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Abstract

The enticingly modern strain of republicanism that young Prince Cosimo III de” Medici (1642-
1723) encountered during his two sojourns in the Dutch Republic (1667-1669) proved a
forceful means to reimagine Tuscany’s own, administrative past and present. Through
comparative analysis of the unpublished travel journal of Medici secretary Apollonio Bassetti
(1631-1699) and the diary in verse by court physician Giovanni Andrea Moniglia (1624-1700),
we argue that Cosimo III’s ambitious agenda abroad was influenced predominantly by his
desire to implement environmental reform and portray a contrasting socio-political model at
home. Cosimo’s own journeys were followed by ongoing transnational exchange, as testified
by the court’s efforts to conceptualize a Medici town atlas and cultivate exotic pineapple
plants on the Tuscan soil. By importing artefacts and ideas, then, Cosimo III—just prior to his
succession by Gian Gastone (1671-1737), last of the Medici grand dukes—sought to

consciously craft the Medici dynasty’s lasting legacy.



Not only does travel contain many qualities which authors have acclaimed far and
wide and which is proved by the practice itself, but I also believe there is nothing
more splendid or marvelous than to witness personally the virtue of those renowned
elsewhere and to gain the favour or friendship of great men.

Pieter Blaeu’s dedication to Antonio Magliabechi in the edition of

Petronius’s Satyricon issued by the Blaeus in 1669.

In the winter of 1667-1668, the young Florentine prince Cosimo de’ Medici (1642-1723)
travelled through Northern Europe. The well-prepared trip was motivated not—as a
contemporary comment that resonates throughout current scholarship would have it—by
Cosimo’s wish to escape his unhappy marriage with Marguerite Louise d’Otrléans (1645-1721),
but rather by the prince’s explicit aim to learn about the governmental structures
accompanying the intellectual, artistic, and commercial prosperity of Germany and, especially,
the Low Countries.'

During his sojourn, Cosimo encountered a different society up close and made ample
use of this opportunity to augment his network of international contacts through meetings
with scholars, dignitaries, and merchants. This approach proved successful: once he had
returned to Florence and became grand duke (1670), Cosimo was eager to maintain and
nurture the contacts established during his travels. As Van Veen and McCormick have noted,
it would in fact seem that Cosimo tried to use the ties that continued to connect Tuscany and
the Dutch Republic after his return to Florence to deal with some of the processes of decline
the Grand Duchy witnessed during his reign (1670-1723).” Yet only few, initial attempts have
so far been made to study the impact of these relations on Medici strategies to turn the
cultural and intellectual tide of late seventeenth century Tuscany.’ By assessing more

systematically some of the most active avenues of a remarkably lively process of cross-cultural



exchange, this essay aims to indicate the broader political significance of contacts between
both states.

Cosimo left Florence for the first of his two trips on 22 October 1667. After stops in
Mainz, Arnhem, and Utrecht, the prince and his entourage eventually reached Amsterdam.
They remained in the city widely known as the centre of trade and publishing until 7 January
1668. Guided by merchant Francesco Feroni (1614-1696) and bookseller Pieter Blaeu (1637-
1706), Cosimo paid visits to the town hall, to printing offices and book shops, and to the
headquarters of the East and West Indian Trading companies. Thanks to his local contacts,
the prince was able, moreover, to personally inspect some of Amsterdam’s most renowned
cabinets of curiosities and to set foot in a great number of Protestant and (clandestine)
Catholic churches.

The travel journals carefully drawn up during and after Cosimo’s stay show that he was
delighted by the variety and sophistication of products, ranging from books, over engravings
and art, to exotic curiosities including spices and natural specimens on offer in Amsterdam. As
we will argue, this is indicative not solely of the more mundane interest in conspicuous
consumption Cosimo shared with other travellers to the Republic at the time, but may equally
point to Medici awareness of Amsterdam’s publishing trade providing a window onto
noteworthy developments on the stage of global trade and politics. Through technical
advances and apt editorial strategies, publishers in turn strove to support Italian rulers in their
desire for self-celebration through print, as evinced by the international prestige of the
unfinished town atlas treated below.

After Amsterdam, Cosimo carried on his voyage to arrive, through Haarlem and
Alkmaar, in Leiden, where he visited the university, its library and anatomical theatre. In The

Hague, Prince William IIT of Orange (1650-1702) organised a ballet in his honour on 5



February 1668." The next day, Cosimo and his entourage travelled to Amsterdam, where they
remained several days before moving on to Hamburg and, eventually, return to Italy.
Significantly, Cosimo was so intrigued by what he had seen during his first tour that he again
visited the Dutch Republic as eatly as the following year: in 1669, the Medici prince embarked
on a second trip, this time to Spain, Portugal, Great Britain, France, and the Low Countries.’
During his second stay in the Republic, Cosimo made a point to visit additional sites of
contemporary interest, including the polders that formed the imposing result of recent
drainage projects and two towns in the province of Friesland that—because of the ancient
usages allegedly observable there—had been highly recommended by Grand Pensionary Johan
de Witt (1625-1672).°

As we will seek to stress, Medici interest in the Low Countries thus reached beyond
the desire to acquire artefacts and (re)affirm social standing abroad; it was directed,
additionally, towards a more ideological appropriation of the socio-political model projected
outwardly by the burgeoning Dutch Republic. Just how did the Dutch, in the eyes of the
Tuscans, manage to establish commercial might overseas whilst maintaining (seeming) stability
through public power at home? What may Medici interest in the newly emerging strain of
republicanism adopted by a small, yet extremely successful, state in northern Europe tell us, in
turn, about the Grand Duchy’s engagement with its own political structures, past and present?
As noted by Paola Benigni, it would seem that ‘this sovereign [Cosimo III], on a par with his
famous predecessors and unlike what has so far been maintained in traditional historiography,
was actively involved with problems of state. Problems that were more complex inasmuch as
these derived from the process of formation and consolidation of an absolutist Renaissance
state that, grafted onto particulars and privileges of republican origin, in fact never had the

political strength to eliminate or reduce them’.” In a spitit of scholarly re-appraisal, then,



Cosimo’s curiosity will be assessed in this essay not just as a prominent, and highly privileged,
lens on Dutch culture and its developments, but also as a mirror image that sheds light on—
and raises some new questions as to—the aspirations that were cultivated on paper by the
future Grand Duke and his entourage. In the accounts that were purposefully produced by
Cosimo’s courtiers, the young Dutch Republic figures prominently as a study case
demonstrating state-formation in progress, while the success of trading companies provides an
irresistible example inviting emulation.

In an attempt to investigate Cosimo’s ambitious agenda abroad, we will present several
highly significant—yet largely overlooked—sources, including the travel journal of Medici
secretary Apollonio Bassetti (1631-1699) and the diary in verse by court physician Giovanni
Andrea Moniglia (1624-1700). As Bassetti and Moniglia’s writings reveal, despite his strong
religious convictions, Cosimo III was quite open to the liberal culture of the Dutch Republic
and extremely keen to establish ties there. To the Tuscans, the exceptional appeal of the
Dutch Republic rested on pillars that reveal the convergence of cultural curiosity, commercial

interests, and matters of a more political nature.

The Company of Florentine Courtiers in Prose and Poetry

In April 1667, a pressing letter from Florence reached Pieter Blacu in Amsterdam: Cosimo 111
requested a copy of Athanasius Kirchet’s China lllustrata (published that same year, by
competing bookmen Van Waesberge and Weyerstraten).® Pleased with the prompt delivery of
both this work and a much appreciated nautical atlas, in May Cosimo extended his order to
‘other books that treat the information emerging from new travels or [that contain| exotic, and

recent, knowledge’.” Evidently, by familiarizing himself with the products and prowess of the



Dutch book trade—tecognized recently as ‘the Republic’s most succesful cultural export’’—

Cosimo had started to mentally prepare himself for his upcoming tour through northern
Europe.

When the Medici prince set out for the first of his travels in October, he did so in the
company of about forty courtiers. In order to retain memories of what was to be encountered
along the way, many of them kept a diary. Upon their return to Florence, these reports were
edited by Cosimo’s chamberlain Filippo Corsini (1647-1706) and bound into an official
account, still held at the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana.!' The diaries’ texts are
complemented by an album of drawings and watercolors depicting landscapes, fortresses,
harbors, cities, and churches that are all attributed to artist and architect Pier Maria Baldi («.
1630-1686)."

Grand ducal secretary Apollonio Bassetti and court physician and poet Giovanni
Andrea Moniglia recorded their experiences in additional accounts that were compiled in
curiously contrasting styles. Bassetti’s journal, preserved at the Biblioteca Moreniana, consists
of two thin oblong volumes, closely written on both sides of the page in casual, occasionally
rushed, handwriting."” On the whole, this diaty is less formal than Moniglia’s; it was, in all
likelihood, intended mostly for personal use, as is testified by its material features. The small
booklet could easily be kept—and carried around—in Bassetti’s pockets, allowing him to
scribble down annotations or develop more elaborate observations ez route. In this way, the
journal by Bassetti also served a larger purpose as the ad hoc model for future field reporters’
notebooks. During Cosimo’s trip, the particular set up of his journal enabled Bassetti, first and
foremost, to record his impressions on features that in many cases, as we will see, correspond

closely to broader Medici interests. The careful process of selection that underpins Bassetti’s



information gathering may, in fact, be seen as the implicit expression of the Tuscans’ agenda
abroad.

Conversely, Moniglia’s account is of a completely different nature: composed in #rza
rima throughout, it reveals a strong literary value and seems to have been written
predominantly to entertain—possibly even influence—its readers. Rather than the empirical,
on-site recording carried out by Bassetti, the style adopted by Moniglia appears to have artfully
accomodated a more open voicing of Medici critique and appraisal; both journals could, in
this respect, equally be seen to promote a perspective on the Dutch Republic that is deeply
rooted in their authors’ own, local identity.'* In Moniglia’s case, this seems further underlined
by the choice for a rhyme scheme that, first recorded in the works of Dante Alighieri, would
have struck contemporaries as Florentine par excellence. Still awaiting a comprehensive edition,
Moniglia’s journal survives in four manuscript copies currently held in Florence and Leiden."
Despite Bassetti and Moniglia’s greatly differing approaches, revealed through framings that
are at once stylistic and strategic, both of their diaries leave no doubt as to the fascination
shared by Cosimo III and his courtiers for the Dutch. The relatively young Republic was to
prove one of the most interesting states visited by the Tuscans outside of Italy, perhaps
because here the principal objective phrased by Moniglia—to distinguish ‘from the false the

true / dogmas of good rule’"*

—could best be put to the test.

While the Medici prince travelled to learn how to best behave as (future) ruler, the
northern sojourn prepared Bassetti for the governmental career that awaited him, too, in
Florence. When Cosimo ascended the grand ducal throne following the death of Ferdinando
IT'in 1670, he immediately secured Bassetti’s new role by appointing him Segretario della Cifra,

with tasks and responsibilities comparable to those of a modern-day secretary of state. For the

following thirty years, Bassetti acted as Cosimo’s chief counsellor, confidential advisor, and



friend. Besides fulfilling his role as Cosimo’s prime secretary, in 1666 Bassetti was named
canon of San Lorenzo, the parish church of the Medici family. This significantly strengthened
his position as a clergyman, placing him strategically in the center of ecclesiastical power."”
Local prior Giovan Battista Frescobaldi summed up Bassetti’s dual role as a man of state as
much a man of faith in his eulogy after Bassetti’s death (1699): Sust as in court he was the
idea[l] of the learned, in church he was the model of religious men’.'® As we will show below,
eventually Bassetti rose to become the true mastermind behind Cosimo’s efforts to curb the
seemingly inevitable decline of Tuscany.

During their voyage, Bassetti got closer to the prince by taking care of all of Cosimo’s
correspondence, while at the same time keeping Ferdinando II up to date on the whereabouts
of his son. Bassetti also organized meetings with Dutch dignitaries, scholars, and merchants;
in this way, his experience abroad resulted in a vast network of contacts across Europe
through which he later kept abreast of political, economic, and cultural developments.
Thousands of letters testifying to this practice are still preserved at the Medici Grand Ducal
Archives."”

While Bassetti saw to Cosimo’s administration, Giovanni Andrea Moniglia, as
physician, was responsible for his well-being; by virtue of Medici patronage, the poet from
Pisa may, however, have equally sought to advance an agenda geared towards literary fame.
First trained at Jesuit institutions in Florence, Moniglia later joined the University of Pisa
where he earned doctorates in philosophy and medicine. He eventually became the private
physician of Cardinal Giancarlo de” Medici (1611-1663), Vittoria della Rovere (1622-1694),
and, after the death of former grand ducal physician Francesco Redi in 1698, of Grand Duke
Cosimo I11.*" Between 1667 and 1681, Moniglia held a chair in practical medicine at Pisa,

followed by his appointment in the field of female medicine (‘de morbis mulierum’).” Besides



his acclaim in early modern medicine, Moniglia was an equally active literator, writing
comedies and opera for the Accademia degli Immobili and the Accademia della Crusca; in this
sense, Cosimo’s court physician may, in confirmation of Angela Nuovo’s apt observation, be
considered yet another ‘significant example of the participation of physicians in the broader
culture of late humanism’.”> Moniglia’s deliberate usage of Florentine #rz rima in the narrative
genre of the travelogue—an act of self-fashioning no doubt meant to flatter and secure future
favours from his Medici patron—seemingly mirrors the Pisan poet’s entwined ambitions at
court. Today, Moniglia is perhaps best remembered for his work Ercole in Tebe, which
celebrates the marriage of Cosimo IIT with Marguerite Louise of Orléans, published in
Florence in 1661.” By reflecting, less than ten years later, on the roots of Medici rule through
its comparison with contemporary states in consciously composed verse, Moniglia may well
have aspired to rise through the ranks and pass from Cosimo’s personal physician to become
his official court poet.”

Equally testifying to his ambitious—if not outright competitive—character are
individual acts that reveal rather unscrupulous strategies to get ahead in the academic and
courtly circles that characterized Medicean Tuscany.” By virtue of his influential position at
the University of Pisa, Moniglia could make scholarly reputations as easily as he could break
them. He is said to have sabotaged the career of many university professors, as confirmed in
the well-documented case of Dutch philologist Jacob Gronovius (1645-1716).°° Following the
passing of Tuscan scholar Valerio Chimentelli in 1668, Cosimo 111 personally offered
Gronovius the prestigious chair in Greek at Pisa.”” Although the origins of the Pisan studio
date back to the fourteenth century, conscious Medici involvement first emerged when in
1473 Lorenzo the Magnificent (r. 1469-1492) moved the Tuscan state university (founded

long before Medici ascendancy) from Florence to Pisa, where it could come across more



convincingly as creation of the current ruler.”® From 1543 onwards, the University of Pisa
came to fruition as attribute of a strong, centralized state owing to the support of Cosimo I
(1519-1574) and his successofs.

By appointing an eminent scholar from the north, Cosimo III clearly attempted to
further perpetuate the prestige of university and Medici dynasty alike. Yet after teaching his
first classes in Pisa in March 1674, a vindictive campagain was waged against Gronovius.”
According to Medici librarian Antonio Magliabechi (1633-1714), Moniglia was responsible for
instigating the Florentine lawyer and university auditore Ferrante Capponi (1611-1689), who
effectively acted as minister of higher education at court, to plot against Gronovius:" it seems
Capponi could not accept that a northern scholar had been given the chair in Pisa without his
permission.’’ In time, the faction mobilized against Gronovius grew to include more and more
eminent men surrounding the Medici court, including Apollonio Bassetti, Florentine
nobleman Carlo Dati (1619-1676), and even the Roman Inquisition.”

Involving the Church turned out to be a successful move on the part of Moniglia and
his associates. Eventually, Cosimo III got blindsided by the number of letters he started to
receive from Rome. He was told time and again how inappropriate it was to have a Protestant
scholar lecture at a university supported by the Catholic Church.” The grand duke, naturally,
became worried about the repercussions the affair might have for the ties between Florence
and Rome. He felt pressured to give Gronovius an ultimatum: unless he changed his religion,
Cosimo could no longer support him.”* But Gronovius refused to convert to Catholicism and
was forced, then, to resign his chair at the University of Pisa in September 1674, mere months
after his appointment.”

The Dutch Republic to which Gronovius returned, was characterized by a relatively

tolerant religious and intellectual climate. Favouring the exchange of ideas amongst faiths and

10



schools of thought, its more liberal atmosphere stood in strong contrast to Moniglia’s Tuscan
surroundings. With a characteristic sense of scepticism tempering admiration, at the time of

his arrival from Florence to Utrecht on 17 December 1667, Moniglia proclaims:*

Where we had now arrived, oh how well one sees
The order of things, is that Holland

Of the treasures of Spain was made heir.

Here the People rule, and solely commands

That which it knows to be useful, and courtesy

If it is [of] no profit, is put aside.

Here extravagance has no place,
Are prohibited [any] luxuries, and [the] sole custom

Of all is to do business, or [provide] provisions.

Here Soldiers live, and have [as their] quarters
Civilized people, and [for] some still

Sojourn [here] affection, and good manners.

Of the inhabitants, they worship what|ever] they wish
Whichever God they like best; the Holy,

Catholic rite, [too], one still honores.

With the Grand Duchy of Tuscany under the sway of powerful, hereditary princes, to the eyes
of Cosimo’s courtiers the Dutch Republic appeared as a society where the public good—in

line with criteria that, as we will see, reveal opportunism as much as (apparent) openness—
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was served instead by the rule of the citizenry itself. In Tuscany, highly centralized state
control had been cemented over the course of more than a century of monarchical Medici
dominance, initiated by first Grand Duke Cosimo I (r. 1537-74). The Dutch Republic’s rule, in
contrast, was rather fragmented, as the confederation of united provinces (recognized as
independent state only in 1648 at the end of the Eighty Years’ War) lacked a formally
centralized government.

The Republic’s quintessentially federated form of government was the result of its
arduous struggle for independence. As such, its underlying ideology was strongly advocated by
political thinkers like Grand Pensionary Johan de Witt, whom Cosimo met in person. De Witt
maintained that in a republic, influential political positions ought not to be assigned
automatically to those whose ancestors held these same posts in the past; clearly this would go
against the highly-regarded ideal of (individual) freedom, but it could equally compromise the
(collective) circumstances needed for the budding state to flourish optimally. Hence in his
Deduction of 1654, De Witt defended the Act of Seclusion that debarred the Prince of Orange
and his descendants from holding office in the state. Tellingly, De Witt’s Deduction moves,
moreover, from an oration praising Holland’s absolute sovereignty and true freedom—
denying any rights to the States General and the House of Orange—to a discourse on less
laudable republics in Europe. Here, De Witt refers especially to Florence under Medici rule,
where, as he argues, state and society had lost their splendor because a single, inherently
dangerous, ‘eminent head’ had sought to circumscribe the free spirit of truly republican rule.”’

De Witt’s notion that the Grand Duchy of Tuscany suffered greatly under ineffectual
Medici rule resonates with a long line of more recent historical work that repeats the
traditional view of Cosimo’s I1I reign as one characterized by bigotry, cultural decadence, and

intellectual obscurantism.*® Eric Cochrane has presented a more nuanced view of Cosimo’s
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reign in a welcome attempt to partially rehabilitate the long-vilified perspective on late
seventeenth-century Florence.” Cochrane too, however, does not deviate from the established

view that Cosimo’s religious inclinations (apparently) proved of greater importance to the

grand duke than the effective rule of his state.*” Contemporary sources would, at first instance,
seem to confirm the relative dominance of faith to Cosimo III’s mind: in the years following
his travels, Medici librarian Magliabechi wrote that Cosimo, ‘does not care for scholarship
anymore, but [is concerned instead] with devotion’.*' In July 1696, Magliabechi wrote in even
stronger terms to Jacob Gronovius that “These Serene Princes no longer buy books; as for
letters and study, all things have ended completely here’.* In order not to compromise his
own reputation by harming that of his sovereign (and immediate superior), Magliabechi
scribbled these words on a small piece of paper, separate from the main letter and ready to be

burned after reading.*?

Yet the testimonies penned by Medici courtiers abroad reveal a markedly different
perspective. At the time of their arrival to Amsterdam on 19 December 1667, Cosimo’s
interest in international politics, trade, and scholarship seems anything but dormant.
Moniglia’s praise of the Dutch Republic foreshadows some of the later, commercial
aspirations of Medici policy at home (see ‘Epilogue: The ‘Republican’ Aftermath of a Princely
Tour’) while Basseti’s journal leaves no doubt as to Cosimo’s observational agenda abroad. In
an attempt to explain the Republic’s economic success, then, Moniglia takes care to underline
how military superiority and commercial expansion across the globe made Amsterdam the

richest city of this world:*

Descend, Apollo, (I beg you) and with joyful
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Demeanor prepare your verses, to praise

The most wealthy City of this World.

Not of eminent Architecture, and nor of Marble
Drawn from Paro’s bussom, and neither of Heroes

Is fecund Amsterdam, but [of] Gowns, and Arms

She has as many as suffice; but then
In politics, and in this moment, equal to her

In the [whole] wide [wotld] you cannot find.

Formidable on land, immortal
At sea she has arisen, and to an even greater rank

Through good government [she] reigns imperiously.

Seventeenth-century Amsterdam was characterized by imposingly modern canal houses, ports,
and warehouses that reflected the scope and success of the overseas trade carried out by the
city’s mercantile population.”” In Florence, conversely, churches and palazz7 inhabited by
priests and nobles formed the decorous surroundings of a society immersed in religion and
age-old civic ritual. Moniglia observes that although the wealth of Amsterdam is not so easily
discernible from the (immediate) majesty of the city’s buildings and monuments, it is
embodied forcefully by its inhabitants, whose dress and attributes—‘Gowns, and Arms™—
signal learning and warfare.

The favourable commercial conditions in the Republic attracted the attention of

foreign merchants, including many Tuscans. With the end of the Thirty Years’ War (1618-
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1648), an international grain crisis had emerged, threatening with famine large parts of
Southern Europe. When the Dutch, in response, began to trade large quantities of grain, the
economic—and cultural—relations between the Dutch Republic and the Grand Duchy of
Tuscany improved considerably.* Consequently, numerous Italian merchants established
themselves in Amsterdam. The city became quite active in trade with the Iberian Peninsula
and the Spanish colonies, particularly on the market for Spanish wool and in the slave trade, as
exemplified by the case of Francesco Feroni.*’ In the 1640s, Feroni had left Tuscany and
moved to Amsterdam, where he successfully established himself as merchant-banker. His
quick ascent was due mainly to his active involvement in global trade: Feroni became
shareholder to the Dutch West India Company and acted as intermediary in the slave trade in
the West Indies. Later, Feroni served as Tuscan envoy; in 1666, he became the Grand Duchy’s
official representative. From then on, his correspondence with Medici secretary Bassetti grew
especially voluminous: Feroni’s extensive reports, that include countless copies of the news
publication La Gagette d’Amsterdam, directly mirror Cosimo III’s increasing enthusiasm for all
kinds of cultural, economic, and political aspects of life in the Dutch Republic.*

Another wave of Italian immigration took place during the second half of the
seventeenth century, which coincides with the sudden upswing of Florentine companies 7
accomandita or ‘limited partnerships’ abroad.”” This phase is illustrated by the presence of the
Florentine merchants Giovacchino Guasconi, Giuseppe Marucelli, and Giovanni de
Verrazzano, all of whom established trading companies in Amsterdam during the 1660s. The
fact that branches of their family businesses eventually spread throughout Europe made them
appealing as (prospective) partners not just for the merchants of Amsterdam, but for Cosimo

IIT as well.
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On 17 December 1667, Cosimo met Guasconi, Marucelli, and De Verrazzano upon
their arrival to Utrecht ‘in a beautiful boat garnished with mirrors’; the merchants’
ceremonious entry was meant, in turn, to celebrate the Medici prince’s arrival in the Dutch
Republic.” Francesco Feroni, ‘prima fignra’ of the company, was duly placed at the center of
attention, ‘demanding great respect from these cavaliers.” Moniglia sharply sums up his first
impressions of the clearly well-off merchants, infusing slight derision with more concrete

considerations:*?

We then heard [being] said “They have arrived
From Amsterdam, the Florentine merchants!’

All in good health, and well-stuffed

And after [a] thousand hand-kisses and bows
Extended by them to the Prince, to Feroni

His Highness turns [and] says My wines

Have they yet arrived?” They had made orders
The Prince of Chianti and [the Prince| of Castello

[To be] furnished in Florence, delicate and tasteful [wines]

And then, with astute order, and beautifully
Enclosed in cases [had these| shipped to Amsterdam

By Celibi on a Vessel;

Where when they had arrived

Through the precious Elixir, that Bacchus distils

16



The spirits were revived;

With such hope all souls were calmed
Saying: ‘In Amsterdam we drank in the best of ways’,

And of joy the heart leaps in our breasts.

The Marvels of the ‘Magazzino del Mondo’

In keeping with their worldly concerns, in Amsterdam Cosimo and his courtiers visited the
headquarters of the East and West Indian Trading Companies (known in Dutch as VOC and
WIC respectively). They saw for themselves how the ships of both brought into the Dutch
Republic a wide variety of goods from all corners of the globe, including merchandise and
curiosities eagerly awaited by traders and (private) collectors alike. As testified by Bassetti, the
Tuscans paid a visit to one of the companies’ well-stocked warehouses, where precious
pepper, nutmeg, cinnamon, and cloves were first carefully selected, then to have an estimated
market value assigned to them.”

The presence of such products, just like that of international information in the shape
of news and publications, became an indirect consequence of the Dutch Republic’s
remarkable societal structure.’* Merchants like Guasconi and Feroni benefitted, as did the
Republic’s own trading companies, from the absence of strong, centralized governmental
control and the lack of a state religion in the years following the Dutch Revolt. Amsterdam, in
particular, at times acted more or less like an independent city-state.” The strength of the
Dutch economy as a whole ensured the arrival of raw materials from all over the world; one

sector that profited greatly from this situation was the book trade.”® Printer-publishers turned
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papet, ink, and newly gathered knowledge into finished products: books, prints, and
newspapers to be sold both in the Republic—where relatively high rates of literacy and
education encouraged demand—and abroad.”

The Republic’s intellectual climate, characterized by religious tolerance and relatively
lenient censorship policies (compared to other regions), made Amsterdam widely known as
‘magazin de I'universe’, in the aphorism commonly attributed to Voltaire (1694-1778).”® The
notion already circulated, however, in the years prior to Cosimo III’s tour, as we learn from
the travel journal of Roberto Orazio Pucci (1625-1698), a member of the influential Florentine
family closely allied to the Medici. During his stay in the Republic (1657), Pucci expressed a

sense of matvel echoed later by Moniglia:

Where there are no canals one admires an immensity of shops and equally well-stocked
[ware]houses. |...] Hence of Amsterdam one may well say that it is the magazzino of the wotld,
[allowing you to gain] knowledge [of everything,] from the smallest thing to the largest. There
is nothing that is not available here in great abundance, so much so that [merchandise| flows
to all parts of Europe. Countless ships can be seen from the city: imagine you are looking at a

large wood, stripped of many thousands of leafs.®

Dutch printers clearly flourished under such favourable circumstances, and took advantage of
the fact that in other countries state and ecclesiastical authorities kept a closer watch on their
colleagues’ output. As a result, Amsterdam rose to become the absolute centre of seventeenth-
century publishing; the city’s printers and book merchants soon occupied the place of
Antwerp a century earlier. Magliabechi, in a letter to the Huguenot printer Pierre Huguetan in

Amsterdam, stated astutely that Huguetan found himself in a country where ‘it is legal to
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freely print what[ever] one wants’.®! The smoothly operating printing presses of the Low
Countries were not lost on Bassetti and Moniglia either: together with the Medici prince, they
visited countless libraries, bookshops, and printers’ workshops. Faced with the overabundance
of available books, Moniglia records a mixture of (initial) awe and enthusiasm followed,

perhaps inevitably, by discouragement:*

In a huge printing office I have seen [an] infinitely

Large number of Books, [and] I then said

“‘Why am I not given [any]| copies?’

The Prince, my Master, who always honours

My modest talent, past the threshold

Of [his] Room summons me, and throws out

[A] hundred coins; to me he donates [these]; he wants for me
To do some noble spending; I grab the Books

But the wish to study them [then] leaves me.

As acclaimed Amsterdam bookseller, Cosimo’s guide Pieter Blaeu, was more than happy, of
course, to personally accompany the prince to his shop. As Bassetti relates, Pieter and Cosimo

spent hours examining the most extraordinary books and maps:*

He took [Cosimo] to see exclusive and much sought-after maps, and [to observe through
them)] the location of various places [as] drawn of the towns of India. He was shown several
books with images that illustrate the dress, customs and many |of the] activities of the peoples

of India, China, and Japan; and [Cosimo| negotiated to buy these.
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Through Blaeu, too, Cosimo got to know the lawyer Laurens van der Hem (1621-1678), who
was especially well-known as a passionate collector. Amongst Van der Hem’s books, prints,
and manuscript materials, the prince admired ‘drawings of cities, places, and [the] coasts of the
Indies excellently illuminated, and a great number of geographical maps of the world and its
particulars, equally [well] executed”.** Such rare—possibly unique—artefacts offered a highly
informed perspective on regions that may have been of equal cultural and commercial interest
to Cosimo.

Van der Hem was one of the Blaeu firm’s most illustrious clients: clear evidence of the
connection between publishers and patron is the outstanding Atlas Blacu-Van der Hem,
which has been included in UNESCO’s Memory of the World Register since 2003.” Van der
Hem’s bespoke atlas consists of forty-six books, plus four separate, additional bindings and a
portfolio of drawings. Several editions of the famous A#as major, issued from 1662 onwards
by Pietet’s father Joan Blaeu (1598/99-1673), form the cosmography’s core, while the work
also contains some of the—often not otherwise accessible—cartographic content arising from
the activities of Joan Blaeu as official cartographer to the VOC.® Following his visit, Cosimo
requested that maps and views of several VOC holdings be produced and delivered to him

through the Blaeus; these were destined to adorn the walls of his Villa Castello in Florence.”

Art, Erudition, and the Book

Cosimo’s contact with Van der Hem may well have further convinced the future Grand Duke
not only of the direct, documentary value of cartographic information available in Amsterdam,

but just as much of the more worldly significance surrounding Blaeu atlases. Their imposing

materiality in large folio format could be enhanced by the services of experts at the
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intersection of the art and book wortlds, such as binders and painter-colotists. In ensuing
years, Cosimo showed a remarkable persistence to have created a town atlas of Tuscany that
was meant to place his governmental legacy in a good light. The complicated
conceptualization of the work partially overlapped with the publication history of the more
comprehensive Theatrum ltaliae, meant as a series of city books covering the entire peninsula.
Let us, therefore, now turn to the ambitious project’s origins and afterlife.

In 1663 Joan and Pieter Blaeu succeeded in issuing the Theatrunss first three volumes,
all thanks to the personal and professional connection to Italy that is epitomized by their
influential contacts in Tuscany.” The works’ initial edition includes the Civitates status ecclesiastici
(on the towns of the Papal State), the Adwiranda urbis Romae (treating the circuses, obelisks,
and theatres of ancient and contemporary Rome), and the preliminary (incomplete) Theatrum
civitatum nec non admirandorum Neapolis et Siciliae regnorum. Of these, the Admiranda nrbis Romae
was based, to an overwhelming extent, on the scholarly work dedicated to the city’s Egyptian
obelisks by German Jesuit and antiquarian polymath Athanasius Kircher (1602-1680).” In as
eatly as the 1650s, Kircher’s unwavering enthusiasm for the study of Coptic and the origins of
hieroglyphic script had led to the publication of his Oedipus Agyptiacus in three volumes
(Rome: Vitalis Mascardi, 1652-1654). In 1655, Pieter Blacu was on his way to meet with
Kircher in Rome when he was offered a synopsis of the work during the Frankfurt Book Fair;
at that point, however, the Blacus preferred postponing its purchase because they still awaited
the arrival of previously dispatched volumes of the Oedipus in tull, already on their way from
Tivoli to Amsterdam.” They eventually incorporated, virtually without alteration, a great
number of the same images after obelisks in the Admiranda nrbis Romae, adding strategic
dedications to influential Amsterdam patricians, but only occasionally acknowledging

Kircher’s efforts explicitly.”" Such unscrupulous strategies further attest to the fierce
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competition that characterized the intellectual circles surrounding—and stimulating—the
international book trade. Yet in the process of gathering original content for the book on the
Papal State (1663), and for anticipated works on Tuscany and Piedmont, the Blacus made a
strong attempt to more directly involve governmental bodies and local experts through
patronage ties that reveal the Theatrum Italiac’s great significance on the stage of seventeenth-
century politics.

The approach of the Blaeus in preparing the publication of an additional town atlas
treating the terroritories of the Medici may be gleaned from the prescriptive parameters
presented to the Medici court during the reign of Cosimo’s predecessor Ferdinando IT (1621-
1670). It appears the atlas’s (projected) contents were meant to highlight the Grand Duchy’s
illustrious origins as an erudite means to show contemporary Tuscany from an equally
elevated perspective.”” To this end, suitably entwined details on geography and history needed
to be selected, including ‘ancient and modern writings’ on Tuscany, complemented by ‘maps,
panoramas, reliefs, and drawings of the principal towns and territories, together with a lengthy
description [...] of each of these places’.”” The compilers were to rely primatily on locals for
the ‘collection of the most relevant information for the author’s purposes, or most
appropriate to the honour of the town’, because of their attachment to, and knowledge of,
their birthplace.”* The support of local intermediaries was indeed actively sought from the
Medici volume’s initial stages onwards: widening the potential reach of their quest for
contributions, Pieter and Joan Blaeu were quick to involve Magliabechi and Carlo Dati, the
renowned philologist who was a member of such illustrious Florentine learned societies as the
Accademia della Crusca and Accademia del Cimento, no doubt hoping that both well-

connected individuals would offer access to their extensive networks.”
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Individual contributors were asked, firstly, to consider ‘the origins and etymology of
each placename’, followed by a concise description of the town and its environs.”® Then,
strategically merging the model of learned chorography with classic elements of city praise,
environmental aspects such as the quality of location and air—implicitly understood as
contributing to the citizenry’s character over time—were to be treated together with
descriptions of public buildings and their architectural style. The history of towns all over
Tuscany was to be recounted through a unifying narrative that ran smoothly from foundation
to shifting administrative structures, culminating in the rule of urban élites in the signorie.”
Ultimately, this phase formed the checkered prelude, of course, to hereditary Medici rule.
Hence, the instructions for the atlas also stressed the importance of mentioning the claims to
fame of renowned men in the budding monarchy and beyond: after all, ‘the virtues of
inhabitants are what makes noble their homeland”.”

The image of Tuscany’s ‘unfinished Renaissance’, as evoked eloquently by Sutherland,
Findlen, and Lelkov4, emerges here as an ongoing, editorial work-in-progtess.” Local authors
and artists could contribute actively to what all contributors to the Theatrum Italiae considered
a highly important task: to collectively make the noteworthy physical aspects and eminent
individuals born and raised across their region more widely known. A sense of civic pride
kindled both by local circumstances—rtivalries amongst towns and states, or their historical
struggle towards independence, for instance—and the encouraging effect of foreign interest in
regional accomplishments and culture certainly served the Blacus well in their hopes of
publishing a panoramic portrait of Italian cities.*’

Much like the Medici, the House of Savoy, too, had high hopes for the portrayal of its
state as a means to affirm power on paper. In strong contrast to the declining political and

cultural influence of the Medici at the beginning of the eighteenth century, the Savoy
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eventually (1713) turned their duchy into a kingdom. By adding Sicily to the territories under
their control, the Savoy gained the crown and royal status the Medici never managed to
obtain. When observed in this light, the (intended) contents of the Tuscan town atlas
complement Moniglia’s glorification of contemporary republicanism—where the splendour of
Amsterdam, established by its mercantile citizenry, forms the ideal décor for golden age
narratives on a modernized footing—as a nostalgic mirror of the fortune of the first Medici
dukes in paving the way from patrician dominance towards increasingly absolutist rule.
During the second half of the seventeenth century, the Blacu publishers sought to use
the aspirations that would shape the future of the Italian peninsula to their own benefit. They
attempted to stoke competition between the courts of the Medici and Savoy, as emerges when

in 1661 Pieter Blaeu states slyly to Cosimo 111 that:8!

The Duke of Savoy sends to my father all the cities and other curious things of his state and in
addition to this, he has personally promised that he wishes to pay for everything that my father
will spend on his drawings. I do not write this to Your Illustrious Lordship with the intention
that I wish [for] this, too, from the Most Serene Grand Duke, but only to make You aware

that other great princes are making effort to honour the work of my father.

The strategy underlying this deferential phrasing seems to have worked: in the winter of 1665,
Pieter wrote to Magliabechi that he eagerly awaited the first drawings ‘of the cities with which
the Prince of Tuscany, through his own means, is pleased to favour me’.** Apparently,
preparations were in full swing by May 1666, when Magliabechi informed Pieter that about
twenty to thirty drawings were now tready to be shipped to Amsterdam.*”’ All good intentions
notwithstanding, in June 1666 Blaeu informed Magliabechi that the firm could not continue

with the production of the book on Tuscan cities before having completed the Savoy atlas. It
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has, until recently, been maintained that after such a promising start ‘nothing more was ever
heard of the Tuscan volume’.*

Yet newly discovered sources shed light on a short-lived, but significant, revival of the
project. Only one year later, on 12 July 1667, Cosimo III wrote to Bernardino De’ Vecchi, a
nobleman from Siena, that he desired to resume the gathering of descriptions and drawings
because, to Cosimo’s knowledge, by now the Blacus were eager to print the volumes on

Tuscany:*

Since the volumes that show the cities, and places of the Ecclesiastical State, as well as even
that of Piedmont [sz] have already come off the presses, they now urgently request the
publication of those of Tuscany, which has stimulated me to consider anew the drawings of all

cities and towns of the State of Siena.

While the Civitates Status Ecclesiastici was, as we have seen, effectively issued in 1663, the
publication of the Theatrum Sabaudiae was suspended several times. Preparatory drawings for
the work had started to arrive in Amsterdam as early as 1661 and their editorial elaboration
was fully underway by 1664; the majority of copperplates were ready in 1666. The first edition
was originally foreseen for 1667, as was communicated to Magliabechi by Pieter Blaeu in
1666.* Yet plans for publication were, eventually, pushed to 1671, because of issues that arose
along the way: some drawings were lost, several maps had to be retouched, and new elements
added.*” After the passing not only of Joan Blaeu (1673), but also of courtly initiator Duke
Carlo Emanuele II of Savoy in 1675, only in 1682 could Blaeu’s heirs Joan II, Pieter, and
Willem ship the first copies of the Theatrum Sabandiae to the successor of their Turinese

patron, Duke Vittorio Amadeo II (1666-1732).%
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By 1667, however, news on the Savoy volumes’ unfortunate fate had not yet reached
the Medici court: Cosimo’s desire to revive the Tuscany atlas was kindled by his firm belief
that the Blaeus were, by now, able to fully commit themselves to the work. Cosimo therefore
contacted Bernardino De’” Vecchi and requested he provide him with drawings of Siena and its
surroundings. Closely in line with the encomiastic outlook shared by the texts and imagery in
the Medici atlas as a whole, the drawings needed to include both the ‘buildings and most
remarkable things [conducive] to the beauty [of said city], as would be the square, cathedral
and all else that, according to Your Lordship, merits to be exposed to the public’.”

In later letters, the identity of the—formerly unknown—artist responsible for the
visual rendition of Siena is revealed: it appears that De’ Vecchi, in turn, dispatched the
draughtsman and painter Antonio Ruggieri to depict the town as accurately as possible on the

spot.”’ But Cosimo III did not patticularly appreciate the cityscape produced by Ruggieri, as

he made quite clear to De’ Vecchi on 30 August 1667:91

I do not like the drawing sent to me by Your Lordship, which was made by Ruggieri as a view
of the urban composition of Siena, seeming to me that it is too plain and too small in
perspective; whereas 1 would [however] agree with what you observe at the end of your letter,
[that is] to not contain an excessive amount of space on a single sheet, but to render the

noteworthy buildings more distinctive[ly], and make them bigger.

To help Ruggieri adjust his drawings so they would more suitably reflect the splendor of Siena,
Cosimo sent De” Vecchi a copy of the Civitates Status Ecclesiastici, strategically obtained through
Pieter Blaeu, whose view of Bologna—featuring an urban overview that allows equally for an

impression of individual elements at street-level—could serve him as a model (see Fig. 1):92
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And so that Your Lordship may see how they were composed in Holland, I send you the first
volume of the Cities of Italy, issued most recently, in which you will notice especially the
rendition of Bologna with her buildings, that I have marked together with the very sheet

[done] by Ruggieri, seeming to me that ours should also be depicted in that way.

Figure 1. Bologna in Joan Blaeu, Civitates status ecclesiastic, Amsterdam, 1663. © Bodleian

Libraries, University of Oxford. J. Maps 267 [47].

The fragmentary, yet highly concrete, perspective allowed by the correspondence between
Cosimo III and De’ Vecchi shows that the future sovereign was particularly keen to have his
Blaeu atlas issued in earnest. The letters highlight Cosimo’s active involvement in the creative
process underlying the work’s conceptualization. Besides letters, no tangible traces of such
remarkable efforts—original sketches or drawings for the Tuscany atlas—are, currently,
known to survive.

But before being sent to Amsterdam from 1666 onwards (followed by their
disappearance from Florence), the materials made after the orders of publisher and patron
may, nonetheless, have inspired other projects for geographical works on Tuscany. These
include plans for an equally ambitious—and destined to remain unrealized—atlas by
Athanasius Kircher,” and a book that did make it into print: the Relatione della citta di Fiorenza, e
del gran ducato di Toscana, sotto il regnante gran duca Ferdinando 11: con tutte le cose pin degne e curiose da
sapersi (Brussels: Francois Foppens, 1668), by Galeazzo Gualdo Priorato (1606-1678).”* Tt
seems Gualdo even tried to avoid the risk of issuing a publication whose contents would

partially overlap with, and thus overshadow (or compare unfavourably to) those of the
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foreseen atlas. He therefore refrained from including topographical maps of various Tuscan
cities in his work.” In return for this prudent publication strategy, Gualdo in fact hoped, as he
confessed to Magliabechi, that the Blacus would have included (patts of) the contents of his
textual Relatione in the work they prepared as the Theatrum Italiae’s Tuscan instalment.”

Most significant for the angle of this essay, investigating anew the atlas of interrupted,
grand ducal glory has allowed for a surprising sense of continuity to surface: this is signalled
by the unwavering, late Medici commitment to the favourable portrayal of their patrimony.
The project that remained perennially in-progress emerges here as a foreceful augury that
operated, in the minds of all parties involved, against Tuscany’s perceived decadence. But
Cosimo III’s lively interest in the book world was certainly not limited to the promise of
publicity on the pages of the Blacu atlas.

Evidently, Cosimo was intrigued just as much by books serving as attributes of
erudition. At Leiden University (founded by Prince William I of Orange in 1575),” he was
welcomed by its comunity of scholars, including Nicolaas Heinsius (1620-1681) and Johannes
Fredericus Gronovius (1611-1671; father of Jacob Gronovius), who delivered a Latin oration
in honour of the ‘Etruscan Prince’.”® After the ceremonious session, prints containing
additional, encomiastic poems were distributed amongst the audience; these were later
included in a comprehensive edition (1668).” Responsible for this publication was the local
branch of the ‘famous printing office’ of the Amsterdam Elzevier firm, visited by the prince
and his entourage under Heinsius’ guidance. Conveniently located right next to the academy
building and botanical garden in Leiden, the Elzeviers ‘enjoy[ed] the benefit of all the faculty’s
professors, who generously assist[ed] in the correction [of works to be issued]”.'"

As underlined by their immediate surroundings, the Elzeviers served as official

university printers from 1620 to 1713. They had managed to secure this position owing
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especially to their large assortment of typefaces, including rare and highly specialist fonts (such
as Arabic), that were used to print the oriental studies and editions composed by Leiden’s
internationally-acclaimed faculty.'”" Various members of the Heinsius family took up
influential roles within the Elzevier firm. While Nicolaas Heinsius acted as trusted advisor to
the Amsterdam office, his father, the renowned philologist Daniel Heinsius (1580-1655), held
that same position in Leiden. Nicolaas Heinsius even offered personal counseling to his good
friend Daniel Elzevier, who on 7 January 1668 presented himself to Cosimo III. At that
occasion, Elzevier gifted the prince several books that had just been issued by his family’s
firm."” In as late as 1679, Daniel Elzevier showed a remarkably profitable awareness of
Cosimo’s ongoing appreciation of Dutch erudition when he sent Heinsius’s new editions of
Virgil to Florence, where the works were received favourably by both Bassetti and the grand
duke.'” In the long run, however, Elzevier had not succeeded in conqueering a positon similar
to that of Pieter Blacu, who continued to serve as Cosimo’s trusted book agent—and
confidential informant—once the travel party had returned to Tuscany.'™

Before the Tuscans’ departure, Leiden’s University Library did not prove quite as
impressive as Cosimo III’s hosts might have hoped. The adjacent anatomical theatre
(inaugurated in 1597), based as it was on the theatre in use at the University of Padua since

1594, only served to bring to mind the even earlier, Tuscan example constructed upon orders

of Cosimo I de’ Medici (1569):'"

He was then led to the anatomical theatre, which is just like the one in Pisa, as is [its]
auditorium, but [the latter is] adorned with countless skeletons [that are all] closely related, of
men, [and of] large and small animals, [of the| terrestrial, aerial, aquatic, and amphibian [kind].

What is more, [there are| cabinets filled with peculiar natural curiosities such as animals, plants,
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shells, minerals, and the like, donated by several learned men, as for each object recounts its
inscription. Taken together, [as a] collection this theatre has nothing [of the] unique, nor
grand. Nearby, and [with]in the same complex of buildings, is [located] the public library for
the convenience of studious youths in which, neither for the quality nor quantity of books, for
the decoration of its interior, or for any other circumstance, one does not see anything

remarkable [at all]; and so Your Highness quickly hurried away [from the library].106

Wonderts of Nature and the Nature of Wonder

With markedly more zest, Cosimo inspected some of the botanical gardens that had emerged
in the Dutch Republic after Italian examples, notably Europe’s first academic or# botanici in
Pisa and Padua (opened as early as 1544-1545);'" in addition, the prince enthusiastically
admired several cabinets of curiosities, all with the specific aim of learning about new
discoveries in the fields of natural history and anatomy. Cosimo was greatly interested in the
shells, animals, and plants the Dutch had imported from the East and West Indies. It was
thanks to the trading networks of the East and West India companies, of course, that Cosimo
was able to witness quite so many astonishing exotica in the Dutch gardens and cabinets.
Through their conspicious provenance, such objects formed tangible remnants of trajectories
that further underline the intricate connection between science and commerce in the
Republic.'”

As noted by Moniglia in his highly stylized praise of Amsterdam, it was indeed by
virtue of the city’s populace and its involvement in learning and trade that artefacts and
naturalia had made their way into warehouses and private residencies. Bassetti not only
confirms this situation, but—through the direct, observational orientation of his detailed

passages—provides a particularly compelling perspective. We learn how on 27 December
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1667, Cosimo and his courtiers visited the aviary of Jan Roeters (1614-1668), secretary to the
city council, who had collected beautiful birds from every corner of the wortld, including the
‘most exotic, and rare’ species.'” The following day, they saw the private collections of Johan
Uyttenbogaert (1608-1680), receiver-general of Holland and a distant cousin of the influential
Protestant minister, who had spent the previous fifty years gathering the shells and minerals
‘that have so far been brought by all ships [returning] from the Indies, and other parts of the
world”.""" On 4 January, then, the Medici company decided to pay a visit to the renowned
anatomist Frederik Ruysch (1638-1731), whose cabinet constituted one of the absolute must-
sees of seventeenth-century Amsterdam. Here Bassetti was struck by the display of numerous
anatomical specimens and wondered, especially, how Ruys had prepared these to convey such
a remarkable sense of liveliness.""' The Tuscans personally inspected, moreover, the collection
of insects brought together by Jan Swammerdam (1637-1680). It proved so appealing to
Cosimo I1I that he even offered the Dutch scientist 12,000 guilders for the collection, on
condition that Swammerdam would take up a position at the Medici court.'"

A similar tactic was adopted—this time with success—in the case of skilled paper-
cutter Joannes van Achelom, renowned especially for the remarkable artistry of his renditions
after portraits of European rulers, heraldry, landscapes, Biblical scenes, and anatomical
imagery.'” Van Achelom was formally presented to Cosimo 111 on 3 January 1668 and cleatly
left a favourable impression on the prince: he was invited to accompany the Medici entourage
on their return to Florence, where he spent the following years of his carreer as chamberlain at
court.'"* For Cosimo III and his mother Vittoria della Rovere (1622-1694), Van Achelom
produced several cleverly cut pieces, including a representation of Vittoria’s initials adorned by
the Medici and Della Rovere devices, portraits of Cosimo himself and of King Charles II of

England, and at least four paper-cuttings depicting human blood cells and the nervous
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system.'” Cosimo’s active interest in these ephemeral collectables indicates how well aware he
was of the established reputation of the Dutch in the connected fields of scholarly empiricism
and realism in the arts; the resulting objects could serve variegated purposes in the Grand
Duchy, including their role in courtly entertainment meant to impress by evoking a sense of
awe not unlike the intended effect of imported collections of curiosities, or of the Tuscany
atlas that would have directly represented the lasting legacy of Medici rule to contemporaries
and posterity alike."'® Although the purchase of Swammerdam’s cabinet failed, Cosimo
continued to keep a close watch over the gathering of natural specimens in the Dutch
Republic, likely with a view to advancing the study of botany in the Grand Duchy of
Tuscany.'"”

Towards the end of his reign, in 1714 Cosimo III sent Jacopo Niccolo Guiducci to the
Republic to observe how the Dutch themselves grew countless of the wondrous, exotic
plants—not to say seeds—of which they had obtained first-hand knowledge through
intertwined mercantile and colonial connections worldwide. Of particular interest was the
pineapple, whose early, European cultivation by female botanist Agnes Block (1629-1704) in
1684 stimulated visual renditions ranging from the well-known portrait painted by Jan Weenix
(today in the Amsterdam Museum) to the silver medal that represents Block as ‘Flora Batava’
amidst the gardens of her estate Vijverhof (Rijksmuseum; Fig. 2).""* The artists and scholars
that gathered frequently at Vijverhof included Maria Sybille Merian (1646-1717), well known
for the empirical originality of her exceptionally detailed images after plants and insects.'"”
Cosimo III’s delegate Guiducci met with Merian thanks to the Florentine merchant Cesare
Sardi, who had welcomed him in Leiden. It was also through Sardi, then, that Guiducci
eventually came into contact with the esteemed botanist Caspar Commelijn (1668-1731), who

was head of Amsterdam’s Hortus Medicus. This opportunity gave the Medici court the chance
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to further pursue, by means of the knowledge and naturalia accessibile in the Dutch Republic,

> 120

its long-cherished desire to ‘bring the New World to Italy’.

Figure 2. Jan Boskom, verso of silver medal featuring ‘Flora Batava’, 1700. © Rijksmuseum,

Amsterdam.

As shown by Lia Markey, desiccated specimens of a pineapple—recorded in drawings
executed in Florence by Francesco de” Medici’s artist Jacopo Ligozzi and studied closely by
Bolognese naturalist Ulisse Aldrovandi—were present in Tuscany as early as ¢. 1570."*' But
succesful local cultivation was only to follow more than a century later: after Comelijn
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provided Guiducci with precise instructions on how to grow pineapple plants (1714),
presence was first recorded in the 1723 catalogue of the University of Pisa’s orto botanico (see
Fig. 3), dedicated to its courtly patron Cosimo I11."* The mediation of art collector and
merchant Pieter de la Court-Van den Voort (1664-1739) in interceding years may well have
proved decisive. Van den Voort helped the Tuscan botanists Angiolo Giannetti and Antonio
Morini during yet another Medici expedition to Amsterdam, where he instructed them on how
best to ‘observe the rarest, and most esteemed things of these gardens’.'* In response to such
remarkable instances of transnational exchange, on 30 September 1720 Cosimo personally
wrote to Van den Voort, informing him that he had obtained two pineapples, which he had
‘also eaten and found to be perfect’.'” In ensuing years, several Dutch pineapple plants
followed the coveted information on their cultivation sent from Amsterdam to Florence,
where they further prepared the grand duke and his botanists for the appearance—and

perhaps taste—of the freshly grown specimens that sprung up later in the 1720s.'*

33



Figure 3. Michelangelo Tilli, titlepage of Catalogus plantarum Horti Pisani, Florence, 1723.

© Sistema Bibliotecario di Ateneo. Universita di Pisa.

Learning and the Environment

In addition to attention for the natural wonders that had first arrived in the Dutch Republic
from overseas, the appraisal of urban fortification structures and technical innovations forms
another fi/ ronge throughout Bassetti’s account. While travelling from the German border to
the Low Countries by canal boat, Bassetti had every opportunity to study the regions’ most
striking environmental accomplishments, including the ‘fortress [erected] upon a promontory’
in Schenkenschans, where it was placed strategically at the bifurcation of the Rhine to
Arnhem."” In Utrecht, Bassetti observed how the Dutch defended their territories against
enemies, controlled water in an efficient manner, and used windmills to cut wood. Observing
such features up close became especially relevant when Cosimo’s ambitions to deal with
Tuscany’s own natural challenges started to crystalize more clearly back home.

Bassetti’s diary may well have paved the way for the later travels—effectively eco-
technical espionage expeditions—of engineers such as the Florentine Pietro Guerrini (1651-
1716)."*® Guerrini’s sojourn (1683) held great strategic significance: he was to repott back to
the Medici court about strategies to strengthen the state’s defense, observed from entwined
technological and environmental angles."” Bassetti carefully planned Guerrini’s itinerary, to
which he added concrete instructions that were modelled upon his own, eatlier agenda in the
Low Countries. Thanks to the local support of Pieter Blaecu and Giovacchino Guasconi,
Guerrini could visit even the least accessible places, where he inspected equipment not

otherwise shown willingly to foreign eyes."”’ Meanwhile, Guetrini kept Bassetti well informed
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about his progress abroad through the sketches he frequently sent back to Florence. Around
Amsterdam, the engineer paid particular attention to local strategies to protect farmland from
inundation: Guerrini submitted several drawings to Bassetti, showing him the windmills that
were used to efficiently drain away water."”!

Guerrini’s experience in the Dutch Republic, where he learnt so much about water
management, proved highly useful in the Tuscany shaped by Cosimo III’s ambitious vision.
As Felicia M. Else posits pursuasively, Cosimo’s industrious forebear Cosimo I had already
‘understood that control of water was vital to ensure the productivity of the surrounding land
on which a citystate like Florence, with its empire, was directly dependant’.’’* Hydrography
was of great importance not only to the flourishing of the state, but also to the conscious

crafting of the Medici monarchs’ outward image. To Cosimo I, instigating improvement in
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this area was ‘a task that he pursued throughout his reign and passed on to his heirs’,™ as
corroborated by the activities of Bassetti and Guerrini in the Dutch Republic, where they
operated in strict accordance with Cosimo III’s orders. Upon Guerrini’s return, the engineer
worked at the service of mathematician Vincenzo Viviani (1622-1703)."** As member of the
Capitani di Parte, Viviani was involved in the administration of towns throughout the
Florentine dominions. In the 1680s, the Capitani carried out several land-reclamation and
water-control projects at the marshes of Fucecchio, where Francesco Feroni had acquired the
Medici landholding Bellavista. Feroni first commissioned Viviani’s associates to drain the land

surrounding his property; having thus extended the territories under their control, the work of

the Capitani di Parfe then turned towards the protection of the area from floods.
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Curiosity and Cultural Difference

In addition to the careful adjustment of selected foreign strategies to Tuscan circumstances, of
equal interest to Cosimo I1I was the lasting memory of conflicting cultural differences he had
himself observed abroad. As anounced by the case of Jacob Gronovius in Pisa (1668-1675),
some of the religious practices common in the Dutch Republic remained far removed from
what was acceptable within Cosimo and his courtiers” own circles. Nowhere else had the
Medici travel party come across a greater diversity of faiths, in fact, than in the extraordinary
situation they witnessed in Amsterdam."” As testified by Bassetti and Moniglia, the Tuscans
set foot in countless Catholic as well as Protestant churches, and also attended a service at the
Portuguese synagogue. Private chambers were even prepared for the prince by the Sephardic
community, but Cosimo ‘did not make use of [these] at all and passed only little time there’, as
he preferred the hospitality offered by Francesco Feroni in his family home."”* Cosimo’s
inquisitive—though certainly not unbiased—stance is further evinced by visits to ‘a church of
the Lutherans, one of the Anabaptists, a Socinian and an Arminian one’, which (as Bassetti
notes dryly) ‘are all different religions”."”’

In the back corner of the principal Calvinist Church of Amsterdam (the Nieuwe Kerk),
the courtiers relived some of the recent history Tuscany shared with the Republic. Here they
encountered the grave of a military man well-known to them: Commander Johan van Galen
(1604-1653), who had had been involved in the battle of Livorno.” Fought in March 1653,
this was one of the most important military confrontations in the first Anglo-Dutch War
(1652-54) that erupted as a result of the intense commercial rivalry between the two nations;

inevitably, the Grand Duchy of Tuscany, too, had been drawn into the conflict’s overseas

arena. Despite its favourable outcome for the Dutch, the war did not end well for Van Galen:
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after a cannon-shot had smashed his leg, the comander died ‘in the harbour, nine days after
the victory’."”’

In later parts of his carefully compiled journal, Bassetti—in line with his empirical
approach—provides an eye-witness account of the ceremonial rites observed by Reformed
Christians in the Calvinist New Church.'”’ This contrasts markedly with Moniglia’s musings,
that appear charged with disapproval towards the Reformation.""' Yet despite Bassetti’s
seemingly more distanced perspective, the contents of his account too may, on occasion, be
seen to reflect some of the Tuscans’ reservations. A case in point is the fact that Bassetti
frequently dwells on the restrictions affecting Catholic worship throughout the Dutch
Republic, in effect confining services to inconspicuous—hidden—churches. When Cosimo
and his entourage arrived in the Republic, the overwhelming majority of its population
adhered to the Reformed Church. Tolerant as the Dutch Republic prided itself to appear, the
Reformed Church formed the sole public church; Roman Catholics were only allowed to
gather in cleverly disguised chapels.'"** While the Reformed Church was supported by the civic
authorities through policies granting a formal endorsement of great symbolic significance, the
Catholics were distinctly at a disadvantage. Concealment eventually emerges, from the
perspective of the Tuscan courtiers, as a direct consequence of Dutch toleration. In Haatlem,
Bassetti noted that the Catholics were ‘left to live in liberty, except for the public observance
of their rites’, an observation corroborated by the situation encountered in Leiden and
Delft."” Throughout Bassetti’s diary, Cosimo III comes across as relatively open-minded
towards faiths differing from his own; the Medici prince appears rather curious and willing to
explore the customs of their adherents throughout the Dutch Republic.

Yet, as a cautious sovereign, Cosimo was certainly not in full agreement with the

(apparent) freedom left to the Republic’s citizenry and seems wary especially of its—
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potentially disruptive—forces within society at large. When in the 1670s, Baruch Spinoza
(1632-1677) came to know that Cosimo negatively viewed the Tractatus Theologico-politicus
(Amsterdam: Isra¢l de Paull, 1669) in which he advocated how freedom of speech and religion
benefit the state,'** Spinoza desired to meet Cosimo in person, but was made to understand
that the Grand Duke preferred not to receive ‘such a man’.'* The extraordinary cultural
climate thanks to which even a work as controversial as that of Spinoza found a haven in
Amsterdam’s publishing houses—from where it would go on to reach international audiences,
despite its highly-critical local reception—was equally responsible, ultimately, for Cosimo III’s
anxiety.

Moniglia’s praise of the dual forces of publicly-shared power and mercantile
pragmatism by virtue of which the Dutch Republic ‘formidable on land, immortal at sea;
through good government reigns imperiously’, certainly should not be taken at face value. If
the active interest entertained by Cosimo and his courtiers has revealed anything, it is their
great appreciation of the Republic’s potential to provide—through the exotic merchandise,
information, and print publications that epitomize the advantages of Dutch liberty—a window
onto a wider world that would prove irresistible precisely to a ruler eager to remedy his own
demise through innovation. As we will see in the concluding sections of this essay, the delicate
socio-political balance that was struck in the North appeared to Cosimo’s eyes as a promise

not only of peril, but also of profit.

Epilogue: The ‘Republican’ Aftermath of a Princely Tour

The epistolary exchange between the Medici court and the Dutch Republic that continued in

the wake of Cosimo III’s travels bears eloquent witness to the prince’s ongoing interest in the
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latest international developments in politics, trade, and art. It was by virtue of his connection
to the Low Counttries, then, that Cosimo came to possess what Paula Findlen has called ‘the
most valuable commodity of the early modern era: global information collected by reliable
agents’.'*

Shortly after Cosimo ascended the grand ducal throne, the few strategic contacts that
had been maintained in Amsterdam by his predecessor Ferdinando II, including Francesco
Feroni and local merchant Jan van der Nessen, were replaced by a much more comprehensive
network of merchants, diplomats, and scholars.'*” These cross-cultural ties were orchestrated
by two individuals—Apollonio Bassetti and Antonio Magliabechi—who, each in his own way,
embodied Cosimo’s ambitions. Immediately after his enthronement in 1670, Cosimo sagely
secured their position at the Medici court by nominating Bassetti Segretario della Cifra and
making Magliabechi court librarian in 1673.

Unlike Magliabechi, who later established epistolary connections directly from
Florence, Bassetti in his new capacity relied extensively on the people he had met over the
course of his travels for Cosimo III. In the following years, Bassetti’s contacts abroad proved
priceless in executing Cosimo’s wide-ranging requests: selected intermediaries carried out
diplomatic activities for the Medici ourt that were complemented by weekly newsletters
through which they constantly kept Bassetti in the know; additionally, these trusted
international allies supplied the books, artworks, and naturalia with which Cosimo sought to
enrich the grand ducal collections and symbolically enhance his own, outward image.

The wealth of information that Bassetti thus gathered through his network of
informants still survives in the shape of thousands of lettters and awvisi, containing commercial
and political news from the Dutch Republic, preserved at the State Archive of Florence. Much

like his contemporary Jean-Baptiste Colbert, the French Minister of Finance who served King
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Louis XIV from 1661 to 1683, Bassetti seems to have believed that virtually all knowledge was
of concrete value for government; as ministers of state, Bassetti and Colbert could learn from
humanist, ecclesiastic, mercantile, military, and engineering culture alike."* In this way, both
appear excellently equipped as ‘information mastet’ (to borrow Jacob Soll’s felicitous
phrasing), rendering Bassetti capable of dealing not only with the financial accounts, but also
the socio-political administration of the Medici reign.'* Bassetti systematically collected
information by dispatching messages that were drafted directly after Cosimo’s orders to
correspondents that the secretary and his sovereign trusted equally. Pieter Blaeu, whose

excellent Italian was praised profusely by his correspondents,'”

clearly held a prime position in
such circles of confidentiality: during Bassetti’s stay in Amsterdam, it had been Pieter, after all,
who personally disclosed his insider’s information about Dutch trade with the Indies and
provided a precious perspective on the East through maps and other coveted materials in
print and manuscript.

It is no wonder, then, that Cosimo III continued to rely on Pieter Blaeu after his
sojourns in the Dutch Republic. In the aftermath of his journey, following ongoing efforts to
conceptualize a Medici town atlas and cultivate exotic pineapple plants on the Tuscan soil, the

curiosity of the grand duke appears anything but dormant. In a letter from 1683 that has so far

escaped scholarly attention, Cosimo wrote to Pieter:

Having always entertained myself, as you know, by gathering knowledge of the things,
characteristics and customs of foreign peoples, I would now like to have an exact and
comprehensive account of all that is requested on the attached sheet, concerning their
measurements, weights, and currency in order to know well the names given to their varieties,
their usage, and their value, and also how these relate to ours in Italy. I have, however, set out

to obtain this from all the parts of the known world as far as commerce arrives, and I am
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sending in various places a copy of this very sheet. Judging that you, too, through your kind
work may take pleasure in contributing to my aim, either by yourself, or by way of your
friends, and of their contacts, I desire from you the pieces of information expressed on the

aforementioned sheet from the following countries:

1. Of all the domains that the United Provinces have in Lower Germany.
2. Of all the states, islands, and ports of call in their possession outside Europe, such as the

Coasts of Africa, the East Indies, and the West Indies.

For this I ask you to take upon yourself the inconvenience of this business gladly because of
your love for me, and to have made as many copies as necessary of the articles 1-2 of the
present and the attached sheet to send to the people you deem able to satisfy me in this
matter, whilst I shall be greatly obliged to receive its considerable pleasure, since all that of this
kind one finds printed in books is uncertain and false: being aware of that, with this I
favourably confirm to you my affection and sympathy and I pray to Heaven for your good

151
fortune.

Cosimo I1I repeats his request in a strategically adjusted version of this document adressed to

Giovacchino Guasconi (1630-¢. 1699), the Tuscan merchant who operated mostly from

Amsterdam and acted occasionally as Cosimo’s book agent; in that role, he seems to have

made ample use of his close contact with Pieter Blacu. Guasconi is asked specifically to

provide information on ‘all the provinces of Flanders [that are part] of the Low Countries,

both of the Spanish and of the Dutch’, and on ‘Westphalia, the Luneborg States, and their

environs’. Cosimo also wishes to know more about ‘the provinces under the rule of Moscow

and its maritime ports of call from the Caspian to the White Sea’, possibly through the help of
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Giovacchino’s brother Francesco, who led a trading company in Russia and lived in
Moscow."”* Giovacchino Guasconi closely followed these instructions and eventually sent
Bassetti all details desired by the grand duke."

The full reach of Cosimo’s carefully planned enquiry went well beyond the circles of
informants surrounding Blaeu and the Guasconi brothers: upon the grand duke’s orders,
Bassetti wrote a series of similar letters to Medici agents living in the most important—and
well-connected—cities in Italy and beyond. Besides Venice, Genoa, Naples, Livorno, Bologna,
and Milan, letters were dispatched to France (Lyon and Paris), Germany (Hamburg and
Augsburg), Spain (Madrid and Cadiz), Portugal (Lisbon), England (London), the Habsburg
Empire (Vienna), Poland (Warsaw), and the Ottomon Empire (Smirne)."”* Bassetti gave each
agent the specific assignment to provide an overview of cultural and commercial details,
including the local standards currently used to define the weights, measures, and monetary
value essential to international trade and diplomacy. What emerges strikingly here is how
much the grand duke esteemed the extensive network of contacts held together by his trusted
secretary following their journeys throughout Europe; Cosimo was mindful, mostly, of its
potential for the careful accumulation of knowledge about the wider world—especially the
kind of politically-charged information not (immediately) available in print. The strategies
adopted by state informants, merchants, and publishers seem appropriated here by a ruler
eager to lay hands on sensitive information of a value transcending that of more
conventionally-shared know-how.

The assertive approach to state intelligence that speaks from this particular instance
was instrumental to commercial ambitions that further testify to Cosimo’s great fascination
about the Dutch Republic and its concrete connections to Asia and the New World: he

dreamt of establishing a Tuscan equivalent to the Dutch East-India Company that would have
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operated from Livorno, the Medici port through which forebears going back at least a century
(1560-70s) had already longed to gain direct access to the Americas.'” Prior to his travels to
the Republic, Cosimo had instructed Pieter Blaeu to provide him with books concerning
Dutch trade with the East and West Indies, knowledge that was no doubt augmented
significantly by what the future grand duke heard and saw first-hand in Amsterdam."
Following his return to Florence, Cosimo in 1676 officially granted Livorno the status of porto
franco, lowering the transaction costs associated with the deposit, transit, and exchange of
merchandise; this was followed by the construction of a new district filled with warehouses
meant for mercantile activity after the example of Amsterdam. Although the initiative never
quite lived up to the high standards set in the North, the Tuscans so ambitiously pursued the
goal of turning Livorno into the ‘Amsterdam of the Mediterranean’ that the port city
experienced an exceptional phase of urban development at the end of the seventeenth
century."’

As this essay has shown from a fresh, and appropriately itinerant, perspective, Cosimo
III’s princely prudence found its ultimate expression in the commercial and governmental
aspirations—their effective results notwithstanding—carefully cultivated at the Medici court in
the face of its imminent end. During his reign, Cosimo sought to reform Medici rule under
the aegis of a specially-installed committee of experts, the Deputazione per la Riforma dei
Magistrati.”® Eventually, he went as far as to prepare for the grand duchy to be turned into a
republic after his death: in 1710, through his envoy Carlo Rinucci, Cosimo requested a
‘blueprint’ to be drawn up by Anthonie Heinsius (1641-1720), Grand Pensionary to the
province of Holland, detailing how the illustrious repubblica fiorentina could be restored after the
model of the Dutch Republic.”” In this way, the Grand Duke had hoped to prevent the

Tuscan territories from falling into foreign hands should he pass away without leaving a direct
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heir. As Cosimo IIT’s first son, Grand Prince Ferdinando (1663-1713) predeceased his father,
this risk was averted only when Gian Gastone (1671-1737) took his older brother’s place and
succeeded Cosimo in 1723. Consequently, the plan to turn the Grand Duchy of Tuscany into
a republic faded into obscurity.

The late Medici attempt at reviving the alluring echo of the past by casting a curious
gaze towards a present-day example of (seeming) stately success may, however, reveal the
Grand Duchy’s defining difference with the Dutch Republic that grew up over the course of
the seventeenth century. In the North, governmental structures of relatively recent origin
remained versatile, leaving space for the demands of a changing—and increasingly
globalized—world; in Tuscany, the age-old rule of a single dynasty was anchored in the
memoria storica of its republican heritage entwined with interceding centuries of absolutist rule.
The dual legacy thus facing Cosimo 111, accompanied by a bureacratic apparatus notoriously
hindering reform, certainly helps explain why Tuscany’s aspired republican Renaissance
shipwrecked as Cosimo’s swansong, artfully staged after the modern model the Medict prince

had discovered in the Dutch Republic.
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