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BERNINI'S BUMBLING BARBERINI BEES

Misericors Dominus, et justus, et Deus noster miseretur *

(Gracious is the Lord, and righteous; yea, our God is merciful, Ps. 116:5 )*

This paper is partly in the nature of an extend-
ed, and [ hope expansive, footnote to an extra-
ordinarily important and $trangely neglected
efsay on Bernini’'s tomb of Urban VIII pub-
lished in 1971 by Catherine Wilkinson (fig. 1)’
Her brief article focused $pecifically on the
iconography of the figures of Charity and
Justice, but Wilkinson’s interpretation has im-
portant implications for our understanding of
Bernini’s art generally. She demonétrated, in
effe@, that the two figures do not represent, as
had always been taken for granted, the
traditional moral allegories of Charity and
Justice, thus illugtrating the relatively simple,
not to say superficial, and often sycophantic
character of Bernini’s art as it was commonly
conceived. Taking up the doétrinal formula-
tions of the Council of Trent and as well as oth-
ersupporting texts, Wilkinson made it clear that
Bernini's figures are intelleGtually sophisticat-
ed, indeed profound evocations, not of the

moral virtues, but of the divine virtues of
Charity and Justice.” The virtues are therefore
not qualities of Urban VIII personally, but
attributes of his office as the Vicar of Christ on
earth. Interestingly, Wilkinson overlooked what
is perhaps the mot §triking tetimony to herin-
terpretation: a painting by Baglione in which
Divine Wisdom, crowned by the dove of the
Holy Spirit, reaches down from heaven with
golden chains to link to herself and to each oth-
er her earthly representatives, Charity and
Justice (ﬁg. 3).” Bernini's allegories therefore
cannot be understood as mourners for the de-
parted pope. Among the least valuable implica-
tions of Wilkinson's work, for example, is that it
obviated the embarrafsing need to construe
Charity’s maternal benevolence as an ex-
prefsion of grief (fig. 3)!"

The initial 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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afsociated with the earthly ruler, whose lofs they
properly mourn. Instead, he combined one of
the cardinal virtues, Justice, with the chief the-
ological virtue, Charity. This combination was
common enough, but in the context of papal
portraiture it §pecifically denoted the role of the
papacy in the execution of God’s wish that man
be justified, that is, made just, and so redeemed
from original sin. God achieves this result
through the sacrifice ofhis only son, and the ex-
ercise of the chief attributes of his perfedtion,
the divine virtues of Charity and Justice. The
two virtues are equal and interdependent, the
one operating through the other in the interest
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 implicit in the pope’s salvific gesture.”

In the case of Charity Bernini makes his
point by creating a binary complementary
moral and psychological contrast—<«contrap-
posto,» Bernini would have called it —between
the extremes of the soul’s route to salvation.”
One child (fig. 3), having absorbed the milk of
God’s fordiving goodnels sleeps blifsfully 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 compalsionate response to his excru-
ciating Jeremiad. Wilkinson cites a remarkably
close precedent for Bernini’s concept in a
painting by Lanfranco illustrating the action of
the Virdin interceding with her son to save a re-
pentant soul (ﬁg. 6).” To a degree, the com-
position, and perhaps also the concept, scems to
echo the figure of Charity Bernini’s father,
Pietro, had carved yecars before in Naples
(ﬁg. 7)." The point of the subjeét, however, is
explicitly represented in a painting by Guerci-
no, famous in its day, as evidenced by an en-
graving in which the accompanying inscription
treats the subject of Charity as a memento mori re-
minding the viewer that his own redemption is
in dire@ proportion to his participation in
God’s love (ﬁg. 8).Y

Charity is a vigorously dynamic and earthly
figure who contaéls the papal tomb primarily by
resting her sleeping charge against the sarcoph-
agus—an image that insistently recalls the
themes of the Pieta and entombment of Christ,
whose sacrifice was the prototype of all aéts of
charily.'” In sharp contrast, the pafsive figure of
Justice §tands, or more accurately leans against
the tomb, in a pose that redolent of languor and
pasivity (ﬁg. 9). Whereas Charity has fewer ac-
couterments than usual (two babies rather than
three), Justice has more: the book, and fasces in

8 On Pietro Bernini's Charity see
Alisio, ed., 1987, 84~8
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addition to the canonical sword and balance.
The attributes obviously relate to the quin-
tefsential forms of justice: legal, commutative
and diétributive, derived ultimately from
Aristotle, developed by the scholastics, and for-
mulated definitively at the Council of Trent."
Three points concernus here. The crofsleg pose
of the figure and the inclusion of the fasces have
a common theme with respe to the sword and
balance, which evoke the impartial and retribu-
tive nature of justice.'” Crofsed legs were a
frequent attribute of figures representative of
unhurried meditation and contemplation, and
in this case the motif exprefses one of the funda-

mental attributes of God’s justice, that it is slow
and deliberate.'’ Vincenzo Cartari explains the
faét that Saturn was often represented with his
feet tied together as indicating that <«Divine
Goodnefs does not run quickly or noisily to
cafligate error, but belatedly and slowly, so that
the sinner is unaware before he feels the
pain.>» ""Under the heading precisely of Divine
Justice Cesare Ripa describes the fasces with the
ax, carried by the li¢tors before the consuls and
the Tribune of the People, as signifying that in
the execution of justice overzealous castigation
isunwarranted, and that justice should never be
precipitous but have time to mature judgment
while unbinding the rods that cover the ax.'”
The crofsleg pose and the fasces occur together
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in a painting of Justice attributed to Battista
Dofsi (ﬁg. 10).

The second observation I want to make about
Justice concerns the weapon she holds. The
particular §ting of Urban’s justice, which we will
discufs presently, is felt in the magnificent
colony of bees that decorates the pommel (ﬁg.
11). Valeriano in his Hieroglyphics explains the
double-edged sword as alluding to the two
aspeéts of punishment, corporeal and §pirit-
wal.'" In this case the point is made with 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 I suspeé it
may allude to Islam and the conversion of the
infidel.'” This ideal of Chriftian justice, which
included publication of the bible in Arabic, was
a guiding principle of the Propaganda Fide, the
great mifsionary ingtitution that was one of the
major preoccupations of Urban’s reign. -

My third point concerns the most common-
ly misunderstood feature of the allegory, that is,
what might be called her mood, her head resting
on her hand, her head and eyes turned upward,
her lips parted as if in re§ponse to some me[sage
received from on high. In truth, there is noth-
ing tearful or morbid about her exprefsion,
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which israther one of dreamy absorption tinged
with a kind of ‘melancholic lethargy. The very
fact that her elbow rests on the book of law—Ur-
ban was fir§t and foremost a jurist and his rise
within the church hierarchy rested on that basis
—indicates that her aétion has to do with justice,
not mourning.'” To be sure, all writers empha-
size that divine chastisement is inflited only re-
luétantly, and with dismay,”“ and hints of fear-
somenefs and withdrawal are exprefsed by the
putti, one of whom hides anxiously with the
scales, while the other turns away with the fasces
(Figs. 13,14). The allegory herself, however, has
a quite different attitude. The head-on-hand
motif is one of the most consistent postures of
the thinker, the contemplator, the meditator,
and the turn of her head and glance makes it
clear, not only that she is slow to a¢t but that what
she contemplates is the heavenly source of di-
vine justice. Bernini seems to have based this
aspedt of his figure on juét such a prototype,
Domenichino’s equally dilatory allegory of
Prudence at San Carlo ai Catinari (ﬁg. 16). Ripa
emphasizes that the eyes of Divine Justice must
regard the things of this world as beneath her,

keeping her attention always fixed on the pure
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The two groups together thus offer a
veritable concert of psycholodical and moral
states, the allegories themselves adting in a
counterpoint perhaps deliberately analogous to
the saintly figures in the crofsing piers beneath
the dome, Veronica, Andrew, Londinus and
Helen (ﬁg‘ 15); carried out under Bernini's su-
pervision during the same period as Urban’s
tomb, theyrepresent the principal pafsion relics
pofsefsed by the basilica. The two female saints—
one aétive, one pafsive—are earthbound and
outward directed, while the two men (one
adtive, one pafsive) appear upward direé¢ted and
ingpired from heaven.”*

This theme, that is, the divine origin and
earthward dispensation of God’s grace in the
form of Charity and Justice, carries deep into
the motivation and ultimate significance of the
monument, which is in faét the fir§t papal tomb
incorporating these two virtues together and in
isolation. Rarely, they appeared together inde-
pendently, 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 of Justice include both the
sword and the fasces (ﬁg.17).'~'f‘; Mo#t impor-
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cufsions of the extent and limitations of papal
rule—the so-called «plenitudo potestatis.» "
Thisla$t context was clearly a factor in Bernini's
conception. One direét source was the image of
Pope Urban I flanked by Justice and Charity in
the series of grandiose papal portraits by Giulio
Romano in the Sala di Costantino, which docu-
ment the awesome continuity of the church of
Rome since ils eftablishment by the firét
Chrigtian emperor (ﬁg. 18).77 This onomastic
reference may refleét three reasons contempo-
rary sources report for Urban’s choice of his
name: because of his affeétion for the city; be-

cause he wished to emulate the great achieve-
ments of his namesakes; and because, realizing
that he tended to be rather rigid («alquanto
rigidetto») by nature, the name would bea con-
tinuous reminder to be temperate.'”' On the
«urbanity» 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 understanding
of the role played by the image of Urban I in the
Sala di Costantino cycle: as the firét pope to
identify himself literally with the capitol of the
empire, he would have been the embodiment
par excellence of the virtues afsociated with the
church’s dominion.”” The allusion is no doubt
also to Urban II, promoter of the fir§t crusade,
who is mentioned épecifically in another source
and may have been a model for Urban VIII's
zealous support for foreign mifsions and the
Propaganda Fide. 28 Interedtingly, the same al-
legories reappear in the frame of a engraved
portrait of Urban VII, by Cherubino Alberti
(ﬁg. 19).”7The pointisthat this combination of
virtues, while perhaps appropriate to a $pecific
individual, was also emblematic of the vicarious
role ofall the succefsors of Peter as magistrates of
the church.

The sense of continuilty is exprefsed in the
basic conception of the tomb, which is a kind of
epitome of the two papal monuments previous-
ly ere¢ted in new St. Peter’s, those of Paul ITI
(ﬁgs. 20) and Gregory XIII (ﬁg. 21).7" The
parallel and continuity between them is estab-
lished by the use of corresponding materials,
and by the echoing pyramidal composition of
the bronze figure of the pope seated on a
pedestal, before and beside which are placed
white marble pairs of allegories. The levitating
gesture of Urban VIII, moreover, which repeats
that of St. Peter himself in the Sala di Costanti-
no (ﬁg. 22), seems deliberately to intermediate
between the palm-down pacification of Paul ITI
and the triumphal exclamation of Gregory
XIIT.?" Bernini's allegories leaning againt the
sarcophagus seem also to link the reclining and
isolated $tanding figures on the two earlier
monuments, while relating the tomb to its psy-
cholodical and spatial environment in a new
way. These papal monuments have a close par-
allel in an engraved political allegory that is
rooted in the Petrarchan tradition of allegorical
triumphs, and that in turn anticipates many of
the features of Bernini's conception. The com-
position was designed by Joseph Heintz, court
painter to the emperor Rudolph IT, and
engraved by Lucas Kilian in Venice in 1603, to
celebrate the appointment of Ileintz’s brother
Daniel asarchiteét of the city of Bern (fig. 23). 7"
Seated atop a two-tepped structure the tri-
umphant figure of Justice brandishes her sword
and holds her scales aloft, looking heavenward.
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and Charity, who re§t their arms on the
pedestal. Truth looks up to the sun (one of Ur-
ban VIII's emblems) and Charity holds one
child while looking down toward the other who
reaches up toward her; between them at their
feet on thelower level cringes the chained figure
of Avarice. Apart from the theme of the allego-
ry, its relevance for Bernini lay in the unity and
coherence of the composition, and the psy-
chological counterpoint enacted by the figures.

The earlier papal monuments had included
four allegories each, alluding to the terresirial
and celestial virtues of the popes: Paul 111—
Justice, Prudence, Peace and Abundance; Gre-
gory XIIT—Charity, Peace, Faith, Hope. (The
monument to Paul III was hrs§t ereéted
freeftanding in a side aisle with the allegories
placed at the front and back; when it was moved
and reinstalled in a niche in one of the crofsing
piers, Justice and Prudence were placed at the
base while the other two were set on the pedi-
ment above). Bernini may be said to have
abdtracted and combined the two chiefvirtues of
the earlier tombs, Judtice and Charity. The sig-
nificance of this choice must be understood in
the light of a projeé to integrate the choir and
crofsing of St.Peter’s in one grandiose and
comprehensive program. At the center the

tomb of St. Peter was crowned with a new bal-
dachin that exprefsed Chriét’s triumph in its
very design; and the papal altar was surrounded
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in the crofsing piers with relics and images of
saints evoking Chridt’s pafsion, the whole em-
bodying the procefs of sacrifice and salvation.

It must have seemed positively providential
that the Farnese tomb, having been transferred
to one of the crofsing piers, was, so to $heak, «in
the way» of this vast program.®’ The idea of
moving it to the apse (1628—9) to form a pair
with the tomb of Urban gave the opportunity to
demonéirate the significance of papal suc-
cefsion 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 mem-
orials that served to illustrate the millennial pa-
pal succefsion and hegemony initiated under
St. Peter and established under Consétantine.”!
Moreover, the choice of Justice and Charity cre-
ated in relation to Paul 11I's Justice and Pru-
dence an inescapable contrapposto in meaning,
aswell as form: the cardinal virtues traditional -
ly afsociated with earthly dominion, the wise
ruler, vis-a-vis the divine virtues proper to the
pope as a $piritual leader, the jusl judge.”” A
final correlation and contrast is evident in the
treatment of what is, literally and figuratively,
the central theme of both tombs, that is, death
itself. In both cases the caducily of earthly
exigtence is exprefsed by wing-borne inscrip-
tions with the names of the deceased (fig. 24,
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except that Bernini afsimilated this motif, and
the figure of Historia represented on the front
of Paul I1I's cope (ﬁg. 25), to the traditional
winged personification of Death, which now
becomes also the fateful recorder of life. %"
However, the choice of Justice and Charity
alone for the tomb of Urban--unprecedented,
I repeat, in papal funerary iconography—
sugdests that this combination of virtues, in
their divine nature, had §pecial meaning in the
case of Urban VIII. (I want to emphasize here
parenthetically, that the tomb of Urban was an
adtonishing, even revolutionary departure from
the grandiose, self-expository monuments cov-
ered with great visual biographies, ere¢ted by his
recent predecefsors, Sixtus V and Paul V at San-
ta Maria Mag’giore.37) The complementary and
necefsary attributes of Charity and Justice were
a constant feature in the ideology of the good
magistrate from antiquity on, discufsed and eu-
lodized in innumerable ways in innumerable
texts. One of the leitmotifs of this theme made it
particularly relevant to Urban VIII because it
was based on the equally ancient tradition that
the social organization of the bee, three of which
animals constituted the coat of arms of Urban
VIII, represented the ideal §tate: a hierarchical
monarchy where every individual had its
afsigned place which it never transgrefsed, and
where every individual made its contribution to
the commonweal, wholeheartedly, and in utter
harmony with its fellows.?” Two $pecific
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charadteristics of the bee were especially relevant
totheideology of the good ruler, the faét that the
bee could infliét pain its §tinger, and was thus
feared by its enemies, but also produced sweet
honey and was thus loved by its friends.”” The
other important characteristic was that the rul-
ing bee itself—often thought to be a king rather
than a queen; larger, more important and
constantly surrounded and guarded by his sub-
jeéts—had no §tinger."” On both these counts,
the ideal §tate of the bee was based on and de-
rived from the ideal admixture of charity and
justice inherent in its nature. In general terms,
the bee became one of the important emblems
of the ideal ruler, as when Alciati depicted
Princely Clemency as a hive to which bees are at -
tracted because the ruler treats his subjects with
justice and clemency, or as an enthroned seated
ruler to whom the bees fly in good will (figs. 26,
2%7)."" Pungat et ungat is the motto of another em-
blem of the Principe Perfecto, illustrated by a
swarm of bees following its leader (ﬁg. 28).""1In
another case, the swarm following the king
illugtrates the pafsage on the §tinglefs king bee
from Seneca’s discourse on Clemency to indi-
cate that, in Pliny’s words, majesty alone
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(maieftate tantum), not cruelty, suffices for the
ideal ruler (ﬁg. 29).43

Although it has not been properly under-
§tood heretofore, the same f{undamental
thought underlies the famous illutrations by
Bernini and Rubens for editions of Urban’s
poetry (figs. 30, 31). Both portray the ideal of
overwhelming §irength united with the gen-
tlenefs of poetry. Bernini showed David as de-
fender of his flock §trangling the lion (I Samuel
17:34—5) but with his harp nearby. Rubens
showed Samson killing the lion, from whose
body bees ifsued forth («... and out of the
§trong came forth sweetnefs,» Judges 14:5-6,
8, 14.); this biblical episode is mentioned in a
poem addrefsed to Urban’s brother Antonio, a
Capuchin monk, which alludes to the §pirit’s
rise to heaven from the corrupt body." " Rubens
here also identifies Urban’s poetry with the
mellifluousnefs of bees. The bees ifsuing
$pecifically from the lion’s mouth, including a
formation of three, draw an obvious parallel
between Urban, celebrated as a poet in the
«Greek» gtyle, and Pindar, whose poetry was
said to have been ingtilled by honey that beeshad
dropped upon him as a child."” But the basic
image and the conceil derive from a broader
concept, that is, self-control, Dominio di se stefso,
the mo$t noble form of Force, represented by
Ripa as a man §traddling and bridling a lion
(ﬁg. 32).1" Ripa’s image had been taken up as
a counterpart to- Strength by Domenichino
(ﬁg. 33)."" This ideal of self-restraint was

'claj‘sical in oridin, afsociated above all with

Alexander the Great, whose greatnefs was aug-
mented by his self-control, which proved his
greatnefs as much as any viftory: ... great-

minded as he was and §till greater owing to his
control of himself, and of a greatnefs proved by
this action as much as by any other vitory: be-
cause he conquered himself ... »" " 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 charity. All these metaphors,
the §tinglefs king bee, the poetic vi¢tory over the
ferocious lion, the rule by majeély alone, the
dominion of urbanity, were applied to the pope
in the literary celebrations of his ele¢tion. Y n-
deed, [suspect that the tradition of the bee as the
embodiment of the Godly coincidence of op-
posites, clemencyand justice, may have been the
most important factor in the choice of those al-
legories for the tomb. In any case, these afsocia-
tions of the bee must have made the eleétion of
Maffeo Barberini to the papacy seem like aheav-
en-sent materialization of those same divine
virtues that were the quintefsential attributes of
the vicar of Christ on earth.

This point may be thought of, and certainly
was thought of by contemporaries, as literally
true. One more bee-fa@ is necefsary to un-
derstand why. Because of the attributes we have
discufsed, and for many other reasons, as well—
for example, the perfeét geometry of its hive and
the perfe@ efficiency of its anatomy—the bee
wasregarded asendowed with a supernatural in-
telligence. Whence it became a symbol of Divine
Wisdom, whose primary aim was to make man
perfectin his own image. Theideaisboth clafsi-
cal and biblical: «Led by such tokens and such
inftances, some have taught that bees have re-
ceived a share of the divine intelligence, and a

draught of heavenly ether; for God, they say,
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arme hai pure.
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difsera

Oceana, / Urbano il
ciel visuona Urbano
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Bernini’s Bumbling Barberini Bees

pervades all things ...; yea, unto him all beings
thereafter return, and, when unmade, are
re§tored; no place is there for death, but, §till
quick, they fly unto the ranks of the étars, and
mount to the heavens aloft>» (Virgil, Geordics,
IV. 219—27); " «For my §pirit is sweet above
honey: and my inheritance above honey and
honeycomb» (Feclesiagticus 24.:27)."

To be sure, all popes are eleéted by the action
of Divine Providence, operating through the
ballots of the College of Cardinals. But at the
ele@ion of Maffeo Barberini, the aétion of Di-
vine Providence—the descent of the Holy
Spirit, one might well afsert—was made physi-
cally manifest by the sudden appearance
through an open window of the Conclave of
nothing lefs than a swarm of bees! The event is
alluded to in a tapetry illugirating Urban's
election, where a conspicuously 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 prescntly) and
surmounted by the papal arms. A contempo-
rary account of the decoration actually describes
the scene as Divine Providence commanding
Immortality to crown with its §larry diadem the
arms of the new pope, whose ele¢tion had made
him «King of the Bees.»"" The §tory of the
ele@tion, and Cortona’s reference to it had yet a
deeper significance, however, since Urban’s
victory was confirmed only after a recount was
taken, at his insistence, when it was discovered
that a ballot was mifsing from the scrutiny that
had ele¢ted him."" This is the primary scene
represented in the eledtion tapefiry, where alle-
gorical figures of Modesty and Magnanimity fly
into the conclave to celebrate the virtues Urban
didplayed in his own ele@ion. " His coronation
and afsurance of immortalilty, presaged by the
miracle of the bees, were thus occasioned by his
exemplary demonstration of virtue in its most
heroic form, self-resiraint. The pope’s biogra-
pher commented: «It was a truly memorable
deed that will render his name forever most glo-~
rified because, seeing himselfat one point pope
and then not pope, with great courage and with
such a magnanimous heart he decided to let the
welfare of the universal Church prevail over his
own desire for the supreme principate. Where-
fore amongét his other signal faculties and
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$piritual qualities are the constancy, magnan-
imity, and generosity he demonstrated in his
heroic a&, it will be sufficient to render his
name immortal and celebrate to the world the
manner in which he afsumed the papacy.» 5614
might thus well be said that the age of the
Baroque was ushered in by a supreme act of
ephemerality—the sudden descent upon
Rome, the church and mankind, of an un-
migtakably heaven-sent swarm of bumbling
Barberinibees, conveying to the chosen one the
divinevirtues of Clemency and Justice properto
his newly acquired office.

With that swarm began the veritable invasion
(plague, as some would have it by the time Ur-
ban’sreign ended) ofbees, the number of which
populating Rome and the papal étates one wag
later estimated at more than ten thousand.”’' In
my e§timation, however, what distinguished the
Barberini bees was not their number—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, literally volatile presence of
the Barberini bees. Perhaps one should rather
say transience, for to my mind and in our con-
text, atleast, the Barberini bees embody the no-
tion of ephemerality in their period more pro-
foundly and more pungently than any other
sign. They fly againgt the blue sky in the church
of the virdin at the altar of heaven (ﬁg. 36); and
in the early medieval apse mosaic in the basilica
of Ss. Cosmas and Damian in the heart of the
Roman forum, where a Barberini re§toration
gave new life to the image of Urban’s prede-
cefsor, the sainted Pope Felix IV (Felicitas=
Happinefs), they fructify the garden of paradise
(ig.57).""

This same qualily informs the famous bees
that have alighted on Urban’s tomb, having now

56 «Attione in vero memorabil

he rendera pe

sifsimo il sua ne

Barberini, during the |

Alexander V11 (

Matthiae 1967, 195.

11 After Fabio Cristofani, Ballot
forthe Election of Urban VIII,
tapestry. Rome, Musei Vaticani
(photo: IGCD E39259)
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presumably pafsed through a window of the
basilica, to participate in the commemoration
of St.Peter’s departed succefsor and their
beloved ruler—just as they had done twenty
years before at Urban’s ele¢tion. In fad&, 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 othersare much small-
er, worker bees—indeed, they are true to scale
(fgs. 40, 41, 42).79 Transforming the papal
coat of arms into a swarm of inseéts bumbling
over the papal tomb was, surely, an aét of unpar-
alleled imagination and wit, which also served to
transform the mood of melancholy and despair
usually afsociated with funeral iconographyinto
a moment of surprise and even of joy."” The
efsential idea was not new, however. Stinding
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 ingpirations for Bernini’s conceit.”' The
Greek Anthology includes a description of the
tomb of Archilochus, «who fir§t made the Muse
bitter dipping her in vipers’ gall, §taining mild
Helicon with blood ... Pafs quietly by, O wayfar-
er, lest haply thou arouse the wasps that are
settled on his tomb.»"* Archilochus was the
founding father of Greek lyric poetry, famous
for having composed the song of victory used by
the victors at Olympia, 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."”” It was thus a
kind of poetic justice that at his own death his
barbs should return as a reminder of his mali-
cious verses, in the form 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 exaétly the kind of epodic verse
afsociated with Archilochus—there can be no
doubt of his, and Bernini’s, familiarity with the
tradition.”! The second inftance of apiary
sepulchral imagery concerned the emperor
Domitian, whose cruelty, especially toward
Christians, was celebrated and immortalized by
the avending attack on his tomb of swarms of

wasps and bees (fig. 4.4.):

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 toombe do light,
To take revenge, the Bee, and summer Flie,
‘Who not escap’t sometime his crueltie. "
It is remarkable indeed, and must have seemed
providential to the pope and to Bernini, that
these two afsociations between $tinding insedts
and tombsshould both applyaptly to Urban, the
first as poet, the second as pope; providential
also in that simply by reversing the sense of the
malevolent tradition, the image of the bee-
infested tomb could be transformed. Instead of
swarming to avenge ancient, pagan evil, the api-
an chorus (one can praétically hear the buzzing
of the busy bees) isattracted to its ruler, as in Al-
ciati’s emblems of Princely Clemency (hgs 26
and 27). The bees celebrate the triumph of
Chrigtian virtue realized poetically in Urban’s
verses, devoted not to destructive diatribe but
to pious inépiration; and institutionally in
Urban’s reign, devoted not to tyranny and
martyrdom but to the charity and justice of the
of rule of Christvested in the pope. Considered
in this light the seemingly casual, bumbling
placement of the three big Barberini bees be-
comes charged with meaning. They all face up-
ward and seem to rise in an ascending march
past the skeletal ﬁgure of death, asifin re§ponse
to the resurrecting command of the pope—ap-
propriated, as Kauffmann fir§t noticed, from
the gesture of St.Peter himself in the Sala di
Costantino series (ﬁg. 292)—enthroned on his
seat of wisdom, ftself ornamented with bees.""
Itisastonishingbut true that the lowermost bee,
on the rim of the sarcophagus basin, has no
§tinger-—it is not broken off, it never had one
(ﬁg. 38),"7 O death, where is thy §ting? O grave,
where is thy vi¢tory?! (1 Cor. 15:55) The other
two(ﬁg. 39), as if resurrected, are whole again
and proceed in their rise to the very border
between death, commemoration, and life."”
The hyperbolic flattery usually attributed to
Berniniis belied not only by the theolodical na-
ture of the allegories, but also by the inordinate
importance attributed to death itself, by virtue
of the inclusion of the Michelangelesque sar-
cophagus, and e$pecially the central role played
by the figure of the Reaper in the drama of the
tomb."" 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).”" In the tomb of Cardinal
Erarddela Marck, however, Death performs his
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Bernini’s Bumbling Barberini Bees

role as memento mori in a traditional way, bran-
dishing an hourglafs, whereas Bernini’s figure
writes, or rather finishes writing the name and
title of Urban VIII in the black book of death
(ﬁg. 4.8). The bookish Death seems to recall that
along with his literary interets the pope was an
avid hiftorian and bibliophile. " However, a
more §pecific reference is suggested by a rarely
noted, and to my mind never properly un-
der§tood peculiarity of the motif, the name of
Urban’s predecefsor partially visible on a pre-
ceding page. Often afsumed to refer to Urban’s
immediate predecefsor Gregory XV, the letters
are clearly legible as CL above and AL below,
that is, Clement VIII Aldobrandini. And, as if
to avoid any pofsibility of misunder§tanding,
exaétly the right number of pages, correspond-
ing to the number of intervening popes, name-
ly three, are shown between that with Urban’s
name and that with Clement’s.”” (Clement
VIII, 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
nephew, Cardinal Ludovisi, had been a bitter
enemy since the time of the conclave. On the
other hand, Urban had been a great favorite of
Clement VIII, who had furthered his early
career in many ways. % However, I think there
was another, more $épecific reason, which may
even have been the inépiration for the motif of
the record bookitself. One of the important aéts
of Clement was to have established in Castel
Sant’Angelo (originally the tomb of the Emper-
or Hadrian), the guardian fortrefs of the papa-
¢y, an archive for the historical records of the
church, the so-called Biblioteca Clementina.’’
In praise of the projec, Barberini wrote a
poem, dedicated to Clement, which was includ-
ed in all the editions of his collected verse. The
poem, which is dedicated to Clement and titled
De tabulario pontificio in arce IHadriana, in-
volves an elaborate conceit §pecifically linking
the records kept through the Pope’s generosity
to the permanence of his fame.”’ Urban him-
self, apart from his famous Iiterary and biblio-
philic interefts, was also a great archivist, estab-
lishing along with several ecclesiagtical reposi-
tories, a central archive of the notarial records
of the city. " Hans Kauffmann, recalling the
figure on Paul ITT’s cope, aptly described the
figure of death writing in a book as a kind of al-
1egoxy of History (ﬁg. 46). "7 Here, however
Death has the specific task of record keeper—
archivi§t, one might well say—displaying at once
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the ephemerality of earthly things, beesaswell as
popes, but also the permanence of heavenly
things, notably the church as embodied in the
person of its temporary temporal and épiritual
head. Therein lies the ultimate, and supremely
paradoxical, significance of Bernini’s tomb of
Urban VIIT —and, I would say, of ephemerality
in Baroque art generally. The very figure repre-
senting the triumph of transience, winged
Death, is at the same time also the guarantor of
permanence, indeed of immortality, through
the achievements and fame of Urban, and
through the divine virtues vested by God in the
in§titution of the church and the papacy.

Bernini left two unmistakable clues to the
supernaturally ingpired truth of this mefsage.
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
(hg 4‘2).7” Laurel was, of course, the preemi-
nent symbol of poetry and the victorious im-
mortality it confers; 79 and one of the best
known and most consistent of the ideas attached
tobees—based on Virgil’s notion, quoted earli-
er, that the bee did not die but flew to heaven to
join th‘e §tars—was that they symbolized immor-
tality.”” The two Barberini emblems coincided
in the principle Barberini family impresa,
which depiéted a flight of bees landing on the
branches of a‘laurel tree, with the legend Hicdo-
mus (fig. 47)." The meaning and higtory of this
device are critical to an under§tanding of the
mefsage of the tomb. The conceit is based on a
climaéic pafsage in the Aeneid when the hero,
having at lat reached Latium after his peregri-
nations from Troy, realized that he had reached
his final destination, there to establish 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-
ingthesigns, he declared «Hic domus, haec pa-
tria e§t» (here is our home, here our coun-
try) .""Maffeo invented the impresato celebrate
the transferal of the Barberini family from Flo-
rence to Rome, and his own call to a higher
degtiny, before he became pope.

The bee-infefted laurel was thus a truly un-
canny forecast of the apian intervention of Di-
vine Providence in Urban’s eleétion. On the
pope’s tomb the little bee, the very emblem of
bumbling transience, almost invisible perched
on its botanical equivalent, by its humble im-
mortality clips the wings of death itself and tri-
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1+ Etminimi vindicatam, tomb of
Domitian. Peacham 1612, 144

1 (+ Allegory of Victory. Ripa 1611,
235

1 Bernini, Tomb of Urban VI11,
detail. Rome, St. Peter's (photo:
Stoedtner 210381)

+ 0 Bernini, Tomb of Urban VI11,

detail. Rome, St. Peter's (ARFSP
B3772)
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umphs over the very emblem of earthly caducity.
At the same time, the lyrical delicacy of the mo-
tif reinforces a hint of nostaldia implicit in an-
other emblematic afsociation of the laurel and
bee, the Virdilian Golden Age evoked rhapsod-
ically by contemporaries in relation to the Bar-
berini papacy. S «That tree of knowledge, of
triumph, of poetry, of empire, of immortality,
of chaftity; and similarly the bee of eloquence,
poetry, continence, clemency, dﬂigence,
artifice, long and proéperous life, eternal fel-
icity, peace, and union.»

The primary witnefs 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 hy
two heaven-sent mefsengers. The Barberini es-
cutcheon, indtead of arriving, as in the ceiling of
the Palazzo Barberini (fig. 35), isdetached from
the papal tiara and keys and carried aloft.”" The
image is a living demongtration of the fleeting
earthly presence and §piritual sublimation of an
individual mortal who briefly occupied the cen-
ter of an eternally abiding creation of the will of

sod.

In the end, however, perhaps the sharpest
insight into the significance of Bernini’s bum-
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bling Barberini beesand the §pirit in which they
were conceived was provided by Bernini him-
self. His words are quoted by his biographers in
recounting an incident that took place at the
unveiling of the tomb of Urban, inthe presence
ofthe pope’s ferociously inimical succefsor, 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 allediance to Ur-
ban, to a person of high tation who was not
sympathetic to the Barberini 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 wittily to Urban’s arms. The
person noticed, and in the presence of others
said to the Cavaliere with a smile, Sir, you have
wished by placing the bees here and there to portray the disper--
sion of the Barberini family (the members had then
withdrawn to France), to which without a mo-
ment’s hesitation Bernini replied, But you, Sir,
may well know that dispersed bees at the sound of a bell return
to congregate, referring to the great bell on the
Capitoline that sounds at the death of every
pope. Bernini’s reply brought him great ap-
plause from those who reflected on the risk he
took at that time to remain constant to the
memory of his benefactor.»
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