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Description 
This course delves into the full story of the extraordinary Medici family, whose fortunes are traced over 
three hundred years (late-14th century to early-18th century)--from the rise of the bank under Cosimo the 
Elder, to the final collapse of the house of the Medici with the death of the Grand Duke of Tuscany in 1737. 
Since the power of the Medici family enabled family members to rule Florence, control the Papacy, “act as 
the needle of the Italian compass” and, sometimes, influence the policies of an entire continent, a study of 
this family provides students a thorough understanding of the history, politics and civic life of this period. 
The Medici were statesmen, scholars and patrons of art; collectors; entrepreneurs and impresarios. Some 
of them were poets; others were popes. This class attempts to explain a pattern of political control that led 
Florence from a republicanism uniquely energetic in its cult of liberty to the drowsy acceptance of near-
absolutist rule. 
 
The class also introduces students to relevant philosophies and artistic movements by discussing the most 
important achievements of artists and architects who worked for the Medici, such as Brunelleschi, 
Donatello, Michelozzo, Michelangelo, Botticelli, San Gallo, Bronzino, Vasari, Buontalenti, Cellini and 
different musicians who worked in the Medici court during the 16th and 17th centuries. 
 
Slides and site visits supplement in-class lectures. 
 
Objectives 
During this course, students: 

• Acquire a deep understanding of the lifestyle and historical artistic and cultural aspects of the 
Medicean period. 

• Learn to ask, study and discuss larger questions about Medicean power: How was it acquired? In 
what way did it function? Why was it accepted? 

• Gain a complete understanding of the historical factors at stake during the rise, flourishing and fall 
of the Medici family. 

• Gain an preliminary understanding of the philosophies and artistic movements of the time. 

• Learn to recognize the artistic works of many artists and architects who worked in the Medici court.  

• Participate in numerous on-site lectures in order to enhance and validate their study of this topic. 
 
Course Requirements 
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Students are expected come to class having read all assigned readings and prepared to proactively 
discuss that day’s topics. Readings average 30 to 40 pages weekly. Classes typically comprise lectures, 
discussions and on-site teaching. Alternative teaching media such as slides, videos, CDs, etc. are often 
used. Guided visits to churches, palaces, museums and galleries are as, if not more, important as in-class 
lectures. Therefore, all site visits are mandatory. Each class session, the instructor provides a handout of 
key terms, useful quotations, unusual terminology, etc. Students are responsible for all information on these 
handouts in future class sessions. 
 
Each student must keep a written journal to be turned in to the instructor twice over the course of the term. 
Students use the journal to reflect on the material covered in class. They should write at least two page-
long entries per week. Some example journal topics are: 

• Compare Florence during the time of the Medici to today’s Florence. What has changed? What has 
remained the same?  

• Have the ways of governing changed? Can you relate of a personal experience to show this?  

• How have things changed in Florence overall since the Medici were in power?  

• Can you see traces of the Medici? Where? Describe the traces of the Medici and what they mean 
to Florence, the Florentines and to visitors?  

 
Students take a midterm exam consisting of a 10 to 15 short answer/essay questions, and a 
comprehensive final exam consisting of identifications, short answer questions and essays. 
 
Finally, students submit a research paper 6 to 8 pages in length. The paper must reference a minimum of 3 
sources and include an appropriately notated bibliography. Paper topics should be chosen with the 
approval of the instructor by the midterm. Sample paper topics are provided in class. 
 
Methods of Evaluation 
Attendance and Participation            10% 
Journal            15% 
Midterm Exam                 20% 
Final Exam              30% 
Final Paper                     25% 
 
Primary Texts 
A coursepack serves as the primary textbook for this course. The coursepack contains selected readings 
from the following texts: 
 
E. Micheletti: The Medici of Florence, Becocci, 1993. 
AA.VV: Atlas of the Renaissance, Cassel, 1994. 
C. Hibbert: The Rise and Fall of the House of Medici, Penguin Group, 1979. 
J.R. Hale: Florence and the Medici, Phoenix Press, 1977. 
D. Hay and J. Law: Italy in the Age of the Renaissance 1380-1530, Longman, 1989. 
 
Supplementary Texts 
Tim Parks: Medici Money, Profile Books, G.B., 2005. 
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R. Martines: April Blood, Oxford University Press, 2003. 
R. de Rover: The Rise and Decline of the Medici Bank 1439-1494, Beardbooks, 1999. 
AA.VV: The Medici Women, Arnaud, 1997. 
F. Ames-Lewis: The Early Medici and their Artists, Birkbeck College, 1995. 
E. Micheletti: The Medici of Florence (pages 3-85), Becocci, 1993. 
C. Hibbert: Florence, the Biography of the City (pages 74-179), Penguin Books, 1994. 
J.R. Hale: Florence and the Medici (pages 166-177: The French Perspective, Catherine and Marie), 

Phoenix Press, 1977. 
 
Outline of Course Content  
Note: Fall/Spring students cover approximately 1 topic every 2 weeks. During the summer, when class 
periods are longer, students cover approximately 1 topic per week. 
 
TOPIC 1 - The Social and Political Framework of Florence--The Founding of a Dynasty 
The early days of the Medici family up until Giovanni di Bicci. The foundation of the Medici Bank in 1389. 
The relation of the Medici bankers with the Catholic Church. Early Medicean Art Patronage. 
 
TOPIC 2 - Exile and Triumph 
The Medici party. Cosimo the Elder: character and interests.  
Cosimo: Father of the Fatherland or Godfather of the Fatherland? 
The Council of Florence (1439) “East meets West”.  
Florence ‘The New Athens’, and the first public library in Europe (1444). 
 
TOPIC 3 - Lorenzo the Magnificent 
Poet, politician and Maecenas.  
His position in Florence and in Italy. 
Botticelli, his painter. 
The “Adoption” of Michelangelo. 
“April Blood”: Florence and the plot against the Medici (the Pazzi Conspiracy). 
Frà Girolamo Savonarola: “Scourge and fire” (1490-1498). 
 
TOPIC 4 – Political Literary Production under the Medici 
Analysis of the two works by Nicolò Machiavelli most closely connected to the Medici family: The Prince 
and The Mandrake. 
Giovanni dei Medici as Pope Leone X, - the first Florentine Pope. 
The clash with Martin Luther and Protestantism. 
 
TOPIC 5 - From Republic to Duchy 
The Medici popes. The Medicean restoration. 
Pope Clement VII (1523-1534) (Giulio Dei Medici). The last Florentine Republic (1527-1530).  
The siege of Florence. The return of the Medici. Alessandro Dei Medici Duke of Florence. 
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TOPIC 6 – The Last Republic and the First Medici Duke  
Cosimo I dei Medici (1519 – 1574) – the Duke of Florence (1537 – 1569) and the Grand Duke of Tuscany 
(1569 – 1574). 
The creation of a territorial Tuscan state.  
Study of the works by Giorgio Vasari aimed at the glorification of the Medici Dynasty. 
 
TOPIC 7 - The Decline of a Dynasty  
Cosimo II, Ferdinando II, Cosimo III and his heirs. 


