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Spoleto (Umbria), a relic recovered from the church of San Martino in Abeto (Preci) which is currently preserved 
in the archives of the Umbria Region for the preservation of works of art damaged during the recent earthquakes.  
Its manager Tiziana Briganti explained, “In this archive of about 4,000 square metres, we keep and catalogue all 
the works, in total 5,500 from a hundred churches and museums in the area between Norcia, Cascia and Preci”.



Whether real or fake, relics of saints are powerful objects of worship

The sacred “grand tour” of Italy is the itinerary of Christian relics that 
extends from Rome throughout the entire peninsula. 
It touches Padua (St. Francis), passing through Genoa (St. John the Baptist), 
descending to Naples (St. Januarius) all the way down to Catania (St. 
Agatha). 
The relics are a business card of the faith, “transportable sanctity” that 
can be found throughout Italy: in the homes of the faithful, in museums, in 
antique shops, under church altars. 

Praying to the bones of the first Christian martyrs kept in the Roman 
catacombs was a way to worship God; over time, possessing them came to mean 
conquering power and political prestige. 
The “pieces of saints” became talismans with miraculous powers; they could 
be transported easily, stolen from enemies and jealously guarded. 
Their trade has always been forbidden, but the prohibitions are easily 
circumvented: today the relics can only be donated (from religious 
congregations), but they are often stolen or falsified, feeding a rich 
black market (often online) that mixes fraud with good faith.



Rome, the fourth mile of Via Appia Antica, at the circular mausoleum of the imperial age: following the 
“regina viarum”, or Appian Way, pilgrims reached the port of Brindisi and from there proceeded to the Holy 

Land, often returning with relics.



Lucca, Church of San Michele in Foro: the team of paleopathologists led by Professor Gino Fornaciari and 
his son Antonio at work on the remains of San Davino, removed from the casket holding it under the altar. 
Davino was a pilgrim of Armenian origin from the eleventh century; after his pilgrimage to Jerusalem and 
Rome, he stopped in Lucca for about three months on his way to Santiago de Compostela, but died in the Tuscan 
city. His body rapidly acquired presumed healing powers and has since been a subject of great devotion.



Monza, Museum and treasure of the Cathedral of Monza: the precious iron crown. Used for many centuries 
for the proclamation of kings and emperors (Charlemagne, Charles V, Napoleon), tradition has it 
that the metal plate inserted in the crown is one of the nails used for the crucifixion of Christ.



Genoa, on 24 June St. John the Baptist is celebrated as patron saint of the city and protector of sailors, 
with a procession of his relics to the sea. 



Rome, the catacombs of Saint Sebastian. The first cults of relics arose here in the Roman catacombs, which 
for many years were considered real sanctuaries thanks to the presence of martyrs’ relics.



Bareggio (Milan), historical re-enactment of the episode during which St. Martin donated part of his cloak to 
the needy. St. Martin’s cloak has since been preserved as one of the most precious medieval relics, becoming 
part of the collection of Merovingian and then Carolingian kings. The hood, or cappa (hence the term cappella, or 
chapel, where it was preserved) followed the kings in battle, and in times of peace oaths were made to it. 



Turin, Museum of the Holy Shroud; artistic elaboration of the backlit shroud.



Spoleto (Umbria), the scholar Elena Marchionni is working on the preserved body of St. Constantine the Martyr, 
kept in a wooden case and brought here from the church of Sant’Andrea di Norcia. The relic is now kept in the 
archives of the Umbria Region for the preservation of works of art damaged during the recent earthquakes.  Its 
manager Tiziana Briganti explained, “In this archive of about 4,000 square metres, we keep and catalogue all 
the works, in total 5,500 from a hundred churches and museums in the area between Norcia, Cascia and Preci”.



Loreto (Ancona), Basilica of the Holy House, where an important relic is preserved: the remains of the 
presumed Holy House of Nazareth, where Jesus lived.



Rome, the Postulator-General Friar Carlo Calloni brings some relics to the chapel of relics inside the 
general curia of the Capuchin Friars Minor.



Rome, General House of Discalced Carmelites, the hair of Saint Thérèse of the Child Jesus: the reliquiarist 
Antonino Cottone is preparing various reliquaries with ex capillis relics.



Catania, during the feast honouring Saint Agatha in Piazza Pardo: a group of girls waving red carnations, 
the symbol of the saint’s martyrdom. 



Siena, Basilica of San Domenico: St. Catherine’s head is preserved in a chapel of the same name.



Genoa, St. John the Baptist is celebrated on 24 June as patron of the city and protector of sailors, with a procession of 
his relics to sea: here Cardinal Angelo Bagnasco is blessing the sea and sailors with the saint’s relics. 



Rome, General House of the Discalced Carmelites, the reliquiarist Antonino Cottone is preparing various 
reliquaries with ex capillis relics (with hair) of Saint Thérèse of the Child Jesus.



Padua, the faithful photograph the procession with the chin of St. Anthony on 13 June, the day he is honoured.



Rome, Provincial House of the Daughters of Charity: Regina Mundi, the shirt John Paul II wore on 13 May 
1981 when he was attacked. The shirt was preserved by the nurse Anna Stanghellini and kept privately until 

March 2000, when she gave it to the Daughters of Charity in Rome.



San Giovanni Rotondo (Foggia), a group of nuns in the square in front of the new sanctuary of Saint Pio da 
Pietrelcina. 



Venice, St. Mark’s Cathedral, Treasure and Sanctuary of St. Mark: the presumed right hand of St. Mark.



Milan, archive of the Basilica of Sant’Ambrogio: from left, archaeologist Sabine Schrenk, restorer Ulrike 
Reichert and head of the Sant’Ambrogio Archives Miriam Teresa analyse the relic of Sant’Ambrogio’s tunic 

divided into several pieces.
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