TAPESTRIES OF THE ACTS OF THE APOSTLES
AFTER CARTOONS BY RAPHAEL AND HIS WORKSHOP

Pope Leo X Medici’s (1513—1521) desire to associate his name with one of the most
significant sites of Christianity, the Sistine Chapel, was realized in the creation of the splendid
and now-famous series of Acts of the Apostles tapestries, intended to adorn the lower part of the
chapel walls. These walls had already been decorated under Sixtus IV (1471-1484) by some of the
foremost artists of the Quattrocento, and under Julius II (1503-1513) the ceiling had been painted
by Michelangelo.

To undertake this ambitious project, Pope Medici turned to one of the greatest painters of
all time, Raphael, and to the most skilled and renowned weaver of the period, the Brussels-based
Pieter van Aelst.

Raphael, assisted by his pupils, designed the tapestry cartoons: a truly monumental cycle
painted on paper, depicting the stories of the Apostles Peter and Paul, champions and witnesses
of the Christian faith, intended to be translated into large and magnificent tapestries.

By 1515, the preparatory cartoons (part of which are now preserved at the Victoria and
Albert Museum in London) were ready to be sent to Brussels to Van Aelst’s workshop, where they
would be transformed into exquisite tapestries, enriched with precious gilded and silvered threads.

In 1519, seven of the ten tapestries arrived in Rome, where they were displayed in the
Sistine Chapel on December 206, the Feast of Saint Stephen, during the celebration of Mass, to the
wonder and admiration of all present. The effect of the chapel, adorned with these magnificent
textiles, must have been extraordinary, as recounted by the Master of Ceremonies Paride de
Grassi, who, in his diary, describes the astonishment and admiration of everyone for the splendor
of the exquisitely crafted works and the rich and innovative iconographic repertoire produced by
Raphael’s genius, which led all to judge them superior in beauty to anything else on earth.

The remaining three tapestries arrived from Brussels to Rome by 1521, before the Pope’s
death on December 1 of that year.

The successful collaboration between a forceful personality like Leo X, a genius artist like
Raphael, and a refined weaver like Pieter van Aelst resulted in a masterpiece. About fifty years
later, Vasari commented: “This work was so miraculously carried out that it is astonishing to
behold [...] certainly a work more of miracle than of human art”.
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