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PREFACE


There are few paintings more famous than Piero della Francesca’s double portrait of Battista and Federico da Montefeltro. Facing one another in profile, their presentation suggests a pair of coin portraits: the reference to the antique that is so characteristic of the Renaissance. Battista is portrayed as a woman in her twenties, with the waxen pallor admired in her time; she is festooned with jewels, her golden hair is elaborately dressed, and her expression is neutral. Federico’s image shows a man in his fifties, lips thoughtfully pursed, with sagging jowls. On his jaw is the scar of an abscess, which nearly killed him when he was eleven. In contrast to the idealized image of his wife, his portrait has something of the unflinching realism of ancient Roman funerary sculpture. Also, in contrast to his wife’s brocade and jewels, he is plainly dressed in scarlet. But though his garb is plain, it is made of very costly cloth: kermes, the dye from which scarlet was made, was fabulously expensive.
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Duke and Duchess preside over an ideal landscape: Piero della Francesca’s double portrait of Federico and Battista, his second wife.

Bridgeman Images.



The painting is not exactly lying, but it is certainly being economical with the truth. When it was painted, Battista was dead, aged only twenty-six, her tiny body worn out by as many as ten pregnancies in twelve years of marriage. In life, she was diminutive, and her complexion was sanguine. That means there was colour in her face, and she lost her temper easily, though she cooled just as quickly. She also wasn’t blonde; her hair was chestnut brown. She was clever, she was an eager student of the classics, Greek as well as Latin, and she spoke up for herself. Piero della Francesca’s image is not a portrait of a living woman, it is a picture of how her husband wanted her remembered. And Federico, as he appears here? He looks every inch Pater patriae, the father of his country, and, as an admiring observer of the Urbino court, Baldassare Castiglione, called him, the light of Italy: la luce dell’Italia. His is one of the most curated images in the history of the world. One immediate truth the painter conceals is that the duke is in profile not merely to evoke antique coinage, but because his right eye was missing, lost in a tournament when he was twenty-eight. Due to this disfigurement, he was almost never depicted full-face,1 and consequently there are no sculptural representations of him made in his own time. But there are dozens of images of this mild, fatherly profile: he often appears in the manuscripts he commissioned for his famous library, and he is also represented in a number of full-sized paintings and relief sculptures.

Urbino was indelibly fixed in the minds of a generation as the quintessential Renaissance city by episode four of Sir Kenneth Clark’s BBC TV documentary series Civilisation, first aired in 1969. ‘Urbino is such a sweet place – so compact, so humane… as for the palace of Urbino, it is the most ravishing interior in the world,’ he wrote from Italy to his close friend Janet Stone while he was working on his Renaissance episode, ‘Man, the measure of all things’.2 In the programme itself, he observes that ‘life in the court of Urbino was one of the high benchmarks of Western civilisation’. Florence, he thought, was the intellectual centre of the Renaissance, but Urbino, the ultimate expression of its ideals. He devotes a great deal of the programme to the spacious, dignified rooms of Federico da Montefeltro’s palace, but also includes enchanting long vistas of the timeless order of the surrounding country, with its dusty white farmhouses and dark cypresses on disciplined, terraced hillsides, and the blue Apennines rising up in the distance, the landscapes of Bellini and Giorgione.

Fifty years later, Urbino is still an idyllic hill town of steep streets lined with houses and palazzi of weathered brick. The life of the city is dominated by a large modern university, which has been inserted behind the façades of some of these structures with rare architectural tact: students make up a substantial sector of the population. Because it has been brought into the modern world with such sensitivity and loving care, it has the air of a Renaissance time capsule. It remains little visited by tourists and art lovers, partly because it is only accessible by car or bus. Only determined art lovers and the discerning take the trouble, so for many of its visitors it feels like a private discovery.
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Federico reading, with the young Guidobaldo by his side, probably by Joos van Wassenhove.

Raffaello Bencini/Bridgeman.



The image of Duke Federico is central to any exploration of Urbino: the humanist warrior; the man who kept his promises in a faithless age; the Christian prince. Throughout the city, and his palace in particular, we are confronted by his personality. We see his values, his concerns, set forth in the art he commissioned. In the exquisite intarsia panels of his studiolo, copies of Cicero and Seneca lie piled up in fictive cupboards accompanied by musical instruments, and his Garter hangs casually from a hook. In another portrait hung in the studiolo, probably by Joos van Wassenhove, he sits rather stiffly upright, reading Gregory the Great’s Moralia in Job, wearing full armour under his ducal robes, with his Garter buckled round his calf, and the insignia of the Order of the Ermine on his shoulders. He is accompanied by his little son, Guidobaldo.

The image is both familiar and compelling, so much so that it draws the eye away from other, also relevant, facts. It might be useful to remember that one of Federico’s personal emblems, or imprese, was a whisk-broom, a handheld device for tidying away dirt and dust, stains and inconveniences, which he adopted from the Sforzas after marrying Battista. In our own day, there are reasons for thinking that he might have chosen an airbrush. Perhaps the most important of the facts that we might now think worth retrieving from the dustbin of history, to which they have been whisked, is that all this image-making dates to the later 1470s. Federico became lord of Urbino in 1444, when his legitimate half-brother Oddantonio was assassinated by the citizenry, and Federico happened rather conveniently to be in the immediate vicinity. The people of Urbino presented him with a list of demands before letting him through the gate, and he accepted all of them, suggesting that he did not feel himself to be in a position to dictate terms. He was made duke – that is, confirmed in the exercise of legitimate power de jure rather than merely ruling de facto, only in 1474, which is thirty years later. In that same year, he was invested with the Order of the Ermine by the King of Naples, and the Order of the Garter by Edward IV of England. These styles and titles are prominently on display in all the books and artefacts he commissioned in his wealthy late-middle years; it is as if the first thirty years of his rule have been whisked into oblivion by that useful little broom: we see the final glory, not the graft.

Joos, if he is the painter of the portrait of Federico and Guidobaldo, gives us an image of a dynast: a man in his mid-fifties, with a son and heir who is about four. What this father–son dyad encourages us not to see is that his attempts to beget this heir must have been increasingly desperate. His first marriage, to Gentile Brancaleoni, lasted twenty years, and was childless. There were two illegitimate sons who functioned as a dynastic insurance policy from that period of his life, the older of whom, a boy who had been groomed as a potential heir, had died of the plague in 1458. The younger son he seems never to have taken very seriously. His second marriage, to Battista Sforza, had been fertile, but year on year she gave him another daughter. Five or six of these girls seem to have survived to adulthood, but their lives are so obscure it is hard to know for sure: only those who married are historically visible. Guidobaldo, the last child she bore, was an only son, and the hope of legitimate succession rested upon his fragile shoulders alone. He was afflicted by early-onset gout in his twenties; it would not be surprising if, even aged four, his father might be wondering how robust he was turning out. Federico cannot but have been conscious of all this, because his marital history replicated his father’s: his father, Guidantonio, had had a barren first wife, and Federico had been born during her lifetime. His father’s second marriage had produced three daughters and a single son: when this boy, Oddantonio, was born, Federico himself was set aside and exiled. The impression of stability that this picture exudes is quite misleading: the history of the dukedom was, and would continue to be, marked by a series of succession crises, because dynastic will was expressed through frail human vessels.

Duke Federico was not a writer. Letters of his, mostly military dispatches, survive, but he turned to professionals to shape his image for posterity. The only work attributed to him is a treatise on cryptography. Like his artists, his writers were appropriately rewarded, so the picture they present shows us how he wished to be seen. Their efforts were highly persuasive: Federico was celebrated as the archetypal Renaissance prince by the influential nineteenth-century historian Jacob Burckhardt, whose seminal work The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (1886) opens with a chapter on ‘The State as a Work of Art’, principally based on Federico’s Urbino.

But the image of Federico as the ideal virtuous ruler was very carefully crafted. All Renaissance princes and their ruling consorts were extremely self-conscious about how they presented themselves and how they chose to be depicted by others, but for Federico in particular, his sole claim to legitimate rule was in being a good Christian prince, in strong contradistinction to both his legitimate half-brother, Oddantonio, whom he had succeeded, and his arch-enemy, Sigismondo Malatesta. The picture given of him by his biographers, his humble, unassuming manner, his temperance and liking for the simplest food, suggests that he modelled himself on Suetonius’s pen portrait of Augustus, first Emperor of Rome, and one of the most successfully self-made monarchs of all time.

Thus we know less about Federico than we think we do. The fact is, whether a prince of the Italian Renaissance went down in history as the Good Duke or the Tyrant of Rimini depended not so much on what he did, as on whether he was able to keep tight control of the narrative of his life. Sigismondo Malatesta’s posthumous reputation is based on a campaign of character assassination led by Pope Pius II and Federico himself. But Federico as well as Sigismondo kept mistresses, and though he was famous for keeping his word as a condottiere once it was given, he would lie if he considered it expedient, and not all his professional activities were strictly honourable. He was capable of writing (heavily encrypted) to Pope Sixtus IV pledging his support in the enterprise to control the Medici known to history as the Pazzi conspiracy (1478), while simultaneously writing in clear to Lorenzo de’ Medici, declaring his continued respect and trust, since both letters survive.

Some things we are told about Federico by his chroniclers are undoubtedly true: he was a man of tremendous physical courage and determination. He had a long history of physical injuries: for example, among other serious mishaps, he wrenched his back so badly in 1460 he probably did himself lasting damage, and he nearly lost a leg in 1477. He must have lived with chronic pain through most of his life, while doggedly pursuing the condotta commissions that gave him his wealth, since forensic examination of his skeleton revealed that he was gouty and arthritic.3 Modern doctors have also noted collapsing vertebrae in his upper back, probably caused by the amount of time he spent riding in armour, starting before he was fully grown. He was also capable of great ruthlessness: the sack of Volterra might well have gone down in history as an atrocity, though his image-makers contrived to turn it into a triumph.

Thus, there is more to the great duke than meets the eye. His achievements were extraordinary, but the man behind the mask was more complicated and more challenged than his portraits aim to suggest.


THE ORIGINS OF THE CITY OF URBINO


Urbino is a city built on two hills; a natural fortress, since it also has a reliable water supply. It has been strategically valuable since the days of the Romans, who constructed a fort there called Urvinum Mataurense, referencing its shape, the curve of a Roman ploughshare (urvus), and its river, the Metauro. It’s not just the river that keeps a Roman identity: Roman origins are still implicit in the street plan, which retains a hint of the cruciform layout of all Roman fortified sites. The old decumanus, part of which is now the Piazza Duca Federico, can still be discerned, dividing the city in half lengthways, crossed by the cardo, now Via Giuseppe Mazzini and Via Cesare Battisti. This layout created four quarters, as so often in old Italian cities, Pusterla and Vescovata in the north-east and north-west, Santa Croce and Portanova to the south-east and south-west, which retained a distinct identity as late as the fifteenth century.1 The principal approach to Urbino from the days of the Roman empire onwards was to turn off the ancient Via Flaminia at Acqualagna, take the increasingly mountainous road leading up to Fermignano, and then to tackle the steep and dangerous final hill crowned by the city walls.

Urbino continued to be a valued defensive site through the early Middle Ages. During the Byzantine emperor Justinian’s attempted reconquest of Italy in the sixth century, it was one of the cities garrisoned by the defending Ostrogothic king, Vitigis, and was held by an Ostrogothic captain called Moras with 2,000 troops. It was one of the largest garrisons that Vitigis appointed, which suggests that he set considerable store by the place. His strategy appears to have backfired, however, because the spring ran dry, and thirst forced the Goths to surrender.

In Francia (the western part of which would later become France), in the year 751, Pepin the Short deposed the last of the Merovingian dynasty on grounds of incompetence and made himself king of the Franks, a move Federico da Montefeltro would doubtless have approved. Pepin was both deeply pious and aggressively expansionist: though his power base was in France, he intervened in the struggle between Pope Stephen II and the Lombards, a Germanic people (as were the Franks) who had established themselves in northern and central Italy; their name survives in Lombardy, the region centred on Milan. Also in 751, Aistulf, king of the Lombards, conquered Ravenna, the last toehold the Byzantine empire had in Italy. The following year, he demanded the submission of the pope, and a poll tax of one gold solidus per citizen. Thus put under pressure, Stephen II appealed to Pepin for help. In 754, he travelled to Paris to formally anoint and crown Pepin as ‘Patrician of the Romans’ in the basilica of St Denis, adding his spiritual authority to what had been straightforward usurpation on Pepin’s part. The term ‘Patrician’ was a vague honorific, invented in the fourth century by Constantine, the first Christian Roman Emperor, to honour a ruler without defining his status. As applied to a Frankish king, its meaning could evolve along with the changing political situation.

The coronation of 754 was the first occasion on which a pope had validated a king’s right to rule. There were Old Testament precedents – the prophet Samuel anointed first King Saul, and when he proved unsatisfactory, King David. But the underlying question was, did a pope have the right to do so? For eight hundred years, the authority to invest an individual with power had lain in the hands of the emperors; but Constantine V, who was emperor in Constantinople at the time, was hardly likely to legitimate Pepin. The new kings of the Franks were determined that the pope’s gesture should be meaningful, and in the course of the next twenty years, a forger, active either at the papal chancery or the Frankish court, evolved an elaborate explanatory fiction in which Constantine I had been cured of leprosy by Pope Sylvester I and, in gratitude, had ceded rule over the Western Empire to the papacy.2 There was a certain plausibility to the story, since the papacy was the only institution in the West whose roots extended back to the Roman empire. As the political philosopher Thomas Hobbes observed in the seventeenth century, ‘if a man consider the original of this great ecclesiastical dominion, he will easily perceive that the papacy is no other than the ghost of the deceased Roman Empire, sitting crowned upon the grave thereof: for so did the papacy start up on a sudden out of the ruins of that heathen power’.3

However, the narrative of Constantine’s gift to Pope Sylvester is untrue from start to finish. Constantine never suffered from leprosy, and what had actually happened was that the Eastern emperors lost control of the West in the course of the fifth century. But the Donation of Constantine, as this invention came to be called, made the papacy the rightful fountainhead of political authority in the West. This suited the popes, since it increased their power; and it suited the Frankish kings, since it increased their legitimacy. The whole concept of a Holy Roman Emperor originates from this chicanery, which was accepted as true for seven hundred years, until Federico’s contemporary, the humanist scholar Lorenzo Valla, applied sophisticated linguistic analysis to the text and demonstrated that its Latin was not that of Constantine’s era, but considerably later.4

By the fifteenth century, however, the popes’ temporal power was so established in law and in fact that merely pointing out that it rested on a fiction made no practical difference.

Meanwhile, back in the eighth century, in 756, thus two years after his coronation, Pepin crossed the Alps and forced the Lombards to cede the imperial territories they had seized. He then gave the pope a substantial swathe of largely mountainous country in central Italy. In practice, the problem of exercising effective authority over this difficult terrain meant that the Papal States, as they became known, continued to consist of smallish independent territories, each ruled from a suitable rocca, or fortress. What had changed was that, in theory, these rulers were exercising authority vicariously on behalf of the pope. This fiction gathered force and solidity over the centuries until, by the time Federico da Montefeltro came to power, the idea of a papal vicariate was a political reality. As a result, for practical purposes, Renaissance popes were secular rulers before they were anything else, which is one reason why almost all of them were Italians. Their principal focus was on defending and, if possible, extending their territories in Italy. They were not theologians or pastors, they were lords, and sometimes warlords, and the counts of Urbino came to be among their trusted subordinates.


[image: img8.jpg]

The Frankish king Pepin the Short handing over the Papal States to Pope Stephen II.

Granger Historical Picture Archive/Alamy.



Visitors to Urbino are often struck by the number of representations of the imperial eagle in the palace. The reason for this goes back to the coronation of Frederick Barbarossa as king of Italy in Rome in 1154. Count Antonio di Carpegna, signor of Montecopiolo and San Leo (in what is now the Marche region of central Italy), was granted the area of Montefeltro in feudo as a reward for suppressing a riot against the emperor. He adopted the imperial eagle as an emblem, and with it the name of Montefeltro, taken from the original name of San Leo, which had been known as the mountain of Jupiter Feretrius before it became the home of a saintly hermit.5 The newly minted Montefeltri thus owed their loyalty to the Holy Roman Emperors. This implied membership of the pro-imperial faction. The understorey of medieval Italian politics was a struggle for power between the popes and the emperors, expressed via the two great factions of medieval Italy, the Guelphs, supporting the pope, and the Ghibellines, supporting the Holy Roman Emperor.

The struggle between Guelphs and Ghibellines underscores the best-known poem from medieval Italy, Dante’s Divine Comedy. Dante was a Guelph, as was his native city of Florence, while the Montefeltri, who owed their title to an emperor, were staunchly Ghibelline. Two Montefeltro counts feature in his great poem, a father and son. The father, Guido da Montefeltro, is one of the damned souls in Inferno 27. Guido was a wily and successful soldier, a fox rather than a lion, according to Dante.6 He conducted several important military campaigns against Florence in the 1270s and 1280s. In the campaign of 1288–92, he captained the Ghibellines of Pisa against Florence, and was excommunicated. Boniface VIII rescinded his excommunication, and he became a Franciscan monk in 1296, inaugurating the Montefeltri’s connection with the monastic order founded by Francis of Assisi in the 1220s. He died two years later. Again according to Dante, Pope Boniface VIII asked him for advice on how to destroy the Colonna family’s stronghold at Palestrina, absolving him in advance of the sin of doing so when he had put the soldier’s life behind him. St Francis duly came to rescue him after he died and demons came to drag him off to hell, but they hung on to him, pointing out that he hadn’t repented his action, since a man can’t be penitent and, at the same time, go on intending to commit the crime in question. Boniface VIII, a pope Dante loathed, had given Guido fraudulent advice, either intentionally or because he was a bad theologian. However, it is also true that if Guido’s conversion to the Franciscan way of life had been a true one, he would not have fallen in with the pope’s suggestion.7

Dante could not of course actually know what went on in Guido’s mind. While it is impossible to tell whether he is to some extent politically motivated in making Guido condemn himself out of his own mouth, the Divine Comedy is not about settling scores. The second Montefeltro to appear in the Comedy is Guido’s son Buonconte, who was killed at the battle of Campaldino on 11 June 1289, where he was leading the Ghibelline cavalry. His body was never recovered, so nobody could actually have known how he died, let alone in what frame of mind. Dante himself fought on the other side in this battle, which the Guelphs won, but he decides to use Buonconte to demonstrate his understanding of the infinite mercy of God. He assigns him
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