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Introduction

The Borgia Legend

CESARE BORGIA’s name has been a byword for evil for over five centuries.

He was born, the illegitimate son of the Spanish Cardinal Rodrigo Borgia, later Pope Alexander VI, into a world which has been called ‘the Golden Age of Bastards’. The princely courts of fifteenth-century Italy swarmed with the rulers’ children struggling for a career through war, the Church, marriage or, not infrequently, assassination. ‘The wicked custom of poisoning men’, wrote the great Florentine historian Guicciardini, ‘is a common practice in many parts of Italy.’ Life was short; time pressed on ambitious men.

Wielding the sword and backed by the power, wealth and prestige of the Papacy itself, Cesare at twenty-seven became the most feared, hated and envied man in Italy, earning himself the reputation of the terrible Valentino’. Each of the princes and states in turn felt themselves menaced by his growing ambition, and his threat to the Italian political establishment generated a sense of shock and outrage which formed the basis of the Borgia legend.

This legend arises from the pages of contemporary accounts of the Borgias, the stuff of a sinister reputation that has shadowed them, and Cesare in particular, down the ages. Cesare was accused of murder, rape, incest, robbery and treachery – much the same charges which were levelled at his father the Pope. There were elements of truth in these accusations, but contemporary reactions to the Borgias were not based solely on moral grounds. It was an age in which the standards of public and private morality were far from strict: double-dealing and intrigue were regarded as an integral part of the game of politics and war, political assassination was common, and Alexander VI was not the first pope to have had a hand in it.

Most of the Italian lordships were founded upon violent conquest, and violence remained very much a part of political life. In the cities of Italy the factions fought each other bloodily in the streets, the Baglionis against the Oddis at Perugia, the Orsinis against the Colonnas in Rome. The pursuit of the vendetta, either as an act of personal vengeance or by the use of hired assassins, was an accepted custom; Cellini in his autobiography boasted of the many fatal brawls in which he had been involved.

Violence and murder were equally common in the private lives of the Italian signorial families. Sigismondo Malatesta of Rimini had two of his wives murdered: one poisoned, the other suffocated. Francesca Manfredi of Faenza lured her husband into her bedchamber on the pretext of being unwell and had him stabbed there by concealed assassins; when they bungled the job she coolly stepped forward, a fifteenth-century Lady Macbeth, and finished him off with a dagger thrust in the stomach. In July of 1500, in a bloodbath known as ‘the Red Wedding’, half the feuding Baglioni family of Perugia murdered the other half in their beds, a massacre which was quite overshadowed in contemporary chronicles by a single act of violence committed by Cesare at the time.

Sexual licence applied to laymen and clerics alike. The great lords had numerous mistresses who might be of noble or common birth, courtesans or married women, and broods of bastards who were brought up at their courts side by side with their legitimate children. The great churchmen behaved in the same way: Pope Sixtus IV’s nephew, the flamboyant Cardinal Pietro Riario, kept a mistress whose shoes were sewn with pearls; of the Renaissance popes both Innocent VIII and Julius II as well as Alexander VI had illegitimate children A thriving population of whores serviced the swarming clerics in Rome, and the conventual orgies described in Aretino’s I Ragionamenti were not figments of the author’s imagination. Incest and sodomy were accepted, though officially frowned upon: Gian Paolo Baglioni of Perugia received ambassadors while lying in bed with his sister; Sigismondo Malatesta, whom Pope Pius II called ‘the worst scoundrel of all the men who have ever lived or ever will live, the disgrace of Italy and the infamy of our times’, was alleged not only to have committed incest with his daughter but to have attempted sodomy with his son. Yet it was for heresy, not sexual misdemeanours, that the same Pope later excommunicated him.

Why then has Cesare Borgia come down to us as the archetype of criminality? The hostility of his Italian contemporaries towards him and his family can be partially explained on the grounds of their Spanish blood. Italians disliked and despised all foreigners, whom they regarded as ‘barbarians’, and Spaniards most of all – with good reason. In Italy, where the Aragonese dynasty ruled Naples and Sicily, Spanish soldiers of fortune had already displayed that combination of courage, pride, endurance, ferocity and greed which was to drive the conquistadors on their bloody progress through the New World. From the pages of Aretino it is clear that the Spaniards in Rome were looked on as a kind of Mafia, and it is probable that the great families of Italy saw the Borgias in that light. Marrano, ‘secret Jew’, was the epithet most commonly thrown at Spaniards in Italy, and one which Cesare’s enemies frequently used to describe him.

Racial prejudice, however, is an insufficient explanation for the devil-figure which Cesare represented to his contemporaries; it is their constant references to his ‘dangerous nature’ which give us the clue. Cesare Borgia was a dangerous man, with one quality above all which made him so: a driving ambition which was the key to his whole life, the underlying theme of his complex character. He was one of those rare men born with a superlative ambition to which all else was subordinated, a quality which makes a man a maverick among his fellows, and a threat to the normal tenor of their lives. Moreover Cesare deliberately created his own myth by calculated acts of terror, veiling his life in a secrecy which gave his sudden brutalities and lightning moves added impact.

Cesare’s character was bewildering in its contradictions: he was a brilliant student, a man of lucid intelligence, possessed of notorious charm and eloquence– ‘of his mind and tongue he makes what use he wills’, one despairing envoy wrote of him. He was strong, athletic, an expert horseman and a skilful military leader. Even his enemies never denied his personal courage: ‘In war he was a good companion and a brave man,’ a French fellow officer recorded of him. He was also totally amoral, vengeful, treacherous and deceitful, ‘the great dissembler’ as Machiavelli described him, a man apparently incapable of deep and lasting human affection – except perhaps for his sister, Lucrezia. His complexities baffled even that acute observer Machiavelli, who saw the careful picture he had built up of Cesare shattered in an hour, so that he doubted whether it had been the truth or simply a mirage.

And so, to find the reality behind the myth, one must look beyond the kaleidoscope of contemporary impressions, sort out the distortions, and evaluate the man himself according to the facts – as far as they can be known after five centuries have passed. Cesare Borgia was above all a political animal, and it is in the context of contemporary politics that his story must be told.




I

The Stage

CESARE was destined to play his part in the limelight of the international stage. Fifteenth-century Italy was the centre of the civilized world, her cities far surpassing those of northern Europe in artistic achievement, learning, living standards, economic and political sophistication. But the glamour of Italy was only part of her attraction; early in the century the popes had returned to Rome from Avignon, and in a Europe still acknowledging the Roman creed the Eternal City was thus once again the focus of Christendom. Religion and politics were closely intertwined; the pope as spiritual ruler of the Christian world exercised enormous influence in international affairs and the action of the Papacy was central to the political calculations of the secular powers.

Yet Italy as a political entity did not exist; the Italian peninsula was a patchwork of independent states jostling for power and survival, a game in which the five major players, Venice, Milan, Florence, Naples and the Papacy, used the smaller princedoms as pawns on the political chessboard.

The ruling families of these minor states held absolute sway over their subjects, maintaining an outward appearance of independence which belied their real status as clients, victims and vassals of their greater neighbours. The Estes of Ferrara, the Gonzagas of Mantua and the Montefeltros of Urbino led cultivated lives in exquisite surroundings. They patronized the arts not only from private taste but for public prestige, often supplementing the revenues stretched by this extravagance by fighting as mercenary captains, condottieri, in the incessant quarrels of the other Italian powers. Yet despite their many palaces, their paintings, silks and jewels, their stables of stud horses and strings of hunting dogs, there was unease behind the glitter. The movements of the major powers beyond their frontiers could threaten their very existence; they were small floes in a shifting pack, at the mercy of political forces over which they had no control.

The greater Italian states, Venice, Milan, Florence, Naples and the Papacy, coexisted in an uneasy balance of power maintained by mutual jealousy rather than common interest. In Guicciardini’s words, they were ‘full of emulation among themselves, they did not cease to observe assiduously what the others were doing, each of them reciprocally aborting all the plans whereby any of the others might become more powerful or renowned’.

Venice and Milan, outstripping the other states in financial and military resources, regarded each other with a deep hostility. Venice, the great city on the Adriatic, ruled by an intelligent and ruthless oligarchy, enjoyed a political stability which led other Italians to call her enviously ‘the Immortal’. She maintained an overseas empire and a web of international commerce stretching over the known world, with the resources of a vast naval armoury, an efficient and ubiquitous spy service carried on by her diplomats and agents, and the industries – silks, jewellery, sweetmeats, Murano glass – which supplied the luxury needs of Europe. Traditionally Venice had observed a serene neutrality towards Italian affairs, but since the fall of Constantinople in 1453 her overseas empire had been gradually dwindling under the attacks of the Turks, and there were now signs that she was turning a predatory eye towards the Italian mainland to compensate for her losses overseas.

Milan, whose territories marched with those of Venice, naturally looked on her expansionist tendencies with distrust. The duchy of Milan straddled the rich countryside of Lombardy; the city itself with 300,000 inhabitants was larger than either Paris or Rome, and the revenues of the Milanese state, drawn from its industries of silk, armoury and agriculture, were only slightly less than those of France and England. All power was in the hands of Ludovico Maria Sforza, known as il Moro from his emblem, the mulberry, who ruled in the name of his nephew Gian Galeazzo. Ludovico was intelligent and cultivated, the patron of Leonardo da Vinci and Bramante, and a man of considerable personal charm. But he was also vain, an inveterate intriguer with a fatal tendency to overestimate his own cleverness and underestimate his enemies – and insatiably ambitious. ‘A man born for the ruin of Italy,’ commented the historian Paolo Giovio, and indeed Ludovico’s ambition to become the acknowledged Duke of Milan was to have disastrous consequences for himself and his country.

Florence, the citizen republic on the Arno, could not be compared with Milan either in lands or in wealth, deriving her strength from Tuscan industry, the cloth trade and her role in the international banking system, and her prestige from the Medici family, whose leader, the brilliant Lorenzo, controlled the affairs of the city with a wise and subtle hand. But despite the genius of her artists and the industry of her merchants and artisans, Florence was militarily weak, and the stability of her civic system less assured than it outwardly appeared.

Far to the south of Florence, the kingdom of Naples represented the explosive potential of an already unstable situation. For over two centuries the succession to the Kingdom had been disputed between the Spanish kings of Aragon and the French dukes of Anjou, a quarrel which had been temporarily resolved in favour of a junior branch of the Aragonese royal house. But the King of Naples, the cunning and cruel Ferrante, did not rule a united people; his barons were divided between the partisans of the Angevin claims and those who supported the Aragonese, so that the succession question remained a smouldering issue for the future. Indeed, ‘the Kingdom’, as it was known, had always been the magnet for foreign invaders, and it was against the backdrop of an international scramble for Naples that Cesare Borgia was to make his career. Moreover, the question of Naples involved the Papacy, since the pope was feudal suzerain of the Kingdom and had the right to the investiture of the candidate to the crown: as such he would be the official arbiter in any quarrel over the succession.

The Papacy itself was, geographically, politically and spiritually, the centre of the Italian firmament. In Rome the Renaissance popes lived in a style indistinguishable from the courts of contemporary monarchs. Even as early as the twelfth century, St Bernard of Clairvaux had rebuked Pope Eugenius III for adopting the outward signs of the imperial rather than the apostolic succession: ‘The pope is decked in gold, mounted on a white horse, surrounded by troops and officers … In this you have succeeded not to Peter but to Constantine …’ The Renaissance popes employed this imperial splendour as a deliberate policy aimed at reasserting the prestige of the Papacy after the humiliating years of exile at Avignon, when General Councils of the Church had attempted to limit papal power. The first of the great building popes of the Renaissance, Nicholas V, told the cardinals on his deathbed that he knew the faith of the masses to be fragile because the people lacked instruction, therefore it was important to consolidate their faith by the spectacle of material grandeur. Nicholas V (1447–55), Sixtus IV (1471–84) and later Julius II (1503–13) conceived their ambitious reconstruction of Rome as the resurrection of the imperial city, the outward symbol of the pope’s empire as the successor both to Peter and to Constantine.

The popes were absolute masters of the city of Rome, from which they derived a considerable part of their revenues. Although the city retained a façade of limited autonomy, with its own senator and civil service, and shared in the administration of justice with the papal court, financial affairs were entirely in the hands of the pope’s officials. The pope stood at the apex of a court comprising palace officials, secret chamberlains, grooms, clerks, secretaries and guards, a household which in the time of Sixtus IV cost some 30,000–40,000 florins a year to maintain, and a vast and expanding bureaucracy, the Curia. The Curia comprised three main financial departments: the Chancery, headed by the vice-chancellor, the most important figure in the hierarchy after the pope himself, wielding such profitable instruments as papal bulls, briefs and admonitions, with which the pope regulated the affairs of Christendom; the Camera, which administered the spiritual and temporal income under the direction of a cardinal chamberlain; and the Datariat, which was concerned with the revenues from the sale of offices, fees for dispensations and annulments. Other departments included that of the apostolic penitentiary, responsible for issuing absolution for sins and remitting penances, and the Rota, a court of justice headed by the cardinal vice-chancellor. The official revenues of the Papacy in the late fifteenth century amounted to some 300,000 ducats per annum, which already made it one of the richest of the Italian powers, but to this must be added incalculable (since unrecorded) sums available to the pope from gifts and other sources dealt with through what was known as his secret treasury, and administered by a private treasurer.

The only constitutional check on the absolute power of the pope was provided by the College of Cardinals, but the popes, in the manner of secular politicians, reacted to opposition from this quarter by packing it with their partisans, often their own relations. The strength of the pope vis-à-vis his cardinals was the same as that of a king of France or of England in relation to their great barons; he was the source of patronage, of the offices and benefices which enabled the cardinals to maintain their splendid style of living. As princes of the Church they were expected to live like worldly princes; Paolo Cortese in his book De Cardinalatu, the ecclesiastical equivalent of Castiglione’s The Courtier, specified that a cardinal should be rich and noble by birth, magnificent in himself and liberal with his money, and inhabit a superbly decorated palace. Such palaces, some of which were more lavishly equipped than the Vatican itself, required huge households, on average some 150 persons; the financial strain of keeping up appearances on such a scale was considerable. Burckhardt, the great historian of the Renaissance, wrote of ‘the secret misery of prelates who, notwithstanding heavy debts, were forced to live in a style befitting their rank’. At the court of Rome, as elsewhere, prestige depended on expenditure and credit could be raised on status and expectations, with the result that even the highest ranking cardinals were often deeply in debt. It was therefore vitally important that a cardinal should belong to the inner circle of ‘Curia cardinals’ close to the pope; the vice-chancellor, head of the Papal Chancery, received 6000 ducats a year from his office, as did the apostolic penitentiary, the chamberlain probably even more. Cardinals known to be influential with the pope could become ‘cardinal protectors’ of secular states, and in return for acting in the interests of their secular clients received rich benefices, pensions, and subsidies. Thus the pope stood at the apex of the power pyramid, while the cardinals and officials scrabbled for position on its slopes.

While the pope ruled the Roman court as an absolute sovereign, he enjoyed one advantage over secular princes in the spiritual weapons at his disposal. Excommunication was still feared; for a city the laying of a papal interdict could mean the loss of its trade, for a lord the endangering of his state, since both would then be open to attack by their enemies while their friends were forbidden to help. The granting of dispensations for marriages and annulments could be used to extract considerable sums of money and concessions from secular princes, and as a potent and profitable form of political blackmail.

But the pope’s personal enjoyment of this unique position was brief; the road to the Papacy was a long one, and most popes when elected were on the threshold of old age. The ephemeral nature of this power was the main reason for the rapacity of papal relatives, who saw the urgency of grabbing what they could while the going was good, and for the anxiety of the pope to see that his family was sufficiently endowed during his lifetime to enable them to maintain their position after his death. Since the way to the Papacy led through the College of Cardinals, the princes of Italy aimed at a cardinal’s hat for their younger sons at the earliest possible age, so that they might, through long years of accumulated wealth and seniority, stand a strong chance of changing the hat for the papal tiara. For this they intrigued and bribed their way through the labyrinths of the papal court, prepared to go to almost any lengths and pay any price to obtain the prize. Their understanding of the dual nature of the Papacy, its spiritual prestige combined with political power, is well illustrated by Lorenzo de’ Medici’s letter of advice to his son, the young Cardinal Giovanni de’ Medici; exhorting him to cherish the honour and standing of the Church and the Holy See, he added: ‘While doing this it should not be difficult for you to aid the city [Florence] and our house … I think it is likely that a way will be found to save, as the proverb says, the goat and the cabbages …’

This emphasis on the secular role of the popes reflected a deep change in the nature of the Papacy, whose spiritual authority and universal character had suffered severely during the unedifying years of the Great Schism, when the rulers of Europe had seized the opportunity afforded by papal weakness to wring concessions from the popes over ecclesiastical patronage and financial contributions to the Holy See. This tendency had not been reversed when the popes returned to Rome in 1423; it had increased as the monarchies of Europe became stronger, more centralized, and unwilling to tolerate papal intervention. The Renaissance popes were still acknowledged as heads of Christendom, but their power and resources depended increasingly on their position as secular overlords. While the ‘spiritual’ income derived from international contributions steadily declined, they became more dependent on the ‘temporal’ income, which they received as overlords of the Papal States.

Sovereignty of the Papal States gave the Papacy its status as a major Italian power. The lands of the Church straddled central Italy, stretching from Bologna in the north to the frontier of the kingdom of Naples in the south, and included Emilia-Romagna, Le Marche, and the March of Ancona on the eastern side of the peninsula, Umbria and the papal cities of Orvieto, Viterbo and Spoleto in the centre, and the Patrimony of St Peter in Tuscany and the province of the Roman Campagna and Campagna Marittima to the west and south.

Yet before the accession of Alexander VI in 1492 much of this territory belonged to the Church in name only; to the north of Rome it was split up into lordships varying in size and importance from the prestigious dukedoms of Ferrara and Urbino with their princely courts, to the petty signories of the Romagna and the Marches. They were ruled by local families with the title of papal vicars, theoretically deriving their authority from the pope and obliged to pay a yearly tribute to him, but in practice acting as independent princes with little or no regard for their overlord. The Campagna around Rome was dominated by the great baronial families, the Colonnas, Orsinis, Caetanis and their adherents, who did not hesitate to threaten the pope on his home ground when it suited them, cutting off the city from its food supplies, bringing armed troops into Rome to brawl in the streets, and selling their services to the pope’s enemies.

Nonetheless, no one questioned the Church’s right to overlordship of the Papal States. For a pope with the will and the resources to assert that right by crushing the barons and overthrowing the signori, the Lands of the Church represented a vast potential of territorial wealth. It was this potential which the Borgias, father and son, using every weapon in the papal armoury, were to exploit.

But to do so Cesare and his father would have to confront the Italian political establishment, which was to a considerable extent based on family connections and personal relationships. Behind the power politics of the major states lay an intricate web of dynastic connections linking the members of the signorial ruling class from the north to the south of Italy. A chain of intermarriage joined Orsini to Medici, Este to Sforza, Gonzaga to Montefeltro, branching down to the smallest lordships, so that almost any petty signore could claim kinship with the great families. A recent historian has compared this family network with a passage in Dante’s Inferno: ‘So thick was the undergrowth of alliances among the signorial families that to strike one branch was to break another, like the dogs in the wood of suicides.’ It was this charmed circle into which Cesare Borgia was to irrupt like a conquistador; this family network which was to feel itself deeply threatened as his sword cut off the branches one by one. It was a world to which by birth he did not belong.




II

The Cardinal’s Bastard

SOMEWHERE in the neighbourhood of Rome in mid-September 1475, Vannozza de’ Gattanei, wife of Domenico Giannozzo da Rignano, gave birth to a son. The only certain fact about Cesare’s birth is that he was not the son of the obscure Domenico, who conveniently spent his time travelling on business for the Church, but of Rodrigo Borgia, Cardinal Bishop and Vice-Chancellor of the Church, the most powerful figure in the Roman hierarchy after the pope. Although Vannozza, for the sake of appearances, had been married to the complaisant Domenico some time before Cesare’s birth, she had been the Cardinal’s mistress for at least two years previously and there was no doubt whatsoever that her son was the latest descendant of an extraordinary Catalan family, the de Borjas, or, as they became known to history, the Borgias.

The Borgia story began in the remote town of Borja in the wild hill-country of Aragon. The fifteenth-century Borgias, in the manner of adventurers, later claimed royal descent from Pedro Atarés, great-grandson of Ramiro I of Aragon, who was lord of Borja in the twelfth century, but beyond family tradition there is no evidence to support their pretensions to royal blood. All that is certain is that the early Borgias came from Borja and owed their rise, as did their fifteenth-century descendants, to their courage, aggressiveness and opportunism. In the first half of the thirteenth century eight knights of the Borgia family marched with their King, Jaime I of Aragon, to free Valencia from the Moors. They distinguished themselves in this campaign, being inscribed as caballeros de la Conquista, and one of them, Esteban, was granted the towns of Jativa, Gandia and other lands in Valencia, taking as his device the grazing bull, emblem of his home town of Borja. Thus, by right of conquest, the Borgias became one of the leading families in Valencia, where for two hundred years they lived the humdrum lives of provincial nobility, until in 1444 Cesare’s great-uncle Alonso, the first Borgia to set foot on Italian soil, set sail for Rome to become Cardinal of Quattro Incoronati.

Alonso owed his career to that combination of intelligence, hard work and luck which characterized the later Borgias. The first two qualities earned him the favour of his King, Alfonso V of Aragon, who succeeded to the throne of Naples in 1442, and brought him the cardinalate, but it was his luck which, contrary to all expectations, gained him the Papacy and founded his family’s fortunes. In 1455, eleven years after his arrival in Italy, Alonso Borgia became Pope Calixtus III. He had been elected as a compromise candidate after a deadlock between two Italians; he was seventy-seven, in poor health, and not expected to live long. But Calixtus surprised them all by living a full three years after his election and proving to be an energetic and in many ways admirable Pope: pious, ascetic, frugal to the point of parsimony, and devoted to the cause of the crusade against the Turks. Among his less admirable qualities, however, was a nepotism which flooded Rome with a horde of Borgia relations and their hangers-on, all Valencians, or Catalans, as they were known to the Romans.

Among these Catalan relations two young Borgias enjoyed the Pope’s special favour: his nephews Pedro Luis and Rodrigo, sons of his sister Isabella. The doting Calixtus showered them with honours; Pedro Luis, the elder, a swashbuckling arrogant young man whose excesses were only restrained by the prudence of his younger brother Rodrigo, was made Prefect of Rome and Captain General of the Church; his successful campaign in this capacity against the great Orsini barons laid the foundations of a bitter running feud between Borgia and Orsini which was to have a bearing on Cesare’s own career thirty years later. While Pedro Luis reaped the honours in the secular sphere, Rodrigo Borgia rose swiftly to a position of power and wealth in the ranks of the Church. He was only eighteen when he accompanied his uncle to Italy to study law at the University of Bologna, twenty-five when Calixtus was elected Pope; within a year his uncle made him a cardinal, two years later he appointed him Vice-Chancellor of the Church, and in June 1458 gave him the see of Valencia, the richest in Spain, with a yearly income of 18,000 ducats.

Two months later, in August 1458, Calixtus lay on his deathbed, and a wave of pent-up Roman resentment broke over the heads of his two young nephews and their Catalan adherents. Pedro Luis fled Rome to die of fever at Civita Vecchia, but Rodrigo, displaying the physical courage in the face of danger which never deserted him, attended his uncle until the end came on 6 August. Rodrigo Borgia, unlike the hot-headed Pedro Luis, was a survivor; he was determined not to be overwhelmed by the tide of anti-Catalan feeling which had swept away his brother and fellow-countrymen. In the conclave which followed his uncle’s death, a contest between the Cardinal of Rouen and the Cardinal of Siena, Aeneas Silvius Piccolomini, his was the casting vote. Piccolomini, the successful candidate, who became Pope Pius II, described the scene at the deadlock: ‘All sat in their places, silent, pale, as though they had been struck senseless. No one spoke for some time, no one opened his mouth, no one moved any part of his body, except the eyes, which turned this way or that … Then the Vice-Chancellor Rodrigo rose and said: “I accede to the Cardinal of Siena!” And his words were like a sword through Rouen’s heart …’ Thus Rodrigo’s cool judgement not only enabled him to surmount the first crisis of his career, but, through the favour of the next ruler of the Church, ensured the continuation of his power and influence. At twenty-eight his feet were firmly placed on the long road which led to the highest office in Christendom. But the significance of the events of 1458 was not lost upon him; he had experienced the transient nature of papal power, seen how his uncle’s death had involved his brother’s destruction. It was a lesson he would not forget.

Rodrigo Borgia was a handsome man with a boundless zest for life. He was tall, with a strong, heavy body which never tired, a bull-like neck, and powerful features, black eyes and a great nose arching over full, sensual lips. He had a resilient nature, a boisterous gaiety and a quick sense of humour; easily bored, he loved singing and dancing, hunting and, above all, beautiful women. His tutor, Gaspare de Verona, wrote of him: ‘He is handsome, of a most glad countenance and joyous aspect, gifted with honeyed and choice eloquence. Beautiful women are attracted by him in a quite remarkable way, more powerfully than iron … by a magnet.’ Neither as Cardinal nor as Pope did Rodrigo make any attempt to control or conceal his strong sexuality. Yet despite the hedonistic side of his nature, he was a man to be reckoned with. ‘Of versatile intellect, great sense and imagination … above all he is brilliantly skilled in the conducting of affairs,’ wrote Jacopo Gherardi of Volterra. He was noted for his personal charm, the eloquence with which he expressed himself, and the dignity, even majesty of his bearing. But this smooth façade concealed an exceptionally able and hard-working administrator who took his duties as Vice-Chancellor seriously, a subtle and devious politician, and a skilful opportunist who was at the same time capable of long-term planning. He was, in short, a man with a quick understanding of other men, of money and the labyrinths which lead to power. He was also single-minded in the pursuit of his great ambition: the Papacy. To this end he exploited two avenues to build up his position: the favour of successive popes, and the interest of his fellow countryman, Ferdinand of Aragon.

Ferdinand, King of Aragon and of Sicily, was a hard-headed Catalan like Rodrigo himself, and they shared many of the same qualities. Essentially a pragmatist with a firm grasp on the realities of power, he had that outward-looking attitude to international affairs which had forged the Aragonese empire in the Mediterranean. He was a cautious politician, ‘a cunning old Catalan’ as Guicciardini later described him, whose reputation for trickery led Machiavelli to hold him up as a model for princes who wished ‘to play the fox’. He was deeply interested in the affairs of Italy; as we have seen, the throne of Naples was occupied by the junior illegitimate branch of his own house of Aragon, but he had hopes of seeing it restored to his own crown. Thus when Rodrigo visited Spain in 1472 as Papal Legate, Ferdinand saw in him a valuable ally to advance his interests at the papal court; while Rodrigo for his part was well aware of the advantages that a clever man could gain by playing the field of international politics. Rich rewards might be extracted from Ferdinand in return for favours procured for him at the Vatican. Rodrigo’s Spanish Legation cemented a mutually profitable alliance that was to last over twenty years, and he returned to Italy in September 1473 well satisfied with the results of his visit to his homeland.

It was some time after his return from Spain, in the winter of 1473 or the early spring of 1474, that Rodrigo met Cesare’s mother, Vannozza de’ Cattanei. He had had many mistresses and fathered three illegitimate children before he met her – Pedro Luis, born in 1462, Isabella, born in 1467, and Girolama, born in 1470 – but Vannozza is the only woman with whom he is known to have had a lasting relationship, and he seems to have cared more deeply for the four children she bore him than for any of the others whom he fathered. She was thirty-two, no longer young by Renaissance standards, when she met Rodrigo Borgia, and she must indeed have been a remarkable woman to have captured and held his affection.

Little is known of Vannozza’s origins beyond that she was the daughter of a man described in a document of 20 January 1483 as ‘Jacopo Pinctoris [the Painter] of the Ponte quarter [of Rome]’, and of Donna Menica, referred to in the same document as his widow. In the secret bull of September 1493 by which Rodrigo as Pope Alexander VI recognized Cesare as his son, his mother is described as ‘a Roman woman’. This, however, did not necessarily imply that she was a Roman by birth, only that she was living there at the time Cesare was conceived. Some authorities assert that she came from Mantua, since Cattaneo is a particularly common name there, and point to her daughter Lucrezia’s blonde hair as evidence of her northern origin. Yet even such an attentive observer of Borgia family life as the Mantuan envoy Gian Lucido Cattaneo, who would certainly have referred to Vannozza’s Mantuan origin had it been known, never made any mention of it. The document of 1483, which refers to two sons of a Magister Antonio da Brescia as her blood relatives, may indicate that her family came from the region of Brescia. Indeed, all the evidence seems to point to the conclusion that even if Vannozza was born in Rome, her family were not native Romans. Had they been so, Vannozza would have had a horde of relations in the city who would have climbed eagerly onto the Borgia bandwagon, but beyond Donna Menica and the two da Brescia brothers, none have come to light. If Vannozza’s father Jacopo was a painter, then it was highly probable that he, like hundreds of other artists and artisans from Tuscany, Umbria and Lombardy, would have migrated from a small northern background to the wider opportunities afforded by papal Rome.

The only known authentic portrait of Vannozza hangs in the Congregazione di Carità in Rome, of which she was a benefactress. It shows her well into middle age: her hair is covered by a veil, but does not appear to have been fair like Lucrezia’s; her face is oval, with a short chin, small well-shaped mouth, strongly arched eyebrows over almond-shaped eyes, and a long, high-bridged nose which she bequeathed to her son Cesare. Her strong features retained their fineness into middle age, and she must have been strikingly beautiful when young. (In any case it is difficult to imagine that a man with Rodrigo Borgia’s taste in women would have been so captivated by an ugly one.) Beyond beauty she must have had character. Rodrigo continued to regard her with respect and to protect her even after their physical relationship had ceased, and her children showed a firm attachment to her throughout their lives. Sensible she clearly was, and possessed of considerable commercial acumen; through her connection with Rodrigo she became a woman of property, owning three hostelries and several houses in Rome. The strong features depicted in her portrait indicate a woman of forceful character with a fierce temper. One unfortunate who crossed her in her commercial dealings called her ‘a woman possessed of the devil’, and she objected vociferously when some of her jewels were sent to Ferrara on the occasion of Lucrezia’s marriage to Alfonso d’Este. Cesare must have inherited his vindictive temperament from his mother: Rodrigo was essentially easy-going.

Vannozza bore Rodrigo three more children after Cesare: Juan, born in 1476, Lucrezia, born in 1480, and Jofre, born in 1481. Domenico da Rignano died soon after Cesare’s birth, and in 1480 or 1481 Vannozza married Giorgio di Croce, a Milanese who had been apostolic secretary to Pope Sixtus IV. Her physical relationship with Rodrigo may have been ending by the time of her second marriage; Rodrigo later publicly expressed doubts as to whether Jofre was indeed his son, and did not legitimize him until 1493 after he became Pope, when Jofre was twelve years old. In 1486 both di Croce and Vannozza’s son by him, Ottaviano, died and Rodrigo hastened to marry his former mistress to another suitable husband, Carlo Canale, a Mantuan man of letters who had been secretary to Cardinal Gonzaga. A man of education but no means, Canale hoped to make his way in the world through his bride’s connection with the powerful Cardinal Borgia. The marriage took place in June 1486, in the presence of the Borgia notary Camillo Beneimbene; Vannozza brought her new husband a dowry of a thousand gold florins and a curial appointment. Canale’s expectations were not disappointed; when five years later his wife’s former lover became Pope, he was rewarded with an important post as Governor of the Torre di Nona, the city prison. So absorbed did he become with his wife’s family that he appears to have acted as unofficial secretary to her illegitimate sons, writing letters to his former patrons, the Gonzagas of Mantua, begging for horses for Juan, to whom he proudly refers as ‘my stepson’, even signing himself ‘Carolus de Cattaneis’, his wife’s family name, instead of his own.

The Borgia children were not brought up in their father’s house; Rodrigo as Cardinal veiled his private life with discretion, and the existence of his illegitimate children seems not to have become public knowledge until after his accession to the Papacy. The bull of September 1493 specifically stated that Cesare and Juan were brought up in the same house; they probably had their own household, as befitted sons of a prince of the Church, and certainly shared the same tutor. Their sister Lucrezia spent the first years of her life in her mother’s house on the Piazza Pizzo di Merlo in the Ponte quarter, a few steps from Rodrigo’s palace on the Corso. Rodrigo then placed her in the care of his first cousin and female confidante, Adriana de Mila, who was married to an Orsini, Ludovico lord of Bassanello, and lived in the vast Orsini palace on Monte Giordano.

Yet there is little doubt that the children saw a great deal of their father, who loved them deeply. A contemporary described Rodrigo as ‘the most carnal of men’ in his attachment to his own flesh and blood. And like other fathers he planned for his sons’ futures – those plans being simple and in the habitual order of things. Pedro Luis, the eldest son, should take up the sword to win himself lands and fortune; Cesare, the second son, was destined for the Church; Juan, the third, would follow Pedro Luis in a secular career, while Jofre remained to be deployed as a pawn in the family game as opportunity allowed. The girls, naturally, were to make their way through suitable marriages.

But to think of Rodrigo’s whole illegitimate brood as a family group would be wrong. Indeed, Cesare can scarcely have known his elder half-brother and half-sisters. By 1483, when Cesare was eight, the dashing Pedro Luis was back in the Borgias’ homeland, fighting in the service of Ferdinand of Aragon. He did not return to Rome for four years, and a year later he was dead. Cesare’s half-sister Girolama, who had married into the noble Cesarini family in 1482, died in 1483, while her sister Isabella was married in the same year to a Roman nobleman, Pier Giovanni Matuzzi.

It was specifically Vannozza’s children, Cesare, Juan, Lucrezia and Jofre, who grew up as a compact family unit, their lives dominated by their father – although in looks they seem to have taken after their mother. None of them seems to have inherited the broad strength of their father’s face, nor the powerful curve of his nose. All of them, Cesare and Lucrezia in particular, received from him his physical resilience and strength, his buoyant good spirits and charm. Cesare was tall like his father, but the finely proportioned figure for which he was noted had nothing of Rodrigo’s heaviness. No contemporary portrait of Cesare seems to have survived, but the painting generally held to have resembled him and inscribed ‘Dux Valentinus’ – Duke Valentino – shows a young man with strong, finely cut features, a long, high-bridged nose, dark eyes shaped like his mother’s with a watchful look to them, under strongly marked eyebrows, a fresh complexion probably also inherited from Vannozza, and long dark hair tinged with red. ‘His head is most beautiful,’ the Venetian ambassador wrote of him in 1500 when he was twenty-five. In character he inherited his father’s intelligence and great ambition, his deviousness and his skill in diplomacy and intrigue, but although he could exert the famous Borgia charm when it suited him and was capable of outbursts of boisterous high spirits like his father, he did not share Rodrigo’s outgoing nature. While appearing outwardly frank, he was inwardly secretive, controlled; his bouts of hectic enjoyment were often followed by periods of apparent lethargy and depression. He had a Spanish pride, and was deeply resentful of slights on his honour, which he never forgave and always avenged. He was suspicious and wary, and – unlike his father – apparently incapable of deep love for anyone, with the exception of Lucrezia. He was self-sufficient, with an almost superstitious belief in himself, that ‘high confidence’ which Machiavelli later noted in him. Cold, ruthless and unpredictable, Cesare’s ‘dangerous nature’ may have been the reason that Rodrigo, while caring for him deeply, clearly favoured his younger brother Juan, whom he must have found easier to manage.

Juan, ‘the spoilt boy’ as the Aragonese chronicler Zurita described him, seems to have resembled Cesare in looks, although his hair was lighter in colour. Handsome, vain and self-indulgent, he lacked Cesare’s intelligence and self-control. As he grew up observers remarked on the arrogance which was to earn him dangerous enemies. Lucrezia was undoubtedly the darling of the family; both Cesare and his father adored her, Rodrigo it was said ‘superlatively’. All her contemporaries agreed in describing her as singularly attractive, with a grace and joyousness that charmed everyone who met her. Niccolò Cagnolo of Parma wrote of her: ‘She is of middle height and graceful of form, her face is rather long, the nose well-cut, hair golden, eyes of no special colour [possibly he meant grey-blue]; her mouth is rather large, the teeth brilliantly white, her neck is slender and fair, her bosom admirably proportioned. She is always gay and smiling.’ Lucrezia was extremely feminine, intelligent and adept at getting her way through charm. She also had the Borgia inner toughness where emotions were concerned, and her brother’s incapacity for lasting deep feeling. She was no cipher and knew what she wanted, but in will-power she was completely dominated by her father and Cesare. Jofre, the baby of the family, appears to have been a complete nonentity and made no mark on his contemporaries apart from invidious comparisons with Cesare – one of them remarked how Jofre ‘fits the spurs to the Duke’s [Cesare’s] boots …’ The only thing he shared with Cesare was their dark hair with the reddish tinge inherited from their mother.

These young Borgias identified closely with their father, their sense of kinship heightened by their Spanish blood and the strongly Spanish character of their father’s household. Rodrigo Borgia had lived in Italy for more than thirty years and had only returned to his native land once, yet Spanish remained his first language. He wrote and spoke in Catalan, the dialect of Valencia, or in Castilian; it was the language of the Borgia family inner circle, which they used when conversing with each other on intimate occasions or when they preferred not to be understood by outsiders. Cesare himself always used the Spanish form of his name, signing himself ‘Cesar’, and his first tutor and lifelong friend, Juan Vera of Ercilla, was a Spaniard.

Cesare would have begun his education at an early age; his contemporary Piero de’ Medici, son of Lorenzo, was already writing letters to his father in Latin at the age of seven, and at six he wrote to Lorenzo: ‘I have already learned many verses of Virgil, and I know nearly the whole of the first book of Theodoro [the standard Greek grammar by Theodore Gaza] by heart.’ Gaza’s Greek textbook and Gaspare da Verona’s Latin grammar formed part of Cesare’s early education; Podocatharo, Rodrigo’s Greek Cypriot secretary, undoubtedly helped him with his Greek studies, while Lorenz Behaim, the master of the household, who was a Latinist and member of the Roman classical Academy of Pomponius Laetus, would have introduced him to the classical authors. Cesare wrote and spoke Spanish, Italian, French, Greek and Latin, learned music and drawing, arithmetic and Euclidian geometry. As he grew older he would have been expected to write elegant Latin prose and poetry, and to improvise discourses in Latin, for which Cicero’s speeches were the prime model, as were his letters for Latin prose style. The plays of Terence and Plautus were used to teach Latin conversation, and Cesare would have learned history from the works of Tacitus, Livy, Thucydides and Herodotus, poetry from those of Virgil, Horace and Ovid.

This emphasis on classical studies was not merely an academic exercise; the passion for classical antiquity which characterized the Renaissance was of very real significance in Rome, once the centre of the Roman Empire, where the Romans were rediscovering their great past. The classical authors were regarded as sources of knowledge and as patterns for human behaviour; Cesare’s contemporaries took the great figures of classical times as models to be followed, and accepted what they understood to be the ancient Romans’ concepts of life as their own. Fama, fame or glory, was the goal; to gain it a man must exercise his individual skill and valour, virtù, to conquer the unpredictable force of fortune, fortuna, which ruled men’s lives. This concept of his own power to shape his destiny would have become deeply ingrained in Cesare’s mind, as he identified himself with his famous namesake Julius Caesar, whose actions had been guided by a supreme belief in the same idea. The key to the men of Cesare’s generation lay in Alberti’s famous phrase: ‘A man can do anything if he wills …’

Education was also considered to include the physical side of a child’s life, an essential part of the training of the complete man. Alberti wrote: ‘Youths should ride for exercise, they should learn the practice of arms, they should run and jump and manage a horse.’ Cesare was strong – in later life he was reputed capable of bending a horseshoe with his bare hands – and excelled in all forms of physical exercise with the fierce competitiveness which he applied to everything he undertook. He shared his father’s enthusiasm for hunting, which he would have practised as early as the age of six, loved horses and hunting dogs, and learned bullfighting from the Spaniards of his father’s household, a skill with which he later amazed the Romans.

If Cesare’s formative years equipped him mentally and physically for the demanding times ahead, the material side was by no means neglected. As early as October 1481, when he was just six years old, Rodrigo had paved the way to advancement in the career he had chosen for him by persuading the Pope to grant him a dispensation allowing him to hold benefices despite his illegitimacy, while the following year Ferdinand of Aragon exempted him from inferiority of status in law deriving from his illegitimate birth, thus allowing him to hold lordships in Spain. The way was now open for Cesare to amass lucrative appointments at the expense of the Church in Spain. In March 1482 Cesare, not yet seven, was made apostolic protonotary by Sixtus IV; in July he was given a prebend and canonry in the cathedral of his father’s bishopric of Valencia, as well as becoming archdeacon of Rodrigo’s native town Jativa, and rector of Gandia, his brother’s future dukedom. In April 1483 he became provost of Albar, while in the next year the new Pope Innocent VIII nominated him treasurer of his father’s bishopric of Cartagena, then prebendary of the cathedral of Majorca, archdeacon of the cathedral of Tarragona, and canon of the cathedral of Lerida. The young recipient of all these benefices was not of canonical age to undertake any duties in respect of his offices, whose accruing revenues were used by his father for his maintenance and education.

By 1489 Cesare’s Roman boyhood was over; he was fourteen, and for the next three years he would complete his formal education at the universities of Perugia and Pisa. In the autumn of 1489 he was sent to Perugia to study at the Sapienza, and here, while continuing his studies, he was to gain his first experience of the harsh realities of Italian political life, and to make contact with the families of the political establishment outside Rome. Perugia, ancient capital of Umbria, was an important papal city with a town population of 20,000 and some 46,000 in its rich countryside, the contado; it was also the most turbulent town in Italy, with a long history of violence stretching back over centuries. The political situation in Perugia was in many ways typical of that pertaining in other papal cities such as Bologna. Officially government was shared between papal officials and the communal magistrates, the ten Priori, but in fact city life was dominated by the tough, unruly Baglioni family, the brothers Guido and Ridolfo and their eight sons, Cesare’s contemporaries, of whom Gian Paolo, later to become his condottiere, was the leader. Cesare, as the son of the powerful Vice-Chancellor, must have been frequently in company with Gian Paolo and his brothers; whose houses in the ‘Baglioni’ quarter of the town near the Porta Marzia were within a stone’s throw of the Sapienza building, and he probably went hunting with them on their estates of Bastia and Spello in the contado of Perugia. Through them he would have come into contact with the signorial network of Umbria, the Marches and Tuscany – families like the Vitellis, vicars of Città de Castello. At Perugia, Cesare’s eyes were opened to the true position within the States of the Church, a valuable lesson for the future.

Meanwhile Rodrigo had not abated his efforts to advance his son’s career, and in September 1491 he obtained for him the rich prize of his first bishopric – that of Pamplona, ancient capital of the kingdom of Navarre. While Cesare was no doubt content to be a bishop with rich revenues and no duties, his new flock received the news with mutinous indignation. Their Bishop-elect was only fifteen, and had not yet taken holy orders; his sole qualification for his appointment lay in his being the illegitimate son of the Vice-Chancellor. Rodrigo attempted to calm the defiant Navarrese, ingenuously declaring the reasons for Cesare’s elevation to be his ‘merits, virtue and doctrine’, while Cesare, who was spending his university vacation hunting at the Borgia citadel of Soriano, hastened to write a pastoral letter in Spanish to ‘our magnificent and honourable friends’ the clergy of Pamplona, commending a certain Martin Zapata to them as his representative. Despite the soothing words of the Borgias, father and son, the Navarrese remained rebellious until Pope Innocent himself was obliged to intervene with a penal admonition against those who might attempt to usurp the see of Pamplona and appropriate its revenues.

And so it was as Bishop-elect of Pamplona that Cesare, after two years at Perugia, went to attend the University of Pisa in the autumn of 1491. There he was to study for his doctorate in law under the famous Milanese jurist Filippo Decio, but the high reputation of the Pisan law school was not the only reason that prompted Rodrigo to send him. At Pisa, Cesare would be entering the territory of the Medicis, a family with which Rodrigo was anxious to be on good terms. In a letter to Lorenzo de’ Medici, Rodrigo wrote that he was sending ‘the Bishop of Pamplona’ to Pisa to be under Lorenzo’s ‘wing and protection’ as a ‘means and pledge of the great love’ which he bore for the house of Medici. As Rodrigo well knew, Lorenzo’s second son Giovanni, Cesare’s exact contemporary (born in December 1475), and like him destined for the Church, would be his fellow-student at the University of Pisa.

Lorenzo, who was equally anxious to take advantage of Rodrigo Borgia’s influence at the Vatican, had doubtless instructed his son to behave in a friendly manner towards ‘il Pamplona’ as Cesare was now known, and paternal pressure on both sides ensured that they saw a good deal of each other. But Giovanni’s true reaction to the young Borgia was probably reflected in his chancellor Ser Stefano’s comments on Cesare’s Spanish household: ‘It seems to us that these men of his who surround him are little men who have small consideration for behaviour and have all the appearance of “marrani”.’

Moreover the style in which the young Bishop of Pamplona lived seems to have exacerbated relations between the Medici and Borgia households. Rodrigo, with some of the instinct of the parvenu, was determined that Cesare at Pisa should outshine the other aristocratic students, and the ostentatious luxury of his life-style was enough to make even a Medici feel inferior. Ser Stefano reported: ‘We wished to invite him [Cesare] here one morning to dine, and, if the weather is good it could be this week … It is true that he has come so well provided with hangings and silver that our not having anything to equal it has left us a little perplexed …’

The rivalry between the two may have extended to other more serious fields. Cesare was a brilliant student; even the hostile historian Paolo Giovio, who otherwise had nothing but ill to say of him, was forced to admit of his performance at his laureate that ‘he had gained such profit [from his studies] that, with ardent mind, he discussed learnedly the questions put to him both in canon and civil law.’ In any event he must have gained his laureate before Giovanni was awarded his, since he figured as one of the arguenti, disputants, in the debate for Giovanni’s laureate. Giovanni, legitimate son of one of the great families of Italy, probably secretly despised and resented the bastard son of the Catalan Borgia as an upstart, and possibly Cesare sensed this, for the two young men were never friends even while both were living in Rome. It was a revealing portent of the reactions of the Italian political establishment to him in the future.

Giovanni left Pisa in March 1492 to take his seat in the College of Cardinals; on his way through Florence he saw his father for the last time. A month later Lorenzo died in his villa of Careggi, attended by his humanist friends Poliziano, Marsilio Ficino and Pico della Mirandola, and a Paduan doctor who pounded precious stones to make a potion which failed to save him. Contemporaries saw his early death at forty-one as a tragedy for Italy, since he more than any other politician had striven to keep peace. Ferrante of Naples remarked with gloomy foreboding: ‘This man has lived long enough for his own immortal fame, but not for Italy. God grant that now he is dead men may not attempt that which they dared not do while he was alive.’ From Pisa Cesare wrote a letter of condolence to Piero de’ Medici, mingling classical references to virtù and fama with pious references suitable to his ecclesiastical calling, but Lorenzo’s loss can hardly have affected him personally. Within a few months the death of another Italian political figure was imminent, an event of infinitely more interest to the Borgias.

Innocent VIII had been Pope for eight years, succeeding Sixtus IV in an election which had marked Rodrigo’s first serious attempt on the Papacy. The election was a setback for the Borgias; it was also a triumph for Rodrigo’s chief rival, Giuliano della Rovere, Cardinal of San Pietro in Vincoli and nephew of Sixtus. Giuliano, born of a poor Ligurian family in the village of Abizzola near Savona in 1443, owed his career – like Rodrigo – to the elevation of his uncle to the Papacy. He had been made Cardinal at twenty-five, heaped with honours, benefices and abbeys by his uncle, and like Rodrigo he had pursued a policy of collecting strategic strongpoints round Rome. He was intelligent, devious and violent, altogether a formidable opponent.

In 1484, when Giuliano’s uncle Sixtus IV died, Rodrigo Borgia was fifty-three, della Rovere his junior by twelve years. The conclave which followed Sixtus’ death was Rodrigo’s first serious attempt on the Papacy; it was also the first round in a long struggle for power between Giuliano and the Borgias which was to play a part in the destiny of Rodrigo’s son Cesare. In the conclave of 16 August 1484, Giuliano and Rodrigo were the two main candidates, but the first ballot ended in stalemate, and Giuliano, recognizing that neither he nor Borgia would succeed in obtaining a majority, worked skilfully behind the scenes to secure the election of one of his party, the Genoese Cardinal Cibo, who spent the night buying votes with signed agreements promising rewards. Rodrigo, recognizing defeat, also came to terms, and on 29 August Gian Battista Cibo was elected as Pope Innocent VIII. It was clear to everyone that Giuliano della Rovere would be the power behind the throne. ‘Send a good letter to the Cardinal of San Pietro [della Rovere],’ the Florentine envoy Vespucci wrote to Lorenzo de’ Medici, ‘for he is Pope and more than Pope.’ The first round in the contest had ended decisively in favour of della Rovere.

For Rodrigo it was a check, but in no way a final one, to the papal ambitions which he had no intention of abandoning. He spent the years of Innocent’s Papacy rebuilding his position, advancing his family, fortifying his Spanish connections and emphasizing his prestige in Rome in the most ostentatious manner. His household itself was indicative of his grand designs, befitting in every way his rank as a prince of the Church and an aspirant for its highest prize. He was the richest cardinal in Rome after the Frenchman d’Estouteville, and his palace on the Corso (remains of which can be seen today in the Sforza Cesarini palace) with its three-storied loggias and Tuscan columns was compared by Pius II with the Golden House of Nero. Jacopo da Volterra, describing Rodrigo’s wealth, wrote:


His papal offices, his numerous abbeys in Italy and Spain, and his three bishoprics of Valencia, Porto and Cartagena, yield him a vast income, and it is said that the office of Vice-Chancellor alone brings him in 8000 gold florins. His plate, his pearls, his stuffs embroidered with silk and gold, and his books in every department of learning are very numerous, and all are of a magnificence worthy of a king or a pope. I need not mention the innumerable bed-hangings, the trappings for his horses … nor his magnificent wardrobe, nor the vast amount of gold coin in his possession …



Rodrigo Borgia was a showman, but the object of all his magnificence was not mere display. It was to impress the world with his own importance and thus his suitability to succeed to the chair of St Peter.

Now, in 1492, his hour had come. Pope Innocent’s health began to fail in March, and by mid-July it was clear that he was dying. He was too weak to take any nourishment other than human milk, and horrible stories flew round Rome that a Jewish physician had injected the moribund Pope with the life-blood of three ten-year-old children, who had died as a result. The Mantuan ambassador sent home reports of bitter and unseemly rows between Rodrigo and Giuliano della Rovere, who quarrelled like schoolboys over the sickbed of the dying Pope. When Rodrigo urged Innocent to hand the keys of the fortress of Sant’Angelo over to the College of Cardinals for safe keeping, Giuliano insultingly reminded the Pope that Rodrigo was a Catalan. Infuriated, Rodrigo exploded: ‘If we were not in the presence of Our Lord the Pope, I would show you who is Vice-Chancellor …’ To which Giuliano angrily retorted that ‘if they had not been in His Holiness’ presence, he would show him he had no fear of him’. Both men knew that the second round in their struggle for the Papacy was about to begin.

Innocent died on 25 July 1492; on 6 August the twenty-five cardinals present in Rome went into conclave to elect a new Pope. Cesare, who was at Siena preparing his horse for the Palio races, would have been kept informed of events at Rome. He knew that his family’s future and his own hung upon the result of this election; Rodrigo was now sixty-one and this might well be his last chance of the Papacy. Cesare must also have been aware that his father’s prospects of success were not generally considered high. Rodrigo was not supported by any of the powers principally concerned in the election, France, Naples or Milan, and his Spanish blood was regarded as a handicap in what was traditionally an Italian contest. The College of Cardinals was split into two political alignments. The first, led by Giuliano, was primarily anti-Milanese, and was supported by the French, the Venetians, the Colonna and the Savelli families. Giuliano hoped to block Rodrigo Borgia at all costs and to repeat his previous success by securing the election of a candidate indebted to himself, either the Portuguese Costa or the Venetian Zeno. The second party represented the Milanese interest, led by Ludovico Sforza’s brother Ascanio, an old friend and political ally of Rodrigo’s, who was supported by the cardinals who opposed Giuliano’s pro-French stance, and by the Orsinis and Contis who automatically did the opposite to the Colonnas. Ascanio’s candidates were the Neapolitan Cardinal Caraffa and Rodrigo Borgia.

Suspense mounted in Rome during the five days of the conclave. Enemies profited by the interregnum to pay off old scores, while rumours flew as to the nature of the dealings going on within the Vatican, and the diarist Infessura reported that four mules loaded with silver had been seen going from Rodrigo’s palace to that of Ascanio. In fact
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Currency values: inflation has made difficult any valid equation between the values of fifteenth-century coinage and today’s money. The gold coins mentioned in the text, Italian ducats and florins, French écus and livres, were worth roughly the equivalent of between one third and one half of a modern gold sovereign; e.g. an écu of Louis XII weighed about 3.5 g and in its own day a coin of this weight would have been worth about 4s 6d in English money of the time.

Military terminology: a condottiere was a mercenary captain whose contract, condotta, with his employer obliged him to provide a number of men for an agreed period of time in return for a stipulated sum. By the end of the fifteenth century the condottiere’s cavalry force would consist of squadrons of twenty-five lances, each lance comprising five to six men, the man-at-arms, i.e. the heavily-armoured cavalryman, and his necessary attendants.
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