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Introduction
I
will open my mouth in parables, I will utter
 hidden things, things from of old.
– Psalm 78:2
Revenge, it is said, is a dish best served cold. Hot and steamy servings of the stuff come as no surprise, as the intended victim is fully prepared to fend them off with lips glued tightly together. But when the dish has cooled, and the victim unwittingly takes a bite, only then does he discover the poison within.
Pope Sixtus V (reigned 1585-1590) served perhaps the chilliest dish of revenge ever, cooked up with deceit, salted with calculation, and spiced with the overpowering belief in his own glorious destiny. Felice Peretti was an unimportant cardinal when the powerful Duke Paolo Giordano Orsini selfishly took away that which he cherished most in the world. Peretti seemingly bided his time in prayerful forgiveness – until he was elected pope. From that day forward, all his formidable power would be directed at punishing his transgressor and those noblemen like him who had ever harmed the poor, the powerless, and the innocent. Italy shuddered as hundreds of gaping heads adorned the streets of Rome, grisly testament of the pope’s retaliation.
At the center of the pope’s vendetta stood Vittoria Accoramboni, widely acknowledged as the most beautiful girl in Rome. She possessed loveliness so astonishing and a manner so ingratiating that they allowed her weaknesses to escape scrutiny. She was vain, selfish, and shallow, never satisfied with the blessings of today, but impatiently angling to receive new ones tomorrow. Given the hardships such behavior caused her, it seems that she ultimately may have realized the error of her ways. By then, of course, it was too late.
The story of Vittoria Accoramboni and her obese, powerful, lust-addled admirer, Duke Paolo Giordano Orsini, is strikingly reminiscent of Henry VIII and Anne Boleyn, whose passionate and bloody saga occurred only fifty years earlier. Both women were raven-haired sex kittens bent on trading their bodies for wealth and position, refusing to assuage their suitors’ desires until after the wedding. Both Henry and Paolo Giordano were apoplectic at not getting their way. Both boldly fought the Church and the pope to have their dubious marriages validated.
Perhaps it is no coincidence that the riveting story of Pope Sixtus and his family occurred when William Shakespeare was a young man, scanning foreign tales to find ideas for his plays. For the Sixtus story has elements of Macbeth, Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet, and Othello – ambition, jealousy, and hatred that lead to murder, dead lovers, revenge, and a grand finale with cadavers piled high on the stage. The epilogue, which sums up a gratifying morality lesson, is loudly declaimed by the last man standing.
We think of the Renaissance as a civilizing influence on brutish medieval ways. Fueled by the invention of the printing press, literacy was on the upswing, in several languages ancient and modern. The first etiquette books informed readers they should no longer fart at the dinner table or blow their noses on the bread. Dark frowning castles became gracious light-filled palaces. The arts – sculpture, painting, and architecture – reached what many historians consider to be the pinnacle of Western civilization.
Sadly, this fashionable refinement did not sink deeply into men’s souls; it merely slathered a shiny veneer on top of the still-present medieval savagery. In examining this story, we will find a shocking dichotomy, a world where faith and sin, charity and murder, magnificence and filth flourished side by side, often within the psychological make-up of an individual. Noblemen might lay aside their weapons to study ancient Latin love poetry but at the slightest provocation picked them up again. Inside the most refined nobleman, clad in gorgeous bejeweled velvet, a pendulum oscillated wildly between the extremes of cultured generosity and primitive violence. Starting around 1500, such violence was increased by the use of guns.
In today’s world, it is usually the poorest person who pulls out a pistol and murders someone who accidentally stepped on his foot. A man who owns nothing is touchy about perceived disrespect. In the Renaissance, it was the wealthiest who murdered frequently and with little cause. One reason for this difference is clear – the law rarely punished a nobleman, whose blue blood was a source of awe and wonder. Such a distinguished individual was let off with an admonishment, or banished from the city for a time, or sentenced to open a soup kitchen. If a poor man committed a murder, he stood a greater chance of being executed.
Another reason for noble atrocities was the Renaissance ideal of honor, which was usually connected to murder. The sixteenth-century honor code demanded that a man rely on valorous deeds to keep himself and his family safe. Only cowards and women took their cases to court, where they had little hope of justice anyway. Many judges were corrupt, favoring the side that slipped them the most money under the table.
In the name of honor, straying noble wives were strangled with red silk ribbons by husbands fresh from the whorehouse; defenseless enemies were mercilessly cut down in nighttime ambushes or poisoned during daytime dining. Some three centuries after our story, murder and honor became opposites in Western nations, but here they are Siamese twins, inextricably bound together.
Astonishing contradictions existed at all levels of society. Having burglarized a home, the thief might stop off at the nearest church to give some of his booty as alms. Prostitutes kept a picture of the Virgin Mary next to their beds, and when the church bells rang, pushed their perplexed customers off them and knelt down to pray. Assassins often waited for their wounded victims to give their last confessions before administering the coup de grace, and then made the sign of the cross over the bloody body.
In such a world Cardinal Felice Peretti felt justified in using deceit as his weapon of choice, hiding his anger and thirst for revenge until the time was right to reveal them. Indeed, the most compelling character in this curious assembly of murderous noblemen and sensuous women is the pontiff himself. Raised as a dirt-poor peasant who loved green growing things, he saw himself as God’s gardener. At his accession to the papal throne, Rome was a long-neglected garden, untended, thirsty, overrun with creepers and thorns.
As pope, he brought water to a parched Rome by repairing the ancient aqueducts. He weeded out the noxious elements of society. He fertilized his garden – God knew there was a great deal of fertilizer in Rome. He hoed wide paths straight across the city, ridding Rome of its maze of narrow medieval alleys and creating today’s modern street system. He planted great trees of stone, ancient fallen obelisks which continue to serve as landmarks today, including the one in Saint Peter’s Square.
For over a thousand years, from the founding of the Papal States in the eighth century until the loss of them to a united Italy in 1870, popes found themselves in a nearly impossible situation requiring completely contradictory talents. A saintly pope devoted to the spiritual interests of the Church was usually not a general or executioner, nor even much of an administrator or statesman. Yet popes who rode into battle with armor and gladly executed enemies usually weren’t effective spiritual leaders. It seems hard to imagine the current pope donning army fatigues and body armor, slipping into a tank, and leading men with missile launchers into battle. The Church is much better off for it.
Sixtus V was one of those rare pontiffs who had everything the job required; he was a statesman, an administrator, a judge, a theologian, an orator, and a devoutly moral Catholic with no mistresses or bastards in tow. Considering his achievements and the brief duration of his reign, Sixtus V was one of the greatest popes ever. He saw himself as a terrifying avatar descended from the heavens to enforce justice so long denied, an avenging fury sent by God to punish criminals. At the root of his harshness was a deeply personal wound that would never heal, caused by Vittoria Accoramboni, the most beautiful girl in Rome.



Sources
Fueled by Church scholarship and Europe’s oldest universities, sixteenth-century Italy boasted a surprisingly large number of extremely literate people. Those interested in writing a narrative about a particular subject or individual would use available archives – scouring documents that in some cases are now lost to us – and, when possible, speaking with elderly people who had witnessed events first-hand. Handwritten by a professional scribe, these anonymous relationi, as they were called, were often copied by the wealthy to enlarge their libraries.
Sometimes the writer leaves us fascinating clues about his research: When I spoke to the pope’s butler, for instance, or Looking through the pope’s old letters… Countless such manuscripts about Sixtus – his early years, the conclave in which he was elected, and the sudden brutal blow which changed his life forever – exist in Italian archives. Two relationi are located at the Shakespeare Folger Library in Washington, D.C, one attributed to Cardinal Orazio Maffei, who died in 1610. Many conclave relationi were clearly written by individuals in attendance; some are attributed to the cardinals themselves, and others to their servants.
In addition, the author purchased an invaluable four-hundred-year-old, six-hundred page relatione of Sixtus and Vittoria via the internet from a little Italian bookshop. The writer of this tome, sadly anonymous as well, provides the most detailed information on Pope Sixtus’s remarkable character and is referred to in this text as “the chronicler.”
The chronicler and many other relatione authors report that Felice Peretti feigned his illness to win the papal election; cardinals sometimes preferred to elect a sickly, kind old pope, one who would require their advice, rather than a vigorous, independent pope. Some twentieth-century historians have questioned the accuracy of these reports. Such a commanding, straightforward individual as Sixtus, they claim, would never have bamboozled his fellow cardinals regarding his health, coughing and leaning on a stick for several years before the conclave. Yet modern historians cannot deny that he lied when he repeatedly and publicly forgave the murderers who caused him pain, and then pounced on them as soon as he ascended to the papacy. Deceit, it seems, was a tool he used to accomplish his goals, as it was with most Renaissance princes.
There are two interesting English translations of books on the life of this extraordinary pontiff. In 1669 Gregorio Leti used various relationi to create his Italian History of Sixtus V, which was translated into English in 1704. Though Leti was vociferously anti-Catholic, and generations of Church historians have been horrified by his somewhat undignified anecdotes, I found the biography surprisingly positive. Clearly Leti admired the pope’s tough stance on crime. In 1870, Baron Joseph Huebner, former Austrian ambassador to Rome, used diplomatic archives across Europe to write his French Life and Times of Sixtus the Fifth, which was translated into English in 1872.
Pope Sixtus is better known in Italy than any other country. The biographies by Italo de Feo (1987) and Fabrizio Sarazani (1979) have been helpful. Most useful of all was Domenico Gnoli’s 1872 Vittoria Accoramboni, Storia del Secolo XVI, priceless in its thorough documentation of original archival sources. Cardinal Giulio Antonio Santorio, who was created cardinal along with Felice Peretti in 1570, wrote his autobiography in about 1600, where he mentioned Vittoria several times.
In addition to possessing numerous relationi describing Sixtus, Duke Paolo Giordano Orsini, and the duke’s violent cousin Lodovico Orsini, the Correr Museum Library in Venice has Lodovico’s touching last letter to his wife, as well as his secretary Francesco Filelfo’s “Defense” of his actions in the great final conflict. It must be noted that in these contemporary documents, Italians took liberties in the spelling of family names. Accoramboni seems to have stumped many of them, who morphed it into Coramboni or the feminine Corambona. Similarly, Orsini is sometimes spelled as Orsino.
Diplomatic dispatches provide another rich source for our story. Foreign ambassadors living in Rome wrote in-depth weekly reports to their home governments, mixing scurrilous street gossip in with the pope’s official theological decrees. Usually the Venetian diplomats were most successful in worming their way into a pontiff’s confidence and enjoyed private heart-to-heart conversations over wine-soaked meals. Every detail would, of course, be reported immediately to the Venetian Senate. Such diplomatic records still exist in national archives across Europe.
Early newssheets known as avvisi were just becoming popular. Avvisi – which meant “notices” – were hand-written documents of two to eight pages, consisting of small paragraphs in chronological order with no headlines. An avvisi writer sold subscriptions to foreign courts, banking houses, and wealthy individuals. In 1580s Rome, countless avvisi reported on crime, politics, and the riveting story of Vittoria Accoramboni. Roman avvisi often had to be smuggled out of town, as local authorities took a dim view of spreading gossip abroad about Church corruption or bad government. Venice, however, operated presses more freely than Rome, and there printed newssheets could be bought on the street for a Venetian penny – a gazette – and soon became known as gazettes themselves.
Two travel diaries have provided us with tantalizing glimpses of late Renaissance Rome, Venice, and Padua as seen by outsiders, such as we ourselves are. A visitor’s description of a city is much more useful to historians than that of a native; the stranger describes in detail sights and customs that the resident might take for granted and fail to mention. From 1580-1581 Michel de Montaigne, a French nobleman, traveled throughout Italy seeking a cure for his appalling kidney stones at the salutary baths. He recorded minutely the filth of the inns, the monuments of the cities, and even the beauty – or lack thereof – of the prostitutes.
In 1608, an Englishman named Thomas Coryat walked to Venice and back with the express purpose of writing the first tourism book. He is credited with introducing the fork to England and the Italian word umbrella into the English language. At the time, the idea of travel for sightseeing alone was laughable, given the paramount discomforts. Coryat’s book was so successful that it launched the Grand Tour of the seventeenth through nineteenth centuries, a kind of traveling finishing school whereby young British gentlemen perfected their education by visiting the continent, especially Italy. In 1611, Coryat took on a more ambitious project – this time walking to India. But the eccentric traveler suffered an explosive bout of diarrhea on his way back and died a parched husk in the Indian province of Surat. Perhaps due to his unfortunate end, this time young Englishmen failed to follow.
Using all available sources, and having visited the places associated with this story – Rome, Bracciano, Loreto, Venice, Padua, and Salò – I have attempted to recreate the astonishing world of late-sixteenth-century Italy, a world of breathtaking magnificence, shocking brutality, and a pope’s most fitting revenge.



Part 1
The Pursuit of Splendor



Chapter 1
The Most Beautiful Girl in Rome
Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting; but a woman
who fears the Lord is to be praised.
– Proverbs 31:30
It was a truth universally acknowledged in sixteenth-century Italy that a girl whose dowry consisted mainly of her beauty was of far greater interest to her suitors than to their families. Gazing at her perfection, a young man imagined the delights of the marriage bed. He saw his bride as a goddess smiling kindly at him over the breakfast table, and a much-envied, highly bejeweled ornament on his arm at public events.
But his parents, uncles, and brothers wanted an infusion of cold, hard cash into the family. An ungainly girl with bad skin, rotten teeth, and slightly crossed eyes would have been a welcome addition to a powerful dynasty as long as she trailed rich booty in her wake. A beautiful girl, with little or nothing to offer financially, would be rejected, and the young man doomed to sigh in vain.
In 1573, such was the dilemma of Vittoria Accoramboni who, at sixteen, was widely acknowledged as the most beautiful girl in Rome. Her face was a perfect ivory oval, her cheeks tinged with roses. Her hair was black as a raven’s wing and pulled back from her face revealed a strong widow’s peak. Her eyebrows were black and arched over large eyes, dark and expressive. Her nose and mouth were exquisitely sculpted. Even when Vittoria was a child, many who saw her exclaimed that her beauty was a miraculous gift from God.
Cardinal Maffei described her as possessing “a rare and extraordinary beauty, and every other excellence which could render marvelous a noblewoman.”1
In the Middle Ages, female beauty had been eschewed – at least by churchmen and philosophers – as distracting one’s thoughts from God. But by the Renaissance, beauty was thought to help lift one’s thoughts heavenwards. In 1541, Agnolo Firenzuola wrote a book called On Female Beauty and, though a monk, the author was eminently well-versed on the subject, being eaten up as he was by syphilis. “A beautiful woman,” he declared, “is the most beautiful object one can admire, and beauty is the greatest gift God bestowed on His human creatures. And so, through her virtue we direct our souls to contemplation, and through contemplation to the desire for heavenly things. For this reason beautiful women have been sent among us as a sample and a foretaste of heavenly things.”2 Though certainly most of Vittoria’s eager suitors were not thinking of God as they gazed on her.
It seems that Vittoria’s slender yet shapely figure would also have met Firenzuola’s high standards. “The bosom must be, above all, white,” he stated, before losing himself in musings a bit too heated for a man of the cloth. “In this bosom the fresh and lively breasts, heaving as though ill at ease at being constantly oppressed and confined by the garments, showing they want to escape from their prison, rise up so resolutely and vigorously that they force the viewer’s eyes to rest firmly upon them, and thereby thwart their escape… Wide hips are the foremost attraction of shapely naked women.”3
But even the most beautiful girl with fresh, lively, heaving breasts, and admirably wide hips would fail to impress if she remained dumb as a stone. To her great fortune, Vittoria’s looks were further enhanced by her gracious manner of speaking. The sincerity and compassion she projected usually had the effect of wrapping her listeners around her little finger. Cardinal Maffei reported, “She had an extraordinary, almost a miraculous attraction in conversation and comportment, accompanied with no affectation or art. If it were possible for someone not to be impressed with seeing her, he could not help but become entangled as soon as he listened to her.”4
Vittoria’s graceful beauty was burnished by blue blood trailing back several centuries. In the 1200s, the Accorambonis had owned a castle in the town of Tolentino, two hundred miles northeast of Rome, but had rebelled against the pope who, in turn, confiscated their property. The family landed in Gubbio, some one hundred miles due north of the capital, where they owned an old palazzo. Many Accoramboni men found success in Rome where they worked for the Church in diplomatic or governmental positions. Vittoria’s grandfather, Girolamo, was the personal physician of Pope Adrian VI (reigned 1522-1523.) Her father, Claudio, was a military man who, having fought in France in his youth, turned to law and worked for the Roman government. In the 1530s, Pope Paul III, who was quite fond of him, arranged Claudio’s marriage to a girl of good family, Tarquinia Albertoni.
Perhaps Vittoria’s greatest misfortune was her mother’s extraordinary fertility, along with the healthy genes Tarquinia transmitted to her offspring. Vittoria, baptized in Gubbio on February 15, 1557, was the tenth of eleven children – eight boys and three girls. The modest means of the Accorambonis were not sufficient by a long shot to provide the girls with dowries and the boys with property to live honorably. Normally the high childhood mortality rate solved such a dilemma, but at least nine of the Accoramboni offspring grew stubbornly toward adulthood, radiating rude good health.
When a family suffered such an embarrassment of riches, some of the sons went into the Church. Here, with diligence and the patronage of a great bishop or cardinal, they could earn a comfortable living and rise in the Church hierarchy. And, indeed, two of Vittoria’s brothers – Ottavio and Mario – had chosen that path. Others might go into the military where, if they survived, the spoils of war would enrich them, and such was the career of her brother Camillo, who fought with Filiberto, the duke of Savoy. But providing dowries for girls to marry well was an unacceptable drain on the limited family resources. In such cases, most families would send all of their daughters to convents where their heavenly husband, Jesus, required only one-tenth the dowry of a flesh-and-blood groom. And so Vittoria’s sisters, Massimilla and Settimia, were packed away in that great warehouse of unwanted women, the convent.
But it would have been a grievous waste to hide Vittoria’s beauty in a place where it would not serve to raise the family fortunes. The right in-laws would help not only Vittoria attain a regal lifestyle, but would boost the careers of her many brothers. Perhaps some elite family, with wealth, property, and Church and government connections, would accept her with a small dowry. The Accorambonis could scrape together some 5,000 scudi, a respectable sum for a middle-class groom, but not nearly the going rate of 20,000 scudi required to win the son of a noble and powerful family.
By the time Vittoria entered the marriage market, her family had moved to Rome and settled into a modest house called the Palazzo Albertoni. Evidently Vittoria’s maternal relations, the Albertonis, had donated the house, perhaps as part of Tarquinia’s dowry, or perhaps out of pity for her straightened circumstances. Three stories tall, with six narrow windows crammed closely together, today it is a patchwork of shades of red burnished by rain, wind, and age. On the left side is a carriage entrance which led to a small courtyard. We can only imagine the frustration of an ambitious clan wedged into the place with numerous children, servants, horses, and chickens.
But the location of their palazzo was excellent, near the Piazza Navona in the heart of Rome. Rome was not only the capital of the Catholic world but also the capital of the nation known as the Papal States, which stretched roughly across the center third of the Italian peninsula. Compared to the limited marriage opportunities of Gubbio, Rome boasted dozens of noble families with strapping single sons and important bishops and cardinals among their ranks.
As paterfamilias, Vittoria’s father, Claudio, should have been instrumental in arranging her marriage and helping her with her many subsequent vicissitudes. But Claudio is conspicuously absent from contemporary records of Vittoria, whose scandalous story would shock all of Italy. It is her mother, Tarquinia, who was known to work with Machiavellian cunning to further her daughter’s rise in the world. Perhaps Claudio, his warrior ways buried in his youth, was now a timid lawyer and hen-pecked husband, and the ambitious Tarquinia ruled the Accoramboni roost.
Surely, she must have reasoned, the luminous beauty of her daughter, a beauty which raised men’s thoughts to God himself, was worth more than the grandest dowry? It was not, alas. Tarquinia was dissatisfied with the bids that came in. Not one of them offered the grandeur that her daughter’s loveliness deserved. But one of them offered potential grandeur, and this one she examined closely.
At twenty, Francesco Peretti was an easy-going youth of extremely modest background, whose family hailed from the Marches, a province of the Papal States on the east coast of Italy. His grandfather had been a dirt farmer, raising vegetables and tending pigs on a rented strip of land. His grandmother had done the housekeeping for a wealthy matron. “The family of Peretti was so poor,” according to one early biographer, “that they had not bread to eat, being fain to beg here and there.”5
Francesco’s pious mother, Camilla, had been a laundress married to a farmer, Gianbattista Mignucci, of her hometown of Montalto. Widowed, she had two surviving children, Francesco and his sister Maria, who was close to him in age. But the wild card in the family was Francesco’s uncle, the distinguished theologian and orator, Cardinal Felice Peretti, known as Cardinal Montalto from his natal place. Though the cardinal had suffered great poverty as a child and had helped his father raise pigs, his entrance into a monastery had provided him with an excellent education and a brilliant career.
Having received the red hat in 1570, the new cardinal plucked his sister and her children from the utter poverty of Montalto to a more comfortable life in Rome. “Camilla was so beloved by him,” according to Cardinal Maffei, “that upon receiving his cardinalate and lacking other nephews by way of a brother, he adopted her children into his house, giving them his last name, his coat of arms, and making his heirs the two children… who were now no longer known as Mignucci, but would always be known as Peretti.”6
Cardinal Montalto loved Francesco as if he were his own son. Cardinals, of course, were not supposed to have sons – though some did – and it was their nephews whom they raised and educated, and who became their heirs. Cardinal Montalto, having only one surviving nephew, placed all his hopes for the family in him.
According to an early manuscript in Venice, Francesco was seventeen when his uncle brought him to Rome and enrolled him in a course of humanities supervised by a Jesuit friend. But he didn’t want his nephew to get any inflated ideas of his new position and made him wear clothing of ordinary cloth, “without the least ornament, so that he looked like a peasant, which he was. One day Cardinal Michele Bonelli, who knew he was his nephew, remarked, ‘He should appear a bit more noble.’ Montalto replied, ‘What does your Excellency want? I was born poor and live poor. How can I permit that in my presence my nephew becomes rich and noble?’”7
Cardinal Montalto kept his nephew’s nose to the grindstone and far away from sumptuous parties, where he would have learned refined manners but bad habits as well. He used to say to Francesco, “Remember, my nephew, that you are the only support of our family. The only way you can rise in the world is to have good judgment towards your conduct and apply yourself to your studies. I have done my part, and you must do yours.”8
Though most cardinals lived princely lives in sumptuous palaces, surrounded by exquisite furnishings and some two hundred servants, Cardinal Montalto was one of the “poor cardinals,” those whose income was below what was deemed necessary for a decent lifestyle. Poor cardinals received an extra subsidy from the pope so that a prince of the Church need not be ashamed of his dishonorable living conditions.
To Tarquinia, the cardinal’s financial limitations were certainly a drawback as he was in no position to set up the young couple in a luxurious home. But the Accoramboni family was intrigued by the fact that Montalto was looked upon by many in Rome as the next pope. Cardinal Maffei wrote, “Vittoria’s parents were induced to this wedding not only by the cardinalatial dignity of Montalto but also by the hope of his exaltation to the papacy.”9
Even as a child, Felice’s family believed him to be a future Vicar of Christ. The fascinating family story of his conception was recorded in a contemporary manuscript corrected by Felice himself. One night when Piero Peretti’s wife, Marianna, was residing with her employers, the voice of God woke up her husband, commanding him to pay her a conjugal visit.
“Rise, Peretti,” it said, “and go seek thy wife, for a son is about to be born to thee, to whom thou shalt give the name Felix, since he is one day to be the greatest among mortals.”10 To sixteenth-century Italians, the greatest mortal was clearly the pope.
Their son was conceived that night and born on December 13, 1521, the fourth of seven children. Following the command of the angelic voice, they named him Felice – which means happy in Italian – for the joyous future that awaited him.
Four children survived childhood – Felice, Camilla, a sister named Flora, who died sometime after having a daughter around 1550, and a brother named Prospero, who died in middle age in the 1560s. Felice and Camilla were extremely close, and to raise money for the struggling family to buy food, sometimes the ragged little girl stood on the main road, holding her baby brother, offering to let passers-by kiss the feet of a future pope in return for alms.
The boy’s seemingly miraculous survival of childhood accidents confirmed the family’s beliefs in his great destiny. One night while he was sleeping, his bed caught fire from a nearby lamp, but he escaped unharmed. As a toddler, he was found floating face down in a pond and was fished out in complete health. And the plague, which killed a brother who slept in his bed, left him unscathed.
As he faced the numerous challenges of his long Church career, Felice often referred to his glorious future as pope. Though noble cardinals and jealous monks might laugh at the aspirations of a vulgar nobody from the Marches, Felice was completely convinced of his destiny. The people of Rome, eagerly believing heavenly signs and divine prognostications, looked on him with an uneasy awe. Hadn’t his ascension to the papal throne been prophesied even before his conception?
Tarquinia knew that if Uncle Felice became pope, the family would become rich and powerful overnight. For centuries, nepotism – which comes from the Italian word nipote for nephew – had been an accepted part of the papacy. Most new popes made an unmarried nephew a cardinal, giving him the position of cardinal nephew, a kind of secretary of state and the number two job in the Church and nation. If Vittoria married Francesco, the pope’s only nephew would be ineligible to become a cardinal. The pope would, most likely, select one of Vittoria’s brothers who had already gone into the Church. And once a cardinal, there was always the possibility of becoming pope. The cardinal nephew of Calixtus III (reigned 1455-1458) became Pope Alexander VI in 1492, and the cardinal nephew of Pope Sixtus IV (reigned 1472-1484) became Pope Julius II in 1502.
Lay nephews, too, would be richly rewarded. If Cardinal Montalto became pope, he would no doubt make Francesco and Vittoria a prince and princess. Sometimes the popes purchased principalities for their nephews; sometimes they inherited them when a ruling dynasty died out, and sometimes they sent troops to wrest them in bloody battles from their rightful owners. This way, after the elderly pope died, the nephew would still be a prince, living in a palace, ruling over a territory.
The pope’s lay nephew was immediately made captain general of the Church and governor of the papal fortress, Castel Sant’Angelo, positions of great honor and even greater salaries. The pope arranged marriages for his family members, not only with the ducal houses of Italy but also the royal houses of Europe. Catherine de Medici, the niece of Clement VII (reigned 1523-1534), married the son of the king of France and eventually became queen. If Francesco’s uncle had a long pontificate, Vittoria’s teenaged children, too, would become cardinals or marry into royal families.
Looking at the lackluster offers for Vittoria’s hand, her parents gambled and selected Francesco Peretti. His uncle, however, was not entirely pleased that the offer had been accepted. Given the Perettis’ modest fortunes, the cardinal wanted his nephew to marry a rich, virtuous girl from the Marches, not the impoverished spoiled darling of Rome. Many wealthy families in his native area had watched the cardinal’s career with pride and would have been honored by such a connection. But Francesco had his heart set on the gorgeous Vittoria. He absolutely had to have her; no other bride would do. We can picture the young man, confessing his deepest feelings to the uncle who loved him, the uncle who, despite his better judgment, slowly yielded.
Cardinal Montalto himself was not unmoved by the prospective bride’s beauty and charm. And it was an honor for the pig farmers of Montalto to marry into an ancient and noble line. But the limitation of funds on both sides of the family was a severe handicap, given the bride’s worldly ambitions. A girl like Vittoria wouldn’t be happy with frumpy gowns and ramshackle furniture. Wise in the ways of human nature, perhaps the cardinal agreed to the wedding with a sigh, or a shudder of foreboding.
And so it came to pass that Francesco Peretti, son of a farmer and a laundress, married above himself for love, and Vittoria Accoramboni, a beautiful but poor noblewoman, married beneath herself for a chance at winning the papal lottery. The dowry documents were signed on June 20, 1573, stating that the bride would bring with her the sum of 5,000 scudi, payable in installments. At dawn on June 28, 1573, the wedding cortege walked from the Accoramboni palazzo to the Church of Santa Maria della Corte.
Sometimes it is fortunate that a young couple at the altar has no premonitions of their future together, nor do their rejoicing families and friends. They cannot see the day when indifference replaces love, when monotony replaces excitement, when sexual ardor is forgotten or only bitterly remembered. The possibility of adultery is incomprehensible, the idea of murder ridiculous. We can imagine that, lacking this bitter foresight, Francesco and Vittoria were truly happy on that day, and perhaps for many days thereafter.
After the ceremony, the wedding party walked to the palazzo of Vittoria’s family for the traditional nuptial feast her father, Claudio, gave for all his acquaintances and their families. After the reception, the guests, along with fiddling fiddlers and dancing buffoons, would have escorted Vittoria and Francesco in a festive procession to the Peretti house on the nearby Via Leutari.
Brides, with long hair streaming down to indicate their virginity, were often led on a white horse. But unlike Lady Godiva, the bride wore clothing designed to dazzle and amaze. Given the stretched finances, Vittoria’s gown was, most likely, rented, though the family would not have admitted it. It could be rerented periodically for festive occasions to give the impression that she really did own it. While twenty-first century women are distressed when they arrive at a cocktail party to see another woman in the same dress, sixteenth-century brides had to worry about another woman literally wearing the same dress in the form of another bride on a white horse ambling down the street. Then the whole town would know it had been rented.
Vittoria’s wedding cortege would have carried her trousseau, those items designed to kick off married life in her new household. A trousseau consisted primarily of clothing – petticoats, corsets, ruffs, cuffs, stockings, nightgowns, dozens of embroidered linen shifts, and dresses – as well as household textiles such as bed curtains, sheets, towels, tablecloths, and napkins. To show off his wealth and generosity, perhaps the father-of-the-bride contributed more expensive items for the young couple, such as cupboards, silverware, or glazed blue and yellow majolica plates. Heavy objects would have been rolled on carts to her new home. But the traditional items that brought good luck – and that even the meanest bride brought to her new home – were a wedding chest containing her linens, a washbasin, a tankard, and a deep bowl from which she would drink fortifying broth after childbirth.
It was the responsibility of the groom to furnish a bedroom for his bride. The most important and expensive item was the bed, a four-poster with heavy curtains for privacy and warmth. The bed was the most symbolic piece of furniture in terms of a human life. Here the marriage was consummated; here the children tumbled from darkness into light and drew their first breaths, and here the soul fled its ailing shell to seek God. Bedrooms contained numerous chests, where clothing, linens, and even books were stored, obliging one to kneel to retrieve them. Chests also served as benches and tables.
Every bedroom contained a devotional image of the Virgin and Child to inspire pure thoughts and fertility, though the two usually didn’t go hand in hand. Many such images had a veil attached to the top, which could be pulled down to prevent the mother of God from seeing attempts at fertility going on in the bed. Women were advised not to permit the Virgin to see them wearing undergarments or engaging in vain pursuits, such as playing cards, applying make-up, or plucking their eyebrows.
The day after the wedding, Vittoria would have been served a special breakfast of eggs for fertility and candy to encourage sweet love between the new couple. Such a meal was also meant to balance her bodily humors after the conjugal shock they had received the night before. As a reward for her virginity, on this day, too, Francesco would have been expected to give his bride additional wedding finery – gowns, headdresses, and jewels, which she was to wear publicly to do honor to the Peretti family. These as well were, most likely, rented. After a few weeks, Vittoria’s in-laws would have plucked her fine raiment and jewels from her slender hands.
If Vittoria sighed at the financial restraint necessary in the wedding festivities, at least she knew that things would change as soon as old Pope Gregory XIII died and Uncle Felice became the new pontiff. Then she would skyrocket to fame and fortune, and buy all the rubies and silks she could dream of. For now, exploring the world of sex with a husband who adored her, and beloved by his entire family, she was, perhaps, satisfied.



Chapter 2
After the Honeymoon
I find more bitter than death the woman who is a snare, whose heart
 is a trap and whose hands are chains. The man who pleases God will
 escape her, but the sinner she will ensnare.
– Ecclesiastes 7:26
“Vittoria entered into the Peretti house with such superiority that was fatally conceded to her,” wrote Cardinal Maffei, “that wherever she turned, she was not only specially received, but universally loved. And not only by Francesco, who above all behavior of a husband almost adored her to the point of craziness he was so infatuated, but also by Mother Camilla. The uncle, Cardinal Montalto, was seen to have such a tenderness of affection, that he didn’t study anything else but her satisfaction, … treating also her brothers as if they were his own nephews.”1
Tarquinia’s hopes that Cardinal Montalto would boost the careers of her sons were quickly realized. “Ottavio was a youth of singular integrity and vivacity of spirit,” Maffei continued, “who at the age of thirty received the cardinal’s intercession with the nomination of the duke of Urbino, and was created by Gregory XIII bishop of Fossombrone… Scipione, by the offices of the same cardinal, was accepted into the service of Cardinal Sforza, one of the principal lords of the Roman court, who shortly thereafter with extraordinary favor put him in charge of all his affairs.”2 And Mario became a monsignor and abbot.
But if her marriage brought good fortune to her brothers, it failed to boost Vittoria’s own. She found herself living in a respectable house at the corner of Via Leutari in a bustling area of booksellers, copyists, and map makers. But the house was crammed with her in-laws and their servants. In addition to Francesco’s mother, Camilla, his sister Maria lived there with her husband, Fabio Damasceni, and her increasing brood of children. At the time of Vittoria’s marriage, Maria had a boy, Alessandro, born in 1571, and would that year give birth to a girl, Flavia. Another girl, Felice, would be born in 1575, and a son, Michele, in 1577.
The house, which still stands, was entered through an arched tunnel which opened up into a small courtyard. The space was probably not large enough for horses and carriages to turn around in, and its main purpose was to give light to the surrounding rooms. We can assume that in the sixteenth century the courtyard was home to chickens and perhaps a pig. At the far end was a covered circular staircase that rose four stories; on each landing were two doors with thick rectangular stone lintels. Here, in these modest rooms, lived the cardinal’s family.
The cardinal did not live in the same house. He owned several contiguous buildings on the short Via Leutari, and as a cardinal required a home with less din and greater dignity. His abode would have had a waiting-room, where ambassadors and Church dignitaries were entertained by his butler until the cardinal could see them. When he was ready, they would be led into his audience chamber where his cardinal’s throne stood proudly on a dais. While the richest cardinals – Alessandro Farnese and Ferdinando de Medici – had huge palaces with audience chambers the size of ball rooms, poor cardinals such as Montalto had rooms of modest dimensions, furnished as honorably as possible.
When the Venetian ambassador visited Camilla in 1585, he was struck by the poverty of her house. It was almost bereft of furniture, and her family wore threadbare clothing. He was particularly appalled at the garments of Maria’s fourteen-year-old son Alessandro, “who went around in front of everybody with worn-out ragged clothes.”3
Though the hoity-toity might look down on her humble state, Camilla felt that her Roman household offered absolute luxury. As a child, she had begged for food, but now she had plenty to eat. Then, she had sat on a dirt floor with rain pouring in through holes in the roof. Now she had a chair to sit in, and a good roof. In the past, she had worn tattered rags. Now she had several decent dresses, hardly patched at all.
It is likely that Camilla had lost children to illness. Country girls married young, at around sixteen, and started shooting out the babies immediately. But when Camilla arrived in Rome in 1570 at about the age of fifty-one, she brought only two children that she had borne in her thirties.
Before her brother’s summons, Camilla had been a laundress in Montalto, earning pennies for the most grueling job imaginable. She had heated enormous cauldrons over raging fires, pushed disgusting soiled linens around with a paddle for hours, hung them in the sun to bleach and dry, and ironed them slowly with a heavy iron heated repeatedly in the fireplace. Laundresses were known for their raw, chapped hands and red, puffy faces. But now Camilla didn’t have to do the laundry of others all day long; she would only do it for her own household and that of the cardinal.
Given the circumstances, it is no wonder that Camilla was famous for her frugality. In a society that valued ostentatious display – mostly on borrowed money – Camilla well understood the value of a scudo. She ran her household to avoid waste at all costs, and tucked the extra coins safely away for a rainy day. On paper, at least, she was a wealthy woman because as her brother acquired property in Rome he put it all in Camilla’s name. This was done to continue receiving his annual 1,200-scudi subsidy as a “poor” cardinal. If the pope knew just how many little rental houses Montalto owned, he might yank the subsidy.
Camilla was a scrappy, gritty woman, all bone and sinew and tensed-up energy. No job was beneath her, no work too hard for her. She ran her own household and that of her brother like a drill sergeant. “The good housewife is one who looks to everything in the house,” wrote the author of a Renaissance treatise on housekeeping. “She takes care of the granary and keeps it clean, so that no filth can enter. She sees to the oil jars, bearing in mind, this is to be thrown away, and that kept … She sees to the salted meat … she cleans the meat … She causes the flax to be spun, and then the linen to be woven … She looks to the wine barrels, if any are broken or leaking.”4
It is likely that Camilla pitched in to help her servants with the cooking and cleaning. Not only would this have saved her the cost of a servant, but she could have made sure the work was done properly, with no waste. She would have personally overseen the delivery of firewood, candles, and animal carcasses, making sure she was getting value for her money. She would have taken bread dough made in her kitchen to the corner baker’s and rented the use of his oven.
Camilla would have made sure that the cleanest water possible was delivered to the house, water being a perennial problem in the thirsty city, ever since the Goths had cut the imperial Roman aqueducts back in 410 A.D. Some fifteenth-century popes had patched up the ancient Acqua Vergine aqueduct enough to supply a couple of fountains, but the water wasn’t nearly sufficient to provide for the city’s needs. The main source of water was still the Tiber.
Unfortunately, the river was the town dump for dead animals, household garbage, and human waste. It was also a popular destination for murder victims. Earlier in the century, when police investigating a murder asked a fisherman why he had not come forward sooner to report that he had seen two men throw a body in the Tiber, he replied, “In my time I have probably seen a hundred corpses thrown into the river at night, and no one has ever troubled about them.”5
Despite the dead bodies and everything else, Tiber water was usually all right to drink if you let it sit for five days to allow the particles to settle, scooped out the water on top, and then mixed it with wine to kill the germs. Those who wanted truly clean water bought it from enterprising businessmen, who every day trundled into the city on carts loaded with barrels of fresh water from country springs; their employees ran throughout the city selling buckets of it, but such water was very expensive.
The cardinal’s sister welcomed the elegant Vittoria into her family with open arms. Camilla’s beloved son had improved the family status by marrying a noblewoman, and the most beautiful girl in Rome, at that. And Camilla was delighted that her son was head-over-heels in love with his wife, a rarity among married couples of the time. Yet it is unlikely that Camilla’s new daughter-in-law pitched in much with the housework. We simply cannot imagine Vittoria joining Camilla in scrubbing floors, bleaching ruffs in urine, or trudging to market each morning with a basket over her arm to buy cabbages. And it is possible that Camilla, awed by her noble daughter-in-law, didn’t expect it.
One of the only honorable, noble, and ladylike contributions Vittoria could give to the family was sewing and embroidery. Needlework was considered highly ethical for members of the gentler sex, protecting them from the perils of an idle mind, which was particularly dangerous for a woman. According to contemporary beliefs, if a woman’s mind had nothing in it, the vacuum between her ears would suction up the “naughty vapors” from her private parts directly into her brain, causing “the unruly motions of tickling lust.”6 If she did not start having orgies with strange men, she would break out in pimples and lose her wits.
Luckily, there was plenty of needlework to keep the vapors firmly where they belonged. In sixteenth-century Rome, even an artisan would have a score of white linen shirts. In addition, women of all classes had dozens of large handkerchiefs, a fashion accessory used as a headdress, a shawl tucked into the bodice, or hanging from a belt.
Those items not used for hard labor would have been embellished. Shirts were embroidered around the neck and cuffs with black, gold, or silver thread. Handkerchiefs, tablecloths, and sheets sported red hearts, blue birds, and long sinuous green vines. A large project, years in the making, would have been the embroidery of bed hangings, perhaps with the family coat-of-arms.
Many women chose patterns from embroidery books, which had recently become popular, and were sold on the Via Pasquino, around the corner from Vittoria’s home. Home-made fan kits were popular, and perhaps Vittoria, who couldn’t afford an exquisite mother-of-pearl jeweled fan, cut out her own and glued feathers and ribbons on it. And so we can imagine Camilla, cheerfully emptying chamber pots and plucking chickens, while her daughter-in-law sedately embroidered a pillowcase or fidgeted with a fan.
Cognizant of her beauty, Vittoria probably spent considerable time on grooming. To wash her thick black tresses, she would have knelt in front of a basin with a spigot on the bottom, set up on the edge of a table. In addition to beautifying the hair, the monthly wash with lye was considered useful for “strengthening the brain and the memory.”7 She would have brushed her teeth with ground-up coral and pumice stone, and then rinsed with vinegar. Scraping the teeth with such an abrasive mixture had the immediate effect of whitening and removed plaque and tartar, but it also removed tooth enamel.
She may have removed body hair using a mixture of lye, quicklime, and arsenic sulfide – a yellow mineral used to make paint. After leaving this concoction on a limb for seven minutes, all the hair would easily wash off, though we might wonder if some of the skin did too.
While Vittoria nurtured her beauty and embroidered, it is not certain what kept Francesco busy. When he married Vittoria he had probably just completed his university education, as most young men received their degrees at the age of nineteen or twenty. Given his uncle’s work ethic, it is certain that the cardinal would have found him gainful employment. Cardinal Montalto didn’t want Francesco to live in indolence off his uncle’s position but wanted “to see sweat with honor to be able to live hand-to-mouth,” according to the chronicler.8
Perhaps Francesco worked for the cardinal himself, writing his letters and keeping track of his appointments. Or maybe Montalto had obtained for him a job in the Vatican administration. Few details emerge about Francesco, though contemporary records leave us with the impression that he was a good-natured youth, if a bit thick-headed. He was certainly ill-equipped to deal with the increasing demands of his beautiful bride.
For as the years wore on – unbearably the same, unbearably impoverished – the sweet girl morphed into an angry, demanding woman. Her beauty was worth more than a wretched room in a cramped house. She was worthy of a grand palace boasting dozens of servants in gorgeous livery. Her courtyard should be stuffed with gilded carriages and matched teams of proud horses instead of chickens, pigs, and their dung. Her wardrobe should consist of a rainbow of bejeweled gowns of velvet and silk, trimmed with fur.
At the dining table, as she daubed her shapely mouth with a napkin gracefully embroidered by herself, Vittoria saw that she was surrounded by country bumpkins. The cardinal uncle, despite his two decades of hobnobbing with the most eminent men in Rome, retained his rural ways. Years later, when foreign ambassadors carefully observed his manners, they wrote of his digging into his food and gulping his wine with dishonorable gusto. He had the alarming habit of dribbling food on his chin and then wiping it off with the back of his hand. And he had made sure his nephew retained the humble habits of the countryside lest he succumb to the sin of pride.
Rome was full of up-and-coming country bumpkins hoping to win the patronage of a cardinal or powerful nobleman. Europe’s first etiquette book, Il Galatheo, written in 1559 by Giovanni della Casa, attempted to teach them good manners so they would not disgrace themselves when spending time with the better bred. Reading the instructions, perhaps we can understand some of Vittoria’s frustrations.
“And when thou hast blowne thy nose,” della Casa advises, “use not to open thy handkerchief, to glare uppon thy snot, as if thou hadst pearles and Rubies fallen from thy braynes.”9
Though della Casa stated that it was impolite to urinate in front of others, many men stepped away from the dinner table to pee nonchalantly into the fireplace or in a bowl in the corner. The author considered it bad taste in company to fart, belch, pick one’s teeth, nose, or ears, or thrust a hand down one’s breeches to scratch at fleas devouring the private parts.
The poorly bred were known to cough and sneeze loudly, without so much as covering their mouths with their hands. “So there be some kinde of men, that in coffing or neesing [sneezing], make suche noise, that they make a man deafe to here them, and spray upon all those nearby. Besides these there be some, that in yauning, braye and crye out like Asses.”10
Della Casa was disgusted by those who dine “like swine with their snouts in the washe, all begroined, and never lift up their heads nor looke up, muche lesse kepe their hands from the meate, and with both their cheeks blowne, as if they should sound a trumpet or blowe the fier, not eate but ravon: who, besmearing their hands almost up to their elbowes, so bedawbe the napkins, that the cloaths in the places of easement [toilet paper] be other while cleaner… Neither is it good maner, to rubbe your gresie fingers uppon the bread you must eat.”11
Understanding the vast gulf of breeding that yawned between themselves and this prodigy of beauty who had condescended to join their family, the Perettis bent over backwards to keep her happy. According to Cardinal Maffei, Vittoria “had youthful feminine inclinations, so that the cardinal, as well as Camilla, both known as frugal people, satisfied her with happy liberality, almost without being asked, and almost competed to spoil her and enrich her with much, and rich pearls, and jewels, and splendid things much superior to their state.”12 Unfortunately, although the family stretched its budget to accommodate her expensive tastes, it was never enough.
Despite Vittoria’s improved wardrobe, she found to her grinding chagrin that when she attended banquets and balls, noblewomen far less attractive than she outshone her in gorgeous gowns and blazing jewels. It was a great injustice, this dimming of her God-given beauty, and Vittoria was determined to see justice done. And so, while Camilla was carefully saving used candle stubs to melt together into new candles, and scraping ashes from the hearth to be used for making soap, Vittoria went shopping.
She quickly ran up enormous debts. Most of the Italian Renaissance economy was based on debt. Hard cash was a rarity, so even a loaf of bread was often paid for with a promise. Most of the carriages of Rome’s great nobles had been bought on credit, as well as their velvet clothes bedecked with pearls and rubies. Butchers and bakers who provided sumptuous banquets at the palaces of the rich might remain unpaid for years. Debt was nothing to be ashamed of; indeed, many debtors prided themselves on their long lists of creditors – proof on paper that their honorable names alone guaranteed easy credit.
Small infusions of cash were enough to keep the creditors from bringing in the bailiff. These sums were easily obtained by pawning household goods. According to family account books in Italian archives, some valuable items were pawned twenty times or more over the life of their owners to meet pressing debts. As it was, most Italians who made wills furnished their heirs with a long list of creditors, some of them going back decades, who needed to be paid promptly so that the deceased would find no obstacles barring his path to heaven.
Bartering was also common, and a cash-deprived nobleman who brought in barrels of wine and olive oil from his country estate at harvest time might pay his butcher or baker with those. But not just items of value were bartered. We have difficulty today imagining going into a bar and paying for a glass of wine with a pair of dirty socks or a stained napkin, but such was Rome in the sixteenth century.
Sometimes creditors accepted favors in lieu of payments. If Vittoria could convince her cardinal uncle to obtain a Vatican position for her dressmaker’s son, it was likely the dressmaker’s invoice would magically disappear. Or her brother serving in the duke of Savoy’s army might welcome as his aide the promising younger brother of her jeweler. But in the end Vittoria’s retail desires were greater than any favors she could provide.



Chapter 3
Greed
He that is greedy of gain troubleth his own house,
 but he who hateth gifts shall live.
– Proverbs 15:27
Easy as it was to rack up debt in such a freewheeling economy, Vittoria bought gowns, and jewels, and dainty pieces of furniture inlaid with mother-of-pearl for her bedroom, and heady perfumes, and ostrich-feather fans, and gauzy headdresses embroidered with pearls. And when the tangled web of debts became too much and she needed bits of cash to keep her creditors at bay, she thought of her dowry.
According to custom, a bride’s dowry was legally hers and would be returned to her if her husband died or if he beat her to a pulp and she separated from him. But the groom’s family had the right to invest the dowry as they saw fit, as long as the bride was given a monthly allowance from the investment.
When Vittoria’s father paid out the last quarterly installment of her dowry on May 24, 1576, Cardinal Montalto used the 1,250 scudi to buy land near his favorite church, Saint Mary Major, which he put in Camilla’s name. This was the breeziest, highest point in Rome, some 250 feet above sea level, adorned with the towering stone ruins of the fourth-century B.C. Servian Walls. Here, 1,500 years earlier, the beautiful noblewoman Lollia Paolina had walked in her gardens as she contemplated snatching Emperor Claudius from the snares of her competitor, Agrippina. But Agrippina won the battle and as empress forced Lollia Paolina to commit suicide.
Fortunately, Cardinal Montalto’s contemplations on the same hill were far more edifying. He was studying the life of Saint Ambrose, whose biography he was writing. But he was also busy creating a garden and vineyard – digging holes, spreading manure, and carrying buckets of precious water to help the green things grow. Becoming a prince of the Catholic Church had not changed Montalto’s love of hard physical labor, and within a year he had personally turned the overgrown hill into a fragrant, blooming slice of Paradise.
Perhaps it was a mistake for him to proudly show Vittoria the fruits of his efforts. The moment she saw the beautiful spot she wanted it for herself. Hadn’t her dowry gone to pay for it? Why shouldn’t she have it, and use the sale of olive oil and wine for her maintenance? Though Cardinal Montalto adored his garden, he signed it over to Francesco and Vittoria on October 2, 1577.
Vittoria’s expenses were increasingly competing with the cardinal’s good works. Montalto’s income was only 8,000 scudi a year – tiny for a cardinal. Out of this he maintained his own household and that of Camilla. He provided houses for poor families in his impoverished hometown of Montalto, where on October 15, 1578, he built a grammar school and hired a teacher on the interest of a 1,370-scudi annuity. On February 19, 1579, he invested in a 2,000-scudi annuity to pay the salary of a doctor to provide free medical care to the community.
In June 1579, the cardinal provided Valeria, daughter of his dead sister Flora, a dowry of 3,000 scudi, the same amount he had paid for Camilla’s daughter Maria back in 1570 when she had married a Roman gentleman of moderate means. He had also squirreled away another 3,000 scudi for the future marriage of Maria’s daughter, little Flavia. He even gave Camilla’s maidservant, Franceschina, a dowry of 200 scudi. In addition, one of his duties as a cardinal, even a poor one, was to embellish churches; Montalto erected a beautiful marble chapel in Saint Mary Major.
But Vittoria kept angling for more luxuries. She found it shameful that she didn’t have a coach and peppered the cardinal with requests to buy her one. Roman streets were clogged with several inches of filth – manure from horses, donkeys, and oxen, as well as rotten food and the contents of chamber pots cavalierly tossed out of windows. When forced to walk in the street, Roman noblewomen were careful to avoid soiling the gold-trimmed hems of their velvet gowns. They wore high platform clogs over their velvet slippers. These clogs would squelch down a couple inches into the stinking muck and still leave the skirts unscathed, and the dainty slippers inside as good as new. But it was better not to walk at all, and any woman worth her salt had to have her own coach.
Coaches had only recently come into fashion. Before that, Romans were carried in sedan chairs in town; for longer voyages they rode on horses or mules. During his visit to Italy, Thomas Coryat was surprised to see riders carrying umbrellas, which would not be used in England until the mid-eighteenth century. These umbrellas, he wrote, “minister shadowe to them for shelter against the scorching heate of the sunne. These are made of leather… They are used especially by horsemen, who carry them in their hands when they ride, fastening the end of the handle upon one of their thighs, and they impart so large a shadow unto them, that it keepeth the heate of the sunne from the upper parts of their bodies.”1
It is hard to imagine anyone galloping across a field holding a heavy leather umbrella, but particularly a woman, riding sidesaddle, swathed in long skirts. Perhaps for this reason, on long journeys noblewomen usually traveled in litters – long boxlike structures swinging between the wheels, in which passengers lay down on pillows. But in the early sixteenth century, Hungarians invented a rudimentary spring suspension system for carriages. As long as the roads were good and the trip was short, the new carriages provided a faster and smoother ride. Ideal for city traveling, by the 1570s they had become all the vogue in Rome.
In 1575, one irate bishop wrote a memorandum recommending that coaches be forbidden on account of the spirit of luxury and extravagance which the new fashion had introduced. He complained that the total number of such vehicles in Rome now amounted to more than 2,000 and routinely clogged the narrow twisting streets that had been built for foot and horse traffic. If all the coaches could be piled up in one enormous bonfire and burnt, it would be a good riddance, the bishop stated, as well as a most acceptable sacrifice to God. But Vittoria just had to have one. Importuned incessantly by his niece, Cardinal Montalto several times said he would buy her a coach, though somehow it failed to materialize.
Only two months after obtaining her vineyard, Vittoria wanted to sell it back to the cardinal uncle for 750 scudi more than he had paid for it. Evidently the fall harvest had been insubstantial as the trees and vines were too young to produce much fruit. Vittoria would invest the cash from the sale in annuities, which would bring greater income.
The fact that Vittoria was not alone in her importunities but was aided and abetted by her ambitious family is proven by a fascinating document which she, Francesco, her parents, and four brothers delivered to the cardinal. They had, evidently, held a family meeting on how to squeeze more money from him.
December 12, 1577

Memorandum of that which is requested by the grace of the most Illustrious Monsignor Padrone.

First, that the 2,000 scudi of the dowry that is called “of the vineyard” be put into annuities. In addition, we accept the offer of his most illustrious and reverend Holiness that assigns to Vittoria all the interest of the dowry for her food, clothing, salaries of her servants and other needs, and it is asked that as much be given to Signor Francesco for his food and needs.

But the Accorambonis were not content with simply reinvesting the dowry. Francesco had borrowed a great deal of money to satisfy his wife’s creditors, and they wanted the old cardinal to loosen his purse strings and pay the bills.
And we must remember that Signor Francesco owes 600 scudi to the company of offices [evidently a lending institution], on which he has to pay interest. And there remain many scudi of old debts that he will be forced to satisfy if he stays in Rome and lives among men.

They then reminded the cardinal of his oft-repeated promise of buying Vittoria a coach and made a subtle threat if he did not comply:
And if his most Illustrious Sanctity cannot at the moment pay these, he is contented to assign him [Francesco] the interest only on the dowry, and to give him permission to go and stay a few years at Montalto, where it costs less to live than staying in Rome, where it is particularly necessary to have a coach. And his Holiness will deign to remember having promised this many times.

It would have reflected poorly on the cardinal if the coachless, indebted couple moved to Montalto because they could not pay their bills in Rome. People would murmur that he had been generous to his hometown, but was evidently parsimonious with his closest relatives.
This is what is desired and humbly requested of your Holiness from all who have signed below:

Signor Claudio           Signor Francesco




Signora Tarquinia        Signora Vittoria




Mario




Marcello




Flaminio




To his credit, Vittoria’s brother Ottavio, whom Montalto had made a bishop, drew up the document but refused to sign it.
I, Ottavio, by their decree, holding myself as a man too interested in the affairs of your illustrious Holiness, abstain from voting.”2

Montalto, taking a shrewd look at the situation, agreed to the request to reinvest the dowry on one condition: Vittoria would have to budget her personal expenses based on the investment income and not bounce back begging him for more. He even agreed to give Francesco the same amount of monthly income for his food, clothing, and servants.
The cardinal bought back the vineyard at the full appraisal price of 2,000 scudi, which Vittoria invested in bonds. Additionally, in February 1578, he gave her two annuities, one in the amount of 1,650 scudi and the other for 1,350 scudi, which yielded about eight percent interest a year. And so Vittoria was now in complete control of her 5,000-scudi dowry and could do with it what she wanted. But if she were to live on the 400-scudi annual interest alone, she would have to reign in her shopping sprees.
The cardinal was delighted to possess once more his beloved vineyard. He bought a neighboring piece of land and brought in bushes, trees, and flowers, which he personally planted and tended. A rich man, it is said, is not he who has the most, but he who needs the least. And Cardinal Montalto, requiring only the love of his family, his collection of theological books, and a place to make green things grow, felt rich indeed.
Ironically, despite the almost shameful moderation of his lifestyle, he was far richer than many other cardinals and Roman noblemen who lived in opulent palazzos on credit. When many such men died, and their relatives eagerly had their rings, crucifixes, and bejeweled altars appraised, they were often disgusted to learn that over the years all the gems had been replaced by glass.
Instead of throwing lavish banquets to impress others, Montalto bought little houses to rent out. Instead of buying furniture and horses on credit, he paid cash up front. If the household account books of the “richest” men in Rome could have been examined, it would have been found that most of them were deeply in debt. Cardinal Montalto’s account books, however, showed a gratifying balance.
He had worked hard all his life, living in monastic poverty. He had saved, and invested, and even if he died soon without ever becoming pope, Camilla and Francesco would have enough income from the rental properties to live quite well. Now, as he approached his sixtieth birthday, he decided that it was time to own something truly lovely, paid, of course, with cash. He hired an architect named Domenico Fontana to design for him a princely palace on the hill overlooking his gardens. Villa Montalto, it would be called.
But if, after all the family financial maneuverings, the cardinal was content with his growing plants and rising villa, Vittoria remained dissatisfied with her life. The monthly income on her annuities was extremely limiting, and Cardinal Montalto had made clear she was not to ask him for any more. According to Cardinal Giulio Antonio Santorio, “Trusting in that beauty in which she had advanced all, she raised her ambition to great things. She made no account of her husband, as unequal to her. She took to ridiculing her mother-in-law, and with every manner of derision offended her. She started fights and reinforced the baseness of their birth to her husband and his family.”3
It must have been terribly deflating for Camilla and Francesco to listen to the belle of Rome berating them for their lowly origins and squalid living conditions, mainly because everything she said was true. We can picture the family sitting at the wobbly dining table, as the gorgeous Vittoria gestured disparagingly to the moth-eaten curtains and barely furnished rooms. “If I’d known I would have lived like the meanest servant all these years,” we can hear her saying, “I’d never have married into this embarrassing family.”
Family squabbles over base birth and money were briefly distracted by a fascinating discovery. In 1578, some laborers digging in a field outside the city gates came upon the ancient Roman catacombs, which had been long forgotten and filled up with debris. The pope, the cardinals, and their families were the first ones allowed to tour the subterranean tunnels, torches in hand, viewing with awe the delicate paintings of shepherds with their flocks. All the bones tucked away in the bunk-like wall niches were viewed as those of holy early Christian martyrs, although most of them had died of natural causes. Many visitors stuck a bone in their pockets for good luck; there were so many down there surely no one would miss it.
Pope Gregory XIII declared the catacombs a very sacred place; one could shave off years in Purgatory by simply visiting them. Camilla and Cardinal Montalto were deeply devout and must have wandered through the cool dark corridors in ecstasy. Even Vittoria was reputed to be very religious, going often to confession and Mass. Perhaps, as she tiptoed silently through the narrow, dank corridors, Vittoria prayed to all the martyred saints for a child. She had, by then, been married five years without the least trace of a pregnancy.
Children would have cemented her marriage, and Francesco, even if he was an impoverished dolt, would have been worthy of some tenderness as the father of her children. Offspring would have made Vittoria a full member of the family, rather than an ornamental outsider siphoning off the patrimony to pay for her frivolities. Camilla would have forgiven her instantly for her bad temper and wasteful ways. The cardinal would have pried open his wallet, doling out money more generously to the mother of his great-nephew. Perhaps most importantly, children would have given Vittoria something useful to do.
There were many measures a woman could take to cure her infertility, and sometimes they even worked. She could drink a potion of pulverized snake skins, rabbit milk, and crayfish. One remedy was to have a virgin boy place a belt inscribed with prayers around her waist as she chanted three Our Fathers and three Ave Marias. The smell of amber was thought to cure infertility, and we can imagine Vittoria, her nose over a perfume burner, inhaling the fumes of crushed amber. Contemplating a beautiful image of the Virgin and Child was thought to encourage conception.
The truly desperate could drink periwinkles pounded to powder and mixed with earthworms, or a brew made of the ashes of a frog mixed with the genitals of a wild boar. She could munch on the middle finger and anus of a fetus born two months early, and wash it down with a glass of mule’s urine. Or she could drink the blood of a freshly slaughtered hare, infused with the left hind paw of a weasel, steeped in vinegar. And if all else failed, an infertile wife could make a pilgrimage to Loreto, on the east coast of Italy, to the very house where Jesus had been miraculously conceived in Nazareth, and which had been flown to Italy by angels who rescued it from Muslim conquerors.
Oddly, some cases of infertility were believed to be the result of excessive libido, and if in their first year of marriage Francesco and Vittoria were insatiable, they would have been advised to restrain themselves. The sheer heat of lust, it was thought, would burn away the first feeble attempts of a would-be fetus to take root. It was known that prostitutes rarely had children, despite their constant sexual activity, and the reason given was their immoderate lust rather than their routine abortions. Married couples were advised to employ stately decorum in their relations, using dignified positions appropriate for conjugal sex.
When these cures didn’t work, Vittoria became a vicarious mother, a godmother to several neighborhood babies, according to the local parish registry. Holding the little bundle at the baptismal font, Vittoria must have enjoyed for a few minutes the feeling of squirmy warmth against her breast. But then she was forced to relinquish the child to the mother, and her arms were once more empty. Many of her goddaughters were named Vittoria after her.
While Vittoria’s brothers Mario, Giulio, and Ottavio were aided by the cardinal uncle in their careers, her favorite brother, Marcello, also received his assistance. But the cardinal’s intercession did not boost his job prospects; it saved his life. Marcello, a young man of devilish good looks, was a gambling, dueling, womanizing, hard-drinking rogue. At some point in the late 1570s this swaggering sack of testosterone-enhanced bravado had brawled with a pharmacist’s servant and ended up killing him. Little account was taken when a nobleman killed a servant, and so Marcello remained in Rome overlooked by the law.
But the authorities, who yawned when people of the lower classes were mercilessly cut down, howled in rage when a nobleman was murdered. One hot summer night in 1580, Marcello stabbed Matteo Pallavicino, brother of Cardinal Pietro Pallavicino, in the heart, killing him instantly. The governor of Rome issued an order for the murderer’s arrest, but Marcello hopped on a horse and galloped out of the city gates. He found refuge some twenty miles north of Rome, in the fortress of the Orsini family on Lake Bracciano. The duke, Paolo Giordano, was always looking for brave and reckless young men to draft into his personal army of hoodlums.
For the sake of the Vittoria, who dropped shimmering diamond tears onto a handkerchief gaily embroidered by her own fair hand, and for the sake of Francesco, who considered Marcello to be his best friend in the world, Cardinal Montalto used his connections once again. “He [Marcello] fled in great danger,” wrote the chronicler, “and was bravely defended by the intercession of Cardinal Montalto.”4 Little did the good cardinal know how dearly he would have to pay for his kindness.
Cardinal Montalto had mitigated Marcello’s punishment at the hands of Roman law, but he could not prevent the servants of Cardinal Pallavicino from seeking bloody revenge on the man who had killed the cardinal’s young brother. In such cases night ambushes were popular to maintain a modicum of anonymity, but sometimes vendettas were carried out in broad day-light on a bustling city street. When Marcello wanted to visit his family, he snuck into the city incognito and stayed quietly with Francesco and Vittoria. At night Marcello and Francesco would walk the few blocks to the Accorambonis’ palazzo, Marcello disguised in a wig, moustache, and borrowed cloak, and both men armed. Marcello’s visits were always secretive, brief, and dangerous. Vittoria’s infertility and unhappy marriage, along with her brother’s predicament, depressed her.
Worst of all, the one stroke of luck she had been counting on seemed as if it would never come to pass. Pope Gregory XIII had been 70 years old when he ascended the papal throne in 1572, in a century when most wealthy adult males died by their mid-fifties. And despite the fondest hopes of Vittoria, Tarquinia, and Cardinal Montalto, the years slipped by without any serious indisposition. The pope ate fruits and salads, avoided rich food and wine, and exercised regularly in the Vatican gardens, walking so briskly that his young secretaries, huffing and puffing, struggled to keep up with him. He had a calm disposition, and some of his relatives had lived into their nineties.
In June 1577, the Mantuan ambassador wrote, “The pope is now in better health than ever.”5 Neither stifling heat nor piercing cold seemed to bother him. In January 1578, Gregory visited all of the seven main churches of Rome in freezing weather, exhausting the twenty-year-olds in his suite.
During Easter week of 1579, the Mantuan ambassador reported that the pope seemed as vigorous as if he were only forty years of age. Many elderly popes required a chair during long ceremonies, but Gregory insisted on standing, even throughout the entire five-hour Easter service. “He is a very handsome old man,” wrote the French traveler Michel de Montaigne in 1580, “of the middle height and upright, his face full of majesty, a long white beard: at this time the pope is more than eighty years old, as healthy and vigorous as one could possibly wish, without gout, without colic, without stomach trouble.”6
Gregory’s predecessor, Pius V, had died at sixty-eight, and before him, Pius IV had been sixty-six. But it seemed that this pontiff was never going to die. He even leaped briskly onto his horse without any help from his groom. And what was worse for Vittoria, Cardinal Montalto had begun to lean on a stick and wheeze.
Frustrated on all sides, Vittoria’s heart soared when at parties and feasts she was the object of attention of rich and powerful men. She danced gracefully in her silks and showed off the gems Camilla and Francesco had squeezed out of the family budget, or that she had bought on credit, or that Cardinal Montalto had donated to maintain family harmony instead of buying bread for the poor. And here were men who, unlike her bumbling husband, were worthy of her, men who could provide her with the things she wanted. Here for a few hours she was the center of attention, and her beauty was lauded as it always should have been, until she was forced to return to Camilla’s mean home.
If written words could utter a sigh, Cardinal Maffei’s do. “Finally,” he wrote, “you could say this marriage would have been most happy if men knew to measure their happiness with the enjoyment of what they possess, not with the instability of what they hope, the only stumbling-block of true happiness. When we impetuously chase our hopes outside of secure and tangible things, they drag us to perilous precipices, and flee.”7
Cardinal Santorio, who was no friend of the Accorambonis, believed that Vittoria stepped beyond the fatal boundary of flirting into the quagmire of adultery, and that her mother and brother Marcello encouraged it. “The name of marriage she abused with libertinism and voluptuousness,” he wrote. “First a little bit and secretly, then openly, enticing her lovers, immoderate in her splendor, haughty of new conquests… She had a firm step, open eyes, and mouth always ready to laugh and charm.” He added scornfully, “It seemed to the Accorambonis that vices and lust provided a clearer path to fortune.”8 That much, at least, was true.
But it is unlikely that Vittoria actually had sex with her admirers. For one thing, family honor required that female adultery be punished by strangulation with a red silk ribbon – which inevitably broke and was replaced with a thick knotted rope. If the adulteress remained unpunished, the honor of the entire family would tank, and not one of them could hold up his head in public. The unfaithful female relative of a cardinal, especially, would have undergone the punishment or he could not have shown his face in church. But we hear nothing of red silk wrapped around Vittoria’s slender neck, only pearls and gold. Secondly, it is unlikely that a sixteenth-century nobleman would move heaven and earth to marry a woman he was already sleeping with.
According to the ancient epic of the Trojan War, welcoming splendid beauty within one’s doors could be a dangerous thing. Francesco was in some ways like the foolish shepherd Paris, who stole the most beautiful woman in the world, Helen, and brought her to Troy. In stubbornly insisting on possessing a fabled beauty, both Paris and Francesco unwittingly unleashed a brutal war. For other, richer, more powerful men wanted her, too.



Chapter 4
The Lover
See how the faithful city has become a harlot! She once was full of
 justice; righteousness used to dwell in her— but now murderers!
– Isaiah 1:21
After eight years of waiting for Pope Gregory XIII to die, Vittoria and her family had lost patience. After all, Cardinal Montalto’s future pontifical glory was the only reason the most beautiful girl in Rome had married into the wretched Peretti family to begin with. In particular, her ambitious mother, Tarquinia, was considering Vittoria’s options. In sixteenth-century Italy, divorce was not one of them, of course.
Since the pope seemed to be immortal, Vittoria and Tarquinia began to hope that Francesco was not. Young, healthy men died all the time from malaria or dysentery. With no antibiotics, a simple cold could turn into bronchitis, and then pneumonia. With no means to stanch internal bleeding, riding and carriage accidents culled a few victims, particularly among young men who liked to race. Once relieved of her embarrassing husband, the charming young widow could make a better matrimonial choice and enjoy the rewards that her beauty so eminently deserved.
At the age of twenty-four, and having lost the first freshness of youth, Vittoria must have worried that her good looks might soon decay. Small pox could ruin a woman’s complexion overnight. And many women in their twenties started to lose teeth. Painful cavities were plentiful in a society fond of sweets but ignorant of dental floss, and a “dentist” was a big burly man wielding a large pair of pliers. Once her looks were gone, she wouldn’t be able to snag the kind of man she wanted, trading beauty for wealth and nobility. If Francesco were going to liberate her, it would have to be soon.
And then, a certain rich nobleman made it clear to Vittoria that he would be happy to marry her as soon as she was widowed. Paolo Giordano Orsini, the duke of Bracciano, was the most powerful baron in Rome. Born in 1541, he was the scion of a great Roman family which dated back to the eighth century and was allied to the royal houses of Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Poland, Hungary, France, and Naples. Eleven European queens had been Orsinis, and no less than twelve sons of emperors and kings had married Orsini daughters. The clan boasted several cardinals in their family tree, along with two popes. They could thank the poet Dante for their eternal fame in literature; he gleefully put one corrupt Orsini pope, Nicholas III (reigned 1277-1280), in hell where, we can presume, he remains today.
Paolo Giordano was the proud owner of numerous palaces in Rome and the frowning turreted fortress on Lake Bracciano, twenty miles to the north. Though he was the great-grandson of two popes, Julius II (reigned 1503-1512) on his father’s side, and Paul III (reigned 1534-1549) on his mother’s, Paolo Giordano had been dealt several bad cards at an early age, some of them at the moment of conception. His ancestor Gentil Virginio was an egomaniac who enjoyed prancing about in lavish costumes and switched loyalties whenever the wind changed direction. His ancestor Gian Giordano was a megalomaniac afflicted by uncontrollable spending. His uncle Francesco was an arrogant spendthrift who murdered his brother in an ambush.
Paolo Giordano’s father had died before he was born. His mother abandoned him to relatives to remarry when he was four and died six years later. Uncle Francesco, who by this time was thought to be mad, was put in charge of the estate until Paolo Giordano came of age, during which time he almost bankrupted the family. The boy was raised by another uncle, Cardinal Guid’Ascanio Sforza, who allowed him to roam Rome unsupervised, popping into taverns, gambling dens, and whorehouses at will. Raised so haphazardly, the child sustained himself with an unflagging certainty of his noble greatness and developed a shocking lack of self-discipline that would plague his entire life.
Now, at the age of forty, the duke offered any potential bride two enormous disadvantages. First of all, there was his appearance. Of a gigantic stature, he was so morbidly obese that he had difficulty finding a horse strong enough to hold him. He penned urgent letters to friends and cardinals begging them to locate colossal muscular steeds who wouldn’t collapse as soon as he mounted them. On September 15, 1575, he wrote one such letter to Cardinal Antonio Caraffa. “Will your most Illustrious Sanctitude do me the favor of granting one of his bay mares for my person,” he asked, “because of the weight and quality of my body, for which not every horse is good.”1
When the pope and several Catholic states declared war against the Ottoman Turks in 1571 for seizing Venetian vessels, Paolo Giordano insisted on commanding a galley in the upcoming naval battle. But Catholic military leaders were afraid that his ungainly bulk would roll around the deck like a loose barrel – hardly an inspiring sight in a naval commander. They yielded, as they always did, to his illustrious heritage, and Paolo Giordano waddled on board cheerfully. He returned from the victorious Battle of Lepanto gloriously wounded in the leg by a Turkish arrow. But reports filtered back that initial misgivings about his performance had proved correct; he had become the object of ridicule, “revealing himself to be so inept due to his excessive fatness.”2
Paolo Giordano’s face was scarlet, his brown eyes bulging, and his wiry dark hair stuck out straight from his head. He had a strange stiff moustache, which he must have waxed, that curled up at both ends, and a goatee so small it looked as if he had spilled some gravy on his chin. Yet a contemporary wrote that he possessed “every supreme title of excellence; a noble soul, surpassing liberality, royal hospitality, largely charitable, gloriously magnificent, wise as a ruler, gentle and humane to his dependants, of incomparable courtesy.”3 Though renowned as a man of noble tastes and exquisite manners, his good breeding was only a coat of shellac over a rough and brutal soul.
This savage passion was expressed in his second disadvantage, the little matter of his first wife’s demise. In 1558, seventeen-year-old Paolo Giordano had married sixteen-year-old Isabella de Medici, the daughter of Duke Cosimo of Tuscany. A witty, talented beauty, Isabella was dark-eyed with chestnut hair. She spoke Spanish, French, and Latin fluently, played several musical instruments flawlessly, sang like an angel, and wrote lovely poetry. Of the many children of Duke Cosimo, Isabella was called “the fairest star of the de Medici.”4
It was, of course, a marriage arranged for political reasons; Cosimo needed Orsini support to conquer Siena, as the extended family of the Orsinis owned several counties surrounding the city. A son born to the couple, uniting the blood of the Orsinis and de Medicis, would ensure political and military support in the future.
Unfortunately, Paolo Giordano could no more control his finances than his eating and seemed to have had what today we might call compulsive spending disorder. By the tender age of sixteen, he was deeply in debt. He didn’t only spend on himself; he gave valuable presents to servants and hangers-on in an attempt to impress them with his splendid munificence; on one occasion he gave all of his male servants solid gold riding spurs.
He bought horses, carriages, hunting dogs, falcons, furnishings, and fine clothing. He gave banquets, feasts, and lavish entertainments, including one in Rome in December 1563 to celebrate the visit of his in-laws, the ducal family of Tuscany. One of his servants wrote to his friends at Bracciano, “There are triumphal arches, jousts, hunts and such costumes that you could not imagine the money spent on them, but as for us courtiers we cannot touch any funds for household management or to put the palace in order.”5
If the bride was disappointed in the groom’s appearance – he was obese even as a teenager – she must have been consoled by the $20 million dowry her father bestowed on her. Naturally, such a sum could not find its way into the hands of the spendthrift groom. Duke Cosimo kept his daughter, and her dowry, firmly in Florence. Paolo Giordano could visit her whenever he wished, but according to sixteenth-century traditions it was a humiliating situation for a young man, who was expected to take his bride to his castle. He took out his frustrations by frequenting the vilest whorehouses in Rome.
In 1559, only a year after his vaunted wedding, Paolo Giordano landed as a witness in the trial of a prostitute known as Camilla the Skinny, who had assaulted another prostitute, Pasqua of Padua, and thrown a candlestick at her head. Camilla the Skinny testified that Paolo Giordano “wanted nothing better than for us to have it out with our fists.”6
Isabella was of course kept informed of her embarrassing husband’s antics. She was delighted to spend as little time with him as possible. She did not have to leave the refinements of Florence for the moated castle of Bracciano or the mosquitoes and garbage of Rome, and best of all, she could blame the situation on her father. When her mother, Duchess Eleonora, died in 1562, at the duke’s insistence Isabella took over her role as first lady of Florence, entertaining foreign dignitaries at feasts, balls, and concerts. Marrying the Orsini duke had been a step down for a Medici princess, who could have wed a ruling prince or even a king, and her husband was not the sort of man, even in the flower of youth, to make a girl sigh with desire. Isabella got on much better when he was in Rome and she could return to planning musical entertainments for her father’s court. She must have heaved an enormous sigh of relief as she waved her scented handkerchief from the palace balcony at his fat form and suffering horse, riding off into the sunset.
Even though Paolo Giordano couldn’t get his hands on his wife’s dowry, he continued his reckless high living. In 1567, the Venetian ambassador wrote, “The house of Orsini has as its head Paolo Giordano, duke of Bracciano, and son-in-law of the duke of Florence, young at about thirty years, of extreme size, but for all that strong enough and vigorous… He is greatly inclined and profuse in spending, and if he has 30,000 scudi a year income, he has debts of more than 150,000.”7
In 1568, Paolo Giordano borrowed 40,000 scudi. He was in such desperate straits that he pawned three silver candlesticks for 115 scudi. For some silver plates and flasks he received 215 scudi, and for silk wall hangings 82 scudi. When this didn’t begin to cover his massive debts, he sold off large parcels of land.
As time went on, Duke Cosimo realized that he had made a terrible mistake in marrying his daughter to the Orsini duke. The debts were bad enough, but he was furious to hear that Paolo Giordano was selling off land; it was his land that had made him a suitable bridegroom to begin with. Additionally, the main purpose of the alliance – a Medici-Orsini heir – remained elusive for many years as several children were either miscarried or died young. Finally, two healthy children were born – Leonora, in 1571, and the heir, Virginio, in 1572.
By then the de Medicis had climbed the royal social ladder a good rung higher; in 1569 Pius V had raised the duchy to a grand duchy. This stroke of fortune put Tuscany above and beyond the prestige of numerous Italian duchies squabbling for precedence at foreign courts, pushing one another out of the way in processions, and shoving one another out of the good seats at banquets. Now the Tuscan ambassadors would have the more honorable spot, and there was nothing anybody could do about it.
Given their sudden rise in the world, the de Medici family became more concerned about the unhappy, embarrassing marriage of Isabella and Paolo Giordano. For his part, Paolo Giordano became increasingly frustrated that he could not get his wife to live with him in his own palaces despite years of flattering, cajoling, and begging. It wasn’t that he wanted her around – looking down her long aquiline nose she certainly would have complained of his all-night orgies in whorehouses – but it was a slap in the face of his Orsini magnificence that his wife was clearly beyond his control, and the whole world knew it.
Though her family was worried, and her husband irritated, Isabella was delighted. She enjoyed more freedom than any woman of her time, freedom which she used to take a lover. The lithe and handsome Troilo Orsini was Paolo Giordano’s relative. Starting in 1564, Isabella and Troilo began a well-publicized affair. While her husband was out of town, Isabella reportedly gave birth to two of her lover’s children, who were whisked out of the de Medici Palace and placed in the local orphanage. To avoid scandal, Duke Cosimo repeatedly sent Troilo on diplomatic missions abroad, but the young man came bouncing back like an unwanted boomerang.
Isabella was safe as long as her powerful and devoted father was alive. But Cosimo died in 1574, and her somber brother Francesco, the new grand duke, heartily disapproved of her adultery, though he had been unfaithful to his own wife for a decade with a married mistress. Francesco had never liked his sister, who was far more attractive, intelligent, and vivacious than he could ever hope to be. Their father had preferred Isabella to Francesco, often siding with her in family disputes. Francesco had taken out his frustrations by concocting poisons, which he tried out on neighborhood cats and dogs, and pursuing alchemy, perhaps a metaphor for trying to turn the dross of his life into gold.
But now the unpopular gloomy boy was a man with real power, and it was payback time. It is possible that Isabella gave birth to another illegitimate child in May 1576. “Lady Isabella has been these past five days at Cafaggiolo [a country villa],” reported Ambassador Ercole Cortile of the duchy of Ferrara, “and there are some saying that a previous time when she went, it was to let her body swell, and that it will be like that other time, when she was healthy again after nine months.”8
If, in fact, Isabella did give birth to another of Troilo’s children, it would have been the last straw for the prudish Francesco. He called in Paolo Giordano one day to discuss the scandal, saying by way of dismissal, “Remember, you are a gentleman and a Christian.”9 This phrase seems to have signified that as a gentleman he must kill her, though as a Christian he must forgive her sins.
Shortly after his conversation with Francesco, Paolo Giordano took his wife to the villa of Correto outside Florence on the pretext of going hunting. On July 16, 1576, it was reported that poor Isabella had died. While washing her hair, the thirty-three-year-old had evidently had a heart attack, according to the story, and with soap bubbles still in her long golden-brown tresses fell stone dead into the arms of a waiting woman.
But Ambassador Cortile heard differently. On July 29, he wrote his master a heart-wrenching account. “The Lady Isabella was strangled,” he explained, “having been called by Lord Paolo when she, the poor woman, was in bed. She arose immediately, and as she was in a nightgown, drew a robe about her, and went to his room, passing through a room in which the priest known as Elicona was with several other servants. They say that her face and the set of her shoulders told that she may have known what was in store for her. Morgante [a servant] and his wife were in his chamber, and Lord Paolo hunted them out and bolted the door with great fury.
“Hidden under the bed was a Roman Knight of Malta, Massimo, who helped to kill the lady. He did not remain more than a quarter of an hour locked in the room before Paolo called for a woman, Donna Lucrezia Frescobaldi, telling her to bring vinegar because the lady had fainted. Once she had entered, followed immediately by Morgante, she saw the poor lady on the ground propped against the bed and, overcome by her love for her, said, ‘Oh, you have killed her! What need have you of vinegar or anything else?’ Lord Paolo threatened her and urged her to hold her tongue or he would kill her.”10
Isabella had reacted with contempt for everything her husband was, everything he possessed. His blood was not as good as hers; his power was nothing compared to her family’s; his debts were humiliating, his appearance grotesque. After sixteen years of her put-downs and encouraged by her brother, it must have been with great joy that Paolo Giordano could finally spring upon her and squeeze the life out of her. That mouth would now be silenced forever. Looking at her blackened face, tongue hanging out, dead eyes bulging, he must have asked, Where is your superiority now?
Paolo Giordano had considerately prepared a coffin for his wife, which he whipped out after the job was done. He flung the body inside, threw the lid on it, and tossed the coffin upside down in a cart which took it to a church in Florence. There, in the ultimate insult to the vain Isabella, the dreadful cadaver was exposed to the curious who wanted to see what a woman looked like who had died while washing her hair. Even worse, they were permitted to touch the corpse and lift the skirts.
According to Cortile, “It is said that there was never seen a more ugly monster. Her head was swollen beyond measure, the lips thickened and black like two sausages, the eyes open and bulging like two wounds, the breasts swollen and one completely split, it is said because of the weight of Lord Paolo who threw himself on her to kill her as quickly as possible. And the stench was so great that no one could go close.” Sheer morbid fascination, however, propelled people to go close, holding their noses.
Because her body had been thrown upside down in the cart, the blood had rushed to her upper half. Cortile continued, “She was black from the middle up and completely white below, according to what Niccolo of Ferrara told me, who lifted the covers, as others had done to see her. She was buried the following night in San Lorenzo.”11 Then Paolo Giordano, who bought anything and everything he wanted despite his debts, regretfully announced he couldn’t afford a proper tomb for her.
Adulterous strangled women disappeared from family records. Portraits that had proudly displayed their names had those names painted over and were sold as anonymous subjects in the flea markets. Family members weren’t supposed to mention their dead dishonored relatives. And so Isabella, the fairest star of the de Medicis, disappeared. Her lover, the gallant Troilo, was assassinated soon after by the same assassin Paolo Giordano has used to kill Isabella.
Little Virginio Orsini was four years old when his father killed his mother. After the murder, Paolo Giordano allowed his children to continue residing in Florence at the court of their uncle, Grand Duke Francesco. He rarely visited and had to be badgered to send them money. “It has been said that Signor Paolo does not want them,” the ambassador of Ferrara reported, “claiming that they are not his children.”12 The grand duke fumed “about their father’s irreparable shamelessness.”13
A perennial fixture in the stews of Rome, for over four years the Orsini duke had no inclination to remarry. His first marriage hadn’t gone so well, after all, and he must have enjoyed his freedom. When the de Medicis offered to arrange his marriage to one of several illustrious noblewomen with large dowries in tow, he turned them all down. The main reason for his single state seems to have been that he hadn’t met a woman who had captured his heart. Until he saw Vittoria.
The elite of any cosmopolitan city is always limited in number. Rome had its great ancient families – the Orsinis, Colonnas, Savellis, and others – who had been at the pinnacle of society for centuries. These in-bred clans were periodically rejuvenated by marrying into the new families of cardinals and popes. Whenever Rome had a papal event, a noble ball, or a grand feast, it was the same two or three hundred individuals who attended. Paolo Giordano, the most powerful Roman baron, and Vittoria Accoramboni, the niece of a cardinal with papal aspirations, must have come in contact at various festivities. Moreover, one of the duke’s palaces was on the Piazza Navona, and its rear entrance faced Camilla Peretti’s corner house on the Via Leutari. Perhaps the duke and Vittoria had spotted each other in the street.
Paolo Giordano had always been captivated by female beauty – except, of course, by that of his wife. He must have been entranced by Vittoria. We can assume he flattered her, and she flirted with him, and, given the fact that she was married to Cardinal Montalto’s nephew, that might have been the end of it, if it hadn’t been for Vittoria’s brother Marcello.
When, in the summer of 1580, Marcello had stabbed the brother of Cardinal Pallavicino, he had fled to Bracciano Castle to enroll in Paolo Giordano’s personal army of ruffians. He became friendly with the duke and, perhaps already aware of his attraction for Vittoria, began to interest him more and more in his lovely sister. His loyalty to Accoramboni family ambition proved far stronger than his loyalty to his brother-in-law Francesco, who was devoted to him.
Marcello explained to the duke that Vittoria was living a wretched existence among country bumpkins. Her nobility, delicacy, and beauty deserved more. She was terribly unhappy in Camilla’s household, with her low-class laundress of a mother-in-law, her useless husband, and all of his noisy nieces and nephews.
Cardinal Montalto was tight as a tick, and the Accorambonis had to fight him for every dime. His oft-promised gift of a carriage failed to materialize. Moreover, his health had become so bad there was no chance of him ever becoming pope. For the rest of her life, Vittoria would hardly be able to afford a decent dress, let alone the palatial luxury she wanted. Vittoria, he pointed out, was worthy of being a duchess. And the duke agreed.
We don’t know the details of the courtship, but we do know that the duke introduced into Vittoria’s service one Caterina of Bologna, loyal to him and not to the Peretti family. It is likely that Caterina smuggled letters between the duke and Vittoria, or that she and her mistress pretended to go shopping but secretly met the duke somewhere in Rome.
Here, finally, was a woman who truly needed him, unlike the annoyingly independent Isabella. Here was a woman who stood in awe of him, instead of scorning him. Vittoria was a noble damsel in distress, and Paolo Giordano could play the part of valiant knight come to the rescue. We can picture her walking with him in a garden, gazing at him reverently with shining dark eyes, her every move, gesture, and expression tinged with just a touch of tragedy. Yes, her life was unbearable. She would rather die than continue her dreary existence. But she must try to bear it. It was, after all, God’s will.
Paolo Giordano knew that he could hasten Vittoria’s widowhood easily, if he were so inclined, and he would almost certainly never be punished for it. He was a powerful duke, and such men were rarely hauled before the law to render justice for misdeeds. The pope might chat with them about mending their ways, and the malefactor might build an altar as penance before he went out to commit crimes afresh.
But Paolo Giordano’s power did not rest solely on his awe-inspiring ancestry or his numerous palaces. His personal army provided him with prestige, protection, and revenge. Such gangs were vestiges of the Middle Ages, when the lord of a castle commanded hundreds of men-at-arms necessary to protect his land from invasion. But Paolo Giordano’s men were not courtly knights prepared to defend their lord’s territories; they were violent gangsters ready to murder if their boss commanded it.
Assassinations and duels occurred almost daily in Rome, and in most cases the murderers’ names were known immediately. Yet when it came to arresting them, the pope’s hands were tied. Barons such as Paolo Giordano Orsini claimed legal immunity for their men. Tradition decreed that the pope could not arrest anyone protected by a powerful lord, not even the most notorious murderer. Authorities were not permitted to set foot on a nobleman’s property, unless invited, and if they captured one of his men on the street, the baron would command the bailiff to set him free.
The popes allowed this claim of immunity because in earlier centuries Roman barons had kidnapped and murdered the Vicars of Christ to aid their own political aspirations. In 1303, members of the Colonna family severely beat Pope Boniface VIII, who died several days later. They probably poisoned his successor, Benedict XI, a year later. It comes as no surprise that the next pope, Clement X, packed his bags and moved the papal court to France. First in Avignon, then in various Italian towns, for nearly 140 years pontiffs enjoyed peace and quiet without being threatened daily by their own violent noblemen. Only in 1443 did the popes return to Rome for good, and though none had been harmed by a baron since then, the fear remained, a fear the barons continued to exploit with their bandit gangs.
European judicial systems helped swell the number of bandits because they were loath to execute young men. Indeed, the word bandit comes from the Italian bandito – banished – as most of them were, instead of hanged, as they should have been. Though we think of historical justice as merciless, involving torture, disemboweling, and beheading for the slightest offenses, in many cases the courts were shockingly lenient. Burgundian law preferred to shame robbers instead of incarcerating them – they were required to kneel and kiss a dog’s anus in front of their fellow citizens. This person was doomed forevermore to be the butt, pardon the pun, of jokes.
Italians, loving melodrama, turned their courtrooms into stages for high theater. The young criminal, prostrate on the floor, begged the judge, the pope, and God on high to forgive him, vowing never to do it again. His aged mother, in sack cloth and ashes, wailed as she prayed the rosary. His lovely wife ripped her dress at the breast – just enough to let the judge see a nipple – tore her hair, and displayed her caterwauling infants who would starve without a father. Such performances usually ended happily as Italians far prefer comedy to tragedy. The malefactor was exiled, the family saved, the nipple discreetly tucked away until needed again. The problem with such gratifying performances was that the criminal was now wandering the countryside, likely to join a gang of bandits and commit new crimes.
Many bandits were foolish noble youths such as Marcello who had killed someone in an ambush or drunken argument. As Thomas Coryat put it, “These bandits are banished men, who for some notorious villany that they have committed in their owne countries, doe voluntarily flie away for feare of punishment, and being afterward very poore and destitute of maintenance, they live by rifling and spoyling of travellers.”14
Others were poor men seeking employment or mercenary soldiers temporarily without a war to fight. Italian nations had very small standing armies and required an onrush of volunteers or mercenaries when war loomed. After the war, these soldiers, often far from home, discovered that the easiest way to earn a living was to rob travelers and pillage villages. As long as the robberies were kept within acceptable limits, the government didn’t pursue the bandits with much diligence. These violent criminals made fearless soldiers; as such, they were priceless assets to the state in time of war.
Even when bandits went beyond the bounds of good taste – murdering families, burning entire villages, raping girls – Pope Gregory XIII, who hated harsh justice, was still reluctant to execute them. He invited them to Rome to publicly confess their sins, promise never to murder anybody again, and perform a penance – such as giving alms to the poor or making a pilgrimage to a holy site. The pope would issue a bull of absolution, proof on parchment that God had forgiven the assassin’s sins. It was a very Catholic way of dealing with the problem.
Naturally, such leniency encouraged crime. One bandit priest, known as Father Guercini, asked the pope for a brief absolving him of the forty-four murders he had committed. Gregory agreed, but a few days later received word from Guercini to write out the absolution for forty-eight murders, as he had just killed four more people. The pope obediently issued the dispensation for forty-eight murders.
Some of the worst bandits were in the retinues of the most highly respected cardinals. Cardinal Ferdinando de Medici, brother of Grand Duke Francesco and brother-in-law of Paolo Giordano, had a troop of bodyguards who should have been adorning the gallows rather than serving a prince of the Church. In early June 1580, Cardinal Luigi d’Este’s men assaulted police officers but could not be arrested because of the cardinal’s immunity. On June 15, the pope held a meeting with the entire Sacred College and complained bitterly that his cardinals were sheltering the most hardened criminals. But the pope’s lecture did no good. A few days later, Cardinal Mark Altemps’s men engaged the police in a violent fight.
When Michel de Montaigne visited Rome in 1581, he was advised to keep his cash in a bank, withdrawing only what he needed for each day. “Even the houses here are so insecure,” he wrote in his travel diary, “that those who were rather amply provided with means were usually advised to give their purse in keeping with the bankers of the city, in order not to find their strong-box broken open, which has happened to many of them. Item, that to go about by night is hardly safe.”15
Unable to flush bandits out of the woods outside Rome, Gregory decided to cut down forests where they hid – an arduous, expensive job that produced no results as he could hardly cut down every tree in the Papal States; the bandits simply moved to other parts of the forest. At a complete loss about how to handle the bandit situation, the pope wrung his hands in desperation.
The most horrible bandit of all was one Alfonso Piccolomini, the duke of Montemarciano, whose castle Gregory had razed as punishment for his crimes. Piccolomini ordered his men to cut their victims’ throats in the presence of their mothers and wives, while his followers danced and sang ribald songs. He robbed a papal courier of 7,000 scudi and declared his one goal was to kill the pope’s son, Giacomo.
This threat deeply troubled Gregory. He had fathered the child in 1543, before he became a priest. Giacomo was a likeable soul, but not terribly bright. After his election, Gregory brought him to the Vatican court, but no one knew what to call him. It seemed irreligious to refer to him as “the pope’s son.” Cardinal Tolomeo Gallio came up with a clever idea. He was to be referred to as Signor Giacomo Boncompagni of Bologna, “closely connected with his Holiness.”16 Whatever his title, he was the apple of his father’s eye, and now the pope trembled for his son’s safety. In a rare surge of decisiveness, Gregory tried to raise troops against Piccolomini, but locals refused to serve, fearing the bandit would retaliate by killing their families.
Unfortunately, the pope was as useless in foreign affairs as he was in reducing crime. In 1576, the Venetian ambassador Tiepolo wrote his Senate, “Regarding matters of state, the pope is not at all intelligent and not inclined to them at all. He does not enjoy hearing of them, nor of dealing with them profoundly, and abhors the thoughts and labors necessary to one who must take care of them.”17
Though Gregory was a failure as a temporal ruler, he was a great success as leader of the Catholic Church. Gregory gave generously to widows, orphans, and girls who needed dowries. During his first year in office, he personally visited Rome’s hospitals to make sure the sick were being given good care. He decreed that traveling German princes could no longer force monasteries and convents to board their hunting dogs and horses, or provide them with splendid banquets after the hunt. Gregory replaced drunken and illiterate priests with young ones recently graduated from the stellar new Jesuit seminaries.
The pope’s rigor even extended to the Sacred College; in 1575 he severely chastised Cardinals de Medici and Maffei for gambling away 30,000 scudi each, a fortune they could have used for charitable works. Gregory’s sincere piety put a new stamp on the College of Cardinals, at least on the surface. In 1576, the Spanish canonist Martino Azpilcueta wrote, “For many centuries past no Sacred College has been so eminently distinguished for its blamelessness, piety, prudence, righteousness, and continence, as well as for every kind of learning.”18
The Venetian ambassador, Mocenigo, wrote, “Masqued cardinals are no longer seen as of yore. They do not now accompany ladies through the streets of Rome either on horseback or driving. They barely walk out alone or in closed carriages. No more feasts, no more games, no more hunting nor fine liveries, no luxury.”19
Despite Gregory’s religious gains, his judicial leniency encouraged the roaming gangs of bandits inside and outside Rome to increase and thrive. During the last years of his reign, there were an estimated 27,000 of them. And several dozen of the worst were in the pay of Duke Paolo Giordano Orsini, who wanted to make Vittoria Accoramboni a widow.



Chapter 5
Needful Things
And the cares of this world, and the deceitfulness of riches,
 and the lusts of other things entering in, choke the word,
 and it becometh unfruitful.
– Mark 4:19
Unfortunately for Vittoria’s reputation, Rome’s gossip mill soon buzzed with the duke’s infatuation for her. Perhaps society’s elite had seen the two flirting at balls and banquets, and working people had spotted them walking in the streets with Vittoria’s maid, Caterina, trailing behind. No one could mistake the desire in Paolo Giordano’s bulging eyes and Vittoria’s coy body language that stated, I
am not yours, but how I wish I could be. The chronicler reported, “People noticed the love that he had for Vittoria, which he manifested by many signs.”1
Though gossip flew from person to person, it was aided and abetted by a statue named Pasquino after a papal tailor who, it was said, couldn’t stop chattering about all the scandalous stories he overheard in the Vatican. A block behind the Piazza Navona, right behind the Palazzo Orsini, ironically enough, and across from Camilla’s house, stood a mutilated statue fragment of Hercules. It had once adorned the first-century Domitian Stadium which had stood on the spot, and at some point in the following centuries of earthquakes, pillaging, and neglect, had fallen and been buried by muddy Tiber floods. In 1501, it was unearthed by Cardinal Giovanni Battista Orsini who was making repairs to the road behind his palace.
It was a ridiculous-looking statue, with a comical noseless face and no arms. Perhaps as a joke, the cardinal propped it on a pedestal against the rear wall of his house, right where it had been found. Local students took to dressing the statue up for holidays in classical or mythological garb. Soon they began hanging placards on it criticizing their professors. Others began to tack up nasty little epigrams about the pope and cardinals. In a country with no free press, the anonymous writings quickly became a means of venting popular discontent. Many of the stinging epigrams about sinful popes and cardinals were uncannily accurate and must have come from eavesdropping servants or Vatican employees. Pasquino was the Deep Throat of sixteenth-century Rome, the ultimate mouthpiece of government insiders aching to publicize their fascinating tales but terrified of revealing their identity.
And now Pasquino was chattering about Duke Paolo Giordano Orsini, whose first wife had mysteriously died while washing her hair, and Vittoria Accoramboni, the most beautiful woman in Rome, who was unhappily married to a cardinal’s nephew. The Peretti family must have read the placards and epigrams about Vittoria, as the statue was just yards from their front door. It is not known how they reacted to such slander. Perhaps Vittoria waved it away as nonsense. Surely if Cardinal Montalto truly believed Francesco was in danger, he would have sent him out of town.
It is likely that the duke’s repulsive appearance made Vittoria’s protestations of innocence believable. Had he been a handsome, muscular stud, suspicion would have been greater. But Paolo Giordano was the kind of man more suited to moving a woman’s stomach to convulsions than her heart.
Yet looks aside, and ignoring the fact that he had murdered his wife and was over his head in debt, he was quite a catch. If Vittoria ever married him, she would be the duchess of Bracciano. And Marcello, who aided and abetted the affair, driving the impassioned duke into a frenzy, would be the duke’s brother-in-law. Perhaps the most ambitious of the Accorambonis was Tarquinia, who had always hoped to use her daughter’s beauty for family greatness. Events would show that Tarquinia, Marcello, and the duke were plotting.
When a gangster like Paolo Giordano vowed that he would marry a woman as soon as her husband died, it was nothing less than a death sentence. And, for centuries, scholars have debated exactly how much Vittoria knew about Paolo Giordano’s plans to do away with Francesco. The more naïve have seen her as an innocent victim, a pitiful creature swept up in a whirlwind of events beyond her control. Others have portrayed her as a steely-eyed murderess, in on every detail of the plot.
Both theories are unlikely; the truth probably lies somewhere in between. If Vittoria had been completely innocent of any wish for an early widowhood, she would have been alarmed to hear Paolo Giordano’s vow to marry her. She would have informed him that she would never marry him if Francesco met an untimely end. She would have stopped seeing him and fired his accomplice, the waiting-woman Caterina. She would have warned Francesco that an ill-advised flirtation of hers might prove fatal for him, and he should be armed and accompanied by bodyguards at all times. She might even have confessed her dangerous coquetry to the cardinal uncle, and asked him to find ways to protect Francesco. But she did nothing.
Yet it is also hard to believe that the duke would have burdened the delicate, tragic Vittoria with details of the time, place, and means of Francesco’s death. It is likely that, having vowed to marry her, and hearing no protest, he took her silence as a tacit consent. And she must have known that something was afoot. It was strange to speak of Francesco’s imminent demise when he was not in bed with malarial fever. He had not been coughing for months, spitting up blood. Nor had he been injured in a fall from a horse, or crushed by a toppling carriage. Francesco Peretti was bouncing with youthful good health. And Paolo Giordano Orsini was not the kind of man to count his rosary beads for decades until nature took its course.
A sinister prognostication occurred in February 1581 during Carnival, that riotous anything-goes period before the austere forty days of Lent. Paolo Giordano and his brother-in-law, Cardinal Ferdinando de Medici, each sponsored a horse in a race, both decked out in beautiful long velvet trappings. The Orsini horse wore black trappings with huge tears embroidered in silver and the words, Either tears or blood. At the time, spectators thought the motto was odd. It seemed to be a coded message of some sort. Some thought it was intended for Vittoria and meant, Either my tears will melt your resistance, and you will come into my arms, or I will take you with blood.
If Vittoria understood the frightening message, she evidently decided to let the chips fall where they may. It is likely that the Lenten and Easter events of 1581 were stressful for her. Paolo Giordano’s ardent expressions of love and insistence on marrying her must have been exciting, but also nerve-wracking. What if her husband, Camilla, or Cardinal Montalto found out? Was something really being planned to hurt Francesco? How could she smile and chat as normal with the family at the parades, services, and dinners which she, as the close relative of a cardinal, was expected to attend?
The week before Easter, Vittoria and her family would have attended a sacred service in Saint Peter’s Basilica. A priest with red gloves displayed the Veronica, believed to be the towel with which Saint Veronica had wiped the sweat off Jesus’ brow as he passed her carrying the crucifix. It was thought that the image of the savior had been miraculously imprinted on the towel. Montaigne, who also attended that service, called it “a repulsive face, in dark and somber colors, in a square frame like a large mirror.” It was indeed a medieval painting. Saint Veronica never existed; she sprang into legend due to the corruption of the phrase vera icon, or true image, used to describe the painting on the cloth.
“It is shown with much ceremony from a high pulpit,” Montaigne continued. “There is nothing regarded with so much reverence as this, the people prostrated on the ground, most of them with tears in their eyes, and cries of commiseration… The priests, walking about in the pulpit, exhibit it to the people, now from this side, now from that, and at every movement there is a shout from the onlookers.”2 The priests also displayed the lance head the Roman soldier Longinus used to pierce Jesus’ side on the cross, kept in a crystal vial.
On the Thursday before Easter, thousands of the faithful wearing sackcloth robes and brightly colored cloaks processed through Rome carrying white wax candles. Companies of penitents whipped themselves with scourges of many cords, which became stuck together with blood and flesh. Perhaps Vittoria’s brothers and Francesco were among the spectators who poured wine on the scourges to unstick the cords and on the bloody backs of the penitents as a disinfectant.
Vittoria, the Perettis and Accorambonis would have attended another service over at the Church of Saint John Lateran, where the heads of Saints Peter and Paul where shown in theatrical fashion. A bell was rung, and a curtain lowered to reveal them, oddly lifelike with flesh and beards, and then the curtain was quickly raised to hide them again. The Church didn’t want the faithful to get too good a look; the flesh was made of wax, and the beards glued on, though ancient skulls did lurk behind the modern artwork. Montaigne caught on to the trick. “The polish of those faces,” he wrote in his diary, “had some resemblance to our masks.”3
After Easter was celebrated on March 26, life returned to normal for the Romans. Perhaps Vittoria picked up her embroidery and breathed a sigh of relief. We can picture her, pulling a skein of silk through a piece of fine linen stretched over a hoop, dreaming of the princely lifestyle the duke could offer her.
Oddly, this lifestyle did not involve much comfort – a foreign concept to people of the Renaissance. Even the most luxurious palaces were either freezing cold or boiling hot, drafty, and dirty; reeking of chamber pots, smoke, and sweat; and crawling with bedbugs, mice, and lice. Beds had no springs; mattresses were lumpy sacks of feathers placed on ropes which had to be tightened when they sagged, which was frequently. Carriages had the most rudimentary suspensions; they were ice-cold in winter and stifling in summer. Plague infected rich and poor alike, as did drought, floods, and fires. Many of the noblest people were slowly being eaten up by cancer or tuberculosis with no chance of a cure and nothing to dull the pain.
No, comfort was not expected as it could simply not be attained. Beauty was what mattered, and princes strove to surround themselves with the most gorgeous architecture and furnishings ever produced. It was indeed a direct contradiction to our own lifestyle, where comfort is ubiquitous, and beauty evasive. After studying the elegance of Renaissance clothing and furnishings, we could, perhaps, turn our attention to a tennis shoe or a television set, and wonder what we on earth we had been thinking when we bought it.
The beauty of an Italian Renaissance palace started literally at the huge double front doors, where something as utilitarian as door knockers were crafted in the most fantastical forms of intertwined dolphins, mermaids, seashells, vines, gods, and goddesses. The doors opened to a vaulted passageway with cubicles on either side for guards and servants. Here, protected from the elements, the illustrious nobleman could exit his carriage and walk under a covered loggia in the courtyard to a triumphal staircase. The horses and carriages were led down long ramps into well-lit stables in the basement.
The ground floor of a Roman palazzo usually contained service areas – the laundry, kitchen, and storage for firewood, food and wine. Many Roman nobles rented out ground floor rooms as shops, each one having a little door onto the street, and perhaps a room behind where the shopkeeper lived. The noble family’s grand apartments were on the second floor, called the piano nobile. The third floor usually had the servants’ quarters and rooms for small noisy children.
On the main floor, the reception room was splayed across the front of the building. Here guests looked out onto the street through numerous long windows to watch colorful processions, which marched through the streets on the numerous saints’ days. At night, pedestrians, seeing the torches and flickering shadows of dancing revelers, sighed with envy. When not in use for a special event, the reception room was fairly empty, with a few tables and chairs lining the sides. Furniture was brought in and removed as events required.
The walls were lined with enormous, atrociously expensive tapestries of classical scenes woven with brightly colored wool; war trophies such as shields, battle flags, spears, and maces; and busts of hallowed ancestors. We can imagine that Paolo Giordano displayed numerous such trophies from the great battle of Lepanto against the Turks, in which he had proudly commanded a papal galley.
Sometimes even the grandest reception rooms were spiced by strong whiffs of human waste. Many rooms had a chamber pot sitting inconspicuously in the corner, or tucked away in a cabinet. Large houses often had toilets, which were, oddly enough, placed next to the kitchen, producing foul odors for the cooks. The toilet waste flowed into a pit in the basement, which often leached into well water, and fumes rose throughout the house. Doctors were greatly concerned by this, as they feared the bad smells went right to the brain, turning it to mush.
The elaborate reception room fireplace was a masterpiece of architecture and art. Life-sized naked gods and goddesses stood guard on either side of the huge opening big enough for tree trunks. Overhead was an architectural frieze reaching up toward the high ceiling. Often, the family coat of arms was held aloft by fat cupids, columns, and pilasters. Throughout the house, beamed ceilings were painted with coats of arms and scenes from classical mythology.
Bedrooms were at the back of the palace for privacy and quiet. The walls were adorned with tooled and gilded leather wall hangings. Ebony cabinets were inlaid with mother-of-pearl, semi-precious stones, and geometrical designs of light and dark wood. As duchess of Bracciano, Vittoria would have a huge mahogany four-poster bed covered with colorful silk hangings, heavily embroidered. On her elegant cosmetics table, the duchess would have a double-sided ivory comb, a large bristle hairbrush topped with silver chased with the Orsini coat of arms, and crystal containers of rare perfumes and face creams made of crushed rose petals.
It is likely that Paolo Giordano, as a powerful Renaissance prince, had a study or studiolo in at least one of his palaces. Tucked in the mezzanine level between the main floors, the studiolo was a small room with no fireplace, a kind of cozy office where the lord and master kept his library and collections of curiosities – fossils, jewels, cameos, ancient coins and manuscripts, and pieces of Roman statues – hands, feet, and heads. Here he could have private discussions with friends and servants, impressing all of them with his love of antiquities and literature.
Oddly, glass windows were few even in the grandest Roman palaces. Glass had to be imported from Murano, an island near the city of Venice with a long history of glass making. Glaziers swore on pain of death to keep their techniques secret; as a result, glass was inexpensive for Venetian citizens but sold at high prices outside the republic. Noble Roman palaces had wooden shutters on the windows with slats that could be opened or closed. In winter, movable frames of waxed and oiled cloth were placed in window openings. Romans traveling to Venice were amazed to see that even the poorest shack had beautiful clear glass window panes. However, they did import Murano glassware, enameled and gilded, which they proudly put on display at banquets.
Despite periodic outbreaks of war and plague, the second half of the sixteenth century was a time of soaring trade and economic upswing for Italy. Jutting out boldly in between the Eastern and Western Mediterranean, Italy received products from all over the world. The major western port of Genoa took in from Spain strange new products from the Americas. On the eastern side of the peninsula, Venice received shipments from her trading partners in the Muslim world, India, Africa, and the Orient. The new fashions in clothing and furnishings filtered up more slowly to France and England.
It was, much like ours, an age of unabashed consumerism. Buyers of all classes eagerly sought more, newer, and bigger products. Houses swelled in size. A noble house, which might have had nine or ten generic rooms in the fifteenth century, now had dozens, each with a specific purpose. There was the dining room, the music room, the library, the office, and the rooms for small, medium, and large receptions.
Furniture became larger and more ornate. The all purpose medieval bench gave way to a variety of chairs – the larger ones with arms being more honorable than smaller ones with no arms. Indeed, it was a sign of good breeding that even the most exalted visitor would sit in the crummiest chair in the room, and only move to the honorable one at the loud insistence of his host. Many chairs were covered with crimson or green velvet, embroidered in silver and gold, and edged with tassels made of real gold wire.
For centuries, clothing had been kept in trunks; now rich and fashionable Italians moved it into large armoires. Books, which also had been kept in trunks, found improved accommodation in the form of elaborate bookshelves. Mirrors, which had been sorrowful bits of polished metal, became large sparkling plates of flat glass backed with tin and mercury, thanks to the clever Murano glassmakers.
There was a profusion of new household utensils cast in mythical forms. Pots, pans, chamber pots, and even lemon squeezers were adorned with grimacing faces, dragons, birds and lions. Waffle irons stamped waffles with the family coat of arms. Family piety was shown by a profusion of jewel-encrusted crucifixes and religious paintings of saints adorning the main rooms. Harpsichords and lutes were strategically positioned where visitors would notice the family’s musical abilities.
In the stables were kept the numerous coaches, the doors painted with the coat of arms. The interiors were lined with silk or stamped leather, and the seats had plump tasseled pillows. A variety of dazzling equipment was invented for horses, who now wore tasseled trappings and ostrich feather hats.
The 1580s was a time of McPalaces, McFurniture, and McCoaches. Given that Rome was the center of the Church where, theoretically at least, poverty and simplicity were hailed as Christian virtues, some of the more virtuous citizens were scandalized. In 1584, the priest Silvio Antoniano complained, “Furnishings have reached such heights of excessive luxury that nowadays the objects used in villas [rustic country estates] greatly surpass those adopted by our greatest, and some of our most noble, citizens, only a few years ago in our capital cities.”4
Paolo Giordano’s palaces would have used expensive white beeswax candles, rather than the rancid tallow candles made from animal fat that Camilla probably used. Even the nobility found candles to be costly and used them judiciously. In winter, candles were not lit until sunset, and then only two to a room for the occupied parts of the piano nobile. In summer, they were rarely used at all, as the master and mistress usually went to bed with the late-setting sun. Candle stubs were carefully gathered up and melted into new candles.
But Paolo Giordano would have thrown caution to the wind when he gave a dinner party or ball. Candelabras would have brightened the tables and sideboards of his reception rooms. Dozens of candles would have been set in chandeliers on ropes that could be lowered so the servants could put in fresh candles, light them, and haul the chandelier up. Even if Paolo Giordano didn’t pay his chandler for years, his use of so many candles would have made a clear statement – here was a man to be reckoned with.
All of the duke’s palaces had stables full of horses, and at least three cats – the kitchen cat, the store room cat, and a cat to patrol the wardrobe so mice didn’t eat the clothes. But his country estates would also have had kennels for hunting dogs and mews for hawks. These blood sports had a coded message for the duke’s guests. As he cornered and skewered boar and deer, he was letting his visitors know he was fully capable of cornering and skewering them, too, if they angered him. And when his hawks snapped the neck of a bird, it mirrored the fact that Paolo Giordano could easily snap the necks of his enemies in his hamfisted hands, just as he had his wife’s.
As the duchess of Bracciano, Vittoria would obtain an exquisite wardrobe, the kinds of clothing she had been pining for during her entire marriage to Francesco. A nobleman’s wife was the embodiment of family honor, and the whole Orsini clan would be dishonored if she, as the duchess, appeared in anything less than breathtaking.
One important gown could involve a network of artisans and take a year to produce. The silk, satin, or velvet would be purchased from one retailer, the lining perhaps from another. Sometimes the material was taken to a dyer to obtain a special color. Buttons were obtained from a button seller. Eyelets and laces, which usually contained precious metals, were purchased from a gold or silversmith. Fringes and ribbons were sold by a notions merchant. Furriers provided the edge of fox or mink on the sleeves or hem.
Embroiderers worked solid silver and gold thread into vines, flowers, and coats of arms. Jewelers provided pearls and rubies to be sewn on. And let us not forget the tailor. Sometimes the transactions were so complex that an accountant and lawyer were hired to keep track of the contracts, deposits, and delivery dates. Such a gown was an investment rather than a frivolity. If hard cash were suddenly required, the gown could be picked apart, and the jewels, fur, gold thread, and material sold for healthy sums.
The finest materials and dyes came from Venice. The scarlet red extracted from the pregnant kermes beetle was the most popular and expensive color in the Renaissance. Dyeing one pound of silk with kermes red cost three times as much as producing buttercup yellow or cornflower blue. Other popular and expensive colors were black, purple, and dark blue-violet.
Sleeves were laced onto the shoulder of the bodice and could be removed if the lady were alone in her chamber in hot weather. Removable sleeves offered an infinite number of possibilities in mixing and matching. A black gown might be enlivened by red sleeves, a purple gown with green sleeves. Some popular color combinations might seem strange to us – scarlet with gray, brown with pink, turquoise with orange.
Slashed clothing was still popular for men and woman after its introduction in the late-fourteenth century in Venice, where sumptuary laws were passed to restrain outrageously bright colors. Venetians duly abided by the edict to wear dull-colored outer garments, but had their tailors “slash” them, creating openings in the material to show the gaudy colors of garments below, which were pulled through the slashing. This style quickly spread throughout Europe.
The 1570s and 1580s saw a continuing increase in a gown’s girth. Skirts became enormous, billowing over bum rolls, farthingales and hoopskirts. This fashionable swelling proved to the world that the family could afford yards and yards of exquisite material that served no purpose. It also benefited the men who paid for it because – similar to stiletto heels or imperial Chinese foot binding – their women could not run away from them, at least not very fast. Wearing such a gown, a woman could only muster a measured, stately tread, showing the world that she, to the great honor of the family, had no need to hurry, and indeed couldn’t hurry if the house was on fire. Some sixteenth-century brides were so loaded down with heavy material, furs, and jewelry that they literally could not walk down the aisle; they had to be carried by a muscular man.
And for every sumptuous gown, Vittoria would need matching belts, shoes, purses, cloaks, head pieces, and perfumed gloves. It was not unheard of for some wealthy families to spend forty percent of their annual income on clothes, including the expensive livery of their servants. Sixteenth-century clothing prices were weighted heavily towards the materials, while the labor costs of stitching a gown or a pair of shoes was comparatively quite small.
Perhaps Vittoria daydreamed mostly about the jewels, which were not only beautiful and prestigious but were also thought to have magical properties. Pearls, fished out of the Persian Gulf, were the favorite gem of the Renaissance and were believed to increase marital fidelity. Looking at Renaissance paintings, we can well understand why so many men decked their wives out in pearls. Cultured pearls were not invented until the early twentieth century, which meant that earlier pearls were often not quite spherical. A necklace of perfectly round, matched pearls was so costly that usually only queens possessed them and proudly wore them in their official paintings. It is also possible that queens, married to vile in-bred husbands for political reasons, needed that extra boost of fidelity that only pearls could provide.
Coral, thought to be a sea plant that turned to stone when it hit the air, was found off the coasts of Italy and was believed to stanch bleeding and keep away evil. In ancient times, Romans had begun carving it into charming cameos, which women wore on chokers and bracelets. Emeralds from Columbia, where Spaniards had discovered the mines in 1558, were thought to improve eyesight and increase wealth. Unearthed in India, diamonds were useful in reconciling enemies and ensuring chastity.
Sapphires, found in Ceylon, also kept a wife faithful and increased her piety. Rubies from Burma promoted good health and dried up excessive lust, which could explain why some men refused to give their wives rubies. Amber was picked up on the North Sea beaches of Germany and Poland where entire prehistoric forests had been swallowed up millions of years earlier. Those pieces containing insects were highly prized.
Because they were hand cut, even the largest gemstones were somewhat misshapen and dull with crooked facets, hardly the sparkling machine-polished gems we have today. But they were mounted in stunning gold and silver settings and surrounded by pearls. The overall feel of sixteenth-century jewelry is of solidity, stateliness, and balance.
As Vittoria dreamed of her life as the duchess of Bracciano – the jewelry, gowns, palaces and banquets – perhaps she cast her gaze around dreary reality. She had squeezed her dowry, and the Montalto family, for all she could get. Yet her pretty gowns, if one looked closely, were cheaper copies of the fine Venetian fabrics, the dyes imitations of kermes red. Most of her gems were paste, or semi-precious stones, or mismatched pearls. Camilla never threw a banquet. She never wasted a single candle. Her narrow house was a far cry from a glorious palazzo. And as things stood, Vittoria would never get a carriage.
But that might change. Soon.



Chapter 6
The Cardinal Uncle
O God, you are my God, earnestly I seek you;
 my soul thirsts for you, my body longs for you,
 in a dry and weary land where there is no water.
– Psalm 63: 1-3
Vittoria probably saw her cardinal uncle as a sweet, foolish old man, whom she milked frequently for silk gowns and pearl earrings and badgered for a coach. He was, after all, genuinely fond of her and sacrificed his own wishes to keep her happy.
The cardinal was congenial not only with his family, but also with his Church colleagues. He studiously distanced himself from Vatican politicking and backstabbing, and wreathed his foreboding features in a smile when discoursing with other cardinals. He refused to join a political faction, as this would have put him in a position opposed to another faction, and unable to remain on good terms with all. “In an admirable fashion he procured the favor of the cardinals,” reported one early relatione, “honoring them, praising them, and showing himself desirous to grant them every satisfaction… He did not contend with any cardinal to impose his opinion, but preferred with sweetness to let them win.”1
One frequent topic of business among the princes of the Church was European kings behaving badly, but whenever the topic came up, Cardinal Montalto excused their errors, pointing out how difficult it was to rule a realm. Word of his compassionate understanding winged its way to the kings of France and Spain, monarchs who played a role in electing a pope, and they made note of it.
Many blue-blooded cardinals were offended that a man of such shameful birth had joined the Sacred College. Loudest in his disdain was Cardinal Alessandro Farnese, the princely grandson of Pope Paul IV. One day at a Vatican meeting of the entire Sacred College, Farnese referred to Montalto – loudly enough for him to hear – as “Cardinal Jackass of the Marches.” Some other cardinals laughed. But Montalto “pretended not to hear them, and turning with a happy face towards his calumniators, thanked them with great humility for the favors he had always received from them.”2 This was a mild, gentle soul, it was observed, who tried to please everyone and wouldn’t dream of hurting a fly.
Vittoria and her family seem to have assumed that the easygoing cardinal would never make any trouble for them, even if they committed the most heinous acts against him in their quest for riches and power. But this assumption ignored two important clues – Felice’s face, and his past. Cardinal Felice Montalto did not have the kindly face one might expect from such a harmless old man. Indeed, his features were frightening, and he almost always looked angry. He resembled an Old Testament patriarch, with a long gray beard and small, flashing dark eyes under wild unkempt eyebrows. He had – if there is such a thing – a low-class face that bespoke his humble origins, a visage without a single noble angle.
His forehead was deeply lined and strangely short, his eyes set too far north. He had a pudgy slab of a nose, as if a butcher had tossed aside a thumb-sized piece of unwanted beef and it had attached itself to the center of Montalto’s face. Deep folds ran between his nose and his narrow slash of a mouth, which were too close, as the loss of several teeth had shortened his jaw.
Even when Felice was a young man, his fellow monks, laughing at the unprepossessing physiognomy of the man who aspired to the throne of Saint Peter, said, “You, Father Felice, have exactly the face of a pope!”3
His thick bristly hair was clipped short. His huge boulder of a head was perched on wide shoulders without the benefit of a neck in between. He was barrel-chested, bandy-legged, and he had the odd habit of listening to others with his eyes half-closed. It was generally admitted to be a pity that his sister Camilla looked just like him.
Appearance aside, the Accorambonis would have done well to consider Felice Montalto’s past before they started planning Vittoria’s marriage to another man. The cardinal had not always been so congenial, and earlier in his Church career his reputation had been tarnished by rage and vengefulness.
He had entered a monastery at age ten to learn to read and write as his parents could not afford to send him to school. There the other monks were impressed by the bright, energetic boy, who volunteered to mop the floors and do whatever other grunt work they desired. They began instructing him in Italian first, then Latin, and finally Greek. He made tremendous progress. At the tender age of twelve, on September 2, 1534, he took the vows of a Franciscan monk and became Fra – or Brother – Felice.
As a precocious child, Felice was no threat to the other monks. But by the time he reached his late teens, he had outstripped his colleagues in theological disputation. “All the other students in the monastery were extremely jealous of the progress that he made every day in his studies,” wrote his chronicler, “and many more were jealous when they saw him advance in esteem. He was not only being spoken of in the monastery, but also in the city, and he had trampled all his adversaries in school.”4 If he had veiled his shining intellect with a gloss of modesty or self-deprecating good humor, perhaps he could have lived in peace. But Felice enjoyed letting his better-born colleagues know that he, despite his miserable birth, was smarter than they.
Felice’s fellow students “tried to upset him, throwing water in his face, or pulling his hood over his face, or giving him a blow so that he would fall on the ground, and other insolences. They would then run to the regent and tell him that Fra Felice had done to them what they, in fact, had just done to him.”5
At first Fra Felice, knowing patience was a Christian virtue, suffered everything in silence. It was only when the other boys started making fun of his pig-farming past that he lost his temper. Again and again, when a group of five particularly bad boys saw him, they cried out gru gru, the call made to bring home rooting pigs. Gru gru, they squealed, even at night through the keyhole of his cell.
“For this persecution, Fra Felice decided to break the head of the first one who did this again, and in a rage he took a baton, which was usually kept next to the door of the monastery, and to which three keys were tied, and hid it under his tunic.” And when the group of taunting boys came toward him, and the foremost cried out gru gru, “Fra Felice brought out the baton that he had kept hidden under his habit and hit his adversary two or three times on the neck saying to him, ‘Truly I have made it clear that I was a pig keeper, and not a pig, but just as you have been a bad pig, I am a good pig keeper.’ And he continued to beat him so that he fell unconscious to the ground without being able to raise himself, and moreover one of the keys carried off the earlobe of an ear, shedding much blood.”6
Felice was lashed twenty-five times and kept in a dungeon for nine days on bread and water. When he emerged, he was sent to another monastery. It was a scenario that would be repeated often throughout his long ecclesiastical career – talent and brilliance contrasted with angry bad behavior, and his annoying insistence that he was the future pope.
Tortured as he was by his fellow monks, Felice started carrying in his pocket a little book in which he wrote the names of those who had trespassed against him, and the exact nature of their sins. He also noted down the names of those who had done him kindnesses, with details of the favors given. When he was pope, he declared, he would bring out his little book to reward and punish accordingly. Hearing this, his fellow monks roared with laughter.
In 1543, Felice was ordained a priest and took the name of Father Montalto. He had memorized the entire Bible by heart, along with many works of the early Church fathers. At nineteen he had started preaching and delivered rousing sermons without using notes. Whenever Father Montalto preached, the church was packed, and even better, the usually parsimonious congregations were moved to make generous donations. “So extraordinary were his sermons,” wrote the chronicler, “that he persuaded the people who heard him to give big purses of money.”7 Some sermons, however, were designed especially to insult the illustrious officials sitting in the front row, men whose behavior the preacher did not approve of. These gentlemen complained bitterly to Rome.
Despite the periodic protests trickling into the Vatican about Fra Felice’s insolent sermons and frequent arguments with fellow monks, high-level Church officials heard of the young preacher’s success with his parishioners and summoned him to Rome. Having spent his life in Italian villages and towns, Felice must have been shocked by the international nature of the capital. There was the prickly Spaniard, wrapped in his black cloak, casting looks of scorn all around him and doing battle with pride as his weapon of choice. Over there, the smoothly silky Frenchman rustled in puffed pastel silk, conquering with charm.
Even the different Italian nationalities wore distinctive clothes and spoke with strong regional accents. Here were the somber-robed Venetians, Europe’s best listeners, nonchalantly worming the most dangerous secrets out of the powerful. The courtly Florentine, frugal and talkative, chatted with the Genoan, his pockets stuffed with coins to buy power and information. Neapolitans were easy to spot; their dark good looks were spiced with Arab blood, and they were even flashier and rowdier than the Romans.
In 1552, Fra Felice preached twice a week, and “always twelve or thirteen cardinals came to hear him, a large quantity of noblemen, and prelates, who beat each other out of the way to hear him.”8
In Rome, the young priest lived in the Franciscan Monastery of the Holy Apostles, where his superiority and arrogance once more aroused the ire of his fellow monks, who “told him it was more proper for him to live with pigs than among monks.”9 The esteemed preacher, who had by now received his doctorate in theology, was no longer in a position to beat nasty monks over the head with a baton. He retorted, “Yes, but if you had been a swineherd, you would still be one,” and noted down their transgressions against him in his little book.10 Worse, he wrote up lists of their sins on large sheets of paper and posted them on the dining hall door for all to see.
It became clear to Church officials that Felice’s genius was wasted among the petty jealousies of the monastery. He was indefatigable in his efforts for the Church, studying, writing sermons, preaching to large crowds, and formulating briefs and theological opinions for the cardinals. His doctrine was sound, his way of life strict. He required hardly any sleep and spent all his waking hours working. In 1556, his powerful mentors, Cardinal Rodolfo Pio Carpi, Protector of the Franciscans, and Monsignor Michele Ghislieri, Commissary General of the Roman Inquisition, decided to send him into the world as a Vatican representative. They were supported by the strict new pope, Paul IV, who greatly admired Montalto.
Cardinal Carpi arranged a mouthwatering banquet of honorable opportunities for Felice to choose from, far away from the Franciscan monastery in Rome. Felice opted for the most challenging position, that of papal inquisitor to the republic of Venice. If he could bring the independent-minded Venetians firmly under the Vatican thumb, he would win great honor in Rome and perhaps be made a cardinal.
The unique history of Venice shaped its fierce independence. A collection of islands and lagoons, it had hosted small fishing communities going back to time immemorial. But when the Roman Empire began to topple, and hordes of Huns, Lombards, Goths, and other barbarians attacked Roman cities for booty, many of the inhabitants of Aquilea, Verona, and Padua fled to the Venetian islands. No barbarians in their right mind would besiege a pitiful swamp. Those few who tried found themselves lost in the zigzagging natural waterways, or stuck in the sand when the tide went out.
Living on stilts in the sea, the Venetians never felt truly Italian. While the Florentines, Romans, and Milanese sat solidly on the earth and fretted over earthly things, Venice built the most successful merchant marine in the world and a powerful navy to protect her ships and trade routes. Each year their ruler, the doge, elected for life, married the sea in an elaborate ceremony, throwing a solid gold wedding band into the Grand Canal.
As a Catholic nation, Venice was duty-bound to support the pope. Yet Venetian trading interests involved not only Catholic countries, but also heretics to the north and the Ottoman Empire in the eastern Mediterranean. To avoid offending a valuable trading partner or, heaven forbid, becoming enmeshed in a costly war that would block the shipping lanes, Venice often refused to take a hard political stance and blithely ignored papal decrees to do so. Excommunicated several times over the centuries by frustrated pontiffs, Venice shrugged as its priests continued to administer the forbidden sacraments. “We are Venetians, then Christians,” was their motto.11
By the sixteenth century, as Venetian firepower diminished, its diplomacy intensified; it was, after all, far cheaper to send ambassadors than gunships. Venice fielded the most talented diplomatic corps in Europe, and Venetian ambassadors, who listened compassionately and reported far more than they spoke, became the chief confidantes of many popes and kings. Venetian diplomacy was like a sinuous acrobat, sliding into impossible contortions with a shining smile on her face. Venice sympathized, temporized, offered advice, and made polite excuses, but rarely committed herself.
Because Venice took an elastic approach to politics, the republic expected that foreign politicians adopt the same tractable manner when dealing with Venice. The ambassadors of other European states knew better than to stomp into the Senate and make threats or demands. Even a Vatican inquisitor, in his pious efforts to root out heresy, was expected to have a gracious, conciliatory manner, working hand in hand with the Venetian government, granting favors and making concessions when requested.
Having received reports of Father Montalto’s irascible nature, the Venetian Senate politely requested the Vatican to send them another inquisitor, but to no avail. On January 17, 1557, Father Felice Montalto arrived in the Grand Lagoon to take up his duties.
He was shocked at the physical differences between Rome and Venice. Rome was a city of somnambulant majesty, upon which history weighed heavily. Rome took itself very seriously; it was the center of two world empires – the ancient Roman, and the modern Catholic – and neither one was a laughing matter. The old empire was found in the huge monuments, heavy chunks of Roman baths, broken aqueducts, and tumbling temples; the new empire was manifested in solid churches and stately palaces. And in between the stones of the old and new empires, goats grazed, and sheep nibbled, and cows chewed their cud.
But Venice was as glittering and improbable as a mermaid splayed out on the crest of a wave. Its glories shocked first-time visitors. Thomas Coryat wrote that Venice, “yeeldeth the most glorious and heavenly shew upon the water that ever any mortal eye beheld, such a shew as did even ravish me both with delight and admiration.”12 He called Venice “that Diamond set in the ring of the Adriatique gulfe, and the most resplendent mirrour of Europe.”13
In the right light, Venice was almost youthful, though she was already a thousand years old when Father Montalto arrived. When the sun shone, the city sparkled beneath a turquoise sky, a lady of venerable age still possessed of splendid beauty and youthful humor despite a few cracks in her façade. She gloried in her antiquity, if only for the memories of her thousands of lovers. Kissed by a Byzantine breeze, Venice was a city of delicate pastel palaces with keyhole-shaped windows. But when the sky turned gray, she suddenly aged, her marble monuments reminiscent of the tomb. She hunkered down, crouched disconsolately on the lagoon, waiting breathlessly for another transparent sky.
For all its architectural grandeur, Venice was a city of merchants. Crime was frowned upon because it interfered with making money. When residents felt safe to wander the streets and canals, they invariably spent money, which was taxed. If they were too afraid to leave their houses, they wouldn’t spend money, and the Venetian economy and taxation would stagnate. Feeling safe in its shimmering embrace, traders and visitors from all over the world came in droves to the city and dropped huge sums purchasing merchandise.
One of the republic’s most profitable ventures was printing. Venice was the heart of Europe’s printing industry, hundreds of printers producing hundreds of thousands of books in a variety of languages, which were shipped throughout the world. And the Venetians, always good merchants at heart, sometimes printed heretical works – omitting the name of the printer, or using a false one – and smuggled them out to Protestant countries where they fetched high prices. Venetian printers couldn’t understand why religion should interfere with good business practices.
For many years after the printing press was invented in 1439, the upper classes had looked with disdain upon printed books. Any library worth its salt had the more expensive hand-written, illuminated manuscripts. The Milanese Dominican friar, Filippo Di Strata wrote with scorn, “The city was so full of books that it was hardly possible to walk down the street without finding armfuls of them thrust at you like cats in a bag for two or three coppers… Printing was a whore.”14 Federico da Montefaltro, the duke of Urbino (1422-1482), “would have been ashamed to own a printed book.”15
By the mid-sixteenth century, however, printed books were more esteemed. Purchasers often bought the loose pages and then designed a binding – anything from simple cardboard or vellum to finely tooled leather or velvet, engraved with intricate coats of arms, studded with gems, and adorned with silver clasps and corner protectors. As printed books increased in popularity, Venetian book sellers became rich.
Unfortunately for Venice, one of the new inquisitor’s main responsibilities was to enforce the Vatican’s Index of Prohibited Books. The index had been initiated in 1543 by Pope Paul III to stem the printing of heretical texts. Heresy was thought to be a kind of infection, spreading from one individual to the next, or one community to the next. Because of their wider audience, books were more dangerous than individuals. Bad books, Pope Paul said, were a pestilence which at a single blow could infect whole cities and provinces. They had certainly been the breeze which carried Martin Luther’s ideas around Europe, making him the world’s first international best-selling author.
Books with any hint of heresy were forbidden, as well as books not of a heretical nature, but written by heretical authors. No anonymous books on any subject whatsoever were to be printed, nor any pornographic books, or those that made fun of the Church. Since the most revered comedies in the Italian language had a corrupt monk or drunken priest somewhere in the story, almost all comedies were forbidden. There were so many books listed on the first index, among them well-read works on philosophy and history used in schools, that it seemed there was nothing left to read. While many Catholics quarreled with the decree, the Venetians merely shrugged and ignored it.
Venice was, therefore, horrified to learn that the new inquisitor brought with him a list of sixty-one condemned printers and editors, along with forty-eight banned editions of the Bible, and the condemnation of hundreds of other popular books. Father Montalto had his servants deliver orders for each book seller to hand over a list of his entire inventory in stores and warehouses. Those who refused to do so were excommunicated.
Montalto’s servant tacked up decrees of excommunication on the front of the bookstores; the Senate’s bailiff yanked them down, and Montalto’s servant nailed them up again. Montalto barged into bookstores and even private homes, pulling books off the shelves and throwing the forbidden ones on the floor. On Palm Sunday 1559, he burned 10,000 forbidden books in Saint Mark’s Square to the horror of the Venetian people and Senate; those books could have been sold for a lot of money.
Though the Venetians had no wish to insult the pope – who could prevail upon other Catholic nations to stop trading with them – the Senate seriously debated whether they should throw Father Montalto into a dungeon, or at least into the sewage-filled Grand Canal, where he and his list of forbidden books and briefs of excommunication could float serenely among the turds out to sea. It was a tempting thought, and only the frantic apologies of the Vatican nuncio – Rome’s ambassador to Venice – prevented the inquisitor from doing the breaststroke in the lagoon.
One of Montalto’s responsibilities was to instruct the Franciscans of Venice in Church doctrine. But the monks “complained of the rude and haughty manner in which he taught theology.”16 He enforced strict discipline, placing disobedient monks in prison on bread and water, or sending them to row the pope’s galleys. His fellow monks spied on him and slipped messages to the Senate of his bad behavior. When plague hit Venice, and monks were not allowed to leave the monastery for food, they hid their rations from Montalto in an effort to starve him to death.
When that didn’t work, in 1560, the Franciscan monks of Venice denounced him to the Senate as an enemy of the republic, and the Senate petitioned Rome for his recall. After three years fighting the Venetians, Montalto, too, had had enough. He wanted to return to Rome to advance his career. His mentor, Michele Ghislieri, who in the meantime had become Cardinal Alessandrino, granted his request.
But before he left, Father Montalto had one more statement to make. When the senators protected a certain renegade priest who had turned heretic, late one night Montalto tacked up a huge degree of excommunication against the entire Venetian Senate in Saint Mark’s Square. Then, knowing they would try to arrest him, he quickly paddled out of town with his baggage in a gondola. The Venetians and the Franciscan monks thanked God for Montalto’s departure, crying, “God guard us from the government of Montalto, God free us from his operations, and God protect us from his return.”17
Despite his disastrous tenure in Venice, Montalto’s cardinal friends in Rome were proud of his efforts to enforce Church laws and improve morals in the monastery. They appointed him a consultant to the Holy Office of the Inquisition. Back in Rome, he found exciting changes afoot to reform the Church. Though the new pope, Pius IV, had a wild past – twenty years earlier he had fathered three children and contracted syphilis – he had changed his ways by the time he became pontiff and realized that the Church, too, was in urgent need of reform. He reopened the Council of Trent, that belated Vatican response to Luther’s heresies, which had stalled years earlier without accomplishing anything. Despite immeasurable difficulties, the council succeeded in finishing its most pressing work by the end of 1563.
The council tightened rules on clerical behavior; prelates were forbidden to marry, despite pleas from numerous European rulers who thought that married clergy would be less likely to seduce other men’s wives and daughters, and the omnipresent altar boys. Nor could priests live openly with mistresses and enjoy gluttonous feasts and orgies with prostitutes. Monks designated to care for the sick in hospitals were no longer permitted to spend most of their time gambling in taverns.
But it wasn’t just churchmen who were blatantly misbehaving. The laity showed great disrespect during church services. Prostitutes held court during Mass, writing down appointments for the coming week. Beggars pestered the faithful, pulling on their cloaks and crying for mercy. Lawyers loudly interviewed clients and witnesses. Fistfights broke out. Threatening strict penalties, the council forbade bad behavior in church and provided a reinvigorated, clarified form of Catholicism in doctrine and behavior. Not everyone liked the new rules, but at least they were now clear.
The conclave of 1565 was a fortunate one for Father Montalto. His protector and best friend, Cardinal Alessandrino, was elected Pope Pius V. Montalto’s heart must have soared when he heard the exciting news. Alessandrino had often promised Montalto that if he ever became pope, he would make him a cardinal.
In 1566, Pius V made Montalto general of the Franciscan order, a position that required he visit monasteries to look over their finances, confirm good Catholic doctrine, and establish discipline. He initiated efficient new measures for putting the monasteries’ finances in order, saving a great deal of money. “During his administration never were the churches of his order better maintained, nor was there ever seen such an abundance of money, which was taken care of with great vigilance,” wrote the chronicler.18
As Felice Montalto rose in power and favor, many of his enemies feared he would seek revenge on them for ancient slights. Everyone knew he had the creepy habit of writing them down in that little book of his so that he would never forget. But Montalto realized that a man with a reputation for vendetta would never be elected cardinal, let alone pope. In the late 1560s, he completely changed his demeanor from angry and gruff to harmless and agreeable. He adopted a forgiving manner and even did favors for those who had slighted him. “Cardinal Montalto is a truly good man,” they said, “to have forgotten that we were previously his enemies.”19
Had he truly mellowed with age, or was it merely a stratagem to win Church advancement? Whatever it was, it worked. On May 17, 1570, Felice Montalto was made a cardinal along with thirteen others. In the presence of some forty cardinals, who must have been pea-green with envy, Pius V told him, “We have made you cardinal because of your merit, and your merit will lead to the papacy.”20
It was with the greatest joy that Cardinal Montalto suddenly found himself in the financial position to bring Camilla, now widowed, and her two children to Rome. Throughout the 1550s and 1560s, he had sent her fifteen scudi a month, which was barely enough to keep her family fed. Now, though he couldn’t offer them luxury, he could certainly provide food, as well as a decent dwelling with a few servants. In later years, it would be recalled with great mirth that Camilla had plodded into Rome astride a mangy ass, led by a ragged Francesco.
Pius V died on May 5, 1572. Cardinal Montalto stood by his side during his final illness, gave the dying pontiff extreme unction, and closed his eyes. He lost the best friend he would ever have. But the pope’s many kindnesses over the course of two decades had been recorded in the little book, and even years after Pius’s death Montalto would find a way to reward him.
It must have been with a heavy heart that Montalto prepared to elect a successor. But he used the opportunity to win friends in the Sacred College. According to his chronicler, “He showed no interest in any faction, and when someone tried to win him over to one, he pretended to be ignorant of any sort of intrigue, and replied with words full of simplicity, saying, ‘That never having been in a conclave, he did not want to make a mistake, and that those with experience should decide.’ The most that came out of his mouth was that in conscience he did not know whom to vote for, considering all capable, and he wished he had enough votes to give one to each cardinal.’”21
It was a bad stroke of luck for Cardinal Montalto when the Sacred College elected Ugo Boncompagni, who took the name Gregory XIII. An able churchman, Cardinal Boncompagni had led a mission to Spain several years earlier, with Father Montalto among his assistants. The cardinal had so disliked Montalto’s rude manners and blunt speech that he had placed him in the baggage cart, bouncing up and down for hundreds of miles each way in between leather trunks.
But “Montalto showed great happiness at this election, assuring everyone later in secret discussions that his preference had always been directed toward this individual, founding all this on the honor he had received from his kindness on the voyage to Spain.”22 Many marveled at these comments, having heard the baggage cart story. But Montalto took note that Gregory won the election not because he had been the most powerful, noble, or intelligent cardinal, but because he was a man without enemies, an affable soul whom everyone liked.
Cardinal Montalto “armed himself with an incredible humility and unheard-of patience. He pretended to not stir up the water entombed in his guts, or show that weakness of spirit that he naturally possessed, and in short, he seemed another Montalto in his dress, his gestures, words, and actions.”23
Gregory XIII was not fooled by Montalto’s sudden docile demeanor, and actually thought less of him for it. “Pope Gregory knew that Montalto was a bizarre spirit who had suddenly changed nature,” the chronicler reported. “He firmly believed that this appearance of humility, which he showed to everyone, was full of deceit, whereupon the pope, who hated deceitful men, could not like him, and this reconfirmed his initial opinion.”24 The pope told his inner circle to “beware of that great charnel-box of a grey friar” and took away his important Church positions.25
One day in February 1581, as Gregory left a religious function at Saint Mary Major, he saw the nearly-finished villa of Cardinal Montalto rising up three stories, each one decorated by magnificent Ionic, Doric, or Corinthian columns. The pope remarked, “Poor cardinals do not build palaces.”26 As soon as he reached the Vatican, he yanked Montalto’s annual “poor cardinal” pension of 1,200 scudi.
The cardinal immediately took down the arms of Gregory XIII, which he had posted above his gate, and put up those of his deceased friend, Pius V. Nor did he actually lose a dime. Grand Duke Francesco of Tuscany, eager to win Montalto’s vote for his candidate in the next conclave, bestowed on him an annual pension of 1,200 scudi.
If Cardinal Montalto could not win over the pope, he could work on the other cardinals who were, naturally, more important in the next conclave than Gregory, who would not be voting. He often visited them and invited them to the breezy delights of his vineyard, complimenting them on their wisdom and noble families. And, to appear to be less of a threat as a potential future pope, he took to leaning on a stick and coughing. A sick old man would never be able to rule the patrimony of Saint Peter by himself. He would have to rely on diligent cardinals, giving them most of the power so he could rest in bed and pray. Even Montalto’s servants believed in his infirmities. They told their friends on the streets of Rome, “At the moment our master lives, but soon we will be without him.”27
The cardinal enjoyed spending time with Camilla’s family, where an inordinate amount of his energy was expended in trying to keep Vittoria happy. In good weather he spent his days in his vineyard. Gazing out over Rome, he made future pontifical plans for the city, and here his three years in Venice came to his aid. Not all that time had all been spent in bickering with monks, booksellers, and politicians. For the first time ever, he had seen what a beautiful, orderly, and well-planned city looked like. Saint Mark’s Square was the most gorgeous sight in Europe at the time. Rome had nothing like it.
Even Saint Peter’s Square, the center of the Christian world, was half its modern size, surrounded by barracks and tiny dark streets. The front of Saint Peter’s Basilica was composed of five buildings of different heights and architectural styles, cobbled together over time. Montalto decided that when he was pope, he would have to do something about that hodgepodge of a square. And then there was the nagging problem of the dome. The original basilica, built by Emperor Constantine in the fourth century, had been mostly razed as a much larger church was going up around it in fits and starts, but mostly in fits. For decades in the sixteenth century, the great dome, which was to serve as a shining beacon to all Christianity, had remained half-built, with trees growing out of crumbling piers.
Montalto tasked Domenico Fontana, the architect of his villa, to come up with engineering solutions to Rome’s daunting problems. Born on the shores of Lake Lugano in 1543, Fontana, too, was a man of humble origins, hard work, and the stubborn courage required to tackle the most formidable challenges. Together they made plans so that on the first day of Montalto’s papacy – whenever that might be – they would be ready to start making changes.
Once the home of more than a million people, Rome now had barely 80,000. Trees and shrubs covered two-thirds of the city, mostly on the ancient Seven Hills, where the lack of water prevented human habitation. The aqueducts would have to be repaired to irrigate the parched earth, opening up huge new sections of the city for shops and residences. And the maze of undulating medieval streets in the center, choked as they were with the newfangled coaches, would have to be widened, even if it meant tearing down the most revered structures.
By early spring 1581, Cardinal Montalto’s gorgeous villa was finished enough for him to move in. With a glad heart, he packed up his trunkloads of religious books destined for the new library he had built, and his few other possessions, and left the hot, riotous Via Leutari for the cool serenity of the vineyard. He could be immensely proud of himself. Through his brilliance, hard work, and more recently, his good nature, Felice Peretti had risen from a pig sty to a cardinal’s palace. Now he was poised to fulfill the childhood prophecy and become the next Vicar of Christ.
True, Pope Gregory, who hated him, was taking an unconscionably long time to die. And the Accorambonis were chomping at the bit to become the rich and honored relatives of the next pope. But Cardinal Montalto had made plans not only for Rome, but for his entire family. Those who would benefit most, of course, would be Camilla, Francesco, and Vittoria, but Francesco’s sister Maria, her husband, and her four children would also reap rewards, as well as all of Vittoria’s relatives. They only needed to have a bit more patience.



Chapter 7
Murder in the Garden of God
A prudent man foreseeth the evil, and hideth himself:
 but the simple pass on, and are punished.
– Proverbs 22:3
On the night of Sunday, April 16, 1581, Camilla Peretti’s house on the Via Leutari was entombed in darkness. The day was long over, the candles snuffed out. After supper, the embers in the kitchen hearth had glowed briefly, then cooled to gray ash. The noises of the day had trailed off into silence. Gone was the thudding of footsteps on wooden floors, the creaking open and slamming shut of doors. Gone were the measured notes of conversation of the Peretti adults, the cries and squeals of children, the gossip and yelling of servants. Perhaps, as midnight approached, there was only the sound of mice nesting in the walls or scuttling across the floor in search of a crumb.
Outside, the street so teeming with life during the day was also mostly mute. The constant clattering of horses and carriages, the shouts of coachmen, the curses of suppliers pushing heavy carts, the lilting greetings of neighbors – all had vanished into the night. Perhaps now and then a horseman galloped past, or a carriage rattled by, hurrying home to safety after late night revelry.
Francesco and Vittoria were asleep when her maid Caterina knocked loudly on their bedroom door. It was unusual to be disturbed at such an hour unless a family member was ill or news leaked out that the pope had died. Surely, something of great moment was happening. Francesco opened the door, and Caterina gave him a note which, she said, had just been delivered by Domenico Acquaviva, known as Mancino, a friend of Marcello’s who was well-known to Francesco.
The note was from Marcello, begging Francesco to meet him in the Sforza garden on Monte Cavallo, one of the hills of Rome. Marcello was in great danger and urgently needed Francesco’s help. Francesco must have believed that Pallavicino henchmen were hot on his trail, hoping to avenge Marcello’s stabbing of the cardinal’s brother the summer before. And Marcello, concealed in the garden, was too terrified to move. When Francesco asked Caterina where Mancino was, as he wanted to find out more about Marcello’s situation, she said that Mancino had handed her the note and departed.
As Francesco pulled on his hose and doublet, he told Vittoria that her brother was in trouble and needed his help. He grabbed his sword – only a fool walked out at night in Rome without a weapon – and roused a servant to accompany him holding a lantern. Vittoria followed him down the winding stone stairs and into the courtyard, and right behind them came his mother, his sister, and other women of the household who had been awakened by the messenger banging on the street door. In robes and nightcaps, holding candles high and squinting in the darkness, they asked what was going on.
When Francesco told Camilla that he must go immediately to help Marcello, she “begged him insistently many times that he not go out at that hour,” according to the chronicler. “Camilla, his mother, told him many reasons to stop him, founded on the importunity of the hour, the immediate departure of the messenger as soon as he had passed on the note, and of many cruel crimes happening during the pontificate of Gregory XIII, who was then reigning.”1
Now Vittoria, too, chimed in, imploring Francesco not to go. It was one thing to dream of being the duchess of Bracciano, but it was quite another to send young Francesco off to a brutal death in a garden. Perhaps she was suddenly afraid. The women began to cry and got on their knees in front of Francesco, begging him to wait a few hours until dawn and then go out with a company of armed servants to find Marcello. Perhaps Marcello wasn’t even in Rome and this was some trick to ambush Francesco. Why hadn’t Mancino waited to speak to him and lead him to the spot on Monte Cavallo where Marcello was hiding? The story didn’t make sense.
But at no point did Vittoria tell her husband why she, in particular, feared for his life. She neglected to mention that both Paolo Giordano Orsini and Marcello wanted her to become a widow, and this note was an invitation to certain death. She should have confessed her foolish flirtation, barred the door with her body, thrown her arms around his knees. Camilla could have ordered her male servants to hold Francesco until she could send for Cardinal Montalto to sort out the mess. But Vittoria, other than joining with the others in asking him not to go, said nothing.
Francesco, loyal to Marcello, and boosted by that feeling of immortality that propels the young to heroism and idiocy, “scorned all these reasons … He left then armed only with his sword, leaving in his mother’s heart the dolorous presage of misfortune at hand.”2
The women, kneeling with outstretched hands, saw Francesco and his servant disappear down the domed passageway that led to the street, the lantern casting monstrous shadows on the walls. The heavy door thudded shut behind them. And at this moment, if not before, Vittoria’s guilt was made manifest. She let Francesco walk out the door without telling him the truth. In that moment was conceived all the pain that was to come.
It is hard for us today to understand the unutterable darkness of a city without electricity after sunset. With no moon, the traveler was sunk in blindness, wrapped in the black velvet embrace of night. It was almost impossible to make out the streets and the outlines of buildings. The light of a single lantern was almost swallowed in darkness.
But on that cool spring night, Rome was partially lit by a moon three-quarters full. Francesco picked his way through the silent silver streets, between the looming buildings, following his servant holding the lantern high. It was a long walk to the Sforza garden through narrow twisting roads with many turns. For Rome had few long, straight streets, but many little ones that dead-ended into palaces or gardens.
Even if there had been no murderers waiting for him at his destination as Camilla feared, the journey itself was dangerous. Bandits, lying in wait for foolish late-night passers-by, could have robbed and knifed him. But Francesco arrived safely at Monte Cavallo. He climbed a twisting path up the hill around Pope Gregory’s summer palace, the Quirinal, and its extensive gardens. He skirted the Grimani vineyard and finally approached the gate of the Sforza garden.
Three guns went off, and Francesco fell to the ground, his sword untouched in its sheath. Numerous assassins raced out of the bushes and stabbed him repeatedly in the neck and chest to make sure the deed was done, and there would be no lingering recovery with a still-married Vittoria. The servant with the lantern raced screaming back to the Peretti house, and the assassins melted into the night, leaving Francesco’s bloody body in the dirt.
The servant banged on the door, sobbing and babbling wildly. Camilla and Vittoria, who had been waiting anxiously, opened it, and the servant announced to Camilla that she no longer had a son. The women began to wail. The entire household was roused, the family, the servants, all running to and fro crying, praying, screaming. Camilla sent a messenger to Cardinal Montalto with the news.
Cardinal Montalto had not been more than a few weeks in his new villa. On spring nights a calming breeze swept through his rooms, whispering ancient wordless secrets to help him sleep. But this night his sleep was broken by a servant standing by his bed with a candle. Your Reverence must rouse yourself. Your nephew Francesco has been murdered in a garden. Signora Camilla needs you.
There are transformational moments in certain human lives when grim reality comes hurtling down at us like the heavy metal cleaver of a guillotine. Life is forever sliced cleanly in two – the before, and the after. Nothing will ever be the same again. Crushed by loss and injustice, hope is shattered and joy vanished. Should healing ever come, it will leave deep thick scars, and any happiness will be of the muted variety. And this was just such a moment in the life of Cardinal Felice Montalto.
All churchmen, and indeed, most Catholics, kept an altar in or near the bedroom, and now Cardinal Montalto availed himself of his. Silently, the cardinal threw himself in front of the crucifix and prayed. He must surely have prayed for the repose of his beloved nephew’s soul. But perhaps he uttered another prayer. A prayer that God would grant him the means for vengeance.
The cardinal got dressed and rode to the house on the Via Leutari. The wails of the women could be heard on the street. He entered, “without at all dropping his guard, nor discomposed in any way, and went immediately to the apartment of the ladies, and with admirable and prodigious intrepidness gave them consolation, and stopped their cries.”3
The cardinal then ordered servants to fetch Francesco’s body to his villa, which was not far from the murder scene. Camilla must have come with him, carrying a bundle of hastily gathered burial clothes for her son. Probably Vittoria and Maria came as well. We can imagine Cardinal Montalto looking at the corpse before the women washed it. Francesco’s torso had been blasted with gunshots, his neck and chest covered with blood and gore. And, behind his stoic mask, perhaps the cardinal remembered Jesus’ words, I
am come not to bring peace but a sword. Would that time come?
We can see Camilla, throwing herself on her son’s corpse, salty tears on her lips as she kissed the cold flesh. And Vittoria, where was she? Did she cry and fling herself on the body, or was she weeping silently in the corner, riven by guilt?
An hour before the sun rose, Rome started to wake. Calling gruff greetings to one another, tradesmen pulled their heavy creaking carts through the streets of pewter-colored light. As the light brightened to silver, donkeys laden with produce brayed in protest at their owners coaxing them to market on the nearby square. The footsteps of servants on their way to work clicked on the stones, their voices rising even as the silver light warmed to rose gold.
The Italian love of drama ensured that news of a tragic midnight murder flew through town on the wings of dawn. Francesco’s was not the only murder that night, but his was the most interesting one. He was, after all, the nephew of a cardinal with papal aspirations. And all Rome knew that Paolo Giordano Orsini, the duke of Bracciano, wanted Francesco’s wife for himself.
That this poor young man was, quite possibly, murdered by the powerful duke, was the most horrible, delicious gossip. Servants told their masters, masters told their friends, and the friends who went out for early morning shopping told shop owners who told their families living upstairs. Some people sent notes around to their acquaintances, Have you heard…? And by the time the pink-gold light of day was starting to warm the city, just about everyone knew.
There is a fleeting moment in the early morning when the shadows of houses, still clutching the coolness of night, are forced to relinquish their grip as light and warmth conquer them. At this moment on the morning of April 17, 1581, the body of Francesco Peretti, cleaned up and dressed in his best slashed doublet and hose, was carried on a bier to the Church of Saint Mary of the Angels right across from the Villa Montalto.
It was usual in sixteenth-century Italy for a dead body to be put on view. Perhaps because of their love for saints’ relics, Catholics enjoyed gaping at corpses, especially those who had died young and violently. Such viewings not only provided entertainment in an age before television, but also served as a valuable morality lesson. Death was just around the corner for everyone, so they had better well behave.
Bodies decayed quickly in the heat, and some of the most august funerals featured black taffeta fly swatters for mourners to fend off flies sprouting from maggots devouring the corpse at the altar. As unappetizing as that was, the greater concern was illness caused by unburied bodies, which could spread rapidly. The body was usually buried in the church nearest to the place of death. If the family wanted the body in a more distant family vault, they would dig it up a year or two after death, during which time it had been reduced to non-infectious, non-maggoty bones, and then move it in a second funeral ceremony.
Sometimes in the sizzling heat of a Roman August, bodies turned black and swelled to such alarming proportions that they had to be pummeled into caskets. The worst cadaverous embarrassment occurred when the tongue swelled stiffly out of the mouth and turned raspberry-black, like an obscene blutwurst sausage that could not be jammed back in to present a politely decorous body to viewers. In 1503, even a pope suffered this indignity, the Borgia, Alexander VI.
Disgusting corpses were thought to be a sign of God’s displeasure; Catholics were delighted to hear that no sooner had Martin Luther died in 1546, than his body turned black and gave off a loathsome stench. Miraculously preserved bodies, on the other hand, especially those that emitted the delicate scent of roses, signaled God’s favor.
There are no reports of Francesco’s body being black and stinking, or pink and fragrant. It was, most likely, an ordinary corpse except for the grievous wounds on the head and neck, wounds which could not be hidden by the largest ruff. Cardinal Montalto said the funeral Mass with no pomp, and oddly enough, no tears, and buried his only nephew. There is a frightening, alien place beyond tears that most people never reach. But Cardinal Montalto would now live there for the rest of his life.
That morning the pope was going to hold a consistory, an important meeting of all the cardinals. It was the only official Vatican business that remained on Cardinal Montalto’s calendar since Gregory had taken away all his positions. Naturally, everyone assumed the poor old man, coughing, leaning on his stick, would stay home sobbing over his bitter loss.
But a loss that requires vengeance also requires calculation. Even if Paolo Giordano’s guilt became painfully clear, it would be ridiculous to suppose that Pope Gregory, who had a hard time executing the most heinous serial killer of low birth, would ever punish a Roman duke. This particular duke was closely allied with the ruler of Tuscany, Francesco de Medici, who still considered himself Paolo Giordano’s brother-in-law although poor Isabella had been strangled five years earlier. The Italian concept of family firmly embraced in-laws and former in-laws, and a stain upon the Orsini name would discolor the de Medici name. Tuscany, which shared its southern border with the Papal States, would never permit scandal, let alone punishment, to harm Paolo Giordano, even if his in-laws loathed him.
Men like Paolo Giordano were above the law, a fact that had always grated on Cardinal Montalto, but now the injustice had landed in his own lap. Moreover, Grand Duke Francesco de Medici was Cardinal Montalto’s patron, paying him an annual subsidy to make up for the poor cardinal’s pension that Pope Gregory had yanked two months earlier. The grand duke’s brother, the powerful Cardinal Ferdinando de Medici, was Montalto’s supporter and friend, and a pope-maker in the next conclave. Montalto could hardly shriek for their brother-in-law to be punished.
As a distant relative of Paolo Giordano, King Philip II of Spain also had a say in the matter. If Gregory made any noise about punishing Paolo Giordano, both King Philip and Grand Duke Francesco could hold up trade agreements with the Papal States, or neglect to hand over Church rents. The duke of Bracciano was just too politically connected for the pope to do anything to him. And, with his close connection to monarchs and influential cardinals, Paolo Giordano could prevent Montalto from ever becoming pope if he believed any vengeance whatsoever might be in store.
Cardinal Montalto also had to consider his fellow members of the Sacred College, men who would vote for the next pope whenever Gregory finally kicked the bucket. It was well known that cardinals would not elect a vengeful man to rule over them. Such a pope would surely revenge himself on his cardinals if they irritated him. Cardinals wanted to elect a kindly, easygoing pope, who would let them have their own way, a man who would quickly forgive their misdeeds, and generously give them money and power.
If Cardinal Montalto, within hours of his nephew’s assassination, could show himself calm and forgiving, this opportunity might eventually propel him onto the papal throne. Such an impressive display of Christian forgiveness could not be overlooked. Once pope, he would be able to wreak vengeance any way he wanted.
And so the cardinal, ravaged on the inside, put on a calm demeanor. Perhaps he studied his face in the mirror before he left his bed chamber to make sure he showed no sign of emotion whatsoever. He wore the same good-natured yet dignified mask he had put on years earlier when he realized the surliness he had displayed as Venetian inquisitor would prevent his ascension to the papacy.
While a cardinal usually wore a red robe called a sottana, under a knee-length white linen shirt called a rochet, his mourning dress was a fuchsia sottana with no rochet. Those who thought they might see Cardinal Montalto that morning surely expected him to wear mourning. But Montalto put on his usual red robes and rochet and stepped into his carriage to clatter to Saint Peter’s as if nothing untoward had occurred in the night.
“Montalto appeared as usual in consistory,” reported the chronicler, “and was among the first to arrive, and in him no disturbance was apparent. And the cardinals who, because of the bitterness of the situation, wanted to give him some words of consolation, marveled at his calm response… When Pope Gregory XIII, who had learned everything, entered in consistory and rested his eyes on the face of Cardinal Montalto, he was seen to cry for compassion, without the cardinal even changing color in appearance. The marvel grew when, at the beginning of the consistory, Montalto went to an audience with the pope, as usual, to talk of much business, and his Holiness, before the cardinal spoke, was seen to cry copious tears from his eyes, and consoling him, promised him the most severe justice.”
And now came the cardinal’s papal moment. “Cardinal Montalto gave him many thanks for the very kind affection of his Holiness and begged him insistently not to make any inquiry of any kind about this crime, pardoning with good will whoever had been the author, and said it would never have occurred if it weren’t the will of God. Then he immediately changed the subject to discuss business.”4
Some of the spectators of this astonishing scene had a hard time believing Montalto’s sentiments were genuine. A relatione reported, “While this discussion was going on between the pope and Montalto, the courtiers were studying the faces of both of them, and the eye of the courtier is only with difficulty deceived. They did not exaggerate when affirming that Montalto was not at all moved by the pope’s tears, and had great serenity of expression, and seeing the signs of the pope’s true compassion, he maintained the same composure the entire time that they spoke. This self-discipline was shocking to the others as well as the pope.”5
His strategy worked. “His faith obtained the infinite admiration not only of the pope but also of the cardinals present. And his Holiness after the consistory said to Cardinal Buoncompagni, his nephew, ‘He was a learned monk, and now he is a good cardinal, and if he doesn’t die he will be a great pope.’”6
Gregorio Leti reported, “Although his nephew had been assassinated that night, he went to the consistory the next morning, and though he seemed that day to have more chagrin than usual, he never wanted to ask the pope for justice for the assassination, and one could have believed that [Francesco’s] death was indifferent to him, and that he had not been strongly attached to his nephew.”7
Monsignor Alessandro de Medici, ambassador of the grand duke of Tuscany to Rome, sat down that morning and wrote his master about the events, though he got a few facts wrong. “Last night about two hours after sunset,” he wrote, “an unknown person went to the house of Signor Francesco, nephew of Cardinal Montalto and husband of the Corambona, under the pretext of giving him a certain note. And he was taken outside his house and conducted to a place where he was killed by guns and many other wounds, and was found spread out on the ground at the gate of Cardinal Sforza’s garden at Monte Cavallo. As of now the authorities do not know who committed this crime, though much invented gossip is being spread. And Montalto his uncle, despite all this, went to the consistory this morning, perhaps wanting to show how few family affections he had.”8
According to time-honored tradition, upon the death of a cardinal’s close relative, the Sacred College, prelates, and nobles of Rome rendered condolence visits. Cardinal Montalto sat on his cardinalatial throne in his long audience chamber, receiving his guests. When someone asked him if he knew where this horrible blow had come from – meaning, the duke of Bracciano – he replied, “From God, and He takes from me all human consolation so that I rely on celestial ones.”9 Others urged him to investigate the criminals and punish them. He replied, “I am not so tender with my relatives that I will sin through a vendetta. Everything is God’s will.”10
One relatione author reported, “To everyone, whether cardinals and prelates, or servants and friends, who expressed their pain and sadness, the cardinal conversed briefly on the instability of human life, affirming this with verses and sayings of the Scriptures and holy fathers, and consoling the people who came to console him. Then he changed the subject into areas less disturbing, to public and private business.”11
According to Gregorio Leti, Cardinal Montalto’s response to condolences was, “Let us thank God that everything is his will.”12 To one cardinal’s heartfelt tears, he said, “I thank you for your kind heart, and you are crying much more than I have.”13
When another cardinal exhorted him to revenge himself for the murder, and peppered him with questions as to who could have ordered the assassination, Montalto replied calmly, “God will punish the criminals.”14 Of all his statements after his nephew’s murder, this last one seems to have revealed his true sentiments. One way or another, those involved would die horribly when God’s justice prevailed.
The cardinals and nobles of Rome were not certain if his forgiveness stemmed from saintliness or cowardice; considering his vile birth, perhaps he had no sense of family honor. Others believed the cardinal’s forbearance was deceit designed to help him ascend the papal throne, “resentment being a clear killer to the future pontificate.”15
Rome was most astonished when the reputed murderer himself rolled up to Villa Montalto. Certainly it would have made Paolo Giordano look guilty if he had been the only Roman nobleman not to offer condolences; still, people were shocked at his audacity. The fat duke climbed down from his carriage and ambled into the villa to lament the atrocious crime. Those visitors who had been dawdling in the courtyard immediately ran inside to witness what was about to unfold.
According to the chronicler, Montalto’s “meeting with Signor Paolo Giordano Orsini was watched more closely than any other, as according to public conjecture, he was attributed with having committed this murder. People thought that Montalto, despite his self-restraint, would have to show some indication when the two met.”
But studying Cardinal Montalto’s face as he spoke with Paolo Giordano, they “could not see any sign whatsoever that Montalto suspected him. He accepted the polite compliments of Signor Paolo with an extraordinary serenity of expression and an affability of conversation.”16
Finally the duke took his leave, and the cardinal did him the honor of walking with him downstairs to the threshold of the house, all the while thanking him for his graciousness. In mounting his coach, the duke smiled and said to one of his servants, “Truly he is a great monk.”17 Paolo Giordano must have believed that either Cardinal Montalto did not suspect him, or that he was too afraid of him to seek justice. So far, the duke’s plan was going perfectly.
But Cardinal Montalto’s plan was also going perfectly, and the irony could not have been lost on him that Paolo Giordano’s despicable murder of his nephew could pluck him out of the Sacred College and place him on the papal throne. Montalto’s dignity in the face of horror “won the admiration of all Rome which expected different demonstrations from a cardinal so gravely offended.”18
He is a living saint, the people of Rome said. An incarnation from the New Testament. Truly Cardinal Montalto could say of his nephew’s murderers, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.” Here is a man who renders good for evil, and offers blessings and forgiveness instead of vengeance. And if he becomes pope, he will not take our money and give it to his relatives.
Now there remained the question of what to do with Vittoria. Because she had had no children with Francesco, she had no remaining ties to the Peretti family, and she certainly didn’t want to stay there with the children and the chickens. And Tarquinia wanted her daughter back home where this time around she could make a truly splendid marriage for her that would boost all of the family’s fortunes. Tarquinia had recently engineered another rise in the world, moving to a larger, newer palazzo on the Via de Scrofa, just a block away from their old house and in between the Pantheon and the Piazza Navona. Such a home would be a more suitable place for a duke to woo his future duchess.
Cardinal Montalto allowed Vittoria to return to her parents with all her clothing, gold, jewels, and other gifts from the Peretti family. This was a generous gesture, as legally the cardinal was required only to return the dowry, which he had already done years earlier. He could have sent her home with only rags on her back.
On April 25, Vittoria’s brother Mario galloped into town with more tragic news. Her brother Scipione, who had been in the service of Cardinal Sforza, had died of an illness in the town of Macerata. The condolence visits started up afresh at the Accoramboni palace, though Vittoria spent most of the time bedridden, emotionally exhausted from having lost her husband and her brother in the space of a week. Though Tarquinia was deeply saddened by the loss of her son, she couldn’t afford to languish in bed; she had work to do. She must get Vittoria on her feet and married to the duke as soon as possible.
The dead are usually quickly forgotten because the living are too busy to mourn them for long. But not so Cardinal Montalto. He would never forget. He wrote down Francesco’s death in his little book of debts owed. Leafing through it, perhaps he remembered Jesus’ words from the book of John: “I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful.”
Like a good gardener, he would prune, and cut, mercilessly eradicating the weeds by the roots.



Chapter 8
The Grieving Widow
Give her as much torture and grief as the glory and luxury
 she gave herself. In her heart she boasts, ‘I sit as queen;
 I am not a widow, and I will never mourn.’
– Revelation 18:7
It is odd to think of a statue with psychic abilities, but the talking statue Pasquino often had an eerily correct foreknowledge of Roman events. This is likely because those who tacked up their poems on the wall behind him, leaned their cartoons against his base, or hung their witticisms from his neck were servants in the homes of Rome’s movers and shakers. Waiting silently in the shadows of a room for instructions to deliver a message or fetch some wine, servants overheard the most scurrilous conversations of those in the know.
No sooner was Francesco buried than placards were placed around Pasquino’s neck accusing Tarquinia and Marcello of planning Francesco’s murder so that the entire family could become rich when Vittoria married the duke. According to the chronicler, “It is certain that some of Vittoria’s relatives were suspected of helping to liberate her from her first husband out of ambition to achieve a greater fortune. But how much wiser would it have been to advise her to be content with her duty and her present situation, which would soon have reached the apex of greatness.”1 Unfortunately, the apex of greatness did not come quickly enough to save Francesco Peretti.
That April of 1581, Paolo Giordano spent most of his time in his family palace in the Campo de Fiori, in the heart of Rome. Periodically, he bounced out to his villa of Magnanapoli just outside the city. On the evening of Thursday, April 27, he sent a servant from Magnanapoli to Father Paolo Maletta, a priest at a little Roman church, San Biagio dell’Anello, who at some point in the past had heard the duke’s confession. The servant instructed Father Paolo to come out to the villa for an important discussion. The priest, wondering what on earth would make such an important lord send for him, immediately stopped what he was doing and stepped outside to find the duke’s carriage waiting for him.
At Magnanapoli, the duke informed Father Paolo that he was concerned for his eternal soul, though the reason for this concern was not that he had just ordered the assassination of an innocent young man. He was worried, he said, because he had made a vow to God that he would marry a certain young woman as soon as she became a widow. According to the priest’s later testimony, the duke said he had chosen Vittoria Accoramboni because he “had known her as a very chaste woman, most faithful to her husband, and God-fearing.”2 Her husband having recently died as a result of God’s will, Paolo Giordano now needed to fulfill his vow immediately or face divine punishment. The priest must unite Paolo Giordano in holy matrimony with Vittoria Accoramboni.
Paolo Giordano instructed the priest to visit Vittoria, tell her of his vow, and ask her to be his wife. The wedding would be held before a priest, two witnesses, and a notary, as required by the Council of Trent. However, because of the unsavory circumstances of the marriage, the duke would not have the banns published, in violation of the council’s edicts.
In 1563, the Council of Trent had been called upon to address the perplexing issue of what made a marriage legal. Until the seventh century, most Catholic marriages were conducted by a justice of the peace, though they were often blessed afterward by a cleric. Only priests themselves were required to get married in a church, until clerical marriage was outlawed in the eleventh century.
As the Church took control over more and more aspects of secular life, by the year 1200 marriage had become a religious rite and an official sacrament symbolizing the permanent union of Christ and the Church. Many prelates, however, were uncomfortable with a sacrament that involved both money – in the form of the dowry – and sex. Oddly, until the Council of Trent there was no single required ceremony for the sacrament of marriage, the priests solemnizing the union according to local traditions.
The council not only provided a standard marriage rite but also sought to eliminate the troubling problem of clandestine marriages. Before the council, the Vatican stated that a legal marriage did not require a sacramental ceremony in a church. It was enough if the two parties promised themselves to each other, and the groom gave the bride a ring. Such a marriage was clandestine – secret – but also valid. Sometimes when parents announced they had found a perfect match for their daughter in the elderly widower next door, the girl replied curtly that she was already married, thank you very much, having contracted a clandestine union with the cute boy down the street.
Since divorce was not possible, certain people who were miserably married suddenly remembered they had made a clandestine marriage as teenagers, which rendered the current marriage null and void. With the absence of witnesses and no written registry of the event, no one could be sure what had happened. Bishops were appealed to, lawsuits were initiated, and the status of the children’s legitimacy came into question. To further complicate the issue, illegitimate children were not permitted to inherit their parents’ property, nor were bastard boys allowed to become priests.
To prevent these multi-generational messes from occurring with such harrowing frequency, the council refused to recognize as legal any clandestine marriages made from 1563 on. Every wedding must include a priest to perform the Tridentine marriage rite, two witnesses, and the registration of the marriage in the parish book.
The Council of Trent also required that marriages be publicly announced from the pulpit for three Sundays before the event. Before or after the sermon, the parish priest was to state in a loud voice the names of the bride and groom, the names of their parents, their places of birth, residence, age, and whether they had ever been married before, including the name of the woman’s deceased husband. If anyone knew of any impediment to the marriage, they had time to come forward and inform Church authorities.
The most common impediment was a legal one – that one of the parties was already married. Perhaps the groom had an unloved wife in another town. Before the three weeks were up, a relative having heard of the banns would come to speak to the parish priest about the impossibility of the new marriage. It was the priest’s responsibility to hold off on the wedding until he had fully investigated the claims. If he was uncertain of their validity, he would refer the matter to his bishop.
Former nuns and priests were not permitted to marry, as nuns were already married to Christ, and priests had received the sacrament of ordination which rendered them incapable of contracting marriage. There were impediments of blood, called consanguinity; the bride and groom should not be more closely related than third cousins. This was a problem in some Italian towns where everyone was third cousins or less, but Church dispensations for such marriages were usually easy to obtain for a price.
Another impediment had to do with in-laws and was known as affinity. Since wedlock was thought to unite two bodies into one, in-laws were considered to be blood relatives. A woman could not marry her sister’s husband’s brother, as this man was considered to be her brother, unless a dispensation was granted.
A moral impediment might be that one of the parties had made a vow of celibacy, that the couple had conducted a notorious adultery or lived in sin, or that the groom had murdered the husband of the bride in order to marry her himself. In the case of Paolo Giordano and Vittoria, when the parish priest read the name of the bride’s dead husband Francesco Peretti, murdered days earlier under mysterious circumstances, there was sure to be an outcry against the marriage because of the impediment. At the moment, it looked as if there would be no murder investigation at all, given Cardinal Montalto’s Christian resignation to Francesco’s demise, and Paolo Giordano didn’t want to stir up police interest by announcing the banns.
But any announcement of the upcoming marriage involved a far more serious problem than causing a police investigation. The noble house of de Medici would simply not stand for their relative, who had married the ruling grand duke’s sister, demeaning the entire family by wedding a woman of inferior rank. They would hoot and holler, and complain to the pope, and threaten every parish priest in Rome, until no one would dare to marry the couple. The king of Spain himself might get involved, letting it be known that no relative of his, no matter how distant, would be permitted to marry so far beneath himself.
Paolo Giordano and Vittoria were not alone in trying to bend the new rules. In the transition period following the Council of Trent, old customs died hard, and many couples hoping to avoid parental or social disapproval clung to the tradition of clandestine marriage hallowed by a thousand years of Catholic practice. Such a marriage would be valid “in the eyes of God,” according to the testimony of another 1581 would-be bridegroom, the Venetian Filippo da Canal. The young nobleman had similarly avoided the regulations of Trent and the resulting protests of his family to marry his mistress, a woman of “low birth, infamous morals, and a public whore.”3 His ceremony included vows and hand-clasping in front of a crucifix, with God as their witness, followed by sex. Records indicate that despite vigorous legal maneuvering by the groom’s family to annul the marriage, the Church decided it was, in fact, valid.
The Council of Trent stated that if the contracting parties refused to publish the banns, the parish priest could not assist at their marriage except in certain cases. Deathbed marriages, for instance, did not require banns. And if the bride and groom convinced the local bishop that their families might try to thwart with violence a valid union, he might agree to dispense with the banns and allow the marriage to go forward. Perhaps Paolo Giordano might have justified his case with this clause, if he had not murdered the bride’s husband, which was a clear impediment.
Father Paolo could not have been happy to get involved in such a case. If he did not comply, the duke and his henchmen could make his life miserable, or snuff it out altogether. If he did comply, his bishop, Cardinal de Medici, Grand Duke Francesco of Tuscany, the pope, and the king of Spain could punish him severely. According to his later testimony, he pointed out to the duke that Vittoria was not of sufficient birth and quality to be the bride of an Orsini duke and a near relation of the de Medicis. Moreover, it was dangerous to go against the decrees of the holy Council of Trent. Then the priest delicately asked him if “there were not some impediment that would cause the marriage to be declared void.”4
The duke angrily replied that there was no impediment, that he had made a vow and would fulfill it or bring God’s wrath upon himself. According to the priest, Paolo Giordano added “that he would do in this case what his conscience dictated what he was obliged to do, and that I should not intend to give him advice.”5 Father Paolo reluctantly agreed to speak to Vittoria.
The following day, April 28, he went to the Accoramboni palazzo. The duke’s coach was idling in front of the building. Inside, the priest was led upstairs to wait in an antechamber outside Vittoria’s room, where he found her brother, the abbot Mario, who was also waiting. Paolo Giordano was with the Lady Vittoria, a servant explained, consoling her for the loss of her brother, Scipione. As the duke strode out of Vittoria’s room with her father, he summoned Mario.
“Signor Paolo Giordano came to my house to offer his condolences for our travails,” Mario would later testify, “and after this had been discharged, he told me that since it had pleased God to leave Signora Vittoria, my sister, a widow, that he had resolved to marry her, and I replied that this was too great a favor because we were not worthy to be his servants, let alone his relatives. And since I was not the head of the house, I didn’t have the authority to resolve it, and his Excellency replied that this was not worth worrying about, since it was for the honor and utility of our family. He said that he had sent for his confessor, who was already at our house, to speak to Lady Vittoria, and then Lord Signor Paolo immediately left.”6
Father Paolo was ushered into Vittoria’s chamber, Mario beside him. She was crying, wearing black mourning weeds and a white veil. The priest began to console her on the death of her brother, but she made it clear that she was still mourning her husband, “and she said that she had loved him dearly.”7
There must have been an uncomfortable silence before the priest broached the subject of the grieving widow’s immediate remarriage. Father Paolo said that as the duke’s confessor, he was responsible for his conscience, and Paolo Giordano “had made a vow to God, for the good that he has received, to take her as his wife.” Vittoria “replied only that she was not worthy of such favor, and that she would leave her honor and her soul in the hands of his Excellency.”8 It was a passive, tragic yes.
The priest suggested that he return the following day to hear Vittoria’s confession and obtain from her a definite reply. Father Paolo left the house, and as he walked back to his church Paolo Giordano’s coach pulled up next to him. The duke opened the door and descended, asking him if he had followed his instructions. Father Paolo replied that he had. The two men, seeing curious bystanders pricking up their ears, ended the conversation.
On Saturday, April 29, Father Paolo returned to confess Vittoria and “took from her a solemn vow of taking Signor Paulo as her consort.”9 On April 30, only thirteen days after Francesco’s murder, a wedding ceremony was held, sort of. Paolo Giordano did not fulfill his earlier promise of having a priest perform the ceremony, with numerous witnesses attending and a notary standing nearby scratching the information on a sheet of parchment. Father Paolo had easily been bullied by the duke to take messages to Vittoria and render advice; but it seems he finally put his foot down when it came to performing the marriage itself, a ceremony that would surely have landed him in a dungeon with a resounding thud. He stayed resolutely in his church that day.
Mario, too, avoided the ceremony like the plague, but he later testified that Vittoria told him about it. A ring was an indispensable part of a clandestine marriage, helping to shore up its shaky foundation. Paolo Giordano, she said, put a ring on her finger, and with her Bolognese maid, Caterina, as a witness, said, “Now I marry Signora Vittoria.” And Vittoria, “receiving it, consented to marry Orsini.”10 This would have been enough to ensure a legal marriage before 1563, but now, in 1581, the validity was dubious. In the eyes of the Church, it would have been more like a legally binding engagement to be married.
Mario stated that according to Vittoria, “Everything had happened with the knowledge of Father Paolo, and that he had assured her and the signor that because of the vow and the ring it was an indissoluble sacrament, and that they could live together without sex.”11 Father Paolo himself testified that he had informed Vittoria that she “must not consent to sleep with him if first the marriage was not done solemnly because otherwise their souls would be in damnation.”12 Mario agreed with Father Paolo that they were married yet, under the ambiguous circumstances, could not consummate the union.
But the duke was not pleased with the last condition. The whole point of the murder and the marriage was to finally have sex with the delectable Vittoria. Either they were married or they weren’t. Crushed between fear of papal authorities and fear of Paolo Giordano, Father Paolo and Abbot Mario had placed the couple in the legal limbo of the maybe-married, and the duke wasn’t having it.
Now Paolo Giordano wanted to conduct another ceremony more in line with the Council of Trent, a ceremony which would allow consummation but, given the interfering relatives, would not include the banns. Father Paolo recalled, “He asked that I speak of it to Monsignor Pirro Taro [vice regent of the vicariate] to see if he could do this marriage as his Illustrious Lordship desired, with a priest, two witnesses and a notary but without the publications.
“I left his Illustrious Lordship with this resolution, and the following day I went to Lord Monsignor Pirro after dinner, I believe that was on May 1, and I told him the facts without naming the persons, which is what Signor Paolo ordered me to do. After some discussion, Monsignor Pirro did not want to resolve it, saying that I should think about it very carefully as he would also.”13
But here Father Paolo took the opportunity to hop on a horse and ride to Spoleto, a hundred miles north of Rome, where he was supposed to visit the churches and monasteries with the bishop’s assistant, Pietro Orsini, a distant relative of the duke’s. The poor priest was in a terrible position, caught between the proverbial rock and the hard place, and he must have hoped that somehow the whole thing would pass over in his absence.
He must have been horrified when he arrived in the town of Borghetto and found a servant of Paolo Giordano’s waiting for him, who “presented me with a letter of his Excellency’s all in his own hand, in which he wrote me that he marveled much that I had left without saying a word, and that he had remained in great suspense. In the same letter I replied to him that I had to leave at the request of Don Signor Pietro, and that he should have patience until my return.”14
And patience would most likely have obtained for Paolo Giordano everything he wanted. In a major metropolitan city like Rome, rife with murders, duels, rapes, arsons, Church scandals, excommunications, malaria, famine, floods, and plagues of locusts, the tragic murder of a cardinal’s unremarkable nephew would have soon been forgotten. If instead of rushing to marry Vittoria, the duke had seen fit to travel abroad that summer, suspicions of his guilt would have faded. As a grandee of Spain, he could have taken the opportunity to visit King Philip II at his nearly completed Escorial Palace in Madrid. He could have stayed with his de Medici in-laws in Tuscany, visiting his neglected children, or journeyed to the republic of Venice, where his family had served honorably in many military campaigns. Or he could have stayed at Lake Bracciano with his bandits and gone hunting.
Meanwhile, Vittoria could have lived quietly in her parents’ house, or taken her grieving self, wrapped in copious widow’s weeds, to retirement in a convent for a year. Once she had returned to the Palazzo Accoramboni, after a year of sober behavior on both their parts, the duke could have begun to call on her and ask for her hand. Such a marriage would not have caused the firestorm of protest and suspicion created by vows made only days after Francesco’s murder. Unfortunately, patience had never been Paolo Giordano’s strong suit. He had never been able to deny himself a glass of wine, a pork chop, a new coach, or a pretty prostitute, let alone the love of his life.
It is interesting that Vittoria did not dissuade him from his haste. How can I marry you within days of Francesco’s murder? she could have said. What will people think? Let us wait a few months. But perhaps the tragically passive Vittoria was afraid that the duke might change his mind if she angered him by insisting on waiting. Worse, in the meantime the duke might clutch his chest at the banquet table and keel over stone dead into a custard pudding. Then she would never become a duchess, and Francesco’s death would have been in vain.
Fearing that the blame attached to him for Francesco’s murder would create a clear impediment to the marriage, Paolo Giordano instructed an acquaintance of his to pretend to be the assassin. The fall guy was a certain Césaré Pallantieri, a Renaissance rebel-without-a-cause banished to Florence several months earlier for brawling. Pallantieri wrote the governor of Rome that he had snuck into the city on April 16, ambushed Francesco Peretti, and shot him for having tried to poison him the year before. He was making the truth known, the letter continued, so that innocent people (and here he meant Paolo Giordano) would not be blamed for the crime.
Investigations showed, however, that Césaré Pallantieri was seen in Florence the night of April 16 and the morning of April 17. And in a city where the flimsiest piece of gossip flew high and low in a matter of hours, no one in Rome had ever heard the least rumor of the ridiculous poisoning story. The Pallantieri letter made Paolo Giordano look guiltier than ever.
The sight of the Orsini carriage parked daily in front of the Accoramboni house within days of the assassination had already started speculation. Now that he has killed the husband, people said, he is going to marry the widow immediately. Camilla fidgeted uncomfortably. In the couple of days after Francesco’s murder before Vittoria returned to her parents, the women had mourned together and consoled each other. Camilla had not believed the reports that her daughter-in-law had had a hand in the murder. Perhaps Paolo Giordano had indeed killed Francesco to marry Vittoria, but if Vittoria were innocent, she would repulse his advances with horror. Why was she receiving daily hours-long visits from the man who had most likely murdered her husband?
Camilla complained to her brother. Vittoria must have been in on it. She’s going to marry the duke. We didn’t give her enough silk dresses. You never came through with the carriage. That’s why Francesco is dead. We couldn’t give her enough things.
Cardinal Montalto loved Vittoria as a daughter. Though he had, in his past, been extremely harsh with men, he usually had a soft spot for the fairer sex, and he was closer to his sister than anyone on earth. Surely Vittoria hadn’t known of Paolo Giordano’s
plans to murder Francesco. Hadn’t she thrown herself on her knees that night, and begged him not to go out? And the Accoramboni family was hardly in a position to bar the duke from visiting them. Vittoria would surely reject any suitor so soon, but especially the presumed murderer, who will eventually waddle away in frustration. Perhaps nothing will come of it, after all.
Pope Gregory, too, was upset about the perpetual parking place of the duke’s carriage. He called in Cardinal Montalto and told him he was going to investigate the duke’s involvement in Francesco’s murder. And Cardinal Montalto once more made known his Christian forgiveness. An avvisi of April 30 reported, “Cardinal Montalto supplicated his Holiness not to investigate this murder anymore, as he had pardoned the murderer.”15
Through his spy network, Cardinal de Medici knew more than Camilla, Montalto, and Pope Gregory put together. He learned that either the duke had already married Vittoria without publishing the banns or was planning to do so. Oddly, the duke’s murder of Francesco was not at all troubling; duels and assassinations burnished a family’s reputation, proving its men were courageous and honorable. But marrying beneath oneself was an unforgivable crime.
In addition to the nagging question of a dishonorable marriage, the cardinal and his brother were concerned for the financial interests of their nephew, Virginio, who was nine, and their niece, Leonora, ten. Paolo Giordano, sixteen years older than Vittoria and plagued by obesity and its attending ailments, would almost certainly die before her. As his widow, just how much of the estate would she inherit?
Despite the duke’s lavish lifestyle and numerous palaces, there would be little left for the children once they paid their father’s crushing debts. If a widow grabbed a chunk of the estate, the children would be forced to sell their land and castles and be left with a pittance. Poor little Leonora would be dowerless, possibly crammed into a convent for life. Virginio would be the duke of absolutely nothing. The great Orsinis, who for centuries had made Rome ring with the clash of arms, had ruled Christ’s Church as popes, and had married into the highest echelons of royalty, would come to a shameful end.
Cardinal Ferdinando de Medici had never liked his embarrassing brother-in-law. For twenty-three years the family had dutifully trudged behind Paolo Giordano with a broom and dustpan cleaning up his messes. They had loaned him money, smoothed over his brushes with the law, and put the brakes on his frequent sale of land. He was, after all, a close relative, and his dishonor would dishonor them all. They looked out for him not because they cared for him, but to prevent him from harming their own interests.
Cardinal de Medici had avoided Paolo Giordano well before he murdered the cardinal’s sister. The coldly calculating churchman saw his brother-in-law as wildly spendthrift, emotionally unstable, and physically repulsive. And now, with the out-of-control duke threatening his most embarrassing antics yet, Cardinal de Medici pulled in the big guns. He convinced the grand duke, the Spanish ambassador, and numerous other cardinals to implore Pope Gregory to annul any marriage that might have already occurred, and to forbid any future marriage. Scandal and disgrace would taint them all if something weren’t done about it immediately.
The pope agreed. Unsure what to do about the murder investigation, he was at least certain that he would not permit the suspected murderer to marry the victim’s wife. On May 5, Monsignor Mario Marzio, lieutenant of the vicariate of Rome, called Vittoria to his palazzo in the Piazza di Trevi. Accompanied by some lady friends, she swished in with huge black silk skirts swaying from side to side and a white widow’s veil on her head. We can presume she had the decency to remove her spanking new wedding ring.
Surrounded by a notary and five witnesses, the monsignor informed her that Gregory had forbidden her to contract marriage without having the written permission of the pope himself, and that without such permission any marriage would be null and void. Out of respect for Paolo Giordano’s nobility, and probably out of fear of his army, the decree mentioned neither the duke nor Francesco’s murder. The monsignor read it to her first in the official Latin version, and then in Italian so that she could understand. The notary wrote down that Vittoria was present and had heard the decree. And the five witnesses signed their names.
Vittoria, who had remarried five days earlier, managed to look shocked. She replied that the recent deaths of her husband and brother made it unlikely that she would remarry any time soon. But when she decided to do so, she was convinced that his Holiness, as a just prince, would not take away this legal right from her, nor as head of the Church would he deny her this sacrament. Stunned, she and her ladies rustled out of the chamber. Had it all been for nothing?
When Paolo Giordano heard the news of the papal decree, he was incandescent with rage. He was also aware of the very real possibility that the de Medicis, expert in administering poison and dagger thrusts themselves, might murder Vittoria to prevent him from marrying her. One evening a few days after the decree was issued, his coach pulled into the Accoramboni courtyard, and a while later, departed. Inside were Vittoria, her mother, and her maid Caterina, secretly dashing out of Rome to the duke’s villa of Magnanapoli, where they would be safe from de Medici murder.
According to Mario’s testimony, the duke “saw this business disturbed, and he feared worse to come if he stayed far away from my sister. Being informed that because of the vow and the ring my sister was already his wife, for worthy reasons he resolved to take her to his villa, which he did. There he wrote a document in his own hand declaring that his Excellency led my sister to his house as his wife because she was not safe in our house, and promising to hold her intact [no sex] until he had permission from the pope.”16 It is unlikely, however, that the duke kept Vittoria intact.
Vittoria’s father stayed in Rome and spread the word that she was so sick with grief from her recent tragedies that she was near the point of death, and couldn’t see a single visitor. Those who came by to comfort the dying woman had no idea she was feasting with the duke of Bracciano at his country estate.
At Magnanapoli, Paolo Giordano bestowed items of great value on Vittoria. And now, finally, she possessed the luxury goods she had always dreamed of. According to an inventory, she received silverware: two silver basins worked with reliefs; twenty silver place settings; two silver candlesticks; two silver trays; a silver jug attached to a basin with a chain, used for hand washing; and a mirror set in a silver etching.
She also received jewelry: a chain of thirty gold links; an enameled gold chain with a gold pinecone pendant; and a box edged in diamonds and rubies, containing twenty pieces of jewelry of diamonds and pearls. He gave her four brooches – a gold unicorn with a body of mother-of-pearl; a gold galley studded with rubies; another, smaller ship also adorned with rubies; and a gold pin in the shape of tree branch bedecked with pearls and other jewels. Perhaps best of all, he gave her two spectacular gowns, one made of real gold thread, and the other of silver.
Though Vittoria was currently enjoying a palatial lifestyle – waited on hand and foot by servants and proudly wearing a gold chain of thirty links – her situation was precarious. She was not recognized as the duchess of Bracciano and was considered to be living in sin. If Paolo Giordano died suddenly, she would trundle home with nothing, not even the jewelry he had given her. His heirs would wrest it from her by force, if they had to, and the law would not intervene. If the duke tired of her, he could throw her out in the street where, given her scurrilous reputation as a murderess and a slut, no one would pick her up and dust her off. She must have prodded the duke to do something to remedy a situation so difficult for a woman of her refinement and sensitivity.
Paolo Giordano requested an audience with Pope Gregory, during which he boldly asked for permission to marry Vittoria. Gregory replied that under the circumstances he would never grant permission. The duke protested that even the pope had no right to unjustly prevent a marriage, and besides, Vittoria already was his wife, living with him at Magnanapoli.
For once in his life, the usually complacent Gregory flew into a blistering fury. He ordered the duke to return Vittoria to her father’s house immediately, and forbade him to see her, speak to her, write to her, or communicate with her in any way. The duke barreled out of the audience chamber without the requisite farewell courtesies. But he knew he had lost that round and sent word to Magnanapoli that Vittoria must return to Rome. Then he went to bed overcome by frustration.
Word of the marriage raced through Rome like wildfire. Camilla ranted and raved, and Cardinal Montalto felt sick at heart. Was Vittoria innocent of the murder, yet unable to withstand the duke’s tempting offer? As his wife, she could live in palaces and have all the jewels, dresses, and carriages she wanted. Beautiful girls wanted beautiful things, after all. Very few beautiful girls were born to be saints or nuns; that seemed to be reserved for the plain ones. Besides, if Vittoria were truly guilty, God would punish her.
Vittoria was back with her family, but this was not enough for the enraged pope. On May 21, Gregory sent her a decree that as of the following day she should not dare to set foot out of her father’s house, not even to hear Mass, and that she should not speak to the duke nor to any person sent by him, nor receive his letters or send any to him, under pain of imprisonment in a convent for life and severe financial penalties. The same morning another decree commanded Vittoria’s father, Claudio, and her brother, Mario, under pain of a fine of 2,000 ducats and the loss of all ecclesiastical pensions, not to permit the duke to enter their house, nor to speak or write to Vittoria.
On May 23 the duke himself received a decree that if he contacted Vittoria in any way, either personally or through intermediaries, or if he even walked past her house, he would be fined 10,000 gold ducats, and be proclaimed a traitor.
Meanwhile, Monsignor Pirro Taro had been waiting for Father Paolo to return from Spoleto. He remembered their conversation earlier in the month, when Father Paolo had asked him about performing a marriage according to the Council of Trent, but without publishing the banns. Given the subsequent uproar over Paolo Giordano’s marriage, it became immediately clear to him whom the priest had been talking about. The day after Father Paolo’s return, Monsignor Taro sent his lieutenant, Monsignor Bernardino Cotta, to the Church of San Biagio dell’Anello to haul him off to jail.
Monsignor Cotta then summoned Abbot Mario for interrogation and had him thrown in prison, too. For the next several days the two were interrogated, their testimony recorded by a scribe. Abbot Mario confirmed that Father Paolo had advised Vittoria to make the vow to marry the duke, and that based on his advice the duke had placed the ring on her finger. The terrified Father Paolo, on the other hand, denied having advised her to make the vow and said he knew nothing of any ring.
From his sick bed, Paolo Giordano raged like a madman. The pope’s son, the duke of Sora, came to console him, as did Cardinal de Medici and many other cardinals and noblemen. They pointed out to him how dangerous it would be to fall into disgrace with King Philip of Spain, Grand Duke Francesco of Tuscany, Pope Gregory, and even the extended Orsini family who honored him as their head. No one, they told him, could tolerate the ignominy of this marriage. He must give up this dangerous passion and return to an honorable and tranquil life. He must think of his children.
Paulo Giordano never thought of his children, whom he believed might not even be his, given their mother’s indiscretions. Yet outright resistance was clearly getting him nowhere. Eventually, he seemed to be moved by the arguments of his friends and agreed to give up Vittoria. As he calmed down, his health improved, and he was able to go out for carriage rides.
By June 1, Monsignor Taro had completed his investigation into the marriage of Paolo Giordano and Vittoria and went personally to visit the duke. The marriage was known, the monsignor said, and had been declared null and void because it was clandestine. Both parties were free to contract marriage, as long as it wasn’t to each other. The duke seemed resigned to this decree and left Rome for Bracciano, where he wrote a letter to the pope, thanking him for reminding him of his honor. But the sentiments were probably not sincere. The following month, when a group of audacious bandits attacked Rome, it was said that they had come from Bracciano.
Within a matter of five weeks, Vittoria had been widowed, moved back in with her family, lost her brother Scipione, secretly married the duke, eloped with him to his country estate, and finally, having had her marriage declared null and void, returned to her father’s house. The emotional agitation affected her health, too, and the illness was perhaps boosted by a heaping helping of guilt. She became so gravely ill that at one point her life was despaired of.
By July, as Vittoria was recovering, her former sister-in-law Maria suddenly became ill and died. Maria had been in her early thirties, and though the deaths of the young were not unusual given the rampant malaria and dysentery, the Roman rumor mill attributed her demise to something else entirely. The Accorambonis, it was said, had poisoned her through a Greek sorceress in the service of Paolo Giordano, a woman known to be proficient in concocting fatal brews.
The unnamed sorceress was a shadowy figure whom, most likely, Paolo Giordano had picked up after the battle of Lepanto when he stopped in various Greek ports before sailing home. She was reported to gather herbs on the shores of Lake Bracciano, which in itself was nothing strange as most people gathered wild plants for seasoning food or healing illnesses. But the Greek woman gathered them at midnight, under a full moon, which meant witchcraft was afoot.
We have no record of why people thought Maria was a likely target of Accoramboni wrath. Had she been pushing for an investigation into the murder of her brother? Had she been spreading stories about Vittoria and the duke or pointing the finger at the Accorambonis as being accomplices in the foul deed? And had the Greek sorceress stopped off at Camilla’s house one day, leaving as a gift from the Accorambonis to Maria a flask of wine or a lemon pie? Whatever the case, Camilla was almost wild with grief, having lost both her children in the space of three months, and possibly both deaths had occurred because of Vittoria’s unbridled ambition. Surely the evil woman had murdered again.
Camilla badgered her brother to seek vengeance. His “God’s will” lecture, though it had impressed many, certainly didn’t sit very well with her. But Cardinal Montalto waved her protests away. He adopted Maria’s four children, giving them the surname of Peretti, and made them and Camilla his heirs. He spent his days cultivating his vines, fruit and olive trees; raising asparagus, cabbage, and cauliflower; and shoveling manure onto the roots of fragrant blooming plants. He asked friends and family members to help him dig, prune, and harvest, and carry the buckets of precious water that his thirsty plants so desperately needed. It seemed to many that he was no longer a highly educated prince of the Church with papal aspirations, but a common gardener who loved his work.
Periodically, he took a little book out of his pocket and opened it.



Chapter 9
Beauty Behind Bars
If I am guilty—woe to me! Even if I am innocent, I cannot lift my
 head, for I am full of shame and drowned in my affliction.
– Job 10:15
In September 1581, Paolo Giordano went twice to the pope’s summer villa of Mondragone outside Rome to beg for an audience. According to the avvisi, the pope would not grant him one. He had made his wishes quite clear about the duke and Vittoria and did not want to be importuned by any more annoying pleas.
In early October, the duke traveled with Cardinal de Medici to visit Cardinal d’Este at his fabulous villa near Tivoli. Many other cardinals, too, had been invited to enjoy the extensive gardens with their unique fountains and waterfalls. During this visit, Paolo Giordano confessed that he no longer thought about Vittoria and was glad the marriage had fallen through. He had, he admitted, been briefly bewitched, but that was now over. Such a statement made in front of so many cardinals was designed to wing its way immediately back to the pope, and Gregory must have been glad to hear it.
Soon after, the duke petitioned Gregory to nullify the decree forbidding him to speak or write to Vittoria. He had no interest in her anymore, he wrote, so the decree was unnecessary.
Moreover, it was dishonorable for an Orsini duke to have such an embarrassing edict hanging over his head, and the shame extended to the de Medicis, as they were so closely allied with him. The pope, eyeing the increasing audacity of Bracciano bandits plundering Rome, agreed to revoke the edict.
But Paolo Giordano willfully misinterpreted the pope’s favor. If the edict were revoked, he reasoned, then that part of the edict that forbade him to marry Vittoria was also revoked. Therefore, he was now legally permitted to marry her. And within days of the revocation, Vittoria was lodged once more at Magnanapoli, wearing her real gold gown and eating off her very own silver platters.
In November, it seemed as if the duke were planning a huge wedding celebration to be held in February 1582, during Carnival. He was contracting with bakers, butchers, and musicians for a magnificent multi-day banquet and ball. Alarmed at the preparations, Grand Duke Francesco begged King Philip of Spain to do something. In response, the king wrote Paolo Giordano that he was amazed that he, his relative and principal cavalier, would create such humiliating scandal with a shameful marriage. However, in the meantime he would assign him the taxes on the silk coming into Naples. It was a bribe, thinly veiling a threat. If he did not comply, the duke would lose his Spanish revenues.
But Grand Duke Francesco and Cardinal de Medici knew this would not be enough. They convinced the pope to issue another edict to prevent a new marriage. On December 4, 1581, Gregory decreed that Paolo Giordano would be fined 25,000 ducats if he did not immediately return Vittoria to her father, or if he had any communication with her again.
The duke, who was broke, obediently shuttled Vittoria back to her father’s house a second time. But he continued to visit her. The Accorambonis, also threatened by an enormous fine if they permitted the duke to walk through their doors, were in quite a quandary. They couldn’t exactly tell Paolo Giordano Orsini, who had so greatly honored their family, that he wasn’t welcome. But neither could they afford the fine.
One of the Accoramboni men – the avvisi don’t say which one – obtained a private audience with the pope. He begged Gregory to let Vittoria remarry the duke, this time legally. Things had advanced to the point, he confessed, that otherwise she would be deprived of her honor. This was a polite indication that Vittoria was no longer intact. The pope asked if the duke still met with Vittoria, and her relative said yes. Gregory dismissed him saying that he would take care of the situation.
The pope was furious that his decrees had been scorned. Obviously, he needed to do something more drastic to prevent the two of them from seeing each other and remarrying. Moreover, though he was in no position to interrogate Paolo Giordano about the murder of Francesco Peretti, there was nothing to prevent him from questioning Vittoria. The Accorambonis had no immunity from arrest as they were not noble enough.
The well-off, and certainly a pope, almost always dictated their letters to secretaries. When a contemporary source informs us that a letter was written “all in his own hand,” this significant detail indicates that the writer had great emotional investment in the message, sometimes friendship or love, but just as often anger. Now Gregory grabbed a quill and started scratching instructions to Monsignor Cotta, instructing him to arrest Vittoria for the murder of her husband. On December 9, the bailiff and his guards surrounded the Accoramboni house. Dozens of passersby stopped to gawk. Neighbors leaned out of windows to watch the show. Within minutes, the guards led a tragically pale Vittoria out of the house and into a waiting coach.
An avvisi reported, “Accompanied by the entire guard of Rome with a great crowd of people, the execution of the warrant was made in her own house, and not in that of Signor Paolo, but with such a concourse of din and people, that it has given much talk because of the quality of the person involved.”1 It was indeed rare for even a minor noblewoman to be imprisoned.
Vittoria, along with her entire family, was under grave suspicion in Francesco’s murder because of her hasty marriage to the duke. “People talked about Vittoria for having so soon consented to pass into the Orsini house, as a promise of marriage,” a relatione reported.2 The desire of any widow to remarry was viewed negatively as it indicated a taint of unseemly sensuality. But remarrying while the husband’s corpse was still cooling in the grave was insulting to the dead and defied all traditions of proper behavior. In this case, it seemed as if it had been part of a plan, an agreement she had made before Francesco’s death.
The relatione continued, “No one believed that [Francesco’s murder] happened without the consent of the Accoramboni family, nor that her brothers weren’t involved out of ambition for such illustrious relatives… as soon as Vittoria’s bed was vacant, and above all Marcello was imputed by the note which had summoned the unfortunate one.”3
Once she was in custody, the authorities weren’t quite sure what to do with her. They took her first to the Savelli prison, a filthy, dreadful place. Then there came an order to imprison her in the comfortable Convent of Saint Cecilia in Trastevere, a more suitable abode for a gentlewoman. But authorities apparently feared that Paolo Giordano and his thugs could easily break into the convent and rescue her. It was, after all, only defended by the Mother Superior wielding a crucifix.
Clearly, the prisoner had to be moved to a safer place. An avvisi of December 20 stated, “On Monday, at three hours past sunset, Signora Accorambona was led from the convent of Saint Cecilia to the Castel Sant’Angelo, they say to try her for the murder of her husband, and this was done because they were afraid someone would try to liberate her from the convent with violence.”4
The Castel Sant’Angelo was an impregnable bastion that today might very well be able to withstand a nuclear blast. Overlooking the bend of the Tiber River near Saint Peter’s, the fortress was connected to the Vatican by a long stone passageway. Over the centuries, in times of attack, popes and cardinals had fled the poorly defended papal palace and raced through the passage to the citadel from which they could safely look down upon the murder of Roman citizens. The building had not originally been constructed as a stronghold but as the imperial tomb for the Emperor Hadrian’s family around 130 A.D.
The Castel Sant’Angelo got its name during the same plague which brought about the custom of saying “God bless you” when someone sneezes. One of the symptoms of the deadly epidemic of 590 A.D. was fits of sneezing ending in death. According to legend, Romans were making a pilgrimage to Saint Peter’s in sackcloth and ashes to beg God to lift the epidemic when an enormous image of the Archangel Michael appeared on top of the mausoleum and sheathed his sword. At that moment, God indeed blessed them. The plague – and the sneezing – disappeared. The Castle of the Holy Angel, it came to be called.
The structure had undergone numerous changes over the years. Towers had been built around it and luxurious frescoed papal apartments on top of it. The Vatican treasury was stored inside as the place was impossible to rob. And the worst dungeons in the world were located deep in the heart of the rock – tiny, freezing, windowless closets that had once housed imperial corpses.
Vittoria was interrogated daily about what she knew of Francesco’s death. How far had her relationship gone with Paolo Giordano before the murder? Had he made it known that he was planning to kill her husband? Hadn’t she thought it strange he promised to marry her as soon as she was a widow when her husband was young and healthy?
On December 30, an avvisi announced, “In the Accorambona case, they proceed every day with great rigor, the top prosecutor of Rome intervening in her interrogations, and the Signor Bernardino Cotta also, who will lead the case, and by this it can be seen that she will have to divulge everything.”5
But Vittoria divulged nothing, and it was difficult for the most hardened prosecutors to proceed with great rigor for long when confronted with her sobs, sighs, and lovely face. When women had no rights and little education, those under attack could use chauvinism as a means of self-defense against the chauvinists. I am just a woman, after all. Not terribly bright. Not nearly as smart as you men. I really don’t understand what is going on. Can’t I go home and get back to my embroidery? Such a conversation, combined with a heaving bosom and shining tears, was often quite an effective defense.
Moreover, Vittoria declared that she was pregnant and bewailed the cruel fate that had taken away two husbands from her in such a short space of time. What would happen to her poor innocent child? Instead of formulating a criminal case against her, the prosecutors told the pope she was clearly innocent and petitioned him to release her. But Gregory kept her in Castel Sant’Angelo as the only place with walls stout enough to keep her apart from Paolo Giordano.
The duke wrote to the pope’s son, the duke of Sora, to the governor of Rome, and to various cardinals complaining that the Accoramboni family was under his protection, and therefore Vittoria should have had immunity from arrest. But the object of his affections stayed where she was. In the meantime, the frustrated duke went hunting at Bracciano with his bandits, including Marcello, and vented his rage on the hapless animals he stalked.
If Vittoria knew nothing, Gregory was still resolved to find the men responsible for the murder. Safely ensconced at Bracciano, Marcello received a notice that he should came to Rome to defend himself against the suspicion of murdering Francesco. Marcello didn’t come, and there was no possibility of sending guards to bring him to Rome. Paolo Giordano’s gang of Bracciano bandits would simply massacre the pope’s men.
But Domenico Acquaviva, known as Mancino, was living quietly in the Papal States and was easier to arrest. Everyone knew that he had handed Vittoria’s maid Caterina the note for Francesco the night of the murder. Mancino was arrested in January 1582 and taken to Rome. On February 24, he was interrogated and spilled the beans without torture.
He said that Vittoria’s mother, Tarquinia, was deeply involved in the murder, salivating to have her daughter become a duchess. Mancino added that two of those who had shot and stabbed Francesco were a certain Melchiore of Gubbio and Paolo Basca of Bracciano, “both in the service,” reported the chronicler, “of a signor whose name we will keep silent out of respect.”6
As the investigation zeroed in on Paolo Giordano, Cardinal de Medici became frantic. There was talk that if the duke was found guilty, Castle Bracciano would be confiscated from the Orsinis and given to the family of Cardinal Farnese, de Medici’s hated archrival for the papacy. Cardinal de Medici informed his friend Cardinal Montalto that he urgently needed his help to drop the investigation. And Cardinal Montalto, who would need Cardinal de Medici’s support in the next conclave, agreed. The chronicler stated, “Cardinal Montalto insisted continuously that they not go further in this inquisition, and so they suppressed the business, and Mancino was released from prison.”7 Nor was Tarquinia Accoramboni arrested for questioning.
The bandit problem continued to get worse. Caravans carrying Church taxes to Rome were attacked and plundered. Trade goods could barely make it into Rome because the roads were so infested with robbers. When merchants began sending their goods by ship, the bandits boarded boats and became pirates. The entire Roman economy was on the brink of ruin.
Criminals even threatened to murder cardinals. One day, fearing they would be attacked, twenty-four out of forty Roman cardinals refused to attend a cardinals’ Mass in the Chapel of the Assumption; those sixteen who dared attend had armed guards like Secret Service agents, hands on pistol holsters, constantly scanning the church for threats. All that was missing were the sunglasses and ear pieces.
When Cardinal Montalto hosted other cardinals at his villa, he often spoke about the terrible reign of the weak Pope Gregory. The country, he pointed out, was tottering towards disaster. The wise and venerable Sacred College, he said, smiling at his fellow cardinals, would have to help the next pope create an orderly society for the public benefit. The people deserved a better administration, a safer environment, and less tolerance of bandits.
The biggest bandit of all was once again having money problems. Paolo Giordano returned to Rome to sell Formello, a little area in his duchy, to the nobleman Paolo Sforza. But the duke couldn’t sell the land without the permission of Cardinal de Medici, who had loaned him 14,000 scudi with Formello as security. And the cardinal, who wanted him to feel the pinch, refused to agree to the sale. Paolo Giordano had to learn that his powerful relatives could make his life miserable if he didn’t follow their advice and dump Vittoria for good.
One day, some peasants digging near Bracciano found an ancient vase bursting with fat gold coins. Legally, anything found on the duke’s land was his, but the peasants agreed to divide it secretly among themselves, with no one the wiser. But one of them ran off with it, and the others complained to the duke. Paolo Giordano, who desperately wanted the gold to fend off some of his most insistent creditors, put the peasant’s wife and children in prison, hoping he would come back for them. But he didn’t, and the duke didn’t get a single piece of gold.
Apart from his financial issues, the duke’s prestige was taking a battering. At Bracciano, Paolo Giordano was supposed to receive King Philip II’s new ambassador to the Papal States, Juan Enrique de Gusman, Count Olivares, on his journey to Rome. All the preparations were made, and the duke waited for his honored visitor, but the king had ordered the count to bypass Bracciano. This very purposeful insult shocked the duke. When he called on the ambassador in Rome, the count gave him a message from the king. Philip could not tolerate a grandee of Spain wanting to marry a woman of such greatly inferior status. The entire Orsini clan, the de Medicis, and the Spanish royal family would be tainted by the shame of it, and no one would have anything more to do with Paolo Giordano if he married her again.
The duke was, temporarily, beaten once more. According to an avvisi of July 18, “Signor Paolo Giordano, seeing how much evil surrounded him by staying in disgrace with the grand duke, wrote letters to the pope, to Cardinal de Medici, and to the duke of Sora in which he declared that he no longer wanted Signora Accorambona as his wife.”8 He also addressed one to Vittoria.
Vittoria was still firmly lodged in the Castel Sant’Angelo, though she had charmed her jailer, Napoleone Malvagia, into moving her to nice breezy rooms upstairs. When the jailer’s wife gave birth to a daughter, Vittoria, whose own pregnancy had disappeared, acted as her godmother at the baptism, and the child was named after her. Vittoria was allowed to walk freely around the fortress, enjoying the view of Rome and the unfinished dome of St. Peter’s from the windy battlements. She was a delightful prisoner and made only one difficulty. She insisted that she be addressed as the duchess of Bracciano. She had in her possession letters of Paolo Giordano, in which he called her his duchess. And she refused to part with the wedding ring.
But one day in the middle of July, a letter arrived from Paolo Giordano addressed to Signora Vittoria Accoramboni. She trembled as she opened it. In the letter, the duke declared their marriage null and void. He was now giving her the freedom to marry someone else. Vittoria seemed shocked. She raced to a window and started to throw herself out. A serving woman was right behind her and grabbed her leg and the thick folds of her gown. She tried with difficulty to pull her in, but for a while Vittoria’s life seemed to literally hang in the balance.
Meanwhile, on the ramparts below, soldiers heard Vittoria’s shrill screams and looked up to see her flailing out of the window. They raced upstairs and helped her servant bring her in. When they carefully placed her on the floor, she appeared to be unconscious. Given the manipulative tactics of the thwarted pair, it is possible that the duke’s renunciation, which resulted in a suicide attempt witnessed by hundreds of Romans in the streets below the fortress, was nothing more than a bit of theater.
If so, the duke achieved his goal. Having renounced Vittoria, he was immediately taken back into the good graces of the king of Spain, the grand duke, Cardinal de Medici, and the pope. The investigations into Francesco’s murder ground to a halt, and the duke was once again living high on the hog with borrowed money.
Clearly, the suicide act had a second goal, which was Vittoria’s release from prison. The pope and Cardinal de Medici feared, however, that the moment Vittoria was free the duke would forget his promises, swoop into Rome, and grab her. Gregory didn’t want to keep her imprisoned forever and tried to come up with another means of preventing a marriage. Perhaps Vittoria wanted to enter a convent? He could arrange the most prestigious convent for her, a beautiful, peaceful place. However, she steadfastly refused to become a nun.
The other option was to marry her to someone else. That way, clearly, Paolo Giordano couldn’t marry her because then it would be bigamy. The pope spread the word that a lovely noble bride was up for grabs. Considering that the duke had killed her first husband and would likely kill her second one to get his hands on her, very few were interested in this offer. A man named Iocovacci said that he would like to take Vittoria away as his bride, which raised the pope’s hopes. But looking into the matter, Gregory discovered that Iocovacci lived at Bracciano and was a servant of the duke’s.
Having wrapped her jailer around her little finger, Vittoria believed that if she could only have an audience with the pope, she might have the same luck with him and convince him to spring her from prison. She sent her mother, Tarquinia, to beg the pope for an audience, which occurred on August 10, 1582. It was a long conversation, but Vittoria was not released.
At this time the pope was extremely busy in ordering Catholic countries to observe the new calendar named after him. Until then, there were six potential starts to the New Year: January 1, March 1, March 25, Easter, September 1, and December 25. Referring to a particular day of the month was also confusing. Sometimes Italians used the ancient Roman system which referred to the days before or after the Kalends – the first day of the month; the Ides – the thirteenth day except in March, July, and October, when it fell on the fifteenth; and the Nones – eight days before the next Kalends. Often they used saints’ days as a reference – three days before the Feast of Saint Michael, for instance – or the numerical system we use today.
Despite this confusion with the calendar, there was a worse problem. The Julian calendar, introduced by Julius Caesar in 46 B.C., was off by some eleven minutes every year. Every one hundred twenty eight years the calendar would be behind by an entire day. Between the Council of Nicea in 325 A.D., which calculated the proper date for Easter, and 1582, the calendar had lagged some ten days behind.
It was a frightening thought that devout Christians might be praying on the wrong day. The saint being prayed to, knowing it was not his or her day, might be off doing something else entirely and not listening to the petitions of the faithful. Those prayers would then be wasted and those praying more likely to suffer greater hardship in this life and more time in Purgatory in the next.
Though Gregory was helpless in maintaining law and order in Rome, he guided calendar reform with a strong hand. Beginning in 1575, he commissioned scholars and mathematicians to look into the matter. After years of study, it was decided that the New Year would begin on January 1. The spring equinox would be fixed on March 21 and serve as a starting point for the rest of the calendar. Every four years an extra day would be added, February 29, to keep the calendar on track. The precision of the Gregorian calendar is so great that an error of one day would only occur after 3,333.3 years.
In February 1582, the pope had issued a bull informing Catholic nations that the calendar would be reformed in October of that year. People would go to sleep on October 4 and wake up on October 15. Protestant nations, who were also painfully aware of problems with the calendar, immediately howled that the pope as anti-Christ was meddling with time itself and wanted to cut short their lives by ten days. Moreover, the calendar reform was done to promote idolatry, they believed, so the Catholic pagans could worship their idols on the right days. Even Catholics were upset – the new calendar was a scheme set up by landlords, they declared, to cheat them out of ten days’ rent.
It was only in 1752 that Great Britain adopted the Gregorian calendar, with Sweden following a year later. Denmark and Germany finally followed suit in 1799. And so, for more than two hundred years, Europe had two different calendars running – Old Style and New Style. Russia didn’t update its calendar until the twentieth century, by which time it was thirteen days behind everyone else.
The calendar reform was a vast undertaking. The pope had tens of thousands of new calendars printed and sent by ship and pack-horse throughout Catholic Europe. Still, many towns didn’t get them by October and were terribly confused about which day it was, and which saint to venerate, and how to date legal documents and baptismal records. Complaints poured in from all sides, and so, in October 1582, the pope didn’t have too much time to worry about Vittoria.
But then Cardinal Carlo Borromeo, the saintly archbishop of Milan, weighed in on her side. The nephew of Pius V, Borromeo was perhaps the most devout cardinal who ever lived. Highly respected by the pope and the entire Sacred College, in 1610 he would be proclaimed a saint. If Vittoria was guilty of murder, he said, punish her. If she was not guilty, she must be released from prison. The pope had to agree and decided to let Vittoria go as long as she promised not to marry the duke again.
He also insisted that she not remain in Rome – that would be like leaving a raw steak out for a slavering bulldog whenever Paolo Giordano came to town. She must sign a document drawn up by a notary that within three days of her release she would leave for Gubbio, where her parents still owned a little palazzo. If she left Gubbio without papal permission, her father would be fined 10,000 ducats, part of which sum he had to put up in advance as security.
On the night of November 8, two hours past sunset, Vittoria was escorted from prison into her mother’s waiting coach and returned to her family’s home. The following day, a notary of the vicar called on her to remind her of the continued validity of the papal decree of May 5, 1581, which prohibited her from contracting marriage without the pope’s permission, and declaring null and void the one she had already contracted.
Vittoria was perturbed that although she had, evidently, been found innocent of Francesco’s murder, there were still conditions attached to her release. She asked for a private audience with the pope, hoping her charms could win him over as they had Cardinal Montalto, Paolo Giordano, and her jailer. The pope agreed to hear her.
An avvisi dated November 10 indicated that Vittoria’s melodramatic performance to win the pope’s sympathy was overdone. For added spice, the writer included references to the Biblical tale of Judith and the Punic War story of Prince Massinissa and his wife Sofonisba, whom he forced to swallow poison.
“Sunday evening, near sunset, there appeared another sun at the Vatican, the beautiful, charming, and gracious Signora Vittoria Corambona, accompanied by her relatives, who went by secret paths to the papal audience chamber. His Beatitude was content to listen to this new Judith afflicted by a lengthy prison stay, by the anguish of her divorce, and the pain of exile. She was detained by the pope’s butler, who then introduced her with her mother to the feet of His Beatitude, the other relatives remaining outside. Prostrate on the ground and with a faint voice and tearful eyes and hands on her breast, this new Sofonisba began to talk, sighing in front of Massinissa.”
Vittoria said, “Holy and Sainted Father, I have suffered long travails, the loss of my husband, imprisonment, and many other mockeries, which for a long time have enslaved me, not for my fault so much as for my lack of shrewdness. If I did not have an innocent conscience and did not hope for blessing from your Holiness, the soft heart of a woman of such a tender age would not be capable of enduring such calamity.”
She then spoke bitterly of Paolo Giordano. “I have been oppressed and violated by the shrewdness and greatness of a cavalier well known to your Holiness,” she continued. “I dare now to demand and confidently hope not just for pardon, but to awaken in the most clement heart of Your Beatitude pity for a young and noble woman, deceived and tormented. I implore your compassion, even more because I was born of blood … I implore the clemency of you my lord and father to remove the exile and not insist that I remain deprived of my country, my relatives, and those of my blood, which would add wounds to the death, making the world doubt my innocence and honesty.’”
The avvisi continued, “The pope, listening to the affected prayers of this afflicted nymph, accompanied by rivers of tears and with a commotion to soften the hardest stone, as a prince full of clemency and piety, and seeing a great error, with blessings and promises of paternal love, promised to grant her what she had asked, but that in the meantime she had to go to Gubbio to render obedience.”9 Despite her piteous sobs about innocent honesty, the pope knew she couldn’t be anywhere near Paolo Giordano.
As Vittoria was packing to go to Gubbio, she decided she would, oddly enough, call on Cardinal Montalto. She swept into the audience chamber of his villa, her lovely face wreathed in sad smiles, her eyes shining with tears, and knelt before him to kiss his hand. An avvisi of November 17 reported, “Cardinal Montalto welcomed her and embraced her with incredible signs of tenderness, as if she were a daughter instead of a niece.”10
Vittoria then asked his advice on how she should dress – in full mourning as a grieving widow, or in the drab beige color of a widow preparing to leave off her mourning entirely. Considering the fact that she had already tried to remarry within days of the murder, “The cardinal advised her to wear the tawny habit, which she had taken, to be a color appropriate to her present state.”11 She knelt once more and fervidly kissed his hand, then rose to depart. We can picture him, watching her slender form and wide skirts rustling out of his audience chamber, wondering, Did she know about it? Did she?
The day before her departure for Gubbio, Vittoria bade the pope farewell, once more flinging herself at his feet and sobbing. Finally, on November 24, she left Rome accompanied by a cortege of her relatives’ carriages, with all the servants armed to prevent robbery on the road.
Vittoria did not like being stuck in Gubbio. On January 3, 1583, she wrote the pope:
Most Holy Father,

Your Holiness, having found me worthy in leaving Rome to kiss your most holy feet, I now dare, assured in the great goodness and kindness of Your Beatitude, to come to you to remind you how you granted me mercy. I petitioned you not to force me to stay in Gubbio, and your Holiness replied that I should obey. Since then I have arrived and rendered obedience. Now my honor and reputation are weighed down by being condemned like a criminal. I race to the holy feet, imploring you for the mercy of Jesus Christ to grant me the favor that it be cancelled because I desire nothing more than honor, assuring you that having received this boon, I will obey or pay with my life. Receiving this from your most holy and benign nature, I will pray for the long and most happy life of Your Beatitude.

Your most humble and devoted Servant

Vittoria Accoramboni12

On January 23, the pope sent word to Vittoria that she was permitted to leave Gubbio. However, he expressly stated that the May 5, 1581, decree remained in effect, which prohibited Vittoria from marrying anyone without express papal permission, and if she did marry, the marriage would be null and void.
Vittoria was not satisfied with this. The one decree still in effect was precisely the one she wanted revoked. Vittoria must have had reason to believe that another wedding with the duke was in the offing, and it was urgent to obtain a document of some sort that seemed to revoke the decree prohibiting their marriage.
She wrote to Monsignor Lodovico Bianchetti, the pope’s master of the chamber, that such a decree hanging over her head stained her honor and reputation and disturbed the tranquility of her soul. She swore that she would never marry “you know who.”13
The monsignor took her request to the pope, and on February 11, 1583, Gregory revoked the earlier decree, with one stipulation: “His Holiness has given permission to Signora Vittoria Accoramboni to contract marriage with whomsoever she wants, except with that person whom his Holiness has forbidden.”14
Monsignor Bianchetti was delighted that he had obtained the favor for Vittoria and on February 12, he wrote gleefully:
Most Illustrious and Respected Sister,

… God has conceded this favor. I went to Our Lord [the pope], explaining to him as best I could that I know the desire of your ladyship, which would not move you to do anything if not for the tranquility of soul and honor and reputation, assuring him that you promised never to marry you know who, and that you had written me this and given me your word. He was content at hearing this and on Thursday ordered Monsignor Pirro Taro to revoke the decree so that nothing would be left against you. I rejoice with you with all my heart…

From your most illustrious ladyship’s most devoted servant, Lodovico Bianchetti15

That day, February 19, Vittoria received another letter, this one from Monsignor Pirro Taro, the vice regent.
Illustrious lady, honored as a sister,

This is to advise you that Our Lord is content to annul all the decrees and warnings that he has made up until now… With regards to the future, it is up to your ladyship to observe inviolably that which his Holiness has written. I am certain that now that he has shown himself favorable, you can hope for much more in the future if you follow the same path, and you can rely on me.

Rome, February 12, 1583.

Your most illustrious ladyship’s affectionate servant, Pirro Taro16

Although the pope had revoked the decrees with the express stipulation that she not marry Paolo Giordano, Vittoria now had in her hands an official letter from one of the pope’s top officials declaring that all decrees had been revoked. And Monsignor Bianchetti’s letter did not forbid her from marrying Paolo Giordano Orsini, only “you know who.” Legally, such a vague term had no meaning. These were exactly the documents she wanted. Two days later, Vittoria replied to Monsignor Taro in general terms, which if read carefully could indicate that she was stretching the favor she had received to indicate that she was permitted to marry the duke.
Illustrious and Reverend Monsignor, honored as a brother,

I thank your Lordship with a lively heart for the news given me of the signal favor that his Holiness has deigned to do for me in annulling all the decrees and putting me at liberty, recognizing it comes only from his Holiness’s great goodness. For my part, I will not lack to make known the results, which have been and always will be the firm desire to obey his Holiness as I have done until now, not being able in any other way to show the true devotion that I bear for his Holiness, with infinite obligation, and I will pray daily for his long and happy life. I also remain obliged to your lordship for your kindness and pray you to command me and keep me in your good graces, and I kiss your hands. From Gubbio, February 21, 1583.

From one who is obliged to your most Reverend Lordship as a sister,

Vittoria Accoramboni17




Chapter 10
Disobedience
“This is what God says: ‘Why do you disobey the Lord’s commands?
You will not prosper. Because you have forsaken the Lord,
 he has forsaken you.”
– 2 Chronicles 24:20
Vittoria had ardently pushed for papal permission to return to Rome. Oddly, after she obtained it, she lingered in Gubbio. For Paolo Giordano had let her know he would be traveling to Venice and would swing by Gubbio to pick her up on the way. If he married her in the republic instead of in the Papal States, the pope would have less authority over the legitimacy of the marriage. The independent Venetians enjoyed ignoring edicts from Rome. Some of them got lost, and the pope had to resend them. Others were held up in lengthy senatorial debates that went on for years. The very characteristics that had so irked Felice Montalto as inquisitor could now help Vittoria be recognized as the duchess of Bracciano.
An avvisi of March 30, 1583, reported that the duke was planning to visit the city of canals “to enjoy his liberty in that city, and maybe to do with Signora Accorambona in that country what he was not permitted to do here.”1
But just as his baggage was packed and loaded, the duke learned he had to stay in Rome to attend to a major legal mess. Unbeknownst to him, all Orsini property had been entangled by a recently discovered decree made in 1477 by Napoleone Orsini, which was “as narrow,” according to the avvisi, “as his Excellency’s waist is large, by which all the sales that he had made up until now, which are many, are rendered invalid.”2 And Paolo Giordano, always hemorrhaging money, had sold a great deal of land.
The decree stated that to prevent the loss of Orsini lands, any properties sold starting in 1477 by Orsinis who were now deceased must be returned by the purchasers to the Orsini family without any compensation. Any sales made by the current duke would have to be revoked, with the duke returning the purchase price. Several cardinals who had bought property from Paolo Giordano’s father were threatened with financial ruin by the decree and resolved to fight it in court. And Paolo Giordano certainly didn’t have the money to buy back properties he had sold in recent years to pay his exorbitant debts. Reluctantly, the duke unpacked his bags and remained in Rome consulting his legal advisors.
Pope Gregory’s weakness with regards to the bandits sunk to a new low on March 30 when he permitted the most vicious criminal in Italy, Alfonso Piccolomini, the duke of Montemarciano, to enter Rome accompanied by thirty noble cavaliers, ten of them exiled from Rome for murder. The cortege rode into the courtyard of Cardinal de Medici’s palace where Piccolomini was welcomed as if he were royalty.
Piccolomini had come to Rome requesting the pope’s spiritual and legal absolution for his many murders. Fearing the bandit king would murder his son if he didn’t comply, the pope agreed. When asked how many murders he had committed, Piccolomini blithely replied three hundred and seventy. The pope duly filled in the number and sent back the dispensation.
In May, Piccolomini and his men rode to Bracciano as guests of the duke. The pope, fearing he might join with Paolo Giordano’s men and attack Rome, agreed to give Piccolomini back his confiscated lands on the condition that he not return to the Papal States. The bandit duly left the country, settling into a Florentine palace as a guest of the grand duke.
But even as Piccolomini’s brutality was being neutralized, violence erupted in Rome from another bold and reckless young man. One of Paolo Giordano’s most faithful adherents was a young cousin named Lodovico Orsini, who had been born about 1560. The avvisi described Lodovico as “a man of amiable and gracious nature.”3 Known for jealously guarding what he called his honor, he had recently returned from the battlefields of Portugal, which he had helped conquer for Spain.
In April 1583, the bailiff of Rome breeched the immunity of the Orsini palace known as Monte Giordano, located near Castel Sant’Angelo. While the Orsinis and their servants were taking part in a religious procession, the guards arrested two wanted criminals living there. Upon his return, Lodovico roused the other men to find and punish the bailiff and his guards. Racing through the streets of Rome, they found them in a piazza, and a free-for-all took place. Shots rang out, swords were drawn, and the cries of the dying and wounded resounded in the square. Three noble thugs, including Lodovico’s half-brother, seventeen-year-old Raimondo Orsini, died.
It so happened that an old man and his beloved servant were walking home on a nearby street when they heard the fracas. A stray bullet wounded the servant, and the old man had to drag him to the house of a church canon and bang on the door, begging for help. There they stayed the night, too afraid of continuing street violence to send for a doctor. The servant died the next day. The old man was Cardinal Montalto, who once again had been caught up in the violence of the lawless young men of Rome. He had to send word to the Sacred College requesting troops to guard him on his way home.
Goaded by Lodovico Orsini, the families of the dead noblemen swore vengeance and led hundreds of their followers rioting through the streets. For four days, shops and government offices were closed, and only the foolish went outside the safety of their homes. When asked what should be done to quell the violence, the pope replied that the grand fury must be allowed to burn itself out. Then, fearing for his own safety and that of his son, he complied with the families’ requests to hunt down and execute the bailiff and his guards, though they had just been following his own orders. Five of the guards found hiding in the Vatican were murdered on the spot.
The pope’s weakness in the face of violence encouraged further crimes. The Venetian ambassador wrote, “This incident will serve as an impediment for a long time to the future execution of justice.”4 The new bailiff, seeing his predecessor’s head on a pike, refused to arrest anyone protected by a nobleman. On June 25, the Mantuan ambassador reported that there was so much violence outside Rome that no one dared venture past the city gates. Crime was rampant even inside the city. Bandits took to breaking into stables and wounding helpless animals, threatening to return and kill them unless the owners sent them protection money.
There was very little grain in the city. The bandits had burned large sections of farmland, and floods had ruined others. Those crops that had been salvaged could not reach Rome because of muddy roads and lurking bandits. The pope’s family bought what grain there was, and sold it outside the city at double the price.
Bread was no longer sold in the piazzas but grass mixed with parsley at ridiculously high prices. The hungry banged on the doors of the wealthy who turned them away as they barely had enough grain to feed their large numbers of servants. Famished citizens rioted outside bakeries. Some starving people broke into homes and stole food or furniture and clothing that they sold on the street to buy bread. In broad daylight, pedestrians were mugged, and coaches were held up by the desperate.
As one avvisi put it, “In short, the three things without which it is impossible for humankind to live tolerably are in short supply at this time – justice, peace, and food.”5
Of all the cardinals, Montalto gave the greatest help to the people. When he ran out of money he borrowed it to feed them, and the cry went up that the most saintly man in Rome was Cardinal Montalto. “He acquired great fame as a good man,” the chronicler reported, “so that the poor gushed over him as the true father of the country in giving alms to his children. Others said, ‘Cardinal Montalto himself lives on alms, and gives alms to others, and the cardinals who manage the goods of the Church merely point the way to the hospital.”6
Though the pope was useless in dealing with the famine, he thought this might be the time to show his people he was, at least, tough on crime. His bailiffs had recently arrested some thirty murderers, and his advisor, the nobleman Vincenzo Vitelli, pushed the pope to execute them rather than letting them off scot-free with a promise to mend their ways. Some of these men were in the service of Paolo Giordano and Lodovico Orsini, who both begged for their release and promised to be responsible for their actions. Fed up with street violence, on August 27 the pope executed three of Lodovico’s grooms along with Paolo Giordano’s favorite servant. Then Vitelli proposed that the violent Lodovico Orsini himself be arrested for disturbing the peace.
The evening of September 4, 1583, Vitelli was returning home from having dinner with the pope’s son when his coach was surrounded by men who fired guns at him. One horse fell dead, three servants were wounded, and Vitelli was shot in the thigh. He stumbled out of his coach, sword in hand, but was cut down by an assassin with a sword. The attackers tried to cut off Vitelli’s head, but his servants fended them off. Vitelli was carried home alive, but died from his grievous wounds two days later, and Lodovico escaped from Rome.
When Vitelli’s widow – the mother of thirteen children – and his wealthy family pushed the pope for justice, he confiscated Lodovico’s properties and sent guards to despoil Lodovico’s palace of Monte Giordano. But all his expensive furnishings had been cleared out.
Though Paolo Giordano had been at Bracciano when Vitelli was killed, no one doubted that he had ordered the assassination. After all, his favorite servant had been hanged at Vitelli’s instigation; his honorable name had been besmirched; his power doubted, and his cousin Lodovico threatened with arrest.
Three days after the murder, the duke announced his intention to leave Rome immediately on a pilgrimage to the holy house of Loreto. Given the uproar over Vitelli’s death, he asked the pope for assurance that he would not seize Bracciano during his absence. As a sign of good will, he sent the pope some wanted murderers and ordered others out of the Papal States. Not only did the pope agree to Paolo Giordano’s request, but he gave him a paid commission to look into the fortifications of Ancona, seventeen miles from Loreto, to determine whether they were up to withstanding a Turkish siege.
From Loreto, the duke sent word to Vittoria, who had been vegetating in Gubbio for ten months, to pack up her household and ride the twenty-five miles to the town of Trevi. There she would be staying at the home of his friend, Cavalier Lelio Valenti. Finally, after twenty-one months of vicissitudes, the two lovers were reunited. The papal decrees, her imprisonment, and the enforced separation had only served to increase their devotion to each other.
Vittoria remained at Trevi while her lover fulfilled his mission to Ancona. Paolo Giordano was supposed to visit his children and his illustrious in-laws in Florence on the way back, but with Vittoria by his side, he ignored the de Medicis and took her directly to Bracciano. There he left her in the care of her brother, Marcello, while he went to give the pope his report on the fortifications.
During the duke’s absence, Vittoria had a chance to explore the castle that his first wife had scorned as a drafty pile of rocks. The structure was much like Paolo Giordano himself – brooding, dominating, enormous, and violent. It was a sacred site for the Orsinis, the manifestation of their power, the symbol in stone of domination. The high crenellated walls were interspersed with five turrets bristling with anger. Built in the 1470s, it was the last hoorah of the medieval fortress which would soon develop into the Renaissance palace designed not for defense but for pleasure.
Inside the roughly triangular castle courtyard was a monumental staircase leading up to the piano nobile. One side had two stories of loggias, low arches resting on solid columns. The kitchen was enormous, suitable for creating royal banquets, with a hearth the size of a small room. The noble apartments had thirty-foot ceilings, coffered and painted, and floors of orange glazed tiles. The labyrinth beneath the stronghold was strewn with human bones – victims, it was said, of Orsini wrath.
In 1559, Paolo Giordano had commissioned lavish frescoes on the ceilings and walls of a suite of rooms for his new bride which took months to complete. Early in her marriage, Isabella had spent one horrifying winter at Bracciano and never returned. She cooked up every excuse possible to avoid going there. She had to stay in Florence due to bad feet, a dysfunctional liver, a possible pregnancy that never materialized, a troubled head, intermittent fever, the pregnancy of her sister-in-law, and her father’s ill health.
Vittoria, on the other hand, almost swooned with delight at the palatial rooms with magnificent furniture and attentive servants. The castle was situated on a circular lake formed by a volcanic crater. Teeming with pike, perch, eel, and whitefish, the lake was a sparkling, silvery-sapphire mirror, its shores dotted by three equidistant, sand-colored villages. The surrounding emerald, gently rolling hills were full of wildlife – boar, fox, pheasant, quail, and partridge. Standing on the windswept battlements of the castle, Vittoria’s gaze took in the richness of the land. She would be duchess of all this. She had come a long way from living with Camilla and the chickens in Rome. It had been worth it.
While Vittoria explored her castle, the duke called on the pope. There was general surprise that Gregory received the duke with such demonstrations of affection, according to an avvisi of October 8, “so that the world believed that his Holiness had stopped the disfavor that he had shown against this signor, having humiliated himself and shown himself obedient to the orders of his Holiness, especially in the matter of the bandits, and that the pope does not hold anything against his Excellency for having participated in the murder of Vitelli, as people said.”7
The pope’s warm welcome of the duke gave rise to rumors that he had finally agreed to let him marry Vittoria. Some ambassadors believed the marriage had already taken place during his trip to Ancona. Others thought he would marry her quietly in Rome. Word leaked out that Paolo Giordano had been conferring with theologians about the legality of marrying Vittoria again. He had showed them Monsignor Pirro Taro’s letter to Vittoria stating that all decrees had been removed. Fortunately for the duke, Taro had died and was, therefore, in no position to rebut the strange interpretation of his letter. The theologians responded not only that Paolo Giordano could marry her, but marry her he must for the health of his soul.
In the castle of Bracciano on the morning of October 10, 1583, Paolo Giordano married Vittoria again, this time more officially, with a priest, a notary, and numerous witnesses. However, he had not had the banns read for three Sundays, so the wedding was not completely in compliance with the Council of Trent. And then there was that little matter of the pope’s written prohibition.
Vittoria brought as dowry the 5,000 scudi given by her father when she had married Francesco and later returned by Cardinal Montalto. But because her father and brothers could not give her a dowry “which was suitable to the quality and preeminence and dignity of the most illustrious and excellent signor duke, her future husband,” Paolo Giordano himself dowered her with 20,000 scudi in the form of various properties.8 The duke was already thinking of Vittoria’s future widowhood and wanted her to live comfortably.
A few days later he returned to Rome and seemed to be fitting up his palace to receive his new duchess. An avvisi of October 22 reported, “There are great things going on in the house of Signor Paolo Giordano, with superb coaches, carriages, and the richest ornaments. His Excellency has come to Rome, and there is no doubt that his wife is not in Bracciano, and is embraced by him here as his legitimate wife.”9
The avvisi of October 23 stated, “So one knows for certain that the pope is content that the duke of Bracciano take Signora Accorambona openly as his wife, so one can also believe what is being said now, that last Thursday his Excellency married her.”10
Some thought that the pope had agreed to the wedding in order to upset the grand duke of Tuscany, who had irritated him on various diplomatic matters. Or perhaps, as Vicar of Christ, the pope realized he could not put asunder what God had joined together. But such speculation was absolutely false. Gregory had no idea that Paolo Giordano had married Vittoria again, and if he had, he would not have treated him so generously.
In the fall of 1583, the pope had other things on his mind than the duke of Bracciano’s love affair. He was occupied in putting together a long list of new cardinals. Numerous recent deaths had reduced the ranks of the Sacred College, and Gregory was searching for moral, educated churchmen who would be assets not only as cardinals, but as potential popes. While kings, princes, noblemen, and cardinals pushed hard for their own candidates, many of whom were not very good Christians, Gregory ignored them. Finally, on December 12, he announced the creation of nineteen new princes of the Church to the fury of many cardinals who thought they should have been consulted.
According to tradition, new cardinals visited every other member of the Sacred College resident in Rome, after which the older cardinals visited the new ones. Cardinal Montalto used this opportunity to showcase his age and infirmities. “After the pope created the cardinals,” wrote his chronicler, “there followed the visits to one another, which usually occurred quickly. Montalto tried to look older than he was, pretending to be ill, and almost moribund. He excused himself to these new cardinals for not being able to do more because he could only visit one a day, and sometimes only one every two days, and after three days another. He let everyone know how ill he was, saying that the weakness in his legs, occasioned by his age, did not permit him to undertake many tasks… And the funny thing was that when asked how old he was, as many old people ask each other, his age grew by seven years.”11
He often invited the other cardinals to visit him but rarely went out himself, and when he did so, “pretended to lean on a stick, and now on the arm of another prelate or on a cardinal, whom he grabbed when he wanted to walk up or down stairs… When he coughed, people were afraid that he might crack his heart in his chest, and it took him a quarter of an hour to ascend every staircase… And they said to him, Good old fellow, you have run your course, God give you strength.”12
Many of the new cardinals told him that he shouldn’t risk his health by visiting them because at his age it was excusable to stay home. One day while calling on Cardinal Michele della Torre, Montalto had great difficulty mounting the stairs, huffing and puffing asthmatically. The younger cardinal was alarmed, afraid his colleague might drop dead on his steps before his very eyes. “Monsignor,” he cautioned, “you are killing yourself in trying to be generous to others.”13 Cardinal Andrew of Austria was less kind; he called Montalto Lazarus, as one who was alive but also in the grave.
Cardinals with papal aspirations were faced with the difficult decision of joining either the faction of France or Spain. Joining one party would ensure financial and political support from the king and like-minded cardinals, but it would also ensure the enmity of the other party, which would try to prevent the cardinal from becoming pope in the next conclave. Refusing to join either party often resulted in arousing the anger of both. But Cardinal Montalto used his excuse of poor health to avoid joining either faction. He straddled the two, nodding with good will in both directions. It was a clever move. Those who had hoped for his support were not angry at him, having “concluded that he was on his last legs and incapable of joining a party because from moment to moment his age was calling him to heaven.”
While Montalto was advertising his illnesses, Vittoria continued to live the good life at Bracciano. Many speculated whether the duke’s unending fascination with Vittoria had been caused by witchcraft. Perhaps the ambitious Vittoria had employed his Greek enchantress to concoct love potions, causing him to recklessly risk his reputation and standing. Society was always eager to blame women’s witchcraft for the uncontrollable yearnings of men’s private parts. Some Roman gossips began calling Paolo Giordano the duke of Accorambono.
Vittoria had only to snap her fingers to have the most exquisite jewelry, gowns, and furniture appear. It didn’t concern her that it wasn’t paid for, or that little Virginio would have to find the funds to pay for it after his father died. The lovely stuff was hers, and that was all that mattered.
Paolo Giordano took Vittoria on a tour of his extensive duchy, showing her all his lands, farms, villages, and castles, as far as the Tyrrhenian Sea. Peasants and villagers knelt before her, as if she was a queen. In warm weather she was rowed out on Lake Bracciano in a barge draped with a velvet awning, beneath which she sat on silken pillows.
It was good to be the duchess.



Chapter 11
Annulment
Not a word from their mouth can be trusted;
 their heart is filled with destruction. Their throat is an open grave;
 with their tongue they speak deceit.
– Psalm 5:9
Cardinal de Medici was confused to see Vittoria living openly with Paolo Giordano as his wife. He hoped the two had come to an agreement whereby Vittoria agreed to be the duke’s mistress. There was nothing wrong with a man having a mistress – the cardinal had had several himself as well as children by them – and having a noble, beautiful mistress burnished a man’s image. But there would be great disgrace if the duke had married her. He candidly asked his brother-in-law if the rumors of marriage were true.
On January 31, 1584, the duke replied from Bracciano:
Most Illustrious and Reverend Signor In-Law and Most Respected Padrone,

Having learned that many are talking and trying to make the world believe that I have married Signora

Vittoria, I know that your Reverence, as one who has heard the truth, will not let himself be persuaded by this. Nonetheless, for the greater repose of your soul, I don’t want you to believe such vanity, and give you my pledge that the lady is not my wife, and I could not ignore the wish of his Holiness, who has prohibited a marriage between her and me.

I remember very clearly the declaration and promise that I made in writing to his Majesty the Catholic king, to his Highness the grand duke, and to your most illustrious self, not to marry her. Therefore I assure you with every certainty that these are false and malign voices and, knowing your Reverence quite well, I will not say more, except that I am your most sincere and affectionate servant, and I kiss your hands with great reverence.1

Cardinal de Medici couldn’t imagine that the duke would put such a blatant lie in writing. He concluded that Paolo Giordano and Vittoria had worked out an agreement for a mistress position and not a wife position. He accepted Paolo Giordano’s word. Perhaps the situation had, indeed, been resolved.
Though the duke was finally enjoying Vittoria as his wife, his health took a turn for the worse. The old arrow wound on his thigh from the battle of Lepanto became infected. Some doctors thought it was gangrenous, others cancerous, and yet others believed it was leprous. The wound spread to his knee, and the flesh swelled with pus and stank like rancid meat. At Bracciano, the church bells pealed out urgently to signal people to pray for the duke.
Though Vittoria nursed him devotedly, his illness worsened. On the night of July 3, 1584, Cardinal de Medici sent his own doctor to Bracciano and Cardinal d’Este his surgeon, though they held out little hope. The duke agreed to amputation if there was no other way to save his life. The doctors decided to wait a while and, over the course of the next few days, the wound began to heal.
Having been banished from the Papal States for murdering Vincenzo Vitelli the previous September, Paolo Giordano’s young cousin Lodovico Orsini had been bouncing around Italy. He landed first in Tuscany, but Grand Duke Francesco ordered him to leave. He ricocheted up to Venice where he wrote the grand duke a letter justifying his murder of Vitelli who, he said, had been plotting to murder him. The deed had been done merely in self-defense.
Lodovico also explained why he had ambushed Vitelli rather than challenging him to a duel. Most people considered a duel to be a better moral choice than an ambush. Calling someone out, allowing him to defend himself with a weapon, was surely more honorable than jumping out of a bush in the dark and stabbing him in the back. But the Council of Trent had outlawed duels and so Lodovico, as a good Christian, had to resort to ambush.
The pope would have gladly forgotten the entire unfortunate episode. Whenever anyone complained to him of the brutality of the crime, Gregory replied that, after all, Lodovico was a good boy and had been justified to protect himself against his enemy, Vitelli. But the pope found it harder to believe that Lodovico was a good boy when, low on cash, he illegally entered the Papal States and joined forces with the bandit Prospero Colonna. Together they commanded hundreds of hardened criminals, who terrorized the countryside.
Paolo Giordano pulled some strings and in April 1584 obtained for Lodovico a Venetian military commission. But cash-strapped Lodovico didn’t have enough money to travel there in a befitting state. The duke convinced Gregory to return Lodovico’s lands and revoke the sentence of banishment from the Papal States, though the pope refused to allow him to enter Rome. But Lodovico still had no cash, and he went to Bracciano to see whether Paolo Giordano could raise some for his voyage.
Lodovico brought with him his usual entourage of ruffians and outlaws, as well as his secretary, Francesco Filelfo, whose gripping account of the family tragedy will be detailed later. In sixteenth-century Italy, secretaries were refined gentlemen – often better educated than their employers. Many secretaries were the younger sons of noble families with no prospects of inheritance; they used their excellent manners and thorough education to support themselves. Secretaries were required to be fluent in several languages, ancient and modern. Their penmanship had to be exquisite.
Secretaries stood in as ambassadors for their employers, visiting cardinals, popes, princes, and kings, dining and negotiating with them. As the personal representative of their masters, they needed to know the latest court dances and excel at riding and fencing. They wore gorgeous doublets and traveled around town in their employers’ gilded carriages. Discretion was an important requirement; secretary does have the word secret in it, after all. Secretaries knew everything about their masters – from hemorrhoids to sexual escapades to embezzlement and murder. But the most important quality of a secretary was loyalty until death, a quality that Filelfo, as we shall see, possessed.
Oddly, Lodovico’s secretary had been in the employ of Cardinal Felice Montalto in the 1570s and passed into the service of Vittoria’s brother, Ottavio, bishop of Fossombrone. It is possible that Paolo Giordano hired him away from Ottavio to work for Lodovico; it is not known how long he had been working for Lodovico when the family congregated at Bracciano in the spring of 1584.
Filelfo later wrote of that meeting, “I visited Signora Vittoria at Bracciano and received many courtesies from her.” He didn’t seem to care much for Marcello, however. “Between Signor Marcello and me at Bracciano, if there was not much closeness, there passed between us courteous words and compliments.”2 Few people liked Marcello.
There, in the castle, Lodovico and Vittoria had the opportunity to size each other up. They didn’t like what they saw. An avid defender of Orsini family honor – amply demonstrated by his brutal murder of Vitelli – Lodovico saw Vittoria as a cunning, social-climbing, money-hungry slut. She had bewitched Paolo Giordano into marrying her and was now perched to swoop in the moment he breathed his last and take as much money as possible from his beleaguered estate, leaving his young heir a pauper. The duke’s besotted love for her had already besmirched the family name, dragging it through the mud with the pope, the grand duke of Tuscany, and the king of Spain. And now his second marriage, though still secret, would surely get out and dishonor the Orsinis all over again.
According to one contemporary historian, Lodovico was “no friend of Accoramboni. He had always cursed the marriage Paolo had contracted with her due to his love, a love which, in truth, would have been pardonable at any other age than his, as he was nearing fifty. Lodovico went from cursing this deed of Paolo’s, to contempt for her who occasioned it, with the heated bitterness of youth, and ridiculing and vituperating the person of Vittoria and her brothers.”3
Lodovico made his feelings clear to Vittoria by treating her with little respect, and Vittoria complained to the duke. Paolo Giordano, in turn, argued openly with Lodovico about his treatment of the new duchess. Vittoria “was very spiteful to Lodovico,” according to another relatione, and “for a long time he wanted to revenge himself for the private hatred that he nourished towards the Accorambona from the first day that Paolo talked of marrying her, because he had always cursed this marriage as unequal and shameful, with words of contumacy and scorn. Having found little favor from Signor Paolo afterward, he attributed the alienation of that lord to the arts of the Accoramboni, who shortly after marrying, openly avenged herself by speaking poorly of him to her husband.”4
Clearly, it was necessary for the duke to separate the two of them. Fortunately, the duchess of Parma agreed to settle a property dispute with Paolo Giordano for the sum of 16,000 scudi. The duke gave a portion of the proceeds to Lodovico and promised him an annual stipend. Armed with cash, in the winter of 1584-85, Lodovico set out for Venice in princely state with thirty bandits riding beside him. Hearing of his plans, the Vitelli family laid in wait on the main road to ambush him, but Lodovico had taken another route.
* * *
In late December 1584, Paolo Giordano came to Rome with Vittoria to test the waters. He decided he would tell people he wanted to marry her and then sit back and gage the reaction. If it was really bad, he would drop the subject. If it weren’t too bad, he could let them know he had already married her.
Like criminals returning to the scene of their crime, the duke and Vittoria had the audacity to call on Cardinal Montalto, who welcomed them with open arms, according to an avvisi of January 12, 1585. “This lord and lady were admitted the other day to visit Cardinal Montalto, who showed much exterior joy at seeing them and enjoying them together. When they arrived in his presence, he kissed and embraced them with fraternal tenderness, showing them with his hand on his heart that he ardently believed their innocence in his nephew’s murder, despite the fact that many evil people believed the contrary.”5
It is likely that during this visit, Paolo Giordano studied the cardinal carefully. Despite Montalto’s kindness, the duke still did not trust him. He knew how much the old man had loved his nephew. And he knew the cardinal was aware that the murder had been committed to enable him to marry Vittoria. Was there such forgiveness in any man’s heart, even the holiest saint? Paolo Giordano, a liar himself, must have debated how much of a liar Felice Montalto was.
Despite the cardinal’s joyous welcome, Paolo Giordano lost his nerve when it came to announcing plans to marry Vittoria. Members of the extended Orsini family were murmuring about the rumors of his already having married her again. The Spanish ambassador was shifting uneasily, and the grand duke of Tuscany kept asking questions. Nor would the pope be very happy that the duke had ignored his edict. In early February 1585, he took Vittoria back to Bracciano.
But the unfortunate visit had awakened the pope’s suspicions. He talked of issuing another edict prohibiting their marriage and annulling all previous marriages. To avoid the scandal, Cardinal de Medici advised the duke to send Vittoria back to her parent’s house yet again. The duke replied heatedly that de Medici should liberate him from this travail “because living in such an unsettled manner afflicts me enough, and is the cause of many of my disorders.”6
Unwilling to separate from Vittoria again, Paolo Giordano decided to throw himself on the mercy of the pope and reveal his marriage. On February 26, he commissioned Orazio Morone, bishop of Sutri and Nepi, whose diocese included Bracciano, to visit the pope and read him a letter. In the papal audience chamber, with the white-robed pontiff sitting stiffly on his throne, the poor bishop must have gulped nervously before starting to read:
Most blessed Father,

Signor Paolo, fearing that your Holiness might have a bad opinion of him, believing that he did not live in marriage as a good Christian, has sent me to notify your Holiness that since October of the year 1583, after the orders of your Holiness had removed the impediments placed by you and your ministers, he married Signora Vittoria Corramboni according to the solemnities of the Holy Church.

This marriage he has kept secret until now to avoid various disturbances, and now he makes it known for the great zeal he holds for the favor of your Holiness, to whom he wants to be the most obsequious and to serve you perpetually in his profession, living as a good Christian.7

The duke then made known his intention to build a monastery outside Bracciano for the brothers of Saints John and Paul and a hospital for the poor. Gaping in shock, the pope asked Bishop Morone if Cardinal de Medici had been informed of the marriage. The bishop replied that Paolo Giordano did not wish the cardinal to be informed as yet, and we can assume that the duke didn’t have the heart to admit to his brother-in-law that he had told him so many bold-faced lies.
Gregory ordered Bishop Morone to tell the cardinal immediately about the duke’s new marriage. On the same day, February 26, Morone wrote Cardinal de Medici a full account. And finally the cardinal realized that Paolo Giordano had played him for a fool. His favor and protection were gone forever, something which would weigh heavily in the next conclave.
Gregory also told Morone that he would create a papal commission of three or four learned theologians to examine all pertaining documents – his edict against the first marriage, the letter of Pirro Taro mentioning the removal of all impediments, Vittoria’s written promise to obey the pope, the documents from the second marriage, and the decisions of Paolo Giordano’s theologians supporting the marriage. The commission would then render a verdict. In the meantime, Morone should return to Bracciano and inform the couple that the pope had serious doubts about the legality of their union.
On March 15, Paolo Giordano sent his secretary Fiorello to give Cardinal de Medici the theologians’ document supporting his marriage:
I have commissioned Fiorello to give a document to your most illustrious Holiness so that you can see my reasons and understand how this was done for my conscience. I pray your Holiness to quiet down this business because everything was done by me out of pure conscience and to be worthy of the favor of his Holiness the pope. There was no reason why we couldn’t contract marriage, and the sacraments were performed with all convenience, and the only thought is to live a Christian life… Now that it is done, and done merely to live as a Christian, your Illustrious Reverence must beg his Holiness to give his most holy blessing, and if there was any error in it, that we do not pay, but that we be esteemed by his Holiness. We beg it most humbly, and for the trouble of his Holiness we ask pardon.”8

Paolo Giordano let Cardinal de Medici know he would be coming to Rome on March 17 to discuss the matter, but his brother-in-law instructed him to wait a while at Bracciano. Given Gregory’s anger, it would be a terrible mistake if the duke barged into the papal audience chamber and started yelling about his good Christian life.
Paolo Giordano was outraged to hear Cardinal de Medici’s advice. He peppered his cardinal friends with letters, lamenting that his honor was ruined when he was forbidden to enter the city. Such a situation was intolerable. He begged Cardinal de Medici “to work so that this business be calmed, because going further it is bound to cause my ruin, and I don’t believe that my ruin would be useful or good to your most illustrious Holiness.”9
On March 30, Cardinal de Medici responded resentfully:
I was always of the opinion that this business of your Excellency’s would calm down, and I am displeased to see you roused up and peeved and exasperated… As I have done in the past, I can once again try to accomplish your desires, but it is good to remember that I can ask but not command him who rules.

Don’t deceive yourself at all by believing that your ruin weighs on me… Your remedy will be found in proceeding prudently, and postponing so much ardor, telling yourself that you must not be so impatient. You almost want to be thanked for the trouble you have made for everyone. A large part of the remedy can be found in waiting, and I don’t think that my work will be enough unless combined with time. I cannot be entirely certain of success in what you have asked of me because your haste has ruined much of what I have done. I am doing and will do a great deal to help you out of this… At any rate I am content that I have done my duty, and I remind you of yours.10

According to an avvisi, the desperate duke wrote the pope a letter begging him to be allowed “to enjoy in peace his dear wife destined for him by heaven as his eternal companion” and closed by adding, “At the end, it is better to disappoint men than God.”11
Finally, the theologians’ response arrived declaring the duke’s second marriage to Vittoria invalid. It proved that the decrees prohibiting the two from marrying were still in effect as the pope had never officially revoked them. It listed impediments to the marriage – the suspicion of adultery between Paolo Giordano and Vittoria when Francesco was still alive, the daily contact the duke had had with Vittoria as soon as her husband was dead, the scandalous elopement to Magnanapoli within days of the murder, and finally, the very grave suspicion that Vittoria had been mixed up in her husband’s death, or at least had promised the duke she would marry him if Francesco died. The theologians also took very seriously Vittoria’s written promise to the pope “assuring him that I will obey or pay with my life.”12
When the duke heard that his marriage had been declared invalid, he wanted to race to Rome to fight the judgment himself. His cardinal friends advised him against such a rash step. Paolo Giordano then sent the pope ten notorious bandits in chains whom he had captured in his duchy. The pope sent his thanks, but that was all. Unwilling to have yet another decree issued against him, the duke declared that he was ready to separate from Vittoria.
But this, of course, was another lie. Paolo Giordano was playing for time until Lodovico could obtain for him a paid position as governor general of Venice; the former governor, Sforza Pallavicino, had recently died. Lodovico wrote the duke on April 6, “All these lords of office confess that in the person of your Excellency they recognize all the qualities that they would want in their governor general, but they are very slow to make a resolution…. Your Excellency will be made governor without doubt because no one is above you.”13
But Lodovico’s influence on the Venetian Senate was doubtful. Due to his money problems, he had arrived nine months late to take up his position, which the Venetians found insulting. Shortly after his arrival, he and his gangsters presented themselves in the Senate hall – where no weapons of any kind were allowed – bristling with guns, swords, and daggers. It was a sign of things to come.
Two days after Lodovico’s arrival, his meat carver got into a fight with his silverware polisher, and friends of the two joined the fracas, wounding one another. He and his men had numerous scuffles with the law and were warned not to attack Venetian citizens. Venice, the Senate informed him, was not Rome. Fights, duels, and murders did not take place routinely on Venetian streets. The republic prided itself on its tidy, law-abiding citizens and was not going to put up with Lodovico Orsini’s gang attacking good Venetians.
The Council of Ten, in particular, was not amused. This was a feared and secretive committee responsible for upholding law and order in the republic. The powerful council investigated written denunciations of citizens, which were thrown into drop-boxes throughout the city, and now and then one of those denounced disappeared. Sometimes as the sun rose over the glittering-pink Grand Lagoon, the body was discovered dangling grotesquely between the two pillars of justice in Saint Mark’s Square.
Lodovico’s secretary, Filelfo, wrote, “Many senators of the Council of Ten advised me to warn the signor that his servants went around all night armed with guns and pistols, being insolent, and they did not want to accept these quarrels despite the great respect they had for the signor. I always offered excuses and said that it wasn’t true, that these men had to be others who used his name. At home I repeated to the signor everything these lords had told me; otherwise, I would have been a very bad person.”14
For a while, the gang obeyed the admonition and returned to attacking one another instead of the locals, sometimes fatally. But one day, three of Lodovico’s men tried to enter a prostitute’s house in Murano. When a glazier friend of hers tried to keep them out at her request, the men forced their way in and killed him. His friends and neighbors chased the murderers into a walled cemetery but did not enter for fear of desecrating a holy place. Instead, they waited outside, weapons at the ready. Lodovico went to the Senate and told them what had transpired. Guards were sent to rescue the men, who were exiled from the city of Venice.
The secretary of the Venetian Senate, Patavino, said to Filelfo, “Tell the most illustrious Lord Lodovico that this city is governed by laws and by religion, and he must hold back his servants because this country does not want these things, and will correct the crimes and punish the criminals by pulling their houses down around them.”15 In was a prescient comment.
Back in Rome, public fascination with the unraveling of the duke’s second marriage to Vittoria was distracted by the arrival of the Japanese ambassadors on March 23, 1585. For decades many Italians had doubted the existence of Japan, scoffing at voyagers’ tales of people with yellow skin and strange eyes who ate raw fish and bathed every day. Such tales, they said, belonged on the heap of myths that included mermaids, Cyclops, unicorns, and sea monsters. But now, here was living proof, and all Rome closed up shop to gawk at the sight.
The three young Japanese noblemen wore wide-sleeved, white silk coats, embroidered with birds and flowers in various colors. They rode in a great procession from the main gate of Rome to the Vatican, on palfreys with black trappings richly embroidered in gold. These envoys had been carefully chosen by their princes for their youth and good health; only men in top physical condition could be expected to survive a voyage lasting three years each way, slowed down by cyclones, ship repairs, pirates, and the months’ long wait for favorable trade winds. But the ambassadors put that time to good use, learning Latin, Portuguese, Italian, and Spanish.
The Jesuit Francis Xavier had founded the first Catholic mission to Japan in 1549, and the new religion soon took off. In 1579, though there were only fifty-nine missionaries in the islands, they had converted some 150,000 Japanese to Catholicism. Many in Japan disdained their Buddhist and Shinto priests as luxury-loving and corrupt, while the Catholic priests were willing to give their lives to help the sick and were happy to live in poverty, sustained by the joys of their faith.
The purpose of the trip to Rome was to show the Japanese the superiority of Christian culture to their own. The young ambassadors were mostly silent during their visit, and we can only wonder if they found rowdy, filthy Rome at all superior to Japan, where cleanliness and courtesy were virtues. We might also speculate on whether they were shocked at the luxury-loving, corrupt Catholic prelates of Rome, a far cry from the ascetic missionaries who had converted them. The envoys were extremely learned and polite and drank no alcohol, which was a great relief to the Romans; in 1582 when representatives of Czar Ivan the Terrible of Russia had visited, they thought the Papal States and the republic of Venice were the same country, spoke only Russian and had brought no translator, drank the city dry, and beat one another up during a solemn papal audience.
When Gregory XIII received the Japanese delegation at the Vatican, the good old pope, with tears in his eyes, imagined that Japan had become Catholic, and the rest of the world would soon follow. Little did he know that by the time the ambassadors returned home three years later, the feudal warlord Hideyoshi would have reversed his policy of cordiality towards the Church. Jesuits would be exiled, monasteries and churches razed to the ground, and many Christians forced to give up their faith. He had done this, it was said, because married women and girls, the moment they converted, refused to have sex with him again.
Without such foreknowledge, it was a beautiful moment for the pope. “Now let Thy servant depart in peace,” Gregory said, as if he knew his end was fast approaching.16
At that moment, the pope still seemed to be going strong at eighty-three, and it was reported that Cardinal Montalto was gravely ill. One cardinal said, “We will soon have a vacant post in the Sacred College because Montalto is certainly going to the next world.”17
With guilt and the fear of revenge weighing heavily upon him, Paolo Giordano Orsini, if he heard the news, must have been glad.



Chapter 12
The Wedding Banquet
He hath put down the mighty from their seat
 and exalted them of low degree.
– Luke 1:52
There was an old Vatican saying, The pope is not sick until dead, which meant that it was unseemly to discuss a pontiff’s illness until death had ended it. Yet in the case of Gregory XIII, the saying was almost literally true. On April 5, 1585, he caught a cold, and on April 10 he was dead from a throat so swollen that it asphyxiated him. Finally, the moment Vittoria had waited for so long had arrived but four years too late to save Francesco.
Still, it was welcome news. Paolo Giordano believed that the pope’s decree against their marriage had died with him. To weigh in on this theory, even before Gregory’s illness he had hired several theologians whom he paid generously to render the desired verdict. There was no canonical impediment, they agreed, and the prohibition had existed only at the wishes of Pope Gregory. Such decrees died with the pope, unless they were renewed by his successor.
Having heard these heartening conclusions, Paolo Giordano decided he would marry Vittoria again. He would patiently wait out the ten days of mourning rituals for the dead pope. But the moment the cardinals were locked inside the womb of the Vatican in conclave, he would have the banns read.
Officially, cardinals in conclave were incommunicado from the outside world, and Cardinal de Medici shouldn’t hear about the marriage until after a new pope was elected. Conclaves, however, leaked like sieves, and many electors received news hidden inside the food platters brought to them twice a day by their servants. Yet even if de Medici received the news, trapped in conclave he would be in no position to stop the wedding.
Immediately after Gregory’s death, the cardinals met to enforce law and order during the Vacant See – a time of rampant crime and anarchy. Traditionally, those who harbored grudges waited years for the pope to die before seeking revenge. During the chaos that followed, police were hard put to investigate murders, spending all their time trying to prevent new ones. Decapitated bodies were found daily in the streets, the heads bobbing up and down like buoys in the Tiber River.
But this Vacant See was particularly frightening due to the advent of the bandits during Gregory’s weak reign. Fearing that hordes of them might invade the city for plunder and rapine, the cardinals ordered six of the sixteen city gates closed. The ten open gates were guarded by 2,000 infantry and four companies of cavalry raised from the militia. Another 1,200 infantry guarded the neighborhood of the Vatican. Cardinals and noblemen surrounded their palaces with armed men.
Before the conclave convened, the major Roman barons appeared one at a time in the Vatican council chamber to promise the cardinals their help in maintaining law and order during the voting. Etiquette required that they kneel before the Sacred College, but when it was Paolo Giordano’ s turn, he refused to kneel, saying his stomach was so fat that he might not be able to rise. Touting his personal army, he said that he was placing his brave armed men at the service of the holy Roman Church to maintain civil order so that the conclave could operate in peace.
The cardinals knew that Paolo Giordano was a liar and a murderer, and despite his pretty promises, they did not want his hundreds of criminals riding roughshod through the streets of Rome waving swords, firing pistols, and fomenting disturbances. As dean of the Sacred College, Cardinal Farnese thanked him for his good intentions but requested that he take his bandits to Bracciano, especially Marcello Accoramboni, a known murderer who had been exiled from Rome. If Marcello were found inside the city, Farnese said, he would be arrested, imprisoned, and heavily fined.
To general surprise, the duke swore his obedience. Not only did he send his bandits back to Bracciano, but he rode through the streets of Rome with several upstanding soldiers to quell disturbances caused by others. He threatened anyone breaking the law with his personal anger, as he had sworn to uphold law and order. There was, of course, an ulterior motive for the duke’s submissiveness. He wanted to show the Sacred College and whichever cardinal became the next pope that he would do whatever they asked of him, as long as they allowed him to marry Vittoria.
Back at Bracciano, Marcello followed Paolo Giordano’s orders and wrote him on April 17:
Most illustrious and excellent lord and eternal patron,

… As soon as I arrived I sent to various places for bandits as your Excellency commanded me. This morning I found Tasso, Acitello, and Luchitto with ten companions… I said to them in your Excellency’s name that I wanted them to stay here in the state [Bracciano] for their own benefit where they will remain safe.”1

It was four years to the day since Marcello had drawn Francesco Peretti out of bed at midnight to be brutally murdered in a garden. Perhaps the date meant nothing to him as he closed the letter with his new seal, a mingling of the arms of the Accoramboni and Orsini families. The murder had, no doubt, been worth it to him. Marcello was now the right-hand man of his brother-in-law, the duke of Bracciano, and a kind of prime minister of his extensive territories. Paolo Giordano, in Rome busily making preparations for his upcoming wedding, probably never thought about the date, either. But it is certain that Cardinal Montalto, preparing for the conclave, was painfully aware of it.
Marcello was not the only one of Paolo Giordano’s bandit friends that the Sacred College wanted at all costs to keep outside Rome during the conclave. Soon after Gregory died, Cardinal Farnese met with the Venetian ambassador who sent the doge this letter, “The Most Illustrious Farnese, whom I visited yesterday, asked me in his name and in the name of the entire Illustrious College to ask your Serenity that for the peace of the Papal States you be content to prevent Signor Lodovico Orsini from coming here at this time, by finding means of keeping him in some place, foreseeing that from his arrival there would arise great scandal.”2
The Vitelli family, expecting Lodovico to arrive in Rome, had been busy hiring assassins. The cardinals feared the Vitellis would ambush Lodovico on his way into Rome, creating an uproar inside the city as the two factions faced off in the streets, which “would force the Sacred College to great expense,” the ambassador continued, “and he [Cardinal Farnese] asked me also to send a courier today that you will send back tomorrow with diligence so that I may give satisfaction to these most illustrious lords.”3
But as soon as Lodovico had heard of Gregory’s death, he had gone to the Venetian Senate and obtained permission to return to Rome. Now, having given permission, the Senate did not want to withdraw it and look like Vatican puppets. Lodovico sent his secretary Filelfo ahead of him on a fast horse “to make known his good intentions to the Sacred College, the Roman people, and his family, assuring them that he did not come to make trouble.”4 The cardinals were horrified to hear of his imminent arrival. Only the Vitellis were happy, gleefully sharpening their knives as they hid in bushes outside Rome.
Before the conclave convened, the cardinals attended daily Masses for the pope’s soul and met with foreign ambassadors and one another to discuss papal candidates. The Mantuan envoy, Camillo Capilupi, reported only two days after Gregory’s death that Cardinal Montalto “has every prospect of success; he is behaving with the greatest prudence and circumspection; not even the Spaniards reject him.”5 Philip II had sent a message that he would approve of Montalto “due to the inclination he had for repose and tranquility.”6
While many cardinals canvassed for themselves or their friends, Cardinal Montalto adopted a different strategy. He declared himself incapable of being pope and praised all the other cardinals as being well suited for the difficult job. According to his chronicler, “Before entering into conclave he made many visits, as was customary, to the other cardinals, and it was pleasing to see him going on his cane, spitting, and at every step breathing heavily because of the pains, that he said were bad, and every two steps resting for weariness.”7
The most important cardinal to win over was Farnese. Since the death of his grandfather, Paul III, in 1549, Farnese had witnessed the election, reign, and death of six popes. Like a perennial spinster bridesmaid, Farnese was always the pope-maker but never the pope. Now, aged sixty-five, he knew this might be his last chance to win the papal tiara. A highly intelligent and capable statesman, he was beloved by the people of Rome for his magnificent lifestyle and his charity. It was not generally held against him that he had fathered several children in his younger years. The stricter regulations of the Council of Trent and his own advancing age had helped him morph into a sober churchman, suitable to be pope.
The cardinal had never liked Montalto for two reasons. First of all, he came from a disgracefully poor family, unlike the noble family of Farnese. Secondly, Montalto had had little to do with Church business the past thirteen years. Instead of wheeling and dealing with foreign diplomats, he had spent most of his time planting vines and harvesting olives, spreading manure and toting water buckets, actions beneath the dignity of a cardinal. Farnese’s disdain was a problem for Montalto’s papal aspirations. But if Montalto couldn’t make his colleague admire him, at least he could show Farnese that he was not to be feared.
The chronicler reported that Montalto “visited Cardinal Farnese the second time … praising the merits of his family … and showing nicely the imperfection of his health. Cardinal Farnese showed compassion for his illness, saying, ‘You don’t have to go into a conclave that might last a long time. Because of your age and indispositions, you would not live to see the election of a new pope.’ And while Cardinal Farnese was saying this, he was looking at Montalto, who coughed even harder… He replied, ‘The hope that I have of aiding your Reverence with my vote gives me the spirit to place myself voluntarily against death itself’”
When Cardinal Farnese mumbled that he had no papal aspirations, Montalto said, “All the cardinals would be willing to raise to the papacy such a person of merit and experience, and to give it to one who is incapable of unworthiness.” He added that since he was not possessed of the requisite qualities to be pope, he could at least show good will by serving his friends. His protestations of affection seemed to soften Cardinal Farnese, who upon his visitor’s departure said, “Monsignore, I will not lack to reciprocate all good efforts for the attention you have shown me, and for the good will that you hold for my family.”8
Cardinal Montalto, wheezing and limping, visited most of the other cardinals in Rome, especially the pope-makers d’Este, de Medici, and Altemps. He assured them of his support in the conclave and his eternal gratitude and devotion for their friendship over the years. By the time the conclave started, every cardinal thought that if Montalto became pope, he would be his favorite cardinal, and would be richly rewarded with large pensions and important positions.
“To de Medici he made the most humble demonstrations and the greatest promises of perpetual service and devotion towards him and his dependents,” one early conclave historian wrote. “To Altemps, the morning before he entered conclave, he went to visit him in his room and made a very open declaration of the best possible good will and of the eternal obligations that he had for him and for the marchese his son, and of the singular benefits he would receive from his hands, so that Altemps agreed much sooner to favor him. He did the same with Cardinal Madruccio when he entered conclave, to whom the Catholic king had given his secret choices for pope … Sirleto, Montalto, Castagna, and Mondovi.”9
For several days preceding the opening of the conclave, the Sistine Chapel and its neighboring halls were abuzz with the sound of carpenters sawing boards to cover the windows. The conclave was supposed to be sealed off from the outside world, a dark womb, lit only by candles and the glow of the Holy Spirit, which was thought to direct the voting.
In the hall next to the Sistine Chapel, carpenters were also busy constructing the cardinals’ cells, flimsily built chambers ranging from about fifteen feet to twenty-two feet square. Living in a cell was much like camping. Each cardinal had a bed, table, chamber pot chair, wash basin, and a little stove to reheat cold food. He generally had two servants, called conclavistas, to look after his needs and, if necessary, spy on the other cardinals to ferret out what they were plotting.
While the cardinals were getting ready for the conclave, Paolo Giordano was gleefully preparing for his wedding. The Council of Trent had decreed that the banns be read on three successive Sundays. But Paolo Giordano feared the conclave wouldn’t last the requisite two weeks. When the conclave opened, the new pope, whoever he was, might hear about the banns and, caving into the protests of the grand duke, the king of Spain, Cardinal de Medici, and the Orsini family, prohibit the marriage with a new decree. So Paolo Giordano had the banns read on three successive days.
He wanted his marriage to be a fait accompli by the time the conclave was over, reasoning that the new pope would be loath to annul this one. For Paolo Giordano would be marrying Vittoria with Gregory’s decree no longer in effect, as he believed, and would have had the banns read as required by the Council of Trent, sort of.
The cardinals would be locked up on the morning of Sunday, April 21. The banns would be read immediately afterward and on the next two days. The wedding would take place on the morning of Wednesday, April 24, followed by a resplendent feast.
In the sixteenth century, a host did not invite guests to such an expensive event with the sole purpose of feeding them. There was a script hidden behind every feast. The servants were actors, the food and vessels props, the host the director, and the guests the spectators. The theme of the play might be piety, and a clergyman might offer simple dishes as evidence of his restrained sobriety.
Paolo Giordano probably had another script in mind for his feasts, however. Given the brutal society of sixteenth-century Rome, there was perhaps a veiled threat behind the joiliest banquet. “I have the power and wealth to crush you,” the host was saying. “Do not offend me or you will be sorry.” This was certainly the message when his trinciante, or carver, gave a brilliant performance slicing and slashing with his knives. It became fashionable for the trinciante to hoist a heavy roast in the air spitted on a giant fork with one hand, while the other hand sliced away rapidly, and slabs of meat fell gracefully onto a plate below. But the display was not just about food. If Paolo Giordano’s carver sliced a roast so dexterously, he could do the same to you.
This particular banquet had a unique script. Paolo Giordano was publicly declaring that although Gregory XIII might have stymied him for a time, now that the pope was dead he was flexing his muscles again. He was Paolo Giordano Orsini, and he could do whatever he wanted. This banquet was clearly a message for the next pope – as long as it wasn’t Cardinal Montalto, of course.
Noble families and cardinals often engaged in competitive entertaining, seeking to outdo each other in a dazzling array of dishes and serving vessels, proffered by servants in the most glorious livery – colorful velvet or silk with silver and gold embroidery. Usually beginning around noon, a banquet lasted several hours as course after course was brought out, and jugglers, acrobats, singers, and actors entertained. At a Roman banquet, rival nobles lay down their weapons for a few hours and dueled with their forks.
Among Europeans, Italians were alone in their use of the fork. While subjects of England, France, Germany, and Spain had no problem with thrusting dirty hands into the communal food platter, Italians considered such behavior a disgusting faux-pas. The fork first arrived in Italy in the eleventh century, when a Byzantine princess married the Doge of Venice and brought as part of her dowry a case of two-tined table forks.
Everyone was astonished at this affectation, and the clergy were furious. “God in his wisdom has provided man with natural forks,” wrote the bishop of Ostia, “his fingers. Therefore it is an insult to Him to substitute artificial metallic forks for them when eating.”10 The princess’s early demise was attributed to God’s disapproval of her forks. One prelate wrote of this important morality lesson “of the Venetian Doge’s wife, whose body, after her excessive delicacy, entirely rotted away.”11
After such an unpromising debut, Italians scorned forks for the next three hundred years. In the fourteenth century, it was again introduced through Venice, that portal to the East, and by Vittoria’s time even the poorest folk used forks.
But forks were so unknown in England that Thomas Coryat felt the need to explain them in great detail in his book. “The reason of this their curiosity is, because the Italian cannot by any means indure to have his dish touched with fingers, seing all men’s fingers are not alike cleane. Hereupon I myselfe thought good to imitate the Italian fashion by this forked cutting of meate.”12 When Coryat used his Italian fork back in London, his friends laughed at him. The advantages of forks, however, were clear, and soon the English started using the forks that Coryat had introduced.
Italians – even the wealthiest – brought their personal forks, knives, and spoons to banquets, taverns, and friends’ houses in little wooden boxes called cadenas. They were unwilling to put the silverware of others in their mouths; heaven only knew where it had been, or how carefully it had been washed.
Having placed their cadenas at their assigned seats, guests carefully inspected the credenza, a large sideboard with shelves, which was set against a wall near the dining table. Here, the host displayed his most expensive platters, bowls, basins, and ewers. Some were gold, others silver, some were colorful majolica. Murano glasses, pitchers, and bowls were considered great luxuries. Plates from China or engraved pitchers from the Middle East were sure to impress. For the wedding feast, Paolo Giordano would have had his best pieces sent from Bracciano to his Roman palace.
Because of its warmer climate, Italians enjoyed a more healthful diet than northern Europeans and a wider variety of fresh fruits and vegetables, available for many months of the year. Moreover, Italians lacked the northern European prejudice against vegetables as being dishonorable. English visitors were shocked to attend a noble Italian banquet and find platters of low-class lettuce, vulgar cabbage, and blue-collar broccoli. Recently brought over from the Americas, tomatoes weren’t much liked. Their acid leeched onto pewter plates and gave the diners stomach aches, leading to the incorrect theory that tomatoes were poisonous.
Italians enjoyed a wide variety of fruit – pears, dates, grapes, figs, peaches, melons, apples, apricots, pomegranates, plums, blackberries, cherries, strawberries, lemons, and oranges. Doctors recommended against eating fruit at the end of a large meal, especially peaches. The fruit, they warned, would float on top of other foods into the veins, sending noxious vapors up to the brain. Italian diners ignored the warning.
Paolo Giordano would have employed a professional huntsman at Bracciano to provide fresh deer, boar, and wildfowl. For his wedding feast, the carcasses would have been brought the twenty miles to Rome. Domesticated meat included veal, pork, lamb, duck, capons and, recently, the American turkey. Most meats were sautéed with pork fat and lard.
Many popular banqueting recipes would make today’s diners – especially vegetarians – shudder. Perhaps for his wedding feast, Paolo Giordano wanted to serve guinea pigs with French mustard or stuffed with braised cherries. Maybe Vittoria chose veal eyeballs mixed with cow testicles and udders, and sweetened with raisins, cinnamon, and butter. Veal brains were generously sprinkled with sugar. For a special event such as a wedding feast, often an entire veal head, garlanded with flowers, was served stuffed with eggs, capers, pine nuts, truffles, candied citron, prunes, and bacon. As one cookbook author noted, “Veal’s head is often served at princes’ dinners boiled, most pleasing to the palate, especially those parts that are nearest the ears, laudably fat and tender.”13
Deer were always popular. Princes “eat the tender points of their horns, the ears, the extremities of the lips and nose, especially with onions, aromatic spices, and fat, with lemon juice, and this meal is very celebrated.”14
The duke’s wedding feast might have included porcupines roasted on a spit, larded, and stuck with cloves, or badgers cooked with pears. Other dishes may have been hedgehog and fox, along with wild donkeys, mountain goats, and bears, seasoned with cinnamon and cloves. The legs and arms of a bear were considered the most succulent parts.
Sometimes a whole bird would be put under a pie crust with only the head sticking out, its shocked dead eyes staring reprovingly at diners. The unborn fetus of a deer was presented in a stewpot with herbs. Snipes would be roasted whole with guts intact, which were later squeezed out onto toast. Often, whole animals were baked into pies, even creatures as large as a deer, bones and all.
Fish was an important part of the Italian diet due to Church regulations; meat, eggs, and sex were denied to Catholics on Fridays and the forty days of Lent, unless one had a papal dispensation. Peppered with lakes, surrounded by the sea on three sides, Italy had a rich supply of fish, and the wealthy ate sturgeon, eels, salted anchovies, tuna, oysters, and a variety of freshwater fish. Oddly, beaver tail was served on fast days. Though it belonged to a mammal, the tail was always in the water and was therefore considered to be fish.
Meat and fish were seasoned by orange water, rose water, musk, amber, dried fruits, almonds and pistachios, and sugar and cinnamon. It was considered unhealthy to eat fish and meat at the same meal, as the combination would produce poisonous vapors that leached into the brain. As a side dish, pasta was starting to evolve into its myriad forms but was usually served with butter, or sugar and cinnamon. Tomato sauce, because of its supposed poisonous properties, was not used with pasta until the nineteenth century.
At a noble banquet, presentation was considered just as important as the food itself. Every dish was an artistic masterpiece, and Paolo Giordano, conscious of his illustrious heritage, would have insisted on it. Pies several feet wide were coated with gold leaf. Peacocks were roasted and then had their feathers sewn back on. One trick was to carry the peacock into the banquet with flames spewing out of its mouth, though we are unsure how this was achieved. Oddly, when the hard crust was removed from a large pie, sometimes birds would fly out or rabbits jump around the table to the delight of the guests.
Italians loved color. Dishes were garnished with marigold petals, slices of lemon and orange, the scarlet of pomegranate, and the vivid green of parsley. Tables were decorated with large sugar sculptures depicting mythological scenes, animals, and castles. Brightly painted and gilded, these were the centerpieces of the Renaissance banquet. At a 1574 banquet given by the Doge of Venice to the visiting King Henri III of France, all of the knives, forks and napkins were made of sugar and painted.
Wine was served at all meals, even breakfast, when the lord of the manor dipped his toast into it. Bottled wine was just coming into fashion; most wine was siphoned from casks into pitchers or glasses. If the host gave an all-male drinking party, his guests would be entertained by obscene and lascivious glasses studded with jewels. Recumbent nudes reclining on the brim, or doing a handstand on the base, offered splayed legs where the drinker’s mouth should go.
Given the surging popularity of banquets, advice books lambasted an alarming new trend which sounds oddly modern – an epidemic of obesity, of which Paolo Giordano Orsini was a prime example. Rudolph Goclenius wrote in 1607 that some nobles bear turgid swollen bellies of such size that “for many years they are not able to think about their private parts.”15 It seems that the duke, however, still thought about his private parts.
In 1589, Thomas Cogan wrote in his Haven of Health, “In our time, for that ryotousenes, and pleasure are growen to the fill, and infinit number are troubled with the gowt, for some never exercise themselves, and drink strong wines next their heart, and use immoderate lust.”16
In the 1570s, the author Guglielmo Grataroli wrote that many wealthy people “addict themselves to voluptuosnes and bellychere, to wallo in their disordered and lascivious appetites, tendryng and cockeryng their wanton carkases.”17
The last quote seems to describe Paolo Giordano himself, addicted to belly cheer as he was, who had tendried and cockered his wanton carcass with no holds barred. As he joyously worked with butlers, cooks, and huntsmen for his fabulous wedding feast, there was one possibility that dampened his happiness – the slim chance that Cardinal Montalto would be elected pope.
Yes, he had become popular with the people of Rome by giving them food during the famine. And he looked harmless enough leaning on his stick and coughing. But with so many noble, stellar cardinals, would the Sacred College elect a dying pig keeper from the Marches?
In between his banquet preparations, Paolo Giordano made the rounds, begging the cardinals not to vote for Montalto. He was even willing to get down on his knees while imploring them, despite the fat stomach which had prevented him from doing so just a few days earlier.
The Venetian ambassador, Lorenzo Priuli, wrote his Senate, “Lord Paolo Giordano Orsini exercised great enmity against him [Montalto] and implored the entire Sacred College that they not create him pope, throwing himself on his knees to each of them as he requested this favor.”18
Not only Paolo Giordano’s marriage to Vittoria, but all his wealth and even his life depended on them not electing Montalto.



Chapter 13
Duplicity
Your tongue plots destruction; it is like a sharpened razor,
you who practice deceit.
– Psalm 52:2
On April 20, the electors settled into their cells in the Vatican. Soon thereafter, the ambassadors of Spain, France, and the Holy Roman Emperor met with them, pushing their favorite candidates, and excluding certain others. At two hours past sunset, the master of ceremonies cried, Omnes extra! And everyone who was not a cardinal, or a conclavista, was forced to leave.
On Easter Sunday, April 21, after celebrating Mass, thirty-eight cardinals processed into the Sistine Chapel to officially open the conclave. The Sacred College consisted of sixty cardinals at the moment, but many were out of town. Over the next few days, four more would arrive, bringing the total number of electors to forty-two, and several others would come too late to vote. All were Italian except three Germans, three Frenchmen, and one Spaniard.
And now Paolo Giordano was ready to pounce. As soon as the conclave began, with Cardinal de Medici firmly entombed inside, the duke had the banns read. Father Bartolomeo de Roijas, rector of the little Church of Grottapinta next to the Orsini Campo de Fiori palace, mounted the platform.
“For the first time,” he said, “it is made known to all that his most excellent lordship Paolo Giordano Orsini wants to marry Signora Vittoria Accoramboni. Therefore it is exhorted according to the form of the sacred Council of Trent that if anyone knows any impediment to this marriage, they must reveal it.”1 Everyone present knew of an impediment, but no one wanted to get stabbed that night. On the mornings of April 22 and 23, Father de Roijas read the banns again and was again rewarded by an uncomfortable silence.
In conclave, the major factions had already created a deadlock. Tuscany was deeply mired in a boundary dispute with the duke of Parma, who happened to be Cardinal Farnese’s brother. If the popular Cardinal Farnese became pope, he would certainly resolve the disagreement to the satisfaction of Parma. Naturally, if Cardinal de Medici were elected, he would give the land to Tuscany. But even if he weren’t chosen, de Medici needed at all costs to prevent the election of Farnese.
If de Medici worked assiduously against Farnese, Farnese worked just as hard against de Medici. The mutual hatred was fueled by the regrettable fact that Cardinal de Medici had taken as his latest mistress Cardinal Farnese’s gorgeous married daughter, twenty-five-year-old Clelia. Cardinal Farnese fumed, and Cardinal de Medici laughed, and Clelia batted her long black eyelashes at both. And so, at the outset, the electors fell into two main factions – Farnese and de Medici.
Romans were wild about betting, and bookies made good livings. People bet on the gender of an unborn child – though that bet wasn’t terribly interesting as there were only two possibilities. They bet on which prelates would be created cardinals. They bet on the weather. But the most exciting betting centered on the election of a new pontiff. Bets were accepted even when the current pope was alive and well. Pope Pius IV had issued a bull prohibiting betting on papal elections as undignified, but no one paid any attention. People recorded their bets with notaries and bought tickets with the names of the chosen cardinals, which they would cash in if they won.
In January 1584, Cardinal Farnese had been the favorite, with an 18.5 percent chance, and Cardinal Montalto was given only a 6.5 percent likelihood. But when Gregory died, Montalto led the pack at 18 percent.
Each vote in conclave has a special name – a scrutiny. Twice a day beginning April 21, morning and afternoon, cardinals disguised their handwriting when scribbling the name of their candidate on a slip of paper. Then they would fold the paper several times, walk to the chalice in front of Michelangelo’s daunting Last Judgment, and toss it in. When all had voted, the names were read and tallied. A two-thirds majority was required for the winning candidate.
In the first scrutinies, numerous cardinals were proposed by their friends. The worthy Cardinal Gugliemo Sirleto, a great scholar of irreproachable morals, was opposed by several because he was beloved by Spain. Many cardinals feared that Sirleto would govern the Church as the “chaplain of the Catholic king.”2
Cardinal Giambattista Castagna was proposed, but the older cardinals were reluctant to vote for someone who had received his red hat only in the last promotion. Cardinal Giacomo Savelli, though he had been well liked by Gregory XIII and came from one of the principal families of Rome, was annoying and unpopular with his colleagues. He had the advantage of ill health, but this was offset by his brood of greedy bastards who would plunder the papal treasury, leaving little for the cardinals.
On April 22, there was still no clear favorite. When a cannon fired – the traditional sign that a pope had been chosen – word spread that Cardinal Farnese had been elected. The Roman people went wild with joy as they wanted a splendid, generous pope. It was an old custom that as soon as a pope was announced, crowds raced to his palace to sack it thoroughly. Luckily, Farnese had stationed armed guards to prevent his palace from being sacked until the word was official. The cannon, it was discovered, had been fired to quell a riot.
Voting continued on April 23. Cardinals Gabriele Paleotto and Giovanni Antonio Fachinetti were from Bologna, which weighed heavily against them. The Bolognese Pope Gregory had stuffed all the good Church positions with his countrymen. The ambassador of Urbino noted, “At court they are all Bolognese, and they pass the ball from one to the other.”3 Now, after thirteen years, the non-Bolognese cardinals wanted balls for themselves.
Cardinal Montalto did not get swept up in factional disputes. He spent much of his time alone in his cell, praying. When a cardinal attached to the interests of Cardinal San Sisto, Gregory’s cardinal nephew, asked Montalto about his choice, he replied that the college must elect a man agreeable to San Sisto out of respect for Pope Gregory’s years of service. He told Cardinal Farnese’s supporters that he could not understand why their man had not yet been elected. He told the conclavistas of Cardinal de Medici that their master had the greatest merit in the entire Sacred College. According to Gregorio Leti, “He said much good about the others and showed great self-deprecation… He was angry that he didn’t have as many votes as there were cardinals.”4
Cardinal Alfonso Gesualdo, a Neapolitan nobleman and pious reformer of the Church, was scorned because of his strange habit of bathing every day. Such eccentricity made his colleagues wonder if he was all right in the head. Agostino Valerio, Cardinal of Verona, was too young at fifty. He might reign for decades, outliving several worthy cardinals who would never have another chance to become pope. As the Venetian envoy wrote, “The Roman courtiers like the wheel to turn often, because each man hopes to win in the lottery. They give each Pope five years to live, and are displeased when the lease is renewed.”5
The powerful factions of Cardinals Farnese and de Medici were blocking each other, and several compromise candidates had failed. Thoughts now turned to Cardinal Montalto, who was somewhere between sixty-three and seventy. Even if the younger age was true, it didn’t seem as if he would last too long what with his wheezing and limping. Cardinals Luigi d’Este, Michele Bonelli, and Girolamo Rusticucci met with de Medici in his cell and proposed Montalto “as a good person, completely quiet and grateful, not mistrustful of anyone, without family, zealous of serving God, by nature benign and loving.”6
He had won numerous supporters by his gentle, submissive air. Unlike many cardinals, Montalto never pushed his opinions on others but was prepared to renounce his own sentiments and agree with other prelates as being more learned than he. He had earned many points by forgiving the slights of the Franciscan monks who had tormented him. “He was civil and courteous with everyone,” Gregorio Leti reported, “even his servants, and particularly with those monks who had persecuted him the most and who had most openly declared themselves his enemies. He embraced them when he saw them, as tenderly as if they had always been friends.”7
But the event that helped him most in obtaining support for the papacy was his startling forgiveness of his nephew’s murderers. He had openly declared his acceptance of the murder as God’s will, had publicly pardoned the malefactors, and had received Paolo Giordano and Vittoria with demonstrations of great affection. Such a man would not be one to hold a grudge against cardinals or make their lives miserable.
At this point, Cardinal de Medici was ready to drop Paolo Giordano like a hot potato and start focusing on protecting young Virginio. It is likely that he had received news of Paolo Giordano’s marriage banns. If so, he must have been livid that after four years of embarrassing edicts against him, Paolo Giordano continued to drag the family name into the mud with his irrational passion for an unsuitable woman. And once elected, Cardinal Montalto, always a supporter of Cardinal de Medici, could easily be persuaded to renew Gregory’s decree against the marriage.
Naturally, Cardinal de Medici also had political reasons for electing Montalto. He desperately wanted to block the election of certain unfriendly cardinals and thought he could effectively use his friend to accomplish this. His enemy Cardinal Savelli was starting to gain support. And Cardinal Farnese, realizing he was too controversial to be elected, now pushed his friend, Cardinal de Torres, who was racing to Rome from Spain. Farnese and his party were planning on adoring him as pope the moment he walked into the conclave.
Like a scrutiny, an adoration was an accepted way of electing a pontiff. If it seemed that two-thirds or more of the cardinals pointed at a colleague and starting crying, “A pope! A pope!” a scrutiny would be held to confirm the number of votes. Sometimes embarrassingly few cardinals joined in, and the adoration was an abject failure. Other times, however, cardinals feared to be the last ones to cry out. In that case, surely the new pope would notice their lack of enthusiasm and punish them. As a means of ensuring their survival in the next pontificate, many cardinals ended up vociferously supporting their deadliest enemies.
Cardinal de Medici knew that Cardinal de Torres was nearing Rome and would arrive any day. He began meeting secretly with the main supporters of Spain and France, who reported that their monarchs had nothing against the kind-hearted, harmless Cardinal Montalto, who seemed to have good will towards all.
When other cardinals learned that de Medici was hell-bent on electing Montalto, they “found strange his resolution … to create as pope an enemy of Prince Don Paolo Giordano Orsini,” wrote the chronicler, “because Cardinal Montalto had received not small disgusts from Orsini, the in-law of Cardinal de Medici, and among these they attributed the murder of the cardinal’s nephew in Rome. At any rate, it seemed more important to him [de Medici] to exclude Farnese and de Torres than to keep the goodwill and respect of his in-law.”8
On the night of April 23, Cardinals Bonelli, Medici, and d’Este swept into Montalto’s cell. Speaking in a very low voice so others couldn’t hear him, Bonelli said, “Courage, Monsignor, for we have come to tell you some good news, that we have resolved to make you pope.”9
No sooner did Montalto hear this declaration, than “he began to cough so hard it seemed he was rendering up his soul, which obliged him to say that his reign would be of few days, that besides the continual difficulty he had in breathing, he did not think he had sufficient strength to carry such a heavy burden.”10
In addition to his poor health, Montalto pointed out that he had never worked in international affairs, or even in Roman government. How would he know what to do? He said he would accept the papacy only on the condition that “those signors would be obligated to assist him night and day to govern the state and the Church.” Montalto seemed heartened by their promises and said they must accept powerful positions to steer the ship of state, since he would have no idea what he was doing. “These were the words that made these big fish swim into the net,” according to his chronicler.11 We can imagine, at this point, the kindly old man slipped his hand into his pocket and felt the little leather book of debts owed and debts to be paid.
Having left Montalto’s cell, the three conspirators spoke among themselves. They were pleased at the thought of running the Church and government for a sweet, sick old man. They would have the power and wealth. Nor was it likely that Montalto’s family would push themselves forward, according to the chronicler, “his relatives being young, inexpert, and addicted to planting vines. They have no thoughts of governing the state, or of matters most relevant to the court of Rome, and are not good to command the people. And they said moreover, that Montalto knows quite well that we are very expert and capable of sustaining him with advice, and if we make him pope then we will surely have a great part in the papacy.”12
The trio did not have enough votes to elect Montalto and had to win over Cardinals San Sisto and Farnese and their parties. Cardinal San Sisto, who knew his uncle Pope Gregory and Montalto had heartily disliked each other, was quickly brought around because, as Cardinal de Medici wrote, “He would have elected the devil himself to get out of the conclave and return to the arms of his mistress.”13
Perhaps it is no surprise that Cardinal Farnese held out longer than the others. He couldn’t easily swallow the fact that a pig feeder was going to be placed on the pontifical throne, and not his magnificent self. But even Cardinal Farnese came around. According to one report, “It appears that Farnese had two reasons for not blocking Montalto’s election. The first was the infirmity of Montalto, who had seemed languishing for years, and his simplicity which seemed not to hold any resentment. It didn’t matter to Farnese whether a man as dying and stupid as Montalto became pope or remained cardinal. He only asked Cardinal Bonelli why he should concur to this election, and he replied that it was due to his [Montalto’s] easy and complaisant humor, and because during his pontificate he [Farnese] would play a great role. ‘I am of the same sentiment,’ Farnese replied, ‘because this is a man who does not have the spirit to do much evil, nor the discernment to do much good.’”14
Hearing that Montalto’s election was a sure thing, many other cardinals agreed to go along with it so that the new pope would never hear of any hesitation on their part. As one cardinal told another, “The party of Montalto is so much advanced that surely today he will be pope, and seeking to prevent it would be a waste of time and procure ruin for oneself, and shame, because they will do it without you.”15
And so the Sacred College was mostly in agreement. They would elect friendly old Cardinal Montalto, an outstanding Christian, who had forgiven his nephew’s murderers, a gentle soul who would never hurt a fly.
* * *
On the morning of April 24, the smell of succulent roasted meats wafted through the Orsini palace in the heart of Rome. The rooms had been festively decorated with colored silks hanging from walls and draped around doors, windows, and columns. The silver and gold serving dishes gleamed from their recent polishing. Crystal decanters were filled with fragrant wine from the duke’s vineyards. In the enormous vaulted kitchen on the first floor, cooks baked huge pies and decorated the crusts with gold leaf. Musicians gathered in the balcony overlooking the great hall, tuning their instruments.
In her bedroom, Vittoria was laced into her best gown, perhaps the one made of solid gold thread. She put on her jewelry of gold, rubies, and pearls. She donned a gauzy headdress and dabbed her neck with the finest perfume. Now, today, she would finally, indisputably become the duchess of Bracciano. It would be the greatest day of her life.
Somewhere downstairs a fight broke out. A shot was fired. Those hearing the noise ran toward it and found the body of Paolo Giordano’s twenty-four-year-old servant, killed by an unknown assailant. They could hardly have a dead body in the palace with the wedding guests coming. Some of the men carried the body to the church next door so the priest, who had been preparing for the wedding, could say the prayers for the dead. Then they carted the corpse out the back door just as Vittoria, Paolo Giordano, and the wedding guests walked in the front. Many believed this was a frightening omen, a sign from God that this would be a blood wedding, bringing death and destruction to those who partook in it.
It is likely that Paolo Giordano had been told of his servant’s murder but didn’t care. He had trailed corpses in his wake for years, and it never seemed to bother him. Now, for the third time, he married his beloved Vittoria. And this time, having read the banns, and Gregory’s decree having died with him, they would be married for real.
After the ceremony, the wedding party returned to the palace and took their places in the banqueting hall. The music started. Wine as dark and red as blood was poured into crystal goblets. Food was brought in on gigantic platters, perhaps a peacock with his feathers sewn back on and flames shooting out of his mouth, or a giant pie with live rabbits inside. Vittoria sat in her chair next to the duke, and smiled.
Ironically, Vittoria and Cardinal Montalto, who had each been hot in the pursuit of splendor for so many years, achieved their goals in the same hour. For no sooner had the banquet started in full swing than cannon fire thundered forth from Castel Sant’Angelo. Immediately afterward, all the church bells of Rome pealed out their joy – the sign that the cardinals had elected a new pontiff. The priest who had married the couple recorded in his parish registry, right under the names of the duke and duchess of Bracciano, that within an hour of the wedding ceremony, he heard the cannon and the bells and knew that the pope had been elected.
The diners wondered aloud who the new pope could be, some believing it was this cardinal, others sure it was that. Paolo Giordano and Vittoria must have had a feeling of dread in the pits of their stomachs. And perhaps, under their forced smiles, they said to themselves silently, Please God, let it be anyone but Montalto.
A rider raced into the courtyard of the Orsini palace and reined in his horse violently. He jumped off, ran into the palace and cried, The pope has been elected! Signora Vittoria, it is your uncle, Cardinal Montalto!
She was now the duchess. But he was now the pope.



Part 2
Revenge Served Cold



Chapter 14
Pope Sixtus V
He then began to speak to them in parables: “A man planted a vineyard. He put a wall around it, dug a pit for the winepress and built a watchtower. Then he rented the vineyard to some farmers and went away on a journey. At harvest time he sent a servant to the tenants to collect from them some of the fruit of the vineyard.
But they seized him, beat him and sent him away empty-handed. Then he sent another servant to them; they struck this man on the head and treated him shamefully. He sent still another, and that one they killed.
He sent many others; some of them they beat, others they killed.
“He had one left to send, a son, whom he loved. He sent him last of all, saying, ‘They will respect my son.’
“But the tenants said to one another, ‘This is the heir. Come, let’s kill him, and the inheritance will be ours.’ So they took him and killed him, and threw him out of the vineyard.
What then will the owner of the vineyard do? He will come and kill those tenants and give the vineyard to others.
– Mark 12
Cardinal Montalto’s adoration occurred just as his supporters had planned. As the electors were assembling in the chapel, the master of ceremonies was reading the conclave bulls – lengthy documents that had to be read at the opening of the conclave and reread whenever another cardinal arrived. Cardinal d’Este interrupted, crying, “There is no longer time to read bulls! The Pope is made! Let us proceed at once to the adoration.”1
Numerous cardinals began to shout, “A pope! A pope! Montalto!” They surrounded him and threw themselves at his feet.
Most newly elected pontiffs cried from joy and humility. The cardinals certainly would have expected such behavior from a good-natured old soul like Montalto. But his expression didn’t change a bit. He didn’t cry; he didn’t even smile.
Now a scrutiny was held for the official vote count, and even Cardinal Montalto sat at his desk and wrote a name on the slip of paper. It was a unanimous vote for him, except his own vote, which he had cast for Cardinal Farnese, as he had often promised.
According to his chronicler, “Cardinal Montalto now began to raise the fog of deceit that he had kept secret for fourteen years, along with the great ambition that reigned in him. Impatient to see himself on the pontifical throne, and hearing most of the votes favorable to him, he straightened his neck and rose to his feet, and without waiting for the end of the scrutiny, left the chapel, and threw towards the door his cane that he had carried to lean on. He stood up straight and seemed several inches taller, and what was more astonishing was that he spat at the ceiling with such great force, that a young man of thirty could not have spat with more vigor than he.”2 Then he knelt in front of the crucifix at the altar.
While the other cardinals were rubbing their eyes, wondering if perhaps God had suddenly healed the illnesses of their new pope, the shrewd Cardinal Farnese realized in an instant what had happened – they had all been hoodwinked. He turned to Cardinals San Sisto and de Medici and said, “Your plan seems to have been a mistake.”
Cardinal Montalto turned a frightening face back to the cardinals and cried loudly, “Mistake? What mistake?”
As cardinal deacon, Farnese was in charge of the voting. “The scrutiny wasn’t right,” he said, shuffling the vote slips.
“But Montalto said, ‘It was right,’ and knelt again, and started to sing a Te Deum so loudly that it echoed throughout the hall. When Cardinal de Medici saw this, he looked at the cardinal deacon and began to laugh, because only two moments earlier [Montalto] had done nothing but cough.”3
According to custom, the conclave master of ceremonies asked the new pope if it pleased him to accept the papacy. Most new pontiffs nodded through tears or humbly said they were not worthy of it but would accept it as God’s will. But Montalto scornfully turned his back towards the master of ceremonies and, looking sternly at the cardinals, started speaking in the royal we. “We cannot accept that which we have already accepted,” he replied, “but if we could accept it another time, we would, because we know well that we have sufficient strength, vigor, and talent, through the aid of God, to reign over two worlds, not just one papacy.”4
The master of ceremonies then asked him what name he would like to take, and Montalto, who had had the name picked out for decades, replied, “Sixtus V.” He had chosen this name to honor Sixtus IV (reigned 1471-1484) who had also been a Franciscan monk.
Behind the altar were several papal robes of different sizes, ready for a cardinal of any height or width. While the master of ceremonies dressed Sixtus in pontifical garb, those cardinals instrumental in his election came up to congratulate him. Cardinal de Medici, delighted he had raised his dear old friend to the papacy, used “great familiarity” with him – perhaps clapping him on the back. Sixtus cast him a scornful look and said, “Not so much familiarity with the supreme Vicar of Christ.”5
Cardinal de Medici smoothly covered his surprise by saying that it was a very happy day. The pope replied ominously, “It will not be happy for everyone.”6
Farnese then had the task of announcing to the world the results of the election and trying to look pleased about it. He and the pope went to a window fronting onto Saint Peter’s Square, and Farnese cried out, “Nuntio vobis gaudium magnum Italicus papam Dominime Felicem Montalti, Sacrae Romanae Ecclesiae Cardinalem, qui sibi imposuit nomen Sixtus Quintus.”7
We announce to you with great joy an Italian pope, Felice Montalto, Cardinal of the Holy Roman Church, who will take the name Sixtus V. Thousands of people had been camping out in the square for three days. When they heard the news, some were horrified that there would be “a deformed figure on the See of Saint Peter because they hadn’t yet seen him, forming their opinion on how he was usually, walking all bent over leaning on a cane, and that he had an indecent beard, that he wore long, and that he usually staggered on the street.”8
But then a vigorous figure in papal robes presented itself at the window and extended a benediction. Many who had seen him before didn’t recognize him as Cardinal Montalto. “Who is the pope?” they asked. Many said, “This couldn’t be Cardinal Montalto, whom we saw falling down from weakness in the streets. Can that be the same man who couldn’t hold himself on his legs, who had his head always leaning on a shoulder? This person that we see today is so straight and so majestic.”9
Cardinal Montalto had been best known for his charity during the famine. Many poor Romans were pleased that they finally had a pope who would think about them, and not just the rich and noble.
The foreign ambassadors were surprised by the election. “I must add that the election of Sixtus V is looked upon as the work of the Holy Ghost,” the Venetian Priuli wrote his Senate, “all the cardinals having so promptly cooperated in his exaltation, notwithstanding that the nephews of Gregory and their numerous adherents must have preferred any other candidate, knowing as they did how ill-disposed he was to Gregory, against whom, and those who governed for him or were near his person, he spoke ill, even in Gregory’s lifetime. Neither the enmity of Paolo Giordano Orsini, nor his endeavors with each cardinal of the Sacred College to plead with them, on his knees, that they not elect Montalto, nor the aversion of the whole Court, which, remembering the severities of Pius V, was against a pope who had been a monk, could prevail. Such attempts, and even greater considerations, are of no avail against the will of our Lord God.”10
Sixtus was conducted to the papal apartments where he sat down and ate a dozen sugared biscuits and drank two glasses of red wine. All the cardinals left except for Bonelli and Rusticucci. “Illustrious father,” said Rusticucci, “it is no longer time to inconvenience yourself but to take a bit of repose.”
Sixtus replied, “Our best repose will be the efforts that we undertake with our pleasure.” In other words, Don’t tell me what to do.
Rusticucci, who was already regretting the election, added, “Your Holiness speaks in a very different manner than the way he spoke yesterday in conclave and the day before yesterday with this cardinal here.” To which Sixtus snapped, “Because yesterday and the day before we were not pope, but now we are.”11
Cardinal Rusticucci noticed that the pope’s vestments were crooked and started to straighten them. But Sixtus cast him a scathing look and said, “Not so much confidence with the Vicar of Christ.”12
Looking around the papal apartments, the two cardinals nervously began to give the pope’s servants orders for his comfort. “With a very serious air, Sixtus said, ‘Save yourself, if you please, the trouble. I myself know well how to see to the things of which I have need.”
Sixtus’s butler, who had served him for several years, asked him what he wanted to eat for supper, a request he always made at about that time of day. But this time, his employer stared at him haughtily and thundered, “Do you ask sovereign princes what should be served to them? You should cover our table as you would cover those of kings, and we will see what pleases our taste most.” The poor butler retired “in great confusion.”13
Outside the papal apartments, red knots of cardinals stood around discussing the shocking transformation they had just witnessed. Farnese accused his supporters of betraying him. De Medici and Rusticucci felt like fools. “Of the rest,” Cardinal Santorio wrote in his autobiography, “there wasn’t one who denied that the nephew’s death, completely unavenged, and borne with so much patience, had summarily conferred the papacy on him.”14
Later that afternoon, the new Pope Sixtus V sat on his throne in the papal audience chamber and accepted the congratulations of all and sundry who could squeeze themselves into the room. The pope graciously thanked his visitors for their good wishes. But when Paolo Giordano Orsini knelt before him, the pope said nothing. The duke kept sputtering congratulations, and the pope just glared at him, as if looking for splatters of Francesco’s blood on his ruff and doublet. Finally, in humiliation, the duke stumbled to his feet and left. He stopped by the palaces of Cardinal de Medici and Count Olivares, ambassador of Spain, to ask them to obtain for him another audience with the pope the following day.
When Paolo Giordano returned to the Vatican, the room was still packed with well-wishers, many of them asking the pope for favors. The new Vicar of Christ was supposed to be generous to others as a sign of gratitude to God for his good fortune. The most common request was the release of a friend or relative from prison and, indeed, most prisons were thrown wide open on a papal coronation day in memory of Pontius Pilate liberating Barabbas on the day of Jesus’s crucifixion. The individual who obtained clemency for the most murderers and robbers before coronation day was seen as being highest in the pontiff’s favor.
Pretending that the pope’s embarrassing silence of the day before had never happened, Paolo Giordano knelt before him again and cheerfully congratulated him. Then he asked him to release from jail a servant of his, the murderer Marco Bracciardini.
The pope silently eyed the duke, closely examining this bad seed, this rotten weed, which choked the life out of young and promising plants. At first, it seemed as if the pope would say nothing this time as well. Now Paolo Giordano, who had made popes tremble, began to tremble himself, and Sixtus was clearly enjoying it. Finally, the pope said, “No one desires more than I that in the future Paolo Giordano Orsini will lead a life worthy of Orsini blood and of a Christian nobleman. Whether or not he has done that up until now with respect to the Holy See, his family, and himself, he must ask his conscience. One thing is certain, however: the offenses done to Francesco, and to Felice, Cardinal Montalto, are pardoned.”15
Then he rose to his feet and roared, “But if you offend Sixtus, if you offend Sixtus, he will not pardon you. I will be a good pope to a good Orsini, a terrible pope to a bad Orsini. Go now and immediately remove from Bracciano and your palace each and every bandit.”16
One chronicler reported that, “Sixtus always had a marvelous efficacy in his speaking, but when he flew into a rage and threatened, accompanied by his natural pride, it seemed as if he were throwing thunderbolts.”17
The duke, having been pierced by thunderbolts, stumbled awkwardly to his feet. Instead of walking slowly backwards and bowing three times on his way out the door as protocol required, he raced from the audience chamber as fast as he could, committing the huge faux-pas of turning his back on the Vicar of Christ. He huffed and puffed all the way to his carriage and ordered his coachman to drive post-haste to the palace of Cardinal de Medici. There he told him of his terrifying audience with the pope.
Though Sixtus had been pope for less than twenty-four hours, Cardinal de Medici well understood the mistake he had made in pushing for his election. The cardinal informed Paolo Giordano that despite Montalto’s earlier protestations of forgiveness, he had “a spirit inclined to vendetta … and he had used deceit to reach the threshold of the Vatican to be able with absolute authority to punish him who had offended him.”18
The duke’s life, and Vittoria’s life, and the lives of all who served them, were in grave danger. If the new pope wanted to have them all executed, as absolute monarch he could do so immediately. “There is no time to lose,” the cardinal advised. “Obey him and save yourself because neither I nor anyone else can do anything for you.”19
While Paolo Giordano had been calling on the pope, numerous grandees, ambassadors, and noblewomen had lined up to congratulate Camilla. That morning the Venetian ambassador and Cardinal Santorio viewed with pity Camilla’s scantily furnished rooms and noticed that the pope’s sister and her four young grandchildren wore ragged clothing. But an extreme makeover was on the way. Santorio wrote that suddenly “the militia surrounded the house, furnished the rooms, and made everything ornate and worthy of dignity. Alessandro was dressed in dark purple, the sisters splendid with necklaces of gemstones.”20 Within moments, the entire house and its inhabitants were transformed almost as quickly as the pope himself had been.
One of the visitors shocked at the sudden change was none other than Vittoria Accoramboni, the newly-minted duchess of Bracciano. She had ridden from her husband’s palace accompanied by three coaches stuffed with noble matrons. It must have been a strange feeling for Vittoria as she entered the old house she had so detested. The chickens and pigs in the courtyard were gone now, and the servants wore gorgeous livery. Looking around at the well-born visitors congratulating the new Princess Camilla, she must have sighed that this had taken place too late. Too late for Vittoria, too late for Francesco.
Too late for Camilla, too. Bewildered by the throngs of powerful well-wishers, uneasy in her heavy bejeweled gown, Camilla spotted Vittoria. Perhaps she had a fleeting image of her as the fresh-faced sixteen-year-old bride she had welcomed with open arms into the Peretti family for the love Francesco bore her. And perhaps Vittoria, standing there in the wedding finery of a duchess, remembered the cheerful, loving young husband and their hopes for the future, back in those days when everything had seemed possible. If Vittoria had only waited, on this day she would have been not a duchess, but a princess. It is likely that both women, staring at each other across the room as the crowd gaped in wonder at the sight, would have done anything to have moved back the hands of time.
It was a bittersweet moment for Camilla. She was a princess now, no more emptying chamber pots or plucking chickens for her. Her grandchildren would be cardinals and duchesses. But Francesco, that dearly beloved, happy-go-lucky son, was not there. In front of her, however, was the woman who had caused his death.
The space between them was ripe enough to burst as Vittoria, graceful and charming as ever, swished in her wide embroidered skirts up to Camilla and took her hand. According to Cardinal Santorio, who witnessed the scene, Vittoria said that “she wished great happiness from heaven for Camilla and the Peretti family, and that she wanted this for the love she had borne Francesco, for her prayers and her tears, and for the name of mother-in-law that Camilla had been to her, and hoped she would not forget her.”
This last was not likely. Camilla became red as a beet while listening, and then wordlessly accompanied Vittoria to the top of the steps, as etiquette required, to show her out. Returning to the crowded room, she howled, “Oh, pompous wickedness! This iniquitous woman has dared to show her impure and cruel face to me within these walls!”21 Then she dissolved into wretched sobs, crying, “Oh, my poor son!”22
Though Vittoria had not heard these remarks, she certainly must have noticed the chilly reception, and it is likely one of her women friends raced after her to repeat what Camilla had said. It certainly didn’t bode well for her happiness under the new papacy. She returned to the Orsini palace dismayed, only to find her husband terrified by his audience with the pope.
They both agreed with Cardinal de Medici’s advice that they should leave Rome immediately. Paolo Giordano ordered his servants to pack for a trip to Bracciano, taking along the most valuable silverware and furnishings. As their caravan rumbled out of town, they saw the head of the duke’s servant Bracciardini prominently placed on a pike so that anyone leaving Rome by the main gate would see it. This was, quite clearly, the pope’s response to the duke’s request for pardon.
Ambassadors and princes continued to line up to kiss the pope’s feet throughout that afternoon. But when they began to congratulate him, he cut them short. He had been waiting for the papacy for decades now and didn’t want to waste another moment in useless compliments. He had work to do. One of the few visitors the pope cheerfully chatted with was Francesco Filelfo, Lodovico Orsini’s private secretary. The pope mentioned three times Filelfo’s devoted service to him in the past and told him to let him know if he ever needed a favor. Before the year was up, Filelfo would need a favor indeed.
But the pope gave short shrift to other visitors and suddenly announced to the cardinals present that he didn’t want to plan an official coronation several days in the future. Prodded by the feeling that he would have a short pontificate, he wanted someone to crown him immediately so that he could start ruling. “We want to command and provide for the needs of our people this same evening,” he said, “and so bring the crown that we are crowned right now without further waiting.”23 The cardinals explained that he could start ruling right away, even before the coronation.
The custodians of the capital – those responsible for the law and order of Rome – presented themselves to the pope for the traditional request of bread and justice. The pope snickered that he would certainly provide bread better than his predecessor had, a remark that many thought was in bad form. “He recommended the dispensation of justice to them, that they could depend on his support if they did their duty, and on the severest reprisals if they failed to do so, as he was resolved if necessary to have them beheaded.” The custodians were stunned. They had come to render a traditional courtesy and been threatened with beheading.
The pope then issued a bull prohibiting the carrying of any kinds of weapons within the walls of Rome. Francesco had been shot first and then finished off with knives, and now his uncle, as if trying to undo a thing already done, forbade firearms, swords, and knives under pain of immediate execution. Many honest citizens carried guns to protect themselves from criminals and didn’t want to give them up. Moreover, men and women alike carried knives in their cadenas if they were going to a restaurant or a friend’s house to eat. But the pope wouldn’t listen to the protests of his ministers and insisted the bull be issued immediately.
On April 28, four young men of the same family – two brothers and two cousins – were arrested at the gate of Saint John for coming into Rome with firearms. Because they had not been in town when the decree was issued, most people believed they would receive an immediate pardon. Plus, the pope’s coronation was coming up on May 1, and it was unseemly for any pontiff to start off his reign with executions.
When the governor of Rome, Monsignor Sangorgio, asked the pope what to do with the young men, Sixtus dryly replied that the law must be observed. Many cardinals begged him for mercy. The men’s family prompted Camilla to throw herself on her knees before her brother and intercede, but the pope waved her away. Even the Japanese ambassadors came crying into the papal audience chamber, asking for clemency, to no avail. A group of cardinals raised 4,000 scudi they planned to donate to the papal treasury if the punishment was mitigated to life in the galleys.
But Sixtus decreed that all lawbreakers must hang. Contemporary documents differ on the characters of the condemned men; some said they were pure as the driven snow; others said they were four well-known thugs who deserved hanging for a variety of crimes unpunished under Gregory. Given Sixtus’s subsequent efforts to determine guilt or innocence, we can assume that the latter was true.
What disturbed the pope’s ministers most was the enjoyment Sixtus seemed to be getting out of planning their execution. It was as if in hanging these lawless young men, armed to the teeth with weapons and bravado, he were hanging the murderers of Francesco. The fact that they were different individuals didn’t seem to matter. The morning of April 29, the four youths were executed on the Castel Sant’Angelo Bridge. The pontiff rode by to see the bodies swinging stiffly from the gallows and seemed greatly pleased. A chill of terror ran through the city. Sixtus V was not a forgiving old fellow after all.
The pope informed the cardinals instrumental in his election – de Medici, Rusticucci, Farnese, d’Este, and Bonelli – that he would give them no power. Jesus had given the Church to Peter, he pointed out, and not to the other disciples. “Oh, how deep are the divine judgments,” Sixtus told them, “that to one boss and to one only he gave the authority of governing his sheep. You are Peter, you alone are the pope, I will give you power to reign over heaven. To you I give the power to reign over and support the Church, to you, to you who are my vicar, and not to others who are simply ministers.”24 It was clear that Sixtus gripped the keys of Saint Peter in a tightly clenched fist and was not going to allow his cardinals to get anywhere near them.
In the days leading up to the coronation, the pope was seen browsing through the little book he always kept with him. According to the chronicler, he “spent the greater part of the hours and above all the night writing memorials in a little book that he always took with him for this purpose, without ever leaving it, fearing that someone might read what he had written, and he kept it in a little black velvet purse. In this book he noted all that he wanted to do, not only for the present day but for the rest of his life, and with such care that sometimes even while saying the holy office with his chaplain, remembering something he wanted to write down, or notes he had forgotten, he would take out his little purse and write in his little book.” The pope’s scribblings were to “put a brake on the insolent ways of the Romans, and their insufferable licentiousness and freedom of life.”25
During a conclave it was customary for criminals to turn themselves into prisons and confess their crimes. There they waited until a new pope was elected, and during the general pardon that preceded the coronation they were released. Having received a papal pardon, they could never be charged again for the same crimes. During the conclave after Gregory’s death, some 500 malefactors turned themselves in. When other criminals heard that the new pope was the merciful old Cardinal Montalto – who had even forgiven his own nephew’s murderer – long lines formed at the jails as dozens of murderers waited to confess their crimes.
According to a contemporary relatione, on April 30, the day before the coronation, Governor Sangiorgio and the vice castellan of Castel Sant’Angelo presented themselves to the pope with bundles of petitions for the release of prisoners. Bowing deeply, Sangiorgio said, “Most illustrious father, at the feet of your Holiness we have come seeking permission to give liberty to the prisoners, having brought the petitions so that your Holiness might deign to conform to the custom of pardoning the supplicants.”
Sixtus cast the two of them a fierce look and thundered, “What pardons, and prisons, and supplications are you talking about? We have often seen to our unspeakable pain the wickedness happening in Rome to universal scandal, in our own presence, with danger to our life, with the death of our nephew, and with the wounding of one of our servants, and of many other scandals, and most grave evils. These guilty ones are not worthy of pardon. God forbid that such a thought enters into our mind…. The city of Rome needs justice, and during our pontificate we are a judge with a sword in our hand.”
He continued, “We do not want the prisons to be opened, regardless of the nobility of the criminals. But more than this – listen carefully – we want them to be most strictly held and rigorously questioned until the end of their trials. We want to punish the guilty quickly to empty the prisons to make room for the new ones who must enter there. And they deserve to be punished so that all the world knows that God has placed us and elevated us to the See of Saint Peter to reward the good and punish the guilty. We want four of the guiltiest to be tried and executed tomorrow as a public spectacle for the eyes of the Roman people.”26 He ordered the executions to take place at the moment he was being crowned in Saint Peter’s.
Shocked, the governor and vice castellan bowed and shuffled backward out of the room, still clutching the petitions. “The poor governor, distraught in his very soul, gave the order to hold the trial of the four most guilty, but it displeased him because he had convinced many dependents of great cavaliers and cardinals, his friends and patrons, to turn themselves in to the prisons voluntarily for hope of pardon. Now, seeing so many poor souls deceived, he didn’t know what to do.”27
When he told the cardinals what the pope had said, they were equally horrified because “there was not a single cardinal or prelate or nobleman who did not have some relative, or servant, or dependent guilty of some grave crime.”28 Meanwhile, Cardinals Farnese, de Medici, Gonzaga, and Colonna raced to the pope, telling him that clemency should come naturally to the Vicar of Christ. It would be astonishing, they said, if the new pope closed his heart to pity, and above all on a day when Christendom rejoiced and the pope always pardoned criminals. The heretics would be scandalized, seeing that the pope loved bloodshed better than forgiveness. They begged him to continue the custom of granting clemency to prisoners on his coronation day, pointing out to him that the honor of the Holy See depended on it because Christ was the father of compassion.
The pope had grown visibly irritated during the cardinals’ lengthy diatribes. Now he cried, “Your remonstrances surprise me as much as they should mortify you and do you shame. When Jesus Christ confided the keys of his Church to Saint Peter, as we see in the gospels, he submitted him neither to the advice nor the lessons of the other apostles, and you are greatly mistaken if you believe you can have authority over us. Providence has raised me to the throne of his Church to reestablish all things in a better state… It is not the punishment of crimes but their impunity that scandalizes the heretics and God.”
He continued, “You come, however, to ask my pardon for many criminals, under the pretext of establishing my reputation by pardoning crimes with which the Papal States has been infected for many years. God give me the grace to purge this filth.”
He stormed out of the audience chamber into a private room as his servant scurried behind him and closed the doors. The cardinals stood looking at the doors with mouths agape. But almost immediately the trembling servant threw open the doors, revealing a white-robed, red-faced Sixtus, who said, “I forgot to warn you that in the trials of the guilty, I also want to act against those who protect them.” Then he slammed the doors shut.
When the Roman public learned that pardons would not be given and all confessed murderers would be immediately executed, their family members banged on the doors of the papal audience chamber. A certain Sebastiano Ciacci had turned himself in to obtain pardon for murder and now learned that he would lose his head. His young wife, mother of his five children, threw herself at the pope’s feet and begged for his life.
The pope looked on her with pity. “I am greatly touched, my poor woman,” he said, “by the state to which I see you and your children reduced… But I am engaged in calling Justice back to Rome, from which she has been chased away, and I am dedicated to doing so.”29 And Ciacci was beheaded the next day.
In the days that followed, whenever anyone asked him for a pardon, Sixtus sneered, “The city has enough rogues without adding those from the prisons to them.”
Sixtus sent for the governor of Rome, the jailers, and the judges of the criminal courts. He informed the jailers that if any prisoner escaped, the jailer would have to give up his own life as compensation. Then he ordered all of them to see that justice was done. “As long as I live,” he thundered, “every criminal will die.”30
Before he dismissed them he stood and cried out in the words of Jesus, “I am come not to bring peace, but a sword.”31



Chapter 15
The Sword of God
Every morning I will put to silence all the wicked in the land;
I will cut off every evildoer from the city of the Lord.
– Psalm 101:8
Most popes came from noble or at least well-to-do families, and their relatives were well-versed in proper social behavior. But Sixtus’s family, though they had lived in Rome for fifteen years, could potentially humiliate themselves and the pope if he wasn’t careful. Because a pope didn’t have a wife or daughter – at least, he wasn’t supposed to – it was his sister or sister-in-law who became the first lady of Rome, playing hostess to noblewomen, the sisters and nieces of cardinals, and the wives and daughters of ambassadors and visiting royalty.
Though Sixtus delighted in Camilla’s simplicity, earthy good sense, and piety, he also knew she wasn’t exactly princess material. How could she hold court with Europe’s most refined men and women without making a fool of herself? It was his job to make a silk purse from a sow’s ear, and fast.
Sixtus called Camilla to the papal palace and told her he was giving her the Villa Montalto, which he would have beautifully furnished and decorated. He realized it would be impractical for his sister to throw lavish banquets and balls, and admonished her to host only small gatherings, and those few and far between. “Close yourself in with modesty,” he advised, “and live a life that is modest, retired, and private. To this end you will be provided with a decent court, but without grandeur, comfortable but without pride, and which will serve rather for edification than as a subject for gossip of the people.”1 And she should never, ever, forget her humble origins.
Camilla received an allowance of 1,000 scudi a month for her maintenance, and four coaches, along with mules and horses. The pope carefully selected men of good character for her staff, and hired a lady-in-waiting, a major domo, a chaplain, secretary, butlers, valets, grooms, and cooks. Her servants wore livery of pear green (from the name Peretti, which meant little pears) and leaf green. One man’s job was to instruct Camilla in courtly ceremonies. Sixtus debated whether or not to hire a matron of honor to tutor Camilla in the etiquette required in dealing with Roman noblewomen. But Camilla “learned so quickly to compliment the ladies and succeeded in the necessary politeness and graciousness,” that he didn’t have to.2
Pasquino, as usual, had his say. One day, he was seen wearing a filthy shirt, with a sign around his neck that he couldn’t get clean shirts anymore since “my laundress has become a princess and sister of the pope.”3
They could laugh all they wanted to. Overnight, the laundress became one of the richest ladies in Rome. But true to her frugal upbringing, Camilla didn’t squander her money on vanities. She bought land in Rome, built shops on it, and rented them out at high prices.
The coronation was held on Wednesday, May 1. As the first wave of criminals was being executed, Cardinal de Medici was crowning Sixtus in Saint Peter’s Basilica. Then, according to tradition, the papal master of ceremonies stood in front of him with a twist of flax burning on the head of a cane. “Holy father,” he intoned, “so passes the glory of the world.” It was a warning to each new pope that he, too, was mortal, and one day his power would disappear.
For six hundred years, other popes had smiled benignly and let the ceremonies continue. But Sixtus replied in a loud voice, “Our glory will never pass away because we have no other glory than providing justice for all.” Then, turning to the ambassadors, he said, “Tell your princes, our sons, the content of this notable ceremony.”4
On May 2, the pope announced that he would make his fourteen-year-old grandnephew Alessandro his cardinal nephew. It was not unusual, making young nephews cardinals, and Sixtus would turn the boy’s education over to the most experienced instructors. During his great-uncle’s audiences, the youth sat quietly and observed. Later, he would discuss the meeting with his teachers and the pope.
The Venetian ambassador wrote, “The nephew speaks little but has a good head, and every day becomes more pleasing to the Pope.”5 In the course of time Cardinal Montalto, as he was known, would become one of the most distinguished cardinals of the Sacred College. His brother, eight-year-old Michele, would be the secular son, groomed to marry and sire a dynasty. He was named captain general of the pontifical guard and governor of the Borgo section of Rome, both positions with large salaries.
On May 5, the pope had his possesso, a ceremony in which he took possession of his titular church, Saint John Lateran. Many Romans who had not crammed into Saint Peter’s Square for the election and coronation now had an opportunity to see their new pontiff as the procession wound through the main streets of Rome. They were shocked to see a man, who for years had been reputed near death’s door, “all spunky on a horse,” as one avvisi put it.6
The pope had forbade the traditional flinging of coins to the crowd, saying that the neediest people – the weak, crippled, and hungry – rarely got a penny. It was the strong and healthy who scrambled for it, knocking over the disadvantaged in the process. He asked parish priests to find the poorest families in Rome and give them alms directly.
Tradition decreed that after a pope took possession of the Lateran, the solemn ceremony was concluded with a lavish banquet. But Sixtus, knowing Gregory had left the Church finances in dire straits, canceled the banquet. He returned to Villa Montalto and partook of a simple meal with his servants. The rest of the day he spent in walking about the gardens examining his plants.
On May 10, Sixtus held his first consistory in which he declared to the entire Sacred College that he would devote his attention as sovereign to two things – the rigorous enforcement of justice, and the plentiful provision of food for his subjects. Regarding justice, he issued an edict that took away immunity from cardinals, noblemen, and even ambassadors. No one had the right to deny law enforcement officers entrance to their palaces. Anyone harboring criminals would be punished as harshly as the criminals themselves.
Though Paolo Giordano had fled Rome two weeks earlier, many servants still lived in his palace. The pope “took five men, esteemed to be wild, from the Orsini house,” according to the chronicler, “and to avoid the pope’s capture, the palace was closed up and the rest left Rome.”7
The pope further decreed that barons in their country estates must turn over all bandits to the pope’s guards immediately.
If any known bandits approached palaces or towns, those who recognized them were to ring church bells as a sign to request armed assistance. All those who heard the bells were required to stop what they were doing and try to capture the bandits. Anyone who did not ring the bells when they saw bandits, or who heard them but did not respond, would be executed.
Any law-abiding citizen who captured a bandit alive would receive a 400-scudi reward, and he would receive 300 scudi for each head he sent to Rome. In addition, all those who turned in bandits or heads would receive a full pardon for the bandit of their choice. If they had any relatives sitting on death row, their sentences would be commuted to two years. If they were in the galleys, they would be immediately freed.
Sixtus issued an edict that saved his soldiers a lot of work – any bandit vowing to reform his life and turn in another bandit for execution would receive a full pardon, a 500-scudi reward, and an honest job. The last was a clever move. Since many joined bandit gangs because they didn’t know how else to support themselves, the pope offered them good wages on his various building projects in and around Rome, with a chance to advance. Hard labor and a moral life would be well rewarded. Since there is little honor among thieves, the roads to Rome were jammed with reformed bandits holding their colleagues in chains.
Sixtus commissioned five hundred soldiers under three strict generals to ride throughout the Papal States to round up criminals and those protecting them – even dukes, cardinals, and princes. There would be absolutely no privilege for those of noble status. If found guilty, they would be executed, just like the poor. In August, the governor of Rome, Sangiorgio, resigned after only four months in office, disgusted by the pope’s brutality. Sixtus appointed Mariano Pierbenedetti to the post, an old friend with a strict sense of justice.
Gallows and scaffolds were erected in the main squares of Rome, and every day there were executions. The Romans suddenly acted like the most devout, law-abiding Christians in the world, but the pope wasn’t fooled. In fact, he was in a hurry. “I know that under the next pontificate, the Romans will corrupt themselves again,” he said, “which is why I want to hang all the bad ones during my pontificate.”8
In Rome, the criminal going to execution was conveyed on a cart, surrounded by the Brothers of Compassion, a charitable organization whose members accompanied the condemned on their last journey. These men wore linen hoods over their heads and long robes. While most of the brothers walked beside the cart, a few stood next to the condemned man, exhorting him to pray to Jesus. One of them held up a painting of Jesus which the criminal was to kiss continually. They walked with the painting up the steps to the gallows, and held it before him as the noose was placed around his neck so that the face of Jesus would be the last thing he ever saw.
In the mid-nineteenth century, gallows were first fitted with trap doors through which the condemned person fell to a speedy death by a snapped neck. Before then, hanging was a slow and painful process. The condemned person, noose tightly about his neck, was pushed off a ledge, or had a stool kicked out from under him, or the horse he was sitting on was given a good slap on the rear end. In Rome, he was hoisted up by the executioner so that his feet didn’t touch the ground. Dangling there, he slowly choked.
After death, the body was decapitated and hacked into four pieces. The head was stuck on a pike, and the body parts nailed on the outside of the city gates and walls. When Montaigne was in Rome in April 1581, he wrote of an execution he witnessed, “The people here, who had shown no feeling at seeing him strangled, at every blow that was given to hew him in pieces burst out into piteous cries. As soon as they are dead, one or several Jesuits, or others, mount upon some raised place and shout at the people, one in this direction, another in that, and preach to them to make them relish that example.”9
To more efficiently conduct the hangings, Sixtus had a specially-designed fifteen-man gallows built, where one day he executed thirty men in two quick shifts. After the bodies were taken down, the heads were cut off, affixed to pikes, and placed on city gates, public buildings, and bridges. The Castel Sant’Angelo Bridge displayed a veritable forest of heads on pikes.
During the summer of 1585, the avvisi were chock full of reports of heads. “Each day new heads of bandits appear.” “Today four more bandits’ heads appeared on the bridge.”10 As an insult to the families who had produced such evil-doers, the pope often had the name of the executed man on a placard hanging from the pike. “Head of Ercole Castrucci,” read one sign flapping beneath a skull with patches of leathery skin and tufts of hair, the eyes picked out by crows, though perhaps the “head of” was unnecessary.11
One day, eight heads in sacks arrived in Rome, and the pope decreed that these, too, should be stuck on pikes on the Castel Sant’Angelo Bridge. According to an avvisi, “While these eight heads were on the bridge, two hours before sunset the pope came on horse, and wanted to see them, and stopping to look, you could tell the pleasure that the pope had of it, so that he went to the Church of Saint Mary Major to thank God for the blessing.”12
Shortly thereafter, the pope told the governor that he wanted two criminal cavaliers to be beheaded in front of Castel Sant’Angelo. When he rode by to pick up the governor to take him to church, Sixtus wanted to see the executioner holding a head in each hand. The executioner, having whacked off the heads, was waiting for the pope’s arrival, and as he passed, raised both heads by the hair, “whereupon the pope, very happy, went to the Church of the Most Holy Madonna of the Rotunda.”13
Whenever a particularly violent bandit was captured and executed, Sixtus cried with outstretched arms, “God be praised that he has given us so much favor to have assisted us with justice.”14
The pope saw nothing strange about cutting off people’s heads and then going to church to thank God for giving him the opportunity to do so. In his first consistory, he had cried, “When human aids are lacking, many legions of angels will come to me to punish the malefactors and scoundrels.”15 God, he knew, was on his side.
Every two weeks, the pope called for his governor and expressed his astonishment at how few punishments had been meted out, saying that if he had been in his position he would have rounded up many more criminals, and the governor was getting quite lax. Whenever the governor was foolish enough to advise leniency in a particular case, Sixtus threatened to fire him and make him a defense attorney. The chronicler wrote, “So the governor was obliged to content the pope by watching night and day for the persecution and punishment of evil-doers, not pardoning even the lightest guilt.”16
While the governor of Rome was responsible for law enforcement, traditionally cardinals had no such role. Yet Sixtus expected his cardinals to actively pursue criminals. Cardinal Marcantonio Colonna, like Sixtus, had been frustrated over Pope Gregory’s leniency with murderers. He built twelve gallows between the towns of Anagni and Frosolone, and decorated them with the chopped-off body parts of criminals he had executed. But Cardinal Alfonso Gesualdo had foolishly joined the Church without realizing he would be expected to kill people, and he lagged in meeting the pope’s expectations. When the pope reprimanded him harshly, he hastily rounded up and hanged twenty-five bandits and sent the heads to Rome. The pope was “satisfied enough.”17
Realizing that the best way to win the pope’s favor was to send him heads, and hoping to cash in on the rich rewards, some people started digging up dead bodies in graveyards, cutting off the heads, and sending them back to Rome in sacks as the heads of bandits.
Cardinal Farnese wanted nothing to do with heads and was as disgusted by the pope’s behavior as he was with himself for approving his election. Summering at his country estate, he didn’t lift a finger to send a single head. When the papal complaints started to arrive about the lack of heads, he replied that he was not “the bailiff of the countryside, and he did not know how to dig up men at church and send their heads to Rome as if they were exiles, who were then found to be alive.”18 But he did manage to find a few criminals and send their heads to Rome just to quiet the pope.
Some young noblemen put ten cats’ heads on spikes and had them delivered to the Vatican in sacks. The pope, eager to examine new heads, drew them out and swore to do to those who had sent them exactly what they had done to the cats. The young men fled, but the pope didn’t pursue them. He actually thought it was a good joke.
Though the pope was pleased with his heads, and “often went expressly to look at them,” not everyone felt the same way. Usually, heads were taken off their pikes after a few days and either buried or thrown down an old well. But Sixtus didn’t remove the heads. He liked to see them pile up, week after week, month after month, and kept an exact count of them. The problem of the unsightly heads became worse in the stultifying heat of a Roman summer. Black swarms of flies buzzed from head to head, and according to one report, “The quantity of those he displayed incommoded many passing by because of their stench.”19
The chronicler wrote, “Some of the cardinals being nauseated at seeing so many heads, and especially smelling the stink in the summer time, asked the conservators [councilmen] of Rome to take away the heads and bury them. The conservators, wanting to please the cardinals, went to the pope asking him to get rid of the heads because they were rendering nauseous the Roman gentlemen, and others of the court, and they begged that they could be thrown into the usual well.
“The pope, greatly enraged, replied, ‘Oh, what a delicate sense of smell you have, my lords conservators, that the heads of dead people stink to you, heads which don’t harm anyone, while we find that living people who offend the liberty of others are the ones who really stink. We want them to stay put. Those who get nauseated and disgusted can leave Rome. We do not lack conservators and cavaliers who are less sensitive and more attentive to our service, and to that of the city.’ He then had the door closed in their faces, and left, and they were terribly scandalized by the pope’s manners.”20 The request had been a grievous mistake. The pope was quite fond of his heads.
“The following day he issued a notice posted in all public places that anyone under pain of death should not dare to remove the heads from the places where they had been placed, and these were his words, ‘There will be no regard for nobility of whatever grade, nor will any person be excepted, who will remove those heads, because the pope wants it this way.’”21
But soon after, the pope arrived in his audience chamber to find gut-wrenching fumes rising from a “rotten stinking head” next to the papal throne.22 Sixtus had his heads counted, and sure enough one was found to be missing. The Romans laughed at this wonderful joke, but the pope didn’t think it was very funny. He believed that one of the conservators who had complained about the heads had done it, but he didn’t know which one. So he fired all four of them.
A report of September 18, 1585, stated that in the first four months of Sixtus’s reign more bandits’ heads had been exposed on Castel Sant’Angelo Bridge than melons had been brought to the Roman markets. Indeed, the heads were like so many overripe, maggot-infested melons harvested from the pope’s garden. With such numerous executions, the pope needed more executioners than the two employed in Rome, who under Gregory had rarely had any work to do. And foreigners were traditionally executed by their fellow countrymen. So Sixtus hired numerous executioners from various parts of Italy, France, Spain, and Germany, and ordered them “to march once a week, two by two through Rome, nooses over their shoulders, or sometimes holding an axe, to strike fear into the hearts of citizens.”23
One of the assassins of Pope Gregory’s advisor, Vincenzo Vitelli, a certain Manlio da Sturi, was captured and admitted to having murdered eighty-two people. He was paraded through Rome strapped down on a cart as the executioner tore off chunks of his flesh with red hot pincers. His right hand was cut off before he was hanged. Safe in his palace in Florence, the bandit king Piccolomini said of Sixtus, “You can’t joke with this pope.”24
Bandits, who for years had lived comfortably in castles and towns, were now forced to flee to woods and caves. Peasants hunted them like animals for the reward, riding out with nets and dogs hot on their scent. The duke of Urbino knew of a gang of bandits who had entrenched themselves in an unassailable position in the hills. Knowing they were low on provisions, he sent a convoy of mules carrying food over the nearest mountain pass. As expected, the robbers plundered the satchels and ate heartily. But the food was poisoned. The next day the duke sent his guards to pick up the bodies, sever the heads, and send them to the pope. “When intelligence of this was carried to Sixtus V, the pope received thereby an infinite contentment.”25
Those bandits with money and connections in another country fled to Venice, Tuscany, or the kingdom of Naples. But Sixtus knew that they could still conduct raids on his territory and then return over the border to safety. Worse, after his death, they would return for good to the Papal States and once more plague his people.
Within days of his coronation, Sixtus had written to King Philip of Spain, asking him to order the rulers of his Italian principalities to refuse sanctuary to criminals from the Papal States. Philip agreed, as did the dukes of Urbino and Ferrara. The grand duke of Tuscany, however, was more reluctant. The pope had to threaten him with the public disgrace of excommunication before he complied.
Venice, too, was a problem. For centuries it had welcomed exiles, even murderers, who could offer their services or talents to the republic and never questioned them about their crimes. The Venetians jealously guarded the right of sanctuary and rarely extradited anyone. Undeterred, the pope negotiated with the Venetian ambassador. “We want people to live in peace in the States of the Church,” he explained, “and the best means of obtaining this end will be to deprive the evil-doers of any chance of escape. Every prince in Italy and His Catholic Majesty [the king of Spain] have assured us that they will refuse them an entrance into their territories; we trust the Doge will do as much, otherwise we will question his good will towards us.”
The pope added that he did not mind if Venice sent these swashbucklers on military missions to fight the Turks, as long as they were far from Italy. “When it is a question of the respect due the Holy See, which must have more weight in the eyes of the republic than a mere individual, I cannot believe, nor does it appear to me right, that the republic should favor rebels.”26 The republic was painfully aware of how badly it had treated Felice Montalto as inquisitor twenty-five years earlier. Would he hold a grudge against them, harming their trade? As a peace offering, Venice agreed to extradite to Rome any bandits the pope requested.
But not all bandits escaping to nearby nations were easily spotted upon entry. There were no passports with photos, no drivers’ licenses to help the guards at the gate identify them. They were allowed in as law-abiding travelers, and once inside, started murdering and robbing again. Some ambassadors complained to the pope that he had driven his own bandits into their territories where they committed heinous crimes. Smiling, Sixtus replied, “If your masters abandoned to me their states, I would clean them as well as I have done the Papal States. If they followed my example, all Italy would be entirely safe. Monarchs make miracles happen when they want to.”27
* * *
After leaving Rome on April 26, Paolo Giordano and Vittoria received frequent reports of the pope’s executions. They were horrified to learn that immediately after the election, criminals across the Papal States, as well as those harboring them, were rounded up and executed, even those of the noblest blood, like Paolo Giordano.
The duke realized that the fortified castle of Bracciano itself was not safe if the pope intended to send an army to storm it. He and Vittoria had to leave the Papal States and find sanctuary in a place outside of Sixtus’s jurisdiction. Once again, he returned to the idea of Venice, a nation that did not jump when a pontiff snapped his fingers. Venice would recognize the duke’s marriage to Vittoria and would drag its feet for years at a request to turn him over to papal guards brandishing a warrant.
In the sixteenth century, travel was not a pleasure but a labor. It was a kind of Renaissance chemotherapy through which an individual, after great pain and suffering, arrived at his goal. The idea of anyone traveling for fun would have been the cause of many hearty guffaws. The roads were prowled by bandits, and riders needed their own escort of armed guards. Carriages usually had secret compartments where passengers stashed their jewelry and cash in case of a hold-up.
It was difficult for travelers to reserve lodgings in advance by mail. Often they didn’t know the address of inns they would be passing by, nor did they know exactly when they would arrive. Bad weather hampered travel for days at a time, sometimes weeks. A wealthy person traveling with an entourage would send a rider ahead to find an inn, reserve the rooms and stalls, and then race back to his employer on the road with news of their lodging for that evening.
But some travelers found no inn when they needed one – before the sun set, when they could still see the road – or they discovered that the only inn for many miles was completely booked, and they would have to sleep in the carriage and hope wolves didn’t attack the horses. When Thomas Coryat traveled in Italy, he reported that one night “the Innes were so extreme full of people by reason of the faire, that I could not get a convenient lodging though I would have given two or three duckats for it. So that I was faine to lye upon straw in one of their stables at the horses feete.”28 We can presume that the next day he picked ticks and fleas off himself.
Some travelers lucky enough to find available rooms were often sorry they had. Many such establishments were as filthy and flea-ridden as the stables, only more expensive. Well-heeled travelers often brought their own mattresses, sheets, and even beds. Montaigne wrote of one inn where there was “a great want of cleanliness in the bedroom service, for he is a lucky man who can have a white sheet… They usually have no covering but a feather quilt, and that very dirty.”29 Guests were sometimes crammed into a single bed with several strangers.
Sometimes the food was barely edible, and the wine like vinegar, all for a terribly high price. There were no menus with various dishes to choose from; the host brought out whatever had been recently killed. Many inns had no window panes, and the icy wind slithered in through gaps in the shutters. Innkeepers were stingy with firewood, or claimed they didn’t have any, or tacked on enormous charges to the hotel bill for every single stick. Whether a noble guest liked his inn or not, he was expected to commission a local artisan to create a wooden image of his coat of arms. The innkeeper would hang this escutcheon on the wall of his establishment, advertising the nobility of his guests. Many inns had their outside and inside walls completely covered with them.
Sixteenth-century carriages had rudimentary springs, which were only as good as the roads they traveled on, and the roads themselves were usually riddled with potholes. When the Chevalier Giambattista Guarini was sent to Poland by the duke of Ferrara in 1573 to congratulate the new king, he wrote a letter to his family in Italy stating that he was not “carried, but dragged, jolted, murdered, in carts which defy description.”30
On May 21, Vittoria and her entourage jolted down the northeast road that led away from Bracciano. It was remarked that she looked exhausted physically and emotionally. So much had happened in the past four years, and now it seemed as if it had all been for nothing. The murder, the guilt, the imprisonment, and now the irony of Cardinal Montalto’s belated election. If she had just waited, she would be the pope’s niece, a princess like Camilla, with unlimited funds at her disposal for dresses, jewels, and banquets. Now she was in exile. She sat silently next to her husband as his coach rattled forward.
On May 26, the group reached the popular pilgrimage destination of Loreto, a small town of tidy houses huddled together on a windswept hill overlooking the Adriatic in the distance. Montaigne wrote of Loreto, “There are hardly any other inhabitants but those in the service of this devotion, such as a number of landlords – yet the inns are dirty enough – and many tradesmen, to wit, sellers of wax images, beads… and such wares, for which there is a large number of fine shops, richly provided.”31
Its only claim to fame, and indeed the only reason for the town’s existence, was that at its epicenter stood the holy house of the Virgin Mary, the one-room stone building in which she was thought to have conceived Jesus, and where she had raised him. It was believed that angels, seeing the Muslims chase out the last Crusaders in the Holy Land in 1291, lifted the Virgin’s house and carried it westward to safety, placing it first in Slavonia – present day Croatia – and three years later plucking it up again and setting it gently down on the hilltop of Loreto.
Recent scholarship has shown that the story is not as ridiculous as it first appears. A family named de Angelis, which ruled the Greek kingdom of Epirus, brought the stones back from Nazareth with the aid of the Knights Templar. The stones were first unloaded in Slavonia, and three years later they became part of the dowry of Margherita de Angelis when she married an Italian prince. Uprooted once again, they found their permanent home in Loreto. Given the legendary flight, more recently the Virgin of Loreto was made the special patroness of aviators.
While Italians revered the holy house and were grateful that it had chosen them to take care of it, Slavonians bewailed the fact that the house had so disliked them that it had flown away. Montaigne recorded that they made “so many protestations and promises to Our Lady to make her return to them, and so many lamentations for having given her occasion for abandoning them, that it is a wonder.”32
In a 1960s study, two coins datable to 1285-1308 were found between the stones, as well as five pieces of red cloth in the form of Templar crosses. The stones are of Nabatean make – an ancient Levantine tribe near Judea – and some sixty of them have proto-Christian graffiti on them in Greek and Hebrew, a sure sign the house was revered in the early years of Christianity. Here the Word was made Flesh, says one from the second century.
The building had only three walls, a common feature of Judean homes of the time, which were often built projecting out from a cave, where the owners stored supplies or stabled animals. Interestingly, the Loreto house has exactly the same dimensions as a structure that has been removed from inside the Church of the Annunciation in Nazareth, the traditional site of the incarnation. In the church, behind the outline of the three walls, is a cave.
In the fifteenth century, an enormous white marble church was built around the resurrected holy house, which stands just behind the main altar. Giuliano da Sangallo completed the huge dome in 1500, and in 1509, Donato Bramante encased the rather pitiful looking brown walls of the holy house in an ornate white marble façade of friezes and statues, which make it look like a huge square wedding cake. Inside the house, a fourth wall has been added with an altar, and the ceiling has been raised to give the room a more impressive height from which to hang lanterns.
At that altar, Vittoria Accoramboni and Duke Paolo Giordano Orsini, sinners sorely in need of forgiveness and redemption, got down on their knees and prayed to the wooden statue of the Virgin on the altar. And Paolo Giordano promised the Virgin a beautiful new bejeweled crown if she would only help them.
In Loreto, Vittoria met with the archbishop of Bologna who was staying there, Cardinal Gabriel Paleotto, and asked him for communion. He noted “her deep piety and religion.”33 Or perhaps it was guilt.
From Loreto the Orsinis went to Fossombrone to visit Vittoria’s brother, Bishop Ottavio. Then they trundled on to Urbino, a tiny independent nation. Though he was an ardent supporter of the pope’s campaign against bandits, Duke Francesco Maria II della Rovere had always been friendly to Paolo Giordano and now took Vittoria under his wing as well. It is likely that the couple wanted to know whether they could count on the duke to protect her after Paolo Giordano died.
And indeed the duke’s health had become alarmingly bad. He had gained so much weight recently that when he stood up it seemed as if rolls of meat were falling off of him which stopped half-way to the floor. Perhaps goaded by his increasing obesity, the old arrow wound in his left leg opened up again. When the Orsinis reached the port city of Pesaro, the duke had to undergo treatment before he could continue. Doctors called such an infection a wolf, because the wound was flesh-eating. To prevent the wound from devouring the flesh around it, doctors put slabs of fresh meat on it and the infection devoured the meat instead. The disease spread to his face, causing a fire-red rash of oozing blisters.
The healing waters of the Abano baths outside Venice were generally believed to be the best remedy for such an affliction.
Unable to rattle further over bumpy roads, Paolo Giordano asked the republic of Venice to send two galleys to Pesaro to take him, his possessions, and his servants there. Because of the grandeur and merits of his family, which years earlier had been inscribed among the Venetian nobility, his request was granted.
The ships duly arrived. Groaning under the weight of their illustrious burden, four porters carried the great duke of Bracciano on board on a stretcher as Vittoria trudged wearily behind.



Chapter 16
Justice for All
I know that the Lord secures justice for the poor
and upholds the cause of the needy.
– Psalm 140:12
Once the pope had initiated the firestorm of activity to round up the bandits, he turned his attention to the courts. Sixtus personally examined the records of criminal cases going back several years and stayed up late at night reading the reports of trials, confessions, and interrogations. Seeing so many injustices in the reports he read, he ordered all governors of the Papal States to examine criminal cases going back at least ten years for miscarriages of justice, despite sentences having been completed by the defendants.
Those judges who had been too lenient were fired, especially if they had given a lighter sentence to a nobleman than they had to a poor man for the same crime. The defendant who had gotten off too easily was rounded up and hauled back to jail and, if he had murdered or raped someone, executed. One man who had obtained a slap on the wrist for a murder he had committed as a youth thirty-six years earlier was dragged from his home and beheaded.
Sixtus threatened all judges with immediate execution if they accepted bribes. He threatened citizens with execution if they knew something about a corrupt judge and refused to come forward with the information. Many judges fled the Papal States. Lawyers, who knew very well their clients were guilty but protested their innocence just the same, were thrown into prison. Unethical judges and lawyers were whipped naked through the streets of Rome to the laughter of the people.
Sixtus held regular open houses where every citizen of the Papal States, no matter how poor, could personally tell him of injustices, or at least present a petition to him that he would read later. He looked into every request. One day the pope received a petition from a poor widow who had been in litigation for three years over a little house she owned. The lawyers had bankrupted her. She asked the pope to render a decision since she could no longer afford to pay for legal counsel. Enraged, Sixtus hauled in the dilatory judge, made him pay her back all her legal fees, and fired him. He then decreed that judges and lawyers must move through their trials in a speedy manner so that the process cost the litigants as little as possible.
The pope had created an atmosphere in which every citizen was supposed to report crimes, injustice, and blasphemy or else be punished himself. Naturally, some people told false tales to avenge themselves on enemies. But Sixtus and his team of investigators looked carefully into every accusation, and those who had lied were punished more severely than people guilty of crimes. One man falsely accused a tailor whom he disliked. The tailor was thrown into prison. When examination of witnesses proved the tailor innocent, he was released. The false accuser was brutally whipped and sent to the galleys for life.
Sixtus was an equal opportunity employer on the look-out for men of a stern nature like himself who could work in the jails or the courts, depending on their education. He even searched for new employees on the streets as he rode by. According to the chronicler, “When he went throughout the city, looking at the people, and seeing some person with a bitter and severe face, he called him to his presence and asked about his quality, and if he found in this examination the person capable of rendering some service to the principality or the Holy Church conforming to his mind, he would immediately confer on him some office.”1
Sixtus wanted to break forever the unbridled power of Roman princes like the Orsinis. He knew that the next pope could return to the old ways in a heartbeat, undoing all of Sixtus’s laws. One means of ensuring that the nobles’ power was broken forever was to dilute it. He would create powerful new noblemen loyal to him, men who, after his death, could not be made to disappear with a signature, as a law could.
The pope invited to Rome the distant relatives of noble families, men who wanted land and a good living and who were willing to devote themselves to serving the pope and the Church. These men would obtain their desires by serving Sixtus and not their baronial relatives who would enlist them in personal armies opposed to the pope. Any crimes they had committed would be pardoned, and they would be given prestigious titles.
Destitute, they trickled in and threw themselves at the feet of the pope, who gave them the titles of count, marquis, and even duke, and turned over to them the lands he had confiscated from bandit-harboring barons. This action offset the power of the old noble families such as the Orsinis, who were horrified that their poor cousins suddenly had equal titles.
The Romans were delighted that their new pontiff was tough on crime and did not spare the powerful their just punishments. No one could saunter away from a murder or rape because of noble birth, high office, or important connections.
When the new governor of Rome, Mariano Pierbenedetti, took office in August, the pope admonished him “to attend to justice without respect of persons, and to particularly aid the causes of the poor.”2 Many nobles like Paolo Giordano Orsini, knowing the pope was out to get them, fled Rome.
Nor did Sixtus spare diplomatic staff. When the Holy Roman Emperor Rudolph II sent a delegation to recognize the authority of Sixtus, one of the delegates was arrested and flogged for causing a brawl. Though the ambassador protested vigorously, the pope replied that even if the emperor himself came to Rome, he would have to obey the laws or suffer the punishment. “This prince has no respect even for cardinals or the ambassadors of the crowned heads,” reported a shocked avvisi writer on June 26, 1585.3
Sixtus even executed a cardinal’s son. The Marchese of Gallese, the son of Cardinal Altemps, had raped the beautiful lady-in-waiting of a Roman noblewoman and thrown her out of a window. Sixtus had the man locked up in the Castel Sant’Angelo. Upon further investigation, it was learned that the marchese had in his past butchered a priest, taken out the eye of a Jew, raped a boy and thrown him out of a window, and had sexual relations with a nun. Considering his illustrious parentage, any other pope would have exiled the man. But Sixtus, who had, right before the conclave, “made a very open declaration of the best possible good will and of the eternal obligations that he had” for Cardinal Altemps and his son, ordered the marchese’s execution.4 He also hanged Cardinal Decio Azzolini’s nephew for murder.
There was an hierarchy of humiliation at an execution. Noblemen were routinely spared a public death, which was carried out to the jeers, hoots, and vegetable throwing of the mob, and were decorously executed inside their prisons. And the swift stroke of a beheading was considered far nobler than the slow choking of a hanging. Being strangled sitting stoically in a chair inside a cell was also considered a dignified death. But Marchese Altemps and the young Azzolini were hanged publicly, in front of Castel Sant’Angelo, as if they were the lowest-born criminals. Scarlet-faced, eyes bulging grotesquely from their sockets, grisly sounds gurgling out of their throats, they died after several excruciating minutes.
Under Gregory’s reign, Sixtus had been perturbed at how women were frequently mistreated in the streets – raped, molested, pinched, kissed, and insulted. Now Sixtus had rapists executed. Though many Italians considered ass-pinching funny, Sixtus didn’t. The pinchers were whipped severely and imprisoned. Even those who verbally insulted women in public or flirted with them in a bawdy way received harsh punishments. An employee of Cardinal Giovanni Sorbelloni’s was whipped for saying filthy words in front of ladies, even though those particular ladies liked what he was saying. The cardinal’s personal intercession was, of course, scornfully rejected.
“It is incredible how Sixtus guarded the honor of women,” the chronicler wrote, “whether noble or not – and what an enemy he was to those who harmed or insulted them, particularly on the public streets… So that the streets of Rome were so secure that the girls would go about freely and without fear, as no one dared to outrage their honor, whether they were noblewomen or servant girls, as there was no distinction of persons.”5
Within a few months of his election, the city of Rome and the Papal States were almost completely free of crime. Indeed, people were afraid to argue with each other in case the argument got out of hand and it was reported to the pope. Bandits had either fled, or reformed, or died. According to one papal historian, “It was a matter of great pride and rejoicing to the pope, when ambassadors now arriving at his court assured him that ‘in every part of his states through which the road had led, they had traveled through a land blessed with peace and security.’”6
* * *
In the first half of June, Paolo Giordano and Vittoria, their servants, horses, carriages, and mountains of fine furniture trundled off the Venetian ships which had docked near Abano. It was a short carriage ride to the baths.
In the sixteenth century, bathing was a medical treatment, not a matter of hygiene. As far as personal cleanliness was concerned, a French etiquette book recommended that a gentleman wash his hands every day and “his face almost as often.”7 The Portuguese doctor, Roderigo Fonseco, declared that “washing, scrubbing, and anointing provoke great fatigue, besides being superfluous.”8
Bathing for hygiene was considered superfluous because linen shirts, which men and women wore beneath their doublets and gowns, absorbed sweat and dirt, thereby taking the place of a bath. In 1602, the physician Bartolomeo Paschetti wrote that bathing “was the discovery of the ancients for keeping the body fresh and clean, for since they did not have the custom of wearing linen garments, or even if they did these were used by few, they were apt to become covered in dirt of all kinds… but in our own times since all, rich and poor alike, are accustomed to wear shirts and thereby more easily keep the body clean, the bath is neither so widely nor frequently employed as in the times of the ancients.”9
Sitting in a tub of water was believed to cause blindness unless the individual was under a doctor’s care at a therapeutic health spa. And each bathing establishment had complicated regulations designed to provide patients with the cure they were seeking without, at the same time, blinding them. Some baths mandated that the water was strictly for drinking, so many glasses a day at prescribed times; other baths were for soaking, and yet others were steam baths. Some spas had healing mud, which servants rubbed over the affected body parts. Other baths offered saunas. Doctors encouraged sweating, along with the evacuation of the nose, mouth, ears, and private parts, because it disposed of excrement which would otherwise rise to the brain.
To avoid the spreading of contagious diseases, some bath managers inspected the naked bodies of bathers before they dipped a toe in the water. The manager of one bath proclaimed, “And because, by the benefit of the said baths, God and Nature afford us many cures and reliefs, and that it is essential to maintain a seemly purity and cleanliness, to obviate various contagions and infections which might there be engendered, it is expressly ordered that the Master of the said baths shall take careful heed and examine the bodies of those who enter the baths.”10
While we have no records of the Orsinis’ experience at the baths, Michel de Montaigne has left us priceless descriptions from four years earlier. In 1581, the French nobleman toured the baths of France, Germany, Switzerland, and Italy, on a search for an elusive cure for his appalling kidney stones. He passed them almost every day, carefully jotting down the size, shape, consistency, and color in his travel diary, which makes reading his journal unwise for anyone about to eat dinner.
Montaigne reported that a few establishments had showers. The water, pumped from thermal springs, was hot to begin with. He wrote, “There is also a dripping apparatus here that they call a doccia, that is tubes from which you receive hot water upon different parts of the body and especially the head, by means of channels which bring the water down upon you to beat upon that part in a continuous spray and warm it, and then the water is received into a wooden trough, like those used by the washerwomen, along which it flows away.”11
Baths had a strong social element woven into their healing treatments. Visitors danced, feasted, flirted, and played cards in the evening. Many an infertile woman, hoping to cure her barrenness, came home pregnant – not by her husband, but by another visitor, indicating that her husband’s sperm count had been the problem all along. “Whoever wants his wife to have a child, should send her to Bath and stay at home,” according to a contemporary saying.12
Thomas Coryat was shocked by what he noticed at one bath. “Also I have noted another strange thing amongst them that I have not a little wondred at,” he wrote. “Men and women bathing themselves together naked from the middle upward in one bathe… For mine owne part were I a married man, and meant to spend some little time here with my wife for solace and recreation sake, truly I should hardly be perswaded to suffer her to bathe her selfe naked in one and the selfe same bath with one only bachelor or married man with her, because if she was faire, and had an attractive countenance, she might perhaps cornifie me.”13
Coryat’s cornification aside, many bathing establishments fought their reputation as centers for casual sexual encounters and posted notices that prostitutes were forbidden to come near, under penalty of whipping. By the same token, “All persons are forbidden to use towards the ladies, gentlewomen, and other women and girls, frequenting said baths, any lascivious or immodest language; to touch their persons indecorously; or to enter or quit the said baths disrespectfully, contrary to public propriety.”
The English traveler believed in the “vertue of the bathes, by meanes whereof it heateth and dryeth up all noysome and cold humours. Also it is good for those infirmities which proceede from the cold of the head, as the lethargie, the apoplexie, the diseases of the eares and eyes. It heateth and dryeth up the stomach, helpeth the digestive faculty, openeth the obstructions of the liver and spleene, asswageth the biting and fretting of the guts, appeaseth the paine of the members that proceedeth from cold, and to conclude, it cleanseth the skinne from spots and freckles.”14
The baths were a kind of Renaissance snake oil for the diseased. One bath, advertising its “principal virtues” on a roadside sign, stated, “It is good for all parts of the head. Cures all stomach troubles, stimulates the appetite, promotes the digestion, checks vomiting, corrects all liver complaints, removes obstructions in liver and blood-vessels, imparts an excellent complexion, benefits those suffering from spleen, heals pulmonary sores, clears the kidneys, reduces the stone, prevents gravel [tiny kidney stones], fattens the lean, cures leprosy if not too far advanced. If drunk, drives out old fevers, and you bathe thirty days. Drink eight or ten glasses after purging. Heals sores on any part of the body.”15
Despite the baths’ extravagant claims, bathers rarely obtained the healings advertised. Certainly Montaigne didn’t. “What a vain thing is medicine!” he wrote. “For my part, if I judge aright about these waters, they do neither much harm nor much good.”16 Though he did complain about “flatulence without end.”17
If the baths didn’t help cure the ill, at least they didn’t kill them, as did so many cherished medical practices of the time. Until the nineteenth century, doctors worked blindly, using accepted cures such as bleeding, pukes, and purges for every ailment from head colds to cancer. Realizing these measures were usually ineffective, some doctors experimented with shocking new remedies.
According to the author Vespasiano da Bisticci, when the virtuous young Cardinal Jacopo di Portogallo “ruptured a vein in his chest” – whatever that meant – his Florentine physician “tried to induce him, as an extraordinary experiment, to submit to a remedy revolting to him, and hurtful to his spiritual welfare.” According to what this man said it would be advantageous to the Cardinal’s health if he slept with a young girl, and that no better remedy than this could be found.18 The cardinal was more concerned with his spiritual well-being than his physical health, and angrily refused. He died at the age of twenty-six.
In 1503, when Pope Alexander VI’s son Césaré Borgia was suffering from the same malaria that killed his father, “they bled him until his heart almost stopped beating. They made him swallow enormous quantities of the most potent emetics. They plunged him up to his neck into a jar of ice water from which he emerged practically skinless; and in an effort to sweat the malaria out of his system, they packed him into the still pulsating entrails of a mule.”19 But in his case, the bizarre remedies worked, or perhaps if that didn’t kill him, nothing could.
Doctors evinced a similar ignorance regarding drugs made from plants which sometimes killed the people they were supposed to heal. The French physician Bernard de Gordon stated that drugs should first be tested on birds, then on mammals, next on sick people in hospitals, then on Franciscan monks, and finally on human beings.
According to Montaigne, the duke’s health resort, Abano, was “a little village near the foot of the mountains, above which, three or four hundred paces higher, there is a place somewhat elevated and stony. This height, which is very spacious, has a number of springs of hot and boiling water spouting from the rock; around the source it is too hot to bathe in, and still more so to drink… The whole of the district is in vapor, for the streams which flow here and there into the plain carry the heat and the smell a long way.”
He continued, “There are two or three little houses in this place, very poorly provided for invalids, into which they turn channels from those springs, to provide baths for the houses. Not only is there steam wherever there is water, but the rock itself sends forth steam through all its joints and crevices, and gives out heat on all sides; so that they have pierced holes in some places, where a man may lie down in the exhalations and get into a heat and perspiration, which he does very quickly.”20 The invalid next drinks some of the water, swishing it around in his mouth to cool it. Montaigne found it very salty.
We can only hope that Paolo Giordano liked the baths of Abano more than the French philosopher did. “All these baths enjoy no great advantage,” he scoffed, “unless it be their proximity to Venice, as everything about them is coarse and unsavory.”21
But Abano did offer visitors something more than sulfuric fumes and a short distance to Venice. Here, the gourmand Paolo Giordano would have enjoyed ice cream. Montaigne noticed deep pits around the baths in which residents kept snow all year round. In the dead of winter, villagers hauled it down from the surrounding mountains tightly packed on a stretcher of broom, deposited it in the pits, and covered it over with thick thatched roofs. Mixed with fruit juice and perhaps a bit of cream, in the June heat the snow would have made a delectable dessert.
Having stuffed himself with ice cream, Paolo Giordano sat with fresh slabs of raw beef on his pus-filled leg. He drank enormous quantities of hot sulfur water as rotten-egg fumes rose around him. The dynamic baron had suddenly become a sick old man. But at least he had Vittoria with him, whom everyone called his wife.
* * *
While Paolo Giordano was partaking of the waters of Abano, the pope was focused on the water of Rome, or rather the lack thereof. A good gardener cannot tend his garden properly without water. Sixtus, the gardener of God, wanted to bring water to God’s garden, the holy city of Rome. As soon as he had bought his hilltop villa in 1576, he had become painfully aware of the lack of water. As cardinal he had often met with the architect of his palace, Domenico Fontana, to discuss how it would be possible to bring water not only to his garden, but to all of Rome. Fontana, examining the various ruined aqueducts, thought that one of them, the Acqua Alessandrina, would be the easiest to repair.
In the time of the Roman Empire, fourteen aqueducts had supplied Rome’s one million inhabitants with sparkling water from mountains some twenty miles away. The city boasted 1,300 fountains, hundreds of swimming pools, and dozens of huge bathing complexes where Romans could splash happily in cold, tepid, and hot water. Even public toilets had fresh water running through them.
It often irked Sixtus that a city that had worshiped idols had been blessed with water, while the home of Christ’s Church had been a thirsty shambles for eleven hundred years. Certainly God didn’t approve. Now, as God’s Vicar, he would bring renewed life to parched earth. He would baptize the city with fresh water, cleansing its ancient sins.
On the day of Sixtus’s possesso, he announced his intention to restore the Acqua Alessandrina. “These hills,” he said, gesturing to the weed-bedecked mounds dotted with munching goats, “adorned in early Christian times with basilicas, renowned for the salubrity of their air, the pleasantness of their situation, and the beauty of their prospects, might again become inhabited by man.”212
Deploring Rome’s lack of water, he said, “This condition that has lasted for many centuries has attracted our attention, especially because the low quarters of the city, which are densely populated, are very humid, unhealthy, and exposed to the frequent floods of the Tiber. It is therefore necessary to conduct water sufficient to render habitable the hill regions, which are distinguished by their excellent air and attractive position. Neither the difficulty nor the serious expense of the enterprise will discourage us.”23
And indeed, there was plenty of discouragement. It would take decades to fix the aqueduct, experts warned, and millions of scudi. But with characteristic stubbornness, the pope said, “Nothing is impossible.”24
Domenico Fontana agreed. He was one of the few men of his time who didn’t search for reasons why a particular engineering job couldn’t be done. He looked for how it could be done. Working hand in hand, Fontana and Sixtus would quickly reshape Rome, using plans they had made years earlier.
The source of the Acqua Alessandrina was some sixteen miles outside Rome but because of the terrain the finished aqueduct would be twenty-two miles in length. On May 28, 1585, the pope purchased the springs for 25,000 scudi from the Colonna family and in June spent another 36,000 scudi to start the work. Sixtus wanted to supply three hills with water – the Esquiline, Viminal, and Quirinal, and other, lower parts of the city as well, so that filthy Tiber water would no longer be necessary.
Much of the aqueduct was built underground, which involved thousands of laborers digging and sometimes blasting away rock. When hundreds of men fell sick with malaria, they were quickly replaced. The pope frequently rode out to inspect the progress personally. Using a team of 4,336 men, at a cost of 300,000 scudi, the pope fixed Rome’s water supply within fifteen months. He ordered that the new aqueduct be called the Acqua Felice, after himself, but it also meant happy water.
The pope built a public fountain in the Piazza Susanna, where Romans could dip their buckets for fresh water, and placed there a statue of Moses, who had struck a rock in the desert to bring water to the thirsty. Obviously, the stern bearded Moses represented the pope. Over time, Sixtus would build a total of twenty-seven fountains throughout Rome using three ancient aqueducts.
Once Sixtus had his water works underway, he turned his attention to another problem that had bothered him for decades – Rome’s narrow, twisting medieval roads. Sixtus knew that the ancient Romans had built wide streets punctuated by large piazzas. But over the centuries, people had enlarged their houses by building additions into the streets or blocking up the streets altogether.
In 1575, Pope Gregory’s master of ceremonies had written, “If a solemn festival be anywhere held, or if there be a confluence of people on occasion of any public rejoicing or spectacle, or the funeral procession of some cardinal or dignitary, whatever the cause may be, the roads and open spaces are so packed with the crowd of vehicles that it becomes impossible for foot passengers to move along; nay, even public ceremonies and processions are interfered with, to the great inconvenience and scandal of all, sometimes even with danger to life.”25
But building the new streets involved knocking down ancient churches, convents, palaces, and Roman ruins. A howl of protest went up when the public heard of the pope’s plans. Cardinal Santorio wrote, “When it was perceived that the pope seemed resolving on the utter destruction of the Roman antiquities, there came to me one day a number of Roman nobles, who entreated me to dissuade his Holiness with all my power from so extravagant a design.”26
The pope insisted that he would “clear away the ugly antiquities.”27 And down they went, their columns and stones hauled off to be used in finishing Saint Peter’s Basilica. Impatient with what he saw as unproductive space, Sixtus wanted to turn the revered Colosseum into a wool factory, where the poor could live and work. He planned to hang a huge sign on the side which read, “Pope Sixtus’s Wool Factory.” Fortunately, his architects deemed the building unsuited for such an enterprise and too expensive to remodel.
Fontana was also put in charge of building the new roads. In his autobiography, the architect wrote, “Our Lord, wanting to facilitate the streets to those who show devotion, and who often want to visit the most holy places in the city of Rome, and in particular the seven churches so celebrated for the great indulgences and relics, opened many very wide and straight streets to these places, so that anyone on foot, on horse and in coaches can leave from wherever they want in Rome and go almost in a straight line to the most famous devotions. And this is filling up the city because in those streets which people frequent, they are building houses and shops in great number. Earlier, groups got scattered with great inconvenience on the long route, and on certain really rough streets, so that they couldn’t arrive at the desired locations.”28
The new streets, wide enough to hold five carriages across and straight as swords, radiated out like the points of a star from Sixtus’s favorite church, Saint Mary Major, to all parts of Rome. In six months, the pope’s 1,500 workmen paved 121 dirt roads with large stones and built some 10,000 meters of new roads at a cost of two million scudi. Today, these are still the main arteries of Rome, and a lasting testament to Pope Sixtus V.



Chapter 17
No Respecter of Persons
You will be like an oak with fading leaves, like a garden without water.
– Isaiah 1:29-31
While Paolo Giordano and Vittoria engulfed themselves in the malodorous fumes of Abano, Rome, too, had its share of smells, and not just from the ripe-decay stench of the pope’s beloved heads. Sixtus caused a huge stink by removing diplomatic immunity. True, he gave all embassies fair warning that their employees – including the ambassadors themselves – would no longer be permitted to rabble rouse or carry firearms. He would, however, allow the embassy guards to carry pikes and halberds as a matter of tradition and prestige.
Most ambassadors didn’t listen to his orders and carried on as if the immunity were still in effect. Cardinal d’Este, who was a close friend of the French ambassador’s, repeatedly warned him to clean up the behavior of his large staff of ruffians, but the ambassador merely shrugged.
Riding by the ambassador’s palace, Sixtus could see for himself that the doormen at the gate were armed to the teeth with guns. Back at the Vatican, he commanded the governor to break down the gate and arrest all those inside with firearms. Awed by the regal power of France, the governor merely told the guards to put away their guns by order of the pope. Then he returned to Sixtus and told him that it would no longer be a problem.
When Sixtus heard this, according to the chronicler, his “face was greatly disturbed, and he said, ‘Arrest them immediately, even if you have to go into the ambassador’s bedroom. It is our task to free ourselves from these intrigues because Sunday we want to make a public spectacle.’”1
The two guards at the gate, still holding their guns, were arrested despite the furious complaints of the ambassador, who stated that he had given them instructions to carry firearms, and they should not be punished for following his orders. The pope replied that the two men would be carefully interrogated to see whether they were troublemakers or not. If they were law-abiding men, merely guarding the gate with guns as they had been ordered, they would be pardoned. But if they were criminals, he could not, as chief judge and strict Vicar of Christ, let them live.
Alas, it was found that these men were thugs and bandits. They had caroused late at night in the streets of Rome and beaten up honest citizens. In the time of Gregory XIII, they had often chased away the pope’s guards with shots and threats. The men were hanged as an example to other ambassadors to keep their servants in line with the law.
The ambassador immediately fired off a letter to King Henri III of France protesting the incident. The king replied quickly, instructing the ambassador to read his angry response personally to the pope. But before he could finish, Sixtus chased him out of the audience chamber and commanded him and his entire entourage to leave the Papal States within forty-eight hours. There were repercussions, however, and Sixtus soon suffered a diplomatic tit for tat. When he sent a new nuncio to Paris, the king refused to receive him. The pope, in return, threatened to excommunicate the king of France himself.
Sixtus had even worse relations with the Spanish ambassador, Count Olivares, a scion of one of the richest families in Spain. The kingdom of Naples was technically owned by the pope but leased to Spain in return for the annual tribute of a gorgeous white horse on the Feast of Saints Peter and Paul, June 28. The beautifully embroidered myth of papal jurisdiction soothed the pain of having lost the valuable kingdom centuries earlier.
During the 1585 ceremony, the first of Sixtus’s reign, when the ambassador swaggered forward with the noble steed, instead of accepting it graciously, the pope said sarcastically, “Oh, what a nice compliment you are making us today, obliging us to exchange a kingdom for a beast. This will not last much longer.”2 The ambassador wondered if this meant a papal invasion of Naples.
Sixtus was furious with Philip II for saying that religion was too important to be left in the hands of the pope. How on earth, he fumed, could a foolish in-bred king presume to tell Christ’s Vicar on Earth what to do in matters of religion? Relations between Spain and the Papal States further deteriorated when the pope refused to ship grain to Naples and stored it up in large silos for his own people to be used in time of famine. The grain of the Papal States, he said, was for the benefit of the people of the Papal States, and not for the people of Naples, who could grow their own grain if they ever got off their rear ends and planted some.
Most insulting of all, instead of allowing the Spanish ambassador to walk directly behind him in public processions, a time-honored tradition, the pope gave precedence to the governor of Rome as his top official. When the Spaniard angrily sputtered protests about this insult, the pope declared that he, as Vicar of Christ, and his judicial representative, held a status far above that of all earthly monarchs. Olivares returned to read a letter from his king insisting he take his rightful place and push the governor’s delegation out of the way. The pope whispered something to a servant, and within minutes one of his executioners stood in the corner of the papal audience chamber, grimly holding a noose.
Because Olivares could not tolerate the dishonor of taking a place further back in the parade line, he pretended to be ill for the processions. To catch the ambassador at his own game, Sixtus instructed the governor to bruit it about that he was too sick to participate in the next parade. And sure enough, the ambassador’s health improved suddenly and he lined up with his entourage to march. But at the last minute the health of the governor also improved, and he pushed in front of the Spaniards with ten of his weapon-wielding officers. Olivares suddenly pretended to have an attack of kidney stones and stumbled from the parade line clutching his side.
Olivares didn’t help matters by getting into shouting matches with Sixtus. As the personal representative of the most powerful monarch on earth, the ambassador had an inflated sense of self-importance and argued when other ambassadors would have trembled. “No ambassador got into as much hot water as that of Spain because he was the only one to speak candidly to the pope, and with daring,” the chronicler wrote.3 Their audiences often ended with the pope rising from his throne in fury, running down the steps that led up to it, and shaking his fist as he chased the ambassador down the long chamber and out the door. Younger and nimbler than Sixtus, Olivares always ran faster and raced out to his carriage before the pope could catch him.
The Spanish ambassador was furious when the pope arrested his court poet, Carlo Matera, whom he had hired to write an epic poem recounting the glories of Philip II. Unfortunately, Matera wrote poems of a less worthy nature, including one which he circulated widely calling a certain Isabella Gigli una gran puttana, “a great whore.”4
Isabella Gigli was no whore but the virtuous wife of a successful Roman lawyer, who was livid when he heard about Matera’s insulting poem. The husband paid servants in the Spanish embassy to steal a copy of the poem and bring it to him. Once he had the incriminating evidence in his hands, he obtained an audience with the pope.
“Most holy father,” he said, “I protest that I do not hate this poet who has lacerated the honor of my innocent and honorable wife, nor am I trying to have him punished. I am come to the feet of your Holiness for the debt of honor and the rigor of your Holiness’s justice which everyone praises, and which induced me to take this step, and to avoid causing the indignation of your Holiness.” He was right about the last. If he had not protested to the pope, and Sixtus had found out about the poem, then the husband would have been given the same punishment as the poet.
The pope replied, “You have done your duty, and we will do ours… Your cause is in the hands of a good judge.”5
Matera was arrested as he came out of the ambassador’s palace. Sixtus had him brought into the papal audience chamber where several cardinals, a criminal judge, and other prelates were sitting with him. Matera, who had no idea why he had been arrested, was unafraid, thinking he could talk his way out of any situation.
Sixtus read the poet some of his verses and asked if he was the author, to which Matera replied frankly that he was. Then the pope got to the line that read, “In short this woman is a great whore.”
He asked, “Why are you dishonoring an honorable woman, calling her a whore?”
Matera replied, “Holy father, I swear at the feet of your Holiness that it was never my intention to offend the honor of this lady, because that word was only used in poetic license. It has always been the common opinion of the world that poets and painters are permitted everything, and your Holiness can see that the rhyme in the previous line was fontana [fountain], so that I called this lady puttana only to accommodate the rhyme, as is usual.”6
The cardinals burst into guffaws at this clever and impudent reply, and even Sixtus couldn’t help but chuckle. “Oh well,” he said, “if this poetic license to accommodate the verses is conceded to you poets, it will also be allowed to us popes, and we want to see if we can make verses and accommodate the rhymes to our taste.” The pope thought for a moment and said, “He greatly deserves, this Signor Matera, to have his own room in the galera [galleys.]”
The poet suddenly lost his cockiness and found himself speechless with terror. The pope asked him if he liked his rhyme, but Matera didn’t reply. Sixtus repeated his question, asking whether these verses did not make a nice rhyme. The poet murmured they did, and Sixtus had him returned to prison.
The criminal judge asked the pope if he really wanted to condemn the man to the galleys for such a silly poem. Red-faced, Sixtus cried, “Why do you have any scruples? If you allow this great crime, vice, and insolence to go unpunished under the stupid excuse of poetic license, in the future every poet will be writing such verses and will be able to call the pontefici [popes] eretici [heretics.] The Vaticano [Vatican] rhymes with Luterano [Lutheran.] And you make us marvel when you ask us if you should execute the sentence of sending him to the galleys when the crime deserves, upon further reflection, the gallows. And it seems that you doubt this?”7
As Matera was being dragged off to the galleys, Olivares complained to young Cardinal Montalto that papal guards had invaded the immunity of his palace three times, had executed two of his servants, and sent another five to the galleys, where Sixtus was now dispatching his poet, whom he had hired to write an epic poem. When his nephew asked Sixtus to reconsider the sentence, the pope replied, “The sentence of the galleys was made out of respect to the Spanish ambassador because Matera deserved the gallows, and there are not so few poets on earth that another one could not be found to write verses praising Philip II of Spain. The ambassador should be grateful for the favor he has received and not go nudging around for more.”8
The pope began to focus on arresting poets. He said he wanted them to write their verses while on the gallows, in the galleys, or sitting in chains in jail. Sometimes in the morning when the biting pasquinades of the night before were brought to him, he would say of a particular poet, “If he applied his genius to virtuous and relevant matters, he would find his fortune with us, instead of running in danger of his life.”9
It seemed the Spanish ambassador was forever angry at the pope for including Spanish citizens in his justice campaign. Under previous pontiffs, an ambassador need only say the word and the pope would release one of his compatriots for even the most heinous crime, with the request that the ambassador make sure he return home, far from the Papal States. It was a kind of diplomatic courtesy that was, by now, fully expected.
One day, a certain Spanish gentleman was waiting in the papal antechamber when a Swiss guard walked past and unwittingly knocked him on the head with his halberd as he tried to clear the crowds for the pope to pass by. The Spaniard took it as a mortal offense. A few days later at early morning Mass, the Spaniard saw the Swiss kneeling at the other end of the altar and grabbed the pilgrim’s staff of a man kneeling nearby. He marched up to the guard and said, “You have insulted me with your stick, and now I will revenge myself with mine,” and gave him a whack on the head, a tremendous blow that cracked his skull. The guard fell to the floor without even being able to confess, and could only extend his hand while the celebrating priest raced up to him and gave him absolution before he expired. The Spaniard fled from the church, but the Swiss guards, seeing their compatriot dead on the floor, ran after his attacker and arrested him.
The pope was enraged when he heard this story. He cried, “In the time of Sixtus they commit such wickedness in Rome? Hasn’t everyone heard about the rigor of our justice? Very well, we will make them hear it now.” Then he called for the governor. “Is this how they kill the men in Rome, Signor Governor, in the presence of God with no respect for his Church, and for his sanctuary? It is now your job to repair this crime with the execution of justice given to our authority.”
The governor replied that he had ordered testimony to be gathered with all possible speed for the trial. To which Sixtus replied with a voice even angrier than usual, “What trial? In such cases trials are superfluous.”
But the governor replied that it was necessary to have a trial because the accused was protected by the ambassador of Spain. Investigations and interrogations must take place as usual. The pope replied, “Get as much information as you want as long as this Spaniard is hanged before I eat lunch, and I want to eat early today because this morning I have a good appetite.
As the governor was leaving, the pope said, “Build the gallows in a place where I can see it from this window.
The chronicler continued, “The governor knew that the pope wanted him to be hanged immediately. So while he was leaving the Vatican Palace he gave orders to build the gallows right in front of the windows where the pope lived, and while it was being built he examined the criminal with a brief trial. There were only four and a half hours from the murder to the execution, and Sixtus did nothing else but talk about it to his servants and keep looking out of his window.” Then the ambassador of Spain showed up with some cardinals, not to ask for pardon – they knew that to be impossible – but to ask that Sixtus not dishonor the Spanish nation with a hanging, but honor it with a beheading.
Sixtus replied angrily, “Such delinquents don’t deserve favors, and his excesses merit the gallows and not the block. But we will give you more than what you ask; we will make his death noble by watching it ourselves.”10
Sixtus remained glued to the window. As the hangman was placing the rope around the Spaniard’s neck, the pope quoted a line from David’s Psalms: “I will make die, in one morning, all the sinners of the earth, to purge the city of God of all those who commit iniquity.”11
According to the chronicler, “When the man was dead, the pope said to his servants, ‘Bring us lunch, because we want to eat, serving this justice as a sauce to our appetite.’ And they brought him the meats to his table and he began to talk to his servants, as he often did during his meals, about the justice, esteeming it a great thing that he had immediately punished this crime. Having finished his lunch he rose to his feet and cried, ‘God be praised that this morning we have eaten with a good appetite.’”12
The next day, Pasquino was seen holding a bucket full of ropes, cleavers, and chains, with a sign around his neck stating that he was taking sauce to Pope Sixtus to give him a good appetite.
According to the chronicler, “This pope got fat and ate with good appetite when some news was taken to him of rigorous justice in the city or in the Papal States against the bandits, and then he would take great pleasure in his food… And all foreigners in Rome were frightened that a Spaniard protected by the ambassador could be arrested, tried, and executed in four hours. All the ambassadors warned their servants to go about the city modestly and to make sure they did not fall into the hands of the pope because they would receive no compassion and only severity… And it is true that never did the courtiers of ambassadors and other princes walk about so soberly without committing any scandals or impertinences as in the time of Pope Sixtus V.”13
The pope liked to ride slowly through the streets of Rome with his little book in hand, noting down dilapidated buildings, dirty markets, and the bad habits of his subjects. But he found it hard to examine their daily behavior when everyone was apprised of his coming down the street well before he arrived. “Long live the pope!” they cried, as they had for centuries whenever a pontiff came their way. If those along his path had been gambling, carousing, or drinking, they would suddenly stop and become as grave as saints. He wanted to come upon them unannounced and catch them red-handed. Sixtus issued an edict that no one was to shout as he passed by. Now when he rode, Romans either ignored him and went about their daily business, or they sank silently to their knees and bowed their heads, probably praying he wouldn’t notice them.
Mothers, concerned that young children would cry out and upset the pope, took to telling them to be quiet because Pope Sixtus was passing by. Over time, whenever children at home started to squawk, parents told them they had to settle down because Pope Sixtus was coming. Pretty soon, Pope Sixtus was going to get them if they didn’t behave, an admonition that lasted for decades after his death. Sixtus became the boogeyman who hid under the beds of Italian children at night.
In his unannounced rides through Rome, Sixtus, to his great disgust, noticed the piazzas were teeming with idlers and vagabonds. According to Gregorio Leti, the pope said, “Amongst the other terrible and detestable occupations is that of the idle … which consists in eating, drinking and enjoying oneself. They spend all their time passing through the piazza, and moving from the tavern to the fishmongers and from the palazzo to the loggia, doing little all day except wandering from here to there, looking at glassware, mirrors, and rattles that are displayed in the piazza. Now they move aimlessly through the market in the midst of the peasants, now they stop in some barber-shop to exchange songs and gossip, now they read the newspapers, and the bank news, which is simply for the ears of these lazy and negligent men.”14
Michel de Montaigne had noticed the same thing during his 1581 visit to Rome. “The most ordinary exercise of the Romans,” he wrote, “is to promenade about the streets, and usually the effort of leaving the house is made solely to go from street to street without any fixed object; and there are streets more particularly designed for that use.”15
One day, while the pope was riding through the city, he spotted a group of men lounging about. He sent his minister to find out what they were doing. They replied they were from the countryside and were waiting for times to get better before they went back to work. The pope ordered them to work in building Saint Peter’s Basilica, for which he paid them fairly. When they had fulfilled their obligations well, he then sent them to work on a farm outside of Rome.
Even those who lounged about the noble palaces were hauled off at the least infraction. “It was a marvel that all the wicked idlers who had hung around Rome in the time of Gregory were sent to the galleys,” the chronicler wrote, “and any ruffian who let drop a bad word was immediately taken into custody, especially those who stayed in the Palazzo Orsini.”16
Romans had enjoyed playing ballgames in the piazzas and courtyards but now gave up such pastimes. Those who played early forms of soccer or rugby often got into loud arguments and fistfights; now they feared the pope would learn of it through his intricate web of spies in the city. Bowling in the piazzas had been popular, but even that gentle sport ceased as bowlers were afraid the pope, riding by, would accuse them of being idlers and send them to work on his building projects. “There had never been anything like it in any other pontificate,” reported the chronicler, “so that it was universally observed that when people met friends in the street and asked where they were going, the reply was to a sermon, or to church, or to whip themselves.”17
In addition to idlers and loungers, Rome had countless beggars spry enough to chase the wealthy for alms and intelligent enough to beg in several foreign languages. The pope wrote, “These vagabonds swarm over all the streets and squares in the city in search of bread; they fill public places and private houses, and even the churches, with their groans and cries… They wander round like animals, and their one concern is the search for food.”18
According to the chronicler, “The pope had all beggars rounded up and examined to see if they were healthy. Those who were truly sick were given a begging permit, and the healthy received one hundred lashes and were sent to clean up the dirt in the streets, being paid a giulio a day, or were sent to work in factories, and those who were good with arms were sent to war. Suddenly Rome was cleared of its masses of beggars and vagabonds; every one worked in the factories, in the docks, or in the trade of war.”19
Even those who were not idlers or beggars were horrified at seeing the pope suddenly ride up to them and stare at them fiercely. According to the chronicler, “Those with bad consciences didn’t want to let themselves be seen because it seemed as if he could read their minds.”20



Chapter 18
Dance Macabre
A man tormented by the guilt of murder will be a fugitive
 till death; let no one support him.
– Proverbs 28:17
On June 28, Paolo Giordano, Vittoria, and their entourage reached Venice, where the duke had rented the Dandolo Palace on the Grand Canal. Strolling in Saint Mark’s Square, Vittoria must have been amazed by its size and elegance. One side of the square had been torn down to make way for new government buildings, the procuratie nuove, and construction was just getting started on a long three-story building over an arcade. But Saint Mark’s Church glittered in the sun just as it does today, with its domes, mosaics, and minarets. The church is a testament to Venice’s centuries of contact with the East, the spot where Roman Catholicism meets Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves.
In the huge square itself, hundreds of people promenaded from six to eleven in the morning and from five to eight in the evening, local residents as well as visitors from across Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and Africa. There was a babble of languages, a colorful palate of skin tones, and a multi-ethnic panoply of costumes. Scattered throughout the piazza, six or seven mountebanks performed on stages, entertaining with buffoons and jugglers, and selling “oyles, soveraigne waters, amorous songs printed, apothecary drugs, and a commonweale of other trifles.”1
Promenading with her husband, Vittoria must have been fascinated by the Venetian women. Over their jewel-colored gowns, aristocratic ladies wore a floor-length sheer black veil to enhance the beauty of their complexion. Compared to Roman dress, their gowns were shockingly immodest. “Almost all the wives, widowes and mayds,” wrote Coryat, “do walke abroad with their breastes all naked, and many of them have their backes also naked even almost to the middle.”2 These shameless dresses were made of the richest materials from the Orient; their pearls, which came to Venice directly from the pearl fishing center of Ormuz on the Persian Gulf, were enormous. Since Venice imported these items into Italy, Venetians kept the best merchandise for themselves and sold the rest to their foreign customers.
“One cannot say,” wrote a visitor named Francesco Sansovino in 1581, “which to admire most, the richness of the stuff or the fineness of the embroidered linen, which is prepared and braided with infinite art. One sees nothing but silk or cloth of gold and silver, not to speak of lace, that wonder of the needle, which is unequalled by anything in other countries.”3
Venetian ladies were forever drawing attention to themselves by fluttering their fans flirtatiously, a practice frowned upon by the more sober culture of Rome. They knew how to prepare hair bleach, turning dark locks golden, a recipe which was subsequently lost. On sunny days, they applied the mixture to their hair and sat on balconies, their tresses drawn through a hole in the middle of a wide straw hat. The hats not only spread out the locks evenly to absorb the bleaching rays of the sun, but also protected delicate complexions from the horrors of tanning. Vittoria must have found the Venetian coiffure extremely strange as well; the hair was coaxed into two peaks at the top of the head, like horns, a style that remained popular for decades.
Shoes were of an exaggerated height. While Roman women wore platform clogs to keep their slippers and hems out of mud and manure, in the streets the Venetian women wore extremely high clogs called chopines. Coryat described them as “a thing made of wood, and covered with leather of sundry colors, some with white, some redde, some yellow. It is called a chapiney, which they wear under their shoes. Many of them are curiously painted, some also I have seene fairely gilt: so uncomely a thing (in my opinion) it is a pitty they are not cleane banished and exterminated out of the city. There are many of these chapineys of a great height, even half a yard high, which maketh many of their women that are very short, seeme much taller then the tallest women we have in England.”4
Staggering on such stilts, women would have routinely tumbled into the canals with a resounding splash if they had not taken the hand of a gentleman – usually a noble admirer who was honored to have the job. “Every one had at her side a young nobleman,” Sansovino explained, “pompously dressed as a foreigner who gave her his hand so that she avoided the danger of falling on the ground, which would be very easy due to the too great height of the shoes that are used in these times.”5 Coryat actually “saw a woman fall a very dangerous fall as she was going down the staires of one of the little stony bridges with her high chapineys alone by her selfe, but I did nothing pitty her, because shee wore such frivolous and (as I may truely term them) ridiculous instruments, which were the occasion of her fall.”6
Montaigne was amazed by Venice’s 150 rich prostitutes “spending money like princesses on dress and furniture, and yet having no other livelihood but that traffic; and many of the nobles of the place even keeping courtesans at their own expense, in sight of and to the knowledge of all.”7
The courtesans were all registered with the police, paid taxes, and were periodically checked for disease. It was not considered at all scandalous for a Venetian politician to have a prostitute as his mistress, and many men had regular appointments each week with their favorite. Unlike other European cities, where men snuck around for this sort of business, when leaving their prostitutes, Venetians would walk unabashedly into the street adjusting their codpieces and greeting friends passing by. Coryat, for research purposes only, of course, visited “these places of evacuation,” and found that many women “are esteemed so loose, that they are said to open their quivers to every arrow.”8 Coryat was alarmed to find that every Venetian prostitute, regardless of her frequent and profitable quiver-opening, had a picture of the Virgin Mary and baby Jesus right next to her bed.
But prostitution was just one commodity that Venice traded in. Countless vessels from around the world bobbed in the harbor, loading and unloading luxury goods. Streets were lined with shops selling the merchandise – fine fabrics, rare jewels, porcelain, carpets, furniture, and Murano glass. Hundreds of inns and restaurants did a brisk business serving the nonstop onslaught of visitors. Venice was rich, bustling, ambitious, and despite this, law-abiding.
Perhaps the Dandolo palace didn’t please Paolo Giordano, or maybe one palace wasn’t good enough for a signor of his stature. Within a couple of days, he rented another palace in Murano, the nearby island that was known worldwide for its exquisite glassmaking factories. Though glass production brought wealth to the republic, the superheated kilns used in the process sometimes turned their neighborhoods into raging infernos. After a particularly bad blaze in 1291, the Venetian Senate exiled the glassmakers to their own island where, even if they burned the whole place to a cinder, it wouldn’t harm the main island of Venice itself.
Delighted that such a meritorious nobleman had moved to their territory, the Venetian Senate offered Paolo Giordano a military position. This was exactly what the duke had been hoping for only three months earlier, but now he replied that as a servant of the most Catholic king of Spain, it would not be appropriate for him to accept a commission from Venice, a nation usually at odds with the arrogant Philip II. The Senate was stung by this reply. It is likely that the duke was not feeling up to snuff, and now that Vittoria was indisputably his wife, he wanted to enjoy what little time remained to them as a married couple.
Lodovico Orsini had taken up his military commission in Venice a few months earlier, and now he welcomed Paolo Giordano to town. But almost immediately the old friction between the Orsini cousin and the Orsini bride started up again – the sarcastic comments, the sniping, the bitter complaints of both to the duke. Lodovico was painfully aware of Paolo Giordano’s precarious health and must have viewed Vittoria as a hovering vulture, ready to swoop in at the moment of death and devour whatever she could sink her talons into. Lodovico equally detested Marcello who, it seems, accompanied the duke and duchess to the Venetian Republic. Marcello had nudged Lodovico out of Paolo Giordano’s favor and grabbed it for himself.
It is possible that this antagonism was the cause of a bloody quarrel which erupted within days of the duke’s arrival. Paolo Giordano’s gang of bandits got into a sword fight with Lodovico’s gang of bandits, and Paolo Giordano felt it best to separate Vittoria and Marcello from Lodovico. On July 5, the duke moved to yet another rented palace, this one in Padua, twenty-five miles west of Venice.
Padua had been an independent city-state until 1405 when Venice conquered it. The watery republic, shimmering incandescently on wooden stilts, was proud to own some solid terra firma, which especially came in handy when it came to growing crops and riding horses. It was a gentle seven-hour journey from Venice to Padua; the entourage traveled five miles by boat to the mainland, where they kept their horses and carriages. These were then strapped to barges which were pulled by three horses on one side of a canal for twenty miles up the River Brenta.
Unlike the scintillating city of Venice, Byzantine in its excessive ornamentation, Padua was decidedly earthbound, with a solid, tidy look that Montaigne disliked. “The city is of vast extent,” he wrote. “The streets are narrow and ugly, very few people about, few handsome houses, its situation very pleasant, in an open plain extending to a far distance all around.”9
Padua had been a university town since 1222, where young gentlemen from across Europe came to study, primarily medicine and law. In addition to academics, Padua offered special schools for fencing, riding, and dancing. Both Montaigne and Coryat admired the arched arcades under the downtown buildings where citizens could walk comfortably for many blocks in the heat of the day, and in the wind and rain.
Paduan courts had an unusual way of dealing with debtors. Those who were willing to sit with bare buttocks on a pillar in their assembly hall on three occasions would be forgiven small debts, perhaps in return for the sheer entertainment value of such a performance. Coryat described “the impudent behavior of some abject-minded varlet, who to acquit himself of his debt will most willingly expose his bare buttockes in that opprobrious and ignominious manner to the laughter of every spectator. Surely it is the strangest custome that ever I heard or read of, though that which I have related of it be the very naked truth.”10
Coryat was glad that such a law did not exist in London, where hundreds of people would be running around with bare behinds to avoid paying creditors.
Though it would have been easy enough for Paolo Giordano to drop his pants to reduce his debts, the resulting horror of the sight might have been too much for Paduan authorities. Certainly, the dignity of his blue blood would not have permitted it. Indeed, instead of trying to reduce his debts, he racked up many more. In Padua, Paolo Giordano rented two palaces, in addition to the two he already had in Venice. Forever unsated, he was now doing the same thing with palaces that he had done with lamb chops and prostitutes.
The Zeni palace by the Brenta River had beautiful gardens for summer entertaining. But he and Vittoria spent most of their time in the Foscari Palace, a sumptuous U-shaped residence with a triumphal staircase and grand reception rooms, where “they held the most beautiful parties, balls, and dances, and he was always entertaining, going to all the castles in Paduan territory as it pleased him… being overall accepted with the greatest pleasure and favor,” according to a Venetian relatione.11 It was a kind of dance macabre. With all the music, feasting, and dancing, no one noticed that one of the guests had not been invited and was carrying a sickle.
As if renting four palaces in his difficult financial situation was not enough, the duke went on a shopping expedition – on credit, of course – to stuff them with beautiful furnishings. Fearing the pope would confiscate his possessions, he had brought numerous wagonloads of furniture from Rome and Bracciano, but this was not enough to fill so many palaces. He stocked up on finely wrought items of ivory, gold, and silver.
One contemporary historian reported, “He had, among other things, two carriages, the roofs of which opened and closed, each pulled by six of the most beautiful steeds. In one of these went the most illustrious duchess his wife.”12 Vittoria finally had her carriage.
Duchess Vittoria’s beauty was lauded, as were her wit and grace. Local noblewomen and the wives of top government officials vied for her friendship. She reveled in these few weeks of glory, as the sun relentlessly dropped toward the unforgiving horizon. Soon, it would burst into blood red fury before sinking into eternal night.



Chapter 19
The Root of All Power
Dishonest money dwindles away, but he who
 gathers money little by little makes it grow.
– Proverbs 13:11
While the duke of Bracciano was digging a deep financial pit for himself and his heirs as quickly as he possibly could, Sixtus V was trying to climb out of such a pit made for him by his predecessor. Gregory XIII had left the papal finances in an awful state. When he had died in April 1585, every penny of Church income was pledged through October of that year. On May 22, Sixtus told the Venetian ambassador that he despised those pontiffs who did not know how to manage their income and left huge messes for their successors to clean up. He called Gregory and his ministers scialaquatori, squanderers. He almost spat when he said the word, and he said it frequently.
Sixtus further told the ambassador that he had had a nightmare in which Gregory XIII was screaming to him from the agonies of Purgatory, where God had placed him for wasting the Vatican treasury. Shaken by the dream, Sixtus had dozens of Masses said for Gregory in the hopes of winging him on his way to heaven.
Within a month of his election, Sixtus reduced his court expenses by 146,000 scudi annually. He dismissed nineteen grooms and a number of chamberlains, and the salary of those who remained was reduced. After a time, he stopped paying for his employees’ holidays, saying that since he had no holidays himself he didn’t see why they should have any.
The papal kitchen budget – which prepared meals for hundreds of Vatican employees daily – was greatly reduced. The court – including the pope himself – ate simply prepared dishes of chicken or fish, fruits, vegetables, and bread, though Sixtus did insist on drinking good wine. And there would be no more lavish Vatican banquets. No four-foot gilded pies stuffed with whole deer, no spun sugar sculptures or piles of quails’ tongues. Visiting dignitaries would partake of the same basic but tasty foods the court ate regularly.
Each new pope had the opportunity to decorate his Vatican apartments from scratch as the servants of his predecessor usually pillaged all the furniture during his final illness. But Sixtus refused to order elaborate cabinets and expensive wall hangings and banished all signs of luxury from his apartments. His carpets, which were necessary in the brief but chilly Roman winter, were of common wool, and not the glorious colorful patterns from Turkey. His candlesticks were of wood, not gold and silver, his tables and chairs plain and functional. “With this parsimony the palace was almost reduced to misery,” according to one contemporary.1
When Sixtus’s shoes got holes in them, he didn’t throw them away, but had them resoled at least once. Princess Camilla, still a laundress at heart, often reprimanded her brother for wearing patched, ratty shirts. The Vicar of Christ, she said, should at least be able to afford a new shirt. But Sixtus replied that he was no scialaquatore. “Our elevation, my sister, does not mean we should forget the place we came from. Patches and rags are the first coat of arms of our family.”2 Sometimes, he took off his gorgeous papal robes and wore the simple habit of a Franciscan monk.
Despite the costs of repairing the aqueducts and building new roads, Sixtus vowed to squirrel money away for important purposes. Fighting the heretics, for instance, or the Turks, who still raided the Italian coasts plucking hapless Christians from the shore and enslaving them. Providing bread in time of famine or combating the plague next time it struck, or finishing the embarrassing half-built dome of Saint Peter’s. When Christ’s Church needed so many basics, buying clothes and furniture, employing hundreds of needless servants, and throwing lavish banquets seemed a sinful waste.
“Poor princes, and especially a poor Pope,” Sixtus said, “are a laughingstock even to children, especially in times when everything is accomplished by money; a wise prince ought to follow the example of the ants who during the summer store up provision for the winter.”3 He would add, “The main element of a prince is cash,” and, “A prince without money is nothing.”4
He announced to his cardinals his intention of socking away one million gold scudi a year in the treasury room of Castel Sant’Angelo to be used only in times of urgent need. But Cardinal Farnese was almost apoplectic when he heard this. “He sometimes opposed the plans of the pope with great agility,” wrote one contemporary. “And he feared that the pope was a man greedy for money, wanting only to accumulate it, and not having it serve any purpose, but just because he was avaricious he would impose grave taxes. He said that his grandfather, Pope Paul III, had tried to save money, but it was impossible.”5
Sixtus was doubly offended – at being contradicted again by Cardinal Farnese, and that someone else had come up with his idea. He replied, “It is no great wonder, Monsignor, that your grandfather was not able to increase the treasury of the Church because there were many great squanderers who are not alive, thank God, in our time.” According to the chronicler, “He went on to describe the multitude of sons and daughters the pope had, and nephews of all sorts, and the many and diverse squanderings of all sorts of ecclesiastical benefits to enrich them. When he heard this, Farnese was silent and said nothing more.”6
In order to raise the money, the pope imposed a variety of taxes on goods and services, and sold a number of Church and government offices. Each office sold was a kind of investment, paying a certain annual return until the office holder died. When that occurred, the Church could sell it again. For instance, under Gregory XIII the office of treasurer sold for 15,000 scudi. But Sixtus sold it for 50,000. Throughout the length of his reign, the sale of offices brought him 608,510 gold scudi and 401,806 silver scudi.
Gregory had hired thousands of troops to race across the countryside in a mostly fruitless effort to find bandits by burning down forests and pardoned the few criminals that were captured. But Sixtus greatly reduced the number of troops, which was possible since he had induced citizens to turn bandits in, and even bandits to turn bandits in. Every branch of government was instructed to reduce needless expenditure and operate only on strict necessities. The pope saved 150,000 scudi a year on these costs.
Sixtus looked into the Vatican financial records and found that many nobles had borrowed large sums and never repaid them. He decreed that everyone who owed money to the papal treasury had two months to pay up or their property would be confiscated. Within those two months, the treasury received 600,000 scudi, some of which had been owed for twenty years.
The pope kept his promise of amassing the one million gold scudi a year, “dedicating them to Christ our Lord, to Mary, the blessed Virgin and Mother of God, and to the holy Apostles Peter and Paul.”7 It is likely that the above-mentioned individuals would have been bewildered by such worldly treasure, but the pope knew exactly what to do with it. Every three months, he went into the treasury room of the Castel Sant’Angelo and thrust a stick into the giant leather-bound treasure chests where the coins were deposited. He was overheard to say, “Now from a poor vegetable grower I have become a rich gardener.”8 It was soon acknowledged that the pope was the richest prince in Europe, even if he did wear patched shoes.
Sixtus hired clever Jewish financiers to advise him in fiscal management. Over the centuries, Europe’s Jewish communities had become well-versed in the art of finance and trade. The New Testament prohibited usury – lending money at interest – which left the trade wide open to Jews. Christians frequently needed loans to build a house, finance a dowry, or wage a war, and Jews, prohibited from many other professions, were happy to oblige them.
But a pope employing Jews as his advisers shocked many good Catholics. Unlike his predecessors, Sixtus respected Jews because they, like he, understood how to save money and how to spend it without wasting it. A certain Jew named Lopez, of whom Camilla was very fond, became his chief financial advisor.
Sixtus also respected Jews for being his most law-abiding citizens. It was almost unheard of for a Jew to throw punches in taverns, pick pockets, set fire to houses, rape girls, or duel in the streets, crimes committed by good Christian Italians with alarming frequency. Those few misbehaving Jews were dealt with by Jewish community leaders.
For centuries, Jewish doctors had been known as the best healers in Europe. Their medical tradition was rooted in Islamic practices and had been passed down from ancestors who studied in Persia and the Moorish empire in Spain. In 1555, Paul IV decreed that Jewish physicians could not treat Christian patients, resulting in the unfortunate deaths of many a good Catholic at the hands of well-meaning Christian butcher-doctors.
Pope Paul also forced all Roman Jews to live inside a walled and flood-prone section of the city next to the Tiber River, where their movements could be watched and controlled. They were locked in at night, and Christian guards were stationed at the gate throughout the day to notice their comings and goings, requiring a fee for each entry and exit. This area became known as the ghetto. The first ghetto was created in Venice in 1516, when Jews were relegated to the area of an old foundry, called a getto, from the word gettare, “to cast.”
In 1566, Pius V decreed that Jews had to wear a yellow circle on one shoulder and limited them to living in Rome and the Adriatic port city of Ancona, and that only to keep trade alive. Though Sixtus often agreed with the decisions of his mentor, here he diverged. He opened up the entire Papal States to Jews. Formerly prohibited from selling foodstuffs lest they poison good Christians, Sixtus allowed them to work once more in the food industry. He also allowed Jewish businessmen to work hand in hand with Christians for the economic advantage of the Papal States. Perhaps most shocking, he said that Jews and Christians could be friends without any punishment at all.
Jews, he decreed, can “enjoy in the places where they are that utility, commodity and privileges that the Christians enjoy.” They were permitted to “open schools and synagogues, where they perform their offices and rites.”9
Former popes had taken away Jewish holy books and burned them. But Sixtus decreed, “We will tolerate these Jews and their rites, constitutions, and laws, and similarly we permit them to possess all Jewish books … [that do not] blaspheme the Holy Church.”10
One rude staff member of a noble house, when passing a Jew, grabbed his hat and threw it into the Tiber. It was a common insult, and by far not one of the worst. Jews were used to it, and it is likely that the Jew didn’t file an official complaint about such a minor infraction. But every example of bad behavior found its way back to Sixtus in the form of a daily report, and when the pope read about this one, he was furious. He had the malefactor whipped through the ghetto to the jubilant hoots and howls of the Jewish population. Never had they seen a pope give them such justice. As a result, Jews were some of the fiercest supporters of Sixtus. He taxed them heavily, of course, as he did the Christians, but most of them didn’t mind paying extra “for the good life that they enjoyed without being molested by anyone.”11
While Sixtus, with the help of brilliant Jewish financiers, was putting the papal finances in order, he expected his subjects to put their personal finances in order as well. During the two decades he had lived in Rome, he had observed how few people ever paid their bills – the most glaring example being the duke of Bracciano, who at that very moment was renting no less than four palaces in the Venetian Republic and cramming them with furniture bought on credit.
Poor merchants who begged rich nobles to pay just a portion of what was owed were often scornfully turned away, sometimes beaten. Some merchants went bankrupt because of unpaid accounts and became a financial burden to the Papal States. Sixtus, who was planning to deal with this vexing issue eventually, was spurred into action by a certain merchant who delivered goods to the papal palace. The merchant complained to the pope about a client of his who had owed him a large debt for years and hadn’t paid a penny. With the thought of Paolo Giordano’s debts still festering, the pope had the debtor arrested, thrown into Castel Sant’Angelo, and criminally tried for having usurped the goods of others. The man was forced to pay the merchant in full, and the papal treasury confiscated 1,500 scudi of his property as a fine.
Sixtus issued an order to all merchants to bring him records of their debtors because he would insist that every bill be paid. When debtors heard about this, many of them “went to search for the merchants with money in their hands, begging them for the love of God to take their names out of the book.”12
Of course, some debtors were in no position to pay their debts back so quickly. The pope assigned prelates to conduct personal interviews with them and look closely into their finances. If they truly could not pay the entire debt, the amount was reduced by half, with the pope personally paying the merchant the remainder. Those individuals who later came into money, however, were expected to pay the pope back. And those who lied about their assets to have their debts reduced were hanged.
The Roman economy suddenly surged. Business was brisk as merchants raked in old debts, paid taxes to the papal treasury on them, and invested the rest in their shops, expanding store fronts, hiring additional employees, and buying new goods to sell. Many merchants were now in a position to buy luxury goods for themselves from other merchants. Overnight, the middle class of Rome was flush with money.
Everyone was now obliged to base spending on income – a novel idea – and no one was permitted to live on borrowed money. Some families overwhelmed by debt fled the Papal States, but Sixtus didn’t care. “A well-ruled state has no need of subjects who live at the expense of their creditors,” he said. “The city will be much more tranquil. The rogues who think they never have to pay their debts will change their conduct in ceasing to eat the goods of others. And I hope that by these means the apostolic chamber will be much richer than ever before.”13
One section of the population that blithely ignored the pope’s new rules were the employees of cardinals. It had become a tradition that those working for a prince of the Church could not be imprisoned for debts or have their possessions confiscated to pay them. Many people who had never worked for a cardinal in their lives purchased letters from cardinals stating that they were employees. Sixtus decreed that within eight days all the servants of cardinals must pay their debts, and if they did not, the cardinals would have to pay the debts themselves.
Some cardinals agreed with the pope that the time had come to reform this abuse. But a delegation of twelve cardinals who would be obliged to cover their servants’ massive debts went to the pope and said they were outraged at the insult.
The pope replied, “It is certain, my lord cardinals, that you must praise this resolution to remove from your houses the subject of such a scandal that ruins your decorum and good character. … What would the heretics say when they hear that those cardinals, who are expected to edify the world with a good ecclesiastical life … defend those who do wrong to their neighbors?” Such behavior, he continued, “not only scandalizes heretics, but mortifies good Catholics.”14 Then he sent the cardinals away.
The pope ordered the governor to obtain from all Roman merchants lists of debts owed not only by cardinals’ employees, but also the servants of Roman barons – such as the Orsinis – and even foreign ambassadors. The ambassadors were horrified that the diplomatic immunity of their debt-ridden servants was being wrested away and made a flurry of protests. But the pope stated that there was no advantage to his realm when foreigners came to Rome and stole from honest merchants. Such servants should stay home. From now on, those embassy employees who refused to pay their debts would be arrested and their possessions seized.
While Sixtus’s measures greatly helped honest merchants, he was also on the lookout for dishonest ones. He hired six secret shoppers who saw first-hand the kind of merchandise being offered and noted which merchants treated poor shoppers worse than rich ones. Wandering through the market with baskets, they noticed quickly if a vendor used the wrong weights and measures. The foodstuffs of these merchants were confiscated and given to the poor. When bad fruit was being sold as good, it was seized and either thrown in the Tiber or given to pigs “so that no shop owner dared to sell bad merchandise,” wrote the chronicler.15
Periodically, the pope would have his cortege stop in front of a bakery where he would order his servants to bring him bread. If it was not of good quality, if the baker were mixing in beans and stalks with the grain to pocket money, Sixtus would seize all the bread and give it to the poor. In one particularly egregious case, the pope hanged a baker for mixing ashes in with the grain.
“In the piazzas they found the very best [bread],” wrote a relatione author, “and in great abundance, and the bakers didn’t commit any fraud in making it, nor in selling it.”16
Having been raised in a family so poor that they often went hungry, Sixtus understood the importance of nutritious bread at a fair price for the poor. He donated 200,000 scudi annually to subsidize Rome’s bread supply and make loans to poor peasants outside the city to grow grain.
In another effort to help the poor of Rome, Sixtus passed a law that all taverns must offer a half-glass of wine because some people simply couldn’t afford a full glass. Mixing a half-glass with water was still a satisfying drink for a poor person. One night, donning shoddy patched robes, he slipped inside a tavern and sat down.
When the tavern keeper asked him what he wanted to drink, Sixtus said he would like a half-glass of wine. The host replied there was no such thing as a half-glass of wine. Sixtus said in a shaking voice, “I only have enough quattrini for half a glass. And Pope Sixtus has ordered tavern keepers to sell a half-glass.”
The host replied that he didn’t care and added, “Go to the pope and tell him that I don’t want to go up so many stairs for a half-glass of wine.”17 Sixtus obediently shuffled off. Back in the papal palace he gave orders for the governor to arrest the tavern keeper and build a gallows in front of the building. The man was hanged before noon the next day.



Chapter 20
Desperation
We are troubled on every side, yet not distressed;
we are perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not forsaken;
cast down, but not destroyed.
– 2 Corinthians 4:8-9
Safely ensconced in Padua, Paolo Giordano received news from Rome that the pope’s edicts were getting worse and worse each day. He must have realized that many of the decrees seemed to be payback aimed at him and Vittoria, and those like them. What would happen to Vittoria after Paolo Giordano’s death? She would probably not be able to return to her family in the Papal States.
The duke wanted to extend a network of support for Vittoria outside the pope’s territory. Already the dukes of Urbino and Ferrara had recognized the validity of their marriage. Now the ducal couple wanted Tuscany – far more powerful and bordering the Papal States – to do so. This was an extremely naive desïre, considering how protective Grand Duke Francesco was of Virginio’s inheritance, which was clearly threatened by the charming new bride.
Undeterred by common sense, as soon as the duke and duchess arrived in Venice they had called on the father and brother of Bianca Cappello, the former mistress and now the wife of Grand Duke Francesco of Tuscany. Three weeks later, on July 19, Vittoria wrote to the Tuscan grand duchess from Padua:
To the Most Serene and Revered Signora,

If up until now I have not made my respects to your Serene Highness, it was only out of observance and humility. Now, being come to Venice, where I have had the fortune to meet and be of service to your Highness’s most illustrious brother and his consort, from whom I have received many favors and graces, I didn’t want to wait for another occasion to make myself known as your most humble servant, as I have been for many years because of your virtue.

Not many spoke of Bianca’s virtue, and we can only wonder if the grand duchess was puzzled when she read this. Vittoria continued:
Since my most excellent lord has deigned to make me worthy of being his consort, I am now much more obliged and wish to serve you. His Excellency is a particularly devoted servant of your Highness, and I ask you to accept me as a true and ardent servant, not ceding to anyone else in terms of respect and fidelity. I ask you to command me and to maintain me in the favor of his most serene Highness your consort. Kissing with humility the clothing of the one and the other Highness [Bianca and Francesco], I pray God to give you every happiness.

You most serene Highness’s most humble and devoted servant,

Vittoria Accoramboni Orsini1

When Bianca wrote back with a short note addressing Vittoria as Excellency, the honorific of a duchess, Vittoria practically fell over herself with gratitude. Many royal wives would not have lowered themselves to send polite letters to a dubious woman like Vittoria, but Bianca was not exactly to the purple born herself. Her story was somewhat similar to Vittoria’s.
Raised in a noble Venetian family by her father and wicked stepmother, at the age of fifteen the gorgeous Bianca had eloped with a young man whom she thought was a wealthy Florentine nobleman. But her seducer had lied; he was the nobleman’s servant. By the time Bianca found out, she was wedded, bedded, pregnant, and wanted by Venetian authorities as a rebel.
Bianca trudged behind her husband to Florence, where he installed her in a decrepit hovel stuffed with his large family. There, leaning out the window one day, she was spotted by the heir to the throne, Francesco, who fell head over heels in love with her. Though he married the unattractive Austrian princess picked out for him, he never stopped seeing Bianca, whose husband was mysteriously stabbed to death one night right in front of her door.
Starting in 1564, Francesco served as regent for his father and gained more power as Duke Cosimo slipped into depression and illness, dying a decade later. In 1578, Francesco’s unloved wife died, and soon after he married Bianca, to the horror of his entire family. Like Vittoria, Bianca had risen from almost nothing to a vaunted position of wealth and power through her sex appeal, her ambition, and the timely murder of her first husband. Like Vittoria, Bianca knew she would be in grave danger if her powerful second husband died before her. Relatives angry at the misalliance and upset about her inheritance would most likely poison or stab her, or at least take away her possessions and wall her up in a convent.
In 1581, Montaigne attended a banquet in Florence where he studied Bianca carefully. “This duchess is handsome,” he wrote, “according to Italian ideas, a pleasant and dignified face, big bust, and breasts as they like them.” He thought “she was quite capable of having bewitched this prince, and of retaining him at her feet for a long time.”2 Indeed, the morose Francesco, who had calmly ordered the strangulation of his sister, was known to love only one person in his life, and that person was Bianca.
But recognition by the wife of the grand duke of Tuscany, as sweet as it was, was not the official recognition Vittoria wanted from the grand duke himself. Paolo Giordano wrote Francesco, giving him news of the safe arrival of himself and Vittoria in Padua.
Francesco wrote back, “Your Excellency can imagine my contentment when I learned of your safe arrival in Padua. Here the weather is varied and tends to coolness and to humidity… and it makes me happy that you can expect a season perfectly appropriate for taking the baths. I wish you good health with a good cure.”3
The reply was shockingly rude in that it did not mention Paolo Giordano’s wife. Every letter of the time was supposed to send greetings to, and wish good health for, the close relatives of the recipient. Yet Francesco wrote as if Vittoria did not exist. Clearly, the grand duke did not acknowledge her as Paolo Giordano’s wife. On August 10, Vittoria set to work once more on Bianca:
To the most Serene and Revered Signora,

I kiss the hands of your most serene Highness for the favor you have done for me with the very short letter, for which I remain to you in perpetual obligation… I beg you to favor me with your commands, and to favor me with your most serene consort, as a creature and servant of your Highness worthy of his favor and of his commands, kissing with all humility and reverence the hands of both of you, I ask God for your complete contentment.

The duke, too, worked on Bianca. The same day he wrote:

It has pleased your Highness to show favor to my wife, even though your Highness is a princess so great…. A tranquil future for me and for my family depends on this as well as on many other favors that flow from the bounty of your Highness in this particular. Since it has pleased your Highness to favor me with so much signal favor, I ask you to work for me so that the grand duke my signor favors me with a similar favor, because all my fortune and my life will be spent for his Highness with all the honor and reputation I have.

Swaggering a bit, he added, “I am not unuseful regarding friends, or things, or relatives.”4
Bianca wrote back that she had gotten absolutely nowhere with her husband, who steadfastly refused to recognize Vittoria. On September 7, Paolo Giordano wrote her again:
To the most Serene and Revered Signora,

I kiss the hands of your Highness for the favor that you have done for me with the Highness of the grand duke, and I want again to ask your Highness to help me receive this signal favor from the grand duke, which I desire above anything else, she being already my wife… Since it is his duty as a just prince… to favor me with his protection and favor, he must not outrage my wife… And if there has been an error, his Highness with his authority should forgive my imperfections.5

But this letter, too, achieved nothing. The duke, who became easily obsessed when he didn’t get his way, wrote Bianca again on October 12, insisting she persuade her husband to recognize Vittoria. This time there was no answer.
* * *
While most men of the time would have gladly lied about childhood poverty, or at least not spoken about it, the pope brought up his former indigence frequently. Looking around crowds of well-born nobles, he realized they had had to accomplish very little to rise to their positions, and frequently pricked them with this fact. He, on the other hand, had accomplished a great deal. “Instead of blushing for his poverty, he made it into an honor,” wrote Gregorio Leti.6
When foreign visitors delivered the usual flowery compliments on the illustrious nobility of his family, he laughed, describing a house with holes in the roof and walls. “With the sun coming in from all sides,” he said, “I can boast of having one of the most brilliant houses in Europe.”7 He then went on to describe his youth spent raising pigs, cutting wood, planting vegetables and, as a monk, ringing the church bells and sweeping the floors. Those listening were often too stunned to respond; it was as if the pope had just confessed to horrible crimes.
Listeners were also shocked when the pope spoke of politics in gardening terms – clipping, uprooting, fertilizing, pruning, watering, and harvesting. He liked to nip things in the bud and separate the wheat from the chaff. He spoke of the Biblical laborers in the vineyard, the barren fig tree, and the farmer sowing his seed on good soil and rocky ground. Once when talking with the Tuscan ambassador, Sixtus said that “the grand duke had cause to wish him well, being like the husbandman who, when he has planted a tree, rejoices to see it thrive and live long.”8
Sixtus had no pastimes, unlike many of his predecessors on the papal throne who played cards for hours at a time. He took no vacations and was a “great enemy of recreation,” according to a relatione, scorning the country pleasure villas of the popes and cardinals. “The treasure of the Church is for the Church,” he said, “and must be saved only for the poor… The blood of Christ should not be spent for the recreation of popes and the pleasure of their relatives.”9
He spent every waking moment working, and sometimes he didn’t go to bed at all, reading and writing dispatches until dawn and starting a busy new day without a wink of sleep. At other times, when there were no emergencies, he slept long hours to catch up. Even in his sleep he talked out loud about government business. His servants were instructed to wake him at any time of night if a courier arrived with important news or letters. He said, “We want to be in control of sleep and not permit sleep to be in control of us.”10
Sixtus only left the papal palace to attend church services across town, to look into the needs of his subjects, or to check on his building projects. According to one relatione author, “The pope felt that time was scarce and therefore did everything at once.”11 He always had the irksome feeling that his reign would be short.
Sixtus loved wine, and though he never became inebriated, he often had three or four different kinds served at each meal. “He worked continuously and therefore needed sustenance,” reported the chronicler.12 He usually sat two hours at meals, but most of this time was spent in discussing business with his guests or listening to his secretaries read dispatches and reports.
The pope was “most sparing of food, and very temperate in sleep; never seen idle, but even when at leisure ever meditating either study or business.”13
Sometimes he ate on his feet saying, “We don’t even have time to eat.”14
The Sacred College was shocked at his non-stop work, and several cardinals took a renewed interest in finding out exactly how old he was. As a wheezing, limping cardinal, he had added seven years to his age, giving the year of his birth as 1514. But once elected pope he deducted six, having been born, he declared, in 1527. Sixtus had gone from the age of seventy to fifty-seven in a matter of hours. The cardinals secretly sent to his birthplace for his baptismal records, which indicated that he had been born in December 1521.
Periodically, the pope would visit without notice his former monastery of the Saints Apostles. He would walk inside, knock on the door of a monk’s cell chosen at random, go in and meet the monk. He wanted to see if the monk had a hangover, or a woman or boy in the room, or if he wasn’t there at all, having perhaps spent the night at a tavern. Similarly, he wanted to see which monks were on their knees praying or studying Scripture.
Early one morning, he happened to knock on the door of a new monk who had just arrived from Naples and hadn’t heard about the pope’s unheralded visits. The monk was sound asleep when he heard the banging on his door. “Who is it?” he asked, groggy and irritated. “It’s the pope,” was the response. Thinking it was a fellow monk playing a joke on him, the monk cried, “You’re full of shit.”
The monastery’s father guardian was horrified and wanted to barge in and punish the monk, but the pope, quoting from a Psalm, said laughing, “The poor are lifted from the dunghill.”15 Clearly, he was referring to himself, and his having been born on top of a huge pile of the stuff. In a way, the foul-mouthed monk had been right.
All popes had to be concerned with possible poisoning attempts and Sixtus, due to the hatred he had incurred among the cardinals, nobles, and ambassadors, had much more reason than most popes to be watchful. He had guards in his kitchen keeping their eye on his food the moment it was delivered, throughout its preparation, and all the way up to his table. Then food tasters nibbled from each plate, as everyone else in the room watched to see if they would grab their throats and collapse. Sixtus was even suspicious of the Holy Communion wafer. Instead of eating it whole, he broke it in half and gave one part to the sacristan standing nearby to eat, sometimes the right half, and sometimes the left. If the sacristan didn’t fall over stone dead, the pope would consume his half.
One day as the pope was passing by the monastery of the Saints Apostles, he stopped his carriage, got out, and walked through the open front door. Inside, he saw the monk-doorkeeper eating a bowl of beans in a little room. When the man saw the pope, he rose hastily and asked his pardon. But Sixtus told him to continue eating and to have a bowl of beans brought for him, too. Painfully aware of the dishonorable table setting, the doorkeeper begged the pope to allow him to bring a nice tablecloth and silver spoons, but Sixtus waved his suggestions away as he dug into his beans “with great gusto… remembering his poor childhood while he ate. His servants who saw him from a distance were astonished that the pope ate those beans with a wooden spoon, and with a filthy napkin.”
Sixtus finished his bowl of beans and then chowed down another. Finally, he set his spoon down and said, “These beans have given us two more years of health and life, because we have eaten with gusto, and without fear.”16



Chapter 21
Vices Rebuked
And the man that committeth adultery with another man’s wife,
 even he that committeth adultery with his neighbour’s wife,
 the adulterer and the adulteress shall surely be put to death.
– Leviticus 20:10
For years, Sixtus had looked on the moral failings of his fellow Romans with revulsion. Now, as pope, he was in a position to do something about it. Astrology, gambling, and taking the Lord’s name in vain would be punished with fines, whipping, exposure in the stocks, and for multiple offenses life in the galleys. But casting a horoscope, rolling dice, and saying Goddamnit were the least of Rome’s moral problems.
It is likely that Sixtus, who had joined the monastery at ten, had never had sex in his life. He was known for his “egregious chastity,” according to one contemporary report, and while he respected sex in marriage as the means of producing children, he despised illicit sex and was determined to punish it severely.1 He issued a law prohibiting the hanging of obscene pictures in taverns, which served as goads to the private parts. Then he proclaimed that those guilty of incest, sodomy, and abortion would be executed. He was particularly horrified at parents who sold their children into prostitution. One woman was found guilty of peddling her young teenager to an older man; the girl was forced to sit in the front row and watch her mother’s execution, wearing the jewels the man had given her.
But upon further reflection, Sixtus decided this didn’t go far enough. He would make adultery a capital crime. The cardinals were horrified, fearing that half of Rome’s population would be executed, and some were a bit worried about themselves. They ran to the pope, begging him not to issue the ordinance. But the pope replied that “an infected arm had to be amputated or the entire body would be vitiated.”2
In fairness to the people, the pope gave them good warning. Old adulteries would be ignored, but starting immediately new ones would be punished with the full rigor of the law. The pope was particularly disgusted by the custom of poor men selling their wives to lords and princes. “The husbands would support the family in this way, letting the lords have sex with their wives while they went to another place,” the chronicler reported. “This greatly afflicted his Holiness, who thought there was nothing more monstrous in the world than men acting more like dogs than men, making a business off of their own wives.”3 He offered rewards to people who reported the adulteries of friends, relatives, and neighbors.
Sixtus discovered that a certain Ludovico Piedemantello had kept a concubine for many years, despite the fact that the gentleman was married to “a lady of signal prudence” by whom he had sired five children.4 The pope warned him in writing to cease and desist from visiting his concubine and then stationed spies outside her house.
It is odd that, initially at least, no one took the pope’s warnings seriously. Sure enough, Ludovico was seen entering the house and arrested. Despite the pleas of his wife, who threw herself at the pope’s feet, and the petitions of five noble families who were related to Piedemantello, the pope gave the order to behead him and his concubine. There were dozens of similar cases, and Roman men, who had looked on adultery as a prerogative of the male gender, suddenly found themselves obliged to be faithful to their wives.
The pope also wanted to eliminate prostitution in Rome. But when he floated this idea shortly after his coronation, the city council informed him that it would ruin Rome economically. Banks would fail as many had loaned great sums to prostitutes, who usually paid them back promptly. The customs duty officers – who had bought their positions – insisted they should be reimbursed 20,000 scudi a year for the taxes they would lose if the prostitutes – who imported luxury goods – were exiled. Landlords would lose good tenants who paid on time and in cash. Worse, when men didn’t visit prostitutes, sometimes they visited the wives and daughters of virtuous citizens or, heaven forbid, satisfied their desires with other men.
An economic asset all around, the prostitutes were also good for tourism. As one Roman courtesan declared in a popular novel of the time, her clients were “the kind of men who come to see Rome, and having seen the antique rubbish, want also to see the modern kind – that is the ladies.”5
Just such a visitor was Michel de Montaigne. After seeing the Vatican and the ancient monuments, he set out to gawk at the prostitutes and found them advertising their wares from their windows, leaning on cushions. The streets below were full of men shopping for women. “The more licentious,” Montaigne wrote, “in order to have a better view upwards, have a sort of open skylight in the roof of their coach.”6
Alas, the view from the street was largely an optical illusion. Montaigne reported sadly, “Having alighted from my horse on the spot and obtained admission, I wondered to find how much more beautiful they appeared than they were. They know how to present themselves from their most agreeable side; they show you only the upper part of the face, or the lower, or the side face, covering and displaying themselves in such a way that you will not see a single ugly one at a window.”7
Pope Sixtus particularly hated prostitutes displaying their wares near the Vatican. He forced them into a kind of whore’s ghetto, known as the Ortaccio, the only place they could work legally. Sixtus ordered the Ortaccio prostitutes to paint their doors green to make clear to all exactly what kind of house it was. Guards were stationed in the hallways behind the green doors to interrogate the men entering to see if they were monks, priests, or husbands. If so, they would be beheaded. Had the married Michel de Montaigne visited the prostitutes four years later, his status as a foreigner under the protection of the French king and ambassador would not have prevented an ignominious execution.
Naturally, business declined steeply as wealthy married men had been the mainstay of the prostitutes’ earnings. Many women packed up their baggage wagons, jumped into their opulent coaches, and rumbled off to greater pickings in Naples and Venice.
The prostitute who dared to ply her trade outside the Ortaccio would be severely punished. A big burly bailiff would hoist her over his shoulders, with her skirts pulled over her head, and expose her bare behind to a hooting crowd. The executioner would then whip her behind with fifty strokes. One visitor to Rome who witnessed such a performance reported that the executioner “in a short time reduced her white bottom to a bloody red.” Having been set on her feet, the woman pulled down her skirts, shook herself like a dog, and staggered off “just as if she had come from a couple of weddings” to the loud cheers of spectators.8
Sixtus received an unusual request from his nuncio to Spain regarding the validity of the marriage of eunuchs, of which Spain had an inordinate number. This in itself would not have been a bad thing, since lack of testosterone usually resulted in more peaceful citizens. But the eunuchs had taken to marrying women and then surprising them on their wedding night with their missing equipment. Now the women were crying for a divorce, and the eunuchs protested that they were indeed capable of having sex, still in possession of functioning penises even if the testicles had long ago been thrown out with the trash.
The pope assembled a committee of doctors, philosophers, and theologians who concluded that “whatever doubt there is about the rest, this is certain, that these half-men are not in a position to have children.”9 Since having children was the main purpose of marriage, Sixtus declared these marriages null and void.
Remembering that Paolo Giordano had given Vittoria two gowns, one of gold thread and the other of silver, Sixtus decreed that women could only possess one such gown of precious metal threads. He became furious when he saw women in the streets all dolled up in jewels and rich dresses, especially on holy days. The pope called such women “ruined houses.”10
Each family’s carriage bore a coat of arms on the doors – a kind of sixteenth-century license plate – and when the pope saw a carriage stuffed with luxurious bejeweled women, he made a note of the coat of arms and sent the governor to talk to them. On the streets of Rome, more modest attire became the fashion.
Many of Sixtus’s new regulations were inextricably connected to Francesco’s murder. A group of lawless bandits had killed him, and the pope was exterminating every lawless bandit he could get his hands on. The weapons that had done his nephew in were knives and guns, and these he outlawed on the streets of Rome on penalty of death. An arrogant nobleman had arranged the murder, and Sixtus was putting all arrogant noblemen in their place, taking away their privileges and diluting their power. That particular nobleman had enormous debts, and the pope was forcing all his subjects to pay their debts immediately.
Francesco’s death had been caused by a flirtation – and many believed it had in fact been adultery – between his wife and a nobleman. Adultery was now punished with death. Vittoria had been motivated to marry the duke by female finery she had been unable to afford as Francesco’s wife. Female finery on the streets of Rome had become dangerous.
* * *
The streets of Venice had also become dangerous. Now that Lodovico’s gangsters could no longer brawl with Paolo Giordano’s, who were tucked away in Padua, they picked on honest Venetian citizens, thereby disturbing the serenity of the most serene republic. The Senate decided that such men were wasted in civilization. Their swashbuckling violence would be better put to use in fighting Turks on the Greek island of Corfu, which was used as a Venetian trading post.
Lodovico was named governor of Corfu but found reasons to put off his departure. He needed to obtain the pope’s permission for his wife, Giulia Savelli, to journey from Rome to Venice as he wanted to take her with him. He required time to round up men, weapons, and provisions.
It seems likely that Lodovico kept postponing his trip because he was keeping a careful eye on the duke’s health. Though he should have stayed full-time in his rented Venetian palace, collecting supplies for his voyage to Corfu, Lodovico moved into the Contarini Palace in Padua, a couple of blocks away from Paolo Giordano’s Foscari palace. Vittoria could not have been pleased at the sinister shadow following her.
On October 30, the duke and duchess visited a Paduan notary, Francesco Rosati, to make a will, which Paolo Giordano wrote in his own hand. Feeling death approaching, Paolo Giordano was worried about Vittoria, who was “poor in reputation, as well as in possessions, little favored by the Orsinis, and without hopes of any support after his death,” according to a relatione.11
He named Virginio his heir and stated that Vittoria should get back her 5,000 scudi dowry, as well as the super dowry of 20,000 scudi that he had promised her on their wedding day. In the two years following his death, she would receive an additional 60,000 scudi. Moreover, Virginio must give her 16,000 scudi cash to buy a palace and a vineyard or villa in Rome. Virginio was further required to let her reside in every palace he inherited from his father, providing her during her stay with bread, wine, wood, straw, and hay for forty people and fifteen horses.
Paolo Giordano left other legacies worth 16,800 scudi. Some 8,000 scudi were to be used to build a monastery in Bracciano as penance for his hefty sins, while another 1,000 was to buy the statue of the Virgin of Loreto a magnificent chalice, no doubt a bribe for her to convince Saint Peter to open the pearly gates. He wanted an ornate family tomb to be built in the Basilica of Loreto, with statues of himself and Vittoria and their coats or arms. He named as his executors the dukes of Ferrara and Urbino.
Later that day, the duke called in another notary, Tiberio Valento, to write a codicil which Paolo Giordano signed. After all, it was possible that Virginio, guided by his cunning de Medici uncles, wouldn’t give Vittoria a single scudo, let alone allow her and her forty-person entourage to reside at his palaces. Vittoria might not be able to return to the Papal States – not even to live with her parents – if the pope forbade her to do so, or if the Orsinis and de Medicis made threats. She might find herself penniless, friendless, and adrift.
But Paolo Giordano realized he could provide her with a legacy located in the Venetian Republic, where the pope and the de Medicis couldn’t get their hands on it. This legacy consisted of the valuable items he had bought and stored in his various rented palaces. No matter that they weren’t paid for; his creditors would have to look to his primary heir, Virginio, for payment.
Vittoria’s indisputable inheritance would include the two convertible carriages the duke had bought; the twelve superb horses to pull them; the beds, wardrobes, tables, desks, and chairs of marquetry and ivory; the enormous expensive tapestries of mythological figures covering the walls; her sumptuous rainbow of gowns ornamented with pearls and rubies; her jewel box bursting with gold chains and gemstones; and the silver platters, gold cups, and porcelain dishes he had bought to entertain all those smiling noble couples who gladly recognized Vittoria as his wife. Such goods were called mobili – the word often used for furniture – but it literally meant mobile items, including animals, those things not cemented into or bolted onto a building.
Several contemporaries estimated the value of these goods at the eye-popping sum of 100,000 scudi. Armed with such valuable items, Vittoria could sell them, one by one, and live comfortably for many years even if her Roman legacies never materialized. The mobili were absolutely vital to her future.
But Paolo Giordano’s grandiose wishes regarding his estate failed to consider his mountain of debts. Creditors who waited patiently for years while their debtor was alive snarled for their payment like ravenous wolves the moment the debtor died. Thirteen-year-old Virginio, as principal heir, would be required to satisfy hundreds of thousands of scudi in debts that his father had contracted before he even met Vittoria. He would have to pay Venetian vendors tens of thousands of scudi for her mobili and hand over more than 100,000 scudi cash as her widow’s portion. But the estate had almost no cash. Virginio would be forced to sell much of his duchy to come up with it, though even this path might be barred by the legal entanglements of the 1477 Orsini will prohibiting such sales.
The duke’s health deteriorated quickly. He had swelled to such alarming proportions that he could barely move and suffered constant pain. Worried about the harsh Paduan winter and Lodovico’s menacing proximity, on November 1, the Orsinis moved to the beautiful town of Salò, on Lake Garda, some eighty miles west of Padua, where they rented a fifth palace. Unlike the other towns surrounding the lake, Salò relinquishes its grasp on summer unwillingly. It is a subtropical sliver, where thousands of lemon and orange trees thrive in its mild climate. On warm autumn days, pomegranate flowers fall to the ground, red as blood.
It would take time to pack up the numerous wagons with the expensive furnishings the duke had bought for his Paduan palaces. Servants were instructed to bring the items to Salò as soon as possible. Their new quarters had belonged to the recently deceased Sforza Pallavicino, captain general of the republic of Venice, and sat right on the edge of the lake. The edifice was an architectural hybrid – a medieval fortress and turrets faced the narrow road that ran past it, but on the lakeside it was a Renaissance palace, with countless spacious windows. There were two main stories, with a servants’ mezzanine under the roof.
The service quarters were located on the ground floor, including an enormous kitchen with a well reaching down into the lake water. A wide staircase led to the piano nobile; here the central room was fifty feet wide, and twenty-five feet high, with a ceiling of unpainted wooden coffers of hexagons and rectangles, interspersed with heavy beams. A gigantic hearth adorned one end, and seven doors radiated off the three interior walls to corridors and bed chambers beyond. The floor was of brown tiles. This enormous room was designed for banquets and balls. But the Orsinis would be holding no festivities here.
The duke felt terribly unwell. It was fortunate for him that the lake was within a few yards of the palace itself, and the sound of the waves washing the shore gently lulled him to sleep, to a place without constant nagging pain. As lovely as the palace was, Vittoria urged the duke to travel further from the threats of Rome and to shake off Lodovico, who was certainly taking his time going to Corfu.
Switzerland, for instance, that bastion of heretics, would be safe from the long reach of Sixtus. And Lodovico, pretending to prepare for his journey, could hardly follow them there. In Switzerland, they would be physically safe, though the question of what they would live on was a difficult one to answer. It is likely the king of Spain would withhold all pensions, and the grand duke of Tuscany and Cardinal de Medici would make sure that all income from lands in the Papal States went to Virginio.
Another problem was the journey itself, which would require a jolting carriage ride over the Alps, along passes which by early November were already piled high with snow. How would they ever get their heavy wagons of valuable, unpaid-for furniture over the highest peaks in Europe? Moreover, a winter Alpine journey was a daunting proposition for the most robust individual. Clearly, the duke’s health was not up to it, and he wanted to spend his last few days gazing at the shimmering lake, hearing the gentle slap of its waves against the shore below.
It was a beautiful, peaceful spot to die.



Chapter 22
The Little Book of Debts Owed
I
looked, and there before me was a pale horse! Its rider was named
 Death, and Hades was following close behind him.
– Revelation 6:8
In his first months in office, the pope had brought safety to the Papal States. He had created a fair legal system and a good bread supply. His engineers were creating reliable waterworks at record speed and building wide new roads. Due to his stringent financial measures, gold ducats were piling up in Castel Sant’Angelo to carry the country through times of need. Now Sixtus took the time to look into the old leather-bound journals he had carried around for decades, the little books of debts he must pay, and debts he was owed.
As a monk, he had had a benefactor named Capponelli who had provided him with money and advice. Sixtus sent out men to search for Capponelli, who discovered that he had been dead for some time, along with his wife, and they had had no children. But there still remained a debt to be paid. Sixtus learned that Capponelli had nephews. The oldest one was in the army, and the pope made him a captain of infantry. The younger boys he sent to the best schools, and he bought houses for their parents.
Sixtus found one notation from the 1540s, when he had been a young monk in the town of Macerata and needed to buy a pair of shoes. The shoemaker wanted seven giulios for them, but Fra Felice had had only six. He told the shoemaker that if he cut the price by one giulio, he would pay it back when he became pope. “And I promise to add interest to it,” he said. Laughing, the shoemaker replied, “I am happy to do it, seeing you so well disposed to accept the papacy.” He sold him the shoes for six, and Felice wrote the shoemaker’s name in his little book for later repayment, which made the shoemaker laugh even harder.
Forty years had passed. According to the chronicler, “Having been made pope, he checked his little book to see what he had owed and sent word to Macerata to see if the shoemaker was still alive. He had the local governor send him to Rome without telling him why.”
The shoemaker, now a venerable seventy-three, was mystified as to why Sixtus had summoned him. Word of the pope’s severity had spread throughout the Papal States, and the shoemaker must have worried that he was going to be imprisoned or even executed. As soon as he arrived in Rome, the pope commanded him to come to the Vatican for an audience. After the man nervously kissed his feet, Sixtus asked, “Do you remember seeing me in Macerata?”
The astonished shoemaker didn’t remember. He had seen the pope in Macerata? Afraid of contradicting the pope, he remained mute as a stone. The pope continued, “So, you don’t remember having sold us a pair of shoes?” The shoemaker was more shocked than before. He had sold the pope a pair of shoes?
Summoning up all his courage, the trembling man replied, “Holy Sainted Father, I do not have such a memory.”
“Well, we know ourselves to be your debtor, and we have sent for you to satisfy this debt.”
The shoemaker didn’t know what to do except stand stock still gaping at the pope.
Sixtus said, “You sold us a pair of shoes for a giulio less than you wanted for them because we agreed to pay you the giulio with all its interest when we became pope. Now that we are pope, we want to satisfy you and abide by our word.”
The shoemaker suddenly remembered the funny monk who had haggled over a pair of shoes forty years earlier. “Good,” the pope said. “Now we will satisfy the debt.” Sixtus called his majordomo and asked him to figure the interest on one giulio for forty years. It came to three giulios, which the pope handed him as he bid him farewell.
In the waiting room, the shoemaker, having recovered his power of speech, complained bitterly to his friends that he had spent fifteen giulios to get to Rome, and would spend another fifteen to go home. But this was one of Sixtus’s jokes. He had the man brought back and reunited him with his son, a monk, to whom he gave a wealthy bishopric in the kingdom of Naples. “The pope asked the shoemaker if he had paid enough interest on the giulio, and the delighted shoemaker went back home blessing him.”1
Leafing through his pages for 1564, the pope saw an entry for an Augustinian monk named Father Saluti. Fra Felice had been making a journey on foot to preach in a certain city and had stopped along the way at an Augustinian monastery, where he had been warmly received by Saluti. Felice borrowed four scudi from him and wrote an IOU. He had never paid it back, and now was the time for all paybacks. He commanded the general of the Augustinian order in Rome to find out if Saluti was still alive, and if so, to bring him into his presence.
At the time Father Saluti, now in his forties, was involved in a dispute with his bishop. Having heard of the pope’s strictness, when four burly guards barged into his cell and told him he they had orders to bring him to Sixtus in Rome, he feared he was going to his execution. He was ushered trembling into the pope’s presence, where he began to sputter out his defense. Sixtus, who was unaware of the dispute, waved it away.
“That is not the reason we called you to Rome,” the pope said, “but to accuse you of having wasted the money of your monastery, and we are resolved to make you render an account, but first we want to hear a confession from your own mouth.”
Now Father Saluti began to pluck up his courage because he was extremely careful with the monastery’s finances and had never pocketed a penny. He said he would gladly show the pope his account books and submit to any punishment if it could be proved that he had poorly administered the finances.
With a disdainful voice the pope said, “Think well on what you say because we have sufficient proof to convince us. Is it not true that in 1564 a monk passed by of our order, to whom you loaned four scudi, without getting it back? Isn’t that throwing away the income of your monastery?”
Father Saluti remembered this occasion twenty-one years in the past. “It is true, holy father, that I gave that monk four scudi, and I would have given him more if he had asked for it because he seemed to be a father of esteem, virtue, and worthy of every service, but then I found out he was a rascal, because he had made me an IOU in a phony name, and no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t find him.”
“Oh, good, don’t search for him any further,” the pope said, laughing hard, “because you will certainly not find him. And we can tell you that he is no rogue who remembers his old debts, and you should be happy that we will pay you his old debt for him.”
The pope asked him what the monk looked like. Saluti looked closely at Sixtus and seemed to recall that the monk had looked rather similar. He started shaking from head to toe because he had just called the pope a rascal. Trembling, Father Saluti said, “Your Holiness, I have to say that he bore a certain resemblance to you.”
The pope replied, “Since we bear a resemblance to that monk who benefited so from your generosity, it is high time that we begin to give you proof of our gratitude. You received that monk with so much courtesy that we want to receive you with the same courtesy.”2 Sixtus ordered Saluti to be lodged in the luxurious apartments of young Cardinal Montalto. He stayed there a month while the pope tried to discover what position would please him most. He finally made him a bishop with considerable revenues in the kingdom of Naples. And Pasquino cried that bishoprics in Rome were being sold at a good price, four scudi apiece.
Sixtus had done his best to balance the books in terms of debts he owed and debts owed to him, except, of course, for the elephant in the living room no one was mentioning. Yet when it came to punishing Francesco’s murderers, he was in a bit of a bind. He had repeatedly and publicly declared his pardon and chalked the whole unfortunate episode up to God’s will. But he firmly believed that a pontiff was required by God to render justice for old wrongs.
As eager as Sixtus was for vengeance, there was a part of him that unwillingly returned to that particular place of pain. He complained to Gregory’s nephew, Cardinal San Sisto, that the murder had been committed during his uncle’s reign and, despite his protests of pardon, the pope should have done something about it. “If your uncle had punished it, he would have saved me the pain and embarrassment of pursuing its authors, and I would not cry a second time over the death of a nephew whom I loved with such great tenderness.”3
Camilla, who had been pushing her brother for vengeance for four years, was delighted when he finally agreed. Though the former laundress was now a princess, living in a palace, with one grandson a cardinal and the other a prince, there was always someone missing at the dinner table. Paolo Giordano, Vittoria, Tarquinia, Marcello, and their gang of murderers must pay.
Brother Geremia of Udine, a spy of Grand Duke Francesco’s in Rome, wrote his boss, “The pope’s sister doesn’t do anything except spur him on to vengeance for her son that was killed… This sister of the pope is an old woman with a vindictive character who never forgets anything.”4
The Venetian ambassador wrote, “The pope is in great thought about what he must do because on the one hand he pardoned them when he was cardinal. On the other hand, he is moved by justice, and by the offices of his sister, who often cries over the death of her son.”5
Two of Paolo Giordano’s servants had been abandoned in Rome when he and Vittoria thundered out in April. One of them, the wardrobe master, was arrested in June for committing a crime. Another, a bottler, was found hanging around the duke’s Roman palace. Both were questioned about the murder of Francesco Peretti, and both spilled the beans about Paolo Giordano ordering the murder. The Venetian ambassador to Rome informed his Senate that they must plan how to respond if the pope sent them a request for Paolo Giordano’s extradition.
The pope wanted to read the interrogation records of the two servants; every word they uttered had been recorded by a court reporter. As soon as Sixtus started reading, he began to sob bitterly at his papal desk, tears running like rivers down his homely face. He read how Paolo Giordano Orsini had callously planned to ambush and murder Francesco. Relying on Francesco’s affection for him, Vittoria’s brother Marcello would summon him to the murder spot with a note asking for help. Had it never occurred to the revolting duke, to selfish Marcello, that this person to be so brutally butchered had a family who loved him, whose hearts would be broken forever?
Sixtus had not allowed himself to show grief immediately after the murder, perhaps not even in the privacy of his own bedroom, as he steeled himself for his convincing theatrical role of forgiving Christian. But now, reading the words before him, all the pain repressed for more than four years tumbled out. It was too much for him. His gnarled hands pushed the papers away, and he cried out that he didn’t want to read any more, and he never wanted to hear another word about it. But Francesco’s murder was like a virus thriving inside him; it would never really go away.
Courtiers hoping to win the pope’s favor asked him why he gave justice to other families but not to his own. They pointed out that Paolo Giordano Orsini had been guilty of many other crimes, including murders. While the pope could issue a pardon in the name of the Perettis, he could not issue it in the name of other bereaved families. It was a clever stratagem – personal revenge served up without technically being revenge. The pope decided to charge the duke in absentia for having aided Lodovico in killing Pope Gregory’s advisor, Vincenzo Vitelli. Witnesses were called; charges were filed; and the trial began.
In October, the pope’s guards rode to Bracciano and arrested a group of the duke’s friends and servants who had just arrived from Padua. According to an avvisi of October 30, these men were “very intimate favorites of Signor Paolo Giordano and served His Excellency as secretaries in all languages. It is the opinion that now a terrible edict is being created against that signor.”6 Three others were extradited from the republic of Lucca at the pope’s request, “among whom one person of account who knows all the secrets of Signor Paolo Giordano.”7
The gossip mill in Rome whispered that Cardinal de Medici and his brother the grand duke encouraged the pope to take the duchy of Bracciano away from Paolo Giordano as punishment for his crimes – especially the crime of marrying beneath him – and give it to his son, Virginio. The grand duke’s spy at the Vatican wrote, “The pope with secret thoughts… wants to deprive Signor Paolo Giordano of his duchy, and many say that the pope consults your Highness in this cause to invest Signor Virginio with the duchy.”8
In a cruel thrust aimed directly at Vittoria, the de Medicis further hoped to win the good graces of the pope by proposing a marriage between Virginio and Sixtus’s grandniece, Flavia Peretti, the child of Camilla’s deceased daughter Maria. The granddaughter of Camilla, whom Vittoria had scorned, would be the new duchess of Bracciano. Vittoria, the former duchess, would be exiled and insolvent. Having fought so hard and endured so much for four years, Vittoria risked being butted off her privileged perch by a twelve-year-old. But Sixtus was revolted at the idea of having Paolo Giordano as an in-law. He waved away the suggestion. Flavia, he said, was too young.
Cardinal de Medici began to fear that once the pope took possession of Bracciano, he would give it not to Virginio, but to his own grandnephew, Michele. Sixtus had carefully planned the future of Camilla’s two grandsons. Usually in a family with two boys, the elder would marry, and the younger go into the Church. But Sixtus knew that an eight-year-old cardinal nephew would be far more ridiculous than a fourteen-year-old cardinal nephew, so the older boy donned the scarlet robes. While many pontiffs cleaned out the papal treasury to buy duchies for their relatives, Sixtus used his own salary to purchase small principalities for Prince Michele to allow him to live honorably after the pope’s death.
But the large, wealthy duchy of Bracciano was worth far more than all the other lands of little Michele put together. If the pope gave it to his grandnephew, Michele would instantly become one of the most important barons in Italy. Cardinal de Medici was on pins and needles lest the duchy go out of the family. On November 10, 1585, he staged a large hunt around Bracciano, a ruse to introduce a hundred well-armed soldiers to defend the castle from papal forces if necessary.
The contention over Bracciano was just one of many problems that would conveniently disappear if the duke were to die before the trial was over. Virginio would immediately inherit the duchy to the satisfaction of the de Medicis. Lodovico Orsini, horrified at any dishonor staining the family name, was apoplectic at the thought of Paolo Giordano being found guilty of murder, and a guilty verdict would not be delivered to a dead man. Pope Sixtus, too, stood to reap great advantage by the duke’s demise coming sooner rather than later; he would not have to wreak public vengeance on a man he had pardoned.
* * *
On Wednesday, November 13, the duke had difficulty breathing, the flesh on his massive chest weighing heavily on his sodden lungs. His doctors bled his arm and ordered him not to eat anything for several hours, as “the violence of his illness was caused by the great abundance of crude humors, which could only be subdued by abstinence.”9 Naturally, the recommendation of abstinence was not well received by the duke.
“As soon as the doctors left the room, he wanted to eat and drink as usual, there being no one who dared to contradict him. After eating he repented of it immediately and had such a serious flux of mucus in his throat that he lost consciousness, and two hours before sunset he also lost his life.”10 Vittoria had been sitting in the room listening to his labored breathing. Suddenly, she realized it had stopped. She shrieked.
According to one contemporary, as Vittoria gazed on her husband’s corpse, she realized the brief glory of her life as a duchess was over forever, and the Peretti family, which she had always scorned as being far beneath her socially, “was now rising to greater and greater happiness,” according to a relatione.11
Had it all been for nothing?
She grabbed a pistol in the duke’s room and tried to load it to shoot herself in the head, but her servants prevented it. One of them ran out of the room to hide the gun, while others got thick ropes and tied her hands.



Chapter 23
The War of the Furniture
My inheritance has become to me like a lion in the forest.
She roars at me; therefore I hate her. Has not my inheritance become to
me like a speckled bird of prey that other birds of prey surround and
attack? Go and gather all the wild beasts; bring them to devour.
–Jeremiah 12:8-9
“He passed to the other life with some suspicion of poison,” according to one contemporary report of Paolo Giordano’s death.1
Indeed, many whispered that the grand duke and the pope had conspired to poison him. Bent under the weight of pork chops as he was, rotting from the inside out, the duke had clearly been a dying man. Yet, his ox-like constitution could possibly have dragged on a few more months. Had his gangrenous carcass finally, with a heaving groan, succumbed to the deadly doses of steak and cake and given up of its own accord? Or had his lumbering mass been gently pushed over the edge by a little something in his wine?
“The death of Signor Paolo Giordano,” reported one avvisi, “for a legion of reasons, could not have come at a more convenient time.”2
Having recovered from her burst of suicidal desperation, Vittoria dried her tears, sat down at her desk, and wrote a begging missive to Bianca Cappello, grand duchess of Tuscany.
To the most Serene Signora and my most respected lady,

Because I am obliged to inform your most serene Highness, as my lady and signora, of every piece of news, even though I am certain it will displease you infinitely, nonetheless because of my debt to you I must inform you of the unexpected loss that I have had today of my lord consort, and most illustrious and excellent lord duke. I hope that your Excellency has compassion for my troubles, and I supplicate you, with every affection of my heart, to deign to protect my affairs… I pray God, who has been pleased to afflict me with this incomparable loss, to give to your most serene Highness every sort of great happiness.

From Salò, November 13, 15853

There would be no answer. Vittoria also wrote letters to the dukes of Ferrara and Urbino, to the Senate of the Venetian Republic, and to Cardinal Farnese – employer of her brother Flaminio and enemy of the de Medicis – informing them of her husband’s death and asking for their protection.
In her flurry of correspondence in the hours immediately following her husband’s death, Vittoria did not write to Lodovico. This was because she and Marcello had conspired to hide the furniture, which they knew Lodovico would claim for Virginio, and hoped to get it as far away as possible before he found out. When the duke died, the wagons had been on the way from Padua to Salò. Marcello sent a rider to inform the drivers to turn around and take the road for Chioggia, fifteen miles from Venice at the southern tip of the Venetian lagoon. There the items would be loaded onto a ship and taken south to Pesaro. From there they would be taken to a secret destination, where the Orsinis couldn’t get their hands on them.
But one of Paolo Giordano’s servants wrote to Lodovico to inform him of his cousin’s death. The Sicilian Patrizio, who hated Vittoria as a social climber trying to siphon off Orsini patrimony was appalled that she hadn’t let Lodovico know immediately. Lodovico received the letter at four hours past sunset on Friday, November 15.
According to Francesco Filelfo, Lodovico’s secretary “Signor Lodovico sent this news post-haste by courier to the most excellent Signor Virginio in Florence, giving an account of the event to the most serene grand duke and the most illustrious Cardinal de Medici, to whom he wrote to ask what approach would be the best to take. The following morning, for the dignity of the death of so signal a personage, and to make sure that the furniture of that lord, which was of notable value, did not meet a bad end, Signor Lodovico resolved to go in person to Saló for his obligation to the family, and for the particular affection he had for Signor Virginio, and to look after everything until the messenger returned from Florence.”4
Lodovico had missed the funeral, held earlier that day, to which Vittoria hadn’t invited him. Paolo Giordano had been carted across the little road that passed by the Saló palace and buried in the Church of the Capuchins in a specially made, extra-wide coffin. Most people were buried the day after death, but Paolo Giordano was buried two days afterward, probably because they couldn’t jam him into a regular casket and needed an entire day to fashion one to fit. Vittoria hoped to move him to the Basilica of Loreto at some point in the future, once the Orsini chapel had been built there.
At dawn on the morning of November 16, Lodovico left Padua for Salò, ostensibly to give his condolences to Vittoria, but really to start carting the furniture away. En route he ran into a messenger bearing him another letter from Patrizio, stating that Vittoria and Marcello had sent off the duke’s valuable furniture to hide it from him. Lodovico was livid. He sent Filelfo on a fast horse to Chioggia to meet with the mayor and explain that the duke’s rightful heir was being robbed of his inheritance. Filelfo did so, but the items had not yet arrived. The mayor set watches on the roads into the city.
Lodovico galloped toward Salò and met Vittoria’s carriage on the road. She was leaving the sad, beautiful palace of death and returning to Padua. Lodovico accompanied her on the return trip, galloping beside her as a most unwelcome companion. He informed her that he would have the furniture sent from Chioggia to Padua, where it would be placed in escrow until the court could ascertain its rightful owner.
Vittoria agreed to the escrow and gave Lodovico a copy of the will. Looking it over, Lodovico saw just how much money Paolo Giordano had left her, but he remained unperturbed, believing she would never get it. According to one contemporary source, Lodovico “negated [the will] for his suspicions that such cases suggested feminine arts, when women find themselves the bosses of the will of aged lovers.”5 He was much more concerned with the mobili and saw to his relief that the will did not give her the duke’s furniture, jewelry, and other items, though it mentioned a codicil which she had not attached.
When Vittoria emerged from her carriage at the Palazzo Foscari, it is likely that she carried her jewelry boxes inside with her as ladies kept such valuables close at hand when traveling. To her great annoyance, no sooner did she set them down than Lodovico began rifling through them, but “it didn’t seem to him that he found the quality and quantity of jewels that he thought he would find at the death of Signor Paolo.” Vittoria must have surmised that Lodovico would try to steal her jewels and had probably hidden the best pieces. Women in danger of losing their valuables often sewed them into the linings of their clothing, or in the hems of their skirts.
Lodovico couldn’t exactly start ripping her dress off, though the thought must have occurred to him, but he did lecture her sternly. “He got into a quarrel with the widow Accorambona, warning her that for the service of Signor Don Virginio, and of the family, to whom she was so obligated, she should give him all the jewels which she had received from the deceased signor, in whatever manner she had received them.”6
Vittoria may have hidden the jewelry, but she would have a harder time stuffing armoires, silver platters, and wall tapestries up her skirts. And whatever Vittoria had up her sleeve, it couldn’t be the dead duke’s horses and carriages. Lodovico assumed that he could easily take possession of the furniture, which would be guarded by the authorities until he had proved his legal case.
On November 21, the items finally arrived in Chioggia. The mayor turned the wagons around once again and sent them with an armed guard to Padua. Vittoria wrote a letter to the mayor of Padua agreeing to the sequestration of the furniture until she could send a notarized copy of the will and codicil.
But Lodovico had tasks to perform other than fighting over the will, tasks to honor the departed. He arranged for Vittoria’s servants to dress in mourning, which meant buying black cloth and having outfits hastily sewn. Black cloth was draped over all mirrors, tables, and doors in her Paduan palace. Satisfied with himself, he wrote to Virginio and the cardinal, letting them know he had honorably provided for mourning. He also sent them copies of the will and boasted that as far as the furniture was concerned, they had nothing to fear.
While Paolo Giordano’s will was Vittoria’s most valuable possession, it could also spell her own sudden demise if the fury of the de Medicis and Orsinis reached a fever peak. Her brother Ottavio, the bishop of Fossombrone, feared the will was not a windfall so much as a possible tragedy for her. He wrote her prophetically, “Evil oppresses me, and I am terrified of worse.”7
Vittoria, too, must have been worried. Again, she tried to line up the protection of the powerful. On November 22, she wrote once more to Bianca Cappello:
I have returned to Padua to the same palace that the most excellent lord my husband had taken for his residence, from where it seemed I should make reverence to your most serene Highness, letting you know that at Salò I have left all my joy, having deposited that blessed corpse of my signor with as much honor as possible in the Church of the Capuchins. On this occasion I beg you to take me under your protection, which I have asked you other times. And reverently I kiss your hands.8

On the same day she wrote the duke of Urbino:

To the most Serene and Revered Lord,

After having buried that blessed corpse of his Excellency, my lord, and having done it with the most honor possible, I went to Padua the next day where I find myself awaiting some order from your Highness, and it seemed I should give you this news out of my duty. I ask you again, with every affection of the heart, to protect me and my affairs, which your Excellency has always said that you would do for me. I humbly kiss your hands.

From Padua, November 22, 1585.9

Though Vittoria had hoped for protection from Bianca Cappello and the duke of Urbino, she was counting on the good will of the Venetian Senate, renowned for protecting the downtrodden, the hunted, and the unfortunate. Ambassadors waving warrants from the most powerful princes in Europe were often received with a yawn and a shrug as the lion of Saint Mark fearlessly shielded Europe’s outcasts under his enormous wings.
Vittoria wrote a heartbreaking letter to the Senate, “in which she depicted the miserable dangers of her youth and solitude, expressing her firm hope in the magnanimity of Venice as the only salvation for the abandoned.”10 It was a letter designed to win their favor.
Strangely, she also wrote the pope. If all else failed, perhaps she could rely on his former avuncular tenderness if she declared her intention to become a nun. She had always been a devout Catholic, confessing and taking communion frequently, fasting and praying. The events of the past four years must have exhausted her, and perhaps she would find peace inside convent walls. Certainly, having renounced wealth and the world, she would no longer be a threat to the de Medicis and Orsinis.
The governor of Rome, Mariano Pierbenedetti, whom Sixtus would make a cardinal in 1589, was a good friend of Camilla’s. He told a relatione author that “Accoramboni, finding herself after the death of her husband between the difficulties of the present and the fear of the future, or pushed by necessity, or touched by God… thought of retiring to a convent in Rome to lead a religious life.” But convents required an admission fee of a few hundred scudi, and “because she was not rich, as others imagined, but finding she did not have the means to move, or provide for herself, she took the chance of confiding her needs to the pope, whose greatness of spirit she had more than once recognized. She wrote to him of her idea and asked him to give her 500 scudi.”
Surprisingly, “The pope was happy at this news and replied that he would give her as much help as she needed, commanding that she be sent 500 scudi.”
Why would Sixtus, the brutally just sword of God, give money to Vittoria to enter a convent? Perhaps he thought she had not known about the murder plans and had only flirted with the duke out of her love of finery. After Francesco’s murder, it was likely her ambitious family had pushed her hard into the duke’s open arms. Even if he did believe her guilty to some degree, Sixtus, who always had a sweet spot for her, may have hoped she could find redemption by devoting the rest of her life to God.
But when Camilla heard the news, she was horrified that Sixtus was going to aid the murderer of her son. “Camilla, whose heart had never been healed of the wound the death had caused, was not pleased at the pope’s liberality to bring to Rome the person whose proximity could renew the pain she felt at losing her son.”11
Frowning at his sister’s protests, the pope said, “If this poor girl, who has recognized her sins and repented of them, wants to return here to serve God, how can we, who are his Vicar, refuse to help her? We want at all costs to help her.”12 And so, even if it had all been for nothing, Vittoria would be assured of at least one path to safety if she didn’t end up getting the furniture.
The de Medicis, frustrated about the furniture stuck in escrow, had a back-up plan as well. Temporarily stymied in Venice, they could make sure that the Accorambonis had no access to valuables closer to home. Cardinal de Medici had heard that Paolo Giordano had given Vittoria jewels and other valuables when he first whisked her from Rome to his villa at Magnanapoli a few days after Francesco’s murder. She had deposited these items with her sister Massimilla in the Tor de Specchi convent; religious houses often served as safe deposit boxes because nuns rarely stole anything. At the cardinal’s request, Sixtus put these items in escrow for the time being. No Orsini and no Accoramboni could lay their hands on them. The pope said he didn’t want so much as “a metal screw to leave the convent.”13
A notary, Gian Domenico de Rossi, went to the convent on November 22 with the pope’s order. There he found “three fir boxes to hold glasses,” “two boxes of carved walnut,” and a “convent armoire containing things of the Signora Vittoria, and finally a writing desk.”14 The notary placed his seal on everything.
Lodovico had obtained from Vittoria a copy of the duke’s will and forwarded it to Francesco de Medici. Studying the document, the grand duke was horrified. It was a will, he wrote his brother, the cardinal, on November 26, “in which will be seen so many extravagances that it is clear how much that woman knew to do. But you would do a great service to Virginio if you could find a means so that his Holiness would declare this obligation null and void by the prohibition that Gregory made against them marrying, and for the murder of her husband which, when it is proven that it was done by order of Signor Paolo, the law will declare that she cannot be his wife. Finally, this legacy is so damaging to Virginio that it must be well considered, and every effort must be made to annul it.”15
The grand duke also wrote a letter to Sixtus which Cardinal de Medici personally handed to him. “Your Holiness will have learned of the death of Paolo Giordano,” Francesco began, “and his will that is so damaging to Virginio, his son and my nephew who, if he is not embraced by the great goodness of your Holiness, I do not see how he will overcome all the burdens left him by his indiscrete father.”16
The cardinal pointed out to Sixtus that poor Virginio was starting out his adult life crushed by his father’s debts. His estate had almost no cash and was mired in dozens of lawsuits with powerful adversaries. Now he would need to give Vittoria 100,000 scudi cash. The boy needed the pope’s help and protection.
Again, the pope did not wish to appear vengeful. Perhaps another reason for his reluctance to negate the will was his old fondness for Vittoria. Seeing the pope’s hesitation, the cardinal once more pushed the idea of a marriage between Virginio and Flavia Peretti. If the pope agreed to the marriage, surely he would want Virginio and his grandniece to have the dead duke’s entire estate, without giving the murderess Vittoria a huge chunk. There were also advantages for the Peretti family as such a match would ensure them powerful connections long after the pope’s death. Sixtus, who had shuddered at the thought of being related to Paolo Giordano, was more inclined to the marriage now that the grotesque duke was out of the way.
But Camilla was still adamantly opposed to it. She wanted nothing to do with the family of the man who had murdered her beloved Francesco. Plus she was hoping for a royal marriage for Flavia. Catherine de Medici, queen mother of France, had made her illustrious match to the French prince when she was a papal niece. Why should Flavia settle for anything less? Aware of Camilla’s resistance, Cardinal de Medici requested that Francesco send the boy to Rome to win the pope’s favor.
While negotiations were being made for the future duchess of Bracciano, in her sumptuous Paduan palace the former one received condolence visits from government officials and their wives, along with the local nobility. On November 22, her youngest brother, Flaminio, arrived in Padua from Rome to cheer her up. Flaminio, who had served as a page in the court of Cardinal Farnese, was a sensitive young man who hated violence and loved to play the lute. Cardinal Santorio wrote that Flaminio was the only member of the Accoramboni family who was a decent human being. Not so her other brother, Marcello, who, as if the family were not embroiled in enough intrigues, had murdered yet again.
A servant of his named Moricone wanted to leave Marcello’s service and first asked him for some money that he had loaned him. Marcello refused to give it. As the Ave Maria bells rang out just after sunset on December 1, Marcello’s servants fired guns at Moricone as he walked in the street outside Vittoria’s palace. He lay on the ground wounded as Marcello swaggered up and dispatched him with a sword. Flaminio ran towards the screams with a lantern and was horrified by what he found.
Paduan authorities asked Lodovico for permission to punish the murderers, as at the moment he was the head of the Orsini family in Padua and responsible for Vittoria’s affairs. Lodovico gave his permission gladly. But by then Marcello and his men had hidden themselves in a convent.
Lodovico was eager to see Marcello executed for murder. It was Marcello, when he first moved to Bracciano in 1580, who pointed out his sister’s charms to the duke. It was Marcello who murdered her husband so she could marry Paolo Giordano. Marcello elbowed Lodovico out of the way and become Paolo Giordano’s right-hand man. Marcello, a minor nobleman in a family of too many sons, had edged out a noble Orsini. Now greedy Marcello had tried to hide the valuable furniture in order to steal it.
Lodovico was a dangerous enemy with powerful friends. He was evidently concocting a plot with the grand duke of Tuscany to do someone bodily harm. On December 6, Lodovico gave a certain Signor Prospero a letter for Francesco that ended, “Signor Prospero will also confer with your Highness on some of my thoughts concerning the particulars of which I did not want to write your Highness because it seemed I shouldn’t entrust them to paper. However, your Highness will hear them from Signor Prospero, and if you will make me worthy of telling me what you think, you will find that I will make every effort to put it into execution.”17
More frightening was the letter Lodovico sent on December 10 to Liverotto Paolucci, the man he had hired to kill Vincenzo Vitelli two years earlier: “God aid you in what I will do. I don’t want songs anymore. It is said that Marcello goes away by road. It will be good to do this service (or better, according to the other lesson, but I will see what needs to be done when I come, and I will do it. Wait for me.) Burn this letter.”18 Clearly, Lodovico was planning to kill Marcello and possibly someone else as well.
But there were other, more practical matters to attend to. Lodovico wrote Cardinal de Medici asking for instructions on reducing the dead duke’s famiglia, a word used not only for family for also for servants and retainers. It was expensive to pay so many employees, he explained, and he wanted to know what he should do with them. He also needed guidance on what to do with the furniture once he obtained possession of it.
While waiting impatiently for a reply, Lodovico was furious to learn that Vittoria had in her possession the duke’s most sacred object, the ring of Saint Bridget, which had a tiny piece of the Swedish saint’s clothing under glass. Bridget had visited Rome in 1350 where she befriended the knight Latino Orsini and healed him and his son of illness. Lodovico insisted that the ring, a talisman of good fortune for the Orsini family for more than two centuries, should go immediately to Virginio. Vittoria didn’t want the ring; it was an ugly old thing with a moldy piece of cloth inside, but she was certainly not going to give it to the interfering Lodovico. Virginio could have it, she said, if he wrote her personally asking for it. Virginio accordingly wrote, and Vittoria sent him the ring.
Lodovico visited Vittoria frequently to discuss the estate, and she always seemed pleasant to him. One day, wreathing her poison in smiles, she told him of the codicil giving her all the furniture, but she didn’t show it to him. Lodovico told Filelfo, “She pretends also to have a document written in the hand of the signor which gives her all the furniture and things, as was cited in the will.”19
On December 13, Lodovico wrote again to the grand duke expressing astonishment that he had not received letters from him or Virginio, and begging him to send him “a resolute order of what we need to do with this family estate of Signor Paolo.”20
That same day, Lodovico received instructions from the grand duke to pay off Paolo Giordano’s servants who wanted to leave. The others should go to Bracciano, where they would be employed by Virginio. The older ones, in particular, were to be looked after. “To Signora Vittoria Accoramboni, tell her for our part that she can believe that we are very unhappy for the loss she has suffered, but it being the will of God, it is right to accommodate herself as a Christian and with patience. Since her brothers are with her, she can take whatever resolution and path she wants. If she desires to go to Bracciano, which would perhaps be best, she will find Signor Virginio there, and she can negotiate with him and hope for everything fair and pleasant.”21
Clearly, Bracciano did not offer Vittoria everything fair and pleasant. She had never met her stepson, who had been groomed by his uncles to detest her. If she were foolish enough to visit the castle, it is likely that she, too, would have died suddenly after eating something.
“With regards to the possessions of the duke,” Francesco continued, “sell the useless ones, or those that are too heavy to move, keeping and taking to Florence the precious items and the best horses and carriages.”22 He informed Lodovico that Paolo Giordano had kept money in a desk which he should use to repay himself for his expenses.
On December 13, Vittoria wrote one last imploring letter to Bianca Cappello:
I have many times written to your most serene Highness of my affairs, and I have not had a reply. I desire to always remain in your grace and protection. To demonstrate to you how much I am your most affectionate servant, I once more ask you to account me as such, as I offer you this great affection with all my heart. Kissing your hands without end, I pray God that he keep your Highness in all happiness.

Having signed the letter, she added a postscript. “I beg your Highness to console me in so much affliction and tribulation, and to hold me under your protection and favor me on all occasions as your most humble servant.”23
But Vittoria must have known that protection would probably not come from that quarter. She hired Italy’s top lawyer, Marcantonio Pellegrino, to help her with her husband’s estate. She showed him what she had not dared to show Lodovico, the codicil mentioned in Paolo Giordano’s will that listed the furniture and other items she was to inherit.
Lodovico was beside himself to hear that Vittoria had hired a lawyer to fight him in court. He sent a letter to Filelfo, who had gone to Venice to work with the authorities there on Virginio’s behalf. “He wrote me that Signora Vittoria had changed the cards in her hand,” Filelfo reported, “not fulfilling her promises to him, but that he hoped with the means of the law to prevent himself from being cheated.”24
On December 14, Pellegrino presented himself as Vittoria’s lawyer to the mayor of Padua, Andrea Bernardo, and pointed to the sentence in the duke’s will where he mentioned a document of donation. Then he presented the document signed by Paolo Giordano and written in the hand of the notary Tiberio Valento. Unfortunately, Valento had left the republic and could not attest to having written it at the duke’s instigation, nor to having seen him sign it.
The codicil confirmed that all of the items in the Tor de Specchi convent belonged to Vittoria. Although she had already given it to Virginio, the ring of Saint Bridget could remain in her possession until her death. And finally, Vittoria should inherit “all gold, silver, jewels, and other furniture that I will buy during the time I am outside of Rome and my estates… Moreover, in the case that I die outside Rome or my duchy, I give all the gold, silver, and other furniture that I will have taken there with me.”25
In Vittoria’s name, the lawyer demanded from the mayor all of the duke’s mobili that were in the republic. To make sure that the signature on the codicil was not a forgery, the mayor visited the duke’s remaining servants and showed them the document. They swore that the signature was genuine. Then Bernardo ruled that Vittoria should get back all the furniture that she had tried to ship out at Chioggia. True to its reputation, the republic of Venice was standing up for the underdog. Here was a beautiful, tragic, young widow, fighting the power of the de Medicis, the Orsinis, and possibly the pope for some furniture. The Venetian Republic was on her side.
Lodovico was flabbergasted to learn that Vittoria would be getting the mobili. He had already boasted to the grand duke, the cardinal, and Virginio of his cleverness in snatching it back from her and had assured them he would obtain it soon. Now he looked like an idiot. He arranged for Vittoria to post a small bond for the furniture, in case the decision was overturned. But that looked unlikely.
On December 17, he fired off another missive to Filelfo. “Thursday morning,” the secretary reported, “I received another letter in which he told me that Signora Vittoria had by means of the law won all of Signor Paolo Giordano’s furniture by virtue of a note of donation made to her by Signor Paolo. Signor Lodovico claimed that this was forged due to many reasons, and that against this judicial act he could not do anything else except to force her to give security for these items. But he was not entirely satisfied, it seeming to him that he had been made a fool of by a woman, and he asked if I knew another path of justice to take these things from her.”26
Now it was Lodovico’s turn to hire a lawyer in Venice, a certain Falagnosta whom Filelfo visited with all pertinent documents. After examining them, Falagnosta told Filelfo that Vittoria had a strong case. Lodovico wrote back that Vittoria was not the duke’s wife and therefore could not inherit. He also cast aspersions on the document of donation. The duke’s signature, though genuine, meant nothing. Before Lodovico went to Venice, Paolo Giordano had given him several sheets of paper which were blank except for his signature at the bottom. Lodovico could fill in the sheets with the text he deemed necessary in case of an emergency. Perhaps Vittoria had obtained such a signed sheet of blank paper and had a trusted friend or servant pretend to be the notary.
Why else, Lodovico asked, was the body of the codicil not written in the duke’s hand, as his entire will was, but written by Tiberio Valento, who had disappeared? Why had Vittoria not shown it to him earlier, when she had handed him a copy of the will? Why had she handed over Saint Bridget’s ring for Virginio when the document stated she could keep it? The document must be a very recent forgery.
Lodovico didn’t consider that Paolo Giordano, having composed the will, had probably been too tired and sick to write another lengthy document later that day and had asked Valento to do so. Valento then departed Venice on a trip he had planned for some time, without leaving a forwarding address. It is possible that Vittoria, when she first met with Lodovico to discuss the furniture, hadn’t shown him the codicil because she wasn’t ready to reveal her full hand until she had consulted with lawyers. And lastly, she didn’t really want Saint Bridget’s ring and thought it should go immediately to her stepson.
All Filelfo could do was to obtain from Falagnosta “a letter from him directed to the mayor of Padua, requesting that [the mobili] be deposited in escrow.”27 But the mayor denied this request. On Friday, December 20, Filelfo returned to Padua from Venice after having spoken to a lawyer there. On the road, he ran into several of Lodovico’s bandits who had been banished from Venice for breaking into shops earlier that day. They asked if they could stay in Padua with Lodovico, and Filelfo agreed. Such bravados would come in handy fighting the Turks in Corfu, and Lodovico was preparing to leave as soon as he had the furniture situation sorted out.
On Saturday morning, Filelfo and the group of thugs who had tagged along with him arrived at Lodovico’s Contarini Palace in Padua. Beside himself about the furniture, Lodovico instructed his secretary to speak personally to Mayor Bernardo. But the mayor was unavailable. Filelfo went again on the morning of December 22, and was told to return later that afternoon.
Meanwhile, Lodovico, hand on his sword hilt, swashbuckled his way into Vittoria’s palace for a showdown. According to one contemporary, “This signor, a youth of about twenty-five, was said to hate in secret the Signora Vittoria Corambona, and wanted to steal from her, as many said, the horses and the jewels left her by the most illustrious signor Orsini her husband. He went on Sunday, December 22, 1585, to find her where she lived. And she informed him with sweet words that she intended to keep for herself the furnishings that her lord husband had liberally given her in his will, and that she would sell some of them, and give a portion of the money to Signor Lodovico in lieu of what her husband would have given him.”
Paolo Giordano had arranged to give Lodovico a quarterly stipend, and his widow was now offering to pay him part or all of it for the following year. But Lodovico was not pleased at being patronized by Vittoria. He didn’t want the stipend; he wanted the furniture, which was far more valuable. Moreover, his honor was bound up in the tables and chairs, the horses, and jewelry, as he had promised the de Medicis that he would obtain them.
The chronicler continued, “Their conversation being cut off by certain gentlemen coming to visit, she retired to her chamber, but Signor Lodovico remained in the room, where it was heard that he angrily said many strange and injurious words about her, with many threats, and left her, and considered and discussed with his men what they could do.”28
Filelfo bounced back to the mayor, who saw him only briefly. “Having explained my desires,” he wrote, “he replied that justice would not be lacking for anyone, and I should return the following morning at the usual hour for audiences. I told this to Signor Lodovico, who replied, ‘Now is a good hour,’ and nothing more.”29
Lodovico had lost patience.



Chapter 24
The Death of Beauty
They will draw their swords against your beauty and
 wisdom and pierce your shining splendor.
– Ezekiel 28:7
Women were usually immune from the violence of men. While men happily bludgeoned one another’s brains out in the name of honor, their women remained unscathed, beating their breasts on the sidelines. They were seen as beings of little intelligence and no ability to defend themselves – hardly a worthy opponent to a courageous fighting man. Hurting them brought the victimizer dishonor instead of honor, rather like kicking a helpless cripple or beating an elderly toothless dog.
After his brief and fruitless meeting with the mayor of Padua on the afternoon of December 22, Filelfo returned to Lodovico’s palace and dilly-dallied the evening away with some of the other men. At least, that is what he wrote some time later while sitting in a jail cell. “I stayed with one or the other gentlemen in the various rooms until we ate supper as usual. The tables being removed, everyone retired to the rooms, some to the fire, and some to watch the gambling.”1
Somehow Filelfo failed to notice that around seven p.m. almost forty of the men, according to a relatione, disguised themselves “with fake beards and armed themselves with guns, pistols, and other weapons, and went to the palazzo of Signora Vittoria Corramboni, where she lived with her brother, without anyone suspecting anything.”2
Two of Paolo Giordano’s servants who hated Vittoria, Furio Savorgnano of Udine and Domenico di Citta di Castello, had agreed to open a back door to let the assassins in. Only eight of the men entered; the others kept watch in the surrounding streets, ready to prevent any visitors from entering the palace.
Upstairs, Vittoria was draped in widow’s weeds from head to toe, preparing for the feast of Saint Vittoria, her patron saint, which started at sunset. Saint Vittoria had been a Christian martyr and virgin who refused to marry a pagan during the persecutions of Emperor Decian in 250 A.D. Her frustrated would-be husband turned her into authorities as a Christian, and an executioner stabbed her through the heart. Six days later, it was said, the executioner suddenly died, God’s punishment for murdering the beautiful girl. In past years, Vittoria had celebrated the day as a birthday with parties and gifts. But this year, there would be no celebrations. In front of her private altar, in a small chamber off her bedroom, she walked in circles carrying a crown for the saint, reciting prayers. Then she placed the crown on the altar, knelt, and prayed before a tall ivory crucifix.
The sun set early on that, the longest, darkest night of the year. Vittoria’s altar was lit by candelabra, which flickered in the draft, casting strange shadows on the walls.
Flaminio was sitting on her bed, picking out a sad religious tune on his lute. The bedroom, too, was partially lit by the warm soft glow of candles, as well as the crackling fire in the hearth. But those areas furthest from the candles and the fire were sunk in utter darkness.
Near the door to the ballroom sat a servant named Brancaccio. One of the masked men silently slipped into the bedroom and held a dagger to Brancaccio’s throat to keep him quiet. From the shadows, a ruffian named Splandiano Adami aimed a pistol at Flaminio and shot but missed. The youth, hearing the noise, looked up, threw down his lute and began to run toward his sister in the chapel.
As he approached the door, another shot was fired, and this time the bullet ripped through his shoulder. He dropped to his knees, howling in pain, and dragged himself towards Vittoria, who looked over and saw three men stalking her wounded brother. Splandiano Adami and Paganello Ubaldi seized her. Tolomeo Visconti of Recanati held a knife above her and hissed, “Now you need to die. Behold the reward of your iniquity.”3
Knowing she could not escape, Vittoria begged for time to confess her sins; in such moments, even confessing to one’s murderer was considered good enough to lift the stain of sin from the departing soul. But in reply one man sliced her bodice down the middle. Vittoria cried that she pardoned them for the great sin they were about to commit. “I want to die dressed,” she declared, wriggling her arms free from the assassins’ grip and throwing them across her breasts.4
But the two men grabbed her arms and pinned them down again, while Tolomeo Visconti gazed for a moment at the breasts that had bewitched a duke. Then he positioned his dagger above what he judged to be her heart and stabbed her. “Jesus,” she cried as the assassin plunged it in and withdrew it repeatedly. “Jesus.”
It had all been for this.
“Does it stick you in the heart?” he asked, gloating. “Answer me, does it stick you in the heart?”5 He stopped stabbing her when she didn’t move anymore, and his companions let the body fall to the ground in front of the altar.
Vanity of vanities, saith the Preacher, vanity of vanities, all is vanity. What profit hath a man of all his labor which he taketh under the sun?
The three assassins ran to the wretched sobs of Flaminio. While his sister was being murdered, the wounded youth had dragged himself under her bed. The murderers pricked him with their daggers as sport, laughing at his shrieks of pain. Not as courageous as his sister, the boy cried and begged for mercy. They shot him through the mattress, then dragged him out and stabbed him repeatedly. Authorities would later count seventy-four separate wounds.
The murderers then sought for Marcello, looking under beds and in cabinets, calling for him threateningly, but without success. He was still hiding with his men in the convent, knowing the authorities wanted to arrest him for the murder of his servant earlier in the month. If he and his gang of bravados, always armed to the teeth, had been living with Vittoria, they might very well have saved her and Flaminio.
The murderers began rifling through drawers and cabinets, pocketing small valuables. A cry came from the courtyard outside. Pignatella! Little pot. It was the code word for departure and meant that somebody was coming down the street. Before leaving the palace, the murderers commanded Baldassare Muti, Vittoria’s chief butler, to take care of the duke’s furniture for which they were accountable to the grand duke. And then they slipped out the way they had come in.
A servant of Paolo Giordano’s still serving Vittoria, Scipione Longo, had been in the palace when the murders took place. He hadn’t recognized any of the masked men. When they left, he ran breathlessly to Lodovico’s palace two blocks away with news of the crime. Lodovico showed no surprise and instructed Scipione to take the news to the rectors, the city councilmen.
Lodovico summoned Filelfo. “I was called,” the secretary wrote, “into the room of the signor, where there were many gentlemen of the house, and the signor said to me, ‘Did you hear the news?’ and I replied, ‘What news?’ And he said, ’Scipione Longo has just been here and says that some masked men entered the house of Signora Vittoria and killed her and Flaminio and searched for Marcello but didn’t find him.’ I was shocked and said that it would be good to go to the police. Lodovico replied that Scipione had already gone. The conversation was about this event until it was time to sleep, and I went to my lodging.”6
The rectors, many of whom had been roused as they were preparing for bed, were horrified to hear the tale. “At four hours past sunset the most illustrious signor rectors heard of this atrocious crime,” wrote one contemporary. “The signor mayor went at four hours past sunset to the most illustrious signor captain [Padua’s top military official], and they sent immediately letters post haste to the most serene prince of Venice [the doge], explaining the crime.”7
They knew who was behind the murders. Lodovico and his army of hardened ruffians would not peacefully turn themselves in. The rectors gave orders to the canoneers and soldiers to present themselves at city hall early the next morning and to keep the city gates closed so Lodovico could not escape.
Then the mayor and the rectors went to the Foscari Palace, pushing their way through the throngs in the street who had heard of the carnage. On the ground floor they called together the servants and interrogated them. Some were hauled off for further questioning as it became clear that somebody had opened a door for the assassins.
Holding their lanterns aloft, the officers tiptoed up the enormous staircase. Shining their lamps this way and that, they saw that the rooms had been rifled, the desks and wardrobes opened and emptied, with clothing and papers scattered all over the floor.
The group quietly crossed the ballroom, then turned to enter Vittoria’s bedroom. They saw a dark heap of something on the floor. It was Flaminio, riddled with gunshot and stab wounds, the laughing youth who had been reduced in minutes to butcher’s offal. Groaning and crossing themselves, the men went into the little chamber at the back of the bedroom. There was the altar, the crown of Saint Vittoria on a red velvet pillow in front of the crucifix. Beside it were candlesticks coated with hard white droplets from the candles, which were guttering low in pools of wax.
Vittoria, face down, was stretched out like a sacrificial offering at the base of the altar. They rolled her over. She was stiff as a board and white as a sheet, her bodice ripped asunder, the shreds of velvet and her breasts caked with dried blood. Beneath her a pond of blackened blood spread out across the floor.
They waited for sunrise to attend to the bodies. There was no money to pay for a funeral, indeed, no family member around whom they could even ask for money. As the cold, distant sun rose over a misty Padua, the officers obtained two wide planks to use as stretchers to carry the bodies. They hoisted Vittoria, her body sticking to the rubbery puddle of blood on the floor, onto one, and Flaminio, his guts and brains falling out of his monstrous wounds, onto the other, and carried them to the Church of the Ermetani across the street. Given the sensational manner of the deaths, and the fact that one victim was a duchess, crowds pushed to see the bloody bodies, particularly Vittoria’s mangled breasts. The curious wept and groaned for compassion for the brother and sister cut down at such a young age.
Trying to save the city of Padua money, the officers bought the cheapest coffin possible from the monks and jammed both bodies into it. Then, as the distant midwinter sun started to slide towards the horizon on that cold afternoon, and the gravedigger dug a hole just outside the church, the monks lit tapers at all four ends of the coffin and chanted psalms. “At sunset they put the coffin in the church in an earthly sepulcher, without any other funeral pomp,” wrote a relatione author, “because those of their household having run off in great terror, they could find no one who dared to attend the service.”8
Cardinal de Medici was the first person in Rome to hear news of Vittoria’s murder. He raced breathlessly into the papal audience chamber and told Sixtus. The pope, who always firmly believed God would punish the guilty, seemed stunned. If she had not been involved, God would not have punished her. She must have known. She, the wife Francesco loved. The news gave him no joy but seemed like another stone around his neck.
“On December 26, 1585,” a relatione author wrote, “the pope heard with great compassion of the unhappy death of Vittoria Accoramboni, wife of Signor Don Paolo Giordano Orsini, duke of Bracciano, by the hand of assassins in her own house.”9
While this writer thought the pope was saddened to hear of Vittoria’s death, other Romans weren’t so sure. On December 28, Sixtus made a procession to the seven churches of Rome, a pilgrimage of prayer and repentance. Some believed he did this to pray for Vittoria’s soul, but others thought he was praying for his own because he had been mixed up in the deaths of her and her husband. Yet, others speculated that perhaps he hadn’t been involved at all, but was rendering thanks to God for this unexpected boon. If the pope’s true feelings were unclear, Camilla’s weren’t. She was absolutely delighted.
The bloody murders of Vittoria and Flaminio were routinely called Lodovico’s “excess,” as if he had imbibed a bit too much wine or eaten a second piece of cake. The crime was also called an accidente, a word which can mean incident but also has nuances of the English accident, implying that he had slipped on a banana peel, or farted at a noble dinner party, or accidentally called together forty assassins, inadvertently handed them swords and pistols, and unthinkingly ordered them to murder an unarmed brother and sister. Some descriptions used both words. “This accident happened by the disposition of Divine Justice because of the excess committed against the house of the pope,” according to a relatione.10 They were polite words for bloody deeds, the usual Renaissance gilding over bones and guts.
“Such was the end of Vittoria Accoramboni,” wrote another relatione author, “a woman who would have been lacking no happiness if she had been able to wait for things to come in their time. But wanting to run ahead, she tasted great bitterness in the end, so that few women have left behind such a bitter memory.”11
Another writer attributed her bloody end not merely to ambition but to complicity to commit murder, stating that Vittoria “paid with such a death for the sin committed in the consent she gave to kill Francesco Peretti, her first husband.”12
One contemporary writer saw irony in the events. The duke, he wrote, had seen to it that she was well provided for after his death, “but such is the uncertainty of human plans that what he thought would secure her future was that which flung the poor girl off the precipice.”13
A poet lamented the death of such loveliness. “Of all women, she was the most beautiful of the beautiful.”14
Another relatione writer, thinking back to her suicide attempt on the day of Paolo Giordano’s death, comforted himself somewhat with the thought that her brutal murder “was worse for the body, but better for the soul.”15
So ended the worldly ambitions of Vittoria Accoramboni. At the grand finale, she possessed half a coffin in an unmarked, unmourned grave. But for eight months she had lived as duchess of Bracciano. During that brief time, she had owned several large wall tapestries, and numerous silver platters, and a marvelous carriage with a roof that opened up to let in the sun.
Clearly, it was a tragic accident, though many in Rome who heard of it uttered the same words that Cardinal Felice Montalto had said four years earlier in reference to another such accidental excess.
It is, they said, God’s will.



Chapter 25
Justice Served
They will come against you with weapons, chariots and wagons and
 with a throng of people; they will take up positions against you on
 every side with large and small shields and with helmets.
I will turn you over to them for punishment, and they will
 punish you according to their standards.
– Ezekiel 23:24
The morning after the murders, Lodovico and his men swaggered over to City Hall to speak with the rectors. The gates around the building were closed and heavily guarded. Evidently, the rectors feared that he and his gangsters might try to harm or kidnap them.
Lodovico’s prickly pride was irritated when the soldiers told him they had received orders from the rectors forbidding him to enter. “The signor suffered this with difficulty,” Filelfo wrote, “and disdainfully and loudly spoke some words so that the order came for him to enter. We all entered, and the signor went alone into the chamber of the signor rectors and spoke a while with them.”1
Lodovico haughtily complained that he had initially been prevented from entering the building. He, an Orsini, had never suffered such an insult from kings or popes. Then he gave the reason for his visit. Since an unfortunate accident had happened the previous evening to Vittoria Accoramboni, he wanted the dead duke’s furniture. The rectors’ jaws must have dropped at this request. Given the angry men bristling with weapons waiting just outside in the hall, the rectors nodded and smiled, agreeing that he should take possession of the furniture immediately. Lodovico then asked to send a courier to the grand duke of Tuscany and Cardinal de Medici with news of Vittoria’s accident, and they agreed.
Smiling still, the rectors began to ask him where he had been the night before, and what he might know about Vittoria’s death. Lodovico angrily replied that he knew nothing about it. When the rectors asked if they could question his men, he replied haughtily, “My peers do not undergo examination.”2 With that he stood up and marched out.
The rectors had soldiers follow Lodovico’s courier and arrest him a few miles outside Padua. They hoped to learn from his letters whether Lodovico had instructed his thugs to kill Vittoria. It was always possible, they knew, that when a man ruled over a personal army of lawless murderers, they might kill without the instructions of their boss in a misguided effort to please him. “Will no one rid me of this troublesome priest?” Henry II of England had groaned in 1170 when he heard of new problems stirred up for him by the annoying archbishop of Canterbury. Within days, Thomas Becket had been stabbed to death by four of Henry’s friends.
The rectors recognized that such could have been the case with Lodovico and Vittoria. It had not helped his position, of course, when Lodovico showed up to demand the furniture and refused to answer their questions or allow his men to be interrogated. Such behavior, however, was not necessarily a sign of guilt but could have been caused by his nettlesome Orsini pride.
Nonetheless they were very interested to see what he wrote in his letters to the de Medici brothers. The messenger was duly searched, and in addition to the letters in his leather pouch containing bland accounts of the killings and the furniture, another letter was found in his shoe. “With great contentment of spirit, I give you news of how the business occurred,” Lodovico wrote, “which happened quietly enough.”3 His guilt was confirmed by his own hand.
In Venice that morning of December 23, a letter of the Paduan authorities describing the crime was presented to the powerful Council of Ten, which was now faced with the most heinous murders in recent memory. They decided to send to Padua one of the three Venetian avogadori – top criminal prosecutors – Luigi Bragadino, to investigate the crime. Later that day, the council received from the Paduan authorities copies of Paolo Giordano’s will and codicil; witnesses’ accounts of the arguments between Lodovico and Vittoria leading up to and including the day of the murder; a report of Lodovico’s arrogant behavior toward the rectors of Padua that morning; and copies of the incriminating letters he had sent to the grand duke and Cardinal de Medici.
Clearly, the murders were not committed by Lodovico’s men in a bumbling attempt to please their innocent boss. Lodovico himself had instigated it. The council immediately sent a courier to Padua with orders to keep the gates well guarded so that neither Lodovico nor his men could flee. The following day, despite the fact that it was Christmas Eve, they convened the entire Venetian Senate. The council proposed that Lodovico be taken into custody immediately, dead or alive. There were one-hundred-forty-nine votes for the proposal, and twenty-two against it.
The Senate sent the following letter:
To the rectors of Padua and to Chief Prosecutor Bragadino in that city,

The most atrocious case … of the death of Signora Vittoria Accoramboni and her brother has greatly disturbed us, not only for the interest of justice, but much more for the dignity and security of our republic if such nefarious things were tolerated in our state. We are certain that having received the order that we sent you this morning by express courier, you will have used every means to keep the gates well guarded so that Lodovico Orsini, greatly implicated in the above-mentioned excess, and his men cannot leave…

We command you to procure with all industry and diligence this Lodovico with as many of his men as possible, dead or alive, in whatever way is easiest and most expedient, using such force and artillery as are required… So that the above-mentioned Orsini and his men come securely, dead or alive, into your hands, you have orders that if they try to escape, they should be followed and taken or maltreated and killed.”4

Meanwhile, poor Filelfo, loyal to the bitter end, was fretting about his employer. “Many people all over Padua were already saying that this event had taken place by order of the signor,” he wrote, “and I, too, fell into this opinion but didn’t tell him.”5
Seeing battalions of soldiers march into Padua throughout the day, Filelfo thought that Lodovico should leave the city, which was obviously gearing up for battle. But he didn’t feel comfortable bringing up Vittoria’s murder as the reason. “I, who knew his humor, also knew that when he didn’t feel like talking about a subject, he felt it was an impertinence when someone brought it up.” But there was a good excuse to pack up and leave; Signor Contarini had been angling to get his palace back, which he had only loaned to Lodovico for a short time.
“Since we were not sure of having the house in Padua with any certainty, and since he would not be able to do anything about Signor Paolo’s property during the Christmas holidays, I suggested we go to pass the holiday with his wife at Venice. He replied that he didn’t want to leave, and asked me if I wanted to. I replied no, and then I was silent.”
Filelfo then pretended to go for a walk, but his purpose was to see if the nearby city gate was guarded. To his surprise, he found that it wasn’t. “I told this to the signor laughing and said that if whoever killed Signora Vittoria was in Padua, they could leave because the gates were open and all without guards. He didn’t reply.” Filelfo had heard that the criminal magistrate would be arriving soon and advised Lodovico to visit him and look as if he were cooperating in the investigation. Again, Lodovico refused.
“Now the morning of Christmas, I got up at my usual early hour and went walking in the street in front of the Church of San Agostino… During Mass I heard a certain monk and others say loudly, perhaps to be heard, that all the piazzas and streets were full of armed people who came to the front of the signor’s house to arrest those who had killed Signora Vittoria. Hearing this, I lifted my gaze and saw the bridge of San Giovanni and that of San Thomaso and the street full of people and the walls with muskets, and a piece of artillery on a gate directed at the house.”6
Filelfo saw that even now the city gate next to the church was unguarded, and he could have escaped if he wanted to. “But I was guided by the love and loyalty that I had for the signor, and by my own innocence, to run into the house to give them this news, so that nothing happened unexpectedly. I found him being dressed by Master Honorio Adami and told them what I had heard and what he should do. He replied, ‘Let them come,’ and ordered the crossbar [to bar the door] and his moneybag. He told me to call the others if they were not yet awake, which I did.”7
Meanwhile, the rectors were raising the citizen militia. Soldiers beat drums and blew trumpets, while others cried out, “To arms! To arms, sons of Saint Mark! The most excellent Senate commands you to run to the house of Orsini for the most atrocious and nefarious murders he has committed. Those who do not go will be hanged! To arms! To arms!”8
Many Paduans were sitting in Christmas church services when they heard the call. They stood up, rushed out of the churches in droves, and scattered down side streets to retrieve their weapons from home. Once the citizens had assembled in front of Lodovico’s palace, the chief of the militia, Captain Soardo, instructed them to drive carriages and carts into the surrounding streets, unhitch the horses, and leave them there as blockades. Now Lodovico could not ride out and escape.
Armed men clambered onto the roofs of surrounding houses. Others stood guard at the windows. More cannon were hoisted aloft the nearby city wall and aimed at Lodovico’s palace. An official standing in front of the crowd announced that anyone who turned in one of Lodovico’s men, dead or alive, would receive a reward of 500 ducats. Anyone bringing in Lodovico himself would receive 2,000 ducats, and the release from prison of two criminals of his choice.
Filelfo had followed his master’s commands and roused the other men, who were dressing and arming themselves. “Then I went to the window and saw the street full of people, and I asked in a loud voice what they wanted. A man armed with a gun said that they wanted me.”9
They had evidently mistaken the well-dressed secretary for Lodovico. Filelfo started to reply but Lodovico pushed him away from the window. A gentleman appeared on behalf of the rectors and yelled up to Lodovico that they wanted him to turn himself in.
Feigning ignorance of his crimes, Lodovico said that he did not know why all Padua was in arms around his palace, and he, an Orsini, was certainly not going to be forced out; he would only go of his own free will once the streets were cleared of men and artillery. The gentleman withdrew into the crowd to consult with officials and then returned, letting Lodovico know that the government of Venice negotiated with nations, not with private individuals. They would accept no conditions.
“The assault was begun,” Filelfo reported, “with the greatest noise of muskets and of artillery that battered the house.” Lodovico ran furiously back and forth with a gun in his hand, encouraging his men to fight, and guiding the old men and female servants to shelter, probably in the wine cellar.
Lodovico’s men tried to fire out of the windows but were met with a hail of bullets. Cannonballs ripped through the walls, and the men threw mattresses against the holes in an effort to stop the bullets flying in. The three men who had killed Vittoria - Tolomeo Visconti, Paganello Ubaldi, and Splandiano Adami - were the bravest fighters, knowing what was in store for them if taken alive. Lodovico ordered Filelfo to take dictation, as he paced back and forth and the bullets whizzed by, and cannons fired, and somewhere a wall collapsed.
“The signor told me to throw outside a note dictated by him and written by me,” the secretary recounted, “in which I had tried to convince him to soften his rigor with gentle words, though it still seemed to me to be a bit haughty.”10
The letter was as follows:
Signor Rectors,

I am astonished at the harsh measures being taken against me and my house for reasons I do not understand. And I am Lodovico Orsini, son of Giordano, nephew of Valerio and Bartolomeo de Alviano, and each one of them have promptly and on many occasions risked and in the last case given their lives in the service of this state. So this is the reward for the long, faithful and continuous service of my family… I will await the ending of this business with that intrepid spirit that is required by a member of the Orsini family.

Since your gentlemen do not want to proceed with me on the ordinary terms of justice, to which I will always be most obedient, I protest, and I call the world and God as witnesses, that before committing an unworthy act, I will sacrifice that life that you apparently want to take from me against all terms of piety and justice. I will be forced to reply to such treatment with bloodshed, leaving a clear and unhappy example with my death of my innocence and of the bad fortune of the Orsini house with this republic. With this I kiss your hands.11

December 25, 1585

Clearly Lodovico, who had just murdered a woman and a defenseless youth, and two years earlier had ambushed Vincenzo Vitelli in his carriage, and had killed countless others, did not believe these to be unworthy acts.
Filelfo was disturbed by the tone of the letter. “After the signor had signed,” he recalled, “I added two lines remitting myself to the free will of the signor rectors, and I tried to throw this note into the streets, but a bullet grazed my hand, taking off some flesh.”12
Lodovico grabbed the blood-splattered letter, opened it, and saw the submissive terms Filelfo had added. He added a sentence of his own. “Since you do not accept any conditions, everything will be done to save our lives.”13 One of Lodovico’s men, Colonel Lorenzo de Nobili, took the letter and for an unknown reason – perhaps because he was waiting for a lull in the firing to throw it out – stuffed it into his sock.
Instead of firing wildly at the palace, the canoneers decided to end the assault quickly by bringing down the façade with strategic shots. A row of columns on the first-floor loggia held up the second floor of the house, and a cannon ball had already nearly severed one column. Now they aimed carefully at the columns, and just as Colonel de Nobili, Vitelli’s assassin Liverotto Paolucci, and a man named Francesco Ranieri were placing mattresses against the front walls of the second floor, the cannon were fired, the columns shattered, and the front of the second floor collapsed.
The crowd cried out, and then there was a profound silence. As the dust settled, they saw two men whose fall had been softened by landing on top of mattresses. Shocked and bruised, Colonel de Nobili and Francesco Ranieri stood up. But the spectators, thinking of the 500-ducat reward, grabbed them and cut off their heads. The third man, Liverotto Paolucci, tried to save himself by clattering onto a neighbor’s roof but was shot and fell. His head, too, was cut off.
Those who had cut off the heads argued violently over which one would get the reward. But the rectors declared they would not give it to any of them because even an idiot could cut off the head of a corpse or a severely wounded person. The reward would go to the canoneers who had bombed the façade.
Seeing the front of the building blown off, a pallid Filelfo asked his master what they should do. “Don’t you see,” Lodovico replied, “that they don’t want to listen to anything?” Filelfo suggested he send someone out to the rectors. “You go,” was the response.14 The trembling secretary tied his white handkerchief to a pole, raised it outside the door, and timidly stepped outside. Officers sprang on him, almost suffocating him, and led him to prison.
At this point, Lodovico turned himself in. He walked outside into the rubble and saw the mutilated corpses of his men. “Oh, my poor brothers, how you are beaten. Have mercy, Signor Soardo,” he said, “and see that they are buried.”15
He was led on foot because all the streets had been barricaded. Part of the crowd followed, or poked their heads out of windows to see the arrogant young man who had killed the duchess of Bracciano and then dared to resist arrest. He marched with a sure step, with his head high, and got into a coach once they had passed the blockades. He asked his captors why there were so many people in arms throughout the city, and they replied, “Don’t pretend to be so surprised because you, more than anyone else, know the reason for it.”16
After Lodovico’s arrest, thirty-three of his men turned themselves in. Lodovico, Filelfo and the three dead men made thirty-eight. Several more were thought to have escaped.
Lodovico was confined alone in a cell with wooden walls, the best one in the jail. But the haughty prisoner didn’t feel that his accommodations were suitable to his dignity. Pacing back and forth, he declared, “Pope Sixtus would have treated me more honorably! But if God grants me life, that will be enough.” He resumed pacing and then cried, “The Senate of Venice can boast of having Lodovico Orsini in prison. Not even Pope Gregory or other lords could do that.”17
Meanwhile, the rectors were diligently searching Lodovico’s house, carrying away his documents and other evidence, which removed any lingering doubt of his crimes. They found daggers covered in dried blood, false beards and masks, and a silver tankard that, according to the testimony of Vittoria’s servants, had been in Flaminio’s room when he was killed. It must have been an ill-starred tankard; it bore the coat of arms of the strangled Isabella de Medici. Paolo Giordano had taken it after he killed her and given it to Vittoria, whose murderers had stolen it. Outside the house, the investigators searched the clothing of the beheaded men and found Lodovico’s letter stuffed into Captain de Nobili’s sock.
Poor Filelfo and the other men were interrogated under torture. Filelfo steadfastly claimed to have had no foreknowledge of the murders, and the other men backed him up. But they also said that Lodovico had planned the crime from start to finish – getting two of the dead duke’s servants to open the door, obtaining masks and disguises for the men, instructing eight to enter the house, and the rest to stand guard in the street. The murder was committed, they agreed, so that Lodovico, having exhausted all legal means, could finally obtain Paolo Giordano’s furniture.
It was decided that Lodovico was too noble to torture, and besides, they had enough testimony against him. Later that Christmas day, four thousand Venetian troops entered the city to guard the gates, the piazzas, and the government buildings. It was feared that Lodovico’s friends might bring an army of bandits to town in an effort to free him.
Chief Prosecutor Bragadino and the rectors sent a messenger to Venice to report the arrests to the Council of Ten and ask for further instructions. What on earth should they do with Lodovico? Would the Venetian Republic dare to execute an Orsini?



Chapter 26
An Illustrious Death
The days of punishment are coming,
the days of reckoning are at hand.
– Hosea 9:7
In the city of lagoons, each year December 26 was a day of festivities. It was the Feast of Saint Stephen, the first Christian martyr. The doge held a banquet in the ducal palace on Saint Mark’s Square for the Senate, the top magistrates, the ambassadors, and their wives. The Hall of the Great Council, 180-feet long and 82-feet wide, was the largest room in Europe and could seat some 1,800 people. The great fire of 1577 had nearly destroyed the hall, but it had been quickly repaired, except for the magnificent wall and ceiling paintings which had not yet been replaced.
The beginning of the banquet was open to the public, who came to gape at the finery. The sparkling silver plate and Murano glass had been crafted to represent the glories of Venetian history. The gentlemen gave the ladies in attendance gifts of fruit, flowers, and pastries. The doge himself walked about complimenting them. Once the spectators were cleared out, music was played, and the feast began.
After the banquet, the doge’s grooms offered each guest a basket of delicious pastries decorated with his or her coat of arms. The gondoliers of male guests entered and took their masters’ baskets out to their gondolas; each would row out to the home of a woman selected by his master and deliver the basket. Venetian courtesans waited eagerly on their balconies, hoping a gondola would stop at their house. The gentlemen’s wives, sitting in the banquet room, must have wondered who was getting their husbands’ baskets.
It was a time of frivolity and flirtation, of pastries and ribbons and compliments. But this year, just beneath the jovial veneer, the senators were smeared with blood and gunpowder. The mood was tense. The banquet was a hurried affair, and the ladies left disgruntled. As soon as the festivities were over, the Senate convened to read the letters sent the day before by Chief Prosecutor Bragadino and the rectors.
As frightful as the murder of Vittoria and her brother had been, in the eyes of the Venetian Senate, Lodovico’s outright resistance to authority was a much worse crime. Though Venice boasted a low crime rate, murders did occur periodically, but resisting arrest was unheard of. When the Senate considered his punishment, no one, not even those friendly with him, dared to ask for a mitigation of his penalty. One senator even suggested that he suffer the disgrace of dying publicly. But unlike Pope Sixtus, the nobles of Venice were not pleased at treating another noble as if he were a plebeian. In the vote which followed, one-hundred-seventy-two were for a private execution, six against, and thirty-one undecided.
The Council of Ten sent the following instructions:
To the Rectors of Padua and to the Criminal Prosecutor of the Commune in that city,

To reply to your letters of yesterday and today, with which you have advised us of your success in arresting Lodovico Orsini and his men, we and the Senate praise your prudence and diligence in executing such an important task… After you give Lodovico Orsini three hours to confess himself and order his affairs, you will have him strangled in prison and order the public hanging of those of his men whom you know to be guilty of this torment, and you will do all this as soon as possible.

The Senate wanted to execute Lodovico as a clear example of Venetian justice for so heinous a crime. But it was urgent to do so before his powerful friends could intercede for him. They were fairly certain that Grand Duke Francesco of Tuscany and Cardinal de Medici were behind Vittoria’s murder, and they were not so sure about the pope. If the Papal States and Tuscany demanded that Venice exile rather than execute Lodovico, the senators would find themselves squirming. Trade relations and military treaties could be threatened if they didn’t comply. It would be far easier, the Senate realized, to apologize abjectly after the deed was done.
The letter continued:
The others can wait a bit for the continuation of the trial, and you may summarily punish with the worst torture those who merit it. Those who seem to have minor guilt, or are not guilty at all, you will not release but send us their names and the summaries of their involvement to await our orders. We advise you to inquire with all diligence about that Filelfo, whom we know to be Lodovico’s agent and very intimate with him, conscious of all his thoughts and orders, to find out the truth.1

At six in the morning of December 27, officials entered Lodovico’s cell. One of them said, “Most illustrious signor, it has always been the firm intention of the most serene doge that the laws of his state be obeyed. And it being his wish that you must die within the next three hours, the most illustrious rectors have chosen me to inform you of your death.”2
Lodovico bowed his head and said to himself, “Patience!” More horrifying than death was the thought of being ignominiously hanged or executed publicly. He asked, “How will I die?” The chancellor replied, “A death worthy of your station, in prison.”
“And will I be buried?” Sometimes the bodies of executed criminals adorned the city gates for several years, with crows picking at the flesh and sparrows nesting in the ribcages. Hearing that his body would be decently interred, he seemed satisfied and shook the chancellor’s hand, saying, “I ask your lordship to kiss the hand of the most illustrious rectors for me. I ask them to do me a favor and allow me to see them, which I would consider to be a great favor.”
The chancellor left to take Lodovico’s request to the rectors and the mayor, who hurried to his cell and offered words of Christian consolation. Lodovico stated that he wanted to confess, and that death didn’t bother him so much as not knowing why he must die. The mayor replied, “You, signor, know the reason quite well.” He shrugged and was silent.
Then he said, “I beg you to do me a favor and take off these handcuffs so that I can write a letter to console my poor wife and write to her of my wishes.”3
The handcuffs were removed from his right hand, though his left one was cuffed to his chair. A monk and priest entered the cell to hear his confession and give him Holy Communion. Then he began to write.
Most illustrious lady, my most beloved consort,

Because it has pleased Lord God that I pass to the other life, for which I thank His Divine Majesty, having made myself guilty of having greatly offended him, I wanted to write to your most illustrious self these few lines, with the only purpose being to ask you, exhort you, and conjure you to take all this with the necessary patience… In addition to this wish, I ask your Excellency to pay all the persons whom I owe money, so that this weight does not rest on my soul.

I ask you also to have Masses said for Signor Paolo of most happy memory for 20 ducats… I ask you to give to Master Paccarone about 20 ducats in gold that I remember he loaned me while I was a student in Perugia, and if it was not so much, give him what he is owed. And if it wasn’t he who loaned me the money, it was Master Eugenio, both of them from Fermo. I ask you also to give to Signor Federico Cesis, my in-law, 17 or 27 gold ducats, more or less, that I borrowed at Perugia when I studied there.

In addition to this I recommend to your Excellency all my servants whom I ask you to protect as I would. I would like your Excellency to distribute 1,000 ducats among them, according to which ones were dearest to me and served me best, which I leave up to you. I ask also that you take care of Rutilio and the page Luigi, who will keep my memory alive, to whom I ask you to give the better part of the 1,000 ducats, because they have served me most to my taste.

I ask you for the love of God to give 500 ducats where it seems best to you, so that God is prayed for the salvation of my soul. I also ask you to let those servants return to their homes who wish to, and that Lelio be recommended.

As for those other gentlemen, I ask you to request that they pray to God for me, and that the kindness that they showed me they should also show to you and to my brother. And because the age of your most illustrious ladyship does not comport that you should remain a widow the rest of your life, I ask and command you to remarry because that would make me most happy, and I am leaving and giving you all the jewels that you have… In the event that you don’t want to remarry but stay a widow, I make you my universal heir for as long as you live, intending that after your death everything goes to monsignor my brother if he is alive, and if he’s dead, to the nearest relative of Monterotondo [a branch of the Orsini family.]

And I forgot to tell you that I want you to give a dowry of 50 ducats to a spinster so she can marry, and to give another 50 ducats to the Capuchins of Padua as alms, and to the parish priest of San Clemente another 50 ducats, which is what I want.

And because I find that I have spent for the most excellent Signor Virginio a great deal here, as you can see by the accounts of Tassino, you should be reimbursed… At the pawn broker there are 20 silver plates of mine in hock for 200 scudi. In the house of Signor Oratio Panicaia is a bowl, a basin, a plate, a spoon, a fork, a knife, a silver salt cellar, and other things.

And because there is no one in the house who can use arms, I ask you to give to Signor Anselmo Anselmi my pistol, my long gun, flask, my money bag, dagger, powder horn, and my seal. The arms I want to be presented to his Holiness in my name by Count Farolfo so that he will remember me.

The ring keep with you always, remembering the person of monsignor my brother to our lord Pope Sixtus, to the most illustrious Medici, and to the most excellent Signor Virginio, so that they hold him in favor and protection.

And because they are allowing my body to be buried in a place that is pleasing to me, put me together with that of my father in Santa Maria of Horto near that of Signor Valerio of happy memory, and at your death you should be buried there with me.

This is what I want and all that I can remember to tell your Excellency at this point. Do me the favor of executing all these things, asking our blessed Lord that he give me peace among the blessed, even if I am a most miserable sinner, and I kiss your hands asking your pardon.

From the Camozzana prison, December 27, 1585.

From your most illustrious consort and servant,

Lodovico Orsino

But he had forgotten some things and resumed writing.

I give to you the necklace that I wore on my neck with the crucifix of relics and the jasper stone, and please wear it for love of me together with the ring. In the house of Count Oratio Panicaia there are 300 scudi or thereabouts inside a chest, the key of which the signor captain here has in his possession. In the same chest is a silver seal with the arms of his Excellency [Paolo Giordano] and letters of his Excellency’s, as well as some of mine. In the same chest there are clothes and other things of silver that go to my wife, as I wrote in the letter. The things of his Excellency go to the hand of Giannuzzo Cepparello to be sent to the grand duke of Tuscany.

The parish priest of Saint Clement started talking about Lodovico’s upcoming journey, but the condemned man couldn’t stop thinking about loose ends and wrote one last letter.
To the most illustrious signora consort,

In reimbursing Tassino, be advised that all the money I had after the death of Signor Paolo Giordano was not sufficient for the expenses. Because I spent some for the visit to Salò, and some for the horses at the blacksmith of Lizza and the carriages to go and return to Venice, and what I spent for my own food. However I want to make this known so that my soul will not be burdened by this, and that in the accounts my expenses are known.4

The executioner and several Jesuit priests had entered the cell as he wrote, and now they began to sing prayers. They intoned the litany of the saints, while he stood and called himself to blame for his sins. He asked pardon from those present for the scandal he had caused, and asked God to forgive him for his offenses. He embraced everyone in his cell, even the executioner, who was appalled at having to strangle a nobleman. “I confess, most illustrious signor,” the man said, “that I am not worthy to put my hands on you, yet I must do so to fulfill the task assigned to me by the minister of justice. However, I ask you a thousand pardons.”5 Lodovico wholeheartedly forgave him.
Many of those present began to cry. With a firm step, Lodovico approached the strangulation chair and sat down. He took off his doublet and untied the red silk ribbon around his neck from which hung a crucifix, then undid his shirt collar, and made the sign of the cross. Handcuffs and ankle cuffs were put on him and tied to his waist. He asked that someone stand next to him repeating “Jesus, Jesus.”
The executioner slipped around his neck a noose of crimson silk, the privilege of condemned nobles, and inserted the stick into a loop in the back and twisted it. As it was being twisted, the silk noose broke, as it always did. Lodovico did not say a word as the executioner replaced it with a thick knotted rope, perhaps because he couldn’t.
At one p.m., forty Jesuits carrying torches accompanied Lodovico’s body out of the prison on an open bier. The corpse was carried around the piazza of the Senate to the cathedral and put in the middle of the church on a table covered with black cloth. Four torches burned brightly, one at each corner of the bier.
The people of Padua, roused to righteous indignation over the murders of Vittoria and Flaminio and Lodovico’s resistance to authority, now pressed around to study his corpse. And true to the Italian spirit, they oozed compassion. This young man, of noble birth, quick intelligence, and good looks, lay there with a contorted face, his hands stiffly on his chest. His courage, which could have made him a hero, had turned him into an executed murderer.
After learning of Lodovico’s execution, the pope called in the Venetian ambassador and greatly praised the republic’s administration of justice. But then he admonished them for thinking they could make use of such evil-doers by employing them in foreign wars. The republic, he said, should be “good with God and not hold account of these rogues, as God alone is the one to send legions of angels in favor of good princes.”6
Lodovico’s death was the first of many. The following morning, December 28, the two traitors in Vittoria’s household – Furio Savorgnano, a beloved servant of the duke’s, and Paolo Giordano’s secretary Domenico di Citta di Castello – were hanged.
Meanwhile, the remaining men were being interrogated, often under torture. The rectors asked them whether Lodovico had come up with the idea to murder Vittoria himself, of if he had been commissioned by someone else to do the job. But the head of the Council of Ten instructed the rectors to stop this dangerous line of questioning. Testimony was emerging that the grand duke of Tuscany had given Lodovico the orders.
On December 29, one of Lodovico’s men who had escaped his besieged palace on Christmas Day reached Florence and told the grand duke what had happened, ending with his master’s incarceration. Since Lodovico had been acting on Francesco’s orders, the grand duke wanted to save him without getting personally involved. He wrote his brother in Rome that he must take action “immediately so that you can help Lodovico, who has acted so badly, however it seems best to you.”7 They had no idea that Lodovico had been dead for two days.
On the morning of December 30, thirteen men, one after the other, were hanged, and among them was Visconti, the man who had plunged the dagger into Vittoria’s heart. He had already been sentenced merely to hanging before others revealed his vile deed, and the Senate was legally unable to increase his sentence. But his two companions, those who had held down Vittoria’s arms, suffered the full penalty. Splandiano Adami and Pagenello Ubaldi were each chained to a large table on a cart and rolled through town as crowds gawked. During this last, horrible journey, their flesh was torn out by red hot pincers. Then a knife was plunged into the flesh next to their hearts in imitation of what they had done to Vittoria, but placed so that it did not cause immediate death. For half an hour they lingered in unspeakable agony. Their corpses were each divided into four parts, and the parts were hung on gallows at the four city gates.
Ten of Lodovico’s men were found innocent of any foreknowledge of Vittoria’s murder; they had either not gone to her palace that night, or had merely followed their master’s orders to watch for pedestrians in the street, unaware of what was happening inside. Nor had they taken up arms and fired at authorities. Several men received sentences of one or three years; they had thrown up mattresses to defend Lodovico’s palace at his orders.
But Filelfo was given a fifteen-year prison sentence. Though the three murderers under torture had cleared him of any involvement in or knowledge of the plan to kill Vittoria, investigators found it suspicious that he had brought the murderers into Padua the night before the “accident.” It seemed to them unlikely that it had been a chance meeting on the road. It was also believed that Filelfo might have prodded Lodovico to kill Vittoria to maintain family honor. This last was unlikely; Lodovico had hated her for years and required no goading.
Filelfo had a two-fold purpose in denying any involvement in pushing Lodovico to murder Vittoria. Clearly, he wanted to get himself off the hook and was angling for an early release from prison. Second, it was an insult to Lodovico’s memory that some were pinning the blame on Filelfo, as if so great a cavalier could be persuaded to such an extraordinary act by a mere servant. Lodovico had been clearly motivated by a feeling of outraged honor.
In his 1586 pamphlet, Defense of Filelfo, written in prison, the secretary stated, “Those who want to calumniate me stain the good reputation of that unhappy cavalier as if he had committed this homicide without cause and at the instigation of others and not for the interests of honor and justice, the only two causes that save a gentlemen from infamy… Though I was not informed of the causes that pushed the signor to do this, at least I was informed of his honorable thoughts on other occasions, and I am sure that he resolved to do this because he thought he was obligated for honor and justice to do it.”9
Filelfo, who described himself as “buried” in prison, and “miserable and depressed,” hoped that Pope Sixtus would remember his years of service and his promise to help him if he ever needed it. “The words of such a prince towards his servant lead me to believe I can hope for something notable,” he wrote, “and the world will be the judge.”9
Did Filelfo serve his fifteen-year sentence and emerge blinking in the dawn of a new century? Did he die of illness in prison as so many convicts did? Or did Pope Sixtus live up to his promise and spring him from his cell? Venetian archives, which chatter loudly in many voices about Vittoria’s murder and Lodovico’s execution, are silent about Filelfo’s fate.



Chapter 27
Vengeance Unmasked
Swing the sickle, for the harvest is ripe. Come,
 trample the grapes, for the winepress is full and the vats
 overflow – so great is their wickedness!
– Joel 3:13
Though Vittoria and Lodovico were dead and buried, there was still the little matter of Paolo Giordano’s furniture to attend to. The Venetian Senate had decreed that it legally belonged to Vittoria. Marcello, as her brother, could claim it as her heir, cart it out of the Foscari Palace, and hide it from the Orsini family. On January 10, 1586, Vittoria’s father, Claudio, instructed his lawyer to start legal proceedings to obtain his daughter’s estate.
But Grand Duke Francesco was not about to let the furniture slip into the hands of the remaining Accorambonis. On January 11, 1586, the grand duke wrote to Cardinal de Medici that if the items from Padua “be molested by Marcello, as it is thought they will try to do, it will be necessary that you order the appropriate authority to defend them and get them back for Virginio.”1 Despite two months of death, murder, execution, and legal wrangling, the furniture situation hadn’t changed a bit.
Though the furniture was not yet in their possession, the de Medicis were delighted that Vittoria was no longer in a position to siphon off Orsini patrimony. Crammed, as she was, into half a coffin, there would be no dowry for her, no pensions or palaces, no room and board for forty of her attendants and their fifteen horses. Virginio wouldn’t have to sell or mortgage his lands, bankrupting himself in an effort to fulfill the instructions of his father’s will.
The de Medicis also heaved a huge sigh of relief when it became clear that Pope Sixtus was no longer thinking of taking the duchy of Bracciano away from the Orsinis. Clearly, Paolo Giordano had deserved punishment for his many misdeeds, but little orphaned Virginio did not, and the justice-spouting pontiff would hardly penalize an innocent child. Instead of swiping the duchy and giving it to a Peretti family member, Sixtus would obtain the duchy for his family through a marriage, a much more elegant means. He finally agreed to betroth his grand-niece, Flavia Peretti, to Virginio and hold the wedding when she became of suitable age. Flavia would be the new duchess of Bracciano, effortlessly enjoying for decades what Vittoria, after so many years of struggle, had possessed for a few nerve-wracking months.
Vittoria’s death was the clarion call for Sixtus to seek revenge against the murderers of his nephew. The pope had been keeping tabs on them through his spy network. He knew exactly where they were – scattered over much of Italy – and asked all princes to arrest them and send them to Rome. It is amazing that in an age before photographs some criminals were easily apprehended. The pope sent detailed descriptions of the men – their height, weight, coloring, scars, accents, missing teeth, and aliases. They were duly arrested and shipped off to the pontiff’s executioner.
Unfortunately for Sixtus, many of the key players had followed Paolo Giordano to the Venetian Republic, which usually denied requests for extradition. One Sunday, the Venetian ambassador to Rome, Lorenzo Priuli, saw Governor Pierbenedetti speaking with the pope at church. After the service, the governor asked Priuli, “Could they not take in hand those wicked ones who so cruelly killed the pope’s nephew?”2
The ambassador said he could not give a certain reply; on the one hand, the republic was very independent-minded, and some of the criminals wanted by the pope had been promised sanctuary. On the other hand, he knew the senators desired the pontiff’s good will and would be ready to agree to his wishes. This desire to comply was heightened by the lucrative shipbuilding contract Sixtus was talking about awarding Venice to build ten galleys to fight the Turks.
Later that evening, Governor Pierbenedetti presented himself at Priuli’s residence. He had spoken once more to Sixtus, and now the governor asked the ambassador “with great insistence,” Priuli wrote to the doge, “to write to your Serenity, asking you to hold the men listed below, who are deserving of the death penalty, … assuring me that this would be the greatest favor to the pope and his sister.”3
Curious to see if the pope was making an official request, Ambassador Priuli asked the governor “if the order came from his Holiness.” But the pope and the governor were wary of such a trap. “He replied to me that I could assume that without the consent of his Holiness this petition would not be made,” the ambassador explained. “Whenever this case is spoken of, he [Sixtus] does nothing but cry and sigh, saying that justice should be done without giving any particular order. He [the governor] told the pope’s sister that he would meet me for this purpose, and she was glad to hear it. And he affirmed that your Serenity can rest assured that this would be the most signal favor for the pope and his sister.”4 This last statement surely signified the immediate signing of the shipbuilding contract.
The pope named four men involved in Francesco’s death whom he wanted executed – Marcello Accoramboni, Paolo Barca of Bracciano, Marchio of Gubbio, and Lelio of Vicovaro. He gave the ambassador written descriptions of the men. Some might already be in a Paduan jail, the pope said, serving light sentences for Lodovico’s last excess.
Marcello no longer had to hide from Lodovico. Public sentiment in Venice was on Marcello’s side, the poor man having just lost his brother and sister in such a brutal way. Nor would the authorities wish to take a third child from the bereaved parents. In the middle of January, he returned to Padua from his hiding place in Parma and gave himself up for the murder of his servant Moricone. As expected, the authorities absolved him. When Sixtus heard the news, he was furious. Marcello, killer of Francesco Peretti, and Cardinal Pallavicino’s brother, and the pharmacist’s assistant, and his servant Moricone, and probably several others, had once again gotten away with murder. Sixtus contacted Venetian authorities who, on February 1, imprisoned Marcello again, though he could not be charged with the same crime. The reason given for his detention was “the pleasure of his Holiness.”5
The Accorambonis were terrified that they would lose another child. They sent Marcello 700 scudi, part of it probably for his maintenance – prisoners had to buy their own food – but the bulk of it available to bribe his way out. Unfortunately for Marcello, it was not as easy to bribe one’s way out of a Venetian jail as it had been out of a Roman one before Pope Sixtus. The pope’s nuncio to Venice wrote, “Marcello has been conducted to the secure prisons of the Council of Ten, according to the instructions of your most illustrious Holiness, and at the moment nothing else is planned. As time goes by, the compassion for his losses is reduced with each passing day.”6
On February 15, the papal secretary, Monsignor Decio Azzolini, wrote the nuncio in Venice, “With regards to Marcello Accoramboni, he having committed a murder in the state of those lords … we believe that those lords will not fail to do justice, and your lordship with the necessary prudence and deftness will procure it without mentioning the name of his Holiness.”7
On February 22, the nuncio replied, “Regarding Marcello, I know that justice will not be served if he lives in liberty, and I believe the others agree. I will bring this up when it is appropriate, without mentioning the [pope’s] name.”8
Sixtus was also out to get the Greek enchantress, thought to be responsible for poisoning his niece, Maria, in 1581. He ordered a bishop to launch a trial against “a woman in Padua believed to be a witch, who served Signora Accorambona many years, and it is believed that she bewitched Signor Paolo Giordano, other bewitchings being imputed to her.”9
It would be an easy matter to burn the witch, but Marcello’s fate was more difficult. Venetian law, tradition, and the dignity of the republic prevented them from retrying a man who had been pardoned. By negating one law, the Senate would bring into question all laws and make an open declaration that the republic could no longer be trusted. Worse, they would look like the dancing puppet of Rome.
They could, however, send Marcello to Rome where the pope could try him for the murder of Francesco. But the pope found himself in a similar bind. He had publicly pardoned Marcello years earlier and couldn’t try him for the same crime. He wanted Marcello to be executed in Venice.
The Venetian Senate, who so studiously avoided quagmires, now found themselves stuck in a deep one. They met several times to find a way out of the dilemma. They knew that Sixtus’s friendship and, more importantly, the shipbuilding contract, depended on Marcello’s execution. On the first of March, the nuncio wrote to Monsignor Azzolini, “These lords have called the Senate many times without being able to come to the desired conclusion. The difficulty is this, that Marcello being absolved totally of that murder … the laws prevent the republic from retrying the case… It seems to me that the most successful way would be to send him to Rome, but I do not have orders to procure this.” Then the nuncio came up with a clever solution. “The sea route up to Ancona would be easy, where justice could be carried out without sending him to Rome.”10
The Venetian Senate liked this idea of a place of execution neither in Rome nor Venice. They decided to deliver Marcello, along with other bandits wanted by the pope, to Ancona, the Adriatic seaport of the Papal States. Though Venice insisted the pope promise not to retry him for the murder of Moricone, he could charge him with other crimes and no one could point the finger at the republic for not upholding its own laws. The pope, too, could dispatch him quietly outside of Rome. It was the perfect solution.
On May 19, Marcello boarded ship in Venice, along with the Greek witch and five bandits. The pope gave explicit orders that the food given to Marcello be carefully guarded from poison in case the Accorambonis, to save their honor, tried to prevent the shame of an execution. Just a few years earlier, the murderer Pietro Ramberti had avoided execution in Venice when his brother, giving him a farewell kiss in his jail cell, passed a poisoned pellet into his mouth which he had concealed in his own. Pietro bit down and immediately died, salvaging the family honor. Sixtus wanted Marcello to die at the hands of the law, the just punishment for Francesco’s murderer.
Disembarking in Ancona, the others were conducted overland to Rome, but Marcello was put in the local prison and tried for the 1580 murder of Cardinal Pallavicino’s brother. It was odd, some thought, that he had been interrogated at Venice for the murder of Moricone, and now at Ancona about the murder of Pallavicino, but he had never been asked about the real reason for his imprisonment – the death in a garden of Francesco Peretti, five years earlier.
Aware that he would, finally, pay for his crime, Marcello fell gravely ill. When the pope learned of this, he feared that a natural death would take away the satisfaction of his long-delayed revenge and ordered the governor of Ancona to have him beheaded immediately.
Marcello received the news of his imminent execution courageously and said he wanted to die like a good Christian. He gave thanks to the pope for letting him die a Christian death. He asked those present to remember him, and asked the executioner to do his job quickly. His head was cut off with the cleaver, and the beheaded corpse displayed to the curious public. And now the pope’s revenge on Vittoria’s conniving mother, Tarquinia, was made manifest.
The avvisi of June 18 said that Marcello was beheaded in secret, dying “intrepidly and as a good Catholic.” Just before the execution, Marcello had asked the pope for absolution of the murders of Pallavicino and Moricone “but not for that other murder that was attributed to him,” according to an avvisi.11 Everyone agreed to pretend that Francesco’s murder and Marcello’s execution were not connected in any way, but no one was fooled.
Until his death, Sixtus continued the relentless hunt for the murderers of Francesco Peretti. Cardinal Santorio wrote, “Having assumed the pontificate, he avenged the death of his nephew against Paolo [Giordano] and against the Accorambonis with great severity, as if it were the day his nephew was killed.”12
In 1590, the last accomplices in Francesco’s murder were ferreted out and executed. The harvest of justice was complete, and the pope lay down his pruning shears. His garden, God’s garden, was now properly trimmed, all the life-choking weeds uprooted.



Chapter 28
The Greatest Pontificate
They will say, “This land that was laid waste has become like the
 garden of Eden: the cities that were lying in ruins,
 desolate and destroyed, are now fortified and inhabited.”
– Ezekiel 36: 34-36
Long forgotten now are Sixtus’s revenge on his nephew’s murderers and his rigorous efforts to end violence in the Papal States. The most recognizable relic of his short reign is the red granite obelisk that stands in Saint Peter’s Square. Carved for Pharaoh Ramses II, it had been abandoned at the Egyptian holy city of Heliopolis for 1,000 years before it was loaded onto a ship and brought to Rome. Emperor Caligula erected it in the center of the circus on Vatican Hill, which he built about 40 A.D to hold chariot races.
Sometime between 64 and 67 A.D., when the Romans were blaming the great fire of Rome on Nero, the emperor, in turn, blamed that strange new sect, the Christians. Since the Colosseum would not be built for another fifteen years, Nero executed his victims in the Vatican Circus, including a particularly troublesome Judean Christian named Peter, who requested he be crucified upside down. Some of those executed were buried only yards from their place of death, in a simple pagan cemetery outside the circus. In the fourth century, Emperor Constantine erected the first Saint Peter’s Basilica next to and slightly in front of the circus, over Peter’s grave.
With the advent of Christianity, pagan entertainments such as chariot races, gladiator fights, and crucifixions were frowned upon, and the once-magnificent circus fell into disuse. Over the centuries, it became a free quarry as Romans seeking to build churches and houses pried its marble stones loose and carted them away. By the time of Sixtus, it was a pitiful ruin, though the obelisk, which had seen the crucifixion of Saint Peter, stood defiantly erect. Sixtus wanted to move the obelisk to the front of Christendom’s holiest church and plunk a cross on top of it. It was another way of saying, You may have cast your cold stony gaze on poor, suffering, upside down Peter, but he is now your boss.
In 1450, Pope Nicholas V had first suggested moving the obelisk in front of the basilica. It wasn’t very far away, after all, and would lend some much-needed dignity to the helter-skelter square. Many of his successors, too, looked into the project. But Rome’s top architects – even Michelangelo – declared the task impossible. Sixtus was incensed to think that pagans had brought the thing from Egypt, but the Vicar of Christ couldn’t cart it a mere 277 yards.
The pope hired his favorite architect, Domenico Fontana, to move the obelisk, which would occur in four separate steps – lifting it from its ancient base, lowering it into a horizontal position, dragging it to the new location, and raising it on a new pediment. The date selected for lifting the obelisk was April 30, 1586. Policemen kept the eager crowds behind barricades, and the pope had a gallows built nearby to inspire absolute silence during the procedure. To encourage the workers to do their best, the pope had let it be known that if the obelisk broke, Fontana would pay with his head. But Sixtus had secretly ordered fast horses to be standing ready at the four nearby gates so his old friend could escape before the bailiff arrested him.
Fontana stood in a wooden tower overlooking the area. He had developed a kind of telegraph system using a trumpet; so many blasts meant go, and so many meant stop. The obelisk had been enclosed in matting and boards, and bound with strong bands of iron, to which were attached a number of iron pulleys, and hundreds of yards of rope as thick as a man’s arm. Slowly, using forty winches, 1,907 men, and 65 horses, the obelisk was lifted off its base. The heavy silence was broken only by the blasts of Fontana’s trumpet and the groans and creaks of the ropes. Camilla, decked out in jewels and silks, sat on a special tribune with her family. The poor laundress of Montalto was now a princess who watched her brother raise an obelisk.
At the twelfth pull of the windlasses, the obelisk had been lifted a couple of feet from the ground and was coaxed onto the enormous turret-like wooden platform on which it would later be conveyed to the piazza. The hollow bronze ball which had adorned the top of the obelisk – and which was reputed to contain the ashes of Julius Caesar – had been removed the day before. Sadly, Fontana found it empty, though it did have bullet marks made by Lutherans taking potshots at it during the 1527 Sack of Rome.
The more dangerous task of lowering the obelisk into a horizontal position took place on May 7, again with winches, horses, and trumpets. It was a complete success. The pope was so happy he pardoned eight condemned criminals, something he had never done before. On June 13, Fontana began to inch forward the fallen giant to Saint Peter’s Square on rollers along an enormous downward-sloping causeway. There another huge wooden scaffold was constructed to raise the obelisk, which was done on September 10.
The vital ceremony of exorcising the obelisk took place on September 26. Today’s Christians might think that ancient gods simply never existed in any form, and that faithful pagans were praying to nothing. Perhaps more heartening is the belief that the one God hears all prayers, even if the people praying got the name and characteristics of God wrong. But Christians into the age of the Enlightenment believed that the invisible beings worshiped by the ancient Romans truly did exist; they were powerful demons who had assisted Romans in war, and who had appeared to them from time to time in the form of Jupiter and Mars, as ancient reports attested. These demons still lived, silently but malignantly, in pagan monuments.
This particular demon-infested monument was privileged to be spiritually scoured by a pope. “I exorcise you, O stone created by God,” Sixtus intoned loudly, “in the name of the Almighty Father, in the name of Jesus Christ, His Son Our Lord, and in the power of the Holy Ghost, that you may be cleansed to bear the image of the Prince of the Apostles, and may remain free from every taint of paganism, and from the enmity of evil spirits.”1
The pope had an inscription carved into the obelisk’s base: “Sixtus V Sovereign Pontiff, with great labor transported the obelisk of the Vatican, dedicated by an impious cult to the gods of the people, to the Apostle’s threshold.” In the place of the bronze globe, he set on top a bronze cross in which he placed consecrated bread.
Sixtus was glad that the Vatican obelisk sported no hieroglyphics, as these demonic markings were thought to be incantations sure to hex Christ’s followers. But other obelisks he raised from the mud did have them, and these had to be carefully exorcised before they were resurrected. Two were hauled out of the ancient Circus Maximus, which had been reduced to a public kitchen garden. One of these Sixtus moved in front of the Church of Saint John Lateran; the other one was erected in the square of Rome’s main ceremonial gate, the Piazza del Popolo. The obelisk near the tomb of Emperor Augustus, broken into four pieces, was repaired and set up in front of the Church of Saint Mary Major. Obelisks were the crowning glory of the pope’s new wide streets, serving as beacons for all Christianity to come and pray. The sexually puritanical pope didn’t seem to notice that obelisks were enormous phallic symbols that, unlike their human counterparts, never went limp.
Other pagan monuments also had to be Christianized. Sixtus hoisted Saint Peter on top of the victory column of the pagan Emperor Trajan. Saint Paul replaced the statue of Emperor Marcus Aurelius. In the Campidoglio, the governmental center of Rome, Sixtus removed Jupiter and Apollo; Minerva was pardoned her pagan sins after a rigorous exorcism only because it was easy to transform her into the Church Triumphant, her sword replaced with a cross. Sixtus made it known that in Rome that there was only one God, the Catholic one.
And then there was the problem of Saint Peter’s unfinished dome. In 1546, at the age of seventy-two, Michelangelo was given the job of chief architect, and only accepted it as penance for his sins. By the time he died in 1564, the dome’s “drum” – the lower section that rose straight up – was completed, but not the curved dome itself. For more than two decades its construction languished, though Gregory XIII vaulted other sections of the church and built the lavish Gregorian chapel.
When Sixtus came to the throne, trees sprouted from the unfinished dome, which greatly embarrassed him. How could Rome claim to be mistress of the world when in eighty years she hadn’t been able to finish the dome of her chief church? Cost was a major deterrent; architects estimated the dome would take ten years to build at a price tag of several million scudi.
Part of the reason for the delay was sheer, unadulterated terror. The trailblazing dome was considered at best a risky architectural venture. If not built correctly, the thing would collapse, signaling great shame to the Holy See and great laughter from the heretics up north. But Sixtus had built the aqueduct and moved the obelisk in short order and at reasonable cost, massive projects that most experts also had warned couldn’t be done. Where other popes feared to tread, Sixtus marched resolutely forward.
The pope began the project to finish Saint Peter’s dome on December 22, 1588, with 800 construction workers laboring day and night. It was completed in May 1590, except for the lead sheeting. Sheer willpower – aided by threats of physical violence to slack workers and financial rewards to energetic ones – had accomplished in a matter of months what other popes hadn’t accomplished in several decades.
Sixtus turned his attention to building new living accommodations for the Vicars of Christ. Gregory had rented Cardinal d’Este’s Roman villa, known as the Quirinal or Monte Cavallo, for use as a papal summer residence. On a breezy hill, the palace offered a location in the center of Rome removed from the hot air and malarial mosquitoes of the low-lying Vatican. In 1587, Sixtus purchased it and added new wings to accommodate papal servants. Then he enhanced its gardens and fountains.
In the spring of 1589, Sixtus decided to erect a new section of the Vatican palace in front of the old one built a century earlier. The old palace was much like a stage with elaborate backdrops and impressive sets where the chief actors declaimed. It was a place of luxurious pageantry, solemn ceremony, and breathtaking art that made known the crushing power of the papacy. But it was not a place of comfort. There was no cozy spot where the pope could curl up with a good book.
The papal apartments were the gloomiest of all. Despite their glorious frescoes, the Borgia rooms and Raphael’s stanze resembled huge dark cubes where popes lived uneasily. Even worse, ghostly torches were seen at night, held by invisible hands. No ghostly presences invaded Sixtus’s comfortable, light-filled new wing.
The pope encouraged scholarship. The Vatican Library had been founded in 1447 by Pope Nicholas V to imitate the great ancient library of Alexandria, yet it was located in a damp area on the ground floor of the old Vatican Palace. To better house the priceless documents, in 1587 Sixtus constructed a bright new wing cutting across the huge Belvedere courtyard, which had been designed by Donato Bramante in 1505. Many decried the ruination of the glorious space, but Sixtus wanted to make sure that popes would no longer be able to hold bull fights there, as he considered animal sacrifices pagan.
To stuff his new library with additional volumes, Sixtus sent out twelve researchers across Europe and the Middle East to search for rare manuscripts and hired dozens of scribes to copy crumbling ones already housed in the collection. Scholars were invited from across Europe to do research in the Vatican library.
In 1587, Sixtus set up the Vatican press to print devotional and educational Catholic books in a variety of European languages. Protestant presses worked non-stop producing books to convert Catholics and inspire Protestants. Now a Catholic press, overseen by the pope himself, would do the same for the Catholic religion. One of the first books to be printed on the pope’s spanking new Vatican printing press was an Italian translation of the Bible. For decades, Protestants had read the Holy Scripture in their native tongue, while the Catholic Bible remained in Latin, which most people did not understand.
Sixtus wanted Catholics to be able to read the Bible in their own language. God’s word was not reserved for Latin-reading, highly educated people, he believed, but should be available to all who could read their native tongue. The pope himself translated the Latin Bible into Italian. Many cardinals felt his translation a bit cavalier in places. Cardinal Antonio Caraffa told Sixtus that even a pope could not take liberties with Holy Scripture. In response, the pope threatened to hand him over to the Inquisition. Meanwhile, up north the heretics were laughing that the pope was rewriting the Bible.
Spain was appalled to hear of any translation, cavalier or not. Philip II feared than an Italian Bible – or Spanish, or French – smacked of Martin Luther. Uneducated people should not be able to understand the Bible; they would start coming up with their own opinions about what the texts meant and split off into splinter groups, as the Protestants had done. No, it was far better to have priests explain the meaning of the Bible stories, according to doctrine and dogma approved by the Church. Philip was especially concerned with the effects of Sixtus’s Italian Bible in the Spanish realm of Naples. Perhaps it would cause heretical movements to sprout like mushrooms.
Philip II instructed his ambassador to deliver the most vehement protests regarding the translation. When Count Olivares made known that he wanted to speak to Sixtus about his Italian Bible, the pope replied, “It is because of your ignoramuses who don’t understand Latin that I made this translation into Italian.”2
The ambassador then delivered a long harangue about the folly of such a translation and all the evils that would follow from people reading the Bible. Philip II, his court, and all the clerics of Spain were scandalized by the publication. He paused periodically, waiting for Sixtus to speak. But the pope didn’t say a word and just glared at him.
Finally Olivares said, “Your Holiness does not reply, and I cannot divine what you are thinking.”
“I was thinking of throwing you out of these windows,” the pope said, nodding to the long windows high above Saint Peter’s Square, “to teach you with what respect you must speak to the head of the Church.” The ambassador raced out of the audience chamber, down the marble stairs, out into Saint Peter’s Square, and into his waiting carriage. Once in his palace, he “threw himself on his bed and said that he had made a good escape.”3
Olivares wrote his monarch, “You will consider, Sire, if it please you, that I am in Rome exposed to the hatred of the pope, who would not pardon his own father, but I risk my life voluntarily for the service of your majesty.”4
While Sixtus despised the most Catholic monarch in Europe, he was, oddly enough, quite fond of the arch heretics Elizabeth I of England and King Henri of Navarre, who became Henri IV of France in 1589. Both were wily and shrewd, just like the pope himself. Sixtus never gave up hope that Henri and Elizabeth would return to the bosom of the Mother Church. He was right about the king of France, though he didn’t live to see Henri’s 1593 conversion after he decided “Paris is well worth a Mass.” When Elizabeth heard the pope’s oft-repeated belief that she would one day convert, she laughed out loud.
Sixtus often said Europe needed only three monarchs, Elizabeth, Henri, and himself, as all the rest were inept. He dreamt of sitting down to dinner with them, enjoying fine wine and discussing how to rule Europe. One day when speaking of Elizabeth to the Venetian ambassador, Sixtus said, “She is a great queen. If she were Catholic, she would be my most beloved. See how well she governs, a woman who rules only half an island. Despite that, she makes herself feared by Spain, and France, and the emperor. She has enriched herself with spoils taken from the Spaniards and holds them in check in Holland.”5
“What a courageous woman!” Sixtus said to the French ambassador. “She braves the two greatest kings [France and Spain] by sea and land.”6 And to Cardinal François de Joyeuse he remarked, “She is a valiant woman, and if she were not a heretic she would be worth a whole world.7 The king of Spain, Sixtus said, “takes one town and loses two, while a woman can make coalitions with the princes of Germany and Navarre, and find in herself the means of upsetting the whole world.”8
The distaff of the queen of England, the pope often remarked bitterly, was worth more than the sword of the king of Spain. And there would be nothing more glorious than if he and this princess were of the same faith. At one point, he shocked the cardinals and ambassadors by saying, “It’s a pity that Elizabeth and I cannot marry: our children would have ruled the world.”9
Oddly, Elizabeth’s feelings towards the pope were mutual. Though by the time of Sixtus’s reign the queen was in her fifties, offers of marriage still periodically rolled in. The queen’s counselors, knowing child-bearing was out of the question, pushed her to make a political alliance through marriage. A German, Swedish, or Danish prince would be a strong counterweight against a threatening Philip of Spain, who was already building boats. Elizabeth found a way of stopping all such discussion in its tracks by saying that the only monarch in Europe worthy of her hand was Pope Sixtus.
King Philip felt the pope’s admiration for heretics was scandalous. The pope should be trying to convert them, or if that failed, burn them. He certainly should not be praising them while criticizing the most Catholic king of Spain. Philip was creating an enormous armada that would conquer England in the name of the Church and force its citizens to become Catholic. Given the religious nature of his venture, he felt it was only right that the pope offer him moral and financial support. And if France ended up with a Protestant king, Philip planned to wage war there, too, with the pope’s help.
But Sixtus didn’t want a bloodbath in the name of Christ. One contemporary writer reported, “He declared that he didn’t have the spirit to wage a war against anyone, except against wickedness and vice in pursuing to death bandits, assassins, trouble-makers of public peace, and violators of convents… He said there were only two reasons for shedding human blood. The first was for the remission of sins, as Christ our redeemer did with his own blood. The second was for the revenge of the law, which was very necessary because without it no one would be safe from violence and fraud.”10
It is interesting that during Sixtus’s five-year reign, he allowed the Roman Inquisition to execute only five people, including a priest who had become Protestant and another who had violated the secrecy of confession. He gladly meted out violent deaths for violent acts, but was less inclined to punish errors of conscience in the law-abiding.
Bloodshed aside, Sixtus was strongly opposed to Philip gaining any more European territory. In October 1585, Cardinal d’Este wrote, “With regard to the proposed armada, this was bound to occasion alarm among the Christian princes since, although the heresy of the queen gives the Spanish monarch an excuse for his designs against England, there is no possible doubt that what he is aiming at is domination over the whole of Christendom.”11 And that was exactly what Sixtus feared; if Spain conquered England and France, Philip and his obnoxious ambassador would have greater clout when telling the pope what to do.
Sixtus was horrified when Elizabeth cut off the head of the very Catholic Mary, Queen of Scots in 1586 and grudgingly gave Philip the papal go-ahead for the invasion. In 1588, the pope reluctantly excommunicated Elizabeth. But Philip was taking years to build his armada, most of that time lost to his tremulous indecision.
“That Spanish armada gives us anxiety,” Sixtus said. “We have strong presentiments that it will not succeed. Instead of dispatching it in September last year, as we had advised, because in war nothing is so advantageous as promptitude, the king has delayed, hesitated, and given the queen time to prepare against his coming… The king and his armada are becoming ridiculous while Queen Elizabeth knows how to manage her affairs.”12
When the fleet finally set sail in May 1588, it was composed of 153 ships, 8,041 sailors, 19,747 soldiers, 1,000 volunteers, and 2,460 cannon. Plagued by doubts about Philip’s armada, Sixtus only agreed to pay the king a million scudi if it landed on English soil. The pope foresaw Spanish ineptness, countered by English courage and cleverness, though he couldn’t anticipate the violent storms that scattered the Spanish fleet when it appeared before the English coast in August.
The armada was a financial debacle for Philip, whose ambassador was soon pounding on the door of the papal audience chamber demanding the pope break open his Castel Sant’Angelo treasure chests to pay Philip the promised million scudi. The pope steadfastly refused, pointing out that the only Spaniards who had landed on English soil were drowned sailors washed ashore, and that didn’t count.
A monkey dressed as a Spanish naval officer had swum ashore, but the locals, who had never seen a Spaniard or a monkey, and couldn’t understand the monkey’s chattering, thought the dark hairy little person was a Spaniard and hanged him. That didn’t count either. The pope was certainly not going to dip into his cherished coffers to rescue the stupid Spanish king. He continued to save his million scudi a year, piling it up in enormous chests in Castel Sant’Angelo and periodically thrusting a long stick into the heaps of gold coins.



Chapter 29
Fall of the Colossus
A good name is better than fine perfume,
and the day of death better than the day of birth.
– Ecclesiastes 7:1
Sixtus had enjoyed robust good health for almost his entire pontificate. In 1587, he had a high fever and fell into either a deep sleep or coma. All the cardinals were supposed to make a big show of going to the local churches and, kneeling solemnly in front of a crucifix, pray for the pope’s recovery. But many Romans believed the cardinals were, in fact, asking God to put Sixtus out of their misery.
At one point, the pope’s doctor was alarmed that his patient had so little color in his face. Believing him to be unconscious, the doctor thwacked the pope’s nose to see if any blood rushed to it. The pope opened his eyes immediately and said in an angry voice, “You have a lot of nerve to thwack the nose of a pope.” According to the chronicler, “The poor doctor was horrified, believing the pope would never again want to see a man who had placed his hands on his nose. He ran home and took to his bed with a fever, which in a few days killed him.”1
Unlike the doctor, Sixtus recovered quickly from the illness, which might have been malaria, a common complaint in Rome, and especially in the Vatican, which had been built on top of a low-lying swamp. Aside from bouts of insomnia, he remained healthy until April 1590, when he developed flu-like symptoms, headaches, and a bit of fever. Though his appetite remained strong, he began to look haggard. In June, he suffered from cold sweats and high fevers.
The pope had good days and bad, and on every one of them he worked at least twelve hours, sometimes many more. On August 10, against the vehement protests of his doctors, Sixtus went to a church service celebrating the return to Catholicism of the German margrave of Baden. He returned from the service sicker than ever. When his nephew, young Cardinal Montalto, begged him to rest a little, Sixtus replied, “You must know, my nephew, that a prince only stops commanding when he dies. He is like the nightingale, who sings until death.” To others he said, “A prince must die in action.”2
On August 20, the pope had another violent shouting match with the Spanish ambassador. “Does the king want to become pope?” he thundered, referring to Philip II. “In that case we should make him a cardinal first.”3 After Olivares protested, the pope cried, “We are not the servant of your king. We do not owe him obedience nor an account of our actions. We are the father of all Catholics and do not expect that our children, without being asked, impose their advice on their parents… You, who carry a sword at your side, do you believe that you know theology better than we, who have studied it all our life? With what right, during the heat of August, do you come to molest us? You would have done better to have stayed home.”4
After the audience, Sixtus developed a violent fever. The next day, he insisted on meeting with the cardinals’ committee of French affairs, but when he spoke, he rambled unintelligibly. On August 23, he was back to being himself and dealt with affairs of state; by evening the fever had disappeared. The following day, he presided over a meeting of the Inquisition. He had no appetite but an insatiable thirst.
On Sunday, August 26, the pope agreed to his doctors’ recommendation that he receive a suppository to draw out the feverish humors in his body. But instead of improving, he became markedly worse. The following day, it was clear that he was dying. When his grandnephew Cardinal Montalto asked him how he felt, he said weakly, “I have a great heat in my head, which seems to be on fire.”5 His last official act was to assign a large bread subsidy for the people of the Papal States as harvests had been bad and the price of bread was rising rapidly.
Some cardinals brought Sixtus the holy sacrament as his last communion, but his throat was so swollen he could not swallow it. A priest gave him extreme unction, anointing his body with holy oil, as the pope slowly breathed out the fire of his soul. “In that instant when he gave up his soul,” wrote one contemporary, “the most extraordinary thing happened. It began to thunder and lightning, the sky becoming black and wild, with clouds full of fire racing towards the Monte Cavallo Palace, where his Holiness was, shooting out thunderbolts, one of which they say struck the arms of the pope above the gate of the Jews.”6 Romans wondered if the Devil were coming to take Sixtus for executing so many people. Others thought it was God welcoming him home with a dazzling show as the heavens opened to receive him.
Doctors loved performing autopsies, and it was especially amusing to pry open royal bodies, bring out the organs, and give them a good poke. Unfortunately, they didn’t have a clue what they were looking at. Was that abnormality in the stomach a cancerous tumor which had slowly caused death? Or was it the sudden result of poisoning? Or perhaps it had nothing at all to do with the death? In the 1590s, physicians examining the corpse of King Henri IV’s mistress agreed that she had, in fact, been killed by a “corrupt lemon.”7
And now, as they prodded the cadaver of Sixtus, they found “very sincere” intestines8 – probably meaning healthy – and a “rotten”9 brain with some water on it. Physicians of the time believed all food and smells ended up in some form in the brain – clearly alcohol did, so everything else ingested must also find its way up there. According to this theory, it was not impossible that poison could have traveled north instead of south.
Some wondered about the deleterious effects of the enema he had received the day before he died. In 1517, several cardinals had bribed the physician of Pope Leo X in a thwarted plot to give him a poisoned enema; given his sexual proclivities, they saw this as a fitting end. In the case of Sixtus, after some debate it was agreed that poison administered through the rear end couldn’t rise up to rot the victim’s brain while leaving his guts sincere.
There were ample reasons for Spain to kill the pope. Sixtus had stymied Spanish pretensions in France, publicly admired Queen Elizabeth, insulted Spanish ambassadors, refused to pay for the armada and, more recently, he had seemed to be angling to take back the kingdom of Naples. The Spanish protested loudly that they had not killed the pope – though they were certainly glad he was dead – and their enemies the French were spreading the slanderous rumors of Spanish poison. Indeed, it is highly unlikely that Sixtus was poisoned. He had felt unwell for months with intermittent fever and headaches, while poison was usually administered in one fatal dose.
Due to the ghastly heat, the pope was buried temporarily under Saint Peter’s Basilica. A year later when, it was hoped, he would be reduced to non-odiferous bones, he would be taken in a solemn procession to the tomb he had prepared for himself in his favorite Church of Saint Mary Major, just across from his gorgeous Villa Montalto, and his beloved gardens.
Sixtus had often said, “I am convinced that the Romans will slide back into their disorders under another pontificate.”10 And he was right. Succeeding popes would gleefully dig into the money he had so carefully put aside, spending it wildly. More merciful Vicars of Christ would return to the hallowed tradition of pardoning murderers, rapists, and robbers, setting them at liberty to begin committing crimes afresh. But many of Sixtus’s achievements still exist as lasting testimony of his incredible reign – those tourist magnets, his obelisks; his wide, straight Roman roads; his life-giving aqueducts; his expanded Vatican library and printing press; and his light-filled Vatican apartments where pontiffs have resided since his time.
Never before Sixtus had a pope achieved so much in so few years, and never after. The Venetian envoy, Paolo Paruta, wrote, “Anyone who sees the many and extraordinary works of Sixtus V, the long aqueducts and the public fountains, the streets and palaces and churches, could hardly believe that all this had been brought into being in so short a time.”11
Shortly after the pope’s death, the Benedictine abbot Angelo Grillo returned to Rome after a ten-year absence. He wrote a friend, “Here I am in Rome, and yet I cannot find the Rome I know; so great are the changes in the buildings, the streets, the piazzas, the fountains, the aqueducts, the obelisks, and the other marvels with which the glorious memory of Sixtus has beautified this old and ruinous city, that I cannot recognize nor find, so to speak, any trace of that old Rome which I left ten years ago, when I came away; and so it would seem to your lordship if you saw it in its new guise.”12
Sixtus’s early chronicler wrote, “Only Christ, as God, who can do anything, could have done more than Pope Sixtus in five years.”13



Chapter 30
After Vittoria
And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne,
 and books were opened. Another book was opened,
 which is the book of life. The dead were judged
 according to what they had done as recorded in the books.
– Revelation 20:12
Vittoria’s tragic death had all the elements to make poets swoon with ecstasy. She had been gorgeous, ambitious, and possibly adulterous and murderous. Her story was chock full of irony – if only she had waited for Pope Gregory to die, she would have been Princess Montalto with a handsome young husband at her side, beloved by her family. Due to her acquiescence in Francesco’s death, she found herself a dubious duchess, shackled to a huge, rotting, spendthrift husband, whose family killed her for some furniture. Her end was dramatic in the extreme – a murder before a crucifix, complete with bodice-ripping, and followed by a shoddy burial in an unmarked grave.
Soon after her death, many poets wrote as if they were Vittoria, which led to the legend that Vittoria herself was a great poet. Though no contemporary records mention her poetry, it is tempting to picture the doomed beauty in the five weeks that remained to her after the duke’s death, thick black tendrils of hair curling down a frilly white nightgown, as she penned sad verses by the light of a single candle. Numerous poems attributed to her are located in the Florentine State Archives, though none is signed by her.
One sonnet attributed to Vittoria was definitely not her creation, since we can assume she would not have referred to herself as dead:
I am the great Victoria who plucks the prize
 of beauty from the Greeks and Latins.

And dead, I, too, bring wars and ruin,

And turn Rome upside down with my rank.

In the proud and glorious city,

Mother of heroes, high queen of the world,

I was born endowed with divine beauty

And lived among so many, who never found fame.1

Another depicts her plight shortly before her death in the Palazzo Foscari, waiting for doom to descend:
Reckless thought

Elevated to the sky, eager and light

Not to rejoice on high,

But to make me fall with a mortal leap.

You in my audacious flight

Promised me a tranquil peace.

Then, throwing me to the ground,

You fatefully gave me a perpetual war.

Oh, that others died

Because of my immoderate daring!

When I so often think

Of the good that’s past, I increase the present pain.

Thus if my thought

Was the only cause of my proud haste,

Cry much, my painful eyes

Until life seeps away in tears.2

In late Elizabethan and Jacobean England, poison, murder, revenge, and adultery were thought to thrive under the warm Italian sun just as bacteria does in heat. Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice, Othello, Romeo and Juliet, and other plays reflected and encouraged this trend. In 1612, Daniel Webster wrote a popular play about Vittoria called The White Devil. Webster had evidently heard from a traveler of the astonishing events twenty-seven years earlier, though the details were a bit hazy, allowing the playwright to embellish. In order to marry the Venetian courtesan, Vittoria, the slender dashing Paolo Giordano kills his first wife Isabella by smearing poison on the lips of his portrait which she devotedly kisses every night. Vittoria’s husband is killed the same night, his neck broken. The duke of Bracciano dies by putting on a poisoned helmet.
At least Webster got the finale right – a pile of freshly killed bodies heaped up on the stage as the curtain swings shut. Regarding Vittoria’s character, perhaps the only correct part was her courage in the moment before death:
I shall wellcome death

As princes doe some great embassadors.

Ile meet thy weapon halfe way…

I will not in my death shed one base tear

Or if I looke pale, for want of blood, not feare.3

Public contempt for Lodovico’s murder of a defenseless woman is expressed in her next line:
‘Twas a manly blow!

The next thou giv’st, murder some sucking infant
 and then thou wilt be famous.4

Camilla, the mother-in-law Vittoria had scorned, lived to great old age beloved for her charity to the poor. Like the pope, Camilla never forgot where she came from. Refusing to waste her wealth on selfish extravagance, she gave to those who suffered hunger and poverty, as she had. She died in 1606 at about the age of eighty-seven.
Camilla’s grandchildren all had illustrious careers. On March 20, 1589, seventeen-year old Virginio Orsini, duke of Bracciano, married sixteen-year-old Flavia Peretti. The murderer’s son married the victim’s niece. The same day, her fourteen-year-old sister Felice married fourteen-year-old Marcantonio Colonna and became the duchess of Paliano. Out of his own money, Pope Sixtus gave each of the brides a dowry of 80,000 scudi cash, and 20,000 scudi in jewelry and furniture, “in order,” he said, “that they may buy a pair of shoes without asking their husbands’ permission.”5
Out of Virginio and Flavia’s eleven children, five of them became friars – penance, perhaps, for their families’ sins. Flavia and Felice’s brother Michele became the prince of Venafro, and over time young Cardinal Alessandro Peretti would become a prelate of great distinction.
After the execution of Marcello, the Accorambonis lost the urge to get Paolo Giordano’s furniture. If they pushed for it, perhaps new charges would be made against the rapidly diminishing family, or some of them would eat a meal and suddenly keel over dead. Cardinal de Medici took possession of the furnishings as if the duke’s will had never existed and gave them to Virginio, along with Vittoria’s items in Rome’s Tor de Specchi convent.
A century after Vittoria’s murder, Accoramboni descendants thought back on her estate and tried to take the ruling duke of Bracciano, Flavio Orsini, to court. In 1691, they lost the case, as the court found a will could not be contested more than a century after the testator’s death. The court also found grave doubts about the legitimacy of Vittoria’s marriage to Paolo Giordano. Perhaps she had never been duchess at all.
The spendthrift Orsini gene kept getting passed down until the family spent itself into near oblivion. In 1696, the last Orsini duke sold the duchy of Bracciano to the family of Pope Innocent XI (reigned 1676-1689), the Odescalchis, who still own it today. The castle became a part of recent pop culture when in 2006 Tom Cruise married Katie Holmes in the main reception room.
In October 1587, Grand Duke Francesco of Tuscany and his courtesan-wife Bianca Cappello died within hours of each other from either malaria or poison. Many fingers pointed at Cardinal de Medici, who hated his brother’s second wife and wanted to prevent her from inheriting anything. Perhaps he was afraid of another protracted fight over furniture. Ferdinando gave his brother due funerary honors, but he tossed Bianca into an unmarked grave, just as Vittoria had been. Like Anne Boleyn before them, such was the fate of ambitious women who used beauty and sex to overstep their bounds.
Suddenly the new grand duke of Tuscany was a cardinal. Like most royal younger brothers who joined the Church, Ferdinando had only taken minor orders and had never been ordained a priest, which was thought to tattoo the soul forever with a sign that the individual couldn’t marry. Sixtus was forced to allow the cardinal he disliked to doff his red robes and become the ruler of neighboring Tuscany, where he was in a better position to squabble with the pope. Ferdinando married Christine of Lorraine and had nine children.
Some of the places associated with Vittoria’s life still exist, though sadly, the grandest of all does not. In 1784, Villa Montalto was bought by a tasteless merchant who sold most of the statues and knocked down the splendid two-hundred-year-old trees that Sixtus had planted before he became pope. The palace itself was razed in the 1860s to build Rome’s main train station, Termini. Those passengers arriving in Rome should remember, as they alight, that here a cardinal once tended his vines and plotted his vengeance.
The building where Vittoria was murdered miraculously survived the Allied bombs of March 1944, which were dropped across the street, and the gentler but equally devastating hand of time itself. Known as the Cavalli Palace after the family who bought it in the seventeenth century, today it is part of the geology department of the University of Padua. The glorious rooms are used, oddly enough, as offices, or filled with dark and dusty bookshelves, functions incongruous with its illustrious architecture.
It is not possible to say exactly where in the house Vittoria was murdered, though we have a good idea. According to contemporary reports, her altar was a small room off her bedroom. There are two rooms off the ballroom – currently used as offices – which would have been the right size for a bedroom. At the back of one of them is a door to a small chamber, which today houses not an altar and crucifix, but a lavatory. Perhaps this is the spot of Vittoria’s death, somewhere between the sink and the toilet.
The Salò palace where Paolo Giordano heaved his last breath is little changed since that day and remains in private hands. Mysterious and lovely, it slumbers at the very edge of Lake Garda, its ancient dreams undisturbed by the living. The current owner wonders if Vittoria hid her best jewels somewhere on the property – the ones Lodovico couldn’t find in her jewel box – and Paolo Giordano’s remaining gold. Perhaps she planned to retrieve them once Lodovico had finally sailed east. Maybe even now they lie forgotten in a palace wall, under a floor, or buried in the garden.
It is not known exactly where Vittoria and Flaminio lay. They had been placed, according to a contemporary report, “in the ground” at the Church of the Eremetani. There had been no marker, since nobody was around to pay for one. The bombs which spared the Foscari Palace blasted the German headquarters next to the church, which was largely destroyed, including numerous tombs and church records.
The exact location of Paolo Giordano’s body likewise remains a mystery. Like most Renaissance corpses, his was dragged across the street to the nearest church. There is no tombstone in or around the church bearing his name, though his will requested that one be made. It is likely that as soon as Vittoria arrived in Padua, she was concerned with matters other than her dead husband’s tombstone, fighting as she was with Lodovico over the furniture. But tombstone or no, where is his body?
According to the nobleman who currently owns the Salò palace, after Vittoria’s death Sixtus sent word to the Capuchin monks that a serial killer could not be entombed on sanctified soil. The frightened monks, knowing of the pope’s violent reputation when his edicts were not followed, immediately disinterred Paolo Giordano and laid his coffin on the ground outside the church. After a period of time, not knowing what to do with the coffin, the monks opened it up and tossed the duke into the lake which, it is said, never gives up its dead. Whatever was left of the duke’s bloated magnificence became a feast for fish. Perhaps that ending is the most fitting of all.
Sixtus had always planned for the future, and as pope he was thinking ahead to Judgment Day. When the trumpet was sounded, he wanted to crawl out of his grave, brush the dust from his clothing, and greet loved ones with gladness. He certainly didn’t want to be buried in Saint Peter’s Basilica and wake up to find himself in the company of dozens of other popes, many of whom he despised, such as the weak Gregory XIII and the horrible sex-crazed Borgia, Alexander VI.
The one pope he wanted to embrace on Judgment Day was his saintly friend and mentor, Pius V. In the summer of 1586, Sixtus built a tomb for Pius in a large side chapel in Saint Mary Major. He erected a beautiful statue of the pope, standing and giving a benediction. The figure wore the papal tiara with rays of the sun extending behind it. The plaque below it states that Sixtus constructed the tomb in gratitude. When the tomb was finished, on January 8, 1588, the pope had Pius’s body moved from Saint Peter’s. In the same chapel, Sixtus had his own tomb built, but his statue is far more humble. He is kneeling, his hands in prayer, and his papal tiara is placed on the floor behind him.
That same year, Sixtus moved the bodies of Francesco and Maria to the chapel, too, in separate mournful ceremonies attended by numerous cardinals. Francesco’s coffin, covered in a rich cloth, was placed on an open carriage and carried through the streets of Rome in a slow procession attended by eighteen cardinals wearing fuchsia mourning vestments. Monks carrying torches surrounded the funeral carriage.
In the crypt below Sixtus’s chapel were deposited the remains of the young man who had never attracted public attention except by his tragic end. He now attracted it a second time by the splendor of his belated funeral, held seven years after his murder. But once the slab was dragged into place, Francesco was once again forgotten by all but his mother and uncle. The day of the re-interment, Pope Sixtus V shed many tears over Francesco’s coffin and gave orders that when the time came his own should be placed beside it.
And there, until this very day, rest the young man who had enjoyed the amazing good fortune to marry the most beautiful girl in Rome, and the uncle who avenged him.
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