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49Baptising the Putto

The figure of a nude boy usually referred to as putto became a norm in 
Renaissance visual culture: from the first years of the fifteenth century, the 
motif deriving from Roman sarcophagi enjoyed vast popularity in secular 
and sacred settings.1 Numerous studies have explored the transmission of 
this ancient motif and reverberations of its semantic field while recognising 
an innovative role of Donatello’s 1429 tridimensional dancing putti at the top 
of the Sienese baptismal font.2 The agency of these small all’antica bronze fig-
ures within the otherwise coherent baptismal biblical program of this font 
may well have been configured considering a liminal role of this fundamen-
tal rite of passage habitually officiated on children from the end of the fourth 
century.3 Therefore, to better understand the status and materiality of infancy 
in fifteenth-century art, it is of particular significance to further explore an 
appropriation of putti figures within the liturgical space at the very centre of 
both religious and social initiation – the baptistery.

By the fifteenth century, several interconnected centuries-long processes 
regarding baptism reached their conclusion. Medieval Catholic doctrinal de-
velopments defined baptism as crucial for the salvation of the soul, while the 
question of the destiny of unbaptised infants inspired debates and visualisa-
tions of Limbo.4 Moreover, after seeing their peak between the twelfth and 
fourteenth centuries in communal Italy and around the Adriatic rim, import-
ant civic ceremonies celebrating the baptism of a large number of individ-
uals, marking their acceptance of the faith and the society on specific feast 
days, especially Easter, gradually took more symbolic form.5 Simultaneously, 
the baptismal font was also undergoing gradual transformation, from an 
early Christian and medieval piscina into a much smaller vase-like object. 
Assimilated to cantharus paradisus, this receptical for holy water was already 
a standard in late medieval northern Europe for climate reasons.6 It is also 
important to note that the extensive embellishments of the Florence and 
Siena baptisteries in the first quarter of the Quattrocento signal the public at-
tention given to these rites and buildings and demonstrate that the innova-
tions in artistic expression related to them cannot be overestimated. 

While Central Italian examples do remain a point of reference, for 
the more elaborate fifteenth-century ensembles in which large-scale fig-
ures of putti are an integral part of the baptismal fonts, the area between 
the Lombard lakes, Venice and its eastern Adriatic territories, especially 
Friuli and central Dalmatia, must be taken into consideration. In the de-
cades following Donatello’s invention, three important baptisteries – one 
in Lombardy (Castiglione Olona) and two in artistic centres of Venetian 
Dalmatia (Šibenik/Sebenico and Trogir/Traù) – were newly built or exten-
sively refurbished. Their interior decorative programs are characterised by 
the entwined experiences of trans-Alpine, Lombard, Tuscan and Dalmatian 
artists. These solutions inspired a particular formal migratory phenomenon 
concerning more than thirty baptismal fonts and holy-water stoups between 
the Alps and the Adriatic.7 

Finally, one of the important Renaissance written documents illustrating 
a hierarchy of the infant figures within a sacred space is a 1468 contract for 
the most lavish interior of the Dalmatian Renaissance, the chapel of Blessed 
John of Trogir.8 The Trogir baptistery shares the same site, commissioners 
and artists with said chapel and the contract even references the chapel as 
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a model, suggesting a shared theological underpinning. 
The agreement with stonecutters describes different in-
fant figures: the text defines as spiritelli twenty-one boys 
with torches in their hands stepping through the doors 
along the chapel walls.9 Above them, among the apostles, 
the contract foresees a figure of Christ with two anzole-
ti and two anzoli.10 High up, above the niches with large 
figures of saints, nude putini playfully hold the vault. A 
choir of anzoli surrounds the relief of the Coronation 
of the Virgin in the semicircular space under the vault. 
The bust of God the Father dominates the vault’s centre, 
surrounded by coffers with winged heads of serafini. The 
result is a hierarchical cosmos with infant figures em-
bodying the beings from both the underworld and the 
heavens in clear vertical succession. While keeping in 
mind that the mentioned text is a legal document and 
not theological, the iconographic innovation of spiritelli 
with burning torches entering the sacred space through 
the doors needs to be underlined FIGURE 1. While it does 
correspond to the iconographic convention of souls rep-
resented as children, the fact that the contract envisioned 
the Christ of Ascension as the central figure of the pro-
gram, only to be substituted in 1494 by the Christ of Last 
Judgement, fits within the contemporary discussions 
of Limbo inhabited by, among others, unbaptised chil-
dren.11 This concept is worth exploring in commensurate 
baptismal contexts, given the rite’s liminal meaning for 
the living and represented infant protagonists. Therefore, a comparative anal-
ysis permits a more nuanced inquiry into the adaptation and the agency of 
the infant figures in different liturgical, social and artistic environments in a 
period of intense appropriation of classical motifs within Christian art.

A New Space for Baptism: Castiglione Olona 

During the second quarter of the fifteenth century, the Lombard cardinal 
Branda Castiglione transformed his ancestral village of Castiglione Olona 
near Varese in the diocese of Milan.12 His extensive interventions included 
reconstructing the old, ruined family palace on the top of the hill into a new-
ly established collegial complex, which included a new baptistery. The adap-
tation and decoration of a separate baptismal chapel far exceeding the small 
community’s needs is an endeavour worth further exploration FIGURE 2.13 

The baptistery is inserted into the ground floor of the northern tower of 
the ancient castle and consists of a cross-vaulted rectangular space, with a 
narrower barrel-vaulted addition, divided from the main space by a low-
er arch. The pre-existing walls certainly conditioned the form of the new-
ly devised space, its exterior undistinguishable as a separate volume. It has 
been suggested that Cardinal Castiglione initially envisioned this room as 

FIGURE 1. Niccolò di Giovanni 
Fiorentino, Spiritello, after 1468. Trogir 
Cathedral, Chapel of Blessed John.
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FIGURE 2. Baptistery 
(interior), Castiglione Olona.
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FIGURE 3. Masolino da Panicale, God the 
Father surrounded by angels and Baptism of 
Christ, ca 1435. Castiglione Olona, Baptistery.

FIGURE 4. Filippo and Andrea da 
Carona, Baptismal Font, ca 1436. 
Castiglione Olona, Baptistery.

a palatine chapel where his monumental sculptural tomb would have been 
installed.14 While it is probable that some conceptual changes occurred dur-
ing realisation of the complex which spanned almost two decades, the result 
achieved during the cardinal’s lifetime is a space coherently celebrating John 
the Baptist in both its painted and sculpted decorations. A separated baptis-
mal chapel also must have been a question of the prestige of a new collegiate, 
a reminiscence of exclusivity of ius baptisandi once granted only to bishops. 

 Around 1435, the Tuscan artist Masolino da Panicale, probably aided by 
Lorenzo di Pietro, called il Vecchietta, painted a fresco cycle illustrating the 
Life of John the Baptist, completely covering the Olona baptistery walls.15 
The same team of painters adorned the main baptistery vault with figures of 
the four Evangelists, the intrados of the division arch bearing the Doctors of 
the Church, while the vault of the smaller space features the medallion con-
taining a bust of God the Father surrounded by angels FIGURE 3. 

The sculpted baptismal font FIGURE 4 was originally located in this 
smaller space, centred in the vertical axis with the medallion and lit by two 
windows on the eastern and the northern sides.16 The font must have been 
conceived at the same time or immediately following the execution of the 
frescoes, corresponding to their liturgical and decorative program. Also, it 
defined the space with the visually complete Trinity formula to be read ver-
tically: as God the Father gestures with both hands, the Holy Spirit descends 
upon the Baptism of Christ. The river Jordan is overflowing the window, 
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FIGURE 5. Masolino da Panicale, 
Banquet of Herodus, detail, ca 1435. 
Castiglione Olona, Baptistery.

turning into the light shimmering over the holy water of the font. Moreover, 
when seen from the entrance, the font and the Baptism scene appear framed 
by the Annunciation depicted on the external wall. 

The font, carved out of white stone, features an octagonal basin decorated 
with the relief of yet another Baptism of Christ, while on the opposite side 
there is the representation of original sin. The other sides of the receptical 
bear the Castiglione family coat of arms and acanthus leaves. These are an 
apparent reference to cantharus paradisus, a goblet of paradise (garden) con-
taining the water capable of cancelling original sin.17 The octagonal support is 
surrounded by bulky foliage, among which three large and almost three-di-
mensional putti simulate a circular motion around the font. The infants vary 
their postures: one is supporting the burden with both hands; the second is 
helping with one hand, leaning with the other against his bent knee; while 
the third infant, laurel wreath on his head, carries a long stick and presses his 
right hand on his left shoulder, thus only gently helping with the weight.

Sculpted putti undoubtedly play an active part in the ritual iconography. 
Given the setting, one is compelled to recognise in the putto with the long 
stick a reference to the infant John the Baptist. Three small boys also appear 
in the Easter baptism liturgy of the Ambrosian rite, their names are always 
John, Peter and Paul, thus standing both as boys to be baptised and as pre-
cursors and immediate followers of Christ.18 This horizontal condensation of 
a before-and- after paradigm is in a certain opposition to the vertical reading 
of the font’s iconographic axis, which suggests the understanding of infant 
figures as unbaptised children. The three putti coexist with the living partic-
ipants in the ritual’s performative space, although carrying the weight: their 
motion and almost paradisiac setting between the acanthus leaves suggests 
a concept of natural beatitude of infants in Limbo.19 Nevertheless, the true 
spiritual blessing is only possible if taken from the vertical axis – that is, 
through baptism. 

At this point, it is important to note that the famous scene of the Banquet 
of Herod on the south wall of the baptistery has a frieze adorned by putti 
holding festoons FIGURE 5.20 Given that this motif is not repeated else-
where in the cycle, one is compelled to read it not only as decoration but 

also as an illusionistic calcified reminiscence of 
the Herod Antipas’s ancestry and the massacre of 
Holy Innocents ordered by his father, Herod the 
Great.21 The coexistence in the same space of the 
different groups of ‘petrified’ infants, although in 
rather diverse dimensions, medium and narrative 
context, is a substantial contribution to the visual 
discussion of their salvation.22 The centrality giv-
en to the baptismal rite’s transformative power is 
fundamental, offered as an accessible and partic-
ipatory path. Therefore, the composition created 
for Branda Castiglione firmly inserted the all’anti-
ca infant figures within the most crucial Christian 
rite of passage, giving them an active role and the 
tectonic purpose of basin carriers within a baptis-
tery mise-en-scène.

Baptising the Putto
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The font is now tentatively dated to 1436 and con-
vincingly attributed to the workshop of Filippo 
and Andrea, the so-called Masters of Carona, ac-
tive in Venice and later in Lombardy, Liguria, 
Parma and Friuli in the 1430s and 1440s.23 Their 
bottega was active on all of Cardinal Castiglione’s 
construction sites in Olona, and it is in this ambi-
ent that the various experiences of Caronese mas-
ters come to fruition, producing a particular fusion 
of Lombard, Venetian and Tuscan elements.

Therefore, the baptistery at Castiglione Olona 
can be considered an attempt to create a complete 
and innovative model building and decorative pro-
gram for the fundamental ritual of the Christian 
faith.24 It seems to be the only monumental fif-
teenth-century baptistery in Italy envisioned for 
a smaller cantharos-type font.25 Furthermore, it 
is possible that the space had other, parallel us-
ages. The sixteenth-century architect Pellegrino 
Pellegrini (Tibaldi) mentions that baptisteries in 
Lombardy were used for chapter reunions,26 a prax-
is possibly corroborated by numerous graffiti on 
walls at Castiglione Olona.27 This aspect is yet to be 
explored but is also comparable to the Dalmatian 
examples analysed in this chapter. 

There seems to be a consensus that a baptismal font in the Venetian 
church of San Giovanni in Bragora, attributed to the same workshop of mas-
ters from Carona, is slightly earlier than the Olona font FIGURE 6.28 This as-
sumption is based on the fact that the Venetian font is a pastiche: its basin is 
an adjusted octagonal capital of red Verona marble covered with luxurious 
moving foliage, datable on stylistic grounds to the 1430s.29 The octagonal base 
is made of Istrian stone and is conceived similarly to the one at Olona, cov-
ered with acanthus leaves and containing figures of four well-carved putti. 
The children are bent under the weight of the basin with their faces turned 
towards the ground. Their agency is of tectonic and not ludic quality, as their 
gestures indicate genuine effort in carrying the font, not just playfully sup-
porting it. This compositional choice does inspire a cautious interpretation as 
the weight for unbaptised souls, although on a rather subliminal level. In any 
case, the flamboyant character of the reused basin and the concept of putti as 
telamons stemming from the tradition of capitals populated by figurative ele-
ments are a fortunate find, if not a complete iconographic invention. 

It is rather difficult to establish if this ensemble was realised before or 
after the Castiglione Olona font. While the Olona example has only slight-
ly changed its position, still enabling a systematic iconographic analysis of 
the ensemble, virtually no information exists on the Venetian font’s original 
setting.30 The parochial church of San Giovanni in Bragora has ancient ori-
gins, but it was extensively rebuilt in the second half of the fifteenth century, 
stimulated by the rise to the pontificate of Paolo II Barbo (b. 1417, r. 1464–
71), who was baptised in the church.31 We know that the font was assembled 

FIGURE 6. Filippo and Andrea da 
Carona, Baptismal Font, ca 1436. 
Venice, San Giovanni in Bragora.
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when the future pope was in his twenties, but the lack of sources precludes 
other reliable information on its history until the late sixteenth century. This 
font remains one of the early examples of monumentalised cantharus baptis-
mal fonts in Venice, a type that would even replace the medieval basin at the 
baptistery of San Marco in the sixteenth century. Moreover, it is an important 
work of the Caronesi masters’ workshop in a place where it was more likely 
seen by more people than in the remote alpine village of Castiglione Olona. 

After Olona and Venice, it seems that the baptismal basin held by put-
ti became a successful formula for the Carona masters’ workshop. The stone 
font in the collegiate church baptistry of their home village of Carona also 
features putti.32 Despite their gestures, these figures are only an addition to 
the font’s polygonal stem, not load-bearing carriers, while the carved dec-
oration no longer includes acanthus. The oscillations of artistic quality and 
the figures’ static treatment may be explained by typical fluctuations in work-
shop production. However, while the Carona font exemplifies an icono-
graphic formula’s consumption, the evolution of the visual baptismal pro-
gram proposed by Cardinal Castiglione’s ensemble found fertile ground in 
another region, Dalmatia, with the most inventive outcomes. 

Dalmatian Civic Microarchitectures

While patrons in Italy ceased to show particular interest in the construction 
of the new baptistery buildings, in fifteenth-century Dalmatia two important 
baptisteries were constructed: the quadrifoil chapel in the new cathedral in 
Šibenik built in the early 1440s, and the cathedral baptistery in Trogir, fin-
ished in 1467.33 Both feature elegant baptismal fonts held by putti, sculpted 
by the most prominent artists of the Dalmatian Quattrocento. The political, 
religious and social context in which these highly original realisations occur 
is worth describing and comparing to Italian experiences, as they contribute 
to the general understanding of processes related to the normalisation of the 
infant figures in baptismal spaces.34

Between 1409 and 1420, Dalmatia passed under the Serenissima’s sta-
ble rule, and the eastern Adriatic towns started reinventing their civic iden-
tities within the new system of Stato da mar territories.35 In the fifteenth 
century, Šibenik and Trogir in particular underwent major refurbishing of 
their historical cores, including an update of cathedrals’ baptismal spaces.36 
Therefore, unlike Olona’s cardinal commissioner, Dalmatian examples were 
to meet civic, religious, and state officials’ representative needs. 

Set in Stone: Giorgio Dalmata and the 
Baptistery of Šibenik Cathedral

By the fifteenth century, Šibenik, a medieval town with no earlier Roman 
or early Christian remains of its own, became one of the major trading and 
administrative centres as well as the most populous town of the eastern 
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Adriatic. A diocese was founded in 1298, while 
the cathedral, built throughout the fifteenth centu-
ry, was the most significant regional architectural 
achievement of the period. The construction was 
led by the series of capomastri, among which the 
contributions by Giorgio Orsini (Giorgio Dalmata/
Juraj Dalmatinac, ca 1410–75) and Niccolò di 
Giovanni Fiorentino (Nikola Ivanov Firentinac, 
1418(?)–1506) are considered decisive.37 

Giorgio Orsini, who was in charge of the ca-
thedral construction from 1421, designed the new 
baptistery FIGURES 7, 8.38 He inserted it underneath 
the south apse, masterfully levelling out the slop-
ing terrain.39 In 1443, the construction of a chap-
el dedicated to John the Baptist was mentioned, 
while in December 1444 a font was already in 
place.40 The small quadrifoil space was inscribed 
within the south apse’s complex polygonal wall, 
perforated with high windows and a door corresponding to the south niche, 
with the west niche leading up to the church across a flight of steps. 

The highly original baptistery of Šibenik was inspired by an ear-
ly Christian baptistery within the cathedral complex in the nearby city of 
Zadar/Zara. This sixfoil inscribed into an octagon is also perforated by doors 
connecting the cathedral with other parts of the complex.41 The smaller bap-
tistery in Šibenik corresponds to restrictions of a steeply sloping site and 
pre-existing buildings. It is clearly designed for a more intimate rite, with 
a corresponding smaller font. Different doors still enable access from the 
exterior; it is also worth mentioning that both in Zadar and in Šibenik the 
secondary doors led towards bishops’ palaces.42 The existence of the various 
passages suggests an elaborate baptismal ritual, closely connected with civic 
identity; in Šibenik, the south door opens onto a semi-public and semi-open 
space under the sacristy, ennobled by a coffered vault standing on pillars, 
thus framing the view of the font within the baptistery.43

The baptistery vault in Šibenik is a peculiar solution achieved through 
the assemblage of large stone slabs but still suggesting a four-part vaulting 
with a round headstone. The illusion of weight resting on piers between the 
niches is also obtained through the insertion of elaborate gothic columns 
and niches hosting figures of prophets, of which two survive. They are iden-
tified by inscriptions on the scrolls, as David shows a verse from Psalm 29, 
‘Vox Domini super acquas’ (The voice of the Lord is over the waters), and 
Simon, the incipit of the canticle ‘Nunc dimittis Domine servum’ (Lord, now 
let your servant depart in peace), part of the description of the Presentation 
at the Temple (Luke 2:29).44 The decorated ribs continue to meet in the cen-
tral medallion, creating a spatial cross over the font; the suggestion is that 
of a division of the water in four parts – that is, four rivers of paradise—a 
gesture practised by the pope in the ancient baptismal liturgical procedure.45 
The four segments of the vault are filled with delicately carved angels and 
cherubs’ heads FIGURE 8. The bust of God the Father and the dove of the 
Holy Spirit in the central medallion dominate the space, the scroll wrapped 

FIGURE 7. Giorgio Orsini, Baptistery 
Plan of Šibenik Cathedral, 1443–44.
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FIGURE 8. Giorgio Orsini, Baptistery, 
1443–44. Šibenik Cathedral.
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around the laurel wreath reading ‘Hic est filius meus dilectus in quo mihi 
bene complacqui, ipsum audite’ (This is my beloved Son, with whom I am 
well pleased. Listen to him).46 These words refer to two episodes: the Baptism 
of Christ (as in Matthew 13:17, the first sentence) and the Transfiguration (as 
in Matthew 17:5, the entire quotation). 

This formula may have been chosen for its transfigurative value for the 
sacrament of baptism and because the scene on Mount Tabor includes Saint 
James the Great, the titular saint of Šibenik Cathedral. The quotation held by 
David refers to the power of the Lord’s voice over the (holy) water(s). Simon 
enlivens the episode of the life of Christ that prefigures the civic and reli-
gious rite to be performed in the space.47 It is also a reference to death and 
resurrection contained in the sacrament of baptism. It may be added that 
the cult of Saint Simon was one of the Zadar civic cults, with the scene of 
the Presentation at the Temple taking the central part of the Casket of Saint 
Simon, which in the fifteenth century was held in the church of Sv. Marija 
Velika (Santa Maria Maggiore).48 The Šibenik iconographic program, with 
its biblical quotations on scrolls, provides a unique insight into the local fif-
teenth-century understanding of the rite. If the baptism/transfiguration par-
adigm is valid, the two missing figures in the niches may have been Moses 
and Elijah, both connected to water, the primary medium of baptism.49 

The Šibenik baptistery is a visually coherent whole that centripetally re-
volves around the font, a Dalmatian Renaissance sculptural masterpiece. The 
three putti surrounding the recipient made from red Arbe Island’s mandula-
to stone are carved nearly in the round: two of them slip out of the octagonal 
pedestal on which they stand, while the third is turned around and strives 
to support the great weight of the font. The club facing down and held by 
the two brave boys looking outwards suggests a relationship with Hercules’s 
iconography; moreover, the same attribute also characterises Saint James the 
Less, often exchanged with the other James(es). The putti also have wings, 
clearly exhibited by the one whose back is visible. Here, the Dalmatian sculp-
tor created a highly original synthesis between antiquity and Christianity. A 
sculptural-spatial ensemble reveals a sophisticated patron aware of the re-
gional hagiographic horizon and the importance of the designated space for 
baptism within the new diocesan complex.

Comparing the Šibenik situation with the original setting of the font at 
Castiglione Olona reveals an almost identical vertical sequence of putti hold-
ing a recipient underneath the medallion with God the Father surrounded 
by angels. At Olona, the dove of the Holy Spirit is incorporated into a large 
painted Baptism of Christ, with waters of the river Jordan overflowing the 
actual water in the font. The long and colourful cycle by Masolino and the 
white stone putti holding the font define this baptistery as space of both nar-
ration and performance, exploring the possibility of different mediums in 
contraposition. Giorgio Orsini’s visual strategy reduces the narration, only 
hinted through biblical quotations; his baptismal space is complete through 
fruition – that is, the sacrament’s performance. In both settings, putti enliven 
the rite of passage, bearing the basin and alluding to the cathedral’s titular 
saint. Given the boys’ accentuated playful character, tempered by the sugges-
tion of weight, they can be explained by the same concept of natural blessing 
of children in Limbo. However, the true spiritual beatitude is to be achieved 
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through advancement on the vertical axes of the composition – that is, bap-
tism. There is a carefully staged scenic view of the font from the semi-public 
porches in both cases: at Olona through a painted scene, and monumental-
ised at Šibenik by the coffered vault under the sacristy. 

Moreover, the commissioners, especially the learned Dominican bishop 
Juraj Šižgorić (Giorgio Sisgoreo), must have had an important role in de-
vising the Šibenik baptistery, given the sophisticated iconographic program 
of the cathedral.50 Here, a significant coincidence must be underscored: as 
mentioned above, Ciriaco d’Ancona, who was one of the most important 
mediators of the all’antica solutions around the Adriatic, visited Castiglione 
Olona in 1442–43.51 A year later, he is known to have travelled to the eastern 
Adriatic and spent winter 1443–44 in Dubrovnik, where he praised the ar-
chitect Onofrio de la Cava.52 Although there is no known surviving evidence 
of their direct contact, the bishop of Šibenik and Giorgio Dalmata likely 
knew the artistic and ideological solutions of Branda Castiglione’s program 
‘for a modern baptistery’. 

Matrix of Use: Andrea Alessi and the Trogir Baptistery

The other prestigious architectural-sculptural Dalmatian ensemble with putti 
bearing a baptismal font is the baptistery of Trogir FIGURE 9. Unlike Šibenik, 
Trogir was a town of Greek origin, with the sizeable Romanesque cathedral 
of Saint Lawrence defining the north side of the main square. This urban 
space underwent an extensive restaging, which included the elimination of 
the medieval baptistery, situated in the vicinity of a sixfoil church of Saint 
Mary on the south side of the square.53 In 1467, the former collaborator of 
Giorgio Dalmata, Andrea Alessi from Durazzo (Andrea Alexi or Andrija 
Aleši, ca 1425–ca 1505), finished a new baptistery on the north side of the 
cathedral porch. This is attested by the inscription inside the new struc-
ture, which also mentions the bishop Jacopo Torlono from Ancona and the 
Venetian Count Carlo Capello.54 Several scholars have also argued for the ac-
tive participation of another protagonist of the Dalmatian Quattrocento, the 
sculptor Niccolò di Giovanni Fiorentino, confirmed by a 1468 payment for 
works in the chapel of John the Baptist.55 

The cathedral’s vestibule leading to the baptistery door is a semi-public 
and sacred space dominated by a 1240 Romanesque portal signed by master 
Radovan.56 Its lunette is adorned with the Nativity and the Bathing of the 
Christ Child, and it thus contains an image of a baby climbing into a font-
like receptical. Responding to the abundance of the existing sculpted content 
in the space, Alessi paid particular attention to his new baptistery entrance. 
He framed its wide rectangular door with a rich festoon emerging from two 
cantharos, flanked by narrow fluted illusionistic niches and rounded angu-
lar columns with rhomboidal foliage. A heavy, classically decorated entabla-
ture divides the upper and the lower registers of the wall. Finally, framed by 
continuous angular columns bearing a semicircular laurel wreath is a monu-
mental relief of the Baptism of Christ. Scholars have indicated some import-
ant similarities to contemporary paintings of the same theme, usually refer-
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FIGURE 9. Andrea Alessi, Baptistery, 
ca 1467. Trogir Cathedral.
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ring to Piero della Francesca’s and Andrea Mantegna’s examples as models 
for the lower part of the composition.57 

The baptistery building has a simple rectangular form with a pointed 
barrel vault and is inspired by the so-called small Jupiter temple in nearby 
Split, used as the cathedral baptistery since the Middle Ages. Therefore, as in 
Šibenik, the newly built baptistery in Trogir is modelled upon an older ca-
thedral baptistery in a nearby city. Moreover, this ancient model, ennobled 
through centuries of use for the Christian rite, seems especially well suited 
for the Trogir humanist elite of the 1460s.58 

The baptistery exterior is a simple white rectangular structure opened 
only by a high rose window on its west wall. The interior FIGURE 9 reveals 
updated solutions already tested in Šibenik.59 The lowest zone, as in the 
Šibenik cathedral vestibule, is dominated by a stone bench that runs around 
the walls, interrupted only by the door. Above it, shell-cupped illusionistic 
niches alternate with fluted pilasters, all carved into vertical building blocks. 
On the top of them is a frieze with putti holding festoons: these infants stand 
directly on pilaster capitals, thus reaffirming the post-and-lintel system’s vi-
sual logic, in which the niches open illusionistically behind the plane of the 
pilasters.60 The corner solution with rounded column capitals respects this 
correspondence, enriching the spatial illusion of overlapping planes. The 
sculpted children in the frieze are supposed to move behind these circular 

elements, as figures belonging to the same suggested 
spatial layer as the pilasters, albeit there must have 
been some misunderstandings in the execution. 
Therefore, putti with festoons do not exist in the 
same spatial (and spiritual) dimension as interactive 
elements such as the bench and the font. Yet anoth-
er dimension is added by a considerable relief rep-
resenting Saint Jerome in a cave under the vault on 
the baptistery’s eastern wall. 

The baptismal font in Trogir is also an original 
part of the composition FIGURE 10. Here, the putti 
are concentrated on carrying a ring-like garland 
that constitutes the base for the large circular re-
ceptical. Thus, the font is divided into clear zones, 
similar to the geometric pattern-like logic defining 
the walls and the vault. These are large well-carved 
figures of small boys, all three of them facing out, 
their wings touching as they lead the observ-
er around the font. They are not particularly keen 
carriers, and the force behind their movement is 
centrifugal, originating in the lower portion of the 
font and redirecting the observer’s gaze towards 
the frieze. Like Castiglione Olona, here infant fig-
ures are both under and above the holy water, again 
not belonging to the same real and suggested di-
mensions of legibility and usability of the space. If 
put in relation with the other examples analysed 
here, it is likely that Alessi’s putti also belong to the 

FIGURE 10. Andrea Alessi, Baptistery 
Font, ca 1467. Trogir Cathedral.
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theme of the natural beatitude of unbaptised children in 
Limbo, although their disposition has a somewhat differ-
ent function.61 

The changed location of the font now distorts the read-
ing of the fifteenth-century Trogir baptistery. Its pres-
ent location near the western wall is not original since it 
leaves both the font and the western section of the bench 
inaccessible. The font was probably moved to accommo-
date a Baroque altar on the east side, while the floor tiles 
have been reshuffled several times FIGURE 11.62 Given the 
structure’s interior shape, I am inclined to believe that 
the font was initially placed on the intersection of the en-
trance and the longitudinal axis of the baptistery. This 
would maximise its approachability and visibility from the 
church vestibule, uniting it with the entrance wall’s elab-
orate decoration. Seen through the open door, the font 
would be right under the relief of the Baptism of Christ, 
thus reprising the iconographical vertical axis of the earli-
er baptisteries FIGURE 12. This is an ingenious solution to 
unite from an external point of view the gesture of John the 
Baptist pouring water over the head of Christ and its emu-
lation through the rite. It is important to note that Alessi’s 
relief contains the figure of God the Father surrounded by 
cherubs, missing in Piero’s and Mantegna’s compositions 
but present in both the Olona and the Šibenik ensembles, 
and, in sculpture, in Lorenzo Ghiberti’s composition of the 
same theme on the Siena font. Moreover, the interplay of 
planes in which the relief and the font coexist restitutes the 
division between spiritual dimensions that was obtained 
at Olona through the painting and sculpture, signalling a 
certain discomfort with the absolute enlivenment of the 
Šibenik baptistery space. Therefore, the Trogir baptistery 
is a unique life-size elaboration in stone of experiments in 
perspective typical of Donatello and the masters of archi-
tectura picta of the period. This approach has been already 
noted in the new buildings’ disposition on the opposite 
side of the square, as seen from the church vestibule.63

The question arises regarding the choice of an oblong 
plan for the baptistery, other than following the Split mod-
el and space availability. The highly elaborate interior dec-
oration, with benches and niches, resembles choir stalls. It 
also matches Leon Battista Alberti’s descriptions of inte-
riors for curia buildings, successfully merging the vaulted 
space for the priests with a rectangular form of the Curia 
de’ Senatori.64 Moreover, the seated public in the baptistery 
is directed towards the relief discussed above, an example 
of the regional merging of the theme of Saint Jerome in the desert with the 
representations of Saint Jerome in his study.65 It is reasonable to assume that 
the most monumental representation of the ideal of ascetic and intellectual 

FIGURE 11. Andrea Alessi, Baptistery Plan of Trogir 
Cathedral with the font’s suggested original position, ca 1467.

FIGURE 12. Andrea Alessi, Baptism of Christ with simulation 
of the original font’s position in Trogir Cathedral, ca 1467.
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life in the region was created for a particular pub-
lic: cathedral canons and maybe even operarii, who 
were responsible for the institution and for the 
construction and maintenance of the cathedral, 
respectively.66 Hence, the staging of the space is 
highly innovative, with the baptismal font acting as 
a gear between the ‘baptismal’ perpendicular axis 
open towards the vestibule and the long ‘intellec-
tual’ axis of the men responsible for the cathedral. 
Basically, the font is placed as a centre of civic and 
religious identities and duties. 

This almost obsessive insistence on a clear 
geometrical matrix produces a certain rigidity of 
forms. This would be completely overcome in the 
chapel of the Blessed John, begun only in 1475 or 
1477, with Niccolò di Giovanni Fiorentino taking 
the leading role.67 Both commissions were civic, 
and they should be considered as an expression of 
the reformulated identity of Trogir following the 
new political circumstances.68 Finally, the Trogir 
baptistery easily may have been one of the last ex-
amples built ex-novo as such, at least in the wider 
cisalpine-Adriatic region: the rite was extensively 
officiated in parochial churches, as numerous bap-
tismal fonts seem to suggest.69 

Alessi’s dancing putti carrying the font be-
came a model for other fonts and, by similarity, for 
stoups still in the region’s churches. Unconscious of 

the weight they bear, dancing putti are present on a holy-water stoup in Saint 
Michael’s church in Zadar FIGURE 13. This liturgical object has been assem-
bled from previously existing pieces (the putti are usually dated to the late 
fifteenth or early sixteenth century) and hence represents a particular case 
of emulation of the Šibenik and Trogir fonts, with a noticeable weakening of 
sculptural quality.70 The duration of this phenomenon is significant: even in 
the mid-sixteenth century, a similar font was carved by Šibenik masters in 
the parochial church of Mola di Bari, a small centre on the coast of Puglia, 
clearly lacking the freshness and spiritual depth of the fifteenth-century en-
sembles.71 

Enlivened Liturgical Objects: Baptismal Fonts 
Held by Putti in Patria del Friuli

There is yet another region, Friuli, where important elaborations of the for-
mula devised by Caronesi masters were put into action during the fifteenth 
century. More than twenty examples exist between fonts and stoups with fig-
ures of putti listed so far. Unfortunately, it seems that none of them survives 
in its original setting, and many were significantly altered.72 

FIGURE 13. Holy water stoup, late 15th-early 
16th century. Zadar, Church of Saint Michael.
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In the early fifteenth century, Patria of Friuli had 
also become part of the Venetian dominions. After 
the end the Patriarch of Aquileia’s temporal pow-
er, government structures underwent significant 
secularisation. The reformulation of the regional 
identity in these new circumstances stimulated a 
vivacious market for sculptural and stone products, 
attracting numerous lapicidae from the area of the 
Lombard lakes between the fifteenth and sixteenth 
centuries, remaining open for artistic stimuli from 
both the Alps and the Adriatic.73 

As with previously discussed regions, in Friuli 
it is also necessary to concentrate on the fif-
teenth-century examples of the baptismal fonts 
that set the trend. The holy-water receptical of the 
Duomo of Spilimbergo, now serving as a stoup 
near the lateral door into the church, is probably the earliest regional exam-
ple FIGURE 14. The historiography connects it, although with reservations, 
to a 1466 documented payment to an otherwise unknown ‘maistro Zorzi 
tagliapiera’.74 This high-quality sculptural ensemble stems from an octag-
onal coffered base, which becomes a massive, rounded baluster topped by 
an elaborate circular receptical decorated with classical motifs. The four put-
ti around the stem recall antique models with their dry classicism, expres-
sive adult faces and a translucent veil that partially covers the most exposed 
among them. Their plump bodies change positions, one turning his back 
with his small wings poking out, their hands playing with a thin garland be-
hind them; however, there is no joy in their dance, and these elegiac crea-
tures transmit the feeling of the underworld and death. 

As the figures’ movement suggests, the liturgical object in question is not 
in its original position, as it must have been accessible from all sides, similar 
to the Olona and Dalmatian fonts.75 There is no mention of a baptistery build-
ing related to the medieval church of Santa Maria Maggiore in Spilimbergo.76 
Nevertheless, the rite’s importance is confirmed by the existence of a second, 
much more substantial and elaborate baptismal font (without putti) by the 
most prominent sculptor in Renaissance Friuli, Giovanni Antonio Pilacorte.77 
Possibly, this larger font replaced the earlier one, now degraded to a stoup. 
The new font has also been moved into the presbytery zone, and virtually 
no elements survive that might help define the immediate environment for 
which either of them was initially envisioned.78

The earlier font attributed to ‘maestro Zorzi’ remains a unicum among the 
analysed examples for its elegiac atmosphere, as if corresponding to Cardinal 
Federico Borromeo’s recommendations on how the souls in Limbo should be 
represented.79 This suggests that both sculptor and commissioner(s) were well 
acquainted with the humanistic-theological views underpinning the sad fate 
of the unbaptised. Spilimbergo cultivated humanist studies, and its renowned 
scuola di grammatica was directly dependant on the collegiate church of Santa 
Maria Maggiore.80 The font might plausibly be related to these scholarly cir-
cles, somewhat like the feudal context of the collegiate church of Castiglione 
Olona. On the other hand, the early font lacks any symbols of patrons or al-

FIGURE 14. Maestro Giorgio, Holy water stoup/
baptistery font, 1466. Spilimbergo, Duomo.
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lusions to local identity, but it remains a suggestive liturgical object that may 
have been an inspiration fomenting the regional popularity of the formula.

If the Spilimbergo example was a probable fruit of local humanist fervour, 
the new font in the medieval baptistery of the Duomo of Udine, the central 
church complex of Friuli during the Venetian domination, was of a very dif-
ferent scope FIGURE 15.81 The Udine Duomo chapter commissioned the font 
in 1479 from a certain Giovanni di Biagio from nearby Zuglio for the octag-
onal building adjacent to the cathedral transept.82 This elaborate object with 
dancing putti is currently in the eighteenth-century Oratory of Purity, where 
it arrived in 1793.

The new receptical for the holy water of Udine Cathedral, inserted in 
1480, entered a context that underwent significant transformations in the 
fifteenth century, as the fourteenth-century baptistery became the base for 
the new bell tower. In 1441, the communal council entrusted the design to 
Cristoforo di Milano, and the construction began under Bartolomeo delle 
Cisterne, who was responsible for the site until 1450.83 The tower construc-
tion stopped due to structural problems, but the vaulted octagonal space on 
the ground floor continued to be used as a baptistery. Nothing is known on 
the earlier font, but it may have been a larger hexagonal or rectangular pis-

cina, analogous to other early baptisteries in Friuli, 
such as those in Grado, Aquileia or Concordia, all 
placed in the middle of the space.84 Giovanni da 
Zuglio’s font also stood in the centre of the building, 
as noted during the 1601 pastoral visit.85 In terms of 
visual connection with the architectural context, the 
Renaissance font was inserted under the keystone of 
the octagonal ribbed vault decorated with a carved 
bust of John the Baptist, his right hand gesturing 
downwards, while the scroll in his left hand reads 
ecce agnus dei (John 1:29).86 Therefore, even with 
the insertion of the Renaissance font with putti in 
the much earlier building, infant figures assumed 
a role in the vertical reading of space as well, here 
with an eschatological value.

The Udine font features elegant, lyric dancing 
putti around the somewhat undefined conical sup-
port of the round receptical. Their gestures eco the 
Spilimbergo font, although here putti carry ribbons 
with coats of arms of the noble families Sbrojavacca 
and Del Torso. The communal coat of arms is on 
the upper border of the font. Between the infant 
figures is a large eagle, a symbol of the Patriarchate 
of Aquilea – by the fifteenth century, Udine had be-
come the stable See of both the Patriarch and the 
regional Parliament. Wingless and adorned with 
long locks of hair, the putti remain more an enliv-
ened ornament than protagonists of the baptismal 
rite, conveying their symbolic message through 
emblems, all to be seen in movement around the 

FIGURE 15. Giovanni di Biagio da Zuglio, 
Baptismal Font, 1480. Udine, Oratory of Purity.
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font. In the fifteenth century, the updated baptistery of Udine presented a 
significant visual capital within the regional system of secular and ecclesias-
tic power, confirming the significance of this rite of passage for the centre of 
Patriarchate of Aquileia.87

The Spilimbergo and the Udine fonts must have provided continuous in-
spiration for the reuse of formulas in the less prestigious contexts of region-
al parochial churches. Moreover, in Friuli, the sculptors from the Lombard 
lakes were a constant presence, both seasonal and stable; thus, their inspira-
tion may have also stemmed from Carona or Castiglione Olona. The inven-
tive and well-carved solutions produced by the fertile workshop of the sculp-
tor Giovanni Antonio Pilacorte present some interesting developments.88 
Among these, the putti musicians in churches at San Pietro di Travesio and 
Beano (1519) are striking for their resemblance to both Donatellian Siena 
prototypes and to solutions deriving from Venetian painting, especially the 
workshops of Giovanni Bellini and the Vivarini brothers.89 Pilacorte com-
positions do not entirely lack Quattrocento Spilimbergo elegiac children’s 
spiritual participation, but the atmosphere they produce is of joyous music. 
The emotional temperature of all cited Friuli examples is very different, their 
symbolic and, consequently, cultural value fluctuating greatly: the complex-
ity of the baptismal rite and its social implications probably had a decisive 
impact on the appropriation and diversification of the images of children in 
this context. 

Conclusions

The evolution of the baptismal rite and the popularity of Renaissance put-
ti figures conveyed the formulation of the baptismal font carried by infants 
during the fourth decade of the fifteenth century. Possibly stemming from 
a fortunate juxtaposition of a repurposed capital and the northern-Euro-
pean typology of the font as cantharos paradisus, the formula that included 
sculpted infants into the baptismal rite was brought to life in the baptistery 
of Castiglione Olona, innovatively staged as both narrative and performative 
space framing the initial rite of passage in the life of a Christian. This layered 
program was a fruit of Tuscan and Veneto-Lombard artistic collaboration, 
acting upon wishes of the learned Cardinal Branda Castiglione. 

In Dalmatia, this new visual synthesis of baptismal ritual inspired Giorgio 
Dalmata in his ingenious kinetic solution for the Šibenik baptistery. Here the 
liturgical narrative is reduced to biblical citations written on scrolls, while 
the sculpted elements enliven the otherworldly within the rite’s performance. 
The eclectic Dalmatian sculptor-architect, whose roots sink into the vibrant 
Venetian atmosphere of the 1430s, touches on Caronese’s experiences and 
achieves a personal synthesis of ancient and Gothic formulas. These contacts 
between the Lombard lakes and Dalmatia need to be clarified, but they seem 
significant, enriching the panorama of fifteenth-century transmissions and 
diffusions. Andrea Alessi’s and Niccolò di Giovanni Fiorentino’s Trogir bap-
tistery is yet another take on the theme, an interesting interpretation of an 
ancient model and a polyfunctional space within the ritual and visual mech-

Jasenka Gudelj



67

anism of the cathedral complex. The dancing putti around this font guide the 
viewer through space, corresponding with the relief of the Baptism of Christ, 
staged to be seen from the vestibule.

In the second half of the fifteenth century, baptismal fonts with put-
ti became trendy in Friuli, probably diffused by migrant sculptors from the 
Lombard lakes. The particularly elegiac example from Spilimbergo seems to 
have set the trend, as even the centre of the region, Udine, renovated its me-
dieval cathedral baptistery with the new putti-ornamented font. The Udine 
font was inserted in a vertical correspondence with an existing biblical quo-
tation emphasising the eschatological dimension of the baptismal rite, while 
putti also featured symbols of regional identity. 

In conclusion, the process of the appropriation of the infant figure in fif-
teenth-century Christian art had a vital chapter related to liturgical installa-
tions used for baptism. The new baptisteries in Castiglione Olona, Dalmatia 
and Friuli all share modest dimensions, the concentration on the interior, 
and a particular formula for the baptismal fonts carried by putti. The fonts 
are all staged to enable the rite’s performance within a vertical axis with clear 
iconographical reference, connecting the underworld, the world of the living 
and the heavens. A more nuanced comparative study of the baptismal litur-
gy in the fifteenth century might provide more answers, especially since the 
examples taken into consideration served Ambrosian, Roman and Aquileian 
rites. Finally, defining this migratory phenomenon’s trajectory also sheds 
more light on the intricate web of influences and sources, often transversal to 
historiographically defined assumptions.
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