


What inspired “Giulia's smile” was this Madonna with

Blessing Child, a fresco from the end of the 15th

century set in the external aedicule of the church of the

Madonna delle Grazie in Vasanello (VT).

For two reasons:

The first, extremely concrete, is the possibility that the

oval of the Virgin's face represents that of one of the

most famous, controversial and yet devoid of

physiognomic references characters of the Early

Renaissance: Giulia Farnese.

The second reason is based on interesting circumstantial

situations linked to the possible involvement of the very

young Raffaello Sanzio, under the supervision of

Pintoricchio, in its creation.

Let's retrace the stages of the research that led me to

propose these two hypotheses.



As far as Raphael is concerned, I frame my speculation in a period

between 31 December 1494 - the date of the entry into Rome of

Charles VIII's French troops - and the whole of 1495: that is, one

year after the entry of the 12-year-old from Urbino into Perugino's

entourage. It is important to underline that very little is objectively

known about the artist's life until 1501, the date in which he signed

his first work as magister (K. OBERHUBER, Raphael, 1999, page 15).

It is equally important to highlight that Perugino and Pintoricchio

collaborated as equal partners on quite a few commissions.

Considering then that in addition to being extraordinarily gifted, as we

will see later when he arrived in Perugia the young Raphael was not a

simple apprentice, as he was already abundantly knowledgeable in

painting techniques by his father Giovanni Santi, and therefore

immediately worked side by side with his two great painters (for

example in Siena he created the cartoons of the Piccolomini Library

for Pintoricchio), well, to keep my theorem standing we must ask

ourselves a crucial question:

Have Perugino or Pintoricchio ever been to Vasanello?Alleged self-portrait of Raphael 
1506 about, Uffizi Gallery, Florence



The first cycle of frescoes created in Castello

Orsini in 1489, on the occasion of the wedding

between Giulia Farnese and Orsino Orsini, suggests

an affirmative answer as regards Pintoricchio.



According to a study of iconography and iconology carried out by the studious Francesca Ripoli in
1993, demonstrating the exact period in which the first cycle of frescoes in Castello Orsini was created
is this shield, located in the main hall, depicting the Farnesian lilies joined to the coat of arms of the
Orsini family: incontrovertible proof of the marriage between Giulia Farnese and Orsino Orsini.



Ripoli therefore compares the frescoes of the castle - in particular the decorative bestiary - to those of the ceiling of the
Demigods in the palace of Cardinal Domenico Della Rovere, executed by Pintoricchio and his workshop. The influence
of the miniature, so evident in the ceiling of the Demigods, seems to the scholar to be even more pronounced in the
ceilings of Castello Orsini: "Similar zoomorphic motifs - she writes in this regard - I also found on the vaults of the Hall
of the Pontiffs and in that of the Sibyls in 'Borja Apartment, decorated between 1492-'94, and with motifs of which
Vasanello's panels are stylistically similar, although in my opinion slightly earlier”.



At this point it must be kept in mind that Pintoricchio was the

favorite artist of Rodrigo de Borja y Doms, alias Pope

Alexander VI, cousin of Adriana Del Milà (mother of Orsino

Orsini), a frequent visitor to the beau monde of Borgia Rome.

We know that Del Milà held a pre-eminent position in the

good graces of her very powerful cousin - for 35 years vice-

chancellor of the Church under 5 popes before in turn

ascending to the throne in 1492 - and therefore, being able to

avail herself of the services of the best painters of the era

would be very unlikely if, when necessary, he had not

taken advantage of it.

And so, given that Francesca Ripoli attributes the

commissioning of the castle frescoes on the occasion of the

wedding to Del Milà - given that in 1489 her son and Giulia

Farnese were decidedly too young to take care of certain tasks:

what are the chances that instead of resorting to a great

artist has he chosen a second or third rate one?

Considering the importance of the characters involved and

the enormous interests at stake, I would say none.



If to these non-marginal considerations we add a notarial deed, dated 9 September 1495, discovered by the
studious Fabiano Buchicchio, which demonstrates the presence of Pintoricchio in nearby Orte, we look a
bit precisely at the period I am referring to, why discard the possibility that he frequented Vasanello not
only in 1489, during his involvement in the creation of the decorations of Castello Orsini, but also on
other occasions? Among other things, after two years of mutual attendance at the Borja apartment,
decorated by Pintoricchio between 1492-'94, it is completely obvious that they, Del Milà and Giulia
Farnese knew each other rather well...



The frescoes of the church of the Madonna delle Grazie in Vasanello

Before and after the

1982 restoration



External aedicule fresco

Referring to the historian Italo Faldi,

in the Superintendency's cataloging

sheet the fresco is attributed to

Antonio del Massaro known as

Pastura, a discreet painter from

Viterbo who reached his peak in the

shadow of Pintoricchio, for whom he

worked on some figures of the Borja

apartment between 1492-’94.

Well, when I read about this

attribution I didn't want to believe it

right away: in fact, if Pastura had

possessed such a hand, he certainly

would not have been relegated

among the so-called "minors" of

fifteenth-century painting.



However, as we are about to see and I have never

had any doubts about it, Faldi never dreamed of

attributing this fresco to Pastura: a thick mystery,

therefore, as to the method of attribution taken into

consideration by the Superintendency.



Frescoes on the apse wall

C L I P E O   M O N A C O C L I P E O   C O N I U G I

A N N U N C I A Z I O N E
M A D O N N A   C O N   B A M B I N O

A D O R A Z I O N E   D E I   M A G IN A T I V I T À

In his Painters of Viterbesi of Five

Centuries (1970, page 42) Italo Faldi

attributes the Annunciation, the Nativity,

the Adoration of the Magi, three heads of

cherubs and the clypei of the clients to

Antonio del Massaro. But given that his

most direct interest is to analyze the works

of Pastura, he does not spend a single

word on the Madonna with Child above

the altar and even less on the one, which

interests us most, on the external

aedicule: in short, whoever has by

compiling the cataloging forms he very

superficially lumped everything together.

In any case, in 1983, another art

historian, Alessandro Zuccari, removed

ALL the frescoes from Pastura's catalog

but did not propose alternative

attributions (Il '400 a Viterbo, page 230)



On the left, detail of a

Madonna with Child by

Pastura: the comparison of this

work with that of Vasanello

makes a common attribution

completely impossible.

C o m p a r i s o n s

Madonna and Child between Saint
Jerome, Saint Francis and Angels
Antonio del Massaro, 15th century,
fresco, Civic Museum, Viterbo



To tell the truth, I find the
comparison of the Vasanella
work with the one on the right,
created by Raphael around
the age of twenty, much more
similar - and not even too
"heretical".

I repeat that according to my
hypothesis the Urbino could
have happened to Vasanello at
the age of 12.

Question: can a child create a
work as valuable as
Vasanello’s?

Legitimate doubt, and in the
vast majority of cases the
answer would be obvious to
say the least, but Raphael was
not just any child...

Raffaello Sanzio, 1502-
1504, oil on panel, 

Gemäldegalerie, Berlin

Madonna with Child 
between Saints 

Jerome and Francis



The Madonna of the book

This is demonstrated by this fresco, which, after a centuries-old

controversy among historians, most of whom attributed it to his

father Giovanni Santi, is now universally referred to his son

who painted it between the ages of eight and eleven.

It will then be quite clear why Giovanni Santi - one of the most

important painters of the Marche, mind you - when he realized that

he could no longer teach his brilliant son anything, decided to send

him to the workshop of the man who, like Leonardo, he considered

the greatest painter of the time : Pietro Perugino. Giorgio Vasari

tells us this in his often maligned Le Lives, but personally I believe

that, yes, sometimes the Arezzo man should be taken with a pinch

of salt, but not in this case because Raphael was too well known

and renowned, in his lifetime, and certainly Vasari it cannot have

“slipped” right onto his biography.

More than in the workshop, however, it would be appropriate to

say that Giovanni Santi sent him "to gain experience", since he had

already passed on the rudiments to him and therefore there was

very little left to teach the very young Raphael.



Under what circumstances could the young Raphael have ended up in the then Bassanello?

Therefore taking what Giorgio Vasari writes as valid, it was the year

1494 when Giovanni Santi da Urbino entrusted his 11 year old son

to Perugino and consequently to Pintoricchio.

At the end of that same year, on 31 December, the French king

Charles VIII entered Rome with his troops to ask for "permission"

to descend towards Naples to wrest it from the Aragonese. Today we

know how it happened, namely that Alexander VI, well aware that

he could not refuse, after a period of melina aimed above all at

saving face, gave his blessing to the French. During the period of

"reflection", however, the atmosphere in the city was not the best:

what if the Pope, perhaps influenced by that troublemaker Cesare

Borja, had refused? Simple: the sack of Rome would have occurred

thirty years in advance.

So in doubt there was a general stampede and Cardinal Alessandro

Farnese himself, thanks to the intercession of the bishop of Alacri

Jacobello Silvestri with the mercenary captain Mariano Savelli,

managed to have his sister Giulia taken out of the city.
Charles VIII French school of the 16th century, oil on
canvas, Collection Bibliotèque Nationale de France



And it is certain that Giulia Farnese remained far from the city not only for the entire period in which the French

were stationed there, but, in all probability, considering that "another young and ardent lover" had already

entered Alexander VI's good graces, for most if not all of 1495. And where did he take refuge? There are no

traces of her staying in her native Capodimonte or elsewhere, but the historians Angelo La Bella and Rosa

Mecarolo in their La Venere Papale believe that her destination was Bassanello. Where, I would add, there

was still an eager husband waiting for her...

Reconstruction of 
how Vasanello

Castle must have 
appeared in the 

16th century

It is not clear when 
the chanel or moat 

was completely 
obstructed

The wall that joined 
the main tower to 

the church of Santa 
Maria Assunta was 

demolished in 1885 
at the behest of the 

Municipal 
Administration



At this point, given that the first certain information on Raphael

as a painter is linked to the first official work he painted in 1501

in Città di Castello (The Coronation of San Nicolò da Tolentino

or Pala Baronci), and that the previous part of his life is

virtually unknown (K. OBERHUBER, Raffaello, 1999, page15),

an act of faith is needed to make ends meet.

That is to say, to hypothesize that Raphael, which is not

uncommon for an apprentice, joined Pintoricchio in Rome

in 1495. The occasion could be identified in yet another

commission entrusted to the master that year by Alexander

VI: the decoration of the tower, now destroyed, which was

located in front of Castel Sant'Angelo (Fresco cycle

completed in 1497). Here, in the absence of any other

information on 12-year-old Raphael, and with our mind turned

to speculation on the fresco of the Madonna delle Grazie, this

act of faith is needed.

But that's not enough, another act of faith is also needed,

this time linked to the reason for the presence of the young

Raphael in Bassanello.

Coronation of San Nicolò da Tolentino, fragment Fresco
partially destroyed in 1789 by an earthquake and later
transformed as far as possible into "room paintings" by the
painter Giovan Battista Ponfreni. This “Angel” is today
found in the Tosio-Martinengo Art Gallery in Brescia, other
fragments are found in Naples, Pisa, Detroit and Paris.



If in 1495 the air in Rome had become dangerous to the point of

convincing Giulia Farnese herself to leave, imagine with what state of

mind the populace awaited the events... It therefore does not appear

far-fetched to connect the certain presence of Pintoricchio to Orte

in September 1495 (the document found by Buchicchio tells us

this), perhaps also due to considerations of this type: despite the

French descent towards Naples, in short, the bad weather

continued to blow in Rome. Nothing could be easier then than that

the painter, having collected the luggage of that brat for whom he

felt responsible, took him somewhere else to wait for things to calm

down. Where exactly? Certainly with someone the master knew

well: and as we have seen Giulia Farnese in that period she was

almost certainly holed up among the ramparts of the Bassanello

manor.

And in short, could the fresco simply represent the gift of someone

who wanted to repay the hospitality enjoyed?

This was the question that was going through my head when, way back

in August 2003, I published my considerations in the Corriere di

Viterbo (to the right). However, I am well aware, I want to underline, of

how difficult they were to demonstrate.



So difficult to demonstrate that few were willing to take them

seriously: among these, however, the historian Vittorio Sgarbi.

On 2 October 2010 I invited the art critic to the conference

Piermatteo d'Amelia in Vasanello, organized by the Poggio del Lago

Association in collaboration with the Municipality. Sgarbi, to whom

on another occasion I had already had the opportunity to give Giulia's

smile, without going overboard on the too complicated question of

attribution, nevertheless considered entirely plausible the

historical context which in 1495 could have brought the very

young Raphael, with Pintoricchio, into the then Bassanello. Well,

it's not a little…



Let us now move on to the hypothesis that the face of the fresco is that of Giulia Farnese

This hypothesis is made possible by the comparison of the oval of

the face of the Virgin in the Vasanella fresco with that of one of

the characters in an altarpiece preserved in the Diocesan Museum

of Orte: The Madonna of the Raccomandati.

The attribution history of this work spanned over twenty years. The absolute

certainty of Faldi (1), convinced sponsor of Giovan Francesco d'Avanzarano,

was opposed (for a question of dates) by Sivigliano Alloisi (2), and even by the

one who first reported the altarpiece as a possible work by d'Avanzarano: Luisa

Mortari (3). An instinctive reservation, hers, finally supported at the beginning of

the nineties by that caterpillar of archival research by the name of Fabiano

Buchicchio. The latter, thanks to research in the State Archives of Viterbo and the

Notarial Archives of Orte, brought everyone to an agreement by even pulling out of

the hat the document awarding the work, stipulated on 30 March 1500 between the

Confraternity of Santa Maria dei Recommended and the painter Ortano Cola.

Incidentally, the altarpiece was finished by a certain Giovanni Antonio from Rome

in 1502, commissioned by Cola's son, due to the sudden death of the painter (4).

(1) I. FALDI, Viterbo painters of five centuries, 1970, page 51

(2) S. ALLOISI, The 15th century in Rome and Lazio, 1983, pages 247-261

(3) L. MORTARI, Diocesan Museum of Orte, 1967, page 25

(4) F. ZENI BUCHICCHIO, Library and Society, 1991, pages 17-22



On the occasion of a conference on the Borjas organized in Orte on 20 September

2003, therefore about a month after my article focused on Raphael, Angelo

Barlozzetti, historian of the study center of San Pietro in Tuscia, presented his

historiographical research on the characters who "recommend ” under the large

cloak of the Virgin. He claimed, making use of accredited portraits and through

details that were truly difficult to refute, to have identified, in addition to the already

known Alexander VI and Cesare Borja, his wife Charlotte of Albret, the King of

France Louis XII with his wife Anne of Brittany, and finally Lucrezia Borja.

LUIGI XII

CESARE 
BORGIA

ALESSANDRO VI
ANNA DI BRETAGNA

CARLOTTA 
D’ALBRET

LUCREZIA 
BORGIA



Yet, despite the undoubted interest that this revelation deserved, my attention

was instead magnetically attracted by a figurine behind Anne of Brittany: a

lady depicted in profile who, not showing particular interest in the solemn

atmosphere that surrounds her, stares a little "too" intensely Alexander

VI giving him... an ineffable smile.

The sense of déjà vu is brilliant: that smile! The same as the Madonna

delle Grazie by Vasanello... with which, even if the lady is portrayed in

profile and despite the great difference in style, the resemblance seems

quite evident to me.

LUIGI XII

CESARE 
BORGIA

ALESSANDRO VI

ANNA DI BRETAGNA

CARLOTTA 
D’ALBRET

LUCREZIA 
BORGIA

STESSA
PERSONA?



The lady staring intensely at

Alexander VI cannot therefore be

framed as a simple case.

So the objective resemblance of

this lady's face to that of the

Madonna delle Grazie refers us to

Giulia Farnese: lady, it is worth

repeating, of a fiefdom just 7

kilometers from Orte.

In essence, I believe that we are

faced with circumstantial evidence

of considerable importance

regarding the identity of the

noblewoman who inspired both

works.

Let's not forget that before the advent of Tabloid and Facebook, it was once customary to "tell" the events of

large and small urban centers through art: and what we now call gossip was certainly no exception.



Oval of client Another non-negligible clue comes from this element. In fact, while the entire lower part of

the aedicule is physiologically damaged by the centuries-old rubbing of the flowers and hands of the devotees,

as regards the oval (of which the preliminary formula hoc opus-fecit can still be read) the numerous blows

inflicted by a cutting blade do not leave too many doubts about the arbitrariness of a gesture that aimed

to erase precisely and only the name of the client.

The gesture of a vandal or something more?

It is reasonable to think that a "simple" vandal would have

gone much further, also and above all damaging the work.

And in any case, since no one then

bothered to rewrite the “damnatio

memoriae”, all that remains is to consider

this anomaly as an act accomplished because

it was shared by many: a real damnatio

memoriae.

Towards whom? Wanted by whom? Why?



Damnatio memoriae It is not that difficult to answer these questions. As is known, to

satisfy the social climbing of their respective families, Giulia Farnese was soon pushed by her

mother-in-law (Adriana Del Milà) and mother (Giovannella Caetani) to satisfy the itches of

Alexander VI (44 years older than her) in all probability even before he rose to the throne,

thus obtaining in exchange, for the Farnese family, in addition to the cardinal's hat for his

brother Alessandro - who in 1534 would become Pope Paul III - also the Legations of

Viterbo and the Marche. Against her, her quite consenting husband and the Orsini Guelphs in

general, she received the positions and financing necessary to obtain supremacy over the

other powerful Colonna family, Ghibellines and their irreducible enemies of all time. In short,

Giulia Farnese was an intermediary, perhaps not even too rebellious, who nevertheless

fulfilled her task upon Borja's death and became a source of embarrassment for that brother,

cardinal and then pope, who owed her everything, but who upon her death (in Rome on

23 March 1524) did not hesitate to try to completely erase his memory.

Yet someone else proved perhaps even more implacable than Alessandro Farnese in tearing Giulia to pieces: none

other than another pope, Julius II, that is Giuliano Della Rovere who perhaps more than anyone hated the

Borjas and those associated with them.

From this perspective, it will not be difficult to understand why, if we are on the right path with Vasanello's

fresco, after the defacement of Giulia Farnese's name by the commissioning oval, no one certainly bothered to

rewrite it for us. On the other hand, the "black legend" of the Borja still hovers powerfully today...

Portrait of Paul III, detail 
Tiziano, 1543, oil on 
canvas, National Museum 
of Capodimonte, Naples



One last "coincidence" In addition to the similarity and the same expression, the Lady of the Ortana

Altarpiece and the Madonna delle Grazie of Vasanello have a truly interesting physiognomic characteristic in

common: the prominent round chin. Well, the comparison with the accredited portraits of Giulia's brother,

Alessandro, seems to denote a sort of Farnese trademark.

Alessandro Farnese
Paolo Fidanza, 1785 about, etching, private collection



A couple of months after my first article, focused on the

possible attribution of the Vasanello fresco to the young

Raphael, on 26 August 2003 I returned to the topic in the

Corriere di Viterbo: this time however with an article

focused on the possible identity of the model who had

inspired both Vasanello's and Orte's works.



In 2005 I finally published the first edition of Giulia's smile.

To make it happen I found extraordinary support in La

Venere Papale, by Angelo La Bella and Rosa Mecarolo. I

met the two scholars for the first time during a conference

on Giulia Farnese held in Vasanello on 27 May 2004. They

did not refute anything of what I later wrote. And indeed,

when I contacted them later to submit the draft of the book

to them, they honored me by accepting the preface.

But unfortunately the metronome that marked the life of that

extraordinary man who was Angelo La Bella stopped on

February 26, 2005, just as he was working on the preface.

It seemed right to me to dedicate Giulia's smile to him.



At the time there were no repercussions, neither for the articles nor for

the publication: just a deafening silence.

Yet, in light of the many proven inaccuracies that arose around the

frescoes of the Madonna delle Grazie, I was completely certain that

my work could inspire new studies to call into question several

things at least about them.

I am perfectly aware that comparing Raphael to one of them may

seem risky, but I can assure you that the path that led me to

mention his name is not at all strange.

As regards the lady of the Ortana altarpiece, however, I believe that

only with a good dose of bad faith can we a priori exclude the

possibility that she is really Giulia Farnese. To tell the truth, her

resemblance to "my" Madonna also seems quite obvious to me, but I

don't want to be so categorical about this. In any case, I repeat, over the

years everything has faded to the point of complete oblivion.

Only in 2019, about 15 years after the events I have summarized here,

did I receive a phone call: on the other end there was a certain

Bonaventura Caprio. That is to say one of the most authoritative

Farnese historians in the world.



We didn't know each other, and obviously when he explained to me the

reason for his phone call I was left speechless for a long moment: essentially

he was "thanking" me - he was Bonaventura Caprio - for having written

Giulia's Smile as it had given him the inspiration to start a research that

lasted 15 years and concluded with her latest book, Giulia Farnese, the

disappeared face... in which she dedicated two chapters to my research!

Needless to say, at that point a fire that had never actually gone out was

rekindled in me and so, given that I had been thinking about implementing

the Smile with a new edition for a long time, I dove back into the folds of

this story. Nothing that would upset it, mind you, since the framework

has not been touched at all, but over the years there have been some

important innovations, unknown at the time, so fascinating in a general sense

that we cannot imagine them outside of the Giulia's Smile.

Thus was born Giulia's Smile 2.0... and this time it is I who thanks

Bonaventura Caprio: without that phone call from him I would probably

never have written it.



One last thing and I'll conclude. In March 2020 I finalize the new edition

by dedicating myself to the revision work for publication. In February,

however, I decide to enter Giulia's Smile 2.0 in the non-fiction section of

the Farnia d'Oro Prize, an important literary competition focused on the

historiography of the Farnese family. However, Covid is just around the

corner and in April the organization of the Prize is postponing everything

to 2021. What do I do? Do I withdraw or wait confidently another year

before publication? I'm torn, I take a coin and throw it in the air. Tails

comes up and I decide to wait... even though I chose heads :)

A very strange year passes, one that not even Orwell would have dreamed

of, dystopian to the point that you forget everything that goes beyond the

immediate present. Therefore, when I open my mail at the beginning of

July 2021 and see the email from the Farnia d'Oro Award, I look at it

perplexed: I am invited to the awards ceremony on August 22, as I am

among the finalists.

In short, that Sunday in August it happened... that the Smile won. And

who gave me the prize? The president of the Jury, him again:

Bonaventura Caprio!

It is clear then, obvious even, that the preface of Giulia's Smile 2.0

was edited by the only one who could do it: Bonaventura Caprio...



ONLY THE 

TITLES ARE 

TRANSLATED


