YUOMO DI ROVIGO

dedicated to
S. Stephen Pope and Martyr
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Origins and Developments

Regarding the church of St. Stephen Pope and Martyr, the main church of
Rovigo, substantial information is available only from the last reconstruction
begun in 1696; earlier history is known only through fragmentary and mostly
vague sources.

The origin of the church is entirely unknown: logically, it can be linked to
~ the origin of the settlement, and thus probably dates between the 8th and 9th
centuries. The first document indirectly attesting to the church’s existence dates
to 964, merely mentioning a Leo, archpriest of St. Stephen of Rovigo.

It is likely that after the mid-11th century, the church was rebuilt: this is
reported by Ughelli in his monumental history of the dioceses of Italy,
published in the 17th century, though not documented; however, it f1ts w1th the
expansion phase that By citt
characterized Rovigo at that
time.

Annexed to the church,
but distinct from it, was the
baptistery. Rebuilt in 1361, as
recalled by a surviving plaque,
it had the form of a small
longitudinal ~ church.  18th-
century sources describe the
brick structure, of Gothic
design, with a fresco of the
Madonna and Child above the
door.

Probably around the mid-
15th century, another
reconstruction of St. Stephen’s
church took place: the new cathedral was consecrated in 1461.

We have a drawing of this building, though not entirely clear, in the
perspective view of Rovigo published by Mortier. From the report of the
pastoral visit of 1474, we learn that the cathedral had five altars and was in
entirely satisfactory condition, indicating its relatively recent construction.

The Current Cathedral

About two centuries later, the church was already in a severely
compromised state, so much so that in 1691 the need for its reconstruction
became clear, involving the city council since official ceremonies attended by the
mayor, regulators, and council were held in the cathedral. To the offerings of the
faithful, the city added its own initial contribution of 2,000 ducats, obtained by
adding two local families to the council; more contributions followed, all
laboriously devised and realized.

In 1696, work could begin. The project, provided by Girolamo Frigimelica
Roberto from Padua, called for a building almost twice the size of the previous .
one.
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The first stone was blessed by Bishop Carlo
Labia, and for the occasion, a gold medal was &
minted with the design of the new cathedral. .

Within fifteen years, construction was well'§
advanced, so much so that in 1711 the old cathedral §
could be demolished, and on February 14, Bishop

Filippo Della Torre celebrated the first mass in the new one. However, official

ceremonies continued in the baptistery until 1716, and only

in 1729 was the

construction of St. Stephen’s—directed by Vincenzo Bellettato of Fratta—
considered practically complete: only the dome and facade decoration were

missing.

The latter, as planned, was built significantly further forward than the

previous one, so the new building was close to the baptistery, making traffic

. between Porta Arqua and the square difficult. The demolition of the baptistery,
already planned, was carried out in 1737.
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While the interior furnishings progressed
slowly (among other things, the floors of the
crossing and the tribune were redone in 1750 and
1764), the problem of the dome had to be
addressed. It was erected between 1770 and 1778
by Giovanni Battista Padrin from Tresto, but
persistent  financial difficulties meant the
construction was so fragile that in 1785 it had to be
demolished. Its reconstruction was entrusted in
1791 to Giuseppe Sabatini from Padua, who died
shortly after starting the work; it was completed by
Giacomo Quaglia from Tresto.

For the facade, however, a solution was never
found. In 1737, Girolamo Venezze left a will for the

= erection of a marble facade, but before his wishes

could be fulfilled, a Venetian law prevented
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charitable works from receiving such inheritances, so resources for the
cathedral’s completion were lost.
In 1825, Lorenzo Urbani designed a neoclassical facade
s =TT A S that, unfortunately,
remained on paper
(as did his 1835
design for J the
baptistery). The issue
resurfaced at the
beginning of the last
century,, , in «“1905;
when engineer
Antonio Mazza of
m ' Ferrara designed an
s eclectic facade, which

—  went no further than approval by the
municipal decoration commission in January 1906. In fact, the only
interventions for the facade were limited to the portal, built in 1833 by the will
of Nicolo Casalini, and the placement above the portal of the statue of Christ the
Redeemer, by Francesco Sartor, in 1901, at the initiative of the Catholic
associations of the diocese.

The Decoration of the Church

The current interior decoration, carried out very slowly, was almost
__entirely created "ex novo," recovering very little from the old cathedral and

‘baptistery, evidently considered outdated and unsuitable for the new, imposing

building. However, the side chapel altars and their ornaments are not decisive
in defining the church: it has a sufficiently defined architectural character not to ‘
need such supports.
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First Chapel on the Right (Blessed Virgin of Graces)

The altar was built in 1738 to honor the Madonna
. venerated in the image that was frescoed above the
baptlstery door and transferred here on February 17, 1737. "/ /&3
T On that painting, already the object &
of popular devotion, the faithfuls
attention focused when it was learned
that the mason who was to demolish it
was left with a stiff arm. Bishop
Giovanni Soffietti immediately
ordered that the image be preserved in
the cathedral, where it was
immediately venerated. It is a painting
dating to the 15th century, of modest artistic value.
The altar was made by Francesco Gazzetta of Este,
o ags and mass was celebrated
there on March 25, 1738. In 1740, in front of the
fresco, a canvas was placed as a frame, painted
by Antonio De' Pieri, known as "lo Zoppo"
from Vicenza, depicting the Archangel Michael
(above) and Saints John the Evangelist, Thomas
the Apostle, John Nepomucene, Gaetano
Thiene, Dominic, and Bellino.
The gate closing the chapel was made in
dl 1926 by the craftsman Celio Ricchieri from
S Rovigo, known for his wrought iron work.

Initially, this chapel was dedicated to the Madonna
of Childbirth, as it housed a 15th-century fresco from
another location, depicting the Virgin adoring the Child
lying on the ground. On the sides were two panels
depicting St. Peter and St. Paul (later moved to the
tribune), and below was a triptych formerly in the
 baptistery. These works had to be removed in 1805,
'~ when the Casalini family installed the altar, coming from
the church of St. Catherine in Ferrara; on August 2, 1825,
a canvas was placed above the altar, the work of
amateur Marianna Pascoli Angeli, depicting the
Madonna and St. Aloysius Gonzaga appearing to St.

recently detached and displayed in the first left chapel,
now the baptistery.

Andrew Avellino: the fresco was thus hidden and only



Third Chapel on the Right (St. Anne)

This chapel was the first to have an altar, as

deduced from the date 1732 placed above the cornice
next to the donor’s name, Andrea Malagugini. The
design was provided by Giuseppe Pozzo of Trento, a
Theatine friar and architect, brother of the more famous
Andrea.
The altarpiece, perhaps 17th-century, was enlarged both
laterally and especially at the top, with the addition of a
glory of angels, to fit the painting to the size of the space.
The painting depicts St. Anne and the Madonna between
Saints Francis Xavier and Joachim.

No information is available about
the altar. The altarpiece depicting
St. Anthony of Padua is signed by
Capuchin Friar Santo of Venice
and dated 1651.

THE PULPIT

| | It was made in 1843 by Jacopo
Spiera of Venice, based on a design
by Lorenzo Urbani, also from
Venice but active in Rovigo until
| the previous year.

Second Chapel on the Left (Crucifix)

The altar of the Confraternity for the Redemption of
Slaves was begun by Giovanni Trognon around 1770,
but his death interrupted the construction, which was
completed by others. The altarpiece depicts the
Crucifix between Saints John de Matha and Felix of
Valois, founders of the Trinitarian Order, which since
the 12th century has been dedicated to the redemption
of slaves.

The canvas is by Lorenzo Masucci, who sent it from
Rome and received a fee of 80 gold sequins. It was
placed on the altar on July 1, 1772.




Left Chapel (Saints Paul and Philomena, now the Baptistery)

The altar, from the early
19th century, was erected
. based on a design by
1 Giovanni Campanari from
Rovigo. The altarpiece
depicting St. Philomena was ¥
painted by Odorico Politi in <i#&¥)
1838. The altar had a case §*%
containing the urn with the |
relics of St. Damian, from the |
church of St. Joseph,
suppressed in 1805 and |
demolished five years later. In ¥
1983, the chapel was adapted
as a baptistery, so the case
was moved elsewhere, and
the baptismal font, made
around 1835 to a design by
Antonio Bernati at the
initiative of archpriest Luigi Trombini, was installed in its place. On the occasion
of the chapel’s adaptation, a remarkable bronze candelabrum attributed to
Desiderio da Firenze, active in Padua around the mid-16th century, was placed
here.

Also transferred here from the sacristy (but originally from the Chapel of
the Immaculate) is a painting depicting the Adoration of the Magi, from the
Venetian school of the late 16th century.

On the rlght wall is the Madonna of Childbirth, a 15th-century fresco,

formerly in the second right chapel of the church. To the r1ght and left of the

font are paintings of Blessed Alberto Marvelli and St. M. Chiara Nanetti, works

by Rovigo painter Ermanno Fenzi. The crystal frames and wrought iron . =
supports are by Treviso artist Simon Benetton.



RIGHT CROSSING ALTAR
(Madonna del Carmine)

The altar is twin to the one opposite, at the eastern end
of the transept. It is the work of Giovanni Trognon of
Venice, made before 1767. The balustrade surrounding
it was added in 1862, designed by Eugenio Piva. The
altarpiece depicts the Madonna handing the scapular to
St. Simon Stock, a signed work by Andrea Michiel,
known as the Vicentino.

LEFT CROSSING ALTAR
(Blessed Sacrament)

The tabernacle is by Antonio Corradini of Este and is decorated with
four statuettes: the
Risen Christ at the
top, below: in the
center a little angel,
to the left Faith, to
the .right Hope.
These works date
to 1718 and must
come from a
previous altar of
the new cathedral.
The altarpiece
depicts the Risen
Christ between @
Saints Bellino and |
Stephen, attributed to
Palma il Giovane
and dated to the
early 17th century.

TRIBUNE

The first high altar of the cathedral was built so that the celebrant faced

the faithful, but before 1717 it was rebuilt according to the customs of the time,

~  with the celebrant turning his back to the assembly. But the cathedral canons

must have considered it unworthy of the new church, as in 1743 they paid out

of their own pockets the 800 ducats needed for a new altar, built by Pietro
Puttini of Verona.

The choir stalls were also redone. The first were made in 1779, along with




the organ case, but in 1844 they were replaced by others made by Pietro
Garbato of Venice and gilded by Gregorio Casarotto of Rovigo, based on a
design by Antonio Bernati of Vicenza (but teaching in Rovigo); the 5,488 lire cost
was donated by Francesco Angeli and Francesco Venezze. In 1832, the organ
was rebuilt by Giuseppe Cipriani of Stanghella, at the initiative of Canon
Tommaso Casalini, who donated the 7,080 lire needed. Renovated by Pugina in
the early 20th century, it took its current form by Tamburini of Crema in the
early 1960s.

The large canvas in the center of the apse, depicting St. Stephen baptizing

Lucilla and giving her sight, is the work of Tommaso Sciacca of Mazara,
inaugurated on October 12, 1794. It was commissioned by Canon Girolamo
Biscaccia—who hosted the painter, brought from Rome, for the five months he
worked on it, and paid him 120 Venetian sequins—to provide the cathedral
with a work celebrating its patron saint.

Above the plaques are two panels depicting St. Peter and St. Paul,
attributed to Benvenuto Tisi da Garofolo (16th century), transferred here from
the walls of the chapel of St. Andrew Avellino.

The walnut choir is a fine work from the first half of the 18th century.
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Previously, in the apse was
a painting of the Risen
Christ between Saints John
the Baptist and Jerome,
dating between the 15th
and 16th centuries, from |
the high altar of the
baptistery and now placed
above the main entrance on
the counter-facade.

Also on the counter-facade,
a painting depicting 20th-

Fenzi has recently beenfr
placed.

Of the plaques on
the presbytery walls,
the most historically [
| interesting is the one ||~
commemorating the
reconstruction of the [
baptistery in 1361, ||
written in Gothic |f
script and decorated &

with an eight-pointed gold star, the coat of arms of Bishop Giovanni da Siena: it

is on the right wall, along with another 19th-century plaque.

To the right of the presbytery is the sacristy,
furnished with solid wood furniture from 1970
and equipped with an 18th-century iron safe-
cabinet.

| _ g On the mirror of a
sideboard is a boxwood
crucifix. Christ is depicted
with careful attention to the
rendering of muscles,
tendons, and veins, and with
powerful expressiveness in
the head thrown back in a
spasm of pain.

It is attributed to the
sculptor Andrea Brustolon
= (1662-1732) from Zoldo,
. called by Honoré de Balzac
"the Michelangelo of wood."




CHAPEL OF THE IMMACULATE

Opposite the sacristy, to the left of the presbytery,
is the Chapel of the Immaculate, with a marble altar
from 1629. The statue in the niche above the altar is the
work (2007) of wood sculptors Zeni Silvano and Franco
from Mezzano di Fiera di Primiero.

Here the chapel of
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A door to the right of the altar leads to the canons' sacristy, built in 1752 and
furnished with beautiful 18th-century cabinets.

Also on the right wall
is a display case
containing  nativity
figures: fine wooden
sculptures from the
craftsmanship of
Ortisei (early 20th
century).
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PARISH OF ST. STEPHEN P.M.
BASILICA CO-CATHEDRAL
DUOMO DI ROVIGO

Piazza Duomo, 5
www.cluomorovigo.it
parrocchia@duomorovigo.ii:

tel.: 0425.22861
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