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MARBLE WALL DECORATIONS FROM THE IMPERIAL MAUSOLEUM (4™ C.)
AND THE BASILICA OF SAN LORENZO (5™ C.) IN MILAN:
AN UPDATE ON COLORED MARBLES IN LATE ANTIQUE MILAN

Elisabetta Neri'?, Roberto Bugini® and Silvia Gazzoli*

! Université Paris-Sorbonne, Paris, France/Universita Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, Milan, Italy (Elisabetta.neri@unicatt.it)
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Abstract

The unpublished remains of marble crustae from late
Antique Milan are here presented. They covered the
walls of two buildings of imperial commission in Milan:
the Imperial Mausoleum and the Basilica of San Lorenzo
(4®-5% C. AD). The comparison between the two build-
ings allows the formulation of hypotheses on the supply,
reuse and use of this type of decoration for two buildings
that were designed less than one century apart, but in
two definitely different political contexts.

Keywords
Opus sectile, Late Antique, colored marbles, Milan, wall
decoration

This papers aims at presenting the unpublished
remains of the marble crustae from the walls of two Late
Antique buildings in Milan, both under the emperor’s
patronage: the Imperial Mausoleum and the Basilica of
San Lorenzo. The former was built in the mid-4" ¢!, the
second completed by the mid-5" c.?

A lithological examination of the remains and the
observation of the manufacturing marks on the slabs allow
the identification of the lithotypes used in the two sites,
a review of the cutting techniques, and the acquisition
of information on the reuse of the materials and on the
customer’s means. By comparing the two sites, some con-
siderations can be made on the supply, the reuse and the
diffusion of this type of decoration in Late Antique Milan.

E.N.-R.B.

1 SANNAZARO 2015; LUSUARDI SIENA, NERI 2013.
2 NERI, LUSUARDI SIENA, GREPPI 2015.

1. The Imperial mausoleum
Context

The Imperial Mausoleum, located in the south-
western suburbium of Milan, was demolished in the 16"
c. to build the present-day church of San Vittore al Corpo.
A small portion of the mausoleum was excavated by Mario
Mirabella Roberti in 1972-73. The building was located in
one of the first necropoleis to be Christianized (since the
first half of the 4™ ¢.). It had an octagonal plan, alternating
circular and rectangular niches, and its elevation proba-
bly included upper galleries, as suggested by comparing
it with an anonymous depiction (at the Staatsgalerie in
Stuttgart) and with the later example of SantAquilino. It
was erected in the mid—4™ c., according to a recent ther-
moluminescence analysis of the foundation’s bricks®. Of its
rich decoration, only the imprint of the floor opus sectile
remains on site, with black and white alternating triangles
and hexagons, a common pattern in 4" c. Northern Italy.

Short before the demolition of the mausoleum, Ja-
copo Filippo Besta (15" ¢.) described its architecture, orga-
nized on two floors, with corridors and an upper deambula-
tory, as “as round above as it is below”, adding that it was “all
finished with mosaic” Bonaventura Castiglioni (+1553) de-
scribes the ancient appearance of the building, focusing his
attention on the parietal sectilia: “some works in the finest
marbles of different colours, tessellated, that is like mosaics;
stone slabs sawn with various friezes, composed with vases,
flowers and animals, which have now disappeared, the walls
whitewashed and the magnificent works withdrawn” *. The

w

SANNAZARO 2015.

4 Bonaventura Castiglione, cod Ambr. N. 153, f. 30v.: ‘in
cotesto tempio vi erano anche alcuni lavori di marmi
finissimi di diversi colori tassillati, ossia alla mosaica,
tavole di pietra segate con frisi varii, componuti di vasi
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author testifies that the figurative marble inlays had been
removed and replaced with a white wall.

While neglected until the present day, some ele-
ments of this decoration were unearthed by the excava-
tions in the 1970s: marble crustae, glass tesserae, paint-
ing and stucco fragments. The crustae are described here
in particular: by rereading the excavation journals, we
could identify the locations of their findings, which oc-
curred while removing the layers of collapse of the build-
ing (between April and May 1973).

E.N.
The crustae

The preserved crustae represent less than 1% of
the surface that was probably decorated in the excavated
portion of the mausoleum. When the building was demol-
ished, the decoration had already been largely removed;
some fragments of medieval and late medieval frescoes,
also found in the layers of collapse, testify that some por-
tions of the wall — most likely where the early Christian
decoration was lacunary - were integrated by painting.

The crustae are predominantly made of imported
marble, with the exception of “nero delle Prealpi” and
Palombino limestone; moreover, precious lithotypes
- mentioned as the most expensive in the Edictum de
pretiis — predominate: Imperial porphyry (Egypt), Spar-
tan basalt or “green porphyry” (lapis lacedaemonius,
Greece), “Pavoazzetto” or Phrygian marble (Turkey),
“giallo antico” or Numidian marble (marmor numid-
icum, Tunisia), Egyptian alabaster marble, and fine-
grained white marbles. These are associated with “rosso
antico” or Tainaron marble (marmor taenarium, Greece),
“fior di pesco” (marmor chalcidicum, Greece), “cipollino”
from Euboea (marmor carystium, Greece) and “africano”
(marmor luculleum, Turkey)®.

They are found in the following percentages:*: Im-
perial porphyry 9.2%, green porphyry 7.9%, pavoazzetto
5.3%, giallo antico 8.1%, alabaster 0.3%, fine-grained
white marbles 7.2%, rosso antico 2/6%, Eretria red 7.4%,
fior di pesco 6.3%, cipollino 10.1%, africano 5.8%, Nero
delle Prealpi 7.4%, Palombino 22.2%.

di fiori e di animali, or venuti al meno, e datovi il bianco
levate lopere magnifiche’

5 On the value of the different lithotypes based on the
Edictum, see Marmi antichi 1989 and I marmi colorati
della Roma imperiale 2006. For specific considerations
on the prices see GNOLI 1988.

6 The quantitative data are furnished in weight of mate-
rial. The percentages are similar to these of number of
crustae per material.
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The most frequent patterns that can be identi-
fied are simple rectilinear bands and border listels, kyma
moulds with an oblique side, together with several lis-
tels with semicircular sections and flat slabs, mainly in
pavoazzetto and africano marble. Geometrical elements
are next in terms of abundance: lozenges, triangles and
rectangles, which could have formed a decorative band
similar to that observed in the panels with rofae in the apse
of San Vitale in Ravenna. Elements of an achitectectural
partition were also identified: a fragment of a fluted lesena,
two spirals from a 30-cm wide Ionic capital, four egg and
dart mouldings from an Ionic kyma with the correspond-
ing linings, and some arrow-shaped elements (Fig. 1a).

Other elements form a well-known pattern with
four petals inscribed in a circle: two variants are attested,
one with palombino petals on a red porphyry background
and a specular one with red porphyry petals on a white
background (Fig. 1b). The decoration is enriched by other
floral patterns, conveying the idea of nature’s vitality: acan-
thus gyrals in fine-grain marble, with incised leaf veins; a
four-petal flower, possibly surrounded by a gyral, as ob-
served in the domus outside Porta Marina at Ostia’; and
two other types of flowers, with elongated petals (Fig. 1c).
Another floral pattern is formed by peltae and leaves with-
in a squared frame, similar too to the samples from Porta
Marina. Other elements, such as chalices, branches and
pistils, give an idea of the diversity of the patterns. Finally,
a crusta with a complex profile could be part of a vase.

Animals were most likely depicted in the branch-
es, but only a protome with carved features and rubrica-
tion traces remains; based on comparison with similar
crustae from the Euphrasian Basilica in Pore¢® and from
the domus on the Esquiline Hill in Rome, it could be
interpreted as a fish® (Fig. 1d).

Therefore, beyond the usual geometrical reper-
toire common to other Milanese sites'’, vegetal and floral

7 GUIDOBALDI 2000, 251-262 and references.
8 TERRY 1986, 147-164.
9 FOGAGNOLO 2011, 455-466.

10 Crustae from wall decorations have been identified in
buildings with Imperial patronage (Herculean baths,
Imperial palace, basilica of San Lorenzo) and in the
churches founded by Ambrose. No systematic and
comprehensive study of these materials has been car-
ried out, which would allow their chronology to be clar-
ified. The only context studied in detail is the baptistery
of San Giovanni alle Fonti, dated to the 5%-6™ c. phase;
only there some figurative and geometric sectilia have
been recognized (such as four-petal flowers, or patterns
of alternated triangles and lozenges) similar to those
suggested from the loose elements from the Mausoleum
(LUSUARDI SIENA, SACCHI 2004).
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Fig. 1. Imperial Mausoleum (Milan Italy), crustae: a. architectonical elements, b. vegetal elements, c. geometrical compositions,
(photo: E. Neri)
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motifs — more complex to execute — give the wall decora-
tion a peculiar animation.

From a technical standpoint, the crustae have two
flat sides, one of which is smoothed (more rarely two for
the reused pieces). The side in contact with the mortar is
sometimes not smoothed, but rather displays the marks of
wire-sawing, i.e. slightly oblique and curved parallel grooves.

The thickness is rather regular within a given set
of crustae. The cases of reuse or reworking are extremely
sparse, as is the case for the site of Porta Marina at Ostia,
but not for the urban domus on the Pincian and Esqui-
line hills as well as the so-called domus “above the Seven
Halls™"!. The borders are carefully cut, edged and hewn
with a “martellina’, except the curved listels that are neat-
ly smoothed. All pieces except those in Nero delle Prealpi
or Palombino are polished. A fragment of an alabaster
slab is still clamped to its original cocciopesto mortar by
an L-shaped bronzed clamp.

The decoration was integrated by small, thin glass
elements coloured in purple, yellow and blue.

The scarcity of reused elements, the prevalence of
precious imported marbles, the diversified repertoire of
motifs and the integration of glass indicate exception-
al standards for the workshop and the artisans, as well
as for the financial and supply capacity of the custom-
er. This observation is not surprising given the context
of Imperial patronage; furthermore, it suggests that the
decoration be dated to the time of the building’s concep-
tion or shortly afterwards.

The repertoire is similar to what the artisans used
when working for the potentiores who financed not only
the domus at Porta Marina, an inevitable reference thanks
to its state of conservation, but also the urban domus
“above the seven halls”, in the Cadorna barracks on the
Esquiline Hill and on the Pincian Hill, where the same
workers as at Porta Marina are supposed. The traces of
similar decoration in Milan could be a confirmation that
the models and the artisans from Rome circulated outside
the city, as supposed already for the Spanish villae of Gabia
la Grande, Elche and Antequera'?, which are chronolog-
ically near the construction of the Imperial mausoleum.

E.N.

11 For Porta Marina at Ostia, see GUIDOBALDI 2000. For
the urban domus on the Esquiline and Pincian hills, see
respectively FOGAGNOLO 2011 and RONCHETTI
2009, 241-252. For the domus “above the seven halls’,
see BIANCHI, BRUNO, DE NUCCIO 2002, 161-168
and 465.

12 PEREZ OLMEDA1996, 81-82, 133-134. GUTIERREZ
DEZA 2005, 71-86.
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2. San Lorenzo
Context

The church is built immediately outside the Ro-
man gate (Porta Ticinese), on previously unoccupied
land, surrounded by canals and near the fluvial harbour,
not far from the amphitheatre whose conglomerate
blocks (of Ceppo del Brembo stone) were reused for the
basilica’s foundations.

The dating, patronage and original function of the
church are still debated. However, especially since Lau-
ra Fieni’s studies, most scholars agree to date it between
the late 4™ and the early 5™ c., based on archaeological
and archaeometric elements (dating of pottery from an
excavation below the facade and of the amphorae from
the dome’s cover; construction technique). Thermolumi-
nescence dating of the bricks and C14 analyses of mortar
return an average dating between 390 and 410. The gran-
deur of the construction, the richness of the decoration
and the reuse of material from public buildings tied to
the Imperial authority suggest that the customer was the
Emperor himself or a member of his family: Theodosius,
who died in Milan in 395; Stilicho, the Barbarian general
whom he left as a regent; or Galla Placidia, his daughter,
as stated by post-9™ c. sources. More recently, patronage
by Valentinian III was proposed®.

Written sources repeatedly highlight the pres-
ence of magnificent marble covering. Bishop Veranus of
Cavaillon (+589), who was in Milan on St. Lawrence’s
day on his way back from Rome and had already vis-
ited Ravenna, thought that San Lorenzo was the most
beautiful church in Italy (domus mirificam). The Versus
de Mediolano civitate (8" c.) takes the church as an ex-
ample of the splendour of the city, with its interior (alma
intus) shining with a variety of marbles and a gold cov-
er. Later sources insist on the presence of porphyry and
gold, two materials linked with the Imperial functions
of the church. According to the 9"-c. bishop Benzo of
Alba, “there is no more beautiful church in Italy” than
San Lorenzo, “all in porphyry and gold” (Ad Heinricum
imperatorem libri VII, MGH, In usum scholarum, LXV,
SS, XI). The three chapels of SantAquilino, Sant’Ippolito
and San Sisto also had a decoration similar to that of the
central part of the church.

For SantAquilino in particular, the only chapel
with surviving decoration, Galvano Flamma (Chronica
extravagans and Chronica maior, 14" c.) recalls the or-
naments in porphyry and other precious marbles. Carlo
Torre (Il ritratto di Milano, 1674) records the presence
of round slabs of precious marble between the arches.

13 NERI, LUSUARDI SIENA, GREPPI 2015b.
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Fig. 2. Basilica of San Lorenzo (Milan, Italy), chapel of SantAquilino, inlaid marble: pseudo-Corinthian capitals

(2 c. AD) of pilaster, re-use in the 5 c. decoration (photo: C. Bozzi)

Non-stratigraphic excavations and restorations,
carried out in 1913 and 1937, revealed numerous frag-
ments of the marble wall decoration, but only now are
they studied systematically. Due to the excavation proce-
dures, these fragments do not have a context, other than
a generic attribution to the central part (tetraconch) of
the church or to SantAquilino.

E.N.
Marble decoration in SantAquilino

A wide range of decoration types has been found
for SantAquilino'. The octagon was probably decorated
with an architectural partition: the remains consist of
two fragments of wide slabs, similar to those found in
the villa of Toscolano Maderno® and in the apse of San
Vitale, as well as bases (3 fragments) and shafts (6 frag-
ments) of fluted lesenae in cipollino marble, topped with
reused 2™ c. capitals in fine-grained white and rubricated
marble (Fig. 2). The lesenae have two types of fluting,
suggesting that they were used in different locations or
in a corner (Fig. 3). Curved listels framing large circular
slabs demonstrate the presence of rotae (Fig. 4).

On top of geometrical patterns — a trace of which
remains imprinted in the original mortar, still preserved in
the chapel - carved or bas-relief slabs in cipollino from Eu-
boea, displaying friezes with gyrals, vases, and naturalistic

14 LUSUARDI SIENA 1990.
15 SACCHI 2015.

figures (birds, fish, etc.), enriched the decoration (Fig. 5).
Some carved fragments with branches stemming from a
cantharos, as well as fragments from a slab showing gyrals
from a chalice, rendered in bas-relief with a raw back-
ground (Fig. 6 and 7), deserve a specific mention'.

E.N.
Marble decoration from the tetraconch of the church

The remains of the decoration of the central part
of the basilica are more fragmentary but more abundant
(1450 crustae)?.

There is little information available on the con-
text where the fragments were found: Calderini, Chierici
and Cecchelli'® report piles of stone elements of various
types, mixed with demolition materials, as generically
found in the main hall of the church.

A large variety of marble is attested: both local
materials (Majolica limestone and Nero delle Prealpi)
and imported stones are represented. White “marbles”
are predominant, accounting for 49% of the fragments;
among these, medium-grained marble is prevalent,
followed by coarse-grained and fine grained marble,

16 These remains are currently on exhibit in SantAquilino.

17 All the materials are now in the upper gallery of the
church. For the followed methods see ANGELELLI, GUI-
DOBALDI 2002, 155-163, with some modifications pro-
posed in FURLAN, MADRIGALI 2009, 817- 851.

18 CALDERINI, CHIERICI, CECCHELLI 1951, 88.
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Fig. 3. Basilica of San Lorenzo (Milan, Italy), chapel of SantAquilino, inlaid marble: elements of pilaster

(drawing: R. Rachini)

Fig. 4. Basilica of San Lorenzo (Milan, Italy), chapel of
Sant’Aquilino, inlaid marble: elements of rotae
(drawing: R. Rachini)
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Fig. 5. Basilica of San Lorenzo (Milan, Italy), chapel of
Sant’Aquilino, inlaid marble with bird
(drawing: R. Rachini)
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Fig. 6. Basilica of San Lorenzo (Milan, Italy), chapel of
Sant’Aquilino, inlaid marble with vase and vegetal gyrals
(drawing: R. Rachini)

Fig. 7. St. Lorenzo church (Milan, Italy), St. Aquilino chapel,
inlayed marble with Kantharos and floral gyrals
(drawing: R. Rachini)

Proconnesian marble, Thassos marble, Majolica limestone,
Musso marble, Botticino stone and very thin-grained
marbles. A large variety of coloured marbles has been ob-
served, representing 41% of the observed fragments. The
most frequently attested is “pavoazzetto’, followed by Gial-
lo antico; less frequent lithotypes include Cipollino, Rosso
Antico, Breccia Corallina, Africano, Fior di Pesco, Portas-
anta, Bianco and Nero Antico, Rosso Ammonitico, Gri-
gio Arabescato and Greco Scritto. The limited presence of
porphyry is remarkable: Imperial porphyry is represented
by one small fragment, whose shape suggests it belonged
to a curved element of a frame, and green porphyry is also
observed in only one fragment. Black limestone from the
Lombard Alpine foothills (Nero delle Prealpi, most likely
from the “Calcari di Perledo e Varenna” Triassic forma-
tion) represent 10% of the fragments.

In terms of shapes, a reduced number of squares
and hexagons is observed (respectively 4 and 9 samples),
with varying thickness and sizes. This is in contrast with
a large number of triangles, made of white and coloured
marbles and black limestone, which could have formed lin-
ear bands' as suggested by the presence of isosceles trian-
gles™. Listels of white and coloured marble are also abun-
dant, hinting at the presence of square or rectangular bands
and borders. In terms of filling, large slabs of cipollino*
and black limestone are found, as well as the only fragment
of green porphyry. Lozenges are also observed, especially
in white and coloured marble, with some samples in Nero
delle Prealpi; they were most likely used in bands.

Curved elements made of Numidian marble have
been identified; they are very thin (ca. 0.8 cm) and cut
with a saw on both faces. However, no other reference
in the studied materials allows the reconstruction of a
hypothetical pattern for this decoration. Another typi-
cal element is a triangle with two curved sides: together
with other pieces with complex outline it suggests the
presence of figurative elements (Fig. 8).

The crustae from this site have different charac-
teristics. More than half of the fragments have both fac-
es smoothed; the most notable exceptions are almost all
the Nero delle Prealpi and Majolica fragments, as well
as most of the Giallo antico fragments. In particular,
black limestone fragments always have a coarse face and
a smooth one, although the latter has a grey patina that
sometimes hides the manufacturing features. Majolica
and Giallo antico fragments show clear traces of chisel-
ling, i.e. large conchoidal chipping, suggesting that the
chisel was used perpendicularly or at a 75-degree angle®.

In this context, it was not possible to identify the
provenance of the elements from the same motif; howev-
er, it can be assumed that the materials belonged to dif-
ferent parts of the decoration and have been collected in
one point after an accidental event. Some of the element
display marks of fire, suggesting that the slabs were found
with the remains of the early medieval destruction of the
building, and had already been selected in ancient times.

S.G.

19 GUIDOBALDI 2009, fig. 14 ¢; BUGINI, FOLLI 2008,

fig. 5.5.

20 GUIDOBALDI 2009, tav IV.E.

21 Fields in Cipollino have been also observed in San
Giovanni alle Fonti (LUSUARDI SIENA, SACCHI
2004, 87).

22 ROCKWELL 1989.
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3. Comparison

The comparison between the two sites shows that
a figurative decoration, with small elements to render the
details of floral, vegetal and animal motifs, was in place
at the Imperial mausoleum. This explains the wide use of
palombino, absent from San Lorenzo and from all other
Milanese sites with marble decoration. The first parallel in
Northern Italy comes from the recent study of the crustae
from the villa in Toscolano Maderno®. Moreover, some
lithotypes in the Mausoleum are not attested in San Lo-
renzo, e.g. “African” marble and Egyptian alabaster. The
use of Imperial porphyry and green porphyry are more
significant in the Mausoleum, although a selection of the
marbles in ancient times has to be accounted for; the use
of local marbles (Nero delle Prealpi and Botticino stone)
is limited here, but widely documented in San Lorenzo.

The decoration in San Lorenzo and SantAquilino
primarily consists of geometrical motifs and architectural

23 SACCHI 2015.
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Fig. 8. St. Lorenzo church (Milan,
Italy), Tetraconch, inlayed marble
with geometric pattern

partitions. These partitions and the carved slabs are
mostly made with Cipollino, newly graving re-used an-
cient slabs or reusing 2™ c. architectonical elements.

Though the reuse of older marble slabs is fre-
quent, the technical know-how required to smooth, cut
and polish the crustae does not change.

The mid-4%c. phase of the Imperial mausoleum in-
cludes an unusual type of figurative decoration, generally as-
sociated in literature with craftsmen from Rome?*. The sup-
ply of (mostly new) coloured marble confirms the high-level
patronage and its financial capacity at a time when the Impe-
rial court resided in Milan. The 5%c. works in San Loren-
20, as shown for the construction materials as well”, mostly
reuse coloured marble slabs or architectural elements from
other buildings, working them with the same techniques
but using a larger proportion of locally sourced materials.

E.N.-R.B.

24 NERI et al. 2015a.
25 FIENI 2014.
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