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The Orsini Castle of Bracciano  
from Fiefdom to Duchy (1470–1698)
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The Orsini of Bracciano were among the most 
powerful and influential signori di castelli of early 
modern Italy, controlling a vast domain that 
stretched from the Tyrrehenian Sea to the moun-
tains of Abruzzo. This book explores the construc-
tion and decoration of their principal headquar-
ters north of Rome between the fifteenth and sev-
enteenth centuries as well as the careers and 
artistic patronage of its leaders, who included cap-
tains, condottieri, cardinals and urban aristocrats. 
The castle is one of the largest in Latium and was 
once a centre of courtly culture and diplomacy, 
hosting princes, kings and popes. Today it boasts 
many beautifully preserved artworks of the Re-
naissance era, including frescos by Antoniazzo 
Romano and the Zuccari brothers. The contribu-
tors to this study investigate the castle as a visual 
expression of the family identity of its builders. 
They trace its evolution from the fortified capital 
of a large fiefdom at the dawn of the age of artil-
lery to the palatial residence of a ducal dynasty in 
the aftermath of the Italian Wars. Richly illus-
trated with numerous historic and new photo-
graphs, this book analyses a fascinating and mostly 
neglected facet of early modern Italian culture: 
the artistic patronage of seigniorial clans.

CONTENTS: Part I: Arma et Litterae: The Castle 
of Bracciano in the Quattrocento • Paolo Alei: 
Building with Magnificenza: The Orsini Castle 
of Bracciano • Stefania Camilli: The State of the 

Condottiero: Bracciano in the System of the Ital-
ian States in the Age of Gentil Virginio Orsini • 
Paul Gwynne: The Poets and the Prince: Silius 
Italicus, Johannes Michael Nagonius and Gentil 
Virginio Orsini, Lord of Bracciano • Max Gross-
man: Francesco di Giorgio Martini, Gentil Vir-
ginio Orsini and the Defence of Bracciano • Anna 
Cavallaro: Renaissance Paintings in the Castle 
of Bracciano: The Celebration of Gentil Virginio 
Orsini and the Pastimes of Courtly Women • Part 
II: Locus Amoeunus: The Transformation of the 
Castle of Bracciano in the Cinquecento • Elis-
abetta Mori: Isabella de’ Medici and Vittoria Ac-
coramboni: The History and Legend of the Two 
Wives of the Duke of Bracciano • Maria Giulia 
Aurigemma: Palatium sive forticium: Six-
teenth-century Architecture of the Palazzo-Cas-
tello of Bracciano • Claudia Daniotti: Stories of 
Valour and Love for a Wedding: The Sala di Ales-
sandro Magno and Sala di Psiche in the Castle of 
Bracciano • Paolo Alei and Bryony Bartlett-Raw-
lings: Astrological Fashioning in the Castle of 
Bracciano: The Frescoes of the Sala Papalina by 
the Zuccari Brothers and the Celebration of Duke 
Paolo Giordano Orsini • Barbara Furlotti: Living 
between Rome and Bracciano: Art, Cultural In-
terests and Social Behaviour at the Orsini Court 
in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries • 
Part III: Beyond the Castle Walls: The Orsini of 
Bracciano in the Seicento • Guendalina Ajello 
Mahler: Paolo Giordano II Orsini, Orazio Torri-

ani and the Remaking of Bracciano • Eleonora 
Chinappi: The Orsini Portraits in the Castle of 
Bracciano • Eric Nicholson: Sweet Roman Hands 
and Actors: The Orsini as Theatrical Performers 
in Early Seventeenth-century English Drama

‘This is a very timely book. It speaks for and with a 
group of young people who are all too often the 
forgotten outsiders of education. The stories told 
are tragic and poignant in equal measure. The 
consequences of neoliberal educational reform for 
vulnerable students as portrayed here are intolerable. 
This vibrant and committed book should be required 
reading for every policymaker and every teacher.’

— Professor Stephen Ball

‘From its preface through to its conclusions of 
critical hope I was hooked by this powerful text. 
As a former teacher, Wenham writes with passion, 
integrity and scholarly authority on the 
consequences of disengagement from mainstream 
schooling. In championing a radically comprehensive 
education system, her work sits comfortably 
alongside Stenhouse, Fielding and Rudduck. For 
practitioners, policy makers and researchers this 
is an essential text.’

— Professor Gerry Czerniawski

This ethnography gives a voice to a small group 
of students who are required to spend time in a 
school withdrawal-unit away from the 
mainstream classroom setting, most commonly 
following a period of sustained low-level 
disruption; students who all too often feel that 
their voice is not heard. What emerges through 
the telling of their lived experiences, is the 
breadth and diversity of ways – from the blatant 
to the inadvertent, the miniscule to the looming, 

the inter-personal to the structural – through 
which they make sense of their tangled, intricate, 
oftentimes deeply-individual marginalisation, 
as they navigate schooling day-by-day. Structural 
issues of transition, ability groups and pathways 
are seen to fuel marginalisation, as are aspects 
of classroom practice, such as behaviour 
management policy enactment or the choice of 
pedagogical approach. Teacher-student 
relationships matter hugely, as does being known, 
respected and understood. Individual factors 
also play a role, with special educational needs, 
mental health concerns and family breakdown, 
all feeding into engagement and attitudes to 
school. Taking the experiences of these students 
seriously, the analysis shows that what is actually 
needed to tackle the assorted, messy, multi-
dimensional nature of such lived marginalisation, 
is a radically comprehensive education system 
structure, with the social at its heart, where 
critical pedagogy is embedded classroom practice.

Dr Lucy Wenham is a Lecturer in Education at 
the University of Bristol. She is interested in 
problems of educational disadvantage, 
marginalisation and exclusion and crucially 
also in exploring solutions involving discourse, 
agency and critical pedagogies. As a secondary 
school teacher in schools in challenging 
circumstances for over 15 years, much of her 
research is ethnographic, to allow the voices of 
the marginalised to shine through.
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