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Abstract 

À The case study on the Oratorio di San Michele integrates historical records and scientific data using 

information modeling to date the monument accurately. Historical records confirm the building's age is 

unknown, but materials in the remaining walls reveal hidden construction phases. Stratigraphic analysis 

identified optimal sample locations, and these layers were integrated into a Building Information Model 

(BIM) using Revit, facilitating future structural and seismic assessments. Analytical techniques such as 

colorimetry, SEM, XRD, and polarizing microscopy determined mortar composition and construction 

techniques. PCA revealed that samples 04 and 05 were suitable for C14 dating, with 04 selected as the 

best candidate. This study demonstrates the potential of combining historical data with scientific 

analysis and BIM for understanding and preserving historical structures. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION  

The Church of S. Michele, situated near the Riviera Tiso da Camposampiero in Padua, holds a 

significant place in the region's historical and architectural heritage. The age of the Oratorio di San 

Michele remains uncertain due to the lack of definitive information about its origin. The primary 

pieces of evidence include the association of the name "Santi Arcangeli" with the site, a name 

commonly linked to the Lombards, its strategic location, the presence of Roman materials in the 

surviving walls, inaccessible archaeological excavation reports, and the earliest written record, which 

dates to 970, when Bishop Gauslino mentioned Holy Archangels (Santi Arcangeli) in a generous 

donation confirming its title and existence (Colecchia, 2017).  However, these elements are 

insufficient to conclusively date the Oratorio or identify its original commissioner. Scholars have 

proposed various time periods for its construction, with some suggesting the Byzantine period 

between 569 and 602, during which the area housed a well-equipped Byzantine garrison (Beltrame 

D. G., 2000). The construction style and materials suggest it may date back to at least the Lombard 

period ( Bellinati & Puppi, Padova Basciliche e Chiese ï Parte Prima, 1975). The alternation between 

the titles "Holy Archangels" and "Saint Michele" reflects the early medieval devotion to St. Michael, 

particularly during the Lombard period, when St. Michael was revered as the patron of the Kingdom 

of Italy following the Lombard victory over the Byzantines in 663 (Gasparotto, 1969). Despite the 

architectural diversity and the scarcity of written sources related to the church's construction, the 

exact age of the Oratorio di San Michele remains uncertain.  

 

 II.  METHODOLOGY  

The surviving architectural features of S. Michele represent a collage of different phases, with its 

original phase remaining unknown. It could potentially be one of the oldest churches in Padua. 
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Notable for its rough masonry work and the reuse of Roman stone materials, the church incorporates 

elements such as tombstones and architectural fragments, particularly evident in the lower parts of 

the Western main wall. This resourceful yet disorderly construction technique reflects its early 

medieval origins. To ensure accurate dating 

and a comprehensive understanding of the 

Oratorio di San Michele's construction, a 

multi-faceted analytical approach was 

employed.  

a) Stratigraphy Analysis- involved visual 

assessment of the remaining walls, focusing 

on shape, color, size, and mortar joint 

patterns, guiding the selection of sample 

locations. 

b) Archaeometry Analysis of mortar using: 

 Colorimetry- assess color variations within the mortar samples, indicating differences in 

raw materials, manufacturing processes, and weathering effects. 

 X-ray Diffraction (XRD)- determines the mineralogical composition of the mortar 

samples, identifying crystalline phases present in the binder and aggregate materials. 

 Scanning Electron Microscopy with Energy Dispersive Spectroscopy (SEM-EDS) 

provided high-resolution images and detailed elemental composition data, identifying 

specific elements and their distribution. 

 Optical Microscopy- Thin sections of mortar were examined under polarized light to 

observe optical properties and birefringence, offering insights into the mortar 

microstructure and material properties. 

 Principal Component Analysis (PCA) to determine the underlying patterns and 

relationships in the dataset, helping to simplify and interpret XRD and Colorimetry data.  

c) Building Information Modeling (BIM) using Revit software reflects the stratigraphy 

confirmed by scientific results, providing a comprehensive digital representation of the 

building's evolution.  

 

III. RESULTS  

Based on the stratigraphy of remaining walls six samples were taken for the archaeometry analysis 

of the mortar to filter out the best sample for the C14 analysis. The results are as follows. 

 

Figure 1: Reused materials visible on the North wall of S. Michele. 
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Figure 2: The workflow from stratigraphy of walls, BIM model to calculate area and volume, Sample locations and archaeometry of 

mortars to pick the best candidate for C14 dating. 
 

 

SEM-EDS analysis shows that Sample 01 has a complex matrix with para pozzolanic reactions 

involving the formation of  M-S-H and anthropogenic Calcium Carbonates with dolostones releasing 

Mg to form M-S-H; Sample 02 displays strong pozzolanic reactions in multiple areas; Sample 03 has 

the presence of the M-A-S-H phase and distinct plagioclase particles; and Samples 04, 05, and 06 

show no strong precipitation or para pozzolanic reactions, with better-preserved dolomite indicating 

minimal reactivity. 

Colorimetry data explains Sample 06 as the lightest and most neutral color profile, Sample 01 

is the darkest with a grayish tint, Samples 02 and 03 have an average lightness, and Samples 04 and 

05 have the strongest red and yellow tints with an average lightness of 85.0 and RGB values of 223.5, 

210.5, 194.5. 

Optical microscopy shows that Sample 01 has a fat white binder phase with fine aggregates, 

indicating sand from the Bacchiglione River and a dark binder matrix suggesting para pozzolanic 

reactions; Samples 02 and 03 are high in silicates, have fine binder fractions, and noticeable 

pozzolanic reactions with similar aggregate dimensions to Sample 01; Samples 04 and 05 have 

coarser aggregates with fat binder phases, significant lime lumps, and higher calcite and carbonate 

aggregates; and Sample 06, being newer, has many aggregates, a different preparation method, and 

distinct binder characteristics. 

Polarized light microscopy reveals that Sample 01 exhibits a well-reacted binder with para 

pozzolanic reactions, with fine aggregates and lime lumps visible; Samples 02 and 03 have fine binder 

fractions, high silicate content, and clear pozzolanic reactions with aggregate dimensions similar to 

Sample 01; Samples 04 and 05 have coarser aggregates, significant lime lumps, and higher calcite 

content, reflecting traditional lime mortar with carbonate aggregates; and Sample 06, being newer, 

has distinct aggregate and binder characteristics, indicating different sources or preparation methods. 

XRD analysis shows that Sample 01 is predominantly composed of calcite (38.20%) and 

amorphous materials (22.97%), with the presence of hydrocalumite indicating high pozzolanic 

activity; Samples 02 and 03 have lower calcite content (28.35% and 24.62%) but are rich in quartz 

and silicate sands, with hydrocalumite and hydrotalcite suggesting strong pozzolanic reactions; 
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Samples 04 and 05 are rich in calcite (44.88% and 37.90%) and dolomite (13.62% and 16.99%), with 

moderate pozzolanic reactions indicating traditional lime mortar; and Sample 06 has high calcite 

(34.19%) and dolomite (14.94%), with no evident pozzolanic reactions, indicating a distinct binder 

matrix dominated by carbonate aggregates. 

 

IV. DISCUSSION 

The comprehensive analysis of six mortar samples (SM_01 to SM_06) reveals significant insights 

into their composition and suitability for C14 dating. Colorimetry results show variations in lightness 

and color, with Samples 04 and 05 are the most vibrant. SEM-EDS analysis indicates that Samples 

04, 05, and 06 have minimal pozzolanic reactions, suggesting more stable binder phases, whereas 

Sample 01 exhibits significant para pozzolanic reactions. Optical and polarized light microscopy 

further confirm these findings, with Sample 01 showing a well-reacted binder and fine aggregates, 

while Samples 04 and 05 display coarser aggregates and higher calcite content, indicative of 

traditional lime mortar. XRD analysis supports these observations, highlighting the mineralogical 

composition and reactivity differences among the samples. Based on this multi-faceted analysis, 

Samples 04 and 05 are identified as the best candidates for C14 dating due to their minimal geological 

carbon content and stable mineral composition, ensuring accurate dating results and reliable historical 

insights. 

 

V.CONCLUSION  

The archaeometry assessment of the Oratorio di San Michele's mortars has yielded significant insights 

into the construction techniques, materials, and knowledge employed during its development. The 

integration of stratigraphic analysis with advanced analytical methods such as polarized microscopy, 

X-ray diffraction, colorimetry, and SEM-EDS facilitated a thorough examination of the mortar 

samples. This comprehensive analysis identified Samples 04 and 05 as the optimal candidates for 

C14 dating, owing to their minimal geological carbon content and stable mineral composition, 

thereby ensuring accurate historical insights. Furthermore, the integration of a Building Information 

Modeling (BIM) model substantially enhanced the study, providing valuable insights into the 

building's historical evolution and structural integrity. The findings underscore the importance of 

interdisciplinary collaboration in the field of heritage conservation and management. By combining 

historical research, scientific analysis, and digital modeling, this study has deepened our 

understanding of the Oratorio di San Michele's construction history and established a robust 

framework for its preservation. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 
 

1.1 INTRODUCTION  

The Oratorio di San Michele, widely regarded as the first sacred building in Vanzo, that was dedicated 

to the holy archangels Michael, Raphael, Gabriel, and Uriel, reflecting Byzantine traditions. This 

oratory was spared by the Lombards, who promoted the cult of Saint Michael following their victory 

over the Saracens in 663, leading to widespread devotion and the dedication of many churches to 

him. However, the exact dating of the building remains unconfirmed and relies solely on historical 

references to its old name, the Church of the Holy Archangels. 

This study aims to determine the precise age of the Oratorio di San Michele using scientific 

dating methods based on the archaeometry of binders, while also examining the construction 

techniques, materials, and knowledge employed in its development. A critical aspect of this material 

study involved selecting appropriate sample locations, which was achieved through stratigraphic 

analysis based on the shape, color, size, and mortar joint patterns of the remaining walls. 

The samples were analyzed using optical microscopy, X-ray diffraction, colorimetry, and 

scanning electron microscopy with energy-dispersive spectroscopy (EDS). A Building Information 

Modeling (BIM) model was created to reflect the confirmed stratigraphy derived from the scientific 

results, elucidating the building's evolution and identifying the most suitable sample for carbon 

dating. The BIM model not only provides insights into the historical development of the Oratorio di 

San Michele but also serves as a tool for identifying the most vulnerable parts of the structure, 

facilitating future reinforcement efforts. The results provide valuable insights into the construction 

history of the Oratorio di San Michele and underscore the importance of interdisciplinary 

collaboration in heritage conservation and management. 

 

1.2 OBJECTIVES 

1.2.1 MAIN OBJECTIVE 

The primary objective of this academic dissertation is to integrate archaeometry of mortar and 

stratigraphic analysis of remaining walls, using Building Information Modeling (BIM) to date the 

Oratorio di San Michele, Padua. This includes selecting the most suitable samples for C14 dating, 

understanding the composition of the materials, and creating a BIM model that integrates historical 

data with scientific analysis as visual documentation.  

The aim is to provide a comprehensive understanding of the construction methods, materials, and 

historical context of this significant structure. 
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1.2.2 SPECIFIC OBJECTIVES 

To achieve the main objective, the study will pursue the following specific objectives: 

 Reconstruct the historical and geographical context of the Church of S. Michele through 

bibliographic research, emphasizing its architectural and strategic significance. 

 Analyze the general composition of the mortars using various analytical techniques to 

determine the interaction between the binder and aggregate fractions. 

 Identify the chemical and mineralogical compositions of the binder fractions of the mortar 

samples while exploring current methodologies in mortar characterization. 

 Explore variations in manufacturing processes over time by correlating analytical data with 

historical context. 

 Creating a BIM model that integrates historical data, visual documentation, and scientific 

analysis, and developing a website with all the results. This website will be accessible via a 

QR code, which can be distributed with the entrance ticket.  

 

1.3 BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO THE CONTEXT  

The archaeometry analysis of mortars is a relatively recent but growing field, offering valuable 

insights into ancient construction techniques, materials, and preservation methods. In this 

dissertation, mortar samples from the Church of S. Michele in Vanzo will be thoroughly analyzed 

using established laboratory techniques. This study aims to characterize the physical, chemical, and 

mineralogical properties of the mortars, both as integral units and as isolated binder fractions. The 

findings will enhance our understanding of the historical construction practices in Padua and provide 

a detailed narrative of the church's architectural evolution. 

1.4 OUTCOMES 

The dissertation aims to identify the mortar recipes and manufacturing techniques used in the 

construction of the Church of S. Michele. Key outcomes include: 

 Detailed characterization of the physical and chemical properties of the mortar samples. 

 Identification of mineralogical and chemical profiles of the binder fractions. 

 Insights into the manufacturing techniques and recipes used in the early medieval period. 

 Correlation of analytical results with historical context to reveal variations in construction 

methods over time. 

 Creation of a comprehensive Building Information Modeling (BIM) model reflecting the 

church's historical evolution and structural integrity. 
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1.5 DISSERTATION OUTLINE  

 Chapter 1: Introduction to the study, including objectives, research context, and expected 

outcomes. 

 Chapter 2: Overview of mortars, including definitions, types, properties, historical evolution, 

and current analytical approaches. 

 Chapter 3: Detailed historical context of the Church of S. Michele, including its architectural 

significance and strategic location. 

 Chapter 4: Geological context of Padua, focusing on potential sources of raw materials used 

in mortar production. 

 Chapter 5: Methodology, including descriptions of analytical techniques and procedural 

details. 

 Chapter 6: Presentation of raw data obtained from the analyses. 

 Chapter 7: Discussion and analysis of results, including statistical analysis and contextual 

correlation. 

 Chapter 8: Summary of findings, conclusions, and evaluation of the research process. 

 Chapters 9-10: Relevant bibliography and appendices/annexes. 
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Chapter II: Historical Context  

 

The key factors that remain for determining the age of the Oratorio di San Michele are: 

1. The name "Santi Arcangeli" is associated with the site. 

2. The strategic location of the Oratorio di San Michele. 

3. The presence of Roman materials in the remaining walls. 

4. The archaeological excavation report that is not accessible.  

5. The earliest written record dates to 970. 

None of these resources are sufficient to definitively date the Oratorio di San Michele or to 

identify the person who commissioned its construction. Therefore, this thesis aims to establish a more 

accurate date using C14 (radiocarbon) dating. However, it is crucial to analyze the historical context 

of ancient Padua to connect the dots and provide a more precise interpretation. The Oratorio di San 

Michele could have been erected during the Byzantine period, late antiquity, or perhaps after the 

Romans conquered the city. This chapter explores the Christianization of Padua during these periods 

and examines the various theories proposed by scholars and authors regarding the origin of this 

building. 

2.1. CHRISTIANIZATION OF PADUA 

Before the Christian era, Padua was a quintessentially Roman city, replete with robust 

fortifications, a bustling port, an extensive road network, a sewage system, a central forum, and 

various public buildings. The fragmentary nature of archaeological data from this period makes it 

challenging to fully reconstruct the cityôs pre-Christian landscape. Culturally and religiously, Padua 

was steeped in Roman traditions, characterized by a well-established urban infrastructure and a 

polytheistic religious culture that dominated every facet of lifeðsetting the stage for the 

transformative introduction of Christianity. 

From the late 3rd to the 5th centuries, Christianity began to establish its roots in the region. 

Early ecclesiastical structures started to appear, as evidenced by archaeological excavations dating 

back to the 4th century. The transition towards Christianity was not merely a religious shift but also 

intertwined with significant political changes across the broader region. The decline of the Roman 

Empire and subsequent administrative reorganizations during the Carolingian period played pivotal 

roles in shaping the Christian landscape of Padua. This era witnessed the emergence and 

consolidation of Christian communities, profoundly influenced by the existing Roman infrastructure 

and later by the sweeping socio-political changes. Archaeological findings highlight an active 

ecclesiastical presence and elaborate on the development of religious structures that catered to the 
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growing Christian population, underscoring a period of significant religious and cultural 

transformation in Padua (Chavarría Arnau, 2017). 

 

The Oratorio di San Michele in Vanzo, initially dedicated to the Holy Archangels, first appears in 

written records from 970, as noted in a document during the episcopate of Bishop Gauslino. This 

document lists it among the assets of the monastery of Santa Giustina, describing it as "the church of 

the Holy Archangels, located outside the city of Padua in a place known as Vantio, along with its 

boundaries." There are earlier, contested references to a church of St. Michael from as far back as 

828, though these are believed to pertain to St. Michael of Torre rather than the one in Vanzo 

(Colecchia, 2017). 

The suburban basilica of Santa Giustina in Padua, established in the city's southern cemetery 

near a key route to Adria and 300 meters from the Roman walls, was instrumental in the political and 

military restructuring of Northern Italy under King Theodoric in the early 6th century. Its strategic 

location, along with similar sites, was vital for maintaining control over the region, connecting Padua 

to essential trade and military routes, and reinforcing Christian influence. Santa Giustina, along with 

other churches in Monselice and Este, likely formed part of a broader network of Gothic fortifications 

and religious centers, possibly with Arian associations, designed to strengthen Theodoric's authority 

(Brogiolo, 2017). 

The establishment and significance of the Oratorio di San Michele in Padua, particularly its 

connection to Santa Giustina, highlights the intricate process of Christianization in Northern Italy, 

suggesting that sites like the Oratorio di San Michele may have been established or gained 

prominence as part of this broader reorganization effort. 

 

2.2. THEORIES ABOUT THE AGE OF ORATORIO DI SAN M ICHELE  

A document from 970 specifically mentions the church of S. Michele, initially referred to as 

"Ss. Arcangeli": "ecclesiam sanctorum Archangelorum, quae constructa est foris civitate Patavii, in 

loco, qui dicitur Vantio." This suggests that the church was located outside the city of Padua in a 

place called Vantio, near a canal that faced the Torlonga castle. The church's construction style and 

materials indicate its origin dates back at least to the Lombard period.  The church is mentioned as 

being under the jurisdiction of the monastery of S. Giustina (1014). It is listed in all records of parish 

churches and appears as a "capella" (chapel) in documents from the late 14th century ( Bellinati & 

Puppi, Padova Basciliche e Chiese ï Parte Prima, 1975). 
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Between 563 and 602, Padua, like much of Northern Italy, was under the influence or control 

of the Byzantine Empire. This period followed the Gothic Wars (535-554), where the Byzantine 

Empire, under Emperor Justinian I, sought to reconquer Italy from the Ostrogoths and reestablish 

Roman rule over the Italian Peninsula. During this time, the Byzantines implemented administrative 

and military strategies to consolidate their control, including promoting Christian institutions that 

aligned with their religious and cultural policies. The establishment of churches dedicated to saints, 

particularly archangels like Michael, Gabriel, and Raphael, was common in Byzantine territories. 

These saints were revered in the Eastern Orthodox tradition, and their veneration was encouraged as 

part of the Byzantine strategy to integrate conquered territories into their cultural and religious sphere. 

The Oratorio di San Michele, originally known as "Ss. Arcangeli" (Holy Archangels), suggests that 

it may have been established during or shortly after this Byzantine period, when the influence of 

Byzantine Christianity was strong in the region. The dedication to the archangels, especially 

Archangel Michael, who was seen as a protector and warrior, aligns with Byzantine practices, making 

it a fitting dedication during a time of military and political turmoil. The Hungarian invasion of 899 

led to widespread destruction, including the burning of the Cathedral and its archives, resulting in a 

significant loss of records that likely included earlier documents about the Oratorio di San Michele, 

thus obscuring much of its early history. The restructuring of Padua's ecclesiastical structure during 

the Carolingian period significantly impacted the Oratorio di San Michele. The synod of Cividale in 

791, led by Patriarch Paulinus of Aquileia, reinforced the Nicene-Constantinopolitan creed, 

promoting unity with Rome and Catholic orthodoxy, which helped in establishing and strengthening 

local places of worship like the Oratorio di San Michele. Bishop Rodrigo's efforts in the mid-9th 

century to secure privileges from Emperor Louis II, echoing those from Charlemagne and Lothair, 

further solidified the oratory's status by confirming the bishop's ownership of baptismal churches and 

oratories (Bellinati & Puppi, Padova Basciliche e Chiese-Parte Seconda, 1975). 

 

2.3. MANAGEMENT AND MAINTAINING PHASE   

 12th century: The oratory existed without a priest, congregation, or its own land. It was one 

of several small churches where private Masses and divine offices were held. "Fossam cum 

flumine quae est a capella sancti Michaelis usque and portum de ponte de Festumbas," 

indicating the area surrounding the Chapel of St. Michael, particularly the waters and lands 

from the chapel to the Festumbas bridge, was placed under strict control. No one could build 

mills, operate locks, establish fishponds, or erect structures without the bishop's permission. 

These restrictions and the bishop's authority over the area were officially confirmed and 

expanded on June 26, 1090, in favor of Bishop Milone. From around the year 1000 to 1808, 
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significant changes and the evolution of parishes, including the rise of chapels, influenced the 

Oratorio di San Michele.  

 As Padua expanded beyond its ancient walls, oratories originally managed as "tituli" without 

the right to liturgical functions evolved into "chapels" with their own territories, 

congregations, and assets. By 1079, the church in Vanzo, initially known as the "church of 

the Holy Archangels," began to be identified as St. Michael, marking a shift in its identity and 

patronage. Throughout the 11th and 12th centuries, confirmations of the church's status and 

donations, such as those by Bishops Burcardo and Olderico, supported the oratory's role in 

the community. 

 On March 15, 1123, Pope Callistus II placed the Monastery of St. Justina under apostolic 

protection at the request of Abbot Benzone, confirming all its legitimate properties and 

jurisdictions. Notably, the Church of St. Michael the Archangel was not mentioned in this 

decree. Instead, other churches named St. Michael, along with St. Giuliana and St. Matteo, 

were listed as new donations. This raises the question of whether the title of "chapel" given 

to St. Michael in the imperial diploma of 1079 implied that the church already had some 

limited pastoral duties. Considering its suburban location in Vanzo and the tendency for older 

chapels to be situated far from the main church (the "Matrix"), it is likely that St. Michael did 

indeed have a pastoral role. Further documents trace the evolution of St. Michael's status. In 

February 1014, Bishop Orso of Padua reconfirmed the Monastery of St. Justina's properties. 

By the mid-11th century, the Cathedral of Padua had become the central parish, with St. 

Michael continuing as a chapel. Documents from 1034, 1064, and later reconfirm the 

donations and properties associated with St. Michael, highlighting its ongoing importance. 

St. Michael's chapel is first mentioned by name in the imperial diploma of July 23, 1079, 

when King Henry IV confirmed the church's assets and granted additional rights. By 1681, 

the rights and responsibilities of the church were managed by prominent Venetian families, 

who appointed priests to the parish, a practice that continued until 1822 (Beltrame G. , Anno 

XXV Feb). 
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2.4. RECONSTRUCTION AND EXPANSION PHASE 

 12th Century:  The Oratorio di San Michele was significantly impacted by the earthquake 

of 1117 and the fire of 1174, which caused extensive damage to Padua's religious 

structures. These events led to the reconstruction of the cathedral and other important 

churches, incorporating new architectural styles and reinforcing structures to prevent 

future damage. The Oratorio di San Michele was part of this broader effort to rebuild 

and enhance the city's religious infrastructure, solidifying its role in the community's 

spiritual life . In 1155 and 1170, documents mention the first known priest, Chaplain 

Arnaldo, serving St. Michael. By 1178, the chapel's boundaries were delineated, showing 

its suburban nature. The Oratorio di San Michele transitioned from a simple chapel to a 

significant part of the emerging parish system, serving not only as a place of worship but 

also as an integral part of the community's spiritual and administrative life. 

 13th Century : By 1202, St. Michael was part of the Duomo district, and in 1221, it was 

listed among 16 sites in the "cartula dathie episcopatus" of Padua. This inclusion 

highlights the oratory's importance within the ecclesiastical structure of the city. The 

Oratorio di San Michele played a crucial role in the religious and social life of Padua, 

ensuring the bishop's influence extended throughout the city. 

Figure 3:1117 .01. 03, Verona Earthquake with a magnitude of 6.9 

with MMI IX Violent intensity Wikipedia ï 1117 Verona 

Earthquake. 

Figure 4:Frescos by Jacopo da Verona in 

Oratorio di San Michele. 
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 14th Century:  The Oratorio di San Michele continued to be an important religious site. 

The Capel of Santa Maria was constructed in 1397 and adorned with frescoes by Jacopo 

da Verona, adding considerable artistic and cultural value to the church. This period 

marked an important phase in the development of oratory, with significant 

contributions from wealthy patrons, religious orders, and the community.  

 The church was a site for significant burials and memorials, including those of prominent 

families such as the Carraras. Fina Buzzacarini, the wife of Francesco I da Carrara, mentioned 

in her will date September 22, 1378, that masses for her soul should be held at San Michele, 

indicating her significant connection to the church. This function added to its religious 

significance, making it a place where the faithful could seek spiritual solace and eternal 

remembrance. The Carrara family, also known as the Carraresi, was a prominent noble family 

that played a significant role in the history of Padua, Italy, during the late Middle Ages and 

the Renaissance. Their influence spanned several centuries, particularly from the 13th to the 

15th centuries, during which they were central to the political, cultural, and social life of the 

region. The Carrara family ruled Padua intermittently from the early 14th century until the 

late 14th century.  

 Their governance was marked by attempts to maintain autonomy against the encroaching 

powers of neighboring states such as Venice and Milan. Their legacy includes contributions 

to the University of Padua, which became one of Europe's leading universities. The Carraras' 

ambition to maintain and expand their power inevitably led to conflicts with the Republic of 

Venice, a dominant regional power. The protracted struggle culminated in the fall of Padua to 

Venice in 1405. The capture of Francesco II da Carrara marked the end of the family's rule. 

The Venetians imprisoned and executed him, effectively dismantling the Carrara dynastyôs 

control over Padua.  

Figure 5:Detail of I miracoli di Cristo. Fina 

Buzzaccarini alongside her husband Francesco I da 

Carrara and Italian poet Francesco Petrarca, 

Wikipedia- Francesco I da Carrara. 



29 

 

 The inscription on a stone slab next to the fresco at San Michele Arcangelo likely outlines the 

church's historical and architectural significance, including its dedication to St. Michael, its 

architectural evolution, and notable restorations, especially those following Padua's recapture 

from the Visconti. Additionally, it likely mentions the church's role in local religious practices 

and its association with the Carrara family, who contributed to its artistic and cultural heritage 

through various commissions and donations.  

 15th Century:  In 1479, Pope Pius IV transferred St. Michael to the Canons Regular of the 

Holy Spirit of Venice, a significant religious order that established a convent adjacent to the 

church, which caused complaints from the previous monks.  This connection to the 

Congregation marked a new chapter in the church's history, as it became part of a larger 

network of religious institutions. However, in 1556, the Church, along with its properties, was 

put up for auction by the Republic of Venice. This sale led to a series of ownership changes, 

starting with Don Domenico Mistura, who was the first to purchase the church. It then passed 

through several prominent Venetian families, including the Dolfin, Mocenigo, Soranzo, 

Pisani, and Rizzini families, each of whom contributed to its upkeep and management. 

 16th and 17th Centuries:  The Holy Spirit Congregation governed the parish until 1656 

when Pope Alexander VII sold its assets. During this period, the oratory continued to 

serve the community, although it faced challenges due to changes in ownership and 

administration. Furthermore, in 1650, another Roman monument was found in the garden of 

St. Michael, reinforcing the site's long-standing historical importance. These discoveries 

highlight the deep historical roots of the church, connecting it to the ancient Roman past and 

underscoring its significance as a cultural and historical landmark in Padua. (Barzon, 1955) 

 In the 18th century,  the Oratorio di San Michele experienced significant changes. In 

1792, an unfortunate decision was made to repaint the oratory from top to bottom, 

Figure 6:Chapel Bovi, South Wall,       

Inscription panel ,1398 (Tobias, 2013) 
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resulting in the loss of much of its original decoration. Despite this, Tomaso Soranzo 

managed to save the atrium and the Chapel of the Virgin, preserving some of the 

oratory's historical and cultural heritage.  

 In the early 19th century , significant changes affected the Oratorio di San Michele. In 

1808, it ceased to be a parish due to safety concerns, leading to the relocation of the 

parish headquarters to the Sanctuary of the Madonna Addolorata del Torresino. 

Although the church continued to retain its bell tower and organ until 1810, it eventually 

faced severe deterioration. The church was officially closed on July 31, 1812, and 

partially demolished in May 1815, with only the Chapel of Pietro de' Bovi surviving, 

adorned with a small Gothic façade and the motto of St. Michael: "Quis ut Deus?" This 

marked the end of the Oratorio di San Michele as an active religious site, though its 

legacy persisted through the preserved chapel and its historical significance. 

 The Church of St. Michael sits on a site rich with historical significance, evidenced by several 

archaeological discoveries. In 1888, G. A. Ferretto uncovered a Roman tombstone beneath a 

layer of plaster on the church's northwest wall. This stone, measuring one meter in length and 

inscribed with Roman characters and numerals, suggests the ancient origins of the site. 

(Barzon, 1955) 

 The church, located near the Castel dei Carraresi, was demolished in 1880, and what 

remained of the site fell into disuse. During World War II, the remaining structures were 

ÏÃÃÕÐÉÅÄ ÂÙ Á ÄÉÓÐÌÁÃÅÄ ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ×ÈÏ ÒÅÐÕÒÐÏÓÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÓÐÁÃÅ ÁÓ Á ÃÁÒÐÅÎÔÅÒȭÓ ÓÈÏÐȢ 4ÈÉs 

led to significant damage, including nails being driven into the walls and wood being 

piled up, which further deteriorated the remaining frescoes and the building itself. 

Today, the site was in a state of disrepair, with what is now a wood warehouse 

potentially hiding valuable frescoes by Jacopo da Verona. Visible remnants of these 

artworks include images of Madonnas, strong figures of saints, and an expressive face of 

a praying figure, particularly a moving depiction of the Virgin Mary nursing the Baby 

Jesus.  

 Despite the closure, the Oratorio di San Michele continued to experience changes 

throughout the 19th century. Minor restoration efforts were made to prevent further 

deterioration, yet comprehensive preservation plans were not established. The once 

grand structure was reduced to the central part up to the height of the main door, with 

only the Chapel of Pietro de' Bovi remaining intact. These efforts, though limited, helped 

in maintaining a part of the oratory's historical and cultural heritage amidst the 

challenges of the time. 
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2.5. RESTORATION PHASE 

In the early 20th century, the Oratorio di San Michele continued to suffer from neglect and 

environmental damage, despite various attempts to raise awareness and secure funds for restoration. 

It wasn't until the 1960s and 1970s that local historians and scholars, including C. Gasparotto, began 

to systematically study the church's historical and artistic value. Gasparotto's research suggested that 

the church dated back to at least the second half of the 7th century, underscoring the importance of a 

thorough examination of the foundations and subsoil of S. Michele. 

 Professor Claudio Bellinati played a crucial role in bringing renewed attention to the church 

during this period. In 1968-69, he conducted extensive research and published works 

highlighting the significance of the Church of S. Michele and its frescoes. His advocacy led 

to increased calls for serious restoration efforts, emphasizing the need for comprehensive 

preservation and restoration. This movement gained momentum, with scholars, local 

authorities, and art historians advocating for the church's preservation from the late 20th 

century to the present. 

 Efforts have included thorough documentation and research of the frescoes and architectural 

elements, public awareness campaigns, and various funding initiatives. These initiatives have 

sought local government funds, private donations, and European cultural heritage grants. 

Proposed restoration plans have involved relocating the frescoes to a museum for protection 

and public accessibility, stabilizing existing walls, repairing the roof, and preserving 

remaining original architectural elements. Conservation efforts for the frescoes remaining in 

situ have focused on cleaning, stabilizing paint layers, and protecting them from further 

environmental damage. 

 The Torresino community has actively participated in preservation efforts, holding meetings, 

discussing plans, and addressing the church's urgent needs. Ongoing and future projects aim 

to fully restore the church and its frescoes, ensuring their accessibility and preservation for 

future generations. Potential plans include establishing a dedicated museum space or a cultural 

heritage site for the church, restoring it to its former glory. (Bellinati, San Michele da salvare, 

1971). 

 A temple of art has been desecrated. The Superintendence of Monuments, Galleries, and Arts 

must intervene to restore the Oratory of San Michele to its former glory. 18-01-1947. 

(Catalogo collettivo fino al 1968) 
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Figure 7: A.G.C.P. 

Gennaro Borsella, Photographic 

inspection, June 1990 (Talami, 

2024). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 8: A request to 

restore oratorio di san michele, 

Padova from Biblioteca civica 

Padova. 
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Chapter III:  Geographical Context  

The Oratory of San Michele in Padua is located at latitude 45.4015° N, longitude 11.8697° E, on 

Riviera Tiso di Camposampiero, southwest of the city. Its topography is characterized by its position 

near the canal and the Torlonga castle, providing a strategic defensive location. The area was 

historically significant as it was once a Roman necropolis, indicated by the discovery of a trachyte 

funerary stone suggesting family tombs. The nearby Roman wall circuit, developed along the 

Meduacus Maior, played a crucial role in urban defense and flood containment, underscoring the 

strategic importance of this location.  

3.1. SIGNIFICANCE IN THE ROMAN PERIOD  

 Strategic Location and Urban Defense: The Oratory of San Micheleôs location was crucial 

during the Roman period due to its proximity to the Meduacus Maior (Bacchiglione River), 

the essential Paleocapa bridge, and the Roman wall circuit. This positioning served a dual 

purpose in urban defense and flood control. Firstly, the Roman wall circuit played a critical 

role in protecting the city from invasions. The walls were strategically designed to shield the 

urban center and its inhabitants, leveraging the natural defense provided by the river. By 

positioning these defenses near the waterway, the Romans maximized the natural barrier 

effect, making it more difficult for potential invaders to breach the cityôs defenses. This setup 

underscores the importance of the Oratoryôs location in the broader context of urban defense 

strategies employed by the Romans. Secondly, the site contributed significantly to managing 

Figure 9: An old map of 

Paduaôs urban grid, from A. 

Portenari 1623. 
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water flow and preventing flooding in the urban area. Situated near the canal, the location 

played a vital role in flood control, ensuring the cityôs infrastructure and population were 

safeguarded from the periodic flooding that could devastate urban settlements. The dual 

function of urban defense and flood control highlights the strategic foresight of Roman urban 

planners in selecting and utilizing this location. 

 

 Roman Burial Practices: The use of the site as a necropolis underscores its importance in 

Roman burial customs. One notable artifact is the trachyte funerary stone, likely used to mark 

family tombs, reflecting the Roman practice of commemorating the deceased with durable 

and prestigious materials. This practice indicates the high social status of those buried at the 

site and their desire for lasting memorials. Roman burial customs often involved elaborate 

rituals and monuments, and the presence of such a necropolis highlights the reverence for the 

dead and the belief in an afterlife. The funerary practices provide valuable insights into Roman 

cultural and religious beliefs, particularly their views on death and the afterlife. The 

necropolis's elaborate nature and the use of high-quality materials for funerary markers signify 

the importance placed on honoring and remembering the deceased. Furthermore, the 

archaeological insights gained from the funerary artifacts at the site shed light on Roman 

funerary architecture and practices, offering a glimpse into the social and familial structures 

of the time. These artifacts not only reveal the technical skills and aesthetic preferences of the 

Romans but also their societal values and the importance of family lineage. 

Figure 10:An old map of the position of the 

Oratorio di San Michele (Beltrame G. Anno XXV Feb). 
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 Transition to Early Ecclesiastical Use: The historical significance of the necropolis influenced 

its selection for early Christian religious purposes, demonstrating a continuity of sacred use. 

The transition from a pagan burial ground to a Christian religious site illustrates how early 

Christians often repurposed existing sacred spaces for their worship. This practice reflects the 

adaptability of early Christian communities and their strategic use of historically significant 

sites to establish their presence. The existing reverence for the site as a place of the dead made 

it a fitting location for constructing the Oratory. This reuse of sacred ground underscores the 

seamless transition from Roman to Christian religious practices, highlighting the continuity 

and transformation of sacred spaces across different religious and cultural contexts. The 

foundation of the Oratory on this historically significant site signifies the early Christian 

communityôs respect for the past while establishing their new religious traditions. 

 

3.2. M ILITARY IMPORTANCE IN THE LOMBARD PERIOD  

 Lombard Utilization of Roman Infrastructure: The Lombards, who ruled parts of Italy from 

the 6th to the 8th centuries, strategically adapted and reinforced existing Roman defenses. 

They recognized the value of the Roman infrastructure, such as the wall circuit and canal, for 

their own military strategies. By reinforcing these pre-existing defenses, the Lombards 

effectively utilized robust Roman engineering to bolster their own defensive capabilities. 

Proximity to the Torlonga Castle, a key defensive structure, further highlights the strategic 

importance of the Oratoryôs location. The castleôs placement near the Oratory signifies its role 

in the broader network of defensive structures that protected the region. The Lombards' 

adaptation of these defenses reflects their strategic acumen in leveraging the existing 

infrastructure to enhance their control and defense of the area. 

 Military and Logistical Role: The Oratoryôs location was crucial for military and logistical 

operations during the Lombard period. Positioned near the Paleocapa bridge over the 

Bacchiglione River, the Oratory was integral to the network of defensive structures ensuring 

the protection of key access points to the city. The bridge and the road system connected major 

routes, facilitating the movement of troops and supplies, which was vital for the region's 

defense and control. This connectivity ensured that the Oratory played a significant role in 

regional defense and logistics. The ability to move troops and resources efficiently across the 

river and along key routes was essential for maintaining control and responding to threats. 

The strategic location of the Oratory within this network underscores its importance in the 

broader military and logistical strategies of the Lombards. 

 Saint Michaelôs Dedication: The dedication of the Oratory to Saint Michael, a revered 

protector and military figure, underscores its strategic and military significance during the 
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Lombard period. Saint Michael was often invoked as a guardian and warrior, symbolizing 

protection and strength. The dedication reflects the intertwining of religious reverence and 

military strategy, emphasizing the Oratoryôs dual role as a place of worship and a defensive 

stronghold. The choice of Saint Michael as the patron further signifies the Oratoryôs 

importance in the Lombardôs military and religious landscape. By dedicating the Oratory to a 

powerful protector, the Lombards reinforced its role as a site of both spiritual and physical 

defense, aligning with their broader strategic objectives. 

 

3.3. ECCLESIASTICAL SIGNIFICANCE AND ARCHITECTURAL EVOLUTION  

 Early Ecclesiastical Authority: The Oratoryôs early ecclesiastical significance is evidenced by 

its affiliation with the influential monastery of Santa Giustina. By 970, the Oratory was 

recognized as belonging to this prominent monastery, highlighting its importance within 

Paduaôs religious landscape. The monasteryôs management of numerous properties, including 

the Oratory, reflects its significant role in the regionôs ecclesiastical and economic affairs. 

Historical documents from 997 and 1190 reference the Oratory, indicating its established role 

in the ecclesiastical hierarchy. These references underscore the Oratoryôs enduring 

significance and its integration into the broader network of religious sites managed by Santa 

Giustina. The early ecclesiastical authority of the Oratory set the foundation for its continued 

importance in the region. 

 Impact of Regional Conflicts: The 1390 fire, resulting from a battle between Francesco 

Novello and the Scaligeri, significantly impacted the Oratory. This event underscores the 

Oratoryôs proximity to conflict zones and its strategic importance during regional conflicts. 

The fire necessitated extensive architectural renovations, reflecting the need to restore and 

enhance the Oratoryôs structure following the destruction. The subsequent renovations, 

completed in 1397, transformed the Oratoryôs architectural style, incorporating new elements 

that reflected contemporary Gothic influences. These changes marked a significant evolution 

in the Oratoryôs architectural heritage, demonstrating its ability to adapt and evolve in 

response to external challenges. The impact of regional conflicts and the resulting 

architectural developments highlight the Oratoryôs resilience and significance in the regionôs 

turbulent history. 

 Artistic and Architectural Developments: The post-fire renovations marked a notable 

evolution in the Oratoryôs architectural and artistic heritage. The addition of the northern 

chapel, frescoed by Jacopo da Verona, exemplifies the Gothic architectural style of the time. 

These artistic enhancements reflect the broader architectural trends and preferences of the 

medieval period, showcasing the Oratoryôs dynamic and evolving heritage. The incorporation 
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Figure 11:Area of S.Michele 

and Capella Bovi in the map by 

Giovanni Valle, 1784 (Gasparotto, 

1969). 

of Gothic elements during the renovations underscores the Oratoryôs commitment to 

maintaining its relevance and aesthetic appeal in the changing architectural landscape. The 

artistic developments, including the frescoes and structural enhancements, highlight the 

Oratoryôs role as a significant cultural and religious site. These changes illustrate the Oratoryôs 

continuous evolution and its ability to integrate contemporary styles and artistic expressions. 

 

 Conclusion: The historical evolution of Contrà Vanzo and the Oratory of San Michele 

illustrates the areaôs enduring strategic and ecclesiastical importance. From its early 

recognition as a significant ecclesiastical site under the monastery of Santa Giustina to its 

strategic role in regional defense and connectivity, Contrà Vanzo has played a crucial role 

throughout various historical periods. The architectural and artistic developments, particularly 

the renovations following the 1390 fire, further highlight the regionôs dynamic heritage. 

Today, the Oratory of San Michele stands as a testament to the rich historical and cultural 

legacy of Contr¨ Vanzo, offering valuable insights into the regionôs past (Colecchia, 2017). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


























































































































































