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In "The Treatise of Lorenzo Valla on the Donation of Constantine," Valla employs incisive philological scrutiny to dismantle the legitimacy of one of the most significant documents in medieval Christendom. Written in the 15th century, the treatise exemplifies Valla's Renaissance humanism, characterized by an eloquent prose style that marries literary flair with rigorous analytical rigor. Through meticulous examination of the text's language and historical context, Valla reveals the donation as a forgery, thus holding a mirror to the political maneuvers of his time and questioning the authority of the papacy. Valla's work not only paved the way for critical historical inquiry but also sparked a discourse on the relationship between power and textual authenticity, embodying the spirit of Renaissance thought that sought to reconcile faith with reason. Lorenzo Valla, a prominent figure in Renaissance humanism, was known for his scholarship in philology and rhetoric. His acute understanding of Latin and passion for ancient texts equipped him to question established doctrines, including the Donation of Constantine, which had long been accepted as legitimate. Valla's critical perspective was shaped by his experiences as a court humanist and his engagement with the political landscape in Italy, marked by a growing skepticism toward clerical power and a desire for textual integrity. This treatise is highly recommended for scholars and enthusiasts of Renaissance literature, history, and theology alike. Valla's eloquent dissection of the Donation of Constantine not only illuminates the era's intellectual currents but also challenges readers to consider the interplay of power and language. As a foundational text in the field of historical criticism, it invites reflection on the implications of authenticity in both texts and institutions. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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Excellent Women, a seminal work in the canon of 20th-century British literature, artfully intertwines elements of social commentary and character study within its narrative. Set in the post-World War II era, the novel delves into the lives of women navigating a patriarchal society, exploring themes of independence, societal expectation, and personal identity. Written in a sharp, observational style characteristic of its literary context, the book juxtaposes the mundane with the profound, often using wit and irony to critique the status quo. The protagonist, Millicent, embodies the tensions of 'excellent women''Äîthose who excel in their roles yet grapple with their own desires for fulfillment beyond domestic spheres. Authored by Barbara Pym, a notable figure in English literature, Excellent Women reflects her own experiences and observations as a single woman in a male-dominated literary world. Pym'Äôs keen insights were shaped by her extensive academic background, particularly her studies in anthropology, which equipped her with a profound understanding of human relationships. Throughout her life, Pym drew inspiration from her encounters with various social circles, infusing her narrative with authenticity and depth. This novel is highly recommended for those seeking to explore the complexities of gender roles and societal standards in mid-20th century Britain. Pym'Äôs deft characterizations and subtle humor invite readers to reflect on the nuances of everyday life, making Excellent Women a compelling read for scholars and casual readers alike.
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In 'The Man in the Queue,' Josephine Tey introduces readers to a compelling mystery imbued with rich characterization and an exploration of societal norms in early 20th-century England. The narrative unfolds when a man is murdered in a queue outside a theater, thrusting Inspector Alan Grant into a labyrinthine investigation where the public's perceptions and prejudices become critical to solving the crime. Tey's skilled use of dialogue and vivid descriptions paints a lively backdrop, while her innovative plotting invites readers to grapple with themes of justice and morality, establishing this work as a trailblazer in the detective fiction genre. Josephine Tey, a prominent figure in the crime literature sphere, was known for her keen psychological insight and ability to weave historical context into her narratives. Her background as an accomplished playwright undoubtedly contributed to her narrative flair, while her personal experiences with social dynamics would have sharpened her understanding of human behavior. 'The Man in the Queue' showcases her ability to comment on the intricate web of social interactions, revealing the interplay between individual motives and collective assumptions. This novel is recommended for readers who appreciate intricate plots laced with social commentary and character depth. Tey's debut not only engages with suspenseful storytelling but also provides a fascinating lens through which to examine societal constructs of her era. A must-read for mystery aficionados and scholars of literature alike.
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In "A Writer's Diary," Virginia Woolf presents a rich tapestry of her reflections on the writing process, weaving together personal insights and literary musings that illuminate the struggles and joys of the creative endeavor. Written with her characteristic stream-of-consciousness style, this collection showcases Woolf's profound understanding of the artistic psyche and the intricacies of literary craftsmanship. Set against the backdrop of early 20th-century modernism, the diary entries reveal Woolf's engagement with contemporary thought, as she grapples with themes of identity, gender, and the complexities of narrative form. Virginia Woolf, a central figure in modernist literature, was not only an accomplished novelist but also a keen observer of her own creative journey. The diary entries span a period of significant literary evolution, offering readers a glimpse into the mind of a writer who sought to challenge societal norms and elevate the voice of women in literature. Her own struggles with mental health and the constraints of her time shaped her perspectives, providing depth to her reflections on both the art of writing and its implications for personal and societal truth. "A Writer's Diary" is an essential read for anyone interested in the mechanics of writing and the inner workings of a literary genius. Woolf's poignant observations resonate with both aspiring writers and seasoned professionals, making this work a timeless exploration of creativity that encourages readers to ponder their own artistic journeys. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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The "BEATRIX POTTER Ultimate Collection" is a comprehensive anthology that presents twenty-two enchanting children's stories, each illustrated with Potter's intricate, original artwork. This collection showcases her whimsical narratives, filled with a blend of anthropomorphic animal characters and pastoral settings, reflecting the early 20th-century British countryside. Potter's literary style combines a simple yet engaging prose, making her tales accessible while also rich in moral lessons and life reflections. The stories, deeply rooted in natural history and ecological awareness, provide both entertainment and education, making them timeless classics in children's literature. Beatrix Potter, an esteemed author and illustrator, was born in 1866 into a well-to-do family in Victorian England. Her upbringing in the Lake District inspired her love for nature, which profoundly influenced her storytelling. A naturalist and an early advocate for conservation, Potter's experiences with animals and her keen observations of their behaviors are beautifully woven into her narratives. Her unique background and artistic inclinations allowed her to craft stories that resonate with both the innocent curiosity of childhood and broader environmental themes. This collection is highly recommended for readers of all ages who wish to immerse themselves in a world of imagination and nature. The exquisite illustrations and delightful tales serve as both a nostalgic reminder of childhood and an invaluable resource for parents seeking to cultivate a love of reading in their children. Potter's stories are not merely entertainments; they are an invitation to experience the beauty of the natural world, making this ultimate collection a must-have addition to any library. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A comprehensive Introduction outlines these selected works' unifying features, themes, or stylistic evolutions. - The Author Biography highlights personal milestones and literary influences that shape the entire body of writing. - A Historical Context section situates the works in their broader era—social currents, cultural trends, and key events that underpin their creation. - A concise Synopsis (Selection) offers an accessible overview of the included texts, helping readers navigate plotlines and main ideas without revealing critical twists. - A unified Analysis examines recurring motifs and stylistic hallmarks across the collection, tying the stories together while spotlighting the different work's strengths. - Reflection questions inspire deeper contemplation of the author's overarching message, inviting readers to draw connections among different texts and relate them to modern contexts. - Lastly, our hand‐picked Memorable Quotes distill pivotal lines and turning points, serving as touchstones for the collection's central themes.
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    In the candlelit court of Urbino, grace competes with ambition as a circle of voices forges an image of the perfect courtier, where effortless poise masks discipline and winning favor becomes an art of conscience.

The Book of the Courtier endures as a classic because it crystallizes the Renaissance dream of harmonizing virtue with power, learning with action, and inner character with outward style. Its influence radiated across Europe, shaping the tradition of courtesy books and informing debates about civility, taste, and leadership for centuries. Castiglione’s articulation of sprezzatura has become a cultural keyword, illuminating the paradox that the most compelling performances of excellence appear unperformed. Equally, the book’s supple form and humane intelligence have kept it alive in classrooms and salons alike, where readers continue to test its ideals against the shifting demands of modern public life.

Written by the Italian courtier and diplomat Baldassare Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier was composed in the early sixteenth century and first published in 1528. Presented as a dialogue set in the ducal court of Urbino, it brings together cultivated interlocutors who exchange reflections on what constitutes the complete courtier. Castiglione’s purpose is both practical and ethical: to sketch a model of conduct suitable for service to a ruler while probing the moral stakes of influence. Without prescribing rules, he offers a framework for judgment that unites arms and letters, character and skill, so that grace becomes the visible form of an inward discipline.

The book’s dramatic situation is simple and fruitful. Over successive evenings, a small society of men and women weigh accomplishments, temperaments, and strategies for winning esteem without servility. Their talk ranges widely, from eloquence, music, and athletics to humor, conversation, and the delicate art of advising a prince. Castiglione orchestrates this ensemble with tact, letting competing views overlap, sharpen, and soften in turn. Form mirrors content: the idea of the courtier as a mediator, a master of balance and proportion, is embodied in a style attentive to nuance. The result is a portrait built by voices, a mosaic rather than a manifesto.

To appreciate the book’s resonance, it helps to recall its setting in the Italian Renaissance, when fragmented states depended on courts as centers of diplomacy, culture, and spectacle. Castiglione knew this world intimately. He served in prominent courts, observed the rituals of power, and absorbed humanist learning that prized classical eloquence and civic responsibility. Urbino, famed for its refined culture, offered a stage where art, politics, and conversation intertwined. In this milieu, the question of how to live honorably under patronage, how to speak truth persuasively, and how to reconcile worldly success with moral self-respect was urgent rather than abstract.

One of Castiglione’s most celebrated contributions is the notion of sprezzatura, the cultivated nonchalance that conceals effort and allows difficult things to seem natural. This ideal of controlled ease is not superficial; it requires judgment, training, and restraint, transforming technique into character. The courtier’s art, then, is a pedagogy of attention, equipping a person to move among diverse audiences without betraying integrity. Castiglione explores how taste, timing, and decorum can elevate talent into authority. He also exposes their risks, suggesting that style without substance degenerates into vanity, while sincerity unguided by tact may squander truth and alienate those who most need to hear it.

Education lies at the center of the dialogue. The speakers imagine a person formed by letters and arms, at home with poetry and philosophy as well as horsemanship and martial exercises. They value wit, playful improvisation, and the ability to enliven company with conversation that is pointed yet generous. The presence of women in the gathering signals another essential dimension: courtly life is social and mixed, demanding respect, grace, and moral sensitivity across gendered expectations. Discussion of love and beauty, far from idle ornament, becomes a test case for self-mastery, revealing how desire, honor, and imagination can refine each other or pull dangerously apart.

The Book of the Courtier quickly traveled beyond Italy, helped by a celebrated English translation by Thomas Hoby in 1561. Its vocabulary and values infiltrated Elizabethan culture, the French salons, and Spanish courtly discourse, shaping a pan-European language of civility. The work converses implicitly with humanist handbooks by figures such as Erasmus, yet it distinguishes itself by dramatizing ideas rather than codifying rules. Generations of writers, from poets to dramatists, borrowed its scenes of conversation, its poise between earnestness and irony, and its sense that character is a public performance. Even today, scholars trace its fingerprints in conduct literature and leadership theory.

Castiglione’s book belongs to the same historical horizon as intense debates about statecraft and ethics, often associated with Machiavelli. While not a rebuttal, it offers a complementary vantage: the politics of counsel rather than command. The courtier’s power resides in persuasion, moderation, and the creation of trust. He must judge when to speak frankly and when to soften advice, how to encourage virtue in a prince, and how to protect his own conscience when success tempts compromise. By presenting these dilemmas as social practice rather than abstract doctrine, Castiglione models prudence as an active art sustained by character and mutual regard.

Part of the book’s charm is its atmosphere of leisure that is never idle. The talk sparkles, yet it never untethers itself from questions that matter: What is excellence without arrogance. How does one win favor without flattery. What should culture do for power, and power for culture. Castiglione refuses neat conclusions. Instead, he cultivates ambiguity and productive tension, inviting readers to sift arguments, notice contradictions, and test claims against their own experience. The effect is hospitable and demanding at once, a schooling in tact and discernment that honors the reader’s freedom to weigh, compare, and ultimately fashion a personal measure.

For contemporary audiences, the book speaks to challenges of leadership, mentorship, and public presence. In a world that prizes agility, cross-cultural fluency, and ethical communication, Castiglione’s insistence on education, empathy, and disciplined ease feels freshly practical. The tension between authenticity and self-presentation, now amplified by digital life, makes sprezzatura an instructive lens for thinking about credibility without exhibitionism. The dialogue also models inclusive conversation, where disagreement is filtered through respect and humor. Whether one moves in corporate corridors, civic institutions, or artistic communities, the Courtier’s blend of competence, character, and social intelligence remains a persuasive ideal rather than a dated curiosity.

In the end, The Book of the Courtier leaves readers with a generous vision of human possibility shaped by conversation, culture, and conscience. It celebrates balance without rigidity, ambition without cynicism, and elegance without superficiality. Its portraits of skill honed into service, and of charisma tempered by judgment, carry a quietly aspirational force. That is why the book still matters: it teaches how to inhabit the public world with grace, to make taste a companion of truth, and to convert talent into a common good. Castiglione’s classic status rests on this durable promise of civility aligned with moral purpose.
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    The Book of the Courtier, published in 1528 by Baldassare Castiglione, presents a dialogue set at the court of Urbino in 1507 under Duchess Elisabetta Gonzaga. Over four evenings, a circle of courtiers and ladies, guided by Emilia Pia, discuss the qualities of the ideal courtier. Framed as a recollection of a refined, harmonious court, the work blends practical counsel with humanist values. Participants include Ludovico da Canossa, Giuliano de Medici, Pietro Bembo, and others, whose exchanges gradually assemble a composite portrait. The dialogue’s structured progression provides a coherent sequence, moving from personal cultivation to social interaction, gendered ideals, and political responsibility.

Book I begins with proposals for the courtier’s foundational qualities. Participants emphasize noble bearing and integrity, yet debate whether noble birth is necessary. They outline training in arms and athletic exercises alongside letters, music, and drawing, advocating a balance between martial prowess and cultured accomplishment. The concept of sprezzatura emerges as pivotal: an effortless grace that conceals labor and avoids affectation. The courtier should dance, sing, ride, and handle weapons competently, while speaking languages and appreciating the arts. Decorum, moderation, and adaptability are stressed, allowing excellence to appear natural and unforced in all settings, especially before the prince and peers.

Further discussion in Book I refines demeanor and self-presentation. The courtier should model self-control, modesty, and measured confidence, avoiding extremes of severity or frivolity. He should emulate worthy models without slavish imitation, drawing selectively from ancient and modern examples. Reputation is to be built through consistent conduct rather than boasts. Social presence matters: gestures, attire, and conversation must be appropriate to occasion and company. While seeking honor, the courtier must resist envy by downplaying effort and rejecting ostentation. This closing of the first evening prepares the shift from general character to the art of speaking and social play central to court life.

Book II turns to language and style, treating eloquence as a practical instrument. The courtier should adapt speech to audience, purpose, and setting, whether in serious counsel or light diversion. Clear structure, vivid examples, and a graceful rhythm are recommended, with attention to the living vernacular as well as learned models. The dialogue catalogs forms of jest, satire, and repartee, with cautions against offense and cruelty. Humor should bind companions and relieve tension, not humiliate. Oratory before the prince requires tact, brevity, and persuasive force. This book thus links verbal skill to ethical judgment, making communication a measure of cultivated character.

Still in Book II, the company examines how to display merit without provoking resentment. They counsel moderation in showing skills, timing demonstrations to serve communal pleasure or the prince’s needs. Games, tournaments, and performances are framed as social instruments, not mere vanity. Discretion in topics, a steady dignity, and readiness to yield the spotlight prevent rivalry from hardening into envy. A provocative turn arises when Gaspare questions women’s virtues, prompting a broader debate. This transition prepares Book III’s focused inquiry into the court lady, maintaining the work’s pattern of proposing ideals, testing them through objection, and seeking a balanced resolution.

Book III defines the qualities of the court lady, parallel to the courtier yet attentive to contemporary expectations. She should possess virtue, modesty, and discretion, but also learning, musical skill, graceful conversation, and a cultivated taste. Debaters contend with charges of female frivolity or weakness, while Giuliano de Medici offers a robust defense of women’s capacities and moral worth. The discussion treats clothing, comportment, and reputation, emphasizing prudence and self-respect. Courtly love conventions are acknowledged, but the lady’s honor remains central. The book concludes that women, as companions and interlocutors, elevate manners and discourse, contributing essentially to the court’s refinement.

Book IV returns to the courtier’s highest purpose: guiding the prince toward virtue and good governance. The ideal counselor must join courage with prudence, speaking frankly yet safely, choosing the right opportunities, and avoiding flattery. He should model justice, temperance, and piety, offering counsel aligned with the common good. Strategy includes gradual persuasion, exemplarity, and alliances with other honest advisors. The courtier is urged to remain useful in adversity and prosperity, valuing public welfare over private gain. Here the portrait becomes political, presenting the courtier as a civilizing force who transforms personal elegance into practical leadership within the state.

The dialogue culminates with Pietro Bembo’s discourse on love, which elevates the conversation from courtly pleasures to spiritual aspiration. He describes a disciplined ascent from physical beauty to the contemplation of ideal beauty, where desire is purified and directed toward virtue. This Neoplatonic vision links self-mastery to civic excellence, suggesting that refined love strengthens character and supports wise counsel. The company listens with respect as night advances, and the gathering draws to a graceful close. Castiglione preserves Urbino as a model of harmony and wit, ending not with a system but with an exemplar of shared, elevating conversation.

Overall, The Book of the Courtier unites arms and letters, style and substance, private cultivation and public service. Its sequence moves from personal formation to social interaction, from gendered ideals to counsel and love, building a coherent Renaissance ethic. Central conclusions include the value of sprezzatura, the power of eloquence governed by decorum, the complementary virtues of men and women, and the courtier’s duty to shape just rule. Widely read across Europe, the book influenced codes of civility and political culture. It remains a concise portrait of humanist aspirations, presenting grace as a means to foster virtue and common good.
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    Set across four evenings in 1506–1507, The Book of the Courtier unfolds in the Palazzo Ducale of Urbino, a hilltop duchy in the Marche region of central Italy. The court, presided over by Duke Guidobaldo da Montefeltro and Duchess Elisabetta Gonzaga, was famed for polished manners, humanist learning, and martial reputation. Its salons gathered soldiers, prelates, statesmen, and scholars in civil conversation during a moment when Italy’s patchwork of city-states faced the pressures of the Italian Wars. The setting’s refinement is not insulation but poise amid volatility, a strategic culture where words, gestures, and graces functioned as tools of survival and influence.

Urbino’s palace, enlarged by Federico da Montefeltro in the late fifteenth century, housed a renowned library and embodied the integration of arms and letters. The book’s temporal frame coincides with the winter social season, when embassies and visitors circulated through courts seeking favor and information. Beyond the palace windows, alliances shifted among France, Spain, the Empire, and the papacy. Within, a carefully moderated conversation explores the skills that secured status and safety. Castiglione’s fictionalized symposium precisely locates courtly ideals in their lived environment: a small principality balancing deference and autonomy, where the art of pleasing was inseparable from prudence in diplomacy and war.

The Montefeltro court of Urbino, shaped by Federico (r. 1444–1482) and continued by his heir Guidobaldo (r. 1482–1508) with Elisabetta Gonzaga, was a nexus of humanist culture. Federico’s palace and library drew figures such as Piero della Francesca and Francesco di Giorgio Martini, setting a standard for princely magnificence. In 1504 Guidobaldo adopted his nephew Francesco Maria della Rovere, aligning Urbino with Pope Julius II’s family. The Book of the Courtier memorializes this milieu by dramatizing urbane debate under Elisabetta’s aegis, presenting the court not merely as backdrop but as an institution whose rituals, hierarchies, and patronage networks shape noble conduct.

The Italian Wars (1494–1559) began with Charles VIII of France invading Italy in 1494, claiming the Kingdom of Naples and destabilizing the peninsula’s balance of power. Subsequent campaigns by Louis XII, Francis I, and Emperor Charles V turned Italy into a theater of dynastic rivalry, with Venice, Florence, Milan, the papacy, and smaller courts like Urbino repeatedly realigned. These conflicts normalized mercenary mobilizations, sieges, and diplomatic bargaining. Castiglione’s dialogue mirrors this environment: its ideal courtier must be a soldier-diplomat, adept at counsel, languages, and restraint, because in wartime the fate of minor states depended on persuasive eloquence as much as on force of arms.

The War of the League of Cambrai (1508–1510) united Pope Julius II, France, the Empire, and Aragon against Venice, culminating in the Venetian defeat at Agnadello on 14 May 1509. The victory threatened to dismantle Venetian power on the Terraferma, but it also alarmed the allies, prompting rapid realignments. Urbino’s interests were bound to Julius II, whose nepotism elevated Francesco Maria della Rovere. The Book of the Courtier reflects this volatile chessboard: its stress on adaptability, discretion, and sprezzatura corresponds to skills required of courtiers negotiating sudden shifts in allegiance without sacrificing honor or endangering their prince’s precarious autonomy.

The Holy League (1511–1513), forged by Julius II with Venice and Spain against France, sought to expel French forces from Lombardy. The Battle of Ravenna (11 April 1512) was pyrrhic, with French tactical success but devastating casualties, followed by French withdrawal under pressure from Swiss and Spanish arms. In 1512 the Medici returned to power in Florence under papal auspices. Castiglione’s milieu absorbed these lessons: princely fortunes turned on coalitions and reputation. The Courtier’s counsel—fortitude tempered by grace, frank speech moderated by tact—responds to a world where blunt force rarely sufficed, and where the ability to sustain alliances depended on civilized self-command.

The Sack of Rome (6 May 1527) by mutinous imperial troops—Spanish tercios and German Landsknechts led nominally by Charles III, Duke of Bourbon (killed in the assault), with Georg von Frundsberg’s veterans—shattered the peninsula’s cultural and political order. Pope Clement VII took refuge in Castel Sant’Angelo; Rome endured months of famine, plague, desecration of churches, and the ransoming of households. Though set in 1506–1507, the book’s 1528 publication bears the sack’s imprint: a nostalgic yet corrective ideal of civility after catastrophe. Castiglione, serving as papal nuncio to Charles V’s court in Spain, pleaded for clemency, lending the dialogue’s poise an undertone of urgent moral repair.

Urbino’s succession crisis reshaped its politics. Guidobaldo died in 1508, and Francesco Maria I della Rovere assumed the duchy. In 1516 Pope Leo X installed his nephew Lorenzo II de’ Medici as Duke, expelling Francesco Maria and igniting the War of Urbino (1517). Bitter campaigning, artillery sieges, and skirmishes ensued; Lorenzo was wounded, and the papal treasury strained. After Leo’s death (1521), Francesco Maria returned, ruling until 1538. The Courtier commemorates the earlier, steadier court of 1506, but its concern with prudence, legitimacy, and service speaks directly to these upheavals, proposing a code of conduct resilient to arbitrary papal interventions and dynastic displacement.

The professionalization of diplomacy transformed Italian politics between the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, with resident ambassadors stationed in capitals such as Venice, Rome, and Paris. Information, secrecy, and decorum became instruments of statecraft. Castiglione himself undertook missions, notably to England in 1506, where he participated in securing the Order of the Garter for Guidobaldo from Henry VII. The Courtier translates these practices into character: the ideal servant of a prince must modulate speech, read audiences, and veil effort, because diplomatic credibility rested on composure and trustworthy style as much as on the content of dispatches.

Patronage and cultural production organized political loyalty in minor Italian courts. Federico da Montefeltro’s library and studiolo, and later commissions in Mantua and Ferrara, exemplified how tapestries, painting cycles, and architecture projected legitimacy. Such collections housed classical texts that informed rulers’ self-images. These tangible signs of magnificence structured social relations and obligations. The Courtier’s setting inside rooms filled with books, instruments, and artworks underscores how the arts underwrote authority. Its speakers insist that a noble must dance, sing, and appreciate painting, not as ornament but as political currency, binding elites through shared taste and signaling a ruler’s capacity to civilize power.

Papal politics and early reform crises intersected Italian governance. Julius II (1503–1513) launched St. Peter’s Basilica in 1506 and waged wars to restore papal territories; Leo X (1513–1521) presided over splendid ceremonies while financing policies that, with indulgence controversies, intersected Martin Luther’s 1517 challenge. The Diet of Worms (1521) and empire-wide tensions reverberated in Italy. Castiglione, moving between Mantua, Rome, and Spain, inhabited this ecclesiastical-political web. The Courtier skirts doctrinal debate but models a Christian humanist ethic—temperance, charity, and conscience—that critiques clerical ostentation by presenting a nobility that disciplines itself instead of relying on ritual spectacle to mask moral deficit.

The Habsburg ascendancy after the Battle of Pavia (24 February 1525), where Imperial-Spanish forces captured Francis I of France, shifted hegemony toward Charles V. The Treaty of Madrid (1526) compelled French concessions, prompting the League of Cognac (1526) among France, the papacy, Venice, Florence, and Milan against the emperor. Fiscal strain and mutinous unpaid troops led to the 1527 Sack of Rome. In the book, the courtier’s counsel—loyalty without servility, courage without rashness—mirrors the strategies of Italian elites adapting to imperial dominance. It proposes a portable ideal of honor that can survive under foreign hegemony and fluctuating patronage.

Military transformation in Italy between 1494 and 1525 replaced chivalric cavalry primacy with combined-arms tactics—pike blocks, arquebusiers, and mobile artillery. Victories like Cerignola (28 April 1503), where Gonzalo de Córdoba’s entrenched Spanish infantry repelled French cavalry, signaled the new age; battles such as Ravenna (1512) showcased devastating artillery. Condottieri adapted or waned as monarchies fielded disciplined infantry. The Courtier retains martial excellence at its core but reframes it: the noble must master arms within a broader repertoire—engineering, fortification knowledge, and command by character. Sprezzatura becomes a way to mask hard training in an era when brute display no longer wins wars.

Women’s political influence in Italy is visible in figures like Elisabetta Gonzaga of Urbino and her sister-in-law Isabella d’Este of Mantua (1474–1539), who negotiated marriages, commissions, and alliances through correspondence and salons. Female regency and household management often stabilized courts during warfare or succession crises. In the book, women chair the debate, arbitrate disputes, and define the standards of grace, asserting that civility is co-authored by female authority. This reflects realities of early sixteenth-century courts where cultured conversation and patronage—spaces women organized—were crucial to diplomacy, reputation, and the soft power necessary to mitigate the roughness of politics.

Courtly spectacle—tournaments, masquerades, triumphal entries, and architectural programs—served as state communication. Urbino’s plaza choreography and Mantua’s festivals under the Gonzaga, later echoed by Giulio Romano’s Palazzo Te (from 1524), translated power into ritual. Such events convened envoys and magnates, synchronized calendars of negotiation, and staged hierarchy through performance. The Courtier’s attention to dance, music, and witty improvisation registers these practices as training grounds for political presence. By perfecting bodily grace and timing, the courtier learned to inhabit ceremony convincingly, converting aesthetic control into credit and trust, capital that mattered as much as coin in alliance-making and patronage exchanges.

As social critique, The Book of the Courtier exposes the hazards of princely service in a world of favoritism, flattery, and sudden reversals. Its insistence on honest counsel—parrhesia tempered by tact—challenges sycophancy that enabled reckless wars and papal nepotism. By elevating merit, practice, and self-fashioning over mere lineage, it interrogates inherited privilege. The ideal of sprezzatura critiques ostentation by valuing concealed labor, restraining the vanity that fed ruinous magnificence. In proposing that true nobility is ethical performance under pressure, the dialogue quietly rebukes courts that confused dazzling display with prudence and made reputation a mask for imprudence.

Politically, the book warns against violence disguised as glory and urges a civic ethic suited to small states caught between empires. It unpacks class divides by showing how access to eloquence, training, and patronage reproduces hierarchy, while suggesting practices that democratize honor within the elite—listening, moderation, and service to the common good. Its portrayal of women as arbiters criticizes misogynistic exclusion that impoverished counsel. In the wake of the 1527 trauma, its urbane nostalgia functions as reform: a proposal to rebuild trust through disciplined civility, restraining papal militarism, mercenary excess, and factional pride that had brought Italy to devastation.
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    Baldassarre Castiglione (1478–1529) was an Italian courtier, diplomat, and writer whose The Book of the Courtier became one of the Renaissance’s most influential works on manners, culture, and political life. Active across the early sixteenth century, he moved among prominent courts in northern and central Italy, observing the arts of conversation, persuasion, and service to princes. His synthesis of classical humanism with practical courtly experience articulated ideals that traveled far beyond Italy. The concept of sprezzatura—studied nonchalance—coined in his book, helped define European notions of grace and self‑fashioning, shaping etiquette, literary taste, and political comportment for generations.

Born at Casatico near Mantua into the local nobility, Castiglione received a thorough humanist education typical of his milieu. He trained in arms while studying Latin and, to some extent, Greek, absorbing Cicero, Virgil, and other classical authors alongside contemporary Italian models. Early service at the Gonzaga court familiarized him with ceremonial, diplomacy, and the performative demands of rank. Exposure to the vibrant intellectual life of northern Italy, including the urban culture of Milan and Mantua, cultivated his interest in rhetoric, poetry, and the visual arts. This blended schooling in letters and warfare would become the foundation of his mature reflections on the ideal courtier.

In the early 1500s Castiglione entered the service of the court of Urbino, celebrated under Duke Guidobaldo da Montefeltro and Duchess Elisabetta Gonzaga for its refinement and intellectual sociability. Urbino’s salons fostered exchanges among soldiers, poets, artists, and prelates, with lively debates on love, virtue, and the arts. Castiglione became a central participant and careful observer of these conversations. He formed lasting ties with figures later evoked in his writing, among them Pietro Bembo and Bernardo Dovizi da Bibbiena. The Urbino experience, combining discipline, elegance, and wit, provided both the setting and the tone for the fictionalized dialogues that would become Il Cortegiano.

Alongside court service, Castiglione pursued a career as soldier and diplomat, undertaking missions among Italian states and negotiating on behalf of his patrons. Campaigns and embassies deepened his understanding of princely politics, factional rivalry, and the delicate arts of counsel. He learned how ceremony, eloquence, and measured frankness might coexist with loyalty and prudence. His correspondence from these years reveals an attentive reader of classical ethics and a practitioner of practical statecraft. The alternating demands of camp and court impressed on him the need for versatility—facility with languages, music, and arms—qualities he would later distill into the balanced portrait of the consummate courtier.

Castiglione composed The Book of the Courtier over several years, setting its dialogues at Urbino and presenting an idealized conversation spread across four evenings. Refined through revision, the work reached print in Venice in the late 1520s and quickly circulated throughout Italy and Europe. It proposes that the perfect courtier unite military prowess with humane letters, speak with elegance, appreciate painting and music, and display sprezzatura, a graceful effortlessness that conceals art with art. The treatise also considers the place of women at court and the responsibilities of service to a ruler, aligning aesthetic poise with moral seriousness and political utility.

Though Il Cortegiano secured his renown, Castiglione wrote in other genres. His Italian poems and Latin and Italian letters attest to a cultivated, moderate voice, while his life of Duke Guidobaldo memorializes the Urbino milieu that shaped him. A pastoral eclogue, Tirsi, reflects his engagement with poetic experimentation current among court humanists. Across these works runs a consistent ethic: virtue should be attractive, persuasion humane, and conversation a medium for ethical influence. Rather than rigid rules, he advocated flexible judgment, decorum, and self‑control grounded in classical and Christian humanism—an outlook that sought to harmonize personal excellence with public responsibility.

In his later years Castiglione served the papacy as a diplomat, most prominently as nuncio to the court of Emperor Charles V in Spain. The demands of that post, amid upheavals affecting Italy, tested the conciliatory ideals he prized. He died in Toledo in the late 1520s. The Courtier remained his enduring legacy, reprinted widely and translated into major European languages, including the influential English version by Thomas Hoby in the mid‑sixteenth century. Modern readers study the book for its insights into Renaissance sociability, rhetoric, and identity formation, while also debating its hierarchies of gender and power. Its cultural imprint endures.
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	ELISABETTA GONZAGA, wife of Guidobaldo di Montefeltro, Duke of Urbino. Aged 46.

	EMILIA PIA, friend and companion of the Duchess, and widow of the Duke’s half-brother. Aged about 30.

	MARGARITA GONZAGA, young niece and companion of the Duchess.

	COSTANZA FREGOSA, young half-niece of the Duke.

	FRANCESCO MARIA DELLA ROVERE, nephew and adopted heir of the Duke. Aged 17.

	Count LUDOVICO DA CANOSSA, a kinsman of the author, afterwards made Bishop of Bayeux. aged 31.

	FEDERICO FREGOSO, half-nephew of the Duke, afterwards made a cardinal. Aged 27.

	GIULIANO DE’ MEDICI, an exile from Florence, known at Urbino as “My lord Magnifico,” and afterwards made Duke of Nemours. Aged 29.

	BERNARDO DOVIZI, better known as BIBBIENA, an adherent of the Medici, afterwards made a cardinal. Aged 37.

	OTTAVIANO FREGOSO, elder brother of Costanza and Federico, afterwards Doge of Genoa.

	PIETRO BEMBO, a Venetian scholar and poet, afterwards made a cardinal. Aged 37.

	CESARE GONZAGA, a kinsman of the Duchess, and cousin as well as close friend of the author. Aged about 32.

	BERNARDO ACCOLTI, better known as the UNICO ARETINO, a courtier-poet and popular extemporizer. Aged about 42.

	Count GASPAR PALLAVICINO. Aged 21.

	GIANCRISTOFORO ROMANO, a sculptor, medallist, etc. Aged about 42.

	COLLO VINCENZO CALMETA, a courtier-poet.

	LUDOVICO PIO, a brave young soldier, and kinsman of Emilia Pia.

	SIGISMONDO MORELLO DA ORTONA, an elderly courtier.

	Fra SERAFINO, a jester.





Time: March 1507.

Place: The Palace of Urbino.
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1490-1538





Reduced from Braun’s photograph (no. 40.605) of the portrait, in the Uffizi Gallery at Florence, by Titian (1477-1576).
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1.—When my lord Guidobaldo di Montefeltro,[2] Duke of Urbino, passed from this life, I, together with several other cavaliers who had served him, remained in the service of Duke Francesco Maria della Rovere[1],[3] his heir and successor in the State. And as the recollection of Duke Guido’s character was fresh in my mind, and the delight I had during those years in the kind companionship of the notable persons who at that time frequented the Court of Urbino, I was moved by their memory to write these books of the Courtier, which I did in a few days,[4] purposing in time to correct those errours that arose from the wish to pay this debt speedily. But for many years past fortune has burdened me with toil so constant that I never could find leisure to make the book such as would content even my poor judgment.

Now being in Spain,[5] and learning from Italy that my lady Vittoria della Colonna, Marchioness of Pescara,[6] to whom I gave a copy of the book, had against her word caused a large part of it to be transcribed, I could not but feel some annoyance, fearing the many inconveniences that may befall in such cases. Still, I relied upon the wit and good sense of this lady (whose character I have always held in veneration as a thing divine) to prevent any mischief coming to me from having obeyed her wishes. Finally I was informed that this part of the book was in the hands of many people at Naples; and as men are always eager for anything new, it seemed likely that someone might try to have it printed.[7] Alarmed at this peril, then, I resolved to revise the book at once so far as I had time, with intent to publish it; for I thought better to let it be seen imperfectly corrected by my own hand than grievously mutilated by the hand of others.

And so, to carry out this plan, I began to read the book again; and touched at the very outset by the title, I was saddened not a little, and far more so as I went on, by the thought that most of the personages introduced in the discussion were already dead; for besides those mentioned in the proem of the last Book, messer Alfonso Ariosto[8] (to whom the work is dedicated) is also dead, a gracious youth, considerate, of the highest breeding, and apt in everything proper to a man who lives at court. Likewise Duke Giuliano de’ Medici,[9] whose kindness and noble courtesy deserved to be enjoyed longer by the world. Messer Bernardo,[10] Cardinal of Santa Maria in Portico, who for his keen and playful readiness of wit was most delightful to all that knew him, he, too, is dead. Dead also is my lord Ottaviano Fregoso,[11] a man very rare in our times: magnanimous, devout, full of kindness, talent, good sense, and courtesy, a true lover of honour and merit, and so worthy of praise that his very enemies were ever forced to praise him; and the misadventures that he bore so bravely were enough to prove that fortune is still, as always, adverse to merit. And of those mentioned in my book many more besides are dead, to whom nature seemed to promise very long life.

But what should not be told without tears is that my lady Duchess,[12] too, is dead. And if my heart mourns the loss of so many friends and patrons, who have left me in this life as in a solitude full of sorrows, it is meet that I grieve more bitterly for the death of my lady Duchess than of all the others; for she was more precious than they, and I more bound to her than to all the others. Not to delay, then, the tribute that I owe the memory of so excellent a Lady and of the others who are no more, and moved also by the danger to my book, I have had it printed and published in such state as the shortness of time permitted.

And since you had no knowledge in their lifetime either of my lady Duchess or of the others who are dead (except Duke Giuliano and the Cardinal of Santa Maria in Portico), in order to give you that knowledge after their death as far as I can, I send you this book as a picture of the Court of Urbino, not by the hand of Raphael[98] or Michelangelo,[99] but of a humble painter, who knows only how to trace the chief lines, and cannot adorn truth with bright colouring, or by perspective art make that which is not seem to be. And although I tried to show forth in their discourse the qualities and character of my personages, I own I failed to express or even to suggest the excellences of my lady Duchess, not only because my style is inadequate to describe them, but because my intelligence fails even to conceive of them;[13] and if I be censured for this or any other matter worthy of censure (for I well know that my book contains many such), I shall not gainsay the truth.

2.—But as men sometimes so delight in finding fault that they reprehend even that which does not merit reprehension, to such as blame me because I did not imitate Boccaccio[14] or conform to the usages of present Tuscan speech, I shall not refrain from saying that while, for his time, Boccaccio had a charming faculty and often wrote with care and diligence, yet he wrote far better when he followed only the guidance of his natural wit and instinct, without further thought or care to polish his writings, than when he strove industriously and laboriously to be more refined and correct. For this reason even his followers declare that he greatly erred in judgment concerning his own works, holding cheap what did him honour[15] and prizing what was worthless. Therefore, if I had imitated that manner of writing which in Boccaccio is censured by those who elsewise praise him, I should not have been able to escape those same aspersions that were cast on him in this regard; and I should have more deserved them, because he committed his faults thinking he was doing well, while I should have known I was doing ill. Again, if I had imitated the style now admired by many but less esteemed by him, it seemed to me that by such imitation I should show myself at variance with him whom I was imitating, a thing I deemed unseemly. And again, if this consideration had not moved me, I was not able to imitate him in my subject-matter, for he never wrote anything at all in the manner of these books of the Courtier; and I thought I ought not to imitate him in language, because the power and true law of good speech consist rather in usage than in aught else, and it is always a bad habit to employ words not in use. Therefore it was not meet for me to borrow many of Boccaccio’s words that were used in his day, but are not now used even by the Tuscans themselves.

Nor was I willing to limit myself to the Tuscan usage of to-day, because intercourse between different nations has always had the effect to transport, as it were like merchandise, new forms of speech from one to the other; and these endure or fail according as custom accepts or rejects them. Besides being attested by the ancients, this is clearly seen in Boccaccio, who used so many French, Spanish, and Provençal words (some of them perhaps not very intelligible to modern Tuscans) that if they were all omitted his work would be far shorter.

And since, in my opinion, we ought not to despise the idiom of the other noble cities of Italy, whither men resort who are wise, witty, and eloquent, wont to discourse on weighty matters of statecraft, letters, war, and commerce, I think that, of the words used in the speech of these places, I could fitly use in writing such as are graceful in themselves, elegant to pronounce, and commonly deemed good and expressive, although they might not be Tuscan or even of Italian origin. Moreover, in Tuscany, many words are used which are plainly corruptions of the Latin, but which in Lombardy and other parts of Italy have remained pure and unchanged, and are so generally employed by everyone that they are accepted by the gentle and easily understood by the vulgar. Hence I think I did not err if in writing I used some of these words, or preferred what is whole and true speech of my own country rather than what is corrupt and mutilated from abroad.

Neither do I regard as sound the maxim laid down by many, that our common speech is the more beautiful the less it is like Latin; nor do I understand why one fashion of speech should be accorded so much greater authority than another, that, if the Tuscan tongue can ennoble debased and mutilated Latin words and lend them such grace that, mutilated as they are, they may be used by anyone without reproach (which is not denied), the Lombard or any other tongue may not support these same Latin words, pure, whole, precise, and quite unchanged, so that they be tolerable. And truly, just as to undertake, in spite of usage, to coin new words or to preserve old ones may be called bold presumption, so also, besides being difficult, it seems almost impious to undertake, against the force of that same usage, to suppress and bury alive, as it were, words that have already endured for many centuries, protected by the shield of custom against the envy of time, and have maintained their dignity and splendour through the changes in language, in buildings, in habits and in customs, wrought by the wars and disasters of Italy.

Hence if in writing I have chosen not to use those words of Boccaccio that are no longer used in Tuscany, nor to conform to the rule of those who deem it not permissible to use any words that the Tuscans of to-day do not use, I seem to myself excusable. And I think that both in the matter and in the language of my book (so far as one language can aid another), I have followed authors as worthy of praise as is Boccaccio. Nor do I believe that it ought to be counted against me as a fault that I have elected to make myself known rather as a Lombard speaking Lombard, than as a non-Tuscan speaking Tuscan too precisely, in order that I might not resemble Theophrastus, who was detected as non-Athenian by a simple old woman, because he spoke the Athenian dialect with excess of care.[16]

But as this subject is sufficiently treated of in my first Book,[17] I shall say no more, except that, to prevent all possible discussion, I grant my critics that I do not know this Tuscan dialect of theirs, which is so difficult and recondite. And I declare that I have written in my own dialect, just as I speak and for those who speak as I do; and in this I think I have wronged no man, because it seems to me that no one is forbidden to write and speak in his own language; nor is anyone bound to read or listen to what does not please him. Therefore if these folk do not care to read my Courtier, I shall not hold myself in the least wronged by them.

3.—Others say that since it is so very hard and well nigh impossible to find a man as perfect as I wish the Courtier to be, it was superfluous to write of him, because it is folly to teach what cannot be learned. To these I make answer that I am content to have erred in company with Plato, Xenophon and Marcus Tullius, leaving on one side all discussion about the Intelligible World and Ideals; among which, just as are included (according to those authors) the ideal of the perfect State, of the perfect King and of the perfect Orator,[18] so also is the ideal of the perfect Courtier. And if in my style I have failed to approach the image of this ideal, it will be so much the easier for courtiers to approach in deeds the aim and goal that I have set them by my writing; and even if they fail to attain the perfection, such as it is, that I have tried to express, he that approaches nearest to it will be the most perfect; just as when many archers shoot at a target and none hit the very mark, surely he that comes nearest to it is better than the rest.

Still others say that I thought to paint my own portrait, as if I were convinced that I possessed all the qualities that I attribute to the Courtier.[19] To these I shall not indeed deny having essayed everything that I should wish the Courtier to know; and I think that a man, however learned, who did not know something of the matters treated of in the book, could not well have written of them; but I am not so lacking in self-discernment as to fancy that I know everything I have the wit to desire.

My defence then against these and perhaps many other accusations, I leave for the present to the verdict of public opinion; for while the many may not perfectly understand, yet oftener than not they scent by natural instinct the savour of good and bad, and without being able to explain why, they relish one thing and like it, and reject another and hate it. Therefore if my book wins general favour, I shall think it must be good and ought to live;[20] but if it fails to please, I shall think it must be bad and soon to be forgot. And if my censors be not satisfied with the common verdict of opinion, let them rest content with that of time, which in the end reveals the hidden defects of everything, and being father of truth and judge without passion, ever passes on men’s writings just sentence of life or death.

Baldesar Castiglione.
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TO MESSER ALFONSO ARIOSTO





1.—Within myself I have long doubted, dearest messer Alfonso, which of two things were the harder for me: to deny you what you have often begged of me so urgently, or to do it. For while it seemed to me very hard to deny anything (and especially a thing in the highest degree laudable) to one whom I love most dearly and by whom I feel myself to be most dearly loved, yet to set about an enterprise that I was not sure of being able to finish, seemed to me ill befitting a man who esteems just censure as it ought to be esteemed. At last, after much thought, I am resolved to try in this matter how much aid my assiduity[3] may gain from that affection and intense desire to please, which in other things are so wont to stimulate the industry of man.

You ask me then to write what is to my thinking the form of Courtiership[4][21] most befitting a gentleman who lives at the court of princes, by which he may have the ability and knowledge perfectly to serve them in every reasonable thing, winning from them favour, and praise from other men; in short, what manner of man he ought to be who may deserve to be called a perfect Courtier without flaw. Wherefore, considering your request, I say that had it not seemed to me more blameworthy to be reputed somewhat unamiable by you than too conceited by everyone else, I should have avoided this task, for fear of being held over bold by all who know how hard a thing it is, from among such a variety of customs as are in use at the courts of Christendom, to choose the perfect form and as it were the flower of Courtiership. For custom often makes the same thing pleasing and displeasing to us; whence it sometimes follows that customs, habits, ceremonies and fashions that once were prized, become vulgar, and contrariwise the vulgar become prized. Thus it is clearly seen that use rather than reason has power to introduce new things among us, and to do away with the old; and he will often err who seeks to determine which are perfect. Therefore being conscious of this and many other difficulties in the subject set before me to write of, I am constrained to offer some apology, and to testify that this errour (if errour it may indeed be called) is common to us both, to the end that if I be blamed for it, the blame maybe shared by you also; for your offence in setting me a task beyond my powers should not be deemed less than mine in having accepted it.

So now let us make a beginning of our subject, and if possible let us form such a Courtier that any prince worthy to be served by him, although of but small estate,[22] might still be called a very great lord.

In these books we shall follow no fixed order or rule of distinct precepts, such as are usually employed in teaching anything whatever; but after the fashion of many ancient writers, we shall revive a pleasant memory and rehearse certain discussions that were held between men singularly competent in such matters; and although I had no part in them personally, being in England at the time they took place,[23] yet having received them soon after my return, from one who faithfully reported them to me, I will try to recall them as accurately as my memory will permit, so that you may know what was thought and believed on this subject by men who are worthy of highest praise, and to whose judgment implicit faith may be given in all things. Nor will it be amiss to tell the cause of these discussions, so that we may reach in orderly manner the end to which our discourse tends.
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GUIDOBALDO DI MONTEFELTRO

DUKE OF URBINO

1472-1508





From Alinari’s photograph (no. 7351) of the portrait, in the Colonna Gallery at Rome, variously attributed to Raphael’s father, Giovanni Santi (1440?-1494), and (by Morelli) to Melozzo degli Ambrosi da Forli (1438-1494). Schmarzow’s iconographical identification of this portrait (formerly supposed to represent Raphael as a boy) is confirmed by its close resemblance to the young duke’s features as shown on coins issued in the early years of his reign.



2.—On the slopes of the Apennines towards the Adriatic sea, almost in the centre of Italy, there lies (as everyone knows) the little city of Urbino. Although amid mountains, and less pleasing ones than perhaps some others that we see in many places, it has yet enjoyed such favour of heaven that the country round about is very fertile and rich in crops; so that besides the wholesomeness of the air, there is great abundance of everything needful for human life. But among the greatest blessings that can be attributed to it, this I believe to be the chief, that for a long time it has ever been ruled by the best of lords;[24] although in the calamities of the universal wars of Italy[5], it was for a season deprived of them.[25] But without seeking further, we can give good proof of this by the glorious memory of Duke Federico[2],[26] who in his day was the light of Italy; nor is there lack of credible and abundant witnesses, who are still living, to his prudence, humanity, justice, liberality, unconquered courage,—and to his military discipline, which is conspicuously attested by his numerous victories, his capture of impregnable places, the sudden swiftness of his expeditions, the frequency with which he put to flight large and formidable armies by means of a very small force, and by his loss of no single battle whatever;[27] so that we may not unreasonably compare him to many famous men of old.

Among his other praiseworthy deeds, he built on the rugged site of Urbino a palace regarded by many as the most beautiful to be found in all Italy; and he so well furnished it with everything suitable that it seemed not a palace but a city in the form of a palace; and not merely with what is ordinarily used,—such as silver vases, hangings of richest cloth-of-gold and silk, and other similar things,—but for ornament he added countless antique statues in marble and bronze, pictures most choice, and musical instruments of every sort, nor would he admit anything there that was not very rare and excellent. Then at very great cost he collected a goodly number of most excellent and rare books in Greek, Latin and Hebrew, all of which he adorned with gold and with silver, esteeming this to be the chiefest excellence of his great palace.[28]

3.—Following then the course of nature, and already sixty-five years old,[29] he died gloriously, as he had lived; and he left as his successor a motherless little boy of ten years, his only son Guidobaldo. Heir to the State, he seemed to be heir also to all his father’s virtues, and soon his noble nature gave such promise as seemed not permissible to hope for from mortal man; so that men esteemed none among the notable deeds of Duke Federico to be greater than to have begotten such a son. But envious of so much virtue, fortune thwarted this glorious beginning with all her power; so that before Duke Guido reached the age of twenty years, he fell ill of the gout,[30] which grew upon him with grievous pain, and in a short space of time so crippled all his members that he could neither stand upon his feet nor move; and thus one of the fairest and most promising forms in the world was distorted and spoiled in tender youth.

And not content even with this, fortune was so contrary to him in all his purposes, that he could seldom carry into effect anything that he desired; and although he was very wise of counsel and unconquered in spirit, it seemed that what he undertook, both in war and in everything else whether small or great, always ended ill for him. And proof of this is found in his many and diverse calamities, which he ever bore with such strength of mind, that his spirit was never vanquished by fortune; nay, scorning her assaults with unbroken courage, he lived in illness as if in health and in adversity as if fortunate, with perfect dignity and universal esteem; so that although he was thus infirm of body, he fought with most honourable rank in the service of their Serene Highnesses the Kings of Naples, Alfonso[31] and Ferdinand the Younger;[32] later with Pope Alexander VI,[33] and with the Venetian and Florentine signories.

Upon the accession of Julius II[34] to the pontificate, he was made Captain of the Church; at which time, following his accustomed habit, above all else he took care to fill his household with very noble and valiant gentlemen, with whom he lived most familiarly, delighting in their intercourse: wherein the pleasure he gave to others was not less than that he received from others, he being well versed in both the [learned][35] languages, and uniting affability and pleasantness[36] to a knowledge of things without number. And besides this, the greatness of his spirit so set him on, that although he could not practise in person the exercises of chivalry, as he once had done, yet he took the utmost pleasure in witnessing them in others; and by his words, now correcting now praising every man according to desert, he clearly showed his judgment in those matters; wherefore, in jousts and tournaments, in riding, in the handling of every sort of weapon, as well as in pastimes, games, music,—in short, in all the exercises proper to noble cavaliers,—everyone strove so to show himself, as to merit being deemed worthy of such noble fellowship.
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4.—Thus all the hours of the day were assigned to honourable and pleasant exercises as well for the body as for the mind; but since my lord Duke was always wont by reason of his infirmity to retire to sleep very early after supper, everyone usually betook himself at that hour to the presence of my lady Duchess, Elisabetta Gonzaga; where also was ever to be found my lady Emilia Pia,[37] who was endowed with such lively wit and judgment that, as you know, it seemed as if she were the Mistress of us all, and as if everyone gained wisdom and worth from her. Here then, gentle discussions and innocent pleasantries were heard, and on the face of everyone a jocund gaiety was seen depicted, so that the house could truly be called the very abode of mirth: nor ever elsewhere, I think, was so relished, as once was here, how great sweetness may flow from dear and cherished companionship; for not to speak of the honour it was to each of us to serve such a lord as he of whom I have just spoken, there was born in the hearts of all a supreme contentment every time we came into the presence of my lady Duchess; and it seemed as if this were a chain that held us all linked in love, so that never was concord of will or cordial love between brothers greater than that which here was between us all.

The same was it among the ladies, with whom there was intercourse most free and honourable; for everyone was permitted to talk, sit, jest and laugh with whom he pleased; but such was the reverence paid to the wish of my lady Duchess, that this same liberty was a very great check;[38] nor was there anyone who did not esteem it the utmost pleasure he could have in the world, to please her, and the utmost pain to displease her. And thus, most decorous manners were here joined with greatest liberty, and games and laughter in her presence were seasoned not only with witty jests, but with gracious and sober dignity; for that modesty and loftiness which governed all the acts, words and gestures of my lady Duchess, bantering and laughing, were such that she would have been known for a lady of noblest rank by anyone who saw her even but once. And impressing herself thus upon those about her, she seemed to attune us all to her own quality and tone; accordingly every man strove to follow this pattern, taking as it were a rule of beautiful behaviour from the presence of so great and virtuous a lady; whose highest qualities I do not now purpose to recount, they not being my theme and being well known to all the world, and far more because I could not express them with either tongue or pen; and those that perhaps might have been somewhat hid, fortune, as if wondering at such rare virtue, chose to reveal through many adversities and stings of calamity, so as to give proof that in the tender breast of woman, in company with singular beauty, there may abide prudence and strength of soul, and all those virtues that even among stern men are very rare.[39]

5.—But leaving this aside, I say that the custom of all the gentlemen of the house was to betake themselves straightway after supper to my lady Duchess; where, among the other pleasant pastimes and music and dancing that continually were practised, sometimes neat questions were proposed, sometimes ingenious games were devised at the choice of one or another, in which under various disguises the company disclosed their thoughts figuratively to whom they liked best. Sometimes other discussions arose about different matters, or biting retorts passed lightly back and forth. Often “devices” (imprese), as we now call them, were displayed;[40] in discussing which there was wonderful diversion, the house being (as I have said) full of very noble talents; among whom (as you know) the most famous were my lord Ottaviano Fregoso, his brother messer Federico,[41] the Magnifico Giuliano de’ Medici, messer Pietro Bembo,[42] messer Cesare Gonzaga,[43] Count Ludovico da Canossa,[44] my lord Gaspar Pallavicino,[45] my lord Ludovico Pio,[46] my lord Morello da Ortona,[47] Pietro da Napoli, messer Roberto da Bari,[48] and countless other very noble cavaliers. Moreover there were many, who, although usually they did not dwell there constantly, yet spent most of the time there: like messer Bernardo Bibbiena, the Unico Aretino,[49] Giancristoforo Romano,[50] Pietro Monte,[51] Terpandro,[52] messer Niccolò Frisio;[53] so that there always flocked thither poets, musicians and all sorts of agreeable[54] men, and in every walk the most excellent that were to be found in Italy.
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6.—Now Pope Julius II, having by his presence and the aid of the French brought Bologna under subjection to the apostolic see in the year 1506, and being on his way back to Rome, passed through Urbino; where he was received with all possible honour and with as magnificent and splendid state as could have been prepared in any other noble city of Italy: so that besides the pope, all the lord cardinals and other courtiers were most highly gratified. And some there were, attracted by the charm of this society, who tarried at Urbino many days after the departure of the pope and his court; during which time not only were the ordinary pastimes and diversions continued in the usual manner, but every man strove to contribute something new, and especially in the games, to which almost every evening was devoted. And the order of them was such that immediately after reaching the presence of my lady Duchess, everyone sat down in a circle as he pleased or as chance decided; and in sitting they were arranged alternately, a man and a woman, as long as there were women, for nearly always the number of men was by far the greater; then they were governed as seemed best to my lady Duchess, who for the most part left this charge to my lady Emilia.

So, the day after the pope’s departure,[55] the company being assembled at the wonted hour and place, after much pleasant talk, my lady Duchess desired my lady Emilia to begin the games; and she, after having for a time refused the task, spoke thus:

“My Lady, since it pleases you that I shall be the one to begin the games this evening, not being able in reason to fail to obey you, I will propose a game in which I think I ought to have little blame and less labour; and this shall be for everyone to propose after his liking a game that has never been given; and then we will choose the one that seems best worthy to be played in this company.”

And so saying, she turned to my lord Gaspar Pallavicino, requiring him to tell his choice; and he at once replied:

“It is for you, my Lady, first to tell your own.”

“But I have already told it,” said my lady Emilia; “now do you, my lady Duchess, bid him be obedient.”[56]

Then my lady Duchess said, smiling:

“To the end that everyone may be bound to obey you, I make you my deputy and give you all my authority.”

7.—“It is a remarkable thing,” replied my lord Gaspar, “that women should always be allowed this exemption from toil, and it certainly would not be unreasonable to wish in some way to learn the reason why; but not to be the first to disobey, I will leave this for another time, and will tell what is required of me;” and he began: “It seems to me that in love, as in everything else, our minds judge diversely; and thus it often happens that what is very delightful to one man, is very hateful to another; but none the less we all are ever alike in this, that every man holds his beloved very dear; so that the over fondness of lovers often cheats their judgment to such a degree, that they esteem the person whom they love to be the only one in the world adorned with every excellent virtue and wholly without defect; but since human nature does not admit such complete perfection, and since there is no one to be found who does not lack something, it cannot be said that such men do not cheat themselves, and that the lover does not become blind concerning the beloved. I would therefore that this evening our game might be that each of us should tell what virtue above others he would have the person whom he loves adorned with; and then, as all must have some blemish, what fault he would have in her; in order that we may see who can find the most praiseworthy and useful virtues, and the most excusable faults and least harmful to lover and beloved.”

My lord Gaspar having spoken thus, my lady Emilia made sign to madonna Costanza Fregosa[57] to follow after, because she sat next in order, and she was preparing to speak; but my lady Duchess said quickly:

“Since my lady Emilia will not make the effort to invent a game, it were only fair that the other ladies share this ease and that they too be exempt from such exertion for this evening, especially as there are here so many men that there is no danger of lack of games.”

“So be it,” replied my lady Emilia; and imposing silence on madonna Costanza, she turned to messer Cesare Gonzaga, who sat next, and bade him speak; and he began thus:

8.—“Whoso will carefully consider all our actions, will ever find various defects in them; the reason whereof is that nature, variable in this as in other things, has given to one man the light of reason in one thing, to another man in another thing; and so it happens that, the one knowing what the other does not know and being ignorant of what the other understands, each readily perceives his neighbour’s fault and not his own, and we all seem to ourselves very wise and perhaps most of all in that wherein we most are foolish. Thus we have seen it happen in this house that many, at first accounted very wise, were in course of time recognized as very foolish, which came about from nothing else but our own watchfulness. For, as they say that in Apulia musical instruments are used for those bitten by the tarantula,[58] and various tunes are tried until the humour that causes the malady (through a certain affinity it has for some one of those tunes) is suddenly stirred by the sound, and so excites the sick man that he is restored to health by virtue of that excitement: so when we have perceived a hidden touch of folly, we have stimulated it so artfully and with such various persuasions and diverse means, that at length we have learned whither it tended; then, the humour once recognized, so well have we excited it that it has always reached the perfection of open folly. Thus one man has waxed foolish over poetry, another over music, another over love, another over dancing, another over inventing mimes,[59] another over riding, another over fencing,—each according to the native quality of his metal; whence, as you know, great amusement has been derived. I hold it then as certain that there is some grain of folly in each of us, which being quickened can multiply almost infinitely.

“Therefore I would that this evening our game might be a discussion upon this subject, and that each one tell with what kind of folly, and about what thing, he thinks I should make a fool of myself if I had to make a fool of myself openly, judging of this outburst by the sparks of folly that are daily seen to issue from me. Let the same be told of all the rest, keeping to the order of our games, and let each one try to found his opinion upon some actual sign and argument. And thus we shall each derive from our game the advantage of learning our defects, and so shall be better able to guard against them; and if the vein of folly that is discovered proves so rich that it seems incurable, we will assist it, and according to fra Mariano’s[60] teaching, we shall have saved a soul, which will be no small gain.”

There was much laughter at this game, nor were there any who could keep from talking; one said, “I should make a fool of myself over thinking;” another, “Over looking;” another said, “I have already made a fool of myself over loving;” and the like.

9.—Then fra Serafino[61] said, laughing after his manner:

“That would take too long; but if you want a fine game, let everyone give his opinion why it is that nearly all women hold rats in hatred, and are fond of snakes; and you will see that no one will guess the reason except myself, who learned this secret in a strange way.” And he began to tell his stories; but my lady Emilia bade him be silent, and passing over the lady who sat next, made sign to the Unico Aretino whose turn it was; and he, without waiting for further command, said:

“I would I were a judge with power to search the heart of evil-doers by every sort of torture; and this that I might fathom the deceits of an ingrate with angel eyes and serpent heart, who never lets her tongue reveal her soul, and with deceitful pity feigned has no thought but of dissecting hearts. Nor is there in sandy Libya to be found a serpent so venomous and eager for human blood as is this false one; who not only in the sweetness of her voice and honeyed words, but in her eyes, her smiles, her aspect and in all her ways, is a very siren.

“But since I am not suffered, as I would I were, to use chains, rope and fire to learn a certain truth, I fain would learn it by a game,—which is this: let each one tell what he believes to be the meaning of that letter S which my lady Duchess wears upon her brow;[62] for, although this too is surely an artful veil to aid deceit, perchance there will be given it some interpretation unthought of by her perhaps, and it will be found that fortune, compassionate spectatress of men’s martyrdoms, has led her against her will to disclose by this small token her secret wish to slay and bury alive in calamity everyone who beholds her or serves her.”
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My lady Duchess laughed, and the Unico, seeing that she wished to defend herself against this imputation, said:

“Nay, my Lady, do not speak, for it is not now your turn to speak.”

My lady Emilia then turned and said:

“Sir Unico, there is no one of us here who does not yield to you in everything, but above all in knowledge of my lady Duchess’s mind; and since you know it better than the others (thanks to your divine genius), you love it better than the others, who like those weak-sighted birds that fix not their eyes upon the sun’s orb, cannot so justly know how perfect it is; wherefore every effort to clear this doubt would be vain, save your own judgment. To you alone then be left this task, as to him who alone can perform it.”

The Unico remained silent for a while, then being urged to speak, at last recited a sonnet upon the aforesaid subject, declaring what that letter S meant; which was by many believed to be done impromptu, but as it was more ingenious and finished than seemed to accord with the shortness of the time, it was thought rather to have been prepared.[62]

10.—Then having bestowed a merry plaudit in praise of the sonnet, and talked of it awhile, my lord Ottaviano Fregoso, whose turn it was, smilingly began as follows:

“My Lords, if I were to affirm that I had never felt the passion of love, I am sure that my lady Duchess and my lady Emilia would feign to believe it even though they believed it not, and would say that it was because I mistrusted ever being able to prevail upon any woman to love me; whereof indeed I have not made trial hitherto with such persistence as reasonably to despair of being able sometime to succeed. But yet I have not refrained because I rate myself so high, or women so low, that I do not deem many of them worthy to be loved and served by me; but made timourous rather by the continual laments of some lovers, who—pallid, gloomy and taciturn—seem always to wear their unhappiness depicted in their eyes; and if they speak, they accompany every word with triple sighs, and discourse of nothing but tears, torments, despairings and longings for death; so that if an amourous spark has sometimes kindled in my heart, I have at once striven with all my might to quench it, not from any hate I bear to women as these ladies think, but for my own good.

“I have also known some others quite different from these dolourous souls,—lovers who not only give thanks and praise for the kind looks, tender words and gentle bearing of their mistresses, but flavour all evils with sweetness, so that they call their ladies’ warrings, anger and disdain, most sweet.sweet. Wherefore such as these seem to me far more than happy. For if they find such sweetness in lovers’ quarrels, which those others deem far more bitter than death, I think that in loving endearments they must enjoy that supreme beatitude which we vainly seek in this world. So I would that this evening our game might be, that each man tell, if she whom he loves must needs be angry with him, by what cause he would have her anger roused. Because if there be any here who have enjoyed this sweet anger, I am sure that out of courtesy they will choose one of those causes that make it so sweet; and perhaps I shall take courage to advance a little farther in love, hoping that I too may find this sweetness where some find bitterness; and then these ladies will be no longer able to cast shame upon me because I do not love.”

11.—This game found much favour and everyone made ready to speak upon the subject, but as my lady Emilia made no further mention of it, messer Pietro Bembo, who sat next in order, spoke thus:

“My Lords, no small uncertainty has been awakened in my mind by the game proposed by my lord Ottaviano in his discourse about love’s anger: the which, however varied it be, has in my case always been most bitter, nor do I believe that any seasoning could be learned from me that would avail to sweeten it; but perhaps it is more or less bitter according to the cause from which it springs.[63] For I remember once to have seen the lady whom I served wrought up against me, either by some idle suspicion that she had herself conceived as to my loyalty, or by some other false notion awakened in her by what others had said to my injury; insomuch that I believed no pain could equal mine, and it seemed to me that the greatest suffering I felt was to endure that which I had not deserved, and to have this affliction come upon me not from my fault but from her lack of love. At other times I saw her angered by some errour of mine, and knew her ire to proceed from my fault; and then I deemed that my former woe was very light compared with that which now I felt; and it seemed to me that to have displeased, and through my own guilt, the person whom alone I desired and so zealously strove to please, was the greatest torment and above all others. I would therefore that our game might be that each man tell, if she whom he loves must needs be angry with him, from which of the two he would have her anger spring, from her or from himself; so that we may know which is the greater suffering, to give displeasure to her who is loved, or to receive it from her who is loved.”

12.—Everyone waited for my lady Emilia to reply; but she, saying nothing more to Bembo, turned and made sign to messer Federico Fregoso that he should tell his game; and he at once began as follows:

“My Lady, I would it were permitted me, as it sometimes is, to assent to another’s proposal; since for my part I would readily approve any of the games proposed by these gentlemen, for I really think that all of them would be amusing. But not to break our rule, I say that anyone who wished to praise our court,—laying aside the merit of our lady Duchess, which with her divine virtue would suffice to lift from earth to heaven the meanest souls that are in the world,—might well say without suspicion of flattery, that in all Italy it would perhaps be hard to find so many cavaliers so singularly admirable and so excellent in divers other matters besides the chief concerns of chivalry, as are now to be found here: wherefore if anywhere there be men who deserve to be called good Courtiers and who are able to judge of what pertains to the perfection of Courtiership, it is reasonable to believe that they are here. So, to repress the many fools who by impudence and folly think to win the name of good Courtier, I would that this evening’s game might be, that we select some one of the company and give him the task of portraying a perfect Courtier, explaining all the conditions and special qualities requisite in one who deserves this title; and as to those things that shall not appear sound, let everyone be allowed to contradict, as in the schools of the philosophers it is allowed to contradict anyone who proposes a thesis.”

Messer Federico was continuing his discourse still further, when my lady Emilia interrupted him and said:

“This, if it pleases my lady Duchess, shall for the present be our game.”

My lady Duchess answered:

“It does please me.”

Then nearly all those present began to say, both to my lady Duchess and among themselves, that this was the finest game that could possibly be; and without waiting for each other’s answer, they entreated my lady Emilia to decide who should begin. She turned to my lady Duchess and said:

“Command, my Lady, him who it best pleases you should have this task; for I do not wish, by selecting one rather than another, to seem to decide whom I think more competent in this matter than the rest, and so do wrong to anyone.”

My lady Duchess replied:

“Nay, make this choice yourself, and take heed lest by not obeying you give an example to the others, so that they too prove disobedient in their turn.”

13.—At this my lady Emilia laughed and said to Count Ludovico da Canossa:

“Then not to lose more time, you, Count, shall be the one to take this enterprise after the manner that messer Federico has described; not indeed because we account you so good a Courtier that you know what befits one, but because, if you say everything wrong as we hope you will, the game will be more lively, for everyone will then have something to answer you; while if someone else had this task who knew more than you, it would be impossible to contradict him in anything, because he would tell the truth, and so the game would be tedious.”

The Count answered quickly:

“Whoever told the truth, my Lady, would run no risk of lacking contradiction, so long as you were present;” and after some laughter at this retort, he continued: “But truly I would fain escape this burden, it seeming to me too heavy, and I being conscious that what you said in jest is very true; that is, that I do not know what befits a good Courtier: and I do not seek to prove this with further argument, because, as I do not practise the rules of Courtiership, one may judge that I do not know them; and I think my blame may be the less, for sure it is worse not to wish to do well than not to know how. Yet, since it so happens that you are pleased to have me bear this burden, I neither can nor will refuse it, in order not to contravene our rule and your judgment, which I rate far higher than my own.”
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Then messer Cesare Gonzaga said:

“As the early evening is now spent and many other kinds of entertainment are ready, perhaps it will be well to put off this discussion until to-morrow and give the Count time to think of what he has to say; for it is difficult indeed to speak unprepared on such a subject.”

The Count replied:

“I do not wish to be like the fellow who, when stripped to his shirt, vaulted less well than he had done in his doublet; hence it seems to me good fortune that the hour is late, for I shall be obliged by the shortness of the time to say but little, and my not having taken thought will excuse me, so that I shall be allowed to say without blame whatever first comes to my lips.

“Therefore, not to carry this burden of duty longer on my shoulders, I say that in everything it is so hard to know the true perfection as to be well nigh impossible; and this because of the variety of opinions. Thus there are many that will like a man who speaks much, and will call him pleasing; some will prefer modesty; some others, an active and restless man; still others, one who shows calmness and deliberation in everything; and so every man praises or decries according to his mind, always clothing vice with the name of its kindred virtue, or virtue with the name of its kindred vice; for example, calling an impudent man frank, a modest man dull, an ignorant man good, a knave discreet; and so in all things else. Yet I believe that there exists in everything its own perfection, although concealed; and that this can be determined through rational discussion by any having knowledge of the thing in hand. And since, as I have said, the truth often lies concealed, and I do not profess to have this knowledge, I can only praise the kind of Courtier that I most esteem, and approve him who seems to me nearest right, according to my poor judgment; the which you will follow if you find it good, or you will hold to your own if it differs from mine. Nor shall I at all insist that mine is better than yours; not only because you may think one thing and I another, but I myself may sometimes think one thing, and sometimes another.

14.—“I wish, then, that this Courtier of ours should be nobly born and of gentle race; because it is far less unseemly for one of ignoble birth to fail in worthy deeds, than for one of noble birth, who, if he strays from the path of his predecessors, stains his family name, and not only fails to achieve but loses what has been achieved already; for noble birth is like a bright lamp that manifests and makes visible good and evil deeds[1q], and kindles and stimulates to virtue both by fear of shame and by hope of praise. And since this splendour of nobility does not illumine the deeds of the humbly born, they lack that stimulus and fear of shame, nor do they feel any obligation to advance beyond what their predecessors have done; while to the nobly born it seems a reproach not to reach at least the goal set them by their ancestors. And thus it nearly always happens that both in the profession of arms and in other worthy pursuits the most famous men have been of noble birth, because nature has implanted in everything that hidden seed which gives a certain force and quality of its own essence to all things that are derived from it, and makes them like itself: as we see not only in the breeds of horses and of other animals, but also in trees, the shoots of which nearly always resemble the trunk; and if they sometimes degenerate, it arises from poor cultivation. And so it is with men, who if rightly trained are nearly always like those from whom they spring, and often better; but if there be no one to give them proper care, they become like savages and never reach perfection.

“It is true that, by favour of the stars or of nature, some men are endowed at birth with such graces that they seem not to have been born, but rather as if some god had formed them with his very hands and adorned them with every excellence of mind and body. So too there are many men so foolish and rude that one cannot but think that nature brought them into the world out of contempt or mockery. Just as these can usually accomplish little even with constant diligence and good training, so with slight pains those others reach the highest summit of excellence. And to give you an instance: you see my lord Don Ippolito d’Este,[64] Cardinal of Ferrara, who has enjoyed such fortune from his birth, that his person, his aspect, his words and all his movements are so disposed and imbued with this grace, that—although he is young—he exhibits among the most aged prelates such weight of character that he seems fitter to teach than to be taught; likewise in conversation with men and women of every rank, in games, in pleasantry and in banter, he has a certain sweetness and manners so gracious, that whoso speaks with him or even sees him, must needs remain attached to him forever.
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“But to return to our subject: I say that there is a middle state between perfect grace on the one hand and senseless folly on the other; and those who are not thus perfectly endowed by nature, with study and toil can in great part polish and amend their natural defects. Besides his noble birth, then, I would have the Courtier favoured in this regard also, and endowed by nature not only with talent and beauty of person and feature, but with a certain grace and (as we say) air that shall make him at first sight pleasing and agreeable to all who see him; and I would have this an ornament that should dispose and unite all his actions, and in his outward aspect give promise of whatever is worthy the society and favour of every great lord.”

15.—Here, without waiting longer, my lord Gaspar Pallavicino said:

“In order that our game may have the form prescribed, and that we may not seem to slight the privilege given us to contradict, I say that this nobility of birth[7] does not appear to me so essential in the Courtier; and if I thought I were saying what was new to any of us, I should cite instances of many men born of the noblest blood who have been full of vices; and on the other hand, of many men among the humbly born who by their virtue have made their posterity illustrious. And if what you just said be true, namely that there is in everything this occult influence of the original seed[8], then we should all be in the same case, because we had the same origin, nor would any man be more noble than another. But as to our differences and grades of eminence and obscurity, I believe there are many other causes: among which I rate fortune to be chief; for we see her holding sway in all mundane affairs, often amusing herself by lifting to heaven whom she pleases (although wholly without merit), and burying in the depths those most worthy to be exalted.

“I quite agree with what you say as to the good fortune of those endowed from birth with advantages of mind and body: but this is seen as well among the humbly born as among the nobly born, since nature has no such subtle distinctions as these; and often, as I said, the highest gifts of nature are found among the most obscure. Therefore, since this nobility of birth is won neither by talent nor by strength nor by craft, and is rather the merit of our predecessors than our own, it seems to me too extravagant to maintain that if our Courtier’s parents be humbly born, all his good qualities are spoiled, and that all those other qualifications that you mentioned do not avail to raise him to the summit of perfection; I mean talent, beauty of feature, comeliness of person, and that grace which makes him always charming to everyone at first sight.”

16.—Then Count Ludovico[9] replied:

“I do not deny that the same virtues may rule the low-born and the noble: but (not to repeat what we have said already or the many other arguments that could be adduced in praise of noble birth, which is honoured always and by everyone, it being reasonable that good should beget good), since we have to form a Courtier without flaw and endowed with every praiseworthy quality, it seems to me necessary to make him nobly born, as well for many other reasons as for universal opinion, which is at once disposed in favour of noble birth. For if there be two Courtiers who have as yet given no impression of themselves by good or evil acts, as soon as the one is known to have been born a gentleman and the other not, he who is low-born will be far less esteemed by everyone than he who is high-born, and will need much effort and time to make upon men’s minds that good impression which the other will have achieved in a moment and merely by being a gentleman. And how important these impressions are, everyone can easily understand: for in our own case we have seen men present themselves in this house, who, being silly and awkward in the extreme, yet had throughout Italy the reputation of very great Courtiers; and although they were detected and recognized at last, still they imposed upon us for many days, and maintained in our minds that opinion of them which they first found impressed there, although they conducted themselves after the slightness of their worth. We have seen others, held at first in small esteem, then admirably successful at the last.

“And of these mistakes there are various causes: and among others, the regard of princes, who in their wish to perform miracles sometimes undertake to bestow favour on a man who seems to them to merit disfavour. And often too they are themselves deceived; but since they always have a host of imitators, their favour begets very great fame, which chiefly guides our judgments: and if we find anything that seems contrary to common opinion, we suspect that it is we ourselves who are wrong, and always seek for something hidden: because it seems that these universal opinions must after all be founded on fact and spring from rational causes; and because our minds are very prone to love and hate, as is seen in battle-shows and games and every other sort of contest, wherein the spectators without apparent cause become partisans of one side, with eager wish that it may win and the other lose. In our opinion of men’s character also, good or evil fame sways our minds to one of these two passions from the start; and thus it happens that we usually judge with love or hate. You see then how important this first impression is, and how he ought to strive to make a good one at the outset, who thinks to hold the rank and name of good Courtier.

17.—“But to come to some details, I am of opinion that the principal and true profession of the Courtier ought to be that of arms; which I would have him follow actively above all else, and be known among others as bold and strong, and loyal to whomsoever he serves. And he will win a reputation for these good qualities by exercising them at all times and in all places, since one may never fail in this without severest censure. And just as among women, their fair fame once sullied never recovers its first lustre, so the reputation of a gentleman who bears arms, if once it be in the least tarnished with cowardice or other disgrace, remains forever infamous before the world and full of ignominy. Therefore the more our Courtier excels in this art, the more he will be worthy of praise; and yet I do not deem essential in him that perfect knowledge of things and those other qualities that befit a commander; since this would be too wide a sea, let us be content, as we have said, with perfect loyalty and unconquered courage, and that he be always seen to possess them. For the courageous are often recognized even more in small things than in great; and frequently in perils of importance and where there are many spectators, some men are to be found, who, although their hearts be dead within them, yet, moved by shame or by the presence of others, press forward almost with their eyes shut, and do their duty God knows how. While on occasions of little moment, when they think they can avoid putting themselves in danger without being detected, they are glad to keep safe. But those who, even when they do not expect to be observed or seen or recognized by anyone, show their ardour and neglect nothing, however paltry, that may be laid to their charge,—they have that strength of mind which we seek in our Courtier.

“Not that we would have him look so fierce, or go about blustering, or say that he has taken his cuirass to wife, or threaten with those grim scowls that we have often seen in Berto[10];[65] because to such men as this, one might justly say that which a brave lady jestingly said in gentle company to one whom I will not name at present;[66] who, being invited by her out of compliment to dance, refused not only that, but to listen to the music, and many other entertainments proposed to him,—saying always that such silly trifles were not his business; so that at last the lady said, ‘What is your business, then?’ He replied with a sour look, ‘To fight.’ Then the lady at once said, ‘Now that you are in no war and out of fighting trim, I should think it were a good thing to have yourself well oiled, and to stow yourself with all your battle harness in a closet until you be needed, lest you grow more rusty than you are;’ and so, amid much laughter from the bystanders, she left the discomfited fellow to his silly presumption.

“Therefore let the man we are seeking, be very bold, stern, and always among the first, where the enemy are to be seen; and in every other place, gentle, modest, reserved, above all things avoiding ostentation and that impudent self-praise by which men ever excite hatred and disgust in all who hear them.”

18.—Then my lord Gaspar replied:

“As for me, I have known few men excellent in anything whatever, who do not praise themselves; and it seems to me that this may well be permitted them; for when anyone who feels himself to be of worth, sees that he is not known to the ignorant by his works, he is offended that his worth should lie buried, and needs must in some way hold it up to view, in order that he may not be cheated of the fame that is the true reward of worthy effort. Thus among the ancient authors, whoever carries weight seldom fails to praise himself. They indeed are insufferable who do this without desert, but such we do not presume our Courtier to be.”

The Count then said:

“If you heard what I said, it was impudent and indiscriminate self-praise that I censured: and as you say, we surely ought not to form a bad opinion of a brave man who praises himself modestly, nay we ought rather to regard such praise as better evidence than if it came from the mouth of others. I say, however, that he, who in praising himself runs into no errour and incurs no annoyance or envy at the hands of those that hear him, is a very discreet man indeed and merits praise from others in addition to that which he bestows upon himself; because it is a very difficult matter.”

Then my lord Gaspar said:

“You must teach us that.”

The Count replied:

“Among the ancient authors there is no lack of those who have taught it; but to my thinking, the whole art consists in saying things in such a way that they shall not seem to be said to that end, but let fall so naturally that it was impossible not to say them, and while seeming always to avoid self-praise, yet to achieve it; but not after the manner of those boasters, who open their mouths and let the words come forth haphazard. Like one of our friends a few days ago, who, being quite run through the thigh with a spear at Pisa, said he thought it was a fly that had stung him; and another man said he kept no mirrour in his room because, when angry, he became so terrible to look at, that the sight of himself would have frightened him too much.”

Everyone laughed at this, but messer Cesare Gonzaga added:

“Why do you laugh? Do you not know that Alexander the Great, on hearing the opinion of a philosopher[67] to be that there was an infinite number of worlds, began to weep, and being asked why he wept, replied, ‘Because I have not yet conquered one of them;’ as if he would fain have vanquished all? Does not this seem to you a greater boast than that about the fly-sting?”

Then the Count said:

“Yes, and Alexander was a greater man than he who made the other speech. But extraordinary men are surely to be pardoned when they assume much; for he who has great things to do must needs have daring to do them, and confidence in himself, and must not be abject or mean in spirit, yet very modest in speech, showing less confidence in himself than he has, lest his self-confidence lead to rashness.”

19.—The Count now paused a little, and messer Bernardo Bibbiena said, laughing:

“I remember what you said earlier, that this Courtier of ours must be endowed by nature with beauty of countenance and person, and with a grace that shall make him so agreeable. Grace and beauty of countenance I think I certainly possess[2q], and this is the reason why so many ladies are ardently in love with me, as you know; but I am rather doubtful as to the beauty of my person, especially as regards these legs of mine, which seem to me decidedly less well proportioned than I should wish: as to my bust and other members however, I am quite content. Pray, now, describe a little more in particular the sort of body that the Courtier is to have, so that I may dismiss this doubt and set my mind at rest.”

After some laughter at this, the Count continued:

“Of a certainty that grace of countenance can be truly said to be yours, nor need I cite further example than this to show what manner of thing it is, for we unquestionably perceive your aspect to be most agreeable and pleasing to everyone, albeit the lineaments of it are not very delicate. Still it is of a manly cast and at the same time full of grace; and this characteristic is to be found in many different types of countenance. And of such sort I would have our Courtier’s aspect; not so soft and effeminate as is sought by many, who not only curl their hair and pluck their brows, but gloss their faces with all those arts employed by the most wanton and unchaste women in the world; and in their walk, posture and every act, they seem so limp and languid that their limbs are like to fall apart; and they pronounce their words so mournfully that they appear about to expire upon the spot: and the more they find themselves with men of rank, the more they affect such tricks. Since nature has not made them women, as they seem to wish to appear and be, they should be treated not as good women but as public harlots, and driven not merely from the courts of great lords but from the society of honest men.

20.—“Then coming to the bodily frame, I say it is enough if this be neither extremely short nor tall, for both of these conditions excite a certain contemptuous surprise, and men of either sort are gazed upon in much the same way that we gaze on monsters. Yet if we must offend in one of the two extremes, it is preferable to fall a little short of the just measure of height than to exceed it, for besides often being dull of intellect, men thus huge of body are also unfit for every exercise of agility, which thing I should much wish in the Courtier. And so I would have him well built and shapely of limb, and would have him show strength and lightness and suppleness, and know all bodily exercises that befit a man of war: whereof I think the first should be to handle every sort of weapon well on foot and on horse, to understand the advantages of each, and especially to be familiar with those weapons that are ordinarily used among gentlemen; for besides the use of them in war, where such subtlety in contrivance is perhaps not needful, there frequently arise differences between one gentleman and another, which afterwards result in duels often fought with such weapons as happen at the moment to be within reach: thus knowledge of this kind is a very safe thing. Nor am I one of those who say that skill is forgotten in the hour of need; for he whose skill forsakes him at such a time, indeed gives token that he has already lost heart and head through fear.

21.—“Moreover I deem it very important to know how to wrestle, for it is a great help in the use of all kinds of weapons on foot. Then, both for his own sake and for that of his friends, he must understand the quarrels and differences that may arise, and must be quick to seize an advantage, always showing courage and prudence in all things.[68] Nor should he be too ready to fight except when honour demands it; for besides the great danger that the uncertainty of fate entails, he who rushes into such affairs recklessly and without urgent cause, merits the severest censure even though he be successful. But when he finds himself so far engaged that he cannot withdraw without reproach, he ought to be most deliberate, both in the preliminaries to the duel and in the duel itself, and always show readiness and daring. Nor must he act like some, who fritter the affair away in disputes and controversies, and who, having the choice of weapons, select those that neither cut nor pierce, and arm themselves as if they were expecting a cannonade; and thinking it enough not to be defeated, stand ever on the defensive and retreat,—showing therein their utter cowardice. And thus they make themselves a laughing-stock for boys, like those two men of Ancona who fought at Perugia not long since, and made everyone laugh who saw them.”

“And who were they?” asked my lord Gaspar Pallavicino.

“Two cousins,” replied messer Cesare.

Then the Count said:

“In their fighting they were as like as two brothers;” and soon continued: “Even in time of peace weapons are often used in various exercises, and gentlemen appear in public shows before the people and ladies and great lords. For this reason I would have our Courtier a perfect horseman in every kind of seat; and besides understanding horses and what pertains to riding, I would have him use all possible care and diligence to lift himself a little beyond the rest in everything, so that he may be ever recognized as eminent above all others. And as we read of Alcibiades[11] that he surpassed all the nations with whom he lived, each in their particular province, so I would have this Courtier of ours excel all others, and each in that which is most their profession. And as it is the especial pride of the Italians to ride well with the rein, to govern wild horses with consummate skill, and to play at tilting and jousting,—in these things let him be among the best of the Italians. In tourneys and in the arts of defence and attack, let him shine among the best in France.[69] In stick-throwing, bull-fighting, and in casting spears and darts, let him excel among the Spaniards. But above everything he should temper all his movements with a certain good judgment and grace, if he wishes to merit that universal favour which is so greatly prized.

22.—“There are also many other exercises, which although not immediately dependent upon arms, yet are closely connected therewith, and greatly foster manly sturdiness; and one of the chief among these seems to me to be the chase, because it bears a certain likeness to war: and truly it is an amusement for great lords and befitting a man at court, and furthermore it is seen to have been much cultivated among the ancients. It is fitting also to know how to swim, to leap, to run, to throw stones, for besides the use that may be made of this in war, a man often has occasion to show what he can do in such matters; whence good esteem is to be won, especially with the multitude, who must be taken into account withal. Another admirable exercise, and one very befitting a man at court, is the game of tennis, in which are well shown the disposition of the body, the quickness and suppleness of every member, and all those qualities that are seen in nearly every other exercise. Nor less highly do I esteem vaulting on horse, which although it be fatiguing and difficult, makes a man very light and dexterous more than any other thing; and besides its utility, if this lightness is accompanied by grace, it is to my thinking a finer show than any of the others.[70]
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