THE GERALDINI FAMILY: historical notes.

     The events surrounding the Geraldi​ni, one of the most prominent fami​lies in 15th  to 16th century Amelia, provide us with an ideal sectional viewpoint from which to under​stand the cultural and political cli​mate in Italy and Europe during the Renaissance period. In the opi​nion of the modern historians, especcially Gamurrini, a keen and  trustable historian, the farnily Geraldini is the Gheraldi​ni of Floren​ce. What is certain is that the family fortunes resulted from Amelia's rela​tions with Rorne, which allowed the Geraldini to be appointed to the Roman magistrature and diplornatic corps and at the same time offered the opportunity of setting up close and fruitful connections with powerful families such as the Orsini, the Colonna and the Borgia. In the poli​tical history of the Church the Geral​dini played important roles on nu​merous occasions, starting  with the close relationship between the papa​cy and the Aragona family of Spain, which had such a big historical im​pact on Italy. Many members of the family were to be found in the secu​lar clergy, occupying important posi​tions due to their intelligence, stead​fastness and po!itical ability: diplomats, governors of   cities, abbreviators  of the apostolic letters and bi​shops. The family already had illustrious  forebears in the XI° century, such as Bonagura, consul of Orvieto in 1066, followed later by Collaolo di Vanni, elected to the Council of Ten in the Comune of Amelia in 1327, by Cello, and by Matteo, the jurist. Ho​wever, it was with Angelo Geraldini that the family’s destiny began to touch upon the great events in Euro​pe. A prelate in the Papal Curia, he was appointed count pa!atine by Cal!isto III in 1455, and during his life tirne passed through Europe, maintaining political relations with Spain, Germany and the territories of the Danube. His legal training was obtained through Studia, first in Siena and then in Perugia, and was closely integrated with Humanistic culture, which he learned from the teaching of Francesco Filelfo. The Master placed him at the University of Siena as ‘lecturer’, thereby also in​troducing him to the diplomatic ser​vice by giving him the possibility of accompanying the orators of Siena as far as the court of the King of Cy​prus. Later he was entrusted with the University of Perugia, which under his rectorship took the name of "Sa​pienza"; he drew up the regu!ations of the new universitv, restored the library, and wis appointed as Profes​sor of Law, an office which until then had been the exclusive preserve of citizens of Perugia. Finally. he was called to Rome and appointed juris​consult to Cardinal Domenico Cap​ranica; Pope Nicholas V gave him the right to the monastery of Sant’Era​smo di Cesi, and the frescoes in the church of Sant'Erasmo in Cesi were painted in his honour by Giovanni Fiorentino.

      Following several difficult missions in the in the south of France as gover​nator of Comtat Venaissin and of Avignon, and the task of repressing the papal dissidents carried out during   the Council of Basel  (1482). Pope Innocent VIII sent him to Spain as papal nuncio charged with restoring order to the archbishopric of Seville, where the arrogance of the Borgias had caused grave problems. Angelo succeeded in his rnission, and Rodrigo di Borgia, the future Alexander VI, gave up SeviIle. In Spain, he met King John and his court, and the king, impressed by his diplomatic qualities and his strength of spirit, appointed him as his coun​sellor and prime minister. It was in this position that he returned to Rome to obtaìn papal dispensation for the marriage of Ferdinand of Ara​gon with Isabel of Castille, proving himself extremely useful to the rul​ing family and, at the same time, to the pope’s foreign policy.

After being sent as ambassador to Romagna, a province troubled by disturbances caused by Pandolfo Malatesta, and after having restored order there, he was appointed gover​nor. Thanks to his special diplomatic skills he became ambassador to Flo​rence, Venice and Milan. A man of great talent, he also supported his fa​mily, made his presence felt in the town of Amelia, and bought land in the area around it, namely the Cas​tello di Seppi di Bagnorea e Lubica​no, from the Cervara Monaldeschi family. He was chosen as archbishop of Genoa by the will of Francesco Sforza, but before the Pope could count him among his cardinals he died at Civita Caste!lana, in 1486. Among the many events connected with him it is worth reporting one last one: for twenty days in 1476, he entertained Pope Sixtus IV, who had left Rome to escape the Plague, at his mansion at Borgo, Amelia.  There the Pope met Pier Matteo d’Amelia, and commissioned him to decorate the vault of the Sistine Chapel.

In the rich 15th  century family history we should also mention Bernar​dino, Viscount of the Territory of Val Topina, Chamberlain to King Ferdinand of Naples, Captain of Capua and Commissioner-General  of Abruzzo, who had the honour of adding the royal crest to the noble coat-of-arms; Battista, Rector of the Province of Abruzzo, Podestà of Montefalco, Orvieto, Florence. Rieti, Lanciano, Ascoli, and Milan, who was also Governor of Corsica and Milan; and Giovanni, Vicar to the Archbishop of Salerno, Chaplain-in-chief to the Archducbess of Calabria, Abbrevia​tor of the Aposto!ic Letters, elected Bishop of Catanzaro in 1467.

The leading player, thougb, was Agapito, canon and secretary, one of the most interesting members of the family, whose destiny was interwo​ven with the fortunes and political ambitions of Cesare Borgia. He was born in Amelia in 1450, nephew of Matteo the jurist, and studied under the grammarian and philosopher Grifone; he furthered his philoso​phical and legal studies in Naples, became head of the Benevento libr​ary and secretary to the Burgundian Cardinal Filibert Ugunetti, and ma​naged to obtain the canonry of Liège. In 1482 he was in Rome, em​ployed as Abbreviator of the Apos​tolic Letters and staying in the papal palace, and was a regular member of the prestigious Roman Academy, which was founded by Pomponio Leto, a friend of his. There Pope Ale​xander VI appointed him secretary to Cardinal Giovanni Borgia and papal legate to Perugia and Umbria. His services to Cesare Borgia, which were to last for the rest of his life, began with the task of organising the magnificent cortège which would accompany him to France for his wed​ding with Princess Charlotte of Albret, heir to Navarre. The procession was worthy of a king: one hundred gentlemen of noble Rornan families, such as the Capranica, the Massimo and the Crescenzi; one hundrcd grooms and footmen; fifty mules with the strong-boxes; Torrella, the doctor, the major-domo Don Remi​ro de Lorqua, Agapito himself, and the valet Giovanni Mantovano; Don Giovanni Alegre with the mounted crossbowmen, the lord of Piombino with some soldiers and Giordano Orsini, general of the Church. The trip was one of the most interesting episodes in Agapito’s busy life. Cesa​re Borgia embarked at Ostia at the beginning of October 1498, and was welcomed at Marseilles by Antoine de Bessey, Bailiff of Dijon, repre​senting the King of France. With his accompanying dignitaries he was the guest of Cardinal della Rovere at Avignon for twelve days, and then moved on to Lyon where, in the bi​shop’s palace on 28th November, he took possession of the fief and ap​pointed as his procurator the monk Antonio Saint Martiri of the Order of St.John of Jerusalem, knight-com​mander of Tortosa. Finally, on 18th December, he was received by the king at Chinon. Agapito, in the ser​vice of the duke, shared with Don Remiro the task of administrating the Countv of Dyois and the Duchy of Valentinois, with which Cesare Borgia was invested and from which he derived the nickname "Valentino".

     The marriage was celebrated in pomp and solemnity on 12th May 1499. Valentino immedìately began his rapid rise, and for a long time re​mained close to the French royal fa​milv, receiving diplomatic support and militarv aid. It was Agapito who, with the King of France’s counsel​lors, attempted to define the aid in terms of men, arms and money for the war in Romagna in October 1500. The Pope had long wished to recover those territories, which were intended to form the nucleus of a Principality for his son Cesare. Rimi​ni and  Pesaro immediately declared for Valentino,  Giovanni Benti​vogIìo in Bologna and the Duke of Urbino, in Florence, showed some anxiety; it was Agapito who wrote the friendly letters in which Valentino attempted to reassure them, whilst harbouring quite different intentions. One witness to these events was Machiavelli, as secretary to the Florentine Republic, who mentions his ‘colleague’ Agapito in his letters and relates the turbulent events in his famous Description of the manner employed by Duke Valentino in killing Vitellozzo Vitelli, Oliverotto da Fermo, lord Pagolo and Duke Gravina Orsini (1503). Agapito was not only witness to these events, but a leading participant in them. Those were times of dark struggles in an equi​Iibrium which had Rome, Florence and Venice as its cornerstones. Hos​tilities commenced on 24th Novem​ber 1500 in the territories of Romag​na and the Marches, and ended in 1503 with a victory for Cesare Bor​gia; however, on 18th August 1503 Alexander VI died, and Valentino’s power, deprived of papal support, began to waver. Once again, Agapi​to’s diplomatic skills proved extre​mely useful: he was able to advise and sustain the Duke, defending him from intrigue, and Machiavelli himself, who described the anxiety and confusion of Borgia, praised the courage and skill of his secretary.

     He succeeded in preserving the Duke’s role as Gonfaloner and Cap​tain-general of the Church, and an agreement was signed whereby he kept his title and committed himself to maintaining public order until the election of a new Pope. However, Pius III, who confirmed Cesare's pri​vileges immediately after his elec​tion, died after only 26 days as Pope, and was succeeded by Julius II, an ancient enemy of the Borgias, which was to prove fatal for Duke Valentino's prospects. The Principality of Romagna crumbled, Faenza and Forlì rebelled. The Duke tried to reach the territories, but did not have a safe-conduct pass from the Florentines: he therefore took ship at Ostia, leaving Agapito with the job of  drawin up the treaty with the Florentine Republic and the bishop of Veroli. This important document, perhaps the last drawn up by Agapi​to to be rnentioned by the Venetian ambassador in his correspondence, is signed cassum per me Agapitum. The attempt failed: the Duke was arrest​ed and taken to Rome, and then, after a brief period of freedom, was again arrested and forced to move to Spain, where he died fighting at Viana on 22nd April 1507. In the meantime, Agapito had retired to private life, divided between his house in Borgo S. Pietro in Rome and the family mansion in Amelia.

     He counted among bis friends some illustrious men of the times: the Amelian painter Pier Matteo Lauri di Manfredi; the nobleman Clemente Clementini, author of a treatise on ‘fevers’ and Archiater to Pope Leo X; and Pomponio Leto, whose friendship stemmed from his attendance at the Roman Academy. He was also on friendly terms with Leonardo da Vinci.

     An elegant, shrewd courtier in a troubled period, he remained faith​ful to the Borgias through thick and thin. The last mention of Agapito is contained in a letter from Vannozza to her daughter Lucretia, Duchess of Ferrara, dated 19th  March 1515, which also provides his ideal epigraph: “si deve ricordare la servitù della bona memoria di messer Agapito d’Ame​lia verso Excellentia dello Duca nostro”.

The Demiurges of Ciristopher

Columbus’s  feat: Antonio and

Alessandro Geraldini

     Antonio was born in Amelia in 1450, and studied with Grifone, a well​known Amelian teacher, and then at Perugia and Florence universities. He was a great Humanist and poet, and his literary output totailed twen​ty-four thousand verses, ninety​-eight speeches and two hundred and thirty family epistles. A collection of his panegyric poetry is kept in the  Capitol Archives of Girona Cathe​dral in Spain. He was described as “cronista di sua signoria” and was the author of a eulogy of the king of Ar​agon, the poem Elysendis, and of an Epitaphium Petri Epilae celeberrimi theo​logi dedicated to St. Peter, martyr of Arbués.

In 1469 he was with his uncle An​gelo in Spain. He was appointed am​bassador to the king of Bosnia, and then secretarv and counsellor to King John of Aragon. He was am​bassador to the courts of Brittany, England and Burgundy, papal nun​cio in Spain at the court of Ferdinand and Isabel of Aragon, and secretary and counsellor to the king. On the occasion of bis appointment as Nun​cio, a bronze coin was struck bearing the legend Antonius Geraldinus pontificius logotheta annalium vates. In a letter dated August 1488, Piero Martire d’Anghiera appeals to him as tutor of the Infanta Isabel. To the position of papal legate he added those of ap​ostolic protonotary and knight-com​mander of the abbey of Sant’Angelo in Brolo, Sicily. We must thank An​tonio, following the advice of his uncle, Angelo, for the biography en​titled De vita rev. in Chr. p. Angeli Ge​raldini episcopi suessani et de totius familìae geraldinae amplitudine, which contains valuable references to his brothers and sisters and the rest of the family.

     However, Antonio’s real claim to fame goes far beyond the confines of his farnily and even of Europe, to in​volvement in a historical event with extraordinary irnpact: for it was to Antonio that Christopher Colum​bus came in Spain in 1486 to request the means necessary to carry out the ‘mad’ plan which he had in mind. The contact was probably due to the friars at the Franciscan monastery of La Rabida de Palos, where a Francis​cani from Todi - Bernardino Monte​castri - and, more importantly, an as​tronomer who had ideas similar to those of Columbus, the Franciscan Antonio Perez de Marchena, lived. In spite of some perplexity arising from questions of a theological nature, Antonio Geraldini guessed what the results of the project would be, and helped its chances of being accepted by arranging for Columbus to be re​ceived by the king and queen. Un​fortunately he was not able to see the results of his enlightened intui​tion because he died in 1489, at Marcena in Andalusia. However, the destiny of the Geraldini continued to be tied up with Columbus’s ven​ture, with Antonio’s younger bro​ther Alessandro taking over his role promoting it. Alessandro had also studied under Grifone, and had fol​lowed his brother to Spain first as a soldier, and then as a diplomat. He dedicated himself to educating all of four queens, daughters and nieces of the Catholic kings; he had started bis ecclesiastical career as papal proto​notary and bishop of Vulturara and Montecorvino, suffragan dioceses of Benevento. He remained at court in the position of Chaplain-in-chief to the king and chief cup-bearer to the queen, proving himself to have ex​cellent diplomatic skills. As a conse​quence of the complex missions lin​ked to his position, he travelled to Dacia, Hungarv, Russia and England. His frequent trips, his acquaintances and his involvement in the history of the time caused Alessandro to be​come a modern  politician, a man of great spirit who was well aware of the changes going on during a parti​cularly interesting historical period. Through his position of trust and in​fluence at the Spanish court, the pa​tronage of the Habsburgs, his parti​cipation in the 5th Lateran Council and his role as chaplain to Catherine, queen of England, Alessandro had enough authority to confront one of the cruxes of Columbus’s venture, the problem of the relationship bet​ween science and faith. Before the Great Council of the "Junta di Santa Fé" he argued convincingly for a so​lution which offered justifìcation for giving Columhus the go-ahead.

On the occasìon of the marriage of Catherine, younger daughter of Ferdinand and Isabel, to Arthur Tudor, eldest son of Henry VII and heir to the throne, Alessandro trav​elled to England. This wedding was important for both royal houses: the Spanish were looking for an alliance with the English to counterbalance their relations with the French, the English for a strong alliance which would increase the prospects of dy​nastic succession.

Henry VII had pursued the objec​tive of a Spanish marriage since 1488, just two years after the birth of his son, and preparations were begun in 1499. In a letter written by Ferdinand and Isabel to their ambassador in London on 2nd October 1500, Ales​sandro Geraldini is mentioned in the official position of first Chaplain of the Court, whom Catherine wanted to take with her to England. After a period of negotiation an agreement was reached, and in October 1501 Catherine and her entourage arrived in England at Plymouth, where they were received with warm enthu​siasm. Strict Spanish protocol requi​red that the two young people should meet on 5th November, but this was ignored and the intervening period was shortened. The ceremo​nies in London were magnificent: the marriage was celebrated on 14th  November in St. Paul’s Cathedral, and this solemn, special wedding re​mained the most carefully prepared and best-remembered in Eng!and for the whole of the 16th  century.

Geraldini’s presence is again evident in the events which followed the wedding. The question of pay​ment of the second instalment of Catherine's  dowry was debated at length, as is revealed by a partly-en​coded report sent to Isabel by Don Pedro de Ajala, one of the Spanish ambassadors in England, in which Alessandro Geraldini, is also mentioned. In the report, some  insights are also provìded regarding the life of the couple and the complexities of protocol: Arthur had to go to govern his principality of Wales, and the Prince’s Council, whose decision it was whether Catherine should ​company him or not, was undecid​ed; Ludlow was not ready to wel​come the young couple, the marriage had not been consurnmated, and the dowry had not been handed over. The king consulted the princess, who declared herself willing to ac​cept the king’s will in the matter. After various discussions, Henry de​cided that she should accompany her young husband. Don Pedro and Donna Elvira Manuel, chief lady-in​waiting to the princess, agreed, and also noted that Alessandro Geraldini had declared himself in favour of this solution to the problem. Arthur and Catherine left for Ludlow on 24th De​cember 1501, and Alessandro Geral​dini problaby travelled with them. However, the couple’s stay at Lu​dlow was brief and tragic: the prince died suddenly on 2nd  April 1502. His death nevertheless did not put an end to the diplomatic aims of the two families, and Ferdinand and Isa​bel, although they would have liked their daughter to return to Spain, showed themselves willing to consi​der a second wedding of Catherine and Arthur’s younger brother, Henry. The alliance with England was very important, even though the arrangements for a new betrothal and the dowry seemed complicated. Theological and legal difficulties had to be surmounted, because in order to marry bis brother’s widow, Henry had to obtain papal dispensation, and for this purpose it had to be as​certained whether the marriage bet​ween Arthur and Catherine had been consummated.

      These problems and their many ramifications are contained in a coded letter dated 14th June 1502 from Ferdinand and Isabel to one of their ambassadors in England, Ferdi​nando de Estrada. Enclosed with the letter was a copy of a message from Alessandro Geraldini to Don Rodri​go de Puebla, another Spanish repre​sentative in England. in which Geral​dini said that he was sure that the marriage had been consummated. This opinion was certainly unwel​come to the Spanish royal family, and was the reason for the decision to recall Alessandrro to Spain.

On 23rd Julv 1503 a treaty was sig​ned relating to the marriage of Ca​therine and the young Henry, papal dispensation was requested and granted, and the wedding  was held on 23rd  June 1509.

Alessandro returned to England, but, in spite of his statement in a let​ter that he was auspex of both marria​ges, he did not suceed in regaining his position with Catherine, who after his departure had chosen the Spanish observant Dominican Friar Diego Fernando as her adviser and confessor. In a bitter letter to Henry VIII dated 5th  June 1509, Alessandro complains pro sua iniusta carceratione (about his unjust imprisonment) and asks leave of the king to go back to Spain. This episode is only men​tioned by one source, Ughelli, but would help to explain his bitterness and bad feeling towards Catherine. Nevertheless, the lack of respect and injustice he had suffered did not stop him from making a third trip to England in 1515, when he probably confronted Friar Diego. From a let​ter written from Seville to Cardinal Adrian F!orenz, bishop of Tortosa, which may be dated 3rd  February 1519, we understand that Alessandro managed to have Friar Diego the confessor expelled from England with the accusation that he robbed and raped an English noblewoman; but this would certainly not have put him into Catherine’s good books.

     Alessandro consoled himself with the understanding offered by Margarita of Austria, regent of the Netherlands, who years ear!ier had intervened with her nephew Charles to obtain a bishopric for him. Mar​gherita appointed him as her ambas​sador to the court of Leo X in Rome, while the Emperor Maximilian appointed him ambassador to Rome, Florence and Naples. 

    Pope Leo X in turn entrusted him with a diplomatic mission to the Emperor Maximilian and the Chris​tian princes of Europe to move them to action against the Turkish threat. For this mission, Alessandro trave1led Europe as far as Russia, where he met Ivan III, known as ‘the Great’, the founder of the Russian nation. The mission was reported by Ales​sandro in his Oratio Alexandri Geral​dini Episcopi Coram Rege Russiae, in which he draws attention to the schism between the Oriental and Western Churches, urging the king of Russia to unite with the Catholic Church in order to halt the advance of the Turks under Sultan Selim I.

    However, his appointments and missions may well have exhausted or disappointed Alessandro, who de​cided to change bis direction in life: in a letter written in Cologne on 30th June 1516, he asked Pope Leo X to send him to the episcopal seat of Santo Domingo. In the letter, which was presented to the new king Char​les V, then sixteen, he wrote: "Allow me to lead my life among the people of an unknown world and under heavens which differ from ours. I hope to tame those proud and savage peoples with religion, and with teaching and preaching to pacify the hearts of men who live like animals".

His desire to leave the old world, in the knowledge that his role in the complex game of European diplo​macy was over, is clear in the letter.

    Before leaving for the New World, Alessandro went back to En​gland on one last mission.  This visit is documented in a document by the Venetian ambassador to England, Sebastian Giustinian, in which he mentions a bishop who was going to the land of the Indios, and who had arrived in England to urge Henry VIII to join the crusade against the Turks.

    Cardinal Wolsey himself did not show any amazement at Geraldini's delicat mission; the latter remained in England for some months, also vi​siting Scotland, where a rebellious minority had found an unlikely crus​ade in the person of James V. Geral​dini, supported by a letter to Henry VIII from Leo X extolling his educa​tion, hard work, dedication and high position in the Church, may have ex​pected to receive official recognition from the English court. The Pope spoke favourable about Alessandro, and preconized him as bishop of the diocese of Santo Domingo, in insula HIZ panica (sic), which had been es​tablished in 1511.

    From England, Alessandro wrote to the clergy of Santo Domingo, confirming his intentions and an​nouncing his arrival. In the library of the Lambeth Palace, among the pap​ers of the Carew Estate, there are two manuscripts by Alessandro: one to Cardinal Wolsey, and a request to Henry VIII, which also contain facts of a personal and family nature. Alessandro, far from his native land, for which he was tormenred by nos​talgia, had lost his property which he had handed over to relations, and had no-one to turn to except the husband of Catherine, who had been his pupil but who had not forgiven him bis behaviour towards,  and judgement of,  Friar Diego. Alessandro was therefore once again suffering because of the lack of understanding shown by the queen, but above all because of the heavy debts be had in​curred in undertaking his numerous trips, and his many letters reveal how disturbed he was by his diffe​rences with Catherine and by his fear of poverty.

    Alessandro’s originilaity and mo​dernity are to the fore in his fascinat​ing Itinerarium ad regiones sub aequinoctiali plaga constitutas, a treatise publi​shed in 1631 by his descendant Ono​frio Catenacci Geraldini which is the chronichle of Aiessandro's extraor​dinary journey to the New World. Written with a sensitivity which brings together the interest of the geographer and the intuition of the anthropologist, in a successful mix​ture of scientific observation and cu​riosity about customs and habits, it fully reflects the Renaissance out​look of its author. In a letter to Leo X published in the 1631 edition, Alessandro openly reveals his faith in the renovative quality of genius, referring to Columbus: “Let not en​vious mortals be obstacles to the great man, because if Danaus son of Belus, the founder of the Argos em​pire, was much honoured for having opened up Europe to the Egyptians, if Jason deserved glory for having overcome Colchis, if Hercules beca​me a hero for overcoming tyrants and killing monsters, then Colum​bus is that much more deserving of recognition and glory".

    Again in the Itinerarium, book VII, we find the description of his meet​ing with the legendary African king Naasamon, who greeted him with the Prophesy of the God Sinnamon, god of wisdom, and which Alessan​dro puts down in words which seem to sum up the ideal of Renaissance virtus: “You who enter bere, look at the essence of things: if vou under​stand and are able to behave in such a way as to act justly always, you will live with the love of the people and in great harmony with all. Judge all problems without excess, and every​thing will proceed in safety and wi​thout obstacles; make every effort to be wise, fear God, be close to the good people, take an active part in the life of your Motherland, avoid quarrels. If you behave thus, in a just and wise way, your life will be tran​quil and fruitful”.

shops. The tamily already had il!us​

