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ABSTRACT 
 

Over the past decade scholars have begun to examine in greater depth the pivotal 

role that foreigners played in the development of the Early Modern European city. In 

Rome foreign communities had a major part in shaping the urban landscape, more 

permanently with national churches, hospitals, chapels, neighborhoods, and temporarily 

through public processions and festivals. This dissertation examines the Spanish National 

Church, San Giacomo and San Ildefonso degli Spagnoli, founded in 1450 to provide a 

religious and charitable center for the growing Castilian expatriate community and their 

many co-nationals visiting on pilgrimage. When San Giacomo opened its doors it was a 

small, unpretentious space, with a hospital attached, facing the medieval street of Via del 

Sapienza. Over the next hundred years, the church expanded significantly and a second, 

statelier entrance was added opening onto the Piazza Navona, which had become a locus 

for grand secular and religious celebrations in the city. Significantly, these changes at San 

Giacomo coincide with the growing prestige and influence of the Spanish community on 

the European stage.  

This dissertation will provide the first art historical monograph produced since the 

1950s of San Giacomo from its origins through the 1560s. In contrast to previous studies, 

I will set my discussion of the architecture and art within the historical context. In this 

way I will demonstrate that the Spanish used the most common languages available in 

Roman culture—the visual and spatial—as a rhetorical device to set forth their political 

aspirations and religious values and promote their nation in Rome. I also connect this 

project to other Spanish commissions in Rome, which has not previously been 
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undertaken, and illustrate that they shared characteristics by which the nascent Spanish 

nation sought to define itself.  

Reexamining the church within the historical background allows for a thorough 

iconographic reading, not previously attempted, of the most well known chapel in the 

church, that of Cardinal Jaime Serra, designed by Antonio da Sangallo and decorated by 

Pellegrino da Modena and Jacopo Sansovino. I provide an explanation for the patron’s 

choice of content, taking into consideration both Spanish ambitions and the pressing 

political concerns of both the Pope and the curia. My analysis will also take into account 

recently discovered archival evidence that the Sangallo architectural ornamentation was 

actually designed and constructed two decades after the chapel was decorated. This is the 

first lengthy discussion of the architecture based on the new date. Moreover I use it as a 

base on which to reconsider the patron’s motivations for refurbishing the architecture of 

the chapel.  

Finally, this study proposes that national churches in Rome, as a group, should be 

recognized for the vital role they played in society. Within their community they 

provided a safe haven and a space from which foreign nationals could deal with the rest 

of society. Simultaneously, they were a primary means for the public recognition of a 

nation within this cosmopolitan city. Consequently, tracking the art and architecture of 

these churches, and the changes made over time, offers a unique opportunity to gauge the 

way an Early Modern European country saw itself, and the way they wanted to be 

perceived.    
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INTRODUCTION 

Throughout its history, Rome has always attracted foreigners, whether coming 

simply as visitors on business or religious pilgrimage, or relocating for better 

opportunities. Over time, the constant influx of outsiders, has given the city a particular 

cosmopolitan character unmatched by other European cities.1 To diminish the challenges 

of navigating an unfamiliar city, foreign nationals created support systems for their 

communities in the form of churches, hospitals, and confraternities that appeared on the 

Roman landscape as early as the eighth century. These institutions were originally 

established to provide visiting pilgrims and the local expatriate community with basic 

services and a place to gather. However, by the early sixteenth centuries they had evolved 

to become the ‘face’ of a nation in Rome and played a critical role in the competitive 

dynamic that existed in the city.2 Consequently, communities put much thought into 

where to locate these institutions and who should design and decorate the buildings. 

Informing these decisions were two potentially contending forces: first the social and 

cultural expectations framed by the group’s place of origin; and second the fact that to 

some extent foreign nationals also had to adopt the artistic rhetoric of Roman society. My 

                                                 
1 Several sources discuss the appeal of Rome to foreigners throughout the city’s 

history. A few are: David Noy, Foreigners at Rome: Citizens and Strangers (London: 
The Classical Press of Wales, 2000) addresses this phenomenon in ancient Rome. Peter 
Partner, considers the multi-cultural composition of the Roman population in his chapter 
“The Roman People” in Renaissance Rome 1500–1559: A Portrait of a Society 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 75-101; and finally, much helpful 
information is found in Egmont Lee, “Foreigners in Quattrocento Rome,” Renaissance 
and Reformation 7, no. 2 (1983): 135–46. 

 
2 Claudia Conforti and Elena Sánchez de Madariaga, “Churches and 

Confraternities,” in Cities and Cultural Exchange in Early Modern Europe, 1400–1700, 
ed. Robert Muchembled and William Monter (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2007), 349–60. 
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dissertation traces the history of one of the most prominent national churches, San 

Giacomo and San Ildefonso of the Spanish community, referred to in contemporary 

documents as “San Giacomo della Nazione Spagnuola” and San Giacomo degli Spagnoli 

(Fig. 1). The church was founded in 1450, and constructed, decorated, and then expanded 

into the sixteenth century—a period of transformation in the political, social, and cultural 

structure of the Iberian Peninsula. Certainly we find evidence of what sociologists would 

recognize was cultural borrowing and bartering in the architecture and decoration of the 

church. Yet, more exceptional was that the choices made were strategic and designed to 

promote on the cosmopolitan stage of Rome, a newly unified Spain that was attempting 

to shed its backwater image and emerge as a major power on the broader European stage.  

European scholars studying the Spanish community in Rome emphasize the 

distinction between the Castilian and the Aragonese communities. Each group maintained 

its own national church, which served their local community and pilgrims from their 

respective regions—Santa Maria in Monserrato for the Aragonese community and San 

Giacomo and San Ildefonso for the Castilian community.3 This mirrored the historical 

divide in the Iberian Peninsula. Though the marriage of Isabella and Ferdinand 

essentially wedded Aragon and Castile, the two regions continued to function as separate 

states that maintained, in many respects, distinct identities. The subjects of the Spanish 

Crown did not think of themselves as ‘Spaniards’ but rather as Castilians, Aragonese, 

Valencians, Catalans, etc. However, Ferdinand and Isabella did attempt to unite their 

subjects through a strong, active, orthodox faith. The conquest of Granada, the 

                                                 
3 Manuel Vaquero Piñeiro, “Una Realtà Nazionale Composita Comunità e Chiese 

‘Spagnole’ a Roma,” in Roma Capitale (1447–1527), ed. Sergio Gensini (Pisa: Pacini 
Editore, 1994): 473–98.  
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Inquisition, and the expulsion of the Jews created a bond that transcended administrative, 

linguistic, and cultural barriers, bringing together Spaniards in pursuit of a mission 

characterized as holy and creating a ‘Spanish’ identity.4 This concept of Spanishness 

would have been ideal to project in Rome, the center of the Christian world. Moreover it 

would serve to counter the common European perception that Spanish Christianity was 

contaminated by Islam and Judaism. 5 

In San Giacomo all of these concerns affected decision-making regarding the 

architecture and art. There was a careful negotiation between maintaining traditions from 

Spain and responding to the cultural demands of Rome. Additionally, underlying the 

choices was a desire to promote the newly unified Spain. As a result, the chapels are 

dedicated to saints of particular significance to the Spaniards. While the presence of these 

saints provided protection and support in this new city, they also represented distinct 

characteristics by which the Spanish sought to define themselves. There are chapels 

dedicated to Saints James and Ildefonsus, who were connected with the early Christian 

history of the peninsula, a period often forgotten by the larger European community who 

questioned the Christianity of a people that had lived alongside large populations of 

Muslims and Jews. Saint James was the patron saint of Spain, and his tomb in Galacia 

was a major pilgrimage destination. Spaniards believed he also provided divine aid in the 

                                                 
4 For a longer discussion of this idea see Henry Kamen, Spain, 1469–1714: A 

Society of Conflict, 3rd ed. (Harlow, England; New York: Pearson Longman, 2005); 
Peggy K. Liss, Isabel the Queen: Life and Times (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1992). 

 
5 For a discussion of this idea that Spanish Catholicism was tainted by Islam and 

Judaism see: Stanley G. Payne, Spanish Catholicism: A Historical Overview (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1984). For quotations from European contemporaries 
regarding this idea see J. N. Hillgarth, The Mirror of Spain, 1500-1700: The Formation of 
a Myth (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2000); 235–40. 
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ongoing struggle to retake the peninsula from the Muslims. Saint Ildefonsus was the 

bishop of Toledo in the seventh century under the Visigoths, the last rulers of a sizable 

Christian kingdom on the peninsula. Isabella and Ferdinand claimed a connection with 

these rulers as part of a larger myth of restoration of Christian rule on the peninsula 

through reconquest.6 Additionally, there are no fewer than five chapels dedicated to the 

Virgin. Marian devotion was particularly strong among the Spanish. Like Saint James, 

she provided aid in the reconquest of the peninsula from the Muslims. Additionally, the 

Spanish believed she was a guardian in unfamiliar and potentially hostile places and she 

was found in the resettled Iberian towns along the frontier with the Muslims and they 

took her on their travels to the New World.7  

Yet, the patrons of San Giacomo realized the best way to convey their message 

was to employ a Roman aesthetic, a visual language their international audience would 

all speak. To that end, they retained primarily Italian artists or Spanish artists trained in 

the Central Italian style. This was not a stylistic language that was foreign to the Spanish 

patrons because back at home, the Italian Renaissance aesthetic was becoming the 

preferred style of the intellectual and cultural elite. San Giacomo never resembled in any 

way a church that would be found on the Iberian Peninsula—there were no enormous 

retable altarpieces or polychromed wood sculpture. Rather, like other Central Italian 

churches, it was decorated with frescoes and marble sculpture. As fashions in architecture 

                                                 
6 The Visigoths had been in Iberia since the fifth century but only converted to 

Christianity in the late sixth century, yet they were the last sizable Christian kingdom so 
they were held up as exemplars. For an informative discussion of this phenomenon see J. 
N. Hillgarth, The Visigoths in History and Legend (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of 
Medieval Studies, 2009). 

 
7 William B. Taylor, “The Virgin of Guadalupe in New Spain: An Inquiry into the 

Social History of Marian Devotion,” American Ethnologist 14, no. 1 (1987): 9–33.  
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and art changed in Rome, whether owing to stylistic preferences or new requirements 

resulting from the Counter-Reformation, the church of San Giacomo kept pace. It did not 

lag behind other churches, particularly rival national churches, and in some cases, it was 

a trendsetter.  

In my study of national churches, I found they all struggled for a balance in their 

patronage of architecture and art between traditions from their place of origin and the 

visual language of Rome. They all strove to secure their nations’ footholds in the city by 

taking actions like moving to more prestigious areas, and expanding or redecorating their 

buildings. Yet San Giacomo was the only church that was used as a venue to fashion and 

promote the ‘identity’ of a nation. However, this was not a solitary campaign; Spanish 

commissions all over the city were rebranding Spain as a participant in the long history of 

Christianity and committed to an active religious orthodoxy. This is particularly evident 

when San Giacomo is examined alongside several other Spanish projects in Rome 

commissioned in the same period: San Pietro in Montorio and the Tempietto, the 

renovation and decoration of the pilgrimage church of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, and 

the decoration of Alexander VI’s apartments at the Vatican.  

The church of San Giacomo no longer exists. Over time, the Castilian and 

Aragonese communities in Rome began to merge. The Spanish continued to maintain two 

churches but San Giacomo suffered from looting and damage during Napoleon’s 

occupation of Rome in the early 1800s and it never recovered. It was deconsecrated in 

1824 and the detachable furnishings, paintings, and sculpture were either transferred to 

the Aragonese church of Santa Maria in Monserrato, or were sent to museums in Spain. 

Unfortunately, most of the fresco cycles were left in situ and thus faced further neglect 
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and deterioration as the space was abandoned and then used as a warehouse and later a 

telegraph office. Over time, the façades on both the Piazza Navona and the Via del 

Sapienza began to collapse.  

The property was purchased by the Franciscan Missionaries of Sacro Cuore in 

1878 and was reopened in 1881 after considerable restoration (Fig. 2). The structure was 

much changed as the architect, Luca Caramini had to create living quarters for the 

Franciscans; he did so by building another story on top of the church, which necessitated 

reconstructing the vaults. The Piazza Navona façade, which had already lost its scrolling 

volutes that flanked the pediment, was given a second story to cover the newly expanded 

floor of living quarters. A further, more drastic transformation happened in 1937 when 

the Via del Sapienza was widened to create the Corso Rinascimento. The original façade 

and the entire first bay of the church were eliminated in this project.8  

As this overview suggests, the architecture and art of San Giacomo has been 

subject to a great deal of alteration and deterioration. Possibly as a result, an art historical 

examination of the entire church has yet to be attempted and I propose to fill the gap with 

this dissertation. There are general histories of the church and hospital, as well as article-

length examinations of the architecture and a few of the major chapels. One of the earliest 

and most informative histories of San Giacomo was written in 1956 by Monsignor Justo 

Fernandez Alonso, the Rector of Santa Maria in Monserrato, which houses the archives 

                                                 
8 For an overview of the history of the deconsecration and sale of San Giacomo 

see Alberto M. Racheli, Restauro a Roma, 1870–1990 Architettura e Città (Venice: 
Marsilio Editori, 1995). For an explanation of the changes to the church resulting from 
the construction of the Corso Rinascimento see Carlo Cecchelli, “Una Chiesa Insigne sul 
Nuovo Corso del Rinascimento, San Giacomo degli Spagnoli,” Roma 14, no. 10 (October 
1936): 325–34; Arnaldo Foschini, “Il Corso del Rinascimento,” Captolium (1937): 73–
89. 
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of the Spanish National Churches in Rome. Owing to his position, Alonso had unlimited 

access to the archival materials. His lengthy article on the foundation of San Giacomo 

and growth into the seventeenth century is therefore the best source for both the history 

and an understanding of what information is available in the archival documents. As he 

explains and I was later able to confirm, the archival documentation is limited to account 

books called Libri del Camerlengo. These documents record money received both from 

rental properties and donations, as well as any expenditures directly from church funds 

for renovations and decoration in the church and hospital. They do not record 

expenditures by private patrons who commissioned chapels, artwork, or furnishings for 

the church, which leaves a significant gap in our understanding of many of the projects in 

the church.9  

Another archival source is found in the Archivio Capitolino, the city archives in 

Rome, and it is a fifty-four page description, dating to 1630, by an anonymous writer. 

The manuscript gives a general description of the church, noting the more prominent 

chapels, but it focuses primarily on funerary plaques, transcribing each of the 

inscriptions. Subsequently I will refer to it as the Archivio Capitolino manuscript. 

A little more than a decade after Alonso’s study, the church was the subject of a 

1969 book from the series Chiese di Roma Illustrate. While directed to the general reader 

and more narrative in form, it adds little to the earlier history except for lengthier 

descriptions of the artistic projects in the church. A more recent study of the economic 

history of San Giacomo by Manuel Vaquero Piñeiro, La Renta y las Casas, el Patrimonio 

                                                 
9 Justo Fernández Alonso, “Las iglesias nacionales de España en Roma. Sus 

orígenes,” Anthologica Annua 4 (1956), 9–96; Alonso, “Santiago de los Espanoles de 
Roma en el siglo XVI,” Anthologica Annua 16 (1958): 9–122. 
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Immobiliario de Santiago de los Espanoles de Roma entre los Siglos XV y XVII addresses 

the financial structure and administration of the church and hospital; it also provides 

valuable information on the socio-economic history of the Spanish community in 

Rome.10 

The architecture of the church has generated attention in two informative articles. 

The Spanish architectural historian Miguel Ángel Aramburu-Zabala traces the alterations 

in the architecture of the church from the fifteenth through the late sixteenth centuries as 

a way to track the change in the profession of builder or mason to architect.11 Another by 

Begoña Alonso Ruiz offers an explanation for the founder, Alfonso Paradinas’ selection 

of the ‘hall church’ plan for San Giacomo, which is a style more typical of Germany. 

Ruiz suggests Paradinas was influenced by Pope Pius II, who had spent time in Germany 

and was a great proponent of its style of church architecture. 12 This decision reveals that 

early on, the decision makers at San Giacomo wanted their church to keep pace with the 

latest stylistic fashions in architecture and art.  

The first art historian to draw attention to several of the major monuments of 

fresco decoration in the church was the American Bernice Davidson. Davidson wrote on 

the frescoes of Pellegrino da Modena in the Chapel of Cardinal Jaime Serra (1518–20) 

                                                 
10 Manuel Vaquero Piñeiro, La Renta y las Casas, el Patrimonio Immobiliario de 

Santiago de los Espanoles de Roma entre los Siglos XV y XVII (Rome: ‘L’Erma’ di 
Bretschneider, 1999). 

 
11 Miguel Ángel Aramburu-Zabala, “La Iglesia y Hospital de Santiago de los 

Españoles: el papel del arquitecto en la Roma del Renacimiento,” Anuario del 
Departamento de Historia y Teoría del Arte 3 (1991): 31–42. 

 
12 Begoña Alonso Ruiz, “Santiago de los Españoles y el modelo de iglesia salón 

en Roma,” in Roma y España, un crisol de la cultura Europea en la edad moderna, ed. 
Carlos José Hernando Sánchez (Madrid: Sociedad Estatal Para La Acción Cultural 
Exterior, 2007): 173–87 
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and the fresco above the entrance of Constantine Castillo’s Chapel of the Assumption, the 

Descent of Christ into Limbo.13 Over the course of her career, Davidson contributed 

significantly to the scholarship on sixteenth-century art in Rome. Her work in San 

Giacomo focuses primarily on the artists, rather than the meaning of the frescoes, because 

she is filling gaps in the larger history of artistic style of this period. More recently, 

Spanish art historian, Gonzalo Redín Michaus has been studying Spanish artists who 

worked in Rome in the sixteenth century; a portion of his research deals with the work of 

Gaspar Becerra in San Giacomo on the Chapel of the Assumption and the monstrance for 

the high altar. Redín’s motivation is to consider these projects within Becerra’s larger 

body of work, yet he also makes an effort to connect the fresco and monstrance to the 

larger historical context.14 Thus, what is still missing is a lengthier discussion of the art 

and architecture of the church and its significance for the Spanish community, which I 

will undertake in the following chapters of this dissertation.   

A primer for anyone researching the Spanish in Rome is the 2001 study by 

Thomas Dandalet, Spanish Rome 1500–1700. In this book he traces the policy of the 

Spanish monarchs to manipulate decision-making in the papal court by creating a 

                                                 
13 Bernice Davidson, “Pellegrino da Modena,” The Burlington Magazine 112, no. 

803 (Feb., 1970): 78–86 and “Navarrete in Rome,” The Burlington Magazine 135, no. 
1079 (Feb., 1993): 93–96. Davidson attributes the work on the exterior of the chapel of 
the Assumption to Navarrete, though Rosemarie Mulcahy refuted this claim in Juan 
Fernández de Navarrete el Mudo, Pintor de Felipe II (Sociedad statal para la 
Conmenmoración de los Centenarios de Felipe II y Carlos V, 1999), 7. Mulcahy 
convincingly argues it was the work of Gaspar Becerra. More recently, the Spanish 
scholar, Gonzalo Redín Michaus discovered a contract between the patron of the chapel, 
Constantino del Castillo and Gaspar Becerra in the Archivio Storico Capitolino. Gonzalo 
Redín Michaus, “Sobre Gaspar Becerra en Roma, la Capilla de Constantino del Castillo 
en la Iglesia de Santiago de los Españoles,” Archivo Espanol de Arte 75, no. 298 (2002): 
129–44. 
 

14 Redín, “Sobre Gaspar Becerra en Roma,” 129–44.  
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Spanish-friendly faction to lobby for their concerns. He posits the sizable Spanish 

community in Rome was a form of colonization and thus a tool that facilitated their 

control in Italy. Whether or not this was the case, I found Dandalet’s work stimulated my 

thinking about Rome as a stage where the Spanish could define and debut their newly 

unified nation. He provides evidence that the Spanish community was eager to take part 

in the religious life of the city, by establishing the major Confraternity of the Holy 

Resurrection, engaging in charity, holding major religious celebrations and processions 

during Holy Week and the feast days of various saints, like James. While his examples 

are taken from the end of the sixteenth and into the seventeenth century, his idea that the 

Spanish were eager to promote themselves as the “most pious patrons” among the 

Christian monarchs of Europe was useful to my thinking.15  

My theory that the Spanish used architecture and choice of locale to command 

attention and presence in the city is dependent on and finds resonance in the work of 

Joseph Connors and Laurie Nussdorfer on urbanization in Rome. Both scholars contend 

that during the Baroque period, the construction of buildings and the shaping of streets 

and piazzas was a strategic exercise and the means by which patrons controlled both 

space and vistas to demonstrate power and prestige.16 Nussdorfer suggests that “space in 

Rome was a vehicle for political expression” noting that families and religious orders 

took possession of areas of the city, and reshaped and transformed them into physical 

                                                 
15 Thomas Dandelet, Spanish Rome 1500–1700 (New Haven & London: Yale 

University Press, 2001). 
 
16 Laurie Nussdorfer, “The Politics of Space in Early Modern Rome,” Memoirs of 

the American Academy in Rome 42 (1997): 161–86; Joseph Connors, “Alliance and 
Enmity in Roman Baroque Urbanism,” Römisches Jahrbuch der Bibliotheca Hertziana 
25 (1989): 207–94. 
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signs of their identity. Moreover, these groups expressed their aspirations through the 

architecture that reconfigured, and thereby controlled, the space around them.17   

In telling the story of San Giacomo, I begin in Chapter One with a review of the 

state of affairs on the Iberian Peninsula in the mid-fifteenth century and highlight the 

changes that Isabella and Ferdinand began to make in the political, economic, social, and 

religious life of their kingdoms. Subsequently, in Chapter Two, Integration and 

Separation: Foreign Communities in Rome I return to Rome and survey several of the 

more sizeable and influential foreign communities in the fourteenth through the sixteenth 

century: the Germans, French, English, Spanish, and Florentines. I briefly explain what 

drew each group to the city, where they worked and lived, and the origins and evolution 

of their national churches and hospitals. Previously, these national churches have only 

been examined at length separately. These studies have been generated by their 

institutions and are fairly straightforward histories, much like those written by Justo 

Fernandez Alonso on San Giacomo. However, by examining these national institutions as 

a group I illustrate that they were all founded originally with very humanitarian 

intentions—to meet the basic needs of expatriates and visiting pilgrims and provide them 

with a place to gather. Yet all of these institutions evolve into spaces designed to 

dominate space in the city and visually demonstrate the power and dignity of their nation.  

In Chapter Three, Promoting the Spanish Nation in Rome: Artistic Commissions 

of the Spanish Crown and the Spanish Pope, I review three major Spanish projects 

commissioned in Rome in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries: San Pietro in 

Montorio and the Tempietto, the Borgia apartments in the Vatican, and the renovation 

                                                 
17 Nussdorfer, “The Politics of Space in Early Modern Rome,” 161–86. 
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and decoration of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme. They share a common agenda of 

aggrandizement and promotion of the Spanish. These projects have been examined 

separately in recent scholarship. I have particularly relied on Jack Freiberg’s valuable 

work on the commission of San Pietro and the Tempietto which publishes 

correspondence demonstrating that Ferdinand was preoccupied with the project and 

instructed his agents in Rome to carefully monitor construction of the new church and 

Tempietto.18 In an examination of projects in Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, Cynthia 

Anne Payne has convincingly argued that these too should be seen as sponsored by the 

Spanish monarchs and that the program connects them with early Christian royal patrons 

of the church and thereby reinserts Spain into the larger history of Rome and Christianity, 

as I attempt to show for San Giacomo.19   

These projects in Rome fit well with Isabella and Ferdinand’s campaign of 

perception management, which Richard Kagan addresses in Clio and the Crown, 

describing the Catholic Monarchs’ “historiographical program” that represented them as 

“rulers with a divine mandate to unite Hispania and defeat the enemies of the Church—in 

Iberia, then Africa, and following Columbus’s momentous voyage, Asia as well.” It was 

disseminated by a team of chroniclers, both official and semiofficial, and a 

                                                 
18 Jack Freiberg, “Bramante’s Tempietto and the Spanish Crown,” Memoirs of the 

American Academy in Rome, 50 (Rome: American Academy, 2005): 151–205. Also see 
Deborah Howard, “Bramante’s Tempietto: Spanish Royal Patronage in Rome,” Apollo 
136 (October 1992): 211–17, but Howard does not fully support the idea that the Spanish 
crown commissioned the Tempietto, she suggests it could also have been Julius II. 

 
19 Cynthia Anne Payne, ““In the Fullness of Time” the Vault Mosaic in the 

Cappella Sant’Elena, Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, Rome” (PhD diss., University of 
Georgia, 2003). 
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“historiographical workshop” that coordinated and controlled the efforts of their 

chroniclers as part of what Kagan refers to as their adept “propaganda machine.”20 

In Chapter Four, The Castilian National Church, San Giacomo and San Ildefonso, 

I give an overview of the origins and growth of the church San Giacomo, which began as 

a small, unassuming building. The architecture and decoration were not particularly 

exceptional and did not have a discernable ‘Spanish’ character or an obvious promotional 

or aggrandizing feel. Over time this changed markedly. The church was transformed into 

a much grander facility, doubling in size, and coinciding with the growing power and 

influence of the Spanish community in the city and on the broader European stage. 

 Chapters Five, Six, and Seven, examine the chapels and renovation projects at 

San Giacomo that were commissioned from 1500 through the 1560s. These come on the 

heels of Isabella and Ferdinand’s victory at Granada, which substantially raised their 

profile in Rome and in Europe. The church in this period became a proxy for the Spanish 

nation in Rome and they took full advantage of their rising profile to commission more 

substantial decorative programs and secular and religious celebrations in the Piazza 

Navona promoting the Spanish and their interests in a much more assertive way.   

 Finally, throughout this dissertation I refer to the “Spanish community” and the 

“Spanish nation,” which merits a brief explanation. In the archival sources I examined, 

ranging from the Libri del Camerlengo to notarial records, the phrase “nación [italics 

mine] española” is used throughout. Considering members of the community were 

referring to themselves as the “Spanish” and the “Spanish nation” it seemed appropriate 

to do the same. As the historian Alessandro Serio explains, “Spanish community” and 

                                                 
20 Richard L. Kagan, Clio and the Crown, The Politics of History in Medieval and 

Early Modern Spain (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009).  
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“Spanish nation” were typically used in this period in Rome to refer to a group of people 

who came from a common geographical or geopolitical locale, but did not necessarily 

have a uniform culture or language.21 Therefore, I will be using the term “nation” in its 

loosest sense. Appropriate for this time and place is the definition of David Thomson, 

who describes “nation” as a “community of people whose sense of belonging together 

derives from their belief that they have a common homeland and from experience of 

common traditions and historical development,” as opposed to the more formal modern 

sense that arose from the French Revolution.22 Also useful is the explanation Barbara 

Fuch provides for her use of “Spanish nation” in her 2003 book, Passing for Spain: 

Cervantes and the Fictions of Identity: 

The Spain I refer to here is a nation in the making—by no means a fully achieved 
nation-state, but instead a polity in the throes of centralization and modernization, 
struggling to base a strong state on an older sense of an ethnic of genealogical 
natio.23  

 
This dissertation will provide the first comprehensive examination of the national 

church of the powerful and influential Spanish community in Rome. My research on the 

                                                 
21 Alessandro Serio, “Modi, Tempi, Uomini della Presenza Hispana a Roma tra la 

Fine del Quattrocento e il Primo Cinquecento (1492-1527)” in L'Italia di Carlo V: 
Guerra, Religione e Politica nel Primo Cinquecento, Atti del Convegno Internazionale di 
Studi, (Rome: Viella, 2001), 433–75. 
 

22 David Thomson, Europe Since Napoleon (New York: Knopf, 1970), 99; also 
see Simon Barton, “The Roots of the National Question in Spain,” in The National 
Question in Europe in Historical Context, ed. Mikulás Teich and Roy Porter (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993), 106–27. 

 
23 Barbara Fuchs, Passing for Spain: Cervantes and the Fictions of Identity 

(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2003), 2. For another perspective on “nation” see 
the discussion of the creation of a patron saint of “Spain” at a time when Spain did not 
exist in Erin Kathleen Rowe, Saint and Nation: Santiago, Teresa of Avila, and Plural 
Identities in Early Modern Spain (University Park: Pennsylvania State Press, 2011), 1–
19. 
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Church of San Giacomo degli Spagnoli should provide a template for more critical 

studies of these national churches and the way communities used art and architecture as a 

means of promotion and aggrandizement. This study also examines the role and reception 

of foreigners in early modern Europe, a topic that has been receiving more attention over 

the past decade. Foreigner communities shaped the urban landscape and their presence 

led to an exchange between many nationalities and cultures that needs to be better 

understood. Rome is the preeminent example of a city transformed by its foreign 

communities and national churches as both were an ideal nexus for cultural exchange and 

reaffirming national identities.
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CHAPTER ONE                                                                                                                 
THE IBERIAN PENINSULA IN THE FIFTEENTH AND SIXTEENTH 

CENTURIES 
 

Laying the Foundations for Power 

The Spanish who moved to Rome in the fifteenth century left a fractured 

peninsula that had long suffered from extended periods of civil disturbance and 

ineffective rulers. The peninsula was divided into five major states: Portugal, Castile, 

Aragon, Navarre, and Granada. Castile was the largest kingdom and occupied the greater 

portion of the land mass. Aragon was a federation of three separate kingdoms: Aragon, 

Catalonia, and Valencia, which were ruled by one monarch, the King of Aragon. Navarre 

was an independent kingdom and often under French protection. Granada was the 

remnant of the Moorish kingdom that had at one time covered most of the peninsula. The 

states fought amongst themselves but many also struggled with internecine conflicts. 

Spain was much like Italy in the same period and primarily a geographical expression 

linked to the ancient Roman provinces of Hispania.24  

With the marriage of Ferdinand, King of Sicily and heir to the throne of Aragon, 

to Isabella, heiress to Castile, on October 19, 1469, the situation began to change. The 

nuptials were kept secret, only the closest advisers of the couple knew because many 

opposed the union, particularly the King of Castile, Henry IV, Isabella’s half-brother. 

Henry wanted a say in his sister’s marriage because there were several viable candidates. 

But Isabella defiantly chose Ferdinand without her brother’s approval. The future King of 

Aragon had both personal appeal but also political advantages as he and his father, King 

                                                 
24 Teofilo F. Ruiz, Spain’s Centuries of Crisis, 1300–1474 (Oxford: Blackwell 

Publishing, 2007), 2–5. 
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John II, were in a weak political position and did not have a lot of bargaining power, 

giving Isabella more control over the marriage terms. The settlement required Ferdinand 

to live in Castile and work for the causes of Isabella.25  

Isabella’s marriage was met with displeasure in a lot of corners and caused a 

struggle for succession to the Castilian throne, which lasted for ten years and culminated 

in civil war from 1475 to 1479. But, Isabella and Ferdinand eventually emerged 

victorious; in 1479 they were finally able to proclaim themselves rulers of Aragon and 

Castile.26  

Though the marriage of Isabella and Ferdinand unified the peninsula, Aragon and 

Castile continued to function as separate states that maintained, in many ways, distinct 

identities. The two kingdoms had varying histories and had developed different political 

and economic structures. The historian John Elliott proposed that the root cause of these 

differences was the kingdoms’ divergent responses to the protracted struggle to retake 

their lands from the Muslims. In 711, Arabs and Berbers from North Africa invaded the 

Iberian Peninsula and within seven years had taken complete control. Over the next seven 

hundred years, the small, fractured Christian kingdoms of Iberia engaged in an arduous, 

                                                 
25 There are many very informative histories of this period in Spain: J. H. Elliott, 

Imperial Spain, 1469–1716 (London: Penguin Books, reprint, 1990); John Lynch, Spain 
1516–1598, From Nation State to World Empire (Oxford, UK & Cambridge, MA: 
Blackwell, 1992); Peggy Liss, Isabel the Queen: Life and Times (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1992); and Barbara F. Weissberger, Isabel Rules: Constructing 
Queenship, Wielding Power (Minneapolis & London: University of Minnesota Press, 
2004). 
 

26 Elliott, Imperial Spain, 23. 
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lengthy, and often stalled struggle to retake the peninsula known as the reconquest or 

Reconquista.27  

Aragon and its states of Catalonia and Valencia completed their Reconquest by 

the late thirteenth century and began to establish a commercial empire founded on the 

export of textiles. This created a powerful merchant class and a porous social structure. A 

constitutional monarchy was established that placed more restrictions on the monarchy in 

Aragon than were found in Castile.28  

In Castile, the reconquest dragged on into the fifteenth century. Here the process 

transformed into an enterprise that was both crusade against the infidel, and military 

expedition for loot and territory. From this struggle, two powerful groups emerged: the 

church and the nobility. The church played a vital role because of the religious tone of the 

reconquest. The clergy were charged with inspiring the populace on this divinely 

anointed mission against the Muslims. Nobles with military forces fought in the struggle 

and when they retook a territory, they were awarded parcels of land. This situation 

created a militant Christianity in Castile and several military orders were founded 

promoting the ideals of the Christian Warrior: Calatrava, Alcántara, and Santiago. The 

military orders were wealthy, owned substantial estates, and had control over as many as 

a million vassals; they functioned as a state within a state.29  

                                                 
27 Ibid., 26–30. 
 
28 Elliott, Imperial Spain, 26–30. 
 
29 For a detailed examination of the reconquest on the Iberian Peninsula see 

Joseph F. O’Callaghan, Reconquest and Crusade in Medieval Spain (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005). 
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Establishing Power 

Against this background, Isabella and Ferdinand began their reign. Immediately, 

they took steps to reestablish order, and take control of the separate entities that had not 

been answering to any central authority. They curbed the power of the Castilian 

aristocracy, established closer supervision of cities and towns, took control of the Order 

of Santiago, the most powerful of the three military orders, and started the process of 

governmental and religious reform.30  

The church was a powerful force in Castile and had been operating independently 

of the crown, answering only to the Pope in Rome. The Spanish clergy had been playing 

a leading role in the reconquest. The church had acquired large land holdings and had 

become quite wealthy; its bishops were typically members of aristocratic families, had 

large estates and wealth of their own and commanded military forces. Consequently, the 

bishops had become too powerful for the monarchs to strip away their power however, 

there was little the monarchs could do because the Pope in Rome controlled ecclesiastical 

appointments. As part of their campaign of religious reform, Isabella and Ferdinand 

began negotiating control over the appointment of bishoprics. In 1486 they were given 

control over nominating bishops in areas of Granada and the Canary Islands, in 1508 the 

New World, and later in 1523, Pope Adrian VI granted the Spanish crown authority to 

nominate all bishops in Spain.31  

                                                 
30 For a more nuanced view of these events see Henry Kamen, Empire: How 

Spain Became a World Power, 1492–1763 (New York: Harper Collins Publishers, 2003). 
 
31 Helen Rawlings, Church, Religion and Society in Early Modern Spain (New 

York: Palgrave, 2002) 50–54; and Stanley G. Payne, Spanish Catholicism: A Historical 
Overview (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1984), 37–38. 
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Isabella and Ferdinand were also concerned with the excess of secularism, 

absenteeism, ignorance, and a lack of morality and discipline in the church. Under their 

guidance, two Church Councils were called in the 1470s that developed a strategy for 

raising the standards for recruitment, training, and discipline of the clergy.32 

The Spanish Crown initiated reform in the Spanish church just as the church 

throughout Europe was under attack. This allowed the Spanish to put themselves forward 

as models of reform, which I will discuss further in Chapter Seven.  

Resumption of the Reconquest 

Castile’s reconquest had almost come to a halt during the fifteenth century. Yet, 

when Constantinople fell to the Ottoman Turks in 1453, fear took hold and reignited a 

crusading enthusiasm in the Christian world. The Pope lobbied King Henry IV of Castile 

to resume the reconquest, which he did in 1455 launching several military attacks against 

the kingdom of Granada, but with no real success. Yet Henry’s efforts reignited 

momentum and paved the way for Ferdinand and Isabella to rally the country behind a 

renewal of war against Granada.33  

Retaking the Kingdom of Granada was no easy matter. It took the Spanish 

monarchs ten years of military campaigns and diplomatic negotiations. On January 2, 

1492, the Kingdom of Granada surrendered. The victory was historic for Isabella and 

Ferdinand. Christian Europe was elated as there had finally been a win against the 

menacing forces of Islam. Isabella and Ferdinand were now seen as leaders in the 

                                                 
32 Rawlings, Church, Religion and Society, 50–54. 
  
33 Elliott, Imperial Spain, 45–46. 
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struggle against the infidel.34 As I will discuss further in Chapter Four, the Spanish in 

Rome exploited this victory with public celebrations promoting their new position in 

Europe as leaders in the fight against the infidel.  

The Catholic Monarchs and the Jews 

During the Middle Ages, the Jewish community had played a significant role in 

the cultural and economic life of Castile and Aragon. However, during the mid-fourteenth 

century when the Peninsula faced economic trouble and bouts of the plague, the position 

of the Jews became less secure. Preachers railed against them and this led to rioting 

against the Jews, who began to submit to baptism. The Jews who converted were referred 

to as conversos.35  

At the start of the reign of Isabella and Ferdinand, the monarchs followed the 

court’s tolerant attitude towards the Jews. Ferdinand himself had Jewish blood and the 

court circle was comprised of conversos and practicing Jews. However, some conversos 

were returning to Judaism; this concerned the genuine converts who were afraid that their 

own position would be compromised. Some scholars have suggested it may have 

originally been this group who pushed for the establishment of a tribunal of the 

Inquisition in Castile. Ferdinand and Isabella made a formal application to Rome for this 

tribunal in 1478; permission was granted and a tribunal of the Holy Office was 

established in Castile and placed in the control of the Crown. It was run from 1483 and its 

                                                 
34 Ibid. 
 
35 Henry Kamen, The Spanish Inquisition: A Historical Revision (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1998). 
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task was to deal only with the New Christians who were suspected of having returned to 

Judaism.36  

John Elliott has also proposed that while the Inquisition was primarily a religious 

measure designed to ensure the purity of the faith in the dominions of the kings of Spain, 

its significance was not just religious. In a country with political, economic, and social 

differences, a common faith was a substitute that bound the Castilians and Aragonese 

together. He suggests there was no division between religious and political achievements 

of the Spanish Monarchy and thus every political and military success was seen as a 

further victory for the faith. The Inquisition, the conquest of Granada, and the forays into 

the New World all created a sense of unity and common purpose. Thus, three months 

after the triumph of Granada, in 1492, Isabella and Ferdinand further pushed the 

consolidation of the peninsula through religion by signing an edict ordering the expulsion 

of all professed Jews from the Kingdom within four months.37  

Foreign Policy 

The Kingdom of Aragon had an economy based on trade and as a result it had 

more of an established and ambitious foreign policy than Castile. After the merging of 

the two kingdoms, Ferdinand continued Aragon’s foreign policies, maintaining their hold 

in the western Mediterranean where they ruled Sardinia and Sicily and eventually won 

control of Naples from the French. Ferdinand pursued dynastic alliances, which led to the 

marriages of his children with England and the Hapsburgs. He was also one of the 

pioneers of the European diplomatic system. Previously, European rulers had sent agents 

                                                 
36 Ibid.  
 
37 Elliott, Imperial Spain, 109–10. 
 



 8

or ambassadors to a state for a short period of time with a specific mission. However, 

Ferdinand created resident ambassadors, and by the 1490s Spain had resident diplomats 

in London, Rome, Venice, Brussels, and in the Austrian Court. These played a crucial 

role in furthering the success of Spanish foreign policy.38  

While much of the basis of the Spanish monarch’s foreign policy came from 

established Aragonese practice, it was the combination with Castile’s reconquest 

traditions that was the basis for their attacks on Granada and their subsequent move into 

North Africa and their conquest of the New World.39 

As I will explore in the next several chapters, the complexity of this Spanish 

history shaped and informed the decision makers at the Spanish National Church of San 

Giacomo in Rome and therefore, its reverberations can be seen in its architecture and 

decoration. 

                                                 
38 Henry Kamen, Spain 1469–1714: A Society of Conflict, 3rd ed. (UK: Pearson 

Longman, 2005), 5–8; Garrett Mattingly, Renaissance Diplomacy (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1955). 

 
39 Kamen, Spain 1469–1714, 5–8. 
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CHAPTER TWO                                                                                       
A “PATCHWORK OF STRANGERS,” A HISTORY OF FOREIGNERS IN 

ROME 

The Appeal of Rome 

Today, people venture to the Eternal City from all over the world, drawn to 

Rome’s religious and artistic history, as well as its cosmopolitan appeal. Its popularity is 

not unique to contemporary travelers; Rome has always had an appeal for foreigners. In 

the Renaissance, it had particular attractions distinct from other European cities. The 

curia offered gainful clerical, bureaucratic, and service opportunities. Just as it is now, the 

city was a major pilgrimage center, and since the fourth century, there had been a steady 

influx of pilgrims that could number as many as 100,000 annually. Those drawn by 

religion in turn created a more mercenary appeal for the city. These long-term and 

temporary residents of the city all needed food, clothing, shelter—thus budding 

entrepreneurs from countries with weak economies moved to Rome and found 

employment in the service and luxury industries.40 Rome boasted a hodgepodge of 

nationalities and a population that was constantly in flux. The sixteenth-century Roman 

chronicler Marcello Alberini aptly claimed “only a minority of the Roman people are 

Roman.”41  

For our purposes, foreigners may be defined as those who came from outside the 

city and who were recognized as being culturally different. They had a different status 

from natives and were typically distinguished by language, religion, dress, and general 

                                                 
40 Lee, “Foreigners in Quattrocento Rome,” 135–146; Partner, Renaissance Rome, 

75-101. 
 
41 Marcello Alberini, “Diario,” ed. D. Orano, Archivio della Società Romana di 

Storia Patria 18 (1895): 344; Lee, “Foreigners in Quattrocento Rome,” 135–146; Partner, 
Renaissance Rome, 75. 
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consumption habits. Foreigners seeking solidarity and familiar neighbors created their 

own spaces in the city. Moreover, they provided for members of their communities by 

establishing organizations, fraternities, common meeting places, hospitals, and churches; 

naturally these were typically located near their residences. It was through these 

organizations that a foreign community played a role in public life of the city.42 In this 

chapter I will give an overview of the character of foreign communities of Early Modern 

Rome and briefly describe who they were and why they were drawn to the city. I will 

trace the foundation and growth of national organizations within these communities. 

These were often established by small groups of foreigners with the first priority of 

serving the needs of visiting pilgrims from their nations, but they also became a place for 

the community to gather. Yet, as Rome reestablished itself in the fifteenth century after a 

century of depopulation and decay, and the popes worked to create a true ‘capital’ city, 

these national organizations began to play a more important role. For many nations, their 

most accessible public face was not found in their homeland, but in the space they 

occupied in the cosmopolitan city of Rome. In an age when travel was limited and there 

was little news of other regions, seeing a particular national community in Rome might 

be the only glimpse a foreigner ever got of that particular country. Thus these 

transplanted communities’ choice of architecture and decoration were a way for a nation 

to distinguish itself and establish its particular identity on an international stage. For the 

German, English, French, and Florentine communities, an impressive and substantial 

structure was key to demonstrating their nations’ power, wealth, and solidarity as 

foreigners in Rome. The Spanish were driven by similar motives but they are unique in 

                                                 
42 Muchembled and Monter, ed., “Introduction,” in Cities and Cultural Exchange 

in Early Modern Europe 1400–1700. 
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that they saw even more opportunity in the image their commissions created. Theirs is 

not simply an image of power patriotism; through their commissions they crafted a new 

identity for Spain, one that, perhaps misleadingly, perhaps optimistically, tied Spanish 

history and heritage more closely to that of Rome.     

In general, from the eighth century onwards, the fortunes of Rome were linked 

with those of the papacy. While the city would create its own civic government in the 

twelfth century, the economic and political power of Rome would continue to rest with 

the church. In 1305, when the papacy was relocated to the city of Avignon, Rome 

suffered from depopulation and neglect.43 Yet there were still attractions—pilgrims 

continued to visit, though in fewer numbers; for merchants looking to establish a foothold 

in the Mediterranean, the city was still a viable locale. In 1420, when Pope Martin V 

permanently returned the papacy to Rome he did much to revive the city, in large part by 

making it inhabitable again and encouraging migration to Rome.44 He brought a court 

dominated by foreigners. He also offered a twenty-five year tax exemption to people who 

took up residence in the Borgo.45 Martin V’s policies cultivated a burgeoning trend of 

migration that shaped the structure of Roman society during the Early Modern period.46   

                                                 
43 Partner, Renaissance Rome, 5–6.  
 
44 For a useful summary of Martin V’s rehabilitation of Rome see Ria Mairead 

O’Foghludha, “The Santa Maria Maggiore Altarpiece and the Rome of Martin V” (Phd 
diss., Columbia University, 1998). 

 
45 Clifford W. Maas, The German Community in Renaissance Rome, 1378–1523, 

Römische Quartalschrift für Christliche Altertumskunde und Kirchengeschichte. 
Supplementheft (Rome: Herder, 1981), xiv–9. 

 
46 Peter van Kessel and Elisja Schulte ed., Rome * Amsterdam: Two Growing 

Cities in Seventeenth–Century Europe (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 1997), 
235.  
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Foreigners could be found in a range of occupations in Early Modern Rome. At 

the Vatican, they served in the clergy as well as in the legal and administrative positions 

that supported the papacy. They comprised a significant number of the College of 

Cardinals. Once appointed, a foreign-born cardinal would recruit fellow countrymen to 

fill his sizable court; some cardinals’ courts were as large as a hundred and fifty persons. 

In addition to being the home of the papacy, Rome was also a diplomatic center for 

Catholic powers. Many states and countries had standing embassies in Rome; between 

the administrative and service staff, an ambassador’s household could number around 

seventy or eighty persons. Immigrants also worked in the service and luxury sectors that 

supported the papal court and embassies, filling positions such as banker, merchant, 

architect, artist and innkeeper.47 Not to be dismissed were the temporary residents, people 

with business at the curia, as well as the pilgrims. The presence of all these diverse and 

ever-fluctuating constituencies shaped the urban fabric of Rome.48 

In general, anyone not from Rome, even if they hailed from the Italian peninsula, 

was labeled ‘foreigner.’ When these people appear in contemporary Roman records, they 

were often designated by their place of origin whether they were from city-states such as 

Florence, Venice, or Naples, or countries further afield like Germany or England. Native 

Romans would recognize foreigners by cultural differences reflected in their dress, 

manners, and speech.49  

                                                 
47 Partner, Renaissance Rome, 47–48.  
 
48 Ibid., 53–55.  
 
49 Lee, “Foreigners in Quattrocento Rome,” 135; Lee, “Changing Views of 

Foreigners in Rome at the End of the Middle Ages,” in Cultura e Societa nell'Italia 
Medievale, Studi per Paolo Brezi II (Instituto Storico Italiano, 1988): 457–77. 
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Regardless of the social status of foreigners living in Rome, they maintained a 

strong connection with their community of origin. In the case of popes, cardinals, and 

ambassadors, this meant they filled their courts with administrators and staff from their 

nation of origin, essentially creating their own small-scale expatriate communities. For 

others, congregating in the same neighborhood was sufficient. Here they could find 

notaries that spoke their native languages or shops that sold familiar products. This is 

evoked vividly in a statement written by Michel de Montaigne, the French statesman and 

writer who, after visiting Rome in 1580, wrote that “by its very nature, it [the city] is a 

patchwork of strangers, each one being as much at home as in his own country.” 50   

Yet foreign communities in Rome also created more formal support systems like 

churches, hospices (which functioned as the modern equivalent of hostels and also tended 

to the sick), confraternities, and guilds. These national organizations provided basic 

services, gave expatriates, as well as visitors from their home country, a place to gather, 

and encouraged a sense of community among their members. These were often located in 

neighborhoods where foreign nationals lived. For example the German community 

resided either in the Borgo, the neighborhood beside the Vatican, where they established 

the Campo Santo Teutonico for their community, or they lived around the Piazza Navona 

where they founded the church and hospital of Santa Maria dell’Anima.51 Social 

scientists have long recognized that while migration may begin for a variety of reasons, it 

is sustained because of the spread of support networks, like those in Rome. These 
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networks decrease the financial and emotional costs and risks of movement and thus 

cause migration to rise.52 This was certainly the pattern in Early Modern Rome, as I will 

demonstrate in the remainder of this chapter. Once the national hospices and churches 

opened, they essentially created a safe and familiar space in the foreign city, and as they 

grew, they attracted more money and patronage. 

While living in the same neighborhood and frequenting national churches may 

have drawn foreign nationals together, their bond was also reinforced by the hostility of 

natives which led foreigners to seek solidarity. While Rome was a multi-national city, it 

was not without prejudice. Enmity was most often directed against newcomers to Rome 

and those who came to the city expecting generous patronage by a pope of their own 

nation. During the papacies of the Spaniards Calixtus III (1455–1458) and his nephew 

Alexander VI (1492–1503), the Iberian colony in Rome grew dramatically.53 The 

animosity this provoked in the Romans is expressed in a statement by the Italian, Paolo 

Cortesi, apostolic secretary and humanist, who in describing the Spanish claimed:  

People of the Spanish race are ambitious, suave, curious, greedy, argumentative, 
stubborn, profligate, suspicious, clever, and they are usually said to be the most 
like Italian of all barbarians; . . . Pico (Giovanni Pico della Mirandola), the most 
learned of all Italians, used to say that the difference between Spaniards and 
Italians was the difference between people who make discoveries and people who 
turn their ideas into reality.54  

                                                 
52 Douglas S Massey, Joaquin Arango, Graeme Hugo, Ali Kouaouci, Adela 
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53 Lee, “Foreigners in Quattrocento Rome,” 141. 
 
54 Paolo Cortesi, Tres libri de cardinalatu ad Julium Secundum Pont(ificem) per 

Paulum Cortesium Protonotarium Apostolicum (Castel Cortesi Symeon Nardi, 1510), 79r 
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Recent historical research on foreign communities in Early Modern Western 

Europe suggests national organizations also mediated the relations between their foreign 

communities and the inhabitants of the city. These were places for people to gather and to 

present a distinct face to the city—managing cultural perceptions would be crucial in a 

potentially hostile environment.55 These spaces also played a critical role in the 

competitive dynamic that pervaded the city. In Rome, the power and influence of a 

foreign nation was measured through the ability of that group to demonstrate a presence 

in two principal ways: one being more permanent, in the form of grand buildings, and the 

other ephemeral, in the form of ceremonies and large-scale processions.56 As a result, 

when constructing the buildings for national organizations, foreigners made conscious 

and calculated decisions regarding the locations, architects, artists, and types of 

decoration. More than any other nation, Spain paid close attention to messages such 

choices might send about their national identity and they alone took full advantage of the 

powerful propaganda tool that these structures had the potential to provide.  

Origins and Dynamics of Prominent Foreign Communities in Rome 

Several foreign communities emerged and flourished in Early Modern Rome—the 

Germans, the English, the French, the Spanish, and the Florentines. In a review of the 

literature on these communities, I found there were common trends regarding migration 

patterns, the establishment of a community in the city, and the origins and growth of their 

national confraternities and churches. There were pronounced waves of migration by 
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particular nationalities during certain periods, which coincide with a number of factors, 

among them economic circumstances in the migrant’s home country, and opportunities in 

Rome. Once the community was large enough and its members had sufficient disposable 

funds, they created charitable organizations, typically a hospice for pilgrims and the poor 

and infirm from their nation of origin. During the fourteenth century these hospices were 

founded by laypersons and thus they often had only small chapels attached. In the 

fifteenth century, when the papal court returned to the city, foreign clerics took an interest 

in these institutions. The clerics led the formation of confraternities to support the 

hospices and then expand the original chapels into churches. As a foreign community 

grew, their churches evolved into grander monuments; once modest religious spaces, they 

escalated into dramatic and powerful architectural statements of national identity. Finally, 

we find that all these national institutions acquired real estate in the city and engaged in 

the sale and lease of the properties in order to support their charitable activities. 

Additionally, the acquisition of property allowed foreign communities to gain more of a 

presence in the city by controlling more physical space in the city. 

From the late fourteenth through the early fifteenth century, the German 

community was one of the largest in Rome. While the Germans had a fairly significant 

presence as early as the 1370s, their population grew in the 1420s in response to Pope 

Martin V’s offer of a tax exemption for people who took up residence in the Borgo. This 

opportunity, combined with the fact that economic conditions were unfavorable in 

Northern Europe, prompted an influx of Germans to the city.  Germans tended to 

gravitate toward the service industries and came to hold a virtual monopoly over several 
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professions: baking, shoemaking and innkeeping. They also held positions in the curia 

and served as the pope’s servants and messengers.57   

The Germans founded numerous guilds and confraternities, and two national 

churches and hospitals. There were very active and influential guilds for the bakers, 

shoemakers, and weavers.58 In the fourteenth century, a German shop owner opened a 

small, private hospice near Saint Peter’s, which was named Santa Maria dell’Anima 

(Saint Mary of the Soul), for pilgrims from the German nation. By the end of the 

fourteenth century, a German bishop transformed it into a confraternity. In 1406, with 

lobbying from the community, the institution was given the title of national church and 

hospice by the pope and moved across the Tiber in the neighborhood of the Piazza 

Navona.59 With its more prestigious designation as national church it soon had a 

congregation comprised of some of the wealthiest and most influential members of the 

papal court. Members of the congregation purchased houses in the church’s vicinity and 

bequeathed them to the brotherhood, which they in turn rented to other Germans, creating 

a neighborhood of expatriates around Santa Maria dell’ Anima.60   

The first church and hospice of Santa Maria dell’Anima was begun in 1431 but 

continued to grow and expand in the sixteenth century. Later, in the mid-fifteenth 

century, a second German national church and hospice was founded near Saint Peter’s 
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and called the Campo Santo Teutonico. Its members were drawn from a less affluent 

sector of the German community, the artisans.61 To reinforce a sense of national identity, 

all these German organizations had stipulations regarding language. The guilds required 

members to speak a German dialect and the Campo Santo’s statutes required its priests to 

have a good German accent, while the Santa Maria dell’Anima was reserved for Germans 

and its priests delivered their sermons in German.62 We only find language requirements 

for German organizations, suggesting that for this community it was a primary means of 

affiliation.  

Rivalries with other national organizations were a stimulus for growth and 

expansion.  We are fortunate to have transcripts from a meeting of the congregation of 

the Anima that illustrate the German response to the growth of other national churches in 

Rome. In 1499 the congregation of the Anima met to discuss the construction of a new 

building. They stressed that it should be in keeping with the churches built by other 

nations and were anxious that it should reflect the honor and dignity of the German 

nation.63 It can be suggested that though these organizations began with a desire of 

serving those who hailed from their own nations, growth was more effectively spurred by 

desire for a more prominent public presence.   

A main participant in these deliberations was Cardinal Johannes Burckhardt, 

originally from Strasbourg, but in Rome since 1467, and one of the leaders of the German 
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community as well as serving as the pontifical master of ceremony. The congregation 

decided that the new building would be constructed following German custom; thus it 

would be a hall-church plan with three naves and twelve side chapels with the space 

covered by vaults. There was also a move to hire German artisans for the building project 

which, though it was not explicitly stated in the documents, certainly served to promote 

German craftsmanship and to support and grow the German population in Rome.  The 

church documents note that Lombard masters were hired for the building work, but 

masters were brought from Germany for the finishing of interior spaces, such as the 

building of chapels and doors. Giorgio Vasari claims that Donato Bramante was 

consulted on the designs that were then carried out by a German architect. Yet other than 

this reference, we have no documentary evidence of the architect’s name or nationality. 

The first stone was placed on April 11, 1500 by the Emperor Maximilian I’s ambassador, 

Bishop Matthias Scheidt. This implies the emperor was conferring his patronage on the 

foundation. The choir was consecrated in 1510, and the entire church in 1542 (Fig. 3).64   

While the congregation wanted a German style of architecture for the building 

itself, there is no evidence that they wanted to showcase a German aesthetic in the 

decoration of chapels or that they prioritized the hiring of German artists. The patrons of 

the chapels were some of the most prominent Germans in Rome, such as the Fugger 

family, who were administrators of papal finances, as well as cardinals, bishops, and 

members of the Curia. The majority of the frescoes, altarpieces, and sculptures adorning 

the church were produced by Italian artists working in a Central Italian style, such as 

Giulio Romano, Francesco Salviati, Girolamo Siciolante da Sermoneta, and Baldassare 
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Peruzzi. Notably, there is even a direct copy of what was by then a well-known sculpture, 

Michelangelo’s Pietà, which was produced by the Florentine artist Lorenzetto.65 Their 

decisions suggest the congregation wanted the building to be distinctly German and thus 

recognizable within the sea of Roman churches. However, by hiring prominent Italian 

artists and copying a famous sculpture like the Pietà, they demonstrated their familiarity 

with the latest trends, a discerning taste, as well as the connections and funding to hire the 

most sought-after artists.   

The English (which then also included the Scots, Welsh, and Irish) also had a 

relatively large presence in Rome beginning in the mid-fourteenth century. They too were 

drawn to Rome because of opportunities in trade—specifically they were eager to benefit 

from trade connected with pilgrimage and more generally their goal was to establish a 

commercial base in a foreign center. Thus the English community in this period was 

primarily composed of merchants and artisans. Later, when the papacy returned from 

Avignon, there were many clergy who refused to leave France; this left a shortage in the 

numbers of cardinals and the lower levels of administration. These vacancies had to be 

filled by nations remaining loyal to the Roman popes; subsequently, English clerics 

migrated to Rome.66  

In the fourteenth century, two national hospices dedicated to tending to the needs 

of English pilgrims were founded. In 1362 a group of English purchased a house to 
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provide lodgings for pilgrims and care for the poor of their community. It was called the 

English Hospice of the Most Holy Trinity and Saint Thomas the Martyr and was located 

on the Via Monserrato. While mass was said at the hospice by visiting priests, we do not 

have a record of a chapel until 1376.67  

Saint Thomas’ quickly grew and prospered. It attracted royal patronage, so that by 

the reign of King Henry VII, it was known as ‘The King’s Hospice,’ with a warden 

appointed by the crown.68 Like other national organizations, the English supported 

themselves by dealing in real estate—purchasing properties then leasing them—which 

provided funds to support the activities of the hospice.69 In the late fourteenth century a 

second English hospital, Saint Chrysogonus, opened in Rome across the Tiber in 

Trastevere. The hospice may have been opened in the aftermath of the 1390 Jubilee and it 

was founded by a separate group led by an English merchant working in Rome.70  

Though Saint Thomas’ largely began as a lay enterprise, by 1420 it became much 

more clerically driven. The first church was built on the site in the 1450s. Yet by the late 

fifteenth century the building proved insufficiently large and it was replaced. The new 

structure was paid for by the ambassador for the English King, Henry VII and 

consecrated on September 27, 1501. Beginning with the Sack of Rome in 1527, Saint 
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Thomas’ began a downward slide.  During the Sack, troops of the Holy Roman Emperor 

broke into the hospice, stole the valuables and furnishings, and destroyed its extensive 

archive of papers and manuscripts. It suffered further in the early 1530s when King 

Henry VIII broke with Rome, and the hospice became more of a refuge for exiles than a 

respite for pilgrims. Cardinal William Allen founded seminaries to provide the struggling 

English Catholic Church with a new generation of priests and it was he who revived Saint 

Thomas in 1576.  The cardinal converted the dying English Hospice in Rome into a 

seminary and continued its tradition of welcoming pilgrims. The college outgrew the 

fifteenth-century building and by the eighteenth century it was replaced. 71   

There was less evidence of a French presence in Rome prior to the permanent 

return of the papacy in 1420. Yet, by the mid-fifteenth century the situation changed and 

numerous French could be found in the papal court as well as working in the service 

industries or as artisans. French nationals established a confraternity dedicated to Saint 

Louis (King Louis IX of France). The members of the confraternity were not only 

subjects of the French king but also people from Lorraine, Burgundy, and Savoy—

countries that were part of the Holy Roman Empire at the time. Language was the 

common bond, though in contrast to the German national organizations, it was not a 

requirement for membership.   

The confraternity of Saint Louis owned a church, cemetery, and small hospice, 

which cared for the poor, infirm, and pilgrims near the present day church of Sant’Andrea 

della Valle. However, by the third quarter of the fifteenth century the confraternity felt 

the site was too small for their needs. They negotiated an exchange of land with a 
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monastery with several small churches on the ruins of the Baths of Nero and Alexander 

Severus near the Piazza Navona. The contract was signed and confirmed by two Papal 

bulls in 1478. Yet, the confraternity thought the existing churches were small and not 

sufficiently impressive so they demolished them and began construction of a larger 

church. They chose a Rouen-born architect and sculptor, Jean de Chennevières, to design 

their church. The foundation stone was laid in 1518 and building work began.   

Construction of the building stopped due to lack of funds in 1524 and was not 

started again until 1580 with an entirely different design (Fig. 4). This time the French 

confraternity turned to the Italian architects Domenico Fontana and Giacomo della Porta. 

Both men were major figures in Rome at the time—della Porta had designed the façade 

of the Gesù and been architect of Saint Peter’s. Fontana, had been working on projects 

for Cardinal Felice Peretti, later to become Sixtus V in 1585. The church was consecrated 

on October 8, 1589.72   

Historians studying the Spanish community in Early Modern Rome have noted 

that it should not be seen as a cohesive whole but as two separate groups—the Castilians 

and the Aragonese—because that is certainly how they thought of themselves.73 As I 

explained in the Introduction, though the marriage of Isabel and Ferdinand in 1469 

‘unified’ Spain, Aragon and Castile continued to function as separate states that 

maintained, in many respects, distinct identities.74 The Aragonese had established a 
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presence in Rome in the mid-fourteenth century, before the unification of the Iberian 

Peninsula. Like the Germans and English who migrated to Rome in this period, the 

Aragonese were pursuing commercial opportunities, as the Kingdom of Aragon was 

primarily a commercial empire whose prosperity was founded on the export of textiles. In 

contrast, the Castilians did not migrate to Rome in significant numbers until the fifteenth 

century. The Kingdom of Castile was a society of land-owning aristocrats and soldiers in 

which the church had a very powerful hold. The migrants from this Iberian kingdom 

came after the return of the papacy and were primarily clergy.75    

The Aragonese in Rome had established a large enough community by the mid-

fourteenth century to prompt the founding of two private charitable hospices for pilgrims 

and poor of their nation. These institutions were founded by two laywomen, and were 

located near the English hospice of Saint Thomas. The hospice of Saint Nicholas of the 

Catalans was founded by Giacoma Ferrán of Barcelona in 1352; that of Saint Margaret of 

the Catalans was established by Margherita Pau of Maiorca in 1363.76 The hospice of 

Saint Nicholas had a small chapel, however, there is no record of one in the hospice of 

Saint Margaret.77 Eventually, these two hospices began to attract attention and donations 

from other Aragonese, and after the death of their founders, they came into the hands of 

the community. By the middle of the fifteenth century, after the papacy returned to 
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Rome, these organizations began to have advocates among the Aragonese clergy at the 

Vatican.78   

In 1506 a group of notable persons from Aragon, including Catalans and 

Valencians, met in the church of Pozzo Bianco (today the Chiesa Nuova) and formed the 

confraternity of Our Lady of Monserrat, which they decided would reside in the Chapel 

of Saint Nicholas. They believed that the creation of an official brotherhood devoted to 

charity that would be linked with the hospice and chapel of Saint Nicholas would better 

draw the attention and donations of foreign nationals from the Crown of Aragon in 

Rome. Their membership grew and became more prestigious so that by 1513, among the 

list of members of the confraternity were Cardinal Jaime Serra, other cardinals and 

bishops, the ambassador Girolamo de Vich (later a patron of Sebastiano del Piombo), and 

numerous members of the curia as well as many lay persons, both men and women. They 

began to purchase land and houses around the old hospice of Saint Nicholas to prepare 

for the construction of a larger complex to keep up with the church and hospice of San 

Giacomo of the nation of Castile. In fact, they asked King Ferdinand for a grant of 500 

scudi per year from the taxes of Naples, though it was not until 1516 that they received 

the money.79  This royal support is noteworthy as San Giacomo maintained its 

independence from the Spanish Crown until the mid-sixteenth century, as I will discuss in 

Chapter Seven. 

The confraternity hired Antonio da Sangallo the Younger to provide a design for 

the church. He produced a plan with a central nave without side aisles culminating in a 
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deep apse. There were three chapels extending off the nave on each side. The 

architectural historian, Gianluigi Lerza has suggested that this church actually became a 

prototype for Counter-Reformation churches like the Gesù.80 The foundation stone was 

laid in 1518, but construction was delayed because of a lack of funding so the first 

chapels were not decorated until the 1590s (Fig. 5).81   

 The Castilian community emerged later in Rome than the Aragonese, and the 

majority moved to the city after the return of the papacy to work in the curia. Their 

national church and hospital was founded by a cleric, Alfonso Paradinas, in 1450 to 

address concerns within the community that there were not adequate facilities for 

Castilian pilgrims visiting the city. Due to its more prominent location on the Piazza 

Navona and its more connected congregation, most of whom were clergy and served in 

some capacity at the Vatican, it became the church of the ‘Spanish’ that was most visible 

in the city. However, I will discuss at length the emergence of the Castilian community 

and the foundation and growth of San Giacomo, in Chapter Four.   

The Florentines established a fairly substantial colony in Rome as early as the 

fourteenth century. Many in the community were engaged in banking and commerce and 

the prominent Florentine banking families practically monopolized papal finances. 

Whether or not they felt as truly ‘foreign’ as the Germans, Spanish, or French, they 

certainly followed similar patterns with the majority of the community settling in the 

Ponte neighborhood and their banks congregating along the Canale di Ponte street 

(renamed Via de’ Banchi in the sixteenth century). In the sixteenth century, thanks to the 
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papacies of the Medicis, Leo X (1513–1521) and Clement VII (1523–1534), the 

Florentine population grew substantially as many moved to the city in hopes of jobs and 

favoritism. Leo X helped to create a Florentine Consulate in Rome with a papal bull of 

June 12, 1515. The only other nation in Rome to have a consulate at this time was the 

Spanish, demonstrating not only the prominence of the Florentines, but also that they too 

saw themselves as ‘foreigners’ who needed an office to protect and advocate for their 

interests in the city. Yet the Florentine community was hit hard by the Sack of Rome in 

1527; they never recovered their primary economic position and their banks no longer 

dominated papal financing. Nonetheless, Florentine merchants were still active and 

making profits particularly in the areas of grain and textiles.82   

A group of Florentine merchants in Rome founded the Confraternity of the Pietà 

in the mid-fifteenth century.83 Different from the general mission of the other 

confraternities I have discussed, this group banded together specifically to provide aid 

and burial to fellow Florentines afflicted by the earthquake and subsequent plague of 

1448. It evolved into a lay brotherhood honoring the Virgin and John the Baptist, the 

patron saint of Florence and performing works of charity toward Florentines, particularly 

caring for the sick. The confraternity met in various locations in the Florentine-dominated 

neighborhood of the Ponte. In the search for a more permanent and distinguished setting 
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they eventually relocated to San Pantaleo, an old church with a house and garden on the 

Tiber.84  

The construction of a church for the confraternity came about because in 1508, 

while finishing the Via Giulia and reconstructing a ruined triumphal bridge leading to the 

Vatican, Julius II had decided to demolish San Pantaleo. The confraternity tried to 

persuade the Pope to allow them to replace the small church with a new, more 

noteworthy monument, a national church. Julius II approved their proposal and by 

December 1508, Bramante produced drawings for the confraternity. Yet, the Florentines 

were not able to raise needed building funds and thus construction was not started.85 

When Leo X was elevated to the papacy in 1513 the project was reinvigorated. 

Yet it was still not until 1518 that the first stone was laid. It was a very visible project to 

sponsor as it was at the end of the Via Giulia and directly across the river from Saint 

Peter’s, which was under construction during this period. This was an ideal locale as it 

visually connected Rome and Florence, in keeping with Leo X’s ideological program of 

connecting these two cities. Leo gave generously to the Florentine church and his fellow 

Florentines in Rome were expected to follow his lead and contribute.86   

To raise the profile of the project, Leo X ordered a competition and according to 

Vasari, Raphael, Antonio da Sangallo, Baldassare Peruzzi, and Jacopo Sansovino all 
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submitted designs.87 Leo X selected Sansovino, and although the architect made a start on 

the building, by 1521, Antonio da Sangallo took over. With the death of Leo X, 

construction was postponed. It was resumed in 1523 when the second Medici pope, 

Clement VII came into power. However, economic conditions were too feeble to sustain 

any momentum; then the Sack of Rome halted to the project for several years. While the 

project was resurrected a few times over the next sixty years, it was not fully resumed 

until the 1580s when Giacomo della Porta was commissioned to proceed with the 

construction. He used a longitudinal design based on Sangallo’s earlier plans and made 

additions such as a circular dome. Still the church was not finished until the early 

seventeenth century when Carlo Maderno was hired to complete the work.88 As Suzan 

Marie Germond explains in her study of San Giovanni, while the Florentines were 

certainly proud to have their own national church, each successive generation had to be 

prodded into giving their financial support and thus for so many years the project 

faltered.89 This serves to demonstrate the necessity of a cohesive, motivated community 

to shepherd these projects forward.  

This survey illustrates that national churches and hospices all began as projects of 

motivated expatriates in Rome, that these structures were originally designed to meet 

basic needs, and that they were independent from the rulers of their home nation. 

Sustained community presence, enthusiasm, and financial support were crucial; without 
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them, projects were not completed or construction dragged on for decades. As the papacy 

began to reestablish itself more firmly in Rome and the city started to look more like a 

European capitol, we see these national churches evolving. As the curia grew and popes 

added more cardinals and officials, many of whom were foreign born, national churches 

acquired a more wealthy and well–connected membership. The congregations in the 

sixteenth century seemed less concerned with providing for pilgrims, and more concerned 

with constructing and decorating buildings that were prominent and dignified and aptly 

reflected the status of their own nation and people. Competition, a force not originally 

present when these churches were established, became a driving motivation and 

congregations seemed to keep a watchful eye on what was going on at other national 

churches in town to make sure they were keeping current with size and decoration. The 

Castilian-sponsored San Giacomo engaged in this competition, and paid particular 

attention to what their neighbors on the opposite side of the Piazza Navona at the German 

Santa Maria dell’Anima. However, San Giacomo is unique and worthy of further 

discussion and closer examination. In addition to wanting to create a substantial 

contemporary building that was well decorated, the Castilians were also promoting a 

specific agenda with conscious and calculated choices made in architecture and 

decoration, which I will discuss further in subsequent chapters.  
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CHAPTER THREE                                                                                           
PROMOTING THE SPANISH NATION IN ROME: ARTISTIC COMMISSION S 

OF THE SPANISH CROWN AND THE SPANISH POPE 
 

In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries the Spanish monarchs, their 

agents in Rome, and the Spanish pope, commissioned several very high-profile projects 

in the city—the church of San Pietro in Montorio and the adjacent Tempietto, an 

elaborate fresco cycle for the papal apartments in the Vatican, and the remodeling and 

decoration of the pilgrimage church of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme. Innovative and 

renowned, these projects have previously been examined separately.90 Scholars have 

recognized that the Spanish patrons were mindful of the public exposure these 

monuments offered and thus they exploited the opportunity to present themselves in a 

favorable light. However, when these projects are examined together, common themes 

emerge. In this city teeming with curia, pilgrims, and diplomats from all over Europe, the 

Spanish were attempting to rebrand themselves for their multinational audience. For the 

newly formed ‘nation’ of Spain, these projects shrug off their affiliations with the Jews 

and Muslims who had been an integral part of the peninsula’s history, and reinsert the 

Spanish into the larger story of Rome and Christianity. Moreover all these projects serve 

to connect the Spanish Pope and Monarchs with great Roman and Byzantine emperors 
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and empires, and promote a unique ‘Spanish’ identity, based on a strong faith and 

commitment to orthodoxy.91 

The historian Charles Stinger has argued that there was a distinct Roman 

Renaissance that was shaped by the city’s particular social, political, and cultural 

environment as well as its history. He suggests that in Rome, the intellectual and cultural 

movement known as the Renaissance was a revival not only of classical antiquity, but 

also of the Hebraic and Christian past. Rebirth took the form of a restoration of the 

Roman Church and renewal of the Roman Empire.92 The ideals of this Roman 

Renaissance are found in San Pietro in Montorio and the Tempietto, the papal apartments 

at the Vatican, and the decoration of Santa Croce. Therefore, the Spanish patrons were 

referencing this cultural and intellectual language of Rome, and weaving into it their own 

history and identity.     

San Pietro in Montorio and the Tempietto 

Beginning in the 1480s and extending into the early 1500s, the Spanish monarchs 

made significant financial contributions to the Franciscan Monastery of San Pietro in 

Montorio. Isolated on the Janiculum Hill, the monastery was built on the site where 

tradition held that Saint Peter was crucified. Peter’s founding of the Church in Rome and 

his subsequent martyrdom in the city served as the historical foundation of the claim of 

the primacy of the Bishops of Rome—thus the Janiculum Hill was of great symbolic 
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importance.93 As early as the thirteenth century, a religious foundation dedicated to Peter 

existed in this location, yet by the late fifteenth century it was abandoned. In 1472, Pope 

Sixtus IV elected to reopen it and transferred the management to his fellow Franciscan 

and personal confessor, Amadeo Menez de Silva, and requested the friar refurbish the 

complex. Over the course of several years, Isabella and Ferdinand gave a substantial 

amount of money to refurbish the dilapidated monastic buildings, construct a new church, 

and erect a monument marking the site of Peter’s martyrdom.94   

The dynamic friar charged with reopening the monastery, Amadeo Menez de 

Silva (1425–1482), was born in Portugal to a Portuguese mother and a Castilian father. 

He came to Italy in 1452 and joined the Franciscan brotherhood at Assisi. Amadeo was 

purported to have had healing powers and mystical visions; these attributes, combined 

with his charismatic personality, attracted a large following.95 He enjoyed the support of 

the Sforza of Milan, King Louis XI of France, and the Spanish monarchs, among others. 

As a result, he easily raised money for the revitalization of the monastery. King Louis XI 

of France made contributions, though they were modest and periodic and ended at the 
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king’s death in 1483. King Ferdinand, however, provided more substantial support. An 

extant letter suggests that originally Ferdinand gave funds towards constructing a church 

“in that place where the Prince of the Apostles attained martyrdom” in fulfillment of a 

vow he had made to Amadeo in hopes for a male heir.96   

As work on the church progressed, Ferdinand began to see the possibility that the 

enterprise could further the prestige of the Spanish in Rome and he became increasingly 

attentive to the project. When the project started in 1472, it was managed by the friars of 

San Pietro. By 1488, however, Ferdinand had wrested control from the friars and 

entrusted his agents in Rome, the Spaniards Bernardino Carvajal and Juan Ruiz de 

Medina, with supervising construction of the new church. Over the next decade, letters 

from Ferdinand demonstrate that he kept a watchful eye on progress at the site. He 

carefully reviewed budgets. He pressed his agents to guide the friars’ choice of architect; 

the king even examined a plan of the church and monastery.97 His actions suggest not 

only did he see potential for Spain’s aggrandizement in the project, but he also had ideas 

as to how that would be manifested visually. 

The church was begun in 1481 (Fig. 6) and was probably designed by Baccio 

Pontelli, an architect who worked on several projects for Sixtus IV, among them the 
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Sistine Chapel (Fig. 7) and the façade of Santa Maria del Popolo. Thus, the pope may 

have originally recommended Pontelli, but the letters to Ferdinand mentioned above 

suggest the king was keeping close watch on the plans, though there is no indication he 

made any specific changes. By 1494, there were religious ceremonies being celebrated in 

the church and construction had started on the campanile. In 1500, the altar and church 

were consecrated by Alexander VI, a year when San Giacomo was opening a new façade 

onto the Piazza Navona.  

In 1502, Bernardino Carvajal, by then a cardinal, commissioned Donato Bramante 

to build what was later referred to as the Tempietto, a memorial, above the site of Peter’s 

martyrdom (Fig. 8). At this time, San Giacomo had just completed a major expansion that 

doubled the size of the church, and added a new façade opening onto the prestigious 

Piazza Navona. This project would have raised the profile of the Spanish community, 

which Carvajal was poised to take advantage of with the commission of the Tempietto. 

Bramante had moved to Rome from Milan in late 1499 and had nurtured connections 

with the members of the papal circle with Spanish affiliations.98 The artist had already 

worked on projects at San Giacomo and may have caught the attention of Carvajal, who 

had a long-term relationship with the church. For the monument to the Crucifixion of 

Peter, Bramante created a groundbreaking structure. He harmoniously combined the 

centrally planned Early Christian martyrium with the circular temples of ancient Greece 

and Rome and surmounted it with a Renaissance dome and lantern (a later addition). The 

combination of architectural styles reinforces two ideas: that Peter’s martyrdom in Rome 
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was the basis on which the city claimed to be the center of the church and the home of the 

pope, and that it was the emperor-priests of Ancient Rome who had originally established 

this claim to primacy.99 The Tempietto became one of the most celebrated monuments of 

the period and in following years was cited and reproduced in the architectural treatises 

of the sixteenth-century architects and theorists, Andrea Palladio, Sebastiano Serlio, and 

Pietro Cataneo.100  

Flavia Cantatore published a history of San Pietro in 2007 with a detailed timeline 

of the construction, a lengthy discussion of the architecture, and an examination of the 

patrons and their rationale. She argued that San Pietro can be seen as a votive church, 

attached to a monastery, linked with a prominent religious person, and sponsored by the 

Catholic monarchs in fulfillment of a promise made to Amadeo.101 This is certainly the 

case; yet, Ferdinand’s funding of San Pietro and his almost obsessive monitoring, 

suggests he recognized and capitalized on its public and promotional potential. Following 

Stinger’s formula, the Spanish were reviving the Christian past, laying claim to the site of 

the martyrdom of Peter, and making themselves a part of the story. Moreover, their 

monument was a groundbreaking architectural structure that drew the attention of 
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contemporaries and should be seen as statement of the wider aspirations of the Spanish 

nation.    

Apartments of Alexander VI 

Cardinal Rodrigo Borgia was elected to the papacy in August of 1492 and took 

the name Alexander VI. He hailed from a minor noble family in Xativa, near Valencia in 

the Crown of Aragon. His uncle, Alonso Borgia, bishop of Valencia (later cardinal and 

pope), recognized Rodrigo’s talent and supervised his education and endowed him with 

ecclesiastical benefices while he was still in his teens. Rodrigo then studied law in 

Bologna and in 1456, his uncle, who had since become Pope Calixtus III (1455–1458), 

elevated him to cardinal. Cardinal Rodrigo proved to be a skillful diplomat and a 

successful negotiator of Roman and curial politics and he was given the office of Vice 

Chancellor in 1457, a post with authority second only to that of the Pope. Rodrigo also 

served as papal envoy on several diplomatic missions; after the death of his uncle, he 

worked tirelessly for the next four subsequent popes (Pius II, Paul II, Sixtus IV and 

Innocent VIII). Finally, following the death of Innocent VIII, having paid his dues as a 

long-time servant of the curia, he adroitly negotiated his own elevation to the papacy.102 

Having worked in the curia for thirty years prior to becoming pope, Alexander VI, 

was well aware of the responsibilities of his office. He knew that he would be expected to 

be both the premier patron of the arts and a guiding force in the revitalization of the city. 
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Much of his patronage does follow the established pattern of his predecessors: he built 

roads, revitalized neighborhoods, and refurbished churches.103 However, there were also 

several projects meant to advance and legitimize the nascent Spanish nation.   

Scholars have noted that several of Alexander’s projects appear to have been 

targeted toward enhancing the reputation of the Spanish and legitimizing their claim to 

civilized culture by connecting them to a classical past. This agenda prompted him to 

sponsor some of the first archaeological explorations of modern times. Alexander 

supported the discovery of the Domus Aurea—the emperor Nero’s famously opulent 

villa—and the exploration of the ruins of the emperor Hadrian’s villa at Tivoli. Hadrian 

was Spanish born and described by Renaissance humanists as a virtuous ruler and prolific 

builder and thus an ideal model for Alexander to recall for the Roman public.104   

Like his predecessors, Alexander made his mark at the Vatican. He constructed 

the Borgia tower on the northern portion of the palace built by Nicolas V. Within this 

structure he built a suite of rooms for his personal use and commissioned their decoration 

from the Umbrian artist Bernardino Pinturicchio and his workshop from 1492–95. 

Pinturicchio’s work in the Borgia apartments is distinct, and visually compelling, 

combining fresco, stucco and wooden ornament and the lavish use of gold and lapis lazuli 

to create an opulent effect (Fig. 9). The decoration in the rooms is confined to the area 
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above the marble cornices while the space below would have been reserved for 

tapestries—augmenting the regal effect of the décor. The subjects in the decoration are 

taken from Christian, Jewish, and Egyptian lore. Additionally, many of the decorative 

elements were inspired by grotesques recently discovered in the Domus Aurea, reminding 

viewers of Alexander’s sponsorship of those excavations and further linking him, a 

Spanish pope, with Rome’s classical past.105  

In this elaborately decorated suite, the room with the most extensive narrative 

scenes served as the receiving and throne room for Alexander. Referred to as the Room 

of the Saints, it has a conventional program of scenes from the lives of saints in the six 

lunettes surmounting the walls. Yet, more surprising is the theme of the ceiling décor. 

Not Christian imagery, but stories from the myths of the Egyptian gods Isis and Osiris 

and the Egyptian bull-god Apis dominate this so called ‘Room of the Saints’ (Fig. 10). 

The decoration is unique as this is the first large-scale Egyptian mythological cycle since 

antiquity. Scholars have suggested this cycle was an attempt by Alexander to demonstrate 

an ancient heritage for the Borgia family by giving a mythological explanation for the 

Borgia family’s heraldic symbol, the ox.106  

If bolstering a connection to ancient heritage was the motive for the mythological 

theme, then why draw on Egyptian themes? Traditionally historians have explained the 

Renaissance ‘revival’ of antiquity as based on themes and styles from Greek and Roman 
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traditions yet, as Brian Curran has recently revealed, in his book The Egyptian 

Renaissance: The Afterlife of Ancient Egypt in Early Modern Italy, Egypt was equally 

influential. Egypt was seen as a source for Greek and Roman culture. Moreover, after the 

Romans conquered Egypt, there was a wave of enthusiasm for Egyptian motifs in public 

and decorative arts.107 During the reign of the Spanish Emperor Hadrian (117–38), the 

taste for Egyptian style monuments reached its height. Later, in the Renaissance, there 

was a renewed enthusiasm for Egyptian art and culture.108 Therefore, Alexander’s choice 

to connect his family with the Egyptians was part of the Renaissance revival of this 

ancient culture. Yet, it should not be dismissed that Egyptian taste was a favorite of the 

Spanish Emperor Hadrian. Alexander’s excavators at Tivoli would have been unearthing 

the numerous faux Egyptian statues scattered around the villa, including that of the 

Hadrian’s beloved Antinous. By drawing on Egyptian themes, Alexander could give his 

family an ancient heritage but also recall for the Roman public a well-respected Spanish 

ruler.    

Though they seem Christian in theme, the reference to Egypt is also found in the 

lives of the saints painted in the lunettes. The scenes represented are: the Disputation of 

Saint Catherine of Alexandria (Fig. 11), the Martyrdom of Saint Sebastian (Fig. 12), 

Susanna and the Elders (Fig. 13), Saint Barbara’s Escape from the Tower (Fig. 14), 

Saints Anthony Abbot and Paul Breaking Bread in the Desert, and the Visitation. 

Randolph Parks has argued that the shared theme in all of these scenes is the triumph of 

the church and its saints over the enemies of the faith and the protection of the church by 

                                                 
107 Curran, The Egyptian Renaissance, 2–12.  
 
108 Ibid., 32–33.   
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God.109 Additionally, scholars have recognized a reference to the crusade, which would 

have been consistent with Alexander’s purported goal of reclaiming the Holy Land 

during his papacy. Saint Catherine’s cult had been introduced during the Middle Ages by 

crusaders and other travelers to Egypt and Sinai. Saint Sebastian is the patron saint of 

soldiers and his martyrdom scene is directly across from the Disputation of Saint 

Catherine. Finally, Saint Barbara was the patron saint of armourers, military engineers, 

and gunsmiths and was often invoked by explorers in the New World.110   

Scholars have consequently read the decoration program as a visual proclamation 

of the illustrious history of both the Borgia as well as the Spanish. Yet it has also been 

seen as a declaration of Alexander’s aspirations for his papacy.111 I would suggest that 

just as in Ferdinand and Isabella’s Tempietto, the decorative program draws on the 

culture and aesthetics of antiquity to convey its message. It paints a picture of the Borgia 

as a historic and powerful family with ties to the great builder and judicious ruler 

Hadrian. But, Alexander’s project has a more far-reaching motive as well—to weave the 

Spanish into the historic fabric of Rome and Christianity.  

Santa Croce in Gerusalemme 

In the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, 

one of the Seven Pilgrimage Churches of Rome, was the titular church of two prominent 

Spanish cardinals: Pedro Gonzalez de Mendoza (July 1478 – January 1495) and 

                                                 
109 Parks, “Pinturicchio’s Sala dei Santi,” 291–317. 
 
110 Curran, The Egyptian Renaissance, 109. 

 
111 Curran, The Egyptian Renaissance, 107–31; Rowland, “Alexandria on the 

Tiber,” 45–67. 
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subsequently Bernardino Lopez de Carvajal (February 1495 – December 1523, with the 

exception of a two-year period from October 23, 1511 to September 10, 1513). During 

their tenures, the cardinals embarked on the most ambitious building and decorative 

projects the church had seen since the fourth and fifth centuries.112 These projects 

reiterate the themes seen in other Spanish commissions in Rome in this period by boldly 

connecting the Spanish monarchs to the enlightened rulers of the ancient Roman and 

Byzantine empires in a way not previously seen. Moreover, these projects continue the 

trend of weaving the Spanish to the larger history of Christianity.   

According to tradition, Santa Croce was established in the fourth century by the 

Emperor Constantine, probably in conjunction with his mother, Saint Helen. The church 

was named for one of its major relics—fragments of the True Cross, which according to 

legend, were found in Jerusalem and brought back to Rome by Saint Helen.113 In years 

following, the church benefited from the attention of prestigious patrons such as the 

emperor Valentinian III, his mother Galla Placidia, and his wife Honoria. Later, in the 

Middle Ages the church received papal attention with several popes contributing to its 

restoration and decoration. The last project occurred in the late 1300s and for at least a 

century, no further work of significance was carried out at Santa Croce. 114 This changed 

                                                 
112 Payne, “In the Fullness of Time,” 1.   
 
113 In addition to fragments of the True Cross, the church also had several relics of 

the Passion, this meant there was significant pilgrimage traffic. Moreover, Santa Croce 
was one of the station churches of Holy Week thus the pope came here to celebrate Mass 
with the congregation. Payne, “In the Fullness of Time,” 43–73. 

 
114 Pope Gregory II (715–731) repaired the church’s roof and porch and on the 

interior added columns and a marble ambo. Pope Hadrian (772–795) sponsored similar 
repairs and donated luxurious textiles. Pope Lucius II (1144–1145) sponsored a major 
renovation, which transformed the original palatine chapel design and gave the church its 
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at the end of the fifteenth century when two of the Santa Croce’s successive titular 

cardinals, the Spaniards Pedro Gonzalez de Mendoza and Bernardino Lopez de Carvajal, 

committed substantial resources to the refurbishment and redecoration of the church. 

Mendoza and Carvajal both had strong ties to the Spanish Crown and while this may 

have not been as carefully directed as San Pietro and the Tempietto, it stands to reason 

that the monarchs were aware of the project.  

Antoniazzo Romano, the leading painter of the Roman school in this period, 

painted the apse of the basilica with vibrantly colored, panoramic frescoes of episodes 

from the Legend of the True Cross during Mendoza’s tenure (1478–95) (Fig. 15).115 

Afterward Romano designed an even more elaborate work, both in material and in 

concept—a mosaic cycle for the vault in the chapel of Saint Helen which was then 

completed during Carvajal’s tenure (1495–1511 and 1513–1523) (Fig. 16).116 

Romano’s first project, the Legend of the True Cross was certainly appropriate 

considering the dedication of the church. However, Payne ties the commission to the 

February 1, 1492 discovery of a sealed leaden chest containing part of the titulus (the 

wooden placard from the top of the cross with the phrase “Jesus of Nazareth, King of the 

                                                                                                                                                 
present-day basilica form. Pope Urban V (1362–1370) made repairs to address the 
deterioration suffered because of the exile of the papacy to Avignon. The present building 
was reconstructed by Benedict XIV in 1743–44. Ibid., 59–60. 
 

115 For the historical context of the fresco see Meredith J. Gill, “Antoniazzo 
Romano and the Recovery of Jerusalem,” 28–47. Mendoza does not seem to have visited 
Santa Croce during his tenure; his representatives in Rome supervised the projects. The 
first was Iñigo López de Mendoza, the second count of Tendilla, who supervised general 
repairs. The second was his secretarial protégé and successor at Santa Croce, Carvajal, 
through whom Mendoza directed the apse fresco. The fresco was probably started in 
1480. Payne, “In the Fullness of Time,” 79.  
 

116 Payne, “In the Fullness of Time,” 78–83.  
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Jews” written in Hebrew, Latin, and Greek), at the apex of the nave’s triumphal arch.117 

Coincidentally, this relic was unearthed on the same day news reached Rome that the 

Spanish had taken Granada. The relic caused great excitement. Pope Innocent led a 

procession to Santa Croce to announce the granting of plenary indulgences for visitors 

every year on the anniversary of the discovery. As a result, Santa Croce became an even 

more popular pilgrimage destination.118 Yet I would suggest that Romano’s frescoes 

could be seen as marking two events, the discovery of the titulus and the conquest of 

Granada. Given that the Spanish hosted festivities around Rome to celebrate their 

monarch’s victory, as I will discuss in Chapter Four, it follows that these richly 

decorative frescoes were also a type of commemoration. 

Romano’s next project was a mosaic in the vault of the chapel of Saint Helena 

which replaced what survived of a fifth-century mosaic sponsored by the emperor 

Valentinian III his mother, the empress Galla Placidia and his sister Honoria.119 Carvajal 

                                                 
117 Payne, “In the Fullness of Time,” 78-83; also see Alexander Nagel and 

Christopher S. Wood, Anachronic Renaissance (New York: Zone Books, 2010), 219–39. 
Nagel and Wood suggest the context for the rediscovery of the titulus was first, the 
remerging cult of relics and the trend that clerics all over Europe were learning how to 
exploit their relic collections for profit; and second, a new antiquarian interest in ancient 
Roman inscriptions. 

 
118 In addition to the apse frescoes celebrating the discovery, Mendoza also 

commissioned a silver casket for the relic and commemorated the finding at the apex of 
the arch with an inscription and his coat of arms. In the nave of the basilica he sponsored 
a new wooden ceiling with gilded coffers with his own and the Spanish monarch’s coat-
of-arms. Payne, “In the Fullness of Time,” 78-83.  

 
119 During Carvajal’s tenure at Santa Croce he commissioned several projects 

among them the refashioning of the altars in the aisles of the basilica, which he had 
dedicated to various cardinals. He built the chapel dedicated to Gregory the Great behind 
the basilica’s apse and to its left, as well as the present day corridors leading to the 
Gregory and Helena chapels. Finally, Carvajal remodeled the monastery and may have 
fitted in seats in the apse with marble. Ibid., 85. 
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probably requested mosaic rather than fresco because it paid homage to the earlier 

commission and also suggested a continuation of the imperial program. Mosaic was 

costly, time-consuming, and rarely used in Renaissance Rome. Notably, Carvajal’s 

chapel was one of only two mosaic projects executed in Rome during the Renaissance, 

the other one was designed by Raphael for the cupola of the Chigi Chapel in the church 

of Santa Maria del Popolo (Fig. 17).120 The chapel of Saint Helena lies just behind and to 

the south of Santa Croce’s apse and it is approached through a corridor that Carvajal also 

sponsored where there is a lengthy majolica tile dedication explaining the rationale for 

the chapel.121   

The vault of the chapel of Saint Helen is consciously archaizing both in the choice 

of the medium of mosaic and the borrowing of motifs from Early Christian and Byzantine 

art. In contrast, the apse fresco is more in keeping with Quattrocento style and manner. 

The vault is dominated by a central half-length figure of Christ as the Pantocrator, the 

Lord in Majesty, surrounded by four oval frames with full-length portraits of the 

Evangelists, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, again recalling Byzantine art.122 The scenes 

from the Legend of the True Cross are relegated to small, shield-shaped spaces between 

the portraits of the Evangelists suggesting they are not the main focus of the program 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
120 For a discussion of the identification of this fifth-century commission, see 

ibid., 53–56. 
 
121 Ibid., 3–4. 
 
122 Payne explains that while the medium was typical of the chapel’s models, it 

could also be identified with both pagan and Christian Roman Emperors. Constantine and 
his descendants had sponsored the mosaics in Saint Peter’s, the Lateran, the Mausoleum 
of Constantinia, and other religious buildings. As well as Valentinian and Galla Placidia, 
who like Carvajal, had sponsored mosaics at Santa Croce. Ibid., 109–10. 
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(Fig. 18).  They illustrate several historical scenes also found in the apse with the notable 

addition located over the altar of The Triumph of the Cross, an episode envisioned rather 

than historical that believers expect will take place at the end of time.123 

 The remainder of the vault has plainly Early Christian Roman church decoration 

elements. Above the altar, in a roundel, there is a representation of the Lamb of God on 

an altar with the four rivers of Paradise flowing at his feet. On either side are 

representations of Saints Peter and Paul in scalloped shell niches—their appearance in 

apse mosaics was standard in Early Christian Roman churches. Opposite and above the 

entrance in a similar roundel are the Arma Christi—the devices used to torture Christ and 

other objects and motifs related to the Passion (Fig. 19). This is flanked by depictions of 

Saints Helena, with a figure of Carvajal kneeling before her (Fig. 20), and Silvester (the 

pope believed to have baptized Constantine) in scalloped shell niches (Fig. 21).124   

 In keeping with their roles as titular cardinals, Mendoza and Carvajal’s building 

and decorative projects at Santa Croce emphasized the history and significance of the site 

as well as the authenticity of the church’s Crucifixion relics, and its role in the 

guardianship of the Cult of the True Cross in Rome. Yet Mendoza and Carvajal were not 

exclusively loyal to the church; they were also representatives of the Spanish Crown in 

Rome. As a consequence, though the patrons were cardinals, these projects can still be 

seen as a revival of the tradition of royal sponsorship at Santa Croce. Payne has argued 

that the choice of mosaic as a medium, the location of the projects, and the themes of the 

                                                 
123 The other scenes are: Destruction of the Crosses after the Crucifixion; The 

Discovery of the True Cross and the one of its Proofing; Heraclius Returning the Cross to 
Jerusalem. Ibid., 10–14. 

 
124 Ibid., 17–22.  
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programs created a clear link between the Spanish Crown and their fourth-and fifth-

century predecessors—Constantine and his mother Helena and Valentinia III and Galla 

Placidia.125 Furthermore, the archaizing program would have connected Carvajal’s 

mosaic with several of the city’s monuments from the early Christian and medieval 

periods.126 Like the Tempietto, Alexander’s sponsorship of archeological excavations, 

and his decoration of the Borgia Apartments, Santa Croce links the Spanish with ancient 

cultures, lending the Spanish a more prestigious and idealized heritage than actual 

historical circumstances on the peninsula would have permitted.

                                                 
125 Ibid., 86 and 109–10.  
 
126 Ibid., 41. Payne also discusses the apocalyptic themes she finds in the 

program. She notes several similarities with programs representing the Second Coming—
the portrait of Christ flanked by the Evangelists, the Apocalyptic Lamb over the chapel’s 
altar, and the suggestion that the Evangelist John is experiencing a vision. The Spanish 
were particularly concerned with the Second Coming in the Middle Ages and the 
Renaissance and they revered the Book of Revelation as much as they did the Gospels. 
They saw the Muslims in the Iberian Peninsula as the persecutors of the last days and 
over the centuries various Christian rulers had been identified with the Emperor of the 
Last Days. Isabella cultivated the idea that she was here to set in motion the events 
described in the Book of Revelations and her subjects were encouraged to believe. Payne, 
115–28. Payne cites several biographies of Isabella discussing this phenomenon: Nancy 
Rubin, Isabella of Castile: The First Renaissance Queen (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 
1991) and Liss, Isabel the Queen. 
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CHAPTER FOUR                                                                                                            
THE CASTILIAN NATIONAL CHURCH, SAN GIACOMO AND SAN 

ILDEFONSO 
 

The first ‘Spanish’ national church was founded in the middle of the fourteenth 

century by two women from the Crown of Aragon who purchased buildings to serve as a 

church and hospital for the pilgrims and poor from their nation.127 At the time Rome had 

a fairly substantial Aragonese community because the kingdom was an active trading 

nation in the Mediterranean and had an established presence in the city to support their 

enterprises. A hundred years later, a church and hospital for Castilian nationals was 

founded. In the late 1440s, many in the Castilian community, looking towards the Jubilee 

Year of 1450, raised concerns that there were not adequate facilities to meet the needs of 

the pilgrims from their nation who would flood into town. Alfonso Paradinas was an 

enterprising Vatican official and canon of the Cathedral of Seville; he hailed from 

Salamanca, in the Crown of Castile, and in 1450 founded and paid for a church and 

hospital for Castilians, called San Giacomo and San Ildefonso. 128   

San Giacomo began as a small, humble structure. The architecture and decoration 

were hardly noteworthy and did not have a discernable ‘Spanish’ character or a feeling 

that the goal was to enhance the reputation of the nation. Over time this changed 

markedly. The modest church was transformed into a more majestic building; the 

                                                 
127 Piñeiro, “Una realtà nazionale” 476.  

 
128 The main sources on the San Giacomo are: Elías Tormo, Monumentos de 

Españoles en Roma y de Portugueses e Hispano-Americanos, vols. 1 & 2 (Madrid: 
Sección de relaciones culturales del Ministerio de asuntos exteriores, 1942), 59-67; 
Alonso, “Orígenes,” 9–96: Alonso, “Santiago de los Espanoles de Roma en el siglo 
XVI,” 9–122; Carlo Galassi Paluzzi, Nostra Signora del Sacro Cuore, gia S. Giacomo 
degli Spagnoli, Le Chiese di Roma Illustrate (Rome: Arte della Stampa, 1969); Piñeiro, 
La Renta y las Casas, el Patrimonio Immobiliario de Santiago de los Espanoles de Roma 
entre los Siglos XV y XVII (Rome: ‘L’Erma’ di Bretschneider, 1999). 
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expansion doubled the size of the original structure, growth that coincides with the 

increasing power and influence of the Spanish community within the city and in Europe 

as a whole. The decoration programs became more clearly ‘Spanish’ in subject matter. 

Moreover, the changes to architecture and decoration become more promotional, both of 

the Spanish and also of their ideas of religious orthodoxy.  

There were four major phases of development at San Giacomo that date from the 

foundation in 1450 and continue into the 1570s: the founding of the church and first 

stages of construction, a second period of renovation and expansion in the wake of a 

disastrous flood that severely damaged the building, a third phase to solve the problem of 

poor lighting, and a fourth phase that included the remodeling of the east end of the 

church.   

The Foundation and First Stage of Construction 

For the site of San Giacomo, Alfonso Paradinas purchased a small Early Christian 

church on the southeast corner of the Piazza Navona, formerly the ancient Stadium of 

Domitian.  Renovation and expansion of the building began in 1450 and it opened in 

1458.129 In addition to purchasing the land for the church and hospital, Paradinas 

presciently acquired surrounding properties in Piazza Navona. This would allow for the 

future expansion of the church without the concerns typically facing such an endeavor, 

such as the costly and time-consuming lawsuits with adjacent owners. Moreover, he 

                                                 
129 Alonso, “Orígenes,” 26–32; Paluzzi, Nostra Signora del Sacro Cuore, 23–24; 

An inscription over the door commemorates the founding by Paradinas. Vincenzo 
Forcella, Iscrizioni delle chiese e d’altri edificii di Roma dal secolo XI fino ai giorni 
nostri (Rome: Tip. delle scienze matematiche e fisiche, 1869–84) published the 
inscription over the door that reads “Aere suo alphonsvs paradinas gentis iberae hoc 
templvm strvxit lvx jacobe tibi vt tva te virtvs coeli svper arce locavit nvnc sva sic virtvs 
et tva cvra locet.” 
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could rent the properties to provide financial support for the activities of the church and 

the hospital.  While the properties were leased to any willing tenants, many were actually 

Spanish, thus an enclave of foreign nationals was created in the Piazza Navona area.130 

His strategic real estate purchase resulted in a secure and supportive community for the 

growing church, as well as a hospitable neighborhood for the growing Spanish 

community.   

Paradinas dedicated his church to saints that were of great significance to the 

Castilian people: San Giacomo or Saint James, patron of Castile as well as patron of 

pilgrims and divine support in the fight to expel the Muslims from the Iberian Peninsula; 

and San Ildefonso, known among Spanish as Ildefonsus, a Visigoth and bishop of Toledo 

in the seventh century who wrote an influential treatise on the Virgin Mary. The 

Visigoths held particular significance for the Castilians because they had been the 

reigning Christians, overthrown by the Muslims in 711. In fact, the ruling families of 

Castile and Leon, from which Queen Isabel was descended, saw themselves as the self-

proclaimed heirs of the Visigoth kingdom.131 Connections with these particular saints 

reinforced Spain’s ties to the historically powerful Visigoths and made a conscious 

separation from associations with the nation’s Muslim history.   

San Giacomo was constructed following the plan of a hall church—a type derived 

from Northern Europe—characterized by aisles, which are the same height as the nave. 

                                                 
130 Piñeiro, La Renta y Las Casas, 85–87. During the fifteenth and sixteenth 

century, the congregation of San Giacomo managed to acquire seven houses in Piazza 
Navona alone. Over time, as congregation members died, properties throughout town 
were donated to the church. 
 

131 Joseph F. O’Callaghan, Reconquest and Crusade in Medieval Spain 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003), 1–4. 
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While this type of plan has a more open and spacious character, illumination can be 

problematic. The traditional basilica plan—with a central nave rising above the side 

aisles—is lit by the clerestory. In a hall church, light comes from the windows in the 

façade and the side aisles.  As a result of this limiting design, if buildings on either side of 

the church are too high, they will block the light into the aisles and the only illumination 

will come from the façade. The hall church was rarely found in Rome; it was more 

typical of Northern Europe and was particularly widespread during the late Gothic period 

in Germany and Austria. Notably, there were only two churches in Rome with a hall 

church plan: San Giacomo begun in 1450 and the German church of Santa Maria 

dell’Anima, begun in 1500 (Fig. 22).132  

Scholars have searched for possible motivations for Paradinas’ architectural 

choice. He served at the Vatican at the same time as Enea Silvio Piccolomini, later Pope 

Pius II (1458–1464), who had seen and admired the hall church type on his diplomatic 

missions for the curia in Germany. Pius II extolled the regularity and visual continuity of 

the hall church plan in his memoirs, The Commentaries. Additionally, the pope 

commissioned Bernardo Rossellino to design a cathedral with a hall church plan as part 

of a larger campaign to embellish his home city of Pienza (1459–63) (Fig. 23). While we 

have no documentary evidence for the name of the architect of San Giacomo, scholars 

have proposed Bernardo Rosellino because of the correspondences with the cathedral in 

Pienza (Fig. 24). 133 Thus, it is possible that Paradinas knew Picolomini and was not only 

                                                 
132 Stefan Grundmann, ed., The Architecture of Rome, rev. 2nd ed. (Stuttgart and 

London: Axel Menges), 101. 
 
133 Piero Tomei, L'Architettura a Roma nel Quattrocento, 2nd ed. (Rome: 
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made aware of the advantages of this style of church, but also wanted to construct a 

building in the most trendsetting style of architecture.  

The original church of San Giacomo was small, only three bays long. It had a 

simple, flat façade, topped by a pediment, and thus typical of minor Quattrocento 

churches. The only peculiarity was the large windows piercing the façade. These were 

needed to bring in light because the tall houses adjacent to the church limited light 

entering through the aisle windows.  Adjoining the church was the hospital of San 

Giacomo.134 The church opened onto a street running parallel to the Piazza Navona, 

called the Via San Giacomo (Fig. 25). At that time it was not feasible to build a structure 

that opened onto the Piazza Navona because the roads leading into the Piazza Navona 

were poor and there were significant differences in street level between the ancient 

Stadium of Domitian and the surrounding area. In fact, not a single building of 

significance was constructed in the fifteenth century with an entrance on the Piazza.135 

                                                                                                                                                 
modelo de iglesia salón en Roma," in Roma y España, un crisol de la cultura Europea en 
la edad moderna, ed. Carlos José Hernando Sánchez (Madrid: Sociedad Estatal Para La 
Acción Cultural Exterior, 2007): 173–87. This idea was first proposed by Tomei then 
later explored further by Ruiz who also noted San Giacomo and the cathedral of Pienza 
share a similar style of pilaster with engaged columns, frescoed vaults, and corresponding 
dimensions of the central nave with respect to the side aisles. For an overview of 
Rossellino’s work in Pienza see Ludwig H. Heydenreich, Introduction by Paul Davies, 
Architecture in Italy 1400–1500 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1996), 49–51. 

 
134 Ruiz, “el modelo de iglesia salón en Roma,” 173–87; Tomei, L'Architettura a 

Roma, 99; and Dorthee Heinzelmann, “San Giacomo degli Spagnoli,” in The Architecture 
of Rome ed. Stefan Grundmann, trans. Michael Robinson (Stuttgart and London: Edition 
Axel Menges, 1989), 101. 

 
135 Paluzzi, Nostra Signora, 28 and Tomei, L'Architettura a Roma, 99. 
 



 53

However, there is evidence that Paradinas’ eventual goal was to extend the church 

towards the Piazza Navona and open an entrance on that side.136   

In 1469, Paradinas left Rome to take the position of Bishop of Ciudad Rodrigo in 

Spain.  Prior to departing, he encouraged his fellow countrymen to continue supporting 

San Giacomo. Several Castilians answered the call—some gave money or property to the 

church and others endowed chapels. Notably, the group of original donors, like 

Paradinas, were all Castilian and held ecclesiastical offices.137   

A brief review of these first patrons with particular attention to the chapels they 

commissioned reveals two main characteristics that will change in the later phases of the 

church: first, the subjects of the chapels were not necessarily of special devotion to the 

Spanish, and second, the decoration, when we have record of it, was minimal. As the 

Spanish in Rome sought to rebrand their nation, choice of chapel subjects became more 

calculated and decoration became both more substantial and more symbolically 

suggestive of Spain’s new image.  

One of the first patrons was Pedro Martínez de Covarrubias, an official of the 

Vatican court, the Rota, who died in 1458 and left money for a chapel dedicated to Saints 

Cosmas and Damian.138 These early Christian martyrs, said to have been healers were, at 

the time, of no particular significance to the Spanish. Moreover, in the extant church 

documents there are no records of the chapel decoration that might reveal the reasons for 

the choice of these saints. Martín Fernández de Roa, canon of Saint Peter’s and Apostolic 

                                                 
136 Alonso, “Orígenes,” 28–36. 
 
137 Ibid. 
 
138 Ibid. 
 



 54

Secretary, commissioned a large marble altar in 1463. On the main panel above there is a 

Crucifixion flanked by Saints Peter and Paul and below, figures of the three saints 

Lawrence, Sebastian, and Roch (Fig. 26). Later, in May of 1469, Roa purchased a house 

bordering the church to allow for an expansion and the construction of a side chapel for 

himself.139 Finally, Francisco de Valladolid, an Apostolic secretary, added a chapel 

dedicated to Saints Andrew and Lorenzo that was constructed by 1482.140 These early 

supporters of San Giacomo were all Castilians and all worked at the Vatican in some 

capacity, yet they did not see the need to promote their Spanishness nor any particular 

values or ideas about their nation. However, this will change markedly in the coming 

years.    

Soon after the foundation of the church, Paradinas determined the way it would be 

governed, which reveals much about both the composition of the Castilian community in 

Rome and the people he wanted as decision makers. According to the original statutes, 

San Giacomo was to be administered by governors that served a term of one year and 

who would be elected by the congregation on the feast of Santiago. There were to be two 

governors, one of higher clerical ranking, preferably a bishop, and the other, of lower 

clerical rank. The latter was primarily responsible for overseeing the homes and 

properties owned by the church, to ensure they were maintained, as well as responsible 

for collecting rents and taking a census of the parish. Following in the model of 

Paradinas, the governors typically funded work on the main part of the church from their 

                                                 
139 Paluzzi, Nostra Signora, 50, Alonso, “Orígenes,” 33, both these chapels were 

destroyed with the creation of the Corso Rinacimento and the altarpiece of Roa is now in 
the Sacristy in Santa Maria in Montserrato.  

 
140 Alonso, “Orígenes,” 33–36. 
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own pockets and left the funding for the chapels to individual donors.141 Thus, despite the 

fact that San Giacomo was founded for the Castilian lay community and pilgrims from 

their nation, the church’s main decision makers were ecclesiastics who would shape the 

architecture and decoration programs.   

Celebrations for the Conquest of Granada 

San Giacomo was thrust onto the Roman stage more visibly in February 1492 

with an extraordinary celebration of Isabel and Ferdinand’s conquest of the Muslims at 

Granada.  The surrender of the Muslims on January 2, 1492 signaled the end of their 

more than seven-hundred-year rule on the Iberian Peninsula. Word reached Rome on 

February 1 and it was greeted with much celebration as Christians had heard nothing but 

frightening news of Muslim exploits for forty years, ever since the conquest of 

Constantinople in 1453. On Saturday evening, February 4, the bell on the Capitoline Hill 

sounded and the Vatican and Castel Sant’ Angelo were illuminated with torches and 

bonfires, as were many houses around Rome. Sunday, a large procession of the city 

clergy and the cardinals, made its way from the Vatican to San Giacomo. Leading the 

procession was the Pope, Innocent VIII who ventured from the Vatican to celebrate the 

triumph. After this esteemed gathering celebrated mass at the church, the pope announced 

a plenary indulgence would be given for faithful visiting the church on the first Sunday of 

the month, which was later changed to the feast of San Giacomo on July 25.142 With these 

gestures, the pope confirmed the wider significance of Isabel and Ferdinand’s victory for 
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the Christian world and also recognized them as the new stars on the frontlines of the 

crusades. As the chosen center for these celebrations, San Giacomo became a semi-

official proxy for the Spanish nation in Rome and thus took on greater responsibility than 

simply as a respite for expatriates and pilgrims from Castile.  

The Spanish community capitalized on the victory at Granada and held large, 

extravagant celebrations in Rome. Cardinal Rodrigo Borgia (the future Alexander VI, but 

at the time, Vice-Chancellor of the Church), held festivities at his palace including a 

bullfight held in his courtyard and the adjoining street. This was probably the first 

bullfight ever seen in Rome. A more public celebration was planned for the Piazza 

Navona by Bernardino Carvajal, who had been made governor of San Giacomo in 1491. 

Here Carvajal staged a dramatic recreation of the siege and taking of Granada. Two 

miniature castles were constructed, one representing Moorish-ruled Granada, the other 

the camp of the Spanish monarchs, placed on the end of the Piazza where San Giacomo 

was located.143   

The spectacle was scheduled for Sunday, February 12, but because of persistent 

rain, it had to be postponed until the nineteenth of the month. When the celebration was 

finally held, the festivities were preceded by a solemn mass in San Giacomo and a 

procession of the Spanish clergy in the Piazza. Participants carried a Spanish processional 

cross along with emblems of the monarchy and the Apostle Saint James. This was 

followed by another bullfight. In the culminating event of this festival, an ancient Roman 

triumphal procession was staged. There were actors portraying Ferdinand and Isabella 
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who rode in an elegant carriage drawn by four white horses. Shackled at their feet was 

the vanquished Moorish King, Abu-Abd-Allah. Helmets, bows, breastplates, spears, and 

shields were suspended on wooden frames from the carriage, and it was preceded by foot 

soldiers with gleaming arms and followed by knights in full suits of armor.144  

San Giacomo was still a small church at this time, and the ceremonial visit and 

mass by the pope and cardinals and its location as the center for the Granada victory 

celebrations doubtless made its deficiencies apparent to the governor and administrators. 

They saw the church through the eyes of outsiders and the structure was shown to be 

inadequate by the lavish celebrations that took place there and on the Piazza Navona. It 

was too small, had a modest façade, and opened onto a minor street running parallel to 

the Piazza Navona. At the next opportunity, the governor and administrators elected to 

make some much needed changes to create a church that matched the rising fortunes of 

the Spanish.   

The Second Stage of Construction 

Further impetus to remake San Giacomo into a grander church came as the result 

of a natural disaster. On December 4, 1495 the Tiber River flooded and the church of San 

Giacomo and the adjacent hospital suffered serious damage. According to the Libro del 

Camarlengo for 1495, the floodwaters were so high that for three days, the chaplains 

could not leave and the governors could not enter. In fact, provisions for the hospital had 

to be delivered by boat. When the governors were finally able to enter the church, they 

found that receding waters had left behind a layer of mud, and much of the church was 

damaged by humidity. After the church was cleaned, work of repairing the damage began 
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in January, which was paid for by the governor at the time, Pedro de Aranda, Bishop of 

Calahorra.145  

By April, the governor and administrators of San Giacomo decided that in 

addition to restoring devastated areas of the church, they would seize the opportunity to 

expand the building towards the Piazza Navona. Pedro de Aranda laid the first stone of 

the project on April 14, in the presence of various cardinals and prominent members of 

the Spanish community. 146 There are several names mentioned in relation to the design 

of the expansion of San Giacomo. Vasari claims that Donato Bramante was ‘consulted’ 

on the project.147 This is not implausible considering Bramante’s connections with the 

Spanish community and his work on the Tempietto of San Pietro in Montorio at the 

behest of Cardinal Carvajal, however there is no documentary evidence supporting this 

claim. Moreover, the Libro del Camerlengo for 1508 notes a payment to several Lombard 
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masters for work on the expansion.148 Yet this does not disaffirm Bramante, because as 

the Spanish architectural historian Miguel Ángel Aramburu-Zabala has recognized, there 

are stylistic distinctions between the nave expansion and the façade on the Piazza Navona 

and the high altar that suggests they could be designed by different people. Aramburu-

Zabala suggests the expansion of the nave and the façade can be attributed to the 

Lombard masters while the design of the high altar is more likely the work of Bramante. 

However, the renovations of the east end in the second half of the sixteenth century 

changed this area dramatically and the original work can only be retraced through a later 

design by Sangallo.149  

In keeping with the general aggrandizement of the church, the new façade facing 

the Piazza Navona was more monumental than the original facing the Via San Giacomo 

(Fig. 27). It resembled those of prominent basilica plan churches built in the late 

Quattrocento—Santa Maria del Popolo (1472–80) and Sant Agostino (1479–83) (Fig. 

28). It had a two-story central portion, connected by volutes to the two flanking lower 

sides, corresponding to the side aisles. The church remained oriented in the opposite 

direction, towards Via San Giacomo, and the central door on the Piazza Navona side was 
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not functional, as it was directly in front of the high altar.150 Yet, this was inconsequential 

because the main purpose of this new façade was to give San Giacomo a presence on the 

Piazza Navona, a space with tremendous historical significance that had been recognized 

since the Middle Ages. In the sixteenth century, the piazza was taking on a new role, as 

the locale of all manner of processions, celebrations, and spectacles. Notably, San 

Giacomo was the only national church in such a prominent location.151 Moreover, its new 

façade was in line with the latest architectural styles in Rome as seen in the most 

distinguished churches in the city.  

The lengthening of the church allowed for the construction of more chapels and 

altars and the addition of an elaborate cantoria. Notably, the two main chapels 

constructed in this period were dedicated to the patron saints of the church, Ildefonsus 

and James. This gave the Spanish the chance to promote the cults of two saints of great 

historical significance for them. The governor Diego Meléndez Valdés, majordomo of 

Alexander VI, paid for a sizeable chapel dedicated to Ildefonsus. While the Libro del 

Camerlengo of 1501 describes the chapel as being ornately decorated with painting and 
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ornament, it offers no detail as to medium, subjects, or artists.152 Unfortunately, there is 

no other documentation regarding this chapel in the church archives, which may be due 

to the fact that Valdés paid for the chapel himself and thus negotiated the contract and its 

terms directly. Additionally, Valdés commissioned a cantoria, constructed over the door 

of the sacristy (Fig. 29), from the Florentine sculptor Pietro Torrigiani, who was 

infamous for having broken Michelangelo’s nose.153 Then in 1518, the chapel of Cardinal 

Jaime Serra, dedicated to the other namesake saint of the church, Saint James, was 

constructed and decorated. While both saints were of considerable importance to Spain, 

commemorating them also sent a message about the identity Spain wanted to emulate, an 

identity that aligned the nation with early Christian history and distanced itself from the 

Muslims.    

The result of this renovation campaign was that the church became a place more 

suitable for the newly elevated status of the Spanish community—it was larger and thus 

there were more altars for the celebration of masses, and there was more space for 

ceremonies. Finally, there was a more decorative and monumental façade facing the 

Piazza Navona, which by the fifteenth century had begun to be regularized in relation to 

surrounding street levels to make building there more attractive.154 
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The Third Stage of Construction 

In 1525 the administrators of San Giacomo started another major remodeling 

campaign.155 It was entrusted to the direction of the Florentine artist Antonio da Sangallo, 

who had been gaining celebrity in Rome serving as chief architect of Saint Peter’s and 

working on such prominent projects as the Palazzo Farnese. Sangallo had also provided 

plans for the national church of the Crown of Aragon, Santa Maria in Monserrato. 

Aramburu-Zabala has suggested the rationale for this renovation was in large part the 

desire to bring more light into the church.156 However, examining Sangallo’s drawing, 

UA 905 (Fig. 30), it’s clear his changes would not simply have brought in more light, 

they would also have regularized the space, which appeared disjointed after the previous 

expansion, and modernized the architecture, giving it a more fashionable centralized plan 

and adding features common in Roman churches, such as a dome. I believe the expansion 

can be linked to the persistent rivalry among the foreign communities and their national 

churches. At this time, the Aragonese community was making plans to build a new 

church and the German church was in construction; thus the Castilians doubtless wanted 

to keep pace with other foreign nations in the city.  

Sangallo proposed widening the aisles in the older section of the church to make 

them conform to the newer aisles toward Piazza Navona. Additionally, he wanted to 

remodel the chapels off the aisles, which were built at different times and thus had 

differing proportions. His plan aligned these chapels and standardized their dimensions 
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with the central of the three chapels being the largest. He planned to construct a dome, 

which would bring more light into the structure. Finally, he suggested changing the 

façade on the Via San Giacomo to create three entrances,157 giving it a grander 

appearance. 

Sangallo’s plans for regularizing the aisles were completed but neither the chapels 

nor the dome would be built. Even the façade toward Via San Giacomo would remain 

with only one entrance.158 This has been attributed to the fact that the administrators did 

not want to spend the money that such major renovations would have cost.  However, the 

result was that the church remained dark.159  

The continued struggle to achieve better illumination in the church led to further 

work in the 1540s. The administrators solicited a proposal for making alterations in the 

Chapel of Saint James in hopes that it would bring more light into the nave. This chapel 

was originally constructed at some time during the expansion of the church in the early 

1500s and decorated in 1518 by Pellegrino da Modena and Jacopo Sansovino. Antonio da 

Sangallo has always been named as the architect of the chapel and scholars had simply 

assumed that his work was done prior to the decoration.  Yet there is no documentation 

for any portion of the chapel to confirm the dates. While the dates for Pellegrino’s 
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frescoes and Sansovino’s sculpture are secure based on stylistic analyses,160 no scholar 

had examined the architecture of the chapel employing the same stylistic evaluation. 

Aramburu-Zabala discovered in the Libro del Camerlengo for 1545 and 1546 the mention 

of two proposals for a renovation of the chapel. The first design was made by a master 

stonemason of the church, Julio de Merisi who was paid in December of 1545: “Item a 

Maestro Julio murador por las vezes q. a ydo a ver las casas de Santiago y lo q. hizo en el 

Deseño de la Capilla de Santiago.”161 This design by Julio de Merisi was later replaced 

by a proposal by Sangallo, who was paid in 1546 the year of his death.162  

This new date merits a reexamination of the architecture of the chapel, which I 

will discuss in Chapter Five. Yet, it does seem to address the problem of lack of light as 

the plan had a strong longitudinal disposition to bring direct light from the windows to 

the nave of the church. Ultimately this redesign was still not sufficient. The height of the 

surrounding houses had increased over the years and was blocking light to the aisle 

windows, making the Chapel of Saint James particularly dark. To try to remedy this 

problem, the governors ordered the construction of a lantern, which was noted in the 

account books of 1600: “Item q. se haga una linterna en la Capilla del Apostol Santiago 

en la buelta y boveda de arriva para qu. De luz a la dha. Capilla q. esta muy escura”.163 
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This was no doubt because Saint James was of such significance to the Spanish that they 

wanted to continue to illuminate and thus showcase this particular chapel. 

The Counter Reformation: Changes to the Main Altar 

Beginning in the late 1530s several changes were made to the east end of the 

church that were not as major as the renovation projects of the past, but should be 

examined as a group and seen in the context of the Counter-Reformation.  In the sixteenth 

century there is a reemphasis on the Holy Eucharist in part because of challenges put 

forth by the reformers.  The Council of Trent addressed this subject in depth and every 

aspect of the Sacrifice of the Mass, Holy Communion and the Real Presence was 

clarified. Several scholars have noted the changes made in Italian churches during the 

course of the century, some prior to the Council, to reemphasize the Eucharist, which I 

will discuss further in Chapter Seven.164   

The high altar was the main place for the enactment of the sacrificial ritual of the 

Eucharist and thus it was to have a prominent position and be constructed of rich 

materials and elaborately ornamented.165 Moreover, it became the practice in Rome in 
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this period of renewal to reserve the Eucharist in a tabernacle set on the altar.166 Thus, the 

first project in this period was to commission a new and more elaborate marble altar.167 

Then the administrators decided to replace the existing altarpiece and commissioned 

Girolamo Siciolante da Sermoneta, who had worked for members of the French 

community in Rome as well as members of the Roman nobility and the College of 

Cardinals. He was a painter with a restrained emotional character that was well suited for 

the changing artistic atmosphere of the Counter-Reformation.168 Siciolante painted a 

grand but direct and quietly pious Crucifixion with the Virgin and Saint John, its wings 

on either side depicted Saints James and Ildefonsus, and the altarpiece was completed in 

1560. Finally, in 1550, the administrators of San Giacomo commissioned Gaspar 

Becerra, one of the few Spanish artists to work in the church, to produce a tabernacle for 

the main altar.169 Several scholars have proposed that these series of projects to prioritize 

and distinguish the Eucharist signal the Spanish community’s rapid acceptance of the 

guidelines of the Council of Trent.170 Additionally, I would argue that these projects are 

in keeping with the Spanish nation’s conscious efforts to use artistic commissions to 

stress their identity as orthodox and reform-minded Christians. 
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After the Sack of Rome in 1527, there was frenzy of chapel construction and 

decoration. Several of the chapels commissioned during this period are dedicated to 

various Marian doctrines, which I will discuss further in Chapter Six. Marian devotion 

was particularly strong among the Spanish and they saw her as their special protectress 

when they resettled in unfamiliar places; also they were always eager to promote the still 

not officially defined doctrine of the Immaculate Conception.171 Diego Díaz, who for a 

period served as the agent of Charles V in Rome, dedicated a chapel to the Annunciation 

in 1532. The Sevillian Pedro de Velasco constructed a chapel dedicated to the Conception 

of Our Lady in 1542. To decorate the chapel he commissioned an altarpiece by the 

Florentine sculptor Tomasso Boscholi with a tender grouping of Saint Anne, the Virgin, 

and Child, with Velasco kneeling before them in adoration (Fig. 31). In 1553, 

Constantine Castillo, the dean of the Cathedral of Cuenca commissioned Gaspar Becerra 

for the decoration of his chapel dedicated to the Assumption of the Virgin. The one 

chapel differing from this pattern was commissioned by Gonzalo Martínez de la Peña, a 

canon lawyer and apostolic secretary in 1545 and dedicated to John the Baptist.172  

The Counter Reformation: The Renovation of the East End 

In January of 1567 the east end of the church was completely remodeled with a 

new design, negating the work of Bramante. The design for this project was created by 

someone simply referred to as a ‘Spaniard’ in the documentation. Aramburu-Zabala 

proposed Padre Bartolomé de Bustamante of the Jesuits as a possible candidate. 
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Bustamante was in Rome from 1565–66 and participated in making decisions on 

buildings for the Jesuits, and he prepared the order’s decrees pertaining to this matter in 

1566–67. Regardless of who designed the new space, it is notable that the administrators 

of San Giacomo felt compelled to commission additional renovations in the altar area. 

This suggests they wanted to more fully bring the church in line with ideas on 

architecture that were emerging in the Counter-Reformation that sought for greater 

participation by the laity in the celebration of the Mass.173   

Along with the changes to the structure of San Giacomo to create a grander space, 

the Spanish began to put themselves into the public view more frequently by hosting 

elaborately staged celebrations in the Piazza Navona in the second half of the fifteenth 

century. Earlier in the century, following the 1492 granting of an Indulgence for visiting 

San Giacomo on the feast day of Saint James, July 25, the Spanish began hosting an 

annual celebration in the Piazza Navona. They also held celebrations for particular events 

such as the Battle of Lepanto in 1571 when a coalition of Spain, the Papacy and others 

defeated the Ottoman Turks, as well as for the marriage of Philip II and Mary Tudor of 

England in 1554. However, the most commonly cited festival is that in celebration of 

Holy Week. These events were especially notable because there was a procession of the 

Sacrament, elaborate decorations and pyrotechnical machines. While no documentation I 

have discovered offers a date for the first Spanish-sponsored celebration for Holy Week, 

the first mention I have found is from the 1580s when they had become regular events.  

These celebrations were so spectacular they were noted in guides to the city and 
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ambassadorial reports.174 The Spanish clearly had begun to use their church and the 

Piazza Navona to promote their nation, their accomplishments, and their orthodoxy.   

In concluding this overview, I mention a chapel commissioned outside the scope 

of this study but relevant to the discussion of the rising fortunes of the San Giacomo. In 

1583, Antonio da Fonseca, a Portuguese native living in Rome, dedicated a chapel to the 

Holy Resurrection. While Fonseca already had a chapel in Sant’Antonio, the national 

church of the Portuguese, it is noteworthy that he wanted to bury his wife in the 

increasingly prominent San Giacomo.175   

San Giacomo began as a small institution with a simple mission—to serve the 

Castilian nationals visiting and living in Rome. The unassuming architecture and 

decoration of the early years reflects these simple ideals. However, as I will discuss in 

greater detail in subsequent chapters, the governor and administrators of the church began 

to recognize the development of this physical space as an opportunity to promote the 

Spanish nation and its new ideals in the church and the festivities held in the Piazza 

Navona. 
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CHAPTER FIVE                                                                                                                 
AN ACTIVE AND MISSIONARY FAITH: THE CHAPELS OF ILDEFONSUS 

AND JAMES  
 

The conquest of Granada in January 1492 thrust the Spanish nation onto the 

European stage. The victory marked the end of Muslim Spain and was welcome news for 

a Christian Europe that had lived in fear of the looming advance of Islamic forces onto 

their shores ever since the Ottoman Turks had captured the city of Constantinople in 

1453. Isabella and Ferdinand now had claim to being the leaders in Christian Europe’s 

struggle against the infidel. The Spanish community in Rome took full advantage of this 

achievement and held large, extravagant, multi-day celebrations. Cardinal Rodrigo 

Borgia hosted festivities at his palace, and large public celebrations were held in the 

Piazza Navona. Innocent VIII and the cardinals and clergy processed to San Giacomo for 

a thanksgiving mass and the pope proclaimed a plenary indulgence for the faithful 

visiting the church on the feast of Saint James, July 25.176 Yet in the midst of all of this 

celebration centered on the Spanish community and San Giacomo, the church itself was 

still the modest, undistinguished building facing the old medieval street of Via del 

Sapienza that Paradinas founded in 1450. With the attention the church and the 

community were now commanding, the existing structure must have seemed woefully 

insufficient both in size and ornamentation. The flooding of the Tiber in December 1495 

and the resulting damages to the church were the inducement needed to begin expanding 

the church. From this point forward, there were several campaigns of expansion and 

renovation, all of which visually raised the church’s, and by proxy, the community’s, 

profile. The church was doubled in size, providing space for many more chapels, altars, 
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and hence more ornamentation; and a new, grander, and more contemporary façade was 

built facing the Piazza Navona.  

Appropriately, the first two chapels built and decorated during this period, were 

dedicated to the patron saints of the church, Ildefonsus and James. It was an opportune 

moment to promote the cult of these two saints and tell their stories as they were integral 

figures in the Christian history of the Iberian Peninsula. Ildefonsus was the bishop of 

Toledo during the Visigothic period; the Apostle James founded the Christian church in 

Spain and his tomb on the west coast of the peninsula was a major pilgrimage site. Both 

saints had displayed the sort of fervent and active faith for which the Spanish wanted to 

be known, and their presence would remind viewers that despite the long-term 

occupation of the Muslims, the heritage of Iberia was indeed Christian.  

In this chapter I will recount the stories of these two saints and the critical roles 

they played in the history and religious life of the Iberian Peninsula, which will illustrate 

why their presence in Rome in the Spanish National church would be efficacious. I will 

trace the existing evidence regarding both the patrons and the decoration of the chapels 

dedicated to these two highly revered saints. James and Ildefonsus were valuable saints in 

the reenvisioning of the Spanish identity; the themes promoted in the decorative 

programs of their chapels align neatly with other Spanish projects in Rome that establish 

the Spanish as having a long established Christian history and a passionate and active 

commitment to the faith. 

The Chapel of San Ildefonso 

Ildefonsus was a critical figure in the Christian history of the Iberian Peninsula. 

He was bishop of Toledo (657–667) during the rule of the Visigoths. They were a people 
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who had moved into Iberia during the late Roman Empire, displacing other ruling tribes; 

in the late sixth century their king converted to Christianity uniting the various peoples of 

the peninsula under one faith. This was a much-celebrated period in the history of the 

Iberia, particularly from the twelfth century forward, as it was clear evidence of the 

Christian heritage of the peninsula. Thus a major religious figure of the Visigoth period 

was much esteemed. Moreover, Ildefonsus was a prolific religious writer. His most 

famous work was a treatise on the Virgin titled Liber de virginitate sanctae Mariae 

contra tres infidels which disputes arguments against the virginity of Mary by three 

heretics.177 His role as zealous defender against heresy and supporter of the special 

privileges of the Virgin was an integral part of the version of the Spanish identity that 

was being promoted in Rome.  

A sizeable chapel dedicated to Saint Ildefonsus was constructed and decorated in 

1501. The patron, Diego Meléndez Valdés, a Castilian who was the majordomo of Pope 

Alexander VI Borgia (reigned 1492–1503) was serving a term as governor of San 

Giacomo and this chapel was one of several projects he sponsored to further embellish 

the church.178 Valdés likely had a particular devotion to Ildefonsus. He was also bishop of 

city of Zamora, the Spanish home of Ildefonsus’ relics, and he funded the completion of 

the church of Saint Peter’s, which housed the prized relics.179   

                                                 
177 For the legend of Saint Ildefonso see Athanasius Braegelmann, The Life and 

Writings of Saint Ildefonsus of Toledo (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America 
Press, 1942). 

 
178 Alonso, “Santiago de los Espanoles en el siglo XVI,” 24–25. 
 
179 Rosa López Torrijos, “Iconografia de San Ildefonso desde sus orígenes hasta el 

siglo XVIII” Cuadernos de Arte e Iconografía, I, 2 (1988): 165–212. According to 
legend, when the Arab and Berber army of the Umayyad Caliphate seized the peninsula, 
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Unfortunately, the only physical remains of the Chapel of Ildefonsus is the wall 

tomb for Valdés that was detached in the nineteenth century and moved to the cloister of 

Santa Maria in Monserrato (Fig. 32). For an idea of the decoration of the chapel, we are 

forced to rely on extant written descriptions. The Libro del Camerlengo of 1501 notes the 

chapel was elaborately decorated with painting and ornament, though regrettably it offers 

no details regarding medium, subjects, or artists.180 The seventeenth-century Archivio 

Capitolino manuscript describes the centerpiece of the chapel, the altar fresco recounting 

a miraculous appearance of the Virgin to Ildefonsus,181 a story well-known to Castilians 

and often depicted in Spanish painting (Fig. 33). As bishop of Toledo, Ildefonsus 

composed a special mass for the Feast of the Annunciation. According to legend, when 

he and his acolytes went to the Cathedral to celebrate the mass, they opened the doors to 

encounter a vision of the Virgin seated on a throne. Everyone scattered and Ildefonsus, 

left alone, entered and kneeled before the Virgin who presented him with a priestly 

vestment to wear on her feast days. In the San Giacomo version, the artist added the 

kneeling figure of Valdés presenting Mary with a sculpture of herself,182 possibly a work 

that Valdés had also commissioned for the chapel but has since been lost.  

                                                                                                                                                 
the relics of Ildefonsus were moved from Toledo to Zamora and hidden in Saint Peter’s. 
They were later rediscovered during the thirteenth century and a renovation was started 
on the church that had protected them, which was completed thanks to the funding of 
Valdés.  

 
180 Libro de Camarlengo, leg. 495, 1501–1502, sin foliar, portion of it reads: “in 

capite crucis noviter edificavit ac picturis et ornamentis multum decoravit” Alonso, 
Santiago in los siglos XVI, 26. 

 
181 Archivio Storico Capitolino, Biblioteca Romana collocaz 25449. 
 
182 Ibid. 
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The only other work in this chapel mentioned in the archival documents was a 

large wall tomb for Valdés by Pietro Torrigiani. Torrigiani hailed from Florence and 

according to Vasari, had studied in the Academy of Lorenzo de’ Medici. Despite his 

promise, the sculptor was ousted from the city after a fight with Michelangelo. Torrigiani 

eventually made his way to Rome where he worked on projects at the Vatican for Pope 

Alexander VI and, possibly as a result, became a favorite among the Spanish community 

at San Giacomo and where he was commissioned to produce marble doorways, a 

cantoria, and several tombs.183 Torrigiani’s work reflects the styles of Florentine 

sculptors such as Andrea del Verrocchio, Antonio del Pollaiuolo, and Benedetto da 

Maiano, and his tomb for Valdés is no exception. He takes a traditional approach with the 

deceased lying in effigy on a bier with a half-length Virgin and Child flanked by two 

angels hovering above. The group is set within an arch carved with classical grotteschi.184 

Valdés’ choice of the style of monument conformed to a preference among the elite and 

educated in Spain who were commissioning Italian artists to produce marble tombs, 

which were then shipped to the peninsula.185 

Surprisingly, extant documents for the chapel only mention one scene from the 

life of Ildefonsus, the altar fresco. Considering that the saint would have been virtually 

unknown in Italy, and that the Spanish were trying to promote his cult, it seems odd there 

                                                 
183 Antonia Bostrom, ed. “Pietro Torrigiani” Encyclopedia of Sculpture (New 

York: Fitzroy Dearborn, 2004), 1678. 
 
184 Archivio Storico Capitolino, Biblioteca Romana collocaz 25449. 
 
185 Jonathan Brown, “Spain in the Age of Exploration: Crossroads of Artistic 

Cultures,” in Art in the Age of Exploration Circa 1492, ed., Jay A. Levenson (New Haven 
and London: National Gallery of Art and Yale University Press, 1991), 41–49. Brown 
suggests the Renaissance in Spain arrived in wooden crates, and not just tombs, but entire 
architectural monuments.   
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were not more episodes from his life included. It is possible that there were plans to 

provide additional decoration, perhaps in the form of frescoes, paintings, or sculpture that 

were not completed because of a lack of funding. Yet, there was little space for additional 

decoration because the tomb of Valdés took up the entire right wall of the chapel. While 

this chapel was designed to promote a uniquely Spanish saint, its message is not as clear 

or as provocative as that of the chapel of Saint James as I will demonstrate in the 

remainder of this chapter.  

The Chapel of Saint James 

Seventeen years passed before the chapel of Saint James was constructed and 

decorated. Much had changed in Rome during this time. Alexander VI, the Borgia pope, 

had died in 1503, and his successor Julius II, a longtime rival, spent his reign at war to 

regain the papal lands that Alexander had attempted to turn into a Borgia fiefdom. In 

1513, Julius was succeeded by Leo X, the Medici pope who came to the throne with a 

very different preoccupation—the Ottoman Turks whose violent and expansionist 

tendencies had kept Europe on edge for many years. Leo believed the threat had been 

ignored for too long, and immediately after taking the throne, began sending letters and 

emissaries to the Christian princes of Europe urging them to commit their energy, money, 

and soldiers to a crusade. His anxious fervor infected the curia, whose members 

constantly discussed the crusade; they believed the Turks might make their first move 

against the Christian front in the spring of 1518.186 

                                                 
186 Kenneth M. Setton, “Pope Leo X and the Turkish Peril,” Proceedings of the 

American Philosophical Society 113, no. 6 (1969): 367–424. Setton is the only scholar I 
have found who discusses Leo’s alarm regarding the Ottoman Turks and their threat to 
Europe. Typically, Leo is typically portrayed anachronically, from the view of post-
Reformation Europe, as someone who misjudged the serious nature of the German 
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In the midst of this frenzy over the Turkish threat, the chapel of Saint James was 

constructed and decorated. It was founded by Cardinal Jaime Serra of Valencia, Spain, a 

cousin of Pope Alexander VI who had benefited from his prestigious family connections, 

holding numerous curial offices over the years before being elevated to cardinal in 

September 1500. Although Serra was a founding member of the confraternity of Santa 

Maria in Monserrato, the Aragonese National church, he chose to purchase rights to a 

chapel in San Giacomo where, according to his will, he also wanted to be buried.187 This 

was possibly a practical decision because construction on the church of Monserrato did 

not start until 1518.188 Yet more likely Serra chose San Giacomo because it was the more 

prestigious of the two national churches and many in its congregation, like him, served in 

the curia.  

The Serra chapel had the most extensive and elaborate decorative program 

completed to this point at San Giacomo (Fig. 34). The chapel was designed by Antonio 

da Sangallo the Younger as a rectangular, barrel-vaulted room and was decorated with 

                                                                                                                                                 
Reformation until it was too late. He is typically seen as being concerned primarily with 
constructing St. Peter’s and decorating the Vatican. Yet, Setton’s article convincingly 
proves otherwise. For a general biography of Leo see William Roscoe, The Life and 
Pontificate of Leo the Tenth (London: H.G. Bohn, 1846) and Herbert M. Vaughan, The 
Medici Popes (Leo X and Clement VII), 2nd ed. (Port Washington, N.Y.: Kennikat Press, 
1971). For a discussion of western views of Islam in general see David R. Blanks and 
Michael Frassetto, Western Views of Islam in Medieval and Early Modern Europe (New 
York: St Martins Press, 1999). For the humanist rhetoric on the Ottoman Turks, which 
had an influence on contemporary perceptions see Nancy Bisaha, Creating East and 
West: Renaissance Humanists and the Ottoman Turks (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2004).  

 
187 Alonso, “Santiago de los Espanoles en el siglo XVI,” 26–29. 
 
188 Alonso, S. Maria di Monserrato, 14–18. 
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frescoes by Pellegrino da Modena and a sculpture over the altar by Jacopo Sansovino.189 

The frescoes represent selected scenes from the story of Saint James, though since the 

seventeenth century they have suffered from humidity and misdirected restoration which 

resulted in significant surface loss and missing sections. Originally, the sidewalls each 

had three frescoes—a larger central scene flanked by smaller scenes. The left wall shows 

scenes from the Life of James. The first two sections are in relatively good shape and are 

fairly easy to decipher as episodes from the story of the apostle’s confrontation with the 

magician Hermogenes (Fig. 35). In the third section, little of the fresco remains, but 

thanks to a drawing recovered by Bernice Davidson, she has been able to discern a series 

of scenes representing James being sentenced to death and the subsequent miracles of 

healing and conversion he performed on his way to execution.190 On the right wall, are 

posthumous miracles, though only the center scene remains; this depicts a Spanish legend 

of Saint James’s fortuitous appearance at the eighth century Battle of Clavijo in Spain at 

which he rescued the outnumbered Christian forces and killed thousands of Muslims 

(Fig. 36).191 On the altar wall is Jacopo Sansovino’s life-size statue of Saint James 

flanked by frescoes of the co-founders of the Roman Church and patron saints of Rome, 

Peter and Paul (Fig. 37).192  

Of all the artwork in San Giacomo, the Serra Chapel attracted the earliest and 

most sustained focus in the writings of art historians, critics, and guidebooks. Vasari 

                                                 
189 Vasari, Lives, vol. 3, 177–80 and vol. 4, 4.  
 
190 Davidson, “Pellegrino da Modena,” 78–86. 
 
191 Ibid., 80–82. 
 
192 Bruce Boucher, The Sculpture of Jacopo Sansovino vol. 1 (New Haven and 

London: Yale University Press, 1991), 29–30. 
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praised the chapel in his entry on Pellegrino da Modena. He describes it as “a chapel 

richly adorned with marbles,” with a sculpture of Saint James by Sansovino that was 

“much extolled.” Vasari continues by explaining that Pellegrino, who trained in 

Raphael’s workshop, gives “an air of great sweetness to his figures” and designed “the 

whole composition so well, that the work made him known as an able man with a fine 

and beautiful genius for painting.”193 The chapel was subsequently mentioned in 

seventeenth-century guidebooks to Rome, including one by the architect and writer 

Giovanni Battista Mola, dating 1663, and a later in 1674 by Filippo Titi, the cleric, art 

historian and cartographer. 194 The chapel is mentioned in two twentieth-century articles 

on Pellegrino—one summarizing the artist’s career by the Italian art historian Giuseppe 

Fiocco, dating 1917, and another discussing the Serra chapel frescoes by Bernice 

Davidson from 1970.195 

Yet, despite the sustained attention the Serra Chapel has received, there has never 

been an attempt to fully discern and explain the meaning of its decorative program. This 

is probably due to the fact that we have little original documentation regarding its 

commission. No contract has surfaced and somehow the construction and decoration 

escaped notice in the Libri del Camerlengo for the years around which the chapel has 

                                                 
193 Vasari, Lives, vol. 3, 177–80.  
 
194 Giovanni Battista Mola, Breve racconto delle miglior opere d’architecttura, 

scultura et pittura fatte in Roma et alcuni fuor di Roma descritto da Giov. Battista Mola, 
trans. Karl Noehles (Rome, 1663; Berlin: B. Hessling, 1966), 61. Filippo Titi, Studio di 
pittura, scoltura, et architettura nelle chiese di Roma (Rome: Mancini, 1674), 153-57. 
For an overview of San Giacomo in guides see Rosa Vázquez Santos, “San Giacomo 
degli Spagnoli en las Guís de Roma y Otras Fuentes Para la Historia del Arte” 
Anthologica Annua 48–49 (2001–2002): 703–26. 

 
195 Giuseppe Fiocco, “Pellegrino da Modena” L’Arte, 20 (1917): 199–210. 
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been dated.196 Scholars have relied on Vasari’s discussion of the chapel for the 

identification of the artists and they have advanced a date that falls in between the death 

of Jaime Serra in 1517, and that of Pellegrino da Modena in 1522. 197 The one original 

source that has been found only adds to the confusion. It is a document in the Archivio di 

Stato, Rome, in which Pope Leo X appointed the Italian cardinal, Antonio del Monte as 

executor of Serra’s will in 1518. Among del Monte’s duties was the supervision of the 

construction of the Spaniard’s chapel and tomb. 198 This document has led scholars to 

conclude that because del Monte was executor, he must have chosen the artists and 

created the program for the chapel. 199 This explanation is problematic as it removes the 

chapel from the larger context of the church and separates it from the Spanish 

community. However, I do not think the roles of del Monte and Pope Leo should be 

discounted. Thus, I will offer the first comprehensive reading of the chapel program as a 

major monument in the Spanish National church and consider it in light of the role that 

Saint James plays for the Spanish. Additionally, I will relate the decorative program to 

the larger historical context, which will explain the seemingly peculiar coalition of 

stakeholders in the chapel—Pope Leo X, Antonio del Monte, and the Spanish.  

                                                 
196 Alonso, “Santiago de los Espanoles en el siglo XVI,” 27–28. 
 
197 Ibid., also see Davidson, “Pellegrino da Modena,” 81, who surmises a 

conclusion date for the chapel of 1520 based on a document brought to her attention by 
Christoph Frommel in the Archivio di Stato, Rome (Audituris Camere, J.J. Apocellus, 
Vol. 406, f. 188.3 II.1520) which explains that Pope Leo X appointed Cardinal Antonio 
del Monte to supervise the execution of the will in 1518 and by 1520 del Monte had 
completed his duties.   

 
198 Davidson, “Pellegrino da Modena,” 81. 
 
199 Ibid., Davidson notes that she and Frommel discussed the idea that the artists 

were probably chosen by del Monte who had worked with several of them. 
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Saint James and Spain 

The Apostle James became patron saint of Spain in a complicated way. According 

to apocrypha, after the resurrection of Jesus, when his disciples scattered to evangelize, 

the apostle James traveled to Spain, where he preached and proselytized. He returned to 

Jerusalem, where he was martyred in 44 CE. Afterwards, in fulfillment of James’ request, 

his disciples brought his body back to Spain for burial on the coast of Galacia in the 

Kingdom of Asturias. For a time, the faithful tended his tomb and the locals gave him the 

old Spanish name ‘Sant Iago,’ which evolved into ‘Santiago.’  However, over the years, 

his tomb was forgotten, until 813, when legend tells us that shepherds guarding their 

flocks were led by a bright star to the location of James’ neglected tomb. The local 

bishop pronounced the body to be that of Saint James, and the King of Asturias 

proclaimed the apostle Spain’s special protector and ordered a shrine constructed over the 

tomb. Later a church was built over this shrine and a town grew around it called 

Compostela (Fig. 38). The shrine quickly became one of the three most visited 

pilgrimage sites for Western Christians; it shared this distinction with Rome and 

Jerusalem.200   

When James’ body was discovered, the Christians of the Iberian Peninsula had 

been engaged in a slowly growing resistance to the Islamic forces, who, in 711, had come 

out of North Africa and taken over the peninsula. By the ninth century, this resistance 

became more organized and official and was given the name of Reconquest, or 

                                                 
200 The story of Saint James appears in The Golden Legend, also see: Thomas F. 

Coffey, Linda Kay Davidson, and Maryjane Dunn, ed., The Miracles of St. James, 
Translations from the Liber Sancti Jacobi (New York: Italica Press, 1996); Joan and 
Marc Simmons Myers, Santiago Saint of Two Worlds (Albuquerque: University of New 
Mexico Press, 1991). 
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Reconquista. In the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, the Reconquista was transformed 

into a crusade by the papacy, who gave willing Christian soldiers the same crusading 

benefits offered to those going to the Holy Land.201  

Scholars emphasize the profound effect that the discovery of the body of James 

had on Spain’s history. Their argument rests on the fact that Saint James is linked with 

the two phenomena that shaped the history of Spain—the Reconquista and the pilgrimage 

to Santiago de Compostela. As a result, James developed a dual persona—Santiago 

Peregrino, patron saint of pilgrims (Figs 39 and 40); but also Santiago Matamoros 

(James the Moorslayer) a divine support to the Spanish in the Reconquista (Fig. 41). 

While these two roles seem to be conflicting, contemporary historians believe that for the 

Spanish, there was a close relationship between pilgrimage and crusade.202 Supporting his 

dual role, Santiago performed posthumous miracles along the pilgrimage route, helping 

the faithful either in connection with, or prior to the pilgrimage. He also appears as 

Matamoros, first at the battle of Clavijo in 844, and later at other battles in Spain, North 

Africa and eventually even the New World.203 

                                                 
201 Joseph F. O'Callaghan, Reconquest and Crusade in Medieval Spain 

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2003). 
 
202 John K. Moore Jr., “Juxtaposing James the Greater: Interpreting the Interstices 

of Santiago as Peregrino and Matamoros,” La Corónica 36.2 (Spring 2008): 314–44.  
 
203 Coffey, Davidson, and Dunn, ed. The Miracles of Saint James, liii. For a sense 

of how pivotal Santiago was to Spanish identity see Rowe, Saint and Nation, 1–5 and 20–
47. Rowe explains that “while devotion to James in Spain was medieval, the legends 
about Santiago—primarily his foundation of the Christian church on the Iberian 
Peninsula—predate the existence of the disparate kingdoms [Castile, Aragon, Navarre, 
Granada, and Portugal], which emerged during the reconquest period.” Thus Santiago 
was patron saint of Hispania or Spain. 30.  
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Iconography of Saint James in Italy 

Today one of the most frequently studied and discussed cycles of the life of James 

was produced by Mantegna between 1448–51 as part of the decoration for the funerary 

chapel of the nobleman Antonio degli Ovetari in the Eremitani Church in Padua. 

Dedicated to Saints James and Christopher the chapel had extensive cycles from their 

lives, which were unfortunately almost entirely destroyed, by an Allied bomb in 1944. 

The scenes from the life of James were drawn from The Golden Legend and detail the 

major moments in his story such as his calling, preaching, trail, and martyrdom (Fig. 

42).204 Though Mantegna’s depiction was particularly noteworthy and is well-known 

today, more common to a European audience was Saint James in his role as patron saint 

of pilgrims. Representations of James in his pilgrim garb of a long cloak, a broad 

brimmed hat trimmed with a scallop shell, and carrying a staff, were frequently 

represented in sculpture and painting. Narrative scenes of his miracles on behalf of 

pilgrims were common, particularly along pilgrimage routes. In Italy, for example, there 

is a fresco cycle in Assisi, the birthplace and burial site of Saint Francis, the thirteenth 

century founder of the Franciscan order. This was a popular pilgrimage site and there is a 

cycle of Saint James dating from the 1470s in the Oratory of the Pilgrims, which was 

originally attached to a hospital. Here we find numerous scenes of James’s posthumous 

miracles in aid of pilgrims (Fig. 43). There is also a cycle in stained glass in Perugia, 

where the faithful often stopped on their way to Assisi (Fig. 44).205 In Rome—a major 

                                                 
204 For a lengthy discussion of these frescoes see Giuseppe Fiocco, The Frescoes 

of Mantegna in the Eremitani Church Padua (Oxford: Phaidon, 1978). 
 
205 Rosa Vázquez Santos, “Culto e Iconografía Jacobeos en la Iglesia de San 

Giacomo degli Spagnoli,” in Santiago e l’Italia: atti del convegno internazionale di 
studi: Perugia, 23–26 maggio, 2002, ed. Paolo Caucci von Saucken (Perugia: Centro 
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pilgrimage destination—there were several fresco cycles and altarpieces scattered in 

churches around the city. 206 All of these narrative cycles were in places frequented by 

pilgrims and present James as their special protector, showing posthumous miracles with 

such titles as: The Pilgrim Hung and Kept Alive until his Parents Returned from 

Pilgrimage seen in the Oratory of the Pilgrims, Assisi, from 1477; and The Miracle of the 

Thirty Pilgrims from Lorraine and The Miracle of a Youth of Prato Unjustly Deprived of 

his Inheritance seen in San Domenico, Perugia, and dating 1411.207 

Conversely, the other persona of James, Santiago Matamoros, appears less often 

outside Spain or Spanish territories. In fact, in Italy, I have only found three examples 

and all in cities north of Rome. In two versions, one in Bologna and one in Padua, 

Santiago Matamoros is shown in the larger story of the famous Battle of Clavijo. 

Notably, the patrons of both were military leaders of Spanish descent with successful 

records. In Bologna, Spanish Cardinal Egidio Albornoz commissioned a fresco of Saint 

James at the Battle of Clavijo for the Church of San Giacomo in the 1350s (Fig. 45). The 

Cardinal was also a soldier and in 1340s had served in campaigns in his homeland against 

the Muslims. Later Albornoz worked for Pope Innocent VI and led troops to restore papal 

                                                                                                                                                 
Italiano di Studi Compostellani, 2005), 827–75. For churches dedicated to St. James in 
Rome see Santos, “Saint James in Rome: The Vanished Churches,” La Corónica 36.2 
(Spring 2008), 75–98. 
 

206 Santos, “Culto e Iconografía Jacobeos en la Iglesia de San Giacomo,” 827–75. 
 
207 Rosa Vázquez Santos, “L’Iconografia e il Culto Iacobeo nell’Italia del 

Quattrocento,” (paper presented at International Congress for Associazione Anaune 
Amici del Cammino di Santiago, Val di Non, Italy, July 22-24, 2006), available from 
http://www.santiagoanaunia.it/relazioni.html. 
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territories in Italy; his success made it possible for the pope to return to Rome.208 The 

second appearance of Saint James at the Battle of Clavijo is found in a fresco cycle in 

Padua in the chapel of Bonifacio Lupi, in the church of San Antonio, called “Il Santo” 

(Fig. 46). The fourteenth-century master Altichiero painted the cycle in 1379. The patron, 

Bonifacio Lupi, was a mercenary military leader and diplomat who proudly traced his 

family back to Spain.209   

The final version is in Siena in the Cappella degli Spagnoli in Santo Spirito and 

dates to the late 1530s (Figs. 47 and 48). Owing to continual conflict on the Italian 

Peninsula, Siena had sought the protection of Emperor Charles V, and by 1530 a Spanish 

garrison was quartered in the city. Spanish living in Siena commissioned the Italian artist 

Giovanni Antonio Bazzi, called “Il Sodoma” to create a chapel in the church of Santo 

Spirito that paired James with Ildefonsus. In a panel painting over the altar, Ildefonsus is 

shown receiving vestments from the Virgin. In a frescoed lunette above, James is shown 

on horseback in full armor, vanquishing the Muslims scattered beneath him.210 The 

identities of the patrons are unknown, yet it is reasonable to suspect they were members 

of Charles V’s garrison in the city. As I have demonstrated, patrons with a military 

affiliation had a preference for James in his guise as Christian warrior. Yet I would also 

                                                 
208 Michael Ott, “Alvarez Carillo Gil de Albornoz” The Catholic Encyclopedia 6 

New York: Robert Appleton Company, 1909. 11 Apr. 2011, 
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propose the reoccurring combination of Ildefonsus and James in a Spanish-commissioned 

chapel suggests that these figures were truly emblematic for the Spanish in Italy. Whether 

they are referencing the Christian history of the Iberian Peninsula or the particular 

Spanish Christianity which was devout, active, and orthodox, the pairing of Ildefonsus 

and James stresses the traits with which the Spanish wanted to be linked. 

The Legend of Saint James in the Serra Chapel 

The chapel of Cardinal Serra provided the Spanish an opportunity to offer to the 

Roman audience their own more multi-faceted version of Saint James. Thus the selection 

of scenes from the saint’s life would have been carefully chosen to project a version of 

his persona that suited the Spanish agenda and also connected the saint to the Iberian 

Peninsula. There are multiple personas of James presented in the chapel—familiar 

versions of James the apostle and evangelist, now on par with Saints Peter and Paul—but 

also Santiago Peregrino, and Santiago Matamoros.  

Pellegrino da Modena painted the frescoes from the life of James on the sidewalls 

and the depictions of Peter and Paul flanking the altar. The artist began his Roman career 

in Raphael’s workshop at the Vatican. He worked in the Stanza dell’Incendio and the 

Vatican Logge and the influence of this experience is seen in his compositions and 

figures. Other than this, we have little biographical data on Pellegrino—no birth date or 

name of his teacher—though we know he hailed from Modena and is also known as 

Pellegrino Munari and Pellegrino degli Aretusi. While Vasari notes several other projects 

Pellegrino executed around Rome, among them an altar at the nearby church of 

Sant’Eustacchio, and an altar and frescoes in Sant’Antonio dei Portoghesi, the national 

church of the Portuguese, none of these works remain so it is difficult to trace the 
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maturation of his style.211 Pellegrino’s scenes from the story of James begin on the left 

wall of the chapel. Divided into three segments, the wall shows episodes from the saint’s 

life focused on his successes in evangelizing and conversion. The majority of the wall has 

been reserved for telling the story of the confrontation between Saint James and the 

magician Hermogenes; a story taken from Jacobus de Voragine’s thirteenth century book 

The Golden Legend.212  

According to The Golden Legend, James was in Judea preaching the gospel of 

Jesus when the Pharisees, seeking to discredit him, enlisted the help of the magician 

Hermogenes. The magician sent his apprentice Philetus, to find James preaching and 

publicly expose him as a fraud. Pellegrino begins with this episode in the background of 

the first section on the left wall (Fig. 49). James stands on the steps of a building 

resembling a Roman temple, preaching before an animated crowd gathered around him. 

Philetus is the bearded man who has pushed forward to the front of the crowd and raises 

his hand as if to contradict James. Yet the legend recounts that Philetus’ efforts were not 

successful and in fact he himself was swayed by the preaching of the apostle and decided 

to convert.  

When he returned to Hermogenes, Philetus confessed his transformation and was 

promptly imprisoned for his betrayal. In the foreground of the fresco, Philetus is shown 

chained to a marble podium. A group of James’ followers rush to his aid, and thrust 

toward him a kerchief blessed by the apostle that will release the chains.  
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The exchanges between Hermogenes and James continued and culminated with 

the magician sending demons after the apostle. In the end, the magician converts, a 

climax that is depicted as a dramatic moment in the central fresco (Fig.50). Pellegrino has 

composed the scene on a strong diagonal and on the far left the viewer is led into the 

fresco with a compositional device recalling Raphael and Michelangelo, a seated woman 

holding a child who turns sharply towards the action. This leads us to the repentant 

Hermogenes who collapses and in desperation reaches for the staff of James as protection 

against the angry, vengeful demons who have now turned on him. Following the diagonal 

we come to James surrounded by followers who appear stunned at the conversion of the 

magician while the apostle, unperturbed, offers his staff to Hermogenes. In the 

background left is the culmination of the story in which Hermogenes, with James’ help, 

throws his magic books into the sea. 

The much-damaged third section on this wall represented James’ final days when 

he was condemned to death and on his way to execution performs miracles that inspire 

bystanders to convert (Fig. 51). Only patches of the fresco survive, however with the aid 

of a drawing for the background scene and incised traces of figures in the plaster Bernice 

Davidson, in her article on the frescoes, proposes a narrative, which I draw from in my 

discussion (Fig. 52). As in the first fresco, the story is told in three parts and begins in the 

background. Here, on the left side, Saint James is brought as prisoner before Herod 

Agrippa who is seated before a baldacchino.213 Davidson neglected to mention that 

opposite this scene is a monumental classical-type building, which has echoes of the 

centralized plans produced for Saint Peter’s by Bramante and Raphael. In the middle 
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distance, James who is being is led to execution, stops to cure a paralytic. In the 

foreground, the outlines remaining suggest the area may show the scene of James 

baptizing the scribe Josias, one of the Pharisees who had captured the Apostle but was 

then converted on seeing the miraculous cure.214  

On the right wall only the central scene remains and it shows James as the 

Christian warrior representing his miraculous appearance at the Battle of Clavijo (Fig. 

53). According to legend, the Battle of Clavijo took place in Spain 844 CE. The Muslim 

princes of Cordoba annually demanded of their Spanish subjects, one hundred virgins as 

a tribute. Ramiro I, King of Asturias, refused to comply and assembled an army to face 

the Muslims. However, on the battlefield at Clavijo, the Christians suffered a setback and 

retreated into the hills. During the night, James appeared to King Ramiro in a dream and 

promised the Christians would be victorious. The following day, in the midst of the 

battle, Saint James emerged from the clouds riding a white horse and slew more than 

60,000 Muslims and led the Christians to victory.215   

Pellegrino represents the height of the battle scene. King Ramiro with grey hair, 

beard, and crown, and James, with halo, and yellow cloak, lead the Christian soldiers 

riding in from the left in pursuit of the swiftly retreating Muslims. Among the group one 

soldier struggles to hang onto an enormous billowing flag with a red cross on white 

ground. The combination of the red cross over a white field was used regularly during the 
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Middle Ages, by the French crusaders and also the Knights Templar.216 This is also a 

version of symbol of the Military Order of Santiago, a red crossed sword on white 

ground, which is the emblem on the sash worn across the torso of James. The Muslims 

who wear turbans for differentiation, beat a hasty retreat to the right. They too are 

burdened by an enormous flag. But, rather than being the flag of the Muslin Kingdom of 

Cordoba which would have been historically accurate, Pellegrino has portrayed the 

yellow ground and red crescent that was found on the Turkish flag (Fig. 54). I propose 

this connects the fresco to Leo X’s contemporary campaign against the Ottoman Turks. 

On the altar wall is a sculpture of James by Jacopo Sansovino, here the apostle is 

shown striding forward from his niche, dressed as a pilgrim in a short tunic with a sash of 

scallop shells, and carrying a pilgrim staff in one hand and his gospel beneath his arm 

(Fig. 55). Jacopo hailed from Florence and had been apprenticed to the sculptor Andrea 

Sansovino whose last name the young artist took. Jacopo spent time in Rome early in his 

career with his master, but returned to Florence in 1510 where he completed a sculpture 

of Saint James for the Florentine Cathedral in 1511 (Fig. 56), and later in 1515 he 

designed a temporary façade for the Cathedral for Pope Leo X’s triumphal entry into the 

city (Fig. 57). Its possible his work on both these projects may have been the reason he 

was commissioned for the Serra Chapel. Sansovino’s James for the Serra Chapel, shows 

the influence of the Roman aesthetic and it draws more on Michelangelo and the antique 

than his earlier version in Florence.217 The sculpture is flanked by frescoes of the 
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founders of the Roman Church, Peter and Paul, both of whom also carry books with their 

writings, and hold their attributes, the keys for Peter and the sword for Paul. Originally 

Serra was depicted kneeling before Saint Peter but this has worn away and is only evident 

in a nineteenth century drawing of the left half of the chapel and altar by Luigi Poletti 

(Fig 58).218 In this grouping of the three disciples, James clearly dominates; he is 

physically larger and strides forward from the niche, surpassing his fellow apostles. The 

configuration of the altar groups suggests James is not just equal to Peter and Paul, but 

perhaps eclipses them.  

The frescoes and the sculpture combine to present Saint James as apostle, warrior, 

and pilgrim. On the left wall the frescoes highlight the saint’s efforts at evangelization 

and conversion. To demonstrate these ideas, the designer of the program cleverly chose 

to focus on James’ encounter with the magician Hermogenes. While this story is not rare 

in cycles of the life of James, to devote so much space to the episode was unusual. I 

believe the story’s presence in a cycle in Rome is meant to recall Saints Peter and Paul’s 

famous encounter with the magician Simon Magus, an event that was said to have taken 

place in the city. Consequently, James would have been linked with the patron saints of 

Rome and founders of the Roman church not only in his confrontation with a magician 

but also in the configuration on the altar where he dominates his fellow apostles. On the 

right wall, James is shown as Christian warrior vanquishing the infidels, a scene which is 
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blatantly contemporized by substituting the historically accurate flag of the Kingdom of 

Cordoba for that of the Ottoman Turks who, when this fresco was painted, were 

threatening the shores of Europe as I will discuss further below.  

Antonio da Sangallo and the Serra Chapel 

As I discussed in Chapter Four, we know from the Libro del Camerlengo that 

Sangallo was employed by the church in 1525 to provide plans for a renovation that 

would have regularized the space and brought in more light. However, the administrators 

decided not to follow all his recommendations as it would have been too expensive. As a 

result, the church continued to be too dark, so much so that in the 1540s, another attempt 

was made to correct the problem. The Libro del Camerlengo of 1546 notes that Sangallo 

provided a plan for changes to the Serra chapel as a remedy.219 

We have a plan by Sangallo for the Serra chapel that was published by Christoph 

Frommel, U1415A verso and recto (Figs. 59 and 60). However this proposes a square-

shaped space with arches framing the entire surface of the altar and side walls, and these 

are flanked by pilasters with Corinthian capitols. This is very different from the chapel as 

executed, which has a deeper rectangular form with side walls divided by fluted pilasters 

with Corinthian capitols. The only similarities between the two plans are a coffered barrel 

vault and a lunette above the altar punctuated by windows. There is no written date on the 

extant Sangallo plan, however Frommel offers 1517–18 without providing an 

explanation.220 It may be that the square-shaped plan was an earlier proposal that does 
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date to Pellegrino and Sansovino’s work on the chapel. Coincidentally, around 1518, 

Sangallo was working for the Spanish Cardinal Bernardino Carvajal on a design for the 

Chapel of Saint Helen at Santa Croce in Gerusalemme.221 Carvajal had twice been 

governor of the Church of San Giacomo and afterward maintained strong ties to the 

church, thus he may have asked Sangallo to provide a plan for the Serra chapel.   

The Serra chapel as it exists today resembles Sangallo’s projects at the Vatican 

dating from the late 1530s: the Pauline Chapel built 1537–39, and the Sala Regia started 

around 1537. Both were part of a major renovation of the ceremonial rooms of the 

Vatican sponsored by Pope Paul III Farnese (reigned 1534–49). Scholars have long noted 

similarities between the Pauline Chapel and the Serra chapel.222 The Pauline Chapel is 

rectangular shaped with a coffered barrel vault over the altar area and a cove vault with 

four groin vaults surmounting the congregational space (Fig. 61). The side walls of the 

congregational space are divided into three sections by engaged fluted pilasters with 

Corinthian capitols. These walls were frescoed by Michelangelo beginning in 1546 with 

the Crucifixion of Saint Peter on the left and Conversion of Saul on the right.  

The Sala Regia, like the Serra chapel, is also a rectangular space with a coffered 

barrel vault (Fig. 62). Yet the similar thinking about the two spaces is more evident in a 

drawing for the Sala Regia, UA1234 (Fig. 63). On the center right of the sheet, there is a 
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sketch that bears a striking resemblance to the altar wall of the Serra chapel. It shows a 

framed rectangular niche, flanked by two pilasters topped by an entablature and a 

pediment, and on either side there are arched niches surmounted by a roundel with bust 

length figures. The only difference between this drawing and the altar wall in the Serra 

Chapel is the pediment topping the entablature. Ultimately, it seems the Serra Chapel 

combined portions of the two Vatican chapels creating a rectangular space with a 

coffered barrel vault and sidewalls with frescoes divided by engaged fluted columns with 

Corinthian capitols.  

Despite Aramburu-Zabala’s convincing redating of Sangallo’s contribution to the 

Serra Chapel based on archival evidence, which I have confirmed, he neglected to 

propose precise architectural changes.223 I will attempt to redress this situation briefly. I 

would suggest, based on the existing frescoes of Pellegrino, the chapel dimensions were 

not changed. Instead, considering Sangallo’s work at the Vatican in the 1540s, it seems 

feasible that his alterations to the Serra Chapel comprised constructing a barrel vault 

permitting the addition of a window to bring in more light. It also allowed for the 

possibility of adding a lantern, which was done in the following century.224 Then he 

probably planned for more architectural ornamentation on the walls, adding the fluted 

pilasters with Corinthian capitols that divide Pellegrino’s frescoes and the framing niche 

for the Sansovino sculpture. Notably, Sangallo’s 1546 proposal for the renovation was 

chosen over the 1545 plan from Julio de Merisi who was on retainer as master 
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stonemason of the church.225 The selection was probably not made because Sangallo 

solved the lighting problem more effectively. Rather, I believe Sangallo’s plans were 

chosen because he redesigned the chapel to reference two principal spaces in the Vatican: 

the Pauline Chapel and the Sala Regia. This architectural allusion would have made the 

chapel seem more important and fashionable to the Spanish and others who ventured into 

the church. In fact, the strategy worked because the Serra Chapel is the one space in the 

church that received the most critical notice over time, beginning with Vasari and 

following with sixteenth and seventeenth century guidebooks.226 

The redating of Sangallo’s contribution to the chapel raises another question that 

should be addressed: did Pellegrino plan his frescoes to be divided into three sections or 

does the new architecture truncate segments of the scenes? Prior to working on the Serra 

Chapel, Pellegrino had worked with Raphael at the Vatican and as Vasari remarked, 

Pellegrino seemed to have in mind the Stanze, the Logge, and the Tapestry Cartoons 

depicting the lives of Peter and Paul (Fig. 64). Additionally, Davidson suggests he may 

have seen studies of the Battle of Constantine for the Sala di Costantino and drew on 

them for his own battle scene (Fig. 65).227 With the exception of the Logge, the pictorial 

fields of the Vatican works are rectangular and unified. It is only later with 

Michelangelo’s paintings in the Pauline Chapel that the pictorial field is divided. The left 

wall of the Serra chapel still has the majority of its three frescoed scenes. While it could 
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be argued that portions of the frescoes are overly truncated, it is not obviously a fresco 

that was meant to be in a single picture frame. The only sign that there may have been 

changes to the pictorial field is a red framing line around the scenes against the fluted 

columns, which is not found in any Roman fresco cycles that I have seen. However, it is a 

matter for further consideration because if the pictorial field was united, the fresco would 

be read differently.  

Pope Leo X and the Turkish Threat 

When the chapel of Jaime Serra was constructed and decorated, the mood in 

Rome, particularly at the Vatican, was anxious. The Ottoman Turks had forced their way 

into the European consciousness with the conquest of Constantinople in 1453, a victory 

that prompted an aggressive expansion of their empire with an eye towards Europe. 

Sultan Selim I, who took the throne in 1512, continued the policy of determined 

expansion. Selim had a ruthless and calculating streak that became infamous with 

continued retelling.  He had killed his brother, nephews and his own sons to ensure the 

security of his rule, and his conquering armies were known to be vicious to the people of 

the countries they vanquished.228  

From the time Cardinal Giovanni de’ Medici mounted the throne as Leo X in 

March 1513, he began campaigning for a pan-European force to face the Turkish 

threat.229 While Leo’s efforts to unite the Christian world made little headway, Selim was 

marching across the Middle East and had conquered the Persians of Iran (1514), the 

Sultan of Egypt (1516), and had overrun Syria (the same year). By early January 1517, 
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Leo was writing in desperation to one of his allies, that without a united European front, 

the shores of Italy and the other Christian countries would be ransacked, because Selim 

had a fleet of 200 galleys, well equipped and “designed for our destruction.”230  

Finally, in November 1517, Leo formed a commission of eight cardinals to study 

and develop a possible response to the Turkish situation. Among them was Cardinal 

Carvajal, who as I mentioned above, had twice been governor of the Church of San 

Giacomo and afterward maintained strong ties to the church. This commission 

recommended that since Europe was faced with an enemy determined on the destruction 

of Christianity, the Europeans had no alternative but to go to war. The chief impediment 

was the “discords and dissentions among the Christian princes themselves.” In response, 

Leo issued a bull dated March 6, 1518, declaring a five-year truce among all the Christian 

princes and powers, the infraction of which was to be cause for excommunication and 

interdict.231 

Five days later, on March 11, 1518, Leo signed a document making Cardinal 

Antonio del Monte executor of the will of Jaime Serra, which called for the construction 

of a chapel in the Church of San Giacomo, where Cardinal Carvajal, a crucial member of 

the cardinal commission, had been governor and special protector. Thus all the players 

participating in the commission and execution of this chapel had a connection to the 

Vatican and the pressing topic of conversation among the curia, the Christian response to 

the Turkish threat.   
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Pope Leo X had developed a relationship with the Spanish when he was Cardinal 

Giovanni de Medici. He served as papal legate beginning in October of 1511 with the 

armies of Spain and the Church, who were allied against France. In 1512, the Spanish 

helped Cardinal Giovanni return to Florence and retake possession of the Palazzo Medici 

and other family residences after his family’s eighteen-year exile. 232 When the cardinal 

returned to Rome on the death of Pope Julius II on March 11, 1513, he was elected pope. 

He was the first Florentine to be elected to the papacy, and thanks to the Spanish, he 

could do so knowing his family was no longer in exile from their native city. Cardinal 

Antonio del Monte may have been chosen as executor of the Serra will because he lived 

not fifty meters from the church in a palace that has since been torn down and replaced 

by the Palazzo Braschi. Moreover, del Monte had been a valued counselor and advisor to 

Pope Alexander VI and he had held numerous prominent posts in the Vatican as well as 

for Cesare Borgia. From the time of his first appointment until Alexander VI’s death, del 

Monte remained loyal to the Borgias, both the pope and his son thus he probably had a 

long-standing relationship with the Spanish community. 233 

Cardinal Bernardino Carvajal had benefited from Leo X’s papacy. One of Leo’s 

early decisions, in 1513, was to give a group of schismatic cardinals absolution and 

restore them to their honors and dignities, among them Bernardino Carvajal.234 This 

group of cardinals had been so eager for reform that they challenged the authority of 
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Leo’s predecessor, Pope Julius II and convened the Council of Pisa from 1511–12. In 

retaliation, Julius convened his own council and excommunicated the leaders of the Pisan 

Council.235 Then, as mentioned above, Carvajal earned sufficient trust from Leo that he 

was appointed to the cardinal commission that studied and developed a response for the 

Turkish situation.  

Consequently there is evidence that Leo X, Antonio del Monte, and Bernardino 

Carvajal were sufficiently engaged with one other, the Spanish community, and the 

church of San Giacomo to have an interest in the Serra Chapel. Moreover, all three men 

had links to at least one if not more of the artists. Antonio da Sangallo worked for del 

Monte on his palace in the Piazza Navona.236 Yet Sangallo had also been working for 

Carvajal on the Chapel of Saint Helen at Santa Croce in Gerusalemme. All three artists of 

the Serra Chapel had worked for Leo X on projects in Rome or Florence. In fact, in the 

earlier years of Leo’s papacy, Sangallo was working on plans for a grand Medici palace 

that would have opened onto Piazza Navona on the west end of San Giacomo (Fig. 

66).237 The plans were abandoned, but it’s worth mentioning that Leo had already been 
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thinking about Piazza Navona as a space on which he wanted to place his mark. Jacopo 

Sansovino, who created the statue of Saint James, had worked on projects for Leo in 

Florence. Finally, Pellegrino da Modena had worked on the ephemera for the coronation 

of Leo and later worked with Raphael and his workshop at the Vatican and participated in 

the painting of the Stanza dell’Incendio, commissioned by Leo X and containing a fresco 

that directly referenced the Turkish threat, the Battle of Ostia (Fig. 67).238 This fresco was 

designed in 1515 and tells the story of Leo IV’s naval victory over the Saracens in 849 

when the enemy fleet was destroyed by a storm, thus recalling an earlier victory over the 

same enemy.239  

In light of this information, I suggest that one can read the chapel of Saint James 

as the Spanish response to the Pope’s and Europe’s concern over the fate of Christianity. 

The particular episodes chosen from the story of James—the encounter with 

Hermogenes, the conversions on his way to execution, and the Battle of Clavijo—when 

considered together, demonstrate that the apostle, a proxy for the Spanish, had the faith 

and experience to lead the fight against the infidels. Finally, the appearance of James 

between Peter and Paul, the patron saints of Rome and founders of the Christian church, 
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elevates him to their level and suggests greater significance for him, and thus for Spain, 

in the history of Christianity.  

 Moreover, Ildefonsus, as a prolific writer of treatises countering the arguments of 

heretics, was, in a sense, the brains to James’ brawn. He is the intellectual in the struggle 

for religious orthodoxy. Moreover, these chapels reference recent victories of the Spanish 

monarchs in their goal of ensuring the triumph of the Catholic faith and the Holy Church: 

the conquest of Granada in 1492 and the expulsion of all professed Jews from the 

kingdom four months later. These chapels reminded San Giacomo’s administrators and 

visitors to the church why the Spanish were emerging as a major European power.  
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CHAPTER SIX                                                                                                 
PROMOTING THE CULT OF THE VIRGIN: SIXTEENTH CENTURY 

CHAPELS DEDICATED TO MARY 
 

The Church of San Giacomo did not escape the looting and damage that took 

place in Rome during the Sack of the city in 1527. When they got news that the troops 

were on the outskirts of the city, the administrators acted quickly to move many items of 

value to the Castel Sant’Angelo and hide others in a sepulcher in the Chapel of San 

Ildefonsus. Yet, soldiers in search of spoils shattered windows and smashed walls in the 

church. The Libri del Camerlengo from this period report little of value missing, on the 

contrary, they detail donations to the Church and Hospital by some of the Spanish 

soldiers, possibly in penance for their actions.240  

After recovering from the devastation of the Sack, there was a chapel building and 

decoration spree at San Giacomo. Most were devoted to Marian themes: the 

Annunciation (1532), the Conception (1542), and the Assumption (1550s). These 

supplemented the existing chapels dedicated to the Blessed Virgin Mary (1485) and the 

Nativity (1495). By the end of the sixteenth century, San Giacomo had a total of five 

chapels dedicated to the Virgin. This was unique among foreign national churches in 

Rome. Santa Maria dell Anima, the German National Church had only two chapels with 

Marian themes, San Luigi dei Francesci, the French National Church, had one.241 The 
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frequency of Marian chapels in San Giacomo was not an accident of patronage, but as I 

will explain, testifies to the fervent devotion the Spanish held for the Virgin. She 

provided support and protection in the defining episode in Spanish history, the reconquest 

of the peninsula from the Muslims. Yet she also accompanied them when they colonized 

and conquered foreign lands and mitigated the dangers and loneliness of these 

endeavors.242 

In the following pages, I will explain in more detail the significance of Mary to 

the Spanish, as well as her connection to the patron saints of the Church of San Giacomo, 

Ildefonso and James. I will discuss each of the three sixteenth-century chapels dedicated 

to the Virgin and survey their decoration. For the Spanish expatriates and pilgrims 

attending San Giacomo, Mary’s presence was comforting and protecting, much as it was 

along the frontier with the Muslims in Spain and in the New World. Also, it should be 

taken into consideration that during the time these chapels were being decorated, the 

Reformers were challenging the validity of the Catholic Church’s elevation of the role of 

Mary. In addition to reflecting the unique spiritual closeness between the Spanish and 

Mary, these programs of San Giacomo’s sixteenth-century chapels can be seen as 

responding to and categorically dismissing these doubts.  

The Virgin Mary and the Spanish 

The Virgin Mary was a primary figure in the theology and piety of the Western 

Christian Church. Despite this vaulted role, she remained a human woman and was 
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considered a more accessible, relatable, and sympathetic figure. Though Mary is fully 

human and the means through which Christ became flesh, she also takes a place above 

other human beings. Her consent had made the Incarnation of Christ possible; she was 

the eternal mediator with her Son; she was the Virgin Mother, a model of faith, and the 

Queen of Heaven.243 There are four dogmas proving that distinction: her divine 

motherhood, her virginity, her immaculate conception, and her bodily assumption. 

However, for the Spanish, she had played a much more personal role as a divine force in 

the reconquest of the Iberian Peninsula from the Muslims. 244  

The process of reconquest was slow and arduous and created a frontier that was 

dangerous, ever-changing, and where random attacks and banditry were common. The 

Spanish believed the Virgin provided aid in conflicts against Muslim forces and thus 

soldiers carried her banners into battle. They also felt she offered safekeeping to settlers 

along the frontier. When Christian forces reconquered a town, they would convert the 

main or Friday mosque into a church or cathedral dedicated to the Virgin. This ensured 

her protection over the new settlement.245 Stories of apparitions of the Virgin were 
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common in these tenuously held areas. Often these visions led the faithful to a hidden 

statue of the Virgin. In many cases these statues were thought to be Visigoth in origin, 

and were likely hidden when the Muslim forces arrived, only to miraculously reappear to 

the Christians as areas were being reconquered.246 Consequently, for the Spanish, the 

Virgin was both a champion in battle against the infidel and a tested protective force in 

newly conquered areas. It seems natural she would accompany them both to Rome and 

the New World as a spiritual talisman and as a symbol of the religious validity of their 

actions.  

The Virgin also became linked to Saint James, the other saint who was a key force 

in the reconquest. As I explained in Chapter Five, after the Crucifixion when the Apostles 

had dispersed, James had come to Spain to evangelize. Yet he had very limited success 

and was preparing to leave when Mary, though still alive and back in Palestine, 

miraculously appeared to him. She was surrounded by light and standing on a pillar of 

stone brought from Palestine. She urged James to continue his missionary work, and told 

him to construct a chapel dedicated to her on the site near the town of Zaragoza. She 

vanished, leaving the pillar behind and James and his followers built a small oratory in 

her honor that was later followed by a more splendid church called Our Lady of the 

Pillar.  The pillar was said to perform miracles and soon the church became a much 
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visited pilgrimage site.247 Through this place, the two most significant saints for the 

reconquest were now connected.248 

Historically the Castilian monarchs eagerly promoted and supported the cult of 

the Virgin throughout their kingdom. King Alfonso X of Castile (1252–1284) led a team 

of artists, writers, and composers in the creation and production of the Cantigas de Santa 

María, a collection of stories and poems praising the Virgin. The Cantigas retells stories 

known throughout the Christian West, yet the writers also localized the collection with 

accounts of the Virgin’s miracles on the Iberian Peninsula and a few that even affected 

King Alfonso.249 During the reign of Isabel and Ferdinand the cult of Mary became even 

more prominent. Isabel identified strongly with the Virgin. The queen was particularly 

devoted to the Virgin of Guadalupe in Extremadura, one of the statues Christians buried 

during the Muslim occupation, which then resurfaced when Christians reconquered the 

area, and began performing miracles. A shrine and monastery were built on the site by 

King Alfonso X. Later, Isabel spent a great deal of time in retreat at the shrine, much of it 

praying for a male heir, and even constructed a residence at Guadalupe. She was also an 

ardent supporter of the doctrine of the Immaculate Conception and endowed three 

chaplaincies to the Virgin of the Immaculate Conception at Toledo, Seville, and 
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Guadalupe. Ferdinand also expressed a strong allegiance to the Virgin and took Mary into 

battle in the form of a sword bearing an inscription invoking Mary’s aid and protection. 

In fact, prior to becoming king he founded a chivalric order dually dedicated to the purity 

of the Virgin and to the final conquest of the Muslims with the Virgin’s help.250  

In light of this information, the seemingly excessive number of chapels dedicated 

to Mary at San Giacomo is in line with the strong popular and royal support of the cult of 

the Virgin in Spain. Linda Hall posits her presence was comforting for those engaged in 

migration and resettlement along the frontier with the Muslims and in the New World.251 

I suggest it was the same in Rome, a foreign and at times, hostile city. To the Spanish in 

Rome, the Virgin was an efficacious champion; the abundance of chapels in her honor 

were not simply for their personal protection but also promotion of her cult.  

Chapel of the Annunciation  

The first Marian chapel constructed in San Giacomo in the sixteenth century was 

dedicated to the Annunciation. This was an appropriate theme in a church dedicated to 

Saint Ildefonsus, the seventh century bishop of Toledo who had composed a new mass 

for the Feast of the Annunciation. The chapel’s patron was Diego Díaz, a canon from the 

Cathedral of Tuy in Galacia, who in 1533 would act as agent to Emperor Charles V in 

Rome.252 The space allocated was one of the shallow niche chapels on the Piazza Navona 
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side, which had little room for decoration. The chapel was started around 1526, but not 

completed until 1532. Nothing but the dedication plaque commemorating Diaz’s burial 

remains; thus, to reconstruct the decoration, we are dependant on the Archivio Capitolino 

manuscript. The manuscript describes the chapel as being completely painted in fresco; 

over the altar was an Annunciation flanked by the saints Roch and Bibiana, and in the 

vault a God the Father in Glory with angels.253  

The real significance of this chapel is its theme’s connection with Saint 

Ildefonsus, who as I mentioned previously was a dedicated servant of the Virgin and had 

composed a mass for the Feast of the Annunciation.254 Yet, the theme of the 

Annunciation, along with the earlier Chapel of the Nativity dating 1495, reminds the 

faithful of two of the dogmas distinguishing Mary from the rest of humanity: her divine 

motherhood and virginity.  

Chapel of the Conception of Saint Anne 

The next chapel constructed was dedicated to the Conception of the Virgin. Pedro 

de Velasco, a cleric from Seville, purchased rights to the chapel in 1542.255 This chapel 

continued the life of Mary, begun in the chapels of the Nativity and the Annunciation, by 

providing her back-story and demonstrating her lifelong commitment to serving God. 

Though it was only a small niche chapel and there would have been little space, it was 
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extensively decorated with scenes from the youth of the Virgin frescoed on the wall and a 

sculpture over the altar of Mary with her mother, Saint Anne and Jesus (Fig. 68). The 

chapel was destroyed in the nineteenth century and the only extant work is the sculpture, 

which was produced by the Florentine Tomaso Boscholi, and is now on display at Santa 

Maria in Monserrato.256 Interestingly, in descriptions of the church from the seventeenth 

and eighteen century, the chapel is often noted as being dedicated to the Conception and 

Saint Anne.  

In Spain, Anne was the most popular female saint after the Virgin Mary. Anne’s 

cult had grown in popularity in Western Europe during the Middle Ages and reached its 

height from 1450–1550. As the mother of Mary, she appealed to various constituencies. 

For the laity, Anne was an alternative to the standard female saint who was a virgin, 

suffered persecution, and an early death. In contrast Anne was a holy mother and 

grandmother and became patron saint of marriage and the family. For theologians her 

legend of childbirth in advanced age provided support for the Immaculate Conception, a 

doctrine the Spanish were always working to advance.257  

Boscholi’s sculpture of Anne, the Virgin, and Christ is considered a Saint Anne 

Triplex or selbdritt, a type that originally comes from Northern Europe. This was an 

iconographic type that was rarely seen in Rome, though it was frequently reproduced in 
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Spain because of popular devotion to Saint Anne.258 As it was atypical for the city but 

prevalent in Spain, the patron, Velasco must have particularly requested this grouping. 

The Saint Anne Triplex can take a couple of forms. In one type, Anne is shown oversized 

with a miniaturized Mary holding the Christ child in her lap. Boscholi represented the 

other version with mother and daughter sitting on a bench with Jesus between them or at 

least making contact with both women. The general meaning of both types is the same—

Anne was the physical source of the human nature of Christ. The side-by-side depiction 

of Boscholi, suggests Anne is equal to and parallel with Mary in her relationship with 

Jesus, she was the Mother of the Mother of God.259 This exaltation of the role of Anne 

certainly would have been consistent with Spanish devotion to the saint. 

Velasco chose a sculptor who hailed from Florence, Tommaso di Pietro Boscholi 

(1503–1574), a city with a strong devotion to Saint Anne and a history representing the 

saint. We know little about Boscholi, he is said to have been a pupil of the sculptor and 

architect Andrea Ferrucci from Fiesole. According to Vasari, he worked with 

Michelangelo on the tomb of Julius II producing the reclining sculpture of the Pope that 
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sits on top of the sarcophagus.260 Being from Florence, he likely knew about Francesco 

da Sangallo’s Madonna and Child with Saint Anne dating 1521–26 and commissioned for 

Orsanmichele. In his sculpture for San Giacomo, Boscholi depicted a youthful Mary and 

a gracefully aged Anne sitting beside each other. Anne turns slightly, placing her hand on 

her daughter’s shoulder. The pudgy Christ child, cradling a bird in his hand, sits in his 

mother’s lap but also connects with his grandmother by turning around to look towards 

her. Despite the seemingly tender and human exchanges, this is not a narrative sculpture 

about family relationships. Rather both Mary and her mother solemnly look into the 

distance rather than engaging with each other or the Christ child suggesting the women 

are meditating on the foreknowledge and pain of the coming crucifixion.261 The sculpture 

is approximately five feet tall and has a diminutive figure of Velasco kneeling before the 

Holy Family. Below a plaque notes Velasco’s name, title and the date of the chapel’s 

dedication, 1542. On the base is the sculptor’s signature, ‘Tomasius 

Bos/choli/Florentine/Faciebat.’ 

As mentioned above, the Saint Anne Triplex was not a common type in sixteenth 

century Rome. Boscholi may have known of Francesco da Sangallo’s version at 

Orsanmichele. In Rome, the only other version I have found was the well-known version 

commissioned in 1510 by a German humanist and prelate, Johann Goritz, as his funerary 
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monument in the Church of Sant’ Agostino (Fig. 69).262 Goritz no doubt requested this 

Northern European type of sculpture because of its familiarity. Andrea Sansovino was 

given the project and he produced a group with Anne as the clearly dominant figure. She 

is elevated, embraces her descendants, and looks down smiling at them. As matriarch, she 

presents her family to the viewer. Sansovino has relied heavily on Roman sculpture. 

Anne resembles the veristic style—she is much aged and has the sunken cheeks of 

someone who has lost their teeth and she’s not as handsome as Boscholi’s version. In 

contrast, Mary has the idealized features and vacant expression of the classicizing 

portraits. However, similar to Boscholi’s sculpture, a pudgy Jesus turns toward his 

grandmother and holds a bird in his hand, which symbolizes the Crucifixion and 

Resurrection. While Boscholi seems to have been familiar with Sansovino’s sculpture, he 

brought a subtlety and tenderness to the group that Sansovino’s heavy reliance on Roman 

types did not allow.   

The frescoes in the chapel complete the story of Mary’s early life and emphasize 

Anne’s role as Holy Mother and Grandmother, but they are also evidence of both 

women’s dedication to serving God. According to the Archivio Capitolino manuscript, 

there was a fresco of the Presentation of the Virgin in the Temple and on the chapel’s 

exterior, a painting of the Nativity of the Virgin. Both are stories derived from apocryphal 

Protoevangelium of James, a narrative of the birth and youth of Mary. Representations of 
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the Nativity of the Virgin typically show Anne as an obviously older woman, implying 

that the Virgin was possibly miraculously conceived and thus born without sin.263 I 

suspect the fresco in this chapel followed this prototype considering the Spanish were 

such strong proponents of the Immaculate Conception. The apocryphal story of the 

Presentation in the Temple explains how Anne and Joachim offered a three-year old 

Mary to God in the Temple to fulfill a promise made to God when Anne was still 

childless. The story is meant to allude to Mary’s willingness at an early age to withdraw 

from the world in the service of God, as well as her mother’s faith to let her daughter 

leave her side.264  

This chapel celebrates Anne, who was much beloved by the Spanish, but also 

promotes the cult of Mary. The frescoes and sculpture reminded the viewers that 

according to Church tradition and the apocrypha, Mary was the child of an older couple 

and thus probably miraculously conceived—an idea that was the foundation belief in the 

Immaculate Conception. The sculpture draws on iconography popular in Spain and rarely 

seen in Rome, to highlight the matrilineal descent of Christ as well as his human nature. 

Yet, this grouping of Saint Anne with the Virgin and Child has also been associated with 

Immaculate Conception.265 Notably, this chapel, in conjunction with the chapel of the 
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Annunciation illustrates Mary’s crucial role in the process of salvation, which began with 

the Incarnation when she was designated as mother of God. This idea will be reinforced 

in the subsequent Chapel of the Assumption.  

Chapel of the Assumption  

The final chapel in this series was constructed in 1551 and dedicated to the Virgin 

of the Assumption. The decorative program was by far the most strongly reverential of 

Mary and emphatically presents the purity of the Virgin, alludes to the Immaculate 

Conception, and then gives new evidence of her pivotal role in salvation with an episode 

depicting Christ Appearing to His Mother with the Elect from Limbo; this choice of 

episode was critical as it had not been seen in Rome before this time. The program of this 

chapel would have defied the reformers’ denial of the Mary’s pivotal role in the church. 

The patron of the chapel was Constantino del Castillo, a cleric from Cuenca in the 

Kingdom of Castile and an active and generous member of the congregation of San 

Giacomo. In 1551 he purchased the rights to the former chapel of Saints Cosmas and 

Damian and changed the dedication to the more currently relevant theme of the 

Assumption of the Virgin. In 1553, when Castillo was serving a term as Governor of San 

Giacomo, he contracted Gaspar Becerra, to decorate the chapel. Significantly, Becerra 

was the first Spanish artist to work in the church and had recently produced a well-

received monstrance for the high altar.266 He was an ideal choice. He had been in Italy 
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since 1545 and worked with several prominent Italian artists and thus was well versed in 

the latest stylistic trends. Becerra worked with Vasari on the fresco cycle of the Life of 

Paul III Farnese in the Sala del Cento Giorni at the Palazzo della Cancelleria, and with 

Daniele da Volterra, in the della Rovere Chapel at Trinità dei Monti. Scholars suspect the 

Spaniard also spent time studying Michelangelo’s Last Judgment. The choice of Becerra 

guaranteed the Castillo Chapel would have been in a style found in the most prestigious 

palaces and churches in Rome. While Becerra adopted the substantial and muscular 

figures of Michelangelo, his style has been described as more restrained and devout.267  

Though the other chapels I have discussed have clearly had an agenda of 

promoting the cult of the Virgin, it is this chapel in which the effort is most pronounced.  

The contract between Castillo and Becerra lays out a detailed program for the chapel, 

which defiantly promotes the main ideas of Catholicism being contested by the 

reformers. The program celebrated the purity of the Virgin and the pivotal role she plays 

in salvation. It also promotes the cult of relics at a time when the validity of relics was 

being called into question by Reformers. The contract called for an altarpiece 

representing the Assumption of the Virgin with the Twelve Apostles, and a Holy Trinity 

Crowning the Virgin in a tondo above. These were set within a travertine arch with an 

Annunciation with the Holy Spirit in the spandrels and Castillo’s coat of arms in stucco 

on the cornice. In the vault over the altar, the plan called for a scene from the story of the 

Invention of the True Cross—the moment when Saint Helen presents the relic of the cross 
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to her son the Emperor Constantine. On the other side of the vault Castillo was to be 

shown surrounded by several young women to whom he had donated dowries, 

demonstrating the charity of the governor of the church, and by extension, the 

community. Over the arch on the exterior of the chapel would be a fresco of a subject 

popular in Spain, Christ Appearing to His Mother with the Elect from Limbo.268 The 

decoration’s themes would have been familiar and comforting to Spanish worshippers in 

Rome, but more importantly, we can see this carefully calculated program is part of a 

deliberate effort to showcase the significance of Mary and to demonstrate Spain’s 

devotion to the Virgin. 

The contract stipulated that Becerra needed to finish the project within a year, or 

Castillo could terminate the agreement. For unknown reasons, the Spaniard could not 

complete the job, and Castillo hired the Italian artist Giulio Mazzoni to continue the 

work. Mazzoni was a natural substitute as he too had worked with Daniele da Volterra 

and thus could provide some continuity in the painting and decorative style. However, 

Mazzoni must have made some alterations to the earlier project plans as the Archivio 

Capitolino manuscript description of the chapel differs from stipulations in the original 

contract with Becerra. Notably, the manuscript describes much more elaborate stucco 

ornamentation than was originally requested, as well as supplemental stucco statues, and 

changes in some of the paintings. Moreover, it explains that the altarpiece was not 

produced until much later, in the 1590s and was painted by the Flemish artist Francesco 

da Castello.269 Regardless of these changes and this timeline, the end result must have 
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been that Castillo’s chapel was by far the most opulent in the church, which I will argue 

was not evidence of the patron’s effort to aggrandize himself. Rather, it suggests that in 

his capacity as governor of San Giacomo, he is spokesman for the congregation’s 

collective desire to give the Virgin a suitable chapel. 

According to the Archivio Capitolino manuscript, the completed chapel had 

Castello’s altarpiece of the Assumption surmounted by a Holy Trinity Crowning the 

Virgin, by an unidentified artist. On either side of the altar were four saints in stucco, 

among them Saints Jerome and Ildefonso—this was an addition to the early plan and 

probably the work of Mazzoni. Over the altarpiece there was a pediment with two stucco 

angels holding an oval with Castillo’s coat of arms.270 While this configuration drew on 

Roman enthusiasm for stucco ornamentation framing painting, for Spanish visitors, it 

must have also evoked the elaborate retablos with sculpture and painting that adorned 

altars in the peninsula.  The Invention of the True Cross, a scene which promoted the 

Catholic devotion to relics, was painted in the vault but the scene of Castillo and the 

young dowry recipients was omitted. On the exterior of the chapel there was a fresco of 

Christ Appearing to His Mother with the Elect from Limbo with a gilded frame with 

stucco ornament and figures. The fresco has been recognized as the work of Becerra, 

though Mazzoni helped with the stucco.271  

Today, the only works that remain are the Christ Appearing to His Mother with 

the Elect from Limbo fresco by Becerra, and its frame worked on by the Spaniard and 
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Mazzoni (Fig. 70) as well as the altarpiece of the Assumption (Fig. 71). Becerra’s Christ 

Appearing to His Mother was one of the few frescoes that were left behind in San 

Giacomo when church was sold to the French Missionaries of the Sacred Heart. During 

the sale, most of the detachable works of art of any significance were moved to Santa 

Maria in Monserrato, among them the Assumption altarpiece. The French Missionaries 

had purchased only the church and were in need of living quarters, thus they remodeled 

the building to add a second story for housing. The Castillo chapel was truncated and 

Becerra’s fresco remained though the bottom third was destroyed. Later, in 1932, the 

former Via della Sapienza, was widened to create Corso del Rinascimento; thus the 

original façade and part of the church including the first chapel were demolished. The 

fresco was sold to the state and it was transferred to the Castel Sant’ Angelo where it 

remains today in the Capella del Crocifisso. There is a photograph of the fresco in situ on 

the wall of San Giacomo, though it is already truncated by the floor (Fig. 72). It shows 

the pediment over the fresco with the donor’s coat of arms (a castle, cross and five fleur-

de-lys) supported by two ignudi, all lost with the amputation of the church.272  

The photograph reveals that the Castillo Chapel was decorated in the latest 

stylistic trends in Rome—and was influenced by the work of several of the most popular 

Central Italian artists: Perino, Volterra, and Michelangelo. Becerra and Mazzoni’s 

approach to the chapel’s stucco framing and ornamentation was inspired by the work of 

Perino and Volterra in the Sala Regia in the Vatican.273 Yet there are also reflections of 
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Mazzoni’s recent work in the Palazzo Capodiferro dating 1551–52 (Fig. 73). Davidson 

recognized the Christ in Limbo as drawing on both Michelangelo’s Last Judgment (Fig. 

74) and Volterra’s Assumption of the Virgin in the della Rovere Chapel at Trinità dei 

Monti for the figures and composition (Fig. 75).274 Davidson found echoes in the San 

Giacomo fresco of Volterra’s activated figures that are distributed in a circle around 

Mary in the Assumption. She also saw clear references to Michelangelo’s Christ of the 

Last Judgment in Becerra’s version (Fig. 76).275 While this subject would have been 

familiar to Spaniards, it would have been foreign to other visitors to the church and 

perhaps Becerra’s appropriation of elements of recognizable paintings would allow for 

novice viewers to be more comfortable with the story. His Michelangelesque Christ is 

shown in the center just entering the scene with his right foot yet to touch the ground and 

his cloak billowing behind. Those recently released from Limbo float into the scene from 

the viewer’s right. The figures of Adam and Eve are in the center, leading the group; 

                                                                                                                                                 
del Vaga and his successors see Marcia B. Hall, After Raphael, Painting in Central Italy 
in the Sixteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 146–72.  

 
274 Davidson, “Navarette in Rome,” 93–96. 
 
275 Davidson attributes this fresco to the Spanish artist Navarrete. The origin of 

this attribution is a note in the Archivio Capitolino manuscript of the painter being ‘Niuo, 
Nuno, or Niuto,’ the script is difficult to decipher and she concluded this meant that the 
author was Navarrete ‘el Mudo’ as he was known in Spanish because he was mute, or 
‘muto’ in Italian. She then compared the Limbo fresco to several of Navarrete’s other 
works. Subsequent scholars disputed the attribution, in particular Rosemarie Mulcahy 
who assigned it to Becerra. She saw similarities between the fresco and the artist’s 
graphic work. See Rosemarie Mulcahy, Juan Fernández de Navarrete el Mudo, Pintor de 
Felipe II (Sociedad statal para la Conmenmoración de los Centenarios de Felipe II y 
Carlos V, 1999). Moreover, both Davidson and Mulcahy recognized a similarity with 
Volterra’s Assumption in the della Rovere chapel, where we know Becerra worked. For a 
useful overview of the debate regarding attribution see Redín, Los Pintores Españoles en 
Roma, 194–95.  
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below we see the Prophet and King David with his harp and crown from the back; and 

beside him we see the naked torso and profile of Moses holding the tablets. Christ 

presents this gathering to his mother whose expression seems a combination of relief and 

adoration.  

While being stylistically contemporary, the program also had a clear message of 

support for elements of Catholicism the Reformer’s found problematic. The Reformation 

demoted Mary to a mere recipient of divine grace. Through a combination of the well-

known doctrines of the Coronation and Assumption, and the more particularly Spanish 

subject—the scene called Christ Appearing to His Mother—this decoration offers a retort, 

a conspicuous veneration of the Virgin Mary. The Coronation had long been popular in 

Italy, particularly between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries. However the theme had a 

resurgence in the sixteenth century with threats from Reformers who questioned the 

Catholic Church’s inflation of the role of Mary.276 The subject of the Assumption also 

grew in popularity in the sixteenth century. With the Counter-Reformation it would 

become one of the few themes considered appropriate for a high altar and was among the 

subjects artists were most frequently called on to paint.277 The Assumption paired with the 

Coronation refers to the culmination of the glory of Mary; they reference both her 

                                                 
276 Mirella Levi D’Ancona, The Iconography of the Immaculate Conception in the 
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277 Livia Stoenescu, “The Visual Narratives of El Greco, Annibale Carracci and 
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triumph over death, one of the consequences of Original Sin, and her coronation as 

Queen of Heaven.278  

More noteworthy is the depiction of the particularly Spanish scene of Christ 

appearing to his mother after leaving Limbo. The notion that Christ appeared to Mary 

after the Resurrection was not recorded in the canonical gospels but was advanced by 

theologians as early as the fourth century. Over time a whole new series of apocryphal 

episodes emerged. In Western European art, the Virgin began to be added to a variety of 

post-Resurrection scenes. In one, Mary appeared at the tomb of Christ when he rose; in 

another he sees her on the road prior to meeting his apostles on the road to Emmaus. 

Another type produced by Rogier van der Weyden shows Christ after the Resurrection 

visiting his mother as she sits alone in a room (Fig. 77). 279 

Yet, there is another, less well-known story in this tradition telling that after 

freeing the Elect from Limbo, Christ brings them before his mother. This legend seems to 

have originated in Spain and James Breckenridge suggests it grew out of a chapter on the 

Resurrection from a version of the Life of Christ by the German theologian, Ludolf of 

Saxony, who was very popular on the Peninsula. Ludolf describes that Christ spent Easter 

morning with his mother and told her of his Harrowing of Hell, and how he liberated the 

Elect of the Old Dispensation from Limbo. Fifteenth century Spanish preachers 

transformed this into a story of Christ not simply telling his mother that he had freed the 

Elect from Limbo but actually bringing them to her. The subject is found in Spanish art 
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primarily in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.280 This story goes beyond simply 

adding Mary into the post-Resurrection story, but now she actually participates in 

redemption, again bolstering her importance. 

The Rogier van der Weyden version of Christ appearing to Mary after the 

Resurrection was actually commissioned in 1438 by King Juan II of Castile as part of the 

Granada-Miraflores altarpiece. Yet, the van der Weyden adheres to this more standard 

tradition of Christ coming to visit his mother alone. This type did not achieve the 

popularity in Spain reached by the scene depicted by Becerra.281  

There are rare examples of this theme of Christ appearing to his mother after 

visiting Limbo in Italian art. Titian produced a version for the high altar of the parish 

church of Santa Maria in the city of Medole about 1554. In this example, Christ appears 

to his mother accompanied by Adam holding the cross, and Eve as well as Abraham and 

Noah.282 More standard in Italian art was the typical Christ in Limbo. Agnolo Bronzino 

produced a version the year prior to Becerra’s work for the Zanchini Chapel in Santa 

Croce, Florence dating 1552 (Fig. 78). Drawing from the main literary sources for the 

                                                 
280 The episode is related in a sermon on the Resurrection preached on April 23, 

1413 by Saint Vicente Ferrer and the Life of Christ of the Catalan Francisco Eximenis see 
Breckenridge, “The Iconography of the Appearance of Christ,” 28 and Redín, Los 
Pintores Españoles en Roma, 197.  

 
281 Breckenridge suggests the program of this triptych which comprised a central 

panel of the Lamentation, a left panel with the Adoration of the Infant Christ and the right 
panel with the Risen Christ Appearing to his Mother was probably created in Spain and 
dictated to the artist in Flanders. A model or sketch was probably retained by van der 
Weyden’s studio as there were close versions of the original produced during the second 
half of the fifteenth century and later. While van der Weyden’s work had an effect on 
those Spanish painters most influenced by Flemish art, the subject was never very 
popular in Spain.  

 
282 Breckenridge, “The Iconography of the Appearance of Christ,” 30. 
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story—the apocryphal gospel of Nicodemus and The Golden Legend—Bronzino 

represents Christ striding into Limbo where he finds a crush of persons from the Old and 

New Testament. He reaches out for the hand of one, and in the next moments will lead 

them all out of Hades. There are Old Testament figures such as Judith, Isaiah, David, 

Moses, Abraham, Isaac, and the Good Thief, all of whom are portraits of Bronzino’s 

contemporaries.283 In comparison to Bronzino’s mannered telling of the Limbo story, 

Becerra’s painting, with its circular composition and minimal number of figures seems to 

anticipate the Council of Trent’s requirements for more simple, clear, and devout sacred 

images.  

I believe the purpose of including the scene of Christ Appearing to His Mother in 

the decorative program was to exalt Mary and perhaps its prominent placement on the 

exterior of the chapel is to also to promote a new type of scene. Yet, also worth 

considering is the fact that the theology of Limbo was under attack from the Reformers as 

well. Luther contested the idea that Christ descended into the underworld and he denied 

the existence of a purgatory or a limbo of the fathers. Calvin also criticized the fathers of 

the Church for misinterpreting Old Testament text dealing with deliverance in terms of a 

subterranean Limbo claiming it was merely a fable even though written by great 

authors.284 Thus, the presence of this scene could certainly be seen as providing support 

for the existence of Limbo. 

                                                 
283 Robert W. Gaston, “Iconography and Portraiture in Bronzino’s ‘Christ in 

Limbo,’” Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenze, 27. bd., h. 1 (1983): 
41–72. Gaston discusses the Reformer’s rebuke of Limbo but does not go so far as to 
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284 Gaston cites Martin Luther, “First Lectures on the Psalms (Psalm 86)” in 

Luther’s Works II (Saint Louis 1976), 175; “Lectures on Genesis (Chap. 49, 33),” Ibid., 
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It is not surprising that the Spanish brought the Virgin with them to Rome and 

celebrated her with many chapels in their National Church. As I mentioned previously, 

she had provided them safekeeping in the reconquest of the Iberian Peninsula from the 

Muslims. At the time these three chapels were being constructed, she was accompanying 

the Spanish to the New World where they faced the indigenous peoples of the Americas. 

Certainly in Rome she also provided comfort to the Spanish community.285 Moreover, 

these chapels promoted the cult of the Virgin at a time when her preeminence was being 

threatened by the Reformers. With each successive chapel, the Spanish more boldly 

rejected these new positions and emphatically advocated for ideas that would support the 

doctrine of the Immaculate Conception.  

                                                                                                                                                 
8, 1966, 318–19; “Lectures on the Minor Prophets, III, Zechariah(9, 11),” Ibid, 20, 1973 
99ff; “Lectures on Genesis (Chap 42, 38),” Ibid., 7, 1965, 296–98; and John Calvin, 
Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans H. Beveridge (London, 1953), Book II, 440–43. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN                                                                                                            
ON THE FOREFRONT OF REFORM: REMODELING AND REFURNISHING 

THE EAST END IN THE 1550S AND 1560S 

 
During the first hundred years of San Giacomo’s history, to the casual observer, 

the building must have seemed to be a permanent construction site. In this period the 

church was doubled in size, the majority of the chapels were constructed and decorated, 

and the building was given a second, more contemporary façade facing Piazza Navona, 

which by the late fifteenth century had become a locus of grand religious and secular 

celebrations. With this work completed, in the 1550s, the administrators turned their 

attention to the east end of the church.286 First they concentrated on embellishing the 

altar, which was generously sponsored by Prince Philip, the future King of Spain. In 

1550, they commissioned a costly monstrance to contain the Eucharist from the Spaniard 

Gaspar Becerra, who had gained prominence working for several important Italian 

artists.287  Later in that decade the administrators replaced what had been identified as a 

meager main altarpiece with a more imposing one by the sought-after Roman artist, 

Siciolante da Sermoneta.288 Finally, in the late 1560s, they decided to completely remodel 

the east end, negating the earlier work of Bramante.289 

The timing on these projects was doubtless very deliberate. They come in the 

midst of the meetings of the Council of Trent, which had been convened to answer the 
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calls for reform in the Church. One of the resolutions to come out of Trent was the central 

role in the Catholic faith of the celebration of the Mass and the Sacrament of the 

Eucharist. This led to a change in the thinking regarding the layout of churches. The 

Spanish were well represented at Trent and saw themselves as being leaders of reform as 

they had already started the process in the church in Spain at the end of the fifteenth 

century. Thus it is not surprising the administrators of San Giacomo wanted to show their 

support for the decisions coming from Trent by leading the way in making physical 

modifications to their church, which was serving as the face of the Spanish nation in 

Rome. In this chapter, I will discuss these projects for the east end of San Giacomo as a 

group and explain how they demonstrate a Spanish commitment to the ideals of the 

Counter-Reformation. I will relate the projects in this period to the changes in the 

congregation of San Giacomo and the growing relationship between the church and the 

Spanish monarchy. Moreover, I will suggest that the influence of Prince and then King 

Philip II, who had strong opinions about sacred art and architecture, may have provided 

the encouragement needed for the changes at San Giacomo.   

Before continuing, it is pertinent to explain that the connection between these 

projects and the Counter-Reformation has been raised in separate discussions of the 

monstrance and the renovation of the east end. Gonzalo Michaus Redín, writing on the 

Spanish artist Becerra’s career in Italy, briefly discusses the commission of the 

monstrance and suggests it is connected with the Council of Trent’s resolutions on the 

Sacrament of the Eucharist.290 Likewise, in his article on the architecture and architects of 

San Giacomo, Miguel Ángel Aramburu-Zabala, sees a similar correspondence in the 
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remodeling of the east end of the church.291 However, I will take this discussion further 

and connect these projects to the nascent relationship with the Spanish monarchy and also 

examine them as part of the continuing trend I have identified at San Giacomo of self-

promotion and the demonstration of the Spanish commitment to the faith.  

My discussion of these projects will be, to some extent, limited because there is a 

scarcity of physical and documentary evidence. Only a portion of Siciolante’s altarpiece 

remains and Becerra’s monstrance was melted down to create a more elaborate Baroque 

Eucharistic repository.292 The work on the east end has possibly been compromised as the 

main altar was moved to the opposite side of the church in the seventeenth century. 

Subsequently the altar was returned to its original location during the nineteenth-century 

remodeling of the church after San Giacomo was acquired by the French Missionaries of 

the Sacred Heart.293 However, the Archivio Capitolino manuscript provides a description 

of the altarpiece that I will reference.294 There are also notations for payments to the 

artists in the Libri del Camerlengo or account books of San Giacomo.295 Despite the 

limitations of the evidence, I believe the extant information is sufficient to argue that 

these projects are another example of the Spanish harnessing the architectural and 
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decorative commissions of this church as a means of promoting their ‘new’ identity based 

on a fervent commitment to the faith and religious orthodoxy.  

Reform in the Spanish Church 

When the Catholic Church began the process of reform and renewal at the 

Council of Trent (1545–63), the Spanish Church was already on the forefront of change. 

From early in their reign, Ferdinand and Isabel had recognized the Spanish Church as a 

significant branch of their new state that needed attention and more careful monitoring. 

They saw the church was plagued by secularism, absenteeism, ignorance, and a lack of 

morality and discipline. Two Church Councils were called in the 1470s that developed a 

strategy for raising the standards for recruitment, training, and discipline of the clergy. 

While this laid the foundations of reform, it focused on the lower ranks of the 

ecclesiastical hierarchy: priests, curates, chaplains, and friars. The monarchs knew that 

the best way to effect change would be to exert more control over the senior clergy. They 

began lobbying Rome to win control over the appointment of higher ranking clergy 

which, as I mentioned previously, was granted first in newly acquired territories in 1486 

(areas of Granada and the Canary Islands), then in 1508 (the New World); later in 1523, 

Pope Adrian VI granted the Spanish crown authority to nominate all bishops in Spain. 

The Patronato agreements, as they were called, gave the crown significantly more 

control over the direction of the Church in Spain because the bishops were to become the 

key agents of the reform in the Spanish church as it launched its counter-attack on the 

Protestant Reformation.296  
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The Council of Trent 

A General Council of Catholic bishops and theologians met in December 1545 at 

Trent in Northern Italy. This was to be the first of three separate sessions, lasting several 

years, spread over the period 1545–63. They were responding to a long recognized need 

for change and revival in the Church, which was made more pressing by the rapidly 

growing Protestant movement in Northern Europe.297 According to Helen Rawlings, 

more than two-hundred Spanish bishops and theologians attended the Council and they 

played a significant role in the debates and drawing up the final decrees.298 The council 

sought to reinvigorate the Church of Rome by reaffirming the very doctrinal beliefs being 

questioned by the leaders of the Protestant Reformation. They addressed the Seven 

Sacraments, which Luther had set out to reduce to those able to be validated as being 

established by Christ or the Apostles. Additionally, the council proposed a program of 

reform for the clergy at all levels, which suffered from the same problems as those 

already being addressed in the Spanish church.299 In the end, the Spanish felt Trent’s 

proposals reaffirmed their previously established objectives of church reform.300  

The Sacrament of the Eucharist had elicited much debate at Trent and was 

discussed in 1547, 1551, and 1562. This was in response to the Reformers questioning 

the Real Presence of the body and blood of Christ in the bread and wine, arguing that it 
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was merely a symbol to remind the faithful of Christ’s sacrifice. The Council condemned 

the Reformers’ views and reasserted that in the sacrament of the Eucharist, the body and 

blood together with the soul and divinity of Christ are “truly, really, and substantially” 

present.301 The Council also recommended that the Eucharist be carried in triumphal 

processions through the streets, and especially pertinent to my discussion, that it be 

honored with special chapels.  This effort to showcase and honor the Eucharist was no 

doubt to emphasize its significance in the Catholic faith.302  

Numerous scholars have discussed the ramifications of the rulings of the Council 

of Trent for church architecture, sacred art, and liturgical objects.303 Several of the 

decrees emphasized the need to encourage laypersons to participate more actively in the 

Mass and take frequent communion.304 With regard to sacred art, the Council generally 

wanted iconographic accuracy, clarity, simplicity, and piety. To achieve more 

participation of the laity in the Mass, there was a reconsideration of church architecture 

that led to both changes in the layout of new churches and the dramatic remodeling of 
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existing ones. Many churches retained an old fashioned form, which separated the clergy 

and the altar from the laity with rood-screens and choir enclosures. More fully engaging 

the laity necessitated that the altar be clearly visible to the faithful attending Mass.305 The 

renewed emphasis on the celebration of the Eucharist led to the monstrance, a decorative 

container to display the Host, becoming an obligatory part of the altar furnishings. 

Finally, the Council’s decree on sacred art, issued in the last session in 1563, while 

general, did demand that images be truthful, clear, and that they inspire the faithful to 

devotion. 

The Projects for the Altar of San Giacomo, 1550–1560 

After spending the first hundred years sponsoring major expansion and renovation 

projects that transformed San Giacomo from a small building, scarcely larger than a 

freestanding chapel to a grander, contemporary edifice, the administrators turned its focus 

toward the sanctuary. In the late 1530s, the main altar was replaced with one that was 

marble and more decorative.306 Later, in 1550, the Spanish artist Gaspar Becerra was 

commissioned to design a monstrance to contain and display the Host on the high altar. 

The following year, in 1551, the Council of Trent released a decree regarding 

Transubstantiation or ‘Real Presence.’ As many Spaniards were participating in the 

Council, the administrators was probably anticipating the forthcoming decrees on the 

Eucharist and trying to demonstrate that they were on the forefront of reform. This was 

clearly an important project for San Giacomo as Becerra was paid 290 escudos for the 

material and production of the monstrance, a substantial amount of money considering 
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the artist was paid only 275 escudos for the decoration of the entire Chapel of the 

Assumption, which was discussed in Chapter Six. 307   

Considering Trent’s emphasis on the significance of the Sacrament of the 

Eucharist, it is natural that there would be a growing demand for the monstrance, an 

object that was not simply for storage, but an ornate repository with a window onto the 

sacred Host. The form of monstrances originally evolved from reliquaries. Monstrances 

were left on the altar, to allow adoration of the Host not only during the Eucharistic ritual 

and the ‘elevatio,’ but anytime the laity visited the church. These objects had first 

appeared in France and Germany during the fourteenth century when popular devotion to 

the Sacrament developed.308 Following the Council of Trent, they became obligatory 

furnishings of the altar and began to be carried in processions (Fig. 79).309 Consequently, 

San Giacomo’s innovatively displayed monstrance was forecasting a new trend.310 In 

fact, they even preempted the Pope. It was not until the following year in 1552 that Julius 
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III commissioned a monstrance, which he donated to the sixth-century church of Santa 

Maria in Aracoeli, on the Capitoline Hill.311  

As early as 1548, the administrators had recognized their existing high altarpiece 

was inadequate, but the funds were not available to commission a replacement. Yet, by 

1550, thanks to a generous donation from Prince Philip, the administrators was able to 

commission the monstrance from Becerra and a new altarpiece from Girolamo Siciolante 

da Sermoneta, completed in 1560.312 Siciolante was a much sought-after artist. He had 

worked for the French community in the city as well as members of the Roman nobility 

and the College of Cardinals. 313 He started his career in the workshop of Perino del 

Vaga, one of the legions of Raphael’s collaborators. Siciolante had worked with Perino 

on the frescoes in the Sala Paolino at the Castel Sant’ Angelo, which owes much to 

Raphael’s decorative scheme for the Sala di Costantino at the Vatican.314 Yet, Siciolante 

seemed resistant to the aesthetics of Raphael and Perino and the young artist developed a 

much more conservative style than was typically seen in Rome in the 1540s. Bernice 

Davidson suggested that from his youth, Siciolante’s work anticipated the Counter-
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Reformation style and it shares the attitudes of “dogmatic conservatism” that 

characterized the Roman Reformation after the Council of Trent.315  

Siciolante’s Crucifixion altarpiece for San Giacomo certainly fits Davidson’s 

description of the artist’s style (Fig. 80). In fact, its sparse, restrained character has more 

in common with Byzantine icons than contemporary Roman ‘maniera’ painting. The 

scene has been pared down to the essential figures, the Crucified Christ with two angels 

hovering around the cross, and Mary and John appearing as the only mourners below. 

The space is flattened and the figures are foregrounded and set against a mottled yellow-

black background that from a distance resembles the gold ground of icons. The lack of 

depth in the painting and absence of distracting figures and landscape gives the sense that 

the Crucified Christ is very distant from Mary and John below. This sense of distance is 

reinforced by a billowing grey cloud separating Christ and the two angels from the rest of 

the painting, suggesting they are in an otherworldly space. The composition seems to 

anticipate Christ’s Assumption and recalls a device Raphael used in his paintings of Saint 

Cecilia and the Transfiguration, creating a frame of grey bulbous clouds to separate the 

heavenly and earthly spaces. Below the Virgin and Saint John are appropriately 

controlled in their grief as would be expected with Siciolante’s tendency toward 

emotional restraint in his figures. Yet, this is another element that recalls Byzantine icons.   

Originally, the Crucifixion was flanked by two panels, one with a depiction of 

Saint Ildefonsus, the other, Saint James. While the two side panels have not been 

discovered, we can surmise the depictions of the patron saints of the church were equally 
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as simple and restrained as the central panel. The panel of the Crucifixion was relocated 

to Santa Maria in Monserrato and placed above the high altar where it remains today, its 

style still suitable for the Spanish community.  

The altarpiece seems the ideal example of the Council of Trent’s requirements for 

sacred art—truth, piety, simplicity, clarity—though these would not be finalized and 

released until the last session in 1563. Moreover, the strong resemblance to Byzantine 

icons seems to anticipate, yet again, another trend seen in Rome in the mid-1560s when 

miracle-working icons began to be reinstalled over altars. As Marcia Hall notes, in 1565 

the much-lauded Raphael Madonna di Foligno (1511) was removed from the high altar 

of Santa Maria in Aracoeli and replaced by an ancient icon.316 

Philip II and San Giacomo 

Becerra’s monstrance and Siciolante’s altarpiece were funded through a generous 

donation from Prince Philip, son of the Emperor Charles V and future King of Spain. 

This was actually the first recorded contribution from the Spanish crown to San Giacomo. 

Doubtless, this is due to the fact that, as I discussed in Chapter Two, national 

organizations in Rome, such as San Giacomo, were founded and amply funded by local 

expatriates to serve their communities and visitors from their nations. These 

organizations were independently managed and financed and did not have direct ties to 

the rulers of their home states or countries. San Giacomo was founded by a bishop from 

Castile, Alfonso Paradinas, and during its formative years, amply funded through revenue 

from its rental properties, as well as by donations from Castilian clerics and laypersons 

living in Rome. In this way, it managed to maintain its activities independent of the 

                                                 
316 Hall, The Sacred Image, 2. 
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Spanish Crown. However, this changed dramatically in the mid-sixteenth century as the 

result of a change in the socio economic composition of the Spanish community in Rome; 

what was once heavily middle class, shifted to a congregation dominated by an 

aristocracy with ties to the Crown.317 Around the same time, the Crown’s resident 

ambassador, Juan de Mendoza developed a relationship with San Giacomo and when the 

church began to find itself in financial difficulties, he made an appeal to the King.318  

The change in composition of the Spanish population in Rome has been attributed 

in large part to the aftermath of the Sack of Rome in 1527. During the chaos of the Sack, 

many fled the city and when the siege of the city ended and order was restored, the 

Spanish nobility began to be drawn to Rome in much larger numbers than previously 

seen. Additionally, Spanish ambassadors began to bring much larger courts of their 

countrymen. Therefore, there would have been more people connected directly to the 

crown within the church’s congregation.  Their presence would have allowed Philip an 

increased awareness of activities within church and thus more opportunity for the 

monarchy to have input, albeit indirect, in what was going on in the church.319  

Among the more influential of the new affluent members of the congregation of 

San Giacomo were the Spanish Crown’s resident ambassadors in the city. While 

Ferdinand had established an embassy in Rome in the late fifteenth century, these 

                                                 
 317 Manuel Vaquero Piñeiro, “Cenni Storici Sulla Componente Spagnola della 
Popolazione Romana alla Fine del ‘500 Secondo i Regisri Parrocchiali,” in Popolazione e 
Società a Roma dal Medioevo all’Età Contemporanea,” ed. Eugenio Sonnino, (Rome: “il 
Calamo,” 1998), 141–49. 
 

318 Hernan, “trayectoria de una institución,” 302–06. 
 
 319 Ibid. 
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ambassadors were not connected with San Giacomo. San Giacomo fell beneath the king’s 

radar, possibly because his focus in Rome was the building of San Pietro in Montorio and 

the adjacent Tempietto. We know he did enlist at least one of his ambassadors in 

monitoring the progress of the construction.320 But, by the 1530s, the Spanish were no 

longer the main patrons of San Pietro. Neither one of Ferdinand’s successors, Charles V 

nor Philip II, sponsored a similarly monumental project in Rome. Instead of being project 

managers, their ambassadors were mediating agents between the crown and Italian artists 

to commission works to be sent back to Spain.321 On their own volition, these sixteenth 

century resident ambassadors engaged with religious foundations in the city. This 

changing role fit with the expectations of their position. According to manuals published 

during the period, the ideal ambassador should be an educated, eloquent, pious 

gentleman. Moreover, they were expected to maintain a presence in the city and sponsor 

lavish events and public festivities to demonstrate the wealth, power, and prominence of 

their sovereign.322  

Juan de Vega, who served as Charles V’s ambassador in Rome from 1543–1546, 

and his consort became ardent supporters of Ignatius Loyola and his work.323 De Vega’s 

                                                 
320 See Chapter Three, Juan Ruiz de Medina was the crown’s ambassador in 
Rome and worked with Bernardino Carvajal on the supervision of the 
construction of San Pietro in Montorio in the late 1480s. Like Carvajal, Medina 
was a bishop which at the time was fairly typically as many ambassadors prior to 
1560 were clerics, see Mattingly, Renaissance Diplomacy, 211–22. 
 
321 Michael J. Levin, Agents of Empire, Spanish Ambassadors in Sixteenth-

Century Italy (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 2005), 183–99. 
 

322 Mattingly, Renaissance Diplomacy, 211–22. 
 
323 The wife of Juan de Vega along with Vittoria Colona and Margaret of Austria, 

the daughter of Charles V, was a member of the Compagnia della Grazia a group of 
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successor, Juan de Mendoza, became an active supporter of San Giacomo, which was 

fortunate, because both the church and hospital began to have financial difficulties in the 

1540s as they had rising overhead and stagnant revenue. Mendoza reached out to Prince 

Philip for financial support in 1548.324 The prince was preparing to take his father’s 

throne and Mendoza saw this as the opportunity to make a plea for San Giacomo. The 

ambassador’s strategy for wooing the Prince had two components. First Mendoza and the 

administrators of San Giacomo wrote to the Philip on behalf of the Spanish nation in 

Rome and pledged their dedication and allegiance to the prince. Subsequently, Mendoza 

shrewdly wrote a report for Philip on the history and current state of the church and 

hospital of San Giacomo. Yet, in an attempt to win support from the crown, he altered the 

foundation story. His version claimed San Giacomo was established by the Infante of 

Castile (though he did not name one in particular), completely disregarding the role of 

Bishop Alfonso Paradinas.325 Even so, Mendoza’s shameless historical revision was well 

                                                                                                                                                 
women and men, founded by Ignatius Loyola approved by Pope Paul II in February 1543 
who supported the Casa di Santa Marta, a place that provided new lives for the prostitutes 
of Rome. Lance Lazar, “The First Jesuit Confraternities and Marginalized Groups in 
Sixteenth Century Rome,” in The Politics of Ritual Kinship. Confraternities and the 
Social Order in Early Modern Italy ed. Nicholas Terpstra (Cambridge 2000), 138–44; 
Olwen Hufton, “Altruism and reciprocity: the early Jesuits and their female patrons,” 
Renaissance Studies 15, no. 3 (September, 2001): 328–53. See John W. O’Malley, The 
First Jesuits (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1995), 125 who notes when de Vega 
was appointed viceroy of Sicily, he and his wife sponsored the founding of a Jesuit 
church and college in Messina. 

 
324 Hernan, “trayectoria de una institución,” 302–06.   
 
325 This falsehood muddied the history of the church and was not completely 

discounted until the work of Alonso in the twentieth century, thus in some descriptions of 
the church after the middle of the sixteenth century we find varying attributions of the 
founder. See Hernan, “trayectoria de una institución,” 297–363.   
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intentioned, as he believed establishing a royal foundation for San Giacomo would ensure 

that Charles V and Philip would feel responsible for the institution.326  

Mendoza’s ploy was successful and Prince Philip sent his majordomo to visit the 

church and hospital to learn of all its needs. The administrators made a plea for funding 

to replace the old altarpiece with one that would be “as grand as such a most Christian 

Prince would expect.”327 The following year, in 1549, Philip gave the substantial sum of 

486 escudos for a new altarpiece.328 The gift was used to pay for Becerra’s monstrance in 

1550 and Siciolante’s altarpiece at the end of the decade. Furthermore, Mendoza 

established a precedent and succeeding Spanish ambassadors began to play a role in the 

administration of the church and hospital. The ambassadors, as procurers of art for the 

crown, were well aware of the Philip’s conservative taste in religious art and it seems 

logical they would have shared this as the congregation was preparing to spend the 

Prince’s money on embellishing the altar.329 

It is often argued that Philip transformed the architecture and arts of Spain. He 

was a knowledgeable, engaged, and prolific patron. While he commissioned both secular 

and sacred art, he had extremely contrasting expectations for these two categories. 330  He 

                                                 
326 Hernan, “trayectoria de una institución,” 302–06.  
 
327 Ibid.  
 
328 Aramburu-Zabala, “El papel del architecto,” 38. 
 
329 Hernan, “trayectoria de una institución,” 302–06. 
 
330 There is much scholarship on Philip II as art patron. A few of the more recent 

are: Fernando Checa, Felipe II mencenas de las artes (Madrid: Nerea, 1992); Checa, 
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commissioned Titian to produce a series of seven mythological paintings, many with 

titillating subjects and pronounced erotic compositions.331 In contrast, his taste in sacred 

art was particularly conservative; he demanded iconographic correctness and exemplary 

devotion.332  

Philip’s strident requirements for sacred art and architecture are best illustrated in 

his management of the building and decoration of the Escorial, begun 1563. Yet we know 

he was thinking about architectural principles as early as the 1550s because he 

commissioned a treatise, which suggests a program for reform and articulates a 

pronounced Catholic style, in contrast to a pagan, classical style.333 With the Escorial, the 

royal foundation comprising a palace, monastery, basilica, college, library and hospital, 

Philip was fully engaged in every aspect of its design, construction, and decoration.334 

Desiring the most prestigious artists he could lure to Spain, Philip brought in the Italian 
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Art Alliance Press, 1985).  
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333 Catherine Wilkinson, “Planning a Style for the Escorial: An Architectural 

Treatise for Philip of Spain,” Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians 44, no. 1 
(March 1985): 37–47. 

 
334 See George Kubler, Building the Escorial (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1982); Rosemarie Mulcahy, “Federico Zuccaro and Philip II: The Reliquary Altars 
for the Basilica of San Lorenzo de el Escorial” The Burlington Magazine 129, no. 1013 
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Federico Zuccaro to work on the decoration between 1585–88. Yet, Zuccaro’s work was 

a disappointment to the King as the artist took creative liberties in his paintings of sacred 

scenes (Figs. 81 and 82). In fact, Philip found them so problematic that he had the 

paintings corrected by a minor Spanish artist, Juan Gómez, who altered the faces of holy 

figures to make them appropriately bland and expressionless and more in keeping with 

devotional painting.335 In contrast, I think Siciolante’s Crucifixion would have aligned 

with the king’s requirements of piety and devotion.  

There is no further evidence of Philip donating funds for renovating or 

embellishing San Giacomo. However, after he succeeded his father and became King of 

Spain in 1556, Philip expressed a desire, in 1558 to establish an archive in Rome that 

would house the documents pertaining to the Holy See and the Spanish Monarchy and he 

wanted it to be housed at San Giacomo. After much consideration, it was agreed there 

wasn’t sufficient space to house an archive, and it was located in a house nearby. Once it 

was opened, Philip sent archivists from Spain to organize and manage the collection and 

they followed the ambassadors and joined the congregation of San Giacomo.336 Thus 

Philip now had a direct source for information regarding the church. 

The Renovation of the East End, 1567 

In 1567 the administrators of San Giacomo decided to completely renovate the 

east end of the church. The work was executed quickly; it began in January and was 

finished by the end of March (Figs. 83 and 84). The only mention of this renovation I 

have found is in the work of the Spanish architectural historian Miguel Ángel Aramburu-

                                                 
335 Mulcahy, “Federico Zuccaro and Philip II,” 502–09.  
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Zabala.337 Unfortunately, his discussion is brief. He merely explains that the remodeling 

eradicated the earlier work of Bramante. This project was not unique; many churches 

were undergoing renovation work in the second half of the sixteenth century, particularly 

after the close of the Council of Trent in 1563. While there were no directives addressing 

architecture released from the Council, Carlo Borromeo published a treatise on 

architecture in 1577, Instructiones fabricae et supellectilis ecclesiasticae, describing with 

great specificity the best approach to church design.338 Borromeo was the archbishop of 

Milan and had played a critical role in the last session of the Council; doubtless his ideas 

would have been shaped by the discussions at Trent. Borromeo’s book carried much 

weight though his ideas were by no means novel, a fact several scholars have noted.339 

However, Trent’s emphasis on the layman being encouraged to take a more active role in 

the Mass and its stress on the Sacrament of the Eucharist meant the altar needed to be 

more clearly visible to the congregation. Visibility had not been concern in the past and 

as Marcia Hall has explained, many altars were obstructed by choirs and rood screens.340 

Based on the fact that the administrators of San Giacomo felt a need to renovate the altar 

area, we can surmise that they felt it was old-fashioned even though there are no details 

about Bramante’s earlier work.   
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In a hall church plan with aisles of equal height with the nave, like that of San 

Giacomo, framing the altar to direct a visitor’s focus is more difficult than in a church 

with a transept. The photograph of the sanctuary, taken from the entrance on what was 

originally the Via del Sapienza, illustrates the solution to this problem. The architect 

framed the sanctuary with sidewalls, yet these sidewalls have arched openings that 

elevate the space several steps above the rest of the floor. The result of these changes was 

that the altar was visible from the side aisles and the nave but also set apart by the wall 

and the height of the floor in order to emphasize that it was a separate, sacred space. 

Originally there was also a balustrade—no longer extant—that further partitioned the 

nave from the sanctuary. Behind the altar, a monumental marble frame originally held the 

Siciolante’s Crucifixion altarpiece with its two flanking panels of the particularly Spanish 

Saints James and Ildefonsus. As a centerpiece and especially focal point, Becerra’s 

elaborate monstrance would have been displayed on the altar.   

The projects commissioned at San Giacomo during the period from 1550–1567 

certainly respond to the ideals of the Counter-Reformation. Considering that the Spanish 

had been using the architecture and decoration of the church in a consciously self-

promotional manner, we can see the projects of this period in the same way. In previous 

chapters I argued that the decorative programs can be seen as emphasizing qualities the 

Spaniards wanted to stress such as orthodoxy, as having an active and evangelical 

commitment to the faith, but also advancing their own particularly popular beliefs such as 

that of the Immaculate Conception. Now that they had defined themselves as orthodox 

and committed to the faith, it was necessary, in this period of reformation, to show that 

they were leading the charge. Additionally the nascent sponsorship of the church by 
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Prince and then King Philip, who had been thinking about the reform of art and 

architecture for some time, no doubt influenced the projects to some degree. Back in 

Spain, Philip was creating at the Escorial, what German historian Ludwig Pfandl suggests 

was a visual endorsement of the decisions of the Council of Trent and the ideals of the 

Counter Reformation. It was everything that the reformers rallied against: monastic life, 

the sacraments, the veneration of saints, the cult of relics, and the sacred arts.341 Given its 

location, few in Europe would get to see Philip’s monumental profession of faith, so 

patronage at San Giacomo offered him an opportunity to prove his commitment to the 

reform ideals on the international stage that was Rome.   

                                                 
341 Saint Saëns, 111, citing Ludwig Pfandl, Philippe II d’Espagne, (Tallandier, 
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CONCLUSION 
 

National churches are a Roman phenomenon. They arose and then flourished as a 

result of the particular characteristics of the city as a secular capital, the center of the 

Roman Catholic Church, and a major pilgrimage site. They began as hostels with 

adjacent churches or chapels opened by foreigners living in the city who recognized a 

need to offer a safe haven for visiting pilgrims from home. Over time these sites grew 

and began serve the expatriate communities as religious and cultural centers. When the 

papacy returned to Rome in the mid-fifteenth century, and the city reemerged as a major 

European capital, it drew more powerful and wealthy clerics, diplomats, and nobles who 

saw these national churches as places to enhance the reputation of their country on an 

international stage. They became the precursors of contemporary standing foreign 

embassies: they were sanctuaries for foreign nationals but were also the ‘face’ of a state 

in Rome. This dual role necessarily shaped the choices made in the architecture and 

decoration of these spaces.  

This dissertation has set out to reexamine the history of San Giacomo degli 

Spagnoli as part of the national church phenomenon. I have shown that the decisions 

made regarding the architecture and art stem from the Spanish community’s desire to 

create a familiar, comforting space but also a place that demonstrates the power, 

influence, and values of the nation. The compelling reality of San Giacomo is that its 

course of foundation and expansion runs almost concurrently with major political and 

social changes on the Iberian Peninsula. Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile, 

through their domestic and foreign policies, were creating the foundations for Spain to 

emerge as a world power. One of their primary tasks was uniting their diverse peoples, 
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which they did through a common faith that was orthodox and missionary. San Giacomo 

became an international venue for the Spanish to promote their newly formed nation and 

its ideals.   

“Space speaks” as historian Laurie Nussdorfer explains, and in Rome it was used 

as a “rhetorical resource.”342 Consequently, we can see the renovation campaigns and the 

decorative programs in San Giacomo as revealing of Spanish aspirations. Early in the 

church’s history, it was expanded to twice the size and a second entrance is opened onto 

the Piazza Navona, a space the Spanish had begun to control with secular and religious 

celebrations, spreading its sphere of influence onto the city street. With the decoration 

program in the Serra Chapel, the Spanish made clear to the Roman public that their 

patron saint, the Apostle James was equal to the patron saints of the city and founders of 

the Roman church, Peter and Paul. Moreover, James, as a surrogate for the Spanish, 

showed their faith can sway the heretics and their divine might can vanquish the infidel. 

The latter were seen as an imminent threat as the Ottoman Turks were bearing down on 

Eastern Europe. Thirty years later, the Turkish menace had dissipated and the new threat 

came from the Reformers in the north who were questioning the major tenants of the 

Catholic faith. The Chapel of Constantine Castillo and the remodeling of the east end 

reaffirms Spanish dedication to the tenets of the Counter-Reformation including the 

preeminence of the Virgin Mary, and the belief in the Sacrament of the Eucharist and the 

value of religious art.  
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 146

Yet, San Giacomo is not simply a space for the aggrandizement and recasting of 

the Spanish nation, it is also a space for the Spanish community and as such, the presence 

of the Virgin in particular, but also Saints Anne and James provided comfort and 

consolation. These are saints the Spanish also take to the New World and they proved to 

be just as efficacious in Rome.  

Today national churches are still found in Rome and they continue to play an 

integral role in their communities offering not only a place to celebrate mass in their 

native language but also a variety of services to make visiting or living in the city easier 

and more comfortable. German pilgrims planning a visit to Rome can check the website 

of Santa Maria dell’Anima for a page offering general information about visiting and 

staying in the city and a warning about pickpockets preying on tourists. The American 

National Church, Santa Susanna, offers a lending library with books, dvds, and cds in 

English. At the Flemish National Church of San Giuliano dei Fiamminghi they host 

meetings of a Flemish cultural group offering book discussions, speakers, theater and 

musical events all in celebration of Netherlandish culture. The fact that these national 

churches survive and continue to be religiously and culturally relevant for their 

communities suggests they are worthy of a more complex study than has previously been 

undertaken in the general histories and surveys of the art and architecture that have been 

published. In the preceding pages, I have attempted to offer a new model for 

reconsidering the art and architecture in these national churches in light of the divergent 

roles they played in their own communities and in the city as a whole.  
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Fig. 1 Andrea Locatelli, Piazza Navona in Rome, detail San Giacomo degli Spagnoli, 
1733, Akademie der Bildenden Künste, Vienna, Austria 
 

 

Fig. 2 Nostra Signora del Sacro Cuore, Rome, façade by Luca Caramini, 1881
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Fig. 3 Santa Maria dell’Anima, Rome, 
façade by Giuliano da Sangallo, 1520s 

 
Fig. 4, San Luigi dei Francesci, Rome, 
façade by Giacomo della Porta and 
Domenico Fontana, 1580s 

 

Fig. 5 Santa Maria in Monserrato, Rome, 
façade by Francesco da Volterra, 1582-
84 
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Fig. 6 Baccio Pontelli, San Pietro in Montorio, Rome, 1481-1500 

 

Fig. 7 Baccio Pontelli, Sistine Chapel, Rome, 1472-83 
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Fig. 8 Donato Bramante, Tempietto, Rome, 1502 

 

 

Fig. 9 Bernardino Pinturicchio and workshop, Room of the Saints, ceiling, Borgia 
Apartments, Vatican, Rome, 1492–95, fresco and stucco 
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Fig. 10 Bernardino Pinturicchio and workshop, Room of the Saints, ceiling, Borgia 
Apartments, Vatican, Rome, 1492–95, fresco 

 

 

Fig. 11 Bernardino Pinturicchio and workshop, Disputation of St. Catherine of 
Alexandria, Room of the Saints, Borgia Apartments, Vatican, Rome, 1492–95, fresco 
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Fig. 12 Bernardino Pinturicchio and workshop, 
Martyrdom of St. Sebastian, Borgia Apartments, 
Vatican, Rome, 1492–95, fresco 

 
 

 

 

Fig. 13 Bernardino Pinturicchio and workshop, 
Susanna and the Elders, Borgia Apartments, 
Vatican, Rome, 1492–95, fresco 

 
 
 

 

Fig. 14 Bernardino Pinturicchio and 
workshop, St. Barbara’s Escape from 
the Tower, Borgia Apartments, 
Vatican, Rome, 1492–95, fresco 
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Fig. 15 Antoniazzo Romano, Legend of the True Cross, apse of Santa Croce in 
Gerusalemme, Rome, 1492-95, fresco 

 

 

Fig. 16 Antoniazzo Romano, Chapel of St. Helena, vault, Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, 
Rome, 1520, mosaic 
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Fig. 17 Raphael, Chigi Chapel ceiling, Santa Maria 
del Popolo, Rome, 1513-20, mosaic 

 

 

 
Fig. 18 Antoniazzo Romano, Peter and Paul, and 
scene from the Legend of the True Cross, Chapel of 
Saint Helena, Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, Rome, 
1520, mosaic 
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Fig. 19 Antoniazzo Romano, Arma Christi, Chapel 
of Saint Helena, Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, 
Rome, 1520, mosaic 

 

 

 
Fig. 20 Antoniazzo Romano, St. Helena and 
Cardinal Carvajal, Chapel of Saint Helena, Santa 
Croce in Gerusalemme, Rome, 1520, mosaic 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 21 Antoniazzo Romano, St. 
Helena and St. Silvester, Chapel of 
Saint Helena, Santa Croce in 
Gerusalemme, Rome, 1520, mosaic 
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Fig. 22 Plan of the church of Santa Maria 
dell’ Anima 

 

 
Fig. 23 Bernardo Rossellino, Cathedral, 
interior, Pienza, 1459 

 

 
Fig. 24 Bernardo Rossellino, Cathedral 
Square, Pienza, 1459 
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Fig. 25 Original façade San Giacomo, facing Via San Giacomo, (on left) 

 

Fig. 26 Altar of Martín Fernández de Roa, Crucifixion with Peter and Paul (above), 
Lawrence, Sebastian, and Roch (below), originally in San Giacomo now in Santa Maria 
in Monserrato, Rome, 1463, marble 
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Fig. 27 San Giacomo, Piazza Navona façade, 1500-08  

 

 
Fig. 28 Giacomo di Pietrasanta and Sebastiano Fiorentino, Sant’ Agostino, Rome, façade, 
1479-83 
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Fig. 29 Pietro Torrigiani, Cantoria, San Giacomo, Rome, 1500 

 

 

Fig 30 Antonio da Sangallo, Plan for Renovation of San Giacomo, UA905, drawing, 
Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence 
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Fig. 31 Tomasso Boscholi, St. Anne, the Virgin and Child, originally in San Giacomo, 
now in Santa Maria in Monserrato, Rome, 1542, marble 

 

Fig. 32 Pietro Torrigiani, Sarcophagus of Diego Meléndez Valdés, originally in San 
Giacomo, now in Santa Maria in Monserrato, Rome, 1500, marble
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Fig. 33 Bartolomé Estebán Murillo, The Virgin Descending to Award St. Ildefonso, 1660, 
oil on canvas, Prado Museum, Madrid, Spain 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 34 Chapel of Jaime Serra, San Giacomo, Rome, 1518-20 
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Fig. 35 Pellegrino da Modena, St. James and the magician Hermogenes, left wall, Chapel 
of Jaime Serra, San Giacomo, Rome, 1518-20, fresco 

 

 

Fig. 36 Pellegrino da Modena, Battle of Clavijo, right wall, Chapel of Jaime Serra, San 
Giacomo, Rome, 1518-20, fresco 
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Fig. 37 Jacopo Sansovino, St. James, 1520, marble; Peter and Paul, 19th century 
reconstructions of original by Pellegrino da Modena, Chapel of Jaime Serra, San 
Giacomo, Rome, 1518-20, fresco 

 

Fig. 38 Cathedral of Compostela, Santiago de Compostela, Spain 
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Fig. 39 St. James as Pilgrim, miniature 
from the Golden Legend 

 

 

 

 
Fig. 40 Pedro del Campo, St. James as 
Patron of Pilgrims, Holy Doorway, 
Cathedral of Compostela, Santiago de 
Compostela, Spain, 1694 

 

 
Fig. 41 Anonymous, St. James at the Battle 
of Clavijo, 16th century 
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Fig. 42 Andrea Mantegna, Life of St. James, Ovetari Chapel, Eremitani Church, Padua, 
1448-51, fresco 
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Fig. 43 Pier Antonio Mezzastris, Miracle of the 
Hanged Pilgrim, Oratory of the Pilgrims, Assisi, 1477, 
fresco 

 

 

 
Fig. 44 Mariotto di Nardo da Firenze, Miracles of St 
James, bottom row, Basilica of San Dominico, 
Perugia, 1411, stained glass window 
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Fig. 45 Pseudo Jacopino, St. James at the Battle of Clavijo, originally in San Giacomo, 
Bologna, 1350, fresco, Pinacoteca Nazionale, Bologna 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 46 Altichiero, Battle of Clavijo, Chapel of San Giacomo, Basilica Saint Anthony, 
Padua, 1379, fresco 
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Fig. 47 Sodoma, St. James Vanquishing Muslims, Cappella degli Spagnoli in Santo 
Spirito, Siena, 1530s, fresco 

 

 

Fig. 48 Sodoma, St. Ildefonso Receiving Vestment from the Virgin, Cappella degli 
Spagnoli in Santo Spirito, Siena, 1530s, fresco 
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Fig. 49 Pellegrino da Modena, St. James Preaching, background, Chapel of Jaime Serra, 
San Giacomo, Rome, 1518-20, fresco 

 

 

Fig. 50, Pellegrino da 
Modena, Hermogenes 
Converts, Chapel of Jaime 
Serra, San Giacomo, Rome, 
1518-20, fresco 
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Fig. 51 Pellegrino da Modena, St. James Led to Execution, Chapel of Jaime Serra, San 
Giacomo, Rome, 1518-20, fresco 

 
Fig. 52 Pellegrino da Modena, Study for St. James Led to Execution, wash over black 
chalk, Galleria degli Uffizi 
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Fig. 53 Pellegrino da Modena, Battle of Clavijo Chapel of Jaime Serra, San Giacomo, 
Rome, 1518-20, fresco 

 

 

Fig. 54 Pellegrino da Modena, Battle of Clavijo, detail flag, Chapel of Jaime Serra, San 
Giacomo, Rome, 1518-20, fresco 
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Fig. 55 Jacopo Sansovino, St James, originally in San Giacomo, now St Maria in 
Monserrato, Rome, 1520, marble 

 

Fig. 56 Jacopo Sansovino, St James, originally on Florence Cathedral, 1511-18, marble, 
Museo dell’ Opera dell Duomo, Florence 
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Fig. 57 Jacopo Sansovino, Temporary façade for the Florentine Cathedral, 1518, 
drawing 

 

Fig. 58 Luigi Poletti, Drawing of Serra Chapel, detail altar wall, 1920s, Gabinetto delle 
Stampe, Rome 
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Fig. 59 Antonio da Sangallo, Plans for the Serra Chapel, U1415A, verso, drawing, 
Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence 

 

 

Fig. 60 Antonio da Sangallo, Plans for the Serra Chapel, U1415A, recto, drawing, 
Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence 
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Fig. 61 Antonio da Sangallo, Pauline Chapel, Vatican, Rome, 1537-39 

 

Fig. 62 Antonio da Sangallo, Sala Regia, Vatican, begun 1537, engraving by W. L. 
Leitch, 1841 
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Fig. 63 Antonio da Sangallo, Drawing for the Sala Regia, UA1234, drawing 

 

Fig. 64 Raphael, St Paul Preaching at Athens, 1515-16, tapestry cartoon, Victoria and 
Albert Museum, London 
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Fig. 65 Giulio Romano, after designs by Raphael, Battle of Constantine, Sala di 
Costantino, Vatican, Rome, 1520, fresco 
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Fig. 66 Antonio da Sangallo, Plan for Medici Quarter in Rome, 1515 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

San Giacomo 
Medici Palace 
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Fig. 67 Raphael and Workshop, Battle of Ostia, Stanza dell’Incendio, Vatican, Rome, 
1515-17, fresco 

 

Fig. 68 Tomasso Boscholi, St. Anne, the Virgin and Child, originally in San Giacomo, 
now in Santa Maria in Monserrato, Rome, 1542, marble 
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Fig. 69 Andrea Sansovino, St. Anne, the Virgin and Child, Sant’ Agostino, Rome, 1510, 
marble 

 
Fig. 70 Gaspar Becerra and Giulio Mazzoni, Christ Appearing to his Mother, originally 
in the Chapel of Constantine Castillo, San Giacomo, now in the Castel Sant’ Angelo, 
Rome, 1553, fresco 
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Fig. 71 Francesco da Castello, Assumption of the Virgin, originally in the Chapel of 
Constantine Castillo, San Giacomo, now in Santa Maria in Monserrato, Rome, 1590s, oil 
on canvas 

 



 195

 
Fig. 72 Gaspar Becerra and Giulio Mazzoni, Christ Appearing to his Mother, 
photographed while still in the Chapel of Constantine Castillo, San Giacomo, Rome, 
1553, fresco and stucco 
 

 
 
 

Fig. 73 Guilio Mazzoni, Sala dei Stucci, 
Palazzo Capodiffero, Rome, 1551-52 
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Fig. 74 Michelangelo, Christ from the Last 
Judgment, Sistine Chapel, Vatican, Rome, 
1537-41, fresco 

 

 
Fig. 75 Daniele da Volterra, Assumption of 
the Virgin, della Rovere Chapel, Trinità dei 
Monti, Rome, 1550-53 

 

 
Fig. 76 Gaspar Becerra, Drawing of figure 
of Christ for fresco in Chapel of 
Constantine Castillo, San Giacomo, 
Galleria Academia, Venice 
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Fig. 77 Rogier van der Weyden, Christ 
after the Resurrection, 1445, oil on panel, 
Gemaeldegalerie, Berlin 

 

Fig. 78 Agnolo Bronzino, Christ in Limbo, 
Zanchini Chapel, Santa Croce, Florence, 
1552, oil on canvas 
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Fig. 79 Example of the style of monstrance popular in Rome during this period, Diego de 
Atienzia, attributed to, 1646-49, silver gilt with enamel, cast, chased, and engraved 

 

 

Fig. 80 Girolamo Siciolante da Sermoneta, Crucifixion, originally for high altar of San 
Giacomo now in Santa Maria in Monserrato, Rome, 1560, oil on canvas 
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Fig. 81 Federico Zuccaro, Annunciation, exterior wings of reliquary altar, Royal Basilica 
of San Lorenzo, El Escorial, 1586, oil on panel 

 

Fig. 82 Federico Zuccaro, Annunciation, interior wings of reliquary altar, Royal Basilica 
of San Lorenzo, El Escorial, Spain, 1586, oil on panel 
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Fig. 83 Interior of San Giacomo toward east end, Rome 

 

 

Figure 84 Plan of San Giacomo, Rome 


