

[image: Cover The Pope’s Daughter by Dario Fo]




Europa Editions


214 West 29th St., Suite 1003


New York NY 10001


info@europaeditions.com


www.europaeditions.com





This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously.





Copyright © 2014 by Chiarelettere


First publication 2015 by Europa Editions





Translation by Anthony Shugaar


Original Title: La figlia del papa
Translation copyright © 2015 by Europa Editions





All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.





Cover Art by Emanuele Ragnisco


www.mekkanografici.com





ISBN 9781787700604







Dario Fo


THE POPE’S DAUGHTER


Translated from the Italian


by Anthony Shugaar


[image: ]







“Men are so simple, and so subject to present necessities,


that he who seeks to deceive will always find someone


who will allow himself to be deceived.”
—NICCOLÒ MACHIAVELLI
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Proscenium





“God! Seen from above and stark naked, you’re even handsomer!


To what house do you belong, Neapolitan?”


—LUCREZIA TO ALFONSO OF ARAGON
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“In the production we saw, there were children on the proscenium, and at the height of the most tasteless and grotesque of the pantomimes, they could do nothing more than look on in horror.”


—LUCREZIA TO HER BROTHER CESARE






[image: 1]

Lucrezia







PREAMBLE



Jumping feet-first into the mud


 


Concerning the lives, the triumphs, and the misdeeds of the Borgias, and based on the more or less thorough and accurate documentation thereof, operas and plays have been written and staged, noteworthy films have been made starring renowned actors, as well as, most recently, two remarkably popular television series.


What is the explanation of our enduring interest in the doings of these individuals? Undoubtedly it is the shameless lack of any moral compass that they are said to have displayed at every turn in their story. A way of life without restraint, be it in matters sexual or affairs of state and society.


Among the great writers who have recounted the dramatic deeds, deep-seated cynicism, and torrid love affairs of this powerful clan, we should mention Alexander Dumas, père, Victor Hugo, Maria Bellonci, and Rafael Sabatini. But one of the most renowned is John Ford, an Elizabethan playwright writing at the turn of the seventeenth century. He wrote and staged ’Tis Pity She’s a Whore, a play almost certainly based on the alleged exploits of Lucrezia Borgia and her brother Cesare, who were long rumored to have been incestuous lovers. Our good friend Margherita Rubino has researched the theatrical works written during the lives of the Borgias and has identified not one but two playwrights—Giovanni Falugi and Sperone Speroni—who drew on this story, disguising it by giving it an ancient Roman provenance, allegedly from Ovid.
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Francesco Sforza
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Ludovico the Moor





Undoubtedly, if we remove the story of Pope Alexander VI and his family from its context in Renaissance Italy, what we get is a shocking saga in which all the leading characters act without regard for their adversaries and quite often each other.


At every twist and turn, the victim destined for sacrifice, ever since she was a child, is Lucrezia. It is she who is tossed into the gaping maw of financial and political interests by both her father and her brother, without a qualm. What the lovely young maiden might think or feel is of no concern. After all, she’s just a female, a judgment that came as easily to her father, the future pope, as to her brother, soon to be made cardinal. In fact, there are points in the narrative when Lucrezia seems to be nothing more than a package of shapely breasts and a magnificent derrière. Ah, we almost forgot, her eyes too were twin pools of enchantment.


 


Still, the horrors in Italy did not unfold so spectacularly only in the milieu of Rome. Let us examine another instance, the court of Milan, where we will make the acquaintance of the Viscontis and the Sforzas, who’ll appear frequently, often playing leading roles.


In 1447 Filippo Maria Visconti died without male issue, his only heir an illegitimate daughter, Bianca Maria; she was promptly legitimized so that she could be married off to Francesco Sforza, whose father, a soldier of fortune, was a commoner by birth. In fact, Francesco Sforza’s grandfather was a miller. And voilà, the birth of a new dynasty. The young bride gave birth to eight sons and daughters, including Galeazzo Maria and Ludovico, who will be known as Ludovico the Moor.


Galeazzo Maria was, to use the phrase current in Neapolitan slang, a sciupafemmene, a lady killer, an unrepentant lothario as likely to frequent noblewomen as prostitutes. His behavior in fact won him numerous enemies, and when he was finally murdered it was at the hands of not one but several assassins. He was stabbed to death outside the church of Santo Stefano, and precisely on the name day of that church’s titular saint, St. Stephen, that is, December 26, 1476, by Giovanni Andrea Lampugnani, Gerolamo Olgiati, and Carlo Visconti, better known as Il Bastardo. So many conspirators were in on the deed, like some latter-day Julius Caesar!


Upon Galeazzo Maria’s death, the succession would ordinarily have fallen to his eldest child and only male heir, Gian Galeazzo, who was just seven. But Ludovico the Moor, with French support, took over as regent and quickly exploited his nephew’s youth to strengthen and expand his own grip on power. But his criminal acts did not end here. Determined to rid himself once and for all of his young rival, who was also his nephew, he decided to poison him very slowly, little by little, in such a way that he could never be accused of his murder. The young man died, sure enough, after long drawn-out suffering, and his uncle Ludovico the Moor wept hot tears over his nephew’s coffin, and then grabbed his inheritance, the duchy of Milan.


Why have we devoted so much space to this lordly lineage? Just to begin with, because a few years later Ludovico the Moor married Beatrice d’Este, whose brother Alfonso—Alfonso d’Este to be exact—would become one of Lucrezia Borgia’s husbands. But that’s not the only instance of family ties: Isabella d’Este, sister to Alfonso and Beatrice, later married Francesco Gonzaga, the Marchese of Mantua, and as we shall see, she too figures in some of the spicier gossip about Lucrezia. And if we look even closer, the circle still isn’t complete.


 


In order that our readers fully appreciate the atmosphere in which people lived in Rome and all of Italy at the end of the fifteenth century, it would be useful, before proceeding, to recall a few other details. To this end, we may well profit by reading a letter that a young and newly consecrated bishop wrote to an old classmate from the seminary.


 


 


Elegant parties with lovely women


 


The prelate tells the tale of a papal orgy during which the bonae femmene, that is, the high-ranked courtesans invited to the ceremony, put on a dance competition in which they each performed a squatting curtsey, dropping their buttocks to the floor, where a line of scented candles stood burning. Each dancer, naturally after hiking her skirts, put out her candle and then rose again to a standing position, gripping the stub of candle with her vaginal muscles, taking great care not to let it fall. There was no shortage of applause.


Finally, one last noteworthy episode, which takes us all the way up to the threshold of our story: on July 23, 1492, Pope Innocent VIII fell into a coma, and his death was expected to occur within days.


Savonarola, the scourge of bishops and popes, had this to say about him: “[The pretext of] art is the same damnation that is now desecrating the throne of St. Peter in Rome [ . . . ]. We are talking about Pope Innocent VIII, in whose life the only thing that was ever innocent was his name.”


And yet Alexandre Dumas, père, who wrote a magnificent history of the Borgias and the popes that preceded them, tells us that he was called “the father of his people,” because thanks to his amatory energy he had increased the number of his subjects by eight sons and eight daughters in a life spent indulging in the voluptuous arts—all with different lovers, of course. It is not known how he chose those lovers because, it is well known, he suffered from a catastrophic case of myopia. In fact, he had recruited a bishop to accompany him everywhere he went and, with every person he met, to whisper the name, the sex, the age, and the physical appearance of whoever was kissing the papal ring at that moment.


Still, it has to be admitted that this sinner-pope had an elevated sense of family. The care he showed for his children should be considered acts of love rather than unworthy examples of nepotism.


In fact he selected just the right broodmares for the task at hand—the task of propagating his family—from among the daughters of powerful and illustrious men, beginning with the beloved infanta of Lorenzo de’ Medici who was married off to his own firstborn son, Franceschetto Cybo. And there were other young men from the most illustrious dynasties in Italy, for his many daughters.


In his book The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, Jacob Burckhardt describes a number of the more interesting aspects of the behavior of Innocent VIII and his son Franceschetto: the father-and-son pair, he writes, “established an office for the sale of secular favors, in which pardons for murder and manslaughter were sold for large sums of money. Out of every fine, 150 ducats were paid into the papal exchequer, and what was over, to Franceschetto. Rome, during the latter part of this pontificate, swarmed with licensed and unlicensed assassins.”


 


 


Clemency and indulgences are a safeguard of power


 


But what especially catches our attention is that to this already substantial group of rogues and scoundrels were added another two hundred, possibly more, in that July of 1492. It may seem incredible, but that’s exactly what happened: that month, there were more than two hundred murder victims, meaning there were just as many murderers. Two hundred! In just a few weeks, one after the other, after the other.
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Pope Innocent VIII





How on earth could such an immense massacre happen?


It’s easy enough to explain: in Rome, every time a pope died, there was a host of murders because in time-honored tradition, once the conclave elected a new pope, an amnesty was declared for anyone who might have committed a crime during the days of the interregnum.


So anyone nursing a murderous grudge took advantage of the papal vacancy to satisfy his thirst for vendetta, murdering whomever he chose, confident that he would be set free in a matter of days, and all thanks to the certainty of a sure and plenary indulgence. Good times!


 


And now that we have given a clear picture of the atmosphere that reigned, it is precisely from this death of a pope, and from what took place in the immediate aftermath, that we shall begin.




PART ONE
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Rodrigo Borgia







 


The blessed lottery


 


On August 11, 1492, the artillery of Castel Sant’Angelo were fired to remind Rome and the world at large that a new pontiff had been elected, under the name of Alexander VI. At last Spain could lay claim to her second pope, Rodrigo Borgia.


In Rome a Pasquinade penned by the usual suspect exclaimed: “The papal throne has gone to the one who paid the most to those who run the holy lottery.”


The Romans knew every cardinal in that lottery by Christian name and family affiliation: Ascanio Sforza, the brother of Ludovico the Moor, who had actually been given a city as a reward for his support, the city of Nepi, as well as four mules heavily laden with gold; Giuliano della Rovere, who was given assurances that it would be his turn to climb to the tip of the pyramid on the next go-round; and so on, with other gifts and prebends for all the other electors.


 


But now let us begin with this new pope, whose family we have chosen as the chief protagonists of our story.


Very little is known about the first Borgias and what scanty information has come down to us is insufficient to determine the family’s origin; an origin that the flatterers and adulators of the Spanish dynasty actually traced back to the royal house of Aragon, a descent that seems highly unlikely.


In truth, the birth of this house can only be linked back to the authentic founder of the name, or perhaps we should say clan: we’re talking about Alfonso Borgia. His father is sometimes called Domenico or Domingo, and at others Juan, while we don’t even know his mother’s surname.


Alfonso was born in Valencia in 1378. He was hired as a private scrivener to the royal court of Aragon, but with an astonishing change of headgear, we find him a short while thereafter in the robes of the bishop of Valencia. It was in that garb that he landed in Naples in the entourage of King Alfonso of Aragon, who became the monarch of Naples. Alfonso Borgia was made a cardinal in 1444. A rapid and astounding career!


It was a well-known fact: what Spain had in mind, and had been working to achieve since the middle of the fifteenth century, in rivalry with France, was to gain control of the papacy and full sway over Europe. And it was none other than the Borgias who began the conquest of the papal throne. To be precise, Alfonso was the first pontiff of the House of Borgia, and he donned the papal tiara in 1455 under the name of Callixtus III. On the heels of that pontiff, a forerunner to all that would follow, a considerable number of blood and acquired relatives of the Holy Father moved to Rome from Valencia. Among them was his favorite nephew: Rodrigo.


 


All of the many chroniclers and historians of the Borgias agree that Rodrigo came to Rome at the age of roughly eighteen, eager to place himself under the protection of the Spanish pontiff. This is just the first sign of the shameless nepotism of this high prelate, who gladly footed the bill for all the expenses the young man faced. Rodrigo had as his personal instructor none other than Maestro Gaspare da Verona, a man of great learning and extraordinary skill as a teacher.


Not long after that, the young man went to Bologna to study the law. The course of studies required for this degree was expected to take seven years. We should not assume that he plunged headfirst into the codices, enriching himself with nuggets of rhetoric and theology. The young man immediately won a great reputation among his classmates as a likable and respected individual. Rodrigo was an energetic student, handsome to behold and an eloquent and witty companion. He was beloved by young women and generous with his friends. He was therefore promptly elevated to the rank of ringleader of that gang of sons of the nobility and of the merchant class.


He faithfully attended all his lessons and was punctual in taking all his exams, which he passed with flying colors. But he also never missed a gathering of his fellow students, in both taverns and bordellos. “It’s very difficult for a woman,” his professor of rhetoric used to say, “to resist his courtship. He attracts women the way a magnet attracts iron filings. Ferrum, of course, is Latin for iron, and it sounds very much like another Latin word, phallum. Oh, my goodness, what have you made me say!”


On August 9, 1456, even though he had not yet completed the entire course of study, Rodrigo was allowed for special merits to take the final exam for his degree. His uncle, pleased and proud and in the meantime elevated to the papal throne, rewarded him by appointing him cardinal. Of course, that appointment was made discreetly and with great nonchalance, obviously to keep from triggering new charges of nepotism and favoritism.


 


But the special privileges did not end here. Callixtus III, now pope but still his uncle, decided to appoint his protégé the papal vicar to the March of Ancona. This was no easy task, because the warlords of the Marches were in revolt against the rule of Rome and at the same time in continual battle amongst themselves.


The youthful cardinal Rodrigo Borgia arrived in the city with a small entourage of assistants, by night, and called a meeting for early the following morning in the palace of the curia of all those in charge of enforcing law and order in that city, as well as those in charge of collecting the taxes.


“I am here at the behest of the Holy Father,” he introduced himself. “First of all I want to hear from you how you are faring in terms of enforcement, by which I mean how many arms-bearing men are at your disposal, and how many horsemen, and whether you have firearms, starting with your cannon. How many do you possess?”


The answer came shyly: “No, Your Eminence, we are still waiting for them but till now we haven’t received any at all.”


“That’s fine, I’ve seen to it myself. I’ve brought with me four wagons with arquebuses, culverins, and muskets on tripods, because of the recoil, and there are four more teams of oxen hauling four cannons firing seven-pound shot.”


“But we have no idea of how to use ordnance of that kind,” humbly confessed the chief of guards.


“That is precisely why I am here.”


“Will you instruct us yourself, Your Eminence?”


“I certainly could, but I’d prefer that you be taught by the two arquebus instructors I’ve brought with me.”


“Forgive us, but do you intend to fire those guns?”


And the papal vicar replied: “I understand that—given the situation that has been developing in this magnificent city of yours, Ancona—you feel a certain restraint when it comes to firing bullets and cannonballs at the most eminent citizens of your city. I’ve asked around, and I understand that in this sometimes bloody dispute between noble factions, your representatives of law and order have always remained cautiously balanced—in a state of stable, unstable, and apparent equilibrium. In other words, you’ve put your own survival first and foremost, you sly dogs! But now you’re going to have to make some hard choices. No more back-scratching, no more trading favors, no more turning a blind eye. You can’t put it off any longer, now you have the resources you need to establish order: learn to shoot, or we’ll turn these weapons on you.”


“How would you do it? Who would do the firing?”


“In Rome I have a thousand men standing ready and, at a word from me, they can be here in just one day’s march, ready to replace you, naturally after having given Christian burial to all those among you who might have refused our orders. The choice is up to you.”


“But you see . . . We have had to give way to the relentless tyranny of these riotous lordlings, and they are armed . . . ”


“Excuse me, but have you ever heard this name: Grippo dei Malatempora?”


“Yes,” the corps of guards replied in chorus, “he’s one of the notables who organized the last revolt!”


“Well, he is no longer a threat.”


“Is he dead!?”


“No, he’s a guest in your prisons. That’s why I arrived by night with a group of men large enough to chain him up and cart him away. This bogeyman of yours will soon be on his way to Rome, and there he’ll be tried and convicted straightaway. Do you like the word ‘straightaway’?”


“Yes, indeed.”


“Well, you can expect to hear it again many times while I’m here.”


And so, for the first time, cannons and culverins were heard thundering in the city of Ancona.


 


We should say that those blasts had an extraordinary effect on the men in charge of the public administration. Rodrigo Borgia, the papal vicar in the March of Ancona, succeeded in capturing a hundred or so town notables and their henchmen. Casualties were minimal, relative to the value of that operation. A nice clean little job, in other words.


In the end, as he was about to mount his steed and ride away, in the presence of the city’s authorities, both those who were handcuffed and those who were provisionally free, the papal vicar concluded his mission: “From this day forth your responsibilities to collaborate with the Papal State and His Holiness the Pontiff will no longer be a mere formality, they will now be explicit and effective. Therefore none of you, whether he be gonfalonier, captain of the people, or judge, will any longer be authorized to impose taxes, declare wars with sacking and plunder, sit in judgment, administer gambling or prostitution, coin money, or extort merchants, shopkeepers, and artisans like so many government usurers, as you have always done in the past. Ah, I was almost forgetting, each of you and the rest of the working population will have to provide proof each month that you have paid taxes to the Papal State that I represent.”


It was a highly successful visit, especially as far as the populace was concerned, and in fact when the time came for him to say, “Farewell, we’ll see each other again soon,” the crowd followed him to the main gate, applauding and cheering and roaring out: “Hurry back, Rodrigo! We need someone like you!”


And there were a few who cried: “That’s who they should make pope: you!”


“Thanks, I was just thinking the same thing, I’ll do everything I can to make sure that happens,” the cardinal replied, and then urged his horse on into a brisk trot.


When he reached Rome, many there had heard about what had happened in Ancona and most of them applauded his actions. Even the pontiff himself shamelessly applauded his behavior when he reached the Vatican, and embraced him like his own son. As a reward, he named him vice-chancellor, which amounted to saying that from that day forward the young man was second only to the pope himself.


What a career!


 


 


An ideal family


 


In those days, Rodrigo had one and possibly many amorous relationships. That lover, or those lovers, gave him three children. It may well be that it was only one woman, who became pregnant three different times; we’re certainly not about to start nitpicking.


Relations with his uncle were close and constant and increasingly affectionate. But to his dismay, three years after being elected pontiff, Pope Callixtus III was laid low with a bad case of gout which the physicians declared to be life-threatening. No one suspected that frequenting ladies of the day or the night at that age might lead to such a malady. At any rate, this was the diagnosis of sixteenth-century medicine: the effects caused by the lures of the flesh, whether consumed at table or in bed, were always deleterious!


Knowing that the pontiff lay at death’s door, the Roman noblemen, who, for the three full years of his papacy, had been forced to swallow in silence the broadsides of nepotism toward an intolerable number of close relatives, both blood and acquired by marriage, were finally able to exact revenge for that vast array of abuse. The privileges that for years had been the appanage of the Spaniards were now about to return to their hands. The usurpers were about to pay.


And in fact, one after another, the Iberian lackeys, servants, and professional adulators immediately took to their heels, and Rodrigo was left alone to hear the Holy Father’s last words. It is touching to see how constant the nephew was in attending the sick man’s bedside; it’s safe to say he never left the dying pope alone. He was certainly keenly aware that by remaining there, alone, in the open, he was running the risk of becoming the sole target of brutal vendettas. And yet the most powerful member of the college of cardinals not only remained, unflinching, by his onetime protector’s sickbed, but he also took care not to react with deed or threat while his palazzo was being sacked and plundered by the henchmen of the Colonna and Orsini families. And when the pontiff was finally dead, those families undertook a full-fledged purge.


Just for starters, Rodrigo’s younger brother Pedro Luis, who had been appointed Captain-General of the Church and prefect of the city, was forced to flee in disguise to escape a lynch mob the day before the pope died. But luck wasn’t on that Pedro Luis’s side, even if he was a Borgia! He fled to Civitavecchia, where he died soon afterward of malarial fever.


In contrast, while everyone in Rome who was either Spanish or had had anything to do with the Spanish was being slaughtered, no one dared to lay a hand on Rodrigo. He was untouchable, not so much because of any protection being afforded by the newly powerful, but because of his reputation as a peerless executive and his unequaled talent as vice-chancellor. Unbelievable: talent and intelligence still counted for something.


At that moment, on the day that his uncle Pope Callixtus III died, the young Borgia was twenty-seven years old. During the reigns of four consecutive pontiffs, he would occupy without interruption that same office, second in power only to the pope himself. Until the day he had to give up the position in order to don the papal tiara himself.


 


In 1466, or possibly 1467, Cardinal Rodrigo met someone whom we can safely say was destined to be the most important woman in his life. If for no other reason than that she, some short time later, would give birth to Lucrezia.


She was a beautiful Roman woman, probably of Lombard origins, tall, slender, and alluring. Above all, she was very intelligent, or she’d never have been able to so completely capture the attention of a man with so much experience and power.
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Vanozza Cattanei





Her name was Giovanna Cattanei, but she was known as Vannozza. When they met, Vannozza was about twenty, and Rodrigo was eleven years older than her. The cardinal took great care to keep that relationship a secret. He procured for his lover a more than fitting home where nearly every night, with great caution, he was able to pay her a visit. And yet in the society of that century it was quite accepted for a man of the church to carry on openly reckless relations with women of any and all social ranks and birth.


We therefore find ourselves in the presence of an unquestionable libertine, but one with a certain sense of shame. And if you like, you’re welcome to call it priestly hypocrisy, as Molière does in his Tartuffe.


The truly noteworthy aspect, however, is that in contrast with all the other relationships he’d carried on before now, in this one the high prelate seemed to be seeking not so much adventure, but rather a sense of family. In fact, the four children that were born to this union would be tended to, beloved, and raised in an almost normal family setting. And because he himself could not personally play the part of the father of this family, the cardinal hired someone to do it for him. And he chose his man with subtlety and cunning.


His name was Giorgio de Croce, and by profession he was an apostolic secretary. Needless to say, that job at the Vatican had been procured for this pretend father by Rodrigo, the real father. And of course, Rodrigo had added a little extra to his salary for the job of being father. In turn, Rodrigo had to invent an identity of his own, and he came up with one that was absolutely plausible: he became the uncle. A likable, generous uncle, one who was extraordinarily affectionate with his nieces and nephews. In fact, he came to see them every night, with armfuls of gifts. And sure enough Vannozza set aside a modest bedroom in her home, a pied-à-terre, just like in the pochades, or perhaps we should refer to the stage sets for the commedia dell’arte. The husband/father leaves through one door, the uncle/cardinal comes in through another and, as night draws on and the lamps are dimmed (surprise surprise) and once the children have been hugged and kissed goodnight, he withdraws into his room to sleep but just a few moments later he slips stealthily out and climbs into the bed of the wife of the false and now-absent husband. From time to time, he even runs into one or another of the children who’ve come in search of Mamma because they’ve been having nightmares, but the good uncle calms them down, rocks them in his arms, carries them back to their own beds, and even sings them a lullaby. Then he toddles off to sing one to the mother, too.


To tell the truth, of all those roles the toughest one belonged to the false husband. Playing the character of father and husband only to disappear as soon as his boss shows up and stay away until dawn, and then, as his employer tiptoes away, undress and get back in bed is not exactly the most fun-filled role available. But when the pay is good and the job is secure, it’s worth swallowing even the part of a scoundrel.


But just as in the commedia all’improvvisa that was beginning to be seen on stage around that time, there was an unexpected plot twist. All of a sudden the false husband and false father died. Was this an invented development? No, it was all too true. And so, after a fitting funeral for the rented parent, amidst prayers and tears, the time came to choose another false father. And this time they actually hired a man of letters, Carlo Canale, younger than his predecessor (and more or less the same age as mother Vannozza). Of course, he too enjoyed considerable benefits: he was well paid, and he was required only to take care of the very consolable widow and the children, in the role of preceptor. For which he was paid separately.


Canale quickly discovered that his new children were quite gifted, both in the scientific disciplines and in literature and poetry. In particular, the most versatile and receptive was certainly Lucrezia, who at the time was only six. She learned Latin and Greek with surprising facility, easily memorizing fragments of poetry and lyrics by the best known authors of literature and science.


 


Six more years went by, and now the day had come when Pope Innocent VIII (whom we mentioned at the beginning, in reference to his extraordinary collection of lovers and the numerous progeny with which he was endowed by these holy relationships) lay moaning on his deathbed.


It had been thirty-five years since the death of his uncle Callixtus III, and it is safe to say that the selection of popes who had occupied the throne of St. Peter since that day had been the result of the handiwork and skilled management of Rodrigo Borgia. And, as we were saying, his talent for moving cards and serving the interests that mattered made him more and more invaluable in his role as deputy pope.


After Pius II, Paul II, Sixtus IV and, of course, Innocent VIII, Cardinal Borgia decided that the time had come to have himself elected to the highest ecclesiastic office. Now there was no point in continuing to play the role of the generous uncle who arrived every evening at the home of his nieces and nephews only to sneak away the next day at dawn. Since he would soon be the master of the Holy See of Rome, he could safely put out with the trash any gossip that was certain to explode once word got out that the pope had children and a morganatic wife.


 


Now, however, it was time to reveal the truth to his offspring. We have no documentation on this phase of the process, but it is easy to imagine the words and the dialogue that must have ensued at the instant of revelation. He probably gathered together his family and said: “My dear children, your uncle will soon become pope.” A chorus of cheers and applause, hugs and kisses from all the children. But at this point, what age are the little ones? The eldest, Juan, was eighteen, Cesare was sixteen, Lucrezia twelve, and the fourth child, Jofré, was ten.


Lucrezia, leaping into Rodrigo’s arms, asked him: “But will we still be able to call you uncle, or must we add Your Holiness?”


Rodrigo took a deep breath and, after a moment, invited them all to sit down around him, including Vannozza and her husband, and then he told them the unbelievable truth: “No, you mustn’t call me uncle anymore, because the truth is, I’m not your mother’s brother, and Carlo Canale isn’t her real second husband, and your late father wasn’t really your father at all.”


The children were all struck dumb, and Cesare asked: “Then if everyone here is a playactor, fictitious, just who are you?”


“I am your father, your own true father, the father of you all, and not merely the spiritual father, but your actual, carnal father, and I engendered you with your mother, the only real person here.”


Cesare asked in a resentful voice: “And why did you go on telling us this lie for all these years?”


“Because the truth would have created a scandal: the deputy pope, which is what I have been until now, has a woman that he loved! He brought into the world with that woman four little children, all of them the apples of his eye! And for you, too, it would have been difficult to emerge from that experience unharmed.”


Lucrezia burst into tears, and with her, so did her youngest brother: “But you always taught us that we shouldn’t lie,” the daughter sniffed, “that it is wrong to betray or defile the truth. And now you tell us that everything in our home was false, a trick. Our father lied when he took us in his arms, he lied when he lay down in bed with our mother, and so did he, our preceptor, it was all a lie. What will we say to our friends, to the people who sarcastically ask us, ‘How are your fathers today?’”
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Rodrigo Borgia (Pope Alexander VI)





Rodrigo calmly replied: “Just answer them by asking: ‘How are yours?’ because let me assure you of one thing, in the Vatican and surrounding areas, there are very few legitimate sons and daughters, and perhaps almost as few truly married mothers. In any case, know that I have always loved you as my own children, and now at last I can love you in the clear light of day.”


“But why only now?”


“Why, it’s as simple as can be, my darlings. In a few days I will be elected to the very tip of the pyramid. A pyramid made up of thousands of men, some more powerful and some less, and each with his arms raised helping to uphold the construction. Those who support this pyramid must do so by balancing carefully, and if they waver or wobble they are soon crushed or expelled and quickly replaced by someone better suited and more astute. The only one who is never at risk of being squeezed out of the pyramid is the one who stands at the very tip-top, that is, the pope. Only death can remove him from office. And so, neither slander nor calumny, to say nothing of unutterable truths, will be able to touch me. And the same goes for you, who are my children. As I once learned from my professor of geometry, it is a dynamic equilibrium that is the true strength of faith. There are those who say that this is blasphemy, but I like it just fine the way it is!”


 


 


The story of an impossible love. Without a net


 


We forgot to tell you that, some time before giving his offspring the news that he was their true father, Rodrigo had met a very young maiden whose extraordinary beauty was wellknown throughout the Rome that most mattered. This young woman was Giulia Farnese.


Back then the Farnese family was not yet famous: that was something that would happen a few years later. Giulia grew up in the countryside near Capodimonte, but she had been finely educated in literature, dance, and even music. In fact she played the lute delightfully. She had just emerged from puberty when she first met Cardinal Borgia in Rome; he was busy organizing the dress rehearsal for his election as pope.


Meeting the young woman was a genuine lightning strike—the kind of bolt from the blue that shakes mountains down to their very foundations. Giulia’s beauty was described by one and all with such fervor that Raphael himself decided to do a portrait of her, a painting that became very famous. For the cardinal it was love at first sight. He was fifty-eight, bulging not only with spiritual power but also excess fat, so much so that he had considerable difficulty embracing that young girl, just turned fourteen, an adorable nymphet.


But how could the elderly prelate succeed in managing this relationship? It would be taken care of by Adriana Mila, Rodrigo’s cousin; at that moment she is the one discreetly pulling all the strings. What is more, Mila was Lucrezia’s nurse and lived in the same quarters as her. The dishonest nurse took care to ward off all risk of scandal. In order to provide even further cover, she managed to ensure that Rodrigo’s new interest became close friends with Lucrezia. This was at exactly the same time as Lucrezia found out that her affectionate uncle was actually her father: and when she discovered that her father was also her close friend’s lover her astonishment and dismay spilled out beyond all bounds of despair.
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