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ABS1RACT 

The church of Santa Mana outside the walls of the nnned town of Castelsepno 

has been the focus of a controversy smce its discovery in 1944 Its architecture and 

most importantly Its fresco cycle in the east apse deserve a lot of attention rn the study 

of early medieval art The monument's date and ongm are still debated, and many 

theones have been proposed, but the lack of documentary evidence has not allowed to 

determrne any conclusive statement 

A rrud-tenth century terminus ante quern has been established on the basis of 

one of the graffiti carved m the plaster on the frescoed wall It refers to the 

consecratton of a deacon during the episcopate of Ardencus of Milan (circa 941-945) 

Paleography of the painted inscnpuons within the scenes pomts loosely to the early 

eighth century as a date of execution, but this approach 1s hrmted by the damaged state 

of the frescoes 

The history of the site seems to indicate that the construction of the church 

could have taken place between the sixth and the nmth centunes The architectural 

structure of Santa Mana can be ascnbed to approximately the eighth century, on the 

basis of compansons with other northern Italian monuments such as, for instance, San 

Salvatore m Brescia, the Lomello bapnstery and the church of San Sanro m Mtlan 

The decoration of the church appears to be nearly contemporary with the 

architecture, since the plaster rests directly onto the masonry No exact parallel could 

be found for the whole fresco cycle, neither for its iconography nor its style 

Comparative monuments have been looked for m many parts of the Chnsuan world, 

thus providmg analogous works of different dates and ongms to mdividual scenes or 
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p1ctonal details Notably, early Chnsnan 1vones, tenth-century wall pamtmgs m 

Cappadocia (central Turkey), early medieval mural decorations m southern Italy, Rome 

and northern Italy, as well as Carolingian and Ottoman pamtmgs have been associated 

m one way or another to the frescoes of Castelsepno 

Their style recalls the Hellenism which had survived m the East unt:i.J the burst 

of the 1conoclasuc controversy (A D 726) Therefore, they are seen as part of an 

art1st1c traditton which developed before iconoclasm and was adopted m the West, as 

Eastern mfluences were spreading mto Italy, m the seventh and eighth centunes 

Examples of those mfluences are seen m Rome, namely m the works comm1ss1oned by 

the Eastern popes, particularly John VII (705-707) 

Upon exammatton of the style whlch developed m Lombardy m the eighth and 

early runth centunes, Castelsepno appears to be part of the formauve stages of a 

northern Italian school The possible mfluence of Lombard art on Carolingian pamtmg 

may expla.m the analogies which exist between the Castelsepno frescoes and some 

Carohngian works 

The soc10-rehgious context of Lombardy m the Middle Ages is another factor 

which ought to be taken mto consideration unul the second decade of the eighth 

century thepohttcal situauon was turbulent, both withm the Lombard kmgdom and m 1t 

relauons with its neighbours, the religious estabhshment was very unstable unttl a few 

years after the synod of Pavia (698), as the Anan heresy and the schism of the Three 

Chapters prev10usly had many adepts m Lombardy, and the scarcity of artistic 

patronage before the reign of Kmg Lmtprand (712-744) renders the commtssionmg of 

Santa Maria rather unlikely Pohucal disturbances from 730 onwards also hmtt the 

poss1b1hty of such a production, given the geographical locauon of the church, outside 
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the walls of a fornfied town near the passage of the Alps Therefore, Kmg Lmtprand, 

known for his strong rehgious devooon and his acuve building campaign, seems a 

hkely candidate for the patronage of Santa Mana di Castelsepno 

Exammers 

. . ~· . 

I 



V 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT ll 

TABLE OF CONTENTS v 

LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS vu 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS x 

DEDICATION xi 

INTRODUCTION 1 

CHAPTER I THE SITE 3 
1 The History of the Town 3 
2 The Discovery of a Tombstone 6 
3 The Church of Santa Mana 6 
4 The Frescoes 7 

a) The Annuncianon 8 
b) The Tnal by Water 9 
c) The Chnst P antocrator 9 
d) The Dream of Joseph 10 
e) The Journey to Bethlehem 11 
f) The Naovity and Related Events 11 
g) The Adoraoon of the Magi 13 
h) The Presentaoon 10 the Temple 14 
1) The Hetozmasza 15 
J) Other Symbolic Elements 16 
k) Borders 17 
I) The Pamted lnscnpoons 17 

5 The Graffiti 20 
6 The Archltecture 21 
7 Notes to Chapter I 30 

CHAPTER II THE THEMES 37 
1 The Literary Background 37 
2 The Narrauve Scenes Their Ongins and Evoluuon 42 
3 Summary of Iconographic Compansons 61 
4 Notes to Chapter II 64 

CHAPTER III STYLISTIC COMPARISONS 73 
1 Compansons wuh Eastern Monuments 75 
2 Compansons with a Monument 10 Southern Italy 78 
3 Compansons with Roman Monuments 79 
4 Compansons with North Italian and European Monuments 81 
5 Northern Italtan Influence on Carolmgian Art 87 
6 Adchuonal Elements Used 10 the Daung of Castelsepno 89 



7 Notes to Chapter ill 

CHAPTER IV THE MEANING OF TIIE PROGRAM 
AND THE 1-IlSTORlCAL CONTEXT 

1 Reconstrucnon of the Mlssmg Scenes 
2 The Dogmanc Mearung 
3 The Soc10-Rehgious Context 
4 Patronage 
5 Notes to Chapter IV 

CHAPTER V CONCLUSION 

ILLUSTRATIONS 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

APPENDICES (1-2-3) 

94 

103 
103 
106 
107 
112 
115 

119 

121 

172 

184 



LIST OF ILLUSTRATIONS 

1 Santa Mana Jons portas, Castelsepno outside view (Goulet) 

2 Town and castle plan (Goulet) 

3 Santa Mana ground plan (Bognetn, Santa Mana, XVIIl) 

4 Left apse wall, after Capitani d'Arzago (We1tzmann, The Fresco Cycle, fig A) 

5 Right apse wall, after Capitani d'Arzago (Ibid , fig B) 

vu 

6 Inside of arch wall, seen from ms1de the apse, after Capitani d'Arzano (Ibid , fig C) 

7 The Annunciation, after Capttam d'Arzago (Ibid, VIII, 8) 

8 The Annunciation (Goulet) 

9 The Tnal by Water, after Capitani d'Arzago (Weitzmann, The Fresco Cycle, VIII, 
9) 

10 The Tnal by Water (Goulet) 

11 Chnst Pantocrator (Goulet) 

12 The Dream of Joseph (Goulet) 

13 The Journey to Bethlehem (Bognetn, Santa Mana, XL VI) 

14 The Nauvity (Ibid , LI) 

15 The Nauvity detall of Mary and Chnst (Goulet) 

16 The Nauvicy detall of the Doubnng Midwife (Bognetn, Santa Mana LII) 

17 The Nauvity detail of the Washmg of the Child (Goulet) 

18 The Nauv1ty detail of Joseph (Goulet) 

19 The Nativity detail of the AnnunCiaoon to the Shepherds (Goulet) 

20 The Adoranon of the Magi, after Capitani d'Arzago (We1tzmann, The Fresco 
Cycle, IX, 10) 

21 The Adoranon of the Magi (Bognetn, Santa Mana, LID) 

22 The Adoranon of the Magi detail of the Magi (Goulet) 



V1ll 

23 The Presentauon m the Temple, after Capitani d'Arzago (Weitzmann, The Fresco 
Cycle, IX, 11) 

24 The Presentauon m the Temple (Bognetu, Santa Mana, L VIII) 

25 The Presentauon m the Temple detail of Chnst (Goulet) 

26 The Hetotmasia left side (Goulet) 

27 The Hetoimasia detail of the attributes (Goulet) 

28 Symbohc elements and graffiu, lower part of apse wall, after Capitani d'Arzago 
(Weitzmann, The Fresco Cycle, fig D) 

29 South-west angle, porch and nave (Goulet) 

30 Brescia plan of the San Salvatore crypt (San Salvatore di Brescia, IV 07) 

31 S Urbano alla Caffarella Annunciauon, after Millet (Bognetu, Santa Mana, LXVI 
d) 

32 Pans, Bib Nat lat 9393 Carohngian Ivory of the Annunciation (Ibid, LXVI c) 

33 Pompen Story of Ulysses (Ibid, LXVI a) 

34 Oratory of John VII Annunciation and VIS1tat1on, Gnrnaldi's sketch (Ibid, 
LXXXVa) 

35 Cappadocia, K1h~lar Visttanon and Tnal by Water (Ibid, LXVII a) 

36 Catacomb of San Valennno Nanv1ty and Visitation, drawmg by Bosio 
(We1tzmann, The Fresco Cycle, XXN, 54) 

37 Ravenna Throne of Maxim1an (VI-C Ivory) 

38 Brescia San Salvatore Crypt The Journey to Bethlehem or the Flight mto Egypt 
(San Salvatore, V 13) 

39 Rome, Museo Capitolmo Sarcophagus, II C , Birth of Dionysos (Weitzmann, 
The Fresco Cycle, XXIII, 48) 

40 Rome, Domus Aurea fresco Brrth of D10nysos, engraving by Mtrn (Ibid , XXIII, 
47) 

41 Pans, Louvre Ivory Nauvity, X C (Ibid, XXVII, 61) 

42 Vaucan, Museo Sacro Ivory Nativity, X C (lbzd, XXVII, 62) 

43 Cappadoc1a, Soganh Karabas Ktlise Bathing of the Child (Bognetn, Santa Mana, 
LXXb) 



44 Oratory of John VII Nativity, Gnmaldl's sketch (Ibid, LXXI c) 

45 Oratory of John Vil Nanvity, tracing of the Miracle of the Midwife (Ibid, LXXI 
b) 

46 Oratory of John VII fragment of the Bathmg of the Child (Ibid , LXIX a) 

47 Oratory of John VII Gnmald1's drawing (Ibid, LXXXIV a) 

48 Oratory of John VII Gnmaldi's drawing (Ibid, LXXXIV b) 

49 S Mana Antigua, fresco of John VII Nattvity (Ibid, LXIX b) 

50 S Mana Anuqua, fresco of John VII Nativity (Ibid, LXIX c) 

51 Ravenna, throne of maxuman Nanvity panel (Ibid, LXIX a) 

52 S Benevento bronze door Nanvity (Weitzmann, The Fresco Cycle, XXVII, 63) 

53 S Mana Annqua, fresco of John VII Adoranon of the Magi (Nordhagen, "The 
Frescoes of John VII [AD 705-707]," XVI) 

54 Oratory of John VII Adoranon of the Magi (fragment) (Goulet) 

55 S Vmcenzo al Volturno, crypt Angel of the Annuncianon (Schapuo, "The 
Frescoes," 23) 

56 Brescia, San Salvatore crypt head (fragment) (San Salvatore, IV, 14) 

57 Brescia, San Salvatore crypt frescoes, Vill-IX C, theme unknown (Ibid, VI, 6) 

58 Brescia, San Salvatore crypt s1nop1a, VIII-IX C Chnst and the Virgin (Ibid, V, 
14) 

59 C1v1dale, Temp1eno lunette fresco, Chnst with Archangels Michael and Gabnel 
(L'Orange and Torp, / / Tempietto LongobardlJ di c1v1dale, tav col 11) 

60 C1v1dale, Temp1eno saint (Ibid , tav col V) 

61 Pans Psalter (Pans, B1bl Nat cod gr 139 fol. 1 v) David Composing the 
Psalms (Gardner's Art Through the Ages, 7-56) 

62 Rome, Santa Mana Ant1qua zone of popes, column and velum (Nordhagen, "The 
Frescoes of John VII," LI) 

63 Rome (fragment formerly in B1bhoteca Angeltca, from Rocca, 1609) Oratory of 
John VII, Crucified Chnst (Ibid, Ill 8) 



X 

ACKNOWLEOOEMENTS 

I would especially hke to thank Dr John Osborne who first aroused my 

interest in Th.story m Art, and particularly m the art of the Middle Ages He arranged 

for me to conduct research m libraries m Rome in 1984, and kindly lent me useful 

matenal m my mvest1gat1on of the church of Santa Maria at Castelsepno His 

remarkable patience, Judicious advice and fnendly encouragement are very much 

appreciated 

I offer many thanks also to Dr John Oleson and Dr Anthony Welch for their 

prompt and careful readmg of my thesis I am mdebted to them for therr helpful 

comments and suggesnons 

I gratefully acknowledge the Faculty of Graduate Studies for the financial 

support granted me from 1983 to 1985, as well as the Department of Th.story m Art and 

the Graduate Students Society for the travel grants I obtained m 1984 

In Rome, I had the pnvilege to work m the hbrary of the Bnush School, and 

the Hertziana hbrary 

I would also hke to thank Lucie Miller for her patient work on the typmg of 

this thesis, Michel Dumont, Ph1hp Newton and Ann Cameron for their help with the 

Enghsh grammar, and all my fnends and farrnly for their encouragement 



X1 

Tomyfnends 



INTRODUCTION 

The topic of this thesis was chosen mamly because of Its particularly puzzhng 

character The small church of Santa Mana di Castelsepno, m the pre-Alpine hills of 

northern Italy, 1s one of the most emgmauc monuments of the early Middle Ages 

Smee Its accidental discovery m 1944, the church, with Its remnants of fresco pamtmgs 

m the east apse, has attracted the attention of many scholars who could not, and still 

cannot, qmte agree as to the ongm and dates of the bmldmg, and of the frescoes that 

decorate It 

Consequently, one encounters numerous methodological problems m the study 

of this monument No wntten records remam which give precise mformauon on the 

early medieval settlement at Castelsepno The only secure fact 1s the.._sackmg...filld - -- - ------- - -
subsequent abandonment of the settlement m.1287,_afiei:. av..!!lJl!..Q..C0<mJ;,y_J!}_e~ chb1sop •-....... __ --- ----
of Mlian Archaeology has revealed some mformauon about the site and the church of 

Santa Mana, but much of the work, study and research on the subJect remams 

hypothetical For instance, the study of style and of details of the fresco pamtmgs has 

not, thus far, led to any conclusive results concerning the dating or the ongm of the 

church many elements, taken separately, could be mchv1dually compared to a number 

of works from several parts of the world, thus mcreasmg the mystery that surrounds 

the monument 

This paper will begm with a survey of the history of the site, a descnptlon of 

the frescoes, and a bnef analysis of the architecture However, the mam mtent 1s to 

follow an 1conograph1cal and histoncal approach The ongm and evolution of the 

themes which are represented m the frescoes will be studied, as well as the dogmauc 



2 

content of the cycle 

In hne wlth the idea of placmg Castelsepno w1thm Its pohucal, social and 

religious contexts, monuments from other parts of northern Italy and Rome believed to 

be contemporary wuh this church will be mtroduced mto the discussion for 

companson Some of the monuments beanng simtlannes to the art of Castelsepno are 

securely dated m the eighth century on the basis of documentary evidence or 

mscnpttons, thus prov1dmg a starting pomt for the h1stoncal study This will lead to a 

d1scuss1on of theological ideas which were current m the eighth century, and which 

influenced the content of representanve arts 

Finally, an attempt at 1dentifymg the patron of Santa Mana di Castelsepno wtll 

be made m hght of the h1stoncal, poht1cal and religious contexts m Lombardy dunng 

the early Middle Ages 



The History of the Town 

I 

THE SITE 

3 

Castelsepno was a fortified town from the Roman era onwards Archaeology 

has revealed that the site had also been mhab1ted m preh1stonc times, 1 thus 

demonstrating that at all times this area was favoured as a dwelhng place, bemg 

strategically located 2 It 1s situated south of the Alps, on a route between central 

Europe and the Italian pemnsula, m the present-day provrnce of Varese, north of Milan 

In late Anuqmty and the early Middle Ages, Castelsepno was a busy town on 

the tradmg and p1lgnmage route Its locauon, as well as its defensive walls and 

watchtowers, rnd1cate that 1t was part of a system of forufied towns spreadmg from the 

Alps towards the Olona valley 3 The role of Castelsepno rrught have been of 

considerable importance, not only for its m1htary functions but also for the 

adrmmstranve and Judicial respons1b1.ht1es that were earned out m the stronghold and Its 

settlement, the latter bemg twice as large as the castle itself 

At the ume of Lombard supremacy (569-774), there was a gamson at the 

castle 4 Corns were also rrunted there, as demonstrated by the findrng of Lombard 

corns from "Flavia Sebno," beheved to be the Castelsepno rrunt, and that of a silver 

com of the Carolmg1an penod (mnth century) from the same ongm 5 

The name "Sebno" appears mother mstances besides comage there are a few 

documents from the eighth century refemng to a town or a distnct by the name 
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"Sebno," which is close, but not idenncal to the name "Castelsepno "6 No conclusions 

can be drawn from this smce the etymology of the name "Sebno" is not known The 

connection lS uncertain, but plausible On the other hand, a moth-century document 

menuons a "castro sebnenses" and md1cates its importance as the centre of a large 

dlstnct with dependencies 7 It seems that this reference comes closer to the name of 

Castelsepno, and It 1s safe to assume that 1t was the town m question m the documents 

Yet, this does not mvahdate the earlier documents as bemg references to Castelsepno 

the names "Sebno" and "Sepno" have an obvious closeness In phonetics, Band Pare 

produced at the same place of art1culanon, they are both b1labrnls The phenomenon of 

mterchangmg them m dlfferent regions or over a time span is not uncommon 8 The 

orrussion of "Castel" or "Castro" rrught mchcate that the eighth-century documents were 

alluchng to the settlement, not necessarily the fortified secuon, or "Castro " However, 

few documents survive from that penod, and It is not possible to reach firm 

conclus10ns on such little evidence 

The ninth-century documents mdicate that Castelsepno was then a centre of 

considerable importance, and 1t may be suggested that lt became such from its growing 

power m the course of the seventh and eighth centunes under the Lombard lungs The 

role of Castelsepno dunng that penod should not be underestimated Although the 

Lombard lungs were Anan heretics at first, they had been converted to orthod9xy by - - - ----- . .,...,.._ --- - -

the begmning of the eighth century They enJoyed peaceful relations with the Franks ------ -
and with the ecclesiastical authonues m Rome m the early years of the eighth century 

Kmg Anpert II (700-712) and hls successor King Lmtprand (712-744) both mamtamed 

cordial relauonships with the pope, whom they recognized as sole head of the Church 9 

Pohucal tensions arose m 727, but untLl then, no trouble of any kmd disturbed their 
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fnendly terms This temporary absence of stnfe may have allowed for bu1ldmg 

acuv1ues m Lombardy, smce there was no fear of an mvasion from either side 10 

After the Carolingian penod, there is no evidenc~ of com mg nor any_Q.theL 

significant activity at Castelsepno Its dechne started m tbe_tentb...centucy~ ben_ -.... _ - . - - ..... _ ..... , 

polmcal and religious powers shifted to Milap_ 

Around the year 1000, the bishops of Milan and Como became mvolved m a 

dispute regardmg ecclesiasucal supremacy and sovereignty over the adjacent temtory, 

part of which was the Sepno The town and castle were attacked on a number of 

occas10ns by both sides, and the final blow came rn 1287, at the hands of Ottone 

V1sconu, archbishop of Milan This brought Castelsepno to an end the settlement, the 

foruficauons and the castle were sacked and razed to the ground by Visconti and his 

vassals, who had come from the Ossola Alps Followmg the ravaging of the area, he 

issued an Injunction forbiddmg us habitanon or reconstrucnon Anyone who remained 

at or returned to Castelsepno would be subJect to the death penalty Tms law gave nsJ 

to a number of legends about the region and its past It was generally obeyed and 

enforced even as late as the eighteenth century 11 

Visconti and his troops did not go so far as to ravage the sacred bmldmgs of 

the town, therefore, only the three churches were left standing Two were inside the 

walls the basilica of St John the Evangehst with the adjacent octagonal bapnstery 

dedicated to John the Baptist, and the hexagonal church of St Paul, neither of which 

survived the many years of neglect The third, Santa Mana, was situated outside the 

walls 

A few references to Santa Mana di Castelsepno were made m the late thirteenth 

century, one of which speaks of an "altare sancti stepham m ecclesia sancte mane "12 
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Other mennons appeared sporadlcally thereafter, and the church was called "fons portas 

Castm Sepm" as early as the fourteenth century 13 Pastoral visits are also recorded 

between 1566 and 1747 14 

The Discovery of a Tombstone 

A burial stone was uncovered beneath the floor of Santa Mana by the 

mneteenth-century owners of the site This find was not well recorded at that Orne, and 

both the present location of the stone and the nature of its mscnpuon are unknown It 

1s known to have been carved with an epigraph nanung W1derarnm, and a study of the 

paleography suggested a date m the seventh or eighth century 15 Smee 

eleventh-century coins were also found beneath the pavement, It may well have been a 

reused piece 16 It 1s also known that the ongmal floor survived only partially unnl the 

mneteenth century, there were three subsequent elevations over It 17 

The unfortunate lack of mformanon on this subJect, and on the content of the 

W1derarnm tombstone, renders It useless as evidence for the Church's dating 

The Church of Santa Maria (tll 1) 

The church of Santa Mana 1s located outside the walls of the settlement, to the 

northeast (111 2) It 1s the only bmldmg from the town which has survived to any 

considerable extent Archaeological surveys have been earned out at Castelsepno, and 

the site itself 1s of considerable mterest, but most of the attention has been directed to 

the small church of Santa Maria Jons portas, undoubtedly because of its preservation 

and its controversial fresco cycle 

At the time the church was dlscovered, the roof and windows were nussmg, 
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and the overall preservauon was rather poor, mamly due to exposure to the elements 

Dunng the fifteenth century, when the church rrught still have been ma relattvely ~t - --- - - -- - - -
shape, the frescoes w:re wh1~e-~~Jhed, and an unknown aryst, eres_u112~b!y . from 

Lombardy, painted a Na~v1ty scene on the new plaster m the rru~dle of th~~pse Jlus . 

covenng layer of plaster allowed the ongmal early medieval frescoes to sl.l(YJ.Ye,.aueasL, 

m part, unul our century Restorauons of the structure have been earned out smce - -- -
1944 As _part of this campaign, the fifteenth-century plaster has been stnpped off the 

walls and its fresco removed and earned to the church of Carnago 

The Frescoes 

As a result of this process, a now mcomplete and quite damaged cycle of 

beautiful frescoes was revealed beneath These have also been restored, but as they are 

badly damaged and quite bnttle, the best that could be done was to try to retard further 

d.Ismtegrauon 

When first approaching the site, one 1s struck by the oddity of findmg such a - --
soph1sucated set of paintmgs m such a remote area They are located m the east apse, -opposite the main entrance wall of the church One enters the apse through an archway 

m the wall at the east end of the nave (111 3) 

The frescoes represent what 1s commonly agreed to be a Chnstolog1cal cycle, 

with the mam focus on the early life of Chnst However, It has been recent! 

suggested that the cycle should more properly be descnbed as Manan, since the Vrrgm \ 

Mary appears m the maJonty of the scenes, and she seems to have a dorrunant role 18 

This idea Will be discussed m a later chapter on the dogmatic meanmg of the program 

The decorations are arranged as follows (111 4, 5, 6) the wall 1s d1v1ded 
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honzontally mto three zones, the two upper secttons decorated with the narranve_cy5_le 

and the lower with designs The lowest secnon 1s the most damaged, makmg its - __ ___, __ ---- - - - .. -------
decoranons virtually umdenufia~l~ _ The mside of the arch wall facmg the apse is also -- - ----- - -
divided m the same way There are three wmdows m the. middle honzontal zone, -~- -
facmg nonh, east and south 

For the purpose of clanty, the scenes will be presented here m their usual 

order, that is from top left to top nght, and then from bottom nght to bottom left 19 

Only a bnef descnpnon of the scenes will be given here Their mterpretatton, ongm 

and meaning will be discussed m subsequent chapters on the ongm of the themes and 

the dogmat:J.c content of the cycle 

The Annunciation (ill 7, 8) 

The first scene on the upper left (north side) 1s the Annunciatton Set m what 

seems to be a porch opening onto a garden through an arch, the episode shows Mary 

havmg made preparauons for spmmng wool She is seated, holding the two spindles 

Next to her are the baskets of fabnc and a water Jug The archangel enters from the 

nght Mary's expression is one of surpnse, as she holds one finger towards her mouth 

and hfts her other hand Both the angel and Mary have haloes Mary's is ochre w1th a 

red borderline, and the angel's is plam blue One mterestmg feature is the additional 

female figure m the left comer This figure has not been 1dennfied, but u 1s generally 

believed to have been a servant who may have witnessed the event Her presence m 

this scene 1s qmte rare 

In the same frame, to the nght, there is a fragment of the Visitation This 

particular representation shows Elisabeth touchmg Mary's womb The top part of 
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Elisabeth's body is totally obliterated, so lt is not possible to determine if she had a 

halo 

To the nght of this scene, above the north window, a section is rrussing 

because of detenorauon It seems hkely that there was once a medallion m this space, 

balancing the one on the other side above the south window These two would thus 

have flanked the larger medallion over the east window 

The Tnal by Water (ill 9,10) 

Towards the centre of the apse, to the nght of the damaged area, is a fragment 

of the Tnal by Water Mary is dressed and haloed as m the previous scenes She 

bends forward to drink the b1tter water given to her by the high pnest As she holds the 

Jewelled ewer, the nchly dressed, bearded old pnest bends down towards Mary Hts 

halo 1s blue Hts wide open eyes, his mtent look and his bent posture give his figure an 

expressiomsnc quality 

One can still see a fragment of the lower part of a barefoot figure to the left of 

Mary The scene takes place man archnectural setung, ms1de an atnum or a temple 

To the nght, there 1s a round altar covered with a purple cloth, and behmd it 1s a high 

sem1-c1rcular bench, or synthronos, at the top of which a red cushion 1s placed on a 

blue cloth 

The Chnst Pantocrator (111 11) 

Interrupn~g the n arrative cy_cje to the nght of the Tnal by Water, a medallion of -
the Chnst Pantocrator, or Ruler of the World, is pamted above the east wmdow Hts -----------~~--- --------- ----....... 

young, soft face is bear_ded His f!ght hand is lifted m a gesture of blessing, and he - -- ·- ---· --
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holds a scroll m the left A dark ochre halo around his head contains a pale mscnb,e,d_ 
-- --- - - - -----· - --~ 

cross and 1s bordered by a wide red lme The medallion is blue and its outer nng IS - - - ... .... 

red Chnst's head, the cross inside the nimbus and the halo Itself all have white 

contours 

The Dream of Joseyh (tll 12) 

Next to the Panrocraror, towards the south, 1s the Dream of Joseph The scene 

represents the first of four appanuons to Joseph by an angel, m this instance to reassure 

him of Mary's vrrgmity It must be the angel's first appantion, because the scene IS 

placed between the Tnal by Water and the Journey to Bethlehem It is not, however, 

placed m correct chronological sequence, smce m the apocryphal texts (the 

Protoevangehum of James, ch XVI and the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, ch XII), the 

Dream occurs before the Tnal by Water There is no obVIous reason to explain this 

Joseph, who is identified by an mscnption m white pamt below his bed, 1s 

represented m the foreground of a rocky landscape, with a large bmldmg m the 

background He reclines on a mattres~n_t~ound, m ~ P.OSture recalling that of -- ----- ---
classical nver od_L his weight 1s on one elbow, with the other arm on his side, and 

one leg is bent beneath the other Unfortunately, Joseph's head did not survive 

The haloed angel fhes m vigorously from left to nght, contnbutmg to the 

diagonal arrangement of the scene The two figures are placed between two 

architectural features an arched gateway on the left and a small column or a large um 

on the nght Both of these are decorated wtth what appear to be pamtmgs or carvings 

The archway on the left 1s supported by a column whtch has a cloth tied around Its shaft 

rn a classical manner On the nght, some vegetation grows out of, or next to, the small 



1 1 

column or large urn 

Next to this scene, above the south wmdow, there are traces of a medallion 

Only parts of the sides and contours remam It may have been ochre or of a golden 

colour, and its contours were pale blue It 1s farr to assume that the frrst medallion, 

over the north wmdow, was of the same colours, but attempts at 1denufymg who, or 

what, was represented m them are only speculative 

The Journey to Bethlehem (111 13) 

The scene at the far end of the south wall m the apse 1s the Journey to 

Bethlehem Agam ma semi-architectural, semi-landscape senmg, the figures cross the 

picture plane from left to nght The group seems to be coming out of an archway 

surular to the type seen m the Annunciation and m Joseph's Dream A twisted tree 

grows through the opening of the arch In the middle section of the frame, as the 

background recedes further m the hills, a cityscape appears m the distance, presumably 

Bethlehem Mary 1s ndmg on the ass, led by a figure of which only a part of one leg 

survives Mary 1s seated sideways, and turns toward Joseph, who 1s following her 

He holds a cane m one hand, and gestures m her direction with the other, thus 

md1catmg that they are commumcatmg Joseph 1s not mmbed, while Mary 1s 

represented as m the other episodes already descnbed 

The Nanvny and Related Events (ill 14) 

One of the most fascmatrng scenes of the cycle 1s the Nativity, partly because 

of its almost complete preservation, but mostly because of its very mterestmg 

iconography It 1s located m the middle register, beneath the Journey to Bethlehem 
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The setting 1s a rocky landscape which shows the mtenor of the grotto m the 

foreground, and the extenor m the background, thus prov1dmg the context for four 

scenes m the same frame Three events are takmg place at once m the foreground the 

central group 1s that of the Nauvtty, with the reclmmg figure of Mary next to. whom 

runs the mscnpuon SCA MARIA At her side the infant Chnst hes m the ma'!gei:, 

bemg adored by the ox and the ass (111 1_5) On the left, the doubtmg rmdw1fe, wh.o 

had suffered a wtthered hand because of her refusal to believe m_ the truraculou~ 

concepllon, moves m Mary's drrecuon, holcl}ng up her hand m the hope that she might 

be cured (ill 16) She 1s 1denufied as EMEA by a white mscnpuon above her head, 

although her name 1s actually known as Salome She 1s presente9 here_ a~ .)h~ 

rmdw1fe" 

Movmg to the foreground m front of Mary'~ bed.....!._the scene C?.f th~ bath.mg of 

the mfant Chnst 1s shown (111 17) The two rmdw1ves flank the basm, the one on the 

left sits on the ground and holds the chlld by the wrust and shoulder, while the ot~er 

bends down to pour water over rum. Chnst wears a mmbus with ~ peculiar natl-headed 

type of cross inside 1t - -- ---
To the nght of this scene stts Joseph, with his elbows on ms knees and one 

hand on his face, looking distractedly m the drrecuon of the Bath (ill 18) He wears 

the same garments as m the Journey to Bethle.!_lem, sull without a halo Another pamted 

mscnpuon clearly reveals his identity IOSEPH ---- - -- - ---. 
In the background, outside the grotto, 1s the Annunciation to the Shepherds 

(ill 19) An angel appears from behmd a rock, his wmgs outstretched, carrymg his 

staff m one hand and with the other gestunng to the shepherds m the pasture One of - . -

them 1s rechmng, the other standing, leaning on a staff Their sheep are grazmg, 
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guarded by a dog A crenellated city wall occupies the distant background of this 

outdoor scene The star of Bethlehem shmes m the cloudy sky, directly above the 

group of the Nauvtty It is an eight-pointed star, with two auras and four longer rays 
" _,. - ..... - ._ .. _ 

which expand m the shape of a cross, the longest ones extendmg towards the figures of 

M~~~ Chnst m_ the manger 

The amalgamauon of the three subsidiary episodes with the Nativity is 

uncommon, and there are few known parallels 20 
• •u ,. ltt • 

The Adoranon of the Magi 611 20, 21) 

The far nght corner of the Nauvtty 1s bordered by a tall tree, and the mam 

div1S1on between this scene and the next is the angle where the apse wall meets the arch 

wall In this way, it almost blends m with the Adoration of the Magi, located on the 

south side of the arch wall, in the middle register This scene is set against an 

architectural background on the left,21 and a rocky landscape on the nght with a tree 

growing m the distance Mary is seated on a rock, man elevated position with respect 

to the other figures m the group She holds the Chnst Child m her lap, and both of 

them lean downwards to welcome the offenngs brought by the three magi They are 

introduced to the Holy Farruly by a haloed angel who hovers behind Mary, wings 

outstretched, pointmg to the child and holding his staff with the other hand The 

foremost magus hfts his present to the child, while the other two seem to be 

commumcatmg, glancing at each other with their gifts in their hands (111 22) Two 

bundles he at their feet, perhaps as an mdicauon of their Journey All three magi wear 

the same krnd of short garments, footwear and high Persian hats Cast shadows are 

clearly painted on the ground beneath the magi, an rnterestmg feature rn the context of 
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medieval art 

The Chnst child has the same transparent mmbus with a nail-headed cross 

which was descnbed m the Bath scene 

The figure of Joseph is somewhat isolated m one comer, he is present m the 

episode but does not participate He sits humbly below the high rock where the Virgin 

and duld are seated, simply witnessing the event as he rests his head on one hand 

The Presentat10n rn the Temple (Ill 23, 24) 

The presentanon m the Temple is on the other side of the Nativity, between the 

east and the south windows m the apse The focus is on the figure of Mary and 

Simeon, with the Chnst child bemg presented to the Jatte.! ;\_painted mscnption runs - --- - - ·-- - - ... - .. -
below the figure of the old pnest, givmg his 1dennty as_ZYMEON.~2 Simeon is 

depicted with his back exaggeratedly curved, his long wh1te hair and beard mdicatmg 
... - - ,.., __ __, 

his very advanced age According to the Apocryphal Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, he_ 

was then one hundred and twenty years old -
Chnst still wears the rayed mmbus, as m the scenes descnbed above He is 

moving eagerly toward Simeon (ill 25) The pnest receives him with one bare hand, 

the other covered by his garment 

On the left side of the scene, the event is witnessed by Anna She holds her -

garment around her head and shoulders Three bearded men stand on the other side, 

behmd Mary The barefoot man movmg toward the centre is Joseph, holdmg his 

garment to present the offenng of a dove Of the two men w1th him, the elder looking 

one holds a large book or a flat obJect m front of his body The other man who stands 

m the archway behind Joseph is only partly v1S1ble 



15 

The episode is set mdoors, m front of a large conch shell mche supported by a 

column on one side and a pier on the other The spandrels on either side of the conch 

are decorated with pamted or carved haloed figures, one of them holdmg a staff, calhng 

to mmd the representations of angels above archways on tnumphal arches, and that of 

the angels of the Castelsepno Hetoimasia (descnbed below) on the arch wall The 

conch 1s remimscent of an apse, or maybe of an altar canopy 23 A gold Laun cross 

hangs from the conch, g1vmg the settmg a specifically Chnsuan tone Below the 

conch, two arched passageways open through the wall, and on the nght side 1s a 

complex of piers and columns In the foreground on the left, a low decorated cube may 

be the altar, and between Simeon and Mary, a stepped platform may refer to the steps 

of the altar 

The Presentation 1s the last of the 1denufiable narrative scenes that have been 

preserved To its left, between the north and east wmdows, are remnants of another 

scene, of which only a small secnon of an architectural element can be seen on one 

side, and what looks hke a draped, animated figure movmg m the opposite drrecnon on 

the other side Unfortunately, this area 1s damaged beyond recogmnon, as is that next 

to It on the north side of the apse The lower registers are m much worse condition 

than the upper registers The decorations of the north side of the arch wall, opposite 

the Adoranon, are also lost 

The Hetotmasza (111 26) 

The space above the arch facmg the apse, opposite the Chnst Pantocmtor, 1s 

decorated with a Hero,masia It consists of the vacant throne with the ~jtnbutes of 
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Chnst the cushion, the cross, the 1mpenal purple cloth and the crown (111 27) The 

stepped throne 1s studded with four clusters of gems arranged m flower designs The 

knotted cloth rests on the large red cushion on the top of the throne The base of the 

nail-headed Laun cross surmounts the crown, which 1s placed on the cushion and 

purple cloth The crown 1s sunple two rows of pearls adorn the circular gold band . 

The entrre group 1s encircled by a blue halo with a red borderline, and set 

w1thm a larger golden medalbon It 1s flanked by two haloed flymg angels with their 

wings outstretched, each carrymg a sceptre and an orb surmounted by a nail-headed 

cross The Heto1mas1a follows a tradiuon which was already established m early --
Chnsuan art, for example m the fifth-century mosa1cs at Santa Mana Maggiore m 

-
Rome, and t~ Bapnstery of the OT:hodo_:' !~ Raven~a _ Its purpQ_se was to sy.!11~ze 

the expectation of the second conung of Chnst, and as such 1t dlffers from the narrative ----- -- -· -......., ___________ _ 
episodes depicted elsewhere m the apse 
~------===----«e"'- ..,. ________ _ 

Other Symbohc Elements (ill 28) 

Below the east wmdow, parts of another symbolic element remam a closed 

book decorated with gems rests on a flat, round cushion on a draped structure The 

way the drapery hangs suggests that 1t probably is on a throne with arms and a back 

To the nght of this secnon 1s an arched openmg Two doves are perched on a 

rod which runs between the pilasters, from which a curtain 1s hangmg Between the 

doves 1s a pendant gold cross similar to the one hangmg from the conch m the 

Presentanon, which 1s situated drrectly above this curtarned arch 

These elements remain only m a fragmentary state, and consequently It is 

virtually 1mposs1ble to draw any conclusions regardmg their meanrng m this particular 
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context 

Borders 

Little remains of the borders which separated the lowest register from the 

upper ones An denul fneze with abstract designs runs beneath a dark blue garland 

with a ltght blue and yellow leaf monf A nbbon is twisted around the garland m 

altemanng colours The garland motif on the arch wall is slightly different from the one 

m the apse The borders follow an exact straight hne throughout the apse and arch 

wall, mdlcanng that the artist (or arttsts) may have used a straight edge, and followed 

exact measurements 24 

The scenes and p1ctonal elements descnbed above are the only ones to survive 

at Castelsepno Their study is complicated by the considerable damage which the 

buildings and frescoes have suffered, and unfortunately are snll suffenng m spite of the 

restoranons which have been undertaken m an attempt to save them 

The symbolic representation of the Heto1mas1a, the soph1st1cated narrative 

cycle, the icoruc figure of Chnst Pantocrator, and the two presumably 1coruc medallions - f--
consutute evidence of a decorauve programme which combined at least two p1ctonal 

tradluons the narrauve and the 1coruc .J 

The prototype for this cycle has not yet been found, although the combination 

of these elements 1s not uncommon 

The Painted Inscnpnons (see 111 4, 5, 6) 

The presence of painted inscnpuons was noted in the descnpuons of the 

frescoes These are almost inv1S1ble now, but those which had survived were recorded 
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m the 1940's They are IOSEPH, m the Dream of Joseph and the Nat1v1ty, EMEA, 
----

near the midwife Salome, and SCA MARJA next to the reclmmg figure of Mary, m the 

Nanv1ty, and ZVMEON m the Presentanon m the Temple All run honzontally, except 

for the word MARIA wluch runs vertically All the letters are square capital~ xc~e,t f or 

the E, which 1s a rou_nded capital, or uncial letter. Other pamted. mscnpuons may _ 

ongmally have been included, but do not survIVe 25 

These inscnpuons are of interest smce the study of their paleography 1s one of 

the possible approaches to a determination of the date and place of ongm of the pamter 

Since they are painted, and refer d1rectly to the scenes, they most likely are 

-
contemporary with the frescoes However, lt must be noted that the pamt has never 

been scientifically tested in order to test this hypothesis One of the scholars who 
. -~ -

studied the frescoes rn the 1940's fust interpreted the mscnpuons as being 

contemporary with the painting, but later said that they had been added m a white 011 

parnt 26 This does not necessanly mean, however, that the inscnpnons would be much 

later than the frescoes or that they would have been done by somebody else As an -
integral pan.of the p.am-tmgsSr tR~ may--ha-ve ee0A added..shortcy_after the com12leuon of 

th~ _b..)Llhe-ru:t1st- lumself.or-by-an-as-s1stant.--

At first glance, the mscnptions seem to be the work of a Greek trymg to wnte 

m Lann 27 The identification of Salome as EMEA, which 1s a fusion of the arncle and 

the noun for the Greek H MAIA (the midwife), looks hke a literal translanon from 

Greek to Lann, smce the same Greek label 1s used m the bathing scenes in Byzantine 

Nanvity frescoes m Cappadocia 28 

Yet this fact does not assuredly indicate a Greek ongm for the artist He may 

have been following a model given to him by his patron or advisor 29 He would then 
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have simply copied the words to the best of his ability, whether he knew how to wnte 

or not 

ZVMEON (ZYMEQN?) 1s wntten with a Z rather than the Lann S, which is 

thought to be another eastern feature since It appears m Egypt 30 However, this 

phenomenon is common m northern Italy, the Sis often replaced by a Z m front of a ---
vowel 31 If the arust or wnter had actually been Greek, we can leginmately assume ------
that he could have used the sigma (C) mstead of the S m Joseph's name 32 He rrught 

also have wntten SCA MARIA as HAGIA MAPIA with the Greek rho (P) mstead of 

the Lann R 

The round form of the ~apital E the angylfil"_sha.Q.e of the crossbar m the A, ----
and the combmat1on of capital and uncial letters are common m the Middle Ages 33 

Thus, the pamted mscnpuons do not establish any definite source of reference that 

would enable us to idenufy the arust's provenance "The Z for S before a vowel is a 

common North Itahan phenomenon [e g 'zulfuro' for 'sulfuro' (note 16)] and the 

fusion of noun and arncle m EMEA 1s as b.kely to be the act of an Italian as of a 

provmcial Greek The forms of the letters can all be matched m Lann wntmg, lt 1s their 

accomplished character, the quahty of the strokes, that suggest an early Greek 

scnpt .. 34 This last argument is quesnonable The arnst who painted the mscnpnons, 

whether Greek or Italian, proved himself to be qmte able to produce works of great 

quality, with accomplished character The lmear quahty of his pamnngs, the dramanc 

expression of his figures and the vibrant brush strokes with which he depicted every 

element of the frescoes show that he certainly was m a position to make these 

mscnpuons m such an accomplished manner 

The unfortunate state of preservanon of the frescoes no longer allows a careful 
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study of the paleography When the mscnpt1ons were still v1Sible, they were not 

adequately recorded and analyzed, and the evidence 1s now lost forever The exclusive 

use of paleography cannot lead to any decISive conclusions, but It 1s a valuable tool 

which could eventually buttress a theory based on other eVIdence 35 

From the little that 1s known on the Castelsepno mscnpuons, It has been 

reported that "Accordmg to the paleographes [slc] (Loewe [Slc], Manchal) they cannot 

be later than the VITI century, and, moreover, the analogies with the numerous wntmgs 

m white on the frescoes of S Mana Anuqua, lead to the attribution to the ume of John 

VII (705-707) at the latest "36 

The lack of compansons with local monuments m the north does not allow us 

to substannate this datmg or the terminus ante quern suggested by Lowe and Manchal, 

but 1f mdeed there was a connecuon between Rome--more precisely the works 

cornmiss10ned by Pope John VII--and Castelsepno, these paleographic analyses, m 

spite of not bemg unmistakably conclusive, support at least rn good part the 

iconographic and styhsnc connecnons between the two groups 37 

The Graffit1 (tll 28) 

Ten graffiu38 are carved m the plaster at eye level, followmg the honzontal 

hnes of the narrative cycle Eight of these are so damaged that only a few letters 

remam, g1vrng little 1f any rnformauon on their date Most of the graffiti are located - -------
beneath the scenes of the Presentanon and the Adoration They are all wntten m Latrn, -- --by different hands,39 mostly m capital letters wtth some uncial and mmuscule letters --------
One graffito 1s a musical notanon, two are ob1tuanes, two others refer to mdictions and 
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three more mention consecrations The other two are too fragmentary to indicate 

anything specific Smee they obviously were scratched m the wall after the frescoes 

were completed, the1I date is of crucial importance Only two graffin give us sufficient 

mformat1on to speculate on the1I date, and of these two only one is specific enough It 

refers to the ordmauon of a deacon dunng the episcopate of Ardencus, that 1s to S<!_Y 

between 941 ( or ?38) and 94_~ ~9. Aq_othet m:.aff!!_o m~ngo..!!~ a_ Milanese bish,on,_bu D 

1s t~ onlY,.YJstbleletter.....Jt,Was _sugg_ested. that it coEl.<;l refet_.tQ .Tadone. (863::,865) or.10 

Landulfi (979-998), but this secoq_d_gnif[ito JS sun ~b1gl;)O!l_s ang__ u_nreli~ble The ~--..--- ·- ...__ 

references to Tadone and Landulfi bemg uncertam, we can only _consider the Ardepcu§ 

graffito to establish a terminus ante quern, that is, the latest date possible for the ·--· ______ .. ...- .... - - . .--.........., 

frescoes, as 945 There was only aoe Ardencus as Archbishop of Milan and none rn 

Como, which suggests that this idennficauon must be correct 41 This mscnption was 
- • ., • 11¥> .. - ,,... - "'' .--

made e1ther dunng Ardencus' episcopate, or shortly after his death 42 On the other 

hand, 1t may have been wntten by the deacon m question after Ardencus' death 43 This 

possibility puts the terminus ante quern rn approximately the nuddle of the tenth 

century, and although not totally certain, this view is now commonly agreed 44 

Whatever the cermmus ante quern, the frescoes could have been made centunes before --- ---------------------
the graffin In this case, as m that of the painted mscnpttons, paleography alone cannot ------ .--___ - .. -- -- - ....... -. --
clanfy the emgma 

The architecture 

The church of Santa Mana d1 Castelsepno was bmlt on a three-apse plan (111 

2) The church is accessible only through a small porch (approx 6,50 x 4,50 m) on 

the west side The nave (approx 9 60 x 9,30 m) has openmgs m both the nuddle of 
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the south, east and north walls, all of which lead to a horseshoe-shaped apse Of these, \ 

only the east apse (which houses the frescoes) has survived At the ume of discovery 

only the foundations remarned of the north and south apses 

In the middle of the mneteenth century, the Archmto family, who then owned 

the site, excavated rn and around the church More recently, Carbon-14 datmg of two 

samples taken from the nave roof shows that at least a part of 1t is a reconstrucuon, as lt 
----· ----·--

dates to the penod A D 1797-1887 45 These dates are consistent with the time of the 
- -- -- ... - ·- -.. - - ..... -

Archmto family's activity Dunng the excavations of the 1940's, it was also observed 
-- a -.. •• __ _._ • 

that the partially ex1stmg nave roof looked hke a restoration 46 The destructton of the ---------- ...-- ---- _ _... ________ .. -
north and south ap~ may have been part of the same proJect m th_~ J!!!l~tee!}!:h ~entury 

They were finally reconstructed only m the middle of this century, followmg the shape 
--- --- -

of the ongmal foundations and of some fragments that were still attached to the 
----- -=--- - - - - - - -

remammg walls 47 -- -·. 

The most recent large-scale restorattons were conducted between 1981 and \ j 
1984 These mcluded repairs of the fresco pamtmgs, re-roofing and further excavatton Y/ 

of the church 

Archeological studies reveal that the techmque is different m five separate 

secuons m the foundattons of the church 48 Building matenals and workmanship vary 

from one sect1on to another, but they all share a charactensuc rough and irregular 

masonry It is difficult to asce whether the church was ongmally bmlt m one 

program or m a senes of different phases, smce the vaneues of techmque do not allow 

a ~on_~l}ron~logy For instance, groups of masons could have worked 

on their respective sectton of the church foundations, or, dependmg on availability or 

proxuruty of bmldmg matenals, they could have changed their techmque from one area 



23 

to another 

In elevauon the church is rather simple Both the extenor and intenor nave 

walls are unarticulated, made of rubble masonry The comers are built of squared 

stones, as are the buttresses, which were erected around the apses only All the intenor 

walls are flat and smtable for pamtm 

Many reconstruction and restoration campaigns have, however, altered details 

m the structure In the sixteenth century, the church was transformed mto a custodian's 

residence, and some elements of the bmldmg were then modified 49 The top part of the 

east nave wall, between the roof and the beginmng of the gable, is made of tufa rubble 

Tufa was also used m the mushroom-shaped arches of the nave, which are part of the 

onginal structure But the east gable secnon 1s evidently a later addmon, since 1t 1s 

considerably thinner than the lower part of the same wall, which is composed of rubble 

masonry and regular rows of bnck 50 

Changes m structure and thickness appear as well in all the other nave walls at 

the same height as that of the east wall These elevauons must have occured m order to 

accommodate the construcuon of a new roof Wooden planks were found in the east 

wall of the apse at the level of the gable There are two theones that attempt to explain 

therr presence that the nave was vaulted,51 or that 1t had a wooden roof 52 Whatever 

the case, the celling was ongmall y lower than the present one 

In the nave, there are two large windows m the upper register of each of the 

north, west and south walls, and a smaller one m the lower register at the east end of 

the north and south walls These windows are horseshoe-shaped arches made of 

stone 

In the east apse, three large wmdows are evenly spaced in the middle register 
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They face north, east and south The east wmdow was the only one to survive m its 

ongmal form a round bnck arch, chff erent from the horseshoe-shaped stone arches 0£ 
the nave wmdows The modem reconstrucuon of the side apses allows an idea of their 

basic shape, but the ongmal arrangement of their windows is unknown They once 

may have followed the same scheme as the east apse wmdows, but m their present 

form they have only one wmdow each 

The south wall also seems to have been considerably modified, as mdicated by 

a severed JOmt at the south-west angle of the nave and the porch53 (ill 29) The 

ongmal structure may not have had the arched doorway and windows at the end of the 

south wall 

Smee much of the west secuon of the church has been modified sometime 

before and dunng the sixteenth century, 1t 1s unknown whether the tnpartlte entrances 

to the porch and to the west wall of the nave are part of the ongmal plan or not Rather, 

m the course of the most recent excavations, it was found that there was a double 

entrance at the west end of the porch The tnparute entrances have been compared to 

churches m Syna and Asia Mmor daung between the fourth and the sixth century,54 

thus servmg as evidence for an Eastern ongm and an early date However, the recent 

discovenes demonstrate that the evidence is possibly mvahd, smce "the tnpartlte 

entrances, do not securely belong to the ongmal elevation and cannot be used for 

purposes of datmg the ongmal bmldmg .. 55 

The date of the construction of the church, as well as the ongm of its type are 

highly controversial Parts of the structure have been compared with similar 

monuments from both the East and the West, rangmg from the early fifth to the late 
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eleventh century The first theory to be proposed, shortly after the discovery of 

Castelsepno,56 suggested a late seventh to early eighth century date for the architecture 

The combrnauon of a number of seemingly Eastern architectural elements is rather 

puzzling The tnapsidal plan, with its horseshoe-shaped apses, the horseshoe-shaped 

and mushroom-shaped arches of entrance ways, and the round arches of some of the 

windows, create an unusual type "Esse [le forme architenomche] sembrano prnttosto 

suggerue 1'1dea che questa costruzione, m p1anta ed m alzato, cosutmsca un'isolato e 

srngolare caso di importazione "57 On the basis of these particular features, lt was 

thought that the builders were local craftsmen who followed an eastern idiom The 

plans of several churches and monuments in many parts of the Byzantine empire were 

compared to Castelsepno,58 yet no specific prototype could be found "Si ha pmttosto 

l'rmpressione che la basihchetta di Santa ManaforzsJ)ortas sia stata costrmta quasi nel 

ncordo d'un edificio smaco o rmcroasiatico da maestranze comunque di lingua 

greca .. 59 

Following the theory of an eastern influence, the date attnbuted to the T 
construction of the church does not go beyond the early eighth century These eastern 

influences, though, may have come indirectly through a tradmon which had been 

established m northern Italy m the preceding three centunes The Greek church had 

been officially recognized at the nme of Samt Ambrose of Milan (340-397), thus 

allowing an onental influence to spread rn the arts and architecture from the fourth 

century on 60 Yet this influence was not so homogenous and exclusive as was the 

Byzantme style m Ravenna m the fifth and sixth centunes In Lombardy, amsnc forms 

were mi_~ -llh early ~al i~ms and the __prev1o~s~y es~bhshe~ Ro~an tradinons_ A 

new style began to emerge and by the seventh century Lombard arch1tecture had "une ------

' 
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physionotrue propre, et pas vraiment 'barbare '"61 

The Castelsepno monument could thus come from a synthesis of onental and 

occidental forms, and be representative of "l'arclutecture des Lombards au Vile siecle, 

c'est a dire son manque d'ideal novateur et la survivance de schemes tradmonnels 

trouves sur place, voir l'accuell passif et sans discnrrunauon d'idees apportees de 

l'Onent chreuen "62 Hardly any early medieval monuments are known to us, but 

accounts relate that m the seventh century, Queen Theodolmda comrmssioned the 

church of Santa Mana alle Pemche m Pavia It was a complex structure, bmlt on a 

central plan, adorned with several large mches, and covered with a dome supported by 

a circular colonnade This architecture was far from bemg barbanc It indeed followed 

the Byzannne trad1t1on of centrally planned churches, its construcuon was probably 

executed or superYlsed by bwlders and/or archltects from the East 63 

A seventh-century date for Castelsepno 1s still debatable The mam 

methodological problem m the study of this church is the lack of surviving monuments 

from the same penod m the same area Untll recently, attenuon has been focussed 

outside of Italy to find the necessary parallels 64 It may well be that other monuments 

similar to Santa Mana have existed, and that this church, umque to us now, may have 

been one of many "Del resto non poclu altn edlfici, tardo-classici od altomedtoevalt, a 

causa delle molte chstruziom, s1 presentano ai nostn giorm quali umca, mentre e 

probabile non lo fossero un tempo "65 

One must then look within a local geographical area m order to try to 

reconstruct the context out of which Castelsepno emerged Recent studies show that 

such an approach has yielded valuable mformauon on early medieval Lombardy 

Castelsepno alone could not give a clear idea of the state of architecture m Lombardy 
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around the seventh and the eighth centunes 66 Before it was studied m this context, It / 

was considered a umque and peculiar case 

For instance, parallels can be found between the horseshoe-shaped apses of 

Castelsepno and the eighth-century crypt of San Salvatore m Brescia (111 30), which 1s 

geographically close to Castelsepno 67 Plans with multiple apses also appear at the 

eighth-century bapnstery of Lomello m Lombardy,68 at the church of S Sauro m Mtlan 

(dated before the tenth century), as well as at San Benedetto m C1vate, presumed to be 

tenth century 69 Horseshoe-shaped arches also existed elsewhere m Lombardy m the 

eighth century, notably at Ferennllo 70 

The remnants of the pavement at Castelsepno indicate that It was made of 

pieces of white and black marble arranged m a geometncal design It has been dated to 

the fifth or sixth century on the basis of smularmes with bmldmgs antenor to the 

Lombard mvasions 71 Smee this idiom was m existence m Lombardy from the sixth 

through the mnth century,72 a date later than the sixth century seems more plausible 

An eighth-century date has been suggested,73 because the type of floor found at 

Castelsepno appears to be a later development of the type found m the earlier 

monuments The same pavement design was utilized m eighth-century monuments, 

notably at S Thecla m Milan and m a chapel hnked to the basilica of S Ambrog10 m 

Milan 74 

Funhermore, an eighth-century pavement at Santa Mana Ana.qua m the Roman 
- ..- - - - ..., __ -- --

forum was executed m a s1rmlar pattern 75. "11 pav1mento d1 Castelsepno ha un suo 

nscontro molto v1crno nel pavimento ad 'opus secule alexandnnum' es1stente nella 

cappella grande di S Mana Ana.qua ed attnbwb1le al sec vm, poiche 1v1 e percepib1le 
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anche la postenore pav1mentazione del tempo di Leone IV "76 Although no other 

architectural s1milar1t1es with Santa Maria Anuqua are recorded, a great many 

compansons can be drawn between the Castelsepno frescoes and those comm1ss1oned 

by Pope John VII (705-707) m this Roman -~h~ch 77 That the eighth-century floor 

follows the same scheme ~s the one at <;astelsepno adds to the 1mportan~e ~! Santa 

M~a Anuqua as a comparative monument The parallels between the two bmldmgs _, sf 
cann.at be purely comciden tal -

Aside from comparative studies, scientific analyses of bwldmg matenals have 

served as an approach to datmg the building Recently, Carbon-14 daung and 

dendrochronolog1cal analyses were conducted with samples of wood and mortar 78 

Vanous available data yielded diverse results For instance, one of the wood wall plate 

samples tested W_!t_!l C~bo!!-..!.4~_as dated AD 6 +/:_40 - that_ 1s 46 BC to AD 3679 

- a very unlikely date for the bmldmg Further, a sample of charcoal from one beam, 

dated ~1~4-.---=ed=..::o=--=u~t =to:...:be::.::...:8:.:6:.:::5...;+:.t._•_4.:..:0:.J..:.:.th:::a:.:..t ::.:,Is:...:8::.:2::.::5..:t::.o .::.9.:::.:05::.8_oz...;, a::.:t~be:.::.:::.:st:.t., t::.;h:;;1s:..::1:::.s _ 

an approximate date calculat~ <?n a_~ery ~ow _plu~-n_un_u~ factor D~nqrochronolog1cal 
- - -

analysis, a method by which tree nng patterns are compared with other samples of 

established date (master graph), was also earned out, but gave no valid results The 

core samples ~alyzeq_ by this technique "cannot be said to be securely crossdated"81 -
with the Carbon-14 analysis of core samples Moreover, no precise datmg of the ue 

beam subJected to dendrochronological analysis was possible, as there exists no master 

graph for Northern Italy 82 The sc1entI.fic dating techmques applied to Castelsepno 

became even more confusing when mortar was analyzed with Carbon-14 the results 

showed Jiat~s of AD 1103 + 56, or AD 1047 to 1159 83 Th~s 1s definitely 
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mcons1stent Wlth the nud-tenth-century temunus ante quern mentioned earher Yet, the 

author who earned out this study beheves the ninth-century dates to be accurate 84 

Because of the lack of consistency in crossdating, 1t seems that such an approach has 

proved t siar to be inadequate for this monument It has undergone a great many 

ch~ges in the past, m~st OL.\'Y.h1cli~~r..eJ1ot r~ orqed _For}~t~ce, the reb~~ldu~g ~nd 

remodelling of the structure earned out between the time of its construcuon and the 

SIXteenth .::,_n!ury were never properly dqc_umented It 1s md:eed very dtffic~alt to assert 

which parts of the buildmg are ongmal and contemporary to the frescoes, and which --- - . --- _.,. 

parts are later alterations or restorations Furth~r and more technologically advanced 

research in this field may one day afford a secure datmg for the bmldmg matenals 
- -- - - - -

The eighth-century date remains a plausible one, as demonstrated by a l 

comparative study between the plan and elevation of Santa Mana d1 Castelsepno and 

the crypt of San Salvatore m Brescia, and other eighth-century monuments in and 

around Lombardy The type of floor found at Castelsepno belongs to a tradmon that 

started around the sixth century and lasted for at least three centunes m Lombardy 

Further, resemblance of this pavement with an eighth-century floor at Santa Mana I 
Anuqua supports the eighth-century date 

I 
It 1s as part of a developmg form of , 

architecture withm Lombardy that Castelsepno ought to be mterpreted "In somma 11 

nostro ed1ficio appare come un anello dI passagio fra l'architettura tardo impenale e 

dell'alto M. Evo e la protoromamca, e perc10 la sua data p1u convmcente e l'VIII 

secolo "85 

l 

\ 
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Notes to Chapter I 

1 A detailed analysis of the subJect is presented m G P BognettI, G Chienci 
and A de Cap11am d'Arzago, Santa Mana d1 Castelsepno (Milano, 1948), 15-510 

2 M Mirabella Roberu, "Le mura di Castelsepno," Rassegna Gal/aratese d1 
Stona e d'Arte 32 (Gallarate, 1973) 57-64 Mirabella Roberu reaffirms that the 
occupanon of the site dunng the Iron and Bronze ages is certam, and that use and reuse 
of a sue of tins type is frequent, a fact for winch he cites several other examples (58) 

3 G P Bognem, "Aggiomamenu su Castelsepno III (1959)," S1bnum IV, 
1958-59 (19-81), 20, Mirabella Roberu, "Le Mura" "Anche all'esarne della cerchia 
murale Castelsepno appare un castrum tardo ant1quo, assa1 pnma dell'eta 
longobarda Un posto d1 guardia, pnma e poco dopo un castello fomficato, che ha 
accolto la gente della p1anura vessata dalle mvas1oru e dalle scorrene" (64) 

4 For the military role of the Sepno at the begmmng of the Lombard takeover 
(569-590), see P G Srrom, "Alcum ques1t1 sul Sepno nella pnma eta longobarda," 
S1bnum XVI (1982, 193-198), esp 195 

5 Bognettl, m Santa Mana (259-261 and 333-334), explains that the corns 
come from the castle of Sepno The provenance of these corns is disputed by P 
Leveto m her PhD dissertanon Castel Sepno Archuecture and Pamtmg (Indiana 
University, 1985) Leveto says of Bognem's theory that "the corns of Desidenus and 
Charlemagne, beanng the legends 'Flavia Sebno' and 'SEBR ,' were minted at 
Castelsepno is unsubstantiated" (12-13, note 8) However, she does not suggest any 
other place of ongm for these coms, nor does she explain her Judgement on Bognetu's 
theory, which makes her own statement even more unsubstanuated. 

6 These documents refer to two "civ1s Sepnasca, vms devotts germanis" and 
"G1sulfi de Sebno" The former is dated 721, the later is dated 769 (Leveto, Castel 
Sepno, 2, 13, notes 9-10) Leveto does not believe that the place menuoned m these 
manuscnpts would be the Sepno Yet she does not suggest any other town or distnct 
that would bear this name 

7 Leveto, Castel Sepno, 3, 13, note 12 

8 This 1s not a conclusive statement m this parucular case Generally, the 
voiced P would gradually be transformed mto an unvoiced B Yet, local dialects adopt 
vanous forms m different areas of Italy. It may be erroneous to Judge one phenomenon 
on the basis of general rule this instance may be an exception 

9 J T Hallenbeck, Pavia and Rome The Lombard Monarchy and the Papacy 
m the Eighth Century (Philadelphia, 1982), 21 

IO Parncularly m the begmrung of the eighth century, from the start of the reign 
of Kmg Lmtprand m 712 "Lmtprand ouvre son re1gne en mstaurant une pohuque de 
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paix, bien necessaire apres tant d'annees de bouleversement " G L Barni, La 
Conquete de l'ltalle par /es Lombards (Pans, 1975), 259 

11 G P Bognetu, Castelsepno Artlst1c and Historical GUlde (Vmcenza, 
1968), 13-14 

12 Leveto, Castel Seprw, 4, 14, note 20, citmg G da Bussero, Lzber Notltlae 
Sanctorum Med10/anz, ed M Magistrettl and U Monneret de Villard (Milan, 1917), 
col 344 B For other mentions of "ecclesia sancte mane" at "castrum sepnum," see 
zbzd , col 256 B 

13 Leveto, Castel Sepno, 4 

14 Ibid, 5 

15 Bognem, Santa Mana, 342 

16 Leveto (Castel Seprw) nghtly assesses that "the Wideramm stone can be 
excluded from evidence for datmg the church" (31) because of the lack of knowledge 
on Its subJect The context m which the eleventh-century corns were found was not 
recorded either 

17 Ibid, 31 

18 lbzd , In her sixth chapter (192-220), Leveto explams that accordmg to her 
theory, the m1ssmg scenes would be related to the hfe of Mary She suggests that they 
would have been Joachim's ReJected Offenngs, the Birth of the Virgm (although she is 
not sure about this greatly damaged section) and the Presentation of the Virgm m the 
Temple 

19 Different authors suggest vanous ways to read the cycle The most 
common order is as descnbed here, but Kurt Weitzmann, m his book The Fresco of 
Castelsepno (Pnnceton, 1951), explams that the cycle should be viewed from left to 
nght m both registers (84-85) This different mterpretauon depends on what 
We1tzmann thought the rrussmg scenes had been, m the middle zone Agam for the 
same reasons, Leveto (Castel Sepno) bnngs forth another theory on the missmg 
parntmgs (see above, note 18) Accordrng to her, 1t should be read ma sort of zigzag 
way, from the lower register on the left to the rruddle of the apse, then up to the left 
section of the upper zone, and from there, all around the apse gomg nght, and then 
back to the lower register, from the nght to the centre of the apse This pattern follows 
the chronology of events which she believes were represented there However, she 
does not provide another comparanve example of this type of complicated arrangement 

20 Comparative monuments may be found m early eighth-century Rome 
These analogous cycles will be discussed rn subsequent chapters 

21 Leveto (Castel Sepno) belteves that the architecture design m this secnon is 
another crenellated wall (130, 159, note 79) My observations, hke those of previous 
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scholars (among others Bognetu et al , Weitzmann) lead me to believe that the 
structure on the left 1s too close to the protagonists m this scene to be viewed m its 
entirety and idenu.fied as a crenellated wall It looks, rather, hke the side of a bmldmg 

22 An analysis of this mscnpuon will be presented m another section of this 
chapter 

23 Capnam d'Arzago (Santa Mana) related the background with the conch to 
an early tradition, comparmg It to the sixth-century mosaics (602-606) Leveto (Castel 
Sepn o) compares the conch to a canopy on foho 34 r m the early ninth-century Drogo 
Sacramentary (Pans, Bibl Nat Ms lat 9428) m order to suggest that the Castelsepno 
backdrop 1s a canopy, not a conch apse (135) 

24 Rulers and compasses were used m Byzantine painting, see D C Winfield, 
"Middle and Later Byzantine Wall Pamtmg Methods A Comparative Study," 
Dumbarton Oaks Papers 22 (1968, 61-139), 98 The approach of following exact 
measurements was also used m Italy m the course of the Middle Ages 

25 Capitani d'Arzago, Santa Mana, 621-625 

26 Bognetu, Guide, 68 

27 Most scholars beheve that the Greek character of the mscnpuons reveals a 
Greek ongm for the arust Among others Bognetu and Cap1tan1 d'Arzago, Santa 
Mana, 15, 294, 623-625, We1tzmann, The Fresco Cycle, 27, C R Morey, 
"Castelsepno and the Byzannne Renaissance," Art Bulletin 34 (1952, 173-210), 194 
This view 1s opposed mamly by Meyer Schaprro m "Review of Kurt Wettzmann's 
'The Fresco Cycle of Santa Mana ch Castelsepno,"' Art Bulletin 34 (1952, 147-163), 
"Notes on Castelsepno," Art Bulletin 39 (1957, 292-299), "The Frescoes of 
Castelsepno," Late Antique, Early Christian and Mediaeval Art (New York, 1979, 
67-114, 130-137) 

28 See Morey, "Castelsepno and the Byzantme Renaissance," 194 

29 Cf P Lemerle, "L'archeolog1e paleochreuenne en Itahe, Mtlan et 
Castelsepno Onent ou Rome," Byzantwn 23 (1952, 184-199) Although Lemerle 
thinks that the Castelsepno arnst was Greek, he suggests that this type of mscnpuon 
would have come from "un prototype grec laun1se" (196) 

30 Capitani d'Arzago, Santa Maria, 623 

31 Shaprro, "The Frescoes," 109 

32 Ibid, 109 

33 Morey, "Castelsepno and the Byzantine Renaissance," 194, Wettzmann, 
The Fresco Cycle, 27, Shaprro, "The Frescoes," 87, 109 
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34 Shapiro, "The Frescoes," 109 

35 This view is further developed m P J Nordhagen, "The Use of 
Paleography m the Danng of Early Medteval Frescoes," Jahrbuch der Osterrelchlschen 
Byzant1mst1k 32/4 (1983, 168-173) 

36 Bognetu, GUlde, 68 E A Lowe is also quoted m Morey, "Castelsepno 
and the Byzanune Renaissance," 194, note 64 No publication by Lowe is referred to 
m either Bognetu's or Morey's articles, but references to their commumcauons with 
hun are indicated 

37 Compansons with the monuments comm1ss1oned by Pope John VII will be 
discussed m subsequent chapters 

38 Bognetti (Santa Mana) found mne graffiti, but m her more recent study, 
Leveto (Castel Sepno, 15, note 25) found another mcomplete one on the north wall 

39 For a detailed descnpuon of the graffiti, see Bognetu, Santa Mana, 
342-345, and plates 11, 50, 62 

40 Capitani d'Arzago, "Le recenu scoperte d1 Castelsepno," Bollemno d'Arte 
(1951, 17-23), 18 

41 According to A Paredi, director of the Ambros1an Library m Milan, 
Ardencus was archbishop between 936 and 948 Leveto, Castel Sepno, 17, note 32 

42 Bognetn, Santa Mana, 344-345 

43 We1tzmann, The Fresco Cycle, 5, note 7 

44 In correspondence with Leveto (Castel Sepno, 7, 17, note 35), T J Brown 
explained that he saw the Ardencus graffito as the latest of the group, and that basing 
his observations on paleography, he thought they were twelfth century He also 
discussed the other mscnpttons which he dates at different umes between the eighth and 
the fifteenth centunes, but for which he could not pomt to any specific geographical 
ongm (Leveto, 18, note 38) 

45 Leveto, Castel Sepno, 33 Leveto did a carbon-14 study of many sections 
of the church 

46 Bognetu, Santa Mana, 373, 375 

47 Omo Chienci, who was a member of the team of Itahan scholars who first 
worked on the church shortly after Its discovery, proposed the reconstruction of the 
bmldmg as 1t appears today He thought the ongrnal structure had a low porch, wtth a 
higher nave and apses (see ill 1) The east apse is higher than the north and south 
apses 
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48 Those five different types of foundauons were exammed dunng recent 

excavattons Leveto, Castel Sepno, 24 

49 Some of the changes which were made from the sixteenth century on were 
recorded See BognetU, Santa Mana, 373-378 

50 Leveto, Castel Sepno, 27-28 

51 According to Bognetu (Santa Mana, 23), that wooo served as eVIdence that 
the Byi.annne pracuce of vaulnng was followed 

52 Ch1enci, m Santa Mana, 517 

53 This has been observed by Bognetu and a detail 1s shown m Santa Mana, 
plate 26a 

54 Chienc1, Santa Mana, 525-526 Tius VIew is shared by Capitani d'Ari.ago, 
Ibid, 698 

55 Leveto, Castel Sepno, 29 

56 Bognett1 and ChtenCI, Santa Mana 

57 Cap1tan1 d'Arzago, "La scoperta di Castelsepno," Rassegna Stonca del 
Seprw (fasc IX-X, 1949-50, 5-11), 7 This view 1s funher explained by the same 
author m "Le recenti scopene ch Castelsepno," Bollemno d'Arte 33 (1948, 17-23), 19 

58 A Alpago Novello, "Precisaz1om su possibih suggestiom onentah 
nell'architettura ch S Mana fons portas " Rassegna Gallaratese di Stona e d'Arte 32 
(Gallarate, 1973, 35-45) A number of church plans are compared to Castelsepno 
Georgian tnple bas1hcas (GurdJian1, VIII c , Bolnsi Kapanaktch1, V c ?), tnaps1dal and 
tnfo1led plans (twelve churches, rangmg from the fifth to the tenth century), onental 
paleochnsuan bas1has (Nicopohs, Paramythna, Dodona, Gortyna) The author comes 
to the conclusion that the mfluence at Castelsepno 1s eastern, but not from Byzantmm 
"Mi pare comunque certo che siano da escludere mflusSI ch provemenza dalla cap1tale, 
Bisanz10, mentre piu logici rm pruono cem appom tratn dalle fert1h espenenze maturate 
negh ambm provmc1ah dell'1mpero d'onente" (45) 

59 S Tavano "Arch1tettura Altomed1oevale m Fnuh em Lombarcha," Am 
della terza semmana di Studt Aqwleiesi (Uchne, 1973, 319-364), 338 

60 E Arslan, "Remarques sur l'arch1tecture lombarde du Vile siecle," Cahzers 
archeologiques fin de l'Antiquzte et Moyen Age, 1 (Pans, 1954, 129-137), 136 
"Ams1, les basusteres 'ambros1ens," les bas1hques de Samte-Thecle, de Samt-Laurent, 
des Sarnts-Apotres, de Srunt-Simphc1en refletatent des formes de l'As1e Mmeure, de la 
Grece, de Byzance, de l'Afuque du Nord, peut-etre meme de la Syne" (136) 

6I Ibid, 135 
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62 Ibid , 132 The author suppons the seventh-century date by saymg that the 
east apse window, wmch is of a type also found at the Bapttstry m Lomello (dated from 
the seventh century), and at San Lorenzo and San Simpliciano in Milan, is the most 
archaic example of this form However, he does not give any precise reasons for this 
assertion, nor does he state any specific dates for the comparattve monuments 

63 P Delogu, Longobardi e Bizantim (Tonno, 1980), 112 

64 This was pomted out and cnuc1zed by G Giacomelli, "Rassegna 
b1bhografica Santa Maria dt Castelsepno," Felix Ravenna 533 (fasc 2, 1950), 58-76 

65 C Perogalh, "Contnbuto per S Maria 'fons ponas' a Castelsepno," 
Rassegna Gallaratese di Stona e d'Arte 32 (Gallarate, 1973, 51-56), 54 

66 G Galassi, "11 romano e tl ravennate nell'archttettura lombarda," Palladw 
Rzvista di Stona dell'Archuettura 6 (1956, 97-116), 110 The author explains the 
spreading of eastern influence, while stressing the equally 1mponant evoluuon of 
Roman architecture in Lombardy The formauon of Lombard architecture 1s traced 
through these mfluences, and he comes to the conclusion that "Castelsepno fu, m altre 
parole, una sona dt mterpohztone che st fece in terra lombarda, dt quals1vogha 
proveruenze ne fossero gh arustt, s1a 1 p1tton, sia gh stress1 archttetu" (110) 

67 C Cecchelh, "Wettzmann, the Fresco Cycle of S Maria dt Castelsepno," 
Byzantmische Zeuschnft 45 (1952, 97-104), 103 

68 A Alpago Novello, "La Bas1hca d1 Tanaat nello Zanghezur (Annema 
Mend1onale) e 11 problema dell'arco oltrepassato nell'ambtto dell'arch1tettura 
protocnsttana armena" Aw de/ II Congresso Nazwnale di Archeologia Cnsttana 
(Roma, 1971, 59-79), 67 

69 Cecchelh, "We1tzmann, the Fresco Cycle," 104 

70 Bognettt, Santa Mana, pl XXXIV, 2 Schapiro believes that the 
archttecture can be dated between the seventh to the tenth century, on the basts of the 
coarse masonry and the general use of the horseshoe form "The Frescoes of 
Castelsepno," 86 

71 S Mazza, P G Strom, La Chiesa tardo-antica di Santa Mana di 
Castelsepno (Como, 1980), 267-268 

72 Morey, "Castelsepno and the Byzannne Renaissance," 190 

73 M Salnu, "Stuccht e htostrau nell'altomedtoevo ttal1ano," Internatwna/en 
KongressfurFruhmutelalte,forschung 8th, I (Ceschma, 1962, 21-51), 47 

74 L Crema, "11 pav1mento d1 S Maria d1 Castelsepno," Arte de/ pnmo 
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75 Morey, "Castelsepno and the Byzanune Renaissance," 189-190 

76 Cecchelh, "Weitzmann, the Fresco Cycle," 103 The author refers to del 
Grune1sen, Sainte Mane Annque (Rome, 1911) 

77 Thzs aspect will be funher discussed m a subsequent chapter 

78 Leveto earned out those studies m 1980 Her results are bnefly discussed 
m Castel Seprw, 32-41 The Carbon-14 daung results are parually presented m a 
subsequent arocle by the same author "Carbon-14 Datmg of Wood from the East Apse 
of Santa-Mana at Castelsepno," Gesta, 26 (1987), 17-18 

79 Leveto, Castel Sepno, 33 The author explains thzs result by the bad quality 
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SO lbzd, 36 However, m her more recent arucle ("Carbon-14 Dating," 
17-18), Leveto gives another factor 865 + 87, that 1s, 77 8 to 952, after havmg been 
informed by P Kumholm that "30 years should probably be added to any 
dendrochronolog1cal or radiocarbon date" (note 10, p 18) It should be stressed here 
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82 Ibzd, 36 

83 Jbzd, 38 

84 Ibzd, 45 
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The ongms of the themes represented m the Castelsepno frescoes are tied to 

both the hterary and the p1ctonal tradinons W1thm the hterary sources, not only the 

canonical texts of the Gospels, but also the Apocrypha were used as sources of 

Chnsnan narrattve imagery 

In this particular fresco cycle, the Apocrypha are of great importance The 

word "Apocrypha" translates from the Greek as "to gather," "to reserve," or, by 

extension, "to hide," "to withdraw from the clutches of pubhc1ty "I The term was 

ongmally attnbuted to the secret wnttngs of certain sects, who thus preserved their own 

revelations and mystical speculations on Chnst1an1ty The early Church considered 

these scnptures false doctnne, and therefore forbade and condemned them 

Subsequently, other texts which did not fall m the category of inspired wnnngs (such 

as canonical Gospels) were not included m the collection of Holy Scnptures Rather, 

they were termed "apocryphal" Hence the ntle "Apocrypha" was extended to these 
- ·-- ------

Chnsuan wntmgs, which imitated the Holy Scnptures m form but were never 
-- ------~--------

recogruzed as canonical ------ -- . 
The Apocryp~iy-e of dubious ongm, and mal' be accounts of popular behefs -

and legends Shortly after the death of Chnst, a number of events and miracles related 

to the hves of the Virgm Mary, Jesus and his early disciples were recorded by 

eye-witnesses These memones were earned through oral tradmon at first, and they ~ 

circulated at large before finally bemg crystallized m wntmg between the first and the 



38 

sixth centunes They complemented the Gospels, which have very httle to say about,\ 

the hfe of Mary and the childhood of Chnst, addmg more facts and hvely anecdotes ') 

They most h.kely came as a response to a need and to the cunos1ty of the faithful and the ) 

faithful-to-be 2 The events m the Apocrypha somenmes reached legendary dimens1ons 

"the further away m ume we get from the roots, the more unrestrained becomes the 

apphcauon to Jesus of what 1s recounted about the brrth and mfancy of sons of the gods 

and children of supernatural ongm "3 The mam purpose for the creation of such 9 

hterature was to defend the vrrgmal motherhood of Mary In the second century,4 the 

Jews began to attack accounts of the vrrgm brrth, and spread the rumours that Jesus had 

an 1lleg1nmate earthly father, a soldier called Panthera 5 These slanders had to be dealt 

with, and the Gospels of Luke and Matthew were not considered substantlal enough 

against such attacks The protoevangeltum of James ts almost a treatise on the vrrgimty 

of Mary, which attracted a lot of interest m the Eastern church from the start "frrst 

especially among the Eb1omtes, but also among the Greek fathers, and m the Synan 

Copnc and Armenian churches It was highly valued because of its praise of the ideal of 

vrrg1mty "6 

Because of us glonficauon of Mary, the doctnnal role of the Apocrypha was 

parncularly important m the development of Manology, as well as that of the Catholic 

Church they may be seen as a reflection of the Scnptures, and as they were wntten by -
the Chnstlan mmd, they are somewhat m hne with Chnstian dogma and theology 

Accordmg to those who believe m the Apocrypha, the message of God 1s as authentic 

there as m the New Testament, they are an echo of the "Word of the Master "7 

At Castelsepno, the narrauve themes which remam v1s1ble relate to the -, 

episodes between the Annunciation to Mary and the Presentation of Chnst m the 
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temple The Apocryphal wntmgs about the events m that penod of the hves of Mary 

and Jesus are found m the protoevangehum of James and m the Gospel of 

Pseudo-Matthew These are dated to the first half of the second century, and to the 

eighth or ninth century respectively 8 The now commonly used title of 

"protoevangehum" was corned by two sixteenth-century scholars, Michael Neander and 

Guillaume Postel, who translated the gospel which was ongmally called The Narrattve 

of James on the Btrth of the Holy Mother of God 9 It contamed the story of the whole 

hfe of Mary The word rotoevan ehum means "book which precedes the Gos el " 

Neander and Postel thought this name appropnate because the narrauve was a sort of 

preface to the first chapter of Luke, which is about the events related to the birth of 

Jesus The narranve, now protoevangehum, is a collecnon of stones which began to 

circulate at the begmmng of the second century They were beheved to have ongmated 

among the Apostles, but h1stoncal details and legends soon became confused When 

this "gospel" was wntten m the middle of the second century,10 1t was attnbuted to the 

Apostle James This pseudonym was used, m accordance with the custom of 

attnbutmg works to an important person of the past, m order to give them a sense of 

authority Thus the protoevangehum could also be called the gospel of 

Pseudo-James 11 The work might contain several later addmons, 12 and it is difficult to 

pomt to an author, but elements such as ignorance of Jewish customs and of Palestmian 

geography suggest that the author was not a Jew 13 It is still not known when the \ 

protoevangehum passed from the eastern world to the western world no early Laun 

version has been found 14 The ongmal Greek and several Onental versions are well t 

documented, but a Laun translation only "seems to have existed, for a book idenufiable } 

with ours is condemned m the Gelasian decree"15 (late fifth century) 
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The gospel of Pseudo-Matthew deals With the same subject as the l 
protoevangelmm, parts of the Gospel of Luke and the Gospel of Thomas, but it is an 

altered and expanded version of the older works It might date from the eighth or runth 

century, but the earhest known manuscnpt has been attnbuted to the eleventh 

century 16 The Pseudo-Matthew was first entitled Book on the Bzrth of the Blessed 

Mary and of the Savwur's Infancy It first appeared m Laun, presumably as a 

translauon by Samt Jerome who, m the fourth century, had translated the whole Bible 

mto Laun and, as well, had worked on Apocryphal gospels 17 At least 1t was presented 

as such by the compiler who added to the document pretended letters to and from 

Sarnt-Jerome, a feature which gave it credibility and made its acceptance more likely 18 

This "gospel" was introduced as a supplement to the Gospel of Samt-Matthew 

No mention 1s made of the presumed Greek ongmal In fact, details and traditions m 

the Pseudo-Matthew suit the Laun western traditions more adequately than the old 

eastern ones 19 Moreover, nothmg mdicates that a Greek version may have existed 

"On a vu qu'il n'y a pas de traducnons latmes du Protoevangde Ce qm en tient heu en 

Occident, c'est l'Evangile du Pseudo Matthieu, amsi qu'on l'appelle ordmarrement, qm 

a son tour, ne parrut pas avorr ete connu en Onent"20 

It may be, then, that this book was wntten m the West, based on the 

protoevangehum, the Gospel of Luke and the Gospel of Thomas to which 

modifications were brought,21 and that new episodes were added, either from 

translations of other sources or from local legends 22 

The canonical Gospels of Luke and Matthew give accounts of the bfe of Mary \ 

and of the early childhood of Chnst,23 but some of the events depicted at Castelsepno 
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are not menuoned m the Holy Scnptures The Gospels do not onut altogether the 

character of Mary, nevertheless, they give no actual descnpuon or detailed narrauon of 

her childhood or her adult hfe The Gospels, which ongmated m the second half of the 

first century,24 carry the message of Chnst through the narrauon of his hfe and of 

specific events related to miracles In serving the rnterests of the Church, the 

Evangelists' purpose was to concentrate on the hfe of Chnst rather than that of Mary 

Smee the Castelsepno frescoes contain scenes of the hfe of Mary shortly 

before the buth of Jesus and an mfancy cycle, 1t 1s understandable that the mam textual 

source is the Apocrypha, and that the canonical Gospels are a secondary source Tlns 

was not an unusual choice, smce the Apocrypha exerted a maJor influence on ltterature 

and art from early Chnsuan times to the Renaissance "Ancient and mediaeval Chnsuan 

art showed a special interest m the infancy gospels, m the mrracles performed by the 

child Jesus, m His brrth m the cave, and above all m Mary spmnmg for the temple 

curtain "25 

One secuon of the Nauvity scene - Chnst's first bath - is not referred tom any 

Chnsuan wntmg, e1ther canonical or Apocryphal Rather, ll stems from a pictonal 

tradition established m antiqwty This will be discussed later m this chapter 

The Chnst Pantocrator and the Hetoimasia are obviously not from the same 

tradition as the narranve scenes of the cycle They belong to an iconic tradinon whose 

purpose 1s devottonal rather than mformauve They appeal more to spmtual1ty than to , 

emouons, as they refer to the second comrng of Chnst, and are therefore bnked to \ 

theology and worship m a broader sense 
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The narrattve scenes, Thetr Onjpns and Evolutton 

The Annunciation (111 7, 8) as It 1s represented here cannot be enurely 

explamed by the narration of events m the opemng chapter of Luke (1 26-38) The 

setting m which Mary 1s found refers drrectly to the story told m the protoevangehum of 

James she had been chosen as one of the seven vrrgms who were to weave a vetl for 

the temple of the Lord Mary was gomg to spm the scarlet and the purple for 1t As she 

was on her way to fill the water pttcher, she heard the voice of the Archangel saymg r> 

"Hail, thou that art highly favoured, the Lord 1s wtth thee, blessed art thou among 

women" (prot 11 1) Fearful and tremblmg, Mary returned home, where she began 

her task As she sat with the spmdle and fabnc, the water at her feet, Gabnel appeared 

to her At this pomt he announced that she would conceive, accordmg to the word of 

the Lord Then a conversation ensued between Mary and the Archangel She was 

concerned about the way she would conceive and give brrth while remammg a vrrgm, 

as she had vowed "Shall I conceive of the Lord, the hvmg God, and bear as every 

woman bears? And the angel of the Lord said· Not so, Mary, for the power of the Lord 

shall overshadow thee " (prot 1 2-3) Mary's reaction as descnbed m the 

protoevangehum 1s one of deep surpnse, as she womes that her virgmtty will be 

impaired by ch1ldbeanng In the Apocrypha, the angel's message 1s expanded with 

explananons of the vrrgm conception This 1s consistent with the purposes of the 

Apocrypha as defenders of Mary's vrrgiruty In the Gospel of Luke, no detail 1s given, 

and the event focuses on the angel's announcement of Chnst's brrth (Luke 1 35-37) 

Aside from her mmal perplexity at heanng the Archangel speak to her, Mary's reaction 

1s not described there as 1t 1s 10 the protoevangehum The msprratton for the 

Castelsepno Annunciauon can be eastly traced back to the Apocrypha, notably rn the ~ 
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physical expression of Mary's emononal reaction + 
However, no reference to the female figure on the left can be found, either in 

canonical or in Apocryphal texts She is witnessing the event, hfting her hand in an 

attitude of surpnse She could be one of the six other ma1ds26 who had been chosen 

for making the veil, but this cannot be proved According to the protoevangehum, 

Mary was already hvmg alone in Joseph's house when these events occurred On the 

other hand, we understand from the Gospel of Matthew that there had been an interval 

of ume between Mary's betrothal to Joseph and his taking her to his house He would 

have found Mary "wuh child, by the power of the Holy Ghost" (Matt 1 18), and then, 

after the mystery was explained to him (Matt 1 24), he would have taken charge of 

her Indus case, Mary would h~~~hvmg~!} ..!_he ~erpple,_bu! I!Othing m the settmg 

of the Castels~Qn_o Annunciation indicates .specifically whe.ther..the..scen~ m 

the temple or in Josenh's house 27 The Gospels of Luke and Matthew do not state 
~ r: 

precisely what Mary 1s doing at that moment In any case, the figure on the left remai~ ns 

emgmanc, smce she is not mentioned in any literature Could It be that at the ttme the 

frescoes were pamted, oral traditions, now forgotten, included such a witness? - ./2 

A maiden 1s somenmes depicted m other representations of the Annunciation 

She occurs on the sixth- or seventh-century gold encolpmm from Adana m the museum 

of Istanbul,28 the late eighth-century Genoels-Elderen ivory m Brussels, the early 

ninth-century silver case of the enamel cross m the Sancta Sanctorum m Rome, as well 
-- ------------------

as on some Carolingian works 29 In later instances, the figure of a spmnmg maiden, 

seated near the Vugm, appears m Byzantine monuments, thirteenth-century 

manuscnpts, and pamungs of the Palaeologan renaissance 30 The specific type of 

listening maid as found m the Castelsepno Annunciauon occurs m an eleventh-century 
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fresco m the Roman church of Sant'Urbano alla Caffarella (111 31) Elsewhere, ma 

Carolingian ivory of the Annunciation (111 32), two female figures can ~ seen, both 

attend.mg to somethmg else and not paying parol-ular attention to the event 

~ The scene of the V1s1tauon, u~ually next to the Annunc1auon m a p1ctonal 

cycle,31 often rncludes a maid Therefore, this has been proposed as the ongm of the 

third figure m the Castelsepno Annunciation, the assumption bemg that starting from 

the V1S1tat1on, the figure of the witness would have been gradually transferred to the 

Annunciation scene "Questo rag1onamento presuppone dunque che 11 parucolare 

dell'ancella sia ongmano della V1s1tazione e che qul!sta sia passata 

all'Annunciaz1one "32 There 1s msuffic1cnt evidence m support of tlus theory 7 
therefore doubtful that the representation of the maid ongmated m the V 1~1tanon 

It has been suggested that the Castelsepno maiden could be an mventton by the 

arnst w1shmg to emphasize, ma clasStcal manner,33 Mary's relauvely calm expiesSton, I 
by showmg 1t m contrast to that of the shocked maiden m the background "Casi mi 

sembra che tall figure di ancelle che sottolrneano con 11 loro gcsto e con la loro 

1mpersonale pre~enza un grande evento pregno di futuro s1ano profond,imente tratte 

dalla tradlZlone greco-romana .. 34 

W1thm the conte>.t of Chnsndn art, one may quest1on whether an artist would 

ltave taken the liberty of addmg such elementli to a set 1conograph1c., type, thus 

d1sregardmg the potenu.illy altered meamng or the mcs~age unphed The patro11' 

rnvolvcment shoi1ld not be overlooked, nor should the purpose of the cycle Itself an 

estabhshtd theme was to be conveyed through the JUxtaposmon of the cycle's elements 

The maiden's 10le as a witnes~ to the Annunciation reinforces the Apocryphal rum to J 
prove Mary'-; virg1mty 



45 

The Visitauon IS on the nght of the Annunciauon, m the same frame 

Unfortunately, It remams m a fragmentary state, Ehsabeth's head IS missmg The 

Visnauon 1s descnbed both m the first chapter of Luke (1 39-56) and m the 

protoevangehum of James (ch 12 1-2) However, the narration of events is quite-, 

different m the two sources In the Gospel of Luke, Mary goes m haste to visit her 

cousm Ellsabeth immediately after the Annunciation Mary is anxious to elucidate the 

last few words of the angel, "nothmg can be impossible with God" (Luke 1 36) She 

wishes to discuss this with her cousm who, m spue of bemg old and barren, 1s 

nuraculously desuned to bear a chlld (Luke 1 36-37) At the moment Elisabeth sees l 

Mary, she rnstantly recogmzes her as the mother of the Messiah and says "And why 1s 

this granted me, that the mother of my Lord should come to me? For behold~hen the \ 

v01ce of your greeung came to my ears, the babe m my womb leaped for JOY " (Luke 

1 43-44) In the protoevangelium, Mary goes to Elisabeth's house after she has ( 

fimshed weav10g and has brought her work to the pnest m the temple By the nme she 1 
sees Elisabeth, she has forgotten what the archangel has told her (prot 12 2) After 

Elisabeth has spoken to her, Mary sighs, and, lookmg up mto heaven, says "Who am 

I, Lord, that all the women [generauons] of the earth count me blessed?" (Luke 1 48 

and prot 12 2) 

The Castelsepno Vis1tanon may come from either literary source However, if 

1t 1s drawn directly from the Apocrypha, the scene of Mary dehvenng her weaving to ~ 

the temple has been omitted. 

This parncular dep1ct1on of the Visnauon shows Elizabeth touching Mary's +­

abdomen The episode is illustrated 10 vanous other ways 10 early Chnsttan art m the 

now lost mosaics of the Oratory of John VII (705-707) m Old St Peter's m Rome, 



46 

known to us through Gnmalch's drawings (111 34),35 Mary and Elisabeth are ned in a 

close, aff ecuonate embrace The two women have one hand on each other's shoulder 

or forearm This type was also found on a plaque of the throne of Max1m1an (sixth 

century),36 in the above-mentioned eighth-century Genoels-Elderen ivory (which also 

included the ma.id ID the Annunciauon),37 and m the tenth-century frescoes at Klh~lar, 

Cappadoc1a (Ill 35), in central Turkey 

The same motif as that of Castelsepno was found on a Copuc texule of the 

sixth or seventh century 38 The closest parallel to the Castelsepno V1s1taoon appears ill 

the lost frescoes of the catacomb of San Valentino on Via Flarmrna ill Rome These are 

known to us through the sixteenth-century drawings of Antorno Bosio (111 36) The 

San Valennno frescoes are dated to the early eighth century on the basis of documentary 

evidence as well as 1conograph1c and styhsttc compansons with other Roman mural 

decorations securely ascnbed to the early eighth century 39 A chrect connecnon 

between the frescoes at Castelsepno and those m San Valenttno remains to be proved, 

but the poss1b1hty 1s not ruled out other compansons in the context of early 

eighth-century art could bnng hght to their possible lmk 

The Tnal by Water (111 9, 10) has Its textual ongm only m the Apocrypha It 

takes place after Joseph has returned to hls house and found Mary, by then six months 

pregnant In the Gospel of Matthew, Joseph, after his inmal shock, has a dream in --- - -------
which an angel mfonns him of the miracle of the unmaculate conception Thereafter, 

the umon of Joseph and Mary 1s sealed and their life together begms (Matt 1 24) In 

the protoevangehum of James and the Pseudo-Matthew, Joseph ponders for a long ome 

on what he should do about Mary's status should he hide her sm - whlch would be -



47 

disobeying the law - or should he expose her to the law, in which case he would be 

putting Mary's life at nsk (prot 14 1) In Jewish law, capaal pumshment was the 

punishment for adultery and for a virgin who let herself be defiled before her legal - - ---
marnage 40 However, the protoevangelmm clearly mc:bcates that Joseph ulnmately c:bd 

not doubt Mary's virgm1ty and the supernatural ongrn of her pregnancy In the Gospel 

of Pseudo Matthew, the episode 1s amplified by a maJor scandal Joseph, the man m 

charge of protecting her consecranon to the Lord, 1s said to have seduced the Virgm 

Mary 

In the Apocrypha, the outcome of the s1tuat1on 1s that Mary is brought for 

Judgement before the same pnests who had previously been m charge of her On the 

other hand, the canomcal Gospels emphasize that Mary was not Judged The 

Apocrypha's version is consistent with their defense of Mary's virginity An errussary 

of the high pnest, Annas the scnbe, had noticed Mary's pregnancy dunng a v1s1t to 

Joseph's house, and had begun to spread the news in the temple of their alleged sm 

(prot 15 2) Consequently, the couple had been arrested and taken to the temple, 

where they had both been questtoned Pseudo-Matthew tells of a multitude present at 

the tnal, "so numerous that they could not be counted" (Ps -Matt 12 1) Mary and 

Joseph had not betrayed their secret revelauon, and the Judgement had been entrusted to 

God by the test of the water of conviction The Jews had adopted this nte from 

antiquity 41 A handful of dust from the tabernacle floor 1s put into a Jar of clear water 

and the accused has to dnnk the contents If the bitter dnnk does not cause sickness -

in the case of a woman, 1f she 1s not made stenle - 1t 1s seen as a proof of innocence by 

d1vme decree This is precisely what happens to Mary and Joseph 42 After her 

innocence has been proven through the tnal by water, Mary declares her perpetual 
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v1rg1mty ma solemn declaranon (l_>s -Matt 12 4) 

The theme of the tnal by water 1s rarely evoked m pictonal arts This rarity .4 

renders a comparauve study mconclusive On the sixth-century cathedra of Maxuruan 

(111 37), the V1rgm is about to dnnk out of a flat bowl while the pnest raises one hand, 

as if makmg a speech Other sixth-century ivones43 follow the same idiom While 

early Chnsttan representations of the Tnal by Water known to date have no obvious 

s1milarines with the Castelsepno type, analogous depictions of the scene are found m 

tenth-century frescoes m the churches of Tokah and Kih~lar, m Cappadocia At 

Ki11~lar (ill 35) the mmbed pnest, identified as Zacharias, offers the dnnk to the V1rgm I 
ma beaker-shaped vessel This representanon is particularly close to Castelsepno m 

both scenes the pnest is mmbed, he makes Mary dnnk while she bows towards him, 

one of Mary's hands 1s covered by the paenula, the episode takes place against an 

architectural background,44 and Joseph is on the side of the mam group, also dnnkmg 

of the water of conviction It is commonly agreed that in the Castelsepno Tnal, the 

incomplete figure to the left of Mary is Joseph _45 This interpretation is based on 

Joseph's presence in this event bemg an integral part of the Apocryphal accounts 46 

One ongmal trait of the Castelsepno fresco is the nchly decorated, classical-type pitcher 

from which Mary is dnnkmg, for which no parallels have been found m the same 

context 47 The archuectural setting m the Castelsepno scene is also umque 48 

The Trial by Water also appears m twelfth-century manuscripts 49 

Castelsepno is undoubtedly earher than these rnanuscnpts, and obviously later than the 

early Chnsnan types mentioned above The frescoes at Castelsepno and m Cappadocia '­

may denve from a surular prototype, or be part of the same tradlllon What we see at 

Castelsepno then, may be one of the earliest surviving representauons of this type of 
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Tnal by Water - possibly an example of the begmnmg of a tradltlon In tlus instance, 

the scarcity of surY1vmg early medieval monuments is parncularly regrettable Thus the 

mtroducuon and spread of this iconographic type in the West cannot be fully analyzed, 

and no conclusion can be reached without further evidence 50 

The Dream of Joseph has muluple literary sources the first chapi~r of the 

Gospel of Matthew (118-25),51 the protoevangehum of James (14 2) and the gospel of 

Pseudo-Matthew (ch 11) In the A ~I)'l)hal wnnngs, the..di:eam-takes..place before_ 

the Tnal by Water, However, since the sct:~~ __ ':)f the dream 1~ s~~!:la~ bef~~!Ite ll:P to 

Bethlehem, It is safe to idenufy 11 as the first apparmon of an angel to Joseph, that~ 

when he is assured of Mary's vrrgmtty He had two other dreams after the birth of 

Jesus when he is advised to flee to Egypt (Matt 2 13), and later when he 1s told that 

they can return (Matt 2 19) Neither dream 1s menuoned in the Apocrypha 

The p1ctonal representanon of the Dream of Joseph is not common (There are 

a few early Chnsnan and later parallels, and therr iconography is basically the same as 

that of Castelsepno ) One is found on the sixth-century throne of Maximian, on the 

same plaque as the Journey to Bethlehem (tll 37) 52 An ivory carvmg of the Dream 

decorated an early Chnsuan casket now m the V1ctona and Albert Museum m London 

(formerly rn Werden) 53 In the fifth- or sixth-century Copllc church of Derr Abu 

Henms,54 one of Joseph's dreams was pamted, but lt is not clear which one, as the 

fresco next to tt 1s not securely idenufied The Dream appears twice in the Cappadoc1an 

frescoes m Kih9lar and m the New Church of Tokali In all of these early examples, 

the type of flymg angel 1s more or less standard, but the representanon of Joseph vanes 

considerably euher in costume or m posture, although he 1s mvanably reclmmg on a 
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mattress on the ground 55 A representanon of Joseph's posture more closely smular to 

that m the Castelsepno fresco is found m a nuddle Byzannne Lectionary of Mount 

Athos (D1onysm Ms 740), rn a passage of the Gospel of Matthew 56 This is however 

a different medium, a different context (tllustranon of a canonical Gospel), the posmon 

of the angel m the two scenes is extremely dlfferent,57 and there is no background 

settmg m this IIllmature's illustrauon In the other works menuoned above, there is 

either a landscape or an architectural background The Dream at Castelsepno is set ) 

against both a land and architecture scape The second dream of Joseph as illustrated rn 

the Menologrnm of Basil 1158 is set m an open landscape, which comes somewhat 

closer to the Castelsepno fresco 59 Later examples of the Dream of Joseph from the 

eleventh and twelfth centunes60 do not reveal much about the date and ongm of the 

Castelsepno type 

The Journey to Bethlehem (ill 13) is narrated rn both the Gospels of Luke (ch 

2) and Matthew (ch 2), as well as m the Protoevangelmm (ch 17) and the Gospel of 

Pseudo-Matthew (ch 13) The Roman Empire had d~creed that all inhabitants of --
Bethlehem and Judaea must be recorded Joseph then sets out for the Journey with 

- ---
Mary and his sons In the Pseudo-Matthew, an angel is said to have led the ass on 

which Mary was seated The protoevangelmm says that one of Joseph's ~on~ ~d~e --
ass and Joseph followed lt (prot 17 1) On the way to the town of Juda, Joseph ---wondered whether he should enroll Mary as his daughter or wife, his embarrassment 

--- --
and shame are revealed in his monologue Dunng this tune, Mary sees "two peoples, -
one weepmg and lamenting and one reJ01cmg and exulting" (Prot 17 2 and Ps -Matt 
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13 3) When Joseph nonces her changing expressions, he asks her why she looks sad 

at one moment, and happy at the next The Castelsepno Journey to Bethlehem may 

correspond to this ep1sod! in the Apocrypha when Mary, seated on the ass led by 

Joseph's son61 (the figure remains only partially on the fresco), communicates with 

Joseph who seems to be talking to her It may also represent the moment when Mary, 

feeling that she is about to give birth, asks Joseph to take her down from the ass 

The theme of the Journey 1s represented in early Chnsuan ivones,62 but the 

textual ongm of these early scenes appears to be the Pseudo-Matthew, since an angel 

leads the ass 63 Most of these ivones show Joseph about to take Mary off the ass 64 

The appearance of Joseph's son leadmg the group seems to have taken place 

somettme after the stxth century on the ivory cover of the Etchmiaz.din Gospels (sixth 

century), one of the figures in the Journey could be 1denufied as Joseph's son 65 

Parallels to the Castelsepno Journey are found m the early mnth century,66 but more 

frequently m Cappacodla where this theme occurs more than a dozen times Most of 

the Cappadoc1an frescoes are badly damaged and Judgment of the scenes 1s rendered 

difficult However, mall instances, as for example at Karanllk Kihse,67 the Vrrgm's 

face 1s turned towards Joseph who 1s followmg her Such iconography also appears 

later, notably m the fourteenth century Paleologan mosaic m the Kanye DJami in 

Istanbul 68 

t:. 

This iconography obviously spread and was standardized m the East, but a 

similar type of representatton 1s found m the cay of Brescia, also m northern Italy / 

There, a smop1a of the Flight mto Egypt, on Layer I m the crypt of San Salvatore (111, l 

38), offers the closest parallel to the Castelsepno Journey to Bethlehem "Indeed, the 
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Brescia sketch appears to be almost a tracing of the Castelsepno representauon "69 

There is an almost exact correspondance in the whole composmon, even to the smallest 

details and features, between the two scenes the posture of Mary, the zigzag pattern of 

drapery folds on her dress, her large halo, the shape and size of her figure m proporuon 

to the animal, as well as the anatorrucal details of the ass, Its gait and shape, all are 

stnkrngly s11mlar to the Castelsepno group The resemblance of the two scenes 1s 

certainly more than coincidental Layer I at San Salvatore is plausibly dated to the 1-
mid-e1ghth century 70 on the basis of lustoncal evidence as well as 1conograph1c and \ 

styllsuc comparisons with numerous monuments Moreover, It has been suggested that 

the San Salvatore smopia draftsman may have followed the Castelsepno artist either as 

a puptl,71 or as part of the next generauon of artists 72 

The links between Castelsepno and Brescia can throw more hght on the 

problem of assessmg a date for the Castelsepno frescoes Compansons with a 

monument which belongs to the same society, m the same geographical area, can lead 

/ 
to a better understanding of the context in which the frescoes were produced 

The story of Chnst's birth as shown at C.astelsepno ~ told m the 

protoevangehum (chs 18-19) and rn the_Pseudo-Matthew (chs 13-14) Both the 

Apocrypha and the canonical Gospels (Matt ch 2) tell of the great star shining above 

the place where Chnst was born 

After Mary was led mto a cave, she miraculously gave b1rth to Chnst m the 

midst of a great hght She was attended to by a Jewish rrudw1fe called Zalonu 

(Pseudo-Matthew) whom Joseph had proV1dennally found outside the cave Having ----witnessed the event, Zalonu did not doubt the miraculous nature of the b1rth On her 
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way out, she met another midwife, Salome, to whom she related the event 

Incredulous, Salome ms1sted on tesung Mary's condinon She said "As the Lord my 

God lives, unless I put (forward) my finger and test her cond1uon, I will not believe 

that a virgin has brought forth" (prot 19 3) Upon domg so, Salome's hand withered 

as a pumshment for her disbelief Distressed, she began to pray, askmg for mercy An 

angel then appeared to her, and mstructed her to touch the Child, so that she m1ght be 

healed. -
The protoevangehum and Pseudo-Matthew add further that Mary wrapped the _ 

Child m clothes and laid him m a manger, after heanng of Herod's command that all 

children under the age of two should be killed At Castelsepno, the Child is laymg m 

the manger, with the adonng ox and ass on his side Joseph is seated m the ) 

foreground, m an atutude of attennve medltauon, as a witness to the event 73 

Although the Castelsepno Nauvity follows the narration of the Apocrypha, 

Salome - 1denufied as "the m1dwife" (EMEA) - is holdmg her hand towards Mary, 
__,,,,,_...- - L -·------ ................ _ 

rather than Chnst, rn order to have 1t cured The Annunciation to the Shepherds is 

takmg place m the background of the Nauvity scene, outside the grotto 74 This is 

paralleled m the lost mosaics of the early eighth-century oratory of John VII, where the 

Annunciauon to the Shepherds is separated from the Nauvity by a rock (tll 44, 47) 75 

Chnst's first bath, mcluded m the Nauvity, is not part of any literary source 

either apocryphal or canomcal The search for Its ongm m p1ctonal art must then be - -
directed elsewhere It is known that a cult of the bath developed at some ume smce the - - -------- -~~----- -- - ... --.- ·-- -
bishop Arculf, a pilgnm from Gaul who travelled to Bethlehem m the late seventh 

... __ - - ------- - --- -... ..... ,, ... 

century, recorded the sight of the ho_!y Water of Chnst's first bath m a rock outside the - - ---- -

wall of the cave 76 But this cult must have ongmated from the classical tradition of 
- - -
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dep1cung the bath scene The theme of the washm of the child 1s common m Antique -----
art, for example m depictions ~~ the b1rths of J?ionysos, Achilles or Alexander the -------
Great It was subsequently ad~pte4 il_!t.Q.~hnsuan art to become a part of the} IJ'anvlly - - .... - - --
1~onography 77 Chnstian artlsts could draw from a wealth of earher models such as the 

brrth of Dionysos on a second-century sarcophagus m the Cap1tohne Museum (tll 39), 

and a fresco m the Domus Aurea m Rome, known to us through a mneteenth-century 

engraving by Mrrn (111 40) 78 

The mtegranon of the Bath scene mto C:hnsuan art has~e:1_ ~ocumented as 

havmg taken place m the Eastern Mediterranean region by at least the middle of the 
-- - ' --- -

sixth century dunng the reign of Justm1an I (527-565) The Washmg scene is 

represented on a censer from the Sion Treasure now m the Antalya Museum, and a rock 

crystal m the V1ctona and Albert Museum. Both of these date from circa 550 79 From 

then on, the theme gradually spread Therefore, the veneration of Chnst's first bath -----water must have emerged after the development of the theme's representauon m VIsual -arts 80 Arculfs account of the sight m Bethlehem would eventually have remforced the 

importance of the water m contemporary oral tradmons 

The representauon of the bath became an mtegral part of later Nanvtty scenes 

as seen m tenth-century 1vones m the Louvre (111 41) and m Museo Sacro m the 

Vatican (111 42), as well as m the Cappadocian frescoes (111 43) 81 When the 

midwives are 1denufied, one of them 1s always called MEA or HMEA 82 This 1s 

different from the names given m the Apocrypha, but the identification seems to have 

become standardized "from the very first appearance of this scene "83 There is actually 

no defimuve date for this first occurrence, but several connections can be made wnh the 

pamted veil of Antmoe, now m the Louvre museum and generally ascnbed to the fifth 



55 

century on the basis of style 84 The denommauon MEA appears on the veil m the 

washing scene This pomts to a tradmon of 1dennfymg the rrudw1fe which would 

precede early Byzantme art,85 and confirms that the bmh of D1onysos may have served ~ u 

as a model for the Chnsuan Nativity scene 

Trus could explam how, m the Castelsepno Nativity, Salome 1s 1denufied as 

EMEA m the miracle of the rmdwlf e scene the name was probably transferred from the 

bath scene to the miracle scene, which involves the same rrudwlfe and 1s located w1thm 

the same pictonal frame In fact, the combmauon of both the rruracle of the nudw1fe 

and the washing of the Child m the same p1ctonal cycle is known in only two other 

pre-iconoclasuc cycles, both of which are in Rome the eighth-century frescoes in the 

v catacomb of San Valenuno, recorded by Bosio (ill 36), and the lost mosaics of the 
I 

\_ oratory of John VII (705-707) m Old St-Peter's,86 which are known to us through 

Gnmalcb's drawings (ill 44) Of these mosaics, there remams a tracing of the miracle 

of the rrudw1fe (lll 45) and a fragment of the bath scene (111 46) 87 The Washmg of 

the Child in the Oratory of John VII 1s the first securely dated example of this theme m - - ... -- ---
Chnsnan monumental art 88 --- -

In the San Valenuno fresco, the unidentified rmdw1fe approaches the infant 

Christ, m order that he may heal her hand This is consistent with the Apocryphal 

account However, m the mosaic of John VII, she seems to be movmg towards the 

Virgin Mary (111 45), although Gnmaldi's drawings lack in clanty of detail (compare 

111 44 and other drawings by Gnmaldi Ill 47, 48) 89 At Castelsepno the rrudw1fe is 

clearly advancing towards the Vrrgm, her hand outstretched, much hke the fresco 

commiss1one.d by John VII in Santa Mana Annqua (111 49, 50) Because of the senous 

damage to the S Mana Annqua fresco, it is not known whether the early eighth-century 
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wall pamnng included a washing scene, as do the other early eighth-century Roman 

cycles 

In early Chnsnan art, the doubting Salome 1s seldom acknowledged When 

she 1s represented, she 1s moving either towards the cnb as m San Valentmo,90 or, as 

in Santa Mana Anuqua and Castelsepno, directly towards the Vrrgm This latter type 

occurs m the SIX.th-century ivory panel on the Cathedra of Maximian (Ill 51) After the 

eighth century, the doubting midwife does not occur in many monuments 91 The -
reason for the disappearance of this monf 1s not well known 1t may be that the subJect 

- - - -· - - ... - .. - - -- -

was s een-;s being crude,92 but It IS more hkely because the integration of Chnst's frrst 

bath displaced the Salome scene as a reference to Mary's mrraculous cluldbrrth 93 

Thus, Castelsepno, the mosaics of John VII and the San Valenuno catacomb 1 
can be mterpreted as part of a formative stage of the Nauv1ty iconography, when the 

endmg of one tradition (the representanon of the doubting rmdw1fe) and the begmmng 

of another (the mtegranon of the washmg of the Child) overlapped An eighth- century 

date for the three cycles seems highly plausible, not only because of their common 

iconography, but also m hght of therr closely s1nular style 94 

Also ongmatmg m the Protoevangelmm of James (ch 21), the gospel of - -- -

Pseudo-Matth_:w and the Gospel of Matthew (ch 2) 1s the Adorauon _o!_ the Magi (111 

20, 21) After followmg the direction of the star m the East, the Magi find the Child 

with his mother and bnng out of their bags gifts of gold, frankmcense and myrrh, 

which they offer to therr new-born krng According to the textual sources, an angel 

then warns them not to go back to therr countnes through Judea (Prot 21 3, Matt 

2 12) An angel 1s often shown introducing the Holy Fanuly to the Magi Hts presence 
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must also be a reference to the story, as 1s the outdoor settmg frequently depicted 

outside the grotto of the Nanvity 

The Epiphany became a popular representation m early Chnsttan an, where it 

is found rn several media, such as catacombs wall pamtmgs and sarcophagi rehefs 95 

In those monuments, the type of representation became fairly homogenous, but the 

number and pos1t1on of the Magi varies 

Unusual features appear m the Castelsepno Adoration Joseph 1s situng m the 

foreground, below the rock on which the Virgin and Cluld are seated In the literature, 

the presence of Joseph is referred to only.m the Pseudo-Matthew "D1gno tamb1en de 

notar que los magos encuentran al runo con Marfa y con Jose 'et mgennbus munenbus 

muneraverunt Mariam et Ioseph ' El onginal gnego como el evangeho, hablan 

s6lo de Maria y del mno "96 Joseph's positton finds a parallel m the early Chnsttan 

ivory cover of the Etzschmiadzm Gospels 97 I 

The posltlon of Mary and Chnst, elevated on a rock formauon, 1s not a very 

common one on the early sixth-century wooden door of Santa Sabma m Rome, the 

Virgin 1s raised on a higher plane, but whether she is seated on a rock or on a throne is 

not clear 98 Other mstances of the Vrrgm sittmg on a rock are found both m early 

Chnsuan art, for example a sarcophagus m Arles,99 and m later works 100 

The unusually hi h..PQs1t1on of the ,Yirgm can be C<?_':11..Par~ to~ e ~ ~~ n_ons m 

the Dr~~-r~ entary and m ~ arolmgian ivory lOl A ~awmg m a Hom1bary of 

1072 ~ Monte Cassmo 1s very close to the Castelsepno Adorauon the Vrrgm ism a 

landscape, the Magi wear robes of the early Chnsttan penod and archaic Persian hats, 

and their groupmg is arranged m depth 102 

W1thm the context of monumental art, a type of Adoranon, different from early 
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Chnsuan models, emerged m the early eighth century This type 1s found m the 

frescoes of John VII (705-707) m the church of Santa Mana Annqua (ill 53) and m the 

mosaics of the oratory of John VII (see ill 47) A fragment of the oratory Adoranon 

remams, now m the church of Santa Mana m Cosmedin m Rome (ill 54) One magus 

genuflects whlle offenng his gift to Chnst, and the other two Magi stand behmd him, { 

seemingly tallang as they proceed with therr presents towards the Holy Farruly 103 

Joseph stands behind the Vrrgm's throne whtle an angel who flies m the direction of the 

Holy Farruly rotates the upper part of his body to introduce them to the Magi The 

Santa Mana Antiqua and Oratory Adoranons are very smular the Magi wear the same 

type of robes and Persian hats, and they interact m the same way, the Holy Farruly and 

the angel are shown m the same fashion, as 1s Chnst's movements towards the Magi 

The scenes are reversed as m a ffilTfor, probably because of their spanal position w1thm 

the cycle 

The Castelsepno fresco closely follows the same scheme as these Roman 

works, with the excepuon of Joseph's pos1t1on and Mary's seatmg arrangement 104 

The resemblance of the angel and of the group of Wise Men overshadows these 

dlff erences The high verttcal extension at Castelsepno may be due to the narrow space 

m which the scene was pamted105 the figure of Mary was thus lifted m the top comer, 

and that of Joseph was accommodated where space allowed, m the foreground 

The presentation in the Temple (ill 23, 24, 25) is based on the Gospel 

according to Luke (2 22-39) Mary and Joseph have brought the Chnst Child to 

Jerusalem to present him to the Lord According to the Gospel, Mary's Punficauon 

occurred simultaneously with the Presentanon m the Temple S1meon, the old pnest to 
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whom the Holy Spmt had revealed that he should not rue unul he had seen Chnst m the 

flesh, welcomes the Child m the temple He takes Jesus m his arms, thanks God and 

says "At last, Lord, You d1srruss Your servant m peace, as You prorrused' For with 

my own eyes I have seen Your Salvauon which You have made ready for every 

people" (Lk 2 29) Anna, an ~ighty-four y_e~ old prophete!~i COII!.(?S ~ h~_temple -- -
at the moment of the Presentauon, and also thanks God for the sight of the Saviour 

The celebrauon of the meeung of Chnst with Simeon was first recorded m 

Jerusalem at the end of the fourth century by the abbess Aethena Sylvia 106 This feast, 

known as the Hypapante, was integrated m Rome probably by Pope Gelasms I towards 

the end of the fifth century, although this date 1s not certam 107 ln the Western Church, 

<r the punficauon of Mary became mcreasmgly important as the cult developed The 

ceremony grew more elaborate at the end of the seventh century under Pope Sergms 

I 108 

Smee the feast of the Presentauon was observed m Rome only from the late 

, fifth century on, dep1cuons of the event did not occur m early Chnsuan Western art 

( there was no p1ctonal tradtuon or set iconography for the Presentauon The decISion as 

to what part of the narrative should be illustrated was left up to the artist The 

iconography of the Presentation developed m a way that reflects the chronological 

evoluuon of the festival which 1t Illustrates 109 

Three pnnc1pal 1conograph1c types of PresentatJons occur The earliest known 

type 1s the Eastern form of Hypapante, m which the emphasis is placed on the Holy 

Family and Simeon Their meeung takes place outside the temple and there is no 

mdtcauon of either an altar or a canopy Such a setting thus precludes any assoc1auon 

of the scene with the Presentanon m the Temple proper This charactensncally Eastern 
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type of Hypapante was depicted m the mosaics m Santa Mana Maggiore, 110 m circa 

430-440, before the Feast of the Punficauon of Mary was mtroduced m Rome at the 

end of the fifth century 

Another form of Presentation occurs m the eighth or mnth century the scene 

C,\ is located rnside or m front of the temple, around or near an altar, thus connotmg the 

actual Presentation m the temple The main focus is snll the meenng of Chnst and 

! Simeon The four protagonists, Mary, Simeon, Joseph and Anna, are placed 

, symmemcally on either side of the Chnst Child who 1s bemg presented to Simeon 

1 Such a scene is depicted m the ninth-century enameled reliquary cross of Paschal Im 

the Sancta Sanctorum 111 In this iconographical type, the Punficauon of Mary 1s 

sometimes alluded to by showmg her offermgs of birds, which either Joseph or an 

attendant cames 112 However, this 1s a mmor episode witlun the scene 

The two early types of Presentanons coexisted the Hypapante survived m the 

Eastern tradition, and the type Just descnbed above developed m the West Smee , 

Eastern art continued to mfluence Western art, elements from the two groups were ' 

mtermmgled Therefore, although the iconography of the Presentation was established 

around the eighth century m the West, a great many vananons occurred from one scene 

to another For instance, accordmg to Gnmaldl's drawrngs (ill 47, 48), m the Oratory , 

of John VII m Old St Peter's, the group of figures was not symmetncally arranged , 

(the Baptism occupies the nght part of the same frame), and the altar 1s omitted In 

other representations, 113 the altar bears no direct relationship to the action of the 

figures 

The thud maJor type of iconography for this scene emerged around the 

eleventh century It Illustrates the presentauon of the Child at the altar, that 1s, to the 
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Lord Although Simeon (and later, the high pnest) is always present, the attention 1s 

focused on Chnst at the altar rather than on the meeting with Simeon 114 

The Castelsepno Presentation in the Temple corresponds to the type which 

1 
emerged in the eighth or nmth century the mam event is the meeting of Simeon with 

( 

Chnst who is earned by ms mother (tll 25) The three are flanked by the other figures 

Joseph, who carnes offenngs in his hands (alluding to the Punfication of Mary), two 

elders following Joseph, and Anna who raises her hand, about to start her speech 115 

The scene takes place wtthin the Temple, and the cube in front of Anna, on the left, 

., may be interpreted as an altar 116 
I 

( Although a number of pictonal details occur m other Presentations, no exact 

parallel to the Castelsepno fresco could be found the arrangement and postures of the 

figures, their expressions, the relat1ons between them, the ntual covenng of Simeon's 

and Joseph's hands and the setting of the scenes, all vary 117 

Summary of Iconographic Compansons 

A number of parallels can be found for each scene in the Castelsepno frescoes 

Iconographic details can be compared to many works of art from different penods and 

vanous parts of the Chnstian world, and many of these compansons, taken 

individually, can be debated This is reflected m the great controversy surrounding the 

date and ongm of this monument depending on the importance given to each analogy, 

different conclusions can be and have been reached Therefore, iconography alone 

cannot provide sohd grounds for the 1dennficatton of date and ongm of the Castelsepno 

cycle For instance, companson with the cave churches of Cappadocia show that the 

two groups share common themes the Tnal by Water, the Journey to Bethlehem, the 
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Washing of the Child, and, to some extent, the Adoration of the Magi and the 

Presentauon However, m most of these Cappadocian representauons, iconographic 

details vary considerably from Castelsepno, and their styles can hardly be related It is 

only m terms of content that parallels can be established, except for the scene of the two 

midwives washmg the Chnst Cluld, which follows a standard type m both locanons 

Compansons with early eighth-century mural cycles m Rome brought t~ hght 

examples of both thematic and iconographic types similar to several Castelsepno 

pamtmgs the parucular gesture of Ehsabeth m the Vis1tauon (m the catacomb of San 

Valenuno), the doubting Salome (m Santa Mana Anuqua, the Oratory of John VII and 

the catacomb of San Valenuno), the Annunciauon to the Shepherds (m the Oratory of 

John VII), the Washmg of the Child (m the Oratory of John VII and the catacomb of 

San Valenuno), the Adorauon of the Magi (m Santa Mana Anuqua and the Oratory of 

John VII), and the eighth-century type of Presentanon m the Temple (m the Oratory of 

John VII) 

The concentrauon of themanc, iconographic and styhsuc118 su~lanues _!-fl 

Roman mural decoranons of the seventh and eighth centunes has led to the theory that 

the artists of Castelsepno could have belonged to the same school 119 m the early 

eighth century, they may have been called or sent from Rome to the Lombard region, 

where they would have been corruruss1oned to decorate Santa Mana di Castelsepno 

However, the lack of documentary evidence, the appearance of certain themes at 

Castelsepno wluch have no parallel m Rome, and the differences between the Lombard --
and Roman cycles cannot support this theory The two groups may have emerged from 

the same tradiuon, but how closely connected they are cannot be fully assessed ---The presence of an arusuc tradinon related to that of the Castelsepno workshop 
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can be felt elsewhere in nonhem Italy, most notably m the mid-eighth-century church 

of San Salvatore in Brescia 120 Unfortunately, the precise extent of this influence in 

and around Lombardy remains unknown It may be presumed that an artist of the 

quahty of the Castelsepno master would have obtained a good number of commissions, 

but any esnmate of his work and drrect influence remams highly hypothencal Further 

research in this geographical area may yield more evidence of the survival and 

dlssenunauon of this art1snc idiom 

Iconography can serve in finding comparanve works with which certain hnks ------- --- ~ - --
can be established However, 1t cannot be used as the only methodological apE!..oach 

-- - --- - ·-- -- --
Style, meaning of the whole program, history, and the patron's involvement are all 

aspects which contnbute to the creation of a monument All elements of the program 

should therefore be studied as a whole, as the artist pamted a cycle which followed a set 

dogmatic content "Non s1 puo basare una anahsi iconografica sulla comparazione di 

pose e di gesu delle singole figure, esulando dal contenuto ideologico di questa o di 

quella scena "121 Parallels in meaning can pmpoint the rehgious ideas of the penod, 

the artistic trends attendiE__g the_m_ an.~d~t:.:.:h;.:.e.....:s:..:oc.:.c:;;_c10"--.:.:h=is,_,_to=n=c.::..;a::.::lc_::context from which the 

paintmgs emerged It 1s from this perspective that close links with other monuments --can be established The scarcity of early medieval fresco cycles reduces the chances of 

finding a complete group of paintmgs which could be related to Castelsepno, but a 

more global approach in the study of this monument may throw hght on its posmon 

within medieval art 
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earliest "non saprei trovare esempio p1u annco e p1u op1camente conforme agh apocnfi 
di questo perche nella scena del Viagg10 compare come gu1da di Mana e di Giuseppe 
propno quell'Angelo che trov1amo solo nella redaz1one di Ps Matteo " 

53 Weitzrnann, The Fresco Cycle, 51 

54 Capuam d'Arzago, Santa Mana, 567 

55 For a detailed study of the different poses and clothing, see Weitzmann, The 
Fresco Cycle, 51-21 and Capnani d'Arzago, Santa Mana, 565-569 

56 Weitzmann (The Fresco Cycle, 52) considers this representanon one of the 
proofs of a later date for Castelsepno 

57 Schapiro, "The Frescoes," 90 

58 Vaucan, cod gr 1613, p 273, ca 1000 

59 Morey, "Castelsepno," 181 

60 Leveto (Castel Sepno, 121-122) adds the Ottoman Codex Egberu (Tner, 
Staadtb1bhotek, fol 12, 977-993) and an eleventh-century ivory book cover now m 
London Schapiro ("The Frescoes," 90) mennons the twelfth-century manuscnpt m 
Pans, B1bl Nat, Ms Copte 13 rn which the frequent landscapes reflect early Chnstian 
models 

61 Cattaneo, "Tesnmoruanze iconografiche," 719 

62 The cathedra of Maxlffilanus, a pyxis m Berlin, the cover of the Etchmiadzm 
Gospels and the cover of the Lupicmus Gospels m Pans (We1tzmann, The Fresco 
Cycle, 52) 

63 P Tesum, "Aile ongim dell'iconografia di Gmseppe d1 Nazareth," Rivista 
dt Archeo/ogia Cnstiana 48 (1972, 271-347), 310 

64 In one plaque, formerly m the Stroganoff collecuon, Joseph walks behmd 
the Virgm and they are commurucanng, but the types of figures are different from those 
at Castelsepno (see Weitzmann, The Fresco Cycle, 52) Shapiro ("The Frescoes," 95) 
notes simtlannes m the way Joseph holds his mantle, and rn the depicnon of the ass 

65 Leveto, Castel Sepno, 124 
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66 The enameled cross of Paschal I (817-824) in the Museo Cnsnano from the 

treasure of the Sancta Sanctorum 1s decorated with this scene although It 1s not 1denncal 
to Castelsepno the Vrrgm and Joseph do not look at each other and the figures are not 
depicted in the same way See We1tzmann, The Fresco Cycle, 53 

67 M Restle, Byzantine Wall Painnng in Asia Minor, v II (Shannon Ireland, 
1969), plate 226 

68 P A Underwood, The Kanye D1am1 v I (London, 1967), 87-88, v II, 
plates 155-158 

69 B B Anderson, The Frescoes of San Salvatore at Brescia (Berkeley, 
1976), 134 

10 Ibid, 136 

71 This view has been expressed by O Demus m "Byzantine Art and the 
West," Wnghtsman Lectures, III (N Y, 1970), 224, note 21 

72 Anderson, San Salvatore, 136 This 1s also discussed m D H Wnght, 
"The Shape of the Seventh Century m Byzantine Art" (Abstracts Byzantine Studies 
Conference, Cleveland, 1975, 9-28), 26 

73 Cattaneo, "Tesnmoruanze 1conografiche," 719 

74 Weitzmann (The Fresco Cycle, 57-59) compares the Annunc1at1on to the 
Shepherds to a number of early Chnsuan examples of this scene, but he ult1mately 
makes a connection between the Castelsepno scene and Middle Byzantine 
representations of this theme on the grounds of surular types of shepherds, particularly 
one shepherd (and the figure of Joseph m the foreground) m the eleventh-century 
mosaic at Daphru near Athens 

75 We1tzmann did not mennon the appearance of this theme m the Oratory, m 
spite of Its importance Accordmg to him, the assoc1auon of this episode wllh the 
Nanvity does not occur before the Middle Byzantine penod However, this statement 
has been proven wrong P J Nordhagen has proven that the Annunciation to the 
Sheperds was represented m the Oratory of John VII, and that the integration of this 
theme with the Nat1v1ty was pre-iconoclastic "The Integration of the Nativity and the 
Annunc1anon to the Shepherds m Byzanune Art," Acres du XXII congres mternatwnal 
de l'h1stoire de /'art, I (Budapest, 1972, 253-257), 257 

76 J Wilkinson, Jerusalem Pzlgnms Before the Crusades (Warnunster, 
1977), 104 Schaprro gave the iconography of the washing scene a Palestm1an ongm 
on the basis of Arculfs account ("The Frescoes," 96) 

77 For a detailed study of this development, see Per Jonas Nordhagen, "The 
Ongin of the Washing of the Child in the Nanvay Scene," Byzant1msche Zeuschrift 
LIV (1961), 333-337, Ernst Kitzmger, "The Hellenistic Hentage m Byzantine Art," 
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Dumbarton Oaks Papers XVII (1963), 95-115, Weitzmann, The Fresco Cycle, 53-57 

78 The scene in the Domus Aurea 1s indeed very smular to the Castelsepno 
Nativity, especially the rechning figures of Semele and of Mary Weitzmann (The 
Fresco Cycle, 37) suggests that the Domus Aurea fresco may have been the model for 
this scene at Castelsepno Moreover, Nordhagen says that the rechnmg figure of 
Semele m the Bmh of D1onysos in the fifth-century (or earlier) veil of Antmoe 1s "the 
possible prototype for the representation of the Vrrgm of the Nanvity "("The Ongin," 
335) 

79 Osborne, "Medieval Wall-Paintings," 86 

80 This view is also expressed in Nordhagen, "The Ongm," 334, note 9 

81 It 1s mterestmg to note that the theme of the doubting midwife does not 
appear m Cappadoc1a where old iconographic types are preserved See Schapiro, "The 
Frescoes," 95 In Cappadocia, the iconography of the Nauvity 1s fixed on the early 
types See N Thierry, "Un decor pre-iconoclaste de Cappadoce Arylkel Aga K.thses1 
(Eghse de l'Aga a la roam ouverte)," Cahzers Archeologzques 18 (Pans 1968, 33-69), 
46-47 

82 Nordhagen, "The Ongm," 335 

83 Ibid, 335 

84 Nordhagen ("The Ongm," 336) thmks that 1t may be somewhat earlier than 
the fifth century 

85 Nordhagen ("The Ongm," 336) mentions that the vetl of Antmoe may have 
been copied "more dJrectly than one would have dared to suggest " 

86 For a detailed descnpt1on of the different postures of Mary, the midwifes 
and the child Chnst rn each of these cycles, see Weitzmann, The Fresco Cycle, 54-55 
Cecchelh ("Weitzmann," 99) stresses the importance of the s1milanty between the 
Nativity scenes m the Oratory of John VII and Castelsepno 

87 Muntz ("Notes sur les mosa1ques chretiennes") gives a descnptlon of the 
bath scene m the oratory of John VII (150-51) and he also mentions an unsigned colour 
drawing of it, now m the Barbenm Library, XLIX, n 19, fol 12, with the mscnpuon 
"Ex rmms ant1qmss1m1 sacelh Joanms papae VII m veten basilica MDCVIIll m sacns 
crypus Vat" (151) 

88 Osborne, "Medieval Wall-Painnngs," 86 

89 The discrepancies between vanous drawmgs by Gnmald1 are further 
d1scussed m P J Nordhagen, "The Integration of the Nauv1ty and the Annuncianon to 
the Shepherds m Byzanune Art," 254-256 For a full descnpuon of Salome m front of 
the cnb and the history of John VII's frescoes, see P J Nordhagen, "The Mosaics of 
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John VII," Acta ad archaeologiam et arnwn lustonam pertmentza II (1965), 142-43 

90 We1tzmann affirms that she 1s movmg towards the cnb m the lost mosaics 
of the oratory of John VII as well (The Fresco Cycle, 55) As examples of this he 
mentions a pysix m Berlm, a pys1x m Vienna, and two sIXth-century plaques m the 
Bntish museum and Manchester (p 55 note 57) 

91 Capitani d'Arzago (Santa Mana, 581) says that the theme disappeared after 
the eighth century Weitzmann (The Fresco Cycle, 55) thmks he found two later 
examples a lost tenth-century fresco from S Sebasuano al Palatmo and a 
twelfth-century panel of the bronze door of the cathedral of Benevento (111 52) The 
latter example 1s contested by Schaprro who says that the midwife holds both arms 
extended m the same fashion as the angels beside her "she 1s not clearly the subJect of 
the miracle and does not support a withered arm as does the apocryphal Salome of the 
Caselsepno fresco, the mosaic of John VII, the contemporary frescoes ill Sta Mana 
Anuqua and S Valentino m Rome, and the 1vones of the sixth and seventh centunes" 
("The Frescoes," 95) 

92 Capitani d'Arzago, Santa Mana, 584 

93 Nordhagen, "The Ongm," 333, 336 

94 V N Lasareff "Gh affresch1 d1 Castelsepno," Sibnum ill (1956-57, 
87-102), 92-93, D H Wnght, "Sources of Longobard Wall Painnng Facts and 
Poss1b1hnes," Am de/ V/0 congresso mternauonale di stud, sull'alto medwevo II 
(Spoleto, 1980, 727-739), 738 

95 Weitzmann, The Fresco Cycle, 59 

96 Sanchez, "San Jose en los hbros ap6cnfos," 147 Joseph has more 
importance ill the Apocrypha than m the Gospels It was suggested that "D1 Gmseppe 
s1 scnsse assai negh Apocnfi quasi per cornpensare le magre nouz1e degh Evangehsti " 
(B Bagatn, "Il culto d1 San Gmseppe m Palestma," Cahiers de Josephologie 19 
[Montreal, 1971, 565-575], 564) 

97 Schaprro, "The Frescoes," 101 

98 We1tzmann (The Fresco Cycle, 60) thmks that she 1s on a podmm, but 
Schaprro ("The Frescoes") sees her on a "stranfied stepped rock formation" (101) 

99 Schaprro, "The Frescoes," 101 Schapiro trunks that this type of seanng 
arrangement denves from an early Chnsuan type of the Nanvny, for example, that of 
the ivory diptych m the Milan Cathedral, where both Joseph and Mary sit on rocks 
(note 61) Weitzmann overlooked these examples and states that the Vrrgm 1s always 
seated on a throne or a charr m early Chnsuan umes (The Fresco Cycle, 60) 

100 Weitzmann (The Fresco Cycle, 60) and Capltam d'Arzago (Santa Mana, 
598-599) found this to be of a later date, companng the Castelsepno type with a 
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numature m the Menologrnm of Basil II (975-1024) and an eleventh-century fresco at 
Sant'Urbano alla Caffarella 

101 Schapiro, "The Frescoes," 101 

102 fbid , 101 Schapiro says that this 1s the closest parallel to Castelsepno he 
has seen It may be a copy of a Byzantine work, m which case lt would preserve a 
very old model 

103 Weitzmann (The Fresco Cycle, 59) proposes that two actions are shown at 
Santa Maria Antigua the amval of the Magi and the offenng of their presents 
According to him, such a dep1ct1on is the fusion of two scenes shown separately m 
early Chnsttan art, and again divided later such as m the Cappadocian fresco at Tokah 
K1hse (see A Wharton Epstem, Toka/1 Kiilse, Tenth-Century Metropolitan Art in 
Byzantine CappadoclQ [Washmgton, 1976], fig 64) This 1s not so obvious though, 
because the two Magi who are waitmg bear their presents m their hands, they do not 
look as 1f they were snll on the Journey 

104 Cecchelh, "Weitzmann," 100 

105 Morey, "Castelsepno," 195 

106 D Shorr, "The Iconographic Development of the Presentauon in the 
Temple," Art Bulletin 28 (1946, 17-32), 17 

107 Shorr (Ibid, 18) mentions that ll may have been adopted "as a 
counter-attracnon to the pagan festival of the Lupercaha " 

18-19 
108 For an elaborate descnption of the festtval and of its ongms, see Ib,d , 

109 lbld, 19 

110 Ib,d , 19 Shorr later mentions that the particular iconographic dlspos1t1on 
of the S Mana Maggiore Presentation is uruque 

111 Ib,d , fig 2 

112 In one mstance, the eleventh-century Hitda Evangehstary, the Virgm holds 
the birds while Joseph carnes the child (Ibid, fig 3) 

l l 3 For instance, the tenth-century Menologrnm of Basil II (fig 4 m Shorr), a 
tenth- or eleventh-century ivory plaque m Leningrad, and a twelfth-century 
Evangehstary (Bib Nat Copt 13), Ibid, 21 

114 Ibid 21-22 , 
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115 Weitzmann interprets Anna's gesture as her "contemplating the hand.mg 

over of the Chnst Child to Simeon" (The Fresco Cycle, 63) He adds that the artist 
sacnficed the onginal meamng of Anna as the utterer of a prophecy by dep1cnng her m 
a classical pensive gesture wtth her hand under her chm In view of the damaged state 
of the fresco m that secuon, this mterpretation cannot be taken for granted 

l l6 Shorr says that when it appears, the altar 1s a "small, square, isolated table" 
("The Iconographic Development," 26) This "cube" is also seen as an altar by 
Cap1tam d'Arzago (Santa Mana, 603-604) and Weitzrnann (The Fresco Cycle, 30, 
34-35, 40) 

117 For a detailed hsung of these differences, see Wettzmann, The Fresco 
Cycle (62-64), and Schapiro, "The Frescoes" (103-105) In trying to support a 
tenth-century date for Castelsepno, We1tzmann compares the Presentation to that of a 
thirteenth- or fourteenth-century Psalter m Berhn (Kupfersnchkabmett, Cod 78 A 9 
Fol 265r fig 68 in The Fresco Cycle) He proposes that the scenes are very close 
parallels, although the backgrounds and styles are very different. Their only simtlanty 
seems to be the arrangement of the main figures (this could however be comcidental), 
Anna's gesture and Chnst's pose Weitzmann says that this manuscnpt was probably a 
copy of a tenth-century model, since copying of earher models was often practised 
dunng the fourteenth century It is through this indirect hnk that Weitzmann ues 
Castelsepno with the tenth century Schapiro suggests an earlier parallel for the smular 
poses of Chnst and Anna in the Utrecht Psalter (fol 89 v) ("The Frescoes," 104) He 
also provides a wealth of earher examples m which pictonal and iconographical details 
analogous to those at Castelsepno can be found (103-105) 

118 Style wtll be discussed in the next chapter 

119 Morey, "Castelsepno and the Byzantme Renrussance," 192 

lW This pomt wtl be examined m subsequent chapters 

121 Lasareff, "Gh affreschi di Castelsepno," 95 
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III 

STYLISTIC COMPARISONS 

The frescoes at Castelsepno are styhsucally associated with the classical 

tradinon Many elements of form and content can be traced back to Greco-Roman art 

the illusiomsuc landscapes and architectural backgrounds, the sharp contrast of hght 

and shadow, the lively atmosphere, the vigorous modelling of the figures, their 

animated movement and posture, the flowmg, folded drapery, the cast shadows, and, 

above all, the express1omst1c rendenng of the figures These all recall the Hellemsnc 

forms of Pompeu and Herculaneum Classical idioms are adopted and depicted m a 

natural, umfied fashion The representation of landscapes, the way figures are depicted 

and the spaual compositlon of the scenes charactenze the frescoes as related to anuque 

art "1 Even though classical forms are dominant, the frescoes also suggest the presence 

of medieval artistic forms _by the ne~~~e __ ~f brush~trokes a~d mterrupted Imes ---· --- -
which form schematlc patterns m drapenes and highlighted surfaces 2 Styhzanon of 

postures and gestures, together with the rhythm of Imes, evoke the more methodical 

style and spmtual character of early medieval_art 3 Moreover, the outlines, pamted m 

the same rapid and vigorous brushstrokes as the h1ghhghts, indicate that a highly 

achieved form of Hellemsm 1s successfully combined with the early medieval 1d1om 

qualified as the "outlme style" 4 

At Castelsepno, the classical style seems to be a renaissance rather than a -
denvanon of antique art 5 Whether the Hellemsm of Castelsepno came from a 

contmumg tradiuon or from a revival is not yet clearly established For mstance, 

landscape pamnng, one of the hallmarks of Hellemsuc art, was earned from Antiquity 
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to Byzantme art, mainly through Old Testament 1llustraoons 6 This can be explained by 

the fact that Old Testament iconography was developed relauvely early, certainly earlier 

than New Testament iconography, and hkely at a time when narrative dep1ctions 

followed Hellemsnc standards 7 But even m elaborate Byzantme landscapes, the sense 

of nature 1s not as umfied as m Hellemsuc art "The umtauon remains labored and 

self-conscious "8 Therefore, 1f we consider Castelsepno m hght of what remams of 

Byzanune art, 1t appears to be an exception Not only are the Hellemsuc landscape - -- . 

moufs adequately rendered, but the feehng of nature creates a gentle, compauble settmg 

for the human figures "Here, as nowhere else m Byzantine art, the Gospel story 1s 

endowed with a poetic, dreamhke quality "9 However, there may have existed other 

Gospel cycles of the same quahty, the lack of comparative matenal simply does not 

allow us to reach any defmite conclusions regardmg the smgulanty of Castelsepno 

Companng this monument with works of a different size and technique can lead to a 

false mterpretatton The medium has to be taken mto consideratton, as techruques such 

as ivory carving, stlver relief or manuscnpt illustration do not have the same versat1hty 

as fresco parntmg the colonsuc modelling will vary, be hrmted (or non-existent), r 

forms will necessarily be adapted to the medmm, and so will content, such as 

backgrounds and natural1snc details 

The illusiomsm m the Castelsepno frescoes, closer to the classical type than to 

what we know of the Byzantme mterpretanon, may be the result of "a new, vigorous 

mfus1on of 'Hellenism' mto Italy "10 This presupposes that the ongmal Hellemsuc 

idiom was kept almost mtact m another centre for a number of generations, and later 

developed on its own after Its mtroducnon mto Italy Even though very httle 1s known 

about pre-1conoclast1c art m Constantmople, 11 it is generally thought that Hellenism 
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was kept alive there unttl the iconoclasnc controversy broke out m 726 Styhsuc 

mfluences which prevailed m Constanunople have to be looked for elsewhere because 

of lack of eV1dence m the capital itself 

The Castelsepno cycle may be a rare mstance of the type of fresco pamtmg 

which was practised m pre-1conoclast1c years m Constantinople, but there 1s no actual 

proof of this Therefore, a great number of works and monuments which can offer 

some kmd of comparative elements are used m tracmg analogies with the Castelsepno 

frescoes However, these compansons are rather limited, as there exists no known 

cycle like that of Castelsepno neither its iconography nor its style can be associated 

with one smgle complete work Dependmg on the associations referred to, many 

conclusions can be reached, and all are debatable The controversy concerns how this ----
style was brought to the small Lombard church, where it came from, who was the artist ---
(at least, where did he ongmate), and when the frescoes were executed The 

comparative monuments discussed range wid~ly, !rom regions ~s divers~!~ t1:e ~iddl<: ----
East, south Italy, Rome, northern Italy and Europe ------~ -----·- - -

Compansons wuh Eastern Monuments 

Mosaics and frescoes executed m Palestine and Syna under the Umayyad 

Caliphate (661-749)12 probably reflect the styhstic development of Constantmopolitan 

art The Great Mosque m Damascus, built between 705 and 715 by the Cahph 

ad-Walid, was decorated with mosaics of naturalistic landscapes, palaces and villas. 

These employ a style which was then current m Constantmople, and lt 1s known from 

documentary evidence that the Byzantine emperor (presumably Jusnman II) sent both 

matenals and craftsmen to Damascus for tlus pwpose 13 

The eighth-century frescoes of Qusayr'Amra, a pleasure-house erected by one 
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of the Umayyad pnnces14 m the Jordaman desert, show an mterpretanon of Hellemsuc 

an Court scenes, a number of nude figures, dancers, musicians, craftsmen at work, 

animals, huntmg scenes, royal personages, symbolic figures, heads m medallions and 

foliage all form part of the vaned decoranon of this bmldmg Although the style of 

these Arab frescoes has generally been considered "provmcial" (attested by the stnctly 

lmear contoursl5), the actions of the figures, their plasticity and their spaual 

arrangement are analogous16 - yet not 1denucal - to the style adopted by the Castelsepno 

artist In spite of therr typically Eastern accent, the spontaneity of narrauon and the 

Hellemsttc hentage of the Qusayr'Amra frescoes allow their association wtth the 

Lombard cycle 

The Damascus and Qusayr'Amra decorations were surely preceded by other 

classically mfluenced monuments now lost For example, fresco pamtmgs of 

landscapes, mountams, herds of animals, dogs, shepherds and elaborate bmldrngs 

existed m Gaza m the sixth century, as descnbed by Procoprns of Gaza 18 The 

decorations of Great Mosque m Damascus and Qusayr'Amra ongmated dunng a penod 

frequently referred tom a Byzannne context as the "Jusnmamc Renaissance" This 

"Renaissance" was m1tiated by the emperor Constantme IV m 681 and further 

developed by his son, Justtman II, from 685 onwards 19 It had run its course by about 

740, about the ume that the construction of the palace of Khrrbet al-Mafjar was 

abandoned (rn 743 or 747) In this palace, the floor mosaic of the audience chamber 

exhibits a style more schemancally composed and less naturallsnc than that of the earlier 

monuments 20 

The Great Palace m Constantmople is adorned with mosaics which have also 

been thought to date from the "Jusnmaruc Renaissance"21, although this view is not 
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universally accepted This possib1hty was suggested m part from stylistic evidence, 

such as classical genre scenes, hnked to motifs m the frescoes of Qusayr'Arnra 

Notw1thstandmg the difference of medium, and the provmcial quality of execution m 

the desert murals, figure style can be compared Another companson may be made 

between frontal male faces m the border of the Great Palace mosaics and the best heads 

of the apostles m John VII's frescoes m Santa Mana Antigua (705-707) These 

comparisons seem to show "the adaptanon for the Pope m Rome and for an Arab pnnce 

at Qusayr'Amra, with varymg degrees of success, of the Justinianic Renaissance style 

from Constantinople, which for this repertory of motifs survives m only one 

metropolitan example, but that of superb quality, the Great Palace mosaic "22 

In hne with these styhsuc compansons, the Castelsepno frescoes have been 

considered as one of the monuments of the "Jusnrnamc Renaissance" 23 This style can 

be recogmzed m the plasticity and monumentahty of the Chnst Pantocrator, and the 

three-dlmens1onahty of the hyperactive figures m the narrauve scenes These figures 

can be compared to those of the Great Palace m Constannnople and Qusayr'Amra 

However, they are more elegantly painted at Castelsepno than m Qusayr'Arnra, and 

they are more elaborate than the figures of the Great Palace mosaic m their energetic 

postures, smaller proportions, colonsuc modellmg, bnlhant highlights and acuvated 

drapery folds and patterns These charactensncs may quahfy the Castelsepno frescoes 

as "a Mannenst enhancement of the High Renaissance style of Jusuman II,"24 datmg 

from approximately the 720's 25 However, these same charactensncs can be used to 

demonstrate the differences between the two styles, thus reasserting the uniqueness of 

Castelsepno among remairung monuments 
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Compansons With a Monument m Southern Italy 

Traces of an artistic style which has been compared to that of Castelsepno are 

found m a monument to the south-east of Rome, m the provmce of Mohse The 

pamtmgs of a crypt church m the monastery of San Vmcenzo al Volturno are dated 

between 826 and 843 by an mscnpuon which refers to the commissioner, Abbot 

Epiphanrns, who is represented kneeling at the Vrrgrn's feet These frescoes depict 

scenes from the Gospels which are set agamst landscapes and architectural 

backgrounds thought to be remm1scent of the Castelsepno frescoes One particular 

figure at San Vmcenzo, the angel of the Annunciation (111 55), has been compared to 

the angel m the Dream of Joseph at Castelsepno (111 12) 26 The angels' movmg 

postures and their animated, b1llowmg robes are thought to be similar, "though the 

forms are more schemauc"27 at San Vmcenzo It has been suggested from this 

companson that this work of the mnth century shows that "the style of the 

Castelsepno frescoes was not represented umquely by this one find, but existed m the 

seventh and eighth century withm Italian art. "28 

The companson with San Vmcenzo al Volturno 1s not convmcmg, smce a 

close examination of the two angels reveals considerable differences Although both 

figures are depicted m movement, their postures vary greatly At Castelsepno, the 

angel 1s m full profile, his body 1s mchned to an angle of about forty-five degrees, 

extendmg m an energeuc movement His wmgs are flowmg honzontally, the drapery 

folds of his ro~ are natural1sucally depicted, and, above all, his expression 1s very 

mtense In contrast, the San Vincenzo angel 1s m a vertical position with his back 

arched and his head turned m three-quarter view, his more static position 1s 

compensated by the very styhzed, patterned folds of his dress, and his expression 1s 

gentle and relaxed The brushstrokes are also very different m the two cycles 
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Notably, no other scene from San Vmcenzo has been associated with the Castelsepno 

frescoes Therefore, the frescoes of San V mcenzo al Volturno cannot serve as evidence 

for the existence of a style to the south of Rome associable wtth that of Castelsepno 29 

Compansons with Roman Monuments 

Hellemsttc trends appeared m Roman art m the course of the seventh and 

eighth centunes, under the patronage of a senes of Greek and Synan Popes A number 

of Onental arusts, fleemg from the Arab conquests ill Alexandna, took refuge m Rome 

m the seventh century, and others came from Constantmople ill the early eighth century 

at the start of the iconoclastic controversy 30 Eastern art forms can, to a certatn extent, 

be assessed by the study of early Medieval Roman art "The history of Roman painting 

of the seventh and eighth centunes 1s pnmanly that of the recepnon, absorpnon, and 

transformation of the Hellemsnc elements trnported from the East at that time "31 

A hrruted number of Roman monuments can be used for the purpose of 

companson with the Castelsepno frescoes These are pnncipally the decoranve cycles 

commissioned by Pope John VII between 705 and 707 32 

Because of the destruction of the Oratory of John VII m Old St Peters, httle 

can now be said about the style of Its mosaics 33 Gnmald1's drawings (111 47-48) give 

an idea of the general aspect of the cycle, but no stylistic detail can be ascertained 

Some features are of interest m the Nat1v1ty scene (111 44), the Annunc1at1on to the 

Shepherds seems to be taking place m a landscape setting, as at Castelsepno, and the 

remains of the scene of the Adoration of the Magi (111 54), today preserved m the 

Roman church of Santa Maria m Cosmedm, give some mdtcanon of their style 

Although 1t 1s not 1dent1cal to the style at Castelsepno (111 21), and m a different 
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medmm, some analogies can be drawn the figures are outlined with a narrow, darker 

colour, the drapery folds are clearly mchcated, the angel wears a large blue halo, and 

Mary a golden one, while Joseph's head is unadorned, and the Chnst Chtld has a cross 

mmbus and bends towards the first Magus m an express1omsttc posture Differences 

can also be observed m the absence of background, the straighter, static postures of the 

angel, Mary and Joseph, and their qmet expressions 

Thus the styhstlc comparisons with the Oratory of John VII's mosaics do not 

yield enough evtdence to establish a secure hnk with the style of Castelsepno 

The frescoes comrmssioned by John VII m Santa Mana Annqua m the Roman 

Forum34 are generally recognized as bemg styhsucally closest to those of 

Castelsepno 35 Both cycles share the same classic quality, strong figure modellmg, 

contour Imes, animated highhghts, angularity of faces and energetic brushstrokes 

"Negh affrescht ch Castelsepno e ch S Maria Annqua Cl troviamo ch fronte a un umco 

s1stema d1 mvenZione pittonca, e questo pnma d1 tutto h fa cons1derare stoncamente 

vicm1 gh um aglt altn "36 

Among the very few surv1vmg monuments from the early middle ages, Santa 

Mana Anttqua 1s a precious parallel m the study of Castelsepno "Chi cerch1, tra tl 

secolo VI e tl X, altrove m Italia chpmtI da comparare con quesu non nesce al alcun 

raffronto p1u convmcente che con gh affresch1 del pnnc1p10 del secolo VIII m S Maria 

Anuqua 1137 However, there are also iI!l~nant.chfforenfes between the two cycles38 -- - - ... __ _ 
the animated postures of the figures m the Castelsepno frescoes are lackmg at Santa 

Maria Anttqua Although some movement m conveyed m the persona~ of the Roman 
- -

murals, It 1s not as elaborate as that of the Castelsepno figures Landscape 
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backgrounds and comple~ arch1tectt.1.E_al setting, which are prormnent features at 

Castelsepno, are _also absent m the Roman cycle 39 These dispanues lumt compansons 

between the two groups therr arnsuc levels and differences m concepnon are too great 

to allow further compansons 40 

Therefore, lt cannot be concluded that the frescoes of John VII and 

Castelsepno are from the same school their differences are too obv10us Yet their 

sumlanues do allow some compansons If the frescoes of the early eighth century in 

Santa Mana Anuqua are contemporary to those of Castelsepno, It can be considered 

that "they belong to another tnbutary of the same classic stream "41 __ 

Compansons with North Itahan and European Monuments 

Styhsucally, Castelsepno was cenamly not an isolated phenomenon, as has __ ...- - --
been suggested 42 It would indeed be surpnsmg that the Castelsepno master would - ---· 
have worked, cut off from the mainstream, in a remote region of Ital}' He may have -- -
been Greek, either from Constantinople or s~nJ from Rome, but this do~~ _not 

nece~ imply that his presence m the ~mbar_d regu~_n ~a~~:ng~-~ 43 Bmldmg 

activity and arusuc producttons took place from the beginmng of the Lombard reign 

onwards Paul the Deacon enumerates a number of buildings conumssioned by the 

court in his History of the Langobards, yet he does not mention the names (or 

nanonaliues) of the arnsts who were m therr charge Other documents such as legal anlft 

diplomauc texts - for mstance, the laws of Rothan and Lrntprand, and the 

memoratonum de mercedtbus magisms commacmorum wntten m the region of Como ' 

- give mformatton about the various acttvmes of artists and arnsans in the seventh and 

eighth centunes 44 Therr names, hsted m the charts, give an idea of their ongms Thus 

we learn that "au Ville siecle, on assiste dans le royaume lombard a la creation d'une 
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soc1ete nouvelle, oil les dtstmcuons sont fondees, non plus sur la nauonahte, ma1s sur 

les talents et la nchesse "45 

The producuon of a fresco cycle was not uncommon and Castelsepno may be 

seen as one of many It was contemporary with a number of other decorated 

monuments in Lombardy, and pa.Inters are known to have been qmte acuve 46 The 
r­

pamung style of Castelsepno may represent one trend of the arusuc idiom adopted in 

Lombardy rn the early Middle Ages Whether the arust himself had a lasung influence -
on oth_:r pamters 1s another question 47 

Among the monuments which have been compared to Castelsepno, the 

geographically closest 1s the early church of San Salvatore m Brescia,48 or Basilica I, 

comm1ss1oned by Kmg Des1denus (757-774) and his Queen Ansa, m 759 The 

remains of this church are now in the crypt of the present structure Compansons 

between the Journey to Bethlehem (at Castelsepno, tll 13) and the Fhght mto Egypt (m 

the crypt of San Salvatore m Brescia, 111 38) have already been established 49 Also 

located m the crypt, fragments of mmbed heads of Sa1nts pamted on a blue background 

set m medallions (111 56), and scenes of the hfe of Chnst (111 57, 58) show a classical 

style renumscent of Castelsepno Subtle effects of hght and shade, a wide selecuon of 

colours, the use of energeuc Imes which defme movement,50 and the overall 

compos1uon of the Chnstological scenes give the Brescia frescoes the1r classical aspect 

"Nella compos1z1one, nella monumentalita, nella serena calma delle figure, nelle 

architetture stresse, v1 e une sens1b1hta potremmo dire ancora class1cheggiante " 51 

From these observauons, there emerged the theory that the Castelsepno artlst ----
and the pa1nter(s) of the walls m the early basilica of San Salvatore m Brescia had drrect 
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lmks The icono~phy, the way of representmg spaual arrangement of th_e figµ_res, the 

drawmg techmque and style are so smular that the Brescia draughtsman may have been 
- - ·- -- - -

a pupil of the Castelsepno arust 52 This does not imply that the two cycles are 
---- ----

idenncal, thE do have differences,53 ~_!!1ch would meVI~P.lY_~x1st between the work of 

a ~ at of a follower The Stu£Y of the two monuments_ m the cont~~~ 2f ~arly 

medieval Lombardy suggest lmks which seem to carry more weight than the 
-- - -

dissm11larmes "Gh affresch1 bresc1am cosntmscono qumdi 1'1mportante anello di 

congrnnz1one, che fmo ad ora mancava, fra 1 c1ch di S Mana Anuqua, di Castelsepno, 

gh affreschi di Ctvidale, di Mailes, di Munstarr 1154 

The church of Santa Mana m Valle (the so-called Tempietto) at C1V1dale m the 

Fnuh 1s not securely dated and Its ongms are still debated 55 It has often been 

compared to the early church of San Salvatore m Brescia There are sigruficant 

architectural s1m1lanues, but the important lmks between the two cycles are m therr 

decoranons Both therr stuccoes, mscnpnons and pamtmgs are considered to be the 

work of artists who probably came from the same workshop The relauonsh1ps 

between the two cycles do not depend only on general compansons of style and 

techmque, but mainly on mumate s1milannes of the arnsts' approach to the art1suc 

forms which they developed 56 

The Cividale frescoes' poor state of preservation (111 59-60) does not allow a 

very precise evaluation of therr style, but the modellmg and plast1c1ty of forms, 

gradations of colours and chiaroscuro effects can be discerned from what remains The 

unfortunate detenorauon makes them look flatter than they ongmally were 57 These 

styhsuc charactensucs, along with 1conograpluc and paleograph1c s1m1lant1es, have led 

to compansons with the rmd-e1ghth-century frescoes m Santa Mana Ant1qua m Rome, 
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parucularly those m the Theodotus chapel, executed under Pope Zachanas (741-752) 58 

Other frescoes in Santa Mana Annqua, comrrussioned by Pope Paul I shortly after the 

rruddle of the eighth century, have also been associated with Cividale The hne of 

standing saints flanking the figure of Chnst, from the left aisle of Santa Mana Antigua, 

1s thought by Gioseffi to represent, "dal punto di vista della strutturaz1one della figura 

umana, z/ parallelo esatto di cio che si vede a Ovidale .. 59 

It 1s through these comparisons with Santa Maria Anuqua that lmks between 

Cividale and Castelsepno were first established 60 Tlus "mangular" connection has led 

to the first quarter of the eighth century as a suggested date for Castelsepno, since its 

style must have preceded that of the rrud-eighth-century frescoes of Santa Mana 

Antigua by at least one generation 61 This assumpuon cannot be substannated notlung 

can prove such a connecuon between Castelsepno and Santa Maria Ant1qua 

Therefore, any speculation on the relauonsh1p of the arusts 1s merely hypothetical 

The church of St John the Baptist at Mustrur in the Graubunden, on the Swiss 

border, 1s also included m the Castelsepno controversy Remains of a fresco cycle 

were discovered in 1894, and some fifty years later more frescoes were found under a 

layer of plaster They represent scenes of the Old Testament, of the hfe of Chnst and 

of the four patron samts (Peter, Paul, John the Bapust and Stephen), and a Last 

Judgement The paintings were heavily restored between 1947 and 1951 Their date is 

uncertain the earliest documentation of the convent attached to the church dates to the 

year 805 This however does not give any secure mformauon about the frescoes 

themselves, as they could have been executed before 805 or anytime after, 1f they are 

not contemporary with the bmldmg In fact, they are loosely placed between 800 and 
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1000 62 The bmldmg is generally recognized as Carolingian, and 1t 1s h.kely that the 

decoranons were executed very shortly after its construcnon, as was the norm m the 

Middle Ages 63 

The Mustair pamtmgs offer a number of similanues with Carolingian 

monuments,64 and it is compelling to assess their precise styhsnc ongms the north, or 

Lombardy MaJor differences with works from the region of lake Constance65 redirect 

attention to the Lombard tradition of pamnng as the provenance of the styhsuc idiom 

found at Mustair The hvely narranve type, the monumentality of the shapes, the 

movement of the figures and the balanced frammg of composmons recall pictonal 

forms found m Lombard art Mustarr may be of a northern Italian ongm, smce it can 

be compared to a number of Lombard works, for mstance, the Lombard frescoes at 

Galhano (circa 1007), the Codex Egberti m C1v1dale,65 the golden altar m 

Sant'Ambrogio m Milan,66 the Egino Codex (Berlm, Deutsche Staatsb1bhothek, 

Ph1ll1ps 1676), made for Egino, bishop of Verona (796-799), the Homiiles of S 

Gregory and the Isadorus H1spalensis (Ms CCID in the Vercelh archives (both late , 

eighth century) 67 Thus the Carolmgian frescoes at Mustair are ascnbed to an 

advanced stage of the Lombard, rather than northern school 68 

Therefore the nes between Castelsepno and Mustarr may be seen as a result of 

works belonging to the same school "Castelsepno would then be interpreted as the 

starting pomt of the charactenstic north Italian development which includes Brescia, 

Cividale, Mustair "69 It is doubtful that Castelsepno alone would have exerted such a 

wide influence, given its remoteness and humble size But an art of this kmd must 

have been widespread, and several fresco cycles of the same type may have existed m 

Lombardy 70 

I 
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The study of northern Italian manuscnpts of the eighth and nmth centunes can 

also throw light on the pamtmg style which developed m that penod The mm1atures of 

the Egmo Codex exh1b1t a lively, energetic style with expressive figures m movmg 

postures, bendmg m the same "hunchback" way as Mary m the Tnal by Water, the 

midwife m the Washmg of the Child and Simeon m the Presentatlon The flowmg 

drapery is depicted with great curvmg lmes, m patterned motifs, remm1scent of, but 

more stylized than, the drapery m the Castelsepno frescoes 

The development of northern Italian mmiature pamnng can be traced through 

other late eighth- and ninth-century illustrated manuscnpts For instance, the Is1dorus 

Hispa/ensis m the Vercelh archives is charactenzed by Its sohd composiuon and 

monumental, yet acnve figures, "pnvi dell'urequietudme e della vivacna ch mosse 

propne delle opere carohngie d'oltr'alpe "71 

Chronologically, m relauon to the northern Italian school of pamtmg, it seems 

apparent that Castelsepno should be placed at a very early stage, probably m the early 1 

eighth century The later eighth, mnth and tenth centunes saw the establishment of a 1 

school m the north, with a definite style These works are mdeed different from the art 

of Castelsepno, yet they show borrowings of classic forms and concepts A later 

datmg for Castelsepn'?._(!_i!._nth or tenth cenlllry)72 seems erroneoY,£. smce few parallels 

can be drawn with the wealth of art producnon m northern Italy m that penod 73 Why, 
- ~ - - - ------------ ·--- -

dunng those centunes, would a foreign an1st - perhaps from the East - have been 

comm1ss1oned to decorate, m a highly classical fashion, the humble church of Santa 

Mana, when a number of local artists must have been available? The art of 

Castelsepno should not be interpreted as a product of the northern Italian school m full 
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bloom but, rather, as part of its formative stages 74 _ 

Northern Itahan Influence on Carohngian Art 

Comparisons between Castelsepno and Carolingian art form the basis on 

which later danngs have been proposed.75 A number of stylistic elements are paralleled 
... -- _ _. 

m some Carolingian mimatures from the Reims school, particularly the Utrecht Psalter 

(816-835) nervous movements and pos1uons of the figures and angels, 76 landscape --- . - ·- -- --- ·-- - ·---
backgrounds with views of distant bmldings, trees and s~eep, and the overall 

conception of the paintings are reminiscent of Castelsepno 77 Architectural --
backgrounds and the style of drapenes m the Castelsepno frescoes are also found in 

earlier Carolmgian 1vones and mimatures of the Ada school 78 

The relations between Castelsepno and Carolingian art, based on commonly 

adopted classical elements, can be interpreted in two ways the artists could have 

borrowed from the same models (or models from the same tradrnon),79 or an art1snc 

style hke that of Castelsepno, formed m the early years of the eighth century m 

northern Italy, may have influenced Carolmgian arnsts 80 Although the poss1b1hty that 

both groups of painters drew from sirmlar models cannot be ruled out, h1stoncal 

eVIdence supports the theory that Carolingian arnsts were msprred - and maybe tramed -

by northern Italian masters whose art already earned a number of elements imbued with 

the classical hentage Classical forms and motifs may well have been borrowed by 

Carolingian arosts upon therr contact with northern Italian art 81 

Little 1s known of Lombard art m the seventh and eighth centunes, but the 

importance of its two maJor cmes, Pavia and Milan, should not be underesumated 

Documentary sources suggest that Pavia, the seat of the Lombard kmgs, had Its 

' 

( 
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monuments and churches comrmss1oned by the court Greek influences were recorded 

in Pavia where Krng Benando (686-688) and.J!!!.§UC~ssor_ Cumb~tL(Q..~]-698) - ...... -- --· -· 

entrusted the palatine church of San Michele to Greek m1ss1onanes Church services ----- ---~-- - ....... - -- -- -··-----· 
were celebrated according to Greek ntuals, and the church was decorated with themes 

of Greek iconography 82 Milan, the religious capital, may have been a relanvely 

important Greek centre This is attested by the presence of Eastern miss10nanes 

involved m the conversion of the Lombards to Catholicism m the seventh and eighth ------ - ---- - .... __ ...,_._,..., ---- ------- - -·-
centurtes they had been sent from Rome by the Popes who were also of Eastern 

ongin 83 Moreover, connections between Ambros1an ntuals and Eastern liturgy point -
to a Greek mfluence in the Lombard religious estabhshment,84 as does the appearance 

of liturgical texts of Eastern ongm m Ambrosian books between the fifth and the mnth 

centunes 85 In Milan, the Greek influence was sull manifest in the second half of the 

mnth century when the Hamilton Psalter (Berlm, Staatsbibhothek, Hamilton 552) was 

produced in both Laun and Greek by the Monk Simeon from Sant'Ambrogio, under 

Abbot Peter (851-897) 86 Milan also became Charlemagne's centre m north Italy, and 

the contacts between the Carolingian court and Lombard culture were direct and 

frequent The influence of the Greek culture was readily available m both Lombardy 

and the reg10ns of Italy where Byzanune an was dommant The Carolmgians could 

borrow the arusuc forms and monfs necessary for the formation of their Renaissance 87 

Therefore, the classical and Bxzanune forms adopted by Carolingian artists - - -
m~3ced through the existence of a _.!!orthern Italian sch~ol which m~ludes 

Castelsepno, San Salvatore m Brescia, the Tempietto at Cividale, and other monuments - - - -- -- -
now lost They earned classical and Byzanune elements into the eighth century, and 

-- ---
compnsed Italy's contnbuuon to the fonnauon of Carolingian an "L'Italia, sia per 
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conto propno, che quale mtermediana, dovrebbe aver avuto un ruolo premmente nella 

creaz1one della pnma arte auhca carohngia, p1u chem ogm altra att1v1ta culturale fionta 

durante gh ulnrm decenm dell'VIII secolo "88 

Add1nonal Elements Used m the Datin& of Castelsepno 

Several p1ctonal deta.J.ls which appear m the fresco cycle have been stuched m 

the controversy over the date and ongm of Castelsepno These elements are the cloth 

ued around a column m the Dream of Joseph (111 12), the cross m the mmbus of Chnst 

Pantocrator (111 11), the nail-headed cross m Chnst's halo m the Infancy scenes (111 

17, 21, 25), and the rare motif of the ornamental clavus on the angels' robes (111 8, 12, 

26) 

The knotted drapery around the column 1s common to the mm1ature of David 

Composing the Psalms m the Pans Psalter (Pans, Bibi Nat cod gr 139 fol 1 v, 111 

61) and the scenes of Gregory's hfe m the Pans Gregory (Pans, B1bl Nat cod gr 

510) 89 Both these mm1atures have been compared to Castelsepno on the basis of 

style, but the frescoes are the more class1c1zmg The same motif appears m the Temple 

of Isis m Pompen, which mdicates that 1t had been used for many centunes Moreover, 

the cloth ned around a column 1s seen m the early eighth-century frescoes of John VII at 

Santa Mana Anuqua (111 62) Therefore, trus p1ctonal detail can hardly demonstrate a 

direct, exclusive hnk between Castelsepno and the rmmatures This motif may have 

been borrowed by the fresco1sts and rmmatunsts from models which followed an 

established trad1uon or revived p1ctonal elements of older types Such pecuhannes 

could plausibly recur m medieval manuscnpts as a result of artists copymg older 

documents 
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The cross rn the halo of the Chnst Pantocrator 1s of a parucular typ_e rat~er 

than bemg parallel, the arms of the cross flare towards the edge ~f the mmbus ~ '!b1~ 

kmd of cross m found m the early Chnst1an era, for instance, m the figure of_Chnstos 

Helws m the Juli1_t9~b m the Vaucan grottoes It also appears m the apse mosaics of 

San Vitale m Ravenna (czrca 525-547), the mosaics o( tl!_e _monastery_of_Samt. ---- - -
Catherme at Mount Smai (czrca _550), and at Daphn] m Greece_(f zrca 1100) --

In the Castelsepno fresco, the cross has another d1stmgu1shmg trait the lower 

part of the honzontal arm and the nght side of the verucal arm are shaded m a darker 

colour, thus creatmg a three-d1mennonal effect Parallels for this type of cross are 

found m Rome m the rumbus of Chnst between samts m the seventh-century fresco m 

the catacomb of Generosa91, m the early eighth-century fresco of the Saviour m the 

catacomb of San Valentino92, m the nud-e1ghth-century fresco of the cruc1fix1on m the 

lateral chapel of Santa Mana Annqua, and probably in the Oratory of John VII m Rome, 

1f the wood cut copy of the Cruc1fix1on, executed by Rocca m 1609 (111 63), 1s 

accurate This device was used m central Italy between the seventh and the mnth 

centunes, and reappeared sporadically thereafter 93 It may also be found m Byzan~ 

art94 and rn Gennany durrng the Ottoman renaissance 95 

The extensive vanety of comparanve monuments does not permit any 

conclusions Such a feature may appear at a certain 1me ma certam re 10n, and be 

re-used at a later date by arnsts who drew from older models This does not mean that 

works which offer some stylistic or 1conograpruc parallels have to be contempor~ or 

from the same school artists from different regions and penods ~..Y.. have borrowed 

-f;/ 
I 

- -~ ...... ----
from works which belonged to the same tradtU.Q.11 ---- -
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motif is also found 96 A tenth-century rrumature from Ratisbon (Regensburg) (Ms \ 

780, Morgan Library, New York) was cited as one of the Ottoman parallels, a date 

which 1s too late to permit contemporaneity of the two works 97 However, the 

nail-headed cross is not an exclusively Ottoman motif, smce It appears m Carohng1an 

manuscnpts as well for example,the Stuttgart and~ fragment of a 

manuscnpt from the same school or centre as the Utrecht Psalter, now m Dusseldorf 

(Ms B 133), and the Canons of Councils m the Chapter Library m Vercelh (Ms 

CLXV) 98 

The nail-headed cross cannot be used as a definite dating element m the study 

of Castelsepno The drrect Ottoman relaaon can be discarded, and, as Schapiro has 

noted, "Future discovenes may disclose examples of this cross older than the 

Carolingian works 0 99 The ongm of this type of cross cannot be fully assessed 

without further evidence 100 

The other particular feature at Castelsepno is the ornamental clavus on the 

angels' robes at the level of the thigh The ongm of this monf is not ascertained, and it 

does not appear m any securely dated work before the eighth century Schapiro 

speculates 

"It could have been a fashion m Constantinople (or some other 
center) for a short time m the eighth century, from which httle of 
the art produced m the capital has come down, such a form rrught 
have persisted longer m the art of provincial regions, like Italy and 
France, where It had been accepted as a pictonal element rather than 
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as part of a real costume 11 101 

Parallels are found m late eighth- and mnth-century Italian works such as the 

altar panels at C1v1dale, comrruss1oned about the year 737 m memory of Duke Pemmo 

(d 734) by his son Ratch1s, a manuscnpt of laws m La Cava (Badia Ms 4) on images 

of Lombard kmgsl02, and nmth-century Canons of Councils where the same type of 

clavus as the one found at Castelsepno is pamted below the knee on figures whose 

thighs are not vmble 103 Carolmgian works m which this motif appear rmght be copies 

of older models from the sixth or seventh centunes They mclude an illustrated 

Sedultus m the Musee Plannn m Antwerp (Ms 126), the late eighth-century Tner 

Apocalypse (Staadtb1bliothek Ms 31)104, and the Genoels-Elderen ivory m Brussels, 

which may belong, or be close to the Ada School, m the late eighth century In 

Ottoman art, the clavus appears on the costumes of crowned Magi and Kings o 

These observauons could pomt to a terminus post quem for Castelsepno only 

if It were certam that this motif had not appeared previously 105 However, there is no 

assurance that the earliest example of this form has been found, or even remains to be 

found The uncertamues about the appearance, spread and survival of p1ctonal details 

render any conclusion speculattve and unreliable 

Style alone cannot proYide sohd grounds for the daung of Castelsepno It has 

to be studied m conJuncnon with the iconography and the context from which the ____ .. .,,.,-. ___ 

works emerg~ Artists may hav~ IDQre than one model accordmg to 

what was available to them, therr q~es...anwternal crrCYffi~S such as the ---- - - -----
patron's wishes, and the space which they bad to decorate 

- ... ·-· 
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Although a great number of styhsnc and iconographic parallels can be found, 

not one single work or monument can be undeniably and entirely related to the 

Castelsepno frescoes However, the concentranon of comparanve examples from the 

eighth century m Rome and northern Italy helps to trace cenarn traits, and may indicate 

connecnons between Castelsepno and an art of the same tradmon On the basis of 

these compansons, an early eighth-century date appears to be the most plausible 

Histoncal and socio-religious circumstances of that penod must be evaluated m order to 

reach any conclusive statement about the date of Castelsepno -
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16 Capitani d'Arzago, Santa Marta, 647 
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Creswell, Early Muslim Archttecture, v I, part II, 545-577 

2l Wnght ("Sources of Longobard Wall Pamung", 734-736) gives a summary 
of the sources and archaeology of tlus monument 

22 Ibid, 736 

23 Ibid, 737 

24 Jbid, 738 

25 lbtd, 738 Wnght adds that they may be the work of a Greek pa.inter who 
left Constannnople at the begmmng of the 1conoclasnc controversy 

26 Schapiro, "The Frescoes," 111 The author states "We cannot see the 
angel of the Annunc1atton without thinking of Castelsepno 

27 Ibid, 111 

28 Schaprro, "Review of Santa Maria di Castelseprw ", 313 The author also 
refers to other ninth-century works, such as Carohng1an miniature pamtmgs m the 
Rhmeland, to reach this conclusion 

29 Another monument, the church of Santa Mana dt Mmuta m Scala, near 
Salemo (on the Amalfi coast) has been compared to Castelsepno by C D'Amato m 
"Gh affresch1 dt S Mana d1 Mmuta m Scala (Salerno)," Rivista di Archeologia 
Cnsnana 49 (Vaucano, 1973, 111-120) D'Amato dates the Scala frescoes to the nmth 
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30 J -M Sansterre, Les momes grecs et onentaux a Rome aux epoques 
byzantine et caro/mgienne (miileu du vies - fin du rxe s) t i (Bruxelles, 1982), 
42-43 
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Frescoes of John VII (AD 705-707) m Santa Mana Anuqua m Rome," Acta ad 
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della scultura preromamca," Seltlmane di Studio de/ Centro Italiano di Studi su/1' Alto 
Medwevo II (Spoleto, 1955, 455-474), 473, G Galassi, "Gh affreschi di 
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Castelsepno," L'Arte n s 18 (1948-51, 12-19), 15 
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(without elaboraung further) that the Brescia arusts could have been followers of the 
Castelsepno pamter (244, note 21) 

53 Mamly m terms of phys1ognormcal details, figures' expressions and shades 
of colours These are pomted out by Perom, "San Salvatore di Brescia," 74-75 
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7I Ibid, 40 Late eighth- and early mnth-century Jrumatures are further 
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tenth-century dating on compansons with Middle Byzantine ffilmatures of the Joshua 
Roll m the Vatican Library (cod Palat gr 431) and the Paris Psalter m the 
B1bhotheque Nanonale (cod gr 139), both of which he dates to the tenth century 
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attnbuted to the sixth century by Wilpert rn Roma Sotrerranea Le pllture de/le 
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96 Grabar, "Les fresques de Castelsepno," 112, "Les fresques de Castelsepno 
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103 Jbzd 298 
' 

104 Schaprro (Ibid , 298) points out that the clavus does not appear m the 
Carohng1an manuscript m Cambrai (386), which 1s called the sister manuscript to the 
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IV 

TI-IE MEANING OF THE PROGRAM 

AND TI-IE HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

Reconstruction of the M1ssm~ Scenes 
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The narrauve scenes of the Castelsepno frescoes have been interpreted as 

dep1cung a Chnstological cycle I Tradinonally, speculations on the nussmg scenes 

have associated them with episodes related to the b111h or the Infancy of Chnst, 

depending on how the cycle was read One theory proposes that the viewer should 

follow the events m the top register from left to nght, then in the middle register from 

nght to left, provided that the Nativity and Adorauon are seen together as one frame2 

(appendix 1) Thus, the missing scenes could be to the left of the Presentation, the 

Massacre of the Innocents3 or the Flight of Ehsabeth with the Death of Zachanas, 

further to the left, the Preaching of John the Bapust, or the Meeting of John the Baptist 

and Chnst, or even the D1sputat1on of Chnst in the Temple, and on the arch wall 
1 

(opposite the Adorauon of the Magi), the Baptism 
~ 

Another theory invites the viewer to read both registers from left to nght4 

(appendix 2), thus obhging him to turn round on himself twice m order to follow the 

events m a somewhat chronological order For this theory to make any sense, the 

Nat1v1ty and Adorauon would have to be considered as part of the top register one 

would first view the top register from left to nght, then below to the Nauvity and 

Adoration (taken as one scene), and then across to the opposite side of the arch, to end 

with the Presentation almost m the middle of the apse The scene on the arch wall 

would be the Amval m Egypt, and on the apse, the Crrcumc1s1on and the Fhght of 
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Elisabeth and Death of Zachanas This last scene however would be totally out of 

chronology with the other events, smce 1t should normally be placed after the Nanvity 

Although both are debatable, these two theones ne m with the Chnstological 

nature of the events which have survived m the church 

A third hypothesis was formulated on the assumptton that the frescoes should 

be interpreted as a Manan rather than a Chnstolog1cal cycle 5 The orgamzauon of the 

episodes would have been based on analogies between the hves of Mary and Chnst 

Symbolic associanons of the themes, and the direcnon of the composmons, would 

--- -
pomt to the relattonshlps between the scenes6 (appendix 3) the Adoratton of the Magi 

on the arch wall would find Its counterpart on the other side of the arch wnh Joachim's 

Rejected Offenngs, the Nativity would be diametncally opposed to the Birth of the 

Virgin, and the Presentation of Chnst m the Temple would correspond to the 

Presentation of Mary m the Temple on the other side of the central wmdow 

Consequently, according to this theory the arrangement of the scenes suggests a ~---~----,"-'----·~----.::_::_ 
complicated zigzag Chronological viewmg would have to start at the left apse wall ------with Joachim's Rejected Offenngs, then move nght to the apse m the middle register, 

for the Birth of the V1rgm and the Presentation of the Virgm m the Temple From 

there, the viewer would have to d1rect his sight to the top left register for the 

Annunc1auon and V1s1tanon, then nght, all the way across the top register, and down to 

the Nauv1ty, nght to the Adoration, and further to the left for the Presentanon of Chnst 

m the Temple 7 

Not only is the mterpretauon of the program as a Manan cycle open to debate, 

but the proposed reconstrucuon is even more quesuonable It was suggested that Mary 
- - - - ------=c-- - - -----

was the most important figure, as she ~~!!:!'s m_all of the preserved scenes, v:hereas 
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Chnst 1s shown m only three episodes8 (he actually appears four umes twice m the -- - - -- ·- - ------
Nauv1ty) Other cons1derat1ons were Mary seems to be the protagonist m the scenes, 

she 1s glonfied m the Nauv1ty, the Adorauon and the Presentation for the fulfillment of 

her destmy, the Presentation of Chnst alludes to her Punfication, and the role of the ---
angels "encourages the view that the focus of the program 1s Mary, for they nounsh, 

address, defend, gmde and protect her "9 

However, all these elements could be part of any Chnstolo~au:xcie Mary~ 

does mdeed have a promment role m the story of Chnst's brrth, she would mevitably -- --- - - --
appear m the episodes which precede and announce ms unrmnent birth, and she would 

be necessanly present m the scenes of his Infancy 
- ---- ·-----· 

The partic1pat1on of angels 1s not 

exclusive to mteracuons with Mary (for instance, the Dream of Joseph, the 
~ ,. -

Annunciation to the Shepherds), and they are also mentioned m the literary sources 
~ --

upon which the icon~aphy 1s based 

Leveto gives no parallels for this type of complex pictonal arrangement, she 

suggests that It would have been ongmally and mgemously adapted to the monument 

by the artist 10 The background for such an esotenc mvenuon by the frescoist is 

explamed thus "It is possible that a liturgical or horrnleuc source existed which would 

explam the Castelsepno cycle, but the relation between source and cycle more hkely 

would have been one of msprrauon than one of 1llustrauon "11 This poss1b11lty remams 

purely speculative Given the total lack of evidence of either literary or artistic 

prototypes for this mterpretatlon, 1t serves at best as an mterestmg theory Why would 

a patron w1shmg to comm1ss10n a Manan cycle want 1t depicted m such a complex 

manner, incomprehensible without lengthy explanauons? A straightforward, 

easy-to-read group of pamttngs would have been much more desirable, at a ume when 
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art was snll used as an educauve and propagandist t,Q.01. 

Therefore, the mterpretanon of the whole cycle should be based only on what 

remams, smce any proposed reconstrucuon of the Inlssmg scenes cannot m any way 

lead to a better and clearer understanding of the program "Ogru ncosntuz1one di c10 che 

poteva esservi e soltanto una bnllante ipotes1 "12 

The Dogmauc Meamng 

The fusion of both narrauve and 1comc representanons m the apsel3 has to be 

considered m the study of this monument The dlvme nature of the Chnst Pantocrator 

and the symbohc meanmg of the second c0In1ng of Chnst m the Hetotmasta are 

mtegrated among the narrauve scenes Each of these offers a VIsual message on the 

-------dlvimty of Chnst's mcarnation, and the w1tnessmg of mrracles the dlvme prophecy of 
... ~ - - - .--.---- ---....:.-

the Annuncianon 1s witnessed by ~ ~ ru~, _ Ehsabeth_~ e~ts,.;.to.;;...;;.;th..;e_vtr~ g~m:,;,al:::;;..:c;.:o.:.;;n.:.ce:!p;.:n:.:o.:,:n by 

touchmg Mary's womb m the V~s,:_tan?n, Mary's chasnty,is prg_y_ed m the Tnal by Water 

and testified to m the Dream of Joseph, the dlal9gue bet.ween..M~~ -- -- ------------
illustrated m the Journey to Bethlehem, the witnesses to the nuraculous birth are all 

... -- ·-- -- -- --------
present m the NaUVIty (the In1dw1fe, the doubung Salome, Joseph, the ox and the ass), 

the shepherds are told of the nuracle by an angel, the Magi of the Adorauon are 

----
mtroduced to therr new-born kmg after bemg warned by celesnal signs, the old Simeon - - --
takes the Chnst Child mto the Temp~ s i91..fil!mg tl.!e prophec¥ on the salvation of -- -· ---
humanity rn t~e Presenta~1on !he fundamental idea_µnderly~g the narrative ~ ntent 

seems to be the dogma of the dlvme Incamanon, with an emphasis on the dual nature of 

Chnst human and d1vme 14 fr 
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The Soc10-Reh~ous Context 

Interest in this dogma grew as the Lornbards were gradually converted from 

Anamsm and pagamsm (or a mixture of the twol5) to Cathohcism The Anans 

followed the doctnne of a fourth-century bishop called Anus They believed in the 

existence of only one God who has absolutely no equal, and can put forth nothmg of 

His own essence, because His essence 1s uncreated What He created 1s a separate 

substance, consequently the "Son" 1s unrelated to and duferent from the Father Chnst 

1s not truly God, nor does he have divine attnbutes He is not eternal, his knowledge is 

not perfect, but he has a special relanon to God because he 1s a perfect creature The 

Holy Ghost was also interpreted as a second, mdependent substance, on the same level 

as Chnst Therefore, the dogma of the Incamauon of Chnst and the recogmuon of his 

two natures was of crucial importance in the Lombard religious establishment of the 

seventh and eighth centunes A success10n of Anan~d Catholic kings and bishops 
- -----

made the conversion rather unstable unt:J.l the end of the seventh century 16 There was ----- - -
also religious dissent among the Cathohc Lombards since a number of them, including 

important members of the court and the clergy, ascnbed to the doctnne of the Three 

Chapters 17 

This schism was based on the anu-Cynlhan wntmgs of Theodore of 

Mopsuesua (circa 350-c1rca 428), Theodoret of Cyrus (circa 393-c1rca 466) and lbas of 

Edessa They promulgated the idea that Chnst had only one nature, that if Jesus was 

deified, he could no longer be man, therefore he must simply be human, the son of 

Mary l9 Cynl of Alexandna's wnungs on the dual nature of Chnst ("the divine nature 

incarnated") were reasserted in Chalcedon m 451, and redefined as the "two natures of 

Chnst umted in one hypostasis" 20 The Three Chapters were condemned agam in 553 
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at the Fifth Ecumemcal Council m Constantmople,21 but by then this schism was too 

deeply rooted m certam parts of the Chnstlan world (Egypt, Syna, North Italy22), and 

the anathemas had httle or no consequences m those areas 

In Lombardy, Ananism and the doctnne of the Three Chapters existed side by 

side until the begmnmg of the eighth century For instance, m 589, Queen 

Theodolmda, a Catholic by birth and a strong supporter of the Three Chapters, was 

marned to Autharis, an Anan Upon his death (590), she chose as her husband 

Ag1gulph, another Anan, who became kmg of the Lombards Throughout the sixth 

and se enth..cJWtllll.eS, .-NJ! ns ~ d Catholics, both strongly devoted to their respecuve - ·--- - .. - ....... -- --- -- ,. ~ 

rehg10us groups, tolerated eaci} other21 Paul the Deacon recorded m his H1stona 

Langobardorum that at the time of Rothan (d 652), m almost all the cmes m the 

kingdom, there were two bishops, one Anan, the other Catholic 24 However, 

Anan1sm was superseded bt,a_great number of Catholic conversions which took place 
- ··------------ -- __ ... 

m the second half of the seventh century, due m part to the influence of miss10naries 25 ------------·~----- - . - -·--·-------
The schism of the Three Chapters was also losmg populanty, as the Lombard religious - .....-. - ---- ------- -~ ... --- -_...,.____ --~-..... 

structure was becommg closer and more umfied to the Roman Church In 698, Kmg 
,._ aw - --- - ..,.._ __ .. ... __ __.._ •- _,,..,......, 

Cumbert summoned to Pavia both representattves of the Roman Catholic Church and 

adepts of the Three Chapters, m the hope of puttlng an end to their disagreements The 

result was as Cumbert wished It was celebrated by a Carmen composed for the ----------
occasion by a poet (Stefano Mag1ster), m which the schism was repudiated and the ----- - - - - - - - "' 

recognition of Only one rehg1on, one bapusm and one euchanst was praised 26 A 

delegauon was subsequent! sent to Rome m order to inform Pope Sergius I of the 
_, -- -·--- ----....._, ________ - - -· · 

results of the Pav1an synod Cumbert also asked the Pope for forgiveness of his sms, 

which he obtained with the request from the Pope to burn all the works of Theodore of 
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Mopsuesua, Theodoret of Cyrus and !bas of Edessa, as well as those of the two 

Constantmopolltan patnarchs (Paul and Pyrrhus) who had msttgated the Monotheht1c 

heresy 27 Upon Cumbert's death in 700, an Anan heretic, Raghempert, who was a 

son of one of the old Anan kings, took the throne from Cumbert's successor, Lrntpert, 

who was sun a child Raghempert's reign was shorthved and, in 701, the throne was 

disputed by a senes of candldates28, unul Anpert II (a Catholic) took power He ruled 

Lombardy for eleven years, and most of his personal and political undertakmgs were 

aimed at secunng his own power,29 since there were many struggles within the 

Lombard court, and threats from neighboring duchies and countnes 30 In order to 

prevent any attacks, Anpert went as far as hosting foreign ambassadors m a very frugal 

way, with the intention of portraying to them an image of poverty, so that they would 

not perceive Lombardy as a nch land worth fighting for 

Thus the late seventh and early eighth centunes witnessed eat socio-reli ous 

changes in Lombardy the Anan heresy was rapidly coming to an end, the schism of the 
·-----·- -

Three Chapters was repudiated, the Irn:t~s w~re makin~ laws obltging c1~z,:ns to adopt 

the Roman Cathoh~ faith, and the missi?~ ~~~~onvert the Lombru:~s were almost 

completed 31 Under these circumstances, a need must have arisen to promulgate the .. - .... _.r'___ ... -
religious ideas and concepts which the Lombard political and ecclesiasttcal authonues 

·---- -- ~- ---
had decided to accept wholeheartedly The equality of Chnst "son of God" and "God ---
the Father" had to be demonstrated to the convened Arians, who had previously 

recognized Chnst only as a secondary chvimty,32 while the schismatic followers of the - -- .. - - .. .. - - --
Three Chapters must comprehend the dual nature of Chnst, human and dlvme ___/ 

It is m this context that Santa Maria ch Castelsepno can be best understood It 
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is possible, although not pro~able, that the three-apsidal plan may s~~gr.na ---
of the Tnmty, thus conveying an ann-Anan significance 33 More importantly, the 

- ---- ---- -- -- - -
GJ focus on the Incarnation of Chnst m the fresco cycle can be mterpreted as an orthodox 

statement directed toward both the heretics and schismatics The pamtmgs contam a 

number of p1ctonal elements from which specific religious concepts may be consnued 

the translucent halo of Chnst (m the Bathmg of the Child and the Presentation m the 

Temple) contams three rays of a thm cross, the arms ending m a "T" shape and 

proJectmg beyond the circle of the rumbus One may associate the cross with the 

Cruc1fix10n, but its thmness and peculiar shape are "more suggesnve of the lurrunous 

and emanatory" ,34 thus leadmg to another possible understandmg smce lt emanates 

from the translucent halo, It may be seen as three rays of hght issumg from a crrcle of 

hght This imagery could be based on the theological concept of the d1vme nature of 

the human Chnst m the wntmgs of a Synan mystic, the pseudo-D1onysrns the \ 

Areopagtte ~ 500), hght 1s a central theme m descnptions of the Godhead 

Blmdmg rays, radiance, beams of hght, flames, and bnghtness qualify the essence of 

God and the Tnmty These concepuons were known m Italy from at least the seventh 

century, smce Pope Martm I (649) quoted pseudo-Dionysrns' wntmgs Martm I, 

assisted by Greek monks and pnests (among them, Maximus the Confessor, a disciple 

of the pseudo-D1onysms), directed the Roman Council of 649 rn whlch the doctrme of 

dyothelmsm was opted for36 the human and d1vme natures of Chnst were 

d1stmgmshed m two wills and two operanons This doctnne was readily accepted m 

the West 

Therefore the type of cross-nimbus found at Castelsepno may symbolize the 

dual nature of Chnst, a concept which needed to be spread among the faithful m 

Lombardy 
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Both the Anans and the followers of the Three Chapters had recognized only 

the human nature of Chnst Therefore, the role of the V irgm Mary had also been 

mterpreted at a human level "The logical consequence of this teachmg was that Chnst's 

virginal Mother could not be called Mother of God, but only Mother of Chnst "37 

In the Castelsepno frescoes, the representauon of Mary seems to go beyond 

the human aspect of her accomplishment In agreement with the orthodox beliefs, she 

appears as Theotokos , or Mother of God 38 her role is dommant smce she is 

mseparable from the theme of the Incarnation and the dual nature of Chnst, and her 

physical depictlon is endowed with an attnbute of divm1ty, a golden halo The cross 

mmbus of the Christ Pantocrator is also golden, whereas the angels and Simeon have -blue haloes Gold seems to be exclusive to the figures of Mary and Chnst, perhaps as 

a symbol of their higher dlvmity, or proximity to God Incidentally, Joseph, whose 

role is secondary, is not mmbed m any of the scenes where he appears Could this 

omission stress his human cond1uon as opposed to Mary's and Christ's divme nature? 
fi7 

The choice of the scenes also refers to the miraculous and divme aspe~t-~~ ~ 

Mary's mvolvement m the Incarnation, parucularly m the Tnal by Water anJ 

Miracle of the Mldwtf e 

The dogma of Mary Theotokos, which is closely connected to the dogma of 

dyothehusm, may also have been part of the religious doctnnes which the Lombards 

accepted upon their conversion to Roman Catholicism The umficat1on of the Church 

became a maJor issue m Lomb~ dy, p~cularly m the early eighth century, when 

contacts between Rome and Pavia relaxed, both religiously and pobucally 
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Patrona~e 

The high art1suc quality of the Castelsepno frescoes suggests that the patron 

was m a favourable social and financial posmon he had found and recogruzed the talent 

of the arnst, and had the means to hrre lum for the comnuss1on 

It is doubtful that a patron would have taken the nsk of erectmg such a 

beauufully decorated monument, m a precanous location outside the fortress walls, 1f 

the pobucal, social and religious climate had not been relauvely stable Confhcts of a 

social or rehgious nature are known to have usually resulted m massive destruction of ______ ..,._, ~--------------
monuments, parucularle n Lombardy Therefore, It IS leg1t1rnate to believe that the 

.. ...._ - - . ..... "l ... 

frescoes - and the bmldmgs - were executed at a tlffie of peace, as artistic producuon 1s O 
- -----------·--·-· _________ ... . ...... ...,.7,,..,,..,, __________ __ _ 

normally more abundant m nmes of social and rebg1ous stab1hty The seventh-century _ _ _ __ ,.. __ • ~-•~•1 ...... -."-... ..__...__......~...-.-- ~•t.-c,,.,..., • ......, 

battles over the throne of Lombardy and the rehg1ous controversies on Anamsm, 

paganism, orthodox Cathohc1sm, the schism of the Three Chapters and Monothehusm 

do not appear as a favourable background for the execuuon of these pamtmgs Rather, -
a date later than the synod of Pavia (698), when the rehg1ous matters were partly 

settled, seems more plausible for this comnussion By then, most pnnces and the 

maJonty of the populanon had become Roman Catholics -- - - -------~--1:,,.., -- -----....... _ 
As for the social situation, the second decade of the eighth century, after 

Anpert II, seems to be the earhest poss1b1hty the reign of Anpert (701-712) was 1 

charactenzed by unrest, c1v1l wars, confltcts and violence 39 Although Anpert arranged 

to be m the Pope's good graces,40 he 1s known as neither a fervent Catholic nor a great 

patron of the arts In fact, only one commission - a church m Pavia - was recorded 

dunng his reign In 712, Ansprand, one of the allies of Cumbert (d 700), came back ' 

from his exile m Bavana to Lombardy with an army of Bavanans, m order to defeat 1 

Anpert and take the throne of Lombardy Although Anpert was stronger, he retired \ 
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from the battle too early and lost the support of his troops He med to escape to the 

Franlosh kingdom with the royal treasure, but the weight of the gold caused him to 

drown while swmunmg across the Ticmos nver Consequently, Ansprand succeeded 

to the throne, but only for three months, as he died on June 13, 712 His son 

Liutprand was his successor ---
The reign of Lmtprand was one of the longest m Lombard history, from 712 to - ------------- --------.:..;.._, ___ _ 

744 4l Upon his accession to the throne, Li~q:,~a!_ld estabh~he4,~ace, o~<!_<?_r and ----- - ... - ... - -
coherence m his kmgdom He was a skillful legislator w~o clru_med to be divmely 

msprred "because the king's heart is m the hand of God" Liutprand had great ---------- ......_~ .. - _____ ....... ...,_., ___ ........._ 

ascendancy over his subJects and excellent relations with the papacy,43 except for a __ , --
short-hved conflict rn 72]..';.4 While recogmzmg the full ecclesiasncal authonty of the - - --
Pope, he promoted conditions which brought peace and wealth to the Lombard 

kmgdom In the early 730's, however, the Lombards and the Eastern Emprre were m 

conflict, and from then unttl 741, numerous nvalnes and battles resumed between the 

Lombards and the duchies of Rome, Spoleto and Benevento 

Elsewhere, Lmtprand's relations with the Franks were very fnendly Charles ----------
Martel and Lmtprand were brothers-m-law, as therr wives were daughters of the duke 

- - --- ---- ------- - ---'~- ... 

of Bavana,45 and Charles' son Pepm was also the adopted son of Lmtprand 46 In - ----------- -
737, when help was needed m the battle against the Moslems m Septunama, Lmtprand 

and his anny supported Charles unmedlately 47 
- - -

Therefore, the early years of Lmtprand's reign seem to be the most auspicious 

for his bmldmg acuv1ty His comrrutment and devotion to Cathohcism48 was 

demonstrated by the considerable artistic production under his patrona[ e The exact -o 

number and location of churches which he comrrussioned was not recorded, but Paul 
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the Deacon wrote "This most glonous long built many churches m honor of Chnst m --- ------
the vanous places where he was accustomed to stay .. 49 Paul mentions the 

establishment of the monastery of St Peter, called the "Golden Heaven", outside the 

walls of the city of Ticmum (Pavia), the monastery called "Bercetum" on the top of 

Bardo's Alp, a beautifully decorated dwellmg to Chnst m honor of the manyr 

Anastasms and a monastery m Olonna, where he had his suburban manor, a chapel to 

our Lord the Saviour w1thm his palace (where daily services were performed), and 

many other churches to God m dlff erent places 50 

Given the geographical locauon of Castelsepno, close to the Alps, on the route 

between the Frankish kingdom and Pavia (and between the nonh and Rome), very 

close to Olonna where Liutprand had tus suburban manor, 1t seems plausible that the 

church of Santa Mana would have been one of the numerous monuments for wtuch he 

was responsible Dunng the peaceful early years of his reign, approximately between 
- - ... --

712 and 730, the King could have commissioned the small church outside the walls of 

the fortress at Castelsepno, a settlement where a number of pllgnms and travellers -

perhaps Lmtprand himself - may have stopped before or after crossmg the Alps The - -- - - -
anu-Anan decoranon of the church may have served to propagate the newly-adopted ------- -
doctnne of the dual nature of Chnst The strong adhesion of the Lombards to the 

onhodox R~'l!an Church was thus clearly demonstrated Lmtprand, known as the 

legislator Cathohc Kmg,51 may have desired such a statement to be illustrated at 

- --
Castelsepno 
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CONCLUSION 

1 1 9 

The lack of early medieval documentary evidence on Castelsepno does not 

permit one to amve at any concrete conclusions about the church of Santa Mana All 

the results obtru.ned from research and stuches on the archltecture of the monument, the 

iconography and style of us fresco cycle, the paleography of its rnscnpuons, the 

reconstrucuon of its lost scenes and its h1stoncal context, must remarn essennally 

hyPQthencal ,,;:-:---
However, when the various lmes of exploration are brought together, they 

may lead to a clear esnmanon of the context m which the bmldmg and its decoranons 

were produced Withm what 1s known of the development of architecture rn 

Lombardy, and considenng the structural analogies with San Salvatore m Brescia, a 

late seventh- or early eighth-century date seems plausible for the erecuon of the church 

of Santa Mana Paleograph1c stuches tend to support this date, although the damaged ---State of the mscnpuon does not allow further mvesngauon_o!_th1s subJect 

As for the iconography of the Chnstological scenes m the apse, no exact 

parallel could be found for the whole cycle, but individual scenes have been likened to 

numerous comparative examples The density of s1milanues with early eighth-century 

frescoes m Rome makes the associanon of the two groups seem hke an attractive 

theory, but the chfferences which exist between them do not permit further elaboration 

on therr relauonsh1ps The Greek presence 1s felt m both groups they probably 

emerged from a similar artistic tradition 

Lmks have also been established between the Castelsepno frescoes and other 

northern Italian mural decorauons These analogies throw more light on the place of 

---
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Castelsepno m connection to San Salvatore m Brescia, the Temp1etto at C1v1dale and 

St John at Mustair lt may fmd its ongm at the dawn of the Lombard style which 
... - --- ,.,,,. .. 

developed m the eighth century a.I)d ~u_bseqyently msprred Carolmgi1uu!!J1sts 

A.rustically, the concordance of the eighth-century date for all aspects of the 

monument's production seems more than coincidental Moreover, the study of 
-- -

Lombard society and rclJ.gion..m..the-eai:ly.M1ddle.Ages_re_ye._ahJ!lfil.J.~ ~~t eighth --- -
centu~ was rel.fill.~el>!_Peacef ul, and thus a favourable tune for bmldmg constructions 

--- 1 di( 1!www.» ----- --......-_--.....-.. --•>• 

and pa~ung co~ssi~s Th:. themes of the scenes sutt the religious 1deas wluch '(1> 
were bemg propagated at that penod the do,~ of_tJi_~~QiyiQ~ {q_c_~ on._p(_<;hnst and __ ,. __ ..... _ ... -------- --
his dual nature 

Histoncal accounts on Kmg Lmtprand's great enterpnsmg character, lus acuv 

patronage of the arts and his determmanon m umfymg the religion m Italy make him a 

good candidate for the patronage of Santa Maria, about the second decade of the eighth 

century its strategic locauon on the tradmg and pilgrimage route between central 

Europe and Italy supports the poss1bihty of a royal commission at Castelsepno 

The importance of this small Lombard church 1s not founded only on the 

artisuc value of the monument Itself, It also compels modern scholars to reassess a 

domain of art history left m obscunty unttl recently In spite of the modem restoranons 

and the protecnon of the frescoes, they are rapidly detenoratmg As ume goes by, the 

loss of monuments and the disappearance of others rerrund us of the urge to record and 

study them while they still exist 
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Il..LUSTRA TIONS 

1. Santa Mariaforis portas, Castelseprio: outside view 



2. Town and castle: plan 
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3. Santa Maria: ground plan 

?'""" 
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4. Left apse wall, after Capitani d'Arzago 

5. Right apse wall, after Capitani d'Arzago 
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6. Inside of arch wall, seen from inside the apse, after Capitani d'Arzago 

7. The Annunciation, after Capitani d'Arzago 
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8. The Annunciation 



9. The Trial by Water, after Capitani d'Anago 
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10. The Trial by Water 
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11. Christ Pantocrator 
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12. The Dream of Joseph 



13. The Journey to Bethlehem 
130 

14. The Nativity 
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15. The Nativity: detail of Mary and Christ 
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16. The Nativity: detail of the Doubting Midwife 
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17. The Nativity: detail of the Washing of the Child 
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18. The Nativity: detail of Joseph 
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19. The Nativity: detail of the Annunciation to the Shepherds 
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20. The Adoration of the Magi, after Capitani d'Arzago 
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21. The Adoration of the Magi 
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22. The Adoration of the Magi: detail of the Magi 
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23. The Presentation in the Temple, after Capitani d'Arzago 
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24. The Presentation in the Temple 
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25. The Presentation in the Temple: detail of Christ 
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26. The Hetoimasia: left side 
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27. The Hetoimasia: detail of the attributes 
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28. Symbolic elements and graffiti, lower part of apse wall, after Capitani d'Arzago 
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29. South-west angle, porch and nave 
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30. Brescia: plan of the San Salvatore crypt 

-
\ 
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31. S. Urbano alla Caffarella: Annunciation, after Millet 
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32. Paris, Bib. Nat. lat. 9393: Carolingian Ivory of the Annunciation 
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33. Pompeii: Story of Ulysses 

34. Oratory of John VII: Annunciation and Visitation (Grimaldi's sketch) 
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35. Cappadocia, Kili<;lar: Visitation and Trial by Water 

36. Catacomb of San Valentino: Nativity and Visitation 
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37. Ravenna: Throne of Maximian (Vl-C. Ivory) 
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38. Brescia: San Salvatore Crypt: The Journey to Bethlehem or the Flight into Egypt. 
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39. Rome, Museo Capitolino: Sarcophagus, II C., Birth of Dionysos 

40. Rome, Domus Aurea fresco: Birth of Dionysos (engraving by Mirri) 



154 

41. Paris, Louvre: Ivory Nativity, X C. 



155 

42. Vatican, Museo Sacro: Ivory Nativity, X C. 
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43. Cappadocia. Soganli Karabas Kilise: Bathing of the Child 



44. Oratory of John Vll: Nativity, Grimaldi's sketch 
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45. Oratory of John Vll: Nativity, tracing of the Miracle of the Midwife 
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46. Oratory of John VII: fragment of the Bathing of the Child 
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47. Oratory of John VII: Grimaldi's drawing 

48. Oratory of John VTI: Grimaldi's drawing 
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49. S. Maria Antigua, fresco of John Vil: Nativity 

50. S. Maria Antigua, fresco of John VII: Nativity 
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51. Ravenna: Throne of Maximian: Nativity panel 
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52. S. Benevento bronze door: Nativity 



53. S. Maria Antigua, fresco of John VII: Adoration of the Magi 
164 

54. Oratory of John VII: Adoration of the Magi (fragment) 
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55. S. Vincenzo al Voltumo, crypt: Angel of the Annunciation 
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56. Brescia, San Salvatore crypt: head (fragment) 

57. Brescia, San Salvatore crypt: frescoes, VIll-IX C., theme unknown 
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58. Brescia, San Salvatore crypt: sinopia, VIII-IX C.: Christ and the Virgin 
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59. Cividale, Tempietto: Junette fresco; Christ with Archangels Michael and Gabriel 

60. Cividale, Tempietto: saint 



169 

61. Paris Psalter (Paris, Bibl. Nat. cod. gr. 139 fol. 1 v.): David Composing the Psalms 
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62. Rome, Santa Maria Antigua: zone of popes, column and velum 
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63. Rome (fragment formerly in Biblioteca Angelica, from Rocca, 1609): 
Oratory of John VII; Crucified Christ 
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Baptism ..----

Appendix 1 Capttam d'Arzago's Reconstruction 

1 2 3 
Annunciation __. Tnal by ---~ 
and Y1s1tanon Water 

Dreamof __ _ 

Joseph 

4 
Journey to 
Bethlehem 

8 7 6 5 l 
Preaching of ,.__ Massacre of ___ Presentanon ___ Nanvny and 
John the Baptist the Innocents m the Temple Adorauon 

or 
Meeting of John 
the Baptist Wlth 
Chnst 

or 
D1sputauon of 
Chnst m the 
Temple 

or 
Fhght of Ehsabeth 
with Death of 
Zachanas 

of the Magi 

co 
A 
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Amvalm 
Egypt 

Appendix 2 We1tzmann's Reconstruction 

1 2 3 4 
Annunciation ---+ Tnal by ____ Dream of ___ Journey to 
and VIS1taUon Water Joseph Bethlehem 

7 8 9 
___ _. C1rcumc1s1on -Fhght of---• Presentation 

Ehsabeth m the Temple 
and 

Death of 
Zachanas 

5 l 
Nat1V1ty and 
Adoration of 
the Magi 

en 
(.Jl 



1 
Joachim's--+ 
ReJected 
Offenngs 

Appendix 3 Leveto's Reconstruction 

4 5 6 7 
Annunciation -+ Tnal by Dream of Journey to 
and V1s1tat1on Water Joseph Bethlehem 

2 ~3 10 s l 
Buth of 111i Presentation Presentation NattVIty 
the Vi.rgm of Mary m of Chnst m 

9 
--- Adoration of 

------- the Magi 
the Temple the Temple 

co 
(J\ 



VITA 

Surname Goulet Given Names Helene-Mane-Pauline 

Place of Birth Quebec, P Q Date of Birth March 12 1957 

Educational Institutions Attended. with Dates of Entenng and Leaving 

C E G E P DE MERICI, QUEBEC, P Q 

UNIVERSITA DI FIRENZE, FLORENCE, ITALY 

UNIVERSITY OF VICTORIA, B C 

1974 to 1976 

1980 

1979 to 1988 

Degree<; and Diplomas Awarded, with Dates and Names of Insutution 

Diplome en Etudes Colleg1ales 1976 CE GE P De Menc1, Quebec, P Q 

Diploma lll Italian Language 1980 Umvers1ta di Firenze, Florence, Italy 

Bachelor of Arts 1983 University of V1ctona, B C 

Scholarships and Awards 

Federal Government Scholarships 1979/80, 1980/81 and 1981/82 

Teaching Assistantships 1983/84 and 1984/85 

Graduate Studies Bursary 1984/85 

Conferences 

Canadian Conference of Medieval Art Histonans, the University of Winnipeg, 
Marutoba March 1986 
Paper "The Iconography of the Fresco Cycle at Santa Mana di Castelsepno " 

Universmes Art Association Conference, The University of Victona, B C November 
1986 
Paper "Sources and Evolution of the Themes m the Castelsepno Frescoes " 

Canadian Conference of Medieval Art Histonans, York Umvers1ty, Toronto, Ontano 
March 1987 
Paper "Lmks between Castelsepno, San Salvatore m Brescia and other Related 
Churches m and around Lombardy " 



PARTIAL COPYRIGHT LICENSE 

I hereby grant the right to lend my thesis (the title of which 1s shown 
below) to users of the University of Victoria Library , and to make single 
copies only for such users or in response to a request from the Library 
or any other users I further agree that permission for extensive copying 
of thi~ thesis for scholarly purposes may be granted by me or a member of 
the University designated by me It 1s understood that copying or publica­
tion of this thesis for financial gain shall not be allowed without my 
written permission 

Title of Thesis 

The Fresco Cycle in the Lombard Church of Santa Maria di Castelseprio 

Author 

HELENE- MARIE - PADk1Nf Go1iu:r 




