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Abstract

As one of the crucial protagonists of the Fran-
ciscan reform movement and the first Obser-
vant  friar  to  be  canonised,  Bernardino  of
Siena  was  an  ideal  figurehead  to  promote
this  Franciscan branch's legitimacy. His sud-
den death in 1444 brought the central Italian
city of L'Aquila – the second most important
center in the Kingdom of Naples – into the
possession of his remains. This article sheds
light on the Franciscan Observants' contribu-
tion  to  the  pietas  civica of  L'Aquila  with
Bernardino and his cult as its focal point dur-
ing the second half of the fifteenth and the
beginning of the sixteenth century. The pro-
motion and planning of the burial church and

convent of San Bernardino as well as the con-
struction of a lavish tomb monument for the
saint  are  examples  for  the  integration  of
mendicant convents into the religious topo-
graphy of a city.  We shall  present some in-
stances  of  the  Observants'  participation  in
discourses on civic values related to the stu-
dia humanitatis. For example, the concept of
magnificenza was  introduced  to  foster  the
building project of San Bernardino, a complex
that  became pivotal  for  L'Aquila's  civic  cul-
tural identity as well as for the brethren's at-
tempt to fashion the city into a second centre
of Franciscanism alongside Assisi.
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Bernardino's death in L'Aquila
[1]  Bernardino degli  Albizzeschi  (1380–1444)  –  better known as  Bernardino of  Siena – was a
popular itinerant preacher and among the most prominent figures of the Franciscan Observance
in the first half of the fifteenth century.1 He disseminated the Franciscan reform movement and
shaped it in his capacity as a superior of the Order. His public sermons made him popular, and his
preaching style found many followers amidst the friars.

1 Neapolitan painter, Bernardino da Siena, ca. 1465–1475, panel, 1.85 × 1.05 m. Santa Chiara in via Vitellia,
Rome (photo: Roberto Sigismondi © Bibliotheca Hertziana – Max Planck Institute for Art History, Rome)

[2]  In  various  hagiographical  texts,  Bernardino  was  referred  to  as  "lustrator  sapientie"2 for
promoting  study  within  the  Order.  His  role  as  a  model  Observant  and  a  "speculum
praedicatorum"3 was  highlighted  in  Observant  Franciscan  literature.  Traces  of  this  image  are
manifest  in  Bernardino's  iconography;  the open  book and  a  spectacle  case  pending  from his
cingulum became common attributes – along with the obligatory monogram of the name of Jesus
– pointing to the Sienese saint's preaching and his learnedness (Fig. 1). Even if some biographers

1 On Bernardino's fama during his lifetime, see, for example, the documents collected in Letizia Pellegrini,
ed.,  Il  processo  di  canonizzazione  di  Bernardino  da  Siena  (1445–1450),  Grottaferrata  2009  (=  Analecta
Franciscana: Documenta et studia, 16,4): 6*, 37*, 54-55*, 84*.
2 Daniele Solvi, "Giovanni of Capestrano's Liturgical Office for the Feast of Saint Bernardino of Siena", in:
Franciscan Studies 75 (2017), 49-72: 58-59.
3 Clare Lappin, The Mirror of the Observance: Image, Ideal, and Identity in Observant Franciscan Literature,
c. 1415–1528, Ph.D. thesis, University of Edinburgh 2000, 136,  http://hdl.handle.net/1842/6911 (accessed
22 October 2025).

http://hdl.handle.net/1842/6911


Langer, "L'Aquila, magnifica citade"         RIHA Journal 17, 2 (2026)

have stressed Bernardino's  studies of  the  trivium (among the  septem artes  liberales)  or  have
compared his eloquence to ancient authors, he himself cannot be considered a 'humanist' in a
strict sense.4

[3] On May 20, 1444, Bernardino died after a brief illness in L'Aquila in the Franciscan conventuals'
convent  of  San  Francesco.  Since  his  fama sanctitatis was  already  well  established  during  his
lifetime, his corpse was jealously kept in the city, and very soon after his death he was proclaimed
one of the patron saints of L'Aquila.5 In fact, Bernardino's companion friars had tried to bring his
remains secretly back to Siena. Upon this failed furto sacro, the Sienese council sent ambassadors
to  L'Aquila,  to  request  the  body  of  Bernardino  and  to  promote  a  joint  campaign  for  his
canonisation. Although divided over the question of the custody of the body, the authorities of
both  cities  nevertheless  cooperated  in  promoting  the  canonisation,  jointly  documenting
Bernardino's miracles and sharing the expenses of the procedure (1445–1449).6 In addition to the
efforts  of  the  two  civic  communities,  a  number  of  influential  secular  and  clerical  authorities
supported the process through petitions. Most prominent among them was Alfonso I,  King of
Naples and hence ruler of the Aquilano region, who wrote several favourable letters and was
credited in official documents as one of the main advocates of the causa Bernardini.7

[4]  In  the  absence  of  Bernardino's  body,  a  prolific  iconography  developed  in  Siena.  Veristic
representations of  the elderly  friar with emaciated facial  features  were installed at  civic  sites
where Bernardino had left a mark during his lifetime. By contrast, in L'Aquila the cult had no
particular iconographic impact but was centred mainly on the periodically displayed mummified

4 For Bernardino's preaching style and eloquence associated with Cicero, see Carlo Delcorno, "Due prediche
volgari di Jacopo della Marca recitate a Padova nel 1460", in: Atti dell'Istituto Veneto di Scienze, Lettere ed
Arti. Classe di Scienze Morali, Lettere ed Arti 128 (1969–1970), 135-205: 202. For Maffeo Vegio's emphasis
on Bernardino's education, see Giuseppe Cremascoli, "Per una lettura del 'De vita et obitu beati Bernardini'
di Maffeo Vegio", in: Archivio storico lodigiano 133 (2014), 105-122. For Bernardino's friendship with some
humanist scholars, see Franco Mormando, "The Humanists, the Pagan Classics and S.  Bernardino da Siena",
in:  Laurentianum 27 (1986), 72-97: 76-77, 85-86. Bernardino would nevertheless always interpret pagan
authors in a Christian perspective in his sermons; see Salvatore Floro Di Zenzo, Innocenzo Siggillino and
Flaviano Calenda, L'umanesimo cristiano di Bernardino da Siena, Naples 1986, 171-193.
5 Already in the first collection of Bernardino's miracles dated July 19, 1444, we find evidence that he was
counted among the patrons of L'Aquila; see Acta Sanctorum. Quotquot toto orbe coluntur vel a catholicis
scriptoribus  celebrantur  quae  ex  latinis  et  graecis,  aliarumque  gentium  antiquis  monumentis  collegit,
digessit, notis illustravit Johannes Bollandus, Antwerp/Brussels 1643–1940, Maii, collecta digesta illustrata a
Godefrido  Henschenio  et  Daniele  Papebrochio,  Tomvs V:  quo continentur  dies  XX,  XXI,  XXII,  XXIII,  XXIV,
operam et  studium conferentibus  Francisco  Baertio et  Conrado Ianningo,  Antverpiae:  apud  Michaelem
Cnobarum  1685,  284  (=  Acta  Sanctorum:  The  Fulltext  Database,  Ann  Arbor  [1999–2022],
https://www.proquest.com/books/miracula-xxx-intra-lii-dies/docview/2684140683/se-2 [accessed 22 Octo-
ber 2025]).
6 The process took place in L'Aquila and Siena and covered the period from 1445 to 1449, cf. Pellegrini
(2009) for an edition and historical outline of the three investigations.
7 Cf. Pellegrini (2009), 155-163. However, the monarch also supported the canonisation of Vincent Ferrer,
O.P. (1350–1419). See Remo L. Guidi, Frati e umanisti nel Quattrocento, Alessandria 2013, 466 note 46.
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body itself, from which contact relics were obtained, and, to a lesser extent, on the cell where
Bernardino had died.

Giovanni da Capestrano
[5] The most important and fervent promoter of Bernardino's cult and canonisation – celebrated
on the occasion of the Holy Year 1450 – was the Observant friar Giovanni da Capestrano (1386–
1456). He was a preacher himself and had been friends with Bernardino. Giovanni considered
L'Aquila  his  second  home,  which  was  only  about  50  km  from  his  Abruzzese  birthplace.8 He
zealously collected material for the canonisation process, participated in most of its sessions and
encouraged  the  production  of  images  of  Bernardino.9 In  his  function  as  a  superior  of  the
Observants  and  a  scholar  of  jurisprudence,  Giovanni  was  also  interested  in  normalising  the
canonisation procedure. Most likely it was he who commissioned the jurist Martino Garati of Lodi
to  write  the  short  treatise  Tractatus  de  canonizazione  sanctorum (1445–1448),  since  it  was
dedicated  to  Giovanni  by  the  author.10 Even  if  the  text  is  not  innovative  and  is  rather  a
compilation  of  medieval  commonplaces  on  the  topic,  it  is  remarkable  as  one  of  the  first
theoretical  texts  specifically  dealing  with  canonisation,  interestingly  initiated  from  within  the
Franciscan Order.

Vita Sancti Bernardini
[6]  By  1449,  when  the  investigations  for  the  canonisation  process  had  concluded,  two
hagiographical texts on Bernardino by Sienese authors already existed: a Vita by Barnabò da Siena
(1445)  and  another  biography  by  Leonardo  Benvoglienti  (1446),  which  was  written  at  the
suggestion of Giovanni da Capestrano.11 Nevertheless, Giovanni – elected general vicar of the
Cismontane Observants in the same year – felt the need to compose new authoritative texts for
use within the religious community. Consequently, he produced a liturgical Office for Bernardino's
annual feast as well as an account of his life, the Vita Sancti Bernardini.

[7] The Office dedicated to the liturgical celebration of the saint's dies natalis is one of the most
important texts in Bernardino's "hagiographic dossier".12 In the opening hymn of the Vespers

8 The most comprehensive work on Giovanni remains Johannes Hofer,  Johannes Kapistran.  Ein Leben im
Kampf um die Reform der Kirche [original ed.  Innsbruck 1936], ed. Ottokar Bonmann, 2 vols., Heidelberg
1964–1965 (= Bibliotheca Franciscana, 1-2).
9 On  Giovanni's  efforts  to  promote  Bernardino's  cult  and  its  visual  manifestations,  see  Pavla  Langer,
"Giovanni  of  Capestrano  as  novus  Bernardinus.  An  Attempt  in  Iconography  and  Relics",  in:  Franciscan
Studies 75 (2017), 175-208.
10 An edition and discussion of Garati's treatise can be found in Domenico Maffei, "Il trattato di Martino
Garati per la canonizzazione di San Bernardino da Siena", in: Studi senesi. Supplementum 100 (1988), 580-
603.
11 See  AASS (1685),  277-284,  and  François  Van  Ortroy,  "Vie  de  S.  Bernardin  de  Sienne  par  Léonard
Benvoglienti", in: Analecta Bollandiana 21 (1902), 53-80.
12 Solvi (2017), 50. The text was first published in Enrico Bulletti, "Composizioni inedite di S. Giovanni da
Capestrano", in: Studi Francescani 59 (1962), 373-386.
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some cities connected to Bernardino's memory are mentioned: among them are Siena, where he
grew up and found his path to religious life, as well as L'Aquila, where he died and where his body
worked miracles through divine virtus.13 In fact, these two cities prove to be crucial in all of the
Offices for Bernardino that have come down to us.14 While Bernardino is presented as a saint "on
a Sienese foundation"15 in the liturgical Office, L'Aquila assumes major importance in Giovanni's
Vita Sancti Bernardini. This latter text was intended to serve as the saint's official biography and as
a reference for the friars'  sermons about Bernardino who was portrayed here as the perfect
exemplum of  Franciscan  ideals.16 Of  particular  interest  in  our  context  is  how  Giovanni
characterises the city of L'Aquila as a "magnificent city".17 His extensive description of L'Aquila – a
unique  feature  among  the  hagiographical  texts  on  the  saint  –  may  seem  odd,  given  that
Bernardino visited the city only twice: in 1438 and in 1444, when he passed away (Fig. 2).

2 Girolamo Pico Fonticulano, Plan of L'Aquila, ca. 1575; engraving by Giacomo Lauro, 1600 (reprod. from:
Carlo De Matteis, ed.,  L'Aquila magnifica citade. Fonti e testimonianze dei secoli XIII–XVIII, L'Aquila 2009,
278)

13 "Aquila  grandis  felix  et  decora  /  mirificata  signis  et  portentis  /  serva  talentum  celitus  acceptum  /
devotïonis", Bulletti (1962), 278.
14 Solvi (2017), 53.
15 Solvi (2017), 53.
16 "exemplar,  et  speculum  omnium  charismatum  perfectorum",  Giovanni  da  Capestrano,  "Vita  Sancti
Bernardini",  in: Jean de la Haye,  OFM, ed.,  Sancti Bernardini  Senensis Ordinis  Seraphici  Minorum opera
omnia,  Paris  1635,  vol.  1,  XXVII-XL:  XXXIX.  See  also  the  ongoing  four-volume  edition  project  Le  vite
quattrocentesche di S. Bernardino da Siena by Daniele Solvi and Alessandra Bartolomei Romagnoli; to date,
two volumes have appeared, Florence 2014 and 2018. For Bernardino as an Observant model, cf. Lappin
(2000), 156-157.
17 "Aquila civitas magnificata est", Capestrano (ed. 1635), XXXVIII.
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[8]  Following the chronological  narrative of  the saint's  life,  the  Vita is  divided in three parts:
Bernardino's birth and youth (ingressum in hunc mundum), his religious life (progressum quoque)
and his departure from this world (egressum).18 As a prelude to the final section dedicated to the
"obitus S. Bernard.", Giovanni introduces a digression on L'Aquila by recounting the miraculous
appearance of a star during one of Bernardino's sermons in front of the church of Santa Maria di
Collemaggio in 1438, an event that took place in the presence of René d'Anjou, the King of Naples.
The  description  of  this  miracle  offers  an  occasion  to  provide  extensive  information  on  the
Aquilano patron saint and former pope Pietro Celestino, whose body is venerated in the basilica
of Collemaggio, where he was crowned with the tiara as Celestine V in 1294 and instituted an
annual plenary indulgence that same year.19 This event in particular – one of the first to promise a
complete indulgence obtainable annually – granted L'Aquila a transregional religious significance.
We  may  hypothesise  that  Giovanni  intended  to  relate  the  Aquilano  indulgence  (later  called
Perdonanza) to the Franciscan Perdono of the Portiuncula at Assisi, that had been granted to Saint
Francis around 1216 and promised a plenary indulgence each year on 2 August.20

[9]  Pietro  Celestino  himself  became  the  most  popular  patron  of  L'Aquila,  where  his  earthly
remains were venerated from 1327.21 The striking coincidence of the feast days of Celestino (19
May) and Bernardino (20 May) lead to a general synergy in terms of devotion and pilgrimage. Not
only  were  the  feasts  of  both  saints  celebrated  conjointly  and  accompanied  by  trade  fairs.  A
tendency to associate Celestino and Bernardino is already documented in early poems in honour
of Bernardino, which describe a legendary meeting between the friar and his future co-patron
Celestino, who recommended the city of L'Aquila to him (Fig. 3).22 Even if this visionary encounter
is not mentioned in Giovanni's Vita Bernardini, the extensive excursus on the papal saint refers to
him  as  the  reformer  of  the  Benedictine  Order,  connecting  him  to  Bernardino,  one  of  the
protagonists of the Franciscan reform movement, who was stylised as almost a "second founder"
of the Franciscan Order.23

18 Cf. Alessandra Bartolomei Romagnoli, "Osservanza francescana e disciplina del culto dei santi. Modelli di
perfezione e strategie di  riforma nell'opera di  Giovanni  da Capestrano",  in:  Edith Pasztor,  ed.,  Ideali  di
perfezione  ed esperienze  di  riforma in S.  Giovanni  da  Capestrano,  conference proceedings  (Capestrano
2001), Capestrano 2002, 127-153: 146.
19 Capestrano (ed. 1635), XXXVI.
20 Bartolomei Romagnoli (2002), 151.
21 For a hierarchy of  the patron saints of L'Aquila, cf.  Raffaele Colapietra,  Spiritualità,  coscienza civile  e
mentalità collettiva nella storia dell'Aquila, L'Aquila 1984, 184.
22 Carlo De Matteis, Quattrocento letterario aquilano: restauri e recuperi, Manziana 2011, 23-24, 29-30.
23 Bartolomei Romagnoli (2002), 150.
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3 Jacopo Vincioli  (attr.),  Meeting of Bernardino da Siena and Pietro Celestino,  1461, fresco (detail).  San
Francesco, Montefalco, Cappella di San Bernardino (photo: Roberto Sigismondi © Bibliotheca Hertziana –
Max Planck Institute for Art History, Rome)

[10]  What follows in the  Vita is a lengthy and curious paragraph on the etymology of the city's
name  "L'Aquila",  which literally  means  "eagle",  even if  historically  the name derives from the
original denomination  "Acculi" or  "Acquilis" indicating abundance of water.24 Giovanni stresses
the nobility of the city by recalling that the bird of the same name is the symbol of John the
Evangelist and is regarded as one of the apocalyptic creatures (Ezek 1:10, Apoc 4:7) and – with
reference to pagan writers – as the noblest and the queen of all birds in the ancient world. 25 Here
the author lists nine characteristics assigned to the raptor according to Pliny's  Naturalis historia
(book 10, chapters 3-6) as well as numerous biblical and patristic references.26 Giovanni's tactic is
to transfer the nobleness of the bird and its positive Christian qualities to L'Aquila, the city that is
distinguished  by  the  treasure  or  'prey'  of  the  relics  of  Bernardino  and  his  co-patron  Pietro
Celestino, as foreseen by Divine Providence.27

24 Gianfranco Spagnesi, Il centro storico dell'Aquila: memoria e progetto, Rome 2009, 39-42.
25 "Aquila velut regina avium est, quae inter omnes volucres coeli obtinet principatum",  Capestrano (ed.
1635), XXXVII.
26 Among the pagan authors,  Giovanni  refers to Pliny and Aristotle,  but he draws more extensively on
Christian sources such as Gregory the Great, Augustine, and Isidore of Seville's  Etymologiae, along with
copious biblical citations.
27 "Aquila igitur possidens thesaurum inaestimabilem, corpus videlicet S. Bernardini, claro intuitu ab ety-
mologia  vocabulorum,  oculorum  videlicet  acumine  sumpsit  originem  […]  Et  Aquilana  ciuitas  Sancti
Bernardini praedam Ioannis Euangelistae meritis intercedentibus & Beati Petri Coelestini meruit obtinere, vt
de ipsis  intelligatur,  quod scribitur 2.  Reg. 1 cap. […]  Quia Aquila ciuitas magnificata est,  plumificata &
exaltata nimis ex thesauro preciosissimi corporis S. Bernardini, quod in Aquila ciuitate venerandum decreuit
Altissimus ab aeterno", Capestrano (ed. 1635), XXXVII, XXXVIII.
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[11]  Altogether,  the paragraphs dealing with L'Aquila make up a considerable one-fifth of the
entire Vita Bernardini, while about half of the L'Aquila section is devoted to the eagle theme.28

This alone is evidence of the special status Giovanni assigns to his own spiritual home. Thus, there
are persuasive reasons for believing that Giovanni intended to present L'Aquila as a "nuova Assisi"
in  the  Vita.  He seeks  to  achieve  this  by  promoting Bernardino's  burial  place  as  a  pilgrimage
destination  and  making  the  city  a  centre  of  the  Franciscan  Observants.29 This  hypothesis  is
supported  by  Giovanni's  efforts  to  promote  the  dissemination  of  this  reform  movement
throughout the Aquilano territory in general and, in particular, by his advocacy for Bernardino's
burial church.

Basilica and convent of San Bernardino
[12]  What the  Vita advocated in words had actually  been preceded by deeds  in situ.  Already
during  the  1430s  and  1440s,  Giovanni  da  Capestrano  had  enriched  the  Aquilano  Franciscan
'infrastructure' with various foundations: in addition to the already existing Observant locus of San
Giuliano – founded in 1415 outside the city walls – Giovanni initiated a convent of the Tertiaries
(1433),  a  reformed  monastery  of  the  Poor  Clares  (1447)  and  the  Ospedale  Maggiore,  an
aggregation of the local hospitals under the superintendence of the Franciscans (1446/47).30 As a
result,  the Observants had a major  presence in the city  that became the Franciscan reform's
"epicentre in Abruzzo".31

[13]  But  to  make  L'Aquila  a  'new Assisi',  a  focal  point  was  needed:  a  dignified  sanctuary  of
Bernardino.  A  building  project  for  a  new  local  church  and  Observant  locus dedicated  to
Bernardino is already mentioned in the canonisation bull of 1450, which stipulates that a financial
contribution to the edifice was required to obtain an indulgence on the saint's feast day – a hith-
erto unknown formulation in a document of this type.32 It has been hypothesised that Giovanni

28 The text comprises circa 27 columns in the 1635 edition of Bernardino's Opera omnia, of which about five
columns are devoted to L'Aquila, including the three-column eagle excursus (Capestrano [ed. 1635], XXXVI-
XXXVIII).
29 Cf. Bartolomei Romagnoli (2002), 150-151.
30 Cf. Luigi Pellegrini and Maria Grazia Del Fuoco, "Ricerche sugli insediamenti dell'Osservanza francescana
in  Abruzzo",  in:  Letizia  Pellegrini  and  Gian  Maria  Varanini,  eds.,  Fratres  de  familia:  gli  insediamenti
dell'Osservanza minoritica nella penisola italiana (sec. XIV–XV), Caselle di Sommacampagna 2012 (=  Qua-
derni di storia religiosa, 18), 249-294: 270-273.
31 Letizia Pellegrini, "Preparando una edizione. Un primo saggio di lettura della 'Chronica' di Bernardino da
Fossa",  in:  Alvaro Cacciotti and Maria  Melli,  eds.,  Beati Aquilani  dell'Osservanza.  Bernardino  da  Fossa,
Vincenzo dell'Aquila, Timoteo da Monticchio, Padua 2007, 59-82: 65.
32 "Insuper omnibus vere poenitentibus & confessis, qui in die festi sui, Ecclesiam, in qua sanctum corpus
suum  requiescit,  devote  visitaverint,  &  ad  ornatum  sive  fabricam  dictae  Ecclesiae  manus  porrexerint
adiutrices, septem annos, & totidem quadragenas de iniunctis eis  poenitentiis misericorditer in Domino
relaxamus",  De  la  Haye,  ed.  (1635),  XLVII.  Cf.  Otfried  Krafft,  Papsturkunde  und  Heiligsprechung.  Die
päpstliche Kanonisation vom Mittelalter bis zur Reformation, Cologne 2005 (= Archiv für Diplomatik, Schrift-
geschichte, Siegel- und Wappenkunde: Beiheft, 9), 963.
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was  involved  in  the  bull's  composition,33 and  this  passage  certainly  fits  into  his  fervent
engagement for the Aquilano building campaign. With the Vita Bernardini in mind, we might even
interpret Giovanni's description of Santa Maria di Collemaggio as a kind of prefiguration of the
yet-to-be-built  complex  of  San  Bernardino:  Giovanni  underlines  the  connection  between  the
church and the convent  at  Collemaggio,  stressing  that  Celestino had been a  reformer of  the
Benedictine Order.34 Another tertium comparationis derives from the integration of the functions
of burial site and pilgrimage church – a fact that is stressed by the description of how Celestino's
relics are exhibited to the faithful on particular feast days.35

[14]  Giovanni  involved  the  Aquilano  ruling  elite  in  the  building  project  at  the  latest  on  the
occasion of the celebrations for Bernardino's canonisation in 1450.36 Although pope Nicholas V
soon  gave  his  consent  for  the  new  church  and  convent,  the  undertaking  stagnated.  Hence,
Giovanni, who was travelling in Central Europe from 1451, wrote several admonishing letters to
the  Magistrate  of  L'Aquila.  Here,  he  repeatedly  refers  to  the  virtue  of  magnificenza
(magnificence). This concept of the 'right' use of material wealth, already elaborated by Aristotle
in his writings on ethics and then by Latin authors such as Cicero, was continuously discussed in
philosophical  and  theological  texts  (e.g.,  in  the  writings  of  Thomas  Aquinas)  throughout  the
Middle  Ages.  In  fifteenth-century  Florence,  whose  influence  was  felt  throughout  Italy,
magnificence was understood mainly as architectural patronage of public or private buildings that
enhance the city through their dignity; this notion connected aspirations to create a civic identity
with the revival of ancient authors and with tendencies to sacralise the city.37

[15]  In  his  letters  to  the  Aquilano  elite,  Giovanni  emphasised  that  churches  in  honour  of
Bernardino were already under construction in many Italian cities and abroad, whereas they, who
had the privilege of housing the saint's corpse, lagged behind.38 Giovanni assigns to magnificence

33 Cf. Krafft (2005), 963-964; Solvi (2017), 68.
34 "S. Petrus Caelestinus […] quasi novus eiusdem ordinis reformator [...] cuius etiam corpus sanctissimum in
eodem monasteriio venerabiliter conservattur", Capestrano (ed. 1635), XXXVI.
35 "Aquila igitur possidens thesaurum inaestimabilem corpus videlicet S. Bernardini", Capestrano (ed. 1635),
XXXVII. From Giovanni's recommendation that Bernardino's dead body should be displayed only on rare
occasions in order to foster his veneration, it becomes clear that, for him, the exposition of relics is an
essential  feature  of  saints'  cults  (see  Giovanni  da Capestrano,  Letter  to  the Magistrate  of  L'Aquila,  10
October 1451, from Eggenburg, in: Salvatore Massonio, Vita, morte et miracoli del gloriosissimo S. Bernar-
dino da Siena protettore della fidelissima città dell'Aquila, Naples 1614, 78-81: 80).
36 Cf. Hofer (1964–1965), vol. 1, 346.
37 Cf. A. D. Fraser Jenkins, "Cosimo de' Medici's Patronage of Architecture and the Theory of Magnificence",
in:  Journal  of  the  Warburg  and  Courtauld  Institutes 33  (1970),  162-170;  Guido  Guerzoni,  "'Liberalitas,
Magnificentia',  Splendor:  The  Classic  Origins  of  Italian  Renaissance  Lifestyles",  in:  Neil  De  Marchi  and
Craufurd D. W. Goodwin, eds., Economic Engagements with Art, Durham, NC 1999 (=  History of Political
Economy. Annual Supplement, 31), 332-378; Peter Howard, Creating Magnificence in Renaissance Florence,
Toronto 2012 (= Essays and Studies of the Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies Toronto, 29).
38 "Chi può narrar le Cappelle, e le Chiese, che a honor di costesso Santo sono state edificate [...] & voi,
Magnifici  miei  Aquilani,  doue conferuate  il  suo  sacro corpo,  che  possedete?  in  vna picciola  Cappella",
Capestrano, quoted according to Massonio (1614), 80.
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the  meaning  of  "not  just  an  aesthetic  judgement", but  of  a  "moral  virtue" with  theological
connotations. This is comparable to the message traced in preaching in Florence from the 1420s,
but  it  is  rooted  in  forms  of  argumentation  extending  back  to  the  fourteenth  century.  This
argumentation presented mendicant churches with splendid decorations as a community work
redounding "to the city's greater honour" and possessing "a religious rank that is defined by its
aesthetic value".39 Giovanni is aware of the aesthetic  valeur, stating that a  "beautiful" religious
building for the new saint would not only magnify the city of L'Aquila but also contribute to the
eternal remembrance of the magistrates and their descendants. They should remain mindful of
how Bernardino for his part had already immortalised L'Aquila by means of the countless miracles
he had performed there.40

[16]  Despite these efforts, at some point between 1451 and 1454 the plans to commemorate
Bernardino through a new building were reduced to a new burial chapel in the convent of San
Francesco, where his body had been kept in the meantime. These changes were probably the
result of decisions influenced by the Franciscan Conventuals, who tried by various means to gain
control of the saint's body.41 When Giovanni came to know of this alteration in May 1454, he
wrote a letter from Cracow reproving the Aquilani and admonishing them to honour their initial
promise to build a huge church for the saint. This time Giovanni argues ex negativo, stating that
L'Aquila's "magnificence and glory" had been buried and that its "glorious fame" had been stained
and humiliated.42 Verona and Padua served as points of contrast because they offered positive
exempla of "noble cities" where "beautiful churches" and splendid chapels had been built for the
saint. The Paduans in particular were in the process of building a third Franciscan locus in honour
of Bernardino.43 In this passage Giovanni's intention to expand the Franciscan reform is evident,

39 Citations from Howard (2012), 10, and Klaus Krüger, "Selbstdarstellung im Konflikt zur Repräsentation der
Bettelorden  im  Medium  der  Kunst",  in:  Otto  Gerhard  Oexle  and  Andrea  von  Hülsen-Esch,  eds.,  Die
Repräsentation  der  Gruppen.  Texte  –  Bilder–  Objekte,  Göttingen  1998  (=  Veröffentlichungen  des  Max-
Planck-Instituts für Geschichte, 141), 127-186: 152.
40 "[The body of  Bernardino]  deueria  esser  vestito,  & ornato  di  oro,  & hauer  per  tomba vna noua,  &
bellissima Chiesa; quello dico,  che rende la vostra cittá Magnifica,  & Gloriosa, esser'anco deuria da voi
magnificato, & honorato, poiche apporta a voi tanto splendore, & fama [...] il che non solo per voi stessi, ma
per eterna memoria a vostri posteri far douete. [...] dovete voi edificare vna nuoua chiesa a honore del
novello Santo Bernardino, il quale nel popolo d'lddio fa miracoli, segni & prodigij così stupendi, & orna, &
illustra di vn nome cosi immortale la città dell'Aquila", Capestrano, quoted according to: Massonio (1614),
80-81.
41 Cf. Letizia Pellegrini,  ed.,  Bernardino Aquilano e la sua Cronaca dell'Osservanza: con nuova edizione e
traduzione a fronte, Milan 2021 (= Biblioteca di frate Francesco, 22), 192-195.
42 "O costumi civili, o magnificentia, o gloria aquilana dove sei seppellita [...] Tucto lo mundo edifica lochi et
ecclesie bellissime in honore de sancto Bernardino et solamente l'Aquila, la quale possede lo suo corpo, è
quella che meno lo honora, et judicando non essere de una propria ecclesia degno, in una cappella volerelo
collocare? [...] O sapientia et prudentia della Camera aquilana perché hai tanto obnubilato l'occhj che non
sguardi un pocho alla grandezza della contumelia et ignominia la quale macula et denigra la gloriosa fama
della tua citade", Giovanni da Capestrano, letter to the Magistrate of L'Aquila, 12 May 1454, from Cracow,
in: Libro Grande de manu Fra. Francisco dell'Aquila dove sono registrate tutte le cose pertinenti allo edificio e
Conventu di Santu Belardino, n. d., Archivio di Stato dell'Aquila, Archivio Civico Aquilano, S 52, 2r-3r, 4v: 2r.



Langer, "L'Aquila, magnifica citade"         RIHA Journal 17, 2 (2026)

and it becomes clear that the new convent is thought of as a manifestation of the Observants'
legitimacy.

[17]  Interestingly,  for  Giovanni  it  was not  enough to invoke the threat  of  divine punishment
looming over the Aquilano community,  and so he resorted to another authority,  namely  "His
Majesty  the  King",  Alfonso  I,  ruler  of  the  Kingdom  of  Naples,  who  had  already  donated  a
substantial sum for the new convent.44 Mention of the King's munificence functions as a stepping
stone in Giovanni's argumentation. In a rhetorical shift from the monarch to the individual and
then to the international level, Giovanni addresses the citizens of L'Aquila, ranging from those in
simple stations to those in positions of influence, and exhorts them all to fulfil their promise and
thereby  become  an  "optimal  example"  (optimo exemplo) for  all  Italian  cities  and  beyond.
Magnificence is here defined not just as the virtue of an elite or an individual but as a moral ideal
to which the whole populace should aspire since it is tied to the common good. By deciding to
write  in  the vernacular  and thereby stressing  how his  appeal  is  motivated by  civic  concerns,
Giovanni ensures that everyone will understand his argument; and we do indeed have proof that
the letter was publicly read.45 To illustrate his argument that  "beautiful temples, churches, and
convents for friars" contribute to the glory of every city, he finally calls Florence and Venice to
mind, both important trading partners of L'Aquila.46

[18]  Giovanni's  strategy  of  exalting  L'Aquila  can  be  contextualised  by  consulting  the  famous
fourteenth-century  chronicle  poem  by  Buccio  di  Ranallo,  where  the  greatness  of  the  city  is

43 "O Verona et Padua, citadi nobilissime et de sancto Bernardino devotissime, chi poteria le vostre laude
gloriose exprimere? Imperoché solum per recordatione et divotione de sancto Bernardino habiate lochi
nostri come hanno aquilani sancto Juliano de fora. Havete hedificati novi lochi dentro la citade tanto belli et
gloriosi [...] Verona, como credo havete sentuto prima che sancto Bernardino fosse canonizato, edificò nel
Convento una magnifica Cappella, la quale è si grande che pare una ecclesia, et poi non essendo ancora
contenti, dimostrando la singolare loro divotione hedificano uno locho delli belli che sia in tucta l'Italia, et
Paduani haveno dui lochi nostri l'uno dentro et l'altro difora, nondemino hedificano un altro locho per amor
de sancto Bernardino", Capestrano, quoted according to Libro Grande (n. d.), 2v.
44 "[…] voliate [...]  fare lo novo locho de sancto Bernardino per lo hedifitio del  quale io impetrai  dalla
Magestà del Re cinque milia ducati de carlini", Capestrano, quoted according to Libro Grande (n. d.), 4v.
45 "[…] prego le vostre magnificentie et picoli et grandi dela Cità aquilana ve volliate degnare de fare uno
locho novo in honore de sancto Bernardino vostro padrone et li collocarete el corpo suo sacro con debita
honorificentia, la quale cosa se farrete credeteme serrà [...] ad vui laude et gloria et alle altre tucte citadi de
Ytalia et fuori de Ytalia incitamento et optimo exemplo ad fare el simile [...] Vulgare ve ho voluto parlare
atalché  niuna  persona  se  possa  scusare  divanti  dallo  cospetto  di  Dio  de  non  essere  stato  advisato",
Capestrano, quoted according to  Libro Grande (n. d.), 4v. For the public reading of Giovanni's letter, see
Alfonso Miola, "Lettera di S. Giacomo della Marca scritta a S. Giovanni da Capestrano", in:  Miscellanea
Francescana 3 (1887), 77-79: 78.
46 "[…] farete più gloriosa la Città vostra, imperoché la bellezza della Città delli christiani se nota nelli belli
Templi, ecclesie et lochi de Religiosi, secondo chi è stato in Fiorenze, Venetia et altre nobili Citadi de Italia
ne po rendere testimonio", Capestrano, quoted according to Libro Grande (n. d.), 4v.
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expressed in the words "L'Aquila, magnificent city".47 An echo of this local pride is perceivable in
Giovanni's aforementioned writings. But whereas Buccio ascribes the city's magnificence to its
architecture, which in turn reflects the socio-political autonomy of the local populace, Giovanni's
discourse  on  magnificenza in  the  Vita embeds St.  Bernardino and the Observants  within  the
sacred topography of the locality as well as in the political geography of the Kingdom of Naples by
mentioning its rulers. Invoking Pliny in accordance with good humanist practice, he comes close to
fashioning L'Aquila into a noble city of ancient origins. Furthermore, he intimates a hierarchy in a
religious sense by stressing the city's significance within the kingdom as a center of pilgrimage
uniting the sites of two mighty patron saints – not to speak of the annual plenary indulgence. In
his  letters  Giovanni  uses  magnificenza as  a  moral  ideal  for  all  Aquilano  citizens,  who should
contribute to the common good; in this case the common good corresponds to a sacralisation of
the city that will be achieved by building a lavish burial church for the first Observant saint.

[19]  The  concept  of  magnificenza was  still  influential  around 1500  at  the  time when a  new
mausoleum for the saint was planned and the Neapolitan scholar Giovanni Pontano published his
treatise De Magnificentia (1498). For Pontano, magnificence consisted primarily in urban planning
projects and in public as well as private architecture, with its most praiseworthy manifestations
being  the  celebration  of  funerals  and  the  construction  of  sepulchral  monuments.  While
considering  it  an aristocratic virtue, the author emphasised its  social  dimension,  arguing  that
admired works had the power to stabilise the social hierarchy of a community, to attract foreign
visitors (or pilgrims), and to inspire historians to exalt the city's or territory's grandeur.48

[20]  A  testimony  to  this  understanding is  provided  by  the late-sixteenth-century  local  savant
Girolamo Pico Fonticulano, who used the term magnificenza to highlight the splendour of L'Aquila
in aesthetic terms, referring to the  "magnificence of the buildings", among which he primarily
names San Bernardino.49

47 "Lo cunto serrà d'Aquila, magnifica citade / Et de quilli che la ficero con grande sagacitade: / Per non esser
vassalli  cercaro la libertade /  Et  non volere  signore set  non la  magestade",  Buccio di  Ranallo,  Cronaca
aquilana rimata, ed. Vincenzo De Bartholomaeis, Rome 1907 (= Fonti per la storia d'Italia, 41), 3.
48 "His  exemplis,  quibus res  suppetit,  tanto ipsi  vehementius excitari  debent,  tum ad funera magnifice
edenda, tum ad extruenda sepulcra ponendasque imagines", Giovanni Pontano, I trattati delle virtù sociali,
ed. Francesco Tateo, Rome 1965, 110. Cf. Martin Disselkamp,  "Magnificenza pontaniana: un concetto di
comunicazione tardo-quattrocentesco", in: Lucia Corrain and Francesco P. Di Teodoro, eds.,  Architettura e
identità locali, vol. 1, Florence 2013 (=  Biblioteca dell' "Archivum Romanicum". Serie 1: Storia, letteratura,
paleografia,  424),  95-112.  For  Pontano's  treatise in  the context  of  patronage of  tombs and chapels  in
Napels,  cf.  Bianca De Divitiis,  "Giovanni  Pontano and His  Idea of  Patronage",  in:  Maria  Beltramini  and
Caroline Elam, eds.,  Some Degree of Happiness: studi di storia dell'architettura in onore di Howard Burns ,
Pisa 2010, 107-131, 684-692; Tanja Michalsky,  "Tombs and the Ornamentation of Chapels", in: Marcia B.
Hall and Thomas Willette, eds., Naples, New York 2017, 233-298.
49 "L'Aquila, prima città della provincia d'Abruzzo e seconda del regno di Napoli, è illustre per i fatti egregi
de' suoi cittadini, per la magnificenza degli edificij, ma anco per l'antichissima descendenza [...]. La prima
[chiesa] d'esse [...], che è giudicata tra le famose d'Italia, è San Bernardino", Ieronimo Pico Fonticulano,
Breue descrittione di sette città illustri d'Italia, ed. Mario Centofanti, L'Aquila 1996 (= Bibliotheca aquilana,
2), 51, 59.
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"Uso temperato" and the exceptional status of San Bernardino
[21] Giovanni's impassioned words had an almost immediate impact, for the founding ceremony
of San Bernardino was celebrated only about ten weeks later, on July 28, 1454. 50 The basilica was
built in a hybrid form, combining a nave with two aisles and a vast domed octagonal space with
radial chapels and a prolonged choir (Fig. 4). A pronounced enlargement of the second bay from
the octagon interrupts the rhythmical sequence of the church's nave. In this area, flanking the
south-eastern aisle, a chapel was erected to house Bernardino's remains that were transferred
there in 1472.

4 Anonymous, View of San Bernardino of L'Aquila, woodcut, in: [Pietro Ridolfi] Petris Rodulphi Historiarum
Seraphicae Religionis Libri Tres  […], Venetiis: de Franciscis 1586, fol. 91r (photo of the copy in Bamberg,
Staatsbibliothek, H.mon.f.33)

[22] Evidently, the lavish layout of the basilica – one of the most significant newly built pilgrimage
churches in Quattrocento Italy – and its adjacent convent, which included three cloisters, were at
odds  with  Franciscan  norms  of  poverty  and  generated  controversy  within  the  Observant
community. In the so-called Constitutiones Bernardini of 1440 – an Observant supplement to the
Franciscan Rule issued by a working group that included Giovanni da Capestrano – the guideline
of the "usus moderatus" had been coined. As a middle way between the "usus pauper" imposed
by the Rule according to saint Francis and the accumulation of possessions that was common in
Conventual communities, it enabled flexibility of  decorum, depending on the particular context,
and allowed for private donations.51 This norm – stretched to its limits – made it  possible to
realise an ambitious basilica in L'Aquila that was consistent with the concept of  magnificenza.
Some critical  voices made themselves heard but soon died down, whereas a fierce and long-

50 For an account of this ceremony, see Miola (1887), 78-79.
51 For  an  overview  on  the  Constitutiones  Bernardini, see  Lappin  (2000),  34-40;  Roberto  Cobianchi,  Lo
temperato uso dele cose. La committenza dell'Osservanza francescana nell'Italia del Rinascimento, Spoleto
2013 (= Medioevo francescano: Arte, 2), 8-12.

https://mdz-nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:bvb:12-bsb11688803-9
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lasting polemic arose in Siena: the plans to amplify the church of Bernardino's home convent La
Capriola with a dome and chapels were criticised as  "magnificences and over-enlargements".52

From  this  differentiated  evaluation  of  'magnificent'  religious  edifices,  we  can  deduce  that
Bernardino's burial church in L'Aquila was accorded a special status in terms of its sumptuous
building type.53 Similarly, the church of San Francesco in Assisi had been disapproved of by some
brethren for transgressing the commandment of poverty, but these accusations were countered
by emphasising the building's exceptional status as a mausoleum of the Order's founder Francis.54

The Cappella di San Bernardino
[23] Not only the extraordinary ambition of the building, but also the architectural disposition of
Bernardino's burial chapel as well as his first funerary monument show various parallels to San
Francesco in Assisi. In 1472, the saint's remains were transferred to the chapel in San Bernardino
while the first friars moved into the convent. The spacious chapel, which almost has the character
of a small burial church in its own right, has a crypt and a raised floor level with stairs extending
into the aisle.  A particular feature  was the initial  installation of  choir  stalls,  which apparently
served as a place for the friars'  prayers before the main choir was completed.55 The chapel is
attached to the southern cloister of the convent. From there, a door granted direct access to
Bernardino's tomb for the brethren. The first funerary monument to Bernardino also shows some
parallels  to  the one dedicated to Francis;  Bernardino's  mummified body was housed in  a  no
longer extant funerary altar with grated peep holes onto the burial chamber underneath; this
chamber was located on an intermediate level that could be reached from the crypt below but
with particularly severe regulations restricting access (Fig. 5).56

52 Cf. reports about the reactions to the construction of San Bernardino during the general chapter of 1455:
"Ecclesia  sancti  Bernardini  continuo  erigitur,  licet  magnitudo  illius  multis  displiceat  […].  'Quoniam  illa
ecclesia ita fundata est ampla et lata, ut ignoremus quando et quo pacto possit finiri.'", quoted according to
Aniceto Chiappini, "Fr. Nicolai de Fara epistolae duae ad S. Ioannem de Capistrano", in: Archivum Historicum
Franciscanum 15 (1922), 382-405: 394, 401. The Sienese amplification project was judged as "magnificencie
et slargimenti", cf. Cobianchi (2013), 44; cf. also Mauro Mussolin,  "'Aquila ladra inamorata di Bernardin
beato'.  Culto  di  san  Bernardino,  Osservanza  francescana  e  identità  civica  tra  Siena  e  L'Aquila  nel
Quattrocento", in: Howard Burns and Mauro Mussolin, eds.,  Architettura e identità locali, vol. 2, Florence
2013 (2015) (=  Biblioteca dell' "Archivum Romanicum". Serie 1: Storia, letteratura, paleografia, 425), 103-
152: 136-142.
53 Cobianchi (2013), 42.
54 A document from 1310 describes the church of San Francesco in Assisi with its fresco decoration as "the
light and salvation [...] of the whole city and district of Assisi"; cf. Krüger (1998), 149.
55 Libro Grande (n. d.), 168v.
56 Maurizio  D'Antonio,  "L'assetto  primitivo  e  l'evoluzione  architettonica",  in:  Maurizio  D'Antonio  and
Michele Maccherini, eds., Il restauro della cappella di San Bernardino all'Aquila, Pescara 2018, 17-33: 26-27.
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5 Reconstruction of the quattrocentesque Cappella di San Bernardino in the church of San Bernardino in
L'Aquila, according to Maurizio D'Antonio (reprod. from: Maurizio D'Antonio and Michele Maccherini, eds.,
Il restauro della cappella di San Bernardino all'Aquila, Pescara 2018, 35, detail)

[24] In the lower church of Assisi, the choir stalls are still  in situ and laterally we have stairways
leading respectively to the convent and the upper church. After the rood screen was demolished
in c. 1300, pilgrims were able to circle around the altar of Francis surrounded by a pergola. Access
to the bones of the saint buried under the altar was limited to the small buca delle lampade in the
altar steps.57 It would certainly be an exaggeration to interpret the Cappella di San Bernardino as
a miniature funeral church modelled after the lower church of San Francesco in a narrow sense.
Nevertheless,  there  are  some  structural  analogies:  a  free-standing  altar-tomb  containing
openings, choir stalls set up behind it,  and direct access from the convent. Yet eventually the
Aquilano altar-sepulchre turned out – just as the tomb of Saint Francis – to be an "unsatisfactory
prototype"58.  The  problem was the inadequate  accessibility.  To  address  this  problem,  a  new
funerary monument for Bernardino was begun in the 1490s.

A new mausoleum for Bernardino
[25] Already in 1487 – only a few years after the transfer of Bernardino's body – an anonymous
benefactor proposed to finance a new tomb monument for the saint. This petition was discussed
by  the  city's  councillors  who  agreed  to  erect  the  saint's  tomb  "stronger,  higher,  and  more

57 For a reconstruction of the different stages of Saint Francis' tomb, see Donal Cooper, "'In loco tutissimo e
firmissimo': The Tomb of St. Francis in History, Legend and Art", in: William R. Cook, ed.,  The Art of the
Franciscan Order in Italy, Leida etc. 2005 (= The Medieval Franciscans, 1), 1-37.
58 Donal Cooper, 'In medio ecclesiae'. Screens, Crucifixes and Shrines in the Franciscan Church Interior in Italy
(c. 1230 – c. 1400), London 2000, 224.
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dignified".59 Certain  functional  requirements  were to  be considered: in  1481 King  Louis  XI  of
France  had  donated  a  sumptuous  silver  sarcophagus  to  house  Bernardino's  earthly  remains
(destroyed in 1529).60 A fitting way had to be found to keep this magnificent container as well as
the  relics  safe  from  theft  or  damage  in  an  earthquake.  At  the  same  time,  public  devotion
demanded that the saint's remains be exhibited occasionally, that contact relics be obtained, and
that masses be said at the tomb.

[26]  The  local  sculptor  Silvestro  di  Giacomo  (c.  1450–1504)  strove  to  meet  these  divergent
necessities by creating an unconventional type of free-standing, aedicula-shaped, and originally
barrel-vaulted mausoleum with massive openings, which was completed in 1505 (Fig. 6).61

6 Silvestro di Giacomo and workshop, Mausoleum of Bernardino da Siena, 1505, San Bernardino, L'Aquila
(photo: Enrico Fontolan © Bibliotheca Hertziana – Max Planck Institute for Art History, Rome)

The monument's eclectic design may not exhibit the highest degree of innovation, but it shows
that the artist and initiators were familiar with the state of funerary sculpture: the structure refers
to the so-called humanist sepulchre type developed in Florence, Rome, and Naples, and employs
the frequently used bichromy of red and white stone as well as  all'antica grotesque ornament.

59 "[…]  quod  gloriosum  corpus  Sancti  Berardini  ponatur  altius  et  honorabilius  ita  ut  maiori  habeatur
reverentia, et diutius corpus ipsum conservetur", Archivio di Stato dell'Aquila, Archivio Civico Aquilano, T4,
Liber reformationum 2 March 1486 – 2 March 1489, 118r.
60 For a description of the now lost sarcophagus, see Leopoldo Cassese, "La 'Chronica Civitatis Aquilae' di
Alessandro de Ritiis", in: Archivio storico per le province napoletane 29 (1946), 185-268: 225-226.
61 For the mausoleum,  see Pavla Langer,  Der Heilige im Gehäuse: die Grabstätte des heiligen Bernhardin
in  L'Aquila  im  Kontext  der  Heiligenverehrung  des  15.  und  frühen  16.  Jahrhunderts ,  Heidelberg  2024,
DOI: https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1193.

https://doi.org/10.11588/arthistoricum.1193
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It is worth noting that the engagement of the French monarch, through the donation of a lavish
sarcophagus, was crucial to the sepulchre's design, as the large openings on the front and rear
sides were designed to display not only the sarcophagus but also the saint's entire mummified
body. This was to be achieved by an elaborate chain mechanism which elevated the sarcophagus's
cover, revealing an inner transparent cassa (Fig. 7).

7  Sarcophagus  for  Bernardino  da  Siena (around 1550,  destroyed 1798),  woodcut,  in:  Sancti Bernardini
Senensis Ordinis Minorum,  Opera Qvæ Extant Omnia,  tam hucusque impressa,  quam recens inuenta,  in
quatuor tomos distincta, a f. Petro Rodulphio episcopo Senogalliæ restituta, et apostillis illustrata, vti eorum
omnium elenchus indicabit, Venetiis: apud Ivntas [Lucantonio Giunta] 1591, n. pag. [56] (photo of the copy

in Munich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, 4 P.lat. 139-1)

[27]  Of particular interest for this paper are the mausoleum's textual components, namely five
epitaphs. Three of these inscriptions (Laus Operis, Divi Bernardini Laus, and Divo Bernardino) are
written  entirely  in  elegiac  distichs;  each  also  features  a  centred  titulus,  a  formal  device
characteristic of both contemporary and ancient epitaphs. The lyric form possesses elegance and
aligns with Leon Battista Alberti's  opinion that pleasing epitaphs are appropriate for funerary
monuments.62 In general, we find a use of vocabulary that is linked to ancient literature, including
paganisms such as the broad use of "divus" – as frequently employed as "sanctus" – or the choice
of "numen" to express the divine virtue.63

62 Leon Battista Alberti,  L'architettura (De re aedificatoria), ed. Paolo Portoghesi, transl. Giovanni Orlandi,
Milan 1966, vol. 2 (= Trattati di architettura, 1), 695 (VIII, 4).
63 The five epitaphs are published in Lucas Wadding, Annales Minorum, in quibus res omnes trium ordinum a
S. Francisco  institutorum  ex  fide  ponderosius asseruntur, calumniae refelluntur, praeclara quaeque monu-
menta ab oblivione vendicantur, 7 vols., Lyon 1635–1648, vol. 6 (1648), 736-737. For the use of classical
vocabulary  in  Renaissance  ecclesiastical  and  curial  language,  see  Georg  Weise,  L'ideale  eroico  del
rinascimento e le sue premesse umanistiche, Naples 1961, 82-91.

https://mdz-nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:bvb:12-bsb10165239-7
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[28]  Concerning  their  content,  three  epitaphs  can  be  summarised  as  attempts  to  establish
Bernardino as a thaumaturge and as a figure bestowing legitimacy on the Observants well beyond
L'Aquila: a prayer to the saint entitled Divo Bernardino (front, pedestal, left-hand side), the Divi
Bernardini Laus (rear, pedestal, right-hand side) and an inscription that contains mainly historical
facts (rear, second storey, centre). Of further interest in the context of Humanist culture are the
other two inscriptions, which concern the benefactor and the sepulchre itself. The donor's eulogy
(front, pedestal, right-hand side) served the private financier Iacopo di Notar Nanni as a means of
self-representation  as  primo  inter  pares  of  the  L'Aquila  elite,  achieved  through  the  skillful
interweaving of his individual commemoration with the veneration of the saint (Fig. 8).64

8 Silvestro di Giacomo and workshop, Mausoleum of Bernardino da Siena, detail: Epitaph in honour of the
donor,  1505,  San  Bernardino,  L'Aquila  (photo:  Enrico  Fontolan  ©  Bibliotheca  Hertziana  –  Max  Planck
Institute for Art History, Rome)

Described as a "civis Aquilanus", an Aquilano citizen, Iacopo is commemorated with the epithets
"fides"  and  "integritas"  –  the  most  frequently  recurring  virtues  in  fifteenth-century  epitaphs,
together with "religio" and "pietas". The latter can be understood as private religious piety or as a
sense of  duty  towards a community,  whereas "fides"  can mean either  loyalty  or  faith.65 This
ambiguity allows for an interpretation that goes beyond Iacopo's individual piety by revealing a
moral  dimension  of  his  donation  with  significance  for  the  urban  community.  In  a  kind  of
'rhetorical  material  fiction',  Parian  marble  is  mentioned,  from which  the  tomb  was  allegedly
carved.  Citing  this  most  precious  type  of  stone  used  by  ancient  sculptors  evokes  material-

64 "Iacobvs notarii nannis civis aquilanvs / fide et integritate egregia mercator / pro sva pietate et relligione
singvlari  hoc  /  opvs  divo  Bernardino  sva  impensa  facivndvm  /  ornandvm  qve  cvravit  anno  a  natali
d<omi>ni / M D V divo Ber<nardino> / haec tibi dive pater posvit monvmenta Iacobvs / hoc tibi de pario
marmore strvxit opvs / sacratvm corpvs raro decoravit honore / qvalem vix aetas viderat vlla prior / ornavit
variis signis vario qve labore / docta manvs qvalem reddere nvlla qveat / haec pietas haec vera fides haec
mvnera caelvm / haec praestant animis mitibvs elysivm".
65 On the ambiguity of these terms in the context of quattrocentesque epitaphs, cf. Iiro Kajanto,  Classical
and Christian: Studies in the Latin Epitaphs of Medieval and Renaissance Rome , Helsinki 1980 (=  Suoma-
laisen Tiedeakatemian toimituksia, series B, 203), 101-105, 113-118.
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aesthetic associations and also provides a hinge to the inscription praising the mausoleum as a
work of art.

[29]  This text, the  Laus operis66 (rear, pedestal, left-hand side), lists the most famous artists of
antiquity,  thereby  indirectly  referring  to  eminent  works  of  ancient  sculpture:  Phidias  and
Praxiteles  created  the  famous  statues  of  the  Dioscuri,  while Scopas,  Timotheus,  and  Bryaxis
worked together on the eponymous Mausoleum of Halicarnassos (Fig. 9).67

9 Silvestro di Giacomo and workshop,  Mausoleum of Bernardino da Siena, detail: Epitaph  "Laus operis",
1505, San Bernardino, L'Aquila (photo: Enrico Fontolan © Bibliotheca Hertziana – Max Planck Institute for
Art History, Rome)

The idea of artistic rivalry is evoked by the enumeration of several artists, while the concept of
emulation can be detected in the well-known Vergilian trope of softness as a major achievement
of sculpture, since it allows figures to appear as if they were alive and breathing.68 Altogether, this
text  displays a good knowledge of  ancient art  as well  as current aesthetic concepts and also
articulates a high degree of ambition, even if the inscriptions are neither particularly brilliant nor
innovative.

[30]  The composer of the epitaphs has not yet been identified. However, the elegance of form,
the correct grammar, as well as the use of topoi and allusions, suggest that the author must have
been a  learned  person well-versed in  contemporary  artistic  discourse.  At  the  same time,  we
discern  important  theological  aspects  in  the  inscriptions.  Since  Bernardino  was  not  only  an
important saint for the Franciscan Order but also a patron saint of L'Aquila, his tomb was a matter

66 "Qvis non Phidiacae pvtet haec miracvla dextrae / qvis vetervm has artes qvis neget esse manvs / qvis non
Praxitelis raros pvtet esse labores / qvis ve Scopae docilem deneget esse manvm / qvis non Timothei qvis
non Bryaxidis artes / vel qvis divinae non pvtet artis opvs / mollivs havd vsqvam spirant simvlachra p<er>
orbem / nvlla alibi vivit mollivs effigies".
67 Cf.  Luigi  Beschi,  "La  scoperta  dell'arte  greca",  in:  Salvatore  Settis,  ed.,  Memoria  dell'antico  nell'arte
italiana,  3 vols.,  Turin 1984–1986, vol. 3 (1986), 292-372:  302. One wonders why Leochares,  the fourth
artist to collaborate on the Mausoleion is missing among the ancient sculptors. It might be an intentional
gap to be virtually filled with Silvestro, the actual artist of the monument.
68 For the Vergilian topos, see Ulrich Pfisterer, Donatello und die Entdeckung der Stile: 1430–1445, Munich
2002, 273-280.
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of civic pride; it is therefore likely that the mausoleum's inscription programme was the outcome
of a collaboration between members of the Aquilano elite, educated in  studia humanitatis, and
the learned leadership of the local Observants.69

[31]  Reflecting on the audience of these epitaphs, we find that access to the Cappella di San
Bernardino was quite limited. The religious community and their secular and clerical guests, who
were  sometimes  of  high  rank,  had  privileged  access,  whereas  pilgrims  were  only  granted
admission to the chapel on feast days. Nevertheless, the texts became known to a wider public
through  printed  editions  of  Bernardino's  sermons  (first  edition  1591)  and  Luke  Wadding's
chronicles  of  the  Franciscan  Order  (1648),  as  well  as  through  their  inclusion  in  several  local
hagiographic texts.70 In fact, the unusual tituli of the three metric texts seem to invite their reuse
in other literary contexts.

Pietas civica and cultural identity in L'Aquila
[32] In Giovanni da Capestrano's Vita Bernardini, we can discern a conscious reception of antiquity
in the exalted description of L'Aquila, including a digression on the characteristics of the eagle as
described in ancient and patristic sources. The portrayal of the city also constitutes an attempt to
fashion a  local  history  by  repeatedly  invoking  its  main patron saint  Pietro  Celestino,  and the
church of his congregation, Santa Maria di Collemaggio. This church, in turn, served as a model for
the yet-to-be-built complex in honour of Bernardino.

[33]  Even at this early stage of the Vita, when the convent of San Bernardino had not yet been
officially planned, there is ample evidence that its institutional life was already being conceived as
integrated into the civic fabric of the city. Giovanni da Capestrano's letters, moreover, called upon
the moral and civic connotations of magnificenza in order to promote the construction of a locus
for  the  Observant  friars  intra  muros.  In  doing  so,  they  align  magnificenza with  a  theological
discourse without neglecting its aesthetic dimension – a treatment of the concept that closely
corresponds to strategies developed by preachers in the Florentine Dominican milieu from the
1420s.71

[34]  In the following decades, the epithet "magnificent" can be traced in reference both to the
church of San Bernardino and to the saint's mausoleum, completed in 1505. Especially  in the

69 For some suggestions on possible authors, see Mario Chini, Silvestro Aquilano e l'arte in Aquila nella II me-
tà del sec. XV, L'Aquila 1954, 331; Giacinto Marinangeli, Basilica di San Bernardino all'Aquila: guida storico-
artistica, L'Aquila 1980, 27-28; Beschi (1986), 302; Michele Maccherini, "Silvestro dell'Aquila e il mausoleo
bernardiniano",  in:  Maurizio  D'Antonio  and  Michele  Maccherini,  eds.,  Il  restauro  della  cappella  di  San
Bernardino all'Aquila, Pescara 2018, 49-55: 49-50. Possible candidates among the Franciscans from L'Aquila
are Alessandro De Ritiis and Bernardino da Fossa.
70 Sancti Bernardini Senensis Ordinis Minorum,  Opera Qvæ Extant Omnia, tam hucusque impressa, quam
recens inuenta, in quatuor tomos distincta, a f. Petro Rodulphio episcopo Senogalliæ restituta, et apostillis
illustrata,  vti eorum omnium elenchus indicabit,  Venetiis: apud Ivntas  [Lucantonio Giunta] 1591, n. pag.
[57-58]; Wadding (1648), 736-737.  Interestingly, the rich epitaphs of Giovanni Pontano's family chapel in
Naples were also published several times (cf. De Divitiis [2010], 128-129).
71 Howard (2012).
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epitaphs,  enduring  civic  values  are  articulated  alongside  explicit  and  implicit  references  to
antiquity  and  to  ancient  artists  and  artworks.  In  all  likelihood,  this  extensive  inscription
programme  emerged  from  a  collaborative  exchange  between  learned  friars  and  lay  people
trained in the studia humanitatis.

[35] The epitaphs' unusual praise of Bernardino's mausoleum as a work of art is but one proof for
the assumption that the Franciscan Observants made an effort to shape the 'aesthetics of the city'
and to establish L'Aquila as a second centre of Franciscanism, that acknowledged Assisi  while
committing itself to the task of Franciscan reform. Their engagement had an impact on the design
of  a  new mausoleum for  Pietro Celestino (1517),  in  which several  features  of  the sepulchral
monument to Bernardino were adapted, thereby strengthening the association between the two
Aquilano patron saints and further contributing to the construction of a civic pietas and cultural
identity.
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