


What inspiredñGiulia'ssmileòwasthis Madonna with

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

centuryset in the externalaediculeof the churchof the

Madonna delleGrazie in Vasanello(VT).

For two reasons:

The first, extremely concrete, is the possibility that the

oval of the Virgin's face representsthat of one of the

most famous, controversial and yet devoid of

physiognomic references characters of the Early

Renaissance: Giulia Farnese.

Thesecondreasonis basedon interestingcircumstantial

situationslinked to thepossibleinvolvementof thevery

young Raffaello Sanzio, under the supervision of

Pintoricchio, in its creation.

Let's retracethe stagesof the researchthat led me to

proposethesetwo hypotheses.



As far as Raphael is concerned, I framemy speculationin a period

between31 December 1494 - the date of the entry into Rome of

CharlesVIII's Frenchtroops- and the whole of 1495: that is, one

yearafter theentryof the 12-year-old from Urbino into Perugino's

entourage. It is importantto underlinethat very little is objectively

known aboutthe artist'slife until 1501, the datein which he signed

his first work asmagister(K. OBERHUBER, Raphael, 1999, page15).

It is equally important to highlight that Peruginoand Pintoricchio

collaboratedasequalpartners on quite a few commissions.

Consideringthenthatin additionto beingextraordinarilygifted,aswe

will seelaterwhenhearrivedin PerugiatheyoungRaphaelwasnot a

simpleapprentice,ashe wasalready abundantly knowledgeablein

painting techniques by his father Giovanni Santi, and therefore

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

examplein Sienahe createdthe cartoonsof the PiccolominiLibrary

for Pintoricchio), well, to keep my theoremstandingwe must ask

ourselvesacrucialquestion:

HavePerugino or Pintoricchio everbeento Vasanello?Allegedself-portrait of Raphael 
1506 about, Uffizi Gallery, Florence



The first cycle of frescoes created in Castello

Orsini in 1489, on the occasionof the wedding

betweenGiulia FarneseandOrsinoOrsini, suggests

anaffirmativeanswerasregardsPintoricchio.



Accordingto a studyof iconographyandiconologycarriedout by the studiousFrancescaRipoli in
1993, demonstratingtheexactperiodin which thefirst cycleof frescoesin CastelloOrsini wascreated
is this shield,locatedin the main hall, depictingthe Farnesianlilies joined to the coatof armsof the
Orsini family: incontrovertible proof of the marriage betweenGiulia Farneseand Orsino Orsini .



Ripoli thereforecomparesthe frescoesof the castle- in particularthe decorativebestiary- to thoseof the ceiling of the
Demigodsin thepalaceof CardinalDomenicoDella Rovere, executedby Pintoricchio and his workshop. Theinfluence
of the miniature,so evident in the ceiling of the Demigods,seemsto the scholarto be evenmore pronouncedin the
ceilingsof CastelloOrsini: "Similar zoomorphicmotifs - shewrites in this regard- I alsofoundon thevaultsof theHall
of the Pontiffs andin that of the Sibyls in 'Borja Apartment , decoratedbetween1492-'94, and with motifs of which
Vasanello'spanelsare stylistically similar , althoughin my opinionslightlyearlierò.



At this point it mustbekept in mind thatPintoricchiowasthe

favorite artist of Rodrigo de Borja y Doms, alias Pope

Alexander VI , cousinof Adriana Del Milà (motherof Orsino

Orsini),a frequentvisitor to thebeaumondeof BorgiaRome.

We know that Del Milà held a pre-eminentposition in the

goodgracesof her very powerful cousin- for 35 yearsvice-

chancellor of the Church under 5 popes before in turn

ascendingto the thronein 1492- andtherefore,beingableto

avail herself of the servicesof the best paintersof the era

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

taken advantageof it .

And so, given that Francesca Ripoli attributes the

commissioningof the castlefrescoeson the occasionof the

weddingto Del Milà - given that in 1489her sonandGiulia

Farneseweredecidedlytoo youngto takecareof certaintasks:

what are the chancesthat instead of resorting to a great

artist hashechosena secondor third rate one?

Considering the importance of the charactersinvolved and

the enormousinterestsat stake,I would saynone.



If to thesenon-marginalconsiderationswe adda notarialdeed,dated9 September1495, discoveredby the
studiousFabiano Buchicchio, which demonstratesthe presenceof Pintoricchioin nearbyOrte, we look a
bit preciselyat theperiodI amreferringto, why discard the possibility that he frequented Vasanellonot
only in 1489, during his involvement in the creation of the decorationsof CastelloOrsini, but alsoon
other occasions?Among other things, after two years of mutual attendanceat the Borja apartment,
decoratedby Pintoricchio between1492-'94, it is completely obvious that they, Del Milà and Giulia
Farneseknew eachother rather well...



The frescoes of the church of the Madonna delleGrazie in Vasanello

Beforeand after the

1982 restoration



External aediculefresco

Referringto thehistorianItalo Faldi,

in the Superintendency'scataloging

sheet the fresco is attributed to

Antonio del Massaro known as

Pastura, a discreet painter from

Viterbo who reachedhis peakin the

shadowof Pintoricchio, for whomhe

workedon somefiguresof the Borja

apartmentbetween1492-ô94.

Well, when I read about this

attribution I didn't want to believeit

right away: in fact, if Pastura had

possessedsucha hand, he certainly

would not have been relegated

among the so-called "minors" of

fifteenth-century painting.



However,as we are aboutto seeand I havenever

had any doubtsabout it, Faldi never dreamed of

attributing this fresco to Pastura: a thick mystery,

therefore,as to the methodof attributiontakeninto

considerationby theSuperintendency.



Frescoeson the apsewall

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 headsof

cherubs and the clypei of the clients to

Antonio del Massaro. But given that his

mostdirect interestis to analyzethe works

of Pastura, he does not spend a single

word on the Madonna with Child above

the altar and evenlesson the one,which

interests us most, on the external

aedicule: in short, whoever has by

compiling the cataloging forms he very

superficiallylumpedeverythingtogether.

In any case, in 1983, another art

historian, Alessandro Zuccari, removed

ALL the frescoesfrom Pastura's catalog

but did not propose alternative

attributions (Il '400a Viterbo, page230)



On the left, detail of a

Madonna with Child by

Pastura: thecomparisonof this

work with that of Vasanello

makes a common attribution

completelyimpossible.

C o m p a r i s o n s

MadonnaandChildbetweenSaint
Jerome,Saint Francisand Angels
Antoniodel Massaro,15th century,
fresco,CivicMuseum,Viterbo



To tell the truth, I find the
comparison of the Vasanella
work with the oneon the right,
created by Raphael around
the ageof twenty, muchmore
similar - and not even too
"heretical".

I repeatthat accordingto my
hypothesis the Urbino could
havehappenedto Vasanelloat
theageof 12.

Question: can a child createa
work as valuable as
Vasanelloôs?

Legitimate doubt, and in the
vast majority of cases the
answer would be obvious to
saythe least,but Raphaelwas
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 demonstratedby this fresco,which, after a centuries-old

controversyamonghistorians,most of whom attributedit to his

father Giovanni Santi, is now universally referred to his son

who painted it betweenthe agesof eight and eleven.

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

importantpaintersof theMarche,mind you - whenherealizedthat

hecouldno longerteachhis brilliant sonanything,decidedto send

him to theworkshopof themanwho, like Leonardo,heconsidered

thegreatestpainterof the time : Pietro Perugino. Giorgio Vasari

tells usthis in his oftenmalignedLe Lives, but personallyI believe

that,yes,sometimestheArezzomanshouldbe takenwith a pinch

of salt, but not in this casebecauseRaphaelwas too well known

andrenowned,in his lifetime, andcertainlyVasari it cannothave

ñslippedòright ontohisbiography.

More than in the workshop,however,it would be appropriateto

saythatGiovanniSantisenthim "to gainexperience",sincehehad

alreadypassedon the rudimentsto him and thereforetherewas

very little left to teachtheveryyoungRaphael.



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

ThereforetakingwhatGiorgio Vasariwritesasvalid, it wastheyear

1494whenGiovanniSantida Urbino entrustedhis 11 yearold son

to Peruginoandconsequentlyto Pintoricchio.

At the end of that sameyear, on 31 December,the Frenchking

Charles VIII enteredRomewith his troopsto askfor "permission"

to descendtowardsNaplesto wrestit from theAragonese. Todaywe

know how it happened,namelythat AlexanderVI, well awarethat

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

savingface,gavehis blessingto the French. During the period of

"reflection", however,the atmospherein the city was not the best:

what if the Pope,perhapsinfluencedby that troublemakerCesare

Borja, hadrefused?Simple: the sackof Romewould haveoccurred

thirty yearsin advance.

Soin doubttherewasa generalstampedeandCardinal Alessandro

Farnesehimself, thanksto the intercessionof the bishopof Alacri

JacobelloSilvestri with the mercenarycaptain Mariano Savelli,

managedto havehis sisterGiulia taken out of the city.
CharlesVIII Frenchschoolof the 16th century, oil on
canvas,CollectionBibliotèqueNationalede France



And it is certainthatGiulia Farneseremainedfar from thecity not only for theentireperiodin which theFrench

were stationedthere, but, in all probability, consideringthat "anotheryoung and ardent lover" had already

enteredAlexanderVI's goodgraces,for most if not all of 1495. And wheredid he takerefuge?Thereareno

tracesof her stayingin her nativeCapodimonteor elsewhere,but the historians Angelo La Bella and Rosa

Mecarolo in their La VenerePapalebelievethat her destination wasBassanello. Where,I would add,there

wasstill aneagerhusbandwaiting for her...

Reconstruction of 
how Vasanello

Castle must have 
appeared in the 

16th century

It is not clear when 
the chanelor 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


