AN EARLY CHRISTIAN FRESCO FROM STRBINCI NEAR BAKOVO

BRANKA MIGOTTI

UDC: 903.27(497.5 Bakovo)}»03«

Original scientific paper

Manuscript received: 01. 03. 1997.

Revised manuscript accepted: 01. 04. 1997.

B. Migotti

Department of Archaeology

Croatian Academy of Sciences and Arts
Zagreb

Croatia

The article describes an early Christian fresco discovered in 1991 at the sile of Strbinci near Pakovo (probably Roman
Certissa), analyzes its style and iconographic symbolism, and places il in an archaeological and historical context. The
fresco shows two facing peacocks flanking a vase, a Christogram, suns and stars in the interspaces, and is framed with a
latticed ribbon. It is interpreted as an allegory of salvation and resurrection, of eternal life. On the basis of style, theme and
archaeological context, the fresco is dated to the third quarter of the fourth century, and defined as the work of a local

master.

THE SITE OF STRBINCI AND HOW THE FRESCO WAS FOUND

Strbinci is a rich archaeological site near the village of
Budrovci (Pakovo Municipality) where finds of various
kinds have been made throughout the last hundred years.
More recently earlier chance finds were supplemented by
protective archaeological excavations in which were un-
earthed a wealth of valuable and interesting late-Roman
remains.! They all uphold the hypothesis that this was the
site of Certissa (Cirtissa, Cirtisia, Certis, Certissia, Kertissa),
mentioned by classical authors and recorded in the best-
known Roman itineraries.?

Newer protective excavation, supplemented by archive
research,® and especially the chance find of the fresco de-
scribed in this article, confirmed that Strbinci is one of the
potentially richest early Christian sites in the Croatian part
of the Roman province of Pannonia. The fresco is certainly
a first-class monument, an exception in the as yet rather
sparse early Christian heritage of north Croatia. Consider-
ing how poorly the locality has been researched, Strbinci
abounds in finds of a truly outstanding nature unique in
south-Pannonian early Christian archaeology. These in-
clude many marble gravestones with inscriptions, the base
of a glass dish decorated with gold foil, and graves with a
cruciform ground plan.?

When the army dug trenches in 1991 they found a grave
with an early Christian fresco on the gable slab of the roof
structure. In the upheaval of the war the grave was de-
stroyed without being professionally examined, but the
curator of the Dakovo Museum managed to save its most
valuable part — this fresco. Although badly damaged, the
fresco had everything necessary for a faithful reconstruc-
tion of what it showed. In 1994 it was restored in the Zagreb
Archaeological Museum.® The grave was photographed
before it was destroyed (Fig. 1). It was a rectangular cham-
ber built of large bricks joined by abundant mortar, located
in a west-east direction. The sides and the floor were plas-
tered, the roof was made of bricks placed at an angle to

form a pitched roof with two gables, and the fresco was
painted on the inside of the east gable. This was a very com-
mon type of late Roman early Christian Pannonian grave.°®
A woman was buried in it and her scattered bones, which
were unfortunately not collected, show that the grave had
been plundered in antiquity. Nevertheless, some items
missed by the looters were found during excavation: a tin
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Fig. 1. Grave with fresco at the moment of discovery
(Photo: I. Paviovic)
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Fig. 3. Drawing of the fresco (drawing: Kreso Roncevic)

ring, a bronze bracelet, bronze fittings for a jewel box, and
beads of glass paste and gold foil (Figs. 3, 4, 5). All this indi-
cates the wealth of the deceased and serves to date the
grave.’

DESCRIPTION OF THE FRESCO AND FORMAL ANALYSIS

The fresco was painted on the gable of the roof, on a
gently curving triangular surface (Figs. 2, 3). The pale red-
dish drawing fades into brown, but in places it has retained
traces of the original bright red. It was made on the natu-
rally yellow foundation of the top layer of plaster. One of
the main impressions is that of horror vacui. Alatticed rib-
bon frames the picture, and the upper row of rhombi have
a point in the centre. The main accent are two peacocks
flanking a vase, under a Christogram in a circle. The pea-
cocks are awkwardly drawn and look more like stags, which
were a known motif in this kind of early Christian iconog-
raphy. Their necks are too long, their pointed heads con-
tinue straight into their beaks, and the three feathers on
the top of the head look more like horns, especially on the
left bird. The luxurious tails are very large and the decora-
tions on the feathers are clumsily drawn.

Because of the inept drawing and the damage the fresco
suffered, the shape of the vase between the birds can hardly
be made out. The upper part gives the impression of a clas-
sical cantharus with two handles and a thin stem on a bell-
shaped base, although its body has a very unusual triangu-
lar shape. Since the bottom part of the picture is badly dam-
aged the shape of the lower part of the vase between the
peacocks cannot be made out. It may have been an elon-
gated two-story vase, or a simple cantharus on a base, al-
tar or column. Both types appear on early Christian pic-
tures in Pannonia and elsewhere.®

The remainder of the surface had paintings of astral
bodies. There are two stylized Christogram-like six-pointed
stars between the peacocks’ heads and the framing ribbon,
and two suns depicted as circles with wavy rays in the tri-
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angular areas above the birds’ heads, between the ribbon
and the central Christogram. _

The scene is simplified, stylized and schematized. The
painting is in the linear impressionistic style with some al-
most expressionistic admixtures characteristic of early
Christian frescoes. More will be said about this later.

ICONOGRAPHY AND SYMBOLISM

Experts have not yet managed to reach a consensus
about symbolism in sepulchral art, although this has been
a subject of intense discussion. In antiquity this art was
definitely of a religious nature,® and those who consider
thathappenstance and mere decoration played a small role
in the art of the burial cult are probably nearer the truth, at
least in the choice of motifs to decorate graves. Although
every detail may not be connected to the symbolism of
death, complete scenes in such places certainly were. In
pagan graves faith in resurrection is only suggested, in
Christian graves it is theologically thought out and celeb-
rated. Images recalling the past life of the deceased are an
exception to this rule, but what we said about symbolism
in sepulchral art is generally still true.

Late Roman artists usually expressed themselves through
allegory and metaphor, and colour had an undoubted emo-
tional value.'® Before I begin to discuss the symbolic mean-
ing of the fresco from Strbinci, I would like to discuss the
possible symbolical value of the red colour used to paint it.

As arule early Christian frescoes had an underdrawing
in red."! This technical procedure might easily make us
think that red drawings resulted from extreme simplifica-
tion and impoverishment of the medium in a provincial
and poor environment where there were no skilled mas-
ters or demanding clients. There might be a degree of truth
in this, especially since frescoes painted red throughout the
Christian world from the third to the sixth century were as
arule schematic, with awkwardly drawn figures on the bor-
der of complete geometrical stylization.'? However, this is




Fig. 2. Photography of the fresco (Photo: Nenad Kobasic)

not a general rule because many details on early Christian
fresco indicate that red had a symbolical meaning.

Red is not a colour that is among the easiest to acquire
and simplest to use, but it is nevertheless predominant on
many multicoloured frescoes in Roman catacombs from
the third and fourth centuries.' In Byzantine art good an-
gels are shown in red hues, to distinguish them from evil
angels." Many epitaphs for the faithful, and especially for
martyrs, on tombstones in Roman catacombs were writ-
tenin red. Already a hundred years ago researches saw red
as a symbol of victory acquired through the blood of mar-
tyrs.!

In all religious systems red is the colour of strength and
power, of their magical foundation, but in the first place it
is the colour of blood as a metaphor of strength and power.
In divine symbolism red was connected, among other
things, with Dionysus and Sol, and later with Christ, and it
developed from an allegory of blood into the symbol of re-
ligious flame. From that evolved the symbolism of red as
death for a newlife, of a way of expressing immortality, and
then it was a small step to make red denote the liturgy of
martyrs and one of the favourite symbolical colours of
Christianity.’¢ It is thus difficult to believe that red was gen-
erally used in early Christian burial art only for technical
simplification, and that it had no symbolical meaning on
paintings that were completely infused with death and res-
urrection.

Itis not enough to explain the symbolism of colour. The
individual motifs on the fresco must also be interpreted,
and so must the whole scene. This is made more difficult
because as a rule Christian symbols have different mean-
ings that can only be interpreted in their contextual com-
bination on the whole scene. Since contemporary sources
rarely explained the iconography and symbols in early
Christian art, we must use the Bible, liturgical and exegeti-
cal texts to interpret them."

The Strbinci fresco abounds in figures, itis full of symbo-
lism in every detail and as a whole. The edge ribbon, which
might logically be thought of as just a decorative frame for
the picture, actually “carries” a complete symbolism indi-
cating the physical setting of events in the pars pro toto sen-
se. In the language of early Christian art this ribbon repre-
sents a schematized garden wall, it is an allegory of the
Garden of Eden. Art historians generally accept this meta-
phor because it is firmly founded in biblical quotations, and
in early Christian literary and epigraphical sources."

Fig. 4. Ring (Photo: Nenad Kobasic)

In pre-Christian mythology the peacock is considered
a divine bird and a metaphor of immortality, and this was
adopted by Christian allegory. Pairs of facing peacocks ap-
peared in Roman catacomb art in the first or second centu-
ry, and in the third century the design of two birds of para-
dise drinking from a vase became common. The scene soon
became so characteristic of early Christian art that it was
given a Christian meaning regardless of the context in
which it appeared, despite the fact that it had no founda-
tion in literary sources or in theology. A double Christian
content was recognized in it — the eucharist and the resur-
rection. In both cases the symbolism emerged from the
motif of the cantharus with vines or containing water —
the source of life. The eucharistic or soteriological mean-
ing primarily stems from the location of the scene — it was
found in churches or in places of burial. Its more precise
symbolism was derived from its position in the church —
in the presbytery or in the baptistery. St Paul's famous para-
bles about death and resurrection in baptism (Rom. 6,3;
Col. 2, 12) justify connecting a pair of animals shown by a
well of life, placed in baptisteries, with the symbol of the
resurrection. In presbyteries the scene also probably prima-
rily emphasized the soteriological component of the eucha-
rist, as the discovery of this obviously eucharistic metaphor
in graves suggests.'® If we add the popularity of showing
two animals drinking from the fountain of life in graves, it
is not difficult to conclude that the deepest meaning of that
scene lies in the dogma of resurrection and salvation.”

There is no theological foundation in early Christian lite-
rature to interpret the symbolism of peacocks in this way.
In antiquity Pliny the Elder was the first to write that pea-
cock flesh is incorruptible. This was transmitted by St Au-
gustine, but with no admixtures of eschatological symbol-
ism. St Antony of Padua was the first to identify man with a
peacock in connection with contemplation of immortality.*
The gap between Pliny’s remark and medieval theological
thought is filled by alarge number of early Christian art sce-
nes showing birds of paradise. They seem to justify the sug-
gested symbolism of resurrection and immortality, which
early Christian iconography obviously embraced without
second thought.

Since early Christian literature gives no clear theologi-
cal foundation for interpreting two peacocks and a vase as
an allegory of the resurrection, we must consider the motif
of a vase with water separately from the complete heraldic
scene of various animals with a cantharus.
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Fig. 5. Bracelet (Photo: Nenad Kobasic)

There are countless biblical allusions to water as the
source of life or wisdom equalled to life (Prov. 3, 13-18; 8,
32-36; 20, 5; Sir. 14, 25-27; 15, 3; 24, 25-31; Ex. 35, 6; Isa. 35,
6; 55, 1; 58, 11;J1. 4, 18; Zach. 14, 8). In New Testament es-
chatology it acquires the meaning of resurrection and eter-
nal life, emerging from Christ’s sacrifice (John 3, 5; 4, 10-
14;7,37-39;19,34;Rev.7,17;21,6; 22,1, 14, 17).2 The New
Testament motif of the life-saving well climaxes in the
words of St Paul (Rom. 6, 3-11) equalling death with bap-
tism, and this with resurrection. This kind of cognitive and
artistic allegory is suitable for a grave, and that is where the
Strbinci fresco was found.

The heraldic scene of animals beside a cantharus has
its mostimpressive biblical foundation in Psalm 42 that be-
gins: “As a deer longs for flowing streams...” Early Christi-
an art joined these inspiring verses to the scene of two deer
drinking from the fountain of life, and this had a convinc-
ing theological interpretation. The symbolism can obvious-
ly be applied to any two animals beside a vessel, in the first
place birds of paradise, which is indicated by cases where
pairs of deer and of peacocks appear together, or one after
another in a row.”

There is thus no doubt that the central motif on the
Strbinci fresco is an allegory of eternal life invoking resur-
rection for all Christians in the community, in the first place
for the deceased in that grave. It is interesting that Pannonia
is one of the few places where the scene of peacocks flank-
ing a cantharus has a clear and unbroken development
from the first century to the early Christian period. It ap-
pears in sculpture, mosaic and painting.? This is worth thin-
king about, especially as the motif of facing peacocks is not
very common on paintings in Roman catacombs, although
it does appear between the first and the fourth century.
There the vase, the fountain of life, is usually shown with
doves, and the bird of paradise is shown displaying its or-
nate tail, or together with other birds and animals.?

Sometimes the well of life between two animals is not
shown as a vase but with a cross or a Christogram, or that
symbol is placed above a vase, like on the Strbinci fresco.?
That picture shows the essence of Christian soteriology in
which the Old-Testament announcement of salvation
comes about through the sacrifice on the cross of Him who
is the way, the truth, and the life (John 14, 6). The repre-
sentation of this thought dominates the Strbinci fresco visu-
ally and symbolically through a Christogram in a round
frame, placed above the vase and the peacocks.
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The protective and victorious meaning of the Christo-
gram is well known. This sign is an allegory of overcoming
death, and as a metaphor of the resurrection it is especially
suitable for graves.?” The fact that the grave was found in
Pannonia brings to mind what Victorinus of Poetovio (+ 304),
the most distinguished early Christian church writer of that
region, wrote about the resurrection in his estachological
papers; and also the acts of the Pannonian martyrs.?® This
theme is often shown in Pannonian early Christian art, pri-
marily by displaying the Christogram on grave frescoes.?

The Christogram on the Strbinci fresco gets its complete
meaning in combination with the stars and disks of the sun,
which show Christ’s solar aspect. As paganism declined, in-
ternally decomposed by mystery cults and the monotheistic
inclination of people disappointed in the classical Roman
religion, some pagan theologies adopted the idea of a supre-
me being. This being was all-encompassing and inexpress-
ible, without beginning or end, and most powerfully present
in the sky where it shone through the astral bodies, in the
first place the sun.*® In the second century this solar theolo-
gy touched Christian thought, and it enabled Christianity to
blend, overcome and finally defeat mystery religions, and
then the cultin which it met its most dangerous adversary —
the monotheistic celebration of the Invincible Sun (Sol Invic-
tus).®

This kind of victory idea seems to dominate the Strbinci
fresco. The fact that it was painted in a grave indicates that
it expresses victory over death through Christ’s resurrec-
tion (the Christogram). This resurrection opens the gates
of the Garden of Eden (the lattice wall) to the faithful (pea-
cocks) who, drinking from the fountain oflife (the vase with
water), become participants in victory and universal eter-
nity (suns and stars). Many details suggest that the pea-
cocks should be identified with believers. Let us remem-
ber Psalm 42, where the soul (the believer) is compared with
a deer; St Antony of Padua’s thought about the immortal-
ity of the bodies of Christians and birds of paradise; and
also the figures of Christians drinking from the well of life
with the deer.?

The Strbinci picture has some special features within
this theological foundation. Although its strong symbolism
generally rejects any thought about some of the details
being merely decorative, it seems that the person who
planned it, or the artist, yielded to some conventions that
diverge from the basic message. The rhombi of the upper
part of the border (the wall of the Garden of Eden) have
points in the centres. Frescoes that show the Garden of
Eden more explicitly and naturally have completely recog-
nizable, or more or less stylized, flowers in the lattice. The
points shown on the Strbinci fresco are doubtlessly a geo-
metrical replacement of the original plant motif.** Perhaps
the artist, although aware that he was drawing the wall of
the Garden of Eden, lost from sight that he was replacing
the flowers with points. Another explanation is even more
interesting. The author of the scene might have purposely
condensed the allegory of earthly and heavenly paradise
to emphasize God’s universal omnipresence. This is sug-
gested by the rarely picturesque epitaph-poem of the priest
Hilarion of Arles (449). Abounding in astral symbolism, in
the last two verses it conjures up paradise as a place of
flower gardens and the starry sky.*

Be that as it may, it is the astral figures that make this
fresco stand out from other similar ones. There is no doubt
that they reflect the scene’s theological background in so-
lar Christology, which was commoner in early Christian




epitaphs than in grave paintings. Stone-carvers inscribed
verses showing the thoughts of early Christian theologists
on graves, and fresco painters gave them form on the walls
of Christian graves.

Third and fourth-century catacomb paintings do some-
times show heavenly paradise — the universe, usually com-
bined with the Christogram, but the allegory of earthly
paradise with flowers and birds is much commoner.* This
makes the Strbinci fresco special because it shows rarer
motifs, even more as these motifs allow deeper insight into
the theological foundation of the scene. In early Christian
art astral symbolism usually shows the sun and moon,
moon and star, or all three together.* The Strbinci fresco
has no moon, in the precise weave of astral Christology a
metaphor for the Church, the mediator of Christ’s mercy
and salvation for the faithful. The combination of sun and
star, like on this fresco, is unusual but not unknown.*” Was
the moon left out as a deliberate theological message sup-
porting the direct application of Christians (peacocks) to
Christ (Christogram) in his universal majesty (astral fig-
ures)? This reading conflicts with other examples in
Pannonia and elsewhere where the Christogram, the sym-
bol of salvation and eternal life in the Garden of Eden, is
held by leading apostles.* They are representatives of the
highest clergy and the founders of churches, and in that
guise mediators between Christ and Christians.

The choice of astral figures on the Strbinci fresco can
be interpreted in another way. If we interpret the two Chris-
togram-like stars as symbols of the apostles, we get the op-
posite overall interpretation to the one first suggested, but
similar to examples that include figures of the apostles.*

Christian literature offers yet another possibility for rea-
ding the astral symbolism on the Strbinci fresco, perhaps
the most attractive. Describing the drama of Christ’s death,
an unknown fourth-century author of a resurrection homily
said that at that moment the stars fell from the skies and
the sun went out (because Christ is the light of the world
and the morning star), and after the resurrection everything
went back to normal.”® Although the world shattered by
Christ’s death is usually shown with the sun and moon besi-
de the crucifixion,* the words of that homily, doubtlessly
eschatologically founded, give one of the more convincing
possibilities for interpreting the scene on the Strbinci fresco.

We are still faced with the problem of how to interpret
the fact that two stars and two suns are shown. It is easy to
suggest various explanations for two stars (pars pro toto for
Christians, apostles, or the celestial sphere as a whole), but
more difficult to interpret the meaning of two suns. Are they
arising and a setting sun, combined with a starry night as
a representation of the daily passage of time, a symbol of
eternity? Are they just a heraldic motif, or something else
that we cannot yet understand? From all that has been said
there seems to be no doubt about the main symbolism (vic-
tory over death and resurrection) on the g?rri)inci fresco,
but all the details of early Christian sepulchral symbolism
are not yet quite clear. Not only in this case but in general.**

Another problem for which no satisfactory answer has
yet been found in early Christian sepulchral art concerns
how to recognize iconographic patterns and symbolism.
This is the problem of who was the author of the motifs and
scenes, and what was the role played by the artist and the
client and his advisers, who had to have at least a vestige of
knowledge about the theological foundation of art scenes.

There is a degree of general knowledge about this, but
contemporary sources (inscriptions, the letters of church

fathers, priests and lay officials, documents of church coun-
cils) unfortunately offer only partial insight into the crea-
tion and use of iconographic patterns in early Christian art.
We know that art workshops existed, and so did a more or
less theologically educated clergy. In the first three centu-
ries it seems that artists and Christians enjoyed almost
unlimited freedom in that sense, which means that icono-
graphic schemes created then, which continued to live on,
mostly reflected personal interpretations of Christian
teaching. This freedom seems partly to have continued into
the fourth century, until church administration became
dominant in all fields, including art.** However, there is no
single rule and knowledge about these questions. A provi-
sion from the second church council in Nicea in 787 pre-
scribed that theologists should envision holy scenes and
describe them to the tiniest detail.* Bearing in mind the
church’s devotion to tradition, and also some late-Roman
sources that explicitly assign envisioning holy scenes to
priests as part of the new constitution of the Constantine
church, it follows that what was legalized in the eighth cen-
tury was unwritten law in earlier periods.*

All this refers to early Christian art in general, especially
representational art. Sepulchral art was protected to a de-

gree by an atmosphere of privacy, not only in the fourth-

century but in all periods. There are two solutions for the
problem of how the design for the Strbinci fresco was reac-
hed. The deceased, or her family, might have chosen area-
dy-made pattern from the artist (a travelling artist or a lo-
cal workshop), regardless of whether it was created by lay
believers, free artists, or was imposed by learned theolo-
gists. On the other hand, if the religious environment of
early Christian Certissa was sophisticated enough, if it in-
cluded theologically educated priests or laymen, the fresco
might have been designed then and there for the needs of
that specific burial. The latter is more convincing because
this fresco, although based on the usual iconographic mo-
del, has some specific singularities that have no analogy in
other places. In other words, a theologically educated per-
son can be felt behind this picture on which motifs of recog-
nizable symbolism are unusually combined but logically
connected. We might assume that the early Christian church
community in Strbinci oversaw and guided the activities
of an art workshop for the needs of Christian burials, model-
led on the organization of Roman graveyards and the crafts
and art workshops that served them?*

For now it is not possible to do more than guess about
these things. Nevertheless, what has to date been found in
Strbinci, especially in the light of how poorly the locality
has been researched, makes it reasonable to suppose that
early Christian Certissa had an organized church commu-
nity with a church, graveyard, and possibly local craftsmen
and artists.*

DATING THE FRESCO AND ITS ENVIRONMENTAL CONTEXT

The Strbinci fresco is the only early Christian sepulchral
painting found in north Croatia, i.e. in the Croatian part of
Roman Pannonia. Fragments of frescoes from the basilica
in the Roman baths, which was turned into an early Chris-
tian church in the second half of the fourth century, were
found in VaraZdinske Toplice (Aquae Iasae). One of the frag-
ments, of high artistic value, shows the wreathed head of a
bearded saint in dark colours. Another, which is faded,
shows the lattice motif, the allegory of the Garden of Eden,
painted in red and green on a yellowish background.*
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The lack of material for comparison in the nearer envi-
rons makes it rather difficult to pinpoint the Strbinci monu-
ment in time and in space. To do so we must rely on the
basic features of early Christian fresco painting in general,
and especially on finds in neighbouring Hungary, the
northern part of Roman Pannonia, which is relatively rich
in such material.

Early-Christian sepulchral frescoes got their basic at-
tributes in the third and fourth centuries, but they contin-
ued to develop. They were executed in alinear-impression-
istic style that is sometimes combined with the illusionis-
tic style of the preceding period. On polychrome paintings
all the basic colours were used but red was often dominant,
Some frescoes, as a rule the nonrepresentational ones or
those that were completely stylized, were painted only in
red. Bucolic and pastoral motifs prevailed as allegories of
happiness, and above all scenes or motifs that symbolized
victory over death, and resurrection. In spite of exhaustive
research throughout several centuries, no final answers
have been found for many aspects of the iconography and
style, the dating and the artistic evaluation of early Chris-
tian sepulchral painting, It is certain, however, that some
kind of general early Christian painting koine existed, in
whose framework provinces, towns and smaller commu-
nities, and their workshops, developed their own styles. It
is important to emphasize that direct incentives need not
have come from Rome, as was usually thought.®

The relatively large number of frescoes in early Chris-
tian graves in Hungary indicates that the Strbinci fresco
may not be the only one in the Croatian part of Pannonia.
InPécs (Sopianae) and at other localities in Hungary alarge
number of representational paintings were found, most of
them polychrome. They were painted in the linear-impres-
sionistic style and show a great variety of motifs, from care-
fully rendered human figures to stylized shapes and comple-
tely geometric linear abstractions. The only fresco painted
inred thatI know from literature was found in Alséhetény.
The drawing is extremely simplified, a clumsy linear sche-
matization. The predominant theme is resurrection and
salvation, emphasized with a Christogram.

Hungarian literature records that early Christian frescoes
found there were made in the al secco technique, but some
descriptions indicate the classical fresco technique.> The
Strbinci fresco was made in a partial fresco technique on a
surface layer that was not wet enough before the paint was
applied.® This is probably why the original red hue was lost,
but all the same the picture did not dry out and peel off.

Although Hungarian experts recognize oriental influ-
ence in particulars, they consider that early Christian art
in Hungary was directly inspired from Rome, at least in the
case of the better frescoes showing the human figure and
complexrepresentational compositions. They suggest that
local masters worked under the wing and following the in-
structions of travelling artists.>* However, judging from data
in accessible literature, the problem of style and dating has
in many cases not yet been satisfactorily solved, i.e. no gen-
eral solution has been found. Different experts often date
the same fresco to different times, mostly to the fourth and
exceptionally to the beginning of the fifth century.>

Several frescoes in Moesia, the province adjoining Pan-
nonia, show similar themes and style. The fresco from Nig
(Naissus) with the figures of apostles flanking a Christo-
gram, in the Garden of Eden, is dated to the second half of
the fourth century.*

218

Everything seems to indicate that it is not right to date
the simpler, linear, as a rule low-quality frescoes earlier that
those that are stylistically and technically superior and mo-
re attractive.”® This is evidenced by examples of coin-da-
ted single- layer sites at which excellent, multicoloured rep-
resentational frescoes were found alongside poorer and ex-
tremely simplified ones. Or where the same grave contain-
ed a mixture of elements that would indicate chronological
difference if excellence of style was used for determina-
tion.>”

How can we date and analyze the style of the Strbinci
fresco in the light of what we know about early Christian
fresco painting in general, and in Pannonia and Moesia in
particular? The difficulty is that no close analogies exist in
the neighbouring areas. The Garden of Eden lattice, the
central scene of peacocks flanking a vase, the Christogram,
astral symbols — are all common on sepulchral frescoes
everywhere, but to the best of my knowledge this is the only
composition where they are all united. There are few places
like Pannonia, in which the motif of peacocks flanking a
vase continued smoothly and naturally, with neither a time
break nor major iconographic shifts, from stone-carvings
in the first to the third century, to early Christian paintings
in the fourth and fifth centuries.*® In spite of the guaran-
teed popularity of that motif in Pannonia, it does not ap-
pear as the central scene and the skeleton of compositions
in the early Christian period. On the other hand, the scheme
realized in Strbinci is usual in other parts of the Christian
world outside Pannonia. What makes the Strbinci fresco
unique in Pannonian and generally in early Christian se-
pulchral painting is the unusual choice for the allegory of
the Garden of Eden. It is shown as the universe inhabited
by celestial bodies, not as the usual flower garden. This
choice recalls a quotation by Ambrosius, Bishop of Milan
and Father of the Church from the fourth century, suggest-
ing that Christian astral theology was much more common
inwestern than in eastern resurrection symbolism.* In this
context the resurrection homily, earlier mentioned as the
possible liturgical foundation for representing the universe
with sun and stars, is shown in a new light and gains in
conviction.%

In the section about symbolism we already mentioned
the use of red in early Christian frescoes, but can we use
red to date early Christian frescoes and place them in an
environmental context? Red early Christian paintings are
much rarer than those in polychromy, as a rule they are
simpler, but this cannot be used to date them. They keep
appearing between the third and the seventh century.®’' The
most impressive fresco in red outlines that I know of, in
some thematic details close to the Strbinci fresco, is that
from a grave in Ni§ dated to the fifth/sixth century. Its seem-
ingly disorderly arrangement of plant motifs (probably a
multiplied metaphor of the tree oflife), celestial bodies and
monogrammatic crosses shows the combined earthly and
celestial symbolism of paradise with amazing ingenuity.®
In Priscilla’s catacombs in Rome the walls of the room
called cubicolo dei bottai, dated to the end of the third cen-
tury, have representational scenes predominantly painted
in dark red and orange shades. Especially interesting for
us is the fresco showing a bird sitting on a cantharus
painted in red contours in a linear-geometrical style.®

The walls of arather late grave in the Salonitan Manasti-
rine graveyard were painted with a geometrically stylized
and unrecognizably distorted allegory of the Garden of
Eden, but there grey shades were combined with red.®




Fig. 6. Beads from a necklace. (Photo: Nenad Kobasic)

There is a grave in a rock near the so-called White Monas-
tery at Sohag in Egypt. It has white walls on which inept
and simple red outline drawings of various scenes and fig-
ures (lion, orants, crosses, birds and so on) were made, da-
ted to the seventh-eighth century.®® The Alséhetény fresco
in Hungary painted in red outlines is an example of an ex-
tremely awkward and geometrically stylized picture of a
tree of life within the lattice of the Garden of Eden.®® Poor
in detail and grotesquely disfigured, it cannot be compared
with the Strbinci picture in anything but in basic theme.
A cursory review of frescoes drawn in red from various
regions indicates that the red colour of the Strbinci fresco
belongs to the symbolism of sacrifice and resurrection that
is shown in the basic scene. This is probably the main rea-
son why it was used, not stylistic or chronological reasons.®’
What we have said so far indicates that the style and ico-
nography of our fresco, and their comparison with kindred
pictures in neighbouring and distant regions, cannot be used
for reliable dating. Although the Hungarian frescoes and those
in Varazdinske Toplice are all dated to the fourth century, later
related examples from distant regions enjoin additional in-
vestigation,® not only to confirm dating within the fourth cen-
tury, but perhaps to narrow the time period down. This in-
vestigation might entail analyzing the circumstances of the
find, however little we know about them, analyzing the grave
finds, and the shape and arrangement of the tomb. The grave
in which the fresco was found was looted in ancient times. It

was located in a late Roman graveyard, of which only about
ten graves have as yet been excavated.” The looters missed
some grave goods: bronze fittings for a chest, which cannot
be used for precise dating,” and various items of jewelry
which are more reliable.

Rings are found in late Roman graves in Pannonia more
rarely than other kinds of jewelry, and they are less well
documented because they are often so damaged that their
shape is difficult to make out. Analogies can be found for
the specimen from Strbinci, mostly dated to the fourth cen-
tury (Fig. 4).”* The bronze bracelet represents a snake’s
body, one end is the head, the other a pointed tail (Fig. 5).
It belongs to the broader group of jewelry ending in snake
heads that appeared in the third century, was common in
the fourth, and after that went out of fashion. The Strbinci
variant with a head and a tail instead of two heads isnot so
common but this does not seem to have chronological im-
plications.” Lenticular beads were the commonest form of
necklace in Pannonian fourth-century graves, while bar-
rel-shaped beads of gold foil, which were more expensive
and luxurious specimens, were usually rarer (Fig. 6).”

All these types of jewelry date from the late third to the
end of the fourth century, but were most often found in
graves dated by coins from 337 to the end of the fourth cen-
tury. Therefore the time span obtained by analyzing the
jewelry found in the grave corresponds with the period to
which most of the Hungarian frescoes were dated (second
half of the fourth century), but it cannot be used to further
narrow down the period. Despite doubts about the accu-
racy and method of using coins for dating,” coins found in
graves excavated in the immediate vicinity of the grave with
the fresco should be decisive. Coins of Constantius II (355-
361) and Jovian (363-364) were found there,”® which indi-
cates that the nearby grave with the fresco should be dated
to the third quarter of the fourth century, i.e. to the second
half of the century, but not to its end.

The shape of the grave supports this narrowed-down time
period, because in Pannonian necropolises and elsewhere
the pitched gable roof, characteristic of the whole fourth cen-
tury, was at the end of that century replaced by a roof made
of horizontally-placed slabs or bricks.” Another fact that
supports the suggested dating concernes the apocalyptic
letters. After the mid-fourth century the letters alpha and
omega appeared beside Christograms on coins, and in the
second half of that century they began to appear on various
objects of use and decoration.” They were not painted be-
side the Christogram on the Strbinci fresco, which indicates
that it dates from the middle and not from the end of the
fourth century. In short, various details, each of which might
not by itself have the necessary “weight” for dating, all to-
gether convincingly date the Strbinci fresco to the third quar-
ter of the fourth century.

The suggested dating and similar examples we analyzed,
or to be more precise, the lack of material for comparison,
make the Strbinci fresco a single and singular example to
date in the Croatian part of Pannonia, even in the whole of
that Roman province.

Comparison with a fresco that is similar in time, region
and content — the fresco from Alséhetény showing the tree
of life in the Garden of Eden — loses in importance and
relevance when the sparse awkwardness of the Hungarian
picture is matched with the compositionally intricate but
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harmonious and symbolically complete scene of the Str-
binci fresco. The latter is of higher quality not only in ico-
nography and symbolism, i.e. in theological foundation,
but also in style and execution. Its prevalent early Chris-
tian linear impressionism is combined with a special kind
of illusionistic quality.” This is seen in the apparently
strange blend of cumbersome, almost grotesque details,
with the way in which they were composed, which leaves
the impression of extraordinary harmony between concep-
tion and brush-stroke. Even the crowded surface is not
perceived as the usual clutter of horror vacui, but as an or-
ganized combining of elements in a message that is effec-
tive only when all the details are shown.

In basic characteristics of style and iconography the
Strbinci fresco does not stand out from the early Christian
painting koine. Paintings in Roman catacombs also some-
times combine second-hand technique and style with a
wealth of meaningful, thought-out and attractively pre-
sented motifs.” Because of many special features and de-
viation from other similar material, the Strbinci fresco is
seen as a local work free of direct influence from any other
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important Christian art centre. It must be mentioned that
the site of Kamenica near Vinkovci, which has to date only
been sounded but not researched, probably has an early
Christian memorial-graveyard. Frescoes drawn with two
lines were found there — a thicker dark-brown line and a
thinner red-brown line.® They probably frame a scene that
was also drawn in these hues, similarly to the Strbinci pic-
ture. At present this is only guesswork, and so are possible
links between the two early Christian towns, Vinkovci
(Cibalae) and Strbinci (Certissa). Certissa is equidistant
from the early Christian bishoprics in Osijek (Mursa) and
Vinkoveci (Cibalae), and probably belonged to one of them.

Only systematic archaeological research would answer
these questions and show whether this fresco was isolated
within its immediate environment. All we know about
Strbinci suggests that it was not. The real question is, on
what level of religious knowledge and feelings did the sym-
bolism of the scene it shows communicate with the local
Christians. In other words, what was the form and scope of
the material and spiritual culture of the early Christian
community in Roman Certissa.
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RANOKRSCANSKA FRESKA 1Z STRBINACA KOD PAKOVA

Lokalitet Strbinci kod Dakova (vjerojatno rimska Certis-
sa) u novije se vrijeme iskazuje kao izrazito obecavajuce
ranokriéansko nalaziste. Ondje je prigodom kopanja voj-
ni¢kih rovova u ratu 1991. g. otkrivena i grobnica s ranokrs-
¢anskom freskom na unutragnjoj zabatnoj plohi krovne
konstrukcije. Grobnica, sagradena od opeka povezanih obil-
nim malterom, potpuno je unistena, dok je freska, premda
tesko osteéena, zadrZala sve pojedinosti neophodne za vjer-
nu rekonstrukciju figuralnog prizora. Restauracija je naci-
njena 1994. g. u Arheoloskom muzeju u Zagrebu, gdje je spo-
menik i danas privremeno pohranjen.

Freskom je oslikana trokutasta povr§ina blago zaoblje-
nih rubova, nacinjena kao zabatna ploha krova grobnice. Na
podlozi povrsinskog sloja Zbuke crteZ je naslikan izbli-
jedjelim crvenkastim tonovima koji se pretapaju u smedu
nijansuy, ali se na mjestima razabiru tragovi izvorne tamno-
crvene boje. Rub slike omeden je vipcom ispunjenom reset-
kastim uzorkom, odnosno rombovima, mjestimi¢no ukrase-
nima po sredini tockom. Sredi$nji prostor zapremaju dva
pauna uz posudu, natkriljenu kristogramom u kruZznom ok-
viru. Paunovi su naslikani nezgrapno, upravo groteskno, tako
da pri povr§nom promatranju podsjecaju na likove jelena,
poznate u istovjetnoj ranokrs¢anskoj ikonografskoj shemi.
Vratovi su im nesrazmjerno dugacki, zasiljene glave pretop-
liene u kljunove, a tri pera, konvencionalna naznaka pauno-
ve kreste, prije su nalik rogovima. Pokusaji doc¢aravanja “oci-
ju” i $ara na repovima pomocu to¢aka i zareza podjednako
suneuspjeli. Oblik posude nije posve razabirljiv, pa nije jasno
je li autor kanio predogiti inagicu visokog “dvokatnog” kan-
tarosa, ili pak jednostavne vaze na postolju, odnosno oltaru.
Izmedu glava paunova i rubne vrpce naslikane su dvije kristo-
gramski stilizirane $esterokrake zvijezde, dok je u trokutima
izmedu pti¢jih glava i sredi$njeg kristograma smjesten po
jedan sun¢evkolut, prikazan u obli¢ju kruga s valovito izvije-
nim obodnim zracima.

SAZETAK — —

Prizor na freski iz Stribinaca ne samo da vrvi likovima u
maniri “horror vacui”, veé je svaka njegova pojedinost, a po-
tom i sadrZajna cjelina, proZeta simbolikom, podcrtanom i
znakovitim crvenilom slike. Rubna je vrpca shematizirana
ograda vrta, odnosno alegorija raja. Prizor suceljenih pau-
nova predocuje dvostruki ki$¢anski sadrzaj — euharistiju i
uskrsnuée, a oslanja se na motiv kantarosa ispunjenog vo-
dom, izvorom Zivota. Opéenito, a osobito u primjerima grob-
nih okruzenja poput onog u Strbincima, prevladava soterio-
loka sastavnica naznacenih sadrzaja.

Izvor Zivota izmedu dviju ptica ili drugih Zivotinja po-
nekad se, umjesto posudom, predocuje krizem ili kristogra-
mom, ili je pak Kristov monogram postavljen iznad vaze. Na
nasoj freski kristogram u krugu uistinu gospodari prizorom,
naznacujudi srz kr¢anske soteriologije u kojoj je starozavjetni
nagovijestaj spasenja ostvaren Zrtvom na krizu onoga koji je
“putiistina, aliiZivot sam” (Iv. 14, 6). Rije¢ je, dakle, o alegoriji
vietnog Zivota, temeljenoj na pobjedi nad smréu zaslugom
Kristove Zrtve i uskrsnuca (kristogram), To uskrsnuce otvara
vrata raja (reSetkasta ograda) vjernicima (paunovi) koji, na-
pajajuci se s izvora Zivpta (kantaros), postaju dionicima vjec-
nosti u svemiru (sunca i zvijezde).

Motiv kristograma na freski iz Strbinaca zadobiva potpu-
ni smisao sagledan tek u zdruzenosti s likovima zvijezda i
sunéevih krugova, na kojima pociva solarni sadrzaj teoloske
pozadine prizora. Odraz je to solarne kristologije, inace
znatno zastupljenije u ranokri¢anskoj grobnoj epigrafici
(epitafima), negoli u slikarstvu.

Fresku je, na temelju stilsko-sadrZajnih odrednica i ar-
heoloskog konteksta, moguce datirati u trecu etvrtinu 4.
st. Ona se po temeljnim odlikama stila i ikonografije ne iz-
dvaja iz ranokriéanske slikarske koine, ali je zasad osamljen
primjerak na podrucju hrvatskog dijela rimske provincije
Panonije, a posve osebujan uusporedbis priblizno srodnim
panonskim spomenicima u c¢jelini, Stoga je najvjerojatnije
rijec o ostvarenju domace sredine, odnosno majstora ili
radionice na podrucju rimske Certisse.
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