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EDITORS’ DEDICATION  
For Thomas G. Bergin




INTRODUCTION

An Essay on Machiavelli




MACHIAVELLI’S LIFE AND TIMES 

When Niccolò di Bernardo Machiavelli entered the world on May 3, 1469, his prospects were modest at best. The Machiavelli were an established middle-class family from the Oltrarno district of Florence, and its members had held an impressive number of offices in the city’s government, including twelve terms as gonfaloniere, or standard-bearer, and fifty-four terms as prior. Niccolò’s father, Bernardo, however, was not one of the more prosperous members of the clan, and Machiavelli could never hope to rival the wealth or influence of the greater patrician families of Florence, such as the Ridolfi, the Rucellai, the Strozzi, or the Guicciardini. But if Bernardo’s means were insufficient to guarantee his son instant access to economic and political power, his great interest in books, particularly the Latin classics, was perhaps a more valuable legacy. We know that he possessed a copy of Flavio Biondo’s Decades, that he borrowed a copy of Justin’s history, and that he obtained a prized copy of Livy’s history of republican Rome in return for laboriously compiling for the printer an index of Livy’s place-names.

Relatively little is known of Machiavelli’s activities until he entered the Florentine chancery, in 1498, only a few days after the execution of Girolamo Savonarola in the Piazza della Signoria. On June 19, 1498, his election as chancellor of the Second Chancery was confirmed by the Grand Council. Earlier in February of the same year,  Machiavelli had been considered for a post in the government but was defeated. This earlier election was the last in which the supporters of Savonarola retained a majority; indeed, Machiavelli’s lack of sympathy for Savonarola, the man he would later remember in The Prince as the prototype of the “unarmed prophet” doomed to failure, is already evident in an early letter he composed in 1498 which describes one of the friar’s sermons. When Machiavelli was finally elected to the chancery, he benefited from a period of anti-Savonarolan feeling; he filled a vacancy caused by the expulsion of a Savonarola supporter.

The secretary’s duties in the Second Chancery often overlapped with those of the more important and prestigious First Chancery. Both dealt with Florentine domestic and foreign affairs, including war and defense; both helped provide the Florentine republic with the governmental continuity and stability that might have otherwise been lacking in the republic’s rapid succession of office-holders on its deliberative bodies. Machiavelli was confirmed on January 27, 1500, and reelected annually until 1512. On July 14, 1498, he received the post of secretary to the Ten of War without, however, any additional staff or salary. Later he was also assigned to serve the newly created Nine of the Militia, a body designed to organize a militia from the Florentine countryside to avoid reliance on mercenary troops. He had supported a citizens’ militia after watching professional troops in the local wars against Pisa, and his faith in citizen soldiers never wavered throughout his life. His views on this topic, as well as on many others, were thus formed not only by the example of the ancient Romans, whom he always admired and cited, but also by his practical, formative years in the Florentine government.

Machiavelli’s service in the chancery also let him observe firsthand the major European political figures of the period—although his post would never permit him to wield the reins of political power on anything but a very  limited scale. Even before his mentor Piero Soderini was named gonfaloniere for life on September 22, 1502, Machiavelli had become his trusted assistant. In 1500 he was sent abroad on his first diplomatic mission to the court of Louis XII, king of France. Arriving there with Caesar’s  Commentaries on the Gallic Wars in his saddlebags, Machiavelli met the king (for whom he had little respect) and his powerful minister, Georges d‘Amboise, cardinal of Rouen. Not one to be overly impressed by rank or title, Machiavelli eventually had a sharp exchange of views with d’Amboise over the political talents of the French and his own countrymen, one which he would later repeat in The Prince (III): “When the Cardinal of Rouen told me that Italians understood little about war, I replied to him that the French understood little about politics.” He would return to France on three other occasions: in 1503, 1510, and 1511.

Machiavelli’s three encounters with Cesare Borgia, the warrior son of Pope Alexander VI, were even more important for the formation of his ideas. These meetings took place in Urbino, Imola, and Rome between 1502 and 1503. Many of the dispatches sent to the republic by their envoys during these missions (some of which Machiavelli either wrote personally or helped others to compose) are still extant, and we may compare Machiavelli’s early assessment of this condottiere in his diplomatic letters to later treatments in several minor works and in the memorable seventh chapter of The Prince. When Machiavelli first met him at Urbino, after he had captured the city without a struggle, Borgia delivered an ultimatum to Florence which gave the young Machiavelli a lesson in power politics he would never forget: “This government in Florence does not please me, and you must guarantee the observance of what you have promised me; otherwise, you will understand in a very brief time that I do not wish to live in this manner; and if you do not desire me as a friend, you will find me an enemy.” While the territorial ambitions of Cesare Borgia represented a serious threat to  Florentine hegemony in central Italy, Machiavelli could not help admiring the man’s boldness, resolution, and cunning. In one of his dispatches describing the duke’s character, we find one of the first instances in his works where ability or ingenuity (virtù) and good fortune (fortuna ) are joined together in the person of a single historical figure. This is a theme that will occupy much of Machiavelli’s attention in The Prince, where, once again, Borgia’s role will be of crucial importance.

While in Imola at Borgia’s court, Machiavelli wrote his friend Biagio Buonaccorsi for a copy of Plutarch’s Parallel Lives. Here at court Machiavelli had before him the flesh-and-blood prototype of the modem ruler in The Prince while at the same time examining equally heroic figures from Plutarch’s biography. His use of examples from past or present history as a guide for his revolutionary political theory was a completely natural procedure for him, far removed from any purely scholarly, pedantic intent. For Machiavelli, Livy’s Romans were no less real than the warrior standing before him at Imola. But contemporary political leaders such as Louis XII or Borgia could also provide useful information for the discerning observer. Modem political theory did not depend exclusively upon the “golden words,” as he often called them, of classical theorists or historians. In other words, the weight of classical authority is always present in his works but tempered by direct observation. An earlier generation of scholars was fond of describing Machiavelli as the first “scientist” of politics, since he was thought to have based his social theories upon empirical judgments in a manner similar to that employed by Galileo in the natural sciences; in a certain limited sense, these men were not mistaken.

While Machiavelli was to include many of his diplomatic experiences in his later historical and political works, he was not always consistent about the importance of the events he had witnessed. A case in point is his assessment of Cesare Borgia in dispatches written from  Rome in 1503 after Pope Alexander VI had suddenly died. At Urbino and Imola, Borgia is pictured as a formidable figure and is recognizable to the reader as the man who will play a major role in The Prince. But in the Roman dispatches his hero is seen as defeated by an equally wily opponent, Pope Julius II. The figure whose earlier resolution and cunning he had praised he now sarcastically sets aside as a loser, and names his mistakes in ironic terms: “Now we see that the duke’s sins have little by little brought him to penitence.” As Borgia has broken the unwritten but immutable rules of politics by placing more trust in the words of Julius than in his own strength, his “penitence” for this completely secular “sin” is the oblivion of political defeat. When, years later, Machiavelli returned to Borgia in The Prince, his judgment would be less harsh, perhaps because his own personal failures had taught him to be more tolerant of men who dared much but achieved less than they dared.

Other diplomatic missions of consequence required Machiavelli to visit Pope Julius II (1506) and the Emperor Maximilian (1507-1508). The first mission eventually produced one of the most memorable passages in  The Discourses—the discussion of damaging middle ways of behavior and the fact that men rarely know how to be completely good or completely evil (I, xxvii). The specific occasion for these observations was the removal by Pope Julius of Giovampagolo Baglioni from the tyranny of the city of Perugia in order to return it to the control of the Church. Since Julius entered the town with no escort, Baglioni had an opportunity to murder the Pope but chose not to do so. In The Discourses Machiavelli has modified his earlier description contained in the original dispatches. In the latter, Baglioni was pictured as a perfect gentleman whose human qualities and prudence caused him to reject a drastic means of resolving a political dilemma; now he becomes a rather despicable petty tyrant capable only of crimes and unworthy of great (if infamous) actions. On the other hand, Julius II—an impetuous man who always seemed to succeed in his rash undertakings when wiser men counseled moderation—is here and elsewhere pictured by Machiavelli as a man whose success is due to a propitious coincidence of personal attributes and the tenor of the times, and Machiavelli cites as his classical examples Scipio Africanus, Hannibal, Fabius Maximus, and others to parallel Julius.

Machiavelli’s experiences at Maximilian’s court led to his close friendship with Francesco Vettori. Soderini had wanted to send Machiavelli as the head of the delegation since he trusted him completely, but the patricians opposed to Soderini’s increasing power wanted to send someone of their own class, and Vettori was finally chosen; Soderini was eventually able to send Machiavelli to join Vettori with further instructions. During his stay at the emperor’s court, Machiavelli was able to observe the peoples he had previously known only through the classical histories of Tacitus. When Machiavelli refers to the German people in his works, he means not the northern sections of modem Germany but parts of Switzerland, the Tyrol, and the southern section of the country. His views on these peoples were always colored by the contrasts he found in Tacitus between the then corrupted Romans of the imperial period and the strong, independent Germanic peoples whose simplicity and lack of corrupting luxuries helped to protect their liberty. Rightly or wrongly, Machiavelli seemed to detect these same qualities in the Germans of his day, and his fervent hope was that his native Florence might discover some means to return her defective government to the pure origins of a former time when her population, too, was similar to these northerners.

Machiavelli’s diplomatic experiences thus had a direct influence upon the development of his political theory. They provided him with a ready source of examples to compare against those in his favorite classical authors and supplied him with an experimental laboratory in which he could measure his emerging theories against the yardstick of observable political behavior. His post also gave him practical experience in systematizing his thoughts and polishing his magnificent prose style, both of which are apparent even in his early diplomatic correspondence.

A number of minor works, including brief essays or sketches, were also produced during the years Machiavelli served the chancery. These, too, reflect the experiences of his diplomatic missions and, like his letters, reappear in his major political and historical writings composed after 1513. A Description of the Method Used by Duke Valentino in Killing Vitellozzo Vitelli, Oliverotto da Fermo, and Others (1503) presents Cesare Borgia and his treacherous deeds at Sinigaglia, later to be treated in The Prince. Remarks on the Raising of Money (1503) employs both classical and contemporary historical examples, underlining the didactic value of historical study. On the Method of Dealing with the Rebellious Peoples of the Valdichiana (1503) opens with a direct contrast between Livy’s description of how the Romans dealt correctly with a rebellion and the mistakes of Machiavelli’s own Florentines in a similar situation; Borgia is again held up as a model to be imitated. In addition to these works treating essentially Italian protagonists or situations, Machiavelli composed a number of brief sketches or portraits of foreign nations and rulers, all of which are based upon his experiences abroad: On the French National Character (1503); Report on Germany (1508); Discourse on Germany and the Emperor (1509); Description of German Affairs (after 1512); and Description of French Affairs  (1512-1513).

Because of Machiavelli’s close relationship to Piero Soderini, it was not surprising that he was purged from office on November 7, 1512, when the Medici returned to power and ousted Soderini. On February 12, 1513, Machiavelli was arrested and tortured because his name was found on a list of possible anti-Medici conspirators that had been drawn up by two young Florentines. As far as we can determine, Machiavelli’s name had been placed on the list without his knowledge; this unfortunate fact,  combined with his reputation as a strong supporter of Soderini, would have been sufficient to prohibit the Medici from ever employing him in a position of trust. When Giovanni de’ Medici was elected to St. Peter’s throne as Leo X on March 11, 1513, it became clear to all but the most embittered enemies of the Medici faction in Florence that any hope for future employment in the city’s government would rest in their hands. Forced into retirement, Machiavelli returned to his nearby country villa and began writing The Prince, which he was to dedicate to two successive Medici princes. The explanation he gives to his friend Francesco Vettori about the circumstances of the work’s composition is contained in a letter (reprinted in this edition) dated December 10, 1513, wherein Machiavelli’s almost religious veneration for the lessons he learned from the classical historians is revealed.

Although the fall of Soderini’s government was a personal misfortune for Machiavelli, his enforced retirement seems to have acted as a catalyst for his political imagination. After 1513 he composed not only the brief treatise on which his fame predominantly rests, but all of his major literary, historical, and political works as well, including The Art of War, The Discourses, The History of Florence, The Mandrake Root, Belfagor, The Life of Castruccio Castracani, Clizia, A Dialogue on Language, and  The Golden Ass. Moreover, he began to frequent the Oricellari Gardens, where a circle of Florentine intellectuals, including many of the friends to whom some of his later works are dedicated, met to discuss important political and literary matters. The Oricellari Gardens, owned by Cosimo Rucellai, are used by Machiavelli as the background for the discussions recounted in The Art of War,  the highly stylized dialogue in that work on warfare must reflect the tone of the friendly sessions there.

After 1513 Machiavelli also became a close friend of Francesco Guicciardini, the greatest of Renaissance historians and a member of an old patrician family in Florence  closely associated with both Leo X and Clement VII, the two Medici popes of the period. The exchange of letters between Machiavelli and Guicciardini is one of the most remarkable correspondences of the century. This friendship led Guicciardini to compose his Considerations on the Discourses of Machiavelli, the first coherent critique of Machiavelli’s political theory. When Machiavelli eventually received a commission from the Medici family, it was to complete a history of Florence rather than to occupy a position of power commensurate with his own estimation of his talents and merits. But he lived long enough to see a republic reestablished in Florence in 1527 as an indirect result of the sack of Rome in that year. This momentous event stirred all of European Christendom and has been vividly described in Guicciardini’s History of Italy and Benvenuto Cellini’s Autobiography. This attack upon the Eternal City forced Pope Clement VII to seek safety in the Castel Sant’Angelo, thus granting anti-Medici forces in Florence the opportunity to drive the Medici out once again and to reestablish a republic there.

Machiavelli died in 1527 and was consequently unable to observe the heroic defense of the Florentine republic, in 1530, against a far superior imperial army sent to Florence to return the Medici to power. But Machiavelli’s unwavering faith in the potential power of a united people ruled by a republican form of government and defended by its own citizen-soldiers would have been sustained by the sight.




THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF THE PRINCE 

Machiavelli’s reputation rests primarily on a single treatise, The Prince. It is a remarkable book, one which fascinated or horrified generations of readers and became, along with Castiglione’s Book of the Courtier, the intellectual property of every well-read European during the sixteenth century. Much of its subsequent fame was due to its unsavory reputation as an immoral or amoral work, a  handbook for tyrants advocating the pernicious doctrine that “the ends justify the means” and presenting the infamous Cesare Borgia (murderer, incestuous lover of his own sister, Lucrezia, and tyrant) as a model for the new prince.

Any understanding of the real significance of this book and its author must therefore begin with the complex and always controversial issue of Machiavelli’s intentions. With this treatise Machiavelli addresses a new kind of political figure—the “new” prince whose power lacked a basis in tradition, history, and custom. In the course of his discussion, Machiavelli examines a number of important philosophical and political issues: the nature of man and the question of free will; the importance of individual  virtù; the role of fortuna in human affairs; the moral attributes of the new prince; and the proper goal toward which this revolutionary new figure should strive.

Although the impact of this work was immediate and unprecedented, its author seems to have intended The Prince for a specific, historically defined situation, one which would be superseded within a decade after its composition. This occasional nature sets the work apart from  The Discourses—a study Machiavelli considered more important, more comprehensive, and closer to his own republican sympathies—which he apparently interrupted to compose The Prince in a matter of months. In 1513 the Medici family was offered a singular opportunity: the son of Lorenzo il Magnifico had just been elected to the throne of St. Peter as Leo X; and in Florence, Giuliano de’ Medici, the Pope’s brother, seemed destined to become its arbiter now that the republic served by Machiavelli and headed by Soderini had been abolished. The Medici family fortunes remained unshaken after the sudden and unexpected death of Giuliano in 1516, for his replacement by Lorenzo de’ Medici, Duke of Urbino, as the heir apparent of Medici interests actually modified very little the circumstances surrounding the composition of  The Prince The death did. of course, force Machiavelli to  change his opening dedication from Giuliano to Lorenzo. But for a space of a few years, and at a critical moment in Italian history marked by foreign invasions and internal dissension, there coexisted in the peninsula a Medici pope controlling church revenues as well as the important papal states in Central Italy, and a Medici ruler in Florence and Tuscany. The combination of these two spheres of influence might constitute the basis for a strong, central Italian state around which Italian resistance to foreign invasions could coalesce.

To use the terms Machiavelli consistently employs in  The Prince, this rare historical opportunity (occasione) was a challenge to the new prince’s ingenuity, ability, or skill (virtù), and was a gift from a benevolent Fortune (fortuna), the classical female goddess who now replaced Christian Providence. Only once in recent memory had the same occasione presented itself to a man of virtù favored by fortuna. This occurred during the papacy of Rodrigo Borgia, Pope Alexander VI (1492-1503), whose son Cesare seemed destined to conquer much of the Romagna until the untimely death of his father cut short his plans. Most of Machiavelli’s contemporaries were convinced that Alexander and his son intended to establish a Borgia dynasty by combining the son’s conquests with the lands controlled by the Pope. Alexander’s sudden death, however, and the fact that Cesare allowed his father’s bitterest enemy, Giuliano della Rovere, to be elected as Pope Julius II, destroyed any hope of bringing such a scheme to completion.

Thus, a specific historical opportunity links the Medici family to the infamous Borgias, just as the fateful year of 1503, which witnessed the height of Cesare Borgia’s power, seems related to that of 1513, the year of the composition of The Prince. This similarity in the opportunities presented to two influential families does not yet answer the charges of immorality often leveled at Machiavelli because of his admiration for Cesare Borgia and the latter’s appearance in The Prince as a positive model to be  imitated. Machiavelli could not have been aware, in 1513, that the unfavorable rumors surrounding the Borgias during their lifetime would later be exploited by a number of anti-Catholic and anti-Italian apologists, mostly Protestant reformers in the North. The gossip about the incestuous relationships of Alexander, Cesare, and Lucrezia Borgia, as well as their legendary homicides with doses of poison treacherously administered, had yet to enjoy wide European circulation when Machiavelli composed his treatise. With the publication, in 1561, of Francesco Guicciardini’s History of Italy, however, these stories, although founded primarily on rumor and flimsy evidence, would spread over the entire continent and would be cited as proof that Italy was a land of atheism, treachery, “Machiavellian” politics, and perversion.

The charge that Machiavelli wrote an immoral guidebook for authoritarian tyrants has often been made. Furthermore, the fact that his two major works (The Prince  and The Discourses) focus, respectively, upon a principality and a republic presents the reader with an apparent dilemma: how can the author of The Prince also have written The Discourses? If the same man writes two such books, each of which advocates an entirely different form of government, must he not be confused, guilty of hypocrisy and intellectual dishonesty, or both? This need not bother a reader firmly convinced of Machiavelli’s immorality since an immoral man would not hesitate to write contradictory books. But any reader with an open mind will probably raise this legitimate and baffling question about Machiavelli’s intentions. Thus we are forced again to return to the problem of Machiavelli’s purpose, his views on morality in politics, and the apparent conflict in the content of his two major political works.




POLITICS AND MORALITY IN MACHIAVELLI 

No brief treatment of Machiavelli’s views on the relationship of politics and ethics will resolve an issue which  has guaranteed Machiavelli avid readers. A variety of conflicting interpretations has been placed upon key sections of his works—particularly chapters VII-VIII and XV-XVIII of The Prince—and a number of influential critics and philosophers have argued that Machiavelli did separate morality and politics and did, at least, discuss the mechanics of evildoing, even if he did not actually advocate the habitual commission of it. In this regard, the reader is best advised to read Machiavelli’s own words with care before he accepts the interpretations of others, but he should beware of the simplistic formula intended to summarize Machiavelli’s political theory, namely, “the ends justify the means.” This statement is actually a gross mistranslation of a key passage from The Prince (XVIII) which, in this popular and vulgarized form, has erected an almost insurmountable barrier to a clear understanding of Machiavelli’s views on the relationship of politics and ethics. The mere mention of the phrase conjures up a vision of power-mad rulers who have justified any political means in a single-minded quest for immoral political ends. But Machiavelli says nothing about justifying political means in this passage; he merely states that “in the actions of all men, and especially of princes, where there is no impartial arbiter, one must consider the final result.”  Si guarda al fine—to consider or examine political goals is a far cry from justifying any political action so long as it purports to lead to a desired goal. Moreover, it would be difficult to imagine any political theory that could overlook an attention to the goals proposed by the theorist.

Machiavelli never justified all political means by reference to any political ends, and he never completely separated politics from morality, as so many scholars have claimed. This is evident from an important but infrequently cited remark Machiavelli makes in reference to Agathocles, the tyrant of Syracuse, in The Prince (VIII): “Still, it cannot be called skill [virtù] to kill one’s fellow citizens, to betray friends, to be without faith, without mercy, without religion; by these means one can acquire  power but not glory.” Machiavelli analyzes both successful rulers and unsuccessful ones; each group may contain praiseworthy men of virtù, depending upon the nature of the goals toward which they strive. A man such as Agathocles, whose personality seems to conform perfectly to the list of scandalous moral attributes Machiavelli discusses in chapters XV-XVIII of The Prince, is, paradoxically, condemned by Machiavelli. Power does not, therefore, automatically confer glory or virtù, nor is might synonymous with right for Machiavelli. A successful prince may often act outside the boundaries of traditional ethical or religious codes. Machiavelli recognizes this fact and accepts it—although the fact that he does so perturbs many of his more squeamish readers—but he separates the merely powerful rulers from the praiseworthy men of virtù by reference to the ends or goals toward which these rulers strive. Clearly, a careful analysis of The Prince and The Discourses reveals that Machiavelli does not argue that all means are justified in the pursuit of any ends, and does not completely separate moral standards from political actions. Dealing with this issue in The Discourses (I, ix) in an assessment of the murder of Remus by his brother Romulus, the founder of Rome, Machiavelli says: “It is, indeed, fitting that while the action accuses him, the result excuses him; and when this result is good, as it was with Romulus, it will always excuse him; for one should reproach a man who is violent in order to destroy, not one who is violent in order to mend things.” Although Machiavelli accepts the necessity of violence in politics, he is not justifying any end here. On the contrary, he is praising a most specific goal, namely, the establishment of the most durable and powerful republican government in human history by an admittedly violent (but unavoidable) action performed in the public interest rather than for private advantage. In such a narrowly circumscribed situation, where the violence is clearly in the public interest, Machiavelli does accept actions that would be condemned by the traditional  ethical and religious standards of his day. He would claim, however, that those who condemn such violent acts openly performed and honestly admitted are themselves often guilty of paying only lip service to such principles.

Thus, in 1513 the Medici family had a unique opportunity: fortuna made it possible for them to free Italy from her barbarian invaders and to establish a strong government around which other Italians could rally. Note that Machiavelli concentrates his attention upon virtù, a human quality without which there is no hope of success. This individualistic perspective marks his thought as reflective of the preconceptions of the age. Unlike such later Reformation thinkers as Calvin or Luther, Machiavelli accepts the optimistic premises of such Italian humanists as Pico della Mirandola and Leon Battista Alberti and argues for at least limited free will—man controls roughly half of his actions while fortuna rules the other half. Human virtù must contend with fortuna, the personification of all the contingent forces in the world. The fortuitous conjunction of a man of virtù and a favorable  fortuna—who, like a woman, is always more likely to smile upon an energetic and courageous young man—may allow a new prince, like the two Medici, to take advantage of any historical opportunity or occasione. Success in this sublunary world, however, is never completely guaranteed, as the case of Cesare Borgia demonstrates.

Given a serious emergency, such as Italy’s invasion by foreign powers, and a unique opportunity to resolve this crisis by creating a strong, central principality from the combination of Florentine resources and those of the papacy, Machiavelli, the republican secretary, may accept a single ruler or prince, even one whose actions (like those of Romulus) are not in agreement with traditional Christian moral principles. His reliance upon a single heroic individual whose actions will establish a body politic is not limited to The Prince or its specific historical context, for Machiavelli also believes that great actions by single individuals are required to found republics, create religions,  and reform corrupt military, political, or religious institutions. This individualism is one of the strongest connections between The Prince and The Discourses, and Machiavelli’s emphasis in the first work upon a single individual, a “new” prince—whether he be Cesare Borgia, a Medici figure, Moses, Romulus, Theseus, or Cyrus—is, therefore, no valid evidence that he advocated an authoritarian form of government. For Machiavelli, the state’s internal stability and external independence are of primary concern. He will always prefer a republican form of self-government, but a principality with stability and freedom to act in foreign affairs is always preferable to a weak republic torn apart by internal conflict and endangered by foreign armies. In this sense, there is no real ideological separation between The Prince and The Discourses (or the other political works). The first treatise was written in a few feverish months for a specific crisis at a time when a particular solution was feasible; the second commentary was the product of calmer, more deliberate study and reflected the author’s republican bias and the fact that the proposed solution in The Prince was dictated by a specific historical opportunity that would soon pass. To consider Machiavelli’s political theory with reference only to The Prince would reduce this complex and original thinker’s significance and virtually ignore many of his important statements on the nature of politics, social conflict, human nature, civic corruption, the didactic value of history, and the relationship of civilian and military life—many of which are better expressed or more fully treated in sections of The Discourses, The Art of War, The Life of Castruccio Castracani, or The History of Florence.  Each of these works is represented in this volume, preceded by a brief editorial comment on the text.




MACHIAVELLI AND HUMAN NATURE 

Machiavelli’s political theory operates within a clear definition of human nature. Although Machiavelli discusses the role of historical opportunities (occasione) and the influence of fortuna, as a practical man he devotes much attention to outlining his views on human nature, since he emphasizes the political protagonist in his works rather than broader social or economic forces of a more abstract nature. In many ways, his opinions on this subject are traditional ones and can be found in earlier Christian writers or later Reformation theologians. The conclusions he draws, however, are strikingly different from earlier or subsequent ones.

Machiavelli defines man as a selfish animal ruled by the insatiable desire for material gain and driven by the principle of self-interest. A man is not to be trusted (unless his trust is based upon fear rather than love), and he is easily fooled and deceived by appearances. As he notes in  The Prince (XVII): “One can generally say this about men: that they are ungrateful, fickle, simulators and deceivers, avoiders of danger, greedy for gain ... men are less hesitant about harming someone who makes himself loved than one who makes himself feared because love is held together by a chain of obligation which, since men are a sorry lot, is broken on every occasion in which their own self-interest is concerned; but fear is held together by a dread of punishment which will never abandon you.” Furthermore, man’s nature is such that it never changes or evolves with the passage of time but always remains constant and immutable. But this extremely pessimistic and negative assessment of human nature leads, paradoxically, to a positive and optimistic evaluation of human possibilities through the study of history. For if the actions of men are grounded upon their evil nature, these actions are as unchanging and as repetitious as the nature they reflect; and as they recur in time, they are capable of being organized, collected, studied, and used as the basis for future prediction and present understanding.

This static quality of man’s character led Machiavelli toward an empirical science of politics, even though his primitive conception of it was far different from any such  modem understanding. His emphasis upon a constant human nature yielded two important conclusions. First, it led him to a conception of the past generally held in the Renaissance, a view of human history as a vast reservoir of models and guides. Second, and perhaps more important, it led him to an identification of politics with conflict and to a most original belief that social conflict of a certain kind was a positive force within a political organization. This insight moved him to examine in some detail and from a fresh perspective the related but subordinate problems of political corruption, factions, and conspiracies.




HISTORY AND THE DOCTRINE OF IMITATION IN MACHIAVELLI 

Every major work by Machiavelli and many of his minor writings underscore his faith in the didactic potential of exemplary models from ancient or contemporary history. In The Prince (VII) he compares men to prudent archers who aim at targets beyond their reach in order to strike those within their range. In the introduction to the first book of The Discourses he indignantly describes how Italians of his day valued a broken piece of sculpture from the past as a model for their own works of art but ignored the more practical benefits of imitating the ancients in their political institutions. Unlike post-Enlightenment political theorists, whose works often reflect at least an implicit belief in progress, Machiavelli believes that history progresses not in a forward or unilinear direction but in a circle or a cycle. Since he locates the standard of excellence in the past and asserts that the present must attempt to conform to the past rather than striving to surpass it, the only positive direction for political change is back to beginnings—rebirth, regeneration, renewal; in short, a renaissance of past virtues. Thus, the most revolutionary social thinker of the sixteenth century was, paradoxically, obsessed with returning present practice to an ancient norm.

By turning to the past, Renaissance men could learn from it and might avoid common errors, thereby profiting from the positive examples provided by ancient historians or contemporary observation. Machiavelli’s hope, best expressed in The Art of War (VII), is that the artistic and cultural Renaissance, which he believed was directly linked to a rebirth of classical forms, themes, and values in the plastic arts and literature, might be extended to the more practical realm of political affairs: “I would not have you be afraid or dismayed for this province of Italy, for it seems it was born to revive dead things, as we have seen in its poetry, painting, and sculpture.”

From our own perspective, locating perfection in a distant past seems to present the political leader with a pessimistic, hopeless situation. We are so accustomed to the belief in progress implicit in a number of widely held social theories prevalent in our era that we view any denial of this hope with some suspicion and as a constraint upon practical action. But the educated reader of Machiavelli’s day, still dazzled by the majesty of a classical civilization yet only dimly understood, and intimidated by what he considered to be the obvious superiority of the ancients in various fields—notably political theory, law, history, and philosophy—viewed Machiavelli’s nostalgia for the classical past with hope and a sense of liberation rather than despair. Although the Romans were almost impossible to surpass, nevertheless they too were men and their nature was similar to that of contemporary man. Modem Italians could thus create a government modeled after the ancients; they likewise enjoyed a measure of free will and were to some extent the masters of their destinies. No longer was it necessary for a divine Providence or a blind Fortune to control human history. The state, in Burckhardt’s classic formulation, could finally become a work of art, the product of conscious human planning, reasoning, and action on a purely secular level. All of these notions were implicit in Machiavelli’s view of history and imitation, and his contemporaries immediately grasped the implications of these liberating ideas. In fact, Machiavelli’s metaphor for the ruler in several important passages of The Prince is that of the architect, the physician, or the artist. The state is variously compared to a building with solid foundations designed by a master builder, a patient whose illness must be diagnosed properly by a skilled and prudent physician; or a work of art which must be given aesthetic form by a sensitive artist in order to transform it from an amorphous material state into a pleasing structure. First and foremost, therefore, in his emphasis upon human nature and his interest in the didactic value of human history, Machiavelli uses his revolutionary political theory to return politics to the realm of the possible and the state to the hand of man.




POLITICS AS CONFLICT 

Machiavelli’s belief in a constant, immutable human nature led him to develop an original view of social conflict as the essence of political behavior. In all his works, political activity is more often characterized by motion, conflict, and dynamic or violent change than by stasis, cooperation, and a rigid social structure. Several important assumptions underlie this belief. First, his view of human nature as naturally acquisitive and insatiable in its desires is followed by a second, less explicit, premise about economic life. While human desires are defined as insatiable,  fortuna prohibits men from possessing sufficient virtù or ability to obtain all of what they desire. In effect, there is a universal principle of economic scarcity in operation in the world, and man’s hopes simply outrun the potential of this world’s goods. There is not enough material wealth to satisfy the boundless human desire to acquire more wealth. When such an acquisitive, aggressive human nature is combined with severely restricted resources, political conflict is the inevitable result. Such conflict is not seen as an abnormal state of affairs, nor is the goal of political theory defined as the search for a body politic which has abolished social struggle. Conspiracies, invasions, wars, and all manner of internal or external violence are natural phenomena in Machiavelli’s political universe and are not defined as aberrations from a stable norm.

But the mere recognition of the existence of conflict in society is insufficient grounds for establishing the originality of Machiavelli’s views. The truly original conception, in this regard, was Machiavelli’s belief that such conflict might, in fact, produce beneficial results in a properly organized government controlled by stable political institutions. Renaissance thinkers seemed to agree that the burden of classical authority had demonstrated the inherent instability of a republican form of government and often used this tradition to criticize the concept of self-government, thereby praising the rule of princes or kings as a more stable system. Rather than avoiding this issue by offering his reader a utopian vision of a republic (such as More’s Utopia), the kind of states “that have never been seen nor known to exist in reality,” as he puts it in The Prince (XV), Machiavelli moved to refute the traditional claim that republican government was inherently undesirable because of its instability. In The Discourses he presented a view of the cycle of governments—the three good forms of states: principality, aristocracy, and democracy; and their three corrupt counterparts: tyranny, oligarchy, and anarchy—which he found in the writings of a number of earlier classical theorists. For him, however, “all the forms of government listed are defective: the three good ones because of the brevity of their lives, and the three bad ones because of their inherent harmfulness” (Discourses, I, ii). As a result, he aligns himself with classical theorists advocating a mixed form of government as the most stable.

But political stability, in Machiavelli’s view, is not  achieved by the absence of conflict or by a static social structure where no change or movement is permitted. On the contrary, a healthy body politic is one characterized by social friction and conflict. In the Roman republic, the best historical example of a self-governing republic founded upon the principle of mixed government, it was precisely the social friction between the plebeians and the aristocrats of the senate that contributed to the city’s greatness and its liberty. Machiavelli’s interpretation of these conflicts moved him to propose a model for political stability based upon a dynamic equilibrium between political forces rather than upon their suppression in order to create a false stability. This led him to a closer examination, in The Discourses, of the problem of civic stability, political corruption, and the creation of institutions to regulate such social conflict, and resulted in a related analysis of a typical modern republic in The History of Florence.

While a modern reader may be able to assimilate Machiavelli’s conception of social conflict to contemporary political theory with little difficulty, a corollary of his views on internal conflicts may not be quite as acceptable. For Machiavelli also affirms that there exist two types of republics: static states ruled by the nobles (Venice, ancient Sparta) and others in which the protection of liberty has been placed in the hands of the plebeians. Moreover, he believes that the republics of Venice or Sparta were satisfied with relatively limited external expansion, while the Roman republic became an imperial power precisely because the internal struggles between the plebeians and the nobles created a powerful populace which was required to further Roman foreign policy but which could not be docilely managed when peacetime returned. Machiavelli is clearly not a pacifist, and just as he accepts what to many readers is an intolerable level of violence within the state’s borders (particularly in the form of conspiracies against institutions or individuals holding  power), he also assumes the inevitability of war between sovereign states and, indeed, praises those republics, such as Rome, which are well adapted to this natural condition. In Machiavelli’s view of both domestic and foreign affairs, as well as in his conception of the political hero, armed conflict will often determine the ablest, most versatile government or ruler, and he has little sympathy for the governments which do not defend themselves with resolution and foresight or rulers who prefer a policy of temporizing to one of decisive action. The place of military affairs in his political theory is, therefore, fundamental.




POLITICS AND WARFARE 

In all Machiavelli’s works, military strength is a decisive criterion in the evaluation of a state’s independence. In The Prince (X), for example, the strength of a principality is primarily measured by the ruler’s military self-sufficiency and his ability to field an army against any of his potential enemies. In both a principality and a republic, moreover, good laws and good armies provide the “principal foundations,” but it seems clear that Machiavelli gives priority to arms over laws “since there cannot exist good laws where there are no good armies, and where there are good armies there must be good laws”  (The Prince, XII). In general, as we already know, Machiavelli blames the ruinous condition of Italian political affairs upon the institution of mercenary troops, and he always admired those governments (ancient Rome or Sparta, the Swiss of his own day) which defended their freedom with armies of free citizens. His interest in military matters was primarily a practical one, for he could see no reason to establish civilian institutions without first guaranteeing their protection from internal or external enemies: “Good institutions without military backing undergo the same sort of disorder as the rooms of a splendid  and regal palace which, adorned with gems and gold but without a roof, have nothing to protect them from the rain” (The Art of War, preface).

Machiavelli also posited a necessary link between the existence of a free, republican form of government and a citizens’ militia. He believed that an army composed of the prince’s subjects or the republic’s citizens had political as well as military advantages. In both kinds of governments, such an army could serve as an educational force by instilling the values of the citizenry in its young men, and its victories would naturally become a source of legitimate civic pride. But most important, such a military force in a republic might act as a bulwark against the growth and implementation of tyrannical power. Since Machiavelli viewed military power as the foundation of civil society, military adventures abroad might also encourage the growth of useful civic virtues in the state’s citizens and might test the strength of the state’s political institutions. His belief in a necessary link between a militia of citizen-soldiers and a republican form of government is one of the most influential of Machiavelli’s ideas. It was to be repeated in many republican works written in subsequent periods to justify the revolutions during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries in England, France, and America; the antipathy to standing professional armies and the preference for a militia of citizen-soldiers found in early America may be seen as one of Machiavelli’s most enduring legacies to the practice and theory of republicanism.

It is also a mark of Machiavelli’s belief in the importance of this military role that, of the many individual political models he analyzes in his collected works, a large number of them are soldiers—Castruccio Castracani, Cesare Borgia, Cyrus, Romulus, Theseus, Fabius Maximus, Scipio Africanus. Even Moses and Pope Julius II, both normally considered to be religious figures, are esteemed by Machiavelli for their secular skills as leaders of men in predominantly military situations (the exodus from  Egypt, the wars organized by Julius to expel foreigners from Italy and to consolidate the church’s temporal power in central Italy).




CORRUPTION AND CIVIC STABILITY 

Once the state’s independence (regardless of its particular republican or monarchical form) is guaranteed by military power, Machiavelli turns his attention to more complex matters. First among these concerns in The Discourses, his most comprehensive work, is an analysis of the manner in which a republican form of government might counteract the ubiquitous cycle which would inevitably corrupt its foundations and its first principles. Since  The Prince’s purpose, as we have seen, was a limited one, it gave relatively little attention to governmental institutions, except for the army and the ruler’s closest advisers. Its individualistic bias, with its concentration upon a single protagonist, the “new” prince, is not abandoned in  The Discourses but incorporated into the search for stable institutions. Virtù, the key term of The Prince, is now supplanted in the commentary on Livy by the word ordini, meaning institutions, constitutions, and, in general, organization of various aspects of the state. The man of virtù is still necessary, for only a single man’s actions can found a new republic or principality or reform completely its corrupted ordini (Discourses, I, ix). In The Discourses, Machiavelli’s problem becomes how to move from individual  virtù to social ordini, how to institutionalize the ability of a government’s creator or founder so that it can defend itself from civic corruption and inevitable destruction.

The sources of corruption are many. One can be found in the lack of a sense of religion. Machiavelli views pagan religions as secular institutions providing the state with a defense by guaranteeing the observance of oaths and by instilling courage in the citizenry. In ancient Rome religion was an instrumentum regni, a means of political control. But the Christian faith, according to Machiavelli, has  glorified humility rather than courage or bold actions; furthermore, the Roman church’s moral corruption and quest for secular power has rendered it unfit to act as the moral arbiter of Italy’s citizens.

Another obvious cause of corruption is the concentration of excessive wealth, excessive power, or both in the hands of a few individuals. It is his opinion that governments are more secure when the commonwealth is rich while its members remain relatively poor. In this regard, Machiavelli considers civilization itself a corrupting influence. He believes that relatively backward nations of his own times (such as Germany and Switzerland) can provide a more fertile ground for the growth of republican virtue than can the jaded citizenry of the many inordinately cultivated Italian city-states. As he puts it in The Discourses (I, xi): “Anyone wishing to establish a republic in our present day would find it easier to do so among mountaineers where there is no culture than among men who are accustomed to living in cities where culture is corrupt; in like manner, a sculptor can more easily carve a beautiful statue out of a rough piece of marble than he can from one poorly blocked out by someone else.” Machiavelli’s picture of Italy is thus not a pretty one. Almost everywhere he looks, when the governments in the Italian peninsula are compared to that of republican Rome, he perceives political corruption in a variety of forms. The only optimistic note he sounds more than once is his assertion that Italy’s rulers are the ultimate source of this state of affairs. Italy’s peoples, if properly governed, still possess a potential for civic renewal.

Machiavelli’s works focus upon two republics separated by centuries and by vastly different institutions: the relatively uncorrupted republic of Rome (the primary subject of The Discourses) and the corrupt republic of Florence (analyzed at length in The History of Florence).  In chapter 1, book III of this history Machiavelli explicitly compares the two cities. The key distinction between their governments is not between stability and political  conflict (for we have already seen that Machiavelli regarded the class struggles in republican Rome as a healthy, beneficial phenomenon); it is rather Florence’s  type of internal struggles as compared to those of Rome. In the ideal republican era Machiavelli praises in Rome (the three-hundred-year period from the Tarquins to the Gracchi), Rome’s conflicts were between the plebeians and the aristocrats and were carried on without factions, sects, or partisans. Factions or sects arise when a private citizen acquires excessive power, influence, or wealth through private means and employs it for private ends. The people he rallies to his support become partisans rather than citizens working toward the common good and for public ends. Political factions favor the interest of restricted groups of individuals and destroy the very bedrock of the polis, the sense of a shared community of values and goals accepted by all citizens. Factions promote the concentration of power and wealth, two major sources of political corruption, and rarely contribute to the general welfare of the state.

Rome was fortunate enough to be able to channel her conflicts among different classes in a useful direction by virtue of the institutions she had evolved over a number of years. In Florence the conflicts were primarily between members of the same class. Unchecked by vigorous institutions, they usually involved private quarrels over wealth and prestige rather than general public issues. Foremost among the means by which the Romans protected themselves from the rise of such factions, according to Machiavelli, were the offices which represented the interests of the parties to the conflicts—the senate, the consuls, the tribunes of the plebeians. Their existence enabled these diverse groups to express their legitimate interests without the need to form factions. Moreover, the right to bring public charges against citizens suspected of working for private interests through such factions helped to curb this potential source of corruption (although false accusations could have an equally adverse effect). The absence of such an institution in Florence was detrimental

Because civic corruption occupied so much of Machiavelli’s attention, it was only logical that he should deal with the problem of political renewal. Again, his belief in the creative role of the heroic individual is central to his treatment of political reform: “If a prince truly seeks worldly glory, he should hope to possess a corrupt city—not in order to ruin it completely as Caesar did but to reorganize it as Romulus did. And the heavens cannot truly bestow upon men a greater opportunity for obtaining glory than this, nor can men desire a greater one” (Discourses, I, x). As we have already seen in our analysis of Machiavelli’s views on history, reform involves the return of a political, religious, or military institution to its original principles or beginnings, usually following a model supplied by classical practice. This can be accomplished either through farsighted constitutional provisions contained in the structure of the institution itself or through some event external to this structure. Self-regeneration in a political institution is, however, quite rare, and Machiavelli believes that political reform is most likely to take place as a result of some external event. The traumatic shock of the taking of the city of Rome by the Gauls in 390 B.C. is a case in point, for its ultimate effect was a revival of the original principles in the republic (Discourses, III, i). Similarly beneficial effects can arise from internal changes which, like external shocks, act as a catalyst for social reform. These result most commonly from some new law, such as the creation of the tribunes of the plebeians, or of the censors, or from the example of a virtuous man’s heroic deeds. Here Machiavelli cites a number of men, including not only political and military leaders but also St. Francis of Assisi and St. Dominic, the two principal religious reformers of the Middle Ages.

While Machiavelli is most concerned with the means of avoiding civic corruption and, consequently, of prolonging the life span of the body politic, several political phenomena also hold his attention—the institution of the  dictatorship in republican Rome and the genesis and mechanism of a political conspiracy or a coup d’état. Machiavelli, the republican enthusiast, sees no necessary conflict between a republican form of government and a dictatorship (Discourses, I, xxxiv). He regards this institution as a threat to republican institutions and liberty only if the dictator has unlimited powers to modify the ordini  of the state itself and is subject to no time limitation on his powers. But republican Rome employed the institution of the dictatorship only for fixed periods of time and for specified emergencies, and in no way was the dictator allowed to alter the actual structure of the state’s ordini. Instead, he was created during those situations when the slow-moving republican institutions were unsuited to dealing with rapidly developing problems (such as a foreign invasion). The dictatorship was, in reality, merely a safety valve employed to safeguard the republican institutions.

Machiavelli’s discussion of political conspiracies is equally original. Chapter vi, book III of The Discourses  (the longest chapter in the work) is entirely devoted to this subject, and much of The History of Florence examines historical intrigues in some detail. It represents the most intricate and comprehensive treatment of conspiracies that had yet been attempted. The picture of the practical difficulties involved offers little comfort to those who might wish to employ his analysis as a technical guidebook. This is rather curious, for such a means to power is one which he commonly ascribes to many of the political figures he has examined, including Castruccio Castracani and a host of classical examples.




MACHIAVELLI TODAY 

In the four and one-half centuries since Machiavelli’s death, no single and unanimously accepted interpretation of his ideas has succeeded in imposing itself upon the lively debate over the meaning of his works. Yet there has  never been any doubt about the fundamental importance of Machiavelli’s contribution to Western political theory. Critical disagreement has always centered upon how best to evaluate his influence and to characterize his originality. The most popular and widely held opinion of Machiavelli has concerned itself with his views on politics and morality. This critical perspective, spread beyond the Alps by such diverse writers as Reginald Cardinal Pole, Innocent Gentillet, Frederick the Great, and a number of Elizabethan dramatists—including Marlowe and Shakespeare—has given the English language the derogatory terms “Machiavellian” and “Machiavellianism,” both of which connote political behavior characterized by immorality, deceit, expediency, and lack of scruples. Such an interpretation of Machiavelli’s works dominated critical debate until the eighteenth century, when a number of writers began to see him in a different light, either as a forerunner in the heroic struggle for Italian independence or as a lover of freedom who revealed to the people, under the guise of a book on tyrants, the true nature of tyranny. The focus of the polemical debate shifted from moral questions to a new concern for the author and his intentions.

In recent years Machiavelli has once again become the subject of much critical debate, and this has produced a number of novel approaches to his life and works. New archival discoveries, better editions of many of his works, and fresh critical perspectives have all contributed to this recent upsurge in interest. A number of influential thinkers in this century have pursued the traditionally accepted view of Machiavelli as a teacher of evil. He has been proclaimed as the political thinker who first established the theoretical autonomy of politics, separating it from ethics or theology. Others hailed Machiavelli as the first empirical political scientist, comparing his method to that of Galileo in the physical sciences. Some view him as the first political realist, or as the founder of elitist theory traceable in our own time to the works of Michels, Mosca,  and Pareto. While he has received the praise of many unpopular political figures, including that of the Fascist dictator Benito Mussolini, for his astute counsel to statesmen, he nevertheless continues to elicit the attention of thinkers with diametrically opposed ideologies. Thus, Antonio Gramsci, Italy’s most original Marxist thinker (and certainly no epigone of Mussolini), defined Machiavelli’s “new” prince as the perfect example of a political myth and maintained that the modem political party should fulfill the functions of that heroic figure in the contemporary world.

While the weight of traditional critical opinion seems to favor the view that Machiavelli is the supreme realist, there is another current in recent criticism which stresses his literary and imaginative qualities: the impact of his prose style upon his ideas; his creation of quasimythical characters from the raw materials of ancient or contemporary history; and the meaning of his particular political vocabulary. Current interest in Machiavelli’s works may be characterized by all of the following: increased attention to his early career in the Florentine Chancery; renewed study of his relationships with important historical figures (Savonarola, Borgia, Soderini, Guicciardini, Vettori); a more precise definition of his political terminology; and greater attention to questions of style and literary history. A general tendency of recent scholarship, one reflected by the variety of materials selected for inclusion in this volume, is to examine all of Machiavelli’s works. No longer is Machiavelli treated as the author of a single, albeit very important, treatise on principalities. In remedying the traditional overemphasis upon The Prince,  recent criticism has also shifted attention to Machiavelli’s role as a republican theorist and to his many original contributions in his analysis of the dynamics of political behavior in a self-governing body politic. Furthermore, Machiavelli’s ideas have had an unexpected impact upon new disciplines. They have, for instance, inspired a recent best-seller by Antony Jay on business management and  corporate politics. They have also served as the basis for an empirical psychological test measuring “Machiavellianism” and its relationship to interpersonal relations. Subjects scoring high on a “Mach” scale (derived from a list of ideologically loaded statements, many of which are taken from Machiavelli’s works) have displayed a remarkable degree of success in manipulating their lower-scoring competitors in interpersonal situations. Contemporary management theory and psychological testing have thus provided us with additional proof (whether desirable or not) of Machiavelli’s relevance to our own times.

Like the shape of the mythical figure Proteus, Machiavelli’s critical profile seems capable of an infinite number of variations. In the debate that has raged over his works ever since their first appearance in the sixteenth century, the views that have been expressed often reveal as much about the preconceptions of an age as they do about the meaning of Machiavelli’s ideas. Benedetto Croce once remarked that Machiavelli raises a critical question which may never be resolved. But if the true test of a classic lies in its ability to serve as a mirror to successive generations rather than in providing specific answers to particular questions which invariably become obsolete with the passage of time, then Machiavelli’s works will continue to fascinate today’s readers, who, like those of the past 450 years, will discover themselves in his writings.
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Mark Musa

 

Center for Italian Studies  
Indiana University

September 1978




MACHIAVELLI:

A Selective Bibliography of Translations, Editions, and Criticism




I. TRANSLATIONS 


COLLECTED WORKS 

Christian E. Detmold, ed. and trans., The Historical, Political, and Diplomatic Works of Niccolò Machiavelli, 4 vols. (Boston: James R. Osgood, 1882); Allan Gilbert, ed. and trans., Machiavelli: The Chief Works and Others, 3 vols. (Durham: Duke University Press, 1965).


INDIVIDUAL WORKS OR GROUPS OF WORKS 

James B. Atkinson, ed. and trans., The Prince (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1976); Thomas G. Bergin, ed.,  The Prince (Northbrook, Ill.: AHM Publishing Corporation, 1947); Bernard Crick, ed., The Discourses (Baltimore: Penguin, 1970—Walker translation revised by Brian Richardson); Oliver Evans, ed. and trans., Clizia  (Great Neck, N.Y.: Barron’s, 1962); Allan Gilbert, ed. and trans., The Letters of Machiavelli (New York: Capricorn, 1961); Felix Gilbert, ed., The History of Florence and the Affairs of Italy (New York: Harper, 1960); J. R. Hale, ed. and trans., The Literary Works of Machiavelli  (London: Oxford University Press, 1961); Max Lerner, ed., The Prince and The Discourses (New York: Random House, 1950—translation of The Prince by Luigi Ricci and of The Discourses by Christian Detmold); Mark Musa, ed. and trans., Machiavelli’s The Prince: A Bilingual Edition (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1964); Anne and Henry Paolucci, eds. and trans., Mandragola (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1957); Joseph Tusiani, ed. and trans., Lust and Liberty: The Poems of Machiavelli (New York: Obolensky, 1963); Leslie J. Walker, ed. and trans.,  The Discourses of Niccolò Machiavelli, 2 vols. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1950); Neal Wood, ed., The Art of War (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1965—revised version of 1775 Farnsworth translation).




II. ITALIAN EDITIONS 

Sergio Bertelli, ed., Arte della guerra e scritti politici minori (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1961), Legazioni e commissarie,  3 vols. (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1964), and Il Principe e Discorsi sopra la prima deca di Tito Livio (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1960); L. Arthur Burd, ed., Il Principe (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1891); Fredi Chiappelli, ed., Legazioni, commissarie, scritti di governo (Bari: Laterza, 1971- ); Franco Gaeta, ed., Istorie fiorentine (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1962),  Lettere (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1961), and Il Teatro e tutti gli scritti letterari (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1965); Mario Martelli,  ed., Tutte le opere (Florence: Sansoni, 1972); Guido Mazzoni and Mario Casella, eds., Tutte le opere storiche e letterarie (Florence: G. Barbera, 1929).




III. SECONDARY MATERIALS GROUPED BY TOPIC 


THE PRIVATE LETTERS 

Giorgio Bàrberi Squarotti, La forma tragica del Principe e altri saggi sul Machiavelli (Florence: Olschki, 1966); Peter E. Bondanella, Machiavelli and the Art of Renaissance History (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1974); Robert J. Clements and Lorna Levant, eds., Renaissance Letters: Revelations of a World Reborn (New  York: New York University Press, 1976); Franco Fido, “Appunti sulla memoria letteraria di Machiavelli,” MLN  89 (1974), 1-13; Allan Gilbert, ed., The Letters of Machiavelli; Mario Martelli, “Ancora sui ‘Ghiribizzi’ a Giovan Battista Soderini,” Rinascimento 10 (1970), 3-27, and “I ‘Ghiribizzi’ a Giovan Battista Soderini,” Rinascimento  9 (1969), 147-180; Franco Masciandaro, “I ‘castellucci’ e i ‘ghiribizzi’ del Machiavelli epistolografo,” Italica 46 (1969), 135-148; K. R. Minogue, “Theatricality and Politics: Machiavelli’s Concept of Fantasia,” in B. Parekh and R. N. Berki, eds., The Morality of Politics (New York: Crane and Russak, 1972); Roberto Ridolfi and Paolo Ghiglieri, “I ‘Ghiribizzi’ al Soderini,” La Bibliofilia 72 (1970), 53-74; Gennaro Sasso, “Qualche osservazione sui  Ghiribizzi di Machiavelli al Soderini.” in Walter Binni et al., Letteratura e critica: studi in onore di Natalino Sapegno, vol. 3 (Rome: Bulzoni, 1976); Giuseppe Velli, “Machiavelli’s Letters,” Italian Quarterly 6 (1962), 99-111.


THE PRINCE 

Sydney Anglo, Machiavelli: A Dissection (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1969); Alfredo Bonadeo,  Corruption, Conflict, and Power in the Works and Times of Niccolò Machiavelli (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973); Peter E. Bondanella, Machiavelli and the Art of Renaissance History, Federico Chabod, Machiavelli and the Renaissance (New York: Harper, 1965) and Scritti su Machiavelli (Turin: Einaudi, 1964); Fredi Chiappelli,  Studi sul linguaggio del Machiavelli (Florence: Il Saggiatore, 1952); Martin Fleischer, ed., Machiavelli and the Nature of Political Thought (New York: Atheneum, 1972); Allan Gilbert, Machiavelli’s Prince and Its Forerunners:  The Prince as a Typical Book De Regimine Principum (Durham: Duke University Press, 1938); Myron P. Gilmore, ed., Studies on Machiavelli (Florence: Sansoni, 1972); J. H. Hexter, The Vision of Politics on the Eve of the  Reformation: More, Machiavelli, and Seyssel (New York: Basic Books, 1972); De Lamar Jensen, Machiavelli: Cynic, Patriot, or Political Scientist? (Boston: D. C. Heath, 1960); Joseph A. Mazzeo, Renaissance and Revolution: Backgrounds to Seventeenth- Century English Literature (New York: Random House, 1967); Anthony Parel, ed., The Political Calculus: Essays on Machiavelli’s Philosophy (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1972); J. G. A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment: Florentine Political Thought and the Atlantic Republican Tradition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975); Russell Prince, “The Senses of Virtù in Machiavelli,” European Studies Review  3 (1975), 315-345; Roberto Ridolfi, The Life of Niccolb Machiavelli (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963); Gennaro Sasso, Machiavelli e Cesare Borgia: storia di un giudizio (Rome: Ateneo, 1966); Leo Strauss, Thoughts on  Machiavelli (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1969); J. H. Whitfield, Discourses on Machiavelli (Cambridge, England: W. Heffer, 1969) and Machiavelli (Oxford: Blackwells, 1947); Neal Wood, “Machiavelli’s Concept of Virtù Reconsidered,” Political Studies 15 (1967), 160-172.


THE DISCOURSES 

Sydney Anglo, Machiavelli: A Dissection; Hans Baron, “The Principe and the Puzzle of the Date of the Discorsi,” Bibliothèque d‘Humanisme et de Renaissance 18 (1956), 405-428; Alfredo Bonadeo, Corruption, Conflict, and Power, Peter E. Bondanella, Francesco Guicciardini (Boston: Twayne, 1976) and Machiavelli and the Art of Renaissance History, Martin Fleischer, ed., Machiavelli and the Nature of Political Thought; Felix Gilbert, “The Composition and Structure of Machiavelli’s Discorsi,” Journal of the History of Ideas 14 (1953), 136-156; Myron P. Gilmore, ed., Studies on Machiavelli; I. Hannaford, “Machiavelli’s Concept of Virtù in The Prince and The Discourses Reconsidered,” Political Studies 20 (1972),  185-189; Anthony Parel, ed., The Political Calculus;  J. G. A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment; Brian Richardson, “The Structure of Machiavelli’s Discorsi,” Italica  49 (1972), 46-71; Leo Strauss, Thoughts on Machiavelli;  Giuseppe Toffanin, Machiavelli e il Tacitismo (Naples: Guida, 1972; rpt. of 1921 edn.); J. H. Whitfield, Discourses on Machiavelli, Machiavelli, and “Machiavelli’s Use of Livy,” in T. A. Dorey, ed., Livy (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1971).


‘BELFAGOR 

Giorgio Bàrberi Squarotti, La forma tragica del Principe; Peter E. Bondanella, Machiavelli and the Art of Renaissance History, Robert J. Clements, “Anatomy of the Novella,” Comparative Literature Studies 9 (1972), 3-16, rpt. in Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron: A Norton Critical Edition, ed. Mark Musa and Peter E. Bondanella (New York: Norton, 1977); Joseph Gibaldi, “The Renaissance Theory of the Novella,” Canadian Review of Comparative Literature 2 (1975), 201-227, and “Towards a Definition of the Novella,” Studies in Short Fiction 12 (1975), 91-98; Luigi Russo, Machiavelli (Bari: Laterza, 1969).


THE MANDRAKE ROOT 

Giovanni Aquilecchia, “La favola Mandragola si chiama,” in Giovanni Aquilecchia et al., eds., Collected Essays on Italian Language and Literature Presented to Kathleen Speight (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1971); Sergio Bertelli, “When Did Machiavelli Write Mandragola?” Renaissance Quarterly 24 (1971), 317-326; Franco Fido, “Machiavelli 1469-1969: Politica e teatro nel badalucco di Messer Nicia,” Italica 69 (1969), 359-375; Martin Fleischer, “Trust and Deceit in Machiavelli’s Comedies,” Journal of the History of Ideas 26 (1966), 365-380; Douglas Radcliff-Umstead, The Birth of  Modern Comedy in Renaissance Italy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1969); Ezio Raimondi, Politica e  commedia (Bologna: Il mulino, 1972); Roberto Ridolfi,  Studi sulle commedie del Machiavelli (Pisa: Nistri-Lischi, 1968); Luigi Russo, Machiavelli.


THE ART OF WAR 

Sydney Anglo, Machiavelli: A Dissection; Giorgio Bàrberi Squarotti, “L‘arte della guerra o l’azione impossibile,” Lettere italiane 20 (1968), 281-306; Charles C. Bayley, War and Society in Renaissance Florence (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1961); Felix Gilbert, “Bernardo Rucellai and the Orti Oricellari: A Study in the Origins of Modern Political Thought,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 12 (1949), 101-131, and “Machiavelli: The Renaissance of the Art of War,” in E. M. Earle, ed., Makers of Modern Strategy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1944); Michael Mallett, Mercenaries and Their Masters: Warfare in Renaissance Italy  (Totowa, N.J.: Rowman and Littlefield, 1974); J. G. A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment; F. L. Taylor, The Art of War in Italy, 1494-1529 (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1921); Neal Wood, “Introduction” to Niccolò Machiavelli, The Art of War.


THE LIFE OF CASTRUCCIO CASTRACANI OF LUCCA 

Giorgio Bàrberi Squarotti, “La vita di Castruccio o la storia come invenzione,” L’Approdo letterario 59-60 (1972), 89-113; Peter E. Bondanella, “Castruccio Castracani: Machiavelli’s Archetypal Prince,” Italica 49 (1972), 302-314, rpt. in Machiavelli and the Art of Renaissance History; Castruccio Castracani degli Anteminelli: miscellanea di studi storici e letterari (Florence: Tipocalcografia Classica, 1936); Guido Guarino, “Two Views of a Renaissance Tyrant,” Symposium 19 (1956), 285-290; Alessandro Montevecchi, “La vita di Castruccio Castracani e lo  stile storico di Machiavelli,” Letterature moderne 12 (1962), 513-521; Bernard Shea, “Machiavelli and Fielding’s Jonathan Wild,” PMLA 72 (1957), 55-73; J. H. Whitfield, “Machiavelli and Castruccio,” Italian Studies 8 (1953), 1-28, rpt. in Discourses on Machiavelli.


THE HISTORY OF FLORENCE 

Sydney Anglo, Machiavelli: A Dissection; Alfredo Bonadeo, Corruption, Conflict, and Power, Peter E. Bondanella, Machiavelli and the Art of Renaissance History, Peter Burke, The Renaissance Sense of the Past (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1969); Felix Gilbert, Machiavelli  and Guicciardini: Politics and History in Sixteenth-Century Florence (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1965) and “Machiavelli’s Istorie fiorentine: An Essay in Interpretation,” in Myron P. Gilmore, ed., Studies on Machiavelli; Marina Marietti, “Machiavel historiographe des Médicis,” in André Rochon, ed., Les Écrivains et le pouvoir en ¡talie à l’époque de la Renaissance (Paris: Université de la Sorbonne Nouvelle, 1974); Rudolf von Albertini, Firenze dalla repubblica al principato (Turin: Einaudi, 1970); Donald J. Wilcox, The Development of Florentine Humanist Historiography in the Fifteenth Century (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1969).


MACHIAVELLI’S INFLUENCE 

N. W. Bawcutt, “Machiavelli and Marlowe’s The Jew  of Malta,” Renaissance Drama 3 (1970), 3-49; Donald W. Bleznick, “Spanish Reaction to Machiavelli in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries,” Journal of the History of Ideas 19 (1958), 542-550; Willis H. Bowen, “Sixteenth-Century French Translations of Machiavelli,” Italica 27 (1950), 313-320; James Burnham, The Machiavellians: Defenders of Freedom (New York: John Day, 1943); C. Cardascia, “Machiavel et Bodin,” Bibliothèque d‘Humanisme et de Renaissance 3 (1943), 29-167; Richard Christie  and Florence L. Geis, Studies in Machiavellianism (New York: Academic Press, 1970); Antonio D’Andrea, “Machiavelli, Satan, and the Gospel,” Yearbook of Italian Studies 1 (1971), 156-177, “The Political and Ideological Content of Innocent Gentillet’s Anti-Machiavel,” Renaissance Quarterly 23 (1970), 397-411, and “Studies on Machiavelli and His Reputation in the Sixteenth Century,”  Medieval and Renaissance Studies 5 (1961), 214-248; Armand De Gaetano, “The Influence of Machiavelli on the Neapolitan Intellectual Leaders of the Risorgimento,”  Italian Quarterly 5 (1961), 45-60; Dante Delia Terza, “The Most Recent Image of Machiavelli: The Contribution of the Linguist and the Historian,” Italian Quarterly  14 (1970), 91-113; Peter S. Donaldson, ed. and trans., A  Machiavellian Treatise by Stephen Gardiner (Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1975); K. Dreyer, “Commynes and Machiavelli: A Study in Parallelism,”  Symposium 6 (1951), 38-61; Felix Gilbert, “Machiavelli in Modem Historical Scholarship,” Italian Quarterly 14 (1970), 9-26, and Niccolb Machiavelli e la vita culturale del suo tempo (Bologna: Il mulino, 1964); Antonio Gramsci,  The Modern Prince and Other Writings (New York: International Publishers, 1957); E. Harris Harbison, “The Intellectual as Social Reformer: Machiavelli and Thomas More,” Rice Institute Pamphlet 44 (1957), 1-45; Norman Holland, “Measure for Measure: The Duke and the Prince,” Comparative Literature 11 (1959), 16-20; Antony Jay, Management and Machiavelli: An Inquiry into the Politics of Corporate Life (New York: Holt, Rinehart & Winston, 1968); Vincenzo Luciani, “Bacon and Machiavelli,” Italica 24 (1947), 26-40, “Raleigh’s Discourse of War and Machiavelli’s Discorsi,” Modern Philology 46 (1948), 122-131, and “Raleigh’s Discourses on the Savoyan Matches and Machiavelli’s Istorie Fiorentine,” Italica 29 (1952), 103-107; Friedrich Meinecke, Machiavellism: The Doctrine of Raison d‘Etat and Its Place in Modern History (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1957); Napoleone Orsini, Bacone e Machiavelli (Genoa: degli  Orfini, 1936); J. G. A. Pocock, The Machiavellian Moment; Mario Praz, The Flaming Heart (New York: Norton, 1973); Giuliano Procacci, Studi sulla fortuna del Machiavelli (Rome: Istituto storico italiano per l’età moderna e contemporanea, 1965); Felix Raab, The English Face of Machiavelli: A Changing Interpretation 1500-1700 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1964); Irving Ribner, “Bolingbroke: A True Machiavellian,” Modern Language Quarterly 9 (1948), 177-184, “Machiavelli and Sidney: The Arcadia of 1590,” Studies in Philology 47 (1950), 152-172, “Marlowe and Machiavelli,” Comparative Literature 6 (1954), 349-356, and “Sidney’s Arcadia  and the Machiavelli Legend,” Italica 27 (1950), 225-235; Robert Shackleton, “Montesquieu and Machiavelli: A Reappraisal,” Comparative Literature Studies 1 (1964), 1-14; Robert I. Williams, “Machiavelli’s Mandragola, Touchwood Senior, and the Comedy of Middleton’s A  Chaste Maid in Cheapside,” Studies in English Literature  10 (1970), 385-396.

 

A number of significant publications should be added to the bibliography of major interpretations of Niccolò Machiavelli’s thought that appeared in the original printing of this edition.

Several important studies in Italy should be noted: Jean-Jacques Marchand, Niccolò Machiavelli: i primi scritti  (1499-1512) (Padua: Editrice Antenore, 1975); Gian Mario Anselmi, Ricerche sul Machiavelli storico (Pisa: Pacini Editore, 1979); Gennaro Sasso, Niccolò Machiavelli: storia del suo pensiero politico (Bologna: Il Mulino, 1980); Ugo Dotti, Niccolò Machiavelli: la fenomenologia del potere  (Milan: Feltrinelli, 1979); and Carlo Dionisotti, Machiavellerie: storia e fortuna di Machiavelli (Turin: Einaudi, 1980).

In English, a number of works covering the entire range of Machiavelli’s writings have appeared, testifying to the ever increasing interest in the Florentine’s works: Quentin Skinner’s The Foundations of Modern Political Thought, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978), or his  briefer Machiavelli (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1981); Silvia Russo Fiore, Niccolò Machiavelli (Boston: Twayne, 1982); and Hanna Fenichel Pitkin, Fortune is a Woman: Gender and Politics in The Thought of Niccolò Machiavelli (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984). Most recently, Sebastian de Grazia has completed an interesting intellectual biography of Machiavelli entitled  Machiavelli in Hell (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989); and Wayne A. Rebhorn’s Foxes and Lions: Machiavelli’s Confidence Men (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988) provides an original analysis of how literary traditions inform Machiavelli’s works.

While all aspects of Machiavelli’s life and writings have attracted critical attention, the emphasis in the literature during the last decade has been upon Machiavelli’s republicanism and the political tradition represented by his Discourses.  For this aspect of Machiavelli, see: Harvey Mansfield, Jr.,  Machiavelli’s New Modes and Orders (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1979), or the new and complete translation of Machiavelli’s Florentine Histories, trans. Laura F. Banfield and Harvey C. Mansfield, Jr. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1988); Mark Hulliung, Citizen Machiavelli  (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983); William R. Everdell, The End of Kings: A History of Republics and Republicans (New York: Free Press, 1983); and Peter Bondanella, The Eternal City: Roman Images in the Modern World (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1987).

 

—Peter Bondanella 
Indiana University




THE PRIVATE LETTERS

EDITORS’ NOTE

One of the most characteristic literary forms during the European Renaissance was the private letter, a vogue begun in the fourteenth century by the indefatigable father of humanism, Petrarch (Francesco Petrarca), and continued by his humanist successors for the next two centuries. Within the context of Italian Renaissance literature, the collections of letters by Petrarch, Michelangelo, Pietro Aretino, and Machiavelli—to mention only the most important and best known—not only constitute a rich source of valuable information about the lives and times of these men, but also contain some of the period’s best prose. While other literary genres had more confining boundaries, the private letter allowed a Renaissance writer the freedom to express his personal feelings to a friend in a relaxed tone, much as he might have done in an informal conversation. But while these familiar letters were usually addressed to close friends, they were almost always intended for a wider audience and, eventually, for posterity.

Machiavelli’s correspondence is notable for its striking mixture of styles and for the engaging self-portrait it contains of a man whose warmth and good humor belie the evil legends that have sprung up around his name. In a letter dated January 31, 1515, and addressed to Francesco Vettori, Machiavelli himself notes that his tone may surprise some readers in the future:

Anyone who might see our letters, my dear friend, and might note their diversity would be very amazed, for at one point he would think that we were very serious men, involved in weighty matters, and that we never entertained a thought which was not lofty and honest. But then, turning the page, he would discover that these same serious men were frivolous, inconstant, lustful, and occupied with trifles. This manner of ours, although to some it may be disgraceful, seems worthy of praise to me, because we imitate Nature, which herself is various, and anyone who imitates Nature cannot be criticized.

 

The following selection presents only seven of the nearly two hundred and fifty private letters which have been preserved from Machiavelli’s hand And this large number does not include the even more numerous edited and still unedited letters and chancery documents which he wrote or had written in his capacity as an employee of the Florentine republic. The first and earliest letter is addressed to the Florentine envoy at the papal court in Rome, Ricciardo Becchi. It describes Machiavelli’s reaction to one of Savonarola’s sermons and should be read together with Machiavelli’s remarks in The Prince about “unarmed prophets” (VI) and the views he expresses on religion in The Discourses. As far as contemporary scholars can determine, Machiavelli probably received his post in the government because of his lack of sympathy for the friar’s views, or “lies,” as he terms them here.




I 


TO RICCIARDO BECCHI

In order to give you, as you requested, a complete report of things here concerning the friar, I would have you know that after delivering the two sermons, of which you have already received a copy, he preached on the Sunday of the carnival, and after saying many things, he invited  all his devotees to share communion with him on carnival day at San Marco. And he said that he wanted to pray to God that He give some clear sign if the things that he had predicted did not come from Him; and he did this, as some say, in order to unify his following and to make it stronger in his defense, fearing that the newly elected (but not announced) Signoria might be opposed to him. When the Signoria was announced on Monday, an event of which you must be already fully aware, he judged it more than two thirds hostile to him, and since the Pope had sent a directive which summoned him, under pain of interdiction, and since he was worried that the Signoria might want him to obey immediately, he decided, whether by his own choice or whether so advised by others, to renounce the preaching in Santa Reparata and to go to San Marco. And so, on Thursday morning, when the Signoria assumed its authority, he announced in Santa Reparata that in order to avoid any scandal and to serve the honor of God, he wished to withdraw from his position and that the men should come to listen to him in San Marco while the women should go to San Lorenzo to hear Brother Domenico. When our friar found himself in his own home, you can well imagine with what audacity he began his sermons and with what audacity he continued them; since he was afraid for himself, he believed that the new Signoria would not hesitate to harm him, and since he had decided that a good many citizens would accompany him in his downfall, he began his talk by frightening everybody; he used arguments that were very convincing to those who did not examine them carefully, showing how his followers were the most excellent of men and his enemies the most wicked, using every rhetorical device that existed to weaken his opponents and to strengthen his own faction. Since I was present, let me tell you briefly about a few of these devices.

The source of his first sermon in San Marco was this passage from Exodus: “But the more they tortured them, the more they multiplied and grew” [1: 12]; and before he  came to the explanation of these words, he showed why he had withdrawn and said: “Prudence is right thinking in practical affairs.”1 Then he said that all men have had and still do have a purpose, but that they are different ones: “For Christians, their goal is Christ; for other men, either present or past, it has been and still is something different, according to their religion. Since we who are Christians are directed to that end which is Christ, we should, with the utmost prudence and following the customs of the times, preserve His honor, and when it is time for a man to hide himself, he should hide, as we read of Christ and of Saint Paul”; and thus, he added, “It is our duty to do this and we have done it, for when it was time to resist danger, we did it, as was the case on Ascension Day, for to do so was demanded by the honor of God and the times. Now the honor of God requires that we yield to anger, and we have yielded.” And having given this brief speech, he described two groups of people—one that fought for God, this was himself and his devotees, and the other commanded by the Devil, which was his opponents. And having discussed this in great detail, he entered into an exposition of the words he had cited from Exodus, and he said that through tribulations good men increased in two ways, in spirit and in number; in spirit, since men join themselves more closely with God when adversity confronts them and they become stronger, as their source is nearer, just as hot water set near a fire becomes hotter, since it is nearer its source. Men grow also in number. There are three types of men: the good man, and these are those who follow him; the perverse and obstinate, and these are his enemies; and another kind of man who is careless, devoted to pleasures, neither obstinate in evildoing nor dedicated to good deeds, since he cannot discern the one from the other; but when between the good and the bad there arises some factual difference (since opposites placed together are more clearly contrasted), he recognizes the evil of the wicked and the simplicity of the good, and he flees from the former and draws nearer to the latter, since all men avoid evil and willingly, by nature, they seek out the good; and so it is this way that in times of adversity the good increase and the evil become fewer. I recount this to you briefly, since the space of a letter does not permit a long explanation. Next, digressing, as is his habit, in order to weaken his enemies as well as to introduce his next sermon, he said that our internal strife could enable a tyrant to rise up who would destroy our homes and lay waste our lands; and this was not contrary to that which he had already preached, that is, that Florence was going to be prosperous and would rule all of Italy, since it would be only a short time before the tyrant would be driven out; and on this note he completed his sermon.

The next morning, still preaching on Exodus and coming to that section where the Bible says that Moses killed an Egyptian, the friar declared that the Egyptian symbolized evil men and that Moses represented the prophet who killed them by uncovering their evil ways, and he said: “O Egyptian, I shall give you a thrust of my sword!”; and here he began to flip through your books, 0 you priests, and treated you in such a manner that not even a dog would come near you. Then he added, and this is what he was trying to get at all along, that he wanted to give the Egyptian another and greater wound, and he said that God had told him that there was one in Florence who sought to make himself a tyrant and who was scheming to achieve this goal: and that to attempt to drive out the friar, to excommunicate the friar, and to persecute the friar, meant simply that he wanted to be a tyrant; and he added that the laws should be observed. And he said so much about it that men later in the day publicly speculated about the man to whom the friar referred, a man who is about as close to becoming tyrant of Florence as you are to heaven! But since the Signoria later on wrote in his favor to the Pope, and since he saw that he need no longer fear his enemies in Florence, where before he wanted only to unite his own faction by attacking his enemies and to frighten them with the name of the tyrant, now, when he no longer need do so, he has changed his disguise: now he tries to turn all of them against the Holy Father, still encouraging them to join in the alliance already formed without mentioning either the name of the tyrants or their evilness, and toward the Supreme Pontiff he turns his churlish yappings and says of him what one would say of only the most evil of men; and thus, according to my view, he keeps changing with the times and makes his lies more believable.

Now, whatever the common herd is saying and what men are hoping or fearing, I shall leave to your judgment, since you are prudent and can evaluate that better than I; you understand our internal quarrels and the temper of the times and, since you are in Rome, you are also very aware of the Pope’s feelings. I beg of you only one thing: that if you have not found reading these letters of mine tiring, may you also not find it burdensome to write me, giving me your judgment of the nature of these times and telling me what you make of our affairs. Farewell. In Florence, March 8, 1498.

Your Niccolò Machiavelli  
Son of Bernardo

 

The second letter, dated 1509, is addressed to Luigi Guicciardini (a member of the family of the more famous Francesco) and contains an unusual portrait of a grotesque prostitute, a figure no doubt born of an authentic experience and Machiavelli’s vivid imagination.




II 


TO LUIGI GUICCIARDINI IN MANTUA 

To Signor Luigi Guicciardini  
as his dearest brother, in Mantua

Damn it all, Luigi! You see how fortune can bring about in men different results in similar matters. You,  when you have screwed her once, you still get the urge to screw her again—you still want another go at her. But I, having been here several days, going blind crazy without my wife, came across an old woman who washed my shirts; she lives in a house that is practically underground, and the only light that comes in is from the door. I was passing by there one day, and she recognized me and made a big fuss over me; she said that if I wished, she would show me some beautiful shirts that I might want to buy. I believed her—innocent prick that I am! And when I was inside I dimly saw a woman hiding in a comer, pretending to be bashful with a towel over her head and face. The old hag took me by the hand and led me to the woman, saying: “This is the shirt that I want to sell, but I want you to try it on first and pay later.” Timid as I am, I was now completely terrified; nevertheless, since I was alone with her and in the dark (the old lady left the house immediately and shut the door), I gave her a good hump. Even though I found her thighs flabby and her cunt watery and her breath stinking a bit, my lust was so desperate that I went ahead and gave it to her anyway! And once I had her, I had the urge to see my merchandise and I took a brand from the fireplace near me and lit a lamp that was above it; and hardly was it lit when the light almost dropped from my hand. My God! The woman was so ugly that I almost dropped dead. The first thing I noticed was a tuft of hair, half white and half black, and although the top of her head was bald, which allowed you to observe a number of lice taking a stroll, nevertheless a few hairs mingled with the whiskers that grew around her face; and on top of her small, wrinkled head there was a scar-burn which made her look as if she had been branded at the market; her eyebrows were full of nits; one eye looked down, the other up, and one was larger than the other. Her tear ducts were full of mucus and her eyelashes plucked; her nose was twisted into a funny shape, the nostrils were full of snot, and one of them was half cut off; her mouth looked like Lorenzo de’ Medici’s, but it  was twisted on one side and drooled a bit since she had no teeth to keep the saliva in her mouth; her upper lip was covered with a thin but rather long moustache; her chin was long and sharp, pointed up, and from it hung a bit of skin that dangled to her Adam’s apple. As I stood there, amazed at this monster, she noticed my surprise and tried to say: “What is the trouble, sir?”; but she could not, since she was a stutterer, and as she opened her mouth there came from it such a stinking breath that my eyes and my nose, the two gateways of the two most outraged senses, found themselves offended by this pestilence; this was such a shock to my stomach that, not being able to bear it, it heaved so much that I vomited all over her. And so, having paid her in the way she deserved, I left. And I swear to God, I don’t believe that my lust will return as long as I am in Lombardy. So you can praise God in the hope of enjoying your pleasures again, while I shall be thankful because I have lost the fear of ever again having such an unfortunate experience.

I think that I will have some money left from this trip, and I would like to put it into some small investment when I am back in Florence. I thought about setting up a poultry yard; I need some employee to run it for me. I hear that Piero di Martino is interested; I would like to hear from him if he is able and to have you reply to me. Because if he doesn’t want to, I have to find someone else.

Giovanni will give you the news from here. Give Jacopo my regards and remember me to him and don’t forget Marco. In Verona on December 9, 1509.

Niccolò Machiavelli

[P.S.] I am awaiting the reply of Gualtieri about my poem.

 

 

The third letter presents some difficulties. Although scholars have traditionally believed it to be addressed to Piero Soderini around 1512-1513, recent evidence suggests that the letter was actually composed in 1506. Furthermore, some scholars contend that it was addressed not to Piero Soderini  (1452-1522), Machiavelli’s patron and superior in the Florentine chancery (he was elected gonfaloniere for life in 1502, only to lose his position with the return of the Medici and the downfall of the republic), but to his nephew, Giovan Battista Soderini. Since the ideas discussed in the letter are closely related to important sections of both The Prince and  The Discourses, the earlier composition would indicate that some of Machiavelli’s fundamental concepts were formulated considerably earlier than many scholarly accounts of their development might indicate.




III 


TO GIOVAN BATTISTA SODERINI OR PIERO SODERINI IN PERUGIA 

A disguised letter of yours reached me—but I knew it was yours after reading ten words. I can imagine how many people came to meet you at Piombino, and I am sure of your annoyances and those of Filippo, since I know how one of you is offended by too much light and the other by too little. January does not bother me, as long as I can be sure that February improves. I am sorry about Filippo’s suspicion and await the result anxiously. [The man who does not know how to fence confuses one who does.]2 Your letter was brief, but I manage to make it longer by rereading it. I appreciated it, since it gave me the opportunity to do something I was afraid to do and which you warn me not to do; and only this part of the letter have I ignored. I would be surprised by this, if my fate had not shown me so many and so great a variety of things that I am forced to be seldom astonished or to admit having learned little while reading about and participating in the actions of men and the methods of their deeds.

I know you and the compass by which you steer, and even if it were to be faulty, which it cannot be, I would not condemn it, seeing to what ports it has guided you, [the ranks with which it has honored you] and with what hope it nourishes you. Therefore I see, not with your mirror, where nothing is seen without prudence, but with that of the multitude, that one is obliged to look to the results of an action, to see how it was accomplished, and not to the means by which it was achieved. [Each man governs himself according to his fantasy.] And I see how different courses of action bring about the same result, as different roads lead to the same destination, and how many who use different means achieve the same goal—the actions of this Pope and the results they have achieved were all that was needed to prove this opinion. [Do not give advice to anyone nor accept any, except for general opinions; each man should do what his spirit tells him, and with boldness.] Hannibal and Scipio were both excellent military leaders: the first, by means of cruelty, treachery, and disdain for religion, kept his armies united in Italy and made himself admired by the peoples, who, in order to follow him, rebelled against Rome; the second, by means of piety, faith, and respect for religion in Spain, had the same following from those peoples; and both the one and the other won victory after victory. But since it is not fashionable to cite the Romans, Lorenzo de’ Medici disarmed the people in order to hold Florence, while Giovanni Bentivoglio armed them to hold Bologna; the Vitelli at Castello and the present Duke of Urbino in his state destroyed fortresses in order to hold those states, while Count Francesco and many others built them within their states to hold them. [Trust Fortune, the friend of young men, and adapt yourself to the situation. But you cannot both have fortresses and not have them, be both cruel and pious.] The Emperor Titus thought he would lose his empire the day he failed to do a favor for someone; some other ruler might fear to lose his state the day he pleased someone. Many men succeed in their plans by weighing  and measuring everything. [When Fortune becomes weary, disaster ensues. The family, the city, each man has its fortune founded on its method of proceeding, and each of these becomes weary, and when Fortune is run down, one must revive it with another method. Compare this to a horse led for too long a time around the same fortress.] This Pope Julius, who has neither a scale nor a measure, achieves by chance while disarmed what with proper preparation and arms he could attain only with difficulty. We have seen and still see the above examples and countless others of like fashion which could be cited concerning the acquisition of kingdoms and dominions or the loss of them, according to circumstances; and when a method led to success it was praised; when it led to failure, it was condemned; and sometimes after a lengthy prosperity, loss is blamed not on oneself but on heaven and the disposition of the Fates. But why it happens that the same actions are sometimes equally effective and equally damaging I do not know, but I should like very much to find out; thus, in order to hear your opinion, I will be presumptuous enough to tell you mine.

I believe that as Nature has given every man a different face, so she also has given each a different character and imagination. From this it follows that each man governs himself according to his particular character and imagination. And because, on the other hand, times change and the order of things always shifts, the fortunate man, the one whose wishes are completely fulfilled, is he who fits his plan of action to the times; to the contrary, the unhappy man is he who fails to match his actions to the times and to the order of things. Thus, it can easily occur that two men, acting in different ways, can achieve the same result, since each of them can fit themselves to the circumstances, for patterns of events are as many as the number of provinces or states. But because the times and affairs are often transformed, both in general and in particulars, and men do not change their imaginations nor their methods, it happens that one man has in one instance good fortune and in another bad. And, truly, anyone so wise as to understand the times and the order of things and be able to accommodate himself to them would always have good fortune, or at least he would avoid the bad, and then the truth would emerge: that the wise man can command the stars and the Fates. But since such men cannot be found, men being only shortsighted and unable to discipline their characters, it follows that Fortune changes and commands men and keeps them under her yoke. And to verify this opinion, the examples above are sufficient; I founded my view on them, and they should support it. Cruelty, perfidy, and contempt for religion help to increase the reputation of a new ruler in a province where humanity, faith, and religion have long been abandoned; in like manner, humanity, faith, and religion are efficacious where cruelty, perfidy, and contempt for religion have reigned for a time; for just as bitter things disturb the taste and sweet things glut it, so men grow tired of the good and complain of the bad. These, among other causes, opened Italy to Hannibal and Spain to Scipio, and thus each corresponded, according to his manner of proceeding, to the times and the order of things. At that same time, a man like Scipio would not have been so fortunate in Italy, nor one like Hannibal so successful in Spain, as both the one and the other were in their respective areas.

Niccolò Machiavelli

 

 

The next three letters are addressed to Francesco Vettori (1474-1539), the Florentine ambassador to Rome from 1513 to 1515, who had become Machiavelli’s friend during an earlier diplomatic mission which took them both to Germany. All three letters were written after Machiavelli’s enforced retirement from political life and reveal his moods during the important period in which The Prince was composed. The letter describing the work’s composition is perhaps the most famous letter in Italian Renaissance literature and is a moving testament to Machiavelli’s love for the classics which inspired his treatise.




IV 


TO FRANCESCO VETTORI IN ROME 

Magnifice domine orator,

And I, aware of his changed color, said: 
“But how can I go on if you are frightened? 
You are my constant strength when I lose heart.”3


This letter of yours has scared me more than the rack, and I am sorry about any idea you may have that I am angry, not for my own sake, because I am used to no longer desiring anything passionately, but for yours, and I beg you to imitate others who make a place for themselves with astuteness and insistence, rather than with talent and prudence; and as for that story about Totto, it displeases me if it displeases you. Furthermore, I do not think about it, and if I cannot be enrolled, I’ll roll on;4 and I ask you once and for all not to worry about the requests I make of you, since I will not be upset if I do not obtain them.

If you are tired of discussing affairs, since many times you see them end up in a way contrary to the concepts and arguments that you form about them, you are correct, because the same thing has happened to me. Yet, if I could speak to you, I would do nothing more than fill your head with imaginary plans, since Fortune has decided that I must talk about the state—not knowing how to discuss either the silk trade or the wool business, either profits or losses. I have to vow either to remain silent or to speak of this. If I could leave Florentine territory, I too would certainly go to see if the Pope were at home; but in spite of so many favors dispensed, I was ignored by him because of my negligent absence. I shall wait for September.

I understand that Cardinal Soderini has many dealings with the Pope. I should like you to advise me if you think it would be fitting for me to write him a letter asking that he commend me to His Holiness; or if it might be best that you speak privately on my behalf with the cardinal; or if neither should be done—in which case you might send me a short reply.

As for the horse, you make me laugh by reminding me of it. Only when I remember it will you have to pay, and not otherwise.

Our archbishop must be dead by this hour; may God receive his soul and those of his family. Valete. In Florence, April 9, 1513.

Niccolò Machiavelli  
formerly Secretary




V 


TO FRANCESCO VETTORI IN ROME 

Magnificent Ambassador. Divine favors were never late.5 I say this because it appears that I have not lost but have rather misplaced your favor, since you have not written to me for quite a long time, and I was in doubt as to the cause. And I paid little attention to all the reasons that came to mind, except for one: I feared that you had stopped writing to me because you heard that I was not a good guardian for your letters; and I knew that outside of Filippo [Casavecchia] and Paolo [Vettori], no one else, as far as I know, has seen them. But now I have found your favor once again in your last letter of the twenty-third of the past month. I am very happy to see how regularly and calmly you carry on your public office, and urge you to continue in this way, since anyone who loses his own interests for those of others sacrifices his own and receives no thanks from the others. And since it is Fortune that does everything, it is she who wishes us to leave her alone, to be quiet and not to give her trouble, and to wait until she allows us to act again; then you will do well to strive harder, to observe things more closely, and it will be time for me to leave my country home and say: “Here I am!” In the meantime, I can only tell you in this letter of mine what my life is like, wishing to match favor with favor, and if you think you would like to exchange yours for mine, I would be very happy to do so.

I live in the country, and since my recent misadventures in Florence I have not spent, in total, twenty days there. Until recently, I have been snaring thrushes with my own hands. Rising before daybreak, I prepare the birdlime and go out with such a bundle of bird cages on my back that I look like Geta when he returned from port with the books of Amphitryon;6 I usually catch at least two, at the most six thrushes. I spent all of September doing this. Then this pastime, vile and foreign to my nature as it is, came to an end, to my displeasure; let me tell you what my life is like now: I rise in the morning with the sun and go into a wood that I am having cut, where I remain two hours in order to check the work done the day before and to pass the time with the woodcutters, who always have some argument at hand among themselves or with their neighbors. And concerning this wood, I could tell you a thousand entertaining things that have happened to me in my affairs with Frosino da Panzano and with others who wanted part of it. And Frosino, especially—he sent for several cords of wood without even saying anything, and on payment he wanted to hold back ten lire which he says he should have had from me four years ago when he beat me at cards at Antonio Guicciardini’s. I began to raise the devil and was going to accuse the carter who had come to steal the wood, but Giovanni Machiavelli entered the matter and made peace. Batista Guicciardini, Filippo Ginori, Tommaso del Bene, and some other citizens each bought a cord from me when that north wind was blowing.7 I made promises to them all and sent one cord to Tommaso, which, by the time it reached Florence, turned out to be half a cord because he and his wife, his children, and the help piled it, so that it looked like Gabburra8 and his boys butchering an ox on a Thursday. So, when I saw who was making a profit on this, I told the others that I had no more wood left, and they all made a big thing of it, especially Batista, who adds this to his other misfortunes of Prato.

Leaving the wood, I go to a spring, and from there to my bird-snare. I have a book with me, either Dante or Petrarca or one of the lesser poets like Tibullus, Ovid, and the like: I read about their amorous passions and about their loves, I remember my own, and I revel for a moment in this thought. I then move on up the road to the inn, I speak with those who pass, and I ask them for news of their area; I learn many things and note the different and diverse tastes and ways of thinking of men. Lunchtime comes, when my family and I eat that food which this poor farm and my meager patrimony permit. After eating, I return to the inn: there I usually find the innkeeper, a butcher, a miller, and two bakers. With these men I waste my time playing cards all day and from these games a thousand disagreements and countless offensive words arise, and most of the time our arguments are over a few cents; nevertheless, we can be heard yelling from San Casciano. Caught this way among these lice I wipe the mold from my brain and release my feeling of being ill-treated by Fate; I am happy to be driven along this road by her, as I wait to see if she will be ashamed of doing so.

When evening comes, I return to my home, and I go into my study; and on the threshold, I take off my everyday clothes, which are covered with mud and mire, and I put on regal and curial robes; and dressed in a more appropriate manner I enter into the ancient courts of ancient men and am welcomed by them kindly, and there I taste the food that alone is mine, and for which I was born ; and there I am not ashamed to speak to them, to ask them the reasons for their actions; and they, in their humanity, answer me; and for four hours I feel no boredom, I dismiss every affliction, I no longer fear poverty nor do I tremble at the thought of death: I become completely part of them. And as Dante says that knowledge does not exist without the retention of it by memory,9 I have noted down what I have learned from their conversation, and I composed a little work, De principatibus, where I delve as deeply as I can into thoughts on this subject, discussing what a principality is, what kinds there are, how they are acquired, how they are maintained, why they are lost. And if any of my fantasies has ever pleased you, this should not displease you; and to a prince, and especially to a new prince, it should be welcomed; therefore, I am dedicating it to his Magnificence, Giuliano.10 Filippo Casavecchia has seen it; he can give you some idea both of the work itself and of the discussion we have had concerning it, although I am still enlarging it and polishing it up.

You would like me, Magnificent Ambassador, to leave this life here and to come to enjoy yours with you. I shall do it, come what may, but what keeps me back at present are certain affairs of mine which I shall settle within six weeks. What makes me hesitate is that the Soderini11 are there, and I would be obliged, coming there, to visit them and speak to them. I would not be surprised if on my return I might have to stay at the Bargello prison rather than at home, since although this state has very strong foundations and great security, it is also new and, because of this, suspicious, and there are plenty of sly men who, to appear like Pagolo Bertini,12 would put others in debt and leave the worries to me. I beg you to relieve me of this fear, and then, whatever happens, I shall come within the time established to find you.

I talked with Filippo about this little book of mine: whether or not I should present it to him [Giuliano], and whether, giving it to him, I should bring it myself or have it delivered to you. Giving it makes me afraid that Giuliano won’t read it and that Ardinghelli13 will take the credit for this, my latest labor. I am urged to give it by the necessity that drives me: I am wearing myself away, and I cannot remain in this state for long without being despised for my poverty, not to mention my desire that these Medici lords begin to make use of me, even if they start me off by rolling stones. If I could not win their favor with this work, then I should have myself to blame; and in this work, if it were read, they would see that I have been at the study of statecraft for fifteen years and have not slept nor played about; and each one of them should be happy to obtain the services of one who is full of experience at another man’s expense. And they should not doubt my loyalty, for always having kept my word, I have not now learned to break it; and anyone who has been faithful and honest for forty-three years, as I have been, cannot change his character; and my poverty is witness to my honesty and goodness.

I should like you, therefore, to write me what you think about this matter, and I commend myself to you. Sis felix.  December 10, 1513.

Niccolò Machiavelli in Florence




VI 


TO FRANCESCO VETTORI IN ROME 

Magnificent Ambassador Francesco Vettori,

My friend, you have kept me in good spirits with these accounts of your Roman love affair, and you have lifted from my mind countless problems as I read and think about your pleasures and your fits of anger—one could not be without the other. And truly Fortune has brought me to a place where I can return the favor to you: living in the country, I met a creature so gentle, so delicate, so noble, both in her nature and in her temperament, that I could neither praise her nor love her so much that she would not deserve more. I should, as you did with me, tell about the beginnings of this love, with what snares it took me, where Love set them, of what quality they were: they were nets of gold, spread among flowers, embroidered by Venus, so soft and pleasing that although a crude heart could have broken them, nonetheless, I did not wish to, and for a spell I enjoyed myself in them, so much that the tender threads became hardened and fastened with knots impossible to loosen. And do not think that Love used ordinary measures to capture me, for knowing that they would not suffice, he employed extraordinary means, of which I knew nothing nor did I turn to avoid them. You must realize that as I near fifty years of age, neither does the harsh sun bother me, nor the rough roads tire me, nor  the darkness of the night frighten me. Everything seems simple to me, and to her every whim I adapt myself, no matter how strange and contrary to my nature. And although I seem to have gotten into great difficulty, I feel, nevertheless, such sweetness in it—both because of what that sweet and rare face does to me and also because it has let me put aside the recollection of all my problems—that I do not want to free myself from it for anything in the world, even if I could. I have, therefore, abandoned thoughts of great and serious affairs; neither reading about ancient times nor discussing the present delights me further; everything has changed into sweet conversations, for which I thank Venus and all her Cyprian island. So if it occurs to you to write something about your lady, write it, and as far as other matters are concerned, you can discuss them with those who value them more and understand them better, since I have never had anything but loss from them, whereas in matters of love I have always found pleasure and good. Valete. Ex Florentia, die III Augusti 1514.

Your Niccolò Machiavelli

 

The final letter, dated 1521, is addressed to Francesco Guicclardini (1483-1540). Renaissance Italy’s foremost historian and Machiavelli’s first important critic and interpreter. Since Guicciardini was a key administrator in the papal states and the confidant of the Medici Pope Clement VII, Machiavelli obviously hoped that his friendship might also assist him in regaining the favor of his former adversaries. Although Guicciardini was usually not a man to accept Machiavelli’s belief in historical repetition, he noted a poignant parallel between Machiavelli’s ill fortune and that of another great man in a letter written in reply to the one reprinted here:

My dear Machiavelli. When I read your titles of orator of the republic to the Minor Friars and I consider with how many kings, dukes, and princes you have negotiated in other times, I recall  Lysander to whom, after so many victories and triumphs, was given the task of passing out rations to those same soldiers he had formerly commanded gloriously. And I say: see how the same events repeat themselves, the faces of the protagonists and the superficial appearances only having changed.

The situation described in Machiavelli’s letter shows that even in the midst of adversity he never failed to retain his sense of humor. His scheme to impress the gullible friars with Guicciardini’s cooperation while he searched for a Lenten preacher more to his liking was successful and resulted in an immediate improvement in his standing among the churchmen there, as well as a rise in the quality of his bed and board.




VII 


TO FRANCESCO GUICCIARDINI IN MODENA14 

Magnifice vir, maior observandissime:

When your letter arrived, I was sitting on the toilet thinking about the vanities of this world, and I was completely absorbed in constructing a preacher after my own tastes for Florence, one that would suit me perfectly, for in this I want to be as stubborn as in my ideas on other matters. And because I have never failed in my duty to the Republic by not helping her whenever I could—if not with works, at least with words, if not with words, then at least with gestures—I do not intend to fail her in this. It is true that I differ with my fellow citizens in this as well as in other matters, for they want a preacher to show them the way to Paradise, and I want to find one that will show them how to go to the devil; they want a man who is serious and prudent, and I want one who is crazier than Pozzo, smarter than Brother Girolamo, and more hypocritical than Brother Alberto. This would be nice, something worthy of our time: to see what we have experienced in many priests all in one man—I believe that the true way of going to Paradise is to learn the way to Hell in order to avoid it. Besides this, seeing how much credit is given to a poor wretch who hides himself under the cloak of religion, one can easily imagine how much credit a good man would receive who actually, and not in disguise, trudged the muddy paths of St. Francis. As this train of thought pleases me, I intend to pick Rovaio, and I think that if he is like his brothers and sisters, he will be just the choice. I would appreciate your opinion about it if you write again.

I remain idle here because I cannot carry out my mission until the general and the assessors are elected, and I keep wondering how to cause so much trouble among these friars that they might, here or in other places, beat each other up with their sandals; and if I do not lose my wits I believe that I shall succeed; and I think that your Excellency’s advice and help will be of great use to me. And if you were to come here on the pretext of taking a pleasure trip, that would be fine, or, at least, if you could give me in writing a few master strokes—in fact, if you would keep in touch with me on this account by sending me a messenger once a day, as you have done today, you would help me even more: in the first place, you would clarify things and advise me on the scheme; in the second place, you would increase my prestige here, when the friars see the dispatches pouring in. Let me tell you that when your crossbowman arrived with your letter, bowing  to the ground, saying that he was sent especially and in haste, every one of those priests bristled with so much respect and with such an uproar that everything was turned topsy-turvy, and many of them asked me what the news was; and I, to enhance my importance, said that the Emperor was waiting at Trent and that the Swiss had called new diets, and that the King of France wished to parlay personally with that ruler, but that his counselors were advising him against it; and so, all of them stood there with their mouths wide open with hat in hand; and even now while I am writing this to you there is a circle of them around me, watching me write and for so long a time they are amazed and they look at me as if I were possessed; and to amaze them even more, I pause over my pen from time to time and sigh, and they stand there with their mouths wide open—if they knew what I was writing to you, they would really be astonished! Your Lordship knows that when a person, according to these friars, is confirmed in a state of grace, the Devil no longer has the power to tempt him—well, I am not afraid that these friars will turn me into a hypocrite, since I think I am well confirmed.

As for the lies of the people of Carpi, I can match them all, since for a long time now I have been educating myself in that art so that I don’t need Francesco Martelli’s help; it has been a long time since I have said what I think or have believed what I said, and if I do speak the truth sometimes, I hide it among so many lies that it is difficult to find it again.

I have not spoken to the Governor because, having found lodgings, I felt that speaking to him was useless. This morning in church I stared at him a bit while he was looking at some paintings. I think that he is perfectly made: since the part corresponds to the whole, we can believe that he is what he appears to be—that his deformity does not lie. If I had had your letter with me, I might have drawn a bucketful from it. But nothing has come of it, and I wait for tomorrow to come with advice from you  about my affairs. I hope you will send one of those crossbowmen of yours: make him gallop and arrive here all sweaty so that the people will be astonished; by doing this you will do me honor and will also give your crossbowmen a bit of exercise, which is also very good for horses at this time of the year. I would write you more if I wished to tax my fantasy, but I want to keep it as fresh as I can for tomorrow. I send my regards to Your Lordship, quae semper ut vult valeat. In Carpi, May 17, 1521.

Your Niccolò Machiavelli,  
Ambassador to the Minor Friars
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