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Confraternies and Public Display in 
Messina:

from Antonello to the 
Arciconfraternita degli Azzurri and 

the Arciconfraternita dei Rossi

Salvatore Bottari and Alessandro Abbate*1

1. Introduction

The present essay aims to examine a particular form of socio-corporative 

entity, the confraternity, that emerged in Messina, as in the rest of Europe, 

between the Middle Ages and the early modern period. Apart from a few 

specialized studies, the confraternal phenomenon in Messina and, more 

generally, in Sicily lacks broad and in-depth academic attention, having been 

mostly the subject of popular publications. This is partially due to the disper-

sion and fragmentation of the documentation, whose analysis would require 

an interdisciplinary team that included historians, anthropologists, and art 

historians. This essay is not an exhaustive study of the city’s confraternities 

but an overview how these important lay organizations struggled to display 

their identity and status in the contested urban space of Messina (map 14.1). 

Often seen as bulwarks of social order, the confraternities of Messina in fact 

often challenged political authority and religious orthodoxy.

Evidence for confraternities becomes more abundant in the Quattro-

cento, and we have chosen the works of the famous Sicilian artist Antonello 

da Messina, who created gonfalons for various brotherhoods, to discuss how 

the confraternities strove to represent themselves in public processions cel-

ebrating feast days and funerals. None of the gonfalons made by Antonello 

have survived, but we can ascertain what they looked like from archival 

documentation that in some cases describes them and gonfalons made by 

other artists who worked in Messina between the late fifteenth century and 

the early sixteenth century. We will examine the iconography and date of 

* Sections 1, 2, and 3 and Map 14.1 are by Alessandro Abbate; sections 4, 5, and 6 are 

by Salvatore Bottari.



Confraternities in Southern Italy: Art, Politics, and Religion (1100–1800)478

commission to shed light on the political power and social dynamics of the 

confraternities.

The number and type of confraternities changed in the early modern 

period, and we will focus on the two most powerful brotherhoods in Messina: 

the Arciconfraternita degli Azzurri and the Arciconfraternita dei Rossi. Our 

research will analyze confraternal volumes preserved in the State Archives of 

Messina. These documents include records of the Arciconfraternita dei Rossi 

and the only surviving register from the years 1613–1621, preserved in the 

Fondo delle Corporazioni Religiose Soppresse. Our research will also explore 

a number of records preserved in the Fondo Ospedale di Santa Maria della 

Pietà, as well as some ad hoc surveys carried out in the city’s Fondo Notarile in 

the wake of a recent study by Daniela Novarese concerning the foundation of 

the Arciconfraternita degli Azzurri.1 The documents will be interpreted with 

an eye toward the city’s social and cultural-religious life in order to under-

stand them in historical context and not read them through pre-established 

schemes and models. In this sense, the confraternal phenomenon in Messina 

appears to us dynamic and distinct, worthy of being studied for its dynamic 

interplay with historical developments. This is the case, for example, of the 

openness of some members of the Arciconfraternita degli Azzurri to ideas 

belonging to the Reformation.

2. The Late Middle Ages

In Messina, one of the most important Sicilian cities and one of the Mediter-

ranean’s major ports, confraternities became part of the social fabric of the 

city beginning in the late Middle Ages.2 A multiplicity of functions character-

ized these associations. Alongside devotion to a saint or religious figure, local 

confraternities dedicated themselves to the care of the sick, prisoners, and the 

dead. Belonging to a confraternity also gave particular importance and status 

to its members, and the economic and political implications of being part of 

a confraternity should not be underestimated.3 Despite all the social rewards 

linked to access to a confraternity, as Gilles Gerad Meersseman has pointed 

1 Novarese, Pubblici spazi, private virtù, 17–51.
2 Tramontana, Antonello e la sua città, 108–110.
3 On the practices of distinction, inclusion, and exclusion that characterize the con-

fraternities, see Grendi, Le confraternite come fenomeno associativo e religioso, 115–186; 

Gazzini, Solidarity and Brotherhood in Medieval Italian Confraternities, 108–120.
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out, religious brotherhoods’ primary purpose remained the salus animarum, 

that is, the members’ spiritual good, to be achieved through prayer and chari-

ty.4

In late fifteenth-century Sicily’s turbulent social circumstances, the af-

firmation of confraternal identity also found expression in gonfalons, works 

of art produced by artists and craftsmen. The gonfalons were carried in pro-

cessions and typically placed in large gilded and carved wooden frames. In 

the center was the icon, which usually represented the confraternity’s patron 

saint. There could also be a series of minor images or another image on the 

other side.5 

The brothers of the church of San Nicolò della Montagna, located on 

the hill of the Oliveto, upstream of the  creek Boccetta  and within Messina’s 

city walls, belonged to various classes, but were mostly artisans. In 1433, the 

confraternity renewed the contract of emphyteusis with the monastery of 

San Placido related to an empty plot in the river lands belonging to “Conti 

Andrea.”6 Thirty years later (1463), brotherhood member Tuccio de Richipu-

to commissioned artist Antonello da Messina to paint an icon to be placed 

in the center of the gonfalon for the same confraternity.7 The brotherhoods 

commissioned richly decorated gonfalons from artists and decorators to bet-

ter highlight their presence in the urban context on the occasion of proces-

sions, religious ceremonies, and other public celebrations. In the second half 

of the fifteenth century, Messina experienced a wave of religious fervour and 

calls for religious renewal. Groups cultivated the ideals of charity and poverty, 

and publicly expressed their goals and affiliations with religious imagery.

Antonello da Messina belonged to this intimate type of religious experi-

ence, as emerges from his will, in which he expressed his intention to be bur-

ied at the convent of Santa Maria del Gesù. Moreover, the will specifies that 

only the Observant minors should celebrate his funeral rite, with the explicit 

exclusion of the Conventuals and any other clergy of the curia of Messina.8

4 Meersseman, Ordo fraternitatis, 8.
5 Mosca, Il gonfalone “antonelliano” di Gallodoro, 28–30; Musolino, Il Gonfalone di 

Gallodoro, 439–457. 
6 ASP, Tabulario di Santa Maria Maddalena, pergamena 931 (16 January 1433).
7 I quote the document from the edition edited by Rugolo, Antonello da Messina e la 

sua famiglia, 352–366, esp. 357–358.
8 Rugolo, Antonello da Messina e la sua famiglia, 363.
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From Antonello, the confraternities commissioned several gonfalons 

whose iconography — from the descriptions in the documents — seems to 

have been prevailingly of Marian origin (figs. 14.2, 14.3, 14.4).9 For example, 

on 5 July 1462, the Confraternity of Santa Maria dei Disciplinanti of Messina 

commissioned the artist to create a gonfalon for six golden onze.10 Antonello 

likely shared the spirituality of at least some of these confraternities. It has 

even been hypothesized that the iconography of the crowned Virgin, recur-

ring in Antonello’s paintings, could be an explicit reference to San Bernardi-

no, the leading exponent of the Observants.11 The confraternities, moreover, 

in that historical conjuncture were not something static. On the contrary, 

brotherhoods modified their associative model and their relationship with 

the cult, and showed a renewed prominence.12

Messina saw particularly virulent clashes between nobles and com-

moners between the end of the 1450s and the beginning of the 1460s.13 In 

the same years, Messina was the Sicilian epicentre of the clash between the 

Conventual and Observant Friars Minor. The latter began to take root in Sic-

ily from the second decade of the fifteenth century. In 1446, they obtained 

autonomy from Pope Eugene IV and were able to have their own constitu-

tions, vicars general, and provincial maestri.14 In Messina, the Observants 

founded the convent of Santa Maria del Gesù while the Conventuals, present 

in the city for two centuries, lived in the convent of San Francesco d’Assisi.15 

The former followed the strict Observance of the rule of St. Francis, refusing 

any form of ownership, and accusing the Conventuals of worldliness.16 In the 

late 1450s, however, there emerged the religious figure of Esmeralda 

Calafato, Sister Eustochia.17 This mystic of Messina embraced the rule of 

9 Rugolo, Antonello da Messina e la sua famiglia, 356–362.
10 Rugolo, Antonello da Messina e la sua famiglia, 357.
11 Savettieri, Antonello da Messina, 64–72.
12 Terpstra, De-instituzionalizing Confraternities, 264–283.
13 Rugolo, Ceti sociali, 119–139.
14 In 1517, Leo X’s bull Ite vos in vineam meam sanctioned the division of the two 

orders. See Poidomani, Gli ordini religiosi nella Sicilia moderna, 60–65.
15 On the foundation of the Convent of Santa Maria di Gesù and on the presence in 

Messina of Matteo d’Agrigento, see the recent contribution of Tramontana, Gli Osservanti 

a Messina, 55–86. On Matteo d’Agrigento, see Rotolo, Il Beato Matteo d’Agrigento.
16 On the links between sectors of the ruling class in the Peloritano region and the 

Franciscans, see Santoro, Intrecci di potere, 312–320. See also Vermiglio, La presenza franc-

escana a Messina, 383–399.
17 Calderone, Perché Eustochio?, 49–59. 
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the Observance, left the monastery of Basicò and, after various vicissitudes, 

founded the monastery of Montevergine.18 

It seems inappropriate to consider confraternities as an exclusively con-

servative phenomenon.19 Instead, the interaction between a brotherhood’s 

social resources and cultural forms requires the abandonment of unidirec-

tional interpretative schemes. Therefore, we need a careful reconstruction 

of the historical contexts in which this type of association acted, sometimes 

conservatively, sometimes innovatively or in conflict with the established 

order.20 For example, the doctor Giovanni Mallono, a protagonist of the city’s 

turbulent public life in 1460–1464, belonged to the Confraternita di San 

Paolo dei Disciplinanti.21 The same applies to the guilds.22 When the guilds 

began to organize, with statutes and regulations, the Sicilian Parliament 

(1451) asked for their abolition because they interfered in the city’s political 

life.23 Although the attempt did not affect the guilds, it reflected the tendency 

to exclude the plebeians (populares) and their organizations from Sicilian city 

governments.24

This is the context in which we can understand the “frenzy” with which 

the confraternities commissioned gonfalons from Antonello, who appears as 

a leading figure among a crowd of painters and decorators. Such artists, often 

of uncommon genius and artistic dignity, responded well to this new demand 

for collective religiosity, community protection, and forms of familial or 

personal piety.25 The gonfalons were the most prominent symbols fulfilling 

a confraternity’s need to clearly mark its role in public space. However, they 

were not the only forms of art commissioned by the confraternities. Along-

side the brotherhood’s devotional needs, other artworks were commissioned 

as forms of identity and status. An example of this can be found in Gregorio 

Infontanella and Giovanni Di Rosa’s commissions. The two masters of the 

18 Catalano, La leggenda della beata Eustochia da Messina; Spampinato Beretta, Topos 

e biografia, 485–496; Miligi, Il pittore e la clarissa, 61–108.
19 Giarrizzo, La Sicilia dal Cinquecento all’Unità d’Italia, 117–118; Bottari, Messina 

tra Umanesimo e Rinascimento, 24–29.
20 Terpstra, De-instituzionalizing Confraternities, 264–283.
21 Vermiglio, L’Archivio dell’Arciconfraternita dei Rossi, 117. On Giovanni Mallono, 

see Rugolo, Ceti sociali e lotta per il potere a Messina nel XV secolo.
22 On the link between art and trade guilds and confraternities, see Angelozzi, Le 

confraternite laicali, 24–30; Rosser, The Art of Solidarity in the Middle Ages, 2–7.
23 Laudani, Le corporazioni siciliane, 488–489.
24 Laudani, Le corporazioni siciliane, 488–489.
25 Giarrizzo, La Sicilia moderna, 19.
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Confraternita di Santa Maria della Grazia in the gully (fiumara) of the casale 

of Bordonaro commissioned, for the sum of sixteen onze and fifteen tarì, An-

tonello Gagini to sculpt a Madonna and Child in marble “five palms high, on 

a pedestal of a palm of height and adorned with gold and blue” (“altitudinis 

de necto palmorum quinque et cum eius scanello impede palmi unius, orna-

tam de oro et azoro”).26 The more elaborate practices of expression and the 

production of statutes indicate the new prominence of collective associations 

that made the fifteenth century’s social events more complex and fragmented. 

Between the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, new confraternities 

appeared and shaped the existing confraternal structure of the city. Demo-

graphic and economic growth brought about the need for new forms of asso-

ciation for new historical actors. As one should expect from a medieval city, 

in fifteenth-century Messina, social life and religious life were not juxtaposed 

but rather enmeshed. The medieval confraternities manifested the strains 

and changes in the political life of the city and the gonfalons raised high in 

the city’s streets represented the continuity and change taking place. During 

the sixteenth century, the practice of carrying gonfalons in procession fell 

into disuse and gonfalons were replaced by banners.27 Gonfalons were fragile 

objects and, therefore, tended to wear out quickly. In addition to being more 

practical and more manageable in the processions, banners, with their colors, 

more directly and clearly identified and distinguished the brotherhoods from 

one another (fig. 14.1).

3. The Confraternities of Messina in the Early Modern Period

The dispersion of archival documentation does not make it easy to know the 

number of early modern confraternities operating in Messina. The knight 

Giuseppe Buonfiglio Costanzo, who lived in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, counted fifty-six confraternities in the city; the erudite Caius Do-

menico Gallo, who wrote in the mid-eighteenth century, listed the number 

at sixty-five.28 It appears that the number of confraternities was moderately 

growing during the early modern period.

26 Di Marzo, I Gagini e la scultura in Sicilia, 1:180–181.
27 Cutrera, Gonfaloni processionali, 216–224. Banners are mostly rectangular signs, in 

canvas, silk or velvet, sometimes bipartite or striped and fringed, often painted or embroi-

dered, spread across their entire width on the flagpole attached horizontally to a vertical 

pole.
28 Buonfiglio Costanzo, Messina Città nobilissima, 33r–33v; Gallo, Apparato agli An-

nali della Città di Messina, 95–223.
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Looking at the sixteenth century, one feature of great importance was 

the presence in the city, from 1528, of the artist Polidoro Caldara da Caravag-

gio. The Lombard painter had recently left Rome, which in May of the previ-

ous year had been sacked by Imperial troops.29 He stayed briefly in Naples 

and then came to Messina, where Polidoro found a favourable environment 

and a clientele that was not limited to confraternities but extended to some 

of the merchant aristocracy’s most prominent families, from the Faraone to 

the Gisulfo.30 In 1534, under the commission of Pietro Ansalone, consul of 

the Arciconfraternita dei Catalani, he painted the Andata al Calvario for the 

Church of the Santissima Annunziata, today at the Museo di Capodimonte 

in Naples (figs. 14.5, 14.6, 14.7 and 14.8). In early sources, the work is also 

known as the Beata Vergine dello Spasimo because it had as a model the 

Spasimo di Sicilia, painted in 1517 by Raphael for the church of Santa Maria 

dello Spasimo in Palermo.31 The painting was often carried in procession and 

achieved tremendous popularity.

On the eve of the Council of Trent, in a religious climate made even 

more fervent by the presence in Messina of the Augustinian preacher Egidio 

Romano, two very important confraternities were established: the Arcicon-

fraternita di San Basilio degli Azzurri, under the title of Nostra Signora della 

Pietà (Our Lady of Mercy), founded on 10 March 1541, and the Arciconfra-

ternita di Sant’Angelo dei Rossi under the title of Madonna dei Derelitti (Our 

Lady of the Derelicts), founded in 1542.32 The first confraternity, dedicated to 

29 Farinella, Un percorso nella cultura artistica romana, 276–279.
30 Hackert and Grano, Memorie de’ pittori messinesi, 58–61; La Farina, Intorno le Belle 

Arti, 57–68. On the Lombard artist, see Marabottini, Polidoro da Caravaggio; De Castris, 

Polidoro da Caravaggio; De Castris, Polidoro da Caravaggio. L’opera completa.
31 Susinno, Le vite de’ pittori messinesi, 56–57.
32 “Having the Noble Lords, with Christian piety and spirit, founded the Company 

known as the Compagnia degli Azzurri, which with great fervour was involved in various 

works of charity for the public benefit […], and contributing [as they do] to the adminis-

tration of the public offices, they gathered together in the ancient church of Sant’Angelo 

della Grecia, in the district of the Paraporto, opposite the Monastery of Santa Catarina 

Valverde” (“Havendo i Signori Nobili, con christiana pietà e spirito, fondata la Compagnia 

detta degli Azzurri, la quale con molto fervore s’impiegava in diverse opere di carità a 

beneficio pubblico […] e che concorrono ad amministrare gli officij pubblici convennero 

insieme nell’antica Chiesa di Sant’Angelo della Grecia, nella contrada del Paraporto, di-

rimpetto al Monasterio di Santa Catarina Valverde”). Samperi, Iconologia della Gloriosa 

Vergine, 572. See also Porco, Storia dell’Illustrissima, 14–18.
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prisoners and the condemned, added “Madonna della Pietà” to its name to 

recall the mother of the most illustrious condemned prisoner.

4. The Arciconfraternita di San Basilio degli Azzurri

The confraternity of Santa Maria della Pietà was established in the Church 

of San Basilio, which was located under the Rocca Guelfonia, to the left of 

Monte della Caperrina and near the older Confraternita dei Disciplinanti, 

reserved for nobles only.33 The Church of San Basilio was of Greek rite and fell 

under the jurisdiction of the primate of Santa Maria del Graffeo.34 The first 

statutes of the Arciconfraternita di San Basilio degli Azzurri established that 

aspiring brothers should be noble, live as good Christians, engage in works of 

mercy, and be at least twenty-five years old.35 Their number should not exceed 

more than a hundred, and twelve clergymen could join. The administration 

was entrusted to a governor and two councillors. They all held office for one 

year and were elected by thirty-six members drawn by lot. Those who wished 

to join the confraternity had to submit a request to join the brotherhood in 

which they promised to serve the confraternity exclusively and pay a certain 

amount of money as alms.36 The brothers wore a light-blue uniform as a sign 

of the promise of heaven that they intended to inspire in those condemned 

to death.37 From the very beginning, the brotherhood was met with general 

favour. Together with the most qualified nobility of Messina, the Viceroy Fer-

rante Gonzaga and some of his successors, as well as numerous laypeople, 

archbishops, abbots, and even bishops of other cities joined the confrater-

nity. Among the first governors of the association, there were members of 

the most important and wealthy families of Messina: Baldassarre Saccano, 

Baron of Monforte (1541); Pietro Faraone (1542); Giovanni Marullo, Count 

of Condojanni (1542); and Francesco Ansalone, Baron of the Regio Demanio 

(1543 and 1544).38 An informal association was soon established with the 

Confraternite dei Bianchi of Palermo and Catania.39

33 ASM, FN, Notaio Bonfiglio Ciampoli 59, fols. 201r–204v.
34 Novarese, Pubblici spazi, private virtù, 28.
35 Marullo, Origini, scopi e attività dell’Arciconfraternita degli Azzurri.
36 In the second decade of the seventeenth century the sum was equal to fifteen onze. 

See ASM, FCRS 300, fols. Kr-Kv, 236v.
37 Samperi, Iconologia della Gloriosa Vergine Madre di Dio Maria, 505.
38 Porco, Storia dell’Illustrissima, 85–96.
39 Gallo, Apparato agli Annali della Città di Messina, 103.
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The main task of the confraternity was to assist those sentenced to 

death, in the three days preceding execution. In addition, on the orders of 

Emperor Charles V, the Viceroy Gonzaga issued a decree, extended to the 

Confraternita degli Azzurri on 20 November 1543, to protect the brothers 

who assisted those sentenced to death. Citizens who insulted them were 

given a penalty of one year in prison, while those who wounded them with 

sticks or swords were sentenced to death.40 The Azzurri shared charity for the 

condemned with a powerful professional guild, Messina’s college of jurists, 

whose brotherhood operated under the title Confraternitas Sanctae Marie de 

la spiranza carceratorum et pauperum et infirmorum.41

Charitable and spiritual aspects coexisted from the beginning along 

with participation, in a position of pre-eminence, in the political arena with 

the appropriation of symbolic and material resources that marked the com-

munal space. For example, in 1567 the Azzurri appealed to the archbishop to 

forbid the Confraternita di San Sebastiano to use uniforms of the same co-

lour.42 The same request was renewed two years later against the Confraternita 

di Sant’Andrea. During services, ceremonies, and processions, being as close 

as possible to the religious and civil authorities was deemed of fundamental 

importance for confraternities. In 1634, on the occasion of Palm Sunday, for 

the ceremony of the Forty Hours, a religious practice that consisted in the 

veneration of the Blessed Sacrament on the altar of the cathedral for forty 

hours without interruption, the archbishop ordered the Compagnia degli 

Azzurri to be the first among the city’s confraternities, followed by the city’s 

strategoto, the senate, and the clergy.43

On 3 April 1542, in the Royal Palace of Messina, on the initiative of 

Viceroy Gonzaga and in the presence of Archbishop Cardinal Innocenzo 

Cibo, an act was signed to combine all the hospitals and public infirmaries 

of the city, with their respective revenues, in order to build a large hospital 

called the Ospedale di Santa Maria della Pietà.44 On 12 October of the same 

year, having purchased a plot of land in the Santa Croce plains at the ex-

treme southern end of the newly expanded urban perimeter, the city began 

construction under the direction of Antonio Ferramolino and Giovanni 

40 Cucinotta, Popolo e clero a Messina, 168–169.
41 Novarese, Pubblici spazi, private virtù, 29.
42 Porco, Storia dell’Illustrissima, 32–33.
43 Novarese, Pubblici spazi, private virtù, 31.
44 ASM, FOSMP, 1, fol. 1r.
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Carrara.45 The construction of the structure went slowly and was completed 

only at the beginning of the following century. Various architects and engi-

neers followed one another in the project’s management, including the well-

known Andrea Calamech.46 

From reading the statutes, written on 25 November 1548, it becomes 

clear that the hospital’s direction was entrusted exclusively to the Confrater-

nita di Santa Maria della Pietà. More precisely, the confraternity’s brothers 

had to take a life-long oath to administer the hospital “like good and diligent 

fathers” (“ut boni et diligentes patres familias”).47 Each brother would be 

obliged to visit the hospital twice a month, and the treasurers at least twice 

a week. A list of the brethren was also drawn up: Giovanni de Vega, viceroy 

and captain-general of the Kingdom of Sicily; Ferrando Gonzaga, prince of 

Molfetta; Giovanni de Merullo, count of Condojanni; Antonio de Balsamo, 

viscount of Francavilla; Andrea Aldoyno; Antonio Branciforte, baron of 

Mirto; Bernardo Bonfiglio, baron of Condrò; Girolamo la Rocca, baron of 

Militello; Nicolosio Crisafi, baron of Linguaglossa; Giovanni Faraone, Baron 

of Montebello; Scipione Spatafora; Mariano de Naso, Baron of Santo Stefano; 

Nicola Barresi; Cola li Calci; Bartolo de Marchisio; Antonino Moleti; Filippo 

La Rocca; Pietro Moleti; Giovanni Cirino; Francesco Mirulla; Pietro Farao-

ne; Pantaleone Stagno; Giovanni Antonio Stagno; Giovanni Matteo Stagno; 

Mariano de Ansalone; Tuccio de Balsamo; Giovanni Matteo de Alessi; and 

Masi Moleti.48 In charge of the hospital was the priest “dell’ Ospedale,” as-

sisted by two chaplains, while another chaplain was in charge of the ward of 

the incurables.

In 1543 the Monastero delle Repentite was created. It was located in the 

premises belonging to the Confraternita di San Rocco that previously housed 

the church and the hospital of Madonna della Carità, the latter closed after 

the construction of the Grande Ospedale.49 In the new monastery were wel-

comed repented prostitutes who wanted to lead a life of prayer. The adjoin-

ing church was named after Maria Maddalena. The brotherhood reserved 

the perpetual right to appoint the abbess, chaplain, procurator, and other 

45 Buonfiglio Costanzo, Messina Città nobilissima, fol. 37r; Restifo, Il grande ospedale 

di Messina, 77–100; Caminiti, Dalla pietà alla cura, 1–16.
46 Bottari, Messina tra Umanesimo e Rinascimento, 81–82.
47 ASM, FOSMP 1, fols. 17r–31v.
48 ASM, FOSMP, 1, fol. 18r.
49 Foti, Azzurri e Rossi, 166–167.
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subordinate officers.50 The first abbess was Sister Cecilia Ansalone, who be-

longed to a wealthy aristocratic family.

In 1581, the Confraternita degli Azzurri founded a new and more ef-

ficient credit institution, the Monte di Pietà, later also known as the Monte 

Grande, to help the numerous poor (fig. 14.9). The institution also aided those 

impoverished by the plague of 1575 and was destined to have a profound and 

long-lasting impact on the fabric of the city. Two other Monti di Pietà, one 

founded, according to Francesco Maurolico, in 1493, and the other built on 

the initiative of some of the giurati, the non-noble governing elite, in 1555, 

had a shorter life.51 

The institution founded by the Compagnia degli Azzurri constituted a 

fundamental instrument to consolidate its power and social pre-eminence. 

Its primary purpose was its operation as a pawnbroker.52 At first, the Monte 

was housed at the headquarters of the confraternity, but between 1616 and 

1619 a sumptuous palace was built following the design of the architect Na-

tale Masuccio. Among the purposes of the Monte was also the liberation of 

prisoners from debt. Particularly conspicuous during Christmas were inter-

ventions in favour of those who had ended up in prison for not having paid 

their debts. Aid to prisoners took the form of money and food, and assistance 

towards a speedy trial. 

Despite the Monte’s success, not all the projects of the confraternity 

enjoyed the same experience. Another initiative of the Azzurri, the Monas-

tero delle Stimmate di San Francesco, founded in 1638 to house girls from 

noble families who had fallen into poverty, had a brief life.53 The girls were 

welcomed into the monastery to consecrate themselves to God or get mar-

ried. The monastery was closed and aggregated to the Monastero di Santa 

Maria degli Angeli in 1654.54

Within a few decades of its foundation, the Arciconfraternita degli Az-

zurri assumed a robust political presence and acquired the features of a pow-

erful organization, present not only in the city’s religious life but also in civic 

50 Porco, Storia dell’Illustrissima, 28–30.
51 Maurolico, Sicanicarum rerum compendium, 189; Gallo, Annali della Città di 

Messina, 549.
52 Di Matteo and Pillitteri, Storia dei Monti di Pietà in Sicilia, 388–389.
53 Samperi, Iconologia della Gloriosa Vergine, 505–508; Porco, Storia dell’Illustrissima, 

39–42.
54 Gallo, Apparato agli Annali, 153; Porco, Storia dell’Illustrissima, 64–65.
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life, from money lending to works of charity and artistic patronage.55 It seems, 

therefore, incongruous to separate the devotional and charitable aspects from 

political action. Moreover, in the Confraternita degli Azzurri, from the very 

beginning of its foundation, unorthodox religious ideas circulated. Giovan 

Pietro Giardina had introduced Giuseppe Stagno to ideas pertaining to the 

Protestant Reformation, to which even brother Bartolomeo Spatafora was not 

immune.56 These events should not come as a surprise since Messina, in the 

middle of the sixteenth century, was Sicily’s gateway to various currents of 

reformed thought that found their first gestation in religious organizations 

and associations.57

5. The Arciconfraternita di Sant’Angelo dei Rossi

Founded in 1542 on the model of two confraternities in Naples and Rome, 

the Arciconfraternita di Santa Maria dei Derelitti aimed to take care of or-

phans who did not have any means of support.58 To this end, the confrater-

nity created two “Reclusori di educazione,” one for boys and one for girls, in 

which children were raised and educated. The boys had to stay there until 

their sixteenth year, when they were suitable for work. The girls, who were 

given a dowry, were kept until marriage.59 The Arciconfraternita di Santa 

Maria dei Derelitti became commonly designated as Sant’Angelo dei Rossi 

because it was founded in the church of Sant’Angelo and the members of 

the congregation, who did not belong to the noble class, chose to wear a red 

tunic.60 The children wore a white robe, a sign of purity. The boys’ education 

was provided by a priest who taught them the humanities (humane littere) 

and the arts in the morning and Christian doctrine in the afternoon.61 Their 

studies were accompanied by the daily recitation of prayers and participation 

in the holy liturgy. The girls, by contrast, were educated under the guidance 

of a matron.62 The girls’ education was focused on music, which accompanied 

the chants during processions. The communal identity among children was 

55 Sindoni, Le confraternite in Sicilia in età moderna, 321–342.
56 Salvo, Tra valdesiani e gesuiti, 541–597; Salvo, Dalla spada alla fede, 152–175.
57 Bottari, Messina tra Umanesimo e Rinascimento, 169–175.
58 Samperi, Iconologia della Gloriosa Vergine, 572–573.
59 Casablanca, Note sull’archivio dell’Arciconfraternita dei Rossi, 147–155.
60 Gallo, Apparato agli Annali, 97–98.
61 Vermiglio, L’Archivio dell’Arciconfraternita dei Rossi, 121.
62 Gallo, Apparato agli Annali, 97–98.
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expressed in their ceremonial and devotional life through the practices, ges-

tures, and insignia exhibited during the processions.63

The confraternity’s statutes were drafted in 1542, approved by Vice-

roy Don Ferrante Gonzaga on 18 March 1543, and later reconfirmed on 6 

December 1582.64 Among other things, it was established that the members 

of the confraternity could not exceed one hundred. They had to be male, 

Catholic citizens of Messina, and enjoy high public respect. To be admitted 

to the brotherhood, a decision sanctioned by a majority vote of the brothers’ 

assembly, it was necessary to pass a preliminary examination before a council 

composed of five members.65 Every year, the members celebrated the feast of 

the Virgin Mary, which fell on 2 July, and participated in the procession on 

the feast of Corpus Christi, while on Holy Tuesday they went to the cathedral 

for the adoration of the Blessed Sacrament. Various testamentary bequests 

enriched the patrimony of the brotherhood. In 1569, for example, Bernardina 

de Artesio, daughter of a wealthy silversmith from Messina and wife of An-

driotta de Arcudi, a nobleman from Rometta with a modest patrimony, left 

all her assets to the Confraternita di Sant’Angelo dei Rossi. In 1573, her sister 

Pernuccia, widow of Giovannello de Argaria, donated her house, reserving 

only the usufruct of the house while she lived.66

Over time, the confraternity developed other charitable aims. In order 

to fight usury, we learn from the documentation that in 1583 (not in 1580, 

as erroneously reported by Placido Samperi and Caio Domenico Gallo) the 

brotherhood founded a Monte di Pubblico Prestame, whose statutes were ap-

proved by the viceroy Marco Antonio Colonna. This institution soon joined 

the Monte di Pietà, founded by the Azzurri in 1580, in the mission of helping 

the poor with easy access to credit. It is very likely, however, that the new 

institution was less prosperous than the Monte di Pietà of the Azzurri and 

had more limited activity.67 

6. Conclusion

During religious ceremonies, even the most impressive such as the auto-da-

fé, in Messina as in the rest of the island, the strategoto, the giurati (citizen 

63 Torre, Il consumo di devozioni.
64 ASM, FAR, 6, fols. 14r–14v.
65 Foti, Azzurri e Rossi, 172–173.
66 Vermiglio, L’Archivio dell’Arciconfraternita dei Rossi, 134–135.
67 Di Matteo and Pillitteri, Storia dei Monti di Pietà in Sicilia, 390–395.
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elites), the various secular and ecclesiastical authorities, representatives of 

religious orders, guilds, confraternities, and the masses assisted at the mass 

under the direction of the Inquisitor. In that context, the city’s hierarchies 

were revealed in the city’s public space. For a confraternity, participating in 

a public ceremony with all its members was the recognition of a certain level 

of prestige.68 The symbols it chose to represent itself, therefore, were powerful 

statements of identity.

Moreover, it should not be forgotten that participation in the politi-

cal arena also took place through the role played by the confraternities and 

guilds, as well as through access to a number of institutions and city of-

fices such as the council of deputies, the captains of the neighbourhoods, the 

acatapania, and so forth. Observing the practices of distinction implemented 

and, sometimes, the dynamics of hybridization with other entities places the 

confraternities as important historical players in the city’s community life. 

Therefore, they are associations that are firmly woven into the city fabric, 

the foundations of a network with local and extra-local connections.69 In the 

public sphere, during processions and parades, and various civil and religious 

ceremonies, the differentiation of social identities was expressed — the mir-

ror that reflected prestige.

In addition, some confraternities appear to have had considerable flex-

ibility and a continuous state of osmosis with the context in which they oper-

ated. The Arciconfraternita degli Azzurri — as has been observed — appears 

as one of the networks in the city in which Reformation ideas circulated. 

Moreover, the city of Messina itself, an essential port in the sixteenth and 

seventeenth-century Mediterranean, is characterized by a fluidity concerning 

external impulses, which the Counter-Reformation would be able to contain 

but not totally eradicate.

University of Messina

68 Santoro, Apparati coreografico-processionali, 330.
69 Speziale, Confraternite a Messina in età moderna, 139–152.
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Figure 14.1. Banner of the Confraternity of Sant’Elena e Costantino, seven-

teenth century, Messina Museo regionale. (Courtesy of Messina Museo Re-

gionale.)
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Figure 14.2. Gonfalon, Confraternity of SS. Triade (School of Antonello da 

Messina, fifteenth or sixteenth century), Church of SS. Trinità, Forza D’Agro 

(Messina), stolen in 1976. (Image courtesy of Alessandra Migliorato.) 
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Figure 14.3. Gonfalon, Confraternity of Santissimo Crocifisso (School of 

Antonello da Messina, fifteenth or sixteenth century), Church of Madre 

dell’Assunta, Gallodoro (Messina). (Image courtesy of Grazia Musolino.)
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Figure 14.4. Gonfalon, Confraternity of Santissimo Crocifisso (School of 

Antonello da Messina, fifteenth or sixteenth century), Church of Madre 

dell’Assunta, Gallodoro (Messina). (Image courtesy of Grazia Musolino.)
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Figure 14.5. Church of the Santissima Annunziata dei Catalani, seat of the 

Arciconfraternita dei Catalani. (Public domain.)
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Figure 14.6. Antonello da Messina, Madonna col bambino benedicente e 

un francescano in adorazione (1465–1470?), Museo Regionale di Messina. 

(Courtesy of Museo Regionale di Messina.)
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Figure 14.7. Silver plaque of the banner of the Arciconfraternita dei Catalani 

(1736). (Image courtesy of Marco Grassi.)
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Figure 14.8. Polidoro Caldara da Caravaggio, Andata al Calvario (1534), Mu-

seo Di Capodimonte, Napoli. (Courtesy of Museo Di Capodimonte.)
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Figure 14.9. Courtyard of the Monte di Pietà in Messina (c. 1600–1625). 

(Image courtesy of Alessandra Migliorato.)
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Map 14.1. Location of the confraternities of Messina mentioned in the text (fifteenth to seventeenth centuries). Elaborated by 

the authors from Messana, Urbs est Sicilia, maxima, situ, opulentià et tuta navium statione, in qua mirabilis natura vis apparet, 

celeberrima: ab Italia, engraving on watercolored copper, 1572, by Georg Braun & Franz Hogenberg. (Public domain.) 

Legend: (1) Arciconfraternita di Sant’Angelo dei Rossi under the title of Madonna dei Derelitti; (2) Arciconfraternita della 

Santissima Annunziata dei Catalani; (3) Ospedale di Santa Maria della Pietà; (4) Confraternita di Santa Maria della Pietà; (5) 

Confraternita dei Disciplinanti dei Greci, based at the church of San Paolo; (6) Arciconfraternita di San Basilio degli Azzurri, 

under the title of Nostra Signora della Pietà; (7) Confraternita di San Nicolò della Montagna; (8) Confraternita di San Seba-

stiano.




