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The Pentecostal Meaning of Borromini's Sant'lvo alia Sapienza 
Louise Rice 

The spiral of Sant'l vo alla Sapienza 
is among the most curious and un­
conventional of Borromini's cre­
ations (fig. 1). Scholars have long 
puzzled over its meaning but have 
yet to reach consensus, and none of 
the numerous interpretations that 
have so far been advanced can alone 
account for all of its many features. 1 

This suggests that the spiral is a mul­
ti-layered , multivalent form embody­
ing a range of interrelated meanings. 
The question remains, what was the 
initial idea, the iconographic kernel, 
planted presumably by Borromini's 
advisers, that then grew and flow­
ered in the architect's imagination in­
to this extraordinary invention? The 
scholar who has perhaps come clos­
est to answering this question is 
Hans Ost, whose interpretation of 
the spiral published over thirty years 
ago remains one of the most com­
pelling.2 Ost's article provides the 
point of departure for the investiga­
tion that follows and I begin there­
fore with a brief summary of his 
main points . 

From an inscription on one of his 
preparatory drawings we know that 
Borromini conceived of the church 
as a house of Wisdom, a fitting image 
given its affiliation with the universi­
ty of Rome, called the Sapienza.3 
Wisdom is transmitted from heaven 
to earth through the agency of the 
holy spirit;4 and the Biblical event 
that exemplifies the transmission of 
wisdom is Pentecost, when the holy 
spirit descended on the apostles in 
tongues of flame (" dispertitae lin­
guae tamquam ignis") ,5 empowering 
them to preach the Gospel in all the 
languages of the earth. Borromini al­
ludes to Pentecost in the interior of 
the church, where, in the lantern, the 

dove of the holy spirit was surround­
ed not only by the usual splendor of 
rays but also by tongues of flame, 
which refer, explicitly and unequivo­
cally, to the fire that rained down on 
the apostles at Pentecost. (The dove 
is no longer in place, but the tongues 
of flame are still plainly visible on the 
vault of the lantern, as they are in 
several early printed views [fig. 2] .) 
Documents published since Ost's ar­
ticle appeared confirm his reading of 
this particular motif and make plain 
the architect 's intention. A payment 
for work done in 1653 reads: "Per 
haver fatto la palomba scolpita per il 
spirito santo in mezzo detta volta 
[ ... ] con suoi raggi che fanno splen­
dore attorno, e con lingue di fuoco in 
guisa della venuta della spirito santo 
che porti la vera Sapienza" .6 Ost 
goes on to suggest that the Pente­
costal theme articulated in the interi­
or of the lantern is also expressed on 
the exterior, where the spiral is an 
overt reference to the tower of Ba­
bel. Ost is not the first, of course, to 
note the similarity of Borromini's 
lantern to the tower of Babel, tradi­
tionally represented in western art as 
a spiral structure, as, for example, in 
the frontispiece to Athanasius 
Kircher's Turris Babel, published in 
1679 (fig. 3 ). But he is the first to 
propose a plausible reason why this 
seemingly negative architectural pro­
totype might be appropriate as a 
model for a Christian church in hon­
or of Wisdom. The story of Babel 
and the story of Pentecost are theo­
logically paired as type and anti-type 
in liturgy and iconography from the 
Early Christian period on .7 The ra­
tionale for this pairing is the shared 
emphasis in both stories on the 
theme of language. The construction 
of the tower of Babel results in the 

division of mankind through God's 
imposition of different and mutually 
incomprehensible languages ; Pente­
cost results in the unification of 
mankind through the mystical gift of 
multiple languages pronouncing a 
universal Christian truth. On the ba­
sis of this well-established typologi­
cal link, then , Ost interprets Borro­
mini's spiral, not as a tower of Babel, 
but rather as an anti-Babel tower, in 
other words, a tower of the Church 
in which the architect has trans­
formed a negative symbol into a pos­
itive one.8 Ost concludes by pointing 
to a drawing by the Swedish archi­
tect Erick Dahlberg, made in 1656, 
barely three years after the comple­
tion of the spire, in which Borromi­
ni's church is labeled "Sapientia Ba­
bilonia " , apparent confirmation 
that , at that time at least, the Babel 
reference was not lost on its audi­
ence (fig. 4). 
Ost 's argument is, on the whole, per­
suasive, but it has a fundamental 
flaw. In developing his interpretation 
of the spiral of Sant'lvo as a tower of 
anti-Babel, he relies almost exclu ­
sively on evidence that is neither Ro­
man nor Seicento, and that is there­
fore of questionable relevance. To be 
credible, an interpretation must situ­
ate Borromini 's imagery in the intel­
lectual world of Baroque Rome, and 
more particularly, in the academic 
culture of the Sapienza itself. The 
tongues of fire in the interior of the 
lantern signal that Pentecost is cen­
tral to the meaning of the church. It 
is therefore to Pentecostal texts and 
prints produced in Rome in the years 
immediately preceding and during 
the construction of Borromini 's 
church that we should turn, to dis ­
cover the rhetorical basis of its sym­
bolism. 255 
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1. Sant'Ivo alta Sapienza, lantern and spiral. 

Pentecost in Seicento Rome 
Annually on Pentecost Sunday, an 
aristocratic student from the Jesuit­
run Seminario Romano delivered a 
sacred oration in the presence of the 
pope, cardinals, and other leading 
dignitaries (including, significantly, 
members of the college of consistori­
al advocates which governed the 
Sapienza).9 These sermons were pub­
lished, and they and their elaborately 
engraved frontispieces furnish a gold­
mine of seventeenth-century Roman 
Pentecostal imagery.lO Typically, the 
texts allude only in passing to the Bib-

2. D. Barriere, Sant'Ivo alta Sapienza, 
section, detail of the lantern, in Opera del 
Caval. Francesco Boromino, Rome 1720. 

lical narrative of Penteco;t, and in­
stead describe the descent of the holy 
spirit in abstract, allegorical terms, 
using language rich in poetic 
metaphor. Variety and ornament are 
the goals of this kind of rhetoric, and 
no two Pentecost orations are ever 
alike. Tongues of flame, the symbols 
of Pentecost, recur in all or most of 
the sermons, but in many different 
guises. In the title page to the Pente­
cost oration of 1628, for example, the 
tongues of flame are playfully depict­
ed as St. Elmo's fire flickering around 
the mast of the ship of the Church 
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.\1 -~ 
· ~~ 

(fig. 5). The frontispiece to the ser­
mon of 1634, designed and engraved 
by Claude Mellan, shows flaming 
tongues softly falling around the fig­
ure of New Testament Amor Dei, 
while Old Testament Timor Dei is ac­
companied by thunderbolts (fig. 6). 
And in the frontispiece to the 1652 
sermon, designed by Giacinta Brandi 
and engraved by Joseph Greuter, a 
gentle rain of tongues of fire falls left 
and right, while the light emanating 
from the dove of the holy spirit is 
concentrated by lenses into lethal 
beams that explode both the heathen 's 



idol and the heretic's book (fig. 7). 
These annual Pentecost orations 
hold the key to unlocking the im­
agery of Borromini 's spire. Every fea­
ture of the design is prefigured in 
them. For the crown of triple flames 
atop the spiral, for example, we need 
only turn to the sermon delivered in 
1630, entitled Ignea corona, or The 
Fiery Crown. On the title page, de­
signed by Jacques Stella and en­
graved by Charles Audran , the 
tongues of fire come together to form 
a crown of tripartite flames, fanned 
by a divine wind (fig. 8). The text de­
velops the image: "This crown of fire 
[ .. .] ravishes our eyes, that we may 
contemplate it, and our souls, that 
we may venerate it ; in these crown­
like heavenly flames let us recognize 
the extraordinary victories that fire 
has customarily brought, whether in 
the field of Nature or in the theater 
of Art" .11 

Other orations contain equally evoca­
tive passages. But for our purposes, 
the oration of greatest interest, be­
cause it deals explicitly with architec­
tural imagery, is the one recited in the 
papal chapel of the Quirinal Palace 
on Pentecost Sunday, 163 7, that is, 
five years after Borromini was ap­
pointed architect of the Sapienza and 
five years before he began the con­
struction of the church. The student 
orator was Giovanni Francesco Aldo­
brandini. As was nearly always the 
case with student presentations of 
this kind, however, the text was in 
fact written pseudonymously by a J e­
suit professor: the real author was 
Padre Alessandro Gottifredi , who 
taught philosophy and theology at 
the Collegia Romano and was at that 
time rector of the Seminario Ro­
mano.12 The sermon is entitled Turris 
linguis concordibus /abricata, or The 

Tower built with Concordant Tongues, 
and opens with an extended compar­
ison between the tower of Babel and 
the towec of the Church, the one 
which resulted in the division of 
mankind through the introduction of 
languages, the other which resulted 
in the union of mankind through the 
harmony of tongues speaking a single 
Christian truth. 13 Divine Love sends 
tongues of flame to inspire the 
builders, that they may erect the tow­
er of the Church in the' image of a 
flame, which rises to the sky "like a 
shining pyramid, or like a blazing 
tower" .14 The orator then elaborates, 
painting a picture in words of the 
tower of the Church, piling image on 
top of image, conceit on top of con­
ceit. The tower of the Church is not 
only the New Testament answer to 
Babel, it is "the house that Wisdom 
built for herself", and where she sets 
her table; the orator here cites pre­
cisely the same passage from the 
book of Proverbs that Borromini 
planned to inscribe over the door and 
over the altar of the church.l5 It is al­
so "a new and greater lighthouse, 
from which ardent tongues, like vo­
cal, eloquent torches, shine out, so 
that men navigating the billowing sea 
of life can guide themselves through 
the darkness by means of this double 
illumination of fire and voice towards 
the port of Heaven " .16 And it is also a 
crown: for if the ancients falsely wor­
shiped Magna Mater, a goddess 
crowned with .towers, Ecclesia, the 
true mother of all things divine, being 
entirely a tower, is also by implication 
entirely a crown, and thus the more 
august in her majesty.17 

These passages read like a compendi­
um of modern interpretations of Bor­
romini's spiral, for each of the images 
- the tower of Babel, the house of 

3. ]. van Munnickhuysen after G de 
Lairesse, Frontispiece to A. Kircher, Turris 
Babel, Amsterdam 1679. 

4. EJ Dahlberg, Sant'Ivo alta Sapienza, 
1656. Stockholm, Royal Library. 
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5. C. Sas after A. Pomarancio, Title page to 
C. Firenzuola [G.L. Confalonierz; 5. ].1, 
De 5. Spiritus adventu oratio, Rome 1628. 

6. C. M ellan, Frontispiece to E. Berzetti di 
Buronzo [A. Galluccz; 5.].1, De sacra 
Pentecoste oratio, Rome 1634. 

Wisdom, the lighthouse, the crown -
has at one time or another been pro­
posed as a source for Borromini's in­
vention.18 But perhaps even more 
significant than the familiarity of the 
individual images is the fact of find­
ing them combined together in a sin­
gle text. The orator's method of su­
perimposing one metaphor on an­
other exactly parallels Borromini's. 
The architect takes the basic struc­
tural figure of the Babel spiral and 
clothes it in layers of ornament, each 
with its own symbolic reference. He 
designs like an orator, in other 
words, building the tower of the 
Church out of an amalgam of figura­
tive conceits, expressed not in words 
but in architecture. 
If the text of the 1637 P entecost ora­
tion suggests surprising affinities with 
Borromini's architecture, so too does 
its frontispiece (fig. 9) . Designed by 
Gregorio de' Grassi and engraved by 
Michel Natalis, the print is described 
in the dedication to the orator's kins­
man Cardinal Ippolito Aldobrandini: 
"You have seen two towers pictured 
in the frontispiece to this sermon, 
Most Eminent Prince, one destroyed 
by the confusion of languages, the 
other raised heavenward by the 
blessed concord of tonguesr, .19 

In the foreground, under the loving 
gaze of Clemency (whose presence is 
an allusion to the Aldobrandini pope, 
Clement VIII), the workers, with 
tongues of flame hovering above 
their heads, embellish the outer bul­
warks of the tower of the Church, 
which like David's tower is encircled 
with bastions and hung about with 
the armor and shields of great men.20 

In the background, on the right, is 
the tower of Babel, it too under con­
struction but about to be cast down 
by the angel of God descending with 

a thunderbolt (fig. 10). Although the 
building is sketchily rendered and cut 
in half by the edge of the page, its 
similarity to the church of the Sapien­
za is inescapable. A centralized edi­
fice , its vault partially enclosed with­
in a Lombard drum, it is topped by a 
disproportionately large lantern with 
a large central window, and crowned 
with a spire presumably meant to be 
a spiral, although its exact form is 
hard to make out. Of course it is not 
Sant'Ivo; but it is more like Sant'Ivo, 
in elevation and profile, than any ear­
lier building, real or imagined, that 
comes to mind. And the resemblance 
is even more striking when we con­
sider an extraordinary sheet in the 
collection of the Gabinetto Nazio­
nale dei Disegni e delle Stampe in 
Rome, which is made up of the fron­
tispiece and a counterproof of the 
frontispiece, the two carefully aligned 
and glued together to form a single, 
symmetrical image (fig. 11).21 Why 
anyone would have gone to the trou­
ble of producing such a sheet is hard 
to imagine, unless it was for the pur­
pose of revealing what the building in 
the background would look like, if it 
were whole. The sheet presumably 
dates from 163 7 , the year the plate 
was cut, or soon after; and if nothing 
else it shows us how Romans visual­
ized the tower of Babel at the time 
Borromini began work on his church. 
In the past, only the spiral of Sant'I­
vo has been considered in relation to 
the tower of Babel. Now we can see 
that the building is Babel-like from 
top to bottom, and that the represen­
tation of Babel it most closely resem­
bles is the one most recently and 
most widely circulated in Rome at the 
time of its construction (figg. 12-13). 
It may seem improbable that a small 
detail in an artistically modest en-



7. J. Greuter after G. Brandz; Frontispiece 
to G. Pellz; Congeminatio, seu percussus 
/lammarum in adventu S. Spiritus 
emicantium oratio, Rome 1652. 

graving can have influenced one of 
Borromini's most original and splen­
did inventions. And yet, when we 
consider the frontispiece in connec­
tion with the oration it accompanies, 
with its evocative description of the 
mystical tower of the Church, and its 
references to Wisdom, Babel, the 
lighthouse, the crown, and the 
tongues of flame, the similarities 
seem too numerous to be coinciden­
tal. Either the sermon directly in­
formed the program of Borromini's 
spire, or it comes closer to it in con­
tent and spirit than any text of its 
time. At the very least, they are prod­
ucts of the same academic culture 

8. C. A udran after ]. Stella, Title page to 
G. Tolomei [A. Galluccz; 5.].1, Ignea corona, 
sive deS. Spiritus adventu oralio, Rome 
1630. 

and have in common not only their 
imagery, but a rhetorical mode of ex­
pression -learned, allusive, and con­
ceitful - rooted in the classrooms of 
the colleges and schools of baroque 
Rome. 

Pentecost at the Sapienza 
It is not difficult to imagine how Bor­
romini might have become acquaint­
ed with the 1637 and other Pentecost 
orations . As already noted, members 
of the college of consistorial advo­
cates, the body that administered the 
Sapienza, regularly attended the pa­
pal mass on Pentecost, as they did 
other occasions of the kind. In partie-

A DV.ENTV 
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ular, Carlo Cartari, dean of the col­
lege from 1647 , almost never missed 
the event unless out of town or oth­
erwise unavoidably engaged.22 In his 
diary, which he began in 1642, he 
gives yearly descriptions of the Pente­
cost mass, usually including at least a 
passing reference to the sermon and 
always listing the consistorial advo­
cates present.23 Cartari was an avid 
collector of academic broadsides, 
pamphlets, and other ephemera; 
nothing could be more likely than 
that he gathered together and saved 
the published sermons that he and 
his colleagues attended. Cartari was 
Borromini's closest contact and con- 263 



sultant at the Sapienza. It was he who 
oversaw the construction work, kept 
track of the financing, and, from 
1647, chaired the meetings at which 
the architect's plans were discussed. 
He was there when Borromini laid 
the foundations of the church in 
1643 and of the library in 1659, and 
he saw both buildings through to 
completion. Moreover, Cartari seems 
to have had a fondness, not at all un­
usual for his time, for what might be 
called representational architecture, 
that is, architecture permeated with 
symbolic reference. Borromini may 
not have had the Barberini bee in 
mind when he designed the ground 
plan of Sant'Ivo, but it occurred to 
him shortly afterwards and Cartari 
was the first to embrace the idea; on 
the very day the foundations were be­
gun, he wrote in his diary: "Delinea­
mentum est in modum Apis" .24 One 
could speculate that it was Cartari, 
too, who in 1664-1665 suggested to 
Borromini the rebus-like relief over 
the south portal of the Sapienza. 
There, a winged laurel wreath 
flanked by the symbols of Justice and 
Prudence signifies, as Joseph Con­
nors has pointed out, the laurea in ju­
risprudence awaiting those who pass 
within.25 The conceit is reminiscent 
of Cartari's own inaugural address, 
delivered in 1642 upon his appoint­
ment to the college of consistorial ad­
vocates , in which he took as his 
theme "the ever-green laurel as a 
symbol of Jurisprudence" .26 

Given what we know about him, it 
would not be surprising if Cartari · 
were the one who brought the Pente­
cost orations to Borromini's atten­
tion. But there is no need to posit 
such a specific scenario. The annual 
Pentecost orations are bound to have 

264 been read with lively interest by many 

at the Sapienza. They were student 
productions, after all. The students 
who delivered them were from the 
Seminario Romano and not from the 
Sapienza, it is true, but there were 
close ties between these two schools. 
Students from the Seminario often 
took courses at the Sapienza, and 
many of them enrolled there upon 
leaving the Seminario. One need on­
ly consider that it was a Seminarian 
who delivered the annual sermon on 
the feast of St. Ives, the patron saint 
of lawyers and, eventually, the titular 
saint of Borromini's church, to un­
derstand how interconnected the two 
institutions were.27 
Moreover, just as at the Seminario, so 
too at the Sapienza, every year a 
speaker was chosen to compose and 
recite a sacred oration on Pente­
cost.28 Naturally, the university 
speakers were keenly interested in 
the orations coming out of the Semi­
nario. Indeed, on at least one occa­
sion, the person selected to give the 
Pentecost oration at the Sapienza was 
himself a former student at the Semi­
nario, who had delivered the sermon 
on Pentecost in the papal chapel 
some six years earlier.29 The Sapienza 
orations were in-house affairs and the 
texts were not usually published, 
with the result that most of them 
have not come down to us; but a 
small selection of about a dozen of 
them were collected and published in 
a volume issued in 1673 by Carlo 
Cartari's son Antonio Stefano.30 One 
of these is the oration delivered at the 
Sapienza on the Thursday before 
Pentecost, 1643 , by Giovanni Lucido 
Palombara. 
The orator takes as his familiar theme 
the tongues of flame that descended 
on the apostles and endowed them 
with the ability to speak in languages. 

Like Aldobrandini six years earlier, 
Palombara then conjures up the im­
age of the tower of Babel: "And if 
one sole language, divided into many 
by discord, destroyed in the Babylon­
ian Tower the temerarious enterprise, 
vain presumption, and insane pride 
of the giants, today's languages, for 
all that there are thousands and thou­
sands of them, [ ... ] will raise to the 
stars the incomparable Tower of the 
Holy Church. [ ... ] In the construc­
tion of the Babylonian Tower, the 
multiplicity of tongues confused the 
design; but here the concordant vari­
ety perfects the architecture" .31 

The last phrase is particularly sugges­
tive. It is almost as though the orator 
knew exactly what Borromini was 
planning to build, and was pointing, 
even as he spoke these words, to­
wards the construction site at the far 
end of the courtyard. In the audience 
was Carlo Cartari;32 and one may well 
wonder whether Borromini was 
there, too. Four days later, on June 1, 
164 3, the architect began work on 
the walls of his church.33 
Palombara's oration is in places so 
close to Aldobrandini's that there can 
be little doubt that he had the 1637 
printed text in front of him as he 
wrote. Where Aldobrandini opens 
with: "Divinus Architectus, qui 
Mundum nihilo pro materia, lingua & 
voces pro operarijs utens fabricavit.. ." 
(p. 7), Palombara echoes: "Cava il Di­
vino Architetto dal mero, e semplicis­
simo nulla questa sl vaga mole del 
Mondo, della quale sicome materia 
n 'e la privatione, e forma la bellezza, 
cosi 1' operante, & il fabro e la lingua: 
opera questa con le voce, e con le pa­
role ... " (p. 229). And where Aldo­
brandini states: "Neque sane in turris 
fabrica discordare potuerunt linguae, 
quae non modo corda plurima fecere 



9. M. Natalis after G. de' Grassz; 
Frontispiece to G.F A ldobrandini 
[A. Gottz/redz; 5.].1, Turrzs linguzs 
concordibus fabricata, sive de 5. Spiritus 
adventu oratio, R ome 1637. 

concordia, sed ex omnium cordibus 
cor unum, & animam unam quo­
dammodo fabricarunt" (p . 8), Palom­
bara responds with : " .. . queste 
[lingue] d' oggi, tutto che mille, e 
mille, se trovaran queJ cor unum & 
anima una, per la unione degl'amori 
concordemente moltiplicate, in­
alzaranno alle stelle l'incontrastabil 
Torre di Chiesa Santa" (p. 230) . 
It is significant that Palombara was 
taking Aldobrandini's oration as his 
model in precisely the year that Bor­
romini was beginning the construc­
tion of his church. It proves that the 

10. Detail of fig. 9. 

ideas and images embodied in Aldo­
brandini's text were in the air, and 
under close scrutiny at the Sapienza 
itself, at a crucial moment in the cre­
ative genesis of Sant 'Ivo. 

The polyglot culture of Roman 
academe 
Language, the link between Babel 
and Pentecost, was an essential part 
not only of the curriculum but of the 
cultural identity of Roman education­
al institutions such as the Collegio 
Romano, the Seminario Romano, and 
the Sapienza. There were many rea-

sons for this. As Palombara explains 
in his 1643 oration, "just as the Holy 
Church must be the Mother of all na­
tions, so too she must speak in all of 
their tongues" . 34 Post-Tridentine 
Rome was the capital of a global 
Church, and modern languages were 
a vital asset both to those involved in 
governing and administering the 
Church from its center and to those 
who undertook missionary work 
abroad. The student body was in any 
case a remarkably international and 
multilingual one, with young men 
from all over the Catholic world com- 265 



266 

11. M. Natalis after G. de' Grassi, 
Frontispiece to G.F Aldobrandini 
[A Gottz/redz; S.].J, Tums linguis 
concordibus /abricata, sive deS. Spiritus 
adventu oralio, Rome 1637, with 
counterproof Rome, Gabinetto Nazionale 
dei Dzsegni e delle Stampe. 

12. Detail offig. 11. 

13. D. Barriere, Sant'Ivo alla Sapienza, 
detail, in Opera del Caval Francesco 
Boromino, Rome .1720. 



ing to Rome for their studies. In addi­
tion, the traditional curricular empha­
sis on philological and Biblical studies 
required the teaching of classical and 
ancient Near Eastern languages. One 
could also point to the scientific trend 
to systematize and to classify that af­
fected the study of languages and lin­
guistics, as it did other branches of 
knowledge, around that time. Schol­
ars like Athanasius Kircher at the Col­
legio Romano sought to catalogue 
and correlate all the languages of the 
world. Kircher's fascination with the 
subject found expression in his fa­
mous museum, which included "Chi­
nese scrolls, Egyptian hieroglyphs, 
Etruscan tablets, and fragments of 
other ancient and modern scripts", 
along with his area glottotactica, or 
"linguistic chest", a device designed, 
it seems, to establish correspondences 
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between languages. 35 His various lin­
guistic projects culminated in his last 
book, Tum·s Babel, in which he traces 
the history of human speech from the 
original Adamic language through the 
275 different languages that emerged 
after Babel and down to their modern 
derivatives (fig. 3 ).36 
How did this preoccupation with lan­
guage manifest itself publicly? At the 
Collegio Romano, visiting dignitaries 
were greeted with virtuoso displays 
of linguistic ability, with students 
reciting epigrams and panegyrics in 
as many as thirty or even forty differ­
ent languages. 37 Such exhibitions 
were customary at the Sapienza, too, 
not least at Pentecost. In 1643 , for 
example, after Palombara had deliv­
ered his oration: "In addition, a se­
lection of compositions in praise of 
the Holy Spirit were recited in vari-

ous languages, including Hebrew, 
Arabic, Syriac, Chaldean, Magarica, 
Isrlon itica, Egyptian, Ruthenian, 
Slavic, Polish, Lithuanian, Armenian, 
Turkish, Greek, French , Spanish, 
Portugese, and Oscan" .38 
On occasions like these, the Sapienza 
became a Babel of languages, but a 
Babel converted, its halls resounding 
with a Christian message. Sant'Ivo 
was built in part to house academic 
assemblies and ceremonies of this 
kind, and when faculty and students 
convened beneath its spiral tower to 
praise God in a multitude of lan­
guages, the architecture must have 
resonated with particular symbolic 
force and theatricality. 

Conclusion 
Pentecost is , of course, as much 
about eloquence as is it about lan- 2 
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guage per se. Touched by the holy 
spirit, the apostles received the abili­
ty not only to speak, but to speak 
well: to debate, to persuade, to in­
spire, and to convert. The tongues of 
fire brought them understanding and 
authority, and in so doing trans­
formed them from disciples to 
priests, from followers to leaders . 
The Pentecost orations abound with 
references to eloquence and erudi­
tion, and thereby illustrate the special 
relevance that the feast had for acad­
emic institutions such as the Sapien­
za, devoted to educating young men, 
training them in rhetoric, and prepar­
ing them to take on leadership roles 
in the world.39 It is this, above all, 
that makes Pentecost so fitting a 
theme for a university church. 
No one possessed the qualifications 
of eloquence and erudition to a 
greater degree than the titular saint of 
Borromini's church , the Breton 
lawyer Ives. St. Ives died on May 19, 
1303, one week before Pentecost.40 
Pentecost is, however, a movable 
feast, and so occasionally it coincides 
with the saint's feast day. In the sev­
enteenth century, Pentecost fell on 
May 19 four times, in 1619, 1630, 
1641, and 1652, the year in which the 
spiral was built.41 If Borromini's ad­
visers already had in mind at that 
point to dedicate the church in honor 
of St. Ives, then the saint's periodic 
association with Pentecost might well 
be an additional factor in the decision 
to incorporate Pentecostal imagery 
into the design. We need to be cau­
tious in how we interpret this cir­
cumstance, however, since it is un­
clear when exactly St. Ives became 
officially connected with the church. 
The dedication was certainly deter­
mined by 1660, when Pietro da Cor­
tona was commissioned to paint the 

altarpiece representing the charitable 
lawyer in action.42 But no source be­
fore 1660 unequivocally links St. Ives 
with the church of the Sapienza.43 
Given the Sapienza's status as a law 
school and the fact that St. Ives is the 
patron saint of lawyers, it is certainly 
possible that Borromini's advisers 
planned on the dedication from the 
start. But it is also possible that the 
saint came to be connected with the 
church as an afterthought and that 
his occasional association with Pente­
cost is nothing more than a happy co­
incidence. 
Before and even after 1660, Sant'Ivo 

· was most commonly referred to sim­
ply as the church or chapel of the 
Sapienza. Sapienza - Wisdom - is the 
gift of the holy spirit, and the princi­
pal feast associated with the holy 
spirit is Pentecost. The link between 
Wisdom and Pentecost is at the root 
of Borromini's invention. The spiral 
of Sant'Ivo is a Pentecostal tower, 
which reaches up to heaven and 
draws down the holy spirit that it 
may fill the students of the Studium 
Urbis, as it did the disciples of Christ, 
with its fiery gift. 
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