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Ambition, Art, and Image-Making in an Early Quattrocento Court

This study provides new interpretations of the little-known but fascinating Palazzo Trinci frescoes, relating them for the first time both to their physical context and to their social, political, and cultural environment.

Chapters show how a humanist agenda subverted the historical and mythical associations more frequently used to promote powerful families, to point the Trinci family in new directions. It also shows how the artists involved adapted established civic, religious, and chivalric imagery in support of these ideas. This book argues that the resulting decorations are highly unusual for the period, in their serious political and social purpose. Positioning the Trinci as bringers of peace, not war, the family is now associated with culture and education and presented as willing to encourage debate about the character of the virtuous ruler and the nature of good government.
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The first reaction of the modern visitor to Foligno is to wonder why the Palazzo Trinci, and its extraordinarily rich and varied cycle of frescoes, is not more widely known, despite great local pride in the building and its heritage. Although they have suffered some damage over time, the decorations are still immensely striking and attractive. The depictions of mythical figures, men, women, boys, and animals are brought to life by the artists’ attention to detail: facial expressions, the vibrant colour and decoration of fabric, the texture of fur, the curl of hair, the intricate detail of armour, books, or scholarly instruments. In turn delicate, monumental, animated, and sombre, they convey an exuberant delight in the craft of painting, while written inscriptions suggest a desire to communicate important messages. For their sheer visual variety and energy, these works deserve to be appreciated and enjoyed more widely, and closer examination can only add to that enjoyment. To stand in one of the evocative rooms of the palace is to be surrounded by tantalising clues to the life of the people who first inhabited it: the signore receiving guests from other cities; conversations about politics, literature, and history; children learning their lessons under their mother’s supervision; sounds from the square below heard through the open windows. The intriguing images amply repay investigation, constantly suggesting possible sources of inspiration, new interpretations, and wider connections – as well as questions about the intentions of the people who created them, and the experience of those who viewed them at the time.

The frescoes date from about 1410 to 1412, and were commissioned by Ugolino Trinci, signore of Foligno. In the space of a few generations, the Trinci had risen from their origins as condottieri, whose authority rested on the sword, to the position of effective rulers of the city, accepted by the communal authorities, and acting as papal vicars for the wider area. In 1397, Ugolino purchased a large group of buildings in the centre of the city, and over the next few years, he had them reconfigured to form the Palazzo Trinci. The frescoes completed the creation of an environment where the business of the signoria could be conducted appropriately and where the Trinci family and household could live in a civilised style, as befitted their status. Extensive remains of these decorations survive in four very different spaces within the palace, and are the subject of this book.

Because the Trinci signoria ceased to exist in 1438, its character is not obscured by later change, and although the decorations suffered a little over time, they were not replaced. Their survival is highly unusual. Other similar signorie from the same period, who fell from power at almost the same time, such as those in nearby Fabriano and Camerino, left very little in terms of material evidence, and longer-standing rulers such as the Montefeltro family in Urbino rebuilt or reconfigured their palaces as their wealth and status grew. This means that the study of the Palazzo Trinci provides exceptionally useful evidence of the early stages in the evolution of Italian courts, and of the art and culture associated with them, offering many insights into the ambitions and philosophy of an early signoria, and constituting an important link in the development of Renaissance secular art that has been largely overlooked.

The lack of attention paid to the Palazzo Trinci and its frescoes is, in part, symptomatic of a wider neglect of court art of this early period in the first half of the quattrocento. Julius von Schlosser’s pioneering survey of a wide range of early court art and artefacts, written in 1895, was only followed up over fifty years later by Arnold Hauser, and then at the end of the twentieth century by Andrew Martindale.1 Since then, investigation by some Italian scholars into individual courts before 1450 has continued.2 However, Anne Dunlop’s 2009 book on secular decorations has been the only substantial study in English to focus exclusively on this early period.3 This deficiency is doubtless partly because of loss and damage to fragile works over time, and partly because there is frequently little surviving documentary evidence to support their analysis, even when the works themselves are still relatively visible. There is, however, a wealth of scholarship on the art of courts after 1450, including large-scale surveys providing copious information that is useful for comparison with Foligno, such as those edited by Charles Rosenberg and Marco Folin.4 More recently, Marcello Fantoni has shown how the ‘style of life’ of these later courts fed into wider European culture.5 There is also a sizeable body of work on specific topics in this later period, such as the lives and practice of individual artists and patrons, as well as the use of space, sensory perceptions, and so on, which are, again, useful for comparison and inspiration.

There are several further reasons for the lack of attention paid specifically to the Palazzo Trinci. Firstly, damage suffered in war and earthquake mean that Foligno itself has never been established as a popular destination, despite its economic importance. In addition, the long-standing focus on Rome, Florence, and Venice has contributed to the city being ignored in cultural and historiographical terms.6 The acquisition by the Vatican of the city’s other most precious artistic possession – Raphael’s Madonna of Foligno – only confirmed this situation.7 Foligno’s significance as an early centre of printing tends to be overlooked, too, despite the fact that it produced the first printed edition of Dante’s Commedia.8 Secondly, since the Trinci were in power for such a short time, unlike, for example, the Carrara family in Padua, the Trinci court never became a grand institution, employing large numbers of people and operating a sophisticated administrative machine.9 This means that the Trinci did not establish the long-term reputation and extensive influence of better-known courts. Also, despite exhaustive searches by early scholars, little documentary evidence relating to the commissioning of the frescoes, or to the Trinci themselves, has been found – unlike the administrative records, accounts, and letters that survive from some other courts – hence, there is little opportunity for archival research.10 Nor is there any surviving evidence of wider artistic patronage to draw on. However, a few local scholars kept interest in the family and the palace alive during the twentieth century.11 Their painstaking work was rewarded by major restorations to the palace being carried out in the 1990s. A substantial study made in 2001 records the restoration process, bringing together technical findings and tracing the history of the palace. It also suggests identifications of the iconography of the frescoes and records their inscriptions, together with some likely sources, and gives biographical information about individuals present in Foligno at the time.12 This study was followed in 2009 by a further collection of essays.13 It includes a helpful summary of past critiques of the frescoes, further technical information, and ongoing discussion about attribution. Since then, brief reference has been made to the palazzo and its frescoes in a few of the wider studies of courtly art, mentioned earlier. The only recent work in any depth in English has been in the book by Dunlop, also mentioned earlier, which focuses especially on the illusionary techniques of the artists in the Palazzo Trinci frescoes, relating them to humanist interest in the ‘veiling of meaning’ in allegory. Cristina Galassi commented in 2009 that studies of the Palazzo Trinci decorations had, until then, ‘considered only, and exclusively, stylistic analysis, underestimating the importance of the study of contexts and of the historical-cultural dynamics related to them’, and expressed the belief that we should ‘give due value again to the messages carried by these cycles’.14 In this book, I have taken up Galassi’s challenge, developing the work done so far on the Palazzo Trinci in the following ways.

The primary purpose of the frescoes is clearly the promotion of Ugolino and the Trinci signoria, and throughout the book, I explore the unexpected ways in which this project is undertaken, showing how it compares with previous tradition and how it feeds into later developments. Ugolino’s self-fashioning in the Palazzo Trinci was less overtly aggrandising than that of many earlier and contemporary figures and certainly that of later Italian princes.15 The building in which the frescoes are set suggests a degree of restraint, with none of the lavish exhibition of wealth and ‘magnificence’ often thought appropriate to those in power. Equally, the frescoes create a moderate and thoughtful impression. Instead of the celebration of privileged leisure and ‘chivalric’ themes found in many of the surviving early domestic and courtly environments, the subject matter in Foligno is serious and thought-provoking.16 There are no identified portraits, as there would be in later courts – although some images could be associated with members of the Trinci family – and no inscriptions that refer directly to them. Their presence is implied by observant figures and heraldic devices, and their military success is subtly evoked by generalised association with ancient heroes rather than direct reference to their own victories. Instead of concentrating on the personal qualities and specific achievements of individuals, the decorations create a cultured and civilised ambience within which the signoria can operate. They support its legitimacy by enabling debate about the nature of leadership and personal virtue, rather than by more explicit messaging, and the many references to passing time imply a recognition of the temporary nature of power.

This unusual approach can be attributed in no small measure to the presence in Foligno at the time of two notable humanists – Francesco da Fiano and Federico Frezzi – and perhaps others with similar views – who are frequently mentioned in previous literature on the Palazzo Trinci. However, previous discussion of their influence has not gone beyond pointing out their interest in classical subject matter and their likely composition of some inscriptions. The examination of the frescoes in this book goes beyond this, to highlight the many highly unusual choices and decisions in the way such subject matter was actually presented, and, as a result, to argue strongly for the involvement of these men in the design of the decorations. The adaptation of ancient myth to make it acceptable in a Christian context, the encouragement of debate and interpretation, the underlying references to wide-ranging reading, the use of the written word to interact with images in surprising ways – all these carry their imprint.17 The recent work of James Hankins highlights the part played by humanists in shaping the identity of the princes with whom they interacted, and I have drawn inspiration from this. He coins a specific use of the word paideuma, to mean ‘an intentional form of élite culture that seeks power within a society with the aim of altering the moral attitudes and behaviours of society’s members, especially its leadership class’.18 There is considerable evidence that individuals present in Foligno, and instrumental in the design of the frescoes, had an agenda of this kind, which subtly attempts to commit the signoria to a mode of behaviour in the future that would chime with their theories of good government.19

I also give many examples of the ways in which the artists involved (probably under the guidance of Gentile da Fabriano) adapted visual themes from civic, religious, and other courtly environments – from places as far apart as Florence, Padua, and Rome, as well as nearby Perugia – in support of this agenda. Echoes of public monuments acted as reminders of communal values; visual references to pulpits or altarpieces suggested spiritual practice; chivalric symbols drew on the traditions of other courts; classical allusions celebrated the recent discovery of ancient remains. While the artists’ use of motifs drawn from other contexts brings to mind many associations and connections, their adoption of techniques of scale, perspective, trompe l’oeil, decoration, and calligraphy adds further extra layers to the viewer’s experience. Moving beyond iconographic analysis, I also consider how the physical spaces in the palazzo were experienced by those who visited, worked, and lived there, and the ways in which this may have affected their reception of the messages contained in the frescoes. These were the men and women who walked daily through the rooms and passageways; members of other leading families who deliberated or feasted in the great hall on the upper floor; ambassadors who climbed the stairway to seek private audience with Ugolino; delegates from Rome with messages from the Pope; travelling scholars, friars, soldiers, merchants, and performers exchanging news and opinions from the rest of Italy and beyond. For some, the decorations would have been a familiar element of the fabric of their daily lives; for others, they would have contributed to the sense of excitement generated by a special occasion; but for all who experienced them, they would have served as a reminder of the culture and distinction of the Trinci.

The first chapter of the book outlines the historical background of Foligno and the Trinci, setting it in the context of the complex political scene of the period. It also explores the nature of Ugolino’s ‘court’ in terms of the people who revolved around him, the activities that he generated, and the development of the physical space in which he operated. In the remaining chapters, we will journey through the four surviving frescoed spaces of the palace, scrutinising the detail of the images, suggesting possible sources, noting innovations, and discovering how the choice and presentation of subject matter was shaped by the interests and agendas of many different people. The first space we explore, a bridge leading into the palace, was the earliest to be completed, and takes two well-known themes, The Nine Worthies and the Ages of Man, combining them in novel ways to relate them to the Trinci signoria. The second, a landing area, shows the story of Romulus and Remus. The third, the great hall known as the Sala dei Giganti, is encircled by a gallery of monumental figures from Roman history. Both the landing and the great hall, while apparently suggesting ancient Rome as a model for the Trinci, also question the nature of power, although in very different ways. In the final chapter, I propose that the fourth space that we visit, another large room known as the Camera delle Rose, promotes a new kind of leadership that springs from an idealised balance of thought and action.

Standing sometimes in the shoes of the Trinci, sometimes in those of the artists or advisors involved in the frescoes’ making, we will try to adopt the role of quattrocento viewers, experiencing the frescoes, as they did, not as isolated works in a gallery but as an integral part of the material and social environment of the palace. With the hindsight of our own time, we will also be able to make links with later courts, and observe how ideas that found early expression in Foligno often surfaced again later – re-modelled and re-purposed – in the palaces of more magnificent and powerful princes. I hope very much that the journey through the Palazzo Trinci on the pages of this book will prompt some of its readers to visit Foligno in person, to experience for themselves this fascinating building and its wonderful frescoes, and to keep alive the legacy of Ugolino Trinci.
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1 The Trinci Setting the scene
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The rise to power


This gentle signor is from Foligno; may Ugolino Trinci have health and well-being, that he may continue his way of never promoting War anywhere. Instead, may he care for that great flock that was placed in the centre of his Dominion, and always continues to support him, having great hope in peace.1

Paolo da Foligno (c1400)



At the beginning of the quattroecento, when these lines were written, Ugolino Trinci was sufficiently secure in his position of signore of Foligno to embark on ambitious plans for the reconfiguring and decoration of the Palazzo Trinci, and a brief period of peace provided an opportunity. Some knowledge of the history of the Trinci family, and of their relationship with the city of Foligno, helps to understand the circumstances underlying the project, and this chapter outlines these. It also describes the way in which the palace building was developed, and discusses several individuals who were present in the city at the time, and who are likely to have been involved in the conception and execution of the frescoes that are the subject of this book.

It is well known that the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries were times of great political complexity in central and northern Italy, As in many other cities of a similar size, communal government had been established in Foligno at an early stage in this period.2 Again like other cities, Foligno experienced the pressures of internal and external power struggles – problems that were exacerbated by natural disasters such as storms, earthquakes and crop failures, and the dramatic social and economic upheaval caused by the Black Death in 1347–1348. In the background, too, was the continuing battle for territorial dominance between the Holy Roman Empire and the Papacy, with French popes based in Avignon for much of the fourteenth century, reluctant to return to Rome because of the dangers posed by violent factional disputes there. As a result, cities within the area of the Papal States, such as Foligno, were often at the mercy of events beyond their control.3

In this uncertain environment, the various theories of government proposed at the time, based on the idea of the common good, the rule of law and peaceful politics, were clearly not easy to apply in practice.4 Pragmatic solutions and support were called for, and several cities in the area that had previously adopted communal government turned to members of powerful local families to protect them against external forces and to exert authority internally.5 Nearby Camerino looked to the da Varano family; Fabriano to the Chiavelli; Foligno to the Trinci. Initially, the Trinci’s support for the city was military, but over time, they also became its diplomatic representatives, negotiating with other players in the wider political arena, as well as administering justice and making local decisions and appointments. How far the Trinci fitted the perception of such figures as ‘despots’ is debatable, although ‘so great was their ability to gradually and painlessly appropriate all the prerogatives of municipal institutions’ that they were clearly exceptionally successful in building and maintaining dominance in the city.6 It seems likely, in fact, that the Trinci conformed to the more nuanced picture of signori who were accepted by the commune for the stability and continuity they provided.7 As the verse quoted at the beginning of this chapter shows (whatever the poet’s exact motivation) there was certainly an appreciation of the potential benefits of the relationship on the part of the citizens of Foligno.

In many ways, then, the experience of Foligno was typical of other cities in the area, although specific events coloured the relationship with the Trinci. At the start of the trecento, the city had been under the authority of the Ghibelline (pro-imperial) Antignani family. However, in 1305, it changed allegiance and appointed the Guelf (pro-papacy) Rinaldo Trinci as podestà. From then on, the Trinci’s power grew in Foligno, and apart from one brief period, the city supported the pope in the continuing military and diplomatic struggle for control of the area. In 1349, Rinaldo’s great-grandson, Trincia, was appointed ‘Standard-bearer of Justice’ by the comune of Foligno. In 1367 the pope appointed Trincia as Papal Vicar, an important position that conferred considerable authority, but also demanded allegiance to the papal cause and the payment of an annual ‘census’.8 In 1377, however, during an exceptionally tense period of conflict between papal and pro-imperial cities in the area, Trincia was murdered in a popular uprising, and his body thrown into the main square of Foligno, where it was left for some days. After only a month, though, communal government in Foligno appears to have failed; Trincia’s brother, Corrado, easily regained control of the city and Trincia’s killers were punished.9 Corrado briefly signed a treaty with pro-imperial cities, but peace was negotiated with the pope, allowing Corrado, with the help of Trincia’s son, Ugolino, to consolidate Trinci power in the area and return to support of the papacy. Corrado, who was childless, died in 1386, and Ugolino succeeded him as Ugolino III (Figure 1.1). It was in Ugolino III’s time that the frescoes that are the subject of this book were painted.


[image: Map showing outline of Umbria, with position of cities including Perugia and Foligno, and directions to other centres. Dotted line indicates area under Trinci vicariate at its most extensive. This includes Nocera in the north, and reaches (but does not include) Terni in the south, Todi in the west, and Spoleto in the east; it does not include Spello or Assisi in the north-west.]
Figure 1.1 Map showing outline of modern Umbria and key locations in the time of Ugolino Trinci. Dotted line shows approximate extent of Trinci vicariate.

Several observations can be made about the challenges and opportunities that faced Ugolino III when he assumed the role of signore in Foligno, in 1387. On the negative side, the rise of the Trinci had been shockingly disrupted by the killing of his father, Trincia, even though power had swiftly returned to the family. As a result, Ugolino must have been all too aware of the need to maintain popular support. Also, the continuing dependence on the pope for the renewal of the role of Papal Vicar made for a vulnerability not experienced by individuals with established hereditary titles. On the positive side, Ugolino had proved himself on the battlefield alongside his uncle, Corrado, on numerous occasions, and was well-acquainted with the main players in the local political scene. The role of Papal Vicar gave him authority over the city and the wider area, and except for the one – admittedly major – event of his father’s murder, the Trinci had developed a mutually beneficial relationship with Foligno over many years. There was also support at hand from other signorie with similar concerns, in Fabriano and Camerino.

Foligno offered several advantages to a signorial family wishing to create a power base for future generations. Despite the difficulties of the earlier part of the trecento, it had recently survived relatively unscathed due overwhelmingly to the political and military skills of the Trinci. The city was no backwater, but a crossroads for travel, commerce, and ideas. Unlike many Umbrian towns such as Perugia, Spoleto, or Spello, it was built not on a hilltop, but in a plain, defended by city walls and the River Topino.10 Its position on the Via Flaminia, the important ancient communications route from Rimini and Ancona on the Adriatic, to Rome, also brought trading advantages and enabled contact with Padua and Venice.11 Access to Rome and the strategic position in the centre of the Papal States were doubtless factors in the papacy looking to the Trinci to help maintain control over the wider area. There was also regular communication with larger Tuscan cities, especially Florence and Siena but also Lucca and Pisa; Foligno was on several pilgrimage routes, for example from Rome to Assisi, or to Ancona for passage to the Holy Land (Figure 1.2).12

Foligno manufactured its own goods, adopting papermaking innovations developed in nearby Fabriano, and producing textiles combining local linen yarn with cotton imported from the Mediterranean, through Venice and other ports.13 Opportunities for trade would have resulted in increasing prosperity, and geographic and economic factors certainly contributed to the rich process of cultural exchange discussed later.14 At the time Ugolino came to power, the city needed the military protection and firm government he could provide, to enable it to develop its potential. Its citizens would have welcomed the presence of a nascent court in their midst, for the reflected status and creativity it contributed, and the commercial activity it generated.

To promote his family’s hegemony, it was in Ugolino’s interest to consolidate relationships within Foligno and beyond, and to further enhance his reputation. From the time he took power, in 1387, he was involved in constant military and diplomatic activity in support of the pope in the area, as allegiances changed, and local interests came into frequent conflict with each other. He was rewarded by the granting of further vicarates, and a ceremonial papal visit by Boniface IX to Foligno.15 In 1398, Ugolino and others, on behalf of the Church, succeeded in recapturing substantial lands that had been lost by the papacy, and Ugolino joined papal forces besieging Perugia. In the same year, Boniface awarded Ugolino the exceptional honour of the ‘golden rose’. This richly symbolic expression of gratitude and approval was closely associated with the person of the pope: a single rose, crafted from gold and tinted with red, anointed with balsam and musk, was blessed by the pontiff himself in an elaborate annual ritual, and bestowed occasionally on highly favoured individuals, often monarchs.16 The image of the rose features in the decorations for the Camera delle Rose, discussed in Chapter 5, and this precious object could well have been displayed there.

In 1399 Ugolino eventually made peace with Perugia, under the auspices of Florence, and he was named, with other leaders, in a treaty with Venice, Bologna and Padua.17 During this period, the papacy was threatened by the increasing influence of Milan, only halted by the death of its leader, Giangaleazzo Visconti.18 In this complex political scene, Ugolino managed to maintain papal favour, and in 1401 the pope recognised his loyalty with a letter exempting him and his subjects from payment of any rewards, collections or other contributions imposed in the past, or to be imposed in the future. The buildings constituting the Palazzo Trinci, bought by Ugolino in 1397, were converted during this period, a process that is discussed in greater depth later in this chapter.


[image: Family tree showing key members of the Trinci family.]
Figure 1.2 Simplified Trinci family tree.

In 1404, Boniface IX, who had been pope in Rome since 1389, died.19 For Ugolino this meant the loss of a relationship that he had cultivated for almost the whole of his time as signore of Foligno. In the uncertainty following his death, Ladislas, King of Naples, marched to Rome hoping to take over the Papal States, a move that caused consternation. There was considerable pressure on Ugolino to continue to side with the papacy, although he did briefly submit to Ladislas. However, in 1413, when Ladislas set out to take possession of Florence, Ugolino went to the aid of the city, putting to flight some of the king’s troops. In retribution, Ladislas and his army advanced into the territory of Foligno, damaging crops and setting fire to villages.20 Help from the papacy, already occupied in dealing with Ladislas elsewhere, was not forthcoming. Fortunately for Foligno, Ladislas died unexpectedly a few months later; Ugolino survived in peace for another year, dying in May 1415.21

The length of time that Ugolino remained in power is testament to his ability to balance competing local interests and his skill in dealing with unforeseeable changes in the wider political arena. Throughout his signoria he succeeded in maintaining his loyalty to the pope and – almost to the end – avoiding causing offence to other powerful players. In this, he gained widespread respect from his peers. During his time in power there was no major civic disturbance in Foligno, and he protected the city from attack or involvement in warfare for a surprisingly lengthy period – from 1398 until Ladislas’ dramatic interventions more than ten years later. Even this massive lapse in fortune did not prevent him from passing on the signoria to the next generation.

Although the focus of this book is on Ugolino III and those around him, it is worth recording the remaining years of the Trinci signoria, since they had a bearing on subsequent perceptions of the Trinci and the later use of the palazzo. When Ugolino died, his three oldest sons, Niccolò, Bartolomeo, and Corrado, jointly took over the reins of government. Although several documents exist where all three are addressed, Niccolò seems to have emerged as the dominant brother.22 During this period, the relationship with Perugia was strengthened and allegiance to the pope continued.23 Niccolò’s life ended dramatically, when he was murdered during the night at the rocca at Nocera, following a wedding party.24 The assassins wrote to Bartolomeo and Corrado calling them, too, to Nocera. Bartolomeo was killed on arrival, but news of events reached their mother, Costanza, enabling her to warn Corrado, who attacked and occupied the rocca, taking savage retribution. The events became a cause célèbre over a wide area, recorded in prose and verse. Not surprisingly, there was speculation that Corrado, wanting power for himself alone, had orchestrated the whole affair.25

The relationship with Perugia continued to flourish under Corrado, and initially, he maintained allegiance to the pope, Martin V. He consolidated his position initially through marriage ties and connections with the church, and in 1424, he commissioned the painter, Ottaviano Nelli, to decorate the chapel in the Palazzo Trinci. However, relations between Perugia and the papacy deteriorated, resulting in a period of conflict and uncertainty.26 In 1433, two years after Martin V’s death, the Emperor, Sigismund, passed through Foligno after his coronation, staying in the palazzo for three days.27 While he was there, he knighted Corrado and two of his sons – a significant recognition.28

In 1435, however, despite this recent honour from the emperor, Corrado declared his submission to the latest pope (Eugene IV), before many witnesses in the Sala dei Giganti in the palazzo.29 Nevertheless, in 1438, he ‘returned to damaging the lands of the Church and to disobeying the Pope’.30 After taking Spoleto, he treated the city’s women and children with a cruelty seen as shocking, even at a time when ruthless reprisals were common. The pope sent the notorious Cardinal Vitelleschi to subdue him; Foligno was besieged, and its surroundings laid waste. In desperation, a group of citizens allowed the papal troops into the city. Corrado, his two sons and other members of the family were taken captive and imprisoned and executed; in Dorio’s laconic version, ‘Pope Eugene IV had all three strangled’.31 So ended the signoria of the Trinci.32 From then onwards the papacy controlled Foligno directly, with papal governors in charge of the city for the next four hundred years.33



Influence and networks

From an early date, despite constant preoccupation with immediate political and military threats, the Trinci, like other powerful families, always understood the value of building bonds of reciprocity and influence at many levels.34 One important method was through marriage alliances, an effective means of cementing relationships and gaining status, and the Trinci frequently reinforced their position in this way.35 For instance, Ugolino’s mother, wife of Trincia, was Giacoma d’Este, daughter of Niccolò, signore of Ferrara. There were continuing links, too, with the signoria of Urbino. In the mid-trecento, Ugolino’s uncle married Anna, sister of Antonio da Montefeltro; Ugolino’s grand-daughter, Blancina, married Guidantonio da Montefeltro’s nephew.36

Ugolino himself was married to Costanza Orsini. If the recorded date of 1364 is correct, she must have been very young at the time, although this date may refer to her betrothal.37 The Orsini were an extremely influential Guelf family, whose Roman branch had produced two popes and several cardinals; although she was from a minor branch, Costanza had other useful connections through her mother.38 Not only did she also bring with her a dowry of five thousand florins, but for a young husband with dynastic ambitions, she fulfilled expectations by bearing twelve children, of whom five were boys. She survived until 1437, outliving Ugolino by twenty years, and seems to have been a strong if self-effacing presence.39 Later chapters of this book frequently note the exploration of the role of women in the frescoes, for instance, as maternal figures, witnesses, and sources of intellectual and spiritual inspiration. Although parallels with Costanza are not explicitly drawn, they must have occurred to many viewers.

Ugolino and Costanza’s oldest son, Niccolò, was married to Tora Varano, of the local Camerino ruling family. Their third son, Corrado, was married to Tancia Orsini, a member of his mother’s family, and despite his ignominious end, Corrado, too, understood the importance of these ties. One of his daughters, Marsobilia, was married to Leone Sforza, brother of the Duke of Milan. Another, Faustina, was the wife of Gianandrea Colonna, a member of the important Roman family who were in fact fierce rivals of the Orsini. However, since Martin V, pope at the time, was a Colonna, this was potentially a wise move.40 For Ugolino, far and away, the most prestigious of these arrangements was agreed in 1397 between his daughter, Agnese, and the pope’s brother, Andrea Tomacelli. A real success for the Trinci family in social and political terms, it consolidated the connection with Boniface IX on a very personal level.41

Other links with religious institutions of all kinds were also extremely important, reinforcing loyalty to the papacy and supporting the Trinci’s secular authority. Family appointments within the church gave direct influence. Ugolino’s uncle, Paolo, was Bishop of Foligno from 1326 to 1363, and acted as emissary for Robert of Anjou to the pope in Avignon, and both Rinaldo and Onofrio Trinci briefly held the post later during Ugolino’s lifetime. Ugolino also orchestrated the election of Troiano Trinci, son of Corrado I, to the powerful position of abbot of the Benedictine Abbey of Sassovivo, near Foligno, which held lands and churches over a wide area.42 The Trinci also owned a property in Rome, which would have been a useful base in the city, and a further statement of intent in support of the papacy.43 There are also several records of Ugolino’s support for the charismatic leaders of popular devotional movements, and for the more extreme forms of religious expression, which shows that he understood their influence over ordinary people.44 His protection of his relative, Paoluccio Trinci, the controversial leader of the ‘observant’ movement of the Franciscan order, continued to the end of Paoluccio’s life.45 How far these activities also related to personal devotion is impossible to tell, although there are many underlying references to religious belief in the decorations, for instance, in the story of Ilia in the landing area, and in the Camera delle Rose.

The Trinci built relationships with civic authorities, too, especially in Florence. In the 1320s and 1330s, Corrado I had served as podestà and capitano del popolo in the city, two important judiciary positions that gave considerable authority for the limited period of their tenure, and doubtless generated more long-term respect if the role was carried out successfully. In the 1370s, Trincia, Ugolino’s father, was also podestà, and requested citizenship rights for himself, his brother Corrado, and his son Ugolino. In 1396, Ugolino arrived at a formal accomandigia with the city, in which he agreed to provide a hundred soldiers for Flor ence, in exchange for payment and a residence in the city. The relationship was consolidated by the Trinci’s participation in Florentine civic rituals: in 1413, Ugolino agreed to march in the elaborate procession for the Festa di San Giovanni, with his sons, Corrado and Bartolomeo, bearing a silk palio ‘of a quality appropriate to his and the city’s honour’.46 This high-profile involvement in the ceremonial life of another city demonstrated commitment on both sides, and increased the Trinci’s visibility and status.

Ugolino also appears to have been successful in building the loyalty of individual citizens of Foligno. Several wills from the time name him (or Costanza) as their beneficiary. In one, for example, the widow of ‘the late Mariano di Puccetto’ left Ugolino a vineyard in recognition of ‘the many favours received and hoped for in the future’.47 These bequests could, of course, be self-interested: a way for testators to gain approval and safeguard their families in future. Equally, they could spring from real personal gratitude, or from respect felt for a signore whose power had brought an unusually peaceful period in the early years of the new century.



The ‘court’

The Trinci were not the only important people in Foligno during Ugolino’s signoria. Two other significant individuals, in particular – Francesco da Fiano and Federico Frezzi – were both present in the city for much of this period, and are often described as members of the Trinci court.48 However, neither held any formal position in relation to the Trinci, and in fact, both held high-status papal appointments and were powerful figures in their own right: da Fiano as a senior member of the Curia, and Frezzi as Bishop of Foligno. This must have created a bond with Ugolino, as Papal Vicar, although it would also have meant a slightly uncomfortable sense for all three that their performance and loyalty could easily be reported back to the pope. More importantly, though, both men were highly creative and dynamic characters who relished intellectual activity and held passionate views on a range of issues. They would have been drawn to the opportunities offered by the signoria to meet others, hear new ideas, and exert influence. As we shall see, their interests can frequently be detected underlying the choice and interpretation of the subject matter of the frescoes in the Palazzo Trinci – for example, in the Christianised presentation of pagan myth in the story of Ilia, the invitation to compare and contrast the qualities of Roman leaders in the Sala dei Giganti, or the discussion of the ‘active and contemplative life’ in the Camera delle Rose.

The first, Francesco da Fiano, was born near Rome about 1350, in the small town of Fiano, which was under the control of the Orsini family – an indirect link to the Trinci, through Ugolino’s wife, Costanza Orsini.49 He was not from a wealthy family, but at an early age he came to the notice of Pandolfo Malatesta, signore of Pesaro, whose wife, Paola, was also an Orsini. Pandolfo sponsored da Fiano’s education in Bologna, where he attended the school of Pietro da Moglio, acquiring a lifelong love of Latin writers such as Cicero, and of Dante and Petrarch.50 Pandolfo’s death in 1373 meant not only personal sadness for da Fiano but also a sudden loss of financial support.51 After a difficult period, moving frequently in search of work, he found employment with Pope Urban VI, as ‘papal writer and abbreviator’ in the papal curia, recently re-established in Rome.52 In 1383, da Fiano was in Naples, at the court of Charles III – it is not clear in exactly what capacity. At some time before he left Naples, he wrote a work that is now lost, but which will be discussed further in Chapter 5: De beata ac activa et contemplativa vita – ‘Of the blessed Active and Contemplative Life’.53 This concept of the two complementary aspects of the virtuous life is central to the design of the Camera delle Rose.

Also, during this period, da Fiano wrote to a friend, Ludovico de Fabriano, suggesting that he ‘should write in a poetic and suitable style in praise of Costanza Orsini and her husband, and sing the happiness of the new son, brought forth in the delivery of the same Costanza’.54 This suggests that da Fiano admired the Trinci at an early stage, perhaps drawing on the experience of his brother, Pepo, mentioned below. A group of da Fiano’s letters from this decade (1380–1390) reflects the tensions experienced by a man with no inherited source of income, but highly educated, with a wide-ranging and passionate interest in literature, antiquity and intellectual matters. Fortunately, after the chaotic papacy of Urban, the appointment of Boniface IX in 1389 created a more stable environment. Da Fiano was appointed to two ‘canonries’, and other benefices in Foligno.55 These would have been welcome, not only as a recognition of the pope’s favour but because they carried a stipend. These appointments explain his presence in the city, and certainly brought him into closer contact with the Trinci.

During the period between 1399 and 1404 da Fiano wrote his best-known work: Contra ridiculos oblocutores poetarum.56 In this, he argued for the importance of poetry as a literary form, and defended the ‘virtue of the pagans’, suggesting that although they had lived before the time of Christ, they could still be morally admirable – a potentially heretical, though topical, idea. Da Fiano’s interest in antiquity was not limited to literature. He was well known for his knowledge of the ancient buildings and works of art that survived in Rome, acting as guide to younger visitors such as the humanist Bartolomeo Bayguera.57 He also seems to have been deeply affected by the popular peace movement known as the Bianchi that swept Italy – including Foligno – in 1399.58 He wrote a sonnet regretting having to abandon the Bianchi’s distinctive white clothing when the pope prohibited the movement for fear it would cause civic disturbance.59 Although da Fiano was of an older generation of humanists – he was a long-term correspondent of Coluccio Salutati, the Florentine chancellor, who died in 1406 – he was employed in the papal curia at the same time as Leonardo Bruni, Poggio Bracciolini, Antonio Loschi and Pier Paolo Vergerio and would have been aware of their ideas about political theory, the interpretation of ancient history, classical literature and education.60

When Boniface died, da Fiano was confirmed by the antipope, Giovanni XXIII, as Chancellor of the Commune of Rome. His association with the Trinci lasted beyond Ugolino’s death. It was da Fiano who registered in Rome the act in which Ugolino’s three eldest sons, Niccolò, Bartolomeo and Corrado, joint successors to the papal vicarate of Foligno, swore allegiance to the papacy.61 He probably died in 1421.

The other notable figure present in Foligno was Federico Frezzi. Born about 1346 in Foligno, Frezzi was a Dominican friar – first mentioned as a novice at the monastery of Orvieto in 1373. In 1375, he was at the monastery in Perugia, then in Florence, and in 1378 he was appointed reader in Sacra Scrittura at the Dominican studium in Pisa. Following this, he was lecturer in theology at the University of Bologna, then prior of a monastery in Lucca, and in 1386 became librarian of the monastery of S. Domenico in Foligno. He was given permission to return to Bologna, and between 1391 and 1392 gained the title of Master of Theology. In 1400, he was appointed Prior of the Roman province of the Dominican order, with responsibility for all the monasteries in central Italy; in 1403, he was appointed Bishop of Foligno by Pope Boniface IX, likely on the recommendation of Ugolino Trinci.
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