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Narrativizing the Self: Niccolò Machiavelli’s 
use of Cesare Borgia in The Prince

Alex Mizumoto-Gitter 
University of Kansas

Introduction
When Niccolò Machiavelli wrote The Prince in 1513 it was as a professional 
diplomat who had not only been fired, but also imprisoned and tortured after a 
political reversal brought a sudden downturn to his fortunes. While he had never 
managed to achieve high rank, he had made a career out of representing his 
beloved Florence beyond its borders and sending back information to his supe-
riors from as far away as Spain. Machiavelli had even briefly served Florence 
as a military commander, although he is best remembered today as a political 
theorist and author.1 The Prince was influenced by his work experience and 
was intended to bolster his chances at finding employment under a new patron. 
Within its pages, Machiavelli set himself up as an authoritative figure, capable of 
offering military and governmental advice to a ruler through his analysis of other 
historical commanders, most famously Cesare Borgia.

Machiavelli had been working as a Florentine diplomat during Borgia’s Italian 
military campaigns and had spoken with him several times, both then as well 
as later during Borgia’s imprisonment in Rome.2 Thus, it is not surprising that 
Niccolò Machiavelli recounted Cesare Borgia’s successful campaigns in the 
Italian Romagna starting in 1499 or his fall from power after his father’s death in 
1503. These were prominent political events that he had observed firsthand and 
as part of his professional career. Historians have long considered Machiavelli’s 
description of Borgia in The Prince valuable because of his professional insight 
and because he penned it only a few years after Borgia’s death in 1507.3

© 2018 Alex Mizumoto-Gitter. All rights reserved.
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Machiavelli’s narrative description of Borgia is less straightforwardly his-
torical than it has often been treated, however, even within texts that analyze 
Machiavelli’s outside influences and choices as the author.4 As this article will 
argue, when his examples and vignettes are pieced together into chronological 
order (from chapters three, eleven, thirteen, seven, seventeen, and seven once 
again), it becomes apparent that Machiavelli has deliberately framed his discus-
sion of Borgia within the narrative of a Greek tragedy, one hidden within the 
larger text. This creative and literary turn is not inconsistent with Machiavelli’s 
other work [The Mandrake], and recent scholarship has declared that “One need 
no longer apologize for thinking of [him] as preeminently a writer.”5 Machiavelli 
was not acting solely as a “coolly analytical theorist” when writing The Prince, 
but rather was “a man of fertile imagination” who took creative liberties with 
even his more serious works.6 The main point of The Prince was not to dem-
onstrate Machiavelli’s ability to craft a piece of historical fiction. He instead 
chose to use examples from Cesare’s life where thematically relevant. Even so, 
as an imaginative and often playful writer, he addressed them with an eye to the 
literary narrative they told as a whole.

Machiavelli’s The Prince has greatly influenced historians’ characterization 
of Borgia over the centuries, as his rendering of him within a tragic narrative 
structure has been replicated by modern writers who use his work as a near-
primary source. It is a compelling narrative arc and biographers, such as Sarah 
Bradford, have used it to frame Borgia’s life. Bradford is typical in acknowl-
edging Machiavelli’s analysis of Borgia in The Prince.7 In the final chapter of her 
1976 text, she pointed to Machiavelli and summarized her own work, writing that 
“Cesare fought back with all his resources against these blows of fate, confident 
that he could once again master Fortune, but in the end it was his own char-
acter which was principally responsible for his downfall in 1503.”8 While she 
disagreed with Machiavelli over the precise circumstances that led to Borgia’s 
loss of power, she, like other scholars, made use of his narrative and structure.9 
In turning to Machiavelli the diplomat or political theorist for a description of 
Borgia and his military campaigns, scholars in more recent centuries have also 
drawn upon Machiavelli as a creative author and incorporated his literary frame-
work into their analysis.

Machiavelli’s description of Borgia in The Prince is much more expansive 
than the other examples he gave his readers. He named several other histor-
ical military leaders of far greater stature than Borgia, such as Alexander the 
Great and Scipio Africanus, but did not engage with them in the same man-
ner.10 Furthermore, a close reading of the text shows that Machiavelli identified 
himself with Borgia and with his situation and framed him to be his literary and 
historical double.11 As this paper will explore, this self-identification with the fic-
tional Borgia in The Prince becomes more apparent in light of how Machiavelli 
discussed his own contemporary fall from grace. Machiavelli implicitly com-
pared Borgia’s handling of fortune’s whims with his own behavior in the face 



Narrativizing the Self2018 35

of difficulty. In this, Machiavelli argued that he behaved not just appropriately, 
but actually in a superior fashion to someone whom he had admired when at the 
height of his power and whom he still held up as worthy of emulation. In The 
Prince, Machiavelli used Borgia as a mirror to his own frustrations.

Historiography
For centuries Cesare Borgia has been written into different roles.12 While his-
torical and literary scholars no longer seriously argue over whether or not The 
Prince should be condemned as immoral, how Machiavelli intended it to be read 
continues to attract debate. Some scholars stress The Prince as fundamentally a 
historically grounded and pragmatic text, regardless of what rhetorical flourishes 
Machiavelli might use when describing Borgia.13 In this interpretation, it matters 
little how Machiavelli chose to fictionalize Borgia. His authorial decisions were 
made with an eye to explaining the political situation as it was unfolding, not 
to crafting a deeper narrative, or even comparably important secondary one. If 
Borgia stands for anything, it is as shorthand for Machiavelli’s practical political 
arguments. Others call Machiavelli’s account of Borgia an idealization.14 In this 
interpretation, Borgia is presented as larger than life through his actions in the 
Romagna. Some write that Machiavelli discussed Borgia primarily as a negative 
example, not as someone to emulate.15 In both of these explanations Machiavelli 
was not just writing a history in which Borgia featured. Rather, he used Borgia 
himself as a tool to elaborate upon certain points, whether or not they were imme-
diately relevant to the politics of early sixteenth-century Italy. Which points, and 
to what end, are the subjects under debate.

Within the historiography on Borgia more broadly, Machiavelli’s The Prince 
is often taken as fundamentally an account of Machiavelli’s real interactions 
with Borgia and is analyzed as a wholly factual account, not as something 
closer to historical fiction. This is similar to how Johann Burchard’s account 
of Alexander VI’s court, translated as At the Court of the Borgia, is repeatedly 
cited as the papal master of ceremony’s private diary in which he detailed his 
observations of Alexander VI’s court.16 Burchard, who died in 1506, wrote about 
debauchery, incest, and satanic rites, and while his writings provide valuable 
insight into the comings and goings at court, he was also publishing during the 
reign of Julius II, Alexander VI’s political rival. Parts of Burchard’s account even 
directly referenced Malleus Maleficarum, The Hammer of Witches, with whose 
authors he was on friendly terms.17 Although Burchard was present when many 
of the events in mention took place, he was also seeking to advance his career 
by writing about them in a certain light. Machiavelli was influenced as well by 
his damaged personal status and honor and, therefore, his manipulation of Borgia 
was not solely to show mastery of the peninsula’s political and military history. 
Borgia was an idealization of a kind and he did ultimately come to failure, but 
his history in The Prince is also a fictionalization of his downfall as it relates to 
Machiavelli’s own life.18
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Part One: The Intentional Fictionalization of Cesare Borgia
Machiavelli intentionally fictionalized his account of Borgia in The Prince by 
taking real events from Borgia’s life and framing them in the style of a Greek 
tragedy, a literary form of enduring cultural prestige.19 He was familiar with the 
formal structure of tragedies and made deliberate choices in his writing to craft 
that narrative, which he then obscured and subsumed within the larger text.20 
Although he chose this particular narrative structure, it was certainly not the only 
one available to him. Other authors, even other contemporaneous ones, framed 
Borgia’s life differently.21 Machiavelli was aware of his role as author and there-
fore of the decisions he made in The Prince, as he made clear when he discussed 
writing it.22 His choice of narrative was deliberate and intentional and the text is, 
in fact, one of the earliest works of historical fiction printed and published about 
Borgia, and certainly the first one to achieve such influential distribution.

The story of Borgia’s rise and fall is broken up in The Prince between five 
chapters. In brief, the narrative can be read chronologically by looking at sections 
of chapters three, eleven, thirteen, seven, seventeen, and seven once again. Borgia 
is introduced in chapter three as already occupying the lands of the Romagna 
as a strong young man in the prime of life.23 His father, Pope Alexander VI, is 
wealthy and militant and at the height of power, and his new patron is the King 
of France, as described in chapters eleven and thirteen.24 Alexander VI himself 
is depicted as an economic and political backer and does not appear in a particu-
larly personal role. There is also no indication that Borgia was once a Cardinal 
or that he had any ties to the Church except as the son of the Pope. Continuing 
in chapter thirteen, Borgia sets about strengthening his position by subduing the 
various petty lords of the Romagna in three carefully delineated steps.25 First 
he uses French troops, then he realizes these are not loyal to him. Then he uses 
Italian mercenaries but is dissatisfied with them, as well, and still feels that he 
cannot trust them. Finally, he decides to rely upon only himself and his own men, 
whose loyalty to him grows over time. Returning to chapter seven, Machiavelli 
explains that even as Borgia moves towards increased independence, however, 
he is still reliant upon his father.26 Borgia kills any local threats to his position, 
including his own generals who were plotting against him, and wins their friends 
to his side.27 Borgia grows in popularity among the common people, who initially 
see him as cruel, but then experience stability and increased prosperity under 
him, as explained in chapters seven and seventeen.28 Borgia experiences good 
reputation and fame and depends less upon his father for support. He will soon 
be in a strong enough position to stand on his own, having already accomplished 
all but one of the things Machiavelli argues he needs to fully consolidate power 
in chapter seven.

This is not to be, however, and only five years from his initial entry into the 
peninsula with French troops, both Borgia and his father become gravely ill and 
his father dies.29 This marks the moment in the narrative where fortune turns 
against him. He is too sick to properly manage the political vacuum that opens up 
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and by the time he is able to act again the political situation is fraught. When he 
tries to influence the election of the next Pope, he is shaken and makes a crucial 
mistake, allowing his father’s old rival to be elected in the hope that he will gain 
favor for backing him.30 Machiavelli speaks with him in Rome on the day of the 
election and pitifully tells the reader that Borgia had thought of and prepared 
for all events, except for one that saw him incapacitated at the same time as his 
father’s death.31 Machiavelli in denouement informs his audience that Borgia had 
a lofty spirit and grand intentions and that he could not blame him for anything 
other than this last fatal error; the cause, he says, of his ultimate ruin. Machiavelli 
explicitly concludes in chapter seven that “it was not his fault, but it was due to 
the extraordinary and extreme malignity of fortune [fortuna].”32

According to Aristotle’s Poetics, which Machiavelli would have been familiar 
with due to his position as a member of the intelligentsia, there are several crucial 
features to a tragedy.33 The main character in this tradition should be “the sort of 
man who is not of outstanding virtue and judgement and who comes upon disaster 
not through wickedness or depravity but because of some mistake.”34 Borgia, as 
Machiavelli depicts him in The Prince, is a talented and capable military leader. 
Even so, he errs in a very human way, misjudging the political situation before 
him while under stress and allowing Julius II to be elected, thus causing his own 
ruin. The plot itself of a tragedy, according to Aristotle, is the driving force of a 
tragedy and it should be “well-constructed” and intentional.35 It must “neither 
begin at an accidental starting-point nor come to an accidental conclusion,” but 
instead have a strong emphasis on causality.36 Machiavelli makes it clear that 
Borgia did not come to an incidental end. Rather, a stroke of fortune outside of 
his control took away his source of support and his poor reaction to that event 
lost him everything that he had gained. This framing underscores the greater than 
human forces at play and de-emphasizes Borgia’s agency as tragic hero, allowing 
him to fit into the literary structure while also providing Machiavelli room for 
political theorizing.

Other authors framed Borgia’s life according to different structures. Burchard 
wrote a narrative in the style of a demonology or account of the Antichrist, which 
featured Borgia as subordinate to the greater evil of his father, Alexander VI.37 
Francesco Giucciardini, a friend of Machiavelli’s, relied upon the Cain and Abel 
narrative in Borgia’s life, casting him as fratricidal Cain in his younger brother’s 
murder and using that reading to impart meaning to his history.38 Unlike these 
other contemporaneous authors, Machiavelli made the choice to limit his nar-
rative to Borgia’s military career, and within that time to the five years of his 
Italian campaigns. Borgia does not die at the end of Machiavelli’s rendition, and 
he could have expanded his analysis to his imprisonment or escape in Spain, or 
to his final military position and death. He does not do so, even though it is still 
relevant to his political theorizing and even though he does not limit all of his 
other examples to the Italian peninsula. Borgia at the end of Machiavelli’s narra-
tive of him was removed from power and politically “dead.” This symbolic death 
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can be contested by situating Borgia more broadly and considering the still-active 
connections he had to other family members or allies, including, significantly, 
his royal in-laws in Navarre and their ties to Philip I of Castile and the Holy 
Roman Emperor.39 Machiavelli kept his analysis of Borgia limited and narrow, 
only discussing his connections to a handful of other key players in the politics 
of the Italian Peninsula, such as Alexander VI and Louis XII. This limited view 
served Machiavelli’s purposes in writing a didactic treatise and tragic narrative.

Machiavelli makes other limited classical references within The Prince that 
are not immediately about Borgia since they do not fall within the scope of his 
biographical narrative. However, they still help to position Borgia as the most 
prominent of Machiavelli’s examples. In chapter eighteen, Machiavelli mentions 
how Achilles among other ancient leaders was raised by the centaur Chiron who 
was “half beast and half human.”40 Machiavelli draws upon this myth to state that 
a prince should “know to use the both the one and the other nature and that the 
one without the other is not durable.”41 Machiavelli famously goes on to say that 
when forced to act as a beast the prince should emulate the cunning of the fox and 
the strength of the lion. Although explicitly talking about Achilles, Machiavelli 
allows other rulers access to this fantastical background or prologue. By empha-
sizing the story as metaphor rather than strict fact, Machiavelli further opens the 
doors to more historically-grounded figures to claim it as their backstory as well. 
He implicitly gives it to Borgia, whom he praised for being cruel (like a beast) 
but in rational ways (like a human).42 This mythologized background has fol-
lowed Borgia in subsequent renderings of his life through the epitaph “Prince of 
Foxes.” 43 Borgia’s nature was described in parallel terms to Achilles’, allowing 
him to take up a similar literary mantel in Machiavelli’s work. Borgia’s role as 
protagonist in a tragedy has been perpetuated by those who drew upon the narra-
tive Machiavelli deliberately framed Borgia within.

Machiavelli was aware of himself in his role as author, and therefore of the lit-
erary choices he made while writing. This comes across clearly in the best known 
of his letters. He wrote to his friend Francesco Vettori on 10 December 1513 and 
mentioned having finished a version of The Prince, then an essay called “On 
Principalities.”44 Beyond helping to date the writing of the text, the letter walks 
the reader through a highly stylized and self-reflective account of Machiavelli’s 
daily life. He describes how he moves from time spent at the tavern with his 
friends to study in his private quarters, the scene of his writing The Prince. He 
tells Vettori that, “In the evening I return home and I go into my study; and at the 
threshold I take off my everyday clothes, full of mud and dirt, and I put on royal 
and courtly garments; and dressed appropriately I enter into the ancient courts of 
the old humanists, where, affectionately received by them, I nourish myself on 
that food, that alone is mine, and that I was born for [. . .]”.45 Here Machiavelli 
presented the role of the “old humanist” as one of the many he was capable of 
putting on and identified it as that which he used while writing. Machiavelli 
imagined himself as writing alongside the “old humanists” while he worked 
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on The Prince. It is not surprising that he described Borgia’s life with a literary 
framework associated with these writers and recognizable to his contemporary 
humanist peers.

Part Two: Parallel Characterizations
Acknowledging that Machiavelli intentionally positioned Borgia within the nar-
rative of Greek tragedy in The Prince raises the question of why. Machiavelli 
related to the fictionalized Borgia he wrote about and, unlike any of the other 
people he used as examples, bound himself to Borgia on multiple levels. 
Machiavelli used “the resources of language to forge, in one of his key words, 
an ordine, a way of understanding the world—in short, a narrative.”46 In this 
particular instance, Machiavelli used the narrative he crafted around Borgia to 
discuss and validate his own reduced circumstances. This created a subtext that 
told the reader subtly of Machiavelli’s frustrations and, ultimately, sought his 
vindication. Fortune’s influence over the individual, a tragic trope, was appli-
cable to Machiavelli’s own dramatic fall from grace.

Machiavelli’s personal writings show his frustration with his treatment at the 
hands of fortune as well as an interest in Borgia that predates the writing of The 
Prince. Strikingly, in 1503, Machiavelli made a copy in his own hand of a mis-
sive by Borgia and even included an imitation of his signature at the bottom.47 
This paper caused confusion for many years; for if real, it would have indicated 
that Machiavelli was working alongside Borgia at a later date and in closer con-
fidence than he actually had been. Ultimately, research indicated that Machiavelli 
had not written or copied it in any official capacity or with Borgia’s knowledge.48 
Some scholars feel that Machiavelli copied the letter and its signature not just out 
of boredom or merely to demonstrate what it looked like but because he “enjoyed 
imagining himself as Borgia.”49 This holds with the parallels that Machiavelli 
drew between himself and Borgia in The Prince, as well as simply with the fact 
that Borgia was given such a prominent role in this work. No other example is 
made into a literary character in The Prince in the same way. Machiavelli does 
not imagine what it would be like to be anyone else in the text.

As Clifford Owen discusses, Machiavelli presents Borgia as his double.50 
Borgia and Machiavelli alone among anyone in The Prince experience a reversal 
of fortune, losing honor and status to events beyond their control after an 
ascending career. A reader who is aware of Machiavelli’s status at the time of 
writing may infer this mirroring between Machiavelli and Borgia, although it is 
not clear without this external knowledge. Machiavelli does not directly com-
ment on his status within the text itself, except implicitly in the fact that he is 
dedicating it to a potential patron.51 This is a subtle parallel that is further made 
opaque by how Machiavelli breaks up Borgia’s narrative within The Prince. 
Even though this narrative is disjointed and out of order, Machiavelli is consis-
tently self-referential in it in ways in which he is not in the broader text. Owen 
writes that Machiavelli “five times uses the emphatic personal pronoun io [. . .] 
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the greatest density of such occurrences in the work” when introducing Borgia as 
his case study, creating a striking structural connection between narrator and sub-
ject.52 Io, translating to “I” in English, is not grammatically necessary in Italian 
to indicate the subject of the action described by a first person singular verb 
in a sentence. It is included in writing for greater clarity of or emphasis on the 
speaker. Machiavelli does not write most of The Prince in the first person and, 
furthermore, does not grammatically need to use the first person pronoun io when 
he does. Machiavelli could have easily introduced Borgia without use of the first 
person, and he could have used the first person without the additional emphasis 
of io to underscore his presence. Doing so is a conscious stylistic choice that 
creates and emphasizes a connection between the two men, as it more obviously 
inserts himself into the text alongside Borgia.

Beyond his use of grammatical structure, Machiavelli tied himself to Borgia 
within the plot of the text. Borgia is the only one of the examples discussed 
in The Prince with whom Machiavelli interacts directly and the only two con-
versations recounted in The Prince are either between Machiavelli and Borgia 
(chapter seven) or between Machiavelli and another party in which Borgia is 
discussed (chapter three).53 In these conversations, Machiavelli briefly writes 
himself more directly into The Prince as a character instead of just the narrator. It 
is noteworthy that in all of the places Machiavelli inserts himself, the text serves 
to tighten his connection with Borgia. In chapter three, Machiavelli speaks in 
France with someone else about Borgia. This conversation occurred simultane-
ously to Borgia’s military campaigns. While concerning Borgia rather than being 
with him in person, it establishes for the reader that Machiavelli is aware of 
Borgia’s actions in the Romagna and that he has the level of intimacy needed to 
interpret them for an audience.

Machiavelli draws a further general connection between himself and Borgia in 
the conversation. He sets both of them up as doing well in their chosen parallel 
careers, Borgia as a victorious military leader descending from France through 
the Italian peninsula and Machiavelli traveling in reverse as a diplomat from Italy 
to France. They are established as being successful and well-respected profes-
sionally, something that was vital to both of their identities. Once deprived of this 
career in the narrative, Borgia is depicted as a shell of his former self, suddenly 
making irrational mistakes and bemoaning his loss.54 Machiavelli as well derived 
a sense of self from working for Florence, as is seen in the way he talks about his 
career and his eventual unemployment.55

The reader is led to assume that the conversation in chapter seven is a private 
discussion between Borgia and Machiavelli. It takes place directly within the tragic 
narrative, as Machiavelli briefly writes himself into the text as an active character 
who visits Borgia in Rome after Alexander VI’s death. This is a retelling of an 
actual meeting between Machiavelli and Borgia that had taken place when Borgia’s 
fortunes had declined but Machiavelli’s had not. Machiavelli’s own position did 
not at that time mirror Borgia’s because he was still employed by the Florentine 
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government and would be for several more years, but by including this conversa-
tion within The Prince, Machiavelli emphasized the parallels between Borgia’s 
fate and his own. Machiavelli would eventually face a hostile higher authority 
and be imprisoned, just as Borgia in this conversation found himself at a loss after 
Alexander VI’s death and cut off from his holdings and men in the Romagna.

Machiavelli and Borgia had been in good standing before the changing polit-
ical field of the Italian Peninsula ripped them from their positions. Borgia’s fall 
was caused by his father’s death and the rise of Julius II to power. This took 
away the financial and political support he had been relying on and revealed 
that he was unable to stand on his own and compel a new Pope to retain him in 
his military position.56 Machiavelli simplifies this turn of events in The Prince, 
ignoring the election of another, more neutral, Cardinal to Pope for a very brief 
time before Julius II, and focusing instead on how Borgia erred by not preventing 
Julius II’s election. He stresses Borgia as an example of a prince who derived 
his initial power from the strength of others and criticizes him for being unable 
to stand on his own. By doing so, Machiavelli continued to shape his telling of 
Borgia’s life into tragic form.

In 1512, a decade after he left Borgia in Rome, Machiavelli was fired by the 
ruling Medici of Florence.57 He was imprisoned shortly after under suspicion of 
involvement in a conspiracy against the government.58 In March 1513, Julius II 
died and Leo X, a Medici, ascended to the Holy See and pardoned Machiavelli, 
freeing him from prison but exiling him to his family’s property outside the city.59 
Beyond just identifying with Borgia, whom he would go on to write as the tragic 
hero in The Prince, Machiavelli also related to the narrative of tragedy itself. 
Machiavelli makes it clear in his correspondence from the period of The Prince 
that he was heavily preoccupied with the notion of fortune and its negative effect 
upon the world and his own life.60 He saw his world turned upside down by 
forces outside of his control, just as if dictated by the author of a tragedy like the 
one he himself used to frame Borgia’s rise to and sudden loss of power.

A look at Machiavelli’s letters surrounding the time he was writing The Prince 
shows that he clearly thought of his own situation similarly to how Borgia 
did—or, rather, similarly to how the fictionalized Borgia in his narrative did. 
Machiavelli’s letters show a similar preoccupation with reversals of fortune 
and with the jettisoning of his career and, therefore, with self-worth enacted by 
political processes outside of his power to control. Machiavelli wrote to Vettori 
on 13 March 1513 that while he did not want to go into details at that time, “fate 
[sorte] has done everything to cause me this injury.”61 This is the earliest pre-
served letter following Machiavelli’s release from imprisonment and torture and 
while he does not refer to fortune [fortuna] directly, as he does in The Prince, the 
sentiment is clearly there. Machiavelli does not use this framework only when 
introducing and initially explaining his situation. He talks about his reduced 
circumstances in much the same way later, in the letter of 10 December 1513 
to Vettori in which he mentions that he has finished a version of The Prince. He 
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writes in that letter that fortune “wants to do everything” and for men to let her 
act and wait their turn.62

In total, Machiavelli explicitly references fortune in five letters to Vettori 
between 13 March and 10 December. If Machiavelli’s descent was put into the 
framework of tragedy just how Machiavelli framed Borgia’s, it would be easy 
to see it as triggered by his own failings, but ultimately carried out by broader 
structural shifts and the actions of people over whom he had no control. Again, 
this mirrors the narrative Machiavelli wrote for Borgia where he makes a crucial 
political misstep, but in which the canonical analysis within the text asserts that 
Borgia was ultimately a victim of fortune and not of his own flaws. Machiavelli 
used fortune as a key piece of the tragedy he wrote in The Prince and was pre-
occupied with it in the letters he sent during the time he was writing. Borgia’s 
narrative is written to mirror Machiavelli’s own.

Both Borgia and Machiavelli suffered a reversal of fortune that took away 
their autonomy and emasculated them, as capability and independence were 
markers of adult masculinity.63 Machiavelli infamously calls fortune a woman in 
The Prince and writes that “she” needs to be held down and beaten into submis-
sion.64 Borgia, as Machiavelli writes, had been on the path to autonomy when 
Alexander VI died and he abruptly lost all that he had gained.65 Machiavelli 
himself had his career brought to an inglorious end, also due to a sudden change 
in papal and peninsular politics beyond his control. Borgia in Machiavelli’s ren-
dering was brought into submission by fortune, emasculated, without position or 
power. Machiavelli, too, felt the loss of his masculine independence as he had 
his freedom curtailed and his livelihood stripped from him. Borgia’s emascula-
tion and sufferings at the hands of fortune in The Prince are an expression of 
Machiavelli’s own.

Part Three: Overcoming Fortune
There is a key difference, however, between the portrayals of Machiavelli and 
Borgia in The Prince. Machiavelli makes it clear that Borgia was a shadow of his 
former self when he met with him in Rome. The tone of the narrative changes, 
turning Borgia from a formidable and capable ruler to a pitiful and desperate 
victim of fortune’s whims. Looking back at what Borgia had been prior to the 
death of Alexander VI, Machiavelli in chapter seven writes that “he had such 
fierceness and such virtù.”66 He reiterates the idea that Borgia become a prince 
through the actions of others but adds that if he had only had a little more time he 
would have been able to rely solely on “his own power and virtù.”67

The word virtù, which has no exact English counterpart, comes up twice in 
the span of four sentences when describing how Borgia had appeared prior to 
fortune dealing him such a damning blow. Virtù is often translated as “ability.” 
Fundamentally Machiavelli had been praising Borgia, for his actions in the 
Romagna, for his virtù; his ability to understand and control the situation and 
to prove himself capable. Furthermore, virtù is an eminently masculine quality. 
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It derives from the Latin root vir: “man.”68 To have virtù is, in a sense, to be 
a “man,” as it connotes the autonomy and independence so important to early 
modern ideas of masculinity. Borgia did not have this virtù when Machiavelli 
spoke with him in Rome. He was instead knocked to the ground by fortune, 
itself imagined female, and without masculine autonomy. Borgia comes across 
as blatantly distressed and agitated as he explains that he had prepared for all 
other possible situations, a far cry from the calculating and brilliant military com-
mander he was portrayed as earlier.69 If Borgia is still a fox or a lion, he is one 
that is caught in a snare by its own misstep and, instead of breaking free, is trying 
uselessly to justify its entrapment.

Machiavelli wrote about himself to Vettori on 18 March 1513, in his second 
letter since his release, in sharp contrast to his description of Borgia in their con-
versation at the Vatican. Machiavelli said that in regards to his own imprisonment 
and torture, “I bore them so straightforwardly that I feel proud of myself for it and 
it seems to me that I am better than I had believed [. . .]”70 Here Machiavelli dem-
onstrates that, at least by his own account, he met a reversal of fortune with dignity 
and showed it a good face. Machiavelli seemed to make a link in his writings 
between the changes in Borgia’s character and his own changed circumstances. 
In this way he set himself up from the start for a comparison between himself and 
Borgia within a narrative that could be manipulated by a clever author to lay them 
parallel to one another.71 Machiavelli continued to show his virtù by the way that 
he handled himself after he was released from imprisonment. As John Najemy 
argued, one of Machiavelli’s claims about Borgia and his fall from power was that 
“a new prince must not believe that bravado alone can bring success.”72 In sharp 
contrast to the depiction of Borgia in The Prince as ultimately immobile and caged, 
Machiavelli took steps to regain an honorable post in part through his writing to 
Vettori. The two men were friends, but Vettori was also the Florentine ambassador 
to the papal court, a similar but more prestigious position to Machiavelli’s prior job 
as a diplomat.73 In his letters at this time to Vettori, Machiavelli frequently asked 
him to mention him to people and to curry favor.74 He hoped that his friend would 
be able to use his connections to his benefit.

The narrative of fortune and virtù was one that Machiavelli consciously crafted 
for himself as well as for Borgia. Machiavelli was clearly aware of himself as the 
author of The Prince and made calculated creative choices, intentionally framing 
the example of Borgia in the text within the narrative of tragedy by streamlining 
the events he wished to discuss and focusing only on Borgia’s Italian campaigns. 
He emphasized Borgia’s singular political mistake and the overwhelming effect 
of fortune’s reversal. Similarly, Machiavelli showed deliberation as he claimed 
that same narrative and his more dignified handling of it in his personal writ-
ings. He bound himself to the tragic narrative by setting himself up as a parallel 
to Borgia in The Prince. Machiavelli only used the language of fortune with 
Vettori in their frequent correspondence between March and November 1513 
either when discussing broader politics or his own personal disaster. On 26 
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June 1513 he explained his lack of correspondence to another friend, Giovanni 
Vernaccia, who was living away from Florence in Constantinople and was there-
fore unaware of what had happened to him. In this letter, Machiavelli fell back on 
religious language, writing that it was a “miracle” and only due to “God and my 
own innocence” that he had survived.75 He added that “I am, by the grace of God, 
well, and I am living as I can, and I will work to do so, until the heavens show 
themselves to be more kind.”76 Even here Machiavelli refers to his own stoicism 
and perseverance in the face of misfortune and the influence of powers outside 
of his control over his life. The method of explanation is decidedly different, 
however, even though Machiavelli at the end of the letter implores Vernaccia to 
make connections for him, again seeking reentry into the world from which he 
had been banned.

It is significant that Machiavelli knew how to switch between narratives and 
explanatory systems because it underscores the intentionality with which he 
chose to use the form of Greek tragedy to make sense not only of Borgia’s fall 
from grace, but his own as well. Whereas Borgia became an animal caught in 
a trap when confronted with a reversal of fortune, Machiavelli asserted that he 
rose above and proved himself better than he had believed possible. Machiavelli 
therefore could not blame Borgia in The Prince for being unsuccessful in his bid 
to establish a permanent state in the Romagna, because he too knew what it was 
like to lose everything due to processes beyond your ability to control. What he 
could do was point to Borgia’s fatal error, elaborate a lesson for his reader from 
it, and then show by comparison how much greater he himself was for his han-
dling of such a blow. Even before Machiavelli was dismissed from his positions 
or imprisoned he “was always in but not of the world of power, an insider and 
yet an underling.”77 He worked as a poorly paid diplomat, not a wealthy ambas-
sador, and he did not have the financial funding needed to obtain a higher post 
and struggled to pay for his expenses while on the job. He had briefly attempted 
a military career with poor results and had most recently been imprisoned for a 
conspiracy of which he was not a part. Machiavelli remained a talented writer, 
however, and even if he could not undo what had happened in reality, he could 
choose how to frame things on paper.

The scattered narrative within The Prince that presents Borgia as a tragic hero 
suffering a stunning rise and sudden fall is a fiction. Machiavelli deliberately 
turns Borgia into more than a cut and dried example. He becomes a character in a 
recognizable story, one that even when Machiavelli scatters out of order over five 
chapters has been picked up on and reproduced in spirit, if not in full analysis, 
by other authors. Machiavelli furthermore steps into the timeline of his own text 
only to engage with this fictionalization, making himself a character intrinsi-
cally bound to Borgia, hanging somewhere between supporting role and narrator. 
Machiavelli intentionally shows Borgia as a trapped animal and with a clever 
literary trick makes the audience believe it is real. By entering the narrative at 
that point, Machiavelli asserts that he spoke with Borgia and presents the scene 
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as true because it is coming from a direct source. It is based on his own, impos-
sible to verify, interview. This is not to say that it did not happen. Machiavelli did 
meet with Borgia and the scene is very similar to what he says occurred on other 
occasions. But by acting with the directness of a character with the power of the 
author, Machiavelli here makes a powerful claim: Borgia disgraced himself when 
overcome by fortune; I became greater than I had thought possible.

Machiavelli wrote Borgia’s and his own narrative while still struggling under 
his own reversal of fortune. He bound the two of them together and examined 
them under the same literary framework while still fresh from imprisonment 
and still struggling to reenter political life. In the very act of writing The Prince, 
Machiavelli was seeking to triumph over fortune not by somehow undoing what 
had happened to him but by persevering and finding a new way. The lesson of the 
lion and the fox in The Prince is not that people should be one or the other but 
that they should be adaptable to changing circumstances. Borgia failed to rectify 
his situation by law, allowing Julius II to become Pope and did not bear himself 
with masculine dignity and honor. Machiavelli carried himself well, called upon 
his connections, and wrote The Prince in a bid for success. Even if Machiavelli’s 
intentions came to naught at least he still had honor because of how he had dis-
played his virtù. Machiavelli wrote Borgia as a mirror not just for princes but for 
himself, and Machiavelli in this very writing stepped away from Borgia, proving 
himself to be greater than the reflection.

Conclusion
In The Prince, Niccolò Machiavelli discussed examples from Borgia’s life that, 
when looked at as a whole, take on the form of an artfully framed and delineated 
tragedy. Machiavelli deliberately chose to use this literary form and to insert 
himself as a character into his own text in order to interact with it. Machiavelli 
indicated a clear awareness of his authorial choices in his personal letters dis-
cussing his writing process. Furthermore, Machiavelli’s contemporaries also used 
familiar narratives when discussing Borgia’s life, although they selected different 
ones. Machiavelli was not alone in creating fictions from the past, but he likewise 
did not have to write the kind that he did.

Machiavelli created this narrative to make certain points. He placed Borgia 
within the structure of a tragedy because he himself identified both with Borgia 
and with that narrative. Machiavelli saw his own life at this time as similarly 
ruled by the destructive and emasculating powers of fate and he related to 
Borgia’s fall from power. Machiavelli tied himself to Borgia many times over in 
the text and discussed the effects of fortune in the world in general as well as in 
his own life in particular in personal letters after his release from prison in 1513, 
the same period in which he wrote The Prince.

Taken together as two parts of the same document, Machiavelli’s letters from 
this time and The Prince inform one another. Machiavelli shows, in his scattered 
narrative, how Borgia was unable to effectively handle the blows of fortune dealt 
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to him as a tragic protagonist. As a counterpoint to this, Machiavelli writes how 
proud he was of how he carried himself when tested by fortune and takes active 
steps to regain his prior status instead of erring as Borgia did and then being ren-
dered impotent. One of these steps was, in fact, to write The Prince and, in doing 
so, surpass Borgia as a subject worthy of emulation.
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