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		Preface

	
		This book will acquaint you with the life of Lucrezia Borgia, one of the most significant women of the Renaissance. She was the daughter of a pope: this fact alone makes her an extraordinary subject for her biographers, as her existence is somewhat scandalous by itself. Being a member of the infamous Borgias, who were to gain many influential enemies throughout their lives, adds to her fascination. Like the other members of her family, she was subject to numerous rumours and malicious defamations.

		
		Her second husband, Giovanni Sforza, never forgave her father, Pope Alexander VI, for dissolving their marriage by publicly declaring that Giovanni was “impotent”. No man of the Renaissance would ever suffer such humiliation without vowing to take revenge. Giovanni Sforza ultimately paid the Borgias back by contributing vigorously to the mass of gossip that already existed about the papal family.

		
		Pope Julius II “The Horrible” was another keen participator in the denigration of the Borgias. He was known for his bitter hatred and was feared for his sudden bursts of anger and bestialities, and he despised his predecessor Pope Alexander VI and his family.

		
		Lucrezia’s father never acted against the many ridicules and diatribes that were disseminated even during his lifetime. He explained to the ambassador of Ferrara: “I have often told him [his son Cesare, who did not want to let the lies and mockery go unchallenged] that Rome is a free city where everyone is at liberty to write and say exactly what he pleases. Plenty of things are said about me, but I take no notice.”

		
		The scandalous tales of the Borgias, the true as well as the false, spread throughout the Italian courts. From there they were reworked into satires, e.g., by the famous Italian poets Sannazaro and Pontano. They made their way into the chronicles of the works of Matarazzo, which eventually served as sources for historians like Francesco Guicciardini, one of the eminent Italian annalists of the 16th century. Sex and crime stories sell well in any time period, and the rumour mill surrounding the Borgias supplied plenty of material. Even Ferdinand Gregorovius, whose work about Lucrezia Borgia has become the best known biography about the Pope’s daughter, was willing to accept some of this malicious gossip as truth.

		
		Lucrezia’s father went down in history as an infamous poisoner. He and his sons Juan and Cesare were maligned for sexual self-indulgence and even brutality. As a Borgia female, Lucrezia could not expect to be spared either. She was said to have committed incest with her father and both of her elder brothers, Juan and Cesare, and to have given birth to an illegitimate child in March 1498. Sannazaro wrote the following epitaph about her: “Here rests Lucrezia by name, who in reality was a Thais, the daughter, wife and daughter-in-law of [Pope] Alexander.” Even in her impeccable marriage to Alfonso d’Este, she was accused of having a secret love affair with the Venetian poet Pietro Bembo – who actually had a romantic relationship with one of her favourite ladies-in-waiting, Nicola da Siena, between 1503 to 1505. When the latter got married in 1505, he left the court of Ferrara and moved to Urbino in 1506. There he sang his amorous verses to the Duchess Elisabetta Gonzaga.

		
		With this biography, you are presented with the unique opportunity to discover the real Lucrezia. We know of many contemporaries that had close contact with her, her brothers and her father, and their records and letters paint a rather different picture of her life than what you would get from the writings of her enemies or other authors relying on second-hand information. One invaluable source is the diary of Johann Burchard, the Master of Ceremonies of the popes. He kept detailed records of all the important events from 1483 until he died in 1506. His dispassionate and factual descriptions of the occurrences at the papal court defy many claims about the Borgias. Moreover, countless letters and documents of Lucrezia herself and her relatives have survived. They depict her as a typical woman of her times, yet also as a truly remarkable individual.1

		
		And so, I hope that you, dear reader, find both enjoyment and enlightenment in learning about the life of Lucrezia Borgia. When it involves the Borgia family, you can rest assured that the truth will be no less suspenseful than even the wildest rumours.

		Sincerely Yours,

		
		 Maike Vogt-Lüerssen


	

	
	
		I. The Pope’s Beautiful Daughter and her Family

		
		Lucrezia Borgia came into this world on Tuesday, 18th April 1480 in Rome. Her parents were the Spanish Cardinal Rodrigo Borgia (1431-1503) and the Roman citizen Vannozza de Catanei (1442-1518). Rodrigo Borgia was the second son of the Spanish nobleman Jofré de Borja y d’Oms († 1437) and his wife, Isabella de Borja († 1468), who also happened to be Jofré’s cousin. He was born on 1st January 1431 in the Borja Castle ‒ the family seat of his ancestors ‒ in Játiva (or Xàtiva) in the Spanish province of Valencia and had one elder brother, Pedro Luis († 1458) and four sisters Damiata, Beatrice, Tecla and Juana. Pedro Luis, as the first-born, was designated to maintain the lineage of the Borja through marriage and procreation.

		
		Rodrigo, as the second-born son, was destined for a career within the church hierarchy. It was common practice among respected Spanish families to have the second and later born sons being taken care of by the church; whether they wanted it or not was irrelevant. The church provided for these sons of the low and high nobilities across all of Europe in order to ensure that the paternal inheritance of the family could be passed to the first-born undivided. For its most ambitious and diligent members, the church hierarchy also offered its own rewards in the form of influential positions. The brother of Rodrigo’s mother, Alonso de Borja (1378-1458), served as a role model in this respect, since he was consecrated Bishop of Valencia in 1429 and from 1444 lived in Rome as a Cardinal.
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			Fig. 1: Pope Calixtus III
		
		
		When Alonso de Borja ascended to become Pope Calixtus III (Fig. 1) on 8th April 1455, he invited his nephews Pedro Luis and Rodrigo de Borja, the sons of his sister Isabella, and his nephew Luis Juan de Mila († 1510), son of his sister Catalina († 1468), to leave Spain and come to Rome.

		
		Renaissance Rome bore little resemblance to the former capital of the Roman Empire. In great contrast to its one million inhabitants during the reign of Emperor Augustus († 14), just a mere 25,000 residents called Rome home in the 15th and 16th centuries. There they lived amongst the ancient ruins and rubble and were busy quarrying marble from the Capitol for the manufacture of quicklime. Sheep and cattle were roaming smelly streets; the Capitol and the Forum were given matching names such as “Monte Capra” and “Campo Vaccino”, meaning “Goat Hill” and “Cow Field”.

		
		Calixtus III made his nephew Pedro Luis de Borja standard bearer of the church immediately after his arrival and in August 1457 appointed him prefect of the city. Conversely, Rodrigo de Borja and his cousin Luis Juan de Mila had to study canon law at the University of Bologna – by order of their papal uncle. Both were elevated to Cardinals as early as 20th February 1456. Being Spaniards, they were not very popular in Italy, as they were generally perceived as bloodthirsty, greedy and ignorant. Rodrigo, too, had to fight these preconceptions, although his contemporaries described him as affable, a gifted speaker, highly intelligent, very charming, diligent, dutiful and hard working.2
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			Fig. 2: Rodrigo Borgia as Pope Alexander VI
		
		
		As a favourite of his uncle, who had recognised the outstanding administrative and diplomatic capabilities of his nephew, Rodrigo advanced quickly in his clerical career. In 1457, he was promoted to the post of Vice-Chancellor of the Church, the second most important position in the church’s hierarchy; and just before his uncle died on 6th August 1458, he was consecrated Bishop of Valencia and Bishop of Cartagena and Mallorca (Fig. 2).

		
		Calixtus’ successors also appreciated Rodrigo’s skills. He remained Vice-Chancellor of the Church under Pius II († 1471), Sixtus IV († 1484), and Innocent VIII († 1492). Under Sixtus IV, he became the papal legate for Spain, which he revisited in June 1472 for the first time after 17 years of absence. He did not leave Spain until October 1473, after thoroughly tending to his relationships with his local relatives.

		
		Through his many influential posts in the church, Rodrigo de Borja had accumulated great riches over time. The topics of conversation amongst his contemporaries were the splendour of his silver plate, his pearls, his precious tapestries, his clothes and the trappings of his horses, the sumptuous fittings of his litters and his countless books, which he kept in his private library. In 1484, the Milanese Cardinal Ascanio Maria Sforza described Rodrigo’s palace as one of the most magnificent in all of Italy. It contained marvellous tapestries of hunting scenes, beautiful rugs that finely complemented the colour of the furniture, a day-bed with a baldachin of red satin and chests filled with gold and silver plate.

		
		His lifestyle was equal to that of the secular princes of his time. Rodrigo loved hunting, dancing, comedies and masquerading above all. Furthermore, he was unable to subject himself to the principle of celibacy. Being a tall, well-built and handsome man with hazel eyes, dark hair, a hooked nose, luscious lips and also a great charmer, he had no difficulty in seducing women.3 His tutor Gaspare da Verona wrote the following about him: “He [Rodrigo de Borja] is handsome, of a most glad countenance and joyous aspect, gifted with honeyed and choice eloquence. Beautiful women are attracted by him in a quite remarkable way, more powerful than iron … by a magnet.”4

		
		It thus may not surprise that Rodrigo de Borja, whose surname changed to “Borgia” in Italy, had gone through numerous affairs before he eventually entered into a relationship with Lucrezia’s mother. Earlier, in June 1460, he had attracted the criticism of Pope Pius II when he celebrated and danced in public with the courtesan Nachine (or Meretricis Nichine). This encounter was apparently too intimate and had tarnished his reputation as a clergyman. From now on he handled his liaisons much more discreetly. As a result, we do not know the mothers of his first three children, his son Pedro Luis († 1488), who was born around 1462, and his daughters, Girolama, born in 1469, and Isabella, born in 1470. Girolama was not yet 13 years old when she was married, in 1482, to Gian Andrea Cesarini, a member of a famous Roman patrician clan. Only one year later, the newly-weds would become victims of an epidemic. Isabella, Rodrigo’s second daughter, was likewise married at the age of 13, in 1483, to Pier Giovanni Matuzzi, a Roman of low nobility who held a lucrative office in the Roman administration. She gave birth to four children, her sons Aurelio and Ippolito and her daughters Giulia and Alessandra. Isabella was the last of Rodrigo’s children to die, in 1541.
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			Fig. 3: Lucrezia’s mother, Vannozza de Catanei, is lending her facial features to the Virgin.
		
		
		Not many facts are known about Lucrezia’s mother, Vannozza (or Giovannozza) de Catanei (Fig. 3). As Rodrigo’s lover and mother of his four children Juan, Cesare, Lucrezia and Jofré, she kept a low profile. After Rodrigo rose to the papacy, she would never visit him in his private chambers in the Vatican, in marked contrast to her children. According to details provided by a certain Adinolfi, Vannozza de Catanei came from a “not unworthy” middle class Roman family. By her contemporaries she was described as lovely, very smart and as a sensuous beauty. Furthermore, she had a remarkable grasp of how to successfully accumulate assets. This makes it rather conceivable that the male members of her family were merchants or bankers in Rome (and possibly also in Siena and Mantua).5 The inscription on her gravestone in the Church of Santa Maria del Popolo states that she was born on 13th July 1442.

		
		Her relationship with the Spanish Cardinal Rodrigo Borgia seemed to commence in the winter of 1473. Yet we can be certain that a woman of her origin and her appearance had been married before. And indeed, there is an official entry in one of the sources still available to us from 1473, which states that she was the widow of a certain Antonio de Brixa, who temporarily acted as a merchant or banker in Venice.6 There is even a claim that this marriage produced a son who was to survive all of his half-siblings and die after 1519.

		
		When her relationship with Rodrigo Borgia began, Vannozza de Catanei lived in a house in the vicinity of the Capitol, which belonged to the monks of the Church of Santa Maria del Popolo. Soon after, she moved to her new home, which was located in the Piazza Pizzo di Merlo and thus close to the palace of her lover. She never entered his luxurious quarters, however – Rodrigo Borgia always visited her in her house for their intimate encounters. When, in 1474, she realised that she had fallen pregnant, Rodrigo married her off to the papal official Domenico d’Arignano. The latter had agreed to enter into such a sham marriage as this would be very advantageous to his career. Vannozza’s and Rodrigo’s first child, their son Juan, was therefore born legitimate. Unfortunately, Domenico d’Arignano died before June 1475 and, consequently, Vannozza’s and Rodrigo’s second son, Cesare, had no apparent father for his conception and birth. He was hence born in April 1476 with the stigma of illegitimacy.7

		
		Not until Vannozza’s next pregnancy could Rodrigo once again find a suitable spouse to marry her off to. He was the Milanese Giorgio della Croce, another official of the papal chancery, who became Vannozza’s third husband. He was, like his predecessor Domenico d’Arignano, not the youngest, but he was very wealthy and owned several properties in Rome. Through him, Vannozza ultimately came into possession of a nice country house and some vineyards in the vicinity of S. Pietro in Vincoli. On 18th April 1480, she gave birth to her daughter Lucrezia. In 1481, the last child of her relationship with Rodrigo Borgia was born, her son Jofré, named after his Spanish grandfather, who had deceased in 1437. A year after his birth, in 1482, the relationship between Vannozza and Rodrigo came to an end.

		
		The birth order of Vannozza’s famous children is reported erroneously in the majority of books about the Borgias, because of the assertions of Mariana, a contemporary of the biographer Ferdinand Gregorovius († 1891). Ever since he falsely claimed that Vannozza’s sons were born in the order of Cesare, Juan and Jofré, it has been reiterated by countless biographers without verification. Yet we have a writing by Marcantonio Altieri, the guardian of the poor at the “Society of the Banner ad Sancta Sanctorum”, who was one of the eminent contemporaries of Vannozza and who was instructed by her to distribute her generous inheritance consisting of jewellery and properties to the sick and the poor in Rome. In this writing, he praises her generosity, but also mentions the correct chronological order of the births of her sons Juan, Cesare and Jofré.8 Moreover, only one child, her second son, had to overcome the stigma of illegitimacy; and this was, as we know from contemporary sources of the 15th and 16th centuries, her son Cesare.9
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			Fig. 4: A House of Vannozza de Catanei
		
		
		As a result of her relationship with Rodrigo Borgia, Lucrezia’s mother had become a wealthy woman owning three hostels, several inns and a few residential houses. After the separation from her clerical lover, she also ran a profitable secondary business as a pawn broker by loaning money against, e.g., jewellery as securities. Her inns “Albergo della Vacca”, “Biscione” and “Albergo del Sole”, all of which were located in the more affluent parts of Rome, proved to be very profitable (Fig. 4).10

		
		After her separation from Rodrigo Borgia, she lived in a house in the Piazza Branca with her third husband, Giorgio della Croce, whom she bore a son in 1484, named Ottavio. He would die together with his father in an epidemic in 1486. Subsequently, Vannozza entered her fourth marriage, this time with the respected Mantuan humanist Carlo Canale, who like his predecessors was assigned a prominent position in the papal chancery by Rodrigo Borgia. It is believed that a son resulted from this relationship, who could claim as his godfather a member of the Mantuan dynasty, Lodovico Gonzaga († 1511).

		
		Vannozza had to surrender her four children, the eight-year-old Juan, the six-year-old Cesare, the two-year-old Lucrezia and the one-year-old Jofré, when the relationship between her and Rodrigo Borgia ended. They came into the custody of one of Rodrigo’s relatives, Adriana de Mila, who was the daughter of his cousin Pedro de Mila. The children now lived in the Palazzo di S. Martino close to Old St. Peter’s Basilica. Adriana de Mila was married to the widower Lodovico Orsini, Lord of Basanello. She had at least one stepson with the name of Orso or Orsino Orsini († 1500), who went on to marry the 14-year-old, extraordinarily beautiful Giulia Farnese († 1524) (Fig. 5) within Rodrigo Borgia’s magnificent palace in May 1489.

		
		
							
				[image: Fig. 5]
			

			Fig. 5: Giulia Farnese with her brother Alessandro, the future Pope Paul III
		
		
		Giulia was to become, or already was at the time, the next lover of Rodrigo. She was the daughter of Pier Luigi Farnese (c. 1435-1487), Lord of Capodimonte, and his wife Giovannella Caetani. The Farnese were an old noble family that owned the Castle Farnese in the Tuscian Compagna. Giulia, who was mockingly called “the Bride of Christ” by her contemporaries, had four older siblings: Angelo (or Angiolo) (1465-1494), Girolama (1466-1505), Alessandro (1468-1549) and Beatrice (1469-1507). The latter spent her life in a Benedictine convent. Giulia, born in 1475, however, would bear a daughter, named Laura, for her lover shortly before he was elected to pope in 1492. This daughter would later be married to Niccolò della Rovere, a nephew of Pope Julius II.11 Giulia’s affair was also to the benefit of her family. Her younger brother Alessandro was promoted to cardinal and would ultimately rise to the very top of the Catholic Church, as Pope Paul III from 1534 to 1549 (Fig. 6).
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			Fig. 6: Pope Paul III alias Alessandro Farnese with his distinctive haircut
		
		
		The relationship of Lucrezia’s father with the beautiful Giulia Farnese probably ended around 1500. Giulia was to later marry the Baron of Afragola, Giovanni Capece Bozzuto († 1517), on 20th February 1509. Rodrigo Borgia had at least one more lover, whose name has not been handed down, but who bore him his son Rodrigo (1503-1527).

		
		Above all, Rodrigo Borgia loved his children from his relationship with Vannozza most and visited them at Adriana de Mila’s place as often as he could, although his work always had priority above everything else. He took his duties as Vice Chancellor of the Church very seriously and was always regarded as diligent and reliable. In his leisure time, however, he frequently invited his children – with whom he would end up having a life-long, affectionate relationship – to join him on a hunt or for festivities with music and dance at his palace. Especially fond was he of his blonde-haired and very pretty daughter Lucrezia (Fig. 7). Even as a young girl, she was described by her contemporaries as charming, uncomplicated, always in a good mood, cheerful, intelligent, diplomatically very proficient, very eloquent, buoyant and fun-loving. From her mother she inherited her nose and her blonde hair, and from her father her chin and her mouth.12 As her considerable influence over her father became well known, she was visited by supplicants of all sorts even at a young age.
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			Fig. 7: Lucrezia Borgia as Saint Catherine of Alexandria, the main saint of the dynasty of her second husband, Giovanni Sforza
		
		
		Her education matched that of a daughter from the nobility or from the high patriciate. Since her father predominantly employed Spaniards in his household and preferred to talk Spanish amongst his family, Lucrezia and her brothers were very proficient in Spanish (Catalan and Castilian) as well as Italian. Additionally, Lucrezia could communicate in French and Greek and had a basic knowledge of Latin. From time to time she would take a pen and commit her poems to paper, for she was very much taken with poetry. Apart from her education in the various languages, she was also taught dance, needlework, music and religion. Indeed, she became an outstanding dancer and an exceptionally good embroideress, and her singing voice and her lute playing were likewise applauded. Lucrezia’s devoutness came from the bottom of her heart. Her favourite saints were St. Catherine of Siena and St. Francis of Assisi.
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			Fig. 8: Lucrezia’s eldest brother, Juan Borgia
		
		
		The relationship between the four Borgia siblings was harmonious and cordial. Particularly intimate was the bond between Lucrezia and her brother Cesare. Lucrezia’s eldest brother, Juan (Fig. 8), was soon to follow in the steps of his older half-brother Pedro Luis, who had offered his military service to the Spanish King Ferdinand II of Aragon. Because of his heroic achievements in the fight against the Moors, Pedro Luis was promoted by the king to the first Duke of Gandia in 1485. He had also been betrothed to the young cousin of the King, Donna Maria Enriquez, but before any marriage could be celebrated, he fell victim to an epidemic. In his last will, he left his half-sister Lucrezia – he appeared to have been enchanted by her, too – a considerable amount of money to be used as her future dowry. He declared his half-brother Juan as his heir, who, as the second Duke of Gandia, was also meant to marry his fiancée, Donna Maria Enriquez. It would not remain the only secular title that Lucrezia’s eldest brother was to acquire. In 1497, the King of Naples elevated him to Duke of Benevent and Lord of Terracina and Pontecorvo.

				
		Juan’s contemporaries did not have much praise for him. While he was deemed a handsome man and could, when he wished to, be very charming, his arrogance and violent temper alienated many. In addition, he was an inveterate gambler, who would lose enormous sums of money in a single night. Rodrigo Borgia had to eventually assign two of his most trusted confidants to stay close to Juan in order to prevent him from continuing his passion for gambling. They were explicitly instructed to only settle any existing debts and not to hand even a penny over to him for another bet or wager.
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			Fig. 9: Lucrezia’s favourite brother, Cesare Borgia
		
		
		Cesare (Fig. 9), Lucrezia’s favourite brother, was regarded as highly intelligent, always in a good mood, amiable and very charming – in marked contrast to his elder brother. But he also did not suffer ridicule and insult as easily as his father. As an adult, he had plenty of brawn and was physically superior to his enemies, yet like his sister he also loved poetry. As the second of Rodrigo’s sons from the relationship with Vannozza, Cesare was designated for a clerical career at birth. Thus, at the age of approximately 13, he commenced his studies of civil and canon law at the University of Perugia and continued these studies at the University of Pisa from 1491. In the same year, he was also consecrated as Bishop of Pamplona. Under his papal father, he would further rise to Bishop of Valencia in March 1493 and to Cardinal of Santa Maria Nuova on 20th September 1493.

		
		Lucrezia’s youngest brother, the handsome Jofré (Fig. 10) with his dark blond curls, was initially required to enter into a clerical career like Cesare. In 1493, however, he was permitted to leave the Church in order to marry Sancia of Aragon († 1506), a princess from the Kingdom of Naples, an illegitimate daughter of Alfonso II.
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			Fig. 10: Lucrezia’s youngest brother, Jofré Borgia
		
		
		Even in her youngest years, Lucrezia’s marital future was a subject of great discussion. Her older half-sisters, Girolama and Isabella, were already married at the age of 13. Rodrigo Borgia would have liked her to marry one of his Spanish fellow countrymen; and so she was betrothed to Don Cherubino Juan de Centelles of Valencia, a brother of the Count of Oliva, at the age of ten. The conditions of the marriage were put down in writing on 26th February 1491: Lucrezia was to be given a substantial dowry of 100,000 sols Valencian by her father. Rodrigo also agreed to have his daughter taken to the bridegroom in Spain at his own expense in 1492, where the wedding was to be carried out within 6 months. Lucrezia would have been just 12 years old at that time.
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			Fig. 11: Lucrezia’s father, Pope Alexander VI alias Rodrigo Borgia
		
		
		She never actually met the groom, as her father dissolved the relationship after one month, in order to marry her off to the 15-year-old Don Gaspare, son of the Spanish Count Juan Francesco of Procida and Aversa, who also lived in Valencia. They were wedded per procurationem13, but the marriage was never physically consummated because of a major development in 1492: Pope Innocent VIII died on 25th July 1492 and the cardinals elected Lucrezia’s father as his successor after plenty of bribe money had flowed. On 26th August 1492, Rodrigo Borgia was crowned as Pope Alexander VI. Lucrezia was just 12 years old when her father became the Head of the Catholic Church (Fig. 11). We do not have any information about whether she was present at his coronation. We can assume, however, that Rodrigo Borgia did not want to have his children around on this occasion, as they were proof of his failure to uphold his chastity. We know that Cesare happened to be in Pisa at this point in time.

		
		On the day of the coronation in August 1492, the streets from the Vatican to the Lateran, down which the new Pope was proceeding on his white horse, were decorated with magnificent tapestries hanging from exterior house walls and across balconies. In addition, triumphal arches had been erected that were composed of countless fragrant flowers in full bloom, and in every corner one could find altars or statues. The cardinals and other high-ranking secular dignitaries of Rome accompanied the Pope to his coronation and were clad in their most magnificent garments. The coat of arms of the Borgias, a red bull grazing on a green meadow with a golden background, was mounted in many locations. Next to the Palazzo S. Marco, the statue of a bull had been erected, producing water from its mouth, nostrils and ears and delicious wine flowing from its forehead. Above one house the following inscription could be read: “Caesare magna fuit, nunc Roma est maxima: Sextus regnat Alexander: ille vir; iste deus.” (“Rome was great under [Gaius Julius] Caesar, now she is the greatest: Alexander VI reigns: Caesar was a man; he is a god.”)14

		
		At the beginning of his reign the new Pope was highly praised, as he implemented a strict rule of law. This, at last, brought about a state of peace and security in Rome, which was sorely lacking before – indeed, 220 murders had been committed in the period between Innocent VIII falling ill in June 1492 and the coronation of Alexander VI in August 1492. The public servants were once again paid on time and the markets offered goods at prices that were again bearable by everyone. Moreover, the justice system recovered from the complete disarray it had been in, and soon “Rome was quiet and content” under Lucrezia’s father.

		
		In one way, however, Alexander VI – as we shall call Rodrigo Borgia from now on – was no different from his predecessors and successors on the Holy See: he would continue to practise nepotism and conduct territorial family politics as the new Head of the Church. Advancing his children was eminently important to him, and towards this purpose he used the territories of the Papal States as if they were his own. At his first Consistory he transferred his own great See of Valencia to his son Cesare. Furthermore, he promoted the son of his sister Juana, Juan Borgia Lanzol († 1503), whom he had previously consecrated as Archbishop of Monreale, to Cardinal.

		
		As Pope, Alexander VI was no longer satisfied with his choice of spouse for his daughter Lucrezia. In 1492, he thus decreed the dissolution of the marriage through a papal dispensation. He wanted to show his gratitude to one of his most important supporters in the papal election, the Milanese Cardinal Ascanio Maria Sforza (Fig. 12), by offering his daughter to one of the Cardinal’s relatives from the House of Sforza. The bridegroom to be was the 26-year-old Giovanni Sforza (Fig. 13), Count of Cotignola and Lord of Pesaro. But first, the problem of Lucrezia’s first husband had to be dealt with. He had shown up in Rome with his father and flatly refused to accept the dissolution of the marriage by the Pope. Father and son threatened to take this case before all of Europe’s legal courts. They eventually relented after a new bride – Catalina, a granddaughter of Alexander’s cousin Pedro de Mila – and the (measly!) amount of 3,000 ducats were offered to them.
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						Fig. 12: Cardinal Ascanio Maria Sforza
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						Fig. 13: Lucrezia’s second husband, Giovanni Sforza, Count of Cotignola and Lord of Pesaro
					
				
			

		

		
	

	
	
		II. Lucrezia as Countess of Cotignola and Lady of Pesaro


		On 2nd February 1493, Lucrezia was married per procurationem (by proxy) to her second husband, Giovanni Sforza († 1510) (Fig. 14), who was born in 1466. According to the marriage contract, she was to be given a dowry of 31,000 ducats and join her husband at his estate within a year. With this marriage, Lucrezia’s father, Pope Alexander VI, wished to show appreciation to the Milanese Cardinal Ascanio Maria Sforza, who had assiduously supported him during the papal election. The Cardinal’s elder brother, Lodovico il Moro Sforza († 1508), the de facto ruler of Milan, had advocated the French invasion of Naples, causing a lot of tension between Milan and Naples. Having a Papal ally in such a critical situation was very reassuring. In this respect, the marriage was, politically, of great advantage to the Sforza. The ratification of the marriage contract was therefore celebrated exuberantly in Pesaro.
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			Fig. 14: Giovanni Sforza, c. 1494-96
		

		Giovanni and his younger brother Galeazzo († 1519) were the illegitimate sons of the Count of Cotignola and Lord of Pesaro, Costanzo Sforza (1447-1483). The latter was the cousin of Lodovico il Moro and Ascanio Maria and thus had close relations with the Milanese House of Sforza. Giovanni, who was 14 years older than his bride Lucrezia, was described by his contemporaries as blond, blue eyed, choleric, not very intelligent, grumpy, greedy and cowardly. Though he was a member of the famous warrior dynasty of the Sforza, he lacked military talent. He also did not seem to be very popular with his subjects. He was alleged to have contributed to the early death of his first wife Maddalena Gonzaga (1472-1490) (Fig. 15) through ill-treatment. Maddalena, the youngest sister of Gian Francesco II Gonzaga, Marchese of Mantua, had died from childbed fever on 8thAugust 1490, like so many women of her time. Her child did not survive the birth either.
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			Fig. 15: Maddalena Gonzaga
		
		
		Four months after the marriage per procurationem, Giovanni set out for his new wife. Eventually, on 9th June 1493, he arrived in Rome. Lucrezia, who had watched his official reception from her balcony, responded to his courteous bow with a charming smile that left none of her contemporaries untouched.

		
		Their marriage was celebrated on 12th June. All of Rome’s noblemen and their wives, in addition to all the ambassadors and envoys currently present in the Capital, had been invited to this magnificent event. Lucrezia was led by her eldest brother Juan from her quarters, the palace of Cardinal Battista Zeno († 1501), to the Vatican. The wedding ceremony was officiated here in the presence of her father, the Pope, five priests, five deacons, 150 Roman ladies, her younger brothers Cesare and Jofré and the Pope’s mistress Giulia Farnese. It was followed by an opulent banquet, a magnificent ball, and a licentious comedy. Silver cups, filled with the choicest sweetmeats, were intermittently passed to the most beautiful ladies, and their low-cut bodices were sprinkled with confetti just for the frivolity of it. The public did not come away empty-handed either. Vast amounts of sweetmeats (the coveted marzipan amongst others) were thrown by the guests out of the windows onto the applauding spectators. The ambassador from Ferrara, Gianandrea Boccaccio, reported about Lucrezia’s wedding to his Lord Ercole I: “When the banquet was over the ladies danced, and as an interlude, we had an excellent play with much singing and music. The Pope and all the others [Lucrezia’s brothers and the Papal mistress Giulia Farnese] were there. What more can I say? my letter would never end were I to describe it all; thus we spent the whole night, whether well or ill, I will leave to your Highness to determine.”15 Finally, Juan accompanied the newly-weds back to the palace of Cardinal Zeno, where Lucrezia had lived for a number of years with Adriana de Mila and her father’s mistress. It would be the home of the new couple, too. Allegedly, this palace and the Vatican Palace had private doors to the Old St. Peter’s Basilica, and by crossing it Alexander VI could have easily been able to visit his daughter as well as his lover.

		
		However, Lucrezia’s spectacular wedding was not the only big event of the year 1493 for her family. In August, her eldest brother Juan departed for Spain, where he, in the role of Second Duke of Gandia, finally intended to marry his 16-year-old fiancée Donna Maria Enriquez. In the same month, the King of Naples, Ferrante, proposed to the Pope a marriage between his granddaughter Sancia, an illegitimate daughter of his son and successor Alfonso II (Fig. 16), and Lucrezia’s youngest brother Jofré, which was to happen on the agreement of Jofré’s elevation to Prince of Squillace and to Count of Cariati. For political reasons, the engagement was not to be made public before Christmas 1493. Lastly, on 20th September, Lucrezia’s favourite brother, Cesare, was elevated to Cardinal.
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			Fig. 16: King Alfonso II of Naples, when he was a young man, c. 1465-70
		
		
		When the Neapolitan King Ferrante died in January 1494, the wedding of Jofré and Sancia was delayed. However, like his father, the new King of Naples, Alfonso II, continued to be interested in a good relationship with the Pope, as the Pope was effectively the feudal lord of the Kingdom of Naples. Alfonso even asked the Pope to perform the coronation himself and promised to suitably reward his sons in return: Jofré and Juan were to be provided with Neapolitan fiefs and Cesare with Neapolitan benefices. Additionally, the king offered Juan, even though he was absent from Italy, the post of condottiere in the Neapolitan army, a position that would earn him 33,000 ducats a year.

		
		In the end, the coronation of Alfonso II was conducted on behalf of the Pope by his nephew, Cardinal Juan Borgia Lanzol, on 8th May 1494. Three days later, on 11th May 1494, Jofré and Sancia were wedded in the chapel of the Castel Nuovo (Fig. 17). On this occasion, Alfonso II promoted his new son-in-law to Prince of Squillace, a position providing an annual revenue of 40,000 ducats, and also to Count of Cariati. Some time later, owing to his new family connections, Jofré would also ascend to Duke of Suessa and to Prince of Teano. Juan and Cesare Borgia did not attend the wedding and probably neither did Lucrezia.
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			Fig. 17: Jofré Borgia (on the right) with his first wife, Sancia of Aragon, c. 1494-96
		
		
		On 31st  May, Lucrezia left Rome because of an outbreak of the plague and headed for Pesaro. She was accompanied by her mother Vannozza de Catanei, Adriana de Mila, Giulia Farnese, her husband Giovanni Sforza and a flock of court ladies. They would stay there until August in order to avoid infection. She was explicitly ordered by her father to write to him as often as possible. Apparently, she did not follow his instructions too closely, for, on 24th  July, the Pope wrote the following letter to her, by his own hand, in which he especially complained about the unauthorised departure of Adriana de Mila and Giulia Farnese to the town of Capodimonte, as Giulia wanted to be close to her dying eldest brother Angiolo: “DONNA LUCREZIA, DEAREST DAUGHTER, it is several days since we had a letter from you, and we are much surprised that you neglect to write to us more often to give us news of your health and that of Don Giovanni, our beloved son [-in-law]. In future be more attentive and industrious. Madonna Adriana and Giulia have reached Capodimonte, where they found the latter’s brother [Angiolo] dead. This event has so deeply grieved both the Cardinal [Giulia’s younger brother Alessandro] and Giulia that they have both been attacked by fever. We have sent Pietro Caranza to look after them and have provided physicians and everything necessary. We trust in God and the glorious Madonna that they will soon be restored. Of a truth you and Don Giovanni have displayed little consideration for us in this departure of Madonna Adriana and Giulia, since you allowed them to go without our express permission; for it was your duty to reflect that so sudden a departure without our knowledge would cause us the greatest displeasure. And if you say that they did so because Cardinal Farnese [Alessandro] commanded it, you ought to have considered whether this would please the Pope. However, it has now been done; but another time we will be more cautious and look about to see to whose hand to entrust our affairs. We are in good health, thanks be to God and the glorious Virgin. We have had an interview with the illustrious King Alfonso [ II of Naples], who has shown us as much love and obedience as if he had been our own son. We cannot express to you with what mutual satisfaction and content we parted. You may be sure that his Majesty is ready to yield his own person and all that he possesses to our service. We hope that all suspicion and disagreements in connection with the Colonna [a mighty dynasty in Rome] will be completely laid aside in three or four days. Nothing now remains but to warn you to take care of your health and to pray diligently to the Madonna. Given in Rome in St. Peter’s, July 24, 1494.”16

		
		Lucrezia appeared to enjoy her stay in Pesaro very much. She spent the summer with her husband in his Sforza palace as well as in a beautiful mansion on a neighbouring hill. The young couple also followed the invitation of Duke Guidobaldo of Urbino to visit his castle. The relaxing times in the dominion of her husband did not last long, however. In autumn 1494, she had to return to Rome to her father. The year 1495 would be recorded in Roman history as the year of the worst flooding by the River Tiber. On 4th December 1495, the river burst its banks with such ferocity that the lower parts of the city were completely flooded, palaces were torn down and churches destroyed. Many lives were lost. For a long time, transport in the streets was only possible with the help of barges. 

		
		In 1496, after the disaster had been overcome and people could enjoy life again, Alexander VI decided to stop hiding his love for his children and publicly acknowledged his offspring. This was an extraordinary act, one that had never been dared by any of his predecessors – with the exception of Innocent VIII – and would not be repeated by any of his successors. But whereas Pope Innocent VIII had fathered his daughter and son – who also lived with him in the Vatican – before his ordination, Alexander VI begot his children while occupying the clerical positions of bishop, archbishop, cardinal, papal legate, vice chancellor and pope. Nevertheless, from 1496, Alexander VI was no longer willing to deny himself the presence of his children, and, hence, Lucrezia and her brothers became frequent visitors to the Vatican and occasionally even lived there so as to be close to their father. The Pope always presented himself with his children at his receptions, and Lucrezia sat next to her father at festive or business events and welcomed the ambassadors and envoys of the other Italian states and of foreign countries.

		
		All that was now missing for Pope Alexander VI’s complete happiness were his sons Juan and Jofré, who at that time lived in Spain and in the Kingdom of Naples, respectively, so he sent for both of them. Juan, being arrogant, self-opinionated and confrontational, had caused a considerable amount of trouble in Spain and was happy to leave the Royal Court there. He had dutifully married his young wife Maria Enriquez and made her pregnant. His first child, his son and heir Juan († 1543), was born in 1494. In 1496, his wife expected their second child, their daughter Isabella († 1557), who would be born in 1497 and who would later spend her life as the abbess of the convent of the Poor Clares in Gandia. Maria was deeply in love with Juan, but, according to his Spanish contemporaries, Juan had badly neglected his wife and had spent many nights on the streets with whores. Thus, the Spanish royal couple, Isabella the Catholic and her husband Ferdinand II of Aragon, were not too sad to see him leave.

		
		Juan arrived in Rome on 10th August 1496. His father had despatched his brother Cesare to give him a warm welcome. Juan’s tall stature, his pretty face and his well proportioned body were attracting many – especially female – spectators. He certainly knew exactly how to gain the attention of the people. On the occasion of this reception, he wore a magnificent velvet robe which was studded with pearls and precious stones. Furthermore, the harness of his brown war horse was fitted with lots of small silver bells, which were jingling merrily on his way to meeting his father. 

		
		Shortly after his return, in October 1496, Juan, who was the favourite son and pride of Alexander VI, became the commander of the papal army. Yet in contrast to his brother Cesare, he did not have the slightest military competence. Instead of devoting himself to his new political and military duties, he preferred to delve into countless amorous adventures in Rome.

		
		In January 1497, Lucrezia’s youngest brother Jofré and his attractive wife, Sancia of Aragon (Fig. 18), arrived in Rome. At last, the family of the Pope was complete again. Lucrezia had been looking forward to meeting her new sister-in-law, whom she would immediately form a close friendship with, although both were very different in personality. Sancia, born in 1478, had blonde hair and bright greyish-blue eyes. She was described as stubborn, wild and unscrupulous. Like her husband, she had a propensity to spend excessively on luxury goods. Jofré was said to have had 73 servants just to himself. Soon, Alexander VI would have to ask both of them to live a bit more modestly. Eventually, rumours surfaced accusing Sancia of love affairs with her brother-in-law Juan, Cardinal Ippolito d’Este and other young clerics and noblemen. The Pope was forced to caution his daughter-in-law because of her frivolous conduct. Neither he nor his son Cesare would develop anything other than a cool and distant relationship with this new female member of the family.
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			Fig. 18: Lucrezia Borgia (in the centre) with her sister-in-law Sancia of Aragon (on the left) and the mistress of her father, Giulia Farnese (on the right), c. 1494/1496
		
		
		While the proximity of her three brothers gave Lucrezia a reason to be happy in early 1497, her marriage was deteriorating at the same time. The cause of this rests with the political situation of the years 1494 to 1497. In 1494, the French King Charles VIII († 1498) (Fig. 19) decided to incorporate the Kingdom of Naples into his own realm. Naples belonged to the French House of Anjou for more than two hundred years, but the lineage had ended in the course of the 15th century. The Sforzas formed an alliance with the French King to retake Naples. Yet not everything seemed lost for the Neapolitan King in the early months of the year 1495, as the other Italian states, including the Pope, had allied themselves into a “Holy League” in Venice on 31st March 1495. The official purpose of this alliance was to take action against the Turks, but the real objective was the destruction of the French and Milanese forces.
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						Fig. 19: King Charles VIII of France
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						Fig. 20: King Federigo of Naples
					
				
			

		

		
		This put Giovanni Sforza into an impossible position. Being the Pope’s son-in-law he was supposed to side with the Neapolitans and being a member of the Sforza he was expected to support the Milanese. And so, in 1495, he began to play a double game: he joined the Neapolitan army, which was to fight the French forces, but at the same time he acted as an informer for his Sforza relatives, who were allies of the French.

		Initially, circumstances seemed to favour the French King. When the French forces invaded the kingdom of Naples in 1495, the Neapolitan King Alfonso II had a nervous breakdown and abdicated. Before he fled to Sicily, he declared his eldest son Ferdinand II or Ferrandino his successor. But the new Neapolitan King Ferrandino died soon after, in October 1496, from dysentery, without leaving an heir of his own. His uncle, Don Federigo († 1504) (Fig. 20), Prince of Altamura, took the throne, while the battle between the followers of the French and of the Neapolitan Royal House continued. Nothing had been decided yet.

		
		Giovanni’s double game must have been exposed by spring 1497 at the latest. In March, there was a fierce argument between him and his brother-in-law Juan. Giovanni’s duplicity may have been the cause. In any case, Giovanni got cold feet and decided to leave Rome. He is said to have entered the chambers of his wife on the morning of Good Friday in March 1497 and told her that on this holy day he would go to confession either in a church in Trastevere or in a church on the Janiculum. Afterwards, he would do the traditional pilgrimage to “the Seven Churches” in Rome (Fig. 21), which would take all day, as was usual.
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			Fig. 21: The “Seven Churches” of Rome
		
		
		But he did not come home that night. After bidding farewell to his wife, he was immediately headed for Pesaro on his Arabian horse. Without taking even the shortest break – and this would eventually kill his horse – he arrived in his territory late in the evening. Before his getaway, he had left two messages, one for Lucrezia, in which he asked her to follow him to Pesaro, and another for the Milanese ambassador, in which he explained to his relatives that he fled because of his “disaffection with the Pope”.

		
		According to the chroniclers of Pesaro, Lucrezia had helped her husband to escape. In any case, she would now have to face difficult times in Rome. She had to decide between her husband on one hand and her father and brothers on the other, for her father immediately demanded the dissolution of her marriage. This situation must have caused her great hardship, and so early in June she tried to find refuge and peace in the Dominican convent of San Sisto. When the news of her retreat became public – “the Pope’s daughter flees into a cloister” – many believed that she was about to give up her worldly life and become a nun. Her father sent for her, but the convent’s formidable abbess would not let anyone near Lucrezia. Eventually, the Pope ordered Lucrezia to sign a paper confirming that her marriage to Giovanni Sforza had never been consummated (Fig. 22).
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			Fig. 22: Lucrezia Borgia as the Virgin with Child
		
		
		His son-in-law was not the only one to keep the Pope busy at this time. The new King of Naples, Federigo, also demanded his attention. Federigo was dependent on the support of his papal feudal lord for his accession to the throne, and Alexander VI unashamedly took advantage of this situation. For his eldest son, he secured the rights to the Duchy of Beneventum and the fiefs of Terracina and Pontecorvo, which were eventually enfeoffed to Juan by the College of Cardinals on 7th June 1497. Two days later, Alexander VI declared his son Cesare to be his representative in Naples, who would perform the coronation of Federigo in the Pope’s name.

		
		On Thursday, 15th June 1497, Cesare and Juan were to leave for Naples to attend the coronation and also be enfeoffed with the new Neapolitan fiefs by the new King of Naples himself. However, these plans were disrupted by a horrendous crime. On the evening before, Juan and Cesare had been invited by their mother Vannozza de Catanei to attend a festive dinner at her vineyard on the Esquiline. Many of her relatives and friends were present as well. During the banquet, a masked man approached Juan and whispered something into his ear. His appearance did not cause any surprise among the guests as he had been seen in Juan’s presence for about a month now. Juan was once again involved in one of his notorious love affairs, for which the masked man acted as an intermediary between him and his love interest.

		
		The party continued deep into the night with food, drinks and celebrations. Afterwards, Juan and Cesare bid farewell to their mother and departed with only a few servants. In the vicinity of the old palace of their father, the Palazzo Cesarini, which was now owned by Ascanio Maria Sforza, the brothers went their separate ways. Cesare proceeded towards the Ponte S. Angelo and Juan, still accompanied by the masked man, headed for the Piazza degli Ebrei through the narrow streets. Just before parting, Juan confessed to Cesare with a smile that he was about to meet a beautiful lady. He left his only servant behind on the Piazza degli Ebrei, who was to wait for his return for one hour and go home in case Juan did not show up in time.

		
		The next day, the day of the departure to Naples, Juan was missing. Alexander VI was a little worried about his favourite son, although he knew that Juan occasionally put his amorous adventures ahead of his duties. But when Juan did not show up the next day either, the police was called into action. The servant that Juan had left behind was promptly tracked down to a house near where they parted ways. Its residents had found him on their door, covered in blood, and had been trying to keep him alive. Because of his serious injuries, he was unable to talk to the police about the events of the previous night. He would pass away from his injuries a few days later.

		
		Eventually, the observations of a Slavonian timber merchant – according to Ferdinand Gregorovius he was a coal merchant – advanced the police’s investigations. During the night in question, he had guarded his cargo of timber on his boat near the Church of San Girolamo degli Schiavoni. On 15th June, at 2 o’clock in the morning, he had observed five men, one of them on a white horse, as they tried to dispose of a dead body. At first, only two men appeared to scout the location. When they seemed satisfied that no one was around, they left and returned with three more men. The dead body was draped over the horse’s back. Four of the men grabbed the body by its arms and legs and threw it into the Tiber, precisely where the municipal horse carts also dumped Rome’s waste and excrements into the river. The horseman then asked for confirmation that no part of the body could be seen. Just when they were about to leave, one of the men noticed that the overcoat of the victim had resurfaced. All of the men then started throwing stones onto the corpse until it had vanished completely. When the timber merchant was asked why he had not reported this incident earlier, he responded that, during all the nights that he had stood guard, he had observed more than 100 dead bodies in total being dumped there. Nobody cared about this any longer.

		
		Based on his statement, 300 boat owners and fishermen were commissioned to search that stretch of the river for fresh corpses. The promise of a decent reward motivated the searchers, and, by midday, Juan’s remains had been recovered from the smelly waters of the Tiber. His body had been found in the vicinity of the Church of Santa Maria del Popolo and the garden of the Cardinal Ascanio Maria Sforza. It exhibited a deep cut to its throat in addition to eight horrible stab wounds; also, he had been badly tortured and his hands were tied behind his back. Since none of his valuable pieces of clothing were missing, he certainly was not a victim of a robbery. Even his wallet contained the same 30 ducats that it did on the night of the 14th June, and his gloves were still attached to his belt.

		
		The Pope had his son’s remains taken immediately to the Castel Sant’Angelo, where the body was cleaned and formally dressed for burial, as Juan was to be laid to rest by that evening. Finally, at 6 o’clock in the evening, the eldest son of Pope Alexander VI, clad in the full uniform of a Captain-General of the Church, was taken to his final resting place, the Church of Santa Maria del Popolo. His face was uncovered, giving the impression to many spectators that he was only sleeping and would wake up at any moment. The mourning procession was escorted by 120 torch bearers. The Pope himself did not take part. He had locked himself in his chambers in the Vatican and wept bitterly for his son. According to his Master of Ceremonies, Johann Burchard, he refused to eat and drink for three days. He was also said to not have slept for several nights.

		
		On 17th June, the Governor of Rome was ordered by Alexander VI to thoroughly search all the houses on the banks of the Tiber up to the Church of Santa Maria del Popolo. That order included the palace of Cardinal Ascanio Maria Sforza.

		
		On 19th June, the Pope finally appeared before the Consistory in which all the cardinals and ambassadors had gathered to convey their sympathy. Here, Alexander VI would give the following surprising speech: “The blow which has fallen upon us is the heaviest that we could possibly have sustained. We loved the Duke of Gandia more than any one else in the world. We would give seven Tiaras to be able to recall him to life. God has done this in punishment for our sins, for the Duke had done nothing to deserve this mysterious and terrible death. It has been said that Giovanni Sforza is the criminal. We are convinced that this is not the case, and equally so, that neither his brother [Galeazzo]  nor the Duke of Urbino are guilty; may God forgive the murderer. We, on our part, are resolved to amend our own life and to reform the Church. The reform of the Church will be put into the hands of six Cardinals and two Auditors of the Rota. From henceforth benefices shall only be given to deserving persons, and in accordance with the votes of the Cardinals. We renounce all nepotism. We will begin the reform with ourselves and so proceed through all ranks of the Church till the whole work is accomplished.”17

		
		Only the Milanese Cardinal Ascanio Maria Sforza had been missing from this remarkable Consistory. He was on the list of potential suspects, as he had had a heated argument with Juan shortly before the murder, as did his relative Giovanni Sforza. Again, the cause of this confrontation between Ascanio Maria Sforza and Juan Borgia may have been the double game that Lucrezia’s husband had played in the French-Neapolitan war. However, Alexander VI declared publicly that it never occurred to him that his friend Ascanio Maria Sforza was involved in the murder. Lucrezia’s husband Giovanni and his brother Galeazzo were with their relative Lodovico il Moro Sforza in Milan at the time in question and could therefore not be suspected as the murderers.

		
		Juan’s death had triggered a desire in the Pope to reform the Church. On 22nd June, it was reported that Alexander VI had ordered his son Jofré and his wife Sancia to leave Rome and move to their castle at Squillace. They complied with his request a few weeks later, on 7th August. Alexander VI wanted in future to have neither his children nor his nephews live close to the Vatican. He also planned to remove Lucrezia from his vicinity. He even considered to have her taken to his Spanish home of Valencia. Indeed, Alexander VI appeared to be devastated by the death of his favourite son to such an extent that, as he confided to the Spanish King Ferdinand II, he thought about resigning as Pope. Had his willingness to reform the Church continued, the history of the Church in the 16th century would have unfolded completely differently. In particular, the monk Martin Luther would have remained unknown!

		
		The search for Juan’s murderer lasted for several months. Whether the perpetrator was identified and caught is not known. However, it is suspicious that a child was born in February or March 1498 whom the Pope passed off as his own son and who was given the name Giovanni, the Italian form of the Spanish name Juan. Even his contemporaries questioned whether he was the Pope’s son. Cesare was suspected to be the father, just as Lucrezia was alleged to be the mother. It was common practice at that time for a noblewoman or rich lady who had become pregnant as a widow or as an unmarried woman to retreat to a convent once the pregnancy could not be hidden any longer; in doing so, she avoided the gossip of neighbours and friends. Following the child’s birth in the convent, it would be raised by a surrogate mother in some village or by the nuns of the convent themselves after a generous donation by the mother. Yet Lucrezia was certainly not the mother of this child. First of all, it would have been fathered during her marriage with Giovanni Sforza and hence be his child. And since Giovanni was in need of an heir, this child could not have been withheld from him. Secondly, had this child been the result of an adulterous act, it would have disappeared for good in some monastery.

		
		It does not appear to have crossed anybody’s mind that the assassinated Juan was the father of the child, yet there is every indication that this was the case. Juan, a known lady’s man, may have gotten himself involved with the unmarried daughter or the wife of a reputable citizen or even an influential nobleman and impregnated her. By killing Juan, the father or husband of this woman was exacting vengeance on Juan for violating the family’s honour. But if the Pope had found this young woman, he must have also found the father or husband and thus most likely the murderer himself. Was something going on behind the scenes that even the chroniclers in Alexander’s immediate environment did not know about? At any rate, the search for Juan’s murderer was abandoned in early 1498. Little Giovanni would not pursue a clerical career path as one would expect from a younger son of Alexander VI. Indeed, like Juan Borgia he was destined for a secular vocation: the Pope enfeoffed him with the Duchy of Nepi when he was just three years old.

		
		Lucrezia was at the Dominican convent of San Sisto at the time her brother was assassinated. His death probably caused her to extend her stay there as she had a close relationship with all her brothers. When Juan lived in Spain, he frequently sent her various gifts, jewellery and pieces of clothing, a leather harness for her favourite horse and even a sombrero. She did not leave the convent before December 1497, and only because she was forced to. Her father had ordered her to swear before the ecclesiastical court that her marriage had never been consummated. There she delivered a speech in Latin that impressed the Milanese ambassador so much that he compared her performance with that of the great Cicero. Up to this moment, her husband Giovanni Sforza had refused to agree to a dissolution of the marriage, but under pressure from his Milanese relatives he eventually conceded that, due to his alleged impotence, the marriage had never been consummated. In return, the Pope promised that Giovanni could keep his territory of Pesaro, which was a papal fief.

		
		Thus, on 20th December 1497, Lucrezia’s second marriage was also declared null and void. Giovanni Sforza not only had to pay back the dowry of his spouse to the amount of 31,000 ducats, but also had to now live with the stigma of being impotent. The latter troubled him much more than the refund of the dowry. He stated towards his Milanese relatives that he had sexual intercourse with his wife more than a thousand times. In his hatred of the Borgias, he would from now on spare no effort to discredit that family. Many of the most malicious rumours were indeed started by him, e.g., that the Pope and Cesare had tried to make Lucrezia their lover. The alleged alliances of the Pope and his sons with the devil himself, their perverse sexual desires, their poison murders, et cetera, were also his contributions to the “Borgia myth”. As early as 14th June 1499, a rumour was spread that unusual noises had been heard in the Old St. Peter’s Basilica and that torches were carried by inhuman hands through the building to suddenly vanish altogether. Afterwards, a seeress declared that the bearers of these lights had been the “Prince of Hell” and his myrmidons.

		
		In 1504, Giovanni Sforza married for a third time. His chosen one was Ginevra Tiepolo, daughter of a Venetian nobleman. Soon she would give him a son and heir, Costanzo II, a fact that finally belied his alleged impotency.

		
		After her public appearance, Lucrezia immediately returned to the convent. In the spring of 1498, it was gossiped that she was pregnant. Some of her contemporaries believed that the mysterious Giovanni, the “Pope’s child”, who was born in February or March 1498, was her child. This rumour would in future cause difficulties for her fourth marriage. Yet Lucrezia was truly not someone to become carelessly involved in an affair. Ultimately, none of her contemporaries would be able to accuse her of being anything other than a faithful, loving and caring wife for all her four husbands. In March 1498, a new rumour surfaced that her father had found her a third husband. This time the rumour was true, and the citizens of Rome would soon discover who that person was to be.

		
	

	
	
		III. Lucrezia as Duchess of Bisceglie


		On 15th July 1498, Lucrezia’s new bridegroom arrived in Rome. He was the 17-year-old Alfonso of Aragon (Figs. 23 and 24), an illegitimate son of the former Neapolitan King Alfonso II, and the brother of Sancia. In contrast to the magnificent reception that Giovanni Sforza had been awarded in 1493, Alfonso’s arrival was a low-key event. The wedding ceremony of Lucrezia and Alfonso, too, was celebrated unpretentiously within the family circle inside the Vatican on 21st July. A more lavish festivity was conducted the next day. Lucrezia’s dowry comprised the opulent amount of 40,000 ducats. For that amount she had secured herself one of the most handsome Italian men of her time and from now on bore the title “Duchess of Bisceglie”.
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			Fig. 23: Lucrezia’s third husband, Alfonso of Aragon
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			Fig. 24: Lucrezia’s third husband, Alfonso of Aragon, as the Archangel Gabriel
		
		
		Lucrezia’s third husband was the great love of her life (Fig. 25). She had instantly fallen in love with him the day he arrived, and to her great joy he reciprocated her feelings. Towards the end of the 15th century, Lucrezia was described by her contemporaries as extraordinarily attractive, very graceful and decidedly cheerful and happy – she had a lifelong fondness for fools and buffoons –, cordial, good-natured and a keen dancer. Niccolò Cagnolo of Parma, who was a contemporary of hers, wrote: “She is of middle height and graceful of form, her face is rather long, the nose well-cut, hair golden, eyes of no special colour [like most of the Spanish and Italian people, Lucrezia Borgia had brown eyes]; her mouth rather large, the teeth brilliantly white, her neck is slender and fair, her bosom admirably proportioned. She is always gay and smiling.”18 The chronicler Bernardino Zambotto of Ferrara described her as very beautiful “with lovely eyes, full of life and gaiety, with an upright figure, tactful, prudent, very intelligent, lively, pleasing, most gracious.”19
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			Fig. 25: Lucrezia Borgia and on the right side in the background vaguely the face of Alfonso of Aragon (especially his eyes) – this drawing was made by Leonardo da Vinci, the court painter and ambassador of Isabella of Aragon, the Duchess of Milan, who was the elder half-sister of Alfonso of Aragon, in 1498
		
		
		However, her family would soon cause Lucrezia big problems in this marriage, too. Her father as well as her favourite brother Cesare abandoned their alliance with Naples just one month after the wedding and entered into a coalition with France, while, at the same time, Lucrezia’s husband continued to represent the interests of the Neapolitan kingdom. There were two events in 1498 that caused the Pope and Cesare to break up their partnership with Naples and to turn to the French. Alexander VI was not satisfied with just his daughter marrying a member of the Neapolitan dynasty, but had similar plans for his son Cesare, whom he intended to groom into a powerful secular ruler in place of his deceased son Juan. Obviously, by then the Pope had abandoned his resolution to reform the Church and was pursuing nepotistic politics all over again. Alexander VI had chosen Carlotta, the eldest daughter of the present King of Naples, Federigo, to become Cesare’s wife. His son would thus become the spouse of a legitimate Neapolitan princess with the right to succession to the throne of Naples. Furthermore, he also desired the Principality of Tarento as a dowry for his son. However, Federigo of Naples and his daughter Carlotta were not willing to enter into such a mésalliance. On 24th July the Neapolitan King wrote to Gonsalvo de Cordova that he would rather lose his kingdom and his life than to agree to such a marriage. The Pope as well as Cesare regarded this rejection as a severe humiliation.
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			Fig. 26: King Louis XII of France
		
		
		In the meantime, on 7th April 1498, the young King Charles VIII of France had died from a brain haemorrhage. Since he had no heirs, his distant cousin Louis XII († 1515) (Fig. 26) became his successor. In 1476, Charles VIII’s father, Louis XI, had forced Louis XII to marry his repugnant, ugly, hunched and crippled daughter Jeanne. As the new King of France, Louis XII now wanted an annulment of his marriage through a Papal decree. He wished to marry the royal widow Anne of Brittany. He did not see himself as being married to Jeanne, as he never had practised a marital union with her, for “her deformity, her sickliness and her uncleanliness had always caused insurmountable resistance in him”.20

		
		On 29th July 1498, Alexander VI brought the annulment of the marriage of the new French King up before a judicial commission. In December, a decision was made in favour of Louis XII, and his former marriage to Jeanne of France was annulled. In addition, the Pope granted him the right to marry Anne of Brittany. On 17th August, Cesare (Fig. 27) had already cast off his clerical robes and positions, and the French King, keen to please the Pope, elevated him to one of his military commanders and also to Duke of Valence (or Valentinois), a region in the vicinity of Avignon. In December 1498, Alexander VI despatched his son to France to meet Louis XII and hand him the two dispensations, for the annulment of his first marriage and for the right to marry the widow of his predecessor Charles VIII, Anne of Brittany.
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			Fig. 27: Cesare Borgia
		
		
		It was here that a bride would finally be found for Cesare. The Pope had not yet abandoned his original plan to marry his son off to the Neapolitan Princess Carlotta, and he asked the French King to act as a mediator. Carlotta, born in France, had grown up and lived at the Royal Courts of the French Kings Louis XI, Charles VIII and Louis XII. However, when the French King was unable to change the mind of the Neapolitan King, he offered as a substitute his own niece, a daughter of his sister Marie (1457-1493) and his brother-in-law Jean de Foix, Count d’Etampes, as well as Charlotte d’Albret († 1514), sister of King John of Navarre and lady-in-waiting of Anne of Brittany at the French court. Cesare eventually settled on Charlotte, who was said to be a beauty. The new bride-to-be and her father, Alain d’Albret, Duke of Guyenne, initially opposed this union, but then acquiesced so as to not raise the ire of the French King. Additionally, Louis XII was willing to provide a dowry of 120,000 livres since he was very fond of the Pope’s son. Cardinal Giuliano della Rovere informed the Pope about the enthusiasm of the French court for Cesare: “This,” he said, “I will not conceal from your Holiness, that the illustrious Duke of Valence is endowed with such modesty, prudence and adroitness, and such gifts of body and mind, that he has won all men to his side, stands in the highest favour with the King and the entire court, and is held in esteem by all. And I have the greatest pleasure in bearing witness to this.”21 On 12th May 1499, Cesare’s wedding was celebrated with pomp and splendour in the Castle of Blois on the banks of the lower River Loire, an event that further ensured that the Pope would be a firm ally of the French King in his planned war against Milan and Naples.

		
		The Pope’s shift of allegiance would soon have ramifications for the family members of the Neapolitan and Milanese dynasties living in Rome. In early August 1499, Ascanio Maria Sforza and Lucrezia’s husband, Alfonso of Aragon, secretly left their palaces. Ascanio Maria headed for Milan to see his brother Lodovico il Moro Sforza, and on 2nd August Alfonso fled to Gennazano, where the Colonna had their private estate. The Colonna were one of the eminent Roman noble families. Lucrezia, who by now had fallen pregnant the first time, was inconsolable and complained bitterly about the absence of her husband to her father. Alexander VI was now growing tired of his children in Rome. Lucrezia’s wailing and whining about her husband and also the provocative conduct of his son Jofré and his wife Sancia – they, too, were naturally associated with the Neapolitan cause – had become intolerable to him. Just a few weeks earlier, in June, Jofré and his many Neapolitan friends had behaved disgracefully in public; they even clashed with the police, as a result of which Jofré was injured on his thigh by an arrow. Immediately after, a rumour surfaced that someone had tried to assassinate him by ambushing him at night time. This proved to be untrue. Nevertheless, since they were Neapolitan loyalists, Jofré and Sancia had become personae non grata for the Pope.

		
		August would also be the month in which Lucrezia’s father appointed her as Governor of Spoleto, a significant papal benefice to which customarily only high ranking clerics were entitled. Shortly thereafter he ordered his daughter and his son Jofré with his wife Sancia to retreat to Spoleto. To Lucrezia’s great joy, her husband Alfonso unexpectedly arrived here in September, after she had been sending heart-wrenching letters begging him to return. Then, on 10th October, Alexander VI declared his daughter to be Lady of Nepi and Foligno, which had previously been fiefs of Cardinal Ascanio Maria Sforza, stripped from him a few weeks earlier by the Pope. Just before this, a family union had taken place in Nepi, where the Pope had reconciled with his children and their spouses. On 14th October, Lucrezia returned to Rome heavily pregnant. She gave birth to her first child, a son, at 2 o’clock in the morning of 1st November; he was given the Spanish name of her father, Rodrigo (Abb. 28). Alexander VI used the baptism of the newborn, which took place in the Sistine Chapel on 11th November, to present himself before the public in all his splendour. On this occasion, he invited all high ranking Roman dignitaries as well as the ambassadors and envoys of England, Venice, Naples, Savoy, Siena, Florence and of the Emperor. Little Rodrigo, being wrapped in a covering of gold brocade lined with ermine, behaved exemplary during the act of baptism, according to the papal Master of Ceremonies. He only started crying on leaving the chapel, but this was drowned out by the blasts of the trumpets.22 Lucrezia fell pregnant for the second time in mid-December 1499. But she already lost this child on 9th February 1500 after an unfortunate fall during a pleasure trip in the gardens or vineyards of the Cardinal Juan López (c. 1455-1501). According to Johann Burchard this child was a girl.23
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			Fig. 28: Lucrezia Borgia (on the far left), her first-born son Rodrigo (second from the left), her sister-in-law, the Milanese Duchess Isabella of Aragon, with her first-born son Francesco il Duchetto (in the centre, as the Virgin with Child) and Alfonso of Aragon (on the far right), c. 1500
		
		
		In the meantime, Cesare had to leave his now pregnant wife behind in France and join Louis XII on his military expedition to Milan in early September 1499. He was never to return to his beautiful wife and their daughter Louise, who would be born in April 1500.

		
		Taking Milan was indeed just the first objective of the French King. His plan of conquest also included the Kingdom of Naples. The political disunity that this caused within Lucrezia’s family would lead to another tragic event in 1500. On 15th July, Lucrezia’s husband was on his way from the Vatican Palace to the Palace of Santa Maria in Portico – the former residence of Cardinal Zeno –, which Lucrezia still called home. At 6 o’clock in the evening, he was attacked by five men and suffered severe injuries to his head, his right arm and his right thigh. His gentleman-in-waiting Tomaso Albanese and a squire whose name is not known defended Alfonso courageously and were able to drive off the assailants. He would certainly have been killed otherwise. The assassins managed to flee accompanied by approximately 40 horsemen who had been waiting for them. The mystery of who sponsored the attack and for what reason was never solved. According to the rumours of the time, the perpetrators were members of the mighty Orsini clan. Alfonso had been associating with the Colonna, their arch enemies, since 1497/98. Letters of him sent to the Colonna, in which he mentions a collective attack on the Orsini, had supposedly been intercepted. The Orsini were to have planned his assassination in response.
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			Fig. 29: Cesare Borgia
		
		
		Alexander VI immediately took his son-in-law in to his own private chambers and had his personal doctors treat him for his injuries. Lucrezia herself was “half dead”, as contemporaries reported. With all her love, she looked after him with the help of her sister-in-law, Sancia. Both of them cooked for Alfonso so as to prevent any possible attempt at poisoning him, and they also called on physicians from Naples. The Pope had sixteen men of his own bodyguard protect his son-in-law, and Cesare (Fig. 29) additionally issued an order that prohibited any bearing of arms between the Castel Sant’Angelo and the Vatican. Yet Alfonso did not feel safe any longer; he wanted to leave Rome as soon as possible and head to the Kingdom of Naples with his wife. He particularly suspected his brother-in-law to be involved in the attempt on his life. Although Cesare did not appear to have anything to do with it, Alfonso was not to be dissuaded from this (mis-)belief and vowed revenge.

		
		On 18th August, the Venetian ambassador Paolo Capello wrote agitatedly to his employers, the Signoria of Venice, that Alfonso (Fig. 30) had tried earlier that day to shoot his brother-in-law Cesare with a crossbow. The latter had been taking a walk in the Vatican garden. Luckily for him the bolt missed.

		
		
							
				[image: Fig. 30]
			

			Fig. 30: Lucrezia Borgia (on the left) as the Virgin and Alfonso of Aragon (on the right) as Saint John the Evangelist
		
		
		According to many history books, Cesare reacted to this attempt on his life by murdering Alfonso the very same day. A certain Brandolin, a former tutor of Alfonso, described the course of the day as follows: “On the advice of the doctors, the wounds were already bandaged, the sick man [Alfonso] was without fever, or very little, and was joking in his bedroom with his wife and sister, when there burst into the chamber ... Michelotto [Miguel da Corella] most sinister minister of Cesare Valentino; he seized by force Alfonso’s uncle and the royal envoy [of Naples], and having bound their hands behind their backs, consigned them to armed men who stood behind the door, to lead them to prison. Lucrezia, Alfonso’s wife, and Sancia, his sister, stupefied by the suddenness and violence of the act, shrieked at Michelotto, demanding how he dared commit such an offence before their very eyes in the presence of Alfonso. He excused himself as persuasively as he could, declaring that he was obeying the will of others, that he had to live by the orders of another, but that they, if they wished, might go to the Pope, and it would be easy to obtain the release of the arrested men. Carried away with anger and pity ... the two women went to the Pope, and insisted that he give them the prisoners. Meanwhile Michelotto, most wretched of criminals, and most criminal of wretches, suffocated Alfonso, who was indignantly reproving him for his offence. The women, returning from the Pope, found armed men at the door of the chamber, who prevented them from entering and announced that Alfonso was dead. Michelotto, the author of the crime, had invented the fiction which was neither true nor half true, that Alfonso, distraught by the greatness of his peril, having seen men linked with him by kinship and goodwill torn from his side, fell unconscious to the floor and that from the wound in his head much blood flowed and thus he died. The women, terrified by this most cruel deed, oppressed by fear, beside themselves with grief, filled the palace with their shrieking, lamenting and wailing, one calling on her husband, the other on her brother, and their tears were without end ...”24

		
		Johann Burchard, a cleric from Hasloch near Strasbourg, who had been living in Rome since 1481 and who held the position of the papal Master of Ceremonies since 1483, confirmed Brandolin’s account and wrote the following momentous words: Alfonso “refusing to die of his wounds, was strangled at four in the afternoon.”25

		
		Later, under Pope Julius II († 1513), Michelotto would be tortured in order to reveal the instigator of Alfonso’s murder. He is said to have named Lucrezia’s father. The Venetian ambassador Paolo Capello, following a conversation with Alexander VI, reported to his employers on 23rd June 1500 that the motive for Alfonso’s murder had been his crossbow attack on Cesare in the Vatican garden. The report failed to mention who commissioned the murder, but it is highly likely that the Pope, not Cesare, was the instigator of the attack. He feared for the life of his son, whom he did not want to lose like he did his eldest son, Juan.

		
		Six hours after the murder, Alfonso’s remains were taken to the Old St. Peter’s Basilica and then hastily laid to rest in the Chapel of Santa Maria delle Febbri. Lucrezia did not spare her father any blame. Her relationship with him had come to a low point and neither of them made any secret of it. Paolo Capello reported to his employers the following in September: “Madonna Lucrezia, who is gracious and generous, formerly stood high in the Pope’s favour, but now she is so no longer.”26 On 30th August, she retreated to Nepi with a cavalry of 600 men and would stay there until the middle of November. Her letters from Nepi were signed with “La Infelicissima” (“the most unhappy one”). Before Christmas, however, she returned to her family in Rome, who were trying to sweep away her sorrow by organising countless elaborate plays and dance events.

		
		In the meantime, on 11th November 1500, France and Spain had agreed to a secret contract in which they had divided the Kingdom of Naples amongst themselves. The Neapolitan King Federigo now had no option but to flee to Ischia, where he surrendered to the French King, who generously enfeoffed him with the French Duchy of Anjou and also promised him an annuity.

		
		Lucrezia was not allowed to mourn the death of her husband for long, because her father soon started looking for another suitable son-in-law. Three men were under consideration: a cousin of the French king, whose name we do not know; the Duke of Gravina; and Alfonso de’Este, the future Duke of Ferrara. The latter would constitute an especially valuable ally for the Pope in establishing his son Cesare’s reign in the Romagna. He also caught the eye of Lucrezia, since, as his spouse, she could escape the burdensome proximity of her father, who had already destroyed three of her marriages. Unlike Giovanni Sforza and Alfonso of Aragon, Alfonso de’Este would not agree to settle down in Rome. However, nothing had been decided yet, as both the bridegroom-to-be and his father rejected the marriage proposal. The Pope would still have to invest a lot of money and conduct extensive negotiations before his daughter would be allowed to call herself the future Duchess of Ferrara.


	

	
	
		IV. Lucrezia as Duchess of Ferrara


		The noble House of d’Este, into which Lucrezia was to marry and which had ruled Ferrara since the 12th century, was one of the oldest and most respected families of Italy. During the Renaissance it was renowned for cultivating the arts and the sciences, and generally as a centre of cultured living. Lucrezia’s future father-in-law, Ercole I (1431-1505) (Fig. 31), was said to be a stingy and greedy man, but he also loved theatre and music. As a sponsor of the arts, he was willing to spend great sums of money in order to attract the best singers, who were found in the Netherlands at the time, and the best actors to his court.
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			Fig. 31: Ercole I d’Este, Duke of Ferrara, Modena and Reggio
		

		For political reasons and perhaps also because of friendship, he had married the Neapolitan princess Leonora of Aragon (1450-1493) (Fig. 32) in 1473, who was the eldest daughter of King Ferrante of Naples. Ercole I, together with his younger brother Sigismondo and his future father-in-law Ferrante, had been educated at the Neapolitan court of King Alfonso I († 1458) from 1441 to 1462. Because of this background, Lucrezia would eventually be able to maintain Spanish as her language of daily life.
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			Fig. 32: Leonora of Aragon
		
		
		Leonora of Aragon, who died in 1493 from stomach cancer, had given birth to six children: her two daughters Isabella (1474-1539) and Beatrice (1475-1497) and her four sons Alfonso (1476-1534), Ferrante (1477-1540), Ippolito (1479-1520) and Sigismondo (1480-1541). In addition, there were two illegitimate children of her husband: Lucrezia (1472-1518), from his relationship with a certain Ludovica Condolmiere (or Cantelmieri), and Giulio (1478-1561), who was the outcome of an affair between Ercole I and one of Leonora’s ladies-in-waiting, Isabella Arduino. Giulio was said to be exceptionally good-looking; his hazel eyes made any girl’s heart flutter.

		
		All of Ercole I’s children were very proud of their paternal lineage and the outstanding and thorough education they had received under the guidance of their mother. With the notable exception of Sigismondo, they were described by their contemporaries as extremely spoiled, fastidious, very ambitious, self-confident, demanding and egotistic children. Even as adults, they would retain their arrogance, their love for luxury and splendour, their pride, their ruthlessness, their imperiousness, their selfishness and their strength of will.
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			Fig. 33: Isabella d’Este as the main saint of Ferrara, Saint Giustina of Padua
		
		
		Isabella (Fig. 33), Lucrezia’s future sister-in-law, was the absolute favourite of her father as well as her mother. She was regarded as highly educated, very talented as a speaker, well-read, quick-witted and extremely temperamental, but Lucrezia would struggle with her great arrogance. As a smart and persistent diplomat, Isabella managed to earn the respect and high regard of her male contemporaries. At the age of six, she had been betrothed to the 14-year-old Gian Francesco II Gonzaga, the future Marchese of Mantua, whom she eventually married on 11th February 1490. Henceforth, her husband had to get used to the fact that Isabella, as a typical d’Este offspring, loved to give orders.

		
		Beatrice (Fig. 34), the second daughter of Ercole I, was regarded as lively and exuberant and, like her elder sister, as very proud. Already as a young girl she had made a name for herself as a daring rider and an outstanding dancer. On 17th January 1491, she became married to Lodovico il Moro Sforza († 1508), who was 24 years her senior. He was the guardian of the Milanese Duke Gian Galeazzo II Maria Sforza († 1494) and the de facto ruler of Milan. Lucrezia never met her sister-in-law Beatrice, as she died in 1497 while giving birth to her third child.
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						Fig. 34: Beatrice d’Este
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						Fig. 35: Ippolito d’Este
					
				
			

		

		
		Of Lucrezia’s future brothers-in-law, Ferrante, Giulio, Sigismondo and Ippolito (Fig. 35), the latter was by far the most prominent. Ippolito, who had a propensity for choleric outbursts, was destined by his family for a clerical career from birth. At the age of seven he was consecrated as priest, at the age of eight as Archbishop of Gran, and at the age of 14 as cardinal. His contemporaries described him as the most polite, yet most cynical and most lecherous of all cardinals. It was also reported that when hunting, a sport he loved very much, he frequently entered into a blood rage, and if no game could any longer be found, he would start massacring the geese and chickens of the farmers.

		
		And then there was Alfonso (Fig. 36), born on 21st July 1476 as the eldest son of Ercole I and whom the Pope desired as his daughter’s fourth husband. The accounts of his general conduct were not very flattering either. He was said to be crude, devious, vindictive, rude, brusque, blunt, restless and callous. On the other hand, Emperor Charles V who would later meet him personally in 1530 and 1531, considered him “one of the most wise and witty rulers in Italy”.27 Alfonso did not care much for fine clothes. His interests lay in artillery and the casting of cannons, and he was regarded as an expert in all things military and ballistic. Thanks to his comprehensive education he could also play several musical instruments very well. He frequently took part in public music events with his viola.28 In his spare time, though, he preferred to pursue his hobbies, which included working with wood, making pottery and painting vases.
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			Fig. 36: Alfonso d’Este
		
				
		On 22nd January 1491, he had been wedded to Anna Maria Sforza (Fig. 37), a niece of Lodovico il Moro Sforza and the sister of Bianca Maria Sforza, the future spouse of Emperor Maximilian I. His first wife had died on 30th November 1497, a few hours after the birth of a stillborn child. She had probably contracted syphilis from him, who, like his brothers, frequently visited prostitutes, and this would eventually kill mother and child. During the Renaissance only very few men were not afflicted by syphilis. Lucrezia’s favourite brother Cesare, too, had fallen seriously ill from this venereal disease in 1497. Ever since, it was said, his face had been marked by hideous scars as a result of blistering and skin inflammation during the course of the disease. From then on Cesare preferred to hide his face behind a mask. Alfonso’s face, too, was disfigured in a similar way. Furthermore, he seemed to have contracted some sort of permanent paralysis.
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			Fig. 37: The first wife of Alfonso d’Este, Anna Maria Sforza
		
		
		Despite these not exactly encouraging attributes of his future son-in-law, Alexander VI made inquiries to Ercole I in late 1500 about a possible marriage of their children. The Duke of Ferrara, Reggio and Modena, however, was unenthusiastic about the prospect of having to welcome the daughter of the Pope as his daughter-in-law in his house. The desired bridegroom and his eldest sister, Isabella d’Este, Marchioness of Mantua, had no interest either in a family connection with those “Borgia parvenus”.

		
		But, eventually, political survival was more important than the insistence on blue blood. Ercole I had fallen out of favour with the powerful Louis XII of France because earlier in 1500 he had dared to support his former son-in-law Lodovico il Moro Sforza against the French King. And moreover, by 1501 every Italian ruler had become wary of the ambitious plans of Cesare Borgia, who had commenced building his own dominion with the Romagna at its core.

		
		In February 1501, Ercole I pleaded again with Louis XII to prohibit this marriage, “because – to speak candidly with your Majesty – we shall never give our consent to this marriage, nor can Alfonso be made to take her [Lucrezia] as his spouse.”29 But in his planned campaign against Naples, the friendship with the Pope and his son Cesare was much more important to the French King than the pride of the arrogant d’Este clan. The last resort for the Duke of Ferrara was to protract the marriage negotiations by making excessive demands, in the hope that the Pope would die soon.

		
		Ercole I possibly also spread some unpleasant rumours about Alfonso at the same time. Contemporary records describe the following events: in the summer of 1497, Alfonso is said to have paraded nude in the streets of Ferrara like a madman. Furthermore, he also released a bull on the Piazza del Duomo, which at the time was filled with people, and had it chased by hounds. Several women and children are alleged to have died during this type of practical joke.

		
		The reports available to the d’Este about Lucrezia did not speak badly of her, except for the rumour that she had born an illegitimate child in 1498. The conduct of her father as the Head of the Church was a cause of concern, however. On 16th July 1501, Agostino Vespucci wrote the following to Machiavelli: “The Pope is always at his illicit affairs: every night twenty-five or more women, between Ave Maria and one o’clock, are taken into the palace, a few at a time, so that manifestly the whole palace is turned into a brothel. Other news I will not give you now, but if you will reply to me I will tell you some fine things.”30

		
		Sooner or later, however, the d’Este had to acquiesce to the demands of Alexander VI. They signed the marriage contract, drafted in the Vatican and signed by the Pope on 26th August 1501, in their summer palace in Belfiore on 1st September. Indeed, after months of wrangling, the Pope had yielded to all of Ercole I’s excessive demands, which included: 1) a dowry for Lucrezia to the enormous sum of 200,000 ducats, 2) a reduction of the church levy from 4,000 to 100 ducats per year, 3) the enfeoffment of his son Ippolito with the Diocese of Ferrara, and 4) the transfer of two small townships, Cento and Pieve, which had until now belonged to the Diocese of Bologna. Ercole I also insisted on the dowry being paid to his envoys before the bride was permitted to enter Ferrara. Lucrezia’s father eventually gave her a dowry of 100,000 ducats in cash and 75,000 ducats in jewellery, clothes and other valuables. In addition, the Pope, in his role as the Head of the Church, granted the Duchy of Ferrara financial benefits to the tune of approximately 100,000 ducats.

		
		This dowry, by all accounts worthy of the daughter of a king, caused great astonishment. On 13th December 1501, the Mantuan ambassador wrote the following to his master, the Marchese Gian Francesco II Gonzaga: “The portion will consist of three hundred thousand ducats, not counting the presents which Madonna [Lucrezia] will receive from time to time. First a hundred thousand ducats are to be paid in money in instalments in Ferrara. Then there will be silverware to the value of three thousand ducats; jewels, fine linen, costly trappings for horses and mules, together with another hundred thousand. In her wardrobe she has a trimmed dress worth more than fifteen thousand ducats, and two hundred costly shirts, some of which are worth a hundred ducats apiece; the sleeves alone of some of them cost thirty ducats each, being trimmed with gold fringe. ... It is said that more gold has been prepared and sold here in Naples in six months than has been used heretofore in two years. She brings her husband another hundred thousand ducats, the value of the castles [Cento and Pieve], and will also secure the remission of Ferrara’s tribute. The number of horses and persons the Pope will place at his daughter’s disposal will amount to a thousand. There will be two hundred carriages – among them some of French make, if there is time – and with these will come the escort which is to take her.”31

		
		At 6 o’clock in the evening of Saturday, the 4th September 1501, the marriage contract returned to Rome signed by Ercole I and Alfonso. The Pope was so delighted by this that he had the guns on the Castel Sant’Angelo fired continuously throughout the night in order to spread the good news throughout the city. The Roman citizens of the lower classes, who had to get up early the next morning to attend church, were hence deprived of their well earned sleep that night. A day later, on 5th September, Lucrezia proceeded from her palace to the Church of Santa Maria del Popolo for a thanksgiving service after dinner. She was dressed in a robe of brocaded gold with the veil drawn back and was escorted on her horse by four bishops riding in front of her and 300 horsemen who had joined the procession alongside her foot soldiers and servants. The French and the Spanish ambassadors were accompanying her on her left and right. After the church service at 9 o’clock, the large bell of the Capitol started ringing and continued to do so well into the night. Bonfires were lit in the Castel Sant’Angelo and in other locations of the city and the most important Roman buildings were illuminated by countless torches. The next day, on 6th September, two jesters paraded on the main streets and piazzas of the city. Sitting on a horse, one of them was dressed in the same precious robe that Lucrezia had worn the day before. The other followed on foot and wore yet another fine dress of the Pope’s daughter. Both of them shouted with all their might: “Long live the most illustrious Duchess of Ferrara! Viva il Papa Alessandro! Viva, viva!”

		
		In accordance with an old Spanish tradition, Lucrezia was from now on, as a married woman, once again permitted to dine from silver plate, instead of the earthen plates she was expected to contend with as a widow.

		
		One festival would follow another over the course of the next three months, to the extent that Lucrezia would soon appear utterly exhausted, as reported by the ambassador of Ferrara to his master. It was thus a great relief when her father departed with her brother Cesare to inspect the newly acquired properties of the Borgias near Rome from 25th September to 17th October.32 In regard to this, the ambassador of Ferrara wrote to Ercole I on 25th September: “The illustrious lady continues somewhat ailing and is greatly fatigued. ... The rest which she will have while his Holiness is away will do her good; for whenever she is at the Pope’s palace the entire night, until two or three o’clock, is spent in dancing and at play, which tires her greatly."33

		
		During her father’s absence, Lucrezia did not indulge in idleness. Just as earlier in July and August 1501, she had been appointed by the Pope to represent him and take care of Papal business. Accordingly, she had unrestricted authority to handle Alexander VI’s correspondence. If she were to encounter any problems that she could not resolve herself, she was to consult with the Cardinal of Lisbon.

		
		Yet the partying continued the moment her father and brother had returned. On 30th October, Cesare invited for a sumptuous dinner at the Vatican Palace. It was a festive event that would enter the history books, not least because of the 50 courtesans that were present. After they had danced with Cesare’s servants and all the male guests, they started to undress. Then, to the great delight of everyone present, they crawled on all four limbs, completely nude, to collect chestnuts which were spread across the dance floor in between candelabra that were fitted with burning candles. But the highlight of the evening was yet to come. A contest was announced where male guests could win silken cloths, embroidered shoes, stockings and various kinds of jewellery. All they needed to do was to have as many acts of sexual intercourse with the courtesans as possible! In order to prevent cheating, this had to be done in the presence of all guests. The “winners of the tournament” could then collect the promised prizes.

		
		Of course, such a special competition would quickly become the prime topic of conversation in Rome. According to the papal Master of Ceremonies, Johann Burchard, Lucrezia had attended this spectacle as well, just as her father and her brother did.34 During the Renaissance, people’s attitude towards sexuality was generally much more open and natural than it is even today, in spite of all the social and churchly prohibitions that were in place at the time. Sexual activity was regarded as part of daily life just as eating and drinking were. For instance, on 11th November, Lucrezia and the Pope were reported to have greatly enjoyed watching the mating of horses from the windows of the Vatican Palace; four stallions were fighting for two mares, kicking and biting each other and inflicting injuries in the process.

		
		However, this does not mean that the female gender enjoyed the same sexual freedoms as their male counterparts. A respectable woman was expected to be chaste and faithful to her husband. Sexual activities were permitted only within her marriage and with her husband – who was usually chosen by her father, her family or her relatives. If she were to break these rules, she would not only lose her honour, but also bring shame to her family and her relatives. She could expect to be exiled from her family, and with some aristocratic husbands, to be killed.

		
		On 9th December 1501, the cavalcade of the bridegroom – without the bridegroom himself – left Ferrara for Rome. An entourage of 500 people was led by Cardinal Ippolito d’Este to bring the bride home. Ercole I’s sons Ferrante and Sigismondo were part of the procession, too. Meanwhile in Rome, the Borgias spared no expense organising expensive festivities and displays of excessive pomp and splendour to impress the arrogant d’Estes.

		
		The guests from Ferrara arrived in Rome on Thursday, 23rd December. The Pope’s son Cesare headed a welcoming party of 19 cardinals, who were dressed magnificently and, on the instruction of the Pope, were accompanied by at least 200 servants each. Additionally, Cesare had a complement of 4,000 soldiers. Cesare’s luxurious clothes and the harness and decoration of his horse at this event were valued at an impressive 10,000 ducats. An eye witness reported that one could see “nothing but gold, pearls and other jewels”.

		
		The Pope and the bride-to-be at last welcomed the entourage from Ferrara personally within the Vatican Palace. Lucrezia is said to have waited for the guests at the bottom of the staircase and immediately offered them refreshments and small presents of jewellery. She made a very positive first impression on her new relatives and their subjects, a fact that is documented by many letters sent home to Ferrara at the time. Her future brother-in-law Ippolito wrote to his father that “she is a very charming and kind lady”, and the spy of her future sister-in-law Isabella, the priest El Prete, reported the following to the Mantuan Marchioness: “I may tell you that the lady wears her hair quite simple, without curls, that she keeps her breast covered, as do all her ladies. She is improving every day, and is a lady of a very good brain and astute. You have to have your wits about you. Indeed, I consider her a very clever lady; and this is not merely my opinion, but that of all here.”35 Ippolito d’Este appeared to be especially fond of his new sister-in-law, as the priest El Prete also noted: “This much I know, that the eyes of Cardinal Ippolito sparkled, as much as to say, she is an enchanting and exceedingly gracious lady.”36

		
		On the evening of this day, 23rd December, the ambassador of Ferrara, Johannes Lucas, paid his official visit to Lucrezia Borgia. Before he retired for the night, he noted his impressions about her in a letter to his master Ercole I: “ILLUSTRIOUS MASTER: Today after supper Don Gerardo Saraceni and I betook ourselves to the illustrious Madonna Lucrezia, to pay our respects in the name of your Excellency and his Majesty Don Alfonso. We had a long conversation regarding various matters. She is a most intelligent and lovely, and also exceedingly gracious lady. Your Excellency and the illustrious Don Alfonso – so we were led to conclude – will be highly pleased with her. Besides being extremely graceful in every way, she is modest, lovable, and decorous. Moreover, she is a devout and God-fearing Christian. Tomorrow she is going to confession, and during Christmas week she will receive the communion. She is very beautiful, but her charm of manner is still more striking. In short, her character is such that it is impossible to suspect anything ‘sinister’ of her; but, on the contrary, we look for only the best. It seems to be our duty to tell you the exact truth in this letter. I commend myself to your Highness’s merciful benevolence. Rome, December 23, 1501, the sixth hour of night. Your Excellency’s servant, JOHANNES LUCAS.”37

		
		On 27th December, after the visitors had recovered for a few days from their long journey, a countless series of races and other contests were carried out for the entertainment of the guests. There was the foot race of the Jews, the foot race of the Roman prostitutes, the race of mounted wild boars and the race of female foals, all of which made good money not only for the winners of these races but also for those citizens who placed their bets on them. A variety of magnificent balls, funny comedies, gallant tournaments and Spanish bullfights kept the guests busy. Cesare himself took part in those bullfights. In 1492, he had actually been the first to perform a bullfight in St. Peter’s Square in order to mark the conquest of Moorish Spain. Apart from all this, everyone was keen to find out what the bride would wear on her wedding day. Her father had told the ambassador of Ferrara that he was going to provide his daughter with “more beautiful pearls than have ever been seen before on any other Italian Princess”.
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			Fig. 38: Angela Borgia Lanzol, c. 1506/07
		
		
		The priest El Prete once again gives us insight into the personal life of Lucrezia Borgia at this time. On 29th December, he composed the following letter: “The illustrious Madonna [Lucrezia Borgia] appears in public but little, because she is busy preparing for her departure. Sunday evening, St. Stephen’s Day, December 26, I went unexpectedly to her residence. Her Majesty [Ferrante d’Este] was in her chamber, seated by the bed. In a corner of the room were about twenty Roman women dressed a la romanesca, ‘wearing certain cloths on their heads’; the ladies of her court, to the number of ten, were also present. A nobleman from Valencia and a lady of the court, Nicola [da Siena] led the dance. They were followed by Don Ferrante and Madonna, who danced with extreme grace and animation. She wore a camorra of black velvet with gold borders and black sleeves; the cuffs were tight; the sleeves were slashed at the shoulders; her breast was covered up to the neck with a veil made of gold thread. About her neck she wore a string of pearls, and on her head a green net and a chain of rubies. She had an overskirt of black velvet trimmed with fur, coloured, and very beautiful. The trousseaux of her ladies-in-waiting are not yet ready. Two or three of the women are pretty; one, Catalina [de Mila, a granddaughter of Pedro de Mila, the cousin of the Pope], a native of Valencia, dances well, and another, Angela [Borgia Lanzol, a grandniece of the Pope], is charming. Without telling her, I picked her out as my favourite. Yesterday [28th December] the cardinal, the duke, and Don Ferrante walked about the city masked, and afterwards we went to the duchess’s house, where there was dancing. Everywhere in Rome, from morning till night, one sees nothing but courtesans wearing masks, for after the clock strikes the twenty-fourth hour they are not permitted to show themselves abroad, because there would be fierce quarrels otherwise.”38 One of Lucrezia’s ladies-in-waiting at the time was the extraordinarily beautiful Angela Borgia Lanzol (Fig. 38), a relative of hers, who had golden blonde hair and was born around 1491.39 Angela was to become one of Lucrezia’s closest and best friends.

		
		The marriage ceremony was performed per procurationem in the Vatican on Thursday, 30th December. According to the papal Master of Ceremonies, Johann Burchard, Lucrezia left her palace on that day clad in an exceedingly magnificent robe made from gold brocade and crimson velvet trimmed with ermine. The sleeves touched the ground, and the robe’s long train was carried by some of her maids of honour. Her golden hair was confined by a black band and adorned with a light coif of gold and silk. Around her neck she wore a string of pearls with a locket consisting of an emerald, a ruby and one large pearl. Accompanied by her future brothers-in-law, Ferrante and Sigismondo, and approximately 50 Roman ladies, all dressed most beautifully, and followed by her ladies-in-waiting, Lucrezia proceeded to the Vatican, where her father, the Pope, her brother Cesare and 13 cardinals cordially welcomed her. During the actual wedding ceremony, the absent bridegroom Alfonso was represented by his brother Ferrante.

		
		Both parties exchanged valuable gifts afterwards. Lucrezia’s brother-in-law Ippolito presented her with a treasure of rings, necklaces, earrings, bracelets, broaches, headbands and four very beautiful crosses. Especially magnificent was a string of pearls, as much loved by Lucrezia as by many of her wealthy contemporaries. Following the formalities, the festivities lasted until 5 o’clock the next morning. Apart from music and dance as well as exquisite food and drinks, the guests were entertained by comedies and ballet performances. Lucrezia’s first dance was offered to her brother Cesare, and both were said to make an extraordinarily beautiful couple. It is therefore hardly surprising that some indecent rumours came to pass. El Prete commented on the evening with the following words: “Alexander [VI] asked Cesare to lead the dance with Donna Lucrezia, which he did very gracefully. His Holiness was in continual laughter. The ladies of the court danced in couples, and extremely well. The dance, which lasted more than an hour, was followed by the comedies. The first was not finished, as it was too long; the second, which was in Latin verse, and in which a shepherd and several children appeared, was very beautiful. I did not understand what it was about. When the comedies were finished all departed except his Holiness, the bride, and her brother-in-laws. In the evening the Pope gave the wedding banquet, but of this I am unable to send any account, as it was a family affair.”40

		
		On 2nd and 3rd January 1502, as a conclusion to the festivities, a number of bullfights were held on the Piazza di San Pietro, which had been turned into an arena. The bulls and buffaloes killed were then carved up, roasted and distributed among the cheering crowds.

		
		Finally, the 6th January was Lucrezia’s date of departure. On the day before, the agent of her new father-in-law, Castellini, had personally counted the dowry of 100,000 ducats coin by coin. Once everything had been paid out as previously agreed upon, Lucrezia left for Ferrara at 3 o’clock in the afternoon, after numerous delays. Because of heavy snowfall, she wore a red silk dress trimmed with ermine and a plumed hat. According to the records of a Venetian observer, she had a very large entourage consisting of 753 persons and 660 horses and mules. It included a convoy of horsemen, Lucrezia’s ladies-in-waiting (the sisters Hieronima and Angela Borgia Lanzol and Adriana de Mila among others), her chefs, saddlers, winemakers, tailors and her goldsmith. Furthermore, some 200 carts were needed to transport the huge dowry of clothes and jewellery as well as her personal belongings, such as her 17 books, to Ferrara. These books can still be viewed today in the archives of Modena. Most of the books that Lucrezia took to her new home had a red velvet protective cover and were fitted with golden or silver buckles. They were mainly on religious topics; her collection included not just the gospel, but also the letters of Saint Catherine of Siena as well as a biography about the life of Jesus Christ. Of a more worldly nature were a manuscript of Petrarch and the works of Dante. Four books were from her father’s home country and contained a collection of Spanish songs and some Spanish poems.

		
		It must have been particularly difficult for Lucrezia (Fig. 39) that she could not take her 14-month-old son Rodrigo to Ferrara. Rarely in the Renaissance did the husbands permit their wives to bring children from earlier relationships into the marriage. Lucrezia had to leave Rodrigo with his grandfather, who could hardly contain his grief about Lucrezia’s departure. Young Rodrigo would grow up close to Alexander VI and his supposed uncle Giovanni.
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			Fig. 39: Four medals depicting Lucrezia Borgia
		
		
		The Pope had no option other than to let his beloved daughter go. He was said to have wept bitterly. He followed her from window to window in the Vatican till her train disappeared from sight. The papal court, the cardinals, the ambassadors and envoys present in Rome, the municipality and her brother Cesare accompanied her up to the Porta del Popolo. Only the Archbishop of Cosenza, Francesco Borgia († 1511), who was an illegitimate son of Pope Calixtus III and hence a cousin of her father, stayed with her until Ferrara.41 He acted as the papal legate and was responsible for the receptions and accommodation of Lucrezia within the papal territories that were traversed during their journey.

		
		The route of this voyage led through Castelnuovo, Civita Castellana, Narni, Terni, Spoleto, Foligno, Urbino, Pesaro (which was Cesare’s estate now), Rimini, Cesena, Forlì, Faenza, Imola and Bologna. Each ruler of those territories or his deputy had been precisely instructed by the Pope on how to receive his daughter. The priors of Nepi, for example, had received the following letter from Alexander VI: “Dear Sons, Greeting and the Apostolic Blessing. As our dearly beloved daughter in Christ, the noble lady and Duchess Lucrezia de Borgia, who is to leave here next Monday to join her husband Alfonso, the beloved son and first-born of the Duke of Ferrara, with a large escort of nobles, and two hundred horsemen will pass through your district, therefore we wish and command you, if you value our favour and desire to avoid our displeasure, to provide for the company mentioned above for a day and two nights, the time they will spend with you. By so doing you will receive from us all due approbation. Given in Rome, under the Apostolic seal, December 28, 1501, in the tenth year of our Pontificate.”42

		
		Thus, wherever Lucrezia and her escort stayed for one or more days and nights, they were provided not only with food and drinks but also with music, dance and comedies. Moreover, the inhabitants decorated their towns with triumphal arches and had organised elaborate mythological pageants in honour of the Pope’s daughter. All of this took considerable amounts of time. On 31st January, she entered the territory of the Bentivoglios, who had arranged a magnificent banquet followed by a splendid ball.

		
		The next day, on 1st February, her hosts escorted her to a barge which would take her into the territories of her new father-in-law. In the border town of Castel Bolognese, the first encounter between Lucrezia and her husband Alfonso (Fig. 40) took place. He wanted to surprise her and had dressed in disguise, but she recognised him immediately and greeted him in her typically charming way, which – as said before – left no one unaffected. Alfonso, who had met Lucrezia once in Rome many years earlier, thus could not tear himself away from her and stayed a full two hours.
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			Fig. 40: Lucrezia’s fourth husband, Alfonso I d’Este
		
		
		The next stop was a place near Malalbergo, where Lucrezia and her entourage were welcomed to Ferrara by Isabella d’Este (Fig. 41), the eldest sister of her husband. Isabella was regarded as arrogant and very hostile to Lucrezia, but luckily the stay was very brief. The convoy then moved on to Torre della Fossa, where Lucrezia was officially welcomed by her father-in-law and her husband. Here she finally won over the old duke as well. For she insisted to kiss her father-in-law’s hand despite him protesting, and eventually he replied to this gesture in the same way. Now that Lucrezia had met every family member of the House of d’Este, she could breathe easily again. It had been a nerve-wrecking process for her, as we can see from the entries in her travel journal. While approaching Ferrara, she had to retire from festivities more and more often due to severe headaches.
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			Fig. 41: Lucrezia’s sister-in-law Isabella d’Este (as the Virgin) with her first son Federigo and her husband, Gian Francesco II Gonzaga (on the left)
		
		
		On 2nd February, she entered the capital of her new territory in order to re-celebrate her wedding, now with her husband at her side. A small incident disturbed the ceremony at the beginning, however. Near the gate of the Castel Tebaldo, the firing of a cannon startled Lucrezia’s horse. It almost threw her off, had it not been for Alfonso’s stablemen who came to her rescue. Lucrezia quickly recovered from this scare and switched to a reddish grey mule, decorated with velvet and gold, so the wedding procession could continue.

		
		According to eyewitnesses, the first intimate night of the newly-weds lasted for a considerable duration. Lucrezia did not show herself to the party guests again until later in the afternoon. The festivities would last for six days. The Pope had deferred the Lent for this occasion, so that the party guests did not have to go without their beloved meat dishes. Apart from magnificent banquets, the guests were spoiled with dance, music, theatre and ballet performances. Additionally, Alfonso took his guests on a sightseeing tour through Ferrara and, among other things, showed them his beloved artillery as well as the nun Lucia of Viterbo, who claimed to receive the stigmata every Friday. Not everyone appeared to enjoy the wedding, though, as Isabella d’Este wrote to her husband, Marchese Gian Francesco II Gonzaga of Mantua: “The wedding was a very cold affair. It seems a thousand years until I shall be in Mantua again; I am anxious to get away from this place where I find absolutely no pleasure.”43 Although Lucrezia Borgia failed to win over her sister-in-law, she had already enthralled her father-in-law on her arrival. On 14th February 1502, the latter sent the following to the Pope: “Before the arrival of the Most Illustrious Duchess, our common daughter, it was my firm intention to love and honour her, as in duty bound, and never on any occasion to fail to show her my special affection. Now that her Ladyship is here, such is the satisfaction she has given me by the virtues and worthy qualities I find in her, that I am not only confirmed in my feelings towards her, but my will and desire so to do have been greatly increased, all the more so now that I see that Your Holiness has, by a brief in your own hand, affectionately called this to my mind. Your Holiness may rest assured that my behaviour to the Duchess will be such that Your Blessedness will realise that I consider her Ladyship as the dearest possession I have in the world.”44

		
		The first few months in her new home were difficult for Lucrezia. In Rome, she was known for her fun-loving nature and her delight at the jokes of her jesters. In contrast, the emotional coldness of the House of d’Este was something she had to become accustomed to. She frequently quarrelled with her father-in-law, whose heart she had conquered, but whose stinginess was insurmountable. He wanted to cut her budget for living expenses as well as the number of her ladies-in-waiting. Her new living quarters were located in the large and gloomy Castello Estense in the northern part of town. Here, in the night from the 20th to the 21th May 1425, the grandfather of her husband, Niccolò († 1441), had his second wife Parisina de’Malatesta and his eldest son Ugo Aldobrandino arrested, for they had become lovers. Both were executed as early as the night of the 21st May.

		
		In this red castle that towered over Ferrara and could be seen from miles away, Lucrezia had three rooms for herself, all of which were facing the garden of the Castello. The first room served as the antechamber. It had curtains made of blue satin and a table with a superb cover. The second room had a carpet, and its walls were draped in green velvet. Leaning against them were chairs whose backrests were upholstered with blue velvet and embroidered with golden threads. They in turn were decorated with sumptuous pillows which had been made from satin and depicted the coat of arms of the Borgias, a red bull on a green pasture with a golden background and/or eight bundles of barley stalks and ears.45 In the third room, in which Lucrezia took her meals and also slept, the chairs had especially high backrests that were upholstered with satin cloth and again depicted the Borgia coat of arms. Her bed had a canopy and a luxuriant quilt. To ensure that the servants would not always notice when Alfonso was visiting his wife, he eventually had his and her rooms connected via a concealed passageway. Since he had already fallen in love with his wife in Castel Bolognese, he was said to have visited her all too frequently.

		
		And so it was inevitable that Lucrezia (Fig. 42) would fell pregnant just a few days after the wedding. However, in contrast to her earlier pregnancies, she was feeling miserable this time. Many historians assume that she contracted Malaria during the cold and wet summer of 1502. But, in reality, she is more likely to have become a victim of syphilis, like so many women of her time. She probably contracted the disease from her husband, who was still suffering from it. Syphilis usually has severe consequences as far as reproduction is concerned. Women become either infertile after the infection, such as with Bianca Maria Sforza († 1510), the second wife of Emperor Maximilian I, or they perish whilst giving birth, as their immune system has been weakened by the sexually transmitted disease. Children infected by syphilis in their mother’s womb generally have low survival chances. Miscarriages and still-births are typical for women suffering from the disease, and rarely do those children that survive birth also survive the critical first few months. Yet there are exceptions, such as the French Queen Catherine de’ Medici († 1589), whose father, Lorenzo di Piero de’ Medici, and whose mother, Madelaide de la Tour, both allegedly died from syphilis in the year of her birth in 1519.
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			Fig. 42: Lucrezia Borgia
		
		
		When Cesare heard of his sister’s condition, he immediately sent his own doctor, Gaspare Torrella, and also asked the famous doctor Niccolò Masini from Cesena for help. At last, on 28th July 1502, he set out, with only five horsemen, to see her himself. At her bedside, he tried to console her as she was suffering from stomach ache, dysentery and high fever.

		
		Cesare (Fig. 43) had become a successful commander-in-chief and was feared by his competitors within the nobility. According to one of his contemporaries, Baldassare Castiglione († 1529), he was one of the tallest and most handsome men of all the princes and noblemen in Louis XII’s army, and could be as charming as his sister Lucrezia. Women worshipped this athletic man with his dark blond, curly hair and blond full beard, who was so strong that he could decapitate a raging bull with a single stroke of his sword. Stories were in circulation claiming that he could bend iron rods and horse shoes with his bare hands and even break a brand new rope effortlessly. He could jump into the saddle with just one hand on the horse, a feat not only the women admired him for. Yet, no matter how many lovers he may have had in his life, only two women truly mattered, namely his mother, Vannozza de Catanei, and his sister Lucrezia.
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			Fig. 43: Cesare Borgia, drawn by his friend Leonardo da Vinci, c. 1502. We can’t see any scars of syphilis. Were they again a malicious rumour spread by the enemies of the Borgias?
		
		
		Niccolò Machiavelli († 1527), who admired Cesare’s audacity and diplomatic abilities, extolled him as the ideal prince, since he had all the qualities needed to reconcile the quarrelling Italian states. In 1501, Cesare had been granted by his papal father the sovereignty of one of the most important provinces of the Church, the Romagna. When he visited his ill sister, he was busy conquering the Duchy of Urbino, which controlled important access routes to the Romagna and Tuscany. As much as Cesare’s annexations were loathed by the nobilities, they were welcomed by the ordinary people. They saw in him a hero who finally brought an end to the corruption and extortion that had been rampant for years. For the first time, the Romagna enjoyed, as the historian Ferdinand Gregorovius described in his own words, “peace and freedom from those bloodsuckers”. Cesare Borgia was an exceptional soldier and leader, who was loved and respected by his followers.

		
		Lucrezia did not recover, however. Her condition would become more and more worrying over the coming months. Her hands and feet became greatly swollen, and she was frequently bleeding from the nose. Her family was fearing for the worst. Finally, in the seventh month of her pregnancy, she went into labour and after a very difficult birth produced a still-born daughter on 5th September 1502. It appeared that she would soon follow her child and the doctors had already abandoned all hope. Her husband Alfonso kept vigil over her at her bedside, and from 7th September he was joined by her brother Cesare, who had rushed to Ferrara as soon as he heard that everyone feared for Lucrezia’s life.

		
		Cesare had his own numerous problems. Louis XII of France had left him without support for a difficult military operation. Nevertheless, he spent two days with his beloved sister in order to comfort and console her, and he did not leave before there were clear signs of her recovering. How touchingly he took care of her was described by one of the people present: “As her temperature had gone up the doctors decided that she must be bled, and [Cesare] Valentinois himself held his sister’s leg and tried to distract her from the little operation by telling her funny stories. That night, between seven and eight, she had a relapse and at eight o’clock the next morning she was given Communion. People around her were saying that she would not recover, but the doctors seem to have taken a more optimistic view for that very evening Valentinois left Ferrara as suddenly and unexpectedly as he had arrived.”46

		
		A quiet observer of this brotherly love was Lucrezia’s husband Alfonso (Fig. 44). He had been praying at his wife’s bedside all the time. When Lucrezia – contrary to all expectations – recovered, he fulfilled a promise that he had made in this critical time, and visited the pilgrimage church, the Holy House of Loreto. Meanwhile, Lucrezia and her entire household retreated to the convent of Corpus Domini and stayed there from 8th until 22nd October.
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			Fig. 44: Alfonso I d’Este
		
	

	
	
		V. The Tragic Years from 1503 to 1507

		
		In 1503, Alexander VI once more became father to a son who took his Spanish name. Meanwhile, during an unusually hot and dry summer, the “Roman Fever” – a form of malaria –, was again rampant in Rome. The letters that the ambassadors and envoys to Rome sent out during the month of July were filled with death lists of the many public figures that had already become victims of this horrible epidemic. On 5th August, the Pope, too, had to suffer the loss of one of his relatives. His nephew Juan Borgia Lanzol, Cardinal of Monreale, who, like his uncle, was a very portly man, passed away. While Alexander VI followed the mourning procession from his windows, he prophetically commented on his nephew’s passing with the words: “This month is a bad month for fat people.”

		
		Around this time, the Pope and his son Cesare were invited to a banquet with the protonotary Adriano Castellesi da Corneto at his vineyard on Monte Mario. One week later, on 12th August, both of them suffered from high fever, severe diarrhoea and nausea. It was therefore suspected that someone had tried to poison them at the party. The poison was allegedly hidden in the preserved fruits that had been served to the Pope as dessert. However, this is merely a rumour propagated by historians like Paolo Giovio, Francesco Guicciardini and Petrus Martyr, who cannot be relied upon as eyewitnesses because of their distance from Rome at the time. It was not just the Pope and Cesare, but also the majority of all the other guests, and even the host, Cardinal Adriano Castellesi da Corneto, that fell seriously ill. Moreover, countless officials and almost all of the Vatican’s domestic staff – who were certainly not guests to the banquet – suffered the same symptoms as Alexander VI and Cesare. A poison attack can thus be ruled out.

		
		In the morning of 12th August, the Pope initially felt only slightly unwell. Later in the day, however, he began vomiting and then became feverish. Cesare had originally planned for this day to join his troops at Perugia. Yet he did not feel well either and eventually suffered from severe stomach cramps. Though at first it appeared that the Pope would recover and Cesare would succumb to the sickness, the latter was to survive, while his father passed away on 18th August. According to the Pope’s doctor, Master Scipio, Alexander VI had been on the road to recovery when he suddenly died from a stroke.47

		
		The next day, 19th August, his mortal remains were taken to Old St. Peter’s Basilica and, in accordance with tradition, laid out before the Holy Altar. The papal Master of Ceremonies, Johann Burchard, noted in his diary that the face of the Pope had by then assumed the colour of a very dark mulberry and was strewn with bluish black patches. His nose was badly swollen and his mouth seemed almost inflated as the tongue had swollen to twice the normal size and filled the oral cavity completely. When the Venetian ambassador Antonio Giustinian saw the Pope in this condition, he wrote to the Signoria of Venice that he had never in his life seen such an ugly, monstrous and terrifying corpse that not even remotely resembled a human being. On this night, Alexander VI’s rapidly decomposing body was buried in the Chapel of Santa Maria delle Febbri. Unfortunately, his coffin was too small by then, and his corpse had to be forced into the box with punches and kicks.

		
		Shortly after his death, the most vile rumours began to be told about the dead Pope. On 22nd September, the Mantuan Marchese Gian Francesco II Gonzaga wrote to his wife Isabella d’Este the following: “ILLUSTRIOUS LADY AND DEAREST WIFE: In order that your Majesty may be familiar with the circumstances attending the Pope’s death, We send you the following particulars. When he fell sick, he began to talk in such a way that anyone who did not know what was in his mind would have thought that he was wandering, although he was perfectly conscious of what he said; his words were, ‘I come; it is right; wait a moment’. Those who know the secret say that in the conclave following the death of Innocent he made a compact with the devil, and purchased the papacy from him at the price of his soul. Among the other provisions of the agreement was one which said that he should be allowed to occupy the Holy See twelve years, and this he did with the addition of four days. There are some who affirm that at the moment he gave up his spirit seven devils were seen in his chamber. As soon as he was dead his body began to putrefy and his mouth to foam like a kettle over the fire, which continued as long as it was on earth. The body swelled up so that it lost all human form. It was nearly as broad as it was long. It was carried to the grave with little ceremony; a porter dragged it from the bed by means of a cord fastened to the foot to the place where it was buried, as all refused to touch it. It was given a wretched interment, in comparison with which that of the cripple’s dwarf wife in Mantua was ceremonious. Scandalous epigrams are every day published regarding him.”48

		
		
							
				[image: Fig. 45]
			

			Fig. 45: Pope Julius II the Horrible alias Giuliano della Rovere
		

		Cesare, who, unlike his father, had managed to regain his strength, left Rome on 2nd September for Nepi, accompanied by his mother Vannozza de Catanei and his brother Jofré. The successor of his father on the Holy See, Pius III, was friendly to the Borgia family. Unfortunately, he died just a few days after his election, on 18th October 1503. On 1st November, Giuliano della Rovere (Fig. 45), Cardinal of St. Pietro in Vincoli, was elected as the next pope. He was an ill-tempered man, who could not stand the Borgias and would eventually go down in Church history as Julius II, the Horrible. As early as 29th November, he had Cesare arrested and stripped of his territories. Even Cesare’s subsequent escape to Naples could not change his fate, as the Spanish King Ferdinand II of Aragon ordered his arrest there and, on 20th August 1504, his deportation to Spain.

		
		Lucrezia was living in the countryside in a villa in Medellana and not in Ferrara, where the epidemic was also rampant, during this critical time for her father and brother. She had always preferred the open land with its delightful gardens and flowers to life in the city. It was here that she would be informed about her father’s death by her brother-in-law Ippolito. She immediately had every candle in her villa extinguished and refused all food. All the rooms were draped in black cloth and the windows fitted with black curtains. Eyewitnesses reported her weeping bitterly. Her father had never forgotten her while she lived in Ferrara and had always intended to visit her there, but something important always cropped up and prevented him from doing so.

		
		While her father had been alive and her brother Cesare was considered an invincible condottiere, Lucrezia had nothing to fear in Ferrara. After all, everybody in Italy knew that the Borgias would stick together and doing harm to one of them would cause the entire clan to take revenge. But now she was alone. She had been living in Ferrara for no more than 18 months, and she had not forgotten how unwelcome she was. So far she had not been able to produce a child for her husband. How strong was her position in the House of d’Este? Would she be able to survive the loss of her powerful relatives? She remained in the countryside well into December in order to mourn and await the course of events. The French King Louis XII immediately advised Ercole I and Alfonso to dissolve the marriage. He wrote the following to the ambassador of Ferrara: “I know that you were never pleased with this marriage. This Madonna Lucrezia is not really the wife of Don Alfonso.”49 His new ally, Pope Julius II, would promptly provide a dispensation for the dissolution of the marriage. But Lucrezia’s kindness and charm had already worked wonders in Ferrara. Neither Ercole I nor Alfonso nor the people of Ferrara wanted to hear about an annulment of the marriage, despite the fact that her father-in-law, as he stated publicly, did not think much of either her father or Cesare and was actually glad about Alexander’s death: “… indeed, for the honour of Our Lord God and for the universal benefit of Christendom, we have for some days past desired that the Divine Goodness and Providence would give us a good and exemplary shepherd, and that His Church might be delivered from such a scandal [like Alexander VI] … Hence I am not sorry at this death …”50
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			Fig. 46: Cardinal Pietro Bembo
		
		
		Among the many letters that were written to Lucrezia on the death of her father was a “beautiful” one written on 22nd August 1503 from Pietro Bembo (Fig. 46): “Yesterday I visited your Ladyship, partly to let you see the greatness of my sorrow at your loss, partly to comfort you as best I could, and beg you to calm yourself, for I understood that you were in the deepest distress. Yet I failed to do either the one thing or the other. The moment I caught sight of you lying in the darkened room, disconsolate and in tears, in your mourning dress, so overcome was I by my feelings, that I stood there for some time without being able to utter a word and without knowing what to say. Instead of giving comfort, I needed comforting myself, and I went away, my soul shaken to its depths by the piteous sight, dumb or stammering, as you saw, or might have seen. Perhaps this was because you needed neither my regrets, nor my consolation, for knowing as you well do my devotion and my loyalty, you also knew the pain caused me by your pain, and you can derive comfort from your boundless wisdom without having to turn to others for it. … I should certainly desire to serve you gay and happy, and it would be my greatest joy to see you in every way and always happy: none the less I promise and swear that not only do these misfortunes not move me, or weaken my ardent and constant thoughts, but they strengthen me and fire me the more to serve you every day.”51

		
		The coming years were very burdensome for Lucrezia, in spite of the delight she would have felt over the eventual defeat of the French King Louis XII and Pope Julius II. The death of her father had left her and her favourite brother Cesare, as well as all members of the House of Borgia, in a very insecure position. Her youngest half-brother, Rodrigo, who had been destined for a clerical career since birth, most likely lived with his mother, who until today remains unknown, for much of his childhood. In 1515, at the age of 12, he entered the Benedictine monastery of the Blessed Virgin Mary in Vietro, which is part of the Salerno diocese. He would die there in 1527.

		
		Lucrezia’s own child, her son Rodrigo, who was not even four years old when her father died, initially became a ward of Francesco Borgia, Cardinal and Archbishop of Cosenza. Francesco was familiar to Lucrezia since he had joined her on her bridal procession to Ferrara. Little Rodrigo was entrusted to his amiable and cheerful governess Caterina, who assumed his mother’s role. Whenever Lucrezia sent her son presents, she never forgot to include some gifts for Caterina, mainly women’s clothes and linen. Lucrezia was very grateful that Caterina was watching over her son so lovingly.

		
		Lucrezia did not have to worry about providing for her son’s livelihood, because he had inherited his father Alfonso’s titles and territories following his death in 1500. Soon after Alexander VI’s death he was entrusted to the care of Lucrezia’s former sister-in-law Isabella of Aragon (Fig. 47), the Duchess of Bari and former Duchess of Milan, the elder half-sister of the late Alfonso of Aragon, who lived in Bari at the time. Here he was raised together with the mysterious Giovanni, the son of his uncle Juan Borgia, and this is where Lucrezia would send future gifts to her son. She noted in her household accounts book on 26th March 1505 the costs for “a suit of damask and brocade which her Majesty [Lucrezia Borgia] sent to her son Don Rodrigo in Bari as a present.”52
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			Fig. 47: Lucrezia’s famous sister-in-law, Isabella of Aragon, Duchess of Milan and Bari, 1497
		
		
		Lucrezia was eager to have her son from her third marriage live with her. Around 1504 she tried for the first time to get him to Ferrara, but had no success in this. Presumably, her father-in-law did not consent. Subsequently, on 24th July 1506, she planned a journey to Loreto in order to meet Isabella of Aragon with her son Rodrigo. She intended to simply take him home to Ferrara from there. However, this journey was called off due to a tragic event within her husband’s family. Lucrezia would never see her eldest son again. He would die in Bari in August 1512. Lucrezia was saddened by the death of her child so much so that Alfonso feared for her life. In order to comfort her, he had the mysterious Giovanni, who had lived with Rodrigo in Bari, come to Ferrara, where he stayed until 1517 and was dearly loved by both Lucrezia and her husband. Finally, Alfonso took Giovanni with him on a journey to France where he made such a positive impression on the young French King Francis I that the King did not want to let him go. Giovanni was said to still have lived in his adopted country in 1548.

		
		The first four years following her father’s death would not give Lucrezia any peace at all. Besides her worries for her son Rodrigo, she was burdened by the arrest of her favourite brother Cesare. By the order of Ferdinand II of Aragon, he had been taken into custody in Naples on 27th May 1504 and transferred to Spain on 20th August of that year. He was kept prisoner at Chinchilla at first and then at Medina del Campo for reasons of security. Lucrezia spared no effort to have her brother released. She asked not only her father-in-law for help but through count-less letters also appealed to the Spanish King Ferdinand II, to the French King Louis XII, to Pope Julius II and eventually to her brother-in-law, Marchese Gian Francesco II Gonzaga of Mantua (Fig. 48), who was also on very good terms with the Pope.
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			Fig. 48: Gian Francesco II Gonzaga as the Dead Jesus Christ (on the left in the front), his wife Isabella d’Este as Saint Mary Magdalene (on the right), his grandfather, Lodovico III Gonzaga, as Saint Joseph of Arimathea (behind him) and his father, Federigo I Gonzaga, as Saint Nicodemus (behind Isabella)
		
		
		She most likely came to know the Mantuan Marchese in April 1504. He was the unloved husband of her sister-in-law Isabella d’Este and had to be regarded as anything but handsome due to his wide, pouting lips, square face, low forehead, accentuated cheekbones and deeply sunken nose bridge (Fig. 49). In 1508, he would contract syphilis, and unlike either his brother-in-law Alfonso, Lucrezia’s husband, or Cesare Borgia, he would suffer from it for the rest of his life. In 1512, the disease would deform his mouth to such a degree that it became almost impossible for him to speak. From July 1514 his eyes became affected, too. Only his death on 28th March 1519 would end his suffering.
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			Fig. 49: Gian Francesco II Gonzaga, Marchese of Mantua
		
		
		Lucrezia and Gian Francesco II Gonzaga became friends for life, and Lucrezia stood by the Marchese of Mantua until his final days. She did not leave him even when all the people around him began turning away from him because of his ghastly appearance. Their closeness certainly had something to do with the fact that Gian Francesco II was the only one who helped Lucrezia with her brother Cesare. But before we go into the details of the latter’s fate, we first have to deal with the tragic events in the House of the d’Este in the years 1505 and 1506.

		
		On 25th January 1505, Lucrezia’s father-in-law passed away at the age of 74. Her husband Alfonso had been away on a political journey to France, Flanders and England at the request of his father. During the last leg of this trip he learned about the serious illness of his father. He made it home in time to be present for Ercole I’s death. As the new ruler of Ferrara, Alfonso I frequently undertook lengthy journeys for months away from his territories. Thus, after the death of his father, he made his wife his representative, who, together with his brother Ippolito, would in future take care of Ferrara’s political affairs during his absence. Like his papal father-in-law, he put a lot of confidence into the political capabilities of his wife. Furthermore, she was to handle petitions of Ferrara’s citizens as well as receive foreign ambassadors and envoys and arrange balls and concerts. Lucrezia, in her new function as Duchess of Ferrara, immediately had the palaces renovated, which had been neglected by her stingy father-in-law. For this task she asked the famous painters Bartolomeo Veneto (c. 1470-1531) and Giovanni Bellini (c. 1430-1516) from Venice to come to Ferrara and join the local artist Benvenuto Garofalo (c. 1481-1559) in restoring and embellishing the buildings (Fig. 50). Like her mother she had an ability to handle economic and financial affairs confidently and successfully. She was a highly intelligent and smart business woman, whose undertakings, including the drainage of swamps and wetlands and the acquisition of other land, were crowned with success.53
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			Fig. 50: Lucrezia Borgia, Duchess of Ferrara, as the Goddess Flora or the Goddess Pomona
		
		
		In 1505, Lucrezia fell pregnant again, much to the joy of her husband. It was her first pregnancy after having overcome the syphilis that she had contracted earlier from her husband. On 19th September, she gave birth to their son Alessandro in Reggio. However, he died just 25 days later. Lucrezia was inconsolable again and her grief was exacerbated by the fact that Alfonso was not with her but on one of his many journeys. In this situation, her brother-in-law Gian Francesco II invited her to come to Mantua so that she could recuperate from her grievous loss among friends. During her absence from Ferrara, a severe dispute developed between her brothers-in-law Ippolito and Giulio. Both of them were courting her beautiful relative Angela Borgia Lanzol (Fig. 38), one of Lucrezia’s ladies-in-waiting. Angela had been engaged to Francesco Maria della Rovere from 1501 to presumably 1503.54 Angela’s favourite suitor was Giulio who, in her opinion, had the most beautiful eyes that no woman could resist, which she carelessly confided to Ippolito. The jealous Ippolito, who was known for his uncontrollable fits of rage, therefore decided to gouge his brother’s pretty eyes out. On 3rd November 1505, two of his stable hands assaulted the unsuspecting Giulio and tried to blind him. Thanks to the skills of Giulio’s doctors he did not lose his eyesight completely, but his face had been badly disfigured. His left eye was monstrously swollen and his right eyelid was missing.

		
		Lucrezia’s husband punished Ippolito for this disgraceful act merely by banishing him temporarily from the Court of Ferrara. This was not good enough for Giulio, for Ippolito was called back to the court as early as the summer of 1506, because Alfonso’s administration relied especially on Ippolito’s advice. Giulio hence decided to join forces with his half-brother Ferrante, who wanted to become the next Duke of Ferrara, in order to topple Alfonso and kill Ippolito. What they did not take into account was that the latter ran an extensive spy network – and therefore learned about this conspiracy before long. He informed Alfonso, who had his brothers Giulio and Ferrante and their henchmen arrested immediately.

		
		On 12th August 1506, Giulio and Ferrante were to be decapitated in front of Alfonso and Lucrezia and the entire Ferraran Court. However, Alfonso commuted the death penalty to life imprisonment at the last moment. Ferrante would eventually die as a prisoner in 1540 at the age of 63. Giulio was released from prison in 1559 by Lucrezia’s grandson Alfonso II († 1597), and, after two years of personal freedom, died in 1561 at the age of 83. Angela Borgia Lanzol, who unintentionally caused this crisis in the House of d’Este, was married to Count Alessandro Pio of Carpi and Sassuolo († 1518) on 6th December 1506. Her bridegroom was approximately the same age as her; he was a son of Count Ghiberto Pio of Carpi and Sassuolo († 1500) and Leonora Bentivoglio (born in 1470) (Fig. 51). Lucrezia granted her friend and relative a dowry of 7,400 gold ducats for this occasion. At least one son resulted from this marriage, born on 29th March 1508 and named after his paternal grandfather Ghiberto (II). He died in 1554, but not before establishing an eventual family relationship between Angela Borgia Lanzol and Cardinal Ippolito d’Este by marrying the illegitimate daughter of the latter, Elisabetta.55
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			Fig. 51: The husband of Angela Borgia Lanzol, Alessandro Pio, as a blonde boy (kneeling to the left of the Virgin) with his parents, his mother Leonora Bentivoglio (left) and his father, Count Ghiberto Pio of Carpi and Sassuolo (right), and two brothers of his mother, Ermes Bentivoglio (to the left of  Ghiberto of Carpi and Sassuolo) and Annibale II Bentivoglio (to the left of Ermes Bentivoglio)
		
		
		Towards the end of the tragic year 1506, Lucrezia received good news. Her brother Cesare, with the help of a chaplain and a servant of his prison guard, had successfully escaped from prison on 25th October 1506. The Count of Benevento had been waiting for him with horses and subsequently hid him for a month. Cesare had seriously injured his hands whilst escaping the tower window and needed time to heal the wounds. The Spanish King meanwhile put a bounty of 10,000 gold ducats on him. Cesare proceeded to Pamplona to see his brother-in-law, King John of Navarre. He arrived there on 3rd December 1506 and four days later, on 7th December, he wrote to Gian Francesco II Gonzaga, who had most probably facilitated his escape: “After so many vicissitudes, it has pleased the Lord God to deliver me and to enable me to leave my prison. My secretary, Federigo, the bearer, will explain how it happened. Through the infinite mercy of the Lord, may it be for His great glory.”56 Shortly after, Lucrezia was informed about her brother’s lucky getaway.

		
		But not everyone was happy about his prison break. Zurita, the historian of the Kingdom of Aragon, wrote to this effect: “Cesare’s escape caused the Pope [Julius II] great anxiety, for the duke was a man who would not have hesitated to throw all Italy in turmoil for the purpose of carrying out his own plans; he was greatly beloved, not only by the men of war, but also by many people in Ferrara and in the States of the Church – something which seldom falls to the lot of a tyrant.”57

		
		Cesare in fact intended to go to France, but the French King Louis XII had once again switched allies. His new friend was Cesare’s worst enemy, the Spanish King Ferdinand II. He thus did not want anything to do with the Borgias and had cancelled Cesare’s annuity and stripped him of the Duchy of Valence. John of Navarre, on the other hand, was gladly welcoming his brother-in-law, as he had major problems in his territories with rebels financed by the Spanish King. He hoped that Cesare would rid him of the principal insurgent, Luis de Beaumonte, Count of Lerins, and therefore appointed him as commander of his army. In this role, Cesare attacked the small town of Larraga in spring 1507. After its capture he moved on to Viana, whose citizens were supporters of the King of Navarre, but whose fortress was still in the hands of the rebels and their Castilian allies. On 12th May 1507, there occurred a scuffle in front of this fortress between the warring parties. Among them was Luis de Beaumonte, who fled with the other rebels that night on their horses. Cesare managed to follow them, but lost contact with his army. He had to face his enemies alone, without any chance of defeating them, and was killed and stripped of his valuable suit of armour and clothes. His horse with its precious harness was taken as well.

		
		The next morning Cesare’s naked corpse was found under a large rock by his page Juanito Grasica, who would subsequently be handed the task of delivering the bad news to Lucrezia. John of Navarre paid homage to his brave brother-in-law by arranging a lavish funeral for him in the Parish Church of Santa Maria de Viana. In the same year, he also ordered the construction of a magnificent monument above the burial place. Later, during the 17th century, when the unsavoury rumours about the Borgias had become regarded as historical facts, the Bishop of Calahorra (according to another source: the Bishop of Pamplona) had this monument destroyed, including the epitaph, and all of Cesare’s remains removed. All physical traces of Lucrezia’s favourite brother have disappeared ever since (Fig. 52).58
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			Fig. 52: Cesare Borgia and his mother Vannozza de Catanei as the Dead Jesus Christ and the Virgin
		
		
		Cesare’s wife, Charlotte d’Albret, and their daughter Louise continued living in seclusion in the Castle of La Motte-Feuilly, not far from Bourges, until Charlotte’s death on 11th March 1514. From then on Lucrezia would take care of her niece Louise and the other two children of her brother until her own death. Louise was said to be smart and quick-witted, but because of her shortness, her deformed nose and an unsightly mole on her forehead, she was considered quite ugly. She and Lucrezia exchanged many letters that were all retained by Louise. At least one of her letters to her aunt has survived to the present day. In her first marriage, Louise was married to Louis de la Trémouille († 1525) and in her second marriage to Philippe de Bourbon († 1557), Baron of Busset. She died in 1553. Descendants of her six children from her second marriage are still living in France today.

		
		Cesare’s illegitimate children, Girolamo and Camilla, whose mother(s) we do not know by name, were also committed to the care of their aunt Lucrezia (Fig. 53) after their father’s death. Girolamo, who would be legitimised by Lucrezia’s son Ercole II after 1537 – probably in 1539 –, married twice. His first wife came from Ferrara; his second, Isabella Pio, was the daughter of the Lord of Carpi. She bore him two daughters, Lucrezia and Hippolyta. Cesare’s daughter Camilla, who was considered pious, very intelligent and always in a good mood, changed her name to Lucrezia when she came into the care of her aunt. She would also be legitimised in 1539. As a young girl, she entered the convent of San Bernardino, a convent that was founded and sponsored by her aunt. She later became its abbess, and in 1573 she died in this role at an old age, much revered and dearly loved.59
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			Fig. 53: Lucrezia Borgia, Duchess of Ferrara, as the Virgin pointing to her youngest son Francesco who is lending his face to the Archangel Michael
		

	

	
	
		VI. Lucrezia, Beloved Wife, Friend and Mother of the People

		
		The year 1507, in February or March of which Lucrezia (Fig. 54) suffered a miscarriage, and in May of which she had to cope with the death of her beloved brother, would be a turning point in her life. She transformed from the always exuberant, always cheerful and easygoing Pope’s daughter into a deeply religious, very unassuming and serious “mother of her people”, her subjects of Ferrara, Reggio and Modena. Whenever her worldly duties and/or the pain of the loss of her loved ones became too much, she retreated to the tranquillity of the convent of the Poor Clares of Corpus Domini for a while, which had also been the favourite convent of her mother-in-law Leonora of Aragon. She would eventually spend two or three times a year in a cell in the convent of San Bernardino that she had founded and continued financing. There she dedicated herself to reading ascetic literature and meditating in peace. According to Cardinal Giovanni Gonzaga, Lucrezia even started wearing a hair shirt from 1509. During the last two years of her life, she would go to confession every day and take part in the Holy Communion three or four times a month.
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			Fig. 54: Lucrezia Borgia with her son Ercole II (in the centre) and her ladies-in-waiting (on the right)
		

		Around 1507, she started reforming the court of her husband. Modesty and simplicity were the order of the day now. Apart from the choice of fabrics, the style of the dresses was significantly changed: the neckline moved up so that no cleavage was exposed. This would not have pleased her ladies-in-waiting, who also had to get used to the monastic habit of reading uplifting pieces of literature during meals. However, thanks to her charm and kindness, Lucrezia still remained popular with her ladies-in-waiting, her servants and her subjects.

		
		All of them will have shared in their Lady’s happiness when, on 4th April 1508, she gave birth to a son that survived. He was named after his paternal grandfather and would be known as Ercole II († 1559) (Figs. 55-57). This little heir had inherited his mother’s beautiful eyes, but even he could not keep his father in Ferrara for long. Five days after the birth of his son, Duke Alfonso departed again. It was a time of unrest, and Alfonso, being in the military services of the belligerent Pope Julius II, was always involved in countless battles.
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			Fig. 55: Lucrezia Borgia with her son Ercole II as the Virgin with Child
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						Fig. 56: Ercole II d’Este
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						Fig. 57: Ercole II d’Este, c. 1535
					
				
			

		

				
		Meanwhile, on 25th August 1509, Lucrezia gave birth to her next son, Ippolito († 1572) (Figs. 58-61), who, as Alfonso’s second surviving son, was designated for a clerical career, and like his uncle of the same name, would ascend to the position of cardinal later in his life.
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			Fig. 58: Lucrezia Borgia and her son Ippolito
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						Fig. 59: Ippolito d’Este, c. 1523
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						Fig. 60: Ippolito d’Este, c. 1539
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			Fig. 61: Ippolito d’Este (on the left) and his father Alfonso I d’Este
		
		
		Lucrezia’s husband fought against the city-state of Venice on behalf of the Pope until well into 1509. When, in 1510, Julius II decided to engage in peace negotiations with Venice, he demanded that Alfonso do the same. Furthermore, the Duke of Ferrara was to abandon his friendship with his former ally, the French King. Since Alfonso was unwilling to commit to this, Julius II declared war on Louis XII of France as well as the Duke of Ferrara. Additionally, the latter was excommunicated and his churchly feoffs declared forfeited.

		
		However, on Easter Sunday, 11th April 1512, the Pope suffered a major defeat against Alfonso and the French army in the bloody battle of Ravenna. On the occasion of her husband’s victory, Lucrezia made the acquaintance of the celebrated Frenchman Pierre Terrail († 1524), Lord of Bayard, who would later be remembered as “the knight without fear and beyond reproach” and “the good chevalier”. He became one of the many great admirers of the Duchess of Ferrara. The following quote of his was recorded by his biographer: “The good Duchess, who was a pearl in this world, received the French with special marks of favour. Every day she gave the most wonderful festivals and banquets in the Italian fashion. I venture to say that neither in her time, nor for many years before, has there been such a glorious princess, for she is beautiful and good, gentle and courteous to every one, and there is no doubt that, although her husband is a skilful and brave prince, this lady, by her gracious character, has been of great service to him.”60

		
		Another ardent admirer of Lucrezia was Gaston de Foix († 1512) (Fig. 62), the French governor of Milan. He was the nephew of the French King Louis XII and, through his sister Germaine de Foix, the brother-in-law of the Spanish King Ferdinand II. He even wore Lucrezia’s favourite colours, grey and black, in her honour (Fig. 63).

		
		
			
					
					
						
							[image: Fig. 62]
						

						Fig. 62: Gaston de Foix, one of the most ardent admirers of Lucrezia Borgia
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						Fig. 63: Lucrezia Borgia with two of her sons
					
				
			

		

		
		In April 1514, Lucrezia gave birth to another son, whom she named Alessandro after his brother who had deceased in 1505. But Alessandro was not to enjoy a long life either and succumbed in 1516. Lucrezia informed her sister-in-law, the Mantuan Marchioness Isabella d’Este: “Yesterday at the fourth hour of the night, the poor little man [her son Alessandro] yielded his blessed soul into the hands of our Lord God, leaving me much afflicted and full of sorrow, as your Excellency, being a woman and a tender mother yourself, may easily believe.”61

		
		On 4th July 1515, Lucrezia gave birth to her first daughter, Leonora (Fig. 64), who would pass away in June 1575 as a nun in the convent of Corpus Domini. On 1st November 1516, Lucrezia had another son, who was named Francesco in honour of her best friend, the Mantuan Marchese Gian Francesco II Gonzaga, and who would rise to Marchese of Massalombardo before dying in 1578 (Figs. 65-67). Lucrezia’s last child, her daughter Isabella Maria, was born on 14th June 1519. She lived only for a few hours. Soon after, Lucrezia fell seriously ill. The cause of this illness remains unknown. Could she have once again contracted syphilis from her husband?
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						Fig. 64: Lucrezia Borgia’s daughter Leonora d’Este
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						Fig. 65: Lucrezia Borgia’s youngest son, Francesco d’Este, as his favourite saint, Saint George with the dragon
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						Fig. 66: Lucrezia Borgia’s youngest son, Francesco d’Este, Marchese of Massalombardo
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						Fig. 67: Francesco d’Este as an elderly gentleman, c. 1568
					
				
			

		

				
		Of her family no one was alive any more at this point in time. Her brother Jofré had died in 1517. After the death of his first wife, Sancia of Aragon, in 1506, he had married again. His second wife was his cousin, Maria de Mila. They had four children and the lineage of their descendants reached well into the 18th century.

		
		We do not know whether Lucrezia stayed in contact with the wife and children of her eldest brother Juan. Maria Enriquez († 1520) was just 18 years old when her husband was murdered in Rome, leaving her behind in Spain with two little children. Her son Juan, 3rd Duke of Gandia, would marry Doña Juana de Aragona in 1509 at the age of 15. She was a granddaughter of the Spanish King Ferdinand II of Aragon. At the time of their marriage, his deeply religious mother Maria Enriquez had just joined the convent of the Poor Clares in Gandia, whose abbess was her daughter Isabella († 1557). In 1520, she ended her life there as Sister Gabriella. Her eldest grandson, Francesco Borgia († 1565), went down in history as the third General of the Order of the Jesuits. In 1671, he would be canonised by Pope Clement X.

		
		Lucrezia’s mother, Vannozza de Catanei, died on 26th November 1518. After the death of Alexander VI, she had to contend with serious problems, just as her children did. In 1504, she was accused of robbing 160 sheep from someone called Giangiordano Orsini with the help of the soldiers of her son Cesare. In the resulting court case, she was eventually sentenced to pay compensation. But she was very clever. She had anticipated that the enemies of the Borgia would try to take over her properties, so she had signed over everything she owned to people whom she could trust. Only when circumstances were to become more favourable to her would she profess to her wealth, which consisted mainly of real estate, specifically of a large number of houses that included her three popular inns “Leone”, “Vacca” and “Aquila” right in the centre of Rome. Until that time, however, there were many court cases to overcome. One of her accusers, a certain Paolo Ragnano, called her “a devilish woman” that no one could live with. Yet to most of her contemporaries she was “la magnifica e nobile Madonna Vannozza”, “the great and noble Lady Vannozza”. She had been regarded as a generous and tireless benefactor of Rome since 1488, so she enjoyed common respect. Not only did she supply valuable ornaments to various churches but also new beds to numerous hospitals. The historian Paulus Jovius (= Paolo Giovio), who was a personal acquaintance of hers, considered her an “honourable and virtuous woman”.

		
		Vannozza de Catanei kept writing to Jofré and Lucrezia (Fig. 68) until Jofré’s death and her own death, respectively. She frequently signed her letters with the words “the happy and unhappy, fourfold mother Vannozza Borgia de Catanei”. One of her last letters to her daughter Lucrezia, written on 19th December 1515, referred to the former secretary of her son Cesare, Agapito of Aemilia (or Emilia). It states: “ILLUSTRIOUS LADY, GREETING AND RESPECTS! Your Excellency will certainly remember with favour the services which Messer Agapito of Emilia rendered to his Excellency our Duke [Cesare], as well as the love which he has always shown us especially. He therefore deserves that his kinsmen should be supported and favoured in every possible way. Shortly before his death he relinquished all his benefices in favour of his nephews to Giambattista of Aquila; among them are some of little value in the Archbishopric of Capua; the deceased acted thus in order to further the interests of his nephews, for he never imagined that they would be injured by the most reverend and illustrious Cardinal, who is Archbishop of that town. If your Excellency wishes to do me a kindness, I beg, for the above-mentioned reasons, that you will recommend the said nephews to the favour of his most revered Lordship [Alfonso I of Ferrara]. Niccolò, the bearer of this letter, himself the nephew of the said Agapito, will furnish your Excellency with all necessary explanations. And now farewell to your Excellency, to whom I recommend myself.

		Postscript. – Your Excellency will do in this matter as you think best, for I have written the above from a sense of obligation. Do, therefore, only what you know will please his Worthiness, and, for the moment, answer as you think discreet. VANNOZZA, Who prays for you constantly.”62
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			Fig. 68: Three copies of a lost original portrait painting of Lucrezia Borgia, which was allegedly made by Bartolomeo Veneto
		
		
		On the occasion of her death on 26th November 1518, Sanudo wrote the following: “The day before yesterday died Madonna Vannozza, once the friend of Pope Alexander, and the mother of Duca Valentino [Cesare] and the Duchess of Ferrara. That night I happened to be at a spot where I could hear the proclamation of her death, after the Roman custom: Messer Paolo begs to inform you (fa la parte) that Madonna Vannozza is dead, the Mother of the Duke of Gandia. The deceased belongs to the Confraternity of the Gonfalone. Yesterday she was buried in S. Maria del Popolo, whither she was borne with great splendour, almost like a cardinal. She was seventy-seven years old [incorrect: she was 76 years old]. She had left almost all her fortune, which was considerable, to St. John Lateran [incorrect: to the Hospital of St. Salvatore Lateran]. The Pope’s Chamberlains were at her funeral, an unheard-of-thing in other cases.”63 (Fig. 69)
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			Fig. 69: The Church of Santa Maria del Popolo
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			Fig. 70: Pope Leo X alias Giovanni de’ Medici
		
		
		Indeed, Vannozza’s funeral was equal to that of a cardinal in terms of the honour that was bestowed upon her there. Pope Leo X (Fig. 70), a former friend of her son Cesare, had always treated her obligingly and honourably and on this final occasion demonstrated his goodwill towards her. In life, Vannozza had been one of the most generous donors in Rome, and after her death she maintained that generosity. She bequeathed valuable items to the Hospital of St. Salvatore Lateran for the benefit of the sick people. For many years her name as a benefactor could be found on the walls of this hospital. In gratitude for her generosity, the clerics of the hospital read masses annually on the anniversaries of her and her husbands’ death.

		
		She furthermore left a considerable portion of her wealth to the Fraternity “of the Banner of Sancta Sanctorum”, so it could for many years support the poor and the needy of Rome to the tune of 400 ducats annually. In return the Fraternity not only read masses on the anniversaries of her death but also had a magnificent monument erected for its generous benefactor. In remembrance of Vannozza annual masses for the salvation of her soul were held in the Church of Santa Maria del Popolo for over 200 years. She was buried there in the family chapel next to her third husband Giorgio della Croce and her sons Juan and Ottavio. The following inscription was added to her tomb: “To Vannozza Catanei, ennobled by her children, Duke Caesare of Valentino, Duke Juan of Gandia, Duke Jofré of Squillace, and Duchess Lucrezia of Ferrara, and equally conspicuous for her great goodness, her piety, her age and her extraordinary wisdom. Girolamo Picus, Fiduciary-Commissioner and executor of her will, erected this monument in memory of the great services rendered by her to the Lateran Hospital. She lived seventy-six years, four months, and thirteen days. She died on November 26, 1518.”64

		
		The best friend of Lucrezia Borgia, the Mantuan Marchese Gian Francesco II Gonzaga, died four months later, on 28th March 1519, after suffering a stroke, which finally released him from the horrible sickness that he suffered from. Just as he had done earlier, Lucrezia joined the 3rd Order of Saint Francis in 1518, which only took laypeople as members. St. Francis of Assisi was Lucrezia’s favourite Saint apart from Saint Catherine of Siena. From that moment on Lucrezia would sign her letters to Gian Francesco II with “Your Sister” (Fig. 71). Lucrezia’s relationship with Isabella d’Este (Fig. 72) had also become more amicable over the years. Isabella was a frequent visitor to Ferrara and had learned to respect her sister-in-law. When she wanted to follow through with certain matters that were opposed by her husband, whom she did not get along with very well, she asked Lucrezia for help, as the latter’s influence on Gian Francesco II seemed limitless.
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			Fig. 71: A letter of Lucrezia Borgia to her friend Gian Francesco II Gonzaga
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			Fig. 72: Isabella d’Este (in the centre) with her daughter-in-law Margherita del Montferrat (on the right) and the painter of this altarpiece, Titian (on the left)
		
		
		With respect to Gian Francesco II’s death, Lucrezia wrote to her sister-in-law Isabella on 31st March 1519 the following letter: “The cruel loss you have suffered by the death of Your Most Illustrious husband of blessed memory has caused me so much pain and grief for a number of reasons that I find myself in too great need of comfort to be able to give any, especially to Your Excellency, to whom this heavy loss must have brought the bitterest sorrow. ... But it has pleased God to will it so; it is our duty to submit to His decrees, and I beg and exhort Your Ladyship to support this blow with courage, as becomes your wisdom; and I am confident that you will do so. I will add nothing more today.”65

		
		On 22nd June 1519, two days ahead of her own death, Lucrezia dictated a letter to Pope Leo X, whom she had an amicable relationship with, just as her mother did: “So great is the favour which Our Merciful Creator has shown me that I approach the end of my life with pleasure, knowing that in a few hours and having received for the last time all the holy sacraments of the Church, I shall be released. Though a sinner, I desire as a Christian to ask your Holiness, in your mercy, to give me all possible spiritual consolation, and the blessing of your Holiness for my soul. Therefore I offer myself to you in all humility, and commend to your mercy my husband and my children, all of whom are your servants.”66 In this farewell letter to the Pope she also mentioned that she had been very sick during the last two months of her pregnancy.

		
		In contrast to 1502, Alfonso’s prayers and pledges did not help this time. With Alfonso at her side, Lucrezia passed away during the night of Friday, 24th June 1519 (Fig. 73). Shortly after her death, in the fifth hour of this night, Alfonso wrote to his beloved nephew, Federigo Gonzaga († 1540), the eldest son of his sister Isabella and his deceased brother-in-law Gian Francesco II: “Most Illustrious Sir, honoured brother and nephew. It has just pleased the Lord our God to call to himself the soul of the Most Illustrious Lady the Duchess, my beloved wife. I cannot refrain from sending the news to Your Excellency for the love there is between us, which makes me believe that the joys and sufferings of the one are equally those of the other. I cannot write without tears, so heavy a blow is it to me to lose a companion so gentle and dear; for such she was to me in her irreproachable behaviour and the tender love that there was between us. In such affliction I would gladly ask the help of Your Excellency’s consolation. I know that you will share my grief, and it will mean more to me to feel that there is one who will mingle his tears with mine than that he should try to comfort me.”67
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			Fig. 73: Lucrezia Borgia as the Virgin in Heaven with her sons Ercole II (on the left) as Saint John the Baptist and Francesco (right) as Saint John the Evangelist
		
				
		After receiving this letter, Federigo Gonzaga immediately sent his uncle Giovanni Gonzaga († 1525) to Ferrara, where he reported the following to his nephew: “Your Excellency must not be surprised at my leaving here this morning, for there has been no funeral ceremony, only the offices in the parish church. But His Excellency the Lord Duke [Alfonso I d’Este] followed his illustrious consort to the place of burial himself [very unusual for the 15th and 16th centuries, in which the husbands typically stayed at home during the burials of their wives]. She was interred in the convent of the Sisters of Corpus Christi [= Corpus Domini], in the same tomb in which his mother was buried. Her death has caused profound sorrow throughout the whole town and the Duke especially showed the deepest grief. Here they tell wonders of her life. She has worn a hair shirt for some ten years; for the last two years she has confessed daily and communicated three or four times a month.”68

		
		Alfonso had often called Lucrezia his “dear companion in life”. His anguish of the loss of his beloved wife was writ large in his face. Thus, a certain Prosperi wrote to Isabella d’Este in a letter: “May God have mercy on her [Lucrezia’s] soul and bring comfort and resignation to her husband, for in truth His Excellency is sorely afflicted. Yesterday, when he walked in a procession, he looked as if he had been ill of fever for several days, which shows how true is the love he bore her.”69 (Fig. 74)
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			Fig. 74: Lucrezia Borgia as the Goddess Pomona (the naked woman on the left side) with her husband Alfonso I d’Este as the God Vertumnus in his disguise as an old woman and her son Francesco (on the right) as the God Pan and her daughter Leonora – the five little angels in the sky are her five children: her daughter Leonora (with the flowers in her hair) and her sons Ercole II, Ippolito, Alessandro and Francesco
		
				
		During the funeral service Alfonso had to actually be carried from the church, as he had collapsed with grief over the loss of Lucrezia and briefly lost consciousness. Yet it was not only Alfonso who was mourning his wife’s passing; all the people of Ferrara were deeply grieved, too. Lucrezia had always been an advocate of the poor and the oppressed, especially the Jews. In May 1506, when the latter had been mistreated, she had enacted a law protecting them and ordering the punishment of the offenders. She also pawned her jewellery in order to help the poor during times of famines and had several hospitals built. For these reasons alone, her subjects granted her the honorary title “Mother of the People” already within her lifetime.

		
		The former pope’s daughter also enjoyed the appreciation and the friendship of many poets, scholars, statesmen and historians of her time. Her children and grandchildren – unlike herself – would have no difficulties being accepted even in the highest circles of the nobility. Thus, her eldest son Ercole II married the second daughter of the French King Louis XII, the highly intelligent Renée (1510-1575) (Figs. 75-77), who would have five children with him. Lucrezia’s grandson Alfonso II (1533-1597) even became the son-in-law of Emperor Ferdinand I († 1564) when he married the Habsburg Princess Barbara († 1572).
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						Fig. 75: Lucrezia Borgia’s daughter-in-law, Renée of France, depicted here as the mythological female ancestor of the d’Este, the female warrior Bradamante, with her sword, 1535
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						Fig. 76: Renée of France as her favourite female saint, Saint Anne, the female patron saint of the goldsmiths
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			Fig. 77: Lucrezia Borgia (on the left) with her daughter-in-law Renée of France, whom she never met in her life, but art made it possible, c. 1545
		
		
		Lucrezia became unforgettable through the works of contemporary poets. In 1504/05, Pietro Bembo (1470-1547) dedicated his work “Gli Asolani” to her, and, in 1508, Jacopo Caviceo, Vicar of the Bishopric of Ferrara, did the same with his opus “Il Peregrino”. The poets Titus and Ercole Strozzi paid homage to her and idolised her. Antonio Tebaldeo, Calcagnini and Giraldi extolled her beauty and virtue through song. Marcello Filosseno wrote amorous sonnets for her in which he compared her to the Roman Goddesses Minerva and Venus. But she would be made immortal by the most famous poet of Italy, Ariosto (1474-1533), who is comparable in importance to Germany’s Goethe and England’s Shakespeare. From 1503 onwards he was in the service of Cardinal Ippolito d’Este as his secretary and envoy. When Ariosto refused to follow his master to Hungary, Lucrezia’s husband Alfonso took him into his services a year later. His most famous work, “Orlando Furioso” (“The Frenzy of Orlando”), would be published in 1532 in its final form. In it he extolled the noble house of the d’Este by describing every member of that family. Most of the lines in his opus were dedicated to his much beloved and highly esteemed former Lady Lucrezia:

		
		“... How shall my words an equal tribute raise

		To her, the next in order, next in praise?

		Lucretia Borgia – who in beauty’s power,

		In virtue, fortune, and in fame shall soar

		Above her sex – who spreads her fostering shade

		Like the green sapling in a fruitful glade.

		As dross to gold, as lead to silver shows;

		The field-bred poppy to the garden rose;

		The willow pale to ever verdant bays;

		Or painted crystal to the diamond’s blaze:

		Ev’n so to her, of whom unborn I tell,

		Shall each appear that else might most excel.

		Of very virtue, whose transcendent fame

		Shall grace, alive or dead, her spotless name,

		Be this the chief, her Hercules to raise

		With all her sons to deeds of martial praise;

		To plant the seeds that future wreaths may yield

		To bind their brows in counsel and in field.

		... The first inscription bore Lucretia’s name,

		Lucretia Borgia, who for spotless fame

		And lovely form, her native Rome shall praise,

		Above the first renown’d in ancient days.”70
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			Fig. 78: The third wife of Alfonso I d’Este, Laura Eustochia Dianti, with their children Alfonso and Alfonsino
		
		
		Lucrezia’s fourth husband, Alfonso I d’Este, secretly remarried a third time about eight years after her death. His special someone was a certain Laura Eustochia Dianti († 1573) (Fig. 78), who is said to be the daughter of a local hatter. They had two sons, Alfonso (1527-1587) and Alfonsino (1530-1547). When Alfonso I d’Este died on 31st October 1534, 15 years after Lucrezia’s passing, he requested to be buried next to her, his second wife and great love. Unfortunately, their burial places have been lost over the centuries. Yet Lucrezia has achieved immortality nevertheless, not as the daughter of a pope – of those there were many –, but as the dearly loved and highly revered Duchess of Ferrara.
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			held in his hand.

			To you! Who may look for [or who is looking for]

			Things worth noting

			[be warned] that if the greatest things are more worthy,

			then your way ends here;

			from this place you may walk your way back.”

			
			59L. Collison-Morley, The story of the Borgias, id., p. 278: Cesare’s illegitimate daughter Camilla/Lucrezia was described as “high-spirited” and: “She lived a saintly life in the said monastery [the convent of S. Bernardino], where she was reverenced and honoured by all as a mirror of glorious virtues, and she died full of good works.”

			
			60Arnold H. Mathew, id., pp. 371-372

			
			61Arnold H. Mathew, id., p. 372

			
			62Arnold H. Mathew, id., pp. 373-374

			
			63L. Collison-Morley, The story of the Borgias, id., p. 304

			
			64Arnold H. Mathew, id., p. 376; corrections by Heinrich Hendler and Dr. Peter Festin

			
			65L. Collison-Morley, The story of the Borgias, id., p. 305

			
			66Marion Johnson, id., p. 207

			
			67L. Collison-Morley, The story of the Borgias, id., pp. 306-307

			
			68L. Collison-Morley, The story of the Borgias, id., p. 307

			
			69L. Collison-Morley, The story of the Borgias, id., p. 305

			
			70Ariost – Der Rasende Roland, Winkler Dünndruckausgabe, Vol. I. 13. Gesang, S. 303-304 and Vol. II, 42. Gesang, S. 465, Orlando Furioso, translated from the Italian of Ludovico Ariosto, Vol II. and Vol. V, by John Hoole, London 1799; Lucrezia’s successor, her daughter-in-law Renée of France, has also been immortalised in this work:

			“Nor must I here Renata fail to place,

			(Lucretia’s near ally’d) of Gallia’s race,

			Of Lewis born (the twelfth that bears the name)

			And her, of Brittany the lasting fame.

			Each virtue woman has been found to know,

			Since fire was seen to burn, or streams to flow,

			Since yon bright orbs have circled round the pole,

			I see compriz’d in fair Renata‘s soul.”

			Ariosto did not only praise Lucrezia’s “beauty, her spirit and her pious deeds, but above all her chastity, for which she had been celebrated even before she came to Ferrara”, in: Ferdinand Gregorovius, Lucrezia Borgia, id., p. 199; and in: Ferdinand Gregorovius, Lucrezia Borgia, German Version, id., S. 257
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