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This silver altar is one 
of the most important 
examples in Europe of the 
Jacobean pilgrimage and 
cult. Originally created 
for the no longer extant 
chapel of St. James, it was 
constructed at the behest of 
Bishop Atto, in the fi rst two 
bays of the cathedral’s right 
aisle to house the saint’s 
relic upon its arrival from 
Santiago de Compostela in 
1145. The altar is currently 
located in the Chapel of St. 
James, formerly the Chapel 
of the Crucifi x. It was built in 
several stages, between 1287 
and 1456, by generations of 
the most important medieval 

and Renaissance artists. 
The embossed gilded silver 
construction is composed 
of separate parts that have 
become a single structure 
over time. Authorized by 
the General Council of the 
Commune and the People 
of Pistoia in 1287, the fi rst 
to be made was the reredos, 
or silver tabula, which was 
placed above the marble 
altar in the Chapel of St. 
James. The reredos and 
a pre-existing paliotto, or 
“tabula ante altare” (which 
dates to 1261), were 

damaged in 1293 following 
the famous theft by Vanni 
Fucci, which recounted 
Dante Alighieri in the XXIV 
canto of his Inferno. 
A new paliotto A  was built 
in 1316 by Andrea di Jacopo 
d’Ognabene, the Pistoiese 
goldsmith. With 15 panels, 
it illustrates Stories of the 
New Testament, Stories of 
St. James, and a Christ in 
Majesty between Mary and 
St. James.
Between 1330 and 1340, the 
reredos was fi rst enlarged. In 
1361, work began on the side 
paliotti. The one on the right 
A d, has nine panels with 

Stories of the Old Testament, 
the work of the Florentine 
goldsmiths Francesco di 
Niccolò and Leonardo di Ser 
Giovanni (1361-1364). The 
paliotto on the left A s, has 
the Stories of St. James, 
again by Leonardo di Ser 
Giovanni (1367-1371).
Between 1380 and 1390, 
the goldsmith Piero 
d’Arrigo Tedesco worked on 
modifying the reredos B . 
He re-used the main fi gures 
from the 1287 “tabula”: 
the Madonna with Child 
Enthroned B 1, 
the twelve apostles; St. 

artists the silver altar has 
his busts of the prophets 
Isaiah and Jeremiah B s1, a 
full-length St. Augustine B
s2, and a seated St. John the 
Evangelist B s3. Created in 
1401, it is placed on the left 
side of the reredos.
In front of the altar is the 
monumental reliquary of St. 
James, executed in Florence 
by Lorenzo Ghiberti in 1407 
(with a dated inscription on 
the base). It contains a small 
piece of bone considered to 
be an authentic relic of the 
Apostle James the Greater 
that, according to tradition, 
arrived from Santiago de 

Eulalia B 2, co-patron of 
Pistoia; and St. Zeno B 3. 
They were incorporated into 
a larger order, together with 
statuettes by Tedesco and 
from other sources, e.g., the 
Blessing Christ B 4 
from a processional cross. 
The large statue in the round 
of St. James enthroned B 5, 
a masterpiece by Giglio 
Pisano (1349-1353), was 
placed in a large niche in the 
mid-section. The crowning 
of the reredos was designed 
by the Pistoia painter 
Giovanni di Bartolomeo 
Cristiani; it was carried out 
between 1394 and1398 by 
the goldsmiths Nofri di Buto 
from Florence and Atto di 
Piero Braccini from Pistoia, 
who embossed the fi gure 
of the Blessing Christ B 6 
between angelic choirs B 7. 
After the altar was 
consecrated in 1399, the 
completion of the two sides 
of the reredos, with fi gures 
of Prophets, Doctors of the 
Church, Evangelists, and 
other saints, was entrusted 
to various artists. Standing 
out among these is the 
work of the very young 
Filippo Brunelleschi, one of 
the greatest Renaissance 

Compostela in 1145.
The altar and reliquary were 
part of the “Treasure of St. 
James”, kept in the “sacristy 
of the fair ornaments”, 
as described by Dante. 
Today a rich collection of 
this precious patrimony 
of sacred art is kept in the 
Cathedral Museum located 
in the Ancient Palace of the 
Bishops.

Silver altar 
of St. James, 

1287-1456

“I rained from Tuscany. A short time since into this cruel 
gorge. A bestial life, and not a human, pleased me,
Even as the mule I was; I’m Vanni Fucci, Beast, and 
Pistoia was my worthy den … What thou demandest I 
cannot deny; So low am I put down because I robbed
The sacristy of the fair ornaments, And falsely once ‘twas 
laid upon another.”

The Divine Comedy, Dante Alighieri
(Translated by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow)
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