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INTRODUCTION 
It may seem foolhardy or soperfluous to add another 

book to the existing literature on Machiavelli and Guic
ciardini. Machiavelli has been a center of discussion and 
dispute for centuries and new studies about him appear 
every year. Outside Italy, Guicciardini has aroused less 
interest but the Italian literature on him is considerable 
and steadily mounting. The lives and minds of few per
sonalities of earlier centuries have been so carefully and 
intensively investigated and analyzed as those of these 
two Florentines. 

The importance of Machiavelli as a political thinker 
and of Guicciardini as an historian has raised these two to 
lonely eminence. Consequently, the students of Machia
velli and Guicciardini have used primarily a biographical 
approach: the explanation for the genesis of their ideas 
has been sought in the investigation of their careers and 
in the development of their minds as it could be recon
structed from their own writings. I have tried to proceed 
by a somewhat different route. This book begins with a 
description and analysis of the prevailing trends and ten
dencies in politics and history, and after the contempor
ary scene has been outlined, I attempt to place the ideas 
of Machiavelli and Guicciardini in this context. Only the 
fourth chapter is entirely devoted to Machiavelli; in the 
first three chapters his name hardly occurs. Guicciardini 
appears more frequently throughout the entire book, but 
again, only one chapter, the last, is exclusively centered 
on him. 

Thus t;lte emphasis of this book is placed on deterrnin- ,;. 
in elationshi betWeen the ideas of Machiavelli and 
Guicciardini o~ eu contemporaries. My aim 
has been to establish clearly Machiavelli's and Guicciar-
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INTRODUCTION 

dini's distinctive contributions to the development of po
litical and historical thought and, insofar as possible, to 
define what constitutes their originality. In this sense I 
hope the book furthers the understanding of Machiavel
li's and Guicciardini's position and influence in the devel
opment of political and historical thought. A necessary 
consequence of this procedure is that Machiavelli and 
Guicciardini are treated together. Forjn the sinecorh. 
century .e_olitical and ~orical thinking beloag tQgether; 
the new approach to political science and the new ap
proach to history represent different, but closely con
nected stages in the attempt to gain comprehension of a 
changed and changing social world. 

Although this book is directed towards an analysis of 
Machiavelli's and Guicciardini's ideas, its conception de
mands a detailed description of the political, social, and 
intellectual developments in Florence. Thus the contents 
of this book can be described no less by its subtitle~ 

~and History in Sixteenth-Century Floren~" than by 
its title "Machiavelli and Guicciardini." The interrelation
ship between the achievements of Machiavelli and Guic
ciardini and the political fate of the city whose sons they 
were has been emphasized by_ Jacob Burckhardt. This 
book is an elaboration of the famous passage in which he 
characterized the role of Renaissance Florence in politics 
and history: "That wondrous Florentine spirit, at once 
keenly critical and artistically creative, was incessantly 
transforming the social and political condition of the 
state, and as incessantly describing and judging the 
change. Florence thus became the home of political 
doctrines and theories, of experiments and sudden 
changes ... and, alone and above all other states of the 
world, the home of historical representation in the 
modern sense of the phrase." 
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<S~apter 1 FLORE TINE 

POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS, ISSUES, 

AND IDEAS AT THE END OF THE 

FIFTEE TH CE TURY 

• I • 
In 1494 the Medici regime, which had lasted for sixty 

years, collapsed, and the citizens of Florence were con
fronted with the task of replacing the control which the 
Medici and their close adherents had exerted over Flor
entine politics with a government which would be direc
ted by the entire citizenry. In the words of the city's 
greatest political thinker, !he Florentines were faced with 
the question, ''whether in a corru_p! state .it ,is pns'iibJe. to 
maintain a free government. "1 

The Medici had ruled behind a republican fa~de. 1 

That the citizens of Florence were the rulers of their city 
was a fiction which the Medici had carefully preserved. 

1 ''Se in una citta corrotta si puo mantcnere lo seito h'bero," 
Machiavelli, Discorsi s<Jflra la pnma deca di Tito Livio, Book I. 
Chapter XVIII (Opere [Biblioteca di Clamci Italiaoi-Feltrinelli 
Editore], vol. I, p. 179). 

2 For the strucrure of the communal government in the four
teenth century, see Gene A. Brocker, Flormtine Politics 1111d 
Society 1343-1378, Princeton, 1¢2, particularly pp. 57-71; for the 
changes under the Medici, see L. F. Marks, "The Financial Oli
garchy in Florence under Lorenzo," Julian Renaiss1111&e Studies, 
ed. E. F. Jacob, London, 1900, pp. 123-147. See also the litcratllI'C 
discussed in Appendix A. 
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FLORENTINE POLITICAL ISSUES 

combined into one body which was called the Council of 
the People and of the Commune.' This body was larger 
in size than any previous council had been, and was. soon 
generally referred to as the Great Council. In the years of 
the republican regime, this Great Council was regarded 
as "the soul of the city."11 

The Florentines bJlI[O.wed the conceet of the Great 
Council from Venice. !_he _eower, stability, and pros-

=-perity ofVenice was ascribed to the pc ect:1on of its con
Stltut:lon, which was believed to haR realized the ideals 
~ical political wisdo~. Whcn(Savooarn]al preached 
to the Florentines, in December 1494, • about the need 
for political reforms, he ref erred to the Venetian Great 
Council as an institution which the Florentines ought to 
adopt. In following this advice the Florentines expected 
the establishment of a Great Council would yicJd the 
same benefits which Venice enjoyed: internal harmony 
and external strength. 

The influence of the Florentines' belief in the paradig
matic character of Venetian political institutions found 
visible expremon. Since there was no available building 

'"si dichiara che decto Consigl[i]o Magiore si chiami el Con
siglio del popolo et comune .... ," Prov., vol. 185, f. 11r., see 
Rubinstein, loc. cit., p. 156. 

a Examples: "come l'anima e forma del carpo, cosl questo coo
siglio e forma della cicti. ... ," A.S.F., Consulte e Praticbe, vol. 
62, f. 38ov., or Francesco Guicciardini, DWogo e Discorsi tkl 
Reggimento di Firenu, ed. R. Palmarocchi, Bari, 1932, p. 225, 
"anima di questo corpo." There was one other council, the Coun
cil of Eighty, but the limitation of the term of membership to six 
months and, still more important. the method by which its mem
bers were elected, made the Eighty a smaller edition of the Great 
Council. The Council of Eighty did not become a special defender 
of aristocratic interests nor did it play an independent political role. 

8 The reference to Venice was contained in S2vonarola's sermon 
of December 14, 1494, printed in Mario Ferrara, S2vaoarola. vol. I, 
Firenze, 1952, p. 166. 
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in Florence large enough to accommodate the Great 
Council, a special hall had to be built; the work was done 
with an ahnost religious fervor and the building was com
pleted so quickly that it was thought that it could not 
have been accomplished if God's angels had not taken a 
hand. 7 In its size and proportions the hall, which the arch
itect Antonio da San Gallo erected, was an exact repro
duction of the hall of the Venetian Consiglio Maggiore 
in the palace of the Doge. 8 Yet the Florentines were not 
satisfied with mere imitation of Venice;_ they wanted 
their hall to surpass in SF_lendor the government buildings 
of all other cities. Inside the hall of the Great Council the 
wall along which the ruling magistrates sat when they 
presided over the meetings was decorated by a painting 
of the Madonna. On the opposite wall two frescos repre
senting famous Florentine victories, the battles of Ang
hiari and Cascina, were to be executed by the two men 
regarded as the greatest artists of the time: Leonardo and 
Michelangelo. The hall of the Great Council was the em
bodiment of Florentine republicanism. When the Medici 
returned to Florence in 151 2, their first step was to end 
the existence of the institution of the Great Council and 
to demolish the hall in which it had met. "This deeply 
pained all Florence, I mean the defacement of this beauti
ful and expensive structure-ahnost more than the over
throw of the regime"; with these remarks a Florentine 
shopkeeper commented on the end of the republican 
regime.9 

'See Benedetto Varchi, Storia Fiorenmui, ed. Gaet2no Milanesi, 
Firenze, 1888, vol. I. p. 141; see also Pasquale Villari, L, Storui di 
Girolamo Savonarola, new edition, vol. I, Firenze 1930, p. 436. 

• See J. Wilde, "The Hall of the Great Council of Florence," 
]flllffl41 of tbe Warburg tmd Courtauld Institutes, vol. VII (1944), 
pp. 65-81. 

• "E in questo tempo pw:que a questo governo nuovo di guaswe 
IO 
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Because the Great Council was the one institutional 
innovation which was brought about by the revolution of 
1494, its functions and political significance require some 
explanation. Like so many other institutions of the city
states of the Italian Renamance, the Great Council of 
Florence had some features which seem mode~ oth
ers which are alien to our concept of a modern parlia
ment. Florentine laws required the approval by vote of 
the Great Council and taxes could be levied only if the 
Great Council agreed. But here the resemblances to a 
modem parliament end. No speech~ were made .in. the 
Great Council and no debate took place. Only when a 
legislative proposal had been rejected and was rc-sub
mitted for a second vote were the presiding officers en
titled to designate a person to make a speech explaining 
and justifying the proposal. There was great astonish
ment once when Francesco Ambrogini, who had been 
called up to def end a tax proposal, rose and opposed it. 
When Luigi Mannelli used such an opportunity for at
tacking other citizens he was severely punished for this 
daring break with tradition.10 

la sala del Consiglio maggiore, ci~ cl legniarnc c tante belle case 
ch'erano fatte con tant2 grande ~ c tante belle spalliere .•. 1~ 
qnal cosa dolse a tutto Firenze, non ~la motazionc dello Statoj ma 
q~ell~ h«:lla orera del legniarne di ~t2 spesa, l.oca Landucci, 
Dumo F1orentmo, ed. Jodoco dcl Badia, Firenze, 1883, p. 333. 
• 10 Piero. ~arenti, Storia Fiorentin.a, ~- B .F., Il.Il.130, f. 74 
(Ambr<>p1!); Il.Il.133, ff. 90v.-¢v. (Lwgi Mannclli).According to 
~t2!11, Historia Fior~t!1'4, Ms. B.N.F., Il.lil.74, f. 3071'-. Mao
nclli sa1d: ". . . gl'homuu potentti colic graveze co' gioditii in 
afanno grandissimo et ruina manifest2 hanno questo povcro popolo 
condocto .... " It ought to be said that, at cemin very rue occa
sions, a general discussion was permitted (ringbkr11 liber11). The 
demand for open discussion was sometimes brought forward by 
clcm~nts opposed to the Florentine patticians, but one of the dif
ficuloes was that when the Signoria permitted a ringbier11 liber11 
nobody dared to talk. See Parenti (printed by J. Schnitur, QwUm 
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PART ONE: POLITICS 

The Great Council was not meant to be a deliberative 
body; its principle function was to vote and to elect. Its 

most important task was to choose the men who were to 
sit on the various executive boards. Thus there was a close 
relationship between the Great Council and the part of 
the government which determined policy and executed 
it 

In Florence, executive tasks were carried out not by 
individuals, but b a number of board$. All policy deci
sions were taken collectively. Indeed, executive officials, 
in the sense of a single individual having a special sphere 
of competence and responsibility to the government, did 
not exist in Florence. The reforms undertaken in 1494 
did not touch the existing bureaucratic structure. It was 
a complex and cumbersome legacy which the republican 
regime accepted. Just as, in the course of time, one coun
cil had been added to another when circumstances had 
demanded, so also executive boards had been created in 
an unsystematic and almost haphazard way. Some of these 
boards had been established when new tasks had been 
forced upon the government as a result of the growth 
of the city-state in population and territory. Other execu
tive agencies had been instituted as a result of changes 
in the social composition of the city. Whenever a corpor
ate organization or a social group gained sufficient 
strength to attain a position o.! rominence m the eco
nomic life of the city, it forced the government to rec
ognize its importance by creating_ a new boa.rd which 
would represent its interests in the formation of policy 

und Forschrmgm zur Gescbicbte SiND1Ulf'olas, vol. N, Piero 
P11renti, Leipzig, 1910, p. 167): "Onde si rende per opera del 
gonfalonierc massime la ringhiera libera, laqual cosa molto piacque 
al popolo .... Nondimeno per costumatezza nessuno del consig1io 
ardi parlare .••• " 
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decisions. Thus the executive boards mirrored the various 
corporate organizations and social groupings of die city. 
Each of the boards was made up of a prescribed number 
of members. Although some of these boards had fewer 
members than others, the more important of them tended 
to be sizable because in accordance with the corporate 
structure of Florentine society members had to come 
from different quarters of the city and from both types 
of guilds: IITti maggi_ori and_arti minori. An example is 
the chief executive board.a. the Si~; it was composed 
oT nine members-eight Priors of Liberty (Priori di Li
berta) and a GonfalonieTe of ustice (Gonfaloniere di 
Giustizia). From each quarter of the city came two Pri
ors of Liberty. Seven members of the Signoria had to be
long to the arti maggiori, two to the arti minori. 

The <!!!!!JalonieTe was the presiding officer of the 
Signoria and the official head of the Florentine Re
public. The S~oria made the final decisions on all ques
tions orpolicy. It received advice from~ boams: the 
board of the Twelve Good Mep (Dodici Buonuomini) 
and the board of the Sixteen Gonfqkmifri (Sedici Gon
falonieTi di Compagnia). These two boards had been es
tablished in the thirteenth century, and at that time, they 
had been the ruling magistraaes. "fhe antiquity of these 
boards gave them great prestige although they no longer 
exerted any particular governmental function. The Sig
noria prepared, deliberated upon, and agreed to all legis-
lative proposals before submitting them to the Boards of 
the Twelve Good Men, of the Sixteen GonfalonieTi, and 
then to the Great Council for approval. 

The most important fields of government activity were 
supervised by the following boards: the board of the Ten 
(Dieci) managed the conduct of foreign licy and of 

13 
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wars, the board of the Ei_g!tt (Otto di Guardia) ':as in 
charge of the administration of • ustice, and the officials of 
the Monte (Ufficiaiidi Monte) handled finances. The lat
ter as their name indicates, had originallyl>een instituted 
fo; the purpose of overseeing the public debt, but their 
functions soon ranged over a wider field: the raising of 
loans and of taxes. These boards, either singly or in co
operation with other agencies, administered the affairs of 
the city and determined its foreign and domestic policy. 
In addition, there were other political positions which of
fered prestige and distinction, but whose functions were 
purely administrative. These were the officials through 
whom the Florentines controlled their Tuscan territory. 
A Captain and a Podesta were sent to Pisa, Pistoia, and 
Arezzo, Captains to Volterra, Cortona, Leghom-4o name 
only the more important places under Florentine domi
nation. Besides these positions of high standing, there 
were a large number of minor officials: superintendents 
of prisons, supervisors of the markets, administrators of 
economic monopolies (such as salt), guardians of moral
ity, directors of hospitals, and others who managed the 
public business.11 • 

The most characteristic feature of the system by which 
executive business wa, conducted in Florence was the 
short .teouce of a£6cetfhe members of the Signoria held 
;ffice for only two months..i the terms of members of 
other boards were somewhat longer. Only a few officials, 
primarily those who held a position outside the city, 
served for an entire year. The purpose of this arrangement 
was to rotate offices as q_uickly as possible among all the 

11 For a complete list of the nrious Florentine gov~ental 
agencies and offices, published by the Chancellery late m the fif
teenth century, see B.N.F., E. 63.38. 
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citizens who had paid ~es and were resident in Florence 
or a .required period. This system had originated ·when 

Florence was a small town. In those times office-holding 
was a duty to be shared by all the citizens; the limited 
term of office guaranteed that no individual would, by 
virtue of holding office, be ke.E!_ undul_x long fro.m earn
~g his livelihood. In the course of time, brief tenure of 
office gained a new and different meaning. It was seen as 
~ saf eguam ~ tyrann_y, for which the long occupa
tion of an office might prepare the ground. Moreover, as 
the city grew its administration was enlarged, and the at
titude to holding office changed. The highest offices re
mained unsala.ried but the influence on political and eco
nomic ";ffairs which could be exerted by the holders of 
these offices Jr-!Ve them evident advan~ For the hold
ers of less prestigious offices, salaries were introduced 
and graduated according to the importance of the office. 
Considerable material ~ could be acquired by public 
service, and thus earlier reluctance to take on the burden 
of office-holding was replaced ~• eagerness for office and 
insistence on getting C>ne~ sha.re.12 !,aws openly stated 
that all citizens ~f the republic should te<:«vuendi~ 
through the circulation of offices.11 

u Parenti, ed. Schnitzer, loc. cit., p. 291: " ••• [because of eco
nomic difficulties] molto piu che per l'ordinario s'attendeva alli 
u1ici, muime a quelli, donde qualche utile si traeva ... . " Unsalaried 
were the members of the S~~e Sixteen GoJi}oni~ th~ 

°Twelve Gor Men..and. ~ .s=..Guido Pampaloni, "Fermenti 
8i riforme emocratiche nella Firenze medicea del Quanrocento," 
Archi'Uio Storico Italiano, vol. CXIX (r961), pp. 42-43. Pampaloni 
explains that, when the Florentines 5Eke of the "onori e utili" of 
government service, they meant by onori" the unsalaried offices, 
by "utili" the rest of the administrative positions. 

11 "dare benefitio rmiversalmente a tutti e cittadini della nostra 
repubblica et maxime circha alla distribuzione degli u1ici et dignid 
di quella ..• ," PrOfJ., vol. 186, f. 1401', November z6, 1495. 

15 
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In order to insure the rotation of offices among the 
citizens, a number of prohibitions ( divieti) were estab
lished. A person who had held office was ineligible to 
hold another office for a certain length of time; and mem
bers of the same family were not permitted to hold office 
simultaneously. Moreover, for each of the more impor
tant offices certain minimum age requirements existed. 

The concept that every citizen had a right to hold of
fice lay behind the method used to fill the offices of the 
city:-F or each board or position a list was put together of 
the names of all those citizens who met the requirements 
for this office. Each name on this list of eligible citizens 
was written on a slip of paper and these slips were then 
thrown into a red leather bag. When an office or position 
was to be filled ( and this, because of the short tenure of 
offices, happened very frequently),. a sli.Jl. was drawn 
from the bag containing the names of those entitled to 
serve in the particular office which was vacant, and if the 
citizen whose name was written on that slip of paper had 
paid his taxes and was found to have no dwieto, he _re_
ceived the office. But because there were many prohibi
tions which barred a citizen from taking office the num
ber of those whose names were drawn was always much 
larger than the number of those who became office 
holders. 

These lists of possible office-holders had to be revised 
repeatedly because of the constant changes in the quali
fications determining the eligibility of a citizen. This job 
was done in different stages. First, there was a scrutiny, 
and then special officials, the Accoppiatori, distributed 
the names which had passed the scrutiny among the bags 
for the various offices. Of course, the Accoppiatori had 
many opportunities for manipulating the Florentine of-

16 
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ficialdom., and the temptation of abusing their power was 
great. In the times of the Medici the Accoppiatori had 
been an essential factor in maintaining the Medici regime. 
By placing only the names of adherents of the Medici in 
the bags for the various offices, the Accoppiatori assured 
the subservience of the executive agencies to the will of 
the rulers. 

The stability of the Medici regime had been based on 
two factors: the division of the citizenry into different 
councils which served to keep the various strata of so
ciety apart, and the reservation of government offices for 
those who supported the regime. The creation of the 
Great Council in 1494 provided the citizenry a means for 
common action. An even more important aspect of the 
Great Council was its part in the process of allotting of
fices to the citizens, thereby destroying the monopoly of 
a small group. 

Membershi in the G«~ Qmocil lllaS granted to .aJ.l 
those w ose names, or lrlw.se .father's or grandfather's 
~es, had been drawn for the three most ,prcstigjous ex
ecutive boaaJs--the Signoria, the Twelve Good Men, and 
theSixteen GO'flf alonieri, whether they had received the 
office or not. The Medici policy of preventing opponents 
from receiving offices was undone. ~mbers of the 
Great Council possessed the right to hold office. These 
men-members of the Great Council and concomitantly, 
potential office-holders-and these men alone o~ 
full citizen rights. H The identity of membership in the 

u It is more or less a question of definition whom one ought to 
call a "cim.en" of Florence. After 1494. full rights of cim.emhip 
(including the right of holding office) were p<messed only by 
those whose fathers' or grandfathers' names baa been drawn for 
the three highest magistrates (Signoria, 16 Gonfalaoieri. 12 Buonuo
mini); these were the stlltWIJi bmeficilzti and camprised the Great .. 
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Great Council with the right of holding office constituted 
the unique character of the Great Council . ..!,ts members 
~ere not representatives of the Florentine ~atio_n; 
rather the Great Council _gis;om~d the entire Floren
tine citizenry. 

~owever, the establishment of the Great Council not 
only increased the number of men who might enjoy the 
benefit of office; the law of December 1494 provided a 
safeguard against the danger that a tyrant or an oligarchy 
might consolidate its power by manipulating the system of 
allotting offices to the citizens. This safeguard was the 
introduction of a provision which entrusted to the Great 
Council the election of some officials. 

The traditional method of distribu!!Ilg_ offices b~ Jot 
was not abandoned; it was maintained for. most of the 
minor offices. The number of offices filled by straight 
elections was small: the c~tainci~ of fortr~ and cas
tles in the Florentine empire were wn to those who re
ceived the largest number of votes in the Great Council. 
For the most important offices a complicated system 
which combined election and allotment was adopted. 
This system guaranteed that the members of the Great 
Council had a part in determining those who, from their 

Council. Then there were Florentines who/aid tu:es, and whose 
family members had in earlier times hel some office; of this 
group, every three years 6o were selected and voted upon by the 
Great Council, to which they then were admitted. Then there 
were inhabitants of Florence who paid tucs..but could never hold 
office;tlm"y had cenam privileges such as exemption from certain 
toDsand duties. Finally there were those who paid no tu:es, and 
had no r!B,hts whatsoever. See Amadeo ~1velluccr,"OeI Govemo 
Popolare ru Firenze 1494-1512," Amiali della R. Scuola Nomtllle 
Superiore di Pisa, vol. III (1877), pane 11: Filosofia e Filologia, 
pp. 166 et seq. But see also Nicolai Rubinstein, Joe. cit., pp. 343 
et seq., where the conditions of office holding are more sharply 
defined. 
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midst, would fill the positions on the executive boards of 
the city. 

The entire citizenry of Florence, not just a small priv
ileged group, was to approve taxes and laws and super
vise their execution. That was the meaning of the law of 
December 22, 1494 by which the Great Council was es
tablished. This law was the fundamental law of the repub
lican period. It was taken for granted by the Florentines 
that this law established a stable regime in which all the 
citizens would work together harmoniously for the 
"common good" of Florence. 

.n. 
The <p~site occurred. The eighteen years of the re

publican regime in Florence were full of unrest, dmen
Sions, and oitter ihtemat struggles that contributed de
cisively to the inglorious collapse of the republic in 151 2. 

In this period two different, fundamental antagonisms 
e~ed in Florei:ce._ One was the basic ~osity between 
social _&!oups within the Great Council; the other was 
di'e ~nmity between those who were excluded from the 
~eat Council and those who were members of it.11 It 
has so~etimes been said that this latter antagonism was 
the m~ reas~n for the instability and insecurity of the 
republican regune, but such a statement is probably based 
on an overestimation of the importance of those inhabi
tants of Florence who did not fulfill the requirements for 
membership in the Great Council. The number of men 

J!!..ing in Florence who were not ~mbers of the Great 
~uncil was considerable, indeed.. Around the year 15~, 
Florence is thought to have had a population of about 

11 See previous note. 
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seventy thousand, 19 hereas the Great Council had a little 
more ousand membcrs.11 et this dispropor
tion is not as great as these figures might suggest. The es
timate of seventy thousand inhabitan • eludes women 
and gii!dren; membership in the Great Council was lim
ited to males who had reached the ag.c: of .1.Q. It might be 
~d, therefore, that .2,.ne out of eve,y four or five 
adult males in Florence was a member of the Gre.atCo:lm
~d this amounts to a significant part of the Florentine 

'population. 
evertheless, the fact remains that the presence of a 

group which had no part in the gov~~nt was a _threat 
to the republican regime, particularly m nmes of difficul
ties and crises. And the republic slid continuously from 
one crisis to another. The last years of the fifteenth cen
tury and the first years of the sixteenth century were 
marked by economic distress caused by poor harvests and 
incessant war, which restricted trade and forced a reduc
tion in industrial productivity. In these y~ the masses, 
hard hit by unemployment and rising prices, near starVa-

ie After Iurl Julius Bcloch, _Bn1o!lk~g_sg~scbichte Italinu, 
vol. II Berlin, 1939, p. 139; Enrico F1urru, 'F1ontura e decadenza 
dell' ~conomia fiorentina" Arclm!io Storico Italiano, vol. CXVI 
(1958), p. "67 seems to asswne a lower figure, others higher figures. 
All these estimates are very rough. . 

1, See Rubinstein, loc. cit., p. 181, who quotes a register of the 
Great Connell of April 141}6, which lists 3300 members of th~ Great 
Council. This does not mean that all th~ who were enntled to 
attend the meetings of the Great Council were always present 
Those who were in arrears with their taX payments were not per
mitted to attend; moreover many Florentines did not want to lose 
time by attending. Thus one of the concerns of the gov~ent 
was that too few attended and no quorum (1/3 of those enntled t~ 
attend) was reached. Thus the plan of dividing the Great Council 
in three sections, each serving a limited time, was abandoned; 
from 14¢ on, all the members of the Great Council assembled to
gether and the quorum was established as 1000. For these de
vel~ents, see Rubinstein, loc. cit., PP· 160-194-
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tion, and without a stake in the government,_ were visibly 
restless and dissatisfied. The citizens feared that every at
tempt to change the government would find willing sup
porters among the mas.5es. When, in 1501, P:saa:; Borgia 
marched his troops towards Florence, k was believed diit 
he~ count on an inside revolt which would open the 
gates to him and permit him to take the city.11 The 
existence of masses, all too eager to be seduced with prom
ises of better times, gave every rumor about the forma
tion of opposition groups or conspiracies a f carsome as
pect There is no roof that any serious attempt was ever 
made to organize the malcontent and politically excluded 
for a cou_p d'etat,_ and such a danger was probably more 
imaginary than real. However such apprehensions loaded 
the political atmosphere with suspicion and distrust. 

The discontent of the masses might not have mattered 
if 1 as it had been liopc<f an<f expected in 1494, t!J.e mem
bers of the Great Council had worked together in har
mony. But from tlie outset there was competition and 
conflict among them. Despite the large number of po
sitions in the Florentine government, and despite the use 
of a system of quick rotation among the office-holders, 
there were more members in the Great Council than of
fices to be filled. It was unavoidable that disappointment 
set in among those who did not receive the "benefit of 
office." More important still, the creation of the Great 
Council had not only widened the ruling group in Flor
ence, but it had also changed its composition by the ad
dition of men who came from the middle classes. 

Two groups, disparate in their interests and economic 
standing, faced each other within the Great Council. 

18 Parenti., op. cit., IIN. 170, f. 173v.; Cerretmi, op. cit., II.Ill., 
74, ff. 28o-181. 
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men of the upper classes; it gave them the right to rule.88 

But the writings of Guicciardini which contain these 
ideas-unusual for the time-were composed when the re
publican period was drawing to its end and hopes for 
cooperation among the Florentine citizens had been shat
tered. Guicciardini's opinions, rejecting the suppositions 
on which the republican regime had been founded, 
pointed towards a new departure in political thinking. 

•III• 
After the overthrow of the Medici the Florentines 

tried to establish a government based on the presupposi
tion of a harmoniously integrated society, striving co
operatively for the common good of the community. 
The Florentines expected to achieve this aim by r
.in&: the institutions }vhich they believed to have existed in 
the city's past. But a highly complex and differentiated 
society had developed in Florence, and the reform of the 
government according to an idealized memory of the 
past only sharpened tensions and conflicts. The political 
struggles in Florence during the republican regime were 
of decisive importance for the development of a new ap
proach to politics and history because the basic issues un
derlying the continual tensions of Florentine political 
life could not be resolved within the framework of tra-

against a man if they believed him to be ambitious (see, for instance. 
p. 284). Guicciardini was opposed to "ambizione infinita, la quale 
non si saziassi de$li onori consueti ed ordinari, ma dcsiderassi una 
potenzia ed autoncl esttaordinaria .... " (Storie Fiormtine, p. 284); 
see also in Discorso di Logrogno: "2 stato origine di questo male 
una ambizione venuta in ognuno di volersi ingerire a tutti li 
onori ... " (Di4logo, p. 229). 

11 Storie Fiormtine, p. 240: " .•• in effetto quando gli ucmini di 
qualicl non hanno, io non dico la tirannide, ma quello grado che si 
conviene loro, la citta ne patiscc." 
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ditional assumptions. The achievements of the Flo.rentine 
litical thinkers and historians of the sixteenth century 

derived from tlieir attempts to make tire couceprual 
ftamework a~equate to the p9litical reali~; dlciL.c1f.oas 
~ngendered a new way of thinking about politics and 
]tlstory. But this new approach to politics and history 
was not simply the result of the impact of events on the 
minds of the thinkers. Rather, it also implied an adjust
ment of traditional political concepts and assumptions to 
the problems of the contemporary world. 

The subject,af tbis book is tbc genai£G£a new wayei 
thinkin&_ about olitics and histo_!Y,. In order to investi
gate this process we shall have to move between a de
~ption of what happened and an analysis of the way in 
which these events were seen by the Florentines of the 
early sixteenth century. The narrative of the political sit
uation which existed in Florence after the overthrow of 
the_ Medici must therefore be complemented by an anal
lysis of the prevailing mode of thinking. In Florence the 
Signoria and other executive boards were accnstomed to 
call together influential citizens for a consultation-a ,pr11-
tic11--whenever the government of Florence was faced 
with a difficult problem.17 Protocols of these meetings 
have been preserved in the Florentine archives., and 
they permit us an insight into the traditional assumptions 
with which Florentines approached political decisions in 
the first years of the republican regime. 

.•
1 Pratica is the singular form, praticbe the plunl. For a more de

tailed description of the working of the pratic'be see below, pp. CSs et 
seq_. and for the role of the praticbe in Florentine politics see my 
amcle, "Florentine Political Assumptions in the Period of 

1

Savona
r~a and Soderini," JOUffllll of the Waburg 1111d Courtauld In,. 
stt'"!es, vol. XX (19s7), pp. 187-214, particularly pp. 187-19s. 
Secnon 3 of this chapter is an abbreviation of this article to which 
I refer the reader for more extensive documentation. My notes 
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During the republican regime there was an obvious 
need for frequent debates on foreign policy. Florence's 
~tional alliance with France, of unquestionable value 
in the times of the Medici, had become a doubtful legacy 
after the actual appearance in Italy..Df the French armi~ 
first under Charles VIII and then under his successor 
Louis XII. By adhering to the French alliance Florence 
came into conflict with tho~ Italian pg.wers which led 
the resistance against France, mainl!_ Milan and the rulers 
of the Church Stite. The Florentines were forced to con
sider whether Maximilian, the German Emperor, and 
Spain-whose support the enemies of France were ~ek
ing-could be inveigled to intervene in Italy, and if so, 
whether or not their strength was comparable to that of 
the French. The urgency of this problem was heightened 
by the revolt of Pisa in 1494 and the war which Florence 
waged from 1494 to 15o8 to regain this vital seaport. At 
various occasions, the Florentine conflict with Pisa gave 
to France as well as to her opponents the opportunity of 
using pressure tactics on Florence. Each of the powers 
competing for a Florentine alliance tried to force the 
Florentines' hands by supporting Pisan resistance and by 
promising withdrawal of this support if Florence would 
decide in its favor. 

The discussions in the pratiche on foreign policy were 
permeated by a profound feeling of the weakness 
of Florence. The Florentines took pride in the cultural 
superiority of Italy over all other countries of the Christ
ian world, and in their own city in particular which was 

t''tbe heart of Italy."88 lBut the central importance of Flor
here arc chiefly limited to give the Italian text and to indicate 
the nlace of direct qu0t2tions from the volume of the AS:F. 

aa ''essendo noi oef quore di Italia," AS:F .. Crmsulte e Pratiche, 
vol. 65, f. iorv. 
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ence in Italian life only heightened the dangers: ''When 
Italy is agitated by great new forces, we are in the middle, 
which is most violently affected."89 

The concrete basis from which these feelings of weak
ness arose was the economic situation of Florence. Her 
prosperity-almost her existence--depended on trade, and 
in the case of war, commerce might come to a standstill. 
These considerations made it almost impomble for the 
Florentines to make a choice between France and the 
Church State. The chief business of the Florentine mer
chants was with France, and an abandonment of the 
French alliance would mean an end of Florence's most 
profitable economic enterprises. On the other hand, con
flict with the Church State could be equally damaging, 
for the Popes could employ the weapon of ~ interdict 
which the Florentines feared for material rather than for 
spiritual reasons. When a state came under an interdict, 
its citizens lost all legal protection everywhere in Christ
endom; an interdict therefore :w.ouJd pcnnit the "rob
bing of all the ~ .of_ lorentines wherever tb.ef 
were-in Rome, in apl~ in England or in any other 
place."40 When Pope Alexander VI, infuriated by Sav-

"oiiarola's vehement attacks, demanded that the Florentine 
government silence the impertinent Frate, Florentines 
who were opposed to obeying the Pope's request were 
told by their fellow citizens that they would use a dif
ferent language if they had goods outstanding all over 
Italy. .. , 

19 "Preterea tOtalJl Italiae Buctuare novis et magnis rebus, nos 
autem esse quasi in centro quod magis vexari potCSt," vol. 61, f. 5r. 

• 0 "dare in preda tucte le robe de' mercatllJlti fiorentini in 
qualunque luogo si trovino o ad Roma o a Napoli o in loghilterra 
et in qualunque altro luogho," vol. 70, f. 36r. And for the following 
see meeting of March 14, 1498, vol 64, ff. 17r et seq. 
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The Florentines regarded their ci -state as rather 
small and insignificant in comparison to the g_.teat tcai
torial states which had grown up outside Italy. So inex
haust1'ble and "far-reaching seemed the power of the large 
states that the Florentines saw the hand of France and 
Spain behind every move which was made on the Italian 
scene. Even when Pisan resistance was clearly at its end, 
the Florentines believed they could not strike the final 
blow before negotiating with France and Spain: "As 
things stand in Italy, one can't have Pisa without the two 
kings."41 

The eat states outside Italy were not only superior 
in strength; the awe which they inspired was com
pounded by the inscrutability of their political moves. It 
seemed to the Florentines, who were not able to calculate 
the permanent interests behind the policy of these great 
states, that all their actions were determined by the arbi
trary will of the ruler. Consequently, whenever discus
sion in the praticbe turned to questions involving these 
great states, a kind of psychological guemng game devd
opcd about the personal qualities and inclinations of their 
rulers. For example, there was a debate on the question 
whether or not King Charles VIII, after he had been 
driven out of Italy in 1495, would set out on another Ital
ian expedition. Some Florentines believed that Charles 
VIII felt so strongly about honor that he would certainly 
return in order to "revenge himself on his enemies." To 
others, the French King appeared as a weakling "led by 
his advisors"; "they did not want him out of France," and 
so he would not come.'2 

n "Stando le cose come stanno in Italia hon., non si possa havere 
Pisa sanza dua re," vol. 69, f. 149v. 

•• Some said that Charles VIIl would want to "vendicarsi de' 
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good terms with both sides. Their preference was for the 
"middle way"-anothcr favorite expression. 48 

• 

Although the Florentines were well aware tha~ thCll' 
city was weak and inferior to other stat~ _they did not 
feel helplC$. The policy of delay, of w:utmg, of be?e
:fiting from circumstances, was not purely an exprCSS1on 
of political impotence but a consciously adopted method 
of conducting politics. The Florentines used a weapon 
with which they believed they could compensate for the 
lack of military strength. This weapon was reason {!ag
ione) and the Florentines consfcfered themselves as ex
perts 1n its use. In 14¢, when the other Italian pow~rs 
took up a threatening attitude because of the Florentme 
loyalty to France, it was said that two wa>:5 '":ere ~pen to 
Florence: "to resist either with force or with mtclligcnce. 
And it does not appear possible that we can resist the 
whole of Italy relying on force. We must take the alter
native: intelligence."'7 There was an alm?st religious con
viction in this Florentine belief in the tnumph of reason; 
one finds coupled together: "trusting in God, in rea

son."' 8 

Despite differences in recommendations on practical 
political steps, a common outlook c~ be f~und in all ~e 
discussions in the f>raticbe on foreign policy. Domesnc 
affairs, on the other hand, were viewed in two distinctly 
different ways. The need for seeking the advice of a 
f>ratica arose usually from the failure of th~ Great Coun
cil to accept legislative proposals, p~cularly those 
which were to raise new taxes; the prat,ca was expected 

""Via di mezo," for instance, vol. 69, f. 76r. . 
" "difendere colla forza o collo ingegno. E co~ la ~orza non SI 

vede che noi lo possiamo fare contro tucta Italia. BJSogn& torre 
l'altro, cl~ l'in~o," vol. 62, f. 205r. 

a "sperando m Dio, nella ngione." vol. 64. f. 105r. 
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to indicate ways to overcome a deadlock. Thus the de
bates frequently turned to an evaluation of the consti
tutional arrangements which had been made in 1494. For 
a number of the speakers in the p,rtltiche, the measures 
which had been taken in 1494 were not an innovation, 
but a reform in the original sense of the worcl--a re-estab
lishment of the "old republican way of life," as it had ex
isted in the earliest times of Florence. 

Thus changes, attempts to make institutional improve
ments, were inappropriate. "Any change diminishes the 
reputation of the city."411 The only important question to 
be asked was whether or not the existing institutions cor
responded to those which had been established when the 
city was founded; a satisfactory government could be 
realized only by "going back to the. b~~,, The 
original institutions were believed to have been given to 
Florence by God: "We feel deeply grateful to God 
and express to Him our thanks for having deigned to 
lead us to a true form of social life. And it is equally our 
duty to accept and preserve in its entire and unchanged 
form the gift which God's grace had given us .... "GO Be
hind this assumption lay the view that there was only 
one true task of g_ovemment: administration of • usticc-
"jUstice includes everything.•;;r-x- constJtunon given by 
God would provide society with a just government and 
create the foundations of a harmonious social life. Discon
tent and unrest, it was thought, were not the result of de-

,, "ogni mutatione togli[e) reputatione alla cicta," vol. 62, f. 
38or. 

00 "Nos debere muimas immortali Deo gntias et agcre et 
haberc qui ad vere civilem nos vitam perducere dignatus sit. Et 
ideo debere nos quod Dei beneficio acceperimus munus inviolarum 
et integrum velle conservare, nee quicqllllm minuere ex dominantis 
auctoritate ac ~tare." vol. 61, f. 6r. 

n "La iustizia ha in se ogni cosa," vol 65, f. 1641'. 
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fects in the city's institutions, but rather the result of 
human failure; internal conflict was the fruit of "sins." 
Difficulties which had arisen in Florence had originated 
because men pursued " rivate assiol}S'' instead of the 
"common gggd," because men succumbed to the partic- . 
ular vice of politi~If there were factions in 
Florence, they were the result of this sinful and egoistic 
behavior; factions were evil, incompatible with good gov
ernment. If the malfunctioning of government was the 
outcome of immoral behavior by the citizens, the rem
edy must be a strict enforcement of laws. In times of ten
sion those who held these views suggested that the govern
ment order the priests of the city to preach love and 
unity and that reconciliation committees be formed to 
admonish the citizens ''to act in concord." 

Opinions were divided on this issue of the need for re
forms. In contrast to those who regarded the constitu
tional setting as definite and inviolable because of its di
vinely ordered nature, there were others who regarded 
the institutions as man-made and therefore in need of ad
justments and improvements. A characteristic argument 
was that Venice had required centuries to attain that con
stitutional stability and perfection which she had reached 
by the beginning of the sixteenth century, and for which 
she was widely admired; the Florentines could not expect 
that their constitution could be perf cct at one stroke. Will
ingness to make changes and improvements is not the 
only interesting aspect of this remark. It shows that the 
advocates of such measures considered Florence not as 
an entirely uni9!1e .J?Olitical formation but rather as a 
cit,y-state ~ to other citr:-state.$; Florence could 
profit from the experiences of others. Venice and Rome 
were the two examples most frequently mentioned. The 
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discussions in the praticbe show that the Florentines had 
intimate knowledge of the functioning of the Venetian 
constitution which, some believed, Florence should imi
tate even in formal details like calling the citizens to the 
meetings of the Great Council by the ringing of bells. 
The. favorite exl!.fflple, however, was repu~ Rome. 
For mstance, when Cesare Borgia stood threatening De
fore the gates of Florence, it was recommended in a 
pratica that full power and authority be handed over to a 
few men. The justification for such advice was that "the 
ancients in dangerous times gave authority to one 
man."112 

Although the protocols of the praticbe show that some 
Florentines applied to the political order a criterion of 
rational efficiency, while others regarded the institutions 
as God-given and therefore unchangeable, these differ
ences in attitude were not as great as they might seem, 
for they were gradual and relative rather than definite 
and absolute. Hardly any of the speakers in the praticbe 
held firmly to the one attitude or to the other in his ar
gument. In the minds of most of the speakers both atti
tudes had value. The reason was that almost all the par
ticipants of the praticbe held identical views about the 
nature of the forces working in the world of politics and 
about. the limited extent of the infiuence which men 
could exert on events. All the speakers believed that there 
was a narrow realm in which man's reason could be ef
fective, and that non-rational forces also held sway in the 
world of politi~ The expressioll$ used to dcsiguate these 
~o forces-usually viewed as adversaries, struggling with 
each other were Tagione and FOTtuna.Jniesc two terms 

l2 "Ii antiqui nc' tempi pericolaa davano auctorid a UDO solo n 

vol. 66, f. 5rr. ' 
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are full of associations and they are rather ambiguous; 
they have no _precise c;;ounterparts in English. 

-- The meaning of ragione can perhaps best be c~ed 
by a negative definition. Actions directed by ra one 
were the opposite of actions directed hf ~!" or 
''will." If a decision is made "guided by will and not by 
ragione, the outcome will be bad."" "Tiius rag,one ~as 
the instrument which enabled man to steer a stratght 
course between illusionary hopes and exaggerated fears 
to arrive at correct decisions. However, ragione was use
ful to man not only by guiding him on his own course of 
action, but also by providing the means for anticipating 
how others would act. At all times and all places, man 
had responded to the same motivating forces. There was 
a recurrent pattern behind man's behavior which made 
his actions calculable. Ragione enabled man to deduce 
~es of human. behavior and to apply them to the 
individual case under deliberation. 

The opinions expressed in the pratiche suggested that 
the Florentines did not assume the existence of special 
rules for political behavior; every known rule of human 
behavior was also applicable to politics. Thus the age-old 
wisdom reflected in proverbs was frequently used for 
arriving at judgments on the possible behavior of an op
ponent and for making political decisions. When Piero 
Medici loudly announced his immediate return to Flor
ence, the proverb that "dogs which bark don't bite"" 
was cited and this was regarded to be sufficient assurance 
of the futility of Piero's threats. 

The sources most assiduously tapped in this search for 

u Decisions "indutti dalla volunta et non dalla ngione, fanno 
mali effetti," vol. 69, f. 41v. 

" "Cane che abbaia non morde," vol. 61, f. 38v. 
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general rules which could be applied to present-day prob
lems were experience and authority. "Experience is the 
greatest teacher."1111 Experience was not only what people 
themselves had seen, but everything known about events 
in the past; the entire field of history was ~e. The 
speakers in the pratiche ref erred frequently to the les
sons which could be drawn from events in Florentine 
history, but their favorite source was the history of an
cient Rome. The speakers took enormous pn e in dieir 
knowledge of the classical world, and they seemed to de
light in displaying it. When Savonarola had been impris
oned and it was debated in the pratiche whether he 
should be physically forced to reveal the names of all his 
associates and connections, one speaker warned against 
such a prolonged and extended investigation because it 
would increase tension and bitterness in Florence. Caesar, 
after his victory over Pompey, had refused to look at 
Pompey's correspondence. This argument was sharply 
contradicted: if Caesar had studied Pompey's correspon
dence, he might have found out who his enemies were 
and might not have been assassinated. 

There was a reason for attributing particular impor
tance to the rules of human behavior taught by classical 
history. The story of these events was handed down in 
the books of great writers, and references to classical his
tory, therefore, combined the weight of reasoning from 
experience with the weight of reasoning from authority. 
The quotation of the view of an acknowledged author
ity was regarded as the most telling argument. The state
ments of a famous author about human behavior were 
regarded as valid without questioning. Even if speakers 
could have justified an opinion by common sense or by 

H "ezperientia, que rerum est magistra." vol. 61, f. 6v. 
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reference to experience, they preferred to cite an au
thority. The recognized canon of authotit;ies comprised 
classical as well as Chrtstian authors~ St. Paul and D,e
mosthenes were quoted side b_y side, and references to 
"d"asslcat and Christian writers were equally frequent. 

The Florentines delighted in the use of ragione. They 
prided themselves on their cool and objective attitude in 
making decisions and on their capacity to discover in the 
apparent chaos of arbitrary moves a pattern which made 
the actions of other states and rulers foreseeable and cal
culable. They considered ragione and force as equally ef
ficient weapons. Nevertheless, it should not be assume~ 
that the Florentines conceived of the world and of poli
tics as being a rational order, moving according to laws. 
R.agione was not yet the bright and dazzling sun of the 
eighteenth century whose rays dispersed the few clouds 
which had been casting dark shadows on some comers 
of the world. On the contrary, the Florentines' pride in 
their ability to act according to r9Jdone -was so great, and 
their emphasis on the need for ragione was so pamonate 
and shrill, because they were oppressed by the feeling of 
being exposed to arbitrary and uncontrollable powers. 
The Florentines clung to ragione as to a candle which 
creates a small circle of light in the surrounding darkn~ 
The cry for ragione was the corollary of a feeling of 
helplessness in the face of non-rational forces. 

The term symbolizing the world of non-rational forces 
was F omma__, and this again was a concept of many facets. 
F cmuna was responsible for those events which hap
pened against all rational calculations and expectations. 
Man was powerless to do anything about those things 
which were "in the hands of FONUna."M In this respect, 

es "in mano della fortuna," vol. 61, f. 16JV, 
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the meaning of F Of'tUna was almost identical with the 
meaning of another concept frequently used in these dis
cussions: Necessita. Both Necessita and Fomma make 
rational calculations superfluous. ''When N ecessita chases 
us, we don't need to deliberate."117 ~ssitJ knows of no 
taws." Tc: ecessita dictates."118 Yet to die Florentlnes, there 
wD"rdisffiicnon between Necessita and Fomma. Where
as N ecessita entered when the accumulation of adverse 
circumstances was so great that no choice was left to man 
and human calculations were reduced to automatic reac
tions, F Of'tUna could permit room for human choice and 
initiative. She could place unexpected chances in a man's 
way; it was his task to recognize and to make use of them. 
"When there are favorable opportunities and man then 
does not try his luck, FONUna will leave him."119 

Thus to the Florentines Fomma had preserved many 
of the characteristics of a j>agan soddcss. She is a person
ality, she has her whims; she interferes arbitrarily in hu
man affairs. Some men she dislikes, on others she smiles. 
In political calculations one has to take into account 
whether a ruler is "fortunate," a favorite of Fomma. Yet 
at the same time this pagan goddess exerts her power in a 
Christian world and has to be integrated in it. God rules 
everything on this earth and thus it is not possible clearly 
to distinguish between what is done by God and what is 
done by F omma. Events like the salvation of Florence 
through the sudden death of Giangaleazzo Visconti in 
1402 were sometimes ascribed to Fomma, sometimes to 
God. Fomma is God's messenger and He directs her. 

11 ''Dove necessiti caccia non bisogna consiglio," vol. 67, f. 6µ. 
68 "La necessiti non ha legge." "la necessitl coustringne," vol. 

62, f. 221r; vol. 69, f. 47r. Of course, these are classical rules. 
n ''Quando l'occasioni sono apomme chi non tenta la fortuna, 

la fortuna lo lascia," vol. 69, f. 167v. 
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Thus God can "change fortune."80 ''\Vhen Fonuna gives 
one a chance, one oug__ht not to miss it_becau~ this might 
be a sign that God wants to help."81 

The identification of the work of Fortuna with the 
work of God shows that to the Florentines God had not 
retired behind laws of nature which He had established. 
He directly interf erred in the course of events where
ever and whenever He wanted\J!le fi.nal limitation of hu
man efforts and designs lay in the omnipnreace ~God. 

This raised the uestion in the minds of the Florentines 
whether it was worthwhile to exp~nd one's enc~ and 
ingenuity on trying to discover the plans of one's oppo
nents, on trying to forestall one's enemies and on trying 
to chart a safe course for oneself, ~hether it.might 
not be more effective to concentrate on wnirlg. God's 
favor so that He would direct affairs in a way which 
would be favorable to Florence. The discussions in the 
,praticbe indicate that this was a real roblem to the Flor
entines. It was in this conceptual framework that they 
looked upon the problem which we now call the relation 
of morals and politics. 

A few of the Florentines held extreme views. One 
speaker, characteristically a passionate adherent of Sav
onarola, believed one ought to follow ''the counsels of 
Christianity rather than the counsels of mundane wisdom 
because this would please God more."82 Some took the 

eo " ••• mutare fonuna," vol. 69, f. 43v. 
•1 "[one should not] lasciar passare tanta occasione di fonuna 

perche pare che da ogoi parte lddio monstri di volervi aiutare," 
vol. 62, f. 340v. 

81 "referendomi sempre piutosto al consiglio cristiano che phi
losaphico perche e piu secondo lddio," vol. 70, f. Brr. The speaker 
was Bartolomeo Redditi, who, in an apology of Savonarola, writ
ten in rsor, has an interesting analogous passage apposing ''lwne 
sapraoaturale" and "opinione di ragione humaoa e oaturale"; see 
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opposite point of view: in the Italian political world, in 
which all states ''were eager to deceive each other in or
der to increase their territory, "88 one had to act as the 
others were acting. "When he tries to trip us, we must 
try to trip him."M This kind of worldly wisdom cele
brated its greatest triumph in the deliberations on the case 
of. the ndottiere Paolo itelli. e had been put into 
P1:15°n b~cause he was suspected of treasonable ncgoti
aoons with Florence's enemies while being in the service 
of Florence. However, no proof of his crime could be 
found. Yet it was decided to execute Vitelli because he 
would never have forgiven the Florentines for his impris
onment and would have been a powerful enemy of the 
city as long as he lived. The reasoning which prompted 
this decision was clearly stated by one of the speakers: ~ 
"l feel one should not p. · oceed in this case according to 4- _. 

the usual standards of fairness, as one usuall does not "._.., 
proceed in such a way in affairs of state. "811 

ln general, however, the Florentines were not inclined 
to take an exclusively religious or an exclusively mun
dane attitude. They might deliberate according to human 
reason, but the first advice was always ''to turn to 
God."88 In particularly critical situations, this advice was 
supplemented by more detailed instructions: the priests 
were ordered to hold procemons and the government 
was asked to distribute alms to the poor or to bring the 

J~ph Schnitter, Quellm und Forscbungm zur Gescbicbte 
Savonarolas, vol I, Bartolomeo Redditi und Tomaso Ginori, 
Muenchen, 1902,p,s4-
• 

88 
" ••.• ~nno vigilanti per ingaonare l'uoo l'altto al bisogno per 

mgrandirsi, voL6r,f. 176v. 
" :~do lui uccellassi, uccellare aoche voi," vol. 69, f. 26v. 
85 Judicho anchora non si proceda secondo e termini di ragione, 

che cosl non si suole oelle cose delli stati." vol. 6s, f. u6r. 
88 "Ricorrere a Dio." 
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city-states had become prominent through the growth of 
trade and industry, usually the cloth industry. The de
velopment of the cloth industry required a large labor 
force, ranging from the unskilled beaters and washers 
who prepared the raw material, to the master dyers and 
sheannen who finished the finest cloth. As a result of the 
increased number of workers as well as the diversity and 
hierarchy of skills necessary for the manufacture and 
finishing of cloth, new forms of organization of labor d~ 
veloped, and they gradually weakened the traditional 
forms of labor organization-independent individuals and 
guilds more or less equal in rank-on which the institu
tional structure of a city-state was based. In almost all 
towns sharp social tensions arose between rich and poor, 
between independent entrepreneurs and dependent 
workers, between the large trading guilds and those 
which produced for the local market. These tensions 
were aggravated when industrial activity spread from a 
few centers-the Netherlands and northern Italy-to 
other parts of Europe. With the creation of a highly com
petitive market the great merchants of the city-states felt 
more strongly the need for increased political support 
for their mercantile enterprises; and their demand for 
the exclusive control of their governments was more ve
hement, more urgent than in the times of easy economic 
expansion. 

The pressure of the divergencies in economic inter
ests and the diversities in economic and social status 

o the inhabitants of an urban center, the issues 
which, as we have indicated, disturbed the internal peace 
in Florence, were the roots of virulent contention in 
nearly all the larger cities of Europe. A particular object 
of dispute was the determination of the preconditions 
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which established the right of participating in the gov
e~ent or of controlling it But this question was incx
tncably bound up with the problem of the nature of a 
political society; hence the principles justifying the ex
istence of different social groups within a political body 
were carefully scrutinized. Nevertheless, it was assumed 
~at the existence of different social groups with different 
interests was not-or should not be-a destructive force in 
~ political society. Thus the ideals of the unity of a polit
ical body and the legitimation of political leadership re
mained in existence, but there was no agreement on the 
means to realize them. 

Awareness of th~ deficiencies of traditional institutions 
and doubt about the appropriate role of the various ele
~ents of a political society were intensified by a prevail
mg mood of uncertainty and discontent-«gain, a wide
spread, almost general phenomenon in Europe at the end 
of the Middle Ages. As economic activities and accumu
lation of wealth became increasingly more central con
cerns, it became steadily more difficult to maintain the 
traditional orientation of all values towards a world be
yond: As a c~nsequence of this loss of orientation, a strong 
reacnon against the preoccupation with secular affairs 
set in, and although it varied in form and degree, it was 
m~st often manifest in fervent religiosity. Appeals to 
Withdraw from the world and cries for reform were ex
pressions of men's bewilderment and dissatisfaction with 
the world as it was around them. 

Nevertheless, _ the predominant intellectual interest 
?:as to fi_nd a j_~fication for a mq_re ~ular way of life. -
In purswng this aun, men would look for new authorities 
or they would interpret old authorities in a new manner. 
They were driven to study again the question of the na-
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rure of man, and the old questions of man's particular 
qualities, of the character of his special dignity, and of 
his freedom of will were raised anew. 

The bearing of these social and intellectual changes on 
the development of political thought is evident: the form 
which the political body had taken no longer fitted tra
ditional concepts, and the factor which acted in and ~pon 
the political body-man-came to be seen in a new light. 

The situation in Florence after the overthrow of the 
Medici was the particular reflection of a peral c~ ex
isting at the time. The inevitable adjustment of traditional 
ideas about politics and society t~ . the change~d 
changing-political and social conditions found its . first 
most trenchant expression in Florence, and the ideas 
which were adv~ there came to fonn an important 
and enduring strand in the fabric of modem political 
thought. From the inner contradictions on. which the re
publican regime was built, there necessarily followed a 
bitter struggle for political control. This strUggle ~ot 
only accelerated and intensified the ~ch for a ~lu~on 
to political instability, but it also establishe~ the direction 
along which tne solution was sought. The ~es and ~en
sions which troubled the Florentine republic determined 
the nature of the problems and concepts fundamental to 
the elaboration of a new-a reasoned and intellectual-ap-

proach to politics. 

(g~apfe~ 2 TIIE REACTIO 

THE FLORENTINE ARISTOCRATS 

TO THE REVOLUTIO OF 1494 

• I • 

OF 

Through the constitutional changes of 1494 the middle 
~es becanie pan of the .ruling group. The upper group 

had to share the power which previously it alone had pos
sessed. Consequently, during the entire republican period 
the men of the u~r _group led the attacks. .against the 
constitution o 1494 and pressed for changes and reform. 

In distingiiisfiing the upper group from the rest of the 
population the Florentines used a variety of terms: the 
members of the upper group were the riccbi, or the no
bili, the grandi, or the sll'Ui. These t~s dcrivea;- of 
course, froro"1distinguishing attributes commonly enjoyed 
by the upper group; nearly all those counted among this 
group were, in addition to being wealthy, usually de
scended from an ancient and honorable family, and po
litically experienced or well educated. In some instances 
we find it difficult to determine the social standing of an 
individual or to explain why a particular man was a mem
ber of the upper group, but the Florentines themselves 
knew exactly who were the traditional rulers of their 
city. Sometimes they were called le case.1 The aristocrats 
were members of those families who owned the great 

1 See above, note 28 of Chapter L 
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palaces which towered over the n~ow streets ~d the 
houses of the neighborhood, and which were the pnde of 
all those living in the same quarter of the city. Many of 
these palaces-like those of the Corsini, Guicciardini, Ri
dolfi, and Pandolfini-although still bearing the n~e 
which they had in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, 
have been rebuilt in more recent times. Others-like those 
which in the fifteenth century Brunelleschi had built for 
the Pazzi, Alberti for the Rucellai, and Michelozzi for 
the Medici, or like the Strozzi palace which, at the be
ginning of the sixteenth century, was ne~~ com~le
tion, or the Guadagni palace on Santo Spmto which 
Cronaca was building during the republican period-are 
still so similar to what they were at the beginning of the 
sixteenth century that the connection which existed in the 
Florentine mind between the dominating structure of the 
palaces and the pre-eminent social ~nd ~litical posi~on 
of the families which owned them JS eV1dent. It was im

possible for the members of these families, or for others, 
to lose sight of the leading role which they played in the 
cultural and political life of Florence. A wide distance 
separated them not only from the workers, the servants-
from those whom the Florentines called ~plebe" or 
''vul o." The Florentine.,_upper gr?up was also clearl dis
tin uished from the artisans, the tradesmen, the shop
keepers, the owners of small enterprises who in the literal 
sense formed a "middle class."2 

1 Ugolino Verina, De iUustrlltiMJe urhis Flormtille, written 
between r,.SO and 1487, shows those whom a contemporary con
sidered the great Florentine families to have been. For a modern 
discussion of "the factors that dete~ed elevated social place", in 
Florence see Lauro Martines, Tbe Soci4l World of the Flormtme 
HU111i11UrtS, Princeton, 1¢3, ~e-18-4 It ought to be emphasized, 
however, that, althou~h a gitted individual might ~ into the 
upper group, its dommant clement was the old families of great 
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Although after 1494 the aristocrats no longer had a 
monopolr: ?ver the government, they still had to carry a 
heavy polincal burden. Because of their experience, their 
education and knowledge, they were entrusted with all 
diplomatic missions. Moreover, the aristocrats could be re
lied upon to have the resources for advancing loans to the 
government, which frequently needed extra funds to 
cover the expenses of an urgent enterprise. Thus the aris
tocr:3ts found themselves in the anomalous position of 
~~g gr«:3t ~nsi?ilities without having the possi
bility of directmg policy entirely as they wanted. Con
flict between the aristocrats and the middle classes was 
~ost ~voidable,_ and, indeed, the period of the repub
lican regune was a tune of discord. 

The ~ontrast between the groups which would strug
gle agamst each other throughout the period of the re
public emerged almost immediately after the fall of the 
Medici, but in the first four years of the republican re
~e ~ underl~g conflict was obscured by bitter 
dissenston over the l.DlDlanent validity vonarola's mes
sage. After the execution of Savonarola in 1498 the dis
parity_ of group_ inter~ dominated the political align
ment m Florentine polincs. In the period from 1498 to 
1 502, the most critical time of the republic, contention 
arose over the form of government established in 1494,; 

~e focal point of this dispute was the question of reduc
mg the power of the Great Council. This fight reached 
some conclusion in 1 502 with a moderate constitutional 
reform which transformed the office of the Gonfaloniere 

wealth. For instance members of these families frequendy had their 
names placed into the v~ bags on several ')>olizze," not onJy on 
one;. see the forthcoming study of 1colai Rubinstein on the 
Mcdicean government system. 
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men who shared the same outlook and interests. It is un
certain why, instead of this conservative suggestion, a 
more radical proposal became law: the Great Council 
was to be composed not only of descendants of all those 
who actually had held offices, but also of the descendants 
of all those whose names had been drawn from the eligi
bility lists even if they had been prevented from taking 
office. Through this innovation d\,c;. Florentine gov
ernment was opened to the middle classes, and the whole 
character of the ruling group was changed. 5 Although 
ilie aristocrats had reservations about including this 
group of men in the Great Council, they had no notion 
what the concrete consequences would be. No one seems 
to have envisaged that the Great Council would consist 
of as many ~ 1000 members. Had the aristocrats been 
aware that the Great Council would be so large they 
might have offered stronger opposition. 

As it was, aristocratic opposition centered not so much 
on the requirements for membership in the Great Coun
cil, but on the introduction of an electoral procedure for 
filling some of the offices in the Florentine government. 
Because the aristocrats were accustomed to the system of 
filling offices by allotment, which in the past they had 
been able to manipulate to their satisfaction, they ex
pected that any change in this method would lead to a 
diminution of their influence. About this they were mis
taken. The method of filling some of the offices in the 
government by election in the Great Council turned out 
to be to their advantage. Whenever offices were distri
buted b_r lot, the increase in the number of those entitled 
to hold offices would bring in many "new men", mem
bers of the middle classes. But when elections took .£_lace, 

• See above note 14 of Chapter L 
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a well-known name>-usually that of an aristocrat-would 
be cnosen. Thus a strange reversal of fronts occurred. 8 

The aristocrats became interested in defending and 
broadening the electoral P!ll1ciple, whereas the middle 

·classes oecame advocates of distribufing offices by lot 
The men from the middle classes began to doubt the 
value of the electoral method which originally they had 
regarded as necessary for the preservation of a republic. 
The law of December 22, 1494 had precisely regulated 
the way in which each office was to be filled; some of the 
offices were to be filled by election in the Great Council, 
some by allotment, and some by a combination of elec
tion and allotment. The disagreement between the aris
tocrats and the middle classes on this issue led to frequent 
changes in these regulations. Sometimes the number of 
offices filled by election was increased, sometimes de
creased. Thus in the first four years of the republic, not 
the function and composition of the Great Council, but 
the regulations about the filling of the executive boards 
was the only issue which indicated the existence of a fun
damental division between the wealthy upper group and 
the middle classes. 

The reason was that in these years other issues of great 
divisive force overshadowed Clj>ntraSts of group interests. 
From 1494 to 149~ Savonaroh! was the central figure in 
Florentine politics. 7 Savonarola was never the ruler of 
Florence, and his adherents were in the majority in the 
Signoria only intermittently and for short periods. Never
theless, Savonarola's sermons with their moral exhortations 
and political counsels dominated Florentine life. From 

e Sec Rubinstein, loc. cit., PP· 323-340. 
' Roberto Ridolfi. Vita d, Girolamo St,uo,u,rola, 2 vols.. Rome, 

1952 (English ttanslarion by Cecil Gn.yson, New York, 1959) is -'(' 
now the standard biography. 
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the _pulpit of the cathedral whence the Frate d.ire~ed his 
pasgonate and visionary appeals to the Florentmes, a 
large black shadow fell over the whole of the city, sub
duing and muting its multi-colored life. 

Savonarola's influence over the Florentines was derived 
from the belief of many that he was a true prophet. 8 He 
had predicted that a great disaster would befall Italy, and 
the divine nature of this prophecy became apparent to 
the Florentines when the French invaded Italy in 1494. 
Thus in the critical months following the overthrow of 
the Medici his advice carried great weight and his advo
cacy of the establishment of a Great Council was deci
sive. Savonarola never identified himself with any social 
_group or class; his exhortations ~o moral and p~litical ~e
form were aimed at every man m Florence. It is true m
deed that because the creation of the Great Council had 
allowed the middle clas5es a place in the government, his 
admirers and most loyal supporters came particularly 
from this group. However, in consequence of Savona
rola's attacks on the Papacy and his condemnation by 
Pope Alexander VI quite a number of men from the mid
dle classes began to change their minds about him. 

On the other hand, Savonarola was by no means op
posed by all aristocrats. The seriousness of his moral con
cerns, the fire of his eloquence, the impact of his person
ality were so great that many aristocrats accepted his 
leadership because they regarded him as a true prophet. 
For instance, one of Savonarola's aristocratic adherents 
was Piero Guicciardini, a deeply religious man who was 
attracted by Savonarola's piety. But less religious and 

• On Savonarola's prophetic message, see Donald Weinstein, 
''Savonarola, Florence, and the Millenarian Tradition," Cburcb 
History, vol. XXVIl (1958), pp. 3-17. 
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more c~cal aristocrats also favored him. Although such 
men

1 
1?1gh_t h_ave doubted the divine origin of Savona

rola s msprrat1on, they believed it might be easier to use 
Savonarola. ~n to oppose him. Realizing his in1luence 
o~er the citizens, they befriended him and suggested to 
him measures which, with his espousal, might be more 
quickly adopted by the Great Council. This was the re
lationship which existed between Savonarola and Fran
cesco_ Valori, who, although he had always been a pro
tagorust of a small oligarchic regime, became the head of 
the Savonarolians in Florence. V alori was unable to ex
tricate himself from this union with Savonarola. The be
lief of ~e Florentines in Savonarola's divinely-inspired 
prophet1c powers could last only as long as he continued 
t~ make correct prognostications. When the French king 
did not return to Italyiin contrast to what the Frate had 
p~edicted, his reputation as a man of God .declined. 
Finall!, V alori, the leader of the Savonarola party, was 
~nated the day Savonarola was put into prison. 

~e multiplic~ty of political groupings and factions 
which emerged m Florence in these early years of the 
republican regime indicate that a variety of issues ob
scured the existence within the Great Council of two 
groups of different economic interests. We hear about 
Frateschi and Piagnoni, Mastricapatemostri, Disperati 
and Arrabbiati, and these names reflect the extent to 
which the £_olitical struggle in Florence was dominated 
~Y disputes over the personality of Savonarola. 11 

• <?n t~e ?am~s. of the Florentine political groups, see Nicolai 
Rub~m, 'Poliocs and Constitution in Florence at the End of 
the Fiheenth Century," lulilm Rffllliss1111ce Studies, ed. E. F. 
iacob, 1:0ndon! 1900, PP· 170-171, fn,uubi means adherents oi the 

rate,J?!ilgnon, suggests Savonarola's appeals to emotion, rrastrice 
~onri avonarola's reliance on patunoncr. Savonarola's ene
nues were arrabbiati (fanatics) or disperllti. 
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In the four years following Savonarola's execution ten
sion in Florence continue and even increased. Whereas 
the citizenry in the Savonarolian period had been split 
into numerous factions by a diversity of issues, from 1498 
to 1 502 there was one central issue: whether or not the 
government established in 1494 needed to be reformed 
and improved. On this is.rue the members of the Great 
Council aligned themselves strictly according to group 
interests. Because in the course of this conflict some new 
and important ideas on politics emerged, the events of 
these years must be described in some detail. 

The background of the constitutional struggle was 
formed by external threats and dangers. Italy was 
thrown into new turmoil by the return of the French 
armies under King Louis XII in 1499 and by the subse
quent appearance of the S_.paniards in aples. Florence 
was directly involved because Cesare Borgia used this 
confused situation for his own audacious plans-to estab
lish a territorial lordship in central Italy, in the neighbor
hood of Fforence. Moreover, throughout these years 
Florence was involved in a war to subject Pisa once again 
to its domination. 

Mounting financial exigencies forged the link between 
these external dangers and the domestic crises.10 Money 
was needed to pay condottieri, to buy off enemies, to 
keep the protection of the French King, and to continue 

10 For a broad discussion see Antonio Anzilotti, La Crisi Conitr1-
zionale della Repubblica Fiorentina, Firenze, 1912. The two articles 
by Rubinsteio-"1 Primi Anni" and ''Politics and Constitution in 
F1orence"-and the article by L. F. Marks, ''La crisi Finanziaria a 
Firenze dal 1494 al 1502," Arcbivio Storico Italiano, vol. CXll 
(1954), pp. 40-72, contain a more detailed treatment of the de
velopments. Rubinstein's articles do not go beyond the year 1499; 
the political and institutional developments after 1499 have not yet 
been treated in a thorough fashion. 
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tax, increasing proportionately with the amount of 
wealth-the Decima scalata-was put into effect in Janu
ary 1500.12 

Because of the immediacy of the financial needs, the 
Great Council in these years divided strictly according 
to elm lines. The aristocrats and the middle c~ be
gan to look u~ each other with unconcealed distrust. 
Chroniclers and diarists report that pofitfcal life had be
come polarized between advocates of a govemo lllrgho 
and advocates of a govemo stTetto.18 Govemo ktrgho was 
the name given to the form of government which had 
been introduced in 1494 and which the middle classes 
were anxious to maintain. Govemo stTetto was the term 
used to describe a form of government in which the aris
tocrats would have control. There was much talk about 
the plans of the aristocrats for establishing a govemo 
stTetto. One of their plans was believed to be the handing 
over of power to a committee of twenty or thirty;H an
other 1~ radical and therefore I~ risky plan was to 
transfer some of the most important functions of the 
Great Council to a council of 200, 111 to be composed ex
clusively of aristocrats. 

11 See Marks, ''La Crisi Finanziaria," loc. cit., p. 58: "La decima 
scalatia fosse diretta contro una classe sociale e non mnpliccmente 
contro una particolare fonna di ricchezza." 

11 The contrast between these two fonns of government is old; 
and the contrast was particularly~ in the fourteenth century. 
See Gene A. Brucker, Flurmtine Politics 1111d Society, 1343-1178, 
Princeton, 1961, pp. 87 et seq., but the contrast was less evident 
during the century of oligarchic rule. However, on the existence 
of some tendencies towards a broade~ of the basis of govern
ment in the times of the Medici, see Gwdo Pampaloni. "Fermenti 
di riforme democratiche nella Firenze Medicea del Quattrocento," 
Arcbkno Storico ltalumo, vol. CXIX (1961), pp. 11-61. 

16 For instance, Parenti remarks on such rumours in January 1499 
and July 1500, see Storia Fiurmtina, Ms. B.N.F., IlJV.170, ff. 6ov.-
61r., 136v. 

11 Attain Parenti, op. cit., IIN.170, f. 4SV (July 1498), f. 151v 
(Octolier 1500). 
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r 50 r with a civil war in Pistoia which threatened the 
Florentine domination. The revolt seemed the more om
inous because of the appearance of ICesare Borgi:t and his 
troops in the neighborhood of Pistoia. In May r 501, C.C
sare Borgia stationed himself in Campi, five miles outside 
Florence, and the Florentines were thrown into a panic. 
In order to persuade Cesare Borgia to evacuate their ter
ritory, the Florentines agreed to pay him a large sum of 
money. However, they had gained only a temporary res
pite. In the next summer rebellion broke out in AI~ 
and the surrounding V aldichiana. The Florentines sus
pected Cesare Borgia of instigating these revolts and of 
backing their leader, Piero Medici. Thus, in the summer 
of r 502 1 Pisa was still defending its independence, Pistoia 
was tom by civil war, and Areu.o and its surroundings 
were in rebellion; Florence had lost half of her empire. 

The disasters which fell on Florence in the years r 501 

and r 502 had the effect of increasing internal tension by 
necessitating great financial outlays. The wealthy citi
zens ref used to give further loans, and as an indication of 
the desperateness of the situation, on January 31, 1501, 

the officials of the Monte resigned before the expiration 
of their term.111 The aristocrats, enraged by the unwill
ingness of the middle classes to take a share in the finan
cial burden, began to withdraw from governmental ac
tivities; they declined to serve on diplomatic missions, 
and they refused to attend advisory meetings to which 
the Signoria summoned them.20 Such a political boycott 
had been used by aggrieved individuals in the past, but 
it had never been adopted systematically by a large group 

19 See L. F. Marks, "La Crisi Finanziaria," loc. eit., p. 6c), where 
details about the financial developments can be found. 

20 See Guicciardini, Storie Fiurmtine, pp. 239-241. 
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Great Council which had brought the middle classes into 
the government. as Although the aristocrats could hardly 
be satisfied with such a change, most of them preferred 
some measure of reform to none at all. They hoped that 
if once the first step toward constitutional reform were 
taken, further progre$ along this road would be easier. 
The aristocrats might even have thought that from a 
purely tactical point of view there could be some advan
tage in beginning constitutional reforms with the crea
tion of a Gonf aloniere a vita; with his help and authority 
resistance to further reforms might be squashed. To the 
aristocrats, the law of August z6, 15oz, which established 
the Gonf aloniere a vita, appeared to be the beginning of 
a movement away from the governo largo of 1494-18 

Yet under Piero Soderini, who was elected Gonf aloni
ere a vita by the Great Council in 1 5oz, further consti
tutional changes were not undertaken. External threats, 
which had intensified the internal struggles, diminished. 
With the death of Pope Alexander VI in the summer of 
1503, . ~e B.Qf.gia's powez.: in central ltal.y collapse.cl. 
and soon afterwards the struggle between France and 

18 Savonarola mentioned his suggestion for introducing a "doge" 
in Florence in his confession, see Pasquale Villari, La Storia di 
Girolamo Sll'IJonarola, nuova edizione, Firenze, 1930, vol. Il, p. 
CLV. 

18 The law of August 26, 1502, establishing the Gon(aloniere a 
tlita, is in PrOII., vol. 193, f. 5or.-5ir.; little attention seems to 
have been given to the last paragraph of this law which changes 
the election of the Council of Eighty in such a war that "per 
ciaschuno quartiere se ne imborsino solamente 28 di quelli che 
haranno vinto el partito et haranno piu fave nere che gl'altri, 
cioe 21 per la maggiore et septe per Ia minore." The aristocrats 
could consider this as a step toward a council which they would 
dominate because the preference given to aristocrats in elections 
(see above, pp. 54 et seq.) would have/roduced chiefly aristocnts 
among those whose names were place into the bags from which 
the members of the Council of Eighty were drawn. 
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Spain for hegemony over Italy found a respite; Spain 
ruled southern Ital.I, and France controlled Milan. A tem
porary calm settled over Italy, giving_ Florence the op
portunity to concentrate on the reconquest of Pisa which 
occurred in 1 509. There was also an improvement in the 
financial situation of Florence both because external dan
gers subsided and because Soderini had a remarkable 
ability for handling fiscal affairs. The return of relative sta

bility and safety to the Florentine republic eased the p~ 
sure on the middle classes to agree to further institutional 
reforms. Moreover, Soderini was not personally inclined 
to reform; he did not want to become the tool of the up
per classes. Soderini believed he could maintain an inde
pendent position between, or even above, the opposing 
groups. Soderini's unwillingness to carry out the aristo
cratic program made him in the eyes of the patricians a 
traitor to the class from which he came. The aristocrats 
fought Soderini bitterly. Significantly, Alamanno Salviati, 
who had been an influential advocate of the law creating 
the Gonf aloniere a vita, became Soderini's sharpest, most 
intransigent adversary. 

In 1108 the Lea~ of Cambrai was formed to halt the 
spread of Venetian power on the terra-f erma, and then 
Pope J~s Il o_e.ened a campaign against the French; 
again Italy was a theatre of war. These events reawakened 
all the old tensions and conflicts and they became even 
more vehement. Soderini remained loyal to the F.tCDCh, 
and after their defeat in 1..5.12 an isolated Florence faced 
the Spanish and Papal troops which threatened to restore 
the Medici. This crisis offered an opportunity for the 
aristocrats to get rid of Soderini, and under their pres
sure, the Gonfaloniere, who had become discouraged by 
the acrid criticism which he met on all sides, fled to exile 
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in the autumn of 1512. To the aristocrats this appeared to 
be their chance to gain control of the government. In ~~ 
two weeks which passed between the flight of Sodenru 
and the rc:s.tQJ:atWil of the Medici by SE,anish and Paial 
troo~ the aristocrats were in po~on ~f the govern
ment. They forced the Great Council, which was demor
alized by the collapse of Sode~'s regime, to. accept a 
law of constitutional reform which was an undiluted ex-

f th 
• , IT 

pression o e anstocrats program. . . 
This law was built on the ideas which the anstocrats 

had voiced in the meetings of the -J1raticbe around the 
turn of the century, although some of the stipulations of 
this law reflected the experiences of the aristocrats ~ur
ing the years of Soderini's rule. For_ instance, the ~o
crats recognized the need for steadiness an~ conttnwty 
in the office of the Gonfaloniere, but they did not want 
to have another Gonf aloniere a vita because of their dis
satisfaction with Soderini's refusals to accept their rec
ommendations. Thus in the law which the aristocrats 
sponsored in 151 2, it was specified that the term of the 
Gonfaloniere was to be limited to one year. Moreover 
this law contained a number of prohibitions in order to 
curtail his freedom of action. Following the example of 
Venice whose Doge was not permitted to open privately 
letters of state, the Florentine Gonf aloniere could per
form this necessary function only in the presence of two 
other members of the Signoria. 

The center of the constitutional reform of the aristo
crats in 1512 was the creation of a Senate, organized _in 
accordance with the suggestions made ten years earlier 
in the -J1raticbe. The Great Council was to elect eighty 

aT Law of September 7, 1512, Pr"'1., vol. 65, ff. 388r.-390v. See 
also Anzilotti. op. cit., pp. 52 et seq. 
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members of this Senate, and these eighty were to be 
joined by all persons who had been Gonf alonieri or am
haadors, or who had served on the Board of the Ten. 
These Senators would in turn elect fifty additional mem
bers to their body. The functions of this new Senate 
were such that there could he no doubt that it was meant 
to be the institution for the formulation of Florentine 
policy. Not only was this Senate given authority to ap
prove with a two-thirds majority all fiscal legislation, hut 
it had also the power to appoint the members of all the 
chief executive hoards. Only the annual election of the 
Gonfaloniere was left to the Great Council. Under this 
constitution, no longer the Great Council, hut the Senate 
was the "soul of the city." 

A Eloceorine law was usually wcfacs;d with a state-
_ ment of justification. The first sentence of the law of Sep
tember 7, 1512 is in accordance with the traditional con
cepts of government: "All ancient and modern republics 
which have had a long life and lived in peace and unity 
did so because dignities and benefices were fairly dis
tributed among its citizens, because crimes were pun
ished with justice, and merits liberally rewarded so that 
the citizens were content with their status, fearful to 
commit crimes, eager to do well, and willing not only to 
def end their republic in unity but also to increase its 
power." But the consequences which were drawn, in 
this law, from these presuppositions were novel: good 
government requires that "a republic possess the institu
tion of a Senate." All the resentment and frustration 
which the patricians had harbored in the years since 1494 
found expression in the succeeding phrase: "This had 
been considered and recommended by thoughtful citizens 
frequently in the past, but they were not believed till now 
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tutions after the pattern of the old. A constitution was 
justified when it represented a restoration of the "old 
- litical order."311 

en the aristocrats were driven into opposition to 
the dominance of the middle c~ in the Great Coun
cil, they found themselves without an argument, without 
any justification for their position. The middle c~ 
had pre-empted the traditional legitimation of political 
demands because the Great Council was considered to be 
a return to the old order. Moreover, in attempting to cur
tail the power of the Great Council, the aristocrats' pro
posals focussed on devising novel arrangements; the aris
tocrats wanted to divide power in such a way that they 
could regain a decisive voice in the government. In Med
icean times the oligarchy ruled through the Council of 
the Seventy and the Council of the Hundred. Oearly 
this precedent influenced the proposals of the aristocrats. 
But after 1494 it was not po~ble simply to return to the 
old form of government Thus the proposals of the aristo
crats had to conform to a new situation, and they re
quired a new justification. 

The Florentine aristocrats were men from the wealth
iest and most prestigious families; their influence pene
trated almost every facet of life within the city, and 
reached beyond the walls of Florence. The aristocrats 
were also the cultural elite of the city. They were the pa
trons of the humanists, and the champions of a civiliza
tion in which the cl~cal world was to be reborn. It is 
not surprising that the aristocrats would anchor their po
litical claims to the concepts and teachings which the bu-

.. For examples sec Prw., vol 18c), ff. sv (April 20, 141}11): 
"ridurrc la nostra citta al' ordinc anti.co"; or Balle, vol. 43, ff. 178r.-
18or. (November 221 1513): "modo ct ordinc dcllo anti.co stato et 
govcmo." 
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manists had derived from their stndy of the classical 
world. Although the events of 1494 brought ~bo~t the 
end of one era of Florentine history and the beguuung of 
a new era, many of the aristocrats who had been pro~
nent during the Medici regime continued to p~y a P~ m 
the government of the city during the republican pcnod. 
These aristocrats remained committed to the cultural 
aims and achievements of Medicean Florence, despite the 
political upheavals of the last years of the fifteenth cen
tury. One of the best known political and intellectual fig
ures in the Florence of Lorenzo Magni!ico was Bernardo 
Rucellai, -whose late wife was a sister of Lorenzo. Never
theless Bernardo Rucellai became involved in a conflict ' . with Lorenzo's son, Piero Medici, and even contnbuted 
actively to the overthrow of the Medici re~e in • 4?4· 
Yet Rucellai carried on the intellectual tradition which 
had flo • ed under the Medici. In the spirit of the 
Medice Pia nic A~!m)J, which had ceased to exist 
after the events of 1494, mardo Rucellai opened his 
large garden to his aristocratic friends, to humanists and 
scholars who met there to converse, to exchange reports 
of newly discovered manuscripts, and to listen to read
ings of literary compositions. •0 

Even though many of the same men who had enjoy~ 
the stimulation of the Platonic cadcmy assembled m 
the Rucellai gardens, there was an important difference 
between the gatherings in the Medici villa on the slopes 
of Fiesole and those in the Rucellai gardens. In the times 
of the Medici the conversations in the Platonic Academy 
had centered on classical hiloso hy and literature, and 

,o Sec my article "Bernardo Ruccllai and the Orti Oriccllari: A 
Stud on the Origin of Modern Political Thought," JOU1'7'14l of the 
wiirtr:g and Courtauld Institutes, vol. XII (1949), pp. 101-131. 
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their meaning for the present. In the discussions in the 
Rucellai gai:dcos, which took place in the first years of 
the sixteenth century when internal tension in Florence 
was approaching a climax, two topics aroused increasing 
attention: _!tlstory and ~litiE5- Just how important these 
discussions in the Rucellai gardens were for the solidi
fication and the fortification of the opposition to the re
publican regime is indicated by Francesco Guicciardini's 
later comment: "the Rucellai gardens sparked the flame 
which burnt the city."' 1 These meetings of the aristo
crats and humanists in the Rucellai gardens gave the 
aristocrats the possibility of considering their practical 
demands in a theoretical context. The fusion of prac
tical political issues and theoretical reflections on govern
ment forms the distinguishing feature of a work written in 
the last year of the republic: the Discorso di Logrogno of 
Francesco Guicciardini. 

• III • 
While the storm clouds were gathering around the Flor

entine republic in the summer of Is 1 2, Francesco Guic-
~dini, the Florentine ambassador to King erdinand of 

Aragon, accompanied the court to Logrogno. 42 There in 
the ample leisure which he enjoyed during his rather fu
tile diplomatic mission, Guicciardini's thoughts turned to 
the perplexing and distnrbing problems of his native city, 
and he set down his ideas on the Florentine constitution 

u "Di quell' orto, come si dice del cavallo troiano, uscirono le 
congiure, uscinnc la ritornata de' Medici, scinnc la fiamma chc 
abrucio questa cim," Francesco Guicciardini, ''Oratio Accusatclria," 
Scritti Autobiografici e R.ari, ed. R. Palmarocchi, Bari, 1936, p. 230, 
but sec pp. 229""231 for Guicciardini's evaluation of the political 
significance of the meetings in the Ruccllai-Gardcns. 

' 1 Concerning Guicciardini's life and caRU, and for literature 
about him, see the appendix. 
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in a long memorandum which, deriving its title from the 
place where it was written, is called the Discorso di Log
rogno.41 

Francesco Guicciardini was exceptionally suited to be 
a theoretician of Florentine aristocratic policy. Scion of 
a well-known aristocratic family, Guicciardini was fa
miliar with the leading Florentine politicians; despite his 
youth-he was only twenty-nine years old when he wrote 
the Discorso di Logrogno-he had been initiated in the 
arcana of government. The literary work on which Guic
ciardini had been engaged before leaving for Spain-a his
tory of Florence from the times of the rise of the Medici 
to his own clays-is full of details about the political events 
in the times of Savonarola and Soderini, and his account 
corresponds so well to the documentary records that he 
must have received his information from the main par
ticipants;" It seems a sound assumption that he relied par
ticularly for his information on his father-in-law, Ala
manno Salviati, for whom he expressed deep admiration. 
Salviati had been instrwnental in formulating the law 
which created the Gonf aloniere a 'Vita, but then he had 
become a leader of the opposition against Piero Soderini 
who was elected Gonf aloniere a 'Vita. Salviati's role in Flor
entine politics was carefully delineated in Guicciardini's 
Florentine History, which echoed the complaints of Sal
viati and his group that, to the detriment of Florence, 
Soderini disregarded the advice of the ''wise citizens."411 

Guicciardini's Florentine History jciearly shows a bias 
61 Printed in Guicciardini, Dialogo e Discorsi del R.tggimmto di 

Firmu, ed. R. Palmarocchl, Bari. 1932, pp. 218-259-
"For a study of Guicciardini's "sources," see Nicolai Rubinstein, 

write 'Storie Fiorentine' and the 'Memorie di Famiglia' by Fran
cesco Guicciardini," Rmascimnito, vol IV (1953), pp. 171-225. 

u For Guicciardini's views on Alamanno Salviati sec Guicciar
dini, Scritti Autobiografici e Rm, pp. 6CHS8. 
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in favor of the aristocrats and demonstrates that Guic
ciardini fully shared their politcial views and aims. An
other influence which Guicciardini frequently ac
knowledged was that of his father, Piero Guicciardini. 
He also was a prominent politician and he had been en
trusted with important offices and diplomatic missions 
under the Medici as well as during the times of the repub
lic. Piero was a cautious man and not always in agreement 
with the more partisan views of his son. 48 Piero belonged 
to the literary group around Lorenzo Magnifico and he 
was a friend of Marsilio Ficino, whom he chose to be 
Francesco's gQdfath.cr. Piero saw to it that his son had a 
humanist education which was more thorough than that 
of the average young Florentine patrician. Francesco 
learned Latin and Greek. He heard the lectures of the 
well-known humanist Marcello Virgilio Adriani. He stud
ied law in Florence, Ferrara, and Padua when humanist 
methods began to influence legal studies. In Padua Fran
cesco lived in the house of Filippo Decio, one of the most 
incisive minds among the legal scholars of the time. 47 

Thus the man who wrote the Discorso di Logrogno was 
.! convinced adherent of aristocratic policy, and he was 
also a man conversant with the methods and ideals of hu
manism. 

Ever since the manuscript of the Discorso di Logrogno 
was discovered among Guicciardini's papers in the last 
century, its importance for Guicciardini's political 
thought has been recognized. It was the first of Guicci-

•• See Guicciardini, Scritti Autobiogrqiei e Rm, pp. S7-SI, 71-
7a, 28o • 

. •~On. ~uic~iardini.'s legal education, sec Paolo Rossi, Guicciar
dm, Criminaluta, Milano, 1943, pp. 19-30; and on Decio and his 
influence see Myron P. Gilmore, write Lawyers and the Church 
in the Italian Rcmissancc," HU11U111ists il1Ul ]urim Cambridge, 
1¢3, pp. 61-86, particularly p. 83. ' 
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so as to make them more accessible to aristocratic control. 
That Guicciardini shared the views of the majority of 
aristocrats about how to remedy the constitutional prob
lems in Florence is evident from his plan for a new in
stitution which would take over the functions which he 
wanted removed from the Signoria, the Great Council, 
and the Gonf aloniere. He placed the greatest emphasis 
on the need for such an addition to the machinery of gov
ernment: "Certainly one of the most important things in 
order to maintain true and full freedom is the existence 
o{. a middle link which kee~ the i~rance of the masses 
in check and bridles the ambition of the Gonf al(}11-
iere."50 

Guicciardini's "middle link" is almost identical with 
the council which the aristocrats had been advocating 
since the tum of the century and which finally they 
forced through the Great Council in the autumn of Is 12 

He called this "middle link'• ~e same term used 
by the aristocrats to describe the new council which 
they advocated. The size, composition, and functions of 
the senate, which Guicciardini outlined, corresponded to 
those which the aristocrats had proposed. His senate was 
to have about 200 members. After considering ca.refully 
whether a one year term or a lifetime membership was 
preferable, he decided that senators should have tenure 
[S1! life. In addition to 80 members elected by the Great 
Council, the senate should be composed of all former 
Gonfalonieri (that is, those men who had held this office 
prior to the introduction of the Gonfaloniere a 'Vita in 
1502-a group which therefore would slowly die out), all 

ao "t certo dellc piu importante cose a mantcnerc la libcm vcn 
ed intera e quest.a cbe sia uno mezzo cbe rcgoli la ignoram.ia dclla 
multitudinc c ponga frcno alla ambizionc di uno gonfalonierc ... ," 
Guicciardini, DiaJogo e Discorsi del Reggimmto di Firenze, p. 117. 
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former members of the Board of the Ten, and all former 

amba5.5adors and commissioners. Since some important 

and influential citizens might not be included in these 

categories, 30 additional senators should be elected by the 

Signoria, the Sixteen Gonf alonieri, and the ~ard of the 

Twelve Good Men. uicciardini ~cte4, this senate to 

become ''the stee!ing:_whed of the city and the arbiter of 

~g."Cll It was to control foreign policy by ~eans 

of its unction of appointing all ambassadors and military 

co~oners. The members of the Board of the Ten, 

although elected to that office by the Great Council, 

should be senators. The senate was to debate and to pass 

all legislative proposals before they could be submitted 

to the Great Council; and the senate was to have full and 

exclusive control over fiscal legislation. 
G~oniere 11 ~ta, Senate, Great Council-these were 

the three cssentiai parts of Guicciardini1s concept of an 

ideal constitution for Florence. Yet it is not by chance 

that his constitutional scheme combines monarchial, aris

tocratic, and democratic clements, realizing, therefore, 

the idea of mixed ~ nt By adapting his constitu

tional scheme to this classical idea, Guicciardini indicated 

that he was aware that single, practical reforms ought to 

be conceived as integral parts of a comprehensive organ

ization which had a sound theoretical basis and corre

sponded to the best rules of politics. U the world of Flor

entine aristocratic politics, into which Guicciardini had 

been born and in which he had grown up, was one influ

ence in the Discorso di Log,ogno, the world of humanist 

thought, in which he had been educated, was the other. 

Allusions to a classical concept, however, do not make 

11 "el timone della citd e moderatore di ogni cosa," Guicciardini, 

Dudogo e Discorsi del Reggmm,to di Firmu, P· J.40· 
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a treatise a humanist product and, indeed, the Discorso 

di Log,ogno is very diff ercnt from the usual political 

treatises written by humanists. The influence of human

ism on the Discorso di Log,ogno lies in the basic as

sumptions which stood behind the author's constitutional 

scheme. This can be elucidated only by a brief analysis 

of the nature orthumanist eolitical •• 

The primary concern oi the humanists was the revival 

of rics--a discipline which had flourished in antiq

uity. Since the ultimate purpose of rhetorics had been to 

show how ethical norms could h~ ipplicd t.o burnao be-

~• the humanists tried to present the doctrines of 

great philosophers and writers in a comprehensible way 

so that men would be inspired to live and act in accord

ance with them. The works of the humanists were, there

fore, of an imitative nature; it was not their intention to 

propound a new philosophy or to reveal new wisdom. In 

form and content the humanists borrowed freely from 

the ancients. Their political writings, which were de

signed to demonstrate the necessity of following ethical 

rules in practical politics, were essentially restatements 

of classical ideas clothed in modern dr~ 

Three themes appear most prominently in the human

ist writings on politics. The_ concern with ethical norms 

for social behavior is clearly expressed in treatises which, 

in character, resemble the medieval "Mirror of Prin~" 

but which, in content, reflect the humanists' propensity 

for incorporating classical ethical values into the tradi

tional Christian scheme, as well as their awareness of the 

diffusion of public responsibility in the Italian city

state.152 Thus the humanists wrote not only about ''the 

52 See my article "The Humanist Concept of the Prince and 'The 
Prince' of Machiavelli," Jounu,J of Modern History, vol. XI 
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good prince," but also on "the good citizen" and ''true 
nobility."Ga The example of Petrarch, who wrote on the 
"ideal prince," was followed by most of the well-known 
humanists-Poggio, Pontano, Ficino. In their treatment of 
this theme, they used a somewhat standard method which 
consisted of enumerating the cardinal virtues and of dem
onstrating the advantages which would accrue_ to every
one if rulers and citizens po~d these VJ.rtUCS and 
acted according to them. . 

Another type of humanist political literature owed its 

origin to the imitation of classical ut~ias, such as those 
of Plato and Cicero. The humanists wrote books on "the 
ideal government,"" or, more specifically, on the "best 
monarchy" or the "best republic"; or 5?metimes they 
made a "com arison between republic and mon
archy."55 Because in their political writings the humanists 
placed a particular causc-m~narchy or r~public-in rela
tion to the general good which was undisputed and per
manent, they seldom came into contact with issues that 
required expr~on of a personal choice or conviction. 
Patricius, for example, could write about the "best repub
lic" as well as about the "best monarchy."58 

(1939}, pp. 449-41!3; the references to literature, given in this article, 
make extensive bibliographical dat2 here unnecessary. 

aa For the themes treated in hwnanist political writings the old 
work b,: Cavalli, ''La scienza politica in lt21ia." Mmrurk delf
lstituto Veneto, vol. XI (1862}, PP· 405-433, XII ( 11164}, PP· 121-
143, 289-314, 4!11-504; XIII (1866}, pp. 5-26, 233-272, 333-367 pro-
vides a useful survey• . 'bell " 

H For instance, Filippus Beroaldus, ''De opamo statu Ii us, 
VariaOpwcula, Basilea. 1515, pp. 123-13~. . . . ,, 

1111 Lip~us Brandolinus, "De comp3?none Rei publicae et Regru, 
publisheci in lrodalomtiirteneti E,nlekek, vol. IT, Budapes; 1119<>. 

ae Francesco Patricius, De institutione Rei Publicae ~d _De regn_o 
et regis institutione· Platina wrote a treatise on De Principe (dedi
cated to Federigo 'Gonzaga} and De optimo Ci,,e (dedicated to 
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Still another type of humanist political writing was the 
panegyric, adopted from the classical pattern. The hu
manists wrote about sin_gle ci~ describing their 
constitutions and their political achievements. In the 
times of the conflict between Florence and Milan at the 
beginning of the fifteenth century, two famous treatises 
of this kind were written by Loschi and Salutati, the 
former praising Milan, the latter extolling the pre-em
inence of Florence.57 These treatises frequently served 
the purpose of propaganda; often they were commis
sioned, or sometimes they were written in the hope of 
gaining the favor of a ruler or a government. 

In contrast to the view of earlier scholars, who re
garded these treatises of the humanists as purely rhetor
ical exercises, recent scholars Stre$ the close connection 
of the humanist political literature with the political prob
lems of the times in which they were written.118 The space 

Lorenzo de' Medici}, the two works being of partly identicsl 
contents, see Giacento Gaida's introduction to ''Platynae His
torici liber de vita Christi ac omnium pontificum" in Muratori, 
Rerum ltalicarum Scriptores, nuova edizione, vol. III, part I, p. 
XXIX. 

er See Hans Baron, Hummiistic and Political Liter/lture in 
Florence and Venice, Cambridge, 1955, particularly chapter II. A 
later praise of Milan is that of Pier Candido Decembrio, "De 
Laudibus Mediolanensiwn urbis fanegyricus," ArcbMo Storico 
Lombiirdo, serie Quan:a, vol. VII (1907), pp. 27-45; but almost 
every city had a hwnanistic laudatio: foe instance Padua by 
Michele Savonarola. Bologna by Guzoni (both printed by Mura
tori, Rerum ltalicarum Scriptores, nuova edizione, vol. XXIV, Parte 
XV and vol. XXI (1733}, pp. 1143-1168}. Contarini's De m11gis
tratibus et Republic11 V metorum is, in cert2in respects, a continua
tion of this genre although the character has changed because of 
his adoption of a much more concrete and practical political ap
proach. Among the many 15th century praises of Venice, Francisci 
Nigri De aristocratia, Ms. Bihl. Marc., CL VI, No. 6, 2753, represents 
an interesting combination of Iaudatio and political theory 

88 I refer particularly to the works of Hans Baron and E. Garin. 
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Epbori in Sparta;" if this charactem.ation of the captains 
of the Parte Guelfa was meant to be more than flattery, 
it would show a singular lack of understanding for the 
role of the Pme Guelf a. The humanists were content to 
write about human society as it ought to be; they never 
made a systematic attempt to show how the real world 
could be transformed into the ideal world which they de
scribed. Palmieri illustrated the method the humanists 
used in their search for a perfect society by referring to 
the story of Zeuxis' procedure for choosing a suitable 
model for his portrait of Helen of Troy. The Greek 
painter assembled the five most beautiful women of his 
time and selecting from each of them her most perfect 
feature, he fashioned a portrait of composite beauty.ea The 
humanists selected from countries and cities, all over the 
globe past and present, the customs, institutions, and of
fices which they regarded as most nearly perfect and 
worthy of imitation. Combining these diverse and varied 
customs and institutions, they constructed what they be
lieved to be an ideal government M aturally this ideal 
government could never become a reality because it was 
a composite of incompatibilities. In the writings of the ' 
humanists on politics the world of political practice and 
the world of political theory remained far apart 

Nevertheless, humanist thinking on politics implied 
11 "Quod igitnr Romae censores, Athenis arcopagicae. Lacedae

moniae ephori, hoc sunt in Florentina civit2te Guelforum duca," 
Bruni, "Laudatio Florentinae Urbis," Beitrige zur Geschu:bte un4 
Liter11tur der ltlllinziscben Gelebnmrnunss1tnCe, ed. Th. Klette, 
vol. II. Greifswald, 111119, p. 101. On Bruni's "Laudatio," its text 
and its relation to works of the same genre, see Hans Baron, Tbe 
Crisis of tbe E11rly ltlllilln R.enJdss1tnCe, Princeton, 19SJ, particularly 
Oiapten IX and X. 

ea Matteo Palmieri. Libro della Yiu Civile, edition of 1Jt9, p. J7• 
H The above-mentioned writings of Patricius provide typical a

amples of this method of procedure. 
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the use of concepts and methods which could be shaped 
into instruments for the development of a more realistic 
political theory. As Palmieri's reference to Zeuxis sho~ 
the humanists pointed to the need for a compreheDS1ve 
knowledge of different political organizations which had 
existed in other times and at other places. In modern ter
minology, the humanists suggested a comparative method, 
and their writings, presenting the political facts which 
were contained in classical writings, provided the ma
terial on which such a method could be based. 

Moreover, although political utopias might be imp«. 
sible to realize, the concepts which underlie utopian po
litical thinking have their practical value. Since a political 
utopia outlines a political order in its totality, the mind is 
forced to see beyond single issues and institutions and to 
view the organization of government as a coherent whole. 

Finally, in accordance with the general principles of 
humanist philosophy, the humanist political writings em
phasized the influence of man's power in forming polit
ical institutions. The humanists stressed the im_portance 
of the role of state-founders. and law:giysrs-Lycur~ 
SolQll, Minos, Rhadamantes.611 Because to us these figures 
are purely mythical or enveloped in shades of uncer
tainty, we are inclined to regard references to them as 
rhetorical flourishes. But to the men of the early sixteenth 
century these state-founders were historical figures who 
bore the same reality as Scipio, Brutus, or Florence's 
Messer Buondelmonte, and they were counted among the 
heroes in history because they demonstrated man's con
trol over his social institutions. The state-founders and 
law-givers offered concrete proo~ of man's creative abil
!!Y_ in the world of p_olitics. 

eo For instance, Patricius, De mmtutione Rei Public11e, p. 9-
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The suppositions of the utopian and rhetorical human
ist treatises on politi~e relevance of classical political 
~riences to sixteen~n~ politig, the conviction 
of the man-made nature of _Elitical institutions, the con
ception of political order as a unit comprising the total
ity of society-were also those of~ie&itm!i~ Discorso 
di Logrogno: theoretical validity was given to the aris
tocrats' political program. In the Discorso di Logrogno, 
he placed his suggestions for reforms in the framework 
of a systematic and comprehensive examination of the 
laws and institutions of Florence. Rather than merely rec
ommending the introduction of a few laws which would 
eliminate the most obvious weaknesses of the prevailing 
government, he proceeded more radically. "To ro,it. 
~verythlng to~er in one heap_ and to give form to t;,b.is 
mass and to rcsha_ee it and dissect it in the way a bake.r 
treats ftour."641 Thus Guicciardini believed that man could 
fashion, according to his will, the society in which he 
lived. His references to the great law-givers of antiq
uity indicate that, like the humanists, he regarded these 
ancient heroes as historical figures. Like the humanists, 
too, Guicciardini considered that the exercise of man's 
creative powers in politics required a knowledge of how 
other governments functioned. For the Discorso di Log
rogno Guicciardini drew from the rich materials of an
cient history, from the political experiences of Athens, 
Sparta, Rome, and Carthage.67 

. The important difference, however, between the usual 

ea "fare uno cumulo di ogni cosa e ridurre tuttll quesu massa in 
una materia, e di poi rifonnarla e ridistinguerla tuttll a uso di chi fa 
cose da mangiare di pasta.," Guicciardini. Dialogo e Discorsi del 
Reggimento ili Firenze, P· z 19. 

eT For instance, Guicaardini. Dialogo e Discorsi del Reggimmto 
di Firmu, pp. 221 et seq. 
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humanist political treatises and the Discor~o d~ Lo~ogno 
was that Guicciardini always kept firmly m his nund the 
actual conditions which existed in Florence. For instance, 
he was aware that the situation in Florence determined 
the types of reforms which were possible or necessary. 

lorence was not an island, but rather was surrounded by 
states competing for power. "ff force could destroy her 

[ the city], it would not be enoug tnat if rgan-
- • dlid din n" 08 

ized in the intenor an ve accor g_ to reaso • 
Guicciardini considered a military organization which 
would enable the city to acfeno itself as a prerequisite 

to any reform. . 
Moreover, Guicciardini was conscious that if reforms 

were to have practical value, the nature of the human be
ings who belonged to this body politi~ ~d to ~. taken 
into account. In contrast to the humanISts conVtctton of 
the idcality of classical antiquity, Guicciardini assumed 
that the men and institutions of the past had not been
any more than those of his own time-perfect. Criticall 
examining the nature and function of classical institutions, 
he was selective in the choice of those he found worth 
imitating. The existence of particular laws or insti~tions 
in classical times was not in itself a proof of their ex
emplary value; the question which concerned Guic
ciardini was how they had functioned and what etfectS 
they had had. The standard according to which political 
institutions were to be gauged was that of rational ef-

ficiency. . . . 
This criterion runs through the entire D,scorso d, 

Logrogno; it can be characterized as an examination of 

.. "non basterebbe che la fussi ordinat:a bene drento e vivessi con 
la ragione. se la f~ la ~ soprafare," Guicciarclini, Diillogo e 
Ducorn del Regg,mmto d, Fwmu, p. uo. 

ARISTOCRATS AND THE 1414 REVOLUTION 

the existing Florentine political institutions from the 
point of view of how and to what extent they corre
sponded to the purposes for which they had been estab
lished. Guicciardini wanted to eliminate, because it was 
"a useless thing,"89 the customary method of having on 
each executive board, an equal number of members from 
each quarter of the city. He reasoned that by following 
this traditional method of proportioning offices a less 
able man might hold office only because a more suitable 
candidate came from a quarter whose quota was already 
filled. This method diminished efficiency. 

Even Guicciardini's fundamental concern-the re-cs
tablishment of aristocratic control in the government
was presented as a demand of gtiogalefflcicm:y. In out
lining the manner in which his proposed senate should be 
formed, he explained that a good government depended 
on utilizing the experience and knowledge of former high 
officials. Since most of these former office holders were 
aristocrats, the partisan political aim of joining them in a 
senate was evident, but this suggestion was enveloped in 
the general principle of rational cfficiency.10 When Guic
ciardini discussed the role which the aristocrats ought to 

have in the affairs of government he referred not to in
herited rights or status but to the special contribution 
which they could make to the society. The aristocrats 
were men of ambition, and unlike most of his contempo-

raries, \guicciardini -f9UOted amhitioo M a xittucl Thus -
the aristocrats added to political life a psychological qual-

. "."cosa inem," Guicciarclini, Diillogo e Discorn del Reggimmto 
d1 Frrmu, p. 247; see also p. no . 

,o "Accio che le rcsolaziooe imponsnti si faccino per rnano di 
chi sappi ed intenda," Guicciarclini, Diillogo e Discorsi tkl Reg
gimento di Firenu, p. 241, but see in general pp. 240-243. 
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ity which, as Guicciardini believed, the other groups of 
society lacked. 71 

At the beginning of the sixteenth century_ ~lo~entine 
politicians, as we have seen, argued about polincs m two 
different ways. The one way was to "go back_ to the 
principles" and to justify political demands by stanng that 
their fulfillment would restore the political order which 
had existed at the time of the foundation of the city-state 
and corresponded, therefore, to God's will. This argu
mentation from tradition prevailed in discussions on pol
itics. However, another method of reasoning about poli
tics could also be noticed; and it was employed with in
creasing frequency. A government ought to be organized 
on the basis of practical experience, historical ~owledgc, 
and human wisdom. This second way of reasoning about 
politics was used consistently-almost exclusively-by 
Guicciardini in his Discorso di Logrogno. 

However traces of argumentation from tradition can 
be found i~ the Discorso di Logrogno. Guicciardini 
aclmowledged that freedom was the soul of the Floren
tine city-state and that the all-~ra~ purpose o~ gov
ernment was the maintenance of µisttce. However, m the 
context of the Discorso di Logrogno, this recognition of 
traditional values carried little weight. Guicciardini in
dicated that he believed that freedom was attained when 
the citizens lived in security under laws, and he regarded 
justice not as an all-inclusive task, but as one ~ong the 
many functions of government. Although ~e intended 
to preserve a republican form of government m Florence, 
he implied that he did not consider this f~rm of gove~
ment to be sacred. Rather he argued that 1t would be dif-

n See note 35 of Chapter I, but also Guicciardini, Dialogo e 
Discorsi del Reggimento di Firm:r.e, pp. u.7, 2 50, 251• 
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ficult to introduce any other type of government because 
the citizens had become accustomed to a republic. 72 

Moreover, only a republic provided the opportunity for 
the development of the particular talents of the aristocrats 
-talents needed by a well-organized government. 711 In 
defending the republican form of government, Guicciar
dini used a rational justification based on practical re
quirements demanded by the special situation of Florence. 

The Discorso di Logrogno is significant as one of the 
earliest, if not the first comprehensive literary work, in 
which reasoning about politics is systematically based on 
the cri~ of rational dficiency. The extent to which 
such political argumentation gained acceptance is shown 
by its use in a number of memoranda that were written 
by Florentine aristocrats shortly after Guicciardini wrote 
the Discorso di Logrogno. Indeed the use of the criterion 
of rational efficiency by these authors-Lodovico Ala
manni, Niccolo Guicciardini, Alessandro Pazzi-indicates 
the hold which this method of argumentation had, be
cause the authors were concerned with political prob
lems far different from those which had occupied Fran
cesco Guicciardini. The political situation in Florence 
had changed completely. When these memoranda were 
written, the Medici once again ruled the city. 

n "Ne accadc disputare qualc sia migliore amministrazione o di 
uno o di pochi o di molti, pcrche la libcrta e eropria e narurale 
della citta nostra. In 'J.uella sono vivuti e'passan nostri, in quella 
siamo nuttiti noi ... , Guicciardini, Dialogo e Discorsi del Reg
gimento di Firm:r.e, p. 223. 

n ''E adunche bcne per cccitarc questa onest2 ambizione nelli 
spiriti grandi c dare loro occasione di operare cosc gloriose. 
mostrare questo luogo C quest2 commodici di eotcre vcnire a uno 
grado che non puo cssere maggiore in una c1tci libcra; Jli altti 
meno generosi c di minorc in~gno o sufficienza assai SJ riscal
deranno colla speranza delli aim magistrati c dcgnid, ... ," Guic
ciardini, Ditzlogo e Discorsi del Reggimento di Firm:r.e, p. 239-
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changed to fit the altered situation, the advice which 
these aristocra~for instance, iccolo Guicciardini, and 
Alessandro Fazzi-tendered the Medici was again pre
sented as corresponding to the requirements of a well
organized government. Also, in their efforts to give their 
suggestions theoretical validity they employed the same 
methods of argumentation which Francesco Guicciardini 
had used in the Discorso di Logrogno. 

These aristocratic writers rejected the notion that 
there existed one perfect political order which fitted 
every society throughout all the ages.711 The form of gov
ernment which had been established in Florence at the 
time of its foundation, these writers held, did not have 
to be maintained as God-given and immutable. In Flor
entine history different periods could be distinguished 
in which different forms of government had existed. At 
times there had been a popular regime; at other times, an 
oligarchy. Therefore, these writers believed that one 
ou ht to examine all forms of government to discover 
which form had been most sqc;cesnul; thus one could or
ganize the government of the present time according to 
this standard. Models for good government should be 
sought after not only in the past history of Florence; the 
experiences of antiquity should be studied as well. Yet 
these writers realized that ''the ancient times of the Ro-

" "Discorso di Lodovico Alamanni sopra il fennare lo stiato di 
Firenze nella devozione de' Medici." November 15, 1516, printed in 
Rudolf von Albertini, Das Florentiniscbe St4lltlb"11Wrtsnn im 
Uebergang "Von der Repuhlik zum Prinzipt,t, Bern, 1955, pp. 361-
371, particularly p. 368; then Alessandro de' Puzi's "Discorso al 
Cardinale Giulio de' Medici 1511," printed in ArcbMo Storico 
Italiano, vol. I (1841), pp. 410"431; then Francesco Guicciardini, 
"Del Govemo di Firenzc dopo la restaurazione de' Medici," 
Dialogo e Discorsi del Reggi,nento di Firenze, pp. 100-166; then 
Niccolo Guicciardini, "Discursus de Florcntime Rei publicae 
ordinibus," printed in Albertini, op. cit., pp. 377-394-
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according to its capacity to harness all the available forces 
within it. Some of the writers elaborated here on the 
idea which Guicciardini had adumbrated when he had 
emphasized that the state ought to utilize the peculiar 
psychological quality which the aristocrats pos.,essed
ambition., It was realized that the degree of concern for 
political problems varied according to the economic status 
and interests of the different groups of the population. 
Under a well organized and stable government, the psy
chological needs of each group of society would have to 
be satisfied.78 

The idea around which most of the Florentine 
aristocratic writers of the early sixteenth century con
structed their constitutional schemes was that of mixed 
government. In the history of European political thought 
from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries, the con
cept of~d governme_ot had an illustrious career; it 
formed the basic pattern in every aristocratic political 
theory. But later political writers referred not to Flor
ence--which had become the capital of a grand duchy 
under the Medici-u the embodiment of this idea of 
mixed government, but rather to Venice as proving the 
excellence of this kind of government. 

The importance of the discussions and writings which 
we have just analyzed went beyond the interest which at
taches to them in the history of the idea of mixed gov
ernment. They reveal the emergence of a method of pro
cedure which began to dominate the development of 
political thought It was assumed that the institutions of 
society, as creations of man. ought to be subjected to 

"See Alamanni, "Di.scorso," in Albertini. op. cit., p. 369 on 
"satisfare . . . a trc so rte de homini . . ."; this idea was then later 
fully developed by Giannotti, etc. 
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(g~apte~ 3 THE CRISIS IN 

THE ASSUMPTIO S ABOUT 

POLITICAL THINKING 

Man's approach to the macs of practical politics is 
dependent on his a priori assumptions about two ques
tions: what man is able to do in politics and what he ought 
to do. The development which we have just analyzed-
the gradual application of new criteria to the evaluation 
of the forms of political organization-was only one as
pect of the far-reaching repercussions which the political 
struggle in Florence had on political thought. Another 
consequence is perhaps even more important: the change 
in ...!!!!!!'s basic asrutnE_tio~ about the nature of P'.(>litics. It 
can be observed that men began to alter their views about 
the forces working in political life and to adumbrate new 
ideas about the aims of political society. 

• I • 
In analyzing the question whether men were changing 

their views about the forces which they saw working in 
politics, we might ask what they considered to constitute 
the presuppositions of political success. 

Whom did the Florentines regard as great statesmen? 
What were the qualities which had enabled them to 
achieve their successes? An investigation centering on 
the opinions held about individual leaders reveals more 
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specifically and concretely the changing views about the 
forces determining the course of politics than would a 
discussion of theoretical writings which, if they touched 
on the subject of political leadership at all, treated of it 
according to traditional literary patterns. The political 
personality who held ~eatest fascination for Flor
entines of the early sixteenth century was Lorenzo M~
nifico de'Medici. The return of the Medici to Florence in 
1512, after eighteen years of exile, posed the question: 
was it possible to restore the system of government by 
which Florence had been ruled in the previous century? 
The motives and the actions of Lorenzo Magnifico, un
der whom the Medicean system of government had been 
at its zenith, became a topic of intense debate. 

In the various political memoranda on the constitutional 
problems of Florence which were written between 151 2 

and 1522, 1 the evaluation of Lorenzo Magnifico and of 
his system of government was a principal issue. Lorenzo 
was depicted as the prototype of a successful statesman, 
and he provided an example which his descendants ought 
to imitate. In Lorenzo's case, as the writers of these po
litical memoranda agreed, the question regularly put in 

1 The most important are the memoranda by Paolo Vettori, 
Niccolo Guicciardini, Lodovico Alamanni published by Rudolf 
von Albertini, D111 Flormtiniscbe Staatsbewusstsein im Uebergang 
t1on der Republik zum Prinzipat, Bern, 1955, pp. 345-377i Francesco 
Guicciardini's, ''Del Governo di Firenze dopo la Rest2urazione de' 
Medici," "Del modo di assicurare lo stato alla casa de' Medici," 
''Dialogo del Reggimento di Firenze," all published in Guicciardini, 
Dialogo e Discorsi del Reggimmto di Firenze, ed. R. Palma
rocchi, Bari, 1932; Alessandro de' Pazzi's "Discorso al Cardinale 
Giulio de' Medici," Arcbivio Storico Italiano, vol. I (18.p), pp. 
420-432; Machiavelli's ''Discorso delle cose Fiorentine dopo la 
mone di Lorenzo." Niccolo Valori's "Vita di Lorenzo," printed in 
Philippi Villani, Liber de Cftlitatis Flormtiae Famosis Cruibru, ed. 
G. C. Galletti, Firenze, 1847, pp. 164-182 also has political purposes 
although it is a eulogy rather than a political memorandum. 
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powerful, he gave influence and recognition as far as 
pomble." 8 

As these passages show, these writers were most inter
ested in Lorenzo's. do.m~.polkf. and they were par
ticularly concerned with the aspects of it which were 
relevant to the political situation aher 1512. Their pres
entation of Lorenzo Magnifico's concern to maintain re
publican forms of life was meant to convey a warning to 
his descendants that they ought not to use their position 
to establish a tyranny. By describing Lorenzo as a.J!!i:!!zw 
inter ,PIV~ these writers expressed their disapproval of 
the behavior of the younger Lorenzo, Piero Medici's son 
and the Magnifico's grandson, who appeared in public 
accompanied by an armed guard, who conducted state 
affairs in the Medici palace arrogating the functions of 
the magistrates, and who made political decisions in con
sultation with only a small number of close friends. 7 The 
description of the rule of their great ancestor was intended 
to tum the younger generation of Medici away from the 
course towards absolutism. 

The portrait of Lorenzo Magnifico delineated in these 
writings was a purposeful construction rather than the 
result of a search for historical truth. But it cannot be 
called an invention because it was the continuation and 
elaboration of a distortion which had begun much ear
lier. There is a long and tortuous story behind this glori
fication of the Magnifico. The view of Lorenzo's contem
poraries about him had been very different, almost op
posite to that of the aristocrats writing in the second dee-

• "Et tutti Ii ciptadini honorava et carezava, et a quelli che 
erono nobili et potenti dava authoriti et ri_putatione quanto 
ragionevole era," Niccolo Guicciardini in Albertmi, op. cit., p. 354-

, For details about the policy of the Medici after their restora
tion, see below, pp. 131 et seq. 
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tion was altered to correspond to that of a typical tynmt 
When Savonarola preached his famous ~ermon on the 
~vils oT tr._raryiy, he described a tyrant as a person who 
rushed his country into war to maintain himself in power, 
who distracted the masses by festivals and ~rjes, 
who built palaces for himself· with the money of the 
city, and who corrupted the youth and had spies in the 
magistrates. If personally the tynmt appeared friendly 
and mild mannered, this, Savonarola said, was only a sign 
of his devilish cleverness; "he transf onns himself into an 
angel of light to wreak greater damage."11 The political 
practices which Savonarola described as characteristic of 
tyrannY. had been those of the Magnifico. Although Sav
onarola may have magnified Lorenzo's weaknesses, all 
Florence was well aware that fundamentally his picture 
was taken from life. 

The denunciation of Lorenzo around the time of his 
death, and his glorification which was developed in the 
second decade of the sixteenth century, form sharp con
trasts. This reversal of opinion was not sudden; the pro
cess of idealizing Lorenzo had set in around the turn of 
the century and had gradually gained momentum . .l!!?..m 
1S,Ql...PO, there are indications that the Florentines began 
to look back longingly to the period of Lorenzo M~
fico. Tom by inner dissensions and tumbling from one 
crisis into another, the Florentines began to see the pre
ceding era in a rosier light In September 1501 Parenti 
noted in his diary that disorder and tension in Florence 
led men ''to praise the times of Lorenzo de'Medici; and 

11 ''E pclO quanto ii tiranno di fuori si dimonstra piu costumato, 
tanto e piu astuto e piu cattivo e ammaestrato da maggiore e piu 
sagace diavolo, ii quale si ttansfigura nell' Angelo della luc:c per 
dare maggiore colp0," Savonarola, Trllttato circa il Reggimnlto e 
Govemo della Cina di Firenze, Libro ll, chapter 2. 
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kept in equal balance." In Valori's opinion Lorenzo had 
maintained political stability in Florence because he had 
exercised his power through the existing republican in
stitutions, thus pleasing the people, and because he had al
lowed the aristocrats to share in the conduct of govern
ment. V alori's portrait combined the concept of Lorenzo 
as the advocate of the principle of balance of power, with 
which his idealization had begun in the republican period, 
and the concept of Lorenzo as primus inter ,P11Tes which 
the aristocrats had developed after 1512. Valori had 
been a favorite pupil of Marsilio Ficino, and the Pla
tonic image of the philosopher-king can be seen behind 
this picture of the Magnifico.18 

Valori's synthesis of the previous evaluations of Lo
renzo Magnifico was not the end, however; the climax 
was reached more than twenty years later with the char
acterization of Lorenzo in Guicciardini's History oJ_ Ital:]. 
This picture of the Magnifico-more than all others-
has influenced the judgments on Lorenzo in the follow
ing centuries. Because of the importance of this presen
tation of Lorenzo, the process by which Guicciardini ar
rived at his evaluation must be described in detail. The 
gradual changes and developments in the views of the 
Florentines, which we have just analyzed, are mirrored 
in the successive writings of Guicciardini. 

1• See Alison M. Brown, "The Humanist Portrait of Cosimo de' 
Medici, Pater Patriae," JOU17141 of the Wa,burg and Couruzuld 
Institutes, vol. XXIV (1961), pp. 186-221 for the manner in which 
Lorenzo's grandfather Cosimo W2S eulogized. The fundamental 
features of these eulogie.-patriotism, patron of arts and literature, 
philosopher-king---ti'e the same, and also the method of tying the 
praise to the scheme of virtues is traditional, but for this reason 
the emphasis which in the eulogies of Lorenzo was placed on his 
role as balance-of-power statesman in foreiJn ~cy, and as primus 
inter aristocratic pares in domestic policy u significant. 
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and to use it for his private purposes; his prudence bred 
such over-confidence that he embarked on the unnec
essarily daring trip to aples in order to reconcile King 
Ferdinand. Guicciardini recognized, however, Lorenzo's 
unusual intelligence. Evidently Guicciardini's aim was to 
present an independent judgment. He neither wanted to 
subscribe to the official view of Lorenzo as the embodi
ment of the evils of tyranny, nor did he want to ideal
ize Lorenzo at the expense of the popular regime as did 
the more discontented aristocrats. But the result of Guic
ciardini's efforts to avoid the pitfalls of political preju
dices was a compromise, not a new and original synthesis. 

Perhaps because he felt dissatisfied with this evaluation 
of~. Guicciardini remained fascinated l>y the man 
~d seemednever to tire of msc:ussiog bis.personality and 
actions. In his Dialogo del Reggimemo di Firenze, writ
ten in the 15 2o's, a principal topic was an examination of 
Lorenzo's system of government.111 The dialogue is di
vided into two parts. In the second part, Guicciardini 
outlined what he considered to be the most suitable con
stitution for Florence. He presented here in a more elab
orate form the ideas which he had developed in the Dis
corso di Logrogno. However the ease with which, after 
15 1 2, the Medici had discarded the influence of the aris
tocrats, had impressed Guicciardini and led him to sug
gest a slight strengthening of the power of the Great 
Council as a counterweight against the danger of abso
lutist rule.22 In this discussion, he focussed on the particu-

11 Francesco Guicciardini, "Dwogo del Reggimento di Firenze," 
Dialogo e Ducorsi del Reggimento di Firmu, pp. 3-171; for the 
date of its composition-1511-1511-see Roberto Ridolfi. Yiu di 
Francesco Guicciardini, Rome, 1900, p. 538; see also de Caprariis, 
op. eit., pp. 69-8S for a penetrating analysis of the Dwogo. 

12 See above, note 74 on p. 100. 

117 



CRISIS IN POLITICAL THINKING 

ply a _g_rowin_g realization of the autonom_y of ~litics. 
Guicciardini's final characterization of Lorenzo Mag

nifico in the History of Italy was determined solely by 
criteria based on political considerations. This portrait of 
Lorenzo has been called a ''transfiguration,"11 for here 
Lorenzo assumed almost superhuman proportions. This 
enlargement of the figure of the Magnifico resulted from 
the pcrspcctive into which he was placed. The stage on 
which he had acted was no longer Florence, but the 
whole of Italy. The function which he had successfully 
fulfilled was no longer that of governing a city-state, 
but of maintaining peace in Italy. Lorenzo's perception 
and insight had enabled him to understand that there 
could be peace in Italy only when "the affairs of Italy 
were balanced in such a way that no part had too much 
weight"; and Lorenzo had devoted himself ''with the 
greatest diligence" to this aim.86 

Guicciardini opened his History of Italy with this fa
mous description of Lorenzo as the arbiter of Ital,.y, and 
he returned briefly to the subject of Lorenzo in the fif
teenth chapter of the same first book. There he wrote that 
the great esteem in which Lorenzo had been held during 
his lifetime "had been transformed into radiant fame, be
cause with his death, the harmony and happin~ seemed 

11 De Caprariis, op. cit., p. 117: " ..• la tnsfigunziooe di Lo
renzo il Magnifico, il quale. nel vcstibolo della grande opera stOrica, 
si leva, dignitoso e solenne, a costruttore della pace d'ltalia, in
wpretc vivente di essa." 

" "E conoscendo che alla republica fiorentina e a se pr~rio 
sarebbe molto pericoloso se alcuno de' maggiori pot:entllti amplias:sc 
piu la sua potenza, erocurava con ogni srudio che le cose d'ltalia 
m modo bilanciate SI mantenessino che piu in una che in un' altra 
parte non pendessino: il che. senza la conservazione della pace e 
senza vegghiare con somma diligenza ogni accidente benche 
minimo, succedere non poteva," Guicciardini, Stori4 tl'luli4, book 
I. chapter 1 (vol. I, p. 3, m the edition of C. Panigada, Bari, 19J9). 
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to have gone out of Italy.11811 The nostalgic tone of this 
passage seems to indicate Guicciardini's f ecling that the 
period in which Lorenzo had lived was a thing of the 
past, never to return. The image of Lorenzo as it finally 
appeared here reflected the history of the early ~eenth 
century: it was shaped by the eagemC$ of the anstocrats 
first to discredit the popular regime, and then to con
strain the absolutist tendencies of the Medici, as well as 
by the realization of the need for a joint Italian effort 
against the foreigners. The key to Lorenzo's successes 
in both domestic and foreign affairs, Guicciardini felt, 
lay in his mastery of rational political calculations; he 
was depicted as the representative of a policy based on 
reason. 

But when one reads Guicciardini's wistful remark about 
the Golden Age which had existed under Lorenzo, it 
might be questioned whether the men of Guicciardini's 
time were completely convinced that a policy of rational 
calculations, in which Lorenzo had excelled, was at all 
applicable to their own time of rapid, unexpected, al
most miraculous changes in the political scene. They had 
wimcssed the sudden fall of Lodovico Mo , who had 
claimed to be able to move the European rulers like 
pieces on a chC$board, the brief and met~oric ~eer. of 
Cesare Borgia. the collapse of the Venetian donunanon 
;ver the terra-ferma, the "Papa terrible " ulius II, who 
stubbornly pursued his aims against overwhelming odds 
and disasters, and the struggle between F ranee and the 
Empire for hegemony over Italy, in which the pendulum 
swayed wildly from one side to the other. Political suc-

n " ... dopo la morte si conver:d in memoria. molto c~, 
parendo che insieme con la sua Vita la concordia e la feliata 
cl'ltalia fussino mancate," Guicciardini, Storia d'It11lill, book I, 
chapter rs (vol. I, p. 88 in Panigada edition). 
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cess in the early sixteenth century appeared to have lit
tle connection with rational calculations. Thus the inter
est in Lorenzo, though originally inspired by a desire to 
find an example to follow, served now to bring into 
sharper focus the changed situation of the early sixteenth 
century, and to throw light on the qualities of leader
ship required by these new times. 

The Florentines were deeply puzzled by the emer
gence of political personalities and leaders whose conduct 
did not correspond to their ideas of a policy based on ra
tional calculation. The Florentines tried to penetrate the 
secret which could explain the SUCCC$ of actions which 
ought to have led to ruin. Their concern with this prob
lem is evident in the reports with which the Florentine 
ambassadors followed the career of the "Papa terrible." 
Julius II was one of the demonic personalities of his age, 
who, because of the long duration of his political influ
ence and activities, astonished his contemporaries more 
than Cesare Borgia or any other of the "dark heroes" of 
the time. A phrase which indicates the bewilderment 
aroused by the personality and actions of Julius II is to 
be found in a report of the Florentine ambassador, Gio
vanni Acciaiuoli, written in October 1 504; he stated that 
in the Rome of Julius II .thiJlgs. .proceed "outside_ .oLall 
reason."18 Because of the great value which Florentines 
placed on making political decisions according to reason, 
this statement was an expression of sharp disapproval. 
When Acciaiuoli made this remark Julius II had just suc
ceeded in regaining for the Church State the territories 
of the Romagna which, when he had ascended the Papal 
throne, had been in the control of Cesare Borgia. The 

ae " ... fuora di ogni ngione ... , .. ASF., X di B"1u,, Cmeggio, 
Iu,ponriw, vol. So, c. r. 
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they were the chief supporters of the deteste~ French. 
Yet the Florentine ambassadors were deeply 1mpressed 

by the Pope's recent triumphs. Although the source from 
which his successes sprang remained incomprehensible to 
the Florentine ambassadors, they began to realize that 
his passionate pursuit of the objects of his desire and his 
reckless disregard for dangers and obstacles was a cause 
of his success rather than a liability. The Florentine am
bassadors felt as if they were confronte .y.. a volcano of 
great and hicfden force, incalculable in its destructive
ness. Thus the final word of the Florentine ambassadors 
was one of admiration. When Julius II lay on his death
bed the Florentine ambassadors reported that the Pope, 
in full knowledge of his approaching end, gave his last 
orders ''with the same vigour as in the times of his health. 
He understands all issues and decides about them as if he 
were not ill at all."'8 

The change in the attitude of the Florentine ambassa
dors to Julius II-from arrogant disdain to reluctant ad
miration-reveals the uncertainties which the Florentines 
felt about their trust in reason, as well as their growing 
realization that other qualities were required of a success
ful statesman. 

• II • 
In these years, as men were altering their opinions 

about the qualities needed by a successful leader, there 

" "Con quel medesimo vigore che ~ suto da sano. lntende, ode 
vede e r·udica non altrimenti che se non havessi mal veruno," 
ibid., vo. 1o8, c. 294v (February 20, 1513, from Jacopo Salviati and 
Matteo Strozzi); this report was written, when, after the ~ora
tiOD. of the Medici, the relations between Florence and Julius Il 
had improved. 
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was also a change in the views about the means by which 
man could control the course of events. F orcc, which 
previously had been thought to be just one of the several 
factors which determined politics, now came to be re
garded as the decisive factor. To be sure, Florentine poli
ticians had never been such visionaries that the impor
tance of force in the political world could have entirely 
escaped them; but they had considered other factors, 
such as law and diplomacy, to be equally effective. 

This notion-that olitics was ruled l_)rimarily !>y 
force--emerg:cd fully in the second decade of the six
teenth century. Whereas most of the aristocrats stuck to 
the idea that by acting as mediators between the Medici 
and the people they could become the "steering wheel" 
of the government, a certain number of aristocrats be
lieved that all of the aristocrats ought to accept, without 
reservations, the leadership and the control of the Medici. 
The former group of aristocrats were mostly older men 
who had entered politics under Lorenzo Magnifico. The 
latter group of aristocrats, who favored submission to 
Medicean domination, were younger men, frequently 
the sons of the political leaders in the time of Lorenzo 
and the republic. Although certainly not all of the 
younger men abandoned the aristocratic camp for that of 
the Medici, all those who did were young; the split 
among the aristocrats corresponded to a difference of 
generations. 

lbe ~er men were the £_ro bets of force. Their 
evaluation of its importance in politics was rooted in the 
events which took place in the years preceding the re
turn of the Medici. Italian helpl~ess in the face of 
foreign invasion since 1494 had been an impressive dem
onstration of the decisive role of force in politics. The 
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consequence of the Italian defeat was a mounting criti
cism of the reliance on condottieri and mercenaries. In 
their writings the humanists had kept alive the. idea of a 
citizen army-because that was the method which Rome 
had followed.•11 An attempt was made to infuse greater 
strength into the Florentine military organization b! pu~
ting into practice the idea of a citizen army. Mad~illvelli, 
then a chancellery official, drafted the law by which the 
population of the rural areas under Florentine _rule was 
conscripted for military service. There was widespread 
recognition of the desirability and usefulness of such a 
measure. Guicciardini approved of it in his Discorso di 
Logrogno. Lodovico Alarnanni ascribed, exactly as Mach
illvelli, ''the present shame and serfdom of Italy" to the 
"habit of using mercenary soldiers"; "the Italians have 
forgotten how to carry arms themselves."50 

Military strength became the chief criterion for judging 
th--;,importance ofanother power. chiavelli, reporting 
from Rome. about the..fust months Qf the pn.ntifica~ of 
Julius II, emphasized the PQp_e's political impotence be-

causehe had neither money nor soldiers.111 But of the two 
elements which, according to the frequently used classical 
adage, a Prince must have-"iron and gold"-the gold 
became negligible; iron alone determined success. 

The significant development which took place after 

"Sec c. C. Bayley, War (IIJd Sockty in Rnuuss(IIJce Florenee, 
University of Toronto Pr~ 1961, chapter 1· . . . . 

so "Poco obligo habbiamo veramcnte co nostn antrchi, c qt!W: 
dcviando Italia da' suoi buoni Ol'dini, la ridusson_o_ ~d governo _di 
prcti ct di mercanti, et mettendo in uso la milina mcrcenana, 
l'hanno condotta alla prcsente ignominia ct scrvitu," A1amanni in 
Albertini, op. cit., p. 372. . . 

u November u 1503: ''Non aver ancora n~ ge11t1 ~ denan 
conviene di nec~ti che giocoli di mezzo in fuie," Machiavelli, 
Opere, Milano, 18o5, vol. V, p. 52; the entire report on PP· 49-53· 
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the return of the Medici was that the notion of military 
force as the exclusive determinant in politics was ex
tended from fore.i.g_n _fOli~ to domestic affairs. Paolo 
Vettori, a young aristocrat, addr~d to Cardin.al Gio
~ Medici, later Pope Leo X, a memorandum in which 
he wrote that, while before 1494 ''your forefathers, in 
maintaining their rule, employed skill rather than force; 
you must use force rather than skill."112 

The choice between two different modes of ruling, to 
which Vettori here alluded, had faced the Medici imme
dilltely upon their return to Florence, and it remained a 
lively issue in the discussions on, and the divisions within 
Florentine politics during the entire second decade of 
the sixteenth century. In September 1512, after Soderini 
had been sent into exile, the Florentine aristocrats took 
control of the government and tried to persuade the 
Medici to return to Florence as private citizens. The aris
tocrats hoped that the Medici would be content to live 
under the constitution which had been revised in accord
ance with the aristocratic interests. The youngest son of 
the Magnifico, the politically inexperienced and easily 
compliant Giuliano de' Medici, seems to have consented 
to this plan of the aristocrats, but the head of the family 
was his older brother, Cardin.al Giovanni, and the final 
decision lay with him. Paolo Vettori and Giovanni Rucel
lai, both aristocrats of the young generation, rushed to 
Campi, a few miles outside Florence, where Cardinal Gi
ovanni was staying, in order to convince him that the po
sition of the Medici and of their adherents would not be 
secure under a constitution which, although it increased 

H "Li antecessori vami . . . usorno in tenerc ~esto Stato eiu 
indusuia che forza. A voi e necessario usarc piu forza che m
dusuia ••. ," Paolo Vettori in Albertini, op. cit., p. 345. 

131 



PART ONE: POLITICS 

the aristocratic influence, kept the Great Council alive. 
Cardinal Giovanni was advised that he should make use of 
the presence of the S anish tr~s to make a radical 
cliange in tfie government of Florence. After ~e yo~g 
aristocrats had presented their arguments, Cardinal Gio
vanni postponed a final decision until he had come to 
Florence, where he would be able to examine the situation 
more closely. There, the acknowledged leaders of the 
aristocratic faction, men of the older generation-Jacopo 
Salviati, Lanfredino Lanfredini, and Piero Alamanni--ex
plained their views to Cardinal Giovanni; they told him 
that the Florentine people, after having tasted the pleas
ures of power, would never be satisfied without the Great 
Council. Thus the Medici would be secure only if they 
left intact the existing constitutional arrangements. In all 
probability these older aristocrats were sinc~y ~on
vinced of the validity of their arguments, but their vtews 
were not unbiased. If their advice had been followed, the 
aristocrats, not the Medici, would have controlled Flor
entine politics. 

However, the young diehards again exerted their in
fluence-in the opposite direction. After deliberations 
which went on through day and night, the younger aris
tocrats won out. Bells called all the males of Florence to 
a meeting in the Piazza della Signoria; by order of the 
Medici, Spanish troo_F! were stationed at the entrances of 
the Piazza. There, under the pressure of these armed 
forces, the people approved the decrees read to them:' 
the Great Council was closed and the government of 

orence was enfrusteo to a commission with extraor
dinary powersjBalia) otfo:'!Y citizens. The justification 
for these measures was stated in an official resolution: it 
was not possible "to preserve freedom and to remove all 
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obstacles to it without full, free, total and absolute au
thority and power."118 

The division among the aristocrats, which had come 
out in the weeks after the ovenhrow of the republican 
regime, continued throughout the following ten years. 
The older generation of aristocrats never abandoned their 
hopes that they would be able to regain political control; 
and their hopes were never entirely quashed by the ac
tions of the Medici. Although the manner in which the 
Medici had seized the government in 1512 showed their 
disdain for constitutional bodies, and although the Medici 
continued to rely on force, ther.. did not establish an 
~y ahsolutia. «gilnc. They exerted their power be
hind a reRubligm.fa?de, controlling the offices and coun
cils in much the same manner as had Cosimo and Lo
renzo. But the Medici of the sixteenth century did little to 
conceal the fact that distribution of honors and offices de
pended on their will. In October of 1512, the Balla elected 
twenty A.ccoppiatori, mainly the heads of pro-Medici 
families. 114 Their chief task was to nominate the Gon-

11 "Libertatem conscrvarc et cunctll illi contraria amavere" is 
not possible "sine plenaria, libera, tot2li et absolut:a potestllte, auc
toritate et balia," A.S.F., Balu, vol. 43, f. 3or., September 16, 15n. 
I have given the account of the events, accompanying the return 
of the Medici to Florence, mainly 011 the basis of Cerretani, Storl4 
in dituogo della mutatione di Fireme, Ms. B.N.F., ll.l.1o6, ff. 
14Bv.-15,;.r. Cerretani is the best narrative source for the period of 
the Medici rest0n.tion, diarists like Cambi and Landucci give some 
interesting details; also Parenti., although, for this period, Parenti 
is less full than for the period before 1512. Nardi, Ittoru della 
Citta di Firen:u, and Nerli, Commentarii de' f atti Cftlili occorsi 
nella citta di Fireme dill utf Ill lfJ1, were written two decades 
after the events, but contain information which cannot be found 
at other places. Of modem scholarly worb, discussing the events 
of the Medici resroration, I refer to Anzilotti, op. cit., Albertini, 
op. cit., and to the Machiavelli biographies mentioned in the ap
pendix. 

a. A.S.F .. BIilie, vol. 43, f. S91'• (October 19, 1511). 

133 



PART ONE: POLITICS 

f aloniere and the other members of the Signoria. From 
the lists of candidates for offices, the names of all those 
who might be unfriendly to the new regime were re
moved. In the summer of the next year the basis of the 
government was broadened by the establishment of de
liberative bodies: a Council of the Seventy and a Council 
of the Hundred, both revivals of councils which had ex
isted in the times .9f Lorenzo Magnifico. The members of 
these councils were appointed by the Signoria, but since 
the Signoria, in turn, was appointed by the pro-Medici 
Accoppiatori, it did nothing but ratify a list of names of 
prospective council members which Leo X had pr~ared 
in Rome and had then transmitted to his nephew. Lo
renzo, in Florence for further scrutiny. 

Although the traditional executive boards continued to 
function, the members of these boards had been so care
fully sifted that it did not make any difference whether 
the Medici made use of this machinery, or whether 
they commanded directly what they wanted to be done. 
The Florentines were not unaware that the magistrates 
and councils existed only to preserve the formal aspect 
of a republic. Niccolo Guicciardini wrote that "although 
the Medici did not abolish the Signoria and the other of
fices, all things which were of some importance were car
ried out according to the will of the Medici rulers."1111 

People complained that all important business was trans
acted in the Medici palace and that the Palazzo della 
Signoria stood empty. Many of the aristocrats resented 
being used. "What value has it for a citizen," wrote 

es ''Et benche el supremo magistrato et gli altri non levassino, 
pure tutti questi le cose che erano di q_ualche importanza facevano 
secondo la volonti de' Signori Media," Niccolo Guicciardini in 
Albertini. op. cit., P· 355· 
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Francesco Guicciardini, ''to be nominally an Accoppilt
tore if the whole office had not enough strength to ap
point one single member to the Signoria of its own voli
tion"?IIG 

These aristocratic critics wanted the Medici to make 
concessions which would allow the aristocrats more in
fluence in the government. But the Medici paid little heed 
to these warnings. The Medici had listened to those of 
the aristocrats who regarded force as the only guarantee 
of a stable government. Soldiers remained in the city and 
guards were placed at the entrances of the public build
ings. Giuliano de'Medici had, upon his return to the city, 
shorn his beard, a sign of princely distinction, and min
gled freely with the citizens; but Po~e Leo X soon re
moved him from Florence and replaced him with his 
much more autocratically inclined nephew 1:_orenzo 
whose close friends came from the younger generation of 
aristocrats. Lorenzo wore Spanish dress and he kept his 
Spanish beard to emphasize his superior rank.117 He was 
difficult to approach; people addressed him only with 

88 "Che conto ha a fare uno cittadino di essere verbignzia ac
coppiatore, se in tutto quello magistrato non ari tanto caldo che 
possi fare uno de' signori?", Guicciardini, "Del modo di assicurare 
Io stato ai Medici," Dialogo e Discorsi del Reggimento di Fireme, 
p. 171. 

IT May 1515 ''torno da Roma in rll'Cnze ii Magnifico Lorenzo 
... venne colla barba lunga al viso," Parenti. Starla FioreminJ,, Ms. 
B.N.F., IlJV.171, f. 115r. "Quando e' ciptadini andorono a far motto 
a Lorenzo a chasa, tutti ~H facievano un poco di cienno di chapuc
cio, e dirivava da ciern sateliti. et adulatori, che gli mostravano 
reverentia: e taJ cosa non fu mai fatta affirenze da Cla• tadino pri-" . ' . ,, . . vato ... , Cambr, 'lstone, loc. m., FU'Cnze, 1786, v . XXIl, pp. 
49-50, there on p. 154: "tutti e' ciptadini da1 maggiore al minore 
cominciorono a vestire nero ... " Cerretani, Starla in dialogo, Ms. 
B.N.F. IlJ.1o6, f. 17or.: "parve che [Lorenzo] fussi fatto s,oore 
al tutto e ciascuno dice: 'signor si' et 'signor, no,' traendosa ogni 
specie d'huomo la berretta e'l cappuccio ... " 
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their hats in their hands. There was no doubt that Lo
renzo occupied a much more powerful position than any 
previous member of his family. He combined the civil
ian role of chief representative of the Medici family in 
Florence with the military position of commander of the 
Florentine troops. In order to prevent dmatisfaction with 
the Medici regime from growing into an open revolt, the 
Medici kept troops in the surrounding areas; military 
strength remained their main support. Every set-back 
which the Medici suffered-the French victory over the 
Pope's allies at Marignano, the wounding of Lorenzo in 
the war of Urbino-revealed the unpopularity of the re
gime in Florence: the frightened citizens closed their 
shops, and the city was filled with rumors about revolu
tion, but the military forces at the disposal of the Medici 
were enough to keep order. 

The procedures which the Medici used for ruling Flor
ence strengthened the awareness of the differences be
tween form and fact, between appearance and reality 
in politics. Some of Lorenzo's friends among the younger 
aristocrats began to regard discussions and speculations 
about constitutional arrangements as little more than time
wasting intellectual exercises. Lodovico Alamanni told the 
Medici that they need not take the constitutional projects 
and ideas of the older generation seriously: "Th~ are 
'wise citizeni_ and one does aot have to bother. much 
about them, because wise men make no rcvolurioos."G& 
The reasoning of the older aristocrats-that a broadening 
of the government and respect for constitutional forms 
was necessary because of the dissatisfaction of the masses 
-Alamanni thought silly: "One needs to fear their votes 

H " ••• e' sono savii et de' savi non si de' tern~ non 
fanno mai novita," Alamanni in Albertini, op. cit., p. 370. 
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and not their arms; they put their main trust in mir
acles."1111 In the .iQI. of havin..[ discovered in force the_rcal 
key to the understandin_g_ of liti<:5.) traditional concepts 
were arrogandy shoved aside and the picture of politics 
became simplified to the extreme. It was a sign of the at
mosphere which had been created in this time of sham con
stitutionalism that even an aristocrat who was opposed to 
Medicean absolutism, Francesco Guicciardini could 
write: "Every goyqnmcnc i$ no.thii_lg but violence over 
~je~ sometimes moderated by a form of booeuy."80 

The distinction between monarchy and tyranny seemed 
to him meaning!~ because force is an integral element 
of all political regimes. 

A further logical step would have been to recommend 
to Lorenzo that he abandon all pretense of maintaining 
constitutional forms of government and base his regime 
exclusively on force: that he should become an absolute 
ruler. Guicciardini reported that "people have not been 
lacking who have believed and have tried to persuade Lo
renzo that it would be safer for him and his adherents to 
take over absolute rulcrship in the city, in fact and in 
title, than to hold the government under some veil of re
publicanism and freedom." But Guicciardini shrugged 
off this idea with a brief remark: "Such a procedure 
would, in the course of time, emerge as being full of dif
ficulties, of suspicion, and .finally of cruclty." 11 Alamanni 

08 " ••• et sono da temere le loro fave et non le loro arme, et la 
loro confidentia e piu ne' miraculi che in altro," Alamaooi in 
Albertini, op. cit., p. 366. 

eo See above, oote 25 on p. 118. 
11 on voglio omenere di dire che non e mancato e non manca 

chi ha avuto ~inione ed ha. e forse ha fatto opera di persuaderlo, 
che sarebbe piu sicurta di costoro pigliare assolutamente el dominio 
della citta in fatti ed in titolo, che tenere el governo sotto questa 
ombra di civilita e di libcrta; cosa cbe io non intendo displltlU'O 
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strengthened the feeling that man was in the hands of un
controllable forces; man's conduct of affairs ought to re
main within the God-given traditional framework. The 
opposing point of view was that man's reason gave him 
the power to shape the course of politics; by making use 
of experience he could imp~ efficiency and perfection 
upon the political order. But this latter view had hardly 
come into its own when political events seemed to dem
onstrate that reason was only one, and perhaps not even 
a very effective, instrument in the political struggles. 
This was the confusing and perturbing situation in which 
Florentines who thought about politics found themselves 
in the second decade of the sixteenth century. 

•III• 
The extent of the crisis in political thinking can be 

gauged from the deepening of the problem. The fore
most issue was, and remained, the form which the Flor
entine constitution ought to have, but men became aware 
that this was more than a technical question; it involved 
the problem of the intrinsic nature of a good society. 

The person who was least worried about this problem 
was Pope Leo X.1 the real ruler of Florence from 1 s n to 
15 21. Indeed, if the question of a good society occurred 
to him at all, he was satisfied with a clear and simple an
swer: he was convinced that the times of his father, Lo
renzo Ma~co, had been a Golden Age. Leo X was 
shrewd enough to realize that the rulers of Florence af
ter the republican interregnum would have to use more 
rigorous means to dominate the city than Lorenzo had 
employed. But fundamentally Leo X remained wedded 
to the political methods of the fifteenth century. This 
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was reflected in his foreign policy, where he relied chiefly 
on rational diploma.tic calculations and the balance-of
power game. Leo X recognized the need for force in se
curing the Medici rule over Florence, though he was not 
in accord with his nephew Lorenzo's ambition to become 
the absolute ruler of the city. Such a striking break with 
tradition did not appeal to Pope Leo. He considered the 
regime which he had established in Florence in Is 12 as a 
restoration. An ~ntial part of this policy was to recre
ate the style of life and the splendour which, it was be
lieved, had flourished in Florence under the Magnifico. 

With Leo's stimul atronage of literature, art, and 
scholarship again became f onab e among the great 
amilles. Such activities were considered a sure way of 

gaining Leo's favor. Some of the aristocrats, following 
the example of Lorenzo Magnifico and his friends, turned 
to the writing of verse, and to the composing of plays, 
which they had produced in their palaces or gardens. The 
meetings in the Rucellai gardens, now with a grandson of 
Bernardo Rucellai as host, had a new flowering and the 
visit of every prominent foreigner became an occasion 
for festivities and discussions. 88 As youths, Lorenzo Mag-

.. The mce~ of this ~riod in the Rucellai.Kardens are nsualJI._ 
treated 1nconnectlon wiCt6; o~ of Machiavelli'sDiscourseJ; 
see for Ilterarure the bibliographkappendix on Machiavelli. For 
a recent general treatment of the political significance of the 
Rucellai gardens, see Albertini, op. cit., pp. 74-90, although. in 
my opinion, the relation of the meetings m the Rucellai gardens 
to Machi2velli and to the anti-Medicean c~iracy of 1522 has 
frequendy led to an overemphasis on the polincal narure of these 
meetings and to a neglect of their literary character; moreover, it 
ought to be kept in mind, that only a particular group of ''y~ 
men" was acttvely anti-Medicean and "democratic." Giovanm 
Rucellai, son of Bernardo Rucellai and friend Trissino's, wrote 
his tragedy Rosmunda in 1515/6. Lorenzo Strozzi, son-in-law of 
Bernardo Rucellai (on Lorenzo Strozzi see Francesco Zeffi, "Di 
Lorenzo Strozzi autore di questc vite," Le Vite degli Uomini 
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citizens over their loss of participation in the government 
It is certainly true that these shows served as propaganda, 
for they were the media through which the ideas of the 
ruling group were communicated to the masses. But 
these festivals were more than a means to an end; they 
were visible proof that the Golden Age of the Magnifico 
had returned to Florence. The Medicean idea of a secu
lar £_aradise was a government in which the wise combi
nation of reason and force would guarantee peace and 
order-requisites for the development of all human talents. 

The spirit of this restoration found expression in the 
most brilliant of the procemons arranged by the younger 
Medici; it had as its theme the triumph of the Golden 
Age. The song accompanying the procession alluded to 
recent events in Florentine politics, and while it sounded 
the famous motif of the power of gold and iron over 
human life, it suggested that the time of force in politics 
had passed like a bad dream: 

''From iron was born a golden age . .. " 
The procession was meant to convey the idea that the at
tributes of an ideal society had returned to Florence; in 
the procession were figures which symbolized peace and 
justice, religion and wisdom, strength and beauty. The 
first figures were Saturn and Janus, the rulers of the orig
inal Golden Age, with Fury tamed under their feet Then 
came Numa Pompilius, the founder of religion and laws, 
and Titus Manlius Torquatus, Roman Consul at the time 
when Rome was at the peak of her power and virtue. 
Then came Caesar and Augustus, surrounded by the poets 
and writers who had given eternal fame to their reigns; 
and they were followed by Trajan as the embodiment of 
a just ruler. At the end of the procession, rising out of the 
back of a slain soldier, there appeared the Golden Age 
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tcring processions of gods, heroes, and virtues seemed 
pale and shadowy. The Medici had returned to Florence 
with the outlook of exiles: for the Medici the world had 
ended in 1494 and it began again only when they came 
back to Florence in Is 12; for them the intervening pe
riod did not exist. But those who had lived in Florence 
throughout the eighteen years of the republic had a clif
f erent perspective. They had seen the sudden collapse of 
Medici rule in 1494 and then they had witnessed the over
throw of another political regime. Many of them must 
have felt that the restored regime could not last, and that 
the causes of instability and its cure must be more funda
mental. 

It seemed to many thatl Savonarom,' who had admon
ished the Florentines that political stability and well-be
ing depended on moral reform, came nearer to the truth 
than all the others with their clever political plans. The 

rsistence of Savonarola's ideas eme ed clear! in 152i:° 
when, thirty years after the Frate's death, in a final short
lived attempt to regain freedom, the Florentines threw 

_ off the Medici oke and J>roclaimed Fl reoce to be a 
"city of Christ." The process of the survival of Savona
rola's ideas throughout the period of the Medici restora
tion is difficult to trace. ee The existence of Savonarol
ians, or of a Savonarolian sect was frequently mentioned, 
but the expression was used loosely and sometimes it was 

" An interesting document proving the strength of Savonarola's 
ideas, is the ''Recitazione del caso di Pietro Paolo Boscoli," printed 
Archwio St<mco Italiano, vol. I (18.µ), pp. 283-309, see par
ticularly p. 296; see also the letter from Ulisse da Fano to Lorenzo 
Strazzi. (without date, 1519?), A.S.F., Cme Strozziane, 3• Serie, 
vol. no, c. 163, where Savonarola, in a somewhat ironic way, is 
called "el gran propheta," and Lorenzo Strazzi. is characteriud 
as "uno, e non de' mediocri suoi seguaci." See then, most of all, 
Ccrretani, Storia in Dialogo. 
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simply meant to designate all those who wanted to re
establish the Great Council. But there is ample proof that 
there were many in Florence who adhered to the ideas of 
the Frate in their entirety, and believed in the interde
pendence of Christian reform and a stable social order. 
At the time when the Medici and their followers were 
parading through the streets of the city in the costumes 
of pagan antiquity, Florentines crowded the churches 
whenever a preacher appeared in the pulpit who spoke 
in the Savonarolian vein, prophesying the end of the 
world if people did not desist from their sinful life, and 
promising that if they changed their ways, Florence and 
Tuscany would become the center of the political and 
moral renewal of the world. After Is 12, hardly a year 
passed without the appeacance in Florence of another 

reacher of doom and salvation. Some of these preachCl'S 
were false prophets who used their hold over the people 
to extort money or to seduce women; but despite these 
disillusionments, people flocked again and again to the 
churches in order to hear a new preacher of the Savona
rolian stamp raise his voicc.e-r 

Some of these preachers revived the spirit of Savona
rola in all its seriousness and rigidity. The most influen
tial of these was the Franciscan Francesco da Montepul
ciano. 88 When he preached the coming end of the world 

17 The most famous of the "false prophets" was the so-called 
Don !eodoro, see Landucci, Diario, p. 349, and Cambi. "lstorie," 
l~c. cit., vol XXII, pp. 59 et seq. and also, Parenti, lstoria Fiorm
tma, Ms. B .F. IIN.171, f. 112 aboot Don Teodoro: "ripigl[iJeva 
cene proposi~~ni di F~te Jer~o." Parenti gives much material 
about the relillious excitement m Florence and in Schnitzer's ex
cerpts from "i>arenti's work (Quellen :md Forschungm 11/Ur 

Gescbicbte &lutmJll'olas, ed. J. Schnitzer, vol. N: Piero Parenti) 
these notices have been published rather extensively. 

18 On Francesco da Montepul<;ian°? ~ Cambi. "lstorie," loc. cit., 
vol. XXII, PP· 37-39; LancfuCCJ, Dumo, pp. 343-344; Cerretani, 
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about visits to Reuchlin and Erasmus, and about the sen
sation caused by ~ther's writings. They had returned to 
Italy convinced that,, all over Europe, the corruetion of 
the Church was dccpl}1: .resented and a thorough reform 
was regarded as an absolute necessity. The two who told 
about the events in Florence emphasized that the Medici 
had committed numerous mistakes and that the regime 
they had established was unstable. The recent deaths of 
both Giuliano and Lorenzo de' Medici, neither of whom 
left legitimate sons, necessitated a change in the govern
ment, and would, the speakers believed, result in a return 
to the popular regime . 

. ~owev~, even this confirmation of Savonarola's pre
dicnons did not resolve all of Cerretani's doubts· he 
found it necessary to raise again the question: had Sav
onarola been inspired by God? Was he a saintly figure? 
O~e o~ the speakers in ~rretani's dialogue reiterated the 
ob1ecnon frequently voiced in the Frate's lifetime, that 
~vonarola had not been exclusively concerned with sav
mg souls; rather he had intervened in political affairs and 
had taken an active part in them. He was said to have 
"wanted to make himself head of our city, both its spirit
ual and its secular head."72 Those who refuted these ac
cusati~ns argue~ that it had been Savonarola's duty to con
cern himself with the establishment of good laws because 
religion can flourish only in a well-organized society. "If 
Savonarola founded a popular regime, if he created laws 
against vice and against the luxurious dresses of women 
and youths, if he taught us to live in a republican spirit 
and required priests, monks, and nuns to conduct them
selves like the pious men of olden times, was this an error 

71 "e' mostr1 
• ' • odi di ' • f u m mo,n m vo,Cl'Sl ar capo nella citta nostra 

n~ solo del temporale, ~a dello spirituale," Cerretani, Storia ;,; 
Dialogo, IIJ.1o6, f. 142r. (m Quellen, ed. Schnitzer, vol. III, p. 100). 

148 

CRISIS IN POLITICAL THINKING 

or did he do right''? 71 Cerretani reinforced this argument 
by citing the famous proverb that a government cannot 
be maintained by paternosters. Although Cerretani agreed 
that this was true for the world as it was constituted, he 
drew from this proverb the unique conclusion that the 
political order ought to be changed in such a way that it 
could be ruled by paternosters. Cerretani believed in Sav
onarola's recommendation that all groups of the po_pvla
tion should participate in the government so that one 
_group woulo not rule over the othe_r. Then the govern
ment belonged to everyone, and force would not be 
needed to maintain it With the elimination of force, so
cial surroundings would be conducive to the flowering of 
true religion; there would be a restoration of the society 
at the time of the foundation of the Christian Church. 
"To renew the Church means to reintroduce the spiritual 
and secular regime which existed iu the times of the first 
Christians. ,,7, 

The Savonarolians held to the traditional belief that the 
only means to political success was obedience to the com
mandments of God. If the popular regime, which Sav
onarola had advocated and helped to found, had collapsed 
-at least temporarily-the reason was that the people 
had failed God by refusing to give up their sinful ways. 
If the popular regime was to be restored the people 
had to change their lives and become true Christians. The 

Tl ''Se lui fece et fondo un vivere publico, se crco ~ circa 
l'~onescl et vestire di donne, ct giovaru c fanciulle, se lui c insegno 
viv~ ! uso di republica civilmen~ et con quella ~one, chc 
ne nchiede al secolo et a' sacerdon e monachc, la vita di quclli 
antichi religiosi, o puossi dire, chc costui habbi errato o fatto 
bcne?", Cerretani, Storia in Dialogo, II.L1o61 f. 144v (in QueUm, 
ed. Schnitzer, vol. llI, p. 101). 

H "Il rinuovare la Chiesa e rintrodurre el vivere ~iritual~. 
tcmporale come fu al principio di que' primi christiani," ~ 
Storia in Dialogo, IIJ.1o6, f. 15sv. 
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spread of the idea of the need for Church reform indi
cated that these hopes for a good society were not un
founded. However, the central point of the Savonarol
ians was that political reform-the re-establishment of a 
popular regime-depended on the moral conversion of 
man, on the birth of a new spirit among the citizens. The 
Savonarolians thought little of worldly-wise men who be
lieved that by their own intelligence they could control 
the course of events; ~lief in politics based on reason 
was anathema to the Savonarolians. Thus a strange link 
connects the Savonarolians who believed that the world 
sliould be ruled by paternosters and those who were adr 
vocates of a policy based on force. 

These prophets of force were also skeptical about the 
influence which reason and intelligence could exert on 
politics; they also believed that the prerequisite for suc
cessful political action was a spiritual regeneration of the 
citizens. Force was viewed, by its advocates, as having a 
two-fold role in politics: force ~ security and stability 
to those who governed; and force also provideq_ greater 
coherence and strength for the entire state. The prophets 
of force recommended the creation of a citizen army not 
only because of the obvious practical advantage of being 
less expensive, but also because it was expected these 
armies would be animated by a new spirit. Citizens de
fending their homes would fight with greater heroism and 
develop a greater willingness to undergo sacrifices. The 
secret of the success of the Romans was, as Alamanni 
said, their discipline. "What else made the Roman soldiers 
so perfect but the strictness of their leaders and partic
ularly of Torquato"? 711 The advocates of force wondered, 

n ''Che altro fe' sl per!etta la militia de' Romani che la severid 
de' lor capi et muime di Torquato?", Alamanni in Albertini, op. 
rit., p. 374-
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The most famous victim of the restoration of the Me
dici rule in Is 12 was Niccolo Machiavelli.1 He was dis
~d from his office in the chancellery and exiled to 
his small estate near Florence in Sant' Andrea da Percus
sina; for a short time he was imprisoned. 

It may be questioned whether ''victim" is the appropri
ate word to use here. Machiavelli himself regarded the 
loss of his job in the chancellery as the greatest misfor
tune of his life, but it was the requisite of his fame. In 
the enforced leisw:.e of the last fifteen years of his life, 
which coincided with the years of the rule of the Medici 
before their second expulsion from Florence, Machia
velli wrote the literary works which have kept his name 
alive: the Prince, the Discourses, Mandragola, Clizia, The 
Art of War, and the Florentine History. 

Machiavelli's comedies, his history, and his book on 
warfare would hardly attract as much attention as still 
they do today, if the author of these works had not been 
the author of the Prince and the Discourses. These two 
treatises signify the beginning of a new stage-one might 
say, of the modem ~in the development of political 
thought. 

Machiavelli wrote the Prince and the Discourses in the 

1 On Machiavelli, see the bibliografhical essay in the appendix, 
where I explain and justify my vtews on particular facts of 
Machiavelli's career and on debated problems of his concepts and 
thinking. The annotations of this chapter will be chiefly limited 
to documenting tutual statements by references to Machiavelli's 
works. 
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years immediately following his removal from office. As 
he declared in the dedication of the Prince, he wanted to 
impart to others the knowledge which he had "acquired 
through a long experience of modem events and a con
stant study of the past."2 One might say that the Prince 
and the Discourses are the works of a defeated politician 
who reflects on the mistakes which brought about the 
failure of his cause. The dominating idea in these two 
works is an appeal ~~ the aucial impo{W)ce 
of force in politics.• Like his contemporaries, Machiavelli 
had learned about the role of force in the preceding 
twenty years, when foreign rulers and armies had ap
peared in Italy. The circumstances surrounding the re
turn of the Medici to Florence-the dependence of Italy 
on the outcome of the struggle between France and Spain 
and the aid of Spanish soldiers in the overthrow of the re
public-confirmed Machiavelli's views on the role of 
force. In a practical way Machiavelli expressed these 
views by insisting on ~rmation of a o le's ~ 
to replace the practice of using mercenaries. This mili
tary reform, which had found an increasing number of 
advocates in the second part of the fifteenth century,• 

1 " ••• imparat:a. con una lunga csperienza delle cose moderne et 
una continua lezione delle antique. . . ," 11 Principe, dedicatio 
(Niccolo Machiavelli, Opere [Biblioteca di Classici ltaliani, Feltri
nelli editore], vol. I, Milano, 1900, p. 13). 

• The most famous statements are those from II Principe, in chapt. 
6 about the "profeti armati" (Opere, vol. I, p. 31) and in chapt. 18 
(Opere, vol. l. p. 71): "Dovete adunque sapere come sono dua 
generazione di combattere: l'uno con le leggi, l'altro, con la forza: 
quel primo e proprio dello uomo, quel sccondo delle bestie: ma 
perche el primo molte volte non basta, conviene ricorrere al 
sccondo." About force as a necessary "last recourse," see Discorsi 
II, chapt. 11 (Opere, vol. I, p. 3.µ): "None per questo che io 
giudichi che non si abbia adoperare l'armi e le forze; ma si debbono 
riservare in ultimo luogo, dove e quando gli altri modi non bastino." 

•See C. C. Bayley, War fllld Society in Renaissance Florence, 
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offices8 and the appropriate length of office terms;7 he 
made suggestions for avoiding boycotts of public ser
vices by prominent citizens& as had happened in 1502. He 
criticized the Florentines for their unwillingness to per
mit their military commanders to take initiative.9 

Moreover, in the Discourses Machiavelli took a stand 
on the decisive issue of the republican period: whether a 

_governg_ 'Jlzr1.9 or a governo stretto was referable.10 He 
showed his preference for a governo largo by disc~g 
issues relevant to the question of the influence which the 
people should have in a republic: whether the people 
elect the right political leaders, 11 whether they are more 
grateful than a prince to those who serve them, 12 whether 
they maintain treaties better than a prince.11 The Dis
courses were written-and must be read-in the light of 
the problems which disturbed and eventually destroyed 
the republican regime. 

Machiavelli's theoretical asmmptions about the forces 
determining success in politics belong to the intellectUal 
climate of the time. His basic approach is rationalistic. 
He regarded all men as equal factoIS; all are evil in the 

• Discorsi I. chapt. 6o. 
'Discorsi I, chapt. JS and Ill, chapt. 14, 
• Discorsi I, chapt. so. 
11 Discorsi U. chapt. 33 and m, chapt. 15 (Opere, vol. I, pp. 378, 

434-435). 
105ee Discorsi I, chapt. s, but also many other passages, for in

st2nce: " ... sono migliori govcrni quegli de' popoli che quegli 
de' principi," Discorsi I, chapt. 58 (Opere, vol. I, p. 265). In gen
enl, in the Discorsi, Machiavelli compares rule by princes with 
rule by peoele, but what he says about republics makes evident 
that he envisages a "'ovemo Iargo." This preference is most 
clearly expressed in his "Discorso delle cose tiorentine dopo la 
mone di Lorenzo" (printed in Opere, vol. II, pp. 261-177), 

11 Discorsi I, chapts. 47 and 58 (Opere, vol. I, p. 264) and III, 
chapt. 34-

11 Discorsi I. chapt. 19. 
11 Discorsi I, chapt. 59. 
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sense that all pursue only their own ~ .interests.14 

Qn this assumption their actions b~~ome .caln1Jable. In 
the Prince as well as in the Discourses Machiavelli out
lined fonns of government which used these egoistic 
drives of men in such a way that they would not endan
ger the government but would even increase the strength 
of the political body. Machiavelli's chapter on conspir
acies in the Discourseslll is a striking example of his ra
tionalistic approach. By minimizing the idealism of mo
tives for attempting the assassination of a tyrant, he ar
rived at the conclusion that conspiracies have no chance 
of succeeding because every man, thinking first of his 
own safety and interests when the inevitable dangers of 
conspiracy arise, will save himself at the expense of 
others. 

But Machiavelli was aware that conducting politics ac
cording to pure reason had limits. He was extremely crit
ical of irresoluteness and delay. Determination and will 
power were the qualities which might prevail against all 
reason. His description of Cesare Borgia11 underlined his 
belief that purposeful decision is inherently superior to 
hesitation that comes from weighing all pomb e odds. 
The precipitaten~ of Julius Il gave him an advantage 
because it kept his enemi"'es unbalanced.1' Action and ini
tiative were preconditions for succ~ in politics; neutral
ity and the middle-way were fatal.11 

14 Am~ the many exprmioos of this thought. the stroogest 
is in Prine,pe, chApt 17. 

u Discorsi m, chapt. 6. 
18 In the famous cliapter 7 of ll Principe. 
11 See Principe, chapt. 25 (Qpere, vol. I, pp. 100-101), or Discorsi 

Ill, chapt. 64 (Opere, vol. I. p. 499). 
18 Discorsi, U. chapt. 13 with the tide ''Quanto i Romani nel 

giudicare i sudditi _pei: alcuno accidente che necessiasse we giudi
zio fuggivano la via del mezzo," but also Discorsi I, chapt. a6, ll. 
chapt. 15 or Ill, chapt. 40 (Qpere, vol. I. pp. 194, 315 and 494), 
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Both the terminology and the methods of argumenta
tion which Machiavelli used were those of his time. Ex
perience and authority were the two sources from which 
he drew material to demonstrate his political views. And 
authority was to him, as it was to most of his contempo
raries, the knowledge of the ancient world which could 
be found in classical writers. Like the humanists, Machia
velli's aim was to present classical wisdom so that it could 
be applied to the problems of his own time. He did not 
scruple to insert in the second chapter of the Discourses 
a passage from Polybius, and to adjust Polybius' words 
to his own purposes. 

That Machiavelli worked within the intellectual 
framework of his time rather than formulating a new 
method seems to contradict his statement in the first 
book of the Discourses that he was opening "a new route 
which had not yet been followed by anyone."1• In view 
of the role which his chief political works have played in 
the development of political thought this might be taken 
as a true, almost final evaluation of his work. However, if 
this statement is read in its context, it has a more precise 
even a more modest meaning than we, aware of the impact 
of Machiavelli's writings and thought, might attribute to 
it Machiavelli intended to do for politics what others had 
been doing for art, jurisprudence, and medicine: to clar
ify and to codify the principles which the ancients had 

18 " h d libe • • . . o e rato .entrare pc;r. una via, la quale, non essendo 
suta anco!a de alcuno mta ... ,' Ducorsi I, proemio (Opere, I, p. 
123). T~ sentence has been frequently commented upon, and 
some wnrers have even seen an allusion to Columbus in this 
P~· _Act11ally, it ~ a classial. ~opas; ~e the section "Exordial
to1;>ik m E. R. Curtius, Europaeucbe L1teratur rmd Lateimscbe1 
Mittelalter, Bern, 1948, pp. 95 et seq., and see for one classial. 
f'?~ of this topos, Lucretius, De Rerum Na,;,,.a, I, 926: "Avia 
P1endwn peragro loca nullius ante trita solo." 

MACHIAVELLI 

followed. Machiavelli only wanted to state that he was 
applying to politu:s those methods which bad been suc
cessful in other areas. 

We have described the institutional and p:>litical life of 
Florence, as well as the issues which disrupted the repub
lic, and the changes in political assumptions and ideas 
which occurred in this period; and now we have indi
cated the connection between Machiavelli's political 
writings and these issues and ideas. evertheless, none 
will deny the originality and novelty of Machiavelli's 
writings. But if Machiavelli's works are considered 
in the political and intellectual framework of his time, 
it becomes apparent that his originality did not con
sist-or did not primarily consist-in the ideas which he 
proffered; his contribution was to weave them together 
in such a way that a new y_.ision of politics .emuged. 

The problem which every student of Machiavelli faces 
is why was it he who constructed out of the ideas and the 
trends of political thought in his time a synthesis of per
manent value. Every intellectual activity is individual. 
It has been said that Machiavelli poSSC$ed the gift of cre
ative imagination. In more concrete terms one might say 
that the author of the Prince and the Discourses was also 
a writer o~medies and ~ms. Both an artist and the
oretician, he was uniquely equipped to give literary ex
pression to his insights on politics. 

When Machiavelli discussed the prerequisites of 
achievement he said that there had to be not only a sit
uation which permitted action and a man capable of ac
tion, but also there had to be a favorable occasion.20 This 

zo For instance, see on the imfortance of "sx;capone." Principe 
chapt. XXVI, the "Exhortatio, or Discorsi 11, ch.apt. 29 par~ 
ticularly: "Fa bene la fortuna questo, che la elegge uno ~omo, 
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and reports, he composed memoranda and drafted legis
lation; and in addition to his official tasks, he sometimes 
set down his ideas and observations in short treatises, and 
he wrote poems. Whether he was on a diplomatic mission 
or in Florence, he must have nt several hours every 
~ at a wri~ table. When he was dismissed from his 
job and barred from politics he continued to write, and, 
as that was his only outlet, his interest in Iiterary"activ
ity increased. 

Nonetheless, his passion for politics never diminished. 
Every bit of information about politics which he could 
gather from letters or conversations set him to speculat
ing about the plans and intentions of the Great He looked 
back with longing to the years when he had negotia~ed 
with rulers and p_oliticians, and he never doubted that 
tlus was his true vocatiQn. After I 512 his constant aim 
was to regain a position which would enable him to have 
a part in determining the course of events. Almost every
thing that he wrote after I 512 was produced for the sin
gle ur_pose of gaining the support of those who could 

e p him to resume his career in active politics. The am
bitions of the younger Medici, first Giuliano and then Lo
renzo, for founding a dynasty stimulated him to prepare 
a treatise on the policy to be followed by a ''new prince." 
The favors which playwrights enjoyed at the court of 
Pope Leo X induced him to tum his attention to the writ
ing of comedies. In the dedication to the DiscoUTses he 
confessed that he would never have written this work 
had not two of his patrons, Zanobi Buondelmonti and Co
simo Rucellai, exerted pressure on him to do it His last 
extended literary work, the Florentine History, was com
missioned by the Florentine Studio, more particularly, 
by the head of the Studio, Cardinal Giulio Medici. Machi-
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avelli accepted this commiSfilon because he rightly re
garded it as a first step on the way back into the graces of 
the Medici. Later when the Medici began to give him 
some minor official jobs, he threw himself into these 
tasks, relegating to a second place the continuation of the 
Florentine History. To Machiavelli, writin was a weak 
substitute for political action; writing-even about pol
mcs-was a means to that end. 

Yet, had Machiavelli lacked his passion for political ac
tion, he would have been destined for a life of litera
ture.21 His natural gifts-an imaginative and penetrating 
mind, an acute sense for language and sty!~ well as his 
education and training pointed him towards a literary 
career. He had grown up in circles which admired the 
humanist literati and saw in them the prophets of a new 
civilization. His father Bernardo, a lawyer, was a friend 
of Bartolomeo Scala, First Chancellor of Florence from 
1464 to 1497, and one of the best known Florentine hu
manists of the second part of the fi!t.e.cnth century. Ber
nardo liaa tal<en care that his sons were educated to ap
preciate the wisdom of the ancients. When Niccolo 
Machiavelli was elected to a post in the chancellery he be
came a member of an elite which took very seriously its 
reputation for guarding and transmitting the humanist 
tradition; since the times of Salutati and Bruni the Flor
entine chancellery had been a center of humanist 
studies. 22 Machiavelli's chief in the chancellery, Marcello 

21 On Machiavelli's education, see ApeendiL 
22 See E. Garin, "I Cancellieri Umanisn della Repubblica Fioren

tina da Coluccio Salutati a Banolomeo Scala," Rivista Storica 
lulitma, vol. LXXI (1959), pp 185-1o8; Garin shows that the tra
dition of employing humanists in the Chancellery was maintained 
throughout the fifteenth century, although the close coMection 
between political and humanist ideas which had existed in Salutati's 
times had disappeared. 
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somewhat disguised because Machiavelli's comments do 
not always follow successively the text of Livy. Machia
velli divided the Discourses into three books, each with a 
different theme, each containing his observations on all 
those chapters of Livy relevant to the three themes. But 
this systematic arrangement is not fully developed; great 
parts of the Discourses are simply straight comments on 
succeeding chapters of Livy. In his other works he pur
sued traditional patterns still more slavishly. His com
edies are either translations of classical plays or else they 
were composed in strict adherence to classical examples. 
In his Art of War he adopted the classical pattern of a 
dialogue and inserted lengthy passages translated from 
Vegetius. In his Florentine History he followed the pre
scriptions for writing history which had been set by 
humanists.24 

Conformity to traditional patterns also strengthened 
his message: Machiavelli was conscious that his uncon
ventional suggestions would appear even more strikin_K if 
~ were presented in a conventional manner. This tech
nique served well~ aim to )@this rea~s, but it was also 
in harmony with the paradoxical bent of his mind. To a 
contemporary ...h£..)vas a man who loved to assume the 
role of an ad'l/OClltus diaboli. Several years after Machia
velli's death, Luigi Guicciardini, the elder brother of the 
historian Francesco and a friend of Machiavelli in their 
younger years, wrote a dialogue in which Machiavelli 
was one of the speakers. Luigi Guicciardini let this figure 
contradict what the others were saying, and in a letter to 

H On Machiavelli's methods in the /stork Fiormtme see below, 
PP· 236 et seq. I have discussed the relation of Machiavelli's writ
mgs to humanist patterns in various articles; they have now been 
collected and published in Italian translation, in my book Niccolo 
Macbitl'fJelli e la fJitll culturale del suo tempo, Bologna, 1¢4. 
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his brother Francesco, he stated directly that he had made 
Machiavelli a participant of this dialogue because he 
needed a speaker who, with difficulty, believed what 
ought to be believed.211 One has sometimes the feeling 
that whenever Machiavelli read the statement of another 
writer or heard about a generally accepted view, his first 
reaction was to doubt these notions and to try to discover 
what would happen if the opposite was maintained. 
Whether one reads the Prince with its corroding analysis 
of the common aswmption that a prince ought to be lib
eral, magnanimous, loyal and beloved, 28 or whether one 
reads in the Discourses his attack against the accepted 
views about military affairs in his time-that artillery was 
decisive, 27 that fortresses were important, 28 and that suc
cess in war depended on money29-onc finds always 
the proposition of a view directly the reverse of common 
opinion. Machiavelli seemed to have delighted in "de
fending a cause which had been rejected by all writ
ers."BO 

If Machiavelli freely indulged in his penchant for _para
dox it was because he was anxious to attract attention: he 

-;;;ted his writings to have a practical effect. His aim 
was to instruct those in power in what he had learned 

u " ... per dipignere uno che con difficult¼ credessi le cose da 
credere, non che quelle da ridersene . . . ," see my article "Ma
chiavelli in an unknown contemporary Dialogue," ]Oflnlll of fb~ 
Warburg Institute, vol. I (1937/38), pp. 163-166, and also Lwgi di 
Piero Guicciardini, Del Sttutmllrola, ed. Bono Simonetta, Firem.e, 
1959 [Biblioteca delr Arcbivo Storico lt/llumo, vol. VIII], pp. 39-
40. 

2s Jl Principe, chapts. XV-XIX. 
21 Discorsi II, chapt. 17. 
2s Discorsi II, chapt. 24-
29 Discorsi II, char.t. 10. 
so" ... volendo difendere una cosa, la quale, come ho dett0, da 

tutti gli scrittori e accusata ... ," Discorsi I, chapt. 58 ( Ope,e, vol. 
I, p. 262); see also JI Principe, chapt. 15. 
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about the nature and functioning of politics, and to 
urge them to act according to his knowledge. Be
cause he was wholly committed to the world of prac
tical politics-and not to the realms in which abstract 
truths were precisely and finely elucidated-he frequently 
couched his insights in extreme and shocking statements. 
In spite of his talents and his training, in spite of his 
familiarity with literary forms and methods, he always 
f cit superior to those who preferred a quiet life of schol
arship to the rigours of political action. In his Floren
tine History he once remarked that when £9Cts and plft
loso~rs begin to ~ a role in a ~cie_!I. that societz is 
entering its decline. 81 This comment is a reference to the 
relation, which he saw, between the diminution of Flor
entine political power and the reputation which men of 
letters enjoyed in Florence; but it also indicated that he 
looked with disdain UP9.,D those fur whom ~ work 
~ an end in.itself. Even when writing became the only 
vent for his intellect it was not his primary intention to 
produce a work of literature; rather he was anxious that 
his writings have an impact. 

In the light of Machiavelli's uncertain attitude to lit
erary work-the pride which he took in his knowledge of 
the literary craft combined with the much greater satis
faction which he felt in being not merely a man of let
ters but a practical politician-it is hardly surprising that 
he was less concerned with the explanation of facts than 

11 "Onde si e dai prudenti osservato come le lettere vengono 
drieto alle armi, e che nelle frovincie e nelle citd prima i capitani 
e che i filosofi nascono ... , lstorie Fiorentine, libro V, chapt. I 
(Opere, vol. VII, Milano, 1962, p. 325). Machiavelli places literary 
fame below political and military fame also in Discorsi I, chapt. 10 

(Opere, vol. I, p. 156, but see also p. 157, where Machiavelli criti
cizes writen who were corrupted by princely pattona.ge). 
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government about Cesare's proceedings at Sinigaglia, nor 
the picture which Machiavelli gave of Cesare, anxiously 
grasping for straws after the loss of papal support, cor
responds to the outline given in the Prince of a Cesare 
Borgia whose moves were part of a well-conceived plan 
which was carried out with single-minded ruthlessness, 
and who fell only because of an illness inflicted by For
tuna. It is evident that by shaping historical events Ma
chiavelli made Cesare Borgia more serviceable as an 
example of a "new prince." 

Machiavelli's treatment of Cesare Borgia in the Prince 
is famous; it is considered to be the most impressive formu
lation of the spirit of Renaissance politics. But this chap
ter of the Prince deserves attention also because it shows 
most vividly the distinctive features of Machiavelli's ap
proach and methods. Like his contemporaries, Machiavelli 
tried to formulate rules of behavior, and, again like his 
contemporaries, he deduced these rules from experience. 
But Machiavelli used the material which experience of
fered in an almost arbitrary manner, and he transformed 
and stylized facts and events with freedom and ease. 
Moreover, he was not interested in producing rules which 
were of general value and applicable to the behavior of 
every individual . ...!!.!! b@ks were addressed only_ to those 
who acted in the £_olitical world: to rulers and to politi
cians. But in concentrating exclusively on the interaction 
between political behavior and political events, his main 
theme became the necessary connections which exist in 
the world of politics. The Prince and the Discourses 
were intended to reveal the laws which govern the world 
of politics.u 

41 Machiavelli aimed at the "regola generale," Discorsi I, chapt. 
9 (Opere, vol. I, p. ISJ) or ll Principe, chapt. 3 (Opere, vol. I, 
p. 2.f). Politics was to be a science like medicine; for references to 
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Because Machiavelli approached literary work with 
the interest and aims of a practical politician, his writings 
differ from those of his humanist contemporaries. Yet 
his writings are by no means similar to the usual works 
on practical politics of the time, the expremoos of aris
tocratic interest and policy. As we have seen, some of the 
Florentine aristocrats set down statements of their pro
gram and their aims and in doing so, they began to adopt 
new methods: they came to evaluate the nature of 
a political organization by using the criteria of rational 
efficiency; and they began to realize the nccesgty of 
judging political institutions not in isolation, but as parts 
of the entire social and political structure. Machiavelli 
recognized these principles and his writings show that he 
absorbed them, but he inserted into his discussions no
tions which had not appeared in the context of political 
thinking, and he attached new or wider meanings 
to those which had. A reason that his writings differ from 
those of his aristocratic contemporaries who wrote on 
practical politics is that Machiavelli viewed the political 
scene from one pole, the aristocrats from the other. What 
Machiavelli saw in the political situation was not what 
the aristocrats saw; what he believed to be a remedy for 
Florence's political ills was not a part of the program of 
the aristocracs.&{achiavelli was in an uncommon-and un
Qnviable-position: he was a writer with practical polit
ical aims and he was not a member of .thc.~ntine rul
ing gro'!e· Not only was lie not a member of this group; 
he opposed it. 

Machiavelli's opposition to the aristocrats was rooted 
in personal circumstances and was strengthened by the 

medicine see 11 Principe, chapt. 3, Discorsi, procmio, or IIl, cbapt. 
J. 
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obstructionist policy of the aristocrats during the repub
lican regime. The Machiavelli were one of the patrician 
families of Florence, but Niccolo belonged to an imp_ov
crished branch, the decline of which he had experienced 
in his own lifetime. That he was excluded from the rul
ing group was the result, it seemed to him, of not having 
sufficient wealth. His impecuniosity was more than a pri
vate worry; it appeared to limit the ways in which he 
could exercise his passion for political action, and it was 
a source of humiliation. Whereas for some a job in the 
chancellery was a stepping-stone to social prominence, 
and for others it was a pleasant sinecure, for Machiavelli 
it was a diminution of status. But he welcomed this em
ployment and he was eager to do well, for this provided 
him with an opening into the world of politics. 

The opportunity for his rise to considerable influence 
in the republican regime came about largely as a result 
of the struggle between Soderini and his aristocratic op
ponents . .§9d,s.tiAi had noticed Machiavelli's unusual intel
ligence and had come to rely on him when, as Gonf alo
niere, Soderini needed assistants who were not tied to the 
aristocratic group. Thus a bond was formed between the 
Go'!ig/.<lniert. and Machiavelli. Niccolo felt so obligated 
to Soderini that in the years of the Medici restoration, he 
hesitated to go to Rome, where Soderini was living, be
cause he thought that while a visit to Soderini would dam
age his chances with the Medici, he could not go to Rome 
without calling on his former chief. Machiavelli had to be 
reminded by Francesco Vettori that, in any case, Machia
velli had been elected to his post in the chancellery three 
years before Soderini had become Gonfaloniere.a AI-

• 1 Machiavelli to Francesco Vettori, December 10 1513 and 
Francesco Vettori to Machiavelli, December 14, 1513 (Oper;, vol. 
VI, PP· 304-305, 311). 
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though Vettori was factually correct, Machiavelli was 
right in thinking that he owed the political prominence 
which he had enjoyed to Soderini. Without Soderini's in
fluence Machiavelli would not have been sent on his more 
important diplomatic mimons, 48 nor would he have been 
able to suggest the introduction of conscription and to 
draft the appropriate legislation. But the preferment given 
to the secretary by the Gonf aloniere had the consequence 
of making the Gonf aloniere's enemies also the enemies 
of Machiavelli; a number of aristocrats contemptuously 
characterized Machiavelli as "~derl!u's lac~."" 

The failure of the republican cause, the collapse of the 
republican regime, Soderini's subsequent flight into exile, 
and the return of the Medici placed Machiavelli in a 
lonely, almost hopeless, situation. That Machiavelli was 
gie only chancelle!I, official whom the Medici dismiwd 
was their recogrutlbn. of the close relationship between 
Machiavelli and the Gonfaloniere. The aristocrats who 
supported the Medici shared their notion of the influence 
which Machiavelli exerted during the republic. Other 
aristocrats, though opposed to the return of the Medici, 
saw no reason to lift a finger for the creature of Soderini. 
Still others of the aristocrats felt so insecure under the 
Medici that they would not risk speaking in favor of a 
man whom the Medici regarded as their enemy. The at
titude of Francesco Vettori towards his once close friend 
is illustrative. The friendship between Machiavelli and 
Vettori blo~med in the course of a lengthy diplomatic 

0 With exception of Machiavelli's first mission to France in 
1500 his three other missions to France, his two missions to Rome, 
his mission to Germany took place after Soderini had become 
Gonfaloniere a '1ita in 1501. 

""· .. detto Niccolo essendo suo mannerino ... ," Cerretani, 
Historia Fiorentin4, Ms. B.N.F., IIJII.74, f-458. 
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that economic factors were useful forces in politics, and 
he expressed his objections to this idea in his chapter in 
the Discourses on money not being the sinews of war.48 

Machiavelli's whole conce,etion of Roman hi5!ory is 
based on the view, ~hie!!_ he adoj>ted from Sallusg that 
J:U2_ney and wealth are evil. To Machiavelli, the decline 
of Roman freedom and power began with the agrarian 
law of the Gracchi which gave rise to factions and in
ternal strife. 49 Desire for riches made the conflict between 
the Senate and the people irreconcilable. About honors, 
both the people and the nobles had been able to reach 
agreements, "but when it came to a question of property, 
then the nobility resisted with so much pertinacity that 
the people, to satisfy their thirst for riches, resorted to 
... extraordinary proceedings."110 In the Prince he gave 
trenchant expression to his view that seeking after wealth 
was evil: a man might be willing to forgive the murder 
of his brother or of his father, but he would not forgive 
the violation of his property. 111 This opinion contains a 

48 Ditcursi II, chapt. 10 with the tide: "I danari non sono ii 
nervo della guerra, secondo che c la comune opinione." 

48 Discursi I, chapt. 37. 
60 "Vedesi per 9uesto ancora, quanto gli uomini stimano pm la 

roba che gli onon. Perche la Nobilicl romana sempre negli onori 
cede sanza scandoli straordinari alla plebe; ma come si venne alla 
roba, fu tanta la ostinazione sua nel difenderla, che la plebe ricorse 
per isfogare l'appetito suo a quegli straordinari che di sopra si 
discorrono", Discursi I, chapt. 37 (Opere, vol. I, p. 218); but see 
also DiscOf'si m, chapt. zs (Opere, vol I, p. 457) for the thesis 
that "la piu utile cosa che si ordini in uno vivere libero c che si 
IIllllltenghino i cittadini poveri," or chapt. 16 (Opere, vol. I, p. 437) 
on the need to "mantenere i cittadini poveri, accioche con le 
ricchezze sanza virtue' non potesSino corrompere ne loro ne altri." 
The whole thesis of the corruption of Rome through the increas
ing wealth of her citizens comes, of course, from Roman historians, 
from Sallust and Livy's Praefatio. 

61 " ••• perche li uomini sdimenticano _pm presto la morte del 
padre che la perdita del patrimonio," II Principe, chapt. 17 (Opere, 
vol. I, p. 70). 
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note of moral indignation which is rather alien to Machia
velli. He seems to share the Christian condemnation of 
the sin of covetousness; striving for wealth takes on the 
character of original sin. 

In the conventional terminology of Machiavelli's time 
it was customary to speak of "common good" and ''pri
vate interest." It was assumed that following one's pri
vate interest was legitimate and natural but that in the 
case of a conflict between the common good and private 
interest, the common good would prevail. Machiavelli 
used these exprcssions-"common good" and "private in
terest";112 but by identifying private interest with desire 
for wealth, which to him was evil,_hs,. destroyed the ac
ceeted rinci le that the common good and private in
terest were reconcilable and that the common good 
would ultimately triumph. 

To Machiavelli, politics is an exacting mistress; man's 
whole behavior must be adjusted to her commands. Man 
ought to be purely homo politicus. It was not a weakness, 
but a matter of pride to Machiavelli that he could not 
"reason about the production of silk or of wool, or about 
gains and losses, but that it was-his-lot to reason about 
politics."118 Although Machiavelli never exp~d in a 

n Discorsi II, chapt. 2 (Opere, vol. I, p. 28o): " ... non il bene 
particulare ma il bene comune ~ quello che fa grandi le citta. E 
sanza dubbio questo bene comune non ~ osservato se non nelle 
.republiche: perche tutto quello che fa a proposito suo si esequisce; 
e quantunque e' torni in danno di questo o di quello privato, c' 
sono tanti quegli per chi detto bene fa, che lo possono tirare 
innanzi contro alla disposizione di qucgli pochi che ne fussono 
oppressi." It must be added that, to Machiavelli, the contrast be
tween "common good" and "private interest," unavoidable in a 
corrupt republic or a princeship, does not need to come out into 
the open in a young free republic, see Discorsi I, chapt. 18 and II, 
chapt. 2 (Opere, vol. I, p. 284). 

11 " ••. la fortuna ha fatto che, non sapendo ngionare ne dell' 
arte della seta, nc dell' arte della lana, ne de' guadagni ne delle 
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theoretical formulation the view that politics are auton
omous, his writinjt! impl~ that politics are separate from 
all other spheres of human activity lllld that for those 
who take ~art in litics the demands of oli.,!!g must 
be placed above all others. 

In the modem world this view has resulted in the idea 
of the state as a living organism which encompasses indi
viduals as integral but subordinate components. It has 
been said that Machiavelli gave this meaning to the word 
stato, thereby introducing this concept in political liter
ature. But when Machiavelli wrote, the word stato was 
not new. It had been frequently used in Italian political 
literature of the fifteenth century to signify the power 
and the __ appara~ of power of a ruler or a ruling group; 
for instance, lo stat11.JiMedici and lo stato di Frtmeesco 
Sforz.a. This is also the most usual meaning of stato in 
Machiavelli's writings. Sometimes, writers contemporane
ous with Machiavelli used stato to ,de.ggnatc. a ,geographi
cal area. This use of the word can also be found in the 
works of Machiavelli; for example he called the Venetian 
terra-f erma a stato. The term could also serve to indicate 
the form of a government like ..Jl!!!!! libero. Thus. 
when Machiavelli wrote, the meaning of stato was 
ftcxib)e. it was beginning to be used to convey a more 
abstract meaning than previously had been ascribed to it 
Soon the word assumed its modem meaning: it came to 
be used to denote everything that belongs to a body 
politic. Stato, in this latter sense, can seldom, if ever, be 
found in Machiavelli's works. Nevertheless, Machiavelli 
will have had an inftuence in promoting a wider use of 

perdite, e' mi conviene ngionare dello stato, et mi bisogna o 
botarmi di stare chet0, o ngionare di qucsto." (Opere, vol. VI, 
PP· 139-240). 
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of the word in its more abstract, modem sense because 
' his idea of a political societ;X_ as a collective. ~ havin_,g 

its own laws of existence was novel; there was no word 
in the existing_ vocabulary which conve ed this idea. With 
the dissemination of Machiavelli's views a word to ex
p~ this idea was needed; the meaning of the word 
stato could be, without difficulty, extended to fill this 
need. 

Because opposition to the aristocrats was a concomitant 
of his political inftuence in the republican period, Machia
velli was a firm advocate of a popular regime. He was 
convinced that the best form of government was a regime 
in which the great mass of citizens had the controlling 
power. He justified this belief in various ways: not only 
did he refute the usual objections to a popular regime,11

• 

but he advanced the cause of the people by more syste
matic considerations. He explained that few, if any, po
litical societies could exist securely in isolation; almost all 
societies were involved in competition with others, and 
the alternative was to expand or to perish. The greatest 
need of any political society was an army, and the people 
alone provided the manpower to settle conquered areas 
and to guarantee the permanency of conquests.1111 

Within the dimensions of the political situation in 
which Machiavelli lived and wrote, he favored the 
Great Council.1111 Like Soderini who, to counter the aristo
crats, worked to maintain the Great Council in its orig-

54 See above, p. 156. 
BB Discorsi I, chapts. 1 and 6. 
~11• Machiav~'s en;fe~ence for the Great Council is most ex

plic1dy stated 10 his 'DJSCorso delle cose fiorentine dopo la morte 
~ Lorenzo," b~t the usefulncs., of the participation of the people 
m government IS one of the principal themes of the Discurri; see 
above, notes 10-13. 
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inal form with its established functions, Machiavelli 
stressed the usefulne$ and necessity of this institution. 
Even after 15 12 he remained cenain that the institutional 
arrangements of 1494 were ~ntially sound, and there
fore he was faced with the problem of why a regime 
which embodied the right principles had met with failure 
and collapsed. In attempting to solve this problem he 
~ame t~ the conclusion that the well-being. o.f any polit-

_ical society depends IC$ on iti iostimtioos tbao on the 
~t which ~ behind them.~ ...e_resent this idea he 

_used the ,!!_Ordfwtrl~The meaning of this term in his 
writings has many facets; basically it was an italianiza
tion of the Latin word 'Uirtw and denoted the fundamen
tal ~ty of man which enables him to achieve ~t 

orks and deeds. In the ancient world man's 'Uirtus was 
placed in relation to Fortuna; 'IJirtus was an innate quality 
opposed to external circumstance or chance. V irtu was 
._!lOt one of the various virtues which • • anity required 
of good men, nor was 'IJirtu an epitome of all Christian 
~es; rather it designated._ strenJnh and v.J&or from 
which all human action arose. In his writings Machiavelli 
used this concept to reflect the insight, which he shared 
with his contemporaries, that political suCCC$ deperuls 
not on the righttQUSDC$ of the cause nor on the use of in
!:__lligence, but that victory could come "igamtt all rea
son" to those who were inspired by single-minded will
.e._ower or~ some undefinable inner force; 

Virtu was th~ prerequisite foe )eadecsbip. Every leader, 
whether he was captain of an army or the head of a 
state needed virtu. But, according to Machiavelli, 'fJiTtu 

c?~d be poSSC$Cd by a collective body as well as by in
dividuals. For example, an army must have 'IJirtu. Un
doubtedly Machiavelli's application of 'IJiTtu to collcc-
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tive bodies in general was instigated by the belief that 
.!!@taq bravC;!Y is the prerequisite for military succC$. 
But the bravery of an army is not, according to Machia
velli, a natural endowment; it is rather the result of train
ing and of discipline, to which education, religion, and the 
dispensing of justice must contribute. .Miµ~ vif!t), 
theref orc, reflects a ,a>irit which permeates all the insti
tutions of a politicd society and is an aspect of a more 
general virtu which is to be found in well-organized so
cieties. 

Machiavelli's concept of wttl postulates the existence 
of coherence among the institutions of a political soci
ety. Moreover, in its widest sense his concept of virtu im
plies that certain fundamental .e.lements of stre~ and 
vitality !!_ave to be resent in any well-organized socmy 
r?dless of its {'articular form of governmen~me 
forms of ovemment-in Machiavelli's opinion it was a 
popular government-mi ht be su~rio to others, but 
none could function without wttl. Details of Machiavel--li's concept of virtu nught seem quaint and contradictory, 
but his concept was eminently fruitful for it contains the 
suggestion that in every well-organized society, a 2izit
ual element ervades all its members and institutions 
tying them together in a dynanuc unit which is more than 
a summation of its constituent parts. By separating poli
tics from other human concerns Machiavelli made one 
contribution to the genesis of the modem idea of the 
state; his concept of virtu represents another. 

That laws exist which govern the world of politics, 
that man must live for politics to the exclusion of all else, 
that virtu must be present in the individual and in well
organized societier-thcsc were the ideas which had 
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grown in Machiavelli's mind in the years of his political 
and literary apprenticeship. Looking upon past events 
with a comprehension sharpened by distance and a con
centration enhanced by passion, Machiavelli f cit that dis
regard of those tenets had brought about the defeat 
of his city as well as his own failure. 

Like most of his contemporaries, Machiavelli regarded 
the historr_ of the ancient world as a guide which showed 
how man ought to act. The image of the past comprises 
the program of the future. But by basing his interpreta
tion of history and his recommendations for action on a 
few fundamental insights gained from personal experi
ences, Machiavelli was able to expound political concepts 
which differed from those which are found in contem
porary political literature. In his references to the an
cient past he used material from both Greek and Roman 
history, from classical writers of the most different per
iods. But the exemplary character of antiquity is for him 
chiefly embodied in the history ofllome. 111 Although 
many of his contemporaries shared his view tbat the per
iod of history from which man could learn most about 
the true nature of politics was the history of Rome, Ma
chiavelli's picture of Rome contains nuances which distin
guish it from those of his contemporaries. In the minds 
of his contemporaries the Romans were superior to all 
other peoples because of their political valor. But in Ro
man history Machiavelli saw more than the example of a 
society with good institutions and dutiful and heroic cit
izens. The significance of Roman history lay in Rome's 
success. Rome presented the unique phenomenon of a 

07 For Rome as enmple, see, for a general st:atement, Discorsi II, 
proemio, or I, chapt. 17 (Opere, vol. I, p. 178): " ... questo esemplo 
di Roma sia da preporre a qualunque altro esemplo." 
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\ city-state which became the ruler of the world.J To Ma
chiavelli, the continuity of Roman conquests in a world of 
competing states raised Rome above all others. Rome 
alone had attained the aim to which every political soci
ety aspired. The reason for Rome's successes was the ex
istence of an interdependence between institutions and 
individuals which had given vitality to Roman politics 
throughout the Republican period.118 The individual Ro
man had been able to develop and to use his talents by 
means of the institutions, but the institutions had also re
strained him and kept him within the bounds necessary 
for the well-being of the whole society. To Machiavelli, 
the necessary interaction between men and institutions 
was uniquely demonstrated in the history of Rome; this 
feature of Roman political life assured the possession and 
maintenance of flirtu, on which the political success of a 
society depended. 

For Machiavelli, Rome offered the pattern which 
ought to be adopted in modem political societies. The 
Florentines ought to do what the Romans had done. 
Machiavelli's application of the Roman example to the 
Florentine political scene has been somewhat overlooked 
because it has been assumed that he saw the future in 
terms of the great territorial states. It is true indeed that 
his diplomatic missions had widened immensely his views 
about the possibilities and varieties of political forma
tions. He had become aware of the difference in strength 
between the large territorial states and the Italian city
states and principalities, and he was conscious that nei
ther the wealth nor the cultural splendor of the Italian 

H " ••• cosi come gli buoni costumi per mantcnersi hanno bisogno 
dcllc lcggi, cosi le 1cggi per osservarsi hanno bisogno de' buoni 
costumi ... ," Discorsi I, chapt. 18 (ot,ere, vol. I, pp. 179-18o). This 
idea can also be found in chapt. 58, et aliis. 
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city-states could compensate for their lack of military 
power and effective military organization. It has been sop
posed that Machiavelli's interest in the territorial mon
archies inspired him to write the last chapter of the 
Prince in which he exhorts his compatriots to unite their 
forces and to liberate Italy from the barbarians. It has 
been taken for granted that Machiavelli longed to see 
Italy equal to the great European monarchies; he has been 
considered as~ pro..ehet of the modem national state. 
But such appeals to national feelings in Italy were fre
quent at the time; and those who made them did not 
envisage a permanent political unification of Italy. 

An exact reading of the last chapter of the Prince 
shows that Machiavelli considered only a temporary al
liance of the existing Italian rulers and city-states in order 
to get rid of the oltrtmtontani. Moreover"this last ~Pt" 
of the Prince is now believed to be a rhetorical exhorta
tion which he added later to the text of the trcatisc.119 It 
did not belong to the ori_ginal text of the Prince and it 
~ot be regarded as the end for which the previous 
parts of the treatise were designed. Machiavelli's specu
lations on the European political situation which he sent 
to Vettori at the time he was writing the Prince are for
mulated in the traditional terms of rational calculations.80 

Nor do these speculations suggest any awareness on his 
part of living at the beginning of a new era of power 
competition. Despite his knowledge of the larger Euro
pean states Machiavelli did not despair of the future of 

ne Sec the "noa inttoduttiva" to the 'Prince by Sergio Bcrtelli 
in Qpere, vol. I, pp. 3-10, but see also the appendix for a discussion 
of the relevant literature. 

eo See the famous correspondence between Machiavelli and 
Francesco Vettori from the years 1513-1514, Opere, vol. VI, pp. 
131-368. 
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the city-state. The situation of Florence, although serious, 
was not hopeless. The intensity with which Machiavelli 
discussed every detail of Roman politics was stimulated 
by his belief that Rome was what Florence might have 
been and perhaps might still become. 

The rim guraion-in the sense that all further re-
flections on the relevance of Roman history to Floren
tine politics depended on the answer-which Machiavelli 
had to face was ''whether in a corrupt state it ~ poiSib1e 
to maintain a free goverruru:nt."81 There was no doubt in 
Machiavelli's mind that corruption had entered Floren
tine political life. There had to be a "reform," and, like 
his contemporaries, he thought that reform must be "a 
!.eturn to the be_ginnings";82 but unlike some of his con
temporaries, he did not believe that reform could be ef-
fected only by reconstituting the institutions which that 
society had had at the time of its beginnings. The partic
ular turn which Machiavelli gave to the problem of re
form is implicit in his ideas about the origins of political 
societies. Like his contemporaries, he regarded political 
societies as the creation of man, and thus he recognized 
the existence of lawgivers at the beginning of any soci
ety. But in his writings he endowed the lawgiver with 
powers more divine than human.83 The lawgiver is a 
owerin fi~ 11ot only because he estab • es the insti

tutions of a political society, but also because he infuses 
the spirit which gives a society cohesion and strength. 

• 1 "Se in una citta corrotta si poo mantenerc lo stato libero," 
Discorsi I, chapt. 18 (Opere, vol. I, p. 179). 

82 The crucial passages are in Discorsi m, chapt. 1, with the 
title: "A volerc che una setta o una reeoblica viva lungamente, e 
necessario ritirarla spesso verso ii suo pnncipio," but also chapts. 8, 
12, etc. 

ea II Principe, chapt. 6, Discorsi I, chapa. 2, 9, 10. 
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Thus, to Machiavelli, "return to the beginnin~ was a 
continuous process. It meant keeping alive the spirit 
which stands behind the institutions of a societ.Y., In a 
rapidly changing world it was necessary to subject insti
tutions to frequent examinations to test the efficacy of 
their original purpose: development of 'Uirttl. 

Although Machiavelli believed that eventual decline 
and final dissolution of any human society was inevitable, 
he was impressed that the Romans had been able to stave 
off their inescapable fate for centuries-longer than had 
any other political society. The Romans had established 
tribunes and censors for the purpose of investigating 
whether institutions fulfilled their function of preserving 
the vitality of the Republic, 64 and Machiavelli suggested 
that in Florence officials ought to be created and charged 
with the duty to undertake such examinations. But there 
w:15 still a difference between the idea of keeping 'Uirt,l 

alive and that of reviving 'Uirttl after it had disappeared. 
~achiavelli was never qujte able to decide whether po
litical virtu could be regained once it had been lost. 811 If 
virttl could not be restored, then there might not be any 
chance for ever establishing a strong republican regime 
in Florence. Machiavelli could not bring himself to admit 
this contingency. But his theoretical proposition that the 
functioning of institutions depended on the existence of 
virtu seemed to exclude the possibility of enacting re
form purely by making institutional changes. Because 

"D~cor~, m, chapt. 1, particularir p. 381 in Opere, vol. I. 
s, Ducors1 I, chapts. 16-18; Machiavelli's pessimism about the 

prospects of a republican regime in Florence is also outbalanced 
b>: his yiew that Tuscany is especially suited for republics, see 
Ducorn I, chapt. 55 (Opere, vol. I, J>· 257); ou this notion, see Hans 
Baron, The Crisis of the Early lt4lum Rmaisstmee, Princeton, 1955, 
vol. I, p. 361. 



PART ONE: POLITICS 

Machiavelli was unwilling to give up hope that Florence 
might be able to follow in the steps of Rome, his views 
on this issue remained ambiguous. 

In the light of his knowledge of Florentine history and 
Florentine politics, two phenomena of Roman political be
havior seemed to him especially pertinent and worth pon
dering: the internal tensions in Rome and the excellence 
of Roman political leadership. Ever since Dante had com
pared Florence to a feverish woman squirming around! on 
her bed cushions from one side to another, 86 internal cl.is
sensions were regarded as the bane of Florentine politics. 
Machiavelli's own view of the obstructionist policy of 
Florentine aristocrats was in accord with this explanation 
of the causes of Florence's decline; he criticized factions 
quite as bitterly as did his Florentine contemporaries. 67 

But party struggles had raged in Rome, and in the Dis
courses he declared that "the disunion of the senate and -people renders the fCRUblic of Rome PQWCJfl!l and 
frcc."18 It might appear that Machiavelli was inconsistent 

• on this issue, but to him, condemnation of Florentine 
factionalism and approbation of Roman party struggles 
was not a contradiction. He regarded political divisions 
as dangerous and destructive if one group claimed spe
cial rights which were to be denied to other parts of the 
society, and if this same group used its influence in the 
government to promote its own interests. He feared that, 
as a consequence of directing policy in the interests of a 
particular group, a rigidification of positions would take 

•• "Vedni te simigliante a q_uella inferma 
che non puo uovar posa m su le piume 
ma con dar volt2 suo dolore schemta," Lt, Divina Cummedia, 
Purgatorio, canto 6. 

" Discorsi I, chapts. 7 and 8. 
ea ''ate la disunione della Plebe e del Senato romano fece libera 

e powite quclla republica," title of Discorsi I, chapt. + 
i 86 
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The crucial significance of this idea becomes evident 
when we go beyond a ruscus,gon of Machiavelli's politi
cal views and analyze the assumptions on which they 
were based. Machiavelli was not a p_hilosophcr. He in
tended neither to outlfue a philosophical system nor to 
introduce new philosophical terms. Here again what is 
characteristic is the particular turn which he gave to the 
commonly used concepts dealing with the problems of 
human existence. The great images through which Ma
chiavelli tried to define the strength and -weakness of 
man's position in the universe were the same as those used 
by his contemporaries: f!!!_tu1Zll.1 cirtu..l and Necessita. But 
a precise reading of Machiavelli's works reveals distinctive 
variations. Like others who wrote before him, Machia
velli recognized Necessita as a factor determining actions 
but outside man's control. However, in Machiavelli's view 
Necessita is not just a hostile force which makes man's 
actions purely automatic.a. Necessita may coerce man to 
take an action which reason demands; Necessita may create 
opportunities. In whatever situation man finds himself 
the final outcome depends on his response to the con
ditions which Necessita has ..E£0duced. Thus, according 
to Machiavelli, rarely is there a situation which ought to 
be regarded as entirely desperate. At most times there are 
possibilities for men to turn circumstances to their ad
vantage. As long as man uses all the capacities with which 
nature has endowed him he is not helpless in the face of 
external pressures. 

The view that man has the possibility of controlling 

HSee particularly Discorsi III, chapt. u (Ope,,, vol. I, p. 425): 
"Altre volte abbiamo discorso quanto sia utile alle urnane azioni la 
necessicl, ed a quale §loria siano sure conduttc da quella. •. ," but 
also I, chapt. 3 or 6: ... a molte cose che la ngione non t'induce, 
t'induce la necessiti" (Oper,, vol. I, p. 145). 
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events also shaped Machiavelli's idea of the relation be
tween 'lJirtu and F ortrma. In general Machiavelli's ideas on 
this topic were again those commonly held in his time: 
he believed that man can exert a certain counterweight 
against F OTtU'nll, and that there is a certain balance be
tween 'IJirtu and Fortuna: "l think it may be true that 
FOTtU'nll is the ruler of half of our actions, but that she al
lows the other half or thereabouts to be governed by us," 
he writes in the twenty-filth chapter of the Prince on 
"How much F ortu1Zll can do in human affairs and how it 
may be opposed."811 At the end of the same chapter he 
wrote the famous statement that "FOTtU'nll is a woman, 
and it is necessary, if you wish to master her, to conquer 
her by force; and it can be seen that she lets herself be 
overcome by the bold rather than by those who proceed 
coldly."86 Others before Machiavelli had said that For
tuna was capricious and milled only on those who were 
her favorites. The asmmption of Fortuna's preference 
for the bold re-echoed the Latin adage that ''fortes for
tuna adjuvat." However Machiavelli's formulation modi-

fied these common views. In contrast to the static quality 
inherent in the belief in the existence of Fortuna's elect, 
Machiavelli's formulation presumed the dynamism of a 
constantly changing scene in which sudden action can 
bring about the assistance of Fortuna. 

aa ". . . iudico potere esser vero che la fortnna sia arbitra della 
med delle aziooi nostre, ma che etiam lei ne lasci governare l'alcra 
med, o presso, a noi," 1l Principe, chapt. 25 (Opere, vol. I, p. 99) 
with the title: "Quantum fonuna in rebus humanis possit, et quo
modo illi sit occurrendum." 

se " ... la fortuna e donna; et e neccssario, volendola tenere sotto, 
battcrla et urtarla. E si vede che la si lascia piu vincere da questi, 
che da quelli ch~ fr_eddamenta procedono,". ibid., p. 101_. For, an 
application of this view to the course of history, see Ducorn IT, 
chapt. 1, but also chapt. 29, 30, and ill, chapt. 31. 
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A further implication in Machiavelli's simile of the re
lation between virtu and Fortuna also expressed his be
lief ~t this constant change takes the form of a struggle; 
c~n?11~ous strife is an a?iding_ ~oadition of political life. 
~ tnststence on the deClSive importance of power in poli
tics can be regarded as the counterpart of this funda
~ental_ attitude to the nature of politics. His image pit
ting vzrtu and F 0Ttu1Zll against each other in a struggle 
for superiority indicates that he believed that the chance 
of controlling external events is offered to man only in 
brief, fleeting moments. Therefore man must make use 
?_f a singular conjuncture in which there must be a 
mee~g of circumstances and individuality.IT 
\ This demand for coincidenc of individual 'lJirtu with 

favora~le circumstances pomted to the most striking and 
revolutionary feature of Machiavelli's political thought 
~o special h~an quality will guarantee success in poli
tics; th_e qualities b~ which man can control events vary 
acc?rding. to the CU'cumstances. The impetuosity with 
which Julius II conducted his policy was appropriate to 
the situation in which the Church State found itself in 
the time of his reign. In less turbulent years the careful, 
~ost timid rationalism of Soderini might have pre
vailed and saved Florence. 88 This kind of relativism per
vades all the chapters of the Prince in which Machiavelli 
discussed the qualities required for political leadership. 

These chapters of the Prince contain the essence of 
Machiavelli's thought in the sense that they exhibit most 
~o~gly hi~ ~cw that political ~on cannot be kept 
within the _!imits of moralio/. Although he indicated that 
amo action might frequently be the most effective 

87 See above, note 20, and Dircorsi III, chapt. 9 
88 Dircorsi m, chapt. 9 (Opere, vol I, p. 418). • 
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measure which can be taken in any situation, he never 
..mQ_wed a .Preference for amoral actions over moral ac
tions. He was not a conscious advocate of evil; he did not 
want to upset all moral values. But it is equally mislead
ing to maintain the opposite: that Machiavelli wanted to 
replace Christian morality by another morality and that 
he encouraged politicians to disregard customary mo
rality because their motives for acting ought to be the 
good of the political society which represented the 
highest ethical value. Just as Machiavelli admitted that it 
might be possible to found political societies which 
could exist in peaceful isolation, he also believed that 
men could arrange their lives in such a manner that they 
could follow Christian morality.118 But when men joined 
the game of E_Olitics they had to follow its rules; and 
these rules did not contain a distinction between moral 
and amoral actions. 

Because Machiavelli felt that Christian morality f re
quently formed an obstacle to actions dictated by the 
rules of politics, he criticized Christian morality and the 
Church. On the other hand, because he realized the use
fulness of religion for disciplining the members of soci
ety, he envisaged a religion, perhaps even a true Christi
anity, which broadened the concept of morality in such a 
way that it would encompass not only the virtues of suf-

&1 ''Sono questi modi crudelissimi e nimici d'ogni vivere non 
solamente cnstiano ma umano; e debbegli qualunque uomo fuggire, 
e volere piuttosto vivere privato che re con tanta rovina degli 
uomini; nondimeno colui che non vuole pigliare quella prima via 
del bene, quando si voglia mantenere convicnc che cntri in qucsto 
male," Discorsi I, chapt. 26 (Opere, vol. I, p. 194), but on Ma
chiavelli's views on Christianity and Church see also Discorsi I, 
chapt. 12. On the issue of polincal isolation, see Discorsi I, chaJ.>ts. 
6 and 19; Machiavelli was slccptical about the possibility of keeping 
a state permanently out of pawcr competition. 
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fering and humility, but also that of political activism." 
But such observations were incidental rather than basic to 

Machiavelli's thinking. The central point of his political 
philosophy was that man must choose: he could live 
aside from the stream of politics and follow the dictates 
of Christian morality; but if man entered upon the ~ta 

activa of politics, he must act according to its laws.'1 

Finally Machiavelli's image of man's need to conquer 
Fortuna by forco-corrcsponding to man's sexual drive-
suggests the tension which Machiavelli regarded as a nec
essary accompaniment of political action. The need to 
concentrate on a brief moment, the need to use all possible 
weapons, and the need to choose from a variety of methods 
the one best suited to the given situation-all this im
plied that political action demanded not only awareness 
of one's aim but also intensity in pursuing it. Similar to 
the passage in the Discourses in which he saw men be
coming animals, he suggested in the Prince that the ruler 
should be a lion or a fox, or best, both.91 He did not 
refer to animals because they symbolize human qualities; 
to Machiavelli, animals possess the pristine genuineness 
which, in men, is weakened by reason. Man's control over 
his world depends on his attaining a level of instinctivc
ness where he becomes part of the forces surrounding 
him. This identification is prerequisite for man's mastery 
of political life. 

Machiavelli believed in the creative power of man in 
the world of politics. Man's political potentialities com-

" "[Men] hanno interpretato la nostta rcligione secondo l'ozio 
e non sccondo la virtu," Discorsi Il, chapt. 2 (Opere, vol. I, p. 283). 

•
1 Sec above, nOte B+ 

91 "Scndo adunquc uno principe nccessitato sapere benc usare 
la bestia, debbe di quellc pigliare la golpe ct ii liooe.", ll Principe, 
chapt. 18 (Opere, vol. I, p. 72). 
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prised two aspects. Like many of his contemporaries 
Machiavelli believed in the rational nature of man; to him 
man was an instrument which had a rationally definable 
purpose and he could be employed in a calculable way. 
But at the same time, Machiavelli also saw man as an ani
mal, driven by instincts which made him disregard ob
stacles and rational interests and which enabled him to 
exploit incalculable forces. But the opportunity when 
man could exert his power was rare, the moment brief 
and fleeting. Man was placed in a constantly changing 
world in which new forces and new situations were 
thrown up at any moment. 

This .recognition of the supreme challenge inherent in 
the ceaseless movement of history was a reflection of 
what Machiavelli had seen happening in Italy and all over 
Europe. And what had happened was becoming increas
ingly evident to greater numbers of Italians. Although 
Machiavelli's political proposals were aimed at answering 
questions raised by specific problems of the Florentine 
city-state, he was aware-and because of his experience as 
a diplomat he was certainly quite as well aware as any
one-of the relation of the Florentine crisis to the appear
ance of foreign armies on Italian soil. Since the French 
invasion of 1494, whatever happened in Italy was de
pendent on the struggles among the great powers beyond 
the Al~ The Italians had lost control over their fate, and 
every order, every peace was put in jeopardy again and 
again by new waves of invaders. The crises which had 
been shaking the Italian states since 1494 made it clear 
that every political action in Italy was circumscribed by 
forces originating at great distances. It was natural for 
Machiavelli to draw the conclusion that the dimension in 
which politics worked was history and that every polit-
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later developed into the concept of the state-have made 
Machiavelli's writings a landmark in the history of politi
cal thought. We can never return to concepts of politics 
which existed before Machiavelli wrote. 

But Machiavelli is not merely a figure who contributed 
to the evolution of modem Western political thought. 
When we read his works we find that th~ still speak to 
~ directly, immediately, in a strangely ~ompelling way. 
Many of his examples arc antiquated, many of his propos
als exaggerated and unreal. But there are insights which 
disclose an apposite truth, there are passages which touch 
us like an electric shock. In placing politics in the stream 
of history, in demonstrating that every situation is unique 
and requires man to use all his forces to probe all the 
potentialities of the moment, Machiavelli has revealed
more than anyone before or after him-that, at any time, 
politics is choice and decision. Tanto nomini nullum par 
elogium. 
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cal situations about which he was writing.• But the para
digmatic character of Livy and Sallust was regularly 
stressed. For instance, Gregory of Trebizond said he 
would try to "explain what history is, with Sallust and 
Livy, who, I believe, should today be used as models in 
the writing of history."10 Or Sabellicus, in a speech on the 
praise of history, declared that in his opinion "there 
would never be a history which could better instruct 
about political instimtions than the one which Livy had 
written."11 The most comprehensive and systematic ju. 
tification of this view is contained in a lecture which Bar
tolomaeus Fontius gave in Florence and which might be 
regarded as the first brief history of historical writing. u 
Fontius began with an evaluation of the chief Greek his
torians; he then discussed the Roman historical writers, 
and this was the place where he established the exem
plary character of Livy's history. Livy excelled all other 
historians in his eloquence, his comprehensiven~ his 

• Sec Pont2no, "Actius," loc. cit., l>· 231: " ... wnen scnbcndi 
genus historicum ex omni pane nunime complexus est Caesar, 
quippe 3ui materiam et praebere et relinquere maluerit di.is de se 
scnbencli." This notion comes from Cicero, Brutus, chapt. 75: "Sed 
dwn voluit alias habere parata, unde sumerent qui velli:nt scn'bere 
historiam. . . ." 

10 "Sallustii e T. Livii quos his diebus in histori2 solwn imit2ndos 
censeo, genus dicendi, quale sit, enodabimus," Georgii Trapezuntii, 
Rbetoricum Libri V, Aldus, 1523, f. 82v. (in Leyden edition of 
1547, P· su), 

u ". . . neque ut arbitror, futura est historia, q112e melius viwn 
possit in omnes civiles disciplinas instruere quam haec quam Livius 
scripsit ..• ," Sabellicus, ''Oratio de laudibus historiae in Titmn 
Liviwn," Opera, Basilea, 156o, vol. N, p. 482. 

12 On Fontius' Oratio in Hirtoriae uudinionnn, see Charles 
Trinkaus, "A Humanist's lmaRe of ffom1nism~ the Inaugural 
Orations of Banolommeo della tonte," Studies in tbe Renmstmee, 
vol. VII (196<>), particularly pp. 99-105. Trinkaus stateS, p. 105: 
". . . this oration manages to see historical writing in a historical 
perspective 111d to present the rudiments, at least, of a conception 
of t6e nature of history." 
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clarity of organization, and his style. Fontius a~tted 

that later historical writers, like Eutropius, Orosms, or 

Aegidius Colonna might give some valuable information. 

everthelC$ the decline of Latin style in these later 

times prohibited the writing of a worthwhile historical 

work. Only in Fontius' own age, since Petrarch had 

''brought the Latin language back in its fatherland,"11 

had history, together with all the other literary genres, 

come again into its own; and Fontius referred for proof 

of his statement to Biondo, Bruni, and Poggio. They had 

imitated the historical writers of the time of Rome's 

greatnCS5-95 historians ought to ~o. . 
The allusions to the works of Biondo, Brum, and Pog

gio illuminate the problem inherent in the hum~ con

siderations on the writing of history. The humanists be

lieved that writers of histories ought to follow the same 

principle which the humanists applied to all their lite~ 

efforts: the principle of "imitation." But the events with 

which the humanist historians dealt had happened after 

the fall of the Roman Empire; to a large extent, their sub

ject matter was ''modern." Considering the necessary dif
ference in content which controlled their work, how was 

it po~ble for a humanist historian to imitate classical 

authors? 
First of all, the counsel to take Livy and Sallust as pat-

terns meant that historical writers should imitate the form 

and style of these Roman authors.~ Livy's History 

of Rome, each history ought to be divided in a number of 

books, and each of them ought to begin with some gen

eral reflections. The narration should proceed from year 
to year. Moreover, these c=cal writers had used ecr-

u "His primus profecto fuit qui Latinam linguam ••• reduxit in 
patriam. .. 
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tain stylistic devices which were especially suited to the 

~ting of I~ory. In Actius, Pontano mentioned par
ticularly hre'Ultas and celeritas; he explained these terms 

by quoting passages from Sallust and Livy, and he de

clared that, by using these stylistic means, the author 

could provide both knowledge of background and detail, 

and the imp~on of a rapid development of events. H 

But historical writers were also to learn from c=cal 

authors what aspects of history were worth describing. 

Sallust's themes had been single wars, and so humanist 

historians wrote about single wars. Pontano wrote 

on Ferdinand of aples' war against his Barons, Sanudo 

wrote on the Ferrarese war, Simonetta on the war 

of Sforza against aples, and Rucellai on the war of 

Charles VIII. Liv_y's masteqili:ce was the history of 

l!_ome, of a city-state. Thus the humanists followed him 

~ composing the histones of the CJ.ty-states of their own 

ttmes. The outstanding works were the histories of Flor

ence written by Bruni, Poggio, and Scala, and the Decbe 

of Venetian History which Sabellicus wrote; but Genoa, 

~an, Bologna, Verona, all had humanist historians try

ing_ to ~eate for their city a monument equal to that 

which Livy had erected for Rome.111 Whatever time or 

places the humanist historians chose, Sallust and Livy 
taught them that their exclusive concern was _policies. 
Although-as Livy had shown-internal struggles and the 

development of institutions deserved some attention, the 

principal topic ought to be foreign policy, especially 

wars and military actions. "Res gestae plerumque sunt 
bellicae. "18 

H Pontano,. "Actius," Joe. cit., pp. 209-117. 
1
~ For d~tails, see. ~duard Fuetu, Getchicbu der neueren Hit

tonograpb1e, rev. edition, Munich and Berlin, 1936. 
11 Pantano, "Actios," Joe. cit., p. 218. 
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acero had said that the historian is to show "not only 
what was done and said, but also how h "11 and 

h • llBe this phrase was frequently echoed by ~e umarusts. -
cause the humanist historians dealt with the same aspects 
of history with which classical historians had dealt, the 
manner in which the ancient historians had proceeded 
in describing the "what" and the "bow" was considered 
to be applicable to the treatment of the modem events 
with which the humanist historians were concerned. 
There was a fixed pattern, derived from classical histo
ries, for the narration of a war. It might begin with a 
survey of the character and the history of ~e peoples 
which were involved, followed by an cxplananon of the 
negotiations which preceded the war. Only then _could 
the historian embark o~ bis pro er taSk: the narranve of 
!!}ilitary events. Quite logically, a description of a battle 
dominated the historical work. Pontano suggested that 
the historian begin the story of a battle with an ac
count of the omens presaging the outcome of the str11g
gle.111 The next requirement was a precise topological ex
planation of the area where the battle took place; that 
should be followed by brief character sketches of the 
chief military leaders, a detailed recital of the way in 
which the troops on the opposin~ sides were amm~d, 
and a description of the war machines of the two amues. 

1T "Non solum quid acrum aut dictmn sit, sed etiam q~o-
odo "Cicero, De 0,atore book II, cbapt. 15; for the ennre m ••• • ' 

pas.uge sec above note 6 and below, P· 273. . . 
11 "In rebus gestis non sol.um quid a~ aut ~ sit ~d 

etiam quamodo ct cur dcmonstrabit," Georgu_T,?pezunW. op. en., 
f. 82v (in Leyden edition of •S47,.P· 509). SimilarE~te:ts :ie 
frequent, see for instance, Guanno Veronese, PJlt , . • 
Sabbadini (Miscellanea di Storia Veneta, serle Ill, vol. 11, Venezia, 
1916), vol. II, o. "63 et seq. oil • 

11Pontano, ,tActius," loc. cit., p. 221, and also for the f OWUlg· 
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Such an elaborate construction made the battle the high
point Likewise, the instrument by which humanist his
torians were to interpret the psychological motivation be
hind the course of events was of classical origin: the 
insertion of speeches in the text. Speeches served to em
phasize the importance of an event They were regularly 
placed in the narrative at the beginning of a battle when 
each captain was described as addresmlg bis troops and 
stating the issues for which the war was being fought 
Speeches served also as a means for indicating to the 
reader the alternatives of a given moment; often speeches 
were presented in pairs, one advocating the pros and the 
other the cons of a p0SS1ble course of action. so The hu
manist historians were not concerned whether or not 
such deliberations had actually t.aken place.~ce it was 
believed that the speeches in classical historical writings 
had been invented by their authors, the humanists felt 
entitled to the same prcrogative.11 

We have begun this discussion of humanist views on 
the writing of history with the meeting of Pontano's 
Academy which Bernardo Rucellai attended and in 

10 "lpsis autem causis suscipiendi sive negocii sive belli cooiuncta 
sunt consilia et hominum qui agendum quippiam deccrnunt sen
tentiae ac voluntates; quae quod saepenwnero sunt diversae, ex
ponendae eae sunt a rerum scriptore in partem utranque . . . , .. 
Pontano, "Actius,,. loc. cit., p. 218. 

11 For an amusing CDI11p[e of the method which the humanists 
used for writing speeches, see Lorenzo Valla, De rebus a Ferdl
rumdo Aragoniu Kege gems in [Sch0ttus] Hispa,,iu IUustratu ... 
Scriptores wrii, Frankfurt, 16o3, vol. I, p. 75z: "Eorum primus 
fuit episcopus Conserranensis, qui orationem babuit, ilia tempestate 
inter suos cmnis juris divini hmnanique consultissimus, <fenique 
e1°3uentissimus. Nam ita constat inter cos qui affucrunt, nullum 
se literate Ioquentcm, eloquentiorem. nee ante nee postea audisse. 
Quam tamcn orationcm, nemo corum qui laudant, mcmoria tenet 
ad verbum, sed sentcntias ali<tuas et pnecipua capita quae com
modius in oratione regis, nc bu dicantur, a me ponentur." 
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Florence, and again when he had conquered Naples; and 
he was in personal contact with many of the political 
leaders of the time. Thus he had excellent sources of in
formation. Some details of his story seem to be based on 
personal experiences and information; for example, his 
analysis of the policy of Lodovico Moro. Rucellai's view 
that Lodovico Moro was surprised by Charles VIII's ea
gerness to accept his invitation to come to Italy and that 
Lodovico tried desperately to reverse this decision, is 
probably more correct than the rather simple characteri
zation of Lodovico-that he was a victim of blind ambi
tion-held by many of Rucellai's contemporaries. The 
intimate knowledge of events which Rucellai possessed 
or could have acquired makes all the more astonishin his 
<!i5r~d for factual accuracy at many places in his 
Even if we keep in mind that historians were thought to 
have the right to invent speeches, it is quite impossible 
that Giuliano della Rovere addressed the French troops 
before they were crossing the Alps. a. It might have been 
Rucellai's vanity that he exaggerated the importance of 
his embassy to Charles vm when the French King ap
proached Florence, but the contents of the speech which 
he reports that he himself gave to the King was a collec
tion of examples of classical clementia and seems remark
ably inappropriate to the situation in which Florence 
found herself. Furthermore, Rucellai described the po
litical changes in Florence without ever mentioning Sav
onarola; the appearance of the Christian Frate was in
compatible with Rucellai's aim of transposing the account 

H For the facts, see H.-Fnn~ois Delaborde, L'Ezplditi<m de 
Charier VIII m ltlllie, Paris, 1888; it is characteristic that Guic
ciardini, Stori4 d'ltllli4, book I, chapt. 9, stresses the importance 
of the intervention of Giuliano della Rovere, but does not claim 
that be addressed the troops with a speech. 
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cation and stylization of historical events was for the hu
manists compatible with truth becomes understandable 
if we relate their prescription for the writing of history 
to their general ideas about the purposes of historical 
work. Because the most important cl:mical statements 
about the writing of history were contained in Cicero's 
De OTatore, the humanists regarded history as a branch 
of rheto.r!.9, as an instrument by which the accepted doc
trines of moral philosophy would be presented in such a 
persuasive manner that people would act according to the 
tenets of moral philosophy. The humanists frequently 
referred to cl:mical sayings or commonplace statements 
which express the view that the value of history lies in 
the moral guidance which it gives to man: "History is 
useful because it makes man wiser since history helps 
him to build on experience extending far beyond the span 
of an individual life,"27 "history teaches by examplc,"28 

"history inspires man to act virtuously and inflames him 
to deeds of glory."29 

If history teaches by example, the purpose of history 
does not require completeness in facts or concreteness in 

tacere aude2D1us ... ," Oriccllarius, op. cit., p. 1. For the Ciceron
ian origin of this much used formula, see above, note 6. 

27 "Quanto enim plura exempla rerum longi diurnitatis temporis, 
quam unius hominis aetas ccmplectitur: tanto est prudentior 
censendus is qui non suae tantum gentis aetatisque, sed omnium 
nationum et temporum memoriam accurata lectione ccmplecti
tur .•. " Fontius, Oratio in Hirtoriae laudationem. 

18 " ••• per exempla docet," very freq_uently, for instance, Valla, 
op. cit., J'· 728. See also Pontano, "Acnus," loc. cit., p. 229 for a 
longer discussion of the importance of the examples which history 
provides. 

29 "Primus nanque historiae finis et unica est intentio utilitatis, 
scilicet quae ex ipsius veritatis professione colligitur, unde animus 
ex praeteritorum notitia scientior fiat ad agendum et ad vinutem 
gloriamque imitatione consequendum inflariunatior ... " Guarino, 
Epistolmo, Joe. cit., vol. Il, p. 462. 
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from falling from his horse and landing on his head.• 
With this remark he satirized the elaborate battle pieces 
of the humanist historians. 

The humanist pattern was for Machiavelli a framework 
onto which he hung, almost arbitrarily, his political mes
sage. The Florentine History is colored by Machiavelli's 
political interests and by the political problems of his 
time. Rather than covering evenly all the events in the 
history of Florence, he proceeded selectively. Single 
scenes are full of minutia and worked out at length, but 
the narrative itself does not comprise a connected his
tory. Events which Machiavelli believed contained valua
ble historical l~11S--5Uch as the tyranny of the Duke of 
Athens' and the revolt of the QompilS-are recited in great 
detail, whereas the happenings of the intervening decades 
are hardly mentioned. In the introductions to the various 
books and in the speeches Machiavelli set forth his favor
ite political theses: the problem of factions in a repub
lic,6 the importance of colonies, 7 the difficulties involved 
in conspiracies against tyrants. 8 One of Machiavelli's 
most persistent political concerns-the inadequacy of the 
mercenary system-is frequently stressed in the Floren
tine History. 

One might say that in his Florentine History Machia
velli adhered to the humanist principle that "history 
teaches by example," only the "examples" which Machia
velli adduced were intended to demonstrate the existence 
and the functioning of political laws. Furthermore, the 

• Libro V, chapt. 33 (Opere, vol. Vll!.e:_383). 
6 Libro Il, chapts. 33-37 ( Opere, vol. VII, pp. 188-204). 
e Libro V, chapts. 9-18 (Opere, vol. Vll, pp. 227-250). 
• Libro IIl, chapt. 1 (Opere, Vol. VII, pp. 212 et seq.) and Libro 

VII, chapt. 1 (Opere, vol. VII, p. 451 ct seq.). 
'Libro Il, chapt. I (Opere, vol. vn, P· 137 ct seq.). 
a Libro VIIl, chapt. 1 (Opere, vol. VII, pp. soB ct seq.). 

238 

BETWEEN HISTORY AND POLITICS 

events which Machiavelli recounted are stylized in order 
to evince these laws. Thus the protagonists of his history 
!!.e types without individual reality. Jt has been said that 
Machiavelli was a political scientist, not an historian; and 
it may be added that since Machiavelli was carrying out a 
prescribed task in writing the Florentine History, he 
might have been satisfied to use this opportunity for pre
senting a few of his ideas to a wider audience. However, 
because his political ideas and laws were bound to par
ticular historical situations, they appear more massive and 
much less subtle and convincing than in the works-the 
Prince and the Discourses-in which he could freely con
centrate on assembling all po~ble arguments for prac
tical recommendations. On the other hand, the human
ist pattern which Machiavelli felt constrained to adopt 
led him to dissolve the historical process in single epi
sodes which he considered as exemplary and instructive, 
and forced him to neglect the causal connections which 
tie single events together to form a coherent unit. 

It must be admitted that the difficulties which Machia
velli encountered in writing the Florentine History were 
not only those of combining a pragmatic political con
cept of history with humanist ideas of history; he hesita
ted to express frankly his political views. When, in 1 514, 

he came to that part of his history which was concerned 
with the developments of the fifteenth cenrury, he wrote 
a letter to Francesco Guicciardini saying that he would 
give ten soldi to have Guicciardini at his side while writ
ing his history because he would like to have Guicciar
dini's opinion whether he off ended either by exaggerat
ing or understating the facts.9 Oearly Machiavelli was 
reluctant to praise the rule of Cosimo and Lorenz.o but he 

8 August 30, 1524 (Opere, vol VI, p. 417). 
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ters. However, when a more radical group seized power 
in Florence and Capponi was replaced as Gonf aloniere 
by Francesco Carducci, both Guicciardini and Vettori 
felt threatened and they retired to their estates.12 

In this most critical time Guicciardini and Vettori 
rightly thought that their experiences and personal con
tracts might be of the greatest value to the Florentine re
public, but both were eliminated from the political scene 
and became impotent observers. To make some use of 
their ... involuntary freedom from political activity, both 
turned to literary work. Among the writings which 
Guicciardini undertook in this period of his life was a 
history of Florence which might be called a second Flor
entine History, in order to distinguish it from the account 
of Florentine events which he had written in 1508/ 

09.18 Vettori also composed a historical work, a StmmlllTy 
of Italian History '{Tom 1511 to 1527.H If Machiavelli's 
Florentine History had demonstrated the difficulties of 
combining a pragmatic view of history with the humanist 
concept of history as a part of rhetorics and ethics, the 
historical works which Guicciardini and Vettori at
tempted in the period between 1527 and 1530 show that 

11 In May 1530, Guicciardini and Vettori rog-ether were asked to 
justify themselves before Court, sec Robeno Ridolfi, Yiu di 
Francesco Guicciardmi, Roma. 1900, p. 493, note 29-

11 Francesco Guicciardini, Le Cose Fiorentine, or.a per la prima 
volta pubblicate da Robeno Ridolfi, Firenze. 194s; the title "Cose 
Fiorentine" was given to this work by Ridolfi. For bibliographical 
details, sec the appendix. 

u Francesco Vettori's S<ml111111'io dell11 Storia d'ltaluz dal 1111 al 
lfZ1 is published in Arcbwio Storico Italiano, Appendicc, vol. VI 
(1848), pp. 283-382. The biography of Francesco Vettori by Louis 
Passy, Un IZl1fi de MacbUl'llel, FTanfois Vettori, s11 we et ses oeuures, 
1,r14-1139, Paris, 1913, 2 vols., is not fully satisfactory. About him, 
see the careful analysis by R. von Albertini, D111 Flormtmiscbe 
Sta11tsbe-wusstsein im Uebergang fJon der Republik zum l'rin:r.ipat, 
Bern, 1955, pp. 242-26o. 
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Guicciardini and Vettori had begun to realize that these 
difficulties were not only formal and technical, but de
rived from the incompatibility of what the humanists 
considered as appropriate subject matter with the facts 
and problems in which the pragmatic political historian 
was interested. An analysis of the historical works writ
ten by Guicciardini and Vettori in this period will show 
that there was a true crisis in historical thinking. 

The historical piece on which Guicciardini worked in 
these years, his second Florentine History was never 
finished. The work raises two questions: why did Guic
ciardini undertake it, and why didn't he complete it? The 
first question is puzzling because the second Florentine 
History overlaps the Florentine History which he had 
written in his youth. It is true indeed that in the second 
Florentine History he intended to cover the entire Flor
entine past, but he condensed the account of the founda
tion of the city and of its earlier history into one intro
ductory book. He began a circumstantial description of 
events only with the end of the fourteenth century, 
which was the time when he had begun the narrative in 
his first Florentine History. In the second Florentine His
tory he treated the last decades of the fourteenth century 
and the first half of the fifteenth century more exten
sively than in his previous work, and although the nar
rative in the second Florentine History was not fully 
worked out beyond the events of the middle of the fif
teenth century, Guicciardini's notes show that he planned 
to continue in the same detailed and comprehensive man
ner. He wanted to deal at length with the same events on 
which he had focussed in his first Florentine Hittory. Ap
parently his reason for discussing the same happenings 
again was that he regarded his second Florentine History 
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worked into rounded speeches. Poggio elaborated the ar
guments by linking them with general philosophical re
flections; Guicciardini strengthened them by adding 
factual details on the political situation under discussion. 
To this extent Guicciardini was much more concrete and 
realistic. 

Guicciardini's interest in discovering the causal con
nections which link political events together demanded a 
factual accuracy which the method of the humanist his
torians could not guarantee. At the outset of his second 
Florentine History Guicciardini adopted the humanist 
method of basing his account on that of a previous autho.i: 
who was recognized as the authority for the period. But 
soon Guicciardini began to check his authority's facts 
against the reports of other authors. Guicciardini was a 
shrewd judge of the prejudices and weaknesses of an au
thor;11 he considered Marchionne Stefani to be reliable on 
foreign policy because he had been an ambassador, but 
he regarded him to be biased on domestic affairs. Guic
ciardini was conscious of the derivative nature of Machia
velli's Florentine History; he doubted the veracity of its 
facts, and therefore he did not use it much. 

Guicciardini's concern for factual accura le<!.!!!m to 
change me o . en he arrived in his narrative at 
the fifteenth century he began to use documents which 
he had found among the papers of his and other partri
cian families. In the later parts of his manuscript state
ments based on documents increase, whereas those taken 
from narrative accounts diminish. Oearly he considered 
documentary sources to be particularly reliable. Corre-

11 For the following see the careful anal~ of Guicciardini's 
use and evaluation of sources by Roberto Ridolfi, in his introduc
tion to the Cose Fiorentine, pp. XXVIll-:XXXV. 
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sponding to this shift in his method there was a change of 
focus; his notes show that he was becoming more and 
more involved with the affairs of the whole of Italy. He 
seems to have recognized that the history of Florence 
could be understood only as a part of the entire Italian 
scene. 

We have suggested that Guicciardini embarked on 
writing a second Florentine History because he realized 
that his first one failed to meet the accepted standards for 
a "true history." However, at the same time, he could 
not free himself from the idea that history should be of use 
in practical politics and contribute to an understanding of 
the emergence of the existing political situation. But an 
explanation of the interconnection of political events re
quired more labor and study than the .re-writing of pre
vious historical accounts in an elevated style, which the 
humanists regarded as the task of a historical writer. 
Moreover, the examination of the complexity of factors 
which determined the course of Florentine history 
made the pattern of the history of a city-state, which 
the ancient historians had established and the humanists 
adopted, a restrictive and almost deceptive structure. For 
it seemed to deny the pertinent hypotheses that politics is 
reaction quite as much as action, and that no state can ex
ist in isolation. 

Guicciardini's second Florentine History remained a 
fragment. The return of the Medici to Florence in 1 530 

brought Guicciardini back into public life, but even 
later when he had leisure he did not resume work on this 
manuscript. He chose other subjects for historical treat
ment. It seems most likely that he was discouraged from 
finishing his second Florentine History because he had 
become aware that a history of Florence, written in the 
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conventional form of a "true history,'' would lack all po

litical relevance. 
Vettori's Summary, which, like Guicciarclini's second 

Florentine History, was written in the critical years of 
the struggle of the Florentines against the forces. of 
Charles V and the Medici Pope, grew out of a practtcal 

olitical concern; Vettori wanted to discover how the 
current situation of Florence and of Italy had come about 
Vettori's work covers the years from 1511 to 1527. By 
emphasizing the inner unity of this period, by discussing 
the European framework into which the ~talian dev~?P
ments belonged, by str~g the dynamism of political 
life, by creating psychological protraits which illumi
nated the leading personalities and their purely secular 
and egoistic interests, Vettori wrote the first F:yrqpean 
~omati£_.h!§tory. Actually, Vettori concentrated on the 
same topics which the humanists held in such esteem: 
diplomatic negotiations and wars. In the letter ?f expla
nation which Vettori placed at the head of his manu
script, he suggested that the difference of his work from 
a ''true history" in the humanist sense was relative rather 
than fundamental, and was caused by his deficiencies as a 
writer. He wrote in the vernacular, not because he did 
not admire those who could compose in the Latin lan
guage, but because he felt he could produce a better 
work in Italian. Vettori insisted that his "intention was 
not to write a full history."17 His work lacked ''that ele
gance and perhaps carefulness which it ought to 

have."18 He was aware that he had written about matters 

11 " ••• il proposito mio none suto di scrivere intera storia," Vet
tori. Sommmo, \>· 285. 

11 ''E benche 10 non abbi scritto con quella elcganzia e forse 
diligenzia che si convurebbe," ibid., p. 284-
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which did not belong in a ''true history," and that he had 
omitted those details which a historical work ought to 
contain: ''the order of battle, the number of men killed in 
them, the proper names of the places where the conflicts 
took place, the speeches in which the captains addressed 
the soldiers."19 But there is more than a hint of irony in 
Vettori's deprecatory remarks about his own work in 
comparison to histories written by humanists or in the 
humanist pattern. The low repute in which the human
ists held the unlettered chroniclers of historical facts 
seemed to be matched by the contempt of the man of 
action for impractical intellectuals. 

Vettori's exclusive concern with foreign policy and 
war was not stimulated by the belief that these were par
ticularly dignified subjects showing man at his heroic 
best. Questions of domestic policy which were crucial 
for other Florentine historians were, in Vettori's eyes, of 
little relevance. He explained his attitude by stating that 
free governments existed only in the utopias which Plato 
and Thomas More had invented; they had never existed 
in reality.20 ~ctual ovemments were based on force; 

18 "Potrei avere descritto _piu distint:unente l'ordine delle bu
taglie, notato il numero delli uomini morti in esse, i nonu propri 
de' luoghi dove siano suti li conffitti, l'orazioni fatte da' capitani 
alli soldati; ma (come ho detto) il proposito mio non e suto di 
scrivere intera istoria, ne ancora sono si arr~te, che quando 
volessi pigliare tale erovincia, mi persuadessi di posserla perf etta
mentc assolverc," ibiil., p. 285. 

20 Ibid., p. 293: "Ma pa.rlando delle cose di questo mondo sanza 
rispeno e secondo il vero, dico che se si facesse una di quelle re
pubbliche scritte e imaginate da Pl.atone, o, come che scrive Tom
maso Moro inglese, essere state trovata in Utopia, forse quelle si 
p0ttebbono dire non essere governi tinnnici: ma tutte quelle 
rcpubbliche o Principi de' quail io ho cognizione per istoria, o 
che io ho veduti, mi pare che sentino di tirannide. Ne e da 
maravigliarsi che in Firenze ~ si sia vivuto a parti ed a fazioni, 
c che vi sia surto uno che SI sia fatto capo dclla citd; pen:he e 
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thus all governments were ~cal and man's c?n~ern 
with the problems of government was merely an indica
tion of his failure to understand the situation into which 
he was placed. To Vettori, Italian politics consiste~ of.a 
struggle on the part of the various states to maintain 
their political independence. 

It would appear that Vettori's original inte_ntion w~ to 
deal with Florentine history during the Medicean regune 
of 15 12 to 1527, and it is even possible that the basis of 
his work were personal ricordi. The Summary is some
what disproportionately detailed about events in which 
Vettori was personally involved-the return of the Med
ici to Florence in 1511, and the actions and campaigns of 
the younger Lorenzo de 'Medici to ~horn ~ettori ~d 
been a political adviser and a close fnend. His expenen
ces at the centers of Italian political life, as ambassador at 
the court of the Medici Pope in Rome and as a confi
dante of two of the leading members of the Medici fam
ily, Lorenzo and Cardinal Giulio, had _made ~ aware 
how erroneous was the belief that a single Italian state 
could follow an autonomous policy, or direct or control 
the course of events. The policy of a singl! state bec~e 
comprehensible only in the contm_ of what was happ_en
!!1.K all over the Italian peninsula. The framework of Vet
tori's historical treatment of the preceding fifteen years 
was necessarily enlarged to encompass the whole of Ital
ian and even European policy; events in France and Spain, 
Germany and England had to be taken into account 

citd popobta assai, e sonovi di molti . cittadini f he ar~b~on? a 
~ipare dello utile, e vi sono pochi guadagru da distr!bwre: 
e pero sempre una pane si e sforzata governare ed avere gli onor1 
ed utili; e l'altra e stata da canto a vedere e ~e ii giuc:x:o. E ~ 
veni.re agli esempli, e mosttllre che, a parlare libero, tum I govetm . . . " sono tlraJllllCI •••• 
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A feeling for the interdependence. of all historical 
events is the most distinctive feature of Vettori's views on 
tiisfory. He did not regard ''what had occurred in Italy 
from the year 1511 to the beginning of the year 1517'

1 as 
a finite subject of investigation. "One has to speak also 
about what has occurred outside Italy because the affairs 
with which one deals are so interconnected that one can 
hardly write about those of Italy and leave out the 
others."21 Thus the varie~ complicate~ and almost un
fathomable causal connections which lay behind every 
political event dwarfed the influence which an individnal 
could exert. Vettori had no confidence io man's virtue; 
to Vettori, FOTtUna. was all-powerfu!i and man a to_y_in 
Fortuna's hands. 
The first sentence of the Summary reports the victory 
of the French under Gaston de Foix over the Papal and 
Spanish troops at Ravenna and it ends with the comment 
"Fortuna, unstable as always, suddenly changed."22 So
derini was a good, intelligent, practical, and just man, 
but all these qualities were of no avail because of "bad 
fortune."28 The most famous illustration of Vettori's no
tion of the power of F OTtUna is his characterization of the 
two Medici Popes, Leo X and Clement VII. Leo X com
mitted one mistake after another, but he was always saved 

21 "Onde trovandomi questa primavcra alla villa ozioso, pensai di 
scrivere non intera e giUSta istoria, ma brieve ed eletto Sommario 
delli successi dal fine dell' anno MDXI. insino al principio del 
MDXXVII in Italia: quanrunque cognosca non essere possibile 
non parlare ancora di quello che e occorso fuori d1t2lia; perche 
le cose delle quail si tratta, sono in modo collegate insieme, che 
male si P.uo scrivere di quelle d'ltalia, omettendo l'altre intera
mente," •Ind., p. 284. 

11 " ••• la fomma, come instabile, subito si mutasse ... ," ibid., 
p. 287. 

n "homo, certo, buono e prodente ed utile . . . ma la mala 
fonuna ... ," ibid., p. 289. 
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by Fortuna; towards Oement vn, F onuna was hostile. 
Although Clement foresaw dangers and acted cautiously, 
all his plans misfired and he had to suffer the transforma
tion of his reputation ''from a great and renowned Car
dinal into a little and despised Popc."24 What, according 
to V cttori, man can learn from history is not rules for ac
tion, but a realization of the "changeability of fortune."26 

As different as Guicciardini's and Vettori's work are in 
subject matter, in intent, and in state of completion, they 
have certain elements in common. We observed that 
Guicciardini tried increasingly to place the Florentine 
events in the larger context of developments in Italy, and 
we suggested that he lost interest in continuing his manu
script because this Italian dimension was too unwieldy to 
be worked into an account of a city-state from the time 
of its foundation. Although Vettori might have originally 
intended to write a history of the most recent Florentine 
events, he soon realized the impossibility of limiting his 

work to Florence and thus he embarked on a description 
of the general developments in Italy and Europe. For 
both Guicciardini and Vettori the traditional humanist 
pattern of ~ ory of a city-state was artifi~ial and 
mearung ~; its application prevented history from being 
politically useful. 

Yet both Guicciardini and Vettori wanted to write 
"true histories"; they ac1mowledgcd that historians had 
to follow certain rules if they expected their product to 

H ". • • di gnnde e riput2to Cardinale, piccolo e poco stirnato 
Papa." ibid., p. 348; see 21so about Leo X, ibid., p. 339: " .•. quanti 
piu errori fece, a tanto piu rimedio la fonuna." 

25 "E ceno, in questi qu.indici anni si sono trattati negozii im
portantissimi e da considerare in essi la varied della fortuna. . . 
fortuna, alla quale sono tutte le azioni umane sottoposte ... ," 
ibid., pp. 284-5, but this notion appears frequently m the work. 

252 



PART TWO: HISTORY 

had become aware of the dominating role of uncontrol
lable forces. Their thinking reflecte e CXlStencc '1 , a 
new historical consciousness which took hold over t e 
minds of men. ut it would be wrong to assume that the 
increased interest in history based on a new estimation of 
the forces determining the course of politics suddenly 
emerged as a result of the dramatic events which occurred 
between the battle of Pavia in 152 5 and the surrender of 
Florence in 15 30. One might say that these events brought 
about the break-through of this new historical conscious
ness; nevertheless, it had been slowly developing since 
1494 when the French invaded Italy. The immediate im
pact of this latter event had been a stimulus to new 
advances in political thought because the changes in gov
ernments and the fall of rulers which resulted from the 
French invasion necessitated a search for the means of 
recreating political stability by political reforms. The 
effect of the French invasion on historical thought was 
much less evident at first and came to be noticed only 
later. As a matter of fact, men had to undergo a series of 
recurring shocks and invasions before they realized that 
they were exposed to uncontrollable forces which pre
vented a return to the past and the restoration of stability. 
Only then did men view the invasion not as an ephemeral 
phenomenon, but an epochal event. By investigating the 
changes which took place between the years 1494 and 
1527 in the contemporary evaluation of the nature and 
importance of the French invasion of Italy, we shall see 
the background from which Vettori's and Guicciardini's 
ideas about history evolved. We shall also be able to define 
more exactly what constituted the crucial features of the 
new historical consciousness which began to come to the 
fore at the end of the first three decades of the sixteenth 
century. 

2 54 

BETWEEN HISTORY AND POLITICS 

• III • 
Before 1494 the Italian view about the position of Italy 

in Europe was clear and simple: there was Italy; and 
there was the indistinct mass of all the other nations of 
Europe which the Italians regarded as culturally inferior. 
The Italians of the Renaissance liked to repeat the clas
sical adage th~d-or ature-had laced the Alps as a 

rotectin wall around 1~ 26 People living beyond the 
Alps were foreigners and it was unnatural for the oltra
montani to interfere in Italian affairs. 

When Charles VIII of France took up his claims 
against Naples and began to make serious preparations 
for an invasion of Italy, Pontano, the great humanist who 
was then the first statesman of the Aragonese rulers of 
Naples, tried to promote the formation of a united front 
of all the Italian states against the French. The notion of 
~ natural se aration of Italy from the rest of EU!QPC 
represented his main argument. It was in the interest of 
each Italian state to prevent a disturbance of the "com
mon calm."27 "To preserve Italy and her states in free
dom,"28 Pontano thought "the union of Italy," would be 
_the "remedy for all accidents."28 The French "never came 

26 The classical model of this statement was Cicero's phrase in 
De Pro'llinciis ConsulllTibus Oratio: "Alpibus ltaliam munierat 
antea natura non sine aliquo divino numine"; for examples of the 
use of this notion in fifteenth-century Italy, sec my article "The 
Concept of Nationalism in Machiavelli's 'Prince,'" Studies m the 
Renaissmce, vol. I (1954), p. 41. 

27 " ••• reposo commune ... ," Pontano to Antonio de Gennaro 
[Neapolitan Ambassador in Milan], January 1st, 1493, Codice 
Aragonese, ed. Francesco Trinchera, vol. II, part 1, Napoli, 1868, 

P· 249· 
28 ". • • ad volere conservare Italia, et Ii stati di quella in 

libertate ... ," Pontano to Luigi de Palladinis [Neapolitan Ambas
sador at the Papal Court], September 16, 1493, ibid., vol. II, part 
2, p. 250. 

29 " ••• la unione de Italia, cio c lo remedio de tutti Ii incon-
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Corio's only explanation was that the immeasurable am
bition which led Lodovico to his fateful step was the 
work of God. God had blinded Lodovico. God wanted to 
punish us "for our sins."41 

For Rucell;u, the first link in the chain of events 
which resulted in the catastrophe of 1494 was the de
mand of the Pope for French support. Thus "the origin 
of the calamity" was Alexander VI, "c_!istinguished by 
crimes of evecy kind.,"il''the most vicious of criminals 
whom our centuries have seen."48 Rucellai had still 

another target: Piero Medici. In deciding to support 
Naples against Milan, Piero had neglected to consult 
the experienced statesmen of Florence.44 Lodovico 
Moro appeared to Rucellai as a wise ruler who had been 
driven into political isolation by Alexander VI and 
Piero Medici, and this situation compelled Lodovico to 
ask the French for support. According to Rucellai, the 
other Italian rulers had been stupid and they had lacked 
political foresight. He contrasted this gloomy picture of 
human folly in the years immediately preceding the 
coming of the French with the happy times in earlier 
years. Then affairs had been conducted with intelligence 
and sagacity. From 1484, when the Venetian expansion 
had been halted, Lorenzo Magnifico and Ferdinand of 

Creatore di ogni cosa fece tutto rettamente, creo i monti per con
fini tta gli oltramontani e gli Italiani, a cio che una nazione non 
avesse a frammischiarsi coll'altta .. .," Corio, ibid., p. 470. 

41 " ••• io penso che Lodovico fosse destinato a codesto male pei 
nostri peccaa ... ," Corio, ibid., p. 471. 

62 Alexander Vl[ "initium calamitatis" "facinore omni insignis," 
Oricellarius, op. cit., p. S• 

61 "Alexander nequis.mnus omnium, quos saecula nOstra viderunt," 
Oricellarius, op. cit., p. 68. 

66 " ••• neque in Senatu, neque cum veteribus amicis, quibus 
communicare de maximis rebus Laurentius consueverat . . ," 
Oricellarius, op. cit., p. 9-
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!'he world of history was the realm of F onuna. In rec
apizing the unlimited power which F ortUna holds over 
human affairs the idea of history as an independent force 
was symbolized. Certainly F onuna had always been 
thought to play an important role in history. The theme 
of the :;{"g~ of man's virtu ag;tlnst Fonuna was one of 
the tra tional topics of histQ!X, Military action, in par
rictilar, was regard'ed as an area in which Fonuna was es
pecially powerful. Even in diplomatic correspondence, 
rulers were warned against undertaking wars because 
once one had started, the rulers had delivered themselves 
into the hands of Fortuna.0 But whereas in earlier times 
Fortuna's influence was limited to special spheres or def
inite occasions, the F ortUna which emerged as the mler 
2f world history in the sixteenth cen~ was the power 
behind ~very!!ung that ~pened:: it was an embodiment 
of the uncontrollable forces determining the course of 
events. This view of F ortUna was the outcome of the ex
perience that 90 single event has a clear be~ and 
the investigation of causal connections only exposes the 
vista of an infinite number of further relationships and in-

ea" ... la fortuna port2 de stnnie varietate et multo ~isso se 
e veduto in le guerre essere stati perditori quelli che li hanno 
mossi, et che non e in potere el fin dela guerra de quilli la hanoo 
mossa. • • ," Pontano to Luigi de Palladinis, Jan~ 17, 1494, 
Codice Aragonese, vol. II, part 1, pp. 423-424-Pontano s views on 
Fortuna, characteristically different from those of men like Vettori, 
Borgia, Guicciardini, are succinctly stated in a remark of Pontano's 
to King Ferdinand, October n, 1493, published by Percapo, loe. 
cit., p. 50: ''Non fidate canto in Dio, perche non te aiuta senza 
te in li casi, dove l'hoomini se possono aiotare. Non vogliate 
all'ultimo darve tutto a fortona, perche stile ingannare, e puro li 
huomini hanno in bona parte lo libero arbitrio." In general, for 
the fifteenth-century view on the relation between wtrl and 
Fortuna, which is still Machiavelli's. see Giovanni Gentile. "Il 
Concetta dell' Uomo nel Rinascimento," II Pensiero Italiano del 
Rmucimento, Firenze, 1940, pp. 84-89-
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terdependencies. Such a view of F ortu:na destroyed the 
teenth-cen belief in man's power to controh or at 

least to influence events. Yet this notion of Fortuna did 
not lead to a return to the medieval concept of a world 
directed according to God's plan. Italians of the sixteenth 
century saw no straight course or rational purpose in his

tory; man was driven by forces which he could not 
fathom. 

It may seem paradoxical, but this view of Fortuna's 
power and man's helplessness constituted a greater .at
traction for the consideration of the £!51:. and the writing 
of histo . As Ion as it was believed that man could ex
ert a formative influence on events. the sear.ch. for rules 
of .E2!Jtical condo.ft and for perfect political institutions 
was of aramount im ortance; but when man appeared to 
be unable to create lasting institutions which would with
stand the forces of Fortuna, the chase after the laws of 
politics became futile. lanations of how thi~ came 
about seetJlUl, more .relen.ot thao prescriptions for what 
ought to be done. 

If before 152 7 the most lively minds were attracted to 
writing about politics, in later years it was the writing of 
history which became an exciting task. And the task was 
to write in a way which would mirror the political re
ality of the time as well as reflect the awareness that the 
historical perspective was unique. Despite the changes in 
form and content, history remained an independent lit
erary genre. 

<S~apter 7 GUICOARDINI 

In 1538 when Francesco Guicciardini was fifty-five 

years old, he began to write a history of the preceding 
forty years.1 In the course of his lifetime he had written 
family memoirs and autobiographical notes,2 he had com
posed commentaries on works of others-for example, one 
on Machiavelli's Discourscs3-he had outlined plans for an 
ideal constitution of Florencc,4 and twice he had under
taken to write a history of Florence.11 But the History of 
Italy stands apart from all his writings because it was e 
onework which he wrote not for himself, but for the 
public. When Guicciardini embarked on this last and larg
est of all his literary enterprises his political career had 
ended. He was aware that what was for him the greatest 
fame which man can attain-the fame as a moulder of the 
political world-had evaded him. But he still yearned for 
immortality, and he turned to the writing of history be-

1 For the dating of the composition of the Storia tl'ltllli4, see 
Robeno Ridolfi, Vita di Francesco Guiccu:rdmi, Roma, 1900, Pe· 
3911 et seq. ~or the literature on Guicciardini, see the bibliographl
cal t.ppendix, where I explain and justify my views on particular 
facts of Guicci~di_ni's career and ~ debate~ problems of his 
concepts and thinking. The announons of this chapter will be 
chiefly limited to documenting textual statements by references 
to Guicciardini's works. 

2 Published in the volume: Francesco Guu:cuzrdini, Scritti Aut~ 
biografici e Rari, ed. R. Palmarocchi, Bari, 1936, 

8 Published in the volume: Francesco Guu:ci.rdini Scritti p~ 
litici e rucordi, ed. R. Palmarocchi, Bari, 1933. ' 

'Published in the volume: Francesco Guu:cittrdini, Dulogo e 
Dircorsi del Reggimento di Firen:r.e, ed. R. Palmuocchi, Bari, 1932. 

1 See above, pp. 243 et seq. 
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cause he hoped that literary work might bring him the 
~ which had escaped him iD politics, Although liter
ary renown might not be of the highest order, Guicciar
dini held literary achievements in great esteem. In the 
History of Italy, which is exclusively concerned with 
matters of war and diplomacy, he commented that one of 
the members of a French diplomatic mission was Guil
laume Bude, "a man with great knowledge of Greek and 
Latin, and in erudition almost unique among the men of 
our time,"8 and he added to the story of the death of the 
Condottiere Bartolomeo d' Alviano the detail that the fu
neral oration was given by the Venetian humanist Nava
gero.' 

Because Guicciardini was eager for his work to achieve 
a permanent place in literature, he wrote it with partic
ular care: he deliberated over the choice of words, he in
vited criticisms of the humanist Giovanni Corsi,8 and fi
nally, he re-wrote large parts of the manuscript several 
times in order to perfect the style. An indication of the 
standards which he had set for this work can be found on 
a free leaf opposite the text of the manuscript. There he 
inscribed the sentences fro~iDe Ortrtore contain
ing the rules about the writing of histc;iry.9 

• " ... uomo nelle lettere umane, cosl greche come latine, di 
somma e forse unica erudizione tra tutti gli uomini de' tempi 
nostti ... ," Storia d'ltalia, Libro xn, chapt. 11 (vol. Ill, P· 344; 
here, as in the rest of this chapter, indications of volwne and 
page, given in brackets, refer to i:he edition of the Storia d' Italia 
by Constantino Panigada, Bari, 1929). 

T Ibid., Libro XII, chapt. 17. 
8 Corsi's letter was published by E. Rostagno in his introduc

tion to the Storia d'ltalia, ed. A. Gherardi, vol. I, pp. LXXIII et 
seq. 

• The translation from Cicero, De Oratore, Il, chapt. 15, has 
been taken from the edition in the 'Loeb Qassical Library,' but 
it should be noted that Guicciardini's excerpt from De Oratore 
has a few slight, purely stylistic variations from the Latin ten 
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"The nature of the subject needs chronological ar
rangement and geographical representation: and 
since, in reading of important affairs worth :RCAFd
, ing, the plans of campaign, the executivCactions and 
the results are succcmvely looked for, it calls also, 
as regards such plans, for some imitation of what the 
writer ap:eroves, and, in the narrative of achieve
ment, not only for a statement of what was done or 
said, but also of the manner of do~ or saying it; 
and, in the estimate of consequences, for an exposi
tion of all contributory causes, whether originating 
in accident, discretion or foolhardiness; and, as for 
the individual actors, besides an account of their ex
ploits, it demands particulars of the lives and char
acters of such as are outstanding in renown and dig
nity. Then again the kind of language and type of 
sty~e to be followed are the easy and the flowing, 
which run their course with unvarying current and 
a certain placidity, avoiding alike the rough speech 
we use in Court and the advocate's stinging epi
grams." 

Oearly Guicciardini felt that his History of Italy 

given in the Loeb Qassical Library. Guicciardim"'s e~ _was 
t,,blished by R. Ridolfi, Genesi della Storia d'ltalia Gui&ciardiniaM, 
' orence, 1939, p. 8, and runs as follows: " ... Rerum ratio ordinem 

temporum ~esiderat, regionum descriptionem; vult etiam quin in 
rebus magrus memoriaque dignis consilia primum, deinde acta, 
postea eve~tus expectan~, et de c-?nsiliis significari quid scriptor 
P!obet e~ m reb~ gesns declaran non solum quid actum aut 
dictum stt: set ettam quomodo, et, cum de eventu dicatur, ut 
call54; uplice~tur omnes, vel casus vel sapientie, vel temeritatis; 
h~umque 1psorum n~n solum res geste, set etiam qui fama ac 
n~e excellant, d~ ~~ue natura ac vita. V erborum autem 
rano et genus oranorus fusum atque tractum et cum lenitate 
quadam equabili profluens sine hac iudiciali asperitate et sine 
sententiarum forensium aculeis prosequendmn est ... " 
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would be considered a work of literature only if it met 
the standards of a clas.5ical history. Guicciarclini wanted 
to produce a "true hi.story" in the humanist sense and 
this aim is evident on every page of the History of Italy. 
Guicciarclini designated these rules and prescripts of the 
humanists as "laws of history." Whenever he included 
material which was not of a political or military nature 
he apologized for violating these "laws."10 His accounts 
of military campaigns, particularly his descriptions of 
battles, conform exactly to the rules for writing "true 
history." He placed great emphasis on speeches, and he 
wrote them frequently in couples, representing opposite 
viewpoints. The organization of the History of Italy fol
lows the humanist prescripts; Guicciarclini divided the 
work into books and subdivided them according to years. 
Originally he planned to have the work consist of nine
teen books, but he rearranged the manuscript so that 
there would be twenty books because twenty is a more 
perfect number.11 But if in its formal aspects the History 
of Italy corresponds to humanist prescriptions, these are 
not the features which the reader considers as determin
ing the character of the book. Rather it is a work which 
bears the imprint of the author's personality and mind, 
and as such it is a reflection of the Florentine political 
tradition and of the political experiences of the age. 

At the time of the great crisis of Guicciardini's life, 
after the Sacco di Roma and the liberation of Florence 

10 "Ma ritomando al principale proposito nostro, dal quale il 
dolore giustmimo del danno publico m'aveva, piu ardentemente 
che non conviene alla Iegge dell'istoria, traportato ... ," Storia 
tl'ltaw, libro IV, chapt. 11 (vol. I, p. 381). 

11 " ••• come numero piu perfetto," advice Corsi's to Guic
ciardini, see above, note 8. 
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Guicciarclini was certainly not as evil as his speech re~ 
resenting the accusations of an imaginary prosecutor 
painted him, but he was also not quite as pliable and self
less as he maintained in his defense. There are elements 
of the true Guicciardini in both of these contrasting 
speeches. The accusation of personal enrichment was 
certainly unjustified; Guicciarclini was incorruptible. He 
was almost fanatically concerned about ~r, which, 
as he once wrote, is a ~g stimulus" to action.11 But 
he was a man of strong ambitions, and he was very con
scious of his great gifts and truents. Occupation of impor
tant positions in politics he regarded as his right; his experi
ences as Papal administrator rigidified this disposition. 
He viewed politics from above. Order, security, justice 
were to him more important than forms of government. 
Instead of evaluating a system of government according 
to abstract values, one ought to consider its eff ccts; that 
is the criterion which he used in the Dialogo del Reggi
mento di Firenze.18 Moreover, Guicciardini clearly en
joyed the society of princes, rulers, and ministers, into 
whose company his administrative positions had thrown 
him. It is reported that when, in 1537, young Cosimo 
Medici became ruler of Florence, Guicciardini was most 
anxious to have one of his daughters married to him.11 

Guicciarclini felt that he belonged to a small elite, and his 
interest in the members of this elite is fully reflected in 
the History of Italy in which all light is focussed on the 
leaders of states and governments. 

u "A chi stima l'onore assai succede ogni cosa, _perche non cura 
fatiche, non pericoli. non danari. Io l'ho pronto m me medesimo, 
pero lo posso dire e scrivere: sono morte e vane le azione degli 
uomini che non hanno questo stimulo ardente," Ricordo 118 in 
Guicciardini, Rico,di, ed. Raffaele Spoogano, Firenze, 1951, p. 129-

1s See above, pp. 119 et seq. 
19 See Ridolfi. Vita di Gukcillrdini, p. 387; Ridolfi doubts the 

veracity of this report. 
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Guicciardini's sense of superiority diminished the 
weight of his confessions of republican faith. Certainly 
he disliked having the Medici rulers in Florence and he 
wanted to see a republican form of government estab
lished. But he was a Florentine aristocrat and his goal was 
a republic in which the aristocrats would rule; and when 
he advocated a G01l{aloniere a 'Vita, one has the feeling 
that he saw himself in this positio reedo had for him 
no absolute value; it was not even a reality: "Don't be
lieve those who so fervently_ preach libe~. Nearly all of 

em-probably every single one of them-has his own 
particular interests in mind. Experience proves beyond any 
doubt that if they thought they would be better off under 
an absolute government, they would rush into it as fast 
as they could."20 Guicciardini had the family pride of the 
Florentine aristocrat. In addition to writing family mem
oirs, he set down rules of behavior which he collected in 
his Rkordi; they were intended for members of the Guic
ciardini family and were meant to instruct them on how 
to maintain their status and reputation. 

Guicciardini had the aristocratic conviction that his 
class knew better than anyone else how to rule because 
they had been trained and schooled in the art of govern
ment. Experience is the quality most needed by the man 
of affairs. "Let no one trust so much in native intelligence 
that he believes it to be sufficient without the help of ex
perience. No matter what his natural endowments any 
man who has been in a position of responsibility knows 

10 "Non crcdiate a costoro chc prcdicano sl efficacementc la 
hl>erti, pcrche quasi tutti, anzi non e forsc nessuno chc non abbia 
I' obictto agli intcrcssi particulari: c la espcricnza m ostra spesso, 
c e ccrtissimo, chc se credessino trovarc in uno stato stretto 
migliorc condizionc, vi correrebbono per le postc." Ricardo 66 
in Guicciardini, lucordi, p. 76. 
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was profound. As one of the chief advisers to the Pope, 
Guicciardini had urged Oement VII to conclude the ill
fated League of Cognac against Otarles V, and the 
outcome demonstrated how wrong even the best con
sidered decisions can be. As a result Guicciardini not 
only lost the confidence of the Pope but also he was re
buffed by the anti-Medicean regime in Florence. It was 
then that he wrote that "from the extreme h~ht of hon-
ors and estee~ .of .important llffaiis and gcnwl renown" ~ 
he had been "suddenly thrown down to the other ex- 1/ 
treme into an idle, abj$ ancf rivate life]without digni-
ti without business," and • his own city "inferior 
to any small ci_tizen." Now finally he had learnt "what 
children and unlettered men know: that prosperity does 
not last and fortune changes."28 ''Neither fools nor wise 
men can ultimately resist what must be. Hence I have 
never read anything that I thought better said than: Du-
cunt volentes fata, nolentes trahunt."29 

Guicciardini's further political career was an illustra
tion of the manner in which man can become a tool in the 
hands of Fortuna. He made his way back into the graces 
of Oement VII, but because he had wavered in his 
loyalty to the Medici cause as long as the Pope had 
seemed helpless, he had to pay a price: he had to take a 

28 " ••• da uno cstremo ecccssivo di ooori, di riputlZiooe. di 
faccende grandissime e di norizia univcrsale in che tu eri. ti truovi 
precipitato subito in uno altto estremo di uno vivere mioso, 
abietto, privatissimo, sanza degniti, sanza faccende. inferiore nella 
tua citta a ogni piccolo cittadino .... Sanno pure insino a'fanciulli, 
insino a quelli che non hanno elementi di letterc, che le prosperid 
non durano, che la fortuna si muta •.. ," Guicciardini. ''Consola
toria" of 1527, Scritti Autobiogr«fici, pp. 167, 17+ 

29 ''Ne e pazzi ne e savi non possono finalmente resistere a quello 
che ha a essere: pero io non fessi mai cosa che mi paressi meglio 
detta che quella che disse colui: 'Ducunt volentes fata. nolentes 
ttahunt'," Ricordo 138 in Guicciardini. Ricordi, p. 150. 
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leading part in the harsh persecution of the leaders of the 
republic after the restoration of the Medici regime in 
1 530 and he had to defend the odious Duke Alessandro 
before Charles V. Guicciardini hated the tyrannical pro
cedures of the Medici rulers, but he was too experienced 
in diplomacy not to realize that in the existing circum
stances their rule in Florence was unavoidable. He be
came a principal advisor of the Medici on Florentine af
fairs, and in the eyes of the Florentines he was one of the 
chief instruments of Medicean absolutism. However, he 
never gave up hope that he might be able to bring about 
a regime in Florence which corresponded more closely to 
his ideas about an ideal government. When, after the as
sassination of Alessandro, the young Cosimo Medici was 
called in to take over the rule in Florence, Guicciardini 
tried to impose on him conditions which would limit his 

power. Francesco Vettori mocked these attempts; prom
ises on paper would be of little avail as long as Cosimo had 
command of the military forces.30 And Vettori was right. 
Cosimo soon was firmly in the saddle, and Guicciardini's 
attempt to limit his power had only filled the Duke with 
suspicion. Under Cosimo Guicciardini was without any 
political influence and there was nothing left for him but 
to retire to his villa. Then he began to write the History 
of Italy. 

The humanists believed that history taught by example. 
In Guicciardini's History 5!f. Italy there are hardtr_ any 
examples which ought to be imitated. Among the many 
people whose natures and actions Guicciardini discussed, 
there is only one for whom he seems to have felt un
limited admiration: Gonsalvo da Cordov the Gran Cap-

10 See Ridolfi, Vita di Guicciardmi, p. s11, note 16. 
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itano. Guicciardini regarded him as the embodiment of 
all the qualities which a great military leader ought to 
possess.BI But in general, Guicciardini had a low opinion 
of military leaders; some of them had no knowledge of 
military science, some of them were cowards, and most of 
them were so concerned about their own fame--and so 
jealous of the fame of other captains-that they were 
more interested in preventing their rivals from enhanc
ing their reputation than in defeating the common en
emy.B2 Guicciardini's views of the statesmen of the six
teenth century were no less negative. He acknowledged 
Lodovico Moro's intelligence, but he presented him as 
driven by "megalomaniac ambition," which brought ruin 
to himself and to Italy.11 Soderini lacked judgment, he 
was overconfident in good times and he lost his head at 
the first sign of danger.84 Of the two Medici Popes, Leo 
X was frivolous, he spent his days with actors, musicians, 
and buffoons, he practiced unashamedly his unnatural 
sexual inclinations and he wasted his not inconsiderable 
political gifts in schemes to promote the fortunes of his 
family; Clement VII was so unable to make up his mind 
that all his plans came to nought.BIi Even those political 
figures whose actions, in the estimation of later historians, 

81 "Ma Consalvo, che da qui innanzi chwneremo piu spesso ii 
Gran Capit:1.110, poiche con vrttorie sl gloriose si aveva confennato 
il cognome ... ," Starla d'ltalia, libro VI, chapt. 10 (vol. II, p. 
134), also libro XII, chapt. 19. 
• 32 Sturia d'ltalia, libro XN, chapt. 4, or libro XV, chapt. 6, or 

libro XVII, chapt. 8, etc., etc. 
88 "Accresceva questi disegni e speranzc fallaci la persuasione, 

nella quale poco ricordandosi della varied delle cose umane si 
nutriva da se steSSO, d'avere quasi s0tto i piedi la fortuna, della 
quale affennava publicarnente essere figluolo ... ," ibid., libro III, 
cbapt. 4 (vol. I, pp. 230 et seq.), but also libro IV, chapt. 1+ 

H Ibid., libro XI, chapts. 3 and+ 
85 Ibid., libro XVI, cbapt. 12 cont2ins the famous comparison of 

the character of the two Medici Popes. 
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controlled and transformed the European scene in the 
sixteenth century were in Guicciardini's eyes unequal to 
their positions and their tasks. Julius II was "an instru
ment destined to ruin Italy"; his passionate impetuosity 
prevented him from judging correctly the consequences 
of his actions. Only in reporting Julius' death did Guic
ciardini express some recognition of the Pope's energy in 
administering the affairs of the Church.89 Francis I of 
France cared more for the trappings of royal power than 
its substance. 87 Charles V was presented as an inexperi
enced and helpless young man controlled by his counsel
lors. The first decision which Charles V made on his 
own-to release Francis I after forcing him to sign a harsh 
treaty-was wrong and it was taken against good advice.88 

Guicciardini intensified this sordid picture of his own 
times by alluding to the existence of better times. A brief 
account of the effects of the discovery ofl Amc~gave 
him the oportunity to suggest the possibility of a world 
not tormented ''by avarice and ambition."89 He made a 
few comparisons between his own time and antiquity, 
and in these passages he iterated the humanist notion of 
the unparalleled greatness of the classical world. In the 
sixteenth century one looked in vain for the magnanim
ity, virtue, and courage which characterized the Ro
mans. 40 Guicciardini averred that perfection is ~e 

11 " ••• fat:ile instrumento, e allora e prima e poi, de' mali 
d'Italia ... ," ibid., libro I, chapt 9 (vol. I, p. 65), and also, libro 
XI, chapt. 8; the formulations which Guicciardini used in de
scribing the dying Pope suggest that he used here the reports of 
the Florentine ambmadors (sec below,_p__:~). 

ar Ibid., libro XV, chapt 14 and libro xvn, chapt 14-

18 Ibid., libro XVI, chapts. 14 and 15. 
88 " ••• quasi tutti gli abitatari, semplicissimi di costumi c contenti 

di quel che eroduce la be~ta della natura, non sono tormentati 
ne <la avariz.ia ne da ambizi.one . . . ," ibid., libro VI, chapt 9 
(vol. II, p. 130). 

,o Ibitl., libro VI, chapt 12 or libro XII, chapt 8. 
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be • • , and all thin human are there
~ inevitably subject to corruption. 41 To the men of the 
sixteenth century the proof of ibis surrounded them: 
short-sighted people, vicious people, people of petty in
terests and aims dominated the political life of their 
time. Guicciardini's pesmnistic view of human nature 
should not be interpreted as the primitive reaction of a 
man who, because his own ambition had been frustrated, 
took pleasure in belittling the achievements of all others. 
His pessimism had deeper roots. In a secularized form the 
History of Italy is concerned with the old theme of the 
misery of the human condition. 

This aspect of the meaning of the History of Italy has 
been frequently overlooked because of the book's length. 
The work is more often read in excerpts than studied in 
its entirety. But if the History of Italy is viewed as a co
herent whole, it becomes a tragedy, unfolding in a num
ber of acts.42 Against the background of a description of 
the peaceful and prosperous times which had been assured 
by the wise guidance of Lorenzo Magnifico and Ferdi
nand of Aragon, Guicciardini set an analysis of the vices, 
stupidities, and restless ambitions of their sons which led 
to the calling of the French King into Italy. The trium
phal entry of Charles VIIl in aples, the formation of the 
Italian League, and the Battle of F omovo constitute the 
rest of the first two books of the History of Italy. In this 
opening section Guicciardini raised the question which is 
the underlying problem of the work: was it possible to 
restore the peace which had existed before the French in-

' 1 " ••• era fat:ile che tutte le cose del mondo fussino sottoposte 
alla corruzione ..• ," ibid., libro II, chapt. 1 (vol. I, p. 119). 

42 This is not a purely modern fonnulation; sixteenth-century 
historians sometimes regarded the events of history as a tragedy 
see above, note 62 on p. 168 and ibid., hl>ro VI, chapt. 16. ' 
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How did Guicciardini explain the catastrophe which 
came over Italy? One of his explanations was that God 
was punishing man for his sins; some of his remarks seem 
to indicate that he believed that all humanity was corrupt 
and therefore deserved this fate." Other statements point 
particularly to the sins of the rulers who indulged in 
vices, in boundless ambition, and senseless cruelty. In 
still other passages he attributed the disasters of Italy to 
human failings, most of all to lack of prudence; instead 
of ta1ring reason as a guide, men pref erred to follow their 
wishes and desires. 411 evertheless, sin and weakness were 
not the only determinants, nor were they even the most 
decisive factors in bringing about the ruin of Italy. Even 
if people had acted prudently and wisely, and even if 
they had considered all the relevant circumstances and 
had taken all possible precautions, events might have 
come out very differently from what men would expect. 
There is no way for man to make sure of success; on the 
contrary, it is more likely that he will be defeated. The 
master over the events of history is Fortuna. The strong
est, most permanent impression which the History of 
Italy imparts-and was meant to impart-is that of the 
helJtlessness and impareoce of. man in. the face 0£ fate. 
Guicciardini began the History of Italy by stating that 
his work ''will show by many examples the instability 
of all human affairs, like a sea whiee-d by winds." Those 
who guide the destiny o people must always be aware 
of the "frequent changes of Fortu'Tlll." 46 In addition man 

46 " ••• avendo patiti t2nti anni It:2lia tune quelle calamita con 
le quail sogliono i miseri mortali. ora per l'ira giusta d'Iddio ora 
dalla empied e sceleratezze degli altri uomini, essere vessati .•. ," 
ibid., libio I, chapt. I. 

61 Far instance, see ibid., libro Vll, chapt. 10. 

" " ... onde per innumerabili esempli evidentemente apparir.l 
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might learn from history about the conduct of war' 7 and 
the art of government, 48 and he might be reminded that 
he ought not to let his passions or ambitions reign over 
reason; but the one general truth which history-4llld only 
history---can teach is the inconstancy of all human af
fairs.4" 

What is the si • cance of history if it shows nothing 
but the inscrutable arbitrariness of Fortuna? Repeatedly 
in the History of Italy Guicciardini asserted that it was 
not "lost time or without value" to learn from the study 
of history about the vicissitudes of man. llO Man ought to 

~ 
a quanta instabilicl, ne altrimenti che uno mare concitato da' venti, 
siano sottoposte le cose umane; quanto simo perniciosi, quasi 
sempre a se stessi ma sempre a'popoli, i consigli male misurati di 
coloro che dominano, qU211do, avendo solamente innanzi agli 
occhi o errori vani o le cupidid presenti, non si ricordando delle 
spesse variazioni della fortuna, e convertendo in detrimento altrui 
la potesta conceduta loro per la salute comune, si fanno, o per poca 
prudenza o per ttoppa ambizione, autori di nuove turbazioni", 
,bid., libro I, chapt. 1 ( voL I, p. 1) • 

67 " ••• ii governo della guerra ... co.u tra tune l'azioni umane 
la piu ardua e la piu difficile ... ," ibid., libro IX, chapt. 17 (vol. 
m; p. 90). Reflections on the present state of the conduct of war 
and military science are frequent; for instance, see libro XV, 
chapt. 6, or libro XVII. chapt. 8. 

61 In this respect, the frequent references to the constitution of 
Venice are significant., see, for instance, ibid., libro VIlI, chapt. 
10. 

69 An expression which Guicciardini used is the "ruota della 
fortuna" (ibid., libro X, cbapt. 14 [ vol. III, p. 19'7]); he can say that 
''la fortuna., risguardando con lieto occhio le cose del Pontefice e 
di Cesare, interroppe ii consiglio infelice de' Capitani ... " (ibid., 
libro XIV, chapt. 7 [vol. IV, p. 1161), or he can warn that "e da 
temere giu da chi ha avuto sl lunga felicid la mutazione della 
fortuna, (ibid., libro XVI, chapt. 5 [vol. IV, p. 1881), but the 
references to the power and infiuence of fartuna are so frequent 
that it is evident that Guicciardini really wanted to carry out the 
intention which he stated in the first chapter of the first book: 
to demonstrate the "spesse variazioni della fortuna." 

ao ''Non e certo opera perduta o senza ,rremio ii considerare la 
varieta de' tempi e delle cose del mondo. ibid., libro I, chapt. 4 
(vol. I, p. 19). 
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realize that he cannot expect rewards for good behavior, 
nor success from the use of intelligence; man must for
tify himself with strength to withstand the ~dv~rsi~~ 
which may befall him whatever he does. To Gmcc1ardini, 
history provided not rules of behavior, but rather ~ 
~ard a .phi]oso~al.. .attitude. Guicciardini knew that 
Christianity did not indicate the path which man ought 
to follow in the world of politics. However, man ought 
to be aware that in the uncertainties of history he can 
never win as much as he would lose by tarnishing his 
name. In everything a man does he must consider the effect 
which that action might have on his dignity. In the last 
analysis the writing of history serves to maintain the 
dignity of man.111 

The History of Italy is the work of a man whose mind 
was steeped in trust in the efficacy of a rational conduct 
of politics, but the Hirtory of Italy is also the work of a 
man who has experienced that the world is dominated and 
controlled by the unfathomable power of F ortUna. The 
assumption of the pos.gbility of rational explanation and 
the acceptance of the domination of F ortUna are incom
patible beliefs; however, Guicciardini's ability to combine 
these two disparate elements engendered the distinguish
ing and novel features of the Hirtory of Italy: more in
tensive psychological explanations of hwnan motivations; 

11 Pont2110 in accordance with ancient writerS, regarded as one 
of the uses ~f history that ~ taught man to be armed ~ainst 
misfortune; see Pontano, "Actius, Dialogbi, ed. Carmelo Previterra, 
p. 229: " .•. ut fonunam, ut yarieta~m inc~tiamq~e rerum 
hamanarom animadvertentes discant m adveIS1S esse panenteS ac 
firmi"; but Guicciardini implied a philosophical contempt for 
customary values rather than an appeal to courage, see also 
Guicciardini, "Consolatoria," Scrim Autobiografici, pp. 184 et 
seq. 
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a larger historical framework taking into account the in
terconnected nature of the European state-system; 
a more extensive application of critical methods. 

Acknowledging the power of Fortuna and rationally 
interpreting the course of events was not inconsonant be
cause Fortuna, by becoming more powerful, had also 
become farther removed from man. Because Guicciardini 
and his contemporaries had witnessed the triumph of 
Formna over reason, they considered the realm of For
tuna and the realm of reason as totally separate; in ef
fect, ~na and reason were o sites. When in earlier 
times it had been believed that Fortuna was able to inter
fere in particular situations and to enhance or to destroy 
an individual, it could be questioned whether the out
come of an action was due to man's ability or to Fortuna's 
favor. But when Fortuna was viewed as an embodiment 
of uncontrollable forces rather than as a whimsical god
dess, man was left struggling for himself, and history was 
the means for studying the potentialities of man. 

Although Guicciardini had to recognize the influence 
which Fortuna exerted over the world, his manner of 
demonstrating the extent of Fortuna's power was to in
vestigate precisely how far a rational explanation of 
events could lead: Guicciardini's direct concern was the 
rational explanation of cause and effect. The analysis of 
the psychology and the motives of the political leaders 
became an essential task of the historian. Previously it 
had been said that the historian ought to describe not 
only what happened, but also why things happened; in 
the Hirtory of Italy explanation of the ''why" took pre
cedence over narration of the ''what." Guicciardini's ra
tional concept of man gave him a criterion for judging 
man's motives; they always contain an element of his 
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\'f!!ll1icuhrr!}of his personal intcrest.52 But the special form 
which man's drive to satisfy the particulllre might take 
was unique to each individual; it was dependent on a 
great variety of factors and subjected to constant 
changes. The conventional method which historians used 
to describe a personality ( and which Guicciardini used 
in his first Florentine History), was to view the individ
ual in relation to the recognized scheme of virtues and 
vices so that the moral qualities of the individual in ques
tion would be clearly discernible to the reader. But in the 
History qf Italy Guicciardini presupposed that self-in
tcrest-the satisfaction of the particulare-was basic to 
man's nature, and its only permanent clement. Other
wise man's character is not fixed; it is not a definite sum 
of good and bad qualities. According to Guicciardini, 
man's personality is revealed only in the sequence of 
events and can be changed and transformed by them. 
By constructing his characterizations on observable ac
tions in which an individual interferred in the course of 
history, Guicciardini achieved a remarkable degree of. 
psychological realism in his characterizations. 

The most brilliant example of Guicciardini's art of 
psychological analysis is his characterization of the two 
Medici Popes, Leo X and Clement VII." Vettori, as we 
have seen, had ascribed the opposite outcome of their ac
tions-the success of the one, the failures of the other-to 
Fortuna. Clement VII's great qualities of mind had been 
of no avail because Fortuna had taken sides against him. 

u "Una delle m~ore fomme che possino avere gli uomini 
e avere occasione di potere mostrare clie, a quelle cose che loro 
fanno per interesse proprio, siano stati mossi per causa di publico 
bene ... ," Ricardo 141 in Guicciardini, lUcordi, p. 154; see also 
above note 10. 

118 Storill d'Itlllia, libro XVI, chapt. u. 
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and of man's motivations. Guicciardini tried to show how 
events and motivations are continually acting and react
ing upon each other. Facts, however, have not always 
the consequences which, as a result of a rational evalu
ation, they ought to have;118 rather their effects become 
distorted by man's wishes and desires. Man's illusions and 
errors form an integral part of history.ST 

Guicciardini's aim of demonstrating how far a rational 
explanation of political events could lead contributed to 
another novelty of the History of Italy: its geographical 
and chronological extension and limits. We have referred 
to Guicciardini's work as the History of Italy, and that 
is how it is usually called. However, Guicciardini never 
used this title. He spoke of it as a history "concerned 
with the affairs of Italy,''" and there are reasons for his 
somewhat vague description of the contents. He regarded 
Italy as different from the other nations of Europe be
cause of its cultural supremacy, but he did not think of 
Italy as a political unit, nor did he believe that Italy 
should be united. Therefore~e- subject of the HisJory 
of Italy is not Ital_y as a _J>DliricaJ unit, but the happenings 
.Q!!_ 'inc Ttalian l!eiwsuJa. The various powers which ex
isted in Italy were not suitable subjects for separate his

tories because the developments within each state were 
inextricably entangled with those of all the others; like
wise, all that occurred in Italy was related to events which 

se Gukciardini never ceased to wooder that "da tante piccole 
~oni dependono bene spesso i momenti di cose gravissime ... ," 
ibid., libro XIX, chapt. 15 (vol. V, p. 279). 

67 "Nelle cose degli stati non bisogna tanto considerare quello 
che la ragione mostta che dovessi fare uno enncipe, quanto quello 
che secondo la sua narura o consuetudine S1 puo credere che fac
cia ..• ," thus justifies Guicciardini this procedure in Ricordo 118, 
in Ricordi, p. 139. 

11 " ••• cose accadute alla memoria nostra in Italia ... ," Sturia 
d'lulitl, libro I. chapt. 1 (vol. I. p, 1). 
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correctness, and most important., he would focus on his 
particular area of investigation: constant change. Thus 
the historian gained his own peculiar function, and his
tory took on an independent existence in the world of 
knowledge; there was no other ~ to loo__k for_ the 
~g of histo than in history itself. The historian 
b~came both recorder and inte retcr. Guicciardini's 
History of Italy is the last great work of history in the 
classical pattern, but it is also the first great work of mod
em historiography. Tanto opcri nullum par clogium. 
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light on many aspects of Florentine institutions. But 
Villari's approach was biographical, and he was con
cerned with Florentine institutions only insofar as they 
could help to explain facets of Savonarola's and Machia
velli's career. Since the publication of Villari's biogra
phies others have continued to work on the careers of the 
two Florentines, and in so doing they have explored 
archival materials and thereby contributed to our knowl
edge of Florentine institutions. For Savonarola there are 
the biographies by J. Schnitzer, S11Vonarola; ein Kul
turbild aus der Zeit der Renaissance, 2 vols., Miinchen, 
1924 and Roberto Ridolfi, Vita di Girolamo ~11Vonarola, 
2 vols., Roma, 1952; the latter is available in Eng_lish trans
lation. For biographies of Machiavelli, which frequently 
contain references to the literature on Florentine institu
tional history, see Appendix II. Nicolai Rubinstein's 
article, "The Beginnings of iccolo Machiavelli's Career 
in the Florentine Chancery,'' Italian Studies, vol XI 
(1956), pp. 72-91, is important because it contains a 
succinct account of the organization of the Florentine 
Chancellery in this period. 

Occasional investigations of speci1ic institutions and 
particular institutional developments have not fulfilled 
the need for a systematic exploration of documents in 
the archives which are relevant to the history of Floren
tine institutions. It is perhaps slightly ironical that the 
vast amount of available material in the archives has been 
a deterrent rather than a stimulus to a thorough and com
prehensive investigation. An impression of the extent of 
the holdings of the Archivio di Stato di Firenze can be 
gained from consulting the registers printed in Demetrio 
Marzi, La Cancelleria della Repubblica Fioremina, Rocca 
S. Casciano, 1910, pp. 515-532. However, it should be 
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The authoritative description of Machiavelli's life is the 
one by Roberto Ridolfi, Vita di Niccolo Macbutvelli, 
Roma, 1954 (now available in F.nglish translation: The 
Life of Niccolo Macbilruelli, transl. Cecil Grayso~ New 
York, 1963). Ridolfi has done a magnificent job in elimi
nating errors and in broadening our knowledge of the 
facts of Machiavelli's life and career. onetheless, the 
classical biographies of Pasquale Villari, Niccolo Machia
velli e i suoi tempi, 3 vols., Milano, 1877-18821 and of 
Oreste Tommasini, T.,a vitae gli scritti di N. Machiavelli, 
2 vols., Torino-Roma, 18991 19111 ought still to be con
sulted, mainly because of the rich source material which 
these authors discovered and published. Ridolfi is more 
interested in Machiavelli's life than in his thought; the 
book by Gennaro Sasso, Niccolo Machiavelli, storia del 
suo pensiero politico, apoli, 1958, is the most recent 
intellectual biography of Machiavelli. A very readable ac
count of Machiavelli's life and thought is J. R. Hale, 
Machiavelli ll1ld Renaissance Italy, New York 1¢0. 

Scholarly literature on Machiavelli fills many shelves; 
a complete bibliography is not only almost impossible but 
also unnec~ because a number of thorough and use
ful bibliographical essays have been published in recent 
times. First of all, each volume of iccolo Machiavelli, 
Opere, in the Feltrinelli edition contains introductions and 
bibliographical notes which indicate the literature rele
vant to the works edited in the particular volume as well 
as analyze briefly the various opinions which have been 
expressed about this work. Then the Journal of Modem 
History, vol. XXXIII (1961), pp. 113-136, published an 
article by Eric W. Cochrane, "Machiavelli 1940-1¢0." 
One might not always agree with the author's evaluatio~ 
but his thoroughn~ is unquestionable. Finally, Gennaro 
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Machiavelli's reliance on humanist patterns. The relation 
of the Prince to other books on princes, and particularly 
to the mirror-of-princes literature, has been analyzed by 
Allan H. Gilbert, Machill'Uelli's Prince and Its Forerunners, 
Durham, 1938 and F. Gilbert, "The Humanist Concept 
of the Prince and the 'Prince' of Machiavelli," Journal 
uf Modem History, vol. XI ( 1939), pp. 449-483. Mr. A.H. 
Gilbert and I disagree insofar as he believes that Machia
velli follows the previous authors on princeship, whereas 
I suggest that he satirized this genre which idealizes 
rulers. But we both agree that these books served Machia
velli as a pattern. My article on "The Composition and 
Structure of Machiavelli's Discorsi," Journal of the His
tory of Ideas, vol. XIV (1953), pp. 136-156, has shown 
the extent to which the Discourses were originally com
posed as a successive commentary on Livy, and may be 
considered as a contribution to the problem of elucidat
ing Machiavelli's working methods; in addition the article 
raised certain questions about the dating of the composi
tion of the Discourses, and this latter issue has aroused a 
lively discussion for which I refer to the above-mentioned 
bibliographies. The book by Marvin T. Herrick, Italian 
Comedy in the Renaissance, Urbana, 1900, provides a 
most helpful illustration of the role which the pattern of 
classical comedies played in the composition of Italian 
Renaissance comedies. On the relation of Machiavelli's 
Florentine History to the humanist prescriptions for the 
writing of history, see above, chapter 6, pp. 236 et seq. 
and my introduction to the English translation of Machia
velli's History uf Florence (Harper Torchbook, New 
York, 1900). The most famous example of Machiavelli's 
method of stylizing events is his treatment of Cesare 
Borgia in the Prince. The contrast between Machiavelli's 
discussion of Cesare Borgia in his reports, and his discus-
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sion of Cesare Borgia in the seventh chapter of the Prince 
has been carefully analyzed by Gennaro Sasso, "Sul VII 
capitolo del Principe," IDvista Storica ltalitma, vol LXIV 
(1952), pp. 177-207. But here again a systematic discus
sion extending to all the writings of Machiavelli is lacking. 

The question of the role whic~tionaliml played in 
Machiavelli's political thought has been much debated; 
it may be appropriate to take up this problem at this 
place because the question is closely connected with 
Machiavelli's literary methods and procedures. For a gen
eral survey of the discussion on this problem see my arti
cle, "The Concept of ationalism in Machiavelli's 
Prince," Studies in the Renaiss1111Ce, vol. I (1954), pp. 
38-48, and see also Vincent Ilardi, "'Italianita' among 
some Italian Intellectuals in the Early Sixteenth Cen
tury," Traditio, vol. XII (1956), pp. 339-367. These two 
articles show that expremons of Italian nationalism in the 
sense of a feeling that all Italians belong together and 
ought to confederate against the outside world were qgitc 
~mmon at this time. The issue therefore is reduced to 
the question whether Machiavelli went beyond such feel
ings and made out of them a program of practical poli
tics: that Italy should become politically united. From 
this point of view the question of the significance of the 
last chapter of the Prince which contains the appeal to 
liberate Italy from the barbarians and is the strongest and 
clearest expression of Italian nationalism in Machiavelli's 
work is crucially important. Was this chapter envisaged 
by Machiavelli as an integral element of the treatise, as 
its conclusion to which all its discussions are pointed, or 
was this chapter added to the treatise as a kind of after
thought? The idea that this chapter did not belong to the 
treatise in its original form but was a later addition has 
been frequently advanced, although the adherents of this 
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view seem to lose ground after the_ unified conccpti09 of 
The '['rizu.e had been 5t_£0ng!y_ defended !r_Federico 
Olabod, "Sulla composizione de 'Il Principc'di' iccolo 

achiavelli," Archivum Rom1micum, vol. XI (1927), PP· 
330-383. However, the question was never entirely settled, 
and recently, in the Feltrinelli edition, the editor Sergio 
Bertelli has made the persuasive point that, although the 
treatise itself might have been composed within a short 
time and emerged from a unified conception, the dedicatio 
at the beginning, and the exhortatio ( the last chapter) 
were written at the same time, between September 1515 
and September 1516, several years after the rest of the 
treatise. 

•III• 
Basic Concepts 

No student of Machiavelli has been able to avoid dis
cussion of terms like 'Uirtrl, f ortuna, or stato. These are 
key words, as Meinecke's says in his chapter on Machia
velli in his book on Die ldee der Staatsriison. There are 
only a few special studies on Machiavelli's terminology 
and the conclusions are frequently contradictory. The 
most comprehensive work on Machiavelli's vocabulary is 
by Francesco Ercole, La Politica di MachimJelli, Roma, 
1926, but, although his investigation is helpful, Ercole is 
too much inclined to make Machiavelli a systematic phi
losopher. E.W. Mayer, Machiavelli's Geschichtsauffammg 
und sein Begriff virtu, Munchen and Berlin, 1921, pro
vides a still valuable, special study of Machiavelli's use of 
virtu although, like Ercole, he might be accused of over
systematizing Machiavelli's use of this term. The investi
gation of Fredi Chiappelli, Studi sul Linguaggio del 
Machiavelli, Firenze, 1952, is useful but it is limited to 
the Prince and its results regarding Machiavelli's use of 
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the word stato have been attacked by J. H. Hexter, "Il 
Principe and lo stato," Studies in the Renaissance, vol. IV 
( 1957 ), pp. 113-138. The reason for this inconclusive 
situation with regard to the determination of Machiavelli's 
key concepts is that, as several writers have pointed out, 
Machiavelli was not very much concerned with exact
ness in terminology. I may quote here a statement by 
J. H. Whitfield, who in his book on MacbimJeUi, Oxford, 
1947, pp. 93-95, writes that an ''unscientific use of terms 
is not untypical of Machiavelli." I would like to empha- 1 
size that, in my opinion, the chapter of Whitfield's book 
entitled, '.'The Anato~ of Virtu," from wfucfitliis quo
tation is taken, is the best that has been written on Machia
velli's vocabulary. Agreeing with Whitfield, I consider it 
more appropriate to give a descriptive discussion of 
Machiavelli's terms than to attempt a precise definition. 

I believe that the way in which I have described Ma
chiavelli's use of Fortuna is generally accepted; of course, 
Fortuna has a two-fold meaning: it can be good or bad 
fortune which raises and destroys a man in the way that 
it raised and destroyed! C-esare Borgia. Or it can be the 
Fortuna which virtu can overcome and make favorable. 
For a recent brief description of the various aspects of 
Machiavelli's concept of Fortu114, see Burleigh T. Wil
kins, "Machiavelli on History and Fortune," Bucknell 
Review, vol VIII (1959), pp. 225-245, particularly pp. 
235-237, and for a subtle analysis of all its nuances I refer 
to Sasso, Niccolo Machiavelli, Storia del suo Pensiero 
Politico, pp. 247-28o. 

For virtu I would like to ref er to Sasso, in his edition of 
Niccolo MachUIVelli, II Principe e altri Scritti, p. 10, as 
well as to Whitfield's above-mentioned chapter, "The 
Anatomy of i.rtu," in his book Machiavelli, pp. 93-98. 
The decisive aspects of Machiavelli's concept of 'Virtu 
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were taken from Latin historians, particularly Sallust 
whose influence on Machiavelli seems to me to have been 
very important. But many other elements entered into 
Machiavelli's concept of virtu: "Several Latin senses, 
that of energy of the will, of bravery, of Ciceronian virtu 
or the post-classical sense of Christian virtue." (Whitfield, 
p. 98). Sometimes the word virtu is used in only one of 
these various senses; mostly, however, it combines several 
of these meanings and which one is dominant depends on 
the context of the sentence. The fact that Machiavelli 
ascribes virtu not only to individuals but to collective 
bodies has been particularly emphasized by E.W. Mayer, 
op. cit., p. 86 et seq.; he may have overstated his case but 
the fact is correct and important because it points to the 
idea of political bodies as organic units. E. W. Mayer, op. 
cit., p. 11 3, remarks correctly that "der Ansatz zu einem 
abstrakten Staatsbegriff findet sich bei Machiavelli weni
ger in dem Worte stato als in der Hypostasierung des 
Begriff s virtu zu einer das staatliche Leben tragenden 
Macht, an deren Wachstum und V ergehen das Schicksal 
eines Yolks gekniipft ist." 

I also agree with Whitfield in his remarks about Ma
chiavelli's use of stato: "Stato has a whole gamut of mean
ings, rangin_g_ from the Latin one of..Iiat~ition 1 to 
something_ y_ery near the modem ~onccptioo of. .the State; 
but with a general tendency to convey something less 
than this last,ser, ~se that hold it, government rather 
than territory ough this last is not absent. In any given 
passage the word stato---such is the uncertainty of Machia
velli's use of it-may have any one of this range of shades." 
(p. 93). 

The above-mentioned stndies by Chiappelli and Hex
ter appeared after the publication of Whitfield's book but 

328 

BIBLIOGRAPHICAL ESSAYS 

apparently neither of these scholars has taken account of 
it. Hexter is undoubtedly right in criticizing Chiappelli 
for assuming too easily that Machiavelli's use is almost 
regularly stato in the modem sense of the word. I also 
agree with Hexter that in the Prince Machiavelli uses 
stato chiefly "in an exploitative way." But I have some 
reservations regarding..Hexter's study. He says that Ma
chiavelli "and no one else coupled lo stato as objective or 
passive subject with verbs of exploitative tonality." But 
this use of stato is quite common and it may be enough 
to refer to Guicciardini's famous Ricordo 48: "Non si 
puo tenere stati secondo cooscienza, perch6-chi considera 
la origine loro-tutti sono violenti, da quelli delle rcpub
liche nella patria propria in fuora, e non altrove: e da 
questa regola non eccettuo lo imperadorc e manco e preti, 
la violenza de' quali e doppia, perche ci sforzano con le 
arme temporale e con le spirituale." Moreover, Hexter's 
reduction of the use of the term stato in the Prince to an 
"exploitative" meaning is exaggerated. In order to explain 
my objections it would be necessary to go through all the 
uses of stato, particularly those mentioned by Hexter on 
p. 127. It may be enough here to say that an "exploitative" 
meaning cannot be attributed to the sentence in Prince, 
chapter 12: "Si divise la Italia in piu stati." Nor does the 
reduction of the meaning stato to an "exploitative" term 
do justice to the meaning of the statement "E' principali 
fondamenti che abbino tutti Ii stati, cosi nuovi come vec
chi o misti, sono le buone legge e le buone anne" if one 
considers that Machiavelli continues "c, perche non puo 
essere buone legge dove non sono buone anne, e dove 
sono buone arme conviene sieno buone legge, io Iascero 
indrieto el ragionare delle legge e parlero delle anne." 
We know from the Discourses that Machiavelli speaks of 
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"stato libero" (for instance, Book Il, Chapter 18} and 
gives to stllto a meaning which is not "exploitative." It is 
entirely natural that the "exploitative" meaning plays a 
great role in the Prince because in the Prince Machiavelli 
considers politics from the point of view of the ruler. But 
since in other writings Machiavelli uses rtllto in quite dif
ferent ways, it is artificial to force every meaning of stato 
in the Prince into an "exploitative" mold.~xter's reason 
for this tour de force seems to be that he wants to say 
that the problem of~ of state existed for Machia
velli not in the Prince but only in the Discoursef. I ague 
~ C:..1,_Friedrich, Constitutional Reason uf State, Provi
dence, 1957, p. 2 3, th.at ~ problem did oat c;xisr for 
Machiavelli at all. This point is also implied in the discus
sion of Machiavelli's "filosofia naturalistica," which Vit
torio de Caprariis gives in his introduction to II Principe, 
Classici illustrati Laterza, p. 11. He says that states as 
well as men and the entire world of history were for 
Machiavelli elements of nature. The fourth chapter of 
this book on Machiavelli indicates the importance which 
I attribute to Machiavelli's "naturalistic'' philosophy. Al
though it is questionable to draw serious conclusions from 
ideas expressed in Machiavelli's poems, it may not be out 
of place to cite the passage from Machiavelli's "Asino 
d'Oro," in which he contrasts an animal's closeness to na
ture with man's alienation from nature: 

"ll mio parlar mai non verrebbe meno, 
S'io volessi mostrar come inf elici 
Voi siete piu ch'ogni animal terreno. 

Noi a natura siam maggiori amici; 
E par che in noi piu sua virtu clispensi, 
Facendo voi d'ogni suo hen mendici." 
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e TIIE SCHOLARLY TREATMENT 

OF RENAISSANCE HISTORIOGRAPHY 

• I • 
General W arks 

The one comprehensive work on the history of histo
riography is _Muard FuetCL Gescbicbtt der neueren His
t!!!1ograpb~ first edition, Miinchen and Berlin, 1911, rev. 
and enlarged edition, 1936. This book is now ob~te in 
many respects. It evaluates historical writings almost ex
clusively from the point of view of the critical historical 
method of the nineteenth century, and its factual state
ments contain many errors so that its data must be care
fully checked. Nevertheless Fueter's book has its use as 
a kind of biographical dictionary of historians, and its bib
liography provides a survey of the older literature on the 
history of history. 

Of great general importance for the questions dis
~d in the second part of this book is the work by Ru-
dolf von Albertini, Das Florentiniscbe Stalltsbewusstsein T 
rm Uebergang von 4er Kefifililik zum Prinzip11t, Bern, 
1955. Albertini's chief attention is given to the develop-
ments after 1527, and, in contrast to the present book, Al-
bertini is not rimaril interested in the history of histo
riography, but in the ~volution of a new conce~ of tbe 
..state. Nevertheless, in analyzing the factors which led to 
the acceptance of Medicean absolutism, Albertini dis-
cusses changes in the intellectual climate which were sig
nificant for the development of historiography: for 
instance, he has interesting observations about the six-
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literature on Guicciardini I ref er to the bibliography 
given in Andre Otetea, Frtmf ois Guicchllf'din, Sa vie pub
lique et sa pensee politique, Paris, 1926. A volume of es
says on Guicciardini entitled Frtmcesco GuiccillJ'dini nel 
IV Centenario della Morte, (Supplemento no I di 
mnascita), Firenze, 1940 contains bibliographical data on 
pp. 2 31-303. A more recent bibliographical survey can be 
found in the article by Roberto Palmarocchi, "Cento anni 
di studi Guicciardiniani," Studi Guicciardiniani, Cina di 
Castello, 1947. In recent years a number of works on 
Guicciardini have been published by Vito Vitale, Fran
cesco Guicciardini, Torino, 1941; Luigi Malagoli, Guic
citrrdmi, Firenze, 1939; Paolo Treves, ll Realismo Politico 
di Francesco Guicciardini, Firenzc, 1931, etc., but these 
works have been made obsolete by two important studies, 
the one is the biography by Roberto Ridolfi1 Vita di 
Francesco Guiccillf'dinil Roma, J¢o; the other is by Vit
t<Jfio de Caprariis, Frtmcesco Guicciardini dill/a Politica 
Ill/a Storia, Bari, 1950. Based on careful researches in 
'Guicciardini's papers and in the Florentine Archivio di 
Stato, Ridolfi presents the first full and authentic presen
tation of Guicciardini's life and career; if not stated other
wise, I have followed Ridolfi in the dating of Guicciar
dini's works and in the description of his career. Vittorio 
de Caprariis has given an outline of Guicciardini's intel
lectual development and has stressed the importance of 
the year 1527 when Guicciardini changed from a politi
cal theorist to an historian. 

A number of studies on particular works of Guicciar
dini should be mentioned. The evolution of Guicciar
dini's first Florentine History has been described by 
Nicolai Rubinstein, "The 'Storie Fiorentine' and the 
'Memorie di Famiglia' by Francesco Guicciardini," Rmas-
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