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Short Abstract 

This thesis investigates the strategies for the extension and perpetuation of power employed by the 

Farnese in Quattrocento Italy. It argues the preconditions of their success lay in their internal 

organisation, active government of their patrimony, and in the adoption of solutions to overcome the 

perils of partible inheritance. It addresses the decisions that governed the creation of dynastic and 

pseudo-dynastic ties and, above all, how the Farnese strengthened and maintained their kinship 

network. This network provided the basis for interactions in the political sphere on a peninsular level 

and within the Papal States. The argument is forwarded that the Farnese were at the heart of 

developments which saw an increase in political connections established across state boundaries, 

forcing historians to rethink the current consensus on state formation in Italy. Of particular relevance 

ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ aŜŘƛŎƛ ƛƴ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΣ ǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǊŜǿ ƛƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ 

progressed. Within the Papal States, the Farnese followed a policy of support for pontifical power, a 

policy as much perceived as a political tradition inherited from their ancestors as a practical approach 

to finding a working relation with the newly-established papacy in Rome after the end of the Western 

Schism, suggesting that traditional notions of papal-noble antagonism need to be replaced by a model 

that stresses collaboration. Moreover, the Farnese were among the first to profit from the growth in 

number of curial offices as they increasingly focused their ambitions on placing sons in the Church, 

ultimately leŀŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƴƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŎŀǊŘƛƴŀƭΦ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜ ƻƴ 

Isola Bisentina and the creation of a family mausoleum, Franciscan friary, and sacred landscape are 

revealing of mid-century developments in devotional practices and ƛƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-

perception as a dynasty rooted in space and time, and their fabrication of dynastic memory. 
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Long Abstract 

¢Ƙƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŦƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ-century history when the basis was laid for their rise to 

power with tƘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀǎ tƻǇŜ tŀǳƭ LLL ƛƴ мропΦ Lǘ ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ōŜ ŀǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ǘƻ Dƛǳƭƛŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ŀǎ ǇŀǇŀƭ ƳƛǎǘǊŜǎǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƘŀŘ 

ōŜŜƴ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ ōŀǊƻƴƛŀƭ ŜƭƛǘŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘe century and managed to perpetuate and 

extend their power throughout the Quattrocento. This may come as a surprise considering that the 

end of the Western Schism and the election of Pope Martin V in 1417 marked the start of a, albeit 

protracted, development in which pontifical authority was re-ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅΩǎ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀƭ 

dominions. Indeed, it is generally held that fifteenth-century Italy, and the Papal States in particular, 

witnessed several processes of state formation that decreased the scope for noble influence and 

ǇƻǿŜǊΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎΣ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ ǇǊƛƴŎŜƭȅ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ƻǊ ǊŜǇǳōƭƛŎǎΣ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ 

extend their power in the periphery at the expense of the nobility through innovations in governmental 

bureaucracy and increased financial and military expenditure. Further innovations in diplomacy were 

supposed to have reduced the scope of baronial families to participate in the ongoing conversations 

and negotiations over the future of Italy, a development that was enshrined in the treaties collectively 

known as the Peace of Lodi (1454) and exacerbated by the increasingly frequent use of permanent 

ambassadors between the major powers. 

This thesis proposes instead that the Farnese were able to profit from the return of the papacy 

to Rome, and shows that their case provides a powerful example of the extensive patterns of papal-

noble collaboration that characterised the century. Noble dynasties were invaluable allies to the 

papacy, and in areas where pontifical authority was near-absent, noble mediation remained important 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǇŀǇŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƛƴƎ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ 

baronial families like the Farnese played a key role. Moreover, the Farnese were able to exploit their 

vast dynastic network that spanned most of Italy as, parallel to internal processes of state formation, 

the interconnections between political actors across the various Italian states became a dominant 

factor in Quattrocento Italian political history. These arguments are unfolded over the course of five 
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ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŦƻǳǊ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻǳǘǿŀǊŘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǎǘŜǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ǘƛŜǎΣ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ 

politics. The finŀƭ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜΦ 

As public power was intimately connected to the possession of land and lordly jurisdictions in 

fifteenth-ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΣ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ м ŀǊƎǳŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ 

the regulation of their inheritance was one of the primary concerns for the Farnese as a dynasty. This 

ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ŀǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ ǊƻǳƎƘ ƻǾŜǊǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǊŘǎƘƛǇǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

dominions. Subsequently, it addresses partible inheritance as a viable succession strategy, but also a 

movement towards the gradual exclusion of eligible heirs, mainly female and illegitimate offspring. 

Moreover, this chapter analyses the moral framework and practical solutions adopted by the Farnese 

to avoid internal family strife and ensure that collective ownership of the patrimony remained a 

unifying rather than divisive force. The chapter also stresses the importance of negotiations with 

successive pontiffs to reconfirm investitures and thus remove any concerns for future inheritance and 

secure the horizontal transfer of lordships between different branches of the family. It analyses the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŜŀǊōȅ ŎƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴǎǳǊŜŘ ǊŜŀŘȅ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ 

to Italian markets for the livestock and agricultural produce of the Farnese patrimony. Central to such 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŜŀǊōȅ ŎƻƳƳǳƴŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜ ǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘǊƛŎƛŀƴ 

families who dominated the communal councils, governmental institutions, and informal decision-

making processes. This was especially true for cities near the Farnese patrimony such as Viterbo and 

hǊǾƛŜǘƻΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜŘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ {ƛŜƴŀ ŀƴŘ 

Florence. On the whole, the assessment of the FarneseΩǎ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ 

provides insight into the solid economic foundations that underpinned their social, political and 

military influence. 

The second chapter focuses on the means through which (pseudo-)dynastic ties were created, 

what considerations played a role in the decision to conclude marriages, and how, once concluded, 

these ties were maintained, strengthened, and represented. It particularly addresses the crucial 
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position of women in connecting dynasties, their active role in noble sociability, the parallel networks 

that they maintained among themselves, and the choices that lay behind the decision to place 

daughters in convents. This chapter therefore draws together strands from social  and gender history, 

as well as art, architŜŎǘǳǊŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦ hƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ 

in these areas were firmly traditional, even conservative. Explanations for their success cannot be 

attributed to a meticulously planned and ruthlessly pursued marriage strategy, but need to be sought 

ƛƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƭƛƴƪǎ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ 

with the papacy. 

/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ о ǘƘŜƴ ŘŜŀƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ŦǊǳƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ 

their peninsula-wide political action in Quattrocento Italy. Political traditions of affiliation and alliance 

tied the Farnese particularly to Florence and the Medici, and these connections intensified as the 

century progressed. This chapter shows how the collaboration between the Farnese and the Medici 

had its origins in the business relations that connected mercenary-captains to the world of finance in 

Tuscany, from which developed more personal and intimate ties that were given shape through the 

nomination of Cosimo ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀǎ ƎƻŘŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ tƛŜǊ [ǳƛƎƛ L CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎƘƛǇ ǘƘŀǘ 

ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ !ƴƎŜƭƻ LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƛŜǎ ƻƴƭȅ ƎŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ 

importance as the young Ranuccio XVIII Farnese took up military service in Florence and became a 

ǘǊǳǎǘŜŘ ŎƻƴŘƻǘǘƛŜǊŜ ŦƻǊ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

ties were transferred along hereditary lines. This period of Farnese-Medici collaboration culminated in 

the negotiations that were starǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ōŜǘǊƻǘƘŀƭ ƻŦ Dƛǳƭƛŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΣ [ŀǳǊŀΣ ŀƴŘ Dƛǳƭƛŀƴƻ ŘŜΩ 

Medici, negotiations that were in the end overtaken by the French invasion of Italy in 1494. 

bƻƴŜǘƘŜƭŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǿŜǊŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƻƴŜ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ alliances 

that at various points included the Sforza of Milan, factions in the Republic of Siena, the Orsini in Rome, 

and the Neapolitan royal family, and that came to dominate Italian political affairs until it collapsed 

during the outbreak of the Italian Wars. The chapter makes a novel argument for the 

interconnectedness of the Italian peninsula as a political sphere and the prominence of baronial 
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families like the Farnese within it. These connections often proved of much greater political 

significance than developments that took place within states, if indeed it is possible at all to distinguish 

between them. 

/ƘŀǇǘŜǊ п ǘǳǊƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀƭ ŎƻǳǊǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅ 

ŦƛƎǳǊŜŘ ǎƻ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƭƛŦŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƳŜǊƛǘǎ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ƛƴ-depth analysis. This 

chapter advances the case that the Farnese played a fundamental role in supporting the papacy after 

its return to Rome in the wake of the Western Schism. The Farnese did so not only as condottieri in the 

papal armies, but as temporal officers both in the Papal States as well as in the Kingdom of Naples on 

behalf of Martin V and Eugene IV. In this, they followed a framework of loyalty to the papal cause and 

ŘŜǾƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ōǳƛƭǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎΩ DǳŜƭǇƘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴ ǘƘŜȅ 

expected (and received) rewards. The middle section of this chapter analyses the pontificate of Pius II 

in detail. It has often been propounded ǘƘŀǘ tƛǳǎΩ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ǿŀǎ ŜȄŜƳǇƭŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǇŀǇŀƭ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ 

ƴƻōƭŜ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜΦ IŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƛŦ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŦ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ tƛǳǎΩ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ǿŀǎ ŜȄŜƳǇƭŀǊȅΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

it exhibited all the patterns of papal-noble collaboration that characterised the Quattrocento. The key 

ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƭƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tƛǳǎΩ Commentaries as a text that tried to discredit 

tƛǳǎΩ ƻǇǇƻƴŜƴǘǎΣ ƛƴŦƭŀǘŜ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ǊƻƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ Ǉƭŀȅ Řƻǿƴ Ƙƛǎ reliance of baronial support from the Farnese 

ŀƴŘ hǊǎƛƴƛΦ bŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎΣ ƻƴŎŜ ǊŜŀŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎΣ ƎƭƛƳǇǎŜǎ ƻŦ tƛǳǎΩ ǊŜƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

appreciation for baronial support are visible behind the veneer of his apologetic and polemic rhetoric. 

Finally, as the century progressed, the Farnese started investing in curial offices for their offspring, a 

ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ŀ ǘǊǳƭȅ ƴƻǾŜƭ ǇƘŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŎǳƭƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ 

of Alessandro Farnese as cardinal in 1493. It is ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǇǳǊǎǳŜ ŎǳǊƛŀƭ 

offices coincided with key developments in the papal Curia, most notably the growth in number of 

curial offices and their increasing venality under Sixtus IV and Innocent VIII. Furthermore, baronial 

families from the Papal States were among the first to invest and profit from these developments, and 

the Farnese particularly focused their efforts on these newly-created offices. It is also argued that 

!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊΣ ŀƭōŜƛǘ ƎǊŜŀǘƭȅ ŀƛŘŜŘ ōȅ Ƙƛǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǘƻ tƻǇŜ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊ ±LΣ ǿŀǎ 
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ƴƻǘ ŀǎ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƘƛǘƘŜǊǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǎŜŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƻƭŘŜǊ Ŏƻǳǎƛƴ tŀƻƭƻΩǎ 

ŎŀǊŜŜǊΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŦŀǊ ƻǳǘǎƘƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŘƛƴŀƭŀǘŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

possiōƭŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŦƻƻǘƘƻƭŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀƭ ŎƻǳǊǘ ǿŀǎ ƭƻƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎΦ 

¢ƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ŦƻŎǳǎŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎƘŀǇƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ƳŜƳƻǊȅΣ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ Ƙƻǿ 

it was given shape in their patronage of a family tomb on Isola Bisentina, as well as the surrounding 

church and affiliated Franciscan friary. The chapter places these in the context of artistic and societal 

developments around the middle of the fifteenth century, most prominently developments in 

devotional practices in Franciscan circles and a renewed interest in the topography and sites of the 

Holy Land. Moreover, even before his nomination as cardinal, Alessandro Farnese concerned himself 

ǿƛǘƘ ǇǊƻǇŀƎŀǘƛƴƎ Lǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀΩǎ ŦŀƳŜ ƛƴ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǊȅ ǘŜȄǘǎΦ hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘŜȄǘǎΣ tŀƻƭƻ /ƻǊǘŜǎƛΩǎ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ 

De hominibus doctis, was written by a Farnese family friend and takes the island as its setting.  

Alessandro is one of the interlocutors and the introduction of this dialogue reveals something of how 

ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŜƴƎŀƎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎΩ memory and utilised their mausoleum as a mnemonic device 

that triggered this memory. Furthermore, some suggestions are made as to the influence of the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƳǳŎƘ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƻƴǎǇƛŎǳƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ōŜǘǘŜǊ-studied art, 

architecture, and ƭƛǘŜǊŀǘǳǊŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ōŜƘŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ƛƴǉǳŜŎŜƴǘƻΦ 

¦ƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅΣ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƘŜǎƛǎ ǎƘƻǿǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ Ŏŀƴ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƎƻƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ 

debates on the nature of dynasty when these are addressed in the conclusion. The conclusion draws 

together the strands from all chapters in which the outlines of my conceptual framework for dynasty 

ǿŜǊŜ ǎƪŜǘŎƘŜŘΣ  ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎΦ CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƭƻƻƪǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

history beyond the Quattrocento and how decisions and strategies adopted during that century 

ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎƛȄǘŜŜƴǘƘ-ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǿŜƭƭ ƛƴǘƻ tŀǳƭ LLLΩǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǊƛƪƛƴƎ ƭƻƴƎŜǾƛǘȅ 

of the ties that the Farnese created and inherited over the course of several generations may provide 

an impetus to recentring dynasty as a historical phenomenon that existed and thrived besides and in 

relation to the state. 
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 History sometimes acts as madly as heredity, and her most  

 unpredictable performances are often her most glorious. 

   Rebecca West, Black Lamb and Grey Falcon (1941) 

 

 

  

 What a tremendous fresco there is to paint, what a colossal human comedy 

 and tragedy there is to write, on heredity, which is the very Genesis 

 of families, and societies, and of the world. 

   Émile Zola, Le Docteur Pascal (1893) 
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Introduction 

In 1545, Cardinal Ercole Gonzaga complained ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ Ŏƻǳǎƛƴ 9ǊŎƻƭŜ ŘΩ9ǎǘŜΣ 5ǳƪŜ ƻŦ CŜǊǊŀǊŀ, in tones of 

affected scandalization: Pope Paul III Farnese (1534-1549) had invested his son, Pier Luigi, as Duke of 

Parma and Piacenza. This new Italian prince had sprouted up άƛƴ ƻƴŜ ƴƛƎƘǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ƳǳǎƘǊƻƻƳ,έ he 

lamented.1 Yet, papal families who established themselves in dukedoms were no mere fly-by-nights, 

and investigating their origins can provide insights into the strategies, networks, and institutions that 

enabled some families to succeed where others did not.2 ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎŀǎŜ ƛǎ ŜǎǇecially salient as it 

shows how a family of Quattrocento barons (as the Farnese were) could perpetuate, and even extend, 

their power in an era generally considered to be characterised by the growth of state influence at the 

expense of noble power.3 Furthermore, the period between the return of a single (mostly) uncontested 

papacy to Rome after the resolution of the Western Schism in 1417 and the outbreak of the Italian 

Wars in 1494 saw crucial developments in authority and lordship both within the Papal States and in 

its relation with other Italian states.4 ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƘŀŘ ǊŜǇŜǊŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ 

organisation and inheritance strategies; they also ƎǳƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ 

popes as well as the papacy as an institution. In this period, the groundwork was laid for the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

pursuit of clerical office, which subsequently led to !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ promotion to the cardinalate 

in 1493 and to his eventual election as Pope Paul III in 1534 ς ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎŜŎǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ 

legacy in the sixteenth century and beyond. 

 

 

 

 
1 άǇŀǊŜ ǳƴŀ ǎǘǊŀƴŀ Ŏƻǎŀ ƛƭ ǾŜŘŜǊώŜϐ ŦŀǊώŜϐ ǳƴ 5ǳŎŀ Řƛ ŘǳŜ ǎƛƳƛƭƛ Ŏƛǘǘŀ ƛƴ ǳƴŀ ƴƻǘǘŜ ŎƻƳŜ ƴŀǎŎŜ ǳƴ ŦǳƴƎƻΦέ 9ǊŎƻƭŜ 
DƻƴȊŀƎŀ ǘƻ 9ǊŎƻƭŜ ŘΩ9ǎǘŜΣ му !ǳƎǳǎǘ мрпрΦ .!±Σ .ŀǊōΦ [ŀǘΦ ртфоΣ ŦΦ сvΤ CƻǊ DƻƴȊŀƎŀΩǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ ŀ Ŏŀōŀƭ 
hostile to the Farnese, see Elena Bonora, !ǎǇŜǘǘŀƴŘƻ ƭΩƛƳǇŜǊŀǘƻǊŜΥ tǊƛƴŎƛǇƛ ƛǘŀƭƛŀƴƛ ǘǊŀ ƛƭ ǇŀǇŀ Ŝ /ŀǊƭƻ ± (Turin, 
2014). 
2 Peter Rietbergen, Power and Religion in Baroque Rome: Barberini Cultural Policies (Leiden, 2006), pp. 61-4. 
3 In general, see Julius Kircher (ed.), The Origins of the State in Italy (Chicago, 1993). 
4 DƛƻǊƎƛƻ /ƘƛǘǘƻƭƛƴƛΣ ά¢ƘŜ tŀǇŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ {ǘŀǘŜǎέΣ in Andrea Gamberini & Isabella Lazzarini (ed.), The 
Italian Renaissance State (Cambridge, 2012), pp. 467-89. 
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Papal Government 

The Papal States have inevitably attracted the attention of scholars interested in state formation. 

Paradoxically, the Papal States were notoriously difficult to govern, yet had all the trappings of a 

ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǎǘŀǘŜΩΦ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ ǇƻǇŜǎ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊŜŘŜŎŜǎǎƻǊǎ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ 

most sophisticated bureaucracy and, theoretically at least, papal power was near absolute (although 

conciliarists vehemently disputed this). Paolo Prodi has investigated the theoretical and theological 

ǳƴŘŜǊǇƛƴƴƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǇŀƭ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ƳƻƴŀǊŎƘȅ ŀƴŘ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ 

government. Prodi argued explicitly for the centrality of a process of osmosis between the state and 

religion as the driving force behind modernisation, a process that was particularly visible in the Papal 

States.5 This differed from the perspectives of Peter Partner and Thomas Frenz who focused on papal 

institutions, foremost on temporal governmental offices: the papal chancery, and the Camera 

Apostolica which organised papal finances.6 Both approaches greatly contributed to our understanding 

of papal government, yet central to them is a conception of papal power as something to be imposed 

top-down, and in which noble power figures as a counter-acting force ultimately to be overcome. 

Partner admitted that άǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŘŜŀƭƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ƛŘŜŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭ ƻŦ ΨŀōǎƻƭǳǘŜΩ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀs it might 

have been, but with Italian fifteenth-ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀǎ ƛǘ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǿŀǎέ and it thus certainly also 

entailed collaboration and negotiation with other political actors. Nonetheless, absolute government 

figures as a goal that could be theorised and worked towards by a succession of popes. The focus in 

subsequent research on papal politics has shifted from how the centre envisaged, articulated, and 

achieved its power to the ways in which the centre negotiated its authority vis-à-vis other political 

stakeholders in the Curia. This body of research has paid attention to the difficulties inherent in the 

 
5 tŀƻƭƻ tǊƻŘƛΣ ά9ǳǊƻǇŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ƎŜ ƻŦ wŜŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴǎΥ ¢ƘŜ aƻŘŜǊƴ {ǘŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ /ƻƴŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎŀǘƛƻƴέΣ The Catholic 
History Review 103/1 (2017), pp. 1-19; Paolo Prodi, Il sovrano pontefice: un corpo e due anima, la monarchia 
papale nella prima età moderna (Bologna, 1982); Paolo Prodi, [ƻ ǎǾƛƭǳǇǇƻ ŘŜƭƭΩŀǎǎƻƭǳǘƛǎƳƻ ƴŜƭƭƻ Stato Pontificio 
(Bologna, 1968). 
6 Peter Partner, ¢ƘŜ tƻǇŜΩǎ aŜƴΥ ¢ƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ /ƛǾƛƭ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ όhȄŦƻǊŘΣ мффлύΤ tŜǘŜǊ tŀǊǘƴŜǊΣ άtŀǇŀƭ 
CƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ tƻƭƛŎȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ wŜŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴέΣ Past & Present 88/1 (1980), pp. 17-62; Peter Partner, The 
Lands of St Peter: The Papal State in the Middle Ages and the Early Renaissance (London, 1972); Thomas Frenz, 
Die Kanzlei der Päpste der Hochrenaissance (1471-1527) (Tübingen, 1986). 
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exercise of pontifical power, how these problems were created or exacerbated by the elective nature 

of the papacy, and how popes had recourse to using their family in clerical and temporal offices as a 

(partial) solution to these problems.7 

This shift towards investigating interactions between political centre and periphery follows a 

wider trend in the political history of Italy and more broadly across Europe. Where the focus in papal 

historiography has been on the College of Cardinals and the Roman Curia, and hence on the role of the 

clergy in the government of the Papal States, research elsewhere readily acknowledges the ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅΩǎ 

importance in princely government.8 Indeed, Christine Shaw and Sandro Carocci have asserted that 

baronial families also ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

clerical family members, but also their laymen.9 This thesis further contributes to this view of politics 

in the Papal States both by looking beyond the great baronial families of the Colonna and Orsini, who 

could muster resources and military forces that rivalled those of the fifteenth-century papacy and 

whose political influence within their polity was unrivalled in Europe; it also addresses in 

unprecedented depth the means through which the nobility maintained their influence 1) in the 

locality, 2) in the cities near their patrimony, and 3) in relation to the papacy. Crucially, I argue that the 

Farnese did not oppose, but in fact actively supported, the extension of pontifical power in the Papal 

 
7 Miles Pattenden, Electing the Pope in Early Modern Italy, 1450-1700 (Oxford, 2017), pp. 195-204; Marco 
Pellegrini, Il papato nel Rinascimento (Bologna, 2010); Birgit Emich, Bürokratie und Nepotismus unter Paul V. 
(1605ς1621). Studien zur frühneuzeitlichen Mikropolitik in Rom (Stuttgart, 2001); ²ƻƭŦƎŀƴƎ wŜƛƴƘŀǊŘΣ άtŀǇŀƭ 
tƻǿŜǊ ŀƴŘ CŀƳƛƭȅ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅέΣ ƛƴ wƻƴŀƭŘ !ǎŎƘ ϧ !ŘƻƭŦ .ƛǊƪŜ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Princes, Patronage, and the Nobility: The Court 
at the Beginning of the Modern Age c. 1450-1650 (London, 1991), pp. 329-56 provides a summary of his earlier 
German wƻǊƪΤ ²ƻƭŦƎŀƴƎ wŜƛƴƘŀǊŘΣ άbŜǇƻǘƛǎƳǳǎΥ 5ŜǊ CǳƴƪǘƛƻƴǎǿŀƴŘŜƭ ŜƛƴŜǊ ǇŀǇǎǘƎŜǎŎƘƛŎƘǘƭƛŎƘŜƴ YƻƴǎǘŀƴǘŜƴΦέ 
Zeitschrift für Kirchengeschichte 86 (1975), pp. 146-85. 
8 Among the most stimulating studies are Andrea Gamberini, The Clash of Legitimacies: The State-Building 
Process in Late-Medieval Lombardy όhȄŦƻǊŘΣ нлмуύΤ CǊŜŘŜǊƛƪ .ǳȅƭŀŜǊǘΣ ά[ƻǊŘǎƘƛǇΣ ¦Ǌōŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ {ƻŎƛŀƭ 
/ƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ [ŀǘŜ aŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ CƭŀƴŘŜǊǎέΣ Past & Present 227 (2015), pp. 31-75; Frederik Buylaert & Andy Ramandt, 
ά¢ƘŜ ¢ǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ wǳǊŀƭ 9ƭƛǘŜǎ ƛƴ [ŀǘe Medieval Flanders: Oligarchy, State Formation and Social Change in 
the Liberty of Bruges (ca. 1350 ς ca. 1525)έΣ Continuity and Change 30/1 (2015), pp. 39-69; John Watts, The 
Making of Polities: Europe, 1300-1500 (Cambridge, 2009). 
9 {ŀƴŘǊƻ /ŀǊƻŎŎƛΣ ά¢ƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜέΣ ƛƴ DŀƳōŜǊƛƴƛ ϧ [ŀȊȊŀǊƛƴƛΣ The Italian Renaissance State, pp. 69-89; Christine 
Shaw, The Political Role of the Orsini Family from Sixtus IV to Clement VII: Barons and Factions in the Papal 
States (Rome, 2007); For an opposing view, see Alberto di Santo, Guerre di torri: violenza e conflitto a Roma tra 
1200 e 1500 (Rome, 2016). 
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States, even if simultaneously they sought virtual independence from papal interference for their own 

patrimony. 

Central to my analysis ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭΣ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ is the investigation 

of the persistence of lordship, not just as a mode of political organisation in marginal feudal remnants 

oƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ŦǊƛƴƎŜǎΣ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜǊǾŀŘŜŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ 

determined economic modes of production. Italians have conceptualised this as pervasità signorile, a 

ǘŜǊƳ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻǘƘ ŜƴŎŀǇǎǳƭŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴΩǎ ŜƴŘǳǊŀƴŎŜ as well as the pervasiveness of seigneurial 

political power in urban contexts, and that highlights the economic relations that connected city and 

countryside.10 ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎΣ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŘŜŜǇƭȅ ǊƻƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘis 

system of dynastic lordship, and it is the overarching framework that connected their internal 

organisation, their marriage strategies, their wider political course on the peninsular level, as well as 

their efforts in preserving and representing their dynastic memory through acts of patronage. 

 

Politics in Wider Italy 

This thesis also moves in other directions that may help to alter views about fifteenth-century state-

formation in Italy. Dynasties do not fit easily into the current picture as their relation to the state was 

often complicated.11 In principalities, dynasties were the state, and dynastic accidents account for most 

of the European states that were formed and the states that vanished.12 In many European 

principalities, noble dynasties had to define their relationship with the ruling princely dynasty and, in 

 
10 Andrea Gamberini introduces the Italian research project La signoria rurale nel XIV-XV secolo: per ripensare 
ƭΩLǘŀƭƛŀ ǘŀǊŘƻƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭŜ (2017-2020), uniting scholars at six universities and sponsored by the Ministero 
ŘŜƭƭΩLǎǘǊǳȊƛƻƴŜΣ ŘŜƭƭΩ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘŁ Ŝ ŘŜƭƭŀ wƛŎŜǊŎŀΣ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ άΩtŜǊǾŀǎƛǾƛǘŁ ǎƛƎƴƻǊƛƭŜΩ ŀƭƭŀ ŦƛƴŜ ŘŜƭ ƳŜŘƛƻŜǾƻΥ vǳŀƭŎƘŜ ƴƻǘŀ 
ǎǳ ǳƴ ǊŜŎŜƴǘŜ ǇǊƻƎŜǘǘƻ Řƛ ǊƛŎŜǊŎŀέΣ Studi di Storia Mediovale e di Diplomatica 1 (2017), pp. 293-302. 
11 Christine Shaw, Barons and Castellans: The Military Nobility of Renaissance Italy (Leiden, 2015); Serena 

Ferente, Gli ultimi guelfi: linguaggi e identità in Italia nella seconda metà del Quattrocento (Rome, 2013), pp. 7-

моΤ CŜŘŜǊƛŎŀ /ŜƴƎŀǊƭŜΣ ά[ƻǊŘǎƘƛǇǎΣ CƛŜŦǎΣ ŀƴŘ Ψ{Ƴŀƭƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩέΣ ƛƴ DŀƳōŜǊƛƴƛ ϧ [ŀȊȊŀǊƛƴƛΣ The Italian Renaissance 

State, pp. 284-303. 
12 Robert Bartlett, Blood Royal: Dynastic Politics in Medieval Europe (Cambridge, 2020); John Morrill, 
ά5ȅƴŀǎǘƛŜǎΣ wŜŀƭƳǎΣ tŜƻǇƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ {ǘŀǘŜ CƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴΣ мрлл-мтнлέΣ ƛƴ wƻōŜǊǘ Ǿƻƴ CǊƛŜŘŜōǳǊƎ ϧ WƻƘƴ aƻǊǊƛƭƭ όŜŘǎΦύΣ 
Monarchy Transformed: Princes and Their Elites in Early Modern Western Europe (Cambridge, 2017), pp. 17-43; 
Jeroen Duindam, Dynasties: A Global History of Power, 1300-1800 (Cambridge, 2016); Norman Davies, 
Vanished Kingdoms: The History of Half-Forgotten Europe (London, 2012). 
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their opposition or collaboration, they often shaped key political developments towards centralisation 

or broader participation and representation. SƛƳǳƭǘŀƴŜƻǳǎƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǎǘǊŜǘŎƘŜŘ 

along the nodes of their kinship and client networks far beyond the region of their possessions and 

beyond those boundaries that we nowadays interpret as separating states.13 Indeed, Isabella Lazzarini, 

Oren Margolis, Maria Antonietta Visceglia, Federica Cengarle, Francesco Somaini and Serena Ferente 

have emphasised how in fifteenth-century Italy vast and dense networks of political affiliation 

connected factions and families ς among them the Farnese ς across various polities and which 

moreover connected Italy to the political landscape of wider Europe.14 Some of the most potent 

challenges to processes of internal organisation that took place in Italian Renaissance states came from 

coalitions of factions, kinship groups, or exile communities across various states. Both the formalised 

Italian leagues and interpersonal alliances that were created between various political actors, including 

the Farnese, could, as two sides of the same medallion, have a stabilising function that inhibited 

recourse to war through diplomatic interactions, as well as a destabilising one where local factional 

squabbles led to large-scale conflict. It was this unstable situation that allowed the Farnese to thrive 

as their social, political, and military resources made them valuable allies to the other Italian powers. 

 

²ǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ 

History and mythology have been deeply intertwined in the narratives on the early Farnese. In their 

extensive patronage members of the family themselves sought to actively sponsor the fabrication of 

 
13 Exemplary studies are Bertrand Schnerb, La noblesse au service du prince. Les Saveuse: un hostel noble de 
tƛŎŀǊŘƛŜ ŀǳ ǘŜƳǇǎ ŘŜ ƭΩ;ǘŀǘ ōƻǳǊƎǳƛƴƻƴ όǾΦ моул-v. 1490) (Turnhout, 2018); Alessandro Serio, Una gloriosa 
sconfitta: I Colonna tra papato e impero nella prima età moderna (1431-1530) (Rome, 2008). 
14 LǎŀōŜƭƭŀ [ŀȊȊŀǊƛƴƛΣ άwŜǘƛ ŘƛƴŀǎǘƛŎƘŜ Ŝ ǊŜǘƛ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǘƛǾŜΥ L ǊŀǇǇƻǊǘƛ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀǘƛŎƛ ŦǊŀ ƛ ǊŜƎƴƛ ƛōŜǊƛŎƛ Ŝ ƛ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŀǘƛ 
ǇŀŘŀƴƛ ƴŜƭ ǎŜŎƻƴŘƻ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻ όaŀƴǘƻǾŀ Ŝ CŜǊǊŀǊŀύέΣ eHumanista 38 (2018), pp. 146-62; Maria Antonietta 
±ƛǎŎŜƎƭƛŀΣ άCŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ wƻƳŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜn Papal Wars and International Conflicts (1480-мролύέΣ ƛƴ Mathieu Caesar 
(ed.), Factional Struggles: Divided Elites in European Cities & Courts (1400-1750) (Leiden, 2017), pp. 82-103; 
Oren Margolis, The Politics of Culture in Quattrocento Europe: René of Anjou in Italy (Oxford, 2016); Federica 
/ŜƴƎŀǊƭŜ ϧ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ {ƻƳŀƛƴƛΣ άDŜƻƎǊŀŦƛŜ ƳƻǘƛǾŀȊƛƻƴŀƭƛ ƴŜƭƭΩLǘŀƭƛŀ ŘŜƭ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻΥ tŜǊŎŜȊƛƻƴƛ ŘŜƭƭƻ ǎǇŀȊƛƻ 
politico peninsulare al tempo della Lega Italica (1454-мпррύέΣ Semestrale di Studi e Ricerche di Geografia 28 
(2016), pp. 43-60; Francesco Somaini, Geografie politiche italiane: tra Medio Evo e Rinascimento (Milan, 2012); 
For an interesting parallel in the Holy Roman Empire, see Duncan Hardy, Associative Political Culture in the Holy 
Roman Empire: Upper Germany, 1346-1521 (Oxford, 2018). 
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narratives with all the paraphernalia and trappings of a glorious past. This has had a lasting influence 

on ǘƘŜ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ƻŦ ƎƭƻǊƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ŘƛǎŎŜǊƴƛōƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ at 

least the late fifteenth century when Annius of Viterbo created a now lost mythical genealogy that had 

the Farnese descend from the Egyptian god Osiris.15 Incredulous as ǿŜ Ƴŀȅ ōŜ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ŎƭŀƛƳǎΣ !ƴƴƛǳǎΩ 

successors continued his tradition of forgery but in much more subtle and hard-to-refute ways that, 

consequently, have had a much more ƭŀǎǘƛƴƎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ.16 Like Annius, these 

historian-genealogists for hire were attached to the Farnese through ties of patronage, and the court 

of Cardinal Alessandro Farnese the Younger was especially populated by their kind.17 This direct link 

between the Farnese themselves and their historiography endured into the eighteenth century, when 

in anticipation or celebration of the arrival of Elisabetta Farnese in Spain for her wedding to King Philip 

V, court historian and genealogist Luƛǎ ŘŜ {ŀƭŀȊŀǊ ȅ /ŀǎǘǊƻ ŎƻƳǇƛƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ a eulogy 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜŜƴΩǎ ǾŜƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ŘŜǎŎŜƴǘ ς not yet realising that she would be that last Farnese.18 

The first Farnese historian without an official affiliation to the family was Flaminio Maria 

Annibali, a key figure whose work influenced subsequent Farnese histories for two centuries. By the 

time he was writing, however, historians had to navigate a carefully constructed and often bewildering 

artifice of dynastic glorification. Tellingly, Annibali commenced his history of the House of Farnese by 

commenting on the confusion that existed over their origins.19 For the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ 

election of Paul III, Annibali largely follows sixteenth-century forged narratives and the mythologizing 

ŦǊŜǎŎƻ ŎȅŎƭŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƭƭǎ ƻŦ /ŀǇǊŀǊƻƭŀΩǎ tŀƭŀȊȊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΦ More importantly for the purpose of this 

 
15 Fragments survive in a manuscript in Viterbo: BCA, Ms. II.C.49, ff. 214r-15v. 
16 Francesco Sansovino, 5ŜƭƭΩƻǊƛƎƛƴŜ Ŝǘ ŘŜΩ Ŧŀǘǘƛ ŘŜƭƭŜ ŦŀƳƛƎƭƛŜ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŜ ŘΩLǘŀƭƛŀ (Venice 1609), vol. I, f. 167v; Stefan 
Bauer, The Invention of Papal History: Onofrio Panvinio between Renaissance and Catholic Reform (Oxford, 
2019), pp. 39-рлΤ {ǘŜŦŀƴ .ŀǳŜǊΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŦƻǊ IƛǊŜ ƛƴ {ƛȄǘŜŜƴǘƘ-/ŜƴǘǳǊȅ LǘŀƭȅΥ hƴƻŦǊƛƻ tŀƴǾƛƴƛƻΩǎ IƛǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ 
wƻƳŀƴ CŀƳƛƭƛŜǎέΣ Erudition and the Republic of Letters 4/4 (2019), pp. 397-438; Jan de Jong, The Power and the 
Glorification: Papal Pretensions and the Art of Propaganda in the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Centuries (University 
Park, 2013), pp. 92-117. 
17 hƴ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƘŜ ¸ƻǳƴƎŜǊΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜΣ ǎŜŜ /ƭŀre Robertson, ΨLƭ DǊŀƴ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭŜΩΥ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ 
Farnese, Patron of the Arts όbŜǿ IŀǾŜƴΣ мффнύΤ [ƻǊŜƴ tŀǊǘǊƛŘƎŜΣ ά¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ /ƛǊŎǳƭŀǊ /ƻǳǊǘȅŀǊŘ ŀǘ /ŀǇǊŀǊƻƭŀΥ 
DƻŘΣ DŜƻǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΣ DŜƴŜŀƭƻƎȅΣ ŀƴŘ DŜƴŘŜǊέΣ The Art Bulletin 83 (2001), pp. 259-фоΤ [ƻǊŜƴ tŀǊǘǊƛŘƎŜΣ άDivinity and 
5ȅƴŀǎǘȅ ŀǘ /ŀǇǊŀǊƻƭŀΥ tŜǊŦŜŎǘ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ wƻƻƳ ƻŦ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ 5ŜŜŘǎέΣ The Art Bulletin 60 (1978), pp. 494-530. 
18 Luis de Salazar y Castro, Indice de las glorias de la Casa Farnese (Madrid 1716), pp. 3-33. 
19 Flaminio Maria Annibali, Notizie storiche della Casa Farnese, della fu città di Castro, del suo ducato e delle 
terre e luoghi che lo componevano (Montefiascone 1817-1818), vol. I, p. 3. 
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thesis, as a Franciscan friar, Annibali had access to the papal archive and as a local of Latera to archives 

in the former Farnese patrimony, and made use of their records ς the last historian to date to do so 

extensively for the fifteenth century. Despite its inaccuraciesΣ !ƴƴƛōŀƭƛΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ has remained the 

fundamental source for subsequent works that dealt with the FarnŜǎŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ŜƴǘƛǊŜǘȅ, and 

these works tended to repeat uncritically his conclusions for the fifteenth century.20 Trying to correct 

the trend by which myths or embellished tales entered the historical record, Helge Gamrath, the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ most recent historian, dismisses all received knowledge on the basis of its origins in histories 

written for the Farnese themselves. Instead he argues that at the turn of the fifteenth century the 

Farnese were farmers and minor landowners.21 GamrathΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ 

history, and his rejection of earlier narratives was not substantiated by a new investigation of the 

fifteenth century, and as a result his conclusions could hardly be further off the mark. As I argue in this 

ǘƘŜǎƛǎΣ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ōŜƭƻƴƎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ ōŀǊƻƴƛŀƭ ŜƭƛǘŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘǳǊƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ 

century, and this shaped their dynastic strategies, choices for the creation of dynastic ties, cultural 

forms and the language of interpersonal interaction, as well as the shape their political relations in 

Italy assumed.22 The biographical entries for several of the Farnese in the Dizionario Biografico degli 

Italiani do attest to the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴŎŜ and political importance throughout the Quattrocento, 

yet they lack analytical depth and attention to long-term developments ς in any case hardly fair 

criticism of articles that were written as short prosopographical pieces. Thus, apart from contributing 

to debates on state formation in Quattrocento Italy, this thesis fundamentally alters the present 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŦƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ-century history. 

 

 

 
20 Edoardo del Vecchio, I Farnese (Rome, 1972); Emilio Nasalli Rocca, I Farnese (Milan, 1969); Giovanni Drei, I 
Farnese: Grandezza e decadenza di una dinastia italiana (Rome, 1954). 
21 Helge Gamrath, Farnese: Pomp, Power and Politics in Renaissance Italy (Rome, 2007), p. 1. 
22 CƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜŎŜŘƛƴƎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΣ ǎŜŜ [ƻŜƪ [ǳƛǘŜƴΣ άΩ[ƛƪŜ ŀ [ƛƭȅ !ƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘƻǊƴǎΩΥ tŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ƻf Noble Power and 
Violence between Farnese and Orsini, 1378-мпптέΣ Papers of the British School at Rome 87 (2019), pp. 245-65, 
especially 248-56. 
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Sources and Methodology 

With such a limited historiographical footing for an investigation into the fifteenth-century Farnese, it 

was clear from the outset that only extensive archival research could provide a firm foundation for my 

analysis. The most fruitful line of approach seemed to focus first on archives that contained bodies of 

source material that shed light on the legal complex of Farnese properties and jurisdictions, and how 

this was connected to their internal organisation and strategies for keeping the patrimony intact during 

its intergenerational transmission. First and foremost, I visited ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ ƛƴ bŀǇƭŜǎΩ 

Archivio di Stato. Like most noble family archives, the Farnese archive was initially created to preserve 

the legal documentation pertaining to the familȅΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΦ23 After its integration into the ducal 

archives in Parma, the Farnese archive was inherited by the Bourbons, who took it with them to their 

main seat in Naples, where the parts of the Farnese archive that are relevant for this thesis remain. 

Unfortunately, during the Second World War, the Farnese archive was heavily damaged during the fire 

that destroyed a large part of the Archivio di StatoΩǎ patrimony.24 As I discoveredΣ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

parchments and most of the boxes containing paper sources vanished in the flames, but fortunately 

transcriptions of some Quattrocento parchments do survive in paper copies.25 Above all, a sixteenth-

century inventory, probably dateable to around the period of the creation of the Farnese ducal archive 

in Parma, and preserved in a manuscript in the Chigi archives of the Vatican Library, goes some way 

towards reconstructing its original parchments; however, there too the first pages are missing. Cross-

ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƻǊȅΩǎ ŜƴǘǊƛŜǎ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇŀǇŀƭ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛǘǳǊŜǎ of lands with copies of these 

investitures preserved in the Vatican Archives and with the surviving copies of notarial acts in Naples 

ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƻǊȅΩǎ ŀǳǘƘŜƴǘƛŎƛǘȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ ŎƻǊǊƻōƻǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ 

chronicle written by an apostolic protonotary with access to the Farnese ducal archive.26 Nevertheless, 

 
23 Markus Friedrich, The Birth of the Archive: A History of Knowledge (Ann Arbor, 2018), pp. 43-6. 
24 Riccardo FƛƭŀƴƎƛŜǊƛ Řƛ /ŀƴŘƛŘŀΣ άtŜǊŘƛǘŀ Ŝ ǊƛŎǳǇŜǊƛ ŘŜƭ 5ƛǇƭƻƳŀǘƛŎƻ CŀǊƴŜǎƛŀƴƻέΣ ƛƴ !ƴƎŜƭƻ aŜǊŎŀǘƛ όŜŘΦύΣ 
Miscellanea archivistica (Vatican City, 1952), pp. 269-79. 
25 The transcriptions are preserved in ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071. 
26 The άInventarium mutilum jurium et scripturarum domui farnesia et ducibus Parme pertinen[s]έ is BAV, 

Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 124r-142v. I warmly thank Philippa Jackson for this reference. The first inventory item is 

numbered as document 56 and is a bull by Martin V dated 1419. The latest date mentioned for an entry in the 
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the descriptions of the documents only summarise their contents, telling us the most important thing, 

what they were about, but lacking the detail of the originals. For those investitures of which copies 

remain in the Vatican ς ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǎƛƴƎǳƭŀǊ ŎŀǎŜǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǘŀǊȅΩǎ ŎƻǇȅ ƛǎ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ ς I have used the 

full text whenever it provided insight into the legal nature of papal privileges and whenever phrases 

were used that illustrated the discursive framework for papal-noble collaboration. 

 The Farnese archive is thus no exception to the archival turnΩǎ ƭŜƳƳŀ ǘƘŀǘ the creation and 

subsequent life of archives, influenced by political power and interests as they were, shape ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎΩ 

accounts.27 Only at a later stage in their history, when the Farnese had become a princely family and 

their archive moved to the Palazzo Farnese in Rome, did they come to preserve correspondence in it. 

Dynastic interests thus determined not only where material ended up being preserved, but also what 

kind of material was preserved at which point ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜΩǎ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ. The important implication is 

that for the century that is the topic of this thesis, when correspondence has survived it is scattered, 

and that surviving copies of letters and letters written by the Farnese outnumber those written to 

them. 

Subsequently, I ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

Medici, with Siena, and with other smaller cities like Lucca, Orvieto, and Viterbo. State archives, as 

heirs to their communal predecessors, often still preserve the original letters that were received by 

governing bodies ς with different names in every city ς or minutes of incoming and outgoing letters 

read in public consistory.28 Furthermore, an early form of accountability had been developed in Italian 

city-states for public officials, and by the Quattrocento extended to agents and diplomats, records of 

whose letters were kept, and who may have been expected to hand over their correspondence to the 

 
inventory is 24 November 1590. The Farnese ducal archive was created in 1593. Giovanni Drei, Gli archivi 

farnesiani: loro formazione e vicende (Parma, 1930), p. 5; The work written by an apostolic protonotary with 

access to the Farnese ducal archive is: Gironimo Morisco, Cronica farnesiana (1629). BCA, Ms. L Be/Bc 252, ff. 

2r-11r. 
27 Randolph Head, Making Archives in Early Modern Europe: Proof, Information, and Political Record-Keeping, 
1400-1700 (Cambridge, 2019), pp. 1-21. 
28 ¢ƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ōƻŘƛŜǎΩ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ƴŀƳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿǎΦ [ǳŎŎŀΥ !ƴȊƛŀƴƛ ό9ƭŘŜǊǎύΤ hǊǾƛŜǘƻΥ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƻǊƛ tŀŎƛǎ 
(Conservators of Peace); Viterbo: Priori (Priors); Siena: Concistoro (Consistory). 
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state (even if they not always did), and were certainly expected to write a final report and appear in 

public consistory to comment on this report and answer any potential questions about their conduct.29 

As a result, the diplomatic correspondence in Florence is particularly rich and well-preserved, which is 

important because of the FarnŜǎŜΩǎ ŎƭƻǎŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƛǘȅΦ Moreover, the two institutions 

concerned with the military organisation of CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΩǎ armies, the Dieci di Balìa and the Otto di Pratica, 

have also left behind an extensive trail of documentation consisting of incoming and copies of outgoing 

ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŀǘ ¢ǳǎŎŀƴ ŎƛǘȅΦ30 Especially for 

the 1480s the records are almost complete, which, exceptionally, allows for reconstructing 

correspondence by combining incoming and outgoing letters to and from the Farnese. Equally 

important, it allows them to be placed beside the letters written by diplomats around Italy or agents 

in the army who discussed attracting, employing, and consulting with Farnese condottieri in their 

letters back to Florence. 

The Florentine archives also provide private correspondence to and from the Medici, who 

besides writing to and receiving letters from political figures, relatives, and clients, maintained a 

correspondence with Florentine diplomats separate from official channels of government. Thus, apart 

ŦǊƻƳ ǘŀǊƎŜǘƛƴƎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎΩ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǎŜŘ 

ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŜǎΣ L ƘŀǾŜ ƳŀŘŜ ŀƴ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ǘƻ ǇǳǊǎue research in as many 

family archives as possible which contain fifteenth-century material. Noble families had fewer 

incentives to preserve incoming letters and, as a result, it is often the case that few or none survive. 

 
29 Dǳȅ DŜƭǘƴŜǊΣ άCƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ /ƻǊǊǳǇǘƛon in the Italian City-{ǘŀǘŜΥ tŜǊǳƎƛŀƴ hŦŦƛŎŜǊǎΩ 9ƴŘ ƻŦ ¢ŜǊƳ !ǳŘƛǘ όsindacato) in 
ǘƘŜ CƻǳǊǘŜŜƴǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅέΣ ƛƴ wƻƴŀƭŘ YǊƻŜȊŜΣ !ƴŘǊŞ ±ƛǘƽǊƛŀ ϧ Dǳȅ DŜƭǘƴŜǊ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Anti-Corruption in History: From 
Antiquity to the Modern Era (Oxford, 2017), pp. 103-21; Isabella Lazzarini, Communication & Conflict: Italian 
Diplomacy in the Early Renaissance, 1350-1520 (Oxford, 2015), pp. 49-руΤ WƻƘƴ {ŀōŀǇŀǘƘȅΣ ά! aŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ hŦŦƛŎŜǊ 
and a Modern Mentality? Podestà ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ vǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ !ŎŎƻǳƴǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅέΣ The Mediaeval Journal 1/2 (2011), pp. 43-
80. 
30 For the different Florentine offices related to military organisation and how their archives were created and 
ƪŜǇǘΣ ǎŜŜ CŀōǊƛȊƛƻ !ƴǎŀƴƛΣ άaƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΥ wŜǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ .ƻƻƪƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5ƛŜŎƛ 
Řƛ .ŀƭƜŀ ŀƴŘ hǘǘƻ Řƛ tǊŀǘƛŎŀέΣ European History Quarterly 48/3 (2018), pp. 409-опΤ !ƴŘǊŜŀ DǳƛŘƛΣ ά¢ƘŜ CƭƻǊŜƴǘƛƴŜ 
Archives in Transition: Government, Warfare and Communication (1289-мрол ŎŀΦύέΣ European History Quarterly 
46/3 (2016), pp. 458-79; For condottiere diplomacy in general, see MaǊƛŀ /ƻǾƛƴƛΣ άDǳŜǊǊŜ Ŝ ǊŜƭŀȊƛƻƴƛ 
diplomatiche in Italia (secoli XIV-·±ύΥ ƭŀ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀȊƛŀ ŘŜƛ ŎƻƴŘƻǘǘƛŜǊƛΩΣ ƛƴ !ƭǾŀǊƻ CŜǊƴłƴŘŜȊ ŘŜ /ƽǊŘƻǾŀ aƛǊŀƭƭŜǎ 
(ed.), Guerra y Diplomacia en la Europa occidental, 1280-1480 (Pamplona, 2005), pp. 163-98. 
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This is the case in the Colonna archives (with the exception of those copied by later family historians) 

and those of the Sforza-Cesarini, which also encompass the archives of the Savelli and Conti. When 

collections of letters do survive, they tend to be ill-organised, fragmentary, at times (heavily) damaged, 

and collected without any particular purpose in mind. Nevertheless, I have hunted down the few 

private letters that provide invaluable insight into practices of noble networks fostering and political 

collaboration in a few family archives, most notably the Archivio Orsini and Caetani in Rome and the 

Pucci, Strozzi and Medici archives in Florence. 

In the final phase of my research, I turned to narrative sources, and visual and material 

evidence. Most narrative sources ς diaries, chronicles, and histories ς have been published, although 

some sixteenth and seventeenth-century family histories survive only in unpublished manuscript form 

in family archives, often preserved in a separate section that also includes copies of letters or 

inscriptions ς or, occasionally, original sources extracted from archives elsewhere ς gathered by 

collectors and family historians. Furthermore, I have made a tour of the most imposing castles and 

monuments of the Farnese patrimony and collected photographic evidence where elements from 

Quattrocento embellishments survive. 

It would be inappropriate in the space available to address my methodological approach to all 

types of sources ς whether textual, visual, or material ς and I am explicit about how I use particular 

sources throughout the chapters. But in the case of the two most important types of sources available 

for the Farnese ς letters and legal documents ς particular methodological approaches are required. 

For the latter, it is important to note that written legal documents did not replace spoken 

communication or ritualised gestures, but were an extension thereof; they often in fact included 

descriptions of legalistic rituals and noted down the presence of witnesses who could further 

corroborate that these legalistic rituals had taken place.31 In one telling example, it was the act of 

 
31 Paul Dresch & Hannah Skoda (eds.), Legalism: Anthropology and History (Oxford, 2012); Christoph Dartmann, 
ά²ǊƛǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ /ƛǘȅ /ƻƳƳǳƴŜǎέΣ ƛƴ tΦ{Φ .ŀǊƴǿŜƭƭ ϧ aŀǊŎƻ aƻǎǘŜǊǘ όŜŘǎΦύΣ 
Medieval Legal Process: Physical, Spoken and Written Performance in the Middle Ages (Turnhout, 2011), pp. 
197-209. 
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receiving the key from the castellan, circling the courtyard on horseback, and closing the gate behind 

the outgoing proprietor that governed the transfer of the castle and lordship of Bisenzio, not the 

writing of a notarial act.32 Importantly, this is also true of the papal investitures that were located in 

the Vatican, and additional evidence suggested that these at times were formal de jure recognitions of 

de facto ownership. Occasionally, legal documents contain phrases that express expectations of certain 

behaviour or relations with a normative character. Such discursive phrases can be found especially in 

the clauses of papal investitures outlining the motivation behind their proliferation ς as a reward for 

loyalty, or a pledge in expectation of future collaboration ς as well as in wills which explicitly exhort 

heirs to uphold political traditions and to maintain cordial filial relations. 

 Where notarial documents mainly provide insight into the Farnese paǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄ 

ƧǳǊƛǎŘƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ letters are the most prominent source on 

which my recoƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ is 

based. Letters had a distinct relationship to spoken language. They were written in the expectation 

that they would be read aloud and shared, and their style often mimicked spoken language, or at times 

even included verbatim recordings of conversations.33 At the other extreme, a letter might simply state 

ƛƴ ŀ ǎŜƴǘŜƴŎŜ ƻǊ ǘǿƻ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊΩǎ bearer was entrusted with or could be trusted to convey sensitive 

information that was best kept secret or for which a personal meeting was requisite, either because 

of the confidential nature of the topic or because the topic was to be actively negotiated with the 

recipient. The close relation between the written and spoken word in Quattrocento letter writing is 

further reflected in the variations of style that were adopted for letters. Often, stylistically these letters 

occupy some mid-point between the formal (often Latinate) letter writing that was practised at the 

chancery and followed the regular patterns of salutatio, captatio benevolentiae, and narratio or petitio 

ς tellingly, patterns founded in classical rhetoric originally devised for speeches ς and the informal 

 
32 ASVit, Archivio notarile distrettuale di Viterbo 325, ff. 44v-46r. 
33 CƛƭƛǇǇƻ ŘŜ ±ƛǾƻΣ ά!ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ {ǇŜŜŎƘΥ wŜŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ 5ƛǇƭƻƳŀǘƛŎ bŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ [ŀǘŜ aŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ŀƴŘ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ 
LǘŀƭȅέΣ European History Quarterly 46/3 (2016), 519-44; Lazzarini, Communication & Conflict, pp. 189-212. 
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letter. This holds true for both male and female authors of letters; moreover, it is entirely unconnected 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƻǊ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊΩs content.34 

Whether formal or informal, many letters contained the latest news (novelle/advisi), the 

market for which had greatly expanded in Quattrocento Europe and which, as a resource, was of 

primary importance for a family whose mainstay was military action.35 In terms of how to distil relevant 

information from letters, letters thus are utilised to reconstruct factual information about political 

events, events that can be corroborated by a parallel reading of chronicles and diaries. Additionally, 

personal letters and diplomatic correspondence were literary performances that sought to negotiate 

status, persuade the reader to pursue action (or inaction), or strengthen feelings of emotional 

attachment between kinsmen or political allies.36 Such letters can be read on three levels by taking 

into account what may have been the goal in mind that prompted the writing of the letter, by analysing 

the specific discourses employed in these letters, and the ways in which these resonated with the 

epistemes of wider society ς in short, discourse analysis. 

This thesis is divided in five chapters. In the first four chapters I work outwards from the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ, through the establishment and 

fostering of dynastic ties, to their external politics and patronage. As public power was intimately 

connected to the possession of land and jurisdictions in fifteenth-century Europe, I argue in Chapter 1 

that ǘƘŜ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ the regulation of their inheritance was one 

of the primary concerns for the Farnese as a dynasty. In the second chapter, I focus on the means 

through which (pseudo-)dynastic ties were created, what considerations played a role in the decision 

to conclude marriage alliances, and how, once concluded, these ties were maintained and 

 
34 wƛǘŀ CǊŜǎǳΣ ά9ŘǳŎŀȊƛƻƴŜ ƭƛƴƎǳƛǎǘƛŎŀ Ŝ ƭƛǾŜƭƭƛ Řƛ ǎŎǊƛǘǘǳǊŀ ŦŜƳƳƛƴƛƭŜ ǘǊŀ ·± Ŝ ·±L ǎŜŎƻƭƻΥ [Ŝ ƭŜǘǘŜǊŜ Řƛ Dƛǳƭƛŀ 
CŀǊƴŜǎŜ Ŝ Řƛ !ŘǊƛŀƴŀ aƛƭŀ hǊǎƛƴƛέΣ Cahiers de recherches médiévales et humanistes 28 (2014), pp. 105-52; 
CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ {ŜƴŀǘƻǊŜΣ ά!ƛ ŎƻƴŦƛƴƛ ŘŜƭ ΨƳǳƴŘƻ ŘŜ ŎŀǊǘŀΩΥ hǊƛƎƛƴƛ Ŝ ŘƛŦŦǳǎƛƻƴŜ ŘŜƭƭŀ ƭŜǘǘŜǊŀ ŎŀƴŎŜƭƭŜǊŜǎŎŀ ƛǘŀƭƛŀƴŀ 
(XIII-XVI secolo), Reti Medievali 10 (2009), pp. 239-91. 
35 Lazzarini, Conflict & Communication, pp. 69-85; LǎŀōŜƭƭŀ [ŀȊȊŀǊƛƴƛΣ ά[ΩƛƴŦƻǊƳŀȊƛƻƴŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƻ-diplomatica 
ƴŜƭƭΩŜǘŁ ŘŜƭƭŀ ǇŀŎŜ Řƛ [ƻŘƛΦ wŀŎŎƻƭǘŀΣ ǎŜƭŜȊƛƻƴŜΣ ǘǊŀǎƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŜΦ {Ǉǳƴǘƛ Řƛ ǊƛŎŜǊŎŀ Řŀƭ ŎŀǊǘŜƎƎƛƻ aƛƭŀƴƻ-Mantova 
nella prima età sforzesca (1450ςмпссύέΣ Nuova Rivista Storica, 83 (1998), pp. 247ς80; Francesco Senatore, Uno 
mundo de carta: forme e strutture della diplomazia sforzesca (Naples, 1998). 
36 Timothy Hampton, Fictions of Embassy: Literature and Diplomacy in Early Modern Europe (Ithaca, 2009). 
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strengthened. Chapter 3 then deals with how dynastic connections came to fruition and shaped the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀ-wide political action in Quattrocento Italy. Lƴ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ пΣ L ǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

connections to the papacy and the papal court. Lƴ ǘƘŜ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊΣ L ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ shaping of 

their dynastic memory, specifically in their patronage of their family tomb on Isola Bisentina in the 

Lago di Bolsena, as well as the surrounding church and affiliated Franciscan friary, and place these in 

the context of artistic and societal developments around the middle of the fifteenth century. 

Ultimately, I show how their example can inform the ongoing conceptual debates on the nature of 

dynasty.
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Chapter One 

 

Dynasty and Patrimony: Possessions, Government, Citizenship, and Inheritance Strategies 

Patrimony was the primary political, social, and economic consideration for medieval and early modern 

dynasties.1 Lordships were the foundational building blocks of medieval polities, and possession of 

land and jurisdictions over castles and tenants was ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ŀ ŘȅƴŀǎǘȅΩǎ ƴƻōƭŜ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΦ2 Their tenure 

located the social construct of a noble dynasty in space, and other edifices, such as family tombs, 

functioned in a similar manner by anchoring it to place. Moreover, narratives surrounding dynastic 

origins, often mythologised, linked a dynŀǎǘȅΩǎ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ǘƻ ŀ location from which they often derived 

their name.3 Buttressed by the notion of historical precedent, albeit one that transcended individual 

ownership, these aspects confirmed a right to rulership. After all, the patrimony belonged to the 

dynasty as a social unit, both horizontally and vertically within the patrilineage. Dynasty and patrimony 

thus connected the past to the present and provided a sense of direction for the future ς in which 

biological procreation went hand in hand with the obligation of custodianship ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƘŜƛǊǎΩ 

possessions. Such considerations are expressed with considerable care by Ranuccio XVII Farnese in his 

1450 will: 

 

Likewise, the aforementioned testator desiring that the Magnificent house of Farnese in as much as is 

possible shall be maintained and enlarged, he intended and ordered that the aforementioned 

Magnificent Meo and his sons and descendants, as well as the Magnificent Angelo, Gabriele Francesco 

 
1 Thomas Kuehn, Family and Gender in Renaissance Italy 1300-1600 (Cambridge, 2017), p. 6; Marta Gravela, 
ά¢ƘŜ tǊƛƳŀŎȅ ƻŦ tŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΥ YƛƴǎƘƛǇ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 9ƭƛǘŜ ƛƴ ¢ǳǊƛƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ [ŀǘŜǊ aƛŘŘƭŜ !ƎŜǎ όмопл-
мпфлύέΣ Continuity and Change 32/3 (2017), pp. 293-321; ViǾŀƪ {ƘŀǊƳŀΣ άYƛƴǎƘƛǇΣ tǊƻǇŜǊǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ !ǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΥ 
9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ¢ŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŀƭ /ƻƴǎƻƭƛŘŀǘƛƻƴ wŜŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘέΣ Politics & Society 43/2 (2015), p. 158. 
2 Alessio Fiore, The Seigneurial Transformation: Power Structures and Political Communication in the 
Countryside of Central and Northern Italy, 1080-1130 (Oxford, 2020); Chris Wickham, Medieval Europe: From 
the Breakup of the Western Roman Empire to the Reformation (New Haven, 2016), pp. 99-120; Chris Wickham, 
Medieval Rome: Stability & Crisis of a City, 900-1150 (Oxford, 2015), 42-52; Shaw, Barons and Castellans, pp. 9-
50. 
3 /Ǌƛǎǘƛƴŀ !ƴŘŜƴƴŀ ϧ DŜǊǘ aŜƭǾƛƭƭŜΣ ά9ƛƴƭŜƛǘǳƴƎέΣ ƛƴ /Ǌƛǎǘƛƴŀ !ƴŘŜƴƴŀ ϧ DŜǊǘ aŜƭǾƛƭƭŜ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Idoneität ς 

Genealogie ς Legitimation. Überlegungen zur Begründung und Akzeptanz von dynastischer Herrschaft im hohen 

und späten Mittelalter (Cologne, 2015), pp. 11-20. 
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and Pier Luigi, the legitimate and natural sons and descendants of the testator himself, one for the 

others and the others for the one [literally other], are to be obliged, whenever misfortune will strike, to 

provide help, advice, and support de jure and de facto, even if a thousand times, in order to maintain 

and defend the state, lands, houses and possessions of any type, of the aforementioned house of 

Farnese.4 

 

RanuccioΩǎ will is lengthy and in all its attention paid to the avoidance of interfamilial strife and 

exhortations to collaboration between the ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ōǊŀƴŎƘŜǎ ƛǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ŀ ǊŀǊŜ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

concerns and hopes of a Quattrocento nobleman, his conception of dynasty and patrimony, and his 

intergenerational strategic thought ς all of which are addressed in this chapter. For now, it is important 

to note that Ranuccio XVII considered himself as part of something bigger, the Magnifica domus de 

Farnesio.5 This house consisted of, apart from the family members, their state, lands, jurisdictions, 

houses, and moveable and immoveable goods. According to the will, maintaining or enlarging the 

ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǇŀǎǎƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ ǳƴƛŦȅƛƴƎ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ 

heirs, although the worry that the patrimony will become a bone of contention is audible behind the 

dry notarial lexicon. These considerations, which were embraced as much by the women of the dynasty 

ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƴΣ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾƛƴƎ ŦƻǊŎŜ ōŜƘƛƴŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴǎΦ LŦ Řynasty and 

ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ Řƻ ƴƻǘ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ άǘǿƻ ǎƛŘŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƳŜŘŀƭƭƛƻƴΣέ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊǘǳƴŜǎ ƻŦ ōƻǘƘ ǿŜǊŜ 

nonetheless closely intertwined.6 

 
4 άItem desiderans et cupiens prefatus testator, quod Magnifica domus de Farnesio in quantum possibile est 

manuteneatur et agumenctetur [sic: augmenctetur] voluit et mandavit ut prefatus Magnificus Meus et eius filii 

et descendentes, ac etiam Magnifici Angelus, Gabriel Franciscus et Pierlouisius eius testatoris legiptimi filij et 

naturales et descendentes ipsorum unus alteri et alter alteri, teneatur et obligatus sit, quotienscunque et 

quandocunque casus occurreret etiam si milies, prestare auxilium, consilium et favorem de jure et de facto, 

manutenere et defendere Statum, Terras, domos et bona quecunque, prefate domus de Farnesio.έ Two copies 

survive: ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 351, ff. 136r-141r and ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, 

ǳƴŦƻƭƛŀǘŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀǎΥ wŜƴŀǘƻ [ŜŦŜǾǊŜΣ άLƭ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘƻ Řƛ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƛƭ ±ŜŎŎƘƛƻ όмпрлύέΣ 

Archivio della Società Romana di Storia Patria 103 (1980), pp. 189-207. 
5 It must be noted that the adoption of the term house in Italy predates its wider spread throughout Latin 
Europe. aƛŎƘŀŜƭ IŜŎƘǘΣ ά5ŀǎ !ŘŜƭǎ-Haus in der Frühen Neuzeit: Genealogisches Konzept, verwandtschaftliche 
hǊŘƴǳƴƎΣ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜƪǘƻƴƛǎŎƘŜ DŜǎǘŀƭǘέΣ Zeitschrift für Kulturwissenschaften 11/1 (2017), pp. 29-48. 
6 Franca Allegrezza, Organizzazione del potere e dinamiche familiari: gli Orsini dal duecento agli inizi del 

quattrocento (Rome, 1998), pp. 16-17. 
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Figure 1: Farnese Family Tree 1417-1494 
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This chapter is divided into four parts. In the first, I reconstruct the Farnese patrimony: a rough 

assessment is made of the agricultural, financial, and military resources that formed the foundation 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊΦ ¢ƘŜ ǎǘŜŀŘȅ Ŧƭƻǿ ƻŦ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ that the patrimony generated provided 

the means for their military endeavours as condottieri, and it is likely that it also provided much of the 

manpower for their mercenary companies.7 Combined, the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ economic and military resources 

secured for the dynasty the ability to act as a virtually independent political actor on a peninsular scale. 

It is important to note, however, that the source material imposes restrictions on any precise 

assessment of Farnese wealth and resources. Many documents that could have provided insight into 

the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ material possessions such as transactions relating to land and jurisdictions were written 

on parchments, of which none survived the great fire in the Neapoƭƛǘŀƴ {ǘŀǘŜ !ǊŎƘƛǾŜΩǎ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ. 

Furthermore, none of the surviving documents and wills provide a comprehensive list of ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

holdings. This makes it difficult to trace the provenance of individual castles and estates, and many 

castles that were firmly in Farnese hands during the fourteenth century vanish from the record by the 

turn of the fifteenth century.8 Presumably, some remained in Farnese possession and survived as 

tenimentum, the term usually reserved for estates and pasture land. It is important to keep in mind, 

therefore, that this ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘǎ ŀ ƳƛƴƛƳǳƳΦ bƻƴŜǘƘŜƭŜǎǎΣ ƛƴ 

tracing the development of the Farnese patrimony through time, it is possible to rewrite their history 

in two significant ways. First, the period traditionally regarded as the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ great advent ς that of 

Ranuccio XVII, when he was invested by Martin V (1417-1431) and Eugene IV (1431-1447) with a dozen 

or so castles ς hardly saw an astronomical rise in their familial fortunes. In fact, although the Farnese 

patrimony now extended to some areas outside of those they had previously controlled, many of the 

 
7 Shaw, Barons and Castellans, pp. 100-47, especially 100-фΤ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛƴŜ {ƘŀǿΣ ά¢ƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
Security of the Papal StateǎέΣ ƛƴ aŀǊƛƻ 5Ŝƭ ¢ǊŜǇǇƻ όŜŘΦύΣ /ƻƴŘƻǘǘƛŜǊƛ Ŝ ǳƻƳƛƴƛ ŘΩŀǊƳŜ ƴŜƭƭΩLǘŀƭƛŀ ŘŜƭ wƛƴŀǎŎƛƳŜƴǘƻ 
(Naples, 2001), pp. 311-25. 
8 Very useful are: Roberto Parenti, Vitozza: un insediamento rupestre nel territorio di Sorano (Florence, 1980); 

Umberto Pannucci, I Castelli di Bisenzo e Capodimonte: Cronisteria (Viterbo, 1976); Francesco Giannotti, Storia 

di Tuscania scritta da Francesco Giannotti nel 1500 (Tuscania, 1969); Giulio Silvestrelli, Città, castelli e terre 

della regione romana: ricerche di storia medioevale e moŘŜǊƴŀ ǎƛƴƻ ŀƭƭΩŀƴƴƻ мулл (Rome, 1940); Secondiano 

Campanari, Tuscania e i suoi monumenti (Montefiascone, 1856). 
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ŎŀǎǘƭŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǾŜǎǘŜŘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ōŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ 

why Ranuccio, according to a family friend, primarily regarded himself as the restorer of a dispersed 

patrimony.9 Secondly, I show that his heirs continued to invest in acquiring new lands and castles 

during the second half of the fifteenth century. Simultaneously, they also took great care to secure the 

indivisibility of the patrimony as a shared property of the various Farnese branches. 

 .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴǎΣ L ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ patrimonial administration. The 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŜƴƭŀǊƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŀǘŎƘŜŘ by their efforts to improve its internal 

organisation. Within their patrimony, hindrances to the movement of workers were removed and 

ŀŎǉǳƛǊƛƴƎΣ ǊŜƴŜǿƛƴƎΣ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŦŜƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ ƴŜŀǊōȅ ŎƛǘƛŜǎ ensured that their 

patrimony was linked economically to the markets of those communes. Furthermore, I argue the 

women of the dynasty took a leading role in the day-to-Řŀȅ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǎΩ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΦ 

Taken together, my analysis of how the Farnese governed their patrimony contributes to two areas of 

historical debate. First, it shows that barons such as the Farnese were no idle rentiers simply siphoning 

off the agricultural surplus of their landed possessions without taking any interest in how they were 

run.10 Rather, they were actively involved in managing their territories and improving its agricultural 

and financial yields. Moreover, I question the tendency to regard Italian medieval and early modern 

political and cultural history as exclusively urban. Until recently, scholars assumed that Italy was to 

such an extent an urbanised society that this had reverberations that reached every level of society, 

including the nobility, completely shaping its cultural as well as social and political outlook.11 Rather, I 

show that urban residence only played a marginal role in the political and social life of a baronial 

 
9 {ǘŜŦŀƴƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ǉǳƛƭŀ ǘƻ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ т {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ ώмпфлϐΣ Carteggio umanistico, pp. 43-4. 
10 Mario Caravale & Alberto Caracciolo, Lo Stato pontificio da Martino V a Pio IX (Turin, 1978), pp. 48-9, 107-9. 
11 Guido Castelnuovo, <ǘǊŜ ƴƻōƭŜ Řŀƴǎ ƭŀ ŎƛǘŞΥ ƭŜǎ ƴƻōƭŜǎǎŜǎ ƛǘŀƭƛŜƴǎ Ŝƴ ǉǳşǘŜ ŘΩƛŘŜƴǘƛǘŞ (Paris, 2014); Giorgio 
/ƘƛǘǘƻƭƛƴƛΣ άtǊƛǾŀǘŜ ²ŀǊǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 9ƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aƛŘŘƭŜ !ƎŜǎΥ bƻǘŜǎ ƻƴ Lǘŀƭȅ ŀƴŘ DŜǊƳŀƴȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мрǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅέΣ ƛƴ 
Yoshihisa Hattori (ed.), Political Order and Forms of Communication in Medieval and Early Modern Europe 
(Rome, 2014), pp. 109-онΤ DƛƻǊƎƛƻ /ƘƛǘǘƻƭƛƴƛΣ ά!ǎŎŜǎŀ ŀ ŘŜŎƭƛƴƻ Řƛ ǇƛŎŎƻƭƛ ǎǘŀǘƛ ǎƛƎƴƻǊƛƭƛ όƛǘŀƭƛŀ ŎŜƴǘǊƻ-
settentrionale, metà trecento-ƛƴƛȊƛ ŎƛƴǉǳŜŎŜƴǘƻύΥ ŀƭŎǳƴŜ ƴƻǘŜέΣ Società e Storia 31/121 (2008), pp. 473-98; 
Jean-Claude Maire Vigueur (ed.), {ƛƎƴƻǊƛŜ ŎƛǘǘŀŘƛƴŜ ƴŜƭƭΩLǘŀƭƛŀ ŎƻƳǳƴŀƭŜ (Rome, 2013); Renato Bordone, Guido 
Castelnuovo & Gian Maria Varanini (eds.), Le aristocrazie dai signori rurali al patriziato (Rome, 2004); Philip 
Jones, The Italian City-State: From Commune to Signoria (Oxford, 1997). 
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dynasty like the Farnese. Barons such as the Farnese moved between city, countryside, and princely 

court. 

 CƛƴŀƭƭȅΣ L ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ considerations in play that 

determined such succession strategies have been extensively addressed for ruling families. Although 

global comparisons have contributed to an appreciation of the variety in different strategies available 

to rulers across the globe, the emphasis has nonetheless remained on the centralisation of power in 

the hands of the ruler.12 In looking at a non-sovereign dynasty, this part of the thesis explores different 

solutions to issues involving inheritances. In particular, comparison with similar families in Italy and 

beyond highlights the viability and popularity of partible inheritance. Simultaneously, some aspects 

unique to the Farnese are explained in the context of the tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ legal framework. It is clear that 

dynasty as a uniŦȅƛƴƎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ǿŀǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƭƻƎƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ 

role in guiding choices in writing their wills and determining succession. Yet it is important to stress 

that this did not necessarily lead to the formation of a Ψfully-ŦƻǊƳŜŘΩ dynasticism with strategies that 

formally laid down the parameters of succession over the course of multiple generations. 

 

Possessions 

The history of the accumulation of the Farnese patrimony starts in the twelfth century. Over the course 

of two centuries, the family acquired possessions and assets, bought, inherited, received in feudal 

investiture, constructed, conquered, as well as lost, destroyed, sold, or alienated. The Farnese 

patrimony therefore was a dynamic phenomenon, which expanded and shrunk depending on the 

necessities of, the opportunities available to, and the political circumstances its custodians faced.13 

This dynamism is evident during the latter years of the Western Schism, when ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ 

contracted significantly as they struggled to mediate between the ambitions ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǊŀΩǎ great 

condottieri ς Muzio Attendolo Sforza, Braccio da Montone, and Angelo Tartaglia ς whose ambitions 

 
12 WŜǊƻŜƴ 5ǳƛƴŘŀƳΣ ά! tƭŜŀ ŦƻǊ Dƭƻōŀƭ /ƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴΥ wŜŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ 5ȅƴŀǎǘȅέΣ Past & Present 242/Suppl (2019), pp. 
S318-47; Duindam, Dynasties, pp. 87-155. 
13 CƻǊ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ²ŜǎǘŜǊƴ {ŎƘƛǎƳΣ ǎŜŜ [ǳƛǘŜƴΣ άΩ[ƛƪŜ ŀ [ƛƭȅ !ƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘƻǊƴǎΩέΦ 
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also centred on the Patrimony of St Peter in Tuscia.14 In 1417, around fifteen towns and castles still 

remained in Farnese hands: Farnese itself, Ischia, Sala, Castiglione, Mezzano, Valentano, Latera, 

Cellere, Pianiano, Vitozzo, Tessennano, Arlena, Civitella, and Capodimonte.15 Most prominently, the 

Farnese owned castles and fortified towns that came with seigneurial jurisdictions. But the Farnese 

patrimony also consisted of fortified manors, landed estates, villas, forests and pasture lands, as well 

as small vineyards, gardens, and orchards. Additionally, it contained the infrastructure to produce and 

process agricultural yields such as mills and granaries, forests providing the wood required for 

construction and heating, and edifices for catching fish from the rivers.16 !ǎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ 

were located in an area where the volcanic soil of the ǊƛǾŜǊ aŀǊǘŀΩǎ diluvial plain was irrigated by many 

local rivers and streams, their patrimony consisted of some of the most fertile stretches of land in 

Italy.17 The bountiful land supported a dense infrastructure of towns and boroughs, some of which 

consisted of little more than a fortified manor with a few farmsteads. However, other Farnese towns 

had several hundred or over a thousand inhabitants and were small functioning communities 

populated by lesser nobles, merchants, and a host of artisans and tradesmen. These fortified towns 

formed the recruiting grounds for the military companies raised and led by Farnese captains. In short, 

by Quattrocento standards, the Farnese were certainly no minor landowners and farmers. 

 

 

 

 

 
14 A bull of investiture for Angelo Tartaglia included several castles formerly controlled by the Farnese. ASV, 
Reg. Vat. 348, ff. 166v-171r. In an agreement between Muzio Attendolo Sforza and Braccio da Montone of 2 
{ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ мпмп ōƻǘƘ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜŘ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǊƳ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ ƴƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΦ Codice 
ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀǘƛŎƻ ŘŜƭƭŀ /ƛǘǘŁ ŘΩhǊǾƛŜǘƻΥ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘƛ Ŝ ǊŜƎŜǎǘƛ Řŀƭ ǎŜŎƻƭƻ ·L ŀƭ ·± Ŝ ƭŀ ŎŀǊǘŀ ŘŜƭ ǇƻǇƻƭƻ, ed. Luigi Fumi 
(Florence, 1884), p. 661. 
15 See Appendix 2. 
16 [ƻŜƪ [ǳƛǘŜƴΣ άCǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ CŀƳƛƭȅΣ CǊǳƛǘ ŀƴŘ CƛǎƘΥ ¢ƘŜ DƛŦǘ ƛƴ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎέΣ 
Renaissance Studies 33/3 (2019), pp. 342-57. 
17 The tax returns of the Patrimony of St Peter in Tuscia were substantially larger than those of any other area 

of the Papal States. Partner, The Lands of St Peter, pp. 426-7. 
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Figure 2: Map Farnese Possessions 1417 
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 The legal basis of the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƭƻǊŘǎƘƛǇǎ determined the nature of the relationship with their 

suzerain, the pope. Three types of possessions were distinguished: allodial holdings, fiefs, and 

vicariates. However, the differences between these tended to be blurred. Older possessions that had 

been within the family since times immemorial were considered allodial holdings, and were the most 

common type in the Papal States. These could be disposed of freely through sale, inheritance, or 

otherwise without any legal basis for papal interference in the transaction. These holdings were also 

free of feudal dues or taxes except for the salt tax levied throughout all the Papal States. Moreover, 

allodia could be subdivided among heirs in contrast to fiefs. The Farnese had sold their fiefs during the 

Western Schism and thus no longer held any during the Quattrocento, although their sale does reflect 

the gradually fading differences between fiefs and allodia. Papal and imperial vicariates had been 

around since the thirteenth century, and initially, the grant entailed something akin to a governorship. 

As the nature of the vicariate was technically temporary as well as personal, such investitures had the 

obvious benefit of rewarding supporters without permanently alienating lands and castles. In fact, 

enfeoffments for limited and set periods of time appeared as an instrument in a development than ran 

parallel with the development of the vicariate. However, the vicariate also took on characteristics of a 

fief in the sense that it became a fully-fledged lordship and was increasingly inheritable.18 None of 

these institutions came with any feudal dues or prescribed military service, although the vicariate did 

provide the pope with an income in the form of the census, a tax levied on the vicariate. This payment 

was often symbolic ς hunting dogs, falcons, or candle wax occur regularly as census ς and in any case, 

this tax was infrequently levied.19 In one year picked at random, 1473, Napoleone Orsini of Bracciano 

paid a few lira bolognini, but neither the Farnese nor any other baron paid any taxes, with the notable 

ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5ŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀΦ20 Proof of payments made in 1442, 1487, and 1492 can be found in 

the inventory of the Farnese archive, but these can hardly have been significant amounts as the total 

 
18 Sandro Carocci, Vassalli del papa: Potere pontificio, aristocrazie e città nello Stato della Chiesa (XII-XV sec.) 
(Rome, 2010), pp. 34-8. 
19 The census for Tessennano was one hunting dog; for Piansano 10 libbra of candle wax. ASV, Reg. Vat. 349, f. 
93r-v; ASV, Reg. Vat. 354, f. 183v; ASV, Reg. Vat. 373, ff. 200v-201r. 
20 ASR, Camerale I, Tesoreria provinciale del patrimonio 17; In general, see Shaw, The Political Role, pp. 39-45. 
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taxes on the Farnese patrimony in 1498 amounted to a mere 16 ducats.21 Crucially, however, the 

vicariate did give the pope a potential say in its inheritance, even if popes were reluctant to enforce 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƛƭƭΤ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀƭƭΣ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴǎ ƻŦ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ŀƳƻƴƎ ŀ ǇǊƛƴŎŜΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ 

had sparked rebellion throughout the Middle Ages.22 But before addressing the internal organisation 

of the patrimony, intergenerational strategies for succession, and negotiations with the pope 

regarding the Farnese patrimony, it is worthwhile delineating its development over time. 

 In a bull dated 2 September 1419, aŀǊǘƛƴ ± ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƭŜƎŀƭ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƻ ŀƭƭ of their 

possessions as well as to all grants promulgated during the Western Schism by popes of either 

adherence.23 Moreover, a second bull provided the Farnese with an indulgence that allowed them to 

recover any of their possessions that were lost during the Western Schism.24 Although unspecified, this 

presumably included vicariates that the Farnese received during the legateship of Cardinal Gil de 

Albornoz and were subsequently confirmed or renewed during the Western Schism: Valentano, 

Onano, and Latera.25 Some other castles had been conquered, like Piansano and Capodimonte, and 

were subsequently granted by Boniface IX (1389-1404) to secure Farnese military support.26 

CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǳƴŎƭŜŀǊ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ aŀǊǘƛƴΩǎ ōǳƭƭ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƛǘȅ ƻŦ /ŀǎǘǊƻΣ ƭŀǘŜǊ the capital of the 

Farnese Duchy of Castro, with which the Farnese had been invested on 29 June 1381, as it remains 

 
21 ASV, Arm. XXXIX, 17, f. 191v; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 124v, 127r-v; A total of 20 florins were paid in 1463, 
мптнΣ мптуΣ мптфΣ мпулΣ ŦƻǊ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǳƴǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŜŘ ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ LƴƴƻŎŜƴǘ ±LLLΩǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŦƛǾŜ ƻŦ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊ ±LΩǎΦ 
Annibali, Notizie storiche, vol. I, pp. 37-8. 
22 WŀƴŜ CŀƛǊ .ŜǎǘƻǊΣ ά.ŀǎǘŀǊŘȅ ŀƴŘ [ŜƎƛǘƛƳŀŎȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CƻǊƳation of a Regional State in Italy: The Estense 
{ǳŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴέΣ Comparative Studies in Society and History 38/3 (1996), pp. 549-85. 
23 ASV, Reg. Vat. 347, f. 161r-v; ASV, Reg. Vat. 348, ff. 172v-173r, published in Codex diplomaticus dominii 

temporalis S. SedisΥ wŜŎǳŜƛƭ ŘŜ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ǇƻǳǊ ǎŜǊǾƛǊ Ł ƭΩƘƛǎǘƻƛǊŜ Řǳ ƎƻǳǾŜǊƴŜƳŜƴǘ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŜƭ ŘŜǎ ;ǘŀǘǎ Řǳ {ŀƛƴǘ-

Siège, ed. Augustin Theiner (wƻƳŜΣ мусмҍмусн), vol. III, pp. 249-50; Another copy can be found in ASV, Arm. 

XXXVII, 17, ff. 485r-487v. 
24 ASV, Reg. Vat. 348, ff. 173r-174r, published in Theiner, Codex diplomaticus, vol. III, p. 250. 
25 ASV, Reg. Vat. 227, f. 379r; Reg. Aven. 129, f. 126v; Reg. Vat. 228, f. 11v; Reg. Aven. 166, ff. 473v, 474r; Reg. 
Vat. 257, ff. 4v, 5r; Reg. Aven. 171, ff. 381v, 405r, 515v; Reg. Vat. 301, ff. 131v-132v; Arm. XXXVII, 40, f. 275r; 
hƴŀƴƻ ǿŀǎ ǎƻƭŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ aƻƴŀƭŘŜǎŎƘƛ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мофлǎΦ .ƻƴŀŦŜŘŜ aŀƴŎƛƴƛΣ άL aƻƴŀƭŘŜǎŎƘƛ ŀŘ hƴŀƴƻέΣ ƛƴ !ƴǘƻƴƛƻ 
Quattranni (ed.), I Monaldeschi nella storia della Tuscia: Atti della giornata di studio Bolsena 24 giugno 1994 
(Bolsena, 1995), pp. 69-87. 
26 ASV, Reg. Vat. 315, ff. 153v-154v, 169v, 195v-197v; Cronaca di Luca di Domenico Manenti, RIS, tomo XV, parte 

5, vol. I, pp. 398, 405-6; Francesco de Montemarte, Cronaca inedita degli ŀǾǾŜƴƛƳŜƴǘƛ ŘΩhǊǾƛŜǘƻ Ŝ ŘΩŀƭǘǊŜ ǇŀǊǘƛ 

ŘΩLǘŀƭƛŀ ŘŀƭƭΩŀƴƴƻ мооо ŀƭƭΩŀƴƴƻ мплл (Turin, 1846), p. 58. 



25 
 

uncertain whether the Farnese still controlled the city four decades later.27 During the subsequent 

decades, the Farnese patrimony expanded as a result of their active support for the re-established 

papacy in Rome, which was reciprocated with the investiture of several towns and castles during the 

pontificates of Martin V and Eugene IV.28 In 1420, Martin conceded half of Tessennano to Giorgio 

Farnese.29 The other half of this castleΩǎ jurisdictions was already in Farnese possession in 1334 and 

the castle was certainly controlled by the Farnese during the 1350s and 1360s.30 They owned three 

quarters in 1385, and Tessennano was presumably already under Farnese control by the time of 

MaǊǘƛƴΩǎ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛǘǳǊŜΦ31 Moreover, in 1421, the Farnese received confirmation for their possession of 

the former Templar preceptories of San Savino and San Leonardo.32 Finally, on 10 May 1422, Ranuccio 

XVII Farnese received the investiture of Piansano and Musignano, which had temporarily been lost to 

Angelo Tartaglia.33 Thus, these additions were only a recuperation of territories formerly lost or a legal 

confirmation of those already in Farnese possession. 

 With wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ growth in stature as a condottiere in papal service under Eugene, his condotte 

became more sizeable as did his personal fee. However, the income of the Camera Apostolica never 

ǎǳŦŦƛŎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅΩǎ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜǎ. In consequence, papal territories were pawned to the 

Farnese in situations of insolvency and were subsequently transformed into permanent grants. Six 

months into his pontificate Eugene already acknowledged a debt of 4,000 florins to Ranuccio, and 

when it became clear that the papal coffers were empty the debt was translated into the investiture 

of Marta, a possession that had been temporarily granted to wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ second wife, Agnesella 

Monaldeschi, under Martin V.34 Shortly after, the ownership of Tessennano was transferred to 

 
27 ASV, Reg Aven. 230, f. 252r-v; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 129v; The cronica farnesiana does construe a link 
ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ /ƭŜƳŜƴǘ ±LLΩǎ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ /ŀǎǘǊƻ ƻŦ моум ŀƴŘ aŀǊǘƛƴ ±Ωǎ мпмф ōǳƭƭΦ ./!Σ aǎΦ [ .Ŝκ.Ŏ нрнΣ ŦΦ сv. 
28 For the political context, see Chapter 5. 
29 ASV, Reg. Vat. 349, f. 93r-v; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 124v. 
30 ASV, Arm. XXXV, 14, ff. 20r-25r; ASV, Cam. Ap., Intr. Ex. 266, ff. 97v, 315v; ASS, Capitoli 3, ff. 425r-427r; ASS, 
Capitoli 67. 
31 ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated. 
32 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 124r. 
33 ASV, Reg. Vat. 354, f. 183v; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 124v, 129v. 
34 ASV, Reg. Vat. 371, ff. 99v-100r; ASV, Reg. Vat. 372, ff. 18v-19v; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 129v. 
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Ranuccio after the death of Giorgio Farnese.35 Nonetheless, the Camera Apostolica ran up an 

increasingly larger bill with Ranuccio ς 11,000 florins by November 1433 ς and was forced to cede the 

strategically important town and castle of Montalto on 4 December 1435 in exchange for writing off 

12,900 florins of debt. This grant of Montalto was periodically renewed and came with extra privileges 

for the export of grain to Rome.36 Several smaller grants followed, such as the investiture in 1439 with 

an estate called Vermeliasca, close to the city of Castro, as well as the hamlet of Casano.37 A last major 

grant in exchange for 5,000 florins that were due to Ranuccio came when he received the investiture 

for half of the jurisdictions over Canino, Gradoli, and Abbazia ad Ponte ς the other half belonged to 

Aldo Conti of Valmontone.38 Finally, some of the money that Ranuccio did receive was used to acquire 

ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǘŀǘŜ ƻŦ tƛŀƴ ŘΩ!ǊŎƛƻƴŜΦ !ƭƭ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ represented a considerable 

addition to the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ possessions. In fact, they were regarded as the impetus that revamped the 

Farnese from provincial nobles to great barons of the Papal States.39 Such views warrant nuancing. 

Even if the Farnese had never managed to attain permanent ownership, many of the castles that the 

Farnese were invested with during the pontificates of Martin and Eugene had already been under their 

control during the Trecento. These included Abbazia ad Ponte and Montalto for intermittent periods 

but others like Musignano and Tessennano for decades on end. The investitures under Martin and 

Eugene, then, were partly a recovery of what had been in Farnese possession in the fourteenth 

century. Conversely, these investitures did not represent a further alienation of Church property, but 

a means through which the papacy rewarded the Farnese for their military service. It did so by granting 

castles and lands that had only recently devolved onto the papacy in the first place to which the 

Farnese perhaps sported a claim or that were already controlled by them in expectation of formal 

papal recognition. In turn, it allowed the Camera Apostolica to service its debts. The implications of 

 
35 ASV, Reg. Vat. 373, ff. 200v-201r. 
36 ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 1871, ff. 2v-5v; ASV, Reg. Vat. 370, ff. 153v-154r; ASV, Reg. Vat. 373, ff. 306r-
307r; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 124v, 134r-v. 
37 ASV, Arm. XXXVII, 17, f. 465r; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 124v, 130r; BCA, Ms. L Be/Bc 252, f. 8r. 
38 ASV, Reg. Vat. 383, ff. 6r-11r; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 125r, 130r. 
39 Jean Guiraud, [ΩŜǘŀǘ pontifical apres le grand schisme: etude de geographie politique (Paris, 1895), pp. 131-2; 

Gamrath, Farnese, p. 23; Del Vecchio, I Farnese; Drei, I Farnese. 
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these suggestions are further developed in Chapter 5, where thŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀŦŦŀƛǊǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

Papal States and their relationship with successive popes are addressed. The rhythm of the Farnese 

ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ expansion and contraction during the first half of the Quattrocento was in harmony with 

the strength of relations fostered between the Farnese and the papacy, although it ran in counterpoint 

to the solidity of papal finances. 

 These developments petered out around the middle of the century as the papal finances 

improved and rewards for military service by the baronial elite increasingly consisted of monetary 

payment rather than feudal investiture. The positions of Nicholas V (1447-1455), Callixtus III (1455-

1458), and Paul II (1464-1471) were more secure than that of their predecessors, but the pontificates 

of Pius II (1458-1464), Sixtus IV (1471-1484), and Innocent VIII (1484-1492) were notoriously unruly. In 

general, it has been hypothesised that these developments resulted in decreased use of the vicariate 

in papal government while a programme of recovering Church property that had formerly been ruled 

directly by the papacy was instigated. This led to a reduced scope for baronial families to expand their 

territories.40 bƛŎƘƻƭŀǎ ±Ωǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ƛǎ ŜȄŜƳǇƭŀǊȅ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ; the pope pursued a vigorous policy 

of recuperating territories that his predecessor pawned to barons, and above all those pawned to the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ hǊǎƛƴƛ ŀƴŘ aƻƴŀƭŘŜǎŎƘƛ ƪƛƴΦ bƛŎƘƻƭŀǎ Řǳƭȅ ǊŜǇŀƛŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅΩǎ ƻǳǘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŘŜōǘǎ ǘƻ 

the Farnese and thus regained Montalto and Marta.41 Montalto, Marta, and Abbazia ad Ponte 

controlled strategic bridges over the rivers Marta and Fiora that were pivotal for the migration of herds 

of livestock. The Camera Apostolica paid Ranuccio XVII Farnese 2,643 ducats in 1446 alone to provide 

passage for the papal flocks through various Farnese territories, of which 800 ducats was for 

Montalto.42 Thus, even if 16,900 florins were required to regain Marta and Montalto for the papacy, it 

was an investment that would eventually repay itself. During Pius LLΩǎ ǘǊƻǳōƭŜŘ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ, the 

pendulum swung back in the opposite direction, and Marta was regained by the Farnese in return for 

 
40 Carocci, Vasalli del papa, pp. 19-38, 76-7. 
41 Marta was an universitas immediata subiecta when its walls were repaired in 1455. ASV, Reg. Vat. 436, ff. 

281v-282v. 
42 Jean-Claude Maire Vigueur, [Ŝǎ ǇŃǘǳǊŀƎŜǎ ŘŜ ƭΩ;ƎƭƛǎŜ Ŝǘ ƭŀ ŘƻǳŀƴŜ Řǳ ōŞǘŀƛƭ Řŀƴǎ ƭŀ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜ Řǳ tŀǘǊƛƳƻƴƛƻ 

(XIVe-XVe siècles) (Rome, 1981), pp. 80-8. 
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bankrolling the Camera Apostolica with 5,000 florins.43 Moreover, Pius provided the Farnese with 

subsidies amounting to 1,000 florins to repair the walls of Canino and Marta.44 !ǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƻŦ tŀǳƭ LLΩǎ 

pontificate, the Farnese were also able to acquire the other half of the jurisdictions over Canino, 

Gradoli, and Abbazia ad Ponte from Aldo Conti in 1464, which had been acquired ŦƛǊǎǘ ōȅ tƛǳǎΩ cousins, 

Antonio and Jacopo Todeschini-Piccolomini.45 Nevertheless, Marta was the last formal papal grant 

made to the Farnese for the remainder of the century. Unsurprisingly, this led to the conclusion that 

the window for further acquisitioƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ƘŀŘ ŎƭƻǎŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ tƛǳǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴΦ46 

Although these conclusions are partly negated by the evidence of subsequent additions to the Farnese 

patrimony ς the Farnese purchased Castellardo from the Orsini in 1460, as well as half of Burghetto in 

1446, the other half in 1459, and 5/8 of Bisenzio in 1484 from the ŘŜΩ Bisenzi ς these acquisitions were 

minor by comparison to the papal investitures of the first half of the century.47 ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ 

therefore seems to corroborate the argument that there was a change in attitude towards the use of 

the vicariate in papal government, which took place around the mid-century alongside an increase in 

revenues, improvements in bureaucracy, and a gradual consolidation of temporal power. These 

developments resulted in fewer opportunities for territorial gain within the Papal States for ambitious 

barons. Yet, even if such opportunities were limited, papal government did not make any substantial 

inroads in expanding its power in territories under baronial control either. In fact, in imitation of papal 

government, the Farnese increasingly focused their efforts on the internal organisation of their 

patrimony. 

 

 

 
43 ASV, Arm. XXXV, 33, ff. 139r-141v; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 125v; BCA, Ms. L Be/Bc 252, f. 8r. 
44 ASV, Arm. XXXV, 33, ff. 139r-141v; ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated. 
45 ASV, Reg. Vat. 497, ff. 190r-191v; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 126r, 130r; BCA, Ms. L Be/Bc 252, f. 8r; Aldo Conti 
still paid a census of 12 libbra of candle wax for Canino, Gradoli and Abbazia ad Ponte in 1463. ASR, Archivio 
Sforza-Cesarini, Serie I, busta 841, filza 24. 
46 ½ƻǊȊƛΣ άwŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜέ ŀƴŘ άDŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜέΣ DBI. 
47 ASV, Reg. Vat. 478, f. 252r; ASR, Archivio Sforza-Cesarini, busta 843, filza 21; ASVit, Archivio notarile 
distrettuale di Viterbo 325, ff. 43v-46r; ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated; BAV, Archivio Chigi 
413, ff. 125v-127r, 130v; BCA, Ms. L Be/Bc 252, ff. 8r-9r. 
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Figure 3: Map Farnese Possessions 1494 
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To put all the information regarding the extent of the Farnese patrimony into a broader 

perspective: by controlling roughly thirty holdings, the Farnese were nowhere in the same league as 

the Orsini and Colonna. Nevertheless, Christine Shaw has found similar numbers for families such as 

the Savelli, Conti, and Caetani, which had all benefited from a relative elected to the papacy.48 

Furthermore, the Farnese portfolio was diversified. Like the Orsini in Rome, the Farnese invested 

extensively in real estate in the cities bordering their patrimony and even further afield.49 In 1453, as 

well as in 1467, the Farnese were taxed in Siena for owning real estate within the city walls valued at 

the considerable sum of 6,250 florins.50 As a point of comparison, the wealthy and influential Sienese 

knight Mariano Bargagli owned 3.383 florins in assets in 1453, offset by 1,081 of debt to others.51 Yet, 

the Farnese owned real estate elsewhere, too. In Corneto ς present-day Tarquinia ς Ranuccio XVII 

donated a palace containing four shops located at a prominent spot at the ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŎŀǎǘƭŜ gate to Giovanni 

Vitelleschi, who subsequently gave it to the city magistrate.52 CǊƻƳ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǿƛƭƭ, it is clear the 

Farnese owned a palace in the city of Castro and several houses in Montalto. As citizens of Orvieto and 

Toscanella, the Farnese must have owned palaces there as well, which were a prerequisite for 

citizenship. Then there was the large palace in Viterbo. Moreover, Ranuccio had invested 11,000 florins 

in the Florentine public debt.53 These shares yielded a return of roughly 8% per year and represented 

roughly 15% of the size of the working capital of the Medici bank in its heyday between 1435 and 

1450.54 Baronial families also owned large herds that represented vast quantities of capital. For 

ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΣ ƛƴ мпоо wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLΩǎ ƳŜƴ ǎǘƻƭŜ олл ǇƛƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ōŜƭƻƴƎ ǘƻ /ŜŎŎƘƻ ŘŜΩ .ŀǎŎƘƛΣ 

one of his relatives. In order to right this wrong, Ranuccio duly paid the hefty sum of 1,000 ducats to 

 
48 Shaw, The Political Role, Appendix. 
49 DǳŜƴŘŜƭƛƴŀ !ƧŜƭƭƻ aŀƘƭŜǊΣ ά¢ƘŜ hǊǎƛƴƛ CŀƳƛƭȅ tŀǇŜǊǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΣ [ƻǎ !ƴƎŜƭŜǎΥ tǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ 
!ŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΣ ŀƴŘ !ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŀƭ [ŜƎŀŎȅέΣ Viator 39/2 (2008), pp. 297-322. 
50 ASS, Lira 57, f. 4v; Lira 61, f. 92v. I thank Philippa Jackson for this reference. 
51 ASS, Lira 138, ff. 697r-698v; On his political influence and exile from Siena in 1456, see Christine Shaw, The 

Politics of Exile in Renaissance Italy (Cambridge, 2000), p. 32. 

52 Giovanni Insolera, 5ƛǎŎƻǊǎƛΣ !ƴƴŀƭƛΣ Ŝ tǊƛǾƛƭŜƎƛƧ Řƛ /ƻǊƴŜǘƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ǊŎƘƛŘƛŀŎƻƴƻ aǳǘƛƻ tƻƭƛŘƻǊƻ (Tarquinia, 2007), 

p. 245; Paola Supino, [ŀ ΨaŀǊƎŀǊƛǘŀ /ƻǊƴŜǘŀƴŀΩΥ wŜƎŜǎǘƻ ŘŜƛ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘƛ (Rome, 1969), pp. 396-7. 
53 ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 315, f. 83r; Angelo III, Gabriele Francesco, Pier Luigi I, and Pietro Bertoldo 
LL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ нл aŀǊŎƘ мпртΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ±LΣ ннлr-v. 
54 Raymond de Roover, The Rise and Decline of the Medici Bank, 1397-1494 (Cambridge MA, 1963), p. 61. 
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compensate this loss.55 Mindful that baronial families owned herds amounting to thousands of cows, 

pigs, goats, and sheep, we get a sense of the vast wealth that underpinned their political and military 

power.56 ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ Ŏastles, lands, cattle, and real estate represented a net worth that amounted 

to several hundred thousand florins. 

These vast possessions also yielded a significant income. Again, it is impossible to reach any 

ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛǾŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŜǾƛŘŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŦŜǊǘƛƭŜ ǘǊŀŎǘǎ ƻŦ 

land produced ample surpluses for sale at local markets.57 The rivers and lakes, especially the river 

Marta and the Lago di Bolsena, yielded plenty of fish for sale in the city as the registers of the fish 

market in Rome attest.58 Control over roads that facilitated the seasonal migration patterns of large 

herds allowed for the levying of a toll, the dogana. If we remember that the Camera Apostolica alone 

paid 2,643 ducats to Ranuccio for the transfer of the papal herds across his territories, one might 

imagine that the overall income from the dogana was much higher. A record of litigation over stolen 

cattle shows that livestock from as far as the city of Aquila in the Kingdom of Naples grazed on 

wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƭŀƴŘǎ ƴŜŀǊ aƻƴǘŀƭǘƻΦ59 Other sources of income came from feudal privileges and from fees 

charged for dispensing justice.60 To the income generated by the Farnese patrimony must be added 

the significant sums that were earned as mercenary-captain. To illustrate, Jean Guiraud calculated that 

the Camera Apostolica, despite running into ever larger debts with Ranuccio, nevertheless did pay out 

13,886 florins to him over the course of several years.61 Personal stipends to Farnese condottieri 

 
55 Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 31 December 1433. ASS, Concistoro 1931, 67. 
56 To illustrate, Onorato III Caetani di Sermoneta was accused of stealing 1,400 sheep in one single raid from his 

neighbours, whereas his cousin Onorato Caetani di Filettino absconded 50 horses in another. Archivio Caetani, 

178591 & 188078. 
57 Orvieto, for example, bought large quantities of grain during a period of shortage in 1420. ASN, Archivio 
Farnesiano, busta 686, parte 2, filza 22. 
58 Alfio Cortonesi & Angela Lanconelli, La Tuscia pontificia nel medioevo: Ricerche di storia (Trieste, 2016), pp. 
347-слΤ !ƴƎŜƭŀ [ŀƴŎƻƴŜƭƭƛΣ άL ǊŜƎƛǎǘǊƛ ŘŜƭƭŀ ƎŀōŜƭƭŀ Řƛ {Φ !ƴƎŜƭƻ όмпсо Ŝ мпссύΥ ǳƴŀ ŦƻƴǘŜ ǇŜǊ ƭŀ ǎǘƻǊƛŀ 
ŘŜƭƭΩŀǇǇǊƻǾǾƛƎƛƻƴŀƳŜƴǘƻ Ŝ ŘŜƭ ŎƻƴǎǳƳƻ Řƛ ǇŜǎŎŜ ŦǊŜǎŎƻ ƴŜƭƭŀ wƻƳŀ ŘŜƭ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻέΣ Archivi e Cultura 45 
(2012), pp. 79-98. 
59 Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 21 April and 4 July 1438. ASS, Concistoro 1940, 16, 59. 
60 Sandro Carocci, Baroni di Roma: dominazioni signorili e lignaggi aristocratici nel Duecento e primo Trecento 
(Rome, 1993), pp. 261-6; Alfio Cortonensi, ¢ŜǊǊŜ Ŝ ǎƛƎƴƻǊƛ ƴŜƭ [ŀȊƛƻ ƳŜŘƛƻŜǾŀƭŜΥ ¦ƴΩŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŀ ǊǳǊŀƭŜ ƴŜƛ ǎŜŎƻƭƛ 
XIII-XIV (Naples, 1988), pp. 175-нмтΤ !ƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦŜǳŘŀƭ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLΩǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ 
glandaticum, herbaticum, spigaticum, and ius molendiniΦ [ŜŦŜǾǊŜΣ άLƭ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘƻέΦ 
61 Guiraud, [ΩŜǘŀǘ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀƭ, pp. 131-2. 
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ranged from several hundred ducats to a thousand for a period of six months, and it is likely that 

experienced captains could make some profit on the lump sum provided for levying and maintenance 

of troops.62 Lƴ ŀƭƭΣ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀ ǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜ ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ 

ranged in the region of 10% of the Camera ApostolicaΩǎ overall revenue, which received around 

150,000 florins a year during MaǊǘƛƴΩǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ƘŀŘ ŘƻǳōƭŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ {ƛȄǘǳǎ ǘƻ ǊƻǳƎƘƭȅ 

300,000 in 1480.63 Therefore, solid wealth and a vast income formed the foundation of the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

ability to maintain a military presence and pursue influence in the political sphere. Moreover, 

favourable marriages guaranteed by a large dowry could be arranged, and clerical offices for Farnese 

sons had to be purchased at steep prices. Finally, large sums must have been spent on the extensive 

construction work undertaken at various castles, palaces, and other places where the Farnese dynasty 

was memorialised. OverallΣ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǇŜǊǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎ an argument 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǊƛǎŜ ǿŀǎ less meteoric, and more obviously founded on a solid economic basis that 

was already largely in place at the start of the century. 

 

The Government of the Farnese Patrimony 

Ruling over a large patrimony with a complicated stream of revenues required investment in good 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ hǊƎŀƴƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŜƴǘŀƛƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ōǳǊŜŀǳŎǊŀǘƛŎ ŀǇǇŀǊŀǘǳǎ 

including a chancery for promulgating legislation, delegating areas of government to vassals ς the term 

vasalli was used to denote subjects living within the areas of jurisdictional power in general and did 

not imply a legal status with feudal duties attached to it ς and maintaining relations with nearby cities 

for the export of agricultural surpluses or arranging provisions in times of dearth. Baronial government 

was at times light-handed and offered platforms where local nobles and prominent townsmen could 

express their voice. Local governmental institutions often complemented baronial rule.64 Ranuccio XVII 

 
62 Michael Mallett & John Hale, The Military Organisation of a Renaissance State: Venice, c. 1400 to 1617 
(Cambridge, 1984), 115-16. 
63 tŀǊǘƴŜǊΣ άtŀǇŀƭ CƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ tƻƭƛŎȅέΣ ǇǇΦ мт-62; Partner, The Lands of St Peter, p. 404; Christine Shaw found 
similar revenues for barons of a comparable standing. Shaw, Barons and Castellans, pp. 32-6. 
64 Serio, Una gloriosa sconfitta, pp. 75-85; Shaw, The Political Role, pp. 61-8. 
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even exhibited some largesse and included a clause in his will that exempted the inhabitants of 

Farnese, Ischia, Latera, Valentano, and Cellere from all feudal dues for the duration of one year. 

aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ άǿŀǊƴŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŀŦƻǊŜƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǎƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŜŀǘ ǿŜƭƭ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ 

their subjects and servants in such a manner that they may be accordingly respected and will receive 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎΩ ǎǇƻƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎΣ ŦǊŜŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƭƻȅŀƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΦέ65 Good government was as much a moral 

imperative as a practical attitude. Seeing to all these responsibilities meant that members of the 

Farnese family were regularly engaged in actively governing their lands and often moved from place 

to place. This vision of baronial government stands in contrast to an older one. In this earlier vision, it 

was generally presumed that the barons in the Quattrocento Papal States had little incentive to 

improve the agricultural yields of their territories, and that they even pursued active policies of 

transforming arable land into pastures so that they could be rented out.66 Yet, this depiction of 

absentee lordship, even if certainly true in individual cases, does not reflect the care taken by the 

Farnese in running their patrimony. Rather, the notion of dynasty imposed a sense of custodianship 

towards a patrimony that found its expression in the active involvement of all members of the Farnese 

in administration ς ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǿƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀǘǊƛŀǊŎƘǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ Ƴanifested in the 

organisation of production, the institution of fairs, dispensing of justice, the appointment of officers to 

civic and ecclesiastical offices, and the removal of barriers for the freedom of movement of labourers 

and products. Although the source material is too scant to provide much detail on the day-to-day 

ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŀŦŦŀƛǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭƛŦŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƻǊŘǎƘƛǇǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ 

picture that emerges is one in which the Farnese took care in the active government of their 

patrimony.67 

 
65 άItem monuit suprascriptos eius filios ut diligere debeant et bene tractare omnes eorum subditos et 
servitores, taliter ut ab ipsis merito diligantur et spontaneum et liberum ac fidelem servitium recipiant.έ 
[ŜŦŜǾǊŜΣ άLƭ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘƻέΣ ǇΦ нлсΦ 
66 Caravale & Caracciolo, Lo Stato pontificio, pp. 48-9, 107-9. 
67 For the much better documented area of Lombardy, see Gamberini, The Clash of Legitimacies, pp. 166-76 
and references there, especially the works of Gamberini, Marco Gentile, Massimo della Misericordia, Federico 
del Tredici, and Giorgio Chittolini. For the extensively studied government of the Principality of Taranto in the 
Kingdom of Naples, seŜ [ƻǊŜƴȊŀ ±ŀƴǘŀƎƎƛŀǘƻΣ ά[Ŝǎ ǊŜƎƛǎǘǊŜǎ нпр Ŝǘ нпс ŘŜǎ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ŘŜ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ !ƴǘƻƴƛƻ hǊǎƛƴƛ 
del Balzo. Étude de cas: commerce et pêche à Tarente (1463-мпссύέΣ aŞƭŀƴƎŜǎ ŘŜ ƭΩ;ŎƻƭŜ ŦǊŀƴœŀƛǎŜ ŘŜ wƻƳŜΥ 
Moyen Age 128/2 (2016), pp. 511-26; Gemma Colesanti (ed.), ΨLl Re cominciò a conoscere che il principe era un 
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 A dynastic consciousness gave the Farnese men and their wives a shared interest in passing on 

a preserved or enlarged patrimony to their heirs, either their own offspring or that of close relatives. 

Although it is true that Farnese men were often away on military campaigns earning their living as 

condottieriΣ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ŀōǎŜƴǘŜŜ ƭƻǊŘǎƘƛǇ ƛǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ǇǊŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ŀƴ ƻǳǘŘŀǘŜŘ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

perceived role in society. ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ǎŜŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ society has been overstated by 

Renaissance historians due to the prominence traditionally attributed to the Florentine and Venetian 

contexts, cities where restrictions on movement and interaction notably reduced female agency.68 

However, baronial noblewomen from the Papal States were educated from a young age in the 

expectation that they would take on an active role in the government of their husbandΩǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻƴΩǎ 

patrimony and learned the basics of writing, arithmetic, and the rudiments of Latin.69 Natalie Tomas 

illuminates how differences in expectations of gender roles led to confusion and even criticism when 

the Orsini wives of Medici rulers trespassed on Florentine sensibilities.70 Similarly, Geronima Farnese 

at times surprised her Florentine in-laws with the liberties she took. For example, when she felt her 

husband, Puccio Pucci, made too little effort to see or write to her from his position as Florentine 

commissioner in Faenza, she neither announced her plan to visit him there, nor asked for the usual 

permission to leave Florence. During her journey, she caught the unsuspecting Leonello Tolomei, 

Viscount of Brisighella, completely off-guard (Brisighella is a castle on the border between Florentine 

and Faentine territory). To his own horror, Tolomei was neither able to stage a formal reception nor 

to ƻōǘŀƛƴ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭȅ ǎǇƭŜƴŘƛŘ ōŀƴǉǳŜǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ DŜǊƻƴƛƳŀΩǎ ǳƴŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ 

arrival.71 Nor ŘƛŘ DŜǊƻƴƛƳŀ ǎƘǊƛƴƪ ōŀŎƪ ŦǊƻƳ ǳǎƛƴƎ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀǘƛŎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜ ŎŀƪŜ 

 
ŀƭǘǊƻ ǊŜΩΥ Lƭ tǊƛƴŎƛǇŀǘƻ Řƛ ¢ŀǊŀƴǘƻ Ŝ ƛƭ ŎƻƴǘŜǎǘƻ ƳŜŘƛǘŜǊǊŀƴŜƻ όǎŜŎŎΦ ·LL-XV) (Rome, 2014); Luciana Petracca & 
Benedetto Vetere (eds.), Un principato territoriale nel Regno di Napoli? Gli Orsini del Balzo principi di Taranto 
(1399-1463) (Rome, 2013). 
68 /ŀǊƻƭȅƴ WŀƳŜǎΣ άCƭƻǊŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ CŜǊǊŀǊŀΥ 5ȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ aŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎέΣ ƛƴ wƻōŜǊǘ .ƭŀŎƪ ϧ WƻƘƴ [ŀǿ όŜŘǎΦύΣ The 
Medici: Citizens and Masters (Florence, 2015), pp. 365-78. See also the stimulating studies in Letizia Arcangeli & 
Susanna Peyronel (eds.), Donne di potere nel Rinascimento (Rome, 2008).  
69 CǊŜǎǳΣ ά9ŘǳŎŀȊƛƻƴŜ ƭƛƴƎǳƛǎǘƛŎŀέΣ pp. 105-52. 
70 Natalie Tomas, The Medici Women: Gender and Power in Renaissance Florence (Aldershot, 2002), pp. 44-82. 
71 Leonello de Ptolemeis alias de Assassinis to Puccio Pucci, 24 July 1493. ASF, Signori, DB, OP, LC, MR 15, f. 
150r-v. 
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from Siena, which she much preferred to that of Florence.72 Noblewomen could thus expect to exercise 

a certain authority and agency in their affairs. In matters of government, the Farnese wives both 

oversaw the management of finances and trade, but also readily engaged in litigation with 

neighbouring communities ς and possibly lords. Primavera da Varano and Lella Orsini of Pitigliano 

litigated over stolen horses and cows with Siena and Orvieto and personally conducted financial 

transactions.73 Giovannella Caetani was involved in the sale of the agricultural surplus from her castle 

of Marta in Orvieto, as was Violante Monaldeschi.74 Perhaps the most eloquent example that illustrates 

the authority with which baronial women could participate in public affairs is a letter written by 

.ŀǘǘƛǎǘŀ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀΣ ǿƛŦŜ ƻŦ tƛŜǘǊƻ .ŜǊǘƻƭŘƻ LL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ, to the government of Orvieto in defence of 

ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΩǎ ƧǳǊƛǎŘƛŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ƛƴ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ [ŀǘŜǊŀΥ 

 

Magnificent men and those I regard as fathers, after my commendations etcetera. Because I heard that 

your podestà has taken and imprisoned one of my subjects from here in Latera named Pietro, also 

known as the ox, for a certain homicide committed by him against another of my subjects from Farnese 

in the countryside of Pitigliano, who has already been punished by the lord Pietro Bertoldo and released 

with his life because the death was the same as if he died for a cause, I am not a little bit surprised that 

your podestà wants to punish crimes committed in the territories of us Lords here, because it is neither 

his jurisdiction nor his duty, not knowing the [nature of the] crimes and not wanting to grasp that these 

were committed in our territories, which I cannot understand the reason of. I therefore pray your 

magnificences to take into consideration our [point of view] and that you will want justice to be done of 

your governor or his lieutenant as my subjects do not endure such injustice in your city as long as I 

demonstrate to desire no injustices to be done to any of yours in my territories. But as a result of my 

respect for justice and also the affection that I have for your city I shall use all my own power for my 

 
72 Geronima Farnese to Andrea da Foiano, 30 April 1491. ASF, MAP, LXXVII, 283r-v. 
73 Primavera da Varano to Balìa of Siena, 30 November 1483. ASS, Balìa 515, 99; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 127r; 
Agnelella Orsini to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 2 March 1470 & 1475. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 
686, parte 3, unfoliated. 
74 Giovannella Caetani to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 23 May 1486. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 686, 
parte 3, unfoliated; Violante Monaldeschi to Balìa of Siena, 12 & 20 March 1465. ASS, Concistoro 2010, 71, 80. 
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men here, asking you to release him and not give cause for offence before our superiors as I hope your 

magnificences will do, to whom I offer myself in all benefit and honour.75 

 

{ǳŎƘ ŀ ŦƻǊŎŜŦǳƭ ŘŜŦŜƴŎŜ ōȅ .ŀǘǘƛǎǘŀ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ƛƴǘǊǳǎƛƻƴ in the area of criminal justice that 

could potentially set a dangerous precedent shows strength of character. Moreover, she also expected 

that her voice would be heard and listened to. In such a context, it is unsurprising that wives and 

mothers not only had an active role in fosterƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀŘƻǇǘƛǾŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƪƛƴǎƘƛǇ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ but were 

actively involved in political affairs. A rare surviving (and heavily damaged) letter that Agnese Farnese 

wrote to Gentile Virginio Orsini, the employer of her sons Luca and Giovanni Savelli, on 3 September 

1494 requesting advice on what course to pursue ς this was the point at which King Charles VIII of 

France crossed the Alps and invaded Italy ς via letter or via personal intermediary if secrecy were 

required, is further proof that the senior women of the Farnese family took an active role in political 

affairs.76 

 The efforts of the Farnese men and their wives went further than merely overseeing their 

ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŜǎΩ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭƛŦŜΦ77 As lords, the Farnese invested in improvements of both 

 
75 άaŀƎƴƛŦƛŎƛ viri & tamq[uam] p[at]res post c[om]men[dationem] etc[etera]. P[er]ch[e] intendo el podesta 

vostro sti ha preso & tene i[n] pregione uno mio s[er]vitor[e] de qui da lathera chiamato pietro al[ia]s el toro 

p[er] certo homicidio p[er] esso co[m]messo c[ontr]a unaltro mio s[er]vitor[e] da farnexe i[n] el te[n]ime[n]to 

de pitigliano del quale p[er] el s[igno]re pierbertholdo e stato punito e lib[er]atoli la vita p[er]ch[e] el caso della 

mo[r]te fu stesso q[ua]lch[e] mori se ne de cagione, piglio admiration[e] no[n] piccola el podesta vostro vogli 

punire li maleficij facti i[n] le te[r]re di noi signori de qua p[er]ch[e] no[n] e sua jurisdictione ne officio no[n] 

solo dicog[n]osciuti malefitij ma diq[u]ale si voglia no[n] cognosiuto essendo c[om]messo i[n] le t[er]re nostre 

no[n] po di ragion[e] cognosciare. P[er] tanto prego le m[agnificen]tie v[ostre] ch[e] i[n]tuitu n[ost]ro & della 

iustitia voglino p[ro]veder[e] appresso al vostro gove[r]nator[e] o suo luocotene[n]te le miei s[er]vitori no[n] 

patino tale i[n]iustitie i[n] la citta vostra p[er]ch[e] ne dum chio soppo[r]tasse i[n] le mie t[er]re fusse f[ac]to 

i[n]iustitia ad nissuno de vostri. Ma p[er] rispecto de la iustitia et poi affection[e] ho a la citta vostra mettaria 

delle faculta mie p[ro]p[r]ie p[er] li ho[m]ini diquella prega[n]dolo lo facci relassar[e] ne ce dia materia di 

querela appresso li sup[er]iori come spero le v[ostre] m[agnificen]tie op[er]ara[n]no ad leq[u]ale me offero i[n] 

om[n]e loro beneficio e honore.έ 

.ŀǘǘƛǎǘŀ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ǘƻ Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 4 July 1485. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 686, 

parte 3, unfoliated. 
76 Agnese Farnese to Virginio Orsini, 3 September 1494. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 102, 
parte 3, f. 671r. 
77 !ƎŀƛƴΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ƴƻōƭŜ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǘƘŜ [ƻƳōŀǊŘȅ ǊŜƎƛƻƴ ƛǎ 
much more extensively covered than the Papal States for the fifteenth century and provides an interesting 
point of comparison: Andrea Gamberini & Fabrizio Pagnoni (eds.), [ŀ ǎƛƎƴƻǊƛŀ ǊǳǊŀƭŜ ƴŜƭƭΩLǘŀƭƛŀ ŘŜƭ ǘŀǊŘƻ 
Medioevo: 1. Gli spazi economici (Milan, 2019). 
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an organisational as well as a technological nature. Gabriele Francesco Farnese, for example, arranged 

a licence for a certain maestro Valentino da Gubbio to run his woodworks as master carpenter.78 The 

Farnese patrimony contained an infrastructure of mills, fisheries, and at the Lago di Bolsena bird nets 

were used to catch fowl for consumption or sale.79 Organising fishing rights for the communities on 

the shores of the lake was regulated by a treaty signed on Isola Bisentina in a meeting presided by 

Gabriele Francesco Farnese in 1463.80 Furthermore, in 1461 Angelo III, Gabriele Francesco, Pier Luigi I, 

and Pietro Bertoldo II Farnese instituted an annual fair in Valentano that started on the third Sunday 

of May for livestock, horses, donkeys, and other sorts of merchandise ς for which all customs were 

abolished for the duration of the market fair.81 The abolition of customs and the organisation of market 

fairs were instruments used for stimulating economic activity normally adopted by regional states or 

ǇǊƛƴŎŜƭȅ ǊǳƭŜǊǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎŀǎŜ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ōŀǊƻƴǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŜƳǳƭŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΦ82 

What the institution of a fair, management of tolls, and a treaty over fishing rights also suggests is a 

sense of authority over borders; the men, animals, and goods moving across them; and an interest in 

their spatial organisation. 

 ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜ ōƻǊŘŜǊǎ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ ŀ ǿƛŘŜǊ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻ ƻŎŎǳǇŀǘƛƻƴ 

with the spatiality of borders and control over the movement of persons and goods.83 In many cases, 

members of the Farnese were called upon to preside over meetings wherein neighbouring cities tried 

to resolve their local border disputes. Yet, the Farnese themselves likewise hammered out a series of 

deals with the Orsini of Pitigliano between 1472 and 1474 defining the exact border between Mezzano, 

 
78 Gabriele Francesco Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 25 July 1464. ASS, Concistoro 2008, 57. 
79 [ǳƛǘŜƴΣ άCǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ CŀƳƛƭȅΣ CǊǳƛǘ ŀƴŘ CƛǎƘέΦ 
80 Archivio Storico di Marta, Copie di lettere, sentenze e memorie diverse 357, ff. 6r-8r, published in Fabiano 
CŀƎƭƛŀǊƛ ½Ŝƴƛ .ǳŎƘƛŎŎƘƛƻΣ άDƭƛ ƻǊŀǘƻǊƛ ŘŜƭƭΩLǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀ Řŀƭ ǘŜƳǇƻ Řƛ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƎƭƛ ƛƴǘerventi di Antonio 
Řŀ {ŀƴƎŀƭƭƻ ƛƭ DƛƻǾŀƴŜέΣ ƛƴ aŀǳǊƛȊƛƻ /ŀƭǾŜǎƛΣ Roberto Cannatà & Claudio Strinati (eds.), Il Quattrocento a Viterbo 
(Rome, 1983), p. 127, note 29. 
81 Cruciano Codoni, Cenni storici intorno alla terra di Valentano (Viterbo, 1848). 
82 Franco CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƘƛ ϧ [ǳŎŀ aƻƭŁΣ άwŜƎƛƻƴŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ 9ŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘέΣ ƛƴ DŀƳōŜǊƛƴƛ ϧ [ŀȊȊŀǊƛƴƛΣ The 
Italian Renaissance State, pp. 444-66. 
83 I thank Luca Zenobi for our discussions on the issue of borders and for letting me read parts of his 
unpublished manuscript. For borders and territoriality in Quattrocento Italy, see the upcoming book based on 
his DPhil thesis. Luca Zenobi, ά.ƻǊŘŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ {ǇŀŎŜ ƛƴ [ŀǘŜ aŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ LǘŀƭȅΥ aƛƭŀƴΣ ±ŜƴƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 
¢ŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅέ ό5ΦtƘƛƭ ǘƘŜsis, University of Oxford, 2018). See also, Luciano Piffanelli, 
ά/ǊƻǎǎƛƴƎ .ƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎΥ ! tǊƻōƭŜƳ ƻŦ ¢ŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŀƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ LǘŀƭȅέΣ Viator 49/3 (2018), pp. 245-75. 
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Castiglione, and Pitigliano ς and by extension the border between the Papal States and the Holy Roman 

Empire.84 Similarly, the Farnese brokered acts to clarify the border between Valentano and Latera on 

4 January 1450, between Valentano and Bisenzio on 21 January 1466, and again Valentano and Latera 

on 18 May 1480.85 It is important to recognise, however, that greater precision in the spatial definition 

of borders and an increase in control did not necessarily lead to greater impediments to the freedom 

of movement as some of the surviving material vividly attests. On the contrary, on 22 March 1465 

Gabriele Francesco Farnese negotiated, also in name of his brother Pier Luigi, an agreement with the 

government of Castro that allowed the labourers of that city, under certain conditions, to work in the 

territory of Abbazia ad Ponte. This agreement was modelled on an earlier agreement between the 

communal government of Canino, on the one hand, and Gabriele Francesco Farnese and Aldo Conti as 

lords of Abbazia ad Ponte and Canino on the other. This earlier settlement, dated 14 April 1459, 

allowed workers from Canino access to the territory of Abbazia ad Ponte, and the Caninesi also 

received the right to let their cattle, especially their milk cows and buffalos, graze in the pastures 

there.86 In these cases, the Farnese removed restrictions on the freedom of movement of goods and 

labour with aims of integrating their patrimony, rationalising its labour force, and organising 

ƘǳǎōŀƴŘǊȅΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǎŜǊǾŜ ŀǎ ŀƴ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎŀǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

patrimony but also shed light on their self-perception as independent lords in full control of their 

borders and with full authority to legislate. 

 This sense of independence and negotiation on a basis of equality with the larger Italian 

territorial states is perhaps best reflected in the constant stream of litigation with Siena over the 

release of imprisoned vassals or the extradition of convicts. Two examples from 1434 can be taken as 

illustrative. In a nocturnal raid, men from the contado of Siena had entered Farnese territories near 

Montalto and were caught stealing horses belonging to one of his subjects. They made off with their 

 
84 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 126v. 
85 Archivio Storico del Comune di Valentano e Archivio di Castro, Atti di delimitazione dei confini territoriali 45, 
46 & 47. 
86 Copies of these deals are preserved in ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated. 
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booty, while another party had stolen 68 bestie grosse after a scuffle that left a man from the town of 

Farnese dead. When writing to the Sienese government, Ranuccio insisted that all losses be 

compensated for and the perpetrators be handed over to him for punishment.87 The perpetrators were 

ǎƻƻƴ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ ǎƻƭŘƛŜǊǎ ƻŦ bƛŎŎƻƭƼ CƻǊǘŜōǊŀŎŎƛƻΣ {ƛŜƴŀΩǎ army captain, and although there are no 

clues as to how and whether the dispute was resolved, Ranuccio sent one of his men to Siena ς 

ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƻ ŘŜŦŜƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ƭƻǊŘΩǎ ŎŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǇŜǊǎƻƴΦ88 There was no guarantee that payments would in fact 

be made, although occasionally they were. When in 1438 a Catalan galley, presumably engaged in the 

wars raging in the Kingdom of Naples, staged a raid near Montalto and took twelve cows aboard and 

sailed off, Siena reimbursed these losses inflicted by its allies, although the subsequent litigation did 

lead to a conflict over respective jurisdictional boundaries and superiority. At the same time, as 

Ranuccio lamented, the dispute of 1434 was still left unresolved.89 As the exchange between Battista 

ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ŀƴŘ hǊǾƛŜǘƻΣ ŀ Ŏƛǘȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ǇŀǇŀƭ ǊǳƭŜΣ ŀǘǘŜǎts, such litigation was ubiquitous 

between any neighbouring communities or lords who could claim authority over criminal affairs. In 

fact, Ranuccio even intervened in favour of the city of Viterbo when Sienese forces stole 3,000 sheep. 

However, he did so as papal commissioner and commander of the armies in the Patrimony of St Peter 

in Tuscia.90 Nonetheless, exercising the right to request reparations seemed to be intrinsically linked 

to the possession of jurisdictional authority. The Farnese possessed full jurisdictional powers for all 

their allodial holdings, and the texts of the papal vicariates without exception delegate the merum et 

mixtum imperium cum gladiis potestatis.91 Lords were expected to exercise their judicial office, and if 

they were absent on military campaigns, their wives took over.92 Papal justice was still a distant 

prospect during the Quattrocento: it only made significant inroads in the Papal States during the late-

 
87 Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 10 June, 23 July & 3 August 1434. ASS, Concistoro 1932, 44, 54, 63. 
88 Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 15 August 1434. ASS, Concistoro 1932, 71; Ranuccio XVII Farnese to 
Balìa of Siena, 20 August 1434. ASS, Concistoro 2008, 68. 
89 Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 21 April, 6 June, 17 June & 4 July 1438. ASS, Concistoro 1940, 16, 44, 
45, 50, 59. 
90 Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 6 March 1433. ASS, Concistoro 1931, 99. 
91 /ŜƴƎŀǊƭŜΣ ά[ƻǊŘǎƘƛǇǎΣ CƛŜŦǎΣ ŀƴŘ Ψ{Ƴŀƭƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩέΣ нуп-303; Carocci, Vassalli del papa, pp. 34-8. 
92 Violante Monaldeschi to Balìa of Siena, 22 September 1468. ASS, Concistoro 2020, 18. 
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sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and not without fierce resistance from not only the nobles at 

whose expense it was introduced but also from local communities who preferred to have criminal 

justice dispensed by lords with whom they entertained personal connections rather than foreign papal 

agents with a rapid turnover in office.93 The papacy simply did not possess the manpower or authority 

to infringe on baronial privileges, and the delegation of criminal justice to the feudal nobility was as 

much a practical solution as a right that barons felt was entirely their due. 

 It is imporǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŜȄŜǊŎƛǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƻǊŘǎƘƛǇ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ 

were no other local institutions in place. In fact, many sources attest to the existence of a host of offices 

and institutions to which lordly powers were delegated. These included castellans, viscounts, podestà, 

and communal councils.94 For example, in 1469 the Consiglio comunale of Canino, after a request by 

its sindaco generale on behalf of Benedetto da Orte ς the podestà appointed by Gabriele Francesco 

and Pier Luigi Farnese ς appointed two representatives to present the small sum traditionally due to 

Toscanella on the feast of Santi Martiri Secondiano, Veriano, and Marcelliano so the town could remain 

part of ToǎŎŀƴŜƭƭŀΩǎ contado.95 The implications of remaining formally subject to Toscanella will be 

examined below; here the discussion will focus on the institutions and offices in place in a large town 

like Canino. Even if the podestà ǿŀǎ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ōȅ /ŀƴƛƴƻΩǎ ƭƻǊŘǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŀ communal council 

that decided on day-to-day affairs and a (presumably elected) mayor who oversaw the deliberations. 

There is no reason why Canino should be regarded as exceptional. Marta, for example, had an 

appointed podestà and communal governments are attested during the short period of direct papal 

rule under Nicholas V and Callixtus III.96 Bequests to chancellors and castellans in Farnese wills further 

 
93 Irene Fosi, Papal Justice: Subjects and Courts in the Papal State, 1500-1750 (Washington DC, 2011). 
94 Serio, Una gloriosa sconfitta, pp. 75-85; Caravale & Caracciolo, Lo Stato pontificio, p. 45; The interaction 
between local communal government and noble power in the Papal States is much-ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ ΨƴŜǿΩ 
papal families like the Borghese and Barberini. Bertrand Forclaz, [Ŝ ŦŀƳƛƭƭŜ .ƻǊƎƘŜǎŜ Ŝǘ ǎŜǎ ŦƛŜŦǎΥ ƭΩŀǳǘƻǊƛǘŞ 
ƴŞƎƻŎƛŞŜ Řŀƴǎ ƭΩ;ǘŀǘ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀƭ ŘΩ!ƴŎƛŜƴ wŞƎƛƳŜ (Rome, 2006); Caroline Castiglione, Patrons and Adversaries: 
Nobles and Villagers in Italian Politics, 1640-1760 (Oxford, 2005). 
95 ACAT, Pergamena 67, published in Giuseppe Giontella (ed.), [Ŝ ǇŜǊƎŀƳŜƴŜ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ǊŎƘƛǾƛƻ /ŀǇƛǘƻƭŀǊŜ Řƛ 

Tuscania (Rome, 1998), pp. 192-4. 
96 ASV, Reg. Vat. 436, ff. 281v-282v; ASVit, Archivio notarile distrettuale di Viterbo 56, f. 6r-v. 
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support the presence of offices that reinforced seigneurial government.97 Apart from lay offices, the 

Farnese were often in possession or were granted the iuspatronatus of churches and other clerical 

institutions. In Valentano, for example, they were granted the iuspatronatus over the Church of 

{ŀƴǘΩ!ƴǘƻƴƛƻ ōȅ 9ǳƎŜƴŜ L± ƛƴ мпотΣ ƻŦ {ŀƴǘΩAntonio again and San Barnabeo in Valentano by Pius II in 

1462.98 Additionally, RanuccioΩǎ will specifically mentions the iuspatronatus of the church of Latera.99 

It is likely the Farnese retained the iura patronatus of the Franciscan friaries founded on Isola Bisentina 

and in Canino.100 Farnese lordship must therefore not only have impacted the lay government of the 

towns under their rule but also their religious affairs. At the same time a balance was struck that left 

practical matters to self-government and maintained the existing communal institutions unaltered. 

Only the appointment of a podestà, viscount or castellan supplemented these bodies. The view that 

emerges, therefore, is one in which a plurality of governmental institutions characterised the political 

community of the lordship. 

 

Citizenship 

The involvement of Farnese women and men in governing their patrimony presupposes their presence 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŜǎΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ōŜƎǎ ǘƘŜ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴ 

of city palaces and the prominence attributed to them. In part this revolves around the assumption 

that the city was a natural focus of any dynasty with political aspirations in Quattrocento Italy. Yet, the 

evidence suggests this view requires alteration. As virtually all letters written by members of the 

Farnese family mention a date and place of writing, it is possible to make some assumptions on the 

basis of, albeit limited, information. Table 1 plots the location of writing for 141 letters written 

between 1417 and 1495 at one of their territories in the countryside or city residences. I have not 

included those letters written while on military campaign. Table 2 and 3 then subdivide these results 

 
97 ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 351, f. 131vΤ [ŜŦŜǾǊŜΣ άLƭ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘƻέΣ ǇΦ нлмΦ 
98 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 124v-126r. 
99 [ŜŦŜǾǊŜΣ άLƭ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘƻέΣ ǇΦ мфуΦ 
100 See Chapter 3. 
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for the period 1417-1450 and the period 1450-1495. Only nine letters were written by ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

wives due to their underrepresentation in the surviving material. 

 

 

Table 1: Letters 1417-1495 
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Table 3: Letters 1450-1495 

 

Several important conclusions can be drawn on the basis of the information contained in these tables. 

First, a preference for several residences is observable, and within that preference there is a shift 

between the first and second half of the Quattrocento. Where during the first half of the Quattrocento 

ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ ŎŀǎǘƭŜ ƻŦ LǎŎƘƛŀ ǿŀǎ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLΩǎ ŦŀǾƻǳǊŜŘ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎŜΣ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŀƴǘǎ ǊŜǎƛŘŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ 

often in Valentano and Capodimonte.101 This shift coincides with construction work that was executed 

at both Valentano and Capodimonte when both castles were transformed into more palatial 

residences around the middle of the century.102 The presence of extensive living quarters suitable for 

housing the family, hosting guests, and displaying dynastic authority seems to have been the 

determining factor over considerations of a military nature. Abbazia ad Ponte, for example, was one 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǎƛƴƎ ŎŀǎǘƭŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ its impressive moated fortifications and large keep that 

 
101 For the castles of Ischia, Valentano, and Capodimonte, see Figures 11 and 13-14 in the Appendix. 
102 Pannucci, I castelli, pp. 139-41. 
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dominated the bridge over the river Fiora.103 However, living space inside was constricted and, as a 

consequence, its role as a seat of government limited. Secondly, although the tables do not show it, 

there is a peculiar preference of Farnese wives for castles that their respective husbands did not often 

frequent. Giovannella Caetani wrote two of the three letters preserved by her hand in Marta ς a castle 

we know her father-in-law Ranuccio XVII had reserved in his will as a residence for his soon to be 

widowed wife, Agnesella Monaldeschi.104 tƛŜǘǊƻ .ŜǊǘƻƭŘƻ LLΩǎ ŦŀǾƻǳǊŜŘ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ ōǳǘ Ƙƛǎ 

ǿƛŦŜ .ŀǘǘƛǎǘŀ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ǿǊƻǘŜ ŦǊƻƳ [ŀǘŜǊŀΦ105 Whereas Ranuccio XVIII spent most of his time in 

Valentano, his wife Primavera wrote from Ischia.106 Another such oddity is that the only letter written 

by Lella Orsini is also the only letter written in Gradoli.107 Whether this tells us something about the 

absence of marital bliss in arranged marriages for political benefit or the tendency to live separately in 

order to share in the government is hard to tell. Contemporary examples suggest that couples tended 

to collaborate as Arbeitspaar at all levels of early modern society. It is conceivable that in order to 

utilise the advantages of physical presence for government and dispensing justice, living separately for 

durations of the year, a state often the case anyways when the husband was away on military duty, 

was the norm for noble spouses.108 

 ¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎΩ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ 

writing is the low number written from city palaces. Only Viterbo and Rome appear, and Viterbo is 

overrepresented as all letters written there by Ranuccio XVII Farnese date from the period in 1431 and 

1432 when he used that city as a base for military manoeuvres. The only other letter from Viterbo was 

 
103 See Figures 31 and 32 in the Appendix. 
104 Giovannella Caetani to Lorenzo and Giannozzo Pucci, 26 October 1493, and Giovannella Caetani to Lorenzo 

Pucci, 26 January 1494. ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 340, ff. 42r, 138r. 
105 .ŀǇǘƛǎǘŀ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ǘƻ Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 4 July 1485. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 
сусΣ ǇŀǊǘŜ оΣ ǳƴŦƻƭƛŀǘŜŘΤ .ŀǇǘƛǎǘŀ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ǘƻ tŀƻƭƻ /ŀǾŀƭƭŀǊƻΣ м !ǳƎǳǎǘ мпууΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ [···±LLLΣ ŦΦ опr. 
106 Primavera da Varano to Balìa of Siena, 30 November 1483. ASS, Balìa 515, 99. 
107 Lella Orsini to Puccio Pucci, 30 January 1494. ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 340, f. 140r. 
108 Carolyn James, ! wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ aŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΥ ¢ƘŜ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ tŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ !ƭƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ LǎŀōŜƭƭŀ ŘΩ9ǎǘŜ ŀƴŘ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ 
Gonzaga, 1490-1519 όhȄŦƻǊŘΣ нлнлύΤ /ŀǊƻƭȅƴ WŀƳŜǎΣ άaŀǊriage by Correspondence: Politics and Domesticity in 
ǘƘŜ [ŜǘǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ LǎŀōŜƭƭŀ ŘΩ9ǎǘŜ ŀƴŘ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ DƻƴȊŀƎŀΣ мпфл-мрмфέΣ Renaissance Quarterly 65/2 (2012), pp. 321-
52; Sarah Cockram, LǎŀōŜƭƭŀ ŘΩ9ǎǘŜ ŀƴŘ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ DƻƴȊŀƎŀΥ tƻǿŜǊ {ƘŀǊƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ wŜƴŀƛǎǎance Court 
(Farnham, 2012); The term Arbeitspaar, a collaborating couple, was conceptualised in Heide Wunder, Ψ9Ǌ ƛǎǘ ŘƛŜ 
{ƻƴƴΣ ǎƛŜ ƛǎǘ ŘŜǊ aƻƴŘΩΥ CǊŀǳŜƴ ƛƴ ŘŜǊ CǊǸƘŜ bŜǳȊŜƛǘ (Munich, 1992), pp. 90-117. 
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written by Alessandro Farnese on 4 November 1493 when he was part of the entourage of Pope 

Alexander VI.109 Similarly, Ranuccio XVII and Gabriele Francesco wrote letters from Rome when visiting 

the papal court although the remainder of letters from Rome were indeed penned when the Farnese 

had acquired a palace there at the end of the century. In light of these conclusions it is possible to re-

evaluate IŜƭƎŜ DŀƳǊŀǘƘΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ level of provinciality is attested by their 

construction of a palace in Viterbo, not Rome.110 His remark entirely misses the point in two respects: 

Ranuccio XVII never intended for himself or his heirs to live in Viterbo permanently, and it 

anachronistically regards Rome as the place where any aspiring family was supposed to own a palace. 

It was only in the second half of the Quattrocento that Rome started to exhibit the traits of a capital 

city. Moreover, the decision to invest in palaces in the vicinity of the papal court ran parallel with the 

growing attraction of acquiring offices at the papal Curia as ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎ ǾŜƴŀƭƛǘȅΦ wƻƳŜΩǎ 

palaces were in the first place built or embellished for and by prominent clerics. For some of the most 

prominent lay members of Renaissance society ς the baronial elite ς their city palaces remained 

uninhabited for most of the year.111 Christine Shaw is certainly correct in asserting that barons would 

have had little incentive to become involved in civic politics themselves, although baronial families did 

influence civic politics through their connections to factions and palaces were a useful tool for dynastic 

representation in the city.112 It may not be entirely accidental that Ranuccio XVII when he was 

personally involved in organising the war against the Prefetti di Vico and their Ghibelline faction in 

Viterbo bouƎƘǘ ŀ ǇŀƭŀŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ōŜƭƻƴƎŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¢ƛƎƴƻǎƛΣ ±ƛǘŜǊōƻΩǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ DƘƛōŜƭƭƛƴŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ Lts new 

façade with a Farnese coat of arms displayed above the main gate, the various Farnese escutcheons 

on the windowsills of the eastern front facing the bridge that formed the main road leading from the 

 
109 Alessandro Farnese to Giannozzo Pucci, 4 November 1493. ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 340, f. 48r-v; 
It must be noted, however, that Gabriele Francesco Farnese passed away in the Palazzo Farnese in Viterbo. 
BCA, Riforme 20, ff. 71v-72v. 
110 Gamrath, Farnese, p. 23; Andrea ½ƻǊȊƛΣ άwŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜέΣ DBI. 
111 Sandro Carocci makes a similar point about Trecento Roman barons. Even though their Roman residences 
were extensive fortifications with keeps, palisades, and curtain walls and differed little in architecture from 
countrysiŘŜ ŎŀǎǘƭŜǎΣ ōŀǊƻƴǎ ǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǇŜƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΦ {ŀƴŘǊƻ /ŀǊƻŎŎƛΣ ά.ŀǊƻƴƛ ƛƴ ŎƛǘǘŁΥ 
/ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀȊƛƻƴƛ ǎǳƭƭΩƛƴǎŜŘƛŀƳŜƴǘƻ Ŝ ƛ ŘƛǊƛǘǘƛ ǳǊōŀƴƛ ŘŜƭƭŀ ƎǊŀƴŘŜ ƴƻōƛƭǘŁέΣ ƛƴ 9ǘƛŜƴƴŜ IǳōŜǊǘ όŜŘΦύΣ Rome aux XIIIe 
et XIVe siècles: Cinq études (Rome, 1993), pp. 137-73. 
112 Shaw, Barons and Castellans, pp. 51-66. 
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city centre to the cathedral, and the other sills reminiscent of those of the papal palace left little doubt 

about who owned the edifice or their political allegiance. Ultimately, therefore, the Farnese palace in 

Viterbo was built for projecting power rather than creating a space for inhabiting. 

 Apart from power projection, owning a palace within the city walls was also a prerequisite for 

obtaining citizenship. Yet, the incentives for requesting citizenship by feudal nobles are not always well 

understood. The notion of an opposition between cives ς citizens and politically active burghers of 

towns ς and feudal nobles is persistent.113 But, as Massimo Vallerani argues, citizenship in late-

medieval Italy was rarely a fully articulated legal status but a personal attribution ς one that was not 

necessarily passed on to next generations. Citizenship could encompass different hierarchies of 

belonging, and as a result, the rights and obligations that came with it varied.114 Thus, members of the 

Farnese family were enrolled as barons of the contado, which excluded them from taking up political 

office under the prevalent anti-magnate legislation. Moreover, whenever citizenship was granted, the 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ƻǊ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǇƭŜŘƎŜŘ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǘƻ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴŜΩǎ ŎƻŦŦŜǊǎΦ 

Thus, when on 22 November 1482 the government of Viterbo formally granted Pier Luigi I Farnese and 

his heirs citizenship, an annual contribution of 50 ducats and 200 salmas of grain was stipulated.115 

Pier Luigi probably committed himself to similar obligations when he requested the citizenship of 

Toscanella for himself and his heirs in 1483.116 There is evidence that the Farnese owned tracts of land, 

palaces, and real estate in Viterbo, Toscanella, Corneto, and their immediate surroundings during the 

Trecento and Quattrocento, and apart from Pier Luigi both his brother Gabriele Francesco and his 

father Ranuccio XVII had acquired citizenship as well.117 The sums invested in Florence and the real 

 
113 tƛŜǊǊŜ wŀŎƛƴŜΣ ά[ŀ ŎƛǘƻȅŜƴƴŜǘŞ Ŝƴ LǘŀƭƛŜ ŀǳ aƻȅŜƴ $ƎŜέΣ Le Moyen Age 115/1 (2009), pp. 87-108. 
114 aŀǎǎƛƳƻ ±ŀƭƭŜǊŀƴƛΣ ά[ŀ ŎƛǘǘŀŘƛƴŀƴȊŀ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛŎŀΥ !ǘǘǊƛōǳȊƛƻƴŜ Ŝ ƭƛƳƛǘŀȊƛƻƴŜ ŘŜƭƭŀ civilitas nei comuni italiani 
ŦǊŀ ·LLL Ŝ ·± ǎŜŎƻƭƻέΣ ƛƴ {ŀǊŀ aŜƴȊƛƴƎŜǊ όŜŘΦύΣ Cittadinanze medievali: Dinamiche di appartenenza a un corpo 
comunitario (Rome, 2017), pp. 113-43. 
115 BCA, Riforme 21, f. 197v. 
116 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 136r. 
117 BCA, Riforme 20, ff. 71v-72v; ASCOT, Fondo Diplomatico 141/1 & 141/2, published in Giuseppe Giontella & 

Anna Alberta Santi (eds.), Codice diplomatico tuscanese (XIV secolo) (Rome, 2017), pp. 291-4; ACAT, Pergamene 

42, published in Giontella, Le pergamene, pp. 116-18; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 125r-126v; Insolera, Discorsi, 

Annali, e Privilegij, p. 245; Supino, [ŀ ΨaŀǊƎŀǊƛǘŀ /ƻǊƴŜǘŀƴŀΩΣ ǇǇΦ офс-7. 
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estate owned in Siena suggest that the Farnese had obtained certain rights or citizenship of both 

communes ς a privilege that in the case of Siena had already been granted to various Farnese in 1339, 

1361, 1381, and 1384.118 In 1436 Ranuccio participated in the ritual procession held annually in Siena 

on the feast day of Santa Maria Assunta carrying and presenting to the city a banner (palio) estimated 

to be worth 100 lira thus performing an act that underscored the bond existing between the commune 

ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ΨǎǳōƧŜŎǘΩ ƭƻǊŘΦ119 Several weeks before Ranuccio had staunchly defended his juridical 

independence, suggesting that performance of the ceremony was above all intended to ensure that 

he kept his citizenship. Finally, the Farnese had held the citizenship of Orvieto since the early Trecento.  

! ŘƛǎǇǳǘŜ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ hǊǾƛŜǘƻ 

sheds light on the motivations that lay behind the efforts of acquiring and keeping citizenship ς even 

if this entailed the payment of an annual contribution.120 This dispute between Orvieto and Gabriele 

Francesco Farnese was decided before a tribunal consisting of Pope Sixtus IV and the governor of the 

Patrimony of St Peter in Tuscia. The Farnese argued, almost certainly justified on the basis of 

precedent, that by virtue of their citizenship they did not have to pay import tolls in Orvieto or its 

territory.121 Sixtus and the governor ruled in their favour, and the town council acquiesced on 5 

February 1473, that Gabriele Francesco Farnese, all members of his house, and their subjects were 

exempt from paying any gabella on agricultural products and animals sold or bought in the city or its 

territories.122 This did not permanently resolve all conflict, and Pier Luigi complained on 18 January 

 
118 Orlando Malavolti, Historia del Sig. Orlando Malavolti (Venice 1599), II, ff. 99r, 122v, 147r-148r, 150r-151r. 
119 aƛŎƘŀŜƭ aŀǊǘƻŎŎƛƻΣ ά.ǳǊƴƛƴg the Candle at Both Ends: Candle Making as State Making in Renaissance Siena 
ŀƴŘ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜέΣ ƛƴ aŀǊƪ WǳǊŘƧŜǾƛŎ ϧ wƻƭŦ {ǘǊǄƳ-Olsen (eds.), Rituals of Politics and Culture in Early Modern 
Europe: Essays in Honour of Edward Muir (Toronto, 2016), pp. 111-36. 
120 LƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ŀƳƻƴƎ hǊǾƛŜǘƻΩǎ ǘǊƛōǳǘŀǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ мофп ŀƴŘ мппу ōǳǘ ŘƛŘ ŦƻǊ мпсуΦ 
ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 686, parte 2, filza 17, ff. 450r-462v. 
121 Ranuccio XVII Farnese did not expect to have to pay any toll for transporting his cattle through Orvietan 
ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊȅΥ άbƻōƛƭŜǎ ŀƳƛŎƛ ŎŀǊƛǎǎƛƳƛ ǎŀƭǳǘŜώƳϐΦ Lƻ ƳŀƴŘƻ ŀƭ ǇώǊŜǎŜϐƴǘŜ ǇώŜǊϐ ƻŎǘƻ Ƴƛƻ ōŜǎǘƛŀƳŜ Ŝƭ ǉǳŀƭŜ Ƙƻ ƛƴ 
quello di Todi p[er] ritornare de qua. P[er]tanto prigo le V[ost]re M[agnificentie] ve piaza op[erar]e possino 
liberaƳŜώƴϐǘŜ ǇŀǎǎŀǊŜ ǇώŜǊϐ ƭǳ ǾώƻǎǘϐǊƻ ǘŜƴƛƳŜƴǘƻ ǎŜƴȊŀ ŀƭŎǳƴƻ ǇŀƎŀƳŜƴǘƻΦέ Lƴ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƭŜǘǘŜǊΥ ά[ŜƻƴŀǊŘƻ Ŝ 
Petricone p[rese]nti portatori ad mia instantia menano certa qua[n]tita de mei porci nele parti dista, p[er]tanto 
prego le M[agnificentie] V[ostre] ch[e] neƭƻǊ ǘǊŀƴǎƛǘƻ ƴƻώƴϐ ǎƛŀƴƻ ƳƻƭŜǎǘŀǘƛ ŘŀƭŎǳƴŀ ƎŀōŜƭƭŀ ƴŜ ŘŀƭǘǊƻ ǇŀǎǎŀƎƛƻΦέ 
Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 23 October 1433 & undated. ASN, Archivio 
Farnesiano, busta 686, parte 3, unfoliated. 
122 ASO, Riformagioni 221, ff. 48v-50r. 
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1474 that his castellan of Cellere was requested to pay the gabella.123 Over a decade later, when 

Ranuccio XVIII sent some of his men to Orvieto to purchase a large quantity of wine, he presumed to 

ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀŎǉǳƛǊŜ ƛǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ ŀƴȅ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘǳŜǎΣ άŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ƳȅǎŜƭŦ ŀƴ hǊǾƛŜǘŀƴ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴ 

because we ǳǎŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ Ƙŀōƛǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƛƴ hǊǾƛŜǘƻΦέ124 The emphasis of having lived in Orvieto was 

overstated, but what Ranuccio tried to purvey was a sense of belonging. He articulated this by asserting 

ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ƭƛǾŜŘ ōƻǘƘ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ hǊǾƛŜǘƻΩǎ Ŏƛǘȅ ǿŀƭƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭƭȅ ōȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ hǊǾƛŜǘƻΩǎ 

citizens familiarmente. Regulations for citizenship nonetheless specified the need to own a city palace 

and to live there for a certain part of the year. As it was near impossible to ascertain the latter, barons 

tended to get away with merely owning a palace within the city walls and perhaps occasionally 

inhabiting it when business affairs required. The economic privileges that came with citizenship 

mattered more. The cities neighbouring the Farnese patrimony were the most important markets for 

the sale of agricultural surpluses. Moreover, being able to access these markets without having to pay 

an import tax clearly outweighed the obligation ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀƴƴǳŀƭ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊȅΦ .ȅ 

acquiring citizenship, and hence no longer being subjected to taxes, duties, and fees on agricultural 

produce from their territories, the Farnese sought to achieve the best conditions for the economic 

integration of their patrimony into the wider Italian market. 

Paying tribute to register the nominal subjection of individual Farnese lordships to nearby cities 

served in similar fashion ς the sottomissioni the small annual contributions referred to had often been 

negotiated in the distant medieval past. The aforementioned instance where the communal council 

and the podestà appointed by the Farnese decided to pay their annual contribution to Toscanella 

provides a vivid example.125 ²ƘŜƴ ǘƻǿƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ contado, freedom of movement 

 
123 ά[ŀ ŎŀƎƛƻƴώŜϐ Řƛ ǉǳŜǎǘŀ ώƭŜǘǘŜǊŀϐ ǎƛŜ ŎƘώŜϐ {ώŜǊϐ !ƳŀŘƛƻ ƴώƻǎǘϐǊƻ ŎŀǎǘŜƭƭŀƴƻ ƛƴ /ŜƎƭƛŀƭƛ Ƙŀ ǾŜώƴϐŘǳǘƛ ŎŜǊǘƛ ǇƻǊŎƛ 
in testo de Orvieto nelli quali noi havemo qualch[e] interesse: do[n]ne ce ha d[e]c[t]o e stato richieso del 
pagare la gabella, credo sappiate ŎƘώŜϐ ƛƴ ǉǳŜƭƭƻ ƴƻƛ ƘŀǾŜƳƻ Řŀ ŦŀǊώŜϐ ƴƻώƴϐ ǎƛŀƳƻ ǘŜƴǳǘƻ ŀŘ ǇŀƎŀǊώŜϐ ƎŀōŜƭƭŀΦέ 
Pier Luigi I Farnese to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 18 January 1474. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 686, 
parte 3, unfoliated. 
124 άwŜǇǳǘŀƴŘƻƳƛ ƴƻώƴϐ ŀƭǘǊŀƳŜƴǘŜ ŎƛǘŀŘƛƴƻ Řƛ hǊǾƛŜǘƻ ŎƘώŜϐ ǎŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊƳŜƴǘŜ ƘŀōƛǘŀǎǎƛƳƻ ƛƴ hǊǾƛŜǘƻΦέ 
Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Conservators of Peace of Oriveto, 30 November 1486. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, 
busta 686, parte 3, unfoliated. 
125 ACAT, Pergamena 67, published in Giontella, Le pergamene, pp. 192-4. 
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ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴǎΣ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳƻŘƛǘƛŜǎ ǿŀǎ ŜƴǎǳǊŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǳǊǎ Ŧor improving their 

ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ȅƛŜƭŘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƳŀǘŎƘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ŦƻǊ ŜƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎǳǊǇƭǳǎŜǎ 

reached the market and fetched the best possible price. Hence also the importance attributed to papal 

privileges for the import and export of cereals, salt, and wine. Several of such privileges that were 

bestowed by Eugene IV and Nicholas V are attested in the inventory of the Farnese archive.126 

Moreover, Ranuccio XVIII Farnese obtained a privilege for the export of grain destined for the Apostolic 

Palace on 3 November 1477, whereas Pier Luigi I Farnese obtained one for supplying the papal wine 

cellars.127 Political connections and economic interests thus overlapped. It is difficult to reconstruct the 

minutiae of the connections between landed nobles and the world of agricultural trade, but Luciano 

Palermo has analysed the organisation of grain imports from the Papal States to Rome. It may be 

significant that mercantile families such as the Medici, Piccolomini, Tolomei, Vitelleschi, and Bussi ς 

families with whom the Farnese had close political and dynastic affiliations ς were extensively involved 

in the cereal trade.128 

 Economic ties with nearby communes encouraged social ties with the leading families of the 

civic patriciate. A body of clients and kin that was eligible for communal office and partook in council 

ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŘŜŦŜƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜs. In turn, it was 

expected that the Farnese would use their not inconsiderable power to promote their kinΩǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƭƛŜƴǘΩǎ 

interests.129 Thus, when Luca Monaldeschi was imprisoned by the regime of Orvieto in 1474, Gabriele 

 
126 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 134r-vΤ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǇǊƛǾƛƭŜƎŜǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŦŜǊǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴ tŀǳƭ LLLΩǎ мрор ŎƻƴŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ 
Montalto to his son Pier Luigi II Farnese. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 1871, ff. 4v-5v. 
127 Sixtus IV to Ranuccio XVIII Farnese, 3 November 1477. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 1739; Sixtus IV to Pier 
Luigi I Farnese, 15 March 1483. ASV, Arm. XXXIX, 15, f. 423r. 
128 [ǳŎƛŀƴƻ tŀƭŜǊƳƻΣ ά[ΩŀǇǇǊƻǾǾƛƎƛƻƴŀƳŜƴǘƻ ƎǊŀƴŀǊƛƻ ŘŜƭƭŀ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭŜΥ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎƘŜ Ŝ ŎŀǊǊƛŜǊŜ ŎǳǊƛŀƭƛ ŀ 
Roma alƭŀ ƳŜǘŁ ŘŜƭ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻέΣ ƛƴ {ŜǊƎƛƻ DŜƴǎƛƴƛ όŜŘΦύΣ Roma capitale (1447-1527) (San Miniato, 1994), pp. 
145-205. 
129 The historiography on noble influence in nearby cities is much better covered for the communes of 

Lombardy. See at least, Marco Gentile, Fazioni al governo: politica e società a Parma nel Quattrocento (Rome, 

2009), pp. 226-рмΤ tƛŜǊǊŜ {ŀǾȅΣ ά9ƴǘǊŜ ƳƻƴŘŜ ǳǊōŀƛƴ Ŝǘ ǇƻǳǾƻƛǊ ŘǳŎŀƭΥ ƭΩƛŘŜƴǘƛǘŞ ǎƻŎƛŀƭŜ ŘŜ ǉǳŜƭǉǳŜǎ ŦŀƳƛƭƭŜǎ 

aristocratiques dans la Lombardie du XVe ǎƛŝŎƭŜέΣ ƛƴ !ƴƴŀ .ŜƭƭŀǾƛǘƛǎ ϧ LǎŀōŜƭƭŜ Chabot (eds.), Famiglie e poteri in 

Italia tra medioevo ed età moderna (Rome, 2009) pp. 151-утΤ [ŜǘƛȊƛŀ !ǊŎŀƴƎŜƭƛΣ ά¦ƴ ƭƛƎƴŀƎƎƛƻ ǇŀŘŀƴƻ ǘǊŀ 

ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳƛŀ ǎƛƎƴƻǊƛƭŜ Ŝ ŎƻǊǘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŜǎŎŀΥ ƛ tŀƭƭŀǾƛŎƛƴƛέΣ ƛƴ aŀǊŎƻ DŜƴǘƛƭŜ ϧ tƛŜǊǊŜ {ŀǾȅ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Noblesse et états 

princiers et Italie et en France au XVe siècle (Rome, 2009), pp. 29-мллΤ [ŜǘƛȊƛŀ !ǊŎŀƴƎŜƭƛΣ άtǊƛƴŎƛǇƛΣ homines, e 

ΨpartesaniΩ ƴŜƭ ǊƛǘƻǊƴƻ ŘŜƛ wƻǎǎƛέΣ ƛƴ [ŜǘƛȊƛŀ !ǊŎŀƴƎŜƭƛ ϧ aŀǊŎƻ DŜƴǘƛƭŜ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Le signorie dei Rossi di Parma tra 
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Francesco pressured the government to release his cousin.130 In Viterbo the Farnese took the interests 

of the Bussi and Gatti families at heart during an inheritance dispute these families had with the 

Bellanti of Siena.131 The Farnese also despatched representatives to attend the funeral of Princivalle 

ŘŜΩ DŀǘǘƛΣ ±ƛǘŜǊōƻΩǎ ƴƻƳƛƴŀƭ ƭŜŀŘŜǊΣ ŀŦǘŜǊ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƳǳǊŘŜǊŜŘ ōȅ Ƙƛǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊƛǾŀƭǎ ς an act that seemed 

ǘƻ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳƛǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ tǊƛƴŎƛǾŀƭƭŜΩǎ ǎƻƴΣ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛΣ ŀǎ Ƙƛǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƘŜƛǊΦ132 Ranuccio XVII 

borrowed considerable sums from Domenico Bussi in order to support the communal government of 

Castro.133 His grandson, Ranuccio XVIII Farnese, supported the election of Cesare dei Malvicini as 

podestà of Lucca, a protégé ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ±ƛǘŜǊōƻΩǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ who had just finished his studies.134 

Ranuccio XVIII also maintained contact with Paolo Ciose in Viterbo who had been a former soldier in 

his service. Ranuccio exchanged news about international affairs ς the recent alliance concluded 

between the Sforza and France in 1492 and the commitment to peace of Innocent VIII and King 

Ferrante of Naples are two of the topics broached ς but also local news concerning Giovanni ŘŜΩ Gatti 

ŀƴŘ ±ƛǘŜǊōƻΩǎ ŀŦŦŀƛǊǎΦ135 

¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƪŜŜƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƴŜŀǊōȅ ŎƛǘƛŜǎ ǿŀǎ translated 

into military action whenever it was felt that the situation required. In this regard they differed little 

from the other prominent baronial families of the Papal States.136 During a period of factional strife 

Gabriele Francesco Farnese defended himself from the accusation that a certain Renzo da Roma sent 

by him to Orvieto was in fact as that commune claimed a spy. In his defence, Gabriele Francesco argued 

 
XIV e XV secolo (Florence, 2007), pp. 231-306; For the similarities and differences between the Roman barons, 

with whom the Farnese shared most characǘŜǊƛǎǘƛŎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻōƭŜǎ ŜƭǎŜǿƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ LǘŀƭȅΣ ǎŜŜ LƎƻǊ aƛƴŜƻΣ άbƻōƛƭǘŁ 

Romana e Nobiltà Italiana (1300-мрллύΥ tŀǊŀƭƭŜƭƛǎƳƛ Ŝ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘƛέΣ ƛƴ {ŀƴŘǊƻ /ŀǊƻŎŎƛ όŜŘΦύΣ La Nobiltà Romana nel 

Medioevo (Rome, 2006), pp. 43-70. 
130 Gabriele Francesco Farnese to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 25 January 1474. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, 
busta 686, parte 3, unfoliated. 
131 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 125v-127v. 
132 Feliciano Bussi, Istoria della città di Viterbo (Viterbo 1741), pp. 245-6. 
133 Noris Angeli, Famiglie Viterbesi: storia e cronaca: genealogie e stemmi (Viterbo, 2003), pp. 75-89. 
134 Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Anziani of Lucca, 1 September 1485 & 28 May 1486, and Anziani of Lucca to 
Ranuccio XVIII Farnese, 9 September 1485 & 30 May 1486. ASL, Anziani 533, registro 38, ff. 105v-106r, 113r-v; On 
aŀƭǾƛŎƛƴƛΩǎ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎΣ ǎŜŜ wƻōŜǊǘ .ƭŀŎƪΣ Humanism and Education in Medieval and Renaissance Italy: Tradition 
and Innovation in Latin Schools from the Twelfth to the Fifteenth Century (Cambridge, 2001), pp. 243, 407. 
135 Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Paolo Ciose, 9 February 1492. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 686, parte 3, 
unfoliated. 
136 Shaw, The Political Role, pp. 125-50. 
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that he had many interests in Orvieto of a financial nature that needed oversight.137 A few days later, 

DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΣ tƛŜǊ [ǳƛƎƛ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ-in-law, Troilo Orsini of Pitigliano, 

entered Orvieto at the head of an army and installed the Muffati, a faction headed by their relatives, 

the Monaldeschi della Cervara, in power.138 DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ ŀƴŘ tƛŜǊ [ǳƛƎƛΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΣ !ƴƎŜƭƻ LLLΣ ƘŀŘ 

done the very same in 1449, and would again be despatched to Orvieto in 1462 by Pius II to prop up 

the Muffati government.139 Similarly, in 1460 Nicola Orsini of Pitigliano and Pier Luigi Farnese 

intervened in person in Viterbo in order to quell the unrest caused by the exile of the Guelph Gatteschi 

by their rivals, and reinstated their Gatti kin in power.140 Feliciano Bussi also argues that one of the 

reasons why Alessandro Farnese replaced GiƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀǎ ƭŜƎŀǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ tŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ƻŦ St Peter 

in Tuscia in 1494 was that, as a Farnese, he was better positioned than his predecessor to mediate 

between parties after the eruption of factional violence.141 bƻǊ ŘƛŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ƛƴǘŜǊŦering 

ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘǊƛŦŜ ǎǘƻǇ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǊŘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ŀ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ Ǉƭƻǘ ōȅ {ƛŜƴŀΩǎ ŜȄƛƭŜ 

community led to a change of government in 1487, persistent reports announced, their vehement 

denial notwithstanding, that the Farnese, Orsini of Pitigliano, and Sforza of Santa Fiora harboured the 

former leaders of government, now in turn exiled, on their estates.142 This led to consternation among 

the Balìa of Siena who agreed to send a spy to investigate the matter on 16 February 1488.143 A century 

before in 1384, the Farnese had headed an army that overthrew the popolo government of Siena and 

reinstated the nobles in power. Thus, the fears of the Sienese government may not have been entirely 

unjustified.144 What it also suggests is that the ways in which the Farnese engaged with cities within 

 
137 Gabriel Francesco Farnese to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 17 June 1461. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, 
busta 686, parte 3, unfoliated. 
138 Aldobrandino Orsini to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 7 June 1461. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 686, 
ǇŀǊǘŜ оΣ ǳƴŦƻƭƛŀǘŜŘΤ .ƛƴŘƻ ŘŜΩ .ƛƴŘƛ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǳƴǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ hǊǾƛŜǘƻ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ hǊǎƛƴƛ ŀƴŘ 
Farnese to his native Siena on 9 June 1461. Fumi, Codice diplomatico, pp. 720-1. 
139 BCA, Ms. L Be/Bc 252, f. 8r; Monaldo Monaldeschi della Cervara, /ƻƳŜƴǘŀǊƛ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎƛ ŘŜƭƭŀ ŎƛǘǘŁ ŘΩhǊǾƛŜǘƻ 
(Venice, 1584), f. 136r-v. 
140 Monaldeschi, Comentari historici, f. 138v. 
141 BCA, Riforme 25, f. 136r; Bussi, Istoria della città di Viterbo, pp. 285-6. 
142 Shaw, The Politics of Exile, pp. 161-218. 
143 Nicola Orsini to Balìa of Siena, 23 June & 29 July 1489. ASS, Balìa 540, 46, 91; ASS, Balìa 408, ff. 5v-6r, 16v, 
18v-19r, 43v, 45r-v, 97r-v, 103v-104r, 107r-108r; ASS, Balìa 409, f. 119v. 
144 Cronaca senese di Paolo di Tommaso Montauri, RIS, tomo XV, parte 6, pp. 705-10; Malavolti, Historia, II, ff. 

129v-130r. 
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the Papal States and those in Tuscany differed little, a point that may be relevant when discussing the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ ƛƴ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊ оΦ  

Apart from further unidentified chancellors, chaplains, servants, falconers, trombettieri, and 

friars, the various intermediaries the Farnese were wont to use reflect their success in establishing ties 

of patronage with both the nobles in their immediate vicinity, minor nobles from the towns in their 

lordly possession, as well as the scions of the civic patriciate of nearby cities.145 A roll call of their names 

ς Angelo di Ranuccio de Vitozzo, Casuccio, Galeazzo and Giorgio Farnese, Giovanni, Jacopo and 

.ŜǊǘƻƭŘƻ Řƛ DǳƛŎŎƛŀǊŘƻ ŘŜΩ .ŀǎŎƘƛΣ IŜǊŎƻƭŀƴƻ ŘŜΩ DŀǘǘƛΣ Paolo Pietro, Giovanni Francesco and Bernardo 

Monaldeschi, Ser Cherubino Ghezzi ς illustrŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǿƛŘŜǎǇǊŜŀŘ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ǘƘŜȅ 

could rely on a large following of nobles, kin, and clientele hailing from the Patrimony of St Peter in 

Tuscia.146 Their status in the communes neighbouring their patrimony is perhaps best reflected by the 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ±ƛǘŜǊōƻΩǎ ŘŜŎǊŜŜǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƻŦ DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǇŀƭŀŎŜ 

there. The council decided to honour the memory and dignity of Gabriele Francesco, whom they 

deemed an outstanding citizen, by contributing 40 florins and 10 wax candles to the funerary 

procession that would escort his remains to his final resting place and ordered that all the priors, that 

is, the highest dignitaries of the government, as well as all guild rectors and city judges accompany his 

remains as far as the city gate.147 It is this dominant position in the economic and social life of their 

patrimony, as well as the surrounding cities ς a position that heirs were expected to inherit from their 

fathers ς that provided the Farnese with the economic, social, and military resources to sustain their 

influence at ǘƘŜ ǇŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀǊ ƭŜǾŜƭΦ 9ǾŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǎƻ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ǿŀǎǘ ǿŜŀƭǘƘΣ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

 
145 For the use in Florentine Trecento diplomacy of lower-ranking officials for secretive missions, see William 
Caferro, tŜǘǊŀǊŎƘΩǎ ²ŀǊΥ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ .ƭŀŎƪ 5ŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ /ƻƴǘŜȄǘ (Cambridge, 2018), 168-77. 
146 Ranuccio XVII to Balìa of Siena, 2 August 1423. ASS, Concistoro 1904, 1; Ranuccio XVII to Balìa of Siena, 10 
February 1426. ASS, Concistoro 1911, 87; Ranuccio XVII Farnese ǘƻ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ мл !ǇǊƛƭ мпос ŀƴŘ с 
November 14??, ASF, MAP, XI, 96r- v, 575r-v; Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 1 August 1485. ASS, Balìa 
524, 67; Ranuccio XVIII to Balìa of Siena, 6 January 1486. ASS, Balìa 529, 12; Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Lorenzo 
ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ у aŀǊŎƘ мпуфΦ ASF, MAP, XLI, 77r-v. 
147 BCA, Riforme 20, ff. 71v-72v. 
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prominence in Quattrocento Italy was predicated on their extensive social network that extended like 

capillary vessels deep into the tissue of the body politic and social.148 

 

Unity and Division: Inheritance Strategies and Conflict Management 

Inheritance was central to the conception of dynasty. In its original Aristotelian sense, ʵˎ˄ʰˋˍʶʾʰ 

already denoted a hereditary oligarchy linked to notions of lordship and sovereignty.149 Dynasty as a 

heuristic tool is therefore only of value when it also encompasses the hereditary transfer of public 

power.150 In medieval Europe, public power remained linked to the possession of land and jurisdictions, 

and lordship (dominium) was understood to blend rulership and ownership that had gradually become 

transferable down hereditary lines.151 As a result, medieval European dynasties are best understood 

as a fusion of lordship and lineage. Although dynastic lordship governed the transfer of public power 

among both royal and noble lineages, inheritance strategies, solutions to tackle the contingencies of 

biological reproduction, and the requirements of government did not always conform to uniform 

ƴƻǊƳǎΦ wƻȅŀƭ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ WŜǊƻŜƴ 5ǳƛƴŘŀƳΩǎ Dynasties, in which a 

comparative approach is used to uncover the underlying similarities between the superficially vastly 

differing strategies used by dynasties around the globe. Among his conclusions, Duindam observes 

that royal inheritance strategies tended to support the centralisation of power in the hands of a single 

ruler.152 Yet, this was not necessarily the case for noble dynastic strategies in Europe. Since the stability 

of the realm did not depend on it to such a large extent, noble dynastic strategies were less likely to 

become enshrined in public legislation. As a result, inheritance strategies varied widely and left much 

more room for flexibility. Customs varied between kingdoms and counties, and wills had to take into 

 
148 /ƘǊƛǎǘƛƴŜ {ƘŀǿΣ ά¢ƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tƻǇŜǎέΣ ƛƴ DŜƴǘƛƭŜ ϧ {ŀǾȅΣ Noblesse et états princiers, pp. 107-8. 
149 WŜǊƻŜƴ 5ǳƛƴŘŀƳΣ ά5ȅƴŀǎǘƛŜǎέΣ Medieval Worlds 2 (2015), pp. 59-78. 
150 bŀǘŀƭƛŀ bƻǿŀƪƻǿǎƪŀΣ ά²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƛƴ ŀ ²ƻǊŘΚ ¢ƘŜ 9ǘȅƳƻƭƻƎȅ ŀƴŘ IƛǎǘƻǊƛƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƻŦ 5ȅƴŀǎǘȅΥ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ 
9ǳǊƻǇŜ ŀƴŘ .ŜȅƻƴŘέΣ Global Intellectual History (Forthcoming 2021). I thank the author for generously letting 
me read the article before publication. 
151 Watts, The Making of Polities, pp. 68-фуΤ wŜŜǎ 5ŀǾƛŜǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ aŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜΥ ¢ƘŜ ¢ȅǊŀƴƴȅ ƻŦ ŀ /ƻƴŎŜǇǘΚέΣ 
Journal of Historical Sociology 16/2 (2003), pp. 280-оллΤ .ǳǘΣ ǎŜŜ {ǳǎŀƴ wŜȅƴƻƭŘǎΣ ά¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜre States in 
aŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΥ ! wŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ǘƻ wŜŜǎ 5ŀǾƛŜǎέΣ Journal of Historical Sociology 16/4 (2003), pp. 550-5. 
152 Duindam, Dynasties, pp. 87-9. 
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account the legal nature of the various holdings the testator wanted to bequeath.153 In the Papal 

States, as in wider Italy and much of Central Europe, partible inheritance was the norm.154 Each son 

was entitled to a part of the patrimony as it could provide him with the means to pursue a career as 

condottiere, which in return allowed him to earn his living and receive favours from his employer. The 

high mortality rates that came with a life in arms further mitigated the effects of partible inheritance. 

But apart from the notion that all male heirs deserved an equal portion of the inheritance, very few 

rules existed. As I argue below for the Farnese, this absence of rules was a strength as well as a 

potential weakness. 

 Partible inheritance and fragmentation of noble lineages into multiple branches often went 

hand in hand with inter-familial strife.155 Ranuccio XVII was a first-hand witness of its pernicious effects 

at the end of the fourteenth century. When several of his cousins banded together with the Orsini of 

Pitigliano ς back then still ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ arch rivals ς and instigated a rebellion in Ischia, the young 

Ranuccio only barely survived by hiding in a well.156 By the end of his lifetime, Ranuccio had managed 

ǘƻ ǳƴƛŦȅ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƭƻǎǘ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŜǎ, but his earlier experiences may have cautioned him to 

ensure that his heirs would not fight among themselves. Furthermore, political events had resulted in 

extensive grants for himself but not his brother Bartolomeo II, and to complicate matters even further, 

he had sired sons with two spouses, a situation that was always fraught with dangers. To eliminate any 

cause for future conflict, Ranuccio thus made a will that is unusually exhaustive in its precise 

partitioning of his patrimony and in the admonitions to his sons to always provide each other with 

mutual support and to solve any conflict amƻƴƎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴΦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǘŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘ 

 
153 5ŀƴƛŜƭ tƻǿŜǊΣ ά¢ƘŜ .ǊƛƻǳȊŜ CŀƳƛƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘƛǊǘŜŜƴǘƘ ŀƴŘ 9ŀǊƭȅ CƻǳǊǘŜŜƴǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊƛŜǎΥ LƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎΣ 
[ƻǊŘǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ LŘŜƴǘƛǘȅέΣ Journal of Medieval History 41/3 (2015), pp. 341-смΤ !ǊƛŜ Ǿŀƴ {ǘŜŜƴǎŜƭΣ άYƛƴǎƘƛǇΣ 
Property, and Identity: Noble Family Strategies in Late-aŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ½ŜŜƭŀƴŘέΣ Journal of Family History 37/3 
(2012), pp. 247-69; Jacques Heers, Le clan familial au moyen age: Etude sur les structures politiques et sociales 
des milieux urbains (Paris, 1974). 
154 Shaw, Barons and Castellans, pp. 14-18; Carocci, Baroni di Roma, pp. 165-83; Paula Suttner Fichtner, 
Protestantism and Primogeniture in Early Modern Germany (New Haven, 1989); Dale Kent, Household and 
Lineage in Renaissance Florence: The Family Life of the Capponi, Ginori, and Rucellai (Princeton, 1977). 
155 /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ wŞƳȅΣ ά5Ŝǎ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ Řŀƴǎ ƭΩƛƴŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴΥ ǘŜƴǎƛƻƴǎ ƭƛƎƴŀƎŝǊŜǎ ŀǳ coeur des coseigneuries limousines et 
périgourdines (XIIe-XIVe ǎƛŝŎƭŜǎύέΣ ƛƴ aŀǊǘƛƴ !ǳǊŜƭƭ όŜŘΦύΣ La Parenté déchirée: les luttes intrafamiliales au Moyen 
Âge (Turnhout, 2010), pp. 251-68. 
156 [ǳƛǘŜƴΣ άΩ[ƛƪŜ ŀ [ƛƭȅ !ƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘƻǊƴǎΩέΣ ǇǇΦ нрн-3. 
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therefore provides insight into the worries of a Renaissance baron over his inheritance, the moral 

framework that he devised for his dynasty, and the solutions he deemed an appropriate response to 

countering potential conflicts. As this section will make clear, his final will was not solely codified in 

the form of a notarial document but actively assimilated into the mental framework of his heirs. It was 

adapted as new circumstances dictated and its prescriptions transmitted to future generations. 

 In his will, Ranuccio first tackled the risk of a disparity in possessions and wealth between the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ family branches. Such an imbalance could fire the flames of envy as less well-off cousins 

coveted tƘŜƛǊ ǿŜŀƭǘƘƛŜǊ ƪƛƴΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǘǎΦ That at least seems the best explanation why Ranuccio gave his 

brother Bartolomeo a share of his possessions equal to that of his sons. Ranuccio reserved the towns 

of Farnese and Latera with their castles for his brother, as well as the estates with castle ruins of 

Castiglione, Sala, and Mezzano. Moreover, Bartolomeo received the family palace in the city of Castro, 

ŀƴ Ŝǉǳŀƭ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƻŦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ŀƴƛƳŀƭǎ, and also a part of the 11,000 florins deposited in Florence.157 

RanuccioΩǎ will contained many more clauses. Ranuccio also delineated with precision the possessions 

he intended that his third son should inherit. Pier Luigi was bequeathed Capodimonte, Musignano, 

Canino, Abbazia ad Ponte, a quarter ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƧǳǊƛǎŘƛŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǾŜǊ tƛŀƴ ŘΩ!Ǌcione, as well as all houses and 

lands in the territory of Montalto.158 At the time Ranuccio made his last will, Pier Luigi was still 

underage, and perhaps by specifying his part of the inheritance, the chance that his older brothers 

would wrest his share from him would be reduced. Moreover, Pier Luigi was not just Angelo III and 

DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻΩǎ ǳƴŘŜǊŀƎŜ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΣ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅΣ ŀǎ L ŀǊƎǳŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ 

chapter, their half-brother. In such a scenario Ranuccio may well have considered that fraternal 

affection was a less evidently reliable inhibitor to sibling rivalry. Ranuccio did not forget his spouse, 

Agnesella Monaldeschi, either and assigned her the castle and town of Marta where she could retire 

if she so desired, although eventually her son Pier Luigi was to succeed her.159 wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ 

Pentasilea received an extra supplement on top of her dowry, whereas 400 ducats were reserved for 

 
157 Lefevre, άLƭ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘƻέΣ ǇǇΦ нлм-4. 
158 Idem, p. 205. 
159 Idem, p. 202. 
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wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ sister Lagia and her heirs.160 Interestingly, Angelo and Gabriele Francesco were to inherit 

the remainder of the patrimony and share it between them.161 wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǘŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘǎ 

a curious mix of two types of partible inheritance. In general, despite the different strategies that were 

adopted, an equal ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǘǊǳŎƪ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƘŜƛǊǎΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

strictly applied partible inheritance that entailed the subdivision of individual holdings was the norm. 

Partitioning the patrimony was deemed a useful solution that lowered the chances of potential conflict 

related to exceptional political and biological circumstances. 

 

Angelo III & Gabriele Francesco Pier Luigi I .ŀǊǘƻƭƻƳŜƻ άaŜƻέ LL 

Ischia 

Valentano 

½ Gradoli 

Cellere 

Piansano 

Pianiano 

Tessennano 

San Savino 

Civitella 

Arlena 

Casano 

Vermeliasca 

½ Vitozzo 

Capodimonte 

Musignano 

½ Abbazia ad Ponte 

½ Canino 

ѻ tƛŀƴ ŘΩ!ǊŎƛƻƴŜ 

Marta 

Properties in Montalto 

 

Farnese 

Latera 

Mezzano 

Castiglione 

Sala 

Palace in Castro 

 

Table 4: 1450 Division of the Farnese Patrimony 

  

Despite, or perhaps because of, the partitioning of his patrimony, Ranuccio took several 

precautions that were intended to assure future collaboration between his heirs and the ultimate 

 
160 Idem, p. 201. 
161 Idem, p. 206. 
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indivisibility of the entire Farnese patrimony. These fall into three categories. First, the shared property 

or usufruct of key possessions or jurisdiŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŜƴŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊ ŎƻƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƘŜƛǊǎΦ 

For example, Ranuccio stipulated that the palace in Viterbo remain a shared property of all his sons.162 

Moreover, although the mill of the town of Farnese was transferred along with its feudal privileges to 

his brother Bartolomeo, the inhabitants of Ischia, who made use of it, were to be allowed to continue 

to do so. In case repairs were required whoever controlled Ischia was to contribute as well.163 Similarly, 

Bartolomeo, on the one hand, and Angelo and Gabriele Francesco on the other, were to share the 

income from the feudal dues of Castiglione, Sala, and Mezzano.164 These stipulations engendered a 

need for close collaboration, which could strengthen the social ties between members of the family. 

Secondly, in various clauses, Ranuccio sought to foster a sense of moral obligation amongst his heirs, 

so that they would always aim at providing mutual assistance and at resolving conflicts through 

negotiation. Thus, Ranuccio specifically requested that Bartolomeo solemnly swear to uphold his part 

of the deal in a separate notarial document and reject any future claim to more than his due. In turn, 

Angelo and Gabriele Francesco, also in name of their underage brother Pier Luigi, were to take an oath 

to the same end.165 As cited in the text from his testament in the introduction, all of wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƳŀƭŜ 

heirs were to provide counsel ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳŜ ǘƻ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŀƛŘ ǿƘŜƴŜǾŜǊ ƳƛǎŦƻǊǘǳƴŜ ǎǘǊǳŎƪ ς even if they 

had to do so a thousand times ς all in the service of defending the Farnese patrimony. To hammer 

home the message, Ranuccio implored his sons again to live in concord and brotherly affection in yet 

another clause and entrusted Angelo and Gabriele Francesco to act as administrators and tutors of 

 
162 άvǳŀƳ ŘƻƳǳƳ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴǘŜƳ ±ƛǘŜǊōƛƛ ǳǘ ǎǳǇǊŀ Ǿƻƭǳƛǘ Ŝǘ ƳŀƴŘŀǾƛǘ ŘƻƳƛƴǳǎ ǘŜǎǘŀǘƻǊ ŦƻǊŜ Ŝǘ ŜǎǎŜ ŎƻƳǳƴŜƳ ƛƴǘŜǊ 
ƳŀƎƴƛŦƛŎƻǎ !ƴƎŜƭǳƳΣ DŀōǊƛŜƭŜƳ CǊŀƴŎƛǎŎǳƳ Ŝǘ tƛŜǊƭƻǳƛǎƛǳƳ Ŝƛǳǎ ŦƛƭƛƻǎΦέ LŘŜƳΣ ǇΦ нлмΦ 
163 άLǘŜƳ ǊŜƭƛǉǳƛǘ ŜƛŘŜƳ aŀƎƴƛŦƛŎƻ aŜƻ ƧǳǊŜ ƭŜƎŀǘƛ ƳƻƭŜƴŘƛƴǳƳ ŘƛŎǘƛ castri Farnesij cum hoc quod si per 
homines habitatores castri Ischie iretur ad macinandum ad dictum molendinum, quod multura bIadi 
cuiuscunque generis quod macinaretur per dictos homines dicti castri Ischie pertineat et esse debeat eius vel 
eorum qui dominium dicti castri Ischie habebant. Ita tamen quod si aliqua expensa occurreret pro ipsius 
molendini actatione, teneantur prefati domini Ischie contribuere pro rata fructuum qui perciperentur ex 
ƘƻƳƛƴƛōǳǎ ŘƛŎǘƛ ŎŀǎǘǊƛ LǎŎƘƛŜ ƛōƛŘŜƳ ƳŀŎƛƴŀƴǘƛōǳǎΦέ LŘŜƳΣ ǇǇΦ 202-3. 
164 ά9ǘ ƻƳƴŜ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘǳƳ ǉǳƻŘ ŘƛŎǘƛǎ ƻŎŎŀǎƛƻƴƛōǳǎ ŜȄ ŘƛŎǘƛǎ ǘǊƛōǳǎ ǘŜƴƛƳŜƴǘƛǎ ǇŜǊŎƛǇŜǊŜǘǳǊΣ ŘƛǾƛŘŀǘǳǊ ŎƻƳǳƴƛǘŜǊ 
inter ipsum Magnificum Meum ex una parte, et Magnificos Angelum et Gabrielem Franciscum ex altera, 
videlicet medietas dicti pretij percipiendi spectet ad ipsum Magnifieum Meum et alia medietas ad prefatos 
aŀƎƴƛŦƛŎƻǎ !ƴƎŜƭǳƳ Ŝǘ DŀōǊƛŜƭŜƳ CǊŀƴŎƛǎŎǳƳΦέ LŘŜƳΣ ǇΦ нлоΦ 
165 A copy of this document is preserved in ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated. 
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their younger brother.166 Finally, one of the clauses introduced the adoption of the fideicommissum 

(entail) as an instrument that laid down the unity of the Farnese patrimony and its horizontal transfer 

between branches in case of dynastic failure.167 Andreas Rehberg, Alessandro Serio, and Thomas Kuehn 

have investigated the importance of the adoption of the fideicommissum within the Colonna of 

Genazzano in 1427 and the Orsini of Bracciano during the second half of the fifteenth century. They 

have emphasised its increasingly prominent use to avoid transfer of property outside of the dynasty.168 

As Kuehn argues, the fideicommissum defined the dynasty as a legal entity: άIn a real way, the 

fideicomissum ²!{ ǘƘŜ hǊǎƛƴƛ Řƛ .ǊŀŎŎƛŀƴƻΦέ169 The Farnese, too, took recourse to the fideicommisssum 

at an early stage. That they did so thus suggests a broader historical development in which the 

adoption of legal instruments taken from Roman law was utilised to maintain the unity of baronial 

patrimonies and prevent alienation of property.170 The goal that Ranuccio ultimately pursued in his will 

seems therefore ς somewhat paradoxically ς to be unity through division. 

 If successful collaboration and division of the patrimony secured its integrity when transferred 

to designated heirs, exclusion of others formed the other side of the medallion. Since daughters 

ŦƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ǊŜƭƛƴǉǳƛǎƘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ŀ ŘƻǿǊȅΣ women were 

excluded from inheriting a fair share of the patrimony. Ranuccio even specified in his will that he 

 
166 άLǘŜƳ Ƴƻƴǳƛǘ ŘƛŎǘƻǎ ǎǳƻǎ Ŧƛƭƛƻǎ ǳǘ ŦǊŀǘernaliter vivant et perfectum amorem et bonam voluntatem inter se 
ƘŀōŜŀƴǘΦέ [ŜŦŜǾǊŜΣ άLƭ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘƻέΣ ǇǇΦ нлр-6. 
167 άLǘŜƳ Ǿƻƭǳƛǘ Ŝǘ ƳŀƴŘŀǾƛǘ ǇǊŜŦŀǘǳǎ ǘŜǎǘŀǘƻǊ ǉǳƻŘ Ŏŀǎǳ ǉǳƻ ŀƭƛǉǳƛǎ ŘƛŎǘƻǊǳƳ aŀƎƴƛŦƛŎƻǊǳƳ aŜȅΣ !ƴƎŜƭƛΣ 
Gabrielis Francisci et Pierlouisij decederent quicunque, suis filijs vel nepotibus masculis Iegiptimis et 
naturalibus uno vel pluribus, in bonis per ipsum testatorem dumtaxat ipsis vel alteri eorum relictis, qui 
superfuerint unus vel plures, ipsi decedenti uno vel pluribus succedant equali portione et bona predicta 
morientis vel morientium ut premictitur devenire voluit ad alios superstites unum vel plures equaliter, et eos 
omnes invicem substituit vulgariter et pupillariter per fidey commissum si sine filijs vel nepotibus decederent 
vel decederet ǳǘ ǎǳǇǊŀΦέ LŘŜƳΣ ǇΦ нлсΦ 
168 Serio, Una gloriosa sconfitta, pp. 14-мсΤ ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ YǳŜƘƴΣ άFideicommissum and Family: The Orsini di 
.ǊŀŎŎƛŀƴƻέΣ Viator 39/2 (2008), pp. 323-пнΤ !ƴŘǊŜŀǎ wŜƘōŜǊƎΣ ά9ǘǎƛ ǇǊǳŘŜƴǎ ǇŀǘŜǊŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǎ Χ ǇǊƻ ǇŀŎŜ ǎǳƻǊǳƳ 
sapienter providetΥ [Ŝ ǊƛǇŜǊŎǳǎǎƛƻƴƛ ŘŜƭ ƴŜǇƻǘƛǎƳƻ Řƛ aŀǊǘƛƴƻ ± ŀ wƻƳŀ Ŝ ƴŜƭ [ŀȊƛƻέΣ ƛƴ aŀǊƛŀ /ƘƛŀōƼΣ Dƛǳǎƛ 
5Ω!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΣ tŀƻƭŀ tƛŀŎŜƴǘƛƴƛ ϧ /ƻƴŎŜǘǘŀ wŀƴƛŜǊƛ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Alle origine della nuova Roma: Martino V (1417-1431) 
(Rome, 1992), pp. 270-6. 
169 YǳŜƘƴΣ άFideicommissum ŀƴŘ CŀƳƛƭȅέΣ ǇΦ онрΦ 
170 On the broader adoption of the fideicommissumΣ ǎŜŜ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ŜŘƛǘƛƻƴ ΨCƛŘŞƛŎƻƳƳƛǎΦ tǊƻŎŞŘŞǎ ƧǳǊƛŘƛǉǳŜǎ 
et pratiques sociales (Italie-Europe, Bas Moyen Âge-·±LLLŜ ǎƛŝŎƭŜύΩ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ aŞƭŀƴƎŜǎ ŘŜ ƭΩ;ŎƻƭŜ ŦǊŀƴœŀƛǎŜ ŘŜ 
Rome: Italie et Méditerranée modernes et contemporaines 124/2 (2012); Nicola La Marca, La nobiltà romana e i 
suoi strumenti di perpetuazione del potere (Rome, 2000), especially volume 1; Hamish Scott & Christopher 
{ǘƻǊǊǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ /ƻƴǎƻƭƛŘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ bƻōƭŜ tƻǿŜǊ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΣ ŎΦ мсл0-муллέΣ ƛƴ IŀƳƛǎƘ {Ŏƻǘǘ όŜŘΦύΣ The European 
Nobilities in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (London, 2007 [1995]), vol. I, pp. 31-4. 
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forbade his daughters from claiming more than the agreed sum (et plus de bonis suis petere non 

possint). The ǇŀǘǊƛƭƛƴŜŀǊ ŘȅƴŀǎǘȅΩǎ logic dictated that any alienation of family property through female 

inheritance endangered the perpetuation of the ƳŀǎŎǳƭƛƴŜ ƭƛƴŜŀƎŜΩǎ societal status ς the prominent 

ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳŀǊƛǘŀƭ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ƴƻǘǿƛǘƘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ. 

Furthermore, female inheritance often gave rise to legal conflict between related lineages. Exclusion 

of female heirs was thus deemed essential for keeping the patrimony intact as well as avoiding a clash 

between peers.171 wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLΩǎ ƘŜƛǊǎ ǿŜƴǘ ŜǾŜƴ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀ ǇŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

regulated female inheritance within the Farnese dynasty. Although the document is now lost, the entry 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜ ǎǳƳƳŀǊƛǎŜǎ ƛǘǎ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ ŀ Pacta inter Gabrielem 

Franc[iscu]m et Petru[m] Aloysium de Farnesio excludendo feminas ad haereditate (an agreement 

between Gabriele Francesco and Pier Luigi Farnese excluding women from hereditary succession) and 

is dated 1470. Similar agreements excluding daughters from inheriting or ς in case they did inherit ς 

to wed another member of the same family, were common among Roman baronial families in 

Quattrocento Italy.172 Apart from daughters, Ranuccio XVII also excluded all illegitimate offspring from 

inheriting any part of the patrimony that exceeded the value of 300 ducats.173 It is possible that he had 

!ƴƎŜƭƻ LLLΩǎ ōŀǎǘŀǊŘ ǎƻƴǎΣ {ŦƻǊȊŀ ŀƴŘ DƛǳƭƛƻΣ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘΦ CǊƻƳ !ƴƎŜƭƻΩǎ ǿƛƭƭ, it is clear that he did indeed 

only leave Sforza and Giulio 300 ducats each, although he could not refrain from also donating them 

houses, a patch of land, some vineyards, and a substantial number of cattle and horses.174 He may be 

forgiven for defying hiǎ ŘȅƛƴƎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǿƛǎƘŜǎ. Ranuccio XVII himself left his illegitimate daughter Giulia, 

who had become a nun in Viterbo, an extra 1,000 ducats and a yearly pension of 40 ducats from the 

 
171 ¢ƘƻƳŀǎ YǳŜƘƴΣ ά[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ LƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜ [ŀǿ ƛƴ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜέΣ Renaissance Studies 34/2 (2020), pp. 
243-59; Erica Bastress-5ǳƪŜƘŀǊǘΣ ά{ƛōƭƛƴƎ /ƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ DŜǊƳŀƴ bƻōƭŜ CŀƳƛƭƛŜǎέΣ Journal of 
Family History 33/1 (2008), pp. 61-80. 
172 The Savelli excluded women from inheriting unless they marry a Savelli from another branch. ASR, Archivio 

Sforza-Cesarini, Serie I, busta 17, unfoliated; As did the Orsini: ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Pergamene, 

II.A.14,063. 
173 άLǘŜƳ Ǿƻƭǳƛǘ Ŝǘ ƳŀƴŘŀǾƛǘ ŘƻƳƛƴǳǎ ǘŜǎǘŀǘƻǊ ǉǳƻŘ ŘŜ ōƻƴƛǎ ǊŜƭƛŎǘƛǎ ǎŜǳ ƛƴŦŜǊƛǳǎ ǊŜƭƛǉǳŜƴŘƛǎ ǇǊŜŦŀǘƛǎ aŀƎƴƛŦƛŎƛǎ 
Meo, Angelo, Gabrieli Francisco et PierIouisio nichil per aliquem supradictorum aliquo quesito colore causa vel 
titulo relinqui possit alicui filio spureo seu alias ex dampnato coytu nato, uno vel pluribus nato sive nascituro 
vel nascituris nisi et dumtaxat usque ad summam tricentorum ducatorum pro uno quoque filiorum supra ex 
ŘŀƳǇƴŀǘƻ Ŏƻȅǘǳ ƴŀǘƻǊǳƳ ǾŜƭ ƴŀǎŎŜƴŘƻǊǳƳΦέ [ŜŦŜǾǊŜΣ άLƭ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘƻέΣ ǇΦ нлпΦ 
174 ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 351, f. 131r-v. 
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income generated by the estate of Arlena.175 Yet overall, the prospects that daughters and illegitimate 

offspring would inherit a share of possessions and jurisdictions ς a prerequisite for noble status ς 

decreased. 

Apart from excluding ǿƻƳŜƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƭƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ƻŦŦǎǇǊƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǎƻƴǎ 

Gabriele Francesco and Pier Luigi to direct their second-born sons towards a clerical career engendered 

further tensions. Even if clerical family members technically inherited an equal share of the patrimony, 

in practice their secular brothers controlled it. Thus, Pier Luigi had instated his sons Angelo and 

Alessandro as heirs in equali portione on 12 December 1485. Regarding their sisters, Pier Luigi made 

no other mention than that their brothers commit to paying their dowries.176 A few years later, 

however, Alessandro complained about his financial situation. This resulted in a scolding by his friend, 

{ǘŜŦŀƴƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ǉǳƛƭŀΣ ǿƘƻ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ƘŜ ǿŀƴǘŜŘ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

he had been living lavishly anŘ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ǳǇ ŘŜōǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƳŜǊŎƘŀƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ WŜǿƛǎƘ ƳƻƴŜȅƭŜƴŘŜǊǎΦ 5ŜƭƭΩ!ǉǳƛƭŀ 

ŜǾŜƴ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊΣ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƘƛƳ ƛƴ ŦƭƻǊƛŘ [ŀǘƛƴ: άIŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǾƻƛŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǎ 

ƻŦ ȅƻǳǊ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜǎƻǳƴŘǎ ƛƴ Ƴȅ ŜŀǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƴƻǳǊƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǘŜŀŎƘƛƴƎΥ Ψƭive, boys, as if of one 

mind, always bear in mind wise council, and take account of the ordering principle of time and take 

Ƴȅ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜΩ ǎŀƛŘ ȅƻǳǊ ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΣ ΨLΣ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ōŀƴƛǎƘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴȅ ŀƴŎŜǎǘǊŀƭ ŘƻƳƛƴƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ŀ 

dazed and destitute boy, in old age brought about the recovery of everything and restored the safety 

ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǿƘƻƭŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŘƛǎǇŜǊǎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǇƻǎǎŜǎǎŜŘΦέ177 ¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 5ŜƭƭΩ!ǉǳƛƭŀΩǎ 

admonition are clear: discord results in a fragmentation or even loss of the patrimony, as it had in 

wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLΩǎ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ȅŜŀǊǎΦ IŜǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƎƛŎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Řȅƴŀǎǘȅ ǿŀǎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ ōƻǘƘ ŀǎ ŀ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ 

ƭŀȅƛƴƎ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƭŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŦǊŀǘŜǊƴŀƭ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŀ ǎŀŦŜƎǳŀǊŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

legal and material patrimony through favouring lay members of the family at the expense of their 

 
175 [ŜŦǊŜǾǊŜΣ άLƭ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘƻέΣ ǇǇΦ мфф-200. 
176 ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated. 
177 άIƛƴŎ ƛƭƭŀ ǾƻȄ Ŝǎǘ ŀō ǳƳōǊƛǎ ŀǾƛǘƛǎ ǉǳŀŜ ƳƛƘƛ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀǘ ƘŀǳǊŜǎ όǎƛŎύ ƴǳǘǊƛŎƛƻ Ŝǘ ƳŀƎƛǎǘǊƻΥ ΨǾƛǾƛǘŜ ŎƻƴŎƻǊŘŜǎ 
pueri, sapientum consilium tenete et rationem habete temporum et me ǎǇŜŎǘŀǘŜΩ ƛƴǉǳƛǘ wŀƴǳǘƛǳǎ ŀǾǳǎ Ψǉǳƛ 
regno eiectus patrio confossus puer et egenus in senecta cuncta confeci familiamque nostram radiatus evulsam 
ǊŜǎǘƛǘǳƛ ƛƴŎƻƭǳƳŜƳΦΩέ {ǘŜŦŀƴƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ǉǳƛƭŀ ǘƻ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ т {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ ώмпфлϐΣ Carteggio umanistico, pp. 
43-4. 
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ŎƭŜǊƛŎŀƭ ƪƛƴΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘΣ ƛǘ ǘƻƻƪ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳōƛƴŜŘ ŜŦŦƻǊǘ ƻŦ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ 

Lorenzo Pucci and Adriana del Milà, and the alluring prospect of a successful career in the papal Curia 

for which he was especially well placed, to convince him to acquiesce and relinquish his claims.178 

!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ reluctance to pursue a clerical career and to take holy orders has often been framed as a 

lack of religious vocation. Although there may be some truth in that, it is important to note that the 

decisions by Gabriele Francesco and Pier Luigi to place their sons Paolo and Alessandro Farnese in the 

Church instituted a de facto primogeniture, which was a notable diversion from contemporary 

practices as well as traditional custom.179 In the event, it nearly led to the extinction of the Farnese at 

the start of the sixteenth century, and tƻǇŜ Wǳƭƛǳǎ LLΩǎ (1503-1513) ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

patrimony for his own family was averted and succession only tenuously secured through papal 

ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ǎƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŜǇƛǎƻŘŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎƛȄǘŜŜƴǘƘ-century history are 

indicative of how necessary it was to secure the horizontal transfer of the patrimony between different 

branches, as well as the potential perils of papal interference in such affairs. 

¢ƘŜ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ fideicommissum ƛƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLΩǎ ǘŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘ only suggested a 

framework for the hereditary transfer over subsequent generations. It was by no means legally binding 

and left room for a great deal of flexibility. A body of evidence suggests that the Farnese took 

considerable trouble during the second half of the Quattrocento to organise the collective government 

of their patrimony and to collaborate when it came to the horizontal transfer of possessions. 

Frustratingly, only one of the documents containing the agreements among the members of the 

Farnese family survives in a notarial copy in the archives of Viterbo. Yet, as in the case of the pact 

ŜȄŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǿƻƳŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘƛƴƎΣ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜΩǎ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƻǊȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ǎƻƳŜ 

hints of their contents.180 If anything, the entries show that members of the dynasty regularly met to 

 
178 Lorenzo Pucci to Puccio Pucci, 15 January 1491. Archivio Pucci, filza 2, A 37. 
179 The Farnese formally introduced primogeniture with the investiture of Pier Luigi II Farnese as Duke of Castro 
in 1537. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 253, fasciolo 2; ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 569; On the adoption 
of primogeniture among the Roman nobility from the sixteenth century onwards, see La Marca, La nobiltà 
romana e i suoi strumenti. 
180 The documents are inventoried as: 1470 Pacta inter Gabrielem franc[isce]m et Petrum Aloysium de 
Farnesio; 1474 Concordia inter Gabrielem Franc[escu]m et Petrum Aloysium de Farnesio super communi 
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ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ, at times in the presence of a notary who would record 

arrangements in a legal document. Interestingly, these gatherings could also involve close kin who 

were able to provide neutral mediation. Stefanello Colonna of Palestrina, for example, was present 

during the negotiations that resulted in the one document that does survive: the 1480 concordia 

between Pier Luigi I on the one hand, and his nephews Ranuccio XVIII and Paolo Farnese on the other. 

{ƻ ǿŀǎ !ǊŘƛŎƛƴƻ ŘŜƭƭŀ tƻǊǘŀΣ .ƛǎƘƻǇ ƻŦ !ƭŞǊƛŀ ŀƴŘ tŀǇŀƭ wŜŦŜǊŜƴŘŀǊȅΣ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ ƴƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ {ƛȄǘǳǎ L±Ωǎ 

arbiter. The Farnese had specifically requested the presence of these two arbiters as both parties 

sought to avoid an odious legal process.181 The presence of these two prominent men reflects the 

importance of the negotiations and agreement they were to supervise, as it concerned nothing less 

than a repartitioning of the Farnese patrimony. After his death without legitimate male heirs, Angelo 

III had bequeathed all his possessions to his co-heir, Gabriele Francesco, and his male descendants.182 

!ǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘΣ DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻΩǎ ōǊŀƴŎƘ ƴƻǿ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ the Farnese patrimony roughly twice 

the size of that of Pier Luigi ς precisely the kind of disproportion between branches that Ranuccio XVII 

had sought to avoid. In the deal hammered out between the uncle Pier Luigi and his nephews, Cellere, 

Arlena, and Civitella were ceded to Pier Luigi and his descendants. In exchange, Ranuccio XVIII and 

Paolo retained a right over half of the income and presumably produce of the Cannaria of Marta, the 

intricate medieval construction used to catch the highly sought-after eels from the Lake of Bolsena. 

Moreover, the deal also guaranteed the free movement of inhabitants from one of the communities 

governed by the Farnese to the others for labour-related activities.183 Similar deals created with the 

intent of avoiding or resolving conflicts can be found in the archives of the Savelli, Caetani, and 

5ŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ.184 The Farnese shared their preoccupations with preserving the unity of their 

 
partitione fructuum; 1480 Concordia super divisione inter D[omi]nos de Farnesio; 1489 Concordia inter 
Angelum et Ranutium et Petrum [Bertoldum] de Farnesio super fructibus Planzani et silve capitis montis. BAV, 
Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 126v-127v. 
181 ά±ƻƭŜƴǘŜǎ ŘώƛŎϐǘŜ ǇŀǊǘŜǎ ǾƛŀƳ ƻŘƛƻ ǎƛ ƭƛǘƛƎƛƧ ŜǾƛǘŀǊŜΦέ !{±ƛt, Archivio notarile distrettuale di Viterbo 325, ff. 
14v-15r. 
182 ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 351, f. 134r. 
183 ASVit, Archivio notarile distrettuale di Viterbo 325, ff. 14v-15r. 
184 ASR, Archivio Sforza-Cesarini, Serie I, busta 842, filze 5 & 6; ASR, Archivio Sforza-Cesarini, Serie I, busta 843, 

filze 7, 8 & 31; Archivio Caetani, Pergamena 2609; Archivio Caetani, 19263; ASC, Archivi di persone e famiglie, 
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patrimony and the unity of their family with other baronial dynasties. In doing so, they showed a 

practical attitude towards finding potential solutions for bones of contention and an adherence to a 

ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƭƻȅŀƭǘȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŀƛŘ ǊŜǾŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƭŀǳǎŜǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ 

inheritance but also the moral obligations expressed by Ranuccio XVII in his will. 

 

Ranuccio XVIII & Paolo Pier Luigi I Communal 

Ischia 

Valentano 

Gradoli 

Piansano 

Pianiano 

Tessennano 

Castellardo 

Burghetto 

Casano 

Vermeliasca 

½ Vitozzo 

Capodimonte 

Musignano 

Abbazia ad Ponte 

Canino 

Marta 

Civitella 

Arlena 

Cellere 

ѻ tƛŀƴ ŘΩ!ǊŎƛƻƴŜ 

Properties in Montalto 

 

Cannaria of Marta 

Table 5: 1480 Repartitioning of the Farnese Patrimony 

 

 ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǊŜŎƻǳǊǎŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀǊōƛǘŜǊ ƴƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ōȅ {ƛȄǘǳǎ L± seemingly proves that they 

considered the potential risk of not involving the reigning pontiff in questions of inheritance or at least 

recognised the advantages that papal approval or those with influence within the Curia could offer. 

Cellere, Arlena, and Civitella were allodial holdings, and the pope thus had no official say in their 

transfer. This was, however, not true for the vicariates that the Farnese had received in papal 

investiture. Having considered the legal nature of the vicariate and the vicissitudes of papal politics, 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ƻƴŜ ǇƻǇŜΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƻǊ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǇŜǊǎŜŎǳǘŜ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊŜŘŜŎŜǎǎƻǊΩǎ ŦŀǾƻǳǊƛǘŜǎΣ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LL ƘŀŘ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ 

 
Anguillara, Pergamene, credenzone 14, tomo 64, n. 12; ASC, Archivi di persone e famiglie, Anguillara, 

Pergamene, credenzone 14, tomo 65 n. 8, 10 & 14. 
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shield his heirs from the potential backlash during NiŎƘƻƭŀǎ ±Ωǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜΣ ŀ ōŀŎƪƭŀǎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŘ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘ 

materialise, by nominating executors in his will whom he entrusted with the support of his heirs. 

wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǘŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘ ƴŀƳŜǎ ŦƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƻǘŀƭΥ 

 

In order that all things in general and in particular may be firmly executed, maintained, and defended, 

the aforementioned testator appoints, constitutes, and ordains the undersigned most reverend lords as 

tutors, curators, fidei commissarii, and executors: the most reverend father and lord, the Lord Francesco 

[Condulmer] Cardinal-Bishop of Porto and Vice-Chancellor of the Holy Roman Church; the most 

reverend lord, the Lord Domenico [da Capranica] Cardinal-Priest of Santa Croce in Jerusalem; the most 

reverend lord, the Lord Ludovico [Trevisan] Cardinal of San Lorenzo in Damaso, Cardinal of Aquileia and 

Camerlengo of our lord the Pope; as well as the most reverend lord, the Lord Astorgio [Agnesi] Cardinal 

ƻŦ {ŀƴǘΩ9ǳǎŜōƛƻΣ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ ƻŦ .ŜƴŜǾŜƴǘƻΤ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǾŜǊŜƴŘ ƭƻǊŘΣ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘ bŜǊƛ ώŘŀ aƻƴǘŜƎŀǊǳƭƻϐ 

Bishop of Siena, presently Governor of the Province of the Patrimony [of St Peter in Tuscia].185 

 

Condulmer, Capranica, Trevisan, and Agnesi were among the most senior and high-ranking members 

of the College of Cardinals when Ranuccio drew up his will. Additionally, as important military 

commanders Ranuccio had collaborated closely with them in the wars that plagued the Papal States 

ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 9ǳƎŜƴŜΩǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜΦ186 It was expected that these executors would also represent and defend 

ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƘŜƛǊǎΩ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ǘƻ the integrity of their inheritance at the papal Curia. During the second half 

of the Quattrocento, the Farnese even petitioned several popes to confirm them in their possessions 

and were successful in doing so. Thus, on 12 November 1464, Paul II promulgated a bull that recognised 

 
185 άtǊƻ ǉǳƛōǳǎ ƻƳƴƛōǳǎ Ŝǘ ǎƛƴƎǳƭƛǎ ŦƛǊƳƛǘŜǊ ŜȄŜǉǳŜƴŘƛǎ ƳŀƴǳǘŜƴŜƴŘƛǎ Ŝǘ ŘŜŦŜƴŘŜƴŘƛǎ ǇǊŜŦŀǘǳǎ ǘŜǎǘŀǘƻǊ ŦŜŎƛǘ 
constituit et ordinavit infrascriptos Reverendissimos dominos, tutores curatores, fidey commissarios et 
executores, reverendissimum in Christo patrem et dominum, dominum F[rancescum] cardinalem episcopum 
Portuensem Sacrosancte Romane Ecclesie vicecancellarium, et Reverendissimum dominum, dominum 
D[omenicum] tituli Sancte Crucis in Jerusalem presbiterum cardinalem ac Reverendissimum dominum, 
dominum L[udovicum] tituli Sancti Laurentij in Damaso cardinalem Aquilegiensem Domini nostri pape 
Camerarium, atque Reverendissimum dominum, dominum A[storgium] tituli Sancti Eusebij Cardinalem 
Beniventanum, ac etiam Reverendum dominum, dominum N[erum] Episcopum Senensem nunc Provincie 
ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴƛƧ ƎǳōŜǊƴŀǘƻǊŜƳΦέ [ŜŦŜǾǊŜΣ άLƭ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘƻέΣ ǇǇΦ нлс-7. 
186 See Chapter 5. 
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ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƻǾŜǊ ŀƭƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊŜŘŜŎŜǎǎƻǊǎ ƛƴ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ census of twelve 

florins.187 Furthermore, Paul confirmed the acquisition of the other half of the jurisdictions over 

Canino, Gradoli, and Abbazia ad Ponte that the Farnese had purchased from Antonio Piccolomini. In 

exchange, they were to make an annual contribution of eight florins to the Camera Apostolica.188 This 

ōǳƭƭ ǿŀǎ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ǊŀǘƛŦƛŜŘ ōȅ tŀǳƭΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƻǊΣ {ƛȄǘǳǎ L±Φ189 More importantly than just officially 

recognising their titles, these bulls lumped all Farnese possessions together into a single legal entity 

with which all heads of the various branches, Gabriele Francesco, Pier Luigi I, and Pietro Bertoldo II, 

and their male descendants were invested up until the third generation. In effect, therefore, these 

bulls were a papal recognition of the Farnese fideicommissum and the indivisibility of the Farnese 

ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΦ LŘŜŀƭƭȅΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǘƘǳǎ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛƴ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ōǊŀƴŎƘΩǎ Řȅƴŀǎtic 

ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ ƘƻǊƛȊƻƴǘŀƭ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊ ǿŀǎ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǇŀǇŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΦ DƛǾŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ 

generally argued that Roman barons were reluctant to involve the pope, it is certainly remarkable that 

the Farnese took such recourse to the papacy with respect to the organisation of their possessions.190 

On a closer look, however, it becomes evident that the Farnese only did so whenever an advantageous 

ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜŎǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻǊ 

whenever there was an opportunity to obtain a decrease in their already negligible tax contributions.191 

The obvious advantages for the Farnese notwithstanding, the compliance of several popes in 

ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎŀǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ ǎǳǊǾƛǾal ς especially popes traditionally regarded 

as fiercely opposed to baronial interests such as Pius and Paul ς also demonstrates that the papacy 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƳŜŀƴǎ ƻŦ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀŘǾŀƴŎƛƴƎ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΦ !ǘ ǘƛƳŜǎΣ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ 

cardinals ς who had extensive personal networks of their own in the Papal States ς mediated these 

arrangements. For the Farnese, having powerful spokespersons at court who could lend their support 

 
187 ASV, Arm. XXXVII, 40, f. 275v; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 130r; BCA, Ms. L Be/Bc 252, f. 8v. 
188 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 130r; BCA, Ms. L Be/Bc 252, f. 8v. 
189 ASV, Arm. XXXVII, 40, f. 276r. 
190 {ƘŀǿΣ ά¢ƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tƻǇŜǎέΣ ǇǇΦ млр-6. 
191 ASV, Arm. XXXVII, 40, ff. 275v-276r; BCA, Ms. L Be/Bc 252, f. 8v; The Colonna sought papal recognition of 
their possessions and fideicommissum ŦǊƻƳ tƻǇŜ bƛŎƘƻƭŀǎ ±Φ wŜƘōŜǊƎΣ άEtsi prudensέΣ ǇǇΦ нтф-82. 
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ǘƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŀ ǾŀƭǳŜŘ ŀǎǎŜǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ƴecessity of negotiating with the 

pope in various areas of government and inheritance may have revealed the advantage of having a 

Farnese active in the papal Curia to represent their interests. 

 

The Key to Success? 

Is it possible to sŜŜ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŀƎƎǊŜƎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿŜŀƭǘƘΣ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΣ 

their extensive network of clients, and their prudent strategies for avoiding intrafamilial strife as the 

foundation for their remarkable success? Perhaps that would be an exaggeration. Concerning the 

Farnese patrimony and its place within the Papal States, their efforts to create a greater legal and 

organisational coherence through negotiating with princely power while copying its tools for the 

organisation of government reflect a wider phenomenon that characterised power and lordship in 

fifteenth-century Europe.192 The Farnese were early in their adoption of the entail as a legal framework 

to regulate inheritance over the course of multiple generations, but certainly not unique. Nor were 

ǘƘŜȅ ǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƛƳǇǊƻǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ ŀƎǊƛŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ȅƛŜƭŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƳƻǾƛƴƎ 

ōŀǊǊƛŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ ǘǊŀŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ƛǘǎ ǎǳǊǇƭǳǎŜǎΦ ²Ƙŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ 

the necessary preconditions that allowed for their success in political affairs within the Papal States 

and on the peninsular scale. In contrast to the Orsini and Colonna, the Farnese maintained a surprising 

coherence and unity of purpose.193 Families that witnessed incessant vendettas, feuding, and litigation 

over inheritance disputes, like the various branches of the Caetani or the Colonna of Palestrina, 

inevitably lost influence.194 As a result of internecine strife, conflict with neighbours, and rebellious 

vassals in the late fourteenth century, the Farnese had suffered a dramatic decrease in power that 

resulted in a contraction of the lordships under their control.195 Scattered remarks made by Ranuccio 

·±LL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ {ǘŜŦŀƴƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ǉǳƛƭŀ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ŀ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ Ƴemory of these afflictions among members of 

 
192 Watts, The Making of Polities, pp. 405-7. 
193 Shaw, The Political Role, pp. 73-96. 
194 Serio, Una gloriosa sconfitta, p. 17; Gelasio Caetani, Domus Caietana: storia documentata della famiglia 

Caetani (Sancasciano Val di Pesa, 1927-1933), especially volume 2. 
195 [ǳƛǘŜƴΣ άΩ[ƛƪŜ ŀ [ƛƭȅ !ƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘƻǊƴǎΩέΣ ǇǇΦ нрл-6. 
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the Farnese dynasty, their friends, and relatives. These stories may have served as moral exempla that 

stimulated the commitment to good seigneurial government and complemented the exhortations to 

follow the path of God-ŦŜŀǊƛƴƎ ǊƛƎƘǘŜƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƭŀǳǎŜǎ ƻŦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǿƛƭƭΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ 

overarching framework of dynasty and dominium was articulated with a care that was rare even among 

ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŜŜǊǎΦ ¸Ŝǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŀnd compromise that was 

ŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŀƴŘ was adhered to by his heirs, is testimony to the strength of the 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Řȅƴŀǎǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ŀǎ ŀ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŀƴŘ 

shared entity within that identification among the aristocratic families of Quattrocento Italy.
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Chapter Two 

 

Dynasty & Kinship: Networks, Identity Formation, and Noble Sociability 

Over the course of the last chapter it was shown how shared ownership of castles and the exercise of 

jurisdictional powers stimulated the formation of bonds between members of the Farnese dynasty. 

wƻƳŀƴ ōŀǊƻƴǎ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƛƴǾƻƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨƘƻǳǎŜΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘǎ ǘƻ ōǊƛŘƎŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

attain unity of purpose.1 Certainly, the Farnese shared in this noble perception of the dynasty as a 

unifying (and at times coercive) social construct rooted in patrilineality and notions of blood ties. The 

ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ƧǳǊƛǎǘ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǿ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƻǊ ŀǘ .ƻƭƻƎƴŀΣ tƛŜǘǊƻ ŘΩ!ƴŎarano, hailed from a cadet branch that had 

split off from the main Farnese line in the late thirteenth century, but was nevertheless well-aware he 

ŎŀƳŜ άŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƴƻōƭŜ ƭƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǾƛƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ƻŦ {ǘ tŜǘŜǊ ƛƴ ¢ǳǎŎƛŀ όde 

nobilibus de Farnesio provincie patrimonii beati Petri in Tuscia).έ2 In the course of the Quattrocento, 

the name Farnese became a surname proper, potentially modelled on the Roman nomen gentilicium , 

a development that ran parallel with the use of the word gens instead of domus.3 Other forms of 

identification persisted relatively unaltered, such as the use of the Farnese coat of arms, which 

underwent only minor changes.4 Among noble families, genealogies and stories served to preserve the 

memory of shared ancestors and even naming practices connected descendants to their eponymous 

forebears ς the Farnese were no different.5 But no dynasty existed, or could exist, in splendid isolation. 

 
1 Shaw, The Political Role, pp. 73-96. 
2 tƛŜǘǊƻ ŘΩ!ƴŎŀǊŀƴƻΣ Commentaria in sextum Decretalium (Lyon 1531), f. 2rΤ CƻǊ tƛŜǘǊƻ ŘΩ!ƴŎŀǊŀƴƻ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ 

creation of a Farnese college at Bologna in 1415, see Celestino Piana, Nuovi ricerche su le Università di Bologna 

e di Parma nel secolo XV (Florence, 1966), pp. 418-33, 473; A. Corca, ά[Ω¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘŁ di Bologna e i Farnesi: il 

Collegio ŘΩ!ƴŎŀǊŀƴƻέΣ Il Piacentino istruito 93 (1916) pp. 161-76. 
3 Alessandro Farnese uses the term gens nostra Pharnesia when writing to Annius of Viterbo, who had 
ŦŀōǊƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƎŜƴŜŀƭƻƎȅΦ Alessandro Farnese to Annius of Viterbo, Carteggio umanistico, pp. 61-2. 
4 !ǘǘƛƭƛƻ hŦŦƳŀƴΣ ά[Ω!ǊŀƭŘƛŎŀ ŘŜƛ CŀǊƴŜǎŜέΣ Archivum Heraldicum 120 (2006), pp. 65-105. 
5 IŀƳƛǎƘ {ŎƻǘǘΣ άΩ¢ƘŜ [ƛƴŜ ƻŦ 5ŜǎŎŜƴǘ ƻŦ bƻōƭŜǎ ƛǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ .ƭƻƻŘ ƻŦ YƛƴƎǎΩΥ wŜŦƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ 5ȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ LŘŜƴǘƛǘȅέΣ ƛƴ 
Liesbeth Geevers & Mirella Marini (eds.), Dynastic Identity in Early Modern Europe: Rulers, Aristocrats and the 
Formation of Identities (Farnham, 2015), pp. 217-пмΤ DŜǊǘ aŜƭǾƛƭƭŜΣ ά½ǳǊ ¢ŜŎƘƴƛƪ ƎŜƴŜŀƭƻƎƛǎŎƘŜǊ 
YƻƴǎǘǊǳƪǘƛƻƴŜƴέΣ ƛƴ !ƴŘŜƴƴŀ ϧ aŜƭǾƛƭƭŜΣ Idoneität ς Genealogie ς Legitimation, pp. 293-304; Christiane 
Klapisch-Zuber, [ŀ Ƴŀƛǎƻƴ Ŝǘ ƭŜ ƴƻƳΥ {ǘǊŀǘŞƎƛŜǎ Ŝǘ ǊƛǘǳŜƭǎ Řŀƴǎ ƭΩLǘŀƭƛŜ ŘŜ ƭŀ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀnce (Paris, 1990), pp. 83-
107. 
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 Whether for the sake of political collaboration or for securing dynastic continuity, ties between 

dynasties were concluded through intermarriage. The marriage of women from one dynasty into 

another rightly suggests their indispensable role in connecting dynasties, a role that is further 

corroborated by the centrality of noblewomen in aristocratic sociability. In fifteenth-century Italy, 

married women never entirely entered their adoptive family and retained a liminal position between 

adoptive and natal kin. This is reflected by the fact that dowries remained a legally separate entity 

ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛǾŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƛƴ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ŜŀǊƭȅ ŘŜƳƛǎŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƘŜƛǊǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ 

ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ identities remained commonly linked to their natal, not adoptive, 

family.6 ! ƴƻōƭŜǿƻƳŀƴΩǎ liminality allowed her to mediate between the interests of the men of her 

natal dynasty and those of her adoptive kin by navigating between her two identities, although this 

might also place severe strain on her position when their interests no longer overlapped but diverged 

or even conflicted.7 Yet marital ties also gave rise to male sociability within the family sphere, and 

female parallel and independent networks are attested among the Farnese. Together, the social 

interactions that marriage relations facilitated fostered a sense of personal affinity and trust that 

formed the foundation on which a potential for collaboration in the political sphere rested ς a pivotal 

intermediate step that is often overlooked when marriage and alliance are simply conflated. This 

placed considerable importance on the choice of partner; finding one who came with the right 

connections was a chief concern for Farnese patres familias. 

 LƳǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ƻǊ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅΣ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ǎƘŀǊŜǎ ǘƘŜ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƪŜŜƴ 

ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǊŜƳŀǊƪŀōƭŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΦ tƛŜǊ [ǳƛƎƛΩǎ 

marriage to Giovannella Caetani has been singled out in particular as the crucial step that linked the 

 
6 Kuehn, Family and Gender, pp. 108-ммфΤ {ǳǎŀƴ {ǘǳŀǊŘΣ ά.ǊƛŘŜǇǊƛŎŜΣ 5ƻǿǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ aŀǊƛǘŀƭ !ǎǎƛƎƴǎέΣ ƛƴ 
Judith Bennett & Ruth Karras (eds.), The Oxford Handbook for Women and Gender in Medieval Europe (Oxford, 
2013), pp. 148-снΤ ¢ƻǾŀƘ .ŜƴŘŜǊΣ ά¢ƘŜƛǊ CŀǘƘŜǊǎΩ 5ŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎΥ ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ {ƻŎƛŀƭ LŘŜƴǘƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ CƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ-Century 
CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜέΣ Journal of Family History 38/4 (2013), pp. 371-86. 
7 /ŀǊƻƭȅƴ WŀƳŜǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ 5ƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ ƻŦ /ƭŀǊŀ DƻƴȊŀƎŀΣ /ƻǳƴǘŜǎǎ ƻŦ aƻƴǘǇŜƴǎƛŜǊ-Bourbon: Gendered Perspectives 
ƻŦ CŀƳƛƭȅ 5ǳǘȅΣ IƻƴƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ CŜƳŀƭŜ !ƎŜƴŎȅέΣ Renaissance Studies (2020), doi:10.1111/rest.12698. 
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Farnese to a papal family with invaluable connections in Rome.8 These conclusions partly stem from 

ǎŎǳǊǊƛƭƻǳǎ ǘŀƭŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŦƭŀǘŜ DƛƻǾŀƴƴŜƭƭŀΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǎŎǊƛōŜ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ŀ ǎŜǘ ƻŦ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ǘǊŀƛǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ 

her as a transgressor of gendered boundaries and that depict the late fifteenth-century papacy as 

something rather like the tenth-century saeculum obscurum when Theopylact women and concubines 

supposedly controlled the papacy.9 The first part of this chapter challenges the notion that the Farnese-

Caetani match formed the symbolic entry-point of the Farnese into the closed circle of Roman barons 

by presenting a wider picture of ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ǘƛŜǎΣ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ are unfamiliar. One 

consequence of this is to question whether it is even possible to speak of a carefully-calculated 

marriage strategy for the fifteenth-century Farnese. In the subsequent sections of this chapter, the 

focus shifts away from motivations behind establishing certain ties and dismissing others, towards the 

ways in which such ties were maintained, strengthened, and exploited. I address how the Farnese drew 

in their wider dynastic network during important stages of marriage negotiations and festivities, how 

the Farnese complemented their system of marriage relations with pseudo-kinship ties, what kind of 

social interactions the Farnese used in order to strengthen their relations, and how they represented 

their dynastic ties visually. Finally, the chapter explores why the family would forego the chances of 

concluding additional dynastic ties by placing sons and daughters in the Church, focusing on female 

conventual members of the family. 

 

{ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƻǊ {ŜǊŜƴŘƛǇƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ /ƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ aŀǊǊƛŀƎŜǎ 

Dynasticism has at times been portrayed as a cynical game in which heiresses with substantial 

territorial possessions awaited ambitious men to claim them, perhaps in fierce competition with other 

potential candidates. This idea is perhaps best epitomised by the exploits of the Habsburg dynasty, 

whose members, through felicitous marriages and a series of dynastic accidents and large inheritances, 

 
8 An ambitious marriage strategy as the key to success for the Farnese is implied in Gamrath, Farnese, p. 23; 
Nasalli Rocca, I Farnese, pp. 19-20; Del Vecchio, I Farnese, p. 18. 
9 [ƻŜƪ [ǳƛǘŜƴΣ άSexuality, Agency, and Honor in the Connections between the Borgia and Farnese in 
Renaissance Romeέ, in Jennifer DeSilva (ed.), The Borgia Family: Rumor and Representation (London, 2019), pp. 
34-54. 
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acquired one of the largest empires the world has ever seen.10 Such ideas about dynasticism as a 

carefully concocted strategic game have been criticised: at the most basic level, high mortality rates 

ensured that such planning for the future was well-nigh impossible.11 Admittedly, at the royal level, 

much attention was lavished on precisely delineating the hereditary transmission of the realm, but the 

various alternative scenarios that were explored in detail during wedding negotiations suggest that 

those engaged in these negotiations took into account the possibility of contingent events leading to 

dynastic crises.12 Such planning made sense, because not only for those at court, but also in the mind 

of the public at large, dynastic continuity was closely linked to the stability of the realm. On a smaller 

scale, but in a not dissimilar manner due to the system of dynastic lordship that regulated the 

inheritance of kingdoms and small lordships alike, such dynamics characterised noble marriage 

strategies. Ensuring dynastic continuity in the male line was a central preoccupation for the Farnese. 

Moreover, as a marriage tie came with a potential for political collaboration, a myriad of considerations 

came into play during negotiations. In what follows, I trace these considerations for two to three 

generations of descendants from Pietro X Farnese and his wife, Pentasilea de Montemarte; that is to 

say, the main surviving line that ultimately produced Pope Paul III and gave rise to the Dukes of Parma 

and Piacenza and the Dukes of Latera. 

 The marriage of Pietro and tŜƴǘŀǎƛƭŜŀΩǎ eldest son, Ranuccio XVII, to Agnesella Monaldeschi in 

1427 is well-attested as is its importance to the Farnese.13 As Agnesella had first been married to 

Angelo Tartaglia, her dowry included the strategic town of Marta, which had formerly been in Farnese 

ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴΦ ¸Ŝǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǘƻ Řƻǳōǘ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǘŜƴ 

legitimate ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦ CƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΣ ƛŦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ first-born son Angelo III was begotten with Agnesella 

Monaldeschi, he could have been no older than twelve when he took up his first condotta in 1439, 

 
10 Martyn Rady, The Habsburgs: The Rise and Fall of a World Power (London, 2020); See also, Elisabetta 
Scarton, ά¢Ǌŀ ΨŘǳŀƭƛŎƛǘŁ Ŝǘ ǘǊŀŘƛƳŜƴǘƛΩΥ [ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀ όƳŀǘǊƛƳƻƴƛŀƭŜύ Řƛ CŜǊǊŀƴǘŜ ŘΩ!ǊŀƎƻƴŀ ƴŜƛ ǇǊƛƳƛ ŀƴƴƛ {Ŝǘǘŀƴǘŀ 
del Quattrocento letta attraverso i dispacŎƛ ǎŦƻǊȊŜǎŎƘƛ Řŀ bŀǇƻƭƛέΣ eHumanista 38 (2018), pp. 186-200. 
11 Natalia Nowakowska argues against dynasticism as a cynically calculated strategy for extending territorial 
ǊǳƭŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ά²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƛƴ ŀ ²ƻǊŘΚέΦ 
12 Bartlett, Blood Royal, pp. 9-26; Duindam, Dynasties, pp. 127-42. 
13 ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated. 
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which, for obvious reasons, is implausible. Moreover, a document dated 18 May 1417 reveals that the 

{ƛŜƴŜǎŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀǇǇǊƻǾŜŘ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƳȅ ŎŀƳǇ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ōŜǎƛŜƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

Orsini stronghold of Pitigliano for eight days in order to celebrate his wedding.14 There can thus be 

little doubt that Agnesella ǿŀǎ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǎǇƻǳǎŜΣ ǊŀƛǎƛƴƎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴs about the identity of his 

ŦƛǊǎǘ ǿƛŦŜΦ ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜΩǎ ƛƴǾŜƴǘƻǊȅ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ ŀƴ ŜƴǘǊȅ ŦƻǊ ŀ bull of dispensation for a marriage 

between Agnese Savelli and Ranuccio Farnese, although the date is only indicated as 1400 and may 

well have been a generic indication of the rough period when it was promulgated.15 It seems, 

ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ōǳƭƭ ŎƭŜŀǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎŀƭ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŦƻǊ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǿƛǘƘ !ƎƴŜǎŜ {ŀǾŜƭƭƛΦ ²ƛǘƘ 

some circumspection, I propose Paolo {ŀǾŜƭƭƛ ŀǎ ŀ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ !ƎƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΦ aƻǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 

ǘƘŀƴ !ƎƴŜǎŜ {ŀǾŜƭƭƛΩǎ ǇŀǘŜǊƴƛǘȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƘŜ ƘŀƛƭŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ wƻƳŜΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘ ōŀǊƻƴƛŀƭ 

families, which indicates that the Farnese at this early stage already considered the Roman barons as 

attractive, but also appropriate, marriage partners. Moreover, the Savelli were traditionally closely 

ŀŦŦƛƭƛŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀΣ ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ƛƴ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ hŘŘƻƴŜ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀΩǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ tƻǇŜ aŀǊǘƛƴ ± ŀǘ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ 

of Constance within months of RanucŎƛƻΩǎ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎΣ ƘŀŘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ consequences ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

relations with the papacy. 

 wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǊŜƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǘƻ !ƎƴŜǎŜƭƭŀ aƻƴŀƭŘŜǎŎƘƛ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƛŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀΣ for the 

Monaldeschi were hǊǾƛŜǘƻΩǎ ǊǳƭƛƴƎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ, and ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ƻŦ aŀǊǘƛƴΩǎ ƳŀǘǊƛƳƻƴƛŀƭ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ŀǎ 

well. Above all, a policy of Farnese marriages with the Monaldeschi had been pursued since at least 

the early fourteenth century, one that was continued by Ranuccio when he negotiated the marriages 

of his brother Bartolomeo and his daughter Francesca.16 The marriage of Pietro and tŜƴǘŀǎƛƭŜŀΩǎ 

daughter, Lagia, to one of the lords of Tolfa Veteris, a family traditionally affiliated to the Counts of 

Anguillara, also fits into a long pattern of marrying into local noble landholding families.17 

 
14 ASS, Concistoro 1614, f. 82r. 
15 Bulla dispensationis Ranutij de Farn[esi]o cu[m] Agneta de Sabellis. BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 139v. 
16 A dispensation for a marriage between Pietro di Ugolino Monaldeschi and Giovanna di Cola Farnese is dated 
25 May 1328. ASV, Reg. Aven. 30, f. 364v; Reg. Vat. 86, doc. 1822. 
17 !ƴŘǊŜŀ CŀǊŀΣ ά[ŀ ŦŀƳƛƎƭƛŀ CǊŀƴƎƛǇŀƴŜ Řƛ wƻƳŀ ŦǊŀ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀȊƛƻƴŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭŜ Ŝ ǊƛƴƴƻǾŀƳŜƴǘƻ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎƻ ǘǊŀ 

Quattro e Cinquecento: primŜ ƛƴŘŀƎƛƴƛέΣ Roma nel Rinascimento 42 (2018), pp. 363-90; aŀǊŎƻ CǊŀŎŀǎǎŀΣ άL 

ŦǊŀǘŜƭƭƛ [ǳŘƻǾƛŎƻ Ŝ tƛŜǘǊƻ ƴŜƭƭŀ ǎǘƻǊƛŀ Řƛ ¢ƻƭŦŀ ±ŜŎŎƘƛŀ ŘŜƭ ΨпллέΣ ƛƴ .Ǌǳƴƻ CǊŀŎŀǎǎŀ ϧ aŀǊŎƻ CǊŀŎŀǎǎŀΣ [Ω9ǊŜƳƻ 
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 RanuccioΩs two marriages provided him with a host of children, meaning that he was able to 

pursue dynastic ties without any limitations on sons or daughters of marriageable age, while his 

earnings as a condottiere gave him the means to pursue a marriage strategy unrestrained by financial 

considerations. It is telling that he sought to make full use of these opportunities and only destined his 

illegitimate daughter for a place in the Church. In 1432, Ranuccio concluded the betrothal (sponsalia) 

of Violante Farnese and Roberto Orsini with wƻōŜǊǘƻΩǎ ǳƴŎƭŜ, Cardinal Giordano Orsini.18 This 

connection to one of the most powerful branches of the Orsini, a family which, together with the 

Colonna, was regarded as the most powerful in Rome, perpetuated and strengthened the FaǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

affiliation and identification with the Roman barons. In the following decades, Ranuccio continued his 

ǇƻƭƛŎȅΣ ƳŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ [ǳŎǊŜȊƛŀ ǘƻ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ŀƴŘ !ƎƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ tŀƴŘƻƭŦƻ {ŀǾŜƭƭƛΦ19 

No less than three marriages were reserved for families with which the Farnese through circumstances 

shared ownership of several castles. Both Ranuccio and Aldo Conti received, as a reward for their role 

as condottieri in the papal armies, half of the jurisdictions of the castles of Abbazia ad Ponte, Canino, 

and Gradoli. A double marriage between Angelo III Farnese and Giustina Conti on the one hand, and 

Caterina Farnese and Giovanni Conti on the other, sought to ensure that territorial co-rulership did not 

give rise to contention.20 Indeed, the combination of a marriage and shared ownership of castles was 

a common and relatively successful means of tying together two dynasties. In the case of the Conti of 

Valmontone this solution strengthened the connections between two families that had extensively 

ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊ aŀǊǘƛƴ ± ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 9ǳƎŜƴŜ L±Ωǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜΤ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

case of the Orsini of Pitigliano, it extinguished an enmity that had lasted for generations.21 Between 

1445 and 1447 a series of deals were hammered out that resolved all conflicting claims between the 

 
della S.S. Trinità di Allumiere (Milan, 2018), pp. 89-мллΤ DƭŀǳŎƻ {ǘǊŀŎŎƛΣ άL CǊŀƴƎƛǇŀƴŜ ŘŜƭƭŀ ¢ƻƭŦŀέΣ Miscellanea 

storica Centumcellae divo Traiano patri suo 24 (2017), pp. 63-72. 
18 ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 139v. 
19 ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 124v-125r. 
20 ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 125r, 130r. 
21 [ǳƛǘŜƴΣ άΩ[ƛƪŜ ŀ [ƛƭȅ !ƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘƻǊƴǎΩέΣ ǇǇΦ нрс-9. 



74 
 

Farnese and Orsini that had arisen over the course of decades, and their vow of peace was sealed by a 

ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǎƻƴ DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ ŀƴŘ [Ŝƭƭŀ hǊǎƛƴƛΦ22 

After Ranuccio ·±LLΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ мпрлΣ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜƛǊǎ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘŀƭŦ-sister 

Eugenia with Stefanello Colonna of Palestrina, and finally that of their half-brother Pier Luigi I with 

Giovannella Caetani of Sermoneta in 1464.23 bƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǿŀǎ tƛŜǊ [ǳƛƎƛΩǎ ƳŀǊǊƛage to Giovannella 

therefore the last of a long series of Farnese marriages with the Roman barons, but at the moment of 

its conclusion the Caetani were the only Roman baronial dynasty the Farnese had not yet married into 

(although, at the time the Sermoneta branch was not particularly in favour in either Rome or Naples).24 

Lǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ŀǊƎǳŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴŎȅ ŀƴŘ ŜŀǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ 

children, following his own example, married into the Roman baronage, that both the Farnese and the 

barons felt these were appropriate matches between partners of an equal social status. Indeed, for 

the Farnese this was to be the preferred option when one of their number neared marriageable age. 

The second variety of desirable marriage was contracted in this period almost exclusively with a single 

family, the Monaldeschi of Orvieto. Interest and preservation of status dictated links with a seigneurial 

family in control of the commune with which the Farnese maintained the closest political and 

economic ties, a family moreover that had obtained extensive territorial lordships and investiture with 

the title of count. The only marriage that does not seem to entirely conform to this neat categorisation 

was that of Pentasilea Farnese and Costantino Ranieri.25 Costantino was the son of Ruggiero, one of 

bƛŎŎƻƭƼ CƻǊǘŜōǊŀŎŎƛƻΩǎ ŎŀǇǘŀƛƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ŀƳƻƴƎ tŜǊǳƎƛŀΩǎ ƻƭƛƎŀǊŎƘȅ.26 The Farnese had 

concluded marital ties with prominent condottieri like Angelo Tartaglia more frequently during the 

unruly years before the end of the Western Schism. In this case, acquiring a tie with Fortebraccio and 

 
22 ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 125r. 
23 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 126r; Gelasio Caetani, Epistolarium Honorati Caietani (Sancasciano Val di Pesa, 
1926), p. 217. 
24 Nicola Caetani to Onorato III Caetani di Sermoneta, 24 May, 29 and 30 July 1467. Archivio Caetani, 19918, 
19919 & 19920. 
25 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 124v. 
26 Stefania ZucŎƘƛƴƛΣ άwǳƎƎŜǊƻ /ŀƴŜ wŀƴƛŜǊƛέΣ ƛƴ {ǘŜŦŀƴƛŀ ½ǳŎŎƘƛƴƛ όŜŘΦύΣ I capitani di ventura: Guerra e società 
ƴŜƭƭΩLǘŀƭƛŀ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭŜ ŘŜƭ ¢ǊŜŎŜƴǘƻ (Perugia, 2006), pp. 51-66. 
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his Bracceschi troops may have been an incentive, but it is also possible to discern the logic of creating 

ties to leading families from communes whose local government the Farnese had an interest in 

influencing.27 

These two groups, Roman barons and leading families of nearby communes comprised the 

ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƎǊŀƴŘŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ .ŀǊǘƻƭƻƳŜƻΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦ aŀǊǊƛŀƎŜǎ 

with the Orsini aƴŘ 5ŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘƭȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŎƘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ !ƴƎŜƭƻ LLLΩǎ ƛƭƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ 

ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ {ŀōŜǘǘŀ ŀƴŘ DŀǘǘǳȊƻ ŘŜΩ Dŀǘǘƛ ǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ƳŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ 

±ƛǘŜǊōƻΩǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀǎ ƛƴ ƳŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ hǊǾƛŜǘƻΦ 

Two additional marriages continue this tradition of establishing ties with leading civic nobles, 

ōǳǘ ǎǘŀƴŘ ƻǳǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ¢ǳǎŎŀƴȅΩǎ ǘǿƻ ƎǊŜŀǘ Ŏƛǘȅ-states: Florence and 

{ƛŜƴŀΦ DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ !ƎƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ to Andrea Todeschini-Piccolomini was 

signed on 7 July 1474 in the presence of Cardinal Francesco Todeschini-Piccolomini, the future Pope 

tƛǳǎ LLLΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ {ƛƴƻƭŦƻ ŘŜƎƭƛΩhǘǘƛŜǊƛ ŀƴŘ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀ ƻŦ tŀƭŜǎǘǊƛƴŀΦ28 

Andrea was a nephew of Pope Pius II and the prestige of being a papal family made the Piccolomini 

into the leading Sienese family during the second half of the Quattrocento. The Farnese had married 

ƛƴǘƻ {ƛŜƴŀΩǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¢ǊŜŎŜƴǘƻΣ ŀƴŘ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ Ŏlose political, social, and 

economic ties with that commune. Until the Petrucci ŎƻǳǇ ŘΩŞǘŀǘ ƛƴ мпут, which ousted the 

Piccolomini-ƭŜŘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ {ƛŜƴŀ ǿŜǊŜ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŎƭƻǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǊŘƛŀƭΦ ¸Ŝǘ 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀƪŜ ƻŦ tƛǳǎΩ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ tƛŎŎƻƭƻƳƛƴƛ ǿŜǊŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ {ƛŜƴŜǎŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ !ƴŘǊŜŀΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ 

Antonio had been created Duke of Amalfi and had married an illegitimate daughter of King Ferrante of 

bŀǇƭŜǎΦ !ƎƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ !ƴŘǊŜŀΩǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƛƴǾŀƭǳŀōƭŜ ǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ Ƴajor 

powerbrokers not only in Siena, but also the Curia and at the Neapolitan court. 

 
27 Patrizia Chiatti, [ŀ ōƛƻƎǊŀŦƛŀ ŘŜƭ ŎƻƴŘƻǘǘƛŜǊƻ !ƴƎŜƭƻ ¢ŀǊǘŀƎƭƛŀ όŎŀΦ мотлҍмпнмύ (Tuscania, 2011), p. 32. 
28 ASS, Consorteria Piccolomini 17, ff. 25r-27v. 
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Like her cousin Agnese, Geronima Farnese was married into a Tuscan patrician family: the 

Pucci of Florence.29 In social terms, the Pucci marriage was something of a mésalliance. The Pucci were 

guildsmen that ƘŀŘ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜŜƴ ŜƴƴƻōƭŜŘ ǿƘŜƴ tǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ŜǇƻƴȅƳƻǳǎ ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊ tǳŎŎƛƻ ŘΩ!ƴǘƻƴƛƻ tǳŎŎƛ 

received a knighthood in 1429.30 Nevertheless, the Pucci had over the course of several generations 

become part of the Medici inner circle, and a tie to them provided the Farnese with a direct link to the 

CƭƻǊŜƴǘƛƴŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΦ .ȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ DŜǊƻƴƛƳŀΩǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΣ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƘŀŘ ƭƻƴƎ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ 

relations with the Medici and the communal regime, pursued military offices in the Florentine army, 

and had large business interests in Florence. Mediated access to the Florentine government and the 

Medici shadow regime that held real power were notable advantages that outweighed the inhibitions 

that the difference in status may have created. When marrying into urban noble families, the Farnese 

may have had more practical considerations in mind than when pursuing matches with baronial or 

princely dynasties. 

Finally, as a last category that can be added to the matches with Roman barons and noble 

citizens, are those marriages that the Farnese concluded with local baronial families like the 

/ŀǎǘŜƭƭΩhǘǘƛŜǊi ŀƴŘ {ŦƻǊȊŀ ƻŦ {ŀƴǘŀ CƛƻǊŀΦ ¢ƘŜ /ƻǳƴǘǎ ƻŦ /ŀǎǘŜƭƭΩhǘǘƛŜǊƻ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ŦƻǊȊŀ ƻŦ {ŀƴǘŀ CƛƻǊŀ 

were, like the Orsini of Pitigliano, in possession of small counties with imperial immediacy wedged in 

between the Republic of Siena and the Farnese patrimony in the Papal States and like the Farnese 

these families increasingly gravitated towards Rome and the papal Curia.31 In nature and status, these 

ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜŘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ ōŀǊƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŀōƭȅ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ Ŏƭŀǎǎ 

ƻŦ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ƴƻōƭŜǎΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ŦƻǊȊŀ ƻŦ {ŀƴǘŀ CƛƻǊŀΣ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ōŜǘǊƻǘƘŀƭ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ !ƴƎŜƭƻ LLLΩǎ 

daughter, Francesca, and Guido Sforza in 1457, was also, and perhaps foremost, perceived as the 

creation of a tie with Francesco Sforza, Duke of Milan.32 As such, this marriage is indicative of the 

 
29 The betrothal was signed in November 1483. ASF, Notarile anticosimiano 3248, f. 26r-v; ASF, Notarile 
anticosimiano 10191, f. 154r; ASF, Riccardi 605, ff. 2v-3r, 26v-28v. 
30 Archivio Pucci, filza 1, fasciolo 5. 
31 Teodoro Amayden, La Storia delle Famiglie Romane (Rome, 1979), vol. II, p. 119. 
32 DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ ŀƴŘ tƛŜǊ [ǳƛƎƛ L CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ му !ǳƎǳǎǘ мпрт ŀƴŘ !ƴƎŜƭƻ LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ 
Cosimo de' Medici, 19 August 1457. ASF, MAP, XII, 260r-v, 261r-v. 
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sideway glances that the Farnese increasingly cast in the direction of princely families as an option to 

target for marriage negotiations. 

¢ƘŜǎŜ ƴŜǿ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ƳŀǊǊȅƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ ǇŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀΩǎ ǇǊƛƴŎŜƭȅ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻ ŦǊǳƛǘƛƻƴ 

with the marriage between Ranuccio XVIII Farnese and Primavera da Varano, daughter of Rodolfo da 

Varano, Lord of Camerino.33 Genealogists are mistaken in identifying Ippolita Pallavicini, daughter of 

CŜŘŜǊƛŎƻ tŀƭƭŀǾƛŎƛƴƛ ƻŦ ½ƛōŜƭƭƻ ŀƴŘ /ƭŀǊƛŎŜ aŀƭŀǎǇƛƴŀ ƻŦ CƻǎŘƛƴƻǾƻΣ ŀǎ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǿƛŦŜΥ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ŀƎŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜΣ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƛƭƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ Ŝponymous son is a more likely candidate for Ippolita.34 

IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ ōȅ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ŀƴŘ tǊƛƳŀǾŜǊŀΩǎ ƘŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǾŜ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ Řƻǳōǘ ŀǎ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΦ35 A match 

between the Farnese and Da Varano was not a directly obvious one, despite the Guelph tradition and 

condottiere credentials of both families; I address the importance of mediation by the Duke of Urbino 

in the achievement of this marriage at greater length below. ¢ƘŜ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜΩǎ importance, for now, lies 

in its novelty for the Farnese, who married directly into a princely family for the first time. Though 

novel at the time, this was an example that was emulated when options for a marriage for Giulia 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΣ [ŀǳǊŀ hǊǎƛƴƛΣ ǿŜǊŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭŜŘ ōȅ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ 

and Laura, exceptionally, seems to have been regarded more as a Farnese than an Orsini.36 In first 

instance, Alessandro suggested a match between Laura and Astorre Manfredi, the young Lord of 

Faenza.37 Convinced by his Pucci brothers-in-ƭŀǿ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ aŀƴŦǊŜŘƛΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ CŀŜƴȊŀ ǿŀǎ ǇŜǊŜƴƴƛŀƭƭȅ 

insecure, they suggested that Laura might also be ŀ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ōŜǘǊƻǘƘŀƭ ǘƻ Dƛǳƭƛŀƴƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ 

[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ǘƘŜ aŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴǘΩǎ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǎƻƴΦ DƛǳƭƛŀƴƻΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΣ tƛŜǊƻΣ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀǘǘǊŀŎǘƛǾŜ 

match, and expressed his favour by indicating that although he was already related to the Orsini 

 
33 CƻǊ ǘƘŜ 5ŀ ±ŀǊŀƴƻΣ ǎŜŜ WƻƘƴ [ŀǿΣ ά¢ƘŜ 5ŀ ±ŀǊŀƴƻ [ƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ /ŀƳŜǊƛƴƻ ŀǎ Condottiere tǊƛƴŎŜǎέΣ ƛƴ WƻƘƴ CǊŀƴŎŜ 
(ed.), Mercenaries and Paid Men: The Mercenary Identity in the Middle Ages (Leiden, 2008), pp. 89-103. 
34 Pompeo Litta, Famiglie celebri italiane (Milan, 1819ς83) [digitized by Bibliothèque 
Nationale de France. https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b84523589 [last accessed: 12-10-2020]. 
35 Ranuccio XVIII Farnese ǿǊƻǘŜ ƻŦ άƭƻ ŀŎŜǊōƻ Ŏŀǎǳ ŘŜƭƭŀ ƛƴŦƛǊƳƛǘŀ Ŝǘ ƳƻǊǘŜ ŘŜƭƭŀ Ƴƛŀ ŎƻǊŘƛŀƭƛǎǎƛƳŀ ŎƻƴǎƻǊǘŜ Ŝǘ 
ŀŘ ǾƻǎǘǊŀ {ώƛƎƴƻǊƛŀϐ ŎŀǊŀ Ȋƛŀƴŀ ƳŀŘƻώƴϐƴŀ tǊƛƳŀǾŜǊŀΦέ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ hǘǘŀǾƛŀƴƻ aŀƴŦǊŜŘƛΣ нл 
February 1494. ASF, MAP, XIX, 472r-v; Primavera signed her letters as Primavera Varanea de Farnesio. 
Primavera da Varano to Balìa of Siena, 30 November 1483. ASS, Balìa 515, 99. 
36 DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ .ŀǘǘƛǎǘŀ tƛŎƻǘǘƛΣ άbǳƻǾƛ ǎǘǳŘƛ Ŝ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘƛ ƛƴǘƻǊƴƻ ŀ tŀǇŀ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ±LέΣ Rivista di Storia della 

Chiesa in Italia 5 (1951), pp. 169-нснΤ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ .ŀǘǘƛǎǘŀ tƛŎƻǘǘƛΣ άtŜǊ ƭŜ ǊŜƭŀȊƛƻƴƛ ŦǊŀ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ±L Ŝ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ 

aŜŘƛŎƛΥ ǳƴ ŘǳǇƭƛŎŜ ǘǊŀǘǘŀǘƻ Řƛ ƳŀǘǊƛƳƻƴƛƻ ǇŜǊ [ŀǳǊŀ hǊǎƛƴƛέΣ Archivio Storico Italiano 73 (1915), pp. 37-100. 
37 In general, see Fausto Renzi, I Manfredi: Signori di Faenza e Imola (Cesena, 2010). 
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through his wife and mother, the match was worthwhile investigating for the tie that it would gain him 

to the Farnese.38 Due to the young age of the prospective spouses, Piero, who was also exploring 

options for a marriage tie to the Lord of Piombino, prevaricated and negotiations were soon overtaken 

by political events when the French invasion of Italy in 1494 led to the expulsion of the Medici regime 

from Florence.39 Nonetheless, these negotiations show that both the Farnese as well as members of 

LǘŀƭȅΩǎ ǇǊincely families seriously considered such matches. That they did so was in no small measure 

the result of a development during the second half of the Quattrocento that saw an intensification of 

relations across nominal state boundaries in Italy, relations that were often formalised through 

intermarriage. By casting the net wider, whether by investigating matches with leading patrician 

ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ƻǊ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ ǇǊƛƴŎŜƭȅ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŦƛǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘƛǎ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ǘƘŜ 

fruits of these negotiations turned out to be a mixed bag of success and failure. 

Negotiations between the Farnese and princely families were, as the case of the Medici shows, 

less likely to succeed than those negotiated with baronial peers. Even in the case of the latter, our view 

is skewed by the fact that, often, evidence only survives in the event of a successful outcome (e.g. 

marriage and betrothal contracts or a discharge of the debts incurred for a dowry); rarely do sources 

provide insight into failed negotiations, or how the negotiations themselves were conducted, or why 

negotiations had been entered into in the first place. Where they do, these sources cast further 

suspicion on the viability of a carefully planned marriage strategy pursued over the course of multiple 

generations. Even the successful negotiation of the Farnese-Caetani match was the result of a 

protracted process that took four years to complete. Letters by Angelo III Farnese and Lodovico 

Trevisan show that negotiations had been entered into seriously well before 6 October 1460.40 The 

negotiations were certainly complicated by Jean of !ƴƧƻǳΩǎ invasion of the Kingdom of Naples. The 

/ŀŜǘŀƴƛΩǎ support for the Angevin cause ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ the Aragonese 

 
38 Lorenzo Pucci to Giannozzo Pucci, 24 December 1493. ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 340, ff. 98r-100v. 
39 Piero Parenti, Storia fiorentina, ed. Andrea Matucci (Florence, 1994-2018), vol. II, p. 97. 
40 Angelo III Farnese to Cardinal Trevisan, 6 October 1460, and Cardinal Trevisan to Caterina Orsini Caetani, 8 
October 1460 and 8 February 1461. Caetani, Epistolarium, p. 90. 
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armies ς Angelo Farnese and Andrea Conti were active in the Campagna with their mercenary 

companies and even plundered the Caetani lordship of Norma early in 1461.41 Nevertheless, 

negotiations continued at a slow pace; in February 1461 representatives of each family were 

exchanged so that they might observe and report upon the future spouses, and in April 1462 the 

spouses themselves were introduced to each other.42 It was only on 30 March 1464 that Pier Luigi 

ƴƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ŀ ŎǳǊŀǘƻǊ ǘƻ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ŎƻƴǘǊŀŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŘŜΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΦ43 Both families seemed 

to appreciate the benefits of the prospective marriage, but neither seemed in a particular rush to 

conclude it, and certainly did not expect that a marriage would bring a sudden and hitherto untapped 

potential for collaboration and a complete change in political directions. 

¢ƘŜ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ōŜǎǘ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ad 

hoc nature and unpredictability that characterised the efforts of the Quattrocento Farnese patriarchs 

in concluding new dynastic ties. In 1469, when Ranuccio must have been a teenage boy, his father 

Gabriele Francesco conducted negotiations for his betrothal that had proceeded far beyond the 

exploratory phase. In fact, an official papal bull of dispensation had already been acquired that paved 

ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ŦƻǊ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǘƻ [ƛǾƛŀ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜǘǊƻǘƘŀƭ ǿŀǎ ŎƭƻǎŜ ǘƻ ƻǊ ƘŀŘ 

already been concluded.44 As no further mention is made of Livia in any historical record, it is very likely 

that she died before the wedding ever took place. It cannot have been much later that negotiations 

were initiated between Gabriele Francesco Farnese and Ludovico Gonzaga, Marquis of Mantua. The 

ƳŀǊǉǳƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƎǳŀǊŘƛŀƴ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŎŜŀǎŜŘ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ƘŜ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ŀ 

ƳŀǘŎƘ ŦƻǊ /ŜŎƛƭƛŀ Řƛ /ŀǊƭƻ DƻƴȊŀƎŀ ƻŦ {ŀōƛƻƴŜǘǘŀΦ ²ƘŀǘŜǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ Ƴŀȅ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǊǉǳƛǎΩ 

ambassador in Urbino reported that the negotiations had petered out and suggested the Duke of 

aƻƴǘŜŦŜƭǘǊƻΩǎ ǎƻƴ ƻǊ Dƛǳƭƛŀƴƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘΦ45 It is possible that the benefit of the proposed tie 

 
41 Cardinal Trevisan to Caterina Orsini Caetani, 13 January 1461. Archivio Caetani, 17714 & 119868. 
42 Cardinal Trevisan to Caterina Orsini Caetani, 10 April 1462. Archivio Caetani, 17699; Caetani, Epistolarium, 
pp. 107-8, 187. 
43 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 126r; Caetani, Epistolarium, p. 217. 
44 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 139v. 
45 Francesco Prendilacqua to Ludovico Gonzaga, Urbino 2 July 1472, Archivio di Stato di Mantova, Archivio 
DƻƴȊŀƎŀΣ уппΣ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ƛƴ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ Lettere, ed. Riccardo Fubini (Florence, 1977-), vol. I, p. 399. 
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was more apparent for the Gonzaga than for the Farnese. Gonzaga ambitions in Rome had grown after 

Francesco Gonzaga was created cardinal, but his entry in Roman life was characterised by the rather 

naïve move of renting an apartment in the Orsini palace at Montegiordano, unwittingly being drawn 

into the rivalry between wƻƳŜΩǎ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ46 In the fraught factional context of Rome and the Curia, a 

connection with the Farnese might have proved a useful asset for the Gonzaga, but the Farnese as yet 

seem to have had little interest in a northern Italian family whose marital policy also focused on France 

and the Holy Roman Empire, despite the status that a dynastic tie to the Marquis of Mantua would 

have brought.47 Eventually Ranuccio did conclude a prestigious match with Primavera da Varano, but 

it is highly significant that, as if to illustrate the disjuncture between expectations and outcome in the 

conclusion of marriage alliances among noble families in Quattrocento Italy, I have found no evidence 

that this match resulted in any form of political collaboration between the Farnese and the lords of 

Camerino. 

Evidently, biological accidents and unforeseeable political circumstances precluded any 

prospect of accurately predicting what marriage ties would bring in terms of political benefit, nor did 

these benefits always meet up to expectations in practice; such clairvoyance was simply out of the 

question for European royal and noble families. On the whole, therefore, Farnese marriage policy can 

ōŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜŘ ŀǎ ǇǊŀƎƳŀǘƛŎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜΦ wƻǳƎƘƭȅ ǘǿƻ ǘƘƛǊŘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

concluded with Roman or local baronial families ς a percentage that increases even further if we were 

to include the landholding, castle owning, and titled nobility that nonetheless made up the civic nobility 

within this group. The identification with the baronial elite and with its societal level of status is further 

reflected by the level of Farnese dowries, which fluctuated between a low of 2,700 ducats and a high 

 
46 David ChambŜǊǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ IƻǳǎƛƴƎ tǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƻŦ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ DƻƴȊŀƎŀέΣ Journal of the Warburg and 
Courtauld Institutes 39 (1976), pp. 21-58. 
47 WŀƳŜǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ 5ƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ ƻŦ /ƭŀǊŀ DƻƴȊŀƎŀέΤ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛƴŀ !ƴǘŜƴƘƻŦŜǊΣ άCǊƻƳ [ƻŎŀƭ Signori to European High 
Nobility: The Gonzaga Famƛƭȅ bŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅέΣ ƛƴ /ƘǊƛǎǘƻǇƘŜǊ WƻƘƴǎƻƴΣ 5ŀǾƛŘ {ŀōŜŀƴΣ {ƛƳƻƴ 
Teuscher & Francesco Trivellato (eds.), Transregional and Transnational Families in Europe and Beyond: 
Experiences Since the Middle Ages (New York, 2011), pp. 55-74. 
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of 5,000 ducats.48 This is a range comparable to that found for the Caetani, Conti, 5ŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ and 

Orsini, which fluctuated between 3,000 and 6,000 ducats.49 Only on a few occasions did the Farnese 

pursue dynastic ties with less obvious and more high-risk, high-reward candidates such as the Ranieri, 

Da Varano, Piccolomini, or Pucci. Tellingly, the benefits these marriages brought were either negligible 

or of great ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƻ ōŜ ǎǳǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ 

that care was lavished on the choice of partner for Farnese scions. But the evidence also all seems to 

point in the same direction: that no master plan existed, or was even conceivable for Farnese marriage 

strategies. If then, we concede that a forcefully pursued dynasticism is ruled out as a cause of the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƴƻǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀƭ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ǘƛŜǎ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ 

ways in which these were given shape through social interactions is brought into sharp relief. But 

before moving on to these social interactions, it is worthwhile addressing how wider kinship networks 

were drawn in at various stages of the marriage negotiations and festivities. 

 

Mediators, Chaperons, Wedding Guests 

It is important to recognise that marriage not only created a tie between two dynasties, but involved 

ōƻǘƘ ǇŀǊǘƛŜǎΩ ǿƛŘŜǊ ƪƛƴǎƘƛǇ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎΦ aŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŘǊŀǿƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴs 

at various stages of the protracted process as mediators, chaperons, and witnesses to the signing of 

contracts, and were invited to join in celebration during the wedding festivities. These were events of 

seminal importance for creating the kind of affinity and trust on which collaboration rested. 

CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ŜǾŜƴ ƛŦ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ƳŜŘƛŀǘƻǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŎƘŀǇŜǊƻƴǎΩ ŜȄŀŎǘ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƻŦ 

 
48 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 126r-127v, 139v; ASF, Notarile anticosimiano 3248, f. 26r-v; ASN, Archivio 
Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated; ASS, Gabella dei contratti 270, f. 16v; Danilo Romei & Patrizia Rosini (eds.), 
Regesto dei documenti di Giulia Farnese (Milan, 2012), pp. 11-16. 
49 ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Pergamene, II.A.13,020, II.A.19,015; ASC, Archivi di Persone e Famiglie, 

Anguillara, Pergamene, credenzone 14, tomo 64, n. 8 & 9; ASC, Archivi di Persone e Famiglie, Anguillara, 

Pergamene, credenzone 14, tomo 66, n. 1; Archivio Caetani, 161790 & 186899; Archivio Caetani, Pergamene 

830 & 2078; ASR, Archivio Sforza-Cesarini, Serie I, busta 840, filza 23; ASR, Archivio Sforza-Cesarini, Serie I, 

busta 842, filza 14; ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated. 
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negotiations, the regular recourse that the Farnese took to individuals of the utmost political and social 

significance in order to fulfil such duties suggests that they certainly carried some weight. 

 Two marriage negotiations around the middle of the century are particularly revealing of the 

role played by mediators: those for the betrothal of Francesca Farnese with Guido Sforza and those 

for a match between Pier Luigi Farnese and Giovannella Caetani. In the negotiations for the latter 

match, Cardinal Lodovico Trevisan fulfilled the role of a trustworthy and politically high-ranking 

intermediary who could guarantee that political differences were bridged and who had a personal 

stake in the future of both spouses.50 Trevisan had been nominated as one of the guardians of Ranuccio 

·±LLΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘƻǘǘƛŜǊŜΩǎ ǿƛƭƭΣ butΣ ŀǎ ƎƻŘŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ DƛƻǾŀƴƴŜƭƭŀΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ Onorato, had an 

ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ŀŜǘŀƴƛ ƻŦ {ŜǊƳƻƴŜǘŀΩǎ ŦƻǊǘǳƴŜ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΦ 5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǳǇƘŜŀǾŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ 

raged during the negotiations, Trevisan was able to mediate and successfully broker the match, thus 

accruing honour to himself in the process. ¢Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜǘǊƻǘƘŜŘǎΩ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŦŜƭǘ ŀ sense of obligation 

towards mediators, is directly expressed in letters sent by Angelo, Gabriele Francesco, and Pier Luigi 

ǘƻ ǘƘŀƴƪ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ-Sforza match. From these letters, it is 

clear that several parties were involved in brokering this match, most prominently Cosimo and 

CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ {ŦƻǊȊŀΩǎ ŀƳōŀǎǎŀŘƻǊ ǘƻ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΦ51 Some two decades before, Cosimo had assented to 

becoming godfather to Pier Luigi Farnese, and clearly this act entailed a further sense of responsibility 

ŦƻǊ tƛŜǊ [ǳƛƎƛΩǎ ǿƛŘŜǊ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƪƛƴΦ52 Such obligations could endure over the course of several 

generations, and it ǎŜŜƳǎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ /ƻǎƛƳƻΩǎ ƎǊŀƴŘǎƻƴ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ǘƘŜ aŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴǘ also had a hand in 

the marriage between tƛŜǊ [ǳƛƎƛΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ Geronima Farnese and Puccio Pucci. Historians have 

ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƻƴ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ōǊƻƪŜǊƛƴƎ matches and his efforts at controlling the 

conclusion of marriages in Florence, and indeed both Lorenzo the Magnificent and his son Piero 

ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ tǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƘŀƭŦ-brother Roberto with Dionora Lenzi, while [ƻǊŜƴȊƻΩǎ ƭŀǾƛǎƘ ƎƛŦǘ 

 
50 Angelo III Farnese to Cardinal Trevisan, 6 October 1460, and Cardinal Trevisan to Caterina Orsini Caetani, 8 

October 1460 and 8 February 1461. Caetani, Epistolarium, pp. 90, 107-8. 
51 Gabriele Francesco & Pier Luigi I Farnese ǘƻ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ му !ǳƎǳǎǘ мпртΣ ŀƴŘ !ƴƎŜƭƻ LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ 
/ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ мф !ǳƎǳǎǘ мпртΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ·II, 260r-261v. 
52 Mandatu[m] Cosme de Medicis ad suscipiendum filium Raynutij in Baptismum. BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 136r. 
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of four Botticelli paintings for the occasion of Giannozzo Pucci and Lucrezia BiniΩǎ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ suggests his 

involvement there too.53 Especially when it came to arranging marriages between Florentine and non-

Florentine baronial families, [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǿŀǎ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘΣ ŀƴŘΣ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘ 

his personal relations with the Farnese, it is very likely that he arranged the Pucci-Farnese match. 

 ! ƳƻǊŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘ ŘŜƳƻƴǎǘǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘŜŘ ǎǇƻǳǎŜΩǎ ǿƛŘŜǊ ƪƛƴǎƘƛǇ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ 

potential benefits was made in the choice of chaperon during the courting phase of marriage 

negotiations. This phase was an opportunity for the parents to observe their prospective daughter or 

son-in-law, assess their physical fitness or fertility, and the courtliness of their manners. Above all, it 

was turned into an occasion during which the groom could show off their political and dynastic 

relations. Thus, when Pier Luigi travelled to Sermoneta to make the acquaintance of Giovannella, he 

was escorted by his brother-in-law Napoleone Orsini of Bracciano, Captain-General of the Church, head 

of the Orsini family, and the most powerful baron of the Papal States.54 The choice of Napoleone Orsini 

perhaps also suggested that, even if both parties found themselves on opposing sides in the war over 

the Kingdom of Naples, a rapprochement should be easily effected once the conflict was concluded. 

Lƴ ŀƴȅ ŎŀǎŜΣ bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴŜΩǎ Ǌole as chaperon got across the message that the Farnese could count on 

powerful support among members of ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ ōŀǊƻƴƛŀƭ ŜƭƛǘŜΦ 

Members of the Farnese also played the chaperon for their Orsini kin. Ranuccio XVIII escorted 

his cousin Gentile di Nicola Orsini of Pitigliano to Naples in 1487 as part of the negotiations to wed him 

ǘƻ /ŀǘŜǊƛƴŀ ŘΩ!ǊǊƛƎƻ ŘΩAragona, granddaughter of King Ferrante of Naples. Additionally, Ranuccio 

sought Gentile Virginio OrsiniΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƛƴ ǎŜŎǳǊƛƴƎ his cousin a large dowry.55 This projected wedding 

was intended to tie together more closely the alliance between the Sforza of Milan, the Medici in 

Florence, the Orsini in Rome, and the King of Naples, an alliance in which the Farnese were closely 

 
53 Puccio Pucci to Giannozzo Pucci, 24 December 1491. Archivio Pucci, filza 2, A 63; Oƴ ǘƘŜ aŜŘƛŎƛΩǎ 
involvement in Pucci marriages, see Patricia Lee Rubin, Images and Identity in Fifteenth-Century Florence (New 
Haven, 2007), pp. 238-50. 
54 Cardinal Trevisan to Caterina Orsini Caetani, 10 April 1462. Archivio Caetani, 17699. 
55 Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 23 September 1487. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, 
Corrispondenza, busta 70, parte 2, f. 254r. 
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involved. wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ in Naples therefore made manifest the reservoir of prominent 

connections the Orsini of Pitigliano could rely on in the area on the border of Tuscany and the Papal 

States, and, as a close confidant of Nicola Orsini, Ranuccio could be relied upon to provide a 

trustworthy report of Caterina of Aragon and of DŜƴǘƛƭŜΩǎ ǊŜŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ ŎƻǳǊǘΦ {ǳŎƘ 

services of escorting relatives were striking performances of kinship specifically enacted for a public 

contemplating associating themselves with that very kinship network through marriage. 

When all negotiations had successfully been concluded the festivities of the wedding served 

to create and strengthen personal affective bonds between the two kinship groups that performed 

their unity in the celebration. Invitations were extended even to distant relatives; Puccio Pucci was 

invited to the wedding of Guglielmo Caetani of Sermoneta and Francesca Conti of Valmontone by 

virtue of his wife Geronima Farnese.56 Attending such events was of such paramount importance that 

the Otto di Pratica had to grant Nicola Orsini of Pitigliano leave from the army for attending his 

daughter LellaΩǎ ǿŜŘŘƛƴƎ with Angelo IV Farnese on 11 May 1488, despite the imminent crisis and 

looming war in the Romagna after the murder of Girolamo Riario.57 Representatives of Acquapendente 

and Viterbo also attended this wedding, each donating a silver cup, suggesting there was also room 

for such political affiliations to be expressed through gifts to the newlyweds.58 Angelo himself, as one 

of the many heads of branches of baronial families attending, presented a gilded confectionary dish at 

the wedding of Guglielmo Caetani and Francesca Conti, and this occasion again underscores the 

centrality of gift-giving during wedding ceremonies.59 

Of the other festivities of Farnese weddings we know very little. Only one such celebration was 

recorded by a local chronicler, and these are the festivities held on the occasion of a match of which 

 
56 DǳƎƭƛŜƭƳƻ ǿŀǎ DŜǊƻƴƛƳŀΩǎ ǳƴŎƭŜ ŀƴŘ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎŀΩǎ ƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊ [ǳŎǊŜȊƛŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǿŀǎ DŜǊƻƴƛƳŀΩǎ ŀǳƴǘΦ bƛŎƻƭŀ 

Caetani to Puccio Pucci, 26 November 1489. Archivio Caetani, 198189. 
57 Otto di Pratica to Nicola Orsini, 4 May 1488. ASF, OP, LC 7, f. 24v; Within a week of the wedding, two guests, 

Nicola Orsini and Ranuccio XVIII Farnese, were already in Pisa with their troops ready to be sent on to the 

Romagna. ASF, Dieci di Balìa to Pietro Alamanni, 18 May and 6 June 1488. ASF, DB, LC, 8, ff. 21v, 28v-29v. 
58 vǳŀƎƭƛŜǊƛΣ ά!ƴƎŜƭƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜέΣ DBI. 
59 The other barons presenting gifts were Pietro Paolo Conti, Prospero Colonna, Fabrizio Colonna, Pietro 
Colonna, Ludovico Orsini, and Pietro Paolo Cesarini. Archivio Caetani, 155314. 
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little else is known at all, that between Pentasilea Farnese and Constantino Ranieri. A Perugian 

chronicler observed that, 

 

On the fifth of February [1441] Constantino di Rugiero de Ranieri took as his wife the daughter of the 

lord Ranuccio Farnese, and a splendid wedding was held where over sixty ladies and gentlemen were 

invited. And so the ladies and the fiancée danced all the way to the Palace of the Priors, and 

subsequently they returned back home, once again dancing. And this was on Sunday; the same was 

done on Monday. On Tuesday, a joust was held where more than a hundred lances were broken, and 

the winner awarded 12 braccia of sky-blue velvet. Count Guido of Urbino attended.60 

 

In the chroniclŜǊΩǎ description the emphasis seems to be on the public character of the festivities, 

taking place in public spaces such as the streets of Perugia, the Palace of the Priors, and undoubtedly 

the square in front of the palace, thus for all the city to see. A large number of leading citizens attended 

the wedding ŀǎ ǘƘŜ wŀƴƛŜǊƛ ōŜƭƻƴƎŜŘ ǘƻ tŜǊǳƎƛŀΩǎ ǊǳƭƛƴƎ ŜƭƛǘŜ ς /ƻƴǎǘŀƴǘƛƴƻΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ wǳƎƛŜǊƻ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜd a 

state burial with much pomp some months after the wedding and his son fulfilled public offices with 

great regularity.61 Moreover, as a manifestation of the chivalric culture that united the members of 

LǘŀƭȅΩǎ condottiere dynasties, the joust that was organised attracted many participants.62 Thus, the 

noble sociability that wedding celebrations gave rise to was intended to weld together the two 

ǎǇƻǳǎŜǎΩ ƪƛƴǎƘƛǇ ƎǊƻǳǇǎΦ 

 
60 ά!ŘƜ ŘŜ р ŦŜōǊŀƛƻ ƳŜƴƼ ƳƻƎƭƛŜ Dƻǎǘŀƴǘƛƴƻ ŘŜ wǳƎƛŜǊŜ ŘŜƛ wŀƴƛŜǊŜΣ ǉǳŀƭŜ Ŝra figliola del signor Ranuccio da 

Farnese; e fuor fatte assai belle nozze, dove ce fuoro invitate più de 60 donne e signori; et così andaro ballando 

le donne e la zita per fina lì al palazo dei Priori, e poi se retornaro a casa pure ballando. Et questo fu la 

dominica: el simile fiero el lunedì; el martedì se fece una giostra, et davase a chi aveva lo onore braccia 12 de 

ǾŜƭƭǳǘƻ ŎƛƭŜǎǘǊƻΣ Ŝǘ ŎŜ ŦǳƻǊƻ ǊƻǘǘŜ ǇƛǴ ŘŜ млл ƭŀƴŎŜΥ Ŝ ǾŜƴƴŜŎŜ Ŝƭ ŎƻƴǘŜ DǳƛŘƻ ŘŜ ¦ǊōƛƴƻΦέ Cronaca della città di 

Perugia dal 1309 al 1491, nota con nome del Diario del Graziani, secondo un codice appartenente ai conti 

Baglioni, edited by Ariodante Fabretti, Archivio storico italiano 16 (1850) p. 467. 
61 Cronaca della città di Perugia, 468; Cronaca perugina inedita di Pietro Angelo di Giovanni, ed. By Oscar 

Scalvanti, .ƻƭƭŜǘǘƛƴƻ ŘŜƭƭŀ wŜƎƛŀ 5ŜǇǳǘŀȊƛƻƴŜ Řƛ ǎǘƻǊƛŀ ǇŀǘǊƛŀ ǇŜǊ ƭΩ¦ƳōǊƛŀ 4 (1898), pp. 72-136, 303-400 and 

.ƻƭƭŜǘǘƛƴƻ ŘŜƭƭŀ wŜƎƛŀ 5ŜǇǳǘŀȊƛƻƴŜ Řƛ ǎǘƻǊƛŀ ǇŀǘǊƛŀ ǇŜǊ ƭΩ¦ƳōǊƛŀ 9 (1903), pp. 33-380. 
62 Michael Mallett has illuminated thŜ ΨǊŜǾƛǾŀƭΩ ƻŦ ŎƘƛǾŀƭǊȅ ƛƴ ƭŀǘŜ-medieval Italy, yet essentially regards it as 
ŀƴǘƛǘƘŜǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƻ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭƛǎƳ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ά/ƻƴŘƻǘǘƛŜǊƛ ŀƴŘ /ŀǇǘŀƛƴǎ ƛƴ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ LǘŀƭȅέΣ ƛƴ 5ΦWΦ.Φ ¢ǊƛƳ 
(ed.), Chivalric Ethos and the Development of Military Professionalism (Leiden, 2003), pp. 67-88. 
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Although the evidence pertaining to the ceremonies and practices surrounding marriage 

negotiations and celebrations is sparse, it speaks more to the imagination than an enumeration of 

contract witnesses, while similarly providing crucial insight into the ways in which the Farnese drew in 

their wider kinship network in the all-important process of creating dynastic ties. For it provides a 

glimpse of insight into the rich life of Quattrocento noble sociability and its currencies of status, trust, 

honour, and feelings of affiliation and obligation. It is also evidence of the thick nexus of relations that 

the Farnese spun across the Italian peninsula. Within this nexus of relations, additional ties that were 

not rooted in blood kinship or officially sanctioned marriage but nevertheless show similar traits have 

already appeared, most prominently the connection between godparents and godchildren. Such ties 

show that yet another layer or web of relations connŜŎǘŜŘ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ ŜƭƛǘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ōŜǎǘ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛǎŜŘ 

as pseudo-kinship relations. 

 

Pseudo-Kinship: Godfathers, Mistresses, and Patronage Relations 

In Quattrocento Italy, like elsewhere in Latin Europe, parallel systems existed that created ties that 

were deemed not wholly dissimilar to those established by blood or marriage; most prominently the 

nomination of godparents or guardians, but also other forms of pseudo-kinship relations. William 

Deller, Guido Alfani, and Vincent Gourdon stress that in pre-Tridentine Europe, even if the Church 

insisted on the centrality of the creation of spiritual kinship ties through the ritual of baptism, it was 

the social ties that really mattered.63 The impact of godparenthood and guardianship is notoriously 

difficult to trace as such relations were rarely explicitly articulated, but evidence in the context of the 

late-Quattrocento Sforza court in Milan suggests it was far from negligible.64 Where it is possible to 

trace such connections for the fifteenth-century Farnese, the material suggests that godparents and 

guardians took over the responsibility for orphaned children, and even if one or both natural parents 

 
63 DǳƛŘƻ !ƭŦŀƴƛ ϧ ±ƛƴŎŜƴǘ DƻǳǊŘƻƴΣ ά{ǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ YƛƴǎƘƛǇ ŀƴŘ DƻŘǇŀǊŜƴǘƘƻƻŘΥ !ƴ LƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέΣ ƛƴ DǳƛŘƻ !ƭŦŀƴƛ ϧ 
Vincent Gourdon (eds.), Spiritual Kinship in Europe, 1500-1900 (Basingstoke, 2012), pp. 1-43; William Deller, 
ά¢ƘŜ CƛǊǎǘ wƛǘŜ ƻŦ tŀǎǎŀƎŜΥ .ŀǇǘƛǎƳ ƛƴ aŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ aŜƳƻǊȅέΣ Journal of Family History 36/1 (2011), pp. 3-14; 
Guido Alfani, Fathers and Godfathers: Spiritual Kinship in Early-Modern Italy (Farnham, 2009). 
64 Gregory Lubkin, A Renaissance Court: Milan under Galeazzo Maria Sforza (Berkeley, 1994), pp. 223-6. 
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were alive, maintained bonds of affection with the children under their protection ς bonds that often 

lasted well into adulthood. For this reason, godparents and guardians could be an invaluable asset as 

powerful protectors and even ensure dynastic survival. On one such occasion, Gabriele Francesco 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ .Ǌǳƴƻ /ƻƴǘƛΣ {ǘŜŦŀƴŜƭƭƻ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀΣ ŀƴŘ 5ƻƳŜƴƛŎƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƎǳŀǊŘƛŀƴǎ 

ƻǾŜǊ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ŀƴŘ [ǳŎǊŜȊƛŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ underage children by Paul II after their father 

had been ƛƳǇǊƛǎƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ /ŀǎǘŜƭ {ŀƴǘΩ!ƴƎŜƭƻΦ65 In this particular case, the intervention of an extensive 

kinship network ensured that the sins of the father were not visited upon the Anguillara sons during a 

period of fierce prosecution under the consecutive pontificates of Pius II and Paul II. 

The relevance of pseudo-kinship ties lay in their ability to strengthen existing kinship 

connections or create additional bonds where no formal kinship yet existed. For example, Giannozzo 

Pucci requested in 1493 that his brother-in-law Cardinal Alessandro Farnese take his son into baptism. 

Alessandro obliged and in this instance his role as godparent served to reinforce a formal kinship tie, 

ōǳǘ ƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ǿŀǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ DƛŀƴƴƻȊȊƻ tǳŎŎƛΩǎ 

offspring than would have been the case as a more distant uncle.66 !ǎ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ 

shows, godparenthood extended to members of the clergy who were thus able to create direct links 

as an alternative to additional kinship ties that were unavailable to them as a result of their vows of 

chastity. Indeed, precisely when traditional ties were lacking, additional pseudo-kinship relations 

became an especially potent means to secure the dynastic future. This is illustrated by the nomination 

ƻŦ ƎǳŀǊŘƛŀƴǎ ƛƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLΩǎ ǿƛll for his sons, despite the fact that two of them had long been of age 

by 1450. The guardians nominated in this will were Cardinal Francesco Condulmer, Vice-Chancellor of 

ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ŀƴŘ 9ǳƎŜƴŜ L±Ωǎ ƴŜǇƘŜǿΣ Cardinal Lodovico Trevisan, Cardinal Domenico Capranica, 

Cardinal Astorgio Agnesi, and Neri da Montegarullo, Bishop of Siena and Rector of the Patrimony of St 

Peter in Tuscia.67 No fewer than four of the guardians were prominent members of the College of 

 
65 ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Pergamene, II.A.18,053; Michaelis Canensii, De vita et pontificatu Pauli secundi P. 
M., RIS, tomo III, parte 16, p. 129. 
66 Geronima Farnese to Giannozzo Pucci, 21 December 1493. ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 340, f. 94r-v. 
67 [ŜŦŜǾǊŜΣ άLƭ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘƻέΦ 
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Cardinals who as military cardinals had had a personal connection to Ranuccio, and in the case of 

Trevisan also to his son Angelo III. Taking into consideration all known pseudo-kinship connections 

concluded by Ranuccio, it thus becomes clear that he had sought to enlist support for his offspring 

among personal acquaintances, who, and this was essential, were leading members of the papal Curia 

ƛƴ wƻƳŜΣ ǘƘŜ .ƛǎƘƻǇ ƻŦ {ƛŜƴŀΣ ŀƴŘ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΩǎ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ ǊǳƭŜǊ. These godparents and guardians therefore 

had the power to provide protection in those areas where the Farnese had their greatest interests. 

/ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ [ƻŘƻǾƛŎƻ ¢ǊŜǾƛǎŀƴΩǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŀƴǘǎ ƳƻǊŜƻǾŜǊ ǎƘƻǿǎ 

that contemporaries attributed considerable weight to the importance of pseudo-kinship connections, 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ 

multiple generations. 

 Where godparenthood was actively supported by the Church and guardianship a legally 

defined parental role, the relationship between noblemen and their mistresses was condoned neither 

legally nor spiritually. Nevertheless, the proliferation of illegitimate offspring among the Farnese and 

related families suggests mistresses were a common phenomenon. Unlike the Orsini, however, the 

Farnese generally retained a separation between legitimate and illegitimate offspring, and there is no 

evidence for efforts to legitimise bastard sons and endow them with any property beyond that which 

would secure them a basic income.68 The identities of Farnese mistresses also remain shrouded in 

mystery, with the very notable exception of the singular case in which a Farnese herself was cast in 

ǘƘŀǘ ǊƻƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜƴ ŀƎŀƛƴΣ tƛŜǊ [ǳƛƎƛΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΣ Dƛǳƭƛŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ ǊŜƴƻǿƴŜd in her age for her beauty, was 

not a mistress to just anyone, she was the mistress of a pope. 

We do not know exactly when Dƛǳƭƛŀ ōŜŎŀƳŜ wƻŘǊƛƎƻ .ƻǊƎƛŀΩǎ mistress, but the source material 

suggests that she had certainly become so shortly after he acceded to the papal throne as Alexander 

VI (1492-1503), because ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀƭ ŎƻǳǊǘΩǎ ŦŜǎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΦ Mistresses were 

an omnipresent and often very visible phenomenon at all Italian courts in the Quattrocento, including 

 
68 Shaw, The Political Role, pp. 75-6. 
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those of cardinals in Rome.69 CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ƳƛǎǘǊŜǎǎΩ ƴŀǘŀƭ ƪƛƴ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ǎŜȄǳŀƭ 

liaisons as it created a quasi-familial tie and in return they could expect to benefit in the form of 

rewards, offices, and privileges.70 Throughout the Middle Ages, rulers had taken recourse to their 

ƳƛǎǘǊŜǎǎΩ ƪƛƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ but valuable political network.71 Even if Alexander and GiuliaΩǎ affair was 

made unusually public in the context of a court populated nearly exclusively by male clerics, it must be 

remembered that Giulia was the only papal mistress during the Renaissance to have hailed from the 

baronial elite. As Helen Ettlinger has arguedΣ ƛƴ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻ Lǘŀƭȅ ǘƘŜ ƳƛǎǘǊŜǎǎΩ Ǿƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀǘ ŎƻǳǊǘ was 

directly linked to her status.72 Much of the moral outrage over which historians have fretted came from 

ǘƘŜ .ƻǊƎƛŀΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƻǇǇƻƴŜƴǘǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ from strict reformers, but it seems inescapable that neither 

Farnese and Borgia, nor many of their contemporaries regarded the situation as anything out of the 

ordinary.73 In fact, Lucrezia Borgia emphasised the quasi-kinship relation she felt she had with Giulia, 

writing to Alexander VI that she regarded Giulia as her sister (ch[e] tengo in locho de sorella), and both 

women shared the content of their letters with each other and even wrote letters together.74 When 

ǘƘŜ tƻǇŜ ǿŀǎ ŘƛǎǇƭŜŀǎŜŘ ōȅ DƛǳƭƛŀΩǎ ŘŜǇŀǊǘǳǊŜ ǘƻ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ƘŜǊ ŘȅƛƴƎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴ /ŀǇƻŘƛƳƻƴǘŜΣ [ǳŎǊŜȊƛŀ 

retorted that if she herself were not also prohibited from leaving Pesaro, she would have followed 

DƛǳƭƛŀΩǎ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ, as she felt that she herself had lost a beloved brother.75 Furthermore, the benefits 

 
69 hƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻōƭŜǿƻƳŀƴ DƛǊƻƭŀƳŀ ¢ƻǎǘƛΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ DǳƛƭƭŀǳƳŜ ŘΩ9ǎǘƻǳǘŜǾƛƭƭŜΣ ǎŜŜ !ƴƴŀ 9ǎǇƻǎƛǘƻΣ 
άDƛǊƻƭŀƳŀ Ŝ ƛƭ ŎŀǊŘƛƴŀƭŜΥ [Ŝ ŀƭǘŜǊƴŜ ŦƻǊǘǳƴŜ Řƛ ǳƴŀ ƴƻōƛƭŘƻƴƴŀ ŘŜƭ wƛƴŀǎŎƛƳŜƴǘƻέΣ Roma nel Rinascimento 
(2019), pp. 221-48. 
70 IŜƭŜƴ 9ǘǘƭƛƴƎŜǊΣ ά±ƛǎƛōƛƭƛǎ Ŝǘ LƴǾƛǎƛōƛƭƛǎΥ ¢ƘŜ aƛǎǘǊŜǎǎ ƛƴ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ /ƻǳǊǘ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅέΣ Renaissance 
Quarterly 47/4 (1994), pp. 770-92. 
71 Bartlett, Blood Royal, pp. 159-срΤ CŜǊƴŀƴŘƻ !Ǌƛŀǎ DǳƛƭƭŞƴΣ άCŀƳƛƭȅ aŀǘǘŜǊǎΥ aŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ {ǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 
Strengthening of Royal Authority in Castile during the Reign of Alfonso XI (1312-морлύέΣ Viator 47/1 (2016), pp. 
293-311. 
72 9ǘǘƭƛƴƎŜǊΣ ά±ƛǎƛōƛƭƛǎ Ŝǘ LƴǾƛǎƛōƛƭƛǎέΣ ǇǇΦ ттт-82. 
73 [ǳƛǘŜƴΣ ά{ŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ !ƎŜƴŎȅΣ ŀƴŘ IƻƴƻǊέΤ {ŜŜ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ .Ǌȅŀƴ /ǳǎǎŜƴΣ Pope Paul III and the Cultural Politics of 
Reform: 1534-1549 (Amsterdam, 2020), pp. 48-ррΤ /ŜǎŀǊƛƴŀ /ŀǎŀƴƻǾŀΣ ά±ŀƴƴƻȊȊŀ /ŀǘŀƴŜƛ Ŝǘ Dƛǳƭƛŀ la Bella à la 
cour de Rodrigo Borgia ς !ƭŜȄŀƴŘǊŜ ±LέΣ ƛƴ WǳƭƛŜǘǘŜ 5ƻǊΣ aŀǊƛŜ-Élisabeth Henneau & Alain Marchandisse (eds.), 
Maîtresses et favorites dans les coulƛǎǎŜǎ Řǳ ǇƻǳǾƻƛǊ Řǳ aƻȅŜƴ $ƎŜ Ł ƭΩ;ǇƻǉǳŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴŜ (Saint-Ëtienne, 2019), 
pp. 241-53. 
74 !ŘǊƛŀƴŀ ŘŜƭ aƛƭŁΣ [ǳŎǊŜȊƛŀ .ƻǊƎƛŀ ϧ Dƛǳƭƛŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ LǎŀōŜƭƭŀ ŘΩ9ǎǘŜΣ мр WǳƴŜ мпфпΦ !ǊŎƘƛǾƛƻ Řƛ {ǘŀǘƻ Řƛ 
Mantova, Archivio Gonzaga, Affari Esteri, Urbino e Pesaro, busta 1065, f. 288r-v. I kindly thank Diane Ghirardo 
for this reference; Lucrezia Borgia to Alexander VI, 25 June 1494. Regesto dei documenti, pp. 115-16. 
75 άǎŜ ƴƻώƴϐ Ƴƛ ŦƻǎǎŜ ǎǘŀǘƻ ǇǊƻƘƛōƛǘƻ ŀƴŎƘƻǊ ƛƻ ŜǊŀ ƴŜŎŜǎǎƛǘŀǘŀ ŀŘ ŦŀǊƎƭƛ ŎƻƳǇŀƎƴƛŀ όΧύ ǇŜǊ ƭŀ ƎǊŀƴώŘŜϐ ǇŜǊdita de 
uno tale s[igno]re el q[u]ale havea in loco de bon[issimo] fratelloέΦ [ǳŎǊŜȊƛŀ .ƻǊƎƛŀ ǘƻ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊ ±LΣ нт Wǳƭȅ 
1494. Regesto dei documenti, pp. 140-2. 
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that accrued ŦǊƻƳ DƛǳƭƛŀΩǎ ƭƛŀƛǎƻƴ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ƘŜǊǎŜƭŦ ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦ Geronima Farnese 

wrote without much circumspection to her husband Puccio Pucci about the favours bestowed on his 

ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ DƛǳƭƛŀΩǎ intervention ς favours for which the Pucci themselves had also 

implored Geronima to write to the pope.76 Furthermore, the readiness with which Alexander engaged 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŜǘǊƻǘƘŀƭ ƻŦ [ŀǳǊŀ hǊǎƛƴƛ ǿƛǘƘ Dƛǳƭƛŀƴƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ƛǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ the 

best proof of the quasi-kinship relations fostered by concubinage.77 

¢Ƙŀǘ [ŀǳǊŀ ǿŀǎ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ ƛǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ ŀ ƭŜǘter written by 

Lorenzo Pucci to his brother Giannozzo, in which he relates of a conversation he had with Alessandro 

Farnese and because he himself feigned to recognise AlexanderΩǎ ǊŜǎŜƳōƭŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ little girl.78 There 

are ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎ ǘƻ Řƻǳōǘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ǎƛƴŎŜǊƛǘȅ ŀōƻǳǘ [ŀǳǊŀ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇŜΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΦ CƛǊǎǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭΣ 

Alessandro was dangling an attractive marriage proposal in front of the Medici ς and by extension the 

Pucci. Trying to raise the price of the fiancée, Alessandro exaggerated by hinting that Alexander might 

give three or four castles to her father Orsino that Laura would inherit later, and moreover that there 

was also a possibility that Laura inherit the possessions of their branch of the Farnese in case Angelo 

IV were to die heirless ς a blatant lie in the light of the capitulation between Gabriele Francesco and 

Pier Luigi Farnese of 1470 which excluded women from inheriting. Secondly, the purported father, 

Alexander VI himself, was convinced that Orsino had sired Laura. When Giulia refused to return to 

Rome and instead expressed her desire to stay with her husband in late autumn 1494, Alexander wrote 

to Giulia that ƘŜ ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ to do so was to be impregnated (enprenyar) again by 

the air/ǿŀǘŜǊ ƻŦ .ŀǎǎŀƴŜƭƭƻΦέ79 Whoever the father was, and it is possible nobody involved knew either, 

Alexander was nonetheless willing to keep up pretences as long as he was able to exploit his 

 
76 Geronima Farnese to Puccio Pucci, 21 & 29 October 1493, and Geronima Farnese to Alexander VI, October 
1493. ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 340, ff. 22r, 38r-v, 46r. 
77 tƛŎƻǘǘƛΣ άbǳƻǾƛ ǎǘǳŘƛέΤ tƛŎƻǘǘƛΣ άtŜǊ ƭŜ ǊŜƭŀȊƛƻƴƛ ŦǊŀ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ±L Ŝ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛέΦ 
78 άǳǘ ƳώƛϐƘƛ ǾƛŘŜǘǳǊ Ŝǎǘ ǎƛƳƛƭƛǎ ǇƻƴώǘƛŦƛŎƛϐ ŀŘŜƻ ǳǘ ǾŜǊŜ ŜȄ Ŝƛǳǎ ǎŜƳƛƴŜ ƻǊǘŀ ŘƛŎƛ ǇƻǎǎƛǘέΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ tǳŎŎƛ ǘƻ 
Giannozzo Pucci, 24 December 1493. ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 340, ff. 98r-101r. 
79 There is debate among palaeographers regarding the crucial word, which can either be read as ajra [aria] or 
aqua. In either case the meaning of the euphemism remains the same (as if the air/water of Bassanello sufficed 
to become pregnant). Alexander VI to Giulia Farnese, 22 October 1494. Regesto dei documenti, pp. 169-70. 
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relationship with Giulia to establish a much-desired link to the Medici. The pseudo-kinship tie that 

ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ .ƻǊƎƛŀ ōȅ ǾƛǊǘǳŜ ƻŦ Dƛǳƭƛŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎƻƴŎǳōƛƴŀƎŜΣ ǘƘǳǎ ƘŀŘ 

repercussions that played out at the highest political level. 

Princely courts in general, and the Italian Renaissance court in particular, have been identified 

as loci where a myriad of pseudo-kinship relations other than that between mistresses and lovers were 

fostered.80 The ruling prince and, if married, his spouse were expected to fulfil a paternal role towards 

the young noblemen and noblewomen entrusted to their care. A manuscript stemming from the ducal 

library indicates that Ranuccio XVIII and Angelo IV Farnese were educated at the court of Urbino.81 The 

court of Urbino was an aristocratic meeting place where the scions of baronial families from the Papal 

States and even Genoa and Lombardy mingled to be instructed in the courtly manners, humanist and 

chivalric culture, and military skills deemed essential for their upbringing.82 The negotiations for the 

Gonzaga-Farnese match took place in Urbino, suggesting that its court was a suitable space for the 

conclusion of such matches, and mediation provided an opportunity for the duke or duchess to profit 

from the prestige that came with arranging such matches. It is likely that Urbino was where wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ 

match with his wife Primavera da Varano was concluded, in lieu of evidence of connections between 

both families other than the presence of Ranuccio and tǊƛƳŀǾŜǊŀΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊǎΣ Pier Gentile and Annibale, 

at the Montefeltro court.83 Mediation of the type provided at court by the prince or the personal ties 

that personal interactions during games, hunting, and military training fostered, may have paved the 

way for a match between the Farnese and the Da Varano. What is more, Ranuccio earned Federico da 

MontefeltroΩǎ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǳǇōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ŀǘ ŎƻǳǊǘ, and apart from endeavouring to obtain a 

prominent match for his pupil, the duke made him a constable of his military company. It may 

therefore not be entirely coincidental ǘƘŀǘ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ second-born son was named Federico. 

 
80 WŜǊƻŜƴ 5ǳƛƴŘŀƳΣ άwƻȅŀƭ /ƻǳǊǘǎέΣ ƛƴ IŀƳƛǎƘ {Ŏƻǘǘ όŜŘΦύΣ The Oxford Handbook of Early Modern European 
History, 1350-1750: Volume 2: Cultures and Power (Oxford, 2015), pp. 440-77. 
81 BAV, Urb. Lat. 829, f. 551v. 
82 WŜƴƴƛŦŜǊ ²ŜōōΣ ά!ƭƭ ƛǎ bƻǘ Cǳƴ ŀƴŘ DŀƳŜǎΥ /ƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴΣ tƭŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ {ǳǊǾŜƛƭƭŀƴŎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ aƻƴǘŜŦŜƭǘǊƻ /ƻǳǊǘ ƛƴ 

¦ǊōƛƴƻέΣ Renaissance Studies 26/3 (2012), pp. 417-40. 
83 BAV, Urb. Lat. 829, f. 551r-v. 
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 ¢ƘŜ ΨŎƻǳǊǘΩ ƻŦ the Medici in Florence, for as much as we can speak of one, also functioned as 

an aristocratic space where young scions of prominent Italian families met. If the Medici court lacked 

the chivalric and military credentials of that in Urbino, it was nonetheless populated by famous 

teachers of the classical languages, of rhetoric, and of philosophy, and hence it attracted sons destined 

for careers in the Church. This was in fact the court where the young Alessandro Farnese was educated 

during his years away from Rome followƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎΩ ²ŀǊΦ Apart from acquiring a 

proficiency in Latin and Greek as well as profound knowledge of neo-Platonic philosophy, Alessandro 

was able to strengthen his relations with his Pucci in-laws during his residence in Florence. More 

importantly, it gave Alessandro the opportunity to win [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜ aŜŘƛŎƛΩǎ support for his clerical 

career. The Florentine court also fostered horizontal ties between the adolescents who were taught 

together and who were encouraged to converse and write each other in Latin.84 Alessandro initiated 

ƻƴŜ ǎǳŎƘ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ǘƘŜ aŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴǘΩǎ ǎƻƴΦ85 ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻ 

are addressed further on; in the context of highlighting the endurance and potency of relations that 

were fostered among the members of courtly society, it is though relevant to point out that, except 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōǊƛŜŦ ƛƴǘŜǊƭǳŘŜ ƻŦ !ŘǊƛŀƴ ±LΩǎ (1522-1523) pontificate, three contemporaries at the Medici court, 

ƴŀƳŜƭȅ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ όtƻǇŜ [Ŝƻ ·, reigned 1513-1521ύΣ Dƛǳƭƛƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ όtƻǇŜ /ƭŜƳŜƴǘ ±LL, 

reigned 1523-1534), and Alessandro Farnese (Pope Paul III, reigned 1534-1549), dominated the papacy 

for nearly four decades. 

 

Noble Sociability 

I have indicated above that an existing kinship tie rarely provides an explanation for amity or enmity 

between two families. Indeed, a quick look at the Farnese family tree does not suffice to explain why 

 
84 Arsenio Frugoni, άPer uno studio sulla giovinezza di Paolo IIIέ, Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa, 9 
(1940), pp. 202-10; Giovanni Battistta Picotti, La giovinezza di Leo X (Milan, 1927). 
85 !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƻ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ ǳƴŘŀǘŜŘΦ 
Carteggio umanistico, pp. 20, 22-3, 29. 
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the Farnese supported the Orsini of Bracciano in their conflict with the 5ŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мпслǎ; 

both families were related to the Farnese. By the same token, network analysis cannot explain why 

the Caetani of Sermoneta supported their Colonna relatives when they waged war on the Orsini in 

1484, but followed the Orsini a decade later in opposing the Colonna.86 A much better indication that 

allegiances were shifting are the letters that show an intensification in the exchange gifts and of mutual 

visits that took place between the Caetani and Orsini in the preceding period.87 That historians up until 

now have not pursued these kind of inroads is partly due to the paucity of the letters that are 

preserved, which generally tend to touch upon political and military events, not aspects of social life. 

This problem is further exacerbated by the relatively small number of private letters that survive. The 

Farnese material, however, offers a wealth of information, and the abundance of insight that can be 

distilled from a relatively sparse amount of material suggests that we are only scraping the surface of 

a rich life of noble sociability. 

 Gifts were an excellent means of tying together kinship networks. It was once thought such 

exchanges created a social economy that held together archaic societies.88 The current consensus is 

rather that gifts were a mode of communication. As gestural performances moreover, they 

communicated a bond of affection, but also allowed for more subliminal messages. Economic value in 

that respect was only one aspect that determined the ƎƛŦǘΩǎ cultural value. Food gifts of low monetary 

but high cultural value (such as fresh fruit, live eels, or game) were much appreciated and frequently 

used by the Farnese and their kin, and were more readily available for the kind of regular exchange 

that tied together networks.89 The Farnese had a penchant for gifts that also communicated the noble 

status of both donor and recipient. Ranuccio XVIII Farnese and Puccio Pucci, for example, both took an 

 
86 Stefano Infessura, Diario della città di Roma di Stefano Infessura scribasenato, ed. Oreste Tommasini (Rome, 

1890), pp. 183-4; Caetani, Domus Caietana, vol. II, pp. 193-5. 
87 Nicola Caetani to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 26 August 1490. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 
102, parte 1, f. 205r; Nicola Caetani to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 9 March & 2 June 1491. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie 
I, Corrispondenza, busta 102, parte 2, ff. 353r-v, 505r. 
88 The classic is Marcel Mauss, The Gift: Forms and Functions of Exchange in Archaic Societies (London, 1969). 
89 [ǳƛǘŜƴΣ άCǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ CŀƳƛƭȅΣ CǊǳƛǘ ŀƴŘ CƛǎƘέΤ CŜƭƛŎƛǘȅ IŜŀƭΣ άCƻƻŘ DƛŦǘǎΣ ǘƘŜ IƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ 
9ȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘέΣ Past & Present 199/1 (2008), pp. 41-70; in general on token gifts, see 
Felicity Heal, The Power of Gifts: Gift Exchange in Early Modern England (Oxford, 2014), pp. 31-59. 
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interest in horses, which they exchanged, and the latter at one point even requested to have a foal by 

one of wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǇǊƛȊŜŘ ǊŀŎŜƘƻǊǎŜs.90 Indeed, Gentile Virginio Orsini and Nicola Caetani exchanged 

both dogs and horses, and the former ordered expensively decorated leashes and collars so that no 

one could be in doubt about the length he was willing to go in terms of expenses for attributes and 

animals pertaining to noble sports.91 

Like gift and counter-gift, visits could be reciprocated and that nobles regularly visited their 

relatives is attested by the frequent mentions of planned visits and the many extended invitations in 

letters by and to the Farnese. There is little evidence that the Farnese co-habited castles, and in any 

case possessed enough not to be forced to do so, but that they co-authored letters or came to 

agreements witnessed by notaries suggests that the members of the family regularly met among each 

other as well. Furthermore, when the opportunity arose, visits were extended to relatives. When 

Alessandro Farnese travelled back to Rome after having followed the retinue of Alexander VI to Viterbo 

and Orvieto, he made a small detour via the Savelli stronghold of Rignano. In order to celebrate his 

recent nomination as cardinal, Luca and Giovanni Savelli decided to honour him with a lavish welcome. 

As Lorenzo Pucci, who travelled with Alessandro, wrote to his brother Giannozzo, in order to signal 

and honour their dynastic connections to the Farnese ς [ǳŎŀ ŀƴŘ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ 

aunt Agnese Farnese ς the Savelli had organised a torch procession and arranged for two hundred 

ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎ ƻƭƛǾŜ ōǊŀƴŎƘŜǎ ǘƻ ŎƘŀƴǘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ƴŀƳŜΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊǘǊŜǎǎ Ŏŀƴƴƻƴǎ ŦƛǊŜŘ ŀ ǎŀƭǳǘŜΦ 

Lorenzo gloatingly added that the Savelli acknowledged him as their relative, too.92 Such a splendid 

entry was no doubt an exceptional event, but it was certainly expected that whenever an occasion for 

a visit arose, such efforts would be made. Ranuccio XVIII had to profusely apologise for being in such a 

 
90 Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Puccio Pucci, 29 August 1493. ASF, Signori, DB, OP, LC, MR 15, f. 145r; Ranuccio 
sent two horses to compete in the Palio in Siena when he was captain-general of that republic and may have 
had an interest in breeding them. Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 16 February 1486. ASS, Balia 529, 76. 
91 Nicola Caetani to Virginio Orsini, 2 June 1491. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 102, parte 
2, f. 505r; Bartolomeo da Bracciano to Virginio Orsini, 8 April 1492. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, 
busta 102, parte 2, f. 551r-v. 
92 άŜ ƳŜ ǊƛŎƘƻƎƴƻōƻƴƻ ǇώŜǊϐ ǇŀǊŜώƴϐǘŜ Ŝ ƻŦŜǊƛǊƻƴƻ ǘώǳǘϐǘŜ ƭŜ ŎƻǎŜ ƭƻǊƻέΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ tǳŎŎƛ ǘƻ DƛŀƴƴƻȊȊƻ tǳŎŎƛΣ нп 
December 1493. ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 340, ff. 98r-101v. 
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hurry on his way from Ravenna to Rome that he was unable to stop at Faenza to visit and embrace his 

relative Puccio Pucci.93 

Moreover, organising visits and showering hospitality seems to have been an area of noble 

sociability particularly suitable for feminine influence. For example, when Gabriele Francesco Farnese 

travelled to Rome for business in 1473, he lodged with his sister Lucrezia in the Palazzo 

ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀΦ94 The few attestations we have of Lella Orsini all revolve around her presence during 

family get-togethers or as host extending invitations to relatives. For instance, after congratulating her 

brother-in-law Puccio Pucci with his nomination as Florentine ambassador to the pope in January 1494, 

Lella exhorted him to stay for two or three days with her and her husband Angelo IV at their estates 

when he made his way to Rome; in fact, his wife Geronima was already staying with them.95 In 

December 1493, Lella and Geronina stayed with Giovannella Caetani in Marta, after Geronima had first 

arrived in Capodimonte with Lorenzo Pucci where they also met Alessandro Farnese who visited from 

Rome and who was especially delighted to see his family.96 Giovannella Caetani in particular seems to 

have been a central figure at Farnese family reunions. It was Giovannella who personally requested 

the presence of her daughter Geronima from the Pucci when Pope Alexander VI, Cesare Borgia, and 

his court came to dine in Capodimonte; a dinner also attended by Nicola Orsini of Pitigliano.97 Likewise, 

Giovannella insisted on having Geronima stay with her in January 1494, too.98 Giovannella Caetani was 

ŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ wƻƳŀƴ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ǎƻƴǎ !ƴƎŜƭƻ ŀƴŘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΣ and daughter-in-law Lella 

Orsini, when Lorenzo Pucci visited Rome with his younger brother Piero in January 1491. During that 

visit, Giulia and her mother-in-law Adriana del Milà also attended dinner and high politics was 

discussed at the table. ¢ƘŜ ƪŜȅ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ǊŜƭǳŎǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ 

 
93 άǾŜ ƘŀǾŜǊƛŀ Ǿƛǎǘƻ Ŝ ŀōǊŀȊŀǘƻ ǾƻƭŜƴǘƛŜǊƧ Ƴŀ ǇŜǊ ōǊŜǾƛǘŀ ŘŜ ǘŜƳǇƻ ƴƻώƴϐ Ƙƻ ǇƻǘǳǘƻέΦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ 
Puccio Pucci, 20 July 1493. ASF, Signori, DB, OP, LC, MR 15, f. 117r. 
94 Gabriele Francesco Farnese to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 11 April 1473. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, 
busta 686, parte 3, unfoliated. 
95 Lella Orsini to Puccio Pucci, 30 January 1494. ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 340, f. 140r-v. 
96 Lorenzo Pucci to Giannozzo Pucci, December 1493 and Alessandro Farnese to Puccio Pucci, 16 December 
1493. Idem, ff. 92r-v, 103r-v. 
97 Giovannella Caetani to Lorenzo & Giannozzo Pucci 26 October 1493. Idem, f. 42r-v. 
98 Giovannella Caetani to Lorenzo Pucci, 26 January 1494. Idem, f. 138r-v. 
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pursue a clerical career together with Lorenzo Pucci, and it was Adriana del Milà ς who was Rodrigo 

.ƻǊƎƛŀΩǎ Ŏƻǳǎƛƴ ς who had to convince him with the prospect of becoming a cardinal.99 Thus, not only 

were such large-scale social meetings organised frequently, attended by, and presided over by women, 

they were occasions during which extensive kinship networks met to foster and define their 

relationship and discussed prospects for political collaboration. These meetings moreover attest to the 

mobility of Quattrocento Italian elites, and illuminate the gravitational pull of the Farnese, as well as 

other Italian families, towards Rome where the papal court now offered attractive options for social 

advancement and political influence. 

 Naturally, not all visits were primarily social occasions, and two types of visits made in 

circumstances of adversity ς i.e. those related to poor health and death ς nevertheless show how 

dynasty was a powerful concept of social identification in interesting ways. Inevitably death was part 

of life in Renaissance Italy, but deaths were frequently moments of dynastic crisis as well. We have 

seen above that Giulia Farnese, even ignoring papal prohibitions, left Pesaro for Capodimonte where 

her brother Angelo lay dying. Similarly, Alessandro Farnese asked the Pucci to escort Geronima to 

Capodimonte in all haste, hoping that άǘƘŜǊŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴŀƭ ŎƻƴǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴΦέ100 When a 

few months later, Puccio Pucci died, like Angelo, of the plague, the now widowed Geronima was invited 

by Giulia and Alessandro to stay with them for a while in Rome.101 Precisely during moments of loss, 

therefore, the ties between close relatives provided emotional support, not least in the case of widows 

whose legal and social connection to their adoptive family changed drastically. But losses within the 

family were also occasions for communal mourning and display of rituals of remembrance that 

surrounded interment in the family mausoleum. Such social and ritualistic interactions also allowed 

for a smoother transition of power within the family following upon the demise of a Farnese patriarch 

and hence were pivotal moments in dynastic succession. 

 
99 Lorenzo Pucci to Puccio Pucci, 30 January 1491. Archivio Pucci, filza 2, A 37. 
100 άne sequirà buon fructo et consolazione in comuneΦέ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ tǳŎŎƛƻ tǳŎŎƛΣ с Wǳƭȅ мпфпΦ Idem, 
A 10. 
101 Giulia Farnese to Geronima Farnese, 24 October 1494. Idem, A 53. 
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A high number of visits were made precisely to avoid the threat of death and reclaim good 

health. On 21 April 1491 Nicola Caetani wrote to his cousin Geronima and her husband Puccio 

suggesting she come to regain her health in the territories of her natal family where Nicola himself also 

planned on staying. Nicola suggested that being in the place of her birth with its healthy air and local 

baths, and being able to spend time in the presence of her family would ensure a speedy recovery.102 

Such a belief in the potential health benefits of staying with family in their place of birth seems to have 

been widespread among Roman barons. A few months later, Caetani sent his own wife Eleonora Orsini, 

escorted by his brother Guglielmo, to her birthplace in Tagliacozzo to lodge with her brother Gentile 

Virginio to recover from ill health.103 When Geronima relapsed after her first visit, Angelo IV Farnese 

asked her husband in language that echoes that of Nicola Caetani, άwhether it pleases you that 

Geronima arranges to come over here and relax with us in these places that have better air and where 

she was nourished; I am sure she will then ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƛƴ ƎƻƻŘ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ŦƻǊ ƳǳŎƘ ƭƻƴƎŜǊΦέ104 The emphasis 

on recovering in the Farnese patrimony seems significant, as if that in itself had beneficial medical 

properties. It seems to suggest that Renaissance nobles were expected to have a special bond with 

their area of origin that affected the bodyΩǎ ǿŜll-being. If this is so, not only does that further indicate 

that female members of the Farnese who had married into another dynasty moved back and forth 

between their natal and adoptive kin with some frequency, it also suggests the presence of an 

additional layer of meaning in the connection between dynasty and patrimony. 

 The letters of female members of the Farnese family also provide glimpses into their parallel 

female networks. Maria Covini has argued that such female networks at the Renaissance Sforza court 

of Milan focused on different areas from those of their male counterparts, centring instead on 

 
102 άǇŜǊŎƘŞ Ƴƛ ǇŀǊŜ ǎƛŀ ǇƛǴ ǎŀƭǳǘƛŦŜǊŀ Ŏƻǎŀ ǎŜ ǎƛ ŎƻƴŘǳŎŜǎǎŜ Řŀ ǉǳŜǎǘŀ ōŀƴŘƛ ǎƛŀ ǇŜǊ ƭƻ ŀƎƛƻ ŘƻǾŜ ŝ ƴŀǘŀ ŎƻƳƻ 
anchƻ ǇŜǊ ǇƛƎƭƛŀǊ ǇƛŀŎŜǊ ƛƴ ǾŜŘŜǊ ǘǳǘǘƛ ƴƻƛ ŀƭǘǊƛ Ŝ ƭƛ ŦǊŀǘŜƭƭƛΦέ bƛŎƻƭŀ /ŀŜǘŀƴƛ ǘƻ DŜǊƻƴƛƳŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ and Nicola 
Caetani to Puccio Pucci, 21 April 1491. Idem, A 52 & A13. 
103 Nicola Caetani to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 2 June 1491. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 
102, parte 2, f. 353r-v. 
104 άa voi piacendo che Hieronima si dispona ad venire de qua et recrearse da noi in questi luoghi de bona aere 
dove è stata nutrita so certo ne rimarǊŁ ǎŀƴŀ ǇŜǊ ƭƻƴƎƛǘŜǊΦέ Angelo IV Farnese to Puccio Pucci, 8 July 1491. 
Archivio Pucci, filza 2, A 15. 
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emotions and emotive language, in the case of Duchess Bianca Maria Visconti particularly that of 

maternal care. Bianca Maria nevertheless built up an impressive patronage network that indirectly 

influenced ducal policy.105 For the Farnese women and their relatives these parallel female networks 

centred on health, and particularly pre- and postnatal care.106 Childbirth was essential to dynastic 

continuity and one of the areas in which it would have been difficult to exclude women. However, 

these periods involved great medical risks for mother and child, and pregnancies thus became a natural 

focus point for female solidarity, not least in the face of male pressure to provide their house with an 

heir. Such pressure was common, and Ranuccio XVIII FarneseΩǎ advice to Puccio Pucci that he force his 

wife Geronima to eat as many quinces as possible so that, as a result of their ascribed properties, she 

would give birth to a son, is illustrative of the subtle or not so subtle pressure that was exerted on 

pregnant noblewomen.107 ¢ƘǳǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŎƻƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀǊƻǎŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ DŜǊƻƴƛƳŀΩǎ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅΣ /ŀǘŜǊƛƴŀ 

Sforza saw an opportunity to intervene personally and assist Geronima. Caterina ordered her doctor 

to attend to Geronima Farnese for the honour of her husband Puccio Pucci with no less diligence than 

if it were herself who was under treatment.108 In the end, the doctor was unable to prevent the death 

of GeroƴƛƳŀΩǎ ǎƻƴ ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘōƛǊǘƘΣ ŀƴŘ Geronima took weeks to recover from the complications that had 

arisen.109 !ƳƛŘǎǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘǊŀƎŜŘȅΣ /ŀǘŜǊƛƴŀΩǎ ƎŜǎǘǳǊŜ ƴƻƴŜǘƘŜƭŜǎǎ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ƘŜǊ ǘƻ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘ ƻǊ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘŜƴ 

ƘŜǊ ǘƛŜ ǘƻ DŜǊƻƴƛƳŀΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛƴ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ tǳŎŎƛƻ tǳŎŎƛΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ŀǎ Florentine agent in the Romagna may also 

have been politically valuable. 

 
105 Maria Covini, Donne, emozioni e potere alla corte degli Sforza: Da Bianca Maria a Cecilia Gallerani (Milan, 
нлмнύΤ aŀǊƛŀ /ƻǾƛƴƛΣ ά¢Ǌŀ ŎǳǊŜ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎƘŜΣ ǎentimenti e politica: la corrispondenza di Bianca Maria Visconti 
(1450-мпсуύέΣ Reti Medievali 10 (2009), pp. 315-49. 
106 A parallel can be found in the correspondence of Gonzaga women, for which, see Christina Antenhofer, 
άaŜŘƛƪŀƭƛǎƛŜǊǳƴƎ ŀƴǘŜ ƭƛǘǘŜǊŀƳΚ Die Bedeutung des medizinischen Wissens für die Dynastie am Beispiel der 
YƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴȊ ŘŜǊ DƻƴȊŀƎŀ Ƴƛǘ ŘŜƴ ǎǸŘŘŜǳǘǎŎƘŜƴ CǸǊǎǘŜƴƘǀŦŜƴέΣ ƛƴ 9ƭƭŜƴ ²ƛŘŘŜǊΣ LǊƛǎ IƻƭȊǿŀǊǘ-Schäfer & 
Christian Heinemeyer (eds.), Geboren, um zu herrschen? Gefährdete Dynastien in historisch-interdisziplinärer 
Perspektive (Tübingen, 2018), pp. 95-127. 
107 άǎŦƻǊȊŀǘǳƛǊ ƳŀώƴϐȊŀǊώe] ǘŀƴǘƻ ŘŜƭƭŜ ǇŜǊŜ ƎƘƛŀȊƻƭŜΣ ŎƘώŜϐ ǾŜŘƛŀǘŜ Ŝǘ ŦŀǊƭƛ ŦŀǊώŜϐ ǳƴ ŦƛƻƭƻΦέ Ranuccio XVIII Farnese 
to Puccio Pucci 20 July 1493. ASF, Signori, DB, OP, LC, MR 15, f. 117r. 
108 Caterina Sforza to Bartolomeo Lombardi, 22 September 1493. ASF, Signori, DB, OP, LC, MR 15, f. 157r-v; On 
Caterina Sforza, see Joyce de Vries, Caterina Sforza and the Art of Appearances: Gender, Art and Culture in Early 
Modern Italy (London, 2016). 
109 Geronima Farnese to Puccio Pucci, 12 & 16 October 1493. ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 340, ff. 11r, 
21r; Alessandro Farnese to Puccio Pucci, 23 September 1493. Idem, f. 158r-v. 
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The women of Roman baronial families likewise maintained their mutual relations in channels 

parallel but separate from that of their husbands. Agnese Farnese and her sister-in-law Cristofora 

Colonna, wives of Andrea and Jacopo Todeschini-Piccolomini, wrote to Clarice Orsini in Florence on 5 

March 1475, requesting her whether she was able άout of consideration for the kinship relation that 

exists between your magnificence and usέ ǘƻ ƻōǘain a license ŦǊƻƳ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƻ 

return a doctor to Florentine territory.110 At that time, Agnese would have been in her second month 

of pregnancy of Giovanni Piccolomini, future Archbishop of Siena and Cardinal.111 !ƎƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇǊŜƎƴŀƴŎȅ 

seems to be the reason why the doctor had been ordered to Siena in the first place, which helps explain 

why Agnese Farnese and Cristofora Colonna had taken recourse to their kinship connection with 

Clarice, and not directly with her husband Lorenzo. 

 What this myriad of examples of Farnese social interactions shows, are the traces of the 

Quattrocento noble sociability that played such a prominent role in noble life. Kinship and pseudo-

kinship ties were not only pursued and concluded, but the crux to understanding their centrality to 

political collaboration lies in the social interactions that they gave rise to and the affinity and trust that 

was established during such interactions. Particularly the role of women comes to the fore, who 

through their centrality as hosts during visits and dinners and through their mobility showed their 

capacity for tying together the dynasties of their natal and their adoptive kin. By participating in noble 

sociability the Farnese were able to display that they had the cultural capital of an ancient baronial 

family and affirm their social status in interaction with other noble and ruling dynasties. In this respect, 

the Farnese followed established practice, and the importance of their social contacts lies in the 

possibilities these created for political collaboration. When these collaborations are set out in the 

following chapters, it is important to remember the social level that underpinned them. 

 

 

 

 
110 Agnese Farnese & Cristofora Colonna to Clarice Orsini, 4 March 1475. ASF, MAP, CVI, 27r-v. 
111 Giovanni Crescenzio Piccolomini was baptised on 12 October 1475. ASS, Biccherna 1133, f. 412r. 
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Representing Dynasty 

Heraldry linked the members of a dynasty through a shared emblem that was transferred down the 

patrilineal hereditary line of the house. The language of heraldry is considered to have originated 

during the Crusades yet was influenced more by the pageantry of chivalric tournaments than 

battlefield dress. Hence the centrality of the shield, often topped by a wreath, lambrequin, crest, and 

at times a crown indicating nobility; the coat of arms on Pietro VII CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŦǳƴŜǊŀǊȅ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘ ƛǎ ŀ 

good example and especially the crest: a ball with feathers, typical tournament attire.112 At the royal 

level, coats of arms became manifestations of dynastic rule and lordship in public spaces.113 Such 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƳƳƻƴ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLΩǎ ƭƛŦŜǘƛƳŜ ƳŀǊōƭŜ ǎƭŀōǎ ǿƛǘƘ 

Farnese coat of arms were attached to the towers, gates, and facades of his castles and city palace in 

Viterbo.114 These slabs made visual Farnese rule, but also communicated a sense of unity between the 

recently united but loose amalgam of territories, physical buildings, and lordly jurisdictions.115 

Particularly conspicuous was the use of heraldry through which the Farnese displayed their 

dynastic and political ties. Through material culture, dynastic connections were visually represented 

and their memory preserved. Such ties could be represented rather modestly on tableware and 

pottery, or given ostentatious proportion in stone carving and fresco decorations. At the Farnese castle 

in Valentano earthenware and fragments of pottery dating from the late fifteenth and early sixteenth 

century have been found that are decorated with escutcheons; among the families represented are 

the Orsini of Pitigliano, the Piccolomini, and Petrucci of Siena. Another two slightly discoloured jugs 

survive, one containing the coats of arms of Alfonso Duke of Calabria and one that of the Carafa 

family.116 A majolica jar containing the Duke of CalabriaΩǎ Ŏƻŀǘ ƻŦ ŀǊƳǎ in the Museo di Capodimonte 

 
112 CƻǊ tƛŜǘǊƻ  ± CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǘƻƳb monument, see Figures 4-7 in the Appendix. 
113 Steven Thiry, Matter(s) of State: Heraldic Display and Discourse in the Early Modern Monarchy (c. 1480-
1650) (Ostfildern, 2018). 
114 wƻƳǳŀƭŘƻ [ǳȊƛΣ άΦΦΦ Ŝ ǇŜǊ ƛƳǇǊŜǎŀ ǳƴŀ ǾŜǊƎƛƴŜ Ŏƻƭ ƭƛƻŎƻǊƴƻέΣ ƛƴ wƻƳǳŀƭŘƻ [ǳȊƛ ϧ /ŀǊƳŜƴ wŀǾŀƴŜƭƭƛ DǳƛŘƻǘǘƛ 
(eds.), Nel segno di giglio: Ceramiche per i Farnese (Viterbo, 1993), pp. 55-60. 
115 See Figures 8-13 and 57 in the Appendix. 
116 These are preserved in the Museo della Preistoria della Tuscia e della Rocca Farnese in Valentano. See 
Figures 38-41 in the Appendix. 
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links the production to Neapolitan courtly circles, whereas a jug very similar to the one in Valentano 

was found at the site of a former Orsini palace in Rome, which suggests that these were distributed 

among a network of ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŀƭƭƛŜǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎΩ ²ŀǊ.117 Thus, even 

ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǎƻǳǊŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

with key figures in Siena and Naples, noble material culture contains clues as to the wide reach and 

political prominence of their network. Moreover, one can well imagine that visitors who were treated 

to hospitality ŀǘ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŎŀǎǘƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǾƛǘŜŘ ǘƻ ŘƛƴŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƘƻǎǘǎΩ 

message conveying their dynastic and political relations. 

 Tableware could be presented or removed depending on the situation, but decorative 

elements of public spaces in castles, whether sculpted or painted, permanently and perpetually 

displayed the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ dynastic tiesΦ ±ŀƭŜƴǘŀƴƻΩǎ ŦǊŜǎŎƻǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǇƻƻǊƭȅ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ 

surviving fragments and especially the tondo portraits show great similarity of style with contemporary 

decorations of the Orsini castle in Pitigliano ς a contemporaneity further suggested by the painted 

wooden panelling and beams in Valentano that also show semblance to Pitigliano and Bracciano.118 

The better state of preservation of tƛǘƛƎƭƛŀƴƻΩǎ fresco programme executed under Nicola Orsini in the 

ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻ ƳŀƪŜǎ ƛǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǊŀΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜƭƻǉǳŜƴǘ, and may provide an 

appropriate point of comparison. hƳƴƛǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎǘƭŜΩǎ ǊƻƻƳǎ ŀǊŜ the Orsini roses, as 

well as his personal device and motto (tempus ordo numerus et mensura)Σ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ǿƛŦŜ 9ƭŜƴŀ /ƻƴǘƛΩǎ 

coat of arms can be found in frescos as well as on the painted beams of the ceiling. Furthermore, the 

lily recurs as a decorative element, and a frescoed Farnese coat of arms demonstrates that these lily 

ŘŜǾƛŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ ǘƘŜ hǊǎƛƴƛΩǎ ƭƛƴƪǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ. It is imaginable that the courtesy thus 

paid by the Orsini was reciprocated in the now largely lost frescos at Valentano. This is further 

 
117 The jug found in Rome is in the Museo Nazionale Romano in Palazzo Altemps. See Figure 42 in the Appendix. 
For the jar in the Museo di Capodimonte in Naples: 
http://www.culturaitalia.it/opencms/viewItem.jsp?language=it&id=oai%3Aculturaitalia.it%3Amuseiditalia-
work_74501 (last visited 25-09-2020). 
118 See Figures 43-55 in the Appendix. 
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ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ±ŀƭŜƴǘŀƴƻΩǎ ŎŀǎǘƭŜ courtyard does ǎǘƛƭƭ ŜǾƻŎŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

dynastic ties with the Orsini. 

The extraordinary efflorescent courtyard is bedecked with Farnese and Orsini coats of arms or 

imaginative variations of their rose and lily devices on the ŎƻƭǳƳƴǎΩ capitals.119 Traditionally the 

construction of ±ŀƭŜƴǘŀƴƻΩǎ courtyard and loggias is dated to the wedding between Pier Luigi II Farnese 

and Girolama Orsini of Pitigliano in 1519, yet there are reasons to assume it dates to the second half 

of the fifteenth century.120 After all, the Farnese had married into the Orsini, and specifically those of 

Pitigliano, with great regularity during the Quattrocento. The presence in Valentano of a sarcophagus 

with a lily device flanked by the letters A and N suggest that Angelo IV may have had a hand in the 

decorative programme, as the latter had married Nicola Orsini and Elena ContiΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΣ [Ŝƭƭŀ.121 

Moreover, Gabriele Francesco (and presumably his wife Lella Orsini of Pitigliano) also regularly stayed 

at Valentano ς ±ŀƭŜƴǘŀƴƻ ƘŀŘ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ LǎŎƘƛŀ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ 

the Quattrocento. More than the work of a single patron, the courtyard can perhaps best be 

understood as a dynastic project glorifying the proliferation of Farnese-Orsini dynastic ties. 

¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎǘȅƭƛǎǘƛŎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǇǳǎƘƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ±ŀƭŜƴǘŀƴƻΩǎ ŎƻǳǊǘȅŀǊŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

fifteenth century as well. The columns at Valentano also show similarities to those of the Orsini castle 

of Bracciano, which can securely be dated to the last quarter of the Quattrocento. The imposts of some 

of ValentanoΩǎ ŀǊŎƘŜǎ ŀƭǎƻ echo those at Pitigliano, those at Bracciano, and those of the castle of 

Palestrina, which was renovated by Stefanello Colonna, Eugenia FarneseΩǎ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ, all three of which 

are datable to the last quarter of the Quattrocento.122 What I deem most important here is not so 

much presenting an alternative dating of the courtyard of the castle of ValentanoΩǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ, 

although it does serve to illustrate the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ level of wealth before Alessandro FarneseΩǎ 

ascendancy to the cardinalate. It is also certainly interesting to bring out the parallels between 

 
119 See Figures 16-25 in the Appendix. 
120 wƻƳǳŀƭŘƻ [ǳȊƛΣ άaŀǘǊƛƳƻƴƛ ǘǊŀ ƭŜ ŦŀƳƛƎƭƛŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ Ŝ hǊǎƛƴƛ Ŝ ƛ ƭŀǾƻǊƛ ǎǳƭƭŀ ǊƻŎŎŀ Řƛ ±ŀƭŜƴǘŀƴƻέΣ I Quaderni di 
Gradoli 7-8 (1990), pp. 141-50. 
121 See Figure 26 in the Appendix. 
122 See Figures 28-30, 33, 36-37 in the Appendix. 
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contemporary edifications of castles owned by baronial families who were related and are likely to 

have visited each other, and who, perhaps consciously, emulated each other. AbƻǾŜ ŀƭƭΣ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Řȅƴŀǎǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ǘƛŜǎ ŜƴǎǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

ancestry was preserved and could be recognised and deciphered like a sort of family tree by those 

future guests who were treated to hospitality at the Farnese castles. 

 

Pious Practice or Political Opportunity? Farnese Sons and Daughters in the Church 

Despite the importance of dynastic continuity and the benefits that dynastic ties could bring, some 

Farnese were destined not for a life-in-arms or one administering the patrimony, but for the vita 

contemplativa. Because those who entered the clergy or the cloister renounced their claim to an 

inheritance or dowry ς although it was not uncommon for those who took orders to renounce them in 

case of dynastic crisis ς the Church has at times been portrayed as a useful alternative for excess 

offspring that allowed for a succession strategy that de facto tended towards primogeniture.123 But 

this is overestimating the attraction of primogeniture for the European nobility, and somewhat 

overstates the role of the Church as a gambit in enabling such a strategy.124 Additional married sons 

were not only crucial in enlarging the chances of successful procreation but especially in Italy could 

make a decent living as condottieri. For female offspring, the expenditure on dowries was often offset 

by those which male heirs could expect to inherit from their mother; such expenditure was further 

alleviated by cousin marriages between related families and these dowries were seldom paid in full.125 

Moreover, a not insignificant dowry was expected to be paid to the convent upon entering it. Other 

considerations played a much more important role for the Farnese in the decision to place daughters 

or sons in the Church and thus deny them and the dynasty as a whole the possibility of attracting a 

 
123 Antoinette Fauve-Chamoux & Marie-tƛŜǊǊŜ !ǊǊƛȊŀōŀƭŀƎŀΣ άCŀƳƛƭȅ ¢ǊŀƴǎƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ 9ǳǊŀǎƛŀƴ tŜǊǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜέ 
History of the Family 10/3 (2005), pp. 183-93. 
124 CŀōǊƛȊƛƻ ŘΩ!ǾŜƴƛŀΣ ά9ƭƛǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ 9ŎŎƭŜǎƛŀǎǘƛŎŀƭ /ŀǊŜŜǊǎ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ {ƛŎƛƭȅΥ .ƛǎƘƻǇǎΣ Abbots ŀƴŘ YƴƛƎƘǘǎέΣ 
wŜǾǳŜ ŘΩIƛǎǘƻƛǊŜ 9ŎŎƭŞǎƛŀǎǘƛǉǳŜ 109/3-4 (2014), pp. 625-55. 
125 As late as five years after the wedding, Angelo IV and Alessandro Farnese only paid part of their sister 
DŜǊƻƴƛƳŀΩǎ ŘƻǿǊȅΦ !{CΣ wƛŎŎŀǊŘƛ слрΣ ŦŦΦ нсv-28v. 
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potentially advantageous match. The Roman Curia had for centuries provided opportunities for 

advancement for male offspring of Roman baronial families and their clients, and for dynasties like the 

Farnese such opportunities became easier to acquire with every additional dynastic or political link to 

Rome.126 As the move of the Farnese to invest in clerical careers for sons in Rome is closely linked to 

political developments in the Papal States, it is more extensively addressed further on. Here it is 

suggested that the conventual women of the Farnese dynasty had their own role to play, even if these 

were scarcely documented and less overtly public. 

It is much more readily acknowledged for clerical men than for women that they were able to 

continue to play a political role as members of their dynasty. However, even if convents were secluded 

places, neither were they a quasi-penitential institution sequestered from the rest of society.127 Having 

members within venerable monastic communities instilled dynasties with a sense of pride and piety, 

but these communities were also meeting places for women of aristocratic background and such 

communities frequently disposed of significant wealth and possessions and played a prominent role in 

the ŎƛǾƛŎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅΩǎ spiritual life. Convents harboured a rich spiritual but also a literary and artistic 

life.128 Often, several or even a single family dominated monastic institutions or cathedral chapters, 

and Andreas Rehberg and Ivana Ait argue that ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊǎ ƛƴ wƻƳŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘǎ was not 

merely an expression of piety or an economically attractive solution, but also a mode through which 

baronial families could strengthen and demarcate their influence deep into the fabric of civic society.129 

 
126 Dƛǳƭƛŀ .ŀǊƻƴŜΣ άbƻōƛƭǘŁ ǊƻƳŀƴŀ Ŝ /ƘƛŜǎŀ ƴŜƭ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻέΣ ƛƴ /ŀǊƻŎŎƛΣ La nobiltà romana nel Medioevo, pp. 
515-30; Andreas Rehberg, Kirche und Macht im römischen Trecento: die Colonna und ihre Klientel auf den 
kurialen Pfründenmarkt (1278-1378) (Tübingen, 1999); Andreas Rehberg, Die Kanoniker von S. Giovanni in 
Laterano und S. Maria Maggiore im 14. Jahrhundert (Tübingen, 1999); Allegrezza, Organizzazione del potere. 
127 {ƘŀǊƻƴ {ǘǊƻŎŎƘƛŀΣ ά!ōōŜǎǎ tƛŜǊŀ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊ YƛƴΥ DŜƴŘŜǊΣ DƛŦǘǎΣ ŀƴŘ tŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜ ƛƴ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ 
CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜέΣ Renaissance Studies 28/5 (2014), pp. 695-713; Sharon Strocchia, Nuns and Nunneries in Renaissance 
Florence (Baltimore, 2009), pp. 152-90; Elizabeth Lehfeldt, Religious Women in Golden Age Spain: The 
Permeable Cloister ό!ƭŘŜǊǎƘƻǘΣ нллрύΤ YŀǘŜ [ƻǿŜΣ ά9ƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ !ōōŜǎǎŜǎ ŀƴŘ bƻǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ LŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƛƴ CƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ- 
and Sixteenth Century ItŀƭȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ {ǇŜŎƛŀƭ wŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ±ŜƴƛŎŜέΣ Renaissance Quarterly 54/2 (2001), pp. 389-429. 
128 Sherry Franks Johnson, Monastic Women and Religious Orders in Late Medieval Bologna (Cambridge, 2017); 

Bert Roest, Order and Disorder: The Poor Clares between Foundation and Reform (Leiden, 2013); Rebecca 

{ƛƎƳƻƴΣ άwŜŀŘƛƴƎ [ƛƪŜ ŀ bǳƴΥ ¢ƘŜ /ƻƳǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ /ƻƴǾŜƴǘ [ƛōǊŀǊƛŜǎ ƛƴ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ 9ǳǊƻǇŜέΣ Journal of 

Religious and Theological Information 10/3-4 (2011), pp. 81-102. 
129 !ƴŘǊŜŀǎ wŜƘōŜǊƎΣ άbƻōƛƭǘŁ Ŝ ƳƻƴŀǎǘŜǊƛ ŦŜƳƳƛƴƛƭƛ ƴel Trecento romano: il caso dei conventi delle clarisse di 

{ŀƴ {ƛƭǾŜǎǘǊƻ ƛƴ /ŀǇƛǘŜ Ŝ Řƛ {ŀƴ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ƛƴ tŀƴƛǎǇŜǊƴŀέΣ Reti Medievali 19/1 (2018), pp. 403-орΤ LǾŀƴŀ !ƛǘΣ άLƭ 
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! ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƛǎ ƳŀŘŜ ōȅ !ƴƴŜ 5ǳƴƭƻǇ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 5ƻƳƛƴƛŎŀƴ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘ ƻŦ {ŀƴǘΩ!ǳǊŜŀ in Rome, and 

significantly this convent was generously sponsored not only by the Orsini, but also by Agnese Farnese, 

widow of Pucciarello di Bove of the lords of Tolfa Veteris, through a bequest of 400 ducats that was 

mediated ōȅ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀΦ130 It is therefore unsurprising that we find Farnese abbesses of 

convents located near their patrimony, like aŀǊƎƘŜǊƛǘŀ Řƛ bƛƴƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŘΩ!ƴŎŀǊŀƴƻ, who was abbess 

of the convent of Santa Maria del Cavaglione of the Order of Poor Clares in Toscanella (Tuscania), a 

city in which the Farnese had long held possessions and political influence.131 

 Political considerations are likely to have played a role in the FarneseΩǎ designation of female 

offspring to convents ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻΦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ Dƛǳƭƛŀ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎǘƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ 

become a Tertiary sister of the Order of St Francis in the aristocratic convent formerly known as 

{ŀƴǘΩ!ƎƴŜǎŜ, ōǳǘ ŘǳōōŜŘ {ŀƴ .ŜǊƴŀǊŘƛƴƻ ǎƘƻǊǘƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ, in the city of Viterbo.132 As an 

illegitimate daughter prospects for a prestigious marriage were perhaps slimmer than for legitimate 

offspring, but her placement in Viterbo potentially brought considerable advantages. As a convent 

within the city wallsΣ {ŀƴ .ŜǊƴŀǊŘƛƴƻΩǎ sisters were regular participants in its spiritual life and rituals; 

because they consisted of members of the nobility of the countryside as well as the most prominent 

patrician lineages of Viterbo, their home was a place where these families met and interacted. The 

convent of San Bernardino was a foundation important enough for both Callixtus III and Sixtus IV to 

promulgate bulls securing its water supply.133 It is likely Giulia was a prominent member of the convent, 

as Ranuccio had her legitimised in his will and designated her an additional grant of a thousand ducats, 

no doubt intended for the convent.134 Keeping in mind that in these decades the Farnese obtained 

citizenship, bought and further renovated a magnificent palace close to the cathedral (and the 

 
patrimonio delle clarisse di San Lorenzo in Panisperna tra XIV e XV secolo: prime indŀƎƛƴƛέΣ Reti Medievali 19/1 

(2018), pp. 453-72. 
130 !ƴƴŜ 5ǳƴƭƻǇΣ ά¢ƘŜ 5ƻƳƛƴƛŎŀƴǎ ŀƴŘ /ƭƻƛǎǘŜǊŜŘ ²ƻƳŜƴΥ ¢ƘŜ /ƻƴǾŜƴǘ ƻŦ {ŀƴǘΩ!ǳǊŜŀ ƛƴ wƻƳŜέΣ Early Modern 
Women 2 (2007), pp. 43-тмΤ ŀ ŎƻǇȅ ƻŦ tǳŎŎƛŀǊŜƭƭƻΩǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǿŀǎ ƪŜǇǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜΦ .!±Σ Archivio Chigi 
413, f. 128r. 
131 ASCOT, Fondo Diplomatico 176, published in Giontella & Santi, Codice diplomatico, pp. 380-4. 
132 Enzo Bentivoglio & Simonetta Valtieri, Viterbo nel Rinascimento (Cesano Boscone, 2012), pp. 245-6. 
133 ASV, Arm. XXXIX, 14, ff. 273v-274r. 
134 [ŜŦŜǾǊŜΣ άLƭ ǘŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘƻέΣ ǇǇΦ мфф-200. 
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convent), obtained other properties such as real estate and vineyards in and surrounding Viterbo, and 

married into its ruling patrician families, designating a daughter for one of its convents was a mere 

extension of the strategies adopted to secure lasting Farnese influence.135 DƛǳƭƛŀΩǎ ƴƛŜŎŜΣ .ŜŀǘǊƛŎŜΣ 

likewise became a nun at San Bernardino, handling the concession of a house with garden to the 

convent donated by Luciano di Petruccio de Bussi, scion of a banking dynasty closely affiliated with the 

Farnese, in 1480.136 Beatrice would be elected to the position of abbess during which she oversaw 

considerable construction and decoration work. It seems no coincidence that her entry in the cloister 

took place around the same period her father Pier Luigi requested formal citizenship in Viterbo.137 

tƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭƭȅ .ŜŀǘǊƛŎŜ ǿŀǎ ƛƭƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΣ ŀǎ ǎƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ǳƴƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƛƴ tƛŜǊ [ǳƛƎƛΩǎ ǿƛƭƭΣ ǳƴƭƛƪŜ 

Geronima and Giulia, who are designated as legitimate, although this may well be the case because in 

ǘƘƛǎ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜ tƛŜǊ [ǳƛƎƛ ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ŜȄƘƻǊǘǎ Ƙƛǎ ƳŀƭŜ ƘŜƛǊǎ ǘƻ Ǉŀȅ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŘŜōǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƛǎǘŜǊǎΩ 

dowries, as women were now formally excluded as heirs.138 What is nonetheless apparent, is that, 

much like their male counterparts, female offspring destined for the Church could still have a valuable 

dynastic role, and there were convincing arguments in favour of the decision to impose vows on 

Farnese daughters rather than marry them off. Convents, monasteries, and friaries were permeable 

entities and dynastic ties reached over the walls into the world of lay people in various ways. 

 
135 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 125r. 
136 ASVit, Archivio notarile distrettuale di Viterbo 325, f. 15r-v; for the Bussi, see Angeli, Famiglie Viterbesi, pp. 

75-89, 627-31. 
137 BCA, Riforme 21, f. 197v. 
138 ASN, Archivio Farnesiano 2071, unfoliated. 
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Chapter Three 

 

The Peninsula-Wide Scope for Political Action for the Farnese in Quattrocento Italy 

During the Quattrocento, the entire Italian peninsula was a political playground for the Farnese. As 

early as 1419 Ranuccio XVII Farnese was active as a soldier and administrator in the Kingdom of Naples; 

his grandson Ranuccio XVIII was ravaged by Alpine snowstorms in his winter quarters in Venetian 

service in 1492.1 CƻǊ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ ƴƻƳƛƴŀƭ ǎǘŀǘŜ ōƻǳƴŘŀǊƛŜǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ƭƛǘǘƭŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ 

condottieri took up service in the armies of virtually all larger polities across the peninsula. The Farnese 

obtained citizenship of numerous cities, some subsequently recognised as independent states such as 

Siena and Florence, others not, such as Rome, Viterbo, and Orvieto. The Farnese, who considered the 

Catholic Church and the pope as their natural overlord, co-owned castles with other, family-related 

dynasties that recognised the Holy Roman Emperor as their suzerain. Traditionally, fifteenth-century 

Italy is thought to have witnessed a gradual crystallisation of states and state boundaries, even if these 

processes are considered to have consisted of interactions between centre and periphery and 

depended as much on negotiation and association as on coercive force.2 How, then, does the history 

of the Farnese complicate this narrative of state formation?3 How do we integrate the diplomatic 

activities of baronial dynasties into the politics of Quattrocento Italy? In what way do the diplomatic 

activities employed by the Farnese resemble or differ from those traditionally regarded as diplomacy? 

To tackle these questions my focus here is on the Farnese as a dynasty, as a collective entity consisting 

of individual members that are associated with each other and collaborate in their supralocal politics 

and with extensive territorial possessions that were employed in the service of others.  

 
1 Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Paolo Ciose, 9 February 1492. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 686, parte 3, 
unfoliated; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 124r, 136v. 
2 DŀƳōŜǊƛƴƛ ϧ [ŀȊȊŀǊƛƴƛΣ άLƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέΤ ²ŀǘǘǎΣ The Making of Polities, pp. 332-5, 373-6; Isabella Lazzarini, Italia 
degli stati territoriali, secoli XIII-XV (Rome, 2003). 
3 CƻǊ ŀƴ ƻǾŜǊǎƛƎƘǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ ŘŜōŀǘŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ ǎǘŀǘŜΣ ǎŜŜ IǳƳŦǊŜȅ .ǳǘǘŜǊǎΣ άIƛǎǘƻǊƛŀƴǎ 
ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ {ǘŀǘŜέΣ ƛƴ IǳƳŦǊŜȅ .ǳǘǘŜǊǎ ϧ DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ bŜƘŜǊ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Warfare and Politics: Cities and 
Government in Renaissance Tuscany and Venice (Amsterdam, 2020), pp. 27-59. 
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Dynasty as a lens with which to approach fifteenth-century political history has the advantage 

that it cannot be reduced to a non-state actor. As a dynasty, the Farnese collectively owned a material 

patrimony that consisted of an aggregation of land and jurisdictions known as lordships that 

ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ΨǎǘŀǘŜΩ όlo stato/status).4 But the fifteenth-century 

understanding of such an aggregations of fiefs and the overarching political framework differed greatly 

from present conceptions of the state and sovereignty, which creates problems for considering 

attempts to enlarge or rule them by baronial and condottiere dynasties as state formation.5 The 

Farnese did not seek to emancipate themselves from formal papal overlordship, and in fact tended to 

actively support the extension of papal power within the Papal States as long as it was not at the 

expense of their own power and independence of action.6 Ultimately, by circumventing the constraints 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜ ŦƻǊƳŀǘƛƻƴ ǇŀǊŀŘƛƎƳ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀǘƛŎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘƻǳǘ Lǘŀƭȅ Ŏŀƴ 

be appreciated as a fully-fledged dynastic external politics, as it certainly was by their contemporaries. 

 Developments in diplomatic history in recent decades have changed the field from a relatively 

inward-looking conservative preoccupation with ambassadors and institutions into one that more 

readily engages with and adopts approaches from neighbouring fields.7 This has brought new 

methodologies to familiar topics and sources and Italian historians were ahead of the crowd in their 

receptiveness to new approaches for studying the language of diplomacy.8 LǎŀōŜƭƭŀ [ŀȊȊŀǊƛƴƛΩǎ 

 
4 Italian Quattrocento examples of such states, ranging from a few lordships to extended territories can be 
ŀŘŘŜŘ ƛƴ ƘǳƎŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊǎΦ .ƭȅǘƘŜ wŀǾƛƻƭŀΣ ά{Ƴŀƭƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ LǘŀƭȅΥ 5ŜŦƛƴƛǘƛƻƴǎΣ 9ȄŀƳǇƭŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ 
InteractionǎέΣ ƛƴ 5ŀƴƛŜƭ .ƻǊƴǎǘŜƛƴΣ [ŀǳǊŀ DŀŦŦǳǊƛ ϧ .Ǌƛŀƴ aŀȄǎƻƴ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Languages of Power in Italy (1300-1600) 
(Turnhout, 2017), pp. 3-16; Excellent examples of the integration of such small powers into wider Italian and 
Mediterranean history can be found in David !ōǳƭŀŦƛŀΣ άtƛƻƳōƛƴƻ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘ tƻǿŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ [ŀǘŜ 
CƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅέΣ ƛƴ tŀƻƭƻ DǳƎƭƛŜƭƳƻǘǘƛΣ LǎŀōŜƭƭŀ [ŀȊȊŀǊƛƴƛ ϧ Dƛŀƴ aŀǊƛŀ ±ŀǊŀƴƛƴƛ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Europa e Italia: Studi 
in onore di Giorgio Chittolini (Florence, 2011), pp. 3-моΤ 5ŀǾƛŘ !ōǳƭŀŦƛŀΣ ά¢ƘŜ aƻǳǎe and the Elephant: Relations 
ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ bŀǇƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ [ƻǊŘǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ tƛƻƳōƛƴƻ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅέΣ ƛƴ WƻƘƴ [ŀǿ ϧ .ŜǊƴŀŘŜǘǘŜ 
Paton (eds.), Communes and Despots in Medieval and Renaissance Italy (Farnham, 2010), pp. 145-60; Patrizia 
Meli, Gabriele Malaspina marchese di Fosdinovo: condotte, politica e diplomazia nella Lunigiana del 
Rinascimento (Florence, 2008). 
5 Pierre Savy, Seigneurs et condottières: les Dal Verme: appartenances sociales, constructions étatiques et 
pratiques politiques dans lΩLǘŀƭƛŜ ŘŜ ƭŀ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ (Rome, 2013). 
6 For this, see Chapter 4. 
7 Hampton, Fictions of EmbassyΤ WƻƘƴ ²ŀǘƪƛƴǎΣ ά¢ƻǿŀǊŘ ŀ bŜǿ 5ƛǇƭƻƳŀǘƛŎ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ aŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ŀƴŘ 9ŀǊƭȅ 
aƻŘŜǊƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜέΣ Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 38 (2008), pp. 1-14. 
8 Daniela Frigo (ed.), Politics and Diplomacy in Early Modern Italy: The Structure of Diplomatic Practice, 1450-
1800 (Cambridge, 2000); Isabella Lazzarini, Fra un principe e altri stati: Relazioni di potere e forme di servizio a 
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Communication and Conflict summarises the scholarship of the last two decades in the area of Italian 

Renaissance diplomacy. Lazzarini addresses aspects as varied as agents, rituals, spaces, language and 

emotions, as well as the role of information, the institutions and actors creating diplomatic sources, 

and the various trajectories that gave rise to the phenomenon of Renaissance diplomacy. This chapter 

builds on all these insights, and above all on her not always heeded assertion that the diverse nature 

of politics on the Italian peninsula included a large variety in diplomatic actors aside from ambassadors 

and chanceries among which feature most prominently barons and condottieri.9 Christine ShawΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ 

on the political relations between the baronial Orsini and the Medici in Florence, and by extension the 

Florentine government, shows such an investigation proved valuable for a better understanding of 

Quattrocento politics.10 

This chapter is divided in four parts that progress chronologically. These four parts represent 

four phases in the fifteenth-century history of the Farnese both in terms of internal family dynamics 

and the death and succession of new generations, as well as important political events that had 

consequences for the Farnese. The first two parts represent the generation in which Ranuccio XVII 

ǎƘŀǇŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘȅΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƭƛŦŜΦ !ŦǘŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ мпрл ǘƘŜ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǇŀǊǘ ƛǎ ŘƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ōȅ Ƙƛǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ-born 

ǎƻƴ !ƴƎŜƭƻ LLL ǳƴǘƛƭ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ ǳƴǘƛƳŜƭȅ death in 1462 and his second son Gabriele Francesco until his 

death in 1475. In the fourth part, then, the condottiere Ranuccio XVIII is the main protagonist of the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎΣ Ƙƛǎ Ŏƻǳǎƛƴǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ǎŜǊǾƛƴƎ under him. Yet 

Alessandro Farnese also actively fostered relations with his Florentine Pucci relatives, as well as with 

the younger scions of the Medici, reflecting both the diversification within the Farnese dynasty 

 
aŀƴǘƻǾŀ ƴŜƭƭΩŞǘŀ Řƛ [ǳŘƻǾƛŎƻ DƻƴȊaga (Rome, 1996); Paolo Margaroli, Diplomazia e stati rinascimentali: Le 
ambascerie sforzesche fino alla conclusione della Lega Italica (1450-1455) (Florence, 1992); Franca Leverotti, 
5ƛǇƭƻƳŀȊƛŀ Ŝ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻ ŘŜƭƭƻ ǎǘŀǘƻΥ L ΨŦŀƳƛƎƭƛ ŎŀǾŀƭŎŀƴǘƛΩ Řƛ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ {Ŧorza (1450-1466) (Pisa, 1992). 
9 Lazzarini, Communication and Conflict, pp. 6-7, 27-9; See also, Tracey Sowerby & Jan Hennings, 
άLƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέΣ ƛƴ ¢ǊŀŎŜȅ {ƻǿŜǊōȅ ϧ Wŀƴ IŜƴƴƛƴƎǎ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Practices of Diplomacy in the Early Modern World c. 
1410-1800 (London, 2017), pp. 1-21; Serena Ferente, La sfortuna di Jacopo Piccinino: storia dei bracceschi in 
Italia, 1423-1465 (Florence, 2005), pp. 7-13. 
10 Shaw, The Political RoleΤ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛƴŜ {ƘŀǿΣ ά[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŀƴŘ bƛŎŎƻƭƼ hǊǎƛƴƛέΣ ƛƴ Dƛŀƴ /ŀǊƭƻ DŀǊŦŀƎƴƛƴƛ όŜŘΦύΣ Lorenzo 
ŘŜΩ aedici: Studi (Florence, 1992), pp. 257-тфΤ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛƴŜ {ƘŀǿΣ ά[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ ±ƛǊƎƛƴƛƻ hǊǎƛƴƛέΣ ƛƴ tŜǘŜǊ 
Denley & Caroline Elam (eds.), Florence and Italy: Renaissance Studies in Honour of Nicolai Rubinstein (London, 
1988), pp. 33-41. See also, Serio, Una gloriosa sconfitta. 
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themselves as well as the importance of the marriage of !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊ DŜǊƻƭŀƳŀ ǿƛǘƘ tǳŎŎƛƻ 

Pucci. These generations roughly coincide with those of three successive Medici generations ς Cosimo, 

Piero the Gouty and his brother Giovanni, and subsequently Lorenzo. The Medici and consequently 

ǘƘŜ CƭƻǊŜƴǘƛƴŜ wŜǇǳōƭƛŎ ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŀƭǎƻ 

provides insight into how the Farnese-Medici relations gradually intensified over the course of 

successive generations, culminating in the negotiation of a marriage between Laura Orsini, Giulia 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ Dƛǳƭƛŀƴƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ƛƴ мпфпΦ Lƴ ŜŀŎƘ ǇƘŀǎŜΣ ƳƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ L ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀǎǇŜŎǘǎ 

ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŀŦƛŜƭŘΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ 

aspects were often cumulative, so the centrality of credit and banking to the ability of the Farnese to 

wage war and serve as condottieri to Italian powers stressed in the first phase remained important 

during the entire century. The personal connections established with the Medici family during the 

second part, and more intensively fostered during the third, did not diminish the business transacted 

with their bank to maintain mercenary companies. Likewise, in the fourth and final period leading up 

to the outbreak of the Italian Wars, personal ties and interactions were the foundation for intensive 

political collaboration within an Italian system of alliances that included the Farnese and Medici. 

 

War, Credit, and Trust: Early Connections before the Establishment of the Medici Pseudo-Signoria 

Ties between the Farnese and the two most influential cities of Tuscany are attested as early as the 

thirteenth century when the Farnese were military captains of the Guelph League of Tuscany and 

lasted until the end of the Western Schism.11 ¢ƘŜ {ŎƘƛǎƳΩǎ ŜƴŘ ŀƴŘ aŀǊǘƛƴΩǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ǇƻǇŜ ǿŜǊŜ 

announced to Siena on 15 November 1417 by the College of Cardinals and its governing council duly 

forwarded the news to the Farnese.12 aŀǊǘƛƴΩǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŜƴƎŜƴŘŜǊŜŘ ŀ ǎŜǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ developments 

in reaction to which the Farnese turned their gaze southwards towards Rome and Naples, speeding up 

a process of gradual estrangement between the Farnese and the Tuscan republics. This process was 

 
11 Cronica Potestatum, RIS, tomo XV, parte 5, vol. I, p. 161; Malavolti, Historia, II, f. 54r. 
12 College of Cardinals to Council of Siena 11 November 1417 and Pietro X, Pietro Bertoldo I and Ranuccio XVII 
Farnese to Council of Siena, 5 January 1418. ASS, Concistoro 1892, 1, 37. 
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aggravated by conflicts with Siena over arrears in payments and refusal of the Sienese commissioners 

to hand over the castle of Morrano as had been stipulated in the treaty of alliance for the recently 

concluded war against the Orsini of Pitigliano.13 The following decade and a half therefore represent a 

low-point in the relations that the Farnese maintained with the two Tuscan cities. The period 

nevertheless is illustrative of the types of interconnections and interactions that linked together the 

governments and elites of the Italian peninsula in a continuous conversation even in times of conflict 

or war. 

The worlds of war, government, commerce, and finance were inextricably intertwined, linking 

creditors and condottieri in a system in which trust was the oil that kept the machinery running. As a 

result, military reputation and creditworthiness were directly linked, as Ranuccio XVII found out after 

being captured at the Battle of Zagarola among many other Florentine captains.14 Rumours spread 

among the Florentines that the defeat of their army was caused by betrayal among their own ranks, 

ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ ŎƛǘƛȊŜƴǎ ƻǇŜƴƭȅ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴŜŘ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƭƻȅŀƭǘȅΣ ǘƻƻΦ15 ¢ƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ȅŜŀǊΣ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ CƭƻǊŜƴǘƛƴŜ 

creditors moved to have a defamatory painting hung in the Palazzo della Signoria. This was a common 

punishment for insolvent individuals that entailed a loss of honour, albeit normally closely scrutinised 

by the government to avoid any political repercussions when prominent citizens were targeted.16 The 

pope as well as {ƛŜƴŀΩǎ government, both heavily indebted to the Farnese, intervened and demanded 

that the painting be removed from the palace, with which the government complied.17 Such links 

 
13 The treaties are recorded in ASS, Capitoli 4, ff. 142r-144v and Capitoli 41, ff. 106r-109r; Pietro X and Pietro 
Bertoldo I Farnese to Council of Siena, 24 July 1418. ASS, Concistoro 1894, 51; Pietro X, Pietro Bertoldo I, and 
Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Council of Siena, 12 August 1419. Concistoro 1895, 96; Ranuccio Farnese to Council of 
Siena 12 and 24 January 1422. Concistoro 1902, 31 & 39; Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Council of Siena 2, 6, 11 
August and 24 November 1423. Concistoro 1904, 1, 5, 7, 70; Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Council of Siena 27 
March 1424. Concistoro 1905, 2. 
14 /ŀǇǘǳǊŜŘ ǿŜǊŜ άtŀƴŘƻƭŦƻ aŀƭŀǘŜǎǘŀΣ ƭΩ!ƳƻǊƻǎƻΣ Ŝƭ ŎƻƴǘŜ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ Řŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ Ŝƭ ŎƻƴǘŜ bƛŎƻƭƼ Řŀ tƛǘƛƎƭƛŀƴƻ Ŝ 

molti altri caporŀƭƛΦέ Cronaca senese, RIS, tomo XV, parte 6, p. 799. 
15 .ŀǊǘƻƭƻƳŜƻ ±ŀƭƻǊƛ ŀǎƪŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎΥ άaŜǊƛǘŀ ƛƭ /ƻƴǘŜ wƛƴǳŎŎƛƻ ǊƛǎǇƻǎǘŀ Řŀ ƴƻƛΣ ŎƘŜ ǎΩŝ ƭŀǎŎƛŀǘƻ 

ǊƻƳǇŜǊŜ ƴŜƭ /ŀƳǇƻ ƴƻǎǘǊƻΣ ǇŜǊŎƘŝ ǎΩƛƴǘŜƴŘŜǾŀ Ŏƻƭ 5ǳŎŀ Řƛ aƛƭŀƴƻΣ Ŝ ŜǊŀǎƛ ŀŎŎƻƴŎƛƻ ŀΩǎǳƻƛ ǎŜǊǾƛƎƛΚέΦ 5ƛŜŎƛ Řƛ 

Balìa to Rinaldo degli Albizzi, 30 September 1424. Rinaldo degli Albizzi, Commissioni di Rinaldo degli Albizzi per 

il Comune di Firenze dal MCCCXCIX al MCCCCXXXIII (Florence, 1867-1873), vol. II, pp. 201-2. 
16 DƘŜǊŀǊŘƻ hǊǘŀƭƭƛΣ άΧǇƛƴƎŀǘǳǊ ƛƴ tŀƭŀǘƛƻΧέΥ [ŀ ǇƛǘǘǳǊŀ ƛƴŦŀƳŀƴǘŜ ƴŜƛ ǎŜŎƻƭƛ ·LLL-XVI (Rome, 1979), p. 79. 
17 !ǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ aŀǊǘƛƴ ±Ωǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜΣ ǘƘŜ /ŀƳŜǊŀ !ǇƻǎǘƻƭƛŎŀ ƻǿŜŘ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ 11,900 florins. ASV, 
Reg. Vat. 370, ff. 153v-154r; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 130r; Rinaldo degli Albizzi to Priors of Florence, 14 



112 
 

between condottieri and bankers were crucial for military organisation as credit was central to the 

system.18 Evidence from the Orsini archives suggest that throughout the Quattrocento a wide range of 

instruments was available with which landed property could be liquidated, pawned, and credit 

extended in order to raise troops.19 No such documents survive for the Farnese, although the short 

summary of the contents of the Farnese archive suggest similar constructions may have been used by 

the Farnese, too.20 Importantly, business relations may have laid the foundation for the subsequent 

and more extensive patterns of political collaboration between Tuscan banking families and Roman 

ōŀǊƻƴƛŀƭ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŜǎΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ŀƭƭΣ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŘƛǘƻǊǎ ǇŜǎǘŜǊƛƴƎ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ǿŀǎ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ Řƛ .ƛŎŎƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΦ21 

As things stood, the Medici bank handled large sums for the Farnese throughout the Quattrocento, 

which weǊŜ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛŦƛŜŘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǎǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ 

Tuscany therefore also provides insight into the origins of their connection to the Medici, a connection 

that more than any other became the backbone of the fŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

 

War, Jurisdictions, and Shifting Affections: Ranuccio XVII CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ 

The period between 1431 and 1450 was characterised by a series of regime changes that rearranged 

the political geography of Renaissance Italy and the role the Farnese saw for themselves within that 

system. The first of these was announced by Ranuccio himself, when one of his horsemen brought the 

news of Eugene IVΩǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ to Siena.22 A few years later the Albizzi regime in Florence was toppled 

and the advent of the Medici proved unstoppable, and Alfonso of Aragon established his claim on the 

Kingdom of Naples. By the middle of the century Francesco Sforza had conquered Milan and was 

 
October 1425, and Priors of Florence to Ranuccio XVII Farnese, 20 October 1425. Rinaldo degli Albizzi, 
Commissioni, II, pp. 422-3. 
18 David Parrott, The Business of War: Military Enterprise and Military Revolution in Early Modern Europe 
(Cambridge, 2012), pp. 40-сΤ CƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ aŜŘƛŎƛ .ŀƴƪ ŀƴŘ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀΣ ǎŜŜ wŜƘōŜǊƎΣ άEtsi 
prudensέΣ ǇǇΦ нсу-70. 
19 !ƧŜƭƭƻ aŀƘƭŜǊΣ ά¢ƘŜ hǊǎƛƴƛ CŀƳƛƭȅ tŀǇŜǊǎέΣ ǇǇΦ нфт-оннΤ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ {ŜƴŀǘƻǊŜΣ άbŜƭƭŀ ŎƻǊǘŜ Ŝ ƴŜƭƭa vita di Orso 
hǊǎƛƴƛ ŎƻƴǘŜ Řƛ bƻƭŀ Ŝ ŘǳŎŀ ŘΩ!ǎŎƻƭƛέΣ ƛƴ .Ǌǳƴƻ CƛƎƭiuolo, Rosalba Di Meglio & Antonella Ambrosio (eds.), 
LƴƎŜƴƛǘŀ /ǳǊƛƻǎƛǘŀǎΥ ǎǘǳŘƛ ǎǳƭƭΩLǘŀƭƛŀ ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭŜ ǇŜǊ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ±ƛǘƻƭƻ (Battipaglia, 2018), vol. III, pp. 1459-84. 
20 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 124r-142v. 
21 Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Council of Siena, 25 January 1418. ASS, Concistoro 1894, 33. 
22 Cronaca senese, RIS, tomo XV, parte 6, p. 827. 
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proclaimed its lord. Likewise, the pontificate of Eugene had given way to that of Nicholas V, followed 

shortly after by the demise of Ranuccio, which deprived his family of effective leadership and marked 

the end of a phase in the history of the Farnese dynasty in which Ranuccio XVII was at the centre of 

political developments on the Italian peninsula. These developments had long-lasting consequences. 

Most significantly for the history of the Farnese, Ranuccio increasingly looked to Florence for political 

support and protection. Relations with the Medici in Florence were magnified in two areas: business 

and personal. The Medici bank now also handled large sums of money for the Farnese and invested 

these in the Florentine public debt. Likewise, the period witnessed a gradual multiplication of contacts 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ ƭŜŀŘƛƴƎ ōŀǊƻƴƛŀƭ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ 

prominent banking dynasty. Indeed, in 1434 the foundation was laid for a collaboration between the 

Farnese and Medici that lasted for over a century. The ways in which this new relationship was 

expressed were markedly different from those preceding this period. Linguistically, this resulted in 

ŀŘŘŜŘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǇǘƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ŀƴŘ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ 

while gifts as gestures of goodwill further cemented ties. By contrast, relations with Siena soured and 

periods characterised by collaboration and communication in the area of criminal justice became 

interspersed by periods of conflict and contention. The biggest conflict revolved around jurisdictional 

superiority and provides insight into how baronial dynasties defended their independence. This 

conflict played out in the context of recent military strife. 

 One of the results of EugeneΩs election was the outbreak of ǿŀǊ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊŜŘŜŎŜǎǎƻǊΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ 

the Colonna. Ranuccio played a central role in this war both as negotiator, and as military captain and 

administrator.23 Inevitably, this local conflict became entangled with the wider wars raging on the 

Italian peninsula. The Colonna and their allies sought and found succour in Siena, which itself was allied 

to the Visconti of Milan who faced a coalition of Florence and Venice. As a result, an alliance between 

Florence and the Papacy was brokered. Florence and Eugene made Ranuccio Farnese captain of the 

army fighting on the borders with Siena, whereas Siena conscripted Niccolò Fortebraccio and Ludovico 

 
23 See Chapter 4. 
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Colonna.24 The strategic location of the Farnese patrimony, situated between the lands of the Prefetti 

ς old allies of the Colonna ς and Siena, made it an important base. While the papal army was besieging 

ǘƘŜ tǊŜŦŜǘǘƛΩǎ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƘƻƭŘ ŀǘ ±ŜǘǊŀƭƭŀΣ ǘƘŜ rector of the Patrimony and Ranuccio threatened reprisals if 

Siena were to interfere.25 The resolution of the war did little to defrost the icy relations between 

Ranuccio and Siena. 

Many subjects of both Siena and Ranuccio committed new thefts that left several persons 

wounded or even killed and led to further litigation.26 Usually such conflicts between neighbouring 

communities were settled on a basis of equality: for example, the communal government of Siena 

would request Ranuccio, who held the merum et mixtum imperium in his territories, to pursue the 

offending party and extradite them or request repair payments for damages inflicted by his subjects. 

However, matters came to head when Siena suggested that some of the outstanding issues be resolved 

in the court of that commune. This was potentially a flagrant breach of RanuŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎŜΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ 

would in effect amount to acknowledging Siena as his overlord. His response was furious. For good 

ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǊŜƛǘŜǊŀǘŜŘ ŀƭƭ ƻǳǘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŘŜōǘǎ ǘƻ ƘƛƳΦ {ǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ 

ŀŘŘǳŎŜŘΣ άI believe you are aware that solely the Holy Church and Our Lord are the sovereign of our 

house, and to him I owe obedience in war as in peace, and that is my court of recourseέΣ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ 

ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŜǎǎŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ōŜ άbe free and preserve my liberty.έ27 In 

another letter Ranuccio summarised it more directlyΥ άI am not a subject either to you, nor to anyone 

else in the world, but to the Holy Church, and the Holiness of Our Lord, and I will not budge an inch 

 
24 ASV, Reg. Vat. 365, ff. 3v-4r; Cronaca di Viterbo, p. 119; Cronaca senese di Tommaso Fecini [1431-1479], RIS, 

tomo XV, parte 6, pp. 842-4. 
25 Astorgio Agnesi to Council of Siena, 27 June 1433, and Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Council of Siena, 28 June 
1433. ASS, Concistoro 1930, 17, 19; Astorgio Agnesi to Council of Siena, 5 March 1433. Concistoro 1931, 99. 
26 Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Council of Siena, 30 April, 10 June, 23 July, 3 August, 15 August & 15 September 
1434. ASS, Concistoro 1932, 25, 44, 54, 63, 71 & 96; Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Council of Siena, 30 April & 19 
May 1434. Concistoro 1953, 9, 16; Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Council of Siena, 20 August 1434. Concistoro 2008, 
68; Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Council of Siena, 15 November 1445. ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 111, f. 
147r. 
27 άǇŜƴǎƻ ǎŀǇǇƛŀǘŜ ŀ ƭŀ Ŏŀǎŀ Ƴƛŀ {ώŀƴϐŎώǘϐŀ /Ƙiesia a superiorita di N[ostro] S[ignore] ed ad epso debo essere 
ǳōŜŘƛŜƴǘŜ ŀ ǇŀŎŜ Ŝ ŀ ƎǳŜǊǊŀΣ Ŝǘ ŀǉǳŜƭƭŀ Ŝ ŎƻǊǘŜ Ƴƛŀ ŘŜƭ ǊƛŎǳǊǎƻ όΧύ ŜǎǎŜǊŜ ƭƛōŜǊƻ Ŝ ǇƻǘŜǊŜ ƳŀƴǘŜƴŜǊƳƛ ƭŀ Ƴƛŀ 
ƭƛōŜǊǘŀΦέ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƻŦ {ƛŜƴŀΣ мт WǳƴŜ мпосΦ !{{Σ /ƻƴŎƛǎǘƻǊƻ 1940, 50. 
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ώƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅΥ ŘƛǾŜǊǘ ŀ ƘŀƛǊΩǎ breadth] in my obligations.έ28 Ranuccio articulated what he perceived to be 

the status of the Farnese patrimony: an aggregation of lordships over which the Farnese retained 

jurisdictional rights with an external policy in which they negotiated on par with larger powers and 

with Farnese near-independence guaranteed by the distant and relatively weak papal rule. 

Relations between the Farnese and Florence on the other hand intensified during this period 

and the advent of the Medici was central to this development. Becoming too powerful and therefore 

ŘŀƴƎŜǊƻǳǎ ŦƻǊ wƛƴŀƭŘƻ ŘŜƎƭƛ !ƭōƛȊȊƛΩǎ ƭƛƪƛƴƎΣ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴŦƛŘŀƴǘǎΣ ŀƳƻƴƎ 

whom tǳŎŎƛƻ ŘΩ!ƴǘƻƴƛƻ tǳŎŎƛ was prominent, were exiled from Florence in 1433.29 A year later, after 

a disastrous war against Lucca, the tables had turned and Cosimo returned to Florence, and now it was 

his opponents who were forced into exile. Riccardo Fubini summarises the extensive debates among 

historians about whether the advent of the Medici regime resulted in a chaƴƎŜ ƛƴ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƛƴƎ 

institutions, or whether these changes were in fact minimal such that, apart from a closer scrutiny of 

the uses of the electoral purses, the only difference was the man at the helm.30 For the informal 

connections and alliances that are the subject of this thesis, such debates are of less relevance than 

the fact Cosimo and his friends in Florence needed allies to support their tenuous hold on power. 

Eugene IV likewise needed support against his opponents, and collaboration between the two 

presented itself as the obvious solution. 

As Peter Partner notesΣ ǘƘŜ ŀƭƭƛŀƴŎŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŀƴŘ 9ǳƎŜƴŜ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ 

condottieri.31 Ties between Florence and leading military commanders of the papal army such as 

 
28 άLƻ ƴƻώƴϐ ǎǳōŘƛǘƻ ƴŜ ŀŘ ǾƻƛΣ ƴŜ ŀŘ ŀƭǘǊƛ ƴŜƭ ƳƻƴŘƻΣ ǎŜ ƴƻƴ ŀŘ ǎώŀƴŎϐǘŀ ŎƘƛŜǎƛŀΣ Ŝǘ ŀ ƭŀ {ώŀƴŎǘƛϐǘŀ Řƛ bώƻǎǘǊƻϐ 
{ώƛƎƴƻǊŜϐ Ŝǘ ǇŜǊ ƴƻώƴϐ ŘŜǾƛŀǊŜ ǳƴ ǇŜƭƻ Řŀƭ Ƴƛƻ ŘŜōƛǘƻΦέ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƻŦ {ƛŜƴŀΣ с WǳƴŜ мпосΦ 
ASS, Concistoro 1940, 45. 
29 Benedetto Dei, [ŀ /ǊƻƴƛŎŀ ŘŀƭƭΩŀƴƴƻ мплл ŀƭƭΩŀƴƴƻ мрлл, ed. Roberto Barducci, (Florence, 1984), pp. 50-4. 
30 !ƴŘǊŜŀ ½ƻǊȊƛΣ ά/ƻƳƳǳƴŀƭ ¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ tŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ tƻǿŜǊ ƛƴ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΥ ¢ƘŜ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀǎ {ƛƎƴƻǊƛέΣ ƛƴ 
Black & Law, The Medici, pp. 39-49; wƛŎŎŀǊŘƻ CǳōƛƴƛΣ ά[Ŝ ǊŞƎƛƳŜ Řǳ /ƾƳŜ ŘŜ aŞŘƛŎƛǎ ŀǳ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ŘŜ ǎƻƴ ŀǊǊƛǾŞŜ 
ŀǳ ǇƻǳǾƻƛǊ όмпопύέΣ Revue Française de Science Politique 64/6 (2014), pp. 1139-рсΤ wƛŎŎŀǊŘƻ CǳōƛƴƛΣέ5ƛǇƭƻƳŀȊƛŀ 
Ŝ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻ ƛƴ CƛǊŜƴȊŜ ŀƭƭΩŀǾŜƴǘƻ ŘŜƛ ǊŜƎƎƛƳŜƴǘƛ ƻƭƛƎŀǊŎƘƛŎƛέΣ ƛƴ wƛŎŀǊŘƻ Cubini, Quattrocento fiorentino: Politica, 
diplomazia, cultura (Pisa, 1996), pp. 11-98; John Najemy, A History of Florence 1200-1575 (Malden, 2006), pp. 
250-306; See also, Arthur Field, The Intellectual Struggle for Florence: Humanists and the Beginnings of the 
Medici Regime, 1420-1440 (Oxford, 2017). 
31 tŜǘŜǊ tŀǊǘƴŜǊΣ άCƭƻǊŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀŎȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊƭƛŜǊ CƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅέΣ ƛƴ bƛŎƻƭŀƛ wǳōƛƴǎǘŜƛƴ όŜŘΦύΣ 
Florentine Studies: Politics and Society in Renaissance Florence (London, 1968), pp. 381-402. 
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Francesco Sforza, Giovanni Vitelleschi, and Ludovico Trevisan have received some attention, but those 

with Ranuccio XVII Farnese have been overlooked.32 The means with which such ties were fostered 

were the same, however. For instance, Trevisan received Florentine citizenship in 1440 for himself and 

his relatives, whereas Vitelleschi received citizenship on 31 December 1434, with the added privilege 

of being allowed to invest into the Monte Comune.33 Such privileges were occasionally extended to 

foreign dignitaries.34 It is probable that Ranuccio received this privilege and his investment of 11,000 

ŦƭƻǊƛƴǎ ƛƴ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΩǎ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŘŜōǘ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŎŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ŀƴŘ /ƻǎƛƳƻΦ35 

Moreover, when his son Angelo III started his career as a condottiere, his payments were arranged 

through the Medici bank.36 

 Crucially, business relations between Ranuccio and Cosimo were further augmented with 

personal ties. With his sons still underage, Ranuccio was looking for powerful protectors that could 

take on the responsibility of hƛǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ǘǳǘŜƭŀƎŜ ƛƴ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǳƴŦƻǊŜǎŜŜƴ ŀŘǾŜǊǎƛǘȅΦ As we have seen, 

Cosimo accepted this responsibility. Before Florentines became accustomed to marrying outside their 

city, such networks of godparents were one of the few ties modelled on kinship that extended beyond 

the Florentine Republic to include condottieri.37 Moreover, RanuccioΩǎ letters soon reflected this level 

of intimacy, now addressing Cosimo as compater et frater and asking him to pass on his personal 

regards to /ƻƴǘŜǎǎƛƴŀ ŘŜΩ .ŀǊŘƛ and LoǊŜƴȊƻ Řƛ .ƛŎŎƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ ǿƘƻ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘƭȅ ƘŜ ƪƴŜǿΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ 

wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘ άǘƘŜ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǿ ƭƻǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ Ƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜέΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ 

express this affection also gifted a relic containing a fragment of the arm of John the BaptistΣ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΩǎ 

patron saint.38 The contrast between the affective language used with the Medici and the heated 

 
32 David Chambers, Popes, Cardinals, and War: The Military Church in Renaissance and Early Modern Europe 
(New York, 2006). 
33 WƻƘƴ [ŀǿΣ άtǊƻŦƛƭŜ ƻŦ ŀ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭέΣ ƛƴ DƛƻǾŀƴƴŀ aŜƴŎŀǊŜƭƭƛ όŜŘΦύΣ I Vitelleschi: Fonti, realtà e mito 

(Tarquinia, 1998), pp. 69-83; Pio Paschini, [ƻŘƻǾƛŎƻ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ /ŀƳŜǊƭŜƴƎƻΥ όϞмпсрύ (Rome, 1939), p. 49. 
34 Richard Goldthwaite, The Economy of Renaissance Florence (Baltimore, 2009), pp. 497-8. 
35 ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 315, f. 83r. 
36 Paschini, Lodovico Cardinal Camerlengo, p. 59. 
37 Ferdinand Schöningh, /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΥ ŘƛŜ DŜǎŀƴŘǘŜƴ ǳƴŘ ŘƛŜ /ƻƴŘƻǘǘƛŜǊƛΥ 5ƛǇƭƻƳŀǘƛŜ ǳƴŘ YǊƛŜƎŜ ŘŜǊ 
Republik Florenz im 15. Jahrhundert (Paderborn, 2009), pp. 377-8. 
38 άƭƻ ŀƳƻǊŜ ŀƴǘƛŎƘƻ Ŝ ƴǳƻǾƻ ŘƧ ǉώǳŜϐƭƭƧ ŘŜƭƭŀ Ƴƛŀ ŦŀƳŜƭƎƭŀ ŀƭ ǾώƻǎǘϐǊƻ ǇώƻϐǇώǳϐƭƻΦέ Ranuccio XVII Farnese to 
/ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ мн Wǳƭȅ мпофΣ !{CΣ a!tΣ ·LΣ олоr-v. 
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ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ {ƛŜƴŜǎŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǊŜǾŜŀƭ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛŦǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ 

of alliances in Tuscany that had traditionally focused on Siena rather than Florence. This is further 

reflected by the fact that the envoys sent by Ranuccio to Cosimo were intimates who could be 

ŜƴǘǊǳǎǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎŜƴǎƛǘƛǾŜ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ Ƙƛǎ Ŏƻǳǎƛƴǎ /ŀǎǳŎŎƛƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ .ŀǎŎƘƛΦ39  

Perhaps the best expression of what was presented as an old but in truth a much more recent 

ŀŦŦŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǿƛƭƭΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƭŀƛŘ Řƻǿƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

inheritance that he had envisaged for his heirs. Among the many clauses of his extensive will, one 

stipulates, 

 

Likewise, he left his aforementioned sons and heirs under the protection of the Magnificent commune 

of Florence, as ancient mother and defender of the house of Farnese, ordering the same sons that they 

must remain devout and loyal to the aforementioned commune. And this for the honour and status of 

the most high pontiff and the Holy Mother Church.40 

 

¢ƘŜ ǿƻǊŘƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘ ƴŜŀǊƭȅ ǾŜǊōŀǘƛƳ ōȅ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŀƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ 

to the Medici, which suggests that it was indeed felt to be a central element in their political 

inheritance. The conflation of loyalty towards Florence with the Guelph tradition of supporting the 

Church and the papacy is significant as well. This alliance between the Florentine Republic and the 

papacy hearkened back to the cityΩǎ DǳŜƭǇƘ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ. By the fifteenth century, however, it was no 

longer regarded as an ideological imperative ς this also introduced the spectre of a situation in which 

Florence and the Papacy were no longer politically aligned and the Farnese would have to choose. 

Finally, Ranuccio made no clear distinction between his personal ties with Cosimo and a sense of 

 
39 wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ мл !ǇǊƛƭ мпос ŀƴŘ с bƻǾŜƳōŜǊΣ !{CΣ a!tΣ ·LΣ фсr-v, 575r-v. 
40 άLǘŜƳ ǊŜƭƛǉǳƛǘ ǇǊŜŦŀǘƻǎ ǎǳƻǎ Ŧƛƭƛƻǎ Ŝǘ ƘŜǊŜŘŜǎ ǎǳō ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴŜ defentione Magnifice comunitatis Florentie, 
tanquam antique matri et defensitrici domus de Farnesio, mandans eisdem suis filiis ut comitati predicte devoti 
Ŝǘ ŦƛŘŜƭƛǎ ŜǎǎŜ ŘŜōŜŀƴǘΦ 9ǘ ƘƻŎ ŀŘ ƘƻƴƻǊŜƳ Ŝǘ ǎǘŀǘǳƳ {ǳƳƳƻǊǳƳ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎǳƳ Ŝǘ {ŀƴŎǘŜ aŀǘǊƛǎ ŜŎŎƭŜǎƛŜΦέ 
[ŜŦŝǾǊŜΣ άLƭ ǘŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘƻέΣ ǇΦ нлсΦ 
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obligation he expected his heirs to maintain towards the commune of Florence. The two overlapped 

and were potentially even indistinguishable. 

 

Amicable Relations and Shared Good Tastes 

wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LL CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ мпрл ƻŎŎǳǊǊŜŘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ǘǳǊōǳƭŜƴǘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƛƴ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΦ 

According to traditional historiography, the initial volatility gave way to relative stability after the 

conclusion of several treaties that are collectively known as the Peace of Lodi, the creation of the Italian 

League, and the professionalisation of diplomacy between participating member states that gradually 

resulted in the exclusion of non-Italian states, smaller powers, and non-state actors.41 Some cracks 

have appeared in this grand narrative. René of Anjou was able to establish a wide-ranging cultural and 

political network before and during the invasion of the Kingdom of Naples in the years 1460-1462 that 

stretched across the peninsula, while plenty of conspiracies and attempts at overthrowing 

governments were concocted.42 The Quattrocento history of the Farnese does not conform to the 

narrative in place either. Rather than being excluded, new connections proliferated, and old ones were 

strengthened by the Farnese, and in turn they were considered an attractive partner. Moreover, both 

during the initial upheaval but especially after the conclusion of the Peace of Lodi the importance of 

personal and dynastic connections remained undiminished and endured for much longer than other 

connections of a more contractual nature. Indeed, the activities of the Farnese during this period that 

can be characterised as personal interactions seem, at least in the long run, to have outweighed in 

political importance those diplomatic practices more readily recognisable as such to us, like the signing 

of condotta contracts, accomandigia covenants, or the appearance among lists of adhaerentes or 

raccomandi of peace treaties. The nature of such contractual obligations was understood to be 

temporary; the length of condotta contracts rarely exceeded one year. Any attempt at reconstructing 

 
41 Lazzarini, Conflict & Communication, pp. 29-30; Catherine Fletcher, Diplomacy in Renaissance Rome: The Rise 
of the Resident Ambassador (Cambridge, 2015), p. 22. 
42 Margolis, The Politics of Culture, pp. 21-67; Oren Margoƭƛǎ ϧ .Ǌƛŀƴ aŀȄǎƻƴΣ ά¢ƘŜ Ψ{ŎƘŜƳŜǎΩ ƻŦ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ tŀȊȊƛ 
and the Conflict with the Medici (1461-нύέΣ Journal of Medieval History 41/4 (2015), pp. 484-503; Jane Black, 
άaŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ {ŦƻǊȊŀ ς .ǊŜŜŘǎ !ǇŀǊǘΚέΣ ƛƴ .ƭŀŎƪ ϧ [ŀǿΣ The Medici, pp. 85-99. 
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political networks from single snapshots in time is therefore bound to be misleading, as Francesca 

Cengarle and Francesco Somaini argue.43 This part of the chapter therefore focuses on the personal 

connections of the Farnese, above all with the Medici in Florence, but to some extent also with the 

Sforza of Milan and Piccolomini in Siena. It pays particular attention to the language with which these 

connections with the Medici were now expressed, as the ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLΩǎ ƘŜƛǊǎ 

ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ. But the nature of Farnese-Medici relations was also expressed 

through gesture, ranging from exchanges of gifts, information, as well as mediation in the arrangement 

of marriages. 

  The periods before and shortly after the Peace of Lodi exemplify the volatility of nominal 

allegiances of the period. In 1450 Gabriele Francesco Farnese took up service as condottiere in the 

armies of Siena, and therefore on the side of the alliance between Alfonso of Aragon, the Republic of 

Venice, and the pope, which waged war against an alliance of Florence and Milan.44 DŀōǊƛŜƭŜΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ 

!ƴƎŜƭƻ ƻǇǘŜŘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ŦƻǊ ǇŀǇŀƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΦ Lƴ aŀǊŎƘ мпрн DŀōǊƛŜƭŜΩǎ ǳƴŎƭŜ .ŀǊǘƻƭƻƳŜƻ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀƴ 

accomandigia with Siena that also entailed a condotta with 50 lances.45 However, less than a month 

ŀŦǘŜǊ .ŀǊǘƻƭƻƳŜƻΩǎ accomandigia CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ {ŦƻǊȊŀΩǎ ŀƳōŀǎǎŀŘƻǊ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ 

ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜŘ ōȅ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ hǊǎƛƴƛ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ƻŦŦŜǊŜŘ ǘƻ άŀǘǘǊŀŎǘ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻǳƴǘ !ƭŘƻōǊŀndo [Orsini of Pitigliano], 

the Farnese, and many other Roman barons firmly to our side for the entire autumn, provided that the 

Florentines would pay them 4,ллл ŘǳŎŀǘǎέΣ which would have meant a switch to the Florentine-

Milanese camp.46 Yet, in the text of the treaty itself the Farnese appeared among the collegati of 

Alfonso of Aragon, potentially because of their employment with Siena more than a direct link to the 

Neapolitan Crown.47 !ƳƻƴƎ !ƭŦƻƴǎƻΩǎ adhaerenti ŀƭǎƻ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƛƴ-laws, the Orsini of 

 
43 Cengarle & SomŀƛƴƛΣ άΩDŜƻƎǊŀŦƛŜ ƳƻǘƛǾŀȊƛƻƴŀƭƛέΣ ǇǇΦ по-60. 
44 Claudio Rendina, I capitani di ventura: Storia e segreti (Rome, 1985), p. 375. 
45 ASS, Manoscritti A 135, f. 151v. 
46 άǘŜƴŜǊŜ ŦŜǊƳƛ Řŀ ƭŀ ƴƻǎǘǊŀ Ŝƭ ŎƻƴǘŜ !ƭŘƻōǊŀƴŘƛƴƻ ώhǊǎƛƴƛ ƻŦ tƛǘƛƎƭƛŀƴƻϐΣ ǉǳŜƭƭƛ Řŀ CǊŀƴŜǎŜ Ŝǘ molti altri baroni 
de Roma per tuta questa estate se Fiorentini gli dano 4m ŘǳŎŀǘƛΦέ bƛŎƻŘŜƳƻ ¢ǊŀƴŎƘŜŘƛƴƛ ǘƻ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ {ŦƻǊȊŀ у 
April 1452. Carteggio degli oratori sforzeschi alla corte pontificia I: Niccolò V, ed. Gianluca Battioni (Rome, 
2013), vol. II, pp. 842-3. 
47 /ŜƴƎŀǊƭŜ ϧ {ƻƳŀƛƴƛΣ άΩDŜƻƎǊŀŦƛŜ ƳƻǘƛǾŀȊƛƻƴŀƭƛΩέΣ ǇΦ рлΦ 
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Pitigliano, who had likewise fought in service of Siena.48 However, within months of the conclusion of 

ǘƘŜ tŜŀŎŜ ƻŦ [ƻŘƛΣ {ƛŜƴŀ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ hǊǎƛƴƛ ƻŦ tƛǘƛƎƭƛŀƴƻ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǘƘǊƻŀǘs. The Farnese first 

furtively and later openly supported their Orsini relatives, prompting Siena to conclude an alliance with 

Nicholas V, who spotted an opportunity to reduce the influence of the barons in the Patrimony of St 

Peter in Tuscia, especially that of the Orsini, Farnese, and Monaldeschi.49 Ultimately, these attempts 

ŦŀƛƭŜŘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ {ŦƻǊȊŀ ŀƴŘ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ ƭŜŀŘŜǊǎ ƻŦ 

Florence and Milan the Farnese and their kin had shortly before been fighting against. Thus, within the 

timespan of a few years a snapshot at different moments in time on the basis of differing source 

material would reveal radically altered patterns of political allegiance. In a matter of months alliances 

lay in tatters and former companions-in-arms opposed each other. How do we explain this? 

 It is possible to reconstruct the potential interests of those involved. Nicholas V intended to 

extend his power within the Papal States, especially at the cost of the Farnese and their kin who had 

profited from the perennial financial shortfalls of the Apostolic Chamber under Eugene IV, whereas 

{ƛŜƴŀ ƘŀŘ ƭƻƴƎ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ǊŜŘǳŎŜ ǘƘŜ hǊǎƛƴƛ ƻŦ tƛǘƛƎƭƛŀƴƻ ǘƻ ƻōŜŘƛŜƴŎŜΦ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ 

Sforza had a certain interest in preventing their neighbours from thus strengthening their internal 

power and authority. Yet to think solely in terms of crude calculations of interest would be to miss the 

Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ŎƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘŜŘ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΦ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ hǊǎƛƴƛΩǎ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ 

Orsini might switch sides when offered good terms can be read both as substantiating the assumption 

ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƛƳŜ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƻǊ ǘƘŀǘ ƎǳƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΣ ƻǊ 

alternatively it can suggest the presence of interpersonal ties that made the Farnese receptive to such 

overtures. The chronicler Tartaglia, as a relative of the Farnese in the service of the general of the 

Sienese-papal army sent to castigate them, was well-positioned to know the truth, and commented 

on the earlier collaboration between Francesco Sforza and the Farnese during the 1440s, arguing 

 
48 ASS, Manoscritti A 135, ff. 118v-137r. 
49 Francesco Contarini to Senate of Venice, 17 March 1455, in Ludwig Pastor, Geschichte der Päpste seit dem 

Ausgang des Mittelalters (Freiburg, 1886-1933), vol. II, pp. 682-3; Malavolti, Historia, III, ff. 22r-44v; Gaspare 

Broglio Tartaglia, Cronaca malatestiana del secolo XV: (dalla cronaca universale), ed. Antonio Luciani (Rimini, 

1982), pp. 189-96. 
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άǘƘƻǎŜ ƭƻǊŘǎ ώǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜϐ ƘŀǾŜ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ōŜŜƴ Ƙƛǎ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ŦŜǿ ȅŜŀǊǎΦέ50 It is also significant that 

Angelo III Farnese, who was personally present at the negotiations in Lombardy in 1454, should report 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎ ǘƻ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ adhaerenti ƻŦ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΩǎ 

enemies.51 For Angelo, Gabriele Francesco, and Pier LǳƛƎƛΩǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǿŜǊŜ ǇŀǊǘ 

of the political and social inheritance of their father Ranuccio, and therefore a given. Though ideally it 

ought to, military service did not necessarily align with dynastic ties. 

 Already during the wars lŜŀŘƛƴƎ ǳǇ ǘƻ [ƻŘƛΣ !ƴƎŜƭƻ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ 

and especially his brother Giovanni, CosimoΩǎ sons. Despite the ongoing conflict, Angelo turned to 

Piero when he needed a good hunting dog (sugucio) in August 1451.52 A month later he sent his 

chancellor to Giovanni for further unspecified business and the two developed a lasting bond.53 

DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ǿŀǎ !ƴƎŜƭƻΩǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ŀ salvacondotta to traverse Florentine 

territory, but more importantly, a useful expert and adviser when it came to fine fabrics when Angelo 

requested his aid in finding dodici braccia of silk.54 Such exchanges continued after the Peace of Lodi. 

Lƴ мпрт ŀƴŘ мпсл !ƴƎŜƭƻ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛΩǎ ƘŜƭǇ ŦƻǊ ōǳȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ƘƻǊǎŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ 

in need of quality brocade for a gambeson.55 Exchanges of information functioned in a similar manner. 

The persistence of these connections in spite of coalitions that pitted the exchangers against each 

other suggests such gestures and the personal connections they fostered played an instrumental, 

albeit not always decisive role in the politics of the era and could at times of trouble nonetheless keep 

open channels of communication, strengthen mutual affection, and continue obligation. 

 One gesture stands out for its largesse. CosimoΩǎ mediation in the conclusion of a marriage 

between Francesca Farnese and Guido Sforza of Santa Fiora was a gesture with profound political 

consequences. It was also very much the culmination of the connections established before between 

 
50 άƭƛ ǉǳŀƭƛ {ƛƎƴƛƻǊƛ ŜǊŀƴƻ ǎǘŀǘƛ ǎŜƳǇǊŜ ǎǳƻƛ ŀƳƛŎƛ ǇŜǊ ƭƻ ǘŜƳǇƻ ǇŀǎǎŀǘƻΦέ ¢ŀǊǘŀƎƭƛŀΣ Cronaca malatestiana, p. 128. 
51 !ƴƎŜƭƻ LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ нн !ǇǊƛƭ 1454. ASF, MAP, IX, 17r-v. 
52 !ƴƎŜƭƻ LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ ом !ǳƎǳǎǘ мпрмΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ·±LLΣ ууr-v. 
53 !ƴƎŜƭƻ LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ ну {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ мпрмΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ±LLLΣ нспr-v. 
54 !ƴƎŜƭƻ LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ мм aŀǊŎƘ мпрпΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ·Σ пурr-v. 
55 Angelƻ LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ мт !ǳƎǳǎǘ мпртΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ·[Σ мнрr-v; Angelo III Farnese to 
DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ с ŀƴŘ мт CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ мпслΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ±LΣ прмr-v, 457r-v. 
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the Farnese, Medici, and Sforza, as well as one that laid down the foundation for future collaboration. 

¢ƘŜ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ {ŦƻǊȊŀ ƛƴ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ aƛƭŀƴ ǿŜǊŜΣ ŀǎ WŀƴŜ .ƭŀŎƪ 

argues, far from secure. As a result the banker and the condottiere had concluded a strategic alliance 

ǿƘŜǊŜ ƻƴŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ Ŏƭƻǳǘ ǘƻ ōƻƭǎǘŜǊ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǊǳƭŜΦ56 

CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǘƻ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳƛǎŜ Ƙƛǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘȅΩǎ ƴŜǿ-found rule over the Duchy of Milan, Sforza pursued a 

profitable marriage policy, among others concluding a double marriage with Alfonso of Aragon in 

1455.57 ¢ƘŜ {ŦƻǊȊŀ ōǊŀƴŎƘŜǎ ƻŦ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀŘ established themselves in Pesaro and 

Santa Fiora served as an extension of the main lineage. A war against one Sforza was considered a war 

against all Sforza; on 4 November 1467 Bosio Sforza of Santa Fiora received a letter telling him to sound 

the bells to announce the peace concluded between Milan and Savoy ς hardly events in the vicinity of 

Santa Fiora.58 The Farnese had long married into the ruling families of the neighbouring imperial 

ŎƻǳƴǘƛŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ {ŦƻǊȊŀΩǎ !ƭŘƻōǊŀƴŘŜǎŎƘƛ ǇǊŜŘŜŎŜǎǎƻǊǎΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘis marriage was specifically 

ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƪŜ ƻŦ άŀ ƪƛƴǎƘƛǇ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊƛƻǳǎ [ƻǊŘ ǘƘŜ 5ǳƪŜέΣ ŀǎ !ƴƎŜƭƻΣ 

DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻΣ ŀƴŘ tƛŜǊ [ǳƛƎƛ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǘƻ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΦ59 In fact, negotiations on the 

Sforza side were conducted by Nicodemo Tranchedini da Pontremoli, who was Francesco SforzaΩǎ 

trusted chancellor and ambassador to Florence, where Nicodemo had gained the confidence of 

Cosimo.60 It is therefore likely that Cosimo himself had a hand in the marriage that brought together 

his formal ally and the family of his godson. For the Sforza of Santa Fiora, this marriage integrated them 

into the baronial families of Central Italy, not an unwelcome prospect in light of recent conflicts with 

Siena.61 Above all, the wedding integrated the Farnese more fully into a network of condottieri, barons, 

 
56 .ƭŀŎƪΣ άaŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ {ŦƻǊȊŀ ς .ǊŜŜŘǎ !ǇŀǊǘΚέΤ ±ƛƴŎŜƴǘ LƭŀǊŘƛΣ ά¢ƘŜ .ŀƴƪŜǊ-Statesman and the Condottiere-

tǊƛƴŎŜΥ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ {ŦƻǊȊŀ όмпрл-мпспύέΣ ƛƴ {ŜǊƎƛƻ .ŜǊǘŜƭƭƛΣ bƛŎƻƭŀƛ wǳōƛƴǎǘŜƛƴ ϧ /ǊŀƛƎ 

Smyth (eds.), Florence and Milan: Comparisons and Relations (Florence, 1989), vol. II, pp. 217-39. 
57 Alan Ryder, Alfonso the Magnanimous: King of Aragon, Naples, and Sicily 1396-1458 (Oxford, 1990), p. 411. 
58 Galeazzo Maria Sforza and Bianca Maria Visconti to Bosio Sforza di Santa Fiora, 4 November 1467. ASR, 
Archivio Sforza-Cesarini, Serie I, busta 79, filza 13. 
59 άƛƭ ǇŀǊŜƴǘŀŘƻ Ŏƻƭƭŀ I[llustrissimo] S[ignore] ŘŜƭ ŘǳŎƘŀΦέ Gabriele Francesco and Pier Luigi I Farnese to Cosimo 
ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ му !ǳƎǳǎǘ 1457, and Angelo III Farnese to Cosimo de' Medici, 19 August 1457. ASF, MAP, XII, 260r-v, 
261r-v. 
60 tŀƻƭŀ {ǾŜǊȊŜƭƭŀǘƛΣ άtŜǊ ƭŀ ōƛƻƎǊŀŦƛŀ Řƛ bƛŎƻŘŜƳƻ ¢ǊŀƴŎƘŜŘƛƴƛ Řŀ tƻƴǘǊŜƳƻƭƛΣ ŀƳōŀǎŎƛŀǘƻǊŜ ǎŦƻǊȊŜǎŎƻέΣ Aevum 
72/2 (1998), pp. 485-557. 
61 ASR, Archivio Sforza-Cesarini, busta 841, filza 8. 
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ŀƴŘ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ŀȄƛǎ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ōȅ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ 

Sforza which went back to the first half of the century.62 

 The intensification of the ties between the Farnese and Medici in Florence in the 1450s and 

1460s found its expression in the language utilised in letters in the 1470s after the untimely deaths of 

Angeƭƻ LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ƛƴ мпснΦ Lƴ ŜŎƘƻŜǎ ƻŦΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ to, the 

ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻŦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLΩǎ ǿƛƭƭ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ŜȄƘƻǊǘŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜƛǊǎ ǘƻ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƭƻȅŀƭ ǘƻ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ 

mother and defender of the Farnese dynasty, the emphasis was on loyalty to that commune. This in 

itself was formulaic language. Gabriele Francesco could equally write to Siena that he was 

άǊŜƳŜƳōŜǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ōŜƴŜǾƻƭŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜ ŀŦƻǊŜƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ƳŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴǘ 

commune, which I am willing ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜ ǇŜǊǇŜǘǳŀƭƭȅΦέ63 But it is the addition of the personal loyalty 

and connections with the Medici that is significant. Thus, Pietro Bertoldo II Farnese of Latera wrote to 

[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ƻƴ мм aŀǊŎƘ мптр ƻŦ άthe ancient and modern devotion assiduously maintained by 

the house of Farnese to the Illustrious Signoria of Florence, as well as to the magnificent house of Your 

MagnificenceΦέ64 Gabriele Francesco Farnese was even more explicit. He wrote to Lorenzo stressing 

άthe ancient servitude of my house towards the aforementioned Illustrious Signoria and the 

obligations left to us by our fatherέΣ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ǘƘŀƴ ǘǿƻ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎ 

ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊΦ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜŘΣ άthe perfect friendship that we had especially with 

the most excellent Cosimo and Piero, of good memory, ancestors of Your Magnificence, which seems 

to me to be a thing that is still overabundantΦέ65 Thus, by the 1470s Farnese from various branches 

perceived their sense of loyalty towards Florence and the Medici to be part of their dynastic identity. 

 
62 It may not at all be insignificant that Angelo III Farnese had named his first (illegitimate) son Sforza. ASF, 
Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 351, ff. 130r-132v. 
63 άǊƛŎƻǊŘŀƴŘƻƳƛ ŘŜƭƭΩŀƴǘƛǉǳŀ ōŜƴƛǾƻƭŜƴǘƛŀ ŘŜƭƭƛ ƴώƻǎǘϐǊƛ ŀƴώǘƛϐŎƛŜǎǎƻǊƛ Ŏώƻƴϐ ǘŜǎǘŀ ƳώŀƎƴƛŦƛϐŎŀ ŎƻώƳǳƴϐƛǘŀ ǾƻƭŜǊƭƻ 
Ŏώƻƴϐǘƛƴǳƻ ǇώǊŜϐǎŜǊǾŀǊώŜϐΦέ DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎo Farnese to Council of Siena 26 March 1465. ASS, Concistoro 
2010, 4. 
64 άŀƴǘƛǉǳŀ Ŝ ƳƻŘŜǊƴŀ ŘŜǾƻǘƛƻƴŜ ƻǎǎƛŘǳŀƳŜƴǘŜ ŀǘŜƴǳǘŀ Ŏŀǎŀ Řŀ CŀǊƴƛȄŜ Ŏƻƭƭŀ LƭƭώǳǎǘǊƛǎǎƛƳϐŀ {ώƛƎƴƻǊƛŀϐ ŘŜ 
CƛƻǊŜƴǎŀ ǉώǳŜϐ ŀƴǉώǳŜϐ Ŏƻƴ ƳώŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŀϐ Ŏŀǎŀ ŘŜ ±ώƻǎǘǊŀϐ aώŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴǘƛŀϐΦέ tƛŜǘǊƻ .ertoldo II Farnese to Lorenzo 
ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ мм aŀǊŎƘ мптрΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ···LLΣ туr-v. 
65 άǎώŜǊϐǾƛǘǳ ŀƴǘƛǉǳŀǘŀ Řƛ Ŏŀǎŀ Ƴƛŀ ŀ ǘŜǎǘŀ LƭƭώǳǎǘǊƛǎǎƛϐƳŀ {ώƛƎƴƻǊƛŀϐ Ŝǘ ƭŀ ƻōƭƛƎŀǘƛƻƴώŜϐ ƭŀȄŀǘƛŎƛ ǇώŜǊϐ ƴώƻǎǘϐǊƻ 
p[at]re όΧύ la p[er]fecta amicitia havuta in sp[eci]ali[ter] colla buona memoria dello ec[cellentie] d[e] Cosmo et 
tƛŜǊƻ ƎŜƴƛǘƻǊώƛϐ ŘώŜϐ ±ώƻǎǘǊŀϐ aώŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴǘƛŀϐ Ƴƛ ǇŀǊŜ Ŏƻǎŀ ǎǳǇώŜǊŦϐƭǳŀΦέ DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ 
ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ мс aŀǊŎƘ мптнΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ··LLLΣ полr-v. 
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Moreover, the mutual tie with the Medici, initially forged in person between Ranuccio and Cosimo, 

passŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƻ /ƻǎƛƳƻΩǎ ƘŜƛǊǎ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƻ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎΦ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǇŀǎǎŜŘ ƻƴ for another 

generation. But before moving on to the last quarter of the century it is worthwhile addressing the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ {ƛŜƴŀΣ ƴƻǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ Ƙad important consequences for the wider 

politics of Italy, and for the connections between the Farnese and Medici in particular. 

The Republic of Siena in this period underwent political developments that resulted in much 

closer connections between the Farnese and that commune than in the preceding period. Several 

developments gave rise to this change. Gradually, the Neapolitan influence in Tuscany waned due to 

the unstable domestic situation in the kingdom during and after the Angevin invasions of 1460-1462.66 

Relatively isolated as a result, Siena was forced to maintain better relations with its neighbours. To be 

sure, the Farnese had never severed ties with Siena. After all, they owned real estate there and 

Gabriele Francesco remained interested in the relative balance within the government between the 

various Monti.67 During this period access to government was, albeit half-heartedly, granted to nobles, 

the Monte dei Gentiluomini, a group with which the Farnese traditionally retained ties. The prime 

mover behind these developments was Pius II, a Sienese native. It was due to tƛǳǎΩ pressure that the 

popular government reluctantly opened its ranks to the nobility, that is to say, allowed members of 

the Piccolomini kinship group to become members of government bodies.68 It was with this group that 

the Farnese forged connections. Such relations were probably established during PiusΩ pontificate, 

when the Farnese supported him against his enemies. It was probably then that Cardinal Jacopo 

Ammannati-Piccolomini, oƴŜ ƻŦ tƛǳǎΩ ƛƴǘƛƳŀǘŜǎ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΣ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƎƻŘŦŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ 

DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦ69 Such relations endured ŀŦǘŜǊ tƛǳǎΩ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜΣ ŀƴŘ Cardinal Francesco 

Todeschini-Piccolomini and Gabriele Francesco Farnese signed a wedding contract on 7 July 1474 

 
66 David Abulafia, The Western Mediterranean Kingdoms 1200-1500: The Struggle for Dominion (London, 1997), 
pp. 223-45. 
67 Gabriele Francesco Farnese to Council of Siena, 26 March 1465. ASS, Concistoro 2010, 4; ASS, Lira 57, f. 4v 

and Lira 61, f. 92v. 
68 Christine Shaw, Popular Government and Oligarchy in Renaissance Italy (Leiden, 2006), pp. 39-56. 
69 Jacopo Ammannati-tƛŎŎƻƭƻƳƛƴƛ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ п WŀƴǳŀǊȅ мптрΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ·[±LΣ отуr-v. 
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ōŜǘǊƻǘƘƛƴƎ DŀōǊƛŜƭŜΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ !ƎƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ !ƴŘǊŜŀΦ70 This Piccolomini connection 

ŀŘŘŜŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƛƴ ȅŜǘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ Ǉƻƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎƛƴƎƭȅ ǎǳŎƘ 

networks spaƴƴƛƴƎ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŎŀƳŜ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜΦ 

¢ƘŜ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ condotta illustrate how dense the network of 

ties of kinship, pseudo-kinship, and political affiliation that connected the various Italian states in the 

third quarter of the Quattrocento was. They show how deeply embedded the Farnese were within the 

ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƎŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ ǇŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀΦ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƎŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

strategies, and how their extended network was utilised. No doubt wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ education in Urbino had 

gained him support when searching for employment with CŜŘŜǊƛŎƻ Řŀ aƻƴǘŜŦŜƭǘǊƻΩǎ allies, such as 

[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΦ DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǎŜƴǘ Ƙƛǎ ŎƘŀƴŎŜƭƭƻǊ ƻƴ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǘǊƛǇǎ ǘƻ CƭƻǊence to 

speak to Lorenzo in person.71 Although the letters do not mention anything about these negotiations, 

we can infer that they dealt with RanuccioΩǎ ŜƳǇƭƻȅƳŜƴǘ under Nicola Orsini of Pitigliano, who was 

already in Florentine service.72 Moreover, Ranuccio obtained support from Sienese circles when 

Cardinal Ammannati-Piccolomini personally recommended him to Lorenzo: 

 

Magnificent man: our most beloved brother after our salutations. The lord Gabriele Farnese our 

godfather desires greatly to place his son Ranuccio Farnese in the army of your magnificent commune. 

Until now he has fought in the company of the most illustrious Duke of Urbino. Your lordship being as 

affectionate to us as he is, we cannot refrain from interceding for the sake of your satisfaction. 

Therefore, we would wish to pray your magnificence, that you see to it that these gentlemen be 

consoled in their desires, more out of goodwill than for the respect of our recommendation, as doing so 

shall be a great pleasure to you.73 

 
70 ASS, Consorteria Piccolomini 17, ff. 25r-27v; the dowry contract is recorded in ASS, Gabella dei Contratti 270 
on 7 January 1475. 
71 DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ нл !ǳƎǳǎǘ мптп ŀƴŘ мл WŀƴǳŀǊȅ мптрΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ···Σ оуr-

v, 764r-v. 
72 {ƘŀǿΣ ά[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŀƴŘ bƛŎŎƻƭƼ hǊǎƛƴƛέΣ ǇǇΦ нрт-9. 
73 άMag[nifi]ce vir: fr[ater] n[oste]r car[issi]mo [post] sal[u]t[em]. El Signore Gabriele da Farnese n[ost]ro 

compare desydera grandem[en]te collocare app[re]sso la V[ostra] M[agnific]a Co[mun]ita el Signor Ranuccio 

suo figluolo, ne lo exercitio dellarme. Nelquale se, è, ex[er]citato infino qui collo Ill[ustrissimo] Duca de Urbino. 



126 
 

 

[ƻǊŜƴȊƻΩǎ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ŀƴǎǿŜǊ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ŀǘ Ƙƛǎ ǳƴŎƭŜΩǎ ŎŀǎǘƭŜ ŀǘ tƛǘƛƎƭƛŀƴƻΣ ŀƴŘΣ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ 

condotta was accompanied by a personal gift as [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ǇŀƛŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ 

men were outfitted.74 As a result, the ties between the Farnese and Medici were further cemented 

now their personal affinities and financial and political interests aligned. This would remain the central 

ŦƻŎǳǎ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǿƛŘŜǊ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǘǿƻ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎΦ 

TƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊƛƴƎ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ {ƛŜƴŀ thus built upon existing relations 

from the first half of the Quattrocento. Transactions were still conducted through the Medici bank and 

a constant flow of communication about border issues with Siena continued to lead to exchanges of 

prisoners and repair payments, but such conflicts were increasingly offset by trade, especially in grain, 

and an exchange of agents, artisans, and horses.75 On top of that came the connections the Farnese 

now maintained with the leading families of Florence and Siena who exercised much influence over 

their respective governments. Especially in the connections between the Farnese and the Medici there 

is a clear surge in the personal nature of these ties. These new and stronger bonds were expressed 

through different types of gesture, both small exchanges as well as grand gestures such as mediating 

in the negotiations for prestigious matches. It founds its expression in a much more pronounced 

language of affection and loyalty, and more tellingly, was considered to transfer down hereditary line 

ς from father to son, and in the case of Angelo III and Gabriele Francesco from elder brother to 

younger. Moreover, the Medici-Farnese link became integrated into a wider network that included the 

Piccolomini in Siena, the Sforza of Milan, and the Orsini in the Papal States. In the light of these 

 
Sendoci la S[ignoria] sua affectionata chome, è, no[n] possemo recusare de no[n] intercedere p[er] questo suo 

contento. Pertanto volemo p[re]gare la M[agnificentia] V[ostra] ch[e] vedendo di posser consolare questi 

Gentilhomini, ne lor desyderi, le sia depiacer farlo tanto di miglior voglia, p[er] respecto de la n[ost]ra 

co[m]mendatione.έ 

Jacopo Ammannati-tƛŎŎƻƭƻƳƛƴƛ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ п WŀƴǳŀǊȅ мптрΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ·[±LΣ отуr-v. 
74 wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ мт aŀǊŎƘ 1475. ASF, MAP, XXIV, 89r-v. 
75 tƛŜǘǊƻ .ŜǊǘƻƭŘƻ LLΣ DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻΣ !ƴƎŜƭƻ LLL ϧ tƛŜǊ [ǳƛƎƛ L CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ нл aŀǊŎƘ мпртΦ 
ASF, MAP, VI, 220r-v; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 125v; Gabriele Francesco Farnese to Council of Siena, 25 July 
1464. ASS Concistoro 2008; Gabriele Francesco Farnese to Council of Siena, 20 & 28 June 1465. ASS, Concistoro 
2011, 4, 25; Violante Monaldeschi to Council of Siena, 12 and 20 March 1465. ASS, Concistoro 2010, 71, 80; 
Violante Monaldeschi to Council of Siena, 22 September 1468. ASS, Concistoro 2020, 18. 
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ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ƳƻǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ aŜŘƛŎƛΩǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŀge link with the Orsini 

in 1469, albeit a distinct break with traditional Florentine endogamy, followed a strategy that took on 

shape long before its formal conclusion. To some extent, as Lucrezia Tornabuoni explicitly mentioned 

ǘƻ ƘŜǊ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜdici, connections to Orsini clerics were an attractive prospect for a banking 

dynasty that had firm roots in the papal Curia. But likewise, such a family tie could provide ready access 

to a supply of military force, not wholly unlike that which the Sforza and Farnese could dispose of, for 

the Florentine army as much as for quelling revolts against Medici rule.76 These conclusions also have 

a wider impact on the historiography of Quattrocento politics. 

 Isabella Lazzarini and Catherine Fletcher summarise the scholarship on the period after the 

Peace of Lodi when they characterise it as one of relative peace during which the five larger powers of 

the Italian peninsula increasingly excluded the smaller potentates from engaging in diplomatic 

activities.77 Although it is true that some political actors were effectively excluded from the existing 

order, the case of the Farnese directly contradicts this argument.78 Below the surface of official 

diplomacy, and hence diplomatic correspondence that happens to survive in the archives of state 

chanceries, political networks were spun that connected actors across the peninsula. This increasingly 

interconnected web consisted of leagues, contracts, factional allegiances, kinship and pseudo-kinship 

ties, and by no means negligible notions of vassalage, regional and communal identities, clientele and 

patronage, citizenship, and a myriad of other interpersonal connections.79 These observations have 

 
76 [ǳŎǊŜȊƛŀ ¢ƻǊƴŀōǳƻƴƛ ǘƻ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ ну aŀǊŎƘ мпстΦ [ǳŎǊŜȊƛŀ ¢ƻǊƴŀōǳƻƴƛΣ Lettere (Florence, 1993), pp. 
62-3. 
77 Lazzarini, Conflict & Communication, pp. 29-30; Fletcher, Diplomacy in Renaissance Rome, p. 22; Carocci, 

ά¢ƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜέΣ ǇΦ тнΤ aƛŎƘŀŜƭ aŀƭƭŜǘǘΣ ά5ƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ²ŀǊ ƛƴ [ŀǘŜǊ CƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ-/ŜƴǘǳǊȅ LǘŀƭȅέΣ ƛƴ DŀǊŦŀƎƴƛƴƛΣ 

[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ, pp. 233-56. 
78 !ƴǘƻƴƛƻ DŀǘǿŀǊŘ /ŜǾƛȊƭƛΣ άaŜƘƳŜŘ LLΣ aŀƭŀǘŜǎǘŀ ŀƴŘ aŀǘǘŜƻ ŘŜΩ tŀǎǘƛΥ ! aŀǘŎƘ ƻŦ aǳǘǳŀƭ .ŜƴŜŦƛǘ ōŜǘween 
ǘƘŜ Ψ¢ŜǊǊƛōƭŜ ¢ǳǊƪΩ ŀƴŘ ŀ Ψ/ƛǘƛȊŜƴ ƻŦ IŜƭƭΩέΣ Renaissance Studies 31/1 (2017), pp. 43-65; Ferente, La sfortuna di 
Jacopo Piccinino, pp. 45-64; Philip Jones, The Malatesta of Rimini and the Papal State: A Political History 
(Cambridge, 1974), pp. 211-39. 
79 [ǳŎƛŀƴƻ tƛŦŦŀƴŜƭƭƛΣ άNelle parti di Romagna: The Role and Influence of the Apennine Lords in Italian 
wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎέΣ ƛƴ bƛŎƘƻƭŀǎ .ŀƪŜǊ ϧ .Ǌƛŀƴ aŀȄǎƻƴ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Florence in the Early Modern World: New 
Perspectives (London, 2020), pp. 117-35; Margolis, The Politics of Culture, pp. 186-93; Serena Ferente, 
άDǳŜƭǇƘǎΗ CŀŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ [ƛōŜǊǘȅ ŀƴŘ {ƻǾŜǊŜƛƎƴǘȅΥ LƴǉǳƛǊƛŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻέΣ History of Political Thought 
28/4 (2007), pp. 571-98; Carocci, Vassalli del papa, pp. 104-59; see also, the various essays in Marco Gentile 
(ed.), DǳŜƭŦƛ Ŝ ƎƘƛōŜƭƭƛƴƛ ƴŜƭƭΩLǘŀƭƛŀ ŘŜƭ wƛƴŀǎŎƛƳŜƴǘƻ (Rome, 2005). 
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consequences for the idea of a political equilibrium that was supposed to have been the result of a 

ōŀƭŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǇƻǿŜǊ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ǎǘŀǘŜǎΦ As a result of the increasingly interconnected political 

world, the system became increasingly unstable and the last quarter of the century was characterised 

by discord rather than concord. 

 

Kings and Bears Often Worry Their Keepers 

In the QuattrocentoΩǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǉǳŀǊǘŜǊ the Farnese and the Medici became part of an alliance that 

stretched from Milan to Naples, and to a large extent dictated the logic of political events in Italy. This 

alliance was the direct result of the collapse of the Italian League and saw the Sforza of Milan, the 

Medici of Florence, and the King of Naples thrown together in an uneasy alliance and partial league.80 

This league was always unstable. It saw members plotting against each other and none of the 

participating powers were undisputedly in power in their own states. Ferrante of Naples, Sixtus IV, and 

Federico da Montefeltro supported the Pazzi Conspiracy that plotted to murder Lorenzo and Giuliano 

ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ, and from which the former barely escaped alive.81 The Orsini fought against the Florence 

of their Medici relatives at various times, especially under Sixtus when their links to Girolamo Riario 

seemed more beneficial than their Medici connections.82 Galeazzo Maria Sforza flirted with the King 

of France in reaction to the Neapolitan refusal to drop their claim to Milan. In the Romagna and in 

DŜƴƻŀ ǘƘŜ ƴƻƳƛƴŀƭ ŀƭƭƛŜǎ ǾƛŜŘ ǘƻ ŜȄǘŜƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭ ŀǘ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŜȄǇŜƴǎŜΣ ƴƻǘ ǎŜƭŘƻƳ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

underhand tactics. Yet, surprisingly, the league largely held until the invasion of the French in 1494 

when external pressure shattered the network of alliances and interpersonal connections fostered 

between the Italian potentates. A possible explanation is that, even if most of the actors mistrusted 

each other, the league functioned relatively well as a safeguard against internal opposition and in 

 
80 wƛŎŀǊŘƻ CǳōƛƴƛΣ ά¢ƘŜ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ [ŜŀƎǳŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tƻƭƛŎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ŀƭŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ tƻǿŜǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ !ŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ 
aŜŘƛŎƛέΣ The Journal of Modern History 67/Suppl. (1995), pp. S166-99. 
81 Marcello Simonetta, [ΩŜƴƛƎƳŀ aƻƴǘŜŦŜƭǘǊƻΥ !ǊǘŜ Ŝ ƛƴǘǊƛƎƘƛ ŘŜƭƭŀ ŎƻƴƎƛǳǊŀ ŘŜƛ tŀȊȊƛ ŀƭƭŀ /ŀǇǇŜƭƭŀ {ƛǎǘƛƴŀ 
(Milan, 2008); Lauro Martines, April Blood: Florence and the Plot against the Medici (Oxford, 2003); Cecil 
/ƭƻǳƎƘΣ άCŜŘŜǊƛŎƻ Řŀ aƻƴǘŜŦŜƭǘǊƻ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ YƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ bŀǇƭŜǎΥ ! {ǘǳŘȅ ƛƴ CƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ-/ŜƴǘǳǊȅ {ǳǊǾƛǾŀƭέΣ Renaissance 
Studies 6/2 (1992), pp. 113-72. 
82 Shaw, The Political Role, pp. 171-4. 
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neutralising the threat of the excluded powers: Venice, Genoa, and apart from some years in Innocent 

±LLLΩǎ ŀƴŘ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊ ±LΩǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅΦ83 !ǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀƎǳŜΩǎ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎΣ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ 

ōŜŜƴ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ progressively reduced the number of 

participants in the diplomatic conversations that discussed the future of Italy and he managed to 

establish a όǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅύ ǇŜŀŎŜŦǳƭ ŜǉǳƛƭƛōǊƛǳƳ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ.84 

However, the reliance of Lorenzo on political actors of different backgrounds ς including the 

baronial Farnese ς and his penchant for the use of military force against excluded powers like Genoa 

and the papacy undermines this narrative. Sixtus and Innocent in particular felt threatened by the 

influence of this partial league that extended its influence deep into the Papal States, into the social 

fabric of the city of Rome, and among the hierarchy of curial elites.85 Unsurprisingly, various alliances 

between the excluded powers were formed, and, in order to destabilize their opponents, exile 

communities or disenfranchised barons were employed and various plots hatched for overthrowing 

the Medici in Florence, the regime in Siena, or the King of Naples.86 Indeed, the large number of exile 

communities in Italy reveals the ubiquitous presence of political opponents of ruling regimes and the 

ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ unsuccessful attempts to stamp out resistance. Thus, the Pazzi conspiracy was 

masterminded and executed by long-standing Florentine Medici rivals, and Galeazzo Maria Sforza was 

assassinated by a noble cabal of political and ideological opponents who were at the heart of the 

{ŦƻǊȊŀΩǎ ƛƴƴŜǊ ŎƛǊŎƭŜǎ ŀǘ ŎƻǳǊǘΦ87 ¢ƘŜ bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎΩ ²ŀǊ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǿƘƛŎƘ CŜǊǊŀƴǘŜ ƻŦ bŀǇƭŜǎ ōŀǊŜƭȅ 

clung unto power when several of his most powerful vassals revolted is further proof that in 

Quattrocento Italy the divisions that ran through states and the alliances between groups that 

 
83 See, for exampƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀǎ άŜƻǊǳƳ ǳǊōƛǎ ǘȅǊŀƴƴƻ ϧ !ǇƻǎǘƻƭƛŎŜ {ŜŘƛǎ ƘƻǎǘŜ 
ƛƳƳŀƴƛǎǎƛƳƻέ ōȅ ŀ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘ bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ ŎƻǳǊǘƛŜǊ ƛƴ Lƻŀƴƴƛǎ !ƭōƛƴƛΣ De gestis regum neapo. ab Aragonia 
(Naples 1589), p. 7. 
84 Lazzarini, Communication & Conflict, pp. 110-11. 
85 Maurizio Gattoni, Sisto IV, Innocenzo VIII e la geopolitica dello Stato pontificio, 1471-1492 (Rome, 2010). 
86 Shaw, The Politics of ExileΤ IǳƳŦǊŜȅ .ǳǘǘŜǊǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ tƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ƻŦ tǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ [ŀǘŜ CƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ-Century Italy: 

Florence and the Failed SieneǎŜ 9ȄƛƭŜǎΩ tƭƻǘ ƻŦ aŀȅ мпурέΣ ƛƴ 5ŀǾƛŘ !ōǳƭŀŦƛŀ όŜŘΦύΣ The French Descent into 

Renaissance Italy 1494-1495: Antecedents and Effects (Aldershot, 1995), pp. 137-пфΤ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛƴŜ {ƘŀǿΣ άwƻƳŜ ŀǎ 

ŀ /ŜƴǘǊŜ ŦƻǊ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 9ȄƛƭŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ [ŀǘŜǊ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻέΣ ƛƴ Gensini, Roma capitale, pp. 275-88. 
87 .ƭŀŎƪΣ άaŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ {ŦƻǊȊŀ ς .ǊŜŜŘǎ !ǇŀǊǘΚέΤ aŀǊƎƻƭƛǎ ϧ aŀȄǎƻƴΣ ά¢ƘŜ Ψ{ŎƘŜƳŜǎΩ ƻŦ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ tŀȊȊƛέΦ  
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stretched across state borders were at times much more important to the political dynamics of the 

peninsula than developments within states.88 This was the unstable world in which the Farnese chose 

nevertheless to commit themselves to the partial league, dictated, as was the case for the other 

members, by their interests and kinship connections, most prominently those to the Orsini and Medici. 

In turn, the league regarded the Farnese as an important player because of the size and strategic 

location of their patrimony as well as their own place in the extensive kinship network. 

  The political considerations of the participating members varied greatly. The Sforza, Medici, 

and King of Naples were all interested in the military resources that baronial families such as the Orsini 

and Farnese could muster.89 CƻǊ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ [ƻŘƻǾƛŎƻ {ŦƻǊȊŀΣ ŀƴŘ CŜǊǊŀƴǘŜ ƻŦ bŀǇƭŜǎΣ ǘƘŜir 

league also allowed them to maintain pressure on the pope and extend their influence in the papal 

Curia. During this period, all three of them moved to have one of their relatives created cardinal.90 The 

papacy and Naples were perennially caught in a mutual strangle-hold, Naples being the militarily 

stronger neighbour with ties to many of the baronial families of the Papal States, yet the investiture of 

the Crown of Naples was a papal prerogative and a series of illegitimate successions threatened the 

kiƴƎŘƻƳΩǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛǘȅΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

Neapolitan dominions to the House of Anjou, who could rely on substantial support among the 

bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅΦ ¢ƘŜ hǊǎƛƴƛΩǎ ǇǊƛƳŀǊȅ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǿŀǎ ǘǿƻ-fold. As participants in the partial league 

the Orsini could isolate their Colonna rivals and prevent them from taking up condotte with Milan, 

Florence or Naples, while they themselves secured access to military office, a steady flow of income, 

 
88 IǳƳŦǊŜȅ .ǳǘǘŜǊǎΣ άtƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ 5ƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ ƛƴ [ŀǘŜ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻ LǘŀƭȅΥ ǘƘŜ /ŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ŀǊƻƴǎΩ ²ŀǊ όмпур-
мпусύέΣ ƛƴ teter Denley & Caroline Elam (eds.), Florence and Italy: Renaissance Studies in Honour of Nicolai 
Rubinstein (London, 1988), pp. 13-31; The argument against seeing polities as unitary entities has recently been 
ƳŀŘŜ ŦƻǊ ŎƛǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ΨŎƛǘȅ-ǎǘŀǘŜǎΩΦ aƛŎƘŀŜƭ aŀǊǘƻŎŎƛƻΣ άwŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ {ǘŀǘŜǎ ƻŦ aƛƴŘέΣ ƛƴ WƻƘƴ .ǊƻƻƪŜΣ Wǳƭƛŀ {ǘǊŀǳǎǎ 
& Greg Anderson (eds.), State Formations: Global Histories and Cultures of Statehood (Cambridge, 2018), pp. 
108-23; tŀǘǊƛŎƪ [ŀƴǘǎŎƘƴŜǊΣ άCǊŀƎƳŜƴǘŜŘ /ƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ [ŀǘŜǊ aƛŘŘƭŜ !ƎŜǎΥ Lǘŀƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ bŜŀǊ 9ŀǎǘ /ƻƳǇŀǊŜŘέΣ 
The English Historical Review 130/544 (2015), pp. 546-82. 
89 {ƘŀǿΣ ά¢ƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ŜŎǳǊƛǘȅέΣ ǇǇΦ омр-23. 
90 {ǘŜƭƭŀ CƭŜǘŎƘŜǊΣ ά/ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ²ŀǊ ƻŦ CŜǊǊŀǊŀέΣ Royal Studies Journal 4/2 (2017), pp. 64-77; David 
/ƘŀƳōŜǊǎΣ ά! /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ ƛƴ wƻƳŜΥ CƭƻǊŜƴǘƛƴŜ ŀƴŘ aŜŘƛŎƛ !ƳōƛǘƛƻƴǎέΣ ƛƴ .ƭŀŎƪ ϧ [ŀǿΣ The Medici, pp. 205-17; 
Marco Pellegrini, Ascanio Maria Sforza: la parabola politica di un cardinale-principe del Rinascimento (Rome, 
2002). 
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and fiefs in Naples for their most important condottieri.91 Nonetheless, whenever opportunities arose 

to bring benefit in Rome for Orsini cardinals, or for lay family members through collaboration with or 

the use coercive force against papal nephews, they would fight against their nominal allies as 

happened in the War of Ferrara (1482-1484). For the Farnese condottieri, most prominently Ranuccio 

XVIII but also his cousins Angelo IV and Pietro Bertoldo II, stable employment in times of war and in 

times of peace provided a strong incentive to foster their relations with the league. Moreover, the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƭƻƴƎ-standing ties to both Medici and Orsini made them more readily inclined to support the 

league, and such connections only intensified through new marriages as well as frequent interactions. 

 ²ƘŜƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ CƭƻǊŜƴǘƛƴŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǘƘŀƴƪǎ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎΩ ǿŀǊƳ 

ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǊŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƎƛŦǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ƻǳǘŦƛǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƘŜƛǊ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ 

ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎΣ ǳƴŎƭŜΩǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΩs leading family. Ranuccio not only received 

armour and weapons, but also a copy of a note that is currently filed away in a box containing letters 

to Francesco di Luigi Albizzi, treasurer of Giovanni delle Bande Nere, between the years 1519 and 1532. 

The note contained an extensive cipher that Ranuccio could utilise for secret correspondence with 

Lorenzo. Among the other recipients of such ciphers were agents and relatives such as Paolo Antonio 

Soderini, Giovanni Tornabuoni, ŀƴŘ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻΩǎ ǎƻƴ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘici, Italian princes such as Lodovico 

Sforza, Constanzo Sforza, Alfonso Duke of Calabria, and Federico da Montefeltro, as well as spies 

ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀΦ /ƻƴǎǇƛŎǳƻǳǎƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǇƘŜǊ ƘŜŀŘŜŘ άCum S[ignor] RanucioΣέ ǿŀǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ 

extensive.92 Judging from the various individuals for whom codes were created, the cipher must have 

had 1473 as terminus post quem, the year that Girolamo Riario was created count of Imola, and January 

1477 as terminus ante quem, when the last Duke of Burgundy, Charles the Bold met his end at the 

Battle of Nancy.93 In all likeliness, therefore, the cipher dates from the period Ranuccio took up service 

 
91 Vicino Orsini to Cardinal Giovanni Battista Orsini, 27 March 1485. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Corrispondenza, Serie 
I, busta 101, f. 31r; Bartolomeo da Bracciano to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 10 May 1490. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie 
I, Corrispondenza, busta 102, parte 1, f. 187r-v; Bartolomeo da Bracciano to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 2 May 1490. 
ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 102, parte 2, f. 294r-v. 
92 /ƻƴŦǳǎƛƴƎƭȅΣ CƭƻǊŜƴǘƛƴŜ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴŎŜ ǳǎŜŘ ΨǎƛƎƴƻǊ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩ ŦƻǊ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ ΨŎƻƴǘŜ 
wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩ ŦƻǊ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ /ƻǳƴǘ ƻŦ aŀǊǎŎƛŀƴƻΦ 
93 ASF, MAP, CXIX, 127r-v. 
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with Florence in 1475. This is further supported by the presence of symbols for Nicola Sandonnini, 

Bishop of Modena, and Branda da Castiglione, Bishop of Como, who were sent to France in 1475 as 

apostolic legate and agent of Galeazzo Maria Sforza respectively to broker a peace between Louis XI 

ƻŦ CǊŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ /ƘŀǊƭŜǎ ǘƘŜ .ƻƭŘΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ Ƴǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ extensively 

discussed European affairs, for there were symbols for Emperor Frederick III, Sultan Mehmed II, the 

Kings of Hungary, Poland, Aragon, France, and the Duke of Burgundy. That a banker-prince from 

Tuscany and a nobleman from Tuscia had such an interest in French affairs is a strong reminder that 

throughout the Quattrocento the affairs of France, where King and Princes of the Blood were jostling 

for power, had a direct impact on the situation in Italy.94 Likewise, the potential effects of the war 

between Matthias Corvinus, King of Hungary, and Casimir IV, King of Poland, over the succession in 

Bohemia had repercussions for stability around the Adriatic.95 In Italy the detail was far greater. Aside 

from all the princes, there were symbols for many of ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘ ŎƻǳǊǘƛŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎǊŜǘŀǊƛŜǎ ŀǘ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ 

courts.96 The detail reveals something of the extensive political discussions that would have made up 

the secret exchange between Lorenzo and Ranuccio, and it is unfortunate that the cipher is all that 

remains. It is certainly testament to the fact that the history of the Farnese and the history of 

Quattrocento politics are vulnerable to archival bias; the source material that happened to survive in 

the chanceries is allocated a prominence by historians that is probably greater than would have been 

perceived by a fifteenth-ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

network of alliances met on a regular basis, were wont to send agents rather than letters, and 

exchanged letters in cipher that no longer survive, as many allusions in the extant letters attest, leaving 

 
94 wƛŎŎŀǊŘƻ CǳōƛƴƛΣ άL ǊŀǇǇƻǊǘƛ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀǘƛŎƛ ǘǊŀ aƛƭŀƴƻ Ŝ .ƻǊƎƻƎƴŀ Ŏƻƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƻƭŀǊŜ ǊƛƎǳŀǊŘƻ ŀƭƭΩŀƭƭŜŀƴȊŀ ŘŜƭ мптр-
мптсέΣ ƛƴ WŜŀƴ-Marie Cauchies & Giorgio Chittolini (eds.), Milano e Borgogna: Due stati principeschi tra 
Medioevo e Rinascimento (Rome, 1990), pp. 95-114; Richard Walsh, Charles the Bold and Italy 1467-1477: 
Politics and Personnel (Liverpool, 2005), pp. 35-92. 
95 Lothar Höbelt, Böhmen: eine Geschichte (Vienna, 2012), pp. 71-2. 
96 Among them: Giovanni Mauruzzi da Tolentino and Leonardo Botta in Milan, Giovanni Pietro Arrivabene in 
Mantua, Agostino Maffei in Rome, and Diomede and Achile Carafa in Naples. For the connection between 
LƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ 5ƛƻƳŜŘŜ /ŀǊŀŦŀΣ ǎŜŜ [ŜŀƘ /ƭŀǊƪΣ ά/ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛƴƎΣ 9ȄŎƘŀƴƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ {ƻŎƛŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
Renaissance StudioloέΣ Journal of the History of Collections 25/2 (2013), pp. 171-84. 
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historians a picture that is inevitably skewed.97 What the cipher above all illustrates is the level of trust 

Lorenzo placed in Ranuccio Farnese ς still only in his late teens in 1475 ς after several generations of 

close relations between the two families. 

 With the Farnese firmly entrenched in the Italian political system it was inevitable that 

interests conflicted. The biggest shock to the system of alliances was the Pazzi Conspiracy. In the war 

that followed the plot the Farnese were forced to make a choice whom to adhere to, as they had 

retained their close links to the Montefeltro, who were involved in the Pazzi Conspiracy and fought 

against Florence. Both Ranuccio and Pietro Bertoldo served under Antonio da Montefeltro a month 

before the conspiracy.98 However, so did Nicola Orsini of Pitigliano, and he opted to support the Medici 

and fought against his own Orsini relatives in papal service.99 Perhaps the best indication we have is a 

ǊŜƳŀǊƪ ƻŦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƻ ŀ aƛƭŀƴŜǎŜ ŀƳōŀǎǎŀŘƻǊΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ǊŜƳŀǊƪŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ bƛŎƻƭŀ hǊǎƛƴƛ 

ƘŀŘ ŀ ŘƻȊŜƴ ƻǊ ǎƻ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛƴƎ ŎŀƳǇΣ ǇǊƻǾƛŘƛƴƎ ŀ Ƙƛƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ bƛŎƻƭŀΩǎ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƪƛƴ were to be 

found there as well.100 The fact that Ranuccio was still in service with Federico da Montefeltro in 1482 

would also support this thesis. With the help of Diomede Carafa and Ippolita Sforza, Duchess of 

/ŀƭŀōǊƛŀΣ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ƴŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜŘ ǘƻ ōǊƻƪŜǊ ŀ ǇŜŀŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ CŜǊǊŀƴǘŜ ƻŦ bŀǇƭŜǎΦ101 The 

new, if uneasy and partial league required that the Sforza of Milan, Medici of Florence, and the King of 

Naples should collaborate for the time being and effectively excluded Venice and Sixtus IV. For the 

Farnese this realignment resolved their predicament whom to adhere to, and the partial league 

seemed particularly well-suited for their ambitions. 

 War in Italy resumed in 1482 with the so-called War of Ferrara. Sixtus, with whom the Farnese 

had maintained good relations so far, greatly desired the Farnese and Savelli in his service as a 

 
97 Baccio Ugolini to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 6 May 1485. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 101, 
f. 93rΤ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ р {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ мпурΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ···L·Σ пнуr-v; Ranuccio XVIII 
Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 21 September 1485. ASS, Balìa 525, 15. 
98 ASS, Manoscritti A 135, ff. 233v, 237r; BCA, MS. L Be/Bc 252, f. 8v. 
99 {ƘŀǿΣ ά[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŀƴŘ bƛŎŎƻƭƼ hǊǎƛƴƛέΣ pp. 257-9. 
100 CƛƭƛǇǇƻ {ŀŎǊŀƳƻǊƻ ǘƻ !ƭŦƻƴǎƻ 5ǳƪŜ ƻŦ /ŀƭŀōǊƛŀ ŀƴŘ CŜŘŜǊƛŎƻ Řŀ aƻƴǘŜŦŜƭǘǊƻΣ но hŎǘƻōŜǊ мптуΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ 
Medici, Lettere, III, pp. 259-60. 
101 WǳŘƛǘƘ .ǊȅŎŜΣ ά.ŜǘǿŜŜƴ CǊƛŜƴŘǎΚ ¢ǿƻ [ŜǘǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ LǇǇƻƭƛǘŀ {ŦƻǊȊŀ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛέΣ Renaissance Studies 
21/3 (2007), pp. 340-65. 
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counterbalance to the factional fighting between Orsini and Colonna partisans that engulfed Rome.102 

Moreover, Sixtus had allied with Venice, which was increasingly under the influence of a faction in 

favour of war to consolidate the terraferma and to fight against Duke Ercole I of Ferrara, the latest 

adherent to the partial league.103 Siena, following the line supported by Cardinal Francesco Todeschini-

Piccolomini, remained neutral, whereas Nicola Orsini of Pitigliano entered papal service, angling for an 

advantageous wedding into SixtusΩ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ.104 In the midst of all this positioning, Ranuccio acquired the 

leadership over the mercenary company of the recently deceased Federico da Montefeltro. Florence 

ŀƴŘ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǿŜǊŜ ŀŘŀƳŀƴǘ about keeping the experienced Feltreschi in their service and 

focused their efforts on attracting Ranuccio with the promise of a sizeable personal stipend.105 

Moreover, it was probably in this period that negotiations were initiated for a marriage between 

Geronima Farnese and Puccio Pucci that was to be successfully concluded in November 1483. This 

marriage played an important role in strengthening Farnese-Medici relations. No doubt the personal 

connection between Lorenzo and Ranuccio prompted the latter as well as the former to conclude and 

periodically renew the condotta. In fact, when the contract had to be renewed after six months, 

[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ǿŀǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǾƻŎŀƭ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǊŜǉǳŜǎǘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎǘƛǇŜƴŘ ŀƴŘ 

managed to get Sixtus, who had recently switched sides, on board as well.106 The Farnese had assisted 

in drawing Sixtus across ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǎƛŘŜΦ [ŀǊƎŜ ǎƘƛǇƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ƎǊŀƛƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƭŀƴŘǎ ƘŀŘ 

relieved the famine in Rome even ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇŜΩǎ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ƘŜŀǊǘ, and would supply the city for the 

 
102 tƛŜǊ CƛƭƛǇǇƻ tŀƴŘƻƭŦƛƴƛ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ т !ǇǊƛƭ мпунΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ [LΣ млфr-vΤ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƻ tƛŜǊ 

Filippo Pandolfini, 10 April 1482. LoreƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ LettereΣ ±LΣ ǇΦ оосΤ {ƛƎƛǎƳƻƴŘƻ ŘŜΩ /ƻƴǘƛΣ [Ŝ {ǘƻǊƛŜ ŘŜΩ ǎǳƻƛ 

tempi dal 1475 al 1510 (Rome, 1883), vol. I, pp. 132-8. 
103 aƛŎƘŀŜƭ aŀƭƭŜǘǘΣ ά±ŜƴƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ²ŀǊ ƻŦ CŜǊǊŀǊŀΣ мпун-упέΣ ƛƴ 5ŀǾƛŘ /ƘŀƳōŜǊǎΣ /ŜŎƛƭ /ƭƻǳƎƘ ϧ aƛŎƘŀŜƭ 
Mallett (eds.), War, Culture and Society in Renaissance Venice: Essays in Honour of John Hale (London, 1993), 
pp. 57-тнΤ aƛŎƘŀŜƭ aŀƭƭŜǘǘΣ ά[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ²ŀǊ ƻŦ CŜǊǊŀǊŀέΣ ƛƴ .ŜǊƴŀǊŘ ¢ƻǎŎŀƴƛ όŜŘΦύΣ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ 
Medici: New Perspectives (New York, 1993), pp. 249-61. 
104 Sixtus IV to Andrea Todeschini-Piccolomini, 28 March 1483. ASS, Arm. XXXIX, 15, f. 453r; Sixtus IV to Nicola 
Orsini, 6 September 1483. ASV, Arm. XXXIX, 16, f. 11v. 
105 Dieci di Balìa to Bongianni Gianfigliazzi, 10 October 1482, and Dieci di Balìa to Guidantonio Vespucci, 6 
November 1482. ASF, DB, LC, 5, ff. 80v-82v, 449r-450v; Dieci di Balìa to Jacopo Guicciardini, 11 October 1482. 
ASF, DB, Missive, 14, ff. 68r-69v. 
106 wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ нл ŀƴŘ нр !ǇǊƛƭ мпунΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ···L·Σ мсr-v, 18r-v, 26r-v; 
WŀŎƻǇƻ DǳƛŎŎƛŀǊŘƛƴƛ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ но !ǇǊƛƭ мпуоΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ·[±LLLΣ омпr-vΤ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƻ WŀŎƻǇƻ 
GuicciŀǊŘƛƴƛΣ мсΣ нр ŀƴŘ нф !ǇǊƛƭ мпуоΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ Lettere, VII, pp. 230-3, 253-9; The contract is in ASF, 
DB, Deliberazioni, Condotte e Stanziamenti 26, f. 56r. 
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remainder of the war.107 What raised his profile was that wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊ ƘŀŘ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

Piccolomini of Siena, because Ƙƛǎ ǘǊƻƻǇǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƻǊŎŜŘ ǘƻ ŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜǳǘǊŀƭ ǊŜǇǳōƭƛŎΩǎ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊȅ ŀǘ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ 

occasions, for which permission was usually granted without much ado.108 [ƻǊŜƴȊƻΩǎ desire to attract 

Ranuccio into Florentine service is illuminating of the political and military importance adduced by 

contemporaries to a dynasty like the Farnese. Farnese scions from an early age inherited a vast 

network of kin and clients throughout Italy. For Ranuccio, this earned him [ƻǊŜƴȊƻΩǎ confidence and 

the ability to discuss European political affairs in secret with this powerful patron; in turn, Lorenzo was 

willing to bid to attract Ranuccio into Florentine service with an added personal stipend. Moreover, his 

valour and bearing had earned Ranuccio the admiration of Federico da Montefeltro and his company 

of experienced veterans, leading first to his promotion to constable and subsequently, when only in 

his mid-ǘǿŜƴǘƛŜǎΣ ǘƘŜ CŜƭǘǊŜǎŎƘƛ ǘǊƻƻǇǎΩ ŜƴŘƻǊǎŜƳŜƴǘ as their commander. 

 Ranuccio and his uncle Nicola Orsini remained prominent condottieri of Florence, being 

present at the negotiations for the conclusion of the Peace of Bagnolo in 1484 and subsequently 

commanding the army sent to conquer Sarzana.109 Florence had been granted permission by her allies 

in Milan, Ferrara, Rome, and Naples to wage war on Genoa even after the Peace of Bagnolo.110 To this 

end, the Florentines had concluded an alliance with Lucca.111 Along with the army were sent a host of 

Florentine commissioners overseeing the operations, and it seems no accident that among the 

nominees was Dionigi Pucci, RanuccioΩǎ relative.112 During the assault, Ranuccio was wounded in the 

 
107 Sixtus IV to Ludovico Margani and Commune of Farnese, 1 November 1482. Arm. XXXIX, 15, ff. 85v-86r; 

Sixtus IV to Pier Luigi I and Ranuccio XVIII Farnese, 15 March, 26 August, and 30 November 1483. ASV, Arm. 

XXXIX, 15, f. 423r; ASV, Arm. XXXIX, 16, ff. 3v, 80v. 
108 Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 14 and 18 August 1483. ASS, Balìa 513, 77, 93; Ranuccio XVIII 
Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 8 October 1483. ASS, Balìa 515, 11 and ASS, Concistoro 2053, 59. 
109 Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Dieci di Balìa, 19 July 1484. ASF, DB, Responsive, 31, f. 449r; Ranuccio XVIII 
Farnese, Nicola Orsini & Ranuccio da Marsciano to Dieci di Balìa, 11 August 1484. ASF, DB, Responsive, 32, f. 
24r-v; Ranuccio XVIII Farnese and Nicola Orsini to Dieci di Balìa, 23, 27 and 30 December 1484. ASF, DB, 
Responsive, 33, ff. 79r-v, 109r, 126rΤ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƻ 5ƛŜŎƛ Řƛ .ŀƭƜŀΣ ф bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ мпупΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ 
Lettere, VIII, p. 45. 
110 Bernardo Bongirolami & Jacopo Guicciardini to Dieci di Balìa, 23 January 1484. ASF, Signori, DB, OP, LC, MR 
12, ff. 12v-15v. 
111 ASL, Capitoli 39, ff. 135-151. 
112 Dionigi Pucci to Dieci di Balìa, 10 December 1484. ASF, DB, Responsive 33, f. 31r-v; Archivio Pucci, filza 1, fasc. 
5. 
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leg and brought to Lucchese territory to be taken care of in Camaiore. 113 That his uncle Nicola Orsini 

expressed his gratitude and warmly recommended the Prior of Camaiore to the Lucchese regime 

illustrates the close bond that existed between the two condottieri.114 The Sarzana campaign headed 

by Nicola Orsini and Ranuccio Farnese had major consequences for the political situation in Italy. The 

newly-elected pope, Innocent VIII, was Genoese after all, and had little sympathy for Florentine claims 

ƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƭƭƛŜǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŀǊƻƴƛŀƭ ŜƭƛǘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΦ LƴƴƻŎŜƴǘΩǎ ƛƴƛǘƛŀƭ ŀǘǘŜmpts at attracting 

Gentile Virginio Orsini from Neapolitan into papal service had faltered, and following venerable 

practice he turned to the Colonna instead. Unrelated to these events but further aggravating Innocent, 

Nicola Orsini and Ranuccio openly declared their support for their relative Giovanni Savelli who was 

embroiled in a dispute with the pope. These were only the starting shots for a series of events that 

ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ōǳǘ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭƭ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ LƴƴƻŎŜƴǘΩǎ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭ league of 

Milan, Florence, and Naples, which so prominently included the Farnese and Orsini.115 

 

tŀǇŀƭ tƭƻǘǎ ŀƴŘ bƻōƭŜǎ ƛƴ wŜǾƻƭǘΥ ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎΩ ²ŀǊ 

¢ƘŜ {ƛŜƴŜǎŜ ŜȄƛƭŜǎΩ Ǉƭƻǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘōǊŜŀƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎΩ ²ŀǊ ƛƴ мпур ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ 

increasing entanglement of local politics with the wider geography as the century progressed. 

Furthermore, subdivisions within states and realms fully came to the fore as discontented and exiled 

communities now sought and acquired support from Innocent VIII, who saw in them a means of 

weakening the hold of the partial league on the Papal States.116 The events surrounding the Sienese 

ŜȄƛƭŜǎΩ Ǉƭƻǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎΩ ²ŀǊ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ to which the Farnese were integrated into 

 
113 Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Anziani of Lucca, 5 October 1484. ASL, Anziani 533, Registro 35, f. 97r; Ranuccio 
XVIII Farnese to Anziani of Lucca, 20 October 1484, and Anziani of Lucca to Ranuccio XVIII Farnese, 20 October 
1484. ASL, Anziani 533, Registro 38, ff. 87r-v, 88v. 
114 ά9ǘ ǇώŜǊϐŎƘώŜϐ ƛƭ ŘƛŎǘƻ aώŜǎǎŜǊϐ aƛŎƘώŜϐƭŜ Ŝ Ŏƻǎŀ ŘŜƭ ǎώƛƎƴƻϐǊŜ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ Ƴƛƻ ƴƛǇƻǘŜ Ŝǘ ƛƴ ǉώǳŜϐǎǘƻ ǎǳƻ 
mal[etudine] ne ha ricevuto molti beneficij p[er] liq[u]ali io et tutta la casa n[ost]ra gli ne havero a restar[e] in 
p[er]petuo obligŀǘƛώƛǎǎƛϐƳƻΦέ bƛŎƻƭŀ hǊǎƛƴƛ ǘƻ !ƴȊƛŀƴƛ ƻŦ [ǳŎŎŀΣ р bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ мпупΦ !{[Σ !ƴȊƛŀƴƛ рооΣ wŜƎƛǎǘǊƻ оуΣ 
f. 88v. 
115 Dieci di Balìa to Nicola Orsini, 7 March 1485, and Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Dieci di Balìa, 12 March 1485. 
ASF, DB, Missive 24, ff. 35v-36r, 52r-53rΤ {ƘŀǿΣ ά[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŀƴŘ bƛŎŎƻƭƼ hǊǎƛƴƛέΣ ǇΦ нсоΦ 
116 .ǳǘǘŜǊǎΣ άtƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ 5ƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅέΦ 
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this peninsula-wide system, and through the problems that arose from the temporary absence of 

Farnese condottieri in the camp of the league also their indispensability for the military strategy of the 

partial league. The first stage of events played out in Siena. Siena had traditionally served as a strategic 

counter-weight to Florentine ambitions in Tuscany, but with the ascendancy of the Piccolomini it had 

taken on a neutral-leaning or eǾŜƴ ōŜƴƛƎƴ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀƴǎŦŜǊ ƻŦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ 

troops through Sienese territory in the preceding years attestedΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ CƭƻǊŜƴǘƛƴŜ 

ambassadors singled out Andrea Todeschini-tƛŎŎƻƭƻƳƛƴƛΣ !ƎƴŜǎŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ /ŀǊŘinal 

Francesco Todeschini-Piccolomini as some of the staunchest Medici allies in Siena.117 LƴƴƻŎŜƴǘΩǎ 

support for the Sienese exiles was thus perceived as a threat to Florentine influence, and the possibility 

of an experienced condottiere leading their army a constant worry for the Florentine officials. One of 

their fears was that Roberto Sanseverino, the Venetian condottiere covertly allowed to transfer to 

papal service and by now, like his Sanseverino kin, declared a rebel in Naples, where the first stages of 

ǘƘŜ .ŀǊƻƴǎΩ ²ŀǊ ƘŀŘ ōŜƎǳƴΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ {ƛŜƴŜǎŜ ŜȄƛƭŜǎ ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ Siena while making his way from 

Milan to Naples.118 Aǎ ƛǘ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƻǳǘΣ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ŎŀƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ Ǌŀƴƪǎ ƻŦ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΩǎ ŀƭƭƛŜǎΣ 

and on 3 May it was reported Gentile Virginio Orsini and Giulio Orsini of Monterotondo were in contact 

with the Sienese exiles.119 Gentile Virginio resolutely refused to back anything that would be to the 

ŘŜǘǊƛƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ƻǊ CŜǊǊŀƴǘŜ ƻŦ Naples, but Giulio Orsini and his brother Cardinal 

Giovanni Battista disagreed.120 Giulio and Giovanni Battista Orsini might have been prompted by the 

recent attempt by Ferrante of Naples to get his hands on the Orsini Duchy of Ascoli, and it was only 

after severe pressure from Gentile Virginio that Giulio changŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ƳƛƴŘ ŀƴŘ ŦƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛƭŜǎΩ ŎŀƳǇ ŀǘ 

Bolsena.121 In the end the plot in which the involvement of Innocent and Cardinal Orsini was 

 
117 [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƻ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ нс bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ мпупΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ Lettere, VIII, pp. 56-79; 
Guidantonio Vespucci to Dieci di Balìa, 29 July 1485. ASF, DB, Responsive 34, ff. 285r-286r. 
118 Guidantonio Vespucci to Dieci di Balìa, 22 April 1485. ASF, DB, Responsive 34, ff. 48r-54r. 
119 Guidantonio Vespucci to Dieci di Balìa, 3 May 1485. ASF, DB, Responsive 34, ff. 82r-83v. 
120 Antonio Sinibaldi to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 7 May 1485. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 
101, f. 74r-v. 
121 Vicino Orsini to Giovanni Battista Orsini, 27 March 1485. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 

101, f. 31r-v; Guidantonio Vespucci to Dieci di Balìa, 8 & 22 May 1485. ASF, DB, Responsive 34, ff. 93r-94r, 106r-v. 
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abundantly clear was foiled because the Florentine ambassador managed to forewarn Cardinal 

Todeschini-Piccolomini and the army of exiles was roundly defeated even before Florentine 

reinforcements headed by Ranuccio XVIII Farnese arrived to secure the city.122 

That it was Ranuccio who had been entrusted with the Florentine army sent to Siena shows 

again his utility to Lorenzo deΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΦ 5ǳŜ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ƭƻƴƎ-standing relationship with Lorenzo he 

could be entrusted with this difficult task. Ranuccio again spearheaded the Feltreschi company, but 

this time his own extensive kinship network in Siena was probably also a decisive factor.123 In fact, 

Florence decided to lend Siena their condottiere, further cementing the ties between the two republics 

and ensuring their continued collaboration now that war with Innocent became unavoidable. Siena 

thus made Ranuccio captain-general of the army, whereas Florence nominated Nicola Orsini of 

Pitigliano, while also engaging Gentile Virginio and the other Orsini in a shared condotta with Naples.124 

This odd construction allowed Siena to publicly assume neutrality, which in light of its long history of 

enmity with Florence was already quite an achievement for the partial league, while in practice it 

looked away when Florentine and Neapolitan troops crossed its territory, about which Ranuccio kept 

ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǿŜƭƭ-informed.125 Moreover, it allowed Ranuccio to function 

as a spider in a web of information channels stretching from the Tyrrhenian to the Adriatic coast, 

sending his spies to Camerino, Urbino, Perugia, Rimini, and Cesena to acquire information.126 

 
122 Giovanni Lanfredini to Dieci di Balìa, 11 May 1485. ASF, DB, Responsive 34, f. 108r; Dieci di Balìa to Pope 
Innnocent VIII and Ferrante of Aragon, 16 May 1485. Idem, ff. 118r, 120r; On Giovanni Lanfredini, see Elisabetta 
Scarton, DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ [ŀƴŦǊŜŘƛƴƛΥ ¦ƻƳƻ ŘΩŀŦŦŀǊƛ Ŝ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀǘƛŎƻ ƴŜƭƭΩLǘŀƭƛŀ ŘŜƭ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻ (Florence, 2007). 
123 Pietro Nasi to Dieci di Balìa, 6 May 1485. ASF, DB, Missive 23, ff. 105r-106v. 
124 ASS, Manoscritti A 135, f. 258r; Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 22 July & 1 August 1485. ASS, Balìa 
524, 52, 67; Antonio Balistarius to Balìa of Siena, 4 August 1485. ASS, Balìa 524, 52; Dieci di Balìa to Gentile 
Virgino Orsini, 3 November 1485. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 101, f. 91r-v; Gentile 
Virginio Orsini to Dieci di Balìa, 7 November 1485. ASF, DB, Responsive 35, ff. 123r-v; Gentile Virginio Orsini to 
Dieci di Balìa, 28 May 1485, and Guidantonio Vespucci to Dieci di Balìa, 8 June 1485. ASF, DB, Responsive 34, ff. 
144r, 162r-v. 
125 Otto di Pratica to Balìa of Siena, 3 January 1486. ASF, OP, LC 4, ff. 89v-90r; Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Balìa of 
{ƛŜƴŀΣ му WŀƴǳŀǊȅ мпусΦ !{{Σ .ŀƭƜŀ рнфΣ пуΤ άtŜǊ ƭŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊŜ Řƛ ±ƻǎǘǊŜ {ƛƎƴƻǊƛŜ Ŏƻƴ ƭŜ ŎƻǇƛŜ ŘŜƭ {ƛƎƴƻǊŜ wƛƴǳŎŎƛƻ Ƙƻ 
intŜǎƻ ƭƻ ŀŘǾƛǎƻ ŘŜƭ ǇŀǎǎŀǊŜ ŘŜƭ {ƛƎƴƻǊŜ ŘǳŎŀ Řƛ /ŀƭŀōǊƛŀΦέ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƻ .ŀƭƜŀ ƻŦ {ƛŜƴŀΣ мт WŀƴǳŀǊȅ мпусΦ 
[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ Lettere, IX, p. 131. 
126 Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 2 September and 20 & 27 October 1485. ASS, Balìa 525, 3, 61, 74. 
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Unsurprisingly, this information was forwarded to Lorenzo.127 Even so, Ranuccio XVIII also obtained 

news from Rome and Naples.128 Indeed, Ranuccio managed to get information from Giulio and 

DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ .ŀǘǘƛǎǘŀ hǊǎƛƴƛ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀƎǳŜΩǎ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŎŀƳǇ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŎƘ CƭƻǊence quicker than it did through 

their own system. Soon letters in opposite direction, such as instructions to the Milanese general Gian 

Giacomo Trivulzio, were simply sent via Ranuccio.129 The Dieci di Balìa even told their commissioner to 

keep open the channel of information that ran via him at all possible costs.130 In such a position, 

Ranuccio was of service to the powers of the league while retaining his well-paid job at the head of an 

army of a neutral power. The only military action Ranuccio was involved in was when he moved close 

to his own possessions and threatened to Ƨƻƛƴ ǳǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀƎǳŜΩǎ ŀǊƳȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ bƛŎƻƭŀ hǊǎƛƴƛ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ 

his own territories against Sanseverino, who during the spring of 1486 had encamped his entire army 

in the heart of the Farnese patrimony.131 

¢ƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ {ŀƴǎŜǾŜǊƛƴƻ ŘŜŜƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ǇŀǊŀƳƻǳƴǘ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŎ 

importance reflects the wider struggles in Italy that had turned the Kingdom of Naples and the Papal 

{ǘŀǘŜǎ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ōŀǘǘƭŜŦƛŜƭŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ŜȄƛƭŜǎΩ ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ to overthrow the Sienese government was intricately 

connected to the unrest that was brewing among the barons of Naples. Ferrante of Naples had 

alienated large part of Ƙƛǎ ǊŜŀƭƳΩǎ powerful barons by persecuting and expropriating several prominent 

members and installing his own kin instead.132 From an early stage, Innocent, as overlord of the King 

of Naples, had taken an active part in fomenting rebellion and the barons in revolt raised the pontifical 

 
127 wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ р {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ мпурΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ···L·Σ пнуr-v; Ranuccio XVIII 
Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 11 & 21 September 1485. ASS, Balìa 525, 10, 15. 
128 Innocent VIII to Ranuccio XVIII Farnese, 31 March 1486. ASV, Arm. XXXIX, 19, f. 274v; Ranuccio XVIII Farnese 
to Balìa of Siena, 15 September 1485. ASS, Balìa 525, 14. 
129 Pietro Capponi to Dieci di Balìa, 15 February 1486. ASF, DB, Responsive 33, f. 340r-v. 
130 άŜǘ ƻƎƴƛ Ǿƻƭǘŀ ŎƘώŜϐ ƛƴ ǉǳŜǎǘŀ ƻǇώŜǊϐŀ ǘƛ ōƛǎƻƎƴŀǎǎƛ ǎǇŜƴŘŜǊŜ ǉǳŀƭŎƘώŜϐ ŘŀƴŀǊƛΥ ǎƛŀƳƻ ŎƻώƴϐǘŜƴǘƛ ƭƻ ŦŀŎŎƛ ŎƘώŜϐ 
ǘǳǘǘƻ ǘƛ ŦŀǊŜƴƻ ōǳƻƴƻΦέ 5ƛŜŎƛ Řƛ .ŀƭƜŀ ǘƻ !ƴŘǊŜŀ /ŀƳōƛƴƛΣ у Wǳƭȅ мпусΦ !{CΣ 5.Σ [/ тΣ ŦΦ суr-v. 
131 tƛŜǘǊƻ /ŀǇǇƻƴƛ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ ол aŀrch 1486. ASF, MAP, XLIII, 3r-6v; Duke of Calabria to Dieci di 
Balìa, 28 March 1486. ASF, DB, Responsive 35, f. 407r-v; Dieci di Balìa to Pietro Vettori & Pietro Capponi, 26 May 
1486. ASF, DB, LC 7, ff. 41r-45r. 
132 !ƭŜǎǎƛƻ wǳǎǎƻΣ άtǊƛƴŎƛǇƛ-baroni nel Regno ŀǊŀƎƻƴŜǎŜ Řƛ bŀǇƻƭƛΥ ƛƭ Ŏŀǎƻ Řƛ CŜŘŜǊƛŎƻ ŘΩ!ǊŀƎƻƴŀΣ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŜ Řƛ 
Squillace e di Taranto (1482-мпутύέΣ Reti Medievali 19/2 (2018), pp. 247-рфΤ 9ƭƛǎŀōŜǘǘŀ {ŎŀǊǘƻƴΣ ά[ŀ ŎƻƴƎƛǳǊŀ ŘŜƛ 
baroni del 1485-мпут Ŝ ƭŀ ǎƻǊǘŜ ŘŜƛ ǊƛōŜƭƭƛέΣ ƛƴ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ {ŜƴŀǘƻǊŜ ϧ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎo Storti (eds.), Poteri, relazioni, 
ƎǳŜǊǊŀ ƴŜƭ wŜƎƴƻ Řƛ CŜǊǊŀƴǘŜ ŘΩ!ǊŀƎƻƴŀΥ {ǘǳŘƛ ǎǳƭƭŜ ŎƻǊǊƛǎǇƻƴŘŜƴȊŜ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀǘƛŎƘŜ (Naples, 2011), pp. 213-90. 
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banner on the cities and castles under their control.133 Like his predecessor, Innocent was well-aware 

that he needed many Roman barons in his service to stand the remotest chance of keeping order within 

the Papal States. With the Orsini attached to the league and their Florentine and Neapolitan allies, 

Innocent had to turn elsewhere. Orsini spies in Rome were well-informed and reported that Innocent 

had enlisted virtually the entire Colonna faction.134 For the Colonna this proved an opportunity to 

reconquer several counties in the Abruzzi that were disputed with the Orsini ς local feuds remained 

intrinsically linked to the wider politics of the peninsula.135 Crucially, and this turned out to be one of 

the major strategic errors of the partial league, Innocent had been able to attract Pier Luigi I, Angelo 

IV and Pietro Bertoldo II Farnese, although not Ranuccio XVIII, into his service and used Paolo Farnese, 

his chamberlain, as well as threats of excommunication (sub pena rebellionis) to ensure their loyalty.136 

!ǎ LƴƴƻŎŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƴŘƛƎƴŀƴǘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ hǊǎƛƴƛΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀŘƘŜǊŜ to the league, Gentile Virginio expected, 

and rightly as it turned out, that the Orsini territories north of Rome would bear the brunt of the 

military manoeuvres of the papal army.137 After all, the Orsini stronghold at Bracciano was a mere 

thirty miles from Rome and a perennial threat to the security of the pope. Because they could now rely 

on the use of Sienese territory, the league had built its own strategy around the crucial road from 

Florence via Pitigliano to Bracciano, roughly the ancient Roman Via Clodia.138 This was where the Duke 

ƻŦ /ŀƭŀōǊƛŀ ƘŀŘ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŎƻƴǘƛƴƎŜƴǘ ƻŦ bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ ŦƻǊŎŜǎΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŜƳōŀǘǘƭŜŘ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ 

in Naples, and where a Milanese army under Trivulzio took part in the fight. The Orsini condottieri, 

their men, and their fortresses were all located in the area, but a piece of the puzzle was missing: the 

Farnese. Their patrimony lay right in the middle between Pitigliano and Bracciano; the road ran straight 

through Farnese and Ischia. Moreover, no supplies could be obtained, as the Florentine condottiere 

 
133 Gattoni, Sisto IV, Innocenzo VIII, pp. 147-54. 
134 A list of the papal condottieri in May 1485 is preserved in ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 
400, parte 1, f. 3r-v; Bartolomeo da Bracciano to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 20 November 1485. ASC, Archivio Orsini, 
Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 101, f. 75r; Giovanni Lanfredini to Dieci di Balìa, 14 May 1485. ASF, DB, 
Responsive 34, f. 112r-v. 
135 Prospero Colonna to Antonello Sanseverino, 24 February 1486. ASF, DB, Responsive 35, f. 395r-v. 
136 Innocent VIII to Pier Luigi I Farnese, Ranuccio XVIII Farnese and Gentile Virginio Orsini, 4 March 1485. ASV, 
Arm. XXXIX, 18, f. 137r; Innocent VIII to Pier Luigi I Farnese, 25 November 1485. ASV, Arm. XXXIX, 19, f. 71r. 
137 Gentile Virginio Orsini to Dieci di Balìa, 23 November 1485. ASF, DB, Responsive 35, f. 186r-v. 
138 Nicola Orsini to Dieci di Balìa, 28 February 1486. ASF, DB, Responsive 35, f. 396r-v. 
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Giovanfrancesco Sanseverino found out when the gate of the castle of Latera remained closed to him 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀŘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎǘƭŜΣ .ŀǘǘƛǎǘŀ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀΣ was adamant in her refusal to sell him fodder despite 

the threat of a band of armed men in town ς Giovanfrancesco acquiesced in her decision, declining to 

extort what could not be obtained through purchase.139 Thus, due to the strategic location of their 

patrimony, both the military service of key Farnese condottieri as well as control of their lands and 

castles became central to ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎΩ ²ŀǊΦ 

The spring campaign of 1486 quickly revealed just how important it was for the league to have 

the Farnese not only as kin but also as condottieri. Supplies, gunpowder, and ammunition to the army 

in Bracciano had to be transported by sea, a costly and slow method that left the supply chain 

dangerously exposed.140 Moreover, it was difficult to obtain galleys for transporting large bombards, 

ƴƻǊ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊƳȅ ǎŀŦŜƭȅ ǊŜǘǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ tƛǘƛƎƭƛŀƴƻ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΦ141 Shortages of water, 

bread, other supplies, and cannons soon immobilised the army in Bracciano, and not even letters could 

be delivered effectively.142 tŜǊƘŀǇǎΣ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎƘƻǊǘŀƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƻǊ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀƎǳŜΩǎ 

army had induced Cardinal Orsini and his brother Giulio of Monterotondo to seek a separate 

accommodatƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ LƴƴƻŎŜƴǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘ ƭƻǎǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀƎǳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŦƻǊ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ 

Medici himself as their direct relative.143 Nicola Orsini of Pitigliano and Gentile Virginio Orsini of 

Bracciano remained loyal, but it was clear the situation required a drastic solution. The solution 

supported by all involved, including the corpus of Florentine commissioners, the Duke of Calabria, Gian 

DƛŀŎƻƳƻ ¢ǊƛǾǳƭȊƛƻ ŀƴŘ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ !ƴƎŜƭƻ L±Σ tƛŜǘǊƻ .ŜǊǘƻƭŘƻ LLΣ ŀƴŘΣ ƛŦ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜΣ 

Ranuccio XVIII Farnese be convinced to betray their current employer and enter the service of the 

 
139 Giovanfrancesco Sanseverino to Dieci di Balìa, 3 February 1486. ASF, DB, Responsive 35, f. 390r-v. 
140 Otto di Pratica to Pietro Capponi, 4 March 1486. ASF, OP, LC 4, ff. 126r-128r. 
141 άbƻƴ Ŏƛ ǇŀǊŜ ǎƛŀ ŀƭ ǇώǊŜǎŜϐƴǘŜ Řŀ ŦŀǊŜ ƛƴǎǘŀƴǘƛŀ ǇŜǊ ƭŜ ōƻƳōŀǊŘŜ ƎǊƻǎǎŜ ƴƻƴ ǎŜƴŘƻ ŀ ǇǊƻǇƻǎƛǘƻ ƻōƭƛƎŀǊǎŜ Ŏƻƴ 

epse ad alchuna impresa, cum sit ch[e] ogni disegno si volga allo andar[e] adirittura a ritrovarsi li Orsinj senza 

perdere altrim[en]ti tempo potendosi fare come non si dubita: Et quando pure volessimo mandarvi artiglierie 

grosse, non veggiamo come poterlo fare, non havendo comodita delle galee sanza molta difficulta, et 

interpositione di tempo. Se pure si facesse preda alchuna per cotesto exercito non potendo ritenerla in luogo 

sicuro insulle terre di quelli sri Řŀ ŦŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ ƻΣ Řƛ ǇƛǘƛƎƭƛŀƴƻΦέ hǘǘƻ Řƛ tǊŀǘƛŎŀ ǘƻ tƛŜǘǊƻ /ŀǇǇƻƴƛΣ мт aŀǊŎƘ мпусΦ 

ASF, OP, LC 4, ff. 141r-142v. 
142 Pietro Capponi to Dieci di Balìa, 17 February 1486. ASF, DB, Responsive 33, ff. 345r-348r. 
143 Shaw, The Political Role of the Orsini Family, pp. 92-3, 176. 
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league, or else, Pietro Capponi added with a sense for drama, the only solution would be to besiege 

the Farnese castles.144 

It was at this point that the political, diplomatic, and dynastic connections fostered by the 

Farnese became the decisive factor in determining the action of the Farnese condottieri. Naturally, and 

despite repeated attempts by the league to attract him to their service, Ranuccio was content to stay 

in neutral service of Siena and duly signed for another year, sending two horses to compete in the 

traditional horse race there to signal his commitment.145 In any case, he was useful there to the league, 

who even gave him an extra cohort of twenty men-at-arms, illustrating how in military respects, 

Florence and Siena remained intertwined through sharing condottieri.146 Both Pietro Bertoldo and 

Angelo, however, signalled their willingness to join the league. Negotiations unfolded and as is clear 

from the many letters to and from the Florentine commissioner, Pietro Bertoldo and Angelo were 

aware of their strong bargaining position, using the inclusion of the use of their state as a bargaining 

chip in exchange for a sizeable condotta and personal stipend, for which it was expected Milan and 

Naples would contribute.147 Such shared condotte became increasingly frequent in late Quattrocento 

Italy and became one of the primary instruments with which the baronial families of the Papal States 

not only acquired a role as a hired men-at-arms, but as a binding force between allies.148  

Apart from these large financial incentives, it is testimony to the prominence that the Farnese 

attached to their dynastic and diplomatic connections ς their antiqua et moderna devotione ς with the 

Medici that they were willing to align themselves with and contribute to the political objectives of the 

 
144 Jacopo Guicciardini, Pietro Vettori, Sforza Bettini and Pietro Capponi to Dieci di Balìa, 4, 10, 17, 18, 22 & 23 
February 1486. ASF, DB, Responsive 33, ff. 345r-348r, 354r-355v, 384r-387v, 394r-v. 
145 Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 16 February 1486. ASS, Balìa 529, 76; ASS, Manoscritti A 135, ff. 
260r, 262r. 
146 Otto di Pratica to Ranuccio XVIII Farnese, 18 February 1486. ASF, OP, LC 4, f. 109r-v. 
147 Otto di Pratica to Pietro Capponi, 18 & 24 March and 14 April 1486. ASF, OP, LC 4, ff. 141r-142v, 142v-143v, 

151r-152r, 176r-177v; Pietro Capponi to Dieci di Balìa, 11 & 12 April and 10, 11, 13 & 22 May 1486. ASF, DB, 

Responsive 36, ff. 61r-62v, 67r-68v; 276r-277r, 284r-v, 296r-298v, 346r-348r, 352r-353r; BCA, Riforme 23, f. 28r. 
148 tŀǳƭ 5ƻǾŜǊΣ ά/ƻŀƭƛǘƛƻƴ ²ŀǊŦŀǊŜ ƛƴ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ LǘŀƭȅΣ мпрр-мрлоέΣ ƛƴ bƛŜƭǎ .ƻ tƻǳƭǎŜƴΣ YƧŜƭŘ IŀƭŘ DŀƭŘǎǘŜǊ ϧ 
Søren Nørby (eds.), Coalition Warfare: An Anthology of Scholarly Presentations at the Conference on Coalition 
Warfare at the Royal Danish Defence College, 2011 (Newcastle, 2013), pp. 51-сфΤ IǳƳŦǊŜȅ .ǳǘǘŜǊǎΣ άCƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΣ 
aƛƭŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ .ŀǊƻƴǎΩ ²ŀǊ όмпур-мпусύέΣ ƛƴ DŀǊŦŀƎƴƛƴƛΣ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ, pp. 281-308. 
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league. After all, they were not simply changing employer but were also betraying their natural 

overlord, the pope, and in all likeliness entertained some misgivings about the inevitable reprisals. 

Innocent certainly made efforts to retain and attract Ranuccio, Angelo and Pietro Bertoldo in his 

ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜΣ ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŀƴƎŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜŦŜŎǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ƭƛƪŜǿƛǎŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƻǾŜǊǘǳǊŜǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƪƛƴ 

and clients, but in vain.149 Consequently, the Farnese were declared rebels, and as Roberto Zapperi 

ŀǊƎǳŜǎΣ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ŘŜŦŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇǊƛǎƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƛƴ /ŀǎǘŜƭ 

{ŀƴǘΩ!ƴƎŜƭƻΦ150 It is plausible ǘƘŀǘ wƻōŜǊǘƻ {ŀƴǎŜǾŜǊƛƴƻΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŜƴŎŀƳǇ Ƙƛǎ ŀǊƳȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ 

patrimony was in part a punitive expedition, although it also made sense from a strategic point of view 

ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƭŀƴŘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀƎǳŜΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƭȅ ŎƘŀƛƴΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘΣ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ 

conclusion of the Farnese condotte the ƭŜŀƎǳŜΩǎ ŀǊƳȅ ǊƻǳƴŘƭȅ ŘŜŦŜŀǘŜŘ {ŀƴǎŜǾŜǊƛƴƻ ŀǘ ǘhe Battle of 

Montorio on 7 May 1486, and the troops in Bracciano were ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǊŜŀǘ ǘƻ tƛǘƛƎƭƛŀƴƻ άper via de 

Martaέ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƛǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 5ǳƪŜ ƻŦ /ŀƭŀōǊƛŀΦ151 From Pitigliano incursions into the Papal 

States could be made through the Farnese patrimony. Above all, because Nicola Orsini and Ranuccio 

knew each other so well, they could collaborate in the event Sanseverino wanted to use the Sienese 

exiles for another assault on Siena.152 In the end, the struggle over the Farnese condottieri and 

patrimony turned into a decisive victory for the league with the Farnese condottieri in their service. 

The temporary ceasefire that was signed on 10 June 1486 specifically included their patrimony, 

although it could still be traversed by the ƭŜŀƎǳŜΩǎ ŀǊƳȅΦ153 Threatened in Rome due to the renewed 

efforts of the league, now with their supply chain secure through Farnese territory, with Hungarian 

troops allied to Naples in the Marche, and the rebellious barons of Naples in ever more direr straits, 

Innocent was forced to sue for peace. 

 
149 Innocent VIII to Ranuccio XVIII Farnese, Pier Luigi I Farnese & Angelo IV Farnese, 13 February 1486. ASV, 
Arm. XXXIX, 19, ff. 193r, 205v. 
150 Roberto Zapperi, La legenda del Papa Paolo III: Arte e censura nella Roma pontificia (Turin, 1998), pp. 38-48. 
151 Dieci di Balìa to Jacopo Guicciardini, 18 May 1486. ASF, DB, LC 6, ff. 52v-54r. 
152 Dieci di Balìa to Pietro Vettori & Pietro Capponi, 26 May 1486. ASF, DB, LC 7, ff. 41v-45rΤ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ 
ǘƻ tƛŜǘǊƻ ±ŜǘǘƻǊƛ ϧ tƛŜǘǊƻ /ŀǇǇƻƴƛΣ нп aŀȅ мпусΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ Lettere, IX, pp. 303-4. 
153 Dieci di Balìa to Bartolomeo Ugolini, 10 June 1486, and Dieci di Balìa to Pietro Capponi, 21 June 1486. ASF, 
DB, LC 7, ff. 51v-52r, 60v-61v. 
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The original decision to lend Ranuccio to Siena, even if based on good grounds, as well as 

allowing Angelo and Pietro Bertoldo to enter papal service, had almost cost the Milanese-Florentine-

Neapolitan league the war. After a series of disastrous defeats, with half of their army trapped in 

Bracciano and bereft of supplies, the other half in retreat to Pitigliano, and with the defection of the 

Orsini of Monterotondo, the generals and commissioners involved realised that the outcome of the 

ǿŀǊ ǿŀǎ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǊŜǾƻƭǾŜ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ-making process behind the 

volte-face of the Farnese condottieri is difficult to reconstruct, since no justifications from the 

protagonists survive, but can be explained on the basis of the political and dynastic attachment of the 

Farnese to the partial league through their long-standing ties with the Medici and Orsini. It was a 

decision for which not only the Farnese clerics but also their vassals suffered, yet it did turn around 

ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀƎǳŜΩǎ ŦŀǾƻǳǊΦ 

5ǳǊƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŜ bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎΩ ²ŀǊΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀƎǳŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ 

integrated, tying the leading families of the various Italian principalities ever closer together. As all the 

protagonists of the league realised, the Farnese were a vital resource for allowing the league and the 

Orsini to place pressure on Rome and the Papal States. Even though hostilities were over, it was 

deemed crucƛŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭ ƭŜŀƎǳŜΩǎ ŎŀƳǇΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳŜǘƘƻŘǎ ƻŦ 

ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ǘƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǳǘƛƭƛǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ŀōƻǳǘΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜǎŜ 

considerations with force in a letter to his ambassador in Milan: 

 

The Lord Ranuccio Farnese finishes his contract with the Sienese within a short time, and he does not 

want to renew his contract with them alone. Naturally, he would like [to sign] with the league, but if he 

were not to be offered a deal here, I have no doubts that he will take up service with the Pope alone, or 

with the Pope and the Sienese together, which would be very bad for us, and the state of these [lords] 

of Farnese is of such paramount importance to the League, as we witnessed through experience in the 

past year; because when they were with us, we could always without much difficulty come to the 

support of the Orsini. If the Lord Lodovico [Sforza] concurs, I believe it would not be a great expense, 

which I believe would in total not amount to much more than ten thousand. I would like for you to bring 
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this up with His Excellency, and for you to reply to me as soon as possible about this matter, because 

this thing cannot be left unresolved. I have written about it to Naples, and we imagine that they will 

agree there, and the King will have nothing to complain about, above all now the Pope has made this 

league with the Venetians, because if this were to be, we would buy ourselves this comfort without 

spending too large sums; and [remember to] respond as fast as you can.154 

 

The answer from Naples arrived soon when [ƻǊŜƴȊƻΩǎ ŀƎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ-in-law Bernardo Rucellai 

wrote a few letters than were meant to mislead unwarranted readers by exchanging the Farnese for 

the Colonna and making extensive use of a cipher. Nonetheless, Rucellai related how he had spoken 

to Ferrante of Naples, who insisted on including all three Farnese condottieri in the condotta and 

emphasised that it should include the use of their state. If that were the case, he was willing to 

contribute his share of ten thousand ducats. Moreover, Rucellai had spoken to CŜǊǊŀƴǘŜΩǎ leading 

military captains, Alfonso of Calabria, Diomede Carafa ς the two of the pottery in Valentano discussed 

in the previous chapter ς as well as Gentile Virginio Orsini, who were all in agreement with Lorenzo 

and the King.155 After his service in Siena was over, Ranuccio XVIII was duly given his condotta, and 

ƳǳŎƘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ hǊǎƛƴƛΣ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ƛƴ aƛƭŀƴŜǎŜΣ CƭƻǊŜƴǘƛƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ Ǉŀy 

strengthened the collaboration between the members of the league.156 

 

 
154 ά9ƭ {ƛƎƴƻǊ wŜƴǳŎŎƛƻ Řŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŦƛƴƛǎŎŜ ƭŀ ŦŜǊƳŀ ǎǳŀ Ŏƻƴ {ŀƴŜǎƛ Řƛ ǉǳƛ ŀ ǇƻŎƻ ǘŜƳǇƻΣ Ŝǘ Ŏƻƴ ƭƻǊƻ ǎƻƭƛ ƴƻƴ ǎƛ 

vuole raffermare. Volentieri verrebbe con la Lega, et se non truova partito di qua, dubito non lo pigli o col Papa 

solo, o col Papa et Sanesi insieme, che verrebbe molto male a proposito nostro, et lo stato di questi da Farnese 

ŝ ŘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘƛŀ ŀǎǎŀƛ ŀƭƭŀ [ŜƎŀΣ ŎƻƳŜ ǾŜŘŞƳƻ ǇŜǊ ŜǎǇŜǊƛŜƴȊŀ ƭΩŀƴƴƻ ǇŀǎǎŀǘƻΣ ǇŜǊŎƘŞ ǉǳŀƴŘƻ Ŧǳǎǎƛ Ŏƻƴ noi, 

ǎŜƴȊŀ Ƴƻƭǘŀ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘŁ ǇƻǘǊŜƳƻ ǎŜƳǇǊŜ ǎƻŎŎƻǊǊŜǊŜ ƎƭΩhǊǎƛƴƛΦ {Ŝ ŀƭ {ƛƎƴƻǊ [ƻŘƻǾƛŎƻ ǇŀǊŜǎǎƛ Řƛ ŎƻƴŎƻǊǊŜǊŜΣ 

crederei fussi utile spesa et non molto grande, che non credo in tucti passassi ducati dieci mila. Vorrei ne 

facessi instantia con Sua Excellentia et che presto me ne rispondessi, perché non può state la cosa molto in 

ponte. Io ne ho scripto a Napoli, et stimo che concorrendosi costì, el Re non habbi a manchare, maxime 

ƘŀǾŜƴŘƻ Ψƭ tŀǇŀ Ŧŀǘǘƻ ǉǳŜǎǘŀ ƭŜƎŀ Ŏƻƴ ±ŜƴƛǘƛŀƴƛΣ ǇŜǊŎƘŞ ǇƻǘǊŜōōŜ ŀƴŎƘƻǊŀ ŜǎǎŜǊŜ comperremo questa 

ŎƻƳƳƻŘƛǘŁ ώŎƻƴϐ Ƴƻƭǘƻ ǇƛǴ ǎƻƳƳŀ Řƛ ŘŀƴŀǊƛ ŎƘŜ ƴƻƴ Ŏƛ ŎƻǎǘŜǊŜōōŜΤ Ŝǘ ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘƛ ǇƛǴ ǇǊŜǎǘƻ ŎƘŜ ǇǳƻƛΦέ 

[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƻ tƛŜǘǊƻ !ƭŀƳŀƴƴƛΣ нл WŀƴǳŀǊȅ мпутΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ Lettere, X, pp. 121-2. 
155 .ŜǊƴŀǊŘƻ wǳŎŜƭƭŀƛ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ ну WŀƴǳŀǊȅ ϧ н CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ мпутΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ·[L·Σ ŦŦΦ морr-136v, 137r-v, 
147r-v. 
156 DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ [ŀƴŦǊŜŘƛƴƛ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ Medici, 12 & 14 July 1487. ASF, MAP, XL, docs. фс ϧ фуΤ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ 
aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƻ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ [ŀƴŦǊŜŘƛƴƛΣ т Wǳƭȅ мпутΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ Lettere, X, p. 403. 
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Soldiers of Fortune, Keepers of Peace 

The semblance of peace and tranquillity between 1487 and 1494 has been explained through the 

framework of a balance of powers. Exhausted by virtually continuous war for a decade and reaching 

the conclusion that shifting alliances would prevent a single power from becoming dominant, Milan, 

Venice, Florence, the Papacy, and Naples instead opted for a policy of détente.157 A central role was 

ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜǉǳƛƭƛōǊƛǳƳ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǇƻǿŜǊǎ ǿŀǎ 

considered as the coming to fruition of his personal strategy.158 However, these interpretations rest 

on several misconceptions. Firstly, no such balance existed. The Milanese-Florentine-Neapolitan 

league that included the Farnese was the dominant factor in Italian politics, a situation not even the 

successful coup in Siena in 1487 of the Noveschi exiles altered.159 Secondly, the late-fifteenth-century 

channels of communication simply did not allow for such close-knit collaboration. Apart from the 

inevitable delay involved in writing, it was extraordinarily difficult to sift rumour from reality in a world 

characterised by vast flows of (dis-)information and in which the main protagonists were always 

exploring multiple options.160 The growing importance of formal and resident ambassadors during the 

late Quattrocento is undisputed. Yet, it is easy to overestimate their importance compared to secret 

yet often unpreserved correspondence and above all face-to-face interactions.161 The regularity with 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴŀƛƴ ǇǊƻǘŀƎƻƴƛǎǘǎ ƭƛƪŜ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ DŜƴǘƛƭŜ ±ƛǊƎƛƴƛƻ hǊǎƛƴi, Nicola Orsini, 

Ranuccio XVIII Farnese, and Alfonso of Calabria met, and the importance attributed to such meetings 

 
157 aƛŎƘŀŜƭ aŀƭƭŜǘǘΣ ά5ƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ²ŀǊ ƛƴ [ŀǘŜǊ CƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ-/ŜƴǘǳǊȅ LǘŀƭȅέΣ Proceedings of the British Academy 
67 (1981), pp. 267-88. 
158 Temistocle Franceschi, [ŀ ΨǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀ ŘŜƭƭΩŜǉǳƛƭƛōǊƛƻΩ Řƛ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΥ ƴŜƭ ŎŀǊǘŜƎƎƛƻ ŘŜƎƭƛ ƻǊŀǘƻǊƛ ŦƛƻǊŜƴǘƛƴƛ 

alle corti di Roma, Napoli e Milano (1486-1489) (Rome, 2015); Lazzarini, Communication & Conflict, pp. 110-11; 

Marco Pellegrini, /ƻƴƎƛǳǊŜ Řƛ wƻƳŀƎƴŀΥ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ Ŝ ƛƭ ŘǳǇƭƛŎŜ ǘƛǊŀƴƴƛŎƛŘƛƻ ŀ CƻǊƭƜ Ŝ ŀ CŀŜƴȊŀ ƴŜƭ мпуу 

(Florence, 1999), pp. 7-13. 
159 Maurizio Gattoni, [ŀ ǘƛǘŀƴƻƳŀŎƘƛŀΥ ƭΩŜǘŁ ŘŜƛ bƻǾŜ Ŝ ŘŜƛ tŜǘǊǳŎŎƛ ŀ {ƛŜƴŀ Ŝ ƭŜ ƎǳŜǊǊŜ ŘΩLǘŀƭƛŀΣ мптт-1524 
(Siena, 2010). 
160 Alison Brown, tƛŜǊƻ Řƛ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /Ǌƛǎƛǎ ƻŦ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ Lǘŀƭȅ (Cambridge, 2020), pp. 72-4; 
Lazzarini, Communication & Conflict, pp. 69-85; Senatore, Uno mundo de carta, pp. 295-319. 
161 Marcus Holmes, Face-to-Face Diplomacy: Social Neuroscience and International Relations (Cambridge, 
2018). 
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by contemporaries strengthens this argument.162 Resolving conflicts in the final years of InnocentΩǎ 

pontificate therefore took place in thƻǎŜ ŀǊŜŀǎ ŎƻƴǾǳƭǎŜŘ ōȅ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǎǘǊƛŦŜ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ƛƴ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ 

capitals, and negotiations were led by the condottieri Nicola Orsini of Pitigliano ς under whom Angelo 

and Pietro Bertoldo Farnese served ς and Ranuccio Farnese in close collaboration with both agents of 

the larger powers as well as those locally involved. Thirdly, and most importantly, behind the scenes 

many of the local conflicts were the creation of the great powers who jostled for influence in border 

areas like Genoa, the Romagna, and Umbria. Local rivals sought recourse to violence to attain greater 

local political control because they felt themselves protected by one of the major powers through their 

ties of alliance. As two sides of the same medallion, the thick web of relations connecting the Italian 

states could both drag all of Italy into open conflict, as well as prevent local conflicts from escalating 

through effective mediation. It is within this context that the Farnese, and most prominently Ranuccio, 

played a role, somewhat paradoxically, as mercenary-captain and mediating diplomat. Dynasties like 

the Farnese connected local politics to the wider political geography of Quattrocento Italy and as such 

remained invaluable assets to their employers and key players in their own right. 

Especially in 1488 and 1489 Ranuccio and Nicola Orsini were sent to cities across the Papal 

States to prevent local conflicts from escalating. Two of these, Faenza and Perugia, certainly had the 

potential to have a substantial impact on the political geography of Italy. It would be outside of the 

scope of this thesis to reconstruct the complicated dynastic successions and contested wills of the 

ruling Manfredi family of Faenza and link them to the various other powers in the Romagna and wider 

Italy through their consorts or other personal ties, or to disentangle the numerous divisions and shifts 

in alliances between tŜǊǳƎƛŀΩǎ various factions. However, both in Faenza and in Perugia local violence 

 
162 Nicola Orsini to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 3 August 1487. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 

400, parte 1, f. 12r; Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 23 September 1487. ASC, Archivio Orsini, 

Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 70, parte 2, f. 254r-v; Gentile Virginio Orsini to Dieci di Balìa, December 1488. ASC, 

Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 101, f. 236r-vΤ ά!ŘƜ ǳƭǘƛƳƻ Ře febraio [1488] venne la nuova come 

Ŝƭ ƳŀƎƴƛŦƛŎƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜ /ƻǎƳƻ ώǎƛŎϐ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ Řŀ CƛƻǊŜƴȊŀ ŜǊŀ ǾŜƴǳǘƻ ƛƴ !ǊŜȊƻΣ Ŝǘ ŎƘŜ ƭƜ ŀǎǇŜǘǘŀǾŀ ŎŜǊǘƛ ǎƛƎƴƻǊƛΤ 

et di poi li ce venne in Arezzo el conte da Pitigliano e il signor Ranuccio da Farnese per parlare al dicto Lorenzo 

ŘŜΩaŜŘƛŎƛΦ {Ŝ ǎǘƛƳŀ ŎƘŜ Ŝǎǎƛ ǾƻƎƭƛŀƴƻ ŦŀǊŜ ǉǳŀƭŎƘŜ ƎǳŜǊǊŀΦ 9ǘ ŀŘƜ о ŘŜ ƳŀǊȊƻ ǇŀǎǎƼ ǇŜǊ ƭƻ ƴƻǎǘǊƻ ŎƻƴǘŀŘƻ Ŝƭ 

ǎƛƎƴƻǊ ±ƛǊƎƛƭƛƻ ŘŜ Ŏŀǎŀ hǊǎƛƴŀΦέ Cronaca perugina, p. 294. 
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threatened a regime change. As a result of the interconnections of the leading families with the wider 

political sphere, several nominally allied yet competing actors had conflicting interests in the outcome 

of events in both cities. The despatch of Ranuccio Farnese and Nicola Orsini provided some military 

muscle that could serve as a warning against further violence. But it was above all their personal and 

dynastic connections with the local actors as well as the various commissioners and papal legates that 

made them such effective mediators. In the case of Faenza, the Florentine government even suggested 

that Ranuccio lead negotiations with Ottaviano Manfredi, one of the contenders for the succession to 

the lordship of that city.163 hǘǘŀǾƛŀƴƻ ǿŀǎ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƴŜǇƘŜǿ ōȅ ǾƛǊǘǳŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǿƛŦŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ 

helped in preventing the conflict from escalating that the papal legate in the area was his cousin.164 In 

Perugia the dynamics were similar. When factional strife turned violent Florence despatched Ranuccio 

and Nicola Orsini several times throughout 1489 and 1490 to ensure that the allied Baglioni regime 

ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ .ŀƎƭƛƻƴƛΩǎ ǊƛǾŀƭǎΣ ŀōƻǾŜ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ 5ŜƎƭƛ hŘŘƛ ŀƴŘ 

wŀƴƛŜǊƛΣ bƛŎƻƭŀ ŀƴŘ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ άǿŜǊŜ ƘƻƴƻǳǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǿŜƭƭ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴŜέ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜȅ arrived 

in Perugia, as it was expected that through their ties to all parties involved in the conflict they would 

be relatively impartial arbiters.165 Again, their success largely hinged on the fact that the Farnese and 

Orsini had a large following of relatives and clients in Perugia, and Ranuccio was able to collaborate 

effectively with the papal legate and commissioner, who were both his brother-in-law.166 After several 

interventions Perugia was pacified, and Ranuccio himself reported multiple interactions with the Degli 

 
163 Otto di Pratica to Giovanni Baptista Ridolfi, 27 June 1488. ASF, Signori, DB, OP, LC, MR 15, f. 35r-v. 
164 The papal commissioner was Bernardino Savelli of Rignano, who through his mother Agnese Farnese was 
wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLLΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƻǳǎƛƴΤ hǘǘŀǾƛŀƴƻΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ /ƻǎǘŀƴȊŀ Řŀ ±ŀǊŀƴƻ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǎǘŜǊ ƻŦ tǊƛƳŀǾŜǊŀΦ 
165 άŦƻǊƻ ƻƴƻǊŀǘŜ Ŝ ōŜƴ ǾƛǎǘŜ Řŀ ǉǳŜǎǘŀ ŎƻƳǳƴƛǘŁΦέ Cronaca perugina, pp. 317-18. 
166 Lella hǊǎƛƴƛΣ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ bƛŎƻƭŀ hǊǎƛƴƛΩǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΣ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ 5ŜƎƭƛ hŘŘƛ ŀǎ ŎƭƛŜƴǘǎ 
to her family. Lella Orsini to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 2 March [1470]. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 
686, parte 3, unfoliated; Pompeo degli Oddi served as condottiere under Ranuccio XVIII Farnese and Nicola 
Orsini of Pitigliano in 1485, both of whom requested and obtained his release from Lucca after he killed one of 
his personal enemies. Ranuccio XVIII Farnese & Nicola Orsini to Anziani of Lucca, 16 January 1485, and the 
response of 27 January 1485. ASL, Anziani 533, registro 38, ff. 33v-34r; A Perugian chronicler noted the enmity 
ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ .ŀƎƭƛƻƴƛ ŀƴŘ .ŜǊƴŀǊŘƛƴƻ wŀƴƛŜǊƛΣ ǿƘƻ ǿŀǎ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLLΩǎ Ŏƻǳǎƛƴ ōȅ ǾƛǊǘǳŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΣ 
tŜƴǘŀǎƛƭŜŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ ŀǊƎǳƛƴƎ άŎƘŜ ƛƴǘǊŀ ƭƻǊƻ ƴŜƭ ǎŜƎǊŜǘƻ ŎŜ ŜǊŀ ǇƻŎƻ ŀƳƻǊŜΣ Ŝ ŎƘŜ ǳƴ ŘƜ ǎŜ ǎŀǊƛŀƴƻ ŀƳŀȊȊŀǘŜ 
insiemŜΣ ƳŀȄƛƳŜ ƛƴǘǊŀ ƭƛ .ŀƎƭƛƻƴŜ Ŝ .ŜǊŀǊŘƛƴƻ ŘŜƛ wŀƴƛŜǊŜΦέ Cronaca perugina, p. 193; The papal legate was 
Cardinal Francesco Todeschini-tƛŎŎƻƭƻƳƛƴƛΣ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŜǊ ǿŀǎ {ƛƴƻƭŦƻ ŘŜƎƭƛΩhǘǘƛŜǊƛΣ ŀǇƻǎǘƻƭƛŎ 
protonotary. 
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Oddi and the papal legate, after which a truce was brokered that confirmed Baglioni dominance of the 

Perugian government but also assured a benign treatment for their expelled adversaries, who were 

allowed to retreat to their castles and estates in the countryside.167 As in Faenza, the ability to bridge 

the divide by virtue of their political connections, to combine in one person various roles and interests 

as both representatives of the Florentine regime and actors in their own right, and to collaborate 

closely with papal representatives as a result of the interpersonal trust existing between kin, Ranuccio 

Farnese and Nicola Orsini brought the threat of violence under control and maintain the peace. Only 

once the potential for escalation had been contained, could the key players in Italian politics start 

negotiating their respective sphere of influence. 

wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ CŀŜƴȊŀ ŀƴŘ tŜǊǳƎƛŀ ŦƻǊƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ ƳŀǊƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭ ƭŜŀƎǳŜΩǎ 

momentum and ability to dominate the politics of Italy. Yet manifestations of mutual mistrust signalled 

the advent of more serious future ruptures. Reflecting the gradual unravelling of long-established ties 

and the continued commitment of some of its leading participants, members of the Farnese dynasty 

moved in both directions. One manifestation of this appeared when CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΩǎ ŀƭƭƛŜǎ ƛƴ ¢ǳǎŎƛŀΣ ǘƘŜ 

closely intermarried Farnese, Orsini of Pitigliano, and Sforza of Santa Fiora, were now a source of 

concern for the new regime of the Republic of Siena that feared being encircled.168 The Orsini and 

Sforza had dispute after dispute with Siena over castles and cattle, necessitating Ranuccio to intervene, 

albeit not entirely as an impartial arbiter. While he stressed that he intervened for άǘƘŜ ŦǊƛŜƴŘǎƘƛǇ ǘƘŀǘ 

our houses have always maintained with your most excellent republic, and moreover no less for our 

ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘέΣ Ranuccio also emphasised thatΣ άƛƴ ǘǳǊƴ ȅƻǳǊ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘ ƭƻǊŘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ 

 
167 DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ [ŀƴŦǊŜŘƛƴƛ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ мс bƻǾŜƳōŜǊ мпууΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ [L·Σ ŘƻŎΦ рнΤ 5ƛŜŎƛ Řƛ .ŀƭƜŀ ǘƻ 
Pietro Alamanni, 20 January 1489. ASF, DB, LC 8, ff. 66r-67vΤ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ п 
February 1489. ASF, MAP, XL, 202r-v; Otto di Pratica to Ranuccio XVIII Farnese, 4, 5, 10, 16, 19 March and 2 April 
1489. ASF, OP, LC, 7, ff. 125r-v, 125v-126r, 133v-134r, 140r-141r, 141r-v, 145v-146r; Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to 
[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ уΣ мт ϧ ол aŀǊŎƘ мпуфΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ·[LΣ ттr-v, 86r-v, 94r-v; Ranuccio XVIII seems to have been 
on speaking terms with Guido Baglioni. Guido Baglioni to Ranuccio XVIII Farnese, 24 April 1488. ASF, MAP, 
LXVIII, 202r-v. 
168 Vespasiano Felice to Guido II Sforza di Santa Fiora, 26 February 1488. ASR, Archivio Sforza-Cesarini, Serie I, 
ōǳǎǘŀ тфΣ ǳƴŦƻƭƛŀǘŜŘΤ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƻ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ [ŀƴŦǊŜŘƛƴƛΣ мл !ǇǊƛƭ мпууΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ Lettere, XII, 
pp. 180-94. 
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the place that we are based in, it being much more preferable to you that they are inhabited by us 

ƴƻōƭŜǎ ǘƘŀƴ ōȅ ŀƴȅƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜΦέ169 Behind the scenes, Ranuccio fully supported his relatives in Florence, 

and it must have been a considerable disappointment that [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ŎƘƻǎŜ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ 

Siena to avoid a conflict, forcing Ranuccio to step back in line and instead convince Nicola Orsini to 

return a castle his vassals had occupied.170 Together with the ever present threat of the Florentine 

Republic reducing its military expenditure in times of peace, these events made Ranuccio feel less well 

esteemed, as he lamented in an open-hearted letter to Gentile Virginio Orsini.171 The rupture was 

effected when neither Nicola Orsini nor Ranuccio renewed their contract.172 After having 

unsuccessfully negotiated with Ferrante of Naples, Ranuccio entered Venetian service.173 Traditionally, 

Venice kept somewhat aloof from establishing cross-border connections outside of its direct sphere of 

influence. But increasingly Venice tempted Roman barons to enter their service by offering more 

attractive terms for a condotta such as stipends for sons and dowries for daughters, which were indeed 

given to RanuccioΩǎ heirs after his death.174 To be sure, the change of employer must not be interpreted 

ŀǎ ŀ ŘŜŦŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŀƭƭƛŀƴŎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ǘƛŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦŀŎǘ that Ranuccio kept 

Gentile Virginio well-informed about the details of the negotiations for his employment should warn 

against such hasty interpretations.175 Moreover, Ranuccio remained in close contact with his Orsini, 

 
169 άƭŀ ŀƳƛŎƛǘƛŀ ϧ ōŜƴƛǾƻƭŜƴǘƛŀ ǎŜƳǇǊŜ Ƙŀ ƘŀǾǳǘŀ ƭŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƴƻǎǘǊŜ ŎǳƳ ǘŜǎǘŀ 9ȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘŜ ǊŜǇǳōƭƛŎŀΣ Ƴŀ ŀƴŎƘŜ ƴƻƴ 
mancho p[er] nostro proprio interesse, & e converso V[ostre] S[igno]rie Excellente debbano considerare el sito 
ŘƻǾŜ ƴƻƛ ǎƛŀƳ ǇƻǎǘƛΣ ŜǎǎŜǊ ƳŜƎƭƛƻ ϧ Ǉƛǳ ŀ ƭƻǊ ǇǊƻǇƻǎƛǘƻ ǎƛƧ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘƻ ǇώŜǊϐ ƴƻƛ ƎŜƴǘƛƭƘƻƳƛƴƛΣ ŎƘŜ ǇώŜǊϐ ŀƭǘǊƛΦέ 
Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 28 September 1488. ASS, Balìa 535, 94; See also, Ranuccio XVIII 
Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 24 September 1488, and Nicola Orsini to Balìa of Siena, 27 September 1488. ASS, 
Balìa 535, 87, 92; Nicola Orsini & Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Balìa of Siena, 3 October 1488. ASS, Balìa 536, 3. 
170 wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ п CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ мпуфΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ·[Σ нлнr-v; Ranuccio XVIII Farnese 
ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ у aŀǊŎƘ мпуу ŀƴŘ !ǇǊƛƭ мпууΦ ASF, MAP, XLI, 77r-v, 299r-v. 
171 Ranuccio XVIII to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 14 April 1489. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 

102, parte 1, f. 53r-v.  
172 Otto di Pratica to Giovanni Lanfredini, 7 May 1489. ASF, OP, LC 7, f. 151v; Dionigi Pucci to Dieci di Balìa, 13 
May 1489. ASF, DB, LC 9, f. 73r-v. The Dieci di Balìa already admitted that, despite wanting both, they could not 
afford hiring and Nicola Orsini and Ranuccio XVIII Farnese. Dieci di Balìa to Pietro Alamanni, 5 February 1489. 
ASF, DB, LC 8, ff. 70v-71v. 
173 Pierfilippo Pandolfini to Otto di Pratica, 4 December 1490. ASF, Signori, DB, OP, LC, MR 23, ff. 171v-172r; 

[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƻ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ [ŀƴŦǊŜŘƛƴƛΣ нм WǳƴŜ мпуфΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ Lettere, XV, pp. 282-5; Ermolao 

Barbaro to Alessandro Farnese, undated. Carteggio umanistico, p. 59. 
174 Pietro Bembo, History of Venice, ed. and trans. Robert Ulery (Cambridge MA, 2007-), vol. I, pp. 144-5, 152-3. 
175 Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 17 December 1490. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, 
Corrispondenza, busta 102, parte 1, f. 148r-vΤ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƭƛƪŜǿƛǎŜ ƪŜǇǘ ǘƘŜ tǳŎŎƛ ƛƴŦƻǊƳŜŘΥ ά9Ǝƻ ǾώŜǊƻϐ 
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Medici, Pucci, and Piccolomini relatives discussing military matters and exchanging gifts.176 In turn, 

[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǘƻ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ Ƙƛǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΣ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ŀƳōŀǎǎŀŘƻǊǎ ƛƴ wƻƳŜΣ 

 

I very much enjoyed that which you have written to me concerning the Lord Ranuccio Farnese, to whom 

you may respond for his rhymes, firmly assuring his Lordship of the benevolence that I have always felt 

and feel more than ever for him; and work warmly with Our Lord [the Pope] for him, because I could 

not possibly desire anything more than his exaltation.177 

 

Yet, RanuccioΩǎ switch to the Venetians did end an almost uninterrupted spell during which his dynastic 

ties and military service coincided, a spell that had started with a gift from LorenzoΩǎ outfitting his 

company and the privilege of a personal cipher for secret correspondence when he was still an 

ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴǘΦ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ ƛǘ ǊŜƻǊƛŜƴǘŜŘ ƘƛƳ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭŜŀƎǳŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘǎ ƛƴ /ŜƴǘǊŀƭ LǘŀƭȅΦ 

Consequently, the Farnese dynasty as a collective lost some sense of unity of purpose. 

By contrast, RanuccioΩǎ cousins from a different branch, that is to say Angelo, Alessandro, 

Giulia, and Geronima Farnese were committed to and intimately involved in keeping together the 

ǊŜƳƴŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŀƭ ƭŜŀƎǳŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƻŦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ LƴƴƻŎŜƴǘ ±LLL ƛƴ мпфн only enlarged 

the need for and thus the role of the Farnese as mediators between Florence and Rome. After 

[ƻǊŜƴȊƻΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ !ƴƎŜƭƻ ŀƴŘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ǿŜǊŜ ǉǳƛŎƪ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŀǘ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

άŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƴŜǿŜŘ ǎŜǊǾƛǘǳŘŜέ ƛƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƎain echoed that of their own father and 

 
dum haec scribo ad Farnesios nostros prope[ro] ad componendas res nostras cum publicas tum privatas, 
instante presertim Ranutii profectione ad VŜƴŜǘƻǎΦέ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ tǳŎŎƛƻ tǳŎŎƛΣ ǳƴŘŀǘŜŘΦ Carteggio 
umanistico, pp. 60-1. 
176 wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLL ǘƻ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ мс !ǇǊƛƭ мпфнΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ·±Σ прr-vΤ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ 
Medici, 20 February 1494. ASF, MAP, XIX, 473r-v; Hercolano dŜΩ Dŀǘǘƛ ǘƻ tǳŎŎƛƻ tǳŎŎƛΣ нс Wǳƭȅ мпфоΦ !{CΣ {ƛƎƴƻǊƛΣ 
DB, OP, MR 15, f. 125r-v. 
177 άMolto mi è piaciuto quello che mi scrivete del Signor Renuccio da Farnese, al quale potete rispondere per le 
ǊƛƳŜΣ ŎŜǊǘƛŦƛŎŀƴŘƻ Ƴƻƭǘƻ {ǳŀ {ƛƎƴƻǊƛŀ ŘŜƭƭΩŀƴƛƳƻ ōǳƻƴƻ ŎƘŜ Ƙƻ Ƙŀvuto sempre et ho più che mai verso di lui; et 
voi operate con Nostro Signore per lui caldissimamente, ché più non potrei desiderare ogni exaltatione sua.έ 
[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƻ bƛŎƻƭƭƼ aƛŎƘŜƭƻȊȊƛ ŀƴŘ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ !ƴǘƻƴƛƻ ŘΩ!ǊŜȊȊƻΣ нл CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ мпфлΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ 
Lettere, XVI, pp. 377-83. 
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grandfather.178 [ƻǊŜƴȊƻΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ also resulted in greater political influence of the Pucci family in 

Florence now the young Piero was in need of support he could trust.179 The Pucci marriage tie to the 

Farnese provided an important link between Florence and Rome. Moreover, the election of Cardinal 

Rodrigo Borgia as pope, who acceded to the pontifical throne as Alexander VI raised the influence of 

the Farnese in Rome when Giulia Farnese became his mistress, and her brother Alessandro one of 

.ƻǊƎƛŀΩǎ ŦŀǾƻǳǊƛǘŜǎΦ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭƭȅ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ Ƙƛǎ CƭƻǊŜƴǘƛƴŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΣ ŀǎ ƛǎ ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳŜŘ ōȅ ŀ 

ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ǘƻ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǾƛǎƛǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ CƭƻǊŜƴǘƛƴŜ ŀƳōŀǎǎŀŘƻǊ to Rome and 

having been shown their instructions from Piero.180 In another letter to his brother-in-law Giannozzo 

Pucci, Alessandro likewise states having met with the ambassador, and it can be further surmised that 

he was collaborating closely with him in order to advance the clerical career of Lorenzo Pucci.181 Here, 

ǘƘŜ ŀƳōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ tǳŎŎƛ ǿŜǊŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƳŜŘƛŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΣ 

Geronima, and Giulia, who were all involved in convincing Alexander VI of the benefits of granting 

benefices to Lorenzo Pucci.182 In fact, Alessandro Farnese saw himself, or at least presented himself, 

 
178 άMag[nif]ice perre b[e]nefactor praecipue & hon[orande]. Serria impossible, o per l[ette]re o 
presentialmente significar[e] alla M[agniticen]tia V[ostra] lo acerbo et grand[e] dolore havemo sentito della 
morte di q[ue]lla felica memoria d[e]l M[agnif]ico Lorenzo v[ost]ro p[at]re si p[er] el publico damno della 
iactura de una ta[n]to huomo, si etia[m] p[er] el n[ost]ro privato, et della casa n[ost]ra, la quale ab antiquo e 
p[re]severata sotto la p[ro]tection[e] di cotesta gloriosa citta, et della v[ost]ra Ill[ustrissima] casa si como d[e] 
antiqua matre et cussi intende p[er]severar[e] p[er] ladvenir[e] ad omn[e] honor[e] & stato della V[ostra] 
M[agnificentia] co[n] la qual[e] ci condoliamo d[e]lla p[er]dita d[e] uno tale & tanto patre ch[e] in verita tanto 
i[n] vita sua ci ha obligati ch[e] de esserne privati ci pare molto duro et di et nocte havemo da pensar[e] de far 
cosa ch[e] sia grata ad qualla felice anima. Resta adunq[ue] ch[e] la M[agnificentia] V[ostra] sia herede di 
questa n[ost]ra servitu antiqua & renovata & la usi felicement[e] appr[e]sso degli altri sui beni ch[e] piu grata 
cosa q[ue]lla no[n] ci potria far[e], la quale etia[m] dolore victo co[n]fortiamo ad haver[e] patie[n]tia de tanto 
perdita & ampliar[e] la gloria di tanto p[at]re c[on] le op[er]e di V[ostra] M[agnificentia] del quale habia ad 
esser vero herede no[n] dubitiamo. wƻƳŀŜ Ȅƛ ŀǇǊƛƭώƛǎϐ мпфнΦέ 
!ƴƎŜƭƻ ϧ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ мм !ǇǊƛƭ мпфнΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ /···±LLΣ рнмr-v. 
179 Alison Brown, άtƛŜǊƻ ƛƴ tƻǿŜǊΣ мпфн-мпфпΥ ! .ŀƭŀƴŎŜ {ƘŜŜǘ ŦƻǊ CƻǳǊ DŜƴŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ aŜŘƛŎƛ /ƻƴǘǊƻƭέΣ ƛƴ .ƭŀŎƪ 
& Law, The Medici, pp. 238-50. 
180 άAlli di proximi passati retrovandome col vostro ambasciator[e], inter alia multa. Cognobi V[ostra] 
M[agnificentia] esser[e] recordevole delli affectionati soi legendo una clausala de vostre l[ette]re date allo 
ambasciator[e].έ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ мл {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ мпфнΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ·L·Σ мнфr-v. 
181 Alessandro Farnese to Giannozzo Pucci, 15 July 1493. Archivio Pucci, filza 2, A 58. A copy of this letter is 

preserved in ASF, Signori, DB, OP, LC, MR 15, f. 110r-v. The Florentine ambassador Filippo Vettori wrote that 

Alessandro Farnese led him into the Apostolic Palace and to the Pope. Filippo Vettori to Giannozzo Pucci, 17 

July 1493. Idem, f. 114r-v. [ƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ƛǎ ŀ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƻ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ άǇŜ tǳŎŎƛέ 

recorded as sent on 22 July 1493. ASF, MAP, LXIV, f. 62r. 
182 Bernardino Bini to Puccio Pucci, 10 & 12 October 1493. ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 340, ff. 7r-v, 10r-v; 
tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƻ bƛŎŎƻƭƼ /ŀǎǘŀƎƴƛƴƛΣ мт hŎǘƻōŜǊ мпфоΦ Ldem, f. 19r-v; Geronima Farnese to Puccio Pucci, 12 & 
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as a vessel through which Medici interests could be secured at the papal court. After his elevation to 

the cardinalate, Alessandro wrote to Piero, 

 

Magnificent man who is to be honoured greatly after my commendations. We remain obliged to your 

magnificence for the benefice that Our Lord has bestowed on us, because we regard it as if we had 

received it from your magnificence himself and even if according to God it may be regarded a small 

thing, nonetheless in those we gauge the benign disposition that we hope may be similar or greater in 

those things greater towards us, and this we consider to be just and done well, careful that we may be 

sure that there has not been any shortage of demonstrations that we have made with regards to your 

affairs and furthermore anywhere where we may have taken into consideration even the smallest 

comfort for the House of Medici and the affairs of your magnificence, who with deserved merits never 

ceases to oblige his friends. We heard that our brother-in-law will be ambassador to Rome, in which we 

recognise part of the ornaments pertaining to us of the love that your magnificence bears us, and thus 

we extend our thanks for it to you to whom we offer ourselves in as much as is within our ability and 

knowledge here and everywhere.183 

 

Even if the rhetoric is intentionally effusive and Piero given more credit than was entirely his due for 

!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƻrt from the Medici that 

Alessandro had received for his clerical career. Furthermore, the letter articulated the intention to 

continue his collaboration with the Medici, a willingness which was reciprocated ōȅ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ 

 
16 October 1493. Idem, ff. 12r-v, 21r-v; Geronima Farnese to Alexander VI, undated. Idem, f. 22r-v; Lorenzo Pucci 
to Puccio Pucci, 30 October 1493. Idem, f. 13r-v. 
183 άMagnifice vir maior hon[orande] post comm[endationem]. R[e]stamo obligati ad V[ostra] M[agnificentia] in 
nello n[ost]ro benefitio concesso da N[ostro] Signor[e] imperoche non manco reputamo haverlo hauto da epsa 
V[ostra] M[agnificentia] et avenga dio la cosa sia piccola tamen in quella mesuramo la bona volunta ch[e] 
speramo serria state simile et maggior[e] in nelle cose grandi in v[er]so de noi, et questo reputamo esser[e] 
iusto et benfacto, attento ch[e] siamo certi no[n] mancho demonstration[e] farremora noi circa le cose vostro 
et[iam] dove considerassemo un minimo commodo de casa de medici et inspetie de V[ostra] M[agnificentia] 
laquale con iusti meriti no[n] cessa de continuo obligarse li amici soi. Sentemo ch[e] misser[e] n[ost]ro cognato 
verra ambasciator[e] ad Roma, in questo cognoscemo parte dello ornam[en]to n[ost]ro partinetto dal vostro 
amor[e] ch[e] V[ostra] M[agnificentia] ci porta, et cosi ne rengratiamo quella allaquale ne offeremo per quanto 
sia el posser[e] et sapere n[ost]ro hic et ubiq[ue].έ 

!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ р CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ мпфпΦ ASF, MAP, CXXXIX, 187r-v. 
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when he supported the nominatƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ-in-law, Puccio Pucci, as Florentine 

ambassador to Rome. 

 ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ tǳŎŎƛ ƛƴ-laws had become central to tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΩǎ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ. Dionigi 

Pucci was ambassador in Naples, Puccio Pucci in Rome, Lorenzo Pucci was seeking a career in the Curia, 

and Giannozzo Pucci remained tƛŜǊƻΩǎ alter ego and close friend in Florence.184 tǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ 

as ambassador in Rome was to keep together and where possible strengthen the alliance between 

CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΣ bŀǇƭŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊ ±LΣ ŀƴ ŀƭƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ tǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ Gentile Virginio 

Orsini was the key actor in bridging Neapolitan, Florentine, and papal interests and organising the 

combined armed forces.185 These efforts to reinvigorate the partial league now a French invasion of 

Italy assisted by Lodovico Sforza was no longer a distant prospect were in the end overtaken by 

precisely the sort of convulsion it had sought to protect against. The French invasion of Italy of 1494 

ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƭƻǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƻŦ ŀƭƭƛŀƴŎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊǎΦ186 But even before the French 

had crossed the Alps, the plague had first carried off Angelo IV Farnese, and subsequently also Puccio 

Pucci.187 Ranuccio remained aloof, away in Venetian service until he too met his end in battle against 

the French. Without its most influential condottieri and their military and financial leverage, their loss 

of key allies in important positions, the future of the Farnese dynasty was insecure, and its central role 

in Italian politics over for the time being. Yet until the dramatic political transformation brought about 

by the French invasion, and until the family lost its leading influential lay figures, the Farnese had 

created, maintained, and renewed ties across vastly different polities, exploiting the opportunities that 

came ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎǇƘŜǊŜΦ 

 

 

 

 
184 Brown, tƛŜǊƻ Řƛ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ, pp. 116-17. 
185 tǳŎŎƛƻ tǳŎŎƛ ǘƻ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ с-20 June 1494. ASF, Signori, DB, OP, LC, MR 65, ff. 28r-56v. 
186 Lazzarini, Communication & Conflict, pp. 15-16. 
187 tǳŎŎƛƻ tǳŎŎƛΩǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƻƴ нф !ǳƎǳǎǘ мпфпΦ !{bΣ Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated. Lucrezia 
Borgia to Alexander VI, 25 June and 27 July 1494. Regesto dei documenti, pp. 115-16, 140-2. 
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The Farnese and Politics in Quattrocento Italy 

The present chapter has shown tƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ŀŎǘƛǾŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ 

political events of Quattrocento Italy. The parallel causes and course of some of these events, such as 

the Pazzi Conspiracy, noble resistance against centralisation in Milan, and thŜ bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎΩ ²ŀǊΣ 

have not escaped attention.188 Yet, even if it is granted that they are the result of similar underlying 

developments, they remain essentially interpreted as internal events occurring in isolated states. This 

has led to an underappreciation of their wider external causes and repercussions. From a dissenting 

perspective, Humfrey Butters contended as early as 1988 that in Quattrocento Italy domestic rule on 

one hand, diplomacy and foreign policy on the other, were so intimately connected that it difficult to 

draw a clear distinction.189 Shifting the focus from central governments to a baronial dynasty like the 

Farnese that often served as a hinge between political actors vindicates his underappreciated 

argument. Moreover, the importance of cross-border connections in Italy grew as the fifteenth century 

progressed; certainly, this was the case for the Farnese. Indeed, Maria Antonietta Visceglia and 

Christine Shaw have suggested that the factional divisions within the Papal States, in which the Farnese 

were major actors, extended outwards far beyond the Papal States, and with the outbreak of the Italian 

Wars, further into France, Spain, and the Holy Roman Empire.190 As a result, state formation processes 

within the separate Italian states, aƴŘ ƻƴŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŀŘŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

patrimony, cannot fully be explained solely from the point of view of their internal developments. In a 

sense, this approach to Quattrocento Italian history borrows its methodology from connected or 

entangled histories more frequently utilised on the global scale.191 After all, the presence of Aragonese, 

Angevin, French, Hungarian, Ottoman, and Imperial interests are an important reminder of the myriad 

ways in which the peninsula was connected to the rest of Europe and the Mediterranean. 

 
188 wƛŎŎŀǊŘƻ CǳōƛƴƛΣ ά[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ǘƘŜ aŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴǘΩǎ wŜƎƛƳŜΥ !ƛƳǎΣ LƳŀƎŜΣ ŀƴŘ /ƻƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ CǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪέΣ ƛƴ .ƭŀŎƪ ϧ 
Law, The Medici, pp. 61-84. 
189 .ǳǘǘŜǊǎΣ άtƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ 5ƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅέΣ ǇΦ мтΦ 
190 ±ƛǎŎŜƎƭƛŀΣ άCŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ wƻƳŜΣ ǇǇΦ ун-103; /ƘǊƛǎǘƛƴŜ {ƘŀǿΣ ά¢ƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ DǳŜƭǇƘ ŀƴŘ DƘƛōŜƭƭƛƴŜ 

CŀŎǘƛƻƴǎέΣ ƛƴ DŜƴǘƛƭŜΣ Guelfi e ghibellini, pp. 475-93. 
191 aƛŎƘŀŜƭ ²ŜǊƴŜǊ ϧ .ŞƴŞŘƛŎǘŜ ½ƛƳƳŜǊƳŀƴƴΣ ά.ŜȅƻƴŘ /ƻƳǇŀǊƛǎƻƴΥ IƛǎǘƻƛǊŜ /ǊƻƛǎŞŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ƻŦ 
wŜŦƭŜȄƛǾƛǘȅέΣ History & Theory 45/1 (2006), pp. 30-50. 
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Quattrocento Italy was a political world in which a banker-signore from Tuscany and a condottiere 

ŦǊƻƳ ¢ǳǎŎƛŀ ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƪŜȅ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀΩǎ other 

powers as well as about events in Bohemia, Burgundy, and on the Bosphorus. Being at the centre of 

ǘƘŜ ƳŀŜƭǎǘǊƻƳΣ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƘƻǊƛȊƻƴ ǎǘǊŜǘŎƘŜŘ ŦŀǊ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎƭƻǇŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾƻƭŎŀƴƛŎ ǘŜǊǊŀƛƴ 

that was their own patrimony, far beyond the borders of the Papal States, connected as they were to 

it through their extensive diplomatic and dynastic network. 

The Farnese used this network to influence political decision making in republican 

governments, court circles, and the informal negotiations that surrounded them. Although dispatching 

agents that personally represented the Farnese was an essential element of their diplomatic 

interactions, many other forms of political action are less readily recognisable as diplomacy unless a 

narrow, formalised framework of what constituted diplomatic interactions is abandoned. Personal 

meetings, exchanges of valuable gifts, as well as personal or secret letters ς if these survive ς were of 

equal political relevance. Moreover, their peninsula-wide network was transferred down hereditary 

line over the course of three generations and was ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ legacy. 

Their network gained the Farnese access to military offices that generated a steady flow of income 

complementing the yields of their patrimony. In turn, the income generated by military employment 

was utilised to acquire estates and castles and enlarge the already extensive Farnese possessions. Part 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǇŜƴǘ ƻƴ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜΣ ǊŜŦǳǊōƛǎƘƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŎŀǎǘƭŜǎΩ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ ŀƴŘ exterior, as 

ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǎǘ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǳǊǎΣ ŀƭƭ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǎŜǊǾŜ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ƳŜƳƻǊȅΦ hŦ 

crucial importance to both the history of the Farnese and the Catholic Church, the Farnese were 

increasingly able to cast their eyes on the papal Curia and purchase clerical offices for their sons, secure 

in the knowledge that such aspirations now had the support of allies both within the College of 

/ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ ǊǳƭŜǊǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƴŜǿ ǇƘŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎŜŘ 

in the following chapter, but can only be fully understood in the light of ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ 

political, diplomatic, and dynastic action on the peninsular scale.
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Chapter Four 

 

In Support of Pontifical Power: Farnese Politics at the Papal Court 

 

Magnificent lords of ours. With the greatest joy and jubilation, we received and read Your 

aŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴŎŜǎΩ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƘƛƎƘ ǇƻƴǘƛŦŦΣ ǿƘƻƳ DƻŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ƙƛǎ ƳŜǊŎȅ Ƴŀȅ 

always exalt, and who is of great need for [the well-being of] our spirits and also of our bodies. We, your 

sons and servants, take great comfort in this union of the Holy Church, and we consider how, 

commensurate with our lowly status, our predecessors, and also we ourselves, have always greatly been 

loved and favoured by the popes, and aspire to be again by virtue of the works of our [ancestors] in the 

past, and those that we intend to do for his return, and as the most loyal servants of the Holy Church, 

which God may restore to its proper rank through his vicar.1 

 

With this letter to {ƛŜƴŀΩǎ government the Farnese expressed their reaction to hearing the news of 

Oddone ColonnaΩǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ as Pope Martin V, an event that ended the tumultuous period in European 

history known as the Western Schism (1378-1417).2 The reveǊōŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ aŀǊǘƛƴΩǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿŜǊŜ ŦŜƭǘ 

throughout Europe, but nowhere more so than the Papal States. Hopes that the papacy would return 

to its ancient seat in Rome, like those expressed by the Farnese, were soon followed up by actual 

military and organisational preparations. As the starting point for an exploration of the history of the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǘƻ {ƛŜƴŀ ƛǎ 

programmatic, almost prophetic. Martin and his retinue of Colonna kin enlisted the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ aid in 

 
1 άaŀƎƴƛŦƛŎƛ ǎƛƎƴƻǊƛ ƴƻǎǘǊƛΦ /ƻƴ ǎǳώƳϐƳƻ ƎŀǳŘƛƻ Ŝ ŘŀƭŜƎǊŜȊȊŀ ǊŜŎŜǇŜƳƻΣ ŜΣ ǾŜŘŜƳƻ ƭŜ ƭŜǘŜǊŜ ŘŜƭŜ ±ώƻǎǘǊƛϐ 

S[ignori] sovra la creacione del su[m]mo pontifice, la quale dio p[er] sua misericordia exalti sempre, e, bisogno, 

e, a li anime e dancho a li corpi. Noi vostri figluoli e servitori piglamo di questa unione di Sancta Chiesia grande 

conforto, e, noy inmerito p[er] che secondo el nostro picholo grado li predecesori nostri, e noi anque siamo 

stato sempre de li Apostolici pasati amati e careciati asay e cusi speramo dessere p[er] li opere pasate di nostri, 

e p[er] quele che inte[n]diamo fare per la venire e come fidelisimi servitori di sancta chiesia, la quale dio p[er] 

ǎǳŀ ǇǊŜǘŀ ǊŜǎǘƛǘǳƛǎŎƘŀ ŀ ǎǳƻ ƎǊŀŘƻΦέ tƛŜǘǊƻ ·Σ tƛŜǘǊƻ .ŜǊǘƻƭŘƻ L ϧ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ Council of Siena, 6 

January 1418. ASS, Concistoro 1892, 37. 
2 In general, see Joëlle Rollo-Koster & Thomas Izbicki (eds.), A Companion to the Great Western Schism (1378-
1417) (Leiden, 2009). 
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preparing his return, and rewarded them with favours; in doing so, they paved the way for nearly a 

century of Farnese-papal collaboration. That such collaboration characterised the relations between 

the Farnese and the papacy was by no means a given, however. In contrast to other fifteenth-century 

European principalities, very few legal and institutional ties connected nobility and prince in the Papal 

States.3 The papacy derived its authority from its claim to Apostolic Succession and every conclave was, 

in theory at least, decided through direct interference of the Holy Spirit guiding the cardinalsΩ ŎƘƻƛŎŜΦ4 

Conversely, the baronial nobility seldom held fiefs from the pope, acknowledged him no feudal dues 

ƴƻǊ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǎŜǊǾƛǘǳŘŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎƘŀǇŜ ǾŀǎǎŀƭǎΩ ōŜƘŀǾƛƻǳǊ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƻǊŘ.5 Their 

status as a distinct class had been inherited since times immemorial. To complicate matters, few 

options for using the court and court offices in creating lasting ties between the pope and the lay 

nobility were available, although such options were of such seminal importance in the government of 

secular monarchies.6 

 The historiography of the Papal States reflects this perceived aloofness between the papacy 

and nobility, often considering their mutual relationship characterised by opposition, if not outright 

antagonism.7 In this view, the nobility, the great condottieriΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘȅǊŀƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ ŎƛǘƛŜǎ 

(groups not always precisely differentiated in the literature), were forces that the papal monarchy had 

to overcome in order to re-establish itself in the wake of the Western Schism.8 This view is not entirely 

without foundation. During the Quattrocento many protagonists behind the republican assassination 

plots that were hatched in order to overthrow papal rule benefitted from protection by Roman 

 
3 The rules for conclaves that were laid down during eleventh-century reforms specifically intended to exclude 
ǘƘŜ ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ǾƻǘŜ ƛƴ ǇŀǇŀƭ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ {ŀƴŘǊƻ /ŀǊƻŎŎƛΣ άbƻōƛƭǘŁ ǊƻƳŀƴŀ Ŝ ƴƻōƛƭǘŁ ƛǘŀƭƛŀƴŀ ƴŜƭ aŜŘƛƻŜǾƻ 
ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭŜΥ ǇŀǊŀƭƭŜƭƛǎƳƛ Ŝ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘƛέΣ ƛƴ /ŀǊƻŎŎƛΣ La nobiltà romana nel Medioevo, pp. 15-42. 
4 Pattenden, Electing the Pope, pp. 59-61. 
5 Carocci, Baroni di Roma, pp. 17-ссΤ {ƘŀǿΣ ά¢ƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tƻǇŜǎΣ ǇǇΦ млм-нпΤ {ƘŀǿΣ ά¢ƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ 
.ŀǊƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ {ŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎέΣ ǇǇΦ омм-25. 
6 WŜǊƻŜƴ 5ǳƛƴŘŀƳΣ ά¢ƻǿŀǊŘǎ ŀ /ƻƳǇŀǊŀǘƛǾŜ ¦ƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ wǳƭŜǊǎƘƛǇΥ 5ƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜǎΣ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜǎΣ tŀǘǘŜǊƴǎέΣ ƛƴ 
Jeroen Duindam & Sabine Dabringhaus (ed.), The Dynastic Centre and the Provinces: Agents and Interactions 
(Leiden, 2014), pp. 225-онΤ {ƘŀǿΣ ά¢ƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ ōŀǊƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇŜǎέΣ ǇǇΦ млм-24. 
7 Jones, The Malatesta of Rimini, pp. 176-261. 
8 Pellegrini, Il papato, pp. 69-80; Prodi, Il sovrano pontefice; Prodi, [ƻ ǎǾƛƭǳǇǇƻ ŘŜƭƭΩŀǎǎƻƭǳǘƛǎƳƻ; Partner, The 
Lands of St Peter. 
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barons.9 Rome itself was occasionally thrown into turmoil when it revolted against Eugene IV and Pius 

II at the instigation of the Colonna and Savelli, and when war broke out between the Orsini and Colonna 

ŘǳǊƛƴƎ {ƛȄǘǳǎ L±Ωǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜΦ10 Only at the very end of the Quattrocento, during the pontificate of 

Alexander VI, and through decidedly unorthodox measures, did the papacy acquire a semblance of 

primacy.11 Efforts to comprehend these developments have focused primarily on the centre ς the 

papacy, the papal Curia, and Rome ς and for the Quattrocento less on the periphery of the Papal States. 

First and foremost, historical investigation tended to focus on the expansion of the papal bureaucratic 

apparatus, the largest and most advanced of Europe.12 The subjugation of independent political actors 

in the Papal States, in this view, ran parallel with a growth in papal bureaucracy. The ability to levy 

taxes in hitherto unruly parts of the papal dominions was a driving force behind bureaucratic expansion 

ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴ ŦŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŜƴŘŜŀǾƻǳǊǎΣ ŀ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀŎŎŜƭŜǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅΩǎ growing 

dependence on income from the Papal States.13 Efforts at strengthening the government of the papal 

temporal dominions were matched by innovations in the representation of papal authority in the arts, 

 
9 Myriam Chiabò, Maurizio Gargano, Anna Modigliani & Patricia Osmon (eds.), Congiure e conflitti. 

[ΩŀŦŦŜǊƳŀȊƛƻƴŜ ŘŜƭƭŀ ǎƛƎƴƻǊƛŀ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎƛŀ ǎǳ wƻƳŀ ƴŜƭ wƛƴŀǎŎƛƳŜƴǘƻΥ tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀΣ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŀΣ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀ (Rome, 2014); 

Anna Modigliani, /ƻƴƎƛǳǊŜ ŀƭƭΩŀƴǘƛŎŀΥ {ǘŜŦŀƴƻ tƻǊŎŀǊƛΣ bƛŎŎƻƭƼ ±Σ wƻƳŀ мпро όwƻƳŜΣ нлмоύΤ !ƴǘƘƻƴȅ 5Ω9ƭƛŀΣ A 

Sudden Terror: The Plot to Murder the Pope in Renaissance Rome (Cambridge MA, 2009), pp. 40-76; Arjo 

±ŀƴŘŜǊƧŀƎǘΣ ά/ƛǾƛŎ IǳƳŀƴƛǎƳ ƛƴ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜΥ ¢ƘŜ /ŀǎŜ ƻŦ {ǘŜŦŀƴƻ tƻǊŎŀǊƛ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ¢ǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴέΣ Antiquity 

Renewed 4 (2003), pp. 63-78. 
10 9Ƴƛƭȅ hΩ.ǊƛŜƴ, The Commentaries of Pope Pius II (1458-1464) and the Crisis of the Fifteenth-Century Papacy 
(Toronto, 2015), pp. 86-ммнΤ !ƴƴŀ aƻŘƛƎƭƛŀƴƛΣ άtƛƻ LL Ŝ wƻƳŀέΣ ƛƴ !ǊǘǳǊƻ /ŀƭȊƻƴŀΣ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ tŀƻƭƻ CƛƻǊŜΣ !ƭōŜǊǘƻ 
Tenenti & Cesaro Vasoli (eds.), Il sogno di Pio II e il viaggio da Roma a Mantova: Atti del Convegno 
internazionale, Mantova, 13-15 aprile 2000 (Florence, 2003), pp. 77-млуΤ tŀƻƭŀ CŀǊŜƴƎŀΣ άΩL ǊƻƳŀƴƛ ǎƻƴƻ 
ǇŜǊƛŎǳƭƻǎƻ ǇƻǇǳƭƻΧΩΥ wƻƳŀ ƴŜƛ ŎŀǊǘŜƎƎƛ ŘƛǇƭƻƳŀǘƛŎƛέΣ ƛƴ DŜƴǎƛƴƛΣ Roma capitale, pp. 289-315. 
11 Marco tŜƭƭŜƎǊƛƴƛΣ ά! ¢ǳǊƴƛƴƎ-Point in the History of the Factional System in the Sacred College: The Power of 
tƻǇŜ ŀƴŘ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ƎŜ ƻŦ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊ ±LέΣ ƛƴ DƛŀƴǾƛǘǘƻǊƛƻ {ƛƎƴƻǊƻǘǘƻ ϧ aŀǊƛŀ !ƴǘƻƴƛŜǘǘŀ ±ƛǎŎŜƎƭƛŀ όŜŘǎΦύΣ 
Court and Politics in Papal Rome 1492-1700 (Cambridge, 2002), pp. 8-олΤ CǊŀƴŎŀ !ƭƭŜƎǊŜȊȊŀΣ ά!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ±L Ŝ ƭŜ 
ŦŀƳƛƎƭƛŜ ǊƻƳŀƴŜέ ŀƴŘ !ƴŘǊŜŀǎ wŜƘōŜǊƎΣ ά!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ±L Ŝ ƛ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀΥ ƳƻǘƛǾŀȊƛƻƴƛ Ŝ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜ ƴŜƭ ŎƻƴŦƭƛǘǘƻ ŦǊŀ ƛƭ 
ǇŀǇŀ .ƻǊƎƛŀ Ŝ ƛƭ ōŀǊƻƴŀǘƻ ǊƻƳŀƴƻέΣ ƛƴ aΦ /ƘƛŀōƼΣ {Φ aŀŘŘŀƭƻΣ aΦ aƛƎƭƛƻΣ ϧ A.M. Oliva (eds.), Roma di fronte 
ŀƭƭΩ9ǳǊƻǇŀ ŀƭ ǘŜƳǇƻ Řƛ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ±LΥ !ǘǘƛ ŘŜƭ ŎƻƴǾŜƎƴƻ ό/ƛǘǘŁ ŘŜƭ ±ŀǘƛŎŀƴƻ-Roma, 1-4 dicembre 1999) (Rome, 
2001), vol. I, pp. 331-86. 
12 Partner, ¢ƘŜ tƻǇŜΩǎ aŜƴ; Frenz, Die Kanzlei. 
13 Eamon Duffy, Saints and Sinners: A History of the Popes (New Haven, 1997), pp. 151-76; Chambers, Popes, 
Cardinals and War, pp. 38-рнΤ tŀǊǘƴŜǊΣ άtŀǇŀƭ CƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ tƻƭƛŎȅέΤ tŜǘŜǊ tŀǊǘƴŜǊΣ The Papal State under Martin V: 
The Administration and Government of the Temporal Power in the Early Fifteenth Century (London, 1958), pp. 
131-58; Caravale & Caracciolo, Lo Stato pontificio, pp. 3-138; hƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅΩǎ ŎƻƴŎƻǊŘŀǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƭŀȅ ǇǊƛƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 
ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅΩǎ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΣ ǎŜŜ aŀǊŎƻ tŜƭƭŜƎǊƛƴƛΣ άLƭ wƛƴŀǎcimento come 
ǎǘŀƎƛƻƴŜ ŘŜƭƭŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀ ŎƻƴŎƻǊŘŀǘŀǊƛŀέΣ ƛƴ aŀǊƛŀ !ƴǘƻƴƛŜǘǘŀ ±ƛǎŎŜƎƭƛŀ όŜŘΦύΣ Papato e politica internazionale nella 
prima età moderna (Rome, 2013), pp. 63-102. 
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architecture and even coinage, as well as a greater sophistication in the performance of papal power 

through ceremony or gesture.14 But whether historians have taken the view that the nobility needed 

to be conquered and outspent, tamed and disciplined, or rhetorically refuted and outperformed in 

their patronage, they figure as an obstruction to papal projects at best, and a dangerous threat to 

papal authority at worst.15 

 An overview of the historiography on the nobility of the Papal States at first seems to confirm 

that the Quattrocento was an age of noble decline. The Colonna, after reaching the zenith of power 

with aŀǊǘƛƴΩǎ election, underwent a steady decrease in power and independence of action, although 

they remained a prominent presence at the papal court.16 Other ancient lineages, like the Prefetti di 

±ƛŎƻ ŀƴŘ 5ŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀΣ ŦŀǊŜŘ ǿƻǊǎŜ ŀƴŘ ōƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ōǊǳƴǘ ƻŦ a papal vengeance from which they never 

recovered.17 Yet, Christine Shaw has asserted that the Orsini fared better, showing remarkable 

resilience in their ability to influence political affairs throughout the Papal States, not least by 

collaborating with lay papal kin.18 {ƘŀǿΩǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ research suggests that several other baronial families 

were able to perpetuate their power throughout the Quattrocento.19 Benefitting from the regularity 

of lapses in papal authority during interregna and the relatively short duration of many pontificates, 

the nobility of the Papal States could always patiently wait out ŀ ƘƻǎǘƛƭŜ ǇƻǇŜΩǎ death.20 In the period 

prior to the sede vacante, ǘƘŜ ǊŜƛƎƴƛƴƎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦŦΩǎ ŀƛƭƛƴƎ ƘŜŀƭǘƘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ŀ ƭƻǎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ Ŧǳƭƭȅ 

 
14 Elizabeth McCahill, Reviving the Eternal City: Rome and the Papal Court, 1420-1447 (Cambridge MA, 2013); 
De Jong, The Power and the GlorificationΤ aŀƴǳŜƭ ±ŀǉǳŜǊƻ tƛƷŜƛǊƻΣ ά/ƻƛƴŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ tŀǇŀƭ tƻƭƛŎȅ ƛƴ ¦ƳōǊƛŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
Early 15th /ŜƴǘǳǊȅέΣ Imago Temporis 7 (2013), pp. 343-53; Maria Antonietta Visceglia, La città rituale: Roma e le 
sue cerimonie in età moderna όwƻƳŜΣ нллнύΤ aŀǊƛŀ !ƴǘƻƴƛŜǘǘŀ ±ƛǎŎŜƎƭƛŀΣ άLƭ ŎŜǊƛƳƻƴƛŀƭŜ ŎƻƳŜ ƭƛƴƎǳŀƎƎƛƻ 
ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎƻέΣ ƛƴ aŀǊƛŀ !ƴǘƻƴƛŜǘǘŀ ±ƛǎŎŜƎƭƛŀ ϧ /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜ .ǊƛŎŜ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Cérémonial et rituel à Rome (XVIe-XIXe Siècle) 
(Rome, 1997), pp. 117-76. 
15 Fosi, Papal Justice, pp. 77-104. 
16 Serio, Una gloriosa sconfitta. 
17 Antonio Berardozzi, I Prefetti: una dinastia signorile tra Impero e Papato, secoli XII-XV (Rome, 2013); Vittorina 

Sora, "I conti di Anguillara dalla loro origine al 1465," Archivio della Reale Società Romana di Storia Patria 30 

(1907), pp. 53-118; Carlo Calisse, "I Prefetti di Vico," Archivio della Reale Società Romana di Storia Patria 10 

(1887), pp. 1-136, 353-594. 
18 Shaw, The Political Role. 
19 {ƘŀǿΣ ά¢ƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ ōŀǊƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇŜǎέΤ {ƘŀǿΣ ά¢ƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ ōŀǊƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ DǳŜƭŦ ŀƴŘ DƘƛōŜƭƭƛƴŜ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴǎέΤ 
{ƘŀǿΣ ά¢ƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ ōŀǊƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎǳǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎέΦ 
20 !ƳŜŘŜƻ ŘŜ ±ƛƴŎŜƴǘƛƛǎΣ ά[ŀ ǎƻǇǊŀǾƛǾǾŜƴȊŀ ŎƻƳŜ ǇƻǘŜǊŜΥ ǇŀǇƛ Ŝ ōŀǊƻƴƛ Řƛ wƻƳŀ ƴŜƭ ·± ǎŜŎƻƭƻέΣ ƛƴ /ŀǊƻŎŎƛΣ La 
nobiltà romana nel Medioevo, pp. 551-613. 
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exercise his office, while during the papal interregnum temporal government was handed over entirely 

to the barons to create a semblance of stability and ensure some form of government endured while 

the cardinals were locked away in conclave.21 After every election, new popes had to establish their 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅΩǎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ƴŜǿƭȅ ŀǇǇƻƛƴǘŜŘ ƳŜƴ ǊŜǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǇǊŜŘŜŎŜǎǎƻǊΩǎ 

personnel in the Curia.22 

As historians have come to recognise, collaboration between the papacy and nobility served 

the goal of overcoming some of the limitations of papal government. Sandro Carocci summarises the 

current consensus, arguing:  

 

 Popes benefited from the network of political relations that allowed the barons to intervene in many 

sectors: in the machinery of the curia, in the territory of the state, and in relations with other states, 

both Italian and foreign. In particular, the barons aided the process of political communication between 

urban societies and the state. They helped their allies in the urban ruling classes find the best 

intermediaries in the curia and government, while at same time assisting papal governors and officials 

in the difficult task of limiting conflicts between the Guelf and Ghibelline factions which, in the papal 

state too, were a structural feature of the political landscape.23 

 

!ǎ ƳǳŎƘ ŀǎ /ŀǊƻŎŎƛΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ǾŀƭƛŘΣ ǎƻ ƛǎ Ƙƛǎ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎƻ ŦŀǊ ƭŀŎƪ 

substantial corroboration by in-depth studies.24 This chapter seeks to redress this lacuna by looking at 

papal-noble collaboration in the case of the fifteenth-century Farnese. 

 
21 Quattrocento sede vacante are little addressed, but there is excellent work on the papal interregna during 
the Middle Ages, the Western Schism and the Early Modern Period. See, for instance, Pattenden, Electing the 
Pope, pp. 98-132; John Hunt, The Vacant See in Early Modern Rome: A Social History of the Papal Interregnum 
(Leiden, 2016); Agostino Paravicini Bagliani, Morte e elezione del papa: norme, riti e conflitti: il Medioevo 
(Rome, 2013); Maria Antonietta Visceglia, aƻǊǘŜ Ŝ ŜƭŜȊƛƻƴŜ ŘŜƭ ǇŀǇŀΥ ƴƻǊƳŜΣ Ǌƛǘƛ Ŝ ŎƻƴŦƭƛǘǘƛΥ [ΩŜǘŁ aƻŘŜǊƴŀ 
(Rome, 2013); Joëlle Rollo-Koster, Raiding Saint Peter: Empty Sees, Violence, and the Initiation of the Great 
Western Schism (1378) (Leiden, 2009). 
22 Pattenden, Electing the Pope, pp. 177-87; Pierre Hurtubise, La cour pontificale au XVIe ǎƛŝŎƭŜ ŘΩ!ƭŜȄŀƴŘǊŜ ±L Ł 
Clement VIII (1492-1605) (Vatican City, 2017), pp. 23-46; Amedeo de Vincentiis, Battaglie di memoria: Gruppi, 
intellettuali, testi e la discontinuità del potere papale alla metà del Quattrocento (Rome, 2002). 
23 /ŀǊƻŎŎƛΣ ά¢ƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜέΦ 
24 /ŀǊƻŎŎƛΣ ά¢ƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜέΣ ǇΦ уоΤ /ŀǊƻŎŎƛΣ Vasalli del papa, pp. 36-7. 
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¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ŀƴŀƭȅǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŀƛŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ŀƴŘ 

reestablishment of the papacy in wƻƳŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ aŀǊǘƛƴ ± ŀƴŘ 9ǳƎŜƴŜ L±Φ ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ 

supporting the papacy as it was expressed in their letter to Siena remained constant throughout both 

popesΩ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜǎΦ ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƛƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ Ŏƻƴǘƛƴǳƛǘȅ ƛƴ papal 

attitudes towards the nobility between two popes who have traditionally been regarded as having had 

opposing views on the advantages and perils of relying on the nobility. Apart from an emphasis on the 

relative similarity in attitudes towards papal-noble collaboration, this chapter draws attention to the 

readiness with which Martin and Eugene employed barons in military and governmental offices in the 

Papal States, and how the personal network of Ranuccio XVII Farnese aided in the exercise of the 

offices that came his way. It argues that papal-noble collaboration was one of the primary reasons for 

the successful return of the papacy to Rome and in the re-establishment of papal temporal authority. 

The second part of this chapter looks at the middle decades of the Quattrocento. Developments in 

papal government, foremost the clericalisation of curial offices, gradually restructured ǘƘŜ ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅΩǎ 

participation in government as the century progressed, even if the tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ informal structures of 

power remained largely intact. It pays particular attention to the pontificate of Pius II. As in the 

ǇŀǇŀŎȅΩǎ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƻƴŎƛƭƛŀǊƛǎƳΣ condottieri, signoriΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ ǇƻǿŜǊǎΣ tƛǳǎΩ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ 

is seen ŀǎ ŜƳōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅΩǎ ŜǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ with the nobility.25 !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŀƎǊŜŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ tƛǳǎΩ 

pontificate was decisively important, this chapter argues the exact opposite of what has hitherto been 

the accepted narrative: tƛǳǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴΣ like all fifteenth-century papal reigns, was characterised as much if 

not more by cooperation with the nobility of the Papal States as antagonism. The third and final part 

moves on to address the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ increasing gravitation towards Rome, their decision to direct sons 

into the Church, and their strategies to advance ecclesiastical careers for them. It places these findings 

in their context, above all developments in papal bureaucracy and the tendency of Italian nobility to 

invest in clerical careers in order to retain or regain a stake in the government of the Papal States and 

 
25 hΩ.ǊƛŜƴΣ The Commentaries of Pope Pius II; Shaw, Barons and Castellans, p. 77; Caravale & Caracciolo, Lo 
Stato pontificio, pp. 80-3. 
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the Catholic Church.26 These studies have tended to focus on princely scions.27 Yet the elites of the 

Papal States partook in this development, which may have been prompted by the papacyΩǎ ƎǊƻǿƛƴƎ 

influence after its restoration. 

 

Ranuccio XVII Farnese, Pope Martin V, and the Colonna 

It is generally held that the ǇŀǇŀŎȅΩǎ successful return to Rome under Martin was in no small part due 

to his Colonna relatives in the temporal government of the Papal States.28 By contrast, Eugene, as a 

Venetian, had no recourse to local connections and was forced to rely on a series of able military 

ŎŀǊŘƛƴŀƭǎ ƛƴ ŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊŜŘŜŎŜǎǎƻǊΩǎ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀ ƪƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƭƭƛŜǎΦ29 Both popes needed military 

support to fend off the great condottieri who ruled large tracts of the Papal States virtually 

independently.30 These studies are important for our understanding of the establishment of papal 

power during aŀǊǘƛƴ ŀƴŘ 9ǳƎŜƴŜΩǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜǎ. Yet, they have generally overlooked the crucial role 

played by the baronial elite of the Papal States in aiding the papacy by providing it with military support 

and through exercising temporal offices. The support of the Farnese for Martin, the role of Ranuccio 

XVII in mediating between Eugene and the Colonna, and subsequently as a general in the papal armies 

ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ 9ǳƎŜƴŜΩǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ indicate that noble support was a central element of papal 

rule throughout both reigns. The Farnese were not unique in this respect ς families like the Savelli, 

/ƻƴǘƛΣ ŀƴŘ 5ŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀΣ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƻƳ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ǘƛŜǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘƛǎ ǇŜǊƛƻŘΣ 

 
26 CƭŜǘŎƘŜǊΣ ά/ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ²ŀǊ ƻŦ CŜǊǊŀǊŀέΤ WŜƴƴƛŦŜǊ 5Ŝ{ƛƭǾŀΣ άtƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ 5ȅƴŀǎǘȅΥ ¦ƴŘŜǊ-Aged Cardinals in 
the Catholic Church, 1420-мслрέΣ Royal Studies Journal 4/2 (2017), pp. 81-млнΤ aŀǊŎƻ tŜƭƭŜƎǊƛƴƛΣ ά/ƻǊǘŜ Řƛ 
Roma e aristocrazie italiane in età moderna: Per una lettura storico sociale della cǳǊƛŀ ǊƻƳŀƴŀέΣ Rivista di storia 
e letteratura religiosa 30 (1994), pp. 543-602; Christoph Weber, Senatus divinus: verborgene Strukturen im 
Kardinalskollegium der frühen Neuzeit (1500-1800) (Frankfurt am Main, 1996); Wolfgang Reinhard, Power Elites 
and State Building (Oxford, 1996). 
27 ! ƴƻǘŀōƭŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ WŜƴƴƛŦŜǊ 5Ŝ{ƛƭǾŀΣ άhŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ¦ƴƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ 5ƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅ .ŜǘǿŜŜƴ wƻƳŜ ŀƴŘ .ƻƭƻƎƴŀΥ ¢ƘŜ 
ŘŜΩ DǊŀǎǎƛ CŀƳƛƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊ tƻǇŜ Wǳƭƛǳǎ LLΣ мрло-мрмоέΣ The Journal of Early Modern History 14/6 (2010), pp. 154-73. 
28 Jennifer 5Ŝ{ƛƭǾŀΣ ά!ǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǘƛƴƎ Work and Family: Lay Papal Relatives in the Papal States, 1420-мрпфέΣ 
Renaissance Quarterly 69/1 (2016), pp. 1-39; Arnold Esch, Rom: Vom Mittelalter zur Renaissance (Munich, 
2016), pp. 74-80; Pellegrini, Il papato, pp. 69-улΤ wŜƘōŜǊƎΣ άEtsi prudens paterfamiliasέΣ ǇǇΦ ннр-82; Caravale & 
Caracciolo, Lo Stato pontificio, pp. 18-мфΤ wŜƛƴƘŀǊŘΣ άbŜǇƻǘƛǎƳǳǎέΦ 
29 Pellegrini, Il papato, pp. 69-80; Chambers, Popes, Cardinals and War, pp. 38-52; Caravale & Caracciolo, Lo 
Stato pontificio, pp. 49-65. 
30 Ferente, La sfortuna, pp. 1-4; Partner, The Lands of St Peter, pp. 396-417. 
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fought alongside the Farnese in support of pontifical power. There are several explanations for the 

readiness with which popes resorted to baronial support. Condottiere states were created and 

maintained through coercion. They seldom lasted long enough to create the sort of personal 

connections between ruler and subjects that guaranteed a level of loyalty that made dynastic 

succession possible and acceptable. In the case of Braccio da Montone and Angelo Tartaglia, their 

states imploded after the death of the person whose military authority held together the complex of 

subject cities, castles, and territories.31 Because barons were so deeply connected to local societies 

within their patrimony and to the civic political life of ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ ŎƻƳƳǳƴŜǎ, baronial rule was 

much more solidly founded. Thus, despite the superior military resources that the great condottiere 

captains could dispose of, the barons of the Papal States were a valuable counterweight to their power 

through which the papacy could access local military and political support. In turn, the Farnese 

benefitted from collaborating with the papacy and in doing so were able to recuperate territories that 

had been lost during the Western Schism and even augment the areas under their lordly dominion. 

 Another important explanation for the widespread presence of patterns of papal-noble 

collaboration after the Western Schism was that a framework encompassing the language of 

cooperation, mutual expectations between papacy and nobility, and attitudes concerning the 

hereditary role nobles were expected to fulfil in the government of the Papal States was already largely 

in place. These considerations were readily expressed in papal concessions and in letters in, perhaps, 

formulaic language. But it is precisely because these expressions are formulaic that they reveal the 

normative discourses that constitute the overarching ideologies behind papal-noble collaboration. 

Even if baronial loyalty was not naturally forthcoming on the basis of feudal ties linking lord and vassal, 

an idea of reciprocity was perceived to constitute their theorised relationship, one that for the Farnese 

was further strengthened through a sense of political affiliation to the Guelph pro-papal cause. Thus, 

ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǿǎ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ŜǇƛǎƻŘŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

history engendered an expectation that support of pontifical projects would in turn lead to rewards. 

 
31 Ferente, La sfortuna, pp. 3-4; Chiatti, La biografia. 
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tŀǇŀƭ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛǘǳǊŜǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ tƛŀƴǎŀƴƻΣ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƭƻȅŀƭǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾƻǘƛƻƴ 

that merited him this reward, but also that in supporting pontifical power the Farnese were following 

their ancesǘƻǊǎΩ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ.32 Martin and his relatives shared the basic concepts that structured 

this relationship, and readily took recourse to the ideological language of the pontifical cause. A letter 

ŦǊƻƳ aŀǊǘƛƴ ǘƻ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ tƛŜǘǊƻ ƛƴ мпму shows that the Farnese were brought on board the 

papal project even before its return to Rome. Although the letter is now lost, the scribe inventorying 

the Farnese archive considered its content to be foremost about loyalty.33 DƛƻǊŘŀƴƻ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀΣ aŀǊǘƛƴΩǎ 

brother and lieutenant in temporal affairs, similarly stressed the importance of loyalty in a letter dated 

7 June 1419, linking it explicitly to favours that could be expected in return. Colonna expressed his 

appreciation for RanuccioΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƛƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛǊǊƻǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-perception as it was 

formulated in their letter to Siena: 

 

For you have always been and [still] are a loyal servant of the Holy Church and of Our Lord, and, 

moreover, you have always been our devoted friend, and brother, and I am telling you, who has served, 

and serves the Holy Church and Our Lord, will merit reward, and he punished, who will do the opposite.34 

 

Papal-noble collaboration was therefore framed in terms of fidelitas and devotio. The pope and the 

Farnese themselves thus blended the language of chivalry and Christian piety.35 The mutually 

understood implications were that ƭƻȅŀƭǘȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅΩǎ ǇŀǊǘ merited material rewards by a 

munificent prince, and spiritual ones in exchange for devotion to the Church. In a sense both came the 

 
32 άDǊŀǘŀ ǘǳŜ ŦƛŘŜƭƛǘŀǘŜ Ŝǘ ŘŜǾƻǘώƛϐƻώƴϐƛǎ ƻōǎŜǉǳƛŀ ǉǳŜ ƴƻōƛǎ Ŝǘ wƻƳŀƴώŜϐ ŜŎŎώƭϐŜώǎƛϐŜ όΦΦΦύ ƭƛōŜǊŀƭƛώƛǘŜϐǊ ǇǊŜǎǘƛǘƛǎǘƛΦέ 
ASV, Reg. Vat. 354, f. 183v. 
33 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 136v. 
34 άp[er]ch[e] sete sempre stato e sete fedele S[ervito]re di S[ancta] E[cclesia] e di N[ostro] S[ignore], et anche 

ultimam[en]te à questo sempre sete stato n[ost]ro claro amico, e fr[at]ello, e dichiarandovi, chelà servito, e 

serve S[anc]ta Ecc[lesi]a, e N[ostro] S[ignore] ne sarà meritevole, e cosi punito, chi farà lo contrario.έ Giordano 

Colonna to Ranuccio XVII Farnese, 7 June 1419. BSS, Archivio Colonna, II A, 17, ff. 158r-159r; Another copy is in 

BSS, Archivio Colonna, II A, 36, II, 47. On /ƻƭƻƴƴŀΣ ǎŜŜ tŜǘŜǊ tŀǊǘƴŜǊΣ άDƛƻǊŘŀƴƻ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀέΣ DBI. 
35 Richard Kaeuper, Medieval Chivalry (Cambridge, 2016), pp. 33-56. 
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CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǿŀȅ ǿƘŜƴ aŀǊǘƛƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŀōǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ if they were to transgress moral 

boundaries, were they to attempt recovering their lost territories sword in hand.36 

 DƛƻǊŘŀƴƻ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀΩǎ letter also suggests that a more personal, quasi-familial, bond connected 

him and Ranuccio Farnese. That such a bond existed requires some explanation. After all, the Farnese 

were Guelph andΣ ǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ǇŀǊŀŘƻȄƛŎŀƭƭȅΣ aŀǊǘƛƴ ƘŀƛƭŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ ƭŜading Ghibelline, 

and therefore pro-imperial family.37 Maria Antonietta Visceglia has warned against seeing the Papal 

{ǘŀǘŜǎΩ Guelph and Ghibelline factions as too static; factional allegiance mattered, but many families 

married across the factional divide and personal ties at times outweighed party politics.38 Conflicts 

between Guelph families were ubiquitous; the Farnese waged war on their fellow Guelph Orsini of 

Pitigliano in 1413-1414 and 1416-1417.39 Lƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎŀǎŜ, RanuccioΩǎ marriage to Agnese Savelli 

united two families of different factional allegiance but with a shared enemy as the Savelli were in 

open conflict with the Orsini in 1414 and 1419.40 Above all, Agnese came from a family traditionally 

allied to the Colonna, which may have prompted Ranuccio to favour personal to ideological allegiance 

ƻƴŎŜ ŀ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǇƻǇŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƴƻǘ ŘƛǎǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ /ƻƴǘƛΩǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ǘƛŜǎ ǘƻ aŀǊǘƛƴ 

led to their support for pontifical authority.41 In any case, Martin and his Colonna relatives needed 

active support from the Farnese and their Monaldeschi and Tartaglia kin in an area ς the Patrimony of 

St Peter in Tuscia ς where their own family had little influence.42 Exploiting a dynastic tie, no matter 

how distant, was therefore in the interest of Giordano Colonna as well. Where such ties were lacking, 

 
36 ASV, Reg. Vat. 348, ff. 173r-174r, published in Theiner, Codex diplomaticus, vol. III, p. 250. 
37 Prospero Colonna, The Colonna Family: A Short Selective History (Rome, 2010); Serio, Una gloriosa sconfitta; 

Shaw, ά¢ƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ ōŀǊƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ DǳŜƭŦ ŀƴŘ DƘƛōŜƭƭƛƴŜ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴǎέΦ 
38 ±ƛǎŎŜƎƭƛŀΣ άCŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ wƻƳŜέΤ {ŜŜ ŀƭǎƻΣ CŜǊŜƴǘŜΣ Gli ultimi Guelfi, pp. 18-мфΤ CŜǊŜƴǘŜΣ άDǳŜƭǇƘǎΗέΤ {ƘŀǿΣ ά¢ƘŜ 

wƻƳŀƴ ōŀǊƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ DǳŜƭŦ ŀƴŘ DƘƛōŜƭƭƛƴŜ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴǎέΦ 
39 [ǳƛǘŜƴΣ άΩ[ƛƪŜ ŀ [ƛƭȅ !ƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘƻǊƴǎΩέΣ ǇǇΦ нрр-6. 
40 ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Pergamene, II.A.11,055. 
41 ¢ƘŜ /ƻƴǘƛ ǿŜǊŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ DǳŜƭǇƘΣ ōǳǘ aŀǊǘƛƴ ±Ωǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ŀ /ƻƴǘƛΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǇƘŜǿ ƻŦ 
Aldobrandino and cousin of Aldo Conti. Both Aldobrandino and Aldo fulfilleŘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ aŀǊǘƛƴΩǎ 
pontificate. 
42 Lƴ мпмтΣ ¢ŀǊǘŀƎƭƛŀΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊ !ƳōƛƎƭƛŀ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ .ŜǊǘƻƭŘƻ LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ 9ƭƛǎŀōŜǘǘŀ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ DŀƭŜŀȊȊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΤ 
in 1419 Tartaglia married Agnesella Monaldeschi (later remarried to Ranuccio XVII Farnese), his daughter 
Adriana married Aloigi Monaldeschi, and his daughter Lavinia married Giovanni di Muzio Attendolo Sforza. 
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Martin actively created them through marriage or feudal investiture.43 The Farnese, too, obtained 

favours. Apart from the castles and other privileges mentioned in Chapter 1, Ranuccio was created 

senator of Rome on 5 May 1419 and thus given the responsibility for the temporal government of the 

city.44 He was unable to take up the office, however, because his presence was deemed more useful in 

the Patrimony. Giordano Colonna wrote to him from Rome: 

 

And we also enquire whether you would like to remain [there] for several days, because your presence 

is required for the [many] things that are there to be done, and we could have no person more well-

qualified for them at the moment, and where you are, it seems to us as if we are present ourselves, and 

such is the trust with which we confide in you as our brother, and if you will serve Our Lord and the Holy 

Church, you will be remunerated according to your merits.45 

 

The remaining content of these letters suggests that Ranuccio was involved in facilitating the transfer 

ƻŦ ¢ŀǊǘŀƎƭƛŀ ŦǊƻƳ .ǊŀŎŎƛƻΩǎ ŎŀƳǇ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀƭ ŀǊƳƛŜǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘŜŘ ōȅ {ŦƻǊȊŀΦ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ŦǊom 

GiordanoΩǎ two letters it can be inferred that RanuccioΩǎ importance lay in the personal standing he 

had with the Colonna as well as the close connections he maintained with Sforza, Tartaglia, and 

Braccio.46 As such, he fulfilled a crucial role as intermediary, negotiating between the demands and 

ambitions of the great condottieri and projects for the restoration of papal temporal authority, seeking 

to benefit where possible. Typically, ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ ƴŀǾƛƎating the troubled waters of 

politics in the Papal States can be characterised as practical, even cynical when it came to their 

 
43 Achille Monaldeschi married Tradita Colonna, Angelo Tartaglia was created Count of Toscanella, Luca and 
Pietro Paolo Monaldeschi made Counts of Bolsena, and Francesco Monaldeschi nominated Bishop of Orvieto; 
ASV, Reg. Vat. 341, ff. 55r-56r; ASV, Reg. Vat. 348, ff. 166v-173r; ASV, Reg. Vat. 354, ff. 39v-42v; Monaldeschi, 
Comentari Historici, f. 130r. 
44 ASV, Reg. Vat. 348, ff. 113v-114r; published in Theiner, Codex Diplomaticus, III, p. 236. 
45 άe voi similm[en]te preghiamo vi piaccia restare p[er] alcun di, p[er]che sete necessario alle cose, che ci sono 

da fare, e più p[er]sona à cio atta, al p[rese]nte, non laveremmo, e dove sete voi, ne pare essere p[rese]nti noi, 

e quella stima ne facciamo, come di n[ost]ro fr[at]ello, et se servirete N[ostro] S[igno]re e S[anc]ta Chiesa, ne 

sarete rimunerato meritam[en]te.έ Giordano Colonna to Ranuccio XVII Farnese, 10 June 1419. BSS, Archivio 

Colonna, II A, 17, f. 160r. 
46 Giordano Colonna to Ranuccio XVII Farnese, 7 & 10 June 1419. BSS, Archivio Colonna, II A, 17, ff. 158r-160r; 
BSS, Archivio Colonna, II A, 36, II, 47. 
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relations with the great condottieri. Although the Farnese had concluded several marriage alliances 

with Tartaglia in 1417, it was an army under Pietro Bertoldo I Farnese that moved in to confiscate 

¢ŀǊǘŀƎƭƛŀΩǎ ŜǎǘŀǘŜǎ after he had been executed by Sforza on papal orders in 1422.47 

 Ranuccio and his relatives were thus closely involved in the government of and the military 

operations in the Papal States. In the first years after the Western Schism these operations were deeply 

intertwined with the events that engulfed the Kingdom of Naples, and here too the Farnese were 

employed. Several Farnese had served in the armies of King Ladislaus of Naples during the Western 

Schism, and it is possible Ranuccio was among them.48 When civil war broke out in the Regno between 

[ŀŘƛǎƭŀǳǎΩ ǎƛǎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƻǊ vǳŜŜƴ DƛƻǾŀƴƴŀ LLΣ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǘŜƴŘŜǊ [ƻǳƛǎ LLL ƻŦ !ƴƧƻǳΣ ŀƴŘ DƛƻǾŀƴƴŀΩǎ ŀƭƭȅ 

and adopted heir, Alfonso V of AragonΣ aŀǊǘƛƴ ± ōŜŎŀƳŜ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭƭȅ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ŀǎ bŀǇƭŜǎΩ ƻǾŜǊƭƻǊŘΦ49 The 

great condottieri of the era were drawn into the conflict, too, as competing parties attracted them to 

their service. In 1420, when Martin supported the aspirations of Louis of Anjou, he delegated Ranuccio 

Farnese to take on a role in the government and organisation of war on both sides of the border 

between the Papal States and the Kingdom of Naples. Hence, Martin nominated Ranuccio as 

commissarius to the Campagna and Marittima, the papal province where the bulk of the Colonna 

possessions were located and which bordered the Regno.50 Simultaneously, Louis of Anjou named 

Ranuccio vicegerens of the Principatus ultra serras Montorii and the Principatus citra serras Montorii, 

that is to say, the northern areas of the Abruzzi bordering the Papal States.51 The example of the 

 
47 Cronaca di Viterbo di Nicola della Tuccia, in Ignazio Ciampi (ed.), Cronache e statuti della città di Viterbo 

(Florence, 1872), p. 52. 
48 Conservators of Peace of Orvieto to Marco Corrario, 3 June 1408. Fumi, Codice diplomatico, pp. 616-17; 
Cronaca di Luca di Domenico Manenti, p. 412. 
49 wƻȄŀƴŜ /ƘƛƭŁΣ άtǊƻǳǾŜǊ ƭŀ ƭŞƎƛǘƛƳƛǘŞ ŘΩǳƴŜ succession: le cas du royaume du Naples au XVe ǎƛŝŎƭŜέΣ e-Spania 
34 (2019), doi:10.4000/e-spania.33158; Margolis, The Politics of Culture, pp. 21-4; Abulafia, The Western 
Mediterranean Kingdoms, pp. 195-тΤ !ƭŀƴ wȅŘŜǊΣ ά¢ƘŜ !ƴƎŜǾƛƴ .ƛŘ ŦƻǊ bŀǇƭŜǎΣ моул-1480έΣ ƛƴ !ōǳƭŀŦƛŀΣ The 
French Descent, pp. 55-69. 
50 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 135v; BCA, Ms. L Be/Bc 252, f. 7r; Aldobrandino Conti and his son Aldo were 
wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLΩǎ ǇǊŜŘŜŎŜǎǎƻǊǎ ƛƴ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ aŀǊƛǘǘƛƳŀ ŀƴŘ /ŀƳǇŀƎƴŀ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘƻƭŘ ƻŦŦƛŎŜ ƛƴ {ǘ tŜǘŜǊΩs 
Patrimony in Tuscia, too. ASR, Archivio Sforza-Cesarini, busta 839, filza 30; ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, 
Pergamene, II.A.12,012. 
51 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 124r, 136v; BCA, MS. L Be/Bc, f. 7r; On the office of vicegerens in the Kingdom of 
Naples under the Anjou-5ǳǊŀȊȊƻΣ ǎŜŜ 5ŀǾƛŘŜ tŀǎǎŜǊƛƴƛΣ άCirca expeditiones arduasΥ ƭΩǳŦŦƛŎƛƻ Řƛ ǾƛŎŜƎŜǊŜƴǘŜ ǎƻǘǘƻ 
ƭŀ Řƛƴŀǎǘƛŀ ŘŜƛ 5ǳǊŀȊȊƻέΣ Studi di Storia Medievale e di Diplomatica 3 (2019), pp. 111-69. 
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Farnese in general, and that of Ranuccio in particular, thus underscores the ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅΩǎ prominent role 

in facilitating aŀǊǘƛƴΩǎ successful return to Rome in the crucial first years following the Western Schism. 

To this end, nobles were ordered to act in the Papal States themselves as well as in the Kingdom of 

Naples. The Farnese, as well as the Savelli and Conti, supported pontifical power as part of the 

extended Colonna kinship network, further supporting the notion that nepotism as a governmental 

ǘƻƻƭ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇŜΩǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘ ƪƛƴΦ52 

 

Ranuccio XVII Farnese and Pope Eugene IV 

aŀǊǘƛƴΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ 9ǳƎŜƴŜΩǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎƘǳŦŦƭed the political allegiances in the Papal States. As Gregory 

·LLΩǎ (1406-1415) nephew, Eugene knew his way around Rome and the Curia. Yet, he could not rely on 

an extensive personal network as his predecessor had. On the contrary, tensions between Eugene and 

the Colonna quickly arose, as the pope suspected the Colonna of having ransacked the papal treasury, 

while the Colonna in turn feared being despoiled of their recent acquisitions. On 18 May 1431, two 

months into his pontificate, Eugene excommunicated the Colonna and their Savelli and Caetani allies.53 

Unable or perhaps unwilling to persecute the Colonna vehemently, Eugene was relatively forgiving in 

the first years of his pontificate, hoping to restore his personal authority by obtaining support from the 

entire baronial class.54 To negotiate a truce, Eugene relied on an intermediary who was both reputed 

to be reliably loyal to the Church as well as personally acquainted with the Colonna and their 

confederates: Ranuccio Farnese.55 Ranuccio had already served Eugene when the pope had sent the 

condottiere as nuntius to Giovanna of Naples for unspecified negotiations in April 1431.56 He had thus 

 
52 [ǳƛǘŜƴΣ ά{ŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ !ƎŜƴŎȅΣ ŀƴŘ IƻƴƻǊέΣ ǇΦ прΤ {ŜŜ ŀƭǎƻ tƛerre-.ŞƴƛƎƴŜ 5ǳŦƻǳƭŜǳǊΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ 
nepotism as a pejorative rather than descriptive ǘŜǊƳ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ άwŜǘƻǳǊ ǎǳǊ ƭŜ ΨƴŜǇƻǘƛǎƳŜΩΥ ƭŜǎ ƴƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŘŜǎ 
cardinaux au XVe ǎƛŝŎƭŜέΣ aŞƭŀƴƎŜǎ ŘŜ ƭΩ;ŎƻƭŜ ŦǊŀƴœŀƛǎŜ ŘŜ wƻƳŜ ς Moyen Age 132/1 (2020), 
doi:10.4000/mefrm.6926. 
53 ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Pergamene, II.A.14,044. 
54 5Ŝ ±ƛƴŎŜƴǘƛƛǎΣ ά[ŀ ǎƻǇǊŀǾƛǾǾŜƴȊŀέΣ ǇǇΦ рсо-9. 
55 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 135v; BCA, MS. Be/Bc 252, f. 7v. 
56 ά5ƛƭŜŎǘǳǎ Ŧƛƭƛǳǎ ƴƻōƛƭƛǎ ǾƛǊ wŀƴǳǘƛǳǎ ŘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎƛƻ ƴƻƴ ƴǳƭƭŀǊǳƳ ǘŜǊǊŀǊǳƳ ƴƻǎǘǊŀǊǳƳ ƛƴ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀƭƛōǳǎ ǾƛŎŀǊƛǳǎ Ŝǘ 
nuntius noster de Curia nostra ad partes Regni Sicilie, pro non nullis nostris, et S[ancte] Romane Ecclesia 
ƴŜƎƻǘƛƛǎ ǇǊƻŦƛǎŎŀǘǳǊΦέ ./!Σ aǎΦ .Ŝκ.Ŏ 252, f. 7r-v. 
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proven his worth as a negotiator while his connections to the Colonna must have made him a palatable 

and even trustworthy mediator. Indeed, the negotiations with the Colonna were initially successful 

and Ranuccio reported on 14 September 1431 that he had concluded a treaty with the Colonna in 

Genazzano.57 The first months of EugeneΩǎ pontificate were therefore characterised by attempts to 

find a new balance between the newly-elected pope and Ƙƛǎ ǇǊŜŘŜŎŜǎǎƻǊΩǎ family in which Ranuccio 

personally played a role. 

 Within a month of the conclusion of the treaty negotiated by Ranuccio, however, the conflict 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ 9ǳƎŜƴŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀ ǎǇƛǊŀƭƭŜŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ 9ǳƎŜƴŜΩǎ ƭŜƴƎǘƘȅ 

pontificate witnessed large scale war during which the pope himself was forced to go into exile in 

Florence.58 One of the consequences of the outbreak of war was a realignment of alliances in the Papal 

States along factional divisions. Traditional Ghibelline allies of the Colonna such as the Savelli and 

Prefetti di Vico opposed the papacy, forcing Eugene to rely on the Orsini, wƻƳŜΩǎ leading Guelph family 

and ǘƘŜ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀΩǎ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ǊƛǾŀƭǎΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ 9ǳƎŜƴŜ ǎŜǉǳŜǎǘŜǊŜŘ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀΩǎ ōŜƴŜŦƛŎŜǎΣ ƘŜ 

handed them to Cardinal Giordano Orsini and his cousin Latino, and enlisted Orsini for important 

offices in the tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ temporal government.59 Baronial families with a Guelph political tradition 

ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ 5ŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ who had nevertheless supported Martin and his Colonna kin, now 

decided to stick to their alliance with the papacy. For the Farnese, their realignment with the Guelph 

faction is perhaps best symbolised by the betrothal contract concluded between Ranuccio and Cardinal 

Giordano Orsini on 23 April 1432 promising to wed Violante Farnese and Roberto Orsini when they 

came of age.60 It is difficult to overstate the importance of this betrothal with an Orsini from the main 

Bracciano line. It almost certainly paved the way for a final and peaceful resolution of all outstanding 

claims with the Orsini of Pitigliano in the 1440s through a marriage alliance.61 Both within the Papal 

 
57 Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Ugone degli Ugoni and Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Priors of Viterbo, 14 September 
1431. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 686, parte 3, unfoliated; Archivio Colonna, III BB, 5, 5.  
58 9ƭŜƻƴƻǊŀ tƭŜōŀƴƛΣ ά¦ƴŀ ŦǳƎŀ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳata: Eugenio IV e Firenze (1433-1434), Archivio Storico Italiano 
170/632 (2012), pp. 285-310. 
59 ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Pergamene, II.A.14,049, II.A.14,050, II.A.14,056. 
60 ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated. 
61 [ǳƛǘŜƴΣ άΩ[ƛƪŜ ŀ [ƛƭȅ !ƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘƻǊƴǎΩέΣ ǇǇΦ нрс-9. 



171 
 

States and, as we saw in the last chapter, peninsula-ǿƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŦƻǊǘǳƴŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǿ 

ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǘƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ hǊǎƛƴƛΩǎΦ ¢ƘŜ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ōŜƴŜŦƛŎƛŀǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ DǳŜƭǇƘ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴΩs amalgamation, 

however, was Eugene. Faced with a council in Basel, revolt in Rome, and the presence of competing 

mercenary-captains within his borders, he was able to rely on solid baronial support in order to secure 

power in large areas of the Patrimony. As such, there is notable continuity between the pontificates of 

Martin and Eugene, and it can be further adduced that baronial support ς of which the Farnese are an 

exemplary case ς ǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀ ŘŜŎƛǎƛǾŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǊŜǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ wƻƳe, but also in 

ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƻǊ ƻŦ {ǘ tŜǘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŎƛƴƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǇƻǎǘƭŜΩǎ ƎǊŀǾŜΦ 

wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊ 9ǳƎŜƴŜ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜǎ in detail how pontifical authority relied on 

delegation to barons and ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƴƻōƭŜǎΩ Řƻǳōƭe bond with both prince 

and locality made them invaluable mediators between the papacy and the tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ periphery.62 

.ǳǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ŀǎ ǇŀǇŀƭ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ tŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǿƻǊǘƘǿƘƛƭŜ 

returning to how barons served in diploƳŀǘƛŎ ǊƻƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅΩǎ ŜȄǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΦ CƻǊΣ ŀǎ ǎƻ 

often in Quattrocento Italy, local conflicts in the Patrimony of St Peter in Tuscia became entangled with 

others wider afield and these wars involved most northern and central Italian powers. As a result, the 

ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ tǊŜŦŜǘǘƛ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ tŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇƻǎǘǇƻƴŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅΩǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

YƛƴƎŘƻƳ ƻŦ bŀǇƭŜǎ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƘŜƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜŘΣ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǎŜƴǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀƎŀƛƴ ƛƴ 

1432. This time, Queen Giovanna nominated him vicegerens of Apulia on both sides of the river 

Pescara.63 Within a few months, however, Ranuccio XVII was hurrying northwards again as he was 

made captain-general of the papal-Florentine army that fought an alliance of Siena and Milan.64 Finally, 

Ranuccio was part of the embassy that received Emperor Sigismund, who made his way through Italy 

 
62 This double bond has been more elaborately analysed in an exemplary study of Lombardy. Massimo Della 
aƛǎŜǊƛŎƻǊŘƛŀΣ ά[ŀ ΨŎƻŘŀΩ ŘŜƛ ƎŜƴǘƛƭǳƻƳƛƴƛΦ CŀȊƛƻƴƛΣ ƳŜŘƛŀȊƛƻƴŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀΣ ŎƭƛŜƴǘŜƭƛǎƳƻ ƴŜƭƭƻ ǎǘŀǘƻ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŀƭŜΥ ƛƭ 
caso delƭŀ ƳƻƴǘŀƎƴŀ ƭƻƳōŀǊŘŀ ŘǳǊŀƴǘŜ ƛƭ ŘƻƳƛƴƛƻ ǎŦƻǊȊŜǎŎƻ ό·± ǎŜŎƻƭƻύέΣ ƛƴ DŜƴǘƛƭŜΣ Guelfi e ghibellini, pp. 275-
оуфΤ {ŜŜ ŀƭǎƻΣ IƛƭŘŜ ŘŜ ²ŜŜǊŘǘΣ /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜ IƻƭƳŜǎ ϧ WƻƘƴ ²ŀǘǘǎΣ άtƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΣ ŎΦ мллл-1500: Mediation and 
/ƻƳƳǳƴƛŎŀǘƛƻƴέΣ Past & Present 238/Suppl (2018), pp. S261-96. 
63 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 135v-136r; BCA, MS. L Be/Bc 252, f. 7v. 
64 See Chapter 3. 
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on his Romzug, in Viterbo in 1433.65 Perhaps wary of the danger that an imperial presence posed as it 

could potentially galvanise the historically influential Ghibelline faction in ViterboΣ {ƛƎƛǎƳǳƴŘΩǎ 

reception committee consisted of the flower of the Guelph nobility.66 ²ƛǘƘ /ŀǊƻŎŎƛΩǎ ǊŜƳŀǊƪ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ 

ōŀǊƻƴǎΩ ǊƻƭŜ ƛƴ ŦŀŎƛƭƛǘŀǘƛƴƎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊǳƭŜǊǎ ƛƴ ƳƛƴŘΣ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ǎŜŜ Ƙƻǿ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ 

career supports his argument. 

wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 9ǳƎŜƴŜΩǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ƛƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘŜ ƛƴ ŘŜǘŀƛƭ 

/ŀǊƻŎŎƛΩǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ōŀǊƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛƴǘŜǊƳŜŘƛŀǊƛŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǳǊōŀƴ 

governments, and in doing so collaborated extensively with papal governors. Already in October 1431 

Ranuccio was made commissioner-general in the Patrimony of St Peter in Tuscia where the FarneseΩǎ 

territories were located.67 In the Patrimony, the Prefetti di Vico were the most powerful Ghibelline 

baronial family and staunch supporters of the Colonna.68 9ǳƎŜƴŜΩǎ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŦƻŎǳǎŜŘ 

ƻƴ ǘƘŜ tǊŜŦŜǘǘƛ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭƛŜŘ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ƻƴ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǎǳŎŎƻǳǊΦ ¢ƘŜ DǳŜƭǇƘ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ 5ŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ had been 

ǘƘŜ tǊŜŦŜǘǘƛΩǎ ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ŀŘǾŜǊǎŀǊƛŜǎ ŀǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜ late Duecento, and unsurprisingly Eugene enlisted 

wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƴŘ 9ǾŜǊǎƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ as his captains ς the latter especially committed to fighting 

his hereditary enemies according to Piero Santoni.69 Through his sister and mother Ranuccio was 

closely related to the Counts of Anguillara.70 Overall command was handed to a cleric, Giovanni 

Vitelleschi. Vitelleschi had received his military training fighting as a soldier ƛƴ ¢ŀǊǘŀƎƭƛŀΩǎ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅ, but, 

more importantly, hailed from a family who, like the Farnese, owned much property in and around 

 
65 hƴ {ƛƎƛǎƳǳƴŘΩǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴǘŦǳƭ Romzug, see Veronika Proske, Der Romzug Kaiser Sigismunds (1431-
1433): Politische Kommunikation, Herrschaftsrepresentation und -rezeption (Vienna, 2018); On the enduring 
attractiveness of the idea of the Holy Roman Empire in late-ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ LǘŀƭȅΣ ǎŜŜ !ƴƴŜ IǳƛƧōŜǊǎΣ άRes publica 
restituta? Perceiving Emperors in Fourteenth-/ŜƴǘǳǊȅ wƻƳŜέΣ aŞƭŀƴƎŜǎ ŘŜ ƭΩ;ŎƻƭŜ ŦǊŀƴœŀƛǎŜ ŘŜ Rome ς Moyen 
Age 132/1 (2020), doi:10.4000/mefrm.6684; Alexander Lee, Humanism and Empire: The Imperial Ideal in 
Fourteenth-Century Italy (Oxford, 2018). 
66 5ǳǊƛƴƎ {ƛƎƛǎƳǳƴŘΩǎ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴƛŀƭ ŜƴǘǊȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΣ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜŎŜŘŜŘ ōȅ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭǎ DƛƻǊŘŀƴƻ hǊǎƛƴƛ ŀƴŘ [ǳŎƛŘƻ 
/ƻƴǘƛΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻōƭŜƳŜƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LL CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ tŀƻƭƻ hǊǎƛƴƛΣ 9ǾŜǊǎƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀΣ ŀƴŘ tƛŜǘǊƻ tŀƻƭƻ 
Monaldeschi. Cronaca di Viterbo, p. 124. 
67 ASV, Reg. Vat. 365, ff. 3v-4r; Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 29 October 1431. 
ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 686, parte 3, unfoliated. 
68 Berardozzi, I Prefetti, pp. 162-82. 
69 tƛŜǊƻ {ŀƴǘƻƴƛΣ άDƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ±ƛǘŜƭƭŜǎŎƘƛ ŜŘ 9ǾŜǊǎƻ !ƴƎǳƛƭƭara: due personaggi nella storia viterbese del 

vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻέΣ ƛƴ aŜƴŎŀǊŜƭƭƛΣ I Vitelleschi, pp. 61-7. 
70 LǎŀōŜǘǘŀ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ǘƻ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ tŜŀŎŜ ƻŦ hǊǾƛŜǘƻΣ р hŎǘƻōŜǊ мпопΣ ŀƴŘ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ 
Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 14 March 1439. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 686, parte 3, unfoliated. 
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Corneto, with whom the Farnese had regularly intermarried, and that had in the past fiercely opposed 

ǘƘŜ tǊŜŦŜǘǘƛΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƛǘȅΦ hŦǘŜƴ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ as a singularly forceful and fearsome warrior-

priest, his phenomenal success in reconquering the Papal States was probably the result more of his 

ability to forge alliances than frighten his adversaries.71 ±ƛǘŜƭƭŜǎŎƘƛΩǎ ƴƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ Ŧƛǘs a wider 

development whereby Eugene made use of a number of bishops, cardinals, and other churchmen with 

military experience such as Astorgio Agnesi, Ludovico Trevisan, and Domenico da Capranica. These 

clerics provided the organisational know-how and spiritual authority while the bulk of the army was 

made up of lay mercenary-ŎŀǇǘŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦǘŜƴ ƘŀƛƭŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ ōŀǊƻƴƛŀƭ ŜƭƛǘŜΦ ¢ƘŜ key to 

explaining 9ǳƎŜƴŜΩǎ success in recovering the Papal States lies in the collaboration between these two 

groups. As a whole, this deeply interconnected web of curial clergymen and lay nobles were committed 

to furthering the papal cause and in return expected and were rewarded with ample investitures and 

ōŜƴŜŦƛŎŜǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ 9ǳƎŜƴŜΩǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘΣ ƛƴ ŜȄŎƘŀƴƎŜ ŦƻǊ ōŀƴƪǊƻƭƭƛƴƎ ǘƘe Camera Apostolica 

and fighting in the papal armies, Ranuccio was invested with a considerable number of vicariates, 

regaining or adding many castles and territories for and to the Farnese patrimony. 

 

¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ wƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ [ƻŎŀƭƛǘȅ 

Ranuccio XVIIΩǎ ƛƴǘeractions with Orvieto and Viterbo can be taken as representative for the ways in 

which nobles were, or were not, able to mediate between the larger cities of the Papal States and the 

papacy in organising the military campaigns against the Prefetti and ColƻƴƴŀΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ hǊǾƛŜǘƻΩǎ 

case illustrates how these connections ran via multiple parallel channels that were simultaneously 

formal and informal. Precisely because a nobleman like Ranuccio combined many different personae 

ς condottiere, papal official, diplomat, local nobleman, citizen, patron, and relative ς was he able to 

mediate between various political stakeholders. Lacking such connections in Viterbo, Ranuccio was 

much less effective in obtaining the financial and logistical support required for his campaigns unless 

 
71 Chambers, Popes, Cardinals & War, pp. 44-сΤ WƻƘƴ [ŀǿΣ άDƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ±ƛǘŜƭƭŜǎŎƘƛΥ ΨǇǊŜƭŀǘƻ ƎǳŜǊǊƛŜǊƻΩέΣ 
Renaissance Studies 12/1 (1998), pp. 40-66; Partner, The Lands of St Peter, pp. 410-13. 
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personally present and was forced to resort to coercion rather than compromise to impose pontifical 

power. As a commissioner, Ranuccio was namely responsible not only for military command, but also 

for ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀƭ ŀǊƳƛŜǎΩ provisioning and financing. To this end he collaborated closely with 

papal officials such as the papal treasurer and the rector of the Patrimony.72 The Camera Apostolica 

did not possess the means to control the flow of money required for the upkeep of the armies 

efficiently or deemed it more expedient to have the military commanders extract and collect it directly 

as they were able to more effectively beg from, barter with, and coerce local governments. Often 

Ranuccio was forced to take out a loan on his own credit to finance his company.73 Fostering good 

relations with communal governments also yielded another valuable resource: military intelligence. 

¢ƘǳǎΣ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ŜȄƘƻǊǘŜŘ hǊǾƛŜǘƻΩǎ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ƘƛƳ informed about all movements of the 

ŜƴŜƳȅΩǎ ŦƻǊŎŜǎ and in return passed on information to them.74 In the case of Orvieto, Ranuccio and his 

captain Paolo Pietro Monaldeschi even effected, after negotiating with communal authorities and 

papal officials, a reduction in their contribution to the army from 2,000 florins to only half.75 Although 

ǘƘƛǎ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀ ƎŀǇ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀƭ ŀǊƳƛŜǎΩ ōǳŘƎŜǘΣ ƛǘ ŘƛŘ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ that money was raised without causing 

too large an increase in hǊǾƛŜǘƻΩǎ burdens, which could have led to grumbling, vacillation or even 

outright insurrection, and Ranuccio indeed expressed his gratitude to the government for complying.76 

Here too, compromise and mediation by nobles were at the heart of the running of papal government. 

And it was Ranuccio who as a nobleman-condottiere connected an urban community in the periphery 

to papal government in the centre. 

 
72 Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 1, 22, 27 November & 7 December 1431. ASN, 
Archivio Farnesiano, busta 686, parte 3, unfoliated; Ugone degli Ugoni to Conservators of Peace or Orvieto, 13 
March 1432. Idem; Ranuccio XVII Farnese and Astorgio Agnesi to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 24 & 30 
June 1433. Idem. 
73 Ranuccio XVII to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 3 & 6 June 1433. Idem. 
74 Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 28 October 1431, 22 & 24 June, 4 July, 3 October 
1433. Idem. 
75 Fumi, Codice diplomatico, p. 692. 
76 Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 4 April 1433. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 686, 
parte 3, unfoliated. 
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 In fact, Ranuccio was the intermediary through which letters from Orvieto were passed on to 

the Cardinal Camerlengo, Francesco Condulmer, and directly to Eugene, and vice versa.77 When 

hǊǾƛŜǘƻΩǎ ŀƳōŀǎsadors were in Rome to meet Eugene, Ranuccio collaborated closely with them, and 

afterwards personally interceded on their behalf with the pope.78 In dealing with Orvieto, Ranuccio 

employed his captains and kinsmen as intermediaries, some of whom came from hǊǾƛŜǘƻΩǎ ǊǳƭƛƴƎ 

family.79 As the communal government was only one body of authority within Orvieto, it is telling that 

wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ŀƭǎƻ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ aƻƴŀƭŘŜǎŎƘƛΣ hǊǾƛŜǘƻΩǎ ōƛǎƘƻǇΦ80 One foot in the 

papal palace, and his other firmly ǇƭŀƴǘŜŘ ŀƳƻƴƎ hǊǾƛŜǘƻΩǎ ŜƭƛǘŜΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ 

functioned as the link between the papacy and its officials, and local governmental institutions. As a 

Farnese, he would have had the status, and hence the trust of those involved that was required to fulfil 

his duties as commissioner-general and papal captain.81 

hƴŜ Ƴŀȅ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ŀ ΨŦƻǊŜƛƎƴΩ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ 

in handling negotiations with local authorities. Although Orvieto had been less than eager in providing 

money, its loyalty to the papal cause never wavered and payments continued to be made. In that 

respect the situation in Orvieto differed profoundly from that in Viterbo. In early 1434, Cardinal 

Francesco Condulmer and Pope Eugene wrote a series of letters ordering the city of Viterbo to loyally 

receive their commissioner Ranuccio and the papal treasurer Ugone degli Ugoni.82 One of the items on 

the agenda was ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎΦ tǊŜǎǳƳŀōƭȅ ±ƛǘŜǊōƻ ǿŀǎ also to be used as a base where 

soldiers could be billeted and from where the hereditary lands of the Prefetti could easily be attacked. 

 
77 Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 3 October, 5 November & 20 December 1433. 
Idem. 
78 Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 21 February 1432. Idem. 
79 wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƳŜŘƛŀǊƛŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ DƛƻǊƎƛƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ DŜƴǘƛƭŜ aƻƴŀƭŘŜǎŎƘƛΣ ŀƴŘ tŀƻƭƻ Pietro Monaldeschi 
ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 686, parte 2, filza 23; Paolo Pietro Monaldeschi to Conservators of Peace of 
Orvieto, 6 May 1432 and 10 & 20 January, 25 December 1433. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 686, parte 3, 
unfoliated; Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 27 January, 27 March, 11, 14 & 26 June, 
6 July 1433. Idem; Astorgio Agnesi to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 21 June 1433. Idem. 
80 Ranuccio XVII Farnese to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 3 October, 31 November & 18 December 1433. 
Idem. 
81 On the relationship between status and trust in the medieval Church, see Ian Forrest, Trustworthy Men: How 
Inequality and Faith Made the Medieval Church (Princetone, 2018), pp. 129-158. 
82 Francesco Condulmer to Priors of Viterbo, 28, 30 January & 7 February 1434, and Eugene IV to Priors of 
Viterbo, 30 January 1434. BCA, Riforme 5, ff. 36v, 43v, 44r. 
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On 10 February the communal council bluntly replied to the pope and Cardinal Condulmer that there 

was no need for Ranuccio to come; a few days later they concluded a separate truce with Giacomo di 

Vico.83 Lacking the type of personal connections Ranuccio relied on in his negotiations with Orvieto, 

only the presence of a papal army kept Viterbo in line in the early 1430s as well as during the resumed 

hostilities against the Prefetti and Colonna after 1435.84 The eventual defeat, capture, and decapitation 

of Giacomo di Vico ǎǇŜƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ tǊŜŦŜǘǘƛΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛƴ ±ƛǘŜǊōƻ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŀƭǘ ŀ ōƛƎ ōƭƻǿ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΩǎ 

Ghibelline faction. It is significant that ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ƻƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƳƛƴŘ ǿŀǎ creating his own 

network within the city, thus filling the void left by the vanquished di Vico. The strategies with which 

the Farnese put down roots in Viterbo have been addressed before: they obtained citizenship, 

established patronage relations, and Ranuccio placed his daughter Giulia in a prominent convent, 

effectively integrating his family into the social, religious, and political fibre of the city, much as the 

Farnese had already achieved in Orvieto. Symbolising Farnese power in Viterbo was the splendid 

palace at the bridge that formed the only entrance to the area where the cathedral and papal palace 

ǿŜǊŜ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ±ƛǘŜǊōƻ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳǘƳƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ tƛǳǎ LLΩǎ 

ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜΣ ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ±ƛǘŜǊōƻΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀŦŦŀƛǊǎ ǿŀǎ ƭŀƛŘ ƛƴ 

the 1430s. 

For the remaƛƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǘŜƴǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ 9ǳƎŜƴŜΩǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜΣ Ranuccio served in the papal armies, 

ŦƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƭƻƴƎǎƛŘŜ 9ǾŜǊǎƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ condottieri ƭƛƪŜ .ŜǊƴŀǊŘƻ ŘΩ¦ǘǊƛΣ 

ƭƛŜǳǘŜƴŀƴǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŜǊǎǘǿƘƛƭŜ ŀƭƭȅ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ {ŦƻǊȊŀ.85 The Farnese remained unaffected by the 

rapid rise and fall of papal henchmen, surviving the political fallout from ±ƛǘŜƭƭŜǎŎƘƛΩǎ imprisonment 

and assassination unscathed and establishing good relations with his successor, Cardinal Trevisan. 

Moreover, on 30 October 1442 it was wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ŀƴŘ tǊƛƴŎƛǾŀƭƭŜ ŘŜΩ Dŀǘǘƛ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƳǇǊƛǎƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎǘƻǊ ƻŦ 

 
83 Priors of Viterbo to Eugene IV and Francesco Condulmer, 10 February 1434. BCA, Riforme 5, f. 45r; These 
letters and the peace treaty are also published in Cesare Pinzi, Storia di Viterbo (Sala Bolognese, 1974 [1887-
1889]), vol. III, Appendix. 
84 /ŜǎŀǊŜ tƛƴȊƛΣ ά[ŜǘǘŜǊŜ ŘŜƭ [ŜƎŀǘƻ ±ƛǘŜƭƭŜǎŎƘƛ ŀƛ tǊƛƻǊƛ Řƛ ±ƛǘŜǊōƻΥ Řŀƭ мпор ŀƭ мпплέΣ Archivio della Reale Società 
Romana di Storia Patria 31 (1908), pp. 357-407. 
85 Cronaca di Viterbo, pp. 133-70. 
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the Patrimony on suspicion of collaborating with papal opponents.86 More detail would only 

ǎǳōǎǘŀƴǘƛŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ 9ǳƎŜƴŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ōŜǎǘ ǘƻ ǘǳǊƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŀture of the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ƳŀƴƛŦŜǎǘŜŘ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΦ ²Ƙŀǘ was 

ǊŜƳŀǊƪŀōƭŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŜŀŘŦŀǎǘƴŜǎǎ ς for most of the century ς of their support 

for the pontifical cause.  

¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ steadfastness is all the more conspicuous taking into account the deep political 

ǊƛŦǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜŘ aŀǊǘƛƴΩǎ ŦǊƻƳ 9ǳƎŜƴŜΩǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ as a ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ 

ŦƻǊƳŜǊΩǎ ƪƛƴΦ ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ example therefore suggests that there were dynasties which fostered an 

ŀǘǘŀŎƘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ŀƴ ŀǿŀǊŜƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎΩ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ŀ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ 

had been transmitted within the dynasty over the course of many generations and that was expressed 

in letters such as that sent to Siena at the start of 1418. Perhaps this was inevitable for a family whose 

political life played out on the peninsular level, one which hailed from the Papal States, and as papal 

vassals had needed to articulate their relationship vis-à-vis their overlord. But the Farnese seem to 

have stood on the more ideologically motivated ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎǘǊǳƳ ƻŦ DǳŜƭǇƘ ǇŀǊǘƛǎŀƴǎΦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ 

will ς as ƳǳŎƘ ŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǘŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ƘŜƛǊǎ ŀǎ ŀ ƭŜƎŀƭ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ŘƛǾƛŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅ 

ς included a clause that expresses this desire that his heirs remain unfaltering in their support of the 

ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀƭ ŎŀǳǎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŎƭŀǳǎŜ Ǌǳƴǎ ŀǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿǎΥ άfurthermore, the lord testator commanded to his sons 

and heirs named above, that they shall be, and are bound to be loyal and obedient and devoted to the 

reigning supreme pontiff and to the Holy Mother Church and to live and remain forever under their 

ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴΦέ87  

wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ƭƻȅŀƭǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŀǘƛǘǳŘŜ ŦƻǊ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀƭ ŦŀǾƻǳǊǎ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ƳŜŀƴǎΦ ±ŀƭŜƴǘŀƴƻΩǎ tŀƭŀȊȊo Comunale still preserves a travertine relief that once adorned 

the Farnese castle which Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ aŀǊǘƛƴ ±Ωǎ Ŏƻŀǘ ƻŦ ŀǊƳǎ ŦƭŀƴƪŜŘΣ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘΣ ōȅ ǘǿƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ 

 
86 Idem, p. 55. 
87 άLǘŜƳ ƳŀƴŘŀǾƛǘ ŘƻƳƛƴǳǎ ǘŜǎǘŀǘƻǊΣ Ŝƛǳǎ Ŧƛƭijs et heredibus suprascriptis, quod sint et esse debeant fideles et 
obedientes ac devoti Summo pontifici pro tempore existenti et Sancte Matre ecclesie et semper sub ipsorum 
ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴŜ ǾƛǾŜǊŜ Ŝǘ ǇŜǊƳŀƴŜǊŜΦέ [ŜŦŜǾǊŜΣ άLƭ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘƻέΣ ǇΦ нлсΦ 
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escutcheons, which thus form a heraldic representation of the Farnese-Colonna relationship during his 

pontificate.88 CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ǿŜǊŜ ƴŀƳŜŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎΣ Ƙƛǎ 

daughter Eugenia was almost certainly named after Eugene, who may have stood in as godfather. 

Personal relations with Martin and Eugene, local political and factional allegiance, ancient rivalries, an 

ideological attachment to the institution of the papacy, and ς more down to earth ς political 

expediency, all precipitated a lasting adherence and continuous support for the papacy on the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǊǘΦ What is more, taking all these parameters into consideration, one can see how the 

transition from adherence to Martin and his Colonna kin to mediation between Eugene and the 

Colonna, and finally to staunch support for Eugene took place. The Farnese were also conspicuously 

harmonious among themselves in their course of action, with members of minor branches serving in 

ǘƘŜ ƳŜǊŎŜƴŀǊȅ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎ ƭŜŘ ōȅ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΦ Lƴ ŀƭƭΣ ǘƘŜ ŜŦŦŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƭƻȅŀƭǘȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ extension 

of papal power during the first half of the fifteenth century was largely positive. If on the one hand the 

Farnese created a patrimony for themselves that was under-taxed and largely self-governed, their 

mediation in the nearby surrounding cities nevertheless did much to buttress pontifical temporal 

ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ǎǘŀƎŜ ƛƴ aŀǊǘƛƴ ŀƴŘ 9ǳƎŜƴŜΩǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

ƻŦ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛƴ {ǘ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ tŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΦ 

 

The Farnese during the Pontificate of Pope Pius II 

After the pontificates of Martin V and Eugene IV the Papal States entered calmer waters. As a result, 

papal finances improved and the threat of mercenary-captains abated once the attention of the 

remaining two great condottieri, Francesco Sforza, who had conquered Milan and was acclaimed its 

duke, and Jacopo Piccinino, who had effectively been placed outside of the political order created by 

the Peace of Lodi, had been diverted away from the Papal States.89 The conciliarist threat to papal 

supremacy was effectively contained by Eugene IV, Nicholas V, and Pius II ς although it never entirely 

 
88 See Figure 58 in the Appendix. 
89 Ferente, La sfortuna. 
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disappeared until the Council of Trent.90 For the Farnese these developments resulted in a substantial 

decrease in their political importance within the Papal States during the pontificates of Nicholas V and 

Callixtus III. Militarily, Ranuccio XVII had groomed his son Angelo III to succeed him in his position as 

papal commander in order to secure continuity of Farnese power in papal service. To this end, he had 

Angelo learn the trade commanding 100 lances under the rector of the Patrimony of St Peter in Tuscia 

in 1440, and under Cardinal Trevisan in the following year.91 This earned him some renown as a 

condottiere, but above all it allowed Ranuccio to transmit to his heir the social ties and network that 

made him such a valuable asset to the papacy and that ensured close collaboration with papal officers. 

5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇǊŜŎŀǳǘƛƻƴǎΣ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ƛƴ мпрл ƭŜŦǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ōŜǊŜŦǘ ƻŦ ŀ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŦƛƎǳǊŜƘŜŀŘ ǿƛǘƘ 

the same political weightΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǿƛŘŜǊ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ŘŜŎǊŜŀǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ 

and general reforms which reduced the number of laymen in political office, including military ones, 

limited options for advancement. Several popes even initiated policies to push back in areas where 

baronial families had made gains and had extended their possessions and influence. Nicholas utilised 

the improved papal finances to recover Montalto and Marta, which had been pawned to the Farnese. 

tƛǳǎΩ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ Ƙŀǎ ƻŦǘen been presented as the culmination of many of these developments and 

hence it merits our closer attention. 

¢Ƙŀǘ tƛǳǎΩ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ has been regarded as such, is in no small part due to the extensive 

records left of his reign by Pius himself. In his Commentaries, Pius presents himself as an ambitious 

and expeditious pope whose broad erudition made him an accomplished one-man government. 

Moreover, in his telling of affairs, he could always count on the timely arrival of divine intervention in 

those rare scenŀǊƛƻǎ Ƙƛǎ ŜƭƻǉǳŜƴŎŜ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǎǿŀȅ ƳŜƴΩǎ ƳƛƴŘǎ.92 Yet, because the Commentaries are 

 
90 Francis Oakley, The Conciliarist Tradition: Constitutionalism in the Catholic Church 1300-1870 (Oxford, 2008), 
pp. 20-59. 
91 Pietro Ramponi to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 27 April 1440. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 686, 
parte 3, unfoliated; Paschini, Lodovico Cardinal Camerlengo, p. 59. 
92 Zweder von Martels & Arjo Vanderjagt (eds.), Pius II - ΨŜƭ ǇƛǴ ŜȄǇŜŘƛǘƛǾƻ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŜΩΥ {ŜƭŜŎǘŜŘ ǎǘǳŘƛŜǎ ƻƴ !ŜƴŜŀǎ 
Silvius Piccolomini (1405-1464) (Leiden, 2003). 
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such a rich source for the mid-Quattrocento, historians have had to rely heavily on its contents.93 Only 

recently has 9Ƴƛƭȅ hΩ.ǊƛŜƴ Ŏŀǎǘ Řƻǳōǘ ƻƴ tƛǳǎΩ Commentaries as a reliable source which accurately 

depicts contemporary events.94 Indeed, Pius was a great dissimulator in gesture as well as writing.95 

Yet, aǎ ƳǳŎƘ ŀǎ hΩ.ǊƛŜƴΩǎ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ tƛǳǎΩ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊƛŜǎ ƛǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ perceptiveΣ ǿƘŜƴ ƛǘ ŎƻƳŜǎ ǘƻ tƛǳǎΩ 

stance towards the Roman barons, she does not heed her own precautions. hΩ.ǊƛŜƴ is certainly right 

ƛƴ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ άƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜΣ Ƙƛǎ [PiusΩϐ decisions and actions had sparked intense 

rebellion against his authority, seriously aggravated existing instability in the Papal States, and stirred 

ǳǇ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀŎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇŜΩǎ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊέ, she never seriously questions the 

older narrative of papal-noble antagonism.96 In this view, Pius found himself bogged down by the 

unruly nobility of his state. Even if barons such as Jacopo Savelli and 9ǾŜǊǎƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ǿŜǊŜ 

ŎŀǎǘƛƎŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘΣ ƛƴ tƛǳǎΩ ƻǿƴ ǿƻǊŘǎ, served as a deterrent to the rest of the 

nobility, the nobility overall and its tendency to pursue its never-ending feuds were mostly an 

ǳƴǿŜƭŎƻƳŜ ŘƛǎǘǊŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŦǊƻƳ ƳƻǊŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ƳŀǘǘŜǊǎ ŀǘ ƘŀƴŘΣ ƴƻǘ ƭŜŀǎǘ tƛǳǎΩ ŎǊǳǎŀŘŜ.97 

!ŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛons with Pius and how that pontiff required their support 

ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿ ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘŜŘ ōȅ hΩ.ǊƛŜƴΣ !ƴƴŀ aƻŘƛƎƭƛŀƴƛΣ ŀƴŘ tŀƻƭŀ CŀǊŜƴƎŀ ǘƘŀǘ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ Ƙƛǎ 

pontificate papal temporal power was challenged both in Rome and within the Papal States.98 More 

generally, ōȅ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ƴǳǘǳŀƭ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ tƛǳǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴΣ ŀ 

more nuanced view appears of the middle decades of the fifteenth-century, one that highlights the 

ƭŀǎǘƛƴƎ ǳǘƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ƻƴŎŜ ŜƴƭƛǎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǎǳpport of pontifical power and that also 

 
93 Three ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŦƻǳǊ ǾƻƭǳƳŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǘǊŀƴǎƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŦŀŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ [ŀǘƛƴ ǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ tƛǳǎΩ Commentaries have been 
published so far. Enea Silvio Piccolomini, The Commentaries, ed. and trans. Margaret Messerve & Marcello 
Simonetta (Cambridge MA, 2004-). I also use the complete Latin text facing the Italian translation. Enea Silvio 
Piccolomini, I commentarii, ed. and trans. Luigi Totaro (Milan, 1984). 
94 hΩ.ǊƛŜƴΣ The Commentaries of Pope Pius II, pp. 113-ууΤ 9Ƴƛƭȅ hΩ.ǊƛŜƴΣ ά!ǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ [ŜǘǘŜǊǎΥ Wǳƭƛǳǎ /ŀŜǎŀǊΣ ǘƘŜ 

/ƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ tƻǇŜ tƛǳǎ LLΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tƻƭƛǘƛŎƛȊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tŀǇŀƭ LƳŀƎŜǊȅέΣ Renaissance Quarterly 62/4 (2009), pp. 

1057-97. 
95 tŜǘŜǊ DƻŘƳŀƴΣ άtƛǳǎ LL ƛƴ ǘƘŜ .ŀǘƘΥ tŀǇŀƭ /ŜǊŜƳƻƴȅ ŀƴŘ /ǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ IƛǎǘƻǊȅέΣ The English Historical Review 
129/539 (2014), pp. 808-29. 
96 hΩ.ǊƛŜƴΣ The Commentaries of Pope Pius II, p. 103. 
97 Piccolomini, Commentaries, III, pp. 115-17; Volker Reinhardt, Pius II. Piccolomini: Der Papst mit dem die 
Renaissance begann: Eine Biografie όaǳƴƛŎƘΣ нлмоύΤ aŀǊŎƻ tŜƭƭŜƎǊƛƴƛΣ άtƛǳǎ LLέΣ DBI. 
98 hΩ.ǊƛŜƴΣ The Commentaries, pp. 86-ммнΤ aƻŘƛƎƭƛŀƴƛΣ άtƛƻ LL Ŝ wƻƳŀέΤ CŀǊŜƴƎŀΣ άΩL ǊƻƳŀƴƛέΦ 
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shows the limitations inherent in attempts at extending papal control over the Patrimony of St Peter.99 

My approach to arriving at this new view is two-ŦƻƭŘΥ ŘŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ tƛǳǎΩ 

Commentaries containiƴƎ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ ŦƻǊŎŜŦǳƭ ƛƴǾŜŎǘƛǾŜǎ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ōŀǊƻƴǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǎ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ tƛǳǎΩ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ 

rhetorical devices, while at the same it allows for an unfolding of the complicated political 

interrelations that connected the actions of local barons to events on the European scale. This in turn 

serves as a stepping-ǎǘƻƴŜ ǘƻ ŀƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ tƛǳǎΩ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ōŀǊƻƴƛŀƭ ŀƭƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

together with additional sources ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜΩǎ ǊŜŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴǘΦ /ŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ 

reassessment is the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ tƛǳǎΩ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŎŀƳǇŀƛƎƴǎΣ ŀ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇŜ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ 

actively strove to secure. 

The passages in his Commentaries in which Pius decries his baronial opponents for their 

irreverence and savage behaviour are among the most memorable, yet their crimes are largely the 

ƛƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tƛǳǎΩ ǇŜƴΦ .ƻǘƘ WŀŎƻǇƻ {ŀǾŜƭƭƛ ŀƴŘ 9ǾŜǊǎƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ŦƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƳƻƴŀǎǘƛŎ ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ ǎƻ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇǊƻōŀōƭȅ ōŜǎǘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ tƛǳǎΩ ǇƻƭŜƳƛŎǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ŘŜƴƻǳƴŎŜǎ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎ ƛǊǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ 

Epicurean enemies of the priesthood cum grano salis.100 By attributing Savelli and DŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀΩǎ 

rebellious behaviour to inborn malevolence, Pius sought to draw attention away from the wider 

political developments in which he himself played an active, at times exacerbating role. Savelli and 

DŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀΩǎ opposition to the papacy resulted from tƛǳǎΩ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ for Ferrante of Aragon against 

the claims of René of Anjou.101 When a French army headed by Jean of Anjou arrived in Italy and some 

ƻŦ bŀǇƭŜǎΩ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ōŀǊƻƴǎ ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ƴƎŜǾƛƴ ŎŀǳǎŜΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƘŀŘ ǊŜǇŜǊŎǳǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ 

both the Roman barons as well as the pope. The Roman and Neapolitan barons were linked through 

ties of marriage, and some held lands on both sides of the border. Moreover, as the Kingdom of NaplesΩ 

 
99 Amedeo de Vincentiis emphasises the futility of papal projects for extending their power in the Patrimony 
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƭŀȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ άbŜǇƻǘƛǎƳƻ ƛƴŜŦŦƛŎŀŎŜΥ ǇŀǇƛΣ ƴŜǇƻǘƛ Ŝ ƛƭ Patrimonium nel 
vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻέΣ ƛƴ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ tƻƴǘŜŎƻǊǾƛ ϧ !ōōƻƴŘƛƻ ½ǳǇǇŀƴǘŜ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Famiglie nella Tuscia tardomedievale: 
Per una storia (Viterbo, 2011), pp. 33-41. 
100 !ƴǘƻƴƛƻ [ƽǇŜȊ CƻƴǎŜŎŀ ϧ WƻǎŞ aŀƴǳŜƭ wǳƛȊ ±ƛƭŀΣ άhŎŀǎƻ ŘŜ ǳƴŀ ƴƻōƭŜ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀ ǊƻƳŀƴŀΥ ŜŘƛŎƛƽƴ ŎǊƝǘƛŎŀ ȅ 
traducción de las Epistulae consolatoriae (1465-мпсуύ ŀ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀΣ Ŏƻnde de Everso, preso en el 
Ŏŀǎǘƛƭƭƻ ǊƻƳŀƴƻ ŘŜ {ŀƴǘΩ!ƴƎŜƭƻέΣ Cuadernos de Filología Clásica. Estudios Latinos 31/1 (2011), pp. 111-46. 
101 aƻŘƛƎƭƛŀƴƛΣ άtƛƻ LL Ŝ wƻƳŀέΤ CŀǊŜƴƎŀΣ άL ǊƻƳŀƴƛέΦ 



182 
 

suzerain, the pope ultimately decided whom to investΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ tƛǳǎΩ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜΣ ǿŀǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Regno was 

bound to spill over into the Papal States as the Ghibelline faction, most notably the Colonna and Savelli, 

supported the Angevin bid. Moreover, Edoardo Fumagalli has convincingly argued that the conflict 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ tƛǳǎ ŀƴŘ 9ǾŜǊǎƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ǎǘŜƳǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀn inheritance dispute between Everso and 

Napoleone Orsini concerning the County of Tagliacozzo in the Kingdom of Naples.102 

This conflict had turned especially violent when Everso nearly escaped assassination by 

bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴŜΩǎ ƳŜƴ during /ŀƭƭƛȄǘǳǎ LLLΩǎ coronation ceremony.103 Several attempts by Callixtus to 

mediate and end the conflict notwithstanding, these treaties did not prevent further escalation.104 

When Napoleone Orsini turned an internal family dispute between two branches of the Counts of 

Anguillara to his advantage, this only aggravated the situation and Everso retaliated by allying himself 

with the Colonna.105 When the war over the Kingdom of Naples broke out, these earlier divisions soon 

reasserted themselves in the Papal States. For a pontiff as proud as Pius, admitting that he was swept 

away in the factional current engulfing the Kingdom of Naples, the Papal States, and Rome itself where 

revolts were fomented by the Savelli, was no option. Surely not when his own role by openly 

supporting the Aragonese claim contributed to spread of the conflict. Hence, in order to legitimate his 

political choices, Pius and his supporters ŘŜŎǊƛŜŘ WŀŎƻǇƻ {ŀǾŜƭƭƛ ŀƴŘ 9ǾŜǊǎƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ŀǎ ferocious, 

sadistic, and bellicose monsters.106 Yet, ultimately, the punishment meted out to Jacopo Savelli was 

mild ς dispossession of a few castles that were immediately resold to a consortium of families closely 

linked to the Savelli ς and Pius wisely refrained from persecuting the Colonna at all.107 

Crucially, on the one hand Pius, resorted to a mixture of punishment and clemency, damning 

rhetoric and political compromise, and military intervention with mediation for peace in his dealings 

 
102 ASC, Archivi di persone e famiglie, Anguillara, Pergamene, credenzone 14, tomo 65, n. 5; Edoardo Fumagalli, 
ά5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘƛ ǎŦƻǊȊŜǎŎƘƛ ǎǳ 9ǾŜǊǎƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ Ŝ ƛ ǎǳƻƛ ŦƛƎƭƛέΣ Aevum 60 (1986), pp. 282-9. 
103 Diplomatari Borja, ed. Miguel Batllori, Carlos López Rodríguez & Ivan Parisi & Maria Toldrà (Valencia, 2002-), 

vol. IV, pp. 286-287; Infessura, Diario, pp. 59-62. 
104 ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Pergamene, II.A.17,012, II.A.17,016. 
105 ASR, Collezione delle pergamene, Pergamene Orsini, cassetta 73, #8. 
106 Jacopo Ammannati-Piccolomini, [ΩEversana deiectio di Iacopo Ammannati Piccolomini, ed. Rosella Bianchi 
(Rome, 1984). 
107 ASR, Archivio Sforza-Cesarini, busta 841, filza 25; ASR, Archivio Sforza-Cesarini, busta 842, filza 5. 
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ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ DƘƛōŜƭƭƛƴŜǎ. On the other hand, Pius, in shaping his legacy, also severely 

downplayed his reliance on support from the Guelph faction to salvage his brittle temporal authority, 

and instead identified his own military genius as the decisive factor in determining the outcome of the 

war. Yet it is questionable whether Pius would have been able to pursue any viable strategy against 

9ǾŜǊǎƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ǿƛǘƘƻut the support of Roman baronial families, most prominently the 

5ŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀΩǎ ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǳǊǎΥ the Orsini and Farnese. Several passages in his Commentaries, once read 

in light of their political context, reveal this reliance. For example, Napoleone Orsini was nominated 

captain-general of the papal armies on 17 August 1461, a position in which he was confirmed on 8 

December 1462.108 The Orsini and their allies were thus at the forefront of the war in the Papal States 

as well as in the Kingdom of Naples. Pius himself declared that when a council was held to discuss the 

ŀǊƳȅΩǎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘΣ άǘƘŜȅ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ Ƴŀƴ ǿƘƻ ǎǘƻƻŘ ƻǳǘ ŀōƻǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ǿƻǊǘƘȅ 

ƻŦ ŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǎƻ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŀ ŦƻǊŎŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ Ƴŀƴ ǿŀǎ bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴŜΣ ƘŜŀŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ hǊǎƛƴƛ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΦέ 

Opposition against such clear favouritism ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴ ŀōƻǾŜ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŀǎ ōǊǳǎƘŜŘ ŀǿŀȅ ŀǎ άƧŜŀƭƻǳǎȅ 

of the other Roman barons, who resented the glory of the Orsini and thought it risky to give more 

power to a family that was already the strongest in Roman territoryΦέ109 To justify taking recourse to 

the support of one faction to castigate another, Pius ƴŜŜŘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜǎǎ bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴŜΩǎ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ 

military commander. Similarly, Pius portrayed wƻōŜǊǘƻ hǊǎƛƴƛΣ bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴŜΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ±ƛƻƭŀƴǘŜ 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘΣ ŀǎ ŀ Ǿŀƭƛŀƴǘ ǿŀǊǊƛƻǊ ŀƴŘ vir audax who distinguished himself in several battles.110 

During the assault on Celano, Roberto Orsini was miraculously saved from certain death when he was 

wounded by a flying stone whose impact would normally have been fatal.111 Such divine intervention 

Pius tended to reserve for himself. The fact that Roberto was present not much later at the assault of 

Arce, suggests that Pius might have exaggerated the account, ŀƴŘ wƻōŜǊǘƻΩǎ ŘŀƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŘŜŀǘƘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ 

be taken as flattering rhetoric ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǾŜȅ Ƙƛǎ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǳǘƘƻǊΩǎ ŜȅŜǎΦ Perhaps one of the 

 
108 ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Pergamene, II.A.17,035, II.A.17,038. 
109 Pius, Commentaries, III, pp. 170-3. 
110 Pius, Commentaries, II, pp. 294-5; Pius, I commentarii, pp. 2032-3. 
111 Pius, I commentarii, pp. 2390-1. 
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sincerest declarations of his vision of the mutual relationship between barons and papacy is one of 

tƛǳǎΩ ǎǇŜŜŎƘes he supposedly gave to the war-weary Roman populace. Pius spoke to the assembled 

crowd: 

 

Some are bruiting it about that neither Jean [of Anjou] nor Piccinino has taken up arms against us but 

ŘŜŎƭŀǊŜŘ ǿŀǊ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ hǊǎƛƴƛ ŀƭƻƴŜΦ όΧύ .ǳǘ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ hǊǎƛƴƛΦ !ǊŜƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ hǊǎƛƴƛ 

ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘΚ LŦ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ƘŀǊƳǎ ǘƘŜƳΣ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŜ ƘŀǊƳ ǳǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭΚ ²Ŝ ƭƻƻƪ ƻǳǘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ hǊǎƛƴƛΣ 

the Colonna, the Conti, and the Savelli, so long as they remain loyal. Whoever attacks them attacks us. 

And so our campaign is just indeed, an honorable struggle undertaken in defence of our subjects!112 

 

Pius applied an oratorical trick by inverting whom depended on whom for protection; surely it was the 

Orsini that came to his defence, not the other way around. Nonetheless, in this passage Pius betrayed 

a corporate view of society. Underlying this view was a realisation that papacy and nobility stood in a 

relationship with mutual responsibilities such as protection and reward ς as long as the nobility 

remained loyal. If the papacy represented the head of the Holy Roman Church, it rested on and was 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŀǊƻƴƛŀƭ ŜƭƛǘŜΦ ²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ tƛǳǎΩ ǊƘŜǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ 

repertoire in mind, let us turn to the passage in which he describes his visit to Farnese lands. 

 Pius presents his visit to the Farnese as a pleasant retreat in a most delightful place (in loco 

amoenissimo). The descriptions of the sloping green hills bedecked with flowers, babbling brooks 

bursting with fish, and the gently undulating lakes of Tuscia gloss over a rougher reality of an area torn 

by civil strife and traversed by bands of soldiers.113 No mention of murderous plots in Viterbo, nor of 

 
112 Pius, Commentaries, III, p. 43. 
113 hƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ƛƴ tƛǳǎ LLΩǎ CommentariesΣ ǎŜŜ !ǊƴƻƭŘ 9ǎŎƘΣ ά5ŀǎ 9ǊƭŜōƴƛǎ ŘŜr Landschaft bei Enea 
{ƛƭǾƛƻ tƛŎŎƻƭƻƳƛƴƛκtƛǳǎ LLΦέΣ Das Mittelalter 16/1 (2011), pp. 149-60. I personally do not exclude the possibility of 
ŀƴ hǾƛŘƛŀƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǘƻƴŜ ƛƴ tƛǳǎΩ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŜŀŎŜŦǳƭƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƴǉǳƛƭƭƛǘȅ ŎƻƴǾŜȅŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 
the surrƻǳƴŘƛƴƎ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ŀǊŜΣ ƛƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ ŘŜŎŜƛǾƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǾƛƻƭŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƳƻƴǎǘŜǊǎ όƛƴ tƛǳǎΩ ŎŀǎŜ ǊŜōŜƭƭƛƻǳǎ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎύ 
lurk around the corner, a meaning inaccessible to modern perceptions but perhaps readily recognised by 
learned contemporaries familiar with the political situation. A local chronicler confirms that Pius on one of his 
sojourns in the Papal States άǘƻƻƪ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳ Ƴŀƴȅ ǎƻƭŘƛŜǊǎΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǊǳƳƻǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ǎǳǎǇƛŎƛƻǳǎ ώƻŦ 
potential perils] (Ł Ŏƻƴ ǎŜŎƻ ŘŜ ƳƻƭǘŜ ƎŜƴǘŜ ŘΩŀǊƳŜΣ ǇŜǊŎƘŝ ǎŜ ŘƛŎŜ ŎƘŜ ƭǳƛ Ł ǎƻǎǇettoύΦέ Cronaca perugina, p. 
397. 
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factional discord in Orvieto. Above all, not a word on the rŜŀƭ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ tƛǳǎ ƭŜŦǘ wƻƳŜΦ wƻƳŜΩǎ ǎǘƛŦƭƛƴƎ 

summer heat and the soothing baths of Viterbo certainly provided a convenient excuse for the gout-

ridden pope, but in June 1462 the city itself was on the brink of revolt during one of the most troubled 

periods of tƛǳǎΩ pontificate.114 Pius was aware of the role papal visits could play in cementing ties with 

the nobility. Hosting the pontiff and his court, even in flight, remained a tremendous honour and 

reflected ǿŜƭƭ ƻƴ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΦ Pius initiates the description of his visit to the Farnese by praising 

the castle and town of Capodimonte for the strength of their impenetrable fortifications. The castle 

gardens and orchards are depicted as perfectly modelled on ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ /ǊŜǎŎŜƴȊƛΩǎ 

Liber ruralium commodorum (1304-1309) and among the places visited an extensive description is 

given of the construction in Marta used to catch the famous eels of the Lago di Bolsena.115 But it was 

not eels Pius was after; the pope was more interested in the safety of Farnese territory and, crucially, 

was rather fishing for support or trying to ensure it would remain forthcoming. The CommentariesΩ 

ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǇƻǊǘǊŀȅŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǘƻǿƴǎΣ ŎŀǎǘƭŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƭȅ the character of Gabriele Francesco 

Farnese himself ǿŜǊŜ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ tƛǳǎΩ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǘƻ Ƴŀƛƴǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŦŀǾƻǳǊΣ ƻǊ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŜŘ ƛƴ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ ǿŀȅ 

as to reward their loyalty. Indeed, the lord of the manor, Gabriele Francesco, receives an unusually 

generous treatment. Typically, a critical verdict is levelled against almost every single one of the many 

ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŦƛƎǳǊŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƻ ŘŜƴǎŜƭȅ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘŜ tƛǳǎΩ Commentaries, but not Gabriele 

Francesco. This is especially evident in the passage which describes how Gabriele Francesco organises 

a boat race in thŜ ǇƻǇŜΩǎ ƘƻƴƻǳǊΦ tƛǳǎΩ rowdy nephew, Guicciardo Forteguerri, boasts that his men of 

Bolsena, the city of which he was prefect, will easily win, as do the rowers themselves. Worse still, 

Forteguerri argues that it is futile for the others to even try and compete. Gabriele Francesco astutely 

replies: 

 

 
114 hΩ.ǊƛŜƴΣ ǇǇΦ ммл-ммΤ aƻŘƛƎƭƛŀƴƛΣ άtƛƻ LL Ŝ wƻƳŀέΤ CŀǊŜƴƎŀΣ άΩL ǊƻƳŀƴƛέΦ 
115 [ǳƛǘŜƴΣ άCǊƛŜƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ CŀƳƛƭȅΣ CǊǳƛǘ ŀƴŘ CƛǎƘέΣ ǇΦ орлΦ 
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If the palm of victory were to be given to those who are the superior drunkards, I have no doubt your 

subjects would be the winners, although the Clarentani are also eminent drinkers. Yet an oar is not at 

all as easily pulled as a goblet is downed. This race was instituted by the Bishop of Corneto and has been 

held for years, but never has one heard of the Bolsenesi winning. However, the men of Marta have often 

taken the prize. I hope the same will be true today; and it is not inconceivable your rowers will be able 

to have their drink each and every time the oars splash up the water.116 

 

Pius concedes Gabriele Francesco the humanist qualities of wit and eloquence, virtues that are further 

amplified by the contrast with the boisterous Forteguerri. Eloquence and wit are qualities that Pius 

most readily appropriates for himself, and it is often through his jocular replies that Pius becomes the 

hero of his own story. To ascribe such qualities to someone else was therefore unconventional, and by 

extension highly meaningful. Throughout the Commentaries such discrepancies between character 

ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀƭƭƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǇǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ŀǊŜ ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ tƛǳǎΩ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ alliances, even if their 

actual military role is often downplayed in favour of tƛǳǎΩ ƻǿƴΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛǊŜ 

ǘƻ ƻōǘŀƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǿŀǎ ƻŦ ŜǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǳƳƳŜǊ ƻŦ мпснΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ tƛǳǎΩ ŜǎŎŀǇŜ 

from Rome preparations had been set in motion that would see the battlefield shift from the Kingdom 

of Naples to the Papal States. Vigorous preparations were made for military campaigns of which the 

ōǊǳƴǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ Ŧŀƭƭ ƻƴ 9ǾŜǊǎƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀ ŀƴŘ {ƛƎƛǎƳƻƴŘƻ aŀƭŀǘŜǎǘŀΦ 

 For Pius, it was a strategic necessity to secure the support not only of EversoΩǎ personal 

enemies, the Orsini of Bracciano, but also the Farnese. By marriage, the Farnese were closely affiliated 

to the Orsini and Conti and the three families may have been expected to align their political stance 

and act concurrently. Yet, ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅΣ 9ǾŜǊǎƻΩǎ ǎƻƴ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ ƘŀŘ ŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǿƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƻ ŘƛŘ WŀŎƻǇƻ 

{ŀǾŜƭƭƛΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ tŀƴŘƻƭŦƻΦ ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŀƭƭŜƎƛŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅ Ƴŀȅ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ 

 
116 άSi multibibis (...) palma debetur, non eo inficias clientes tuos victuros fore, quamvis egregie Clarentani 
[inhabitants of Valentano] bibunt. Sed non tam facile remus trahitur quam scyphus exhauritur. Hunc ludum 
Cornetanus episcopus instituit primus et iam pluribus annis cucurrere naves, nec auditum est Vulsinenses 
aliquando vicisse. Martani saepe tulerunt praemia. Idem hoc anno facient, spero, nisi provisum est totiens tuos 
remiges posse bibere quotiens aquas remis everberant.έ Pius, I commentarii, p. 1628. The rest of the boat race 
ƳƛǊǊƻǊǎ ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǘ ǊŀŎŜ !ŜƴŜŀǎ ƘŜƭŘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀǘƘŜǊ !ƴŎƘƛǎŜǎΩ ƘƻƴƻǳǊ ƛƴ ±ƛǊƎƛƭΩǎ ōƻƻƪ ± ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Aeneid. 
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automatically forthcoming, and rewards and favours were expected for service against their relatives 

by marriage. Thus, while the Farnese provided substantial financial support for Pius II, in return they 

received territories; in exchange for a loan of 6,000 ducats to the Camera Apostolica, the Farnese 

reobtained the strategic fortified town of Marta.117 But there were other arguments in play that may 

ƘŀǾŜ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎǘƛŎƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƭƻȅŀƭǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀƭ ŎŀǳǎŜΦ Lƴ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ 

years before the Angevin invasion of Italy, the Farnese had strengthened ǘƘŜƛǊ ǘƛŜǎ ǿƛǘƘ /ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ 

Medici and Francesco Sforza, both of whom came out in support of Ferrante of Aragon ς much like 

Pius. Moreover, EversoΩǎ machinations in Viterbo and Orvieto, where he was fomenting rebellions 

against the government, posed a threat to Farnese influence there. In Viterbo, Everso supported a 

rebellion of the Ghibelline faction against its Guelph regime. Viterbo had been in a state of heightened 

tension since the assassinations of Princivalle and Guglielmo Gatti in 1454 and 1456 and the brutal 

reprisals that followed. Characteristically, Pius claims to have personally prevented Everso from taking 

over Viterbo.118 However, from local sources it can be inferred that the Farnese intervened and took 

decisive action in propping up the Guelph government run by their kin and clients ς Galeazzo Luigi 

Farnese headed the army that suppressed the revolt.119 After decades of investing in the extension of 

their local power base in Viterbo, the Farnese were in no mood to forfeit the gains they had made. In 

a similar manner, the Farnese and Orsini of Pitigliano prevented several attempts at regime change in 

Orvieto in the troubled years of 1461 and 1462.120 !ǘ 9ǾŜǊǎƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀΩǎ ōƛŘŘƛƴƎΣ Gentile 

Monaldeschi della Vipera had ǊŜƛƎƴƛǘŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜ ŀƎŀƛƴǎǘ ǘƘŜ aƻƴŀƭŘŜǎŎƘƛ ŘŜƭƭŀ /ŜǊǾŀǊŀ, 

who were closely linked to the Farnese. Much like in Viterbo, a show of military force toppled the 

unwarranted new regime and reinstated a pliable government that would defend Farnese interests.121 

9ǾŜǊǎƻΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ Ƙƻǿ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎƛǾƛŎ ŎƻƴŦƭƛŎǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǊŀƭƻŎŀƭ ƭŜǾŜƭ ƻŦ 

ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ DǳŜƭǇƘ ŀƴd Ghibelline factions through baronial intermediaries. On the European 

 
117 ASV, Arm. XXXV, 33, f. 139r-v; BCA, Ms. L Be/Bc, f. 8r; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 125v. 
118 Piccolomini, Commentaries, I, pp. 526, 826-8, 868. 
119 Monaldeschi, Commentarii historici, f. 138v; Bussi, Istoria, pp. 260-1. 
120 See Chapter 1. 
121 BCA, MS L Be/Bc 252, f. 8r; Monaldeschi, Commentarii historici, f. 139r; Fumi, Codice diplomatico, pp. 720-1. 
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scale, they were also connected to the competing Angevin and Aragonese claimants to the Kingdom 

of Naples. There is some evidence that factional divisions on the supralocal level during tƛǳǎΩ ǊŜƛƎƴ 

ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŘƛǎǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ 9ǳƎŜƴŜΩǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜΦ Perhaps the most accurate indication that the 

FarneseΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŦƻǊ Pius II was as much support for their Orsini relatives is contained in a letter of 

Angelo Farnese to Cardinal Trevisan of 6 October 1460. Angelo informs Trevisan thatΣ άnow, at the 

ƳƻƳŜƴǘΣ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƘŜǊŜ ƛƴ ±ƛŎƻǾŀǊƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǘǿƻ ǎǉǳŀŘǊƻƴǎΦέ Vicovaro was an Orsini stronghold located 

ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ {ŀǾŜƭƭƛΩǎ ƭŀƴŘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀ and thus of the utmost strategic importance. As 

Angelo explains what he was doing in Vicovaro with his squadrons, they were keeping an eye on 

9ǾŜǊǎƻΩǎ ǎƻƴΣ 5ƻƭŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǎƻƴ-in-law, Antonello da Forlì, who were at the nearby Savelli stronghold of 

tŀƭƻƳōŀǊŀΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ !ƴƎŜƭƻ ŀƭƭǳŘŜǎ ǘƘŀǘΣ άǿŜ ŀǊŜ ώƘŜǊŜ] for the defence of this place by command 

of monsignor [Latino] Orsini.έ122 This suggests a rather decentralised approach to the conflict and puts 

the strength of papal power in perspective. 

In this, PiusΩ pontificate differed little from those of his predecessors and immediate 

successors, and to the extent that it was emblematic, it above all illustrates how even in a period of 

widespread rebellion and warfare between pope and nobility, patterns of cooperation were equally 

ubiquitous and even necessary for the survival of pontifical authority. The CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ role in the defence 

of papal power illustrates this vividly and shows how patterns of papal-noble collaboration were 

characterised by support and reward, much like Pius envisaged in his Commentaries. This relationship 

was shaped by personal interactions and was fostered within a nexus of other types of relations that 

included factional allegiances, marital ties, political affiliations with other polities and princes, 

inheritance disputes and feuds, and patronage. As such, a picture appears of politics on the Papal 

States in which central papal authority was only one, albeit an important one, of many factors in play 

that shaped political decision-making for baronial dynasties like the Farnese. The FarnesŜΩǎ ŦƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ-

 
122 άaƻΣ ŀƭ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜΣ semo cqui in Vicuaro con duj squatrj et semo per defensione de quisto luoco sì per 

comandamento de monsignore delli Orsinj. 5ŜƭƭŜ ƴƻǾŜƭƭŜ Řƛ ǉǳŀ ǎŜƴǘŜƳƻ ŎƘŜ Ŝƭ ŎƻƴǘŜ WŀŎƻ ώtƛŎŎƛƴƛƴƻϐ ǎΩŝ ƭŜǾŀǘƻ 

Řŀ ŎŀƳǇƻ ŘƻǾŜ ƭǳƧ Ŝǘ ŜǎǎŜ ǘƛǊŀǘƻ ƛƴŘŜǊƛŜǘƻ ǾŜǊǎƻ ƭŜ ǘŜǊǊŜ ŘŜƭ ŎƻƴǘŜ ŘŜ aŀƴƛŜǊƻΤ 5ƛƻǇƘŜōƻ ώŘŜƭƭΩ!ƴƎǳƛƭƭŀǊŀϐ Ŝǘ 

Antonello da Forlì dicese essere infra Palombara e Montecellj.έ !ƴƎŜƭƻ LLL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ [ǳŘƻǾƛŎƻ ¢ǊŜǾƛǎŀƴΣ с 

October 1460. Caetani, Epistolarium, p. 90. 
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century history therefore shows that Sandro Carocci hit the mark with his argument that barons 

fulfilled vital roles in the functioning of the Papal States that popes had to contend with but could also 

use to their benefit.123 For the Farnese, their allegiance to the papal cause made them invaluable 

sources of support who in return for their military, financial, and political aid were granted extensive 

territorial, jurisdictional, financial, and ecclesiastical rewards through which they managed to 

effectively perpetuate and even extend their power. 

 

How Baronial Families from the Periphery Pursued Clerical Careers in Rome 

Many more examples of interventions by lay members of the Farnese dynasty can be forwarded for 

the remainder of the Quattrocento, but this would not significantly alter our understanding of the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΦ LƴǎǘŜŀŘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǿƻǊǘƘǿƘƛƭŜ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎing what was truly novel 

in this phase ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅ: the pursuit of clerical careers at the papal 

Curia for Farnese scions. Although the Farnese had placed some daughters and sons in the Church in 

the Trecento, these efforts had traditionally focused on local episcopal and monastic institutions. What 

set the second half of the Quattrocento apart was that the Farnese now pursued a strategy of acquiring 

offices at the Curia. Moreover, in lieu of surplus sons, valuable spare heirs were forced or encouraged 

into taking up a clerical career, suggesting that the potential benefits were expected to outweigh the 

risk of dynastic crisis. In fact, this altered attitude towards the prospective careers of Farnese men 

requires some further qualification. Although curial offices brought a steady annual return of ten 

percent of their investment, their pay was meagre even in comparison to a condottiere of mediocre 

standing. Moreover, by virtue of their military power, Farnese condottieri could claim considerable 

influence in political affairs and serve and maintain diplomatic connections with various polities on the 

peninsula. Apart from military clout and a chance to gain additional income, the family also had to 

forego the opportunity of establishing dynastic ties through marriage ς and the prospect of a dowry ς 

when they gave a son to the Church. In light of such observations, it seems necessary to reconstruct 

 
123 /ŀǊƻŎŎƛΣ ά¢ƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜέΣ ǇΦ уоΤ /ŀǊƻŎŎƛΣ Vasalli del papa, pp. 36-7. 
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some of the considerations that guided Farnese decisions. Why this sudden focus on the papal Curia 

ŀƴŘ ǿƘȅ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅΚ ²ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ŎƭŜǊƛŎŀƭ ƻŦŦƛŎe in this period 

unique to the Farnese or can it be linked to wider developments taking place in the papal bureaucracy 

or the Italian peninsula? 

 Lǘ ǎŜŜƳǎ ƴƻ ŀŎŎƛŘŜƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŎƭŜǊƛŎŀƭ ŎŀǊŜŜǊǎ ŎƻƛƴŎƛŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǊ 

clericalisation of offices at the Curia, a growth in their number, and increasing venality. Paolo Prodi 

drew attention to clericalisation of office and to how this development extended to other 

governmental institutions in the Papal States.124 Where, at the start of the century, lay noblemen still 

fulfilled key functions in the government of the Papal States (ŀǎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ǾƛǾƛŘƭȅ ŀǘǘŜǎǘǎ), 

these were gradually replaced by ordained men in all areas, even to some extent in the papal armies. 

To be sure, the nobility retained its influence in papal government, but the route to exercising power 

through governmental office now ran via a clerical career at the Curia. The expansion of the number 

of clerical offices ran in parallel to this process of clericalisation. The number of offices grew from the 

end of the Western Schism on, yet this development accelerated during the second half of the fifteenth 

century, and especially so during the pontificates of Sixtus IV and Innocent VIII.125 The number of curial 

offices rose sharply as the college of apostolic abbreviators was re-founded under Sixtus IV and its 

number fixed at seventy two and the total of apostolic secretaries raised from six to thirty by Innocent 

VIII in 1487. The number of apostolic protonotaries was kept at seven while apostolic scriptors hovered 

around a hundred incumbents.126 

 LƴƴƻŎŜƴǘ ±LLLΩǎ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Curia not only altered the number of offices but also had other 

repercussions for how business was transacted in Rome and implications for the social background of 

men who aspired to a curial career. LƴƴƻŎŜƴǘ ±LLLΩǎ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ƎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƛȄ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ǎŜŎǊŜǘŀǊƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŦƛŦǘŜŜƴ 

cubicularii (chamberlains) more responsibility in the daily running of papal government to tackle the 

 
124 Prodi, The Papal Prince, pp. 108-9. 
125 Frenz, Kanzlei. 
126 Bullarium sive collectio diversarum constitutionum multorum pontificum a Gregorio Septimo usque ad S.D.N. 

Sixtum Quintum pontificem opt. max.: cum rubricis, summarijs, lucubrationibus & quadruplici indice, ed. Laertio 

Cherubini (Rome 1586), vol. I, pp. 113-18. 
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growth in bureaucracy, although the same reforms greatly reduced the importance of the other 

apostolic secretaries.127 The latter category, on which the Farnese focused their initial efforts, became 

increasingly venal, and initially sold for the steep price of 2,600 florins. However, the office of apostolic 

secretary brought a steady return ς орл ŘǳŎŀǘǎ ŀ ȅŜŀǊ ŀŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ WƻƘƴ 5Ω!ƳƛŎƻ ς and could be 

transferred to designated successors for a small sum and thus effectively monopolised within families 

or extended kinship groups.128 ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŎǊŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ŎǳǊƛŀƭ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǎΩ ǾŜƴŀƭƛǘȅ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ƻŦ 

secretaries to other offices as well. As a result, curial offices were increasingly seen as an investment 

for noble families. Exacerbating this was the fact that the papal Curia was by no means a meritocratic 

organisation. Although some humanists from humbler backgrounds also profited from the increased 

prospects for advancement in the Curia for literati, the most important predictor for a rapid rise 

through the ranks remained noble birth.129 Indeed, historians have observed a gradually thickening 

nexus of familial and relational ties in the papal Curia as the early modern period progressed that was 

the result of the venality of court offices and the requirement of social connections for 

advancement.130 Although it has been argued Roman nobles only started investing in lower curial 

offices during the pontificates of Leo X and Clement VII, the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎŀǎŜ ǎƘƻǿǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŜƴŘŜƴŎȅ 

existed from the very moment ǘƘŜ ŀŎŎŜƭŜǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀƭ ōǳǊŜŀǳŎǊŀŎȅΩǎ ƎǊƻǿǘƘ initiated and that 

baronial families from the Papal States were among the first to profit from these developments.131 

After all, with the papacy now solidly in place in Rome and the pope a figure who could wield 

political power, there may have been an incentive for nobles from the wider Papal States to participate 

 
127 Partner, ¢ƘŜ tƻǇŜΩǎ Men, pp. 26-9, 150-82, 197-200. 
128 aƛƭŜǎ tŀǘǘŜƴŘŜƴΣ ά¢ƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ /ǳǊƛŀέΣ ƛƴ tŀƳŜƭŀ WƻƴŜǎΣ .ŀǊōŀǊŀ ²ƛǎŎƘ ϧ {ƛƳƻƴ 5ƛǘŎƘŦƛŜƭŘ όŜŘǎΦύΣ A Companion 

to Early Modern Rome, 1492-1692 (Leiden, 2019), p. 47; Partner, ¢ƘŜ tƻǇŜΩǎ aŜƴΣ ǇΦ мпΤ WƻƘƴ ŘΩ!ƳƛŎƻΣ 

Renaissance Humanism in Papal Rome: Humanists and Churchmen on the Eve of the Reformation (Baltimore, 

1983), p. 28. 
129 Partner, ¢ƘŜ tƻǇŜΩǎ aŜƴ, pp. 15, 82-101; See also the various contributions in Cristina Carbonetti Vendittelli 
& Marco Vendittelli (eds.), La mobilità sociale nel Medioevo italiano 5: Roma e la Chiesa (secoli XII-XV) (Rome, 
2017). 
130 tŀǘǘŜƴŘŜƴΣ ά¢ƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ /ǳǊƛŀέΣ ǇΦ рлΤ ²ŜōŜǊΣ Senatus divinus; Barbara McClung Hallman, Italian Cardinals, 
Reform, and the Church as Property (Berkeley, 1985). 
131 !ƴŘǊŜŀǎ wŜƘōŜǊƎΣ ά{ŎŀƳōƛ Ŝ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘƛ ŦǊŀ Ǝƭƛ ŀǇǇŀǊŀǘƛ ŀƳƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛǾƛ ŘŜƭƭŀ /ǳǊƛŀ Ŝ ŘŜƭ ŎƻƳƳǳƴŜ Řƛ wƻƳŀΥ 
hǎǎŜǊǾŀȊƛƻƴƛ ƛƴǘƻǊƴƻ ŀƛ ŘŜŎǊŜǘƛ ŎƻƳǳƴŀƭƛ Řŀƭ мрмр ŀƭ мрнсέΣ ƛƴ WŜŀƴ !ǊƳŀƴŘ ϧ hƭƛǾƛŜǊ tƻƴŎŜǘ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Offices et 
papauté (XIVe-XVIIe siècle): Charges, hommes, destins (Rome, 2005), pp. 501-64. 
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ƛƴ ǇŀǇŀƭ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŜΦ Lƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ ƻƴŜ ƻǊ more members exercising office in the 

higher echelons of the curial elite gave them a stake in the advancement of pontifical power while 

simultaneously offering a channel through which papal policy might be influenced and in turn through 

which papal power might be delegated to the locality.132 Of course, the lay Farnese and their agents 

could readily gain access to papal circles, but clerics in high places provided a level of permanency in 

ǘƘŜ ŘȅƴŀǎǘȅΩǎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ wƻƳŜΦ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ǎŀǿ 

the efforts of his cousin Paolo and himself to advance within the papal Curia as an extension of the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ Ƙƻǿ ƘŜ ŜƴǾƛǎŀƎŜŘ ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƭŜ ƻŦ ƳŜŘƛŀǘƻǊ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛs wider 

network of kin.133 .ƻǘƘ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ Ŏƻǳǎƛƴǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭŀȅ ƪƛƴΩǎ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŎŀǊŜŜǊǎ as 

tŀƻƭƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎƻǊǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴŎŜ ǿƛǘƘ DŜƴǘƛƭŜ ±ƛǊƎƛƴƛƻ hǊǎƛƴƛ ŀƴŘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŜƳƛƴŜƴǘ 

humanist and Venetian ambassador Ermelao Barbarbo suggest.134 New cardinals had to tread carefully, 

ŀƴŘ ǎƻƳŜǘƛƳŜǎ ǳƴǿƛǘǘƛƴƎƭȅ ōŜŎŀƳŜ ŜƳōǊƻƛƭŜŘ ƛƴ wƻƳŜΩǎ ŦŀŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŘƛǾƛǎƛƻƴǎ, because, unbeknownst to 

them, renting their lodging in the Orsini or Colonna palace could be taken as a sign of partisanship.135 

However, such concerns were no issue for the Farnese. When he moved to Rome, Alessandro Farnese 

immediately rented one of the apartments of the Palazzo Orsini at Montegiordano.136 To be sure, 

 
132 5Ŝ{ƛƭǾŀΣ άhŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ ¦ƴƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ 5ƛǇƭƻƳŀŎȅέΣ ǇǇΦ рпо-8. 
133 άMisser Puccio mio. So certo V[ostra] M[agnificentia] ha pigliato piacer[e] grandissimo della mia dignita (...) 
veram[en]te has ben rastione V[ostra] M[agnificentia] de allegrarse impero ch[e] quella po ben dir[e] haver[e] 
ǳƴ ǎǳƻ ŦǊŀǘŜƭƭƻ ŎŀǊŘƛƴŀƭŜΣ Ŝǘ ŎƘŜ ǎƛǊǊŀ ǳǘƛƭŜ ŀŘ ǘǳŎǘŀ Ŏŀǎŀ ŘŜ ǇǳŎŎƛ ƴƻώƴϐ ƳŀƴŎƻ ŎƘŜ ŀƭƭŀ ǇǊƻǇǊƛŀ ŘŜ ǇƘŀǊƴŜǎŜΦέ 
Alessandro Farnese to Puccio Pucci 23 September 1493. ASF, Signori, DB, OP, LC, MR 15, f. 158r-v; ά5ŀǘŜǾƛ 
conforto e piacere, similiter faremmo noi de qua et circa el bisogno farremo continuamente forze et industri le 
ŎƻǎŜ ǾƻǎǘǊŜ Ƙŀōōƛŀƴƻ ōƻƴƻ Ŝǘ ƻǇǘŀōƛƭŜ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƻ ǎŀǊǊŜƳƻ Ŏƻƴ ƭΩŀƳōŀǎŎƛŀǘƻǊŜ ǾƻǎǘǊƻ Ŝǘ ŎƻƴǎƛƎƭioremone insieme 
Ǿƛ ŦŀǊŜƳƻ ŦŀǾƻǊ ŘŜ ǇŀǊŜƴǘƛ Ŝ ǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊƛ ŀƭƭƛ ǇƛŜŘƛ Řƛ bώƻǎǘǊƻϐ {ώƛƎƴƻǊŜϐΦέ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ DƛŀƴƴƻȊȊƻ tǳŎŎƛΣ 
мр Wǳƭȅ мпфоΦ !ǊŎƘƛǾƛƻ tǳŎŎƛΣ ŦƛƭȊŀ нΣ ! руΤ ά{ƛƳƛƭƛǘŜǊ ŜȄƻǊǘŀƳƻ ±ώƻǎǘǊŀϐ aώŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴǘƛŀϐ ŀŘ ǾŀƭŜǊǎŜ ŘŜƭƭƻǇŜǊŀ Ƴƛŀ 
p[er] quanto possa et vaglia appresso de N[ost]ro Signor[e], imp[er]och[e] sirro semp[re] p[re]paratissimo et 
volontoroso in tucte quelle cose che siano firmam[en]to et exaltation[e] della Illustra Casa de Medici, et i[n] 
ǎǇŜǘƛŜ ŘŜ ±ώƻǎǘǊŀϐ aώŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴǘƛŀϐΦέ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ мл {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ мпфнΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ·L·Σ 
129r-v. 
134 Paolo Farnese to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 20 May 1491. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 
102, parte 2, f. 459r-v; Ermolao Barbaro to Alessandro Farnese, undated Carteggio umanistico, p. 59. 
135 /ŀǊƻƭ wƛŎƘŀǊŘǎƻƴΣ ά¢ƘŜ IƻǳǎƛƴƎ hǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŀ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭέΣ Renaissance Studies 17/4 (2003), 
pp. 607-нтΤ /ƘŀƳōŜǊǎΣ ά¢ƘŜ IƻǳǎƛƴƎ tǊƻōƭŜƳǎέΦ 
136 άEt n[ost]ro Signor[e] alexandro e stato creato, et eade[m] hora pubblicato cardinale. Uscio fora de palazo 
collo diadema chiamato cappel rosso, su le hor[e] xviij accompagnato da tucti cardinali novi et vecchi ch[e] si 
trovano i[n] roma, et con gran sole[n]nita smonto in nella casa del signor cognato i[n] monte jordano dove e et 
ǎƛǊǊŀ ǎǳŀ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘƛŀΦέ {ǘŜŦŀƴƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ǉǳƛƭŀ ǘƻ tǳŎŎƛƻ tǳŎŎƛΣ нл {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ мпфоΦ ASF, Signori, DB, OP, LC, MR, 15, 
f. 153r-v. 
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influencing papal policy through clerical careers for their offspring, relatives, and clients had been a 

strategy that was pursued by Roman baronial families for centuries.137 It is not unlikely that the 

numerous dynastic connections to these families that were created by the Farnese lowered the 

threshold for pursuing a career at the Curia as their kin could now advocate on their behalf with the 

pope. The presence at the papal Curia of Farnese relatives from the north of the Patrimony of St Peter 

in Tuscia, such as the Monaldeschi and Ottieri, who also had recently married into the Roman nobility, 

suggests such marital ties contributed to the decision to destine sons for a curial career.138 In fact, the 

Ottieri preceded the Farnese in acquiring and embellishing a family palace in Rome when Sinolfo 

ŘŜƎƭƛΩOttieri, papal secretary and treasurer, bought what would later become the Palazzo Madama in 

1492.139 With this in mind, it is possible the rŜŀǇǇǊŀƛǎŜ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ rapid ascent, even if that 

leads to the conclusion that it was less exceptional than is generally held. 

 

Paolo Farnese: Apostolic Protonotary, Secretary, and Papal Chamberlain 

That Alessandro and not his older and lesser-known cousin Paolo was singularly credited with the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀƭ Curia is perhaps not surprising considering his impressive career 

that culminated in his election as Paul III. However, historians, speculating over the extent of the 

influeƴŎŜ ƻŦ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊ Dƛǳƭia, through her sexual exploits with Alexander VI, or the role of the 

supposedly overbearing éminence grise that was their mother, Giovannella Caetani, in advancing the 

adolescent !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ clerical career, have undervalued the various other factors in play that 

contributed to his success as well.140 When taking into account that Paolo also rapidly rose through the 

ranks of the curial elite, !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ seems less spectacular. It is worthwhile, therefore, to 

address tŀƻƭƻΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƻ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎΦ There is some evidence to suggest that Paolo, 

 
137 ¢ƻƳƳŀǎƻ Řƛ /ŀǊǇŜƎƴŀ CŀƭŎƻƴƛŜǊƛΣ ά{ǘǊǳƳŜƴǘƛ Řƛ ǇǊŜƳƛƴŜƴȊa: benefici e carriere ecclesiastiche (secoli XII-
·L±ύέΣ ƛƴ /ŀǊƻŎŎƛΣ La nobiltà romana nel Medioevo, pp. 199-210; Rehberg, Kirche und Macht; Rehberg, Die 
Kanoniker; Allegrezza, Organizzazione del potere. 
138 ASV, Reg. Vat. 542, ff. 239v-240r; Conti, Le Storie, vol. II, p. 41. 
139 LǾŀƴŀ !ƛǘΣ άΩNegotia Řƛ ŎŀǊŘƛƴŀƭƛΩΥ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ Ŝ ƭŀ ǎƛƳǳƭŀǘŀ ŎƻƳǇǊŀǾŜƴŘƛǘŀ Řƛ tŀƭŀȊȊƻ aŀŘŀƳŀέΣ 
Roma nel Rinascimento 15 (2014), pp. 299-314. 
140 [ǳƛǘŜƴΣ ά{ŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ !ƎŜƴŎȅΣ ŀƴŘ IƻƴƻǊέΦ 



194 
 

like his cousin Alessandro, had a solid humanist grounding. Paolo took an interest in his ŎƻǳǎƛƴΩǎ 

education in Florence.141 Considering their respective ages, it was probably Paolo and not Alessandro 

who took up a spot at the Farnese college in Bologna, the Collegio Ancarano, in 1480, presumably to 

study law and theology.142 In the following years, Paolo must have moved to Rome in search of 

employment. In the Curia, Paolo could rely on the potent voices of Cardinals Orsini, Todeschini-

Piccolomini, and Ammannati-Piccolomini, who all three had been close to his father. On February 1483 

he obtained the privilege of being granted the option to elect a personal confessor and acquire a 

portable altar from Sixtus IV.143 More important than these indicators of personal piety, Paolo is 

addressed as a member of the Collegium abbreviatorum apostolicorum of which he had been a 

member since 1482.144 Abbreviators were employed in the Papal Chancery and as their duties 

consisted of examining, revising, and expediting papal briefs and bulls got an inside look at the 

ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ǇŀǇŀƭ ǇƻƭƛŎȅΦ tŀƻƭƻΩǎ ǎǘŀǊ ǿŀǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ мпур ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǘƘe prestigious office 

of cubicularius to his portfolio when he was used by Innocent VIII as his representative to Pier Luigi 

Farnese.145 Cubicularii took care of private papal needs in his chamber, which gave them great access 

to and intimacy with the pope.146 They also fulfilled a series of administrative jobs pertaining to letters, 

petitions, and even secret correspondence, therefore acquiring valuable knowledge that could 

potentially be translated into influence. 

 
141 Alessandro Farnese to Paolo Farnese, undated. Carteggio umanistico, pp. 27-8. 
142 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 127r. 
143 ASV, Reg. Vat. 640, ff. 16r-17v. These privileges had also been bestowed on his brother, father, and 
grandfather BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 135v-136r. 
144 Walther von Hoffmann gives the dates 1482-мпфф ŦƻǊ tŀƻƭƻΩǎ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ƻŦ ŀōōǊŜǾƛŀǘƻǊǎ ƛƴ 
his Forschungen zur Geschichte der Kurialen Behörden: Vom Schisma bis zum Reformation (Rome, 1914), vol. II, 
p. 117. 
145 Innocent VIII to Pier Luigi I Farnese, 25 November 1485. ASV, Arm. XXXIX, 19, f. 71r. 
146 BAV, Vat. Lat. 12343, f. 111r-v; aŀǊƛŀ !ƴǘƻƴƛŜǘǘŀ ±ƛǎŎŜƎƭƛŀΣ ά¢ƘŜ tƻǇŜΩǎ IƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ ŀƴŘ /ƻǳǊǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊƭȅ 

aƻŘŜǊƴ !ƎŜέΣ ƛƴ WŜǊƻŜƴ 5ǳƛƴŘŀƳΣ ¢Ǹƭŀȅ !Ǌǘŀƴ ϧ aŜǘƛƴ Yǳƴǘ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Royal Courts in Dynastic States and 

Empires: A Global Perspective (Leiden, 2011), pp. 239-64. On the importance of access: Dries Raeymaekers & 

Sebastiaan Derks (eds.), The Key to Power? The Culture of Access in Princely Courts, 1400-1750 (Leiden, 2016); 

tŀǳƭ 5ƻǾŜǊΣ άΩ{ŀǇŜǊ ƭŀ ƳŜƴǘŜ ŘŜƭƭŀ ǎƻŀ .ŜŀǘǳŘƛƴŜΩΥ tƻǇŜ tŀǳƭ LL ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ !ƳōŀǎǎŀŘƻǊƛŀƭ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ƛƴ wƻƳŜ 

(1464-мптмύέΣ Renaissance & Reformation 31/3 (2008), pp. 3-34. 
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¢ƘŜ bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎΩ ²ŀǊ ǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊƛƭȅ ƘŀƭǘŜŘ tŀƻƭƻΩǎ ǊƛǎŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ Ǌŀƴƪǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǊƛŀƭ 

ōǳǊŜŀǳŎǊŀŎȅ ŀǎ Ƙƛǎ ƭŀȅ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ ǊŜƭƛƴǉǳƛǎƘŜŘ ǇŀǇŀƭ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀƳǇ ƻŦ LƴƴƻŎŜƴǘΩǎ 

opponents. Nonetheless, once hostilities had ended Paolo regained favour. The exact date of his 

nomination as apostolic protonotary and apostolic secretary is unknown, but it likely that Stefano 

ŘŜƭƭΩ!ǉǳƛƭŀΩǎ ƭŜǘǘŜǊ ƻŦ р !ǇǊƛƭ мпуу ǘƻ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘƻ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ tŀƻƭƻΩǎ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴ. In this letter, 5ŜƭƭΩ!ǉǳƛƭŀ, 

apart from congratulating Alessandro with the birth of a son to his cousin Ranuccio XVIII and Primavera 

da Varana (nato ex Varanea virgine puero), specifically ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ άǘƘŜ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀƭ ƻŦŦƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳǊ 

ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ŦƛǊǎǘ Ŏƻǳǎƛƴ όtŀƻƭƻ ǿŀǎ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ȅƻǳƴƎŜǊ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊύ ƻōǘŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ wƻƳŜ όpontificiis muneribus, 

quibus minor patruelis potitur in urbeύΦέ147 In the same month, tŀƻƭƻΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ 

reingratiated himself with the pope by concluding a combined Florentine-papal condotta for which 

[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ LƴƴƻŎŜƴǘ ƘŀŘ ŜŀƎŜǊƭȅ ƴŜƎƻǘƛŀǘŜŘΦ tŀƻƭƻΩǎ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ coincided 

with these negotiations and may have been part of the bargain. Further supporting the supposition 

that this was the period when Paolo was promoted to apostolic protonotary is a lyrical congratulatory 

letter written by Alessandro Farnese. Alessandro wrote to Paolo, 

 

I understood from the letters of my brother Angelo that you are well and obtained a prestigious 

benefice; but if this is so, then I need to warmly congratulate you and I greatly rejoice. And indeed, 

amidst these fateful events (literally: this broth of all things), I have it as very pleasing that something 

may be hoped for and obtained by good men; moreover, I exult that these things augment our family. 

Remains that you may thus bear yourself henceforth so that you are worthy of seeing even greater 

things, to which I highly encourage you.148 

 
147 {ǘŜŦŀƴƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ǉǳƛƭŀ ǘƻ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ р !ǇǊƛƭ мпууΦ Carteggio umanistico, pp. 35-6. His nomination 
certainly took place before 1491 when Paolo signed a letter as apostolic protonotary and secretary. Paolo 
Farnese to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 20 May 1491. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 102, parte 
2, f. 459r-v. 
148 άLƴǘŜƭƭŜȄƛ ŜȄ ƭƛǘǘŜǊƛǎ !ƴƎŜƭƛ ŦǊŀǘǊƛǎ ǘŜ Ŝǘ ōŜƴŜ ǾŀƭŜǊŜ Ŝǘ ŘƛƎƴƛǘŀǘŜƳ ŀŘŜǇǘǳƳ ŜǎǎŜ ƴƻƴ ǾǳƭƎŀǊŜƳΤ ǉǳƻŘ ǎƛ ŜǎǘΣ ƛǘŀ 

ut maxime debeo tibi gratulor et mihi gaudeo. Nam cum in hac fece omnium rerum etiam a bonis aliquid 

sperari et assequi posse pergratum habeo, tum hoc familiae nostrae additum esse triumpho. Restat quod ita te 

ƛƳǇƻǎǘŜǊǳƳ ƎŜǊŀǎ ǳǘ ŜǘƛŀƳ ƳŀƛƻǊƛōǳǎ ǊŜōǳǎ ŘƛƎƴǳǎ ǾƛŘŜŀǊŜΣ ŀŘ ǉǳƻŘ ǘŜ ƳŀȄƛƳŜ ƘƻǊǘƻǊΦέ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ 

Paolo Farnese, undated. Carteggio umanistico, pp. 27-8. 
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It is difficult to overstate the importance of the office of apostolic protonotary. Directly concerned with 

the political machinations of the Roman court and the documents that enshrined them on paper, the 

apostolic protonotary had both direct access to important political circles, the pope himself, and 

through the many documents that passed through his hands to an enormous amount of political 

information.149 Apostolic protonotaries were at the centre of political power at the Curia and even had 

precedence over bishops at court. tǊƻǘƻƴƻǘŀǊƛŜǎΩ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ōŜȅƻƴŘ ǘƘŜ Curia as Paolo 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎǇƻƴǎƻǊǎƘƛǇ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ humanist friend Antonio Mancinelli shows.150 In an attempt to obtain a 

lectureship at the University of Rome for Mancinelli, Paolo enlisted the support of his relative Gentile 

Virginio Orsini in order that he and Orso Orsini, Bishop of Teano, might sway (or coerce) some of the 

electors ƛƴ aŀƴŎƛƴŜƭƭƛΩǎ ŦŀǾƻǳǊΦ151 No wonder that the office of protonotary was part of the cursus 

honorum of most successful prelates and when in 1494 the King of Naples requested the pope that his 

ƎǊŀƴŘǎƻƴ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ŀ ŎŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǊŜŦǳǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƛƴŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ άƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ōŜŜƴ 

apostolic protonoǘŀǊȅ ƴƻǊ ōƛǎƘƻǇΦέ152 Protonotaries were often promoted directly to bishoprics, 

archbishoprics, and even the cardinalate. In the case of Giovanni Colonna, he became the head of his 

family by virtue of being protonotary.153 The office was highly sought after by other barons and in 1492 

apart from Paolo Farnese, Giacomo Caetani of Sermoneta, Sinolfo deƎƭƛΩOttieri, and Giulio Cesarini 

fulfilled the office.154 Combining the offices of apostolic abbreviator, secretary, protonotary, and 

chamberlain while only a quadragenarian, it was only a matter of time before he would have obtained 

an even higher ecclesiastical dignity. But it was not to be. 

 
149 Giorgio Marchesi Buonaccorsi, Antichità et eccellenza del protonotariato appostolico partecipante colle più 
ǎŎŜƭǘŜ ƴƻǘƛȊƛŜ ŘŜΩ{ŀƴǘƛΣ ǎƻƳƳƛ tƻƴǘŜŦƛŎƛΣ ŎŀǊŘƛƴŀƭƛΣ Ŝ ǇǊŜƭŀǘƛ ŎƘŜ ƴŜ ǎƻƴƻ ǎǘŀǘƛ ƛƴǎƛƎƴƛǘƛ ǎƛƴƻ ŀƭ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜ (Faenza 
1751). 
150 On Mancinelli, see Paul Gehl, Humanism for Sale: Making and Marketing Schoolbooks in Italy, 1450-1650 
(2011). http://www.humanismforsale.org/ (last accessed 26-07-2019). 
151 Paolo Farnese to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 15 April 1491. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 
70, parte 2, f. 255r. 
152 άno[n] essendo p[ri]ma ne prothonotario ne vescovoΦέ .ŀǊǘƻƭƻƳŜƻ Řŀ .ǊŀŎŎƛŀƴƻ ǘƻ DŜƴǘƛƭŜ ±ƛǊƎƛƴƛƻ hǊǎƛƴƛΣ 
20 December 1493. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Corrispondenza, busta 102, parte 3, f. 592r. 
153 Serio, Una gloriosa sconfitta, pp. 103-5. 
154 ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, Pergamene, II.A.18,054; Conti, Le Storie, vol. II, p. 41. 



197 
 

 InnocentΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊΩǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ caused an abrupt hiatus in tŀƻƭƻΩǎ hitherto 

successful career. Paolo was still in post shortly after the conclave, but by Summer and Autumn 1493 

he was no longer in Rome but in the Romagna accompanying his brother RanuccioΩǎ ƳŜǊŎŜƴŀǊȅ-

company (now in service of the Republic of Venice).155 Lǘ ǿŀǎ tŀƻƭƻ ǿƘƻ ǊŜǇƻǊǘŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ 

at the Battle of Fornovo ǘƻ ±ƛǘŜǊōƻΩǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴŀƭ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΣ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ had until that point 

remained in his ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ retinue.156 !ŦǘŜǊ ǘƘŀǘΣ tŀƻƭƻ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ǊŜǘƛǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŜǎ 

where he was hunting when an Orvietan ambassador tried to gain an audience in 1498.157 Naturally, 

Paolo still concerned himself with issues of dynastic importance: he concluded negotiations betrothing 

his two nieces Camilla and Margherita ς who presumably were under his tutelage ς to the brothers 

Troilo and GiŀŎƻƳƻ {ŀǾŜƭƭƛ ƻŦ tŀƭƻƳōŀǊŀΣ Ƙƛǎ ƴŜǇƘŜǿ CŜŘŜǊƛŎƻ ǘƻ Dƛǳƭƛŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΣ [ŀǳǊŀ 

Orsini, in 1499, and made arrangements for the succession to his possessions in a (lost) will dated 

1500.158 Nonetheless, Paolo maintained his self-exile from the papal Curia and presumably died in 

relative obscurity some time shortly before he could see his brother-in-law ascend to the papacy as 

Pius III (1503). His cousin Alessandro signed a new marriage contract as legal guardian of Margherita 

Farnese, betrothing her to Giovanni Conti of Valmontone on 10 October 1502, suggesting that at that 

point Paolo had been interred in the Farnese family tomb.159 The explanations for Ƙƻǿ tŀƻƭƻΩǎ ƳƻŘŜƭ 

curial career stalled ƭƛŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ Ŏƻǳǎƛƴ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǎǳǊǇŀǎǎŜŘ tŀƻƭƻΩǎ 

and in doing so prevented his further promotion. aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ tŀƻƭƻΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ǎƘŜŘǎ ƭƛƎƘǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 

strategies of ecclesiastical promotion pursued by the Farnese at the CuriaΣ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ŀƭǎƻ 

 
155 ASV, Reg. Vat. 772, ff. 7v-13v; Ranuccio XVIII Farnese to Puccio Pucci, 12 September 1493. ASF, Signori, DB, 
OP, MR 15, f. 147r-v; The Papal Master of Ceremonies Johann Burchard lists Paolo as a member of the College of 
Abbreviators on 4 June 1493: άP. Farnesius, protonotarius et secretariusέ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ƳŀǊƪǎ ƘƛƳ ŀǎ ΨŀōǎŜƴǎΦΩ 
Johannis Burckardi, Liber Notarum ab anno MCCCCLXXXIII usque ad annum MDVI, ed. Enrico Celani (Città di 
/ŀǎǘŜƭƭƻ мфлсҍмфпнύΣ ǾƻƭΦ LΣ ǇΦ порΦ 
156 Angeli, Famiglie Viterbesi, p. 218. 
157 Bernardino to Conservators of Peace of Orvieto, 24 October 1498. ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 686, 
parte 3, unfoliated. 
158 BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 128r-v, 139v; ASR, Collegio dei notai capitolini, busta 176, ff. 895r-896v, published 
in Regesto dei documenti, pp. 210-15. 
159 ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated. 
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provides evidence how local ecclesiastical institutions and family relations aided the advancement of 

the Farnese scions. 

 

Alessandro Farnese: Papal Treasurer and Cardinal 

Of Alessandro we know that he had a model humanist education at tƻƳǇƻƴƛƻ [ŜǘƻΩǎ Roman 

Academy.160 Leto regarded Alessandro as a promising pupil with whom he remained in correspondence 

long after his schooldays. At the age of sixteen, Alessandro was selected to orate on reinstating the 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ŎŜƭŜōǊŀǘƛƴƎ wƻƳŜΩǎ ōƛǊǘƘŘŀȅ ōȅ ŎǊƻǿƴƛƴƎ ǇƻŜǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ƭŀǳǊŜƭΣ ŀƴŘ ƎŀǾŜ ŀ ǎǇŜŜŎƘ ǘƘŀǘ ōƻǘƘ 

reflected his dexterity in composing Latin as well as the breadth of his erudition.161 For all his 

intellectual qualities, it was presumably his family ties that gained him the position of apostolic scriptor 

on 1 February 1482, his young age notwithstanding.162 Alessandro added a few other benefices to his 

portfolio and was made receiver of the Church of Saint Mary Magdalene in Gradoli, as well as secular 

prior of the chapter of San Lorenzo in Viterbo on 13 February 1485.163 Gradoli was part of the Farnese 

patrimony and it is possible that the iuspatronatus over local ecclesiastical institutions gave the 

Farnese the opportunity to provide their offspring with some additional income from minor benefices. 

CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ±ƛǘŜǊōƻΩǎ ŎŀǘƘŜŘǊŀƭ ƴƻ Řƻǳōǘ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘǎ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ 

in the political and religious life of that commune; Alessandro also became a canon of San Lorenzo on 

22 June 1492.164 LŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛŎŜǎ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪΣ ǘƘŜ 

 
160 Frugoni, άtŜǊ ǳƴƻ ǎǘǳŘƛƻέ, pp. 202-млΤ hƴ [ŜǘƻΩǎ wƻƳŀƴ !ŎŀŘŜƳȅΣ ǎŜŜ {ǳǎŀƴƴŜ ŘŜ .ŜŜǊΣ ά¢ƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ 
Ψ!ŎŀŘŜƳȅΩ ƻŦ tƻƳǇƻƴƛƻ [ŜǘƻΥ CǊƻƳ ŀƴ LƴŦƻǊƳŀƭ IǳƳŀƴƛǎǘ bŜǘǿƻǊƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Lƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ [ƛǘŜǊŀǊȅ {ƻŎƛŜǘȅέΣ ƛƴ 
Arjan van Dixhoorn & Susie Speakman Sutch (eds.), The Reach of the Republic of Letters: Literary and Learned 
Societies in Late Medieval and Early Modern Europe (Leiden, 2008), vol. I, pp. 181-218; Anna Modigliani, Angela 
Calocero & Elettra Camperlingo (eds.), Pomponio Leto tra identità locale e cultura internazionale: atti del 
convegno internazionale, Teggiano, 3-5 ottobre 2008 (Rome, 2011). 
161 /ƻƴŎŜǘǘŀ .ƛŀƴŎŀΣ άtƻƳǇƻƴƛƻ [Ŝǘƻ Ŝ ƭΩƛƴǾŜƴȊƛƻƴŜ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ŎŎŀŘŜƳƛŀ wƻƳŀƴŀέΣ ƛƴ aŀǊŎ 5ŜǊŀƳŀƛȄΣ tŜǊǊƛƴŜ 
Galand-Hallyn, Ginette Vagenheim & Jean Vignes (eds.), [Ŝǎ !ŎŀŘŜƳƛŜǎ Řŀƴǎ ƭΩŜǳǊƻǇŜ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǎǘŜΥ LŘŞŀǳȄ Ŝǘ 
pratiques (Geneva, 2008), pp. 25-56. 
162 ASV, Reg. Vat. 659, ff. 34v-35r. 
163 ASV, Reg. Vat. 711, ff. 33r-34v. 
164 Jennifer DeSilva draws attention to how cathedral and basilica chapters were monopolised by local patrician 

ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎ ƛƴ .ƻƭƻƎƴŀ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ά9ŎŎƭŜǎƛŀǎǘƛŎŀƭ 5ȅƴŀǎǘƛŎƛǎƳ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ .ƻƭƻƎƴŀΥ ¢ƘŜ /ŀƴƻƴƛŎŀƭ /ƘŀǇǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ {ŀƴ 

tƛŜǘǊƻ ŀƴŘ {ŀƴ tŜǘǊƻƴƛƻέΣ ƛƴ Dƛŀƴ aŀǊƛo Anselmi, Angela de Benedictis & Nicholas Terpstra (eds.), Bologna ς 
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ǊŜƳŀƛƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōǳƭƭ ƛǎ ŀǎ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘΦ ¢ƘŜ ōǳƭƭ ǎǘǊŜǎǎŜǎ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ōŀǊƻƴƛŀƭ ŘŜǎŎŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜǎ ǘƻ 

reserve the next available canonry at the Lateran Basilica of Saint John for Alessandro. Normally the 

ǇǊŜōŜƴŘǎ ŀǘ wƻƳŜΩǎ ƳŀƧƻǊ ōŀǎƛƭƛŎŀǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƛǊƳƭȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƻƭƭŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ wƻƳŀƴ ōŀǊƻƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƪƛƴ ƻǊ 

clients.165 ¢Ƙŀǘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜŘ ŦƻǊ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƛǎ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǌŀƴƪǎ ƻŦ wƻƳŜΩǎ ōŀǊƻƴƛŀƭ ŜƭƛǘŜΦ ¸ŜǘΣ ƳǳŎƘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ tŀƻƭƻΣ 

!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǳŦŦŜǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘōǊŜŀƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎΩ ²ŀǊΦ 

¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǎŎǳǊǊƛƭƻǳǎ ǘŀƭŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ƛƳǇǊƛǎƻƴƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ /ŀǎǘŜƭ {ŀƴǘΩ!ƴƎŜƭƻ ǘƘŀǘ 

originated during or after his pontificate. In reality, he was merely a hostage when his family, above all 

his brother Angelo IV, broke off their condotte with the pope and took up service with his enemies.166 

Whether he escaped, as some versions would have it, or was released, Alessandro transferred to 

CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƘŜ ƭƛǾŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ ƛƴ-laws and was able to complete his education. In Florence, 

!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ǿŀǎ ǎǳǊǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ōȅ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇǊŜ-eminent humanists of the day, amongst whom 

Demetrio Calcondila, Angelo Poliziano, Marsilio Ficino, Flavius Mithridates, Giovanni Pico della 

Mirandola, Gregorio da Spoleto, and Bartolomeo Scala. !ƳƻƴƎ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ŦŜƭƭƻǿ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ 

DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ Dƛǳƭƛƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊǎ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ŀƴŘ tŀƻƭƻ /ƻǊǘŜǎƛΦ Lƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ 

!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ŀǾƛŘƭȅ ǘƻƻƪ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ DǊŜŜƪΣ ŀƭōŜƛǘ ƴƻǘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ƙƛǎ Ŏƻǳǎƛƴ tŀƻƭƻ άǿƘŀǘ ŀ 

heavy burdeƴ ώƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƭȅΥ ƳƛƭƭǎǘƻƴŜϐ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ǾŜƴǘǳǊŜ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜΦέ167 Nonetheless, 

Alessandro was apparently studious, as his letters became interspersed with Greek citations and his 

 
Cultural Crossroads from the Medieval to the Baroque: Recent Anglo-American Scholarship (Bologna, 2013), pp. 

173-91. 
165 !ƴŘǊŜŀǎ wŜƘōŜǊƎΣ ά[ǳŎƛ Ŝ ƻƳōǊŜ ǎǳƛ ŎŀƴƻƴƛŎƛ ŘŜƭƭŜ ƎǊŀƴŘƛ ōŀǎƛƭƛŎƘŜ di Roma nel Rinascimento: appunti sulla 
loro formazione culturale-ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǎŀ Ŝ ǎǳƭƭŀ ƭƻǊƻ ǊŜǇǳǘŀȊƛƻƴŜ ǇǊŜǎǎƻ ƛ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀƴŜƛέΣ ƛƴ !ƳŜŘŜƻ ŘŜ ±ƛƴŎŜƴǘƛƛǎ ϧ 
Anna Modigliani (eds.), Roma e il papato nel medioevo: studi in onore di Massimo Miglio (Rome, 2012), vol. I, 
pp. 419-офΤ !ƴŘǊŜŀǎ wŜƘōŜǊƎΣ άwŜƭƛƎƛƻǎƛǘŁ ŎƻƭƭŜǘǘƛǾŀ Ŝ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŀ ŦǊŀ ƛ ŎŀƴƻƴƛŎƛ ŘŜƭƭŜ ƎǊŀƴŘƛ ōŀǎƛƭƛŎƘŜ Řƛ wƻƳŀ ƴŜƭ 
ǘŀǊŘƻ ƳŜŘƛƻŜǾƻέΣ ƛƴ Dƛǳƭƛŀ .ŀǊƻƴŜ ϧ !ƴƴŀ 9ǎǇƻǎƛǘƻ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Vita religiosa a Roma (secoli XIII-XV): Atti della 
giornata di studio su Roma religiosa (secoli XIII-XV), Roma 12 maggio 2008 (Rome, 2010), pp. 41-80; Barone, 
άbƻōƛƭǘŁ ǊƻƳŀƴŀ Ŝ /ƘƛŜǎŀέΦ 
166 [ǳƛǘŜƴΣ ά{ŜȄǳŀƭƛǘȅΣ !ƎŜƴŎȅΣ ŀƴŘ IƻƴƻǊέΣ ǇǇΦ оуΣ пмΦ  
167 άDǊŀŜŎŀ ǾŜǊǎŀƳǳǎΣ ŀŘŜƻ ǳǘ ǾƛȄ ƘƻŎ ŜȄƛƎǳǳƳ ǘŜƳǇƻǊƛǎ ǉǳƻ ŀŘ ǘŜ ǎŎǊƛǇǎƛƳǳǎ ƛƳǇǳƴŜ ǎǘǳŘƛƛǎ ƴƻǎǘǊis eripere 
ǇƻǘǳŜǊƛƳǳǎΤ ǘŀƴǘŀŜ Ƴƻƭƛǎ Ŝǎǘ ŜȄǘǊŀ ƭƛƴƎǳŀƳ ǇǊƻǇǊƛŀƳ ǇŜǊŜƎǊŜƴŀǊƛΦέ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ tŀƻƭƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ 
undated. Carteggio umanistico, pp. 27-уΤ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ ±ƛǊƎƛƭΩǎ AeneidΣ мΦооΤ άLƴ ƭƛǘǘŜǊŀǎ DǊŀŜŎŀǎ ƳŜ ǘƻǘǳƳ 
transfudi ita tamen ut nonnuƴǉǳŀƳ ŀƭƛǉǳƛǎ ƭƻŎǳǎ [ŀǘƛƴƛǎ ǊŜƭƛƴǉǳŀǘǳǊΦέ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ {ǳƭǇƛȊƛƻ Řŀ ±ŜǊƻƭƛΣ 
undated. Carteggio umanistico, pp. 31-2. 
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progress led his fellow student Scipione Forteguerri to compliment ƘƛƳΥ άI have heard incredible and 

unbelievable things about you, o Alexander, that you have learned so well the language of the Greeks 

that it is hard to discern whether you happen to be born a Roman or of the Greek mother tongue.έ168 

!ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ erudition gained him lasting fame in the works of Paolo Cortesi and 

Ludovico Ariosto, the immediate benefits of his Florentine sojourn were more mundane. He had 

sought to attract ǘƘŜ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ Ƙƛǎ ǇƻŜǘǊȅΣ ŦƻǊ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƘŜ ŀƭǎƻ Ŝƴƭisted the 

ŀƛŘ ƻŦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻΩǎ ǎƻƴ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛΣ with the aim of obtaining his support for his curial career.169 Now that 

ǘƘŜ bŜŀǇƻƭƛǘŀƴ .ŀǊƻƴǎΩ ²ŀǊ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀƴ ŀƭƭƛŀƴŎŜ ƳŀŘŜ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ LƴƴƻŎŜƴǘ ±LLL ŀƴŘ 

[ƻǊŜƴȊƻΣ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜŎƻƳƳŜƴŘŀǘƛƻƴ ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǎƛƎƴƛficant weight. In two letters to his ambassador in 

Rome of 4 April 1489, Lorenzo warmly recommended Alessandro and supported his petition to buy 

one of the newly-created secretarial offices without however taking the habit and conclusively 

foregoing the chance of dynastic succession.170 Perhaps realising that the request for such a high curial 

office without ordination was much to ask, Lorenzo wrote another more forceful letter a week later in 

order to convey the extent of his support: 

 

A few days ago, I wrote you a letter in favour of my lord Alessandro Farnese, and currently he intends 

to come hither, possibly for the same reason and in order to be known by the Sanctity of Our Lord as his 

most devoted servant. I would like to convey to you that this man, apart from being born to the house 

that he is, has many and singular qualities, amongst which most abundantly erudition and excellent 

manners, because he is most sophisticated and an example of a decent and laudable life. For these 

reasons, which you know how much they are capable of moving me, I recommend him to you as I would 

 
168ά ̄ʽˋˍʰ ˁʰ ̄ ʰˊɻˇ˅ʰΣ  ˂ʷ˅ʰ˄ʵˊʶΣ ˁˇˎˋʰ ˉʶˊʾ ˋˇˎΣ ˍʽ ˍ ̄ ʶ ̱́ ˄ ˍ˄ ˂˂ʺ˄˖˄ ʵʽʱ˂ʶˁˍˇ˄ ˇˍ˖ 
˅ʷ˃ʰʻʶˌΣ ˋˍʶ ˇ ʵʽˇ˄ ʶ˄ʰʽ ʵʽʰʴ˄˄ ʰʽΣ ˉˈˍʶˊˇ˄ ˖˃ʰ̌ˌ  ˂˂ʹ˄ ˍ˄ ˒˖˄˄ ˄  ˍˎʴ˔˄ʶʽˌΦέ {ŎƛǇƛƻƴŜ 

Forteguerri to Alessandro Farnese, undated. Carteggio umanistico, pp. 55-7. I thank Davide Massimo for his 
help in translating this letter. 
169 !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ ǳƴŘŀǘŜŘΣ ŀƴŘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ 
undated. Carteggio umanistico, pp. 24-5, 29. 
170 [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƻ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ [ŀƴŦǊŜŘƛƴƛΣ п !ǇǊƛƭ мпуфΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ Lettere, XV, pp. 48-59, 62-3. 
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my son Piero, and I pray you introduce him and recommend him most warmly to Our Lord, for you could 

do me no greater favour nor could I be more content than with this.171 

 

It was not until the following year that Alessandro took up his post as clerk in the Curia again, but from 

that moment on his career took off.172 LorenzoΩǎ support finally gained him the much-desired position 

of apostolic secretary on 16 August 1490.173 On 8 July 1491 ς now also being able to count on the 

support of the Vice-Chancellor of the Church, Rodrigo Borgia, and his relatives ς Alessandro was 

promoted to the post of apostolic protonotary.174 ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƛƴǾŜǎǘ ƛƴ ŎƭŜǊƛŎŀƭ ŎŀǊŜŜǊǎ 

for their offspring had thus paid off. Through a combination of allocating local benefices, pulling strings 

ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƭƛŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ƴŜŀǊōȅ ŎƻƳƳǳƴŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƻōǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭƛŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ wƻƳŜΩǎ 

barons, the College of Cardinals, and FlorenceΩǎ ǳƴƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭ ǊǳƭŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ ǘǿƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ Ŏƻǳǎƛƴǎ ƘŀŘ ƎŀƛƴŜŘ 

entrance to the curial elite. Considering the relatively young age at which this had been achieved, it 

would not have been unreasonable to dream of attaining additional dignities such as an episcopal 

ƳƛǘǊŜ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ ŀ ŎŀǊŘƛƴŀƭΩǎ ǊŜŘ ƘŀǘΦ 

 ¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƘŀŘ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƻ ƘƻǇŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎƭŀǾŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ LƴƴƻŎŜƴǘ ±LLLΩǎ 

death in 1492. Of the cardinals that entered the Sistine Chapel and were locked inside, the Farnese 

sported close or more distant familial connections to a substantial number of them. Even so, none of 

ǘƘŜ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜƻǳǎ ŀǎ wƻŘǊƛƎƻ .ƻǊƎƛŀΩǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ !ǎ DƛǳƭƛŀΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΣ 

 
171 άLƻ Ǿƛ ǎŎǊƛǇǎƛ ŀΩ ŘƜ Ǉŀǎǎŀǘƻ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǊŜ Řƛ messer Alexandro da Farnese, et al presente ha facto pensiero venire 

di costà, forse per la medesima cagione et per essere consciuto dalla Sanctità di Nostro Signore per suo 

fedelissimo servitore. Io voglo farve intendere che costui, oltre allo essere nato della casa che è, ha molte e 

singulari parte in sé, tra la quali sono molto abundante le lettere et buoni costumi, perché è et doctissimo et 

uno exemplo di buono et laudabile vita. Per queste cagioni, che sapete quanto mi soglono muovere, ve lo 

raccomando quanto farei Piero mio figluolo, et vi priegho lo introduciate et raccomandiate caldissimamente a 

Nostro Signore, di che non potresti farmi maggiore piecere né io potrei esserne più contento.έ 

[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǘƻ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ [ŀƴŦǊŜŘƛƴƛΣ мл !ǇǊƛƭ мпуфΦ LoreƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ Lettere, XV, pp. 79-80. 
172 ASV, Reg. Lat. 912, f. 162r; Von Hoffmann, Forschungen, II, pp. 88-9. 
173 ASV, Reg. Lat. 891, f. 136r. 
174 ASV, Reg. Vat. 695, f. 300rΤ DƛƎƭƛƻƭŀ CǊŀƎƴƛǘƻΣ άtŀƻƭƻ LLLέΣ DBI; Although it has not survived intact and is 
difficult to decipher, a letter from Lorenzo Pucci seems to suggest the involvement of Adriana del Milà and Juan 
[ƽǇŜȊΣ wƻŘǊƛƎƻ .ƻǊƎƛŀΩǎ ǎŜŎǊŜǘŀǊȅΣ ƛƴ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƴƎ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΦ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ tǳŎŎƛ ǘƻ tǳŎŎƛƻ tǳŎŎƛΣ мр WŀƴǳŀǊȅ мпфмΦ 
Archivio Pucci, filza 2, A 37. 
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!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ǎǘƻƻŘ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜƭȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ .ƻǊƎƛŀΩǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ƴƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ǘǊŜŀǎǳǊer-general of 

the Church.175 Reflecting on the new status that Giulia and Alessandro had acquired at court, and the 

potential benefits to their wider kinship network, a certain Gottifredo, a servant of the Pucci, reported 

ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜ άǘƘŀǘ ƻǳǊ ƳƻƴǎƛƎƴƻr Alessandro [Farnese] and my lord Alessandro [Pucci] are great 

masters and are favoured by the pope to the extent that the court following murmurs he will make 

ƘƛƳ ŀ ŎŀǊŘƛƴŀƭΦέ176 Within a year these rumours turned out to be prophetic as {ǘŜŦŀƴƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ǉǳƛƭa, 

Angelo Farnese, and Alessandro himself announced the felicitous news of his elevation to the 

cardinalate to the Pucci in Florence.177 

Some contemporaries adduced, probably correctly, that Giulia Farnese had a decisive role in 

ƘŜǊ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴ.178 Historians have generally accepted these conclusions.179 However, other 

considered that Alessandro Farnese and his colleague Giuliano Cesarini, likewise a Borgia relative, were 

also raised to the cardinalate to placate the Roman populace.180 Alessandro himself pretended to see 

tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΩǎ ƘŀƴŘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ƴƻƳƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜǎǳƳŀōƭȅ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŜƳǇƘŀǎƛǎŜ Ƙƛǎ 

prospective value as a mediator between Florence and the papacy.181 Probably none of these 

explanations suffices on its own. Few other candidates for the cardinalate could boast the same level 

of education or the same pedigree as Alessandro Farnese; he was ex baronum genere (from the 

ōŀǊƻƴƛŀƭ Ŏƭŀǎǎύ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀƭƭΦ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǿŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ-ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ ǇŜƴƛƴǎǳƭŀΩǎ ƴƻōƭŜΣ 

princely, and royal families, and had fostered and maintained these connections for decades. 

aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ōȅ ǾƛǊǘǳŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ ǘƻ hǊǎƛƴƻ hǊǎƛƴƛΣ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ǿŀǎ ǊŜƎŀǊŘŜŘ ŀǎ .ƻǊƎƛŀ ƪƛƴ 

 
175 AlŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ мл {ŜǇǘŜƳōŜǊ мпфнΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ ·L·Σ мнфr-v. 
176 άche lo nostro monsignore Alexandro et lo signore Alexandro sono grandi maestri e sono favoriti dal papa 
per modo che la brigata disse che lo farà CardinaleΦέ Gottifredo to Puccio Pucci, 29 September 1492. Archivio 
Pucci, filza 2, A 42. 
177 {ǘŜŦŀƴƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ǉǳƛƭŀ ŀƴŘ !ƴƎŜƭƻ IV Farnese to Puccio Pucci, 20 September 1493 and Alessandro Farnese to 
Puccio Pucci, 23 September 1493. ASF, Signori, DB, OP, MR 15, ff. 153r-154v, 158r-v. 
178 Infessura, Diario, p. 293. 
179 Although Helge Gamrath is reluctant to attribute any decisive role to Giulia Farnese in his Farnese, p. 27. 
180 άwƻƳŀƴƛ tƻǇǳƭƛΣ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘǊǳƳ CŀǊƴŜǎƛǳƳ ŜȄ .ŀǊƻƴǳƳ ƎŜƴŜǊŜΣ Ŝǘ LǳƭƛŀƴǳƳ /ŀŜǎŀǊƛƴǳƳ DŀōǊƛŜƭƛǎ ŦƛƭƛǳƳΣ 
Prothonotarios et SecǊŜǘŀǊƛƻǎ ŀǇƻǎǘƻƭƛŎƻǎΦέ /ƻƴǘƛΣ Le storieΣ ǾƻƭΦ LLΣ ǇΦ смΤ άǇώŜǊϐ Ŏƻώƴϐǘƻ ŘώŜϐ ǊƻƳŀƴƛ ǾƻƭŜǾŀ ƛƭ 
ǇǊƻǘƘƻƴƻǘώŀǊƛƻϐ ŎŜǎŀǊƛƴƛ Ŝǘ ƛƭ ǇǊƻǘƘƻƴƻǘώŀǊƛƻϐ Řŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǎǳƻ ǘŜǎŀǳǊƛŜǊŜέΣ !ƴǘƻƴƛƻ /ƻƭƭŜƴǳŎŎƛƻ ǘƻ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ 
Medici, 14 September 1493. ASF, MAP, LV, 84r-85r. 
181 !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ tƛŜǊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ р CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ мпфпΦ !{CΣ a!tΣ /···L·Σ мутr-v. 
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and the letters exchanged between him and Cesare Borgia further attest to the familiarity between 

the two families.182 GiuliaΩǎ intervention therefore may not have been instrumental at all in 

determining whether ŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƻōǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŀ ǊŜŘ ƘŀǘΦ Lǘ Ŏŀƴ ƴŜǾŜǊǘƘŜƭŜǎǎ ōŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ DƛǳƭƛŀΩǎ 

intervention did determine the moment when ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŎŀƳŜ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ǿŀȅΣ ƴŀƳŜƭȅ ŀǘ ŀƴ ŀƎŜ 

ς Alessandro was twenty-five ς ŀǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǳǎǳŀƭƭȅ ƻƴƭȅ ǇŀǇŀƭ ƴŜǇƘŜǿǎ ƻǊ ǎŎƛƻƴǎ ŦǊƻƳ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ ǇǊƛƴŎŜƭȅ 

dynasties could aspire to the cardinalate.183 Giulia presumably also played a pivotal role in determining 

who of the two Farnese clerics was promoted. There is no other way to explain why Alessandro, the 

younger cousin who had only just freshly embarked on a curial career in Rome, would have been 

preferred over Paolo with his long and impressive track-record in some of the most prestigious curial 

ƻŦŦƛŎŜǎΦ DƛǳƭƛŀΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ǎǳōǎŜǉǳŜƴǘ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴ Ƴŀȅ Ǝƻ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ǿŀȅ ƛƴ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎ 

why Paolo opted for self-exile from Rome, perhaps disillusioned as the road to promotion was now 

closed to him. 

¦ƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ŘƛŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ Ŧŀctors. A variety of political 

strategies were pursued by the Farnese that proved in the end to be fortunate choices in light of the 

historical turns and developments of the Quattrocento. Throughout the century, the Farnese had 

extended their territorial power and influence in the Patrimony of St Peter in Tuscia. Moreover, they 

had cultivated and extended their ties with members of the curial elite, the College of Cardinals, and 

many of the incumbent popes. Most importantly, the Farnese had ς a few notable but exceptional 

events aside ς pursued a strategy of support for pontifical power since the end of the Western Schism, 

and had reaped the rewards that they had aspired to by virtue of the deeds of their ancestors and their 

own, in the form of economic privileges, military offices, investitures with castles and territories, and, 

finally, ecclesiastical benefices. A member of the dynasty among the ranks of the cardinals was 

therefore as much the crowning achievement of, aided by contingency, favourable actions and 

dynastic strategies pursued throughout the entire Quattrocento. 

 
182 Alessandro Farnese to Cesare Borgia, undated, and Cesare Borgia to Alessandro Farnese, 5 June 1490. 
Carteggio umanistico, pp. 52-4. 
183 5Ŝ{ƛƭǾŀΣ άtƻƭƛǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ 5ȅƴŀǎǘȅέΦ 
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Chapter Five 

 

Patronage of the Arts and Sponsoring of Humanists in the Construction of Farnese Dynastic 

Memory on Isola Bisentina 

 

In the midst of the Lago di Bolsena lies an isolated island, Isola Bisentina. An abandoned church stands 

on the island alongside the remains of a Franciscan friary now largely overrun by vegetation and 

animals. In earlier days, according to Pius II, who viǎƛǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀƴŘ ŘƛƴŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŦǊƛŀǊǎΩ ǘŀōƭŜΣ ǘƘŜ 

monastic garden spilled over into a forested area inhabited by tame rabbits and all kinds of fowl.1 

Several walkways crossed the island leading up to its oratories that were built on or in the cliffs on the 

ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƻǳǘŜǊ ŜŘƎŜǎ ŀǎ ǎƛǘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƭŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŀȅŜǊΣ ǘƘǳǎ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜƴǘƛǊŜ ǘƻǇƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƛƴǘƻ 

a unified sacred landscape.2 ¢ƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ church, dedicated to Saint John the Baptist, contained the 

final resting place of most members of the FarƴŜǎŜ Řȅƴŀǎǘȅ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ мпрлΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǳǎƻƭŜǳƳΩǎ 

founder Ranuccio XVII was interred, and 1565, when the embalmed body of Ranuccio XXI Farnese, 

Cardinal-Bishop of Sabina, became the last addition to the mausoleum. Isola Bisentina thus retained a 

central role as the focus of ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ dynastic memory for over a century in a period of particular 

relevance for their history. It is therefore worthwhile reflecting how sponsorship of the construction 

of a mausoleum, church, Franciscan friary, and sacred landscaǇŜ Ŧƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ wider dynastic 

and cultural politics. 

Naturally, Farnese fifteenth-century patronage focused on other traditional areas, including 

the creation of a family college in Bologna, the construction of palaces, refurbishment of castles, 

sponsorship of mythical genealogies, as well as the decorative arts, endeavours that are lost, have 

survived only fragmentarily, or have been altered since.3 But Isola Bisentina stands out for its ambitious 

 
1 Piccolomini, I commentarii, pp. 1618-22. 
2 The term sacred landscape is borrowed from Michel Conan (ed.), Sacred Gardens and Landscapes: Ritual and 
Agency (Cambridge MA, 2007). 
3 Gamrath ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ƴƻǿ ƭƻǎǘ ǘŀǇŜǎǘǊƛŜǎ ŘŜǇƛŎǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ Farnese, p. 38. 
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scope, the innovativeness of its programme, the ways in which other actors ς most notably popes ς 

were drawn in and persuaded to contribute, and how humanists ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎƛǊŎƭŜ referred to it 

in texts. Moreover, Isola Bisentina is the only example of a Franciscan sacred landscape that was 

created at the behest of a baronial dynasty; it was intimately connected to ǘƘŜ ŘȅƴŀǎǘȅΩǎ memory in 

ways that its members themselves, as well their subjects, could engage with. Therefore, Isola Bisentina 

is an exemplary case that is illustrative of the ways in which the Farnese utilised patronage for the 

fabrication of their dynastic memory in the fifteenth century. Yet in other aspects the programme that 

was developed on the island was in many ways novel and inspired by cultural and spiritual 

developments that ran counter to the classicising models of what later became defined as Renaissance 

art. Finally, the Isola Bisentina features in one of the early writings of the famous humanist Paolo 

Cortesi, his dialogue De hominibus doctis (1490), which was written in collaboration with Alessandro 

Farnese, who might have suggested the Isola Bisentina as its setting. An analysis of the role of the Isola 

Bisentina and the Farnese monuments in /ƻǊǘŜǎƛΩǎ work further illuminates Ƙƻǿ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŦŀƳŜ 

spread textually and in which circles, but above all reveals something of the dynastic consciousness of 

Quattrocento nobles and their interactions with sites that were used to anchor and articulate dynastic 

memory. 

Renato Lefevre, the most recent historian to study Isola Bisentina, concluded that research 

into the construction and history ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƳŀǳǎƻƭŜǳƳΣ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΣ ŦǊƛŀǊȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ raises more 

questions and hypotheses than definitive answers. This chapter aims to resolve a few of these 

questions while also opening up several new ones. I nevertheless take up [ŜŦŜǾǊŜΩǎ suggestion that 

άcareful comparisons with analogous endeavours of the same period and the same cultural ambience 

could perhaps provide useful indicationsΦέ4 After all, the key to unravelling the meaning of acts of noble 

patronage lies in the way in which they interacted with contemporary practices and culture.5 

 
4 wŜƴŀǘƻ [ŜŦŜǾǊŜΣ άLƴǘŜǊǊƻƎŀǘƛǾƛ Ŝ ƛǇƻǘŜǎƛ ǎǳƭ ΨǎŀŎǊŀǊƛǳƳΩ ŦŀǊƴŜǎƛŀƴƻ ŘŜƭƭΩLǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀέΣ ƛƴ wŜƴŀǘƻ [ŜŦŜǾǊŜ όŜŘΦύΣ 
Rinascimento nel Lazio (Rome, 1979), pp. 159-84. 
5 ClaǳŘƛǳǎ {ƛǘǘƛƎ ϧ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ²ƛŜƭŀƴŘΣ ά9ƛƴƭŜƛǘǳƴƎέΣ ƛƴ /ƭŀǳŘƛǳǎ {ƛǘǘƛƎ ϧ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ²ƛŜƭŀƴŘ όŜŘǎΦύΣ 5ƛŜ ΨYǳƴǎǘ ŘŜǎ 
!ŘŜƭǎΩ ƛƴ ŘŜǊ CǊǸƘŜƴ bŜǳȊŜƛǘ (Wiesbaden, 2018), pp. 7-22. 
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¢ƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ Ƴȅ Ǝƻŀƭ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŎƘŀǇǘŜǊ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ centred on 

Isola Bisentina into a wider Quattrocento cultural framework of Franciscan piety and developments in 

devotional practices. Lƴ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻΣ L ŎƛǊŎǳƳǾŜƴǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƛǘŦŀƭƭ ƻŦ ŀǇǇǊŜŎƛŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜ ƻƴ 

Isola Bisentina solely by measuring it by the yardstick of the Renaissance revival of classical forms.  

Helge Gamrath, for instance, sees the construction of the Farnese mausoleum, church, friary, 

and landscape as a statement of splendour, a manifestation of magnificenza typical of Renaissance 

ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΣ ȅŜǘ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜƭȅ ǳƴŘŜǊǾŀƭǳŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ǘƻ ŀŘƻǇǘ ŀ ǇǊƻǇŜǊ 

classicising style.6 By contrast, it is argued here that the late-DƻǘƘƛŎ ǎǘȅƭŜ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ŦƻǊ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLΩǎ 

ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎƭȅ ŀŘƻǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ƛǘǎ ǇŀǘǊƻƴΩǎ ǾƛŎƛƴƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀƭ ŎƻǳǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘȅƭŜ ƛƴ 

vogue for funerary monuments there.7 Similarly, the programme for Isola BisentinŀΩǎ ǎŀŎǊŜŘ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ 

resonated with Franciscan innovations in devotional practices, reflected a renewed interest in the Holy 

Land and its venerable sites, and its execution took place in interaction with prominent Franciscans 

and with further contributions by a series of popes. 

The preceding chapters have argued that consciousness of being part of a larger dynasty, the 

domus de Farnesio, guided and constrained decisions made by the Farnese in the areas of inheritance, 

social interaction with subjects as well as peers, career choice, political allegiance, and their 

relationship with the papacy ς not dissimilar to how such an awareness guided such choices for other 

dynasties, too.8 Lǘ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŜǘǳǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜ ƻƴ Lǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛna. The 

final parts of this chapter use the evidence available to provide insight into how this consciousness was 

imbibed through engagement with the memory of Farnese ancestors and their deeds. 

 
6 Gamrath, Farnese, pp. 33-7. 
7 CƻǊ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LL CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘΣ ǎŜŜ CƛƎǳǊŜ рс ƛƴ ǘƘŜ !ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄΦ 
8 Iris Holzwart-{ŎƘŅŦŜǊΣ άDŜŦŅƘǊŘŜǘŜ 5ȅƴŀǎǘƛŜƴ ƛƴ ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛǎŎƘ-ƛƴǘŜǊŘƛǎȊƛǇƭƛƴŅǊŜǊ tŜǊǎǇŜƪǘƛǾŜΥ wŜǎǸƳŜŜέΣ ƛƴ 9ƭƭŜƴ 
Widder, Iris Holzwart-Schäfer & Christian Heinemeyer (eds.), Geboren, um zu herrschen? Gefährdete Dynastien 
in historisch-interdisziplinärer Perspektive (Tübingen, 2018), pp. 267-усΤ aƛŎƘŀŜƭ IŜŎƘǘΣ άΩ5ȅƴŀǎǘƛŜΩ ŀƭǎ bƻǊƳ 
und Praxis: Verwandtschaftliche und herrschaftliche Ordnung am Beispiel der Fürsten von Anhalt in der Frühen 
NeǳȊŜƛǘέΣ Mitteilungen der Residenzen-Kommission der Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Göttingen 5 (2016), 
pp. 121-29. 



207 
 

As a result of the close affiliation with histoire de mentalités the first generation of scholars 

concerned with the role of memory in history focused on collective memories, precipitating a response 

that instead posited memory was contested, differentiated, and negotiated.9 Predictably, third wave 

memory studies now emphasise the dialectic relation between group and individual memory.10 Like 

the inherent tension between individual and dynasty, dynastic memory consisted of a personal 

individualised attitude towards the past as well as of shared, transmitted, echoed, and mediated 

narratives, not to mention textual and material manifestations of such narratives. These could be 

intended for personal use or public display. Moreover, recent studies in memory follow Reinhart 

Koselleck in ascribing to memory different temporalities. Koselleck argues that the past can be 

experienced as absent, as something definitively past, but can also become present as a mental 

representation and linked to the future in the form of aspirations and impulses for action in what he 

terms bundles of possibility.11 It can be helpful to present dynastic consciousness in the same terms as 

it illuminates how dynasty placed the individual in connection with time and with temporalities in both 

an unbroken linear chain of descent that connected individuals to their progenitors as the blood of 

ǘƘŜƛǊ ŦƻǊŜŦŀǘƘŜǊǎ ŦƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǾŜƛƴǎΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ŀ ŎȅŎƭƛŎŀƭ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎΩ 

achievements foreshadow and inspire emulation by their descendants.12 wŜƭȅƛƴƎ ƻƴ YƻǎŜƭƭŜŎƪΩǎ 

ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ Ŏŀƴ ƘŜƭǇ ƛƴ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŀǘǘŜǊŜŘ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ǇŜǊǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ 

with their ancestorsΩ memory and aid in appreciating how individual members of the Farnese saw their 

place within this wider dynastic framework and envisaged their actions as making a lasting contribution 

ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘȅƴŀǎǘȅΩǎ ƘƻƴƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘΦ LƴŜǾƛǘŀōƭȅΣ ǎǳŎƘ ǊŜƳŜƳōǊŀƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴ 

or even imagination of a glorious past that could be part history part mythology. Many of these 

 
9 !ƭƻƴ /ƻƴŦƛƴƻΣ άaŜƳƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ aŜƴǘŀƭƛǘƛŜǎέΣ ƛƴ !ǎǘǊƛŘ 9Ǌƭƭ ϧ !ƴǎƎŀǊ bǸƴƴƛƴƎ όŜŘǎΦύΣ A Companion 
to Cultural Memory Studies (Berlin, 2010), pp. 77-84. 
10 DǊŜƎƻǊ CŜƛƴŘǘΣ CŞƭƛȄ YǊŀǿŀǘȊŜƪΣ 5ŀƴƛŜƭŜ aŜƘƭŜǊΣ CǊƛŜŘŜƳŀƴƴ tŜǎǘŜƭ ϧ wƛŜƪŜ ¢ǊƛƳœŜǾΣ ά9ƴǘŀƴƎƭŜŘ aŜƳƻǊȅΥ 
¢ƻǿŀǊŘ ŀ ¢ƘƛǊŘ ²ŀǾŜ ƛƴ aŜƳƻǊȅ {ǘǳŘƛŜǎέΣ History & Theory 53/1 (2014), pp. 24-ппΤ !ǎǘǊƛŘ 9ǊƭƭΣ ά¢ǊŀǾŜƭƭƛƴƎ 
aŜƳƻǊȅέΣ Parallax 17/4 (2011), pp. 4-18. 
11 Reinhart Koselleck, Zeitschichten: Studien zur Historik (Frankfurt am Main, 2000), pp. 203-21, 246-64. 
12 Anita Guerreau-WŀƭŀōŜǊǘΣ άCƭŜǎƘ ŀƴŘ .ƭƻƻŘ ƛƴ aŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ [ŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ŀōƻǳǘ YƛƴǎƘƛǇέΣ ƛƴ /ƘǊƛǎǘƻǇƘŜǊ WƻƘƴǎƻƴΣ 
Bernhard Jussen, David Sabean & Simon Teuscher (eds.), Blood & Kinship: Matter for Metaphor from Ancient 
Rome to the Present (New York, 2013), pp. 61-82. 
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representations of the past were transmitted orally, by letter, or both, as is reflected in Stefano 

ŘŜƭƭΩ!ǉǳƛƭŀΩǎ Ŏƛǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLΩǎ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ Ƙƻǿ ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ǊŜǳƴƛǘŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎǇŜǊǎŜŘ 

Farnese patrimony in a letter reproaching Alessandro Farnese for coveting a larger chunk of his 

brotherΩǎ inheritance.13 Often, more permanent artefacts for anchoring dynastic memory were 

desired. These could be wills, historical narratives laid down in text, in painting, or other artistic media, 

and these retained a central role in the social life of the Farnese. 

Unsurprisingly, tombs were particularly in vogue as mnemonic devices for dynastic memory. 

Tomb monuments in sacred spaces were tangible material objects that anchored dynastic memory 

spatially and temporally, and that were specifically designed to be interacted with subsequently.14 As 

sites of devotional practices tombs retained an integral role in the lives of family and community.15 

Tombs, intended as eternal monuments, communicated a continuity of power that glossed over those 

moments of dynastic crisis during which public power was transferred and had to be claimed by 

younger generations after the death of a prominent family member.16 Monumental funerary 

architecture was therefore widely used by royal dynasties throughout Europe, including those 

dynasties that ruled over parts of Italy like the Angevins of Naples with whom the Farnese had sported 

ties.17 Such practices of anchoring dynastic memory in sacred spaces had in the Middle Ages spread 

among the nobility and mercantile elites of the Italian cities, too.18 The Farnese, by creating a family 

 
13 See Chapter 1. 
14 bŀǘŀƭƛŀ bƻǿŀƪƻǿǎƪŀΣ άLƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΥ ǎǇŀŎŜΣ ǘƛƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ ŘȅƴŀǎǘȅέΣ ƛƴ bŀǘŀƭƛŀ bƻǿŀƪƻǿǎƪŀ όŜŘΦύΣ Remembering 
the Jagiellonians (London, 2018), pp. 1-27. 
15 ¢ƘŜŀ ¢ƻƳŀƛƴƛΣ άLƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέΣ ƛƴ ¢ƘŜŀ ¢ƻƳŀƛƴƛ όŜŘΦύΣ Dealing with the Dead: Mortality and Community in 

Medieval and Early Modern Europe (Leiden, 2018), pp. 1-16; see also, Sharon Strocchia, Death and Ritual in 

Renaissance Florence (Baltimore, 1992). 
16 Michel Foucault makes the link between tombs, mausoleums, and graveyards as heterotopias to what he 
dubs heterochronias, ruptures in (in this case dynastic) time. Michel Foucault, Aesthetics, Method, and 
Epistemology (London, 1998), pp. 182-3. 
17 Bartlett, Blood Royal, pp. 251-61Τ ±ƛƴƴƛ [ǳŎƘŜǊƛƴƛΣ ά/ŜƭŜōǊŀǊŜ Ŝ ŎŀƴŎŜƭƭŀǊŜ ƭŀ ƳŜƳƻǊƛŀ ŘƛƴŀǎǘƛŎŀ ƴŜƭƭŀ bŀǇƻƭƛ 
ŀƴƎƛƻƛƴŀΥ ƭŜ ǘƻƳōŜ ŘŜƭ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇŜ !ƴŘǊŜŀ ŘΩ¦ƴƎƘŜǊƛŀ Ŝ ŘŜƭƭŀ ǊŜƎƛƴŀ DƛƻǾŀƴƴŀ LέΣ Hortus Artium Medievalium 21 
(2015), pp. 76-фмΤ {ǘŜŦŀƴƻ 5ΩhǾƛŘƛƻΣ άhǎǎŜǊǾŀȊƛƻƴƛ ǎǳƭƭŀ ǎǘǊǳǘǘǳǊŀ Ŝ ƭΩƛŎƻƴƻƎǊŀŦƛŀ ŘŜƭƭŀ ǘƻƳōŀ Řƛ ǊŜ wƻōŜǊǘ 
ŘΩ!ƴƎƛƼ ƛƴ {ŀƴǘŀ /ƘƛŀǊŀ ŀ bŀǇƻƭƛέΣ Hortus Artium Medievalium 21 (2015), pp. 92-112; Tanja Michalsky, Memoria 
und Räpresentation: die Grabmäler des Königshauses Anjou in Italien (Göttingen, 2000). 
18 Frithjof Schwartz, Il bel cimitero: Santa Maria Novella in Florenz 1279-1348: Grabmäler, Architektur und 
Gesellshaft ό.ŜǊƭƛƴΣ нллфύΤ .ǊŜƴŘŀƴ /ŀǎǎƛŘȅΣ ά¢ƘŜ ¢ƻƳōǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !ŎŎƛŀƛƻƭƛ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ /ŜǊǘƻǎŀ del Galuzzo outside 
CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜέΣ ƛƴ WΦaΦ [ǳȄŦƻǊŘ όŜŘΦύΣ Studies in Carthusian Monasticism in the Late Middle Ages (Turnhout, 2008), 
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tomb and sponsoring the construction of its surrounding church, were therefore pursuing a patronage 

strategy that was well-established and my analysis of the motivations that led to its construction in the 

first part of this chapter will be in line with scholarship on funerary memorials before moving on to my 

analysis of the FranciscansΩ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ and how this led to the innovative creation of a sacred 

landscape. 

 

Dynasty and Divinity: The Farnese Mausoleum on Isola Bisentina 

The construction of a mausoleum and Franciscan complex was a conscious decision to instigate a new 

burial tradition for the Farnese dynasty. Before this, family members had been interred in Ischia. 

Geographically, Ischia was located at the heart of the Farnese patrimony, whereas Isola Bisentina was 

on its eastern border. Furthermore, Ischia ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƻƭŘŜǎǘ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ Ƴƻǎt 

imposing castles, and its temporary rebellion at the end of the Trecento did not diminish its importance 

ŀǎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƘŀƭŦ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻΦ tǳŎŎƛƻ II Farnese expressly 

stated in his 1385 will that άhe wanted and ordered that his body be buried in the Church of Saint 

Hermes in Ischia in the sepulchre in which the other members of his house are buried.έ19 A family 

burial chapel, tomb, and tradition thus already existed and the creation of a new mausoleum on Isola 

Bisentina was therefore a sudden yet significant break with the past. Capodimonte, by contrast, and 

the island just off its shore had been in possession of the Farnese only since 1385 and official 

confirmation thereof only took place in 1419.20 Yet the island offered a relatively empty space to work 

with, as its medieval castle and hamlet had been abandoned and lay in ruins. The castle had been 

ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ƻŦ tƻǇŜ ¦Ǌōŀƴ L±Σ ǿƘƻ ƘŀŘ ƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘ ŦǊƻƳ DƛŀŎƻƳƻ ŘŜΩ .ƛǎŜƴȊƛ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 

Prefetti di Vico in 1262.21 Afterwards, it had become a prison for heretics condemned for life as well as 

 
pp. 322-роΤ WƻƘƴ tŀƭŜƻǘǘƛΣ άaŜŘƛŎƛ CǳƴŜǊŀǊȅ aƻƴǳƳŜƴǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 5ǳƻƳƻ ƻŦ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CƻǳǊǘŜŜƴǘƘ 
Century: A Prologue to thŜ Ψ9ŀǊƭȅ aŜŘƛŎƛΩέΣ Renaissance Quarterly 59/4 (2006), pp. 1117-63. 
19 άǾƻƭǳƛǘ Ŝǘ ƳŀƴŘŀǾƛǘ ŎƻǊǇǳƳ ǎǳǳƳ ǎŜǇŜƭƛǊƛ ƛƴ ŜŎŎƭώŜǎƛŀϐƳ {ώŀƴŎϐǘƛ 9ǊƳŜǘƛǎ ŘŜ /ŀǎǘǊƻ LǎŎƘƛŜ ƛƴ tƻƭƛǎƛƴŜ ǎŜǇǳƭŎƘǊƻ 
ƛƴ ǉǳƻ ǎŜǇǳƭǘƛ ǎǳƴǘ ŀƭƛƧ ŘŜ ŘƻƳƻ ǎǳŀΦέ !{bΣ !ǊŎƘƛǾƛƻ CŀǊƴŜǎƛŀƴƻΣ ōǳǎǘŀ нлтм, unfoliated 
20 ASV, Reg. Vat. 348, ff. 172v-173r; Cronaca di Luca di Domenico Manenti, pp. 394-5. 
21 Daniel Waley, Mediaeval Orvieto (Cambridge, 1952), pp. 44-5. 
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a refuge for hermits.22 We do not know exactly when the Church of San Giovanni on the island had 

been built, but at the start of the Quattrocento it was in seriously dilapidated state. 

Plans for developing Isola Bisentina and reconstructing the Church are attested in 1431. Renato 

Lefevre and Fabiano Fagliari Zeni Buchicchio have argued these consisted of repairs and alterations of 

an already existing edifice, whereas Umberto Pannucci cites a brief in which Eugene IV donated the 

island to the Franciscans with the privilege to build an entirely new church.23 In 1440, Eugene himself 

paid a visit to the island to witness the construction work undoubtedly accompanied by his captain 

Ranuccio XVII Farnese. The construction of most of the church, the friary as well as a family 

mausoleum, however, seem to have been conceived of at this point or even later and largely under 

the auspices of the condottiere.24 ¢ƘŜ ŜǇƛǘŀǇƘ ƻŦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ŦǳƴŜǊŀǊȅ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘ ǘŜƭƭs us more: 

 

Hoc sepulcrum fieri fecit magnificus dominus Ranutius de Farnesio pro se et aliorum de domo 

sua A.D. MCCCCXLVIIII et die maij completum fuit25  

 

Conceived and finished in the final years of his life, Ranuccio was the driving force behind this 

monument for posterity. Ranuccio expressed his desire to be buried in San Giovanni in his will; he 

states explicitly that he had a monument built there. To fund the further construction and decoration 

of this monument and the church interior, Ranuccio further relinquished a helmet decorated with 18 

pounds worth of silver. .ƻǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻƳōΩǎ ŜǇƛǘŀǇƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƛǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǿƛƭƭ ǘƘŀǘ 

 
22 Annibali, Notizie storiche, vol. II, 115-16; aŜǊŎǳǊƛƻ !ƴǘƻƴŜƭƭƛΣ ά[ŀ ΨaŀƭǘŀΩ ŘŀƴǘŜǎŎŀ Ŝ ƭΩLǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀέΣ 
Giornale Storico della Letteratura Italiana 77 (1921), pp. 150-2. 
23 [ŜŦŜǾǊŜΣ άLƴǘŜǊǊƻƎŀǘƛǾƛ Ŝ ƛǇƻǘŜǎƛέΣ ǇǇΦ мрфΣ мсоΤ CŀƎƭƛŀǊƛ ½Ŝƴƛ .ǳŎƘƛŎŎƘƛƻΣ άDƭƛ ƻǊŀǘƻǊƛ ŘŜƭƭΩLǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀέΣ ǇǇΦ 

108-32; Pannucci, I Castelli, p. 118. The brief itself relates both of reparations insofar as possible, but also 

includes the possibility of constructing an entirely new church and bell tower. Bullarium Franciscanum 

continens constitutiones epistolas diplomata romanorum pontificum: Eugenii IV et Nicolai V: ad tres ordines 

S.P.N. Francisci spectantia, ed. Ulricus Hüntemann (Quaracchi, 1929), p. 24. 
24 CŀƎƭƛŀǊƛ ½Ŝƴƛ .ǳŎƘƛŎŎƘƛƻΣ άDƭƛ ƻǊŀǘƻǊƛ ŘŜƭƭΩLǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀέΣ ǇΦ млуΦ 
25 άThe magnificent lord Ranuccio Farnese had this sepulchre made for himself and for the other members of his 
ƘƻǳǎŜΦ /ƻƳǇƭŜǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ȅŜŀǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻǊŘ мппф ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴǘƘ ƻŦ aŀȅΦέΤ Both Lefevre and Gamrath include a 
[sic] after aliorum, the former indicating that it should instead be aliis, concluding ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƳŀǎǘŜǊȅ ƻŦ 
Latin was poor. To me it seems that it may very well be a partitive genitive, which was commonly used on tombs. 
[ŜŦŜǾǊŜΣ άLƴǘŜǊǊƻƎŀǘƛǾƛ Ŝ ƛǇƻǘŜǎƛέΣ ǇΦ мсрΤ DŀƳǊŀǘƘΣ Farnese, p. 33. 
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his descendants and heirs commit themselves to the repair and upkeep of the church exterior, interior, 

and the friars who lived on Isola Bisentina make it clear he intended to establish a dynastic tradition 

and lasting tie between his dynasty and the Franciscan convent and its church.26 

¢Ƙŀǘ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ mausoleum was taken up by his descendants can be 

inferred from Paolo CortesiΩǎ De hominibus doctis. In this text, a young Alessandro Farnese, a close 

friend of the author, explains that the church and mausoleum were further embellished by his father 

and uncle; I will discuss this at greater length later on. The Church of St John the Baptist remained the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ǎǇŀŎŜ throughout the second half of the fifteenth century, which further 

suggests the importance it had obtained in enshrining the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ dynastic memory. In his 1460 will, 

Angelo III announced his wish to be buried in the family crypt on Isola Bisentina. As an act of generosity 

he destined 50 gold ducats as well as his garments for the decoration of the altar.27 Although leaving 

garments might not seem munificent, ŎƭƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŎƘǳƴƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ŀ ƴƻōƭŜƳŀƴΩǎ 

personal and portable possessions; one that was furthermore translatable into money and easily 

reused and recycled.28 Furthermore, Angelo had expensive tastes. A friend of the cultured Giovanni di 

/ƻǎƛƳƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΣ ƘŜ ǎƘŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƘƛƳ ŀn interest in sumptuous attire.29 !ƴƎŜƭƻΩǎ ƎŀƳōŜǎƻƴǎ 

therefore represented a value that, whether exchanged for money or reused for decorative purposes, 

Ƴǳǎǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀŘŘŜŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊƛƻǊΦ 

In another stipulation, Angelo entrusted his brother Gabriele Francesco and his wife Giustina 

with the care for the construction of his sepulchrum.30 This would have added another large, possibly 

freestanding monument to the church interior following that of his father. Further embellishments 

were made after the demise of more family members who requested additional tombs and left 

 
26 άǳǘ ƻƳƴŜǎ Ŧƛƭƛƛ Ŝǘ ƘŜǊŜŘŜǎ ǎǳƛ ǊŜŎƻƳƛǎǎǳƳ habeant locum ac fratres pro tempore existenses et ecclesiam 
Sancti Johannis de Insula predictam, in victu vestitu ac reparatione dicte Ecclesie discrete secundum eorum 
ŦŀŎǳƭǘŀǘŜƳ Ŝǘ ǘŜƳǇƻǊǳƳ ǉǳŀƭƛǘŀǘŜǎΦέ [ŜŦŜǾǊŜΣ άLƭ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘƻέΣ ǇΦ мфтΦ 
27 Item reliquit d[ic]te eccl[es]ie pro param[en]to altaris ubi est d[ic]ta sepultura supravestes ip[s]ius testatoris. 
ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 351, ff. 129r-132v. 
28 Daniel Lord Smail, Legal Plunder: Households and Debt Collection in Late Medieval Europe (Cambridge MA, 
2016), pp. 41-5. 
29 Maria Grazia Pernis & Laurie Adams, [ǳŎǊŜȊƛŀ ¢ƻǊƴŀōǳƻƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ aŜŘƛŎƛ CŀƳƛƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ 
Century (New York, 2006), p. 28. 
30 ASF, Carte Strozziane, Serie I, busta 351, f. 130r. 
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monetary bequests. Pier Luigi I Farnese, for example, expressed in his will the desire to be buried in 

the mausoleum and bequeathed 100 gold ducats. The same sum was destined for the newly-founded 

Franciscan friary in Canino too.31 DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻΩǎ ǿƛƭƭ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƭƻǎǘΣ ōǳǘ, as is clear from the 

minutes of a council meeting of the government of Viterbo, where Gabriele Francesco had died in the 

Farnese palaceΣ ǘƘŜȅ ƘƻƴƻǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƴƻōƭŜƳŀƴΩǎ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ōȅ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ŏƻǎǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŜǊŀǊȅ 

ŎƻǊǘŝƎŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŎŀǊǊȅ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ locus.32 It seems safe, therefore, to assume that his 

body was ŦŜǊǊƛŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƛǎƭŜ ƻŦ the dead. 

Angelo IV Farnese died in Capodimonte on the shore of the Lago di Bolsena and he too was 

presumably interred on the island. Members of the dynasty would in fact retain the tradition of being 

buried on Isola Bisentina well into the sixteenth century.33 The mangled body of the assassinated Pier 

Luigi II Farnese was buried there, as was his son, Cardinal Ranuccio XXI Farnese, whose body would be 

recognised by colleagues during a visit of Pope Gregory XIII (1572-1585) and his court to the Farnese, 

where they saw according to a contemporary eyewitness account, many άsepolture, arche e depositiέ 

as well as several embalmed corpses preserved in lifelike state.34 

Unfortunately, the additional monuments were destroyed during later renovations of the 

church. The only surviving, though heavily damaged, tomb ς that of Ranuccio XVII Farnese ς consists 

of a Gothic arch with two female figures holding candles. It is topped by his escutcheon sown with 

lilies, as well as a larger lily device crowning the arch.35 The arch rests on a marble sarcophagus with a 

central epitaph flanked by two mirrored armorial achievements. These contain an escutcheon with 9 

lilies placed 3-3-3, helmet with torse, and a unicorn crest. Heraldry therefore connected this 

monument to other expressions of Farnese patronage and parts of their patrimony. The presence of 

 
31 ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated. 
32 BCA, Riforme 20, ff. 71v-72v. 
33 Federico Farnese bequeathed 200 ducats, Giulia Farnese 500, and both were interred on Isola Bisentina. ASN, 
Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated. 
34 WƻƘŀƴƴŜǎ hǊōŀŀƴΣ ά±ƛŀƎƎƛƻ Řƛ DǊŜƎƻǊƛƻ ·LLL ŀƭƭŀ aŀŘƻƴƴŀ ŘŜƭƭŀ vǳŜǊŎƛŀέΣ ƛƴ Miscellanea della Reale Società 
Romana di Storia Patria (Rome, 1920), pp. 365-418. 
35 See Appendix 56. 
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the unicorn with band wrapped around its neck is significant, too. It is an innovation that is still absent 

on the fourteenth-century Florentine monument of Pietro V Farnese.  

The story of the adoption of this crest received a prominent place in Annius of ViterboΩǎ De 

Viterbii viris et foeminis illustribus, written in the second half of the 1480s. !ƴƴƛǳǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ǘǊŀŎŜǎ ōŀŎƪ 

the mythical genealogy of the Farnese from the Egyptian god Osiris through Cappadocia to Central 

Italy.36 ¢ƘŜ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǳƴƛŎƻǊƴΩǎ ōŀƴŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ƛǘǎ ƴŜŎƪ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘƭȅ ŘŀǘŜǎ ōŀŎƪ ǘƻ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ 

with Giovanna of Naples. In a chivalric gesture, the Queen presented Ranuccio with the honour of 

adding her regal band to his coat of arms, according to Annius.37 If his story contains a kernel of truth, 

this would have been one that had been transmitted for three generations before Annius presumably 

heard it from Alessandro Farnese. The prominent presence of the regally adorned unicorn as the 

Farnese crest thus may have communicated the personal links that existed between Ranuccio himself, 

his dynasty, Giovanna of Naples, and the popes who sent him in support of her claims. 

 Heraldry was not alone in connecting ǘƘŜ ǘƻƳō ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΣ 

his extensive political connections, and his military exploits. Its sculptor did as well. The tomb is 

ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ ǘƻ Lǎŀƛŀ Řŀ tƛǎŀΦ LǎŀƛŀΩǎ ƻŜǳǾǊŜ Ƙŀǎ incongruously been characterised as both late-Gothic and 

proto-Renaissance, and appreciation of his work has suffered as a consequence.38 In the case of the 

Isola Bisentina, it is true that its late-Gothic style is far removed from the architecture of a 

contemporary family mausoleum that likewise was part of a larger Franciscan complex: the Tempio 

 
36 This genealogy only survives in fragments. BCA, MS. II. C. 49, ff. 214r-215v; Annius refers specifically to the 
Theban Osiris (Osyri Thebano Aegyptio principe). My hypothesis is that the claim to be descended from the 
¢ƘŜōŀƴ hǎƛǊƛǎ ƛǎ ŀ Ǉƭŀȅ ƻƴ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƴŀƳŜΣ ŀƴŘ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘΣ ǿƘƻ ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜΣ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƭƭ 
aŀŎŜŘƻƴƛŀƴ ƪƛƴƎǎΣ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ IŢǊŀƪƭşǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ ōŜ Ƙƛǎ ŜƳōƻŘƛƳŜƴǘΦ IŢǊŀƪƭşǎΣ ƻŦ ŎƻǳǊǎŜΣ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ son of 
Zeus, a title that Alexander started to claim after visiting the Oracle of Amun in Egypt. Amun was a specifically 
Theban deity Hellenised as Zeus-Amun that had replaced or had been conflated with Osiris. The story is likely 
ǘŀƪŜƴ ŦǊƻƳ vǳƛƴǘǳǎ /ǳǊǘƛǳǎ wǳŦǳǎΩ Historiarium Alexandri Magni Macedonis libri qui supersunt, IV, vii, 5-32, 
tƭǳǘŀǊŎƘΩǎΣ Vita Alexandri, xxvii, 5-мм ƻǊ 5ƛƻŘƻǊǳǎ {ƛŎǳƭǳǎΩ ɰʽʲ˂ʽˇʻʺˁʹ ˋˍˇˊʽˁʺ, 49, iii-51, iv, texts well known in 
the humanist circles in which Alessandro Farnese moved. Alessandro himself to some extent identified with 
Alexander the Great and the Macedonians in letters ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ tǳŎŎƛƻ tǳŎŎƛ. Alessandro 
CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ tǳŎŎƛƻ tǳŎŎƛƻΣ ǳƴŘŀǘŜŘΦ Carteggio, pp. 24-5, 60-1. 
37 άquod vir militia praeclarissimus esset legionum equitumque dux et magister a Regina Ioanna conductus est 

donatusque extiit ab eadem regia fascia qua unicornea sua contorquet colla ob dignitatem.έ BCA, MS. II. C. 49, 

f. 215r. 
38 άLǎŀƛŀ Řŀ tƛǎŀέΣ Grove Art Online, doi.org/10.1093/gao/9781884446054.article.T041676 (last accessed 16-10-
2020). 
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Malatestiano at Rimini.39 The construction of the Tempio Malatestiano was overseen by Leon Battista 

Alberti, the great humanist author and architect, and thus executed in a style perceived to mimic 

Classical Antiquity. Not only a renowned artist but especially a prolific writer, AlbertiΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƻƴ 

architecture De re aedificatoria has become the normative standard against which all contemporary 

work is measured. However, it would not do justice to the Farnese sepulchre to dismiss it on the basis 

of its ŦŀƛƭǳǊŜ ǘƻ ŀŎƘƛŜǾŜ ΨƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅΩ in style in the way that the Tempio Malatestiano did. Both styles, 

al antica and late Gothic, existed in parallel, and at times even mixed, and Gothic was considered far 

from outdated during the first half of the fifteenth century. The architectural embellishments of the 

Vatican Palace under Nicholas V were likewise executed in Gothic fashion with so-ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨDǳŜƭǇƘ 

ōŀǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜƴŜƭŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘΣ ŀǎ CƭŀǾƛŀ /ŀƴǘŀǘƻǊŜ ŀǊƎǳŜŘΣ ƘŀǾŜ ǎǳŦŦŜǊŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ōŜƛƴƎ ƧǳŘƎŜŘ against 

!ƭōŜǊǘƛΩǎ ƴƻǊƳǎΣ ǘƻƻΦ40  

Ranuccio ·±LLΩǎ tomb is perhaps best appreciated once it is placed in the context of what Pio 

Francesco Pistilli has defined for the papal court asΣ άŀ ƭŀǘŜ-Gothic culture with signs, at times 

unconsciously, of Renaissance innovations.έ41 Moreover, Isaia da PisaΩǎ style of execution was much in 

vogue at the papal court in the 1440s. The tomb of the Portuguese Cardinal Antão Martins de Chaves 

(Ϟ1447) was by him, but it was above all the commission of 9ǳƎŜƴŜ L±Ωǎ tomb that placed Isaia at the 

ŎŜƴǘǊŜ ƻŦ wƻƳŜΩǎ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ scene.42 The construction of this tomb ǿŀǎ ƻǾŜǊǎŜŜƴ ōȅ 9ǳƎŜƴŜΩǎ ƴŜǇƘŜǿΣ 

Cardinal Francesco Condulmer, who, as we have seen, had collaborated closely with Ranuccio in 

ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŀŦŦŀƛǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻƳƛƴŀǘŜŘ ŀǎ ƎǳŀǊŘƛŀƴ ǘƻ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ƘŜƛǊǎ. Isaia was still workiƴƎ ƻƴ 9ǳƎŜƴŜΩǎ 

tomb in 1449, and the Farnese sepulchre can therefore be seen as a parallel project that consciously 

articulated the political links between the recently-deceased pope and his condottiere. Clearly then, 

 
39 /ƘŀǊƭŜǎ IƻǇŜΣ ά¢ƘŜ 9ŀǊƭȅ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ŜƳǇƛƻ aŀƭŀǘŜǎǘƛŀƴƻέΣ Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld 
Institutes 55 (1992), pp. 51-154. 
40 CƭŀǾƛŀ /ŀƴǘŀǘƻǊŜΣ ά¢ƘŜ tŀƭŀŎŜ ƻŦ bƛŎƘƻƭŀǎ ±Υ /ƻƴǘƛƴǳƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ LƴƴƻǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ±ŀǘƛŎŀƴ tŀƭŀŎŜǎέΣ ƛƴ {ƛƭǾƛŀ 
Beltramo, Flavia Cantatore & Marco Folin (eds.), A Renaissance Architecture of Power: Princely Palaces in the 
Italian Quattrocento (Leiden, 2015), pp. 290-319. 
41 tƛƻ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ tƛǎǘƛƭƭƛΣ άtŀǘǊƻƴŀǘƻ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎƻ ŀƭ ǇǊƛƴŎƛǇƛƻ ŘŜƭ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻΥ ƛƭ Ǌǳƻƭƻ ŘŜƛ ŎŀǊŘƛƴŀƭƛ ƴŜƭƭŀ Ǌƛƴŀscita 
ŘŜƭƭŀ wƻƳŀ ŎǊƛǎǘƛŀƴŀέΣ ƛƴ WǸǊƎŜƴ 5ŜƴǎŘƻǊŦŜǊ ϧ wŀƭŦ [ǸǘȊŜƭǎŎƘǿŀō όŜŘǎΦύΣ Die Kardinäle des Mitteralters und der 
frühen Renaissance (Florence, 2013), pp. 301-20. 
42 Michael KǸƘƭŜƴǘƘŀƭΣ ά½ǿŜƛ DǊŀōƳŅler des frǸhen Quattrocento in Rom: Kardinal Martinez de Chiavez und 
tŀǇǎǘ 9ǳƎŜƴ L±ΦΣέ Rǀmisches Jahrbuch fǸr Kunstgeschichte 16 (1976), pp. 17ς56. 
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wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǘƻƳō ŎŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜ ǘƘat its sponsor possessed cultural savvy, prominent political 

connections, and thus that his dynasty should be counted among the leading ones in the Papal States. 

 

A Franciscan Friary in an Age of Reform 

LŦ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜǎ ŦƻǊ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǘƻƳō ǿŜǊŜ ŀ conscious attempt at communicating his personal links 

to the papal court, how then must we reinterpret his decision to specifically opt for the Friars Minor? 

Links between the Farnese and the mendicant orders are attested in the fourteenth century. Female 

members of the Farnese regularly became Poor Clares. A letter from Catherine of Siena ǘƻ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ 

grandmother Pentasilea Salimbeni is further proof not only of existing contacts between the Farnese 

and mendicant orders, but also of the spiritual turmoil of married noble life. Catherine exhorts 

Pentasilea to raise virtuous children, educated in the holy commandments, and as piously practicing 

Christians.43 9ŎƘƻŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǳŎƘ ǇƛŜǘȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǿƛƭƭΦ44 

Generally, mercenary-captains and baronial families have had a bad press when it comes to 

their piety. Baronial unruliness was often perceived by popes as a direct attack on their spiritual as well 

as temporal authority as these were indistinguishably intertwined, and popes were wont to use the 

spiritual as well as temporal punishments at their disposal against their barons. Yet it seems 

inescapable that, even if barons and mercenary-captains found themselves opposed to papal rule, they 

seldom questioned the inherent truth of the Christian faith. Ranuccio XVII Farnese himself had 

obtained a papal privilege for a personal confessor, one his children and grandchildren would receive 

likewise, and had received by papal bull the privilege to hear mass in towns under interdict.45 Both 

suggest a deep, althougƘ ƴƻǘ ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǾƻǘƛƻƴΦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΩǎ ǿƛƭƭ ŀōƻǳƴŘǎ ǿƛǘƘ 

 
43 άŜ ƭƛ CƛƎƭƛƻƭƛ ƴǳǘǊƛŎŀǊƭƛ ƴŜƭƭŜ ǾƛǊǘǴΣ Ŝ ƴŜƭƭƛ ǎŀƴǘƛ ŎƻƳŀƴŘŀƳŜƴǘƛ ŘƻƭŎƛ Řƛ 5ƛƻΣ ǇŜǊŎƘŝ ƴƻƴ ōŀǎǘŀ ŀƭƭŀ aŀŘǊŜΣ Ŝǘ ŀƭ 

tŀŘǊŜ Řƛ ƴǳǘǊƛŎŀǊƭƛ ǎƻƭŀƳŜƴǘŜ Ŝƭ /ƻǊǇƻ όΧύ Ƴŀ ŘŜōōŀ ƴǳǘǊƛŎŀǊŜ ƭΩ!ƴƛƳŀ ƴŜƭƭŀ ƎǊŀǘƛŀΣ Ǝƛǳǎǘŀ ƛƭ ǎǳƻ ǇƻǘŜǊŜΣ 

riprendendoli, e castigandoli nelli difetti. E sempre volliate, che usino la Confessione spesso, e la mattina odano 

ƭŀ aŜǎǎŀΣ Ƽ ŀƭƳŜƴƻ ƭƛ ŘƜ ŎƻƳŀƴŘŀǘƛ Řŀƭƭŀ {ŀƴǘŀ /ƘƛŜǎŀΦέ Catherine of Siena to Pentasilea Salimbeni, undated. Le 

lettere di S. Caterina da Siena: ridotte a miglior lezione, e in ordine nuovo disposte, ed. Niccolò Tommaseo & 

Piero Misciatelli (Florence, 1939-1947), vol. I, pp. осуҍтлΦ 
44 Item mandavit dominus testator dictis suis filijs quatinus ante omnia timeant et venerentur omnipotentem 
ŘŜǳƳΦ [ŜŦŜǾǊŜΣ άLƭ ¢ŜǎǘŀƳŜƴǘƻέΣ ǇΦ нлсΦ 
45 ASV, Reg. Vat. 640, ff. 16r-17v; ASV, Reg. Lat. 912, ff. 149r, 285v; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, ff. 135v-136r. 
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pious bequests, and the amount of alms and provisions far exceed contemporary norms ς usually a 

few missals, breviaries, and dowries for unmarried girls ς to also include monetary rewards for those 

clerics interceding for him at his sepulchre as well as financial support for pilgrims. Generous patronage 

of the Franciscans on Isola Bisentina could perhaps not erase the sins committed during the military 

life of a condottiere, but monkǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ǎŀȅ ǇǊŀȅŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƭǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘǊƻƴΩǎ ǎƻǳƭΦ Lǘ ƳŀŘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜ 

for men who pursued wealth through violence to munificently sponsor a mendicant order renowned 

for its poverty and pacifism. 

As much as spiritual turmoil may have provided a powerful incentive for pious practices on the 

personal level, it is also difficult to overstate the prominence of the Franciscan Order and its Observant 

reform movement in fifteenth-century society.46 The reverberations of Franciscans at the helm of 

movements of spiritual renewal could be felt throughout Italy in the public squares, where sermons 

targeted usury, the moral conduct of the faithful, as well as magic and witchcraft; but were also evident 

in more intimate, domestic environments, where devotional innovations were introduced that had 

their origins in the mendicant reform movement.47 The Franciscans remained highly influential in lay 

and clerical piety and among all strata of society.48 They were highly effective private and public 

brokers of peace and allying with them was therefore a politically expedient move to make in 

Quattrocento Italy.49 Recent scholarship concludes that Franciscans remained deeply involved in civic 

politics, were highly influential at the papal court, fulfilled diplomatic functions, maintained intimate 

relationships with rulers, and were active in education.50 It may be that these considerations added to 

 
46 WŀƳŜǎ aƛȄǎƻƴΣ άwŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ [ƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ hōǎŜǊǾŀƴǘ wŜŦƻǊƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CƛŦǘŜŜƴǘƘ /ŜƴǘǳǊȅέΣ History Compass 11/3 (2013), 
pp. 201-14. 
47 Abigail Brundin, Deborah Howard & Mary Laven, The Sacred Home in Renaissance Italy (Oxford, 2018), pp. 
52-4; Fabrizio Conti, Witchcraft, Superstition, and Observant Franciscan Preachers: Pastoral Approach and 
Intellectual Debate in Renaissance Milan (Turnhout, 2015). 
48 Bert Roest, Franciscan Learning, Preaching and Mission c. 1220-1650: Cum Scientia Sit Donum Dei, Armatura 
ad Defendam Sanctam Fidem Catholicam... (Leiden, 2015), pp. 132-96; on the difficult relationship between 
Franciscans and humanism, see Remo Guidi, Frati e Umanisti nel Quattrocento (Alessandria, 2013). 
49 Glenn Kumhera, The Benefits of Peace: Private Peacemaking in Late Medieval Italy (Leiden, 2017), pp. 156-
74; Cynthia Polecritti, Preaching Peace in Renaissance Italy: Bernardino of Siena & His Audience (Washington, 
2000), pp. 84-124, 181-236. 
50 Stefan Visnjevac, έΩ9ǉǳƛǇ ¸ƻǳǊǎŜƭŦ ǘƻ LƴŦƭƛŎǘ ±ŜƴƎŜŀƴŎŜ ώΧϐ ¢Ƙǳǎ ƛǘ ²ƛƭƭ .Ŝ wecognised that You are the 
CƻǳƴŘŜǊ ƻŦ tŜŀŎŜΩΥ [ŀǳŘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ !ǘǘŜƳǇǘŜŘ tŜǊǎǳŀǎƛƻƴ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ {ŜǊƳƻƴ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ 9ƳǇŜǊƻǊ {ƛƎƛǎƳǳƴŘέΣ The 
Mediaeval Journal 4/2 (2014), pp. 63-унΤ [ŜǘƛȊƛŀ tŜƭƭŜƎǊƛƴƛΣ ά¢Ǌŀ ƭŀ ǇƛŀȊȊŀ Ŝ ƛƭ tŀƭŀȊȊƻΥ tǊŜŘƛŎŀȊƛƻƴŜ Ŝ ǇǊŀǘƛŎƘŜ Řƛ 
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the decision made by the Farnese to sponsor the Franciscans specifically. In that respect, it is crucial 

that Friar Angelo da Bolsena oversaw the construction work and financing of the project at Isola 

.ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀΦ !ŦǘŜǊ ŀƭƭΣ !ƴƎŜƭƻ ǿŀǎ Ƙƛǎ ƻǊŘŜǊΩǎ ǇǊƻŎǳǊŀǘƻǊ-general at the papal court and vicar of the 

Franciscans in the Province of Rome. Moreover, as nuncio and receiver of the crusading tenth in the 

Patrimony of St Peter in Tuscia, Campania, and Tuscany he was a prominent figure at the papal court 

under Callixtus III, Pius II, and Sixtus IV.51 Despite their isolated location, the friars of Isola Bisentina 

remained intimately connected to the world. 

The link between dynasty and memory it created was crucial, too, in the decision to fund a 

friary. This is suggested by the lasting ties between the Farnese and the friary on Isola Bisentina ς as 

late as the first half of the seventeenth century Cardinal Odoardo Farnese paid generously towards 

ǊŜǎǘƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƻǊŀǘƻǊƛŜǎ.52 These ties lasted not only because Ranuccio XVII Farnese 

admonished his heirs to contribute towards the construction, embellishment, and reparation of the 

fabric, but the Farnese dynasty could expect to retain their links with the friary above all through the 

privileges and obligations they were expected to uphold as part of their iuspatronato. The 

iuspatronatus tied together the clerical institution or monastic community with the dynasty of its 

ōŜƴŜŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŎƭƻƛǎǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘȅƴŀǎǘȅΩǎ 

patrimony transferable through inheritance.53 Patrimony and piety, religion and rulership were 

therefore closely linked in the act of founding a religious institution. The Farnese were hardly inventing 

the wheel when munificently sponsoring a Franciscan friary. Their Orsini and Colonna relatives were 

 
governo nŜƭƭΩLǘŀƭƛŀ ŘŜƭ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻέΣ ƛƴ I frati osservanti e la società in Italia nel secolo XV: Atti del XL 
Convegno internazionale (Spoleto, 2013) pp. 109-ооΤ tŀƻƭƻ 9ǾŀƴƎŜƭƛǎǘƛΣ ά¦ƴ ƴƻƴ-umanista consigliere politico di 
[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ƛƭ aŀƎƴƛŦƛŎƻΥ 9ǘƛŎŀ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀ ŜŘ ΨŀǊǘŜ ŘŜƭƭƻ ǎǘŀǘƻΩ ƴŜƭ aŜƳƻǊƛŀƭŜ Ŝ ƴŜƭƭŜ ƭŜǘǘŜǊŜ Řƛ !ƴǘƻƴƛƻ Řŀ ±ŜǊŎŜƭƭƛΣ 
osservante francescano (marzo-ƳŀƎƎƛƻ мптуύέΣ ƛƴ aŀǊŎŜƭƭƻ ŘŜ aŀǘǘŜƛǎ όŜŘΦύΣ Ovidio Capitani: Quaranta anni per 
la Storia medievale (Bologna, 2003), vol. II, pp. 167-87. 
51 Riccardo PratesƛΣ ά!ƴƎŜƭƻ Řŀ .ƻƭǎŜƴŀέΣ DBI. 
52 CŀƎƭƛŀǊƛ ½Ŝƴƛ .ǳŎƘƛŎŎƘƛƻΣ άDƭƛ ƻǊŀǘƻǊƛ ŘŜƭƭΩLǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀέΦ 
53 Hansmartin Schwarzmaier, Klöster, Stifter, Dynastien: Studien zur Sozialgeschichte des Adels im 
Hochmittelalter (Stuttgart, 2012); Wilhelm Kurze, Monasteri e nobiltà nel senese e nella toscana medievale: 
studi diplomatici, archeologici, genealogici, guiridici, e sociali (Siena, 1989), pp. 295-317. 
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amongst the earliest supporters of the order.54 Indeed, the act of founding a monastic community was 

a well-established practice among families of the high aristocracy and the Farnese foundation 

confirmed their status as one of the tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ leading families. During the Quattrocento, Farnese 

relatives and acquaintances such as the counts of Marsciano, da Varano, da Montefeltro and Orsini del 

Balzo all sought to strengthen their ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŜǎΩ prestige by linking themselves to the Greyfriars.55 The 

Savelli of Palombara founded a Franciscan convent during tƛǳǎ LLΩǎ pontificate and the example set by 

the Farnese would be imitated in the more immediate region by the Sforza of Santa Fiora, who 

renovated and enlarged the Franciscan monastery of Santissima Trinità around 1488. Guido Sforza and 

his wife Francesca Farnese sponsored this reconstruction and the lavish fresco decoration for the 

friary, ŀƴŘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ōǳǊƛŜŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎŀΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ Dƛǳǎǘƛƴŀ /ƻƴǘƛΣ ƭŜŦǘ the friary as a bequest 

the residue of her dowry.56 The construction of another Franciscan friary in Canino under Gabriele 

CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŀǳǎǇƛŎŜǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ мптлǎ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ the project to link the memory of 

the Farnese dynasty to the divine. All in all, the exchange of the spiritual economy on Isola Bisentina 

created a lasting symbiotic link where the friars were responsible for church services and for saying 

prayers for the deceased, whereas the Farnese committed themselves as perpetual protectors, 

sponsors, and benefactors.57 However, the links with the Franciscan Order on Isola Bisentina gave rise 

to a phenomenon that is unique to such dynastic projects: the integration of the rest of the island into 

a sacred landscape dotted about with oratories. 

 

 
54 9Ƴƛƭȅ DǊŀƘŀƳΣ άwŜŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ wŜǇǳǘŀǘƛƻƴ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ tŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜΥ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ bŀǇƻƭŜƻƴŜ hǊǎƛƴƛ ŀƴŘ !ƴƎŜƭƻ /ƭŀǊŜƴƻ 
ŀǘ ǘƘŜ !ǾƛƎƴƻƴŜǎŜ tŀǇŀƭ /ƻǳǊǘέΣ Journal of Medieval History 39/3 (2013), pp. 357-трΤ .ƛŀƴŎŀ [ƻǇŜȊΣ ά.ŜǘǿŜŜƴ 
Court and Cloister: The [ƛŦŜ ŀƴŘ [ƛǾŜǎ ƻŦ aŀǊƎƘŜǊƛǘŀ /ƻƭƻƴƴŀέΣ Church History 82/3 (2013), pp. 554-75. 
55 Anna Clotilde Filannino, La Contessa con gli zoccoli: Angelina da Montegiove, nobile, penitente e francescana 
ό!ǎǎƛǎƛΣ нллсύΤ DƛǳǎŜǇǇŜ /ŀǇǊƛƻǘǘƛΣ ά±ƛǎƛƻƴǎΣ aŜƴǘŀƭ LƳŀƎŜǎΣ wŜŀƭ Pictures: The Mystical Experience and the 
!ǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ tŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜ ƻŦ {ƛǎǘŜǊ .ŀǘǘƛǎǘŀ Řŀ ±ŀǊŀƴƻέΣ IKON 6 (2013), pp. 213-нпΤ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ IǳŘƻƴΣ άΩLƴ ǘƘŜ 9ƴŘΣ DƻŘ 
IŜƭǇŜŘ aŜ 5ŜŦŜŀǘ aȅǎŜƭŦΩΥ !ǳǘƻōƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎŀƭ ²ǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ōȅ /ŀƳƛƭƭŀ .ŀǘǘƛǎǘŀ Řŀ ±ŀǊŀƴƻέΣ Religions 9/3 (2018), pp. 
1-нмΤ wƻǎŀƭōŀ 5ƛ aŜƎƭƛƻΣ άLǎǘŀƴȊŜ ǊŜƭƛƎƛƻǎŜΣ ƳƻǾƛƳŜƴǘƻ ŘŜƭƭΩhǎǎŜǊǾŀƴȊŀ Ŝ ǇǊƻƎŜǘǘǳŀƭƛǘŁ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀ ƴŜƭ aŜȊȊƻƎƛƻǊƴƻ 
angioino-ŀǊŀƎƻƴŜǎŜέΣ ƛƴ I frati osservanti, pp. 77-млтΤ {ŀǊŀƘ tŜŀǊǎƻƴΣ ά¢ƘŜ /ƻƴǾŜƴǘ ƻŦ {ŀƴǘŀ /ƘƛŀǊŀ ƛƴ ¦ǊōƛƴƻΥ ! 
New Chronology of iǘǎ /ƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ tŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜέΣ Architectural Histories 3 (2015), doi:/10.5334. 
56 ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated; ASR, Archivio Sforza-Cesarini, busta 842, filza 1. 
57 The term spiritual economy is borrowed from Kathryn Burns, Colonial Habits: Convents and the Spiritual 
Economy of Cuzco, Peru ό5ǳǊƘŀƳ b/Σ мфффύΤ ǎŜŜ ŀƭǎƻ DƛƭŜǎ DŀǎǇŜǊΣ ά.ŜǊƴŀǊŘ ƻŦ /ƭŀƛǊǾŀǳȄΣ aŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ ŀƴŘ {ǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ 
hǊŘŜǊΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ 9ŎƻƴƻƳȅ ƻŦ {ŀƭǾŀǘƛƻƴέΣ Journal of Medieval History 45/5 (2019), pp. 580-96. 
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The Creation of a Sacred Landscape and the Making Present of the Holy Land 

When Pope Eugene IV inspected the ongoing construction work, he may have been the first pontiff to 

be hosted on Isola Bisentina by the Farnese, but he would not be the last. In summer 1462 Gabriele 

Francesco Farnese hosted Pius II and his retinue in Capodimonte. Pius had shortly before left a 

beleaguered capital where an uprising was stirring, and had made his way to safer allied territory. His 

visit to the Farnese was above all a diplomatic event in which Pius sought to enlist or strengthen the 

ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tŀǇŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΩ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ ǇǊƻ-papal families.58 On the day of the Feast of Saint 

John the Baptist Pius celebrated mass in the church on Isola Bisentina. After the subsequent boat race, 

ŀ ƳƻŎƪ ƴŀǾŀƭ ōŀǘǘƭŜ ƛƴ Ψ9ǘƘƛƻǇƛŀƴ ǎǘȅƭŜΩ ŦƻǳƎƘǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǇŜŀǊǎ ŀƴŘ ōƻǿǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻŀǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

referendarii apostolici was staged.59 This placed crusading rhetoric at the centre of attention, as various 

references to Ethiopian spearmen and archers appear in well-known crusader histories such as that of 

Fulcher of Chartres and Albert of Aachen. 

The crusader ideal was alive and well in mid-Quattrocento Italy and PiusΩ ambition to organise 

a crusade against the Turks, just as his predecessors had done (and one or two successors were to do), 

is well attested.60 Indeed, the language of crusader rhetoric was widespread throughout Europe, even 

if political action lagged behind outward shows of pious zeal.61 Pius was so enthused by the festivities 

as well as by the decorative programme of the island that he decided to sponsor the construction of 

one of the oratories, which was subsequently dedicated to Mount Tabor, as well as Pope Pius I.62 The 

choice for Isola Bisentina as a background for a staged battle against the infidel, as well as for the 

dedication of oratories to sites in the Holy Land raises several important questions. How should we 

 
58 See Chapter 4. 
59 Piccolomini, I commentarii, pp. 1617-29. 
60 Norman Housley, Crusading and the Ottoman Threat (Oxford, 2012), especially chapter 5 on the involvement 
of Observant Franciscans in preaching the crusade. 
61 Rolf Strøm-hƭǎŜƴΣ άtƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ bŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ {ȅƳōƻƭƛǎƳ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŜŀǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ tƘŀŜǎŀƴǘ όмпрпύέΣ Viator 46/3 
(2015), pp. 317-пнΤ tŀǳƭ .ƻǘƭŜȅΣ άDƛŀƴƴƻȊȊƻ aŀƴŜǘǘƛΣ !ƭŦƻƴǎƻ ƻŦ !ǊŀƎƻƴ ŀƴŘ tƻƳǇŜȅ ǘƘŜ DǊŜŀǘΥ ! /ǊǳǎŀŘƛƴƎ 
5ƻŎǳƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ мпррέΣ Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 67 (2004), pp. 129-56. 
62 Massimo Miglio ƴƻǘŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ ŦƻǊ tƛǳǎ LLΩǎ ŎƘƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ ƴŀƳŜ ŦƻǊ ǊŜŦŜǊǊƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ Řŀȅǎ ōǳǘ ƛƴ 
lieu of much evidence for such connections concludes that it is in all likeliness a Virgilian play of words on his 
ƻǿƴ ƴŀƳŜΣ !ŜƴŜŀǎΦ aŀǎǎƛƳƻ aƛƎƭƛƻΣ άtƛƻ LL Ŝ ƛƭ ǇŀǇŀǘƻ ƴŜƭ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻέΣ ƛƴ aŀǎǎƛƳƻ aƛƎƭƛƻ όŜŘΦύΣ Storie di 
Roma nel Quattrocento (Rome, 2016), pp. 191-9. 
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understand the overarching programme of the project on Isola Bisentina? Who was involved, besides 

the Farnese, and at which points, in the programme that integrated the entire Isola Bisentina into a 

sacred landscape? To what extent did the crusading rhetoric articulated in the festivities surrounding 

tƛǳǎΩ Ǿƛǎƛǘ ǇǊŜǎǳǇǇƻǎŜ ŀ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜŘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Iƻƭȅ [ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΚ 

Perhaps the creation of a garden complex at the Franciscan friary provided the impetus to 

imagine the entire topography of Isola Bisentina as a single sacred landscape and to the construction 

of several oratories on the outer edges of the island. On the basis of both the architectural evidence 

and the remains of fresco decorations it is possible to conclude that the oratories of San Francesco, 

San Gregorio, and Santa Concordia were the first constructed on Isola Bisentina.63 Saint Francis was, 

of course, the founder and inspiration of the Franciscan Order. Saint Gregory was the first monastic 

pope and a Church Father. The choice of Santa Concordia is more surprising. Concordia was the 

martyred foster-mother of Saint Hippolytus, who, as was understood in the fifteenth century, had been 

a soldier converted while guarding Saint Lawrence. The oratory dedicated to Santa Concordia could 

therefore be a reference to the earlier use of Isola Bisentina: as a prison for convicted heretics. As Eric 

Nelson and Jonathan Wright argue, it was not unusual for sacred landscapes to have a palimpsest of 

layered meanings in which older cultural significance was absorbed into newer creations.64 The 

integration of the entire island into a sacred landscape is a crucial development and places the project 

for Isola Bisentina at the heart of contemporary Franciscan experimentation in devotional practices. In 

response to growing demands in lay participation in the mysteries of the faith, the mendicant orders 

introduced innovations, some of which stressed the interaction of pious devotion with bodily and 

sensory experience.65 During the Quattrocento, the Dominican Order, for example, promoted the use 

of the rosary as a mnemonic device during prayers throughout Europe, a use that quickly gained large 

 
63 CŀƎƭƛŀǊƛ ½Ŝƴƛ .ǳŎƘƛŎŎƘƛƻΣ άDƭƛ ƻǊŀǘƻǊƛ ŘŜƭƭΩLǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀέΣ ǇΦ ммлΦ 
64 9ǊƛŎ bŜƭǎƻƴ ϧ WƻƴŀǘƘŀƴ ²ǊƛƎƘǘΣ άLƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴέΣ ƛƴ 9ǊƛŎ bŜƭǎƻƴ ϧ WƻƴŀǘƘŀƴ ²ǊƛƎƘǘ όŜŘǎΦύΣ Layered Landscapes: 

Early Modern Religious Space Across Faiths and Cultures (London, 2017), pp. 22-45. 
65 Among others: Henning Laugerud, Salvador Ryan & Laura Katrine Skinnebach (eds.), The Materiality of 
Devotion in Late Medieval Northern Europe: Images, Objects and Practices (Dublin, 2016); Caroline Walker 
Bynum, Christian Materiality: An Essay on Religion in Late Medieval Europe (New York, 2011). 
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numbers of followers.66 The creation of sacred landscapes gained popularity among a number of 

orders, but particularly with the Franciscans, who, from the second half of the fifteenth-century on, 

increasingly created spaces where Rome and the Holy Land could be made present. But before we turn 

to the fusion of sacred landscapes and the making present of the Holy Land, it is worthwhile to address 

the attempts of the Farnese to co-involve other benefactors because their involvement was central to 

this development. 

The chronology is obscure, but either plans for an oratory dedicated to the Hill of Calvary 

existed, the edifice was under construction, or had recently been completed when Pius visited in 1462. 

Pius himself is of little help and only mentions ΨǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ŎƘŀǇŜƭǎΩ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΦ Fagliari Zeni Buchicchio 

argues, on the basis of a rough dating, that the elaborate fresco cycle depicting the Crucifixion and the 

Entombment of Christ was the result of Farnese patronage.67 What we do know is that during his visit 

Pius became interested in the project and intervened personally with a generous contribution. The 

pontiff ordered the construction of yet another oratory on the highest point of the island, dedicated 

to Pope Pius I, but above all, to Mount Tabor.68 This is another clue that suggests that the oratory 

dedicated to the Hill of Calvary antedates that of Mount Tabor, as the biblical events at the former ς 

the crucifixion and burial of Jesus ς are of greater significance than those at the latter ς WŜǎǳǎΩ 

Transfiguration. Yet both oratories are executed in the same architectural style, one that moreover 

differs from the older oratories of Saint Francis, Saint Gregory, and Saint Concordia, and it is therefore 

likely that they were constructed closely in time with each other. Pius also used his spiritual powers in 

addition to his monetary support. Any visitors entering on 11 July and 6 AugustΣ ǘƘŜ ƭƛǘǳǊƎƛŎŀƭ ŎȅŎƭŜΩǎ 

days dedicated to the Transfiguration and to Pius I, received significant indulgences towards the 

 
66 Irene Galandra CoopŜǊ ϧ aŀǊȅ [ŀǾŜƴΣ ά¢ƘŜ aŀǘŜǊƛŀƭ /ǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ tƛŜǘȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜΥ wŜ-touching 
ǘƘŜ wƻǎŀǊȅέΣ ƛƴ /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜ wƛŎƘŀǊŘǎƻƴΣ ¢ŀǊŀ IŀƳƭƛƴƎ ϧ 5ŀǾƛŘ DŀƛƳǎǘŜǊ όŜŘǎΦύΣ The Routledge Handbook of 
Material Culture in Early Modern Europe (London, 2017), pp. 338-53. 
67 Cŀōƛŀƴƻ CŀƎƭƛŀǊƛ ½Ŝƴƛ .ǳŎƘƛŎŎƘƛƻΣ ά[ΩƻǊŀǘƻǊƛƻ Řƛ aƻƴǘŜ /ŀƭǾŀǊƛƻ ŀ Lǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀΣ ±ƛǘŜǊōƻέ όнллфύΥ 
http://www.arpai.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/isola_bisentina_oratoriomontecalvario_storico.pdf (last 
accessed: 27-8-2019). 
68 Piccolomini, I commentarii, p. 1627. 
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remission of sins as the frescos on the walls still mention today.69 Apart from Pius II and the Farnese, 

the friar Angelo da Bolsena was also actively involved in obtaining funds for the oratories and in 

organising the execution of their decorative programme, and it seems therefore best to regard the 

entire programme for the island as one that took shape in interaction between the Farnese, the 

Franciscans, and the pope.70 

 Several other popes subsequently contributed to the beautification and beatification of Isola 

.ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀΩǎ ǎŀŎǊŜŘ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΦ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ŀƴŘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ Farnese had known each other since 

adolescence and the, by now, Pope Leo X and Cardinal Farnese visited Isola Bisentina for long summer 

hunting trips that took place during several years of [ŜƻΩǎ pontificate.71 Impressed by the island, Leo 

was persuaded by Alessandro to contribute towards the construction of an additional two oratories. 

Sketches currently held by the Uffizi show these oratories were designed by the famous architect 

Antonio da Sangallo the Younger. These new oratories were dedicated to the Mount of Olives ς the 

place of the Ascension of Jesus ς and to Saint Catherine of Alexandria, whose shrine in Egypt was often 

included in pilgrimages. To stress how Isola Bisentina was a collaborative project in which the Farnese 

were closely involved, SangŀƭƭƻΩǎ ƻŎǘŀƎƻƴŀƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƻǊŀǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ {ŀƛƴǘ /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ 

intended to mirror his own octagonal design for the Rocca Farnese in Capodimonte, as this oratory 

was constructed on the outlying cliff visible from that town, leaving observers in little doubt about the 

visual connection between the two edifices. Bringing the total of oratories to seven, Leo also provided 

plenary indulgences for all visitors on a par with those that could be obtained on a tour of the seven 

main basilicas of Rome. Furthermore, Alessandro Farnese obtained a privilege from Clement VII to 

spend an additional sum of 700 ducats on restorations, and after his election as Paul III confirmed the 

plenary indulgences made by Leo X.72 These additions did not significantly alter, but rather enlarged or 

restored ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ŜƴǾƛǎŀƎŜŘ ŦƛŦǘȅ ȅŜŀǊǎ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ tƛǳǎΩ ǾƛǎƛǘΣ although the extensive 

 
69 CŀƎƭƛŀǊƛ ½Ŝƴƛ .ǳŎƘƛŎŎƘƛƻΣ άDƭƛ ƻǊŀǘƻǊƛ ŘŜƭƭΩLǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀέΦ 
70 CŀƎƭƛŀǊƛ ½Ŝƴƛ .ǳŎƘƛŎŎƘƛƻΣ άDƭƛ ƻǊŀǘƻǊƛ ŘŜƭƭΩLǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀέΣ ǇΦ ммпΤ tǊŀǘŜǎƛΣ ά!ƴƎŜƭƻ Řŀ .ƻƭǎŜƴŀέΦ 
71 WŜǊŜƳȅ YǊǳǎŜΣ άIǳƴǘƛƴƎΣ aŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ƻǳǊǘ ƻŦ [Ŝƻ ·έΣ Renaissance Studies 7/3 (1993), pp. 243-57; 
CŀƎƭƛŀǊƛ ½Ŝƴƛ .ǳŎƘƛŎŎƘƛƻΣ άDƭƛ ƻǊŀǘƻǊƛ ŘŜƭƭΩLǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀέΣ ǇǇΦ ммр-25. 
72 CŀƎƭƛŀǊƛ ½Ŝƴƛ .ǳŎƘƛŎŎƘƛƻΣ άDƭƛ ƻǊŀǘƻǊƛ ŘŜƭƭΩLǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀέΣ ǇΦ молΤ DŀƳǊŀǘƘΣ Farnese, pp. 34-5. 
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indulgences must have attracted additional visitors. The most important innovation happened at the 

time of the construction of the oratories of Calvary and Tabor, as these, and subsequent additions, 

referred to real, actual places; places located in the Holy Land and in custody of the Franciscan Order. 

The fifteenth century saw a flowering of devotional practices that enabled the pious to conduct 

imagined pilgrimages to Rome or Jerusalem in return for an indulgence or as a spiritual exercise that 

ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǾƻǘŜŘ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ƻŦ /ƘǊƛǎǘ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭ Řŀȅǎ ƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ aŀǊȅΩǎ ŜƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

despair. The idea of making a pilgrimage was still extremely popular in the Quattrocento. Even leading 

mercenary-captains such as Roberto Sanseverino and Gian Giacomo Trivulzio made a pilgrimage to the 

Holy Land and a military lifestyle therefore did not exclude appreciation of such pious practices.73 In 

fact, the two kinsmen Angelo IV Farnese and Orsino Orsini intended to visit the Holy Land together, a 

project that never materialised.74 Increasingly, however, virtual pilgrimages or sites where Rome and 

the Holy Land were made present were seen as an alternative to physical pilgrimages. After all, the 

expenses involved in going on a pilgrimage and the myriad difficulties during such a peregrination were 

daunting. The Fall of Constantinople in 1453 only added to the anxieties of pious Christians, hence the 

deeply felt need for alternatives. Many surviving texts that functioned as guidebooks that invoked the 

real spaces of Rome and the Holy Land attest to how widespread this desire was among 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ 

clergy, nuns, and the laity.75 But apart from texts, the Holy Land and its sites could also be made present 

through a variety of alternative media that included architectural copies, wooden models, relics, 

paintings, and even maps, most notably models of the churches and depictions of the events at the 

Hill of Calvary, Mount Tabor, and the Mount of Olives ς all three of which had an oratory dedicated to 

them at Isola Bisentina.76 Initially, scholars considered virtual pilgrimages to Rome and Jerusalem the 

 
73 .Ǌǳƴƻ CƛƎƭƛǳƻƭƻΣ ά[ŀ ΨǇƛŜǘŀǎΩ ŘŜƭ ŎƻƴŘƻǘǘƛŜǊƻΥ ƛƭ pellegrinaggio di Roberto Sanseverino in Terrasanta (30 aprile 
1458-мф ƎŜƴƴŀƛƻ мпрфύέΣ ƛƴ aŀǊƛƻ ŘŜƭ ¢ǊŜǇǇƻ όŜŘΦύΣ /ƻƴŘƻǘǘƛŜǊƛ Ŝ ǳƻƳƛƴƛ ŘΩŀǊƳŜ ƴŜƭƭΩLǘŀƭƛŀ ŘŜƭ wƛƴŀǎŎƛƳŜƴǘƻ 
(Naples, 2001), pp. 243-65; Emilio Motta, άDƛŀƴ DƛŀŎƻƳƻ ¢ǊƛǾǳƭȊƛƻ ƛƴ ¢ŜǊǊŀ {ŀƴǘŀ όмптсύΦέ Archivio storico 
lombardo 13 (1886), pp. 866-78. 
74 Bartolomeo da Bracciano to Gentile Virginio Orsini, 27 April 1491. ASC, Archivio Orsini, Serie I, 
Corrispondenza, busta 102, parte 2, f. 424r. 
75 Kathryn Rudy, Virtual Pilgrimages in the Convent: Imagining Jerusalem in the Late Middle Ages (Turnhout, 
2011). 
76 Kathryn Blair Moore, The Architecture of the Christian Holy Land: Reception from Late Antiquity through the 
Renaissance (Cambridge, 2017). See also, MariannŜ wƛǘǎŜƳŀ Ǿŀƴ 9ŎƪΣ ά9ƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ [ŜǾŀƴǘΥ ¢ƘŜ [ŀǘŜ 



224 
 

exclusive prerequisite of nuns and religious women, who due to strict rules regulating their enclosure 

were unable to make physical pilgrimages themselves yet could readily turn the secluded space and 

geography of their convent into a sacred landscape.77 But the making present of the Holy Land on Isola 

.ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀ ŀǘ ŀ ŦǊƛŀǊȅ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƴƻǘ ŦŀǊ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ōǳǎȅ ǇƛƭƎǊƛƳΩǎ ǊƻǳǘŜ ǘƻ wƻƳŜ ǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜ ƘŀŘ 

little to do with the demand for virtual pilgrimages, and that their popularity extended to the general 

population. In fact, the Isola Bisentina prefigures the later Franciscan innovation of more elaborate 

sacri monti. 

 The spatial recreation and making present of the Holy Land at the Isola Bisentina allowed 

pilgrims to have a performative experience that functioned as an alternative to a tour of the holy sites. 

The act of strolling across the island to the oratory of Calvary was thus turned into an imitation of the 

Via Crucis. The issue at stake for the fifteenth-century devout was to spiritually, emotionally, and 

physically experience the suffering of Christ ς an imitatio Christi ς or of Mary who herself was thought 

ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǘǊŀŎŜ ƘŜǊ ǎƻƴΩǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭ ǎǘŜǇǎΣ ǎǘƻǇǇƛƴƎ ŀǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻǳǘŜ ǘƻ 

pray and weep. This could be achieved in two ways and Kathryn Rudy differentiates between 

interiority, or stationary devotion making use of the imagination, and exteriority, or somatic 

experiences.78 Calvaries increasingly relied on the sensory experience in devotional practices 

surrounding the making present of the Holy Land. Franciscans possessed intimate knowledge of the 

holy places as custodians of the Holy Land and their mission to bring faith to the poor masses, those 

unable to make extensive pilgrimages, may explain why the Franciscans and Poor Clares were 

particularly at the forefront of these developments. The making present and material of the Holy Land 

 
aŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ LƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜŘ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳ ¢ǊŀǾŜƭƻƎǳŜ ōȅ tŀǳƭ ²ŀƭǘŜǊ Ǿƻƴ DǳƎƭƛƴƎŜƴέΣ Mediterranean Historical Review 
32/2 (2017), pp. 153-ууΤ tƴƛƴŀ !ǊŀŘΣ άtƛƭƎǊƛƳŀƎŜΣ /ŀǊǘƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΣ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǾƻǘƛƻƴΥ ²ƛƭƭƛŀƳ ²ŜȅΩǎ aŀǇ of the Holy 
[ŀƴŘέΣ Viator 43/1 (2012), pp. 301-22; Rudy, Virtual Pilgrimages in the Convent, pp. 41-118; Annabel Jane 
Wharton, Selling Jerusalem: Relics, Replicas, Theme Parks (Chicago, 2006), pp. 97-143. 
77 Marie-[ǳƛǎŜ 9ƘǊŜƴǎŎƘǿŜƴŘǘƴŜǊΣ άWŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳ .ŜƘƛƴŘ Walls: Enclosure, Substitute Pilgrimage, and Imagined 
{ǇŀŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ tƻƻǊ /ƭŀǊŜǎΩ /ƻƴǾŜƴǘ ŀǘ ±ƛƭƭƛƴƎŜƴέΣ The Mediaeval Journal 3/2 (2013), pp. 1-38; Marie-Luise 
9ƘǊŜƴǎŎƘǿŜƴŘǘƴŜǊΣ ά±ƛǊǘǳŀƭ tƛƭƎǊƛƳŀƎŜǎΚ 9ƴŎƭƻǎǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ tƛŜǘȅ ŀǘ {ǘ YŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜΩǎ /ƻƴvent, 
!ǳƎǎōǳǊƎέΣ Journal of Ecclesiastical History 60/1 (2009), pp. 45-73; Rudy, Virtual Pilgrimages in the Convent, pp. 
23-орΤ WǳƴŜ aŜŎƘŀƳΣ ά! bƻǊǘƘŜǊƴ WŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳΥ ¢ǊŀƴǎŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ {Ǉŀǘƛŀƭ DŜƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻƴǾŜƴǘ ƻŦ 
²ƛŜƴƘŀǳǎŜƴέΣ ƛƴ !ƴŘǊŜǿ {ǇƛŎŜǊ όŜŘΦύΣ Defining the Holy: Sacred Space in Medieval and Early Modern Europe 
(Aldershot, 2005), pp. 139-60. 
78 Rudy, Virtual Pilgrimages in the Convent. 
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on the basis of their knowledge of its topography is taken to the extreme at the famous Sacro Monte 

at Varallo, which from 1480 on became an elaborate park that stretched the possibilities of 

somaesthetically experiencing the Holy Land to its utmost limits by including three-dimensional 

structures, tableaux vivants, and moveable wooden sculptures.79 The creation of a sacred landscape 

at Isola Bisentina predates Varallo by several decades and is less articulated in its form, rather 

stimulating the visitor to undergo a contemplative mental pilgrimage. Lǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀΩǎ ƭŜƎŀŎȅ ŀƴŘ 

impact on later creations of sacred landscapes is therefore difficult to gauge. But is important to note 

that the island was the setting for the Provincial Chapter of the Franciscan Order in 1463, and therefore 

must have been familiar to prominent Franciscan friars.80 

 We can also say something about who visited Isola Bisentina and what their impressions might 

have been. !ǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǎƛƎƘǘΣ ŀƴ ƛǎƭŀƴŘ ƛƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ ǾƻƭŎŀƴƛŎ ƭŀƪŜ Ƴŀȅ ǎŜŜƳ ƭƛƪŜ ŀƴ ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜŘ ǎǇƻǘ, but 

I have already addressed the prominence of the Franciscans, and Angelo da Bolsena in particular, at 

the papal court and throughout Italy, and suggested they were far from enclosed. Lǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀΩǎ 

friars must have been keenly aware to whom the monuments in the church were dedicated, as they 

were expected (and paid) to say prayers in memory of the deceased members of the Farnese dynasty. 

Moreover, the communities surrounding the Lago di Bolsena included two larger cities, Bolsena and 

Montefiascone, as well as several sizeable towns like Marta, Capodimonte, Valentano, and Gradoli, the 

latter all Farnese lordships. The festivities held in honour of tƛǳǎ LLΩǎ visit instigated an annual feast 

dedicated to Saint John the Baptist in the church where the Farnese tombs were located, which 

attracted large crowds from the surrounding towns, and Alessandro Farnese himself related how he 

attended one such feast in 1489.81 

 
79 Marianne Ritsema van Eck, The Holy Land in Observant Franciscan Texts (c. 1480-1650) (Leiden, 2019); 
Geoffrey Symcox, Jerusalem in the Alps: The Sacro Monte of Varallo and the Sanctuaries of North-Western Italy 
(Turnhout, 2019); Allie Terry-CǊƛǘǎŎƘΣ άtŜǊŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ .ƻŘȅ and Mind: Somaesthetic Style and 
5ŜǾƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ tǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ {ŀŎǊƻ aƻƴǘŜ Řƛ ±ŀǊŀƭƭƻέΣ The Open Arts Journal 4 (2015), pp. 111-32; Bram de Klerck, 
άWŜǊǳǎŀƭŜƳ ƛƴ wŜƴŀƛǎǎŀƴŎŜ LǘŀƭȅΥ ¢ƘŜ Iƻƭȅ {ŜǇǳƭŎƘǊŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ {ŀŎǊƻ aƻƴǘŜ ƻŦ ±ŀǊŀƭƭƻέΣ ƛƴ WŜǊƻŜƴ DƻǳŘŜŀǳΣ 
Mariëtte Verhoeven & Wouter Weijers (eds.), The Imagined and Real Jerusalem in Art and Architecture (Leiden, 
2014), pp. 215-36. 
80 CŀƎƭƛŀǊƛ ½Ŝƴƛ .ǳŎƘƛŎŎƘƛƻΣ ά[ΩƻǊŀǘƻǊƛƻ Řƛ aƻƴǘŜ /ŀƭǾŀǊƛƻ ŀ Lǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀΣ ±ƛǘŜǊōƻέΦ 
81 !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ {ǘŜŦŀƴƻ ŘŜƭƭΩ!ǉǳƛƭŀΣ мо July 1489. Carteggio umanistico, p. 45. 
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Fagliari Zeni Buchicchio has found that the Via Crucis on Isola Bisentina was frequently walked 

by locals, for which evidence is attested in many fifteenth- and sixteenth-century wills in the Val di 

[ŀƎƻΩǎ notarial records.82 All these local visitors arrived at the harbour near the central church, and 

would have recognised that the tombs that decorated its interior belonged to members of the Farnese 

dynasty, although it is difficult to say anything about how the Farnese subjects would have responded 

upon seeing these monuments. Moreover, with the ±ƛŀ CǊŀƴŎƛƎŜƴŀΣ /ƘǊƛǎǘŜƴŘƻƳΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ 

pilgrimage road, nearby, it is not unlikely that some pilgrims diverted their route to visit the monastic 

complex on Isola Bisentina. Pius II wrote that the other island in the Lago di Bolsena, the Isola Martana, 

attracted great numbers of pilgrims because of the presence of relics of Mary Magdalene in the church 

there.83 If large numbers made it to Isola Martana, this could well be the case for Isola Bisentina too.84 

After all, the extensive indulgences that could be obtained in the oratories would have been attractive, 

and the sacred landscape constructed by Farnese, Franciscan, and papal patronage allowed pilgrims 

to make a virtual visit to Jerusalem on their actual pilgrimage to Rome. 

Would such visitors have recognised the heraldry, or would the name Farnese have meant in 

anything particular to them? It is likely that only a few would have been able to appreciate how the 

project on Isola Bisentina spun a dynastic narrative and how it materially anchored dynastic memory. 

Yet, for those sufficiently learned, the presence of the family mausoleum in a sacred landscape created 

a connection between dynasty and divinity that transgressed temporal delineations and signalled an 

eternal order. It was a conscious expression of the role the Farnese perceived themselves to have in 

DƻŘΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀǊŎƘƛƴƎ Ǉƭŀƴ ƻŦ salvation. This envisioned ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ /ƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƻǊǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

by extension as protectors of the papacy. Indeed, this linkage would come to fuller expression in the 

 
82 CŀƎƭƛŀǊƛ ½Ŝƴƛ .ǳŎƘƛŎŎƘƛƻΣ ά[ΩƻǊŀǘƻǊƛƻ Řƛ aƻƴǘŜ /ŀƭǾŀǊƛƻ ŀ Lǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀΣ ±ƛǘŜǊōƻέΦ 
83 Pius, I commentarii, pp. 1620-23. 
84 One returning visitor with a predilection for the Isola Martana was the celebrated poet, theologian, and later 
ŎŀǊŘƛƴŀƭΣ DƛƭŜǎ ƻŦ ±ƛǘŜǊōƻΦ aŀǘǘŜƻ {ƻǊŀƴȊƻΣ ά²ƻǊŘǎ ƻŦ /ƻƴǾŜǊǎƛƻƴΥ tƻŜǘǊȅ ŀƴŘ wŜƭƛƎƛƻǳǎ LŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƛƴ 9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ 
LǘŀƭȅέΣ Journal of Religion in Europe 6/2 (2013), pp. 229-62. 
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sixteenth-century patronage of the Farnese, most notably in the Sala dei Fasti Farnesiani in the Palazzo 

Farnese in Caprarola as well as in Rome.85 

 

The Complex on Isola Bisentina in Paolo CortesiΩǎ De hominibus doctis 

The fame of Isola Bisentina also spread through its inclusion in one of Paolo CortesiΩǎ humanist works. 

The De hominibus doctis is a typical classicising dialogue on virtuous and erudite men. CortesiΩǎ 

interlocutors in the dialogue, the grammarian Antonio Sulpizio da Veroli, Alessandro Farnese, and 

Cortesi himself, meet on Isola Bisentina. This is not simply a literary invention. Alessandro Farnese 

wrote to his brother-in-law Puccio Pucci about his love for the island as a place for silent and 

undisturbed intellectual contemplation where he could compose poetry and read Homer.86 

Furthermore, many letters attest of the friendship between Alessandro Farnese, Sulpizio da Veroli 

Paolo Cortesi, as well as his brother Alessandro Cortesi. In a letter to his brother Alessandro, Paolo 

wrote that he loved Farnese as if he were his very own right eye, and the latter in his response also 

expressed his appreciation for their mutual friend.87 In that respect it is important to note that 

Alessandro Farnese personally reviewed CortesiΩǎ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ, and might 

have chosen Isola Bisentina as its setting.88 Likewise, Paolo sent the manuscript or manuscript copy to 

a Farnese relative, Cardinal Todeschini-Piccolomini, and the dialƻƎǳŜΩǎ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜ ōǳǘ 

[ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΦ89 Above all, it reveals something of the personal interaction of a member of the 

Farnese dynasty with the memory of his ancestors on Isola Bisentina. 

CortesiΩǎ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ǎǘŀǊǘǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘhe beautiful scenery of the Isola Bisentina. The 

Isola Bisentina is described as a classical locus amoenus with its abundant foliage and its peaceful and 

 
85 tŀǊǘǊƛŘƎŜΣ ά5ȅƴŀǎǘȅ ŀƴŘ 5ƛǾƛƴƛǘȅέΦ 
86 άIbi compositis rebus in insula illa amenissima abstergam omnem animi mucorem remittamque ambitioni 
nuntium ac divino comitatus Homero quod agere no possumus laudabimus teque quietioribus et multis 
epistolis compellabo.έ Alessandro Farnese to Puccio Pucci, undated. Carteggio, pp. 60-1. 
87 άCŀǊƴŜǘƛǳώƳϐ ƳŜǳώƳϐ ŀƳƻ ŜǉǳŜ ŀŎ ŘŜȄǘǊǳώƳϐ ƻŎǳƭǳώƳϐέ tŀƻƭƻ /ƻǊǘŜǎƛ ǘƻ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ /ƻǊǘŜǎƛΣ мр Wǳƭȅ мпууΣ 
and Alessandro Cortesi to Paolo Cortesi, 18 July 1488. ASF, Lettere varie 13, ff. 343r-346r, 360r. The right eye 
reference is to the De laude recte judicantium, published in Gesta Romanorum, edited by Hermann Oesterley 
(Berlin, 1872), 347-8.  
88 Alessandro Farnese to Paolo Cortesi, undated. Carteggio umanistico, p. 54. 
89 Paolo Cortesi to Francesco Baronio, undated. ASF, Lettere varie 13, f. 425r. 
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tranquil atmosphere. It would, however, be an error to interpret this passage in purely secular terms 

and as a move away from the sacrality of the landscape as it was given shape in the preceding decades. 

In humanist culture a locus amoenus was a place for philosophical as well as spiritual contemplation. 

In fact, the island is much more than just a peaceful retreat. In the dialogue Alessandro Farnese 

proclaims how much he enjoys being able to read and think sine interpellatoribus, undisturbed 

therefore. But ς and this is crucial ς Alessandro further adduces that, άthere is another reason that 

entices and invites me to come here often.έ When the third interlocutor, Paolo, asks what this reason 

is, Alessandro replies: άbecause here there are many monuments of my ancestors: for my grandfather 

Ranuccio laid the foundations of this sacred place, which was subsequently embellished through my 

ŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŎƭŜΩǎ ŦŜǊǾƻǳǊ, so that, as you see, it is elegant and magnificent.έ90 All interlocutors then 

proceed to recall the great military exploits of Ranuccio XVII, as well as the prowess and erudition of 

!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ǳƴŎle, Angelo III. The discussion of these famous Farnese who found their final resting 

place on Isola Bisentina then further inspires the interlocutors to initiate the rest of the dialogue on 

learned men. 

This passage thus portrays, if perhaps in exaggerated form and with a literary flourish, how 

Alessandro and his interlocutors interacted with the memory of his Farnese ancestors. The space 

triggered dynastic memory, particularly the idealised and glorious military and intellectual pursuits of 

!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǳƴŎƭŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƳŀŘŜ ƘƛƳ ŎƻƴǎŎƛƻǳǎ ƻŦ ǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ ǾŜƴŜǊŀōƭŜ ƭƛƴŜ 

of descent ς ƛǘ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ Lƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ 

casual mention of attending the annual celebration of the feast of Saint John the Baptist on Isola 

Bisentina in the church with the Farnese tombs, taken with the several expressions of his predilection 

for reading and contemplation on the island, suggests an engagement with the space and the 

 
90 άAlex. Ego vero, cum ociosus sum, sive quid volo sine interpellatoribus legere sive aliquid mecum ipse 

cogitare, hanc potissimum amoenitatem sequor; sed est alia quoque causa quae me saepius huc venire invitet 

atque allectet. 

Paul. Quaenam est igitur ista causa? 

Alex. Quia hic multa sunt monumenta maiorum meorum: nam Rhamnusius avus meus huius sacrarii 

fundamenta iecit, quod postea patris et patrui mei studio auctum est, ut vides, lautius ac magnificentius.έ 

Paolo Cortesi, De hominibus doctis, ed. Giacomo Ferraù (Messina, 1979), pp. 105-7. 
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ƳŀǳǎƻƭŜǳƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ƙƛǎ ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊ ƘŀŘ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ŀƴŎƘƻǊ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ƳŜƳƻǊȅΦ Lǘ ƛǎ 

illustrative, perhaps, that even in a letter describing his quiet retreat on the island in the company of a 

volume of Homer to Puccio Pucci, Alessandro also admits to concerning himself with the future of his 

ŘȅƴŀǎǘȅΣ ŀōƻǾŜ ŀƭƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ŘŜǇŀǊǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ Ŏƻǳǎƛƴ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLLΣ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊǘ 

condottiere, to Venetian service.91 

CortesiΩǎ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ŎƻƴǾŜȅǎ ŀ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ entangled meaning and dynastic memory in 

the space on Isola Bisentina, one that fuses different temporalities with the natural amenities of the 

landscape and the fabricated artefacts that it holds in order to create a space where would-be 

humanists and members of the Farnese dynasty could come to contemplate, pray, and commemorate. 

Central to the entire programme ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘǎ in the church that 

embody ǘƘŜ ŘȅƴŀǎǘȅΩǎ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ. The dialogue exhibits the bonds of affection and admiration that 

exƛǎǘŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ Řȅƴŀǎǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ƻŦ LǘŀƭȅΩǎ ƘǳƳŀƴƛǎǘ ŎƛǊŎƭŜǎ, 

but it also hints at important political connections that merit some further explanation. 

¢Ƙŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ǿŀǎ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ǘƻ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛ ǿƻuld suggest that it 

was intended to circulate in Florentine pro-Medici circles. It is therefore not unlikely that, apart from 

being an exercise in erudition, CortesiΩǎ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƴǘŀƛƴŜŘ ŀ Ƴǳƭǘƛ-layered 

and thinly-veiled message communicating the dynastic links between the Farnese and the Medici. 

Perhaps the allusions to the monuments on Isola Bisentina would remind a Florentine readership of 

another great Farnese monument: the tomb of Pietro V Farnese. This Roman sarcophagus topped by 

ŀƴ ŜǉǳŜǎǘǊƛŀƴ ǎǘŀǘǳŜ ǿŀǎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΩǎ prominent civic monuments and stood in a highly visible 

place next to the cathedral altar. This monument therefore had a conspicuous place ƛƴ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΩǎ 

religious and civic life and was a distinguished element in its civic memory. The more literary-minded 

members of Florentine society might also have read of Pietro CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŜȄǇƭƻƛǘǎ ƛƴ CǊŀƴŎƻ 

 
91 Alessandro Farnese to Puccio Pucci, undated. Carteggio, pp. 60-1. 
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{ŀŎƘŜǘǘƛΩǎ ǎƻƴƴŜǘs ƻǊ !ƴǘƻƴƛƻ tǳŎŎƛΩǎ ŜǳƭƻƎȅ dedicated to his memory.92 For the Florentine elite, 

CortesiΩǎ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ thus evoke the memory of these long-lasting dynastic ties between their 

republic and the Farnese. More specifically, /ƻǊǘŜǎƛΩǎ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ brought to mind the personal relation 

that existed ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜΩǎ ruler, [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ Medici, and his Farnese allies. After all, both 

Alessandro Farnese and Paolo Cortesi had spent part of their education at the Medici court with 

[ƻǊŜƴȊƻΩǎ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΦ !ƭƭ the Farnese mentioned in the dialogue ς Ranuccio XVII, Angelo III, and Pier Luigi 

I ς had close political and personal links to /ƻǎƛƳƻΣ tƛŜǊƻΣ ŀƴŘ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ Medici. These ties were still 

active ŀƴŘ ƻŦ ǎŜƳƛƴŀƭ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ ƭƛŦŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ /ƻǊǘŜǎƛ ǿǊƻǘŜ Ƙƛǎ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜΦ 

Perhaps this text therefore also contained bundles of possibility in its muted expression that the long-

lasting political collaboration between the Medici and Farnese dynasties might be maintained and even 

extended ς an expectation that was fulfilled with the important positions Alessandro Farnese obtained 

ŘǳǊƛƴƎ [Ŝƻ ·Ωǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘǘŜǊΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜ ƻŦ Lǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀΦ 

 

Patronage as a Political Tool 

The decision to create a family mausoleum in the newly-built or recently restored Church of St John 

the Baptist on Isola Bisentina in some ways adhered to tradition. Neither the idea of anchoring dynastic 

memory through tomb monuments was new, nor did it depart from earlier Farnese burial practices 

except for a change of location. Patronage in this area was a secure route to status, one that would be 

an immediately recognisable statement in the eyes of contemporaries. That said, the tomb of Ranuccio 

XVII Farnese contained clues about the lifetime of the condottiere that it commemorated and about 

his political connections ς those that linked him to the Kingdom of Naples, but above all those to the 

papacy in Rome during the pontificates of Martin V and Eugene IV. But it was the subsequent creation 

of a sacred landscape and the making present of the Holy Land that placed Isola Bisentina at the centre 

of developments in devotional practices among the Franciscans and laity in fifteenth-century Europe. 

 
92 Fra Ildefonso di San Luigi, Delle poesie di Antonio Pucci. Celebre versificatore fiorentino del MCCC. e prima, 
della Cronica di Giovanni Villani (Florence, 1772-1775), vol. I, pp. 253-7; Franco Sacchetti, Il libro delle rime, ed. 
A. Chiari (Bari, 1936), p. 98. 
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And even if other sacred landscapes where Rome or the Holy Land were made present received 

extensive indulgences after petitions from their creators and custodians, nowhere did papal 

involvement extend much beyond spiritual benediction from afar.  

The CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ political and personal connections precipitated the involvement of not one but 

several pontiffs who contributed to the execution of the programme at Isola Bisentina, a unique and 

important example of collaboration between a noble dynasty, the papacy, and members of a 

ƳŜƴŘƛŎŀƴǘ ƻǊŘŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ ƻŦ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜΦ {ŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƭŜǘǘŜǊǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ /ƻǊǘŜǎƛΩǎ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ǎƻƳŜ 

insight into the ways in which Alessandro Farnese interacted with the memory of his ancestors, and 

the mediating role that the space of Isola Bisentina played in his remembrance. It provides insight into 

how a Farnese scion and his humanist acquaintances engaged with an imagined past ς part fact, part 

fiction ς that might be taken as illustrative of late-Quattrocento engagement with dynasty and 

ŀƴŎŜǎǘǊȅΦ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǿǎ Ƙƻǿ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ 

stood in a dialectical relationship with a shared collective memory that was transmitted within the 

dynasty as well as expressed publicly. 

¢ƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ŀ ōŜǘǘŜǊ 

ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ /ƛƴǉǳŜŎŜnto on ς a subject which has received 

much more scholarly attention as it includes a stunning number of high-quality works of art and 

architecture, and involved virtually the entire pantheon of famous sixteenth-century artists, architects, 

and humanists. Mŀƴȅ ŜƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻ ǿŜǊŜ 

recycled and reused ŀǎ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎ ōƭƻŎƪǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ tŀǳƭ LLLΩǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŀŦǘŜǊΣ 

even if a direct linear line of descent is difficult to discern. This is most prominently the case for the 

role of defenders that the Farnese appropriated with respect to the Catholic Church, and also as 

protectors and sponsors of reforming orders.93 

Ranuccio XVII FarneseΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ŀǎ ŀ ǇŀǇŀƭ ŎƻƴŘƻǘǘƛŜǊŜ ƛƴ tŀƻƭƻ /ƻǊǘŜǎƛΩǎ ŀƴŘ !ƴƴius of ±ƛǘŜǊōƻΩǎ 

works, later depicted in frescoes in the Rocca Farnese in Capodimonte and on a set of tapestries, 

 
93 De Jong, The Power and the Glorification, pp. 92-ммтΤ tŀǊǘǊƛŘƎŜΣ ά5ȅƴŀǎǘȅ ŀƴŘ 5ƛǾƛƴƛǘȅέΦ 
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prefigures his depiction in the Sala dei Fasti Farnesiani in Palazzo Farnese in Caprarola as well as that 

in the Farnese palace in Rome. AnniǳǎΩ ǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŘƻǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǳƴƛŎƻǊƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƎŀƭ ōŀƴŘ ŀǎ 

ŀ ŎǊŜǎǘ ŦƛƴŘǎ ŀƴ ŜƭŀōƻǊŀǘŜ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ Dƛǳƭƛŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎǘƭŜ ƻŦ /ŀǊōƻƎƴŀƴƻΣ ŀƴŘ 

ǳƴƛŎƻǊƴǎ ŀƭǎƻ ŦƛƎǳǊŜ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻƻƳǎ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ tŀǳƭ LLL ƛƴ /ŀǎǘŜƭ {ŀƴǘΩ!ƴƎŜlo. In that castle 

extensive use is also made of the mythology of Alexander the Great, whose history may have provided 

ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ !ƴƴƛǳǎΩ ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ hǎƛǊƛǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎ ƭƛƪŜǿƛǎŜ ŀ 

possibility for the extensive use of Herculean imagery as well as thunderbolt imprese, the attribute of 

Zeus-Amun at Caprarola.94 tŀƻƭƻ /ƻǊǘŜǎƛΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǎǇƛǊŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ tŀƻƭƻ DƛƻǾƛƻΩǎ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ ƻƴ 

notable men and women of his time set on the island of Ischia, a work in which the Farnese receive 

extensive praise as well.95 It was a topic Giovio would return to in his Elogia virorum litteris illustrium 

όмрпсύΣ ŀ ǿƻǊƪ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ tŀǳƭ LLLΩǎ ƎǊŀƴŘǎƻƴΣ hǘǘŀǾƛƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΦ 

It seems highly probable that the predilection for hermitages, landscape, and asceticism in the 

patronage of cardinals Alessandro the Younger and Odoardo Farnese in the Stanza della Solitudine and 

Stanza della Penitenza in the Palazzo Farnese at Caprarola as well as the Camerino degli Eremiti in 

Rome were, besides erudite expressions of a Counter-Reformation spirituality, also inspired by the 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ vǳŀǘǘǊƻŎŜƴǘƻ ǇŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜ ƻƴ Lǎƻƭŀ .ƛǎŜƴǘƛƴŀ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ hōǎŜǊǾŀƴǘ CǊŀƴŎƛǎŎŀƴ 

Reform movement.96 After all, both patrons were intimately acquainted with Isola Bisentina. It was 

ǳƴŘŜǊ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ŀǳǎǇƛŎŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ /ƘǳǊŎƘ ƻŦ {ŀƛƴǘ WƻƘƴ ǘƘŜ .ŀǇǘƛǎǘ ǿŀǎ ŜƴƭŀǊƎŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŀ 

cupola, designed by Jacopo Berozzi da Vignola, was added to the now renamed Church of Saint James 

and Saint Christopher in 1588. Alessandro also ordered several paintings of Saint James, the 

 
94 hǇƘŜǊ aŀƴǎƻǳǊΣ ά/ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ ±ƛǊǘǳŜǎΥ hŘƻŀǊŘƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ camerinoέΣ ƛƴ aŀǊȅ IƻƭƭƛƴƎǎǿƻǊǘƘ ϧ /ŀǊƻƭ 
Richardson (eds.), The Possessions of a Cardinal: Politics, Piety, and Art 1450-1700 (University Park, 2010), pp. 
226-пуΤ tŀǊǘǊƛŘƎŜΣ ά¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ /ƛǊŎǳƭŀǊ /ƻǳǊǘȅŀǊŘέΤ [ƻǊŜƴ tŀǊǘǊƛŘƎŜΣ ά¢ƘŜ {ŀƭŀ ŘΩ9ǊŎƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ±ƛƭƭŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀǘ 
/ŀǇǊŀǊƻƭŀ tŀǊǘ LLέΣ The Art Bulletin 54 (1972), pp. 50-снΤ [ƻǊŜƴ tŀǊǘǊƛŘƎŜΣ ά¢ƘŜ {ŀƭŀ ŘΩ9ǊŎƻƭŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ±ƛƭƭŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ 
ŀǘ /ŀǇǊŀǊƻƭŀ tŀǊǘ LέΣ The Art Bulletin 53 (1971), pp. 467-86; Richard Harprath, Papst Paul III. als Alexander der 
Grosse: das Freskenprogramm der Sala Paolina in der Engelsburg ό.ŜǊƭƛƴΣ мфтуύΤ ǎŜŜ ŀƭǎƻ [ƻǊŜƴ tŀǊǘǊƛŘƎŜΩǎ 
ǎŎŀǘƘƛƴƎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎƛǎƳ ƻŦ IŀǊǇǊŀǘƘΩǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ǎŎƘŜƳŜ ƛƴ Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƛƴ The Art Bulletin 62/4 
(1980), pp. 661-3. 
95 Paolo Giovio, Notable Men and Women of Our Time, ed. and trans. Kenneth Gouwens (Cambridge MA, 2013). 
96 Arnold Witte, The Artful Hermitage: The Palazetto Farnese as a Counter-Reformation Diaeta (Rome, 2008); 
[ƻǊŜƴ tŀǊǘǊƛŘƎŜΣ ά5ƛǎŎƻǳǊǎŜ ƻŦ !ǎŎŜǘƛŎƛǎƳ ƛƴ .ŜǊǘƻƧŀΩǎ wƻƻƳ ƻŦ tŜƴƛǘŜƴŎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ±ƛƭƭŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŀǘ /ŀǇǊŀǊƻƭŀέΣ 
Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome 40 (1995), pp. 145-76. 
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Crucifixion, and several Franciscan martyrs from Annibale Caracci that were later taken to the Vatican. 

The many lilies decorating the façade more abundantly communicated the ŎƘǳǊŎƘΩǎ ŀƴŘ ŦǊƛŀǊȅΩǎ link to 

the Farnese. Odoardo Farnese completed the work on the central church, and subsequently restored 

all the oratories.97  

!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ ΨIl Gran CardinaleΩΣ initiated what would become a new family burial 

traditionΦ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ōƻŘȅ ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘŜǊǊŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǘƻƳō in the Gésu in Rome, the new church of the Jesuit 

Order the construction of which he had so lavishly sponsored. Cardinals Odoardo and Francesco Maria 

Farnese followed this example, turning the Jesuit church into a family tomb for Farnese cardinals. But, 

as Clare Robertson noted, in more than one way the tombs of these Farnese cardinals mirrored the 

Quattrocento project envisaged by Ranuccio XVII Farnese: both were located inside a sponsored 

edifice pertaining to a reforming order with whom the Farnese maintained close dynastic links.98 

Even without conjecturing about ƎŜƴŜŀƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ ƭƛǘŜǊŀǊȅ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ 

Quattrocento patronage merits our full attention as long as it is appreciated using contemporary 

standards and not a later art historical canon. Rather than being a conservative and backward looking 

project, the complex on Isola Bisentina resonated with cultural undercurrents that played a prominent 

role in fifteenth-century Europe. The Isola Bisentina was at the forefront of experiments among the 

mendicant orders with devotional innovations that employed a dialectic between contemplative and 

somatic experiences of the divine. It therefore makes little sense to judge the project on the basis of 

its ability or inability to achieve a classicising style, and perhaps even to argue for a dichotomous divide 

between late Gothic and al antica. After all, Leon Battista Alberti himself, besides being the author of 

the De re aedificatoria and the architect of the Tempio Malatestiano, also designed a tomb modelled 

on the Sanctuary of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem for Giovanni Rucellai. This so-called Tempietto di 

Santo Sepolchro in the Capella Rucellai in the Church of San Pancrazio in Florence was constructed built 

between 1457 and 1467 and its execution thus ran in parallel with the programme of Isola Bisentina. 

 
97 Annibali, Notizie storiche della Casa Farnese, vol. II, pp. 118-19. 
98 Robertson, ΨLƭ DǊŀƴ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭŜΩ, p. мупΤ /ƭŀǊŜ wƻōŜǊǘǎƻƴΣ ά¢ƘŜ !ǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ tŀǘǊƻƴŀƎŜ ƻŦ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ hŘƻŀǊŘƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜέΣ 
tǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŘŜ ƭΩ;ŎƻƭŜ CǊŀƴœŀƛǎŜ ŘŜ wƻƳŜ 106/1 (1988), pp. 359-72. 
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Both edifices ς the Capella Rucellai and Isola Bisentina ς are a lasting testament to the attraction that 

the Holy Land and its sites held in the Renaissance imagination of its learned elite of humanists, 

bankers, friars, barons, and popes. 
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Conclusion 

 

El famoso Rainuzo signor fra[n]cho  Ma pur al fin duna lancia i[n] un fiancho 

Che ta[n]to in arme mai no[n] fece Achille  Morto fu che nhavea ben piu di mille 

Face[n]do i fra[n]cesi venir ma[n]cho  Co[n] le sue mani i[n] quel di misse alfondo 

Co[n] la sua spada che spa[n]de faville  Lassando sempre viva fama al mo[n]do 

  

    Giovanni Fiorentino, I nuovi casi successi in Italia1 

 

Dynasty as a concept has been used profitably in the context of European and global comparisons that 

have illuminated the differences and similarities in the inner dynamics of ruling families.2 Despite the 

advantages that such comparison brings to our understanding of dynastic rule, some recent critique 

has surfaced that warns against applying the term dynasty too uncritically. According to Natalia 

Nowakowska, on one hand, dynasty is increasingly in vogue as a synonym for family, and the term 

suffers from dilution of meaning. On the other hand, Nowakowska posits in an echo of Cliff Davies that 

names for royal dynasties ς ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊ WŀƎŜƭƭƻƴƛŀƴǎ ŀǎ ŦƻǊ 5ŀǾƛŜǎΩ ¢ǳŘƻǊǎ ς were later 

inventions that in no way reflected the self-perception at the time; even worse, when used as an 

adjective, they risk seriously misrepresenting as unified in character both historical periods and 

composite territories (i.e. Tudor England or the Burgundian Netherlands).3 More damningly, Milinda 

Banerjee has shown how meddling in dynastic succession, and especially the imposition of the (foreign) 

Salic Law on princely families aided the British colonial project in India.4 The implications are that at 

best the term dynasty or dynastic names unwittingly introduce modern and Eurocentric notions into 

historical narratives, at worst replicate systems of oppression of the time under discussion. 

 
1 Published in Amedeo Quondam (ed.), Guerre in ottava rima (Modena, 1989), vol. II, p. 111. 
2 Bartlett, Blood Royal; Duindam, Dynasties. 
3 bƻǿŀƪƻǿǎƪŀΣ ά²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƛƴ ŀ ²ƻǊŘΚέΤ /ƭƛŦŦ 5ŀǾƛŜǎΣ ά¢ǳŘƻǊΥ ²ƘŀǘΩǎ ƛƴ ŀ bŀƳŜΚέΣ History 97/1 (2012), pp. 24-42. 
4 Milinda Banerjee, The Mortal God: Imagining the Sovereign in Colonial India (Cambridge, 2018), pp. 108-47. 
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 This thesis nonetheless adopts the term, and even extends it beyond the royal level at which 

it tends to be employed; after all, kings and nobles in Europe shared the same system of dynastic 

lordship. There are several arguments for doing so. First of all, the concept of dynasty in a noble context 

like that of the Farnese inherently was about perpetuating power, and thus about exploitation and 

inequality. Nowhere is this clearer than when discussing the hereditary transfer of lordly rule and 

jurisdictional authority, as well as the exploitation of the peasantry through the imposition of feudal 

dues. But also patronage of the arts served to legitimise the hereditary inequality of dynastic rule and 

ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎŀǎŜ ǘƻ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ ƴƻōƛƭƛǘȅ ōȅ ōƭƻƻŘΦ {ŜŎƻƴŘƭȅΣ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŘȅƴŀǎǘȅΣ ŜǾŜƴ 

if the word itself was never used, existed among the Italian nobility and certainly the Farnese, is 

unequivocally supported by both written and material evidence, and was thus a contemporary social 

construct, not an imposition by later historians. In that respect, it is nonetheless of seminal importance 

to take into account the historicity of the ways in which the house was construed. The widespread 

phenomenon, especially among papal families, of adoption of cognate kin into the patrilineage, and 

the seemingly incomprehensible promulgation of certificates by Orsini and Colonna cardinals 

recognising the validity of Northern 9ǳǊƻǇŜŀƴ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŜǎΩ ǎǇǳǊƛƻǳǎ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ƪƛƴǎƘƛǇΣ ǎƘƻǿ ǘƘŜ Ǌƛǎƪǎ 

inherent of relying on later historians and genealogists with a fixation on the agnatic lineage traceable 

to an ancestral seat.5 Historical notions of dynasty and kinship often defy modern expectations. 

 Over the course of five chapters, this thesis has roughly sketched the outlines of dynasty as a 

conceptual tool that aids in understanding the Quattrocento CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎŜƭŦ-identification, their actions, 

and the potential motivations that lay behind them. This conception is firmly rooted in the late-

medieval culture of Latin Europe, but general principles that are of relevance for historical 

investigations into elites (and non-elites) outside of the European context can be distilled. In this view, 

dynasty is about inheritance and the intergenerational transmission of property but above all of public 

 
5 ²ŜǊƴŜǊ tŀǊŀǾƛŎƛƴƛΣ ά/ƻƭƻƴƴŀ ǳƴŘ hǊǎƛƴƛΥ wǀƳƛǎŎƘŜ ¦ǊǎǇǊǳƴƎǎƭŜƎŜƴŘŜƴ ƛƳ ŜǳǊƻǇŅƛǎŎƘŜƴ !ŘŜƭ ŀƳ 9ƴŘŜ ŘŜǎ 
aƛǘǘŜƭŀƭǘŜǊǎέΣ ƛƴ 9ƴƴƻ .ǸƴȊΣ ¦ƭǊƛƪŜ IǀǊƻƭŘǘ ϧ /ƘǊƛǎǘƻǇƘ ±ƻƭƪƳŀǊ όeds.), Adelslandschaft Mitteldeutschland: Die 
Rolle des landsässigen Adels in der mitteldeutschen Geschichte (15.-18. Jahrhundert) (Leipzig, 2016), pp. 19-
ммлΤ tŜǘǊ aŀǙŀΣ ά¢ƘŜ CŀƭǎŜ hǊǎƛƴƛ ŦǊƻƳ hǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ !ƭǇǎΥ bŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƴƎ !ǊƛǎǘƻŎǊŀǘƛŎ LŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ƛƴ [ŀǘŜ aŜŘƛŜval and 
9ŀǊƭȅ aƻŘŜǊƴ 9ǳǊƻǇŜέΣ Römische Historische Mitteilungen 55 (2013), pp. 155-218. 
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power. It is about the strategies adopted that laid down the parameters for such intergenerational 

transmission, parameters that also governed the social organisation of the family (without necessarily 

implying that these were strictly adhered to and inflexible). Likewise, dynastic succession also 

presupposes that soŎƛŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǳōƧŜŎǘǎΣ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇŜǊƛƻǊǎ όƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŎŀǎŜΣ ǘƘŜ 

pope) were transferred down hereditary line and were given shape over the course of multiple 

generations. Indeed, Chapters 3 and 4 highlight how in their relationship with the Medici, for example, 

but also with a sequence of popes and prominent curial officials, the Farnese took great care to 

maintain and strengthen their ties and transmit these to their descendants. The emphasis on heredity 

ŀƭǎƻ ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘȅΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘo different temporalities and to its role in connecting past to present 

ŀƴŘ ƎǳƛŘƛƴƎ ƻǊ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴƛƴƎ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴΦ 5ȅƴŀǎǘȅ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƴŜŀƎŜΩǎ ƭƛƴŜŀǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƛƳŜΣ 

which, in the late-ƳŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ ƭŀƴƎǳŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘǊŜŜΣ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ branches to the roots 

ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ όƳȅǘƘƛŎŀƭύ ŀƴŎŜǎǘƻǊǎΣ Ǌƻƻǘǎ ŦƛǊƳƭȅ ǇƭŀƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ ǎƻƛƭ ƳƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ 

the buds that were their future heirs, the seeds for which awaited fertilisation in the consummation of 

the dynastic marriage. But dynasty also comprised a cyclical genealogical notion of time that followed 

the sinusoidal succession of generations and lifecycles. What connected every new generation to 

preceding ones was the presumption that the military and intellectual qualities of their ancestors were 

inherited by the younger generations; as a result, the descendants might emulate their deeds.6 As such, 

the past had direct bearing on the present in the expectation that dynastic antecedents became 

prophecies to be fulfilled in the present.7 Finally, dynasty stood in relation to memory, and patronage 

provided the means through which the Farnese preserved or fabricated their dynastic memory in order 

to attain, in the words of Giovanni Fiorentino, everlasting fame in this world. 

 

 

 
6 Paolo Giovio expressed this forcefully when he wrote that ά¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƘŀǾŜ ƻƴŜ ƴŀƳŜŘ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻΣ ŀ ȅƻǳƴƎ 
man of outstanding natural ability. In his name and his prowess he recalls his uncle who was slain in the Battle 
ƻŦ CƻǊƴƻǾƻΦέ DƛƻǾƛƻΣ Notable Men and Women, pp. 108-9. 
7 DŀōǊƛŜƭƭŜ {ǇƛŜƎŜƭΣ ά{ǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜǎ ƻŦ ¢ƛƳŜ ƛƴ aŜŘƛŜǾŀƭ IƛǎǘƻǊƛƻƎǊŀǇƘȅέΣ The Medieval History Journal 19/1 (2016), 
pp. 21-33. 
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The Farnese in Quattrocento Italy 

This thesis has put ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ŀƴ ŜƴǘƛǊŜƭȅ ƴŜǿ ǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ tŀǳƭ LLLΦ 

Overall, the general picture of an inexorable rise of the Farnese ς more the result of lacunas in historical 

knowledge ƻǊ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜ ŦǊŀƳƛƴƎ ōȅ tŀǳƭ LLLΩǎ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎ ǘƘŀƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǎŜŘ ƻōǎŎǳǊŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎ 

ς gives way to a much more conservative view in which the Farnese pursued strategies that firmly 

adhered to tradition and without taking excessive risks. This conclusion is closely connected to the 

assessment that the Farnese belonged to the baronial aristocracy at the start of the fifteenth century 

and already possessed solid wealth and military resources. Moreover, the Farnese played to their 

strengths well. The solutions adopted in the area of inheritance all sought to avoid fragmentation and 

alienation of property while maintaining family unity as much as possible. The gradual development 

towards excluding women, illegitimate offspring, and clerical family members from inheriting almost 

ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŜȄǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎǳǊǾƛǾŀƭ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ƻŦŦǎǇǊƛƴƎ 

ǿŀǎ ǎŜŎǳǊŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀƭ ŎƻǳǊǘΦ CǳǊǘƘŜǊƳƻǊŜΣ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

the Farnese negotiated, celebrated, and maintained dynastic ties were fairly common but were widely 

ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǎŜŘ ōȅ ǇŜŜǊǎ ŀǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜ ŀƴŘ ŘŜŦƛƴƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǎǘŀǘǳǎΦ ¢ƘŀǘΣ ŘŜǎǇƛǘŜ ŎƻƴŦƻǊƳƛƴƎ ǘƻ 

contemporary baronial practices, the Farnese were nonetheless able to perpetuate their power and 

even expand their territorial and lordly possessions, shows that Quattrocento Italy offered many 

opportunities besides perils for noble families seeking to advance themselves. 

For lay Farnese family members, the developing political situation on the Italian peninsula 

ensured a constant need for condottieri who were experts in the arts of war, but were also agents and 

diplomats. As scions from a family that had engaged in the military trade for centuries and that had 

profited from generations of connections to popes, princes, and city-states, employment in the major 

ǇƻǿŜǊǎΩ ŀǊƳƛŜǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ōǊƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǊŜǿŀǊŘǎ ōǳǘ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜƻǳǎ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ 

connections. With a significant landed patrimony and military resources to dispose of, the Farnese 

were able to use these assets to their benefit when employed in the papal armies, but these also made 

them attractive to other powers who sought to gain a measure of influence in the Papal States. The 
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Farnese were at the centre of developments that saw a promulgation of ties and alliances between 

political actors that stretched across state boundaries as they became increasingly integrated into an 

alliance consisting of the Sforza in Milan, Medici in Florence, Orsini in Rome, and the Neapolitan royal 

family. These developments also gained the Farnese support for their ŎƭŜǊƛŎŀƭ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΩ first steps on 

ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ƭŀŘŘŜǊΣ Ƴƻǎǘ ƴƻǘŀōƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ [ƻǊŜƴȊƻ ŘŜΩ aŜŘƛŎƛΦ aƻǊŜƻǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŎǳǊƛŀƭ 

careers coincided with developments at the papal Curia such as a growth in number of offices and their 

increasing venality. The Farnese and related families were among the first to profit from these 

developmentsΦ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŘƛƴŀƭŀǘŜΣ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ŀƛŘŜŘ ōȅ Ƙƛǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ 

relationship with the pope, was also the result of a long policy of political and military loyalty to the 

papal cause which the Farnese pursued in conscious emulation of (the tales of) their ancestors. Loyalty 

ŀƴŘ ŘŜǾƻǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǇŀŎȅ ŦƛƎǳǊŜŘ ǇǊƻƳƛƴŜƴǘƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ 

this more vividly expressed as in Isola BisentinŀΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǳƴƛǘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǇƻǇŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ CǊŀƴŎƛǎŎŀƴǎ ƛƴ ŎƻƭƭŀōƻǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŜƳƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘȅƴŀǎǘȅΩǎ 

traditional adherence and of its military exploits in papal service was preserved well into the sixteenth 

century and gained renewed significance when the Farnese themselves became a papal family with 

the election of Paul III. 

 

¢ƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ²ŀȄƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ²ŀƴƛƴƎ CƻǊǘǳƴŜ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Lǘŀƭƛŀƴ ²ŀǊǎ 

As every flow must have its ebb, the Farnese faced adversity just when they had nearly reached the 

pinnacle of power. On 6 July 1494 Alessandro Farnese reported how he had reached Capodimonte 

άǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴŦƛƴƛǘŜ ǎƻǊǊƻǿ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ infirmity, who is in such bad state that 

Ƙƛǎ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǎ ƛƴ ǇŜǊƛƭέ and he requested Ƙƛǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊǎΩ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ŀǘ !ƴƎŜƭƻ L±Ωǎ ōŜŘǎƛŘŜΤ !ƴƎŜƭƻ ŘƛŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

following month.8 On their way to Rome from Capodimonte, the mourning Giulia and Geronima were 

captured by a French raiding party ς the Italian Wars were in full swing at this point and Charles VIII of 

 
8 άŎƻƴ ƎǊŀƴŘƛǎǎƛƳŀ Ŝǘ ƛƴŦƛƴita melanconia per la infermità de nostro fratello lo quale si trova de modo che la vita 
ǎǳŀ ŝ ƛƴ ǇŜǊƛŎƻƭƻέ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǘƻ tǳŎŎƛƻ tǳŎŎƛΣ с Wǳƭȅ мпфпΦ !ǊŎƘƛǾƛƻ tǳŎŎƛΣ ŦƛƭȊŀ нΣ ! млΦ 
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France had already traversed the Apennines ς and, although upon recognition showered with all 

honours pertaining to the high-born, were ransomed at a significant cost to the papal coffers.9 At the 

hand of the same army, now traversing Italy in the opposite direction retreating back to France, 

Ranuccio XVIII Farnese met his end at the Battle of Fornovo in 1495, where he commanded the 

Venetian squadron of cavalry that nearly captured Charles VIII and the French baggage train but was 

repulsed with heavy losses.10 As much as this gained him recognition from poets singing the praises of 

Italian condottieri, and from men such as Doge Agostino Barbarigo and Francesco Gonzaga, it severely 

endangered the CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ dynastic continuity.11 hŦ wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LLΩǎ ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘŀƴǘǎΣ ƻƴƭȅ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ 

Alessandro and the young Federico and Gabriele Farnese survived in the male (and legitimate) line. 

The Farnese of Latera ς descended from Ranuccio ·±LLΩǎ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊΣ .ŀǊǘƻƭƻƳŜƻ ς hardly fared better. In 

мрлмΣ CŜǊŘƛƴŀƴŘƻΣ ǎƻƴ ƻŦ tƛŜǘǊƻ .ŜǊǘƻƭŘƻ LL CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƻŦ [ŀǘŜǊŀΣ ŦŜƭƭ ƛƴ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ /ŜǎŀǊŜ .ƻǊƎƛŀΩǎ ŀǊƳȅ 

during the assault of Faenza, leaving only his brother Galeazzo to perpetuate the lineage.12 In an 

ŀǘǘŜƳǇǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǳƴƛǘŜ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ǇƻǎǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ŎƭŀƛƳǎ ƻŦ DŀōǊƛŜƭŜ CǊŀƴŎŜǎŎƻ ŀƴŘ tƛŜǊ [ǳƛƎƛΩǎ 

ōǊŀƴŎƘŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎǳǊŜ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŜǎΣ [ŀǳǊŀ hǊǎƛƴƛΣ Dƛǳƭƛŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘŀǳƎƘǘŜǊΣ ǿŀǎ ōŜǘǊƻǘƘŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

Federico Farnese. In the end, Federico married a cousin, Ippolita Sforza of Santa Fiora, but died in his 

twenties without siring an heir, long pre-deceased by his brother Gabriele, spelling the effective end 

of his Farnese branch. Federico bequeathed his territories to his closest relative Alessandro Farnese 

ǿƘƻ ƴƻǿ ƘŜƭŘ ǘƘŜ ƭƛƻƴΩǎ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΦ13 

Lǘ ǿŀǎ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǎ ŀ ŎŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ ǘƘŀǘ ŜƴǎǳǊŜŘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳƛǘȅΦ 

With his mistress, Silvia Ruffini, he sired four children among which three sons. The elder two, Paolo II 

 
9 hƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ complicated position and multifarious roles in the Italian Wars, see Stephen Bowd, Renaissance 
Mass Murder: Civilians and Soldiers During the Italian Wars (Oxford, 2018), pp. 99-111; For an abridged 
oversight of the Italian Wars, see Michael Mallett & Christine Shaw, The Italian Wars, 1494-1559: War, State 
and Society in Early Modern Europe (Harlow, 2012). 
10 Conti, Le Storie, vol. II, pp. 122-3; Diario di Ser Tomasso di Silvestro, RIS, tomo XV, parte V, vol. II, p. 42. 
11 Letters cited in Giancarlo Malacarne, I Gonzaga di Mantova: una stirpe per una capitale europea (Moderna, 
2005), vol. II, pp. 264, 266. 
12 Francesco Guicciardini, {ǘƻǊƛŀ ŘΩLǘŀƭƛŀ, ed. Silvana Seidel Menchi (Turin, 1971), vol. I, p. 460. 
13 ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 2071, unfoliated. 
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and Pier Luigi II, were legitimised by Pope Julius II on 8 July 1505.14 Legitimation of the third son, 

wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ··Σ ǘƻƻƪ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ [Ŝƻ ·Ωǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜΣ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǇǊƻƳǳƭƎŀǘŜŘ ŀ ōǳƭƭ 

ŎƻƴŦƛǊƳƛƴƎ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǇǊŜŘŜŎŜǎǎƻǊǎΩ ǾƛŎŀǊƛŀǘŜǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ ŘŜƭƛƴŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΩǎ 

ƛƴŘƛǾƛǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǎŜŎǳǊƛƴƎ ƛǘǎ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŀƴŎŜ ŦƻǊ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƻŦŦǎǇǊƛƴƎ ƻƴ ф Wǳƭȅ мрмоΦ15 The 

apparent ease with which such legal solutions for dynastic crises could be negotiated with (newly-

elected) popes by members of the College of Cardinals offset the perils of potential dynastic failure 

among the lay members of Roman baronial families. In this case, the ability to negotiate a solution to 

ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ŎǊƛǎƛǎ ǾƛƴŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜŎƛǎion to invest in clerical careers, although that decision 

had itself also contributed to creating the crisis. 

 As a member of the College of Cardinals with significant wealth from benefices at his disposal, 

Alessandro Farnese also managed to enlarge his faƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǇŀǘǊƛƳƻƴȅΦ CƻǊΣ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ǇƻǎƛǘŜŘ 

ǘƘŀǘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ŎŀǊŜŜǊ ŘŜǇŜƴŘŜŘ ƭŀǊƎŜƭȅ ƻƴ Ƙƛǎ ǎƛǎǘŜǊΩǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ǿƛǘƘ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊ ±LΣ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ 

managed to avoid the downfall of papal relatives and clients that generally ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ŀ ǇƻǇŜΩǎ ŘŜƳƛǎŜΦ16 

It is true that under Alexander VI he received his first important posts as legate to the Patrimony of St 

Peter in Tuscia on 13 November 1494, as Bishop of Corneto and Montefiascone on 28 April 1501, and 

as legate to the Marche on 28 November 1502.17 But ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊ ±LΩǎ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƻǊΣ 

Francesco Todeschini-Piccolomini ς who took on the name Pius III ς seemed especially promising for 

!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ tƛǳǎΩ ōǊƻǘƘŜǊ !ƴŘǊŜŀΣ ƘǳǎōŀƴŘ ƻŦ !ƎƴŜǎŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΣ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŦǳƭŦƛƭ ǘƘŜ 

offices pertainiƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǇŜΩǎ ŎƭƻǎŜǎǘ ƭŀȅ ƪƛƴǎƳŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǎƻƴ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦ ŎŀǊŘƛƴŀƭ-nephew.18 

Such hopes, and any that Alessandro may have cherished for benefits that might have accrued from 

having such a close relative sitting on the pontifical throne, were dashed when Pius III died within a 

ƳƻƴǘƘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƻƴƭȅ Řŀȅǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ Ƙƛǎ ŎƻǊƻƴŀǘƛƻƴΦ bƻƴŜǘƘŜƭŜǎǎΣ tƛǳǎΩ ǎƘƻǊǘ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ƛǎ 

 
14 ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 1871, ff. 1r-2v. 
15 ASN, Archivio Farnesiano, busta 1871, ff. 5v-10v. 
16 Serio, Una gloriosa sconfitta, p. 157. 
17 BCA, Riforme 25, f. 136r; BAV, Vat. Lat. 12343, f. 149r-v; BAV, Archivio Chigi 413, f. 137r. 
18 tŀƻƭƻ tƛŎŎƻƭƻƳƛƴƛΣ ά[ŀ ŦŀƳƛƎƭƛŀ Řƛ tƛƻ LLLέΣ Archivio della Reale Società Romana di Storia Patria 26 (1903), pp. 

143-64. 
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ƛƴŘƛŎŀǘƛǾŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ǊŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƛƴƘŜǊƛǘŜŘ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ Curia, in the 

Papal States, and in wider Italy. In light of these connections, it is unsurprising that Alessandro 

ǊŜƳŀƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ŦŀǾƻǳǊ ǳƴŘŜǊ Wǳƭƛǳǎ LLΣ ƻƴŎŜ !ƭŜȄŀƴŘŜǊ ±LΩǎ ŦƛŜǊŎŜǎǘ ƴŜƳŜǎƛǎΦ Lƴ ŦŀŎǘΣ Wǳƭƛǳǎ ŀŎǘƛǾŜƭȅ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ 

to associate himself with the Farnese by negotiating a match with Alessandro between his nephew 

bƛŎƻƭŀ CǊŀƴŎƛƻǘǘƛ ŘŜƭƭŀ wƻǾŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ƴƛŜŎŜ [ŀǳǊŀ hǊǎƛƴƛΦ19 From Julius II, Alessandro also 

obtained the important and wealthy bishopric of Parma on 28 March 1509.20 

 .ȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ƻƭŘ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ DƛƻǾŀƴƴƛ ŘŜΩ Medici as Leo X, Alessandro had thus 

ōŜŎƻƳŜ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻƭƭŜƎŜ ƻŦ /ŀǊŘƛƴŀƭǎΩ ǎŜƴƛƻǊ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎΦ 5ǳǊƛƴƎ [ŜƻΩǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ 

as a highly influential cardinal, the result as much of his old friendship with the pope as by virtue of his 

seniority. Alessandro Farnese was a serious contender for the papal tiara in the conclaves of 1521 and 

1523, coming within a few votes of winning the election.21 That he came close was not only because 

of his affable nature and long track record in the Curia, but also because as a Roman baron he was an 

acceptable candidate to both the Orsini and Colonna, whereas his Florentine connections found him 

support among the Medicean cardinals. Moreover, Alessandro had maintained a neutral stance 

between France and the Holy Roman Empire, a position he assiduously tried to maintain into his 

pontificate.22 

 !ŦǘŜǊ /ƭŜƳŜƴǘ ±LLΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘΣ !ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻΩǎ ŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ мроп ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘŜŘ ǎǿƛŦǘƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎǊŜŀǘ 

enjoyment of the Roman citizenry who celebrated the news of the first Roman pope in over a century 

with jubilation and bonfires.23 With the exception of two short punitive expeditions against the 

Colonna and against Perugia in 1540 ς known as the Salt War ς tŀǳƭ LLLΩǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ǿŀǎ ŎƘŀǊŀŎǘŜǊƛǎŜŘ 

by an unusual internal stability in the Papŀƭ {ǘŀǘŜǎΣ ŦǊǳƛǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ŀƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ŦŀƳƛƭȅΩǎ ǿƛŘŜ-reaching 

ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘƛƻƴǎΦ tŀǳƭΩǎ ǇƻƴǘƛŦƛŎŀǘŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǎŜǘ ǘƘŜ ǎǘŀƎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǳƴŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ 

 
19 Regesto dei documenti, pp. 235-42. 
20 /Ǌƛǎǘƛƴŀ /ŜŎŎƘƛƴŜƭƭƛΣ ά!Ǝƭƛ ŜǎƻǊŘƛ ŘŜƭ ǇƻǘŜǊŜ ŦŀǊƴŜǎƛŀƴƻ ŀ tarma: il cardinale Alessandro Farnese vescovo-

amministratore della diocesi (1509-мропύέΣ Rivista Storia della Chiesa in Italia 63/1 (2009), ǇǇΦ фмҍмнпΦ 
21 Frederic Baumgartner, Behind Locked Doors: A History of the Papal Elections (New York, 2003), pp. 95-100. 
22 Cussen, Pope Paul III, pp. 129-48. 
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princes and as a dynasty with a political reach at the European level ς indeed, as a dynasty that could 

entertain hopes for a royal crown.24 Without considering his papal election as inevitable ς conclaves 

had a too unpredictable inner logic and those deemed most papabile often came out a cardinal still ς 

!ƭŜǎǎŀƴŘǊƻ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ascent ǘƻ {ǘ tŜǘŜǊΩǎ ¢ƘǊƻƴŜ can and should be understood as one of many 

possible outcomes of a process of alliance creation that was well underway a century before during 

wŀƴǳŎŎƛƻ ·±LL CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜǘƛƳŜΦ LƴŘŜŜŘΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊƛƪƛƴƎ ƭƻƴƎŜǾƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ŘȅƴŀǎǘƛŎ ŀƴŘ 

political ties and their successful transmission down hereditary lines in a period spanning the Quattro- 

and the Cinquecento ς held as politically extraordinarily unstable and populated by ruthlessly 

unscrupulous politicians ς that might recentre dynasty as a political and social concept that existed, 

survived, and thrived besides and in relation to the state. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
24 For the papal Ǉƭƻǘǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ŀ CŀǊƴŜǎŜ ŎŀƴŘƛŘŀǘŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ /Ǌƻǿƴ ƻŦ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ ǎŜŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ {ŎƘƴŜƛŘŜǊΣ ά! 
Kingdom for a Catholic? Pope Clement VIII, King James VI/I, and the English Succession in International 
Diplomacy (1592-мслрύέΣ The International History Review 37/1 (2015), pp. 119-пмΤ CƻǊ tƘƛƭƛǇ LL ƻŦ {ǇŀƛƴΩǎ 
usurpation of the Portuguese Crown for which the Farnese were serious contenders, see Geoffrey Parker, 
Imprudent King: A New Life of Philip II (New Haven, 2014), pp. 264-71. 
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Appendix 

 

 

Figure 4: Pietro VII CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ¢ƻƳō aƻƴǳƳŜƴǘΣ aǳǎŜƻ ŘŜƭƭϥhǇŜǊŀ ŘŜƭ 5ǳƻƳƻΣ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜ 
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Figure 5: Tomb Monument Pietro VII Farnese (Litta, 1860). 
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Figure 6: Detail of Pietro VII CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ¢ƻmb Monument, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo, Florence 



250 
 

 

Figure 7: Detail of Pietro VII CŀǊƴŜǎŜΩǎ ¢ƻƳō aƻƴǳƳŜƴǘΣ aǳǎŜƻ ŘŜƭƭϥhǇŜǊŀ ŘŜƭ 5ǳƻƳƻΣ CƭƻǊŜƴŎŜ 
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Figure 8: Farnese Coat of Arms above Front Gate, Palazzo Farnese, Viterbo 

 

 

Figure 9: Window Sills with Farnese Coats of Arms: Palazzo Farnese, Viterbo 
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Figure 10: Farnese Coat of Arms above Gate, Rocca Farnese, Ischia di Castro 

 

 

Figure 11: Rocca Farnese, Ischia di Castro 
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Figure 12: Farnese Coat of Arms on Tower, Rocca Farnese, Capodimonte 

 

Figure 13: Rocca Farnese, Capodimonte 
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Figure 14: Rocca Farnese, Valentano 

 

 

Figure 15: Courtyard Rocca Farnese, Valentano 
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Figure 16: Capital with Orsini Rose, Rocca Farnese, Valentano 
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Figure 17: Capital with Farnese Escutcheon and Orsini Rose, Rocca Farnese, Valentano 
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Figure 18: Capital with Farnese Lily and Orsini Rose, Rocca Farnese, Valentano 
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Figure 19: Capital with Orsini Roses, Rocca Farnese, Valentano 

 

 

 


