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IRONY, HISTORIOGRAPHY
AND POLITICAL CRITICISM

THE PORCARIA CONIVRATIO

MARTA CELATI

ALBERTI’S epistle on Stefano Porcari’s conspiracy against pope Nicholas V,
written soon after the thwarted plot in January 1453, has been recognised by
scholars as a complex and ambiguous text, with an elusive stance that is difficult to
be placed univocally in favour of, or conversely in opposition to, either the pope or
the plotter.! The conspiracy, which had been planned to take place on 6 January 1453
during the religious celebration of the Epiphany, was discovered by the pope before
the conspirators could carry out the attack and all plotters were captured and
executed; nevertheless, despite its failure, this plot was a crucial event in the history
of the papal state in the fifteenth century and revealed the actual political instability
of Nicholas V’s government in Rome.? My study aims to provide a clearer insight
into the multifaceted political perspective of Alberti’s work by examining carefully

! On the date of the epistle and its ms. tradition see [MARIANGELA REGOLIOSL,] Nota al testo della
Porcaria coniuratio, in [LEON BATTISTA ALBERTI, ] Porcaria coniuratio, [ Testo e nota al testo a cura di M.R.,
Traduzione e note a cura di Elena Giannarelli,] in Ip., Opere latine, A cura di Roberto Cardini, Roma, Istituto
Poligrafico e Zecca dello Stato, 2010, pp. 1263-1281: 1279-1281. See also CEcIL GRAYSON, Alberti, Leon Battista,
in Digionario biografico degli italiani, Roma, Istituto della Enciclopedia italiana, vol. I, 1960, pp. 702b-709b:
707a, where he states that the epistle is «<non priva di simpatia per la generosa ambizione del Porcari». On
Alberti’s disapproval of Nicholas V and his implied understanding for Porcari see RiccARDO FUBINI- ANNA
MEeNcI GALLORINI, L'autobiografia di Leon Battista Alberti: Studio e edigione, in «Rinascimentow, s. I, XII, 1972,
pp. 21-78: 57 f.; MANFREDO TAFURI, «Cives esse non licere»: Niccolo V e Leon Battista Alberti: Elementi per una revi-
sione storiografica, in CARROLL W. WESTERALL, [In this most perfect paradise: Alberti, Nicholas V and the invention
of conscious urban planning in Rome, 1447-s5, University Park, The Pennsylvania State University, s.d. (sed 1974)
— It. tr. by Paola Violani:] L'invengione della cittd: La strategia urbana di Niccold V e Alberti nella Roma del 400,
Roma, La Nuova Italia Scient., 1984, pp. 13-39 — repr. in Ip., Ricerca del Rinascimento: Principi, cittd, architetti,
Torino, Einaudi, s.d. [sed 1992], pp. 33-88: 44 f. (partial Engl. tr. by Stephen Sartarelli: «Cives esse non licere»:
The Rome of Nicholas V and Leon Battista Alberti: Elements toward a historical revision, in «The Harvard Archi-
tecture Review», VI, 1987, pp. 61-75); ALBERTO G. CassaNI, Libertas, frugalitas, dificandi libido: Paradigmi
indigiari per Leon Battista Alberti a Roma, in Le due Rome del Quattrocento: Meloggo, Antoniagzo e la cultura
artistica del *400 romano, Atti del Convegno internazionale di studi: Roma, 21-24 febbraio 1996, A cura di
Sergio Rossi- Stefano Valeri, Roma, Lithos, 1997, pp. 296-321; and ANNA Mob1GLIANI, Congiurare all’antica:
Stefano Porcari, Niccolo V, Roma 1453: con Uedigione delle fonti, Roma, Roma nel Rinascimento, 2013, p. 68. On
the other hand, other scholars do not see in Alberti any sympathy for the conspirator, but a more complex
attitude: cf. GIovaNNI PONTE, Leon Battista Alberti umanista e scrittore, Genova, Tilgher, 1981 e 1991%, p. 76;
ANTHONY GRAFTON, Leon Battista Alberti: Master builder of the Italian Renaissance, New York, Hill & Wang,
2000, p. 311; FRANCEsco FURLAN, Leonis Baptistae Alberti Porcaria coniuratio: Scheda critica e filologica, in
«Albertiana», V, 2002, pp. 261-267 + pl. I-II: 267; and STEEANO BoRrs1, Introdugione alla Porcaria coniuratio di
Leon Battista Alberti, Melfi, Libria, 2015, pp. 211 f.

2 Cf. OrResTE ToMMASINI, Documenti relativi a Stefano Porcari, in «Archivio della reale Societa romana di
Storia patria, III, 1880, pp. 63-133; Lu1iG1 Fumi, Nuove rivelagioni sulla congiura di Stefano Porcari: Dal carteggio
dell’Archivio di Stato di Milano, ibid., XXXIII, 1910, pp. 481-492; ANTHONY F. D’EL1a, Stefano Porcari’s conspi-
racy against pope Nicholas V in 1453 and republican culture in papal Rome, in Journal of the History of Ideas»,
LXVIII, 2007, pp. 207-231; and A. MoDpi1GLI1ANI, Congiurare all’antica. .., cit., pp. 21-78.
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