Two Renaissance Popes

1. Pope Alexander VI (née Rodrigo Borja) 
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Rodrigo Borgia was born at Xativa, near Valencia, in Spain, January 1, 1431; he died in Rome, August 18, 1503. His parents were Jofre Lançol and Isabella Borja, sister of Cardinal Alfonso Borja, later Pope Callixtus III.
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The young Rodrigo had not yet definitely chosen his profession when the elevation of his uncle to the papacy (1455) opened up new prospects to his ambition. He was adopted into the immediate family of Callixtus and was known henceforward to the Italians as Rodrigo Borgia. Like so many other princely cadets, he was noticeably intrusive upon the Church, the question of a clerical vocation being left completely out of consideration. After conferring several rich benefices on him, his uncle sent him for a short year to study law at the University of Bologna. In 1456, at the age of twenty-five, he was made Cardinal-Deacon of St. Nicolo in Carcere and held that title until 1471, when he became Cardinal-Bishop of Albano; in 1476 he was made Cardinal-Bishop of Porto and Dean of the Sacred College. In his twenty-ninth year he drew a scathing letter of reproof from Pope Pius II for misconduct in Siena, which had become so notorious as to shock the whole town and court. Even his ordination to the priesthood in 1468 did not amend his evil ways. His contemporaries praise his handsome and imposing figure, his cheerful countenance, persuasive manner, brilliant conversation, and intimate mastery of the ways of polite society.

Borgia, by a bare two-thirds majority secured by his own vote, was proclaimed Pope on the morning of August 11, 1492, and took the name Alexander. It was generally believed that he bought the papal office, and it is not improbable, though it would be difficult to prove; either way, as Church law then stood, the election was valid.

The elevation to the papacy of a person who had conducted the affairs of the Roman chancery for thirty-five years with rare ability and industry met with general support. At his coronation in St. Peter's (August 26), and during his procession to St. John Lateran, Pope Alexander VI was greeted with an ovation, according to a contemporary, “greater than any Pontiff had ever received.” He proceeded at once to justify this good opinion of the Romans by putting an end to the lawlessness that had reigned in the city, even to the extent of over two hundred and twenty assassinations within a few months. Pope Alexander ordered investigations, every culprit discovered to be hanged on the spot and his house to be razed to the ground. He divided the city into four districts, placing over each a magistrate with powers necessary to maintain order; in addition, he reserved the Tuesday of each week as a day on which any man or woman could lay his or her grievances before himself personally; according to one document, “He set about dispensing justice in an admirable manner.” This vigorous method of administering justice soon changed the face of the city, and the grateful citizens ascribed their great fortune to “the interposition of God.”

Pope Alexander VI turned his attention to the defense and embellishment of Rome. His magnificent Via Alessandrina remains to the present day the grand approach to St. Peter's. Under his direction the artist Pinturicchio adorned the Appartimento Borgia in the Vatican. To Pope Alexander we owe the beautiful ceiling of St. Mary Major, in the decoration of which tradition says he employed the first gold brought from America by Christopher Columbus.

Although he laid no great claim to learning, Pope Alexander VI fostered literature and science. As a cardinal he wrote two treatises on canonical subjects and a defense of the Christian Faith. He rebuilt the Roman University and made generous provision for the support of the professors. He surrounded himself with learned men and had a special preference for jurists. His fondness for theatrical performances encouraged the development of the dramatic arts. 

Pope Alexander VI earned the enmity of Spain, the hatred of many of his contemporaries, and the gratitude of posterity by his tolerant policy towards the Jews, whom he could not be coerced into banishing or harassing. The concourse of pilgrims to Rome in the Jubilee year 1500 was a magnificent demonstration of the depth and universality of the popular faith. The capacity of the city to house and feed so many thousands of visitors from all parts of Europe was taxed to the utmost, but Pope Alexander spared no expense or pains to provide for the security and comfort of his guests. To maintain peace among Christians and to form a coalition of the European powers against the Turkish military was the policy he had inherited from his uncle. Pope Alexander issued a decree concerning the censorship of books and sent the first missionaries to the New World. 

Given these and similar actions, we might think he should have at least a decent place in the historical records; notwithstanding, Pope Alexander VI continued the manner of life that had disgraced him as a cardinal. One weakness that pursued him throughout his papacy was a strong parental affection for his children that was misguided into meddlesome behavior. While still a cardinal, he had arranged a marriage for one of his daughters, Girolama, to a Spanish nobleman. From the Spanish king he had bought the Duchy of Gandia for one of his sons, Pedro Luis, and when Pedro died soon after Pope Alexander procured it for Juan, his oldest surviving son by the Italian mother of his four children. This ill-starred young man was married to a cousin of the King of Spain and became grandfather to St. Francis Borgia, whose virtues were a clear departure from the vices of his kin. Pope Alexander made a great mistake when he gave his boy, the most notorious Borgia of all, the name Caesar and made him the ecclesiastical representative of the Borgias. In 1480 Pope Innocent VIII made the child eligible for Holy Orders and named him Bishop of Pampeluna. A week after Pope Alexander's coronation he appointed Caesar, now eighteen years old, to the Archbishopric of Valencia, but Caesar neither went to Spain nor ever received Holy Orders. The youngest son, Jofre, was also sent to the Church in Spain. Further evidence that Pope Alexander was determined to keep his children at a distance from the Vatican is that his daughter Lucrezia was betrothed to a Spanish gentleman; the marriage, however, never took place.

The French invasion of Italy was the turning point in the political career of Pope Alexander VI. If he wanted to be safe in Rome and master of the Papal States, he would have to curb the disloyal Italian barons who had betrayed him in his hour of danger. Unfortunately, this purpose became more and more identified in his mind with schemes for the promotion of his family. In order to obtain money for his military operations, he disposed of civil and spiritual privileges and offices in a scandalous manner. As commander of his troops, Pope Alexander selected his youthful son Juan, Duke of Gandia. A more powerful protest than that of the Cardinal of Siena reverberated through the world a week later when, on the sixteenth of June, the body of the young Duke was fished out of the Tiber, with the throat cut and many gaping wounds.

At one point during this infighting, Pope Alexander VI left his widowed daughter Lucrezia (23 years old) in charge of opening his correspondence and conducting his routine business at the Vatican. Although he intended to arrange a marriage to another Italian duke with the intention of advancing his own political ambitions, she turned out to be the only Borgia who was truly a good person; despite tall tales about her behavior (murder, immorality, etc.), history praises her for her kindness, virtue, and charity.

Pope Alexander VI, still healthy and vigorous at age seventy-two and looking forward to many mere years of reign, began to strengthen his position by replenishing his treasury in ways that were unethical. The college of Cardinals contained so many of his adherents and countrymen that he had nothing to fear from that quarter. He enjoyed and laughed at the lampoons that were in circulation in which he was accused of incredible crimes and took no steps to shield his reputation. War had broken out between France and Spain in Naples over the division of the spoils. Pope Alexander was still in doubt which side he could most advantageously support when, on August 6, 1503, with his son Caesar and others, he remained very imprudently in the open air after nightfall, contracting malaria. On August 12 Pope Alexander took to his bed, and on the eighteenth he made his confession, received the Sacraments of the Dying, and succumbed towards evening. The rapid decomposition and swollen appearance of his body gave rise to the familiar suspicion of poison, which was later proved untrue.

Not surprisingly, Pope Alexander VI’s reputation has never recovered; neither has the reputation of the Borgia family in general. They have gone down in history as some of the worst of the “black sheep” of the Renaissance.
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 2. Pope Julius II (née Giuliano della Rovere) 

Giuliano della Rovere, born in poverty in Liguria, became one of the most powerful Renaissance popes. His fortune was made when his uncle became Pope Sixtus IV. Sixtus made Giuliano (who had been a Franciscan) a cardinal and heaped honors upon him. At his uncle’s death Giuliano eagerly competed for the papal office with Rodrigo Borgia. Though forced to accept Pope Innocent VIII as a compromise, Giuliano soothed his ambition by doing much of the governing for that easy-going pontiff. At the next conclave Giuliano and Rodrigo once more strove for election. This time Rodrigo won, and, as Pope Alexander VI, he had little use for his rival. Giuliano, for his part, eyed the Borgia with suspicion and busied himself with intrigue. He even persuaded King Charles VIII of France to invade Italy. At Pope Alexander's death, Giuliano once more tried for the papacy and once more failed, but when Pope Pius III quickly passed away, Giuliano finally succeeded. He took the name Julius after Julius Caesar.
Pope Julius II was fifty years old when elected. He was vigorous, irascible, a man of his own counsel, and an outstanding personality in an age of individualists. History remembers him chiefly for two things: (1) he rebuilt the papal kingdom, consolidating control over the “papal vicars”—the Italian “godfathers” is probably a better word—and (2) he made Rome a world center for artists and lovers of fine art, patronizing among others Michelangelo and Raphael.

Julius was able to…
· Drive the Borgia influence out of the papal offices and reassert control over two important Italian states;
· Reduce the power of the Italian city-state of Venice with French help;

· Switch allegiances and drive France out of Venice, Naples, and Milan; and

· Leave a permanent legacy of consolidated boundaries and internal control of the Papal States, which were maintained until the nineteenth century.
While successful in military endeavors, Pope Julius II drew criticism for his actions and the state of the Catholic Church. Erasmus had written Julius Exclusus in which he depicted the warlike Pope Julius being turned away from the gates of Paradise by St. Peter. The Catholic humanist and contemporary of St. Thomas More was particularly critical of Pope Julius’s leadership within the confines of religion.
Pope Julius II was chiefly a soldier, and the fame attached to his name is greatly due to his re-establishment of the Papal States and the deliverance of the Italian Peninsula from subjection to France. Still, he did not forget his duties as the spiritual head of the Church. He was free from nepotism (that is, giving offices to family members); heard Mass almost daily and often celebrated it himself; issued a Papal Bull against simony at papal elections and another against duels; erected dioceses in the recently discovered American colonies of Haiti (Espanola), Santo Domingo, and Puerto Rico; made various ordinances for monastic reforms; and finally convoked the Fifth Ecumenical Council of the Lateran to eradicate abuses from the universal Church, from the Roman Curia in particular, and to counter some schismatic cardinals who had convened a council at Pisa and Milan. Pope Julius was also a patron of arts. Bramante, Raphael, and Michelangelo gave to the world some of their greatest masterpieces in his service, and he laid the cornerstone of the gigantic Basilica of St. Peter on April 18, 1506. The famous frescoes of Michelangelo in the Sistine Chapel and of Raphael in the Stanze, the colossal statue of Moses that graces the mausoleum of Pope Julius in the church of San Pietro in Vincoli, and many other magnificent works of art in and around Rome are lasting witnesses of his great love of art. 
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