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Although Raphael is best remembered today for his Madonna and Child 
paintings, he was in great demand during his lifetime to paint dukes, 
counts, and fashionable ladies. Popes, cardinals, and noblemen wanted 
Raphael to paint frescoes on their walls, design their villas, and decorate 
their chapels. Raphael spent his childhood in a palace surrounded by art, 
music and poetry. Called “Prince of Painters,” he represented the ideal 
“Renaissance Man,” expressing the beauty, humanism, and culture that 
defined the age.

Less familiar, yet revealed in this book, is Raphael’s love of archaeology 
and his determination to preserve ancient Roman monuments. His life 
and art display a knowledge of classical architecture and philosophy.

Raphael continually worked to improve his drawing and painting 
skills. He learned techniques from other artists that he incorporated into 
his unique style, and he ran a successful studio for younger artists. His 
remarkable portraits reveal much about each sitter’s personality. Raphael 
was amazingly productive in his short life and remains one of history’s 
most admired artists.
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The Court Painter’s Son

Chapter 1
one

“Have all the banners been hung? Are the musicians in place?” Giovanni 
Santi called. “Duke Guidobaldo and his party will be arriving any moment! 
Raffaello, did you put away the paint buckets?” 

“Yes, Papa,” the nine-year-old boy replied. He loved the excitement 
that always surrounded the duke’s return to court. Since Raffaello’s mother’s 
death the year before, he had spent most of his time at his father’s side in 
the ducal palace. Giovanni, known as Sanzio, served the Montefeltro family 
as painter and poet in the Court of Urbino, located in the mountains east 
of Florence. He also wrote and produced pageants, musical shows, and 
plays for the duke’s large court and many guests. The youngest student in 
his father’s workshop, Raphael already knew how to grind pigments from 
flowers and berries to make paints, and the correct way to trim and mount 
brushes. 

Even though Raphael was the master’s son, he was expected to run 
errands and sweep the studio floor. He had become increasingly familiar 
with the different materials artists used, and his drawing ability was improv-
ing every day. Along with his other students, Giovanni taught Raphael how 
to prepare walls to receive frescoes and allowed his son to help build the 
scaffolding to reach ceiling decorations. Young as he was, Raphael designed 
banners for pageants and painted scenery for Papa’s plays. 

Raphael spent his childhood surrounded by art and culture. Oil and 
tempera works by Flemish artists hung on the palace walls. Painters from 
Spain were invited to court. Italian masters like Masaccio (1401–1428), called 
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CHAPTER 1

the “father of Renaissance art” by some, decorated the ducal palace in his 
day. Although Paolo Uccello, another court painter, died in 1475, the influ-
ence of his solid forms and use of perspective left its legacy on the Urbino 
style. Piero della Francesca (1416–1492), who, like the architect Donato Bra-
mante, applied laws of mathematics to perspective in art, was hired to 
paint there. Raphael practiced draftsmanship by copying great works around 
the ducal palace. Like Giovanni’s other students, Raphael studied the 
human body by molding clay sculptures. Sketching with sanguine (pencils 
made from red clay), the boy drew hands in different poses, struggled to 
make limbs look real beneath drapery, and practiced facial expressions. 

Poets, philosophers, painters, sculptors, architects, and musicians were 
all highly respected at the elegant Court of Urbino. Wooden mosaics of 
various colors and textures covered interior walls. Landscaped courtyards 
and hanging gardens lay outside the palace windows. Works by classical 
authors were read aloud at mealtimes, along with poems by Giovanni Santi. 
Raphael’s father wrote twenty-three books of poetry celebrating the duke’s 
family.1 Artists, writers, and intellectuals came here from all over Italy as 
well as other countries, and young Raphael tried to meet them all. He lis-
tened, observed, and learned. 

Giorgio Vasari, who wrote about the lives of Italian Renaissance artists, 
said that Raphael’s father, recognizing his son’s talent, took him to Perugia, 
the Umbrian capital, when he was about eight. He was to become an 
apprentice in the studio of Pietro Vanucci, known as Perugino.

“My boy, Raffaello, has a special gift,” one can imagine Giovanni saying 
with a father’s pride. “I have taught him all I can. The time has come for my 
son to study under the most successful painter in all Italy.” It was the 
dream of every boy who wished to become an artist: to be accepted in the 
workshop of a great master. One needed only to choose the artist whose 
style he most admired, and one with good connections, to assure his 
future. 

Some scholars believe Raphael was eighteen when he became Perugi-
no’s assistant, while art historian Bette Talvacchia claims it is “unclear 
whether or not Raphael was ever a part of Perugino’s workshop as either 
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THE COURT PAINTER’S SON

student or assistant.”2 Whatever the truth, Perugino’s style definitely had 
great influence on Raphael’s early work. By 1500, the young painter was 
receiving commissions of his own in Perugia. 

Perugino was famous for achieving harmony and balance in his paint-
ings, as well as the way he organized human figures within space. His 
dramatic religious scenes are usually staged in front of architectural back-
grounds. From Perugino, Raphael also learned much about the use of 
perspective and color.

Giovanni Santi died in 1494, and Raphael probably continued living with 
his stepmother. His father’s brother, Bartolomeo, was appointed guardian, 
though he argued with Santi’s widow over the family estate. Raphael was 
only eleven when he inherited his father’s studio, and by the time he turned 
sixteen, he was called “master.”

The earliest documented work by Raphael, painted when he was sev-
enteen with another student of his father’s, was a San Nicola of Tolentino 
altarpiece in Città di Castello, near Urbino. Due to earthquake damage, 
only fragments remain. 

He painted Vision of a Knight: An Allegory in 1504. Adapted from an 
epic poem about the Second Punic War, Scipio, a young soldier, sees two 
women in a dream: one is Virtue; the other, Pleasure. Virtue, offering a 
sword in one hand and a book in the other, promises the knight scholar-
ship, along with glory in battle. Pleasure, with flowing locks and beautiful 
clothing, symbolizes love. She offers Scipio a flower and promises him the 
easy life, symbolized by the sunlit lake and tranquil mountains behind. The 
painting is as carefully balanced as a scale with the tree in the middle. 
According to art historian Hugo Chapman, this is one of only two non reli-
gious works, besides portraits, that Raphael painted before moving to 
Rome.3

Between 1504 and 1506, Raphael painted two versions of St. George 
and the Dragon at the request of the Montefeltro Court. Both depict the 
hero vanquishing his enemy, which symbolizes the power of good over 
evil. Henry VII, King of England, bestowed the Order of the Garter upon 
Duke Federico da Montefeltro. After Federico’s death, his son, Duke 
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CHAPTER 1

Vision of a Knight: An Allegory. Raphael enjoyed creating narrative paintings. 
Using symbols, he retells a story from classical Roman poetry. The young 
artist already understands how to express harmony and grace, and his love of 
nature is also evident.
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Guidobaldo, was awarded the same honor. Raphael’s painting was likely 
meant as a gift for the British monarch, since St. George is the patron saint 
of England.4 The artist signed his name on the horse’s harness.

Raphael’s Marriage of the Virgin, painted for the Church of San Fran-
cesco in Città di Castello (1504), marks the end of Raphael’s Perugino 
phase, according to scholars. Figures in the foreground illustrate a religious 
story before a piazza, and smaller figures lead the viewer’s eye toward the 
temple in the background. Raphael placed his figures in three groups, so 
viewers’ eyes move from one to another. Along with architecture, Perugino 
passed on his interest in Umbrian and Tuscan landscapes to his protégé. 
Raphael added a note of humor to this holy scene. The males on the right 
represent suitors Mary rejected when she picked Joseph. One disappointed 
young man angrily breaks a stick across his leg. So that this painting would 
never be mistaken for Perugino, the artist wrote Raffelo da Urbino across 
the temple. 

Raphael was greatly admired during his lifetime and long after. Giorgio 
Vasari praised him highly, writing: “Heaven sometimes showers upon one 
single person, all the favors and precious gifts that are usually shared among 
a great many people. This was clearly the case with Raphael Sanzio, an art-
ist as talented as he was gracious, endowed by nature with the goodness 
and modesty to be found among those exceptional men whose gentle 
humanity is enhanced by a pleasing manner, expressing itself in courteous 
behavior at all times and towards all persons. . . . By nature, Raphael was so 
full of kindness and brimming with charity that the very animals honored 
him. In his presence even the most ambitious artists worked together in 
concord.”5

At twenty, Raphael thought the time had come to pursue the next step 
in his career. He would move to Florence, where art was flourishing under 
Medici rule. The city, the wealthiest in Italy, was Europe’s leading center of 
art. In his pocket, Raphael carried a letter of introduction from a member of 
the Montefeltro family and the pope’s sister-in-law. Dated October 1, 1504, 
and addressed to a government official of Florence, it begins, “The bearer 
of this will be found to be Raffaele, painter of Urbino, who being greatly 
gifted in his profession, has determined to spend some time in Florence to 
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study. And because his father was most worthy and I was very attached to 
him, and the son is a sensible and well mannered young man . . .”6 

Thus, the young artist left his Umbrian home to resettle in Florence. 
Raphael was eager to observe the works of great artists, past and present. 
In these new surroundings, his themes and artistic style would change, and 
his remarkable talent would blossom. 

Marriage of the 
Virgin. Considered 
Raphael’s first 
major work, this 
altarpiece shows 
Pietro Perugino’s 
strong influence. 
The action takes 
place in the 
foreground as if 
the main 
characters are 
performing on 
stage, while other 
figures are 
grouped to direct 
the eye across the 
piazza to the 
impressive temple 
in back. Raphael 
has outdone his 
teacher. 
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