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Advisory Committee to Pope Alexander VI  
Background Guide 

 
Dear Delegates, 
 
I am pleased to welcome you to the Committee of Advisors to Pope Alexander VI and 
look forward to working with you, both in the coming days and at ChoMUN itself.  
Small, historic simulations produce constantly surprising results, and my staff and I look 
forward to seeing where your decisions take us. 
 
The late 15th century was a time of massive political and social upheaval in Italy as a 
whole, and the Papacy was often at the center of the conflict.  In late April of 1493, 
approximately a year into Alexander’s reign, the committee is faced with the difficult 
task of deciding what the role of the Papacy should be across a range of spheres of power.  
Questions of religious authority and doctrine, international politics and strategy, and the 
maintenance of the Pope’s holdings in both in Italy and within the city of Rome, will 
command the committee’s attention.  The expansive mandate of the Papacy offers you a 
wide range of tools with which to shape the future of papal power.  This is also a period 
of change in the style of government practiced by Courts, and the struggle between 
nobles, courtiers, and professional bureaucrats is certainly evident in the range of 
advisors who will sit on this council. 
 
As with any historical committee, changes have been made to the structure and types of 
action available to allow for consistency through the simulation.  However, the 
complicated nature of the power structure with the Papal court makes this problem more 
acute then is sometimes the case.  The delegates are asked to make sure to look over both 
the powers of the different offices, as outlined in this paper, and the rules and procedures 
that will be governing debate, found in the Rules and Regulations document. 
 
Finally, a brief note on research: while there is no shortage of documents on the Italian 
Renaissance in general, and on the life of the Borgias in particular, some caution is 
necessary to avoid sensationalist accounts of this period.   Furthermore, spelling during 
this period was anything but standardized, and while I have tried to use the most common 
from of names, variations should be expected.  I hope that the annotated biography at the 
end of this guide will be of some assistance.  However, should you have any questions, 
whether specific to research or of a more general nature, while preparing for conference, 
please do not hesitate to contact either myself or Mr. Benjamin Segal, your Chair. 
 

Sincerely, 
Ellie Bartels 
Crisis Director, the Committee of 
Advisors to Pope Alexander VI 
ebartels@uchicago.edu 
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The Holy See in the International System 
The High Renaissance of Europe was a period of great political transformation, both in 
terms of the internal structures of states and in the balance between them.  As the leader 
of Holy Church, the role of the Pope has changed to some extent with each new Pope, 
depending on his personality, his theological interpretation of the office, and the historic 
circumstances of his time, but broad change to the system will require more from 
Alexander VI than in the past. 
  
The Pope is the representative of God on earth, and as such his spiritual authority is 
supreme.  Symbolically, he is above all earthly monarchs, and as such has often served as 
an arbitrator between temporal nations.  Furthermore, as the leader of the 
Church he is responsible for overseeing the clergy of all nations, as well as for settling 
disputes between religious and secular authorities, regardless of territory involved.  This 
overreaching power is often resented by temporal Princes, who would prefer to maintain 
the powers of final arbitrations and enjoy a stronger control of the Church within their 
territories. 
 
Since the time of Charlemagne, the Pope has been seen as a source of legitimacy for 
Kings looking to solidify control.  While the importance of a full Papal coronation for the 
Holy Roman Empire has waned, particularly during the French captivity, the presence of 
Papal legates is still an important symbolic sign for a new monarch of any kingdom.  
Furthermore, with the fate of many nations firmly tied to ruling families, the complicated 
network of noble marriages could radically affect succession.  These complicated family 
trees could and did lead to wars when competing claims were put forward to a throne, 
and the Pope’s role as an arbitrator in such matters cannot be underestimated.  Papal 
approval of royal marriages, particularly those on shaky religious grounds, can be critical 
to a ruler facing faltering support.  The Pope also has the authority to bring rulers to task 
when they violate sacred law (or the word of the Pope), through a variety of measures, 
most drastically in the excommunication of the entire region under the control of the 
errant monarch1.   
 
The Pope is also responsible for leading the fight for the spread of Christianity through 
the world.  At a time when the understanding of the occupied lands of this earth is rapidly 
expanding, the New World offers new challages for the rulers of Europe, which the Pope 
will certainly be involved in.  Furthermore, relations with the established heresies of 
Judaism and Islam, as well as the even more exotic Far East will provide new challenges, 
particularly given the warmer relations established by the previous Pope with the 
Ottoman Sultanate2.   
  
Historical Summary: August 1492-July 1493 
After the death of Lorenzo the Magnificent, ruler of Florence, the alliance between 
Milan, Florence and Naples, which had checked the territorial ambitions of Venice and 
held the city-state system of Italy in balance for the last ten years rapidly began to 

                                                 
1 The theological basis and ramifications for these actions are further described in the later discussion on 
Issues of Church Doctrine  
2 Kelly and Walsh, “Innocent VIII”, The Oxford Dictionary of Popes, pg. 254 
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disintegrate.  The new ruler of Florence, Pietro di Medici, was convinced by members of 
the Orsini family, to whom he was related by marriage, to support the King of Naples so 
as to isolate Milan should the old antagonism between the northern and southern states 
resume.  The first sign of the change in allegiances was the support of the sale of several 
minor territories in the Papal Vicarage from Genoa, which was under Medici protection, 
to the Orsini family with the use of financing from Naples.  Traditionally, such a sale 
required papal authorization, and as this had not been granted the Pope claimed that the 
castles should devolve to direct Papal control.  This position was supported by Lodovico 
Sforza, de facto ruler of Milan, who lent the Papacy the equivalent of the funds that had 
been advanced to Orsini, as well 300 troops.  When this failed to stabilize the situation, 
Sforza resolved to reform the traditional League allegiances and formed a new pact with 
Venice and the Papacy in attempt to balance the Naples, thereby regaining the 
international stability that was necessary in order to maintain his control over his 
nephew’s government.3 
 
Given the instability of the Papacy’s control over the Vicarage, Sforza’s proposed League 
offered an appealing option for gaining leverage over the growing power of the Orsinis.  
As one of the major families of Rome, the Orsinis had long been embroiled in near civil 
war, both with the other noble families, particularly the Colonnas, and with the Papacy, 
which maintained technical sovereignty over the area.  Allegiances between the families 
frequently shifted to respond to immediate political goals, and the recent support given to 
the Orsinis by the Colonnas constituted a substantial threat to Papal authority in the city, 
should they chose to defy the Pope.  However, the combined international pull of Naples 
and Florence, and defections from within the curia, particularly that of Cardinal Giuliano 
della Rovere, who had installed himself in his Ostia fortress and declared his support for 
Naples after his loss in the papal conclave, posed a formidable front.   This was further 
complicated by the Pope’s ambitions in Naples for his eldest son, Juan, whom he hoped 
to married to a Neapolitan princess.  In fact it was the deliberate stalling by King 
Ferdinand of these negotiations that finally pushed Pope Alexander to commit the Papal 
States to the formation of the new league.4 
 
The actual achievement of the league would require more time as Venice proved inclined 
to stall, unwilling to tie itself to the new Pope, whose administration seemed anything but 
stable and reliable.  Finally, in early April of 1493, Sforza and the Pope were finally able 
to overcome the reservations of the Venetian Senate, and the new league was formed, 
with the requirement that the first act of the new league would be the dispatch of 200 
men-at-arms by both Venice and Milan to Rome for the protection of the Papacy.5  
 
While Naples and Florence did engage in negotiations over the possibility of a military 
move against Rome with the heads of the Orsini and Colonna families, King Ferdinand 
unilaterally decided to attempt to resolve the original dispute, in the hopes that such a 
move would return the states to their traditional allegiances, which he felt to be far more 

                                                 
3 Guicciardini, The History of Italy. pg. 8-17 
4 Guicciardini, The History of Italy. pg. 18-9 
5 Guicciardini, The History of Italy. pg. 19-20 
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natural and stable then the current arrangement.6  While this arrangement has stabilized 
the situation for the moment, Sforza has remained uneasy with the system.   
 
Legates 
The most direct asset to Papal diplomacy were the legates: members of the clergy 
endowed by the pope with specific power, such as the right to perform royal weddings, 
who would often act as the Pope’s chief negotiator with an opposing court.  While the 
positions were historically temporary (generally lasting a year or less) and relevant to a 
specific task, for the purposes of this simulation I have made them permanent.  Legates 
had a great deal of personal power, not only in controlling communications from one 
court to another through their connections, but also through the private wealth they 
amassed in the course of their duties. 
 
Legates may be assumed to control a limited personal treasury and to have substantial 
connections to the court at which they are stationed.  While the committee as a whole 
may send communiqués to any government they wish, those that include the support of 
the relevant legate will generally be received in a more favorable light, and legates may 
converse privately at any time with members of the foreign court. 
 
Legate to Milan: Cardinal Ascanio Maria Sforza 

The sixth son of the Duke of Milan, Sforza is a prime example of the new noble 
cardinal.  While he has held office for less than ten years, his personal wealth and 
family connections make him a force to be reckoned with, as well as a major 
patron of humanism. 
 
Sforza was instrumental in the election of Alexander VI, in return for which he 
has received a great deal of influence in court, and is considered to be part of the 
Pope’s inner circle.  At this time, he also holds the title Vice-Chancellor of the 
Holy Roman Church, traditionally a position of great political influence within the 
college and curia.7 

 
Legate to France: Cardinal Raymund Pérault 

Of French birth, Pérault was a favorite of King Louis XI of France, and also 
worked closely with King Charles VIII on previous diplomatic missions.8  An 
able diplomat, he is known for his abilities to negotiate intricate international 
peace treaties, particularly between the northern states. 

 
Legate to Spain: Cardinal Giovanni Borgia (the Elder) 

As the cousin of Pope Alexander VI, Giovanni Borgia was one of the first of the 
pope’s Spanish relations to benefit from his appointment to the Holy See.  He 
worked in the curia prior to his advancement to the position of Cardinal and still 

                                                 
6 Guicciardini, The History of Italy. pg. 20 
7 Miranda, “SFORZA, Ascanio Maria”, The Cardinals… 
8 Miranda, “PÉRAULT, O.S.A., Raymund”, The Cardinals… 
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maintains many of his connection to the Papal Secretaries.  He has also served 
legate to Naples, and is generally considered a talented diplomat.9  

 
Legate to Naples: Cardinal Oliviero Caraffa 

The son of a Neapolitan patrician family, Caraffa has maintained strong ties to the 
southern kingdom throughout his service to the Papal court, serving as legate at 
various periods since the 1470’s.  He also has strong ties to the Dominican order, 
often acting as their mouthpiece at the papal courts. 
 
He currently acts as Sub-dean of the College of Cardinals and has strong 
connections to the Papal navy, which was built under his guidance during the 
reign of Pope Sixtus IV.10 

 
Legate to Florence: Cardinal Giovanni de’Medici 

The second son of Lorenzo de’ Medici of Florence, Giovanni de’Medici is 
another example of a wealthy, well connected cardinal of the late Quattrocento.  
Provided with the humanist education of a Florentine Prince, he is brilliant and 
very involved in the intellectual life of the Renaissance.  However, at seventeen, 
he is extremely young and still very much tied to his brother’s court in Florence.11 

 
Legate to Venice: Patriarch Tomaso Dona 

Recently elevated to the Patriarchy, Dona has few connections to the Roman 
establishment.  This outsider’s perceptive gives him a great deal of flexibility as 
an independent agent, but also makes him a somewhat suspicious character to the 
other members of the council. 

 
Legate to the Holy Roman Empire: Cardinal Francesco Todeschini de' Piccolomini 

Nephew of Pope Pius II, he entered the Papal curia at a young age.  His 
connections to the Court of the Holy Roman Empire date from the late 1460’s, 
and he spent much of the 1470’s living in Germany as a Papal Legate.  He also 
has a great deal of influence in his home city of Siena.12 
 
While he is a respected member of the court, he is well-known for his distaste for 
the growing worldliness of the Roman court, and is strongly in favor of reforms 
within the curia.  He strongly objected to the political moves made by Pope 
Alexander during the conclave, and has remained distant from the new Pope.13 

 
Legate to England: Archbishop John Morton 

A strong supporter of King Henry VII, Morton was deeply involved in the 
Lancastrian cause throughout the War of the Roses.  Indeed, he spent much of the 

                                                 
9 Miranda, “BORJA LANZOL DE ROMANÍ, el mayor, Juan de”, The Cardinals… 
10 Miranda, “CARAFA, Oliviero”, The Cardinals… 
11Miranda, “MEDICI, Giovanni de'”, The Cardinals… and Kelly and Walsh, “Leo X”, The Oxford 
Dictionary of Popes, pg. 257 
12 Miranda, “TODESCHINI-PICCOLOMINI, Francesco”, The Cardinals… 
13 Kelly and Walsh, “Pius III”, The Oxford Dictionary of Popes, pg. 254 
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1480’s as a prominent political advisor to the King, before being named 
Archbishop.  Morton is also a well-known expert on ecclesiastic law and an 
experienced diplomat.14 

 
Ambassador to the Turkish Court: Don Giorgie Bucciardo 

A merchant with longstanding connections to the Turkish court, Bucciardo has 
been entrusted with papal authority while maintaining his lay status.  With his 
personal wealth depending on the continued diplomatic contact between the two 
courts, he is likely to take a practical view on matters of religious difference, 
which risks alienation from more conservative elements of the court. 

 
 The Governance of the Papal States 

In the tradition of the Donation of Constantine, the Popes have claimed the right of rule 
over various portions of central Italy, from their seat in the city of Rome, since the 
Middle Ages.  However, the actual power exercised in these territories varied greatly, 
depending on the relative strength of the particular Pope.  There was a great deal of 
philosophical, theological, and political discourse about how to reconcile these secular 
powers with the religious duties that lay at the heart of the Holy See. 
 
The Papal States 
The Papal States, which comprise a substantial strip of central Italy, represent the heart of 
the Pope’s secular power.  However, to think of these territories as a cohesive nation-state 
on the model of England or France would be a fundamental mistake.  Instead, they are 
comprised of semi-autonomous city-states, each with its own character, government and 
problems. 
 
The civic governments of the individual states showed the same variation present in the 
other city states of Italy; some were communes controlled by broad oligarchies of 
citizens, others were controlled more directly by noble families.15  While the vicars 
nominally had authority over the local government, including controlling the meetings of 
the governing councils and holding the power to alter the structure of the government, 
attempts to radically interfere with the current system without general support were 
historically not well received.  The Papal officers of the territory served in parallel to the 
local government, regardless of its form, with both parties sharing, if at times reluctantly, 
responsibilities in different facets of the government.16 
 
Economically underdeveloped and with few natural resources, the Papal States as they 
now stand are heavily reliant on income generated from other facets of the Church, and 
from the private wealth of minor nobles and their courts.  The largest sources of income 
are from cereal farming (much of which is commandeered to support the city of Rome) 
and the wool trade.  This reliance on agriculture, particularly to feel the capital, creates a 
certain inherent instability in the states, dependent as they are on good harvests.17  The 

                                                 
14 Miranda, “MORTON, John”, The Cardinals… 
15 Black, “The Baglioni as Tyrants of Perugia…” pg. 245 
16 Black, “The Baglioni as Tyrants of Perugia…” pg. 251-2 
17 Partner, “Papal Financial Policy…”. pg. 43-4 
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other major industry is found in the papal salt and alum mines, which are directly 
controlled by the vicar of the region, rather then the general civic government of the 
territory.18 
 
The City of Rome 
As caput mundi, Rome was the spiritual center of Western Christianity and the seat of 
Papal authority.  While Rome was ruled by a council similar to that of other Italian city 
states, it was chaired by the Papal governor.  However, the city itself was anything but 
unified.  Noble families, notably the Orsini and Colonna, control sizable quarters of the 
city as well as private armies and are often at odds with the Papal court. 
 
The common populace of Rome is equally divided.  As a city with very little 
manufacturing capabilities, much of Rome’s wealth is dependent on the various courts, as 
well as on the influx of funds from pilgrims.  Welfare, in the form of charity from the 
allowances of the cardinals and other members of the Papal household, also helped to 
maintain a peaceful Roman populace, and a portion of the income of those members of 
the court living in Rome was usually set aside for this purpose.19 
 
The civic government of Rome, while secular, was also heavily supported by the Papal 
treasury (as indeed were many of the Papal States) because it was the Holy See that 
guaranteed the loans that funded the secular state.20  Furthermore, nearly 30% of the land 
in the greater Roman area was controlled directly by the church21.  Financial troubles for 
one will lead to immediate consequences for the other. 
 
Vicars 
While Legates can be appointed to oversee regions of the Papal States, their power tends 
to be very remote and broad except in cases of emergency.  The vice-legate or vicar, 
generally known as the Papal Governor, is responsible for maintaining the day-to-day 
links between the local governments of the towns and the Pope.  He oversees the 
execution of all Papal Bulls and orders from Rome, and his approval is needed on all 
edicts of the local governments under his jurisdiction.  He also acts as final judicial 
arbitrator in regularly scheduled courts, and has the power to pardon or commute 
sentences in the Pope’s name.22 
 
The vicar also controls collection and allocation of a good deal of the civic finances of his 
region.  The salaries of normal civic offices of the region, as well as monies for the repair 
of public infrastructure, are under his control.  While the town police are controlled by 
the city’s government, the main army of the region is paid by, and thus controlled by, the 
vicar.  He also controls the licences to lease fish and hunt Papal lands within the vicarage 
to local dignitaries, who can then sublease to small farmers, a system which allows for 
some centralized control of the harvests of the region.  Furthermore, while the local 

                                                 
18 Partner, “Papal Financial Policy…”. pg. 53 
19 Fragnito, Gigliola “Cardinals' Courts…”. pg. 48 
20 Partner, “Papal Financial Policy…”. pg. 28 
21 Partner, “Papal Financial Policy…”. pg. 48 
22 Black, “The Baglioni as Tyrants of Perugia…” pg 251-2 
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government controls the income from direct taxation (usually based on property, and 
generally a source of civic dissatisfaction), a portion of the money collected is due to the 
vicar to keep in care for the Pope, as well as the income from dues and indirect taxes.23 
 
While the vicars do not have absolute control over the region to which they are assigned, 
the financial leverage they hold gives them a strong voice in local politics as well as in 
the Papal court, and their control of the military and Papal resources, particularly 
foodstuffs, provides a substantial powerbase24.  Vicars can also be expected to have a 
great deal of personal support within their holdings, which will make implementing 
change without their support chancy as each of these territories also has local noble 
families, who would like nothing better then to replace Papal authority in their towns. 
 
Duke of Benevento and Gandia: Don Juan Borgia 

The oldest acknowledged son of Pope Alexander and his father’s favorite, Juan is 
an ambitious hothead.  His holdings, both in Spain and in the Papal states, provide 
him with substantial resources, but his ability to govern them is untried. 

 
Governor of Rome: Canon Pietro Isvalies 

Sicilian by birth, Isvalies served as a papal administrator on the island before 
entering the Roman curia.25  As an outsider to Roman politics, it is hoped that he 
will be able to stand above the factionalism of the noble families. 

 
Duke of Urbino: Don Guidobaldo da Mantefeltro  

A gifted military leader, Guidobaldo served as Gonfalonieri to Innocent VIII, and 
is still considered a major military force.  His court at Urbino is famous as a 
center of humanism, but the region has few economic resources other than its 
army.  

 
Governor of Spoleto: Bishop Giovanni Borgia (the Younger) 

The grand-nephew of Pope Alexander VI, Giovanni Borgia has served in the curia 
in a number of capacities, including several vicarages.  He is considered an able 
administrator and military leader.26  While Spoleto is not as important an 
economic center as nearby Perugia, it is better fortified27, and less autonomous.  

 
Governor of Perugia: Don Maurizio Cibo 

The brother of Innocent VIII and father of a current Cardinal28, Cibo is a loyal 
servant of the central church in Rome.  However, the local Baglioni family holds 
a great deal of influence in the local government, and the territory has a reputation 
for rebellion.  Perugia is the grain basket of the Papal Territories, particularly the 
Chiusi region, which is directly administered by the vicar.29 

                                                 
23 Black, “The Baglioni as Tyrants of Perugia…” pg 253 
24 Black, “The Baglioni as Tyrants of Perugia…” pg 254 
25 Miranda, “ISVALIES, Pietro”, The Cardinals… 
26 Miranda, “BORJA LANZOL DE ROMANÍ, el menor, Juan”, The Cardinals… 
27 Guicciardini, The History of Italy. pg. 70 
28 Miranda, “CIBO DE' MARI, Lorenzo”, The Cardinals… 
29 Black, “The Baglioni as Tyrants of Perugia…”, pg. 253 
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Lord of Rimini: Don Pandolfo IV Malatesta 

One of the major cities of the Romagna, Rimini has a long history of fairly 
autonomous rule by the Malatesta family and of strong connections to Venice and 
will likely bridle at overly-strong Papal involvement in local affairs.  However, 
Pandolfo is not known for his military prowess, and will be cautious of any direct 
challenge to the Pope.30   

 
Governor of Spello, Bastia, Panicale, and Cannara: Don Guido Baglioni 

Personally ambitious, Guido and his brother have recently gained a strong footing 
in the civic government of Perugia. The collection of small towns he controls 
provides him with the manpower of a larger holding, but also complicates 
governing the region.31   

 
Governor of Campagna: Cardinal Bernardin Lopez de Carvajal 

A member of the curia since the early 1480’s, Carvajal maintains ties to the 
Spanish royal court, as well as to Naples.32  While not a rich region, the 
Campagna is of strategic importance as a buffer between the Papal States and 
Naples. 

 
 

Issues of Church Doctrine 
As head of the Christian Church in Europe, the Pope is responsible for guiding the 
religious life of the international Christian community.  Despite frequent comments about 
Borgia’s personal life, in his work with the curia the Pope has proven to be somewhat 
conservative and even harsh—critics have been forced to admit that his adherence to 
traditional doctrine has been irreproachable.33  However, this concern with church 
doctrine is coupled with a personal lack of interest in the technicalities of church 
ceremony, which has not helped Alexander’s reputation with more conservative elements 
within the church.34  Balancing this concern with traditional dogma and the secular needs 
of the State will prove a continuing challenge to the high Church leadership.  
 
Indulgences 
An established practice of the church, the granting of indulgences, or remissions from 
temporal punishment otherwise due for a sin which has already been committed, has 
always been somewhat controversial.  In their purest sense, indulgences do not remove 
guilt from the sinner; they denote that as God has forgiven the sin and the church has 
waived the normal actions that would be necessary for temporal restitution, such as 
confession and acts of penitence, and are granted in return for pious actions such as the 
completion of a pilgrimage.35  In practice, indulgences frequently follow large cash 

                                                 
30 Guicciardini, The History of Italy. pg. 150 and 157 
31 Black, “The Baglioni as Tyrants of Perugia…”, pg. 271 
32 Miranda, “LÓPEZ DE CARVAJAL, Bernardino”, The Cardinals… 
33 Miranda, “BORJA Y BORJA, Rodrigo de”, The Cardinals… 
34 Burchard, Pope Alexander VI…, pg. xix 
35 Kent, W.H.. “Indulgences”. The Catholic Encyclopedia. 
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donations to the church, which has given the practice a reputation for corruption, as well 
as promoting accusations of simony. 
 
In an attempt to reduce this practice, Sixtus IV limited the authority of bishops to offer 
indulgences, substantially widening the scope of papal authority on this matter.36  While 
as yet Pope Alexander has issued no Bulls clarifying his position on this matter, it has 
been an issue of tense theological debate within his intellectual circles37.  
 
Royal Marriages 
At a time when the fate of states is deeply tied to noble families, issues of marriage and 
procreation are as influential to international diplomacy as the movement of armies.  
Because of the complicated and entwined family trees of Europe’s noble families, the 
viability of such marriages is often called into question.  Papal dispensation provides a 
way around such circumstances by relaxing any rules the match could be violating.38  
Even in less complicated instances, Papal blessing of a union, particularly one that carries 
political force, can ease the political situation, earning the gratitude of the parties in 
question. 
 
Excommunication 
Excommunication, or forbidding access to the community and rituals of the Roman 
Church, is the single strongest punishment available to the Church.  To a modern, secular 
society, this may seem more a matter of personal spiritual crisis, but in a time and place 
in which the Church served as the primary institutional presence in an individual’s life, 
isolation from the ceremonies that mark birth, marriage, and death, as well as from the 
community itself, is a staggering blow.  In theory, any clergy member can 
excommunicate anyone below him in the ecclesiastical hierarchy, with very slim 
justification, but in practice the power is reserved for Church elders.  Furthermore, there 
is a complicated range of forms and degrees that the censure can take.  In the case of 
issues coming before the Pope, the people in question are generally heretical members of 
the clergy, or temporal princes, and excommunication is generally its strongest form, 
involving full isolation from the church and public declaration of the ban.  In both 
instances, excommunication can be limited to the erring individual or expanded to 
include all souls over whom he exercises power.  Such a move should not be taken 
lightly; if an attempt to bring an errant party into line with this tool fails, it seriously 
limits its future utility.  Because the intent of excommunication is to alter the behavior of 
the guilty, one can always be absolved and allowed to return to the church.39   
 
 

The Central Papal Government 
Literature on the Papacy in this period tends either to stress the artistic patronage of the 
court in an effort to justify its secular tendencies, or, in more critical views, to focus only 

                                                 
36 Kent, W.H.. “Indulgences”. The Catholic Encyclopedia. 
37 Noel, The Renaissance Pope, pg. 169 
38 Besson, Jules. “Dispensation”. The Catholic Encyclopedia. 
39 Boudinhon, A.. “Excommunication”. The Catholic Encyclopedia 
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on the worldly excess in the ecclesiastical courts40.  These lenses obscure the complicated 
institutions that were established to deal with the range of issues placed before the Papal 
court, as well as the types of political maneuvering that did take place, particularly during 
the conclaves that were responsible for the selection of the Pope. 
 
Papal Politics before Alexander: Innocent VIII and the Conclave of 1492 
While the Conclave of 1492, which appointed Alexander to the Holy See, acquired a 
reputation for greater-than-usual intrigue and bribes almost immediately upon its 
conclusion, it is clear that many of these tales of corruption were blown greatly out of 
proportion.  Given the political instability caused by Lorenzo de’ Medici’s death, it is 
hardly surprising that the factions within the College of Cardinals which emerged early in 
voting were based strongly on the personal allegiances held by the Cardinals to the other 
Italian States.  The two major factions at the time of the elections consisted of the French, 
Neapolitans, Venetians, and Colonnas led by Giuliano della Rovere, and the Spanish, 
Orsinis, and representatives of many of the smaller Italian city states, led by the Milanese 
Cardinal Ascanio Sforza.  When it became clear that neither leader could hope for his 
own elections, each chose surrogate: Cardinal Zeno of Venice was favored by della 
Rovere and Cardinal Carafa by Sforza.  Both of the new candidates were older (in fact, 
Zeno died several months after the conclave) and well-reputed for their piety.  After 
several rounds of voting it was clear that neither faction had the needed majority and 
Sforza named Borgia as an alternative.  The dark horse, with a reputation for competence 
in the papal bureaucracy, was finally elected.  While stories persist of the large bribes that 
were used to influence the election, it is believed that many of those stories derive from 
the new pope distributing his personal wealth and titles upon election as was required by 
curial tradition.  While there can be little doubt that some thought of politics went into the 
gifts, which included a substantial sum of money and the title of Vice-Chancellor being 
bestowed on Sforza, Borgia also was considered to be a very able administrator, and was 
generally liked by his peers.  Peace has held in the court since the election, but the 
factions that drove voting remain an important force in the dynamics of papal politics and 
can be expected to shape the political allegiances of the participants.41 
 
Papal Bulls  
The major avenue for papal action, the proclamation of Bulls, takes several forms 
depending on the purpose of the document.  Public proclamations of papal policy of 
general importance are published through the curia (per viam curios), while common 
Bulls relating to private concerns, such as noble marriage, are published by way of the 
Camera (per viam cameras) so they can be properly taxed.  The documents produced 
using either avenue will be referred to as “Papal Bulls” for the purposes of this 
committee.  Internal matters are dealt with either through secret Bulls (per viam 
secretam) when concerning matters of personal privilege within the court, or through 
altering the Rule of the Chancery that governed internal functions of the curia.  For the 
purposes of this simulation, these internal actions are grouped together as “Directives”.42 
 

                                                 
40Fragnito, Gigliola “Cardinals' Courts…”. pg. 27 
41 Mallett, The Borgias, pg. 112-114 
42 Ojetti, “Roman Curia”. The Catholic Encyclopedia 
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Papal Finances 
The difficulties of running a simultaneously spiritual and temporal powerbase also 
created a complicated system for financing Papal expenditures.  Part of the difficulty lay 
in the sheer scope of curial and secular activities undertaken by Popes after the end of the 
Captivity.  Expenditures included not only maintenance of the Papal court itself, but also 
funding to monastic orders and papal churches throughout Christendom, as well as public 
works and social welfare within the city of Rome. 
 
There were three main ways in which the Pope could bolster his coffers.  The most 
straightforward of these was taxation of the Papal vicars, known as dues.  However, this 
income was unreliable due to the general instability of the region, as well as the vicars’ 
general unwillingness to pass funds to Rome that could remain within their own courts.  
Additionally, indirect taxation on certain trade items which were controlled by Papal 
monopoly, such as salt, provided income to the curia43.  In the end, the vicarages could 
only finance the minimal status quo, and this system certainly would not provide enough 
for major new projects or to supply troops to defend Papal lands.44 
 
During the Great Schism, the Papal coffers were augmented though the establishment of 
a complicated system of international banking, linked to great merchant banking families 
like the Medici, primarily based on loans to both the Italian and French Popes on the 
surety of land holdings although sometimes the ownership of the collateral was highly 
dubious45.  However, this practice came at the cost of a growing trade deficit with 
Florence and Venice and a loss of political independence which risked the legitimacy of 
the Papacy in European politics. 
 
The third option to raise income was the sale of the receipts of church offices and 
services.  While the issue of church services, particularly in the form of indulgences, is 
reasonably straightforward, at least from an economic standpoint, the practices regarding 
offices were more complicated and require some explanation. 
 
The reorganization of the curia by Sixtus IV was partially designed to multiply and 
systematize the venial offices that could be conferred as an alternative to using church 
property to secure funds.  The concept of receipts, or the monies collected for the favors 
granted by the office46, was a sophisticated, if transparent, legal fiction to avoid charges 
of simony.  This system had several major advantages to the property-based system.  
Unlike real estate, offices could be easily retracted if necessary, and were far harder to 
entail, insuring that the papal resources invested in the office would be returned within 
the generation47.  It cannot be ignored that the reliance on the benefits of church office 
promotes a level of centralized Papal authority that would not be possible if the curia and 
cardinals were financially independent.  Furthermore, the terms of this financing 
frequently provided incentives for the recipients to funnel money back into the city of 

                                                 
43 Black, “The Baglioni as Tyrants of Perugia…” pg. 252 
44 Partner, “Papal Financial Policy…”. pg. 21 
45 Partner, “Papal Financial Policy…”. pg. 20 
46 Ojetti, “Roman Curia”. The Catholic Encyclopedia 
47 Partner, “Papal Financial Policy…”. pg. 22 
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Rome in the form of the construction of public buildings and the establishment of courts 
within the city48. 
 
The presence of cardinals from the leading families also allowed greater influence in 
balancing power between the city states, as the Roman courts of the cardinals would 
maintain contact with the family, spreading Papal influence even without the use of 
formal legates.  Noble families also found this system to be advantageous, as it allowed 
an outlet for younger sons, who might otherwise lack the means to form a household.49  
However, this system also fostered a great deal of disparity between individual members 
of the curia.  At the end of the Quattrocento, the income of a cardinal could range from 
two thousand to thirty thousand gold ducats per annum, with much of this disparity 
originating from incomes outside of ecclesiastical claims, such as personal or familial 
wealth50.  In the end, the financial benefits of economically independent members of the 
Papal court must be balanced with the need to maintain a loyal power base.    
 
Bishop Courts 
The growing wealth of the individual members of the high clergy created growing courts 
around the individual cardinals and bishops.  In the seventy years before Alexander VI, 
the approved size for a cardinal’s retinue (familia) who would share in the privileges of 
his office nearly quadrupled.51  While these minor courts are economically important to 
the city of Rome and improve the links between the Papal court and the original families 
of the Cardinals and Bishops, their growing worldliness has created a focus for criticisms 
of ecclesiastical abuse.  A booming trade in counterfeit documents to support claims to 
the privileges of offices, primarily in order to gain the benefits of free use of expedition 
of the apostolic letters, has become a major concern of the Papal court.52 
 
Curial Staff 
The day-to-day functions of the government of the Holy See lie in the hands of the curia, 
a vast and complicated bureaucracy of secretaries.  While some of these positions are 
purely honorific, many are held by career courtiers with intricate political connections or 
bureaucrats who have risen through personal merit.  High curial offices are filled by the 
selection of a penitentiary of cardinals, subject to Papal approval.  The private staff of the 
pope is appointed as his own discretion.53  In both cases, advisors have fairly autonomous 
control over the actions of their departments, but must answer to the committee of 
advisors should they stray too far from the will of the Pope. 
 
Captain-General and Gonfalonieri of Holy Church: Don Cesare Borgia  

An acknowledged son of Pope Alexander VI, Cesare Borgia is a gifted 
administrator and military leader, and the epitome of secular depravity within the 
Papal government.   

                                                 
48 Fragnito, Gigliola “Cardinals' Courts…”. pg. 38 
49 Fragnito, Gigliola “Cardinals' Courts…”. pg. 51-2 
50 Fragnito, Gigliola “Cardinals' Courts…”. pg. 46 
51 Fragnito, Gigliola “Cardinals' Courts…”. pg. 30 
52 Fragnito, Gigliola “Cardinals' Courts…”. pg. 31 
53 Ojetti, “Roman Curia”. The Catholic Encyclopedia 
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As the second son, he received the training of a priest, through both humanist 
tutors and training at the University of Pisa.54  Cesare served as Cardinal for a 
period prior to obtaining secular titles, including Captain-General.  However, for 
the purposes of this simulation, he is not a member of the clergy and has full 
command of the Papal army but not of any specific territory, either within the 
Papal States or abroad. 

 
Dean of the Sacred College of Cardinals and Grand Penitentiary: Cardinal Giuliano della 
Rovere 

Nephew of Pope Sixtus IV, he is the longest-serving Cardinal at the time of the 
1492 conclave, and has been a major force in curial politics for the last twenty 
years.  In the 1470’s, he was instrumental in shaping Papal policy as both a 
diplomat and a military commander, and he has held the position of Grand 
Penitentiary since 1476.  Della Rovere also has long-standing ties to the French 
court dating from his work as a legate during the same period.  He and Rodrigo 
Borgia are long standing rivals, as their careers in the Papal court have followed 
similar trajectories.55  
 
In the recent conclave della Rovere was one of the favorites, enjoying the support 
of France and several of the northern Italian city-states, most notably Genoa56.  
However, last-minute political maneuvering elected Alexander VI.  Della Rovere 
has been prominently involved in recent anti-Papal politics,57 and while he is 
recently reconciled with the Pope, what his role will prove to be in the new court 
is very much unclear. 
  
As Dean of the College of Cardinals, della Rovere serves as the spokesman for 
the College of Cardinals as a whole, particularly about issues relating to the 
relations between the curia and the college.  In addition to these duties are those 
of Grand Penitentiary, responsible for leading meetings of the high curia in 
recommending judgments to the Pope on issues of doctrine, particularly as it 
concerns individual heresies.  However, generally these rulings have effect only 
within the curia, and a Papal Bull is necessary for external action to take place.  
Della Rovere enjoys a powerbase in the small but important fortified port of 
Ostia, near Rome.58   

 
Chamberlain of the Apostolic Church: Cardinal-Deacon Raffaele Sansoni Riario 

The grand-nephew of Pope Sixtus IV and a distant relative of the della Rovere 
family, he entered the Papal court at a young age, serving in a variety of curial 
posts.  He was accused of involvement in the Pazzi conspiracy in 1478 and, while 

                                                 
54 Mallett, The Borgias, pg. 122 
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cleared of all charges, he is still no friend to the Medici family.  He is well known 
as a worldly courtier, particularly noted for his support of the theatre.59 

In his service as Chamberlain since 1483, Riario is responsible for administering 
the revenue of the Holy See, including income from dues, taxes and donations and 
the produce of the private papal estate.60 

Assistant to the Pontifical Vice-Chancellor for Apostolic Letters and Pro-datary:  Canon 
Giovanni Battista Ferrari  

A protégé of Pope Alexander VI from a young age, Ferrari is a prime example of 
the new Papal bureaucrat.  Twenty years of service in various offices of the curia 
have left him personally wealthy, and he continues to enjoy a great deal of trust 
from the Pope.  He is also a noted expert on ecclesiastic law.61 
 
It is the responsibility of the Vice-Chancellor to oversee the production and 
distribution of papal documents, as well as the production of commonplace Papal 
Bulls, those not related to the government of the church as a whole.  As Assistant 
Vice-Chancellor, Ferrari is responsible for shepherding these documents through 
the bureaucracy, which allows him a measure of control over them, and for 
insuring the money collected by the treasury is available to the executives of the 
curia.  Furthermore, as pro-datary, he is responsible for arranging non-royal 
matrimonial dispensations (royal dispensations require Papal approval) and 
graces.62 

 
Referendary of the Tribunal of the Apostolic Signature of Justice: Cardinal Francesco 
Soderini 

The son of a noble Tuscan family allied to the Medici, Soderini was a professor of 
civil and ecclesiastic law in Pisa before joining the court of Sixtus IV as 
Referendary in 1481.  However, he is still very connected to the political and 
intellectual life of the Medici court.63 
 
As Referendary, Soderini is responsible for presiding over investigating petitions 
brought to the Holy See, and rendering judgment.  The Apostolic Signature’s 
jurisdiction includes cases brought against members of the curia, appeals from 
lower ecclesiastical courts, and rulings pertinent to high church doctrine.64 

 
Pope Alexander VI’s Personal Secretary and Physician: Bishop Ludovico Podocathor 

Born in Cyprus to a noble Greek family, Podocathor has served as personal 
secretary, Papal physician, and confidant to Innocent VIII and Alexander VI.  
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Respected as a physician, he is also well known as a collector of books and 
manuscripts.  He served as the Rector of the University of Padua.65 
 
As a personal confidant of the Pope (so close, in fact that he was chosen as a 
godfather to Alexander’s grandson66), Podocathor has a great deal of influence in 
the court.  Because Podocathor has few connections to the nobility of the major 
powers in Europe, he is often able to offer a more detached view of the political 
climate.  His intimacy with the Holy See also gives him access to a wealth of 
information about the personalities of the court and their actions. 

 
Palace Captain: Don Rodrigo Borgia 

A grand-nephew of Pope Alexander, Rodrigo Borgia is an example of nepotism.  
As palace captain, Borgia is personally responsible for the defense of the Papal 
court proper67, and controls a limited number of highly-trained troops.  He also 
enjoys a great deal of access to the Pope. 

 
Master of Ceremonies: Don Johann Burchard 

Trained in law but destined for the church from a young age, Burchard is an able 
administrator and, despite his bitter complaints about the excesses of the court, is \ 
ready to use his position to his own financial advantage.68  A German citizen, 
Burchard’s control over the ceremonies of the court gives him the power to 
control the access of more minor foreign dignitaries.  It also gives him access to a 
wealth of information about the personalities of the court and their actions. 
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Appendices 
 
Maps of the Period 

 
The City of Rome from Hartmann Schedel, Liber chronicarum (the Nuremberg 
Chronicles), published in Nuremberg 1493. Available online: http://historic-
cities.huji.ac.il/italy/rome/maps/schedel_1493_58.html 
 

 
Italy  from F. Berlinghieri, Geografia. published in Florence, 1480 
http://dpg.lib.berkeley.edu/webdb/dsheh/heh_brf?Description=&CallNumber=HM+1092 
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The World, from Conrad Sweynheym and Arnold Buckinck edition of Ptolemy’s 
Geographia, published in Rome, 1490. 
http://courses.essex.ac.uk/LT/LT361/images/world%20maps/ptolemaic_1490_big.jpg 
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Modern Reference Map 

 
The Italian City States from William R. Shepherd, The Historical Atlas, 1923. 
http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/historical/shepherd/italy_1494_shepherd.jpg 
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