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Environment,
Democracy,
and Convivium

Ivan Foletti & Elisabetta Scirocco

The title of this editorial must come as a surprise in a journal on the art of the medieval
Mediterranean. When we began to include editorials in Convivium, our purpose was to
provide space for the editors to discuss, beside the articles in the volume, broad topics
vital for art history itself. Scholarship is closely linked to the world context in which it is
conducted. In this volume’s “Chronicle & Debates” section, Michele Bacci announces a new
discovery in the baptistery of the Nativity Church in Bethlehem. Bacci’s discovery, made
just months ago, on 21 June 2019, would never have been possible if it were not for the
ongoing political, cultural, and religious turmoil in the Levant. The Palestinian National
Authority had made possible, since 2014, a dialogue between all the religious commu-
nity present within the Nativity Church. Thanks to it and, after more than one and half
century, restoration of the basilica began. It is in this very context, with the Palestinian
National Authority acting as mediator between diverse Christian communities, that an
extraordinary basin, dating probably to the sixth century, was discovered.

And what is the relationship between the environment and the medieval past? After
all, major climatic changes and the crises they caused have affected humanity since pre-
history. Today, however, the consumerist attitude towards nature seems to have changed
the reality of current ecological crisis. The urgency of maximizing profits regardless of
the environmental effects is endangering our planet (scientific data confirm this threat).
This heedlessness may seem very distant from the medieval heritage, but the attitude
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Moscow, 1676-1679
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that nature is dispensable seems to be mirrored in the one towards cultural heritage. To
gain as much revenue as is physically possible, the building industry — in the service
commercial, industrial, and residential enterprises — is irreparably destroying ancient
cityscapes and landscapes. Similarly, the tourism industry is destroying cities and other

physical remnants of the Middle Ages.

At the same time, some cases of current restorations of early monuments are, in re-
ality, irrevocably damaging those sites” historical value. In present-day Ani, the capital
of medieval Armenia, this unwitting destruction seems to be the result of an unhappy
mix of nationalist and economic motives. In other cases — for instance, the restorations
of the city center of Tbilisi or Moscow — the damage seems attributable to a desire to
transform old cityscapes into alluring, shiny, mock-ancient fantasylands—in other words,
Potemkin villages.

What all these and the myriad other examples have in common is the compulsion to
maximize profits along with an absence of sensitivity towards history and whatever it
left behind to be studied, analyzed, and to the extent possible, experienced.

In her paper about the Transfiguration, Chiara Bordino is implicitly dealing with the
sacred landscape of the Mount Tabor, where the event is believed to have taken place.
Adhering to biblical descriptions, the images of the mountain depict a wild, isolated place.
Today’s situation is very different, with urbanization all around the hill and a big sanctuary
on its top; but the viewer can still imagine how the landscape once looked. This is not the
case, though, with dozens of other crucial medieval monuments. Examples of profoundly



modified sacred sites include the abovementioned Basilica of Bethlehem, which was
still partially preserved in the nineteenth century, or the Church of Simeon the Stylite
in Moscow [Fig. 1]; the modernity has irreparably alterated the past. Fortunately, some
medieval ecosystems have survived, such as that of the Mount Sinai in Egypt [Fig. 2], but
these are very rare. While reversing what has been done and recovering what has been
lost are impossible, we believe that one of the aims of Convivium, as a journal devoted to
medieval art and culture, is to serve the future. We can recall and reaffirm the crucial
role of our medieval heritage in the contemporary world not only in musealized objects
and isolated monuments, but also their natural, physical, political, social, emotional, and
religious contexts.

Finally, the word “democracy” deserves explanation. In 2017, a volume of Convivium

was dedicated to“Medieval Art in Prison” during the totalitarian regimes of the twentieth

century. The last, short contribution of this issue touches a similar topic: the correspon-
dence of Wolfgang Born, an artist and art historian, with our predecessor journal, the
glorious Seminarium Kondakovianum. A Jew living in the early 1930s in Vienna until his
emigration in 1937, Born wrote of the social climate of a pre-totalitarian Europe. What
emerges from his letters and other writings is that dictatorial regimes are not favorable
to scholarship in general, and to medieval art history in particular. As Adrien Palladino
shows, Born was feeling like a kind of intellectual prisoner.

Democracy is thus an essential element for any academic journal. It is probably not
necessary to call attention here to developments taking place in these very days in many
places across Europe and beyond. And we believe that a scholarly journal should not be
concealed in its ivory tower; it should be a place of freedom, engaged in society in order,
to participate actively in the protection of both the culture and the liberty of expression.
Without democracy, there would be no Convivium.

editorial

13






U articles



