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ABSTRACT

The Adoration of the Magi was among the most popular narratives
depicted in early Christian iconography, even above the Nativity episode
itself, because this first epiphany also contains the mystery of the incarnation
in the birth of the Savior. In the 5" century, the composition of the scene —
derived from imperial iconography— crystallized, and the episode could be
depicted in the most diverse media and scales. In Ravenna artworks (5" and
6" c.), the Magi can be appreciated in monumental mosaics, marble
(reliquary and sarcophagus), and a recently rediscovered small silver ring
bezel.
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he Adoration of the Magi (Matthew 2:1-14) was in the 3rd and 4th

centuries among the most popular narratives depicted in early

Christian iconography, even above the Nativity episode itself,
because this first epiphany also contains the narrative of the mystery of the
incarnation in the birth of the Savior?.

Already present in the catacombs, the Adoration of the Magi
experienced iconographic favor when liturgical prominence began to be
given to celebrations dedicated to the incarnation of the Verb in the
Constantinian age, especially in Roman Christian funerary art, for reasons
that are still debated?. The Adoration of the Magi is particularly present on
4Ath-century Roman sarcophagi, where it is often depicted above the lid®, in
a smaller form than the other scenes.
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Proposed to the devotion of the faithful, this secondary event of the
Nativity, with the enthroned Virgin holding the infant Jesus in her arms and
receiving the Wise Men from the East, was intended to emphasize several
themes, such as the regality of Christ, Mary’s role as the bearer of Salvation,
and the eschatological significance related to the redemption open to the
pagans. The Magi are archetypes of the pilgrim and the worshipper and allow
us to visualize the experience of encountering the divine through love and
tenderness. The message, which may have considerable emotional appeal,
perhaps underlies the emblematic journey of the Magi, which conceals all
Christians to Paradise.*

In the 5th and 6th centuries, the Adoration® is presented in the most
disparate media and scales, in a composition usually modeled on a pattern
already common in Roman art, used to depict conquered eastern peoples,
subjugated, that bring gifts to the victorious ruler. The

Magi are always dressed in the Oriental® manner, with
bracae/anaxyrides, short tunics or kitons, chlamys, and Phrygian caps. They
advance carrying — normally on a plate — the incense beads, the golden
crown, and myrrh toward the infant Jesus, who holds out his hands to them.
This crystallized imperial iconography grew by incorporating other
suggestions, from the Matthew Gospel and other texts, such as apocryphal
infancy gospels along with sermons, that echoed deep theological readings,
or perhaps even para-liturgical traditions that staged the Adoration.
Interestingly, when Herrad of Landsberg (ca. 1130-1195), abbess of
Hohenburg, complained’ about the excess of theatrical activities, she
specifically mentioned the performances that took place during Epiphany
and its octave, referring the tradition to “the old Fathers of the Church”.

On the topic of sermons, it is necessary to mention at least Peter
Chrysologus, who was Bishop of Ravenna during the period in which the
town was capital of the west part of the Roman Empire and precisely during
the regency of Galla Placidia (the two of them died in the same year, 450).
Peter is known as the “Doctor of Homilies” and the Magi are mentioned® in
more than one of his concise but theologically rich reflections, read and
passed on in the church of Ravenna.

Peter connected the traditional themes of the birth of Jesus and the visit
of the Magi, with the baptism and Jesus’ first sign at the marriage in Cana, a
third event that was a traditional part of the Epiphany celebrations

In Ravenna, maybe also on the influence of the Homilies, the Adoration
seem to have been very popular®: it is the Gospel episode that occurs the
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most in the surviving monuments, in a reliquary, a marble sarcophagus and
wall mosaics. Other mediums and forms were involved that are no more
visible in town, such as the carved ivory bookbinding today in Milan or an
embroidered silk altar cover of Maximianus, forever lost. And hopefully
other objects await to be put in light, as the recently rediscovered small silver
ring of the National Museum.

The oldest extant representations in Ravenna are dated to the mid-5th
century: it is a very rare capsella, called of Saints Cyricus and Julitta,
because it related to the devotion to the two saints.!® The marble box came
from the church of San Giovanni Battista and is exhibited in the
Archepiscopal Museum of Ravenna. It is rectangular in shape, measures 20.5
cm high, 38 cm wide and 51 cm long. It is decorated on all 4 sides with
images, very rich in details, set in a molded frame and rendered in low relief.
Grooves for housing the sliding lid — probably made of wood — are still
visible along the inner edges. To my knowledge, this is the only 5" century
stone casket decorated with figures; other coeval examples, normally used
to contain relics or liturgy items, are in more noble materials, such as silver
or ivory.

On one of the long sides!! is depicted the Adoration of the Magi from
the left: naked Baby Jesus is on his mother’s lap; Mary, also in profile and
seated on a wicker throne, is clad in a wide cloak partially covering her head.

Mary seems to offer Baby Jesus child holding out her arms, while Christ
is receiving in outstretched hands the gifts from the Magi, proceeding to the
right, advancing in single file; the three of them have a plate or missorium
with different shapes inside, indicating the offering of gold, frankincense,
and myrrh. All three wear Phrygian caps, tunics, anaxyrides and chlamys.
Here, as in all the other depictions in Ravenna, the Magi advance on foot,
and no background is suggested*?.

Another marble depiction of the 5th century presents the three Wise
men: it is a sarcophagus reused in the 7th century as a tomb for the Exarch
Isaacius.®

The sarcophagus presents other eternal messages from the Bible, such
as the resurrection of Lazarus and Daniel in the lions’ den, but the scene of
the Adoration is the richest. The three wise men are dressed in broad mantles,
caps, and soft boots; Mary is all wrapped in her tunic and palla and stands,
with her legs crossed, in a highly unusual jump-seat. Behind her head, a 6-
points star is leading the Magi, and the Child is stretching a huge hand to
welcome the gifts brought inside deep bowls.

3



EMALDI, ET MAGI ANTECEDENTES, AFTER CONSTANTINE, NO. 5 (2025), Dol
10.0619/AC.2024235579

Another unusual detail is the position of the second Magus, looking back
over his shoulder towards the third man. Wolfgang Volbach'* was the first
scholar to notice the detail present in other Adorations that can be connected
with Ravenna, for instance, the ivory bookbinding held at the Cathedral
Treasury of Milan, an alleged product of the Ravenna’s ateliers®®, called
Diptych of Five parts: in the back half, the adoration of the Magi is depicted
with synthetic elegance and the second magus is represented vividly looking
backward, as to encourage or hurry his companion or announce him that the
longed-for destination is reached.

This detail, for which no proper explanation is known to me, is also
found on the left side of the Catervius sarcophagus (end of the 4th or
beginning of the 5th century) in Tolentino (Italy), in the ivory pyxis in the
Museo Nazionale del Bargello at Florence®® dated in the 6th century, in one
side of a gold medallion with inscription in the British Museum?’, dating
from the same period, and then taken up in various depictions over a fair
chronological span to early medieval objects, such as the Warden Ivory at
the Victoria and Albert Museum.

The well-known and meaningful'® representation of the Magi in
Ravenna is in the mosaic of the church of Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo, the greater
surviving basilica among those built under Theodoric’s patronage. The
church, founded as the Arian palace church (late 5" —early 6" century) and
dedicated to Christ the Savior, was re-consecrated by Archbishop Agnellus,
after Justinian’s edict of 561, to the Orthodox cult with the dedication to St.
Martin.

The basilica has three naves, and some parts of the original mosaic
program — for example, the architecture of the palatium of Ravenna and the
port of Classe — stand in the walls of the nave; this first program dates back
to the time of the Gothic king, and was partially purged in the late 6" century,
when the presence of Theoderic and members of his court were effaced from
the urban profiles of mosaics, and the large band in the lower part reoccupied
by the twin processions of martyrs and virgins.

Leading the procession of the women saints, maybe from an anti-Arian
perspectivel®, are the three Magi, walking towards the enthroned Virgin and
Child, a part of the original mosaic installation and the oldest monumental
image of the Virgin survived in Ravenna’s mosaics. By its nature, as this part
of the decoration, namely Mary and Jesus enthroned, precedes the
composition with the arrival of the Magi, the presentation is somehow
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hybridizing the narrative scene into a deeper iconography of divine triumph,
conceived as an image of worship.%,

The mosaic has been damaged over the centuries, and a drawing by
Giovanni Ciampini from the 1690s shows the restored head of the Magi with
the crown on top. The upper part of the body was ruined and rebuilt
following the taste of time: the crowns were placed to follow the tradition of
the Wise men as kings but then removed in late-century restorations?'. The
striking detail is that the brightly colored leggings, studded with gold, pearls,
and animal motifs, are original to the 6th century. The chronologies of
mosaics are known thanks to the meticulous study undertaken by Corrado
Ricci at the beginning of the 20th century, leading to the production of the
thematic tables, the Tavole Storiche, a milestone in the history of studies on
ancient wall mosaics and restoration work that is still valid today.??

Another precious source illustrates the Magi’s mosaic: Agnellus of
Ravenna reported the colors of the garments worn by the Magi in his Liber
Pontificalis Eccleasiae Ravennatis between 830 and 846.%°

Andreas Agnellus explains the significance of gifts and colors, but it is
unknown how old and widespread this tradition was, and no traces of
survival are attested in Italy?.

Caspar carries gold — for regal wealth —and his reddish garment signifies
marriage; Balthasar offers frankincense — for the priesthood — and his yellow
costume signifies virginity, while Melchior, who brings myrrh symbol of
death, is dressed in a multicolored garment that signifies penitence. Agnellus
adds that the purple cloak means that the King was born and suffered, and
the cloak of various colors means that Christ has taken our infirmities upon
Himself. The white mantle signifies He is in divine splendor after the
resurrection, leaving us a little confused about the precise order in his
description.

The same Agnellus informs us that the bishop of the 6th century, also
named Agnellus, ordered the completion of an embroidered byssus cloth,
wanted by his predecessor Maximian®®, with the story of the Magi
magnificently depicted. Still, it is impossible to tell if the color code on it
was the same.

Another mosaic presentation of the Magi is in the church of San Vitale?®,
consecrated a few years after the Byzantine reconquest of Ravenna. The
whole iconographic program is centered on the theme of the Eucharistic
offering and sacrifice for the Redemption of man. The two panels
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representing the earthly court are proposed in the apsidal space, which is a
little lower than the manifestation of the heavenly and divine court.

The emperors Justinian and Theodora, with their retinue, are depicted
with a vivid sense of detail and color as they present gifts for the service of
the divine liturgy. The gesture of the offering is amplified and enlivened in
the detail embroidered in gold tesserae on the edge of Theodora’s cloak: the
Magi, in their traditional robes, advance briskly. The theme of regality —of
the imperial couple as earthly servants of the King of Kings— is reflected in
the panel.?’

A recently published object in the National Museum of Ravenna also
shows the Wise Men: it is a small bezel of a rotating ring®® from the 6™
century ca. The prism with an octagonal base (cm 1.3) bears a name inscribed
on the side and, on both faces, two Christological scenes: the Adoration of
the Magi and the Ascension. Even in the tiny proportions of the object, we
can notice the reiteration of an established iconography for both episodes. In
the Adoration, the Virgin is shown frontally, seated, her face surrounded by
the veil, i.e., an incised line; her feet and arms barely protrude from the robe
that covers her to support the Child who is sitting on her lap. Jesus also has
his head surrounded by an incised line, representing a halo; he wears a richly
pleated V-neck tunic and extends his arm and hand towards the advancing
Magi. The three Wise men, wearing oriental trousers and a short tunic,
proceed towards the throne with their gifts at breast height; to depict the
Phrygian cap, a small circle has been added to the engraved line above the
head with a punch. This detail gives the impression that the second wise man
is facing the third because he is turning towards it, as in the pattern already
mentioned.

The depiction of the Adoration on small portable objects such as charms,
amulets, and other “Early Byzantine Pilgrimage Art” is well studied: the
Magi could have been perceived as a protector, especially during the travels.
Even today, the simple act of wearing a devotional object is intended as an
act of prayer in people’s religiosity.
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