of means and persons 
was fraught with great consequences, and must surely 
have been the fruit of holiest prayer and reflection.
He was to call twelve - just twelve to be His Apostles - 
His tried and true ones, upon whom He was to stake His 
hopes for the welfare of that Church He had come on 
earth to establish^



*He called unto Him whom He would Himself 
and He made that twelve should be with Him, and that 
He might »end them to preach. And He gave them pow
er to heal sicknesses, and to cast out devils .....
And Judas Iscariot who also betrayed Him.*

With the sound of this last pathetic line echoing 
in our ear like the tolling of a great passing bell, 
let us In spirit go down the ages, when near the close 
of the fifteenth century, in that great spiritual kind- 
dom on earth we see upon the throne of Peter, Alexander 
VI. If out of twelve Apostles, chosen and sealed for 
a divine mission by Eternal Wisdom Himself we find 
”a devil*, shall we be surprised to see among two hund
red sixty-four pontiffs, some, very few by compari
son, notably, the one in question, who forgot the su
blime dignity of their office and descended to unwor
thy levels? Through political ties which at the time 
prevented the Homan Pontiff from exercising unmodified 
liberty, Alexander became embroiled in worldly matters 
at the very outset of hie pontificate. Ducats blinded 
the Pope and seduced him from the path of justice In 
which Hartmann Schcdel In the Nuremberg Chronicle as
sures us he had walked by 8his learning, excellent 
conduct, and great piety®, evidently before he was 
raised to the Cardinalatei

One political crisis led to another, and human 
nature, with its downward tendencies, grew stronger
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anti bolder, until Alexander finally succumbed, prob
ably to an attack of malarial fever, brought on by 
imprudently remaining out of doors after nightfall 
in August, Rome*s most unhealthful month» As re
gards the supposition that he was poisoned, Pastor 
says: "....  on the 19th of August, the Mantuan En
voy writes that there was no sort of ground for 
supposing this» All the best informed contemporary 
writers are here agreed; neither the Venetian Am
bassador Giustinian nor Jakob Burchard say anything 
of poison...»" 1

Parsons declares that as a firm "defender of the 
faith, he was never remiss." Alzog is even more de
tailed on this point:

"Whilst making so flagrant a misuse of his pon
tifical power, he (Alexander) never lost sight of the 
essential duties of the Head of the Church, and never 
compromised either faith or morals in any of the num- 
merous official locuments issued by him. As the great 
bt.Leo remarked:’The dignity of Peter is never act
ually obscured, even in one unworthy of being his 
successor." 2»

Strongest of all, perhaps la the testimony of 
Pastor: "....it is noteworthy that in matters purely 
concerning the Church, Alexander never did anything 
that justly deserves blame; even his bitterest ene
mies are unable to formulate any accusation against 
him in this respect. Her doctrines were maintained 
in all their purity. It seemed as though his reign 
were meant by Providence to demonstrate the truth

1. Pastor, History of Popes, Vol.6,p»135
2. Alzog, Universal History p.912
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that though men may hurt the Church, they cannot 
harm her»" 1*

Further on he adds:"He, Alexander, was not want
ing In earnest care to preserve the purity of her doc
trines." 2.

But the words of Truth Itself meet us In the Sa
cred page:”The gates of Hell shall not prevail", and 
we know that no efforts of the Evil One can bar the 
free passage of the truth as It comes to us through 
the voice of him who stands in the place of Peter.
The morality of the duly authorised instrument in no 
way affects his power, as far as faith and morals are 
concerned, and cannot lessen the submission we owe to 
the Great shepherd of our souls.

It is just here that it is a difficult task to 
exonerate Savanarolo from blame, if indeed, the thing 
be feasible at all* With fiery zeal fanned by Inward 
urgings, until the burning flame leapt far beyond the 
bonds of discretion, Savonarola attacked the Pope, his 
manner of life etc. and did not hesitate to shower upon 
him criticisms of a most unbecoming and unworthy char
acter. Rather mildly at first he announced the 
necessity of purifying the sanctuary, but his impetu
osity soon carried him outside his better self* some

1* Pastor, History of the Popes, Vol. 6, p.140.
2* op« clt. p,154*
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there were who trembled lest his fierce invectives 
should Injure the Church. These secured the assis
tance of the Augustinian 'Mariano da Gonnasano to off
set the influence of the Dominican, but the attempt 
ended only in failure* Savonarola had struck roots 
in the hearts of the Florentines too deep for such aa 
this to disturb. It is this same Mariano who is re
ported to have preached a fiery sermon before the Pope, 
denouncing the Friar* One hesitates to recall the 
statement he is accused of having made, as the langu- 

x age is rather strong coming from the mouth of a bro
ther monk. Yet it may throw light on the Pontiff's 
conduct later in regard to Savonarola• t!B u m  this 
Instrument of the devil, this scandal of the whole 
Church.0

Probably at the time, Alexander VI was engrossed 
in too many secular affairs to sift the matter further 
than to refer it to the attention and care of Cardinal 
Caraffa, then Protector of the Dominican order, sug
gesting that a check be put upon the friar. As no 
step was taken to carry out the Pontiff's suggestion, 
one naturally concludes that he was not too auch in
terested in the whole affair, and likely not too ready 
to credit the blackening statements of Mariano.



To contradict the assertions, or at least, to 
weaken them, of those who declare that the Pontiff 
vftia Savonarola*s foe from the very outset, it may 
serve & later purpose to add here also, that the Pon» 
tiff really gave scant attention to Snvon&rola at 
first, and when he did begin to consider hi;;- it aUL, 
it was rather with admiration, and even as a possible 
candidate for higher ecclesiastical honors.

CHAPTER Q.

THE BULL OF EXCOivIHUNICATIQH AND HIS ATTITUDE TOWARDS IT.

In the Lent of 1494 difficulties arose between 
the friar and hia Dominican superiors who judged it 
more prudent, tot forbid his preaching the Lenten course 
he had planned. They feared the results, as many Flor
entines had already united to oppose the growing influ
ence of Savonarola* Alexander then thought it best to 
summon the friar to Rome t o find out how matters stood. 
Astounding as it may appear at first sight, Savonarola 
replied that M s  health would not permit his taking 
the journey, and that the city of Florence needed his 
presence at that critical moments Alexander's answer 
left the matter to the friar*e conscience whether he 
would continue to preach or not. Savonarola wisely

»30
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withdrew, but It was only for a time, and when a year 
or so later he reentered the pulpit, ills violent tir
ades served, as it were, to make up for lost time.
The Church was not spared, and her need of reform was 
again boldly alluded to. The Pope gave orders to the 
vicar-general of the Dominicans to examine the case, 
and forbade Savonarola to preach In the meantime. The 
latter utterly disregarded the ban, and continued to 
appear in the pulpit * Florence Itself was then order
ed by the Pope to hand over the agitator to him, and 
as hie demands were unheeded, he excommunicated Sav
onarola, The Sovereign Pontiff is said to have remark
ed to the envoy of Florence, however, that the excom
munication was for his disobedience to his order that 
Savonarola should enter the Tusco-Roman Congregation.
To go into the details of this latter foundation and 
to sift this whole Question of the ban to the vary 
bottom would be a difficult and nice task, after the 
lapse of five hundred years, were one able to rely on 
the evidence that is left us; hut It becomes well-nigh 
impossible when we discover- the liberties that have 
been taken with sources - falsification of documents, 
free interpretations etc, that leave one fairly as
tounded and pngsled to find out the real truth. 
According to the Rev. J. L. O’Heil;



'’The whole question of the Tusco-Roman Congrega
tion hinged on politics, was, in fact, a quasi scheme 
to overcome resistance on the part of the Florentines 
and divert them from the projected alliance with France. 
To bring this about it was essential that Savonarola 
should be removed from office in order that as a sim
ple religious he could be expelled from the city.” 1
Further, he adds, that Father Mei, the Procurator Gen
eral of the Dominican Order °had conceived a dislike" 
for Savonarola I

One wonders how the hearts of men can thus be read 
and judged after the lapse of centuries I As a result 
of this dislike, he had Induced Alexander to form a new 
province in the order, and to fuse all the convents of 
the Tuscan Congregation, Including St.Mark1s, of which 
Savonarola was prior at the time, and whose term of of
fice would soon expire.

Alexander’s brief was unquestionably valid, for 
the Congregation of St. Mark having been erected can
onically by a papal brief, so by such means likewise 
could it be legally dissolved. There were sufficient 
reasons, moreover, to justify the Pope’s measure, and 
as a matter of fact, steps were being taken to effect 
a similar change in a number of the Italian Monasteries 
of St. Benedict.

1. Rev.J.L.O’Heiil, O.P. Was Savonarola Really 
Exconanunicated? page 56.
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Th© refusal to submit involved disobedience, 
not only to Alexander VI, whose command Savonarola 
might have suspected to be tinged with unworthy mo
tives, but also to Cardinal Caraffa, the newly ap
pointed vicar, and to Torriano, the General of the 
Order, Again, whether the plan were a timely one, 
or born of motives not the purest it was:

“Not one on which the faithful at large could 
reasonably be united to form a judgment, and the ap
peal to e popular verdiot which Savonarola allowed 
himself to make was an act of insubordination which 
objectively at least cannot be justified.“ 1
Bearing in mind what has already been pointed out 
concerning Savonarola’s attacks, at first covered, 
then cruelly pointed, against the Court of Rome, and 
even at its head, we cannot be surprised when we hear 
in the distance, first the rumblings of & reproof, 
fatherly and even tender, but which when unheeded, 
grew in force and volume, until, like the thunders 
of Sinai, the fulminaiions of Rome fell, and Savona
rola was cut off by excommunication, and the rather 
sharp criticism was vouchsafed him, that his preach
ing tended to sow discord rather than peace. Space 
is too limited to allow a detailed view of Alexan
der’s life, either as pope or politician, but even 
a superficial sifting of historical facts reveals 1

1, Herbert Lucas, S.J. Girolamo Savonarola, p, 249
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that at this very time, Alexander was himself sub
sidising the troops that, commanded, by Orsini, un
der Piero de Medici were awaiting in the neighbor
hood of Florence a favorable opportunity to attack 
the cityI Father Lucas does not hesitate to call 
this accusation on the part of the Pope “a piece of 
pious hypocrisy.” Of course one cannot justify Sav
onarola »s attitude toward the Pope on the plea of 
the latter*s insincerity or even immorality. Mo 
right has ever been made out of two wrongs.

An added detail which serves unquestionably 
to rouse a touch of sympathy towards Savonarola la, 
that the bull struck him when he was down. None 
can gainsay that he had labored unceasingly for the 
welfare of Florence, that he had, as shown above, 
worked miracles of transformation among its inhabit
ants; something then akin to pity rises in the breast 
when we read the lines of the bull that refer to the 
scandal, damage and injury (done) to the souls of 

the simple”, which it declares to have been produced 
by the dissemination of the Friarts pernicious doc
trines. It then takes up the various charges, vis. 
his refusal to go to R o m  when commanded in obedience 
to do so, in order that he might apologise for his 
errors; his further disobedience in continuing to



preach when ordered to stop? lastly his contemptu
ous treatment of another letter in the fora of a 
brief, in which he was ordered "under penalty of ex
communication" to unite the Convent of St* Mark in 
Florence to a new congregation from the Roman and Tus
can provinces, created and instituted by the Holy See* 

Savonarola was not slow to defend himself, and 
his letter appears not In the proper fora of one add
ressed to the Holy See, but to all "Christians at large" 
He protests to the faithful that excommunications that 
are based on misrepresentations are not valid, "put forth 

x with an evil Intent, in opposition to God and the truth*"
He explicitly denies the charge of disobedience, since 
Superiors are to be obeyed only when they hold the place 
of God,and "neither God nor the Church wishes me to obey 
in things that are contrary to their commands," i
He then goes on to quote at great length from Palandanus, 
Gerson and St* Antoninus, on the subject of the guilt 
that is incurred, or rather is not incurred by those who 
refuse to obey an unjust sentence, adding that one who 
has the support cf a single canonist or theologian in 
favor of his conviction that a particular sentence la un
just, may safely disregard that sentence, provided,that 
due precautions are taken not to scandalize those weak 
souls, adding a quotation from Gerson "who think that 
the Pope is n God who has all power in heaven and on 
earth*” 1

- 3 5 -

1. Lucas, Girolamo Savonarola, p„240



•3C-

Extract from letters of Savonarola.
Certainly the tenor of these arguments lacks the 
truly Catholic attitude of mind one looks for In 
a monk.

A volume might be compiled as to whether a sen
tence be just or unjust, when, in censures objectively 
unjust, one must yet distinguish between those that 
are valid and those which are null? whether moral fault
has or has not been committed by the delinquent etc.etc. 
and this volume would contain as many differences of 
view as there are authors expressing them. But what- 
ever the divergencies of opinion as to whether a sen
tence of excommunication, objectively unjust, be val
id or Invalid, all agree that the same must be ”re
spected", a term which Implies that the censure must 
be recognized in public, unless the judidical invalid
ity of the sentence has been first made publicly 
known.

One does not have to look far a-field in Sav
onarola^ career to find that he undoubtedly failed 
to respect the censure against him. When on the 
Christmas following its publication, he celebrated 
Mass and communicated the faithful, this act of in
subordination was considered in an unfavorable light 
by even the friends of the friar. Lent found him



again in the pulpit, opening a series of sermons, 
in the very first of which he announces that he »ill 
solve any scruple about the excommunication that some 
may have* And how does he do this? By declaring em
phatically that it is not valid - that God has told 
him it was not* This la not enough* He bids his 
hearers pray for light that they may cease wavering 
and take their stand boldly on the aide of the ex
communicate, and not with the wicked. Thus he does 
not hesitate to exhort his hearers to open defiance 
of the highest authority of the Church. "If you op
pose this work, you are opposing Christ, not the Friar," 
he tells them*

According to Parsons, Quoting Bonsl, the envoy 
of Florence to the Holy See, Alexander VI repeats some 
of the very extracts from the friar*a sermons, which 
he had either read himself or had gathered from per
sons who heard these things from the mouth of Savona
rola himself. Among these extracts are remarks to the 
effect that the Pope is a broken sword, that anyone 
believing in excommunication is a heretic, that he 
would sooner go to hell than seek absolution. Then 
the Pope added: "He has been excommunicated, not 
because of false insinuations, not at any one's in
sinuations, but for his disobedience to our command 
that he should enter the new Tuaco Roman Congregation.”



Parsons, foot-note: Alex. VI. to Bonsi, p. 238.
Just In what measure these assertions can be depend
ed on, either as having been made by Alexander, or.
If made by him, as being true, no one after the lapse 
of so many years can very well prove.

That Savonarola, in spite of the bold stand he 
seems to have taken regarding the Pope’s censure, was 
beginning to feel the ground slip from under him, is 
evinced by the attitude of defense he assumed, and 
the almost blasphemous measures he resorted to in or
der to prove his innocence. However, he was no long
er speaking as one having power, and people could not 
have helped feeling a lessening of confidence in one 
who boldly defied the censures that were announced 
by archbishop, bishops and parish priests, so that 
no practical Catholic in Florence could have been ig
norant of the moral danger that threatened not only 
Savonarola himself but those also who attended his 
discourses. Moreover, with the vacillation of a 
troubled spirit, he at one moment denies that he has 
been excommunicated, and at another, attempts to ex
plain why that non-existent censure is invalid; at 
one time he declares that Alexander had excommunicated 
him without reason, at another, that the censures of 
a bad pope are ineffective. But the blindest of us
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must see that his arguments are very weak, and only
so much the more so when we find him resorting to|
doubtful means tp prove M s  rectitude. How we trem
ble, even at this far off day, as we see him in the 
pulpit, holding the Blessed Sacrament aloft, and 
calling upon God to consume him with fire from hea
ven, if the censure of the pope were validi Since no 
prayer remains unanswered, we breathe a sigh of re
lief when we 1erm  that a tender Providence did not 
respond to the friar1s anneal as he had wished,

CHAPTER 9,
HIS GLORY WANES AND THE DEATH 
PENALTY ;IS IHPLICTB3D OH HIM.

. ;IDoubt and distrust began to follow in the foot- 
stena of Savonarola like ominous shadows. Even M s  
most enthusiastid admirers 1 egan to waver in the face 
of thé terrible anathemas that threatened them. Ex- 
perlence has proved to satisfaction that no matter 
whether one touches the Church by raising even a fin- 
ger against her,, or refuses submission and denies her
" i 4 ' : ' ithe divine prerogatives her Founder gave her, retri
bution is sure to follow. With a divine Jealousy, 
Christ makes good His promise, and in such fullness 
does He do so, that not only the gates of Hell can-



not prevail, but not a single human being can tri
umph in his rebellious attitude towards His Vicar, 
'whether or not, Savonarola * a conscience warned him 
that he had overstepped the limits, one cannot but 
conjecture, but from the time he openly defied the 
Power of the Keys, his success approached a rapid 
climax in a sure and unmistakable failure# Flor
ence awakened to its danger, when the Pope threat
ened serious measures against the city if the culprit 
were not sent to Rome, A partial yielding resulted, 
and the republic gave the command to desist from 
preaching, Mrs.Oliphant remarks significantly:
"He was silenced, but his active spirit was still 
untouched, and his courage little broken." 1 
One day a Franciscan was preaching in the Church 
of St. Croce, and he declared Friar Jerome to be 
an imposter, adding that he was ready to go through 
the "ordeal by fire" with the said friar, The 
challenge was at once carried to Father Dominic 
who was replacing Savonai^ola In the pulpit of Flor
ence, and it was at once accepted. This met with 
the approval of Savonarola, and an arrangement was 
accordingly made for the "Ordeal," Fra.Donienico 
would represent the Dominican, and Rondlnelli,

1, Mrs. Oliphant, Makers of Florence, p.237.
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the Franc1set • The place appointed was the Piazza 
of the Signory. The two communities of San Marco 
and Santa Croce prepared for the ordeal by prayer 
and fasting# Very careful and even mlnutlous pre
parations were made for the event Itself• The city 
guards ./ere placed on duty at the only three entran
ces to the city that were available. All foreigners 
were ordered to leave Florence. Arms were strictly 
forbidden to any unauthorised persons. A platform 
was erected on which the plled-up fuel was so ar
ranged as to form an avenue through which the friars 
were to pass# Two tribunes were placed before It 
for the magistrates and for the friars of the two 
Orders. On April 7, the crowds filled the square 
and the house-tops of the surrounding neighborhood. 
Soon, two long files made their appearance, one of 
Dominicans, headed by Friar Dominic, and flanked by 
Savonarola, the other of Franciscans led by Rondin- 
elli. It was noted that Savonarola carried a pyx con
taining the Blessed Sacrament# Suspecting that the 
contestants might bear some charm about them, those 
In charge ordered them to exchange their clothing for 
the robes which they had brought for the purpose.
After some delay, the request was complied with. Sav
onarola held doggedly, however, to Dominie*a being al-



lowed to carry the pyx on M s  person# The crowd re
monstrated, believing that the flames would In con
sequence respect the person of the friar# A lengthy
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dlspute followed, but Savonarola would not yield#
The result was that the whole spectacle ended in rid
icule. This was the prelude of the friar«s doom.# The 
crowd had come with hungry eyes to witness the great 
ordeal; it had to disperse with its appetite unsatia
ted# Savonarola had failed them; he was no longer the 
prophet upon whose eloquent words they had hung, re
gardless of the flight of time; now they considered 
him an ordinary mortal, and they would see to it that 
he had an ordinary mortal»s trial. They could not 
be restrained# A band of young men forced the gates 
of the monastery and rushed in, searching for the friar# 
He was kneeling in prayer in the sanctuary, and was 
saved from the fury of the mob only by the city offl- 
ciala who took him off to the city prison# The Pope 
was informed of this step, and ordered Savonarola to 
be sent to Rome. Subsequent measures show that again 
this command passed unheeded. Probably the terrible 
developments that followed would never have taken 
place, had they obeyed the Pope*s injunction.

The trial lasted ten days. Calm and lmmoved 
during the first sessions, Savonarola weakened before



torture, and though hia signature vms affixed to the 
Acts of the trial, many reliable and impartial testi
monies lead us to suspect the admissions contained in 
them. He had himself acknowledged that torture would 
force him to admit whatever his opponents wished, as 
he felt unable to support the pain« How much reliance 
m y  be put upon the report of this Commission Is doubt
ful« One may form some judgment from the following 
quoted by Parsons. It is an extract from liardi, a his
torian contemporary with Savonarola.

"A noble citizen, who liad been one of the examin
ers of the said friars and who had been chosen because 
of his enmity to them, v/aa met by me in his villa; and 
being questioned by me with deliberate intention, con
cerning the truth of the said proceedings, he ingenu
ously replied in the presence of his wife, that it was 
true that in the report of Friar Jerome's trial, some things had been omitted and some things added.” 1

When the examination was over, there existed a 
great variety of opinion regarding the steps taken.
Some thought that Savonarola should be sent to Rome 
and await his fate from the hands of Alexander, but 
the majority favored the latter's appointment of com
missioners to preside at the sentence of execution.
The Holy Father named the General of the Dominicans, 
and Ramolino, auditor of the governor of Rome. The 
proceedings of the trial were ratified, and the friars 
were declared guilty of schism, heresy, perae-

1. Parsons, Studies in Church History, page 244.
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cutton of the Church, and seduction of the people.
The punishment Imposed was death by burning at the 
stake,

Vlllarl is of the opinion that the efforts of 
the commissaries of the Pope only served to bring 
out Into greater evidence the Innocence of the friar, 
Thl~ Is rather a sweeping statement to make by one 
who could not know the Ins and outs of the evidence 
as did these same commissaries. If one starts out 
to make a study of Savonarola colored entirely In a 
favorable light, one can, so to speak, so Interpret 
almost every act of the friar. But within the pale 
of the Church, and with the Insight and understand
ing of a child of the household, one sees differently. 
For Instance, to take one point alone, on which there 
was an almost unanimous condemnation, that of Savona- 
rola*s efforts to Induce many Christian princes to 
convoke a council In order to depose Alexander,

8.., Then, following In the way of all other 
rebels, he (Savonarola) urged that a Council should be 
held to depose the Pope as ”guilty of simony, a here
tic and an unbeliever,*1 Savonarola* s friends pressed 
the Florentine Envoy in France and Spain to support 
his plan; he himself addressed a letter to all the 
great Christian Princes, to the Kings of France, Spain,
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England, and Hungary, and the Emperor of Geraany, 
strongly urging them to convoke an anti-Pap&l Council.

"The hour of vengeance has arrived", he wrote In 
this document, "God desires me to reveal His secret 
counsels, and to announce to all the world the dangers 
to which the barque of Peter is exposed In consequence 
of your slackness...." After this introduction, he re
quired all Christian Princes to unite In convoking a 
Council as soon as possible In some suitable and neu
tral place." 1

The Bull Exeorabilis of Pius II in very unmistak
able terms condemns any appeal from the Pope to a Gen
eral Council. Another count on which the final decision 
against Savonarola was based was "contempt of the Holy 
See." Undoubtedly this charge is borne out by the re
peated refusals of Savonarola to obey the expressed 
commands of the Pope, and by the pointed and highly 
unfavorable comments in his sermons, so universally 
accepted as referring to the Supreme Pontiff, that 
nobody today entertains a valid doubt on the subject.

Of course, regarding the Bull just mentioned 
above, it could be maintained that Pius II, referred 
to a lawful pope per se, and that Alexander could not 
be so considered. However, we must insist that the 
latter’s election was merely illicit, not invalid, and 
since he was in actual possession of the Holy See, and 
reigning there as Pontiff, it could in no way be the 
place of an irresponsible private individual to urge 
men to revolt against him.

1. Pastor, History of the Popes, Vol.6, pages 35-6.
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One may feel tempted to suspect some of Sav
ona rola* s judges of allowing passion to blind them 
in coming to their final decision, but there were 
certainly good and upright men among them who deem
ed that justice required Savonarola and Ills compan-

|
Iona to undergo the death penalty.

Days of solitary confinement followed the final 
verdict, in which Savonarola gave himself up to prayer 
and meditation. The ’’Rule of a Christian Life” which 
he composed for his jailer reflects his thoughts and 
aspirations during these days of suffering. When on 
the 22nd of May, the eve of his execution, the news 
was brought to him, Savonarola received it with the 
calm and self-possession that are not usually asso
ciated with a guilty conscience. Me gave himself and 
his companions Holy Communion, and then the trio 
marched forth to die.

«hile this sad and doleful procession wends its 
way to the gallows, let us glance back for a moment 
on the records that have been preserved for us in the 
various examinations of Savonarola.

Ser Ceccone, whom Mrs. oilphant does not hesi
tate to call, Ba professional liar”, was, as public 
notary, the sole historian to whom an inquiring and 
Interested public five hundred years later la indebted
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for the official record of the case* The unquali
fied liberty he evidently takes to state as facts 
what Savonarola unhesitatingly denied, added to the 
unsavory reputation Ceccone eeema to have won for 
himself by all who knew him, combine to stamp his 
account with as note of unreliability which prevents 
one’s referring to it with any degree of confidence.

On the Piazza the messengers of death were n- 
waitlng the condemned. There the scaffold had been 
erected with the fuel piled high beneath that was to 
receive the lifeless forms and consume them forever 
from the public veneration of the few who faithfully 
cherished the Friar * a memory and who longed to show 
marks of honor to his remains* Before three tribu
nals the guilty ones successively passed: that of 
the Bishop, who unfrocked them; next, singularly 
strange as it may seem, before that of the Pope*a 
commissioners to recleve a plenary indulgence, surely 
a suggestive and thought-provoking Incident, and 
thirdly, before that of the civil power by whom they 
were handed over to the executioner* Poetry finds 
a rich fund for fanciful reflections in the portrait 
of the friar as he ascended the ladder that led to 
the halter, and, turning, rested his eyes for a last 
look on his people, so deeply beloved, for whom he



had labored and fought and lost* What response did
he meet with? It mattered little, and at this hour, 
he cared less. He was conscious now of only God and 
His judgment, so often the reverse of man’si His 
frail bark had gone through many a storm, and the 
fierce ocean of upturned, and for the most part, un
sympathetic, faces, affected him not at all, and In 
no wise disturbed the peace of a great soul that had 
given Its all for the cause he had espoused, and now 
calmly witnessed his defeat at the hands of the very 
ones whom he had taught and trained, and sheltered 
from avenging foes.

What were his thoughts as he drank In that 
last long look? The question may be glibly put, but 
who could try to answer It?

Perhaps In spirit he journeyed back to the 
pretorium of Pilate and joined himself to that gentle 
Figure standing there, the butt of the mob, the Vic
tim of their malice and ingratitude. He saw Him re
jected and turned down by Ills own, and yet well he 
knew of the flood gates of strength and power and In
spiration that would be loosened from those Wounds 
when He died a Failurel Would some moral force go 
forth down the ages too, from his poor endeavor?
Would victory ensue from his defeat, his failure, that
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would ring down the Ages, and call to arms the slug
gard, cowardly spirits? Or at least would the toll
ing of his death knell echo in the clarions of a 
mighty spiritual warfare wherein evil would he over
come by the very forces it had striven to conquer, 
and noble hearted men and women find in his great 
mistake at least some incentive to go on with the 
strife until the end?«••••«.

It was all over In a moment. Fire leapt up to 
consume his bodily remains, but nothing could quench 
the spirit that had striven in M s  soul, and even to
day there are not a few who go so far to look upon 
him, however falsely, as a martyred saint«

CHAPTER 10. THE COHCLUSXON

As we turn aside from the gruesome picture of the 
gallows, we renew our regrets that such a noble being 
should have come to such an end. Gifted as he undoubt
edly was, not only with a great mind, but with a still 
greater heart, he had the added power of being able 
to express In an eloquent and Irresistible way the 
yearnings of his spirit, "hat a forcible picture he 
presents at one and the same time of the magnitude 
of man*3 Influence, and of M s  utter pettiness when 
pride leads him to refuse allegiance to Mgher powers!

(
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In his monk«a cell we see him first, deep in 
prayer and meditation. His cowl and habit tells 
the world that he has broken from its charms and 
built himself a solitude apart, where he can send 
up on high his yearnings for his fellowmen. But 
temptation came to him even within the cloistered 
cell and made him see strange things in a distort«, 
ed light. Then his unbridled imagination mirrored 
fancies as facts, and led him to believe himself 
what he never was to be — prophet and reformer.
This vision gave a false coloring to all • per
sons and events — and whilst minimising great and 
fundamental principles, until they became as naught, 
it magnified his own personality, and the poor monkfs 
cell could no longer hold his misplaced zeal, and the 
great city of Florence became the theatre of hie pro
digious labors. Here we find him In the rostrum, 
mercilessly upbraiding vice, and calmly and surely 
directing the politics of an Italian republic - at 
one moment, a lamb - at another, a lion, and ever 
the one Fra Girolamo, the great enigma of his day - 
the strangely attractive, cowled figure! Savonarola. 
He had mistaken the urgings of his unabated zeal 
for God*s leadings, and Sinai1a thunders echoed in
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his fierce denunciations. Anathemas he hurled 
at high and low: his Inward being was on fire 
and the flame must burn the dross from every 
Sacred office» He thought himself the chosen of 
the Lord, to beat down upon the grain of God, till 
only the purest wheat remained, but wheat and chaff 
were alike mercilessly swept away by the wind of 
his ungovemed passion«

And now the beautiful symmetry of God’s plan 
was marred, and no efforts, however astounding, 
could avail against the Power that had decreed: 
"Thus far and no farther»" All the glamor of a 
political triumph could be but as the painted 
scenery of the stage, when he went forth armed 
with a too great self- confidence, to play a blind
ly self-chosen part. Success came in a flash, and 
vanished with equal rapidity» "I will not give 
My glory to another”, Eternal Truth had said, and 
Savonarola was to be no exception. The glory of 
the halo he might have claimed as a holy monk 
waned in the lurid glare of the market place, and 
he forfeited the homage a just and eager world 
would have rendered at his shrine« where we might 
have knelt and whispered a fervent "ora pro nobis", 
we now cry out from the depths of our being, "mis-



erere Domino," as we see how vein are man's striv
ings against the goad, Savonarola would undoubtedly 
have obtained by his hidden life of dally fidelity 
and prayer and sacrifice what he failed to accom
plish by dabbling in politics* Parson puts the 
question baldly:

"Had this priest the right to become derelict 
to his priestly vocation by descending into an 
arena of legislative squabbles?" and again:" in the 
later career of Savonarola, the priest had vanished 
in the politician." 1
Had his oown been drawn closer around his brow, and 
his being sought strength and light from Inward Life, 
then should he have had a divine power, irresistible 
over the hearts and minds of men; then would he have 
wrought the transformations he had yearned for - had 
changed lions to lambs - demons to saints - mortal 
men to other Christs.

As his great, tall figure looms out of the pages 
of the past we sec some Catholics as well as many 
Protestants swinging the censer before his shrine.
To the understanding mind, however, he is a great 
enigma; his form casts a mighty shadow in the his
tory of the Church, but she has ever gone down 
the ages unhampered by the blows of this erring
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son, ready to palliate M s  faults and to pity M a  
mistakes, made, we trust, in good faith, and "laid 
not to M s  charge” we pray.
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