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      A Humble Request to My Dear Readers

      To those who hold the sacred history of Our Lord close to their hearts:

      If this exploration of the Holy Face and the venerable stones of San Martino touches your soul and deepens your faith, I humbly ask a moment of your time. Please consider leaving a 5-star rating and review on the platform where you purchased this book.

      In today’s digital world, your review acts as a beacon, helping the platform's algorithm present this work to fellow pilgrims, devout believers, and seekers of sacred truth across the world. May God bless your journey through these pages.

      — Bernard de Clare
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      There are relics in the Christian world that announce themselves through spectacle—the blaze of gold, the crush of pilgrims, the unmistakable weight of imperial patronage stamped into marble and mosaic. And then there is the Volto Santo of Lucca, a dark and weathered figure of walnut wood, robed not in the diaphanous drapery of classical sculpture but in a long, regal tunic that conceals rather than reveals, whose face—stern, unblinking, ancient beyond easy dating—has watched over the Tuscan city of Lucca for more than a millennium. To stand before it today, in the gilded octagonal tempietto that Matteo Civitali built to house it in the fifteenth century, is to encounter something that resists the modern eye's hunger for narrative clarity. The image does not explain itself. It does not perform. It simply is, and has been, for so long that the very people who have prayed before it for generations have folded its mystery into the fabric of their civic identity, such that to ask "who really carved this?" feels almost like a category error, a modern intrusion into a story that was never primarily about craftsmanship in the first place. To understand Lucca—not merely its architecture or its commerce, but its soul—one must begin where the Lucchesi themselves began: not with a historian's footnote, but with a legend so audacious, so theologically loaded, that it dared to claim direct participation in the events of Golgotha itself.

      The story, as it has come down through the centuries, begins not in Tuscany but in Jerusalem, in the hours and days following the Crucifixion, among a very particular kind of witness: not the apostles who fled, not the soldiers who mocked, but the secret disciples, the men of standing and influence who followed Christ in the shadows of their own reputations, unwilling or unable to declare themselves openly for fear of what such a declaration would cost them. Nicodemus belongs to this company. He appears in the Gospel of John as a Pharisee, a ruler of the Jews, a man learned in the law who comes to Jesus by night—a detail that later Christian commentators would seize upon as richly symbolic, reading in that nocturnal visit both a literal caution and a spiritual metaphor for a soul still groping toward the light. He questions Jesus about the mystery of rebirth, receives an answer he cannot fully grasp, and disappears from the narrative for two chapters, only to resurface at the story's darkest hour. It is Nicodemus who, alongside Joseph of Arimathea, comes forward after the Crucifixion to claim the body of Christ, bringing with him, in John's telling, an extravagant mixture of myrrh and aloes, some seventy-five pounds by ancient reckoning, an amount so lavish it borders on royal burial rite. This is not the behavior of a marginal figure. It is the act of a man finally willing to spend his reputation, his resources, and his public standing on a devotion he had previously kept concealed. The Gospel gives us this much and no more. Scripture is silent on what became of Nicodemus afterward, and it is precisely into that silence that the legend of the Volto Santo inserts itself, weaving a continuation of his story that medieval Christians found not merely plausible but spiritually necessary.

      The textual foundation for this continuation rests substantially on a document known as the Leboinus narrative, or more properly the Libellus, a text traditionally attributed to a deacon named Leboinus writing in the twelfth century, though the tradition he records claims to preserve a story far older than his own moment of composition. It is worth pausing here on a methodological point that will recur throughout any serious engagement with pilgrimage literature: the question of a text's date of composition is distinct from the question of the antiquity of the tradition it records. Medieval hagiographers rarely invented their material from whole cloth; more often they were compilers and amplifiers, gathering oral traditions, local devotions, and fragments of earlier written material into a coherent narrative shape suited to the liturgical and civic needs of their own time. Leboinus, whoever he was, did not claim to be inventing a story about Nicodemus. He claimed to be transmitting one, and the internal texture of the narrative—its concern with iconoclasm, its maritime imagery, its investment in the specific geography of the Mediterranean world—suggests a tradition that had been accumulating and mutating for centuries before it reached the form in which we now possess it. This is not a claim for the story's historical accuracy in any modern evidentiary sense. It is, rather, an invitation to take seriously the cultural and theological work the story was doing for the communities that told and retold it, work that operated independently of, and in some ways prior to, any question of factual verification.

      According to this tradition, Nicodemus did not simply vanish into private life after the events described in John's Gospel. He became, in the memory of the faithful, a craftsman as well as a disciple, a man who turned his grief and his newfound conviction toward an act of sacred image-making. The legend holds that Nicodemus, moved by an overwhelming desire to preserve the likeness of the crucified Christ, took up walnut wood and began to carve. He worked, according to the story, from memory and from the depth of his own contemplation, attempting to render in three dimensions the face he had beheld at the foot of the cross—a face marked by suffering, but also, the tradition insists, by a majesty that suffering could not extinguish. This is itself a theologically loaded choice of material and method. Walnut, in the symbolic vocabulary that later commentators would attach to the story, carries connotations of hidden sweetness beneath a hard and bitter exterior—the outer husk astringent, even toxic to the touch, while the inner kernel offers nourishment. Whether or not the original tradition intended this symbolism deliberately, later devotional writers were quick to draw the parallel to Christ himself: a figure whose outward suffering, whose bitter Passion, concealed and indeed enabled the sweetness of redemption within.

      But it is the second detail of the carving legend that carries the greatest theological weight, and that places the Volto Santo within a much broader and more contested category of Christian sacred art: the tradition holds that Nicodemus, having carved the body of Christ, found himself unable to complete the face. He worked and reworked the features, the story tells us, but could not achieve a likeness that satisfied him, could not translate memory and devotion into wood with the fidelity the subject demanded. Exhausted, he set the work aside and fell asleep—and it was in this state of surrender, of acknowledged human insufficiency, that divine intervention supplied what human skill could not. An angel, in some versions of the story explicitly identified as such and in others left more ambiguously as a mysterious agency, completed the face while Nicodemus slept, so that he awoke to find the carving finished, the features rendered with a perfection no mortal hand could have achieved unaided.

      This narrative device—the artist who cannot finish, and whose work is completed by supernatural agency—places the Volto Santo within a specific and venerable category of Christian relics known as acheiropoieta, images "not made by human hands." The category is ancient and carries enormous theological freight. The most famous examples include the Mandylion of Edessa, the legendary cloth said to bear the miraculously imprinted image of Christ's face, sent by Christ himself to King Abgar of Edessa according to a tradition that circulated widely in the Eastern Christian world from at least the fourth century onward; and the Veil of Veronica, the Western counterpart tradition in which a woman wipes Christ's face on the road to Calvary and finds his image left upon the cloth. Both traditions address a persistent anxiety in early and medieval Christianity: the tension between the biblical prohibition on graven images, inherited from Jewish law, and the deep human desire—intensified rather than diminished by Christ's Incarnation—to see, to visualize, to possess some authentic visual connection to the historical person of Jesus. An image made by human hands is vulnerable to the charge of idolatry, of substituting a human artifact for divine presence. An image not made by human hands, an image that arrives through miracle rather than craft, sidesteps this anxiety entirely. It is not a representation created by human artistic will; it is, in the theological logic of the tradition, closer to a direct imprint of the divine reality itself, authenticated by its very mode of origin.

      The Volto Santo occupies a fascinating middle position within this category. It is not, like the Mandylion or the Veronica, a purely miraculous image with no human agent at all. Nicodemus does carve; human hands do shape the wood. But the completion of the most theologically significant element—the face, the seat of identity and expression, the feature by which we recognize another person as a particular someone rather than an abstract figure—is reserved for angelic completion. This hybrid structure allowed medieval audiences to have their theology both ways: the relic possessed the authenticating dignity of eyewitness testimony, since Nicodemus had stood at Golgotha and seen the crucified Christ with his own eyes, while simultaneously possessing the unimpeachable authority of the acheiropoietic image, since no human skill, however devoted, could be credited with capturing the divine countenance. The legend thus does something quite sophisticated: it acknowledges the limits of human artistic capacity when confronted with divine reality, even as it insists that devotion and proximity to the historical event grant a kind of privileged access that later artists, however skilled, could never replicate. Every subsequent image of Christ's face, in this theological schema, is derivative—copied from copies, filtered through artistic convention and imagination. The Volto Santo alone claims a lineage that bypasses this entire chain of imitation, reaching back through a single carver who was there, whose hand was guided in its final and most crucial strokes by a power beyond his own.

      It is worth dwelling on why this particular claim mattered so intensely to the communities that preserved and elaborated it, because the stakes were not merely aesthetic or antiquarian but existential in the deepest sense available to medieval Christian culture. The medieval world was saturated with a longing for immediacy, for unmediated contact with the sacred past, precisely because that past felt so distant, so inaccessible through ordinary means. Pilgrimage itself, as an institution, existed to satisfy this longing: the pilgrim traveled not merely to see a beautiful building or venerate an abstract concept but to stand physically closer to the site of a sacred event, to touch a stone that Christ himself might have touched, to press lips to a reliquary containing fragments of bone believed to have belonged to an apostle or a martyr. Relics functioned as a kind of spiritual technology, closing the gap between the believer's present moment and the foundational events of salvation history. A relic authenticated as acheiropoietic, as touched by direct divine agency rather than merely human craft, represented the purest form of this technology available—an object that collapsed the distance between Golgotha and wherever the relic now resided, whether that be Edessa, or Rome, or, in this case, Tuscany.

      The legend does not linger long, however, in the moment of the carving's completion, for the story it tells is not merely one of creation but of preservation against a specific and historically resonant threat: the danger of destruction. The narrative moves swiftly to explain how and why this precious image came to leave the Holy Land at all, and the explanation it offers is inseparable from one of the most convulsive controversies in the history of the Eastern Christian world—the Iconoclastic crisis of the eighth and ninth centuries. To understand this element of the legend properly, some historical context is
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