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In partial response 10 the Pro1esian1 denunciation of sa
cred images, the Counter-Reformation Church in Rome initi• 
atcd a widespread progmm 10 resancti fy holy icons.' The re
newed importance or such images for the renovmio of the 
Church was stated emphatically by the elaborate Baroque vo
cabulary employed in their re-installation. An important ex
ample of this process is seen in the tomb chapel erected by 
Paul Vat S. Maria Maggiore and i ts allar that houses the icon. 
today known as the Salus Pop11li Rom1111i (Figure I).' Because 
of 1he long and revered his1ory of 1he icon. the papal patronage 
of the si1e. and the nascent Baroque style used for 1he altar 
itself. the Pauline installation serves as a paradigm for the 
Counter-Reformation display of icons. In its new seuing. em
bedded in a series of gold and marble frames, the Salus Pop11/i 
Romani is revealed to be not simply a painted image of 1hc 
Madonna and Child, but a relic. the precious remains of 1he 
lncan1a1ion i tself. 

The progl"dm ai the Pauline Chapel, initiated in 1605 and 
completed a decade later. is an1icipa1ed by the re-installation 
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of another revered icon al the Chiesa Nuova.' This con1empo
rary project anticipates lhe formal solution employed at 1he 
Pauline altar. In 1606, the Orntorian fathers of S. Mruia in 
Vallicella commissioned a paiming from Pe1cr Paul Rubens for 
tbe high altar of 1heir new church. the Chiesa Nuova.' One of 
their requirements was 1ha1 it should incorporate the mirncu
lous image of the Madonna and Child which the fathers had 
preserved from their old church. Rubens finished the canvas of 
Sts. Grego,}' and Domiti/111, S11rro1111ded by Fo11r Saims !Sts. 
Maurus and Papianus. Nereus and Achilleus] in 1607.' Be
cause of the poor l ight in the church the painting was unread
able, and 1he Church fathers asked Rubens 10 redo the work on 
a non-reOec1ive surface. Instead of merely copying the com
position on stone. in 1608 the painter came up wi1h an entirely 
new a1Tangement that emphasized the venerated image (Fig
ure 2). He removed the four flanking saints to two separaie 
side panels. !hereby focusing on 1hc ccn1ral scene. As in the 
previous version. the miracle-working image was concealed 
behind a copper panel that was. in turn. paimcd wi1h Rubens' 
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imitation of the icon. A host of angels adore and support the 
framed copy. Raised on a pedestal of colored marbles, the al
tarpiece itself is flanked by red marble columns with gilt capi
tals and inlaid marble paneling. The preciousness of materials 
and the grandness of scale present the new image as if it were a 
heavenly apparition. 

It is likely that Cardinal Cesare Baronius, author of the 
l11111ales Ecclesiastici, a history of the Catholic Church com
piled to defend it against Protestant rcfonncrs, suggested the 
initial solution for the program of the high altar.• Apparently 
his aim was to legitimize the veneration of the miracle-working 
image of the Virgin through a close association with Ille cucha
ristic ritual perfonned at the altar below.' The manner in which 
the Chiesa Nuova image is embedded in the altar complex an
nounces its dual role as both icon and relic. This same transfor
mation was achieved through similar means with the installa
tion of the S(llus Pop11/i Rom(lni in 1613 in the Pauline Chapel 
at S. Maria Maggiore. 

In this image the figures of the Madonna and Child arc 
depicted against a background of gold inscribed with the Greek 
abbreviation for Mother of God (Figure 3).1 The icon is usu
ally described as an example of the Hodegetria type, in which 
the Virgin gestures with her free hand, pointing to her Child.9 

However, the Salus Populi Romani Virgin rests her right hand 
on top of her left and extends her thumb, index, and middle 
fingers in an allusion to the Trinily. Yet even this loose asso
ciation with the Hodegetria type served to bolsler the claim 
that this icon was painted by St. Luke himself.10 Indeed, such 
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Fol' an illuslrntion see Suuon 231. fig. 4. 
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Biasioui. "L'immagine della Madonna deua de S. Luca a S. Maria 
Maggiore a Roma," Ho/leuinod'Arte 10, no. 1-2 (1916): 231-236; Pico 
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a similarily was a common means of affinning its a11ribu1ion 10 

the hand of Ille Evangelist, and therefore the icon's venerable 
naturc.11 

The miracle that proved the S. Maria Maggiore icon's effi
cacy and, thus, authenticated its avowed saintly origin, is said 
to have occurred in 590." According 10 tradition, in an effon 
to save his people from the plague, Pope Gregory the Great 
carried the image lllrough the s1ree1s of Rome. As the pope's 
procession approached St. Peter's, an angelic chorus was heard 
singing. When Gregory responded, Ille Archangel Michael ap
peared over the Castel Sanl'Angelo, renamed after this event, 
and brought an end to Ille plague." The icon was thus credited 
as the savior of the Romans. 14 

In medieval Rome such powerful icons were closely iden
Lilied with their location, acting as both representatives and 
patrons of their church." The documented history of Lhe Salus 
Populi Romani connects ii with one church, S. Maria 
Maggiore." This Roman basil ica was the first church in all of 
Christendom dedicated to Ille Virgin, very likely in direct re
sponse to the proclamation of the Virgin Mary as Theotokos, or 
Mother of God, at the Council of Ephesus in 431.17 According 
to legend, the basilica's foundation can be traced to a miracu
lous intervention of the Virgin." During tl1e night between lhe 
fourth and fifth of August, in the year of 352, Ille Virgin ap
peared in a vision 10 both Pope Liberius and a wealthy patri
cian, directing them to erect a church in her honor on the spot 
where the snow fell on the EsquiLine Hill. This snowfall out
lined the plan of a church, and was miraculous evidence of the 
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lhe icoo lO work miracles and cofwey grace. and 10 this end l)'J)eS such 
us lhe J/0</egelria and legends about them were created. Al kasl six 
01hcr icons in Rome held similar claims to authoo,hip. Sec Gcorac 
Galavari.s. The /c{)fl ;,. 1he U]e of rhe Church. Iconography of Rel.g,ions 
.series. ed. Th. P. van Baaren. ct al (Leiden: E.. J. Brill. l98J) 2. 12: and 
6ching. Image 133. 
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Ref<>m1a1ion (Ann Art>or. Mich.: Unjversily Microfilms. 1987) 29. 

The angels sang. "Regina Coe Ii ltte1ere allel'uia." and Gregory responded 
~ora pro nobis Deum." OstrOW. Sis1i11e Clrapel 2lY. 

Al lhe lime the icon was ca1Jed the Regina Coeli. or Queen or Heaven: ii 
was only in the nineu:cnlh <::cnlury Lhat the ioon finally gained I.he 1itlc 
of Salus Populi R<>mm1i, or Savior of 1hc Roman People. Sec Wolf, 
"Regina Coeli" 285. 

Hans Belting. "Icons and Roman Society in the Twelfth Century," in 
ltolitm Church DtC<Jrotitm of the Middle Agts and the &rly Renois
sance: F1mclio,1s, Forms and Regional Tradilimu. ed. William Tronzo 
(8ologoo: Nuovo Alfa, 1989) 27, 30. 

for an cxtcns-i..-e study of the icon and related images see Wolf. Salus 
Populi Romani. 

Emile M!ile, nu: Early Ch11rche.s <>/Rome.trans. David Buxton (Chi
cago: Quadrangle Books tnc .. I 960) 6341. 

See Paolo OcAngelis, Basilicoe $. Moriae Maioris de urbe a Liberi<> 
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Abbate Pauol<> f>eAngt!lis (Rome, 1621) for lhc history and building of 
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Virgin's personal interest in and sanction of her basilica. 
Both church and icon played central role.~ in the annual 

celebration of the Feast of the Virgin's Assumption on the fif. 
tccnth of August. 19 As part of these events, the most sacred 
image of Christ, also said to have been begun by St. Luke, but 
finished by the hand of an angel, was removed from the Sanc
lUm Sanctorum or S. Giovanni in Laterano and carried in pro
cession 10 the basilica of S. Maria Maggiore_,. Al iL~ culmina
tion, the S. Maria Maggiore icon was brought out to meet the 
Lateran Savior. The two bowed to each other and then danced 
together in front of the facade of the basilica, a meeting which 
symbolized the honor paid by the Son to his Mother. as well as 
the alliance of the Lateran with S. Maria Maggiore." 

Beginning in the thirteenth century the Salus Populi R<>mtmi 
was kept in a tabernacle placed in front of the apse." This two
storey marble stn,cture was erec1cd al the expense of the Sen
ate and People of Rome (S.P.Q.R.)." Another tabernacle, do
nated by Giacomo Giovanni Capocci and his wife in 1256, 
housed other impo11ant reties of the basilica.'-' These tabernacles 
stood on opposite sides of the nave, as recorded in DeAngelis' 
seventeenth-century engravings (Figure 6)." A third relic, the 
most important in S. Maria Maggiore, was the presepe. or Crib. 
of the Nativity, acquired in the sixLh century.26 This fragmen
tary piece of wood was installed in a copy of the original Grouo 
of the Na1ivi1y in Bethlehem. In 1291, during the reign of Pope 
Nicholas IV. a small chapel to house the Crib was built by 
Amolfo di Cambio on the south side of the basilica. 27 In 1587 
a new and larger chapel was commissioned 10 replace ii by 
Cardinal Felice Peretti. 
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For interpretations of tl1e procession or the Feast of I.he Assumption see 
Ernst Kit1,.inger, "A Virgin's Face: Aruiq~anism in Twelfth-Century 
Ar1." J\rt 8111/eti,r 62 (1980): 6- 19; and William Tronzo. "Apse Oecora· 
tion, the Li1urgy and the Perception or Ait in Mcdic,1al ~omc: S. Maria 
in Traste,·ere and S. Maria 1\.1:lggiore," in halitm CJ1urclt Decoroiio,1 <>/ 
the Middle Agts a11d the Early Re.1wissm1ce: Functio11s, Forms and 
Regional Traditi<>1u, ed. William Tronzo (Bologna: Nuova Alfa. 1989) 
167•193. See also Belting. ~Icons" 2741: and David Freedberg. P()wer 

()/ lmage..f (Chic.ago: Universi1y or Ch.icago l)rcss, 1989) 89-91. 

Kittinger 12. Th.is 1mdition dates back 10 the seventh cemury. and be
came more nnd more elaborate until it was abolished in Rome by Pope 
Pius V in the mid-sixteenth ccn1ury, in response 10 Counter-Reforma• 
tion s1rictness reg3Ning 1bc worship of icons. 

Tronzo 180. 182; Belting, "Icon.~· 38. 40. 

For 1he possible pre\'ious placement or lhe icon a11hc l~ rt.a ~cgina see 
n. 8 a.bo\'e, and Eunice D. Howe, ~ Antcmia:r.zo Romano a.nd a Madonna 
of Santa Maria Maggiore," TTtc Burli11g1<>n Magnt int 126 ( 1984): 417. 
419. 

Hov.·c4 18, and n. 14.da1esit101211. 

For lhe Capocci 1abemacle sec Julian Gardner. ~ Capocci Taber• 
nacle in S. Maria Maggiore." Pa11(rs <>/the Bri1isJ1 $cJ1ool nt ffome 38 

Cardinal Peretti built his chapel at S. Maria Maggiore in 
the plan of a Greek cross (Figure 4).23 Within months of its 
initiation, the chapel's patron was elected pope and took the 
name of Sixtus V. The new addition was to serve both as the 
tomb chapel for Pius V and for Sixn,s himself, as well as being 
the repository for the Crib retie. This relic of Christ's Nativity. 
still encased in its thineenth-century chapel, was relocated be· 
neath the floor in the center of Sixtus· chapel, where it could be 
reached by a hor1;cshoe shaped Staircase. Directly above the 
sunken Crib altar is a second altar sunnounted by a gilded sac
rament tabernacle. Four gilded bronze angels bearing cornu
copias topped with candles suppo11 the tabernacle which is in 
the form of a domed temple. The significance of the tabernacle's 
centralized position was conlinncd when the Sistina was de
clared the official Sacrament Chapel of the basilica in Novem
ber of 1599."' 

Along with his plans for the Sistina. Sixtus originally in
tended to house the icon of the Madonna and Child in a chapel 
to be built across the nave from his own.JO The building of a 
chapel to honor the icon of the Virgin was acrually undertaken 
in 1605 by Sixtus' successor Pope Paul V (Figure 5). Together 
the two chapels define transept-like extensions off the Early 
Christian nave (Figures 6 and 7). Echoing the plan and pro
gram ofthe Sistine Chapel, Paul V's chapel contains two t0mbs 
and a reliquary altar that houses the precious icon. Thus, the 
paired chapels arc the sites of two of the basilica's most impor
tant relics, those associated with Mary in her dual role as hu
man mother in the Nativity, and a.~ Mother of God, Intercessor 
for Salvation. 
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(1970): 220-230: OStrOW. Sis1i11e Cl1a1wl 9; for 1abema<:les in general 
see Giuseppe Zander, "'ConsidcnlJ'.ioni su un 1ipo di ciborio in uso a 
~oma nel Rinascime1uo," Bolle.ttillo d'Ane 26 (July•August 1984): 99· 
106. 

For further illustrations see OcAngeli!. S6, 82. 88. 

See Krautheimer 6. A ninth-century inscription reproduces a sixlh-cen• 
tury deed of gift by Fl:t\'ia Xan1hippa: "8ASILICAE SCAE DI 
GENETRJCJS QA AD PRAESEPEM." o,e 1em1 "AD PRAESEP&M" 
may be a ninth-century in1crpolation. 

For i11fonua1ion on 1hc Oratory of lhe Pllupe execu1ed by Aroolfo di 
Cumbio see Dornenico r-oornna, Del modo 1emllo nel 1rosporU1rt 
/'()be.liso wuicam, e de/le Jahbricl1e Jam: d,, Nosim $ig,1ore Si.sto V 
(Rome. 1589): Adolfo Venturi. "'Fmmmenti del Presepe di Aroolfo ncll:i 
8asil ic-a Romana di S. Matia Maggiore,· L'Ane 8, no. 2 (1905): 107· 
112: A.ogiola Maria koma.nini. Amo/Jo d,' Cambi() e lo "s1il ,1om" del 
gotico italia,ro (Milan: Ccschina, 1969) i 8 I• 186: Ostrow. Sisti,te Cha~I 
164-185: and Ento Carli.Am()lfo (Florence: F...dam, 1993) 178~181 . 

See Klaus Schwager. "Zur 8aut.ii1igkei1 Sixtus· v. an S. Maria Maggiore 
in Rom,'' VerliffmtlichuJ1g der Biblio1heca Hen1,iana. Miscellanea 
Biblio:hec,, Hertt.iana (1961) 324-354: and Ostrow, Sistine CJiapel. 

Oslrow. Sistine Cltnpel 190-194. el aims that lhis pl:)OCmcnl was intended 
by Si,,r; tus. ir not at the 1ime of the commission. at least by 1587 when 
the aluu- was being placed above the sunken pn?Jepe. For an opposing 
\•iew see Hen. ltxmographical Study 51 •52. 

Os1row, Sis1i11e Chaptl 460. 
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As in its pendant chapel. the side walls function as tombs. here 
dedicated 10 Pope Clement VII I and to Paul V.31 Each tomb has 
at its ccmer a living effigy, su1TOunded by five sculptural reliefs 
commemorating the acts of each pope during his reign. Niche 
statues of Sts. John the Evangelist. Joseph. Denis. Bernard. 
David and Aaron are on the lmeral walls, and the whole is sur
mounted by a sculptured friew of puui and garlands.» In the 
vault, stucco angels frame a fresco cycle devoted to the theme 
of triumph over heresy and iconoclasm. Depicted in the cu
pola above is the Immaculate Virgin surrounded by the Twelve 
Apostles." They are accompanied by music-making angels in 
a golden sky. At the apex is an oculus where God the Father 
spreads his a1'1ns to welcome the Virgin into celestial Paradise. 
In this chapel, as in the Sistina. rich inlays of colored marble 
and precious stones cover the walls. framing the frescoes above 
and statues and reliefs below." The rear wall is entirely given 
over to the altar with the icon of the Virgin. 

The Salus Populi Romani was transferred from its taber
nacle in the nave 10 the altar tabernacle in the Pauline Chapel 
on January 27. 1613, although u,e decoration of the altar. ex
ecuted by Pompeo Targone from a design by Girolamo Rainaldi, 
was not completed until late in 1615." Seven gilded bronze 
angels support the icon against a background or lapis lazuli , 
whi le the Holy Spirit hovers above in the form of a dove sur-

31 
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Docume11L~ t't(.'-Ording the commissions of Lhe scul~OI'$ have bccn pul>
lished by Mnria Crisiina Dorati, "Gli scultori deUa cappclla Paolina in 
S:uua Maria Maggiore." Commfmori. no. 213 (1967): 231-260. r'()f sum
mary infonnatioo and illustr.uions of the 1ombs sec Hen. ""Docu1nen1s." 

John Pop,e,,Hennessy. llalian 1/igh Renai,1s,:nu ,md 8,m,q1'e Sc11lpt111Y! 
(re\'ised, London: Phnidon, 1970) 91-92, and Hc.rz. lCQJtQgmpJiical Study 
78, have bolh noced 1ha11he open poses of the n:nues break the plane of 
llleir niches and in1eract with the viewer. 1l1C oricnt.a1ion o( the "'living" 
effigy of Paul V, who knccls in prayer as he faces 1hc altar, facilitates his 
pa11icipacioo in the space and ac1ivity of the ch:ipel. It is 1)0lewortJiy 
that th.is rnotif of a community of saints presenting, a kneeling donor 10 
the enthroned M ttdonnn and Child recalls a sacra corn•ersaV011e. which 
here takes place across lhe ~ Livated space or the chapel and include.~ 
the worshipper. This amngemcnt again parallels lhe apse at S. Maria in 
Vallicella. where it has been noced that the removal of the :mend.ant 
saims to separ.ue 0ank:ing pal'lels expanded the sacra com•ttrsa_zione 
ilCl'()SS the space of the apse (sec n. 4 ). 

r'Ordooumtnts regarding the pain ling commission and for icooograpbj
c.al arutl)'Sis sec: Anna Maria Corbo,"( pinori delta Cappella Paolina in 
S. Maria Maggiore.· Palarit,o. no. 3 (1967): 301 -313. A summar>' treat• 
mern or the painted deoor,nion is found in Her,., Jco11ograpl1ical Smdy 
67-7 1. 

See Steven F. Ostrow. "~fart>le Revetment in Lale Six1eenth-Century 
koma.n Chapels," il'I IL60: Essays Ho11ori11g ln ·i11g La~•i,1 ()II I/is Sixti• 
e.111 Binluloy.ed. MariJ)'n Aronberg Lavin (New Yori:.: Ithaca Pre.•,;;S.1990) 
253~276. esp. 254, for a discussion of polychrome inlcriors which were 
intended 10 evoke a visioo of hea\·enly Paradise. 

Ludwig von Pasror, 1'11e Hi.stOf)' Q/ the Po/HS from 11,e Close of the 
Middle Ages, 1rans. and ed. Enlest Graf (Londor1: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul Ltd .. 1952) 26: 404. 406: Hen' .. lco11ograpMcal S11,dy 67; and 
Mag.nuscn I: 154. 

Indeed. the actual transla1ion ceremony evoked Mary"s Ascension to 
Paradise, as srnted by Agostino Cassa.ndri da C1Stelfidardo. who also 
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rounded by rays of golden light. The icon is set in 1he center 
within a jewelled frame. and thccmirc altarpiece is surrounded 
by a raised border of red jasper. TI1is larger frame is nankcd by 
four nutcd red jasper c-0lu111ns wi1h gilt bronze capitals and 
bases of green Sicilian marble covered with agate. Richly veined 
brown marble covers what is visible of the wall. Set into the 
broken pedirnenl of the altar. above which appear five gilt b,-onze 
angels, is a relief in while marble and gilt bronze representing 
the famous legend of the Foundation or S. Maria Maggiore."' 
The uppennosl angel holds out a crown as he waits for the Vir
gin to ascend." His gesture connec1s the pedimenl with the 
angels in the center of the altar who support the icon. Their 
progress is botl1 ve11ical-1owards the pediment and the wait
ing crown- Md outward- towards the worshipper. This dual 
movement is ccnlral in an interpretation of the form and mean
ing of the altar in the Paolina. 

The Pauline altar is a multi-layered struc1urc inco,porat
ing a painted icon that is held alof1 by angels and enclosed in a 
red jasper frame." The whole is then encompassed in a second, 
monumenlal architectural altar. The structure that encloses the 
icon is defined by multiple layers, not simply venical levels. 
but also telescoping layers into or out of space. This arrange
ment prefigures the full-nedged Baroque s1yle of Bernini's al
tar at Sant'Andrea al Quirinale. where two pairs of fluted red 

" 

commemed on the dual na1ure or 1he ico,l: bo1h earthly and divine. This 
is also dcmonstra1cd by 1he covers made for the lranslatiOl'I of !he icon to 
the Paolina. discovered by Gerh:trd Wolf. · Regina Coeli" 320-326. figs, 
37-39: see also Pagden 187. n. 76. Theco,·ers are painted on lheir inner 
S;.idcs, so that they fonn a lriptych with the icon in 1he center when opened, 
On the ll!fl wing the Vlfgiu is depic1ed full k:1lglh, and on tl,e right wing 
St. Luke sits in fron1 of an e.asel. painting lhe Virgin ns she appea.rs in 
the icon, and nccomp:inicd by a figure identified by Wolf as St. John the 
Evangelist. Such visual emphasis on the aulograph nature of the icon . 
..ccompanied by inscriptions which sl.rCS.c. 1hc divinely sanctioned ori
g.in of Lhe image. would have served 10 secure i1s righLfol place in the 
worship or the faithful. 

i:or lhe relief sec Pope-Hennessy 91, 423. 440~ aod Hen. l conographl
cal Srudy 61. This subject sen•es as a reminder of lhe Virgin"s miracu
lous appearance on earth. and specific sanction of$. Maria Maggiore as 
her basilica. 

This is a s.la.ndard reprcscnlation of lhc Vugin at her Coronation, Here. 
the crowning angel. .-is messenger or God. affinns the icon of the Virgin 
as an authentic relic while at the same 1ime in,·oking her role as ln1er
ccssor fOf $alva1ion. 

This arrangemcnl is fore..-.hadowcd in an unusual nllar, commiss.ioned in 
1481 and creeled in the Sicncse Cathedral for Cardin.-il Francesco 
Piocolom.ini. 1.he future Pius JU. This mu.lti-storied marble al1.ar is. like 
the Pauline altar. concch•cd as a telescoped chapel. From lhe concave 
back wall projects a monumental sculpted niche. (n ilS cen1er is a sec• 
ond. s.mal)er al1.ar that houses a fourteenth-<:entur)' panel of the Virgin 
and Child. The spa1ial complexity of this scheme focuses aucntion on 
1he inncnnos1 im.1,ge. reinforced by no1 one bot two enrraming ahars, 
For discussion and illuSlrations sec Harold Mancusi-Ungaro, 
Miclleltmgelo: 111e Hmges M ado11110 t:md the Piccolomini Almr (New 
Ha\·cn: Yale University Press. 1971) 58-I01: Enzo Ca/Ii. II D1,onro di 
Siena (Genoa: Sagcp. 1979) 127-133; and Shelley Zuraw, .,The Sculp• 
turc or Mino da flesole ( 1429- 1484)" (Ph.D. djss .. lnstitute of Fine A.Rs. 
New Yotk Uni,·etSily, 1993) 1109• 11l8. 
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marble columns stand before a small altar chapel." Inside, a 
painting of the Martyrdom of St. Andrew is framed in red ma,·ble 
and suppo,1ed by golden angels in a glory of gold rays. The 
pediment abovecun1es around a s1atueof Sl. Andrew, who 0(XllS 
upward, as if rising 10 heaven. Both the horizontal layering and 
1he explicit ve1·ticality of Bernini's ahar. which moves from 
painting. to pediment, 10 dome, is anticipated by the Pauline 
altar. As at Sam' Andrea, the progrc.~sion in the Pauline Chapel 
from icon 10 crowning angel to celestial vision is both formal 
and symbolic."' 

The vertical orientation from altar to oculus links the icon 
with the program of the chapel, making it appear 10 be an appa
rition in the celestial vision. The polychromy of the chapel 
evokes an earthly vision of the heavenly Paradise. Indeed, it 
was sodc.~ribcd in two orations delivered in the chapel in 1613. 
when it was observed by Pompeo Bnmelli that "Pope [Paul VJ 
has made a paradise on the Esquiline, whicb ... corresponds to 
that celestial Paradise. ""1 

The swirling backdrop of lapis lazuli creates the effect of 
clouds paning co reveaJ the miraculous image of the Virgin and 
Child. At the center of this vision is the icon, accompanied by 
angels who simultaneously present it, carry it up to heaven, and 
bring it down to earth. These anendant angels who present the 
icon have a second purpose: they define the site as an altar. 
Their presence is evoked during the service of the Mass when 
the celc.~tial liturgy is enacted through the litul'gy of the Chul'ch." 
William Durand describes their role: "Here we siag the hymn 
of the angels because we have no doubt that through this sacri-

" 

., 

" 
" 
,, 

See Emilio La"agni1loe1 al .• ed .. Altari Barocclii ;,. Rq,,1a (Rome: Banco 
di R,oma. 1959) 89-92: and Torgil Magnuse.n. Rome i11 lhf' Agf' of fJemi11i. 
vol. 2 (New Jersey: Humani1ics Press. 1986) 197-202. 

Vi~ually. lhe Pauline ahar can alM) be related lO an earlier chapel in S. 
Maria Maggiore. begun for the Sror1 .. , in 1560. A painted altarpiece of 
lhe Assmnp1io,1 ()j 1hr Virgin is nanked by colored marble colt.Jmns .-ind 
a matching polychrome pediment Abo\·e lhe pcdimt."nt is a second paint
ins. of lhe Coro,uuiQn of the Virgin. These two subjects. which reveal 
Mary as lnteroessor for humankind in th-e hea\'enly lj1urgy. anlicipate 
not only the orientation but also the significance of lhesc same themes 
in the Pauline ChJpel. For color illust.rntions see Liliana Barroero. "La 
Basilic.a dal Cin,quecento all'Ottoet.nto." in Stmta Mari<1 Maggiore a 
Roma. ed. Carlo Pic1mngcli. Cl al. (Florence: Nardini, 1988) 215-315. 
e.~p. 214. 

Ostrow. -~farble Rc\'c1men1" 265. 

Staale Sinding-1 .• :u~n. Jco,iography and Rittwl: A St11dy of Analytical 
PtllptClives (Oslo: Uni\'Crsitc1sforlage1, 1984) 25-26. 

William Durn.nd cle>scl)' quotes St Gregory lhc Grcal in his On the Pref 
at:e. Si.nding-Larsen. lct>n<>graphy 24. 

An early example of this "isual trndi1ion is J)esiderio da Scuig.nano's 
sacra.men! laben1acle in S. Lorenzo. Florence. where angels are in auen
daocc on lhc Host. See Jack Freiberg. "The Tabemaculum Dei: Ma..~ac-cfo 
and lhe 'Perspecti\<e' Saeramen1 Tabcmac1c· (M .A. 1hcsis. ln~ilutc of 
Fine Arts. Ne\l,' York Universil)', Oc1ober 1974): and Martha Dunkelrnan. 
• A New Look a1 Donatello's Saini Peter's i.'tbcmaclc," (;azeue de.s Beaux
A'1s 118(1991): 1, 16, 

Sioding-Larsen, Jco,wgrapJry 25-26. 

35 

lice earthly things arc joined together with heavenly things, and 
thus we proclaim we are saved with them on high."" Angels 
thus serve as the Link between heaven and ea.11h, between the 
celest ial liturgy and that taki ng place on the altar below. 

The appearance of an angelic choir was also specifically 
associated with the display of the Eucharist." TI1eir role has 
been described by Sinding-Larsen as an illustration "of how 
God through Christ at a heavenly altar accepts the Eucharistic 
off cring cal'ried up by the angel.. .. "" The prayers from the Canon 
Mass emphasize Christ's bodily presence, and this presence is 
preserved for us in the Host, the relic of his sacrifice and the 
path 10 Salvalion." These prayers find their visual depiction on 
altars in the form of angels sun-ounding altars and sacrament 
tabernacles. 

Angels become increasingly prominent on sixteenth-cen
tury tabernacles. as is evident on the sacrament tabernacle in 
Sixn,s Y's chapel at S. Maria Maggiore. Here again, the angels 
signal the presence of the Host. This conjunction of tabernacle 
and reliquary, defined by the presence of angels, is analogous 
to the dual purpose of the Sistine altar- as tabernacle and as 
site of the Christian Ma.~s." In the Paolina the angels reappear 
at the altar, conjoining the tradition of reliquaries and wall tab
ernacles for the Sacrament: they hold the icon aloft in a giant 
reliquary.48 Through them the icon is preserved and displayed. 
formally and theologically associated both with relics and the 
enactment of Christ's sacrifice at the altar." The Holy Mother 
and Child. an image of Christ's incarnation on eanh, is thus 
equated with Christ's bodily prc.~ncc at the altar duri ng Mass. 

... 

" 

... 

,. 

This association is cxpHcitly revealed in Mino da ficso~·s 1481 sacra
mc.nt altar from Sant'Ambrogio, Florence. Behind a melal gra.1e in the 
center is preserved a prcciOtL~ relic of Christ's sacrifice. In fr'On1 of it. 
.-ingels hold a chalice upon which stands :i sc-ulp1urc of the Blessing 
Child. a material represenl3lion of lhe True Hos.t. See fa-e Borsook. 
·Cults and lmngcl)' at Sanl'Ambrog.io in Florence." Miueilungen de.,; 
K1msthis1orlsclttn lnstiwt~s ill Flore,11. 25 (198 1): 147-202: and Zurnw 
404-444. 

The suppotting angels recall an e.'IJtier tradj1ion. where angels displa.) 
rclk.~ Olhcr than lhe Host An example is a fourtoonth-ccn1ury cryst.al 
reliquary at San Domenico. Bok>gna. See Jae~ Freiberg, Tlte J..orera11 
and Cleme,Jt VIII (Ann Arbor. Mich.: Uni\'ersity M icrofilms. 1993) pl. 
I. 23!; pt. 2, fig. 218. 

The centralized plan of Lhis 1abemacle explicitly a. ... sociates i1 in fonn 
and fune1ion with the comb of Christ in Jcrus.'llem. a reliquary for the 
body of Chris1. See Staale Sinding-Larsen. "Some Functional and lcono
graphical AspocL,; of lhe Centrdli:r..ed O.ureh in the halian Renaissance: 
Acta &I archaeologillm e1 artium his1oriam pertimm1ia 2 (1965): 203-
252. esp. 227ff. 

11.t.is recalls lhe tradition of placing lhe Hos• and relics in the same con-
1ainer. See Freiberg, "Tabt•mac11lum Dei" 59. n. 3. Md 65. n. 26: and 
Rorsook 154. 

Sec above, n. 7. The icon itself can be interpreted as ,•isual proof of lhe 
lncarna1ion, of God made man, and 1hercforc also an e,1crlasting rc
ena<:1Jnen1 of God"s sacrifice for men. See Giuseppe Sca"izzi. Arre ~ 
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This conflation of icon. relic. and altar at the Pauline Chapel 
is echoed in the final arrangement at the Chiesa Nu ova. In 168 1 
a sacramem tabernacle designed by Ciro Ferri was placed on 
the high altar in front of Rubens' painted aharpiece.'° As is 
evident in a drawing for the tabernacle. the concep1ion is very 
similar 10 the altar in the Pauline Chapel." Whereas the icon 
and the Host were divided between the Sistine and Pauline 
Chapels. the icon is displayed together with the Sacrament at 
the Oratorian church. In both instances, the formal vocabulary 
for the icon and for the Sacrament is the same: they are both 
physical relics of the divine presence on earth. 

In Paul V's chapel at S. Maria Maggiore, the presence of 
the Virgin-as Intercessor. vessel oflhe Incarnation, Defender 
of the Faith. and Queen of Heaven-is evoked through a com
plex imerweaving of architecture. sculpture and paiming. In 
each of these manifestations she affirms for all time her role as 
Mother of God. The chapel is an explicit appeal to the faithful 

«rc:llitemm, s11cra (Rome: cal>a del libro. 198 1) 130-138. 

Sec ali;o n. 3S. and Wolf. "Regin~ CoeW 325-326. Belling, Ulum~ss 
486-488. prescn1s Rubens' nl1.ar at S. Maria in Vallicella as an image 
tabernacle alluding 10 1he locama1ion. and obscr"c.; thai the dove of the 
Hol)• Spiri1 above the icon on the altar in the Paolina rccallj the Incarna
tion and the pre~ence of divine g.moc in 1hc image. The belief 1ha1 1he 
divine prc.scnce j:,, c:-aplured in 1he icon is dcmon!.tralcd, in both image 
Md word. by lhc sportclli made for the 1rJJ1slation of the icon to the 
chapel. The figu~ on 1he opened panels fl:tnking 1hc icon re-enact the 
Annunci:-ttion. 'which is formally recalled by Mary's pose. her finger be· 
tween lhe pages of a book. facing St John the E\·angelis1 who stands 
wilh hi, huod mi-.ed as ir trans.mining the Word. It is as if the Incarna
tion 1al:cs place bc(oro our eyes. ror the icon appe:.'U'~ in the highly charged 
space be1weet1 these figures, the recipient of the Holy Spirit. 
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and, simullaneously. a vis~a1 negaLion or the Proles,ant Refor
mation. In the fresco immediately above the altar. the Virgin 
inspires her followers with the True Creed. thus enabling them 
10 combat the heretics who reject her." Yet, this narrative de
piction of Lhe defense of the True Faith against heresy is no 
more explicit than the symbolic meaning acquired by the icon 
on the ahar. Displayed as a relic by means of a Baroque vo
cabulary of forms and materials associated with sacrament tab
emacles and reliquaries, the icon is mute testimony to the 
Virgin's efficacy. Projected forward over the altar, carried aloft 
into the dome, and no.1ting eternally before our eyes, the icon 
is transformed into an activated symbol of the power of faith. 
It is as if the celebration of the Feast of the Assumption has 
been transformed imo a glorious celestial event auended by 
golden angels and witnessed by the saints and popes who look 
10 her for Salvation. 
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University of Georgia 

Lavagnino 62. pl. p. 63: Jennifer Mon1agu. R<Jman 8artXJ11t Sc11lpt11re: 
nu~ Jnd1mry of J\ff (1989: rcprini, Nt..-w Haven: YaJe Uni\'ersi1y Press. 
1992) 89, fig. 109. 

Monlagu fig. 110. 

Herl'.. Jc01u,grapl1ic<1I S111dy 70. The painting of Ss. John the £,..y,ngrlisr 
,,,u/ 1he V.rgitt luspiri11g St. G"J:Ory 17u,um(11urgos was executed by 
1hc C.t\·alier d'Arpino. 

Figure 2. 1>eter Poul Rubens. The 'Madt>nn(l d~lla 
Vallitella' Adt>tTll by Serapllim 011d Cllembim. oil on 
slato. 1608. High Al1ar. Santa Maria in Vnllicc:lla, 
Rome. Alinari/An Resource, NY. 
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Figure I. Pompe<> Targone el al.. after design by Girolamo Rainaldi. All.Ar. colored marbles. red jasper. gill bronze. precious Stones. lapis lazuli. 1611-1615. 
C,ppclla Paotin.:t, Santa Maria Maggiore. Rome. AlinarifAn Resource. NY. 
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Figure 3. Aoonymou.,:;. Sali,s Populi Roma11i, ge.,:;soed canvas applied IQ panel, 117 x 79 cm .• 5th/6th cenwry. Clppelfa 
Paolina, Santa Maria Maggiore, Rome. Alio:iri/AI1 Resource. NY. 
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Figure 4. Domenico Fonlnna, Cappclla Sistina, 1585- 1590. San1a Maria Maggiore. Rome. Alinari/Att Resouroe. NY. 
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Figure 5. Aaminio Ponzio, 0.lppelfo P:iolina. view towards the entrance, I 6()5.1616. Santa Maria Maggiore. Rome. Alinrui/An R.csourcc, NY. 
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Figure 6. (left) Paok> De.Angelis, schematic rcconsln.tction or lbe ground plan of Santa. 
Maria Maggiore from the early 1600s, showing the 1abt..-macles in the na.,.c. e1igrnving, 
1621. Basilitae S. Marine Maioris de 11rbe (l Uberio papa I 11squtr ad Pa11/um V. Po111. 
Max. desi:riptio e dtli11e,,1io a,,c,ore Abbate Pauolo DeAngclis. 
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Figure 7. (rlghtl Paolo OcAngelis., ground.plan of S. Maria M:\ggiorc from 
1616. recording the Borghese projects. engraving. 1621. Basilicae Sama. 
M11rit1e Maioris de urbe a Liberio /KI/Xl I 11sque ,,d Paulllm V. P<>llt. Max. 
dtst riptlo e dcli11emio (111c,ore Abbate Pauolo Dt•i'11gelis. 
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