S.Maria della Steccata
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The Steccata church has a distinctive origin: the appearance, in 1392, of an image of St. John the Baptist on the wall of a house on St.Barnaba street, now via Garibaldi, where the Steccata church stands. The cult surrounding this image led to the erection of an oratory and shortly thereafter a Congregation of laymen and clergy devoted to tending the little chapel. It was only at the end of the 15th century that the image of a Madonna nursing the Infant Jesus appeared mysteriously on the wall of the oratory. It is still kept on the altar of the Steccata church; the Congregation took the name of Madonna Annunciata. No less important was the fact that the church and the Congregation had strong ties to the city and its aristocracy. The apparition of this image of the Madonna, indicated as miraculous, caused a surge of interest in the cult which crowed the little chapel to the point that, to protect the fresco and control the crowd, a fence (steccata) was placed in front of it and gave the painting its name, and later the church that, a few years later, early in the Twenties of the 16th century, the congregation undertook to build as a more sumptuous home for it miraculous Madonna. 

Construction of what is now the church of S.Maria della Steccata went on between 1521 and 1527. The project was first entrusted to the architect Bernardino Zaccagni da Torrechiara but, after his quarrel with the Congregation for reasons having to do with the construction of some external arcades and the cost of the building materials, it was completed by Francesco Ferrari d’Agrate, a sculptor and architect who is probably responsible for the upper part of the building and the pilaster strips with the leafed capital on the outside. It is not clear, in any case, which parts went into the structure of the new church and who drew up the detailed plans, nor is it clear what the role of the consulting committee was. This latter included Correggio and Araldi, who participated in the plans for the construction. Certainly, Antonio da Sangallo the Younger was responsible for the design of the cupola, in Roman style, completed in 1526-27. Sangallo had been sent to Parma by the Pope to inspect the defensive walls of the city, and was promptly contacted and involved in the project for the Steccata by the Congregation. 

The layout is in the form of a Greek cross, with the arms on the cardinal axes and closed by large apse-like niches. Between the arms, four large blocks (“chapels” were immediately erected and are still used for the liturgy, making the overall plan very similar to many constructions with a central layout that were in vogue at the time in Italy, on the wave of the ideas of Bramante and Raffaello: and to a project of Bramante himself according to a theory that he was also involved in the Steccata project, but that other scholars liken to some of Leonardo’s designs (with the coincidence that Leonardo spent some time in Parma just about then, early in the Twenties).

It should be noted that in the 16th century the church had two entrances, the one that still exists and the other on the square (south and west): the western entrance became the main entrance in 1541 and was used until the middle of the 18th century. For two centuries, therefore, the orientation of the church was north-south, not east-west as it is now, and the main altar was the one in the northern niche (devoted not to the Madonna but to St. Joseph).

The interior was frescoed according to a Marian iconographic plan that was very precise and that is still difficult to decipher in detail. Some of the most outstanding elements are, in addition to the eastern underarch (3) painted by Parmigianino, the cupola (4) with the “Assumption of Mary” painted by Barnardino Gatti (1560); the twelve scenes from the Old Testament between the Apostles in the tambour and the frieze under the  moulding (also by Gatti and Lattanzio Gambara, author of the frescoes on the interior walls of the Cathedral); the bowl-shaped vaults of the south (7) “Adoration of the Shepherds” and north (6) “Pentecost” niches painted between 1547 and 1555 by Girolamo Mazzola Bedoli; the vault of the  west niche (5) “Adoration of the Magi” by Michelangelo Anselmi, but finished after his death by Gatti (1556); the vault of the east niche (2) first designed by Parmigianino but then finished by Michelangelo Anselmi to a drawing by Giulio Romano (1541); the chiaroscuro elements of the pillars done by Mercurio Baiardi (1568), Antonio Seghizzi, Giovanni Maria Conti delle Camere, Angelo Omobono Guazzi, Antonio Bonviso (all between 1668 and 1670). The external balustrade on the attic and the statues outside were positioned, according to a taste that, once again, was imported from Rome, at the end of the Sixties in the 17th century.

It was at this time that one of the great masterpieces of cabinetry was produced for the church, the Noble Sacristy (access from the corridor of the north chapel): designed by Carlo Rottini and Rinaldo Torri with carvings by Giovanni Battista Mascheroni, these handsome cabinets were decorated with masks, female figures, angles and vases, and are still used to store the sacred historical vestments of the church.

In 1600, for the occasion of a solemn ceremony, the image of the Madonna della Steccata was crowned and draped with a dress in gilded silver, embossed and set with pearls and precious gems. Traditionally, the dukes of Parma detached one of the gems from their crown to place it, at the time of their coronation, in the crown of the Madonna, which has now, unfortunately, been lost, like the one that crowned the head of the Infant.

In 1718 an event of great importance in the history of the church and, for some aspects, also of the city, occurred when a bull of Pope Clement XI announced the donation of the Steccata church by the Holy See to the Duke of Parma and Piacenza, Francesco Farnese, who made it the convent church of the Constantinian Order of St.George, an order of knighthood that claimed to be descended from the ancient militia founded by Emperor Constantine in 312 on the eve of the Battle of Ponte Milvio against Massenzio, and acquired from the hands of a self-proclaimed heir of Constantine by Francesco Farnese in 1697, to make it the equestrian order of the ducal family of Parma. The acquisition of the church was extremely strategic for the Duke as the Congregation (which from that time was dissolved ex cathedra by the Pope) owned, as church property, important land holdings that the duke needed for control of the order. These were the years in which works of restructuring were undertaken in the zone of the east niche. The old 16th century choir, which was too small, was demolished to make room for the new Choir of the Knights of Constantine (1), built by Edelberto dalla Nave (1720) with an elliptical layout, and completed in 1753 with the seats in wood by Gaetano Banzi. Plans to build the existing sumptuous altar for the image of the Madonna della Steccata were also considered at this time. Various architects submitted their plans for it (including Ferdinando Galli Bibiena) though it was not actually built until 1758 by Maurizio Lottici. In 1761 the entrance on the square was closed and the altar of St. Joseph was moved to its place in the south niche (which had already been reconsecrated in 1761 to St. George), while in the north niche (where the altar had been) an altar devoted to St.Nicholas, St. Basil and St. Gregorio Thaumaturge was erected (painted by G.B.Cignaroli, 1765). Until 1720, the altar of St. Joseph bore a painting with the Marriage of the Virgin by Giulio Cesare Procaccini (not at the National Gallery of Parma) which was replaced that year by a St.George and the Dragon by Marcantonio Franceschini.

The organ in the presbytery was constructed in 1572 by Benedetto Antegnati, expanded in 1592 by Costanzo Antegnati, further expanded in the mid-18th century and electrified in 1970 by the Tamburini company. In 1892 another large organ with a pneumatic gas motor was built by the company Vegezzi Bossi of Turin, and can now be played with the same mobile central electric keyboard for four hands that also plays the other instrument. The choir stalls in the presbytery were built by Gaetano Banzi in 1761, and painted by Pietro Rubini, the resonance chamber of the choir organ is by Giuseppe Fringuelli.

At the entrance to the church is the Funeral monument to Adam von Neipperg, morganatic husband of the duchess Maria Luigia of Austria and prime minister of the Duchy, taken from the former ducal chapel of St.Ludwig, and a Pietà in honor of Maria Luigia, sculpted by Tommaso Bandini and Francesco Guastalla in 1845, both in white marble.

The crypt of the church, which can be visited, is the resting place since 1823 (when they were transferred from the Capuchin convent after its suppression) of fourteen princes and dukes of the Farnese and Bourbon dynasties, including Alessandro Farnese, Ranuccio I and II Farnese, Francesco Farnese, Filippo di Borbone.

The Steccata church is still the property of the Constantinian Order, which has since been converted into a Public Organization and guardian of the church archive.

Organ doors
The two enormous canvases (m.5,38 x 2,78) that now hang over the entrances to the north-east (8) and south-west (9) chapels of the church are the two internal ventilation doors of the organ, probably painted by Parmigianino for the small, ancient instrument of the earlier oratory of the Congregation, before the Steccata was built, later brought to the Steccata and used for the same function for at least fifteen years, until the construction in 1943 of a new organ. We say that they were probably painted by Parmigianino because there are no direct documents or payment orders that can attribute with certainty the two figures of St. Cecilia playing the viola da gamba and David playing the vielle, but only indirect evidence and above all a comparison with some drawings considered to have been done by Parmigianino, now kept at the Louvre and in Budapest, that refer to studies of St.Cecilia. An expert eye can perceive, however, many direct connections with the manner of painting used by Parmigianino: the rugged figure of King David is very similar to the youthful paintings of St. John the Evangelist, the cherub that peeks out from below, on the other hand, is connected in style to the figures painted in Fontanellato. From the point of view of style and in relation to the document concerning the presence of the old organs in the oratory, it can be estimated that the doors were painted around 1522. In any case, it is interesting to note the torsion of the figures, that attempts to give movement to their rather compact physical structure. 

In 1543 the Congregation of the Steccata decided to enlarge the organ in the church and ordered the work done by Domenico Dalla Musa and Carlo Sabbadini of Regio: it is likely that this expansion did not necessitate an adaptation of the size of the doors and it was only when a new, much larger organ was constructed by the great organ builder from Brescia, Benedetto Antegnati, in 1572, that it became necessary to adapt the doors: without haste, in 1580, the Flemish painter Jan Soens was given the order to enlarge the doors with the addition of new panels in canvas decorated with spiral columns and cherubs playing with fruits and vegetables. Soens also painted two large external doors with the “Flight into Egypt” on the right and the “Madonna with Child, two Angels and St. Joseph drawing water”, which now hangs over the entrance to the north-east chapel. The Parmigianino-Soens doors were removed when the organ was expanded again in 1761, and were hung first in the Choir and, after the restoration of 1908, where they are now.

Frescoes of the Eastern Arch
The decoration of the eastern arch of the Steccata church is closely tied to the dramatic events of the last years of the painter’s life. In May 1531 the Steccata construction company signed a contract with Parmigianino to fresco the eastern underarch on the theme of the Wise and Foolish Virgins and the vault of the eastern arch with the Crowning of the Virgin for a fee of 400 gold scudi, and he agreed to complete the work in eighteen months. Parmigianino received at least two installments on the fee, of 100 scudi each, in October 1531 and November 1532, after which there are no further documents until 1534. The second installment was therefore paid at the end of the eighteen month term, but we know for certain that the underarch and vault had not been finished at that time, since there are letters written by Parmigianino in 1534 in which he notes the supply of the gold leaf necessary to finish the decoration, that stretched out for so long that in 1535 the Steccata construction company lost patience and demanded that the painter return the advances paid to him. The intercession of mutual friends managed to smooth over the contrasts and the painter renewed his promise to complete the work within two years or return the advances: this new contract enables us to verify that Parmigianino had not actually painted very much in a little less than four and a half years. Subsequent official warnings from the construction company show, however, that Parmigianino did not finish the work as promised. The matter dragged on for two more years in a flurry of notarized deeds demanding return of the money and requests for extension by the painter, and by 1538 the work must have made considerable progress but was still unfinished (the apse had still not been painted), to the point that in 1539, charging serious breach of contract, the Congregation of the Steccata church went so far as to have Parmigianino incarcerated. Released shortly thereafter through the intercession of his usual friends (and the first thing he did was to cancel some, but not appreciable parts of the fresco completed by that time, an act of pure spite), the painter was warned by the Congregation not to show his face in Parma ever again, and so he fled to Casalmaggiore, where, however, he tried to set his friends in motion again to be given another chance to finish the fresco of the apse, without success. It was finally completed by Michelangelo Anselmi to drawings by Giulio Romano. Parmigianino died in Casalmaggiore the following year.

Critics have argued long and heatedly in favor of either the Congregation or Parmigianino as to who was right in this whole story, but it is impossible to determine on the basis of the existing documents whether either was completely right or wrong. Vasari claims that at the time of his work on the Steccata, Parmigianino was in the grip of his maniacal studies of alchemy, and had reduced himself to a deplorable state, like a wild man with a long beard and neglect of his work. On the other hand, in a notarized deed of 1544 the painter’s heirs complain that during the years of the controversy the construction company was guilty of serious delays in supplying raw materials and scaffoldings.

Parmigianino worked with a certain amount of torment on the elaboration of the structure of the fresco (various preparatory sketches of his are scattered among several museums of Europe) between 1531 and 1535 and on the actual frescoing between 1535 and 1539. The arch still glows with the light and magnificence of the figures of the Virgins. At the feet of the underarch are two groups of three Virgins, the Foolish on the north side and the Wise on the south side, in graceful, grandiose poses: the ones on the sides, seen in profile, each have a vase on her head and are reaching for the lamps in the hands of the central Virgin, seen from the front (the two Virgins on the sides probably refer to the water bearer in the Burning of the Town by Raffaello in the Vatican Rooms). Along the rest of the underarch, continuing also between the figures of the Virgins, run seven pairs of coffers with rosettes embossed in gold surrounded by a dense tangle of vegetable and animal elements that are clearly symbolic (the symbolism of which, however, certainly very rich and complex, is far from fully deciphered), with in the center the coat of arms of the canon of the Cathedral of Parma Bartolomeo Montini, who had left a financial bequest for the decoration of the arch. In the piers of the arch, Parmigianino painted books, vases and liturgical objects, clear symbols of the instruments of the Church. At the ends of the walls of the arch, decorated with geometrical patterns, he painted the figures of Eve and Aaron in monochrome (on the right) and Adam and Moses (on the left), which show, unlike the tranquil movements of the Virgins, a nervous, muscular action, tense and dramatic, that has always drawn praise, repeated in the words of the visitors to the church over these five centuries, particularly in the figure of Moses as he is about to smash the Tablets.
The theme of the Wise and Foolish Virgins chosen by the members of the Congregation for the eastern arch of the church was related, in addition to the general Marian iconography of the church, to the traditional ceremony of assigning a dowry at the Steccata to the poor young maidens of the city, so that they could marry or enter the convent. Not coincidentally, the Foolish Virgins were placed at the southern entrance, beside the 16th century entrance to the church (now walled), and the Wise Virgins beside the altar where the ritual of purification took place. This is an aspect which many art historians have also been unaware of, lacking knowledge about this detail of the liturgy of the Steccata, and that has often led them to venture highly imaginary, complex interpretations: among the many, not always convincing iconographic readings of this underarch, Maurizio Fagiolo Dell’Arco, author of a celebrated study on Parmigianino as alchemist, was probably right to explain the presence of the figures of Adam and Eve as ancestors of Mary (and we would also add that Mary is the mother of Jesus, the redeemer of Original Sin), and of Moses and Aaron as anticipators of her Virginity.

More than ever, in these tall, slender figures, as in those of the Virgins, soft and shining like metal, we see once again the expression of the last ideal of Parmigianino, that reflects a loss of confidence and distance from the values of the world and the conviction that the final sense of these things can only be found in a profound study of matter, the single common denominator of reality and the only common response to nature and the significance of the world.
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