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Introduction

[bookmark: _Hlk128918141]This essay will explore and critically examine the Masolino da Panicale’s expression of the sky in his oil on panel, “Pope Liberius founding the Basilica of Santa Maria della Neve” (1430) in relation to material culture.  His medieval artwork displays powerful imagery, symbols, and myths connected to both sky and earth.  Some have even suggested, his artwork portrays unidentified flying saucers and an alien connection.[footnoteRef:1]  However, as we shall discover, Masolino da Panicale chose the sky to present divinity and transcendent nature to the masses and not extra-terrestrial visitors.   [1:  18 Paintings that may prove existence of Aliens [online]. Mysterious Facts, 2023 [cited 21 April 2023]. Available from: https://mysteriousfacts.com/18-paintings-that-may-prove-existence-of-aliens/ ] 

	 To critically examine Masolino da Panicale expression of the sky; material culture must first be defined and explored.  His his oil on panel painted during the Medieval period is a product of that culture.  It is with an understanding of material culture that we are able to delve into Masolino da Panicale’s artwork to critically examine his depicted sky.  By doing so, his intent and meaning portrayed by the sky can be identified.  I have subsequently divided this paper into four parts: Material Culture; The Painting, the Myth, and the Basilica; the Sky in Relation to Culture; and Conclusion.  
Material Culture
Masolino da Panicale’s painting - Pope Liberius founding the Basilica of Santa Maria della Neve, embodies Myth and Symbol within the Medieval Culture.  As such, it is wise to first discuss material culture.  As Linda Hurcombe, Professor of Archeology, University of Exeter explains it, ‘Material culture exists in five senses’ worth of glorious three-dimensional full colour.’[footnoteRef:2]  This indicates material culture is something beyond the intellectual and includes all of our senses.  She goes on to explain, ‘Materiality thus encompasses the material source and human relationships with it, the perception of that material with all five interacting senses through time, and the behaviour (sic) of objects made from it.’[footnoteRef:3]  It is interesting to note, Hurcombe includes time and behavior in her definition as it relates to material culture.  For her, ‘Our material culture reveals our spending power, it reinforces our sense of gender and age group, it emphasises the cultural affiliations we hold, and sets them out for other people to see our social status.’[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Linda Hurcombe, Archaeological Artefacts and Material Culture (London: Routledge, 2014), p. 109.]  [3:  Hurcombe, p. 109.]  [4:  Hurcombe, p. 3.] 

For Carl Knappett, Professor and Chair of Art History, University of Toronto, ‘One of its key goals is to insist that the meaning of an object arises in the articulation of its pragmatic and significative dimensions; in other words, in the coming together of the material and the mental, the functional and the symbolic.’[footnoteRef:5]  It is the coming together of these dimensions that results in our understanding of the world around us.  In studying material culture, Knappett proposes methodological scheme consisting of its physical affordances, then the physical, semantic, cultural, and logical constraints of the object, and then its associative networks by assessing its iconicity and indexicality.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Carl Knappett, Thinking through Material Culture: An Interdisciplinary Perspective (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005), p. 110.]  [6:  Knappett, p. 111.] 


Jiske Jasperse, Assistant Professor of Medieval Visual Cultures, at Humboldt University, Berlin understood material culture to have power, ‘Things not only have the potential to be an active part of social life, but also to impact people and their lives, thus becoming an important part of the performance of power.’[footnoteRef:7]  For Jasperse, things empower people and have agency.  As she goes on to explain, ‘artefacts can help us to recall a person or an event, triggering our senses and emotions.’[footnoteRef:8]  Material culture was therefore a means of demonstrating power as a way to impact communities.  As Jasperse explains, by studying material culture, it provides an insight to the intimate and collective identities, the communicative powers of objects, and the relationships connecting people and things.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Jitsk Jasperse, Medieval Women, Material Culture, and Power Matilda Plantagenet and Her Sisters (Baltimore, Maryland: Arc Humanities Press, 2020), p. 9.]  [8:  Jasperse, p. 8.]  [9:  Jasperse, p. 8.] 






The Painting and Artist, The Myth, and the Basilica

The Painting.  Masolino da Panicale, Tommaso’s oil on panel of “Pope Liberius (r.352-66) Founding the Basilica of Santa Maria della Neve” is certainly eye catching.  In it, Jesus and his Mother Mary are seen floating on a cloud in a bell-shaped vessel overlooking Pope Liberius and his entourage.  The pope is seen with hoe in hand scraping the fallen snow, see figure 1. The sky is portrayed in gold with many clouds lined up in almost military precision in the background. There is much to unpack in this image, Jesus, Mary, Pope Liberius, and the miracle of the snow.  Half of the painting is focused on the sky and its contents.  We are looking as much to the sky as on the earth. This image is centrepiece of a triptych, three panels hinged together for an altarpiece.  See figure 2 for a hypothetical reconstruction of the altarpiece.
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Figure 1. Masolino da Panicale, Tommaso (c.1383 – c. 1447), 1430, Pope Liberius (r.352-66) Founding the Basilica of Santa Maria della Neve, Oil on Panel, Museo di Capodimonte, Naples, Campania, Italy, Bridgeman Images.
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Figure 2. Hypothetical reconstruction of the front side of the two-faced altarpiece by Masaccio and Masolino of 1428-1429 on the high altar of Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome. From left to right: Masaccio and Masolino, Saints Paulo and Peter, Philadelphia Museum of Art; Masolino Miraculous Foundation of Santa Maria Maggiore, Naples, Museum and Royal Wood of Capodimonte; Masolino, Santi Gregorio e Mattia, London, National Gallery. Based on Strehlke 2018, with changes by the author (Israels) following Volken 2016, p. 183 and the carpentry of the Polyptych Guidalotti by Fra Angelico (Perugia, Galleria Nazionale dell'Umbria). Image: Machtelt Bruggen Israels
	

The Artist.  The painter Masolino da Panicale, according to Raimond van Marle, was born in 1383 to a white washer named Cristofano di Fino in Pinicale, Italy.[footnoteRef:10]  It appears he started his professional artistic career later in life.  It wasn’t until 1424 that we see mentions of his artistic work.  According to Ethel Halsey, Tommaso Cristofero, later to be known as Masolino of Panicale was a pupil of Lorenzo Ghiberti and the reputed master of Masaccio.[footnoteRef:11] Masolino painted frescoes (1428) at a church in Castiglione, Olona commissioned by Cardinal Branda Castiglione.[footnoteRef:12] Following his work in Olona, Masolino proceeded to Hungary under the employ of Filippo Scolari, a confidant of the King of Hungary to paint church frescoes.  Masolino returned to Italy and was employed in creating religious art until his death in 1447.[footnoteRef:13]  Troy Thomas in describing the artist, ‘Masolino was an artist neither of the Gothic International Style nor of the full-formed Renaissance style; rather, he created renown for himself by occupying a niche in between the two.’[footnoteRef:14] [10:  Raimond van Marle, Masolino da Panicale. In: The Development of the Italian Schools of Painting. (Springer, Dordrecht, 1927). https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-015-2792-7_3]  [11:  Ethel Halsey, “Some Unfamiliar Masterpieces of Italian Art.” The Journal of the Society of Arts 48, no. 2476 (1900): 489–504. http://www.jstor.org/stable/41335369. {accessed 15 March 2023] (p. 490).]  [12:  Halsey, p. 491]  [13:  Van Marle, p. 258.]  [14:  Troy Thomas, ‘Masolino Da Panicale’, Renaissance Quarterly (Cambridge: Renaissance Society of America, 1996), 907–9 (p.908).] 


	The Myth.  On the 5th of August every year, a celebration commemorating the Miracle of the Snows takes place at the Papal Basilica Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome.  As part of this celebration, white petals are dropped from the ceiling covering the hypogeum.[footnoteRef:15]  For Lucy Donkin, Senior Lecturer of Art History, at the University of Bristol, ‘The ceremony reflect the medieval foundation legend of the basilica, in which a miraculous snowfall marked out the site and form of the church that the Virgin wished to have built in her honour on the Esquiline Hill in Rome.’[footnoteRef:16]  The earliest account of the miracle according to Donkin is provided in the second redaction of Bartolomeo da Trento’s Liber epilogorum in gesta sanctorum (1254) which is as follows: [15:  The Papal Basilica Santa Maria Maggiore [online] Vatican, 2006 [cited 14 March 2023]. Available from: https://www.vatican.va/various/basiliche/sm_maggiore/en/storia/introduzione.htm]  [16:  Lucy Donkin, ‘Sta. Maria Maggiore and the Depiction of Holy Ground Plans in Late Medieval Italy’, The University of Chicago Press Journals, Vol. 57, No. 2 (2018), 225-255, (p. 225), Available from: https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/full/10.1086/698843] 


‘As described by Bartolomeo, at the time of Constantine,
the patrician John and his wife—a childless Roman couple—
asked God how they should dispose of their wealth. The Virgin
appeared to them to request a church in her honor, indicating its extent and site by an unseasonal covering of snow and making this known to Pope Liberius. The next morning, the snow was discovered, and the pope was the first to break the ground in order to lay the foundations, but in a second miracle, the earth gave way for the foundations itself (“per se terra fundamento iaciendo cessit”).’[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Donkin, p. 233] 


The Basilica.  Pope Liberius (352-66) founded the Basilica of Santa Maria della Neve (Santa Maria Maggiore), on land donated by a wealthy family. However, it wasn’t until Pope Sixtus III (432-440) that a basilica was built.  The building of the Basilica dedicated to Mary was probably the result of the Council of Ephesus (431) in which Mary is affirmed Theotokos – Mother of God.[footnoteRef:18]  What better way to instill this thought into the consciousness of the medieval Roman Catholic church, than to build a basilica dedicated to her.  As Donkin explains, ‘The Santa Maria Maggiore legend and its depiction, together with those of holy ground plans more generally, provide one way of navigating between two approaches to medieval sacred buildings, which on the one hand prioritize the pragmatics of architectural design and the construction process and on the other emphasize the symbolic or spiritual significance of the church building.’[footnoteRef:19] Therefore, Sixtus III building on the Theotokos resolution exploited the myth “Miracle of the Snowflakes” utilizing its spiritual significance to justify the building of another basilica and reinforce the image of Mary in the Roman Catholic Church.  It should be interesting to note, the Basilica was built on a site dedicated to the Roman goddess Juno.[footnoteRef:20] Pope Liberius was supplanting a Roman sacred temple of a female deity with a Christian female deity, Mary.   [18:  Leo D. Davis, The First Seven Ecumenical Councils (325-787): Their History and Theology (Collegeville, Minn: Liturgical Press, 1990), p. 162.]  [19:  Donkin, p. 226]  [20:  Santa Maria Maggiore: A Brief History [online], University of Washington, 14 September 2005, [cited 17 March 2023]. Available from: https://depts.washington.edu/hrome/Authors/daw84/SantaMariaMaggioreABriefHistory/pub_zbarticle_view_printable.html] 


According to the Vatican, the Basilica Santa Maria Maggiore is one of the four major Basilicas in Rome.  The original building built by Pope Liberius (352-66) was destroyed sixty years later and replaced with a Basilica by Pope Sixtus III (432-440).[footnoteRef:21] See figure 3 for a current picture of the Basilica.  Santa Maria Maggiore is said to be the only patriarchal basilica, to have kept an appearance comparable to the original second structure with additions from every major time period between the 5th and 13th centuries.[footnoteRef:22] It is located on Esquiline Hill, one of the seven historic hills of Rome at 41°53’51” N 12°29’55” E.      [21:  Santa Maria Maggiore: A Brief History [online] ]  [22:  Santa Maria Maggiore: A Brief History [online] ] 
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Figure 3.  Basilica Santa Maria Maggiore (2019), Rome. Image: lacittaimmaginaria

Sky In Relation to Culture

Masolino da Panicale painted his oil on panel, Pope Liberius founding the Basilica of Santa Maria della Neve in 1430.  This was the period of the High Middle Ages.  In accordance with the Encyclopedia Britannica, ‘Middle Ages, the period in European history from the collapse of Roman civilization in the 5th century CE to the period of the Renaissance (variously interpreted as beginning in the 13th, 14th, or 15th century, depending on the region of Europe and other factors).[footnoteRef:23]  In this era, Medieval cosmology can be seen as a mixture of scriptural and classical.  In referring to the High Middle Ages, Nick Campion wrote,  [23:  Britannica, T. Editors of Encyclopaedia. "Middle Ages." Encyclopedia Britannica, December 4, 2022. https://www.britannica.com/event/Middle-Ages. [accessed 15 March 2023]] 

‘’We can therefore identify two fundamental cosmologies. One, the biblical universe, created in seven days, presided over by God and his supernatural legions of angels and saints, … The other, the Aristotelian world … For Aristotle the world was a single living organism in which stones and plants played their part along with people,’[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Vol. II: The Medieval and Modern Worlds (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), p. 70.] 


In Masolino’s oil on panel, the biblical universe is clearly portrayed with Christ and Mary presiding over the founding of the Basilica.  Nick Campion goes further explaining, ‘Christ’s transcendent nature was then given celestial confirmation, justifying Saint Paul’s view, in his letter to the Ephesians (1.20-21),’[footnoteRef:25] [25:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions (New York: New York University Press, 2018), p. 166.] 


‘God put this power to work in Christ when he raised him from the dead and seated him at his right hand in heavenly places, far above all rule and authority and power and dominion, and above every name that is named, not only in this age but in the age to come.’ [footnoteRef:26] [26:  The New Oxford Annotated Bible, The New Revised Standard Version: With Apocrypha (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018)] 


We can see this celestial confirmation in Masolino’s painting with Christ and Mary floating in the sky on a cloud above the people.  Masolino da Panicale was commissioned and paid by the Catholic church and patrons to paint frescos in Florence, Olona and Rome.  It is not unreasonable therefore to suggest his works are in line with the Church and his fellow artists of that period.  For example, figure 4 the Mosaic of the Apse (1295-1305) at the Basilica Santa Maria Maggiore displays similar imagery to Masolino’s oil on panel with Christ and Mary floating in the sky within a ball.  Masolino is therefore reflecting themes in line with the Medieval thought of Christ’s transcendent nature.  

The high Middle Ages was also a time of conflict between the church and the monarchs of Europe as each sought to be the heirs of Rome.  As Diarmaid MacCulloch explains, ‘The church was united by institutions whose ultimate appeal was to Rome: canon law, religious orders, indeed the whole network of parishes, dioceses and archdioceses which made a honeycomb map of Europe.[footnoteRef:27]  Artwork within these networks and institutions such as Masolino’s reflected or reinforced the legitimacy of the Papal authority and the Church. [27:  Diarmaid MacCulloch, Christianity: The First Three Thousand Years (New York: Penguin Group, 2011), p. 551.] 


[image: ]
Figure 4.  Jacopo Torriti (13th Century), Life of the Virgin, Mosaic of the Apse (1295-1305), Basilica Santa Maria Maggiore, Rome, Image: Bart Perdieus 

As Dunkin explains the image creation, ‘Catalysts for visual representation can be found in the particular nature of the Sta. Maria Maggiore legend, with its double miracle of snowy plan and excavated foundations.’[footnoteRef:28]  She goes on to emphasize, ‘Attention paid to the location of the foundations in the rite for the blessing of the first stone, which in the course of the thirteenth century became an increasingly elaborate and clerically dominated ceremony, may have played a part in the formulation, representation, and reception of the Sta. Maria Maggiore legend.’[footnoteRef:29]  Masolino’s oil on panel therefore reinforces the Church position of a transcendent deity (Christ and Mary) initiating the construction of the Basilica on the Esquiline hill.  It can be said then, the Church was utilizing material culture in the exercise and negotiation of power.  This line of thought in line with Jitske Jasperse, and her view on material culture: [28:  Donkin, p. 226.]  [29:  Donkin, p. 226] 


‘Precisely because material culture is part of the exercise and negotiation of power, and holds an active potential, the term “performance” is used here. Here performance means acts done by people with artefacts, such as materializing relationships, reading, communicating identities, and displaying status and wealth. And it also includes the agency that artefacts themselves have, such as keeping memories alive, eliciting emotions, triggering donations, or spurring people to visit places.[footnoteRef:30] [30:  Jitske Jasperse, Medieval Women, Material Culture, and Power Matilda Plantagenet and Her Sisters (Baltimore, Maryland: Arc Humanities Press, 2020), pp. 11-12.] 


The Church and the wealthy commissioned works of art to reinforce relationships, communicate the Roman Catholic identity, and to display their wealth and status.  In Masolino’s case, his patron was Cardinal Antonio Casini (1378-1439) a former Bishop of Siena (1408-1426) who was also responsible for Marian Basilica.[footnoteRef:31]  Patrons were actively exhibiting their power and reinforcing the patriarchal system they benefited from.  As Catherine Harding, Associate Professor of Art History, University of Victoria explains, ‘Many of the commissions are rooted in the special circumstances of a pope’s reign, yet we may also see a more general pattern in the thirteenth-century papal patronage, that of restoration and renewal, in the repeated invocation of certain types of narrative imagery on these facades.’[footnoteRef:32]  The restoration and renewal in this instance being the Church itself and its institutions in the early 1400’s.  As Linda Hurcombe asserts, ‘All societies and the individuals within them use objects to define, punctuate, perpetuate, and manipulate their social personae.’[footnoteRef:33]  For the Patrons of the late Medieval period, that’s exactly what they were doing when commissioning works of art from artist such as Masolino de Panicale. [31:  Machtelt B. Israel, Cardinal Casini commissioned Masaccio and Masolino at Santa Maria Maggiore to Rome, in Masaccio: The legacy of Cardinal Antonio Casini, Sienese prince of the Church, curated by Marilena Caciorgna and Cristina Gnoni Mavarelli (Siena,2021), pp. 26-51. (p. 29).]  [32:  Catherine Harding, “Images of Authority, Identity, Power: Facade Mosaic Decoration in Rome during the Later Middle Ages.” RACAR: Revue d’art Canadienne / Canadian Art Review 24, no. 1 (1997): 15–27. http://www.jstor.org/stable/42631142 [accessed 17 Marc 2023] (p. 15). ]  [33:  Linda Hurcombe, Archaeological Artefacts and Material Culture (London: Routledge, 2014), p. 1] 


Noreen Kirstin, Professor of Art History, at Loyola Marymount University  reinforces this idea when speaking about the Santa Maria Maggiore icon, ‘Such a defence of a miraculous image had a twofold effect: it legitimized the representation through a proven historic record, while at the same time increased contemporary devotion, for images that performed miracles were manifestations of divine power.’[footnoteRef:34]  The image of Mary therefore reinforces the Catholic church in its position of authority through divine power.  It also should be noted, the wealth of the Catholic Church during this time period allowed for the creation of such work.  As Jonathan Alexander, Emeritus Professor of Fine Arts at the New York University of Fine Arts explains, ‘The Christian church both communally and through its individual members was, throughout the period, a patron of art and artists on an enormous scale based on its huge financial resources.’[footnoteRef:35]  With these resources, paintings such as Masolino’s were commissioned with the intent of supporting the status quo within the medieval culture.   [34:  Noreen Kirstin, ‘The Icon of Santa Maria Maggiore, Rome: An Image and Its Afterlife’, Renaissance Studies, 19.5 (2005), 660–72 (p. 670).]  [35:  Jonathan Alexander, “Iconography and Ideology: Uncovering Social Meanings in Western Medieval Christian Art.” Studies in Iconography 15 (1993): 1–44. http://www.jstor.org/stable/23923571 [accessed 18 March 2023] (p. 5).] 


Since the majority of the people were illiterate, it explains the importance of imagery during the Medieval period, as Dunkin explains, ‘‘Depictions of the snowy plan in mosaic and other media are thus representations of an image drawn on the surface of the ground, sharing the secondary status of verbal descriptions.’[footnoteRef:36] Art was therefore used to communicate to the illiterate masses in the days prior to the Johannes Gutenberg, and the printing press.  As Hurcombe explains, ‘If words are about verbal communication, material culture is about non-verbal communication. It is that aspect which allows objects of material culture to communicate information about the past activities and lifestyles of individuals and communities even down to their ways of thought.’[footnoteRef:37] The painting of Liberius founding the Basilica communicates the divine power associated with the selection of the site and it emphasizes the Pope as the intermediary between heaven and earth. [36:  Donkin, p. 226.]  [37:  Hurcombe, p. 5.] 


The purpose of Masolino’s oil on panel, painted over a thousand years after the event was in Harding’s words, ‘The past at times used to legitimate the contemporary social and cultural order, by copying (and adapting) authoritative models, as occurred at San Pietro, Santa Maria Maggiore,’[footnoteRef:38]  Harding goes on to explain,  [38:  Harding, p. 25.] 


‘As this study has shown, an important decorative tradition integral to the churches of Rome had been established over the course of several decades.  Two points emerged here: firstly, this group of Italian façade mosaics demonstrates that the choice of medium was an important aspect of creating an identity for ecclesiastical structures, and secondly, the idea of repeatedly using Deesis imagery was important at the Vatican, Santa Maria Maggiore, and San Paolo.’[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Harding, p. 25.] 


Imagery as painted by Masolino created identity for the Basilica.  The painting of Pope Liberius founding the Basilica of Santa Maria della Neve reinforced the divine origins of the Basilica in line with traditional iconic representation of Christ’s majesty and being flanked by the Virgin Mary.  As Jonathan Alexander interprets the utilization of Mary, ‘at the same time and more important in my view is the way these images construct and fore ground an ideal mother of a uniquely favored son.’[footnoteRef:40]  In accordance with Machtelt Israel, Cardinal Casini the patron of Masolino’s work was very much infatuated with Mary.[footnoteRef:41]  As a result, the Cardinal commissioned Masolino and others to create works of art to venerate the Mother of God and revive Marian adoration. [40:  Alexander, p. 13.]  [41:  Israel, p. 26.] 


As we have learned earlier, on the 5th of August every year, a celebration commemorating the Miracle of the Snows takes place at the Papal Basilica Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome.  Masolino’s painting, which was originally part of the alter, symbolized the founding of the Basilica.  As Ingvild Gilhus, Emeritus Professor of Religion at the University of Bergen explains it, ‘The function of symbols is not only to summarize experience, but more important in a liminal period, to be the source of new experience for the individual. Human experience and thinking are governed by the stimulating effect of those expressive symbols, and they are ruling forces in mythological development.’[footnoteRef:42]  Masolino’s painting was in part, to promote a religious experience of the congregation.  This is further reinforced by Aidan Kavanagh, a Professor of Liturgics who states, ‘This is why Christian discourse is radically symbolic. Symbols fold in much meaning from different levels rather than exclude it.’[footnoteRef:43]  In speaking about the Christian discourse, Kavanagh goes on to state, ‘Its discourse is sacramental because it is symbolic,’[footnoteRef:44]  Ritual and myth therefore goes hand in hand with the celebration of the Miracle of the Snow. [42:  Ingvild Gilhus, ‘Gnosticism: A Study in Liminal Symbolism.’ Numen 31, no. 1 (1984): 106–28. https://doi.org/10.2307/3269891 [accessed 15 March 2023] (p. 113).]  [43:  Aiden Kavanagh, On Liturgical Theology, (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1984), p. 45.]  [44:  Kavanagh, p. 46.] 


Masolino created iconic images of God, Jesus, and Mary for display in churches and basilicas. These images where symbolic in nature to engage members of the community.  For Emilie Durkheim, ‘Indeed, it is a well-known law that the feelings something awakens in us are spontaneously communicated to the symbol that represents it’.[footnoteRef:45]  Masolino’s image of Jesus and Mary were created to initiate or stir religious sentiment. Mircea Eliade reinforces the importance of symbols, ‘The Christian faith hangs upon a historical revelation; it is the incarnation of God in historical time that, in Christian view, guarantees the validity of symbols.’[footnoteRef:46] The Second Council of Nicaea (787) having affirmed the legitimacy of holy images, stated their purpose was to arouse recollection, tribute of embrace, and reverence of honour, and not to be worshiped.[footnoteRef:47] This is exactly what Masolino was doing when he created works of art such as Pope Liberius founding the Basilica of Santa Maria della Neve. [45:  Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 
p. 165.]  [46:  Eliade, p. 137]  [47:  Documents of the Christian Church, Fourth Edition, ed. by Henry Bettenson, and Chris Maunder (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), pp. 98-99.
] 


The representation of the sky by Masolino with divinity displayed in it was not uncommon for him.  The oil on panel, Virgin and Child with God the Father, Holy Spirit, and angels presented in Figure 5 demonstrates again the same characteristics of a divinity, in this case God, floating on a cloud accompanied by angels also on clouds.  In addition, we have God gesturing his blessing and approval over the Virgin Mary and child.  This image reinforces the Roman Catholic narrative of duality, heaven, and earth, divine and incarnate.  As well it reinforces the patriarchal structure of the Medieval period through the veneration of female deity. 

[image: ]
Figure 5. Masolino da Panicale, Tommaso (1383-c.1447), Virgin and Child with God the Father, Holy Spirit and angels, Oil on Panel, Alte Pinakothek, Munich, Germany. Bridgeman Images.
In Masolino’s fresco, Baptism of Christ, God is portrayed in the sky looking down upon his favoured son, see Figure 6.  Again, God is surrounded by angels floating on clouds with the receiver of his blessing on terra firma.  It becomes apparent, the Medieval culture understood the divine as being above and beyond our earthly world.

[image: ]
Figure 6. Masolino da Panicale, Tommaso (1383-c.1447), 1435, Baptism of Christ, fresco, Baptistery, Castiglione Olona. Image: Web Gallery of Art.






Conclusion

	This essay set out to explore and critically examine the Masolino da Panicale’s expression of the sky in his oil on panel, “Pope Liberius founding the Basilica of Santa Maria della Neve” (1430) in relation to material culture.  In the process, various definitions or views of material culture were examined.  For Linda Hurcombe it was the material source and the human relationships with it, and the perception of that material with all five interacting senses through time, along with behaviour that encompassed material culture.  As a result, material culture reveals our social status and wealth, it emphasises our perception of gender and age group, and it emphasises the social associations.  For Carl Knappett, material culture was seen as in the combining of the material and the mental, the functional and the symbolic.  Jiske Jasperse understood material culture to have power, things empower people and have agency.  Objects are an active part of our social life and have an impact on people and their behaviour.  In doing so, material culture was therefore a means of demonstrating power as a way to impact communities.  

	Masolino da Panicale’s oil on panel, Pope Liberius founding the Basilica of Santa Maria della Neve, was in line with the cosmology of that period.  The biblical universe of Medieval Europe is clearly portrayed with Christ and Mary presiding over the founding of the Basilica along with their transcendent nature being displayed with celestial validation in line with Nick Campion’s view Christ’s transcendent nature being given celestial confirmation.  This particular piece of art was destined for the alter, a prime location within the Basilica, a focal point of Medieval society.  By looking at other works of that period, it is understood that Masolino’s works are in line with the Church doctrine and his fellow artists.

	Masolino’s oil on panel reinforces the Church position of a transcendent deity (Christ and Mary) initiating the construction of the Basilica on the Esquiline hill.  Through art, the Church was utilizing material culture in the exercise and negotiation of power.  This line of thought in line with Jitske Jaspers’ view on material culture and power.  In addition, images as painted by Masolino created identity for the Basilica in line with Hurcombe’s thoughts on material culture.  Masolino and others were commissioned to create works of art to venerate the Mother of God and revive Marian adoration in the Basilica.  Masolino’s painting was in part, to promote a religious experience of the congregation and falls in line with Linda Hurcombe’s’ view of material culture.  For her, ‘Material culture exists in five senses’ worth of glorious three-dimensional full colour.’[footnoteRef:48] [48:  Hurcombe, p. 109.] 


On the 5th of August every year, a celebration commemorating the Miracle of the Snows takes place at the Papal Basilica Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome.  This affirms that ritual and myth are linked with the celebration of the Miracle of the Snow and falls in line with Carl Knappett’s view of the functional and the symbolic. The representation of the sky by Masolino with divinity in the forefront, reinforced the ritual and myth of the Miracle of the Snow.  

Masolino’s expression of the sky in relation to material culture falls in line with all aspects of material culture provided in the literary review.  This includes demonstration of social status and wealth, power and authority, celestial validation, to promote a religious experience, the veneration of the Mother of God and reviving of Marian adoration, creation of identity, and to be functional and symbolic.  In doing so, Masolino’s painting reflects the culture and Medieval cosmology of the period.  As a result, nothing in his depiction of the sky represents any alien or extra-terrestrial connection.  The truth is out there!
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