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    Introduction




    Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527), civil servant and author, was born into a noble but not especially wealthy Florentine family on May 3, 1469, the same year that Lorenzo de’ Medici (“The Magnificent”) took power in Florence, attempting to retain a de facto hereditary duchy in a city with a long republican tradition.




    The Italy of Machiavelli’s youth benefited from relative political stability and the balance of power between the major city-states (Venice, Milan, Florence, Naples, and the papacy in Rome) that fostered the artistic, cultural, and economic achievements of the Italian Renaissance. By the time Machiavelli was an adult, the idyll had been broken by the Italian Wars (1494–1534), which began with the invasion by King Charles VIII of France. The consolidated monarchies of Europe (i.e., Spain and France) fought for Continental hegemony, with the Italian city-states as pawns in the conflict.




    The late 15th and early 16th centuries was also a period of tremendous cultural change, with the first real diffusion of printed books in Italy in the 1460s, the challenge to the papacy from the Protestant Reformation beginning in 1517, and tensions between competing political, cultural, and religious ideologies of Christian fundamentalism, classical Epicureanism, and republicanism versus monarchic absolutism.




    The Florence of Machiavelli’s youth had witnessed the rediscovery of classical culture at the court of Lorenzo the Magnificent. After Lorenzo’s death in 1492, there was a fundamentalist backlash as the city reestablished a republican government under the influence of the charismatic Dominican friar Girolamo Savonarola (1452–1498), who saw the invasion by Charles VIII as divine retribution for the sins of Italy’s rulers, including the pope.




    After Savonarola was excommunicated, tried, and burned at the stake in 1498, Machiavelli gained a position in the chancery of the Florentine republic. As a functionary in the Florentine republic, Machiavelli experienced first hand the difficulties of Italian city-states like Florence striving to maintain autonomy under continuing incursions by the consolidated European monarchies. Machiavelli actively participated in diplomatic missions throughout Italy, France, and Germany, and interacted with the main political figures of the period, including Cesare Borgia (1475/76–1507), the ruthless, illegitimate son of Pope Alexander VI. Borgia was intent on using the fluidity of the political and military situation to carve out a personal fiefdom in central Italy.




    Machiavelli’s political career terminated in 1512, when the Medici regained power in Florence, ending the republic and reestablishing themselves as lords of the city. Some of the blame for the fall of the Florentine republic lay squarely with Machiavelli, who had organized the citizen militia routed by Spanish troops in Prato in 1512. The militia had not been favored by the Florentine nobility, who feared it more than any foreign power. The debates regarding Machiavelli’s militia give an idea of his tenuous position in Florentine society, as his family’s meager patrimony excluded them from the Florentine elite. Following the Medici restoration of 1512, Machiavelli found himself suspected of participating in an anti-Medici plot and suffered a harrowing stint in prison, where torture sessions included being hauled by a rope with his hands tied behind his back, risking the dislocation of his shoulders. Machiavelli was freed under an amnesty following the election of Giovanni de’ Medici as Pope Leo X in 1513.




    With the Papal States ruled by a Medici pope, the clan controlled most of central Italy. A main theme in The Prince is Machiavelli’s hope that the Medici would take advantage of their good fortune to revive the ancient glory of the peninsula and unify Italy under their rule. The Prince ends with a citation of Francesco Petrarch’s poem All’Italia inciting Italians to rid the peninsula of barbarians and reclaim the glory of ancient Rome.




    In an obvious attempt to demonstrate his skill as political advisor and regain employment, Machiavelli dedicated The Prince to the head of the Medici clan in Florence, Lorenzo de’ Medici (1492–1519), grandson of the more renowned Lorenzo “the Magnificent,” but there is no evidence that any Medici prince actually ever read the work, and Machiavelli’s republican past effectively blacklisted him from service in the regime.




    Francesco Guicciardini (1483–1540), Machiavelli’s friend and the foremost Italian historian of the period, was the chief advisor to a second Medici pope, Clement VII (1478–1534). Guicciardini was able to assign Machiavelli to some missions before 1527, the year of Machiavelli’s death—as well as the year of the cataclysmic Sack of Rome by the Spanish Imperial forces of Charles V, an event interpreted by Guicciardini as vindication of Savonarola’s prophesies of divine retribution for the sins of Italy’s princes. An important theme in The Prince is that the sins of Italy’s rulers were not just personal or moral but above all political, for the error of their ways allowed the foreign subjugation of Italy.




    • • • • •




    Between the fall of the Florentine republic and his death in 1527, Machiavelli dedicated himself to literary pursuits, composing poetry, comedies such as The Mandrake (still performed today), and histories in the tradition of those written by civil servants of the Florentine republic. Only one of his works, The Art of War (1521), was actually published during his lifetime.




    The Prince was eventually published in 1532 and subsequently placed on the papal index of prohibited books. Its diffusion in northern Europe gained Machiavelli notoriety as the source for ideas of moral expediency for political and personal gain. In Elizabethan England, “Old Nick” became a synonym for the devil. Machiavelli’s negative reputation grew in the anti-Italian climate in France during the regency of Catherine de’ Medici. The general conception of Machiavelli is as the originator of the idea that “the ends justify the means” (although this is never stated directly in The Prince), and “Machiavellian” has become synonymous with the use of cunning and deception for personal or political gain.




    Over the centuries, some of Machiavelli’s most attentive readers have been confirmed despots who certainly applied Machiavellian methods in their careers. However, many other writers and philosophers, before and since, have made openly “Machiavellian” arguments rationalizing immoral or amoral acts for the attainment of a desired goal. One could even argue that there is a Machiavellian essence to any government policy, since the threat of legitimized force in any state achieves its aims. So the question arises, why is the idea of the acceptance and promotion of moral expediency to obtain a desired result so identified with Machiavelli and his short treatise of advice to rulers, The Prince? What is it about The Prince that has made it one of the fundamental texts in Western civilization for more than five centuries?




    • • • • •




    Machiavelli equates the prince’s life and personal power with the survival of the state. Because the emphasis of Machiavelli’s advice is applicable to individuals, his book has appealed not only to princes but also to anyone interested in increasing their influence and standing.




    There was an established genre of advice books to princes in prior centuries by authors who, like Machiavelli, hoped to find employment at the court of a prince. What separates The Prince from the crowd is its almost ruthless content and direct, discursive style. Machiavelli’s advice is brutally straightforward with chapter titles like “Concerning Those Who Have Obtained a Principality through Wickedness.” Rarely in The Prince does Machiavelli tiptoe in an effort to avoid giving offense. The result is as refreshingly realistic today as half a millennium ago.




    • • • • •




    In The Prince Machiavelli concentrates on the extremes in human nature and behavior, describing a naturalistic worldview that owes much to the Roman philosopher Lucretius (99–55 bce). There is evidence that as a young man Machiavelli made a transcription of Lucretius’s De rerum natura (On the Nature of Things). Much of the realism and materialism in The Prince recalls the Epicurean philosopher or at least a common interpretation of him: e.g., Machiavelli’s skepticism concerning, if not outright rejection of, ethical concerns and religion, and an emphasis on the fluidity and unpredictability of the cruel forces of nature, which he believes explain not only natural phenomena but also human behavior. To this Lucretian materialism Machiavelli brings his own deep roots in a very local, bawdy Tuscan culture, perhaps most evident in his poems and his comedies but also apparent in his folksy aphorisms about foxes, lions, floods, mud, and storms. The sum of this combination of Lucretian materialism and an archaic Tuscan naturalism is constant regeneration and renewal. Machiavelli teaches not just a realistic acceptance and promotion of moral expediency as a factor in human behavior, but also the importance of a dynamic extremism and radicalism as a permanent condition of life under the caprices of an indifferent and cruel natural world.




    When Machiavelli explains in his dedication that to understand a prince one must be of the people (and conversely, to understand the people one must be a prince), he describes an interpretation of the world as a continuous play of contrasts. In Machiavelli, extremism is preferred to moderation—a clear rejection of the Aristotelian ideal of the golden mean. Machiavelli’s view of history, with a debt to ancient Greek historians like Polybius, is as a never-ending natural cycle where everything is potentially ruled by and transformed into its opposite in an echo of Lucretius. The historical examples of leaders in The Prince become temporary, carnivalesque figures whose sacrificial role is to regenerate the body politic for the greater goal of Italian peninsular power under a Medici prince advised by Machiavelli.[1]




    • • • • •




    The present volume provides the essence of Machiavelli’s reasoning in The Prince. Some sections of the work detailing historical examples have been deleted to allow Machiavelli’s philosophy to shine through. Also included is a letter Machiavelli wrote to Francesco Vettori, one of his few friends from his days in the Florentine chancery, to obtain a commission under the Medici. This letter, which describes Machiavelli’s hopes to gain a position in the Medici regime by composing The Prince, provides insight into Machiavelli’s character. The letter is divided between descriptions of bawdy, rustic local life and themes of high erudition. The contrast between a day spent catching thrushes with birdlime and playing cards at the local tavern, and his transformation into a man of letters taking solemn refuge in his study, graphically illustrates Machiavelli’s personality as well as his worldview.




    —Carlo Celli




    

      

        1 See Carlo Celli, Il carnevale di Machiavelli (Florence: Leo S. Olschki Editori, 2009).
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