Anne Lepoittevin: The face of God and men’s faces. The Italian Sacri monti as physiognomononic pedagogy?
The Counter-Reformation enforced strict respect for a fixed iconography of individuals from sacred history, from their attributes through to their facial characteristics. In the Sacri Monti chapels of Piedmont and Lombardy, privileged centres of Catholic fervour, these models were firmly respected. The fantasy of sculptors (as opposed to artists, since frescoes tended to replicate models drawn from elite painting) came to focus on the faces and gestures of secondary personages. These became unusual, surprising, monstruous and alpine too.

The physiognomonic depiction of these faces needs to be understood as variations on a type. Caricature exaggerated to the point of deformation the characteristics of the type, so as to render the scenographic series both comprehensible and striking. At first glance, one could differentiate the executioner, the traitor and the Jew. In Varallo, certain characters, copied from chapel to chapel over a period of a century and a half by different artists at the bidding of the bishop, maintained overall coherence in the devotional trajectory of the pilgrim. The actors in the scenes from sacred history remained the same, their faces highlighting either the fixed iconography of Jesus and the Virgin, or more alpine profiles derived from painters’ and sculptors’ models, or else exaggerated physiognomies which, like masks in Greek tragedy, rendered them easy to identify.

Current physiognomony was thus used as a didactic tool which was so substantive that pilgrims wept before the perfection of the Virgin-Mother kneeling before the newly-born Christ-child, while others struck the frightful, goitrous executioner from the Flagellation scene. This physiognomony portrayed the movements of the souls of characters represented, which in turn triggered those of the pilgrims. It plunged the latter well beyond the intellectual order into a sensory realm of reactions. Though difficult to apprehend historically, these reactions were the prime objective of the physiognomic usages of the Sacri Monti.

