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by David Parsons

Seven papers presented at a study day in 2006 
are published here with the editors’ introduction in 
the series Etudes Lausannoises d’Histoire de I’Art. 
The authors practise at a number of universities and 
research centres in Switzerland and Italy; their con-
tributions are written either in French or in Italian and 
there are resumes in both languages at the end of 
the book.

First Paolo Siniscalco reviews early Christian 
writing on the subject of baptism by such authors 
as Tertullian; for English readers these texts (in 
English translation) are conveniently assembled in 
Documents of the Baptismal Liturgy (3rd edn, 2003) 
and discussed in the more specialist literature, such as 
Juliette Day’s Baptismal Liturgy of Jerusalem (2007). 
The second paper, by Anne-Frangoise Jaccotet, 
deals with Christ’s baptism in the context of Bacchic 
rituals; then Luc Renaut looks at the symbolism of 
water and its dispensers from Moses to Mithras.

In the remaining four papers there is increas-
ing art-historical and archaeological interest. Jean-
Michel Speiser discusses representations of the 
baptism of Christ in the palaeochristian period, con-
centrating on the depiction of Christ as a youthful 
adolescent and the significance of water descending 
from above. Fabrizio Bisconti pursues the ori gin of 
baptismal iconography by comparing images in dif-

ferent parts of the catacombs which show the de-
velopment of a ‘precise iconographic scheme’ in the 
first half of the 3rd century. He notes the Eucharistic 
overtones of Christ’s baptism, the similarity of the 
repertoire to that of funerary art, and the fundamental 
role played by catechistical thought in early Christian 
art. Marina Castelfranchi’s subject is the baptisteries 
of 5th-and 6th-century date in Constantinople. Her 
map shows that these are mainly located between 
the Constantinian forum and the Theodosian walls. 
Independent structures, they stand close to the atri-
um or the narthex of the principal churches, but do 
not seem to reflect pastoral organisation. One of the 
illustrations to this paper shows the font in the muse-
um at Iznik (Nicea), drum-shaped and apparently in-
tended to be floor-mounted, which has a remarkable 
resemblance to Romanesque examples in Western 
Europe. Finally, Ivan Foletti looks at the place of the 
foot-washing ritual in the baptis mal liturgy as rep-
resented in the mosaics of the Orthodox Baptistery 
in Ravenna; in the absence of any comparable 
evidence for the ritual in Rome, he concludes that 
Ravenna was influenced by Milan and the writings of 
St Ambrose. This slim volume ends as it began with 
one of the key documents of the baptismal liturgy.
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