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I By Lucy GononN

filhe year 1506 was a busy one for Pope Julius II

I  (1503-13).  He founded the Swiss Guards and the
I Vatican Museums and laid the first stone of the new

Basilica of St. Peter on April 18.
His choice of location was not arbitrary. He wanted the

new church to be built directly above the 4th-century five-
naved church which had been erected by the Emperor Con-
stantine over the place long believed to be the crucifixion
and burial site of St. Peter himself. (This belief would
make chronological sense because in ancient times this site
was Nero's Circus, where many Christ ians were con-
demned to death for allegedly having set Rome on fire in
64 AD. That was the same year that St. Peter, at 60 to 70
years old, is thought to have been crucified.)

Julius II was not the first Renaissance Pope to think of
rebui ld ing Constan-
tine's St. Peter's Basili-
ca,  which had fal len
into very bad disrepair.
It had been the brain-
chi ld of  Nicholas V
(1447 -  1455) who
wanted to give back to
Rome her past great-
ness. This intellectual,
who also had the inspi-
ration to start a papal
library (not officially
opened, however, until
1475 by Sixtus IV),
went as far as complet-
ing the demoli t ion of
Constantiire's basilica,
of which only one col-
umn remains in sittt.

Fifty years later the messages Julius II wanted his new
basi l ica to convey were simi lar and several :  l )  Rome,
which had been reduced to only a few thousand inhabitants
during the Middle Ages, its imperial importance then just
a memory, was once again on the world stage with new
monuments, worthy of i ts glor ious past,  being bui l t ;
2) indeed Rome, not Constantinople, not Avignon, was
again the center of the world; 3) Christian Rome was more
important than pagan Rome; 4) the Church was both a spir-
itual and temporal power; and 5) this new basilica was the
center of Christendom.

To celebrate the 500th anniversary of Julius II's basili-
ca, presented in the Charlemagne Wing until March 8,
2007, is "Petros Erti" (Greek for "Peter Is Within" or
"Peter Is Here"), an exhibition of some 100 masterpieces
from museums and private collections worldwide (open
every day but Wednesday from l0 AM-7 PM, and Wednes-
day from l-7 PM, with a splendid catalog in Italian only,
36 euros; self-guiding headphones available in many lan-
guages, 5 euros). Its title, "Peter is here," refers to a tiny
graffiti, on display here, scratched on a fragment of red-
tinted wall. Discovered durine excavations undertaken bv
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Pope Pius XII in 1939 and probably dating to 180-200 AD,
it confirms the very early presence of pilgrims here to visit
the apostle's tomb. Other highlights include a pre-Con-
stantinian sarcophagus, showing a figure of someone pray-
ing, that was unearthed in 2003; Bernini's notebook of
measurements and sketches for the baldachin: a 4th-centu-
ry pin with a Christian monogram; a 4th-century vase-base
decorated in gold leaf with the figure of Christ flanked by
Peter and Paul; and Caravaggio's painting The Crucifixion
of St. Peter (shown on the opposite page).

The exhibition is divided into six sections. The first con-
cerns Michelangelo and his dome. After Bramante and
Sangallo had both died, Michelangelo was given the job of
chief architect in 1546 at age 71. Realizing at age 83 (for-
tuitously) that he wouldn't see the project completed, from
1558-61 the art ist  bui l t  a huge two-piece model of  his
dome out of l inden wood, in the hopes that his vis ion

would be respected after death. This model, based on the
Pantheon and on Santa Maria del Fiore in Florence, opens
the exhibition along with a look-alike bust of Michelange-
lo by his favorite student Daniele da Volterra, who was pre-
sent at the artist's deathbed on February 18. 1564, when
only the dome's drum had been finished.

The second sect ion displays documents such as a
receipt from Maderno, the architect for the facade, to a
brick-maker; a letter from Julius II to Henry VIII of Eng-
land asking for a contribution towards building the basili-
ca; the manuscript of a sarcastic sonnet by Michelangelo in
which the artist asks to be paid, with a 5slf--portrait show-
ing him painting the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel; several
plans by some of the l0 archi tects who worked on the
basilica; sketches for Michelangelo's sculptures; a self--
portrait by Bernini; and an amazing wooden model made
by Sangallo in 1539 of "his" St. Peter's. They are on loan
from the basilica's archives, which contain more than 3
million items relating to the construction of this "new"
basilica.

Also on display here are portraits of fbur patron Popes:
"warr ior-Pope" Jul ius I I  (1503-1513) by Ti t ian, on loan

Above, a lragment of a lresco ol St. Peterlrom Constantine's basilica, and the tiny gratliti ot"Petros Eni."
Left page, Caravaggio's famous painting of St, Peter's crucilixion, on loan from the Santa Maria del Popolo Church in Rome.
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from the Pitti Palace in Florence; Leo X
(1513-1521) by Raphael,  on loan from
the Uff iz i  in Florence; Paul  I I I  (1534-
1549) by Titian, on loan from the Capodi-
monte Museum in Naples; and Sixtus V
( 1585- 1590) from the Vatican Museums.

We can date Julius II's worried, beard-
ed l ikeness to between June l5 l  I  and
March l5l2 because, when he lost a large
part of his territories in Northern ltaly to
the French. he vowed not to shave his
beard until they retreated.

As I mentioned in "Eyeglasses: Made
to Magnify the Word of  God" (APri l
2006),  the magnify ing glass in Leo X's
portrait, painted in l5 17. is the tirst artis-
tic rendition of a concave lens used tor
correcti ng nearsi ghtedness.

On the sel f -guide tape, the wor ld-
famous art  histor ian Antonio Paolucci ,
chief co-ordinator of this exhibition, tells
us that Titian's very realistic portrayal of
Paul  I I I  ( the Pope who commissioned
Michelangelo's dome) t ight ly clutching a
purse reflects the severe financial trou-
bles of  the papacy dur ing his reign.
Parolucci  goes on to point  out  that  St.
Peter's Basilica. seen throu-9h the window
behind Sixtus V Rome's revolut ionary
city plarnner. is correctly painted, showing
the obelisk in the squatre (erected by this
same pont i f f  in St.  Peter 's Square in
1586).  but not showing Maderno's facade
(which was not completed unt i l  l6 l4).

The most special objects in the third
sect ion,  which jumps back in t ime to
Constant ine's basi l ica (c.  320 AD). are
the head of a colossal statue (probably l3
t'eet tall) of this f-irst Christian emperor,
unearthed in 2005 during excirvations in
Trajan's Forum, and a -5th-century chest
made in Pola in Croat ia wi th an ivory
carving showing a very early rendition of
the basi l ica and the saint 's vot ive chapel.

On display upstairs in the fburth sec-
t ion are objects f rotn the pagan and
Christ ian necropol is (cemetery),  which.
according to Archbishop Angelo Comas-
tr i .  president of  the Fabbr ica di  San
Pietro, in charge of the basi l ica's dai ly
upkeep, can accort'lr-uodate up to 50,000
visitors a year and where the " Pen rts Eni"
graff i t i  f ragment was found. Although
there are .10 catacombs in Rome, this
once above-ground necropolis was never
a catacomb. Of particular interest here are
the heads of a man and his wif'e fiom an
early Christ ian tomb.
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What St, Peter's Basilica would look like today if the archltect Antonio da Sangallo
had not died before it could be conslructed.

A 5th-century AD chest with an ivory carvlng showing one of the eartiest artlstic
represenlalions of Constantine's Basilica.

INSIDETHE V.{TICAN DCCCMbET 2006



I

.*\

'T

& ii

! i  a.

\{'.

( )n thc ivorr  p lac;Ltcs in thc l ' i  l ' th
scct ior t  a lc can ccl  thc l l rst  i l tu. tgcs ol
St.  Pctc l  urrr l  St .  [ 'uul  togcthcr ' .  St .
Pctcr  is conrntot t l_\ '  c [cpictc( l  l ts
hcavr ' -se t  rv i th a lorv l i l lchcar l  l l ' l r r r rct l
bv lots ol 'cur l r '  h l i r :  St .  Pi tu l  is  usLt-
al l l  th in.  ta l l .  ar tc l  l ' ra lc l inc.  bLt t  sport-
ing a l t lng wispl  bcarr l .  St .  Pctcr  is
t l rc t ls l rcrrnun: St.  Puul  thc intc l lcctLr-
al .  thc phi losophcr.  FIc rvus c lccul l i tut-
ct l  or t  Via Ost icnsc.  n() t  cruci l ' icr l
(c0rts idcrct l  u I t tucl t  grcutcr  l tLrr t is l t -
r r rcnt  bcclu.r  sc () l ' i ts  lor tg i tg() t lv
bc' l i l rc c lc l th) .  bccatrsc.  Lrnl ikc Pctcr ' .
I ) ; . t r l  uas l  Rt lnutn c i t rzcn.

- l -hc l ls I  sL'et ion eottcct ' r ts t l lc
r lcvot ior t  to St.  I )ctct ' ( ) l ' l i t tcr  sai l t ts
rvho vis i tcr l  thc bls i l ic l r .  ( ) r t  r l ispl i r r
arc thc s; . r r tc lu ls r l l '  Nlot l tcr  - l 'c l 'cs l t  o l
Cale ut t l .  1 ' ruucs t l l '  thc c l ia l t  r l l  Pr l l - rc
PiLrs X's l i rvor i tc suint .  St .  ' l - l tc t 'csc ol '
L is icur (  |  l i7. l -  I  lJ97 ) .  ot t  lo i t t t  l . t 'ot t t
thc pr ivatc col lcct iot t  o l '  , , \ l 'chbisholr
Arrgclo Cor.nr.rstr i .  unr l  thc t 'o l . rc at t r . l
I totr t l  St .  I j l l t t te i :  o l  , \ssis i  \ \  l t \  \ \  c l t t ' -

ing rr .  l tcn hc rccci lcr l  t l tc  st igt t t r t t l t .

Spcukinu ol 'St .  I i t ' l t l te is ol ' , \ss is i .

l jc t lcr ico \ lot tu [ : r l i torc l l ts . i t tst  pt t l . r -

l is l tct l  l r  splcncl i r l  book.7/rr ' l l ' l t lk  t t l

I : t t t t r t ' i . t .  u i th tcr t  i r r  l ingl ish i ts ucl l

lus l t r t l iun.  I ) i i i t ler l  i t t to t \ \ r )  [ ] r t t ' t \ '
" . loulncvins r i  i th St.  [ - ' t 'ur te is in thc

Vul lc I lcat inu" ut t t l  " ( i rccrr  Sol i tLrr lct

ol ' l j r i rne is l rnt l  I ' l is  ( 'ot . t t1 ' lut t iot ts."  i l  i t

i l l r rstr l tcr l  u i th l . r rc l r tht l tk i r tg i t t t r tsct

l l r  t l rc . , \ r r rcr icurt  photr lu lu l t l tcr  Ste\c

NIcCLrrr ' \ ' .  rv l t r t  e ol lu l . ror ; . t tcs rr  i t l t

Nt t l i t t t t t t l  O<' t t ,qnt l t l t i t '  ar tc l  is  l t  t l lc l l l -

l - rcr  t r l '  i \ l t r .qt t t t t r t .  l j t l r  I t tot 'c  i r t l i r r l t t i t -

t ion :  r r  lvrr ' .c l rn nr i  nor i  i  I l ' l r t tccsco. i  t .

; \ l ' tc t '  r tc i t r l r  I  - lO r  cr t rs.  St .  l )ctcr 's

Basi l ica i rus i t t r t t tst t t 'utcr l  i r r  l6 l7

r lLr l in, ' thc pup:. teI  o l ' I  rb l r t  VI I I

(  l6 l . l -++).  thc [ ]urbct ' i t t i  I ) t r l . rc i t t t r l

I ) l r t r ( ) l r  o l ' l lernini .  l t  s t i l l  hotrscs thc

largcst  e()ncct t t r i l t io l t  o l ' l t t ' t  i t t  o l tc

bLr i l t l i r tg i r t  Ihc r ior l t l .  - fh is prt l l 'xr l t l , '

i r rspi lcr l  l )opc . lo l t t t  l ) r rLr l  I l 's  I 'c t t r ru 'k

clur i r t ! . t  thc . l t r l t i lcc l (X)0:  " ' l i r  t t ' l t t t \ t t t i t

t l tc  ntcssage clr t f t - ls te( l  to l tcr  br
( ' l r r is t .  thc ( 'htrrch t tccr ls i t t ' l .  I r t  l lc t .

; .u ' t  h ls t t l  rcr t r lcr  t l tc  r i  ot ' l t l  o l  t l tc

Spir i t .  o l ' t l tc  i r r r  is ib lc.  o l ' ( iot l .  p i r lprr-

l r lc  urr t l  l i rse in l r l ing."  O

l t t t  t  ( i t tn l t t r r .  (ut  , \ t t t ( t  i t ' ( t t t  ( t r l  l t i . \ t t ) -

t ' i t t t t  n ' l t , t  l ivct  i t t  l l r t r t t t ' ,  i . t  L r t l l t t t t '  t t t t t l

t t t ' t . r  t 'LI i I t t r  l /  l r ts i r le t l tc  Vl t t ie l r r t .
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