
  
Santa Maria in Augusta 

 

Santa Maria Portae Paradisi, also known as Santa Maria in Augusta, is a 16th century former 
hospital church in the rione Campo Marzio. The dedication is to the Blessed Virgin Mary, under an 
unusual title of  "Gate of  Paradise" (Porta Coeli or "Gate of  Heaven" is the more usual version).  [1]   

History  

The remote origins of  the church are surprisingly obscure. One of  two mediaeval churches 
mentioned in the original documentary sources, Santa Maria in Augusta and San Giorgio in Augusta, 
could have occupied the site. However, nothing can now be proved and the title in Augusta should 
not be used for this church.    [1] 

The source of  the name has also been the subject of  some guesswork, with the alternative theories 
being that the chapel was the "Gate to Paradise" for those dying in the adjacent hospital, or that the 
name came from the paradeis or garden enclosure of  the nearby Mausoleum of  Augustus (hence in 
Augusta).   [1] 

Archispedale di San Giacomo 
Two events mark the actual foundation of  this church. The first was the laying out of  the Via di 
Ripetta by Pope Leo X, which was finished in 1519. The second was a massive rebuilding project 
undertaken by the Archispedale di San Giacomo dei Poveri Incurabili, which had been given a 
charter by the same pope in 1515 and which specialized in the care of  people of  both sexes with 
incurable syphilis.  [1]  [2] 



The first state of  the rebuilding project began in 1519, and was completed in 1523, documented by 
the epigraph still visible on the façade. Construction was directed by the architect Giorgio da Coltre 
to the designs of  Antonio da Sangallo the Younger and Baldassarre Peruzzi. The benefactor, with 
the bequest of  1000 gold ducats, was the Spanish prelate Antonio de Burgos (who died in 1523), 
with the provision of  a funerary chapel. Progress on the scheme continued from 1537, and was 
finally completed in 1579.   [1]  [2] 

17th century restoration 
From 1644 to 1654 the church was renovated, except for the façade, following the legacy of  the 
Caccia family, leaving it in the state that it is in now. The architect of  the edifice was Angelo 
Torrone, with the interior fittings being the responsibility of  Giovanni Antonio De' Rossi. The 
restoration involved scooping out the interior of  the previous rectangular church and inserting the 
present round one. A campanile was provided, but was demolished in 1727 and not replaced.   [1]  [2] 

Modern times 
The church functioned as the internal house chapel of  the hospital until the 19th century. In 1824 
the hospital church of  San Giacomo became a parish church, so Santa Maria Porta Paradisi became 
the hospital church instead.    [1] 

In 1843, the hospital was given into the administration of  the Brothers Hospitallers of  St John of  
God, who remained in charge until the institution was taken over by the State after 1870. It was 
almost entirely rebuilt after the Hospitallers' takeover, the architect being Pietro Camporese. 
However, the church here was left alone.   [1] 

The hospital was taken over by the State after 1870, and was modernized in 1953. However, the 
buildings were completely unsuited to modern medical practice and so departments began to be 
transferred elsewhere in the late 20th century. The church was neglected meanwhile, but received a 
thorough restoration in 2000.   [1] 

By 2011, the hospital had declined to an outpatients' clinic, and in that year was finally closed. The 
access to the church from the hospital buildings was blocked, leaving the church to be used by the 
parish of  San Giacomo as a dependent chapel.   [1] 

Exterior 

The church occupies a corner site at the end of  a long hospital range, at the junction between the 
Via di Ripetta and Via Antonio Canova. The site is an irregular quadrilateral, with an acute angle at 
the junction, so the façade is set at an angle to the main church edifice.   [1] 

The latter has a circular plan, with four apses at the cardinal points. These comprise the entrance 
lobby, two side chapels and the sanctuary. The corners of  the site are occupied by three side rooms, 
but the top left corner contains the former access from the hospital which is now closed off.   [1] 

The fabric is in pink brick, with architectural details in travertine limestone. The main body has a 
roof  now sealed with composite, in the middle of  which is a brick lantern with eight narrow 
rectangular windows and a hemispherical lead cupola. The entrance block is architecturally separate, 
and has priest's accommodation over the entrance lobby under a separate, higher pitched and tiled 
roof.   [1] 

Façade 
The façade of  the small church, designed by Sangallo the Younger, is an example of  Renaissance 
architecture. The simply designed façade is in naked brick, and has two storeys. It was originally 
rendered, but the plaster covering the brickwork seems to have been removed in the 18th century.   
[1] [2] 

The first storey has four Composite pilasters on high plinths, supporting an entablature with a 
projecting cornice having modillions. The entrance is recessed within a large archway with a brick 
archivolt set on Doric imposts.   [1] 



The second storey, which is the frontage of  the priest's apartment, is on an attic set on the 
entablature. This has a little square window in its centre, and plinths for four blind pilasters which 
support a second entablature. This has an architrave and cornice, but no frieze. A little triangular 
pediment is over the inner pair of  pilasters, and five wine-bottle finials (bulbous, with long necks) 
decorate the roofline. There is a large central rectangular window in this storey, and a stone string 
course separates the attic and the main part of  the second storey.   [1] 

The single entrance has a molded doorcase, recessed from the façade and closed by an iron gate. 
Over the entrance is an inscription which reads:   [1] 

Eccl[esia] S[anctae] M[ariae] Portae Paradisi et Liberatricis Pestilentiae, Anno Domini MDXXIII 
("The church of  Holy Mary the Gate of  Paradise and Liberator from plague, AD 1523").  

Over the epigraph is a floating cornice, and on this is a marble statuette of  the Madonna and Child by 
Andrea Sansovino. Behind the statue is a lunette window within a stone archivolt decorated with 
panels in curlicues and egg-and-dart.   [1] 

On the right side from the entrance there is an inconspicuous alms box decorated with a relief. The 
simple drawing shows a praying man, seated in a wheelchair. The inscription found below the 
drawing informs us, that donations are for those suffering from incurable diseases.  [3] 

Plan 



Interior 

The pretty, charming and intimate interior is octagonal beneath the dome. There are two side 
chapels, and a sanctuary apse. The diagonals of  the octagon have four doors, three of  which lead 
into side rooms or sacristies and the fourth (top left) used to exit to the hospital.    [1] 

Each corner of  the octagon has an angled ribbed Corinthian pilaster in white, and these support an 
entabature with a scrolled frieze and a cornice with modillions. The dome sits on this. The entrance, 
side chapels, entrance lobby and side exits are all within archways with molded archivolts springing 
from Doric imposts, the keystones touching the entablature.   [1] 

The interior is richly decorated with stuccoes, polychrome marbles, sculptures, three altars and 
frescoes; the entire decoration is the result of  the modernization interventions carried out in course 
of  the seventeenth century.  [2] 

The church is a bit short of  natural light. There is a lunette window in the right hand side chapel, 
another over the entrance (obscured by the organ), and another in the dome.   [1] 

To the left of  the entrance is Rest on the Flight into Egypt (1662) by Lorenzo Greuter.  [41] 

The marble floor was laid in 1725. There is a pretty free-standing holy water receptacle in the form 
of  a red marble basin on a Renaissance-style white veined marble pillar, a Roman work of  the 16th 
century which pre-dates the 17th century re-fitting.    [1] 

Dome  (3) 
The dome is divided into eight sectors, meeting at the lantern oculus which contains the Dove of  the 
Holy Spirit in a glory. Each side of  the entablature has a lunette, and in the angles between these are 
oval tondi from which the molded ribs spring. Sectors, lunettes (except one) and tondi are all 
frescoed, the theme of  the dome being The Assumption of  Our Lady. She is in one of  the sectors, the 
rest being occupied by angels. The lunettes show scenes from the Life of  St James the Great. The work 
is by Pietro Paolo Naldini.  The odd lunette contains a window, as mentioned.   [1] 

Sanctuary  (4 ) 
The sanctuary is on a square plan. The triumphal arch has its impost pilasters clad in what looks like 
red Sicilian jasper, as are a pair of  clustered triplet Doric pilasters flanking the altar. The side walls 
have cantoria or opera-boxes for solo musicians, and over these and the altar are three more arches 
which, together with the triumphal arch, outline the pendentives for a cupola.   [1] 

The cupola has a fresco of  God the Father with the Host of  Heaven by Lorenzo Greuter, who also 
executed the painting on the walls in 1662: The Presentation of  Our Lady (right) and Birth of  the Virgin 
Mary (left). The pediments show the Cardinal Virtues. The archivolts of  the arches have gilded 
stucco decorations.   [1]  [4] 

The altarpiece is a white marble relief  sculpture by Francesco BruneA, 1685. It shows a group of  
angels holding an icon in a frame, which is being venerated by SS Joseph (on the left) and Anthony 
of  Egypt (kneeling). The icon itself  of  the Madonna and Child is a cut-down fragment of  a larger 
work, which looks 15th century.   [1] 

Above is the Dove of  the Holy Spirit in a gilded glory. Togther with God the Father in fresco in the 
cupola and Christ as the reserved Blessed Sacrament in the tabernacle, we have here a representation 
of  the Trinity.   [1] 

Side chapels 
The side chapels are very similarly decorated, with an altar having another white marble sculptural 
altarpiece set in an orange marble frame. The altar frontals are intricate pietra dura work in 
polychrome marble. The right hand altar (6) has Our Lady with St Anne by Lazzaro de' Rossi, who 
was the father of  the architect. The left hand one (5) has Sts, James and John presented to Jesus by their 



mother Mary Salome (1645) by Cosimo Fancelli.   [1]  [3]  [4] 

Side doors 
The four side doors look almost identically designed, and are very unusual since two are also 
funerary monuments. Each has a doorcase in red jasper. Above each of  the two flanking the main 
altar is a sarcophagus in yellow marble, bearing a black marble tablet and set on a white marble bier. 
On the sarcophagus is a prone effigy in white marble. The one on the left is of  Matteo (and his wife 
Dorotea) Caccia, 1645, a doctor of  the hospital who contributed funds to the restoration. His 
monument is by Fancelli, who also executed the putti under the bier.  The one on the right is of  
Antonio de Burgos, 1526, by Baldassarre Peruzzi. He put up a large sum of  money for the original 
rebuilding project of  the hospital, during which the church was first erected.  [1]  [2]  [3] 

The two doorways flanking the entrance are painted so as to match the two just mentioned. At the 
top of  each of  the arches containing the doors is a lunette fresco.   [1] 

Sacristy 
In the sacristy (8) there is currently a canvas by Bernardino Gagliardi with San Giacomo and the sick 
adoring the image of  the Virgin, a work from the church of  San Giacomo.  [2] 

Access and liturgy 
The church is only open for one Mass a week, and that is at 18:30 on Saturdays (anticipated Sunday 
Mass). 

Burials 
 Matteo Caccia and his wife Dorotea (1645) 
 Antonio de Burgos (1526) 

Artists and Architects 
Andrea Sansovino (1467-1529), Italian sculptor and architect of  the High Renaissance 
Angelo Torrone (17th cent), Italian architect 
Antonio da Sangallo the Younger (1484-1546), Italian Renaissance architect from Florence 
Baldassare Tommaso Peruzzi (1481-1536), Italian painter and architect from Siena 
Bernardino Gagliardi (1609-1660), Italian painter of  the Baroque period 
Cosimo Fancelli (c.1620-1688), Italian sculptor of  the Baroque period from Rome 
Francesco Maria Brunetti (17th cent), Italian sculptor 
Giorgio da Coltre (16th cent), Italian architect 
Giovanni Antonio de Rossi (1616-1695), Italian architect of  the Baroque period 
Lazzaro de' Rossi (17th cent), Italian architect 
Lorenzo Greuter (1620-1668), Italian painter 
Pietro Paolo Baldini [or Ubaldini], (17th cent), Italian artist of  the late Baroque period 

Location 
 Addr: Via di Ripetta 63 
 Coord:  41° 54’ 26"N 12° 28’ 34"E 
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