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In the Footsteps of An Angel

Giovanni Pietro Bellori, the Inquisition and the
Issue of False Relics in 17th-Century Rome

This paper attempts to examine two separate but linked
traditions in seicento Rome: religious practice and archae-
ology. These come together in the example of the relic of
the footsteps of the Archangel Michael in the church of
S. Maria in Araceoli. Until the 1650s a circular marble
stone of 40 cm in diameter, containing two footprints 12
cm long was worshipped as a holy relic in the church of
S. Maria in Aracoeli in Rome. The footprints were be-
lieved to have been seared into the stone by the Archan-
gel Michael when he alighted on the Castel Sant’Angelo
in 590, appearing to Pope Gregory the Great. This paper
examines the controversial circumstances in which the
stone was recognized as an ancient Roman bas-relief, re-
moved from the church and placed in the collection of
the Capitoline Museums.
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