
Multiple files are bound together in this PDF Package.

Adobe recommends using Adobe Reader or Adobe Acrobat version 8 or later to work with 
documents contained within a PDF Package. By updating to the latest version, you’ll enjoy 
the following benefits:  

•  Efficient, integrated PDF viewing 

•  Easy printing 

•  Quick searches 

Don’t have the latest version of Adobe Reader?  

Click here to download the latest version of Adobe Reader

If you already have Adobe Reader 8, 
click a file in this PDF Package to view it.

http://www.adobe.com/products/acrobat/readstep2.html




13


H
IS


T
O
R
Y


A Short History
of 


Lucca







14 15


H
IS


T
O
R
Y


A Short History of Lucca


Lucca has always been a border town, with the sense of 
independence and self-identity common to such places, 


perched as they are between two worlds. It lies on the northern 
edge of Tuscany, the first town you encounter when you descend 
the mountains from the north, the last when you leave for the Po 
valley and northern Europe.


The earliest settlers we know of were the Etruscans; Lucca 
lay precisely on the northern border of their civilization. The set-
tlement was always threatened, and occasionally taken, by the  
Ligurians who controlled the coast and the mountains to the north.


Until recently the origin of the name Lucca was thought to be 
Ligurian, from their word luk, or swampy place, Lucca being at 
the time (and for long after) surrounded by vast areas of swamp. 
It is now generally thought that the name derives from the Indo-
European root lewk, or open, light, space, though this is surprising 
since place names tend to be the most persistent of words, and 
neither Ligurian nor Etruscan were Indo-European languages.


Lucca was originally little more than a rocky sandbar, formed 
by the torrent of the Serchio River when it hit the flat Lucchese 
plain. The site had few natural defenses other than the swamps 
which surrounded it, but it held a strategic position on the trade 
routes up the Serchio valley and along the coast to Genoa.


From the founding until the year 1000


The Romans began to exert their influence in the area in the 
middle of the 3rd century BC but Lucca does not appear on the 
historical stage until 218 BC. In that year Hannibal crossed the 
Alps and defeated the Romans in the Po valley at the battle of 
Trebbia. The Romans retreated south across the Apennines to 
Lucca which must have already been a defensible place. Hannibal 
followed, although there is no record of his attacking the outpost. 
He apparently bypassed it along the foothills to the north and 
then headed south across the great swamp of Bietina towards 
Florence. His army barely made it through the pestilential area 
and Hannibal, riding his only surviving elephant, contracted a 
fever which cost him the sight of one eye.
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Transalpine Gaul (France) and Cisalpine Gaul (northern Italy). By 
the year 56 the three potentates needed to confer on future action. 
Caesar was not permitted to cross into Roman territory with his 
army and dared not do so without it, so he arranged a meeting at 
the city nearest to Rome within his province of Cisalpine Gaul, 
Lucca. Plutarch tells us that besides the Triumvirs the meeting was 
attended by 200 Senators, 120 lictors, the governor of Sardinia, 
and the proconsul of Spain. This great assemblage walked many 
of the same thoroughfares the visitor does today, though the 
pavement the Romans trod is about eight feet beneath the present. 
I often walk down Via San Paolino thinking of Caesar’s footsteps 
underneath my own.


After this meeting Lucca fades for a long time from the  
historical record, though the colony must have thrived. In the 
first or second century AD an amphitheatre was built just outside 
the city walls. Here great spectacles would take place, while the  
theatre was used for dramatic performances. There has been little 
opportunity in Lucca for archaeological excavations which would 
expose what of Rome remains underground but those in the base-
ment of San Giovanni (Church #20) have revealed finely tiled 
floors, a hydraulic system, and baths; the site is well worth a visit.


In 376 Germanic tribes, the Goths, began their assault on 
the Italian peninsula and eventually wrested it entirely from the 
Roman emperor in Byzantium. In 535 Emperor Justinian deter-
mined to drive the Goths out and reunify the empire, unleashing 
the Gothic Wars which ravaged Italy. In 551 the eunuch general 
Narses took control of the Byzantine forces. He swept victoriously 
up the peninsula until he found himself before the walls of Lucca, 
where he was brought to a halt. The walls must have been in good 
repair since the inhabitants refused to surrender. They managed 
to hold out for three months and finally capitulated, in 553, only 
when Narses agreed to spare the town and its inhabitants. He ap-
pointed Tuscany’s first Duke, Buono, who ruled from Lucca.


Narses himself ruled Italy until 567, by which time he was 
almost ninety years old. The next year came the cataclysm. 
The Lombard tribes, which had fought with Narses in his final 
campaigns but were expelled from Italy when they were no longer 
needed, returned and quickly overwhelmed the Byzantine regime. 
By 570 they had taken Lucca. The Lombards ruled Italy until 


180 bc—1000 ad


While the Romans spent the next fifteen years battling 
Hannibal in southern Italy they continued their war against the 
Ligurians in the Apuan Alps. In 193 BC these Ligurians were 
strong enough to lay siege to Pisa, Rome’s most northerly port, 
and in 182 BC the Senate decided to build a fortified castrum 
at Lucca as protection against further attacks. According to the 
Roman historian Livy the fortifications were completed in 180 
BC, the same year the Apuan Ligurians were finally defeated and 
exiled en masse to southern Italy.


Lucca was the last of the old-style Roman colonies to be 
established. The colonists were granted land but not the full 
rights of Roman citizens, unlike the colonists of nearby Luni when 
that city was founded three years later. Lucca was primarily a 
defensive settlement.


This city on a sandbar was laid out in the traditional fashion. 
A surveyor set up a stake in what was to be the center of the future 
town, in this case at the highest point of the island (and what 
remains today the high point). He took a sighting at the rising of 
the sun, then at the setting. This enabled him to orient himself due 
east-west and to lay out the road called the Decumanus Maximus. 
Today this is the line of streets called Via San Paolino, Via Roma, 
and Via Santa Croce. The surveyor then set out a perpendicular 
(north-south) street, the Cardus Maximus—today called Via 
Fillungo. Once these main streets were established parallel streets 
could be laid out, creating the grid which still defines the center 
of the city today.


After the boundaries and streets were established the walls 
were constructed. They were rectangular, or nearly so: 2,170 feet 
on the north and south, 1,750 feet on the east and west, enclosing 
an area of 90 acres. The walls were 8 feet wide and 23 feet high. If 
not originally, then very early on, a bulge appeared on the north-
west corner of the city to accommodate a theatre, the remains of 
which can still be seen outside the church of Sant’Agostino.


Lucca disappears from view until 56 BC, when it was the 
site of one of the most important meetings of the classical world. 
Three years earlier Julius Caesar had made a political alliance with 
Crassus and Pompey, known to history as the First Triumvirate, 
although Livy preferred to call it “a conspiracy against the State 
by its three leading citizens.” Caesar was made governor of 
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campaign against the Saracens in which they liberated Corsica 
and made safe the coast of Tuscany. In 877 the Duke of Lucca, 
Adalberto I, made a military alliance with the Duke of Spoleto; 
Lucca provided 4,000 troops. Together the two rulers occupied 
Rome and imprisoned the Pope. They also took the city of Narni, 
from which Adalberto absconded with the relics of Saints Fausto 
and Cassio. He brought them to Lucca and placed them in Saint 
Frediano’s church. Their altars are still there.


Adalberto’s son, Adalberto II, ruled from 886 to 915. He 
bore the epithet “The Rich” which was well-deserved. When the 
Emperor visited Lucca in 901 he took offense at the grandeur 
of Adalberto’s court, considering it more appropriate for the 
Emperor himself than for one of his vassals. When Adalberto II 
died his redoubtable wife Berta, whose ambitions and abilities 
more than equaled her husband’s, assumed the rule of Lucca and 
Tuscany. Both she and her husband were buried in the cathedral 
of San Martino. When this was rebuilt in the 1060s their tomb 
slabs, with epitaphs extolling their achievements, were placed in 
the new cathedral, where they remain today for you to read of 
their glories. (See the Cathedral, Interior, for the epitaphs.)


The 900s were a time of turmoil and contested control of Italy. 
The century has been called the dark age of the papacy, as the 
holy office sank into an abyss of immorality, incompetence, and 
political intrigue. In Lucca there was a dramatic halt in the build-
ing of churches and many which had been the personal property 
of Lombard nobility were transferred to the Bishop when their 
upkeep became a burden. In mid-century the resurgent German 
monarchs began their invasions, first proclaiming themselves 
King of the Lombards and then, in 963, Holy Roman Emperor. 
They never remained long enough to establish effective rule, how-
ever, and the Lombard nobles were able to maintain their own 
fiefdoms. The lack of any centralized authority created a breeding 
ground for the independent city-states which would flourish in 
the following century.


The greatest changes during the final years of the first 
millennium were the development of the merchant class and the 
rise of pilgrimages. Lucca was well positioned to take advantage 
of both these movements as they grew in importance over the 
next several hundred years.


180 bc—1000 ad


774 and their descendants remained to influence it for centuries 
after, in few places more so than in Lucca, in its architecture, its 
economy, and its social structure. 


The first years of Lombard rule were ones of destruction, fam-
ine, and natural disaster. The Lombards were Arian Christians, 
heretics in the eyes of Rome, so they began their reign by destroy-
ing Catholic churches. In Lucca they drove Bishop Frediano from 
his Episcopal seat, which was located where San Giovanni is now. 
He was allowed, however, to build a new church outside the city 
walls, where San Frediano now stands. The Lombards themselves 
gradually embraced Catholicism and began building churches 
with the fervor of converts. Many of the churches we see in Lucca 
today were founded in the Lombard period.


The Lombards rarely achieved political unity, their territories 
being ruled by semi-independent Dukes. Lucca was the capital of 
the Duchy of Tuscany, chosen because it was the most thriving, 
strategically placed, and defensible city of the region. When the 
Lombards arrived, Lucca must have been little changed since 
Roman times; its location made it too important to let it fall into 
decay. Its stand against Narses had proven the strength of its 
walls, and he had spared both its buildings and its populace.


During the 600s the Lombards solidified their rule. It is a 
period of obscurity, but we know that in the 640s King Rotharis 
(who still clung to the Arian faith though his wife was a Catholic) 
mounted a campaign against the remaining Byzantine holdings 
in Liguria, just west of Lucca. He defeated Genoa and the ancient 
colony of Luni, where he razed its walls and enslaved its inhabit-
ants. Lucca must have been the staging ground for these attacks.


In 742 the unique crucifix known as Volto Santo (The Holy 
Face) arrived in Lucca. The statue would become the city’s 
main object of pilgrimage and its symbol abroad throughout the  
Middle Ages.


In 774 Charlemagne conquered the Lombard kingdom but 
he did not make extensive political changes at the local level. 
A handful of Franks were given land and titles but most of the 
Lombard nobility remained in positions of influence. Charlemagne 
renamed the domain as the Marquisate of Tuscany and made 
Lucca its capital. In the 800s the rulers of Lucca expanded their 
power and became virtually independent. They mounted a 
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gardens, and a large carriage entrance is on Via della Colombaia. 
Today the building belongs to the town. Many of the furnishings 
were transferred to Palazzo Mansi (Museum #1) after a marriage 
between the Parenzi and Mansi families. (F)


5. Palazzo Diodati—One of the greatest Lucchese palazzi. It is 
commonly known as Palazzo Orsetti, for the family which lived 
there from 1661 until 1963. It is now owned by the Commune 
and can be visited. The rooms which were remodeled during the 
Napoleonic period are well preserved and are a popular site for 
weddings. There is also a small collection of paintings, among 
them Death of Wallenstein by Paolini.


The understructure of the palazzo dates to the 1200s when it 
was owned by the Rolandinghi (or Rolandini) family, who gave 
their name to the courtyard in the rear (now Piazza G. Leonardi) 
and thence to the church of Santa Maria Corteorlandini. In 1332 
the palazzo was sold to the Saggina family; in the exposed 
decorative brick on the rear their initial “S” can still be seen. In 
1399 it was bought by Alessandro Diodati, a doctor and merchant, 
whose descendants would live there until 1661.


The exterior has two equally important facades, each with a 
stunning doorway, the most impressive in Lucca. They may have 
been made for the visit of Emperor Charles V and Pope Paul III 
in 1541, during which the Diodati hosted the Emperor’s daughter. 
John Milton was a later guest. The walled garden across the street 
to the east, now open to the public, formerly belonged to the 
Orsetti family. (F)


6. Palazzo Minutoli-Tegrimi—The present incarnation of the 
building dates to the 1600s, but underneath are the medieval 
walls and tower of the Tegrimi family who owned it in the 1200s. 
The remains of their tower can be identified on the southeast 
corner, on Piazza San Salvatore. The Tegrimi later merged with 
the Minutoli family, who owned the palazzo until recently. The 
building is now best known for housing the Trattoria Da Leo, one 
of the most popular eateries in town.


In the 1200s there were three towers on this corner of Piazza 
San Salvatore. The one which still exists, known as Torre del Veglio, 
the Watchtower, is one of the few towers which remain in nearly 
original state. (F)


Palazzi


For entries followed by (F) the family is dealt with in the Family section.


1. Palazzo Moriconi—Reconstructed in the 1500s on medieval 
houses and the remains of the Roman theatre. The entranceway 
with a lovely iron lunette is very similar to the nearby Palazzo 
Fanucci (#7). Evidence of Guelph windows can be seen on the 
piano nobile. (F)


2. Palazzo Boccella—One of the grandest and most interesting 
mansions. It was built in the 1500s and 1600s by the extremely 
wealthy Boccella family in the Manneristic style of the great 
Tuscan villas. It is an extravagance in conservative Lucca and 
was looked on somewhat askance when it was built. The exterior 
has a profusion of fantastic mascheroni (grotesque masks), an 
imposing main entrance, and excellent detailing on the wood 
eaves. The interior was once elaborately painted and the salon 
is still in excellent condition. The themes of its paintings are 
somewhat uncertain, portraying what looks like Pope Julius II 
but is perhaps Paul III, who visited Lucca in 1541. (The Boccella 
family had long and close ties with the papacy.) Another painting 
portrays a victory over the Turks, and others show familial scenes 
and banquets, all done in a vibrant Mannerist palette. The stemma 
(coat of arms) over the main door is that of the Bernardini, who 
were its later owners. (F)


3. Palazzo Ottolini—Today best known as Palazzo Poschi Meuron. 
Along Via San Giorgio it has a typical Lucchese façade of the 
1500s, understated but with a grand entrance door. Reconstructed 
on buildings of the 1200s, the remains of a tower are still evident 
on the west side. Originally belonging to the Busdraghi family, it 
was sold in the 1600s to the Ottolini and in the early 1800s to the 
Meuron family, who intermarried with the Poschi. (F)


4. Palazzo Parenzi—Constructed in the early 1500s on houses 
and towers of the 1200s. It originally had extensive gardens in 
the rear, where there is now a parking lot. The entrance on Via 
Santa Giustina leads through a vaulted passage into the former 
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silk, of many paintings, maps, globes, and celestial charts, crystals 
to restore the sight, mathematical instruments, and so on.


The slightly undulating façade is a product of the medieval 
buildings which provide the underlying structure. We know who 
owned it in the 1200s—the Paruta family who transferred it to the 
Malpigli, itself a family dating to the 1000s.


The carriage entrance on the east leads to a separate, smaller 
palazzo and garden (not shown separately on the map). This 
portion belonged to the Controni in the 1700s, and later to the 
Giannini family, who married into the Orsetti family.


10. Palazzo Dipinto—The name literally means the “painted 
palace,” so called for the frescoes which at one time covered its 
façade. They were done by Agostino Ghirlanda in the 1500s for 
the De Nobili family, who rebuilt the palazzo. Fortunately they 
preserved the medieval brickwork on the west side, which has 
some of the best examples of decorative brick in the city, a panoply 
of arches and the ghosts of former windows. With enough 
patience you can decipher renovations spanning centuries and 
imagine the building’s previous incarnations. On the front there 
is one remaining Guelph window.


11. Palazzo Garbesi—This small palazzo of the 1500s was built 
not by nobility or wealthy merchants, but by a family of bakers 
and millers. The first record of the family is in 1460. By 1599 they 
were listed 40th on the tax roles; it seems they had very recently 
improved their lot.


12. Palazzo Burlamacchi—Built in the early 1500s by the 
Burlamacchi, it comprises an entire block and incorporates 
medieval houses as well as the church of Sts. Gemignana and 
Ginese, which existed by the year 1200. The palazzo has two 
important facades, though the main entrance is along Via 
Burlamacchi, where one Guelph window survives.


Among those who lived here was the Dominican Friar Filippo 
Burlamacchi who was long regarded as the first biographer 
of Savonarola, though the author is now known as Pseudo 
Burlamacchi. Filippo was, however, well acquainted with 
Savonarola and led the way in welcoming his followers to Lucca 
after the Florentine preacher’s unfortunate demise. The most 


7. Palazzetto Fanucci—This is only a 
palazzetto, almost just a house, but an 
interesting one. It has a large entrance 
door for such a small building. The 
ground floor is impressively high, 
given the overall dimensions, and is 
what elevates it above the status of a 
house. The structure is best known 
for retaining its Guelph windows. 
The underlying structure dates from 
the 1200s, the present building from 
the 1500s. The name is somewhat 
arbitrary: the Fanucci family owned it 
in 1725. In 1200 it was the site of the 
Narducci house and tower, of which 
nothing remains.


8. Palazzo Massoni—An excellent example of a 1500s Lucchese 
palazzo. The reconstruction at that time reoriented the entrance 
from the narrow Via Santa Giustina to the broader Piazza San 
Matteo, permitting a small flight of entrance steps. The noble 
Massoni family owned it in the 1700s. In the 1200s the Olivieri 
family owned the underlying structure. (F)


9. Palazzo Malpigli—This grand palazzo dominates this stretch 
of Via Santa Giustina. The coat of arms over the door is that of 
the Malpigli and bears the date 1506. The impressively extended 
façade is substantially intact, though the windows were altered 
(eliminating Guelph windows), as were the entranceways, in the 
1700s.


The grand carriage entrance leads to a colonnaded portico 
which extends to the large garden in the rear. This is a reminder of 
the gardens which once graced the interiors of many palazzi, and 
some of which, hidden, still do. A lovely (but frustrating) iron gate 
separates us from the garden. The columns of the portico were 
made when the Civitali were the sculptural masters of Lucca and 
reflect their aesthetic.


The great poet Torquato Tasso (1544-1595) was a friend of 
the Malpigli and stayed in the house. He wrote of the grandissima 
quantity of books in all languages and all sciences, all bound in 
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7. Santi Paolino e Donato
St. Paolino and St. Donato


San	Paolino,	as	it	is	commonly	called,	built	to	honor	the	saints	
who	 watch	 over	 Lucca,	 is	 a	 serious	 church	 with	 no	 hint	 of	


frivolity	about	it.	It	is	somber,	grey,	and	imposing.	In	my	mind’s	
eye	 I	 always	 see	 it	 in	 the	 rain	 (though	 this	 may	 simply	 be	 the	
residue	of	visiting	it	too	often	in	February).	When	it	was	built	in	
the	early	1500s	the	Lucchese	architectural	aesthetic	was	a	far	cry	
from	that	of	the	1200s.	Compare	the	facade	of	San	Paolino	with	
that	of	San	Michele	just	down	the	road.	San	Paolino	is	dark	and	
severe,	San	Michele	white	and	playful.	San	Michele	was	conceived	
and	built	during	Lucca’s	most	prosperous	and	optimistic	period,	
the	1100s	and	1200s,	and	expresses	an	almost	giddy	relief	after	the	
tribulations	of	the	preceding	age.	When	San	Paolino	was	built	the	
social	and	religious	sensibility	was	far	different:	the	church	reflects	
the	influence	of	Savonarola,	the	dour	Florentine	preacher	who	was	
burned	at	the	stake	in	1498.	After	his	death	many	of	his	followers	
fled	to	Lucca	where	his	puritanical	approach	found	considerable	
favor.	 The	 first	 published	 biography	 of	 Savonarola	 was	 by	 a	
Lucchese,	Filippo	Burlamacchi,	who	lived	across	the	street	from	
San	Paolino.	The	church’s	architect,	Baccio da Montelupo,	was	a	
follower	of	Savonarola	and	one	of	Burlamacchi’s	sources	for	his	
biography.


In	1513	 the	 town	 fathers	began	making	plans	 for	a	new	set	
of	city	walls.	The	first	step	was	to	demolish	buildings	and	clear	
the	outlying	area.	One	of	the	first	buildings	to	be	destroyed	was	
the	ancient	basilica	of	San	Donato,	 located	where	Baluardo	San	
Donato	 is	 today.	 (San	 Donato	 was	 an	 Irish	 monk	 who	 became	
bishop	of	Fiesole;	he	died	about	876.)	The	decision	was	made	to	
build	an	entirely	new	church	dedicated	jointly	to	Donato	and	to	
the	town’s	patron	saint,	Paolino—thus	the	full	name	of	the	church.


Via	 San	 Paolino	 follows	 the	 track	 of	 the	 Roman	 Decumanus 
Maximus,	 the	 main	 east-west	 road	 in	 the	 city,	 the	 pavement	 of	
which	lies	about	eight	feet	below	the	present	street	level.	As	a	holy	
site	San	Paolino	can	trace	its	genealogy	further	back	than	perhaps	
any	church	in	Lucca,	there	being	evidence	of	a	pagan	temple	be-
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7. san Paolino


friend	and	collaborator.	Indeed,	it	now	seems	likely	that	the	four	
statues	for	the	Piccolomini	altar	in	the	Cathedral	of	Siena,	always	
attributed	to	Michelangelo,	were	actually	executed,	at	least	in	large	
part,	by	Baccio.	At	about	the	same	time	Baccio	and	Michelangelo	
traveled	together	to	Carrara	to	select	blocks	of	marble.


Baccio	 was	 a	 follower	 of	 Savonarola	 and	 undoubtedly	 due	
to	 the	 influence	of	 the	 friar	devoted	himself	 to	 religious	works,	
particularly	 the	crucifixes	 for	which	he	and	his	workshop	were	
most	famous.


What	led	Baccio	to	forsake	Florence	for	Lucca	is	uncertain	but	
it	was	most	likely	the	more	congenial	religious	climate	in	Lucca	
after	the	fall	of	Savonarola.	Vasari	rather	fatuously	wrote	that	“be-
ing	bored	with	Florence,	he	went	 to	Lucca,	where	he	did	 some	
sculptures.”	 It	 is	unlikely	that	boredom	was	sufficient	cause	for	
him	to	uproot	his	workshop	and	family	and	move	to	Lucca.


When	 it	 was	 decided	 to	 build	 San	 Paolino	 requests	 for	 de-
signs	were	made	to	two	non-architects,	Baccio	and	Donato	Benti.	
Deciding	between	 them	seems	 to	have	been	difficult	 so	 in	1519	
Martino	Bernadini	wrote	to	Michelangelo,	a	friend	of	both	artists,	
asking	him	for	help	in	deciding	between	the	two.	Michelangelo’s	
response	is	not	known	but	Baccio	got	the	job.


Interior


1.	St. Paolino,	attributed	to	Pompeo Pinotti,	1606.	A	boyish	San	
Paolino	 holds	 Lucca	 in	 his	 hand;	 it	 is	 still	 encompassed	 by	 its	
medieval	walls.	On	the	other	side	of	the	main	door	is	a	companion	
painting,	St. Donato	(#19).	Both	of	these	paintings	were	originally	
covers	for	the	reliquary	niches	behind	the	main	altar;	both	have	
been	cut	down	in	size.


Pinotti	is	an	almost	completely	obscure	Lucchese	artist,	repre-
sented	only	by	his	work	in	this	church.	Yet	the	hand	in	both	these	
paintings	is	that	of	an	accomplished	painter	and,	particularly	in	
the	San	Donato,	an	unusually	sympathetic	portraitist.	Judging	by	
these	works	Pinotti	 should	have	had	a	 successful	 career,	yet	he	
remains	 undocumented.	 He	 also	 did	 a	 painting	 of	 Sts. Tiberio, 
Valeriano, and Massimo	(1588)	which	was	originally	on	the	first	
right	hand	altar	but	is	now	in	storage.


neath	 the	 present	 building.	 The	 first	 documentary	 evidence	 we	
have	of	a	church	in	this	location	is	dated	738	when	the	church	was	
named	San	Giorgio	 in Pisticoro,	 the	somewhat	obscure	toponym	
perhaps	referring	to	the	bakers’	district.	By	the	1000s	the	church	
had	been	rededicated	to	St.	Antonio.	When,	 in	1261,	the	lost	re-
mains	of	St.	Paolino	were	discovered	in	the	basement	the	church	
was	again	 rededicated	 to	Saints	Paolino	and	Antonio.	Columns	
from	this	medieval	church	are	preserved	in	Villa	Guinigi.


In	 1515	 Baccio	 da	 Montelupo	 was	 chosen	 as	 architect	 for	
the	 new	 church.	 When	 he	 died	 in	 1535	 the	 building	 was	 not	
quite	finished;	interior	and	decorative	work	went	on	for	another	
hundred	years.


The	importance	of	the	church	to	the	civic	life	of	the	town,	plus	
its	structural	soundness,	spared	it	from	the	Napoleonic	suppres-
sions	which	 in	 fact	 enriched	 it,	 since	 it	became	a	 repository	 for	
works	from	less	fortunate	churches.


Saint Paolino


Dispatched	by	St.	Peter	to	evangelize	the	area	around	Lucca	
during	the	persecutions	of	Nero,	Paolino	successfully	converted	
the	area	but	he	was	then	seized	by	the	Imperial	forces	and	martyred	
about	the	year	68.	Condemned	and	buried	with	him	were	Saverio,	
a	deacon	of	Lucca,	and	Teobaldo,	a	converted	soldier.	The	cult	of	
Saint	Paolino	did	not	originate	until	 the	 fortuitous	discovery	of	
his	remains	in	1261.	A	list	of	the	bishops	of	Lucca	compiled	less	
than	a	century	earlier	does	not	include	Paolino.


Baccio da Montelupo


Baccio’s	 name	 is	 not	 well-known	 today,	 but	 during	 his	 life	
he	 was	 one	 of	 the	 most	 highly	 regarded	 sculptors	 in	 Florence,	
chosen	to	supply	 the	statue	of	Saint	 John	the	Evangelist	 for	 the	
exterior	of	Orsanmichele.


Although	 born	 into	 a	 poor	 family	 in	 Montelupo,	 a	 small	
town	near	Florence,	his	talent	was	obvious	enough	for	him	to	be	
admitted	to	Lornezo	the	Magnificent’s	school	of	art	in	San	Marco.	
It	has	been	said	that	he	was	the	only	student	who	was	not	rich,	not	
noble,	not	Florentine,	and	without	influential	friends.	Among	his	
fellow	students	was	Michelangelo,	with	whom	he	became	a	good	
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2. Plaque.	A	 stone	 epigraph	 (ca.	 18”	 x	 48”)	 preserved	 from	 the	
earlier	 church	 of	 Sant’Antonio.	 It	 bears	 the	 date	 “MCCPrimo”	
(1201)	 and	 commemorates	 the	 discovery	 in	 that	 year	 of	 the	
remains	of	St.	Antonio.


The	discovery	of	relics	conferred	legitimacy	on	a	church	and	
fame	on	their	finder.	Such	discoveries	could	be	remarkably	timely,	
as	was	the	case	with	this	one,	which	came	at	a	crucial	moment	for	
Lucca.	 In	 1196	 Emperor	 Henry	 IV	 had	 freed	 Lucca	 from	 feudal	
subjugation	and	granted	it	the	status	of	an	independent	Republic.	
When	the	Emperor	visited	Lucca	in	1197	he	and	the	bishop	had	
the	good	fortune	to	discover	a	paleochristian	sarcophagus	in	the	
church	basement.	But	what	was	needed	were	the	relics	of	a	saint,	
and	in	1201	the	bishop	managed	to	find	those	of	one	Antonio,	along	
with	 the	 remains	 of	 several	 other	 martyrs.	 It	 was	 an	 important	
spiritual	 and	 political	 event	 for	 the	 city,	 but	 the	 discovery	 was	
altogether	 too	 opportune	 and	 its	 legitimacy	 is	 now	 discounted.	
The	sarcophagus	and	relics	are	now	located	behind	the	main	altar,	
where	they	can	be	viewed.


3. (Altar,	dated	1691)	The Trinity	by	Bartolomeo Neroni, called 
Il Riccio	 (“curly	haired”),	1566.	The	Sienese	Neroni,	who	was	a	
student	of	Sodoma	and	married	to	Sodoma’s	daughter,	is	barely	
represented	in	Lucca.	At	the	bottom	is	his	signature	and	date,	with	
the	inscription	“Don’t	remember	the	sins	of	my	youth.”	He	was	66	
at	the	time,	and	returned	to	Siena	the	following	year.


4. (Altar)	 Mary and Child with Sts. Anthony the Abbot, John 
the Baptist, Nicholas of Tolentino and Sebastian by	Alessandro	
Ardenti.	Signed	and	dated	1565.	Restored	1996.	Ardenti	 (1505?-
1595)	 was	 quite	 active	 around	 Lucca	 at	 this	 period	 in	 his		
life,	 before	 he	 moved	 to	 Turin	 in	 1572	 where	 he	 worked	 at	 the	
Savoy	court.


5. St. Ansano,	 wood	 sculpture	 by	 Francesco di	 Valdambrino,	
1414.	This	treasure	of	early	painted	wood	sculpture	is	set,	rather	
distractingly,	into	a	painting	of	St. Barbara and St. Bartholomew 
(anon).	Valdambrino	was	a	Sienese,	a	friend	and	collaborator	of	
Jacopo	della	Quercia,	who	was	famously	active	 in	Lucca	at	 this	
time.	The	statue	was	originally	done	for	the	church	of	Santa	Maria	
Filicorbi	 (also	 known	 as	 Sant’Ansano),	 which	 was	 destroyed	 in	
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degli	Aitanti,	who	lived	not	far	from	the	church.
The	artist	is	unknown.	Angelo Puccinelli	has	been	suggested,	


as	 has	 Paolo di Lazzarino.	 They	 were	 the	 two	 most	 important	
painters	working	in	Lucca	in	the	mid	to	late	1300s.	Lazzarino	is	an	
especially	elusive	artist,	well	documented	in	the	archives	but	with	
no	certain	paintings	attributable	to	him.


	 The	 work	 has	 considerable	 civic	 importance.	 The	 best	 hy-
pothesis,	by	Marco	Paoli,	is	that	it	was	done	to	commemorate	the	
liberation	of	Lucca	from	Pisan	domination	in	1369.	In	June	of	that	
year	Emperor	Charles	 IV	(who	had	 just	 freed	Lucca	after	being	
paid	100,000	florins)	participated	with	the	Bishop	and	the	town	
elders	in	the	solemn	opening	of	the	urn	of	St.	Paolino;	the	painting	
was	quite	possibly	commissioned	on	that	occasion.	


On	the	opposite	wall	is	a	painting	of	Mary and Child with two 
Bishops.	It	is	un-attributed	and	I	am	not	aware	of	any	literature	
regarding	it,	but	the	style,	particularly	the	sympathetic	treatment	
of	 the	Bishop’s	 faces,	 suggest	Pompeo	Pinotti,	who	painted	 the	
San	Paolino	and	San	Donato	[#1	and	#19].


On	 the	 rear	 wall	 is	 a	 Crucifix.	 This	
superb	 work	 of	 the	 early	 1300s	 has	 been	
in	 the	church	since	 it	was	built.	The	 torso	
is	 emaciated,	 cadaverous,	 almost	 skeletal,	
with	every	rib	clearly	defined,	yet	the	face	
is	 full	and	forceful.	 It	 is	generally	thought	
to	 show	 Germanic	 influences,	 and	 was	
perhaps	 brought	 to	 Lucca	 from	 abroad	
(though	 to	 me	 this	 northern	 origin	 seems	
unduly	hypothetical).


	The	statue	has	a	cavity	cut	out	 in	 the	


1812	for	urban	redevelopment.
Lucca	 is	 rich	 in	 early	 wood	 sculpture,	 an	 opus	 which	 has	


recently	received	overdue	scholarly	attention.
The	small	plaque	(6”X18”)	to	the	left	of	the	altar	is	from	the	


previous	church	and	records	the	discoveries	of	1201.


6. (Altar)	 St. Theodore, Bishop of Lucca	 by	 Pietro Testa.	 Testa	
(1612-1650)	 was	 born	 in	 Lucca	 and	 is	 called	 Il Lucchesino,	 but	
he	 spent	 little	 time	 in	 his	 birthplace.	 This	 is	 one	 of	 the	 few	
paintings	 by	 him	 in	 Lucca,	 though	 he	 is	 well	 represented	 in	
foreign	museums.


7. Marble Organ Lofts by	 Nicolao 
and Vincenzo Civitali,	 1500s.	 The	
one	on	the	right	incorporates	a	superb	
grotesque	mask,	possibly	Roman.	The	
small	 organ	 of	 the	 1800s	 was	 often	
played	by	Giacomo	Puccini,	who	was	
a	parishioner	of	the	church.


8. Chapel.
Tucked	away	in	this	little	alcove	is	what	is	perhaps	the	finest	


Lucchese	 panel	 painting	 of	 the	 1300s,	 depicting	 the	 Burial of 
St. Paolino.	 It	 was	 originally	 either	 an	 altar	 piece	 (a	 paliotto or
dossale)	or	perhaps	a	panel	for	the	urn	which	held	the	remains	of	
the	saint.


The	 inscription	 reads:	 “Here	 is	 the	 uncorrupted	 body	 of	
Paolino,	whom	the	blessed	Peter	made	the	first	bishop	of	Lucca.	
He	was	martyred	in	Pisa	under	Nero.	Also	the	bodies	of	the	priest	
Severo,	the	soldier	Teobaldo,	and	a	deacon	of	Lucca,	all	martyred	
under	the	same	emperor.	They	were	placed	here	by	their	compan-
ion,	the	hermit	Antonio;	he	also	met	his	death	under	Nero.”


Antonio,	whose	remains	were	supposedly	found	in	the	church	
in	1201,	is	the	monk	in	dark	clothes	holding	the	head	of	Paolino.	
The	identity	of	the	others	has	been	debated.	They	were	commonly	
thought	 to	be	St.	Peter	on	 the	right,	and	on	 the	 left	Christ	with	
St.	 Paul	 behind	 him,	 but	 it	 seems	 more	 likely	 that	 they	 are,	 on	
the	 right,	 St.	 Valerio,	 who	 succeeded	 Paolino	 as	 Bishop	 and,	
on	the	 left,	 two	Lucchesi	who	were	 the	patrons	of	 the	painting;	
on	the	sides	of	the	sarcophagus	are	their	family	crest,	the	Massei	
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ghastly	gray	has	been	restored	to	its	original	luminous	color.


11.	High	altar	area.
The	altar	was	consecrated	in	1580.
Behind	the	altar	(you	can	walk	up	and	look)	is	an	early	Christian	


sarcophagus	(300s-400s)	with	a	relief	of	the	Good	Shepherd.	This	
sarcophagus	 was	 discovered	 in	 1197	 in	 the	 crypt	 of	 the	 then	
existing	church	of	San	Giorgio.	Set	on	top	of	the	sarcophagus	is	an	
urn	with	an	inscription	which	identifies	the	relics	as	St.	Paolino,	
Severus,	Valerius	(considered	by	the	faithful,	if	not	by	historians,	
to	be	 the	 second	bishop	of	Lucca)	and	St.	Antonio,	 the	 reputed	
third	Bishop.


The	choir	stalls	along	the	side	walls	are	by	Salimbene Magni,	
1563.


The	walls	and	vault	are	frescoed	with	scenes	from	the	life	of	
St.	Paolino:


Lower	right	wall:	Miracle of San Paolino	by	Filippo Gherardi	
(1643-1704)	with	a	view	of	the	city	walls	and	of	Porta	San	Donato.	
(This	is	the	same	event	painted	by	Lombardi	in	chapel	#9).


Lower	left	wall:	Martyrdom of San Paolino,	also	by	Gherardi.	
Both	 frescoes	 were	 done	 in	 the	 late	 1600s,	 after	 the	 death	 of	
Gherardi’s	partner	Giovanni	Coli.


Martyrdom of St. Paolino by Filippo Gerardi


rear	of	the	torso	to	keep	the	wood	from	splitting	as	it	dried.	The	
head	 is	 attached	 separately,	 and	 may	 have	 been	 reworked.	 The	
cross	itself	seems	to	be	original.	Its	use	of	tree	limbs	covered	with	
sprouts	 suggests	 that	 this	 vehicle	 of	 death	 is	 in	 fact	 the	 tree	 of	
life.	The	extravagant	sunburst	which	now	serves	as	a	backdrop	
is	a	diminishing	addition,	as	if	the	image	were	inadequate	to	the	
message.	 The	 figure	 had	 been	 repainted	 numerous	 times,	 but	
was	effectively	restored	about	1990,	which	resulted	in	a	dramatic	
lightening	of	the	work.


9. Chapel
On	 the rear	wall:	Miracle of St. Paolino.	This	painting	had	


traditionally	been	attributed	to	Girolamo Scaglia (1620-1686)	but	
in	the	1990s	it	became	generally	accepted	as	by	Giovan Domenico
Lombardi (1682-1751).	The	event	it	commemorates took	place	on	
July	12,	1664,	during	the	festival	of	San	Paolino.	One	of	the	cannons	
which	were	being	fired	from	the	wall	in	celebration	inadvertently	
sent	 a	 live	 shell	 directly	 into	 the	 crowd,	 but	 by	 the	 miraculous	
intervention	 of	 St.	 Paolino	 the	 injuries	 were	 insignificant.	 The	
painting	 is	 an	 elaborately	 detailed	 portrayal	 of	 the	 event	 and	
rewards	a	close	examination	of	the	costumes	and	fortifications	of	
the	time.	


Right	 wall:	 Mary and Child with Sts. John the Evangelist 
and Lodovico	 by	 Lorenzo Zacchia,	 signed	 and	 dated	 1585.	
Known	as	Zacchia	the	Younger	(he	was	a	student	of	Zacchia	the	
Elder,	who	was	perhaps	the	main	painter	in	Lucca	in	the	1500s),	
Lorenzo	(1524-1587)	was	born	and	worked	in	Lucca	but	few	of	his	
works	survive.


10.	Annunciating Angel,	painted	wood	sculpture.	Tra-
ditionally	attributed	to	Pietro d’Angelo di Guarnerio,	
father	of	Jacopo	della	Quercia,	though	it	seems	more	
likely	that	it	is	by	an	unknown	artist	working	under	
the	same	influences.	It	can	fairly	safely	be	dated	about	
1400.	Stylistically	it	is	very	similar	to	a	work	by	Pietro,	
dated	1394,	in	Bagni	di	Lucca.	The	angel	was	restored	
in	the	early	1990s,	resulting	in	a	dramatic	change	in	
the	color	of	the	drapery,	which	had	been	over-paint-
ed	in	dark	purple,	and	is	now	white	with	remains	of	
the	original	decoration.	The	face,	which	had	turned	a	
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as	 a	 young	 nobleman,	
identifiable	 only	 by	 the		
arrow	 he	 holds	 in	 his	
hand.	 Though	 the	 cen-
tral	 figure	 of	 the	 Virgin	
dominates	 the	 work,	 it		
is	 the	 portraits	 of	 the		
surrounding	 assemblage	
which	 show	 the	 hand	 of	
a	 master.	 St.	 Peter,	 with	
key	 and	 book,	 has	 the	
most	 memorable	 visage.	
The	 faces	 of	 others	 in	
the	 crowd	 may	 well	 in-
clude	portraits	of	eminent	Lucchesi	of	the	day.	I	suspect	there	is		
a	 self-portrait	 of	 the	 artist	 looking	 out	 at	 us	 in	 the	 dark	 haired	
man	to	the	right	of	the	mandorla.	It	is	a	painting	which	rewards	
leisurely	perusal.


Its	 authorship	 is	 an	 intriguing	 question.	 Long	 considered	
anonymous,	it	has	now	been	associated	with	Baldassare di Biagio	
(first	recorded	1455,	dead	by	1484).	He	was	formerly	known	only	
as	“Master	of	the	Bennabio	Tryptych”	until	that	work	was	shown	
to	 be	 his	 by	 the	 discovery	 of	 its	 commission,	 dated	 1469.	 The	
definition	of	his	oeuvre	 is	one	of	 the	hottest	 topics	 in	Lucchese	
art.	Hesitations	about	ascribing	this	painting	to	him	have	recently	
surfaced,	 demoting	 it	 to	 a	 work	 by	 a	 “Friend	 of	 Baldassare.”	
Despite	these	uncertainties,	the	painting	is	datable	to	about	1470.


This	painting	is	also	a	good	chance	to	observe	Italian	restora-
tion	 techniques.	From	normal	viewing	distance	 it	appears	 to	be	
whole,	but	if	you	look	closely	you	can	see	that	the	central	vertical	
portion	has	been	repainted	using	the	technique	of	tratteggio,	short	
brush	strokes	of	varying	colors	which	merge	together	to	provide	
the	illusion	of	an	integrated	surface.


On	 the	 left	 wall:	 St. Barbara with Sts. Bartholomew and 
Emilio	 by	 the	 important	 Lucchese	 Agostino Marti	 (1482-1540).	
St.	 Barbara	 holds	 the	 tower	 of	 her	 captivity,	 Bartholomew	 the	
skinning	 knife	 with	 which	 he	 was	 flayed	 alive.	 Emilio	 is	 in	 his	
bishop	garb.	This	painting	was	originally	over	altar	#3,	which	is	
dedicated	to	St.	Emilio.


Upper	 walls	 and	 vault	 are	 by	 fra’ Stefano Cassiani, called 
Il Certosino	 (died	 1714).	 On	 the	 right:	 St. Paolino Preaching,
which	includes	a	portrait	of	the	work’s	benefactor.	On	the	left:	St. 
Paolino Baptizing,	with	a	self-portrait	of	 the	artist.	On	the	rear	
wall:	Glorification of St. Paolino.


Lower	on	the	rear	wall	is	a	painting	of	St. Paolino	by	Michele 
Marcucci,	done	in	1901.	To	its	sides	are	exquisite	wood	reliquaries	
by	a	local	artisan,	1605.	These	were	originally	covered	by	Pinotti’s	
paintings	[#1&	#19].


12. Saintly Bishop,	 painted	 wood	 sculpture.	 This	 elaborately	
painted	statue	of	a	very	youthful	blond	bishop	was	universally	
considered	 to	 be	 of	 St.	 Paolino.	 A	 recent	 restoration	 revealed,	
however,	 that	 the	 model	 of	 Lucca	 which	 he	 holds	 in	 his	 right	
hand	 replaces	 an	 original	 unknown	 object	
and	that	the	statue	probably	did	not	originally	
represent	 St.	 Paolino.	 The	 restoration	 in	 the	
early	 1990s	 was	 entirely	 salutary,	 revealing	
rather	than	repainting	the	original.	The	work	
apparently	 dates	 from	 the	 late	 1300s	 and	
shows	 signs,	 stylistically	 and	 technically,	 of	
a	 Germanic	 origin.	 The	 restoration	 provided	
an	 opportunity	 to	 remove	 and	 examine	 the	
supposedly	 precious	 “jewels	 of	 St.	 Paolino,”	
a	 set	 of	 23	 brooches	 which	 studded	 the	 hat	
and	 vestments	 and	 which	 appeared	 to	 be	
diamonds	and	other	gems	in	gold	settings.	It	
quickly	became	evident	that	the	settings	were	
brass	 and	 the	 jewels	 were	 paste	 glass.	 Perhaps	 these	 replaced	
original	 priceless	 stones;	 the	 existing	 ones	 were	 placed	 in	 the	
statue	sometime	in	the	1600s.


Historians’	demands	satisfied,	 the	statue	has	returned	to	 its	
holy	function	as	St.	Paolino,	once	again	holding	Lucca	in	his	hand	
and	apparently	resplendent	with	jewels.


13. Chapel
Rear	wall:	The Coronation of the Virgin, with a view of Lucca,


tempera	on	panel,	one	of	the	best	and	most	intriguing	Renaissance	
paintings	in	Lucca.	On	the	left	is	St.	Paolino,	kneeling,	in	a	robe	
of	sumptuous	gold	filigree.	On	the	right	is	St.	Sebastian,	dressed	
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8. Oratorio of San Pierino


T his	small	church	is	documented	as	early	as	1048,	when	it	was	
known	as	San	Pietro	in	Vincoli.	In	the	1300s	it	was	the	home	


of	the	Confraternity	of	Silk	Spinners,	and	was	called	San	Pierino	
Siricaiolo.	 The	 present	 building	 is	 from	 the	 1500s;	 the	 interior	
was	renovated	in	the	1600s	and	1700s.	Today	it	is	the	home	of	the	
Capella	Musicale	della	Basilica	di	San	Paolino.	


~


14. Chapel
Rear	wall:	St. Joseph and Child with St. Carlo Borromeo and 


St. Anthony of Padua	by	Lorenzo Castellotti. Castellotti	was	born	
in	Lucca	in	1718.	He	worked	under	Pini	in	the	churches	Crocifisso	
dei	Bianchi	and	Santa	Caterina.


Right	wall:	Madonna with Infants Jesus and John the Baptist 
and two Saints,	oil	on	wood,	anon.,	early	1500s.	The	infant	John	
the	 Baptist	 is	 known	 as	 San	 Giovannino	
(Little	John).	The	two	saints	are	presumably	
the	two	fathers.


15. (Altar)	 Martyrdom of St. Valerio	 by	
Giacinto Gimignani,	signed	and	dated	1650.	
Until	 recently	 this	 painting	 was	 generally	
attributed	to	the	more	famous	Paolo	Guidotti	
(died	1630).	St.	Valerio	succeeded	Paolino	as	
Bishop	of	Lucca	(see	#8	and	#11).


16. (Altar)	Mary and Child,	early	1400s.	This	sculpture	is	Germanic	
in	 inspiration	 and	 perhaps	 origin,	 as	 we	 have	 seen	 with	 other	
works	in	the	church—an	indication	of	the	close	commercial	and	
cultural	ties	the	city	had	with	the	lands	beyond	the	Alps.	It	was	
moved	 to	 San	 Paolino	 from	 the	 defunct	 church	 of	 Santa	 Maria	
Filicorbi.	It	is	set	into	an	unremarkable	painting	of	Sts. Anna and 
Gioacchino	by	Giulia Merli,	signed	and	dated	1828.


17. (Altar)	 Virgin with Child and Saints	 by	 Francesco	 Vanni,
ca.	1600.	There	 is	a	study	for	this	painting	in	the	Louvre.	Vanni	
(ca.	 1560-1610),	 was	 one	 of	 the	 most	 admired	 and	 successful	
artists	of	the	early	Tridentine	(Catholic	Reformation)	period,	with	
numerous	commissions	in	Siena,	Rome	and	abroad.	By	the	1590s	
he	was	the	leading	figure	in	the	artistic	life	of	Siena,	and	aspired	
to	its	nobility.


18. (Altar)	Deposition	or	Pietà	by Giovan Domenico Lombardi
(1682-1751),	 one	 of	 the	 most	 successful	 Lucchese	 artists	 of	 the	
early	1700s.	He	was	the	first	teacher	of	Pompeo	Batoni.


19.	St. Donato	(see	#1).


20.	Acquasantiere	by	Nicolao Civitali	(1482-1560).
~
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Introduction


L ucca is deceptive. It does not begin by overwhelming you, 
except for those walls. After a one day trip you may leave 


thinking you have seen it. Stay a few days more and you begin 
to feel that you haven’t seen it at all. Stay a little longer and you 
may discover, as Ruskin did, that a lifetime has gone by and you 
are still looking.


The walled city isn’t large. It takes twenty minutes to walk 
across it east-west, at a leisurely but steady pace. This has been 
true since 1650, when the present set of walls was completed.  
For about 500 years before that, when the medieval walls defined 
the city, it took less than fifteen minutes to make the same transit. 
For more than a thousand years before that, when the Roman 
walls stood, it took only ten minutes to traverse the city. Most 
of your visit will take place within the circuits of the Roman and 
Medieval walls.


Don’t expect to maintain a steady pace, however, for if Lucca 
is not large, it is dense. It has been continuously inhabited for 
more than two thousand years; it was never abandoned and it 
was never destroyed. During most of its history Lucca thrived. 
It survived the Dark Ages intact and by the early Middle Ages it 
was the capital of Tuscany. In the High Middle Ages it was the silk 
capital of Europe; its merchants and bankers preceded those of 
Florence and Siena. During the Renaissance Florence conquered 
the rest of Tuscany but Lucca never fell. Though it did inevitably 
succumb to Napoleon, he prized the small Republic sufficiently to 
bestow it upon his sister, Elisa, to rule as princess.


All of these periods survive today, in layers. When Lucca 
rebuilt, it always built on what came before. No city better preserves 
its original Roman street layout. The medieval buildings were 
erected on Roman foundations, and the Renaissance mansions 
assembled medieval houses and towers into grand edifices. Peel 
the plaster off a Renaissance building and you will usually find 
medieval brick underneath.


If you have only one day in town, you will want to see the  
Cathedral of San Martino, which is always open, and San Frediano, 
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Vocabulary and Conventions


Lucchese—A noun and an adjective. A Lucchese: a citizen of Lucca; 
Lucchese architecture. Lucchesi is plural. Not italicized in the text.  


Lucchesia—The territory of Lucca. The accent is on the i.


Gonfaloniere—The chief executive officer of the State through 
much of its history.


Comune (Italian) and commune are used interchangeably. 
The same is true for Anziani and Elders, the ruling body of the 
Republic.


Monofora, bifora, trifora 
and polifora windows—
the Italian words for 
mullioned windows. A 
monofora window has a 
single opening; a bifora 
has two, separated by a 
column, and so on. The 
English term is also used.


Saints are referred to, somewhat indiscriminately, by both their 
English or Italian names. The Italian is always used for lesser 
known saints. Churches are referred to by their Italian names. To 
distinguish churches from saints, the Italian prefix (San, Santo) is 
used for churches, the English (Saint) for the person. Thus: San 
Paolino refers to the church; St. Paolino to the man. (Likewise, San 
Frediano, St. Frediano; San Michele, St. Michael.)


Italian is used instead of English where it seems more appropriate, 
or simply more euphonious.


The use of centuries to refer to time periods has generally been 
avoided. Thus, the thirteenth century is called the 1200s, and so 
on. The Italian is sometimes used: the 1200s are the Duecento, 
the 1300s the Trecento, the 1400s the Quattrocento, the 1500s the 
Cinquecento, the 1600s the Seicento. 


~


Trifora windows. Note putlog holes.


which closes at noon for a couple of hours. You will want to 
spend some time in Piazza San Michele, site of the Roman forum, 
dallying and admiring the façade of the church. If the weather 
is fine you will certainly want to spend some time walking or 
bicycling along the walls. If the weather is inclement, the Cathedral 
museum has an excellent audio tour, which takes about an hour. 
The Villa Guinigi museum has a precious collection of local art 
and antiquities, and the Mansi museum allows you to visit one of 
the grandest palazzi in town, filled with treasures.


Try not to be overly ambitious. A visit to Lucca is often inserted 
into a hectic tour of must do’s and must see’s in more famous 
places, and Lucca is the perfect place to stop and catch your 
breath. Wander aimlessly a while, have a cappuccino, wander 
some more. You can’t get lost for long. You may get disoriented in 
the net of narrow medieval streets, but walk a bit in any direction 
and you’ll soon find yourself in some recognizable piazza. Feel 
free to get lost.


Two or three days is a more appropriate schedule for a visit. 
You can begin to explore the other churches—San Pietro Somaldi, 
Santa Maria Forisportam, San Paolino, the excavations in San 
Giovanni and the Baptistery, San Salvatore—or perhaps the new 
museum dedicated to comics. Depending on how you feel about 
heights, you will want to climb the Guinigi tower and the clock 
tower. There’s a good chance you will find a concert worth 
attending since Lucca is a city of music. And you will have time 
to explore the streets, where every few paces there is a palazzo 
with a story behind it, another church, a workshop or store, and 
an endless supply of cafés. You will begin to absorb the city, not 
just see it. In one of these cafés you will probably begin to plan 
your return trip.


~


introduction
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common and the bricks could be employed more lavishly. The best  
examples of this later period are found on the Palazzi Guinigi 
(#58) and the home of the Knights of Altopascio (on via dell’ 
Altopascio). Many sites of decorative brick are pointed out on the 
map, but a sharp eye will reveal many more, and there are more 
still to be uncovered.


Oculi—One of the architectural curiosities of Lucca, these small 
circular openings below windows are typical of the city, though 
similar examples are found infrequently in nearby places. Most 
are now filled in, but originally they were open and had iron bars 
on them to keep birds from flying in and objects from falling out. 
Although they became an architectural embellishment—many 
have lovely examples of decorative brick—they must have had a 
practical function as well and various theories as to their original 
use have been proffered. It has been suggested that they were little 
windows for small children to look out onto the street, but this 
seems unlikely. They are usually explained as ventilation holes, 
but if so it is strange that they are at the bottom of the room, since 
warm air rises and they would provide circulation only if placed 
near the ceiling. Whatever their origin, they enlivened the facades 
of many medieval houses.


Iron Lunettes (Roste)—These were standard features of 
Renaissance doorways, filling in the arch above the doors. They 
are so common that it is easy 
to pass them by with little 
notice, but many are exquisite 
examples of the iron worker’s 
art. They are best viewed 
from the interior where they 
form intricate silhouettes 
against the daylight.


Guelph windows—Another typical feature of Lucchese 
Renaissance architecture was a window which was divided into 
three parts by a cross beam about two-thirds of the way up, and 
a centered vertical post above this, the effect suggesting a cross 
without the lower part. These have traditionally been referred to 
as Guelph windows, the supposition being that they identified 
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Things to Look For


W andering around Lucca you should keep your eyes open 
for a number of features which you encounter at nearly 


every turn.


Decorative brick—Lucca has perhaps the finest and most prolific 
examples of decorative brick of any city in Italy. This is brick 
which has been sculpted or molded with repetitive designs and 
is employed as an architectural 
embellishment. It was most 
commonly used to enliven the 
arches of windows, doors, and 
oculi (see below). We can thank 
the later plastering over of the 
city for preserving much of this 
work and as more plaster is 
removed new examples are sure 
to be found.


Most decorative brick  
was made by sculpting the clay 
before it was baked, though 
sometimes the design was 
carved into the finished brick. 
The use of molds does not seem 
to have become prevalent until 
the late 1300s.


The earliest datable 
examples, about the year 1150, 
are on the churches of San 
Tommaso (#1), Sant’Anastasio 
(#29) and San Giusto (#15). By the 
mid-1200s its use had become 
widespread and the technique 
refined, allowing increasingly 
complicated designs. In the 
later 1300s and early 1400s the 
use of molds became more Examples of Decorative Brick
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of the city make it almost seem 
plausible. There were certainly 
hundreds. These towers were 
exceptionally strong and they lie 
today behind many a wall.


Taking pride of place, 
naturally, were the bell towers 
of the churches. These could be 
truly massive, as those of the 
Cathedral and San Frediano. 
Most, however, were more 
modest. Many were added onto 
later; church towers tended to 
rise as private towers fell.


A few tower remains can 
be dated to the 700s and 800s; 
these were probably public 
fortifications. In the 900s, as 
feudal lords began moving into 
the city, private, inhabited towers began to be erected. The Clock 
Tower on Via Fillungo dates to about the year 1000 and gives a 
good sense of how solid these mini-fortresses were. They had very 
few openings, only slit windows and small doors. By the mid-
1000s they began to have attached courtyards, wells, orchards, and  
barns. Another limited but suggestive example from this period 
can be seen on the northeast corner of Palazzo Mazzarosa (#69).


The early towers were entirely of stone, but in the 1100s brick 
became the material of choice. The towers became less fortress-
like, with larger doors and wider windows which opened up 
the interiors to sun and street life. They became less important 
as fortifications and more important as symbols of status. On 
the outside they frequently had wooden appendages, stairs 
and balconies, which were supported on the stone corbels you 
often see on the facades. Though most of these towers have been 
cut down, they form the backbone of many buildings. Keys to 
recognizing them are exposed stone bases, exceptionally wide 
walls, and asymmetric spacing of windows and doorways. Many 
of the towers were lowered in the 1300s and 1400s, sometimes 
because of civic regulations restricting competition, but often 
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families which were partisans 
of the papacy. There may be 
something to this, since the style 
appears to derive from examples 
in Rome, but their use as a symbol 
of Guelph allegiance is probably 
too dogmatic an interpretation. A 
more prudent designation is the 
“Lucchese cross window” but we 
will use the more suggestive word.


Whatever its inspiration, 
the Guelph window was an 
architectural style that swept through Lucca in the early 1500s. 
In his study of the Civitali family’s architectural heritage Neil 
Guy makes the case for the introduction of the Guelph window 
about 1501 in Palazzo Gigli (#39) which was probably designed 
by Matteo Civitali (who died in 1501) and executed by his son 
Nicolao. Nicolao then spread the style, making it almost an 
architectural signature, though it was widely copied. The fashion 
was spent by about 1540, so where we see evidence of Guelph 
windows we can safely say that the palazzo was constructed or 
renovated between 1500 and 1550.


Few originals of these windows remain intact but when they 
were updated the two stone beams were usually just cut off flush 
with the jamb, leaving the remaining stubs on the top and sides, 
so they are easily identified. The more you look for them, the 
more you will find. Not only are they a clue to the influence of the 
Civitali family, they are testimony to the renaissance of fortunes 
which Lucchese merchants were experiencing in the early 1500s. 
They had a great deal of money to spend on their mansions and 
the Guelph window was a sign that the family was both fashion-
able and socially prominent.


Towers—The subject of towers in Lucca is too large to be done 
justice here; medieval Lucca was often described as a forest of 
towers. Whether one approached the city along the flat plains 
or descended from the mountains the first sight of Lucca was 
memorable. One estimate of the number of medieval towers is 
740, which is surely an exaggeration, though medieval drawings 
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and reassembled in a new location. Most scaffolding would have 
been made of light poles lashed together with rope. Such a frame-
work was adequate to support the workmen and their tools, but 
not heavy masonry blocks. The putlog holes are square and quite 
large; they were meant for inserting heavy pieces of oak which 
would jut out from the wall three or four feet, on which planking 
could be laid. The beauty of the 
system was that it was unnec-
essary to build the scaffolding 
from the floor up. As the wall 
rose, the suspended scaffolding 
could simply be moved to new 
holes further up. The sturdy 
beams undoubtedly were also 
used for attaching pulleys and 
hoisting up heavy materials.


Why weren’t the holes plugged up after the job was done? 
The primary reason, builders being practical people, was so in-
spections and repairs could be easily made; simply reinsert the 
putlogs and scale the wall. But I doubt that the esthetics escaped 
them. Putlog holes are found in large unbroken expanses of wall, 
un-pierced by windows or other ornamental openings. The play 
of light and dark on flat surfaces is often the only ornamentation 
on Lucchese Romanesque churches, and putlog holes provided 
ready-made shadows and relief.


~


Putlog Hole–alternative use
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simply because of age, the cost of upkeep, and the desire for more 
comfortable and spacious homes. The collapse of the Poggio family 
tower in 1495 prompted city officials to order the demolition of 
other decaying survivors.


Arches—This is an extensive 
subject but it would be remiss 
to not point out the many 
examples of the medieval 
use of non-concentric arches 
which enliven doorways 
and windows, especially 
in churches. We are used to 
regular arches, which have 
concentric curves on the 
inside (intrados) and outside 
(extrados). The medieval 
workman seemed determined 
to distort this classical form. 
Most churches were rebuilt 
in the 1100s and 1200s and 
very often the arches were of 
this non-concentric type, which has a different center point for 
the intrados and extrados. This added an exoticism to the form, 
which was often emphasized by the use of alternating white and 
green voussoirs, which is generally referred to as a Pistoian motif, 
rather unfairly to Lucca.


Putlog holes—Putlog is one of those good Anglo-Saxon words 
which is pronounced like it looks and means what it says. It is a 
hole in a masonry wall where a log was put to hold up scaffolding. 
These may seem too mundane a feature to point out, but I always 
enjoy coming across them. They remind me of the craftsmen who 
scaled these walls and laid these bricks, stones, and mortar.


One of the enduring fascinations of the great churches is try-
ing to figure out how they were built. There are virtually no good 
records of the construction techniques; we have little idea how 
they managed to scale such heights with such heavy material. The 
putlog holes are one of the clues they left behind.


Scaffolding, then as now, had to be light and easily taken apart 
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1261  Ghibelline League formed against Lucca. First 
mention of Anziani (Town Elders).


1263 Lucca falls to Ghibellines; Guelphs exiled.


1268  Charles of Anjou arrives in Italy, Guelph league 
revived.


1274-76 Tuscan League defeats Pisa on land.


1284 Genoa defeats Pisan navy at Battle of Meloria. 


1301  Blacks (Guelphs) defeat Whites (Ghibellines) and 
exile their leaders.


1308  New popular Statutes enacted, banning noble 
families from office; exodus of important citizens 
ends Lucca’s monopoly over the silk trade.


1314 Lucca conquered and sacked by Pisa.


1316  Castruccio Castracani becomes Imperial Vicar and 
Lord of Lucca.


1328   Castruccio dies. During the next fourteen years Lucca 
is bought and sold many times.


1331  List of citizens who pledged allegiance to John of 
Bohemia, an important source of names.


1342 Pisan rule of Lucca begins.


1348 The great plague.


1369  April 11. Lucca regains independence, which it 
retains until Napoleon.


1399 The processions of the Bianchi (see church #5).


1400  Paolo Guinigi, by means of a coup, becomes Lord  
of Lucca.


1430 Guinigi overthrown in a popular revolt.


1522 Attempted coup by the Poggio family.


1525  First Lutheran books arrive in Lucca; the city soon 
becomes the center of the Protestant movement  
in Italy.


1531 Uprising of the Straccioni (workers revolt).


chronology


Chronology


To get you started.


218 BC   Hannibal invades the Po valley and drives the Roman 
army across the Apennines to Lucca, a military  
outpost.


180 BC  Lucca is established as a colony of Rome.


56 BC   Julius Caesar meets in Lucca with Pompey and 
Crassus to patch up their Triumvirate.


First or second century A.D. The amphitheatre is built.


488 AD Theodoric, king of the Goths, invades Italy. 


553  Lucca becomes the last Goth stronghold to fall to the 
Byzantine general Narses in his conquest of Italy.


568   The Lombards invade and quickly conquer Italy. 
Lucca becomes the capital of the Dukedom of 
Tuscany. 


774  Charlemagne conquers the Lombard kingdom; Lucca 
becomes the capital of the Marquisate of Tuscany.


800 Charlemagne becomes Holy Roman Emperor.


1002 First war between Lucca and Pisa.


1061  Construction of the Cathedral begun by Bishop 
Anselmo, who two years later becomes Pope 
Alexander II.


1160  Welf VI of Bavaria, Marquis of Tuscany, sells to the 
commune of Lucca his rights over it. 


1196   Philip, Marquis of Tuscany, renounces all claims to 
the title; Lucca becomes a republic.


1100s Construction of new walls. Completed early 1200s.


1222-56 Wars with Pisa.
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1542 Fatinelli conspiracy.


1556 Martinian Laws enacted, creating an oligarchy.


1558 Banishment of Lutherans.


1628  Libro d’Oro published, the official list of Lucca’s 
nobility, who alone were permitted to rule. 


1629  Bankruptcy of the Buonvisi merchant house and the 
decline of many others.


1630 Plague.


1652  In severe financial straits, the rulers of the city sell a 
limited number of positions in the nobility.


1796 Josephine, Napoleon’s wife, is welcomed to Lucca. 


1797-99 Lucca becomes a pawn between France and Austria.


1800-05  Although the French control Tuscany and most 
of Italy, Lucca is granted special status as an 
independent republic.


1805  Lucca becomes hereditary possession of  
Elisa Baciocchi, Napoleon’s sister.


1813 British and Austrians occupy Lucca.


1815  Lucca becomes hereditary possession of  
Maria Luisa Bourbon.


1824  Maria Luisa dies, rule passes to her son  
Carlo Ludovico.


1847 Lucca absorbed into Grand Duchy of Tuscany.


1865 Lucca joins the Kingdom of Italy.


~


chronology
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	 1.	 	San	Tommaso	in	Pelleria


	 2.	 San	Pellegrino


	 3.	 Waldensian


	 4.	 San	Matteo


	 5.	 Crocifisso	dei	Bianchi


	 6.	 Santa	Caterina


	 7.	 San	Paolino


	 8.	 Oratorio	of	San	Pierino


	 9.	 San	Romano


	10.	 Sant’Agostino


	11.	 	Santa	Maria	
Corteorlandini


	12.	 Sant’Alessandro


	13.		 San	Salvatore


	14.		 San	Michele


	15.	 San	Giusto


	16.	 San	Girolamo


	17.	 San	Frediano


	18.	 Sant’Andrea


	19.	 San	Cristoforo


	20.	 	San	Giovanni	and	
Reparata	(Baptistery)


	21.	 	San	Martino	(Cathedral)


	22.	 San	Leonardo


	23.	 Combonian	Fathers


	24.	 	Benedettine	del	SS.	Sacro


	25.	 San	Pietro	Somaldi


	26.	 	Santi	Simone	and	Giuda


	27.	 	Oratorio	of	the	Angeli	
Custodi


	28.	 San	Nicolao


	29.	 Sant’Anastasio


	30.		 Suffragio


	31.	 Santa	Giulia


	32.	 	San	Benedetto	in	Gottella


	33.	 Santa	Maria	dei	Servi


	34.	 	Oratorio	of	San	Lorenzo	
dei	Servi


	35.	 	Oratorio	of	San	Giuseppe


	36.	 Santa	Maria	della	Rosa


	37.	 	Santa	Maria	Forisportam


	38.	 Santissima	Trinità


	39.	 San	Micheletto


	40.	 San	Francesco


	41.	 San	Ponziano


Churches


Crucifix, 1300s, in San Paolino
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The Churches of Lucca


Every	 Lucchese	 knows	 that	 at	 one	 time	 there	 were	 precisely	
one	 hundred	 churches	 in	 town.	 It	 is	 a	 somewhat	 mythical	


number	(in	fact,	the	official	web	site	calls	it	“the	city	of	ninety-nine	
churches”)	but	in	the	Middle	Ages	it	was	not	far	from	the	truth,	
if	we	count	every	oratorio,	chapel,	and	those	churches	which	lay	
just	 outside	 the	 walls.	 Though	 diminished,	 the	 number	 is	 still	
impressive	 today.	 In	 the	 following	 section	 forty-one	 churches	
are	identified	as	“existing.”	This	includes	virtually	every	church	
where	the	building	is	still	identifiable	as	such.	Many	of	these	are	
no	longer	open	and	some	have	been	adapted	to	other	purposes.	
Another	thirty-seven	churches	have	been	identified	as	“former.”	
Most	of	these	have	been	demolished,	while	a	few	others	have	been	
so	radically	altered	that	their	earlier	incarnation	is	completely	lost.


We	have	records	of	at	least	forty	churches	in	the	700s,	most	of	
which	were	established	by	the	Lombards	beginning	in	the	600s,	
though	 some,	 such	 as	 San	 Giovanni,	 had	 their	 origin	 as	 early	
as	the	300s.	There	was	a	drastic	drop	off	 in	church	construction	
in	 the	800s	and	900s	but	by	 the	year	1000	more	 than	fifty	were	
recorded.	 These	 early	 churches	 provided	 the	 model	 for	 later	
Lucchese	architecture.	All	of	the	churches	in	town	were	drastically	
reconstructed	in	the	1100s	and	1300s,	as	were	all	other	buildings	
in	conjunction	with	the	raising	of	the	streets.	Most	of	the	churches	
we	see	today	have	remained	relatively	unchanged	since	that	time	
although	almost	all	lost	their	medieval	interior	by	the	1500s.	In	the	
1600s,	in	accordance	with	the	tenets	of	the	Counter	Reformation,	
the	interiors	were	regularized	with	new	marble	altars	and	didactic	
paintings.


The	 most	 pervasive	 influence	 on	 the	 local	 architecture	 was	
Lombard.	The	best	way	to	get	a	sense	of	this	influence	is	to	drive	
around	 the	 foothills	 of	 Lucca	 searching	 out	 or	 stumbling	 upon	
those	churches	which	date	to	the	700s,	800s,	and	900s	and	are	little	
changed	 since	 that	 time.	 The	 vision	 behind	 them	 can	 easily	 be	
translated	 to	 the	churches	 in	 town.	One	of	 their	most	enduring	
features	 was	 the	 non-concentric	 arch,	 in	 which	 the	 arch	 swells	
over	the	top	and	narrows	at	the	ends,	giving	it	a	somewhat	exotic	
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1. San Tommaso in Pelleria
 St. Thomas in the tanning district


San	Tommaso	is	off	the	beaten	track	so	it	would	be	easy	to	miss,	
which	would	be	a	shame.	Not	only	does	it	contain	notable	art,	


the	 building	 itself	 is	 a	 chronicle	 in	 brick	 and	 stone	 of	 almost	 a	
thousand	 years	 of	 Lucchese	 history.	 When	 you	 visit	 the	 church	
you	should	stroll	down	Via	Pelleria,	which	preserves	its	medieval	
atmosphere	 as	 well	 as	 any	 street	 in	 town,	 and	 has	 some	 early	
examples	of	decorative	brick.


The	first	record	we	have	of	San	Tommaso	 is	dated	758.	The	
building	 referred	 to	 in	 that	 document	 was	 probably	 built	 some	
decades	 earlier,	 during	 the	 great	 wave	 of	 Lombard	 church	
construction	in	the	early	700s.	San	Tommaso	may,	however,	have	
been	 founded	 centuries	 earlier	 when	 the	 leatherworkers	 were	
first	converted	to	Christianity.	It	has	certainly	always	been	their	
church,	as	its	toponym	makes	clear.


The	pelleria	was	the	tanning	district.	Because	of	the	foul	nature	
of	 that	 trade	 it	 was	 placed	 outside	 the	 Roman	 walls,	 along	 the	
Serchio	 river	 which	 flushed	 away	 the	 fetid	 waste.	 There	 were	
other pellerie	 inside	 the	 town	 but	 the	 main	 tanning	 center	 was	
always	here.	From	an	early	date	the	district	was	surrounded	by	its	
own	wall,	to	protect	it	from	the	river	as	much	as	from	marauders.	
By	950	the	neighborhood	was	an	official	parish	which	allowed	its	
priest	to	perform	the	sacraments.


In	the	early	1100s	the	church	was	entirely	rebuilt	and	its	floor	
level	was	raised	several	feet	to	accommodate	the	general	raising	
of	the	city	streets	which	was	being	undertaken	at	the	time.	Con-
struction	was	finished	about	1150,	the	date	of	an	inscription	found	
on	a	window	sill.	The	church	benefited	from	the	growing	pilgrim	
traffic	of	the	time.	The	nearby	Via delle Conce	(Tanning	Street)	dur-
ing	the	Middle	Ages	was	called	Via dei Pellegrini	(Pilgrim	Street)	
because	the	pilgrims	would	enter	the	city	by	this	route	and	pro-
ceed	on	to	 the	church	of	San	Pellegrino.	 In	 the	1200s,	when	the	
new	city	walls	were	built,	the	pelleria	was	integrated	into	the	city	
proper,	 and	 about	 the	 same	 time	 a	 new	 limestone	 façade	 was	
placed	on	the	church.


appearance,	 very	 different	 from	 the	 regularity	 of	 Classical	 and	
Renaissance	arches.	The	jambs	of	the	doors	are	also	an	important	
feature—they	 are	 massive	 vertical	 stones,	 which	 often	 don’t	
match.	 The	 same	 is	 true	 of	 the	 lintels,	 also	 massive	 and	 which,	
if	 there	 is	 more	 than	 one	 door,	 are	 rarely	 uniform,	 perhaps	 not	
even	at	 the	same	 level.	Windows	are	often	off-center,	or	spaced	
irregularly.	 Materials	 change	 whimsically	 according	 to	 the	
availability	of	supply.	Given	these	precedents	it	is	not	surprising	
that	the	Lucchesi	could	put	a	new	facade	on	the	cathedral	and	not	
be	bothered	that	one	end	was	precipitously	cut	off	and	the	portico	
scrunched	in.


~
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rear	door	is	where	the	date	
1150	was	inscribed;	you	can	
still	discern	“Anni….”	This	
window	sill,	with	busts	on	
either	 side	 almost	 entirely	
worn	 away,	 was	 probably	 reused	 from	 the	 original	 Lombard	
structure;	the	wreath	design	it	bears	is	a	style	of	a	century	or	two	
before	the	millennium.


The	three	monofora	windows	on	the	upper	wall	are	original,	
but	 the	decorative	brick	on	only	 the	middle	one	 is	original,	 the	
ones	to	its	sides	being	faithful	reproductions.	On	the	same	level	as	
these	ancient	windows	the	lighter	rectangular	brick	sections	show	
where	larger	windows	were	later	inserted,	only	to	be	walled	up	
again	when	the	roof	was	raised.	This	raising	is	made	clear	by	the	
upper	 plastered	 portion	 with	 new	 windows	 (two	 of	 them	 later	
blocked	up).


The	front	of	the	church	had	its	façade	of	white	limestone	put	
on	during	the	prosperous	1200s.	The	main	door,	with	its	massive	
plain	white	jambs	and	lintel	and	an	arch	of	alternating	green	and	
white	stone	is	typical	of	the	period	throughout	northern	Tuscany.	
The	 tympanum,	 which	 originally	 housed	 a	 fresco,	 now	 has	 a	
bronze	bas-relief	of	Doubting Thomas	from	the	1950s.	Above	the	
closed	rose	window	is	a	medieval	lion’s	head,	a	remnant	rescued	
from	the	original	Lombard	church.


Interior


The	 interior	 retains	 the	 appearance	 of	 the	 1600s,	 when	 it	
was	 renovated	 in	 the	 style	 of	 the	 Catholic	 Reformation,	 with	
large	main	and	side	altars,	and	the	pulpit	removed.	The	church,	
unfortunately,	 is	usually	dark,	 the	windows	on	 the	south	being	
blocked	by	adjoining	buildings.	It	is	still	an	active	church,	serving	
the	pelleria	neighborhood	as	it	has	for	well	over	a	thousand	years,	
though	today	it	must	be	the	rare	tanner	who	worships	here.


San	Tommaso	is	a	good	opportunity	to	see	the	collaborative	
work	of	Coli	and	Gherardi.	Giovanni Coli	(1636-1681)	and	Filippo 
Gherardi	 (1643-1704)	 were	 inseparable	 in	 life	 and	 remain	 so	 in	
death.	They	first	appear	as	students	of	the	eminent	Lucchese	artist	
Pietro	 Paolini.	As	 young	 men	 they	 went	 together	 to	 Rome	 and	


1. san Tommaso


In	the	1600s	and	1700s	the	church	must	have	been	flourishing	
since	 the	 interior	 was	 completely	 transformed,	 the	 roof	 raised,	
new	altars	installed,	windows	blocked	up.	The	best	local	painters	
were	 commissioned	 to	 supply	 the	 art,	 much	 of	 which	 remains	
today.


The	church	is	erratically	open.


Exterior


The	history	of	San	Tommaso	is	written	on	the	north	wall,	in	
the	 seams	 where	 the	 building	 was	 lengthened	 or	 raised,	 in	 the	
different	 shades	 of	 brick	 where	 windows	 and	 doors	 have	 been	
filled	 in	and	new	designs	 superimposed	on	 the	old,	 in	 the	odd	
placement	of	a	window,	a	door,	an	oculus,	or	a	corbel,	or	where	
some	 detail	 was	 spared	 the	 restorer’s	 zeal	 in	 homage	 to	 his	
predecessors.


The	 most	 notable	 of	 these	 remains	 is	 the	 side	 door	 which	
is	 sunk	below	street	grade.	The	 level	of	 the	Roman	streets,	and	
therefore	the	ground	floor	of	buildings,	was	about	eight	feet	below	
the	present;	this	level	had	not	changed	much	for	over	a	thousand	
years.	This	door	must	be	a	relic	of	the	earlier	building	and	indicates	
the	 level	 of	 the	 Lombard	 church.	 The	 doorway	 was	 obviously	
“improved”	in	the	1100s,	however,	because	decorative	brick,	here	
a	 band	 of	 diamond	 shapes,	
did	 not	 appear	 until	 that	
time.	Thanks	to	the	dating	on	
the	rear	window	sill	we	can	
be	 quite	 certain	 that	 this	 is	
one	of	the	earliest	examples	
of	 decorative	 brick	 in	 the	
city.	 (An	 example	 around	
the	corner	on	Via	Pelleria	 is	
from	the	same	period.)	The	side	portions	of	this	brick	frieze	are	
original;	 the	center	section	has	been	restored.	The	“bird’s	beak”
capitals	atop	both	jambs	are	also	recent	reconstructions	(note	the	
date	1956)	but	they	recreate	the	original	work.	The	non-concentric	
arch	is	typical	of	the	early	medieval	period.


The	renovations	over	the	years	can	be	read	in	the	seams	and	
color	changes	of	the	brick.	The	narrow	monofora	window	by	the	
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milieu.	One	of	the	main	painters	of	late	Tuscan	Baroque,	Franchi	
spent	most	of	his	working	life	in	Florence,	where	he	became	the	
official	portrait	painter	of	the	Grand	Duchess.


9.	Madonna on Throne.	A	charming	painting,	the	intricacy	of	the	
tapestry	accentuating	the	simplicity	of	the	figure,	who	is	identified	
only	by	a	white	lily	at	her	feet	and	a	halo	unobtrusively	woven	
into	the	fabric	behind	her.


10.	(Altar)	St. Anthony of Padua,	mid-1650s,	by	Giovan Domenico 
Ferrucci	 (ca.1619-1669).	 Ferrucci	 had	 a	 flourishing	 practice	 in	
Lucca	and	is	well	represented	in	its	churches.	He	was	a	student	of	
Cesare	Dandini,	as	was	Antonio	Franchi.


~


Note:	After	the	above	section	was	written	and	about	to	go	to	print	
I	 had	 the	 chance	 to	 look	 at	 San	 Tommaso	 one	 more	 time.	 The	
exterior	had	recently	undergone	a	thorough	cleaning.	Looking	at	
the	window	sill	where	the	date	1150	was	reported	to	be	inscribed	
I	was	able	for	the	first	time	to	read	it	clearly.	It	is	MCLXXIIII,	1174,	
not	1150.	The	earlier	date	was	first	reported	in	1907	so	even	then	
centuries	of	grime	had	rendered	it	unreadable.
The	 four	 I’s	 at	 the	 end	 are	 scrunched	 under	 a	 flower,	 with	 the	
nonchalance	typical	of	such	inscriptions	in	the	1100s.


1. san Tommaso


then	 to	Venice,	where	 they	collaborated	on	a	number	of	works.	
Returning	to	Rome	in	1669	they	had	an	active	joint	career	in	oils	
and	frescoes,	working	at	times	for	the	Lucchese	community	there.	
In	1678	they	returned	to	Lucca	where	they	frescoed	the	vault	of	San	
Giovanetto	(former	church	#18,	on	Via	Fillungo)	and	did	frescoes	
in	Santa	Maria	Corteorlandini.	At	the	height	of	their	joint	career	
they	were	commissioned	to	fresco	the	cupola	of	the	Cathedral,	but	
Coli	died	soon	after	they	started	and	Gherardi	was	left	to	finish	
it	alone.	He	went	on	to	do	the	lower	frescoes	in	the	apse	of	San	
Paolino.	In	the	work	they	did	together	it	is	almost	impossible	to	
distinguish	their	respective	roles.	They	are	buried	together	in	the	
same	vault	in	San	Cristoforo.


1.	 (Altar)	 Statuary	 Crucifixion Scene,
behind	glass,	anonymous.


2.	Doubting Thomas,	anonymous.


3. (Altar)	Child Mary Being Instructed,
anonymous.


4.	(Over	door)	Immaculate Conception
by	Coli and Gherardi.


5. Martyrdom of St. Thomas	 by	 Coli 
and Gherardi.


6.	The	high	altar	dominates	the	rear	wall.	
Its	extravagant	gilt	and	cherubim-laden	
sunburst	holds	a	 small	painting	of	 the	
Madonna of the Miracles,	 dwarfed	 by	
the	altar	and	the	large	vibrant	paintings	
of	 Coli	 &	 Gherardi	 to	 its	 sides.	 It	 is	 a	
copy	 with	 baroque	 embellishments	 of	
the	original	fresco	Madonna dei Miracoli,


a	particularly	revered	and	peripatetic	Lucchese	icon,	which	rested	
finally	in	San	Romano.


7.	Doubting of St. Thomas	by	Coli and Gherardi.


8.	 (Altar)	 St. Francesco Saverio Preaching	 by	 Antonio Franchi
(1638-1709),	 restored	 2000.	 Franchi,	 called	 “the	 Lucchese,”	 was	
a	contemporary	of	Coli	&	Gherardi	and	developed	 in	 the	same	
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The Families


The patricians of Lucca valued ancient roots even more than 
wealth; the most prized status was to be declared an original citizen. 
Tracing a family’s genealogy often led to an overly ambitious 
assertion of antiquity. Although records survive beginning in the 
700s, it is by rare chance that they contain a family name, usually 
in connection with a bequest to, or of, a church, since the best 
preserved records are those in the Archbishop’s archives. These 
survived both the great conflagration of 1314, when the Pisans 
sacked Lucca, and the fire of 1329 which consumed the town hall 
and its records.


Remarkably, one civic document survived. It was from the 
important communal statutes of 1308, which established the form 
and ambitions of the popular government which had arisen after 
1300. Among its sections, the most revolutionary was the list of 
those families which were forbidden to hold positions in govern-
ment; it was a list of the established powers, the old guard, the 
magnati. Many of these families left Lucca rather than live in sub-
servience (many settling in Venice), and they took the capital and 
production secrets of the silk industry with them. It was the end 
of Lucca’s monopoly over the silk trade. Many exiles returned to 
Lucca after 1314, when the popular government was overthrown 
by the Pisans and Castruccio.


The list was lost and not discovered until 1536, so it is sub-
ject to some suspicions of later additions, attempts by families to 
prove their early presence in town. Being among the once banned 
had become a prized status symbol. The names of families which 
would dominate Lucca in following centuries leap out—Cenami, 
Fatinelli, Guidiccioni, Malpigli, Burlamacchi, Mansi. This 1308 list 
is our best source for establishing the antiquity of Lucca’s noble 
houses.


When Lucca regained its independence in 1369, the patricians 
were in control; it was they, after all, who had paid the city’s 
ransom. The families which were prominent at this time would 
continue to be the rulers of the Republic of Lucca until it joined 
the Kingdom of Italy, and they still today assert a powerful 


influence on the city’s identity. The dominance and self-identity 
of this patrician class grew over time. In 1556, after various 
uprisings and plots, they asserted their prerogatives and officially 
became an oligarchy. By 1628 they felt it necessary to produce 
an authoritative list (commonly known as the Libro d’Oro) of the 
noble families and the crest (stemma) to which they were entitled, 
a matter which had too frequently been a bone of contention. 
From this date their ranks were to be closed to new entrants.


As their world slipped away in the late eighteenth century, it 
became even more important to declare their privileged status. 
In 1787, as their demise was almost in sight, the rulers drew up 
another list of the “original families and noble personages” of the 
Republic of Lucca.


The disaster to the old order wrought by Napoleon put an 
end briefly to the historical role of the aristocracy, but not their 
pretensions. In 1826 one more list of the patricians of Lucca was 
promulgated by the State, which at this time belonged to the 
Bourbon. For the first time it was simply called the Libro d’Oro. 
To appreciate the mindset of present day Lucca it is helpful to 
remember that these families did not disappear in the nineteenth 
century; many remain in town.


It should also be remembered that the patricians were not 
simply a complacent aristocracy, they were merchants and bank-
ers; their wealth was made in commerce. Industriousness was one 
of the characteristics which had to permeate such a society for it to 
maintain its independence; fortitude, self-reliance, and a certain 
pugnacity were others.


In the (yet another) list which follows, only the most prominent 
families are included.


In this section the office of Gonfaloniere is often referred to. 
The Gonfaloniere di Giustizia was the most honorable position in 
the Republic and the number of times a family held the office is 
the best indicator of an individual’s family status and personal 
eminence. The Gonfaloniere was elected by the College of Elders 
(the Anziani) and by the Council of Thirty-six plus eighteen 
invitees. (The plural is gonfalonieri.)


In 1599 a great census of wealth was taken for tax purposes; 
a family’s rank on this list is often given in the accounts that 
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follow. The Buonvisi were by far the richest—over 900,000 scudi. 
The Cenami were 2nd with 407,000, the Mansi 3rd with 150,000, 
followed closely by the Arnolfini, Di Poggio and Guinigi.


The words Anziani and Elders are used interchangeably. They 
were the ruling council of twelve, elected for two year terms by 
the outgoing Anziani and the Council of Thirty-six.


~


Families


Allucingoli


The Allucingoli were one of the oldest families in Lucca. In 900 
they granted to the bishop a church which was on the site where 
Santa Giulia (#31) is today. The remains of the family tower can 
still be discerned on the southeast corner of Palazzo Burlamacchi 
(#66). On the front of this palazzo is a plaque recording that here 
was born Pope Lucius III (Ubaldo Allucingoli). Born about 1100, 
he was Pope from 1181-1185. During these four years Lucca was, 
naturally, a special recipient of papal attention. His reign was 
dominated, however, by a dispute with the Emperor over the 
disposition of lands which had belonged to the great Countess 
Matilda. On her death in 1115 she had left her domains to the 
church; the Emperor thought they should be ceded to him but the 
Pope refused and the issue became one of the early causes of the 
Guelph-Ghibelline dispute.


On one thing Pope Lucius and the Emperor agreed: the need 
to stamp out heresy. In 1184 Lucius issued a bull inaugurating 
the medieval inquisition. It was directed against the Cathars, the 
Waldensians, and others; they were condemned by both Church 
and Imperial powers, leaving them nowhere to turn for protection.


Altogradi 
Palazzo #61


The Altogradi had a slow but ultimately very successful 
climb up the social ladder of Lucca. In the 1200s they were wine 
merchants, and later became meat merchants. Paolo Guinigi 
made them citizens in 1417 but it was not until the 1500s that 
they adopted the name Altogradi, to reflect their acquired status 
(literally, high grade). They first appear in the Council of Elders 
in 1532. By 1599 they were one of the wealthiest families, ranking 
25th, thanks to the wealth of Giuseppe who was a famous jurist, 
writer, and antiquarian. He passed his intellect on to his son, a 
writer, and his grandson Lelio, who bought the second floor of 
palazzo #61 in 1642. Lelio famously pled the case for the Town 
Elders in their dispute with Bishop Franciotti, which had led to a 
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more than any family except the Guinigi. In 1434 Jan Van Eyck 
painted the merchant Giovanni Arnolfini and his bride Giovanna 
Cenami in one of the most famous northern panel paintings 
of the fifteenth century. The Arnolfini wealth and eminence is 
amply demonstrated by their palazzo on Via Santa Croce (#37). 
They served as ambassadors, as ecclesiastics, and as soldiers, but 
always foremost as merchants. The name died out in the 1800s 
when the surviving females married other Lucchesi nobility. At 
one time the family also owned palazzo #27 and #41.


Balbani 
Palazzo #3, #71


The Balbani may well descend from Lombard nobles of 
the 700s. In the 1100s they were feudal lords but threw in their 
lot with the newly formed Commune, granting it their castle 
in Balbano in 1194. After independence in 1370 they became a 
dominant force in the government, providing more than seventy 
Gonfalonieri over the next four hundred years. In the 1500s and 
1600s they established one of the widest commercial networks in 
Europe, and financed the Kings of Spain and France. Markedly 
innovative in business, they were major players in the new field 
of maritime insurance and they speculated heavily in silver from 
the New World.


They are also credited with introducing Lutheranism into 
Lucca in 1525. In the succeeding religious and civic crisis, many 
family members were exiled and their possessions confiscated. 
Nonetheless, the family ranked as the 12th richest in 1599. 


Bartolomei 
Palazzi #51


The Bartolomei family had two main lines. One, which died 
out in the 1400s, was famous for making very large loans to the 
Archbishop of Canterbury and King Edward of England in 1339. 
They were also instrumental in purchasing Lucca’s liberty in 1369.


The second line, which built and inhabited several palazzi, 
could trace their local origins back to the early 1300s, at which 
time they were already living in the neighborhood of San Pietro  
Somaldi. They were active in government, holding the post of 


papal interdict against the city. His brief in defense of the secular 
power was so brilliantly written that it was soon being read 
throughout Italy and the Pope finally prohibited its publication. 
Nonetheless, Lelio was ultimately successful, the interdict was 
lifted, and Bishop Franciotti was banished. Lelio’s son married 
a Mansi and his grandson finally became the first of the family 
to hold the post of Gonfaloniere in 1719. He served in the same 
position twice more, and his son served four times.


Antelminelli 
Palazzo #43


The Antelminelli was the family of Castruccio Castracani. They 
were probably in Lucca by the 900s but they are first documented 
in the early 1100s. As leaders of the White (Ghibelline) faction 
they were banished from the city in 1301 and their houses were 
razed. After the coup by Castruccio the family returned to glory, 
but their glory died with him. The family was powerful enough 
to remain and play a reduced role in the city, though rarely in 
high civic positions. In the 1500s Baldassare Antelminelli began 
to restore the family honor. He was the only member to serve as 
Gonfaloniere, a post he held five times, between 1548 and 1573. 
His son Bernardino had unfortunate ambitions of grandeur; he 
sought to reclaim Castruccio’s possessions and plotted with the 
Grand Duke of Tuscany against the Republic. He was arrested in 
1596 along with his sons and under torture they revealed their 
plot. They were all executed, their property was confiscated, and 
the family was finished.


Arnolfini 
Palazzo #37, #83


The Arnofini had arrived in town by 1080, bearing title of 
nobility, yet they were not expelled in the purge of the magnati 
in 1308. They seem to have survived quite well the turmoil of 
Castruccio and even the Pisan occupation, establishing trading 
houses throughout Europe during this period. They were wealthy 
enough to help purchase Lucca’s independence in 1369. From 
this date on they were leaders in the government, constantly 
served in the Elders and held the post of Gonfaloniere 88 times, 









