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Sant’Andrea al Quirinale 

In the early 17th century the Jesuit order was looking to further their ambitions by 

constructing a new church for initiation and training. Gian Lorenzo Bernini was also gaining 

prestige during this time for his remarkable sculptures and building designs throughout Italy. 

With the help of Pope Alexander VII, Bernini was assigned the task of designing a church to 

meet the needs of the Jesuits. The façade he specifically created at Sant’Andrea al Quirinale 

breaks from the traditions of Classicism and rules of the Renaissance through its tripartite 

structure of convex and concave relations, yet also harkens back to those times through its even 

proportions, reliance on geometric shapes and simple monumentality. This is mirrored on the 

inside by an oval shaped plan that utilizes simplified geometry and dimensions, and grandiose 

religious imagery to create an overall coherently formed structure. It is through this relationship 

between façade and interior and the unique perspective on the relationship of geometric shapes 

and curves that this small yet dynamic, flowing church became known as Bernini’s crowning 

achievement. 

Sant’Andrea al Quirinale, begun in 1658 and completed in 1670 for the Jesuit order, had 

a rather troublesome and complicated history. Initially, as their order grew, the Jesuits needed 

places to train their apprentices and thus the site across from the Palazzo del Quirinale was 

chosen. Then, in 1622, Cardinal Ludovisi proposed a plan and agreed to fund it, but with the 

election of Pope Urban VIII this project was shut down as it would interfere with the Palazzo 



across the street1. Again, another attempt was made by Cardinal Ceva in 1647 but it also resulted 

in naught due to Pope Innocent X’s prohibition. This was attributed to either Ceva’s patronage, 

nepotism involving the Pope’s nephew Camillo Pamphili, or because it would “compromise the 

integrity of the Palazzo del Quirinale”2. Home to sixteenth-century popes, this palace rose 

directly across from Bernini’s church and featured a four-winged complex with a long courtyard 

at its center and a rather drab exterior. As it towered above the surrounding buildings, popes like 

Urban VIII were not inclined to allow tall structures such as S. Andrea to be built opposite it3. 

Finally though, in 1658, the project was approved by Pope Alexander VII who worked with 

Camillo in order to fund the project. Unlike the popes before him, Alexander VII thought a new 

church was a sensible proposal with practical and aesthetical advantages and would most 

certainly enhance the image of the Quirinal4. The Pope also instructed his architect, Bernini, to 

discuss ideas with the Jesuits even before the job was approved, again showing his clear interest 

in the project5. Thus, the plans were established and groundwork laid for Sant’Andrea al 

Quirinale. 

 Lack of funds, however, also plagued the proposal. Furthermore, Camillo emphasized a 

church filled with rich marbles and jewels and as a result the Jesuits felt uneasy about the 

development of the project. Nearby, the construction of San Carlino by Borromini was underway 

and it unnerved them to see a church built for such a low cost when theirs was instead planned to 

be rich and beautiful6. However, this opposition to riches was not an ethical one, but simply a 

1 Tod Marder, Bernini and the art of architecture, (New York: Abbeville Press, 1998), 195. 
2 Marder, Bernini and the art of architecture,195. 
3 Marder, Bernini and the art of architecture,195. 
4 Marder, Bernini and the art of architecture,196. 
5 Marder, Bernini and the art of architecture,196. 
6 Marder, Bernini and the art of architecture,197. 

                                                           



fear of not having the job completed due to lack of funding7. Therefore, with the appropriate 

backing, they did not oppose Bernini’s lavish approach to interior decoration. Bernini 

demonstrated this approach with an ornamented interior full of stucco figures, culminating in a 

sculpture of Saint Andrew rising toward heaven as the centerpiece. Although the ornamented 

interior revealed Bernini’s style, of greater importance was the façade. 

First and foremost, the façade is characterized by its outward arcing center squeezed in 

between arms that curve inward8. It conveys distinct, yet intertwined feelings of evenness, 

concavity and convexity to passersby9. On the one hand, seemingly fragile, short brick walls 

restrain the concavity while, on the other, taller walls made up of brick and travertine give a 

sense of playfulness and energy to the convexity due to their height. This sense of fragility 

results in part from the low mass and short stature of the brick walls and the liveliness of the 

convexity further stems from the split gable and agile, upwards-stretching heraldic motif in the 

center10. In addition, the feeling of evenness comes from the level, horizontal component, 

emphasized in the center of the two concave walls through travertine and basic, flat elements11. 

The largest of the three elements, it was composed primarily of a grand, massive aedicule, which 

was not a truly innovative thing but Bernini made it unique by using an arch to form a gateway 

and cutting a window into the wall cylinder causing it to appear permeable12.  The aedicule, 

coupled with two pilasters, and a rhythm of convex and concave elements at the sides, illustrates 

the center as the focal point of the façade. This emphasis also presents itself as the concentric 

7 Marder, Bernini and the art of architecture,197. 
8 Rudolf Wittkower, Art and Architecture in Italy 1600-1750, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), 32. 

9 Stefan Grundmann, The Architecture of Rome, (London: Axel Menges, 2007), 236. 
10 Grundmann, The Architecture of Rome, 236. 
11 Grundmann, The Architecture of Rome, 236. 
12 Grundmann, The Architecture of Rome, 237. 

                                                           



stairs below and massive triangular pediment above further frame the center of the façade, with 

the steps leading one’s eyes upward to their common center where the doorway is placed.  

Essentially, the concave, convex, and flat elements were distinct in terms of their liveliness, mass 

and substance yet they acted together to create a unified façade. 

 Sant’Andrea al Quirinale, tripartite façade. 

In addition, the specific components of the façade not only appear isolated but were 

actually developed separately. The components form a triptych, or pedimented entity between 

two wings that border it. Instead of being firmly combined together, however, these components 

are organized in a loose manner so as to look like detachable parts13. Beginning with the aedicule 

and ending with the portico, they were submitted to the design one after another instead of all at 

once and assembled on the rotunda cumulatively14. Bernini’s triptych stands out from the others 

designed by his equals—Borromini, Carlo Rainaldi, and Pietro da Cortona—in that he attempts 

to visibly differentiate the components by contrast instead of “welding them together with 

13 Timothy Kitao, "Bernini's Church Facades: Method of Design and the "Contrapposti"," Journal of the Society of 
Architectural Historians, 24, no. 4 (1965): 281. 
14 Kitao, "Bernini's Church Facades: Method of Design and the "Contrapposti”,” 281. 

                                                           



interrelating motifs”15. These components that make up the whole are each distinct and self-

contained as opposed to being simple divisions of the whole.  

S. Andrea owes much to the other structures located throughout the city of Rome as they 

helped initiate and inspire the façade’s undeniable worth. For instance, the crucial aedicule and 

portico, linked in the core facade, took inspiration from several buildings, resulting in a new and 

innovative application of both these components16. The aedicule with its recessed frame and 

smaller columns inside specifically adhered to principles first advanced at the Conservators 

Palace by Michelangelo. The portico with its free standing columns also borrows from S. Maria 

della Pace and the combination with a rotunda is a clear nod to the Pantheon, though here 

Bernini improves upon it by monumentalizing the triangular gable as well as making the 

vestibule less square thereby giving it more flexibility and human qualities in its size17. Thus, 

Bernini not only borrows from the urban setting in which his church is placed but further 

develops these elements thereby creating a façade that combines classical and Baroque styles. 

Signs of S. Andrea’s arresting and influential façade can further be seen at the Piazza di 

S. Ignazio. Here, the architect, Raguzzini, was forced to solve an issue of urban planning; 

namely, how to design a small forecourt so that the façade did not overpower its appearance. The 

problem was solved by utilizing concave forms for the central portion of the façade and by 

placing focus on the new ensemble of various shaped buildings so that attention was diverted 

away from the façade and redirected to the interesting and varied forms18. Raguzzini furthermore 

only allowed onlookers who were at a distance a partial view of the façade; he drew them in 

15 Kitao, "Bernini's Church Facades: Method of Design and the "Contrapposti”,” 282. 
16 Grundmann, The Architecture of Rome, 237. 
17 Grundmann, The Architecture of Rome, 237. 
18 Grundmann, The Architecture of Rome, 262. 

                                                           



closer so they could see with greater clarity what his façade had to offer. Only then, from a very 

short distance away, could they be overwhelmed by the great size and experience the façade 

completely19. 

  Piazza di S. Ignazio by Raguzzini (1727-8) 

Just like at S. Ignazio, Bernini at S. Andrea gives the façade an area all its own, forcing 

the onlooker to turn away from the axis of the street so that all his attention may be captivated by 

the fascinating façade20. In fact, Raguzzini modeled his façade after Bernini’s in that he was 

designing not for the onlooker viewing from a far but for one who is centered in front of the 

ensemble, “feeling a positively physical appeal, with his eyes scarcely able to turn away”21. This 

demonstrates the church’s influence on its urban surroundings in terms of the approach to its 

exterior and how one may only view it in its full splendor by standing in close proximity to it. 

Monumentality is also evident in the elevated, massive triangular pediment as well as the 

two colossal pilasters which emphasize height and verticality, calling back to the philosophies of 

classical architecture. Over time, Bernini had modified and implemented several changes to his 

façade. Indeed as the façade was developed so too did the function of the pilasters change. For 

instance, with the first plan for an oval church there was only a pair of insignificant pilasters 

19 Grundmann, The Architecture of Rome, 262. 
20 Grundmann, The Architecture of Rome, 237. 
21 Grundmann, The Architecture of Rome, 262. 

                                                           



flanking the entrance22. But as features on the inside, like the curvature and lantern, became 

more pronounced the visuals of the façade also changed, becoming more prominent23. Most 

notable was the change to “colossal single pilasters,” thereby giving the entire exterior “greater 

energy and power”24. Thus, the total height of the façade was undeniably one single entity25.  

Sant’Andrea al Quirinale, aedicule façade. 

This illustrates the importance of the façade since although the building was constructed 

on a small site it could still exhibit signs of monumentality and massiveness thereby altering 

one’s perception of the actual size of the structure. Also, like ancient Greek architecture, 

Bernini’s church is immense and monumental yet manages to still retain simplicity through its 

clear, continuous forms, not unlike the most famous of classical structures. Overall, the exterior 

became more like a monumental entrance, “than a façade in the conventional sense”26. 

Distinctions between public and private were also considered by Bernini with respect to 

the development of the façade. Initially, S. Andrea was a very private church. It felt secluded and 

removed from its surroundings as it was closed off from the public street in the “tradition of a 

22 Marder, Bernini and the art of architecture, 203. 
23 Marder, Bernini and the art of architecture,203. 
24 Marder, Bernini and the art of architecture,203. 
25 Kitao, "Bernini's Church Facades: Method of Design and the "Contrapposti”,” 278.  

26 Grundmann, The Architecture of Rome, 237. 

                                                           



seminary chapel”27. This was attributed to Pope Alexander VII who wanted a more traditional, 

private church.28 It also hardly left any space to view the façade as a whole from within, a trait 

that still holds true today for those viewing the façade from the outside29. Today, due to its 

proximity to as well as the constrained, linear proportions of the street, the façade can only be 

viewed in its entirety at a very close and intimate range. Nevertheless, the church lingered on in 

isolation due to papal jealousy—Clement X did not want it to outshine the neighboring papal 

palace—and so the straight wall remained intact30. The exact date is unknown, but around 1675 

Bernini’s curving side wings were finally realized with the permission of Pope Innocent XI. 

Combined with the semicircular portico, these wings suggest an unrestricted and public church31. 

These new walls also draw the attention of onlookers to the aedicule and portal which lies 

within32. Despite his tendencies towards public spaces, Bernini also considered privacy on the 

inside as the wings hid the rotunda to insure the private communication between the church and 

neighboring novitiate33.  

Although Bernini’s oval plan shares concepts alike that of previous churches, it evolves 

from them, creating a space that revolutionizes the rules of geometry. During the mid-17th 

century, ovals were introduced into Baroque design by famous architects like Francesco 

Borromini and Pietro da Cortona, signifying a break from the circular and rectangular forms 

present in Renaissance-era churches34. Influenced by this trend, Bernini eventually employed an 

oval for the shape of his church instead of a pentagon, his original plan for a five chapel church. 

27 Joseph Connors, "Bernini's S. Andrea al Quirinale: Payments and Planning," Journal of the Society of 
Architectural Historians, 41, no. 1 (1982): 26. 

28 Connors, "Bernini's S. Andrea al Quirinale: Payments and Planning," 26. 
29 Kitao, "Bernini's Church Facades: Method of Design and the "Contrapposti”,” 278. 
30 Marder, Bernini and the art of architecture, 206. 
31 Connors, "Bernini's S. Andrea al Quirinale: Payments and Planning," 26. 
32 Kitao, "Bernini's Church Facades: Method of Design and the "Contrapposti”,” 278. 
33 Kitao, "Bernini's Church Facades: Method of Design and the "Contrapposti”,” 278. 
34 Blunt, Anthony. Borromini. Cambridge (Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1979), 76. 

                                                           



Bernini had also actually modified the oval’s shape twice before he finally achieved a plan that 

was to his liking35. The first design for the oval was founded on the principles of Serlio, an 

architect in the 16th century renowned for his work on the classical orders of architecture36. The 

final oval form though diverged from Serlio’s principles, simplifying the geometry of the 

previous iterations and drawing upon traditional Renaissance geometry to produce unique 

intricacies and spatial organization37. In fact, this particular design was chosen since it would fit 

the constrained site plan much better than the first38. With this plan he also made the most out of 

the space available to the church by making the longer proportions of the oval parallel to the 

street and then shaping the entrance axis to be shorter39. 

 

Analysis of the S. Andrea measured plan showing the final oval configuration. 

Here, like the Early Renaissance emphasis on proportional logic and rhythm subject to 

geometry, Bernini ordered space in a proportionate manner which easily generated “divisible 

35 Julia Smyth-Pinney, "The Geometries of S. Andrea al Quirinale," Journal of the Society of Architectural 
Historians, 48, no. 1 (1989): 55. 

36 Smyth-Pinney, "The Geometries of S. Andrea al Quirinale," 55. 
37 Smyth-Pinney, "The Geometries of S. Andrea al Quirinale," 53. 
38 Smyth-Pinney, "The Geometries of S. Andrea al Quirinale," 55. 
39 Marder, Bernini and the art of architecture, 197. 

                                                           



whole-number dimensions”40. This signifies Bernini’s Baroque influences since the inherent 

shape of an oval is like an imperfect circle which went against Renaissance principles. Yet, 

Bernini still manages to use this shape to develop rational and logical themes. 

Like the outside concave-convex rhythm, the oval shape of the plan matches the natural 

flow and simplicity of the building’s façade, though the plan itself contains one unconventional 

feature. This unorthodoxy occurs at the ends of the oval’s cross-axis where one’s vision is halted 

by a pier splitting two chapels to either side of the transverse axis41. Unlike the straightforward 

approach taken in many other Baroque churches, here one’s eye is not drawn into a void but 

instead to a solid pier, contrasting the overall simple oval shape and encouraging a return to the 

central focus of the interior, the high altar42. Likewise, the curvatures of the façade draw all eyes 

towards the crucial aedicule with the steps foreshadowing the interior as they spill out in the 

shape of concentric ovals, enticing people and funneling them in. On the inside, the concentric 

shape of the stairs are represented by “all the lines of the architecture” leading to and uniting 

upon the magnificent sculpture of St. Andrew, located in the concave opening of the pediment43. 

Bernini also briefly plays with perceptions of symmetry in his plans for the forecourt and 

sacristy of Sant’Andrea al Quirinale. At the left wall of the forecourt, for example, he envisioned 

false windows which were placed exactly opposite the actual windows of the sacristy44. This 

created the illusion of a “perfectly symmetrical architectural context to a church, when in fact the 

buildings and voids behind these curtain walls were anything but symmetrical”45. This is as 

unexpected as the unorthodox pier placed in the interior in that one fully expects this illusion to 

40 Smyth-Pinney, "The Geometries of S. Andrea al Quirinale," 55. 
41 George Sullivan H. Not Built in a Day, (New York: Carroll and Graf Publishers, 2006), 198. 
42 Sullivan, Not Built in a Day, 198. 
43 Wittkower, Art and Architecture in Italy 1600-1750, 28. 
44 Marder, Bernini and the art of architecture, 204. 
45 Marder, Bernini and the art of architecture, 204. 

                                                           



be reflected on the inside due to the logical presentation of the exterior structure. Although 

exterior and interior form a completely consistent entity, Bernini nonetheless demonstrates to 

visitors that rationality does not utterly envelop his building, rather it is a grouping of sensible 

and unconventional methods that here creates a compelling whole. 

Overall the façade of S. Andrea successfully asserts itself as a cohesive entity with 

separate yet interconnected parts. It furthermore acts as gate, linking the flowing, monumental 

exterior with the richly decorated, yet simply shaped, oval interior. With the demolition of the 

Chapel of the Three Magi and embarrassing experience concerning the bell towers at Saint 

Peter’s, Bernini sought a way to redeem himself in the realm of church architecture. Even though 

the development of S. Andrea had to contend with the will of haughty popes and manage 

insecure funding, in the end Bernini’s vindication arrived and a façade possibly as diverse as the 

mixture of buildings surrounding it formed a bond between not only the inside and the outside 

but between the principles of Renaissance and ancient architecture, and those of High Baroque 

architecture as well. 
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