
[https://commons.warburg.sas.ac.uk/downloads/j3860693n]

Dall’Aglio, Stefano. Truths and lies of a Renaissance murder / Stefano
Dall'Aglio.

2017

Book Section

To cite this version:

Dall’Aglio, S. (2017). Truths and lies of a Renaissance murder / Stefano Dall'Aglio (pp. p. 125–143).
Cambridge UP. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316480045.007

Available at: https://commons.warburg.sas.ac.uk/concern/published_works/w9505046h

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1017/9781316480045.007

Publisher: Cambridge UP

Date submitted: 2020-05-29

Copyright is retained by the author. Terms and conditions for use of this material are defined in the User Deposit
Agreement.

https://commons.warburg.sas.ac.uk/downloads/j3860693n
https://commons.warburg.sas.ac.uk/concern/published_works/w9505046h


125

125

     6     Truths and Lies of a Renaissance Murder 
 Duke Alessandro de’ Medici’s Death between History, 
Narrative and Memory    

    Stefano   Dall’Aglio     

      Introduction 

 Florence, 7 January 1537, around 3.30 p.m. Scipione Romano, a servant 
of the duke of Florence, burst into one of the rooms of the old Palazzo 
Medici in Via Larga.  1   A horrid spectacle lay before his eyes: the corpse of 
his lord Alessandro de’ Medici (1512– 37), fi rst duke of Florence, lying 
motionless in a pool of blood, killed by dagger and sword blows.  2   After 
a fi rst moment of disorientation, Scipione and other men of the duke’s 
entourage began to try to understand what had happened in that room. 
Shortly after, the Florentine criminal magistracy did the same, and in the 
ensuing days and years others followed, including historians, all trying their 
best to reconstruct the course of events. Their work produced many dif-
ferent ‘truths’, often in confl ict with each other, but only one of them has 
been taken into consideration by modern historians. It later became the 
‘canonical’ version, despite all the differences and the doubts still pending, 
and today it is almost the only narrative existing in modern historiography. 

 The source of this version is the  Storia fi orentina  by the Florentine man 
of letters Benedetto Varchi (1503– 65).  3   Apparently, the guarantee of its 
reliability lies in the fact that Varchi had heard it directly from the two 
assassins: ‘from Lorenzo himself in the villa of Paluello, eight miles from 
Padua, and from Scoronconcolo himself in the house of the Strozzi in 
Venice’. For this reason, Varchi maintained he could tell the whole story 
‘with greater truth’ than anyone else.  4   Many of the modern historians 
and biographers who report the story of Alessandro’s death use the same 
argument to explain why that narrative is the most reliable. The great 
majority of them did not feel the need to take into consideration any 
other version of the story, presumably because it seemed that none of 
those versions could claim the same label of reliability. 

 However, many other sources exist. These include numerous other 
histories and chronicles (not only Florentine), literary works, diplomatic 
and private letters and judicial records. Some of these tell the same tale 
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as the  Storia fi orentina , while others offer a completely different story. 
Disentangling truth from fi ction, lies and mistakes is a diffi cult task, but 
in some cases not an impossible one, and it is an integral feature of the 
historian’s craft, as recently observed by Carlo Ginzburg.  5   The aim of 
this article is to reconstruct as much as possible the events surround-
ing Duke Alessandro’s death, by distinguishing ‘truth’ from legend and 
correcting several mistakes contained in the  Storia fi orentina ’s version. 
Despite his claim of a ‘greater truth’, it will be shown that things went 
differently from how Varchi recounted them and that some of his errors 
are not completely accidental. It will be argued also that the blame for 
these distortions should not be placed on Varchi but on his sources. This 
brings us to a more general question: can we be sure that a murderer’s 
testimony is more trustworthy than any other, just because it comes from 
the mouth of the best- informed person? In fact, historical reconstruc-
tions seem to be extremely problematic in the case of murders, in which 
the main characters are often the only ones who know the facts but whose 
interests often lie in hiding the truth from everybody else.  

     One History, Many Stories 

 Benedetto Varchi spent his life divided between republican affection 
and Medici allegiance. Being an enthusiastic republican supporter, he 
went voluntarily into exile after Alessandro’s death in January 1537, but 
later on he accepted the invitation of the new duke of Florence, Cosimo 
I  (1519– 74), to come back and work in his service.  6   Then, starting in 
1546, he wrote the  Storia fi orentina , universally considered his master-
piece.  7   Varchi is widely recognised as one of the best Florentine historians 
of his age and he is rightly held in great esteem for the thoroughness of 
the research he undertook before writing.  8   The present article does not 
intend to question his professionalism as a historian or to cast a shadow 
on his  Storia fi orentina  as a whole. The old reading according to which 
Varchi was a traitor of the republic who became a yes- man for Cosimo 
I, eagerly acquiescing to his political propaganda, is now generally dis-
credited.  9   The analysis presented here is signifi cant precisely because it 
is applied to the case of a particularly scrupulous and fundamentally 
reliable historian. 

 Varchi’s description of Alessandro de’ Medici’s murder occupies many 
pages of Book XV of the  Storia fi orentina . According to it, the assassin 
Lorenzino de’ Medici (1514– 48), cousin and comrade of the duke, was 
helped in the cruel deed by an accomplice, one Michele del Tavolaccino 
also known as Scoronconcolo.  10   One night, Lorenzino lured the duke 
into his bedchamber inside the old Palazzo Medici, promising him a 



Truths and Lies of a Renaissance Murder 127

127

night of love and lust with his very beautiful aunt. While an unsuspect-
ing Alessandro was lying on the bed waiting for the lady, Lorenzino and 
Scoronconcolo entered the room furtively and repeatedly struck the duke 
with swords and daggers. During the scuffl e Lorenzino was wounded in 
his hand, bitten by the duke while trying to keep Alessandro’s mouth 
shut. After Alessandro’s death, Lorenzino and Scoronconcolo sum-
moned another servant, who had not been at the crime scene, to show 
him the body. Then Lorenzino went to knock on the door of some 
Florentine citizens to raise the populace and encourage them to take 
advantage of the duke’s death. Some did not hear him knocking, others 
did not believe him, and eventually Lorenzino decided to give up, going 
to the house of Angelo de’ Marzi (1477– 1546), bishop of Assisi, who 
oversaw the Medici’s postal service, to organise his fl ight. Lorenzino used 
an excuse to obtain three horses and the nighttime opening of one of the 
city gates; he was well known as a trusted friend of Duke Alessandro and, 
as such, he was above suspicion. Thus, Lorenzino and his two accom-
plices jumped on their horses and left Florence for good. So goes Varchi’s 
story.  11   However, as will be shown in the following pages, many aspects 
of this narrative are certainly incorrect. 

 One could think that modern historians followed every single detail of 
Benedetto Varchi’s version because of a shortage of alternative sources. 
On a closer look, however, it can be noted that there were at least nine 
other contemporary Florentine historians who provided their own ver-
sions of the murder.  12   To these one must add others who worked in 
Florence in the service of the duke but wrote their stories a few years 
later and were not in the city at the time of Alessandro’s death.  13   In addi-
tion, many other narratives exist, some authored by prominent writers,  14   
or by foreign historians who have usually been ignored by modern histo-
riography.  15   To these sources one should add the all- important archival 
documents, including judicial records and diplomatic and private letters. 
As is evident, there are plenty of sources addressing Alessandro’s death, 
many more than those on which a historian can normally count. No 
single narrative is completely reliable, unbiased and devoid of errors, and 
there are no versions of the story that we can entirely believe. A care-
ful analysis of all the existing narratives, including the ones previously 
considered blatantly unreliable, and their cross- examination, makes it 
possible to go beyond Varchi’s account. 

 First, in trying to assess the truths, lies and errors of the interested par-
ties, Alessandro’s death and Lorenzino’s position must be placed in their 
correct political, cultural and ideological context. The duke’s murder 
assumed a particular signifi cance in the context of the Florentine repub-
lican exiles who had left Florence after the 1530 Medici restoration and 
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fought against the recently created Duchy of Florence. The exiles consid-
ered Alessandro de’ Medici to be a tyrant, and saw his death as a noble 
tyrannicide that would return Florence to republican rule. Whatever the 
real reasons behind his deed, Lorenzino became a hero for bringing new 
life to republican hopes, and many years later he was still ‘worshipped as 
an idol’ by the Florentine exiles.  16   

 In January 1537, immediately after the assassination, Lorenzino fl ed 
to Venice, a hotbed of Florentine republican exiles.  17   Lorenzino was wel-
comed with open arms, hailed as the new Brutus, and provided with 
money. The production of poems, statues and medals to celebrate his act 
was immediately planned, and the image of Lorenzino as a hero, killing 
the tyrant for his homeland’s liberty, soon became vital for the regenera-
tion of the republican cause. On the other side, ducal observers did their 
best to persuade everybody that Lorenzino did not murder the duke for 
noble motives but only for personal reasons. Hence, the recognition of 
Lorenzino’s new status depended on the credibility of his motive. Had 
he killed the duke for personal reasons, he would have been considered a 
vulgar criminal, and not the new Brutus.  18   

 A few days after the murder, Lorenzino was bitterly criticised for his 
conduct. Most of the exiles thought he had committed a gross error 
in fl eeing Florence immediately after the duke’s death: he should have 
remained in town and raised the Florentine populace, taking advan-
tage of the void of power caused by the tyrant’s demise. This criticism, 
which at fi rst did not question Lorenzino’s good faith, soon began to 
feed doubts about the motive behind the murder. Many were persuaded 
that if Lorenzino had not tried to induce people to rebellion, it was proof 
that he killed Alessandro for personal reasons. On the contrary, had he 
done his best to make the Florentine people revolt against tyranny, his 
noble political purpose would have been confi rmed. For this reason, the 
reconstruction of the events following the assassination ended up at the 
centre of an astonishingly sharp dispute.  19   The problems related to the 
reliability of Varchi’s and the other sources’ accounts must be analysed in 
the light of this scenario.  

     Mistakes and Deceptions 

 A monopoly on the truth like the one Lorenzino had after Duke 
Alessandro’s death is a situation that does not occur very often. Apart 
from a few external circumstances that were generally known, nobody 
but Lorenzino and his two servants could know what had really hap-
pened that night. Lorenzino’s two accomplices were his trusted servants 
and presumably not able to tell a story different from their master’s. 
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Hence, it is not strange that Varchi’s version, given that it came from 
Lorenzino’s mouth, has never been questioned or contradicted by any-
body. On a general level, David Lowenthal’s observation according to 
which self- chronicles are not open to correction because they rely on rec-
ollections to which others lack access, is hardly disputable.  20   However, it 
is worth asking what happens if a self- chronicle is corrected by its author, 
even unintentionally, through clues spread in other writings.  21   In the pre-
sent case, Lorenzino’s testimony as reported in the  Storia fi orentina  could 
be disproved only by Lorenzino. 

 As just explained, one of the crucial aspects of Varchi’s narration was 
Lorenzino’s call for the Florentine people to stand against the Medici 
government. According to general opinion, this act would have been the 
proof of his will to free Florence, and so was vital for Lorenzino’s recog-
nition as the new Brutus. On this aspect Varchi is very clear: Lorenzino 
‘had been to the houses of many common citizens, but some of them did 
not hear him and others did not believe him’.  22   Thus, according to this 
version, the fault for the failure belonged to the citizens, not Lorenzino. 
However, in two separate instances Lorenzino told a completely different 
story, admitting that after the murder he had not even tried to raise the 
population. In the  Apology , which he wrote shortly after the duke’s mur-
der, he clearly says: ‘rather than making public the death of Alessandro, 
I sought to conceal it as much as I could at the time’ explaining that he 
could place his hopes ‘more profi tably in those outside Florence than 
those inside the city’.  23   In the letter he sent from Venice to his Florentine 
friend Francesco de’ Raffaello de’ Medici (1505– 46) just one month 
after the fact on 5 February 1537, Lorenzino is even more explicit and 
declares that he ‘fl ed and did not call upon the citizens’.  24   

 It can be argued that Lorenzino changed his own story, perhaps on 
somebody else’s advice, to clear himself after realising that his initial 
defence strategy was not suffi cient to appease the criticism against him. 
Lowenthal observed that ‘we incessantly rewrite our own personal histo-
ries because at the time events occur we can seldom predict what or how 
much they will later signify’.  25   Lorenzino’s fi rst version of his premedi-
tated fl ight is hardly questionable because he would have never omitted 
(or explicitly denied) a circumstance that would have exculpated him. 
Lorenzino was perfectly aware that his recognition as hero and the new 
Brutus depended on the motives behind his murder. The main aim of 
his own  Apology  was not to clear himself from the charge of murdering 
the duke, but rather to justify his subsequent actions and his fl ight from 
Florence.  26   After several months, however, he could have started pro-
viding a different version, placing the blame for the political failure of 
the murder on the citizens who did not follow him when he called upon 
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them. This second version ended up in Varchi’s  Storia fi orentina . Further 
confi rmation of its lack of credibility is indicated by the fact that the 
great majority of Florentine historians did not make any reference to 
Lorenzino’s alleged attempt, and there was not even a single witness who 
confi rmed this version. 

 Presumably the creation and the early propagation of this story can-
not be ascribed to Lorenzino. A  newly discovered document in the 
Archivio di Stato of Modena reports that a few days after the murder 
some rumours about Lorenzino’s call to the citizens were already cir-
culating. The Ferrarese ambassador to Venice wrote that as early as 
14 January 1537 he had received an  avviso  from Ferrara ‘saying that 
Lorenzo, after Alessandro’s death, went to the house of fi ve citizens to 
instigate an uprising’.  27   Because the news arrived from Ferrara, its circu-
lation could be associated with the stopover in the town, around 11– 12 
January, of a large group of Florentine exiles coming from Venice, includ-
ing Lorenzino.  28   It could be speculated that the rumour was generated 
and spread by an exile after Lorenzino had left for Mirandola, to boost 
his credibility as tyrannicide and hero. 

 It is not strange, therefore, that sixteenth- century Medici historiogra-
phy did not believe that Lorenzino had tried to raise the populace against 
the Medici.  29   More specifi cally, Filippo de’ Nerli commented on the fact 
that Lorenzino acted ‘so that what had happened was hidden from the 
citizens’,  30   linking that behaviour to the failure of a possible offensive by 
the republicans. This would have been proof that Lorenzino had killed 
the duke for personal reasons. As a matter of fact, a sixteenth- century 
historian in the service of Cosimo I observed: ‘if he had had liberty [of 
Florence] truly at heart, he would have exhorted the populace to take up 
arms’.  31   

 Whatever Lorenzino did or did not do to cause the populace to 
revolt, no doubts have ever been raised about the dynamics of his fl ight. 
According to Varchi, after killing the duke, Lorenzino went to Bishop 
Agnolo de’ Marzi’s house. There he obtained three horses and the open-
ing of the town gate and left Florence.  32   However, a document that has 
so far received no attention –  a letter written by an unknown correspon-
dent on 21 January 1537 and sent from Florence to Fernando da Silva, 
Count of Cifuentes, a man in the service of the Emperor Charles V –  
provides a very different version of the story.  33   According to this docu-
ment, Lorenzino went to visit Marzi before killing the duke, not after. 
In this regard, the text is very clear: Alessandro was alive and well when 
Lorenzino left the room under the pretext of fetching the lady whom the 
duke was supposed to meet: ‘As he [Alessandro] was in the house, the 
traitor [Lorenzino] brought him into a room and helped him lie down 
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in bed with tights and a jacket, and told him he was going to fetch the 
long- awaited lady, and left the house. Instead he went to Bishop Marzi’s 
house in order to receive the permission for the post horses and a safe 
conduct to leave’.  34   After obtaining the horses, Lorenzino gave them to 
one of his servants, with the task of taking them to a safe place. Only after 
the return of the servant did Lorenzino come back to Palazzo Medici 
and slaughter the duke. After committing the murder, Lorenzino and his 
accomplices immediately took to their heels and ran away: ‘they went to 
the horses and took off ’.  35   

 This narrative comes from the mouth of Lorenzino, and can be con-
sidered even more reliable because it dates to immediately after the mur-
der. The author of the letter that contains it has noted that this story 
was reported by Lorenzino in Bologna, where he stopped over on 7– 8 
January, while travelling from Florence to Venice. On a closer look, this 
version sounds much more convincing than the one that has Lorenzino 
knocking on Marzi’s door after he had killed Alessandro. In fact, it is dif-
fi cult to imagine that Lorenzino could have talked with the bishop as if 
nothing had happened, when he was seriously wounded and physically 
and emotionally exhausted from the ferocious struggle with Alessandro. 
According to two Florentine historians, after the murder Lorenzino was 
‘torn apart by the pain’  36   and ‘half out of his wits’.  37   Lorenzino admitted 
that he ‘was bleeding profusely from one hand’ and that if he had gone 
somewhere it would have been diffi cult to keep his wound hidden.  38   

 Once again, just as in the case of the call to the populace, Lorenzino’s 
presumed testimony reported by Varchi is disproved by Lorenzino. 
And once again Varchi’s version is crucial to presenting Lorenzino as 
a hero: according to Varchi, he had not planned to fl ee from Florence 
beforehand but this was the consequence of the Florentines’ inertia when 
he tried to cause an uprising. The story narrated in the letter sent to the 
Count of Cifuentes is completely different: Lorenzino had planned his 
fl ight before the murder, and this presumably means that he had never 
intended to raise the Florentine populace against the duke. Lorenzino 
told this story one or two days after the murder, when he could not imag-
ine that he would be charged with cowardice by the exiles as a result of 
his fl ight from Florence.  39   Shortly after, as the criticism mounted, that 
version disappeared, giving way to a diametrically opposed story. All the 
Florentine historians and almost every other source agree on the fact that 
Lorenzino requested the horses and the safe conduct only when Duke 
Alessandro was already dead. 

 There is another detail found in Varchi that is disproved by Lorenzino, 
despite allegedly being based on his own words. Varchi states very 
clearly that the real name of Scoronconcolo, Lorenzino’s accomplice, 
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was Michele del Tavolaccino.  40   It seems that all modern historians have 
unquestioningly followed this version and accepted this identifi cation. 
Unlike Varchi, Lorenzino in the  Apology  mentions one ‘Piero, my servant’ 
who had helped him in committing the murder.  41   There is little doubt 
that this is Scoronconcolo because this name is confi rmed in the sen-
tence of the Florentine judicial magistracy, the Otto di Guardia e Balìa, 
a newly discovered document in the Archivio di Stato of Florence.  42   
This text repeatedly asserts that one of the duke’s assassins is ‘Piero di 
Giovannabate, alias Scoronconcolo’. Excluding the hypothesis that both 
Lorenzino and the Otto di Guardia e Balìa were lying or wrong, even 
giving the same wrong name, the only possible conclusion is that the 
error was Varchi’s. However, once again, the false information cannot be 
ascribed to Lorenzino, considering that he provides the correct name in 
the  Apology .  43   

 Another problem emerging from the  Storia fi orentina ’s narrative con-
cerns the date of the murder. Varchi clearly states that the homicide 
was committed on the night ‘preceding the  Befana ’,  44   namely the night 
of the Epiphany, between 5 and 6 January.  45   This is certainly wrong, as 
the event took place on the following night, between 6 and 7 January. 
This can be demonstrated from subsequent events and is attested to in 
numerous sources, including the account of every Florentine historian.  46   
Varchi implicitly gives the correct date when he says that the previous day 
was Saturday (that was 6 January) and the following one was Sunday.  47   
Despite that, this inaccuracy, like all the others contained in the  Storia fi o-
rentina , was accepted as true by nearly all modern historians. It is almost 
impossible to assess the true nature of this puzzling mistake. It obviously 
could be due to a slip, but it cannot be ruled out that it was made on pur-
pose because it could be read in the same light as all the other alterations, 
aiming at orienting the interpretation of Alessandro’s murder. 

 The night of Epiphany is different from all others. A mixture of reli-
gious and lay traditions has laden it with a multiplicity of highly symbolic 
meanings. Among others, in Italy the night of the Epiphany is one of 
change and renewal, miracle and transformation, due to the irruption of 
foreign forces into everyday life.  48   No better date could have been chosen 
for the night that was supposed to change Florentine history forever. Still 
today, the  Befana  that visits Italian homes on that night is considered 
the bearer of a gift to the good and a punishment to the bad.  49   No night 
could have been more appropriate to punish a duke who had taken away 
the old Florentine liberty and had allegedly acted as a bloody tyrant. 

 To this one could add that Epiphany was particularly important for 
Florence and for the Medici, being the day of the baptism of St. John, 
the patron of the city. Starting from the fi fteenth century, the Medici 
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adopted the feast and linked it to their own self- representation, identify-
ing themselves with the Magi who that day brought their gifts to Christ.  50   
Once situated on that date, the Medici duke’s death obviously assumed 
a highly symbolic signifi cance, that of a miracle heralding political and 
social renewal and bringing about justice against a Medici tyrant, on the 
very same day as a Medici feast. As has been shown, the real date of the 
assassination was 7 January. Whatever the reasons for the error, giving 
that date instead of the night before the Epiphany would have cast a very 
different light on the event, especially because Varchi stressed that the 
moment of the murder had been chosen by fate.  51   

 The many inaccuracies contained in the  Storia fi orentina ’s account 
prove that Varchi’s narrative is not the completely reliable source it has 
always been considered. According to that account Lorenzino killed the 
duke on the night between 5 and 6 January with the help of his servant 
Michele, then tried to raise the populace and fi nally went to knock on 
Bishop Marzi’s door. On the contrary, now there is reason to believe 
that the event occurred on 7 January, that Lorenzino was helped by his 
servant Piero, and that after the killing he visited neither the Florentine 
citizens nor the bishop, but instead took the horses he had previously 
prepared and fl ed from Florence. 

 Casting a doubt on the  Storia fi orentina ’s version means that it is no 
longer possible to believe blindly all of it, as has been done in the past, 
and every aspect of Varchi’s reconstruction of the murder can legiti-
mately be brought into question. For example, there is no reason to 
believe that only Lorenzino and Piero took part in the assassination, and 
that the other accomplice was called up only after Alessandro’s death. 
Varchi admits that this fact was completely inexplicable,  52   and there are 
plenty of sources according to which the murder was committed by all 
three men. These include an iconographic source: the drawing contained 
in a sixteenth- century manuscript of the Archivio di Stato of Florence. 
In it, three men, and not two, are represented at the crime scene and the 
text clearly mentions the involvement of the third man in the assassina-
tion ( Fig. 6.1 ).  53   We do not know much about the authorship and the 
date of the drawing, but the text that accompanies the picture (entitled 
‘Lorenzino de’ Medici’s betrayal of Duke Alessandro de’ Medici’) is 
inspired by Paolo Giovio’s  Istorie  and apparently dates back to the late 
sixteenth century. Whenever there were discrepancies between various 
accounts, modern historiography has always trusted Varchi, believing his 
claim that he had recounted the events ‘with greater truth’ than any other 
historian. However, if we stop giving his reconstruction the primacy that 
it has always enjoyed, no part of the  Storia fi orentina ’s version can any 
longer be taken for granted.    
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 Moreover, Varchi wrote his narrative many years after the murder 
and after he met the two assassins (initially the  Storia fi orentina  was to 
include only the events up to the year 1532), and it is hard to believe that 
the passing of time did not affect at all the transmission of the account. 
According to Varchi, Lorenzino told him the story of the assassina-
tion near Padua while his accomplice Scoronconcolo did the same in 
Venice, and we know that starting from the summer of 1537 Varchi and 
Lorenzino were probably in contact in Venice or Padua. The encounter 
between them could not have taken place in the immediate aftermath of 
the murder, as the paths of the two men did not cross before late August, 
when Lorenzino returned from his trip to Constantinople.  54   Many other 

 Figure  6.1      Death of Alessandro de’ Medici. In ‘Tradimento di 
Lorenzino de’ Medici contro al duca Alexandro de’ Medici’. Florence, 
Archivio di Stato, Carte Strozziane- Appendice 1, ins. 6, fol. 19r. By per-
mission of Ministero per i Beni e le Attività Culturali e per il Turismo.  
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accounts of Duke Alessandro’s assassination were written shortly after 
the event, much sooner than Book XV of the  Storia fi orentina , even if the 
shorter lapse of time is no guarantee of reliability in itself.  55   While work-
ing on his  Storia , Varchi certainly read several writings including versions 
of the murder, such as those by Iacopo Nardi, Filippo de’ Nerli, Lorenzo 
Strozzi and Paolo Giovio.  56   

 The primacy that has always been accorded to Varchi’s description of 
the murder originated from the fact that he had heard it directly from the 
mouth of the protagonist. However, there are at least two other sources 
with versions allegedly coming directly from Lorenzino’s narrations: the 
previously mentioned Spanish report and a letter by an unknown author 
that was sent from Florence on 15 March 1537.  57   Moreover, other nar-
ratives could have stemmed directly from Lorenzino’s accounts, such as 
that of Margaret of Navarre, who may have met Lorenzino while he was 
in exile in France, and that of Iacopo Nardi, who was in close contact 
with Lorenzino in Venice. Some other versions rely on Lorenzino’s tes-
timony for single aspects, such as the one reported by Cosimo Bartoli, 
who refers to an account made by Lorenzino in Venice.  58   To conclude, it 
can be argued that the privileged status accorded to the  Storia fi orentina ’s 
narrative cannot be justifi ed either by its alleged internal soundness or by 
the presumed exceptional nature of its transmission.  

     Hiding the Truth 

 After the murder, Lorenzino found himself in the enviable position 
of writing his own narrative of Alessandro’s death. He was aware that 
nobody would have been able to contradict his story. The privilege of 
writing our own history is rare and fraught with pitfalls for truth. Long 
ago Marc Bloch had warned about the dangers embedded in any ‘inten-
tional evidence’. In his view, this is the peculiar kind of historical evi-
dence that implies the author’s consciousness of informing posterity. In 
this case there is always a biased perspective, not to mention the possibil-
ity of the author wanting to deceive the reader or the hearer.  59   

 The question is strictly connected with the problem of misrepresenta-
tion in ego- documents: these can give a great deal of information about 
their authors and their self- representation, but can hardly be considered 
reliable as historical documents.  60   The unreliability of personal memo-
ries is brilliantly synthesised by Lowenthal in the phrase ‘self- chronicles 
alter facts and invent fi ctions in ways that would ban historians from 
academe’.  61   This is especially true of murders and the accounts provided 
by culprits or other people involved. The true actions and motivations of 
the author of a homicide are usually overlaid by a self- representation that 
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aims at hiding any legal or moral responsibility. In this case lies are the 
rule, not the exception, and the truth is much more diffi cult to discover. 

 The nature of Lorenzino’s self- testimonies and self- justifi cation is 
very similar to that examined by Natalie Zemon Davis for the letters of 
remission sent to the king in sixteenth- century France to seek the royal 
pardon.  62   Just like their authors, Lorenzino did his best to persuade his 
audience of his innocence and be pardoned. He was not interested in 
denying killing the duke; his only concern was to give his own version 
and defend his behaviour after the deed before the tribunal of history. 
Thus he had to turn the real event into as persuasive a story as possible. 
Scholars of legal logic have explained that, when there is a lack of evi-
dence, a convincing story is generally preferred to any other, regardless 
of its truth: ‘a good story can and often will win over a true story’.  63   As 
Zemon Davis observed with reference to the French case, the story had 
to be ‘well narrated’ to be successful, and the creation of a fi ction did 
not necessarily imply falsity or forgery according to sixteenth- century 
criteria.  64   The letters of remission sent to the king did not have to tell 
the truth:  they had to create a sense of the real and seem plausible 
enough to be believed.  65   Not long ago, with reference to the  Apology , 
Nicholas Baker rightly noted that Lorenzino created his own fi ction of 
the duke’s death, a ‘carefully constructed narrative’ certainly contain-
ing some lies and aimed at defending himself from the criticism of 
Florentine exiles.  66   

 In another work Zemon Davis has stressed how the Renaissance was 
characterised by a propensity to deception and a nonnegative opinion of 
dissimulation.  67   Lorenzino’s case is a very good example of what Stephen 
Greenblatt has called Renaissance self- fashioning:  the construction of 
an identity to fulfi l external expectations.  68   Long before him, Montaigne 
had already made reference to a similar concept, and had shown that in 
the sixteenth century the lie was a crucial component of an individual’s 
self- representation. In this regard, he asserted that ‘our truth of nowa-
days is not what is but what others can be convinced of’.  69   For the story 
of Duke Alessandro’s murder, verisimilitude and persuasion could be 
more important than adherence to reality. 

 It can be argued that after the duke’s murder a deliberate attempt 
was made to condition the circulation of news about it. The attempt 
aimed at spreading a version of the story consistent with a scenario 
according to which Lorenzino had killed the duke for noble, political, 
antityrannical motives, and was presumably concocted in the milieu 
of the Florentine republican exiles. At a particular point, after com-
ing back from his trip to Constantinople in August 1537, Lorenzino 
started to divulge a different version of the story from the one he had 
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previously told, and provided it to Benedetto Varchi. An alternative 
truth was created and a counternarrative was handed down to present 
and future readers. 

 In the long run the attempt proved to be successful and that ver-
sion affected many narratives of the homicide, including Benedetto 
Varchi’s  Storia fi orentina . As observed by C. Behan McCullagh, biased 
sources produce biased history, even if the historian is quite unbiased.  70   
Lorenzino’s self- representation had prevailed. In 1721 the  Storia fi o-
rentina  was printed for the fi rst time and from the eighteenth century 
onwards Varchi’s narration prevailed over all others. Modern historiog-
raphy failed to realise the plurality of sources existing on the matter, the 
many different stories circulating at the time in and outside Florence, 
and the inaccuracies contained in Varchi’s narrative. This became the one 
and the only version taken into consideration. 

 When other versions of the reconstruction of the event came to light, 
the general attitude of historians was seemingly affected by what psy-
chologists call ‘confi rmation bias’. This is the tendency to prefer those 
pieces of information that confi rm what is already thought rather than 
those that contradict it. The undisputed primacy of Varchi’s account was 
accepted by later historians, understandably inclined to put their trust 
in one single source than to seek out, read and compare many differ-
ent ones. It has been noted also that historians tend to rely on previous 
knowledge because they have inherited it from past scholars and trust the 
process of verifi cation to which it has already been subjected.  71   In some 
cases modern historians also mention some other Florentine historians’ 
narratives of the 1537 murder, but they usually consider them reliable 
if they coincide with Varchi’s account, and they assume they are wrong 
when they diverge from it. For the reconstruction of the duke’s death, 
the  Storia fi orentina  has become the yardstick for the trustworthiness of 
all the others.  

     Conclusion 

 Benedetto Varchi was not the only one claiming to tell the  true  story 
of Alessandro de’ Medici’s death: the authors of many other narratives 
maintained that they told ‘the  true  event of Alessandro de’ Medici’s 
death’ or the ‘ true  information of the case of Florence’.  72   Their desire to 
give credit to their own versions was the consequence of the prolifera-
tion of accounts and of the incongruities between them, a fact that was 
remarked upon even by Varchi: ‘people spoke and wrote about it in many 
different ways’.  73   



Stefano Dall’Aglio138

138

 The tension between different ‘truths’ is particularly acute in the 
case of murders, especially political murders, when there is a great 
deal at the stake in legal and historical terms. When he is the only 
available witness, the assassin fi nds himself in the privileged posi-
tion of shaping his own version of the story, well aware that he can 
hardly be contradicted. But persuading judges and posterity is not 
always easy, as the more a witness is involved in the case the more 
his words are received with scepticism. Bloch observed that the fi rst 
question raised by both historians and judges dealing with a witness 
is whether he has any reason to disguise the truth.  74   Varchi seemed to 
be much more naïve when he affi rmed that his witnesses were reliable 
simply because they were the best- informed people: ‘only from them 
[Lorenzino and Scoronconcolo] could one know the certainty of that 
event, if they did not want to lie, and I did not have the impression that 
they were lying’.  75   

 That said, it is one thing to be wary when facing the testimony of an 
assassin or a murder’s witness, and it is another to believe that all the 
stories contain the same mixture of fact and fi ction, as a postmodern-
ist approach would suggest. The present study considers more than 
twenty different stories of the duke’s murder and it would be wrong 
to assert that all of them are equally correct or believable. As both 
Hobsbawm and Ginzburg have recently observed, not all truths can be 
put on the same level regardless of the evidence.  76   In response to the 
postmodernist idea that the past is not discovered but represented and 
that the narrative is created by the historian, Mary Fulbrook observed 
that even if an infi nite number of partial narratives exist, not all of them 
are equally acceptable, illuminating or true. Historians can develop 
and apply the criteria for ‘disconfi rming’ one or more accounts by 
means of empirical evidence.  77   The narratives of Duke Alessandro de’ 
Medici’s death are no exceptions.   

   Notes 
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