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neuronal MHCI and carry out activity-dependent synaptic processes. In a systematic
search for receptors known to bind MHC Class I (MHCI) proteins in the innate
immune system, we found that mRNA for PirB, an Ig-like transmembrane receptor,
is highly expressed in neurons in many regions of mouse CNS, particularly in cerebral
cortex, olfactory bulb and cerebellum. We generated mutant mice lacking PirB
function and discovered that the extent of OD plasticity in visual cortex is increased
(Syken et al., 2006). Thus, PirB, like its MHCI ligands, appears to function to limit
the extent of synaptic plasticity in the CNS. Together, experiments imply that this
family of immune molecules, thought previously to function only in the immune
system, may also work at neuronal synapses to limit how much – or perhaps how
quickly – synapse strength changes in response to new experience (Shatz, 2009).
These molecules may be crucial for controlling circuit excitability and stability in
developing as well as adult brain, and changes in their function may contribute to
developmental disorders such as Autism and Schizophrenia.
Experiments described here have been funded by NIH Grants EY02858,

MH071666, the Mathers Charitable Foundation and the Ellison Medical Foundation.

M. Victor I. STOICHITA

Professeur à l’Université de Fribourg (Suisse)

Les Anges du Caravage

Les sources sont sans équivoque à propos du « réalisme » du Caravage. Gian
Pietro Bellori – l’un de ses premiers biographes – nous dit à ce sujet que :

« Ne proposant à son pinceau que l’imitation de la nature (si propose la sola natura per
oggetto del suo pennello), il ne regardait pas et même dépréciait les merveilleux marbres
de l’antiquité, et les peintures si célèbres de Raphaël. »

Carel van Mander, lui, se veut encore plus clair :

« Sa maxime est que, si ce qui a été peint et figuré n’est pas tiré du vrai, ce ne saurait
être qu’enfantillage et bagatelle ; qu’alors, peu importe ce qui a été peint, et qui a peint.
Pour lui, il n’y a rien de bien ni de mieux que de suivre la nature… Il n’y a pas un seul
trait qu’il n’exécute directement d’après le modèle vivant. »

Héraut d’une nouvelle esthétique, le Caravage dut pourtant se plier aux impératifs
du répertoire thématique de son temps, ce qui ne suffit pas cependant à lui éviter tous
les problèmes. Quelle place pouvait donc encore tenir l’ange dans une peinture qui se
voulait le « miroir de la réalité » ? En essayant de répondre à cette question, la
conférence s’est proposée d’interroger la représentation angélique à l’un de ses
moments les plus critiques, et par là même des plus significatifs peut-être de toute
l’histoire de la peinture. Cette démarche concernera donc un problème de représentation
picturale qui a toutes les caractéristiques d’un paradoxe. On pourrait parler à juste titre
d’un « paradoxe de l’ange » dans la peinture du Caravage. La conférence s’est
concentrée sur une période en soi brève mais fondamentale de la carrière du Caravage,
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en l’occurrence sur ses années de jeunesse passées à Rome, plus précisément 1592-
1602. Elle a soumis à une nouvelle analyse des œuvres célèbres, tel les tableaux pour
la chapelle Contarelli de l’église de Saint Louis des Français de Rome, le Saint
François en Extase du Wadsworth Atheneum de 1596, Hartford, ou Le Repos de la
Fuite en Égypte de la Rome Galerie Doria Pamphili, Rome.

M. Miroslav VERNER

Professeur à l’Université Charles de Prague (République Tchèque)

Abusir

The Rise and Decline of a Royal Necropolis

Until now, it has not been quite clear what were the reasons which once determined
the choice of a place for the foundation of a pyramid necropolis: the vicinity of a
quarry with adequate building materials, the convenient geological subsoil, the
presence of an important religious cult place, or other reasons. One of the most
mysterious places in this respect is the pyramid necropolis at Abusir and
circumstances of its founding. Recent archaeological and geophysical exploration
seems to offer an interesting explanation for this question.
Though lying in the heart of the pyramid fields, the necropolis of Abusir had for

a long time been neglected by Egyptologists, doubtless due to its archaeologically
more attractive neighbouring sites of Giza and Saqqara. Abusir was considered to
be only a short-lived cemetery with the pyramid complexes of three kings of the
Fifth Dynasty – Sahure, Neferirkare and Niuserre – and, moreover, its archaeological
potential seemed to have been exhausted by a German expedition’s work among
these pyramids at the beginning of the 20th century.
However, a systematic exploration by the Czech team since the early 1960s, and

the use of modern archaeological methods ranging from geoinformatics up to
paleoecology, have basically changed the archaeological and historical picture of
the Abusir necropolis. A large portion of the Abusir pyramid field, left by the
German expedition unexamined, has been explored, including the hitherto unknown
pyramid complexes of the King Raneferef, the Queen Khentkaus II and an
anonymous 5th Dynasty queen. In addition to that, three large cemeteries of
noblemen – one dating from the late Fifth Dynasty, the second from the Third up
to the Sixth Dynasties and the third from the late Old Kingdom and the First
Intermediate Period – were archaeologically identified and have been under a
systematic, long-standing exploration.
The first floruit of the Abusir necropolis in the old Kingdom was followed by a

break that lasted for nearly two millenia. The discovery by the Czech team of a
cemetery with large shaft tombs of high officials dating from the Saite-Persian
Period has finally changed the said picture of Abusir. Among these officials was
e.g. Udjahorresnet, the famous chancellor of the first Persian rulers of Egypt.
Importantly, one of the shaft tombs, Iufaa’s, was discovered unrobbed. These tombs


