A Book as Heaven
Faith prefers the circle of Heaven to the corners of the earth. The Baroque is curved. Curved ruffs and commodes, chair legs, squares, frames, women. Anita is baroque, in the Navona Square fountain and in the chiaroscuro of a Fellini night; and maybe it had seemed nothing more than a fancy when Michelangelo, in the New Sacristy, had curved the tops of Lorenzo and Giuliano’s final resting places, condemning the reclining statues of Day and Night, Dusk and Dawn, above, to the eternal torment of not falling to the ground.
  A little baroque holy-water stoup is before me. It’s silver, embossed, a few inches long and it resembles a leaf in shape. At the bottom, where the stalk should start, the shell for the holy-water grows out of a tangle of curls and leaves. The backdrop above it: a riot of curves and counter-curves, rays and brilliance, ending with rose buds at the border. 
In the centre, as it happened in those lecterns where acts and precepts where kept as words to be borne in mind, a Saint comes out, from the knees up. There’s a flame above his head. Heraldic signifier, like Saint Antonio’s lily, which denotes his name. It’s saint Sosio, a martyr in Pozzuoli with Saint Gennaro, faithful follower of his advice. Because, since the times of Pentecost, the flame has meant the Word. Not the numerous ones scattered by the fragments of Babel, but the previous one, sent by God the Father straight to our hearts. And in fact the Saint’s right hand, open to show acceptance, is resting on his heart, while the other one, tangential to the circular nimbus, is pointing upwards.
  And it could be over, if the upraised finger didn’t order us to stop again. Finger, flame, circle: Wisdom. And so, through searching, a tangle above the head of a saint becomes Wisdom, the Dove/Spirit. What seemed an overturned double leaf confused in the rich decoration becomes a bird, with the spherical flower turning into a head. Recognition dawned through the flame. As if it were the determinative of an ancient system of writing. Nothing would be visible without the flame. The dove would keep on being a leaf, its head a flower. No further sense, concept or translation. But the Flame is Word, the Word Wisdom, the Wisdom Holy Ghost, and the Holy Ghost Dove, which as we go on reading provides access to the rest: above the bird, Heaven. The Spirit is in its turn the determinative of the above volute, which would otherwise have no meaning. Volute, volumen, volume, book, the Book where everything is written. Heaven from the beginning to the end of days. The papyrus unrolled by the Angels on Doomsday in Byzantine icons up to Giotto. All of a sudden we can see it all: the Earth and the Water below the conch in the stoup, and the Air and the Fire above: the whole Cosmos in the form of curls and whorls. Time as ornament. 
Of course one instance doesn’t signify, and luckily positive science requires a plurality of examples as a proof: we cannot say that the decorations of the Baroque, the ubiquitous volutes, are a soft litany meaning Heaven and Time, even if the first ones in the New Sacristy carry Day and Night, Dusk and Dawn, coincidentally Heaven and Time.
