
Giovanni Caroli and the New Humanist Aesthetics
Amos Edelheit

Abstract

The  relation  between  two  dominant  tradi-
tions  which  converged  during  the  Renais-
sance  –  the  scholastic,  religious,  and  tradi-
tional culture whose duration is wrongly con-
fined to the Middle  Ages,  and the younger
humanist  culture  that  is  usually  associated
with modernity – stand at the heart of this
article. The argument here is that to under-
stand the intellectual  history of  the Renais-
sance  there  is  a  need  for  a  much  more

nuanced approach that is  sensitive towards
both these traditions and alert to the ways in
which  they  interacted  and  overlapped.  Our
case study is provided by the Dominican friar
Giovanni  Caroli  (1428–1503),  who  was  a
leading theologian in Florence during the sec-
ond half of the fifteenth century. This article
focuses on Caroli's reaction to the new aes-
thetics in the context of a deep spiritual cri-
sis.
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[1] Giovanni Caroli (1428–1503) was the leading Dominican theologian in Florence during the last
decades of the fifteenth century.1 In this article he will serve as a case study for the interactions
between Dominican friars and the relatively new humanist culture. As we shall see, Caroli was not
only fully aware of the changing atmosphere in Florence but also played an active role in, and
reacted to, what was going on around him. These developments included the growing tensions
inside  the Dominican  order  between the  Observants  and the Conventuals  over  the  need for
reform, increasing tensions in Florentine politics between the Medici family and its rivals, and the
rise of Savonarola during the 1490s as a result of religious and political turmoil. Moreover, Caroli
was  a  man  who  lived  between  the  two  great  traditions  of  his  time:  the  scholastic  and  the
humanist.  Despite his position as a leading Dominican theologian in Florence and his obvious
preference  for  the  scholastic  tradition  (as  well  as  his  explicit  critique  of  the  new  humanist
fashion), his writings reveal a far more complex picture, in which we find the unique fifteenth-
century mixture of traditional ideas and new notions. In this respect he remained loyal both to his
spiritual mentor, the influential Florentine archbishop Antonino Pierozzi, and to his teacher and
colleague at the University of Florence, the humanist Cristoforo Landino.

[2] I will start with a few considerations on the historiographical problem underlying this entire
special issue. Why has the full story of the Dominicans in the Renaissance not yet been told by
modern scholars  of  the Renaissance? Two revealing episodes,  one from the beginning of  the
fifteenth  century  and  another  from  the  last  decade  of  the  same  century,  might  explain  the
common notion – as it is reflected in modern historiography – of a contrast, as it were, between
the Dominicans and what they represent on the one hand,  and the Renaissance and what it
stands for  on the other.  The first  episode is  the clash between the Dominican reformer and
cardinal Giovanni Dominici and the famous humanist and Chancellor of the Florentine Republic
Coluccio Salutati on the issue of the moral and religious value of studying the ancient classical and
pagan poets.  While Dominici  adopted a critical  position,  Salutati argued that through reading

1 On  Caroli  see  Salvatore I. Camporeale,  O.P.,  "Giovanni  Caroli  e  le  Vitae  fratrum  S.  M.  Novellae –
umanesimo e  crisi  religiosa  (1460–1480)",  in:  Memorie  Domenicane 12  (1981),  141-267,  containing  an
appendix with Caroli's letter of dedication to Cristoforo Landino, his general introduction, and his seven
introductions to each of the  Vitae on pp. 236-267; and his  "Giovanni Caroli – dal  Liber dierum alle  Vitae
fratrum", in: Memorie Domenicane 16 (1985), 199-233, including an appendix containing the third book of
the Liber dierum lucensium on pp. 218-233. Camporeale's other works on Caroli are: "Giovanni Caroli, 1460–
1480: Death, Memory, and Transformation", in: Marcel Tetel, Ronald G. Witt, and Rona Goffen, eds.,  Life
and Death in Fifteenth-Century Florence, Durham/London 1989, 16-27; "Humanism and the Religious Crisis
of the Late Quattrocento – Giovanni Caroli, O.P., and the Liber dierum lucensium", in: Timothy Verdon and
John  Henderson,  eds.,  Christianity  and  the  Renaissance.  Images  and  Religious  Imagination  in  the
Quattrocento, New York 1990, 445–466; "Mito di Enea e crisi  mendicante – il  Liber dierum (1460–62) di
Giovanni Caroli O.P.", in:  Memorie Domenicane 30 (1999), 5-18.  And see also Amos Edelheit,  Humanism,
Theology, and Spiritual Crisis in Renaissance Florence: Giovanni Caroli's "Liber dierum lucensium". A Critical
Edition, English Translation, Commentary, and Introduction, Leiden 2018.
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these poetic accounts of the gods one can purify one's own notion of the true Christian God.2 At
the  centre  of  the  second  episode,  we  find  the  charismatic  Dominican  preacher  Girolamo
Savonarola,  hurling  fire  and  brimstone  on  the  humanists'  fashionable  admiration  of  classical
pagan civilisation and calling for an overall renovation of the religious life in Florence and in the
Church.3 However, the situation in both exemplary episodes was much more complex and calls for
a diversified engagement with the sources as well as for new interpretations.  In my view, the
image of  an essential  dichotomy regarding the relationship between the Dominicans and the
Renaissance can no longer be maintained.  Up to now, the Dominicans are mostly depicted in
historiography  as  narrow-minded  fanatic  inquisitors  who  were  completely  opposed  to  the
emerging Renaissance culture.4

[3] In what follows I criticise this overly simplistic, standard view and some of the assumptions
behind it that, to the best of my knowledge, are biased, distorted, and neglect the contributions
and achievements of several Dominicans during the Renaissance and the role they played in its
emergence  and  evolution.  Such  an  unorthodox  account  may  force  us  to  question  both  the
negative image of the Dominicans and the idealistic image of the Renaissance, as they emerge
from previous research contributions.

[4] We begin with a look at one counter example. Giovanni Gatti (ca. 1420–1484), an important
Dominican thinker who has been the subject of a study by a modern scholar,5 provides a rare,
scholarly  portrait  of  a  fifteenth-century  "Thomist".  According  to  Monfasani,  Gatti was a  non-
doctrinaire Thomist who was sympathetic to Scotus, with a strong humanist inclination that drove
him  to  learn  Greek  and  Hebrew  and  cite  classical  authors.  He  was  quite  critical  of  pagan
philosophers,  including  Plato  and  Aristotle,  and,  as  can  be  expected,  was  very  interested  in
patristic authors. Apparently, Gatti was instrumental in collecting the sources that were used by
Cardinal Bessarion in writing the third book of his In calumniatorem Platonis.6 This portrait of Gatti

2 On this episode see Caroli's own account in his biography of Dominici, cited and discussed in Camporeale
(1981), 175: "Cum poeta Coluccius, in aliis vir excellens, de fortuna vel fato quendam edidisset librum in quo
non satis probe de fide videbatur sentire – poetica forsan licentia ductus –, cum quandoque is liber ad eius
devenisset manus,  passus nequaquam est  impune illius abire sententias.  Sed mox adversus eum edidit
librum, quem  luculam noctis  vocant, in quo eius omnia sic male dicta purgavit, ut facile eo ipso et illius
errores et huius pietas atque eruditio designentur." See also Edmund Hunt's introduction to his edition,
Iohannis Dominici Lucula noctis, Notre Dame, IN 1940, vii-xx; Ronald G. Witt, Hercules at the Crossroads. The
Life, Works and Thought of Coluccio Salutati, Durham 1983, 410-413.

3 There is a vast scholarly literature on Savonarola. A good starting point is Donald Weinstein, Savonarola
and Florence – Prophecy and Patriotism in the Renaissance, Princeton 1970. See also Lorenzo Polizzotto, The
Elect Nation – The Savonarolan Movement in Florence 1494–1545, Oxford 1994; Amos Edelheit, Ficino, Pico,
and Savonarola: The Evolution of Humanist Theology 1461/2–1498, Leiden 2008, 369-462.

4 Such a dichotomy is also conveyed in the title chosen by the excellent scholar of Dominican intellectual
history,  Michael  Tavuzzi,  Renaissance  Inquisitors.  Dominican  Inquisitors  and  Inquisitorial  Districts  in
Northern Italy, 1474–1527, Leiden 2007.
5 See John Monfasani, "Giovanni Gatti of Messina: A Profile and an Unedited Text", in his Greeks and Latins
in Renaissance Italy. Studies on Humanism and Philosophy in the 15th Century, Aldershot 2004, VII.

6 Giovanni Gatti, Notata, seu Tractatus qui erat fons Libri III operis Bessarionis In Calumniatorem Platonis
adversus Georgium Trapezuntium, ed. John Monfasani, Turnhout 2021. 
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shows  the  complexities  involved  in  studying  such  a  Renaissance  Dominican  "Thomist",  well
beyond some common clichés and uncritical images.

[5] We could clearly continue and present more historical evidence that shows the contributions
made by Dominican thinkers to the Renaissance, and even to the new political discourse. For
example, we could mention the history of republican tendencies among Dominican friars and
among  members  of  other  religious  orders  in  fifteenth-century  Florence.  For  instance,  both
Giovanni  Caroli  and  Savonarola  can be viewed in  the  context  of  Dominican republicanism in
Florence, a tradition that started at the end of the thirteenth century into the early decades of the
fourteenth century with thinkers such as Ptolemy of Lucca (c. 1236 – c. 1327) and Girolamo dei
Remigi  (1235–1319).7 Yet  there  is  a  difference  between them:  Caroli  must  be  regarded  as  a
representative  of  a  moderate  version  of  aristocratic  republicanism  according  to  the  classical
model of Leonardo Bruni, and thus supporting the Medici regime; Girolamo Savonarola, on the
other  hand,  must  be  regarded  as  a  representative  of  a  more  extreme  version  of  popular
republicanism, influenced by biblical and early Christian models, but also by the Ciompi Revolt of
1378 and its  persistent and influential memory in Florentine politics  throughout the fifteenth
century, which was also used by some of the political rivals of the Medici family.8

[6] What might be the reason for this negative image of Renaissance Dominicans? In order to deal
with this question, we need to add another conceptual component: "scholasticism", or "scholastic
philosophy", which is of course associated with the Dominicans and has a very bad reputation
among many scholars of the Renaissance. Why do many Renaissance scholars still disregard the
scholastic philosophy of the Renaissance? There are many reasons for that: the terms "scholastic"
or  "scholasticism" are still used as pejorative terms by many contemporary scholars. We should
mention here the old historiographical paradigm presented by Étienne Gilson, who argued that
after the thirteenth century, scholastic philosophy was in constant decline, thus ignoring all the
important developments in scholastic philosophy that took place in the fourteenth and fifteenth
centuries.9 Admittedly,  philosophers  of  the  fourteenth  century  have  featured  prominently  in

7 See the discussion and the detailed critical remark, with further references, in Ronald  G. Witt,  "In the
Footsteps  of  the  Ancients".  The  Origins  of  Humanism  from  Lovato  to  Bruni, Leiden  2000,  62-65,  and
especially n. 78 on pp. 63-64. 

8 On  this  political  background,  with  further  references,  see  John  M.  Najemy,  "Civic  Humanism  and
Florentine  Politics",  in:  James  Hankins,  ed.,  Renaissance  Civic  Humanism:  Reappraisals  and  Reflections,
Cambridge, UK 2000, 75-104. 

9 On  the  "Gilsonian  paradigm" see  Russell  L.  Friedman,  Medieval  Trinitarian  Thought  from  Aquinas  to
Ockham,  Cambridge, UK 2010, 133-170, as well  as Étienne Gilson,  History of Christian Philosophy in the
Middle Ages, New York 1955. For some scholarly accounts on later developments in scholastic philosophy,
see the studies on the new psychology in scholastic philosophy (mainly in Scotus and the Scotist tradition)
during the later  part  of  the thirteenth century and the first  decades of  the fourteenth century:  Guido
Alliney,  "La contingenza della fruizione beatifica nello sviluppo del pensiero di Duns Scoto",  in:  Via Scoti.
Methodologica  ad  mentem Joannis  Duns Scoti.  Atti del  Congresso  Scotistico Internazionale,  Roma 9–11
marzo 1993,  ed.  Leonardo Sileo,  Rome 1995, vol.  2,  633-660;  idem, "Fra Scoto e Ockham: Giovanni  di
Reading e il dibattito sulla libertà a Oxford (1310–1320)", in:  Documenti e studi sulla tradizione filosofica
medievale 7 (1996), 243-368; idem, "La ricezione della teoria scotiana della volontà nell'ambiente teologico
parigino (1307–1316)", in: Documenti e studi sulla tradizione filosofica medievale 14 (2005), 339-404; idem,
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several recent scholarly discussions, which has elevated their importance. However, the fifteenth
century is still,  in this regard, terra incognita. So, what should we do? We must return to the
archives  and  manuscript  libraries.  We  need  first  editions  of  texts  that  currently  remain
unpublished,  we need new critical  editions of  printed texts,  and we need commentaries  and
contextualisations that might provide us with a better understanding of those texts and thinkers,
among them many Dominicans, in the contexts of the Renaissance.

[7] Our attention now shifts back to Giovanni Caroli.10 He joined the Dominican Order at Santa
Maria Novella in Florence at the age of 14 or 15. He was then ordained as a priest by Archbishop
Antonino at the age of 20 in 1448. On the same occasion he also became a Master of Arts and
Theology  at  the  Florentine  monastery.  In  1453  he  began  to  teach  the  Scriptures  and  the
Sentences  at  the University  of  Florence.  Three years  later,  at  the age of  28,  he  received his
magisterial  laurea by the hands of the same archbishop. In April 1459, at the age of 31, he was
elected prior of Santa Maria Novella for the first time. Yet he did not remain in this office for long
and was deposed in September 1460. In December he was exiled to the convent of San Romano in
Lucca. These stormy events of April–December 1460 belong to the background of Caroli's book,
the dialogue Liber dierum lucensium ("The Book of My Days in Lucca"), which was written during
his exile in Lucca. This book focuses on the institutional and spiritual crisis within the Dominican
Order,  both  at  the  personal  and  the  collective  level,  and  provides  a  profound  reflection  on
Renaissance religiosity as a whole. 

[8] What, then, was this religious crisis? And why, while serving as prior of the convent of Santa
Maria Novella, was he exiled to Lucca in September 1460? Salvatore I. Camporeale reconstructed
the historical background that led both to Caroli's exile and to his literary account of these events,
the Liber dierum lucensium:

In April 1460 disagreement and conflict surfaced between the community of Santa Maria
Novella, of which Caroli was prior, and Marziale Auribelli, general superior of the order,
regarding monastic reform and renewal. This was but a particular case of a more widely
spread  divergence  of  attitudes  on  how  to  implement  the  reform  already  begun  by
Giovanni Dominici in the early Quattrocento, which was to determine the development of
the mendicant orders in Italy for the rest of the century. Caroli argued for a reform that
would  respect  the  juridical  autonomy and specific  tradition of  the  convent.  Auribelli,

"The  Treatise  on  the  Human  Will  in  the  Collationes  oxonienses Attributed  to  John  Duns  Scotus",  in:
Medioevo 30 (2005), 209-269; idem, "Francis of Marchia's Theory of the Will", in: Recherches de Théologie
et Philosophie Médiévales 79, 2 (2012), 399-426. For more on scholastic psychology see Tobias Hoffmann,
Free Will and the Rebel Angels in Medieval Philosophy, Cambridge, UK 2020, 119-162. Other examples are
fundamental works on Dominican and Franciscan education: M. Michèle Mulchahey, "First the Bow is Bent
in Study". Dominican Education before 1350, Toronto 1998; Bert Roest,  History of Franciscan Education,
Leiden 2000. See also the studies included in Kent Emery Jr., William J. Courtenay, and Stephen M. Metzger,
eds., Philosophy and Theology in the Studia of the Religious Orders and at Papal and Royal Courts. Acts of
the  XVth  Annual  Colloquium  of  the  Société  Internationale  pour  l'Étude  de  la  Philosophie  Médiévale,
University of Notre Dame, 8–10 October 2008, Turnhout 2012.

10 Information regarding Caroli's life and works, with further references, can be found in  Edelheit (2018),
1-5.



Edelheit, "Giovanni Caroli and the New Humanist Aesthetics"                      RIHA Journal 17, 2 (2026)

instead, sought to impose a reform using the authority of his own jurisdiction as general
superior, that is to say, with criteria quite unrelated to their local tradition. Despite the
support  of  the Signoria of  Florence, who agreed entirely  with the convent’s  position,
Caroli was removed as prior and exiled to Lucca in September 1460.11

[9] The immediate conflict, then, was between the convent's liberty and autonomy, grounded in
its tradition and local history and enabling it to carry out reforms, and the authority of the general
superior, who sought to impose reform from outside.  But the wider context was the Dominican
observant  reform movement  that  had  already  begun in  Germany  in  the  last  decades  of  the
fourteenth century and arrived in Italy by 1391 through the activity of Giovanni Dominici (c.  1356–
1419).12 This reform movement raised a serious constitutional problem: under whose authority
should the reformed convents operate? As mentioned, in 1391 the reform movement reached
Italy,  and  reformed  convents  began  to  unite  and  demand  autonomy  from  the  provincial
institutions. In 1393, Giovanni Dominici became the first general vicar to deal with this problem. 13

This was the context for what took place at Santa Maria Novella in the early 1460s. 

[10] Let us go back to Caroli. At some point, most likely during the late 1460s, he returned to
Santa Maria Novella in Florence and in 1469 he was elected dean of the College of Doctors of
Theology at the University of Florence. In 1476, he directed the Studium of Santa Maria Novella,
but in October he was replaced by the scholastic philosopher Dominic of Flanders (c.  1425–1479),
who had arrived from Bologna. In November 1479, he was elected prior of Santa Maria Novella
for the second time, an office he held this time until October 1481. In 1483, he was vice-dean of
the  College  of  Doctors  of  Theology.  Caroli  was  therefore  responsible  for  the  monastery's
economic administration throughout the 1480s and 1490s, and he represented the monastery on
several occasions. In July 1499, he was elected prior of Santa Maria Novella for the third time and
held the office until September 1500. During these years, he also served as librarian and copyist,
and was among the friars who wrote the monastery's  obitus, the book containing biographical
records of deceased friars. Caroli himself died in Florence in 1503.

[11]  Among  Caroli's  works  is  a  series  of  seven  biographies  of  great  Dominicans  of  the  past:
Giovanni  di  Salerno,  Aldobrandino  Cavalcanti,  Simone de' Salterelli,  Angelo  Acciaiuoli,  Alessio
Strozzi, Guido da Raggiolo, and Giovanni Dominici. All of them were important members of Santa
Maria Novella's community, and some of them were central figures in Florentine public life and in
the  ecclesiastical  hierarchy  between  1217  and  1420.  The  work,  entitled  Vitae  nonnullorum
fratrum beatae Mariae Novellae ("The Lives of Several Brothers from the Blessed Maria Novella"),
was written between 1475 and 1480.  In  this  work,  Caroli  combines history  and hagiography,

11 Camporeale (1989), 17. For a more detailed account see Camporeale (1981), 141-145. See also Celestino
Piana,  La Facoltà teologica dell'Università di Firenze nel Quattro e Cinquecento, Grottaferrata 1977, 109-
114.

12 On  this  immediate  conflict  see  R. P.  Mortier,  Histoire  des  Maîtres  Généraux  de  l'Ordre  des  Frères
Précheurs, vol. 4, Paris 1909, 387-402; Raymond Creytens, O.P.,  "La déposition de maître Martial Auribelli
O.P. par Pie II (1462)", in: Archivum Fratrum Praedicatorum 45 (1975), 147-200.

13 This is discussed in Raymond Creytens and Alfonso D'Amato,  "Les actes capitulaires de la congrégation
dominicaine de Lombardie (1482–1531)", in: Archivum Fratrum Praedicatorum 31 (1961), 213-306. 
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traditional medieval elements derived from contemporary chronicles, and the classical model of
Plutarch's biographies to develop his own distinctive conception of history and historiography.
The work opens with a dedicatory letter to the humanist Cristoforo Landino (1425–1498) and with
a short  encomium of  Florence, most likely  written around 1478.  In these texts,  Caroli  relates
himself directly not only to contemporary Florentine humanists such as Landino, but also alludes
to Leonardo Bruni's famous laudatio of Florence, thus inscribing himself in the glorious tradition
of Florentine humanism. The same is true of his dedications of individual biographies: those of
Simone de' Salterelli to Giorgio Antonio Vespucci, Angelo Acciaiuoli to Donato Acciaiuoli, Guido da
Raggiolo to Roberto Buoninsegni, and Giovanni Dominici to Francesco Berlinghieri. However, this
was not the only occasion on which Caroli  wrote an encomium. He had already dedicated an
earlier work,  the  Laudatio pratensis,  to Prato while staying there during a plague in Florence,
probably in 1456.

[12]  Another important work that combines history  and contemporary  politics  is  the  Libri  de
temporibus suis ("The Books of Our Own Times"), a pro-Medici treatise written between 1480 and
1482 under the impression of the Pazzi Conspiracy of 1478.14 The first of its three books is entitled
Defensio Cosmi et suorum adversus Filelfum and is clearly a reply to Francesco Filelfo – yet again
an indication of Caroli's dialogue with the humanists as well as his involvement in contemporary
politics.  In  a  later  work,  entitled  De  comparatione  aliarum  aetatum  ad  senectutem ("On
Comparing the Other Ages of Life with Old Age") and written between 1497–1500, Caroli seems to
follow the classical model of Cicero (e.g., Cato Maior de Senectute ["Cato Major on Old Age"]) and
Seneca (e.g., Letter 26 in the Epistulae Morales ad Lucilium ["Moral Letters to Lucilius"]: "On Old
Age and Death").  Among many sermons and works of biblical exegesis written throughout his
career as a professional theologian, as a preacher and a professor of theology, we can mention
here his 1474 treatise entitled De exemplis sacrae scripturae ("On Moral Models from Scripture")
or  his  later  work (in  Italian)  entitled  Esposizione  dei  Salmi  penitenziali ("An Exposition of  the
Penitential Psalms") written around 1499.

[13] Caroli's Liber dierum lucensium was closely related to the controversy within the Dominican
Order regarding the observant reform movement and the nature of the necessary reforms. It was
by no means the only occasion on which Caroli became involved in a contemporary controversy
on spiritual  and political  issues.  During  the 1490s he was one of  the main opponents  of  the
powerful Dominican preacher and prophet Girolamo Savonarola and he expressed his opposition
to the popular preacher and to some of his followers in sermons and polemical writings. Among
these, we may mention his Contro una difesa del convento di S. Marco contrario all'unione coi
conventi riformati tosco-romani ("Against a Defence of the Convent of San Marco Contrary to the
Union with the Tosco-Roman Reformed Convents"), or Contra la lamentazione della falsa sposa di
Cristo e lamentazione dello sposo ("Against the Lamentation of the False Bride of Christ and a
Lamentation of the Bridegroom"), or his 1497 attack on a student and follower of Ficino who later
became a keen supporter of Savonarola, Giovanni Nesi, Contra Johannis Nesii oraculum de novo
saeculo ("Against Giovanni Nesi’s Oracle of a New Era"). Another attack came in Caroli's belated
response to the humanist-oriented philosopher Giovanni Pico della Mirandola and his 900 Theses

14 I am currently working on a critical edition, English translation, and a commentary of this text.
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(published in 1486),  entitled  Contro Pico della Mirandola ("Against Pico della Mirandola") and
written in 1498.15

[14] In  the  Liber  dierum  lucensium,  both  Florentine  republicanism  (here  reflected  in  Caroli's
following of Bruni in writing a laudatio for Florence) and the humanist fashion in Florence (Caroli
as a student of Cristoforo Landino at the Studio, to whom he addressed the introductory letter to
his laudatio) become part of the Dominican Order's internal crisis over reform. Thus, however, the
internal institutional crisis became a more general spiritual crisis of the Dominican Order,  with
both political and cultural reverberations.16

[15] Do we have other, more specific references in Caroli's writings to the emerging humanist
fashion and to Renaissance aesthetics? A very interesting reference to the studia humanitatis in
the context of the debate over the proper reform is found in the beginning (I, 22) of the  Liber
dierum lucensium:

When that memorable and doleful ruin of our house and family chased me out of my city
and drove me away into exile in Lucca, along with Jacobus Petri, who had barely escaped
unscathed from the same destruction, we were very kindly and courteously received by
the friars [and] spent all the winter season in literary studies. I, indeed, having been given
a position in public education in that city, devoted myself to these worthy and laudable
pursuits.17

[16] The key phrase is found in the sentence in studiis humanitatis tempus hyemale transegimus –
conspicuously  different  from  in  studiis  divinitatis –  and  this  way  of  spending  time  is  here
somewhat  contrasted with  (or  else  functions as  an antidote to)  the institutional  crisis  in  the
Dominican Order. In the same way, a variation on a verse from Virgil appears in another passage
recalling the same painful crisis in Book Three of the Liber dierum (III, 18):

I have never seen anything more turbulent, nothing more similar to ruin and destruction.
In like manner that verse of Virgil, yet in a different sense, came to mind: "O unfortunate,
whose walls are now crumbling".18

15 On Caroli's criticism of Pico see Edelheit, A Philosopher at the Crossroads. Giovanni Pico della Mirandola's
Encounter with Scholastic Philosophy, Leiden 2022, 445-475.

16 Edelheit (2018), 30-32, with further references. 

17 Caroli (I, 22) in Edelheit (2018), 58: "Cum memorabilis illa flebilisque domus et familie nostre ruina mihi
urbe  excluso  Luce  exilium  detulisset,  unaque  mecum  Iacobus  Petri  ex  eodem  vix  exscidio  liberatus
<<venisset>>, comiter et perhumane a fratribus excepti in studiis humanitatis tempus hyemale transegimus.
Ego quidem publico civitatis instituto conductus optimis illis et laudatissimis exercitationibus incumbebam."
This passage is also cited and discussed in Camporeale (1981), 144. 

18 Caroli  (III,  18)  in  Edelheit  (2018),  176:  "Itaque nihil  tumultuosius,  nihil  ruine excidioque similius vidi.
Proinde Maronis illud carmen, diversa tamen sentencia, sese animo ingerebat: 'O infortunati quorum iam
menia ruunt'." Vergilius, Aen. I, 437: "O fortunati, quorum iam moenia surgunt".
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And both Virgil and Jeremiah 'are called' to help Caroli in his efforts to deal with the crisis (I,  5-6).19

It is quite astonishing to find these references to Virgil at the very heart of his account of such a
personal and institutional crisis involving his own Order and monastery, a crisis so closely related
to  the  essence  of  monastic  life  and  occurring  during  the  broader  historical  transition  from
medieval communal culture to the Renaissance city-state.

[17] We find interesting references to the new Renaissance aesthetics in Caroli's biographies of
the seven Dominican friars mentioned earlier. Caroli's aesthetic awareness is manifested in his
account of the foundation of the Dominican community in Florence, as presented in his biography
of its  founding figure, Giovanni da Salerno, written in 1474/75. The description is inspired by
Dominican  iconography found in  Santa  Maria  Novella  (cf.  Andrea  di  Bonaiuto's  mural  of The
Church Militant and the Church Triumphant, in which the Dominicans – sometimes referred to as
domini canes – are accompanied by black-and-white spotted dogs):

Yet these dogs of different colours distinguished by white and black, against whom flocks
of  wolves  were rushing with great passion,  tearing apart  with their  teeth the divine
sheepfold, cruelly and wickedly devouring the limbs of the believers, which no human
hand would have dismembered.20

[18] The biographies of  the theologian Alessio Strozzi  and the grammarian Guido da Raggiolo
show, as noted by Camporeale, the special place given in the community of Santa Maria Novella
to both  studia divinitatis  and  studia humanitatis as complimentary disciplines, essential to the
intellectual activity of the city. It shows the bond between the monastery and the city. 21 This bond
also has an aesthetic dimension: in the biography of Aldobrandini Cavalcanti, Caroli points out
that there was so much love in those friars for the souls of their fellow citizens that they were

19 Caroli  (I,  5-6)  in  Edelheit  (2018),  50:  "Adeo  illa  priscorum  patrum  sanctimonia  destituti,  concidere
plerique, ut recte familie nostre ruinas,  eisdem versibus, quis poeta noster Troiana excidia in Hectorea
similitudine flebat, deplorare possimus:

'Heu mihi qualis erat, quantum mutatus ab illo
Hectore qui rediit, exuvias, indutus Achillis
Vel Danaum Frigios iaculatus puppibus ignes.
Squalentem barbam, et concretos sanguine crines
Vulneraque illa gerens, que circum plurima muros
Accepit patrios, ultro flens ipse videbar.'

Sed  et  sanctissimus  vates,  obscuratum  aurum  optimumque  colorem,  lacrimosis  querebatur  vocibus,
inmutatum, cum sancte civitatis dirui muros, iuvenes ense prosterni, virgines captivas conduci,  fanaque
omnia violari, egerrime conspexisset." Cf. Vergilius, Aen. II, 274-279, cum variationibus; Lam 4,1: "Quomodo
obscuratum est aurum mutatus est color optimus".

20 This piece is cited and discussed in Camporeale (1989), 168: "Versicolores autem hii canes albo nigroque
distincti  in  quosque  luporum  ardentissime  ferebantur  greges,  qui  ovile  dominicum  dentibus  misere
lacerabant depascenturque fidelium artus dire impieque, quos nulla hominum eripuisset manus."

21 Camporeale (1989), 173: "La narrazione biografica dei due personaggi è sottesa dall'esaltazione della 'vo-
cazione' magisteriale, propria dell'Ordine, nella società ecclesiale e civile. Lo Strozzi è il 'maestro in teologia';
Guido da Raggiolo è il 'maestro di grammatica'. La comunità di Santa Maria Novella è luogo privilegiato di
studia divinitatis  e  studia humanitatis:  qui,  ricerca teologica e discipline letterarie raggiungono sintesi e
complementarità in funzione della città."

https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Datei:Way-of-salvation-church-militant-triumphant-andrea-di-bonaiuto-1365.jpg
https://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Datei:Way-of-salvation-church-militant-triumphant-andrea-di-bonaiuto-1365.jpg
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striving for the enlargement of their Order and its ornament, and for this purpose they spared no
effort.22 Caroli refers in this context to the architectural beauty and solidity of Santa Maria Novella
(the summum civitatis templum) that has become an object of admiration; as the focal point of
this admiration we find the sacristy where the objects for the liturgy are kept.23

[19] Writing the history of the Dominican community of Santa Maria Novella from its formation in
the  thirteenth  century  up  to  the  fifteenth  century  through  the  biographical  lens  of  seven
distinguished members provides Caroli with a critical perspective regarding a declining present. 24

However, this sense of decline is not restricted to religious matters only, it has implications for all
walks of life and on every element in Florentine society. These are the opening words of Caroli 's
preface to the biography of Alessio Strozzi:

It is most clearly agreed by all that between this age of ours and the previous one there is
a significant distance both with regard to virtue and prudence, as well as to corporeal
strengths and to all other matters which are subject to the fluctuations of fortune.25

Caroli is obviously alluding here to a famous Renaissance theme (from Petrarch to Machiavelli)
that  became the  title  of  a  widely  read  book  by  Poggio  Bracciolini  written  in  1447–1448,  De
varietate fortunae, to which Caroli had already explicitly referred in his  Liber dierum lucensium.
According to Caroli, the decline from the communal era to the present republican era was taking
place on both levels:  spiritual  and corporeal;  it  was a moral  (virtue)  and political  (prudence)
decline just as it was a physical-material decline:

Also the arts which are called mechanical were once practiced by people with the highest
faith and integrity; but now everything has become phoney and insincere, and everything
is made for the sake of showing off rather than for the sake of truth and integrity in art.
Therefore, who would be wrong in saying that there is the greatest distance between this
age of ours and the previous one, especially when we notice that everything changed in
such a diverse, miserable and desperate fashion?26

Caroli targets 'pomp' as a form of behaviour (being led by a personal and familial ambition instead
of the common good) and its aesthetic manifestations, that is, doing everything in excess and not

22 Caroli  in  Camporeale  (1981),  183:  "tantus  fuit  in  illis  patribus  animorum ardor,  et  ita  sue  religionis
amplificationi studebant atque ornamento, ut pro hac ipsa re nec laboribus nec sollicitudini parcendum
putarent".

23 Caroli in Camporeale (1981), 187: "earum rerum visu nil pulchrius, nil sumptu ipso magnificentius, nil
denique ad divinarum rerum celebritatem ornatius arbitremur nostra in urbe posse commode inveniri".

24 Caroli in Camporeale (1981), 189: "periit quidem pene omnis illa priscorum patrum sancta devotio, qua ad
erigenda domos et componendos mores ardentissime ferebantur". 

25 Caroli  in  Camporeale  (1981),  217:  "Inter  hanc  nostram  et  superiorem  etatem  distare  plurimum
apertissime constat,  cum virtute  atque prudentia tum viribus corporis  ac  rerum omnium,  que fortune
subduntur varietate." 

26 Caroli  in Camporeale (1981), 221: "Artes quoque, quas mechanicas vocant, summa fide et integritate
quondam homines exercebant; nunc autem fucata omnia ac ficta, et ad ostentationem magis quam ad
veritatem artisque decentiam facta.  Quis ergo iniuria dixerit  hanc nostram inter et  superiorem etatem
distare plurimum, quando quidem tam varie tam insulse tamque perdite omnia cernimus immutata?"
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keeping the proper measure. According to him, if those who foolishly spent all their fortune on
buildings had rather spent it on their businesses, it would have been much more beneficial and
useful for both themselves and for others. This investment in houses, both in the city and outside
the  city,  was  not  without  a  huge  cost,  not  to  mention the  injustice  ( iniuria)  and  oppression
(oppressio)  of  many.  On  the  other  hand  there  was  so  much  ingenuity  (solertia)  and  probity
(probitas)  among  the  ancients,  those  members  of  the  Florentine  society  in  the  previous
generation who kept their houses in the city honourable (honesta), and equally so their properties
in the countryside, never seeking royal houses or such a variety of ornaments (varia superlex).27

[20] In his preface to Guido da Raggiolo's biography we find how the aesthetic critique is related
to a moral and religious critique in the context of music and liturgy:

Yet I cannot approve enough of that which we see is abundantly visible in an enormous
assemblage by quite a few people of our city where, as they say, people have become
accustomed to sing both prophetic psalms and divine hymns through fake melodies and
harmonies […] certainly it would have been much better to adhere to the footsteps of the
sacred fathers [who], as they say, devoutly pursue divine praises through that firm as
well as solid song, so that our soul would not wander off either because of extravagance
and superficiality or lose its way and fall through that fake, trifling and weak [song], and
finally produce no spiritual fruit.28

As pointed out by Camporeale, Caroli contrasts here the tradition of monophonic chant (cantus
firmus)  with  the  new  Renaissance  polyphonic  chant  (cantus  figuratus)  that  he  regards  as
distracting. In parallel to how Caroli lamented a deterioration in the contemporary products of the
mechanical arts (buildings and artistic monuments), the lament was repeated also in the case of
liturgical  music:  artificiality  and  lightness  replace  authenticity  and  profundity.  Essentially,  the
problem is that through such music the words of the liturgy cannot be grasped and understood. 29

27 Caroli in Camporeale (1981), 220: "Omnia sua in edificiis conferentes multa aureum milia inprudenter
muris committunt, que, si  negociationibus applicarent, et sibi et ceteris omnibus plurimum commodi et
utilitatis afferrent. Age vero, quod superbus ille apparatus in tectis, et in civitate et agris, haud nisi summa
impensa et sumptu quam maximo fieri vel conservari potest, nec absque iniuria et oppressione multorum.
At antiquorum tanta solertia et probitas fuit, ut et domum in urbe honestam et ruri sue conditioni parem
habere curarent, nec regias domos nec tam variam superlectilem postularent." 

28 Caroli  in  Camporeale  (1981),  228-229:  "Non satis etiam probo id  quod in  non nullis  nostre  civitatis
hominibus  abunde  observari  ingenti  multorum  concursu  vidimus,  ubi  figuratis,  ut  aiunt,  melodiis  et
consonantiis  vel  propheticos psalmos vel  divinos hymnos decantare  consuescunt … Multo  melius  certe
fuerat,  sanctorum Patrum vestigiis  inherentes,  cantu illo  – ut dicunt – firmo ac proinde gravi  ac solido
laudibus divinis devote insistere, ne per insolentiam aut levitatem noster animus evagetur, quam figurato
illo, levi atque infirmo, effluere atque labi ac tandem nihil spiritualis fructus secum afferre."

29 Caroli in Camporeale (1981), 229: "Neque enim illa multiplicitate vocum aut sonorum satis percipi verba
possunt  … nec  in  illa  festivitate  aut  celeritate  notarum potest  diutius  gravitas  ipsa  servari  […]. Itaque
concentus  illi  noviqui  inauditi,  et  si  vere  profiteri  volemus,  presumptuosi  et  ut  vocant  biscantus  omni
armonia  carentes,  haud magnopere placent,  quin  potius illos  odi  atque detestor  […]."  This  criticism of
elaborate polyphony was not  unique to  Caroli;  Savonarola also expressed a similar  concern during the
1490s. See Patrick Macey, "The lauda and the Cult of Savonarola", in: Renaissance Quarterly  45, 3 (1992),
439-483,  where there  is  a  reference to  Caroli's  criticism and the same citation above is  provided and
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For Caroli, just as proper nutrition is required in raising children, so too in the arts should the best
artists and musicians be used as examples for training future artists. Having expressed his view,
Caroli cites as additional support the story of the sculptor of Croton found in Cicero, who always
looked for the most beautiful women to imitate.30

[21] Caroli's criticism is focused on the lack of balance in contemporary civic life and in its artistic
products – on the fact that, according to him, the proper balance between the common good and
personal ambitions that was kept during the communal era is  now broken in all  walks of life
(economic activity, politics, the arts), and that the products of architecture, arts, and music have
lost an inner sense of purpose that made them so valuable, precious, and genuine to previous
generations. But to be able to present such a critical analysis of contemporary politics and culture,
Caroli had to be deeply involved and familiar with all the components of politics and culture; he
needed to play an active role as a moral theologian in an age of transition and dramatic changes
that will eventually result in the birth of modernity. In other words, Caroli had to be part of the
culture that he criticised, and obviously, as we have seen, he developed dialectical relations with
Renaissance humanism and culture, exposing himself to its influence and making his own unique
contributions to its development. 

[22]  Therefore,  the role  of  members  of  religious  orders  in  the Early  Modern period,  such as
Giovanni Caroli, and their relationship to Renaissance culture should not be dismissed for the sake
of a 'great story' of secularisation and progress. We need to modify this 'great story' and change it
in order to make room for historical evidence concerning religion and the religious institutions
and individuals who played their part in shaping Early Modern European civilisation.

discussed on p. 443. Macey emphasises the importance of lauda singing among the Dominicans and their
leading role in writing  lauda texts.  This is yet another indication of an important contribution made by
Dominican friars to Renaissance culture. From a more precise aesthetic perspective, according to Macey (p.
480), "Savonarola thus cultivated an already flourishing native Italian tradition of vernacular sacred music
that placed emphasis on the word and avoided the musical display of the Franco-Flemish composers, and
his trend was followed outside Italy by Reformation leaders – Luther in Germany, Calvin in Switzerland,
Archbishop Parker in England – who recognised, like Savonarola, the importance of fostering a body of
vernacular sacred music, encouraging congregations to sing their new beliefs."

30 Caroli in Camporeale (1981), 263: "Videmus autem et in infantibus aliquid tale accidere, quos si materno
optimo ac puro lacte non alieno enutrias aut infecto et humoribus multis inmixto, et corpore valent et nullis
malis obnoxii aut orbati solida ac firma incolumitate persistunt.  In practicis quoque artibus idem quisque
intelligere potest, ut in pictoribus musicis fabrisque, qui nisi optimo se exemplo instruxerint ad eius artis
perfectionem pervenire vix possunt. Proinde et Cicero noster in Rethoricis Crotoniatum exempli mentionem
facit,  qui,  statuam fabricare volens,  non nisi  puellis  honestissima forma prestantibus hoc fieri  posse ex
peritissimo didicere fabro."
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