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N.B. This family tree is a simplified version of one of the two major branches of the Machiavelli family. The other descended from Lorenzo, one of the three brothers of Buoninsegna di Filippo. Its members included Francesco di Lorenzo (d. 1428), Francesco d’Agnolo (d. 1459), Girolamo d’Agnolo (d. 1460), Alessandro di Filippo (d. after 1466), and the ‘other’ Niccolò – Niccolò di Alessandro.
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Preface


It would be hard to overstate the extent to which our understanding of Niccolò Machiavelli’s life and times has been transformed since the publication of Roberto Ridolfi’s classic study in 1954. Over the past few decades, a veritable torrent of new biographies has appeared, of which those by Francesco Bausi, Robert Black, Sebastian de Grazia, Maurizio Viroli and Corrado Vivanti deserve particular mention. Thanks to the tireless efforts of scholars such as Sergio Bertelli, Denis Fachard, Jean-Jacques Marchand and Mario Martelli, critical editions of an ever-growing number of Machiavelli’s works have been made available. And, in almost every field with a bearing on his writings and career, huge strides have been taken. To take just one example, it is fair to say that our approach to his political thought has been revolutionized by those like Erica Benner, Gisela Bock, John Pocock, Quentin Skinner and Gabriele Pedullà. In much the same way, Alison Brown, Anna Maria Cabrini, Marcia Colish, Virginia Cox, Carlo Dionisotti, Victoria Kahn, Brian Richardson and Gennaro Sasso – to name but a few – have not only cast fresh light on his literary, dramatic and historical works, but have also enriched our knowledge of his use of rhetoric, his engagement with the Latin classics and even his attitude towards gender. So, too, our understanding of the turbulent world of Florentine politics has been recast by the pioneering work of Nicolai Rubinstein, Humphrey Butters, John Najemy and John Stephens, while our perceptions of the Italian Wars – and Machiavelli’s role in them – have been turned on their head by Mikael Hörnqvist, Michael Mallett and Catherine Shaw. And, every day, new and important discoveries continue to be made.


This biography cannot hope to equal, let alone surpass the remarkable contributions which have been made to Machiavellian scholarship over the past seventy years. Nor, as a consequence, does it attempt to advance an especially radical vision of its subject. Instead, its aim is to bring together the insights of recent years to provide as detailed, accessible and comprehensive a portrait of Machiavelli’s life and times as possible. As the endnotes testify, my debt to those who have gone before me is immense, especially insofar as Il principe and the Discorsi are concerned, but I have not hesitated to suggest new interpretations where I have thought it appropriate, to shine a light into those corners of Machiavelli’s life which have hitherto remained in shadow, and to make his day-to-day existence as vivid and immediate as the evidence allows. Throughout, my approach has been guided by three over-arching considerations.


The first is context. In the recognition that Machiavelli’s intellectual and personal development can only be seen clearly in the mirror of his own times, I have been at pains to situate him firmly in the culture, society and politics of late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century Italy – more firmly, I believe, than has sometimes been the case in the past. Naturally, I have paid particularly close attention to the ebb and flow of the Italian Wars, the constitutional wrangling by which Florence was beset and the bitter divisions by which the city was wracked, but I have also endeavoured to give as full an impression as possible of the texture of everyday life – from Renaissance attitudes towards the family to the nature of friendships, and from the education of children to the sights, sounds and smells of the urban landscape. Given that Machiavelli spent a great part of his life travelling, I have placed a strong accent on Renaissance journeys, as well: that is to say, on different modes of transport, on the routes available, on the dangers involved and – where it has been possible to determine – on the weather. In doing so, I hope not only to have provided a more ‘three-dimensional’ portrait of Machiavelli the man, but also to have illuminated more brightly the roots of his thoughts, the reasons for his actions and the extent to which, for much of his life, his fate was affected by vast, sweeping events quite beyond his control – and often beyond his comprehension.


The second consideration concerns completeness. Although Machiavelli is best known for Il principe and the Discorsi, I have endeavoured not to privilege any particular texts, and – as far as possible – to take the full range of his writings into account. This is intended to have two effects. On the one hand, by giving ample consideration to his plays and poems, his letters and carnival songs, I hope to make apparent the full richness of his personality, the vivacity of his imagination and the bawdiness of his humour. And, on the other hand, by removing the privileged status accorded to texts like Il principe, I believe it will be possible to examine the meaning and importance which Machiavelli himself attached to them at the moment of their composition, without the baggage of presupposition. For similar reasons, I have also tried to give as exhaustive an account of Machiavelli’s actions as I can – reconstructing his movements day by day, even hour by hour, as the evidence permits. This has, I feel, allowed for a more detailed understanding of his motivations, his doubts and his fears, especially at moments of high tension. On a few occasions, it has also made it possible to recognize how frequently he could change his mind, and how great were the uncertainties under which he sometimes had to labour.


The third, and perhaps most important, consideration is contingency. In writing this book, I have been acutely conscious that direction is something a person’s life acquires only in hindsight, and that events frequently unfold in an unexpected and unpredictable manner. Rather than succumb to the temptation to read Machiavelli’s past through his future, as it were, or to ascribe to him a foresight which he may not have possessed, I have therefore treated each moment in his life as it was lived – and only as such. This will, I hope, allow for a searching and ‘realistic’ assessment, and a fuller appreciation not only of his successes, but also of his many failures, disappointments and shortcomings – the latter of which have sometimes been overlooked or minimized.


No biography, however, is ever perfect. There are, inevitably, some gaps in our knowledge, some lacunae in the evidential record, and, while I have attempted to fill them as best I am able, I must acknowledge that, like other works of its kind, my reconstruction of Machiavelli’s life, thoughts and motivations is, at times, a matter of informed speculation. I am conscious that not all will agree – and that, as the frontiers of our knowledge are pushed back, the views I have expressed will most likely be challenged. Yet, if this book can impart a small fraction of the pleasure I have derived from writing it, and perhaps even inspire others to delve more deeply into the life of this most remarkable of men, it will have more than fulfilled its purpose.


Lyon


June 2019










PART I


The Pygmy


(1469–98)











1


Inauspicious Beginnings


(1469–76)


On 3 May 1469, the Via Pisana would have been thronged with travellers making their way from Pisa to Florence. It was always a busy road, but now that summer was approaching and the River Arno was becoming too shallow to navigate by boat, it would have been more crowded than usual. Apart from a few ragged journeymen and the occasional pilgrim, the majority of those plying its route would have been farmers from the surrounding countryside or merchants on their way from the wharfs. Some would have been herding animals. Others would have been carrying foodstuffs – from the beans and tripe that are still the mainstays of Florentine cuisine, to aromatic spices imported from the Near East, and richly woven carpets from Persia. Others still would have been driving carts or leading mules laden with the wool and silk on which Florence’s economy depended. For all of them, it would have been a difficult journey. Although the Via Pisana followed the course of the Arno for much of the way, the terrain was often rugged, and – except in the few wooded stretches – the heat could be oppressive.


Rounding the hill of Bellosguardo, Florence would at last have come into view. Unlike many of its neighbours, such as Volterra or Siena, which had been founded on easily defensible hilltops, Florence lay in a plain, and could not be seen from further away – at least not along this route. But from the flower-strewn slopes of the collina, the whole city would have been visible. Ringed by the blue-tinted mountains and undulating fields dotted with hamlets and villas, it presented a formidable sight, an impression of which can be gained from The Map of the Chain, produced by an anonymous artist only a few years later. Writing at the beginning of the century, the chancellor Leonardo Bruni doubted whether there was any city on earth that was more splendid or distinguished. Indeed, so magnificent did it appear that no one – Bruni predicted – would ever possess the eloquence needed to describe the richness and diversity of its citizens’ lives.1


On both sides of the Arno, Florence was girded by stout walls. Some 8.5 kilometres in length, and boasting no fewer than seventy-three towers, these enclosed an area of more than 600 hectares. They were not, to be sure, so massive as to inspire fear.2 As the banker Benedetto Dei was to observe a few years later, they did not have a ‘moat or a fortified citadel’, nor were they attached to ‘drawbridges, checkpoints, a fortress . . . or a stronghold’. They were not even guarded by ‘sentinels [or] a standing army’.3 But they could hardly be called imprudent. For more than one hundred years, they had kept Florence safe from attack, and were a symbol of the republican liberty of which its citizens were so proud.


Within the walls, Bruni noted, the city abounded with buildings more magnificent than anything found elsewhere.4 Dominating the skyline was the great octagonal dome of Santa Maria del Fiore. Designed by Filippo Brunelleschi, it was said to be ‘large enough to cover all the Tuscan people with its shadow’, and would soon be crowned by Andrea del Verrocchio’s golden cross.5 Aside from the cathedral, however, there were more than a hundred other churches, many of which could clearly be made out, even at a distance.6


Not far from Santa Maria del Fiore was the imposing structure of the Palazzo della Signoria. Surmounted by a soaring bell-tower, this fortress-like edifice was the seat of Florentine government. In its great chambers, the councils and committees that administered the Republic’s affairs gathered for their deliberation: the Signoria, the most senior executive body, consisting of a gonfaloniere di giustizia (standard-bearer of justice) and eight priors, each elected for a two-month term; the Dodici Buon’ Uomini (Twelve Good Men), an advisory ‘college’ elected for three months at a time; the Otto di Guardia (Eight of the Watch), which oversaw security and policing; the Dieci di Balìa – sometimes called the Dieci di Libertà e Pace (Ten of Liberty and Peace) – which was called into being to deal with military affairs in times of war; the Consiglio del Popolo (Council of the People), a legislative body with 250 members; and a multiplicity of other, more specialized, committees. On the second floor, there were the offices of the chancellery. This consisted of a varying, but not inconsiderable, number of secretaries and notaries, who were each notionally assigned to the different organs of government, but who, in practice, all shared the enormous task of keeping up with the never-ending stream of letters, minutes and reports.


No less striking than these fine public buildings were the many palazzi that were dotted about the city. Owned by some of the city’s richest families, these were nothing if not ostentatious. According to Bruni, these had been ‘designed, built, and decorated for luxury, size, decency, and most especially for magnificence.’7 They were, however, more than just a statement of wealth. They were also a visible affirmation of the political power that their owners wielded. For, while Florence may have been a republic, its institutions had long been dominated by those merchant bankers to whom the guilds deferred, and upon whose contributions the city’s finances depended.


By far the most important of these palaces was the recently completed Palazzo Medici. It had been constructed by Cosimo ‘il Vecchio’ de’ Medici, who, according to Giovanni Rucellai, was ‘not only the richest Florentine, but the richest Italian of all time.’8 From 1434 until his death, thirty years later, he had used his immense wealth ‘to control the city government as if it had been his private property.’ Having succeeded him as the city’s de facto ruler, his son, Piero, was dying of gout in one of the palazzo’s many sumptuous chambers at that very moment.


Most of those travelling along the Via Pisana that afternoon would have been heading to the market. After climbing down from Bellosguardo, they would have entered the city through the Porta San Frediano – then, as now, an unpretentious brown-stone structure – and plunged headlong into Oltrarno, one of Florence’s humbler quarters. Unlike most of the major thoroughfares on the north side of the Arno, the streets here were largely unpaved, and were filled with mud and filth. The many animals that passed along them naturally left their mark, and, despite the priors’ repeated attempts to improve public hygiene, residents routinely failed to construct adequate cesspits, with the result that human excrement often spilled over into the road as well.


Although there were some fairly grand palazzi in this area, the majority of the dwellings that lined the streets were more modest. Inhabited mostly by cloth workers – particularly wool carders, combers, and beaters – these had usually been built in a disorganized manner according to the limited resources available. They tended to be narrow, rarely having a frontage more than five metres wide, but they were deep and often very tall, sometimes having as many as four storeys. In several cases, the ground floor would be taken up by a workshop, while the upper floors were given over to living quarters. But, more often than not, there was nothing to distinguish the workshop from the home at all, and it was not uncommon for several families of artisans to live and work under the same roof.


As the travellers approached the Ponte Vecchio, the streets would have become ever more cramped and noisy. But, had they glanced to their right before crossing the bridge and plunging into the bustling confusion of the market, they might have caught a glimpse of one particular house on the Via Romana (now the Via Guicciardini). Sandwiched between all manner of botteghe and taverns opposite the church of Santa Felicità, it was unlikely to impress. True, it was a little larger than most, and was sometimes even referred to as a palazzo,9 but, like many other such buildings in the area, it was nothing more than a ramshackle collection of half-connected structures clustered around a small central courtyard.


Inside, it was scarcely any more imposing. Housing four branches of the same family, it was divided into four roughly equal parts. Since it was destroyed in the Second World War, there is no means of knowing precisely how the rooms were arranged in each household. But it was unlikely to have been very different from the home described by Michele di Nofri di Michele di Mato (1387–1463) some thirty years before.10 On the ground floor, there was a large hall used for storing wine and other produce, such as flax, grain, flour and oil.11 On the floor above, there would probably have been a single large room that functioned as living and sleeping space. Above that, the second floor would have been dominated by a sizeable kitchen, complete with an open fireplace. And, if there was a third floor (as seems likely), it would have contained two or three rooms, including the servants’ sleeping quarters and perhaps a pantry as well.12


With almost thirty men, women and children all living around the same courtyard, it would have been a cramped and noisy place. Especially on a warm afternoon like 3 May 1469, the air would have been filled with the sound of wives scolding their husbands, children playing, servants chattering and crockery clattering. Yet, on one of the upper storeys, just as the office of None was beginning, all was happiness and joy. Watched over by her delighted second husband, Bernardo, the exhausted Bartolomea di Stefano was cradling their newborn son in her arms. And, as the bells of Santa Maria del Fiore echoed faintly in the distance, the infant who would shortly be given the name Niccolò Machiavelli opened his eyes onto the world for the very first time.


*


In some senses, Niccolò was born under a fortunate star. As Bernardo was anxious to point out in his libro di ricordi (a sort of personal diary), the Machiavelli were an old and well-esteemed family. Originally hailing from near the village of Giogoli, a few kilometres south of Florence, they were descended from the same stock as the lords of Montespertoli, and, though they belonged to the popolani grassi (literally ‘fat’ or ‘rich people’) rather than the disenfranchised urban nobility, they would always retain an air of distinction.13 When they took up residence in Oltrarno, at some point in the thirteenth century, they were regarded as being among the foremost families in the vicinity of Santa Felicità.14 So prominent were they, indeed, that, after Florence’s defeat at the Battle of Montaperti on 4 September 1260, they – like others associated with the Guelph cause – were forced into exile.15 But though at least one branch of the family would establish themselves permanently in Bologna, the Machiavelli proper were soon able to return, and had been fully rehabilitated by the dawn of the fourteenth century.16 Steadily increasing their wealth, they threw themselves into public service, acting as priors on twelve occasions and as gonfalonieri di giustizia no fewer than fifty times.17 There were, of course, some black sheep. Giovanni di Angiolino (c. 1250–1330), for example, was excommunicated for killing a priest while he was studying law in Bologna, and was later accused of rape and pederasty by members of the cathedral chapter.18 But these were the exceptions rather than the rule. Before long, the more ambitious Machiavelli would find themselves in the first rank of Florentine society. The most remarkable was Buoninsegna di Angiolino (c. 1250–1330), the brother of the reprehensible Giovanni.19 Born in turbulent times, he made a fortune out of his association with the Bardi banking house.20 Having successfully represented the Bardi at the court of Charles II of Naples, he was chosen to negotiate with the legates of Pope Clement V on Florence’s behalf in 1305.21 He would also serve as prior ten times, as master of the mint twice, and as gonfaloniere di giustizia once, in 1326.22


After their palazzo narrowly escaped being burned down by disenfranchised cloth workers during the Ciompi Revolt (1378),23 the Machiavelli began to concentrate on consolidation rather than growth. Generally contenting themselves with unremarkable careers in law, banking and commerce, they husbanded their resources carefully and jealously defended their rights, even when it meant engaging in costly legal suits.24 Yet, the Machiavelli nevertheless remained a ‘high status’ family.25 If nothing else, they were still wealthy enough to display their standing through cultural patronage. In 1438, for example, Alessandro di Filippo (d. post 1466) received the right to establish a family chapel in the convent church of Santa Felicità – opposite the Palazzo Machiavelli – and commissioned Ridolfo del Ghirlandaio to paint a (now lost) series of frescoes on its walls.26


Niccolò’s father, Bernardo, had benefitted from the family’s prosperity. His childhood had, admittedly, been marred by sadness. Born in early 1430, or a little before, he had lost his father while he was still in swaddling clothes.27 Since it was customary for a widow to return to her own family after her husband’s death, he had been placed in the care of his childless uncle, Giovanni di Buoninsegna. When Giovanni died in 1439, he was once again robbed of a father figure. But Bernardo did at least inherit a good deal of property. From his father – whose taxable assets in 1427 amounted to the not inconsiderable sum of 1,500 fl. (florins) – he inherited one of the case of which the Palazzo Machiavelli was composed, together with some land in Sant’Andrea in Percussina. He had also been named as Giovanni’s principal heir, and received a further share in the family town-house, as well as an albergaccio in Sant’Andrea in Percussina, complete with a garden and loggia.28 What was more, in 1445, another uncle, Totto di Buoninsegna, named him as substitute heir should his own children die or fail to produce offspring, and, five years later, Bernardo duly accepted half of the estate, alongside his illegitimate cousin, Machiavello.29


As befitted someone of his background, Bernardo began studying law at the Studio Fiorentino in around 1447. It was not a course for the faint-hearted. Quite apart from the difficulty of the subject itself, the Studio was then entering a period of decline.30 As his fellow student, the future chancellor Bartolomeo Scala, later recalled, ‘there was a tremendous shortage of books and teachers.’31 But Bernardo was helped by his family’s strong connections with the institution. His first cousin once removed, Francesco di Lorenzo di Filippo (d. 1428), had taught there earlier in the century, while his second cousin, Girolamo di Agnolo (1415–60), was among the teachers of law in his own day.32 Such ties were not to be sniffed at. Like many others, Girolamo combined his legal scholarship with political service. He was in a position to help Bernardo not only with his studies, but also with his career beyond the university. By 1447, Girolamo had already served as a gonfaloniere di compagnia (‘standard-bearer of the companies’, responsible for one of Florence’s sixteen districts); as one of the ufficiali dell’onestà (officials of decency), who supervised the city’s communal brothels; as a member of the Ufficio della Grascia (Office of Grace), which controlled the price of goods and services; and on a commission appointed to revise the Republic’s laws, statutes and provisions.


Bernardo had an aptitude for learning. Whether or not he ever took his doctorate in law, his legal knowledge – and his abiding faith in legal justice – earned him the respect of his contemporaries. Indeed, so highly was he thought of that he later appeared as one of the two interlocutors in Bartolomeo Scala’s dialogue De legibus et iudiciis (‘On Laws and Legal Judgements’).33 Apparently set during Carnival, this took the form of a debate about whether it was better to be ruled by good laws or a good prince.34 Pouring scorn on the ineffectiveness of human legislation and the corruption of judges, Bartolomeo’s character maintains that only under a wise guardian like Cosimo de’ Medici could mankind’s natural inclination towards disorder be restrained. Bernardo’s character, by contrast, upholds the idea of law as the embodiment of justice and reason. Although he is careful to avoid casting any aspersions on Cosimo de’ Medici, he argues that those who hold the reins of power are often tempted to succumb to evil desires. As such, it was far better to place one’s trust in a structure of laws, rather than in the goodwill of a fallible prince.


Bernardo’s interests were, however, not limited to jurisprudence. He had a voracious appetite for the ancient classics, and he was acquainted with some of the city’s leading humanists. Dropping in to see Scala at his magnificent palace in the Borgo Pinti, he came into regular contact with figures such as Angelo Poliziano, Marsilio Ficino and Leon Battista Alberti.35 He also had a small, but respectable, private library, which he often supplemented with books borrowed from friends or the convent of Santa Croce. By the time little Niccolò had turned seven, Bernardo had purchased or borrowed Cicero’s De officiis, a compendium of works on logic – including Boethius’s De divisione and De topicis differentiis (a translation of Aristotle’s Topics) – and Ptolemy’s Cosmographia.36 His passion for classical texts was so strong, in fact, that when ‘Maestro Nicolò Tedesco’ approached him in the Via Calimala in September 1475 and suggested that he compile a topographical index to Livy’s Ab urbe condita in return for a copy of the text, he jumped at the chance.37 Evidently relishing the task, he worked quickly, and was able to present Nicolò Tedesco with the index ten months later, in July 1476. No sooner had he done so than he was seeking out other works on historical and geographical subjects, as well as additional volumes on philosophy and rhetoric. Over the years that followed, he would get his hands on Cicero’s Philippics and De oratore, Pliny the Elder’s Naturalis historia, Macrobius’s Commentary on the Dream of Scipio and Saturnalia, Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics – together with the commentary of Donato Acciauoli – pseudo-Cicero’s Rhetorica ad Herennium, Justinus’s Epitome and Flavio Biondo’s Italia illustrata.38


Niccolò’s mother, Bartolomea, was no intellectual sluggard either. Hailing from the Mugello, her family had accumulated a modest fortune from trade, and had enjoyed close ties with Petrarch in the previous century.39 Although her date of birth cannot be known with any certainty, she is known to have been raised in an affluent household which was sympathetic to humanistic studies, and which allowed her to share in the fruits of the new learning. At a relatively young age, she married the apothecary Niccolò di Girolamo di Niccolò Benizi, and soon bore him a daughter, Lionarda.40 After being widowed in 1457, she married Bernardo, whose family palazzo was diagonally opposite the Benizi’s home in Oltrarno. By the time Niccolò was born, she had already borne him two further daughters: Primavera (b. c. 1465) and Margherita (b. c. 1468). But her work was not limited to the home. Despite legal restrictions on the economic role of women, she appears to have conducted business on her own initiative. In his libro di ricordi, Bernardo mentions her dealing with fullers and weavers on several occasions.41 She also played music, read books and wrote whenever she had time. According to family tradition, she composed a number of religious verses (laudi), which she dedicated to Niccolò.42


Yet, while Niccolò took his first steps in a busy, happy household filled with books, stories and songs, his beginnings were not quite as auspicious as they might seem. Later in life, he claimed that he was ‘born into poverty and . . . at an early age learned to scrimp rather than to thrive’, and, though his judgement was doubtless coloured by a desire to elicit his readers’ sympathy, he was not so very far from the truth.43


Gifted as Bernardo may have been, he never amounted to much. He never practised law, he never engaged in banking or trade to any appreciable degree and he never took part in the political life of the Florentine Republic. Indeed, compared to many of his contemporaries, one might even say that he was something of a failure – at least in professional terms. This is not, however, to say that he was indolent. He was, instead, a victim of circumstance.


Bernardo had always lived under something of a cloud. From his earliest childhood, he had been dogged by doubts about the legitimacy of his birth. Although the legacies he received from family members suggest that this was never seriously challenged – least of all in a court of law – the possibility that he may have been born after his father’s death left room for uncertainty. That he was often vague about his date of birth in later years probably did not help him either.44 This was no trifling matter. While Florence treated bastards more sympathetically than many other cities, it still subjected them to a range of legal restrictions.45 They were prevented from joining certain guilds and were prohibited from practising law.46 They were also precluded from holding public office. In 1404, bastards were forbidden to sit on any of the major executive or legislative councils; and, in 1428, a law was passed imposing a fine of 500 fl. on anyone who attempted to do so.47 Even if Bernardo was not a bastard – as the evidence seems to suggest – gossip could still be damaging. It was a bad start.


As time wore on, however, things only got worse. Just as he was reaching the end of his legal studies, his life was disrupted by political unrest. For some years, opposition to the Medici had been growing.48 Many of the ottimati (literally ‘the best’, but used to mean ‘magnates’ or ‘elite’) – as leading members of the popolo grasso now liked to style themselves – had begun to resent attempts to reduce them to the status of mere clients, and the Republic to that of a private enterprise. In 1454, an attempt was therefore made to dismantle the dominant oligarchy and to restore the ‘popular’ form of government that Florence had traditionally enjoyed. Although this was largely successful, the reforms that were enacted proved fragile.49 Not only were the ottimati unable to prevent the Medici’s supporters from holding office, but, as the city’s financial situation worsened, they also began to divide against themselves. By 1458, Cosimo de’ Medici felt ready to retake control of the government, and set about arranging for the necessary constitutional changes to be made.50 Some ottimati were determined to put up a fight, though. When Cosimo’s proposals were put before the pratica – an ad hoc committee set up to advise the priors – they were met with unexpected opposition. Among the most vocal was Bernardo Machiavelli’s second cousin, Girolamo. Owing in large part to his efforts, the proposals were rejected. Thwarted, Cosimo was forced to appeal to a public parlamento, but, before doing so, he took the precaution of having Girolamo arrested on a charge of having induced one of the other members of the pratica to vote against his plans. Girolamo was tortured and then exiled to Avignon for twenty-five years.51 Two years later, however, he was caught conspiring against the newly restored Medici regime in the Lunigiana, and was imprisoned in Florence, where he died a short time later, either from ill-treatment or from torture.52 Before he succumbed, he confessed all he knew, and, as a result of his testimony, some twenty-five other citizens were banished.53


Strictly speaking, Bernardo’s kinship to Girolamo need not have been too great a problem. Although a rebel’s immediate family were usually made to suffer, more distant relations were seldom treated as guilty by association. Provided that they were eligible to do so, they could even go on to hold public office. One of Girolamo’s cousins, Alessandro di Filippo, was chosen as one of the officials of the catasto for the Florentine contado only weeks after his relation’s arrest in 1458, and later served as a member of the balìa in 1466.54 Another, Paolo di Giovanni, even went on to serve as gonfaloniere di giustizia in 1478, and as captain of Pisa and Livorno in 1483 and 1488.55 Like them, Bernardo could probably have shrugged off Girolamo’s fate without suffering any ill effects. But the involvement of his wife’s former in-laws made this more difficult. In 1458, four members of the Benizi clan had been sent into exile, and, after Girolamo confessed in 1460, two were declared rebels.56 With rebels on both sides of his family, Bernardo was bound to be regarded with mistrust, and even if there were never any grounds to launch formal proceedings against him, he would still have been subject to unspoken social constraints. But there was nothing Bernardo could do about it. More so even than the question of his legitimacy, this would have been a serious impediment to any kind of public life.


Bernardo’s greatest professional handicap was, however, his indebtedness. Although he had inherited a considerable amount of property from his father and his uncles, he had also inherited their debts. These were not to be sniffed at. The 1433 catasto returns indicate that his father had died owing money to twenty-four different people; and, in the same year, his uncle Giovanni identified a further seventeen creditors.57 Some of these were owed large sums. Giovanni di Barducci – from whom Bernardo’s father had apparently purchased land in Sant’Andrea in Percussina – had the figure of 400 fl. written against his name; and there were several others demanding the repayment of similar sums.


For a young man with a wife and three children (four, after Totto’s arrival, in 1475), this was a heavy burden to bear.58 Even before Girolamo’s conspiracy had been discovered, Bernardo had begun to fall behind with his taxes. Soon enough, he was placed on the specchio (the list of tax defaulters). Some of his arrears were waived shortly after Niccolò was born. As he noted in his libro di ricordi, those that had accrued since 1458 were set aside in 1475, along with another tax bill dating back a few years earlier. But he was still liable for 245 fl. that had been owed since before 1458. And since he agreed to repay this in instalments of 2½ fl. every six months – in addition to keeping up with the tax bills that continued to pour in regularly – he would have remained on the specchio for the remainder of his life.59 This destroyed any hopes of pursuing a legal career that he might still have had. In the late fifteenth century, tax debtors were not only subject to a certain social stigma, but were also forbidden from holding public office or practising as notaries.60 He had to accept that the law was closed to him.


Unable to ply his trade, Bernardo had to rely on his country farms for sustenance. These provided him with a regular supply of basic foodstuffs. There were barrels of oil, red wine and vinegar, tubs of broad beans, and bushels of wheat, oats and barley, albeit of a rather low quality.61 Sometimes, there were apples and cheeses as well.62 On certain feast days, Bernardo also took delivery of capons, eggs, geese and fish, and, once a year, he received a number of fattened pigs.63 This all helped keep his family fed, but Bernardo’s properties did not provide him with much in the way of an income. Given that his tenants paid him mostly in kind, rents were low. Even then, they were often difficult to collect. The Tuscan sharecropping system was inefficient at best, and farmers were forever falling into debt.64 To his credit, Bernardo occasionally provided his tenants with incentives to cultivate difficult plots of land, and worked with them to help ensure a good yield.65 But they still had a nasty habit of short-changing him. Indeed, he was even obliged to lend them money on occasions.66 Of the little he made, most came from the sale of produce, such as wool, flax and wood. He could also claim a half-share from the sale of certain livestock. This was, however, a time-consuming and thankless practice. Even in the best of years, it brought in a mere pittance.


With few resources at his disposal, Bernardo had to struggle for every last denaro. He was not a natural businessman. He found it difficult to make sales, and never got to grips with haggling. But, as his libro di ricordi testifies, he was not afraid to kick up a fuss if he believed that someone owed him money. It didn’t matter how small the debt was. Indeed, the more trifling the amount, the more tenaciously he would fight. In July 1475, for example, he took two muleteers to court for having failed to pay for some brushwood that they had purchased from him.67 His most bitter dispute was with a butcher named Rolomo d’Agnolo di Cristofano Cecchi.68 In early April 1476, Bernardo’s tenant, Jacopo di Luca, agreed to sell Romolo nine lambs at twenty soldi each. As part of this deal, Bernardo was to receive half of the sale price. When Jacopo delivered the lambs a few days later, however, Romolo claimed that some of the ewes were undernourished and he refused to pay the agreed price, demanding a discount of twenty-one soldi. When Bernardo learned of this, he was furious. Storming down to the butcher’s shop, he started shouting at Rolomo at the top of his voice. When Romolo cannily drew him into a pointless debate about the sort of cheese that could be made from ewe’s milk, he became even angrier. In the end, he had to ask a friend to mediate, and, even then, did not manage to recover the full amount until several weeks later.


But, no matter how hard Bernardo tried, it was never enough. At times, he was so hard up that he had to sell his clothes just to make ends meet.69 Nevertheless, Bernardo and Bartolomea did their best to keep up appearances. Fiercely proud of their status as members of the social elite, they were determined not to let standards slip at home. Somehow, they always managed to scrape together the money to pay the servants, and they never flinched from taking care of their old retainers when they were too elderly or infirm to work any longer.70 They continued to visit their wealthy friends, and received visitors in return.71 But there was nevertheless something shabby about their domestic arrangements. The palazzo on the Via Romana had always been a rather tumbledown place, but, during Niccolò’s youth, it began to reek of decay. Although the maid, Monna Brigida, was supposed to sweep the house every Saturday, it always seemed to be dusty.72 Repairs were continually being put off. And there were times when even Bernardo couldn’t help feeling ashamed of how he was dressed.73


Even when it was at its most bookish, their daily life was fraught with tawdry distractions. While Bernardo was busy composing his topographical index to Livy’s Ab urbe condita, for example, his wife informed him that her unmarried maid, Nencia, appeared to be pregnant. Since his own honour would be impugned if there had been any immoral behaviour in his household, Bernardo was naturally deeply alarmed. When Nencia was questioned, however, she revealed not only that she was pregnant, but also that she was bearing the child of Bernardo’s distant cousin, Niccolò di Alessandro Machiavelli, who lived in another part of the palazzo. She claimed that they had been having an affair since the previous November. At first, it was she who had visited Niccolò while his wife was pregnant, sneaking out of the house at night, when the rest of the family was asleep. But, later, when Niccolò’s wife was sick, he had come to visit her instead. Tiptoeing across the courtyard, he had slipped in through the kitchen window and had his way with her in front of the hearth. It had been fun while it lasted, of course; but now, Nencia’s prospects were ruined. Niccolò was doing his best to escape responsibility, claiming that his friend, Francesco Renzi, was to blame, rather than him. Naturally, Bernardo did not believe a word of this. He was furious with Niccolò. When the two met in the street in front of Santa Felicità, he gave Niccolò a piece of his mind. But he still helped to smooth things over, arranging for Nencia to be looked after discreetly until she gave birth, and compelling his errant cousin to pay for her dowry when she eventually got married.


Little Niccolò was, of course, too young to understand all these comings and goings. But even if he could not comprehend the causes of his hardship, it would shape the course of his life ever after. Family was, after all, still the primary determinant of a person’s standing and prospects in the late fifteenth century. If Bernardo did not manage to pay off his tax arrears before his death, Niccolò would be set at a severe disadvantage. Not only would he be tainted with the same social stigma as his father, but he would also be prohibited from pursuing certain careers. Florence’s laws forbade the sons of public debtors from practising as notaries, and from standing for public office. From 1476 onwards, restrictions were placed on their ability to inherit, as well. Unless they wanted to repudiate their claims to a legacy, they would be obliged to assume responsibility for any unpaid taxes on the property they had been left.74 All this was, of course, still in the future. But it was hardly the most dazzling start in life for a young lad.
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The Golden Age


(1476–85)


Poor though he may have been, Bernardo was ambitious for his firstborn son, and could see which way the winds of progress were blowing. For some time now, Florentines had believed they were living in a new ‘Golden Age’. Writing only a few years earlier, Ugolino Verino (1438–1516) had expressed his delight at having been born at a time when the liberal arts had been restored to glory and erudite men were showered with honours.1 And, since Lorenzo de’ Medici had ‘succeeded’ his father as Florence’s de facto ruler, the city had risen to even greater heights. Still in the first flower of youth, Lorenzo was a fine figure of a man. Possessing a joyful spirit, he played calcio and palloni, he went hunting and hawking, and was forever bursting into song.2 As long as the city was at peace, he kept it ‘always celebrating festivities, in which jousts and presentations of ancient deeds and triumphs were to be seen.’3 Most of all, he exalted the arts. A talented poet in his own right, he took the greatest pleasure in architecture, music, philosophy and literature. More so even than his father Piero – whom Verino had hailed as ‘a new Maecenas born on Tuscan soil’4 – he showered patronage upon those with talent. Playing on the associations of his name, Angelo Poliziano hailed him as ‘the laurel honoured by the Muses . . . under whose spreading leaves Phoebus plays his lyre and sings sweetly.’5 Every summer, he and his handsome brother, Giuliano, would invite a circle of humanistic friends for days of classical discussion and philosophical musings at their country villas at Careggi and Cafaggiolo.6


Bernardo had little taste for the Medici. Although he was far too careful to express his opposition openly, he belonged to a lay confraternity (the Compagnia di San Girolamo, or, more commonly, the ‘Pietà’) known for its anti-Medicean sympathies.7 But he appreciated that the favours Lorenzo bestowed on leading humanists were a reflection of the practical utility of the liberal arts in Florentine society. Since the late thirteenth century, communal government had grown steadily more complex and sophisticated as its institutional structure had been fixed, and its hold over the surrounding contado had tightened. This had necessitated a body of people with a command of Latin, capable of drafting laws, keeping records and dealing with official correspondence with subject towns and neighbouring states. At the same time, there emerged a distinctively ‘civic’ culture, which ‘confronted issues that neither the chivalric culture of feudalism nor the scholastic culture of northern universities could address.’8 Struggling to preserve its republican liberty against the acquisitive designs of its neighbours, members of the commune had looked to the ancient past for the political vocabulary with which to justify and defend their constitutional structure. As such, the study and emulation of classical literature had soon become an essential prerequisite, not only for a growing class of professional bureaucrats, but also for members of the popolani grassi who wished to participate in civic government or pursue a career in law, medicine or the Church. Indeed, so entrenched had this become by the mid-fifteenth century that an understanding of Latin (and, increasingly, Greek) had come to denote membership of Florence’s social elite.


While those of humbler stock were content for their sons to learn only enough to be able to read a notary’s letter or to manage simple accounts, Bernardo wanted to give Niccolò a thoroughly humanistic education. He was determined that – despite the family’s deprivations – there would be no doubt about his son’s gentle birth. Much like Leon Battista Alberti (1404–72), he knew that ‘no matter how much of a gentleman someone might be, he [would] be regarded as nothing but a country bumpkin’ without a solid grounding in Latin.9 But Bernardo also hoped that it would allow Niccolò to escape the poverty in which he was raised.


With a good classical education under his belt, Niccolò would be able to pursue any of the professions. Even if he did not enter the law, he would be admirably placed to assume a position of prominence in civic government, or even to follow a career in medicine or the Church, should the whim take him. Indeed, if he showed genuine talent, he might even catch the eye of a wealthy patron with an amusing epigram in Latin, or a well-turned translation from the Greek.


When Niccolò began his schooling is not known, but he is likely to have learned to read between the relatively young ages of four and six.10 Placed in the care of an elementary teacher, Niccolò would have been taught using the tavola (hornbook).11 This was a sheet of paper or parchment on which the letters of the alphabet were written, together with one or two prayers, if space allowed. A piece of transparent horn or mica was usually placed over the paper to prevent damage. Often, the hornbook was also equipped with a rudimentary handle, so that it could be held in one hand while the letters were traced with the other.12 Once Niccolò had mastered the alphabet with this, he would have progressed to the salterio (literally ‘psalter’). This was a primer containing pages of syllables, some prayers and perhaps a few psalms. Niccolò would have first learnt all of the two-letter syllables (da, de, di, do, du), then all of the three-letter syllables (ban, ben, bin, bon, bun), and finally the four-letter syllables (scia, scie, scii, scio, sciu). Then, he would have tackled words formed from a pair of two-letter syllables (Ie-su, Ro-ma), before moving on to three- and eventually four-syllable nouns.13 Next, he would have been introduced to phrases consisting of a pair of short phrases; and eventually, he would have read entire sentences.


But, given that the salterio was written in Latin – or, more rarely, in Latin and Italian – Niccolò would not have been expected to understand what he was learning to read at this stage. This was, however, less problematic than it might seem. It was, after all, difficult to teach a child to read and write a vernacular language like Italian, which was still subject to tremendous regional variation and which lacked a stable orthography. Latin, by contrast, was regarded as an eternal and unchanging language, with the fixed spellings and well-defined phonetic rules that made it particularly suitable for teaching basic literacy skills.14 In any case, Latin and Italian were similar enough that a child who had learned to read and write in the former would easily be able to apply his skills to the latter at a later date.


On 6 May 1476, only three days after his seventh birthday, Niccolò began his study of the Latin language in earnest. As his father proudly noted in his libro di ricordi, he was sent to learn grammar with Matteo della Rocca (d. 1480), a forty-two-year-old communal master listed on the university roll, whose school was at the foot of the Santa Trinità bridge, on the opposite side of the Arno.15 But, for whatever reason, he stayed with ‘Master Matteo’ for less than a year. On 5 March 1477, he instead went to study with Battista di Filippo da Poppi, an independent master, whose school was on the corner of the Via dello Studio and the Via delle Oche, barely fifty metres from the Duomo.16 This proved more satisfactory. Indeed, as Niccolò’s education progressed, Bernardo and the new schoolmaster seem to have become quite friendly, even going so far as to lend one another books over the coming years.17


Early each morning, Niccolò would have taken his place on one of the simple wooden benches arranged around the schoolmaster’s desk, and opened the copy of the ‘donadello’ that his father had bought for him.18 Also known as the Ianua (gateway) because of the opening words of its prologue, this textbook had long been attributed to the fourth-century grammarian, Aelius Donatus – albeit mistakenly – and had dominated the grammar curriculum for at least two hundred years.19 In some quarters, to be sure, it was already being surpassed by more modern works, such as Guarino da Verona’s Regulae grammaticales (c. 1450), but it was still preferred by many parents like Bernardo, who had studied it themselves and who regarded it as the voice of authority.20 It was not easy, though. Composed in a catechetical style, it introduced the parts of speech (nouns, verbs, participles, conjunctions etc.) using a series of questions and answers. These were insufferably turgid. ‘Poet is what part?’ it began. ‘It is a noun. What is a noun? That which signifies proper or common substance and quality by means of case. How many attributes does a noun have? Five. What are they?’21 And so on. When these definitions had at last been exhausted, it then detailed the conjugation of verbs and the declension of nouns, pronouns and adjectives in the same laborious manner. No illustrative examples were provided. Nor were any other mnemonic devices, for that matter. Niccolò and his classmates were expected simply to read, recite and eventually memorize the whole thing. They would repeat it continually until they were word-perfect.22


If Niccolò made a mistake, he could expect to be chastised severely, or even threatened with the rod. But Florentine schoolmasters were a far cry from Dickens’ Wackford Squeers. Although beatings were sometimes meted out, teachers generally confined themselves to the most moderate forms of corporal punishment.23 A slap across the wrists was about as severe as it got; anything more was thought to be counterproductive. As Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini (1405–64) advised in his De liberorum educatione (1450), boys of gentle birth were better served by ‘praise and blame’ than by blows.24 For, while the latter would lead them to hate their master, the former – if used in moderation – would incite them to virtuous study.


After mastering the donadello, Niccolò would most likely have started reading ‘proper’ Latin using the Disticha Catonis. A collection of verse couplets often appended to early printed editions of the Ianua, this was widely believed to have been written by Marcus Portius Cato (234–149 BC), and was highly esteemed for its supposedly ‘classical’ style.25 Consisting of between twelve and fifteen words, each couplet taught a moral lesson. Many of these emphasized the virtues of patience, humility and temperance. But others conveyed more practical messages that would doubtless have struck a chord with the young Niccolò. ‘Since Nature created you as a naked child,’ read one, ‘Remember to bear the burden of poverty patiently.’26 ‘Scorn riches if you wish to be happy in mind,’ read another, ‘For those who seek them, always beg as misers.’27


*


Just as Niccolò was getting to grips with the Disticha Catonis, however, his education was interrupted by civil unrest. Glorious though Lorenzo de’ Medici’s reputation may have been among the humanists he entertained at his country villas, his reggimento was anything but secure. In private, many Florentines had already begun complaining about his haughty manner.28 Some popolani felt that the extravagance with which he greeted foreign dignitaries would have been fitting for a noble lord, but was inappropriate for a private citizen. Wealthier families attacked him for confiscating inheritances or forcing their children to marry against their wishes. The ottimati resented his habit of having ambassadors report to him before presenting themselves to the Signoria. And those who had been deprived of their offices for punishing his friends’ misdemeanours openly denounced him as a tyrant.


At first, Lorenzo paid little heed to such grumblings, confident that he could weather any domestic storms. But, when his father’s old ally, Tommaso di Lorenzo Soderini – who had been one of the accoppiatori (the officials entrusted with deciding which citizens were eligible to stand for election) since the 1440s29 – urged the Signoria to end its relationship with Milan and instead ally with Naples or even Venice, the vulnerability of his position began to dawn upon him.30 He now saw that, if the carpet was not to be pulled out from under his feet, he would have to tighten his grip on the organs of power.


He first turned his attention to the Signoria. Since 1466, the priors had been elected by the accoppiatori, who had themselves been chosen by the Cento (Hundred), a new council set up to scrutinize legislation after Girolamo Machiavelli’s coup.31 But since neither of these could be relied upon to return a Signoria loyal to the Medici if left to their own devices, Lorenzo forced through a measure decreeing that, in future, new accoppiatori would be chosen by their predecessors and the Signoria then in office.32 Given that he could count on most of the priors and accoppiatori at that precise moment, he felt confident of being able to control all appointments to the Signoria in future.


Lorenzo then turned to the Cento. Although he could usually muster a good number of votes, he could not always be sure of gaining the two-thirds majority needed to pass legislation. Such a risk was no longer acceptable. In July 1471, a newly elected Signoria obedient to his wishes proposed that a special committee (balìa) should be created to reform the Cento’s composition.33 Officially, its first forty members would be chosen by the Signoria and the accoppiatori, while the remaining two hundred would be chosen by the forty, the Signoria and the accoppiatori together. But, in reality, it was Lorenzo who picked the forty. Once they had then packed the rest of the balìa with Medici supporters, they appointed themselves as permanent members of the Cento, appropriating sweeping powers over fiscal and military affairs as they did so.


As Benedetto Dei remarked, Lorenzo seemed to have become the ‘master of the shop’.34 But his reforms actually did him more harm than good.35 In concentrating all political patronage in his own hands, Lorenzo had denied the ottimati any meaningful share in government and had thereby alienated them even further. At the same time, he also found it difficult to maintain the loyalty of the vast network of clients through which he sought to dominate the city’s councils and committees. Not only did many prominent families feel rather humiliated by their dependence on the Medici, but the uneven distribution of favours also caused resentment. Whenever Lorenzo bestowed an office or sinecure on one supporter, he earned the enmity of two others who had coveted the same position. Rather than strengthening his reggimento, therefore, he had succeeded only in creating a growing body of disgruntled outsiders, who, finding themselves without anywhere else to turn, were soon looking to foreign powers for support against Lorenzo.


The severity of the danger became apparent as the fortunes of the Medici bank took a turn for the worst.36 For more than a decade, its assets had been shrinking. As Niccolò later recorded, it had even had to call in a number of loans from Florentines, causing many businesses to fail and earning the family much enmity.37 But a radical restructuring had done nothing to stop the decline. By the time Lorenzo had pushed through his reforms, lending was already being reined in and branches had begun closing. Before long, the Medici’s primacy among Florentine banks was in serious jeopardy. The great banking dynasties, the Strozzi and the Pazzi – both strong rivals – even dared hope they might soon oust the Medici as papal bankers.


By selling off lands in the Mugello, Lorenzo was able to secure just enough liquidity to fend off the challenge. But when the recently elected Pope Sixtus IV decided to strengthen his hold over the Papal States, Lorenzo’s task became more difficult. Having tried and failed to impose his will on Città di Castello – which had repelled the papal forces with Florentine help – Sixtus had set his heart on wresting Imola from Milan’s grasp. Much to the pope’s dismay, however, the duke of Milan, Galeazzo Maria Sforza, initially offered to sell it to Florence. But, after being threatened with dire punishments, the duke was eventually persuaded to let the pope have it for 40,000 ducats. Naturally, Sixtus asked Lorenzo, as the papal banker, to lend him the money. At that precise moment, Lorenzo could not afford to finance such an enormous loan. But even if he had somehow been able to scrape together enough money, he could not have acceded to the pope’s request without exposing himself to tremendous criticism for acting against Florence’s territorial interests. Lorenzo therefore declined the pope’s request, and, guessing what his next move would be, urged the Pazzi not to lend him the money either. But the Pazzi could not pass up the opportunity that fate had handed them. They gave Sixtus all that he needed, and even told him about what Lorenzo had said. It was the last straw. Without waiting to hear any more, Sixtus dismissed the Medici as his bankers.


The burgeoning relationship between Lorenzo’s rivals and the papacy was strengthened by a dispute over ecclesiastical appointments. For obvious reasons, the Signoria had always been anxious that the seven dioceses in its territory – Florence, Pisa, Cortona, Volterra, Arezzo, Pistoia and Fiesole – should be given to men upon whom it could rely; and, as long as the Medici remained in the ascendant, they had also worked hard to ensure the selection of candidates loyal to the family. When the archbishop of Florence died in 1473, Lorenzo thus petitioned to have his brother appointed to fill the vacancy. But Sixtus IV refused and instead nominated his own nephew, Pietro Riario. When Pietro died the following year, the pope then added insult to injury by choosing Francesco Salviati. He was hardly well suited to a clerical career. According to Poliziano, he was ‘devoted to gambling’ and was ‘guilty of every sort of shameful act’.38 What was more, he was also ‘a great flatterer, very frivolous, [and] very vain’. He was, however, one of Sixtus’ closest allies, and a kinsman of the Pazzi. This was too much for Lorenzo to bear. Unwilling to be denied a second time, he induced the Signoria to reject Salviati’s candidature, and kicked up such a fuss that Sixtus was forced to appoint Lorenzo’s brother-in-law, Rinaldo Orsini, in his place. But the pope was not to be outdone. When the archbishopric of Pisa fell vacant in October 1474, he immediately appointed Salviati. Furious, Lorenzo refused to allow Salviati to take possession of his see. Yet his stubbornness was not as well received as he might have hoped. Lorenzo’s enemies criticized him in the councils, and even his supporters urged him to think again.39 Such opposition only strengthened his resolve. Determined to enforce his will, he held on for a further three years. But the face-off could not last forever. The longer it went on, the more cracks appeared in the Medici reggimento. Eventually, he had to give in. Salviati would be allowed to take up his seat. In return, the pope promised that no new prelates would be appointed within Florentine territory without the express consent of the Signoria, and to create a Florentine cardinal to bolster the Medici’s standing at the Curia.


But the damage was done. Out of the confrontation emerged a coalition committed to removing the Medici. As early as 1475, Galeazzo Maria Sforza warned Lorenzo that Sixtus and Salviati were planning to kill him and his brother, Giuliano, with the connivance of the archbishop’s brother, Jacopo (‘an altogether obscure and sordid person’40), and the pope’s nephew, Girolamo Riario, the recently created count of Imola. When Lorenzo foolishly passed a law preventing one of the Pazzi’s wives from inheriting her father’s estate in 1476, Jacopo and Francesco de’ Pazzi were also persuaded to join the conspiracy.41 And when Galeazzo Maria Sforza was unexpectedly assassinated later that year, Bernardo Bandini dei Baroncelli and the humanist Jacopo Bracciolini, too, were drawn into the plot, together with Duke Federico da Montefeltro of Urbino and the mercenary captain, Giovanbattista da Montesecco.42


After much discussion, they decided to strike on Saturday, 25 April 1478. Concealed in the retinue of Cardinal Raffaele Riario, they originally intended to present themselves at the Medici’s villa in Fiesole and kill the brothers when they were off their guard. But when they learned Giuliano would not be present, they were forced to change their plans. On the pretence that the cardinal wanted to see the splendid ornaments in the Palazzo Medici for himself, they asked Lorenzo to receive him at a banquet the next day, Sunday, 26 April. Suspecting nothing, Lorenzo agreed. At the last moment, however, the conspirators discovered that, once again, Giuliano would not be attending. On learning that both brothers were then at Mass in the Duomo, they decided to delay no longer. Though the designated assassin, Giovanbattista da Montesecco, refused to shed blood in a church, two priests agreed to take his place, and together, they hurried off. As the consecrated host was raised aloft, they struck. Bernardo Bandini and Francesco de’ Pazzi ran Giuliano through with their swords, killing him on the spot. Lorenzo, assailed by the priests, was badly wounded, but managed to escape to the safety of the sacristy with Poliziano’s help.43


Meanwhile, Francesco Salviati burst into the Palazzo della Signoria with his brother and Jacopo Bracciolini, demanding that the Signoria hand over control of the city. But the Signoria was not so easily overawed. Raising the alarm, the priors grabbed whatever weapons they could find and fought the archbishop’s men back. Seeing that things were not going to plan, Jacopo de’ Pazzi then rode to the Piazza della Signoria in the hope of kick-starting a popular uprising. But his cries of ‘Popolo e libertà!’ (‘The people and freedom!’) fell on deaf ears.44 No effort having been made to court public opinion in advance, the people were wary, and when they learned that Lorenzo was still alive, their scepticism turned to outright hostility. Jacopo knew that the conspiracy had failed. Turning on his heels, he fled; and moments later, Lorenzo de’ Medici arrived in the square with bands of armed men. They slaughtered everyone they found. Francesco Salviati, Jacopo Bracciolini and Francesco de’ Pazzi had nooses tied around their necks and were thrown out of the windows of the Palazzo della Signoria, soon to be joined by the archbishop’s brother and cousin. There, they were left to twist in the wind as the butchery continued below. Casting his mind back to the gruesome scene some time later, Poliziano reported that, as Francesco Salviati entered his last death throes, his eyes were wide open in rage, and ‘either by chance or anger’ he dug his teeth into Francesco de’ Pazzi’s chest.45


From Battista di Filippo da Poppi’s school, Niccolò – who was just a few days short of his ninth birthday – would doubtless have heard the commotion. He would already have been poring over the Disticha Catonis for several hours when the first shouts were raised in the Duomo, and from his seat, he would easily have been able to make out the sound of horses’ hooves clattering over the cobbles as the conspirators hurried to the Piazza della Signoria. His teacher would probably have been too cautious to allow the boys to see what was happening for themselves, but it is just possible that Niccolò might also have heard the distant cheers of the Medici’s supporters as Salviati and his fellow plotters were hurled to their deaths later that afternoon.


He was, of course, far too young to understand exactly what was going on. But, in the weeks that followed, he would have felt the effects the conspiracy had on his family. As Lorenzo started hunting down the remaining plotters, Niccolò’s father grew nervous. Although Bernardo had been careful to keep his head down, he was still tainted by the memory of his cousin’s conspiracy, twenty years earlier, and could hardly deny his membership of the ‘Pietà’. Slight though the danger may have been, there was always a risk that he might be suspected of complicity. What was more, his property was in jeopardy, too. As soon as news of Francesco Salviati’s death reached Rome, Sixtus – supported by King Ferrante of Naples – immediately declared war on Florence, and, before he had even had a chance to mourn his brother, Lorenzo prepared for invasion. Accompanied by heavy rainfall, mercenaries were soon marching through the countryside near Bernardo’s properties south of the city. Even though they were in Florence’s pay, they were a fearsome presence. As Niccolò later argued, professional soldiers tended to be of a criminal disposition, and were known for robbing, raping, and murdering their friends as much as their enemies.46 Unnerved, Bernardo’s tenants asked him to take their attractive sister, Sandra, into the security of his house in Florence,47 and it was not long before they thought it wise to bring their sheep to safer ground, as well.48 Given that any unharvested crops would probably have been lost at the same time, Bernardo would have seen his meagre income fall even further; and it is an indication of his straitened circumstances that, at the beginning of the next year, he was embroiled in a bitter dispute over a handful of firewood.49


All this had a knock-on effect on Niccolò’s education. It was probably at around this time that Bernardo removed Niccolò from Battista di Filippo da Poppi’s school and instead placed him in the care of Benedetto Riccardini, who had already been engaged to teach the boy’s distant cousin, Alessandro di Niccolò.50 Feeling the pinch, he was probably trying to cut costs. Although the two families lived in different parts of the same palazzo, Alessandro’s father was far more successful than Bernardo. Not only had he made a fortune trading in silk, but he had also established himself as a political figure of some note. On 15 March 1479, he took up office as one of the Dodici Buon’ Uomini; and in January 1481, he was elected to the priorate for the first time.51 Later, he served in a variety of other roles, as well.52


Though Niccolò was always the poor relation, Benedetto had a warm relationship with his two charges. Entrusted with continuing their education in Latin, he composed an intermediate grammar – the Erudimenta grammatices latinae linguae – for their benefit.53 In itself, this was not that uncommon. A number of fifteenth-century teachers are known to have composed textbooks for use by their own pupils.54 But, even accounting for the usual humanistic hyperbole, his dedicatory letter brimmed over with affection. Seeing the virtues of their fathers and grandfathers reflected in their faces, Benedetto wrote, he had decided to dispense with the brief and conventional methods he usually employed, and instead write a work that would allow them to enjoy the rudiments of grammar through reading, and that would be a constant reminder of the ‘eternal goodwill’ he bore them. He hoped only that they would accept his ‘little gift’ and that, by embracing the Latin language – ‘the true mark of honour amongst citizens’ – they would acquire the same merit as their forefathers.55


*


After the storms of the Pazzi Conspiracy, this was a welcome period of calm. But it was not to last. Over the past two years, the bubonic plague had returned to haunt Northern Italy. In the summer of 1478, Mantua’s population had been decimated; and when Florence was struck in early 1479, the people feared that they would suffer a similar fate.56 As soon as the pestilence was detected, Niccolò, Totto and Margherita were sent to stay on their uncle’s property in the Mugello, while Bernardo tried to ride it out with his wife and eldest daughter in Florence. But by the end of May, Bernardo decided to move the children to somewhere more remote. Hurriedly, Niccolò was sent to stay with his step-uncle, Giovanni de’ Nelli, in Montebuiano, a little further to the west.57 A few days later, a muleteer followed with Totto and Margherita. Still too little to walk such a long distance, Totto rode in one of the baskets that were tied to the mule, cocooned in the innumerable sheets and feather duvets that his parents had insisted they take with them.


As long as the plague lasted, Niccolò’s lessons would have to wait. Rather than learning about the uses of the subjunctive or the comparison of adjectives, he was free to play with his cousins, or explore the hills and woodlands that surrounded his uncle’s farm. Then as now, it was an idyllic part of Tuscany, and it is not hard to imagine the shouts of laughter that would have been heard as the summer drew close.


In Florence, however, the situation had become grave. Back in April, the Signoria had been sufficiently concerned that it agreed to provide extra funds to accelerate the completion of a new hospital on the Prato della Giustizia.58 But by early June, it was clear that this would not be finished in time. The city’s available facilities had already been overwhelmed. So many people were sick with the plague that the Signoria had to grant the spedalingo of Santa Maria Novella permission to house them in the nearby church of Santa Maria della Scala.59 Within weeks, even this had to be expanded, and, in terror, the Signoria fled to Fiesole.60


On 30 June, Bernardo returned from a trip to Sant’Andrea in Percussina with a fever, afraid that he had caught the plague.61 He had every reason to be worried. Mortality rates were high; and over the next few weeks, no fewer than three members of the Machiavelli clan would die.62 Shutting himself up at home in the Via Romana, he sent for his cousin, Buoninsegna di Guido. When he arrived, Bernardo passed him a sample of urine through an open window, together with a florin to pay for it to be examined by a doctor. This was held to be an important first step towards a conclusive diagnosis.63 Plague victims’ urine was reputed to be cloudy, pale or ‘stinky’, and Marsilio Ficino was so convinced of its efficacy as an indicator of infection that he barely even mentioned any other signs in his treatise on the pestilence.64 What was concluded from Bernardo’s sample is not known, but, over the next few weeks, a succession of doctors visited him, each offering a different remedy. He was given bitter rue, sweet electuaries and sickly syrups; he had his abscesses lanced; he was bled; and he was rubbed with all manner of poultices. A barber even applied Spanish flies to his legs. All this cost him a fortune. Every time he saw a physician, it cost him a florin. The medicines he was prescribed were not cheap, either. On average, a ‘composite’ electuary cost somewhere in the region of 11 s., but in times of crisis, prices could rise as high as 68 s.65 Somehow, though, Bernardo pulled through. By mid-July, he was well on the way to recovery, and, by the beginning of August, he was once again in fine form.


Now acutely aware of his own mortality, he was galvanized into taking charge of his children’s future once again. As soon as the plague had subsided, he first turned to his fourteen-year-old daughter, Primavera, who had recently fallen in love with Francesco di Giovanni Vernacci, eight years her senior. As Bernardo later admitted to the young man’s father, their romance was hardly to his taste. Strictly speaking, it was for the parents to arrange a suitable marriage, not for young lovers to choose who they liked. But, since Primavera and Francesco were determined, he didn’t have much say in the matter. Shrugging their shoulders, Bernardo and Giovanni summoned a notary to draw up a marriage contract, and the proud Francesco was permitted to present his new fiancée with a ring.66 The wedding itself would take place after Primavera came of age, four years later, in 1483.


As was customary, Bernardo promised to provide his daughter with a dowry. Fortunately, when he had been more prosperous, he had had the foresight to purchase shares in the Monte delle doti for her that would be worth 503 fl. 2 s. 6 d. when they matured. It was, admittedly, not particularly large, but it was better than nothing.


Under pressure from Giovanni, however, Bernardo had also agreed to pay for an impressive trousseau befitting the status of her future husband’s family. As he noted in his libro di ricordi, this included blue cloth made from goat or camel hair for her undergarments (34 l. 4 s.), patterned white damask for the sleeves (8 l.), a length of blue taffeta for a jacket, together with endless quantities of ribbon, sewing silk, and hooks.67 All this stretched Bernardo to the limit. Unlike the Vernacci, who could afford to buy Primavera a beautiful wedding dress worth 15 fl. without a second thought, he had to buy everything in stages, despatching little Niccolò to give the cloth merchant a few lire here and there whenever he could afford it. Sometimes, he even had to pay for items in kind. The tailor who made Primavera’s giacchetta, for example, found himself being offered a couple of barrels of wine, in place of the three lira coins he was expecting.


Once Primavera’s marriage contract had been signed, however, Bernardo was at last able to take Niccolò’s education in hand. The time had come for the boy to learn about the methods of contemporary commerce. There was nothing unusual about this. During the commercial revolution of the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, merchants had developed new arithmetical techniques – known as abbaco – to cope with the demands of long-distance trade, monetary exchange and international banking. A specialized curriculum had hence been developed to train young boys in the mathematical skills they would need when they entered the world of business and finance.68 In Florence – where commercial skills were particularly highly prized, even by esteemed humanists like Leon Battista Alberti69 – boys generally attended ‘abacus schools’, which taught nothing but abbaco, for around two years after they had learned how to read and write, and either before or after they had mastered the rudiments of Latin grammar.70 As the catasto of 1480 reveals, most of those studying abbaco were between the ages of eleven and fourteen, but some were as young as eight or as old as seventeen.71


On 3 January 1480 – the same day as Totto started learning to read – Niccolò began studying with Piero Maria Calandri (1457–1533/6),72 one of the city’s foremost abbaco teachers.73 Having previously only been exposed to the Roman numeric system, Niccolò began by learning about Arabic numerals and the principle of positional value.74 He would also have been introduced to finger reckoning, ‘a system of keeping track of the intermediate steps in long division and multiplication’.75


Skipping over addition and subtraction fairly quickly, Niccolò then tackled multiplication and division. Although he would probably have been required to memorize multiplication tables in much the same way as modern children are, the emphasis would have fallen on their application to units of weight, measurement, and currency.76


Once the basics had been grasped, he went on to the problems that filled the majority of every abbaco textbook. As was only to be expected, these were oriented towards the issues encountered in business – prices and produce, partnerships, interest payments and discounts, even the measurement of the constituent metals in alloys. In contrast to modern maths problems, however, they were posed in a conversational manner, and the solutions – which were stated at the same time – explained all of the steps needed to arrive at the correct answer in a narrative, rather than symbolic, fashion. No attempt was made either to explore abstract principles of algebra or geometry, or to expound general rules that the student could apply to similar questions. Instead, Niccolò would have been encouraged to rely on a few straightforward techniques. Perhaps the most important was ‘the rule of three’. This was really just simple cross-multiplication. If you knew three out of the four terms in the proportions:


[image: image]


then it was a simple enough task to deduce the unknown value. There was also the ‘rule of the false’. This was basically guesswork. If Niccolò’s guess was right, so much the better. But if it was wrong, then he was taught to use the incorrect answer to make a better guess, often using the ‘rule of three’ to home in on the solution. It was all very crude. But it worked, after a fashion. And in the world of commerce and government, there was no need for anything more complicated.


After twenty-two months, Niccolò had completed the abbaco course. For many boys, this would have marked the end of their formal education. Only a few years later, for example, Guerri dei Rossi (b. 1485) was sent to work for a merchant immediately after finishing abacus school at the age of thirteen years and seven months.77 But a different fate awaited Niccolò. On 5 November 1481, Bernardo sent him and his brother to study with Paolo Sassi da Ronciglione,78 a priest and public grammar teacher, who would also go on to teach a clutch of future humanists, including Pietro Crinito and Niccolò’s great friend, Francesco Vettori.79 While Totto would be taught the rudiments of grammar, Niccolò would study works of classical literature and learn the outlines of Latin composition.


Like most teachers, Paolo Sassi probably confined himself to covering a limited range of classical works very thoroughly, including at least one grammarian, one rhetorician, one poet and one historian.80 No record of which authors Niccolò studied has survived, but a reasonable guess can be made. Given that Bernardo is known to have purchased a copy of Priscian on 5 February 1481, it is safe to assume that the Institutiones grammaticae formed at least part of his son’s curriculum.81 And, if contemporary teachers’ contracts are anything to go by, Niccolò would most likely have studied Cicero, Virgil, Terence and Livy as well.82


Pride of place was given to Cicero, for, as Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini had noted, there was no better way of learning how to write elegant Latin than by studying and imitating his letters.83 But, for a student like Niccolò, who had previously only studied the simplest sentences, they would have seemed bewildering at first. Though regarded as paragons of Latinity, they were distinguished by their ‘periodicity’ or ‘periodic style’. Rather than use a straightforward word-order, Cicero had frequently attempted to build a sense of anticipation by postponing some element that the reader needed to understand the sentence. This was most often accomplished by placing the verb at the very end. But it could also be achieved by separating nouns and the adjectives that agreed with them, or by using techniques such as antithesis and parallelism. Clever though this might have been, it meant that, if Niccolò was to understand the meaning of any given sentence, he would have had to get used to relying more on the grammatical inflexion of each word than on the order in which they appeared. To help him see how this worked, Sassi would probably have told him to start by rearranging the words in various sentences to express their meaning more directly; and after a few repetitions, he would soon have got to grips with it.84


Niccolò would then have been ready to tackle the letters themselves. As Sassi doubtless explained, Cicero had written twenty-four different types of letter in the course of his long and varied career (congratulatory, advisory, explanatory, apologetic, justificatory, excusatory, etc.). Each of these consisted of five distinct parts: salutatio (greeting), benevolentiae captatio (making the reader well disposed towards the writer), narratio (laying out the facts), petitio (the request, or the nub of the issue) and conclusio (conclusion). When they examined each letter, therefore, Paolo and Niccolò would have begun by identifying what sort of letter it was, discussing its historical context and summarizing its contents. This done, they would have turned to its rhetorical style. They would first have determined whether the letter was written in a high, middle or low style – depending on its subject matter and vocabulary – and noted the words appropriate to each. Finally, they would have dissected the various techniques Cicero had used, such as anaphora (the repetition of a sequence of words at the beginning of clauses for effect), asyndeton (the omission of conjunctions from a series of connected clauses) and chiasmus (reversing the structure of two related clauses for emphasis). Poetry was taught in a similar manner. In the past, Niccolò had studied simple distichs merely as a means of familiarizing himself with the basics of the Latin language. But now he was introduced to Virgil’s Aeneid – and perhaps the Eclogues and Georgics, as well – to learn the subtleties of Latin prosody.


Once Niccolò had been given a thorough grounding in the laws of metre and the rules of quantity, he would have read the Aeneid right through, listening attentively as his teacher declaimed, paraphrased and explained each verse, word by word.85 First, he would express the sense of the line in different words, to make sure that Niccolò understood what was being said. Then, he would discuss its grammatical and rhetorical characteristics, taking care to explain any unfamiliar names or places. And finally, he would offer his own allegorical interpretation of the passage in question. As surviving paraphrase commentaries attest, this could often be excruciatingly laborious.


At the same time, Niccolò received lessons in composition. To get him started, he was given short passages to translate into Latin. Then, he graduated to translating whole letters, always taking care to imitate Cicero’s style as closely as he could. Like most other teachers, Paolo Sassi placed great store in this. An exercise book written by Niccolò’s schoolfriend Pietro Crinito a few years later contains a record of Sassi explaining its importance:


Tell me, do you believe that we have become learned only by scorning reading and never composing anything else? I do not believe so, and the reason is this: anyone who has been thought learned or who has composed anything affirms that the art of speaking is of little use without practice, because, unless one practices and strives to imitate someone’s speech, the art of speaking is of little value. For how can anyone know what he means if they do not see anything he has written? And so that we may write well, we must learn the art [of composition] and practice it and follow [the example of] Cicero or Terence or someone similar to them . . .86


This was more than just a matter of learning for learning’s sake. As fifteenth-century pedagogues were keen to stress, the whole point was to prepare students for an active life of civic participation. Every letter that Niccolò was made to translate in the schoolroom was practice for the correspondence someone of his class might be expected to undertake later in life, either in pursuit of his own affairs, or as part of a career in law, government or the Church. While he was always encouraged to ensure that his vocabulary and style were as ‘classical’ as possible, the letters he was set were designed to simulate real-life situations in the here and now.87 He might, for example, have been presented with a note of consolation to a bereaved friend, a petition on behalf of a family member seeking a position, or a report on what he might have seen during a journey to a neighbouring city. As he grew more proficient, he might even have been given legal letters or diplomatic missives to translate as well.


Niccolò was being prepared for life in other ways, too. Far from being presented as purely literary works, the Latin classics he encountered in the classroom were also held up as repositories of practical wisdom that could help him through life’s ups and downs. Much like his philosophical treatises, Cicero’s letters were filled with Stoical reflections on everything from fate and fortune to friendship, ambition, love and loss. Virgil’s Aeneid, too, could be read as a morality tale, in which virtue was praised and vice vilified.88 The same was also true of the other authors Niccolò studied. While Terence was renowned for his elegant style, his plays were prized most for the ethical maxims they contained. As Niccolò was reading them, he would have copied down the most striking in his notebook and committed them to memory: ‘I am a man, and consider nothing human foreign to me’ (Heaut., 1.1.77), ‘Time heals all wounds’ (Heaut., 3.1.421), ‘Fortune favours the brave’ (Phormio, 1.4.203). Similarly, Livy’s Ab urbe condita was regarded not only as a polished account of Rome’s ancient past, but also as a paradigmatic work of philosophy by example, and Niccolò was instructed to pay close attention to the political and moral lessons contained in its description of events such as the rape of Lucretia and the death of Verginia.


But all this talk of morality must have rung hollow. As Niccolò was being taught about virtue and good conduct, he was being sexually abused by his teacher.89 He was not the only one. Writing many years later, his schoolfriend Francesco Vettori reminded him that Paolo Sassi had done as he had wished with both of them.90


At the time, it was not unusual for teachers to take advantage of their pupils. Works of contemporary literature abound with allusions to sexual abuse in the schoolroom. Some decades earlier, Antonio Beccadelli (1394–1471) had written a number of light-hearted poems about the peccadillos of his former schoolmaster, Mattia Lupi da San Gimignano (1380–1468).91 According to Beccadelli, Lupi only had three students,92 but one of them – Hisbo (likely a literary pseudonym) – was his ‘houseboy’.93 Lupi never passed up a chance to sodomize his pupil. Although he was careful to do it in private (usually at night), his ‘dirty dick’ was always eager for ‘boys’ thighs’.94


Such conduct was, of course, illegal. But, as Beccadelli’s jocular tone suggests, it was often tolerated – even accepted. As the historian Michael Rocke has noted, pederasty – involving an ‘active’ adult male and a ‘passive’ adolescent, between the ages of twelve and eighteen – was ‘the predominant, virtually normative, social form of homosexual behaviour in Florence’.95 Indeed, it was sometimes viewed as an important part of a young man’s education, especially if he was from a wealthy, well-connected family. For its many proponents, it not only taught a young man about love and desire, but it also helped him to learn about social virtues such as courage and respect.


But there were limits. Even Beccadelli recognized that the adolescent had to be willing.96 Others went further, specifying that the ‘passive’ partner had to derive physical pleasure from the relationship.97 Where the older man’s attentions were neither pleasing nor welcome, they were clearly unacceptable. The authorities – which would otherwise have turned a blind eye – would step in, ready to mete out the harshest punishments.


How far Paolo Sassi went with Niccolò cannot be known with any certainty. It does, however, seem likely that the experience would have scarred him deeply. Recently uncovered documents have revealed that Sassi was a predatory paedophile who preyed on his charges without compunction or remorse. Although he avoided prosecution, his appalling abuse was uncovered by the ecclesiastical authorities around a decade after Niccolò and Vettori had left his care. On 25 January 1495, he was dismissed from his position at Florence’s cathedral school for raping one or more of his pupils in the choir of Santa Maria del Fiore, and was forbidden from entering the Duomo ever again.98


It was perhaps on account of such mistreatment that Niccolò later tried to distance himself from the education he received from Sassi. At the beginning of Il principe, for example, he disparaged the fine rhetoric he had been taught, refusing to adorn his treatise with ‘rounded periods or big, showy words’,99 and, in the Discorsi, he even poured scorn on the feebleness of modern schooling.100 But however bitter he may have been, he had drunk deep from the well of classical literature and was steeped in the rhetorical culture of the day. In the years to come, he would be sustained and nourished by Cicero and Virgil, Terence and Livy. And, though the experience of civil unrest, plague and abuse had taught him that the world was a harsh and unpredictable place, he had learned to survive whatever life might throw at him.










3


From a Pygmy to a Giant


(1485–98)


Little direct evidence of Niccolò’s life after leaving Paolo Sassi’s school has survived. Perhaps preoccupied with more pressing matters, Bernardo made fewer entries in his libro di ricordi after 1485, and did not mention any preparations he may have made for his son’s further education. But an incidental remark in Paolo Giovio’s De viris et feminis aetate nostra florentibus suggests that Niccolò was enrolled at the university, and, since this would only have been natural for someone of his background, there is no reason to believe otherwise.1


Barring any unexpected interruptions, Niccolò would most probably have matriculated at some point between 18 October 1485 and 18 October 1487.2 Although there were always some exceptions, young men usually began their studies between the ages of sixteen and eighteen. Francesco Guicciardini – who lived not far from the Palazzo Machiavelli in Oltrarno, and who was later to become one of Niccolò’s closest friends – was sixteen and a half when he attended his first lecture in November 1498; Niccolò is unlikely to have been much older.3


It was an exciting time to be studying at the Studio Fiorentino. Though there had been a university of sorts in the city since 1348, it had been refounded on a much grander scale by Lorenzo de’ Medici in 1473.4 For various political reasons, the faculties of theology, medicine and jurisprudence were transferred to Pisa, but the faculty of arts was allowed to remain in Florence, where it flourished under the nurturing gaze of its patron. Before long, it had become home to some of the most important humanists of the day – including Cristoforo Landino, Demetrius Chalcondyles and Angelo Poliziano.5


Like all young men, Niccolò enjoyed the freedom of student life. Many years later, Francesco Vettori recalled how their mothers had allowed each of them ‘a room on the ground floor with a private entrance and all the other conveniences’ so they could ‘wallow about’ as they wished and invite anyone they liked to visit them.6 If the lives of other students of the day are anything to go by, this would have involved the occasional night out in the city’s hostelries or brothels, and perhaps even the odd drunken fight.7 But the tone of Vettori’s letter suggests that it could also have entailed further homosexual experiences. It would not have been altogether unusual if it had. Though only eight students were recorded as being implicated in homosexual acts by the Office of the Night in the period 1478–1502, there were plenty of students who made themselves available to older men, and even more who experimented within their own age group.8


Still, Niccolò would have had to work hard. Even though there were plenty of students who attended only one lecture a day, there was a demanding programme of classes for those who wanted to get on in life.9 In 1485–6, for example, he would have been able to hear Bartolomeo della Fonte on Horace’s Odes, and Poliziano on Juvenal’s Satires.10 The following year, there was Poliziano on Virgil’s Aeneid and poetry in general, and Chalcondyles on Homer.11 And, the year after that, there was della Fonte on Juvenal.12


Niccolò does not seem to have been a particularly brilliant student. Compared to someone like Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463–94) – who arrived in Florence in 1484, and who composed his ‘Oration on the Dignity of Man’ two years later, at the age of only twenty-three – he was decidedly ordinary. But he did possess at least some literary ability, and had begun to develop tastes that were to stay with him for the rest of his life. It was probably during his first years at the Studio that he produced the annotated transcription of Terence’s Eunuchus, today preserved in a codex in Rome (MS Vaticanus Rossianus 884). While this was a common school text, and could easily have been produced while Niccolò was studying with Paolo Sassi, his inclusion of a number of unusual readings tends to suggest that it was written at this later stage, as his approach to classical literature was maturing.13


Modest though it may have been, however, this burgeoning talent served the young Niccolò well. By the time of Lorenzo de’ Medici’s death on 9 April 1492, he found himself on the fringes of the wider circle of young intellectuals surrounding Lorenzo’s son, Piero (1471–1503), and his two brothers. In the hope of currying favour with them, he even started writing poetry. In technical terms, his verses were nothing special.14 For the most part, they were nothing more than a collection of images lifted haphazardly from the works of other poets and strung together in imitation of contemporary poets, such as Poliziano and Bernardo Pulci. But they nevertheless reflected a sincere attempt to emulate the style of love poetry popularized by Poliziano, and betrayed a sincere – even homoerotic – affection for the youngest Medici.


Two of Niccolò’s verses are addressed directly to Giuliano (1478–1516), the youngest of the three brothers. In the first – ‘Poscia che a l’ombra’ – he used themes borrowed from Virgil’s pastoral poetry to request admission into the young man’s circle of friends.15 In the guise of a lovelorn shepherd, resting beneath a laurel while his flock grazes nearby, he sings of his beloved ‘Iacinto’. At first, he is uncertain whether he will be able to do justice to this ‘heavenly young man’. But he is soon swept along by his emotions. Wishing to make Iacinto’s name live for ever, he swears to carve it in every stone and tree trunk, and to do all he can to honour the young man’s ‘outstanding and divine beauty’. Of course, Niccolò was not the only one singing Iacinto’s praises. There were plenty of other ‘shepherds’ vying for the young man’s attention. But Iacinto was so liberal with his affection that they all went back to their flocks happy. As such, Niccolò asked him to take pity on one more ‘miserable soul’. A few sweet words would be enough to satisfy his love. Besides, Iacinto had received so many blessings, that it would surely be no hardship for him to receive Niccolò into his circle of ‘loyal subjects’ as well.


In the second – ‘Se avessi l’arco e le ale’ – Niccolò was somewhat bolder, appealing to Giuliano less as a humble supplicant than as the victim of unrequited love.16 Once again, he employed an array of suitably evocative mythological allusions, but, in keeping with his amorous and reproachful tone, drew inspiration more from Petrarch than from Virgil. He began by drawing a provocative comparison. If ‘young Giulio’ had a bow and wings, Niccolò claimed, he could easily be taken for Cupid.17 But, in place of a bow and arrows, he has a mouth and words. With these, he wounds whomever he chooses. His look could be just as cruel. He only had to flutter his eyelashes for any man to be enraptured by him. But he had the eyes of Medusa: in the end, he turned anyone who beheld him to stone. Niccolò’s one consolation was that he was not alone in feeling such bitter love. Just as the sun overwhelms the shade and attracts all animal life, so his beauty exceeded all others and drew all men to him. But, like the sun, he remained forever out of reach – even for the gods themselves.


The remaining verses – comprising one sonnet and two strambotti – do not name Giuliano either directly or indirectly.18 But, since they continue the same themes, they seem likely to have been intended for the same recipient. Their tone is even more anguished. In the first strambotto – ‘Io spero, e lo sperar cresce ‘l tormento’ – Niccolò again used a Petrarchan model to explore the pain of hope. Though Giuliano had apparently given him reason to believe that his affections might be reciprocated, the fact that it remained just a possibility caused him even more torment. He wept bitter tears; and the more he wept, the more sorrow he felt. So searing was the pain that he eventually came to dread the sight of Giuliano. In the second strambotto – ‘Nasconde quel con che nuoce ogni fera’ – he complained that the young Medici was like a panther that hides its ‘horrible face’ while showing only a ‘delightful and furry back’: beautiful, yet cruel and insincere. Poor Niccolò could find no respite. If only he could stop thinking of Giuliano for a moment, he sighed in ‘Se sanza a voi pensar’, he might find some happiness. Or, if he could explain his sorrow and believe what Giuliano told him, it would be easier to bear the pain. But, since he could do neither, he wept.


Yet, that he could feel such sweet sorrow was nevertheless something to be proud of. After all, he could never have nurtured such affection had he not gained some acquaintance with Giuliano, and been assured that his poems would not cause offence. Even if he had as yet received little in return, he was slowly being accepted into the Medici’s society, and was beginning to claim a modest place for himself in Florence’s literary circles. Were he to cultivate these connections, there was no telling where it might lead. Despite being five years his junior, Pietro Crinito had already been invited to gatherings at the Medici’s villa at Fiesole, and was assisting Poliziano with his teaching at the Studio.19 With a bit of luck, Niccolò’s verses might eventually earn him a similar show of favour.


*


But Niccolò’s timing could hardly have been worse. Though Piero de’ Medici’s succession had been accomplished without any difficulty, he possessed none of his father’s political skill and proved unable – or unwilling – to build much-needed support for his fledgling reggimento among ‘men of quality’.20 As Francesco Guicciardini later put it, he was a ‘proud and bestial’ young man who preferred ‘to be hated rather than loved’.21 He had little taste for the broad-based, communal style of government, relying instead on a small group of young men who were loyal to him alone. To make matters worse, he also took to walking around Florence accompanied by a number of foreign bodyguards, as if he expected to be assassinated at any moment.


As Piero Parenti observed, Piero de’ Medici ‘made the whole city want to throw up’.22 Though still divided among themselves, the ottimati were appalled by the contemptuous manner in which they were being treated, and began openly to denounce him as a tyrant.23 The popolani, too, were growing restive. Fearful that Piero intended to reduce them to servitude, or worse, they lent a ready ear to the apocalyptic sermons then being preached throughout the city, and came to believe that God would wreak vengeance upon those who had oppressed them for so long. After fifty-eight years, Fra Domenico da Ponzo told them, the day when the Medici would be punished for their crimes would soon come.24


Matters were brought to a head by news that King Charles VIII of France was planning to press his claims to the kingdom of Naples by marching his army into the Italian peninsula. Since Charles’s route would pass through Tuscany, he naturally asked the Florentines to provide him with whatever assistance might be required. But this put Piero in an almost impossible situation. He could not, of course, refuse Charles’s request without putting himself in danger. Yet nor could he agree. Ever since the Pazzi War, the Medici’s foreign policy had hinged on the cultivation of good relations with both the papacy and the Aragonese kings of Naples. He could hardly give Charles free passage now without throwing them over. Even if he could be sure of receiving French support in return – as some in his own family evidently believed he would – it seemed too great a risk. Uncertain what to do, he decided to play for time.


But Charles was not to be denied. Aware that Florence was already teetering on the brink of revolt, he steadily increased the pressure on the city, hoping either to force Piero’s hand or to provoke sympathetic ottimati into taking action themselves. In June 1494, he began by expelling all Florentine merchants from France – a well-calculated move that had predictably devastating effects on Florence’s economy. As exports tumbled, investments were lost and workshops closed, leading even the most uncommitted merchants to ask whether they might be wiser to throw their lot in with the French.25 If Piero kept putting Charles off, worse would surely follow.


When news arrived that the king had set out from Grenoble on 29 August, their fears only increased. By September, he had arrived in Asti; on 18 October, he was in Piacenza; and, after recognizing Ludovico Sforza as the new duke of Milan a few days later, he was on his way towards Tuscany. Having not yet received Piero’s capitulation, he would treat Florence as his enemy. Fivizzano, the first Florentine fortress he came to, was taken by stealth and the population massacred.26 Sarzana, guarding the strategically crucial coastal road some fifteen kilometres further west, was next; and despite its formidable defences, there was no doubt that it would suffer a similar fate. Were it to fall, there would be nothing to stop Charles from pushing on to Pisa, and then Florence itself.


For many, the city now had no choice but to accept a French alliance. Some even began to suggest that Charles should be welcomed as a liberator. According to Parenti, the city was already awash with leaflets asking the king to free them from Piero’s ‘tyranny’.27 In church, Charles was hailed as the fulfilment of prophecy, the instrument of divine judgement. From the cathedral pulpit, the Dominican friar Girolamo Savonarola – who had once ministered to Lorenzo de’ Medici on his deathbed – now predicted that God had sent the king as a ‘New Cyrus’ to punish the city for its sins and lead His people back to righteousness.28


Piero resorted to desperate measures. He first appealed to Venice for help, but, resolved to maintain a strict neutrality, they gave him the brush-off. He then offered Charles the astronomical sum of 300,000 francs to leave the Medici in peace. When this was rejected, he began to panic and went to appeal to Charles in person, overlooking the fact that, technically speaking, foreign policy was the preserve of the Signoria alone.29 Without even attempting to negotiate, he immediately gave the king everything he wanted. Florence’s coastal fortresses would be surrendered, the ports of Pisa and Livorno would be placed at his disposal and – so it was rumoured – some 200,000 ducats would be handed over to help pay for the expedition.


When the Florentines heard what Piero had done, they were furious. Not only had he overstepped his authority, but he had also given away their most important possessions. It was the last straw. Even some of the Medici’s oldest supporters now began to turn against him,30 some openly declaring that he was ruining the city. According to Guicciardini, they argued that it was high time to strike down the tyrant and restore a ‘free and popular’ form of government.31 Somehow, the bell of the Palazzo della Signoria was rung and the people came rushing into the piazza, ready to take arms.32 But, before Piero could be dealt with, the French question needed to be settled – and quickly. To try to claw back their losses and save the city from Charles’s wrath, the pratica decided to dispatch an embassy ‘in the name of the public and not of the tyrant’. At its head was Fra Girolamo Savonarola, who, having ‘publicly predicted this calamity’, was widely believed to be ‘a prophet’.33


Piero was in Lucca when he learned of the Signoria’s decision. Realizing the danger, he hurried back to Florence. As he entered the city, his few remaining supporters tried to drum up public enthusiasm by letting off fireworks and handing out wine and sweets. But it was all in vain. The mood had turned against him, so much so that he was blocked from entering the Palazzo della Signoria. If he was to stand a chance of surviving, matters would have to be settled by force. The next day, he returned to the palazzo accompanied by a contingent of loyal soldiers. This time, not only were the doors again barred, but the Signoria had also taken the precaution of summoning its own guards. What was worse, Piero’s old ally, Francesco Valori, had seized weapons from the Bargello and had led a contingent of angry popolani into the piazza, where they were already shouting ‘Popolo e libertà!’34 Hopelessly outnumbered, Piero retreated, vowing to come back with more troops. But though he ordered the mercenary commander, Paolo Orsini, to march on the city with all haste, it quickly became apparent that reinforcements would not arrive in time. There was no other choice but to flee. Later that evening, he and his brother, Giovanni (who was disguised as a Franciscan friar), slipped out of the San Gallo gate under cover of darkness, and made for Bologna.


The Medici had fallen. Even before they had escaped, Piero and his brothers were condemned as public enemies, their property confiscated and their most loyal advisers executed. Within a matter of days, the institutional foundations of their rule had been dismantled. On the advice of an unusually large pratica, the Signoria abolished the Seventy, the Otto di Pratica, and the Cento, and called for new accoppiatori.35 A long list of exiles – including the Pazzi – were also recalled. But, though the stage had been set for wide-ranging constitutional reforms, no one could agree what to do next. Some of the priors were in favour of re-establishing a truly popular form of government, while others still wanted power to be concentrated in the hands of a narrow oligarchy.


The worsening of the French crisis only exacerbated the political divisions that were opening up. When the Florentine ambassadors found Charles, he had moved down the coast to Pisa, within easy striking distance of Florence. Seeing no reason to negotiate further, the king refused to discuss any changes to his agreement with Piero and made clear that he would enter Florence with or without the Signoria’s permission. Indeed, members of his vanguard were already wandering the city, marking potential billets with chalk – a sight that affected Niccolò so deeply that he was later to note that it was ‘with chalk’ that Charles had conquered Italy.36


But what horrified the ambassadors even more was the discovery that the king’s presence had also persuaded the Pisans to rise in rebellion and throw off Florentine rule. The loss of the city was a devastating blow. Pisa had allowed Florence to become a major maritime power, and had given its merchants access to lucrative markets stretching from the Low Countries to the Levant.37 Now that these vital trade routes had been cut, the economy slumped. That Charles had allowed this to happen only seemed to prove that he was bent on Florence’s destruction.38


The Florentines panicked. Amid fears of an imminent attack – either by Charles, or by Piero, who was rumoured to be mustering troops in the contado – angry crowds took to the streets in an orgy of violence and destruction. Unable to restore order, the Signoria turned in desperation to Savonarola, who had resumed preaching from the cathedral pulpit in the days since his return. At their request, he went to treat with Charles once again. This time, he asked the king not for a new settlement, but merely for an assurance that he would help them recover Pisa. This was, of course, more than Charles was willing to grant at that precise moment. But he was nevertheless gratified to see the Signoria tacitly acceding to his original demands. Professing his concern for the Florentines’ welfare, he promised to attend to everything when he entered the city a few days later.39


After Savonarola’s return, preparations were hastily made to ensure that the king was greeted in a suitably magnificent style. The streets were decked out with olive branches; the Palazzo Medici was adorned with a great triumphal archway; the facade of Santissima Annunziata was decorated with bunting; and the royal arms of France were hung from every building.40 But, though the people cheered wildly as Charles rode through the Porta San Frediano on the afternoon of 17 November, there was still a sense of foreboding in the air. This was perhaps only natural. Although he had left the greater part of his army behind, he had brought somewhere between ten and twenty thousand troops with him, all of whom were billeted in houses around the city, including, it seems, in the Palazzo Machiavelli. Some of the officers were, of course, quite cordial. In Niccolò’s Clizia, the character of Cleander recalls that the gentleman quartered with his father was a model of courtesy and deference. But, as his friend Palamed counters, this was the exception rather than the rule. Most of the soldiers were crude and boorish fellows, who were bitter at being denied the chance to loot such a wealthy city and who did all sorts of damage while they were there.41 As Landucci noted, the majority of Florentines could not stand having the French in their homes.42 Tensions rose.


On 20 November, rumours began circulating that, despite his promises, Charles intended to allow Piero de’ Medici to return. This was the only thing that no one in the city could tolerate. As the Signoria met to discuss how best to proceed, the people were seized with fear. Expecting violence to erupt at any moment, they rushed to lock up their shops, hid their merchandise wherever they thought would be safest and barricaded the doors of their homes. The French, too, were afraid. Taking up their arms, they seized the bridges and took control of the Porta San Frediano, in case they needed to retreat. By the afternoon, scuffles were already beginning to break out. Even Charles could see that, unless something was done, the city would be consumed by conflict. After receiving representations from Savonarola, he swore never again to speak of Piero’s return and to act only in Florence’s best interests.43 After a few days of fevered negotiations, he also agreed to hand back all of its possessions, including Pisa and Sarzana. In return, the Signoria promised to lend him 120,000 fl., the first 50,000 fl. being payable immediately and the remainder in seven months’ time.44 On 26 November, the two sides solemnly swore to abide by these terms at a ceremony in the Duomo, and, two days later, Savonarola persuaded the king that ‘remaining in the city any longer was against God’s will, and that he should depart’.45


By 29 November, the last of Charles’s troops had left Tuscany for Naples. But no sooner had they gone than the discussions about Florence’s political future began again. On 2 December, a public parlamento was called in the Piazza della Signoria. At the urging of the ottimati – who temporarily held the upper hand – the people confirmed the annulment of all laws passed since the Medici had come to power in 1434, and ratified the abolition of the Cento, the Seventy, and the Otto di Pratica. They convened the newly chosen Dieci di Libertà e Pace to oversee matters of war and superintend the recapture of Pisa. They also agreed to replace election with sortition and to appoint twenty new accoppiatori, in the belief that this would help keep the Medici’s old allies out. But in this last decision lay the seeds of discord. When the accoppiatori were chosen the following day, their number included at least three of Piero’s former stalwarts.46 This could, of course, easily be justified in theory. After all, Florence had only narrowly escaped destruction and needed to unite all the competing factions if it was to recoup its losses. But, in practice, the appointments were wholly unacceptable. The Medici had aroused far too much popular hatred for their associates to be trusted with choosing the next Signoria. Denouncing the appointments as shameful, Paolantonio Soderini openly called for a more popular form of government.


As civil unrest loomed, Savonarola moved to the fore. Preaching in the cathedral almost daily, he congratulated the Florentines for having thrown off the tyrant’s yoke, but reminded them that there was still much work to be done.47 Having turned their backs on the excesses of the Medici, they should now ‘adopt a simpler life, renounce usury, and reduce the duties and taxes that oppressed the poor, for then the people would be content and peaceful, requiring no public festivals to keep them happy, contrary to what many fools have said.’48 For this to occur, they would not only have to make peace with one another, but they would also have to reform their entire constitution. Rather than being content with government by the few, they should, he argued, establish a government of the many, in which modest and virtuous men, driven only by a love of God and their city, would be proud to serve. Its structure should be inspired by the Venetian model.49 What this entailed was slightly unclear. It seemed to point towards some sort of general council. But all that Savonarola specified was the enfranchisement of guildsmen and the use of sortition or election for different magistracies. Perhaps naively, he seemed to believe that the details could be hammered out at public meetings convened by the gonfalonieri in each quarter of the city.


It was, however, enough to catalyse political change. Although the ottimati had little taste for the populist reforms Savonarola was advocating, and bitterly resented his growing influence over the people, they could see that the public mood was turning against them. Many realized that, if the constitution were not remodelled along Venetian lines, revolution could well break out.50 Bowing to Savonarola’s wishes, the Signoria therefore commissioned five proposals for reform, which would serve as the basis for deliberation. Four of these have survived. Though they differed in some important respects – such as over the question of whether there should be an ‘upper house’ composed of magnates – all advocated a Venetian-style general council.51 After several days of heated discussion, the Signoria bowed to the inevitable. At a special pratica, they recommended the establishment of a Great Council (Consiglio maggiore) with wide-ranging legislative powers and the right to choose candidates for major offices by election and, for minor magistracies, by sortition. Membership was open to any legitimately born citizen whose father, grandfather or great-grandfather had ever been chosen for public office; and it was expected that well over a thousand men would be seated on its benches at any one time. Complementing this would be a Council of Eighty, chosen largely from among the Great Council.This smaller council would be charged with selecting ambassadors and military commanders, and would offer any advice the Signoria might require on a weekly basis. Since these recommendations reflected the essence of Savonarola’s programme, they passed almost without opposition when they were put before the Council of the People and the Council of the Commune on 22–23 December; and, like that, the political character of the Florentine Republic was completely transformed.


Savonarola was now in the ascendant. Although there were some who remained bitterly opposed to his constitutional reforms, and who soon became known as the arrabbiati (the angry) for the vehemence of the hatred they bore him personally, he could count on a large – and growing – body of devoted supporters. Known as the frateschi (the friar’s men), or, more derisively, as the piagnoni (the wailers), they came from every walk of life.52 The majority, of course, were popolani who viewed Savonarola as their standard-bearer, and who were exultant at being given a greater role in public life. But there were also middling merchants and even members of the ottimati, such as Paolantonio Soderini, Francesco Valori and Jacopo Salviati.53 Cultural figures, too, were soon under his sway.54 As Vasari reported, Sandro Botticelli was so ardent a follower that he was persuaded to give up painting, despite having no other source of income and nearly starving as a result.55


Confident of his strength, Savonarola embarked on an ambitious programme of moral reform. From his pulpit, he exhorted the Florentines to create a truly godly republic – a New Jerusalem – free from every trace of vice. On 31 December 1494, ‘the harshest law against sodomy in Florentines’ living memory’ was passed.56 The fines that had previously been imposed were abolished. Henceforth, convicted sodomites over the age of eighteen were to be pilloried. If they were found guilty a second time, they would be marched through the city and branded on the forehead. A third offence was punishable by death. Gambling was prohibited; women were forbidden to wear ‘shameless’ gowns, showy jewellery or extravagant coiffures; dancing was frowned upon; and even fireworks were banned. Later, the campaign assumed even more dramatic proportions. On 7 February 1497, the first of two bonfires of the vanities were lit in the Piazza della Signoria. Some thirty braccia (about 17½ metres) in height, it was piled high with all manner of ostentatious and immodest fripperies, often forcibly snatched from their owners’ grasp by the crowds of unruly young boys whom Savonarola had recruited for the purpose. As the chronicle of pseudo-Burlamacchi noted, the flames consumed ‘all the . . . lascivious objects of women, disgraceful pictures and sculptures, gambling implements, books of poetry in Latin as well as the vernacular . . . musical instruments . . . and all the accursed [trappings] of Carnival’.57


*


Like many of his contemporaries – including Michelangelo, who claimed still to be able to hear Savonarola’s voice thundering in his ears even as an old man58 – Niccolò was aware of the power of the friar’s preaching.59 Although he could not say whether Savonarola actually spoke with God or not, he still regarded him as a ‘great’ man, who had clearly been ‘inspired with heavenly vigour’, and whose writings revealed ‘his learning, his prudence and his mental power’.60 Looking back many years later, Niccolò even believed that the friar had been right about many things. He had, after all, been quite correct to say that Charles VIII’s descent into Italy was punishment for their sins – even if these were to be attributed more to the Medici than to the people as a whole;61 and he had certainly been justified in arranging for a law permitting those whom the Signoria convicted of political crimes to appeal either to the Eighty or to a committee of the Great Council to be passed in early 1495.62


But Niccolò was nevertheless painfully conscious that Savonarola’s rise to prominence had dangerous implications for him personally. Although the Machiavelli had a long history of opposition to the Medici, his attempt to ingratiate himself with Giuliano had placed him in a difficult position. That he had met with so little success was, admittedly, in his favour. He could never be accused of having been an intimate member of the Medici’s inner circle. But he was still tainted by his association with them. At best, he could expect to be regarded with mistrust; at worst, with contempt. That his affections for Giuliano had been homoerotic only made things worse. Were the finger of suspicion to be pointed at him, the results could be devastating. Whipped along by Savonarola’s sermons, the frateschi’s appetite for persecuting sodomites knew no bounds, especially where the accused had ties with the Medici. Between November 1495 and November 1497, no fewer than 731 accusations of homosexuality were made; and on 19 December 1497, a law mandating even harsher punishments for offenders was introduced.63


Niccolò could well have been forgiven for wanting to keep his head down. But family affairs – which had also been hard hit by Savonarola’s rise – demanded his attention. After the death of his mother, Bartolomea, in 1496, his long-suffering father had passed on more responsibility for day-to-day matters, and appears to have asked him to defend the family’s interests in a dispute over a Church benefice that had arisen out of the recent political upheavals. For many years, the Machiavelli had enjoyed the patronage of the parish of Santa Maria in Fagna, in the Mugello. When the benefice had fallen vacant, a short time earlier, they had naturally given it to one of their own – a distant cousin of Niccolò named Francesco. Being a rich living, however, it had caught the greedy eyes of the Pazzi, who had lately been allowed to return from exile. Hoping to claim the parish for one of their own, the Pazzi challenged the appointment; and, given the influence they then wielded, they had no difficulty in persuading the bishop of Perugia, Cardinal Juan López, to do as they wished. It fell to Niccolò to seek help. On 2 December 1497, he tried writing directly to the cardinal.64 Protesting that the Machiavelli were superior to the Pazzi in generosity and virtù, if not in wealth, Niccolò begged him not to mark them with ignominy by depriving them of what they had striven so hard to preserve. It was unjust, not to mention disgraceful, for men less worthy than themselves to be decked out in their spoils and boasting of such a victory. In the name of all that was right and good, he asked for clemency – even threatening to take further action if it was not forthcoming. But Niccolò seems to have realized that his chances were slight at best. The previous day, he had drafted a letter to an unknown friend, who was apparently helping them, indicating just how hard he was finding it to swim against the tide that Savonarola had unleashed. Complaining of ill health, he apologized for not having had the strength to reply to the messages he had recently received, but wished now ‘to encourage, beg, and pray’ his correspondent to redouble his efforts on their behalf.65 As he was well aware, the Machiavelli were mere ‘pygmies’ locked in a near-hopeless battle with ‘giants’.


*


Times were hard for Niccolò. He had no prospects to speak of, and was already weighed down by family worries. As well as cousin Francesco’s troubles with his parish, there was the problem of money. This was even more pressing than usual. Bernardo’s income from his country properties had not recovered and, given that neither Niccolò nor his brother Totto could contribute anything more, the family’s cupboards were often bare, even when they went to stay in the countryside. As was his way, Niccolò tried to make light of this as best he could. In an entertaining little poem addressed to Bernardo at around this time, he jokingly complained of how hungry he and his companions were during a recent stay in the Mugello.66 For more than a month, he claimed, they had been living on nothing more than nuts, figs, beans and dried meat. It certainly wasn’t a joking matter. Like the ox from Fiesole that looked thirstily down at the River Arno while it licked the snot from its nose, they had been gazing greedily at the market traders’ eggs and the butchers’ meat. They had even tried to find some consolation in the example of the prophet Daniel. After being carried off into exile in Babylon, Daniel and his three friends had refused the food and wine provided by King Nebuchadnezzar out of religious scruples, but had nevertheless avoided causing offence by accepting vegetables and water (Dan. 1:3–16). The only problem was that, whereas Daniel and his friends had grown fatter after ten days on such a diet, Niccolò and his chums had grown as thin as a woodcock’s beak after eating bread without any dripping,67 and were so hungry that they could hardly keep their eyes open. It was hence an immense relief when Bernardo sent them a gift of a goose, and Niccolò asked his father to send Totto over so that he could rejoice over their good fortune. It was just a pity that Bernardo, who had actually bought the goose, couldn’t enjoy it too.


But, however much he wanted to make light of the situation, Niccolò knew that the odd bird every now and again did little to alleviate the family’s sense of hardship. Feeling dejected and downcast, he tried to distract himself by translating Terence’s Andria into the Tuscan vernacular.68 It was perhaps a natural choice. Since his childhood, he had found Terence’s comedies to be a source of great comfort. As he had come to appreciate when he had annotated the Eunuchus a few years earlier, they weren’t just funny. They were full of worldly wisdom, and addressed some genuinely interesting questions, too. But now he saw that they also offered him a quietly satisfying means of venting his frustrations, as well.


His decision to tackle the Andria was, in itself, a minor act of rebellion. A bawdy comedy of errors, it was the antithesis of the suffocating austerity preached by Savonarola. The ‘hero’, Pamfilo (to use Niccolò’s spelling), is in love with Glicerio, a low-born woman from Andros, and has even got her pregnant. But his father, Simo, has arranged for him to marry Cremete’s daughter, Filomena, with whom his friend, Carino, also happens to be in love. Using bluff and trickery, Pamfilo then tries to get out of the match, while Simo attempts to force him to go through with it, despite the fact that he also has to persuade Cremete – who has since withdrawn his permission in disgust – to agree to the whole affair once again. As always in these cases, everything works out for the best in the end. Thanks to the surprise revelation that Glicerio is, in fact, also Cremete’s daughter, Pamfilo can marry his beloved, Carino can wed Filomena, and everyone else saves face – although not before a good deal of comedic confusion has ensued.


This was risqué enough as it was. But Niccolò took Terence’s scatological ribaldry even further.69 Rather than simply translating the original, word for word, he seized on the opportunity to bring the text up to date, and in doing so to sharpen his dig at contemporary mores. Not only did he give modern equivalents for antiquated terms,70 but he also embroidered the dialogue with the pungent slang of the streets, and even inserted some rather vulgar jokes of his own invention. He evidently had no time for Savonarola’s invectives against swearing. When Pamfilo’s slave, Davo, is accosted by Simo early in the drama, for example, Niccolò spices up Terence’s rather mild original by having him sigh, ‘What does this dick (cazo) want?’71 Similarly, when Simo is berating Cremete for suggesting that Pamfilo should, in fact, marry Glicerio – whom he is just about to reveal as his daughter – Pamfilo mutters, ‘I think this out-of-towner is going to crap himself.’72


To top it all, Niccolò also included a sly dig at Savonarola himself. In Act 1, Scene 2, Simo rebukes Davo for failing to keep Pamfilo on the straight and narrow. As a sort of surrogate father, he should have stepped in to correct the boy whenever he got carried away with one of his girlfriends. In Terence’s version of the play, the slave pretends not to understand what the older man is saying, cockily replying, ‘My name’s Davos, not Oedipus’.73 But, in Niccolò’s version, the slave points out that he could hardly be expected to know how Pamfilo’s affairs would turn out. ‘I’m Davo,’ he says, ‘not a prophet – nor even the friar (frate).’74 It was gentle enough, but Niccolò’s bitterness can nevertheless be heard seething beneath the surface; for a young man facing what must have seemed like insuperable odds, such an ironic little jibe at Savonarola’s prophecies was cathartic, if nothing else.


*


Dark as Niccolò’s situation may have seemed, however, a chink of light was beginning to appear in the clouds. At about the same time as he was working on Andria, he made the acquaintance of Marcello di Virgilio di Andrea di Berto Adriani (1464–1521), and, though he perhaps did not realize it at the time, this chance meeting would change his life forever.


Marcello and Niccolò came from similar backgrounds.75 Only five years Niccolò’s senior, Marcello had been born into a modest family that lived not far from the Porta Romana in Oltrarno. Although the Adriani could not boast the same history of public service as the Machiavelli, having provided only two priors since the beginning of the fourteenth century,76 they too had been shunned by the Medici and had been compelled to eke out a threadbare existence on the fringes of Florentine society. Like Bernardo, Marcello’s father – messer Virgilio – had trained as a lawyer. To be sure, he was not quite as learned and could hardly boast the same literary tastes as his fellow in the Via Romana, but they did share a common friend in Bartolomeo Scala,77 and they both had a habit of complaining about their financial difficulties. As Virgilio’s libro di ricordi testifies, he was always borrowing money to pay for his hare-brained business ventures, and, like Bernardo, had soon fallen behind with his taxes.


Marcello had, however, been blessed with a singularly brilliant mind and a voracious appetite for learning. What was more, he was ambitious and – unlike Niccolò – knew how to navigate the stormy waters of Florentine political life. Enrolling at the Studio in 1480, he attended lectures on medicine and the natural sciences, as well as the usual courses on Latin and Greek literature,78 and his penetrating intellect and relentless dedication to scholarship soon won him such respect that, when Poliziano died in September 1494, he was appointed as the new professor of poetry and rhetoric.79


Only a little more than thirty years old at the time of his appointment, Marcello was an imposing character. As a portrait bust on the facade of the Palazzo dei Visacci reveals, he had a severe, if scholarly, appearance: large, piercing eyes, a pointed nose, a high brow with a receding hairline, and a closely trimmed, Roman beard. It suited his temperament. Though not lacking in sympathy or affection, he was determined and resolute, with a reputation for gravitas. Despite the troubles by which Florence was then afflicted, he never succumbed to fear or anxiety, but greeted fortune’s blows with calm equanimity and an unflinching singularity of purpose.


When Marcello and Niccolò first met has not been recorded. Most likely it was at one of the older man’s lectures, perhaps soon after he took up his position at the Studio. But, however their paths crossed, Marcello proved to be just the sort of mentor Niccolò needed. In the lectures he delivered at the beginning of each university year, he set out a bold new vision of the role humanistic learning should play in Florentine society, and – in doing so – demonstrated how men like Niccolò could harness the wisdom of the ancients to rise above factional conflicts.


Marcello built his case slowly, adapting himself to changing political circumstances as he went.80 In his first prolusio (1494), on poetry, he discreetly attempted to distance himself from the sort of literature that had been in vogue under the Medici, and that Niccolò still admired.81 In Marcello’s eyes, words and metre were merely a tool, and, like any tool, they could be put to a variety of different purposes, some more appropriate than others. It was all a matter of finding the right one. While there were plenty of so-called poets churning out all manner of tawdry little verses just then, Marcello argued, true poetry was a craft that should be used to convey philosophical and theological truths for the benefit of society as a whole. Whatever artistry the poet wished to use should, he believed, serve only to adorn divine truth with beauty and to kindle the fire of goodness in men’s souls. This was, after all, exactly what many of the ancient poets had done.


But, if poetry should make men good, oratory should make them free. In his second prolusio (1495), which, for reasons of safety, was delivered in Prato, twenty-four kilometres north-west of Florence,82 Marcello drew a close connection between the rhetorical arts and the health of a republic. Repudiating any obligation he might previously have felt towards the Medici, he pointed out that, while they had held sway, rhetoric had been allowed to decay, with the result that justice had been ignored and liberty overthrown. Though now mercifully far from the city, Piero had left a sorrowful legacy. As Lucretius had said of mankind’s early history:


Men could not recognise the common good.


They knew no binding customs, used no laws.


Every man, wise in staying strong, surviving,


Kept for himself the spoils that fortune offered.83


In such dangerous times, Marcello thundered, oratory should be cultivated anew, and with added vigour, so that it could teach men to value the common weal over private interest, to uphold an equitable justice against sectional rancour and to defend liberty against tyranny with all their might. For only when their hearts were so stirred would they come together in harmony, allowing the Republic truly to flourish. And, for this, the study of the ancient classics was essential.


Marcello did not expect his students to be easily persuaded. With Florence in the grip of political upheaval, he knew that many of them would see little point in studying the classics as seriously as he wanted. They were too frightened of the unknown and too uncertain of their own abilities to look for solutions in the dusty remains of the ancient past, much less put rhetoric at the service of the Republic. After all, it wasn’t as if texts written more than a thousand years before could teach them anything they could use to deal with Florence’s current crises. Indeed, Savonarola had even argued that it was positively sinful to look to pagan classics for an understanding of either the present or the future. So, what could Marcello possibly say that would shake them out of their torpor?


In his fourth prolusio (1497), he admitted that they would probably have heard all the usual arguments in defence of the studia humanitatis already. He had no desire to wheel out tired old clichés, only for them to ‘wonder at nothing’, as Horace had put it. But in a sense, ‘wondering at nothing’ was precisely what the classics had to offer. When we embark on life without a knowledge of the studia humanitatis, Marcello argued, we are like invaders descending from the mountains into a magnificent city. We are astonished by all that we see, struck dumb with fear and wonder, either because we are ignorant of all that has gone before – as Plato suggested – or because everything really is new and unfamiliar – as Lucretius had argued.84 By studying the classics, however, we can overcome this sense of amazement, fear and doubt. As philosopher-poets like Lucretius had taught, Fortune, Nature and God were the authors of all that happened in the world. One only needed to read the ancient historians to find proof of this, and to see that – despite what Savonarola had argued – the classical past could be used not only ‘to fathom the crisis of contemporary society’, but also to predict where things might lead.85 Once this had been grasped, Marcello argued, all fear and doubt would disappear. Equipped with an understanding of the underlying causes of things, and some sense of where events might lead, one could be sure of having the mental flexibility to tackle anything with perfect equanimity. And, from there, it was but a short step to harnessing rhetoric to the service of republican liberty.


Marcello’s words may well have struck a chord with Niccolò. For the first time, he could look past the frustrations of recent years and discover the sense of purpose he had been lacking for so long. At around the time of Marcello’s fourth prolusio, he began writing an annotated transcription of Lucretius’ De rerum natura, perhaps under his friend’s supervision.86 As was perhaps only to be expected, Niccolò’s primary concern was to establish a reliable text. Sifting through the various manuscript traditions, he weighed the merits of different readings with more care than he had shown in any of his previous endeavours, sometimes following Marcello’s own corrections, sometimes proposing his own inventive emendations. But this was more than mere philological zeal. Having possibly taken Marcello’s defence of the studia humanitatis to heart, he was desperate to stabilize the text so that he could drink more deeply from the spring of Lucretius’ wisdom. As his marginal notes testify, he was intrigued by those portions of the De rerum natura that suggested that, once man understood the cause of things, he would no longer be bound by his fate.87 Niccolò was, of course, in no doubt that, as Marcello had explained, Fortune, Nature and God governed all human affairs. But he was nevertheless fascinated by Lucretius’ contention that their influence was impersonal, even disinterested. When he read that the gods were moved by neither pity nor anger, he scribbled excitedly in the margins: ‘the gods don’t care about mortal things’.88 That their benign, but unalterable, influence in no way constrained the human mind excited him even more. When he read Lucretius’ claim that the tendency of atoms to ‘swerve’ spontaneously and unpredictably (clinamen) allows for the existence of free will in an otherwise deterministic universe, he quickly scrawled little summaries, to be sure that he would remember so crucial a lesson. First, he noted that ‘in the seeds’ – that is to say, in atoms – ‘there is weight, blows, and the swerve’;89 then, with barely concealed exuberance: ‘from motion there is variety, and from it we have a free mind’.90 For a young man who had been badly beaten by fortune’s blows, this crucial insight bore repeating. Despite the setbacks of recent years, he was free. And, now that he could see this, he was ready to throw his hat into the ring once again.


*


By the time Niccolò started work on Lucretius, Savonarola’s grip on Florence had begun to weaken. Only a few weeks after the first bonfire of the vanities, Charles VIII signed a truce with the League of Venice, bringing an end to his involvement in Italian affairs. At a stroke, Florence’s diplomatic position was transformed. Having staked everything on the French alliance, the city was now left dangerously exposed. Without Charles to back it up, there was nothing to stop the papacy – or any other members of the league – from taking action against it. And, given that its chances of recovering Pisa by force were now much smaller, it would doubtless face further financial difficulties. This dealt a heavy blow to Savonarola’s public standing. For years, he had hailed Charles as the instrument of God’s will, the saviour of Florence, the harbinger of a new age. Now, all those stirring prophecies suddenly began to ring hollow.


It did not take long for the league to twist the knife. In Rome, the Florentine ambassador, Ricciardo Becchi, received hints that, if the Signoria would rid themselves of Savonarola and pursue a more sensible foreign policy, good relations with the papacy and Venice might be restored.91 There was even a chance that a solution to the Pisan question could be found, too. If they continued to heed the friar’s counsel, however, they would have to face the consequences. It was their choice.


Savonarola needed to take decisive action if disaster was to be averted. But, strangely, he faltered. In his Lenten sermons, he failed to defend his prophecies, offered no meaningful solutions to Florence’s woes and seemed curiously indifferent to the people’s concerns. In the councils, a groundswell of opposition began to make itself felt. In March, Bernardo Del Nero – who had previously been one of Piero de’ Medici’s most trusted advisers – was chosen to succeed the arch-Savonarolan Francesco Valori as gonfaloniere di giustizia. And, two weeks later, Del Nero’s associates put forward proposals to select minor magistracies by sortition, which was thought to favour a transition to a more oligarchic form of government, rather than by election, as Savonarola had urged in the past.92 Even though these came to nothing, the ground was clearly shifting beneath Savonarola’s feet.


Watching this from afar, Piero de’ Medici decided that the time was ripe to make his return. After securing financial support from the Venetians, he mustered a small army and marched into Tuscany, confident of victory. In the event, he was disappointed. Heavy rains delayed his advance, giving the Florentines time to summon their mercenary commander, Paolo Vitelli, and strengthen their defences. When Piero arrived outside the gates, he found them firmly shut against him, and, unable to take the city by force, had no option but to withdraw.93


But Florentines were nevertheless badly shaken. Even if Piero had been scared off, the friar seemed to be leading them down the road to ruin. There were many – including members of the Signoria – who now felt that, at the very least, he should refrain from preaching, as the Borgia Pope Alexander VI had commanded him to do.94 This was, however, exactly what he was determined not to do. The mood turned ugly. On 3 May, the night before Savonarola was due to deliver the Ascension Day sermon, his enemies forced their way into the cathedral through a side door and defaced everything they could. When workers arrived to prepare for the feast day, they found the rotting skin of an ass draped over the pulpit, nails driven into the lectern, and excrement smeared over the walls.95 Thankfully, they had time to clean everything up before the Mass began, but the trouble was just beginning.96 As Savonarola was launching into a spirited defence of his right to preach, a great shout went up. A couple of young men – probably those who had committed the outrage of the previous night – dashed for the doors; others, weapons in hand, ran towards the pulpit, evidently planning to stop Savonarola preaching by force. Quick as a flash, a gang of frateschi jumped up to block their way. Confusion broke out. Alarmed, Savonarola then held his crucifix aloft, whereupon at least some of the congregation cried out ‘Jesu!’ and fell to their knees. But even Savonarola realized that he could not go on. Leaving his sermon unfinished, he descended from the pulpit and forced his way through the crowds, back to San Marco.


Despite being divided among themselves, the Signoria attempted to restore calm. Twelve ‘peacemakers’, representing all shades of opinion, were appointed.97 It was, however, too little, too late. In June, Alexander VI finally excommunicated Savonarola for his obduracy.98 The following month, the chancellor, Bartolomeo Scala – who for so long had been a restraining influence on the various factions within the Signoria – died, leaving a void at the heart of the Florentine government.99 Then, in August, Lamberto dell’ Antella – a slimy little schemer with close ties to Piero – made things worse by revealing the existence of another conspiracy to restore the Medici, involving a number of the ‘peacemakers’ appointed in July.100 Five men, including Bernardo del Nero, were arrested and sentenced to death by a hastily convened pratica.101 Horrified, they immediately claimed the right to appeal. But though most members of the Signoria were minded to approve their request, the frateschi among them were outraged. In an impassioned speech, Francesco Valori openly accused the other priors of jeopardizing the Republic’s safety.102 If the pratica’s judgement were not upheld, he argued, there would be a public outcry. Denying the conspirators an appeal was the only way of preventing civil unrest. There was no time for further discussion. After a violent scuffle in which Piero Guicciardini – the strongest defender of granting the appeal – was almost thrown out of a window, the priors changed their minds and voted to confirm the sentence. Later that evening, the five accused were taken from the Bargello and executed. Savonarola did nothing to save them. He seemed almost satisfied that they were gone.103 Indeed, it was even rumoured that he had lobbied for their deaths himself.104


Even Niccolò could see that Savonarola’s moral authority had been irreparably damaged by the affair. In later life, he would pour scorn on the friar for having divided the city with his ‘ambitious and partisan spirit’. For all the fervour with which Savonarola preached forgiveness and reconciliation, Niccolò recalled, he had done nothing to castigate Valori and the other frateschi for denying the condemned men the right of appeal that his own law had guaranteed.105 Such hypocrisy had exacerbated the hatred of those who already regarded him with jealousy.106 The gulf between the factions was becoming unbridgeable.107 Little by little, the Republic was being destroyed by the very man whom the people had once acclaimed as their saviour.108


These were dangerous times. Yet Niccolò could not have escaped noticing that the divisions within Florentine society also created opportunities for young men like him, who had been forced to sit on the sidelines. After Bartolomeo Scala’s death, a debate had opened up about how the new chancellor and his staff should be appointed.109 Aware of how important these positions were to the conduct of government, the frateschi pushed for candidates to be chosen by the Council of Eighty, where the friar’s supporters had a solid majority. Their opponents were, however, determined to prevent the chancellery from being so overtly politicized, and to restore the neutrality it had previously enjoyed. To achieve this, they advocated giving the Great Council – rather than the Eighty – the final say. Several weeks of bitter debate ensued. But eventually, the friar’s enemies prevailed. Those who had been on the fringes of the Medici reggimento or who had been mildly critical of Savonarola were now able to aspire to a career in the chancellery once again, and those who had remained outside the political fray stood the best chance of all.


When the elections were held in late February 1498, Niccolò allowed himself to be put forward for the second chancellorship110 – a role with responsibility for overseeing Florence’s relations with subject towns and dealing with domestic correspondence.111 Although he had no administrative experience and few intellectual accomplishments to his name, he had every reason to be optimistic. His obscurity was now his greatest asset. In the elections for the first chancellorship, those with clear factional ties were passed over, regardless of experience. Alessandro Braccesi – the secretary of the Dieci, and a noted fratesco – was not chosen, nor was Francesco Gaddi – a prominent arrabbiato who was the incumbent second chancellor.


Niccolò was, however, disappointed. Whether to appease the remaining frateschi, or as compensation for the loss of the first chancellorship, Alessandro Braccesi was given the job instead. But even though he had come away empty-handed, Niccolò had evidently been proposed by some influential figures and was at least being spoken of as a suitable candidate for chancellery positions in the Great Council.


What was more, his mentor, Marcello di Virgilio Adriani, had been elected to the first chancellorship. Having publicly distanced himself from the excesses of the Medici reggimento, while also offering some discreet criticisms of Savonarola, Marcello had proved an ideal compromise candidate. And since he was already renowned for his erudition, all factions had recognized him as a worthy successor to the humanist chancellors of whom Florence was so proud, as well.


His appointment was less decisive for Niccolò than has sometimes been claimed. Although some scholars have suggested that Marcello was now in a position to bestow patronage on Niccolò,112 he was, in fact, precluded from appointing or even proposing new chancellery officials.113 But he could still exert some influence over future elections. As long as he remained above faction, his recommendation would carry considerable weight, and a few well-judged words in the right ears would go a long way.


*


It was not long before another opportunity presented itself. Despite his excommunication, Savonarola had celebrated Mass in the church of San Marco at Christmas, and, after presiding over a second bonfire of the vanities on Shrove Tuesday, had further defied the pope’s wishes by taking to the cathedral pulpit to preach the Lenten sermons. He was under no illusions about how provocative he was being, nor about how damaging the consequences could be. As Niccolò reported in a letter to Ricciardo Becchi, the Florentine representative in Rome, the friar’s first sermon was nothing if not combative. Meeting the challenge head on, Savonarola prayed that, if he was indeed a false prophet, as his enemies alleged, God would give the city a sign. It was an obvious rallying cry. With this bold gesture, he hoped to ‘unite his partisans’ – and perhaps frighten the incoming priors enough to bring them back into line. When the new Signoria was revealed the following morning, however, he realized that they would not be so easily intimidated. Fearing for his life, he declared that he would stop preaching in the cathedral and return to San Marco. Once in the safety of his home church, he took to the pulpit once again, railing even more violently against his enemies.


Savonarola had, however, misjudged the political situation. Though most of the priors were, indeed, arrabbiati, they were fiercely protective of Florence’s autonomy and resented the pope meddling in their affairs. Whatever their personal feelings might have been, they were disinclined to muzzle the friar, especially when doing so might spark civil unrest. They therefore instructed their envoys in Rome to assuage the pope’s anger by reassuring him of Savonarola’s goodwill.114 Surprised, the friar abruptly changed his tune. As Niccolò noted, he no longer said anything about the danger of tyranny or the ‘wickedness of the people’, but instead focused his attacks on the pope, saying of him ‘what could be said of the wickedest person you could imagine’.


If he had hoped somehow to strengthen the Signoria’s resolve, however, he was mistaken. It was another blunder. In this case, silence – or at least contrition – would have been the better part of valour. After hearing the Florentine ambassadors plead their case, the pope had flown into a rage. He knew full well how violently Savonarola was slandering him, and was furious that the Signoria had done nothing to stop him preaching. If the priors would not respect his wishes, he would have no option but to place the city under interdict.


This put an entirely different complexion on the situation. On 14 March, an unusually large pratica met to consider Florence’s options.115 Naturally, all still accepted that Florence’s independence was inviolable. But that was as far as the consensus reached. Everyone seemed to have a different opinion about what should be done. Some – like Lorenzo Lenzi – maintained that Florence should stand by Savonarola, come what may. He had, after all, freed the city from the Medici’s tyranny. Surely it could not now be expected to surrender both its liberty and its liberator? Others maintained precisely the opposite point of view. While it was undoubtedly beneath Florence’s dignity to submit to the pope’s will, they argued, the Signoria could not afford to antagonize the papacy any further. Merchants had already been hard hit by the worsening of relations; were an interdict to be imposed, their losses would be even greater. Besides, there was the matter of Pisa to consider, too. It was already costing a fortune to keep Paolo Vitelli’s mercenary army in the field; angering Alexander and the League would only drag things out for longer and possibly even jeopardize the whole campaign. Distasteful though it might be, surrendering Savonarola was hence the only sensible course of action. Others still advocated a middle way. The friar’s old ally, Paolantonio Soderini, agreed that the pope’s demands were unreasonable, but suggested that, since open defiance would do Florence no end of harm, it was better to make a pretence of obedience, while stopping short of handing Savonarola over.


After two days of arguing, the Signoria could not afford to wait any longer. Word had reached them that Alexander was planning to imprison any Florentine merchants that happened to be in Rome, should they continue to drag their heels. Realizing that he meant business, the priors at last gave in. They would silence Savonarola.116


But this only unleashed the whirlwind. Smelling blood, the friar’s enemies now moved in for the kill. On 25 March, the Franciscan Francesco da Puglia publicly challenged him to prove whether he was a prophet by undergoing a trial by fire. It was pure provocation and Savonarola knew it. Yet, for whatever reason, the friar’s faithful acolyte, Fra Domenico da Pescia, agreed to go through it on his behalf. Alarmed, the Signoria questioned whether they should intervene. But on further reflection, they saw that this was an opportunity to end the uncertainty once and for all, and decided to allow it to proceed. The date was duly fixed for 7 April, and, under the priors’ supervision, a list of the propositions to be ‘proved’ or ‘disproved’ by the trial was drawn up, together with a set of rules. Both sides agreed, and the necessary preparations were made. But, moments before the experimento was due to begin in the Piazza della Signoria, an argument broke out over whether Fra Domenico should be allowed to carry the consecrated host into the flames. When the Franciscans refused to allow such ‘sacrilege’, Savonarola’s champions pulled out of the trial. The arrabbiati were outraged. The following day, as the friar was saying vespers, an armed mob attacked San Marco, bent on slaughter. The doors were hastily barricaded, but it was clear that they would not hold for long. Outside, some frateschi had already been hacked to pieces. In desperation, Francesco Valori snuck out through a side entrance in the hope of rallying some supporters. As he picked his way through the streets, however, he was spotted, chased back to his palace and killed, along with his wife. Before the same fate could be visited on Paolantonio Soderini, the Signoria decided that the time had come to step in. Savonarola would have seven hours to leave the city. After that, he would be declared a rebel, and anyone who killed him would be handsomely rewarded. It was, however, just a legal nicety. Knowing that the friar was going nowhere, they sent a detachment of soldiers, fully equipped with cannon and artillery, to take charge of besieging San Marco. The ensuing battle raged through the night. As the doors of the church went up in flames, the friars fought valiantly, firing crossbows from the windows and hurling tiles from the roof. But eventually, the troops broke through. Savonarola was found praying in the library. He, Fra Domenico and Fra Silvestro Maruffi were arrested and carted away in chains to the Palazzo della Signoria. Over the next few days, they were tortured and interrogated. When, at last, they confessed to their crimes, they were condemned as heretics and schismatics. On 23 May, all three were hanged in the Piazza della Signoria. Their bodies were burned and, in a final indignity, their ashes were thrown into the Arno.


After Savonarola’s death, steps were quickly taken to eradicate the movement he had led. His leading supporters were fined, imprisoned or banished; his writings were proscribed; and discussion of his teachings was prohibited. Even the bell of San Marco was punished: removed from its tower, it was whipped as it was dragged through the streets, and exiled for fifty years. But retribution could only go so far. If Florence was to recover Pisa and prevent the Medici from returning, the bitter divisions of recent years would have to be healed. The arrabbiati needed to make their peace with the remaining frateschi, and the republican experiment that they had entered upon needed to be brought to fruition. And as part of that, the depoliticization of the chancellery would have to be completed, too.


This was the chance that Niccolò had been waiting for. Among those caught up in the ensuing purge was Alessandro Braccesi, the second chancellor and secretary of the Dieci – the committee responsible for military and foreign affairs in times of war. Not only was he too closely associated with the friar for the Signoria’s liking, but he had also failed to represent Florence’s interests effectively during a recent mission to Rome. Although he was neither fined nor imprisoned, he was summarily deprived of his offices, and the search began for a more politically acceptable replacement.117 Who proposed Niccolò is not known. But he was the ideal candidate: well connected, yet still relatively obscure; able, but not outstandingly brilliant; and, crucially, untainted by success in any quarter. On 19 June 1498, he was confirmed as the new second chancellor. Quite suddenly, the pygmy had become a giant.
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The New Republic


(June 1498–February 1499)


When he stepped into the Palazzo della Signoria for the first time, in June 1498, the twenty-nine-year-old Niccolò Machiavelli presented a striking figure. Although only of average height, he had a penetrating gaze, tightly pursed lips, a long nose and a receding chin. His forehead was broad and open, but his closely cropped hair had already formed a pronounced widow’s peak, and, above the neckline of his shirt, a prominent Adam’s apple bobbed up and down when he spoke. It was perhaps not the appearance of a ‘very acute observer and thinker’, as one nineteenth-century historian claimed;1 but it was nevertheless the look of an energetic man, determined to make the most of the opportunities he had been given.


Gazing around as he mounted the stairs, he could hardly have failed to appreciate his good fortune. Despite his relatively modest background, he had, overnight, become one of the most important bureaucrats in Florence, and, with an annual salary of 200 fl., he now enjoyed an income far greater than his father had ever received. Long accustomed simply to making do, the Machiavelli were on the way up.


In his office, Niccolò found himself surrounded by a large staff. Some were, of course, old hands who may have resented having to serve under a young upstart like him a little at first. Antonio della Valle, for example, was twenty years his senior. Nicknamed ‘ser Tightass’,2 he had already been entrusted with a number of important offices,3 and before becoming Niccolò’s subordinate, had even served as secretary of the Dieci.4 Andrea di Romolo had also been around since the days of Lorenzo de’ Medici, and had similarly long experience as a coadjutor.5 Having been nominated for the second chancellorship himself in June 1498, he may still have been smarting from his defeat and the subsequent reduction in his salary.


Others were, however, newcomers. About the same age as Niccolò, many of them would soon be counted among his closest friends. Biagio Buonaccorsi, who was appointed to be his assistant in July 1498, was perhaps the most engaging.6 Endowed with a lively intellect, he would go on to earn a reputation as a poet and historian. But he was also an inveterate gossip with a taste for off-colour jokes.7 No less chatty, if rather more sober, was Agostino Vespucci, Niccolò’s principal coadjutor in the second chancellery.8 The cousin of Amerigo, he possessed not only a sharp eye for detail, but also a dry sense of humour that chimed with Niccolò’s own.


As Niccolò’s correspondence reveals, it was a lively place to work. Even if there was some awkwardness on account of the generational divide, it was soon forgotten, and before long, everyone was rubbing along well. There was always someone ready to share an amusing anecdote or deal a game of cards – so much so, in fact, that Andrea di Romolo would later complain of having sore knees from gambling too much.9 A frisson of sexual tension may have been in the air, too. If hints dropped by Agostino are to be believed, Antonio della Valle had something of a crush on Biagio, calling him all manner of pet names and keeping him up until the early hours of the morning, playing dice.10


But, for all the raillery, Niccolò must have been aware that his position in the chancellery was still far from secure. After all, his predecessor had been removed from office after fewer than five months, and he can have been in no doubt that his career depended on his ability to negotiate the challenges with which Florence was then faced.


By anyone’s standards, these were formidable. After Savonarola’s fall, the city had been plunged into a constitutional crisis and while there was agreement that there should be a new form of government, there was no consensus about what form it should take.11 Meeting in what is now known as the Salone dei Cinquecento, abutting the chancellery, the Great Council was bitterly divided. New factions, cutting across religious lines, had already begun to emerge out of the old parties.12 Among the popolani, there were many who were determined to preserve some of the more populist features of the Savonarolan constitution. But the ottimati had begun to demand that a narrow oligarchy should once again control Florentine government. Regardless of whether they had opposed Savonarola or not in the past, they now called for election, rather than sortition, to be reintroduced for the greater magistracies, so that they could use their wealth and influence to ensure their preferred candidates would always be chosen.13 Hoping to avert civil unrest, representatives of the two factions met on 26 July 1498. After much debate, a compromise proposal was agreed. A council of ‘150 or 200 leading citizens, drawn from each of the two parties, would be established, with responsibility for ‘the care of the government’.14 Its members would be chosen by sortition, but on the condition that older and wealthier candidates would have a stronger chance of having their names drawn.15 Ultimately, these proposals came to nothing, but the discussions seem to have eased the tension for a time, nonetheless.


Florence’s ongoing financial troubles provided the catalyst for further confrontation. Over the past four years, the exchequer had struggled to meet the financial demands made of it.16 The subsidy to Charles VIII needed paying, mercenary commanders had to be supplied with funds, and the Pisan campaign needed to be sustained. Seeing that tax revenues were never sufficient to meet all of their obligations, successive Signorie had been forced to borrow money from wealthy citizens, on the understanding that the loans would be repaid with interest by a certain date. They had hoped that Pisa would soon be recaptured, and that, as their expenses decreased, they could use income from taxes to pay everything off in good time. But as the war ground on, it became clear that they had been wildly over-optimistic. They could never hope to raise enough money from existing taxes to repay the loans; and, to make matters worse, their expenses were rising further. By July 1498, the exchequer was already stretched to breaking point. It needed to raise funds from somewhere. One option was to tax the clergy, who had traditionally been exempt. Through its agents in Rome, the Signoria asked Alexander VI for the necessary licence.17 But when the pope refused, their only remaining choice was to take out more loans.18 To cover the repayments, however, taxes would have to be raised and, while the ottimati were willing enough to acquiesce – not least because of the political influence they would gain by lending the city money – representatives of the popolo reacted angrily to the proposal. Already suffering from the decline in trade and the rising cost of foodstuffs, they refused to grant taxes that would effectively take money from the poor and give it to the rich.


When the Pisan War took a turn for the worse, later that summer, this dispute was to have damaging repercussions. After Charles VIII’s unexpected death on 7 April 1498, the Florentines redoubled their efforts to reconquer Pisa. Despite their financial difficulties, they began enlarging their forces as quickly as they were able, appointing Paolo Vitelli – one of the most accomplished mercenary commanders of the day – as their new capitano della guerra, responsible for directing all the city’s armed forces.19 Over the next few weeks, they went on to retain the services of a host of additional condottieri, including Rinuccio da Marciano, Ottaviano Riario – the son of Girolamo Riario and Caterina Sforza – and Jacopo IV d’Appiano, the signore of the strategically important coastal town of Piombino.20 But their hopes of a swift victory were soon extinguished. Scenting an opportunity to weaken a commercial rival and extend its influence in the Tyrrhenian Sea, Venice declared that it would continue supporting the Pisan rebels.21 In September, Venetian troops – accompanied by a detachment led by Piero de’ Medici and his brothers – crossed into north-eastern Tuscany for the express purpose of drawing Florentine troops away from Pisa. Their timing could hardly have been better. Despite some recent successes in Buti and Vico,22 Florence had been distracted by the outbreak of civil unrest in Siena. Desperate not to lose a vital ally, they had been forced to despatch soldiers to prop up Pandolfo Petrucci’s regime in early September.23 This gave the Venetians an opening. On 23 September, they captured Marradi, on the road between Florence and Faenza.24 Fearing that this was the prelude to an attack on the Mugello, the Florentines hastily sent Rinuccio da Marciano and Jacopo d’Appiano to meet the challenge.25 But though the town of Cassaglia was occupied, and preparations for the recapture of Marradi were soon underway, the two commanders found that it had been a feint. The Venetians had already diverted their main force southwards and were pushing on towards the Casentino. On 24 October, they took Bibbiena, on the road to Arezzo. Suddenly realizing that they were in danger of losing a key town, the Florentines ordered Paolo Vitelli to abandon the assault on Pisa and hasten to the Casentino.26 Amid heavy rains, he fought a bitter campaign. But his progress was hampered by the shortage of money. Despite the gravity of the situation, the popolani still refused to approve any new taxes. As Landucci remarked, ‘great uneasiness ensued’. Seeing no reason to risk their lives if they were not going to be paid, ‘some soldiers deserted, and others threatened to do so’.27


This was a grave enough setback in itself, but that it coincided with a series of diplomatic reversals only made it more troubling. At first, the Florentines had regarded the accession of the new king of France, Louis XII, with optimism. No sooner had he ascended the throne than he had made known his determination to conquer the duchy of Milan and, ultimately, recapture the kingdom of Naples. Were he to uphold the agreements made by Charles VIII, Florence could reasonably expect him to support their campaign against Pisa. But Louis was cut from a different cloth. Resolved not to repeat Charles’s mistakes, he set about building a series of alliances that shattered any hopes the Florentines might have had. The first was with the papacy. In exchange for a papal dispensation allowing him to divorce his wife, Jeanne, and marry Charles VIII’s widow, Anne of Brittany, he agreed to facilitate the marriage of Alexander VI’s son, Cesare Borgia, to Carlotta of Naples.28 In January 1499, Louis’ marriage was duly annulled, and, though Carlotta refused to marry Cesare – recently created duke of Valentinois – a suitable alternative was found in Charlotte d’Albret, the king of Navarre’s sister. This paved the way for a wider understanding. When the marriage contract was signed in the spring, the Borgias also agreed to support any campaign that Louis might mount against Milan or Naples.29 Given Florence’s fraught relationship with Alexander in the past, and the pope’s known affection for the Medici, this boded ill. But Louis’ second alliance, with Venice, was still more threatening. According to the terms of the Treaty of Blois, which were kept secret for several weeks, the Venetians agreed to join France against the duchy of Milan. They promised that, whenever Louis invaded from the north-west, they would launch a simultaneous attack from the east, and would provide him with a 100,000-ducat subsidy into the bargain. They would then divide the duchy between them. In return, Louis not only promised to provide them with help in the event of war with the Ottoman Empire, but also agreed to moderate his support for the Florentines and allow Pisa’s fate to be settled by the arbitration of Ercole d’Este, duke of Ferrara.


Although the Florentines were aware that Louis had been negotiating with Venice and the papacy, they had no means of knowing what – if any – agreements had been reached. They had not the slightest inkling of how severely their chances of recapturing Pisa had been damaged, or of how seriously their position in the Casentino was threatened. Nervously debating what to do when the king descended into the Italian peninsula, they naively believed themselves to be facing a similar choice to that which they had confronted in 1494. On the one hand, they could stand by France. This way, they would avoid provoking the king’s ire. In their innocence, they also hoped that, in time, he might even be persuaded to help them to recover Pisa. But this would also mean that they would have to sacrifice Milan’s support, which could have a devastating effect on their campaign in the Casentino in the short term. On the other hand, they could abandon the French. Little suspecting how dramatically the diplomatic landscape had changed, they believed that the threat of a French invasion might persuade Venice, Milan, and the papacy to set aside their differences, and join with them in fighting a common enemy. This was, of course, a high-risk strategy; but if they succeeded in reforming the League of Venice, it would have the merit of detaching the Venetians from the Pisans, and securing both the Casentino and the Mugello.


Unaware of how badly they had misjudged the diplomatic situation, the Florentines decided to delay taking a definite decision, while they explored their options. On 15 February 1499, ambassadors were sent to Venice and Rome, in the hope of concluding a peace.30 Two days later, they also sent for the image of Our Lady of Impruneta in the belief that it would somehow help them ‘to decide whether they would be well advised to join the League and abandon the king of France’.31 Misguided as they may have been about the choice they faced, however, they were under no illusions about the gravity of the struggle before them. Whatever course of action they eventually chose, it seemed clear that they would not only have to tread a very fine diplomatic line, but would also have to provide their forces in Pisa and the Casentino with the support they so desperately lacked. This was a matter not just of careful negotiation, but also of cold, hard cash – which could only be delivered if seemingly unbridgeable political divisions at home were overcome.


These were challenges which Niccolò would have to address. As second chancellor, his duties were, in theory, restricted to managing Florence’s relationship with its subject towns, issuing permits granting safe passage and handling any other domestic correspondence. But, in practice, his role was far more expansive. Ever since the second chancellery had been created, incumbents had frequently been asked to help shoulder some of the burden on the first chancellor. While this could entail routine administrative tasks, such as recording the meetings of pratiche or disbursing salaries owed to various officials, it could also involve a more active engagement with the conduct of foreign policy. In the past, second chancellors had routinely been asked to correspond with Florentine diplomats, or negotiate with foreign legations on the Signoria’s behalf.32 On occasions, they had even acted as ambassadors, as well. That the Signoria had seen fit to elect Niccolò as secretary of the Dieci di Balìa on 14 July, as well – although without any increase in salary – served to formalize his involvement in external affairs further.33


*


But, while the retrospective wisdom of some of his later writings (especially Il principe) might sometimes give the impression that he was a naturally talented diplomat, Niccolò was almost completely unprepared for what lay ahead. Beyond writing a report on Savonarola’s fall, he does not appear to have had any experience with matters of state, and, other than being personable and inoffensive, was but poorly qualified to undertake diplomatic missions. Yet, if he was to survive as second chancellor, he had to learn fast.
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