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Zusammenfassung: In diesem Artikel wird die Geschichte des Grabmals von Loren-
zo Valla (ca. 1407–1457) nachgezeichnet: Der Sarkophag und die Skulptur des liegen-
den Mannes in der Cappella del Crocifi sso der Kirche San Giovanni in Laterano (Rom) 
werden im Allgemeinen als das Grabmal Vallas angesehen. Begründet wird dies vor 
allem mit einer über der Wand angebrachten Inschrift , wonach das Grab Vallas um 
1600 aus dem Querhaus in den Kreuzgang (chiostro) gebracht und 1825 von dort in 
die heutige Kreuzkapelle verlagert worden sei. In diesem Artikel wird dagegen darauf 
verwiesen, dass den ältesten Quellen zufolge das Grab im Umgang der Apsis dieser 
Kirche lag. Schon in den 70er Jahren des 16. Jahrhunderts (wahrscheinlich 1576) ist 
das Grab beseitigt worden, um die Erinnerung an Lorenzo Valla auszulöschen. Denn 
Valla hatte es gewagt, die Authentizität der Konstantinischen Schenkung zu bestrei-
ten. In einem Versuch, Valla zu rehabilitieren, ließ der Abate Francesco Cancellieri 
im Jahr 1825 eine Inschrift , einen Sarkophag und eine Skulptur in der Kreuzkapelle 
anbringen, die er fälschlicherweise als ursprünglichen Ort des Grabes ansah. 1911 
wurde auf Grund einer Radierung von Tobias Fendt ein Fragment der Grabplatte im 
Kreuzgang als Portrait Vallas identifi ziert. Dieses Portrait scheint der einzige Überrest 
des ursprünglichen Grabes Vallas zu sein.

Riassunto: L’articolo traccia la storia del sepolcro di Lorenzo Valla (circa 1407–1457): 
il sarcofago e la scultura dell’uomo sdraiato, collocati nella cappella del Crocifi sso di 
S. Giovanni in Laterano (Roma), vengono di solito considerati il monumento sepol-
crale di Valla. Come prova si adduce soprattutto l’iscrizione messa sopra il muro, se-
condo cui la tomba di Valla venne spostata, intorno al 1600, dal transetto al chiostro, 
per passare nel 1825 all’odierna cappella della Santa Croce. Nel presente contributo 
si ribadisce invece che secondo le fonti più antiche la tomba si trovava nel portico 
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dell’abside di questa chiesa. Già negli anni Settanta del XVI secolo (probabilmente 
nel 1576) la tomba fu rimossa per cancellare ogni memoria a Lorenzo Valla che aveva 
osato di mettere in dubbio l’autenticità della Donazione di Costantino. Nel tentativo di 
riabilitare Valla, l’abate Francesco Cancellieri fece collocare, nel 1825, un’iscrizione, 
un sarcofago e una scultura nella cappella del Crocifi sso, in cui vedeva erroneamente 
il luogo originario della tomba. Nel 1911 un frammento della lastra tombale nel chio-
stro fu identifi cato, sulla base di un’acquaforte di Tobias Fendt, quale ritratto di Valla. 
Questo ritratto sembra l’unica traccia rimasta del sepolcro originario di Valla.

On his visit to the Church of St John Lateran in Rome, in the year 2000, Bill Thayer 
came across the memorial monument of the renowned scholar Lorenzo Valla (c. 1407–
1457).¹ On his website, he described this encounter under the heading: „What’s He 
Doing Here?“, and illustrated it with photographs of Valla’s tomb monument, con-
sisting of a statue of the great humanist lying on a „Renaissance interpretation of 
an ancient Roman strigil sarcophagus“ (ill. 1). From the Latin inscription in the wall 
above the monument, Thayer gathered that Valla had originally been buried in the 
Chapel of the Manger, that his body had later been removed but then returned to the 
same chapel in 1825. Puzzled, he added in a note: „Here we have a minor mystery. 
The inscription carefully notes the name of the chapel: the Chapel of the Manger. Yet 
the chapel where I photographed Valla’s tomb in 2000 (…) is the Chapel of the Cruci-
fixion, sometimes called the Chapel of St John. I have been quite unable to find the 
slightest record of it, or indeed any other chapel in the Lateran, being referred to as 
the Chapel of the Manger.“²

Bill Thayer was not the first to be baffled by Lorenzo Valla’s tomb. In around 
1820, the Danish-German historian Barthold Georg Niebuhr (1776–1831) had a similar 
experience. In his posthumously published „Vorträge über römische Alterthümer, an 
der Universität zu Bonn gehalten“, he wrote that Valla was indeed buried in St John 
Lateran, but that his tombstone was lost, just like that of some prominent contem-
poraries: „They were used for paving the streets; it was at my instigation that that of 
Lorenzo Valla was found again.“³

1 For a good overview of information and recent literature on Lorenzo Valla, see the entry by L. W. 
Nauta, Lorenzo Valla, in: The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2013 Edition), ed. E. N. 
Z alta, forthcoming URL: http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2013/entries/lorenzo-valla/.
2 B. Thayer, ‚What’s He Doing Here? or, The Church Moves in Mysterious Ways‘, 2000 (URL: http://
penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Gazetteer/Places/Europe/Italy/Lazio/Roma/Rome/churches/
Lateran/interior/Lorenzo_Valla.html; 19. 4. 2014).
3 B.  G. Niebuhr, Vorträge über römische Alterthümer, an der Universität zu Bonn gehalten, ed. 
M. Isler, Berlin 1858, p. 11: „Er war Kanonikus im Lateran und liegt im Lateran begraben, sein Lei-
chenstein aber war fort, eben so Aloanders, des berühmten Kardinals im sechzehnten Jahrhundert, 
und des Fulvius Ursinus, sie sind zum Pflastern der Straszen gebraucht worden: auf meine Veranlas-
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Some 250 years earlier, the Dutchman Aernout van Buchel (Arnoldus Buchellius) 
had not been able to find the tomb at all. Visiting the grave of the famous scholar 
was one of the aims of his excursion to St John Lateran, on January 1, 1588. He later 
returned to the church to look again, but disappointed he noted: „After I had for a 
long time unsuccessfully looked for the tomb of Valla in the Lateran (of which he was 
a canon), I was told that he was exhumed from his tomb because of his book on the 
forged Donation of Constantine.“⁴

All together, these notes and snippets of information raise numerous questions: 
what happened to the tomb of Lorenzo Valla? Where was it situated originally and 
what did it look like? Why and when was it removed? And one more question to 
increase the confusion: how is it possible that nowadays there is not only a tomb 
monument in the Chapel of the Crucifixion, but also a fragment in the chiostro that is, 
according to the label, a remnant of the original gravestone (ill. 2)?

The first mention of Valla’s tomb dates to almost half a century after his death. Curi-
ously, there are no contemporary letters or documents referring to his death or burial. 
It is only through other references that we can infer that the date of his death was 

sung ist der des Valla wieder aufgefunden worden.“ Niebuhr served as Prussian ambassador to the 
Vatican from 1816 until 1823, when he left Rome for Bonn. If the incident he relates really happened, 
it must have taken place during this period. I am not sure who the „famous Cardinal Aloander“ to 
whom Niebuhr refers is; perhaps he means Gregorius Haloander, whose real name was Gregor Meltzer 
(1501–1531). However, this Haloander was never a cardinal and died in Venice. More likely Niebuhr 
refers to Cardinal Girolamo Aleandro (Latin: Hieronymus Aleander, 1480–1542), but again this cardinal 
was never buried in St  John Lateran. At his own wish, he was temporarily laid to rest in his titular 
 church of S. Crisogono. His tomb was described in 1546 by Paolo Giovio, Elogia veris clarorum virorum 
imaginibus apposita, quae in Musaeo Iovinai Comi spectantur, Venice 1546, p. 62r, and its epitaph quo-
ted in 1550 by Georgius Fabricius, Georgii Fabricii Chemnicensis Roma, Basel 1550, pp. 184  f. (repeated 
in 1592 by Laurentius Scradaeus, Monumentorum Italiae, quae hoc nostro saeculo & a Christianis posi-
ta sunt libri quattuor, Helmstedt 1592, p. 127r). In the eighteenth century, he was reburied in the church 
of S. Niccolò in Motta; see S. Momesso, Un episodio tra Veneto e Friuli: il monumento funebre del car-
dinale Girolamo Aleandro nel duomo di Motta di Livenza, in: L. Dal  Prà/L. Giacomell i/A. Spir i t i 
(ed.), Passaggi a Nord-Est. Gli Stuccatori dei Laghi Lombardi tra Arte, Tecnica e Restauro, Trento 2011, 
pp. 511–519, esp. 515–518 and 522, n. 3. Fulvius Ursinus is, of course, the famous scholar Fulvio Orsini 
(1529–1600), who was indeed buried in St John Lateran, in front of the altar of St Mary Magdalene in 
the old sacristy.
4 Aernout van Buchel, Iter Italicum, ed. R.  A. Lanciani, Rome 1901, p. 114: Cum Vallae diu frus-
tra in Laterano (cuius fuerat canonicus) quaesivissem sepulcrum, mihi dictum fuit, sepulcro erutum 
ob scriptum de falsa donatione Constantini libellum. Van Buchel’s original manuscript is kept in the 
University Library of Utrecht, HS. 798 and can be accessed via the internet page Objects.library.uu.nl 
(URL: http://objects.library.uu.nl/reader/index.php?obj=1874-237685&lan=nl#page//96/18/01/9618014
4680480274627580099799835632090.jpg/mode/1up). The passage quoted is on fol. 59v.
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August 1, 1457.⁵ The first to write about Valla’s grave was Pietro Sabino in his Sylloge 
inscriptionum christianarum urbis Romae anno 1494. From this document, it appears 
that the grave was located in the church of St John Lateran, „near a bronze panel“ 
(prope aeream tabulam), and that it had an epitaph that recorded Valla’s date of death 
as „the year of Our Lord 1457, on the first day of August“ (anno dni. MCCCCLVII die 
primo Augusti).⁶

Again, it took almost half a century before the tomb was mentioned once mo re. 
This time, its epitaph was recorded on the title page of the 1540 edition of Valla’s 
Opera, published by Heinrich Petri in Basel:

Laurentio Vallae harum aedium sacrarum canonico, Alphonsi regis & Po[n]tificis Maximi secre-
tario, Apostolicoque scriptori, qui sua aetate omneis eloquentia superauit, Caterina mater filio 
pientissimo posuit. Vixit annos L. Ob[iit] An[no] Domini M.CCCC.LXV. Calendis Augusti.

(To Lorenzo Valla, canon of this sacred house, secretary to King Alfonso and to the Supreme 
Pontiff, and apostolic scriptor, who during his life exceeded all others in eloquence, to this most 
affectionate son his mother Caterina [set up this monument]. He lived 50 years. He died in the 
year of Our Lord 1465, on the first of August.)

This epitaph corresponds to that recorded by Sabino, except for one crucial detail: 
the date of Valla’s death,⁷ given as 1465 instead of 1457. The cause of or reason for this 
change is not clear, but it has led to a long period of confusion.⁸ Indeed, in his 1550 

5 For a long time, 1465 was considered the year of Valla’s death. The label next to the fragment 
of Valla’s tomb gravestone in the cortile of St John Lateran (ill. 2) still gives this as the year he died. 
Already in 1845, however, C. G. Zumpt , Leben und Verdienste des Laurentius Valla, in: Ad. Schmidt’s 
„Zeitschrift für Geschichtswissenschaft“ 4 (1845), pp. 397–434, esp. 403, cited convincing evidence 
to establish 1457 as the year of his death. See also G. Mancini, Vita di Lorenzo Valla, Florence 1891, 
pp. 4, 323–325, and below, note 8.
6 On Pietro Sabino or Petrus Sabinus (dates unknown), see John F. D’Amico, Renaissance Huma-
nism in Papal Rome. Humanists and Churchmen on the Eve of the Reformation, Baltimore (Md) 1983, 
p. 101, and more recently, D. Gionta, Pietro Sabino e la sua raccolta di iscrizioni, in ead., Epigrafia 
umanistica a Roma, Messina 2005 (Centro interdipartimentale di studi umanistici), pp. 107–187. The 
only complete copy of Pietro Sabino’s collection is preserved in the Biblioteca Marciana in Venice 
(Cod. Lat. x. 195); the Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana in Vatican City has a codex containing Sabino’s 
collection of the Christian inscriptions of Rome (Cod. Ottob., Vat. 2015). Sabino’s compilation has 
been published by I. B. De Rossi , Inscriptiones christianae urbis Romae septimo saeculo antiquio-
res, Rome 1861–1915; Valla’s tomb is mentioned in vol. II, p. 425, no. 55.
7 De Rossi  (see note 6), II, p. 425, no. 55, does not cite the complete inscription, referring simply to 
other publications that give it in full, but regarding the date of Valla’s death he explicitly states that lectio 
Sabini vera est (i.e.: anno dni. MCCCCLVII die primo Augusti). Unfortunately, I have not been able to in-
spect the manuscripts of Sabino personally. V. Forcella, Iscrizioni delle chiese e d’altri edificii di Roma 
dal secolo XI fino ai giorni nostri, Rome 1869–1884, VIII, p. 42, no. 41, gives the wrong date of 1465.
8 See above, note 5. The „explanation“ that Mancini  (see note 5, p. 4) offers for the confusion over 
1457 and 1465 is too obvious to explain anything: „Lo stampatore sbagliò le cifre romane del millesimo 
ponendo l’X in luogo del V ed il V invece di due I (MCCCCLXV per MCCCCLVII).“ As I do not see how a 
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guide to Rome Georgius Fabricius already included Valla’s epitaph with the date of 
1465.⁹ Most probably, he simply copied it from the title page of Valla’s works rather 
than transcribing it from the actual tomb.

A few years before Fabricius, in 1546, Paolo Giovio provided a more extensive 
description of the tomb. In his Elogia veris clarorum virorum imaginibus apposita, he 
wrote that it was carved from marble and contained an effigy and an epitaph: Sepul-
crum caelato ex marmore, cum effigie, ac elogio. Paraphrasing the epitaph, Giovio gives 
Valla’s date of death as ‚the year of Christian salvation 1457, on the first of August (anno 
Christianae salutis. MCCCC.LVII. Calendis Augusti)‘.¹⁰ Immediately after this paraphrase, 
he added an elegiac distich on Valla’s death by Francesco Franchini (Franciscus 
Franchinus Cosentinus, 1500–1559). As Franchini was born when Valla had been dead 
for more than 40 years, his poem cannot possibly have featured on the latter’s tomb. Yet 
Giovio’s inclusion of it, immediately after his paraphrase of Valla’s epitaph, led to the 
confused notion that it belonged to the original text on the gravestone. The result was 
already visible in 1553, in the Cronica di M. Marco Guazzo. Living up to his reputation as 
an imbrattatore di carta („befouler of paper“), Marco Guazzo plagiarized Giovio’s infor-
mation, writing that Valla was buried in a tomb with the following inscription:

Laurens Valla iacet romanae gloria linguae,
Primus enim docuit qua decet arte loqui.¹¹
(Here lies Lorenzo Valla, the glory of the Roman language,
For he was the first to teach the art of speaking it properly.)

Subsequently, Franchini’s distich was included in the compilations of inscriptions by 
Laurentius Scradaeus (Lorenz Schader), of 1592, and Nathan Chytraeus (Nathan Koch-

(capital) X could be mistaken for a V, or a V for II, we should perhaps assume that the Roman nume-
rals were (hand)written in lower-case.
9 Fabricius (see note 3), p. 183.
10 Giovio (see note 3), p. 11r.
11 Marco Guazzo, Cronica di M.  Marco Guazzo. Nel quale ordinatamente contiensi l’essere de gli 
huomini illustri antiqui, & moderni, le cose, & i fatti di eterna memoria degni, occorsi dal principio 
del mondo sino a questi nostri tempi, Venice 1553, p. 287r: „[Lorenzo Valla] morì essendo horomai 
uecchio l’anno mille quatrocento cinquantasette, fu sopolto ne la chiesa di santo Giouanni Laterano 
con tale iscrittione nel sopolcro,

Laurens Valla iacet romanae gloria linguae,
Primus enim docuit qua decet arte loqui.
Fu questo Lorenzo Valla sacerdote ne la chiesa di santo Giouanni Laterano, ui fu sopolto in un 

sopolcro di marmo lauorato di scoltura con la statua sua, & con la soprascritta iscrittione, & cio fu 
fatta da Catarina sua madre da lui amata come honorata madre, & da lei egli come carissimo figliuolo 
amato.“ It was Paolo Giovio who described Marco Guazzo as an imbrattatore di carta; see the entry on 
Marco Guazzo (1480/85–1556) by G. Gir imonti  Greco in the DBI, vol. 60, Rome 2003, pp. 530–534, 
esp. 533, accessible via internet on http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/marco-guazzo.
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hafe), of 1594.¹² In both collections, it either precedes or follows the original epitaph 
without any mention of its author, making it impossible for uninformed readers to 
know that it never appeared on Valla’s tomb. Moreover, both books give the date of 
death incorrectly as 1465.

Next to Giovio’s description of 1546, the most extensive record of Valla’s tomb is 
found in Onofrio Panvinio’s book on the seven main churches of Rome, De praecipuis 
urbis Romae sanctioribusque basilicis, of 1570. Panvinio relates that Valla was buried 
in the ground (in terra), implying that the tomb consisted of a gravestone lying flat on 
the floor. Moreover, he gives a fairly detailed indication of the spot where the tomb 
was situated, in the porticus behind the apse of the church (Initio vero porticus, quae 
est retro absidam in hemicycli speciem), opposite a niche containing an altar dedi-
cated to the Manger (altare Praesipis … in parvo sacello, ante quod in terra sepultus est 
Laurentius Valla).¹³

Great help in visualizing what the tomb looked like is offered by an etching in 
Tobias Fendt’s Monumenta sepulcrorum cum epigraphis ingenio et doctrina excellen-
tium virorum from 1574 (ill. 3).¹⁴ It gives a frontal view of the monument „in Rome, in 
the church of St John Lateran“, showing Lorenzo Valla with his hands crossed over 
his stomach, in a sort of antique niche surrounded by the epitaph. The text of the 
epitaph, however, immediately warns us that the accuracy of Fendt’s etching should 
not be taken for granted. It gives 1465 as the year of Valla’s death, making one suspect 
that Fendt did not transcribe the epitaph on the gravestone, but copied the version 
in the 1540 edition of Valla’s works. Yet the print gives us the most complete (if not 
necessarily totally accurate) impression of what Valla’s tomb looked like.

Further information comes from Jean Jacques Boissard’s Icones, which appeared 
in 1597–1599. It contains biographies and portraits of 50 illustrious men, including 
Lorenzo Valla.¹⁵ As Boissard was living in Rome 40 years earlier, from 1556 to 1559, he 
must have based his description of Valla’s tomb on the notes he made in those years.¹⁶ 
Already by then, the text of the epitaph seems to have been partly damaged or worn, 
as Boissard was unable to read the words Apostolicoque scriptori and rendered them 

12 Scradaeus (see note 3), p. 138v, and Nathan Chytraeus, Variorum in Europa itinerum deliciae, 
Herborn 1594, p. 15.
13 Onofrio Panvinio, De praecipuis urbis Romae sanctioribusque basilicis, quas septem ecclesias 
vulgo vocant liber, Rome 1570, pp. 123  f.
14 Tobias Fendt, Monumenta sepulcrorum cum epigraphis ingenio et doctrina excellentium virorum, 
Breslau 1574, tav. XXVI. On the various editions of Fendt’s Monumenta sepulcrorum, see Y. Ascher, Gio-
vanni Zacchi and the tomb of Bishop Zanetti in Bologna, in: Source 12/4 (1993), pp. 24–29, esp. 28, no. 2.
15 Jean Jacques Boissard, Icones quinquaginta virorum illustrium doctrina & eruditione praestantium 
ad vivum effictae, cum eorum vitis descriptis, Frankfurt am Main 1597–1599, I, pp. 112–115.
16 R. Webb, in „Grove Art Online“ (originally published in 34 vols. as The Dictionary of Art, edited 
by The Dictionary of Art, London and New York: Grove, 1996), URL: http://www.oxfordartonline.com, 
s. v. Boissard, Jean-Jacques.
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as Apostolico------tori. Interestingly, he transcribed the date of Valla’s death correctly: 
Anno Domini M. CCCC. Lvii. Adi primo August.¹⁷

The next mention of Valla’s tomb with new information dates to the eighteenth 
century.¹⁸ In 1723, Giovanni Mario Crescimbeni reported in his description of St John 
Lateran that during renovations ordered by Pope Clement VIII (1592–1605) the tomb 
had been removed from the transept: „it is now lying unobserved in the chiostro of 
the basilica; at its centre, one sees his effigy, and around it were carved the following 
words (…)“. Crescimbeni next quoted the epitaph with the date of death Anno MCCC-
CLXV. Augusti Kalendis, suggesting that even if he did see the tomb, he still based the 
details of his remarks on the etching by Tobias Fendt or on the 1540 edition of Valla’s 
Opera.¹⁹

It took another century for the tomb to be mentioned again.²⁰ In 1821, Carl Bunsen 
supplied some information in his contribution to the „Beschreibung der Stadt Rom“, 
published in several volumes between 1829 and 1842. He reported that the tomb was 
originally situated behind the half-circular apse of the church, but was removed 
by Pope Clement VIII: „we do not learn on what grounds“ (man erfährt nicht, aus 
welchem Grunde). He added that during the removal, the epitaph running around the 
effigy was lost (die rings umherlaufende Inschrift verloren ging). Unfortunately, Bunsen 
did not mention the source of this piece of information. He subsequently related, in 
slightly over-dramatic words, how in 1723 Crescimbeni saw „the stone with the effigy“ 
in the chiostro, „lying under other pieces of rubble“ (Crescimbeni sah den Stein mit 
dem Bilde des Mannes im Klosterhofe unter anderen Trümmern liegen). He added 
that nowadays, in 1821, „it still stands in the chiostro, leaning at an angle against an 
antique altar“ (er steht aber noch heutiges Tages (1821) an einen antiken Altar schräg 
angelehnt im Klosterhofe), and expressed the hope that the learned Francesco Cancel-

17 Boissard (see note 15), I, p. 115. Boissard’s wording of the date of Valla’s death corresponds to that 
of Sabino (see above, note 7). Some details of the spelling differ, as a consequence of the generalized 
use of abbreviations in copying texts and inscriptions in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. This 
makes it impossible to reconstruct exactly how the words and dates of Valla’s epitaph were spelled.
18 The remark by Pompilio Totti in his Ritratto di Roma Moderna, Rome 1638, p. 451, is too general 
to be useful in the present context: „Qui [sc. in St John Lateran] sono sepolti il Valla, e’l Garimberti 
huomini dottissimi.“ Il Garimberti is Girolamo Garimberti (1506–1575).
19 Giovanni Mario Crescimbeni/Alessandro Baldeschi, Stato della SS. chiesa papale Lateranense 
nell’anno MDCCXXIII, Rome 1723, pp. 141  f.: „… la memoria Sepolcrale in marmo del famoso Lorenzo 
Valla, anch’esso Canonico Lateranense, tolta dal pavimento della Nave traversa, ove stava, allorchè 
Clemente VIII. rifecelo tutto di marmi, e pietre varie simmetricamente ordinate, ed ora giacente inos-
servata nel Chiostro della Basilica: in mezzo della quale si vede la sua effigie; e intorno vi erano 
intagliate le seguenti parole …“
20 Very interesting are the observations in Gerardus Outhof, Levensbeschryving van beroemde en 
geleerde mannen, met heedendaagsche sterfgevallen en andere nieuwigheden, twede (sic) stuk no. 
VI, Amsterdam 1730, pp. 590–595. Even though the author does not seem to have been to Rome, his 
remarks are important. See also below, note 66.



 De Sepulcro Laurentii Vallae   101

QFIAB 94 (2014)

lieri would soon move the tomb to a chapel in the transept of the church, and provide 
it with a new inscription.²¹ In a supplementary remark of 1837, Bunsen quoted the new 
commemorative inscription (with the correct date of death of 1457), explaining that in 
the meantime Cancellieri had died.²²

Francesco Cancellieri passed away in 1826. He was a learned historian, arche-
ologist and philologist who maintained a wide correspondence and belonged to 
the same group of scholars as Carl Bunsen and Barthold Georg Niebuhr.²³ In 1825, 
one year before his death, he erected the following inscription in the chapel on the 
western side of the right transept of St John Lateran, now called the Chapel of the 
Crucifixion (ill. 4):

21 C. Bunsen/E. Gerhard/E. Platner/W. Röstel l , mit Beiträgen von B. G. Niebuhr [et al.], Be-
schreibung der Stadt Rom, Stuttgart 1829–1842, p. 536: „In diesem Gange lag auch die Zierde der 
Philologen des funfzehnten Jahrhunderts, der geistreichen Laurentius Valla († 1465) begraben; bei 
dem Bau von Clemens VIII wurde der Grabstein – man erfährt nicht, aus welchem Grunde – wegge-
nommen, wobei die rings umherlaufende Inschrift verloren ging; Crescimbeni sah den Stein mit dem 
Bilde des Mannes im Klosterhofe unter anderen Trümmern liegen und äussert die Hoffnung, ihn bald 
wieder an dem Orte, welchen er vorher zierte, aufgestellt zu sehen; er steht aber noch heutiges Tages 
(1821) an einen antiken Altar schräg angelehnt im Klosterhofe. (Wir freuen uns, jetzt hinzufügen zu 
können, dass seitdem der gelehrte Cancellieri sich dieses kostbaren Denkmals erbarmt und dem Lei-
chensteine des grossen Philologen in der Cappelle des Kreuzschiffes der Orgel auf seine Kosten einen 
Ehrenplatz verschaft, und das Denkmal mit einer beide ehrende Inschrift erläuert hat.)“
22 Bunsen etc. (see note 21), pp. 684  f.: „Das Grabgedicht, welches der seitdem nun auch dahin ge-
gangene Cancellieri, der Zierde Piacenza’s, dem unsterblichen Laurentius Valla (dessen Todesjahr irr-
thümlich im September 1465 angegeben ist, statt 1457) gewidmet hat, verdient hier angeführt zu werden:

Francisci Hieronymi Cancellieri Hexastichon.
 SALVE REX LINGUAE LAURENTI VALLA LATINAE,
  CULTOR IN HAC IPSA JAM TUUS AEDE JACET
 VIRGINIS IN CELLA SUPERAS QUAE TRAXIT AD ARCES
  BISSENO SACRAS SIDERE CINCTA COMAS
 DONEC TECUM UNA POSTREMA LUCE RESURGENS
  FELIX CAELESTES POSSIT ADIRE DOMOS.“
The inscription is also mentioned by Forcella  (see note 7) VIII, p. 100, no. 278. The ‚devotee of 

Valla‘ referred to in the second line (cultor tuus) is, of course, Francesco Cancellieri, who was indeed 
buried in the same church, but not in the same chapel (in hac ipsa … aede / in Virginis cella). Cancellieri 
was buried in the second chapel of the left aisle, the so-called Antonelli Chapel, where he had erected 
a cenotaph to Cardinal Leonardi Antonelli (1730–1811), whom he had devotedly served as secretary. 
The mention and description of the Virgin in the following lines refer to the fifteenth-century painting 
of St Mary on the ceiling of the chapel, included in an eighteenth-century fresco of the Assumption of 
the Virgin with Saints Dominicus and Filippo Neri by Giovanni Odazzi and Lodovico Stern. Even befo-
re 1875, Cancellieri’s tombstone, with an inscription composed by himself, was moved to the chiostro 
(where I was unable to find it), and all that is left in the Antonelli Chapel referring to Cancellieri are 
the words: HEIC FR. CANCELLIERI. See Forcella  (see note 7), VIII, p. 100, nos. 278  f., and the anony-
mous Notizia biografica sull’Abate Francesco Cancellieri, Modena 1828, p. 70, n. 88.
23 On Cancellieri, see most extensively the entry by A.  Petrucci  in the DBI, vol. 17, Rome 1974, 
pp. 736–742, accessible via internet on http://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/francesco-cancellieri.
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LAVRENTIO LVCAE F[ILIO] VALLAE ORTV ROM[ANO] PLACENTIA ORIVNDO /
A NICOLAO V SCRIPTORE [sic]²⁴ APOST[OLICO] A CALLIXTO III SECRETARIO /
ET CANONICO LATERANENSI RENVNCIATO /
QVI VIXIT ANNIS LI PLVS MINVS DECESSIT KALENDAS AVGVSTI ANNO MCDLVII /
AD SERVANDAM SCIENTISSIMI VIRI MEMORIAM A CATHARINA /
DE SCRIBANIS PLACENTINA GENETRICE HVMI EXTRA CELLAM /
PRAESEPIS ERECTAM ET AB ANNO MDC IN CLAVSTRO SERVATAM /
FRANCISCVS CANCELLIERIVS ROM[ANVS] AN[NO] SACRO MDCCCXXV /
INTVS EAMDEM CELLAM HONORIFICE PONENDAM CVRAVIT /
V[IRO] E[MINENTISSIMO] JVLIO M[ARIA] DE SOMALIA CARD[INALI] DECANO 
ARCHIPRESBYTERO /
FRANC[ISCO] MARAZZANO VISCONTIO PRAEP[OSITO] S[ACRI] PALATII VICARIO /
PROCERIBVS PLACENTINIS.
(To Lorenzo Valla, son of Luca, born in Rome, but originally from Piacenza,
Apostolic scribe to Nicholas V, secretary to Callixtus III,
and officially proclaimed canon of the Lateran basilica,
who lived approximately 51 years [and] died on 1 August 1457.
In order to preserve the memory of this most erudite man, [a tomb was] erected by Catarina
Scribani of Piacenza, his mother, in the ground outside the Chapel
of the Manger, and after 1600 [it] was preserved in the chiostro.
Francesco Cancellieri, from Rome, in the Holy Year 1825,
arranged to have [it] placed with honor within the same chapel,
[when] the Most Eminent Giulio Maria della Somaglia, Cardinal Dean Archpriest,
[and] Francesco Marazzano Visconti, Deputy Provost of the Holy See,
prominent men from Piacenza [were in office].)²⁵

This inscription echoes words from the original inscription on Valla’s tomb (partic-
ularly the mention of his mother Catharina or Caterina) and Panvinio’s description 
(especially the reference to the altar of the Manger).²⁶ Strangely, though, it does not 
say what exactly Cancellieri placed in the chapel. It is true that the original inscrip-
tion on Valla’s tomb also did not say what Caterina set up for her son, but the fact 
that the inscription was written on the gravestone made it obvious that it referred 
to the tomb monument. Cancellieri’s inscription, however, is written on a tablet 
plastered on to the wall. The words erectam, servatam and ponendam lack a corre-
sponding (feminine) noun. The most obvious nouns one would expect – sepulcrum 
or monumentum – are neuter, so the implied missing noun must be a feminine word 
like imaginem, statuam, or  – most probably  – effigiem, apparently referring to the 
effigy in the chiostro. Perhaps Cancellieri wanted to specify that he had (re)located 
only this remaining part of Valla’s grave in the chapel, and not the complete monu-

24 This should, of course, be: scriptori.
25 I have based my translation on that on Bill Thayer’s website (see above, note 2). I have corrected 
the wrongly translated canonico lateranensi renunciato („retired canon of the Lateran basilica“) into 
„officially proclaimed canon of the Lateran basilica.“
26 See above, p. 97 and note 13.
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ment.²⁷ Yet the specific wording of the commemorative inscription leaves attentive 
readers wondering what exactly it refers to. In addition, the inscription presents a few 
more noteworthy aspects, for instance the statement that Valla „lived approximately 
51 years and died on August 1, 1457“ (vixit an[nis] LI p[lus] m[inus] decessit Kal[endis] 
Augusti an[no] MCDLVII), reflecting the uncertainty over the dates of Valla’s birth and 
death.²⁸ Particularly remarkable is the information that after 1600 Valla’s monument 
was preserved in the chiostro. How did the author of the inscription know this date so 
exactly? In 1723, as we have seen, Crescimbeni was the first to report that the monu-
ment had been removed, and in 1821 Bunsen repeated this. Both state that it was 
taken away during the papacy of Clement VIII (1592–1605), but neither says that it 
happened after 1600. Another noteworthy aspect of Cancellieri’s inscription is that 
he „arranged to have it placed with honor within the same chapel“ (Franciscus Can-
cellierius romanus anno sacro MDCCCXXV intus eamdem cellam honorifice ponendam 
curavit), implying that the chapel where he had the inscription placed is the same 
chapel outside which Lorenzo Valla was originally buried.²⁹

Despite the questions it raises, Cancellieri’s inscription, together with Bun-
sen’s remarks, leaves no doubt about the fact that around 1820–1825 it was gener-
ally assumed that part of Valla’s tomb had survived and was kept in the chiostro of 
the church. It is thus surprising to learn that Barthold Georg Niebuhr claimed that 
between 1816 and 1823 he had rediscovered Valla’s tombstone and saved it from being 
used to pave the streets, as we read in the introduction to this paper.³⁰ Niebuhr’s story 
sounds odd anyway, for if the tombstone was indeed used to pave the streets, it would 
either have been, literally, a stumbling block because of its relief, or – in order to solve 
that problem – it would have been placed upside down, which makes one wonder how 
Niebuhr could have recognized it. Even stranger is that some years later, he boasted 
that: „It is one of my most pleasing recollections, that I discovered his [Valla’s] tomb-
stone, and induced the chapter of the Lateran to replace it in their church, of which 
he had been a canon.“³¹ All this seems to point to some conflict among the circle of 

27 Crescimbeni (see note 19), whose report was known to Cancellieri, uses the (Italian) word effigie 
to describe the statue.
28 This uncertainty is also evident in the quotes of Bunsen etc. (see above, note 21). See also above, 
note 5 and 8.
29 The inscription’s stress on Valla’s origins in Piacenza (Ortu Rom[anus] Placentia oriundus and 
Catharina de Scribanis Placentina genetrix) may have something to do with the fact that Cancellieri’s 
co-sponsors, mentioned at the end of the text, were both from Piacenza: V[iro] E[minentissimo] Julio 
M[aria] de Somalia Card[inali] Decano Archipresbytero / Franc[isco] Marazzano Viscontio Praep[osito] 
S[acri] palatii vicario / proceribus Placentinis.
30 See above, note 3.
31 In the second edition of the English translation of his lectures: B. G. Niebuhr, Lectures on the 
History of Rome, from the Earliest Times to the Fall of the Western Empire, vol. III, ed. by L. Schmitz, 
London 1849, p. iii, n. 1 (Introductory Lectures: Lecture I).
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historians and archeologists to which Bunsen, Cancellieri and Niebuhr all belonged, 
over the credit for rehabilitating Valla and his tombstone. It may explain why Niebuhr 
and Cancellieri both claimed a part in returning Valla’s tomb to its original place. Due 
to his great reputation as a scholar (and perhaps because he was Danish-Prussian), 
Niebuhr’s romantic story was adopted without question by such prominent historians 
(and compatriots) as Georg Voigt and Ludwig von Pastor. In the second edition of his 
„Wiederbelebung des classischen Alterthums oder das erste Jahrhundert des Huma-
nismus“ of 1880–1881, Voigt stated that: „It was Niebuhr, a Classical scholar and critic 
worthy of the deceased [sc. Valla], who first pointed out that the tomb gravestone was 
disgracefully used for paving the streets and saved it from destruction.“³² Von Pastor 
also swallowed the story whole. In 1886, he wrote in his monumental „Geschichte 
der Päpste seit dem Ausgang des Mittelalters“ that „His [Valla’s] monument in the 
Lateran, [was] rescued from destruction by a great German historian …“³³

Where exactly in the church of St John Lateran was Lorenzo Valla’s tomb monument 
originally situated and what did it look like? The earliest record of the grave, by Pietro 
Sabino in 1494, only mentions its inscription and location „near a bronze panel“ 
(prope aeream tabulam).³⁴ Half a century later, in 1546, Paolo Giovio was barely more 
helpful when he wrote that „it is to be seen on the right side of those who enter“ 
(introëuntibus ad dexteram spectatur).³⁵ Fortunately, in 1570 Onofrio Panvinio offered 
more extensive and specific information. According to him, the tomb was situated in 
the (no longer extant) porticus or gallery that ran behind the half-circular apse of the 
church (porticus, quae est retro absidam in hemicycli speciem; cf. ill. 5).³⁶ Entering this 
porticus from the inner right aisle on the northern side of the church, one would see 
four altars on the left side. The second, standing in a small chapel (in parvo sacello), 
was the altar of the Manger (altare Praesepis). Valla was buried in the floor opposite 

32 G.  Voigt , Die Wiederbelebung des classischen Alterthums oder das erste Jahrhundert des Hu-
manismus. Berlin, 21880–1881, II, p. 92: „Auf den Grabstein, der schändlich als Strassenpflaster ver-
wendet worden, machte erst ein des Todten würdiger Althertumsforscher und Kritiker, Niebuhr, auf-
merksam und rettete ihn von der Vernichtung.“
33 L. von Pastor, Geschichte der Päpste seit dem Ausgang des Mittelalters, vol. 1: Geschichte der 
Päpste im Zeitalter der Renaissance bis zur Wahl Pius’ II. Freiburg in Breisgau 1886, p. 505: „… Valla 
starb schon am 1. August 1457; sein Grabstein im Lateran, den ein großer deutscher Geschichtsfor-
scher vor der Vernichtung rettete, hat bei der neuesten Restauration dieser Kirche wieder seinen Platz 
wechseln müssen.“
34 See above, note 6.
35 See above, note 10.
36 The apse and the porticus were demolished in 1878 to make way for the present apse. For a detailed 
reconstruction of the appearance of the apse and porticus (without mentioning Valla’s tomb), see 
P. C. Claussen, S. Giovanni in Laterano, Stuttgart 2008 (Die Kirchen der Stadt Rom im Mittelalter, 
1050–1300. Bd. 2), pp. 126–128.



 De Sepulcro Laurentii Vallae   105

QFIAB 94 (2014)

this altar (ante quod in terra sepultus Laurentius Valla).³⁷ This indication corresponds 
to Giovio’s brief description: „for those who enter“ the porticus from the inner north-
ern aisle, Valla’s tomb would indeed be seen „on the right side“, opposite the chapel 
with the altar of the Manger on the left side. A drawing by Maarten van Heemskerck 
of c. 1535 gives some idea of what this porticus looked like (ill. 6).³⁸ It shows a view 
from inside the porticus through the transept towards the two northern aisles. Unfor-
tunately, it is too sketchy to conjecture which of the chapels is that with the altar of the 
Manger, or where in the floor Valla’s tomb might be.

The only other indication of the location of Valla’s tomb in the sixteenth century 
comes from Jean Jacques Boissard’s Icones, of 1597–1599. As we have already seen, 
Boissard based his account on observations made 40 years earlier, during his stay 
in Rome from 1556 to 1559.³⁹ According to him, Valla was buried in a tomb „which 
is in front of the entrance to the sacristy“ (quod est ante ostium sacrarii).⁴⁰ Appar-
ently, Boissard’s readers were supposed to understand that he was writing about the 
porticus. That one of the chapels in the porticus did indeed function as a sacristy or 
place where sacred things were kept (sacrarium), is confirmed by Onofrio Panvinio’s 
description. He states that those entering the porticus from the inner northern aisle of 
the church would see four altars on the left side: the second being that of the Manger, 
and the fourth situated „towards the entrance of the new sacristy, in which what is 
left over from the celebration of the sacraments is kept“ (quartum versus Sacrarii novi 
ostium, in quo quae ex sacramentorum reliquiis superfluunt conduntur).⁴¹ It would be 
futile to decide on the basis of these reports whether Valla’s tomb was closer to the 
altar of the Manger or to the altar near the sacristy, especially in a relatively small 
space full of altars, as the porticus must have been. What emerges convincingly from 
the various testimonies, however, is that Valla was buried in the porticus behind the 
apse of St John Lateran, in a tomb in the floor.

By the time Boissard’s Icones were published, Valla’s grave may no longer have 
been on its original place. This can be inferred from the information offered by 
Crescimbeni in 1723. According to him, the tomb monument was „taken away from the 
floor of the transept, where it was standing when Clement VIII remade it [sc. the floor] 
totally of marble and various kinds of stone, arranged symmetrically“ (la memoria 
Sepolcrale … tolta dal pavimento della Nave traversa, ove stava, allorchè Clemente VIII. 
rifecelo tutto di marmi, e pietre varie simmetricamente ordinate).⁴² This would mean 
that Valla’s tomb had been standing in the transept and was removed between 1592 

37 See above, note 13.
38 Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett. See J. Freiberg, The Lateran in 1600. Christian concord in Counter-
Reformation Rome, Cambridge 1995, p. 43, and Claussen (see note 36), p. 146.
39 See above, note 16.
40 Boissard (see note 15), I, p. 114.
41 Panvinio (see note 13), p. 124.
42 See above, note 19.
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and 1605, when the floor was renovated. Unfortunately, no sources offer further infor-
mation, on either when or why the tomb was moved from its original location to the 
transept or when it was taken away from there.

Some 100 years later, in 1821, Carl Bunsen accurately reconstructed the original 
location of Valla’s tomb in the porticus behind the apse, adding that it had been removed 
for unknown reasons during the pontificate of Clement VIII.⁴³ A few years later, in 1825, 
Francesco Cancellieri erected the memorial inscription for Lorenzo Valla in the chapel 
on the western side of the right transept, stating that he had it placed ‚within the same 
chapel‘ as the original tomb monument.⁴⁴ This is strange in light of the fact that the 
printed sources are clear about the place where Valla was buried and Bunsen, more-
over, had correctly reconstructed this location: in the porticus behind the apse.

Hitherto, one very important source has been neglected, because it was not printed 
until many centuries later. It is an extensive description of the building complex of St 
John Lateran, composed by Onofrio Panvinio at around the same time he wrote his 
book on the seven main churches of Rome. The description remained in manuscript 
form until the early twentieth century, when it was finally published as an appendix 
to Philippe Lauer’s book on the Lateran palace.⁴⁵ Panvinio’s manuscript description 
is an extended version of the account of St John Lateran in his book on the seven main 
churches of Rome – or, more probably, the account in the book is an abridged version 
of that in the manuscript. Panvinio’s manuscript report on the porticus and transept 
helps to clarify the confusion over the exact location of Valla’s tomb. In its description 
of the four altars in the porticus and Valla’s tomb opposite the second of these, it does 
not differ from the printed version. Its account of the transept, however, is more exten-
sive and contains the following passage: „In the transept of the church, near the altar of 
the Manger, there is on the left side the altar of St Catherine with a ciborium decorated 
with stucco. Near it, in a tomb made of brick, lay Pomponio Ceci, appointed cardinal 
by Paul III.“⁴⁶ This means that there was a second altar of the Manger in a chapel adja-

43 See above, note 21.
44 See above, note 25.
45 Onofrio Panvinio, De Sacrosancta Basilica, Baptisterio et Patriarchio Lateranensi Libri quatuor, 
in: P. Lauer, Le palais de Latran. Étude historique et arché ologique, Paris 1911, pp. 410–490. There 
are four copies, all in manuscript; see the entry „Panvinio Onophrius“ on the website Associazione 
storico-culturale S.  Agostino (URL: http://www.cassiciaco.it/navigazione/monachesimo/historia_or-
dinis/perini/1026_panvinio.html).
46 Panvinio, De Sacrosancta Basilica (see note 45), p. 438: In transversa Basilicae navi prope Altare 
Praesepis, parte laeva est Altare Sanctae Caterinae cum Ciborio e stucis ornato, prope quod in late-
ritio tumulo iacebat Cardinalis Pomponius Caecius a Paulo III creatus. For the sake of correctness, I 
should explain that this line, in a reduced version, is also included in the condensed description in 
Panvinio’s printed book (see above, note 13), p. 124: In transuersa Basilicae naui prope altare Pra-
esepis, parte leua, est altare Sanctae Catherinae cum ciborio e stuccis ornato. The exact meaning of 
the reduced line, however, only becomes clear when one is familiar with the extended version in the 
manuscript.
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cent to the transept and containing the tomb monument of Cardinal Ceci. Pomponio 
Ceci was made cardinal on June 2, 1542, and died just two months later, on August 4. 
He was buried in his family chapel in St John Lateran, which was indeed dedicated to 
the Manger.⁴⁷ In the 1570s, the chapel was decorated with frescoes and an altarpiece 
appropriately showing the Nativity by Niccolò Martinelli, also known as Niccolò da 
Pesaro or Trom(b)etta.⁴⁸ In the 1880s, when the apse of the church was demolished 
and rebuilt on a larger scale, a large crucifix hanging in the porticus was moved to the 
Ceci chapel, which since then has been known as the Crucifixion chapel.⁴⁹

The fact that there were two altars dedicated to the Manger must have confused 
Crescimbeni in 1723. Wrongly assuming that the altar of the Manger mentioned by 
Panvinio was that in the Ceci chapel, he understandably concluded that if Valla’s 
tomb was situated opposite this altar, it would have stood in the transept.⁵⁰ In 1821, 
Carl Bunsen correctly reconstructed the original location of Valla’s tomb, but added 
to the confusion by adopting Crescimbeni’s assumption that it had been moved to the 
chiostro during the pontificate of Clement VIII. Accordingly, he did not understand 
‚on what grounds‘ it was relocated.⁵¹ Crescimbeni assumed that it was moved because 
a new floor was laid in the transept. Bunsen, however, correctly assumed that the 
tomb was situated in the porticus and therefore did not see the connection with the 
renewal of the floor in the transept.

Only a few years later, in 1825, Francesco Cancellieri made the same mistake as 
Crescimbeni in 1723, confusing the altar of the Manger in the porticus with that in 

47 On Cardinal Ceci (sometimes spelled as Cecci; in Latin: Caecius), see the information on the 
website The Cardinals of the Holy Roman Church, s. v. Cecci (URL: http://www2.fiu.edu/~mirandas/
bios1542.htm#Cecci). See also K. Eubel, Hierarchia catholica Medii et recentioris aevi, sive Summo-
rum Pontificum, S. R. E. Cardinalium, ecclesiarum antistitum series, vol. III, Münster 1923, pp. 28, 63, 
306, and Alphonsus Ciacconius (Chacon), Vitae et Res Gestae Pontificum Romanorum et S. R. E. Cardi-
nalium, vol. III, 1677, kol. 679. The epitaphs of Cardinal Ceci and those of his family members are still 
in situ. They are included in Forcella (see note 7), VIII, p. 31, no. 58  f.
48 Giovanni Baglione, Le vite de’ Pittori scultori et architetti. Dal Pontificato di Gregorio XIII del 
1572. In Fino a’ tempi di Papa Urbano Ottavo nel 1642, Rome 1642, pp.  125  f.: „[Niccolò da Pesaro] 
Fece in s. Giovanni Laterano, prima chiesa dal gran Costantino al culto del Cielo edificata, la prima 
cappella a man dritta nel tempo di Gregorio XIII, ove sopra l’altare è la Natività di N. Signore, Verbo 
humanato, con li Pastori a olio dipinta, assai bella; & intorno alcune storiette in quella maniera del 
Zucchero a fresco ben condotte.“ In 1723, Crescimbeni (see note 19), p. 122, reported: „L’altra [cap-
pella] dalla parte dell’Organo, che apparteneva all’estinta Famiglia Ceci. È ella dedicata alla Nati-
vità del Signore; e il suo Quadro è lavoro di Niccolò da Pesaro. Quello Altare è l’altro privilegiato 
per li Defonti.“ The frescoes were lost in the 1880’s, during the construction of the new apse of the 
church, but the altarpiece survived and is now in one of the sacristies. It is reproduced in color in: 
C. Pietrangeli/M. Andaloro/M. Crussi  (ed.), San Giovanni in Laterano, Florence 1990, p. 182. See 
also: G. Baglione, Le nove chiese di Roma, ed. L. Barroero, Rome 1990, p. 128, n. 65.
49 Claussen (see note 36), p. 246, n. 1090.
50 See above, note 19 and 42.
51 See above, note 21 and 43.
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the Ceci chapel. Consequently, the inscription he put up states that he had the com-
memorative ensemble placed ‚within the same chapel‘ where Valla had originally 
been buried. The text of the inscription contains more that requires explanation. It 
states that Valla’s tomb was preserved in the chiostro since 1600, implying that it was 
moved in that year. Crescimbeni and Bunsen had essentially said the same, affirming 
that the tomb was moved during the pontificate of Clement VIII but without giving a 
specific date. Cancellieri was the first to come up with the exact year of 1600, without 
a clear indication of his source. Most probably, however, this ‚source‘ was more than 
evident. Following Crescimbeni’s erroneous assumption that the tomb stood in the 
transept and had to make way for the new marble floor laid at the wishes of Pope 
Clement VIII, he must have concluded that the date was the same as that recorded 
in the (currently lost) inscription in this new floor, right in front of the Ceci chapel. It 
stated in large lettering who had laid the polychrome marble and when: ‚CLEMENS 
VIII ANNO JUBILAEO MDC‘.⁵²

Having traced the original location of Valla’s tomb, we should now try to reconstruct its 
appearance. As we have seen, Tobias Fendt’s etching in his Monumenta sepulcrorum 
cum epigraphis ingenio et doctrina excellentium virorum from 1574 (ill. 3) gives the most 
complete impression. Yet it is not an entirely truthful rendition. First of all, he copied 
the epitaph after the text of the 1540 edition of Valla’s works, though he must have 
seen the tomb at first hand. Moreover, the etching presents so many similarities with 
Fendt’s other representations of tombstones, that it seems to reveal as much about his 
personal style and way of working as it does about Valla’s gravestone.⁵³ Yet the print 
may be accurate enough to conclude that Valla’s gravestone must have been similar to 
the slightly earlier one on the grave of the painter Fra Angelico († 1455), in the church 
of S. Maria sopra Minerva in Rome, and that of Joannes Schade († 1454) in S. Maria del 
Popolo, also in Rome.⁵⁴ All three gravestones are based on Donatello’s much earlier 

52 Freiberg (see note 38), p. 292. The inscription can be seen in a print by L. Rossini (Scenografia 
degl’interni delle più belle chiese e basiliche antiche di Roma, Rome, 1843, pl. 30), reproduced in 
Freiberg on p. 84.
53 For reproductions of some other tomb monuments engraved by Fendt, see F. W. H. Hollstein, 
German Engravings, Etchings and Woodcuts, ca. 1400–1700, vol. VIII: Dü rr-Friedrich, ed. by K.  G. 
B oon and R.  W. Scheller, Amsterdam 1968, p. 37, and the website Septentrio.blogspot.nl (URL: 
http://septentrio.blogspot.nl/2007/10/manchmal.html).
54 On Fra Angelico’s tomb, see S.  Orlandi, Beato Angelico. Monografia storica della vita e delle 
opere con un’appendice di nuovi documenti inediti, Florence 1964, pp. 143–151, and G. De Simone, 
Velut alter Apelles. Il decennio romano del Beato Angelico, in: Beato Angelico. L’alba del Rinascimen-
to, ed. by A. Zuccari/G. Morello/G. De Simone, Milano 2009, pp. 129–143, 129. According to G. De 
Nicola, two of the epitaphs on Fra Angelico’s tomb were likely composed by Lorenzo Valla (Iscrizioni 
romane relative ad artisti o ad opere d’arte (L’epitafio dell’Angelico – Il Vat. lat. 6041 – L’opera del 
Forcella), in: Archivio della Società Romana di Storia Patria 31 (1908), pp. 219–128, esp. 222). On the 
tomb of Joannes Sc(h)ade, see H. W. Janson, The Sculpture of Donatello, Princeton (N. J.) 1963, p. 
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monument to Giovanni Crivelli († 1432), now in S.  Maria in Aracoeli in Rome.⁵⁵ All 
show the deceased lying with his head resting on a pillow, in a niche between (vaguely 
classical) columns or pilasters supporting an arch. The detail of the pillow makes it 
likely that Valla was represented lying down, not standing as he is shown in Fendt’s 
etching. This makes perfect sense in combination with Panvinio’s remark that Valla 
was „buried in the ground“ (in terra sepultus), implying that the monument was flat 
on the floor, not standing against the wall. On the left and right sides above the arch 
over Valla’s head, a codex is represented, obviously referring to his literary and schol-
arly activities. Between the codices, immediately above his head, is a sort of emblem 
or coat of arms. Unfortunately, the etching is not sufficiently clear to identify what it 
represents.⁵⁶ Putting all this information together, we may conclude that Valla’s tomb 
belonged to a conventional type, that did not stand out for any unusual characteristics.

In 1723, if we are to believe Crescimbeni, Valla’s tomb was lying „unobserved“ in 
the chiostro. Unfortunately, Crescimbeni’s description of its appearance and condi-
tion is not very clear: „… at its centre, one sees his effigy, and around it were carved 
the following words …“ (ora giacente inosservata nel Chiostro della Basilica: in mezzo 
della quale si vede la sua effigie; e intorno vi erano intagliate le seguenti parole … ).⁵⁷ 
Does this mean that parts of the gravestone had been cut off, as there were (erano) 
words carved around it? Was the whole effigy still visible or did Crescimbeni use the 
word „effigy“ (effigie) to mean just the head? Niebuhr’s boastful remarks of 100 years 
later that he had rediscovered Valla’s tombstone and saved it from being used to pave 
the streets, do not provide any concrete information of further help in reconstructing 
what it looked like. Nor does Bunsen’s report from 1821 clarify the issue. According 
to him, the inscription around the effigy was lost when the tomb was moved to the 
 chiostro, where it was now „leaning at an angle against an antique altar“. In an inser-
tion from 1836, added just before his report was published, he noted that in the mean-
time „the learned Cancellieri“ had moved the tomb to „a place of honor“ in the chapel 
of the Manger (i.e. the present chapel of the Crucifixion).⁵⁸

102, and W. Buchowiecki, Handbuch der Kirchen Roms. Der römische Sakralbau in Geschichte und 
Kunst von der altchristlichen Zeit bis zur Gegenwart, Vienna 1967–1997, III, p. 122. Its epitaph has been 
recorded by Scradaeus (see note 3), p. 160r.
55 Janson (see note 54), pp. 101  f.; Buchowiecki  (see note 54), II, p. 493. For a recent overview of 
gravestones based on Donatello’s slab of Giovanni Crivelli, see C. La B ella, Lastre tombali quattro-
centesche. Apunti sulla fortuna romana della tomba Crivelli di Donatello, in: Studi romani 53/3–4 
(2005), pp. 497–518.
56 I have not been able to find any information about a coat of arms or emblem of Lorenzo Valla.
57 See above, note 19.
58 See above, note 21. One wonders how serious or diplomatic Bunsen was in using the description 
„place of honor“ (einen Ehrenplatz) to describe the location that he knew was not the original place 
of Valla’s grave.
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The restoration of Valla’s tomb and its installation in the chapel of the Manger 
referred to by Bunsen took place in 1825. On October 20 of that year, the Diario 
Romano reported that Francesco Cancellieri had paid for the restoration of Lorenzo 
Valla’s monument, after it had been lying unobserved in the chiostro for 225 years.⁵⁹ It 
had been cleaned, and its nose and feet restored. It was then transferred to the chapel 
of the Manger to be placed on a decorous pedestal (decoroso piedistallo) against the 
left wall. The commemorative inscriptions of the members of the Ceci family had been 
moved to the sides, so that the monument could be placed in the middle between 
them. Thus „Romans and foreigners, who had been looking in vain and believed that 
the memory of such a great scholar was lost, would return to see it again.“ Interest-
ingly, the report also contains a description of the monument: „The gravestone rep-
resents the recumbent figure [of Lorenzo Valla], his head covered with the hood of a 
canon’s cape, much larger than modern ones and extending to his feet. The head is 
a little bent on a pillow carved with embroidery, with the hands crossed. It is made 
of a stone which is eight and a half palms long and two and a half wide.“ The report 
also announces that Cancellieri was planning to publish an essay with information 
on the monument’s original inscription and more interesting details.⁶⁰ Unfortunately, 
however, it was never printed. Cancellieri died one year after the installation of the 
monument, on December 29, 1826. From the catalogue of his writings released in 1827, 
it appears that the essay on Valla’s monument was never published.⁶¹

59 The number 225 years must have been calculated by assuming that the tomb had been moved from 
the transept in 1600 and was relocated in the Chapel of the Manger in 1825, exactly 225 years later.
60 Diario di Roma del 29 ottobre 1825, no. 86, nella stamperia Cracas, Con Privilegio Pontificio, pp. 19–
21: „ [Il Abbate Francesco Cancellieri] ha (…) voluto abbellire a sue spese la (…) cappella del Presepio, 
situata alla destra, di chi entra, dalla porta laterale. Essendosi rifatto il pavimento della nave trasversa, 
fino all’altare del Santissimo Sacramento, da Clemente VIII, ne fu rimossa la lapide sepolcrale del suo 
celebratissimo Canonico Lorenzo Valla Romano, ma oriundo Piacentino, che stava in terra, fuori di 
quella cappella e trasferita nell’antico chiostro dei Canonici Regolari di S. Agostino, ov’è rimasta inos-
servata per 225 anni. Essa ne rappreseuta [sic] la figura giacente, con la testa ricoperta dal cappuccio 
della cappa canonicale, molto più ampla delle moderne, che si stende fino ai piedi, ed alquanto china 
sopra un cuscino intagliato a ricamo, con le mani incrociate, in una pietra lunga palmi otto e mezzo, 
e larga due e mezzo. Egli adunque avendola fatta ripulire, e ristaurare nel naso e nei piedi, affinchè i 
Romani e i forestieri, che inutilmente cercavano e che credevano perduta la memoria di sì gran lettera-
to, tornino a rivederla, l’ha fatta collocare sopra decoroso piedistallo, fra due iscrizioni della famiglia 
Ceci, che ha poste a maggior distanza fra loro, per dar luogo alla nuova intermedia grandiosa lapide 
di marmo bianco, ornata da un timpano ad uso antico. Ivi leggesi la seguente Iscrizione, che si rileva, 
esservi stata posta sotto la gloriosa Arcipretura dell’Em[inentissim]o sig. Card. Della Somaglia Decano 
e Segretario di Stato, e il Vicariato di Monsig. Marazzani mag giordomo, ambedue nobilissimi Magnati 
Piacentini, e surrogata all’antica, che più non esiste, e che quanto prima sarà data alla luce, e ridotta 
alla sua vera lezione, nell’epoca della sua morte, con una dissertazione arricchita di varj interessanti 
aneddoti, e di un’appendice di quattordici preziose lettere inedite dello stesso Valla …“
61 Catalogo di tutte le produzioni letterarie edite ed inedite della ch. me. dell’abate Francesco Girola-
mo Cancellieri coll’ellenco dei manoscritti lasciati ai suoi eredi, Rome 1827, p. 25, no. 42: „Dissertazio-



 De Sepulcro Laurentii Vallae   111

QFIAB 94 (2014)

Soon after its installation, the monument was included in Antonio Nibby’s guide 
„Roma nell’anno MDCCCXXXVIII“. It informs readers that on entering the chapel of 
the Manger, they would see on the left side the tomb of Lorenzo Valla, restored by the 
Abbot Cancellieri.⁶² In 1876, Vincenzo Forcella noted in volume 8 of his „Iscrizioni 
delle chiese e d’altri edifici di Roma dal secolo XI fino ai giorni nostri“, that under 
the inscription put up by Cancellieri, „one sees the figure of the deceased sculpted 
in relief, a work from the fifteenth century.“⁶³ In 1891, Girolamo Mancini wrote in his 
biography of Lorenzo Valla that the ensemble of tomb and epitaph was created by 
Cancellieri, who personally paid to erect a support (basamento), „on top of which was 
placed the statue that for more than 200 years had lain abandoned in the chiostro of 
the Lateran.“ Characterizing the sculptor as „mediocre“, he described the figure of 
Lorenzo Valla at length and digressed into a comparison of the effigy with other (sup-
posed) portraits of Valla.⁶⁴ In 1910, Gerald S. Davies also assumed without hesitation 
that the statue represented Valla, in his monumental study of sculptured tombs of the 
fifteenth century in Rome. He was a little puzzled, though, by the figure’s outfit. If the 
deceased was a scholar, he wondered, why was he wearing „a biretta and collar with 
slashing such as appears on the dress of the earlier Senators of Rome.“⁶⁵

None of the authors discussed so far mentioned Tobias Fendt’s print of 1574, 
depicting the gravestone of Lorenzo Valla (ill. 3). The first to do so was Philippe Lauer 
in 1911, in his important book on the Lateran palace.⁶⁶ In his discussion of the tomb, 

ne diretta al sig. Ab. Salvatore Leoni Benefiziato della Basilica Lateranense, sopra la vita, le opere, ed 
il deposito del Canonico Lorenzo Valla, ricondotto dopo 225 anni a spese di Francesco Cancellieri dal 
chiostro entro la cappella del Presepio nella detta Basilica, con XIV lettere del medesimo …“
62 A. Nibby, Roma nell’anno MDCCCXXXVIII, Rome 1838, pp. 259  f.: „ (…) trovasi nella nave traver-
sa la cappella del Presepe, già spettante alla famiglia Ceci. Il quadro dell’altare è opera di Niccolò da 
Pesaro, dipinto con molto garbo; il deposito a sinistra entrando è di Lorenzo Valla, celebre letterato, 
fatto ristaurare dall’abbate Cancellieri (…)“
63 Forcella  (see note 7), VIII , p. 100, n. 277.
64 Mancini  (see note 5), pp. 325  f.: „Nel 1825 l’abate Francesco Cancellieri, uomo eruditissimo, col-
locò a proprie spese nella cappella del Presepio contigua all’apside della basilica dal lato dell’epistola, 
sopra un basamento alquanto elevato la statua da oltre 220 anni abbandonata nel chiostro del Late-
rano. Lorenzo in figura intera, rivestito di zimarra con mantelletta, ha le mani incrociate sul corpo ed 
inclinato sulla spalla destra il capo coperto d’alto berretto. I lembi della zimarra, della mantelletta, 
delle maniche, ed il giro inferiore del berretto sono ornati da continuate fasce di pelli di vaio. Il volto 
esprime arguzia mista a bonarietà, il corpo è molto magro, la statura altissima. Nel volto la statua 
ricorda i tratti della mezza figura miniata sulla lettera capitale del Tucidide tradotto e conservato 
nella biblioteca Laurenziana, non rammenta il ritratto del traduttore posto sull’iniziale del Tucidide 
presentato dal Valla stesso a Niccolò V. Sarebbe inverosimile supporre che lo scultore per quanto me-
diocre non ritraesse le sembianze e la statura del defunto.“
65 G. S. Davies, Renascence. The Sculptured Tombs of the Fifteenth Century in Rome, with Chap-
ters on the Previous Centuries from 1100, London 1910, pp. 231  f.
66 Lauer  (see note 45), pp. 286–288. For the sake of precision and completeness, it should be added 
that Lauer was not in fact the first scholar to point to Fendt’s etching. Already in 1730 Gerardus Out-
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he referred to Fendt’s etching, reused in 1638 to illustrate Marcus Zuerius van Box-
horn’s Monumenta illustrium virorum, et elogia.⁶⁷ More importantly, he connected the 
print to the fragment of a tombstone in the Lateran complex showing the head of a 
man (ill.’s 2, 9), thus identifying this fragment as a piece of Valla’s original grave-
stone. Curiously, he blended this ‚new‘ identification with erroneous and confusing 
data, stating that Valla had been buried in the transept of the church in 1457 and 
adding a photograph of the effigy that Cancellieri had moved from the chiostro to the 
chapel of the Manger. The caption under the photo identified the effigy as: ‚tomb in 
the chiostro of the Lateran‘ (tombeau dans le cloître de Latran).⁶⁸ Thus Lauer more or 
less cancelled out the importance of including Fendt’s print in the discussion and 
identifying the fragment with the head as Valla’s real tombstone, for the inescapable 
consequence of his discovery is that the monument set up by Cancellieri does not 
hold the gravestone of Lorenzo Valla at all!

The conclusion that the monument in the Chapel of the Manger (Crucifixion) does 
not hold Lorenzo Valla’s gravestone becomes immediately clear from a comparison 
of the monument’s effigy (ill.’s 1, 7) with Fendt’s etching (ill. 3). Though the print is 
not accurate in all its details, it is still evident that it in no way resembles the effigy 
on the monument and is in every aspect more similar to the fragment brought up by 
Lauer (ill.’s 2, 9). Moreover, the effigy in the chapel clearly does not belong to a floor 
monument, though Valla was buried – as we have seen – under a gravestone lying 
flat on the floor.

If the monument’s effigy is not Valla’s tombstone, how is it possible that it came 
to be identified as such? Re-reading the various descriptions, one cannot escape the 
impression that the confusion started already with Crescimbeni or perhaps even 
earlier. His description of Valla’s tombstone is rather vague and seems more appli-
cable to the monument’s effigy than to the fragment identified by Lauer. Moreover, 
one would assume that if Crescimbeni was referring to the fragment, he would have 
said more explicitly that only the head had survived. We should suppose, therefore, 
that Crescimbeni was genuinely certain that the effigy represented Lorenzo Valla. The 
same is true of Bunsen and, of course, Cancellieri, who had it moved to the chapel 
of the Manger. The only person who may not have been so sure is Barthold Georg 
Niebuhr. Perhaps his curious boast of having rediscovered Valla’s tombstone referred 

hof referred to the print, which he knew from its reuse in Marcus Zuerius van Boxhorn, Monumenta 
illustrium virorum, et elogia, Amsterdam 1638, p. 51. As Outhorn had never been in Rome, however, 
he assumed that the monument (in 1730) was still in its original place. See above, note 20.
67 See above, note 66.
68 Lauer  (see note 45), pp. 286–288: „Vers la même époque, en 1457, fut enselevi à Saint-Jean-de-
Latran, dans le transept, le célèbre érudit Lorenzo Valla (…) Il ne reste de son monument qu’un très 
petit fragment de la partie supérieure, où il est figuré l’aumusse en tête, mais Crescimbeni et d’autres 
nous en ont gardé l’épitaphe, et nous avons une gravure de Boxhorn le répresentant.“ The fragment 
in the chiostro is illustrated on p. 286, the effigy in the chapel of the Manger on p. 287.
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to the fragment and not to the effigy. Unfortunately, he did not give a description of 
what it looked like, ensuring that this remains a matter for speculation.⁶⁹

It is not known how or when Philippe Lauer became familiar with (the reprint 
of) Fendt’s etching and the fragment in the chiostro, but it is plausible that he came 
across them in the period from 1898 to 1900, when he was in Rome to study the 
Lateran complex. Lauer returned to France in 1900 and spent most of his subsequent 
career at the manuscript department of the Bibliothèque nationale.⁷⁰ The results of 
his study of the Lateran were not published until 1911. In the years between his return 
to France and the publication of his book, he may have visited Rome again, but not 
for long periods. Consequently, he may not have been in a position to check at first 
hand the details that were incomplete or no longer clear when he prepared his book 
for publication. He must still have remembered his identification of the fragment as 
part of Valla’s gravestone, but he may no longer have recalled correctly that the effigy 
was located in the chapel of the Manger. Thus he must have guessed (without verifica-
tion) that it stood in the chiostro. For the rest of his information, he based himself on 
Crescimbeni.

Lauer’s identification is not definitive proof that the fragment of the head (ill.’s 
2, 9) was indeed part of Lorenzo Valla’s gravestone. A comparison with the print by 
Tobias Fendt (ill. 3) shows several differences, notably such particulars as the head-
gear, the pillow and the way the medallion touches the frame of the niche. However, 
we have already noted that the details of Fendt’s prints cannot always be trusted. 
Moreover, the fragment shows the head resting on a pillow, indicating that it came 
from a floor monument. It is true that these observations do not positively prove that 
the fragment belonged to Valla’s original tomb, but they still make it a much more 
likely candidate than the effigy in the chapel of the Manger.

The conclusion of all this is that the present memorial to Lorenzo Valla in the 
chapel of the Crucifixion is the wrong monument in the wrong place. Valla’s original 
tomb was situated in the porticus behind the apse and lay flat on the floor, as shown 
in Tobias Fendt’s etching. From the very moment the current memorial was erected in 
1825 to the present day, it has misled scholars and visitors, making them believe that 
this really is the tomb of Lorenzo Valla in its original site. We have already seen how 
in 1891 Valla’s biographer Girolamo Mancini and in 1910 the expert on Renaissance 
tombs in Rome, Gerald Davies, both assumed unquestioningly that the statue repre-
sents the great scholar.⁷¹ 90 years later, in 2000, Bill Thayer, with whose description 

69 See above, note 3, 30 and 31.
70 C.  Samaran, Philippe Lauer, in: Bibliothèque de l’École des chartes, vol. 113, Paris 1955, p. 
354–357 (also accessible via the website Persée.fr, URL: http://www.persee.fr/web/revues/home/
prescript/article/bec_0373-6237_1955_num_113_1_460250?luceneQue).
71 See above, note 64 and 65.
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we opened this paper, still assumed that it represents Valla’s tomb.⁷² Not all schol-
ars, however, let themselves be misled. Thus Walther Buchowiecki, in his „Handbuch 
der Kirchen Roms“ of 1967, succinctly noted: „Tomb monument wrongly considered 
to be Lorenzo Valla’s. Strigil sarcophagus with recumbent effigy.“ In the chiostro 
he reported: „West section. Fragment of the tomb gravestone of the Lateran canon 
Lorenzo Valla († 1457).‟⁷³

One important question has not yet been discussed: when and why was Valla’s tomb 
removed from the church? As we have seen, Crescimbeni in 1723, and other writers in 
his wake, notably Cancellieri in 1825, erroneously assumed that the tomb had been in 
the transept and had had to make way for the new polychrome marble floor laid at the 
wishes of Pope Clement VIII, in 1600. All these reports, however, date from at least a 
century later, and none from that period itself. Yet there is one valuable piece of infor-
mation of a slightly earlier date. It does not say anything about the tomb itself, but 
instead comments on the fact that it was not to be found! Its author has already been 
mentioned in the third paragraph of this paper: Aernout van Buchel, a young Dutch 
student aged 22, who was in Rome from November 1587 to March 1588. During his 
stay, he carefully recorded all the places and monuments he visited. Back home, he 
expanded his notes with information from a large variety of sources and incorporated 
them into an extensive account.⁷⁴ From this, we learn that he went twice to the church 
of St John Lateran. The first time was on January 1, 1588. He observed and described 
various features of the church and its history, and noted somewhat vaguely: „In this 
church, there is also the tomb of Lorenzo Valla.“ (Est in hoc templo sepulcrum Lauren-

72 In 2001, Jill Kraye also took for granted that the monument is Valla’s: J. Kraye, Lorenzo Valla and 
changing perceptions of Renaissance Humanism, in: E. S. Shaffer  (ed.), Humanist traditions in the 
twentieth century (Comparative Criticism 23 [2001]), pp. 37–55, esp. 37.
73 Buchowiecki  (see note 54), I, p. 81: „Capella del Transito (früher des Presepe): Grabmal fälsch-
lich für das des Lorenzo Valla gehalten. Strigilierter Sarkophag mit Liegefigur.“ I, p. 85: „Chiostro: 
Westtrakt: Bruchstück von der Grabplatte des Lateranensischen Kanonikers Lorenzo Valla († 1457).“ 
The author of the text on the website Arcibasilica papale San Giovanni in Laterano (URL: http://www.
vatican.va/various/basiliche/san_giovanni/it/basilica/transetto.htm) also was not misled: „A sini-
stra dell’ingresso (…) si trova un sarcofago d’ignoto con le credute spoglie di Lorenzo Valla (Roma 
1407–1457) … Il sarcofago del Valla è invece murato nel chiostro dei Vassalletto a sinistra della porta 
di bronzo che reca in sacrestia.“
74 On Aernout Van Buchel (Arnoldus Buchellius, 1565–1641), see most extensively L. A. van Lan-
geraad, Het leven van Arend van Buchell, in: G. Brom/L. A. van Langeraad (ed.), Diarium van 
Arend van Buchell. Werken uitgegeven door het Historisch Genootschap, derde serie, no. 21. Amster-
dam 1907, pp. I–XCIII, and J. S. Pollmann, Religious Choice in the Dutch Republic. The Reformation 
of Arnoldus Buchelius (1565–1641), Manchester 1999. On Van Buchel in Rome, see in particular J. L. 
de Jong/J. A. R. Kemper, „Where the gate drips near the Vipsanian Columns.“ Aernout van Buchel 
Gathering Information on the Culture and History of Rome: the Pantheon, in: Fragmenta. Journal of 
the Royal Dutch Institute in Rome 5 (2011), pp. 63–100.
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tii Vallae) .  The reason why he only noted that Valla’s tomb was in the church without 
actually reporting on it becomes clear from his second visit to St John’s, on February 3. 
„After I had for a long time unsuccessfully looked for the tomb of Valla in the Lateran 
(of which he was a canon), I was told that he was exhumed from his tomb because of 
his book on the forged Donation of Constantine.“ (Cum Vallae diu frustra in Laterano 
(cuius fuerat canonicus) quaesivissem sepulcrum, mihi dictum fuit, sepulcro erutum 
ob scriptum de falsa donatione Constantini libellum.)⁷⁵ From his account, it appears 
that Van Buchel knew about (the location of) Valla’s tomb from several sources: Fab-
ricius’s guide to Rome, Scradaeus’s collection of inscriptions, and Giovio’s remarks 
in the Elogia.⁷⁶ The little notebook that Van Buchel used for observations on the spot 
as an aide-mémoire also contains a reference to Panvinio’s De Septem Urbis Basilicis 
and to a little-known (and in this context hardly relevant) poem on Valla’s tomb in the 
Nugellae by Nicolas Bourbon, of 1533.⁷⁷ The books by Giovio and Panvinio provided 
the best and most extensive (printed) descriptions available in 1588, so Van Buchel 
was relatively well informed. Still, not even Panvinio’s indication of the location in 
the porticus helped him to find the tomb. He therefore asked around and learned that 
it had been removed because of Valla’s discourse De falso credita et ementita Con-
stantini donatione declamatio, in which he exposed the Donation of Constantine as a 
forgery. Was this information correct, or was Van Buchel looking with his eyes closed?

Giovio’s mention of Valla’s grave already betrays some unease. Just before 
describing the tomb, he mentioned how much he regretted Valla’s discourse on the 
(supposedly) forged Donation of Constantine, „a work that, for a man who is pious 

75 Buchell ius, Iter Italicum (see note 4), resp. p. 105 and 114 (= University of Utrecht, HS.  798, 
resp. fol. 53v and 59v).
76 Ibid., Epitaphium eius vulgavit Fabritius in sua Roma et post eum Laurentius Scraderus in lib. De 
monument. ltaliae. Vide et Iovium in Elogiis. On Fabricius, see above, note 3; Van Buchel owned the 
edition of 1587 (Basel), as appears from his „Index librorum in quibus inscriptiones antiquae vel ex-
hibentur vel explicantur“ (Utrecht, University Library, HS 1682 (6 F 21), no. 49). On Giovio, see above, 
note 3; it is not clear exactly which edition Van Buchel owned. On Scradaeus, see also above, note 3. 
Van Buchel cannot have used Scradaeus’s book during his stay in Rome, as it appeared five years after 
he had left the city, in 1592.
77 On Panvinio, see above, note 13. From the list mentioned in the preceding note, it is not clear 
which edition of Panvinio’s Septem Basilicae Van Buchel owned: no. 42: (… ) De VII ecclesiis Romae, 
nonnullae inveniuntur. For Nicolas Bourbon’s poem, see Nicolas Bourbon, Nugellae (Bagatelles), 
Basel 1533. Edition critique, introduction et traduction par S. Laigneau-Fontaine, Geneva 2008, 
pp. 820–823. It reads:

IN LAVRENTIVM VALLAM
Rhomani eloquii certissima gloria, Laurens,
Dum voluit summum claudere Valla diem.
Protinus adcurrunt Charites ploransque Minerva,
Et Venus et Pithô Pieridumque chorus.
Clauserunt oculos chari morientis alumni,
Clamantes: „Latij gloria, Valla, vale.“
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and professes to be a priest, is deplorable and slanderous.“ Although the Donation’s 
authenticity is substantiated by Greek authors, Valla tried, according to Giovio, to 
overthrow the authority of the papal empire. (Edidit etiam opus de falsa donatione 
Constantini, pio, et sacerdotis nomen professo criminosum, atque nefarium, ut Pontifi-
cii Imperii authoritatem graecorum scriptorum adstipulatione confirmatam convellere 
niteretur.)⁷⁸ This passage testifies to the heated debate that burst out in 1519 or 1520, 
when Valla’s work was printed in Basel as part of Ulrich von Hutten’s De donatione 
Constantini quid veri habeat. One of the arguments adduced to refute Valla’s claim 
that the Donation was a forgery from a period long after Constantine’s death, was 
to point to Greek versions of the text. Their use of language supposedly dated to the 
fourth century, proving that the document was indeed written during the life of the 
emperor.⁷⁹ Giovio was obviously familiar with this discussion and (not surprisingly 
for a bishop) sided with the opinion of the Church against the claims of Valla, as 
they constituted a serious threat to the authority and position of the papacy. Giovio 
was not alone in refuting Valla’s claims. In 1547, Agostino Steuco (also a bishop) pub-
lished a complete volume to disprove his arguments (Contra Laurentium Vallam de 
falsa donatione Constantini libri duo).⁸⁰ The fervent opposition of the Church sprang 
from concerns about the position of its head, the Pope, seriously endangered by 
Valla’s allegations. Moreover, the relationship between the Church and Valla had 
been problematic even during his lifetime. Not only his discourse on the Donation 
of Constantine, but also other writings had met with suspicion from the beginning of 
his career.⁸¹ This mistrust increased during the sixteenth century, as his works were 
considered to play into the hands of the Protestants, providing them with arguments 
supporting their criticism of the Church in general and the papacy in particular. The 
intensifying distrust is reflected in the inclusion of Valla’s works in the Roman Index 
auctorum et librorum prohibitorum, the Index of Prohibited Books published in 1559 
under Pope Paul IV, and subsequently in the Index librorum prohibitorum, the official 
version approved by the Council of Trent and published under Pope Pius IV, in 1564.⁸² 

78 Giovio (see note 3), p. 11r.
79 On this discussion, see R. K. Delph, Valla Grammaticus, Agostino Steuco, and the Donation of 
Constantine, in: Journal of the History of Ideas 57 (1996), pp. 55–78, esp. 59–61 and 65. Also: W. Setz, 
Lorenzo Vallas Schrift gegen die konstantinische Schenkung „De falso credita et ementita Constanti-
ni donatione“; zur Interpretation und Wirkungsgeschichte, Tü bingen 1975, pp. 110–123, and S. Epp, 
Konstantinszyklen in Rom. Die päpstliche Interpretation der Geschichte Konstantins des Grossen bis 
zur Gegenreformation, München 1988, pp. 34  f.
80 Lyon 1547. On Steuco’s book, see the article by Delph mentioned in the preceding note.
81 Mancini  (see note 5), passim.
82 Already in 1515, the Fifth Lateran Council adopted the principle of a list of forbidden books. In 
1546, it was confirmed by the Council of Trent. On the Index, see J.  Hilgers, Index of Prohibited 
Books, in: The Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 7, New York 1910. Retrieved March 18, 2013, from the web-
site New Advent (URL: http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/07721a.htm). Also: J. Green/N. J. Karoli -
des, Encyclopedia of Censorship, New York 22005, pp. 257–260.
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Four of his writings appear in the 1559 index: De falso credita et ementita Constantini 
Donatione declamatio, De libero arbitrio, De voluptate, and Adnotationes in Latinam 
Novi Testamenti Interpretationem.⁸³ In the revised version of 1564, the Adnotationes 
were taken off the list, but the three others were kept.⁸⁴ Apparently, Valla’s works 
were far from appreciated in papal circles around 1550 and later. Consequently, the 
tomb of an author who ranked so high on the Index of Prohibited Books must have 
seemed out of place in the papal basilica of St John Lateran. Valla’s tomb may there-
fore have been removed from the church between the 1560s and 1580s, around the 
time when his works were put on the Index. Since Panvinio’s book of 1570 recorded 
that the monument was still in its original place, the 1570s or 1580s seem the more 
probable option.⁸⁵ By the beginning of 1588, it must already have been taken out of 
the church, as Van Buchel could no longer find it. Most likely, there were no plans to 
reinstate the tomb, either in the chiostro or elsewhere.

The removal of Valla’s tomb may be connected to an incident that took place in 
1576. In February of that year, Pope Gregory XIII ordered the Lateran canons to cede 
the bronze panel near Valla’s tomb to the Conservators of Rome and have it put up 
in the main council chamber of their palace on the Capitol. This bronze panel, as we 
have already seen, was mentioned in the first description of Valla’s tomb, by Pietro 
Sabino in 1494.⁸⁶ It was recorded again in Panvinio’s manuscript description of St 
John Lateran. (It is not mentioned in Panvinio’s printed description of the seven main 
churches of Rome.) At the beginning of the porticus on the northern side there was, 
according to Panvinio, an altar on the left, „above which one can see, attached to the 
wall, the bronze panel with the decree with which the S.P.Q.R. conferred the legal 
powers of rule to Augustus Vespasianus, who at that moment was absent. The panel 
was found in the rubbish from the city, and Lorenzo, Tribune and Lord of the City, 
attached it to this spot.“⁸⁷ This bronze panel was indeed the one that Cola di Rienzo, 

83 Index Auctorum et librorum prohibitorum, qui ab officio sanctae Romanae Inquisitionis caveri 
ab omnibus caveri mandantur, Rome, 1559, not paginated. Valla is listed under ‚L‘, under „Certorum 
auct[orum] lib[ri] prohibiti“.
84 Index Librorum prohibitorum, cum regulis confectis per Patres à Tridentina Synodo delec-
tos, auctoritate Sanctiss[imi] D[omini] N[ostri] Pii IIII comprobatus, Cologne 1564, not pagina-
ted. Valla is listed under ‚L‘, under Certorum auct[orum] lib[ri] prohibiti. See also: J. Martí  nez de 
Bujanda/R.  Davignon/E.  Stanek, Index de Rome 1557, 1559, 1564: les premiers index romains 
et l’index du Concile de Trente, Sherbrooke-Qué bec-Geneva 1990, s. v. Valla. See also: http://www.
aloha.net/~mikesch/ILP-1559.htm#Valla.
85 Panvinio’s book appeared in 1570, so that he must have written the actual description a little 
earlier.
86 See above, note 6 and 34.
87 De Sacrosancta Basilica (see note 45), p. 438: Initio vero porticus, quae est retro absidam in hemi-
cycli speciem (…) parte sinistra prope parietem chalcidicae est Altare, supra quod muro affixa videtur 
tabula aenea eius decreti quo S.P.Q.R. Imperium Vespasiano Augusto tunc absenti demandavit, quam 
in ruderibus Urbis inventam eo loci fixit Nicolaus Laurentii Urbis Tribunus et Dominus. Both Francesco 
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„Tribune and Lord of the City“, had erected in the church around 1346.⁸⁸ It contained 
the so-called Lex de imperio Vespasiani, the decree with which the Roman Senate, 
on December 22, 69 CE, conferred full imperial powers upon Emperor Vespasian.⁸⁹ In 
a recent paper, Jack Freiberg explained the significance of this bronze panel for two 
projects that engaged the attention of Pope Gregory XIII throughout his pontificate 
(1572–1585): one, to restore St John Lateran, the first legally constituted church built 
by Emperor Constantine the Great, as the ancestral seat of the popes; and two, the 
commemoration of Emperor Constantine.⁹⁰

Pope Gregory XIII and his legal advisers considered the Lex de imperio Vespa-
siani an example of the Lex Regia, whereby the Roman people had transferred its 
rights and power to the emperor. Thus, it was regarded as the necessary precondi-
tion for the Donation of Constantine: „one recorded the transfer of civil power to the 
emperor, the other the passage of that same power to the pope.“⁹¹ Therefore, the pope 
ordered in 1576 that the bronze panel with the Lex de imperio Vespasiani be erected 
in its „proper“ place: the palace of the civil authorities of the Roman people on the 

Albertini (Opusculum de Mirabilibus Novae et Veteris Urbis Romae, Rome 1510, liber II, ‚De legibus 
& tabulis aeneis‘ [no page numbers]), and Gioacomo Mazocchi [Epigrammata antiquae Urbis, Rome 
1521], fol. XIIIIr) report that the bronze panel was situated in the church of St John Lateran apud Ta-
bernaculum sacratissimi Corporis Christi. I assume that both refer to the same altar that Jean Jacques 
Boissard described as that quod est ante ostium sacrarii (see note 15, p. 114), and that Panvinio listed 
as the fourth altar, versus Sacrarii novi ostium, in quo quae ex sacramentorum reliquiis superfluunt 
conduntur (see note 13, p. 124); see above, p. 99. It is also mentioned by Andrea Fulvius in 1527 (Anti-
quitates urbis (s. l., s.  a. [1527], fol. XXIIr-v): Extat in eadem basilica iuxta tabernaculum Eucharistiae 
una e multis aerea tabella incisis litteris / ubi quaedam Sancio legitur, de Imperio Vespasiani. I assume 
that Johann Fichard, in 1536, refers to the entrance of the porticus when he mentions that the bronze 
panel was situated in the entrance: Sub ingressum videtur primum aerea illa tabula legis Regiae, quam 
descriptam habes in altero libro. (De aereis tabulis legum, vide Marlianum libro I.) Affixa est muro, 
quadrata, spithamarum quattuor latitudine, digitorum duorum crassitudine, sed admodum informis et 
negligenter facta. (Roma 1536. Le Observationes di Johann Fichard, ed. by A. Fantuzzi, Roma 2011, 
pp. 158  f.) Fichard’s reference to Marlianus’s book is to: Bartolommeo Marliani, Antiquae Romae topo-
graphia libri septem, Romae 1534, fol. 33v.
88 J. Freiberg, Pope Gregory XIII, Jurist, in: Memoirs of the American Academy in Rome 54 (2009), 
pp. 41–60, esp. 52–54, and Claussen (see note 36), pp. 189  f. The bronze panel was most probably 
erected in 1346, but in any case before May 20, 1347, as the Anonimo romano states in his Croni-
ca; see J.-Y. B oriaud, Cola di Rienzo et la mise en scène de la lex Vespasiani, in: L. Capogrossi 
Colognesi/E. Tassi  Scandone (ed.), La lex de imperio Vespasiani e la Roma dei Flavi (Atti del 
Convegno, Roma, 20–22 novembre 2008), Roma 2009, pp. 115–124.
89 CIL VI, 930 = ILS 244. For its importance in Antiquity, see F. B. R. Helms, Lex de Imperio Vespasi-
ani. A Consideration of Some of the Constitutional Aspects of the Principate at Rome, Chicago 1902, 
and P. A. Brunt , Lex de Imperio Vespasiani, in: The Journal of Roman Studies 67 (1977), pp. 95–116.
90 Freiberg (see note 88), esp. p. 47.
91 Ibid., p. 54.
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Capitol. Two years later, it was indeed installed in the Conservators’ Palace.⁹² At the 
same time, Pope Gregory promoted the authenticity of the Donation of Constantine. 
In the 1580s, he had the ceiling of the Sala di Costantino in the Vatican Palace deco-
rated with frescoes underlining the message of the paintings on the walls, depicting 
crucial episodes from the life of Constantine. In the Galleria delle Carte Geografiche, 
also in the Vatican Palace, he had the deeds of Constantine celebrated again. In both 
projects, the importance of Constantine’s Donation was made abundantly clear.⁹³

In these projects, aimed at demonstrating the authenticity of the Donation of Con-
stantine and concomitantly at reestablishing the status of St John Lateran, there was 
no place for Lorenzo Valla. It must have been a thorn in the side of Gregory XIII that 
the church he wanted to restore as the ancestral seat of the papacy housed the tomb 
monument of the man who had done more than anyone else to discredit papal claims 
to be the legal heirs to Roman imperial power. Hence, it seems plausible that when 
the bronze panel with the Lex de imperio Vespasiani was removed and donated to the 
civil authorities of Rome, in 1576, Lorenzo Valla’s tomb was also taken away. Thus, 
the Roman people and its representatives were reminded that civil power had first 
been transferred to the emperor and subsequently to the pope. At the same time, the 
memory of the man who had disputed this second transfer of power, from the emperor 
to the pope, was erased. In 1578, the bronze panel with the Lex de imperio Vespasiani 
was installed in the Conservators’ Palace, within a marble frame surmounted by an 
inscription recording that Pope Gregory XIII had this monument restored from the 
Lateran to its proper place on the Capitol (ill. 8).⁹⁴ Valla’s tomb monument, on the 
other hand, must have been removed without any intention of keeping or restoring 
it. The edges of the surviving fragment show that Valla’s portrait was brutally cut off 
(ill. 9), indicating that it escaped destruction only by accident or perhaps secretly, as 
the plan was to destroy the monument completely.⁹⁵

When Aernout Van Buchel was told, in 1588, that Lorenzo Valla „was exhumed 
from his tomb because of his book on the forged Donation of Constantine“, he must 
have been correctly informed. Most probably, Valla’s tomb was removed in 1576, 
together with the bronze panel containing the Lex de imperio Vespasiani, on the 
orders of Pope Gregory XIII. It is not clear if the altar of the Manger, near which both 
Valla’s tomb and the bronze panel had been situated, was also taken away on this 
occasion. Some 150 years later, in 1723, Crescimbeni confused this altar with the altar 

92 Ibid., pp. 53  f. Already in Scradaeus’s Monumentorum Italiae from 1592 (see note 3), pp. 203v–204r, 
it is recorded as being in the Conservators’ palace.
93 Freiberg (see note 88), p. 49–52.
94 Ibid., p. 54, n. 55; Forcella  (see note 7) I, p. 40, no. 72: SENATVS POPVLVSQVE ROMANUS / MON-
VMENTVM REGIAE LEGIS EX LATERANO IN CAPITOLIVM / GREGORII XIII PONT[IFICIS] MAX[IMI] 
AUCTORITATE REPORTATVM / IN ANTIQVO SVO LOCO REPOSVIT.
95 I assume that together with the tomb monument, Lorenzo’s bones were also removed from the 
church. I have no clue as to what happened to them.
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of the Manger in the nearby Ceci chapel.⁹⁶ Wrongly concluding that Valla’s tomb must 
have stood opposite this chapel in the transept, he suggested that the renovation of 
this part of the church, during the pontificate of Clement VIII, caused the (partial) 
destruction of the tomb. In 1825, Francesco Cancellieri further muddled the tomb’s 
history by turning the Ceci chapel into a commemorative chapel for Lorenzo Valla. 
He created an ensemble consisting of an inscription with ambiguous wording, a sar-
cophagus and a recumbent statue, which has nothing to do with the original tomb. 
He did not manage to fool Walther Buchowiecki in 1967, but easily misled many other 
scholars and visitors to the chapel, including Bill Thayer in 2000. On his website, 
Bill jovially exclaims: „What’s he [Lorenzo Valla] doing here (…) in an elegant marble 
tomb in a place of honor in your cathedral?“ The correct answer is: „Nothing“. In 1576, 
Valla’s tomb was taken out of the church, and only a fragment of the gravestone has 
survived in the chiostro, plastered on to the wall between the fragments of many other 
monuments – hardly a spot to be described as ‚a place of honor‘.

Postscript

After the text of this paper had been finished, Dr. Andreas Rehberg kindly informed 
me about a note he had come across in Giovanni Pietro Caffarelli’s manuscript on 
Roman families, in the Vatican Library: BAV, Cod. Ferrajoli 283: Iohannis Petri Caf-
farelli, De familiis romanis vel Romae degentibus ordine alphabetico digestis, lettere 
S T U Z (see: Codices Ferrajoli, recensuit Franciscus Aloisius Berra, Rome, Bibliotheca 
Vaticana, 1939–1960 [Bibliothecae Apostolicae Vaticanae codices manuscripti recen-
siti], vol. I, p. 361). Written around 1615, it says on fol. 181v:

Valla
Non diro altro che salvo quanto trovo al mio primo spoglio essendo questa famiglia oggi estinta 
dico dunque che al f. 26 cavato in quello <che> dice fra Honofrio Panvinio delle 7 chiese di Roma 
et in spetie nella chiesa di San Giovanni <in> Laterano dove dice e nomina Laurentio Valla che 
cera [sic = c’era] la sepultura in detta chiesa oggi per le [sic] restauratione mutata et dice esser 
stato canonico Lateran[ense]; fu gran homo questo et nelli mei secondi spogli ce ne ho altre 
memorie.

96 In his description of the monuments in the porticus, Crescimbeni  (see note 19), pp. 122–140, 
does not mention the altar of the Manger, or any other altar dedicated to (anything related to) the na-
tivity. Nor do two drawings recording the appearance of the inner and outer wall of the porticus in the 
first half of the eighteenth century show any altar that could be identified as the altar of the Manger 
(Royal Library, Winsor (vol. A 11, 10986  f.), illustrated in Claussen (see note 36), ill.’s 60 and 61 on 
pp. 128  f.). In 1838, Nibby (see note 62, p. 260) also failed to mention any altar of the Manger in his 
extensive description of the porticus. All this confirms the impression that the altar was taken away at 
the same time as Valla’s tomb and the bronze panel.
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I assume that the author, mentioning the ‚chiesa oggi per le [sic] restauratione 
mutata‘, refers to the changes wrought to the transept of St John Lateran during the 
pontificate of Clement VIII, which also partly affected the porticus behind the apse 
(see Freiberg (as in note 38), esp. pp.  42  f.). Thanks to Panvinio’s De Praecipuis 
urbis Romae sanctioribusque basilicis (see above, p. 99 and note 13), the author was 
informed about Valla’s tomb, but he does not seem to have known its exact location. 
Consequently, he does not say that the tomb was moved, damaged or in any other 
way affected by the restoration works on the transept, or even whether it still existed. 
A superficial reading of his words, however, could easily lead to the conclusion that 
these projects had had consequences for the tomb and/or its original place. As we 
have seen, this was indeed the conclusion that Crescimbeni reached in 1723.

Ill. 1: Tomb monument against the south wall of the chapel of the Crucifi xion in St John Lateran, 
Rome (Photo: Jan L. de Jong).
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Ill. 2: Fragment of a tomb slab with the portrait of Lorenzo Valla, c. 1457, plastered onto the west wall 
of the chiostro of St John Lateran, Rome (Photo: Jan L. de Jong).
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Ill. 3: Tobias Fendt, Tomb of Lorenzo Valla in St. John Lateran. Etching in: Monumenta sepulcrorum 
cum epigraphis ingenio et doctrina excellentium virorum (Breslau: Crispin Scharff enberg, 1574), 
pl. XXVI.
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Ill. 4: Commemorative inscription to Lorenzo Valla, put up in 1825 by Francesco Cancellieri on the 
south wall of the chapel of the Crucifi xion in St. John Lateran, Rome (Photo: Jan L. de Jong).
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Ill. 5: Floor plan of St John Lateran, Rome, in 1646, showing the apse and transept (Vienna, 
Albertina, AZ Rom 373 a).



126   Jan L. de Jong

QFIAB 94 (2014)

Ill. 6: Maarten van Heemskerkck, View of the ambulatory behind the apse of St John Lateran, ca. 1535 
(Berlin, Kupferstichkabinett).

Ill. 7: Effi  gy of the tomb monument against the south wall of the chapel of the Crucifi xion in St John 
Lateran, Rome (Photo: Jan L. de Jong).



 De Sepulcro Laurentii Vallae   127

QFIAB 94 (2014)

Ill. 8: Lex de Imperio Vespasiani, December 21, 69 CE, with the frame and inscription added by Pope 
Gregory XIII in 1578 (Rome, Capitoline Museum: Sala del Fauno).
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Ill. 9: Fragment of a tomb slab with the portrait of Lorenzo Valla, c. 1457, plastered onto the west wall 
of the chiostro of St John Lateran, Rome. The edges show that Valla’s portrait was brutally cut off  
from the rest of the tombstone (Photo: Jan L. de Jong).




