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Elli Doulkaridou
Ramantani

Two Illuminated Statuti from the Archive
of San Giovanni Decollato in Rome

The contents of the archive of the Archconfra-
ternity of San Giovanni Decollato, also known
as ‘della Misericordia’, are currently divided
between the Archivio di Stato di Roma and
the archives of the Archconfraternity of San
Giovanni Decollato situated at the foot of the
Capitoline Hill'. The archive holds seven man-
uscripts containing various versions of the
brotherhood’s statutes (statuti)*. The present
contribution discusses two of these manu-
scripts, both of which contain a full-page dec-
orated frontispiece’. The first (fig. 1) is dated
to around 1518 and appears to come from the
workshop of Attavante degli Attavanti (1452-
1520/1525), whereas the second, which in-
cludes the date 1581, is more challenging to
attribute at this stage of research (pl. XVIII)*.
In addition to bringing these two works to
light, the present contribution examines them
in tandem, enabling an interesting comparison
in a precise context. Given that the entity com-
missioning both works had specific and stable
expectations through the years, it is possible
to observe how the artists attempted to adapt
their visual culture while always seeking to
maintain a subtle balance between tradition
and innovation.

Founded on May 8, 1488 by members of the
Florentine community in Rome and recog-
nised by Pope Innocent VIII two years later,
the primary objective of the Archconfraterni-
ty of San Giovanni Decollato was to comfort
those sentenced to death and undertake the
costs of their burial®. Under Paul III's reign,
the company was granted the privilege to vote
for the release of a prisoner and proceed to his
liberation on the feast day of Saint John the
Baptist, on June, 24 of every year (see Appen-
dix below)’. After dressing the prisoner in red
robes, the members of the brotherhood accom-
panied him in a solemn procession from Tor
di Nona, the prison that once stood near the
Tiber River, and across Castel Sant’Angelo, to-
wards the church of San Giovanni Decollato.

Upon reception of the sacraments and accord-
ing to the ritual, the prisoner would transgress
a small door on the right side of the church,
surmounted by the inscription “Per misericor-
diam™’. The prisoner could then start his life
over as a free man. The militant dimension of
these activities, especially after 1517 and the
advent of the Reformation, is evident. Since
Lutheranism did not recognise acts of mer-
cy, indulgences and care for the dead or those
sentenced to capital punishment had a strong
Catholic character®.

The statutes contained the rules of the broth-
erhood and were evolving texts, subject to
modifications and reforms over the years. The
first reform, focusing on the criteria of admis-
sion for new members, was the result of years
of debate. Discussions began in 1514, and the
members published the reviewed statutes on
August 5, 1518. In 1581, an actual reform took
place and was entered in the superintendent’s
(Provveditore) diary as a ‘publication’.

The illuminated frontispieces, coinciding with
the above two dates, come with a clear con-
text of commission, production, and objec-
tives. The statutes of 1518 (fig. 1), the oldest
illuminated manuscript in the archive and the
first to be equipped with a full-page miniature,
was probably commissioned to mark the mod-
ifications but also to celebrate the Florentine
character of the archconfraternity that had
been dismantled in Florence after the death
of Lorenzo de’ Medici'. It is not surprising
that the brothers opted for a Florentine style
by commissioning an artist from Attavante’s
workshop''. The brotherhood received a sig-
nificant number of privileges during the ‘Flor-
entine’ period of the papacy, especially in the
reign of Leo X (1475-1521), which contributed
to its increasingly prominent presence in the
city’s religious and social fabric.

The frontispiece displays the artist’s style,
namely vertical and horizontal strips of mon-
ochromatic background in blue, green, and



1. Rome, Archivio
dell’Arciconfraternita

di San Giovanni Decollato,

1, Capitoli e Ordinationi
della Compagnia della
Misericordia di Roma:
Attavante degli Attavanti
and assistants, decorated
page with the Decollation
of Saint John the Baptist,
f. 1r.

o

red with vertical structures filled with golden
acanthus leaves. Winged putti contribute to
the animation of these areas and enliven the
decoration. A phytomorphic putto in the lower
right corner draws his eyes upward, to demon-
strate that the marginal and decorative figures
are aware of the decapitation scene taking
place within a framed space — indicating that
it is happening in a different level of reality. A
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similar device can be found in the Enchiridion
of Epictetus that Attavante decorated for Leo
X at the beginning of the century (fig. 2)"%. In
the lower border of the 1518 frontispiece, two
angels present the motto of the brotherhood,
which is written on a tablet and inserted in a
medallion. The angels are placing their hands
behind as well as on and inside the medallion,
thus suggesting that they inhabit a three-di-
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2. Florence, Biblioteca
Medicea Laurenziana,
Plut. 81.22, Enchiridion:

Attavante degli Attavanti,

decorated page, f. 1r.
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mensional space". The lily of Florence, set on
top of the tablet, takes the form of a ribbon
continuing in the virtual space behind the tab-
let and turns into the red cross of the city in the
lower part of the medallion.

The miniature of 1581 (pl. XVIII) repeats the
visual configuration of the statutes of 1518. It
is evident that the artist of the later frontispiece
observed the earlier version and attempted to
maintain a degree of structural continuity.
At the same time, the marginal decoration of
Florentine descent gives way to a significantly
more robust framing device.

The scene of the beheading is constrained
within a framework operating as an Albertian
window while flowering candelabras inhabit-
ed by pairs of winged putti and birds animate
the margins. The three-dimensionality is ac-

centuated, primarily through the putti of the
upper border, who kneel on the edge of the
storia’s frame, their tunics slightly billowing
towards the foreground. Instead of the western
Christogram (/HS), visible on the upper border
of the earlier frontispiece, here the two put-
ti present the head of the Baptist on a platter.
These putti are more than simple reggistem-
ma since they also carry the attributes of the
Baptist, the cross and the lamb, thus augment-
ing the presence of the martyred saint. Equal-
ly intriguing is the treatment of the arms of
Florence as well as of the archconfraternity’s
motto Per misericordiam. In the 1518 statutes,
these elements were merged into the same
space, seeking to promote and consolidate the
Florentine identity of a still young institution;
sixty years later, such promotion was hardly
necessary. The compartmentalisation and re-
distribution of visual and symbolic functions
encouraged by the development of mannerist
decorative systems led our artist to place the
conspicuous tablet containing the motto in the
upper zone of the frontispiece, directly above
the storia'. Furthermore, resting on the frame
of the storia and flanked by two putti, the tab-
let becomes a pedestal for the presentation of
the Baptist’s head. At this point, the relations
of scale become problematic, since the head of
the Baptist is significantly larger than the putti.
This difference of scale enhances the emblem-
atic character of the device which also adorned
the cloister (fig. 3) and the official documents
of the brotherhood'®. The viewer/reader trans-
gresses the virtual threshold created by the
fictitious frame — its depth accentuated by the
succession of framing devices — and passes
through the virtual door of the Misericordia,
just as the chosen prisoner transgressed the
small door of the church every June, 24.

The attentive observation of the 1518 fron-
tispiece on the part of the later artist is fur-
ther confirmed by the colour of the figures’
garments. While the colours of the women’s
clothes and the executioner remain similar,
the representation of the Baptist has changed.
Instead of his camel-skin robe, alluding to his
hermitic life, the saint wears a red tunic resem-
bling the one in the Beheading of Saint John
the Baptist by Daniele da Volterra (fig. 4)"°.
Indeed, this painting was probably destined to
adorn the church of San Giovanni Decollato
and thus may have been seen by the miniatur-
ist’”. The red tunic is intriguing from another
perspective, since the liberated prisoner was



3. Rome, cloister of San
Giovanni Decollato: Head
of the Baptist, stucco.

given a garment of the same colour to wear
along the way from the prison to the church'®.
The difference, however, lies in the effects of
narrative, for there is a shift between the earlier
and later versions of the scene, which sets up
a narrative continuity while at the same time
increasing the number of episodes represented
simultaneously. Whereas in Attavante’s ren-
dering the act has just been committed and the
saint’s head still lies on the ground before the
feet of Salome', in the 1581 version, the lat-
ter is represented receiving the Baptist’s head
amidst a more populated and robust composi-
tion, resembling a contemporary prison cell.
The artist seems to have found inspiration in
Vasari’s version of the same episode, painted
for the oratory of the archconfraternity (fig. 5).
There, we can observe a similar proliferation
of episodes in depth by the multiplication of
plans through architecture and framing devic-
es (doors and windows). The same mechanism
was employed by Francesco Salviati in the Sala
dell’Udienza Invernale of the Sacchetti Palace
in Rome, in the scene of Bathsheba Going to
David (fig. 6). It seems equally plausible to pre-
sume the influence of a painting executed by a
follower of the Cavalier d’Arpino (fig. 7)*. In-
deed, it appears that the illuminator attempted
to fuse multiple visual references.

Apart from the visual similarities with the
church’s decorations and paintings, the ritu-
alistic dimension of the later frontispiece be-
comes apparent through a comparison with
a small anonymous painting depicting, once
again, the beheading of the Baptist (fig. 8).
Called tavolette, such devotional aids were
used by the confortatori during the afflitio —

the assisted confession of the prisoners and
their procession towards their place of exe-
cution®’. Some are now held in the Camera
storica of the archconfraternity. The verso of
these small tablets almost exclusively depict-
ed the Crucifixion, while the decoration of the
recto varied®’. Framed and equipped with a
handle — like handheld mirrors — the tavolette
were placed by the confortatori in front of the
prisoner’s eyes to help him meditate on his re-
demption during his final hours*. A drawing
by Annibale Carracci depicts a confortatore
holding a tavoletta close to the condemned
prisoner’s eyes during his ultimate ascent to
the gallows (fig. 9). In the tavoletta in ques-
tion, the saint’s red tunic — also worn by the
liberated prisoner, as discussed above — could
allude to the ‘liberation’ of the condemned be-
fore God, emphasising the sacrificial aspect of
the ritual. Furthermore, the saint is depicted
kneeling with his hands in a gesture of prayer,
moments before the strike of death — thus en-
hancing the favoletta’s function as a mirror
of salvation for the condemned in his hour of
anguish®*.

One can easily imagine how the red and black
robes as well as the lanterns and visual aids
created a singular spectacle throughout the
streets of Rome. During his visit to the Eter-
nal City in 1581, Michel de Montaigne was
impressed by the procession leading to an ex-
ecution and dictated to his secretary an entry
which is now part of his diaries:

Il s’arresta pour voir ce spectacle. Outre la
forme de France, ils font marcher devant
le criminel un grand crucifix couvert d’un
rideau noir, & a pied un grand nombre
d’homes vetus & masqués de toile qu'on
dict estre des jantils homes & autres appa-
rans de Rome, qui se vouent a ce service
de accompaigner les criminels qu'on mene
au supplice & les cors des trespassés, & en
font une confrerie. Il y en a deus de ceus
13, ou moines, ainsi vetus & couvers, qui
assistent le criminel sur la charette & le
preschent, & I'un d’eus lui presante conti-
nuellemant sur le visage & lui faict baiser
sans cesse un tableau ou est I'Image de
Nostre Seigneur. Cela faict que on ne pu-
isse pas voir le visage du criminel par la
rue. A la potence, qui est une poutre entre
deus appuis, on lui tenoit tous-iours cete
image contre le visage, jusques a ce qu’il
fut élancé®.
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4. Torino, Galleria Sabauda:
Daniele Ricciarelli detto
Daniele da Volterra,
Beheading of Saint John the
Baptist.

5. Rome, San Giovanni
Decollato: Giorgio Vasari,
Beheading of Saint John
the Baptist, detail.
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The administrative nature of these statute

texts does not immediately allude to a devo-
tional use of their illustrations. However, the
brothers were required to read these rules of-
ten, especially at the presence of new mem-
bers?. Moreover, the statutes of 1581 stress the
particular attention that was expected on the
part of the Governatore:

Legga spesso questi nostri Capitoli, et ogni
tornata ne faccia leggere uno, o piu, tanto
che nel tempo del suo uffitio siano letti una
volta tutti. [...] perché vogliamo sia lo spec-
chio, capo, et timone di nostra compagnia
a’ honor di Dio, et commun bene di tutti i
nostri fratelli*’.

The personifications of Ecclesia and Caritas
placed within the initial B of the 1581 frontis-
piece seem to consolidate the archconfraterni-
ty’s missions, especially since the sacrament
of the Eucharist was ostentatiously present in
recent commissions adorning the oratory, such
as Jacopino del Conte’s altarpiece®.

The role of the Governatore as a mirror (spec-
chio) of the archconfraternity intensified over
the years. At this point it is interesting to com-
pare the statutes of 1581 with the 1883 edition,
where the same chapter reads:

[Il governatore ¢] lo specchio di nostra
Compagnia [...] e siccome egli € il primo e
di luogo, e d’onore, cosi preceda tutti non
meno nella frequenza ai nostri pii eserci-
zi, che nell’osservanza de’ nostri Capitoli;
e finalmente con I'esempio suo a tutti gli
altri sia di stimolo ed incitamento al ben
operare, proponendosi il premio che in cie-
lo dalla sua sollecitudine riportera, e ricor-
dandosi all'incontro che delle azioni sue
dovra rendere conto a Dio e agli uomini®.

The relatively late execution date of the 1581
miniature excludes the official papal illumina-
tor at the time, Apollonio Bonfratelli (15007-
1575)%. Nevertheless, the quality of the min-
iature points to an experienced artist. In the
second half of the sixteenth century, several il-
luminators were active in Rome, although they
are poorly documented®. The illuminators in
the service of Pope Gregory XIII, Simonzio
Lupi da Bergamo (active 1591-1605), Valerio
Mariani (1568-1605), and Simone Fiammingo
(active 1584-1589), are convincing candidates
for attribution. All later entered the service of
Francesco Maria II della Rovere, duke of Urbi-
no (1549-1631), in Pesaro®. In fact, in 1581,
the duke was actively seeking illuminators in
Rome who would undertake the decoration of



6. Rome, Palazzo Ricci-
Sacchetti, Sala dell’Udienza
Invernale: Francesco
Salviati, Bathsheba Going
to David.
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the manuscripts in the ducal library in Urbi-
no*. A close comparison of the 1581 fron-
tispiece and the works of these illuminators,
especially the marginal decorations of the Pas-
sion by Simonzio Lupi, currently in Chantilly
(fig. 10), reveals the use of very similar deco-
rative vocabularies and colour palettes*. Fur-
ther evidence of Lupi’s Roman visual culture®
is the partial imitation of Vincent Raymond’s

marginal decoration of Paul III’s Psalter® for
the duke’s Vifa now in the Vatican Library?’.
The critical literature has never discussed these
two manuscripts, but the illuminator of the first
frontispiece was a prolific artist whose work
would mark the art of illumination throughout
the sixteenth century. Despite the redundant
character of the marginal decoration (such mar-
gins coupled with putti placed among the acan-
thus leaves are common to many of his Flor-
entine works), the dated frontispiece provides
pieces of additional information about the activ-
ity of the illuminator in Rome?*®. As for the sec-
ond frontispiece, its discovery sheds more light
on the relatively understudied area of illuminat-
ed manuscripts in sixteenth-century Rome.

Appendix

Capitoli et Ordinationi della Venerabile Compagnia del-
la Misericordia di Roma, Rome, Archivio dell’Arcicon-
fraternita di San Giovanni Decollato, 2/C, Statuti e ca-
pitoli riformati dell’anno 1581, cap. XXIIII, ff. 28v-29v.

Del modo di liberare il Prigione.

Cap° XXIIII

Erve eos qui ad mortem ducuntur, et qui ad interitum
trahuntur liberare non cesses. Poiché ¢ piaciuto alla beni-
gnita de’ Sommi Pontefici & conceder gratia alla Com-
pagnia nostra che possa il giorno della Decollatione del
nostro Padre san Giovan Battista liberare un prigione con-
dannato a morte. Ordiniamo che la prima tornata d’agosto,
il Governatore deputi tre huomini di nostra Compagnia, i
quali visitino tutte le carcere di Roma, et piglino in nota
tutti quei prigioni per la vita che vi troveranno, et saranno
atti per ottener questa gratia, da quali si faccino dar un
memoriale, nel quale si contegna tutto il fatto, et la causa
del delitto, et s’¢ possibile usino diligenza di veder il pro-
cesso se confronta col memoriale. Intendino sopratutto se
gl’hanno la pace, et s’¢ buona; pero procurino d’haverne
fede authentica accio sicuramente possino riferire la verita.
Usata questa diligenza debba il Governatore far intimare
una congregatione, dove li medesimi deputati senza pas-
sion alcuna riferischino fedelmente tutt’i casi, un per uno,
di quelli che haranno trovati. Legghino i memoriali loro,
et narrino tutte le circonstanze principali del fatto, le qua-
li potessero sminuire o aggraduare il delitto, caricando in
questo le conscienze loro quando facessero altramente, et
tutti quelli che haranno la pace, parendo che meritino d’es-
ser proposti, si mettino a partito, et quello che hara pit fave
nere s’intenda haver vinto, et sia liberato; dichiarando che
quando ce ne fosse un solo debba vincere per i duo terzi, et
essendoci qualcuno di nostra natione vogliamo che sia an-
teposto a gl’altri, havendo pero li sopradetti requisiti. Vinto
che sara, il Governatore deputi li medesimi, o altri, come a
lui parera, li quali vadino da Nostro Signore, e da chi sara
necessario per effettuare tal gratia, faccino far il mandato,
et quanto in questo sara di bisogno, il Proveditore in tanto
procuri che il prigione si confessi, et per questo effetto vi
mandi il nostro Cappellano. La mattina della nostra festa
la Compagnia con le veste, et Crocifisso lo varia a leva-
re della prigione, et I'accompagni processionalmente alla
nostra chiesa, dove communicatosi stia tutto quel giorno
ringratiando Dio della gratia ricevuta. Facciaseli poi la sua
patente, et si mandi con la benedittione di Dio, et tutto si
faccia per la passione di Christo, et senza premio alcuno.
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Christie’s, London, 2™
December 2008, sale 4533,
lot 203): follower of Cavalier
d’Arpino, Beheading of
Saint John the Baptist.

8. Rome, Archivio
dell’Arciconfraternita

di San Giovanni Decollato,
Camera Storica: Beheading
of Saint John the Baptist,
tavoletta.
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Abstract

Due Statuti miniati nell’Archivio dell’Arciconfraternita
di San Giovanni Decollato a Roma

L’Archivio dell’Arciconfraternita di San Giovanni De-
collato a Roma conserva due copie manoscritte degli
Statuti della compagnia, entrambi arricchiti da frontespi-
zi miniati. Il primo ¢ datato 1518 e sembra esser stato
prodotto dell’atelier di Attavante degli Attavanti mentre
il secondo, portando la data 1581, ¢ ascrivibile a un pit-
tore pienamente inserito nel panorama artistico del tardo
Cinquecento. Oltre a presentare queste due opere inedite,
il contributo ne propone un’analisi in parallelo, metten-
do in luce interessanti tangenze, derivanti dal comune
contesto culturale. E infatti possibile osservare come gli
artisti abbiano adattato la loro cultura visiva, cercando
allo stesso tempo di mantenere un sottile equilibrio tra
tradizione e innovazione. Inoltre, I’evidenza contestuale e
archivistica aiuta a comprendere come queste immagini
facessero parte di una rete di oggetti devozionali legati a
specifiche pratiche rituali.

elli.dou@gmail.com



