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Renaissance Political Thought in Fifteenth-century Italy: Mirrors for Princes


This session will look at the evolution of Italian political thought, focusing in particular on the second half of the fifteenth century and pre-Machiavellian age, analysing the development of the genre of ‘mirrors for princes’ as one of the main literary forms of political theorization. More specifically, we will see how a new princely ideology emerged in this period, with direct implications in the historical context of Italian states of those years. This princely theory is characterised by distinctive elements that connect political thought with the specific cultural and historical horizon of the pre-Machiavellian age, but at the same time it already reveals some components that will influence political speculation of the following centuries. 
	We will focus on one of the main mirrors for princes of the Renaissance, Giovanni Pontano’s De principe, written by one of the most illustrious and eclectic intellectuals of Italian Humanism, who was a poet, historian, political thinker and diplomat. We will consider briefly also other texts produced in the same period in the kingdom of Naples, where the significant growth of a new theory of princely statecraft was put forward through different literary and artistic vehicles, and in particular through political treatises. After a general overview of the historical and political context of Italian states, in the seminar we will adopt an interdisciplinary approach, across literature, political philosophy, history (and possibly art, with the comparison between texts and original images of artworks that will be shown at the seminar); and the discussion will be based on textual analysis and interpretation of specific passages. Starting from Pontano’s work, we will consider some issues that are fundamental in understanding the complexity of Renaissance political thought: How were political theories put forward in literary texts (in particular in Pontano’s work)? How did historical elements influence political speculation? What is the role of the classical tradition in mirrors for princes (in this case in Pontano’s text)? What are the main political virtues which are regarded as fundamental for a ruler? What are the main ideological cornerstones of this ideal political system? To what extent is this political theory based on ethical principles? What is the role played by the notion of political consensus in this model of state?
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