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The Knight’s Dream, c. 1503-1504 

National Gallery, London

RAPHAEL SANTI held his father’s hand as they climbed the narrow 

street leading from their house to the Duke of Urbino’s castle. He 

could see the pointed caps of the castle’s towers soaring into the blue 

sky. In a few days Duke Guidobaldo was to be married, Giovanni 

Santi told his son. He was on his way to discuss the pageant which 

the duke had asked him to design. 

    Father and son paused at the top of the hill to look out on over-

lapping mountains stretching to the sea. Then they walked through 

a gateway into the courtyard of the most beautiful palace in Italy. 

Giovanni led his son through rooms bright with gayly colored tap-

estries and paintings, until they came to the library where the duke 

sat reading. Guidobaldo rose to greet his court painter. He rested 

his hand on Raphael’s curly head. This child was well named for 

the angel Raphael, he thought. 

    Raphael loved to visit the duke’s castle. Sometimes Guidobaldo 

let him look at illustrated books, or he sat by his father while he 

painted a portrait of some lord or lady. He watched how Giovanni 

held his brush and how he mixed two colors together to make a third. 

Soon Raphael learned to paint little pictures of his own. Giovanni 

showed them to the duke, who was impressed by the child’s talent. 

    When Raphael was eleven years old his father caught a fever. A 

few days later he died. The duke and duchess, saddened by the loss 

of their favorite court painter, were eager to help Giovanni’s son to 

become an artist. They talked to the boy’s uncle about his nephew’s 

education, and one day in 1494 Raphael entered the workshop of 

Timoteo Viti. He learned quickly. The duchess was charmed by his 

peaceful little pictures painted in clear fresh colors. There was one 

of winged Saint Michael spearing the dragon, another of three 

dancing nymphs, and a third of an armored knight dreaming of the 

two lovely ladies standing beside him. One lady, offering him a book 

and sword, symbolized the active life; the other, holding flowers, 

offered a life of pleasure.
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Drawing for Coronation of  
Saint Nicholas of Tolentino, c. 1500 

Musée des Beaux-Arts, Lille

    The pupils in Viti’s workshop talked about the pictures Perugino 

was painting on the walls of the stock exchange1 in Perugia. Raphael 

remembered his father’s genial friend, who used to visit Guidobaldo’s 

court, and he longed to see the paintings. So Guidobaldo asked Perugino 

to hire Raphael as an assistant. 

    A few days later Raphael was riding up a winding road leading to 

the walled town of Perugia. It was exciting to think that he would soon 

be working with one of Italy’s best-known artists. He found Perugino 

in the stock exchange. The master climbed down clumsily from the 

scaffolding to welcome Giovanni’s son. He had grown fat, but Perugino’s 

piercing black eyes were as bright as ever as he explained to his assistant 

what he was to paint. Then Raphael took his place on the scaffolding 

and started to work. 

    So absorbed was he in his painting that he scarcely listened to the 

other assistants, who talked about the fights between two families in 

Perugia. They told how Atalanta Baglioni cursed her son for murdering 

his brother, and how, two days later, she saw that son stabbed to death in 

the public square. How different this town was from peaceful Urbino. 

    Perugino, watching his new assistant at work, realized that soon the 

boy would be designing his own pictures. 

    Three years later seventeen-year-old Raphael set out for Città di 

Castello to fill his first commission. As he rode he planned the picture 

he would paint, an illustration of the coronation of Saint Nicholas. At 

the top of the big altarpiece would be God, between Saint Augustine 

and the Virgin Mary. Beneath would be Saint Nicholas trampling on 

the devil. First he would make careful drawings of each figure. 

    Raphael sketched models dressed in tights. He drew heads, hands, 

and drapery. He filled the empty pages in sketchbooks brought from 

Urbino. Using a page on which he had drawn some swans and a section 

of the duke’s palace, he made a study of a man’s head and noted a piece 

of drapery. 

    In the summer of 1501 the altarpiece was finished. Raphael put the 

money he had earned into his pocket and returned to Perugia.  

1. Collegio del Campo
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The Crucifixion, c. 1502 -1503 
National Gallery, London

    Perugino’s assistants were still talking about the rivalry between 

the Baglioni families. Atalanta was overwhelmed with grief for the 

loss of the son she had cursed, but the fighting between families con-

tinued. Almost every day there were clashes in the streets. During 

these violent days Raphael painted quietly in Perugino’s studio. He 

loved to work on his master’s paintings, which were restful pictures 

of saints and Madonnas placed far back in peaceful landscapes. 

    A church in Perugia commissioned Raphael to paint a Coronation 
of the Virgin, and from Città di Castello came another commission 

for an altarpiece. This was a picture of the crucifixion, which he 

painted in Perugino’s studio. Raphael had often made copies of his 

master’s crucifixion drawings and he used these drawings when he 

composed his altarpiece. He did not show the crucifixion as it really 

happened. The three Marys and Saint Jerome, who were grouped 

around the cross, did not grieve. Nor did Raphael show the agonies 

of Christ’s death. This picture reflected the sweetness of Perugino’s 

paintings and was filled with the fresh serenity of the younger 

painter.
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Marriage of the Virgin, c. 1504 
Brera Gallery, Milan

    The name of Raphael of Urbino was now well known in Città di 

Castello. Many had seen the handsome young artist when he visited 

the city and more had admired his paintings, which hung in two of 

their churches. They were anxious to see the altarpiece commissioned 

for a third church, which Raphael was painting in Perugino’s studio. 

The panel, nearly six feet high, showing The Marriage of the Virgin, 
would hang in Saint Joseph’s chapel. Perugino had just finished a 

picture of the same subject for the cathedral in Perugia. Raphael 

knew the picture well, for he had helped his master paint some of 

the figures. 

    Following Perugino’s plan, he grouped the figures in the fore-

ground, placing the ring which Joseph offered to his bride in the 

center of the group. On the left stood Mary and her attendants. 

Joseph and his followers, carrying rods, stood on the right. One 

young man, a disappointed suitor, broke his rod because it had not 

blossomed. In the background a tiled pavement stretched to the 

horizon where a round temple reared magestically against a blue sky. 

Above the central arch Raphael signed his name, RAPHAEL VRBINAS, 

and below on either side he wrote the date in Roman numerals. 

    Raphael examined the finished painting. The figures were posed 

in the graceful but affected manner of his master. He had opened 

up the background, letting light and air into the picture, but it 

seemed to Raphael that the spacious landscape and domed temple, 

so like the one in Perugino’s picture, looked more important than 

the figures in the foreground. He realized that he had much to learn. 

    Perugino’s pictures for the stock exchange were finished. The 

master had returned to his home in Florence, where he was busy 

filling commissions. Raphael longed to join him in this city where 

Italy’s best artists lived and worked. He had heard about the battle 

scenes which Leonardo da Vinci and the young sculptor Michel -

angelo were painting for the Town Hall1. He might even receive 

commissions in this prosperous city if the Duchess of Urbino would 

give him a letter to the governor of Florence. 

 

1. Palazzo Vecchio




