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ON THE FAILURES OF FLORENTINE DUPLOMACY  

IN THE ITALIAN WARS: THE FRENCH MISSION  
OF NICCOLO MACHIAVELLI (1504) 
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Abstract. The theses examine the mission of the Italian wars’ era Floren-

tine diplomat Niccolò Machiavelli in 1504 to the court of King Louis XII of 
France. Some documents of Machiavelli’s correspondence on the tasks and pro-
gress of this mission are analyzed. In conclusion, it is stated about the failure of 
the French mission for Machiavelli and Florence. 
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Аннотация. В тезисах рассмотрена миссия Никколо Макиавелли 

1504 г. ко двору короля Франции Людовика XII. Проанализированы неко-
торые документы дипломатической переписки Макиавелли о задачах и 
ходе данной миссии в контексте эпохи Итальянских войн. В заключении 
предлагается утверждать о провале миссии для Макиавелли и представлен-
ной им Флорентийской республики. 
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The diplomacy of the Florentine Republic in the era of the Italian 

Wars 1494–1559 was often scientifically characterized by high intensity 
and dynamics [1, p. 132–133; 2, p. 355–356; 3, p. 26–27]. By 1504, the 
key factor in Florentine diplomacy in the Italian Wars was a defensive alli-
ance with France, a threat to the maintenance of which was the presence 
of the “Florentine Case” as a contentious issue in the resolution of 
Franco-Spanish controversies on the Italian military and diplomatic 
track [4, p. 76–77]. Spain and France, which at the beginning of the Italian 
Wars in 1494 had been the key parties to the conflict over the redistribu-
tion of Southern Italy, by 1504, had turned to the search for a regulatory 
solution to the Apennines controversy [5, p. 79–80]. Complicating this 
search, however, was the Spanish support and harboring of the House of 
Medici exiled from Florence in 1494 and opposed the regime of Piero 
Soderini, pro-French ruler of the Tuscan Republic in 1498-1512 [5, p. 79].  

In order to represent the interests of Florence before France, an ex-
perienced diplomat, the secretary of the foreign policy apparatus of the 
Republic, Niccolò Machiavelli, was sent to negotiate with King Louis XII 
of Valois, which had previously been carried out independently by the 
Florentine ambassador to the French court, Niccolò Valori [4, p. 76–77]. 
It is necessary to note the apparent haste in the realization of Florence 
diplomatic mission of 1504 to France. Thus, already on January 22, 1504 
Machiavelli was in Milan [6, p. 274], where together with Valori he had 
to meet with the French governor – the highest military commander of 
the kingdom, after the monarch himself [6, p. 271] – and discuss the 
plans of action of the two states against the impending Spanish invasion 
within the framework of their defensive alliance. At Milan the Florentine 
learned that Louis XII could not at that moment claim to be in a better 
position in terms of the army [6, p. 272–273]. The fact is that the French 
cavalry, which constituted the striking force of their troops, suffered very 
seriously in the Franco-Spanish battle of 1503 at Cerignola, won by the 
Spaniards. As a result, up to 3,000 French cavalry simply fled the battle-
field after Cerignola [7, p. 126]. 

Including in this regard, at a meeting with Cardinal d’Amboise in 
Lyon on January 28, 1504, Machiavelli proposed to the representative of 
Louis XII another project: the joint defense by France and Florence of 
Siena, the papacy, and Perugia against the threat of Spanish invasion 
[8, p. 274]. As Niccolò reported to the Florentine leadership, he argued 
on his behalf to the cardinal that Spain allegedly planned to conquer 
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these lands for Venice, secretly allied with the Aragonese monarchy, in 
response to which the Republic of St. Mark would help Spain in the con-
quest of Northern Italy, especially Milan [8, p. 274]. The republican au-
thorities came up with a not very successful “legend”, probably processed 
by Machiavelli as a talented political bluff for negotiations with Louis: at 
any rate, this “project” was not fixed in so-called commissione data (“the 
issued order”) from the Florentine leadership regulating Machiavelli’s 
mission [9, p. 268–271]. No one at the French court would have believed 
in this Florentine “legend” because of the well-known pro-Medicean 
Spanish position.  

To summarize, it can be concluded that French mission of 1504 was 
Machiavelli’s first serious diplomatic failure. The French abandoned the 
“project” of the secretary of Florentine diplomacy, citing the exceptional 
influence of the papacy in Siena and Perugia. 
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