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What Makes a Great Ruler?

Michael Maschinot

Members of the Medici family ruled Florence for all but two brief periods during the years 1434 to 1737. Four Medici also became pope (head of the Catholic Church). Several Medici married into the royal families of Europe, and two became queen of France. In addition to ruling, the Medici were known throughout the Renaissance world for their love of learning. They promoted the arts and sciences, commissioned architects to design and construct grand buildings, and eagerly spent large sums of money as patrons of some of the world's great artists.

After the Florentines drove Piero di Lorenzo de’ Medici, son of Lorenzo the Magnificent, out of Florence in 1494, the city became a republic. In the years that followed a Florentine named Niccolò Machiavelli (1469–1527) held several top government positions.

Machiavelli was a sincere, righteous individual who loved his city dearly and detested the corruption and political turmoil caused by warring families and leaders. When the Medici returned to power in 1512, Machiavelli lost his government position and was subsequently thrown into prison on charges of conspiracy. When he was freed shortly thereafter, he had little money and retreated to the outskirts of the city, where he wrote The Prince.

Dedicating his book to Lorenzo di Piero de’ Medici (grandson of Lorenzo the Magnificent), Machiavelli hoped that the ruler of Florence would look kindly on him and reinstate him in the government. Unfortunately, that was not the case, and he remained outside the political arena for the rest of his life.

A great thinker and observer of Florence's political cycles, Machiavelli believed that human nature never changes. His writings, especially The Prince, continue to be read today.

Characters

    * Niccolò Machiavelli

    * Cosimo de’ Medici (1389–1464), founder of the Medici family

    * Lorenzo de’ Medici (1449–1492), also known as Lorenzo the Magnificent

    * Lorenzo di Piero de’ Medici (Lorenzo II) (1492–1519), grandson of Lorenzo the Magnificent

    * Catherine de’ Medici (1519–1589), daughter of Lorenzo II and queen of France

Setting

Florence, Italy, 1512. Niccolò

Machiavelli is writing at his desk. Behind him are statues of the Medici family.

MACHIAVELLI: Once I was ambassador to the great princes of Italy, but I lost my job when I opposed the Medici. Now I live in exile. I still talk with princes, though. Here at home, my thoughts summon great leaders from the past, present, and future. (speaking to the statues) Welcome, your lordships. (to the audience) Welcome, rulers of the future. I called you here to help with the book I'm writing, The Prince. I mean for The Prince to put an end to squabbling among our cities. I hope this book will answer this question: What makes a good ruler? (takes a measuring stick from his desk) And I'm not talking about this kind of ruler. I mean a prince, of course. So don't say something silly like “a hard edge.”

((A statue speaks.))

COSIMO DE’ MEDICI: A hard edge is a good answer.

MACHIAVELLI: Allow me to introduce Cosimo de’ Medici, who, according to some, brought the Renaissance to Florence by financing the arts and learning.

COSIMO: You don't get to rule the greatest Italian city by being soft. A ruler sometimes must eliminate his enemies—especially when his house is being established, for then it is most open to attack. Be hard and unbending, like that stick.

MACHIAVELLI: I must write that down.

COSIMO: I’ll give you more advice: Notice how small the divisions are on your measuring stick. Just so, a prince must pay attention to details. We Medici are bankers. You will get ahead by knowing the fine points of finance. Then you can concentrate on poetry and dancing.

MACHIAVELLI: Let's see what your son Piero has to add.

COSIMO: Please don't wake him. His gout causes him much pain, so he's better off a statue. Besides, he was always in such poor health that I paid more attention to making my grandson a good ruler. Lorenzo!

((Another statue comes to life.))

MACHIAVELLI: Lorenzo the Magnificent, the greatest Medici of them all. Patron of the great artists, a poet in his own right.

LORENZO THE MAGNIFICENT: Machiavelli, you have a way of making people think you lie even when you speak the truth. It's too late for flattery. But I’ll tell you how that wooden ruler acts as I did. It measures each man equally.

COSIMO: Posh! You’re saying all men are equal!

LORENZO THE MAGNIFICENT: No, Grandfather. Democracy will never work in Italy. But power comes from the people's support, so a ruler must gain the affection of the working class. My brother Giuliano and I were attacked in church by a rival family who wanted to end our rule. Giuliano was killed, but my countrymen helped me escape because they loved me. They dragged the murderers through the streets. After that, I always made sure I had the people on my side. Take my advice, Machiavelli. Don't let this book get into the hands of people who might use it for evil ends.

MACHIAVELLI: I’ll give it to your son Giuliano.

LORENZO THE MAGNIFICENT: His reign will be short. Give it to my grandson, the one named after me. I believe his statue is here, too, although it is only half formed.

((Lorenzo II comes to life.))

LORENZO II: Let me see this book of yours. (reads the book) Machiavelli, you old cynic.

MACHIAVELLI: Then you like it, Your Lordship!

LORENZO II: Hardly. Where do you get away with statements like this: “Princes who have achieved great things have been those who have given their word lightly.” Here's another one: “It is unnecessary for a prince to have all the good qualities . . . but it is very necessary to appear to have them.” And how about this: “All men are bad and ever ready to display their viciousness.”

MACHIAVELLI: But those statements are true!

LORENZO II: All the more reason not to put them in a book, where any fool might read them. You give away our secrets!

MACHIAVELLI: I write this book for you alone. You are the great ruler who will unite all of Italy, and a unified Italy is the only way to keep out our enemies from France, Spain, and Austria.

LORENZO II: Even if it means following the brutal practices of that monstrous captain of the pope's armies, Cesare Borgia, whom you so admire?

MACHIAVELLI: When choosing the means, the end must be considered.

LORENZO II: Your words are too slippery for my poor mind. You don't care about uniting Italy. You just want your old job back. I'm leaving!

((Lorenzo II becomes a statue again.))

MACHIAVELLI: I fear he speaks the truth. Italy will never be united. My words will be forgotten, and you rulers of the future will not know the name of Niccolò Machiavelli, or even, perhaps, that of the Medici. Where did I go wrong?

((Another statue comes to life.))

CATHERINE: Don't pout.

MACHIAVELLI: Pardon me, do I know you?

CATHERINE: I'm from the future—Catherine, daughter of Lorenzo II and queen of France.

MACHIAVELLI: France?

CATHERINE: There are other ways to conquer your enemies besides war. When I go to France, I’ll take your book with me. You’ll be the talk of Europe.

MACHIAVELLI: And Italy? Will it be united?

CATHERINE: That's too far in the future for me to see. But when I die in 1589, rulers everywhere will be taking your advice.

MACHIAVELLI: That's great news!

CATHERINE: Is it? My mission will be to revive the arts and learning, but most rulers are interested only in making war.

MACHIAVELLI: Perhaps by the time our young guests come to power, that will change. (To the audience) What do you think?
