The Book of the Courtier
In 1528, the year before his death, the book by which he is most famous, The Book of the Courtier (Il libro del Cortegiano), was published in Venice by the Aldine Press run by Andrea d'Asolo, father-in-law of Aldus Manutius. 

The conversation, which takes place over a span of four days in the year 1507, addressed the topic, proposed by Elisabetta Gonzaga, of what constitutes an ideal Renaissance gentleman. In the Middle Ages, the perfect gentleman had been a chivalrous knight who distinguished himself by his prowess on the battlefield. Castiglione's book changed that; now the perfect gentleman had to also have a classical education in Greek and Latin letters as well. The Ciceronian humanist ideal of the perfect orator (which Cicero called "the honest man"), on which The Courtier is based, prescribes for the orator an active political life of service to country whether in war or peace.  Since republics were dying out when Castiglione wrote, this meant in practice that the perfect gentleman had to win the respect and friendship of his peers and of a ruler, i.e., be a courtier, so as to be able to offer valuable assistance and advice on how to rule the city. To do this, he must be accomplished -- in sports, telling jokes, fighting, poetry, music, drawing, and even dancing -- but not too much. To his moral elegance (his personal goodness) must be added the spiritual elegance conferred by familiarity with good literature (i.e., the humanities, including history). He must excel in all without apparent effort and make everything look easy. In a famous passage, Lodovico da Canossa explains "the mysterious source of courtly gracefulness, the quality which makes the courtier seem a natural nobleman": sprezzatura. 

Theoretically, noble birth is not necessary and anyone can be a perfect courtier, even if lowly born; but in practice, it is easier if one is born into a distinguished family. In any case, the ideal courtier should be able to speak appropriately with people of all stations in life. Ideally, the courtier should be young, about twenty-seven at least mentally, but should give the appearance of being graver and more thoughtful than his years. To do this he should wear subdued rather than bright colors, though in general attire he should follow the prevalent customs of his surroundings.

In addition to the formation of the perfect courtier, the participants (who do not always agree by any means, for in Ciceronian fashion the conversation is open ended, leading the reader to draw his or her own conclusions) also address a variety of other questions, such as which form of government is best, a republic or a principality; what constitute appropriate topics for joking; whether painting or sculpture is superior, the role of music. They also deplore the rude and uncultivated manners of the French, who know more about fighting than literature and look down with disdain on what they call a "clerk" (though hope is expressed for Francis of Valois, the future king of France). This is a bitter topic, since the French, who had just invaded Italy, had shown themselves clearly superior in fighting to the Italians. Another topic is that of the Court Lady, which brings up the topic of the equality of the sexes. One character, Gaspare Pallavicino, aged twenty, is depicted as a misogynist who attacks women, but the others rush to their defense, affirming the equality of women to men in every respect.

Giuliano de' Medici points out that throughout history some women have excelled in philosophy and others have waged war and governed cities, and he lists the heroines of classical times. Pallavicino, piqued, hints that Giuliano is wrong, but in the end he concedes that he himself has been wrong. Ironically, the affable Giuliano (a lover of women and famous as a philanderer) is the very person to whom Machiavelli planned to address his book The Prince.[9]Giuliano later was given the title of Duc de Nemours by Francis I. He died soon after.

The book ends on an very elevated note with a long speech about love by the humanist scholar Pietro Bembo (later a Cardinal). Bembo, who is older than the others, talks about an old man's love, which is of necessity Platonic. Bembo's speech is based on that of Socrates in the Symposium, except that the object of love is heterosexual not homosexual as in Plato. He describes how the experience of sublimated love leads one to the contemplation of ideal beauty and ideas. He talks about the divine nature and origin of love, the "father of true pleasures, of all blessings, of peace, of gentleness, and of good will: the enemy of rough savagery and vileness", which ultimately lifts the lover to the contemplation of the spiritual realm, leading to God (however Bembo does say that it is all right for the platonic lover to kiss his beloved on the lips, describing the kiss as the union of two souls).[10] When Bembo has finished, the others notice that they have all become so enraptured by his speech that they have lost track of the time and the night has passed and the sun is rising over the hills.

The Book of the Courtier caught the "spirit of the times" and was soon translated into Spanish, German, French, and English. One hundred and eight editions were published between 1528 and 1616 alone. (Pietro Aretino's La cortigiana is a parody of this famous work.) Castiglione's depiction of how the ideal gentleman should be educated and behave remained, for better or for worse, the touchstone for all the upper classes of Europe for next five centuries.

Baldasare Castiglione, at the age of 50, died of a violent fever in Toledo, Spain on 2 February, 1529.
