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ABSTRACT

The church of Santa Maria outside the walls of the ruined town of Castelseprio
has been the focus of a controversy since 1ts discovery in 1944 Its architecture and
most importantly 1ts fresco cycle 1n the east apse deserve a lot of attention 1n the study
of early medieval art The monument's date and origin are still debated, and many
theories have been proposed, but the lack of documentary evidence has not allowed to
determine any conclusive statement

A mud-tenth century terminus ante quem has been established on the basis of
one of the graffiti carved in the plaster on the frescoed wall It refers to the
consecration of a deacon during the episcopate of Ardericus of Milan (circa 941-945)
Paleography of the painted inscriptions within the scenes points loosely to the early
eighth century as a date of execution, but this approach 1s limited 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 ninth centuries The architectural
structure of Santa Maria can be ascribed to approximately the eighth century, on the
basis of comparisons with other northern Italian monuments such as, for instance, San
Salvatore 1n Brescia, the Lomello baptistery and the church of San Satiro 1n Milan

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 in many parts of the Christian world,

thus providing analogous works of different dates and origins to individual scenes or
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pictorial details Notably, early Christian 1vories, tenth-century wall paintings in
Cappadocia (central Turkey), early medieval mural decorations 1n southern Italy, Rome
and northern Italy, as well as Carolingian and Ottonian paintings have been associated
1 one way or another to the frescoes of Castelseprio

Therr style recalls the Hellemsm which had survived in the East until the burst
of the 1conoclastic controversy (A D 726) Therefore, they are seen as part of an
artistic tradition which developed before 1conoclasm and was adopted 1n the West, as
Eastern influences were spreading into Italy, in the seventh and eighth centuries
Examples of those influences are seen 1n Rome, namely in the works commussioned by
the Eastern popes, particularly John VII (705-707)

Upon examination of the style which developed in Lombardy 1n the eighth and
early ninth centuries, Castelseprio appears to be part of the formative stages of a
northern Italian school The possible influence of Lombard art on Carolingian painting
may explain the analogies which exist between the Castelseprio frescoes and some
Carolingian works

The socio-religious context of Lombardy 1n the Middle Ages 1s another factor
which ought to be taken into consideration until the second decade of the eighth
century thepolitical situation was turbulent, both within the Lombard kingdom and 1n 1t
relations with 1ts neighbours, the religious establishment was very unstable until a few
years after the synod of Pavia (698), as the Arian heresy and the schism of the Three
Chapters previously had many adepts in Lombardy, and the scarcity of artistic
patronage before the reign of King Liutprand (712-744) renders the commussioning of
Santa Maria rather unlikely Political disturbances from 730 onwards also limut the

possibility of such a production, given the geographical location of the church, outside
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the walls of a fortified town near the passage of the Alps Therefore, King Liutprand,
known for his strong religious devotion and his active building campaign, seems a

Iikely candidate for the patronage of Santa Maria d1 Castelseprio
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INTRODUCTION

The topic of this thesis was chosen mainly because of 1ts particularly puzzling
character The small church of Santa Marna di Castelseprio, 1n the pre-Alpine hills of
northern Italy, 1s one of the most enigmatic monuments of the early Middle Ages
Since 1ts accidental discovery 1n 1944, the church, with 1ts remnants of fresco paintings
1n the east apse, has attracted the attention of many scholars who could not, and stll
cannot, quite agree as to the origin and dates of the building, and of the frescoes that
decorate 1t

Consequently, one encounters numerous methodological problems 1n the study
of this monument No wrnitten records remain which give precise information on the
early medieval settlement at Castelseprio  The only secure fact 1s the sacking and
subsequent ab_a_ndonment of the settlement 1in 1287, after an injunction by the archbisop
_gf'_I}dl_lan' Archaeology has revealed some information about the site and the church of
Santa Maria, but much of the work, study and research on the subject remains
hypothetical For 1nstance, the study of style and of details of the fresco paintings has
not, thus far, led to any conclusive results concerning the dating or the origin of the
church many elements, taken separately, could be individually compared to a number
of works from several parts of the world, thus increasing the mystery that surrounds
the monument

This paper will begin with a survey of the history of the site, a description of
the frescoes, and a brief analysis of the architecture However, the main intent 1s to

follow an iconographical and historical approach The origin and evolution of the

themes which are represented 1n the frescoes will be studied, as well as the dogmatic



content of the cycle

In line with the 1dea of placing Castelseprio within 1ts political, social and
religious contexts, monuments from other parts of northern Italy and Rome beleved to
be contemporary with this church will be introduced into the discussion for
comparison Some of the monuments bearing similarities to the art of Castelseprio are
securely dated in the eighth century on the basis of documentary evidence or
inscriptions, thus providing a starting point for the historical study This will lead to a
discussion of theological 1deas which were current 1n the eighth century, and which
influenced the content of representative arts

Finally, an attempt at identifying the patron of Santa Mana di Castelseprio will
be made 1n light of the historical, political and religious contexts in Lombardy during

the early Middle Ages



THE SITE

The History of the Town

Castelseprio was a fortified town from the Roman era onwards Archaeology
has revealed that the site had also been inhabited in prehistoric times,! thus
demonstrating that at all times this area was favoured as a dwelling place, being
strategically located 2 It 1s situated south of the Alps, on a route between central
Europe and the Italian peninsula, 1n the present-day province of Varese, north of Milan

In late Antiquity and the early Middle Ages, Castelseprio was a busy town on
the trading and pilgrnimage route Its location, as well as 1ts defensive walls and
watchtowers, indicate that 1t was part of a system of fortified towns spreading from the
Alps towards the Olona valley 3 The role of Castelseprio might have been of
considerable importance, not only for 1ts mulitary functions but also for the
admunistrative and judicial responsibilities that were carried out 1n the stronghold and 1ts
settlement, the latter being twice as large as the castle itself

At the time of Lombard supremacy (569-774), there was a garrison at the
castle 4 Coins were also minted there, as demonstrated by the finding of Lombard
coins from "Flavia Sebrio," believed to be the Castelseprio mint, and that of a silver
con of the Carolingian period (ninth century) from the same ongin J

The name "Sebrio" appears 1n other instances besides comnage there are a few

documents from the eighth century referring to a town or a district by the name
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"Sebrio," which 1s close, but not identical to the name "Castelseprio "6 No conclusions
can be drawn from this since the etymology of the name "Sebrio" 1s not known The
connection 1s uncertain, but plausible On the other hand, a ninth-century document
mentions a "castro sebrienses” and indicates 1ts importance as the centre of a large
district with dependencies 7 It seems that this reference comes closer to the name of
Castelseprio, and 1t 1s safe to assume that 1t was the town 1n question 1n the documents
Yet, this does not invalidate the earlier documents as being references to Castelseprio
the names "Sebrio” and "Seprio" have an obvious closeness In phonetics, B and P are

produced at the same place of articulation, they are both bilabials The phenomenon of

interchanging them in different regions or over a time span 1s not uncommon 8 The
omussion of "Castel" or "Castro" mught indicate that the eighth-century documents were
alluding to the settlement, not necessarily the fortified section, or "Castro " However,
few documents survive from that period, and 1t 1s not possible to reach firm
conclusions on such httle evidence

The ninth-century documents indicate that Castelseprio was then a centre of
considerable importance, and 1t may be suggested that 1t became such from 1ts growing
power 1n the course of the seventh and eighth centuries under the Lombard kings The
role of Castelseprio during that period should not be underestimated Although the
Lombard kings were Anan h_:rcn_r_;_s at first, they had been converted to orthodoxy by
the beginning of the eighth century They enjoyed peaceful relations with the Franks
and wath the ecclesiastical authorities in Rome 1n the early years of the eighth century

King Anpert II (700-712) and his successor King Liutprand (712-744) both maintained

cordial relationships with the pope, whom they recognized as sole head of the Church ?

Political tensions arose 1n 727, but until then, no trouble of any kind disturbed their
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friendly terms This temporary absence of strife may have allowed for building

acnvities in Lombardy, since there was no fear of an invasion from either side 10

After the Carolingian period, there 15 no evidence of comning nor any other.

significant acuvity at Castelseprio Its decline started in the tenth century, when...

POHHEIL IR PR PORcee il o Milag.

Around the year 1000, the bishops of Milan and Como became involved 1n a
dispute regarding ecclesiastical supremacy and sovereignty over the adjacent terntory,
part of which was the Seprio The town and castle were attacked on a number of
occasions by both sides, and the final blow came 1n 1287, at the hands of Ottone
Visconti, archbishop of Milan This brought Castelseprio to an end the settlement, the
fortfications and the castle were sacked and razed to the ground by Viscont: and his
vassals, who had come from the Ossola Alps Following the ravaging of the area, he
1ssued an injunction forbidding 1ts habitation or reconstrucnon Anyone who remained
at or returned to Castelseprio would be subject to the death penalty This law gave rise

to a number of legends about the region and 1ts past It was generally obeyed and

——

enforced even as late as the eighteenth century 11

Viscont1 and his troops did not go so far as to ravage the sacred buildings of
the town, therefore, only the three churches were left standing Two were nside the
walls  the basilica of St John the Evangelist with the adjacent octagonal baptistery
dedicated to John the Baptist, and the hexagonal church of St Paul, neither of which
survived the many years of neglect The third, Santa Maria, was situated outside the
walls

A few references to Santa Mana di Castelseprio were made 1n the late thirteenth

century, one of which speaks of an "altare sancti stephani 1n ecclesia sancte mane "12

. f-H-——-*"‘"_“"—‘H\‘_E__,_____ﬁJ
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Other mentions appeared sporadically thereafter, and the church was called "fons portas

Castru Sepru” 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
nineteenth-century owners of the site  This find was not well recorded at that time, and
both the present location of the stone and the nature of its inscription are unknown It
1s known to have been carved with an epigraph naming Wideramm, and a study of the
paleography suggested a date in the seventh or eighth century !5 Since
eleventh-century coins were also found beneath the pavement, 1t may well have been a
reused piece 16 It 1s also known that the original floor survived only partially until the
nineteenth century, there were three subsequent elevations over 1t 17

The unfortunate lack of information on this subject, and on the content of the

Wideramm tombstone, renders 1t useless as evidence for the Church's dating

The Church of Santa Mana (ill 1)

The church of Santa Mana 1s located outside the walls of the settlement, to the
northeast (1ll 2) It 1s the only building from the town which has survived to any
considerable extent Archaeological surveys have been carried out at Castelseprio, and
the site 1tself 1s of considerable interest, but most of the attention has been directed to
the small church of Santa Mana foris portas, undoubtedly because of 1ts preservation

and 1ts controversial fresco cycle

At the me the church was discovered, the roof and windows were mussing,
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and the overall preservation was rather poor, mainly due to exposure to the elements
During the fifteenth century, when the church might stll have been in a relatnvely decent
sl_w_pe, the fl;éscocs were whitewashed, and an unknown artist, presumably from
Lombardy, painted a Nativity scene on the new plaster in the muddle of the apse This
covering layer of plaster allowed the oniginal early medieval frescoes to survave, at least
in part, until our century _Restorations of the structure have been carned out since.

1944  As part of this campaign, the fifteenth-century plaster has been stripped off the

walls and 1ts fresco removed and carried to the church of Carnago

The Frescoes

As a result of this process, a now incomplete and quite damaged cycle of
beautiful frescoes was revealed beneath These have also been restored, but as they are
badly damaged and quite brittle, the best that could be done was to try to retard further
disintegration

When first approaching the site, one 1s struck by the oddity of finding such a
sophisticated set of pz;;nng.s n sdch a rémﬁtc area They are located 1n the east apse,
-(Si;pos:tc the main entrance wall of the church One enters the apse through an archway
1n the wall at the east end of the nave (1l 3)

The frescoes represent what 1s commonly agreed to be a Chnistological cycle,
with the main focus on the cz;rly life of Christ However, 1t has been rcccntly':
suggested that the cycle should more properly be described as Manan, since the Virgin |
Mary appears 1n the majority of the scenes, and she seems to have a domiant role 18
This 1dea wall be discussed 1n a later chapter on the dogmatic meaning of the program

The decorations are arranged as follows (11l 4, 5, 6) the wall 1s divided
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horizontally into three zones, the two upper sections decorated with the narrafive cycle
and the lower with designs The lowest section 1s the most damaged, making its
decoratons virtually unidentifiable  The nside of the arch wall facing the apse 1s also
divided 1n the same way There are three windows 1n the middle horizontal zone,
facing north, east and south

For the purpose of clarity, the scenes will be presented here 1n their usual
order, that 1s from top left to top night, and then from bottom right to bottom left 19
Only a brief description of the scenes will be given here Their interpretation, origin
and meaning will be discussed 1n subsequent chapters on the origin of the themes and

the dogmatic content of the cycle

The Annunciation (11l 7, 8)

The first scene on the upper left (north side) 1s the Annunciation Set in what
seems to be a porch opening onto a garden through an arch, the episode shows Mary
having made preparations for spinning wool She 1s seated, holding the two spindles
Next to her are the baskets of fabric and a water jug The archangel enters from the
nght Mary's expression 1s one of surprise, as she holds one finger towards her mouth
and lifts her other hand Both the angel and Mary have haloes Mary's 1s ochre with a
red borderline, and the angel's 1s plain blue One 1nteresting feature 1s the additional
female figure 1n the left corner This figure has not been 1dentified, but 1t 1s generally
believed to have been a servant who may have witnessed the event Her presence 1n
this scene 1s quite rare

In the same frame, to the right, there 1s a fragment of the Visitation This

particular representation shows Elisabeth touching Mary's womb The top part of
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Elisabeth's body 1s totally obliterated, so 1t 1s not possible to determine 1if she had a
halo
To the nght of this scene, above the north window, a section 1s missing
because of deterioration It seems likely that there was once a medallion 1n 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 Trial by Water (1ll 9,10)

Towards the centre of the apse, to the right of the damaged area, 1s a fragment
of the Trial by Water Mary 1s dressed and haloed as 1n the previous scenes She
bends forward to drink the bitter water given to her by the high priest As she holds the
jewelled ewer, the richly dressed, bearded old priest bends down towards Mary His
halo 1s blue His wide open eyes, his intent look and his bent posture give his figure an
expressionisic quality

One can stll see a fragment of the lower part of a barefoot figure to the left of
Mary The scene takes place in an architectural setting, inside an atrium or a temple
To the rnight, there 1s a round altar covered with a purple cloth, and behind 1t 1s a high
semi-circular bench, or synthronos, at the top of which a red cushion 1s placed on a

blue cloth

The Chnst Pantocrator (1l 11)
Interrupting the narrative cycle to the right of the Tnial by Water, a medallion of

the Christ Pantocrator, or Ruler of the World, 15 painted above the east window His
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holds a scroll 1n the left A dark ochre halo around his head contains a pale mnscribed.

cross and 1s bordered by a wide red line The medallion 1s blue and 1its outer ring 1s
red Chrnist's head, the cross inside the nimbus and the halo 1itself all have white

contours

The Dream of Joseph (11l 12)

Next to the Pantocrator, towards the south, 1s the Dream of Joseph The scene
represents the first of four apparitions to Joseph by an angel, 1n this instance to reassure
him of Mary's virgimity It must be the angel's first apparnition, because the scene 1s
placed between the Tnal by Water and the Journey to Bethlehem It 1s not, however,
placed in correct chronological sequence, since 1n the apocryphal texts (the
Protoevangelium of James, ch XVI and the Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, ch XII), the
Dream occurs before the Trnial by Water There 1s no obvious reason to explain this

Joseph, who 1s 1identified by an inscription 1n white paint below his bed, 18
represented 1n the foreground of a rocky landscape, with a large building in the
background He reclines on a mattress on the ground, in a posture recalling t_l}_a;_ of
classical nver gods his weight 1s on one elbow, with the other arm on his side, and
one leg 1s bent beneath the other Unfortunately, Joseph's head did not survive

The haloed angel flies 1n vigorously from left to right, contributing to the
diagonal arrangement of the ﬂe The two figures are placed between two
architectural features a;;chw gateway on the left and a small column or a large urn
on the nght Both of these are decorated with what appear to be paintings or carvings
The archway on the left 1s supported by a column which has a cloth tied around 1ts shaft

1n a classical manner On the right, some vegetation grows out of, or next to, the small



column or large urn

Next to this scene, above the south window, there are traces of a medallion
Only parts of the sides and contours remain It may have been ochre or of a golden
colour, and 1ts contours were pale blue It 1s fair to assume that the first medallion,
over the north window, was of the same colours, but attempts at identifying who, or

what, was represented 1n them are only speculatve

The Journey to Bethlehem (11l 13)

The scene at the far end of the south wall 1n the apse 1s the Journey to
Bethlehem Again 1n a semi-architectural, semu-landscape setting, the figures cross the
picture plane from left to nght The group seems to be coming out of an archway
simular to the type seen 1n the Annunciation and 1n 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 1n the hills, a cityscape appears 1n the distance, presumably
Bethlehem Mary 1s riding 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 1n one hand, and gestures in her direction with the other, thus
indicating that they are communicating Joseph 1s not nimbed, while Mary 1s

represented as 1n the other episodes already described

The Natwity and Related Events (111 14)

One of the most fascinating scenes of the cycle 1s the Nativity, partly because
of 1ts almost complete preservation, but mostly because of its very interesting

iconography It 1s located 1n the middle register, beneath the Journey to Bethlehem



i

The setting 1s a rocky landscape which shows the interior of the grotto in the
foreground, and the exterior in the background, thus providing the context for four
scenes 1n the same frame Three events are taking place at once 1n the foreground the
central group 1s that of the Nativity, with the reclining figure of Mary next to whom
runs the inscription SCA MARIA At her side the infant Chnist lies 1n the manger,
being adored by the ox and the ass (111 15) On the left, the doubting midwife, who.
had suffered a withered hand because Qf her refusal to believe 1n the miraculous
conception, moves 1n Mary's direction, holding up her hand 1n the hope that she might
be cured (11l 16) She 1s 1dentified as EMEA by a white inscription above her head,
although her name 1s actually known as Salome She 1s presented here as "the
mudwife "

Moving to the foreground 1n front of Mary's bed, the scene of the bathing of
the infant Christ 1s shown (111 17) The two midwives flank the basin, the one on the
left sits on the ground and holds the child by the waist and shoulder, while the other
bends down to pour water over hum. Chnist wears a nimbus with a peculiar nail-headed
type of Cross nside 1t

To the nght of this scene sits Joseph, with his elbows on his knees and one
hand on his face, looking distractedly 1n the direction of the Bath (11l 18) He wears
the same garments as 1n the Journey to Bethlehem, sull without a halo  Another painted
nscription clearly reveals his identity IOSEPH N

In the background, outside the grotto, 1s the Annunciation to the Shepherds
(11 19) An angel appears from behind a rock, his wings oﬁtst:retchéd, éérrymg his
staff in one hand and with the other gesturing to the shepherds 1n the pasture One of

them 1s reclining, the other standing, leaning on a staff Their sheep are grazing,
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guarded by a dog A crenellated city wall occupies the distant background of this
outdoor scene Tﬁc star of Bethlehem shines 1n the cloudy sky, directly abgve the
group of the Nativaty It 1s an eight-pointed star, with two auras and four longer rays
which expand 1n the shape of a cross, the longest ones extending towards the figures of .‘
Ma.lyand Chnist 1n the manger

The amalgamation of the three subsidiary episodes with the Nativity 1s

uncommon, and there are few known parallels 20

it R R R LA TR A e o

The Adoration of the Magi (1l 20, 21)

The far nght corner of the Nativity 1s bordered by a tall tree, and the main
division between this scene and the next 1s the angle where the apse wall meets the arch
wall In this way, 1t almost blends 1n with the Adoration of the Magi, located on the

south side of the arch wall, in the middle register This scene 1s set against an

architectural background on the left,2! and a rocky landscape on the right with a tree
growing 1n the distance Mary 1s seated on a rock, in an elevated position with respect
to the other figures 1n the group She holds the Christ Child 1n her lap, and both of
them lean downwards to welcome the offerings brought by the three magi They are
introduced to the Holy Famuly by a haloed angel who hovers behind Mary, wings
outstretched, pointing to the child and holding his staff with the other hand The
foremost magus lifts his present to the child, while the other two seem to be
communicating, glancing at each other with their gifts in thewr hands (1l 22) Two
bundles lie at their feet, perhaps as an indication of their journey All three magi wear
the same kind of short garments, footwear and high Persian hats Cast shadows are

clearly painted on the ground beneath the magy, an interesting feature 1n the context of



medieval art

The Chnist child has the same transparent nimbus with a nail-headed cross
which was described 1n the Bath scene

The figure of Joseph 1s somewhat 1solated 1n one corner, he 1s present 1n the
episode but does not participate  He sits humbly below the high rock where the Virgin

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

The Presentation 1n the Temple (11l 23, 24)
The presentation 1n the Temple 1s on the other side of the Nativity, between the
east and the south windows 1n the apse The focus 1s on the figure of Mary and

Simeon, with the Christ child being presented to the latter A painted inscription runs

below the figure of the old priest, giving hus 1dentity as ZVMEON.22 _Simeon 15
depicted with his back exaggeratedly curved, his long white hair and beard 1nd1_cat'mgu
his very advanced age According to the Apocryphal Gospel of Pseudo-Matthew, he
was then one hundred and twenty years old
- Chnist sull wears the rayed mmbus, as 1n the scenes described above He 1s
moving eagerly toward Simeon (11l 25) The priest receives him with one bare hand,
the other covered by his garment
On the left side of the scene, the event 1s witnessed by Anna She holds her
garment around her head and shoulders Three bearded men stand on the other side,
behind Mary The barefoot man moving toward the centre 1s Joseph, holding his
garment to present the offering of a dove Of the two men with him, the elder looking

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

in the archway behind Joseph 1s only partly visible
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The episode 1s set indoors, 1n front of a large conch shell niche supported by a
column on one side and a pier on the other The spandrels on either side of the conch
are decorated with painted or carved haloed figures, one of them holding a staff, calling
to mind the representations of angels above archways on triumphal arches, and that of
the angels of the Castelseprio Hetoimasia (described below) on the arch wall The
conch 1s reminiscent of an apse, or maybe of an altar canopy 23 A gold Latin cross
hangs from the conch, giving the setting a specxfic-ﬁlly Christian 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 1dentifiable narrative scenes that have been
preserved To 1its left, between the north and east windows, are remnants of another
scene, of which only a small section of an architectural element can be seen on one
side, and what looks like a draped, animated figure moving 1n the opposite direction on
the other side Unfortunately, this area 1s damaged beyond recognition, as 1s that next
to 1t on the north side of the apse The lower registers are i1n much worse condition
than the upper registers The decorations of the north side of the arch wall, opposite

the Adoration, are also lost

The Hetoimasia (1l 26)
The space above the arch facing the apse, opposite the Christ Pantocrator, 1s

decorated with a Hetoimasia 1t consists of the vacant throne with the attributes of
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Chnst the cushion, the cross, the imperial purple cloth and the crown (1l 27) The
stepped throne 1s studded with four clusters of gems arranged 1n flower designs The
knotted cloth rests on the large red cushion on the top of the throne The base of the
nail-headed Latin cross surmounts the crown, which 1s placed on the cushion and
purple cloth The crown 1s simple two rows of pearls adorn the circular gold band
The entire group 1s encircled by a blue halo with a red borderline, and set
within a larger golden medallion It 1s flanked by two haloed flying angels with their
wings outstretched, each carrying a sceptre and an orb surmounted by a nail-headed

cross The Herozmasm follows a tradmon which was already cstabllshcd n early

Chnistian art, for examplc in the ﬁfth-century mosaics at Santa Mana Maggiore mn

——————

Rome, and the Bapustery of the Orthodox 1n Ravenna Its purpose was to symbolize
T ——

—r

the € cxpcctatlon of the second coming of of Christ, and as such 1t differs from the narrative

T T W——

cplsodcs depicted elsewhere 1n the apse

s

e

Other Symbolic Elements (il 28)

Below the east window, parts of another symbolic element remain 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 1s on a throne with arms and a back

To the nght of this section 1s an arched opening  Two doves are perched on a
rod which runs between the pilasters, from which a curtain 1s hanging Between the
doves 1s a pendant gold cross similar to the one hanging from the conch in the
Presentation, which 1s situated directly above this curtained arch

These elements remain only 1n a fragmentary state, and consequently 1t 1s

virtually impossible to draw any conclusions regarding their meaning 1n this particular

X



context

Borders

Little remains of the borders which separated the lowest register from the
upper ones An dentil frieze with abstract designs runs beneath a dark blue garland
with a light blue and yellow leaf motif A nbbon 1s twisted around the garland 1n
alternating colours The garland motif on the arch wall 1s shightly different from the one
in the apse The borders follow an exact straight line throughout the apse and arch
wall, indicating that the artist (or artists) may have used a straight edge, and followed
exact measurements 24

The scenes and pictonal elements described above are the only ones to survive
at Castelseprio Their study 1s complicated by the considerable damage which the
buildings and frescoes have suffered, and unfortunately are sull suffering 1n spite of the
restorations which have been undertaken 1n an attempt to save them

The symbolic representation of the Hetoimasia, the sophisticated narrative
cycle, the 1conic ﬁguré 6f Christ Pantocrator, and the two presumably 1conic medallions
constitute evidence of a decorative programme which combined at least two pictonal
traditions the narrative and the iconic

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

of these elements 1S not uncommon

The Painted Inscriptions (see 1ll 4, 5, 6)
The presence of painted inscriptions was noted 1n the descriptions of the

frescoes These are almost invisible now, but those which had survived were recorded
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in the 1940's They are IOSEPH,_ in the Dream of Joseph and the Nativity, EMEA,
near the mudwife Salome, and SCA MARIA next to the reclining figure of Mary, n the
Natvity, and ZVMEON 1n the Presentation in the Temple All run honzontally, except
for the word MARIA which runs vertically All the letters are square capitals except for
the E, which 1s a rounded capital, or uncial letter. Other painted inscriptions may
onigwnally have been included, but do not survive 25

-- -;I'hese inscriptions are of interest since the study of their paleography 1s one of
the possible approaches to a determination of the date and place of ongin of the painter
Since they are painted, and refer directly to the scenes, they most likely are

contemporary with the frescoes However, 1t must be noted that the paint has never

been sc1ent1f1ca11y tested 1n order to test this hypothesis  One of the scholars who
studned the frescoes 1n the 1940's first interpreted the inscriptions as being

contemporary with the painting, but later said that they had been added in a white o1l

paint 26 This does not necessarily mean, however, that the inscriptions would be much
later than the frescoes or that they would have been done by somebody else As an
integral part of the paintings, they may-have been added shortly after the completion of

the scenes, ether by the artist himself or by-an-assistant.—.

s

At first glance, the inscriptions seem to be the work of a Greek trying to write |
in Latin 27 The 1denufication of Salome as EMEA, which 1s a fusion of the article and
the noun for the Greek H MAIA (the midwife), looks like a literal translation from

Greek to Latin, since the same Greek label 1s used 1n the bathing scenes in Byzantine

Nativity frescoes 1n Cappadocia 28

Yet this fact does not assuredly indicate a Greek origin 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 write
or not

ZVMEON (ZYMEON?) 1s wnitten with a Z rather than the Latin S, which 1s
thought to be another eastern feature since 1t appears 1n Egypt 30 However, this

phenomenon 1s common 1n northern Ita.ly, thc S 15 oftcn rcplaccd by a Z n front of a

_vowc_l‘l31 If the arust or wrter had actually been Greek, we can legiimately assume
that he could have used the sigma (C) instead of the S in Joseph's name 32 He mught
also have written SCA MARIA as HAGIA MAPIA with the Greek rho (P) instead of
the Latin R

and the combination of capital and uncial letters are common 1n the Middle Agcs 33
Thus, the painted inscriptions do not cstabhsh any dcﬁmtc sourcc‘c;f rcfcrencc 1hat
would enable us to identify the artist's provenance "The Z for S before a vowel 1s a
common North Italian phenomenon [e g 'zulfuro' for 'sulfuro’ (note 16)] and the
fusion of noun and article in EMEA 1s as likely to be the act of an Itahian as of a
provincial Greek The forms of the letters can all be matched in Latin wnting, 1t 1s their

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

script "34 Ths last argument 1s questionable The artist who painted the nscriptions,
whether Greek or Italian, proved himself to be quite able to produce works of great
quality, with accomplished character The linear quahty of his paintings, the dramatic
expression of his figures and the vibrant brush strokes with which he depicted every
element of the frescoes show that he certainly was in a position to make these
inscriptions 1n such an accomplished manner

The unfortunate state of preservation of the frescoes no longer allows a careful
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study of the paleography When the inscriptions were stll visible, 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 1t 1s a valuable tool
which could eventually buttress a theory based on other evidence 33

From the little that 1s known on the Castelseprio inscriptions, 1t has been
reported that "According to the paleographes [sic] (Loewe [sic], Manchal) they cannot
be later than the VIII century, and, moreover, the analogies with the numerous writings
in white on the frescoes of S Mara Antiqua, lead to the attribution to the time of John
VII (705-707) at the latest "36

The lack of comparisons with local monuments 1n the north does not allow us
to substantiate this dating or the rerminus ante quem suggested by Lowe and Manchal,
but 1f indeed there was a connection between Rome--more precisely the works
commussioned by Pope John VII--and Castelseprio, these paleographic analyses, 1n

spite of not being unmistakably conclusive, support at least in good part the

iconographic and stylistic connections between the two groups 37

The Graffiu (11 28)

Ten graffit138 are carved in the plaster at eye level, following the horizontal

lines of the narrative cycle Elght of these are so damaged that only a few letters

IS ——

e e et

beneath the scenes of the Presentation and the Adoranon They are all wmtcn n Latm

e —— S— = a—————

by different hands,39 mostly In capnal lettcm wnth some uncial and minuscule lcttcrs

—— e e AN

One graffito s & mus1cal notation, two are obltuancs, two others refer to indictions and

———— R T I
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three more mention consecratlons The other two are too fragmentary to indicate

anything speuﬁc Smce they obvlously were scratched 1n the wall after the frescoes
were completed, their date 1s of crucial importance  Only two graffit give us sufficient

information to speculate on their date, and of these two only one 1s specific enough 1t

refers to 1he ordmauon of a deacon durmg the cplscopate of Ardericus, that 1s to say

between 941 (or 938) and 945 40 Another grafﬁto mentions a Milanese bishop, but D
18t _g_qw_x_,!'.JSlble letter. It was suggested that 1t could refer to Tadone (863-865) or to
Landulf1 (979 998), but this second graffito 1s sull ambiguous and unrehiable The

references to Tadone and Landulfi being uncertain, we can only consider the Ardericus

graffito to establish a terminus ante quem, that 1s, the latest date possible for the

frescoes, as 945 There was only one Ardenicus as Archbishop of Milan and none 1n

Como, which suggests that this 1dentification must be correct 4! Thus inscription was
made either during Ardericus' episcopate, or shortly after his death 42 On the other
hand, 1t may have been written by the deacon 1n question after Ardericus' death 43 This
possibility puts the terminus ante quem 1n approximately the middle of the tenth
century, and although not totally certain, this view 1s now commonly agreed 44

Wl’la/tcffr,d/l@lﬁﬂmmanrﬁ‘qyem, Ihe frescoes could have been made centuries before

the graffin In thls case, as 1n that of the painted inscriptions, paleography alone cannot

clanfy the em gma

T —

The architecture
The church of Santa Maria di Castelseprio was built on a three-apse plan (11l
2) The church 1s 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 openings 1n both the muddle 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 ime of discovery '

only the foundations remained of the north and south apses
In the middle of the nineteenth century, the Archinto family, who then owned

the site, excavated 1n and around the church More reccntly, Carbon-14 datmg of two

samples taken from Ihc nave roof shows that at least a pan of itisa reconstruction, as it

dates to the period A D 179? 1887 45 These datcs are consmtcnt w1th the time of the
Archmto famuly's activity During the excavations of the 1940's, 1t was also observed
that the partially existing nave roof looked like a restoration 46 The destruction of the
north gﬁr}g_'lsp_ut_h.__ ;]58-_65_ may have been part of the same project in the nineteenth century
T;cy were finally recqnstruc;cd only 1n _th¢ muddle of this century, following the shape

of the original foundations and of some fragments that were still attached to the

remaining walls 47

The most recent large-scale restorations were conducted between 1981 and
1984 These included reparrs of the fresco paintings, re-roofing and further excavation
of the church

Archeological studies reveal that the technique 1s different 1n five separate
sections 1n the foundations of the church 48 Building materials and workmanship vary
from one section to another, but they all share a characteristic rough and 1rregular

masonry It1s difficult to ascertain whether the church was originally built In one

program or in a series of dxfferent phases. since the varieties of lcchruque do not allow

a clcar mdlcanon of chronology For instance, groups of masons could have workcd

on therr respective section of the church foundations, or, depending on availability or

proximity of buillding materials, they could have changed their technique from one area
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to another

In elevation the church 1s rather simple Both the exterior and interior nave
walls are unarticulated, made of rubble masonry The corners are built of squared
stones, as are the buttresses, which were erected around the apses only All the interior
ellsare fiat and Suimble for paining

Many reconstruction and restoration campaigns have, however, altered details
in the structure In the sixteenth century, the church was transformed into a custodian's
residence, and some elements of the building were then modified 49 The top part of the
east nave wall, between the roof and the beginning of the gable, 1s made of tufa rubble
Tufa was also used in the mushroom-shaped arches of the nave, which are part of the
original structure But the east gable section 1s evidently a later addition, since 1t 18
considerably thinner than the lower part of the same wall, which 1s composed of rubble
masonry and regular rows of brick 50

Changes 1n structure and thickness appear as well 1n all the other nave walls at
the same height as that of the east wall These elevations must have occured 1n order to

accommodate the construction of a new roof Wooden planks were found 1n the east

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

their presence  that the nave was vaulted,>! or that 1t had a wooden roof 52 Whatever
the case, the ceiling was originally lower than the present one

In the nave, there are two large windows 1n the upper register of each of the
north, west and south walls, and a smaller one 1n 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 windows are evenly spaced 1n the middle register
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They face north, east and south The east window was the only one to survive 1n 1ts
onginal form a round brick arch, different from the horseshoe-shaped stone arches of
the nave windows The modern reconstruction of the side apses allows an 1dea of their
basic shape, but the onginal arrangement of their windows 1s unknown They once
may have followed the same scheme as the east apse windows, but 1n their present
form they have only one window each

The south wall also seems to have been considerably modified, as indicated by
a severed joint at the south-west angle of the nave and the porch33 (1ll 29) The
original structure may not have had the arched doorway and windows at the end of the
south wall

Since much of the west section of the church has been modified sometime
before and during the sixteenth century, 1t 1s unknown whether the tripartite entrances
to the porch and to the west wall of the nave are part of the onginal plan or not Rather,
1n the course of the most recent excavations, 1t was found that there was a double
entrance at the west end of the porch The tripartite entrances have been compared to
churches 1n Syna and Asia Minor dating between the fourth and the sixth century,34
thus serving as evidence for an Eastern origin and an early date However, the recent
discovenies demonstrate that the evidence 1s possibly invalid, since "the tripartite

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

purposes of dating the onginal building "53

The date of the construction of the church, as well as the origin of 1ts type are
highly controversial Parts of the structure have been compared with similar

monuments from both the East and the West, ranging from the early fifth to the late
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eleventh century The first theory to be proposed, shortly after the discovery of
Castelseprio,56 suggested a late seventh to early eighth century date for the architecture
The combination of a number of seemingly Eastern architectural elements 1s rather
puzzling The tniapsidal plan, with 1ts 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 architettoniche] sembrano piuttosto
suggerire 1''dea che questa costruzione, 1n pianta ed 1n alzato, costituisca un'isolato e
singolare caso di1 importazione "57 On the basis of these particular features, 1t was
thought that the builders were local craftsmen who followed an eastern idiom The

plans of several churches and monuments 1n many parts of the Byzantine empire were

compared to Castelseprio,38 yet no specific prototype could be found "S1 ha piuttosto
''mpressione che la basilichetta di Santa Mana foris portas sia stata costruita quasi nel
ricordo d'un edificio siriaco o microasiatico da maestranze comunque di lingua
greca "9

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

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

established in northern Italy 1n the preceding three centuries The Greek church had

been officially recognized at the ime of Saint Ambrose of Milan (340-397), thus |

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

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

Byzantine style in Ravenna 1n the fifth and sixth centuries In Lombardy, artistic forms

were mixed with early local idioms and the previously established Roman tradiions A

new style began to emerge and by the seventh century Lombard architecture had "une
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physionomue propre, et pas vraiment 'barbare ™61

The Castelseprio monument could thus come from a synthesis of oniental and
occidental forms, and be representative of "I'architecture des Lombards au VIle siécle,
c'est a dire son manque didéal novateur et la survivance de sche¢mes traditionnels
trouvés sur place, voir l'accuell passif et sans discnmination d'idées apportées de
1'Orient chrétien "62 Hardly any early medieval monuments are known to us, but
accounts relate that in the seventh century, Queen Theodolinda commissioned the
church of Santa Mana alle Pertiche in Pavia It was a complex structure, built on a
central plan, adorned with several large niches, and covered with a dome supported by
a circular colonnade This architecture was far from being barbaric It indeed followed
the Byzantine tradition of centrally planned churches, 1ts construction was probably
executed or supervised by builders and/or architects from the East 63

A seventh-century date for Castelseprio 1s still debatable The main
methodological problem 1n the study of this church 1s the lack of surviving monuments
from the same period in the same area Untl recently, attention has been focussed
outside of Italy to find the necessary parallels # It may well be that other monuments
simular to Santa Mana have existed, and that this church, unique to us now, may have
been one of many "Del resto non pochi altn edifici, tardo-classici od altomedioevali, a
causa delle molte distruzioni, s1 presentano a1 nostr1 giorm quali unica, mentre &
probabile non lo fossero un tempo "65

One must then look within a local geographical area 1n order to try to |
reconstruct the context out of which Castelseprio emerged Recent studies show that |
such an approach has yielded valuable information on early medieval Lombardy

Castelseprio alone could not give a clear 1dea of the state of architecture in Lombardy '
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around the seventh and the eighth centuries 6 Before 1t was studied 1n this context, 1t
was considered a unique and peculiar case

For 1nstance, parallels can be found between the horseshoe-shaped apses of
Castelseprio and the eighth-century crypt of San Salvatore 1n Brescia (11l 30), which 1s
geographically close to Castelseprio 67 Plans with multiple apses also appear at the
eighth-century bapustery of Lomello in Lombardy,8 at the church of S Satiro 1n Milan
(dated before the tenth century), as well as at San Benedetto 1n Civate, presumed to be
tenth century 69 Horseshoe-shaped arches also existed elsewhere in Lombardy 1n the
eighth century, notably at Ferentillo 70

The remnants of the pavement at Castelseprio indicate that 1t was made of
pieces of white and black marble arranged 1n a geometrical design It has been dated to

the fifth or sixth century on the basis of similanties with buildings anterior to the
Lombard invasions 71 Since this 1diom was 1n existence 1n Lombardy from the sixth
through the ninth century,’? a date later than the sixth century seems more plausible
An eighth-century date has been suggested,’3 because the type of floor found at
Castelseprio appears to be a later development of the type found in the earlier

monuments The same pavement design was utilized 1n eighth-century monuments,

notably at S Thecla in Milan and 1n a chapel linked to the basilica of S Ambrogio 1n
Milan 74

Furthermore, an eighth-century pavement at Santa Maria Antiqua 1n the Roman
forum was executed 1n a simular pattern?S. "1l pavimento di Castelseprio ha un suo
riscontro molto vicino nel pavimento ad 'opus sectile alexandrinum' esistente nella

cappella grande di S Mana Antqua ed attnbuibile al sec VIII, poiche 1v1 & percepibile
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anche la posteriore pavimentazione del tempo di Leone IV "76 Although no other

architectural similanities with Santa Maria Antiqua are recorded, a great many

comparisons can be drawn between the Castelseprio frescoes and those commussioned

by Pope John VII (705-707) 1n this Roman church 77 That the eighth-century floor

follows the same scheme as the one at Castelseprio adds to the importance of Santa

Mana Antiqua as a comparative monument The parallels between the two buildings

cannot be purely coincidental

Aside from comparative studies, scientific analyses of building matenals have

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

dcndrochronologlcal analyses were conducted with samples of wood and mortar 78

o P

Vanous ava1lab_le data yielded dlverse results For “instance, one of the wood wall plate

samples___tes__t_ed with Carbon-14 was dated AD 6 +/- 40 - that1s46 B C to AD 3679

- avery unl1ke1y date for the building Further, a sample of charcoal from one beam

dated with Carbon-14, turned out to be 865 +/- 40, that 1s 825 to 90580, at best, this1s

an approximate date calculated on a very low plus-muinus factor Dendrochronological

analysis, a method by which tree ring patterns are compared with other samples of
established date (master graph), was also carried out, but gave no valid results The
core samples analyzed by this technique “cannot be said to be securely crossdated"81
with the Carbon-14 analysis of core samples Moreover, no precise dating of the tie
beam subjected to dendrochronological analysis was possible, as there exists no master
graph for Northern Italy 82 The scientific dating techmques applied to Castelseprio
became even more confusing when mortar was analyzed with Carbon-14 the results

showed dates of AD 1103 + 56, or AD 1047 to 1159 83 This 1s defintely
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inconsistent with the mud-tenth-century termunus ante quem mentioned earlier Yet, the
author who carried out this study behieves the ninth-century dates to be accurate 84
Because of the lack of consistency 1n crossdating, 1t seems that such an approach has
proved thus far to be inadequate for this monument It has undergone a great many
chahn_gE:E_lp_'tjl_gﬂ past, most of which were not recorded For 1nstance, the rebmldmgT ?nd
remodelling of the structure carried out between the time of 1its construction and the
suteg_nth century were never properly documented It 1s indeed very difficult to assert
which parts of the building are original and contemporary to the frescoes, and which
parts are later alterations or restorations Further and more technologically advanced

research in this field may one day afford a secure dating for the building matenials

The eighth-century date remains a plausible one, as demonstrated by a
comparative study between the plan and elevation of Santa Mana di1 Castelseprio and
the crypt of San Salvatore in Brescia, and other eighth-century monuments 1n and
around Lombardy The type of floor found at Castelseprio belongs to a tradition that
started around the sixth century and lasted for at least three centuries in Lombardy
Further, resemblance of this pavement with an eighth-century floor at Santa Mana
Antiqua supports the eighth-century date It 1s as part of a developing form of
architecture within Lombardy that Castelseprio ought to be interpreted "In somma 1l
nostro edificio appare come un anello di passagio fra l'architettura tardo impernale e
dell'alto M. Evo e la protoromanica, e percid la sua data pil convincente & 1'VIII

secolo "85
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Notes to Chapter I

1 A detailed analysis of the subject 1s presented in G P Bognett, G Chieric
and A de Capitan1 d'Arzago, Santa Maria di Castelseprio (Milano, 1948), 15-510

2M Mirabella Robert1, "Le mura di Castelseprio," Rassegna Gallaratese di
Storia e d’Arte 32 (Gallarate, 1973) 57-64 Mirabella Robert1 reaffirms that the
occupation of the site during the Iron and Bronze ages 1s certain, and that use and reuse
of a site of this type 1s frequent, a fact for which he cites several other examples (58)

3 G P Bognetti, "Aggiornament: su Castelseprio III (1959)," Sibrium 1V,
1958-59 (19-81), 20, Mirabella Robert1, "Le Mura" "Anche all'esame della cerchia
murale Castelseprio appare un castrum tardo antiquo, assai prima dell'eta
longobarda Un posto di guardia, pima € poco dopo un castello foruficato, che ha
accolto la gente della pranura vessata dalle invasion e dalle scorrerie” (64)

4 For the military role of the Seprio at the beginning of the Lombard takeover
(569-590), see P G Sironi, "Alcuni quesiti sul Seprio nella prima eta longobarda,"
Sibrium XVI (1982, 193-198), esp 195

5 Bognett, 1n Santa Maria (259-261 and 333-334), explains that the coins
come from the castle of Seprio The provenance of these coins 1s disputed by P
Leveto in her Ph D dissertation Castel Seprio Architecture and Painting (Indiana
University, 1985) Leveto says of Bognetti's theory that "the coins of Desiderius and
Charlemagne, bearing the legends 'Flavia Sebrio' and 'SEBR,' were munted at
Castelseprnio 1s unsubstantiated" (12-13, note 8) However, she does not suggest any
other place of origin for these coins, nor does she explain her judgement on Bognettr’s
theory, which makes her own statement even more unsubstantiated.

6 These documents refer to two "civis Sepriasca, viris devotis germanis" and
"Gisulfi de Sebrio " The former 1s dated 721, the later 1s dated 769 (Leveto, Castel
Seprio, 2, 13, notes 9-10 ) Leveto does not believe that the place mentioned 1n these
manuscripts would be the Seprio  Yet she does not suggest any other town or district
that would bear this name

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

8 This 15 not a conclusive statement 1n this particular case Generally, the
voiced P would gradually be transformed 1nto an unvoiced B Yet, local dialects adopt
various forms in 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] T Hallenbeck, Pavia and Rome The Lombard Monarchy and the Papacy
in the Eighth Century (Philadelphia, 1982), 21

10 Particularly 1n the beginning of the eighth century, from the start of the reign
of King Liutprand 1n 712 "Liutprand ouvre son reigne en instaurant une politique de
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paix, bien nécessaire aprés tant d'années de bouleversement” G L Barni, La
Conquéte de l'ltalie par les Lombards (Pars, 1975), 259

11 G P Bognett, Castelseprio Artistic and Historical Guide (Vincenza,
1968), 13-14

12 Leveto, Castel Seprio, 4, 14, note 20, citing G da Bussero, Liber Notitiae
Sanctorum Mediolani, ed M Magistretti and U Monneret de Villard (Milan, 1917),
col 344 B For other mentions of "ecclesia sancte marie" at "castrum seprium," see
1bid , col 256 B

13 Leveto, Castel Seprio, 4

14 1bid , 5
15 Bognett1, Santa Mania, 342

16 Leveto (Castel Seprio ) nghtly assesses that "the Wideramm stone can be
excluded from evidence for dating the church" (31) because of the lack of knowledge
on 1ts subject The context 1n which the eleventh-century coins were found was not
recorded either

17 Ibid , 31

18 Ibid , In her sixth chapter (192-220), Leveto explains that according to her
theory, the missing scenes would be related to the life of Mary She suggests that they
would have been Joachim's Rejected Offerings, the Buirth of the Virgin (although she 1s
not sure about this greatly damaged section) and the Presentation of the Virgin 1n the
Temple

19 Different authors suggest various ways to read the cycle The most
common order 1s as described here, but Kurt Weitzmann, 1n his book The Fresco of
Castelseprio (Princeton, 1951), explains that the cycle should be viewed from left to
right 1n both registers (84-85) This different interpretation depends on what
Weitzmann thought the missing scenes had been, 1n the muddle zone Again for the
same reasons, Leveto (Castel Seprio) brings forth another theory on the missing
paintings (see above, note 18) According to her, 1t should be read 1n a sort of zigzag
way, from the lower register on the left to the middle of the apse, then up to the left
section of the upper zone, and from there, all around the apse going right, and then
back to the lower register, from the right 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 comparative example of this type of complicated arrangement

20 Comparative monuments may be found 1n early eighth-century Rome
These analogous cycles will be discussed 1n subsequent chapters

21 Leveto (Castel Seprio) beheves that the architecture design 1n this section 1s
another crenellated wall (130, 159, note 79) My observations, like those of previous



32
scholars (among others Bognett1 et al , Weitzmann) lead me to believe that the
structure on the left 1s too close to the protagonists in this scene to be viewed 1n 1ts
enurety and 1dentified as a crenellated wall It looks, rather, like the side of a building

22 An analysis of this inscription will be presented 1n another section of this
chapter

23 Capitam d'Arzago (Santa Mania) related the background with the conch to
an early tradition, comparing 1t to the sixth-century mosaics (602-606) Leveto (Castel
Seprio) compares the conch to a canopy on folio 34 r 1n the early ninth-century Drogo
Sacramentary (Pans, Bibl Nat Ms lat 9428) 1n order to suggest that the Castelseprio
backdrop 1s a canopy, not a conch apse (135)

24 Rulers and compasses were used 1n Byzantine painting, see D C Winfield,
"Middle and Later Byzantine Wall Painting Methods A Comparative Study,"
Dumbarton Oaks Papers 22 (1968, 61-139), 98 The approach of following exact
measurements was also used 1n Italy 1n the course of the Middle Ages

25 Capitam d'Arzago, Santa Mana, 621-625
26 Bognett1, Guide, 68

27 Most scholars believe that the Greek character of the inscriptions reveals a
Greek ongin for the artist Among others Bognett1 and Capitan1 d'Arzago, Santa
Maria, 15, 294, 623-625, Weitzmann, The Fresco Cycle, 27, C R Morey,
"Castelseprio and the Byzantine Renaissance," Art Bullenn 34 (1952, 173-210), 194
This view 1s opposed mainly by Meyer Schapiro in  "Review of Kurt Weitzmann's
"The Fresco Cycle of Santa Mana di1 Castelseprio,™ Art Bullenn 34 (1952, 147-163),
"Notes on Castelseprio," Art Bullenn 39 (1957, 292-299), "The Frescoes of
Castelseprio," Late Antique, Early Christian and Mediaeval Art (New York, 1979,
67-114, 130-137)

28 See Morey, "Castelseprio and the Byzantine Renaissance," 194

29 ¢f P Lemerle, "L'archéologie paléochrétienne en Italie, Milan et
Castelseprio  Ornient ou Rome," Byzannion 23 (1952, 184-199) Although Lemerle
thinks that the Castelseprio artist was Greek, he suggests that this type of inscription
would have come from "un prototype grec latinisé" (196)

30 Capitami1 d'Arzago, Santa Mania, 623

31 Shapiro, "The Frescoes," 109

321hd, 109

33 Morey, "Castelseprio and the Byzantine Renaissance," 194, Weitzmann,
The Fresco Cycle, 27, Shapiro, "The Frescoes," 87, 109



33
34 Shapiro, "The Frescoes," 109

35 This view 1s further developed in P J Nordhagen, "The Use of
Paleography 1n the Dating of Early Medieval Frescoes," Jahrbuch der Osterreichischen
Byzannmistik 32/4 (1983, 168-173)

36 Bognetti, Guide, 68 E A Lowe 1s also quoted in Morey, "Castelseprio
and the Byzantine Renaissance," 194, note 64 No publication by Lowe 1s referred to
in either Bognetti's or Morey's articles, but references to their communications with
him are indicated

37 Comparisons with the monuments commussioned by Pope John VII will be
discussed 1n subsequent chapters

38 Bognett1 (Santa Maria) found nine graffiti, but in her more recent study,
Leveto (Castel Seprio , 15, note 25) found another incomplete one on the north wall

39 For a detailed description of the graffiti, see Bognetti, Santa Maria,
342-345, and plates 11, 50, 62

40 Capitam d'Arzago, "Le recent1 scoperte di Castelseprio," Bollettino d'Arte
(1951, 17-23), 18

41 According to A Paredi, director of the Ambrosian Library in Milan,
Ardernicus was archbishop between 936 and 948 Leveto, Castel Seprio, 17, note 32

42 Bognett, Santa Mana, 344-345
43 Weitzmann, The Fresco Cycle, 5, note 7

44 In correspondence with Leveto (Castel Seprio, 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 inscriptions which he dates at different times between the eighth and
the fifteenth centuries, but for which he could not point to any specific geographical
ongin (Leveto, 18, note 38)

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

46 Bognett1, Santa Mania, 373, 375

47 Gino Chienici, who was a member of the team of Italian scholars who first
worked on the church shortly after 1ts discovery, proposed the reconstruction of the
building as 1t appears today He thought the onginal structure had a low porch, with a
higher nave and apses (see 1ll 1) The east apse 1s higher than the north and south
apses
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48 Those five different types of foundations were examined during recent
excavations Leveto, Castel Seprio, 24

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

50 Leveto, Castel Seprio, 27-28

51 According to Bognett: (Santa Mania, 23), that wood served as evidence that
the Byzantine practice of vaulting was followed

52 Chienicy, 1n Santa Maria, 517

53 This has been observed by Bognett: and a detail 1s shown 1n Santa Mana,
plate 26a

54 Chiericy, Santa Maria, 525-526 This view 1s shared by Capitam d'Arzago,
Ibid , 698

55 Leveto, Castel Seprio, 29
56 Bognett1 and Chierici, Santa Mana

57 Capitam d'Arzago, "La scoperta di Castelseprio," Rassegna Storica del
Seprio (fasc IX-X, 1949-50, 5-11), 7 Thas view 1s further explained by the same
author 1n "Le recent1 scoperte d1 Castelseprio," Bollettino d’Arte 33 (1948, 17-23), 19

58 A Alpago Novello, "Precisazion: su possibili suggestion1 orientali
nell'architettura di S Mana fons portas " Rassegna Gallaratese di Storia e d'Arte 32
(Gallarate, 1973, 35-45) A number of church plans are compared to Castelseprio
Georgian triple basilicas (Gurdpani, VIII ¢, Bolns: Kapanaktchi, V ¢ ?), tnapsidal and
tnfoiled plans (twelve churches, ranging from the fifth to the tenth century), oniental
paleochristian basilias (Nicopolis, Paramythna, Dodona, Gortyna) The author comes
to the conclusion that the influence at Castelseprio 1s eastern, but not from Byzantium
"M pare comunque certo che siano da escludere influssi di provenienza dalla capitale,
Bisanzio, mentre pill logici m1 paiono cert apporti tratti dalle fertili esperienze maturate
negli ambit1 provinciali dell'impero d'oriente” (45)

59 § Tavano "Architettura Altomedioevale 1n Friuli e in Lombardia," Attt
della terza setimana di Studi Aquileies1 (Udine, 1973, 319-364), 338

60 E Arslan, "Remarques sur l'architecture lombarde du VIle siécle," Cahiers
archéologiques fin de I'’Antiquité et Moyen Age, 7 (Pans, 1954, 129-137), 136
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61 Ibid , 135
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62 Ibid , 132 The author supports the seventh-century date by saying that the
east apse window, which 1s of a type also found at the Bapustry in Lomello (dated from
the seventh century), and at San Lorenzo and San Simpliciano 1n Milan, 1s the most
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65 C Perogalli, "Contributo per S Maria 'foris portas' a Castelseprio,"
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Gruneisen, Sainte Marie Annque (Rome, 1911)
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78 Leveto carried out those studies in 1980 Her results are briefly discussed
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of Santa-Mana at Castelsepno,"” Gesta, 26 (1987), 17-18
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II
THE THEMES

The L1 kgroun
The ongins of the themes represented 1n the Castelseprio frescoes are tied to ﬁ
both the literary and the pictorial traditions Within the literary sources, not only the |
canonical texts of the Gospels, but also the Apocrypha were used as sources of (
Chnistian narrative 1magery ]
In this particular fresco cycle, the Apocrypha are of great importance The

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

extension, "to hldc ""to w1thdraw frorn thc clutches of publicity " 1 The term was

onginally attributed to the secret writings of certain sects, who thus preserved their own
revelations and mystical speculations on Christianity The early Church considered
these scriptures false doctrine, and therefore forbade and condemned them

Subsequently, other texts which did not fall 1n the category of inspired writings (such
as canonical Gospels) were not included 1n the collection of Holy Scriptures Rather,
they were termed "apocryphal " Hence the uitle "Apocrypha was extended to thcse

Christian wntmgs, which imitated the Holy Scriptures 1n form but were never
recogmzed as canomca.l o . - |
Thew_gfggbmus origin, and may be accounts of _RCMf S
and legends Shortly after the death of Chnist, a number of events and miracles related
B
to the lives of the Virgin Mary, Jesus and his early disciples were recorded by
eye-witnesses These memones were carmed through oral tradition at first, and they

circulated at large before finally being crystallized in writing between the first and the

|

S
———
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sixth centuries They complemented the Gospels, which have very little to say about |

the life of Mary and the childhood of Christ, adding more facts and lively anecdotes
They most likely came as a response to a need and to the curiosity of the faithful and the
faithful-to-be 2 The events 1n the Apocrypha sometimes reached legendary dimensions
"the further away 1n ume we get from the roots, the more unrestrained becomes the
application to Jesus of what 1s recounted about the birth and infancy of sons of the gods

and children of supernatural origin "3 The main purpose for the creation of such

literature was to defend the virginal motherhood of Mary In the second century,? the

Jews began to attack accounts of the virgin birth, and spread the rumours that Jesus had

an 1llegimate earthly father, a soldier called Panthera 5 These slanders had to be dealt
with, and the Gospels of Luke and Matthew were not considered substantial enough
against such attacks The protoevangelium of James 1s almost a treatise on the virginity
of Mary, which attracted a lot of interest in the Eastern church from the start "first
especially among the Ebionites, but also among the Greek fathers, and 1n the Syrian

Coptc and Armenian churches 1t was highly valued because of its praise of the 1deal of
virginity "6

Becausc of 1ts glonﬁcatlon of Mary, the doctrinal role of the Apocrypha was

particularly important 1n Lhc dcvelopmcnt of Manology, as well as that of thc Cathohc

Church they may be seen as a reflcctlon of the Scriptures, and as thcy were written by
the Christian mind, they are somewhat 1n line with Christian dogma and theology

According to those who believe 1n the Apocrypha, the message of God 1s as authentic

there as 1n the New Testament, they are an echo of the "Word of the Master "7

At Castelseprio, the narrative themes which remain visible relate to the

episodes between the Annunciation to Mary and the Presentation of Christ in the
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temple The Apocryphal writings about the events 1n that period of the lives of Mary
and Jesus are found in the protoevangelium of James and in 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
"protoevangelium" was coined by two sixteenth-century scholars, Michael Neander and

Guillaume Postel, who translated the gospel which was oniginally called The Narrative

of James on the Birth of the Holy Mother of God 2 It contained the story of the whole

life of Mary The w_g_rd protoevangelium grlg,a_:_l_s__"[qug__\ghggp_gzqqgggs_ the Gospel "
Neander and Postel thought this name appropriate because the narrative was a sort of
preface to the first chapter of Luke, which 1s about the events related to the birth of
Jesus The narrative, now protoevangelium, 1s a collection of stories which began to
circulate at the beginning of the second century They were behieved to have onginated
among the Apostles, but historical details and legends soon became confused When
this "gospel” was written 1n the muddle of the second century, !0 1t was attributed to the
Apostle James This pseudonym was used, in accordance with the custom of
attnbuting works to an important person of the past, 1n order to give them a sense of
authonity  Thus the protoevangelium could also be called the gospel of
Pseudo-James 11 The work might contain several later additions,!2 and 1t 1s difficult to
point to an author, but elements such as 1gnorance of Jewish customs and of Palestinian
geography suggest that the author was not a Jew 13 It 1s sull not known when the |
protoevangelium passed from the eastern world to the western world no early Latin
version has been found !4 The onginal Greek and several Ornental versions are well
documented, but a Latin translation only "seems to have existed, for a book identfiable :_

with ours 1s condemned 1n the Gelasian decree"!5 (late fifth century)
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The gospel of Pseudo-Matthew deals with the same subject as the
protoevangelium, parts of the Gospel of Luke and the Gospel of Thomas, but 1t 1s an}
altered and expanded version of the older works It might date from the eighth or minth
century, but the earliest known manuscript has been attributed to the eleventh
century 16 The Pseudo-Matthew was first entitled Book on the Birth of the Blessed
Mary and of the Saviour’s Infancy It first appeared in Latin, presumably as a
translation by Saint Jerome who, 1n the fourth century, had translated the whole Bible
nto Latin 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
Saint-Jerome, a feature which gave 1t credibility and made 1ts acceptance more hkely 18

This "gospel" was introduced as a supplement to the Gospel of Saint-Matthew
No mention 1s made of the presumed Greek onginal In fact, details and traditions 1n
the Pseudo-Matthew suit the Latin western tradiions more adequately than the old
eastern ones 19 Moreover, nothing indicates that a Greek version may have existed
“On a vu qu'll n'y a pas de traductions latines du Protoévangile Ce qui en tient lieu en
Occident, c'est 'Evangile du Pseudo Matthieu, ains1 qu'on I'appelle ordinairement, qui
a son tour, ne parait pas avorr été connu en Orient."20

It may be, then, that this book was written in the West, based on the
protoevangelium, the Gospel of Luke and the Gospel of Thomas to which
modifications were brought,2! 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 life of Mary

and of the early childhood of Christ,23 but some of the events depicted at Castelseprio
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are not menuoned 1n the Holy Scriptures The Gospels do not omit altogether the
character of Mary, nevertheless, they give no actual description or detailed narration of
her childhood or her adult life  The Gospels, which originated 1n the second half of the
first century,24 carry the message of Christ through the narration of his life and of
specific events related to miracles In serving the interests of the Church, the
Evangelists’ purpose was to concentrate on the life of Christ rather than that of Mary
Since the Castelseprio frescoes contain scenes of the life of Mary shortly
before the birth of Jesus and an infancy cycle, 1t 1s understandable that the main textual
source 1s the Apocrypha, and that the canonical Gospels are a secondary source This
was not an unusual choice, since the Apocrypha exerted a major influence on literature
and art from early Christian times to the Renaissance "Ancient and mediaeval Christan
art showed a special interest 1n the infancy gospels, 1n the miracles performed by the

child Jesus, in His birth 1n the cave, and above all 1n Mary spinning for the temple

T

curtain "25

One section of the Nativity scene - Chrst's first bath - 1s not referred to 1n any
Chrisuan writing, either canonical or Apocryphal Rather, 1t stems from a pictorial
tradinion established 1n antiquity  This wall be discussed later 1n this chapter

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

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

purpose 1s devotional rather than informative They appeal more to spintuality than to

emotions, as they refer to the second coming of Christ, and are therefore linked to |

theology and worship 1n a broader sense

e R

o R



42
Th Vi nes, Th n n

The Annunciation (1ll 7, 8) as 1t 1s represented here cannot be entirely
explained by the narration of events 1n the opening chapter of Luke (1 26-38) The
setting 1n which Mary 1s found refers directly to the story told 1n the protoevangelium of
James she had been chosen as one of the seven virgins who were to weave a veil for
the temple of the Lord Mary was going to spin the scarlet and the purple forit As she
was on her way to fill the water pitcher, she heard the voice of the Archangel saying
"Hail, thou that art highly favoured, the Lord 1s with thee, blessed art thou among
women" (prot 11 1) Fearful and trembling, Mary returned home, where she began
her task As she sat with the spindle and fabric, the water at her feet, Gabriel appeared
to her At this point he announced that she would conceive, according to the word of
the Lord Then a conversation ensued between Mary and the Archangel She was
concerned about the way she would concerve and give birth while remaining a virgin,
as she had vowed "Shall I conceive of the Lord, the living 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 12-3) Mary's reaction as described in the
protoevangelium 1s one of deep surprise, as she worries that her virgimty will be
impaired by childbearing In the Apocrypha, the angel's message 1s expanded with
explanations of the virgin conception This 1s consistent with the purposes of the
Apocrypha as defenders of Mary's virgimity In the Gospel of Luke, no detail 1s given,
and the event focuses on the angel's announcement of Christ's birth (Luke 1 35-37)
Aside from her initial perplexity at hearing the Archangel speak to her, Mary's reaction
1s not described there as 1t 1s 1n the protoevangelium The 1nspiration for the

Castelseprio Annunciation can be easily traced back to the Apocrypha, notably in the @
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physical expression of Mary's emotional reaction -+

However, no reference to the female figure on the left can be found, either in
canonical or in Apocryphal texts She 1s witnessing the event, lifting her hand 1n an ' |
attitude of surpnise  She could be one of the six other maids26 who had been chosen /I_/J
for making the veil, but this cannot be proved According to the protoevangelium,
Mary was already living alone 1n 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 ime between Mary's betrothal to Joseph and his taking her to his house He would
have found Mary "with child, by the power of the Holy Ghost" (Matt 1 18), and then,
after the mystery was explained to im (Matt 1 24), he would have taken charge of
her In this case, Mary would have been living 1n the temple, but nothin g 1n the setting .'

of the Castelseprio Annunciation indicates specifically whether the scene takes place in |

the temple or 1n Joseph's house 27 The Gospels of Luke and Matthew do not state

precisely what Mary 1s doing at that moment In any case, the figure on the left remains
enigmatic, since she 1s not mentioned 1n any literature Could 1t be that at the time the v
frescoes were painted, oral traditions, now forgotten, included such a witness?

A maiden 1s sometimes depicted 1n other representations of the Annunciation

She occurs on thc 51xth or sevcnth-cenrury gold encolpum from Adana 1n the museum

of Istanbul, 28 the late cxghth century Gcnoels—Eldercn wvory 1n Brussels, the early

ninth-century silver case of the enamcl Cross in the Sancta Sanctorum 1n Romc, as well

as on some Carohnglan works 29 In latcr instances, the figure of a spinning maiden,

seated near the Virgin, appears in Byzantine monuments, thirteenth-century

manuscripts, and paintings of the Palacologan renaissance 30 The specific type of

listening maid as found 1n the Castelseprio Annunciation occurs 1n an eleventh-century
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fresco 1n the Roman church of Sant'Urbano alla Caffarella (111 31) Elsewhere, in a
Carolingian 1vory of the Annunciation (ill 32), two female figures can be seen, both
attending to something else and not paying particular attention to the event
_ The scene of the Visitation, usually next to the Annunciation 1n a pictorial

cycle,31 often includes a maid Therefore, this has been proposed as the origin of the
third figure 1n the Castelseprio Annunciation, the assumption being that starting from
the Visitation, the figure of the witness would have been gradually transferred to the
Annunciation scene "Questo ragionamento presuppone dunque che 1l particolare
dell'ancella sia originario della Visitazione e che questa sia passata
all'Annunciazione "32 There 1s wnsufficient evidence 1n support of this theory ]1/13}
therefore doubtful that the representation of the maid onginated 1n the Visitanon  ~

It has been suggested that the Castelseprio maiden could be an invention by the
artist wishing to emphasize, 1n a classical manner,33 Mary's relatively calm expression,
by showing 1t 1n contrast to that of the shocked maiden 1n the background "Cosi mi
sembra che tali figure di ancelle che sottolineano con 1l loro gesto e con la loro
impersonale presenza un grande evento pregno di futuro siano profondamente tratte
dalla tradizione greco-romana "4

Within the context of Chrisnan art, one may question whether an artist would
Lave taken the hiberty of adding such elements to a set 1conographic type, thus
disregarding the potentially aitered meaming or the message implied The patron'
mvolvement should not be overlooked, nor should the purpose of the cycle itself ani/

established theme was to be conveyed through the juxtaposition of the cycle's elements %

The maiden's 1ole as a witness to the Annunciation reinforces the Apocryphal ain to

prove Mary's virginity -
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The Visitation 1s on the right of the Annunciation, in the same frame
Unfortunately, 1t remains 1n a fragmentary state, Elisabeth's head 1s missing The
Visitation 1s described both 1n the first chapter of Luke (1 39-56) and 1n the
protoevangelium of James (ch 12 1-2) However, the narration of events 1s quite
different 1n the two sources In the Gospel of Luke, Mary goes 1n haste to visit her
cousin Elisabeth immediately after the Annunciation Mary 1s anxious to elucidate the
last few words of the angel, "nothing can be impossible with God" (Luke 1 36) She
wishes to discuss this with her cousin who, 1n spite of being old and barren, 1s
muraculously destined to bear a child (Luke 1 36-37) At the moment Elisabeth sees
Mary, she instantly recognizes 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, when thé
voice of your greeting came to my ears, the babe i1n my womb leaped for joy " (Luke
1 43-44) In the protoevangelium, Mary goes to Elisabeth's house after she has
fimshed weaving and has brought her work to the priest in the temple By the time she |
sees Elisabeth, she has forgotten what the archangel has told her (prot 12 2) After
Elisabeth has spoken to her, Mary sighs, and, looking up 1nto heaven, says "Who am
I, Lord, that all the women [generations] of the earth count me blessed?" (Luke 1 48
and prot 12 2)

The Castelseprio Visitanon may come from either literary source  However, 1f
1t 1s drawn directly from the Apocrypha, the scene of Mary delivering her weaving to
the temple has been omutted.

This particular depiction of the Visitation shows Elizabeth touching Mary's 4
abdomen The episode 1s 1llustrated 1n various other ways 1n early Christian art 1n the

now lost mosaics of the Oratory of John VII (705-707) 1in Old St Peter's in Rome,
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known to us through Grimaldi's drawings (11l 34),35 Mary and Elisabeth are tied 1n a
close, affectionate 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 Maximian (sixth
century),36 1n the above-mentioned eighth-century Genoels-Elderen 1vory (which also
included the maid 1n the Annunciation),37 and 1n the tenth-century frescoes at Kiliglar,
Cappadocia (111 35), 1n central Turkey

The same motf as that of Castelseprio was found on a Coptic textile of the
sixth or seventh century 38 The closest parallel to the Castelseprio Visitation appears 1n
the lost frescoes of the catacomb of San Valentno on Via Flamima in Rome These are |
known to us through the sixteenth-century drawings of Antonio Bosio (11 36) The |i}
San Valentino frescoes are dated to the early eighth century on the basis of documentary |
evidence as well as iconographic and stylistic comparisons with other Roman mural
decorations securely ascribed to the early eighth century 39 A direct connection .I
between the frescoes at Castelseprio and those 1n San Valentino remains to be proved,
but the possibility 1s not ruled out other compansons in the context of early"I

eighth-century art could bring light to their possible link

The Tnal by Water (111 9, 10) has 1ts textual origin only 1n the Apocrypha It

takes place after J oseph has returned to his house and found Mary, by then S1X months

pregnant In the Gospel of Matthew Joseph after his imual shock, has a dream n
which an angel informs him of the miracle of the immaculate conception Thereafter,
the oolon of Joseph and Mary 1s sealed and their hife together begins (Matt 124) In
the ol;otoevangellum of James and the Pseudo-Matthew, Joseph ponders for a long tn;e

on what he should do about Mary's status should he hide her sin - which 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 ch1s}_1_ _I_aw, ca_pual _PU_IB’_"_!'T?_IE_YEE’_ t_hc
punishment for adultery and for a virgin who let herself be defiled before her legal
marriage 40 However, the protoevangelium clearly indicates that Joseph ultimately did
not doubt Mary's virginity and the supernatural ongin of her pregnancy In the Gospel
of Pseudo Matthew, the episode 1s amplified by a major scandal Joseph, the man 1n
charge of protecting her consecration to the Lord, 1s said to have seduced the Virgin
Mary

In the Apocrypha, the outcome of the situation 1s that Mary 1s brought for
judgement before the same priests who had previously been in charge of her On the
other hand, the canonical Gospels emphasize that Mary was not judged The
Apocrypha's version 1s consistent with their defense of Mary's virginity  An emussary
of the high priest, Annas the scribe, had noticed Mary's pregnancy during a visit to
Joseph's house, and had begun to spread the news 1n the temple of their alleged sin
(prot 152) Consequently, the couple had been arrested and taken to the temple,
where they had both been questioned Pseudo-Matthew tells of a multitude present at
the tmal, "so numerous that they could not be counted” (Ps -Matt 12 1) Mary and
Joseph had not betrayed their secret revelation, and the judgement had been entrusted to
God by the test of the water of convicnon The Jews had adopted this nite from
antiquity 41 A handful of dust from the tabernacle floor 1s put into a jar of clear water
and the accused has to drink the contents. If the batter drink does not cause sickness -

1n the case of a woman, 1f she 1s not made sterile - 1t 1s seen as a proof of innocence by

divine decree This 1s precisely what happens to Mary and Joseph 42 After her

mnocence has been proven through the tnal by water, Mary declares her perpetual
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virginity in a solemn declaration (Ps -Matt 12 4)

The theme of the tnal by water 1s rarely evoked 1n pictonal arts This ranty
renders a comparative study inconclusive On the sixth-century cathedra of Maximian
(1l 37), the Virgin 1s about to drink out of a flat bowl while the priest raises one hand,
as 1f making a speech Other sixth-century 1vories43 follow the same 1diom While
early Chnistian representations of the Trial by Water known to date have no obvious
simularities with the Castelseprio type, analogous depictions of the scene are found 1n
tenth-century frescoes in the churches of Tokali and Kiliglar, in Cappadocia At
Kiliglar (1ll 35) the mmbed pnest, identified as Zachanas, offers the drink to the Virgin
1n a beaker-shaped vessel This representation 1s particularly close to Castelseprio 1n
both scenes the priest 1s nimbed, he makes Mary drink while she bows towards him,
one of Mary's hands 1s covered by the paenula, the episode takes place against an
architectural background,4 and Joseph 1s on the side of the main group, also drinking
of the water of conviction It 1s commonly agreed that in the Castelseprio Trnal, the
incomplete figure to the left of Mary 1s Joseph 45 This nterpretation 1s based on
Joseph's presence 1n this event being an integral part of the Apocryphal accounts 46
One onginal trait of the Castelseprio fresco 1s the richly decorated, classical-type pitcher
from which Mary 1s dninking, for which no parallels have been found 1n the same
context 47 The architectural setting 1n the Castelseprio scene 1s also unique 48

The Trial by Water also appears in twelfth-century manuscripts 49
Castelseprio 1s undoubtedly earlier than these manuscripts, and obviously later than the
early Chnstian types mentioned above The frescoes at Castelseprio and in Cappadocia
may derive from a similar prototype, or be part of the same tradition What we see at

Castelseprio then, may be one of the earliest surviving representations of this type of

L2
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Tral by Water - possibly an example of the beginning of a tradinon In this instance,
the scarcity of surviving early medieval monuments 1s particularly regrettable Thus the

introduction 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 multple literary sources the first chapter of the
Gospel of Matthew (1 18-25),3! the protoevangelium of James (14 2) and the gospel of
Pseudo-Matthew (ch 11) In the Apocryphal wntings, the dream-takes place before

the Trial by Water, However, since the scene of the dream 1s situated before the trip to
Bethlehem, 1t 1s safe to- identify 1t as the first appantion of an angel to Joseph, that 1s,
when he 1s assured of Mary's virginity He had two other dreams after the birth of
Jesus when he 1s advised to flee to Egypt (Matt 2 13), and later when he 1s told that
they can return (Matt 2 19) Neither dream 1s mentioned 1n the Apocrypha

The pictonal representation of the Dream of Joseph 1s not common (There are
a few early Chnstan and later parallels, and their iconography 1s basically the same as
that of Castelseprio) One 1s found on the sixth-century throne of Maximian, on the
same plaque as the Journey to Bethlehem (11l 37) 52 An 1vory carving of the Dream
decorated an early Christian casket now 1n the Victona and Albert Museum 1n London
(formerly 1n Werden) 53 In the fifth- or sixth-century Coptic church of Deir Abu
Hennis,>4 one of Joseph's dreams was painted, but 1t 1s not clear which one, as the
fresco next to 1t 15 not securely 1dentified The Dream appears twice in the Cappadocian
frescoes 1n Kiliglar and 1n the New Church of Tokal1 In all of these early examples,
the type of flying angel 1s more or less standard, but the representation of Joseph vares

considerably either in costume or 1n posture, although he 1s invanably reclining on a
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mattress on the ground 55 A representation of Joseph's posture more closely similar to
that 1n the Castelseprio fresco 1s found 1n a middle Byzantine Lectionary of Mount
Athos (Dionysiu Ms 740), 1n a passage of the Gospel of Matthew 56 This 1s however
a different medium, a different context (1llustration of a canonical Gospel), the position
of the angel 1n the two scenes 1s extremely different,57 and there 1s no background
setting 1n this mimature's 1llustration In the other works mentioned above, there 1s \
either a landscape or an architectural background The Dream at Castelseprio 1s set \
against both a land and architecture scape The second dream of Joseph as 1llustrated in /
the Menologium of Basil II58 1s set 1n an open landscape, which comes somewhat
closer to the Castelseprio fresco 59 Later examples of the Dream of Joseph from the

eleventh and twelfth centuries®0 do not reveal much about the date and origin of the

Castelseprio type

The journey to Bethlehem (111 13) 1s narrated 1n both the Gospels of Luke (ch
2) and Matthew (ch 2), as well as 1n the Protoevangelium (ch 17) and the Gospel of
Pseudo-Matthew (ch 13) The R_om_an Empire had decreed that all inhabitants of
Bethlehem and Judaea must bc-_recordcd ” ioséph then sets out for the journey with
Mary and his sons In the Pseudo-Matthew, an angel 1s said to have led the ass on_
which Mary was seated The protoevangelium says that one of Joseph's sons led ¥hc
ass and Joseph followed 1t (prot 17 1), On the way to the town of Juda, Joseph
wc;ndercd whether he should enroll Mary as his daughter or wife, his embarrassment
and shgmc are revealed in his monologue Durning this time, Mary sees "two pcbplcs,

one weeping and lamenting and one rejoicing and exulting” (Prot 17 2 and Ps -Matt
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13 3) When Joseph notices her changing expressions, he asks her why she looks sad

at one moment, and happy at the next The Castelseprio Journey to Bethlehem may

correspond to this episode in the Apocrypha when Mary, seated on the ass led by

£’§§£_IL'LS_QQ§_1 (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 1s about to give birth, asks Joseph to take her down from the ass

The theme of the Journey 1s represented 1n early Christian 1vories,52 but the
textual ongin of these early scenes appears to be the Pseudo-Matthew, since an angel
leads the ass 63 Most of these 1vories show Joseph about to take Mary off the ass &

The appearance of Joseph's son leading the group seems to have taken place
sometime after the sixth century on the 1vory cover of the Etchmiazdin Gospels (sixth
century), one of the figures in the Journey could be 1dentified as Joseph's son 65
Parallels to the Castelseprio Journey are found 1n the early ninth century,56 but more
frequently in Cappacodia where this theme occurs more than a dozen times Most of
the Cappadocian frescoes are badly damaged and judgment of the scenes 1s rendered
difficult However, 1n all instances, as for example at Karanlik Kilise,67 the Virgin's
face 1s turned towards Joseph who 1s following her Such 1conography also appears
later, notably 1n the fourteenth century Paleologan mosaic in the Kanye Djamu 1n
Istanbul 68

This 1conography obviously spread and was standardized 1n the East, but a
simular type of representation 1s found in the city of Brescia, also 1n northern Italy
There, a sinopia of the Flight into Egypt, on Layer I 1n the crypt of San Salvatore (ill

38), offers the closest parallel to the Castelseprio Journey to Bethlehem "Indeed, the

y
|
|
|
|
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Brescia sketch appears to be almost a tracing of the Castelseprio representation "69
There 1s an almost exact correspondance 1n the whole composition, 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 1n proportion |

to the animal, as well as the anatomical details of the ass, 1ts gait and shape, all are

strikingly similar to the Castelseprio group The resemblance of the two scenes 1s

certainly more than coincidental Layer I at San Salvatore 1s plausibly dated to the :

mud-eighth century?0 on the basis of historical evidence as well as 1conographic and
stylistic comparisons with numerous monuments. Moreover, 1t has been suggested that
the San Salvatore sinopia draftsman may have followed the Castelseprio artist either as

a pupil,’! or as part of the next generation of artists 72

The links between Castelseprio and Brescia can throw more light on the
problem of assessing a date for the Castelseprio frescoes Comparisons with a
monument which belongs to the same society, in the same geographical area, can lead

to a better understanding of the context in which the frescoes were produced

The story of Chnist's birth as shown at Castelseprio 1s told in the
protoevangelium (chs 18-19) and 1n 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 Christ was born

After Mary was led 1nto a cave, she miraculously gave birth to Christ 1n the—
midst of a great light She was attended to by a Jewish mudwife called Zanrm_
(Pscudo Mauhew) whom Joseph had providenually found outside the cave HI;;\;;;

witnessed the event, Zalom did not doubt the miraculous nature of the birth On her
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way out, she met another midwife, Salome, to whom she related the event
Incredulous, Salome insisted on testing Mary's condition She said "As the Lord my
God lives, unless I put (forward) my finger and test her condition, I will not believe |
that a virgin has brought forth" (prot 19 3) Upon doing so, Salome's hand withered |
as a punishment for her disbelief Distressed, she began to pray, asking for mercy An
angel then appeared to her, and 1nstructed her to touch the Child, so that she might be 1
healed.

The protoevangelium and Pseudo-Matthew add further that Mary wrapped the
Child 1n clothes and laid him 1n a manger, after hearing of Herod's command that all
children under the age of two should be killed At Castelseprio, the Child 1s laying 1n

the manger, with the adoring ox and ass on his side Joseph 1s seated 1n the
foreground, 1n an attitude of attentive meditation, as a witness to the event 73

Although the Castelseprio Natvity follows thc narration of thc Apocrypha,

_— — s

Salome - 1dentified as "the mudwife" (EMEA) - 1s holdmg her hand towards Mary,
rather than Christ, 1n order to have 1t cured The Annunciation to the Shepherds 1s
taking place 1n the background of the Nauvity scene, outside the grotto 74 Thus 1s

paralleled 1n the lost mosaics of the early eighth-century oratory of John VII, where the

Annunciation to the Shepherds 1s separated from the Nativity by a rock (11l 44, 47) 75
Chnist's first bath mcludcd n thc Nathty, 1s not part of any hterary source

either apoc;ypha] or canomcal The search for 1ts origin 1n pictorial art must then bc

directed elsewhere It 1s known that a cult of the bath developed at some tlmc since thc

bxshop Arculf, a pilgnm from Gaul who travelled to Bethlehem 1n the late scvcmh

century, recorded the sight of the holy Water of Christ's first bath 1n a rock outside the

wall of the cave 76 But this cult must have onginated from the classical tradition of
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dcp1ct1n g the bath scene The theme of the washing of the child 1s common 1n Antique

art, for cxample in depictions of the births of Dionysos, Achilles or Alexander the

At i S it

Grcat It was subsequently adapted 1nto Christan art to become a part of the Natvity
1iconography 77 Christian artists could draw from a wealth of earlier models such as the
birth of Dionysos on a second-century sarcophagus 1n the Capitoline Museum (11l 39),
and a fresco 1n the Domus Aurea in Rome, known to us through a nineteenth-century
engraving by Mirm (1l 40) 78

The 1ntcgratlon of the Bath scene 1nto Christian art has been documented as
having takeﬁ ple;ce n the East;:m Mednerranean region by at Ieast the middle of thc
sixth century during the reign of Justiman I (527-565) The Washing scene 1s
represented on a censer from the Sion Treasure now 1n the Antalya Museum, and a rock
crystal in the Victoria and Albert Museum. Both of these date from circa 550 7 From
then on, the theme gradually spread Therefore, the veneration of Christ's first bath
water must have emerged after the dcvclﬁﬁ;n;cnt of the theme's representation 1n visual
arts 80 Arc.ulfs account of the sight in Bethlehem would eventually have reinforced the
importance of the water in contemporary oral traditions

The representation of the bath became an 1ntegral part of later Nativity scenes
as seen 1n tenth-century 1vornes in the Louvre (11l 41) and in Museo Sacro 1n the
Vatican (111 42), as well as in the Cappadocian frescoes (11l 43) 81 When the
midwives are 1dentified, one of them 1s always called MEA or HMEA 82 This 1s
different from the names given 1n the Apocrypha, but the identification seems to have
become standardized "from the very first appearance of this scene "83 There 1s actually
no defimitive date for this first occurrence, but several connections can be made with the

painted veil of Antinoé, now 1n the Louvre museum and generally ascribed to the fifth
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century on the basis of style 8 The denomination MEA appears on the veil 1n the

washing scene This points to a tradition of identifying the midwife which would

precede early Byzantine art,85 and confirms that the birth of Dionysos may have served

as a model for the Christian Nativity scene

This could explain how, 1n the Castelseprio Nativity, Salome 1s 1dentified as
EMEA 1n the muracle of the midwife scene the name was probably transferred from the
bath scene to the miracle scene, which 1involves the same midwife and 1s located within
the same pictonal frame In fact, the combination of both the muracle of the midwife
and the washing of the Child in the same pictonal cycle 1s known 1n only two other
pre-1conoclastic cycles, both of which are 1n Rome  the eighth-century frescoes 1n the
catacomb of San Valentino, recorded by Bosio (11l 36), and the lost mosaics of the
oratory of John VII (705-707) in Old St-Peter's,86 which are known to us through
Grimaldi's drawings (1l 44) Of these mosaics, there remains a tracing of the miracle
of the mudwife (il1 45) and a fragment of the bath scene (111 46) 87 T_hc Wa_shmg of
the Child 1n the Oratory of John VII 1s the first securely dated example of this theme 1n
Chnstian monumental art 88

In the San Valentino fresco, the umidentified midwife approaches the infant
Christ, 1n order that he may heal her hand This 1s consistent with the Apocryphal
account However, in the mosaic of John VII, she seems to be moving towards the
Virgin Mary (11l 45), although Grimald:'s drawings lack 1n clarity of detail (compare
1l 44 and other drawings by Grimald: 111 47, 48) 89 At Castelseprio the midwife 1s
clearly advancing towards the Virgin, her hand outstretched, much like the fresco
commussioned by John VII 1n Santa Mana Antiqua (111 49, 50) Because of the serious

damage to the S Mana Antiqua fresco, 1t 1s not known whether the early eighth-century
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wall painting included a washing scene, as do the other early eighth-century Roman ;
cycles

In early Chrisuan art, the doubting Salome 1s seldom acknowledged When

she 1s represented, she 1s moving either towards the crib as 1n San Valentino,%0 or, as
1n Santa Mana Antiqua and Castelseprio, directly towards the Virgin  This latter type
occurs in the sixth-century 1vory panel on the Cathedra of Maximian (1l 51) After the
eighth century, the doubting midwife does not occur n many monuments 91 The
reason for the disappearance of this mouf 1s not well known 1t may be that the subject
was seen as being crude,92 but 1t 1s more likely because the integration of Christ's first
bath displaced the Salome scene as a reference to Mary's miraculous childbirth 93
Thus, Castelseprio, the mosaics of John VII and the San Valentino catacomb
can be 1nterpreted as part of a formauve stage of the Nativity iconography, when the
ending of one tradition (the representation of the doubting midwife) and the beginning
of another (the integration of the washing of the Child) overlapped An eighth- century
date for the three cycles seems highly plausible, not only because of their common

1conography, but also 1n hight of their closely similar style %4 _

Also originating 1n the Protoevangelium of James (ch 21), the gospel of
Pseudo-Matthew and the Gospel of Matthew (ch 2) 1s the Adoration of the Mag1 (il
20, 21) After following the direction of the star in the East, the Magi find the Child
with his mother and bring out of their bags gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh,
which they offer to their new-born king  According to the textual sources, an angel
then warns them not to go back to their countries through Judea (Prot 21 3, Matt

2 12) An angel 1s often shown introducing the Holy Famuly to the Mag1 His presence
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must also be a reference to the story, as 1s the outdoor setting frequently depicted
outside the grotto of the Nativity

The Epiphany became a popular representation 1n early Christian art, where 1t
1s found 1n several media, such as catacombs wall paintings and sarcophagi reliefs 95
In those monuments, the type of representation became fairly homogenous, but the
number and position of the Magi varies

Unusual features appear 1n the Castelseprio Adoration Joseph 1s sitting 1n the
foreground, below the rock on which the Virgin and Child are seated In the hiterature,
the presence of Joseph 1s referred to only 1n the Pseudo-Matthew "Digno también de
notar que los magos encuentran al nifio con Maria y con José ‘et ingentibus muneribus
muneraverunt Manam et Ioseph ' El original griego como el evangelio, hablan

s6lo de Marfa y del nifio "9 Joseph's position finds a parallel in the early Chnistian

wory cover of the Etzschmiadzin Gospels 97

The position of Mary and Chnist, elevated on a rock formation, 1s not a very
common one on the early sixth-century wooden door of Santa Sabina in Rome, the
Virgin 1s raised on a higher plane, but whether she 1s seated on a rock or on a throne 1s
not clear % Other instances of the Virgin sitting on a rock are found both 1n early
Chnistian art, for example a sarcophagus 1n Arles,% and 1n later works 100

The unusually high position of the Virgin can be compared to the Adorations in
the leq_s‘;p Sacramentary and 1n a Carolmglan wvory 101 A drawing 1n a Homihiary of
1072 1n Monte Cassino 1s very close to the Castelseprio Adoration the Virginisin a
landscape, the Mag1 wear robes of the early Christian period and archaic Persian hats,
and their grouping 1s arranged 1n depth 102

Within the context of monumental art, a type of Adoration, different from early
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Chnstian models, emerged 1n the early eighth century This type 1s found 1n the -

frescoes of John VII (705-707) 1n the church of Santa Maria Antiqua (11l 53) and 1n the
mosaics of the oratory of John VII (see 11l 47) A fragment of the oratory Adoration
remains, now 1n the church of Santa Mana in Cosmedin in Rome (11l 54) One magus
genuflects while offering his gift to Christ, and the other two Magi stand behind him,
seemingly talking as they proceed with their presents towards the Holy Famuly 103
Joseph stands behind the Virgin's throne while an angel who flies 1n the direction of the
Holy Famuly rotates the upper part of his body to introduce them to the Magi The
Santa Mana Antiqua and Oratory Adorations are very similar the Magi wear the same
type of robes and Persian hats, and they interact 1n the same way, the Holy Famly and
the angel are shown 1n the same fashion, as 1s Christ's movements towards the Magi
The scenes are reversed as in a mrror, probably because of their spatial position within
the cycle

The Castelseprio fresco closely follows the same scheme as these Roman
works, with the exception of Joseph's position and Mary's seating arrangement 104
The resemblance of the angel and of the group of Wise Men overshadows these

differences The high vertical extension at Castelseprio may be due to the narrow space

n which the scene was painted!05  the figure of Mary was thus lifted 1 the top corner,

and that of Joseph was accommodated where space allowed, 1n the foreground

The presentation 1n the Temple (il 23, 24, 25) 1s 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 Punfication

occurred simultaneously with the Presentation 1n the Temple Simeon, the old priest to
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whom the Holy Spinit had revealed that he should not die until he had seen Christ 1n the
flesh, welcomes the Child 1n the temple He takes Jesus 1n his arms, thanks God and
says "At last, Lord, You dismuss Your servant in peace, as You promised' For with
my own eyes I have seen Your Salvation which You have made ready for every
people " (Lk 229) Anna, an eighty-four year old prophetess, comes mnto the temple
at the moment of the Presentation, and also thanks God for the sight of the Saviour

The celebration of the meeting of Christ with Simeon was first recorded 1n
Jerusalem at the end of the fourth century by the abbess Aetheria Sylvia 106 This feast,
known as the Hypapante, was integrated in Rome probably by Pope Gelasius I towards
the end of the fifth century, although this date 1s not certain 107 In the Western Church,
;. the punification of Mary became 1increasingly important as the cult developed The
ceremony grew more elaborate at the end of the seventh century under Pope Sergius
1108

Since the feast of the Presentation was observed in Rome only from the late
fifth century on, depictions of the event did not occur in early Christian Western art
there was no pictorial tradition or set iconography for the Presentation The decision as
to what part of the narrative should be 1illustrated was left up to the artist The
iconography of the Presentation developed 1n a way that reflects the chronological
evolution of the festival which 1t illustrates 109

Three principal 1conographic types of Presentations occur  The earliest known
type 1s the Eastern form of Hypapante, in which the emphasis 1s placed on the Holy
Family and Simeon Their meeting takes place outside the temple and there 1s no
indication of either an altar or a canopy Such a setting thus precludes any association

of the scene with the Presentation 1n the Temple proper This ch aracteristically Eastern
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type of Hypapante was depicted 1n the mosaics 1n Santa Maria Maggiore, 110 1n circa
430-440, before the Feast of the Punfication of Mary was introduced in Rome at the
end of the fifth century

Another form of Presentation occurs in the eighth or ninth century the scene
15 located 1nside or 1n front of the temple, around or near an altar, thus connoting the
actual Presentation 1n the temple The main focus 1s stll the meeting of Christ and
| Simeon The four protagonists, Mary, Simeon, Joseph and Anna, are placed
symmetrically on either side of the Christ Child who 1s being presented to Simeon
Such a scene 1s depicted 1n the ninth-century enameled reliquary cross of Paschal I 1n
the Sancta Sanctorum 11 In this iconographical type, the Punfication of Mary 1s
sometimes alluded to by showing her offerings of birds, which either Joseph or an
attendant carries 112 However, this 1s a minor episode within the scene
The two early types of Presentations coexisted the Hypapante survived in the
Eastern tradition, and the type just described above developed in the West Since
Eastern art continued to influence Western art, elements from the two groups were
mtermuingled Therefore, although the iconography of the Presentation was established
around the eighth century in the West, a great many vanations occurred from one scene
to another For 1nstance, according to Grimaldi's drawings (111 47, 48), in the Oratory
of John VII in Old St Peter's, the group of figures was not symmetrically arranged
(the Baptism occupies the right part of the same frame), and the altar 1s omitted In
other representations,!13 the altar bears no direct relationship to the action of the
figures
The third major type of iconography for this scene emerged around the

eleventh century 1t illustrates the presentation of the Child at the altar, that 1s, to the
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Lord Although Simeon (and later, the high priest) 1s always present, the attention 1s
focused on Christ at the altar rather than on the meeting with Simeon 114
The Castelseprio Presentation 1n the Temple corresponds to the type which
emerged 1n the eighth or ninth century the main event 1s the meeting of Simeon with
Chnist who 1s carried by his mother (11l 25) The three are flanked by the other figures
Joseph, who carries offerings 1n his hands (alluding to the Purification of Mary), two
elders following Joseph, and Anna who raises her hand, about to start her speech 115
The scene takes place within the Temple, and the cube in front of Anna, on the left,
' may be interpreted as an altar 116
Although a number of pictonal details occur in other Presentations, no exact
parallel to the Castelseprio fresco could be found the arrangement and postures of the
figures, their expressions, the relations between them, the ritual covering of Simeon's

and Joseph's hands and the setting of the scenes, all vary 117

umm f Iconographic Comparison
A number of parallels can be found for each scene 1n the Castelseprio frescoes
Iconographic details can be compared to many works of art from different periods and
various parts of the Christian world, and many of these comparisons, taken
individually, can be debated This 1s reflected 1n the great controversy surrounding the
date and ongin of this monument depcndmg on the 1mportance given tc cac_h 1 analogy,

dlffercnt conclusions can be and havc been reached Therefore, 1conography alone

S ——

cannot prowdc sohd grounds for the 1dentification of date and origin of the Castclscpno

cycle For mstancc, ompanson with the cave churchcs of Cappadocxa show that the

two groups share common themes the Trial 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
Presentation However, in most of these Cappadocian representations, iconographic
details vary considerably from Castelseprio, and their styles can hardly be related Itis
only 1n terms of content that parallels can be established, except for the scene of the two
mudwives washing the Christ Child, which follows a standard type 1n both locations

Comparisons with early eighth-century mural cycles in Rome brought to light
examples of B;th th;matlc and 1c0ﬁographlc types stmilar to several Castelseprio
paintings the particular gesture of Elisabeth 1n the Visitation ..(m the catacomb of San

Valentino), the doubting Salome (in Santa Mana Antiqua, the Oratory of John VII and

the catacomb of San Valentino), thc Annuncmtmn to t thc Shephcrds (1n the Oratory of

John VII), the Washmg of thc Chxld (m thc Oratory of John VII and the catacomb of

San Valcnnno), thc Adorauon of the Mag1 (in Santa Mana Antiqua and the Oratory of

John VII), and the eighth-century type of Presentation in the Temple (in the Oratory of
John VII)

The concentration of thematic, 1conographic and stylistic!18 similanties 1n
Roman mural decorations of the seventh and eighth centunes has led to the theory that

the artists of Castelseprio could have belonged to the same school!!? 1n the early
eighth century, they may have been called or sent from Rome to the Lombard region,

where they would have been commnss:oncd to dccorate Santa Mana d1 Castelseprlo

However, thc lack of documentary ev1dcncc, thc appearance of certain themes at

Castelscpno which have no parallel in Rome, and the defcrcnccs bctween thc Lombard

and Roman cycles cannot support this theory The two groups may have emerged from

the same tradition, but how closely connected they are cannot be fully assessed

The presence of an artistic tradition related to that of the Castelseprio workshop
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can be felt elsewhere 1n northern Italy, most notably in the mid-eighth-century church
of San Salvatore 1n Brescia 120 Unfortunately, the precise extent of this influence 1n
and around Lombardy remains unknown It may be presumed that an artist of the
quality of the Castelseprio master would have obtained a good number of commussions,
but any estimate of his work and direct influence remains highly hypothetical Further
research 1n this geographical area may yield more evidence of the survival and

dissemination of this artistic 1diom

Iconography can serve 1n finding comparative works with which certain 1_1_nks
can be established However, 1t cannot be used as the c;n.ly methodological approach
Style, meaning of the whole program, history, and the pa-tron's involvement are all
aspects which contribute to the creation of a monument All elements of the program
should therefore be studied as a whole, as the artist painted a cycle which followed a set
dogmatic content "Non s1 pud basare una analis1 1conografica sulla comparazione di

pose e di gesu delle singole figure, esulando dal contenuto 1deologico di questa o di

quella scena "121 Parallels in meaning can pinpoint the religious 1deas of the period,
the artistic trends ét_te“r_ld;g_g them aﬁd _t;cTc)cgo-h_lstqnga_l_ C-;O.ﬂtt.:;_-;t_ _f_r_qrp whlc}_1_ the
paintings cn_l?rgcd It 1s from this perspective that close links with other monuments
can be cstabllshéd The scarcity of early medieval fresco cycles reduces the chances of
finding a complete group of paintings which could be related to Castelseprio, but a

more global approach 1n the study of this monument may throw light on 1ts position

within medieval art
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STYLISTIC COMPARISONS

The frescoes at Castelseprio are stylistically associated with the classical
tradition Many elements of form and content can be traced back to Greco-Roman art
the 1llusionistic landscapes and architectural backgrounds, the sharp contrast of light \
and shadow, the lively atmosphere, the vigorous modelling of the figures, their
animated movement and posture, the flowing, folded drapery, the cast shadows, and, .
above all, the expressionistic rendering of the figures These all recall the Hellenistic '
forms of Pompen and Herculaneum Classical 1dioms are adopted and depicted 1n a |
natural, unified fashion The representation of landscapes, the way figures are depicted
and the spatial composition of the scenes charactenize the frescoes as related to antique
art "1 Even though classical forms are domunant, the frescoes also suggest the presence

of medieval artistic forms by the nervous use of brushstrokes and interrupted lines

which form schematic patterns 1n draperies and ghlighted surfaces 2 Stylization of

postures and gestures, together with the rhythm of lines, evoke the more methodical

style and spintual character of early medieval _:111_3 Moreover, the outlines, painted in
the same rapid and vigorous brushstrokes as the highlights, indicate that a highly
achieved form of Hellenism 1s successfully combined with the early medieval 1diom
qualified as the "outline style" 4

At Castelseprio, the classical style seems to be a renaissance rather than a _
derivation of antique art 3> Whether the Hellenism of Castelseprio came from a

continuing tradition or from a revival 1s not yet clearly established For 1nstance,

landscape painting, one of the hallmarks of Hellenistic art, was carried from Antiquity
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to Byzantine art, mainly through Old Testament 1llustrations © This can be explained by
the fact that Old Testament iconography was developed relatively early, certainly earlier
than New Testament iconography, and likely at a time when narrative depictions
followed Hellenistic standards 7 But even 1n elaborate Byzantine landscapes, the sense

of nature 1s not as unified as in Hellenistic art "The imitation remains labored and

self-conscious "8 Therefore, 1f we consider Castelseprio in light of what remains of
Byzanune art, 1t appears to be an exception Not only are the Hellenisuc landscape
motifs adequately rendered, but the feeling of nature creates a gentle, compatible setting
for the human figures "Here, as nowhere else 1n Byzantine art, the Gospel story 1s
endowed with a poetic, dreamlike quality "9 However, there may have existed other
Gospel cycles of the same quality, the lack of comparative material simply does not
allow us to reach any definite conclusions regarding the singulanty of Castelseprio
Comparing this monument with works of a different size and technique can lead to a
false interpretaion The medium has to be taken into consideration, as techniques such
as wvory carving, silver rehef or manuscript 1llustration do not have the same versatility
as fresco painting the coloristic modelling will vary, be limited (or non-existent),
forms will necessarily be adapted to the medium, and so will content, such as
backgrounds and naturalistic details

The 1llusionism 1n the Castelseprio frescoes, closer to the classical type than to
what we know of the Byzantine interpretation, may be the result of "a new, vigorous
infusion of 'Hellenism' into Italy "10 This presupposes that the original Hellenistic
1diom was kept almost intact in another centre for a number of generations, and later

developed on 1ts own after its introduction 1nto Italy Even though very little 1s known

about pre-1conoclastic art in Constantinople,!! 1t 1s generally thought that Hellenism
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was kept alive there until the iconoclastic controversy broke out in 726  Stylistic
influences which prevailed in Constantinople have to be looked for elsewhere because
of lack of evidence 1n the capatal itself

The Castelseprio cycle may be a rare instance of the type of fresco painting
which was practised 1n pre-iconoclastic years in Constantinople, but there 1s no actual
proof of this Therefore, a great number of works and monuments which can offer
some kind of comparative elements are used 1n tracing analogies with the Castelseprio
frescoes However, these comparisons are rather limited, as there exists no known
cycle like that of Castelseprio neither 1ts iconography nor 1ts style can be associated
with one single complete work Depending 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 1t came from, whﬁ .».vas tﬁe éﬁl;t
(at ‘leﬁst, w.h.crc did he oniginate), and when the frescoes were executéa W'I:he
comparative monuments discussed range widely, from regions as diverse as the Mlddl('_::
East, south taly, Rome, northern Italy and Europe

Companisons with Eastern Monuments

Mosaics and frescoes executed in Palestine and Syra under the Umayyad
Caliphate (661-749)12 probably reflect the stylistic development of Constantinopolitan
art The Great Mosque in Damascus, built between 705 and 715 by the Caliph
ad-Walid, was decorated with mosaics of naturalistic landscapes, palaces and villas.
These employ a style which was then current in Constantinople, and 1t 1s known from
documentary evidence that the Byzantine emperor (presumably Justinian II) sent both

matenals and craftsmen to Damascus for this purpose 13

The eighth-century frescoes of Qusayr'Amra, a pleasure-house erected by one
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of the Umayyad princes!4 1n the Jordanian desert, show an interpretation of Hellenistic
art Court scenes, a number of nude figures, dancers, musicians, craftsmen at work,
animals, hunting scenes, royal personages, symbolic figures, heads in medallions and
foliage all form part of the varied decoration of this building Although the style of
these Arab frescoes has generally been considered "provincial” (attested by the strictly
linear contours!3), the actions of the figures, their plasticity and their spatial
arrangement are analogous!6 - yet not identical - to the style adopted by the Castelseprio
artist In spite of their typically Eastern accent, the spontaneity of narration and the
Hellenistic heritage of the Qusayr'Amra frescoes allow their association with the
Lombard cycle

The Damascus and Qusayr'’Amra decorations were surely preceded by other
classically influenced monuments now lost For example, fresco paintings of
landscapes, mountains, herds of animals, dogs, shepherds and elaborate buildings
existed 1n Gaza 1n the sixth century, as described by Procopius of Gaza 18 The
decorations of Great Mosque 1n Damascus and Qusayr'Amra onginated during a period
frequently referred to 1n a Byzantine context as the "Justimanic Renaissance" This
"Renaissance” was initiated by the emperor Constantine IV 1n 681 and further
developed by his son, Justinian II, from 685 onwards 1 It had run 1ts course by about
740, about the time that the construction of the palace of Khirbet al-Mafjar was
abandoned (1in 743 or 747) In this palace, the floor mosaic of the audience chamber
exhibuts a style more schematically composed and less naturalistic than that of the earlier
monuments 20

The Great Palace in Constantinople 1s adorned with mosaics which have also

been thought to date from the "Justinianic Renaissance"2!1, although this view 1s not
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universally accepted This possibility was suggested in part from stylistic evidence,
such as classical genre scenes, linked to motifs in the frescoes of Qusayr'Amra
Notwithstanding the difference of medium, and the provincial quality of execution 1n
the desert murals, figure style can be compared Another comparison may be made
between frontal male faces 1n the border of the Great Palace mosaics and the best heads
of the apostles 1n John VII's frescoes in Santa Mana Antiqua (705-707) These
comparisons seem to show "the adaptation for the Pope in Rome and for an Arab prince
at Qusayr'Amra, with varying degrees of success, of the Justinianic Renaissance style
from Constantinople, which for this repertory of motifs survives in only one
metropolitan example, but that of superb quality, the Great Palace mosaic "22

In line with these stylistic compansons, the Castelseprio frescoes have been
considered as one of the monuments of the "Justimianic Renaissance" 23 Thus style can
be recognized 1n the plasticity and monumentality of the Christ Pantocrator, and the
three-dimensionality of the hyperactive figures in the narrative scenes These figures
can be compared to those of the Great Palace in Constantinople and Qusayr'Amra
However, they are more elegantly painted at Castelseprio than in Qusayr'Amra, and
they are more elaborate than the figures of the Great Palace mosaic 1n their energetic
postures, smaller proportions, coloristic modelling, briliant highlights and activated
drapery folds and patterns These characteristics may qualify the Castelseprio frescoes
as "a Mannerist enhancement of the High Renaissance style of Justinian I1,"24 dating
from approximately the 720's 25 However, these same charactenstics can be used to
demonstrate the differences between the two styles, thus reasserting the umiqueness of

Castelseprio among remaining monuments
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n h a Monum hern I

Traces of an artistic style which has been compared to that of Castelseprio are
found 1n a monument to the south-east of Rome, 1n the province of Molise The
paintings of a crypt church in the monastery of San Vincenzo al Volturno are dated
between 826 and 843 by an inscripion which refers to the commussioner, Abbot
Epiphanius, who 1s represented kneeling at the Virgin's feet These frescoes depict
scenes from the Gospels which are set against landscapes and architectural
backgrounds thought to be reminiscent of the Castelseprio frescoes One particular
figure at San Vincenzo, the angel of the Annunciation (11l 55), has been compared to
the angel 1n the Dream of Joseph at Castelseprio (1l 12) 26 The angels' moving
postures and thewr animated, billowing robes are thought to be similar, "though the
forms are more schematic"27 at San Vincenzo It has been suggested from this
comparison that this work of the ninth century shows that "the style of the
Castelseprio frescoes was not represented uniquely by this one find, but existed 1n the
seventh and eighth century within Italian art."28

The comparison with San Vincenzo al Volturno 1s not convincing, since a
close examination of the two angels reveals considerable differences Although both
figures are depicted in movement, their postures vary greatly At Castelseprio, the
angel 1s 1 full profile, his body 1s inclined to an angle of about forty-five degrees,
extending 1n an energetic movement His wings are flowing horizontally, the drapery
folds of his robg are naturalistically depicted, and, above all, his expression 1s very
intense In contrast, the San Vincenzo angel 1s 1n a vertical position with his back
arched and his head turned 1n three-quarter view, his more static position 1s
compensated by the very stylized, patterned folds of his dress, and his expression 1s

gentle and relaxed The brushstrokes are also very different in the two cycles
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Notably, no other scene from San Vincenzo has been associated with the Castelseprio

frescoes. Therefore, the frescoes of San Vincenzo al Volturno cannot serve as evidence

for the existence of a style to the south of Rome associable with that of Castelseprio 29

Compansons with Roman Monuments

Hellenistic trends appeared in Roman art in the course of the seventh and
eighth centuries, under the patronage of a series of Greek and Synan Popes A number
of Oriental artists, fleeing from the Arab conquests in Alexandna, took refuge in Rome
1n the seventh century, and others came from Constantinople 1n the early eighth century
at the start of the 1conoclastic controversy 30 Eastern art forms can, to a certain extent,
be assessed by the study of early Medieval Roman art "The history of Roman painting
of the seventh and eighth centuries 1s primanly that of the reception, absorption, and
transformation of the Hellenistic elements imported from the East at that time "31

A Imited number of Roman monuments can be used for the purpose of
comparison with the Castelseprio frescoes These are principally the decoratve cycles
commussioned by Pope John VII between 705 and 707 32

Because of the destruction of the Oratory of John VII 1n Old St Peters, little
can now be said about the style of 1ts mosaics 33 Grimaldi's drawings (11l 47-48) give
an 1dea of the general aspect of the cycle, but no stylistic detail can be ascertained
Some features are of interest 1n the Nauvity scene (11l 44), the Annunciation to the
Shepherds seems to be taking place 1n a landscape setting, as at Castelseprio, and the
remains of the scene of the Adoration of the Magi (11l 54), today preserved 1n the
Roman church of Santa Mara 1n Cosmedin, give some indication of their style

Although 1t 1s not 1dentical to the style at Castelseprio (111 21), and 1n a different
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medium, some analogies can be drawn the figures are outlined with a narrow, darker
colour, the drapery folds are clearly indicated, the angel wears a large blue halo, and
Mary a golden one, while Joseph's head 1s unadorned, and the Christ Child has a cross
nmimbus and bends towards the first Magus 1n an expressionistic posture Differences
can also be observed in the absence of background, the straighter, static postures of the
angel, Mary and Joseph, and their quiet expressions

Thus the stylistic comparisons with the Oratory of John VII's mosaics do not

yield enough evidence to establish a secure link with the style of Castelseprio

The frescoes commussioned by John VIIin Santa Mana Antiqua in the Roman-_
Forum34 are generally recognized as being stylistically closest to those of

Castelseprio 35 Both cycles share the same classic quality, strong figure modelling,
contour lines, animated highlights, angulanty of faces and energetic brushstrokes
"Negh affresch1 d1 Castelseprio e di S Mana Antiqua c1 troviamo d1 fronte a un unico
sistema d1 1nvenzione pittorica, € questo prima d1 tutto 1 fa considerare storicamente
vicini gh um agh altri "36

Among the very few surviving monuments from the early middle ages, Santa
Marna Antiqua 1s a precious parallel in the study of Castelseprio "Chi cerchi, tra 1l
secolo VI e 1l X, altrove 1n Itaha dipinti da comparare con quest non riesce al alcun
raffronto p1l convincente che con gl affreschi del principio del secolo VIIIin S Marna
Antiqua "37 However, there are also important differences between the two cycles38
the ammated postures of the figures 1n the Castelseprio frescoes are lacking at Santa
Maria Antiqua  Although some movement 1n conveyed 1n the personages of the Roman

murals, 1t 15 not as elaborate as that of the Castelseprio figures Landscape
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backgrounds and complex architectural setting, which are prominent features at
Castelseprio, are also absent in the Roman cycle 39 These disparities limit comparisons
between the two groups their artistic levels and differences in conception are too great
to allow further comparisons 40

Therefore, 1t cannot be concluded that the frescoes of John VII and
Castelseprio are from the same school their differences are too obvious Yet their
similarities do allow some comparnisons If the frescoes of the early eighth century 1n

Santa Mana Antiqua are contemporary to those of Castelseprio, 1t can be considered

that "they belong to another tnbutary of the same classic stream "41

m ns with North Italian an I n

Stylistically, Castelseprio was certainly not an 1solated phenomenon, as has
been suggcst_c-d 42 Tt would 1ndeed be surprising that the Castelseprio master would
have worked, cut off from the mainstream, 1n a remote region of Italy He may have
been Greek, either from Constantinople or sent from Rome, but this does not
necessarily imply that his presence in the Lombard region was singular 43 Building
activity and artistic productions took place from the beginning of the Lombard reign
onwards Paul the Deacon enumerates a number of buildings commissioned by the
court 1n his History of the Langobards, yet he does not mention the names (or
nationalities) of the artists who were 1n their charge Other documents such as legal and
diplomatic texts - for instance, the laws of Rothar1 and Liutprand, and the
memoratorium de mercedibus magistris commacinorum written 1n the region of Como

- give information about the various activities of artists and artisans 1n the seventh and

eighth centuries 44 Their names, listed 1n the charts, give an 1dea of their ornigins Thus

we learn that "au VIIle siecle, on assiste dans le royaume lombard 2 la création d'une
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société nouvelle, ou les distinctions sont fondées, non plus sur la nationalité, mais sur
les talents et la richesse "43

The production of a fresco cycle was not uncommon and Castelseprio may be
seen as one of many It was contemporary with a number of other decorated

monuments 1n Lombardy, and painters are known to have been quite active 46 The

; |
paimnting style of Castelseprio may represent one trend | of the _gr_g_l_sng“l‘_d_{grp_ggg?ted n

Lombardy 1n the early Middle Ages Whether the artust himself had a lasting influence

)

on other painters 1s another question 47

Among the monuments which have been compared to Castelseprio, the
geographically closest 1s the early church of San Salvatore 1n Brescia, 8 or Basilica I,
commuissioned by King Desiderius (757-774) and his Queen Ansa, in 759 The
remains of this church are now 1n the crypt of the present structure Comparisons
between the Journey to Bethlehem (at Castelseprio, 111 13) and the Flight into Egypt (in
the crypt of San Salvatore in Brescia, 11l 38) have already been established 49 Also

located 1n the crypt, fragments of nimbed heads of Saints painted on a blue background

set 1n medallions (11l 56), and scenes of the life of Christ (111 57, 58) show a classical

style remuniscent of Castelseprio Subtle effects of light and shade, a wide selection of \

colours, the use of energetic lines which define movement,50 and the overall }
composition of the Christological scenes give the Brescia frescoes their classical aspect /J
"Nella composizione, nella monumentalita, nella serena calma delle figure, nelle
archutetture stresse, vi & une sensibilitd potremmo dire ancora classicheggiante " 51

From these observations, there emerged the theory that the Castelseprio artist

and the painter(s) of the walls 1n the early basilica of San Salvatore 1n Brescia had direct
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links The iconography, the way of representing spatial arrangement of the figures, the
drawing technique and style are so sumilar that the Brescia draughtsman may have been
a pupil of the Castelseprio artist 52 This does not imply that the two cycles are
identical, they do have differences,33 which would 1nevitably exist between the work of
a master and that of a follower The study of the two monuments 1n the context of early
medieval Lombardy suggest links which seem to carry more weight than the

dissimularities "Gl affreschi bresciami costituiscono quindi 1''mportante anello di

congiunzione, che fino ad ora mancava, fra1cicli d1 S Mana Antiqua, di Castelseprio,

gh affreschi di Cividale, d1 Malles, di Munstair "4

The church of Santa Mana 1n Valle (the so-called Tempietto) at Cividale 1n the

Friuli 1s not securely dated and 1ts ongins are still debated 55 It has often been
compared to the early church of San Salvatore in Brescia There are significant
architectural similarities, but the important links between the two cycles are 1n therr
decorations Both their stuccoes, inscriptions and paintings are considered to be the
work of artists who probably came from the same workshop The relationships
between the two cycles do not depend only on general comparisons of style and
technique, but mainly on intimate similarities of the artists' approach to the artistic
forms which they developed 56

The Cividale frescoes' poor state of preservation (11l 59-60) does not allow a
very precise evaluation of their style, but the modelling and plasticity of forms,
gradations of colours and chiaroscuro effects can be discerned from what remains The
unfortunate deterioration makes them look flatter than they onginally were 57 These
stylistic charactenistics, along with 1conographic and paleographic similanties, have led

to comparisons with the mid-eighth-century frescoes 1n Santa Maria Antiqua in Rome,



84
particularly those 1n the Theodotus chapel, executed under Pope Zachanas (741-752) 58
Other frescoes 1n Santa Maria Antiqua, comnussioned by Pope Paul I shortly after the
muddle of the eighth century, have also been associated with Cividale The line of
standing saints flanking the figure of Christ, from the left aisle of Santa Mana Antqua,
1s thought by Gioseffi to represent, "dal punto d1 vista della strutturazione della figura
umana, i parallelo esatto di c1d che s1 vede a Cividale ">

It 1s through these comparisons with Santa Mana Antiqua that links between
Cividale and Castelseprio were first established 60 Thus "triangular" connection has led

to the first quarter of the eighth century as a suggested date for Castelseprio, since 1ts
style must have preceded that of the mid-eighth-century frescoes of Santa Mana
Antqua by at least one generation 61 This assumption cannot be substantiated nothing
can prove such a connection between Castelseprio and Santa Maria Antiqua

Therefore, any speculation on the relationship of the artists 1s merely hypothencal

The church of St John the Bapuist at Mustair 1n the Graubunden, on the Swiss
border, 1s also included 1n the Castelseprio controversy Remains of a fresco cycle
were discovered 1n 1894, and some fifty years later more frescoes were found under a
layer of plaster They represent scenes of the Old Testament, of the life of Chnist and
of the four patron saints (Peter, Paul, John the Baptist and Stephen), and a Last
Judgement The paintungs were heavily restored between 1947 and 1951 Their date 1s
uncertain the earliest documentation of the convent attached to the church dates to the
year 805 This however does not give any secure information about the frescoes
themselves, as they could have been executed before 805 or anytime after, if they are

not contemporary with the building In fact, they are loosely placed between 800 and
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1000 62 The building 1s generally recognized as Carolingian, and 1t 1s likely that the
decorations were executed very shortly after its construction, as was the norm 1n the
Middle Ages 63

The Mustair paintings offer a number of similanties with Carolingian
monuments,® and 1t 1s compelling to assess their precise stylistic origins  the north, or
Lombardy Major differences with works from the region of lake Constance65 redirect
attention to the Lombard tradition of painting as the provenance of the styhistic idiom
found at Mustair The lively narrative type, the monumentality of the shapes, the
movement of the figures and the balanced framing of compositions recall pictonal
forms found 1n Lombard art Mustair may be of a northern Italian ongin, since 1t can
be compared to a number of Lombard works, for instance, the Lombard frescoes at
Galliano (circa 1007), the Codex Egberti in Cividale,65 the golden altar 1n
Sant'Ambrogio 1n Milan,66 the Egino Codex (Berlin, Deutsche Staatsbibliothek,
Phillips 1676), made for Egino, bishop of Verona (796-799), the Homilies of S
Gregory and the Isadorus Hispalensis (Ms CCII) 1n the Vercell1 archives (both late
eighth century) 67 Thus the Carolingian frescoes at Mustair are ascribed to an
advanced stage of the Lombard, rather than northern school 68

Therefore the ties between Castelseprio and Mustair may be seen as a result of
works belonging to the same school "Castelseprio would then be interpreted as the
starting point of the charactenistic north Italian development which includes Brescia,
Cividale, Mustair "9 It 1s doubtful that Castelseprio alone would have exerted such a
wide 1nfluence, given 1its remoteness and humble size But an art of this kind must
have been widespread, and several fresco cycles of the same type may have existed in

Lombardy 70
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The study of northern Italian manuscripts of the eighth and ninth centuries can
also throw lLight on the painting style which developed 1n that period The mimatures of
the Egino Codex exhibit a lively, energetic style with expressive figures in moving
postures, bending 1n the same "hunchback" way as Mary in the Trial by Water, the
midwife 1in the Washing of the Child and Simeon 1n the Presentation The flowing
drapery 1s depicted with great curving lines, in patterned motifs, reminiscent of, but
more stylized than, the drapery 1n the Castelseprio frescoes

The development of northern Italian miniature painting can be traced through
other late eighth- and ninth-century 1llustrated manuscripts For instance, the Isidorus
Hispalensis 1n the Vercell1 archives 1s characterized by its solid composition and
monumental, yet active figures, "privi dell'rrequietudine e della vivacita di mosse
proprie delle opere carolingie d'oltr'alpe "71

Chronologically, 1n relation to the northern Italian school of painting, 1t seems
apparent that Castelseprio should be placed at a very early stage, probably 1in the early
eighth century The later eighth, ninth and tenth centuries saw the establishment of a
school 1n the north, with a definite style These works are indeed different from the art

of Castelseprio, yet they show borrowings of classic forms and concepts A later "

dating for Castelseprio (ninth or tenth century)’2 seems erroneous, since few parallels

e
e

can be drawn with the wealth of art producnon 1n northern Italy n that penod 3 Why

dunng those centuries, would a forelg ;lf_twps from the East - have been

comrmsmoncd to decorate in a hxghly classxcal fashlon the humble church of Santa

Maria, whcn a number of local arusts ~must have been available? The art of
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Castelseprio should not be mterpreted asa product of the northern Itahian school in full
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bloom but, rather, as part of 1ts formative stages 74

Northern Italian Influence on Carolingian Art

Comparisons between Castelseprio and Carolingian art form the basis on

which later datings have been proposed.”> A number of stylistic elements are paralleled

1n sorrie Carolingian miniatures from the Reims school, particularly the Utrecht Psalter

(816-835) nervous movements and positions of the figures :1_r1d_'an_g_cls,7r6 landscape

e

backgrounds with views of distant buildings, trees and sheep, and the overall

concephon of the paintings are remuniscent of Castelseprio 77 Architectural
backgrounds and the style of draperies in the Castelseprio frescoes are also found 1n
earlier Carolingian 1vories and muniatures of the Ada school 78

The relations between Castelseprio 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 tradition),” or an artistic
style like that of Castelseprio, formed 1n the early years of the eighth century in
northern Italy, may have influenced Carolingian artists 80 Although the possibility that
both groups of panters drew from similar models cannot be ruled out, historical
evidence supports the theory that Carolingian artists were inspired - and maybe trained -
by northern Italian masters whose art already carned a number of elements imbued with
the classical heritage Classical forms and motifs may well have been borrowed by
Carolingian artists upon their contact with northern Italian art 81

Lattle 1s known of Lombard art in the seventh and eighth centunes, but the

importance of 1ts two major cities, Pavia and Milan, should not be underestimated

e
Documentary sources suggest that Pavia, the seat of the Lombard kings, had 1ts

—

—
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monuments and churches commuissioned by the court Greek mﬂuences were recorded

n Pavm wherc ng Bertando (686-688) and his successor Cumbcrt (688 698)

entrusted the palatine church of San Michele to Greek mussionaries  Church services

were celebrated accordmg to Grcek ntuals and the church was decorated with themes

of Greek 1conography 82 Milan, the religious capital, may have been a relatively

important Greek centre This 1s attcstcd by the presence of Eastern missionaries

R

involved n thc conversion of the Lombards to Cathohc1srn In the seventh and elghth

centuries they had been sent from Rome by the Popes who were also of Eastern

origin 83 Moreover, connections between Ambrosian nituals and Eastern liturgy point
to a Greek influence in the Lombard religious establishment,84 as does the appearance
of liturgical texts of Eastern origin in Ambrosian books between the fifth and the ninth
centuries 85 In Milan, the Greek influence was still manifest 1n the second half of the

minth century when the Hamilton Psalter (Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, Hamulton 552) was

produced 1n both Latin and Greek by the Monk Simeon from Sant'’Ambrogio, under

Abbot Peter (851-897) 86 Mulan also became Charlemagne's centre 1n north Italy, and

the contacts between the Carolingian court and Lombard culture were dlrcct and

ee—— it e——— —

frcqucnt The 1| mﬂuencc of thc Greek culture was readily available in both Lombardy

and the regions of Italy where Byzanune art was dommam Thc Carolmglans could
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borrow the artistic forms and moufs S necessary for the formanon of thcu' chalssance 87
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Therefore, the classical and Byzantine forms adopted by Carolmglan artists

il

may bc traccd through the existence of a northern Italhian school which includes

Castelscpno San Salvatore 1n Brescia, the Tempuetto at Cmdale and other monuments

now lost Thcy carried classical and Byzantine elements 1nto the exghth ccntury, and

compnscd Italy s contribution to the formation of Carolingian art "L'Italia, s1a pcr
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conto propro, che quale intermediarna, dovrebbe aver avuto un ruolo preminente nella

creazione della prima arte aulica carolingia, piu che 1n ogn altra attivita culturale fionta

durante gl ulinm decenni dell'VIII secolo "88

Additional Elements Used 1n the Dating of Castelseprio

Several pictonial details which appear in the fresco cycle have been studied 1n
the controversy over the date and ongin of Castelseprio These elements are the cloth
tied around a column 1n the Dream of Joseph (1ll 12), the cross in the nimbus of Christ
Pantocrator (1l 11), the nail-headed cross in Christ's halo 1n the Infancy scenes (11l
17, 21, 25), and the rare motif of the ornamental clavus on the angels' robes (11l 8, 12,

26)

The knotted drapery around the column 1s common to the miniature of David
Composing the Psalms 1n the Paris Psalter (Pans, Bibl Nat cod gr 139 fol 1v,1ll

61) and the scenes of Gregory's life 1n the Panis Gregory (Pans, Bibl Nat cod gr

510) 89 Both these mimatures have been compared to Castelseprio on the basis of
style, but the frescoes are the more classicizing The same motif appears 1n the Temple
of Isis 1n Pompen, which indicates that 1t had been used for many centuries Moreover, '

the cloth tied around a column 1s seen 1n the early eighth-century frescoes of John VIl at |

¥

[ §

Santa Maria Antiqua (111 62) Therefore, this pictonial detail can hardly demonstrate a

direct, exclusive link between Castelseprio and the minatures This motif may have

been borrowed by the frescoists and miniatunists from models which followed an ;
|

established tradition or revived pictorial elements of older types Such peculianities s'f

could plausibly recur in medieval manuscripts as a result of artists copying older/

documents

/
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The cross 1n the halo of the Chnist Pantocrator 1s of a particular type rather
than being parallel, the arms of the cross flare towards the edge of the nimbus 90 This
kind of cross 1n found 1n the early Chnistian era, for instance, 1n the figure of Christos

Helios 1n the Julu tomb 1n the Vatican grottoes It also appears in the apse mosaics of

San Vitale in Ravenna (circa 525-547), the mosaics of the monastery of Saint.
é_aiitl-_l-;:nne at Mount Sina1 (circa 550), and at Daphni 1n Greece (circa 1100)

— In the Castelseprio fresco, the cross has another distinguishing trait  the lower
part of the horizontal arm and the right side of the vertical arm are shaded 1n a darker
colour, thus creating a three-dimentional effect Parallels for this type of cross are
found in Rome 1n the nimbus of Christ between saints 1n the seventh-century fresco in
the catacomb of Generosa®l, in the early eighth-century fresco of the Saviour in the
catacomb of San Valentino92, 1n the mud-eighth-century fresco of the crucifixion in the
lateral chapel of Santa Mana Antiqua, and probably 1n the Oratory of John VII in Rome,
if the wood cut copy of the Crucifixion, executed by Rocca in 1609 (111 63), 1s
accurate  This device was used 1n central Italy between the seventh and the ninth
centuries, and reappeared sporadically thereafter 93 It may also be found 1n Byzantine )
art® and 1n Germany during the Ottonian renaissance 95

The extensive variety of comparative monuments does not permit any

conclusions Such a feature may appear at a certain time, 1n a certain region, and be

re-used at a later date by artists who drew from older models. This does not mean that

works which offer some stylistic or iconographic parallels have to be contemporary or

[ — I

from the same school ~artists from different regions and periods may have borrowed
from works which belon gcd to the same tradition



The nail-headed cross 1n the halo of the Christ Child has been studied at -
length, and 1s frequently compared to works of the Ottonian renaissance, where this
motf 1s also found %6 A tenth-century miniature 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 1s not an exclusively Ottonian motif, since 1t appears 1n Carolingian
manuscripts as well for example,the Stuttgart and Utrecht Psalters, a fragment of a
manuscript from the same school or centre as the Utrecht Psalter, now 1n Dusseldorf
(Ms B 133), and the Canons of Councils in the Chapter Library in Vercelll (Ms
CLXV) %8

The nail-headed cross cannot be used as a definite dating element 1n the study
of Castelseprio The direct Ottonan relation can be discarded, and, as Schapiro has

noted, "Future discoveries may disclose examples of this cross older than the
Carolingian works "9% The origin of this type of cross cannot be fully assessed

without further evidence 100

The other particular feature at Castelseprio 1s the ornamental c/avus on the
angels' robes at the level of the thigh The ongin of this motf 1s not ascertained, and 1t
does not appear 1n any securely dated work before the eighth century Schapiro
speculates

"It could have been a fashion 1n Constantinople (or some other
center) for a short time 1n the eighth century, from which little of
the art produced 1n the capital has come down, such a form might

have persisted longer in the art of provincial regions, like Italy and
France, where 1t had been accepted as a pictonal element rather than
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as part of a real costume "101

Parallels are found 1n late eighth- and ninth-century Italian works such as the
altar panels at Cividale, commissioned about the year 737 in memory of Duke Pemmo
(d 734) by his son Ratchis, a manuscript of laws 1n La Cava (Badia Ms 4) on images
of Lombard kings!02, and ninth-century Canons of Councils where the same type of
clavus as the one found at Castelseprio 1s painted below the knee on figures whose
thighs are not visible 103 Carolingian works 1n which this motf appear might be copies
of older models from the sixth or seventh centuries They include an 1llustrated
Sedulius 1n the Musée Plantin in Antwerp (Ms 126), the late eighth-century Trier
Apocalypse (Staadtbibliothek Ms 31)104, and the Genoels-Elderen 1vory 1n Brussels,
which may belong, or be close to the Ada School, in the late eighth century In
Ottonan art, the clavus appears on the costumes of crowned Magi and Kings -~

These observations could point to a terminus post quem for Castelseprio only -|
1if 1t were certain that this motf had not appeared previously 105 However, there 1s no
assurance that the earliest example of this form has been found, or even remains to be
found The uncertainties about the appearance, spread and survival of pictorial details

L
render any conclusion speculative and unreliable

Style alone cannot provide solid grounds for the dating of Castelseprio It has

to be studied in conjunction with the iconography and the context from which the

e

works emerged Artists may have borrowed from more than one model according to

what was available to them, their capacities and external circumstances such as the

patron’s wishes, and the space which they had to decorate
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Although a great number of stylistic and 1conographic parallels can be found,
not one single work or monument can be undemably and entirely related to the
Castelseprio frescoes However, the concentration of comparative examples frorﬁ the
eighth century in Rome and northern Italy helps to trace certain traits, and may indicate
connections between Castelseprio and an art of the same tradition On the basis of
these compansons, an early eighth-century date appears to be the most plausible
Historical and socio-religious circumstances of that period must be evaluated 1n order to

reach any conclusive statement about the date of Castelseprio
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v

THE MEANING OF THE PROGRAM
AND THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

Reconstruction of the Missing Scenes

The narrative scenes of the Castelseprio frescoes have been interpreted as

depicting a Christological cycle I Traditionally, speculations on the mussing scenes
have associated them with episodes related to the birth or the Infancy of Christ,
depending on how the cycle was read One theory proposes that the viewer should

follow the events 1n the top register from left to right, then 1n the middle register from

right to left, provided that the Nativity and Adoration are seen together as one frame2

(appendix 1) Thus, the missing scenes could be to the left of the Presentation, the

Massacre of the Innocents> or the Flight of Elisabeth with the Death of Zacharas,
further to the left, the Preaching of John the Bapust, or the Meeting of John the Baptist
and Christ, or even the Disputation of Christ in the Temple, and on the arch wall

/
(opposite the Adoration of the Magi), the Baptism

—

Another theory 1nvites the viewer to read both registers from left to nght# - ]

(appendix 2), thus obliging him to turn round on himself twice 1n order to follow the
events 1n a somewhat chronological order For this theory to make any sense, the
Nativity and Adoration would have to be considered as part of the top register one
would first view the top register from left to right, then below to the Nativity and
Adoration (taken as one scene), and then across to the opposite side of the arch, to end
with the Presentation almost 1n the middle of the apse The scene on the arch wall

would be the Arnival 1n Egypt, and on the apse, the Circumcision and the Flight of

I.
/

/

\
‘.
1
|
f
4
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Elisabeth and Death of Zachanas This last scene however would be totally out of \
chronology with the other events, since 1t should normally be placed after the Natvity 's
Although both are debatable, these two theories tie 1n with the Chnstological
nature of the events which have survived 1n the church e

A third hypothesis was formulated on the assumpton that the frescoes should S

be interpreted as a Marian rather than a Chnistological cycle 5 The orgamzanon of the

episodes would have been based on analogies between the lwes of Mary and Christ

____________ S
—_—

Symbolic associations of the themes, and the direction of the compositions, would

R

point to the relationships between the scenes6 (appendix 3) the Adoraudﬁ”odfﬂt;le Magi
on t;w arcl_1 wall woul.cl.ﬁnd 1ts cdu'r'lte'rpért' on the other side of the arch with Joachim's
Rejected Offerings, the Nativity would be diametrically opposed to the Birth of the
Virgin, and the Presentation of Christ in the Temple would correspond to the
Presentation of Mary 1n the Temple on the other side of the central window
Consequently, accordmg to this thcory the arrangement of the scenes suggests a

comphcated z1gzag Chronological viewing would have to start at the left apse wall

— e

with Joachim's Rc]ected Offerings, then move night to the apse in the middle register,

for the Birth of the Virgin and the Presentation of the Virgin in the Temple From
there, the viewer would have to direct his sight to the top left register for the
Annuncianon and Visitation, then night, all the way across the top register, and down to

the Nanvity, right to the Adoration, and further to the left for the Presentation of Christ / |
1n the Temple 7

Not only 1S thc Interpretation of the program as a Manan cycle open to debate,

but the proposed reconstrucuor_l 1s even more questionable It was suggested that Mary

was the most important figure, as she appears 1n all of the preserved scenes, whereas
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Ch._l'lSt 1s shown 1n only three cplsode:s8 (_hc actually appears four tmes twice 1n the
Nativity) Other considerations were  Mary seems to be the protagonist in the SCt;r“l;ES,
she 1s glonfied in the Nativity, the Adoration and the Presentation for the fulﬁllme.ﬁt.of
héi’ dés_tiny, the Presentation of Christ alludes to her Punification, and the role of the

angels "encourages the view that the focus of the program 1s Mary, for they nourish,

address, defend, guide and protect her "9

However, all these elements could be part of any Chnistological cycle Mary \é}/

does 1ndeed havc a prominent rolc in the story of Chnst s bn*th she would nevitably

e — L -

appear 1n the cplsodes whxch preccde and announce his imminent birth, and she would

R R Lo S — S ———

be neccssanly prcscnt in the scenes of hlS Infancy The participation of angels 1s not

cxcluswe to 1nteractions with Mary (for mstancc, thc Drcam of Joseph, the

o ————

Annunc:1at10n to the Shepherds), and they are also mentloncd n the hterary sources
upon which the iconography 1s based
Leveto gives no parallels for this type of complex pictorial arrangement, she

suggests that 1t would have been onginally and ingeniously adapted to the monument

by the artist 10 The background for such an esoteric invention by the frescoist 1s
explained thus "It 1s possible that a hiturgical or homuletic source existed which would

explain the Castelseprio cycle, but the relation between source and cycle more likely

would have been one of inspiration than one of illustration "11 This possibility remains |
purely speculative Given the total lack of evidence of either literary or artistic |
prototypes for this interpretation, it serves at best as an interesting theory Why would |
a patron wishing to commussion a Manan cycle want 1t depicted 1n such a complex
manner, incomprehensible without lengthy explanations? A stralghtforward,

casy -to- read group of paintings would have been rnuch more desnablc at a ime when

; s n— ——— e s B e



106

art was still used as an educative and propagandist tool.

- Therefore, the interpretation of the whole cycle should be based only on what
remains, since any proposed reconstruction of the missing scenes cannot in any way
lead to a better and clearer understanding of the program "Ogni ricostituzione di c10 che

poteva esservi & soltanto una bnllante 1potes: "12

The Dogmatic Meaning
The fusion of both narrative and 1conic representations 1n the apse!3 has to be

considered 1n the study of this monument The d1vme nature of the Christ Pantocrator

and the symbohc meaning of the second commg of Christ 1n the Hero:mas:a are

— — —— e e et

integrated among the narrative scenes Each of these offers a visual message on the

T S P — S ———

divimty of Christ's incarnation, and the w1messmg of mn'acles the dwme prophecy of

e r——

the Annunciation 1s witnessed by a maid, Elisabeth attests to the e virginal conception by

S——

touching Mary's womb 1n the V1sxtanon, Mary's chastity 1s proved in the Trial by Water
and tesnﬁed to 1n the Dream of Joseph the dialogue between Mary and Joseph 15

B

present in the Nativity (the mldw1fe, the doubtm g Salome J oseph the ox and the ass)

L e a ——

the shcpherds are told c of the rmracle by an angel, the Mag: of the Adoranon are

_— S P———

s R

ntroduced to their new- bom kmg after bemg wamed by celesnal signs, the old Sxmeon

e

humamty n th_e Presentanen The _fundamental 1dea u_r_:_d,erly_l_ng the narrative content

seems to be the dogma of the dzvme Incamauon wuh an emphas15 on the dual nature of

—— e —— it e e —— =

Christ human and divine 14

e e
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Th -Rell ntex
Interest 1n this dogma grew as the Lombards were gradually converted from
Ananism and paganism (or a muxture of the twol3) to Catholicism The Arans
followed the doctrine of a fourth-century bishop called Arius They believed 1n the !III
existence of only one God who has absolutely no equal, and can put forth nothing of
His own essence, because His essence 1s uncreated What He created 1s a separate
substance, consequently the "Son" 1s unrelated to and different from the Father Christ

1s not truly God, nor does he have divine attributes He 1s not eternal, his knowledge 1s

not perfect, but he has a special relation to God because he 1s a perfect creature  The
Holy Ghost was also interpreted as a second, independent substance, on the same level

as Christ Therefore, the dogma of the Incarnation of Christ and the recognition of his

two natures was of crucial importance in the Lombard religious establishment of the

e ———————
_—
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seventh and eighth centuries A succession of Arian and Catholic kings and bishops

e —— B

made the conversion rather unstable until the end of the seventh century 16 There was
also religious dissent among the Catholic Lombards since a number of them, including
important members of the court and the clergy, ascribed to the doctrine of the Three
Chapters 17

This schism was based on the anti-Cyrillian writings of Theodore of
Mopsuestia (circa 350-circa 428), Theodoret of Cyrus (circa 393-circa 466) and Ibas of
Edessa They promulgated the 1dea that Christ 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 19 Cynl of Alexandra's writings on the dual nature of Christ ("the divine nature

incarnated") were reasserted in Chalcedon 1n 451, and redefined as the "two natures of

Christ united 1n one hypostasis” 20 The Three Chapters were condemned again 1n 553
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at the Fifth Ecumenical Council in Constantinople,2! but by then this schism was too
deeply rooted 1n certain parts of the Chnistian world (Egypt, Syna, North Italy22), and

the anathemas had little or no consequences 1n those areas

In Lombardy, Anamsrn and the doctrine of the Three Chapters existed side by —

51de unnl the begmmng of the elghth century For 1nstance, in 589, Queen

Theodolinda, a Catholic by birth and a strong supporter of the Three Chapters, was

married to Autharis, an Arnan Upon his death (590), she chose as her husband
Agigulph, another Arian, who became king of the Lombards 'I'hrot_l_ghopt the sixth
and seventh centuries, Anans and Ca_t}_lol_t_c__s_1 _both__strongly Idevote_d to _t_h_err respective
religious groups, tolerated each other23 Paul the Deacon recorded 1n his Historia

Langobardorum that at the time of Rothar1 (d 652), in almost all the cities 1n the

kingdom, there were two bishops, one Arian, the other Catholic 24 However,

Anamsm ‘was superseded by a great number of Cathohc conversions which took place

— el N —

in the second half of the seventh century, due 1n part to the influence of mussionaries 25
The schlsm of the Three Chapters was also losmg populanty, as the Lombard reh gious

structure was becommg closer and more umﬁed to the Roman Church In 698, King

s e
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adepts of the Three Chapters n the hope of putting an end to thelr dlsagreements The

result was as Cumbert w1shed It was celebrated by a Carmen composed for the

occasion by a poet (Stefano Maglster), in which the schism was repudiated and the

recognition of only one relxglon, one bapnsm and one eucharist was pralsed 26 A

delegatlon was subsequently sent to Rome n order to inform Pope Sergius I of the |

results of the Pav1an synod Cunibert also asked the Pope for forgiveness of his sins,

which he obtained with the request from the Pope to burn all the works of Theodore of
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Mopsuestia, Theodoret of Cyrus and Ibas of Edessa, as well as those of the two
Constantinopolitan patriarchs (Paul and Pyrrhus) who had instigated the Monothelitic
heresy 27 Upon Cunibert's death 1n 700, an Arian heretic, Raghempert, who was a
son of one of the old Anan kings, took the throne from Cunibert's successor, Liutpert,
who was still a child Raghempert's reign was shortlived and, in 701, the throne was
disputed by a series of candidates28, until Aripert IT (a Catholic) took power He ruled

Lombardy for eleven years, and most of his personal and political undertakings were
aimed at securing his own power,2? since there were many struggles within the
Lombard court, and threats from neighboring duchies and countries 30 In order to
prevent any attacks, Aripert went as far as hosting foreign ambassadors 1n a very frugal

way, with the intention of portraying to them an image of poverty, so that they would

not perceive Lombardy as a rich land worth fighting for

changes 1n Lombardy the Anan heresy was rapidly coming to an end, the schism of the
Three Chapters was repudiated, the kings were making laws obliging citizens to adopt
the Roman Catholic faith, and the missions to convert the Lombards were almost

completed 3! Under these circumstances, a need must have arisen to promulgate the

had decided to accept wholeheartedly The equality of Christ "son of God" and "God
the Father" had to be demonstrated to the converted Arians, who had previously
recognized Christ only as a secondary divinity,32 while the schismatic followers of the

Three Chapters must comprehend the dual nature of Christ, human and divine

It 15 1n this context that Santa Mana di Castelseprio can be best understood It
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of the Tnmty, thus conveying an anti-Arian sigmficance 33 More 1mp0rtamly, the

s focus on | t.hc Incarnation of Christ 1n the fresco cycle can be interpreted as an orthodox

Aeems i

statement directed toward both the heretics and schismatics  The paintings contain a
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number of pictorial elements from which specific religious concepts may be construed
the translucent halo of Christ (1n the Bathing of the Child and the Presentation in the
Temple) contains three rays of a thin cross, the arms ending 1n a "T" shape and
projecting beyond the circle of the nmmbus One may associate the cross with the

Crucifixion, but 1ts thinness and peculiar shape are "more suggestive of the luminous

and emanatory",34 thus leading to another possible understanding since 1t emanates\\
from the translucent halo, 1t may be seen as three rays of light 1ssuing from a circle of
light This imagery could be based on the theological concept of the divine nature of
the human Chrnist 1n the wntings of a Synan mystic, the pseudo-Dionysius the
Areopagite (circa 500), light 1s a central theme 1n descriptions of the Godhead
Blinding rays, radiance, beams of light, flames, and brightness qualify the essence of 'i
God and the Trinmity These conceptions were known 1n Italy from at least the seventh

century, since Pope Martin I (649) quoted pseudo-Dionysius' writings Martin I, /

assisted by Greek monks and priests (among them, Maximus the Confessor, a disciple |

of the pseudo-Dionysius), directed the Roman Council of 649 1n which the doctrine of

dyotheliism was opted for36 the human and divine natures of Christ were

/
distinguished 1n two wills and two operations. This doctrine was readily accepted 1n /

the West

Therefore the type of cross-mimbus found at Castelseprio may symbolize the

e o ————————

dual nature of Christ, a concept Wthh nccded to be sprcad ‘among the falthful n

Lombardy

—————————



Both the Anans and the followers of the Three Chapters had recognized only
the human nature of Chnist Therefore, the role of the Virgin Mary had also been
interpreted at a human level "The logical consequence of this teaching was that Christ's
virginal Mother could not be called Mother of God, but only Mother of Christ "37

In the Castelseprio frescoes, the representation of Mary seems to go beyond

R

the human aspect of her accomphshmcnt In agrccmcnt with the orthodox beliefs, she

i ————————————
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appears as Theotokos , or Mother of God 33 her role 1s dominant since she 1s
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mseparablc from the theme of the Incarnation and the dual nature of Christ, and her

i S s e T

physma] dep1cnon 1s endowed wnh an attribute of dmmty, a goldcn halo The cross

mmbus of the Chnst Pantocraror 1s also goldena whereas the angels and Simeon have

blue haloes Gold seems to be cxcluswe to thc ﬁgurcs of Mary and Chnist, perhaps as

et —

a symbol of thcxr h1 gher dlvmlty, or proxnmty to God Inmdentally, Joseph whose

—R———

role 1s sccondary, 1s not nimbed 1n any of thc scenes whcrc hc ‘appears  Could this

em—————— E— -
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Omission stress his human condition as opposcd to Mary S and Chrlst s divine naturc'?

e R s

The choice of the scenes also refers to thc rmraculous and divine aspect of ~
Mary's involvement in the Incarnation, particularly in the Tnal by Water and the
Miracle of the Midwife J

The dogma of Mary Theotokos, which 1s closely connected to the dogma of
dyothelitism, may also have been part of the religious doctrines which the Lombards

accepted upon their conversion to Roman Catholicism The unification of the Church

became a major 1ssue 1n Lombardy, particularly 1n the early eighth century, when

contacts between Rome and Pavia relaxed, both religiously and poliically
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Patronage

The hlgh artistic quahty of the Castelseprio frescoes suggests that the patron

was in a favourable soc1a.l and financml posmon he had found and recogmzed the talent

of the axust and had the means to hu’e him for the commuission

—— ————

It 1 doubtful that a patron would have taken the nisk of erecting such a

beautifully decorated monument, 1n a precanous location out51de the fortress walls if

e i T ia, - re— e -

the polltlcal socw.l and rehglous cllmate had not been relatlvely stable Confllcts of a

social or rellglous nature are known to have usually resulted 1n massive destructlon of
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monuments, parucularly n Lombardy Therefore s legitimate to behevc that the
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frescoes - and the buildmgs were executed ata nme of peace, as artxstlc producuon 1S

normally more abundant In times of soc:lal and re11 glous stability The scventh-century
battles‘over the throne of Lombardy and the religious controversies on Arianism,
paganism, orthodox Catholicism, the schism of the Three Chapters and Monothelitism
do not appear as a favourable background for the execution of these paintings Rather,

a date later than the synod of Pavia (698), when the rellgxous matters were partly
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settled, seems more plausible for this commission By then most princes and the

-

majority of the populauon had become Roman Cathohcs

As for the social situation, the second decade of the eighth century, after
Anpert II, seems to be the earliest possibility the reign of Anpert (701-712) was
charactenzed by unrest, civil wars, conflicts and violence 39 Although Aripert arranged
to be 1n the Pope's good graces,0 he 1s known as neither a fervent Catholic nor a great
patron of the arts In fact, only one commussion - a church 1n Pavia - was recorded
during his reign In 712, Ansprand, one of the allies of Cunibert (d 700), came back
from his exile in Bavaria to Lombardy with an army of Bavanans, 1n order to defeat

Aripert and take the throne of Lombardy Although Arnpert was stronger, he retired

WTPR . — . L

O
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from the battle too early and lost the support of his troops He tried to escape to the
Frankish kingdom with the royal treasure, but the weight of the gold caused him to
drown while swimming across the Ticinos river 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 thc longest in Lombard history, from 71210

744 41 Upon his accession to the thron_e, Liutprand established peace, order and

N

coherence 1n his kingdom He was a skillful legislator who claimed to be divinely

inspired "because the kmg's heart 1s 1n the hand of God" Llutprand had great
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ascendancy over hxs Sllb]CCtS and excellem rclanons thh the papacy,43 except for a

short hved conflict 1n 727 44 While recogmzing the full ecclesiastical authority of thc

Po;c, he promoted condmons whlch brought peace and wealth to the Lombard
kingdom In the early 730's, however, the Lombards and the Eastern Empire were 1n
conﬂ-lct, and from then until 741, numerous rivalries and battles resumed between the
Lombards and the duchies of Rome, Spoleto and Benevento

Elsewhere, Llutprand S rclatlons with the Franks were very fncndly Charles
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Martel and Liutprand were brothcrs-m law, as their wives were daughters of the duke

of Bavaria,%> and Charles' son Pepin was also the adopted son of Liutprand 46 In
737, when help was needed 1n the battle against the Moslems 1n Septimania, Liutprand
and his army supported Charles immediately 47

Therefore, the early years of Liutprand's reign seem to bc thc TOSt auspiCIous
R S e SR ol

for his building acuvity  His commitment and devotion to C‘athohcnsm48 was

demonstrated by the considerable artistic production under his pa tronage Thc exact
S
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number and location of churches which he commissioned was not recorded, but Paul
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the Deacon wrote "This most glorious king built many churches 1n honor of Christ in
the various places where he was accustomed to stay "4° Paul mentions the
establishment of the monastery of St Peter, called the "Golden Heaven", outside the
walls of the city of Ticinum (Pavia), the monastery called "Bercetum" on the top of
Bardo's Alp, a beautifully decorated dwelling to Chnist in honor of the martyr
Anastasius and a monastery 1n Olonna, where he had his suburban manor, a chapel to
our Lord the Saviour within his palace (where daily services were performed), and
many other churches to God 1n different places 50

Given the geographical location of Castelseprio, close to the Alps, on the route

between the Frankish kingdom and Pavia (and between the north and Rome), very

RS T

close to Olonna where Llutprand had hls suburban manor, 1t seems plausxblc that thc
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church of Santa Mana would have been one of the numerous monu_ments for Wthh he

was rcsponsﬂ)lc Dunng the peaceful early years of his reign, approximately between

712 and 730, the King could have commussioned the small church outside the walls of
the fortress at Castelseprio, a settlement where a number of pilgrims and travellers -

perhaps Llutprand himself - may have stopped before or after crossin g the Alps The

—

anu-Anan decorauon of the church may have servcd to propagate the ncwly adopted

doctrine of thc dual nature of Chnist The strong adhesion of the Lombards to the

orthodox Roman Church was thus clearly demonstrated Liutprand, known as the

legislator Catholic King,5! may have desired such a statement to be 1llustrated at

Castclscpno

———
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Notes to Chapter IV

L All scholars agree on this, except Leveto (Castel Seprio) who nterprets 1t as
a Manan cycle This will be discussed below

2 Capitan1 d'Arzago, Santa Maria, 647

3 Order would not be followed, but the Castelseprio artist has already reversed
the sequence of the Trial by Water and the Dream of Joseph Possibly, he could have
reversed these two scenes as well

4 Weitzmann, The Fresco Cycle, 84-85
5 Leveto, Castel Seprio, 192-204

6 Ibid , 197 Leveto suggests that the compositions "kept the eye from
wandering", that because of them, "the viewer was encouraged to look to the adjacent
apse wall", and asserts that onlookers would naturally associate the scenes that should
be viewed as echoes of one another

7 Leveto stresses the secondary meaning of the Purification of Mary within the
Presentation of Christ 1n the Temple (Castel Seprio, 193, 195), in order to give more
weight to the Manan aspect of the cycle

8 Ihid , 193
91Ibid, 193
107pid , 200
Uibid, 201
12 Cecchells, "Weitzmann," 102

13 This type of decoratve cycle 1s very unusual Grabar ("Les fresques de
Castelseprio et I'Occident," 86) ponts out that there are no Byzantine parallels of an
Infancy cycle 1n apses, whereas several examples can be found in the West (S Mana
Maggiore, S Maria Antiqua, Oratory of John VII, S Mana in Trastevere in Rome, La
Daurade 1n Toulouse, Parenzo, St Gall, etc ) He concludes that this choice of subject
for an apse decoration 1s a Latin tradition.  He forgets to mention, however, that most
of the monuments he cites were under strong eastern influence Moreover, if no
Byzantine parallel can be found, 1t 1s not because there never was any Schapiro ("The
Frescoes," 108) mentions other examples of Infancy cycles in Bawit and Deir Abu
Henms 1n Egypt (sixth or seventh century) and the Red Church of Perustica in Bulgaria
(seventh century)

14 This 1dea was first expressed by Capitan1 d'Arzago 1n Santa Mania ,
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544-701, esp 616-621, 655, 671 It was subsequently agreed upon by most scholars,
including Weitzmann, The Fresco Cycle, 69-90 Capitan1 D'Arzago interprets the
scenes as a "theophany-vision" while Weitzmann stresses the importance of the
witnesses

15 For a description of the religious cults, beliefs and superstitions, see G
Barni, La conquéte de I'ltalie par les Lombards (Pans, 1975), 124

16 Penco, Storia della Chiesa in Itaha, 105-106, 127-128, Barni, La conquéte
de l'ltalie par les Lombards, 114-139

17 Penco, Storia della Chiesa in Itaha, 112-122

18 Theodore was recognized 1n the East as the true author of the heresy called
Nestorianism He was thus personally condemned as a heretic See G Every, The
Byzantine Patriarchate 451-1204 (London, 1962), 49, J Meyendorff, Byzantine
Theology Historical Trends and Doctrinal Themes (New York, 1974), 35, A
Harnack, History of Dogma (New York, 1958), 245-248

19 Meyendorff, Byzantine Theology, 23, 32-35
20 Ibid , 33, Harnack, History of Dogma, 248

21 F Dvornik, The Ecumenical Councils (New York, 1961), 32, Harnack,
History of Dogma, 249

22 Ibd, 33

23 Barni, La conquéte de I'lItalie par les Lombards Numerous examples of the
coexistence of the two groups are listed, p 244-258, P Lemerle, "L'archéologie
paléochrénenne en Itahe Milan et Castelsepnio, 'Orient ou Rome' " Byzantion Revue
internationale des études byzantines 22 (1952, 165-206), 168

24 Penco, Storia della Chiesa in Itaha, 124

25 Onental missionares sent from Rome may have been largely responsible
for the conversion of the Lombards See Cattaneo, "La discussione," 220, Schapiro,
"The Frescoes," 109, for a full discussion of the Greek and Syran presence 1n
Lombardy Bognetti, Santa Mana, 203-319, and for an account of the Oriental
influence 1n Milan from the fourth to the sixth century Lemerle, "L'archéologie
paléochrétienne,” 184-185

26 Penco, Storia della Chiesa in Italia, 137, Barm, La conquéte de I'Italie par
les Lombards, 131, 257-258

27 Barn, La conquéte de I'ltalie par les Lombards, 132 For the Monothelitic
heresy, see Meyendorff, Byzantine Theology, 31-35, Harnack, History of Dogma,
257-261
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28 Barni, La conquéte de I'ltale par les Lombards, 135-136

29 See Ibid , 136-138, P Delogu, A Guillou, G Ortali, Longobard: e
Bizantini (Torino, 1980), 121-124

30 The second half of the seventh century was very unstable 1n Lombardy
The death of Rothan (652) was followed by a dark, violent and decadent period of
sixty years "quando non st hanno notizie di guerre contro popoli confinanti, quel po' di
storia Langobarda che s1 intravede nelle tenebre & sola storia di lotte fratricide " G
Pepe, Il Medio Evo barbarico d'Italia (Torino, 1959), 187

31 Barni informs us that by the end of Haribert's reign 1n 712, “le systéme des
mussions était dépass€” (La conquéte de I'ltalie par les Lombards, 139) Bishops and
archbishops were striving for more ecclesiastical power, as 1llustrated by Benedict, the
archbishop of Milan, who tried 1n 711 to obtain the right to consecrate the bishop of
Pavia The Pope then refused, but after 712, the kings Ansprand and Liutprand
themselves chose the Pavian bishops (139)

32 Lasareff, "Gh affreschi d1 Castelseprio," 89-90
33 Penco, Storia della Chiesa in Itaha, 138

34 Schapiro, "The Frescoes,” 99 See also "Notes on Castelseprio,” 292-296,
Grabar, "A propos du mmbe crucifere i Castelseprio,” 156-159

35 De divinis nominibus, quoted by Schapiro ("The Frescoes,” 99), after a
translation by C E Rolt See also Meyendorff, Byzantine Theology, 27-31,
202-203, 208-210

36 This council had been called 1n protest against Monothelitism (belief 1n one
will) which had been spreading in the East since the third decade of the seventh
century Pope Martin I's protest in 649 led to his arrest by the Emperor's police, his
trial in Constantinople, maltreatment and exile, where he died Other defenders of
orthodoxy were also persecuted, and Maximus died a martyr This increased the
discontentment with the Eastern empire in Italy When Constantine IV felt the danger,
he saw the need to pacify the West and the Church and called for the Sixth Ecumenical
Council (Trullan Council) 1n Constantinople It took place 1n 680-681, and resulted 1n
the readoption of the creed accepted at Chalcedon the dual nature of Christ (Dvornik,
The Ecumenical Councils, 33-34)

37 Ihd, 22

38 Rézycka-Bryzek, "Les peintures murales de I'église de Santa Mana de
Castelseprio," 157 The author speculates on the missing medallions and suggests that
they formed a Deesis, with St John the Baptist and Mary flanking Christ Mary would
thus be represented as both Theotokos and protector of humanity
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39 Delogu, Longobard: e Bizantimi, 122-124, Barn, La conquéte de l'ltalie par
les Lombards, 136-138

40 He gave the Cottian Alps back to the Pope between 705 and 707 Aripert's
own 1nterest in this "donation" was to prevent the Pope from supporting his own
enemies Delogu, Longobardi e Bizantini, 124, Barn, La conquéte de I'ltalie par les
Lombards, 137

41 For a discussion of King Liutprand's reign, see Paul the Deacon, History
of the Langobards (Transl Dudley Foulke, Philadelphia, 1907) 281-308
Unfortunately, Liutprand's story 1s at the end of Paul's last book of his history, which
was left unfinished at his death Therefore 1t 1s incomplete, and contains a few errors
(corrected by Foulke 1n his notes) See also Barmi, La conquéte de I'ltalie par les
Lombards, 140-168, Delogu, Longobard: e Bizantini, 125-144, Hallenbeck, Pavia and
Rome, 12, 21-51

42 Paul Deacon, History of the Langobards, 306, n 4

43 The Vita Gregoru Il informs us that "The Romans and Lombards were
united as brothers " (Hallenbeck, Pavia and Rome, 24)

44 Liutprand seized the fortress of Sutr on the Via Cassia, 1n the duchy of
Rome (approximately sixty kilometres northeast of Rome) Paul Deacon, History of the
Langobards, 293 The tensions between the King and the Pope did not last very long
after Liutprand transferred Sutr1 back to Gregory II, and the reasons for the attack are
not clear See Hallenbeck, Pavia and Rome, 24-27

45 Paul Deacon, History of the Langobards, 285

46 Ibid, 296 This was according to a long-standing custom among
Germanic people

47 Ibid , 296-297

48 Paul the Deacon nforms us of Liutprand's Christian existence "He was
indeed a man of much wisdom, very religious and a lover of peace, shrewd 1n counsel,
powerful 1n war, merciful to offenders, chaste, modest, prayerful in the night-watches,
generous 1n chanues, 1gnorant of letters indeed, yet worthy to be likened to
philosophers, a supporter of his people, an ncreaser of the law " (History of the
Langobards, 306)

49 Ibid, 303-304

50 Ibid, 304 For a discussion of the artistic production under Liutprand,
see Delogu, Longobard: e Bizantini, 136-137

51 Barm, La conquéte de I'ltalie par les Lombards, 140
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CONCLUSION

The lack of early rncdteval documenta_ry evidence on Castelseprio does not
p—crrmt one to am—vc at any concrete conclusxons about the church of Santa Mana All
rhc results obtained from research and stud:cs on the architecture of the monument, the
iconography and style of its fresco cycle, the paleography of its inscriptions, the

reconstruction of 1ts lost scenes and 1ts historical context, must remain essentially

hypothetical

However, when the various lines of exploration are brought together, they
may lead to a clear estimation of the context in which the building and 1its decorations
were produced Within what 1s known of the development of architecture in
Lombardy, and considening the structural analogies with San Salvatore 1n Brescia, a

late scvcnth— or carly el ghth-century date seems plaumble for the erection of thc church

of Santa Mana Paleographic studtcs tcnd to support this datc. although the damaged

state of the inscription does not allow furthcr investigation of this SUbjCCt

As for the 1conography of the Christological scenes in 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 sitmilanities with early eighth-century

frescoes 1n Rome makes the association of the two groups seem like an attractive
theory, but the differences which exist between them do not permut further elaboration
on their relationships The Greek presence 1s felt in both groups they probably
emerged from a similar artistic tradition

Links have also been established between the Castelseprio frescoes and other

northcm Itahan mural dccorattons These analogies throw more hght on the placc of
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Castelseprio 1n connection to San Salvatore 1n Brescia, the Tempietto at Cividale and

St John at Mus_tairhxt m;lj_/ fmd 1t§ ongm at the dawn of the Lombard style which

devc_loﬁéd 1n the eighth century and subsequently inspired Carolingian artists
Arustically, the concordance of the eighth-century date for all aspects of the

monument's production seems more than coincidental ,Morc?"__f_’._r_'___t_he_,._S,tEEI.X,_Pf

Lombard society and religion-in-the-early-Middle Ages reveals that the early eighth-

century was relatvely peaceful, and thus a fav_ourable ume for building constructions

and painting commussions The themes of the scenes suit the religious 1deas which Q?;

i

were being propagated at that period ‘the dogma of the Divine Incamnation of Christ and
his dual natre
Historical accounts on King Liutprand's great enterprising character, his actuve.
patronage of the arts and his determination 1n umifying the religion 1n Italy make him a
good candidate for the patronage of Santa Maria, about the second decade of the eighth /
century 1ts strategic location on the trading and pilgrimage route between ccntr%ﬁii'.
Europe and Italy supports the possibility of a royal commussion at Castelseprio =
The 1mportance of this small Lombard church 1s not founded only on the
artistic value of the monument 1tself, 1t also compels modern scholars to reassess a
domain of art history left in obscurity until recently In spite of the modern restorations
and the protection of the frescoes, they are rapidly deteriorating  As time goes by, the

loss of monuments and the disappearance of others remund us of the urge to record and

study them while they sull exist
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1. Santa Maria foris portas, Castelseprio: outside view
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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
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9. The Trial by Water, after Capitani d'Arzago
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11. Christ Pantocrator
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12. The Dream of Joseph
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13. The Journey to Bethlehem

14. The Nativity




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




135

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
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35. Cappadocia, Kiliglar: Visitation and Trial by Water
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37. Ravenna: Throne of Maximian (VI-C. Ivory)

/B
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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
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41. Paris, Louvre: Ivory Nativity, X C.
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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 VII: Nativity, Grimaldi's sketch
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45. Oratory of John VII: Nativity, tracing of the Miracle of the Midwife
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46. Oratory of John VII: fragment of the Bathing of the Child




160
47. Oratory of John VII: Grimaldi's drawing

48. Oratory of John VII: Grimaldi's drawing
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49. S. Maria Antiqua, fresco of John VII: Nativity

50. S. Maria Antiqua, fresco of John VII: Nativity
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S1. Ravenna: Throne of Maximian: Nativity panel
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52. S. Benevento bronze door: Nativity




53. S. Maria Antiqua, fresco of John VII: Adoration of the Magi
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55. S. Vincenzo al Volturno, crypt: Angel of the Annunciation




56. Brescia, San Salvatore crypt: head (fragment)

57. Brescia, San Salvatore crypt: frescoes, VIII-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: lunette fresco; Christ with Archangels Michael and Gabriel

60. Cividale, Tempietto: saint
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61. Paris Psalter (Paris, Bibl. Nat. cod. gr. 139 fol. 1 v.): David Composing the Psalms
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62. Rome, Santa Maria Antiqua: 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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Appendix 2 Weitzmann's Reconstruction
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Appendix 3 Leveto's Reconstruction
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