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Irving avin 
BERNINI'S BUMBLING BARBERINI BEES 

Misericors Domin us, et Justus, et Deus noster miseretur · 
(Gracious is the Lord, and righteous;yea, our Cod is merciful, Ps. 116:5)* 

This paper is partly in the nature of an extend­
ed, and I hope expansive, footnote to an extra ­
ordinarily important and strangely negleCled 
ef.5ay on Bernini's tomb of Urban VIII pub­
lished in 1971 by Catherine Wilkinson (fig. I) . 1 

Her brief article focused !lpecifi.cally on the 
iconography of the figures of Charily and 
Jusbce , but Wilkinson's interpretation has im­
portant implications for our u nder5l:anding of 
Bernini's art generally. She demonSl:r ated, in 
effeCl, that the two figures do not represent, as 
had always been taken for granted, the 
tradil:ional moral allegories of Charity and 
Jusbce , thus illuslrating the relatively simpl"e, 
not to say superficial, and often sycophantic 
c:haraCler of Bernini's art as il was commonly 
conceived. Taking up the doClrinal formula­
tions of the Council of Trent and as well as oth­
er supporti ng texts, Wilkinson m ade il clear that 
Bernini's figures are in telleClually sophiSl:icat­
ed, indeed profound evocations, not of the 

moral virtues , but of the divine virtues of 
Charily andJusbce. :? The virtues are therefore 
not qualities of Urban VII I personally, but 
attributes of his office as the Vicar of Chrisl: on 
earth . IntereSl:ingly, Wilkinson overlooked what 
is perhaps the moft Sl:riking testimony to her in­
terpretation: a painting by Baglione in which 
Divine Wisdom, crowned by the dove of the 
Holy Spirit, reaches down from heaven wi1h 
golden chains to link to herself and to each oth­
er her earthly representatives , Charily and 
JuSl:ice (ng.3) .1 Bernin i' s allegories therefore 
cannot be underSl:ood as mourners for the de­
parted pope. Among the leaft valuable implica­
tions ofWilkinson' s work, for example, is that il 
obviated the embarraf.~ing need to conslrue 
Charily' s maternal b enevolence as an ex­
pref.5ion ofgrief(fig. 3)! 1 

The in i1:ial key to the significance of the alle­
gories is that Bernini did not accompany the 
pope by the cardinal moral virtues normally 
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ajsociated wilh the earthly ruler, whose loJs they 
properly mourn . Inslead, he combined one of 
the cardinal virtues, Justice, wilh the chief the­
ological virtue, Charily. This combination was 
common enough, but in the context of papal 
portrailure il specifically denoted the role of the 
papacy in the execution of God's wish that man 
be jushfied, that is, made juSl, and so redeemed 
frorn original sin. God achieves this result 
through the sacrifice ofhis only son, and the ex­
ercise of the chief attributes of his perfection, 
the divine virtues of Charily and J uslice. The 
two virtues arc ct1ual and interdependent, the 
one operating through the other in the intereSl 
of mankind. The allegories, therefore, far from 
lamenting the pope's demise , illustrate the roles 
of God's virtues in achieving the beneficent re ­
sult implicil in the pope's salvific gdlure. 5 

In the case of Charily Bernini makes his 
point by creating a binary complementary 
moral and psychological contrast- «contrap ­
poslo, » Bernini would have called il-between 
the extremes of the soul's route to salvation . 6 

One child (fig. 3) , having absorbed the milk of 
God's forgiving goodnefs sleeps blijsfolly until 
the end of time. The other soul (fig. 4) bawls at 
the top of his lungs: he is the repentant sinner 
reaching desperately for redemption, so utterly 
consumed by recrimination as to be unaware of 
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Charity's compajsionate re5ponse to his excru­
ci.ating Jeremiad. Wilkinson ciles a remarkably 
close precedent for Bernini's concept in a 
painting by Lanfranco illuSlrating the aclion of 
the Virgin intercedingwi1h her son lo save a re ­
pentant soul (fig. 6) .7 To a degree, the com­
posfl:ion, and perhaps also the concept, seems to 
echo the figure of Charily Bernini ' s father, 
Pietro, had carved years before in Naples 
(fig . 7) .8 The point of the subject, however, is 
explicilly represented in a painting by Guerci­
no, famous in ils day, as evidenced by an en­
graving in which the accompanying inscription 
treats the subjeCt of Charily as a memento mori re­
minding the viewer that his own redemption is 
in direCt proportion to his participation in 
God's love (fig.8). 9 

Charily is a vigorously dynamic and earthly 
figure who contacts the papal tomb primarily by 
reSling her sleeping charge against the sarcoph­
agus - an image that insiSlently recalls the 
themes of the Pie ta and entombment of Christ, 
whose sacrifice was the prototype of all acls of 
charily. 10 In sharp contraSl, the pajsive figure of 
Justice St.ands, or more accurately leans againSl 
the tomb , in a pose that redolent oflanguor and 
pafsivily (fig. 9). Whereas Charfl:y has fewer ac­
couterments than usual (two babies rather than 
three), J uSlice has more: the book, and fasces in 
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addition to the canonical sword and balance. 
The attributes obviously relate to the quin ­
teJ.~ential forms of justice: legal , commutative 
and distributive, derived ultimately from 
Arisl:otle, developed by the scholastics, and for­
mulated definitively at the Council ofTrent. 11 

Three points concern us h ere. The croJ.~l egpose 
of the figure and the inclusion of the fasces have 
a common theme wi1h respect. to the sword and 
balance, which evoke the impartial and retribu­
tive nature of juStice. 12 Crofsed legs were a 
frequent attribute of figures representative of 
unhurried meditation and contemplation, and 
in this case the motif expreJ.~es one of the fonda ·· 
mental attributes ofGod'sjustice, that it is slow 
and deliberate. '1 Vincenzo Cartari explains the 
fact. that Saturn was often represented wil.h his 
feet tied together as indicating that « Divine 
Goodnefs does not run quickly or noisily to 
castigate error, but belatedly and slowly, so that 
the sinner is unaware before he feels the 
pain . » 1 

~ Under the heading precisely of Divin e 
Justice Cesare Ripa d escribes the fasces wi1h the 
ax, ca rried by the licl:ors before the consuls and 
the Tribune of the People , as signifying that in 
the execution of justice overzealous castigation 
is unwarranted , and that.justice should never be 
precipil:ous but have time to mature judgment 
while unbinding the rods that cover the ax. 15 

The croJ.~leg pose and the fasces occur together 
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in a painting of Jusl:ice attribu ted to BattiSta 
DoJsi (fig. IO). 

The second observation I want to make about 
Justice concerns the weapon she holds. The 
particular sting of Urban's justice, which we will 
discuJs presently, is felt in the magnificent 
colony of bees that decorates the pommel (fig. 
rr). Valeriano in his Hieroglyphics explains the 
double - edged sword as alluding to the two 
aS}1ef.l:s of punishment , corpor eal and spiril: ­
ual. 16 In this case the point is made wll:h a par­
ticular embellishment in the form of dama­
scening that decorates the two faces of the blade 
in mirror images (fig . 12) . The design is evi ­
dently indecipherable as words, but l suspect il: 
may allude to Islam and the conversion of the 
infidel . 17 This ideal of Christian juStice, which 
included publication of the bible in Arabic, was 
a guiding principle of the Propaganda Fide, the 
great mifsionary insl:il:ution tha t was one of the 
major preoccupations of Urban's reign . 18 

My third point concerns the mosl: common­
ly misunderstood feature of the allegory, that is, 
what might be called her mood , her h ead resting 
on her hand, her head and eyes turned upward, 
he r lips parted as if in rdponse to some mefsage 
received from on high. In truth, there is noth ­
ing tearful or morbid about her exprefsion, 
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which is rather one of dreamy absorption tinged 
with a kind of melancholic lethargy. The very 
facl that her elbow rests on the bookoflaw-Ur­
ban was finll and forernoSt a jurisl and his rise 
within the church hierarchy resled on that basis 
-indicates that her action has to dowilhjuStice, 
not mourning. 19 To be sure , all wrilers empha -
size that divine chastisement is inflicled only re ­
luctantly , and with dismay , 20 and hints of fear­
somenefs and wilhdrawal are exprejsed by the 
putti, one of whom hides anxiously wilh the 
scales, while th e other turns away wi1h the fasces 
(Figs . 13, 14). The allegory herself, however, has 
a quite different attitude. The head-on-hand 
m o tif is one of the most consistent postures of 
the thinker, the contemplator, the medilator, 
and the turn of her head and glance makes it 
clear, not only that she is slow to act but that what 
she contemplates is the heavenly source of di­
vine justice. Bernini seems to have based this 
aspecl of his figure on just such a prototype, 
Domenichino' s equally dilatory allegory of 
Prudence at San Carlo ai Catinari (fig . 16). Ripa 
emphasizes that the eyes ofDivineJuslice must 
regard the things of this world as beneath her, 
keeping her attention always fixed on the pure 
and the true. 21 
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The two groups together thus offer a 
verilable concert of psychological and moral 
slates, ' the allegories themselves acting in a 
count~rpoint perhaps deliberately analogous to 
the saintly figures in the crofsing piers ben eath 
the dome, Veronica, .Andrew, Longinus and 
Helen (fig. i5); carried out under Bernini's su­
pervision during the same period as Urban's 
tomb, they represent the principal pafsion relics 
pofsefsed by the basilica. The two female saints­
one aclive, one pajsive - are earthboun d and 
outward direc..'l:ed, while the two m en (one 
active, one pafsive) appear upward directed and 
inspired from heaven . ~ 2 

This theme, that is, the divine origin and 
earthward diqJensation of G od's grace in the 
form of Charily and Justice, carries deep into 
the motivation and ultimate significance of the 
monument, which is in fad. the first papal tomb 
incorporating these two virtues together and in 
isolation. Rarely, they appeared together inde ­
p endently, as in the painting by Baglione. They 
were commonly included in cycles of the 
virtues, and in Domenichino 's series at San 
Carlo, the attributes ofJushcc include both the 
sword and the fasces (fig. 17). 2 3 MoSl impor­
tantly, ther e was a certain tradition for pairing 
the allegories in relation to papal portraits, 
since from the Middle Ages on these virtues 
played fundamental roles in the theoretical dis -
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cuJsions of the exten t and limitations of papal 
rule - the so-called « plenll:udo poteSl:atis . » 2 4· 

This laSl: context was clearly a factor in Bernini's 
conception. One direct source was the image of 
Pope Urban I flanked by Justice and Charil:y in 
the series of grandiose papal portraits by Giulio 
Romano in the Sala di CoSl:antino, which docu­
ment the awesome continull:y of the church of 
Rome since il:s eSl:ablishment by the firSl: 
Christian emperor (fig. 18) . 2 5 T his onomaslic 
reference m ay r eflect three reasons contempo­
rary sources report fo r Urban's choice of his 
name: b ecause of his affection for the cil:y; be­
cause he wished to emulate the great achi eve ­
ments of his namesakes; and b ecause, r ealizing 
that h e tended to be rath er rigid ( « alquanto . . . 
rigid etto ») by nature, the n ame would be a con-
. . d b 2 (, 0 h t1nuous rem1n er to e temperate. n t e 

« urbanll:y» of the pope's rule we shall have 
more to say presently. Underlying the first two 
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motivations may be a particular underSl:anding 
of the role played by the image of Urban I in the 
Sala di CoSl:antino cycle: as the ndl pope to 
identify himself b1erally with the capil:ol of the 
empire, h e would have been the embodiment 
par excellence of the virtues afsociated with th e 
church's dominion. 27 T he allusion is no doubt 
also to Urban II, promoter of th e fi.rSl: crusa d e , 
who is mentioned specifically in another source 
and may have been a model for Urban VIIT's 
zealous support for foreign mifsions and the 
Propaganda Fide. 28 IntereSl:ingly , the same al­
legories reappear in the frame of a engraved 
portrail: of Urban VII, by Cherubino Alberti 
(fig. 19) . 29 The point is that this combination of 
virtues , while perhaps appropri ate to a specific 
individual, was also emblematic of the vi carious 
role of all the succefsors of Peter as magistrates of 
the church. 

The sense of continull:y is expreJsed in the 
basic conception of the tomb, which is a kind of 
epll:ome of th e two p apal monuments previous ­
ly erected in new St. Peter's, those of Paul ITT 
(figs. 20) and Gregory XIII (fig. 21) . 30 The 
parallel and continull:y between them is eSl:ab ­
lished by the use of corresponding materials, 
and by th e echoing pyramidal composition of 
the bronze figure of the pope seated on a 
pedeSlal, before and beside which are placed 
while marble pairs of allegories . The levi1ating 
geSl:ure ofU rban VI I I , moreover , which repeats 
that of St. Peter himself in the Sala di Coslanti­
no (fig. 2 2), seem s deliberately to intermediate 
between the palm-down pacifi cation of Paul I I I 
and the triumphal exclamation of Gregory 
XIII. 'l ' Bernini's allegories leaning againSl the 
sarcophagus seem also to link th e reclining and 
isolated standing figure s on th e two earlier 
monuments , while relating the tomb to its psy­
chological and spatial environment in a new 
way . These papal monuments have a close par­
allel in an engraved polll:ical allegory that is 
rooted in the Petrar chan tradll:ion of allegorical 
triumphs, and that in turn anticipates many of 
the features of Bernini's conception . The com­
posll:ion was designed by Joseph H eintz , court 
painter to the emperor Rudolph Ir, and 
engraved by Lucas Kilian in Venice in 1603 , to 
celebrate the appointment of Heintz's brother 
Daniel as architect of th e cil:yofBern (fig . 23) . 12 

Seated atop a two - Sl:epped Sl:ructure the tri ­
umphant figure ofJuSlice brandishes her sword 
and holds her scales aloft, looking heavenward. 
She is flanked below bySl:andingfigures ofTruth 
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detail. Rome, St. Peler's (photo: 
ARFSP) 
1:..• Bernini, 10mboJUrbm1 VIII, 
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ARFSP) 

1 1 Berni11i, Tomb of Urban VIII , 
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I 'l (a) Fronctsc:o Mochi, St. 
Veronica; 

Cb) Btmini, St. Lo11.ifinus; 

z 5 ( ) Fronrois Duquesn'2)'. St. 
Andrew; 

(./) Andrea Bo(t/i. St. Helen. 
Rome, St. Peter 's (photos: 
Anderson 20590, zo598, 
20588, 20591) 
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and Charily, who reSt their arms on the 
peddlal. Truth looks up to the sun (one of Ur­
ban VIII's emblems) and Charily holds one 
child while looking down toward the other who 
reaches up toward her; between them at their 
feet on the lower level cringes the chained figure 
of Avarice. Apart from the theme of the allego­
ry, ils relevance for Bernini lay in the unily and 
coherence of the composilion, and the psy­
chological counterpoint enac'ted by the figures. 

The earlier papal monuments had included 
four allegories each, alluding to the terrdlrial 
and celeStial virtues of the popes: Paul I II -
Juslice, Prudence, Peace and Abundance; Gre­
gory XIII - Charily, Peace, Failh, Hope. (The 
monument to Paul III was fidl erecled 
freeslanding in a side aisle wilh the allegories 
placed at the front and back; when il was moved 
and reinslalled in a niche in one of the crofsing 
piers, J uslice and Prudence were placed at the 
base while the other two were set on the pedi­
ment above) . Bernini may be said to have 
abslratled and combined the two chief virtues of 
the earlier tombs, J uslice and Charily . The sig­
nificance of this choice muSt be undedlood in 
the light of a projecl to integrate the choir and 
crof~ing of St. Peter's in one grandiose and 
comprehensive program . At the center the 
tomb of St. Peter was crowned wilh a new bal­
dachin that exprefsed ChriSl' s triumph in ils 
very design; and the papal altar was surrounded 
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in the crofsing p iers wilh relics and images of 
saints evoking ChriSl:'s pajsion, the whole em­
bodying the procejs of sacrifice and salvation. 

It must have seemed posilively providential 
that the Farnese tomb, having been transferred 
to one of the crojsing piers, was, so to speak, «in 
the way» of this vaSt program. 33 The idea of 
moving il to the apse (1628- 9) to form a pair 
wilh the tomb of Urban gave the opportunily to 
demonStrate the significance of papal suc­
cejsion through the location of the two monu­
ments, as well as their design. Placed in the lat ­
eral niches the pair flanked the tomb of St. Peter 
himself at the center of the crofsing. This 
arrangement formed a coherent group of mern -
orials that served to illuslrate the millennial pa­
pal succe[sion and hegemony iniliated under 
St. Peter and eStablished under Constantine. 'll 
Moreover, the choice ofJ uSlice and Charily cre ­
ated in relation to Paul II I's Justice and Pru­
dence an inescapable contrappoSto in meaning, 
as well as form: the cardinal virtues traditional­
ly a[sociated wilh earthly dominion, the wise 
ruler, vis-a-vis the divine virtues proper to the 
pope as a sl)irilual leader, the jusl judge. 30 A 
final correlation and contraSt is evident in the 
treatment of what is , lilerally and figuratively, 
the central theme of both tombs, that is, death 
itself. In both cases the caducily of earthly 
exiStenc.e is exprejsed by wing- borne inscrip ­
tions wilh the names of the deceased (fig. 24), 
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Paul II I. Rome, St. Peter's (photo 
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:?J Pro!peroAntirhi, Tomb of 
GregoryXIll. Rome, St. Peter's 
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60 
except that Bernini ajsimilated this motif, and 
the figure of Hisloria represented on th e front 
of Paul Ill's cope (h.g.25). to the tradilional 
winged personification of Death, which now 
becomes also the fateful recorder oflife. '.l 6 

H owever, the choice of Justice and Charily 
alone for the tomb of Urban- unprecedented, 
I repeat , in papal funerary iconography­
suggests that this combination of virtues , in 
their divine nature, had special meaning in the 
case of' U r ban VIII . (I want to emphasize here 
paren thetically, that the tomb of Urban was an 
astonishing, even revolutionary d epar ture from 
the grandiose , self-exposilory monuments cov­
ered wilhgreat visual biographies , creeled by his 
recent predecejsors, Sixtus V and Paul Vat San­
ta Maria Mag·giore . ~7 ) The complementary and 
necefsary attributes of Charily andJ uslice were 
a constant feature in the ideology of the good 
ma[iSlrate from antiquily on, discujsed and e u ·­
logized in innumerable ways in innumerable 
texts. 0 ne of the leitmotifs of this theme made il 
particularly relevant to Urban Vlll b ecause il 
was based on the equally ancient tradition that 
the social organization of the bee , three of which 
animals conSliluted the coat of arms of Urban 
VIII, represented the ideal slate: a hierarchical 
monarchy where every individual had ils 
ajsigned place which it never transgrefsed, and 
where every individual made ils contribution to 
the commonweal , wholeheartedly, and in utter 
harmony wilh its fellows .'.l 8 Two specific 
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chara<'.lerisl:ics of the bee were e5pecially relevant 
to the ideology of the good ruler, the fa cl: that th e 
bee could infl i<.':l pain its Slinger , and was thus 
feared by ils enemies, but also produced sweet 
h oney and was thus loved by il:s friends . ':l'l The 
other important chara<'.leriSlic was that the rul­
ing bee itself- often thought to b e a king rather 
than a queen ; larger, more important and 
conSlantly surrounded and guarded by his sub ­
jeCl:s - had no sl:inger . 1· 0 O n both these counts, 
the ideal slate of the bee was based on and de ­
r ived from the ideal ad mixture of charily and 
justice inherent in il:s nature . In general terms, 
the bee became one of the important emblems 
of the id eal ruler, as when Alciati d epicl:ed 
Princely C lemency as a hive to which bees are at­
tracted because the ruler treats his subjects wilh 
jushce and clemency, or as an enthroned seated 
ruler to whom the bees fly in good will (figs. 2 6 , 
2 7). P Pungat et ungut is the motto of another em­
blem of the Principe Perfe<'.lo, illuSlrated by a 
swarm of bees following ils leader (fig. 28). I'' ln 
another case , the swarm following the king 
illushates the pa.fsage on the Sl:ingleJs king bee 
from Seneca's discourse on Clemency to indi­
cate that, in Pliny's words, majdry alone 
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(maieslr1te tantum), not cruelty, suffi ces for the 
ideal ruler (fig. 2 9) . 13 

Although il: has not been properly under­
o'lood h eretofore, the same fundamental 
thought un derlies the famous illuSlrations by 
Bernini and Rubens for edil:ions of Urban's 
poetry (figs . 30, 31) . Both portray the ideal of 
overwhelm ing str ength unil:ed wi1.h the gen­
tlenefs of poetry. B ernini showed David as de­
fender of his flock sh-angling the lion (I Samuel 

17 :34- 5) but wil:h his har p nearby. Rubens 
showed Samson killing the lion, from whose 
body bees iJsued forth ( « ... and out of the 
slrong came forth swectneJs,» Judges 14:5- 6 , 
8, 14); this biblical episode is mentioned in a 
poem addrefse d to Urban's brother Antonio, a 
Capuchin monk, which alludes to the spiril:'s 
rise to heaven from the corrupt body. ·H Rubens 
h ere also identifies Urban's poetry wilh the 
mellifluousnefs of bees . The bees ifsuing 
specifically from the lion's mouth, including a 
formation of three , draw an obvious parallel 
between Urban, celebrated as a poet in the 
«Greek» Slyle, and Pindar , whose poetry was 
said to have been inSlilled by honey that bees had 
dropp ed upon him as a child. ·I"> But the basic: 
image and the con ceil: derive from a broader 
concept, that is , self- control , Dominio di se Hefso, 
the most noble form of Force, represented by 
Ripa as a man sl:raddling and bridling a lion 
(fig. 32). I c, Ripa' s image had been taken up as 
a counterpart to · Strength by Domenichino 
(fig. 33) .·li' This ideal of sclf- reSl:raint was 
claf.~ical in origin, aJsociated above all wil:h 
Alexander the G r eat, whose greatneJs was aug­
mented by his self- control , which proved his 
greatnefs as much as any viCl:ory: « .. . great­
minded as he was and Sl:ill greater owing to his 
control of himself, and of a greatneJs proved by 
this aCl:ion as much as b y any other viCl:ory: be­
cause he conquer ed himself ... » .J.S The idea was 
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clearly taken as apposite for Urban, whose very 
name, as we have seen, incorporated the ideal of 
rigor tempered by charily. All these metaphors, 
the Sl: inglefs king bee, the poetic viCtory over the 
ferocious lion, the rule by maje5ly alone, th e 
dominion. of urbanil:y, were applied to the pope 
in the lil:erary celebrations of his elecl:ion. VJ In­
deed, I sufyect that the t r adil:ion of the bee as the 
embodiment of the Godly coincidence of op­
posiles, clemency and juSl:ice, may have been. the 
moSl: important faetor in the choice of those al­
legories for the tomb. In any case, these afsocia­
tions of the b ee m usl have made th e election of 
Maffeo Barberini to the papacy seem like a heav­
en-sent materialization of those same divine 
virtues that were t.he quintef.~ential attributes of 
th e vicar of ChriSl: on earth . 

This point may be thought of, and certainly 
was thought of by contemporaries , as lil:erally 
true . One more bee- fa<..'l is necef.~ary to un­
derSl:and why. Because of the attributes we have 
cliscufsed, and for many other reasons, as well ­
for example, the perfect geometry of ils h ive and 
the p erfe{t efficiency of il:s anatomy-the b ee 
was regarded as endowed wil:h a supernatural in­
telligence. W1i.ence il: became a sy1nbol of Divine 
Wisdom, whose primary aim was to make man 
perfect in his own image . The idea is both clafsi­
cal and biblical: « Led by such token s and such 
inSl:ances, some h ave tau ght that b ees have re­
ceived a share of th e divine intelligence, and a 
draught of heavenly ether; for God, they say, 
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Bernini's Bumbling Barberini Bees 

pervades all things ... ; yea, unto him all beings 
thereafter r eturn, and, when unmade, are 
reSlored ; no place is there for death, but, Slill 
quick, they fly unto the ranks of the slars, and 
mount to the heavens aloft» (Virgil, Georgi.cs, 
IV. 219-27); '> 0 «For my spiril is sweet above 
honey: and my inherilance above honey and 
honeycomb» (Ecclesiashcus 24:27). S1 

To be sure, all popes are elecled by the aClion 
of Divine Providence, operating through the 
ballots of the College of Cardinals . But at the 
eleclion of Maffeo Barberini, the aClion of Di­
vine Providence-the descent of the Holy 
Spiril, one might well afsert-was made physi­
cally manifeSl by the sudden appearance 
through an open window of the Conclave of 
nothing lef.~ than a swarm of bees! The event is 
alluded to in a tapeSlry illuSlrating Urban's 
elec'l:ion, where a cons]:iicuously open window is 
shown conspicuously in the background (fig. 
34) . The wonder is repeated in Pietro da Cor­
tona 's frescoed vault in the great salon of the 
Palazzo Barberini (fig. 35), where the invading 
squadron is framed by a wreath of laurel (the 
second major Barberini emblem, concerning 
which we will have more to say presently) and 
surmounted by the papal arms . S'.! Acontempo -· 
rary account of the decoration actually describes 
the scene as Divine Providence commanding 
Immortallly to crown wilh il:.s slarry diadem the 
arms of the new pope, whose eleCl:ion had made 
him «King of the Bees . >> 51 T he Slory of the 
eleClion, and Cortona 's reference to it. had yet a 
deeper significance, however , since Urban's 
viClory was confirmed only after a recount was 
taken, at his insiSlence, when ft was discovered 
that a ballot was mifsing from the scrutiny that 
had eleCled him. c,+ This is the primary scene 

represented in the election tapestry, where alle­
gorical figures ofModeSly and Magnanimfty fly 
into the conclave to celebrate the virtues Urban 
displaye d in his own eleClion . 05 His coronation 
and afsurance of immortalily, presaged by the 
mirac.l e of the b ees, were thus occasioned by his 
exemplary demonstration of virtue in its mosl 
heroic form, self-restraint. The pope's biogra­
pher commented: «It was a truly memorable 
deed that will render his name forever mosl glo ­
rified because , seeing himself at one point pope 
and then not pope , wfth great courage and wfth 
such a magnanimous heart he decided to let the 
welfare of the universal Church prevail over his 
own desir e for the supreme principatc. W11ere­
fore amongst his other signal faculties and 

Sl)irftual qualfties are the conStancy, magnan­
imfty, and generosity he d emonStrated in his 
heroic aCl, il will be sufficient to render his 
name immortal and celebrate to the world the 
manner in which he af.mmed the papacy. » sG It 
might thus well be said that the age of the 
Baroque was ushered in by a supreme acl of 
ephemeralfty- the sudden descent upon 
Rome, the church and mankind, of an un­
miSl:akably heaven -sent swarm of bumbling 
Barberini bees, conveying to the chosen one the 
divine virtues of Clemency andJ uSlice proper to 
his newly acquired office. 

Wilh that swarm began the veritable invasion 
(plague, as some would have ft by the time Ur­
ban's reign ended) ofbees, the number of which 
p opulating Rome and the papal Slates one wag 
later eSlimated at more than ten thousand . r, 7 In 
my eSli ma ti on, however, what diSlinguished the 
Barberini bees was not their n umber - many 
popes had been great builders and art patrons, 
and many puns and other games had been 
played with their coats of arms . But none had 
acquired the active, lilerally volatile presence of 
the Barberini bees. Perhaps one should rather 
say transience, for to my mind and in our con­
text, at leaSt, the Barberini bees embody the no ­
tion of ephemerali1y in their period more pro ­
foundly and more pungently than any other 
sign . They fly againSl the blue sky in the church 
of the virgin at the altar of heaven (fig. 36); and 
in the early medieval apse mosaic in the basilica 
of Ss. Cosmas and Damian in the h eart of the 
Roman forum, where a Barberini re5toration 
gave new life to the image of Urban's prede­
ce.f.50r, the sainted Pope Felix IV (Felicftas= 

Happine.f.5~ , they fruCl:ify the garden of paradise 
(fig. 37). 5 

This same qualily informs the famous bees 
that have alighted on U rban' s tomb, having now 
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presumably pafsed through a window of the 
basilica, to participate in the commemoration 
of St. Pe ter's departed succejsor and their 
beloved ruler-ju51: as they had done twenty 
years before at Urban's election. In fact, the 
three large bees that allude to the coat of arms 
are really the leaders-king-size bees, one 
might say (figs. 38, 39) -of a swarm that popu­
lates the monument; the others are much small ­
er, worker bees-indeed, they are true to scale 
(figs. 40, 41, 42) .59 Transforming the papal 
coat of arms into a swarm of insects bumbling 
over the papal tomb was, surely, an act of unpar­
alleled imagination and wit, which also served to 
transform the mood of melancholy an.cl de:l1)air 
usually ajsociatecl with funeral iconography into 
a moment of surprise and even of joy. bo The 
ef~cntial idea was not new, however. Stinging 
swarms had been afsociated with, and attached 
to tombs in two closely related and complemen­
tary instances, both of which I think were semi·· 
nal inspirations for Bernini's conceit. (,J The 
Greek Anthology includes a description of the 
tomb of Archilochus, «who fidt made the Muse 
bitter dii1ping her in vipers' gall, Slaining mild 
Helicon with blood .. . PaJs quietly by, 0 wayfar ·­
er, left haply thou arouse the wasps that are 
settled on his tomb . » 02 Archilochus was the 
founding father of Greek lyric poetry, famous 
for having composed the song of viCtory used b y 
the viCtors at O lympia , and for inventing the 
epode and many other verse forms; but he was 
also famous for his bitter satires, which wound­
ed his enemies even unto death. b3 It was thus a 
kind of poetic j uslice that at his own death his 
barbs should return as a reminder of his mali ­
cious verses, in the fonn of a swarm of wasps 
carved on his tomb. The idea was visualized in 
Alciati's famous emblem book (fig. 43), and 
given Urban's fame as a poet himself-he wrote 
a great deal in exaCtly the kind of epodic verse 
ajsociated with Archilochus - there can be no 
doubt of his, and Bernini's, familiarity with the 
tradition . 6 I· The second inSlance of apiary 
sepulchral imagery concerned the emperor 
Domitian, whose cruelty, e5]:.iecially toward 
Christians, was celebrated and immortalized by 
the avenging attack on his ton1b of swarms of 
wasps and bees (fig. 44.): 

Once Nero's name, the world did quake 
to heare, 

And Rome did tremble, at Domitian's sight: 
But now the Tyrant, cause of all this feare, 

Irving Lavin 

Is laid full low, upon whose toornbe do light, 
To take revenge, the Bee, and summer Flie, 
Wb.o not escap't sometime his crueltie. l>5 

It is remarkable indeed, and musl: have seemed 
providential to the pope and to Bernini, that 
these two aJsociations between slinging in.setts 
and tombs should both apply aptly to Urban, the 
fidl as poet , th e second as pope; providential 
also in that simply by reversing the sense of the 
malevolent tradition, the image of the bee­
infested tomb could be tramformed. Instead of 
swanning to avenge ancient, pagan evil , the api­
an chorus (one can praCtically hear the buzzing 
of the busy bees) is attracted to its ruler, as inAl­
ciati' s emblerns of Princely Clemency (figs. 2 6 
and 27). The bees celebrate the triumph of 
ChrHHan virtue realized poetically in Urban's 
verses, devoted not to ddlruc1ive diatribe but 
to pious inspiration; and in51:ilutionally in 
Urban's reign, devoted not to tyranny and 
martyrdom but to the charily and juslice of the 
ofrule ofChriSl: vc51:cd in the pope. Considered 
in this light the seemingly casual, bumbling 
placement of the three big Barberini bees be­
comes charged with meaning. They all face up ­
ward and seem to rise in an ascending march 
past the skeletal figure of death, as if in response 
to the resurrecting cornmand of the pope - - ap ­
propriated, as Kauffmann first noticed, from 
the geSlure of St. Peter himself in the Sala di 
Costantino series (fig . 22)-enthronecl on his 
seat of wisdom, itself ornamented with bees. (,G 

It is astonishing but true that the lowermost bee, 
on the rim of the sarcophagus basin, has no 
stinger - it is not broken off, it never had one 
(fig. 38), 67 0 death, where is thy sting? 0 grave, 
where is thyviclory?! (r Cor . 15:55) The other 
two(fig. 39), as if resurreeted, are whole again 
and proceed in their rise to the very border 
between death, commemoration, and life. G8 

The hyperbolic flattery usually attributed to 
Bernini is belied not only by the theological na ­
ture of the allegories, but also by the inordinate 
importance attributed to death itself, by virtue 
of the inclusion of the Michelangelesque sar­
cophagus, and e5j:>ecially the central role played 
by the figure of the R eaper in the drama of the 
tomb. b9 Like the bees, Death seems to rise from 
the sarcophagus, a conceit derived, I think, 
from the tomb of a great Flemish cardinal of the 
sixteenth century, well known through contem ­
porary engravings of monuments of famous 
persons (fig. 45). 7° In the tomb of Cardinal 
Erard de la Marek, however, Death performs his 
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Bernini's Bumbling Barberini Be.es 

role as memento mori in a traditional way, bran­
dishing an hourglafs, whereas Bernini's figure 
wril:es, or r ather finishes wriling the name and 
til:le of Urban VITT in the black book of death 
(fi.g. 48). The bookish Death seems to recall that 
along wilh his lil:erary intereSts the pope was an 
avid hiStor ian and bibliophile. 71 However, a 
more specific reference is suggdled by a rarely 
noted, and to my mind never properly un­
dedlood peculiaril:y of the motif, the name of 
Urban's p redece.fsor partially visible on a pre ­
ceding page. Often a.fsumed to refer to Urban's 
immediate predeceJsor Gregory XV, the letters 
are clearly legible as CL above and AL below, 
that is, Clement VIII Aldobrandini. And, as if 
to avoid any po.fsibilily of misunderStanding, 
exactly the right number of pages, corresj_)ond­
ing to the number of intervening popes, name ­
ly three, are shown between that wilh Urban's 
name and that wil:h Clement's. 7 ~ (Clement 
VII I, Leo XI, Paul V, Gregory XV, Urban 
VIII) It is not hard to underStand why the ref­
erence to Gregory was avoided: that pope's 
n ephew, Cardinal Ludovisi, had been a bil:ter 
enemy since the time of the conclave . On the 
other hand, Urban had been a great favoril:e of 
Clement VI II, who had furthered his early 
career in many ways. 73 However, I think there 
was another, more specific reason, which may 
even have been the inspiration for the motif of 
the record book il:self. One of the important aCls 
of Clement was to have established in CaStel 
Sant'Angelo (originally the tomb of the Emper­
or Hadrian), the guardian fortreJs of the papa­
cy, an archive for the hiStorical records of the 
church, the so - called Biblioteca Clementina. 7+ 

In praise of the projeCl, Barberini wrote a 
poem, dedicated to Clement , which was includ -­
ed in all the edit.ions of his collected verse. The 
poem, which is dedicated to Clement and tilled 
De tabulario pontificio in arce I-Iadriana, in­
volves an elaborate conceil: specifically linking 
the records kept through the Pope's generosil:y 
to the permanence of his fame . 7"' Urban him­
self, apart from his famous lil:erary and biblio­
philic intereSts, was also a great archivisl, dlab­
lishing along wilh several ecclesiaStical reposi­
tories, a central archive of the notarial records 
of the cily. 76 Hans Kauffmann, recalling the 
figure on Paul I II' s cope, aptly described the 
fi.gure of death wril:ing in a book as a kind of al ­
legory of Hisl ory (ng.46). 77 Here, however 
Death has the specific task of record keeper­
archiviSt, one might well say - displaying at once 

the ephemeralil:y of earthly things, bees as well as 
popes, but also the permanence of heavenly 
things, notably the church as embodied in the 
person of il:s temporary temporal and spirflual 
head. Therein lies the ultimate, and supremely 
paradoxical, signifi.cance of Bernini's tomb of 
Urban VIII - and, I would say , of ephemeralily 
in Baroque art generally . The very figure repre ­
senting the triumph of transience , winged 
Death , i s at the same time also th e guarantor of 
permanence, indeed of immortalil:y, through 
the achievements and fame of Urban, and 
through the divine virtues veSled by God in the 
inStil:ution of the church and th e papacy. 

Bernini left two unmislakable clues to · the 
supernaturally inspired truth of this me.fsage. 
Four of the small, «real» bees appear on the 
legs of the sarcophagus, while a fifth has landed 
on a leaf of the laurel wreath that decorates the 
sarcophagus lid, near the tip of Death's wing 
(fig. 42) . 78 Laurel was, of course, the preemi­
nent symbol of poetry and the victorious im -
mortalily il confers ; 79 and one of the beSt 
known and mosl consislent of the ideas attach ed 
to bees - based on Virgil's notion, quoted earli­
er, that the bee did not die but flew to h eaven to 
join the Stars - was that they symbolized immor­
talil:y . 80 The two Barberini emblems coincided 
in the principle Barberini family impresa, 
which depicled a flight of bees landing on the 
branches of a laurel tree, with the legend Hie do­
mus (fig . 47) . 8 ' The meaning and hiStory of this 
device are crilical to an undedl:anding of the 
mef~age of the tomb. The conceil: is based on a 
climactic paf~age in the Aeneid when the hero, 
having at laSt reached Latium afte r his peregri ­
nations from Troy, realized that h e had reached 
his fmal deSlination, there to dlablish the re­
ligion of his fathers and the hegemony of Rome, 
from the wondrous descent of a large swarm of 
bees upon a laurel tree sacred to Apollo. Heed­
ingthe signs, he declared «Hie domus, haec pa­
tria eSt» (here is our home, here our coun­
try) . 82 Maffeo invented the impresa to celebrate 
the transferal of the Barberini family from Flo­
rence to Rome, and his own call to a higher 
destiny, before he became pope. 

The bee - infeSted laurel was thus a truly un­
canny forecaSl of the apian intervention of Di­
vine Providence in Urban's eleclion. On the 
pope's tomb the little bee, the very emblem of 
bumbling transience, almoSt invisible p erched 
on il:s botanical equivalent, by ils humble im­
mortalily clips the wings of death :itself and tri-
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Bernini's Bumbling Barberini Be-es 

umphs over the very emblem of earthly caducity. 
At the same time, the lyrical delicacy of the mo­
tif reinforces a hint of nostalgia implicil in an ­
other emblematic afrnciation of the laurel and 
bee, th e Virgilian Golden Age evoked rhapsod ­
ically by contemporaries in relation to the Bar­
berini papacy. 8 'l «That tree of knowledge, of 
triumph, of poetry, of empire, of immortalil:y, 
of chasti1y; and similarly the bee of eloquence , 
poetry, continence, clemency, diligence, 
artif ice , long and prosperous life, eternal fel ·-
• Cl. d . 81. 1c11.y, peace , an un10n. » 

The primary wilneJs to the meaning of the 
tomb is to be found where it should be, in the 
coat of arms of the Barberini pope, attached to 
the face of the arch at the apex of the niche 
(fig . 49). Here an extraordinary-indeed, as far 
as I know unique - operation is performed by 
two heaven-sent m ejsengers. The Barberini es ­
cutcheon, inslead of arriving, as in the ceiling of 
the Palazzo Barberini (fig . 35), is detached from 
the papal tiara and keys and carried aloft . 85 T h e 
image is a living demonstration of the fleeting 
earthly presence and sp irilual sublimation of an 
individual mortal who briefly occupied the cen­
ter of an e te rnally abiding creation of the will of 
God . 

ln the end, however , perhaps the sharpdl 
insight into the significance of Bernini 's bum-

Jrn~1· il1jf1·1, 111 fi·"m ti• it 11/ \/~m~li. 1/1, ·111"·il /11• i\11111111! 11 1 q8,, / q, "./ J n J ,.,. 

69 
bling Barberini bees and the spirit in which they 
were conceived was provided by Bernini him­
self. His words are quoted by his b iographers in 
recounting an incident that took place at the 
unveiling of the tomb ofU rban, in the presence 
of the pope's ferociously inimical succejsor, In­
nocent X, who had driven the Barberini family 
into exile: «One cannot refrain at this point 
from recalling a cutting reply the Cavaliere gave 
in demonstration of his firm allegiance to Ur­
ban, to a person of high station who was not 
sympathetic to the Barberin i family. He had 
represented here and there on the sarcophagus 
of the tomb a number of bees, for no other pur­
pose than to allude wiltily to Urban's arms . The 
person noticed, and in the presen ce of others 
said to the C avaliere wilh a smile, Sir,you have 
wished ?Jplacingthe bees here and there to jJortrqy tl1e difper -· 
sion of the Jlarberini Jam1Jy (the members had then 
withdrawn to France), to which without a mo­
ment's h esltation Bernini replied, Butyou, Sir, 
mcry well lrnow that dilpersed bges at the sound ofa bell return 
to congregate, referring to the gr eat bell on the 
Capitoline that sounds at the death of every 
pope . Bernini 's reply brought him great ap ­
plause from those who r efl et'l:ed on the risk h e 
took at that time to remain conslant to the 
memory of his benefactor .>> R<i 86 Ve /ro/mrior 1i tft1•r u1 t/Ut{/11 
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