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Machiavelli's Letters 

[SINCE these letters were not written for publication, lit
erary polish is not to be expected. In their genuineness and 
the glimpses they provide of the author and his friends, 
they form the best of autobiographies. Obviously many of 
the total number Nicoolo wrote have not been preserved; 
many had already perished when his grandso.n collected 
what he could. The present collection, though not quite 
complete, gives most of the letters usually printed. They 
are all published without omissions. 

The numbering is that of Alvisi's edition (Firenze, 
1888). Since he includes in his collection letters to Machia
velli there are many gaps in the numbering.) 
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The Life of N iccolo Machiavelli 
1469-1527 

lo non giudico ne giudichero mai essere difetto difendere 
alcuna opl•done con le raglonl, sanza volB1'vi usare o I' auto
rita o Ia forza ( Discorsi 1.58) . 

[I do not pulge nor shall I evB1' ;udge it a sin to defend 
any opinion by giving reasons for U, without trying to 
employ eithB1' ascendency or force.] 

FLORENCE. 1469. The city and the time of the early Medici. 
What better place and time for the birth of a man who 
would look into men's hearts and speak to the ages to 
follow? In the Florence of this period, the work of Cosima, 
Father of his Country, patron of the revival of learning, 
had just ended, and soon the more celebrated age of 
Lorenzo the Magnificent was to begin. However much the 
qualities of this city and th.is age have been sentimentalized 
and made romantic, the reality is still wonderful.1 

As a young man Niccolo Machiavelli was not in a 
position, as it seems, to share to the utmost in the ad
vantages his city could offer. His family was of some con
sequence; one ea.rlier Machiavelli had played such a 
prominent, if unfortunat.e, part in the constant political 
strife of the city that Niccolo could mention him, for honest 
historical reasons, in his R iston) of Florence . Though Ber-

1 J.Udeed a corrective to conventional vie ws is t_be elevation of the 
other cities of Italy rather than the dep-reuion of Florence. No small 
amount ol what she had to offer was to be found in other Italian cities. 
Romt".. Ferrara. these and others could i_a various wayt surpan the city 
on the Amo. 
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nardo, Niccolo's father, was not a rich man, he had a 
house on Via Guicciardini, south of the Amo, on the 
way from the Ponte Vecchio to the Pitti Palace. He owned 
also a house and land in the country, at Sant'Andrea in 
Percussina, some six miles to the south, near San Casciano. 
His holdings were hardly extensive enough to be called an 
estate, though the house, still standing, hints at resources 
greater than Bernardo seems to have possessed. In his vol
ume of Ricordi we find a man able to live comfortably, 
though not richly, on his ancestral property, and lacking 
energy or ability or desire to undertake any of the commer
cial or financial enterprises that sometimes showered 
wealth on the merchant princes of Florence and provided 
their assistants with large incomes. There is no indication 
that Bernardo Machiavelli could provide any special advan
tages for his children. 

Yet advantages Niccolo did·somehow secure; in fact, so 
far as we can judge, he had as good an education as did the 
most conspicuous Florentine of his day, Lorenzo the Mag
nificent, only twenty years his senior. ln one respect, how
ever, Lorenzo had better opportunities than Niccolo: 
wealth enabled him to have training in horsemanship and 
in the use of weapons, so that he could win prizes in the 
spectacular jousting which still played a large part in Flor
entine entertainments. Our only knowledge of Machiavelli 
as sportsman comes from his statement that he indulges in 
the "pitifulH avocation of setting snares for small birds-
the humblest and least demanding sort of hunting [Letter 
no. 137]. If any teachers affected him, he has not left us 
their names. Indeed, once having mastered the elements of 
Latin, he hardly needed instruction for getting what he 
wished from the history and poetry of the past. (He prob
ably did not study Greek.) In these early years he laid the 
foundation of his knowledge of Latin literature, whether 
from instruction in school or by his own efforts alone. At 
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that time, also, much of his reading in Dante, Petrarch, 
and other Italian authors may have been done, and com
mand acquired over Italian metres, which he was later to 
employ in his own works. In his studies he would have 
been aided by the printed books now supplementing the 
manuscripts to which his predecessors had been limited, 
though manuscripts were employed for practical use, and 
were not yet rarities, as Niccolo could observe in his father's 
hbrary. Of this we learn from Bernardo's volume of Ricordi. 

There are several entries on Niccolo's schooling in the 
Ricordi. At the age of seven he was one day entrusted with 
five soldi, the monthly fee of his teacher, Maestro Matteo, 
who lived at the foot of Ponte Santa Trinita on the south 
side of Amo. So we are to imagine young Niccolo winding 
his way through the streets clutching his coins, as reliable 
even then as Soderini found him in maturity. He was, at 
that time, learning the elements of Latin from the Dona
teUo, or brief Donatus, the Latin grammar book of the time. 
A few months later his teacher was Ser Battista di Filippo 
da Poppi, whose school was in the church of San Benedetto 
dallo Studio in Via dello Studi.o, a few steps south of the 
Piazza del Duomo. To reach this school, the boy, starting 
in Via Guicciardini, would almost at once have crossed the 
Ponte Vecchio. Then he could have varied his route, choos
ing to pass, for example, the palace of the Art of Wool or, 
turning to the right, walk through the Piazza della Signoria 
in front of the Palazzo Vecchio (then the Palace of the 
Signoria) and on past Orsanmichele. Thus he went twice a 
day through the heart of the city, almost to Santa Maria 
del Fiore, more than half a mile from home. Florence early 
made her impression on him. 

Ser Battista lent Bernardo a Pliny in Italian and received 
on loan Macrobius' Somnium Scipionis and Saturnalia, so 
the two bad common interests. Was be chosen for that 
reason? Still more important for the father's intellectual as-

15 
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sociations was hi!l acquaintance with the humanist Bar
tolommeo Scala, first chancellor of Florence for years, who 
in his De regibus ef fudiciis represents Bernardo as visiting 
him at his house in the Borgo Pinti and engaging in dia
logue with him. 

At ten years of age, Niccolo went to a teacher of arith
metic, and at twelve he studied Latin under still another 
master. Though Bernardo's notes go some years further, 
nothing more is said on his son's schooling. In a letter of 
Aprill527 [no. 222] Niccolo mentions his studies in letters 
and music when exhorting his son Guido to pursue those 
subjects. Presumably he has in mind his own schooling, 
however much supplemented by his personal efForts. 

In Bernardo's Ubrary or among the volumes he borrowed 
up to Niccolo's eighteenth year, when the entries cease, 
are some books that did excellent service to the author of 
the Discourses and The History of Florence. In 1475 Ber
nardo agreed to prepare for Nicolo Tedesco, "priest and 
astrologer," a geographical index of Livy; in return he 
received a printed copy o.f Livy's Histories. Eleven years 
later he took to the binder what appears to have been an
other edition of Livy. The young Niccolo, then, had oppor
tunity to become familiar with the historian on whom he 
founded hi, Discourses. In 1485 Bernardo bought the 
Decades of Blondius, from which Niccolo drew material for 
his History of Florence. He owned also the same author's 
1 talia lllustrat:a. Many of his purchases were law books. 
There is no indication that he owned any poetry. 

Whatever Niccolo's schooling, however assiduous his 
private reading, a great part of his education came from 
the city of Florence. So small was the area within her 
mediaeval walls that her centers could be reached on foot 
in a few minutes from the house on Via Guicciardini. Life, 
for men at least, was to a large extent lived in the public 
square, or loggia. Here resorted Florentines who were not 
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held to their workshops by the nature of their employment. 
The mass of inhabitants were occupied in the silk busine& 
or th.e manufactu.re of wool, or in similar occupations. They 
seldom appeared in public. But the relatively few who had 
command of their time spent part of it in public places, 
often transacting business there. Men of similar interests 
formed the habit of coming to some such place as the 
Loggia of the Tomaquinci almost every day. There, accord
ing to their interests, they discussed commerce, politics, 
Latin poetry, modem literature, the sermons preached at 
the Duomo or at Santa Croce, and an eager young man 
might stand on the outskirts of a circle of important men to 
hear their opinions. What went on in the wide world inter· 
ested these Florentines, and they had a long tradition of 
speaking their minds. Pungent wit often made their re
marks worth hearing; a good talker had an audience. Nic
colo would often have been part of such groups, to listen 
and to speak-not too often or at too great length, cer
tainly. Even when the talk at such places descended to 
mere gossip, he would still have profited as one who by 
nature loved to draw general concepts from the individual 
sayings and doings of men, and thus even from folly could 
draw wisdom. In these continual public gatherings it 
rapidly became apparent who was interested in various 
topics and could speak well-or listen well-when they 
were discussed. Hence, more restricted meetings were 
easily formed, at which the common interests and the 
ability of those present had fuller scope. Such assemblies 
would not always have had an intellectual purpose; they 
may sometimes have had an opposite purpose, but at 
least they winnowed out the misfits, and they furnished 
those present with what they expected. In this informal 
university Machiavelli, interested more in wisdom and in 
human nature than in erudition for its own sake, would 
have learned many lessons. 
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Ni.ccolo last appears in the Ricordi when he was eight· 
een. After that we know nothing of him until ten years 
later, in 1497, if that is the date of two letters about 
family property, one of them in Latin. During these years 
he probably wrote some of his Carnival Songs and per· 
haps other poems. Through some sort of activity, employ· 
ment or achievement, he made his abilities known, prob
ably to various men of position and in.Huence. 

In 1498 he was a candidate for the position of Second 
Chancellor or Secretary. This was the second most im· 
portant paid position in the government of Florence. In 
his first attempt at the post he was unsuccessful; then 
later in the year he was elected, at an annual salary of 
two hundred sealed florins. That he was elected at the age 
of twenty-nine to such an important post has led to 
speculation that he had earlier held some lesser govern
ment office, but there is no evidence for this. Clearly he 
had been in no position that he considered political, for 
on 10 December 1513 he wrote to Vettori that he had 
been studying the art of government for fifteen years, 
evidently counting from the time of his election. Had he 
earlier held a government post, he would hardly have 
failed to count its years among those devoted to learning 
statecraft. So we can only feel sure that during his early 
manhood he was becoming kn.own as one on whose ability 
and devotion Florence could rely. 

Three types of business came under the view of impor· 
tant Florentine officials. First, there was the internal 
government of an independent city, whos~ laws were de
te.rmined only from within. Second, Florence ruled a 
Tuscan empire, made up of large rural areas and of other 
cities, as Pistoia, Prato, Arezzo and, at times, Pisa. These 
cities enjoyed some local privileges but were under con
stant Florentine supervision; they were subjects, with no 
voice in the control of the empire. Third, Fl.orence was 
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one of the independent states of Italy, owing allegiance 
to no one, and dealing directly with the most powerful 
monarchs, such as the King of France. So Machiavelli as 
Secretary had his part in international negotiations as 
well as in the domestic business of the city. In the sum
mer of 1499, he went on a mission to the formidable 
Countless of Forli, by whom he was quietly amused. 
The next year he was sent to France; to that country he 
returned three times in the course of his fifteen years in 
office. He went twice to the papal court. The first six 
months of 1508 he spent on a mission to the Emperor 
Maximilian, and was again at his court the next year. For 
nearly four months, beginning in October 1502, he was 
with Cesare Borgia. Then there were various missions 
within the Florentine dominion, especially his service 
with the army operating against Pisa in 1509. From 1506 
to 1512 he was often in rural Tuscany on the business of 
enrolling and supplying the countrymen trained as sol
diers according to his plan. (This army was a sort 
of provincial militia.) Apart from this service, his re
corded absences from the city on business total some 
three and a half years. When his travels in the Florentine 
dominion are added, it appears that he spent a quarter 
or a third of his period of service in the field rather than 
at his desk in the City Hall. 

The government under which Machiavelli spent the 
actively political part of his life differed in two ways from 
the usual Florentine organization. First,, the Medici family 
was in exile. After the triumph of Cosimo de' Medici's 
party in 1434, it had exercised effective control in city 
affairs until the expulsion of Piero, the great-grandson of 
Cosimo, in 1494. Its direct power was most evident dur
ing the period after the Pazzi conspiracy (1478) in which 
Giuliano de' Medici was murdered, that is, during the 
career of Lorenzo the Magnificent, who died in 1492. 
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Second, about four years after Machiavelli received his 
secretaria) position, Piero Soderini was made Confalonier 
for life. Florence then bad a permanent head for her gov
ernment. Before, even during the Medici control, the 
loose official organization was similar to that satirized by 
Dante two centuries earlier, when he addressed the city: 

Athens and Lacedemonia, which made their a.ncient laws and 
were so well organized, made but a slight gesture toward 
good government compared with you, who make such clever 
provisions that what you spin in October does not last until 
the middle of November. ( Purgotorio 6, 139-144). 

Astonishing as it seems, the governing officials of Florence 
were chosen for only two months, so that the city experi
enced a change of administration six times a year. This
though less often than one might suppose--could cause 
rapid changes of policy in important matters. However, 
during more than half of Machiavelli's chancellorship, 
Florence had continuity in her chief official. At other 
times he worked under the system of continually shifting 
authority, though the membership of a board of Eight 
or Ten in charge of important matters-war, for ex
ample-could be kept \vith slight changes for long 
periods. It is possible to find some justification for the 
two-months system, however. During the two months for 
which the Signoria served, its duties required the entire 
time of its members, who lived in the City Hall , the build
ing now called the Palazzo Vecchio. To "go home" openly 
was to resign office. The members were not professional 
politicians but business men; while they served the city, 
they neglected their private affairs. More than two months 
of such complete neglect could not reasonably be re
quired of th.em. l n the course of Machiavelli's service, 
the direct demands on the Signoria were perhaps re
duced; at any rate, when on an early diplomatic mission, 
he addressed his official letters to the Signoria until 21 

20 

Copyrighted material 



November 1500; theu he began to address the Ten o.f 
Liberty and Peace. To some such group his reports are 
addressed during the succeeding years wherever he was 
serving. 

Though such missions had been performed by earlier 
secretaries, influential men in the city evidently felt that 
this young official had capacity for more than record
keeping and letter-writing in a bureau. He · was able to 
handle matters of importance. Moreover, the Secretary, 
being a fulJ-time employee, had no business that he was 
neglecting; he could be kept in the field as long as was 
necessary. His situation may have been quite what the 
cautious Florentine administrators wished. They had a 
competent, hard-working, trustworthy man looking after 
their affairs, a man whom even Cesare Borgia or the King 
of France must take seriously, yet not of such high posi
tion in the city that any unfortunate action on his part 
was likely to embarrass them. They could even indulge 
in procrastination (one of the vices Machiavelli attributed 
to their governing officials-Discourses 2.15) by with
holding ambassador's rank from their representative. Such 
an honor could go only to a man whose family had more 
rank and inBuence than did Machiavelli's. The Secretary 
might complain that the Ten did not allow him expense 
money enough; he might-under a thin disguise not in
tended to deceive any shrewd member of the board
advise his superiors on the wisest policy. Yet he could 
get on with foreigners of rank and authority, and he sent 
back to Florence frequent and informative reports. 

Important among these diplomatic journeys were those 
to the Lady of Forli (Caterina Sforza). to Cesare Borgia 
at the time when he out-tricked and executed his treach
erous mercenary capta.ins, to the Court of France (where 
Niccolo was sent three times). to the Pope, Julius II, at 
Rome, and to the Emperor Maximilian I. For four months 
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he was Florentine agent at Cesare Borgia's court at Imola 
and at other places; some six months were required for the 
mission to Emperor Marlmilian. Clearly, Piero Soderini 
felt that the Secretary had great ability in the practical 
management of affairs. 

Reflecting upon his experience abroad, Niccolo devel
oped it into a body of practical advice for an ambassador, 
as appears in a letter to RaHaelo Girolami, the Florentine 
ambassador to Spain. In part Machiavelli reveals what he 
himself actually did, in part what he would have done if 
holding higher rank and provided with more money. He 
explains that he speaks out of his experience, "not in pre
sumption but in affection." 

An ambassador needs such a reputation that he can get 
the ear of the monarch with whom he deals; accomplish
ing this, he makes hard things easy. To this end he must 
by his conduct show that he is able, liberal and, above 
all, trustworthy, not tricky. There are men who though 
prudent yet, being two-faced, have so alarmed a prince 
that they have not been able to deal with him. Alessandro 
Neri gained great honor in France because he was b&
lieved honest and straightforward; others have been dis
graced because believed the reverse of that. While on his 
mission to Cesare Borgia, Niccolo wrote that he was try
ing in every way to get Cesare to trust him and to talk 
intimately with him. 

An ambassador must gather infonnation on matters 
that the ruler and his advisers are considering. Hence he 
must cultivate men likely to know about official discus
sions who will repeat what they learn. Very grave men 
have made use of banquets and entertainments in their 
houses to gain easy opportunity to talk with such persons. 
Since men do not give out information without some re
turn, the ambassador must get officials at home to send 
him in.fonnation of every sort, even seemingly trivial, 
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about events discussed widely in the country he is visit
ing. From the men to whom he listens the ambassador 
will get a mass of truth and falsehood. From this he must 
select what is valuable, discarding the rest; then he will 
form his conclusions. These the envoy will be careful not to 
put abruptly before authorities at home, as though he 
were trying to dictate policy. He should hide behind 
some flimsy barricade such as declaring that "the prudent 
men he meets believe the outcome will be of a certain 
sort," and so on. Machiavelli himself used this method on 
his mission to Cesare Borgia, giving in detail the argu
ments of a "friend" to show that Florence would profit 
if she gave up attempting to deal with Cesare with vague 
general talk and secured his favor and assistance through 
a specific alliance. Machiavelli never could carry out his 
suggestion about invitations that would bring informa
tion, since he was limited by his slender funds; a wealthy 
~bassador would not restrict himself to the public funds 
provided, but would dip into his own purse. 

The wise ambassador will inform himself about the 
country into which he is sent. For example: Does the 
Emperor prefer to live in Spain or in Flanders? Is he 
popular? Does France have friends in Spain? What does 
the Emperor intend to do in Italy? The foreign agent is to 
send such information to his government at home. Nor 
should he be content with sending it once, but is to repeat 
his information every two or three months, "dressing it 
up anew with such skill, and adding new events, that the 
repetition may seem to result from prudence and necessity 
and not from foolish presumption." Machiavelli practised 
th.is method also. Thus his Picture of French A ffairs, com
monly considered one of his histodcal works, is evidently 
intended for the practical purposes of his ambassadorial 
friend. So Machiavelli's writings on France, on Germany, 
and on Lucca are to be talcen as notes or drafts for such 
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a purpose, perhaps such as skill and prudence found no 
opportunity to use. To one so assiduously directing him
self to learn what might be of value to Florence, experience 
in observing men and affairs in other places was of the 
highest value. 

Moreover, the careful reports he wrote are, to some 
extent, preliminary drafts for his famous works. They 
show him serving an apprenticeship in writing simply, in
formatively and interestingly enough to catch, he hoped, 
the eyes of Florentine rulers. Niccolo Valori wrote of the 
despatches he sent from Cesare Borgia's court in 1502, 
that they could not be more highly approved. Piero So
derini, the Gonfalonier for life, judged that the Secretary 
was doing so well that he should not be relieved of the 
duties which, sickened by insufficient money and lack of 
authority to settle anything with Cesare, he wished to 
abandon. 

These golden opinions from the Gonfalonier and other 
inJluential Florentines led to Machiavelli's most spectacu
lar service in which he broke into the fl.eld normally re
served for Florentines of richer and more influential 
families. He was g.iven responsibility and authority in the 
conduct of the campaign against Pisa, Florence's most 
unwilling subject, frequently in revolt. He was actually 
in the fl.eld with Florentine troops in the spring of 1509 
and personally directed operations. Thus he gained practi
cal experience in some of those military matters that he 
had observed when on his legations to Borgia and to the 
Emperor. Nevertheless his duties did not require the active 
command of troops, but rather their maintenance and 
supply. Yet he did make and see to the execution of stra
tegic decisions, especially when he advised on the assuming 
of military positions for cutting off supplies from Pisa. 
Something of the sort had earlier been done by Florentine 
civilian commissioners like Antonio Pucci and Bernardo del 
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Nero at the siege of Pietrasanta in 1484, as Niccolo was 
to say in his History of Florence, 8.31. His difficulties 
were especially great in that he was not a commiss.ioner. 
Such officials were already on the ground, so that Machia
velli, though only a chancellor, was obliged to take their 
authority out of their hands and push through the 
measures they should have attempted. His conduct was 
approved by the government at Florence, though Soderini 
did suggest that the active campaigner should give more 
show of consideration for the legally appointed com
missioner. Was Niccolo negligent in this respect in his 
stress of business? The whole affair, with the successful 
outcome of the campaign, indicates that when the Secre
tary had the opportunity to apply the methods of the 
successful ruler and general as he presents them in his 
writings, he had the capacity to do so. Fortune used the 
poverty and low ranlc of his family to keep him from 
other positions in w!Uch his executive talent could be dis
played. 

In the course of the operations against Pisa, he was th.e 
proponent of an engineering operation that failed, namely 
an effort to divert the Amo from her course through Pisa, 
thus depriving the city of a natural moat. How thoroughly 
he believed in the competence of the North Italian en
gineers employed, we cannot now tell. II he had consid
ered the diversion a good example of siege tactics, might 
he not have mentioned it in his Art of War? But at the 
time when that work was published, he was not in a 
position to emphasize that he had held a responsible post 
under Soderini. At least the Pisan campaign gave him a 
close view of military operations as carried on in part by 
mercenary troops, and in part by Tuscan militia. 

A few years later he spoke impartially of the resistance 
of Pisa almost as though he approved it (Prince 5 ). Cer
tainly his power to see and speak objectively and fairly 
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was not aHecbd by his military activities. Yet he carried 
on his duties against Pisa as actively and intelligently as he 
did others assigned to him. If he had an opportunity to 
give his opinion on the Pisan venture, he probably spoke 
against it, yet moderately and without the reformer's 
feeling of absolute right (Discourses 3. 35). When policy
makers in Florence decreed violence against Pisa and as
signed Machiavelli an important part in it, he had no 
scruples against accepting. If a policy is to be carried 
through, (runs the tacit argument), is Niccolo the secre• 
tary, in this world of uncertainties and strange results, to 
refuse to play his partP If he can do better than others, 
should he not handle as well as possible even a bad policy 
that is sure to be carried out with or without him? If 
Florence is determined to take Pisa by force, will it not be 
better that she shall succeed quickly? At least Machia
velli could do something to make the terms of surrender 
mild and the occupation of the city without cruelty. 

There was another policy on which Machiavelli spent 
years and in which he believed even after its apparent 
failure. IdentiBed with him is the attempt to provide 
Florence with weapons and an army of her own, not those 
of some doubtfully loyal or even completely disloyal mer
cenary captain, fighting for his own advantage. H F1orence 
was to expand her empire, or even to defend herself 
against her many foes, the Secretary believed that she 
could. not rely on her wealth alone; she must have armies 
led by her own citizens, made up of her inhabitants. From 
this position the obvious policy to be adopted is military 
training within the walls of F1orence, such u Livy de
scribed as normal in Rome. 

The reality that resulted from Machiavelli.' s six years 
of labor was far inferior to Roman achievements. In the 
timid scheme inaugurated by F1orence in 1506 not a single 
dweller with.in the city walls took up arms, only men 
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living ln the country districts of Tuscany. This, howeve7; 
useful, was merely a start toward an effective program. 
Doubtless some details were the originator's own, refie<> 
tions of which are to be found in the Discourses or The 
Art of War. Considering the passages on arms in those 
works, we may suppose that he favored the notion of 
arming at least ten of every hundred infantrymen with 
firearms, while seventy carried the pikes of the Swiss, "the 
teachers of modem wars.n Similarly, he may well have sug
gested the clause found in the official pape~:S on the 
militia that three or four or more bands should be 
arquebusiers, trained to handle this clumsy ancestor 
o.f the rifle. As he had Fabrizio Colonna say in The Art of 
War, this new weapon is "necessary" (Bk 2 ); and he 
gives it to one-.sixth, not one-tenth, of his infantry, perhaps 
because the author is keeping up with the progress of 
military practice. But as a secretary he would always 
present what he could get approved by the authorities, not 
what he believed advisable. The details were apparently 
in his hands: enrollment of men, supply of weapons, ap
pointment of minor officers, disbursement of money. In 
the years from 1506 to 1512 much of his time was spent 
in the Florentine dominion on militia business. 

At present, when Machiavelli is viewed chiefly as a 
writer, the years of diplomacy and military activity up to 
1512 seem devoted only to his preparation for authorship. 
Not that he wrote only official letters during this period. In 
1504 he produced his First Decennole, or Poem of Ten 
Y eat's, surveying Florentine history from the expulsion of 
the Medici in 1494. These verses show that he had already 
practised the writing of terza rima enough to gain control 
of that metrical form, and that although an active public 
servant he did not forget Dante and Petrarch. Apparently, 
too, he kept up his reading in Latin. literature and history. 
He read Greek literature in translation; for example when, 
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as we know, he rea.d Xenophon's Life of Cyrus, he might 
have used either the Latin of Poggio Bracciolini or the 
Italian of Poggio's son, who was executed for his part in 
the Pazzi Conspiracy. Machiavelli's grandson assigns to 
the year 1504 a play called The Masks, in imitation of 
Aristophanes, so satirical of various Florentines that he was 
unwilling to copy fragments he found among his grand
father's papers. If The Masks is so early, may not some of 
Niccolo's other dramatic writings, such as Clizia, his imita
tion of Plautus' Casina, be earlier than is sometimes sup
posed? However that may be, throughout his life Niccolo 
was a man of letters as well as a politician. 

\.Yith his constant interest in mankind at every level, 
with his genius as a story-teller (he was praised by Ban
della for this, Novelle I. 46), and his pleasant disposition, 
Machiavelli was socially in demand, and probably spent 
much time in the va.rious assemblies that made Florentine . 
life pleasant. From one such assembly a trifie among his 
verses seems to have resulted, an epigram running as fol
lows: 

La notte che morl Pier Soderioi, 
L' anima ando de !>inferno a Ia bocca; 
Grido Pluton: "Ch'infemo? Anima sciocca, 
Va so nel limbo fra gli ·aJtri bambini." 

On the night when Plero Soderini died, his soul went to th.e 
mouth of Hell. Pluto yelled: ''Why are you in Hell? Silly soul, 
go up into Limbo with the other babies." 

Such verses were, in the Renaissance, often composed for 
diversion. At a banquet (we may suppose), where the 
Confalonier and the witty Secretary were both guests, 
the company turned to comic epitaphs. As the most promi
nent man present, Soderini would be a natural center 
of interest. The best effort would be expected from the 
Secretary, who may have come prepared; or are we to 
think that he worked on the inspiration of th.e moment? 
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However that may be, Niccolo had in mind one or two 
passages from Dante. Virgil addresses Nimrod in Hell 
as "silly soul," as Pluto does Soderini, and Machiavelli 
knew from Dante, as well as from theologians, of unbap
tised infants in Limbo. Therefore he had the material ready 
for delighting Soderini and the whole assembly. 

In 1512 the course of Machiavelli's life abruptly 
changed, Tuscany was invaded by a Spanish army sup
porting the exiled Medici. Such influence as Machia\(elli 
had with the government was not enough to secure ade
quate military preparation. On such as had been made was 
the impress of his mind, for among the defenders of the 
city of Prato, attacked by the Spanish, were some of the 
countrymen on whose military training the Se(.'retary had 
labored for six years. Whether because poorly led, because 
disaffected, or because frightened by the Spanish soldiers, 
war-hardened veterans who had made good their reb·eat 
from the lost battle of Ravenna, the Tuscan militia, both 
pikemen and musketeers, made slight resistance. We have 
no reason to believe that their organizer was astonished or 
seriously disappointed by their failure; he had read too 
much and seen too much to count on certainties in war; he 
also had some respect for the Spanish mercenaries. More
over, his theory required that Prato be defended by tl1e 
men of Prato, and Florence by Florentine citizens. After a 
display of weakness and a.rrogance, Florence opened her 
gates to the enemy, Soderini left the city, and the Medici 
were once more rulers. 

Less prominent than we are now likely to assume--being 
then only secretary and not famous author-Machiavelli 
was yet a conspicuous member of the overthrown govern
ment. He nevertheless remained in Florence. Is it possible 
that he had some hope tl!at he would not be disturbed, 
even that the Medici would retain him in office? He ac
cepted th.e failure of the government he favored. Against 
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the Medici there was no use in struggling. Their rule was 
what Florence wanted; it must be borne. For many years 
the city had found the control of the now-restored family 
acceptable; could it more completely fail to defend Tus
cany than had Soderini's regime? So the Secretary accepted 
the inevitable. If the Medici government was to be restored 
in blood, the blame would in no way be his. For a short 
time it seemed that for him individually his policy of non
resistance would succeed. Not until about seven weeks 
after the return of the Medici was he deprived of his sec
retaryship. Then he was forbidden, under bond, to leave 
the Florentine dominion for a year, and ordered not to 
enter the City Hall for the same period. In February 1513 
he was suspected of complicity in a foolishly hopeless con
spiracy against the Medici. The Discourses on Lioy were 
still unwritten; yet even if the Mediceans could have read 
the chapter (3.6) in which he sets forth the folly of con
spiracy, they probably could hardly have believed that he 
had the firmness to put his theory into practice. Thrown 
into prison, he was tortured on the rack (perhaps rather 
mildly), in accord with the judicial habits of the time. For 
this torture no legal records have been presented by bi
ographers. The evidence consists of his grandson's state
ment, an oblique reference in Letter no. 120, and a tailed 
sonnet addressed to Giuliano de'Medici (son of Lorenzo 
the Magnificent) then representing the family in the city. 
A poem, especially a comic poem, is not to be relied on for 
accuracy. Yet torture of a prisoner suspected of conspiracy 
against a new government is so likely that we should accept 
it, with admiration for the courage and temperance that 
enabled the sufferer to see it as comic. With many others, 
he was released from prison to celebrate the election to the 
papal throne of Giovanni de'Medici, in March 1513, as 
Pope Leo X. 

Apparently Machiavelli and his family did not leave their 
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house in Via Guicciardini for the villa at Sant' Andrea in 
Percussina until after his release from prison. At least he 
says in a letter o.f 10 December 1513 that since his last 
troubles (evidently his imprisonment) he bas not spent 
twenty days in Florence. For this abandonment of the city 
the reason seemingly was financial. The cheapest food was 
that produced on his own land. Perhaps the house in Flor
ence could be rented. Yet only three of his letters are dated 
from Sant' Andrea; all the rest are written as from Florence. 
To be sure, the village is but six miles from Florence, so 
near, indeed, that Brunelleschi's dome, the "hupola" of 
people at Sant' Andrea, is part of the landscape. Possibly 
Machiavelli still possessed a horse or a mule that he could 
ride to Florence; or in that day men were still able to walk. 

Though Niccolo was probably less successful than his 
father in managing his landed property, his decision on 
a procedure which enabled him to exist on his small in
come is not strange to any reader who has observed 
the financial integrity characterizing his father's Book of 
Records. Sant'Andrea furnished proof that Niccolo had not 
taken for himself any part of the considerable sums of 
public money that passed through his hands, and about 
which the Florentine authorities had questioned him after 
his dismissal from office. In his eyes, public office was a 
public trust, not a source of personal financial gain. To 
Vettori he wrote: 

Of my honesty there should be no doubt, because having 
always preserved my honesty, I shall hardly now learn how 
to break it; and be who has been honest and good for forty
three years, as I have, cannot change his nature; and of my 
honesty and goodness I have as a witness my poverty" (No. 
137 ). 

Had Machiavelli been corruptible, he would not have 
needed to move to Sant'Andrea. 

Such an assertion of honesty on the part of an official 
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whose influence with a government could secure financial 
and other benefits may meet with half-incredulous accept
ance in our day or any day. Much mistmderstood has been 
the dismissed Secretary's attempt to regain a govern
mental position, and when that failed to get employment 
with the Medicean regime controlling Florence. Moralists 
have adopted a simplified view of conditions, and have 
said: "The Medici were tyrants; Machiavelli believed in 
liberty. Ergo he should have been a bitter enemy of the 
tyrants, rejecting with indignation any thought of taking 
pay from them." But the matter can be more liberally con
sidered. What blame at present would be laid upon a 
career diplomat who retained his position when a Repub
lican regime in Washington gave place to a Democratic 
one? Machiavelli's situation was similar. Assuredly he pre
ferred control more general than that by a single family; 
this he made clear a few years later when, along with 
others, he received a Medici request to suggest the best sort 
of government for Florence. Yet Soderinfs own administra
tion failed because, as Niccolo indicates in his Discourses 
3.9, its leader was unwilling to engage in severe and even 
violent measures against Medici supporters. Those meas
ures would have required tyrannical action. After havi.ng 
done what was required, Soderini might not have resumed 
his constitutional position, whether because of adverse con
ditions or because be became intoxicated with power. 
When he failed, the alternative was the Medici party, 
which had sufficient support to continue in control for fif
teen years, almost as long as its predecessor. The violence 
of the Medici restoration need not be much emphasized; 
such was Florentine custom. Since under any rule Florence 
was still Machiavelli's native city and still required public 
officials, he was willing to serve the only government that. 
as his good sense and clear view of the world enabled btm 
to realize, could then sustain itself there. 
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Knowing mankind as he did, Machiavelli did not think 
it strange that he lost his position, or even that he was 
suspected of knowing about the conspiracy against the 
Medici. It was as natural for the Mediceans to suspect him 
as it was for those concerned in the abortive plot to think 
of Machiavelli as one who-a friend to Soderini-would 
strive for his restoration. Party feeling was e."Pected to sur
pass patriotism. Niccolo did not hope for his old position; 
indeed he mentions employment at Rome or by the Pope, 
where he could prove himself in a position less suspect than 
any at Florence (Letter no. 122). lf partisanship was then 
violent, men also passed easily from one party to another; 
many citizens of Florence had been in some way implicated 
in the non-Medicean government. So Machiavelli could 
hope that influence, supported by knowledge of his ability, 
would bring him something suitable. Slowly, very slowly in 
tbe eyes of a man deprived of most of the income and 
activity he bad enjoyed for fourteen years, time justiJied 
his stand. Before many years he did receive employment 
from the Medid, not only the commission to write a history 
of Florence, but even, almost at the end of his life, the 
appointment as executive secretary of the commission in 
charge of the city fortifications. About the salary he may 
have received for this work, nothing is ].;nown. 

Machiavelli attempted to find suitable occupation in two 
ways. One was to ask the influence of friends, especially 
Francesco Vettori, to whom many of his letters in 1512 and 
afterward are written. But characteristically be also did 
what he could for himself; that is, he composed The Prince, 
which he planned to present to Giuliano de' Medici as proof 
and reminder of his competence. In such action he was 
follo,ving in the steps of humanists who obtained important 
political employment, such men as Petrarch, Pontanlls and 
Poggio Bracciolini; his coeval Baldassare Castiglione was 
at the same time composing The Courtier, the fourth book 
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of which is an analogue to a section of The Prince. A few 
years later Agostino Nifo, by a Latin paraphrase of the 
unpublished Prince, with some additions, hoped to mak~ 
himself secure in the favor of the Emperor Charles V. So 
Niccolo's plan was not unreasonable. 

To the years a.fter Machiavelli lost his office the greater 
part of his writing is evidently to be assigned, though 
usually we have only dates of completion or publication, 
not those of composition. He was working on The Prince 
in December 1513, as we learn in a letter of the time (No. 
137) . Whether the little book th.en assumed its present 
form is less certain. On the Discourses he worked for some 
years, probably beginning in 1512. Indeed what we have 
is not entirely ready for publication, and more was planned. 
The Art qf War was printed in 1520. Its ideas would have 
been at the author's command by 1512. The Life of Cas
truccio Castracani is dated in 1520 by Machiavelli's long 
visit to Lucca on business that left him much leisure. Pre
sumably he would not have undertaken The History qf 
Florence had he not obtained fro.m the Cardinal Giulio 
de'Medici, later Pope Clement VII, a commission to write 
it in 1521. 

On the dates of the plays there is still discussion. The 
natural order puts first the translation of the Andria of 
Terence, racy and independent, but still a translation. 
Clizia, as an adaptation depending for its plot on the 
Cosma of Plautus, would easily come next, to be followed 
by the original and free Mandragola. But such an order is 
perhaps too persuasive to represent the facts. In Clizia 
there is a reference to some of the characters of Mandra
gola, yet inaccurately, for it would give the friar a major 
rather than a minor part. Would Machiavelli have referred 
incorrectly to his own play, or is there some other com
plexity, such as further revision, or circulation of the story 
by word of mouth when the play was unknown? The year 
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1518 has been selected on the ground that a comic charac
ter asks: "Do you think the Turk will cross over into Italy 
this year?" ( 3.3), and it was in 1518 that fears of invasion 
were especially strong because of the great military exploits 
of Selim the Sultan of Turkey. But talk of such an invasion 
was common after the occupation of Otranto in 1480 by 
the Turks. In an official letter of 22 April 1499 ( Alvisi, no. 
4) Machiavelli reports to Piero Francesco Tosinghi, com
missioner for military operations against Pisa, on news from 
Venice, where such fear has been raised by a Turkish Beet 
that Venice is making preparations to defend her cities in 
Apulia. On 5 June he adds: "Every day further news about 
the Turk comes out; some think he is going to Sicily; and 
it is true that he has made such eHort by land and sea that 
everybody is alert" ( Alvisi, no. 5). The Turks continue to 
be mentioned in letters to Machiavelli, first at ForU and 
then in Florence (Alvisi, nos. 7, 8, 9, 10). As late as 16 
July 1501, Agostino Vespucci writes from Rome that the 
Po,Pe "seems to have been frightened by the rumor about 
the Turks, which still makes a big noise here" (Aivisi, no. 
17). On 18 May 1521 Machiavelli refers to this fear of 
Turkish invasion as one of several stories told by people 
sitting on benches, evidently such an assemblage as that 
described near the end of letter 144, where Brancaccio sits 
telling stories to a crowd. To the stupid comic speaker in 
Mandragola an absurdity of common gossip is more suitable 
than is a neat historical reference. Since 1520 is the earliest 
date at which we hear of the comedy. earlier composition 
would require the author to keep the play by him for some 
years. For Clizia the earliest date of mention is 1524. For 
Belfagor, his short story, we have no date, but Machiavelli 
would have been capable of any of these works at a.ny time 
in the last quarter-century of his life. As we have seen, his 
lost Aristophanic play, The Masks, is assigned to 1504. 

Being a lover of the city, Niccolo would have been living 
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in his house on Via Guicciardini rather than in the country 
as soon after his loss of office as his finances permitted. 
Since he writes from Sant'Andrea on 4 December 1514, he 
probably was living there at the time; yet later in the 
winter his letters are from Florence. In October 1516 he 
made a journey to Livomo unexplained by his biogra
phers. A letter from that city furnishes ground for an infer
ence that he was carrying on public business; he seems to 
have remained five days. Not until 8 June 1517 is there 
another letter-discouraged in tone--from Sant' Andrea, 
which says: "I am brought to living in the country by the 
difficulties I have had and now have." Does this indicate 
that he had for a time been living in the city and is now 
again in the country? Did some further difficulty arise after 
his journey to Livomo, or is he spealdng only of his con
tinuous poverty? At any rate he did not lose touch with 
men in the city, for on 3 March 1518 he went to Genoa on 
business for some Florentine merchants. Since a letter from 
them dated 8 April deals with the business as incomplete, 
perhaps he remained in Genoa for several months. 

By 1519 Cardinal Giulio de'Medici, the future Pope 
Clement VII, regarded Machiavelli with enough favor to 
ask his opinion on the best form of government for Flor
ence. In response Machiavelli wrote his Discourse on Re
modeling the Govemment of Florence, advising republican 
forms, though reserving power to the Medici during their 
lives. Though this effort hardly went unrewarded, no regu
lar employment resulted. About this time the ex-Secretary 
.may have been occupied with his Art of War; at least it was 
printed in 1521. After the Disc01.1rse on Florentine govern
ment, in 1520 came a mercantile mission to Lucca, with 
official backing, concerned partly with debts to Florentines, 
partly with some business of the Mint, and partly with the 
affairs of some students who had gone to Lucca from the 
University of Pisa. So now one of Niccolo' s friends could 
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write to him as "Secretary in Lucca." This was a shadow ot 
his old position. Having time on his hands, for he spent 
some three months in Lucca, he characteristically studied 
the Lucchese system of public administration, in order to 
carry on his dealings better. He also interested himself in 

the fourteenth-century Lucchese hero, Castruccio Castra
cani. The result was the Life of Castruccio, presented to 
two friends in Florence, Zanobi Buondelmonti and Luigi 
.Alamanni. These two are also part of the group represented 
as listening to the dialogues of The Art of War. 

With these and others of intellectual importance Machia
velli met in the Rucellai Gardens in Florence. Luigi Ala
manni, for example, was a poet whose works are still not 
unknown. His epic Cirone 11-Cortese won good words from 
Tasso at the end of the century. The sort of conversation 
that went on in the Gardens appears, with the embellish
ments of fiction, in Machiavelli's Art of War. To those wt.o 
met there Machiavelli is said to have read parts of his Dis
corlrses. For a man of Machiavelli's social gifts and eager
ness to learn by hea.ring as well as by reading, such meet
ings must have been an unceasing delight. 

In November 1520, not long after his return from Lucca, 
Niocolo received from what we should now call the Uni
versity of Florence, headed by Cardinal Giulio de'Medici, 
a commission to write a history of Florence, at an annual 
salary of one hundred sealed florins. This was also a sort of 
retainer for other services, so that in May 1521 he went to 
Carpi to endeavor to secure separate administration for the 
Franciscans in Florentine territory. In this mission, though 
backed not only by Cardinal Giulio but even by Pope 
Leo X himself, he was unsuccessful. Its chief products 
were the amusing letters written from Carpi to Francesco 
Guicciardini, Pope Leo's chief official in Lombardy (Nos. 
179, 182, 183). 

Machiavelli's next public appearance was in 1525, after 
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the army of the Emperor Charles V defeated and captured 
King Francis I at Pavia .. To present his History of Florence 
to Pope Clement VII he went to Rome. The work had now 
been brought as far as the death of Lorenzo de'Medici. It 
was so acceptable that the author received a subsidy for its 
continuation. More than that, he talked with the Pope on 
Italian affairs, especially on the defense of Florence against 
the Imperial army likely to move south. In these conversa
tions he would have appeared as the author of The Art of 
War and as the administrator of the forces drilled in Tus
cany before 1512. As a result, he was sent to Francesco 
Guicciardini, the Pope's representative in the Romagna, 
with the suggestion for raising troops there. The papal 
brief he took was so well composed that we may guess it 
the composition of Niccolo himseH. It emphasizes the labor 
and attention required for executing the plan, and the 
necessity for popular approval. Guicciardini, as familiar 
with conditions, can judge. When he reported that the 
Pope had no friends in the Romagna, Machiavelli, with his 
belief that a successful prince must be loved by his people, 
knew that no papal army could be raised in that province. 

On his next mission, also in 1525, he went to Venice in 
the matter of injury done by a Venetian to Florentine mer
chants and citizens in Lesina. The agent had a letter from 
the consuls of the Art of Wool in Florence, a letter from the 
Signoria, and a papal brief. During this absence his name 
was put among those of citizens eligible for office. We can 
hardly avoid inferring that the underlying cause was his 
favor with the Pope, who may have taken this method of 
rewarding his agent and giving him some greater weight 
as a negotiator. It may indicate the wiping out of any last 
suspicion that Nicco!O might act as an anti-Medicean. 

In May 1526 he again became a regular worker in the 
Florentine administration. As the imperial army moved 
south, after its victory at Pavia, Florence was in danger. It 
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bad become evident, since-for example-the siege of 
Padua by the Emperor Maximilian I in 1509, that me
diaeval walls were no longer adequate against the "fury of 
artillery" (Art of War, bk 7). Who in Florence better knew 
this than the author of The Art of War, with its section on 
sieges? His activity both before and after his official ap
pointment appears in his letters to Francesco Guicciardini 
(Nos. 206, 207, 209, 210) . On April 5 he examined the 

whole circuit of the city wall in the company of the experi
enced Spanish soldier Count Pietro Navarra. Thereupon 
he wrote a report of his visit, to be found among his works, 
showing that fortification, especially the subject of baluardi 
or bastions, had as a result of his instruction by the Count 
become clearer to him than it had been when he was writ
ing The Art of War. 

A plan was made for the inspection of Pope Clement 
VII, without whose approval nothing could be done. Two 
weeks later Machiavelli complained about delays, for Clem
ent, if he ever saw The Prince (chap. 25) did not learn 
from it the necessity for making dikes betimes against the 
barbarian deluge. As the chapter indicates, Machiavelli as 
an administrator could brook no dawdling when an extra 
day's work might save the city. On the next day the 
Board of Overseers of the Walls was at last officially 
constituted, and Machiavelli promptly chosen secretary, 
that is, executive officer. 

Now he could feel completely reinstated in work for 
which his talents and his studies fitted him. Moreover, he 
was contributing in the most direct fashion to the defense 
of his beloved Florence. As when in charge of the militia, 
he once more rode about Tuscany on such missions as the 
procurement of gangs of laborers for the work of cutting 
down the old towers and supplying their places with mod
em bastions able to resist artillery fire and to mount heavy 
guns. No smooth path was his, for the Pope vacillated. A 
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major difficulty was the treabnent of the fortifications south 
of the Arno (Letter no. 209) . If a small area were encircled, 
many houses would need to be destroyed lest they give 
shelter to a.n enemy. If the area were extended, a large 
army would be required to man the walls. Should the hill 
of San Miniato be included? If it were, it could easily be 
made into a castle inaccessible from the city and yet domi
nating it, for the security of any tyrant-however unpopu
lar-who might occupy it (Letter no. 210). Machiavelli 
was thin.king of the castle in Forll that Caterina Sforza 
held, and of that in Milan (Prince 20) . The later Medici 
history of Florence justilied his fears. 

Even some rascally speculators in real estate were able 
to get the Pope's ear and delay vital decisions. The land 
included within an enlarged fortified circuit would, he as
serted, increase in value 80,000 ducats. There was plausi
bility in this. Buildings within the walls, being relatively 
secure, were worth much more than those outside; if an 
attack threatened, intelligent defenders would embarrass 
the enemy by turning the country for a mile from the city 
walls into a desert (Art of War, bk 7). Yet Machiavelli does 
not believe that the city treasury could avail itself of the 
increased value, nor could it, except by means of a tax on 
the unearned increment. Even that increment would be 
only potential unless the population of th.e city grew su.ffi. 
ciently to cause a demand for the newly enclosed land, 
used earlier only for agriculture. We may recall that even 
north of the Amo there were uninhabited areas within the 
unnecessarily spacious walls until the nineteenth century. 
To a secretary interested in immediate defense, all dallying 
was hard to bear. 

As in his early chancellorship, Machiavelli's devotion and 
ability expanded his duties far beyond the minimum. 
Though, as he wrote to Guicciardini, his head was full of 
bastions, he was also much occupied-inevitably to the 
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neglect of the walls-with business relating to the army 
intended to defend Florence, and all Italy south of the 
Apennines from the imperial forces. This task was one at 
which he could labor with all his heart, knowing, as is 
hinted in The Prince 10, that a city is better defended by a 
proper army in the field than by walls. Such an army, how
ever, could not be provided. The Secretary had the unhap
piness of seeing all he had written (as in The Pr·ince 12) 
on the ineffectiveness of hired soldiers borne out. The mer
cenary general Frederick of Urbino was unable or unwilling 
to accomplish anything. This Machiavelli sets forth in a 
letter to Cavalcanti (No. 219 B). From ForU and Brisi
ghella he writes to his old correspondent Vettori, full of 
zeal for Florence and belief that proper effort can repel the 
imperial army, for "if it did not encounter those who aban
doned themselves, it would not capture a bake-oven" (No. 
223); but self-abandonment, loss of courage, is fatal. In 
one of these letters the writer applies to himself what he 
bad earlier asserted of Florentine patriots (Hist. Flor. 
3. 7) : "I love my native city more than my own soul" (No. 
225). Such is Machiavelli's devotion. 

When he was absent from the city on army business, 
there was a revolution ( 1.6 May 1527) and a second expul
sion of the Medi.ci family. He was the servant of a non
existent government. Once he had lost his place when the 
Medici returned; now he lost it when they Bed. But he had 
no long time to regret that circumstances again prevented 
him from serving the city he loved, for on 22 June 1527 he 
died. 

Machiavelli's life from 1512 until his death was no period 
of uninterrupted leisure for study and writing. Even in his 
first year of supposed retirement, he was often called upon 
to explain matters relating to the offices he had held. Yet as 
the years went on, he frequently did have months perrnit-
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tlng him to give his chief attention to the Disoourses, The 
Arl of War, Mandragola and The History of Florence. Es
pecially when we consider his last year, with public duties 
multiplied, we see why he made no further progress with 
t he History. For one who was practical man as well as 
student, whose writing never was that of a cloistered 
scholar, periods of activity in the world would have been 
stimulating. From temporary employment he would have 
gone back to write-and to manage his farms-with higher 
hopes for the future. His career, therefore, need not be 
broken into two parts, though before 1512 he surely gave 
Brst attention to the duties of his office, and after 1512, 
until his last year, he had more leisure for writing. His 
behavior at Lucca, when on a mission there, may be taken 
as typical. Though carrying on his duties faithfully, he still 
found time for writing. When at Carpi on business he spent 
unoccupied time in reading (Letter no. 182). In 1504 he 
wrote the First Decennale; in 1509, while on a mission to 
North Italy, he wrote one-half of the Second Decennale. 
References within the poem On Ambition and its similarity 
to the official letters dispatched to Florence in 1509 indi
cate that it was composed at the same time. It appears, 
then, that Niccolo's life was always much of the same sort, 
with zealous attention to public duties when he had any 
laid upon him, yet also permitting sometimes more, some
times less time for study, writing and pleasant association 
with friends. 
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~- II~ 

The Mind of a Statesman 
and a Poet 

"I LOVE my native city more than my own soul," said Ma
chiavelli near the end of his life (Letter no. 225), taking 
for himself his earlier praise of Florenti.ne patriots. Yet 
Florence did not always understand his love. The return
ing Medici supporters in 1512 could comprehend a party 
love, founded on self-interest. That Niccolo felt such party
love, after his long service with the republican government., 
th.e new rulers took for granted. He was expelled from 
office, confined to Tuscany, even tortured in prison. But 
however much he preferred the Florence of Soderini to 
that of Pope Leo, still-whatever the change in those who 
controlled her-the city was that Florence whom he de
lighted to serve. From factional advantage might come per
sonal advancement, wealth. As the servant of all the people 
of Florence, even of the rocks built into her walls and her 
dwellings, Machiavelli remained poor. Of her, not of his 
own advantage, he had thought. That she was controlled 
at any moment by one group rather than another mattered 
to him in so far as that group agreed more or less with him
self in putti.ng Brst the good of the city as a whole. Only 
through favor with the Medici could he gain employment 
on Florentine business, yet for him such labor would have 
been not to advantage the Medici party but to benefit the 
city as a unit, her men and her materials, what he called 
her universality. Though Florence, as the smaller, more 
comprehensible entity, the one to which be was habituated, 
first and last engaged his attention, yet his devotion passed 
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over into regard for all Italy as his country. Other cities 
that he visited, Verona, Genoa, are his too. When for a 
few months he resided in Lucca, be acted as a Lucchese, 
interesting himseH in her methods of government and writ
ing a life of her hero, Castruccio Castra.cani, one of Flor
ence's worst enemies. Never does he look at Castruccio 
with the eyes of a mere Florentine. 

Through his devotion to Italy as a land, with her moun
tains and her shores, to Florence with her towers and her 
river, he the more clearly saw th.e defects of both. These 
he referred especially to division: hostile states, jealous 
facti.ons, universal sel6shoess. Once for a moment he be
came a dreamer, in the last chapter of The Prince imagin
ing a united Italy. Nowhere else does he suggest such 
union as likely or feasible; the influence against union of 
the Church's temporal power-to take an instance from 
Discourses 1.12-he clearly sees. France or Spain i~ in 
great measure unified, but not Italy. So striking is the last 
chapter of The Prince in its call for a union not warranted 
by immediate conditions that critics who have thought 
Niccolo impractical need not be rebuked. There he de
clares the time ripe for action, hoping too much from a 
Medici pope. But for the most part he looks at the past 
and present, without excursions into the future. 

The Roman past he saw in bright colors, as may be ex
cused to a life-long reader of Livy. The mediaeval past he 
did not make over-good, as the first book of The History of 
Florence testilies. Moreover, his position has been uncon
sciously distorted by students, prone to see black and 
white, without intermediate shades. Often he qualifies his 
praise of Rome, quite apart from lamenting that at last she 
too sunk under tyranny, having lost her virtue. Machia
velli's Rome begins with Romulus and continues through 
the Punic wars. Yet even this early Rome was imperfect 
She had her internal troubles; her superiority was that she 
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could deal with them as Florence could not. Her govern
ment, indeed, Machiavelli assigned to the best type, in 
which a mixture of elements gave recognition to the largest 
possible number of persons within the state. Thus stability 
was secu.red, enabling Rome to expand and to endure for 
a long period. Such was her policy in citizenship and 
military matters that she could grow with security. This 
Niccolo contrasted with the mistaken policy of Venice and 
Florence. Yet Rome fell. Even when Rome was virtuous her 
arnUes were defeated-.defeated by a Carthaginian army 
made up partly of mercenary cavalry, the troops whom 
Machiavelli was disposed to consider least effective. So 
Rome herself was not completely admirable, though in an 
imperfect world her long life and mnrvelous achievement 
entitled her to respect for an example provided by no other 
city. Even superior Roman ways could not be taken over 
without examination, notwithstanding all Machiavelli's ad
miration. In the Discourse on Remodeling the Government 
qf Florence, suggestion from Rome is indirect and limited 
to an attempt to give proper consideration to the various 
classes of inhabitants as they were considered in Livy's 
Rome. But the form of government is not Roman; it is what 
Florentines will accept as compatible with their experience. 

Even in war, where the Romans so excelled, our author 
still looks at his own time, asking what from Roman prac
tice is applicable. Essentially the answer is tra.ining, dis
cipline. There is no slavery to detail. The long pikes Nic
colo in The Art of War gave to many of his infantrymen 
were justiBed by the Greeks, not the Roman.s. (Actually he, 
like other Italians, borrowed them from the armory of the 
Swiss.) So, however much the Secretary admired Livy's 
Romans, he never made them an abstract ideal. Continually 
he as.ks himself: Will this Roman method fit Italian condi· 
tions at the moment when I write? And those Italian con
ditions are carefully and shrewdly observed. 
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Such limitation, implied rather than expressed, appears 
in much of his work. With respect to his most prominent 
achievement, The Prince, one cannot too often repeat that 
its purpose is limited. Its specific rather than far-reaching 
intention is in part dimmed by the author's essay-like man
ner of writing, which leads him discursively into matters 
not demanded by a rigid outline. The main theme-how a 
new prince makes his position firm-scarcely appears in 
such chapters as that on eccles.iastical princes, or on the 
successors of Alexander the Great. Machiavelli could easily 
have developed the principles of good government for the 
production of the common good. But he takes it for 
granted, concealing it behind his main preoccupation: the 
new prince making himself secure. Justice understood by a 
man who no. longer is on the throne profits little those 
whom his successor rules. It is not strange that critics un
used to Machiavelli's power to concentrate on a single 
matter directly under his eye have been puzzled by The 
Prince, and so have had recourse to ingenious explanations 
sometimes-for Machiavelli is imperfect as well as Protean 
-having some secondary relevance. 

With his ability to avoid the abstract and remote and to 
look at the world as it is, without contaminating his analysis 
by intruding the world as it ought to be or as the applica
tion of some admirable code of ethics would make it, 
Machiavelli has confused readers seeking moral teaching. 
The usual reformer observes what is bad, searches his mind 
for a remedy, finds what he considers a solution. But too 
often into his new method creeps his unconscious assump
tion that while the old scheme has been run by men imper
fect, even corrupt, his new one is to be conducted with 
perfect competence and absolute integrity. The teachers in 
his ideal reformed university, for example, are like angels. 
But Machiavelli lived in a world where men are fallible. 
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This he put strik-ingly, as though to .rouse the opposition of 
any who believe in Man as perfect: 

As a usual thing this can be said about men: they are ungrate
ful, without 6nnness, pretenders and falsi6ers; they run away 
from danger; they are eager for gain. As long as you bene6t 
them, they are entirely yours, they offer you their blood, their 
property, their lives, their children, as I said above, when 
need for them does not exist; but when need comes upon you, 
they do the opposite (Prince 17). 

So true is this that a prince may find good works dangerous 
to him, malcing him hated, 

for when that large body, whether the common people, or the 
soldiers, or the nobility, by whose support you know you must 
keep yourself in your position, is corrupt. you must adapt 
yourself to its nature in order to please it. Then good works 
are evidently your enemies ( Prince 19). 

Only in a state wholly virtuous would good actions always 
be a ruler's friends. 

On the nature of good actions Machiavelli is clear. In 
The Art of War, much of his concern is the diHerence be
tween soldiers who are corrupt and those who are not. In 
The Prince, chap. 15, he distinguishes between how men 
live and how they ought to live. There too he says of his 
list of good qualities that a prince possessing such virtues 
would be worthy of the highest praise, but that human 
conditions prohibit the new ruler from practising them to 
the full. In the eighteenth chapter he makes plain that his 
prince is well aware of the demands of faith, charity, hu
manity, religion: when possible he will conform to them; 
only under necessity does he depart from them. Necessity 
comes from the wickedness of subjects and of hostile 
princes. 

In his Exhortation to Penitence, Niccolo includes the 
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highest duties of man under charity or love, which is of 
more worth than all the other virtues. It is important to 
observe that the charitable man is willing to punish the 
wicked; the wise prince will do so when he can. It is not 
part of Machiavelli's ethics to condone wickedness or to 
allow the wicked to prey on the law-abiding without pun
ishment. Such restraint of evildoers was part of the policy 
for which he commended Cesare Borgia in Romagna 
(Prince 7). Charity requires him who can to teach the 
ignorant and give advice to the erring. In the Preface of 
the Discouf'ses, Machiavelli recognizes these functions as 
part of his own duty. Having a natural desire to do what 
will bring general benefit to all men, he undertak.es this 
piece of writing for the instruction of lOngs, generals, citi

zens, lawgivers and others concerned for their countries. 
For light on Machiavelli's own character, we observe that 
the charitable man "endures his neighbors' defects." How
ever much our author may advise prince and lawgiver to 
remember that men are generally wicked, however heartily 
he may deplore the selfishness that tore Florence into 
parties without regard for the common good, that took him
seH from his office and threw him into prison, he still is 
able to bear the defects and even the malice of humanity 
without complaint or rebellion. In the dedication of his 
History of Flof'ence, he says that he "always avoided words 
full of hatred, as not required by the majesty and truth of 
history." Well he might have said that such words were not 
required by his own majestic and veracious spirit: he is not 
moved to hatred by the defects and evil deeds of his neigh
bors, however clearly he sees them. So he finds wickedness 
in the world and tolerates it, hoping for betterment. In his 
Mandragola he lets readers know that evil is being done, 
yet he is not shocked; so the world is constituted. He knows 
that his Prince, if he is to survive in a wicked world, must 
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have prudence enough to be wicked, when necessary. Such 
is politics. 

Thus understanding the world, Niccolo is not despairing 
or disillusioned. In The History of Flcrence he endeavors 
to teach Florentines and others that selfishness is the ruin 
of states. With no misgivings, though fully aware that man 
is naturally envious and resists new ideas, he labors on his 
Discourses, hoping that readers will find in his rellections 
something useful for their own lives. Sure that men are 
capable of d.isinterested service to their cities, he affirms it 
by tl1e story of Michele da Lando (Hist. Flcr. 3.17), 
whose qualities were "courage, prudence, goodness," with
out malice or ambition. What he could do for tile "common 
good" of Florence he did, first of all by stopping robbery 
and house-burning. Taking hold of the Florentine govern
ment, Michele strove to better it by such specific actions as 
providing more representation for the poor. So act all of 
Machiavelli's reformers, beginning with Romulus. 

Thus the Secretary never supinely accepts things as they 
are; he always hopes to see improvement. Of this longing 
for improvement the last chapter of The Prince provides 
the best-known proof. Another is his scheme for making 
Florence more of a republic by restoring th.e Great Council, 
part of his advice to the Medici tyrant. Yet on the other 
hand he felt that usually it is better to bear much bad gov
ernment rather than to engage in conspiracy and strife 
with the hope of improvement, which is likely to be disap
pointing. This ability to stand firm, steadily attempting to 
do what he could, yet patiently accepting human fallibility, 
seeing all tile fault and corruption of an administration
tilus being in the city yet above it-is alone enough to 
evidence Machiavelli's great distance from such an ab
straction as "tile state," which has been foisted upon him 
by some who have not observed the deliberately restricted 
scope of the eighteentil chapter of The Prince. To him 
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even such a word as liberty quickly becomes concrete, 
as "the power to enjoy unrestrained one's property without 
any fear, not to feel apprehension for the honor of one's 
women and children, not to have fears for oneself' (Dis
courses 1.16). So little does he imagine man in bondage 
to "the state" that he sees the perfect government as that 
under which "every man can hold and defend whatever 
opinion he wishes'' (Discourses 1.10) . Indeed for him the 
proper condition of man is one in which "it is not a sin to 
defend any opinion rationally, without trying to use either 
prestige or force" (Discourses 1.17); indeed it is "good to 
reason about everything" (Ibid. 1.18). Was ever a mind 
more tolerant and more expectant of toleration than that 
of th.e Florentine Secretary? But his is no passive intellect; 
it is ever alert. Formulas, even from the Romans, do not 
content it. To write The Prince, be departs entirely from 
those who have laid down rules for the conduct of kings, 
determining to follow the truth de.rived from actuality. 
Can such a freely ranging mind, responsible to itself alone, 
be bound by the tyrannizing concept of "the state"? An 

individual himself, he thinks of individuals; he is the 
author of a comic drama, Mandragola, in which each man 
has his own character. 

Thus accustomed to facts, he developed not so much 
principles as specillc views, derived from seeing how men 
act, maxims rather than a system, in freedom rather than 
rigidity. For example, he ends the third chapter of The 
Prince: 

We see by experience that the greatness in Italy of the 
Church and of the Spanish crown has been caused by the 
king of France, and his min has been caused by th.e first two. 
From this we get a general rule which never or seldom fa.ils 
to apply: namely, that he who is the cause for the gain of 
power by anyone falls in nlin, because such power he brings 
about either with ingenuity or with force, and both of these 
are feared by him who has been made powerful 

so 
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His habit of observing (and be observed with great 
acuteness) is unlike that of the scientist. Indeed he is too 
much moved by his convictions to be scientific, to stand 
off and regard things as merely subjects of research. Even 
his impartiality is not cold but watm and interested. He 
can look at Pisa, the city he helped conquer, with such 
sympathy that one might think him a Pisan, not an aggres
sive Florentine. His lack of respect for mere data such as 
the number of mercenary soldiers killed at Zagonara or 
Anghiari is not carelessness; it is rooted in his strong ob
jection to the mercenary spirit. This is not the attitude of a 
scientific historian. Machiavelli's power for detached ob
servation is that of the artist, seeing with human interest 
and remembering in reflective leisure; to him men are 
men in all their complexity, to be regarded with charity, 
not as material for a scientist's conclusion. His is the 
poetical mind, seeing vividly and presenting dramatically. 

When we remember how often, as Horace observed, 
poets have wished to benefit men in addition to pleasing 
them with imaginative creations, we understand Machia
velli's desire that the results distilled from his observation 
and study be useful, that his readers profit from the ex
ample of the Roman republic, the success and failure of 
Florentine policy, the men and women on the comic stage. 
Yet Machiavelli the artist, the poet, in The Prince and the 
Discourses, as well as in Mandragola and the verses on 
Ambition, is a poet with a difference, wearing the mask
indeed for some readers too effectively disguised--of his
torian and political observer. So the reader must needs be 
alert, for the more dispassionate Niccolo appears, the more 
poetical his words may become. 
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~ III 

Thinking toward The Prince 

(Letters nos. 124, 128, 131, 134) 

So F AR as we know, The Prince was not begun until after 
the letter of 26 August 1513; it was complete, though per
haps had not reached the form we now read, in December 
1513. The letters here considered are almost preparatory 
drafts for parts of it. 

King Ferdinand of Spain, who dominates these letters, is 
often mentioned in The Prince. The beginning of Chapter 
21 is much like the latter part of the letter of 29 April ; 
some have thought the passage in the letter more spirited, 
eloquent and poetic than the better-known one. 1n both, 
Ferdina.nd is seen as essentially a new ruler who has raised 
himself to a high place by his own abilities and efforts. Yet 
Machiavelli feels that at times be has been unwise, es
pecially in risking all of his kingdom without using all of 
his forces. Such policy is condemned in Discourses 1.23, 
perhaps written about the same time as the letter. 

In The Pritlce, chap. 7, concerning Pope Julius II's en
mity to Cesare Borgia, Machiavelli Jays down as a cer
tainty: "H e who believes that recent favors make great men 
forget old injuries, deceives himself." Cesare Borgia made 
a mistake, therefore, in allowing the choice of Cardinal 
San Piero ad Vincula as Pope Julius; "it was the cause of 
his Jinal ruin." 1n his letters Machiavelli looks at both sides 
of this matter of forgetting old enmity. On 29 April1513 he 
wrote that the King of Spain would hardly join with the 
King of France, "who preswnably would remember old 
injuries better than new favors." Yet on 10 August he 
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thought Ferdinand might win over the King of France, "for 
new benefits are wont to make men forget old injuries." 
King Ferdinand in his astuteness might be able to judge 
which result might follow, according to the circumstances. 

For Ferdinand, Machiavelli felt some admiration, even 
though unwilling to allow him wisdom and disapproving 
of his morals, as shown in the King's persecution of the 
Moors (Prince 21) . But his astuteness was such that the 
letter-writer could not believe that he would put himself 
in the power of the King of France, for "wise princes never 
put themselves, except through necessity, into the power of 
another man." Here, with a characteristic willingness to use 
the same word in varied senses, Machiavelli now seems to 
class Ferdinand among the wise, though he denied him 
that quality on 29 April 1513, allowing him to be only 
astute and lucky. Yet he makes the Spanish king clever 
enough to act so wisely that he will not put his fate in 
another's hands. ln the chapter of The Prince outlining this 
King's brilliant career-with pity for his victims-we also 
read: "Wise princes with all their might avoid being in 
another's power" (Chap. 21) . 

ln The Prince, chap. 12, looking at the military aspect 
of the Venetian power, and forgetting those instances in 
which they recovered by the peace-treaty what they lost 
by the war (see for example History of Florence 8.26), 
Machiavelli condemns the Venetian policy of hiring sol
diers, declaring that their mercenaries lost them in one 
day, at Agnadello, what they had spent eight hundred 
years in building up. So on 26 August 1513, he writes 
that he had always thought their gain and retention of 
their empire a greater miracle than their loss of it. They 
had no generals and no soldiers of their own. Yet with 
all his bias against hired soldiers, Machiavelli admits 
that sometimes they succeed; in this very letter he indi
cates that Pyrrhus and Hannibal (mentioned in Discourses 
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3.21, as well as in The Prince, chap. 17) were successful 
with arznjes at least partly mercenary, because of their 
great ability. Italy, however, has not produced patriotic 
leaders; her ablest generals serve the French and the 
Spanish; we read in The Prince: 

In Italy there is no lack of material to which form could be 
given; there is great vigor in the limbs, if only it were not 
wanting in the heads. In dueb and combats by a few warriors, 
Italians are superior in strength, skill, and clevern.ess, but 
when they are in armies, they do not compare [with foreign
ers]. This comes from the weakness of the leaders, because 
those who understand things are not obeyed, and every man 
thinks he understands, and up to now there has been no one 
who has been able to stand so high, through prudence and 
vigor, or through fortune, that the others will defer to him 
(chap. 26). 

So on 26 August 1513 Machiavelli writes that he knows 
of no leader who can unite the Italians against the 
foreigners. Is it possible that he had changed his mind 
when in December he encouraged Giuliano and Lorenzo 
de'Medici to attempt Italian leadership (PriMe 26)? 

In The Prince the most elaborate figure of speech is that 
of the foreign invaders of Italy like a great flood covering 
the fertile fields (chap. 25) . Yet in a dry season it is pos
sible to dig ditches and build dikes so that the next Hood 
will do no damage. So on 10 August 1513 Machiavelli 
wrote: "This German river is so large that it has need of 
a great dike to hold it . . . The precautions against this 
Hood need to be taken now, before the Swiss put down 
roots in this land, and begin to taste the sweetness of 
ruling." In the informal letter another figure follows that 
of the flood. 

To the diligent reader yet other signs will appear of the 
process by which a few months later Machiavelli came to 
The Prince. 
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~· IV~ 

Three Political Letters 
(Nos. 145, 154, 155) 

I N EARLIER letters to Vettori, Machiavelli appears as medi
tating on The Prince; in these he uses some of its principles 
soon after they were put in writing. High among his chief 
concerns are the Swiss. Of them Machiavelli had what we 
now think unduly great fear, founded on admiration of 
their military organization and comparison of them with 
the Romans. In spite of his belief in individual virtU, it 
did not occur to him that the Swiss failed to develop con
spicuous leaders. Not then was there any Swiss statesman 
capable of planning and carrying out such a foreign policy 
as Machiavelli imagined. What he says in these letters is 
developed from a single sentence in The Prince: "The Swiss 
are heavily armed and perfectly free" (Chap. 12). In his 
Discourses, not far from the date of these letters, he speaks 
of them as "the teachers of the mode.m wars" ( 2.17) . 

Neutrality as treated in these letters is expanded 'vith 
examples from The Prince, chap. 21, the Pope appearing 
as a tempora:I ruler, in the position of a lesser power be
tween two stronger ones, namely France with her allies, 
and Spain with her allies; a thlrd danger came from the 
Swiss. With one of the powerful the Pope must join, lest 
he cause both to hate him. Even if the side he chooses is 
defeated, its support continues to have value. ln a de
feated France, for example, he could take refuge at 
A vignon, still his property, where various popes lived, 
and have the support of a country so rich as to be in itself a 
"papacy." Moreover, the fortune of the victor may be 
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"resurgent," to adapt the word used both in The Prince 
and the first letter of 20 Dec. 1514. In his long debate 
on the proper choice for the Pope in his unpleasant situa
tion, Machiavelli is developing a passage in The Prince: "It 
is in the order of things that one never succeeds in es
caping one affiiction without running into another; pru
dence consists in recognizing the nature of the various 
afflictions and taking the least bad as something good" 
(chap. 21). This Pope Leo X must attempt to do. 

In discussing what Henry VIII of England and the 
other kings will do, Machiavelli is not troubled by what 
the people think, remarking that they wish what the kings 
wish (20 Dec. 1514, no. 1). Thus he varies his statement 
of the power of the king's example (Prince 24, Discourses 
3.29). In the same letter, too, he discusses the holding 
of mountain passes by the defenders of an invaded 
country, who by so doing would risk everything without 
using their entire forces ( Diacourses 1.23). Under th.e in
fluence of his discussion of the Emperor Maximilian I as 
one who did not know his own mind (Prince 23), Machia
velli briefly says here: "I do not know what he will do at . .. any time. 
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Savonarola 
(Letter no. 3) 

IN THIS letter we have Machiavelli at twenty-eight observ· 
ing some striking public events in Florence: Savonarola's 
sermons. Here, as in other familiar letters not intended for 
publication, Machiavelli may be supposed to speak with 
less care than when expecting a wide audience. Yet even 
so he exhibits the same power to observe without passion 
that appears in much of his later writing. His own opinion 
is clear; he does not trust the preacher, though fascinated 
by his procedure and admiring his skill. The Frate, how
ever, is to him more partisan than reformer. Apparently 
this opinion remained with him. In the Discourses he deals 
with Savonarola's law permitting men accused of poli
tical crime to appeal to the people. Its passage the Frate 
secured with great difficulty. Soon after its enactment, the 
right of appeal was refused to five citizens. Says Machia
velli: 

This deprived the Frate of more good reputation than any 
other happening, because if that law of appeal was useful, he 
should have had it observed; if it was not useful, he should 
not have had it passed. This event was the more noticed be
cause the Frate in all the sermons he preached after the 
brealdng of the law never either condemned those who broke 
it or excused their action, as though he did not wish to con
demn it, as something to his advantage, and yet could not 
excuse it. By revealing his ambitious and partisan spirit, this 
conduct took reputation away from him and brought on him 
much reproach ( 1.45 ) . 
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To Machiavelli, mourning (like Dante) over the inter
necine struggles of his native city, no man was so odious 
as the partisan, contrasted in his selfishness with Michele 
da Lando in his love for the town as a unity. Further, 
Machiavelli held that Savonarola as churchman and mor
alist had failed to apply the prudence that appeared in his 
writi.ngs. Remarking on the Italian military failure that 
made so easy Chades VIII's march through the peninsula, 
he adds: "He who said that our sins caused it told the 
truth; but they were not the sins he believed they were, 
but those I have been telling about; and because they 
were sins by the princes, the princes have paid the penalty 
for them" (Prince 12). With this comment on Savonarola, 
for an instant we a.re in the atmosphere of Mandragola. 
Frate Timoteo's parishioner as.ks: "Do you tbin.k the Tur.k 
will come into Italy this year?" to be answered: "If you 
don't pray, he will" (3.3). Machiavelli could praise a 
Numa-like simulation for political purposes, but still de
manded rational connection of cause and effect, rejecting 
the procedures of the popular evangelist and of the poli
tician seeking emotional support. 

In a comic letter of 17 May 1521 (no. 179) on a 
preacher for Florence, Machiavelli spea.ks of Fra Girolamo 
as versuto, with an obvious bad meaning, such as crafty or 
even malicious, since the Dominican is contrasted with the 
perfect preacher, prudent, blameless and true, whom 
Machiavelli's friends desire him to engage for a course 
of sermons in Florence. A comic reference also occurs in 
one of the texts of the Andria translated. Terence ma.kes 
his slave say: "Davos sum, non Oedipus." In his desire to 
turn the Latin into vivid Italian, Machiavelli renders this, 
according to an autograph manuscript: "lo son Davo; 
non prof eta, ut non el frate" ( 1.2). That is, "I am Davus, 
not a prophet, since not the Frate." One is tempted, on 
the basis of such a hint of Savonarola, to suppose that the 
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words el frate, as in the letter of 1497-98, mark the version 
• 

of the Andria as of about that date. At any rate, in both 
writings the prophetic power of the Frate is not taken 
seriously. 

Elsewhere the preacher appears better, for The Prince 
makes him the "unarmed prophet" (chap. 6) unable to use 
force when the people no longer can be swayed by his 
eloquence. In this passage the other examples given are 
Moses, Cyrus, Theseus and Romulus, all men whom the 
Secretary admired, as is evident in Prince 6 and 26 and in 
the Discourses 1.2, 9) . The new laws (ordini nuovi) of 
Savonarola are good provisions, as in Discourses 1.9, where 
the reformer is to order the state anew, remodeling it with 
complete change of its old laws (ordini). In Discourses 
3.30, Moses again appears as severely enforcing his new 
laws and ordinl. Along with him appears not only Savona
rola but Piero Soderini, whose regime Machiavelli so long 
served and supported, with general approval, even though 
Soderini failed at last. Machiavelli says also that Savonarola 
recogni.zed the necessity of force but did not succeed in 
communicating his prudent observation to his followers, 
who had power to compel obedience to his new measures. 

In two passages, Niccolo says something in direct com
mendation: 

The people of Florence were persuaded by Frate Girolamo 
Savonarola that he was speaking with God. I am not going to 
decide whether it was true or not, because of so great a man 
we ought to speak with reverence. But I do say that multi
tudes believed him, without seeing anything unusual to make 
them believe, because his life, his learning, the subject he 
took, were enough to get him their belief (Discourses 1.11). 

In the context appears as a parallel the Roman king Numa, 
whose methods, even to his pretence that he was advised 
by a nymph to prepare new ordini for Rome, were ap
proved by the writer. Nurna was superior to Fra Girolamo 
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in that he was able to give his plan permanence. Even more 
favorably, Machiavelli asserts that Savonarola's writings 
show "his learning, his prudence, and the vigor of his in
tellect'' (Discourses 1.45). This is in harmony with praise 
by Guicciardini (Hist. Flor. 16), who also accuses Fra 
Girolamo of pride and ambition. To read Savonarola's 
political writings without remarldng passages that would 
have pleased the Secretary is impossible. Machiavelli's 
prescription for Florentine government in his work On 
Remodeling the Government of Florence seemingly owes 
much to the Frate. 

In his verse account of ten years of Florentine history, 
The First Decennale, Machiavelli writes: 

That which to many was displeasing and made you [the Flor
entines] abandon union was that sect under whose emblem 
your city lay. I mean of that grettt Savonarola, who, inspired 
with vigor divine, kept you enchained with his words. But 
because many feared to see little by little the ruin of their 
city under his prophetic teaching, no place in which to re
unite you could be found, if his divine light did not increase 
or if it was not extinguished with a greater Bre (154-165). 

However brief, this is a systematic account written some 
si'C years after the event, and for its own sake; it is not 
incidental or illustrative. That Machiavelli did not live to 
write for his HistOf'y of Florence on the years of Fra 
Girolamo's activity we must always regret.. There are, 
however, brief and scattered notes for sections on the Frate. 
They indicate narratives of the disturbances raised by his 
friends and his enemies, and some lively accounts of his 
preaching and his power- so great that foreigners mocked 
Florentin.es by saying that they had escaped from the 
hands of the Medici and fallen into the Frate's. One note 
reports Savonarola's interview with King Charles Vill of 
France at Poggibonsi in June 1495, where he is said to 
have "talked the father of the leek" to the King. This fits 
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with the Frate's own report that he spoke "modestamente 
mn vivo" (modestly but vigorously) if we allow the last 
word to cover prophetic threats. Francesco Cuicciardi:ni 
writes: 

Girolamo Savonarola, miJring with his words, according to his 
custom, the divine authority and name, exhortc..-d the King 
with the greatest vigor to return the cities [which he bad 
taken] to the Florentines, adding to his persuasions the most 
serious threats that if he did not observe what he had sworn 
with such solemnity (touching the Gospels with his hand as 
though before Cod's eyes), he would without delay be se
verely punished by Cod ( Hist. Italy, bk 2, year 1495 ). 

In Machiavelli's notes there is no indication of comment 
on the Frate's political theories, such as might have ap
peared in the History of Florence, yet since we have only 
chronological jottings, silence means nothing. 

It appears that Machiavelli retained the opinions be 
hints at rather than e.'tpresses in his letter reporting Savona
rola's sermons. Though realizing the Frate's capacity as a 
political thinker and practical statesman, he deplored his 
partisan violence, his egotism, his reliance on histrionic 
effect, his mixture of the ecclesiastical with the political. 
At their best, Savonarola's political theories and actions 
entitled him to stand as a fifth statesman in the company 
of Moses, Romulus, Theseus and Cyrus, but his failure 
in the vigor and wisdom required for bringing his ideas to 
fntition placed him among the unsuccessful with Cesare 
Borgia and Piero Soderini. 
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~VI 

Machiavelli and the Poets 
(Letters 120, 122, 137, 152, 159, 166, 199, 200, 20En 

WJUTINc of his life at Sant' Andrea in Percussina, Machia
velli says that after observing his wood-cutters, he went 
on to his aviary (Letter no. 137) . There he took from his 
pocket a book, "either Dante or Petrarch or one of the 
lesser poets, such as Tibullus or Ovid." He read of their 
tender passions and their loves, remembered his own, 
dreamed for a while. Then he went on to the tavern where 
he met various men and n oted their various tastes and 

fancies. In the evening he read such authors as Livy and 
Tacitus. A part of the day for poetry is characteristic of 
Niccolo. How otheJWise could he have concluded The 
Prince with a quotation from Petrarch? Yes, and the 
Exhortation to Penitence in the same way? Petrarch seems 
to have been a favorite; indeed this very letter opens with 
a quotation from 1"he Triumph of Eternity. Through read
ing Petrarch' s Triumphs as well as Dante's verse, he ac
quired such command of the terza rima as appears in his 
Capitoli and in The [Golden] Ass. ln Letter 122 he uses 
lines from Petrarcb with a deliberate adaptation to his 
own feeling. Another letter (no. 159) he begins with a 
sonnet that makes him one of the followers of Laura's 
poet. 

Dante o.ften occurs to him also, as when he quotes to 
express the fears raised in him by a letter of Vettori' s (no. 
120 ). Writing to Guicciardini, he cites a passage on the 
suJferings of Pope Boniface at the hands of soldiers as a 
parallel to the troubles of Pope Clement VII (no. 199) . 
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Though he says to his friend, "You know the verses; read 
the rest for yourself," Guicciardini did not know them 
and had difficulty in finding a copy of Dante in Romagna. 
At last he succeeded, but the volume offered no explana
tory note. He thinks the quotation one of those things of 
which Niccolo "always has his sleeves full," that is, things 
that he knows and other men do not. In his next letter from 
Machiavelli he met another quotation from the Com
media, on the marriages arranged by Romeo for the daugh
ters of the duke of Provence (no. 200) . Machiavelli's 
most amusing use of Dante is in his comic epitaph for 
Piero Soderini, quoted above in the section on his life. 

From Ovid, Machiavelli often draws, as when he 
quotes from the Metamorphoses for Vettori (Letter no. 
159). Earlier he quoted a bit which he expected his 
friend to recognize and continue (Letter no. 152). 

In his Cllzia, in a passage not found in his source, 
Plautus' Casina, Machiavelli writes: 

Certainly he who said that the lover and the soldier are alike 
told the truth. The captain wants young men as soldiers; 
women don't want their lovers to be old. It is a horrid thlng 
to see an old man enlisted as a soldier; it is very horrid to see 
him in love. Soldiers fear the anger of the captains; lovers 
fear not less that of their mistresses. Soldiers sleep on the 
ground out-of-doors; lovers on the ledges of the house-walls. 
Soldiers pursue their enemies to the death; lovers their rivals. 
Soldi.ers in the darkness of night when the winter is coldest 
march th.rough the mud, exposed to rain and wind, to carry 
through an enterprise that will make them gain a vic::tory; 
lovers in like ways, and with like and greater hardships, strive 
to gain their beloved. In the same way in warfare and in love, 
secrecy, fidelity and courage are needed; the dangers are the 
same, and generally tl1e end is the same. The soldier dies in 
a ditch; the lover dies in despail' ( 1.2). 

The speaker mentioned is Ovid. Machiavelli has adapted to 
prose the following passage: 
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Every lover goes to war, and Cupid bas his camp. Take my 
word for it, Attlcus, every lover goes to war. The age that 
is suited for war is also fit for Venus. Horrid is an aged 
soldier; horrid is aged love. The spirit that captains want 
in a strong soldier, the fair girl wants in the man who Is to 
be with her. Both keep awake all night; both sleep on the 
ground~ne guarding his mistress' door; the other his 
captain's. Long is the road of the soldier's duty; send the girl 
ahead, the vigorous lover follows endlessly. He will go upon 
diJficult mountains and into rivers doubled by cloudbursts, 
he will tread the drifted snows. When he is to embark upon 
the sea, he will not chatter of threatening East Wind, nor 
will he ask for favoring stars before putting his oar in the 
water. Who but a soldier or a lover will bear the chill of night 
and the snow mingled wi.th heavy rain? One as a scout is 
sent agaJnst dangerous enemies; the other keeps his eye on 
his rival as an enemy. The first besieges strong towns; the 
second the door of his cruel love. One smashes doors; the 
other city-gates ( ArnD1"es 1.9). 

Ovid develops the parallel further, with classical illustra
tion Machiavelli felt unsuited for such a comedy as 
Clizia. He has adapted it to Florentine li.fe, in the refer
ences to the ledges where the lover sleeps. Machiavellian 
is the reference to secrecy, fidelity, courage; for satire 
Machiavelli adds how soldier and lover die. 

In comedy Niccolo even imitated Catullus, as did Ben 
Jonson in his NetO Inn 5.2. Callimaco"s passion he ex
presses in Mandragola thus: 

In every limb so great a desire to be once with her attacks 
me that from the soles of my feet to my head I feel myself 
overcome. My legs tremble, my vitals are in commotion; o1y 
heart is uprooted from my breast; my arms lose their vigor; 
my tongue grows ~ilent; my eyes are d3Z2led; my brain 
whirls ( 4.1). 

Catullus, inspired by Sappho, wrote Ad Lesbiam, to 
Lesbia: 

My senses are snatched away, for as soon as I see you, 

64 

Copyrighted material 



Lesbla, I have in my mouth no sound of voice, my tongue 
falters, a subtle flame Rows down my body, my ears ring 
with inward chiming, both my eyes are covered with dark
ness (51) . 

Machiavelli's imitation, with its touch from Petrarch (Son
net 134), is exaggerated for comic effect. 

Writing to Lodovico Alamanni, he tells of his pleasure in 
reading the latest contemporary poem, Arlosto's Orlando 
Furioso (Letter no. 166). Perhaps he had in mind Ariosto's 
description of Cairo (15.63) when he used the name to 
signify a city of enormous size (Letter no. 206). In Letter 
159 he quotes from another romantic poem, Pulci's Mor
gante. 

Altogether the letters show Machiavelli conversant with 
much poetry and assuming that his friends will recognize 
his references to it. We need not be astonished when in his 
political works he quotes from Juvenal or from a drama 
by Lorenzo the Magnificent. 
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~VII 

Florentine Marriages 
(Letters no. 146, 167, 168, 196, 199, 200, 211) 

GIOVANNI VERNACCI, his nephew, beginning commercial 
life as a Florentine business-man in the Levant, was often 
in Niccolo's mind. Thinking on his financial advancement, 
the uncle in 1514 suggested a marriage (Letter no. 146). 
He knew of a very rich artisan who had sufficiently risen 
in the social scale to be among those eligible for o.ffice 
in Florence. He had a daughter somewhat lame, but other
wise handsome, good and worthy. With her a marriage 
could be arranged by which the father would give a dower 
of two thousand sealed florins, and open a shop in the 
wool business which Giovanni could manage. The sug
gestion reflects Machiavelli's financial situation and per
haps his discouragement at that time. At least he is willing 
to see his nephew marry into a family of lower social station 
than his own for the sake of only a small sum of money, 
and to take a wife whose lameness would render her 
father more than usually anxious about her marriage. Obvi
ously nothing came of the suggestion, for in letters on 5 
January and 25 January 1517-18 Machiavelli brings up 
the topic anew. 

A few years later he became involved in the marriage 
negotiations for the eldest daughter of Francesco Guicci
ardini. This friend, from a family of such standing that no 
member of the Florentine aristocracy could object to its 
social position, had four daughters. Thus he realized 
keenly the condition of which Dante's Cacciaguida spoke, 
praising the manners of a time when 
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the daughter at her birth did not rouse fear in her father, 
because the time and the dower did not flee from right 
measure in either direction (Paradiso 15.103). 

That is, the age for marriage was not very low, and, even 
more, the demands for dower were not excessive. With 
four daughters, Guicciardini' s fear was four times multi
plied, since he was not a very wealthy man. Even his 
favor with the Medici Pope, Clement VII, and his im-· 
portant position in the Pope's employ were not enough 
to secure for his first daughter such a marriage as he 
desired, unless he paid a dower beyond his means. 
NiccoiO did all he could to aid him, by attempting dis
creet negotiations with Florentines having eligible sons, 
and by giving advice. One suggestion was that great eHort 
be made to secure for the first daughter a marriage into 
u wealthy and inlluential family. Then it was likely that 
the others could make good marriages on smaller pro
visions, since possible husbands would reckon on the 
value of a connection with the husband of the first. Flor
entine notions of family responsibility made such advice 
worth regarding. In Niccolo's Belfagor the devil of that 
name, disguised as a F1orentine business-man, is urged 
by his wife until he sets all her brothers up in business, 
where they lose the property he has entrusted to them. 

As a means for raising the desirable sum, Machiavelli 
would have his friend apply to Pope Clement Vl1 for a 
supplement to what he could himself afford to offer to a 
son-in-law. This procedure he justifies by the example of 
other F1orentines of high position who are richer than 
Guicciardini and whose services tn the Medici family 
have been less important than his. He outlines the argu
ments Guicciardini should use and even more insists on 
the way he should ask, in a fashion that reminds one of 
analyses of human conduct in The Prince: 
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The whole thing consists in asking boldly and showing great 
discontent if you do not receive. And pri.nces easily bend 
themselves to do new favors ft>r those for whom they have 
done old ones, or rather they are so afraid of losing, if they 
refuse, the benefits of their earlier favors, that they hasten 
to confer new ones (Letter no. 199). 

This is a method for forcing an imprudent prince to act 
like a wise one in conferring on his officers, in recognition 
of ability and faithfulness, such benefits as Machiavelli in 
Prince 22 says are bestowed by the virtuous ruler. 
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~VIII ~ 

Machiavelli the Comic Observer 

(Letters no. 3, 122, 137, 138, 140, 142, 144, 182, 183) 

How DO men act? was Machiavelli's constant question, and 
one of his chief pleasures was in mingling with them. His 
observation of their tastes and fancies was taken into the 
stores of his experience and emerged in his comic writings 
indeed, but also in the matured consideration of his HistOTIJ 
of Florence. Francesco Cuicciardini was amused at his 
friend's position as ambassador to the Franciscans, but 
Machiavelli accepted it, signing himself in formal Latin: 
"Orator pro Republica Florentina ad Fratres minores" 
(Letter no. 182). Even the notion that he could gain 
proft there for his History of Florence he jocosely accepted 
from Guicciardini, saying that he had lost nothing by 
coming to this republic of wooden sandals, because he 
had learned of many of their regulations that bad good 
in them; these be could often use in his H istOTIJ, especially 
in comparisons, "because when I need to speak of silence 
I can say: 'They are quieter than the friars when they 
are eating'" (Letter no. 183). Under the joking there is 
truth. Niccolo's study was mankind, and he proflted from 
aU he met. So in his exile at Sant' Andrea in Percussina he 
did not sink into listlessness but kept his brain from 
moulding by association with the villagers, "from whom be 
learned a variety of things, and noted the various tastes 
and diverse fancies of men" (Letter no. 137). 

Such power to observe men's humors, without allowing 
any personal feeling to ruin perspective, we observe in 
his letter describing his visit to Savonarola's preaching 

6g 

Copyrighted material 



(no. 3). That letter illuminates his account of a Fran
ciscan preaching at Santa Croce, whom he did not hear, 
"because I don't frequent such doings"; but his amuse
ment at the imposter and at all Florence excited about the 
two mill.ion devils unchained to bring about the marvels 
prophesied by the half-hermit, rests on his observation 
of conduct (No. 138). 

Trivial incidents gain larger life under Machiavelli's 
eyes. There is the stingy Tommaso who bought seven 
pounds of veal, then was alarmed at its price and looked 
for help in bearing the cost. Machiavelli and others joined 
him at dinner and we may be sure had an amusing time. 
\Vhen the shares were figured, the impecunious Niccolo 
lacked four soldi of his share. The miserly To.mmaso has 
several times dunned him for the money, once on the 
Ponte Vecchio. Knowing that this is something of a joke 
on his own financial habits, Machiavelli remarks: "I don't 
know that you will think him wrong" (No. 122) . 

Told at greater length is the story of the discomfiture 
of Giuliano Brancacci, a Florentine rascal (No. 144). 
First it is put as though he went out hunting for "birds," 
that is, for compliant homosexuals. Searching the nooks 
and crannies of central Florence, at last he found a boy 
who pleased him. Learning that his name was Michele, he 
tl1en said: "I am Filippo da Casavecchia. If you come or 
send to my shop tomorrow, I shall content you." So in the 
morning tlle boy sent for his money. The astonished Filippo 
refused to pay, and summoned Michele. He appeared, re
buked Filippo, and threatened that if he were cheated he 
would bring disgrace on Filippo. The latter, however, stood 
his ground, saying he was not a man who meddled with 
such rascality, and tllat the boy had better attempt to find 
out who had tricked him ratller ilian attack Filippo witllout 
cause; he told Michele to come again the next day. Puzzled, 
tlle boy accepted tllis. Filippo was ilien at his wit's end, 
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and his resoiution wavered like the water in the mouth of 
the Amo at Pisa in a north wind. If he paid a florin, he 
wouid become the boy's vineyard, making himseif guiity; if 
he denied it without learning the truth, Michele wouid be 
believed; if he was mistaken in selecting the real culprit, 
he wouid make an enemy and still wouid be thought 
guilty. At last he selected Brancaccio, who had tricked 
him once before, as the rascal. So th.en he went to Albetto 
Lotti, one of Michele's relatives, for help. Alberto, exam
ining the boy, said to him: "Would you recognize the 
voice of the man who said be was Filippo?" Since Michele 
thought he wouid, Alberto took him to Santo llario, where 
Brancaccio spent much of his time. There they found him 
in the middle of a crowd telling stories, and came up be
hind him until they heard him speaking. Just then Bran
caccio turned and, seeing them, was embarrassed and 
made off. The truth was plain. So in the Carnival people 
ask: "Are you Brancaccio or are you Casa?" In this story 
Machiavelli is not disturbed by his characters, such as 
Florence and others cities abounded in, yet he does not 
palliate them. "The boy," he says, "was bad rather than 
merely of little account." Yet the comparison to the bird
catcher is amusing, even the innocent Filippo is comic 
in his embarrassment, and the discom6ture of the rascai 
is accompiished without a word. Finally the Florentines 
who savor the joke a.re comic as they all repeat the formula. 

Both Filippo Casavecchio and Brancaccio appear when 
not at odds in an earlier letter of comment on Vettori's own 
account of an evening at his house in Rome (No. 142). The 
whole scene is imagined by Machiavelli with a vividness 
and appreciation of folly not to be surpassed. Vettori 
himself-Florentine ambassador to the Pope and a man 
through whose influence Machiavelli was hoping for gov
ernment employment- is subdued to a low bourgeois 
level. The scene does indeed fit with Machiavelli's dis-
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cussion of the levity permitted to the grave man off duty, 
who being held wise by day will never be thought foolish 
by night (No. 140) . This idea he repeated as one of the 
sayings he later attributed to his fictitious Castruccio 
Castracani: 

One night when he was in the house of one of his gentlemen, 
where many ladies were gathered for entertainment, he 
danced and bad a good time more than suited his station. 
But when one of his friends rebuked him, he said: "He who 
is thought wise by day will never be thought crazy by night. 

After praising the prudence, eloquence, keen mind, and 
power to execute that made Lorenzo the Magnificent 
known far beyond the bounds of Italy, Machiavelli con
tinued: 

\.Yc cnnnot mention any vices that spotted such great virtues, 
though he was much involved in the affairs of Venus, and 
took delight in comic and satirical men, and in puerile 
sports, more than seemed suitable to so great a man, so 
that many times he was seen with his sons and daughters, 
taking part in their childish sports ( Htst. Flor. 8.36). 

Machiavelli's praise of folly is wholly ingenuous, directed 
against the wisdom which is wise only in its own conceit 
and which lacks touch with reality. 

Machiavelli's high exertion contrasted with his share 
in life's triviality appears in the most famous of the letters, 
announcing the composition of The Prince ( Letter no. 
137). In the background are the illiterate inhabitants of a 
tiny village. Early in the morning Niccolo goes out to 
observe men cutting wood on his farm-thus imitating 
his father's careful husbandry. Here he listens to the 
bad-luck stories these workmen always had ready, either 
about themselves or about their neighbors. Then comes 
his dealing with Florentines who bought some of his 
wood, where vexation passes into amusement: 
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Frosino da Panzano sent for a number of cords of wood 
without saying a thing to me, and on payment he wanted 
to keep back from me ten lire, which he says he should 
have had from me four years ago, when he beat me at 
cricca at Antonio Guicciardini's. I ra.ised the devil and was 
going to prosecute as a thief the waggoner who had come 
there for the wood, but Giovanni Machiavelli came between 
us and got us to agree. 

Then he tells the story of the stingy man who with the 
help of his wife, children, and servants piled up the cord 
sent him so tight, beating the sticks down into crevices 
between others, that it twned out only half a cord. H 
this man in his stinginess was a comic cheater, Niccolo 
knew that there was possible comedy on his side, in that 
his laborers might have piled the wood so loosely that they 
cheated by making less than a cord i.nto a cord. Mark 
Twain in the days when Mississippi steamers burned wood 
under their boilers speaks of wood for sale that was "piled 
by them cheats so you can throw a dog through it any
wheres" (Huckleberry Finn, chap. 19). An even more ex
aggerated story comes from early days in Western New 
York. A widow bought a cord of wood from a farmer 
who delivered it on a bob-sled drawn by two horses. He 
drove into her narrow yard and piled the wood, very 
loosely, under her disapproving eyes. When he had fin
ished, he remarked that he hadn't left much space for 
turning his horses and sled, to get out of the yard. The 
widow answered: "Drive right through the holes in the 
woodpile." Doubtless Vettori, who received the letter, 
had heard such stories. Dismayed by his dealings with 
skin-Hints, Machiavelli gave up selling wood, saying he 
had no more, but even then he could not escape comic 
troubles. Batista Cuicciardini, who had agreed to take a 
cord, made so much of his disappointment as to count it 
among his misfortunes at Prato. Batista was podestii in 
the city when she was captured and horribly sacked by 
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the Spanish army less than a year and a half before, so 
that he suffered severely. His complaints exemplify the 
comedy depending on magnifying the trivial to make it 
appear of great consequence. 

From the woodlot, Machiavelli passes on to his aviary, 
where he sits in the company of Dante, Petrarch, Ovid or 
Tibullus. In contrast, he goes to the inn, where he talks 
with the villagers, asks news from passers-by, and notes the 
various tastes and different fancies of men. So in the midst 
of triBes Niccolo is not merely a triBer; he is also the 
comic poet, the political philosopher in touch with funda
mentals. Though when he wrote on politics he dealt with 
kings, he did not forget that the purpose of government 
is the good of the whole population, of which the most 
numerous part was such as the men and women he talked 
with in front of the inn at Sant'Andrea in Percu.ssina. 

After dinner, Machiavelli goes back to the inn, to meet 
more of those for whom princes. exist, described in one 
of the oft-quoted passages of this letter. The working-day 
must be over, or the scene is exceptional, for in addition 
to the host he meets men who have their occupations, a 
butcher, a miller, two bakers. 

With these I sink into vulgarity for the whole day, playing 
at crlcca and at trich-trach, and then these games bring on 
a thousand disputes and countless l.nsults with olfen~ive 
words, and usually we are lighting over a penny, and never
theless we a.re heard shouting as far as San Casciano. So, in
volved in these trifles, I keep my brain from growing 
mouldy, and satisfy the malice of this fate of mine, being 
glad to have her drive me along th.is road, to see if she will 
be ashamed of it. 

Even here the observing eye is alert and the mind is at 
work on-finally-the mystery of life, and on that fate, 
or here he might have said Fortune (as in the dedication of 
The Prince), that has him in her power. 
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Then at night a further contrast. With a brain free from 
mould, he goes in to the presence of the great, with whom 
for four hours he converses on the problem of man in 
society, and on his relation to the powerful whose conduct 
so greatly concerns the lowly. In this atmosphere, so close 
to the comedy of daily life, so remote from it, he com
poses The Prince. Fresh from reality, he is the surer in 
his defence of ideas that most writers attack, for, as he 
declares, 

I do not judge nor will I ever judge it a sin to make a rational 
defense of any opinion, without trying to use either authority 
or force ( Discourses 1.58) . 

If it is true that the best explanation of comedy is to be 
found in incongruity, in contrast, Niccolo's day has enough 
o£ it to be a picture of the comic world. Whatever the 
lesser comic discords, the final incongruity is between the 
rational and the irrational, between man at the full devel
opment of his intellect, such as Dante planned for in 
De M onarchia, and man who fails to use his mind, that is, 
man who falls short of the best humanity, for whatever 
reason, whether excessive piety, excessive devotion to a 
cause, selfishness financial or intellectual, or lack of charity. 
Machiavelli may have spent a good deal of time playing 
cricca and other silly games, he may not have managed 
his property carefully, he couldn't get rich, yet in his most 
careless moods he still had the open and active perception, 
the interest in observing humble life, with all its defects, 
and the conduct of the mighty, with its failures, as one 
who trusted nevertheless in the high possibilities of the 
human mind. Yet he never went forth merely to observe, 
as does the scientist. He played trich-trach heartily and 
laughed at poor jokes because they amused him, as Shake
speare saw fun in the poor jokes he put in his plays. Both 
artists could laugh at the bawdry that has shocked their 
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dignified biographers. So Machiavelli's observation came 
later than his experience, since it was the poet's distillation 
of what he saw, quite unlike the immediate findings of the 
scientist. Thus Machiavelli's sense of comedy passed into 

the wisdom of his writings and into his power to regard 
all men with charity. 
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Notes on Individual Letters 

Some Personal Letters 

(Nos. 117, 119, 120, 125, 129, 137, 142, 144, 145, 148, 159, 
166, 167, 179, 182, 183, 186, 192, 196, 198, 199, 200, 

204, 211, ZZZ) 

THE letter of 14 March 1512-13 (No. 117) was written 
after Machiavelli's sojourn in prison, because suspected of 
a plot against the Medici government. In this and the next 
letter (No. 119) he refers to a subject that was to engage 
him for a long time: his hope for suitable employment in 
Florence or elsewhere. Yet he does not lose courage: "I was 
hom poor and learned earlier to stint myself than to 
prosper." ln about three weeks comes his only prose men
tion of the torture of the rack, not put in the language of 
one asking sympathy. Possibly he was not severely tor
tured ; at least he does not dwell on his affiictions. With 
good knowledge of his own temperament, he writes: 

Fortune has determined that since I don't know how to talk 
about the silk business or tb.e wool business, or about profits 
and losses, I must talk about the government and I am 
obliged either to make a vow of silence or to discuss that. 

Under all circumstances he was fascinated by the conduct 
of men in their organizations. The letters immediately 
following chiefly show what he called his "passion for 
politics," though two (Nos. 125, 129) are to his nephew 
in the Levant, for whom he felt great aHection. He tells 
with brevity of his troubles, including danger of death. 
Yet he is so alert to his nephew's welfare as to advise him 
on writing letters of business: he is to tell too much rather 
than too little. 
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On 10 December 1513 comes the best-known of Machia
velli's letters (No. 137) indicated as having been written 
in Florence. Though important for its infonnation about 
The Prince, it is also one of the fullest on his private life, 
giving an account of a day on his fann at Sant'Andrea in 
Percussina. He tells on the one hand of his reading in 
Latin and Italian poets (the only passage of its sort) and 
on the other of the vulgar company be sees at the inn; yet 
by associating with these workingmen he keeps his brain 
from getting mouldy. By contrast, in the evening he goes 
into his study where he meets the famous men of old, with 
whom he converses for four hours, while he feels no bore
dom; he forgets all his troubles; he does not dread poverty; 
death does not frighten him. In this retreat for th.e mind 
from the ills of life, he has composed a little book On 
P·rincedoms, which he is still enlarging and thoroughly 
revising. 

His correspondent, Vettori, wishes him to give up his 
life in the country and go to Rome. Explaining why he 
cannot come, Machiavelli gets amusement from his hard 
situation. The Soderini are in Rome; he could not avoid 
seeing them, but such a meeting would cause suspicion 
in the Medici government, which is touchy and doubtful, as 
all new govel"(lments are. So he would on his return dis
mount not at his house but at the Bargello, the city jail. 
He continues with what seems a joking reference to a 
Florentine apparently known to Vettori; the passage, how
ever, is not now clear. Then, serious again, he says that if 
he had any opportunity to show the Medici what he 
can do, he is sure he would get pennanent employment. 

· If they will read his little book, they will see that he has 
not been asleep during his years as secretary. He insists 
on his honesty and goodness: "A man who has been honest 
and good for forty-three years, as I have, cannot change his 
nature; as a witness to my honesty and goodness, I have my 
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poverty." Machiavelli !.."!lew the meaning of the word good
ness; in this frank and unguarded letter, intended for the 
eyes of a friend, he could claim it for himself. 

Other letters to Vettori show power for enjoyment of 
the comic, such as No. 144, incomparable in its presenta
tion of low life in a not very moral Florence. There is also 
the letter (No. 159) in which he contrasts the two aspects 
in which he and his friend appear, sometimes as grave men 
thinking only of high matters full of honor and magnifi
cence, then light-minded, inconstant, lascivious, concerned 
with trifles. Thus they imitate variable Nature. If some 
letters, those on Italian politics, have shown one side, 
and others, as Machiavelli's imaginative and dramatic 
picture of Vettori off duty at home (No. 142), show a 
dilferent side, now he will combine them in one letter. 

On his finances Machiavelli makes a plain statement (No. 
145). Though his income is ninety florins or less, his taxes 
run to forty florins. Thus only fifty florins-presumably the 
income from his land-are left for the expenses of the 
family. What would be the equivalent of this sum at 
present, who can say? Machiavelli's salary as chancellor 
had been two hundred sealed florins, equal to about one 
hundred tllirty-three gold florins. His friend Donato del 
Como, who often appears in the letters to Vettori, lent 
Giuliano de' Medici five hundred florins. A large dower 
for Guicciardini' s daughter was six thousand florins, a 
hundred and twenty times Machiavellrs annual income. 
Even if we suppose that much of the food for his family 
came from the farm, available funds were small. From 
his Book of Records we infer that Niccolo's father, Ber
nardo, economical and painstaking, derived more from the 
land than did his son, so that he could live frugally on his 
hereditary income. But Niccolo had grown accustomed 
to thinking of such income as only a supplement to his 
salary, and his temperament was different: 
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I am using up my money, and I see, if God does not show 
himself more favorable to me, that I shall be one day forced 
to leave home and hire out as a tutor or a secretary to a 
constable,l since I can do nothing else, or fix myself in some 
desert land to teach reading to boys, and leave my family 
here, which could reckon that I am dead, and would get on 
much better without me, because I am an expense to them, 
being used to spending, and unable to get on without spend
ing ( No. 148). 

In December 1517 Niccolo is in a happier frame of mind, 
writing from F1orence and planning a trip to France, as 
though his income had improved (No. 166). In January, 
however, he warns his nephew that he is without influence 
to aid him ( No. 167) . Three years later he writes on his 
nephew's legal troubles in F1orence as the result of his 
absence in the Levant (No. 169). 

In May 1521, on his mission to the Minor Friars at 
Carpi, Machiavelli wrote to Francesco Guicciardini, papal 
governor o£ Mantua and Reggio, three of his most charm
ing letters, in their comedy, their observation of character, 
their dramatic quality, their satire, and their suggestion of 
Florentine life (Nos. 179, 182, 183). 

From a fragment of 1524 (No. 186) we learn that the 
writer is at Sant'Andrea, not from necessity but to secure 
quiet in which to work on his History of Florence. In the 
city it appears there were too many distractions and inter
ruptions. Machiavelli vaguely alludes to matters connected 
with the work that he wishes to talk over with his friend, 
apparently already enough discussed so that Guicciardini 
would understand. Could it be other than the historian's 
treatment of the Medici? He decides he will tell the truth 
diplomatically enough to make complaint impossible. 

In August 1525 begins a group of letters to Guicciardini 

• Perlmps the best guide to the meaoiug ol comtoble is Macblavelli's 
U5C o.f the word in hi.s Arl ol W or, bk 2 , where be is an ofJice.r in charge 
of four hundred men-uot, therefore, a man of exalted rank. 
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covering more than a year, dealing with a variety of sub
jects, political and personal. We get rare glimpses of 
Niccolo as author, discussing a proposed staging of his 
Mand1"agola (Nos. 196, 198, 202). Here are letters on 
the marriages of Guicciardini's daughters, revealing will
ingness to make practical exertions for a friend, and skill 
in delicate personal negotiation (Nos. 196, 199, 200, 211 ) . 
Recounting his inspection of some farms belonging to 
Guicciardini, Machiavelli appears as the Tuscan landowner, 
like his father Bernardo (No. 192). If for Niccolo Sant'
Andrea had been a retreat from the distractions or the 
summer heat of Florence, the place would have been as 
pleasant to him as he imagines one of Guicciardini's villas 
might be to the owner and his guests. Only poverty, with 
consequent forced winter residence, made his villa un
pleasant to Machiavelli. His lively observation for his friend 
gives the atmosphere of country life, gracious and profit
able, though not without trials, in which Bernardo passed 
his years, as we learn from his Book of R.ecord.s. 

In these letters Machiavelli mingles marriage portions for 
his friend's daughters with the vexed politics of the day: 
if the Pope realizes his own condition, be \vill know that 
Guicciardini' s abilities are necessary to him and will wish 
to please his officer by contributing to his daughter's dower 
(No. 202). With his unceasing desire for military prepara
tion before the barbarian deluge, he makes what he calls a 
startling suggestion, already-he says-in the mouths of 
the common people of Florence, namely that Giovanni 
de' Medici2 should be made Florentine general. Lord Gio
vanni seems to have the qualities of a great soldier: "There 
is no leader whom the soldiers would more gladly follow, 
and whom the Spanish more fear and more respect; every
body thinks that Lord Giovanni is bold, prompt, has great 

• Now known 11s Ciova..noi delle Baode Ner&-Ciovanni of the Black 
Bands. [His soldiers changed their white ensips to black on the deaths 
of Pope Leo X and of their leader. 1 
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ideas, is a maker of great plans~ (No. 204 ) . In short, he 
is a leader who has taken to heart the lessons of Machia
velli's Art of W or. 

Letter no. 222, from Imola, where Machiavelli had gone 
on army business, is addressed to his son Guido, then a 
schoolboy. Less than a week later, Guido replied , answer
ing his father's questions and asking for information about 
the possible coming of the enemy. There is still in the villa 
much property that should be removed to safety. One may 
suppose that the twenty or twenty-three barrels of oil he 
mentions were the produce of the farms, and would ac
count for part of the ninety florins of annual income re
ceived from them. In his Book of Records Bernardo speaks 
of selling oil that had to be moved from Sant' Andrea (p. 
40, etc. ). Guido also tells of studies in music he is about to 
begin. In grammar he has gone as far as the participles. His 
master has read to him almost all of the first book of Ovid's 
Metamorphoses; he hopes on his father's return to repeat 
it to him from memory. We may trust that the recitation 
was one of Niccolo's pleasures in the two months of life 
remaining to him after he read this letter. 
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No.3 

9 March 1498, Florence 
To Ricciardo Bechi, in Rome 

[Savonarola was a Dominican, Prior of St Mark's. As a 
popular preacher and a moral and political reformer, he 
attained great Influence in Florence, for a time defying 
Pope Alexander VJ. When this letter was written, he was 
appiOaching the end of his career. He was executed on 
23 May 1498.] 

[Savonarola] 

In order to give you a full account of aHairs here about 
the Frate, according to your wish, I can tell you that after 
the two sermons were delivered, of which you have already 
received copies, he preached on the Sunday of the Carnival, 
and after saying many things, he invited his followers to 
receive Communion on the day of the Carnival in San 
Marco, and said he was going to pray to God that if the 
things predicted did not come from Him, He would show 
a clear sign of it. And this he did, as some say, in order to 
unite his party and make it stronger to defend him, fearing 
that the Signoria newly chosen, but not announced, would 
be opposed to him. On the announcement on Monday of 
the Signoria, of which you must have had full notice, he 
judged it more than two-thirds hostile to him, and the 
Pope sent a letter that summoned him, under penalty of 
interdiction. Hence, being afraid that the Signoria would 
require him to obey at once, he determined, either on his 
own notion or advised by others, to give up preaching in 
Santa Reparata and go to San Marco. Therefore the Thurs
day morning when the Signoria took office, he said, still in 
Santa Reparata, that to remove dissension and preserve the 
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honor of God, he was going to draw back,l and that men 
should come to listen to him in San Marco, and women 
should go to San Lorenzo for Fra Domenico. 

Our Frate being, therefore, in his own house, now to 
hear with what boldness he began his sermons, and with 
how much he continued them, would have caused you no 
little wonder. Because, fearing greatly for himself and be
lieving that the new Signoria would not be hesitant about 
harming him, and having determined that many citizens 
should be crushed by his fall, he began with great terrors, 
with reasons that for those who did not examine them were 
very convincing, showing that his followers were the best 
of men and his adversaries the most wicked, using every 
expression he could to weaken the adverse party and 
strengthen his own. Of these things, because I was present, 
I shall brie:Oy run through a number. 

The text of his first sermon in San Marco was this 
pa.'ISage from Exodus: "The more they afHicted them, the 
more they multiplied and grew." And before he came to 
the explanation of these words, .he showed for what reason 
he bad drawn back, and said: "Prudence is straight think
ing in practical matters." Then he said that all men have 
bad and now have an end, but diverse. "For Christians, 
their end is Christ; for other men, both present and past, it 
has been and is something else, according to their religion. 
Being directed, then, we who are Christians, to this end 
which is Christ, we ought with the greatest prudence and 
observation of the times to preserve his honor; and when 
the time asks us to risk our lives to risk them for him; and 
when it is time for a man to conceal himself, to conceal 
oneself, as we read of Christ and of Saint Paul; and so, he 
added, we ought to do and we have done.2 Therefore, when 
it was time to resist fury, we have done so, as happened on 

' From bls deioat po.sitloo. 
• W c 1nean.t Savonarola himtell. 
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Ascensio.n Day, because so the honor of God and the time 
demanded. Now that the honor of Cod requires that we 
yield to wrath, we have yielded." 

And having given this short dlscourse, he indlcated two 
companies: one which serves under God, namely, himself 
and his followers; the other under the Devil, namely, his 
opponents. And having spoken of it at length, he entered 
upon the exposition of the words of Exodus already given, 
and said that through tribulations, good men grew in two 
ways, in spirit and in number; in spirit, because man unites 
himself mo.re closely to God by overcoming adversity, and 
becomes stronger as nearer to his active cause, just as hot 
water brought close to the Bre becomes hotter, because it 
is nearer its active cause. They also grow in number, be
cause there are three sorts of men, that is, the good (and 
these are the ones who follow him), th.e perverse and obsti
nate (and these are hi's adversaries) ; and there is a further 
kind of men of free lives, given to pleasure, not stubborn in 
doing evil nor devoted to doing well, because they see 
neither of them clearly. But when between the good and 
the perverse there appears some practical difference, "since 
opposites when placed near one another stand out more 
clearly," they recognize the malice of the wicked and the 
simplicity of the good, and draw to the latter and avoid the 
former, because naturally everybody avoids evil and fol
lows good gladly; and therefore in adversities the wicked 
grow fewer and the good multiply, "and therefore the 
more," etc. 1 present it to you brieBy, because the limits of 
a letter do not permit a long narrative. He said next-hav
ing dlgressed, as his custom is, furth.er to weaken his 
adversaries, and also to make a bridge to his next sermon 
-that our discords might cause a tyrant to rise up who 
would destroy our houses and lay waste our fields; and 
this was not at all opposed to what be had already said, 
that Florence was going to prosper and to master Italy, 

87 

Copyrighted material 



because it will come about that in a short time the tyrant 
will be driven out. And with this he ended his sermon. 

The next morning, again still explaining E:codU8 and 
coming to that passage where it is said that Moses killed 
an Egyptian, he said that the Egyptian stood for wicked 
men, and Moses for the preacher who killed them by 
revealing their vices, and he said: "0 Egyptian! I am going 
to give you a stab." And then he turned the leaves of 
your books, 0 priests, and made such a mess of you that a 
dog would have turned away from you. Then he added
and that was obviously where he was heading~that he 
wanted to give the Egyptian another wound and a big 
one; and he said that God had told him that a man in 
Florence was trying to make himself tyrant, and was 
negotiating and using ways for attaining this goal; and that 
his attempt to drive out the Frate, to excommunicate the 
Frate, to persecute the Frate, came to nothing else than 
that he wanted to make himself a tyrant; and that the laws 
should be kept. And he said so much about it that men 
later that day publicly guessed about a man who is as near 
to being a tyrant as you are to Heaven. 

But after this, the Signoria having written in his behalf 
to the Pope, and he himself seeing that he no longer needed 
to fear hi.s adversaries in .Florence, whereas earlier he 
sought only to unite his party by speaking evil of his ad
versaries and to frighten them with the name of tyrant, 
now that he sees he no longer.needs to, he has changed his 
cloak. So, encouraging them to share in the union that has 
begun, and making no furth.er mention of the tyrant and 
of their wi.ckedness, he tries to set all of them against the 
Supreme PontiH, and, snapping at him, says of him what 
could be said of the wickedest man you can think of. Thus, 
according to my judgment, he keeps on working with the 
times and making his lies plausible. 

Now what the masses are saying, what men hope or 
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fear, I leave you to judge, since you are prudent, because 
you can judge better than I can, since you know all about 
our factions and the nature of the times, and also, through 
being in Rome, know the Pontiffs intentions. Only this I 
beg of you, that if you have not felt that reading this letter 
of mine is burdensome, you will not find it a burden to tell 
me in answer what judgment of such a disposition of times 
and of purposes you make about our affairs. Farewell. 

Your Niccolo di M. Bernardo Machiavelli 

No. 103 

20 November 1509, Verona 
To the Honorable Luigi Guicciardini, 
as his dearest brother, in Mantua. 
Written in the house of G. Borromeo. 

[Machiavelli was at this time on a government mission 
from Florence to the Emperor Maximilian I, then in 
northern Italy with his anny. Luigi Guicciardlnl was one 
of a well-known Florentine family, of which Francesco the 
historian, mentioned in the letter, is the most famous.) 

[Personal matters; the difficulties of his mission 
to the Emperor] 

My dearest Luigi: 
Today I have received your letter of the twenty-fifth, 

which has caused me more concern than if I had lost th.e 
lawsuit, since I learned that a little fever has come back to 
J acopo. Still your prudence, the assiduity of Marco, the 
skill of the doctors, the patience and goodness of Jacopo 
give me confidence that you will drive it away like a filthy 
whore, an ass, a shameless pig. And from your first letter I 
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expect to learn that in spite of it you have gone off oom
pletely happy toward Florence. 

I am here in Isola, high and dry like you, because here 
nothing is known about anything; and yet, in order to seem 
alive, I keep imagining endless letters that I write to the 
Ten, and I am sending you their letter unsealed, which. 
when all of you have read it, you can give it to Giovanni, 
who will send it by the 6rst oourier when Pandolfino writes, 
or as he thinks best. Give him my regards and tell him that 
I am here with his Stephen, and am having a good time. 

I would have gone to court, hut Lang is not there, to 
whom I have the letter of introduction, and to the Emperor 
I have no letter, so that I might be arrested as a spy. Then 
every day it is said he is coming, and all those Mamelukes 
that follow the oourt are in cont.rol there. 

I am glad you have sent those pledges to Florence, for 
which you deserve great praise from Cod and from the men 
of the world. 

If you write to your Messer Francesoo, tell him that I 
send my regards to the society. 1 am yours, very much 
yours; and as to oomposing, I reflect on it always. Good 
bye. 

No. 115 

September 1512, Florence 
To an unidentified lady. 

20 November 1509 

[This letter describes the restoration of the Medici to Flor
ence by a Spanish army led by the Vicar or Viceroy of 
King Ferdinand. The Confalonier mentioned is Piero 
Soderlnl, during whose regime Machiavelli was Secretary 
of the Second Chancellery in Florence.] 
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[The return of the Medici to Florence] 

Since your Ladyship wishes, Noble Madam, to learn of 
the strange events in Tuscany which took place in recent 
days, I shall gladly relate them to you, both to please you, 
and for the reason that their outcome honored the friends 
of Your lllustrious Ladyship and my masters, which two 
reasons cancel all the other unpleasant results, which are 
countless, as Your Ladyship will understand as I relate 
these matters. 

It was decided in the meeting at Mantua to put the 
Medici back in Florence, and when the Vicar left to return 
to Modena, it was much feared in Florence that the Spanish 
army would come into Tuscany. Nonetheless, there being 
no further assurance of it, on account of their having car
ried on things secretly in the meeting, and many not being 
able to believe that the Pope would want the Spanish army 
to upset that province, especially since they knew from 
letters from Rome that between the Spanish and the Pope 
there was no great confidence, we remained with minds un
certain, without making any preparation, until from 
Bologna came assurance of everything. And the hostile 
soldiers being already only a day's journey from our bound
aries, all the city was at once disturbed by this sudden, and 
almost unexpected, attack. And having considered what 
ought to be done, we decided with all the speed possible, 
since we were not in time to guard the passes of th.e moun
tains, to send to Firenzuola, a town on the borders between 
Florence and Bologna, 2000 infantry, in order that the 
Spaniards, so as not to leave behind them so large a force, 
would undertake the siege of that town and give us time 
to increase the number of our soldiers and resist their at
tacks with larger forces. At the beginning we thought we 
would not put our soldiers in the field, because we did not 
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judge them powerful enough to resist the enemy, but would 
assemble them at Prato, a large town lying in the plain at 
the base of the mountains that come down from the 
Mugello, ten miles distant from Florence. We judged that 
place fit to hold our army, which could remain there in 
security, and because it was near Florence, we could at any 
time reinforce it if the Spaniards went in that direction. 

When th.is decision was made, all the forces were moved 
into the places indicated. But the Vicar, whose intention 
was not to attack the towns but to come to Florence to 
make a change in tl1e government, hoping with the aid of 
the Party to do it easily, paid no attention to Firenzuola 
but, crossing the Apennines, came down to Barberino di 
Mugello, a town eighteen miles from Florence. All the 
towns of that region, being completely without ganisons, 
without resistance received his orders and fumished his 
army with food according to their ability. Meanwhile a 
good part of our soldiers were brought to Florence and the 
leaders of the men-at-arms met and considered defense 
against this attack. They advised that our soldiers should 
assemble not at Prato but at Florence, because they judged 
that if they were shut up in Prato they could not resist the 
Vicar. Though Ws forces were not yet known, our generals 
believed, since he came so boldly into this province, that 
they were such that their army could not resist them; and 
therefore iliey considered withdrawing them to Florence 
more secure, where with the help of the people they were 
enough to defend that city, and with this arrangement they 
could try to hold Prato, leaving there a garrison of three 
thousand soldiers. 

This decision was pleasing, and especially to the GiJn
falonier, since he judged himself more secure and stronger 
against ilie Party, when he bad more forces within the city 
near himself. And finding things in these conditions, the 
Vicar sent ambassadors to Florence, who set forth to the 
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Si.gnoria that they did not come into this province as 
enemies and did not wish to make any change in the 
Uberty of the city or in its government, but merely wished 
to make sure that she would leave the French party and 
join the League, which did not believe it could be sure of 
that city or of what was promised to it while Piero Sod
erini was gonfalonier, knowing him as a partisan of the 
French; and therefore they wished that he would lay aside 
that rank, and that the people of Florence would choose 
another more to their liking. 

To th.is the Gonfalonier replied that he had not come to 
that offi.ce with either deceit or force, but that he had been 
put there by the people; and therefore if all the kings in 
the world united together should order him to lay it down, 
never would he lay it down; but if the Florentine people 
wished him to go, be would do it gladly, just as he gladly 
took it when, without any ambition of his, the people 
granted it to him. And in order to test the spirit of the 
populace, as soon as the ambassador had gone, he as
sembled aU the council and, putting before them the Vicar's 
proposition, announced that if it pleased the people and if 
they judged that his departure would bring about peace, 
then he was ready to go to his house, because he had never 
thought of anything but benefiting the city, and it would 
be a grief to him if for love of him she should suffer. 
This thing with one accord everybody rejected, and he had 
offers from all to lay down even their lives for his defense. 

It happened meanwhile that · the Spanish army reached 
Prato and made a great attack; not taking her, HJ.s Excel
lency negotiated about an agreement with the Florentine 
ambassador, and sent him to Florence with one of his 
men, offering to be satisfied with a certain amount of 
money; and as to the Medici, he would tum over their case 
to His Catholic Majesty, who might beg, not force, the 
Florentines to receive them. The ambassadors having ar-
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rived with this proposal, reporting the condition of the 
Spaniards bad, asserting that they would die of hunger and 
tJ1at Prato was going to be held, it put so much confidence 
into the Gonfalonier and into the multitude by which he 
was governed that though that peace was advised by the 
wise, yet the Gonfalonier kept on delaying. The second 
day afterward news came that Prato was taken, for the 
Spaniards, having broken part of the wall, pressed back 
those who defended it and frightened them, so that after 
not much resistance all fled, and the Spanish, occupying the 
town, sacked it and killed the people in a miserable scene 
of distress. To Your Ladyship I shall not repeat the details 
in order not to cause you any depression of spirits. I shall 
say merely that more than four thousand were killed and 
the others were captured and in different ways were forced 
to ransom themselves; and they did not spare virgins who 
were cloistered in the holy places, all of which they filled 
with rape and sacrilege. 

This news caused great disturbance in the city. None 
tlle Jess, the Gonfalonier was not frightened, trusting in 
certain empty opinions. And he was counting on holding 
Florence and making an agreement with the Spaniards for 
any sum of money whatever, if only the Medici were 
kept out. But his board of negotiators having gone, and 
brought back the answer that it was necessary to receive 
the Medici or to be ready for war, everybody feared that 
tlle city would be sacked, on account of the cowardice of 
our soldiers in Prato. This fear was increased by all the 
nobility who wished to change the government, so that 
-Monday evening, the thirtieth of August, at two o'clock at 
night, our ambassadors received authority to agree with 
the Vicar no matter what. 

And so much did everybody's fear grow that the Palace 
and the usual protection by the soldiers of the government 
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were given up; and since it was without guards, the 
Signoria was obliged to release many citizens, who, being 
considered suspicious and friends of the Medici, had been 
held under strong guard many days in the Palace. They, 
along with many oth.ers of the most noble citizens of this 
city, who wished to get back their reputation, took courage. 
Hence on Tuesday morning they came armed to the Palace, 
and having seized all the places in order to force the 
Gonfalonier to leave, were persuaded by some citizens not 
to use violence but to let him go by agreement. And so the 
Gonfalonier, accompanied by those same men, returned to 
his .house, and the next night a large company, with the 
consent of the Signors, took him to Siena. 

The magnificent Medici, after hearing what had hap
pened, preferred not to come to Florence, unless first they 
settled the affairs of the city with the Vicar, with whom 
after some difficulties they made an agreement; and enter
ing Florence, they were received by all the people with the 
utmost honor. There was established meanwhile in Flor
ence a certain new order of government, in which it did 
not seem to the Vicar that there was security for the house 
of Medici or for the League; therefore he indicated to the 
Signors of the city that it was necessary to put the govern
ment in the form it had during the lifetime of the Magnifi
cent Lorenzo. The noble citizens wished to accede to this, 
but feared that the multitude would not join in, and while 
they were carrying on this debate on how they would deal 
with these things, the Legate entered Florence and with 
His Lordship came many soldiers and especially Italians. 
And the Signors of the city brought many citizens together 
in th.e Palace on the sixteenth day of the present month
and with them was the Magnificent Giuliano-and while 
they were talking about reform of the government, they 
heard a commotion in the Public Square, and Ramazzotto 
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with his soldiers and oth.ers immediately seized the Palace, 
shouting: "Palle, palle." 1 And at once the whole city was 
under arms, and through every part of the city resounded 
that name, so that the Signors were obliged to summon the 
people to an assembly, which we call a parliament, where 
a law was passed by which the magnificent Medici were 
reinstated in all the honors and ranks of th.eir ancestors. 
And this city remains very quiet, and hopes not to live less 
hon.ored with their aid than she lived in times gone by, 
when the Magnificent Lorenzo their father, of most happy 
memory, was ruling. 

You have, then, Most IDustrious Madam, the detailed 
account of our affairs, among which I have not cared to 
include those matters that might distress you, as wretched 
and little necessary. On the others I have enlarged as much 
as the narrow limits of a letter permit. If I have satisfied 
you, I sha]] be very glad; if not, I pray that Your Most 
Illustrious Ladyship will excuse me. Long and prosperously 
may you live. 

[Niccolo Machiavelli) 

' The cry of the supporters of the Medici, derived from the balls in 
that f11ntUy"s coat of arms. 

No. 116 

January 1513, Florence 
To Piero Soderini, in Ragusal 

[Piero Soderini is tlte Confalonier mentioned in the pre
ceding letter, now in Ragusa for safety.) 

' This Jetter is apparently a rough dralt witb notes foT expansion IUld 
addition. 'Vben a clause a,p~ra in two fonns, I have g-iven but one. Tho 
sentences in braclceb pve such of the DOtes as may interest the reader. 
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A letter of yours was given to me in a hood;2 yet after 
ten words I recognized it. I believe in the crowds at Piom
bino to see you, and of your hindrances and Filippo's I 
am certain, because I know one is harmed by a little light, 
the other by too mu.ch. January does not trouble me, if 
only February supports me with his hands. I am sorry 
about Filippo's suspicion, and in suspense wait for its end. 
[He who does not know how to fence overcomes him who 
knows.] 

Your letter was short and I by rereading it made it long. 
It was pleasing to me because it gave me a chance to do 
what I feared to do and what you remind me that I should 
not do; and this part alone I have observed in it as without 
application. At this I would wonder, if my fate had not 
shown me so many and such varied things that I am 
obliged to wonder but little, or to confess that I have not 
comprehended while reading and experiencing the actions 
ol men and their methods o.f procedure. 

I understand you and the compass by which you navi
gate; and if it could be condemned, which it cannot, I 
would not condemn it, seeing to what port it has taken you 
and with what hope it can feed you. Consequently, I see, 
not with your mirror, where nothing is seen but prudence, 
but with that of the many, which is obliged in affairs to 
judge the result when they are finished, and not the means 
while they are going on. Each man according to his own 
imagination guides himself. And I see various kinds of con
duct bringing about the same thing, as by various roads 
one comes to the same place, and many who work differ
ently attaining the same end- and anything needed to con
firm this opinion the actions of this Pontiff and their effects 
have furnished. 

Hannibal and Scipio, besides their military attainments, 
• Disguised, pe...-baps not in his own bMd. Parts, especially ol the 6rst 

paragraph, were probably intended to be uDintclli&ible ucept to writer 
and recipient. 
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in which the two excelled equally, one of them with cruelty, 
treachery, and lack of religion kept his armies united in 
Italy and made himself admired by the people, who to 
follow him rebelled against the Romans; the other achieved 
the same result in Spain with mercy, loyalty and piety; 
both of them won countless victories. But because it is 
not usual to bring up the Romans, Lorenzo de' Medici 
disarmed the people to hold Florence; Messer Giovanni 
Bentivogli in order to hold Bologna armed them; the Vitelli 
in Castello and the present Duke of Urbino in his territory 
destroyed the fortresses in order to retain those states; 
Count Francesco and many others built them in their 
territories to make themselves sure of them. [To test 
Fortune, who is the friend of young men, and to change 
according to what you find. But it is not possible to have 
fortresses and not to have them, to be both cruel and com
passionate.] The Emperor Titus believed that he would 
lose his position on any day when he did not benefit some
body; some others might believe they would lose theirs on 
the day when they did anybody a favor. To many, weigh
ing and measuring everything, success comes in their 
undertakings. [As Fortune tires, anything may be ruined. 
The family, the city, every man has his Fortune founded 
on his way of proceeding, and each Fortune tires, and 
when she is tired, she must be got baclc in another ·way. 
Comparison of the horse and the bridle about fortresses.] 
This Pope Julius, who hasn't a pair of scales or a yardstick 
in his house, gains through chance-although unarmed
what through organization and arms he scarcely could 
attain. 

We have seen and see every day those I have mentioned 
and countless others who could be used as instances gain
ing kingdoms and sovereignties, or falling, according to 
circumstances; and a man who was praised while he was 
gaining is reviled when he is losing; and frequently after 
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long prosperity a man who finally loses does not in any 
way blame himself but accuses the heaven~ and the action 
of the Fates. But the reason why different ways of working 
a.re sometimes equally effective and equally damaging I 
do not know, but I should much like to know. So in order 
to get your opin.ion I shall be so presumptuous as to give 
mine. 

I believe that as Nature has given men different faces, 
so she has given them different dispositions and different 
imaginations. From this it results that each man conducts 
himself according to his disposition and his imagination. 
And on the other hand, because times vary and affairs are 
of varied types, one man's desires come out as be had 
prayed they would; and that man is fortunate who harmo
nizes his procedure with his time, but on the contrary he is 
not fortunate who in his actions is out of harmony with his 
time and with the type of its affairs. Hence it can well hap
pen that two men working differently come to the same end, 
because each of them adapts himself to what be encounters, 
for affairs are of as many types as there are provinces and 
states. Thus, because times and a.ffairs in general an.d indi
vidually change often, and men do not change their imagin
ings and their procedures, it happens that a man at one 
time has good fortune and at another time bad. 

And certainly anybody wise enough to understand the 
times and th.e types of affairs and to adapt himself to them 
would have always good fortune, or he would protect him
self always from bad, and it would come to be tnte that the 
wise mao would rul.e the stars and the Fates. But because 
there never are such wise men, since men in the first place 
are short-sighted, and in the second cannot command their 
natures, it follows that Fortune varies and commands men, 
and holds them under her yoke. And to verify this opinion, 
I think the instances given above, on which I have based it, 
are enough, and so I expect one to Sltpp011 the other. 
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Cruelty, treachery and irreligion are enough to give 
reputation to a new ruler in a province where humanity, 
loyalty and religion have been common practice for a long 
time, while humanity, loyalty and religion are sufficient 
where cruelty, treachery and irreligion have dominated for 
a time, because, as bitter things disturb the taste and sweet 
ones cloy it, so men get bored with good and complain of 
ill. These causes, among others, opened Italy to Hannibal 
and Spain to Scipio, and so both of them found times and 
things suited to their way of proceeding. At that very time 
a man like Scipio would not have been so su.ccessful in 
Italy, or one like Hannibal so successful in Spain, as they 
both were in the provinces wherein they acted. 

Niccolo Machiavelli 

No. 117 

13 March 1513, Florence 
To the Magnificent Francesco Vettori, most Worthy Flor
entine Ambassador to the Supreme Pontiff at Rome. 

[Vettorl was ambassador to Pope Julius II, appointed by 
the Medici government now powerful in Florence. The 
Lord of the last paragraph is Cardinal Giovanni de'Me
dici, soon to be Pope Leo X.] 

[Longing for employment by the Medici] 

Magnificent Sir: As you have learned from Pagolo Vet· 
tori, I have got out of prison amid the universal rejoicing 
of this city, even though I hoped for it because of your 
doings and those of Pagolo, for which I thank you. I won't 
go over again the long story of my misfortune, but will 
merely say that Luck has done everything to cause me this 
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trouble. Yet, thanks be to Cod! it is over. I hope I won't 
run into it again, both because I shall be more careful and 
because the times will be mo.re liberal and not so suspicious. 

You know in what condition I found our friend Messer 
Totto. I ask favor for him from you and Pagolo generally. 
He wants only, he and I , this special thing, that he may be 
put among the servants of the Pope, and written in his 
record, and have the patent for it. For these things we beg 
you. 

Keep me, if it is possible, in our Lord's memory, so that, 
if it is possible, be or his fa.mily may employ me in some
thing or other, because I believe I would bring honor to 
him and profit to myself. 

13 March 1512 Your Niccolo Machiavelli 
in Florence 

No. 119 

18 March 1513, Florence 
To the Magnificent Francesco Vettori, Florentine Ambas
sador to the Supreme PontiH at Rome. 

[See the preceding letter. The Magnificent GiuUano is 
Giuliano de'Medici, Duke of Nemours, Immortalized by 
Michelangelo's statue on his tomb in San Lorenzo, Flor
ence. Machiavelli thanks him for bringing about his re
lease after his arrest on suspicion-unwarranted-of 
conspiracy against the Medici. Giovanni de'Medici was 
chosen Pope on 11 March.] 

[Bad Fortune resisted] 

Magnificent Ambassador: 
Your very friendly letter bas made me forget all my past 

troubles, and though I was more than certain of your love 
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for me, this letter has been most pleasing to me. I thank 
you as much as I can and pray to God that to your profit 
and benefit he will give me power to do something that 
will please you, because I can say that all of life that is left 
me I consider I owe to the Magnificent Giuliano and your 
Pagolo. 

And as to turning my face to resist Fortune, I want you 
to get this pleasure from my distresses, namely, that I 
have borne them so bravely that I love myself for it and 
feel that I am stronger than you believed. And if these 
masters of mme decide not to let me lie on the ground, I 
shall he glad of it, and believe I shall conduct myself in 
such a way that they too will have reason to approve. If 
they decide dilferently, I'll get on as when I came here, 
for I was born poor and I learned earlier to stint myself 
than to prosper. And if you remain there, I'll come to pass 
some time with you, when you advise me to. And, not to 
he more tedious, I send my regards to you and to Pagolo, 
to whom I am not writing, because I don't know what 
further to say to hi.m. 

I related the chapter about Filippo to some of our 
friends, who rejoiced that he had got there safely. They 
were very sorry about the small esteem and value that 
Giovanni Cavalcanti has for him; and when trying to dis
cover the reason for this state of things, they discovered 
that little Bran.caccio1 told Messer Giovanni that Filippo 
had been instructed by his brother to .recommend Giovanni, 
Ser Antonio's son, to the Pope, and for that reason Messer 
Giovanni was unwilling to admit him; and they greatly 
blame Giuliano because he should have quieted this scan
dal, even though it was not true; and if it was true, they 
blame Filippo for taking certain desperate remedies, so 
advise him to be more cautious next time. 

1 Brancaccio. often mentioned in the letten to Vettori~ seema otherwise 
uo_known. 
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And tell Filippo that Niccolo degli Agli trumpets it 
throughout Florence, and I do not know the reason, but 
without scruple and without excusing anything, he blames 
him in such a way that there isn't a man who doesn't wou
der at it. So suggest to Filippo that if he knows the cause 
of this enmity, he provide against it in some way; and just 
yesterday he came to see me with a list in his hand giving 
all the gossips in Florence, and he told me that he went 
recruiting those who would speak ill of F-ilippo, to get 
revenge on him. I wish to let you know, so you can mention 
it to him, and I send him my regards. 

The whole group sends regards to you, beginning with 
Tommaso del Bene and going as far as our Donato. And 
every day we are in the house of some girls to recover our 
strength; and only yesterday we were in the house of 
Sandra di Pero to see the processions pass; and so we go 
spending our time on these general rejoicings, getting 
pleasure from what is left of life, so that I feel as though 
I were dreaming. 

Farewell. Florence, 18 March 1512. 

Niccolo Machiavelli 

No. 120 

April 9, 1513, Florence 
To Francesco Vettori, in Rome. 

[I must discuss pub11c affairs or be silent] 

Magnificent Mr. Ambassador : 
And I, who of his color had become aware, said: "How 

shall I go if you are fearful, who in my timidity are always 
my encouragement?" • 

• Daote, IA/emo • .16-18. 
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This letter of yours has terrified me more than the rack, 
and I grieve over any notion you have that I am angry, 
not on my own account, because I am trained no longer to 
wish for anything with passion, but on yours. I beg you to 
imitate the others, who with persistence and craft, rath.er 
than with ability and prudence, make themselves places. 
And as to that story about Totto, it displeases me if it dis
pleases you. Otherwise I am not bothering about it, and if 
we can't roll it, let's bowl it along.2 Once and for all let me 
tell you that you are not to take any trouble about the 
things I ask of you, because if I don't have them I shall 
not get excited about them. 

If you are sick of discussing affairs, as the result of many 
times seeing things tu.m out contrary to the notions and 
concepts you form, you are right, because the like has hap
pened to me. Yet if I could speak to you, I couldn't keep 
from filling your head with castles in Spain, because Fo.r
tune bas determined that since I don't know how to talk 
about the silk business or the wool business, or about profits 
and losses, I have to talk about the government, and I must 
either make a vow of silence or discuss that. 

If I could get outside our territory, I should surely go, I 
too, to see if th.e Pope is at home; but among so many 
favors, mine through my neglect was forgotten. I shall wait 
for September. I learn that Cardinal Soderini has a great 
deal of business with the Pope. I wish you would advise me 
if you think it wise for me to write him a letter asking that 
he recommend me to His Holiness; or if it would be better 
that by word of mouth you attend to this affair on my 
behalf with the Cardinal; or if nothing should be done---on 
which perhaps you will give me a word in reply. 

As to the horse, you make me laugh by reminding me 
about it; because you are to pay me when I remember it 
and not otherwise. 

' Apparently proverbial. 
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Our archbishop by this hour must be dead, and may God 
receive his soul and those of all his family. Farewell. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, formerly Secretary 

No. 122 

16 April 1513, Florence 
To Francesco Vettori ... His Patron and Benefactor. 

[The Pope under whom Machiavelli wishes employment 
is Pope Leo X, Giovanni de'Medici.] 

[F1orentine comedy; desire for employment] 

Magnificent ·Ambassador: 
Last Saturday I wrote to you, and though I haven't any

thing to say or to write, I don't want this Saturday to pass 
by with.out my writing. 

The company that you Jmow all about seems as though 
it were lost, because there isn't a dovecot that will hold us, 
and all its leaders have been boiling. Tommaso has become 
queer, difficult, fussy, stingy to such an extent that when 
you return he will seem to you another man. And I want to
tell you what has happened to me. 

Last week he bought seven pounds of veal and sent it to
Marione's house. Then he thought he had spent too much 
and wanted to .6nd somebody who would share the cost, 
so he went hunting for somebody who would have dinner· 
with him. Moved by pity, I went, with two others, whom. 
I hunted up for him. We had dinner, and when we came· 
to figure the expense it amounted to fourteen soldi each. 
I had only ten with me; so I owed him four soldi; and 
every day he asks me for them; and just yesterday evening 
he dunned me on the Ponte Vecchio. You may not think 
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he's wrong about that; but it is nothing to the other things 
he does. 

Girolamo del Guanto' s ,ll'ife died, and for three or four 
days he was like a dazed barbeJ.l Then he came to life and 
wanted to get another wife, and every evening we have 
been on the bench of the Capponi discussing this marriage. 
Count Orlando is all tom up again over a fellow from 
Ragusa and is not able to get any kindness from him. 
Donato del Como has opened another shop where doves 
are sold, and he goes all day from the old to the new one 
and is like a crazy man, and now he goes off with Vin
cenzio, now with Pizzo, now with one of his boys, now with 
another; yet I have never seen that he is angry with lliccio. 
I don't know the cause of this; some think anything would 
be more to his purpose than the lot; I for my part can't make 
any sense out of it. Filippo di Bastiano has returned to 
Florence, and complains terribly of Brancaccino, but in 
general, and as yet has not come to any details. If he goes 
t o Rome, I shall let you know, so you can warn him. 

So then if sometimes I laugh or sing, I do it because I have 
just this one way for expressing my anxious sorrow.• 

If it is true that J acopo Salviati and Matteo Strozzi have 
b een let go, you will continue there as the public agent; 
and since Jacopo does not stay there, of .those who are 
coming I see nobody who can stay th.ere so you can be 
sent away; hence I suppose that you will stay as long as 
you wish to. His Magn.ificence Giuliano will come there, 
and you will naturally find a chance to do me good, and 
the same thing for the Cardinal of Volterra.s So I cannot 
believe that if my affair is handled with some skill, I won't 
succeed in being employed at something, if not in behalf of 

'Proverbial. Cf. Pulci, Morgante, 20.48. 
• Petrarch. CU4Jf'e., poi che. Maehiavelli substitutes t.rpreuing for the 

concealing of the original. 
• CatdlnaJ Soderini, brotber of Piero Soderini, ex-Coofalooier of Flor-

.ence. 
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Florence, at least in behalf of Rome and the Papacy, in 
respect to which I ought to be less suspected. And since I 
know you are firmly placed there, and you think I cannot 
make a move in any other way, and I may run into preju
dices here, I ought to go there, and I cannot believe that, 
if the Serenity of our Lord would employ me, I should not 
do myself good and bring profit and honor to all my friends. 
I don't write this to you because I want things too much, 
nor because I want you to undertake for my love any 
burden or trouble or expense or anxiety about anything, but 
in order tl1at you may know my intention, and if you can 
help me, you may know that what benefits me always bene
fits you and your family, to which I owe all that is left me. 

16 April 1513 
Niccolo Machiavelli in Florence. 

No. 128 

(out of numerical order to fl.t chronology) 
29 April 1513, Florence 
To Francesco Vettori, in Rome1 

[Julius IT had recently died and Leo X (Giovanni de'Me
dici) had become Pope. Henry VIII of E.ngland, Maxi
milian I (Emperor of Germany), and Ferdinand V (King 
of Spain) were allied against Louis XII of France and 
the Venetians. In the preceding year, the Spanish and 
Papal forces had been defeated by the French at Ravenna. 
The French, however, partly because of the Swiss hostility, 
withdrew from Italy, though still claiming the Dukedom 
of Milan. Ferdinand c.:ontrolled southern Italy.] 

1 The ten of this letter Wsts in more thnn one form; the diflereocea 
are oot vital. Alvisi places it after Vettori's lette:r of 12 July. 
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[Ferdinand V of Spain, the Catholic; the new prince] 

Magnillcent Ambassador, Whom I Greatly Honor: 
In the midst of my greatest good fortunes I never had 

anything that pleased me as much as your discussions, be
cause from them I always learned something. Imagine, 
then, when I nod myself now far from any other pleasure, 
how much I was pleased by your letter, to which nothing 
was wanting except your presence and the sound of your 
living voice; and as I have been reading it, for I have read 
it many times, I always have forgotten my unhappy situ
ation, and I seem to have gone back in memory to my 
former aJfairs in which I have uselessly endured so many 
exertions and spent so much time. And even though I 
have vowed not to think any more on aJfairs of state nor to 
talk about them, as is proved by my coming to my farm 
and avoiding conversation, nevertheless, to answer your 
questions, I am forced to break every vow, because I be
lieve I am more obligated to the long-standing friendship 
I have with you than to any other obligation I have to any 
person; especially when you do me so much honor as you 
do at the end of your letter, for, to tell you the truth, I 
have taken a little pride in it, since it is true "that it Js not 
a small thing to be praised by a praised man.n 2 I .fear, 
though, that my notions may seem to you not to have their 
old Havor, for which I hope it will excuse me that I have 
deliberately given up such dealings altogether, and besides, 
that I have learned no details about what is now going on. 
And you know how well things can be judged in the dark, 
and especially these. So what I say to you will be based on 
either the foundation of your discourse or on my presuppo
sitions, as to which, if they are false, I hope you will excuse 
me for the reason given above. 

• Cicero, FamUiar Letter• 5.12.7; 15.6.1. 
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You would like to know, according to your letter of the 
21st, what I believe has moved Spain to make this truce 
with France, since you cannot see anything in it for him, 
when everything is carefully gone over from all directions; 
so that on one side judging that the King is wise, and on 
the other being of the opinion that he has made a mista.ke, 
you are forced to believe that it hides some great thing 
which now neither you nor anybody understands. AJ'Id 
truly your discourse could not be more careful or more 
prudent, nor do 1 believe that on this matter anything else 
could be said. Yet to act alive and to obey you, I shall say 
what occurs to me. 

Nothing, I think, makes you hesitate more than the 
presupposition you lay down of the King of Spain's pru
dence. I answer that I have always thought Spain8 more 
crafty and fortunate than wise and prudent. I do not in
tend to go over his affairs at length, but will deal with 
this exped.ition against France in Italy, made before Eng
land could move or Spain could be sure that he was going 
to move. I earlier thought and still think that in that expe
dition, notwithstanding its contrary end, without necessity 
he put into danger all his territories--which is a very rash 
thing in a prince. I say without necessity, because he had 
seen through signs of the year before, after so much harm 
that the Pope had done France (attacking his friends, and 
trying to make Genoa rebel) and also after many provo
cations that he himself had given to France (by sending his 
soldiers with those of the Church to injure France's tribu
taries) that nevertheless France, when victorious (having 
driven away the Pope and deprived him of all his armies) 
and able to drive him from Rome and Spain from Naples, 
did not wish to do so, but turned his mind to a treaty. So 
Spain could not fear France. Nor is there wisdom in the 

• The King of Spain, as often iu the Uttllrl. SimUarly tbo King of 
England ls England, and tbe King o.f France ls Franoc. 

109 

Copyrighted material 



reason brought forward for him, that be did it to make 
himself sure of the Kingdom,4 since France had not turned 
his purpose there, because he was tired out and beset with 
doubts. And if Spain should say that Fra.nce did not come 
ahead then because he had such and such a reason for hesi
tating, which another time he would not have had, 1 answer 
that all those reasons for hesitation that France then had he 
was going to have always, because always the Pope was 
going to try to keep Naples .from going back to France, and 
always France was going to be careful about the Pope 
and the other powers, lest they should unite, on seeing 
hi.m ambitious. 

And if some one says that Spain feared that if he did 
not unite with the Pope to make war on France, the 
Pope in anger would unite with France in order to carry 
on this war against him, since the Pope was a man so 
violent and full of the devil, and th.erefore was obliged to 
make such a decision, I should answer that France always 
would have made a treaty with Spain sooner than with the 
Pope, if in those times he had been able to agree with 
either of them, both because the victory was more certain 
and France would not have had to use arms, and because 
then he believed himself greatly injured by the Pope and 
not by Spain. And to be revenged for that injury and to 
satisfy the Church with the Council, he always could be 
either mediator of a solid peace, or composer of a treaty 
secur:e for himself. Nevertheless he left behind all those 
plans and chose war, though he needed to fear that in 
war with one battle all his states would go, as he feared 
when he lost the day at Ravenna, for immediately after 
the news of that defeat he arranged to send Consalvo 
to Naples, for that kingdom was as though lost and the 
kingdom of Castile was tottering under him. And he bad 
no reason to believe that the Swiss would avenge him and 

• The kiugdom of Naples, for Italy the Kiugdom. 

110 

Copyrighted material 



make him safe, and restore to him his lost reputation, as 
came about. 

So if you will consider that whole action and the hand
ling of those things, you will see in the King of Spain craft 
and good fortune rather than wisdom or prudence. And 
when I see a man making a mistake, I suppose he will 
make a thousand of them; and I do not believe that under 
this decision he has now made there is anything else than 
what is seen, because I don't drink the label on a bottle,5 

and in these matters I do not intend that any authority 
should move me without reason. Hence I hold to the con
clusion that Spain may have made a mistake and under
stood badly and concluded worse. 

But let us abandon my opinion and consider him pru
dent, and let us discuss this decision as that of a ,,.;se 
man. I say, then, making such a presupposition, that in 
trying properly to find the truth of this matter, I should 
need to know whether this truce was made after the 
news of the Pontiffs death and the installation of the new 
one, or before, because perhaps it would make some differ
ence. But since I do not know, I shall assume it made be
fore the Pope's death. If then-I ask you what you think 
Spain should have done, being in the condition he is, you 
would answer what you have written to me, namely, that 
he could have made peace with France, restoring Lom
bardy, in order to put him under obligation and to remove 
all reason for bringing French armies into Italy. 

To this I answer that to disC\ISS this aHair properly one 
must note that Spain made that expedition against France 
with the hope of defeating him, relying perhaps on the 
Pope, on England, and on the Emperor as foundations 
more than he should have done, as he learned when finally 
the test came, oecause he expected to get money enough 

a Literally, I do not drink districts, that is, I am not so impressed by 
the name of the rtgion where a wine is produced that I forget to observe 
its quality. 
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from the Pope; and he believed that the Emperor would 
make a vigorous attack on Burgundy and that England, 
being young and wealthy and correspondingly eager for 
glory, would be certain to come in great force whenever 
he embarked; altogether, then, France would be compelled, 
both in Italy and at home, to accept his conditions. 

Of these th.ings, none came about, because from the 
Pope he got money only at Jlrst and sparingly; but later the 
Pope not merely did not give him money but every day 
sought to ruin him and carried on negotiations against 
him. From the Emperor came nothing further than the 
journey of the Bishop of Curk, and slanders and re
proaches. From England came a weak force, which could 
not be combined with his own. Hence, if it had not been 
for the seizure of Navarre, before France was in the field, 
both of those armies would have been disgraced, for th.ey 
would have gained nothing but shame, because one never 
got out of the forests of Fonterabbia, the other retreat.ed 
into Pampalona and with difficulty dt>Jended it. Hence 
Spain was exhausted in the midst of this confusion of 
friends, from whom he could expect nothing better in the 
future, but rather something worse, because every day they 
negotiated for an agreement with France. As a result, 
seeing on the other side France bearing the ex-pense, in 
agreement with the Venetians, and hoping in the Swiss, he 
decided that it would be better to be beforehand with the 
King in whatever way he could, rather than to remain in 
such great uncertainty and confusion, and under unbear
able expense; because I have heard from a good source 
that a man who is in Spain writes that there is no money 
and no way of getting it, and that his army is only of con
scripts, who moreover are not obeying him. 

So I beheve his plan has been, in this truce, to make 
his alhes reahze their mistake and make them more for
ward in the war, as a result of his promising the ratifica-
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tion, etc.; or to get the war away from his own country 
and away from such great expense and danger (if in the 
spring Pampalona had been captured, he would without 
doubt have lost Castile, and it is not reasonable that he 
should wish any longer to run this risk). 

As to affairs in Italy, Spain may perhaps be relying more 
than is reasonable on his own soldiers; but I do not at 
all believe that he is putting reliance on the Swiss, or on 
the Pope, or on the Emperor, more than is necessary; and 
I believe he sees that in this affair eating may lead to 
drinking by the Emperor and the Italians.6 And he should 
not have made a stricter agreement with France, to give 
him the Dukedom,7 as you say he should have done, since 
he had not found France on his side, and also since he 
should not have judged it a correct decision. Indeed I 
believe France perhaps would not have made such a 
treaty, because already he must have made an agreement 
with the Venetians, and then as a result of not trusting 
in Spain or in his armies, France would have believed that 
Spain did not do it for the sake of an agreement with him
self, but to ruin France's agreements with others. 

As to Spain, I do not see any profit in it for him, because 
France would become in every way powerful in Italy, 
however he entered the Dukedom. And if to gain it 
Spanish arms were enough, to hold it he would need to 
send his own there, and in large numbers, which could 
rouse the same suspicions in the Italians and in Spain 
that would be roused by armies coming to gain it by 
force. And of loyalty and of promises no one today makes 
any account. Hence Spain would not see in such conduct 
any security on one side, and on the other side would see 
this loss, because he would make this peace with France 
either with the consent of the allies or not. With their 

o Ne<:essity and opportunity moy teach them to make heavier demancb. 
'Of Milan. 
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consent, he would judge it impossible, through not being 
able to bring to agreement Pope and France and Vene
tians and Emperor, so that to wish to do it by agreement 
with his allies would be a dream. Needing, then, to do 
it against their will, he would see in it an evident loss for 
himself, because he would be joined with a king-and 
making him powerful-who, every time he had oppor
tunity for it, presumably would remember better old in
juries than new benefits, and Spain would have excited 
against him all the powerful Italians, and those outside 
Italy, because, since he was the sole rouser of all of them 
against France, to leave them now would be too great 
:an injury. And therefore, as a result of this peace made as 
you would like to have had it made, be would have seen 
the greatness of the King of France sure, the anger of the 
allies against himself sure, and the loyalty of France un
certain; on the latter alone he must of necessity rely, be
cause having made him powerful and the others angry, he 
would have to stand with France. But wise princes never 
put themselves, except through necessity, into the power 
of another man. 

So I conclude that be has judged it a more secure 
plan to make a truce, because with this truce he shows his 
allies their mistake, and behaves himself in the meantime, 
and gives them time to undo it if it does not please them; 
he gets the war away from home, and again brings into 
dispute and confusion the affairs of Italy, where he sees 
that there is matter to undo even yet, and a bone to gnaw. 
And as I said above, he hopes that eating will teach every
body to drink; and he believes that the Pope, the Em
peror, and the Swiss will take no pleasure in the greatness 
of the Venetians and France in Italy, and judges that 
if they are not enough to keep France from taking Lom
bardy, they will at least be enough with his help to keep 
France from going farther. For this reason Spain sup-
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poses that the Pope will have to throw himself entirely 
into his arms; because he can expect that the Pope will 
not un.ite with the Venetians or with their adherents, as 
the result of the affairs of Romagna. And so with this 
truce he sees the victory of France uncertain, and that 
he does not have to trust France, and does not have to 
fear changes by the confederates. Because the Emperor 
and England will ratify it or not; if they ratify it, they 
will consider that this truce is going to aid all and not 
hurt them; if they do not ratify, they will become more 
eager for war, and with greater forces and better ar
ranged than in the past year will come to attack France. 
And in every one of these cases Spain gains his purpose. 

I believe, therefore, that his purpose has been this, and 
that he believes by means of this truce either to force the 
Empero.r and England to make war in earnest, or by means 
of their reputation, with other ways than arms, to settle 
things to his advantage. And in every other procedure he 
would see danger, that is, either in continuing war or 
making peace against their will; and therefore he took a 
middle way, from which could come either war or peace. 

If you have examined the plans and the advances of 
this king, you will be less astonished by this truce. This 
king from a slight and weak position has come to his 
present greatness, and has had always to struggle with 
new states and doubtful subjects. And one of the ways 
with which new states are held and doubtful minds are 
either made firm or are kept uncertain and unresolved, is 
to rouse about oneself great expectations, all the tim.e 
keeping men's minds occupied in considering what is 
going to be the end of new decisions and new under
takings. Sucb a necessity this king has recognized and 
used well. It produced his war in Granada, his attacks 
on Afri.ca, his entrance into the Kingdom, and all his 
other well-known and varied enterprises. He saw the end 
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of none of these; indeed his end is not a particular gain 
or a particular victory, but to give himself reputation 
among his people and to keep them uncertain among the 
great number of his affairs. And therefore he is a spirited 
maker of beginnings, to which be later gives the particular 
end that is placed before him by chance and that necessity 
teaches him, and up to now he has not been able to com
plain of his luck or of his courage. I prove to you this 
opinion of mine by the division he made with France 
of the kingdom of Naples, about which he must have 
been sure that war would have to come of it between him 
and France, without seeing the end of it by a thousand 
miles; he could not have believed that he was going 
to defeat France in Apulia, in Calabria, and at the 
Carigliano. But it has been enough for him to begin, i.n 
order to give himself the reputation he sought, hoping 
either with Fortune or with trickery to go ahead. And what 
he has done always, he will still do, and the end of all 
these plays will show you that such is the truth. 

All the preceding things I have said assuming that Pope 
Julius was alive; but if King Ferdinand had learned of 
his death and the election of the present Pope, be would 
have done the same, because if he could not confide in 
Julius as being unstable, hasty, rash, and stingy, in this 
one he cannot conlide as being wise. And if Spain has 
any prudence at all, he is not going to be moved by 
any benefit that was conferred on him in smaller matters, 
nor any connection they .have had, because then he obeyed, 
now he commands; then he gambled with other men's 
property, now with his own; then be could profit from 

• 
confusion, now from peace. And Spain must believe that 
His Holiness Our Lord will not use either his money or 
his armies against Christians unless he is coet·ced; and I 
believe everybody will hesitate to force him. 

1 realize that this letter must appear to you a pastinacca 
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fish,s not of the flavor you expected. My excuse is that 
my mind is estranged from all these matters, as is shown 
by my going to my farm, far from every human face. Not 
knowing what is going on, I am forced to discuss in the 
dark, and have based everything on the information you 
have given me. Therefore I pray you to hold me excused. 
Give my regards to everybody there, especially to your 
Paolo, if he hasn't left. 

Florence, 29 April 1513 Your friend 9 

N. M. 

No. 124 

20 June 1513, Florence 
To ... Francesco Vettori. 

[See the bead-note of the preceding letter.] 

[France, England, Spain, the Swiss, and the Pope] 

Magnificent Ambassador: 
I wrote some weeks ago in reply to a discussion of yours 

about the truce made between France and Spain. Since 
then I have had no letters from you, nor have I written, 
because, understanding that you were about to come 
home, I waited to speak to you directly. But since I 
now understand that your return has been put off and that 
you perhaps are going to stay there some days, I have de
cided to pay you a visit with this Jetter and to talk with 
you about all those things we would talk about if you 
were here. And though I can only talk wildly, because 
I am far away from secrets and from events, all the same 
I do not believe my opinions on affairs can do any harm, 

• Having neithet bead nor tail. 
'Apparently this letter was wr-itten when Machiavelli was briefly in 

Florence; within it he speaks of living at his fann. 
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either to me, when I tell them to you, or to you, when you 
hear them from me. 

You have seen the success up to now of the French 
campaign in Italy, which has been for the most part con
trary to all that could be believed or feared; and this out
come can be counted along with the other pieces of great 
good fortune that His Holiness the Pope and that splendid 
Family1 have had. And because I believe that it is at all 
times the duty of a prudent man to reSect on what may 
harm him, and to foresee things when they are at a dis
tance, and to assist what is good and to resist evil in time, 
I have put myself in the place of the Pope and have ex
amined carefuiJy what I should have to fear now, and 
what mea.ns I should use against them. This I shall write 
out for you, relying on what bas been said by those who 
can do it better than I can, because of understanding these 
affairs more exactly. 

If I were the Pontiff, I should continue to rely wholly 
on Fortune, until an agreement was made for laying 
down arms either entirely or for the most part. And I 
should not feel sure of the Spaniards if they could be 
less cautious in Italy than now; and not sure of the Swiss, 
if they could be less cautious about France and Spain; 
and not sure of any other who might be the chief power 
in Italy. So, on the other hand, I should not fear France2 
if he remained on the other side of the mountains or if he 
retumed to Lombardy on an agreement with me. And con
sidering where things are at present, I should be as much 
afraid of a new agreement as of a new war. 

As to the ·war that might make me return to those sus
picions that I felt a few days ago, there is now no other 
fear except that France may win a great victory over the 

' Apparently the Medici. 
s ln this letter. a.s in many other places. "'France,'' uspain,.., etc.. 

soroeti_mes mean "'the king of France;• "the km1 of: Spain:-' eta., and 
sornetimes just the countries. 
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English. As to the agreement, it will take place when 
France makes an agreement with England or with Spain 
without me. And when I consider whether agreement with 
England will be easy or not, and also one with Spain, 
I decide that if one with England is difficult, this with 
Spain is possible and reasonable; and if we don't keep 
an eye on it, I greatly fear that it may come unexpectedly 
upon us, as did the truce between them. 

The reasons that influence me are these. I have always 
believed and now believe that it would please and now 
pleases Spain to see the King of France out of Italy, 
provided that with his own arms and his own reputation 
he drove him out. I have never believed and do not be
lieve that the victory the Swiss won last year over France 
was altogether pleasing to him. This opinion of mine is 
based on what is reasonable, since the Pope and the Swiss 
are too powerful in Italy, and on some reports from which 
I have learned that Spain complains al~o of the Pope, 
since he thinks the latter has given the Swiss too much 
power, and among the reasons that made him make a 
truce with France I believe this was one. Now if this first 
victory displeases Spain, this second that the Swiss have 
won will,S I believe, please him less, because he sees that 
he is alone in Italy, he sees that the Swiss have a high 
reputation there, he sees a Pope there who is young, rich 

· and justly eager for glory; the Pope does not wish to make 
a smaller display of himself than his predecessors have 
made, and he has brothers and nephews without territory. 
Spain therefore bas good reason to fear him, for if he joins 
with the S\viss, Spain's possessions may be taken away; 
and there is little that Spain can do if the Pope decides to 
do it. And Spain cannot provide against it more securely 
than by making an agreement with France, by which he 
could easily gain Navarre, and give France a state difficult 

• Novara, June 6, 1513. 
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to retain because of the nearness of the Swiss; and he could 
deprive the Swiss of their opening for easy passage into 
Italy, and could make the Pope's use of them Jess con
venient. Such an agreement, when France is in his present 
situation, the Pope properly would not refuse but actually 
seek for. 

So if I were the Pope and judged this likely to happen, 
I should try either to disturb it or to be leader in it; and 
I suspect that conditions may be such that a treaty can 
easily be concluded between France and Spain, the Pope 
and the Venetians. I do not put in it the Swiss or the 
Emperor or England, because I judge that England is 
going to let himself be ruled by Spain, and I do not see 
how the Emperor can be in agreement with the Venetians, 
or how France can come to terms with the Swiss; therefore 
I let them go and take those from whom the agreement 
is more to be hoped for; and it seems to me that such an 
agreement would be enough for all four of them; because 
it ought to be enough for the Venetians to enjoy Verona, 
Vicenza, Padua, and Treviso; for the King of France, 
Lombardy; for the Pope, his own territories; for Spain, 
the Kingdom. And to bring this about would cause injury 
merely to a counterfeit Duke of .Milan, to the Swiss, and 
to the Emperor, all of whom would be left ready to 
attack France. To protect himself from them he would 
have always to keep his corselet on; and this would make 
all the others safe from him, and the others would watch 
one another. Hence in this agreement I see great security 
and ease, because among them would be a common fear 
of the Germans that would be the glue to keep them 
stuck together, and there would not be among them any 
causes for complaint, except for the Venetians, who would 
be patient. 

Taking it in any other way, I do not see any security, 
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because I am of the opinion-and I don't believe I am 
deceiving myself-that when the king of France is dead, 
[the next king] will think about a campaign in Lombardy, 
and this will always be a reason for keeping his sword 
drawn. Otherwise I believe that in any case Spain will 
strike a blow at the others; and if the first victory of the 
Swiss made him make a truce, this second one will make 
hin1 make peace; and I do not value negotiations he carries 
on, things that he says, or promises he makes. Such · a 
peace, if it should be made, would be very dangerous, 
if made without the participation of the others. 

Farewell. 

26 June 1513, Florence 

No. 125 

Florence, 20 June 1513 
Niccolo Machiavelli. 

To Master Giovanni di Francesco Vem accil in Pera. 

[Niccolo's misfortunes; God's help; business] 

Dearest Giovanni: 
I have received several of your letters, and linally 

one of last April, in which and in the others you com
plain that you have not received mine. I answer that 
after your departure I had so many worries that it is no 
wonder I didn't write; it is rather a miracle that I am 
alive, because my office has been taken from me and I 
have been on the point of losing my life, which God 
and my i.noocence have saved for me. I have endured 
all sorts of evils, both of prison and other things. Yet by 
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the grace of Cod I am well, and I manage to live as I 
can and so I'll try to do, until the heavens show them
selves more favorable.2 

You have written to me several times that I sheuld see 
about lightening the taxes on your farm. On this I say 
that it is necessary for you to be here, and you will not be 
too late for the things that have to be done, because you 
will always be early enough. 

Marietta and all of us are well; try to keep well so that 
you can prosper in something. 

Lorenzo Machiavelli complains about you and says that 
you do not explain clearly, because, as to one-haU of the 
cloth that remains in your possession, you say that you 
have sold it for future payment and trusted it to I don't 
know whom, and you do not tell him the price, and the 
man to whom you say you have trusted it nsscrts that 
you are not correct. So I beg that you will write things 
out clearly and will go to the extreme of writing too much 
rather than too little, so that he can't rightfully complain 
about you. 

Greet the consul on my behalf and tell him that I had his 
letter, and that I am alive and well, and have nothing else 
that is good. Christ keep you. 

Niccol6 Machiavelli in F1oreooe. 
26 June 1513. 

No. 129 

4 August 1513, Florence 
To Master Giovanni di Francesco Vcmncci, in the Levant. 

• The rcmoiDdor of this Jetter is prillted iD Leoco'o cdltioD, FlorcDce 
1929. 
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[Florentine commerce in the Levant] 

Dearest Giovanni: 
I wrote you about a month ago and told you what was 

happening to me and especially the reasons why I hadn't 
written to you before. I assume you got it, so I shall not 
repeat .further. I received your Jetter of 26 May, to 
which it does not occur to me to say other than that we 
are all well; and Marietta had a baby girl that died after 
three days; Marietta is well. 

I wrote to you before that Lorenzo Machiavelli did not 
feel satisfied with you, and especially with your reports, 
because he said you reported to him seldom and after 
delay, so that he did not get from your letters anything 
sure. I advise you therefore to write to those with whom 
you do business so clearly that when they have a letter 
of yours they may think they are there-in such detail it 
describes the thing to them. And as to sending you any
thing more, he has said to me that if he does not finish this 
piece of business entirely and come out clear, he intends 
not to undertake any other. 

A certain Neri del Benino, brother-in-law of Giovanni 
Machiavelli, has come here, to whom Giovanni has given 
cloth; and therefore it is not proper that he should deal 
with anybody else. And Filippo wishes to sell it at the 
fair. 

Try to keep healthy and attend to business, because I 
know that if you keep healthy and do your duty, you 
will not lack anything. I am well in body but in every
thing else ill. I have no other hope but that God will help 
me, and up to now he has indeed not abandoned me. 

Remember me to the consul Juliano Lapi a thousand 
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times, and tell him I am alive. I have nothing more to say. 
Christ watch over you. 

4 August 1513 
Niccolo Machiavelli in Florence. 

No. 131 

10 August 1513, Sant'Andrea in Percussina1 

To Francesco Vettori 

[See the head-note of Letter of 29 April 1513.) 

[Foreign powers in It-aly; danger from the Swiss] 

Mr. Ambassador: 
You do not want this poor King of France to have 

Lombardy again, and I do want it. I fear that your not 
wanting and my wanting have the same foundation of a 
natural affection or passion, which makes you say No and 
me Yes. You dignify your No by showing that there would 
be more difficulty in bringing about peace if the King 
were to retum to Lombardy; I have shown, in order to 
dignify my Yes, that such is not the truth, and further 
that peace made in the method I indicate will be more 
secure and more solid. 

And coming again to particulars, to answer your letter 
of the fifth, I say I am with you that, as to England, it 
must always seem strange that he came into France with 
such great preparation and had to retire; it must be, then, 
that this retirement is founded on some necessity. I should 

1 At this village. about six miles south of Florence, can still be seen 
the hou~ and farmland which Machiavelli inherited from his f~\'tber. 
Their town house in Florence was oo Via Guiocia.rdJni. After bJs loss of 
his St.-'C1"etarysb_ip in 1512., be spent a &:ood deal of time at Sant' And.rr:a, 
yet his letter-s are generally indicated as written in Florence. F1orcntine 
cu.st'oJD would have made the cou:ntry howe a usua_l sum.mec residcn.ce. 
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judge that a necessity great enough would be that to 
which Spain and the Pope could force him, and I have 
been judging and now judge that if England should on 
ooe side find the attempt difficult, and on the other should 
see the will of th.ose two, it would be easy to inBuence him. 
And if he should be discontented, it would seem to me 
pertinent, because the more the King of France is or 
will be weak, so long as he is between the hostile and 
dreaded English and Swiss, be cannot suppose that he 
can take other men's property; on the contrary, he will 
need to suppose that somebody else must protect his own 
for him. In that case the King of Spain will lind his in
tention carried out, because I believe that in addition to 
making himself secure in his own states, he has been 
dreaming that with his armies he could continue as the 
cock of Italy. And in this situation they will aJ1 remain, 
because France, since he fears England and the Germans 
are hostile, cannot send a large army into Lombardy. He 
must therefore depend on Spanish armies in any case. 

I do not see that the Swiss by themselves are in a position 
to make the English yield, because I do not believe they 
can or will serve France except as hired soldiers. Because 
they are poor and do not border on England, France must 
pay them and at a high rate; moreover, be can hire 
Lanzknechts2 and get the same service from them, and 
England would need to fear them quite as much. And 
if you say that England can get the Swiss to attack 
France in Burgundy, I answer that this method injures 
France, and if England is going to yield, France must 
find a way to injure England. I think Spain and the Pope 
will not now take up arms against France, but that on one 
side they will abandon him and on the other side will 
pretend that their reason for making war on France was 

1 German me·rce.na_ry iDl-antrymen able to render much tb.e same se:rvice 
as the Swiss soldiers. 

125 

Copyrighted material 



consideration for the Church, and now that the King has 
desisted from harming her, they are not going to harm 
him. So I fully believe that without any stronger medicine 
England is going to retire, especially since, as I have said 
many times, he has found and is finding the expedition 
against France dangerous. And England has to keep in 
mind that if he comes to a battle and loses it, it could 
be that thus he would lose his own kingdom as well as 
France. And if you say to me that he will send money in 
large amounts to the Germans, and will get France attacked 
from another side, I answer this with the opinion I have 
always held, that he will wish, both through pride and 
through glory, to spend his money on his own people; and 
besides, anything he sent to the Emperor would be 
thrown away, and the Swiss would want too much. 

I believe also that confidence between Spain and France 
can develop easily, because it is not to Spain's advantage 
to destroy the King in this way; and France has seen a 
test of it, for in the midst of his greatest dangers Spain 
has suspeoded arms. And so much the more France will 
trust in him, as on his side he sees that he is restored in 
Lombardy, for new benefits are wont to make men forget 
old injuries. On the other hand, Spain would not need to 
fear an old king,s worn out, and sickly, placed between 
the English and the Germans, the one suspected and the 
other hostile; and he would not need to have the Pope·s 
authority defend him, because it would be enough to keep 
that hostility alive. 

Therefore I do not see, in attempting to bring about this 
peace through the means that I write of to you, greater 
difficulties than through those means of which you write; on 
the contrary, if there is an advantage, I see advantage in 
mine. On the other side, I do not see in your plan any 

• Louis Xll of France. who died in 1515. 
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safety, but in mine I do see some, of such a sort, though, 
as it is possible to get in these times. 

He who wishes to see whether a peace is either durable 
or secure, must among other things find out who are dis
contented with it, and from their discontent what may 
emerge. So considering your peace, I see England, France, 
and the Emperor discontented, because not one of these 
bas obtained his end. In mine, the discontented are Eng
land, the Swiss, and the Emperor, for the same reasons. 
The discontents of yours can easily cause the ruin of Italy 
and of Spain, because as soon as this peace is made, even 
though Fran.ce has approved it and England bas not re
jected it, both of these two will again change their aim and 
their notion; and whereas France wished to go into Italy, 
and the other to master France, they will then tum to 
vengeance against Italy and against Spain. And reason 
requires that they make a second agreement between 
themselves, in which they will not have any d.ifiiculty in 
whatever they wish to do, when France is willing to reveal 
himself, because th.e Emperor with the aid of England and 
of France will leap the next day into Castile, will go into 
Italy when he wishes, will make France go there again, 
and so o~ a sudden these three together can upset and ruin 
everything. Neither the Spanish armies and the Swiss, nor 
the riches of the Pope are enough to hold this Bood, be
cause those three malcontents will have too much money 
and too many soldiers. 

And it is reasonable that Spain should see these dangers, 
and that he should tty in every way to escape them, be
cause France in this peace has no cause for loving him, 
and much opportunity for damaging him; this opportunity 
France will be unlikely to give up in any way. Therefore if 
Spain has any eye at all for seeing things at a distance, 
he will not agree to it or carry it out, so that a peace will 
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be made which will stir up a war greater and more danger
ous. But on making such a peace as I have written about, 
in which the malcontents are England, the Emperor, and 
the Swiss, these malcontents cannot, united or singly, 
easily injure an alliance of the other three (the Pope, 
France, Spain), because France, on this side and on the 
other side of the mountains, will continue to be an ob
stacle and, with the aid of the other two, will make such 
opposition that the allies will be safe, and England and 
the others will not undertake any enterprise, seeing its diffi
culty. And there will be nothing through which the allies 
need to fear each other, since, as I have told you many 
times, each of them will have carried out his intention, 
and their enemies will be so powerful and dangerous as to 
keep them chained together. 

There is in your peace another very serious danger to 
Italy, which is that every time there is a weak duke in 
Milan, Lombardy will belong not to that duke but to 
the Swiss. And though a thousand times those three (Eng
land, France, the Emperor) who are discontented at your 
peace fail to stir, I believe the nearness of the Swiss is very 
important and deserves to be more thoroughly considered 
than it is. You say that the Swiss will not stir because 
they have regard for France, because they will have the 
rest of Italy against them, and because it will satisfy them 
to give the country a raking4 and go away. I cannot be
lieve that you are right. 

First, as I said above, France will desire to avenge 
himself, and having received harm from all Italy, will de
light in seeing her ruined. Therefore he will secretly give 
the Swiss money, and feed this llre rather than otherwise. 

As to union of the Italians, you make me laugh, llrst, 
because there never will be union here to do anything 
good. Even though the leaders should unite, they are not 

.. Rapid plunderiDg, as distinguished fro·m serious occupation. 
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sufficient, because there are no a.rmies here worth a 
farthing, except the Spanish, who, because they are few, 
are not enough. Second, because the tails are not tmited 
with the heads. The people of this generation will com
pete in submitting to the Swiss before they will move a 
step to use any opportunity that arises. 

As to its being enough for the Swiss to give a ral..ing 
and go away, I tell you not to rest on or encourage others 
to rest on such an opinion, and I beg you to consider how 
men's affairs develop, and how the powers of the world, 
and especially republics, have developed. You will see that 
at first it is enough for men to defend themselves and not 
to be mastered by others; from this they go on to injure 
others and to try to master others. For the Swiss it was 
at first enough to defend themselves from the dukes of 
Austria; this defense made them esteemed at home. Then 
it was enough to defend themselves from Duke Charles, 
which gave them a name away from home. Then it was 
enough for them to take stipends from others, in order 
to keep their young men ready for war, and to get honor. 
This bas given them a still greater name, has made them 
bolder, because they have learned and observed more 
countries and more men, and also has put in th.eir minds 
an ambitious spirit and a desire to try carrying on war for 
themselves. And Pellegrino Lorini sa.id to me long ago 
that when they came with Beaumont to Pisa, they often 
talked among themselves about the efficiency of their 
military organization, and that it was like that of the 
Romans, and why could they oot one day do as the 
Romans did? They were boastiog that they had given 
France all the victories he had had up to that day, and 
that they did not koow why one day they could not fight 
for themselves. 

Now there has come this opportunity, and they have 
taken it, and they have entered Lombardy with the excuse 
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of putting the present duke back there, but in fact they 
themselves are the duke. On the Brst opportunity they will 
become complete masters of Milan, destroying the ducal 
family and all the nobility of that state; on the second, 
they will overrun all Italy, producing the same effect. 
Therefore I conclude that it will not he enough for them to 
give a raking and go away; instead one needs to be ex
ceedingly afraid of them. 

I know that to thi~ opinion of mine is opposed a 
natural defect of man: first, wishing to live from day to 
day; second, not believing that anything can happen that 
has not happened; last, always reckoning about a person 
in the same way. Therefore there will be no one who 
will advise us to consider getti11g the Swiss out of Lom
bardy in order to put the French back there, because they 
<Lre not willing to run the present risks that must be run 

in attempting it, nor will they believe in future ills, nor 
will they dream of being able to trust France. My friend, 
this German river is so large that it has need of a great 
dyke to hold it. H France had never been in Italy, and 
you were not newly aware of the arrogance, satiety,5 and 
extortion of the French, which are the things that upset 
this consideration for us, you would already have nm to 
France to ask him to come into Lombardy, because the 
precautions against this Bood need to be taken now, before 
the Swiss put down roots in this land, and commence to 
taste the sweetness of mling. And if they settle themselves 
here, all Italy is ruined, because all the discontented will 
aid them, and make them a ladder for their own greatness 
and the ruin of others. And I fear them alone, and not 
them and the Emperor, as Cnsa has written to us, though 
it would be easy for them to unite, because, just as the 
Emperor has been pleased that they should overrun Lom
bardy and become lords of Milan, which would not 

1 Probably a textual error. 
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seem reasonable in any way for the very reasons that 
you wrote to me, so, notwithstanding those, they might be 
content that he should make some progress in Italy. 

Mr. Ambassador, I write more to satisfy you than be
cause I know what I ought to say, and therefore I beg 
you that by your next letter you will advise me how this 
world stands, and what is being done, and what is hoped, 
and what is feared, if you wish that in these weighty 
matters I am to support my opinions. Otherwise you will 
get bold of an ass's will and testament, or some of those 
things, like Brancaccino. With my regards. 

10 August 1513. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, on his farm. 

No. 133 

25 August 1513, Florence 
To Francesco Vettori 

[Donato del Como needs influence with the Medici] 

Magnificent Ambassador: 
Because I know how much you love our Donato del 

Como,! and also he knows it, we have decided together 
with certainty to give you a bit of trouble, in order to see 
if by means of Signor Giuliano2 we can satisfy him in this 
putting of his name in the bags that bas to be done for the 
choice of officers.3 You know with how much help Donato 
was assisted by the said Signor Giuliano in what he needed 

:t A Florentine of low ra.nk but some wealth, often mentioned in the 
letters to V cttDri.. 

:= Giuliano de'"Medici, Duke of Nemours, tbe:o resid.in.g iD Florence. 
• The bags contai_ned the names of men considered eligible to bold 

office in Florence. When the offices were to be SUed nam.e:s were drawu 
out. The Medici government saw to it that only names acceptable to it 
were put in the ba;.s. 
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to do in order to vote, which was in a certain way to the 
astonishment of everybody; which must result from the 
great love Giuliano has for him, or from great deserts. 
Now about these deserts I know something; and they are 
of such a sort that you or anybody might bring Donato's 
cause before His Lordship. And because we have done 
nothing, if there is no order that he be put in the bags 
and then recognized, it seems good to us now, since the 
couplers are engaged in putting .names in the bags, to 
ask that Donato be put in. And therefore Donato writes 
the attached to His Lordship and reminds him simply 
of his idea, turning himself over to you for words; so that 
we beg you will be so good as to give His Lordship with 
your own hand th.e atta.ched letter, and then to ask that he 
write instructing one or two couplers to put Donato in the 
bag among the first . I said two in order that there should 
be a clearer understanding of his will; but in whatever way 
he writes, the letter needs to indicate clearly that he wants 
it so, because you know the fussy people there are; and 
if it is not warm, we shall run into objections, and Donato 
will receive disgrace and harm. And because Donato trusts 
in M. Francesco Pepi, you might arrange that one of the 
two whom he writes should be Messer Francesco; and 
you might send the letter to Donato, so he can use it to his 
greatest advantage. 

U I did not know how eager you are to help , and devoted 
to your friends, I would go to trouble in begging you, and 
so would Donato. May it be enough that he says he realizes 
that for the most part this benefit is from you. I am yours 
to command. 

25 August 1513. 
Your Niccolo Machiavelli, in Florence. 
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No. 134 

26 August 1513, Florence 
To Francesco Vettori 

[See the head-note to Letter of 29 April 1513.] 

[France, England, Spain, and above all 
the Swiss; Mercenary Soldiers] 

Mr. Ambassador: 
Your letter of the twentieth, now before me, bewildered 

me, because its arrangement, the multitude of its reasons, 
and all its other qualities so entangled me that in the be

_ ginning I was lost and confused; and if in tho rereading 
I had not been a little reassured, I would have given you a 
bad card,l and would have answered you about other 
things. But as I get used to it, the same thing has happened 
to me as did to the fox when he saw the lion: the first time 
he was ready to die for fear; the second he stopped behind 
a bush to look at him; the third be spoke to him; and so 
having reassured myself by getting used to it, I shall 
answer you. 

And as to the state of things in the world, I draw this 
conclusion about them: that we are ruled by princes of 
such a sort that they have, either by nature or by accident, 
these qualities: we have a Pope who is wise, and therefore 
serious and cautious; an Emperor unstable and fickle; a 
King of France inclined to anger and timid; a King of Spain 
stingy and avaricious; a King of England rich , fiery, eager 
for glory; the Swiss brutal, victorious, and arrogant; we 

• Would Dot b•vo replied. 
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in Italy poor, ambitious, cowardly; the rest of the kings 
I do not know about. Hence, considering these qualities in 
connection with what is going on at present, I believe the 
friar who said: "Peace, peace, and there will be no 
peace." 2 I admit to you that every peace is difllcult, yours 
as well as mine. And if you hold that in mine there is more 
difllculty, I am satisfied; but I hope you will ilsten patiendy, 
both where I imagine that you may be deceiving yol!Tself, 
and where I feel sure that you are deceiving yourself. 

Where I have doubts is, first, that you consider this King 
of France of ilttle importance on too ilttle evidence, and 
you make this King of England a great thing. To me it 
does not seem reasonable that France should not have more 
than ten thousand infantry, because from his own country, 
if he did not have Germans, he is able to get many, and if 
not as experienced as the Germans, they are as experienced 
as the Engilsh. What makes me believe it is that I see that 
this King of England with so much energy, with so large an 
army, with so much desire to tear him up by the roots, as 
the Sienese say, has not yet taken Therouanne, a fortified 
town like Empoli, at the first attack and in a time when 
his soldiers are acting with such great energy. This alone 
is enough for me not to have so much fear of England and 
not to put so low a value on France. And I judge that this 
caution by France is out of choice and not fear, because 
he hopes, England a not getting a foothold in that state 
and the winter coming on, that England will be forced 
either to return to his island or to remain precariously in 
France, since those places are swampy and without a single 
tree, so that the Engilsh must already have suffered much. 
And therefore I should suppose that it would not be very 
difficult for the Pope and Spain to inBuence England. Be-

1 SavonaroJa. 
'He.re., as usually in Machiavelli, England, France, etc:. meao the kings 

of those countries. 
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sides, that France has not decided to give up the Council 
makes me continue in the opinion given above, because if 
he were so much distressed, he would need everybody, and 
would wish to be on good terms with everybody. 

As to th.e money that England has sent to the Swiss, I 
believe it, but I am astonished that he sent it by the 
Emperor's hands, because I should believe the Emperor 
would have wanted to spend it on his own soldiers, not 
on the Swiss. And I am not able to conclude that this 
Emperor is so thoughtless and the rest of Germany so care
less as to allow the Swiss to rise to such inlluence. And 
when I see that it is so, I hesitate to judge anything, be
cause this happens against every judgment a man can 
make. Not at all, too, do I know how it can be that the 
Swiss have held the Castle of Milan and have not wanted 
to, because to me it appears that, having it, their intention 
has been carried out; and that they ought to do this rathe.r 
than go to take Burgundy for the Emperor. 

Where I believe you deceive yourself entirely is in the 
affairs of the Swiss, about fearing them more or less. Be
cause 1 judge that they are to be feared e:~ceedingly; and 
Casa knows and many of my friends, with whom I am in 
the habit of talking about these things, know that I had 
a low opinion of the Venetians, even at their greatest 
strength, because I always thought it a much greater 
miracle that they gained that empire and held it than that 
they lost it. But their ruin was too honorable, because 
what was done by a king of France could have been done 
by a Duke Valentino or any general of reputation who 
had appeared in Italy and had commanded fifteen thousand 
persons. What moved me was their way of proceeding 
without generals and soldiers of their own. 

Now those reasons that made me not fear them make me 
fear the Swiss. I do not know what Aristotle says about 
states made up of detached pieces, but I do consider what 
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reasonably can be, what is, and what has been; and I 
remember reading that the Lucumnians held all Italy as 
far as the Alps, until they were driven from Lombardy by 
the Gauls. If the Aetolians and the Achaeans did not make 
progress, it resulted more from their times than from 
themselves, because they bad always upon them a Mace
danian king of the greatest power, who did not let them 
get out of their nest, and after him the Romans; so it was 
more the power of others t.han their own constitution that 
did not let them expand. Now, the Swiss do not wish to 
make subjects because they do not see in it their own 
advantage; they say so now, because they do not see it 
now; but, as I said to you about something else, things 
go along gradually, and often men are led by necessity 
to do what it was not their intention to do, and the habit 
of bodies of people is to go slowly. Considering where 
the matter stands, they already have in Italy as their tribu
taries a Duke of Milan and a Pope; this tribute they have 
put with their income, and they will not wish it to fail; and 
when the time comes that one of them does fail, they will 
consider it rebellion, and will be at once at their pikes, and 
winning the contest, they will consider making themselves 
safe, and to do this they will put some additional bridles 
on those they have conquered; and so little by little they 
will come to assert full authority. 

Do not trust at all in those armies which you say will one 
day produce some fruit in Italy, because that is impossible. 
First, with respect to them, there would be many leaders 
and those disunited, and I cannot see that a leader can be 
found who will keep them united. Second, with respect to 
the Swiss. For you need to understand this: that the best 
armies are those of armed peoples; a.nd they cannot be 
resisted except by armies similar to themselves. Remember 
some a.rmies of renown: Romans, Lacedemonians, Atheni
ans, Aetolians, Achaeans, swarms of Northerners. You see 
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also that those who have done great things have armed 
their own people, as Ninus the Assyrians, Cyrus the Per
sians, Alexander the Macedonians. I find only Hannibal and 
Pyrrhus to represent those who with armies irregularly 
picked up have done big things. This came from the enor
mous ability of the leaders, and that was of such great 
.influence that it gave their mixed armies the same spirit 
and discipline as are found in a ruler's own people. 

And if you observe the defeats of France and his vic
tories, you will see that he won as long as he fought against 
Italians and Spaniards, whose armies were like his own, 
but now that he has fought against armed peoples, such as 
the Swiss and the English, he has lost, and is in danger of 
losing more. And men of intelligence have always foreseen 
this calamity for France, inferring it from his not having his 
own infantry, and having disarmed his own people-which 
was contrary to every action and every precept of anyone 
who has been considered prudent and great. But this was 
not a defect of the early kings, but of King Louis, and from 
him o.n. 

So do not, therefore, rely on Italian armies, if they are 
not either uniform like Swiss armies, or, being mixed, if 
they do not form one body like theirs. 

And as to the divisions or disunions you mention, do not 
think they will produce an effect, so long as their laws are 
observed; and they are going to be observed for a while. 
Because in that land there cannot be or appear heads· that 
have tails, and heads without tails are destroyed soon and 
produce slight effect. And those whom they have killed 
probably have been some who as magistrates or otherwise 
have wished in unusual ways to favor the French party, 
who have been found out and killed, and they are not more 
important in that state than a number here who are hanged 
as thieves. 

I do not, indeed, believe they will produce an empire 
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like the Romans, but I do believe they can become masters 
of Italy, by reason of their nearness and our disorders and 
vile conditions. And because this frightens me, I wish to 
remedy it, and if France does not suffice, I see no other 
resource; and I am now ready to weep with you over our 
ruin and servitude, which, if it does not come today or 
tomorrow, will come in our time. And Italy will owe that 
to Pope Julius and to those who do not protect us, if 
protection can now be found. 

Farewell. 26 August 1513, in Florence. 
Niccolo Machiavelli. 

No. 135 

August 1513, Florence 
To Francesco Vettori (a fragment) 

[The character of Lorenzo de' Medici, Duke of Urbino1 ] 

I do not wish to omit giving you notice of the Magnifi
cent Lorenzo's way of proceeding, for he has demonstrated 
such quality up to now that he has filled with good hopes 
all this city, and it seems that everybody finds in him happy 
recollection of his grandfather; because His Magnificence 
is attentive to bu.siness, liberal and pleasant in audience, 
slow and weighty in his answers. The method of his con
versing differs so niuch from that of the others that no 
pride is seen in it; yet he does not mix in such a way that 
through too great .familiarity he gains a low reputation. 
With young men of his age, he has such a manner that he 
neither alienates them from himself nor does he give them 

1 Grandson of Lorenzo the Magnillcent. At this time he wa• raiWna 
in Florence as a JOtt of prince. The Prlnu is dedicated to him. 
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confidence to indulge in any youthful insolence. He makes 
himself, in short, both loved and revered, rather than 
feared, which as it is the more difficult to achieve, so it is 
more praiseworthy in him. 

The management of his bouse is so ananged that, though 
we see there much splendor and liberality, nonetheless he 
does o.ot abandon the life of a citizen. Thus in all his move
ments, outside and inside, nothing is seen that offends any
body or is to be censured; at which everybody appears to 
be much pleased. And though I know that from many you 
can learn this same thing, I have chosen to describe it, so 
that from my account of it you can get that pleasure that 
comes to all the rest of us, who continually experience it; 
and you can when you have opportunity, give assurance of 
it to his Holiness, our ruler. 

No. 137 

10 December, 1513, Florence 
To Francesco Vettori, his benefactor. 

[Niccolo's life on his farm; the composition of 
The Pr·ince; desire to serve the Medici] 

Magnificent Ambassador: 
'"Never late were favors divine." I I say this because I 

seemed to have lost-no, rather mislaid-your good will; 
you had not written to me for a long time, and I was won
dering what the reason could be. And of all those that came 
into my mind 1 took little account, except of one only, when 
I feared that you had stopped writing because somebody 
had written to you that I was not a good guardian of your 

' Petrarcb. Trium.ph of Etcmltv 13. 

139 

Copyrighted material 



letters, and I knew that, except Filippo and Pagolo, 2 no
body by my doing had seen them. I have found it again 
through your last letter of the twenty-third of the past 
month, from wrucb I learn with pleasure bow regularly 
and quietly you carry on this public office, and I encourage 
you to continue so, because be who gives up his own con
venience for the convenience of others, only loses his own 
and from them gets no gratitude. And since Fortune wants 
to do everything, she wishes us to let her do it, to be quiet, 
and not to give her trouble, and to wait for a time when she 
will allow something to be done by men; and then will be 
the time for you to work ha.rder, to stir things up more, and 
for me to leave my farm and say: NHere I am." I cannot 
however, wishing to return equal favors, tell you in this 
letter anything else than what my Hfe is; and if you judge 
that you would like to swap with me, I shall be glad to. 

I am living on my farm, and since I had my last bad 
luck, I have not spent twenty days, putting them all to
gether, in Florence. I have until now been snaring thrushes 
with my own hands. I got up before day, prepared bird
lime, went out with a bundle of cages on my back, so that 
I looked like Ceta when be was returning from the harbor 
with Amphitryon's books.3 I caught at least two thrushes 
and at most six. And so I did all September. Then this 
pastime, pitiful and strange as it is, gave out, to my dis
pleasure. And of what sort my life is, I shall tell you. 

I get up in the morning with the sun and go into a grove 
I am having cut down, where I remain two hours to look 
over the work of the past day and kill some time with the 
cutters, who have always some bad-luck story ready, about 
either themselves or their neighbors. And as to this grove I 

• Filippo Cuavecchla aod Paaolo Vottorl, brother al the redpi<nt al 
the letteT. 

• A ref~re.,.,. to a llory founded oa the AmphiiiV() al Plautus. 
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could tell you a thousand fine things that have happened 
to me, in dealing with Frosino da Panzano and others who 
wanted some of this firewood. And Frosino especially sent 
for a number of cords without saying a thing to me, and 
on payment he wanted to keep back from me ten lire, 
which he says he should have had from me four years ago, 
when he beat me at cricca at Antonio Guicciardini's. I 
raised the devil, and was going to prosecute as a thief the 
waggoner who came for the wood, but Giovanni Machia
velli came between us and got us to agree. Batista Guicci
ardini, Filippo Ginori, Tommaso del Bene and some other 
citizens, when that north wind was blowing, each ordered 
a cord from me. I made promises to all and sent one to 
Tommaso, which at Florence changed to half a cord, be
cause it was piled up again by himself, his wife, his servant, 
his children, so that he looked like Gabburra when on 
Thursday with all his servants he cudgels an ox.• Hence, 
having seen for whom there was profit, I told the others I 
had no more wood, and all of them were angry about it, 
and especially Batista, who counts th.is along with his mis
fortunes at Prato. • 

Leaving the grove, I go to a spring, and thence to my 
aviary. I have a book in my pocket, either Dante or Pet
rarch, or one of the Jesser poets, such as Tibullus, Ovid, and 
the like. I read of their tender passions and their loves, 
remember mine, enjoy myself a while in that sort of dream
ing. Then I move along the road to the inn; I speak with 
those who pass, ask news of their villages, learn various 
things, and note the various tastes and diHerent fancies of 
men. In the course of these things comes the hour for din-

• Cabbun~ apparently a butcher, is unknown. 
• Batista Cuic.clardlni was pode!h\ of Prato when it was taken by the 

SpanUb fon:es in l512i as an tmmediab~ result the Medici were re· 
sto.rod to Florence. lt is rema_rlcable that Machiavelli could jest about 
the fall of Prato and its attendant atrocities. 
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ncr, where with my family I eat such food as this poor 
farm of mine and my tiny propt>.rty allow. Having eaten, I 
go back to the inn; there is the host, usually a butcher, a 
miller, two furnace tenders. With these I sink into vulgarity 
for the whole day, playing at cricca and at trich-trach, and 
then these games bring on a thousand disputes and count
less insults with offensive words, and usually we are .fight
ing over a penny, and neve.ttheless we are heard shouting 
as far as San Casciano. So, involved in these trifles, I keep 
my brain from growing mouldy, and satisfy the malice of 
this fate of mine, being glad to have her drive me along 
this road, to see if she will be ashamed of it. 

On the coming of evening, I .return to my house and 
enter my study; and at the door I take off the day's clothing, 
covered with mud and dust, and put on garments regal and 
courtly; and reclotbcd appropriately, I enter the ancient 

courts of ancient men, where, received by them with 
affection, I feed on that food which only is mine and which 
I was born for, where I am not ashamed to speak with them 
and to ask them the reason for their actions; and they in 
their kindness answer me; and for four hours of time I do 
not feel boredom, I forget every trouble, I do not dread 
poverty, I am not frightened by death; entirely I give my
self over to them. 

And because Dante says it does not produce knowledge 
when we hear but do not remember, I have noted every
thing in their conversation which has profited me,e and 
have composed a little work On Princedoms, where I go as 
deeply as I can into considerations on this subject, debating 
what a princedom is, of what kinds they are, bow they are 
gained, how they are kept, why they are lost. And if ever 
you can find any of my fantasies pleasing, this one should 
not displease you; and by a prince, and especially by a 

• This seems to be M_acbiave.lli making notes on Livy~, Hin01!1 for his 
own Disoounu, out of which rose 1"he Prince. 

Copyrighted material 



new prince, it ought to be welcomed. Hence I am dedicat
ing it to His Magnificence Giu.liano.7 Filippo Casavecchia 
has seen it; he can give you some account in part of the 
thing in itself and of the discussions I have had with him, 
though I am still enlarging and revising it. 

You wish, Magnificent Ambassador, that I leave this life 
11nd come to enjoy yours with you. I shall do it in any 
case, but what tempts me now are certain affairs that 
within six weeks I shall finish. What makes me doubtful is 
that the Soderini we know so well are in the city, whom I 
should be obliged, on coming there, to visit and talk with. 
I should fear that on my return I could not hope to dis
mount at my house but should dismount at the prison, 
because though this government has mighty foundations 
and great security, yet it is new and therefore suspicious, 
and there is no lack of wiseacres who, to make a figure, like 
Pagolo Bertini, would place others at the dinner table and 
leave the reckoning to me.s I beg you to rid me of this fear, 
and then I shall come within the time mentioned to visit 
you in any case. 

I have talked with Filippo about this little work of mine 
that I have spoken of, whether it is good to give it or not 
to give it ; and if it is good to give it, whether it would be 
good to take it myself, or whether I should send it there. 
Not giving it would make me fear that at the least Giul.iano 
will not read it and that this rascal Ardinghelli will get 
himself honor from this latest work of mine.1 The giving 
of it is forced on me by the necessity that drives me, be

cause I am using up my money, and I cannot remain as I 
am a long time without becoming despised through pov-

' Giuliano de ' Medid, Duke of Nemours, son of Lorenzo the Magnifi
cent. He ~sided i·n Florence after the restoration of the Medici in 1512. 
but in 1513 wit_hd_rew to Rome. 

1 Pagolo Bertini is unknown and the m.eaning of tbe se.ntence is un
certairL 

11 Pi.ero Ardingbelli was &eeretary to Popo Leo X. Machiavelli seems 
to have feared that, if Giuliano bnd not read Tlul Priooe, Ardingbelll 
would steal ideas from it and uffer them as hb own .. 
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erty.10 In addition, there is my wish that our present 
Medici lords will make use of 'me, even if they begin by 
making me roll a stone; because then if I could not gain 
their favor, I should complain of myself; and through this 
thing, if it were read, they would see that for the fifteen 
years while I have been studying the art of the state, I have 
not slept or been playing; and well may anybody be glad 
to get the services of one who at the expense of others has 
become full of experience. And of my honesty there should 
be no doubt, because having always preserved my honesty, 
I shall hardly now learn to break it; and he who has been 
honest and good for forty-three years, as I have, cannot 
change his nature; and as a witness to my honesty and 
goodness I have my poverty. 

I should like, then, to have you also write me what you 
think best on this matter, and I give you my regards. Be 
happy. 

10 December 1513. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, in F1orence 

No. 138 

19 December 1513, F1orence 
To Francesco Vettori 

[Donato del Como's contribution to the Medici; 
a Franciscan preacher] 

Magnificent Ambassador: 
I wrote eight or ten days ago, answering yours of the 

twenty-third of the past month, and told you, about my 
coming there, what kept me in doubt. I wait for your 
opinion and then I shall do what you advise. 

The present letter I am writing to you in behalf of our 

11 A reminiscence of Juvenal 3.153 or Pla.utus, SllchUI 1.3.20. 
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Donato del Como.1 You know how his affairs stand, and 
the letter that in the beginning he got from His Magnifi
cence Giuliano to the Magnificent Lorenzo. Then there was 
the death of Messer Francesco Pepi, who had taken the 
affair on his shoulders, as a result of which Donato was 
almost deprived of hope. Yet, not to give up entirely, we 
went- Donato and I-to see Jacopo Gianfigliazzi, who 
promised us vigorously that he would leave nothing un
done; and just two days ago, with the letter you wrote him, 
on this matter we spoke to him again, and he promised 
better than the first time, and concluded by saying that 
from now to the middle of January it could not be thought 
of, because he had to put the other names in the bags first. 
And on our asking if he advised getting further letters from 
Giuliano, .he said such action could he only good, but that 
we should delay until the last in order to get the letter 
when the thing is to be done, because if he had it now, it 
would, when the time came, he old, and the business would 
have to be done over from the beginning. Yet we need 
to act so that at the right time we will have this letter; and 
if you had not got that of which you last wrote to Donato, 
you could let it go. If you had got it, we would need to con
sider at the time of action what ought to be done. 

We think, relying on our first experience, that a letter, 
unless there is somebody here who will remember it, will 
be a dead favor. Hence we judge that you need to do 
something there, when you can, so that Ser Niccolo Michel
ozzi will receive this charge from Giuliano. Here be will 
remind Lorenzo of it, either through a letter that Giuliano 
will write him or through a letter that Piero Ardinghelli will 
write in Giuliano's name;2 thus, whatever excuse Ser Nic-

1 See Letter no. 133, above~ 
• As &e<:retary to Pope Leo X, head of the Medid f11mily, A.rdingbelli 

could write ID the Dame of Ciullano de'Medici, then probably in Rome, 
to Lounzo de'Mecllci, duke of Urbino, in c:harge of the family interest• 
l.o Florence. 
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colo may have, he will at the right time be made to remem
ber the matter. And because we believe it will be easy for 
Piero Ardinghelli to attend to this thing, we suggest that 
you do some work on him, promising what you judge will 
be the best thing to offer him, and Donato will be generous 
about it. The way for this is open, because Piero l"llows 
that His Magnificence Giuliano has caused favors to be 
done to Maestro Manente and some others, whom Giuliano 
wished should be assisted, and so it is necessary that 
Donato get some favors. If Piero is willing, I believe we 
can get everything. So we think this medicine of Piero 
should be used, and that all the favors that are coming 
should come·from the eighth to the fifteenth of January, 
because Piero is at the business for the reasons given. And 
in order that you may know everything and see if Donato 
deserves to be put in the number of the loving servitors of 
the most illustrious Medici Family, you should know that 
about a day after they returned to Florence, Donato carried 
to His Magnificence Giuliano 500 ducats (it was lent to 
him freely and without its being asked for), for which he 
is still creditor.3 This is not told you so that you will tell it 
to anybody, but so that, knowing it, you will undertake this 
affair with more spirit. 

Donato and I are not trying hard to annoy you and re
annoy you in this matter, because, knowing how zealous a 
friend you are, we think by asking it to please you, and 
therefore he at the same time asks your aid and excuses 
himself to you, if it is at all necessary, and what we write 
we give as our opinion, but always we shall approve all 
the methods that you adopt as most prudent. 

Those four verses that you write about Riccio in the 
beginning of the letter about Donato, we recited from 
memory to Giovanni Machiavelli; and in place of Machia-

• For Medici fallwe to repay thll loan, see the letter of 17 Dec. 1517 
(No. 166). 
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vello and Pera, we inserted Giovanni Machiavelli. A1l a 
result he has a head like a basket,' and says that he does 
not know where you have found anyone whom it would 
concern, and that be is going to write to you about it in 
any case, and for a while Filippo and I had a great deal of 
pleasure from it. 

In this city of ours, which is a magnet for all the im
posters in the world, there is a brother of Saint Francis 
who is half hermit, who, to get more beHef for his preach
ing, claims to be a prophet, and yesterday morning in Santa 
Croce, where he preaches, he said many great and wonder
ful things: that before a long time passes, so that one who 
is ninety years old will be able to see it, there will be an 
unjust pope, set up against a just pope, and he will have his 
false prophets and will make cardinals, and will divide the 
church. Likewise, that the king of France is going to be 
utterly destroyed and one of the house of Rouen is to 
master Italy. Our city is to be given to fire and plunder, the 
churches will be abandoned and ruined, the priests dis
persed, and three years we shall be without divine service. 
There will be pestilence and famine of the worst sort; in 
the city ten men will not be left, and on the farms two will 
not be left. There has been for eighteen years a devil in a 
human body and he has said mass. That some two million 
devils were unchained to be ministers of the things men
tioned above, and that they entered into many bodies that 
died, and did not let those bodies decay, in order that false 
prophets and clergy might make the dead rise up, and be 
believed. These things frightened me yesterday to such an 
extent that I was going this morning to stay with La Riccia~ 
and I did not go; but I do not at all know whether, if I had 

• He Is thoroughly confused. 
• La lliccia ( the rich woman) a Florentine badot. II lliccia (the rich 

man ) i5 mentioned in the letter of 16 April 1513 (No. Ul!) u one of 
the servants of Donato del Como-. ln a letter to Macb_iavelli, Vettori 
pmises him as a faithlul friend (9 Feb. 1513). The joke II Dot DOW 
clea.r. 
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had to stay with il Riccio I should have paid any attention 
to that Franciscan. The preaching I did not hear, because 
I am not given to such doings, but I have heard it reported 
in this way by all Florence. 

I give you my regards and ask that you will greet Casa 
on my behalf, and tell him that if he does not follow other 
customs than he followed here, he will lose his credit with 
the fellows there as he has lost it here. Farewell. 
19 December 1513. 

Niccolo Machiavelli in Florence. 

No. 140 

5 January 1514, Florence 
To Francesco Vettori ... his most assiduous benefactor 

[He who is held wise by day will never 
be held crazy by night] 

Magnificent Ambassador: 
It is most certainly a great thing to consider how blind 

men are to the things in which they sin, and what sharp 
persecutors they are of the vices they do not have. I could 
bring up as examples things Greek, Latin, Hebrew, and 
Chaldean, and go off even to the land of the Son and 
Prester John, and bring them before you, if merely in
stances at home and recent were not enough. I believe Ser 
Sanol could have come into your house from one Jubilee 
to the next, and that never would Filippo have thought that 
he gave you any trouble. Instead he would have thought 
that you were glad to associate with him, and that it was 

• Accord!Da to Vettorl'a lettei'J, some of his frieDciJ clemurred at his 
a.ssociation with this man. 
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just the habit suited to an ambassador, who, being obli
gated to countless serious doings, must necessarily have 
some recreations and pleasures; and this of Ser Sano would 
have appeared to him to fit exactly, and with everybody be 
would have praised your prudence and lauded you to the 
sky for such a choice. On the other side, I believe that if 
the whole brothel of Valenza had run through your house, 
Brancaccio never would have censured you for it; on the 
contrary he would have lauded you more for this than if 
he had heard you speaking before the Pope better than 
Demosthenes. 

And if you had wished to see the proof of this reasoning, 
it would have been necessary for you, without either one's 
knowing of the admonitions of the other, that you should 
have given the appearance of believing them and wishing 
to carry out their advice. And if you had locked the door 
against the harlots and driven away Ser Sano, and drawn 
back to serious behavior and been immersed in thought, 
there would by no means have passed four days before 
Filippo would have said: "What has become of Ser Sano? 
What is the reason he doesn't come here any more? I be
lieve him a respectable man; I don't know what those 
groups are chattering about, and I am sure he understands 
very well the habits of this court and is a useful thingama
jig; you ought, ambassador, to send for him." About Bran
caccio, I'm not saying whether he is grieved and astonished 
by the absence of the women, and if he wouldn't have said 
it to you, while he was keeping his nrse turned to the Are, 
as Filippo would have done, he would have said it to you 
in your chamber when you were alone with him. And to ex
plain this to you better, when you were in such a puritanical 
frame of mind, I, who associate with and pay attention to 
women, should have needed to come in there. As soon as I 
got a notion of the thing, I would have said: "Ambassador, 
you will get sick, and it does not seem to me that you have 
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any recreation; here there are no boys; here there are no 
women; what sort of a bitchin' house is this?" 

Magnificent Ambassador, there are none here except 
crazy men; and few there are who know this world, and 
who know that he who tries to act in the ways of others 
never does anything, because men never have the same 
opinions. These do not know that he who is thought wise 
by day will never be held crazy by night; and that he who 
is thought a man of substance, and eHective, whatever he 
does to refresh hi.~ spirit and live happily will bring him 
honor and not blame; and instead of being called a bugger 
or a whoremaster, it will be said that he is tolerant, ready, 
and a good companion. They do not know also that he 
gives his own and does not take that of others, and that he 
acts like the must when it boils, which gives its flavor to 
dishes that smell of mould, and does not take mould from 
the dishes. 

Therefore, Mr. Ambassador, do not be afraid of the 
mould of Ser Sano, nor of the rot of Mona Smeria, and 
follow your habits, and let Brancaccio talk; for he does not 
realize that be is one of those hedge birds that is the first 
to squawk and shriek, and then on the coming of the owl, 
is the first to be taken. And our Filippo is like a vulture, 
which when there is no carrion in the region, flies a hun
dred miles to find some; and when he has his crop full , he 
sits on a pine and laughs at the eagles, hawks, falcons, and 
the like, who since they eat delicate foods are for half the 
year almost dying of hunger. So, Magnificent Ambassador, 
let one squawk, and the other fill his crop, and you attend 
to your afiairs in your own way. 

In Florence, 5 January 1514. 

Niccolo Machiavelli. 
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No. 142 

4 February 1514, Florence 
To Francesco Vettori . . . his benefactor. 

[Amusement at Vettori's account of an evening in Rome] 

Magni6cent Ambassador: 
1 came back yesterday from my farm, and your Pagolo 

gave me your letter of the eighteenth of the past month, 
which an.swered one of mine of I don't know when, in 
which I took great pleasure, Fortune bas been so loving 
to you that s.he arranged it so that Filippo and Brancaccio 
have with you become one soul in two bodies, or rather 
two souls in one body, in order not to make a mistake. And 
when I consider &om the beginning to the end the story 
you have told of them and of yourself-which in truth, if 
I had not lost my trifles, I would have inserted among the 
recollections of modem things-it seems to me as worthy 
to be recited to a prince as anything I have heard this year. 

It seems to me that I see Brancaccio curled up on a seat 
to sit low in order better to observe the face of Costanza, 
and with words and with signs, and with actions and with 
smiles, and movement of mouth and of eyes and of spit
ting, to be entirely poured out, entirely consumed, and 
completely hanging upon the words, upon the breath, upon 
the look, and upon the smell, and upon the sweet ways and 
womanly kindness of Costanza. 

I turned to the right hand, and saw Casa,' 
who with that boy was closer to the mark, 
a bit grave-looking, and with shaven head. 

> Filippo C..sovecchla. 
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I see him gesture, and now shift himself toward one side, 
now toward the other; I see him sometimes shake his head 
at the halting and modest answers of the boy; I see him, as 
be speaks with him, taking now the function of the father, 
now o.f the teacher, now of the lover; and that poor boy 
remaining doubtful of th.e end to which he wants to bring 
him; and now he fears for his honor, now trusts in the 
gravity of the mao, now has respect for his elegant and 
mature bearing. I see you, Mr. Ambassador, at close quar
ters with that widow and her brother, and having an eye 
on that boy, the right however, and the other on that girl; 
and one ear for the words of the widow and the other to 
Casa and Brancaccio; I see you answering in general and 
to their last words, like Echo; and finally you cut off the 
t.alk and run to the flre with certain steps quick and long, 
with one bent finger on the small of your back. I see at 
your return Filippo, Brancaccio, the boy, the girl stand up; 
and you say: "Sit down, keep your seats, don't move, go on 
with what you were saying," and after many ceremonies, a 
little homely and slightly coarse, you get everybody seated 
and start some pleasant conversation. But above all I think 
I see Filippo when Piero del Bene came in; and if I knew 
how to paint, I would send him to you painted, because 
certain bold acts, forward acts, certain oblique glances, cer
tain postures full of scorn cannot be described. I see you at 
table, I see the bread set out, the glasses, the table, and 
the trestles, and everybody showing, or rather dripping 
gladness, and at last all plunging into a flood of joy. I see 
in the end Jove chained in front of the chariot; I see you 
in love; and because when fire is applied to green wood it 
is more powerful, so the flame in you is greater because it 
has found more resistance. Here I should be permitted to 
ex.claim with that man in Terence: "0 heaven, 0 earth, 0 
seas of Neptune!" I see you fighting within yourself, and 
since "Not easily go together or dwell in one place majesty 
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and love," 2 you would like to become a swan to lay an egg 
in her lap, now to become gold so that she might carry 
you off in her pocket, now one animal, now another, if 
only you are not separated from her. 

And because you are terrified at my example, recalling 
what the arrows of love have done to me, I am forced to 
tell you how I have conducted myself with him. In short, I 
have let him go on and have followed him through valleys, 
groves, hills, and plains, and I have found that he has given 
me more pleasures than if I had treated him badly. Take 
off the pack-saddle then, pull out the bit, close your eyes, 
and say: "Go ahead, Love, guide me, lead me; if I come 
out well, may the praises be yours; if badly, may yours be 
the blame; I am your slave; you can gain nothing more by 
maltreating me, rather you will lose, maltreating your own 
property." And with such and like words, enough to bore 
through a wall, you can make him compassionate. So, my 
master, be happy; do not get frightened, show your face to 
Fortune, and continue to do those things that tl1e revolu
tions of the heavens, the conditions of the times and of men 
bring before you, and do not doubt that you will break 
every snare and overcome every difficulty. And if you wish 
to make a serenade, I offer to come there with some fine 
invention to make her fall in love. 

This is all that occurs to me in response to yours. About 
this place there is nothing to say, except prophecies and 
announcements of misfortunes, which God, if they speak 
falsely, I hope will cancel; if they speak the truth, I hope 
will turn to good. 

When I am in Florence, I divide my time between the 
shop of Donato del Como and la Riccia, and it seems to 
me I am boring both of them, for he calls me shop-nuisance, 
and she house-nuisance. Yet with both I conduct myself as 
a man of wisdom, and up to now I have profited so much 

• Ovid, Metamorpho.ou 2.848. 
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from this reputation that Donato has let me get warm at 
his fire and the other lets me sometimes kiss her just in 
passing. I believe that this favor will last only a little while, 
because I have given both of them certain advice and they 
have never taken it, so that just today Ia Riccia said about 
me in a certain conversation that she was pretending to 
carry on with her servant: "These wise fellows, these wise 
fellows; I don't know where they live;s it seems to me that 
all of them take things by contraries." 

Magnificent Ambassador, you see where the devil I am. 
Still I should like to keep these friends; but for myself I 
have no resource. If to you or to Filippo or to Brancaccio 
there occurs anything, I should be glad if you would write 
it to me. Farewell. 
4 February 1514 

Niccoli> Mach.iavelli, in F1orence. 

No. 144 

25 February 1514, Florence 
To Francesco Vettori 

[A Milesian tale of Florence] 

Magnificent Ambassador: 
I received a letter of yours week before last, and I 

have delayed until now in answering because I wished to 
learn better the truth of a story that I shall write below; 
then I shall answer parts of yours fittingly. An amusing 
thing has happened, or rather, to call it by its proper name, 
a ridiculous metamorphosis, and worthy to be set down in 

• I don•t undentand how thei_r D)iods work. 
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ancient writings. And because I do not wish anybody to 
complain of me, I shall relate it to you hidden under 
allegories. 

Giuliano Brancaccio, for example, eager to go bird hunt
ing, on one of the evenings of the past days, after the 
sounding of the Ave Maria in the evening, seeing the 
weather dark, the wind rising, and a little rain falling
each a sign for believing that all the birds would wait
returned to his house, pulled on his feet a pair of big shoes, 
strapped on a basket, took a fowling net, a little bell on his 
arm, and a good bird-swatter. He crossed the Bridge aUa 
Carraia, and by way of the Canto de' Mozzi came to Santa 
Trinita, and having entered Borgo Santo Apostolo, went 
twisting around a bit in those alleys that surround it; and 
not llnding birds that waited for him, turned toward your 
goldbeater, and near the Parte Guelfa crossed the Mercato 
and through the Calimala Francesca came under th.e Tetto 
de' Pisani, where looking carefully at all those hiding places, 
he found a little thru.sh, which with the bird-swatter and 
the light and the bell he stopped, and he cleverly brought 
it into the depth of the thicket near the cave where Panzano 
was Jiving, and detaining his bird there, and having found 
its disposition generous, and many times having ldssed it, 
he straightened two feathers of its tail, and at last, as many 
say, put it in the bird-basket banging behind him. 

But because the wind compels me to come out from 
under cover, and allegories are not enough, and this meta
phor no longer serves me, Brancaccio wished to know who 
this was; and he answered, for example, that he was 
Michele, grandson of Consiglio Costi Said at once Bran
caccio: "Let it be a good omen; you are th'e son of a man 
of standing, and if you are wise, you have found your 
fo.rtune. Understand that I am Filippo di Casavecchia, and 
I have a shop in such a place; and because I do not have 
money with me, either you come or you send tomorrow 

155 

Copyrighted material 



to the shop, and I'll pay you." When the morning came, 
Michele, who was rather bad than merely of little account, 
sent one Zanni to Filippo with a note asking him for what 
was due and reminding him of his promise. To that fellow 
Filippo showed an unpleasant air, saying: "Who is this, or 
what does he want? I have no connection with him; tell 
him to come to me." Mter that, Zanni having gone back to 
Michele and told him about it, the boy was not at all 
frightened, but boldly going to see Filippo, charged him 
with the favors he had received, and ended by saying that 
if Filippo did not hesitate to deceive him, he would not 
hesitate to speak ill of Filippo. Seeing that he was excited, 
Filippo took him into his shop and said to him: "Michele, 
you have been tricked; I am a man of good habits and do 
not indulge in such follies; so it is better to consider how 
you can find out about this trick, and that he who has had 
pleasure from you should pay you, than to take this road 
and without any benefit to yourself to speak ill of me. 
Therefore act in my way; go home, and tomorrow come to 
me nnd I'll tell you what I have decided on." The boy went 
off all confused; yet since he was to return, he remained 
patient. And when Filippo was alone, be was vexed by the 
strangeness of the thing, and without expedients, he fluctu
ated like the sea of Pisa wlien a hard south-west wind blows 
on .it in the river mouth. Because he said: "If I keep still 
and satisfy Michele with a florin, I become his vineyard, 
make myself his debtor, confess ~ sin, and instead of in
nocent become guilty; if I deny it without finding out the 
truth of the thing, I have to stand in comparison with a 
boy; I have to justify myself to him; I have to justify myself 
to the others;1 all the harm will be mine .. U I try to find the 
truth, I must blame somebody for it; I might not hit it; I 

'Thil seemJ the meanl.ni> thoup the OJiib>al uys ••to Justify the 
othen.•·• 
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shall bring on hostility over it, and with it ;ill I shall not 
be justified." 

And being in this anxiety, as the least bad decision he 
took the last; and he was to such an exteot favored by 
Fortune that the first aim he took was directed at the cor
n.-ct target; for he inferred that Brancaccio had done him 
that rascally deed, considering that he was one who did 
things under cover, and that at other times he had played 
him some tricks when he made a vow at the Servi. And he 
went thereupon to find Alberto Lotti, for example, and told 
him the affair, and gave him hi.s opinion, and begged him 
to summon Michele, who was his relative, and see if be 
could find out anything. Alberto, as an active and percep
tive man, judged that Filippo had a good eye, and having 
promised him his services freely, sent for Michele, and 
after sifting him a while came to this end: "Would you be 
sure, if you beard the man speak who said he was Filippo, 
that you could recognize him by his voicer' To which the 
boy having answered Yes, he took him to Santo Ilario, 
where he knew Brancaccio resorted, and coming up from 
behind, having seen Brancaccio, who was sitting in the 
middle of a big crowd telling stories, he managed that the 
boy got so close to him that be beard him speak; and on 
turning around and seeing him, Brancaccio, all confused, 
made off. So to everybody the affair seemed plain, in such 
a way that Filippo is now cleared and Brancaccio spoken· 
ill of. And in Florence in this carnival nothing else is said 
than "Are you Brancaccio or are you Casar· "And the story 
was well known under the whole heaven." 2 I believe you 
have had this account by other hands, but I wish to tell 
it more in detail, because so appears to me my obligation. 

To your letter I have nothing to reply except that you 
should continue your love with loose reins, and th.e pleasure 

• Ovid, Art of Loot! 2.561 ( modi8ed). 
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you take today, you will not have to take tomorrow; and 
if the thing stands as you have written to me, I envy you 
more than I do the King of England. I beg you to follow 
your star, and not to let an iota go for the things of the 
world, because I believe, have believed, and will believe 
always that it is true, as Boccaccio said, that it is better to 
act and repent than not to act and repent. 
25 February 1514. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, in Florence. 

16 April 1514, Florence 
To Francesco Vettori. 

No. 145 

[See the head-note to Letter of 29 April 1513.] 

[Foreign powers in Italy; Swiss power; 
Machiavelli's Finances] 

Magnificent Ambassador, Francesco Vettori: 
Will it be, then, after a thousand years, a reprehensible 

thing to write something else than stories? I believe not. 
And therefore I have decided, laying aside every irrational 
hesitation, to beg you to straighten out for me a confusion I 
have in my head. 

I see the King of Spain, who, since he came into Italy, 
has always been the first mover of all disturbances among 
Christians, put in the middle, just now, of many difficulties. 
It seems to me, first, that it does not advantage him that 
Italy should continue with her present face, and that he 
cannot bear that the Church and the Swiss shall have so 
much power in her. He appears to have more fear about 
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the state of Naples now than when the French were there, 
because at that time the Pope was between Milan and 
Naples, for the Pope did not wish the French to get control 
of the Kingdom, in order not to be in the middle. But now 
between the Pope, the Swiss, and Spain there is no middle. 
It seems to me also that for things on the other side of the 
mountains to be in the midst of war does not advantage 
him, because not always can a war come out in a stalemate, 
as in the past year. And it would be necessary in the long 
run that the King of France should either win or lose; in 
neither of these lies the safety of Spain; so unless a third 
thing happens, so that the others are ruined, they all might 
tum to harming the cause of their trouble, because cer
tainly Spain's tricks are known and they must have pro
duced disgust and hatred in the minds of his friends and 
his enemies. 

I conclude, then, that since things in their present state 
do not advantage him, it must be that he will try to change 
them. In attempting to change those of Italy with great 
safety, he must get the Swiss out of Milan, and not put 
France there. ln this he has two difficulties: one that with
out France he cannot get the Swiss out; the other as to 
whom he can put there. Because, considering the first case, 
1 do not believe that France ever will agree to come with 
all his forces into Lombardy except to be master. If there 
were agreements, either that he would come there, or 
would give Milan to the second son of King Philip, as his 
son-in-law, or to some other, I do not know how he would 
keep them, since his armies would be more powerful, if he 
were not always a nirmy; and I do not see how Spain can 
trust in these promises. That the Swiss can be got out with
out France, I think everybody will say No, because, con
sidering who they are, where they are, how many they are, 
and the purpose they have formed, anybody will judge that, 
without the French forces, they cannot be got out. As to 
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the second difficulty, that of giving Milan to some one, to 
the Church I do not believe that he will give it, to the 
Venetians much less; for himself he cannot take her. He 
might give her, as I have said, to his grandson, as is more 
reasonable, yet there is no security for him there, because 
now that is the same thing as to give it to the Emperor; 
and when the Emperor saw himseU ruler of Milan, he 
quickly would get the desire to be emperor of Italy, and 
would begin at Naples, where the Germans had a claim 
before the Spaniards. 

So I see in Milan, when she is taken for the Archduke 
against the will of the Swiss, difficulties in holding her, 
especially without French weapons, because if the Swiss 
cannot resist the Hood when it comes, they will let it pass, 
and when it is passed, they will come back there; because 
they know that if a duke does not keep always twenty 
thousand infantry and six thousand caval.ry at least, he will 
never be safe from them; and to keep so many, Spain and 
the Emperor do not have resources. As a result the Swiss, 
notwithstanding the negotiations they learn are being held, 
which would result in giving that dukedom to the Arch
duke, stand firm against the French; and for these negotia
tions they show that they do not care, because they con
sider that others than the French cannot hold that dukedom 
against their ,viJl, and therefore they oppose the· French, 
and the others they ridicule. 

I should be glad, Mr. Ambassador, that you first would 
answer me, telling whether these presuppositions of mine 
seem to you true, and if they do, that you would solve them 
for me, and if you wish to understand my solution, I shall 
write to you at length very gladly. 

The present officers of the M ontel are the Magnificent 
Lorenzo, Lorenzo Strozzi, Lorenzo Pitti, Ruberto de' Ricci, 
.and Matteo Cini. They have not appointed officers for 

' A bocly dealiD1 wltlo puhllc &nonoeo. 
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sales; arrangement remains with them; and I have to come 
under their jurisdiction with nine florins of decima, and 
four and a half of arbitrio, so that in a year I run to forty 
florins and I have ninety as my income, or less. I worry 
along here as well as I can. II you think it wise to write a 
letter to any of these officials, and to assure them that my 
condition is impos~ible, I tum myself over to you. To the 
Magniflcent there is no use in writing, because to that busi
ness he does not attend; it is enough to address one or two 
of the others. 
16 April 1514. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, in Florence. 

No. 146 

20 April 1514, Florence 
To Giovanni Veroacci, in Pera. 

[To a nephew in the cloth business in the Levant.) 

[A marriage of convenience) 

My dearest Giovanni: 
I have your two letters of this last month, in which you 

instruct me to see to withdrawing that nun's money from 
the Monte, which task I shall perform, as soon as it is pos
sible; because until after the octave of Easter, I cannot at
tend to it, because of its not being possible to see the minis
try. I shall attend to it after that, and of the results I shall 
give you notice. 

I shall find out from Lorenzo and others if I am able to 
tum any business to you, and if I can, shall let you know. 

There is an artisan, a very rich man, who has one daugh
ter a little lame, but otherwise beautiful, good, and worthy; 
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and in comparison with the other artisans he is of good 
family, because he has the offices. I have thought that if be 
would give you two thousand sealed florins ready money, 
and promise to open for you a shop of the art of wool, 
and make you active partner there, perhaps it would .6t your 
need, taking her as wife; because I believe he would ad
vance to you 1500 florins, and that with those and with the 
aid of your father-in-law, you would be able to get yourself 
honor and profit. I have spoken of it in this way in general, 
and have decided to write so you can consider it. Advise 
me in your .6rst letter, and if you like it, give me power 
to act. Christ guard you. 
In Florence, 20 April 1514. 

Niccolo Machiavelli. 
It would be possible to arrange to wait two or three years 
before marrying her, if you wished to remain some time out 
there. 

No. 148 

10 June 1514, Florence 
To Francesco Vettori, in Rome. 

[Machiavelli's £nances; love] 

Magnificent Ambassador: 
I received your two letters when I was on my farm, 

where I stay with my family, for Donato sent them to me 
on behalf of Brancaccio. I made such reply as seemed suit
able, both about my private affairs and about your love, 
and other things. But coming two days ago to Florence, I 
forgot them, so that since it seems to me a labor to rewrite 
them, I shall send them to you at another time. And for 
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now I shall write to you this, in order that you may know 
that yours have arrived safely, and briefly I shall tell you 
that I have not gone to Rome, kept back by those causes 
that you now make clear to me, which I understood before 
for myself. 

I shall remain, then, as I am, among my little affairs, 
without finding a man who remembers my service or who 
believes that I can be good for anything. But it is impos
sible that I can remain long in this way, because I am using 
up my money, and I see, if God does not show himself 
more favorable to me, that I shall be one day forced to 
leave home and hire out as a tutor or a secretary to a con
stable, since I can do nothing else, or fix myself in some 
desert land to teach reading to boys, and leave my family 
here, which could reckon that I am dead, and would get 
on much better without me, because I am an expense to 
the~. being used to spending, and unable to get on without 
spending. I do not write this because I want you to under
take for me something troublesome or annoying, but merely 
to express myself and in order not to write more of this 
matter, which is as hateful as it can be. 

About your love, I remind you that the only ones who 
are tortured by love are those who, when he flies into their 
bosoms, try to clip his wings or bind him. To such, because 
he is a boy and unsettled, he digs out their eyes, their liver, 
and their heart. But those who, when he comes, are pleased 
and caress him, and when he goes away let him go, and 
when be comes back, receive him gladly, he always honors 
and holds dear, and under his command they triumph. 
Therefore, my friend, do not try to regulate one who flies, 
or to clip one who returns a thousand feathers for one; and 
you will be happy. 
10 June 1514. 

Niccolo Machiavelli. 
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No. 150 

3 August 1514, Florence 
To Francesco Vettori 

[Niccolo's new love, probably fictitious] 

You, my friend, have with many accounts of your love 
at Rome kept me all rejoicing, and you have removed from 
my mind countless worries, through my reading and think
ing of your pleasures and your angers, because one is not 
good without the other. And truly Fortune has brought me 
to a place where I can render you just recompen.se for it, 

because being at my farm I have encountered a creature 
so gracious, so delicate, so noble, both by nature and en
vironment, that I cannot praise her so much or love her 
so much that she would not deserve more. I ought to tell 
you, as you did me, the beginning of this love, with what 
nets he took me, where he spread them, of what sort they 
were; and you would see that they were nets of gold, spread 
among flowers, woven by Venus, so pleasant and easy that 
though a villainous heart might have broken them, none
th.eless I did not wish to, and for a bit I enjoyed myself in 
them, until the tender threads became hard and secured 
with knots beyond untying. 

And you should not believe that Love, in order to take 
me, has used ordinary methods, because knowing that they 
would not have been enough for him, he used eJCtraordinary 
ones, of which I knew nothing, and from which I could not 
protect myself. May it be enough for you that, already near 
fifty years, neither do these suns harm me, nor do rough 
roads tire me, nor the dark hours of the night frighten me. 
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Everything to me seems level, and to all her desires, even 
though unlike mine and opposed to what mine ought to be, 
I adapt myself. And though I seem to have entered into 
great labor, nevertheless I feel in it such sweetness, both 
through what that face so wonderful and soft brings me, 
and also through having laid aside the memory of all my 
troubles, that for anything in the world, being able to free 
myself, I would not wish it. I have abandoned, then, the 
thoughts of affairs that are great and serious; I do not any 
more take delight in reading ancient things or in discussing 
modem ones; they all are turned into soft conversations, 
for which I thank Venus and all Cyprus.1 So if it occurs to 
you to write anything about the lady, write it, and of the 
other things talk with those who estimate them higher and 
understand them better, because I never have found in 
them anything but harm, and in these of love always good 
and pleasure. Farewell. 
From Florence, 3 August 1514. 

Your N iccolo Machiavelli. 

No. 152 

4 December 1514, Sant'Andrea in Percussina 
To Francesco Vettori. 

[The marriage troubles of a friend's sister] 

Magnificent Ambassador: 
The presenter of these words will be Nicholas Tafanus, 

my friend. The cause of his journey is his sister, whom some 
time ago he gave over in matrimony to a certain Giovanni; 
he was held by the bond of a ring; and yet rejecting all 

• Tbe Island of Cyp,... was the realm of Venus. 
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oaths, and despising the laws of marriage, he went to 
Rome, where for a long time he has lived and still lives, 
paying no attention to his marriage and his wife. Therefore 
this my friend wishes one of these two things: either that 
Giovanni should join his wife here or, returning the portion 
of dower he received, should legally repudiate her, for he 
j\ldges all such things can easily be done th.ere where the 
Vicar of Christ lives. In this matter, therefore, we ask your 
aid and ask that you will approach that disloyal husband, 
and with such authority as you can, force him to satisfy 
the two Niccolos who so heartily ask it. I am moved both 
by justice, which strengthens our case, and by the eager
ness of. the man himself and of his whole family, than which 
nothing in this rural region is pleasanter to me. 

But enough on Tafanus. As to what pertains to me, if 
you wish to know what I am doing, you can learn from thi.s 
same Tafanus the whole course of my life, and will realize 
how sordid and inglorious it is-not without anger, if as in 
the past you love me. For this I suffer and lament the 
more when I see that amid so many and so great instances 
of prosperity for th.e Magnificent Family and for th.e city, to 
me alone Troy remains.1 

From Percussina, 4 December 1514. 

N iccolo Machiavelli. 

No. 154 

20 December 1514 (Letter No. 1), Florence 
To Francesco Vettori. 

[See head-note to Letter of 29 April 1513.] 

'Ovid. Mef4"""""""'1 13.507. Macltiavelll expected b.is friend to cap 
the quotatioo, which oontiDu.es: My woe ltill ~ itt eourse.. 
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[The wisest policy for the Pope is a French alliance; 
the Swiss as rulers of Italy; neutrality] 

You ask me what decision His Holiness Our Lord should 
make in order to keep the Church in the position of in
fluence where he found her, since France with the assis
tance of England and the Venetians wishes by all means 
to recover the state of Milan, and on the other side the 
Swiss, Spain, and the Emperor unite to defend it. This 
is really the most important of your questions, because 
all the others depend on it, and they must be explained if 
this one is to be explained properly. I do not believe that 
for twenty years there has been a more serious question 
th.an this, nor do I know a thing among those past so 
difficult to understand, so uncertain to judge, and so dan
gerous to decide and carry out; yet, being forced by you, 
I will enter into this matter, discussing it honestly at 
least, if not adequately. 

When a prince wishes to know what is going to be the 
fortune of two who fight each other, he must first measure 
the forces and the vigor of both. The forces, in this matter 
of France and of England, are those preparations that 
those kings are said to have made for this conquest, namely, 
to attack the Swiss .in Burgundy with twenty thousand 
men, to attack Milan with a greater number, and with a 
much greater number to attack Navarre, in order to cause 
rebellion and change in the states of Spain; to put a great 
Beet on the sea and attack Genoa or the Kingdom, or 
wherever it may be to their advantage. These preparations 
which I mention are possible for these two kings and, if 
they intend to win, necessary; and therefore I suppose 
them true. And though it is in your last question, and it is 
possible to think that England will detach himself from 
France, being displeased by his greatness in Italy, I 
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prefer to debate this matter now, because if England 
detaches himself from him, every question will be an
swered. 

I believe that the reason why England sticks with 
France is to avenge himself on Spain for the injuries done 
to him in the French war; which anger is rea.sonable, and 
I do not see anything that so quickly could cancel this and 
destroy the love of the marriage contracted between those 
two kings; and I am not moved by the ancient hostility 
between the English and the French, which moves many, 
because the people wish what the kings do, and not the 
kings what the people do. As to his being caused annoy
ance by the power of France in Italy, evidently th.is must 
be the result either of envy or of fear. Envy could appear if 
England too did not have a place where he could get 
honor, and would have to remain idle, but when he can 
make himself fam<;>us in Spain, the cause of the envy 
ceases. As to fear, you must understand that many times 
a ruler gains territory but not forces, and if you consider 
well, you will see that for the King of France the gaining 
of citi.es in Italy is, with respect to England, a gaining 
of territory and not forces; because with as large an 
army he could attack that island without the states of Italy 
as with them; and as to diversions because France has 
Milan, England no longer needs to fear France, who has 
a disloyal state, and there is nothing to prevent England 
from moving the Swiss against' him by paying them, for 
they, being injured by France, would be truly his enemies, 
and not as the other time. And because it also could 
happen, while France was gaining Milan, that England 
would upset the state of Castile, England with that con
quest might harm France more than France could harm 
him with the conquest of Milan, for the reasons given. 
Therefore I do not see why England in this first rush 
of the war should need to detach himself from France, 
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and therefore I aJiirm these unions and preparations of 
forces mentioned above to be necessary and possible. 

We have remaining the Venetians, who are of the same 
importance to the forces of these two kings as are the 
forces of Milan to that other side; I judge them few 
and weak, and to be held back by half of the soldiers 
who are in Lombardy. Considering now the defenders of 
Milan, I see the Swiss in condition to put two armies to
gether that can Bght with any French that may come into 
Burgundy, and with those who come against Italy, be
cause if in this case all the Swiss unite, and with the 
cantons are joined the Grisons and the Vaudois, they can 
bring together more than twenty thousand men to an 
army. 

As to the Emperor, because I do not know what he wi1l 
do at any time, I do not care to discuss what he can do 
now. But uniting Spain, the Emperor, Milan, and Genoa, 
I do not believe they can raise more than Bfteen thousand 
men Bt for war, Spain not being able to furnish new forces, 
because of expecting war at home. 

As to the sea, if they do not lack money, I believe that 
between the Genoese and Spain they can form a Beet 
that to some extent can delay that of their opponents. I 
believe, then, that these are the forces of the two. 

Trying at present to see to which side victory may in
cline, I say that the two kings, being moneyed, can for a 
long time keep their armies together; the others, being 
poor, cannot. Hence, considering the armies, the con
dition, and the money of the two, I believe it can be 
said that if they come quickly to a battle, the victory 
will be on the side of Italy; if the war drags on, that ·it 
will go to the other side. It is said, and seems reasonable, 
that the Swiss, knowing this difficulty, and in order to 
come to battle quickly, intend to meet the French armies 
on the mountains of Savoy, in order that the latter, if they 

16g 

Copyrighted material 



try to cross, will be forced to fight or, if they do not fight, 
to tum back, because of the narrowness of the position 
and the lack of supplies. Whether in this they are likely 
to succeed, would have to be judged by someone ex
perienced in the region and in war.1 Nevertheless, I shall 
say this: that never in ancient history have I found that 
anyone has succeeded in holding the passes; but I have 
surely seen many who have left the passes and waited 
for the enemy in open places, judging that they could 
better defend themselves, and with less disorder tempt the 
fortune of war-all their fortune and not all their forces. 2 

And though I might give some reasons showing why this is, 
I prefer to omit them, since this subject does not demand 
their discussion. 

Considering everything, then, I see on this side the single 
hope of coming to a battle quickly, which also might be 
lost. On the side of France, I see him likely to win the 
battle, and, by dragging out the war, unable to lose it; and 
I see on this side, among others, in the management of 
the war two obvious perils: one that the French with their 
fleet, either by force or by treaty, will come into the terri
tory of Genoa or into Tuscany, where they will no sooner 
land than all the province of Lombardy will be theirs; 
and many others, some of them timid and some dis
contented, will run to join them, in such a way that the 
F rench, finding that they are received, can daUy with 
and wear out the Swiss at their pleasure. The other 
danger is that those cantons that are on the borders of 
Burgundy, on whom will fall the weight of the war made 
in those regions, if they see it last too long, will force 

• In 1515 the u.ruaJ puaes were guarded against tbc French. They sud
denly crossed by an unusual one that was left unguarded .. to the corutem.a
tiou of their ndve.rta;ries. ln thiJ instance M_achiavelll was a p.rophet. 

1 So the detached words as they stand in all texts must be rendered. 
At least it i& plain that Machiavelli is rdeering to his belief that a ruler 
should not risk all his fortune wbeo wing only part of his forces. See 
Dbcounc• 1.23. 
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the others to make peace with F rance. I am led to fear 
tbis by the example of Charles duke of Burgundy who, 
by making war and raiding on that side, to such an extent 
tired them out that they sent him a blank sheet of paper, 
and he would have ruined them entirely if he bad not 
been suddenly forced into battle. And whereas some hope 
or fear that the Swiss through their disloyalty will turn 
and make agreements with England and France, and give 
the others up as booty, I do not fear it, because they are 
fighting now for their own ambition; and if there is not 
one of the aforesaid necessities that compels them, I be
lieve that in the war they will be loyal. 

If then His Holiness the Pope is forced to make a de
cision, and should choose the party on this side, I see the 
victory doubtful for the reasons given above; both be
cause his joining them does not make them altogether 
certain, and because if it does take away convenience 
and influence from the French, it does not give the 
others forces enough to enable them to bold the French. 
Indeed, since the King has a great fleet on the sea and 
the Venetians also can arm some ships, it will be so diffi
cult for the Pope to guard his shores above and belowa 
that his soldiers and yours here will scarcely be enou gh. 
It can happen, it is true, that His Holiness will escape 
a present danger, if they wish to make therneselves sure 
of him, and will find also a present profit, since at present 
he can honor his friends. 

Il His Holiness takes the side of France, provided he 
does it so cautiously that he can without danger wait for 
France, I judge victory sure, hecause, by means of the 
.Beet, he can put in Tuscany a ~:,rreat army along with his 
own. Thus he would at once cause a great uproar in 
Lombardy by acting with the Venetian soldiers there. The 
Swiss and the Spaniards could not resist two different 

• The Adriatic and the Medit.erranean. 

1 7 1 

Copyrighted material 



armies from different sides and defend themselves from 
the rebellion of the people, which would be instantaneous. 
Altogether I do not see that it would be possible to de
prive the King of victory. 

You wish, besides, to learn which would be less burden
some to the Pope: alliance with the French or with the 
Swiss, if either one could win with his alliance. I answer 
that I believe the Swiss as victors and their associates and 
allies, if they conquer, would at present observe an agree
ment with the Pope, and would give him his states. But 
on the other hand he would have to bear the arrogance 
of the victor; and because I should not recognize as vic
tors any but the S\viss, he would have to bear their in
juries, which would be of two sorts: first, they would 
deprive him of money; second, of friends. Because the 
money that the Swiss say they do not want now, when they 
are carrying on the war, you may believe they will be 
sure to want when it is finished, and they will begin with 
some tax, which will be heavy, and in order to appear 
honest, and for fear of irritating them in the first heat of 
their victory, it will not be denied to them. I believe, 
rather I am certain, that the Duke of Ferrara, the Lucchese, 
and the like, will run to make themselves their dependents. 
\Vhen the Swiss have taken one of them, it will be all over 
with Italy's liberty, because every day with a thousand 
excuses they will tax and plunder, and they will change 
governments, and what they judge they cannot do now, 
they will put off until there comes a time to do it. Nor 
should anybody assure himself that they do not think of 
this, because they must think of it, and if they do not 
think of it, they will be made to think of it by the course 
of events; for the truth is that one conquest, one victory, 
causes thirst for another. 

No one should be astonished that they have not taken 
Milan openly, and have not gone farther than they have, 
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because the method of their procedure, as at home it is 
unlike others, so it is unlike away from home, and has its 
parallel in all the ancient histories; because if up to now 
they have made for themselves associates, in the future 
they will make for themselves dependents and tributaries, 
not troubling to command them or to manage them in 
details, but it is enough only that they hold by them in 
wars and that they pay them the annual tribute; these 
things the Swiss will keep up with the reputation of 
their armies at home and by punishing those who deviate 
from them. In this way, and quickly, if they keep up 
this war, they will give laws to you, to the Pope, and to 
all oth.er Italian princes, and when you see that they assume 
a protectorate, "you may know that the summer is at 
hand." 4 And if you say: "For that there will be a cure, 
because we shall unite against them,~ I say that th.is will 
be a second error and a second deception, because the 
union of many leaders against one is difficult to bring about, 
and once made, is difficult to maintain. 

I give you as an example France, against whom every
body had entered into an alliance; but suddenly Spain 
made a truce, the Venetians became his friends, and the 
Swiss attacked him feebly; the Emperor was not seen 
again, and finally England joined with him. Because if 
that man against whom an alliance is made is of so much 
vigor that he does not at once go up in smoke, as the 
Ven.etians did, he always finds his advantage in many 
opinions,6 as France has done, and as we see the Venetians 
would have done if they could have kept up that war for two 
months. But their weakness could not await the disunion 
of the allies, something that would not happen to the Swiss, 
who always would find, either with France, or with the 

• Matthew 24.32. 
• The c::on8.ictiog opinions of allies each of wbom is seekina his own 
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Emperor, or with Spain, or with the potentates of Italy, 
a way either to keep them all from uniting, or if they did 
unite, to disunite them. I know that at this opinion many 
will poke fun, and I fear it so much and so much believe 
it that, if the Swiss succeed in checking this flood, and 
we both live seven years, I expect to remind you of it. 

Since you wish to know what the Pope has to fear 
from the Swiss if they win when be is their ally, I say 
that be must fear some immediate taxes and, in a short 
time, servitude for himself and for all Italy without hope of 
redemption, since they have a republic, armed beyond 
comparison with any prince or potentate. But if he were 
the ally of France, and should win, I believe France 
would still keep his agreement, if the conditions were suit
able and if too much eagerness had not made th.e Pope ask 
too much and the King yield too much. I believe he 
would not lay tribute on the Church but on you,6 and 
that he would have consideration for her on account of his 
alliance with England, and on account of the Swiss, who 
would not all be dead, and on account of Spain, who, 
even though driven out of Naples, would be of some 
importance as long as he lived. Therefore it seems rea
sonable that France for his part would wish the Church 
influential and friendly, and also wish the Venetians so. 
Altogether, in any outcome of these victories, I see that 
the Church must be in some one's power; therefore I 
judge it better to be in the power of those who will be 
most reasonable and whom she knows from other times, 
and not in the power of those whose wants she does not 
know, since she does not know them well. 

If the side to which His Holiness Our Lord adheres 
should lose, I fear his being brought into every extreme 
necessity of flight and of exile and of everything that a 
pope can fear. Therefore when a prince is forced to take 

• The Florentines.. 
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one o.f two courses, he ought, among other things, to con
sider where the bad fortune of either of these can bring 
him, and always ought, other things being equal, to take 
that course which in its end, if it is bad, will be least 
bitter. Without doubt loss would be less bitter with France 
as an ally than with the others as allies; because if His 
Holiness has France as ally, and loses, he has left the 
country of France, which is able to uphold a PontiH's 
honor; he remains with a fortune that through the power 
of that kingdom can rise up in many ways; he remains 
in his own house, and where many popes have had their 
seat. 7 H he is with those others and loses, he will need 
to go either into Switzerland to die of hunger, or into 
Germany to be laughed at, or into Spain to be swindled, 
so that the evil brought on by the bad fortune of one 
is not to be compared with that from the other. 

As to remaining neutral, I do not believe that it was 
ever of prolit to anybody, when he is in these conditions, 
namely, when he is less powerful than any of those who 
are fighting, and when his states are scattered among the 
states of those who are fighting. And you must realize, first, 
that there is nothing more necessary to a prince than to 
govern himself in such a way in dealing with his subjects 
and with his allies and neighbors, that he does not become 
either hated or despised; and if indeed he must neglect 
one of these two, he should not pay attention to hatred 
but should look out for contempt. Pope Julius did not 
trouble about being hated, if only he was feared and re
spected; and by means of that fear he turned the world 
upside down and brought the Church where she is. And 
I say that he who remains neutral is sure to be hated by 
him who loses and despised by him who wins; and as one 
who is thought of no account and considered a useless ally 
and an undreaded enemy, he needs to fear that every 

., At A vip.on. 
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sort of injury will be done him, and every sort of destruc
tion will be planned for him. And the victor will never 
lack justification, because the neutral prince, with his 
states mixed among those at war, is forced to receive into 
his gates now this one, now that, to receive them into 
his house, to aid them with shelter, with food; and always 
everyone will imagine he is being deceived, and there 
will happen countless things that will cause countless com
plaints. And even though in the carrying on of the war 
nothing comes up-which is impossible-it will come up 
after the victory, because the lesser powers, and those who 
fear you, run quickly to the shelter of the victor, and give 
him opportunity to hurt you; and to him who says: "It is 
true that one thing can be taken away from us and an
other thing left to us," I answer that it is better to lose 
everything nobly than a part shamefully, and a part cannot 
be lost without the whole's tottering. He who considers 
therefore all the states of His Holiness our Lord, and where 
they are, and of what sort are the lesser powers included 
in them, and who they are who are fighting, will judge His 
Holiness to be one of those who in no way can continue 
such neutrality, and that he would be forced, making such 
a choice, to be hostile to him who wins and to him who 
loses, and that everybody would wish to harm him, one 
for vengeance and another for pront. 

You also ask me if, when the Pope allies himself with 
the Swiss, the Emperor, and Spain, it would advantage 
Spain and the Emperor to deceive him and join France. I 
believe that a treaty between Spain and France is impos
sible and that it cannot be made without England's con
sent, and that England cannot consent except to attack 
F.rance; for that reaso.n France could not think of it, 
because the English king, being young and eager for war, 
has nowhere to go with his armies except into France or 
into Spain, and as peace with France would bring war 
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upon Spain, so peace with Spain would bring war upon 
France. Therefore the King of France, in order not to 
lose England, in order not to bring upon himself that 
war, and having a thousand reasons for hating Spain, is 
not going to give ear to peace; for if France wished or 
was able to make it, it would have been done-so many 
plans for the damage of others that king could have brought 
forward. So that as far as Spain is concerned, I believe 
that the Pope would have reason to fear everything; but 
so far as France is concerned, be would be safe. And as 
to the Emperor, since he is shifting and unstable, every 
change is to be feared whether it would advantage him 
or would not advantage him, since in these variations he 
has always lived and been nouri.sbed. lf the Venetians 
should join this party here, it would be of great moment, 
not so much because of the addition of their forces as 
through this group's remaining more simply an enemy of 
France, and if the Pope also joined it, there would be for 
the French, both in coming and in establishing themselves 
in Italy, countless difficulties. But I do not believe the 
Venetians will adopt this plan, because I believe they have 
had better terms from France than they have had from 
these others, and having followed a French Fortune when 
she was almost dead, it does not seem reasonable that 
they will abandon her now that she is about to rise up 
again, and I fear that they are offering empty words, as 
they usually do, for their own advantage. 

I conclude, then, to come to the end of this discourse, 
that since there are more indications of victory on the 
French side than on that of the others, and since the Pope 
by joining can give the victory to France with certainty, 
and not to these others, and France is less to be feared and 
more bearable as friend and conqueror than these others, 
and loss is less hard with France as ally than with these 
others, and since he cannot securely remain neutral, that 
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His Holiness our Lord ought either to join France, or to 
join the others if the Venetians also join them, and not 
otherwise. 
20 December 1514. 

No. 155 

20 December 1514 (No. 2), Florence 
To Francesco Vettori, in Rome 

[See head-note to Letter of 29 April 1513.] 

[More on neutrality] 

Magnificent Ambassador: 
Since you have inspired my strong desire, if I weary you 

with writing, say: "Let the injury be my own, since I wrote 
to him." I fear you will think that in my reply to your ques
tions I passed too hastily over that part on neutrality; and 
also that where I had to debate what he would have to fear 
from the conqueror if that party which he joined should 
lose, because in both it seems there are many things to con
sider. So I have made a stab at writing to you again. And 
as to neutrality, a choice that many seem to approve, it 
cannot please me, because I do not recall, either in those 
things I have seen or in those I have read, that it has eyer 
been good, rather that it has always been very injurious, 
because it is certain to lose; and though you understand 
the reasons better than I do, yet I am going to recall them 
to you. 

You know that the chief duty of every prince is to keep 
himself from being hated and despised, to avoid in his con
duct contempt and hatred; whenever he does that well, 
everything must go well. And this matter he must practice 
as much with his allies as with his subjects; and whenever 
a prince does not avoid at least contempt, he is done for. 
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To me it seems that to remain neutral between two who are 
fighting is nothing else than to seek to be bated and de
spised, because always there will be one of them to whom 
it will appear that, by reason of benefits received from him 
or through long-standing alliance with him, you are obiJ
gated to .follow his fortune, and when you do not join him, 
he at once hates you. That other despises you, because be 
finds you timid and irresolute, and quickly you get to be 
known as a useless friend and a harmless enemy, so that 
whoever conquers harms you without hesitating. And Titus 
Livius in a few words (as from the mouth of Titus Flami.n
ius) gives this opinion, when he said to th.e Achaians, 
who were exhorted by Antiochus to remain neutral: "Noth
ing is farther from your interests; without favor, without 
dignity, you will be the booty of the winner." 

It is also inevitable that in the conduct of the war be
tween these two, countless reasons for hate against you will 
appear; because most of the time the third is put in such a 
place that he can in many ways hinder or help one or the 
other. And always in a short time, beginning with the day 
when the war is started, you are brought to such a pass that 
the declaration you have not been willing to make openly 
and with credit, you are obliged to make secretly and with
out thanks; and if you do not do it, some still believe that 
you lwve done it. And when Fortune is so generous in 
favor of the neutral that in the conduct of the war there 
rises no just cause for hatred on the part of either belliger
ent, it must appear when the war is ended, because all those 
who have been injured by him who has been third, 1 and 
all those afraid of him, running to the shelter of the victor, 
give him cause for hatred and discord with you. 

And if somebody answers that the Pope, through the 
reverence felt for his person and through the authority of 
the Church, is in another situation, and will always have a 

1 The neutral. 
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refuge in which to save himself, I answer that such a reply 
deserves some consideration, and that there it is possible to 
build on some foundation. Nevertheless it is not to be relied 
on; on the contrary I believe that, if he is to be well advised, 
it is not to be thought of, so that such a thought will not 
cause him to make a bad choice. Because all the things that 
have been can, I believe, be again; and I know that 
pontilfs have fled, gone into exile, been pursued. suffered 
to the utmost, like temporal rulers, and this in times when 
the Church in spiritual matters was more revered than she 
is today. 

If His Holiness our Lord will consider where his 
states are situated, who they IIIe who are fighting together, 
who they are who can take refuge with the winner, I be. 
lieve then His Holiness will not at all rest neutral, and that 
he will think that it advantages him more to join, no mat
ter what, so that, as to neutrality, to explain it at greater 
length than the other time, I have nothing more to say to 
you. And as to what be would have to fear from him who 
would win the victory and conquer that party which he had 
joined, I shall say nothing further about it, because I have 
said it all above. 

I believe you may infer from the letter I wrote you that 
I would depend on France; anybody who read it would 
fear that affection had influenced me to some extent. That 
would displease me, because I try always to keep my judg
ment firm, especially in these matters, and try to let it be 
uncorrupted by a vain contest, as do many others; and be. 
cause, if I have depended somewhat on France (I think I 
have not been deceived), I wish again to run over what 
moved me, which will form a sort of epilogue to what I 
have written. 

When two potentates fight together, in order to judge 
who is likely to win, it is necessary, besides measuring the 
forces of the two, to see in how many ways the victory can 
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come to one and in how many to the other. I see nothing 
for the party on this side to do except come to battle 
quic.ldy; but for the French patty there are all the other 
methods, as I wrote at length. This is the first reason that 
makes me believe more in France than in the others. Be
sides, if I have to declare myself ally to one of the two, and 
I see that by joining one I give him the victory with cer
tainty, and by joining the other I give it to him doubtfully, 
I believe that it will always be right to take the certain, 
laying aside every obligation, every interest, every fear, and 
every other thing that may displease me. And I believe 
that if the Pope joins the French, there will be no dispute 
on this; but if he joins those others there will be plenty 
of dispute, fol" those reasons that just now I wrote to you. 
Besides this, all wise men, when it is possible for them not 
to gamble all their property, are glad of the chance, and 
considering the worst that can come of it, they think where 
in the evil before them the smaJJest evil appears. And be
cause the things of Fortune are all doubtful, they pursue 
willingly that Fortune who, doing the worst she can, will 
bting about the least unpleasant result. 

His Holiness our Lord has two dwellings, one in Italy, 
the other in France. lf he joins France, he risks one of 
them, if the others, he risks both. If he is an enemy to 
France and France wins, he is obliged to follow the Fortune 
of these others, and to go into Switzerland to die of hunger, 
or into Germany to live in despair, or into Spain to be 
swindled and turned into profit. If he joins France and 
loses, France remains to him, he lives in his dwelling, and 
with a kingdom at his service that is a papacy, and with a 
prince who, eith.er through treaty or through war, may in 
a thousand ways rise up again. Farewell. And a thousand 
times I greet you. 
20 December 1514. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, m Florence. 
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No. 156 

20 December 1514 (No. 3), Florence 
To Francesco Vettori 

[Donato"s aHairs, and Niccolo's own] 

Magnificent Ambassador: 
When I had written the attached, I received yours of the 

fifteenth, which l will answer only in the part pertaining to 
Donato, to whom I read the section; and at once he was 
so blown up with hope that his shirt doesn't touch his enter
prise.1 Because he has decided that in order to obtain this 
favor he will not be stingy in anything, be had the letter to 
Beni rewritten, through which, inside of six months, there 
will be paid to you when you wish a hundred ducats. And 
he has said to me that, besides these, when you need others, 
you should not spare anything or have regard to anything. 
The letters will be included in this; you will make use of 
them when convenient" and as is usual for such letters. 
About being sparing with them or not, Donato did not wish 
me to write anything, yet as from myself I bring it to you, 
especially since the act of a friend does not need more in 
any way; if there is nothing more to be written in this af
fair, I suppose it can neither hinder nor help. Yet Donato 
does not wish that this be thought of, or that anything be 
regarded, if only once he can get out of the plebeian class. 

I thank you again for all the work and all the thoughts 
you have had for love of me. I do not promise you any 

> App:uently bowdlerized by an editor. 
t Some texts l~ave a bhmk at this point. 
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recompense for it, because I do not believe I can ever do 
good either to myself or to others. And if Fortune had 
wished that the Medici, either in affairs in Florence or 
a bl'Oad, or in their private business or in that of the public, 
had once employed me, I should be satisfied. Nevertheless, 
I do not yet really doubt myself. When this happens and 
I do not know how to sustain myself, you may grieve for 
me; but that which has to be, let it be. And I realize every 
day that what you say Pontanus writes is true; "and when 
Fortune decides to please us, she puts before us either 
present utility or present fear, or both together;" which 
two things I believe are the greatest enemies of that opin
ion I have defended in my letters.a Farewell. 
20 December 1514. 

Niccolo Machiavelli. 

No. 159 

31 January 1515, Florence 
To Francesco Vettori, in Rome 

[Grave men at leisure; the new prince] 

The boyish archer had already many times attempted to
wound my breast with his arrows, for in hatred and in the 
injury of others he takes pleasure. 

And though they were, those arrows, so sharp and biting: 
that adamant would not have warded them off, nonetheless 
they struck so strong an object that I little regard all their 
,POwer. 

He then, possessed with ange.r and fury, In order to show 
his lofty power, changed quiver, changed bow, and arrow; 
and he shot one with such great force that I still feel the· 
• They are opposed to the courase and prudence that can resist and! 
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pain of its wound, and I confess and acknowledge his 
power. 

I should not know how to answer your last letter on the 
passion of love with other words that seem to me more 
fitting than with this sonnet, from which you can see how 
much effort that little thief Love has spent in order to 
chain me; and these chains that he has put on me are so 
strong that I wholly despair of my liberty. I cannot think 
of any way in which I can unchain myself; and even if 
chance or some twist in human alfairs should open to me 
some way for getting out of them, perchance I should not 
wish to take it; so much now sweet, now light, now heavy 
do I find those chains, and they make a mixture of such 
a sort that I judge I cannot live contented without this 
kind of life. And because I know how much such thoughts 
and news about such a life delight you, I regret that you 
are not here to laugh, now at my complaints, now at my 
laughter; and all that pleasure you might have, our Donato 
carries away, who together with the woman of whom I 
earlier wrote, are my only ports and havens for my boat, 
which in the unceasing storm long has been without rud
der and without sails. And it is not two evenings ago that 
it happened that I could say, like Phoebus to Daphne: 

0 Nymph of Peneus, I pray, await me; I do not pursue 
as an enemy; Nymph, await. So the lamb from the wolf, 
so the deer from the lion, so the doves with trembling 
wing Hee from the eagle, each one from his enemies.1 

And just as to Phoebus these verses profited little, so to me 
the same words with her who was Heeing were of no mo
ment, of no force. 

Anybody who saw our letters, honored friend, and saw 
their diversity, would wonder greatly, because he would 
suppose now that we were grave men, wholly concerned 

> Ovid. Jl ela"""f'ho&U 1.504-507. 
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with important matters, and that into our breasts .no 
thought could fall that did not have in itself honor and 
greatness. But then, turning the page, he would judge that 
we, the very same persons, were lightminded, inconstant, 
lascivious, concerned with empty things. And this way of 
proceeding, if to some it may appear censurable, to me 
seems praiseworthy, because we are imitating Nature, who 
is variable; and he who imitates her cannot be blamed. 
And though we have been accustomed to this variety over 
many letters, I wish to practise it this time in one, as you 
will see, if you will read the other page. Now spit . 

Your Pagolo has been here with the Magnificent,2 and 
in the course of his discussions with me on his hopes, he 
said His Lordship has promised to make him governor of 
one of those cities of which he now is taking the sover
eignty. And having heard, not from Pagolo but by common 
report, that he is to become lord of Parma, P.iacenza, Mo
dena, and Reggio, it seems to me that this dominion is good 
and strong, and such that under any conditions he can hold 
it, if in the beginning it be well governed. And if he is 
going to govern it well, he needs to understand well the 
nature of the subject. These new states, taken by a new 
ruler, offer, if they are to be kept, countless difficulties. And 
if there is difficulty in keeping those that are used to being 
all in one body, as, for instance, the dukedom of Ferrara, 
much more difficulty is found in keeping those that are 
newly made up of different members, as will be this of 
Lord Giuliano, because one part of it is a member of Milan, 
another of Ferrara. Therefore, he who becomes prince 
ought to consider making them into a single body and 
accustoming them to recognize one ruler as soon as pos
sible. This can be done in two ways, either by living there 
in person, or by setting up a deputy there who will rule 

• Giuliano de• Medici, Duke of Nemoun, for whom his brother, P~e 
Leo X. wu preparloll a principality In oortheru Italy. 
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them all; so that those subjects, though of different cities 
and divided among various opinions, may look to one only 
and regard him as prince. And if his Lordship, wishing to 
remain for the present in Rome, should put there one who 
knew well the nature of things and the conditions of the 
places, he would lay a strong foundation for his new state. 
But if he puts into every city its own head, and His Lord
ship does not live there, that state will always be disunited, 
without reputation for him, and without bringing the prince 
respect or fear. Duke Valentino,a whose works I should 
always imitate if I were a new prince, realizing this ne
cessity, made Messer Rimirro President in Romagna; that 
decision made those peoples united, fearful of his authority, 
fond o~ his power, and trustful in it.; and all the love they 
felt for him, which was great, considering his newness, 
resulted from this decision. I believe this thing can easily 
be demonstrated, because it is true; and if it should happen 
to your Pagolo, this would be a step in making him known 
not merely to the Magnificent but to all Italy; and with 
honor and pro.6t to His Lordship, he could give reputation 
to himself, to you, and to your family. I spoke of it with 
him; it pleased him, and he will consider making use of it. 
I have thought it well to write about it, so that you will 
know our discussions and, wherever it is necessary, can 
pave the way to this thing. 

A.nd in the proud rascal's fall, he neverthdess did not forget 
Mahomet.' 

Our Donato sends his regards. 
31 January 1514. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, m Florence. 

• Cesare Borlia. See TM Prince, chap. 7, for biJ maoagemeot of the 
territory secured for him by his fathor, Pope A_lc:awder VI. 

• Lwil Pulci, M<><eante 1.303. 
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No. 160 

18 August 1515, Florence 
To Giovanni Vemacci, in Pera 

[This and the two following letters are addressed to 
Machiavelli's nephew.] 

(Niccolo's affection) 

Dearest Giovanni: 
If I have not written to you in the past, I do not want 

you to blame either me or others. but only the times, which 
have been of such a sort that they have made me forget 
myself. Not, however, on that account have I really for
gotten you, because I shall always look upon you as a son, 
and I and my aHairs will be always at your disposal. Try 
to keep healthy and to do good, because from your good 
there can come nothing but good to whoever wishes you 
well. 
18 August 1515. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, in Florence. 

No. 161 

19 November 1515, Florence 
To Giovanni Vernacci, in Pera 

[Hopes for prosperity] 

Dearest Giovanni : 
I have written to you twice during the last four months, 

and I am sorry that you have not received my letters; 
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I fear that you think I do not write through being unmind
ful of you. This is not at all true; Fortune has left me only 
relatives and friends, and I make capital of them, and es
pecially of those who are closest to me, as you are, from 
whom I hope, when Fortune brings you to some honorable 
position, that you will render to my children a return for 
my doings for you. Keep well. 

From Florence, 19 November 1515. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, in Florence. 

No. 162 

15 Februa.ry 1516, Florence 
To Giovanni Vernacci, in Pera 

[Waiting for Fortune] 

Dearest Giovanni: 
Everytime you write to tell me that you have not re

ceived my letters, you stab me with a knife, because in 
the past year I have written to you six times, and given 
the letters to Marietta to ·be sent to Alberto. She says she 
bas sent them; you say you have not received them, at 
which I am vexed. So the last I wrote to you two months 
ago I sent by Bartolomeo Federighi, who told me he gave 
it to somebody who was going there. I have learned 
through your other letter of your hards.hips. I thank God 
that they have lessened to such an extent that you are left 
alive and do not need to be sad any more. And if the death 
of those has taken from you some opportunities, your hav
ing behaved well ought to restore them to you; so do not 
lose your courage, and be in good spirits. 
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As for me, I have become useless to myself, to my 
relatives, and to my friends, because such has been the 
decision of my sad fate. And I can say nothing better than 
that there has been left me no other good than health for 
myself and all my family. I continue to wait in order to be 
in time to take Good Fortune when she comes, and if she 
does not come, to have patience. And whatever may hap
pen to me, I shaU ·always keep you in that place where I 
have had you up to now. I am yours. Christ watch over 
you! 
15 February 1515. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, in Florence. 

No. 163 

10 October 1516, Livorno2 
To the Magnificent Paolo Vettori, Most Worthy Captain 
of the Papal Triremes 

[Fever and bleeding] 

Magnificent Sir: 
We arrived here in Livomo today at four o'clock. This 

we inform you of by Antonio your servant, that you may 
I.-now of our situation, and if before your1 arrival here any
thing occurs to you that we can do, you can let us know 
about it. Of the gaUeys of the Bashaw nothing is heard. We 
have brought your Vincenzio here, with a double tertian 
ague; and though he has lost a pound of blood from the 
nose, nonetheless the fevers do not stop. If they grow a 
little lighter, I believe it would be weU to put him in a 
basket carriage while the nights are less severe, and bring 

1 The texts require our. 
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him there. If you have to defer coming here, advise us of 
what is wanted by Your Lordship •. to whom all send their 
warm regards. 
10 October 1516. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, in Livomo.2 

No. 164 

8 June 1517, Sant'Andrea in Percussina 
To Giovanni Vernacci, in Pera 

[Family news] 

Dearest Giovanni: 
As at other times 1 have written to you, I do not want 

you to wonder if I do not write or if I am slow in answer
ing; the reason is not that 1 have forgotten you and that 
I do not esteem you as I once did, because I esteem you 
more; men are esteemed according to their ability, and 
since you have proved that you are a good and able man, 
I must needs love you more than I did and altogether take 
pride in you, since I brought you up, and since my house 
is the beginning of that good which you have and which 
you are going to have. But since I am reduced to living 
on my farm by the adversities that I have had and now 
have, I go sometimes a month without thinking about my
self; so if 1 neglect answering you, it is not strange. I have 
received all your letters, and am pleased to learn that you 
have done and are doing well, and I can have no greater 
pleasure than this. And when you are through and return, 

t This visit to Livomo i.s p;1.ssed over in silence by Machiave:Ui~s most 
voluminous biographers. VU_lari nod Tommasini. 
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my house, even though poor and wretched, will be always 
at your service, as it has been in the past. 

Bernardo and Lodovico1 are becoming men and I hope 
on your return to get employment for one of them through 
your means. 

Marietta and all the family are well. And Marietta wishes 
you would bring her on your return a piece of light-brown 
camlet and big and little needles from Damascus. And she 
says that they must shine, for those you sent the other time 
were not very good. Christ watch over you. 
8 June 1517. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, on his farm. 

No. 166 

17 December 1517, Florence 
To Lodovico Alamanni, at Rome 

[Donato del Como's affairs; Orlan® Furioso] 

My honored Lodovico: 
I know that I do not need to take much trouble to show 

you how much I love Donato del Corno, and how much I 
desire to do anything that will bring him pleasure. Hence I 
know that you will not wonder if I make you some trouble 
fo1· love of him, which I shall do so much the more without 
hesitation so far as I believe you can do it, and also as the 
case is just and in a sense charitable. The said Donato, 
after the Medici lords had been back in Florence about a 
month, partly on account of his obligations to the Lord 
Giuliano, partly on account of his good nature, without 

1 NiccoJO•s older sons. 
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being asked, took Lord Giuliano five hundred ducats of 
gold, and told him to use it and return it when convenient.1 

Since then five years have passed , and, in spite of the great 
good fortune of the said lords, he has not been repaid; and 
being at present in some need, and knowing also that in 
recent days similar creditors have had their loans repaid, he 
has taken courage to ask for it, and has written about it to 
Domenico Buoninsegni, and sent him the copy of the re
ceipt he has in Giuliano's hand. But because with such a 
man as Domenico, through the great number of his duties, 
such errands are likely to die, unless they have on their 
side some special influence, I have decided, in order that 
this one may live, to take courage to write about it, beg
ging you will not think it an an.noyance to speak about it to 
Domenico, and also to inquire about the way in which such 
money can be made ready. I hope it will not trouble you 
for love of me to deal with this business among your others, 
because, besides being merciful and just, it will not be 
without profit to you, and I beg you to answer with a line 
about it. 

I have just read Orlando Furioso by Ariosto, and truly 
the poem is line throughout, and in many places is wonder
ful. If he is there, give him my regards, and tell him I am 
only sorry that, having spoken of so many poets, he has left 
me out like a dog, and has done to me in his Orlando what 
I shall not do to him in my Ass.2 

I know that there you are all day in the company of the 
Most Reverend de' Salviati, Filippo Nerli, Cosimo Rucellai, 
Cristofano Came.secchi, and sometimes Anton Francesco 
degli Albizzi, and you give yourself to having a good ti.me 
and remember little of us here, poor· unfortunates dead 

• For this loan to Giuliano de'Medici, Duke of Nemours, see the 
Letter of 19 December 1513, above. 

t Macb.iavellfs unfinished poc.m commonly called L' Arino dJOro~ [The 
C olden Ass]. Tommasinj ( Vfta di AtachlaucUI 2.3 19, n. 3) sa)·s. correctly 
1 believe, that the proper title is merely, as in this letter, L , A.tiuo, Tl&s 
A .l'l. 
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with cold and sleep. Yet, in order to seem alive, we meet 
sometimes, Zanobi Buondelmonti, Amerigo Morelli, Batista 
della Palla, and I, and we talk of that journey to France 
with so much vividness that it seems to us we are on the 
road, so that of the pleasures we would have there we have 
already used up half. To be able to do it with better 
order, we plan to make a little model of it, and to go on 
this last Thursday of Carnival as far as Venice, but we are 
in doubt whether we should get an early start and journey 
from there, or if we should wa.it until our return and go by 
the straight road. I wish at any rate you would consult 
with Cosimo and write us what is best to do. I am at your 
disposal. May Christ watch over you. 

Give my regards to Messer Piero Ardinghelli, because I 
forgot to ask you to. Again farewell all. 
17 December 1517. 

Of the friendship and humanity of your Excellence 

The servant 
N iccolo Machiavelli. 

No. 167 

5 January 1518, Florence 
To Giovanni Vernacci, in Pera 

[Three more letters to Niccoli>' s nephew in the Levant.] 

[Marriage advised] 

Dearest Giovanni: 
I am astonished when you say in your last letter that you 

have not had mine, because four months ago I wrote to you 
and had letters to you written by Lodovico and Bernardo, 
who asked you I do not know what absurdities; and the 
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letters were given to Alberto Canigiani. As I said to you in 
that, if you had had it, you would not need to wonder if I 
have written to you seldom, because since you left I have 
had countless troubles, and of such a sort that they have 
brought me to a place where I can do little good to others 
and less to myself. Yet nevertheless, as I told you in that 
letter, my house and what remains to me are at your 
service, because aside from my own children, there is no 
man that I think so much of as I do of you. I believe your 
aHairs have much improved in the position you have made 
for yourself there; and if they are in the shape I have heard, 
I should advise you to marry, and to marry a woman 
through whom you will strengthen your connection with 
me; and who is beautiful and has a good dower, and is of 
excellent standing. So I should be glad if, having to remain 
out there, either you would write to me or would have 
Alberto Canigiani tell me what your opinion is; and if you 
intend to take one, inform me in some way about your 
condition. 

We are all in good health and send our regards to you. 
May Christ watcl, over you. 
5 January 1517. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, in Florence. 

No. 168 

25 January 1518, Florence 
To Giovanni Vemacci, in Pera . 

[More on marriage] 

Dearest Giovanni: 
Perhaps twenty days ago I wrote you two letters with the 

same contents, and gave them to two persons so that you 
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would have at least one of them. Since then I have received 
yours dated the fourth of November. And I am grieved to 
the heart that you have not had my letters, because six 
months ago I wrote to you and had a letter written by each 
of my sons, and in order that you may have one of them, 
I shall also make a copy of this. 

As in many of my letters I have said to you, Chance, 
since you left, has done the worst for me that she can, so 
that I am brought down to a condition such that I can do 
little good to myself and less to others. And if I am careless 
in answering you, I have become so in other things; yet, 
while I am I , I and my house are at your disposal, as they 
have been always. 

Many thanks for the caviar. And Marietta says that on 
your return you may bring her a piece of light-brown 
camlet. 

By my other letter I wrote to you that when your affairs 
were in better shape, in the way I hear of and am con· 
vinced of, I should encourage you to take a wife, and if 
you decide to do so, there are at present some things at 
hand such that you would not be able to do better; so that 
I should be glad if in this matter you would give me some 
answer. 

We are all in good health, and I am yours. 
25 January 1517. 

Your Niccolo Machiavelli, in Florence. 

No. 169 

15 April 1520, Florence 
To Giovanni Vero.acci, in Pera 
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[Legal troubles in Florence] 

In the name of God. 

Dearest Giovanni: 
Since I wrote to you about the death of Alberto Canigi

ani, I have not had any letters from you, and also I have 
not written because I expected your return every hour; 
seeing that you have not returned, I am moved to write 
these few lines to do my duty by you, seeing how your 
things are going to ruin here. You know that Piero Venturi 
Bled a complaint against you by which you were compelled 
to remit his balance, so that you suffered damage from it of 
sixty florins, as I am told by Piero Corsali. Besides this, 
there is likelihood of complaints being Bled against you by 
Giovan Luigi Arrighetti, Giorgio Bartoli, and many others, 
who all have judgments against you, through there not be
ing here anybody who can answer them or knows how to. 
I for my part am of no use there, because I should do you 
harm and not good, on account of the conditions in which 
I find myself. Your uncles and your father's cousins have 
not been willing to speak, if nothing else, to one of the six, 
and of friends you have nobody here who has been willing 
to take this trouble; so that if you do not return, you will 
lose property and honor. Piero Corsali has made excuses to 
me and tells me he has written to you. By all means, my 
Giovanni, consider well your course carefully, because if 
you stay a year more out there, you will lose every
thing here and will remain the prey of those who have com
mitted you. I write this to do my duty, and so that you 
cannot say that it has not been written to you. May Christ 
watch over you. 

Your Niccolo Ma.chiavelli, in Florence. 
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No. 175 

About 8 November 1520 (undated), Florence 
To Francesco del Nero 

[The contract for writing the History of Florence]t 

To his honored brother-in-law, Francesco del Nero 

Honored Sir: 
The substance of the contract will be this: 
He is to be hired for years with an annual salary 

of , with the obligation that he must and 
will be held to write the annals or history of the things done 
by th.e state and city of Florence, beginning with the date 
that seems to him suitable, and in that language--whether 
Latin or Tuscan-that seems to him best. 

Niccoli» Machiavelli 

No. 179 

17 May 1521, Carpi 
To his Magnificent Master Francesco Guicciardini, J.U.D., 
Governor of Mantua and Reggio, most worthy and espe
cially to be honored. 

[Machiavelli was sent to Carpi, on the occasion of the 
meeting of the Capitolo or General Assembly of the Fran
ciscan order, to transact business for the Medici govern· 

1 Officially thU employment came from the Unlveraity cl Piu, cl wbldl 
F11ncewo del Nero was commlssl<>uu. It was approved. by Ciullo do'Me
dicl, Pope Clement VD. 
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ment of Florence. The officers of the Florentine Art of 
Wool also requested him to secure for them a Lenten 
preacher.] 

[A preacher for Florence; the comedy of business] 

Magnificent Sir, Ruler to be Most Respected: 
I was on the privy-seat when your messenger came, and 

just then I was thinking of the absurdities of this world; 
I was giving all my attention to imagining for myself a 
preacher to my taste for the place at Florence, and he 
would be just what would please me, because in this I 
intend to be obstinate as in my other opinions. And be
cause I never failed that city by not benefiting her when I 
could, if not with deeds, with words, if not with words, 
with gestures, I do not intend to fail her this time either. It 
Is true that I know I am opposed, as in many other things, 
to the opinion of the citizens there: they would like a 
preacher who would show them the road to Paradise, and 
I should like to find one who would teach them the way to 
go to the house of the Devil; they would like, besides, that 
he should be a man prudent, blameless, and true; and I 
should like to find one crazier than Ponzo, more crafty than 
Fra Girolamo, more of a hypocrite than Frate Alberto,1 

because it would seem to me a fine thing, and worthy of 
the goodness of these times, that all we have experienced 
in many friars should be experienced in one, because I be
lieve the true way of going to Paradise would be to learn 
the road to Hell in o.rder to avoid it. Seeing, besides this, 
how much credit a bad man has who conceals himself 
under the cloak of religion, I can easily conjecture how 
much of it a good man would have who in truth and not in 
pretense continued to tread muddy places like St. Francis. 
So since my fancy seemed to me good, I have planned to 

1 Ponzo is unknown; Fra Girolamo il Savonarola; ~te Alberto ia 
from the Decomeron 4 .2. 
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choose Rovaio, and I believe that if he is like his brothers 
and sisters, he will be just right. I should be glad if, next 
time you write, you will give me your opinion. 

I continue in idleness here because I cannot carry out my 
commission until the general and the assessors are chosen, 
and I keep ruminating on how I can sow so much discord 
among them that either here or elsewhere they may start 
hitting each other with their sandals; and if I do not lose 
my wits, I believe I am going to· succeed; and I believe that 
tile advice and help of Your Lordship would assist greatly. 
So if you would come as far as here, as a pleasure jaunt, 
it would not be a bad thing, or at least by writing suggest 
some master strokes; because if you once every day would 
send me a servant just for this purpose, as you have to
day, you would do several good things: for one, you 
would give me light on some things quite to my purpose; 
for another, you would make me more esteemed by those 
in the house, seeing the messages come thick. And I 
can tell you that on the arrival of this arbalester with the 
letter, and making a bow down to the earth, and with his 
saying that he was sent specially and in haste, everybody 
rose up with so many signs of respect and such a noise that 
everything was turned upsidedown, and I was asked by 
several about the news; and I, that its reputation might 
grow, said that the Emperor was expected at Trent, and 
that the Swiss had summoned new diets, and that the King 
of France wanted to go in person to speak with that king, 
but that his counc.ilors advised him against it; so that they 
all stood with open mouths and with their caps in their 
hands; and while I write I have a circle of them around me, 
and seeing me write at length they are astonished, and look 
on me as inspired; and I, to make them wonder more, some
times hold my pen still and swell up, and then they slaver 
at the mouth; but if they could see what I am writing, they 
would marvel at it more. Your Lordship knows that these 
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friars say that when one is confirmed in grace, the Devil 
has no more power to tempt him. So I have no mo.re fear 
that these friars will make me a hypocrite, because I believe 
I am very well confirmed. 

As to the lies of the Carpigiani, I should like a contest in 
that matter with all of them, because quite a while ago I 
trained myself in such a way that I do not need Francesco 
Martelli for a servant: for a long time I have not said what 
I believed, nor do I ever believe what I say, and if indeed 
sometimes I do happen to tell the truth, I hide it among so 
many lies that it is hard to find. 

To that governor I did not speak, because having found 
lodgings, it seemed to me that to speak to him was useless. 
It is true that this morning in church I stared at him a bit, 
while he was standing to look at some paintings. His out
side seemed to me well made, and I can believe that the 
whole corresponds to the part, and that he is what he 
seems, and that Telda is not crazy,2 so that if I had had 
your letter with me, I should have made an attempt at 
drawing a bucketful out of him. Still not a thing has hap
pened, and I expect tomorrow some advice from you on my 
affairs, and that you will send one of the same arbalesters, 
and that he will hurry and get here all sweaty, so that the 
household will be amazed; for by so doing you will bring 
me honor, and at the same time your arbalesters will get a 
little exercise, which for the ho.rses on these spring days is 
very wholesome. 

I might write you some other things now, if I were will
ing to weary my fancy, but I wish for tomorrow to keep it 
as fresh as I can. I send my regards to Your Lordship, and 
may you ever prosper as you desire. 

In Carpi, 17 May 1521. 

o UDknown. 

Your faithful Niccolo Machiavelli, 
Ambassador to the Minor Friars. 
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No. 182 

18 May 1521, Carpi 
To Francesco Guicciardini, at Modena 

[See the head-note o£ the preceding letter.] 

[The comedy of the friars; Rovaio as preacher] 

I can tell you that the smoke of it has gone up to the sky, 
because between the panting of the carrier and the great 
bundle of letters, there is not a man in this house and in 
thi~ neighborhood who is not overcome with fear; and in 
order not to seem ungrateful to Messer Gismondo, I showed 
him those sections about the Swiss and the King. He 
thought it a great thing. I spoke to him of the sickness o.f 
Caesar and of the states he wished to buy in France in such 
a way that it made him drool. But I believe that with all 
this he fears being made to act, because he keeps consid
ering, and does not see why it is necessary to write such 
long bibles in these deserts of Arabia, where there is 
no one except friars ; and I do not think I appear to him 
that unusual man of whom you have written to him, be
cause I remain here in the house, or I sleep or I read or I 
keep quiet; so that I believe he concludes that you wish to 
play a joke on both me and him. Still he keeps testing, and 
I reply to him in a few words and badly put together, and 
rely on the Hood that is to come, or on the Turk who is 
going to cross over,l and if it would be a good thing to 
carry on a Crusade in these days, and similar stories for 
tavern benches; so that I believe it seems to him a thousand 

• A common OJid comic soun:e ol fear at the time. See the Introduc
tion, JOCtiOD 8, above. 
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years until he can talk with you yourself, in order to have 
things explained better, and to raise questions with you, 
who have put this grease on his hands,2 because I distu.rb 
his house and keep him obligated here. Yet I believe he is 
very sure that the play can last but a short time, and there
fore he continues putting a good face on it and making the 
meals good; and I gobble them up like six dogs and three 
wolves, and say when I dine: "This morning I gain two 
giulii." And when I have supper: "This evening I gain four 
of them." Yet all the same I am under obligation to you and 
to him, and if he ever comes to Florence I will make it up 
to him, and you meanwhile will give him words. 

This traitor Rovaio gets himself urged, and th.en finds 
fault, and says he fears he cannot come, because he does 
not know what methods he could then use in preaching, 
and he fears to go into the galley as though be were Pope 
Angelico;8 and he says that he is not now honored in 
Florentine affairs, for they made a law when he preached 
there the other time that whores would have to appear in 
Florence with yellow veils, and that he has a letter from his 
sister that they appear as they please, and that they flourish 
their tails more than ever; and he was very sorry about this 
thing. Still I kept on consoling him, saying that he should 
not be astonished at it, that it was the custom of great 
cities not to stand firm long in a decision, and to do today 
a thing and tomorrow to undo it; and I brought up Rome 
and Athens, so that he was entirely consoled and almost 
promised me. By my next you will learn the rest. 

This morning these friars here have elected their Minister 
General, who is Soncino; he was first a man, secondly a 
friar, humane and good. This evening I must appear before 
their paternities, and tomorrow I believe I shall be entirely 

• This profit procured for him. I.ron.ical. 
• Pope Angelico. the angelic pope, is the Ideally cood pontilf of popu

lar verse. Machiavelli tuggests that he would be sent to the calley (to 
p risoo ) becawe oppo.sed to the ambitions of inlluentlal clerics. 
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finished, so that every hour seems to me a thousand, and I 
shall then stay one day with Your Lordship, who I hope 
will live and reign for ages of ages. 
18 May 1521 

19 May 1521, Carpi 

Niccol6 Machiavelli 
Ambassador of the Florentine State 

to the Minor Friars 

No. 183 

To Francesco Cuicciardini 

[See the head-note of Letter no. 179.] 

[More difficulty about the preacher; the friars] 

Catso! One needs to manage cleverly in dealing with 
that fellow, because he is as trick-y as thirty thousand devils. 
I believe he's aware you are making game of him, because 
when the messenger came, he said: "Whew! this must be 
some big aHair; the messengers come fast." Then, after 
reading your letter, he said: "I believe the governor is 
making fools of me and you." I acted Albanese, Messere,1 

and said that I left certain business at Florence in a matter 
that pertained to you and me, and I had asked that you 
would keep me informed when you learned from there 
anything about it, and that this was the chief cause for 
the writing; so my arse goes ''Lappe, Lappe," 2 because I 
am afraid all the time he will make a clean sweep and send 

1 He tried not to give a direct reply. Cf. the end of Burchiello·s 
Sonne! 1.73 ( L4 ofol<mte C<U4 ). 

t Cf. Pulci, Morgante 24.125. A comic way of referring to noi~ in 
the bowels produced by fear. Gluttony is l:Ddicated by 14ppe, 14ppe in the 
throat ( Malffl4rttlle &cqulnato 5.62). 
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me back to the inn; hence 1 beg that tomorrow you will 
take a holiday, so that this sport will not become injurious, 
though the good I have received cannot be taken from my 
body; splendid food, glorious beds, and such things, in 
which I have for three days now been rejuvenated. 

This rooming I have made a beginning on the case of the 
division;3 today I have to be attending to it; tomorrow I 
believe I shall finish it. 

As to the preacher, I do not expect to get any honor from 
it, because this fellow holds off; the father in charge says he 
is promised to others, so I believe I shall go back in dis
grace; and I don't like it at all, because I don't know how 
to appear before Francesco Vettori and Filippo Strozzi, 
who wrote about it to me especially, begging me to do 
everything, in order that this Lent they could feed on 
spiritual food that would do them good. And they will be 
sure to say that in everything I serve them the same way, 
because this winter just past, when I was with them one 
Saturday evening at the villa of Giovan Francesco Ridolfl, 
they gave me the duty of getting the priest for the mass of 
next morning; and then the thing went in such a way that 
that blessed priest arrived after they had dined, so every
thing there was upside down, and I got the blame for it. 
Now if in this second commission I rebottle the wine on 
the dregs. imagine what an angry face they will tum on 
me. Yet I am reckoning that you will writ e them two lines 
and excuse me in this affair as well as you can. 

About the History and the state of the wooden sandals, 
I do not believe I have lost anything by coming here, be
cause I have lea.med many institutions and such of their 
regulations as are good; for I believe I can make use of it 
for various purposes, especially in comparisons, because 
where I need to speak of silence I can say: "They were 

a Maeh_laveW's mission was to get the Minor Friars to divide their 
provint:c so that Tuscany would be separately administered. 
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keeping more quiet than the brothers when they eat," and 
so I can make use of many other things I have learned from 
this bit of experience. 
19 May 1521 

Your Niccolo Machiavelli. 

No. 185 

26 September 1523, Sant'Andrea in Percussina 
To Francesco del Nero, in Florence 

[Some business matters] 

Honored brother-in-law: 
Pati.ence with the troubles I make you. The churches are 

interdicted, as you will see by the enclosed; and on account 
of the study, I beg you to send me by Bologna the release, 
which I run sending to you by messenger; otherwise I shall 
have that chimney relaid. And I shall give your regards to 
the fowls. I run yours. 
26 September 1523. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, on his farm. 

No. 186 

30 August 1524, Sant' Andrea in Percussina 
To Fran.cesco Guicciardini 

[At work on the History of Florence] 

[The beginning is lacking] I have been staying and now 
stay on my farm to write the History, and I would pay ten 
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soldi-but no more--to have you by my side so that I 
could show you where I am, because, having come to cer
tain particulars, I need to learn from you if I give too much 
offense either by raising or by lowering these things.1 But 
I shall keep on taking counsel with myself and shall try to 
act in such a way that, since I tell the truth, nobody will 
be able to complain. 
30 August 152-4. 

Your Niccolo Machiavelli. 

1 A re.ft>rence to what he m.ight .say about the ancest.on of tbe Medici 
a_nd of other Florent_ines as well. On this subject in the Preface to the 
Hi.tto'll of Florenc.-:. lk> suggests that if ancestors ant made famous the 
quaUty of their actioDI matien little. 

No. 192 

3 August 1525, Florence 
To Francesco Guicciardini 

[Tuscan farms] 

Mr. President : 
I have put off writing until today, because before today 

I could not go to see the property of Colombaia, so I trust 
Your Lordship will excuse me for this delay. 

I shall begin everything from Finochieto.1 And I must 
tell you as the first thing this: for three miles around one 
sees nothing pleasing; stony Arabia is not different. The 
house cannot be called bad, but I would never call it good, 
because it is without those conveniences that are sought 
for; the rooms are small, the windows are high; a dungeon 
is not made differently. It has in front a rough meadow; all 

1 Pin«hieto, the na_m.e of the farm, is the diminutive of finocchio 
(fennel ). Thi.t wu proverbially the last tbiog to oome on the d_inlng 
table. See Pulci, }.l orgo..U 18.198; 19.62.; 2.5.291 . Machiavelli is amused 
at his revenal of t.he normal order. 
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the exits go off downward, except one that has level ground 
for perhaps 200 feet; and with all this it is buried among 
the mountains in such a way that the longest view does not 
exceed half a mile. As to the farms, what they pay Your 
Lordship knows, but they are in danger of paying every 
year less; because they have many fields that the water 
washes in such a way that i.f great diligence is not used 
there to hold the soil with ditches, in a short time there 
will be nothing there but the bones; this demands the 
master, and you are too far away. I hear that the Ba.rtolini 
have made a purchase in that region and that they lack a 
guest-house. If you could get rid of it to them, I should 
encourage you to do so, because it is a good thing for them 
and ought to save you loss. If they do not come into your 
hands, whether you wish to hold it or to sell it, I would 
encourage you to spend 100 ducats, with which you could 
complete work on the meadow, encircle with vines almost 
all of the hill where the house is placed, and make eight or 
ten ditches in those fields that are between your house and 
that of your first farm, which fields are called Ia Chiusa. In 
these ditches I would put winter fruits and figs; I would 
make a fountain at a fine spring that is in the middle of 
those fields at the foot of some rows of vines, which is the 
only line thing there. This improvement will serve you for 
one of two things: the first is that, if you decide to sell, 
anybody who comes to see it sees something that pleases 
him, and perhaps will then wish to talk about buying; for 
if you keep it as it is, and the Bartolini do not buy it, I do 
not believe you will ever sell it, except to someone who 
does not come to see it, like yourself. If you decide to keep 
it, the said improvements will serve to get you more vines, 
which are good, and will keep you from dying of sorrow 
when you go to see it. So enough about Finochieto. 

Of Colombaia, I confirm, so far as I can observe with the 
eye, all that Jacopo has written you and Girolamo has said. 
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The farm lies well, has its roads and ditches around the 
villa,2 and faces between south and east. The fields seem 
good, because all the fruit trees, old and young, have much 
vigor and life in them. It has all conveniences of church, 
of butcher, of road, of post, that a farm near Florence can 
have. It has a great many fruit trees, and nevertheless there 
is space to double them. The house is made like this: you 
enter a court that is on each side about 40 feet; it has in 
front, opposite the gate, a loggia with a balcony above, and 
it is as long as the size of the court and about 27 feet 
broad. This loggia has on the right hand of him who looks 
toward it a room \vith an anteroom; and on the left hand a 
hall, with room and anteroom; all these rooms with the 
loggia are habitable and not undignified; it has in this court 
a kitchen, a stable, a vatroom and another little court for 
poultry and for cleaning the house. It has underneath two 
wine cellars of excellent design; it has many rooms above, 
of which there are three that for ten ducats could be pre
pared for lodging men of some rank. The roofs are neither 
bad nor good. In short, I assure you of this, that with an 
expense of 150 ducats you could live comfortably, pleas
antly, and not at all without dignity. These 150 ducats you 
would need to spend in remaking doors, paving courts, re
making some parapets, replacing a beam, repairing a stair, 
remaking the eaves of the roof, renovating and rearranging 
a kitchen, and similar small matters that give appearance 
and cheerfulness to a house; and so with this expense you 
can live as well as you could even by entering into a great 
sea. a 

As to the rents, I have not yet examined them to 
suit me, since a man to whom I wished to speak was not 
there. In another letter I shall give Your Lordship a detailed 
account. 

• The texts print oo!IG. I bave ventured the emeodatioa of oll14. 
• Great expenses. 
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This morning I received yours, informing me that I am 
in high favor with the Maliscotta; in that I take more 
pleasure than in anything I have in this world. I shall be 
pleased to have you give her my regards. 

On the affairs of the kings, the emperors, and the popes, 
I have nothing to write; perhaps for another letter I shall 
have something, and I shall write. 

I pray Your Lordship to tell Madonna V. that I have 
given her greetings to aU her friends, men and women, 
and especially to Averardo; all of whom send regards to 
Your Lo.rdship and to her. And to Your Lordship I send 
numberless regards and offers of service. 
3 August 1525 

Your Niccolo Machiavelli, in Florence 

No. 196 

17 August 1525, Florence 
To Francesco Guicciardini 

[Mandragola; pills for stomach and head; 
a marriage negotiation) 

Mr. President: 
Yesterday I had yours of the twelfth, and in reply will 

tell you that Capponi returned, and this trouble of asking 
him has been taken on by Your Jacopo; so, as you say, I 
believe he will be sufficiently understood. You can at least 
make them an offer, to let them see that you wish it, if they 
do not depart from what is honorable. Girolamo and I 
think that you cannot offer less than 3000 ducats; yet for 
this you can give him such a commission as you like. 
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It pleases me that Messer Nicial plea.~es you, and if you 
have it presented in this CamivaJ, we will come to help 
you. I thank you for the commendations given and beseech 
you to continue them. 

These overseers of the affairs of the Levant intend to 
send me to Venice for the recovery of some lost funds. II 
I go, I shall leave within three days, and in returning shaJl 
come where you are to spend an evening with Your Lord
ship and to see my friends. 

I send you twenty-five pills made four days ago in your 
name, and the recipe will be written at the end of this. 
I tell you that they have restored me. Begin by taking one 
of them after supper; if that causes a movement. do not 
take any more of them; if it does not cause a movement, 
two or three, and at most five; but I never took more than 
two, and in a week only once, and when I feel myself 
heavy in the stomach or the head. 

Two days ago I spoke on that alfair with our friend, 
and said that if I was going too far into his affairs of im
portance, be should ex.cuse me for it, since he was the 
one who had given me courage, and briefly I asked him 
his intention about giving a wife to his son. He answered 
me, after some ceremonies, that he thought things had 
come to such a pass that young men nowadays think it 
disgraceful not to have an extraordinary dower, and he 
did not believe it in his power to bring his son to an ordi
nary one. Then having stood for a little while considering: 
.. I believe I know for what reason you speak to me, be
cause I know where you have been, and this discussion has 
been brought before me by other means." To which I 
answered that I did not know whether he guessed well or 
not, but that the truth was that between you and me there 
had never been any such discussion, which I demonstrated 
to him with aJI sorts of effective words; and if I was acting, 

1 Ao altemative title for M_ac.biavelli•s comedy now called Ma.ndrtJgol.a . 
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I was acting for myself and because of the good I wished 
to him and to me; and here I took the mask off from him 
and from you, and from your situation, and from the nature 
of present and future times, and said so many things that 
I made him uncertain; so at last he admitted that if the 
Magnificent should decide to take as his wife a Florentine, 
he would be badly advised if he did not take her from 
your house. Hence I said I did not see how you, by a man 
like him who had sense, could be swapped for some other 
citizen for two or three thousand ducats more; moreover, 
since you have no sons and your wife has ceased bearing, 
chance might make the dower tum out larger than that of 
some one else he might take, from whom he could not 
get anything further than the dower. And because in the 
course of this discussion we walked to the Servi, I stopped 
at the door and said to him: "I wish to speak this last 
word to you in a place to be remembered, so that you 
will recall it. May God grant that you be not obliged to 
repent of it, and may your son not be forced to feel that 
he has little obligation to you." So he said: "In Cod's name, 
this is the first time we have talked about it; we must 
speak of it every day." To which I said that I was not 
ever again going to say a single thing about it, because 
it was enough for me to have paid my debt. l n this way 
I have managed my spear, for I could not conceal what 
I was certain he was going to find out. I am now prepared 
to wait for him and not to miss any opportunity, and with 
discussions general and particular to hammer on this 
point. 

But let us tum to the recipe for the pills. 

Recipe 
Hepatic Aloes Dram. 1" 
Germander .. 1 -
Saffron .. 

)I -
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Selected Myrrh 
Betony 
Pimpernel 
Armenian Bole 

" .. 
.. 
" 

Niccolo Machiavelli, in Florence 
17 August 1525 

No. 198 

September 1525, Florence 
To Francesco Guicciardini 

[Some phrases in Machiavelli's comedy, Mandragola] 

Mr. President: 
Since immediately on arriving I went to my farm, and 

found my Bernardo sick with a double tertian, I have not 
written to you. But on returning this morning from the 
farm to speak with the doctor, I found one from Your 
Lordship of the thirteenth, through which I see into what 
distress of mind you have been brought by the foolishness 
of Messer Nicia and the ignorance of those fellows. And 
though I believe your doubts are many, nevertheless since 
you make plain that you wish the explanation of not more 
than two, I shall try to satisfy you. 

To take to stones for ovens does not mean anything 
other than to do something fit for mad men, and therefore 
that character of mine says that if all were like Messer 
Nicia, "We would take to stones for ovens," that i.~, we 
would all do things fit for mad men, and this is enough for 
the first doubt.l 
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As to the toad and the harrow,2 this has indeed need 
for greater consideration. And truly I have thumbed 
through many books, like Fra Timoteo, to find the source 
of this harrow, and at last I have found in Burchiello a text 
that supports me, where in one of his sonnets he says: 

Fearing that the sovereignty would pass away, 
There was sent as Ambassador a kettle of thread, 
The tongs and the shovel were pursued, 
So that he found himself thereby poorer by four ropes, 
But the harrow of Fiesole drew there . . . 

This sonnet seems to me full of mystery; and I believe be 
who considers it well may continue to stir up our times. 
There is only this difference, that if now any one sends a 
kettle of thread, that thread is changed into macaroni, so 
that it seems to me that all times return and that we are 
always the same people. The harrow is a construction of 
square wood that has certain teeth, and our farmers use it 
when they wish to prepare the fields for seeds, in order 
to plant them. Burchiello brings forward the harrow of 
Fiesole as the most ancient in Tuscany, because the 
F iesolani, as Titus Livius says in his second decade,3 were 
the first to invent this instrument. And one day when a 
farmer was leveling his field, a toad that was not used to 
seeing such great labor, while she wondered and gaped 
to see what was up there, was run over by the barrow, 
which scratched her back in such a way that she put her 
paw there more than twice. Hence, as the harrow passed 
over her, when the toad felt herself hit hard, she said to 
him: "Don't come back." This word gave rise to the 
proverb that runs, when one wishes a person will not 
retum, "As the toad said to the harrow." This is all I 
have found of value, and if Your Lordship has any un
certainty, let me know. 

• Mandra11obJ 3.6. 
• A jocose touch, the seoond decade of Livy is not eztant. 
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While you are active there, we here also do not sleep, 
because Lodovico Alamanni and I sup these evenings 
with Ia Barbera and talk of the comedy, so that she offers 
to come \vith her singers to furnish the chorus between the 
acts; and I offer myself to make the songs in ha.rmony with 
the acts, and Lodovico offers to give lodging there in the 
house of the Buosi to her and her singers. So you see that 
we are attending to business, in order that this festival may 
have all its fitting parts. With my regards, etc. 

Your Niccolo Machiavelli. 

No. 199 

November [?] 1525, Florence 
To Francesco Guicciardini 

[More on the marriages of Guicciardini's daughters; 
how to get money from princes] 

Mr. President: 
I never remember Your Lordship (and I remember you 

every hour) that I do not refiect on the way for doing some
thing to ful6.1 your wish in the thing that, as I know, 
among the others most presses upon you; and among the 
many fantasies that have come to my mind, th.ere has 
been one which I have determined to write, not in order 
to advise you but merely to open a door, through which 
you will know better than anyone else how to pass. Filippo 
Strozzi finds himself burdened with sons and daughters; 
and as he seeks to honor his sons, so he believes it proper 
to honor his daughters. He also believes, as all wise men 
believe, that the eldest girl should show the way to the oth
ers. He tried, among various young men, to give her to a 
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son of Giuliano Capponi with four thousand florins of 
dowry, but he did not get what he wished, because Giul
iano did not approve; so Filippo, despairing of doing any
thing good by himself, unless committed himself so with 
the dowry that he .afterward could not keep it up, applied 
to the Pope for aid, and through his suggestion took up the 
business with Lorenzo Ridolfi, and concluded it with 
eight thousand florins of dowry, of which four thousand 
were paid by the Pope and four thousand by himself. 
Pagolo Vettori, wishing to make an honorable marriage, 
and not seeing any prospect for giving a dowry that would 
be enough, also applied to the Pope, and he, to please 
Pagolo, put there along with his influence two thousand 
ducats of his own. 

My dear President, if you were the first who had to 
break this ice to travel in this direction, I should be one 
of those who perhaps would go slowly in advising you to 
try it , but having had the way already prepared for you 
by two men who, for qualities, merits, and every other 
human consideration, are not your superiors, I shall always 
advise that you courageously and without any hesitation do 
what they have done. Filippo has gained with the aid of 
the Pope a hundred and fifty thousand ducats, a.nd he bas 
not hesitated to ask the Pope to aid him in that necessity; 
much less do you need to hesitate who have not gained 
twenty thousand. Pagolo has been aided countless times and 
in countless ways, not 'vith offices but with money itself, and 
then w;tbout hesitation has asked the Pope to aid him in 

that need. Much less hesitation in doing it is proper for 
you, who have been aided not \vith trouble to the Pope, 
but with honor and profit to him. I need not remind 
you of Palla Rucellai, or Bartolommeo Valori, or of a great 
many others who in their necessities have been aided from 
the Pope's purse; these examples I believe should make 
you bold in asking and confident of obtaining what you 
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'l!s.k. Hence if I were in your position, I should write a 
letter to your agent at Rome, who would read it to the 
Pope, or I would write it to the Pope and have it presented 
to him by the agent, and to him in secret I should send 
a copy of it and should instruct him that he should see that 
he got a reply to it. I suggest that the letter should show 
that you have worked ten years to gain honor and profit, 
and that it seems to you that in both you have very well 
satisfied such a desire, though with very great hardships 
.and dangers, for which you thank God first and then 
the blessed memory of Pope Leo and His Holiness, 1 to 
whom you owe the whole. It is true that you know very 
well that if men do ten things with honor and then fail 
in one, especially when that one is of some importance, it 
has power to blot out all the others; and therefore since 
you feel that in many things you have carried out the 
part of a man of ability, you would wish not to be lacking 
in anything. And having written such a preamble, I would 
show him what your condition is, and that you are without 
sons, but have four daughters, and that it is time to ma.rry 
<Ill one of them; and if you do not marry her in such a way 
that this act corresponds with your other achievements, 
you will feel that you have never done anything of value . 
.And then you can show that to this desire of yours nothing 
is opposed except th.e wicked ways and corrupt customs 
of the present time, since the matter is brought to su.ch 
a pass that in proportion as a young man is nobler and 
richer, laying aside all other considerations, he wishes a 
larger dower; indeed, when they do not receive dowers 
great beyond all reason, they think themselves disgraced .. 
You do not know how to overcome this difficulty, because 
if you give three thousand florins, that will be as far as you 
rould go, and it is so much that four daughters would re
quire twelve thousand, which is all the profit made by 

• Pope Chtment vn. 
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your dangers and labors. Not being able to go higher, you 
recognize such a dower as only half of what young men 
demand. Hence, as the only remedy, you have plucked up 
courage to do what his better friends, among whom you 
account yourself, have done, that is, to go for support and 
aid to His Holiness, not believing that what he has done 
for others he will deny you. And there I should reveal to 
him the young man you have planned on, and how you 
know that the dower and nothing else thwarts you; and 
therefore it is necessary that His Holiness overcome this 
difficulty. And here press him and bear him down with 
the most effective words you know bow to find, to show 
him how important you think the matter; and I feel sure, 
if it is dealt with at Rome in any reasonable way, that 
you will succeed. So do not fail yourself, and if time and 
the season permit it, I should encourage you to send 
your Girolamo there for this purpose, because the whole 
thing consists in asking boldly, and showing great dis
content if you do not receive. And princes easily bend 
themselves to do new favors for those for whom they 
have done old ones, or rather they are so afraid of losing, 
if they refuse, the benefits of their earlier favors, that they 
always hasten to confer new ones, when they are asked 
in such a way as I hope you will ask this. You are prudent. 

Morone was seized, and the dukedom of Milan is over
thrown; and as he has waited for the hood,2 all the other 
princes will wait for it, and there is no further recourse. 
Thus it is imposed from above.8 

I see into Alagna the ll.eur-de-lys entering, 
And in his vicar, etc.' 

• A IIeure of speech, takm from the gentle falcon that waits for It• bood 
to be put ou, meaning to IUbmit t4meltt. Morone was High Cban<ellor 
of the Dukedom of Milan. 

• Soemlnlly a quotation. 
• Dante, Pur,..:orlo 20.86. I have traMlated Dante's t-; the form 

UIU&lly wed in editions of Machiavelli is illcorrect, perhaps a mlsprillt. 
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You know the verses; read the rest for yourself. Let us 
make for once a gay Carnival; and you prepare for Barbera 
a lodging among those friars we know of, and if they don't 
go mad, I don't want any money from it; and give my 
regards to Maliscotta, and let me kn.ow how far along the 
comedy is and when you plan to present it. 

I received that addition, making a total of a hundred 
ducats for the History.6 I am now beginning to write again, 
and I relieve myself by blaming the princes, who have 
all done everything to bring us here. Farewell. 

Niccolo Machiavelli 
Historian, comic writer, and tragic write~ 

No. 200 

19 December 1525, Florence 
To Francesco Guicciardini 

[More on the dowers for Guicciardini's daughters] 

Mr. President: 
I have put off answering your last until this day, both 

because it did not seem to me pressing and becailse I 
have not been much in Florence. Now having seen your 
master of the stables there and thinking I can send a letter 
securely, I have not put it off longer. I cannot deny that 
your hesitation, on whether it is good to attempt that 
business or not in such a way, is good and wisely presented; 
nonetheless I shall give you my opinion, which is that 

• MacblaveUl wu 6rst paid ln oealed 8orbu, depreciated nearly ODe
ball. The dueat bad Dot depreciated. 

• The lrot two parts of thio desoiptlnn aro literal. Figuratively, Maehia
ve!U could think of hiuuelf u a trasic writer because he dealt with the 
sorrows of Italy, referred to ln the cloaina aeDteDClO of the lette<. 

218 

Copyrighted material 



one can make a mistake in being too prudent as much as in 
being too rash; indeed to be of the latter sort is often 
better. H Filippo and Pagolo had had these qualms, they 
would not have done what they wanted to, and if Pagolo 
does not have daughters that will lead the way to the oth
ers, Filippo has some, but he hasn't thought about them, 
if only he can settle the first to his taste. And I do not 
know if there is truth in what you say, that you will put 
the first in Heaven only to put the others in Hell, since this 
action will not put you in a worse condition with the oth
ers than you a.re in now with all of them; rather in a better 
one, because the other sons-in-law, besides having you, 
will have an honorable brother-in-law, and you will find 
some who are less avaricious and more honorable; in fact, 
even iJ you do not find them, those chances that you now 
find for this daughter wiD not fail you for the others. So 
then I should try the Pope in any case, and if I did not come 
to half sword the first time, I should speak of it to him in 
general terms, tell him my desire, beg him to help me, see 
where I find him, go ahead and draw back, according as 
it wenl I remind you of the advice that Romeo gave to 
the Duke of Provence, who had four daughters, and he 
encouraged him to marry the first honorably, telling him 
that she would give the others a norm and precedent. So 
he married her to the king of France, and gave him half 
Provence as a dower. As a result, with small dowers he 
married the others to three other kings, as Dante says: 

Four daughters he had, and each one a queen, of which 
thing the sole cause was Romeo, a humble man and a 
foreigner.' 

I am pleased to learn the queries of these friars, which 
I do not wish to decide here, but there, in that place, 

' Parodilo 5 .133-135, modilled. 
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and we shall go with him who will do best for us. But 
I can tell you, though, that if the rumor upsets them, 
presence sets them to fighting. 

Of the things of the world I have nothing to tell you, 
since everybody cooled down on the Duke of Pescara' s 
death,2 because before his death they talked of new re
strictions and similar things; but now that he is dead, each 
man is a little reassured, and since he seems to have time, 
he gives time to his enemy. And I conclude at last that on 
this side there is no possibility for doing, ever, anything 
honorable or vigorous about living or dying with justice, so 
much fear I observe in our citizens, and so unwilling they 
are to oppose him who is getting ready to swallow them 
up, nor do I see any exception to this; so that he who 
has to act after consulting with them will not do any
thing different than has been done up to now. 

Your Niccolo Machiavelli, in F1orence. 

No. 202 

3 January 1526, Florence 
To Francesco Guicciardini 

[In this double letter Machiavelli first deals with the 
plans for performing hls comedy of M e#er Nlcia, or 
Mandrago/a, at Faenza, a city under Guicciardini's gov
ernment. 

Machiavelli then turns to the subject that engrossed 
his effort and fills his letters from now until the end: the 

• The MarqulJ of Pescan wao probably the most Important general in 
the army of the Emperor Charleo V which defeated and captured Francb 
I of France ol the bailie of Pavia in 1525. He negotiated with Marone 
(See Letter no. 199) u thouab to betray the Emperor and make himlelf 
King of Naples, but reveoled the negotiotiono to Charlo• V. On 3 Decem
ber 1525 be died. 
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progress in Italy of the armies of the Emperor Charles V. 
Important are the Emperor's relations with Francis I, King 
of France. That ld.ng, captured at the battle of Pavia, was 
the Emperor's prisoner from 24 February 1525 to 18 
March 1526. The treaty of Madrid, signed 14 January 
1526, arranged his release on conditions such as are given 
in the present letter. To Machiavelli, however, that re
lease seemed so unwise that as late as 15 March he 
thought it unlikely. On 22 May 1526, the Treaty of Cognac 
against the Emperor was concluded between Pope Clement 
VII, Venice, Dulce Francesco Sforza of Milan, and Francis 
I, To the alliance the French gave little assistance. The 
chief imperial officers were the Constable Charles of 
Bourbon (who had turned against King Francis I ), the 
Marquis of Vasto, and Antonio de Leyva. Late in 1526 
George Frundsberg added to the imperial forces 14,000 
Gt>.rman soldiers. The chief officer of the allied forces op
posed to them was the Duke of Urbino, who proved either 
unable or unwilling to make any vigorous effort against 
the imperial army. Pope Clement VII failed to take proper 
measures for defence. The imperial force moved south 
until on 6 May 1527 lt entered Rome. The city was 
sacked. As secretary of the board in charge of the walls of 
Florence, Machiavelli labored to prepare the city for 
an assault. When he wrote his last letter, such attack 
seemed imminent, but instead of pausing, the imperial 
army moved directly on Ron1e. On 22 June 1527 Machia
velli died.] 

[Mandragola; Charles V and F rancis I] 

Mr. President : 
I believed that I could begin this letter of mine in reply 

to your last in happiness, and I have to begin it in sorrow, 
since your nephew is so greatly mourned by everybody, 
and soon after has come the death of your mother-a blow 
truly not expected, and deserved neither by her nor by 
Girolamo. Nonetheless, since Cod has willed it so, it must 
be so, and there being no defense, we mu.st think of it as 
little as possible. 

As to the letter from Your Lordship, I shall begin where 
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you do, in order to live, in the midst of such disturbances, 
happily; and I can say this, that I shall come no matter 
what, and nothing can hinder me other than sickness, from 
which may God protect me, and I shall come when this 
month is over, and at the time that you set. As to the 
Barbera and the singers, if some other consideration does 
not restrain you, I believe I can bring her for fifteen soldi 
to the lira. I say this because she has certain lovers who 
may impede it; yet, if I am diligent, they can be quieted. 
And that she and I have decided to come, this assures you, 
that we have made five new canzone suited to the comedy 
-and they are set to music to be sung between acts
of which I send you, enclosed with this, the words, so that 
Your Lordship can consider them; either all of us or I 
alone will bring you the music. You will need, though, if 
she ls going to come, to send here a servant of yours with 
two or three animals. And this is all about the comedy. 

I have always been of the opinion that if the Emperor 
intends to become master of aHairs, he will never release 
the K.ing,1 because by keeping him he keeps all his op
ponents weak, so that for this reason they are giving him 
and will give him as much time as he wishes to organize. 
Thus he keeps now France and now the Pope in hope of 
truce, and does not break off the negotiations and does 
not finish them; and when he sees that the Italians are 
about to unite with France, he limits his discussions with 
France, so that France does not decide. Hence he gains, 
as with these tricks we see he already has gained Milan, 
and was on the point of gaining Ferrara; he would have 
succeeded if he had gone there; and if that had hap
pened, it would have been the finish of Italy. And if I 
may speak of these Span.ish brothers of ours, they have 
erred this time, for when the Duke passed through Lom
bardy to go there, they should have held him and made him 

' Charles V will not ulease Fnmw I, captured at the battle of Pavia. 
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go to Spain by sea, and not have trusted him to go there 
by himself, because they should have known that many 
chances could come up (as there have), through which 
he would not go there. 

We heard four days ago of closer relations between 
Italy and France, and it is credible, because, Pescara oeing 
dead, Antonio de Leyva being sick, the Duke having 
returned to Ferrara, the castles of Milan and Cremona 
still being held, the Venetians not put under obligation, 
and eve.rybody clear about the ambition of the Emperor, 
we suppose that everybody will try to gain security, and 
that the chance is very good. But thereupon news comes 
that the Emperor and France have made an agreement, and 
that France yields Burgundy and takes as wife the sister of 
the Emperor; and he abandons four hundred thousand 
ducats she has of dower, and dowers her with as much; 
and he gives as hostages either his two younger sons or 
the Dauphin; and he cedes to him all the territories of 
Naples, of Milan, etc. Many believe in such an agreement 
and many do not, for the reasons given above; but I be
lieve he has made it to hinder those closer relations men
tioned above, and later he will find fault with it and break 
it. Now we shall wait to see what will happen. 

I understand what you tell me of your business, and 
that you think you have time for reflection, since the times 
are not suitable. To this I shall answer in a few words with 
that sincerity which the love and reverence I bear you re
quire. Always, as far as I recall, war has either been going 
on or it has been talked of. Now it is being talked of; in a 
short time it will be carried on; and when it is finished it 
will be talked of again, so that there never will be a time 
for thinking of anything; and to me it seems that these 
times are better for your business than are quiet ones, be
cause if the Pope plans to take trouble, or fears that trouble 
will be made for him, he must consider that he has need, 
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and great need, of you, and consequently must wish to 
please you. 

Your Niccolo Machiavelli, in Florence. 

No. 204 

15 M11rch 1526, Florence 
To Francesco Guicciardini 

[See the bead-note of Letter no. 202.] 

[Will Charles V release his prisoner, Francis I?; 
Giovanni of th.e Black Bands] 

Magnificent and Honorable Messer Francesco: 
I have delayed writing so long that Your Lordship has 

got ahead of me. The cause of my delay has been that, 
s.ince it seemed peace would be made, I believed you 
would soon be returning into Romagna, and I held back 
in order to speak to you by word of mouth, though I 
had my head full of fantasies, of which I poured out part, 
five or six days ago, to Filippo Strozzi. Because, writing 
to him about something else, I got myself started in the 
dance, and I debated three propositions: one, in spite 
of the treaty the King will not be free; two, if the King 
is freed, he will keep the treaty; three, he will not observe 
it. I did not say which of these three I believed, but I 
did decide that from any of these Italy would have war, and 
for this war I offered no preventive. Now, seeing from your 
letter your wish, I shall discuss with you what I was 
silent about with him, and so much the more willingly, 
since you have asked it. 

If you should ask me which of these three things I 
believe, I cannot get away from the settled opinion I 
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have always held, that the King is not going to be free, 
because everybody knows that if the King should do what 
he can do, he would cut off from the Emperor all the ways 
by which the latter can rise to the level he has planned for 
himself. I do not see any cause or reason strong enough 
to move him to let the King go. Hence, in my view, it 
must be that he will let him go either because his council 
has been bribed (something in which the French are 
masters), or because he sees that closer relations are certain 
between the Italians and the kingdom,1 and it does not ap
pear to him that he has time or means for breaking them 
up without the release of the King. He must believe, too, 
that the King, if released, will have to keep the terms, and 
the King in this matter must have been a large promiser, 
and s.bown in every way the causes of the hatred be has 
for the Italians, and other reasons he could bring forward 
to assure the Emperor of observance. 

Nevertheless, all the reasons that can be brought forward 
do not guard the Emperor from being stupid, if the King 
intends to be wise; but I do not believe he intends to be 
wise. The first reason is that up to now I have seen that 
whatever bad decisions the Emperor makes do not injure 
him, and all the good ones the King makes do not ben.efit 
him. It will be, as I have said, a bad plan for the Emperor 
to release the King; it will be a good one for the King 
to promise everything in order to be free. Nevertheless, 
because the King will keep it, the plan of the King will 
tum out bad and that of the Emperor good. The reasons 
that will make him observe it I have written to Filippo; 
they are these: he will have to leave his sons in prison; if he 
does not keep it, be will need to burden his kingdom, 
which is already burdened; he will need to burden the 
barons by sending them into Italy; he will have to tum at 
once to labors that, from past examples, are enough to 

1 Of Prance. 
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terrify him; and moreover he will be doing these things 
to aid the Church and the Venetians, who have helped to 
ruin him. And I wrote to you, and I write again, that great 
is the anger the King must feel against the Spaniards, 
but that cannot be much less than that which he must feel 
against the Italians. 

I know well it can be said, and it would be true, that if 
through this hatred he lets Italy be ruined, he might then 
lose his kingdom. But the matter stands that he intends 
it thus, because, as soon as he is free, be will be in the 
midst of two difficulties, one, that of having Burgundy 
taken from him and losing Italy and being in the Emperor's 
power; ~d the second, in order to escape the first, to 
become almost a parricide and a breaker of faith. He 
would get into the above-mentioned difficulti.es in order 
to aid men who are disloyal and unstable, who for the 
slightest cause, after he had won, would make him lose 
again. So I lean to the opinion either that the King will 
not be free, or that, if be is free, he will keep his word; 
because dread of losing hls kingdom, if Italy is lost (since 
he has, as you say, a French brain), is not going to move 
him in the way in which it might move some other man. 
The other opinion, that he will not believe Italy will go up 
in smoke, and perhaps will believe he can aid her, since she 
will have purged some of her sins, and he would have 
got hls sons back and gained new strength. And if between 
them there were treaties for the division of spoil, so much 
the more the King would observe th.e treaties, but so much 
more the Emperor would be a crazy man to put back 
into Italy one whom he had got out of her; then he can 
chase out the Emperor himself. 

I am telling you what I believe may be, but I do not at 
all say that for the King it would be the wiser decision, 
because he should imperil anew himself, his sons, and his 
kingdom in order to humble so hateful, feared, and danger-
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ous a power. And the remedies for it seem to me these: 
to see that the King, as soon as he gets out, has near him 
one who, with his authority and his arguments and those 
of him who sends him, will make him forget past things and 
think of new ones, show him the unanimity of Italy, show 
him his plan as successful, if he decides to be that free 
king that he ought to wish to be. I believe that arguments 
and requests can have effect, but I believe that there 
would be much more effect in deeds. 

I judge, in whatever way affairs go on, that there will be 
war, and soon, in Italy; therefore the Italians must see 
to it that they have France with them, and if they cannot 
have her, must consider how they are going to manage. 
I believe that in this situation we can make one of two de
cisions, either to be subject to the will of whoever comes, 
and to meet him with money and buy ourselves out; or 
truly to arm ourselves and with arms help ourselves as 
well as we can. I for my part do not expect that buying 
ourselves out and money will be enough, because if they 
would be enough, I should say, 'Let us stop here, and not 
consider further,' but they will not be enough, because 
either I am entirely blind or he will take from you first 
money and then life. If so, it will be a sort of vengeance 
on him for us to make sure that he will find us poor and 
used up, if we get nothing m.ore from defending ourselves. 
Therefore I believe we should not defer arming ourselves, 
and should not wait for the decision of France, because 
the Emperor has leaders for his soldiers, has them in their 
places, can start war on his own terms when he pleases. 
It is necessary for us to prepare a force, whether hidden 
or open; otherwise we shall wake up one morning all 
bewildered. I should advise assembling forces secretly. 

I say one thing that will seem crazy to you; I shall bring 
forward a plan that will seem to you either foolhardy or 
ridiculous; nonetheless these times demand decisions that 
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are bold, unusual, and strange. You know, and everybody 
knows it who can think about this world, th.at the people 
are uncertain and foolish; nevertheless, even though they 
are, often they say that something is being done that should 
be done. A few days ago it was said throughout Florence 
that the Lord Giovanni de'Medici was raising the flag of 
a soldier of fortune,2 to make war where he had the best 
opportunity. This rumor stirred up my spirit to imagine 
that the people knew what ought to be done. I be
lieve anyone who believes that among the Italians there 
is no leader whom the soldiers would more gladly follow,a 
and whom the Spanish more fear and more respect; every
body also thinks that Lord Giovanni is bold, prompt, has 
great ideas, is a maker of great plans. We could then, 
secretly making him strong, have him raise this flag, putting 
under him as many cavalry and as many in.fantry as we can. 
The Spanish would think this done craftily, and perhaps 
would suspect both the King and the Pope, since Giovanni 
is retained by the King; and if this happened, it would soon 
make the brains of the Spanish spin around and they would 
change their plans, though perhaps they have counted on 
ruining Tuscany and the Church without any hindrance. 
It could make the King change his opinions, and tum him 
toward abandoning the treaty and choosing war, since he 
would see that he has to do with people who are alive and, 
in addition to arguments, show him deeds. And if we can
not use this method, and yet are to make war, I don't know 
what we can do, and nothing else occurs to me; and tie 
a string around your finger for this: if the King is not moved 
by force and authority, and by things that are being done, 

• Giovanni de'Modid, la>OWD to history as Giovanni of the Black Baudo, 
was tbe ;<eat-great-grandson of Giovanni, (atber of Cosimo, Patn 
PotriM, u was Pope Clement vn. Bio mother was Catarina Sforza, tbe 
Duchess of Forll mentioned in Pnnclf 20. Macblavelli pve. in tb!s letter 
tbe general opinion of bJs mll!tary qualities. Mortally wow>ded in battle 
ap!nst the Emperor's (oroes, be died 30 November 1526. 

• Cf. Prince, cbap. 26. 
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he will keep the treaty and leave you in the lurch, because, 
after he has come to Italy many times and you have 
either acted against him or stood looking on , he will not 
intend that this time also the same thing will happen to 
him. 

The Barbera is there. If you can help her, I ask your 
interest, because I think much more of her than I do of 
the Emperor. 

Niccolo Machiavelli. 

No. 206 

4 April 1526, F1orence 
To Francesco Guicciardini 

[Before writing this letter, Machiavelli, when in Rome, had 
discussed the fortifications of Florence with Pope Clem.ent 
VIL He is already looking forward, as it were, to his 
appointment, on 18 May or soon after, as secretary to the 
Procurators of the Wa.Jls. In this position he was in active 
charge of modernizing the mediaeval walls of the city.] 

[The walls of Florence] 

Your Magnificence My Honored Superior: 
I received today about four o'clock yours of the first of 

the present month, and in the absence of Ruberto Acciaioli, 
who has gone to Monte Cufoni, I went at once to the 
Cardinal 1 and told him th.e intention of Our Ruler about 
the matters dealt with by Pietro Navarra,2 and that His 
Holiness wished him to make so great and splendid a plan 

'Canlinal Passerini, represeolillg Pope Clement Vll iD Florence. 
• Pietro Nav&ml, Cow>t of Alvito, a Sp..U.h veteun. When Fordiuand 

Kine of SpaiD refused to ransom him after he was taken pdsouu at the 
battle of Ravenna iD 1512, he entered the French servi"" and later that 
of the allies against ihe Emperor Charles V. Hi& e>pert opinloa 011 the 
walls of Florence was desired by Pope Clement VU. 
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that it would give heart to a people like this one, and that 
they could hope to defend themselves against any serious 
and vigorous attack. His Most Reverend Lord said that 
he would have him come to him again this evening, and 
would make the request and charge him, in the most effec
tive way he could, to produce such a thing. Nevertheless, 
having talked together of the plans presented, we conclude 
that, wishing to retain the old circuit, we can do no better, 
and that it is impossible not to retain that circuit; because 
deciding not to retain it, we must either increase Florence 
in the way known to His Holiness Our Lord, or take away 
the quarter of Santo Spirito and cut the city down to 
the level part only. The first method is made weak by the 
great garrison you would need, for which the people of 
Cairo would be too few.3 The second method is partly 
weak and partly impious. It would be weak if you le.ft the 
houses of that quarter standing, because you would leave 
a city to an enemy more powerful than you are, and who 
could make use of the country more than you could, so that 
he would vex you instead of your vexing him. As to the 
other way of destroying the quarter, everybody knows how 
difficult and unusual that would be. Therefore we must 
fortify the quarter as it stands. The method of doing so 
I do not wish to write to you as yet, both because it is not 
actually settled, and in order not to go ahead of my superi
ors. Let this be enough, that of the walls of the said quarter 
on the other side of Arno, part should be cut off, part 
advanced, part drawn back. I believe, and Signor Vitelli 
who has come for this purpose believes, that this city 
would then be very strong, stronger than the level portion. 
And so says and declares Count Pietro, declaring with 
oaths that this city, prepared in such a way, would be
come the strongest place in Italy. We are going to meet 

• For the h uge size of Cairo, oee Ariosto, Orlando Funo.o 15.63. 
Machiavelli read the poem In 1517 (Letter no. 188). 
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tomorrow morning to go over it all, and especially the 
larger plan. Then those who are assigned will meet and 
consider what has been ordered, and all will be put in 
writing and in a drawing, and will be sent to Rome to His 

· Holiness Our Lord, and my opinion is that it will satisfy 
him, and especially that of the hill, where the unusual pro
visions are made. That of the plain does not depart from the 
ordinary, but because everybody knows how to make such 
sites strong. it matters little. Count Pietro will be here 
tomorrow and the next day, and we shall end eavor to 
get out of his head anything else that is there, and I have 
delayed in order to hear, so that it will not happen to me 
as to that Greek with Hannibal. 4 I thank you, etc. 

No. 207 

17 May 1526, Florence 
To Francesco Guicciardini 

Niccolo Machiavelli. 

[See the head-note of the preceding letter.] 

[The Pope's delays; the walls of Florence] 

Magnificent Mr. President: 
I have not written to you since I left there, because 

my head is so full of bastion.s that nothing else can come 
into it. The law is managed ordinarily in the way and 
with the method that in Rome is directed by His Holiness 
Our Lord. There is a delay in publishing the magistracy 
and in going ahead with the affair, until there comes from 
Rome a substitute for Chimenti Sciarpelloni, who they 

• An inuperieoced Creek talked on military matten in Hann·lbal•t 
preJellce (Cicero, De Ora:o.. 2.18). 
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say is in such bad health that he cannot attend to such 
things. It will be necessary also to have a supply for An
tonio da Filicaia, who day before yesterday had an attack 
of apoplexy, and is in bad condition. It is strange that the 
Cardinal has not had a reply about Chimenti, and we fear 
some impediment; yet that is unlikely, since the matter is 
so far advanced. 

I have heard the rumors from Lombardy, and it is 
recognized on every side how easy it would be to get 
some rascals from that region. This opportunity, for the 
love of God, should not be lost, and remember that For
tune, our bad advice, and worse officials would have 
brought not merely the King but the Pope to prison; he has 
been taken out by the bad advice of others and the same 
Fortune. Provide now, for the love of God, in such a way 
that His H oliness will not go b ack into the same dangers, 

from which you will never be secure until the Spanish are 
so completely driven out of Lombardy that they cannot 
return. I have a notion that the Emperor, seeing the King 
fail him, will make great offers to the Pope, which ought 
to find your ears stopped, ii you recall the bad support and 
the threats that in the past have been made to you, and 
remember tl1at tl1e Duke of Sessa was accustomed to say 
that the Pope too late began to fear Caesa.r. Now God 
has brought things back to such a state that the Pope 
is in time to hold him, if this time is not lost. You know 
how many opportunities have been lost; do not lose this 
one or trust any more in standing still, turning yourself 
over to Fortune and to Time, because with Time there 
do not come always the same things, and Fortune is not 
always the same. I would say more, if I were talking 
to a man who did not know secrets and did not under
stand the world. Free Italy from long anxiety; root out 
these frightful beasts, which beyond the appearance and 
the voice have notl1ing human. 
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Here it is thought, if the fortillcations go ahead, that I 
am to have the position of overseer and of secretary, and 
I am to be aided by one of my sons, and Daniello de' 
Ricci is to handle the money and all the records. 

Niccolo Machiavelli. 

No. 209 

2 June 1526 (first letter) , Florence 
To Francesco Guicciardini 

[See the head-note for Letter no. 206.] 

[The Pope favors including more land 
within the walls of Florence] 

Magnificent Mr. President: 
I have not written to you for many days about the wall; 

now I shall tell you what comes to mind about it. Here it 
seems that the Pope has returned to the notion of the 
mountains, moved by the opinion of Giovanni del Bene, 
who in his letter says that in including all those hills there 
is more strength and less expense. As to strength, no city 
very large is ever strong, because its largeness confuses 
those who guard it, and many troubles can appear
which in those of co.nvenient size does not happen. As 
to less expense, that is chatter, because he makes many 
assumptions that are not true. First, he says that all 
those mountains can be cut into for the space extending 
from the house of Bonciano to that of Matteo Bartoli out
side the walls (which is, according to him, n.ineteen hun
dred feet, but is really over three thousand) , so it is merely 
necessary to wall all the others. He says the cuts can be 
brought into use as a wall, and above them can be built a 
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bank eight feet high and sixteen thick. This is not true, 
because there are countless places where because it is level 
there can be no cutting; further, all that cutting would not 
stand by itseH and would wash down, so that it would have 
to be held up with a wall; then the banks around would 
cost a world, and would be disgraceful to this city, and 
in a very few years would have to be redone; so that the 
expense would be great and continuous, and bring little 
honor. He says that the city treasury could avail itself of 
eighty thousand ducats in value added to property, which 
is a fable, and he does not know what be is talking about, 
nor from where this added value could be got ; so that to 
it seems improbable to everybody. Nonetheless we shall 
make the model the Pope has asked for and send it to 
him. 

Until some special appropriation is made for this under
taking, it is necessary to spend the money that is here, and 
therefore d:e law lays down that the treasurer of the 
Signors should pay what money is now in the hands of the 
city, on whatever account any of it, both by the Signors 
and the o.fficial.s, has been deposited with him. Neverthe
less, Fran.cesco del Nero will make trouble about paying, 
if His Holiness Our Lord does not write to him to pay it. 
The office has written about it to the ambassador. I beg 
you to aid in the matter, so that the Pope will write to 
him. 
2 June 1526. 

N iccolo Machiavelli. 

No. 210 

2 June 1526 (second letter), Florence 
To Francesco Cuicciardini 

[See the head-note of Letter no. 206.] 
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[San Miniato as a fortress dangerous to Florentine liberty] 

Though I know that your Luigi has written to you his 
opinion about putting the hill of San Miniato inside the 
wall, I too do not intend to omit writing you a word about 
it, because I think the matter very important. 

The most harmful thing a republic can undertake is to 
erect something strong, or that easily can be made strong 
within its body. If you put before you the model that was 
left there, you will see that, when San Miniato is taken in 
and that bastion made up there, a fortress is created; be
cause from the San Miniato Gate to that of San Niccolo the 
distance is so short that a hundred men in one day, by dig
ging a ditch, could make it into a strong fortress. Then if 
ever through any misfortune a powerful man should come 
to Florence, as the King of France did in 1494,1 you would 
become slaves without any protection,2 because, since he 
would Bnd the place open, you could not keep him from 
going in there, and since he could close it easily, you 
could not keep him from closing it. Consider it well and 
with what skill you can forestall it, and suggest the cutting
off, which is strong and not dangerous, because once the 
taking-in of San Miniato is begun, I fear the cutting-off 
would be too displeasing. 

I have written these three letters separately, so that you 
can use each of them as is convenient. 

Nicoolo Machiavelli. 

1 Louil XU entered Fl.orence as a conquered city. 
1 U a tynnt held the fortres> of SAD Mlr>iato be eould oootrol the city. 

F or Ncb a _."blllty - Prince, ehap. 20. 
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No. 211 

2 June 1526 (third letter), Florence 
To Francesco Cuicciardini 

[See Letters nos 196, 199, 200.] 

[The marriage negotiations once more] 

Until last Saturday I did not have a chance to speak 
with L[orenzo] S[trozzi], but being with him and dis
cussing a number of things, he touched on his son, so I had 
an opportunity to complain of his paying little attention to 
the matter that I earlier brought before him, and said I 
was certain that as once a rich marriage escaped him, now 
one very honorable and not poor was going to escape him; 
and I did not know, if he intended to give his son a 
Florentine girl, where else he could go. He freely confessed 
that I was telling the truth and that you had approached 
him, and nothing could please him more; it pleased him 
so much that even if the thing could not be done now, he 
could suppose, since you have four, that he would be in 
time for one. His reasons fo.r putting it off are that his 
wife's health is improved, and the boy has changed his 
ways for the better, associating with educated men and 
studying hard; be had thoughts of marrying him because 
earlier be did neither of these two things. The third reason 
is his daughter, whom be wishes to marry off first. But 
the idea nevertheless pleases him so much that he already 
has talked many times with the boy about you. When he 
returned from Loreto, he took the opportunity of being 
in Romagna two days with your Jacopo, who showed the 
greatness of your position, and with what dignity you hold 
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it, and the name you have, and exalted your capacities 
to the sky. All tills worked to make the thing easy when it 
was to be discussed, because he feared his son would get 
the notion of a big dower. Altogether he spoke on the affair 
in such a way that I could not wish more. I did not fail to 
show him that Ills hesitation is baseless, because the girl 
is of such an age that she can be kept unmarried four. or 
five years, and that tills match would aid him in marrying 
his daughter, because he who wants unusual dowers has 
to give them. I labored with rum a bit, so if he were not a 
man a little set in his ways, I should have great hope in 
the matter. 

No. 219 

5 November 1526, Florence 
To Francesco Guicciardini 

Niccolo Maclllavelli. 

[See the head-note to Letter no. 202.] 

[ Maclllavelli in Modena. Political ineptitude] 

Mr Deputy: 
From Modenal I wrote Your Lordship a letter more 

Btted to amuse Filicciago than to do anything else;2 so 
I write what happened next. 

So beginning at Modena, when I arrived Filippo [de' 
Nerli] met me and said: "Can it be that I have never 
done a thing that is right?" I replied with a laugh: "Mr 

1 In a lettu of 30 October Culcdardlnl aclmowledged Madrlavelll'a 
letter from Modena, which apparently is not now ez:taD_t. In Alvili'a text 
a misprint makes Cuicciard.io.l Deputy of Modeoa aod hid .. the place 
where Machiavelli wrote. 

• Mmlioned by CuicciaJdiDl in a letter of 12 N ovomber 152.6. 
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Governor, don't be astonished at that, you are not at 
fault, but this year is, because not a person has done one 
thing well, nor is anything as it should be. The Emperor 
could not have conducted himself worse, not having for so 
long a time sent his men any aid, though he could easily 
have done so; the Spanish could now and then have played 
some big tricks on us, and have not known how; we could 
have won the war and have not known how; the Pope has 
trusted more in one penful of ink than in a thousand 
infantrymen, who would have been enough to guard 
him; the Sienese alone have conducted themselves well. It 
is no marvel if in a crazy time the crazy come out well.3 

So, my Lord Governor, it would be a worse sign to have 
carried through some good action than to have done a 
bad one.n "Since that's the state of things," said Filippo, 
''I'm going to stop worrying and be quite happy." And so 
ended the first act of the comedy. Soon after came Count 
Guido, and when he saw me, he said: "Is the Deputy still 
angryr· I answered that he was not, because he no longer 
had near him th.e one who was the reason for his anger. 
And not to tell all the details, we talked a little of this 
blessed wrath of yours; and he said he would sooner go 
into exile in Egypt than serve in an army where you were. 
On that I said what was proper, and especially debated 
the bad and the good that your presence had brought 
about, so that easily everybody granted that it had done 
more good than harm. I remained in Modena two days, 
and conversed with a prophet who said, bringing up wit
nesses, that he had foretold the flight of the Pope and the 
uselessness of the enterprise, and again he says that not 
yet are we through with all the bad times, in which the 
Pope and we will suHer a great deal. 

We came finally to Florence, and the greatest bbme 
that I have heard given to you is that in letters written 

• For an iDituoe of SieDete madnes1, see TM (a..lden] AM 1.23. 
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here to the Cardinal, you have shown the ease of the under
taking and its certain victory, whereupon I have said that 
this is not possible, because I believe I have seen all the 
important letters Your Lordship has written, in which there 
were opinions entirely against certain victory. 

No. 219 B 

November 1526,1 Florence (?) 
To Bartolomeo Cavalcanti 

Niccolo Machiavelli. 

(See the head-note of Letter no. 202.] 

(The military mistakes of Pope Clement VI1] 

Dearest Bartolomeo: 
The reason why the Pope started this war before the 

King of France sent his soldiers into Italy and took action 
in Spain according to his agreement, and before all the 
Swiss arrived, was his hope in the people of Milan, and 
his belief that six thousand Swiss, whom the Venetians and 
the Pope bad sent on learning of the first rebellions in 
Milan, would be so prompt that they would arrive at the 
same time as the Venetians arrived with their army. Be
sides, he believed that th.e King's soldiers, i£ they were not 
so prompt, would at least be early enough to aid in carrying 
through the undertaking. To these hopes was joined the 
needs of the Castle,2 which was showing that it required 

• Tbe reference to AU Saints' Day near tbe end of tbe letter puts Ita 
date after October 3 1, 1526. The Spanish Beet, mentioned lust before u 
not yd utived, reached Naples on December 1. ThiJ letter, Dot iD. Alviai'l 
edition, iJ given by Tommueo, Vila di Macm.o.Ui ll.l2Sl. 

1 Of Milan. 
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aid. All these things, then, made the Pope hasten, and with 
such hope that we believed this war would end in nfteen 
days; this hope was increased by the capture of Lodi. The 
armies of the Venetians and of the Pope did unite, then; 
but of the presuppositions above, two of the most important 
were lacking, because the Swiss did not come, and the 
people of Milan were of no value. Hence, when we ap
peared before Milan, the people did not stir, and not hav
ing th.e Swiss, we did not have courage to stay there, and 
retired to Marignano, and did not return to Milan until 
five thousand Swiss had come. Their coming, as earlier it 
would have been useful, was harm.fuL because it gave us 
courage to return to Milan in order to relieve the Castle, 
and it was not relieved, and we committed ourselves to 
remaining there, because, the first retirement having been 
shameful, nobody advised the second. 

This caused the attempt on Cremona to be made with 
part of the infantry and not with all, as it would have been 
made if on the loss of the Castle we had been at Marignano. 
For these reasons, then, and also since we expected it to be 
easy, we carried on the alfair of Cremona weakly. This was 
contrary to a rule of mine that says it is not a wise plan to 
risk all one's fo.rtune but not all one's forces. They beli.eved, 
because of the fortress, that four thousand soldiers would 
be enough to capture her. This attack, because it was weak, 
made Cremona more difficult, because those forces did not 
assail, but did point out, the weak places; as a result those 
inside did not lose them but strengthened them. Further
more, they settled their courage to the defense; hence, 
although later the Duke of Urbino went there, and there 
were fourteen thousand soldiers round about, they were not 
enough; while if he had been there early with the whole 
army-able at one time to make several attacks-of neces
sity they would have taken her in six days, and perhaps this 
campaign would have been won, because we would have 
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had the prestige of the capture, along with a very large 
army. Because, since thirteen thousand Swiss came, either 
Milan or Genoa, or perhaps both of them, would have been 
mastered. And the enemy would have had no recourse; the 
troubles at Rome would not. have occurred; the reinforce
ments, which have not yet come, would not have been in 
time. And we have spent fifty days hoping for Milan, and 
the capture of Cremona is brought about late, when all our 
aHairs have gone to ruin. 

We have then on our side lost this war twice; once when 
we went to Milan and did not stay there; the second time 
when we sent and did not go to Cremona. The reason for 
the first was the timidity of the Duke; of the second, the 
vanity of us all, because, feeling disgraced by the first re
treat, nobody dared advise the second. The Duke could 
do badly against the will of all; against the will of all 
he could not do well. These are the errors that have taken 
victory away from us; I say taken it away through our not 
having conquered early; because we might have deferred 
but not lost the campaign, if our bad arrangements had 
not been added. These also have been two; the first is that 
the Pope has not raised money in times when he could 
with reputation have done so, and in the ways used by 
other popes. The other is that he remained in Rome in such 
a condition that be could be captured like a baby- some
thing that has snarled this skein up in such a way that 
Christ could not straighten it out, because the Pope has 
taken his soldi.ers from the field, and Messer Francesco is 
still in the field, and today the Duke of Urbino must have 

· arrived there. Many leaders, o.f many opinions, are left, but 
all ambitious and unbearable, and, lacking anybody who 
knows how to assuage their factions and keep them united, 
they will be a chorus of dogs.s From this results a confusion 
in our doings that is very great, and already Lord Giovanni 

• Cf. the quarreli<IIDe leaden of Prine. 26. 
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does not intend to remain there, and I believe that today 
he will leave. These bad arrangements were all corrected 
by the eagerness and effort of Messer Francesco. Besides 
this, if money has been coming sparingly from Rome, now 
it will fail entirely. So I see little order in our houses, and 
if God does not aid us to the south, as he has done to the 
north, we have few resources left. 

Because, as, with the ruin of Hungary, he impeded aid 
from Germany for the northerners, so he will need to im
pede aid from Spain with the ruin of the Beet; hence we 
need to have Juno go to beseech Aeolus for us and promise 
him la Contessa and all the ladies in Florence,• so that he 
will give full freedom to the winds in our favor. And with
out doubt, if it were not for the Turk, I believe the Spanish 
would have come to celebrate All Saints' Day with us. 

I, having seen the Castle lost, and observed how the 
Spaniards have established themselves in three or four of 
those cities and made themselves sure of the people, 
judged that this war was going to be long, and through its 
length dangerous. Because I know with what difficulty 
cities are taken when there is somebody inside who means 
to defend them, and that a province is taken in a day, but 
a city requires months and years to take, as is shown by 
many ancient narratives, and in modem times by Rhodes 
and Hungary. For that reason I wrote to Francesco Vettori 
that I believed we could not support this undertaking, ex
cept to bring about that the King of France should take 
Milan (we should give him that state), or possibly 
as a diversion through which we would leave the frontiers 
of these states guarded., so that the Spanish could not make 
progress. The Pope then with all his forces should attack 
the Kingdom, which I believe could be taken before one of 
these cities here. Because there would be neither obstinate 

Aeneid 1.8511. 
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defenders nor peoples conquered G • • • , such as a man 
would like. Besides this, the war would feed itsel£,6 because 
in addition to the assistance he could have from the cities, 
he would have tribute, and the richness of the country, not 
ravaged, would make assistance more lasting. Also the 
Pope without new expense would live securely in Rome, 
and we would see which the Emperor estimated higher, 
Lombardy or the Kingdom. And if this is not done, I look 
on the war as lost, because its length is sure, and in length 
dangers can be reckoned as certain, either through lack of 
money or through other accidents such as those that have 
come up. And it has seemed to me a strange plan to wear 
ourselves out in the field, and that the enemy should be at 
ease in the city, and that, when at last his reinforcements 
came, finding us worn out, he should ruin us like the Ad
miral and the King. 

[Niccolo Machiavelli.] 

No. 222 

2 April 1527, Imola 
To Guido MachiavelU, in F1orence 

[The study of letters and music; 
a rural problem; the famUy] 

My dearest son Guido: 
I have received your letter, which has been a great 

pleasu.re to me, especially since you write that you are com
pletely cured, because I could not have better news. For 

• Something II lacldng from the maDuscrjpt. 
•I have aecepted Tommueo'1 emendatl91> of the m1 reading (conteoa). 
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if God grants life to you and to me, I believe I can make 
you a man of standing, .if you wish to play your part as you 
should, because, beside· the great friendships I have, I 
have made a new friendship with the Cardinal Cibo (it is 
so great that I myself wonder at it) which will be of service 
to you. But it is necessary for you to lea.m and, since you 
no longer have the excuse of sickness, to work hard to 
lea.m letters and music, since you see how much I am 
aided by the little skill I have. So, my son, if you wish to 
give pleasure to me and bring prosperity and honor to 
yourself, do well and lea.m, because if you help yourself, 
everybody will help you. 

The little mule, though he is crazy, needs to be treated 
quite differently from other crazy creatures; because the 
other crazy ones are tied up, and I want you to untie him. 
Give him to Vangelo and tell him to lead him onto Monte 
Pugliano and then take off his bridle and halter and let 
him go where he will to get his living and rid himself of 
his madness. The territory is large; the animal is small; he 
can't do any harm. And so without taking any trouble 
about it, we can see what he wants to do, and you will be 
in time, whenever he gets his wits back, to catch him again. 
With the horses do what Lodovico has told you to do; he, 
I thank God, has got well, and he has sold out. And I know 
that he has prospered, since he has sent money, but I 
wonder and feel bad because he h.as not written. 

Greet Mona Marietta and tell her that I have been on 
the point of leaving here every day, and still 1 remain; and 
I never had so much desire to be in F1orence as now; but 
I can do nothing else. Merely say to her that for anything I 
hear she can be sure that 1 shall be there before there is 
any trouble. Kiss Baccina, Piero, and Totto, if he is there, 
and I would have been glad to know whether his eyes are 
cured. Be happy and spend as little as you can. And remind 
Bernardo that he should try to do well; to whom within 
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fifteen days I have written two letters and have had no 
reply. Christ watch over you all. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, in Imola. 

No. 223 

5 April 1527, Forll 
To Francesco Vettori, in Florence 

[See the head-note for Letter no. 202.) 

[What policy for Pope Clement Vll?] 

My honored Francesco: 
Since the truce was made at Rome, and we saw that the 

Emperor's soldiers there did not intend to keep it, Messer 
Francesco wrote to Rome that it was necessary to take one 
of three courses: either go back to war in such a way that 
all the world should understand that never more were we 
going to discuss peace, in o.rder that France, the Venetians, 
and everybody, without hesitation o.r suspicion, should do 
his duty (in his letter be showed that there were also many 
possibilities, especially in an attempt to aid the Pope). Or 
if tbis did not suit, we should adopt th.e second, which 
would be wholly contrary to the first, namely, enter into 
this peace with complete effort. and put our heads in the 
lap of this vicar,1 and in this way let ourselves be con
trolled by Fortune. Or indeed, if worn out in the first of 
these two courses, and disgraced by the second, we might 
take a third course, which does not matter and need not 
be mentioned now. Today Messer Francesco has received 
a reply from Rome, that the Pope has turned to take this 

1 Launoy, the viceroy of Naples. 
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second course of throwing himself wholly into the lap of 
the vicar and of peace, which if it succeeds will be now our 
safety; if it does not succeed, it will cause us to be wholly 
abandoned by everybody. If it is going to succeed or not, 
you can judge as well as we can; but I say to you only this, 
that Messer Francesco has taken in any event this decision, 
to aid in the affairs of Romagna, while he sees that at 
sixteen soldi to the lira they can be defended, but when he 
sees them indefensible, without any hesitation he will 
abandon them; and with those Italian forces he can find, 
and with such money as is left to him, will come in this 
direction to save Florence and her state in any way he can. 
And be in good hope, for it will be defended no matter 
what. 

This imperial army is strong and large; nevertheless, if it 
did not encounter those who abandoned themselves, it 
would not capture a bake·oveo. But there is danger that 
through weakness one town at the beginning will yield to 
it, and when one does so, all the others go up in smoke; 
this is one of the things that make the defense of this prov
ince risky. Nonetheless, if it is lost, you, if you do not 
abandon yourselves, can save yourselves; and by defending 
Pisa, Pistoia, Prato, and Florence, you will get an agree· 
ment with them that, if it Is heavy, will not at the end be 
mortal. And because that decision by the Pope is still 
secret with respect to these allies, and for every other re
spect, I pray you not to make this letter public. FarewelL 

Niccolo Machiavelli, in Forll. 

Copyrqt-ted P'ater a 



No. 224 

14 April 1527, Forll 
To Francesco Vettori, in Florence 

[See the head-note of Letter no. 202.] 

[An unsatisfactory peace] 

Magnificent Sir: 
The agreement has always been advised here for the 

same reasons for which you there have always advised it ; 
because, having seen the conduct of F rance and of the 
Venetians, having seen the poor discipline of our soldiers, 
having seen that the Pope lacked all hope of being able to 
keep up the war in the Kingdom, having seen the power 
and obstinacy of the enemy, we judged the war lost, as 
you yoursell, when I left there, judged it. This has led us 
always to advise agreement, but we meant an agreement 
which would be solid, and not uncertain and confused like 
this, which is made in Rome and not kept in Lombardy, 
and that there should be a little money here. That little we 
would need to keep to use in such an uncertain agreement, 
and we would continue unarmed; or in o.rder to arm our
selves, we would spend the money, and be left without any 
for the agreement. And so, whereas we thought that a 
clear agreement would bring safety, a confused one is 
wholly pernicious and our ruin. 

From there it is now written that the agreement is almost 
settled, and because the first pay is 6o thousand scudi, we 
rely for the greater part on the money that is here. Here 
we have 13 thousand ducats in cash and seven to our credit 
with the Venetians. If the enemy begin to attack Tus-
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cany, it will be necessary to spend them in maintaining 
these soldiers, in order to try to hold this poor city, so that 
if you rely on the agreement, you will have to rely on an 
agreement that will end these armies and these expenses. 
Otherwise, if we keep up a confused agreement that re
quires us to provide for both th.e agreement and the war, 
we shall not provide for either of them, and the result will 
be evil for us and good for our enemies, who, marching 
toward us, are giving their attention to war, and letting 
you confuse yourselves between war and agreements. I am 
yours. 

Your Niccolo Machiavelli, in ForB. 

No.~ 

16 April 1527, Forli 
To Francesco Vettori, in Florence 

[See the bead-note of Letter no. 202.] 

[I love my native city more than my soul] 

Magnificent, etc.: 
Monseigneur de La Motte has been today in the camp 

of the imperials with the final form of th.e agreement made 
there, and if Bourbon accepts, he must halt his army. If 
he moves, it is a sign that he does not wish any agreement; 
so tomorrow will be the judge of our affairs. Therefore it 
is decided here, if tomorrow he moves, to think on war 
completely, without having a hair that thinks further of 
peace; if he does not move, to think of peace, and to lay 
aside all thought of war. With this north wind we too have 
to sail and, deciding on war, to cut off all the affairs of 
peace, and in such a way that the allies will come on 
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without any hesitation, because now we cannot hobble any 
more but must go like mad; and often desperation finds 
remedies that choice cannot find. 

They are coming without artillery, into a difficult region. 
Hence if we, with what little life remains to us, unite with 
the forces of the League that are ready, either they will 
leave this province with shame or they will come down to 
reasonable terms. 

I love Messer Fmncesco Guicciardini; I love my native 
city more than my own soul; and I tell you this through 
that experience given me by sixty years, namely, that I do 
not believe that ever more difficult articles than these were 
struggled with, where peace is necessary and war cannot 
be abandoned; and to have on our hands a prince who 
scarcely is able to deal with peace alone or with war alone. 

I send you my regards. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, in Forll. 

No. 227 

18 April 1527, Brisighella 
To Fmncesco Vettori, in Florence 

[See the head-note for Letter no. 202.] 

[Those who gain from w:u· will not praise peace] 

Honored Francesco: 
These French soldiers have been miraculously brought 

here to Brisighclla; and likewise it will be a miracle if the 
Duke of Urbino comes to Pianoro tomorrow (as it seems 
that the Legate of Bologna writes from there) ; and here 
we shall wait, as I believe, to learn what he does. And for 
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the love of God, if you cannot obtain this agreement, cut 
off the negotiation right now, and in such a way, with 
letters and with actions, that these allies will aid us; be
cause as the agreement, if it were observed, would be in 
every way the certainty of our safety, so to negotiate about 
it without carrying it through will be the certainty of our 
ruin. And that the agreement was necessary will be seen 
if it is not made; and if Count Guido says something else, 
he is a fool And only this I wish to argue with him: You 
ask him if it is possible to keep them from coming into 
Tuscany, and he will say it is not, if he says what he has 
always said in the past; and similarly the Duke of Urbino. 
H it is true that they cannot be kept out, ask him how they 
can be got out without fighting a battle, and how fit this 
city is to endure two armies in her territory, when the 
friendly army is more unbearable than the hostile one. H 
he settles this for you, tell him he is right. But they who 
profit from war, as these soldiers do, would be fools if 
they praised peace. But God will give them more war 
than we shall like. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, in Brisigbella. 
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