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Abstract. Most Protestant funerals in Rome in the eighteenth century took place at night in the presence of  armed guards at a burial-
ground far from the city centre. The conduct of  these ceremonies, at the foot of  the Pyramid of  Gaius Cestius, has often been 
adduced as evidence of  discrimination against the heretic Protestants, although various authors have disputed this interpretation. 
The many eyewitness accounts of  funerals and the depictions of  these events by artists, if  considered together, confirm that there 
prevailed in Rome an atmosphere of  tolerance, rather than prejudice, by the Papal authorities. The evidence for solemn, authorised 
funerals in which there also participated Catholic Romans far outweighs the few references to popular opposition. It was the arrival 
in 1719 of  the exiled Stuart court, which included Protestant members, that stimulated new expressions of  tolerance towards 
Protestants in Rome.

The Myth of  Catholic Prejudice against Protestant Funerals
in Eighteenth-century Rome

by Nicholas staNley-Price

During his visit to Rome in 1765, the Scottish 
biographer and diarist James Boswell made 
an excursion on Whitsunday (May 27th) to 
Frascati where he witnessed a celebration of  
mass by the Bishop, Cardinal York (Henry 
Benedict Stuart). On his return to the city 
he attended a ceremony of  a different kind: 
the burial of  a Protestant foreigner in the 
cemetery adjacent to the Pyramid of  Gaius 
Cestius. The deceased was a young man from 
Hanover, Baron Georg von Werpup, a friend 
of  Lord Mountstuart with whom Boswell 
was travelling at the time. In referring to 
the burial, Boswell commented that it took 
place at night because the prejudice against 
Protestants was so strong that the authorities 
refused to allow daytime interments there.1

The belief  has remained widespread that 
the nocturnal funerals at the Pyramid of  
Gaius Cestius are an indication of  Catholic 

prejudice against Protestants. The location 
of  the burial-ground allocated to Protestants, 
far from the city centre, and the references to 
armed guards at these events appear only to 
reinforce the idea. For some time historians of  
the Protestant cemetery have argued against 
this misconception2 but it is still commonly 
found in current literature. A refutation is 
possible thanks to eyewitness accounts of  
these funerals, complemented by the vivid 
depictions of  them made by artists. A synthesis 
of  the information that they yield illustrates 
how these ceremonies were conducted and 
who took part in them. I argue here that the 
evidence for tolerance and even participation 
in them by Catholic Romans far outweighs the 
few reports of  hostility from local residents.

The funerals and burials of  Protestants that 
I will refer to all took place in the period 1716-
1822, i.e. from the first known use of  the Old 

Revised version of  a paper given at “In a Foreign 
Country: a seminar in occasion of  the 300th 
anniversary of  the Non-Catholic Cemetery in Rome”, 
Accademia di Danimarca in Roma, September 2016. 
I am grateful to Ulrike al-Khamis, Alexander Booth, 

Elisabetta Giffi and Claudia Sedlarz for their help.
1 Brady & Pottle 1955, 84.
2 Menniti Ippolito 1989, 35, 70-72; Menniti Ippolito 

2014, 152-5 and 187 n.9; Nylander 1992, 236; Kro-
gel 1995, 196; Stanley-Price 2014, 51-52. 
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Cemetery until the Papal authorities closed 
it in 1822 and opened the New Cemetery 
nearby.3 The Old Cemetery was located in the 
Testaccio area inside the city-walls, directly in 
front of  the Pyramid, one of  the more striking 
monuments of  ancient Rome and itself  the 
tomb of  Gaius Cestius of  the 1st century B.C.

Protestant burials at night
In 1671 a memorandum about the status of  
foreign visitors to Rome was brought to the 
attention of  Pope Clement X. One of  its 
proposals was that Protestants who died in 
Rome might have a more decent place of  burial 
than the “infame luogo di Muro Torto”, the 
burial-ground for impenitents located outside 
the northern city-wall of  Rome. The Statuta 
Antiqua of  1707 confirmed that there should 
be sent to the Muro Torto the bodies of  those 
who, according to Canon Law (the Codex Iuris 
Canonici), did not merit a religious burial.4 Into 
this category fell all unbaptised persons. Of  
the various other reasons for exclusion from a 
religious burial – apostasy, excommunication, 
suicide, for example – the commonest was 
prostitution. It was this association that gave 
the burial-ground its notorious reputation 
and that the non-Catholics who died in Rome 
especially resented.

Forty-five years passed before the first 
documented outcome of  the memorandum 
of  1671. Dr William Arthur, the King’s 
Botanist in Edinburgh, was a Presbyterian 
and loyal Jacobite who fled to Rome after the 
failure of  a plot in which he was involved. On 
his sudden death from dysentery, this non-
Catholic was buried near the Pyramid of  Gaius 
Cestius. “We had permission to bury him by 
the sepulchre of  Cestius, a piece of  antiquity 
well known here, and within the walls, which is 
esteemed a favour to us sort of  people, and was 
procured by means of  Cardinal Gualterio”.5 
Cardinal Filippo Antonio Gualterio had for 
many years been unofficial ambassador at 
Rome for King James III, acting as a liaison 
between the exiled Stuart court and the Pope. 
After the court took up residence in Rome in 

1719 at the invitation of  Pope Clement XI, 
Gualterio, by now officially cardinal protector 
for England, retained his position of  influence 
with the King until the Cardinal died in 1728.6 

The burial of  Arthur had set a precedent 
for the interment of  Protestants who died in 
Rome, whatever their nationality. Members 
of  the Stuart court predominated at first but 
already from the 1720s other visitors to the 
city were being buried at the Pyramid. The 
numbers of  foreign tourists increased overall 
during the eighteenth century even as the royal 
court declined and eventually ceased to be. 
Many of  them were young men on the Grand 
Tour and other aspiring artists and architects.7

In 1723 one of  the courtiers, Lord 
Linlithgow, and a relative of  his, James 
Graham, were laid to rest at the new burial-
ground. Graham “was buried beside the 
sepulchral Pyramid of  Cajus Cestius, a place 
designated to be the graveyard for the English 
(not the Roman Catholics) with the connivence 
of  the government for the last few years”.8 
The deaths of  particularly notable foreigners 
were reported in the local press. In 1732 
the Protestant Sir William Ellis, the King’s 
Treasurer, died at the age of  97: “Questa sera, 
accompagnato il cadavere in tre carrozze del 
re da altri inglesi similmente eretici, fu portato 
a tumulare, secondo il loro uso, a Testaccio, 
a pie’ della sepoltura di Caio Cestio, e questa 
funzione si terminò con una lautissima cena”.9

This report of  Ellis’s body being 
transported to the burial-ground in the 
evening is not the first that refers to the time 
of  day. The courtier James Graham had been 
buried the same night of  the day of  his death 
in 1723.10 The custom of  Protestant burial 
at night, which forty years later Boswell was 
to attribute to Catholic prejudice against the 
heretics, seems to have begun very soon after 
the arrival of  the Stuart court in Rome. Of  
the many descriptions or brief  references to 
Protestant burials at the Pyramid, most do 
not specify the time of  day at which the burial 
took place (perhaps because a time after 
sunset was taken for granted by all). Of  those 

3 The authorities objected that the Protestants’ stone 
monuments and the trees that they planted in the 
Old Cemetery were impeding access to the Pyra-
mid of  Gaius Cestius and diminishing its aesthetic 
appeal. Stanley-Price 2014, 28.

4 Fosi 2011, 228 quoted by Menniti Ippolito 2014, 
52; see Menniti Ippolito 2014, 51-57, 88-91; Men-
niti Ippolito 1989, 32-33  and Krogel 1995, 13-14.

5 Roger Kenyon to the Duke of  Mar, 17 October 
1716, quoted by Ingamells 1997, 29.

6 Corp 2011, 31; Menniti Ippolito 2014, 27-32.
7 Corp 2011, 125-6; Corp 2012; Stanley-Price 2016b.
8 Baron Philipp von Stosch to Lord John Carteret, 3 

April 1723, cited by Corp 2011, 126.
9 Valesio, Diario di Roma, V, p. 504, 4 agosto 1732.
10  Ingamells 1997, 417.
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that do, twelve specify burial at night, often 
adding “as was the custom”. Very few daylight 
burials are known, three of  them in 1821: the 
poet John Keats was buried at around 9.00 
am; the infant Maria Bunsen two hours before 
sunset; and Anny Synnot in the morning so 
that her elderly father could attend. Years 
earlier, in 1798, the Danish painter Asmus 
Jakob Carstens had been buried not in the 
evening by torchlight but in the early dawn 
with only a few German friends present.11

The approval of  requests for daytime 
burials hints at a flexibility in Papal policies 
towards Protestants. That the great majority 
of  these events took place after dark indicates 
not that other requests were turned down 
but that burial at night was the norm. If  it 
was indeed the norm, was this the result 
nevertheless of  discriminatory regulations 
imposed on the Protestant community? And 
if  so, with what aim? Was it due to prejudice 
against ‘the heretics’ and a desire to keep their 
ceremonies secret? Or were the authorities 
nervous about maintaining public order (hence 
the provision of  armed guards)? This theory 
of  ‘discrimination against the Protestants’ 
is undermined by several arguments, 
the principal one being that Catholic 
burials in Rome also took place at night.

The corpses of  Catholics of  the highest 
and lowest ranks were transported through 
the city at night. Within the highest rank, the 
body of  King James III’s wife, Clementina 
Sobieska, was transferred by night from the 
Stuart palazzo to the adjacent church of  Santi 
Apostoli and the following night to St. Peter’s. 
A similar procedure, again at night, was 
followed on the death of  the king himself  
in 1766.12 For those families of  adequate 
means, it was the task of  Confraternities, after 
sunset, to collect corpses from houses and to 
take them to the church where they were to 
be buried. The corpse would remain before 
the altar for twenty-four hours during which 
prayers were recited, and it was then interred. 
For the poorest of  the poor, mortuary wagons 
circulated through the parishes every evening 
at sunset in order to collect the recently 
dead for immediate interment. Following 

the establishment in the 1740s of  a public 
cemetery in the Borgo Santo Spirito, designed 
by Ferdinando Fuga, some pressure was 
removed from the parochial churches for the 
disposal of  the dead of  the poorest families.13

Of  the foreign visitors who reported on 
Catholic funeral customs, both in churches and 
at the Santo Spirito cemetery, the descriptions 
and watercolours of  Antoine Jean-Baptiste 
Thomas are the most informative.14 His 
depictions of  funeral processions consistently 
show flaming torches being held aloft by the 
participants; and his succinct captions to 
them confirm that these events took place 
after sunset (Fig. 1). Other foreign visitors 
commented in similar terms, such as Thomas 
Jones in 1783 and Charlotte Eaton in 1817-
18.15 The rationale in a hot climate for the 
transport of  corpses after the sun has gone 
down is self-evident; Protestant bodies 
were subject to the same laws of  nature as 
Catholic ones. Where Protestant procedure 
differed was in the ceremonies surrounding 
burial. Catholics displayed bodies in a church 
before they were interred, usually in the 
church itself. Protestants, on the other hand 
– not being allowed to make use of  Catholic 
churches – had to combine funeral and burial 
in a single event taking place at the Pyramid. 
The body of  a Protestant would therefore 
be collected from the house of  the deceased 
for transport directly to the burial-ground.

Protestant funerals: the route to the Pyramid
Given Thomas’s keen interest in all matters 
funereal, it is surprising that he gave no 
account of  Protestant funerary customs – 
especially since he was aware of  the burial-
ground at the Pyramid.16 Even so, the 
procedures for Protestant funerals/burials in 
the eighteenth century are well documented 
through a combination of  eyewitness 
accounts and depictions by artists (Table 1).17

The transport of  the deceased from 
his or her house directly to the Pyramid is 
well attested, but there are two significant 
exceptions. When the Jacobite exile William 
Arthur, mentioned earlier, died unexpectedly 
in 1716, despite insisting on his Presbyterian 

11 For Carstens, see Fernow 1806, 237.
12 Menniti Ippolito 2014, 152-153; Corp 2011, 221.
13  Nibby 1841, 148; Bertolaccini 2004, 21-22; Dona-

to 2014, 71.
14 Thomas 1823, plates V, XIX, XX, XXI, LIII, LXI-

II and LXIV; D’Amelio & Tozzi 2016.
15 Oppé 1951, 119-120; Eaton 1852, vol. 2, 289; see 

also Lyman 1820, 208-9 and De Sanctis 1856, 127-
9; 139.

16 Thomas 1823, plate LV of  festivities at Testaccio, 
whose caption mentions the Protestant cemetery.

17 For the artists’ images, see Stanley-Price 2016a, 
32-35. Not listed in the table are briefer references 
to other burials made in the Old Cemetery.
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young Hanoverian baron, Georg von Werpup, 
had died in a carriage accident. Earlier he is 
reported to have expressed to Pope Clement 
a wish to be buried near the Pyramid should 
he happen to die in Rome.20 Werpup’s grave 
monument, erected by his friend Lord 
Mountstuart, is the earliest dated memorial in 
the cemetery, followed by that of  Macdonald 
(designed by Giambattista Piranesi) who died 
the following year. The lack of  gravestones in 
the first fifty years of  use of  the Protestant 
cemetery has sometimes been seen as another 
sign of  discrimination. However, all memorials 
in churches and cemeteries, whether Catholic, 
Jewish or Protestant, required the permission 
of  the Papal authorities.21 It was possibly 
Pope Clement’s personal knowledge of  these 
two young men that led to Protestants being 
authorised for the first time to raise stone 
memorials at their burial-ground. Moreover, 
the appearance of  gravestones in the cemetery 

faith he appears to have received a funeral 
according to the Catholic rite. His funeral and 
burial expenses include the expected charges 
for pall-bearers, porters, a grave-digger and 
a guard; but others are for a cross, a curate, 
twelve priests, a sung mass, and a quantity of  
candles and torches.18 Canon Law would have 
forbidden a mass for a non-Catholic. Possibly, 
as Menniti Ippolito suggested, Cardinal 
Gualterio successfully obscured the ‘heretic’ 
status of  Arthur while also arranging for his 
burial in unconsecrated ground at the Pyramid.

The other exception concerns the death 
of  Sir James Macdonald in 1766, by which 
date the procedures for Protestant funerals 
had been well established. Pope Clement XIII 
allowed the body of  Macdonald, who like 
William Arthur was of  Jacobite sympathies, 
to be displayed in a public church and the last 
rites to be performed by a Protestant before 
burial at the Pyramid.19 The previous year the 

Fig. 1. Antoine Jean-Baptiste Thomas, Le mort est porté à l’Eglise, lithograph by François Le Villain, 
plate XX in Un an à Rome, Paris 1830. 

18 Menniti Ippolito 2014, 120-121.
19 Scots Magazine August 1766, 446 cited in Steuart 

1925, 280-281.

20 The story, unsourced, is recounted by Steuart 1925.
21 Menniti Ippolito 2014, 117 citing the Statuta Anti-

qua of  1707.
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broadly coincides, perhaps not by chance, with 
the death of  King James III on January 1, 1766, 
an event that accelerated the steady decline 
in relevance of  the Catholic Stuart court.

These two known exceptions apart, 
Protestant corpses were transported by 
carriage directly to the Pyramid. The Piazza 
Bocca della Verità, next to the church of  
Santa Maria in Cosmedin, was a rendezvous 
point.22 There the carriages of  friends of  
the deceased joined the convoy – if  they had 
not gone directly to his or her house. From 
that point too, armed guards accompanied 
the mourners, with instructions to stay with 
them until the ceremony at the Pyramid was 
over. The guards could be as many as sixteen 
but usually fewer. It was standard practice 
in the city to issue a laisser-passer for any 
planned procession and to provide security 
for it.23 The Protestants’ funerals qualified for 
the provision of  an armed escort to ensure 
public order – but subject to a prior request 
having been made to hold a funeral. These 
events were officially authorised; there was 
no question of  attempts to keep them secret.

That the armed guards accompanied the 
funeral cortège only from the Bocca della 
Verità suggests that city authorities had no 
qualms about security during transport of  the 
body across town to that point. The corpse of  
the painter August Kirsch travelled in a coach 
on a route that started at his studio near St. 
Peter’s, and then crossed Trastevere and the 
river Tiber to reach the Bocca della Verità. 
The only reported reaction of  the Trasteverini 
(“Un morto! Un morto!”) indicates surprise, 
perhaps, but not hostility.24 Catholic funeral 
processions were immediately recognisable 
as they traversed the city, with a condottiere 
leading a procession on foot consisting of  the 
white-hooded members of  the confraternity, 
the black-robed clergy, the carrier of  the 
cross, the masked penitents holding aloft 
the bier that displayed the corpse, and finally 

the bearer of  the empty coffin (Fig. 1). Only 
deceased members of  the nobility were 
transported in carriages, with the coffin 
protruding from the door or window.25 In 
this respect Protestant funeral processions 
would have resembled those of  Roman 
nobility, and should not therefore have been 
a surprising sight to bystanders. Archenholz’s 
claim26 that cries of  “Al fiume!, ‘al fiume!” 
could often be heard when Protestant funeral 
processions crossed town may, if  accurate, be 
interpreted as signifying popular disapproval, 
but it is the only such reaction on record.

The number of  carriages varied according 
to the status and popularity of  the deceased. 
As many as forty are said to have attended 
Sir James Macdonald’s funeral and forty-four 
that of  the German diplomat, Friedrich von 
Ompteda, in 1819.27 But figures for other 
funerals are much lower, usually around 
ten to fourteen. Sending a carriage could 
also be a mark of  respect from one unable 
to attend: Lord Plymouth dispatched a 
carriage with servants to the funeral of  the 
painter James Durno in 1795, a ceremony 
at which Prince Augustus Frederick, son 
of  the King of  England, George III, 
was among those who carried a torch.28

The cortège of  carriages set out from the 
Bocca della Verità along the Via della Salara 
on the left bank of  the river Tiber before 
turning down Via Marmorata towards the 
Recinto di Testaccio, the walled enclosure 
around the common land known as the Prati 
del Popolo Romano. From the entrance-
gate of  the Recinto the route lay across the 
meadows, past the powder-magazine used by 
the Bombardieri di Castel Sant’Angelo, and 
on to the pyramid.29 Both the Recinto and the 
powder-magazine had their own guards on duty. 

The approach to the Pyramid on a moonlit 
night was straightforward with easily observed 
landmarks. But occasionally the carefully 
made plans went wrong. One long eyewitness 

22 As described by Moritz 1792, vol. 2, 168 and by 
Pietro Piranesi, Descrizione del Funerale Gio. Ǻkerström 
Pittore Svedese in Huemer 2010, 180, n.36.

23 Menniti Ippolito 1989, 35; Menniti Ippolito 2014, 
153.

24 Moritz 1792; Gessner 1801, 284-86. Conrad Gessner 
witnessed Kirsch’s funeral but his account of  it is 
not an independent one (as implied by Stanley-
Price 2016a, 34 and Stanley-Price 2012. It appears 
that Heinrich Gessner amplified his brother’s letters 
when editing them for publication, in this instance 
making heavy use of  Moritz’s already published 
account to add substance to Conrad Gessner’s letter 

about Kirsch’s burial. I am grateful to Claudia Sedlarz 
for informing me of  this important correction.

25 Eaton 1852, vol. 2, 289 though Catholic rites forbade 
this means of  transporting corpses: Donato 2014, 27.

26 Archenholz 1791, vol. 1, 248-9.
27 For Macdonald, John Thorpe, S.J. to John Jenison, 

S.J, 2 August 1766, in Holt 2003, 70; for Ompteda, 
Krogel 1995, 138

28   Gentleman’s Magazine 66 (part 1) (1796), 81.
29 Stanley-Price 2014, 4, Map B. The powder-maga-

zine was erected in 1752 and the Recinto enclosed 
with a wall in 1776.
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account diverges from the solemnity that 
characterises such reports when it describes 
the chaos that surrounded the procession of  
carriages for the funeral of  the antiquarian, 
Johann Friedrich Reiffenstein.30 The guards 
stopped the convoy at the entrance to the 
Recinto since they did not recognise their 
occupants (or had they not been forewarned 
of  a funeral due to be held that evening?). 
The cortège’s arrival coincided with a group 
of  revellers wanting to leave the enclosure 
after spending time at the taverns of  Monte 
Testaccio. After scenes of  utter confusion 
in the darkness, the mourners proceeded 
on foot, lost their way in finding the 
Pyramid, dropped the coffin several times, 
and took one hour to reach the graveside. 

The ceremonies at the Pyramid
The night-time funerals were illuminated with 
the help of  torches. Wax torches were prestige 
items; it was deemed an honour to be asked 
by a relative or friend of  the deceased to be 

a torch-bearer. Even if  torches were handed 
out beforehand, for reasons of  economy 
mourners did not light them until they had 
arrived at the Pyramid. At the funeral of  his 
common-law wife, the artist William Pars 
handed out not only torches to each of  his 
friends but also a pair of  gloves, “according to 
the English custom”. At the end of  the Pars 
ceremony the mourners gave their torches to 
their attendants. The number of  torches could 
be greater than the number of  carriages in 
attendance. Pietro Piranesi reported that ten 
carriages made their way to the funeral of  
the Swedish painter Jonas Ǻkerström but the 
torches exceeded forty-five (this is the highest 
number recorded). The bright light cast by the 
flaming brands created conditions similar to 
daylight even on moonless nights, a boon to 
those artists who wished to record the scene 
(Fig. 2  and the other depictions listed in Table 1). 

Piranesi comments in his report how, on 
some previous occasions, the last rites had 
been spoilt by urchins who would try any 

Fig. 2. Bartolomeo Pinelli, Tumulazione dei Protestanti nel primo dei loro Cimiteri alla Piramide di Cajo Ce-
stio, engraved by Ludovico Prosseda, 1840, from Bulletin and review of  the Keats-Shelley memorial, Rome 
2 (1913), facing page 32. 

30 Weinbrenner 1958, 86.
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trick to grab a torch. Torches were expensive 
items and much sought after. During Catholic 
processions, the poor would use paper cornets 
to catch drips of  wax falling from the flambeaux 
and would scour the pavement for wax once 
the procession had passed.31 Some Italians 
would bring their own torches when attending 
a burial at the Pyramid. When Reiffenstein’s 
funeral procession, after running into trouble 
at the entrance to the Recinto, proceeded on 
foot, it did so in pitch darkness. Torches had 
not yet been distributed to foreign mourners 
and the Italians who had brought their own had 
extinguished them: each torch had cost one 
ducat and they considered them their personal 
property. The congregants extinguished their 
torches the moment that the service at the 
Pyramid was over – a gesture of  symbolic 
significance but also one of  economy.

Once descended from their carriages and 
equipped with torches, the mourners walked 
slowly, two-by-two, to the area in front of  the 
Pyramid and formed a circle around the spot 
where a grave had been dug (Table 1, images 
of  Ǻkerström’s funeral and others by Ducros 
and Pinelli). The coffin stood at its side, either 
bare or covered with a black cloth. The coffin 
of  Sir James Macdonald was covered in black 
but had a white cross on it.32 The fact that his 
funeral had apparently followed the Catholic 
rite explains this anomaly, a sign of  the cross on 
the coffin being forbidden to Protestants. The 
two artists who recorded the burial of  Jonas 
Ǻkerström33 depicted his coffin too with a 
cross on it. If  the cross had indeed been visible 
during the ceremony (rather than a symbol 
added later by the artists when preparing to 
submit their work to Sweden), it prompted no 
comment from the Catholic Pietro Piranesi 
who witnessed and wrote about the event.

The tolerance that the Papal authorities 
exhibited over the Arthur and Macdonald 
funerals appears to have extended to the 
funeral services held at the Pyramid. In 
principle Canon Law forbade Protestants to 
hold religious services. But Pope Clement 
XI had permitted the Stuart court to have 
two Anglican chaplains who held regular 
services (though they were not allowed to 

preach). The services were attended by the 
few Protestant courtiers and members of  the 
household staff, but also by visitors passing 
through Rome. In 1721 one of  the chaplains 
celebrated the marriage of  a visiting Grand 
Tourist; and from 1723 at least, they officiated 
at the funeral services held at the Pyramid.34 
For more than thirty years (1734-66) the 
Revd Thomas Wagstaffe was the resident 
Anglican chaplain. On his death in 1770, with 
the court obsolescent under Prince Charles’s 
dissolute régime, he was not replaced. British 
Protestants had long been remiss in attending 
services there and now no longer frequented 
the Stuart palazzo.35 Not until 1816 were 
Protestant clergymen again permanently 
resident in the city and available to conduct 
Anglican funerals. During this long interval, 
it was only by chance that a chaplain might 
be available, should a funeral take place. For 
instance, the Duke of  Gloucester’s chaplain 
officiated at James Six’s funeral in 1786 and a 
Revd Mr Wade at Charles Morris’s in 1791.36 
Ten years later Kotzebue stated simply that 
burials took place without the presence of  
clergy, adding that a funeral speech given by 
a friend was of  course more touching than 
the impersonal babbling of  a priest. “Puissé-
je un jour être inhumé de cette manière!”37

In the absence of  a clergyman, it was 
indeed laymen who performed at funerals, 
reading the burial-service or simply delivering 
a eulogy. Among those who performed 
this duty were Thomas Banks, the English 
sculptor, who read the service for the ‘wife’ 
of  William Pars; the art critic Karl Fernow 
who gave a eulogy for Ǻkerström; a visiting 
politician, Herr Staatsrat Uden from Berlin, 
who did the same for Reiffenstein, and the 
writer Karl Philipp Moritz who eulogised the 
artist August Christoph Kirsch. Years later, in 
1818, when another young artist, Carl Philip 
Fohr, was drowned in the Tiber, there was no 
German chaplain in Rome. The secretary to 
the Prussian legation to the Holy See, C.C.L. 
Bunsen, translated the English burial-service 
into German and delivered it himself.38

With the eulogy finished, the mourners 
each threw a shovelful of  earth onto the 

31 Thomas 1823, 17.
32 Holt 2003, 70.
33 Huemer 2010, figs. 1 and 5; Stanley-Price et al. 

2016, Fig. 12 and Cat. 8.
34 Corp 2011, 20, 125. Menniti Ippolito (2014, 122-

125) finds it improbable that the Anglican services 
held in the Stuart palazzo were officially authorised.

35 Corp 2011, 351-2.
36 Gentleman’s Magazine 57, 1 (1786), 90; Gentleman’s 

Magazine 61, 2 (1791), 775.
37 Kotzebue 1806, vol. 4, 58; Krogel 1995, 251.
38 Hare 1879, 134. A list of  expenses for Fohr’s fu-

neral and burial is also on record: Krogel 1995, 295, 
Appendix  1.
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coffin, extinguished their torches and walked 
back to their carriages to be driven home.

Participation by Romans in Protestant funerals/
burials
The accounts of  Protestant funerals/burials 
at the Pyramid in the eighteenth century 
make it clear that many Catholic Romans 
participated in them. Some would have 
been curious bystanders, others youths who 
occasionally caused trouble, perhaps by trying 
to seize a torch. But the majority were friends 
of  the deceased who wished to be present 
at the last rites, irrespective of  the fact that 
he or she was a ‘heretic’. The atmosphere 
was solemn and respectful, and silent other 
than when the service or eulogy was spoken.

Thomas Jones recorded that at the 
funeral for ‘Mrs Pars’ “great numbers of  
Romans attended, who behaved with the 
greatest decorum, and a profound silence 
was observed” (though, strangely, the other 
eyewitness, James Northcote, described the 
congregants as “all English”). The Baroness 
Bunsen used almost the same words in 
describing the Italian presence at the burial 
of  Fohr. It was the Russian chargé d’affaires 
who organized Reiffenstein’s funeral and 
“accordingly invited all the Germans, English 
and Italians in Rome”. When they eventually 
reached the graveside, however, the foreigners 
could hardly get near because the invited 
Italians and their friends had pushed to the 
front. Attendance by Italians was a regular 
occurrence. Two years after Reiffenstein’s 
demise, Pietro Piranesi found it unusual that 
so many Romans had wished to be invited to 
the funeral of  the Swedish artist Ǻkerström. 
Of  the named artists and architects who 
attended, at least ten of  them were Italian 
(and none of  them apparently British). The 
two sons of  Giambattista Piranesi were also 
there, Francesco as the Swedish agent in Rome 
and his brother Pietro whose long report 
on the event Francesco submitted to the 
Crown in Stockholm. Giambattista Piranesi 
had been a friend of  James Macdonald and 
designed his tomb-monument; presumably 
he had witnessed his burial. Several cardinals 
are reported also to have attended, a 
remarkable instance of  the presence at a 
Protestant ceremony of  some of  those at 
the highest levels of  the Catholic church.39

When the antiquary and collector Colin 
Morison died, his Roman notary went to the 
house of  the deceased to see to the transport 
of  the corpse and then accompanied 
Morison’s friends to the funeral at the 
Pyramid.40 The lawyer evidently went beyond 
the mere call of  duty in settling legal matters 
and wished to attend the last rites of  his 
friend. So too in the case of  Ǻkerström and 
many others, it was friendship that brought 
Italians to the funerals of  the foreign artists. 
Differences of  religion were no obstacle.

A contemporary anecdote strikingly 
confirms how familiar some of  these 
Romans were with the Protestants’ services 
at the Pyramid and how tolerant an 
atmosphere could prevail among Catholics 
and Protestants. When the elderly Irish 
antiquarian James Nulty died in 1778, Thomas 
Jones witnessed his burial at the Pyramid: 

Whether it was from Accident or 
Design I know not – but when the 
Corps was brought to the Grave – 
No Common prayer-book was to be 
found – so with a Pater-noster alone 
it was consigned to ye Earth. – Upon 
which the Romans who attended, 
observing that we had not adhered 
to our usual funeral Rites – said We 
had looked upon him as an Infidel 
as well as they themselves had. 41

Damage to the funerary monuments
In summary, there was ample recognition 
by the Papal authorities of  the needs of  the 
Protestant community in Rome to bury its 
dead with due respect. Certainly there were 
elements in the Church who maintained an 
intolerant attitude towards all heretics, as the 
Protestants were by definition. In the parochial 
records of  the Stati delle Anime, non-Catholic 
foreigners are classified as ‘eretici’. But the term 
‘eretico’ was primarily a descriptive category, 
and only secondarily became for some a term 
of  disdain or even abuse. There are recorded 
incidents in which gravestones were damaged 
(and subsequently restored) in the ‘cimitero 
degli eretici’; but they cannot automatically 
be interpreted as targeted acts of  religious 
discrimination.42 Some damage, for instance, 
was caused by the flocks of  sheep and goats 

39  Scots Magazine 1766, 446.
40  Giffi 2016, Appendix 1.

41  Oppé 1951, 63-64.
42  Menniti Ippolito 1989, 43-44; Stanley-Price 2016b, 
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at pasture in this area of  the commons, or by 
the casual vandalism of  bored shepherd-boys. 
Selena Martin43 found evidence of  bigotry 
in an “unrestrained rabble” breaking and 
defacing with mallets some of  the Protestant 
gravestones. But she herself  provided part 
of  the explanation when she continued: 
“During the time of  their saturnalian 
festivals they pour down from Monte 
Testaccio, elated with wine and conclude 
the revelry of  the day by this sacrilege.” 

The comments of  foreign visitors, some 
of  whom made only a single, brief  visit to the 
Protestant Cemetery, need to be assessed as 
a whole and not individually. Boswell’s claim 
that it was discrimination that caused funerals 
to be held at night was evidently unfounded. 
His false statement comes under the category 
of  exaggerations or misunderstandings of  
local customs.44 Another example would be 
the remarks made by Sacheverell Stevens on 
visiting the Protestant burial-ground in the 
1740s.45 To Stevens, that there was a public 
footpath running across the cemetery “plainly 
shows what great regard they have for us 
hereticks.” But for centuries Romans had been 
crossing the public meadows at this point in 
order to visit the Pyramid. It was the new 
cemetery that was intrusive, not the footpath.

Conclusion
In 1795 Pietro Piranesi reported to the 
Swedish Crown that foreigners were 
grateful because prejudice had diminished 
and there was a growing respect for the 
funerals of  those of  other faiths. But it is 
clear that, although the degree of  respect 
may have fluctuated between different 
Papal and city administrations, the ability 
of  Protestants to bury their dead according 
to their own rites had had its origins at least 
seventy years earlier than Piranesi’s report.

It was the arrival in Rome of  the Stuart 
court in exile that gave formal expression 
to this greater tolerance. James III was 
recognised as a full King by Pope Clement XI 
and his successor Popes. They gave him all 

honours, an annual pension and a residence in 
the centre of  the city for his court.46 At least 
initially, the hope was strong that he would be 
restored to the English and Scottish thrones. 
That some of  the King’s devoted followers 
happened not to be of  the Catholic faith was 
not allowed to diminish the Papacy’s support 
for him. On the contrary, ways were found 
to accommodate the Protestants’ different 
spiritual needs. The Anglican chaplains on 
staff  and the concession of  a burial-ground 
were two of  them. The numbers of  Protestants 
at court, never large, declined steadily: only 
ten in 1729-30, and by 1743 only five as 
Italian staff  numbers increased. The role that 
the Stuart palazzo had played in the 1720-30s 
as a “surrogate British embassy” for young 
men on the Grand Tour and other British 
visitors diminished as the court itself  became 
less attractive as a venue.47 After the events 
of  1745-46, the prospect of  a restoration of  
the Stuart monarchy had become remote and 
Pope Clement XIII had had contacts with the 
Hanoverian king in London. But, if  the Stuart 
court was no longer important, by then there 
was a constant flux of  non-Catholic tourists 
and longer-term visitors coming and going 
to Rome. The income generated by their 
presence in the Eternal City was crucial to its 
economy – another incentive for welcoming 
rather than discriminating against Protestants. 
Thanks to the concessions made to the Stuart 
court in the 1720s and a continuing climate of  
tolerance, if  one of  these Protestant visitors 
happened to die while in the city, he or she 
could be assured of  a respectful funeral and 
burial alongside co-religionists, all carried 
out with the full knowledge of  the Papal 
authorities in the very seat of  their power.
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177-178.
43  Martin 1831, 124; cf. also Kotzebue 1806, 57.
44  Nylander 1992, 236.

45  Quoted in Ingamells 1997, 896.
46  Corp 2011, 17-18.
47  Corp 2011, 125, 319, 351-352 and 356, Appendix A.
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