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1. Annunciatory Angel, 1450-1455.

Tempera and gold on wood panel, 

33 x 27 cm.

The Detroit Institute of Arts, Detroit.

2. The Annunciation (depicted in an historied

initial “R”, detail from a missel), c. 1423.

Biblioteca del convento di San Marco,

Florence.

A
t the beginning of the fifteenth century, the Dominican convent of

Fiesole had a lively intellectual atmosphere. The convent was

founded in 1406 by the Blessed Giovanni di Dominici Bacchini, (who

later became the Archbishop of Ragusa and, in 1419, a cardinal,) in order to

reestablish the former discipline and strictness of the Dominican order in the spirit of

Saint Dominic. Members of the observant monasteries were expected to consecrate

themselves to the saving of souls not only through study, science, and preaching, but

also through applied artistic labour. Exiled from Venice, Giovanni arrived in Città di

Castello near Arezzo in 1399. From there he was summoned to preach in the

cathedral of Florence for Lent. San Lapo Mazzei wrote to a friend after hearing one of

Giovanni’s sermons, and summarized his impressions in the following terms, “I was

at Santa Liparata (the cathedral) where a Dominican friar was supposed to preach,

and where he did indeed preach. I assure you that I have never heard a sermon like

it, nor been so moved by so much eloquence… Everyone cried or seemed to be struck

dumb and in a stupor listening to the pure Truth… He spoke of the Incarnation of God

in a manner that ripped the soul from one’s body, compelling everyone present to

chase after him.”1

Day by day, the morals of the populace purified, and the Dominici’s influence grew.

In 1405, the Bishop of Fiesole gave him the land needed to build a convent and a

church, and their construction was begun immediately. In 1406, religious zeal entered

the establishment in the form of thirteen monks. Soon, many of the most fervent

novices came to the convent in hopes of entering the Order. In 1405, the sixteen-year-

old Antoninus, who would later become the bishop of Florence, († 1459), presented

himself to Dominici. When asked about the nature of his studies, Antoninus showed

a marked preference for canon law. Dominici responded that in the Dominican Order,

novices were only admitted to this sort of study if they had already learned the

Decretum Gratiani by heart. “Go then my son,” said Dominici, “And learn them. Once

you know it, you can ask for admission in complete confidence.”2

The young Antoninus left and returned. Once Antoninus was admitted to the Order,

the Father Superior sent him to Cortona, where the Blessed Lorenzo di Ripafratta had

directed the novitiates of the Observant Dominicans since 1409. In 1408, two brothers

knocked on the door of Fiesole’s convent, also requesting admission. The elder of the

two, Guido (Guidolino), was twenty-one years old. The younger was only eighteen.

Their father, Pietro, lived in village near the fortified castle of Vicchio, situated

Fra Angelico’s Early Training and his
Work in Cortona and Perugia
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3. SSiimmoonnee  MMaarrttiinnii, Maestà (detail), 1317. 

Fresco. 

Sala del Mappamondo, Palazzo Pubblico,

Siena.

4. DDuucccciioo  ddii  BBuuoonniinnsseeggnnaa, Maestà (detail). 

Tempera on wood panel, 370 x 450 cm. 

Museo dell’Opera del Duomo, Siena. 

between Dicomano and Borgo San Lorenzo in the Tuscan region of Mugello, not far

from where Giotto was born. Undoubtedly, these young men were also asked about

their previous education, and were only admitted into the house of the Observant

Dominicans once they had proven their aptitude. It so happened that the older brother

had real talent as a painter, and that the younger brother was a calligrapher. At that

time, Dominici was no longer in Fiesole, for in 1406, the Republic of Florence had

entrusted him with a mission to Rome. Once Dominici arrived in the Eternal City, Pope

Gregory XII became very attached to him. On May 12, 1409, he made Dominici a

cardinal. Dominici’s successor in Fiesole gave a warm welcome to the two hopeful

Dominicans; he gave them habits and named the elder Fra Giovanni (Petri del

Mugello) and the younger Fra Benedetto (Petri del Mugello). He then sent them to

Cortona, where as novices they were to live a life of penitence and prayer for one year.

In order to understand the novitiate and the spirit that would later drive Fra Giovanni

(Angelico), this passage by Dominici seems particularly apt: “I do not consider to be

a good novice he who always walks with lowered eyes, who recites a long series of

Psalms, who never makes mistakes when singing in the choir, who is silent and lives

in peace with his brothers; nor he who loves his cell and chastises his body with

discipline, who often fasts and carefully avoids contact with the outside world, giving

himself over to the habits of ascetic life, and viewed by the beginners as saintliness

itself. All of this is not enough. I consider a good novice to be he who perfectly, and

with all of his strength, carries out the legitimate will of his superiors.” Rösler adds,

“The complete renunciation of the world and oneself, the fulfillment of all of the rule’s

prescriptions, the active and fervent love of God and one’s neighbor with one’s eyes

always fixed on the model left by Jesus, the active desire for union with Christ; these

are the foundations of a perfect life in the footsteps of Saint Dominic.”3

The life and work of Fra Giovanni prove that the teachings of his novitiate always

served as his rule. Consequently, he completed the first period of his monastic

education with success. A beautiful anecdote from Vasari reveals just how much Fra

Angelico, even in old age, kept a novice’s simplicity and candor. Pope Nicholas V held

Fra Giovanni in high esteem, and finding the artist tired, almost exhausted by his

work, offered him a dish of meat to restore his energy. Unfortunately, this took place

on a day when the Dominicans of the recent Reform were forbidden from eating meat.

The artist thanked the sovereign Pontiff, and excused himself due to the rule of his

Order, which did not allow him to eat such food without the authorisation of his

superior. He had forgotten that an offer made by the Pope implied permission from

the highest authority and rendered his superior superfluous. This story attests to the

extreme conscientiousness of Fra Giovanni. Vasari gives another example of his

submission: “He was never angry with his fellow Dominicans; he responded with

great affability to all who asked for his work, requesting they first come to an

agreement with his superiors. For him, good will was not a weakness.” He did not

work or act without the permission of his superiors, and all that he received for his

FraAngelico's Early Training and his Work in Cortona and Perugia
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5. The Coronation of the Virgin, c. 1420.

Tempera on wood panel, 28.3 x 38.4 cm.

The Cleveland Museum of Art, Cleveland.
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6. The Ascension (one of 35 paintings for the

Silver Treasury of Santissima Annunziata), 

c. 1450.

Tempera on wood panel, 39 x 39 cm.

Museo di San Marco, Florence. 

work went into their hands. In studying the life of this artist, it is necessary to never

forget the severe discipline of his novitiate, which alone allowed him to understand

and estimate his works in all their value. The natural goodness of Fra Angelico and

the mystical tendencies of his century are not enough to explain his images. “Without

Dominici, there would have been no Dominican convent in Fiesole, probably no San

Marco in Florence, and perhaps no Fra Angelico.”4

After their novitiate, the two brothers pronounced the vows that would perpetually tie

them to the Dominican Order in Cortona. In 1408, they returned for some time to

Fiesole, but in 1409 all the monks were forced to leave

the convent and its picturesque setting. Dominici, and

his followers in the Observant Dominican Order

refused to recognise Pope Alexander V, who had been

irregularly elected by the Council of Pisa. The

Dominicans wanted to remain faithful to Gregory XII,

the true leader of the Church with whom they had

already sided against Benedict XIII. The Bishop of

Fiesole, a member of the Council of Pisa and faithful to

Alexander V, forced the monks into exile and

confiscated their possessions. Most of the friars of

Fiesole found refuge in the neighboring Dominican

convent of Foligno where they stayed until 1414, when

an outbreak of plague forced them to flee again, this

time reestablishing themselves in Cortona. It is,

nevertheless, possible that the Friars Petri del Mugello

went to Cortona not long after taking their vows in

order to study philosophy and theology with the other

young monks (including Fra Antoninus), in

preparation to be ordained as priests. Nothing is

known of their stay in Cortona during this period, but

it is probable that they lived there, with short

interruptions, during the eleven years from 1407 to

1418. Fra Benedetto pursued his studies in theology and philosophy further than

Giovanni, and his progress allowed him to become a long-standing sub prior in

Florence, which, according to the rules of the Order, was only possible for theologians

and preachers of merit. His elder brother, Giovanni, followed the desires of his superiors

and did not dwell long on his studies. His undeniable talent allowed him to be admitted

to the priesthood after a short period of preparation, after which he consecrated himself

entirely to art. This must have met with little opposition, given that Dominici was a

great admirer of painting. Dominici’s letters reveal that he not only wrote beautiful

books, ornamenting the initial letters, but that he encouraged the monks of Corpus

Domini in Venice to create and paint manuscripts. In his eyes, the arts and sciences

FraAngelico's Early Training and his Work in Cortona and Perugia



13

7. The Flight into Egypt (one of 35 paintings for

the Silver Treasury of Santissima

Annunziata), c. 1450.

Tempera on wood panel, 39 x 39 cm.

Museo di San Marco, Florence. 

were effective means of seeking and spreading the Faith. It was with his paintbrush that

Fra Angelico was to preach the truth, as other Dominicans would do with their quills,

or from the heights of their pulpits. The exile from Florence was, in reality, a

providential blessing. In Florence, with its community of artists branching off in new

directions, it is doubtful that the young monk would have so firmly maintained and

developed the serious and pious tendencies that corresponded with the aspirations of

his soul. His exile led him to one of Italy’s most conservative religious centres. He lived

between Siena and Assisi, about sixty kilometres from both of these towns. The road to

Assisi passed through Perugia, and a visit to this town, with its many Dominican

establishments, would have been simple. Angelico

doubtlessly visited and revisited Siena, whose

churches and monuments were resplendent with

examples of the city’s admirable school of painting.

At the gates of the city, suggestive frescoes greeted

the wandering monk. Who better than Angelico was

prepared by the aspirations of his soul to

contemplate and venerate this serious and powerful

Virgin, the “Madonna of the Large Eyes,” (La

Maestà) which a century before (1310) was carried

in a solemn procession to the cathedral where she

shone ever after on the main altar? Today, this

grandiose painting has unfortunately been moved

from the cathedral to the Museo dell’Opera del

Duomo. In it, Duccio di Buoninsegna combined the

accumulated achievements of the painters and

miniaturists of Italy and the Byzantine Empire. On

the front of the altarpiece appears Mary, majestic

upon her throne, holding the Holy Infant,

surrounded by twenty angels and the figures of ten

saints. Half-length paintings of the apostles were

framed by the niches of the altar’s predella and are

today placed above the principal painting.5

The reverse side of this altarpiece presents twenty scenes from the Passion and the

Resurrection of Christ, as well as eighteen scenes from the lives of Jesus and Mary in

the predella. Though the influence of tradition and the imitation of Greek artists is

noticeable in many of the individual scenes, the altarpiece as a whole is treated with

true liberty and shows a markedly Italian influence. The eight angels that immediately

surround the Virgin’s throne, lean in and contemplate the holy Child at the centre of

the composition with indulgence, abandon, and love. They are no longer the solemn

and respectful Byzantine attendants to the throne, but are rather the friends and

intimate companions of the Lord and his Holy Mother.

FraAngelico's Early Training and his Work in Cortona and Perugia
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8. TTaaddddeeoo  ddii  BBaarrttoolloo, 

The Assumption (triptych), 1401.

Tempera on wood panel, 420 x 525 cm.

Duomo, Montepulciano.

This painting was of great importance to Fra Giovanni, because it shows so many

scenes from the life of Christ and Mary, and because it is entirely penetrated by

traditional ideas and techniques. In the same way that the best ancient Greek and

Roman artists won renown by perfecting and ennobling long-consecrated and

generally admitted types, the best Italian artists of the fifteenth century still remained

faithful to the fundamental forms of traditional iconography. It was not that they

wanted to strictly follow established concepts, but rather that they did not readily

break from these traditions without serious motives and consideration. It was only the

artists of the sixteenth century that wished to do away with the old forms in a

destructive outburst of unmeasured individualism. It is important to study how Fra

Angelico assimilated traditional techniques, to what degree he transformed them, and

to know how these changes were related to his character and the proposed purpose

of his works. He clearly studied the most significant paintings of Duccio, and was

influenced by them when he painted the same subjects, though he never copied

Duccio slavishly.

Though Fra Angelico might have examined the mature work of Duccio with deference,

he probably preferred the large fresco Simone Martini painted for Siena’s Palazzo

Pubblico in 1317 (Maestà, p.8). Here again the enthroned Virgin is surrounded by

angels and saints, yet the painting breathes with more freshness and freedom.

Angelico would have been less attracted to the Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s famous

allegories in the same building. Angelico was probably not charmed by works of this

nature, where speculation seeks to ally itself with emotional fantasy. But he certainly

must have admired the still powerful frescoes representing the Death of Mary, her

Funeral and her Assumption, that Taddeo di Bartolo had recently finished in the proud

Palace of the Republic.

A painting currently held in Munich and attributed to Bartolo (circa 1401), shows the

Assumption of the Holy Virgin (The Assumption, p.15). It contains elements that would

be seen later in Fra Angelico’s paintings of the Coronation of Mary. A choir of angels

singing and playing various musical instruments surrounds the Virgin, while other

celestial messengers sound long trumpets in a call to rejoice.

The pleasant and graceful Coronation of Mary in Siena’s town hall, which now most

brings to mind Fra Angelico’s work, was painted in 1445 by Sano di Pietro, and did

not exist at the time of Fra Angelico’s visit. Sano di Pietro, born in 1406 († 1481), was

an only child at the time, and could not have had any contact with Fra Giovanni. If

Angelico was probably taken by the works of Simone Martini, he also would have

warmed at the sight of Pietro’s paintings depicting the life of Saint Martin at the

Church of San Francesco of Assisi. Yet for Angelico, as for all of the church’s visitors,

these paintings would have paled in comparison to the masterpieces of Giotto.

Giotto’s works prove that it is not the number of motifs that creates a positive effect,

FraAngelico's Early Training and his Work in Cortona and Perugia
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9. OOttttaavviiaannoo  NNeellllii  ddii  MMaarrttiinnoo, 

Madonna del Belvedere, 1404.

Tempera on stone.

Santa Maria Nuova, Gubbio.
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10. The Virgin and Child Enthroned with Four

Angels (central panel of Guidalotti

polyptych), c. 1437. 

Tempera on wood panel, 130 x 77 cm. 

Galleria Nazionale dell’Umbria, Perugia.

but rather, the clear thoughts presented with a limited means of expression. Giotto’s

compositions would have confirmed the tastes of an artist in search of precise lines,

pure colours, and clear thoughts. 

Not far from Cortona can be found the town of Gubbio, where in 1404, Ottaviano Nelli

(† 1414) had just painted the fresco, Madonna del Belvedere (pp.16-17). All of Fra

Giovanni’s favorite hues are already found here. Behind the enthroned Mother of God

hover two angels holding a robe of honour. Above them, God, the Holy Father, is

surrounded by a glory of angels holding the crown destined for Mary’s head. On each

side at the bottom of the painting stands a tall angel, one with a lute, one with a violin.

In the upper reaches, two small angels play the organ and harp. Mary’s feet rest on a

round cushion, and she holds the Child, who rests on her right knee, in both hands. She

leans devotedly toward him, asking for the benediction of the donor’s wife, kneeling to

the right. An angel with the same attitude seems to commend the donor’s wife to the

Madonna. Behind this group rises a tall saint holding a palm frond and a book. The donor

kneels to the other side, under the patronage of the hermit Saint Anthony, who is also

painted with large proportions, extending his left hand towards the head of his protégé.

“This masterpiece of Ottaviano, a simple assembly of human figures of different

proportions juxtaposed on an azure background, gives the joyous impression of a

miniature. The superb colour choices are sometimes limited, but their brilliant hues

produce an effect that is not at all artificial. The figures, outlined by extremely pure

contours, apart from their extremities, are immaterial apparitions dressed in

diaphanous clothing that seems to have been woven from spider webs, scattered with

flowers, and ornamented with borders of foliage. A few of the faces, particularly Saint

Anthony and his protégé, have a calm and solemn look, while Mary and her holy Son

welcome the viewer with an expression of lovable serenity. The whole is achieved with

care and an irreproachable conscience.”6 

In that period, Gubbio was rich with such paintings. The painter Martino, Ottaviano’s

father, was already working in the town by 1385, surrounded by a circle of artists who

followed the same techniques, as well as Ottaviano’s grandfather, the sculptor

Mattiolo. A connection between Fra Giovanni and Ottaviano Nelli seems even more

likely, because Ottaviano’s brother, Tomasuccio worked for the Dominicans in Gubbio.

Nevertheless, one must remember Förster’s very apt remark that, “The art of Fra

Angelico has such originality and personality that it could not be derived from another

artist. This art is one with the human nature it serves to express. It developed under

the beneficial influence of traditional art in general, art which could be found

throughout the entire land.”7

Only four of Fra Angelico’s paintings, executed in Cortona between 1407 and 1418,

can be seen as early works with some degree of certainty. The most important of these

FraAngelico's Early Training and his Work in Cortona and Perugia
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11. Virgin and Child Enthroned, with Four

Saints John the Baptist, John the Evangelist,

Mark and Mary Magdalene 

(Cortona triptych), c. 1437. 

Tempera on wood panel, 218 x 240 cm.

Museo Diocesano, Cortona.
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12. The Annunciation (Cortona altarpiece with

predella), c. 1432-1434. 

Tempera on wood panel, 175 x 180 cm. 

Museo Diocesano, Cortona. 

13. FFrraa  FFiilliippppoo  LLiippppii, The Annunciation, 

c. 1445. 

Tempera on wood panel, 175 x 183 cm. 

San Lorenzo, Florence.

is a painting created for his Order’s church (San Domenico) in Cortona, today placed

in a chapel near the main altar. Marchese considers it to be one of his fellow

Dominican’s best works, and other authors have expressed themselves similarly.

Judgments of this nature prove the difficulty in establishing the chronology of Fra

Angelico’s works using critical evaluations. With other masters, it is possible to

establish successive periods, and often, their best work dates from a period later in

their careers. Here is a painting from the beginning of Fra Giovanni’s career that could

be considered perfect in its genre. It should be remembered that the artist was born

in 1378, took his vows in Cortona at the age of

twenty-two, and lived in that town until he was

thirty-one. In general, progress in Angelico’s

work can only be found in details like the

perspective of the background, the style of the

architecture, and the costumes.

In the centre of The Cortona Altarpiece, (pp.20-

21) Mary is seated on her throne, wearing a

blue cloak that almost entirely covers her red

gown. The nude Christ Child on her knees

holds a deep red rose. To each side of Mary,

two angels bring baskets of flowers of

shimmering colours. At the foot of the throne,

bouquets of roses bloom in magnificent vases.

In a separate compartment to the right appear

the figures of Saint Mary Magdalene, and Saint

Mark. To the left are found Saint John the

Baptist, and Saint John the Evangelist. The

Crucifixion, with Mary and Saint John, can be

seen in the arch above the central painting. In

the arches above the four saints can be seen

the characters of the Annunciation.

“At the sight of this painting, one cannot help being struck by an impression of

springtime freshness. One feels the beating of the young artist’s heart, happy with his

creation, and with him, one is elevated to heights of celestial enchantment. Above all,

it is the infant Jesus who seems to glow with the light of the morning star, followed by

the pairs of angels who fascinate with the softness of their celestial smiles. The

predella is also inundated with a beauty one cannot help but admire. The states of the

different characters’ souls are expressed with a very delicate feeling. Where he wishes

to express the suffering of those mourning the death of Saint Dominic, Angelico pours

out his heart with the plentiful treasures of his compassion. He clearly sheds tears of

personal mourning in this painting.”8

FraAngelico's Early Training and his Work in Cortona and Perugia
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14. Annunciatory Angel, c. 1424.

Tempera and gold on wood panel, 

18.1 x 13.5 cm.

Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven.

15. Virgin Annunciate, c. 1424.

Tempera and gold on wood panel, 

18.1 x 17.8 cm.

Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven.

16. Virgin Annunciate, 1450-1455.

Tempera and gold on wood panel, 

33 x 27 cm. 

The Detroit Institute of Arts, Detroit.

The predella of the altarpiece shows eight scenes from the life of Saint Dominic. It

is separated by six dividers between which are seen the figures of saints. Today it

is placed in the baptistry near the cathedral (Oratorio del Gesu). Another altarpiece

from San Domenico, an Annunciation (p.22) was also placed in this location. Mary

is seated in a loggia, and has dropped onto her lap the open book she was reading.

She humbly crosses her hands across her chest in deference. Gabriel has rapidly

entered the loggia. Extending his hands before him, he indicates with his right

hand, Mary, the object of his mission, and raises his left hand, to remind that the

mission was received from Heaven. A banner that comes from his mouth contains

the words of the Hail Mary (Ave Maria,) and a dove descends towards Mary. In the

background, Adam and Eve can be seen, driven from Paradise, as a contrast to the

mystery of the Incarnation. The predella is composed of six scenes from the life of

Mary (the Nativity, the Wedding, the Visitation, the Adoration of the Magi, the

Presentation in the Temple, and the Death and Funeral of Mary) and her apparition

to Saint Reginald.

It is possible that this last composition work was part of the Cortona Altarpiece’s

predella. It is more skillfully painted than the Annunciation, which should be

considered a first attempt.9 Above the entrance of San Domenico, Fra Giovanni

painted the Madonna and Child between Saint Dominic and Saint Peter Martyr, and

the four Evangelists in the vault.

The Dominican church in Perugia once possessed a large altarpiece by Fra Angelico

(Mary and Child Flanked by Angels Holding Baskets of Flowers, p.18). Few towns show the

contrasts and changes brought with the passage of time as Perugia does. Its church,

San Domenico, was built in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries and then altered

to such a great degree in the seventeenth century that its primitive origins are barely

visible. The altarpiece was broken up, but the majority of its panels are now found in

the Pinoteca Vannuci, whose collection was created with the spoils of the town’s

churches and convents placed on the second floor of the massive and robust Palazzo

Pubblico. It is true that historians and researchers rejoice in the accumulated

resources, the documents, and artworks of Italy’s libraries and museums. Their

collections undoubtedly facilitate the consultation of these materials, often very

admirably, but this does not diminish or atone the injustice of the church’s losses.

Marchese saw fragments of the altarpiece when they were still in the town’s

Dominican convent. He considers them to be the first fruits of the master’s work,

countering Rio’s opinion that they were painted around 1450. In reality, the paintings

of the Perugia Altarpiece are so similar to those of Cortona that it is logical to assign

them to the same period.

As in Cortona, angels holding a basket of flowers stand on both sides of Mary’s throne

(pp.20-21). In the outer panels stand the large figures of saints. Two other angels

FraAngelico's Early Training and his Work in Cortona and Perugia





28



29

FraAngelico's Early Training and his Work in Cortona and Perugia

contemplate the scene from behind the throne’s pillars, and on the ground before the

throne are three vases of flowers. Here again, the holy Child standing on his Mother’s

knee, holds a rose just taken from one of the baskets offered by the angels. In the side

tympanums above the altarpiece, Angelico again painted the two characters of the

Annunciation, while the predella contains scenes from the legend of Saint Nicholas

(Saint Nicholas Saving Three Men Condemned to Execution and The Death of Saint Nicholas,

and The Birth of Saint Nicholas, His Vocation, The Gift to Three Young Girls, pp.30-31).

Two of these paintings are now located in the museum of Perugia, and two others are

in the Vatican. The small images of twelve saints, painted on the frame, have suffered

considerably, and half of them are destroyed. 

When studying these paintings it is important to remember that Fra Giovanni was

an equally talented and remarkable muralist. This is proof that Fra Angelico was

not an illuminator who gradually took on larger works. His superiors would have

used a miniaturist to illustrate choir-books. 

Later, they might have only temporarily asked Angelico to illustrate manuscripts,

but no work of this genre can be attributed to him with certainty. It will soon be

seen that even though he possessed a naturally delicate technique, he was not a

miniaturist. It can be concluded that his true calling started and stayed with larger

paintings. It is true that the conscientious finish of his paintings, particularly his

predella paintings, which are often reminiscent of miniatures, has easily led

scholars to draw erroneous conclusions. It is a small leap to affirm that a painter

capable of treating small details with such love and precision must have also

created works destined to be examined as closely as the images of precious

manuscripts. But opinions of this nature are usually based on studies of paintings

from recent centuries. It is too often forgotten that the great masters of the Middle

Ages were accustomed to finishing their paintings down to the minute details, and

that the paintings themselves were often of exceptionally reduced dimensions.

Those who see a miniaturist in Fra Giovanni, based on the precious delicacy of his

predella paintings, ought to draw the same conclusion from Duccio’s paintings. On

the reverse side of his Maestà altarpieces and their predellas (Christ Entering

Jerusalem, p.29) the scale of Duccio’s work is much smaller than that of the

characters portrayed on the front of the altarpieces. They ought go even further,

and classify nearly all of the Italian masters of the fourteenth and fifteenth

centuries as miniaturists. 

In terms of technique, painting on parchment was considerably different from

painting on panels or plaster. Miniaturists formed, with calligraphers, a group that

was completely distinct from that of painters. This question will be brought up

again in deciding whether Fra Benedetto was a miniaturist, and whether he helped

his brother paint murals and altarpieces.

17. Christ Entering Jerusalem (one of 35 paintings for

the Silver Treasury of Santissima Annunziata), 

c. 1450.

Tempera on wood panel, 39 x 39 cm.

Museo di San Marco, Florence.

18. DDuucccciioo  ddii  BBuuoonniinnsseeggnnaa, Christ Entering Jerusalem

(detail of the Maestà altarpiece), 1308-1311.

Tempera on wood panel, 100 x 57 cm.

Museo dell’Opera del Duomo, Siena.

19. Birth of Saint Nicholas, His Vocation, The Gift to

Three Young Girls (first panel of “Scenes of the

Life of Saint Nicholas”, predella from the

polyptych of San Domenico of Perugia), c. 1437. 

Tempera on wood panel, 34 x 60 cm. 

Pinacoteca, Vatican.







32



33

Stay and Work in Fiesole

20. The Virgin of Humility, c. 1436-1438. 

Tempera on wood panel, 74 x 61 cm. 

Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.

21. BBeerrnnaarrddoo  DDaaddddii,, The Virgin and Child in

Majesty Surrounded by Angels and Saints

(San Pancrazio polyptych), 1336-1340. 

Tempera on wood panel, 

central panel 165 x 85 cm. 

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence.

O
n January 22, 1414, Cardinal Dominici solemnly joined the Council of

Constance, and on July 4, he presided, as Pope Gregory XII’s delegate, at the

Council’s opening. Gregory XII’s abdication and the election of Martin V put

an end to the schism that had divided the Church, and also ended the exile of Fra

Giovanni del Mugello and his fellow Dominican friars from Fiesole. The energetic

intervention of the influential Cardinal Dominici caused the Bishop of Fiesole to return

the convent he had taken from the Dominicans.

In 1418, the Dominicans joyously returned to their cherished home, where Fra

Angelico would spend the next 18 years of his life. The monastery had been built

on the mountainside where the Etruscans once founded ancient Fiesole, a

picturesque site that dominated the Arno valley. In Roman times, new inhabitants

established themselves on the plain. Florence grew imperceptibly until the time of

Fra Angelico, the height of its power. This prosperity was due to Cosimo de’Medici,

who was given the title of “Founding Father” by the town council. An imposing

cathedral was erected in the centre of Florence and was consecrated by Pope

Eugene IV. 

Beginning in 1421, Brunelleschi worked on its dome, and in 1439 the monument

was witness to the solemnities of the great Council of the Union. Next to the

cathedral, a bell tower started by Giotto in 1334 was finished with a colourful

three-dimensional decoration. Before the bell tower stands the ancient baptistry.

Its marvelous North Doors were started in 1403 by Ghiberti, and the third and most

beautiful set of doors had been under construction since 1425 (The Gate of

Paradise). Inside the church, Donatello collaborated with Michelozzo on the

monumental tomb erected by Cosimo de’ Medici in memory of Pope John XXII, who

died in 1419. 

Behind the cathedral, and dominating the countryside, rose the tower of the Palazzo

Vecchio, begun by la Signoria. In 1432, Michelozzo built a magnificently ornamented,

colonnaded courtyard in the donjon-crowned Palazzo.

Situated between the Cathedral and the Palazzo Vecchio, the Or san Michele Chapel

(St Michael in Orto) was finished in 1412. At that time, the facade of this edifice was

decorated with a series of slightly larger than life-sized statues of the patron saints of

the town’s guilds. These superb statues were the work of the sculptors Donatello,

Ghiberti, and Michelozzo. Around 1350, Andrea Orcagna and his colleague Bernardo

Daddi erected inside the chapel a precious marble altar topped by a ciborium.



34

22. CCeennnnii  ddii  PPeeppoo,,  known as CCiimmaabbuuee,

The Santa Trinità Madonna, c. 1280.

Tempera on wood panel, 385 x 223 cm. 

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence.

From his convent in Fiesole, Fra Angelico could see Florence’s Santa Maria Novella,

a church with three naves begun in 1278 by the Preaching Friars Fra Sisto and Fra

Ristoro, known as the best Italian architects of their time. On more than one

occasion, Fra Angelico must have prayed in the Rucellai family chapel before the

great Madonna by Cimabue (The Santa Trinità Madonna, p.35) that was carried and

triumphantly placed this sanctuary, to the people’s acclaim, in 1280. In the chapel

across the transept, that of the rich Strozzi family, he must have frequently felt

enlightened at the sight of the fresco painted by Giotto’s disciples. He not only

studied these paintings, but also borrowed many images from them, especially from

the paintings of Paradise and Hell, created by Andrea and Bernardo Orcagna in the

middle of the fourteenth century (the altarpiece Christ in Glory Among the Saints or

The Last Judgment).

In the church’s Chiostro Verde (green cloister) the primitively fresh colouring and

intense effect sought by Angelico can be seen in the green camaieu murals of scenes

from the Old Testament. In the Spanish chapel (Capellone degli Spanguoli) are found

the resplendent riches and brilliant colours of works depicting the Passion and

Glorification of Christ, the Legends of Saint Dominic, and Saint Peter Martyr, as well

as “The Triumph of Saint Thomas Aquinas.” These works must have spoken to the

heart of the young monk. It is possible that Simone Martini painted part of these

paintings around 1330, but they probably interested Angelico less, for they already

show the influence of the same movement that Lorenzetti (Presentation in the Temple,

p.41) followed with his allegories painted in Siena. The young Angelico had no taste

for passionate and bustling scenes, clashing contrasts, and spiritual allusions. The

exact representation of men, the material things of daily life, and terrestrial struggles

and agitation did not interest him. A sincerely religious painter, he wished, above all,

to remain faithful to the teachings of Lorenzo de Ripaffata, an associate of Dominici

who instructed Angelico during his novitiate. Angelico found his inspiration in

meditation, his pious familiarity with prayer, in Christ, Mary, and the locally

venerated saints. His best and most emotional works were conceived during his

contemplation. It was for this reason that he loved to meditate upon the celebrated

and reputedly miraculous image of the Visitation in the church of the Holy

Annunciation, Santissima Annunziata. He felt attracted to this painting by a deep

love for the Mother of God that conformed to the spirit of the Dominican order. His

most beautiful paintings are devoted to Mary.

To the left of the Duomo, the young artist witnessed the construction of Santa

Croce, the powerful church of the Franciscan Order. Started for the Franciscans by

Arnolfo di Cambio in 1294, it was not finished until 1442. In its chapels, Giotto

painted the Coronation of the Virgin, the lives of the two Saint Johns, and the

Legend of Saint Francis, (The Legend of Saint Francis, Saint Francis Preaching to Pope

Honorius III). Bernardo Daddi, Taddeo and Agnolo Gaddi decorated three other
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23. GGiioottttoo  ddii  BBoonnddoonnee, Maestà (The Madonna

of Ognissanti), 1305-1310. 

Tempera on wood panel, 325 x 204 cm. 

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence.

24. The Blessed Dominicans, 1423-1424.

Tempera on wood panel, 31.8 x 21.9 cm.

The National Gallery, London.

25. The Blessed Dominicans, 1423-1424.

Tempera on wood panel, 31.6 x 21.9 cm.

The National Gallery, London.

chapels in Santa Croce with frescoes. Even today, what remains of these partially

destroyed and faded paintings seizes the viewer with the beauty of their lines, the

simplicity of their composition, and the gentle harmony of their colouring.

The smaller part of Florence was built across the Arno on its left bank. Here was

found the large church of the Carmelites, Santa Maria del Carmine. In its cloister

and chapel of the Brancacci family are paintings once attributed to Masolino and

his student Masaccio (1423 and 1428), but which are probably the work of

Masaccio alone, (Saint Peter Healing the Cripple and Tabitha Resurrected, and The

Tribute Money).

If Masolino really had a hand in part of these paintings, Fra Angelico would have

surely paid him a visit during his work, for it is believed that like Masolino, Fra

Angelico was a student of Gherardo Starnina († after 1406, Florence). It seems

equally probable that he would have seen Masaccio at work, although Angelico was

more successful in capturing the essence of saintliness and was less preoccupied

than Masaccio by external reality, the appearance of life, and perspective. Behind

Santa Maria del Carmine rises a hill, whose summit is crowned by the scintillating

marble edifice of Italy’s most elegant Romanesque monument, San Miniato al

Monte. Its three naves are divided by twelve columns partially composed of ancient

materials and are covered by an exposed-beam construction whose twelfth century

decorative painting is unique. In the sacristy, Spinello Aretino painted eight paired

compositions showing a series of bustling and dramatic groups from the life of Saint

Benedict. The same artist decorated the Dominican Farmacia de Santa Maria

Novella with frescoes depicting the story of the Passion, and was even called to

Siena for other work. Aretino’s mysticism is so similar to that of Fra Angelico, that

Angelico must have known Aretino’s work and captured the intimate emotion that

reigns over it.

In the beautiful Gothic church of Santa Trinità built around 1250 by Nicolo Pisano

on the right bank of the Arno, Fra Giovanni surely contemplated with genuine

love, the altarpiece of the Bartholini Chapel, painted by Don Lorenzo Monaco (†

1425), “the most beautiful and best-preserved altarpiece” by this monk of the

Camaldolese order. An intimate friendship attached him to Fra Angelico. The old

Camaldolese monk was more related to Giotto and his school than the young Fra

Angelico, who, despite his mystical tendencies, was passionate about a more

living art and revealed himself to me more apt in taking advantage of the progress

made by his contemporaries. To be convinced of this, it suffices to follow the

artist and his work. As in Cortona, Fra Giovanni must have given the first fruits

of his labour in Fiesole to his convent. On one of the refectory walls he painted a

life-sized Crucifixion with the figures of the Virgin and Saint Dominic, (The

Calvary, p.50). 
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26. AAmmbbrrooggiioo  LLoorreennzzeettttii, The Presentation in the

Temple, 1327-1332. 

Tempera on wood panel, 257 x 138 cm. 

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence.

According to Marchese, the figure of Saint Dominic, kneeling at the foot of the Cross

seems to have been added later. The painting was “restored” in 1566 by Francesco

Mariani. His contemporaries applauded this restoration, seeing it as an improvement.

Later critics revised this judgment. Following contemporary tastes, the restorer

wanted to give more relief to the contours and replaced the delicate nuances of the

original work with vigorous hues.

When the French Revolution caused the monks to flee, the refectory was turned into

an orangery, to the noticeable detriment of the paintings. Recently, the Calvary was

sold for the price of 40,000 francs, (others say 50,000 liras), detached from the wall,

and transported to the Louvre in Paris. A second fresco, (Madonna and Child with

Saints Dominic and Thomas Acquinas, p.54) once found in the chapter room of the

same convent met the same fate. This time, it was a Russian of quality who bought

the work for 46,00 liras. Although it suffered considerably due to a restoration

undertaken in the 1840’s, this painting can be counted among the master’s best

works. Like the Perugia Altarpiece, it pictures the Infant Jesus standing on the knees

of Mary, a veil only covering him very lightly. Next to the Mother of God, Saint

Dominic and Saint Thomas Aquinas hold open books. The simplicity of the subject

brought the painter to treat each detail with particular care. Rarely did Angelico put

more expression into the faces, or more accuracy in his drawing. Unfortunately,

some parts of the draperies and the lower portion of the painting show damage from

humidity and clumsy retouching.

The Coronation of the Virgin, painted for the convent of San Domenico da Fiesole,

was taken away in 1812, and has remained in the Louvre (p.197). An

Annunciation from the convent was sold in 1611 for the sum of 1,500 ducats and

a copy of the work. The copy is currently found in the Franciscan church at

Monte-Carlo near San Giovanni di Valdarno, while the original is thought to be in

Madrid. The painting created for the main altar of San Domenico in Fiesole (San

Domenico Altarpiece, The Virgin Enthroned with Eight Angels between Saints Thomas

Acquinas, Barnabas, Dominic, and Peter Martyr, p.55) was modified in 1501 by

Lorenzo di Credi. The figurines which ornamented the two pilasters on each side

of the central panel were sold along with the predella to Nicola Tacchinardi of

Rome, who in turn sold them to Valentini, the Prussian consul to Rome. The

predella shows Christ rising to Heaven and holding the banner of the Resurrection

surrounded by more than 250 patriarchs, prophets, and saints from the New

Testament. Today, this painting is one of the jewels in the collection of the

National Gallery in London (pp.52-53, p.232, p.233) The predella was replaced in

Fiesole with a poor copy. The main panel of the altarpiece shows the Holy Virgin

enthroned between the prince of the Apostles and Saint Thomas Aquinas on one

side, and Saint Dominic and Saint Peter Martyr on the other. Adoring angels

surround the divine Infant.
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27. AAggnnoolloo  GGaaddddii, The Virgin and Child

Surrounded by Angels, Saint Benedict,

Saint Peter, Saint John the Baptist, 

and Saint Minias. 

Tempera on wood panel, 222 x 290 cm. 

Palazzo Pitti, Florence.

The Louvre also possesses a painting from San Girolamo di Fiesole (Villa Ricasoli),

which was first sold to the Marquise Campana in 1852. Many connoisseurs attribute

this work to Fra Angelico, a claim contested by many. Here again, the Holy Virgin is

enthroned and flanked by six saints.

After painting the altarpiece in Cortona for the Dominican friars in Perugia, Angelico

surely could not resist the insistence of the Dominicans of Santa Maria Novella. It was

the Florentine Fra Giovanni Massi († 1430) who, having gained Angelico’s affection

through his exemplary piety and love of silence, was charged with expressing his

community’s desire to own one of master Fra Giovanni Angelico’s admirable

creations. Masi owned many saintly relics for which he commissioned four little

shrines to be placed on the altar. The four small shrines were in the form of the

period’s altarpieces, were 42-60 cm high, and 25-29 cm wide, and crowned by

pointed arches (ogives). Fra Angelico decorated these reliquaries with paintings. One

of them is lost, and the three others were religiously conserved at Santa Maria Novella

for four centuries. During the last despoilment of Italy’s convents, they were

transported to the Museo di San Marco. The first of these reliquaries, (p.199) is

ornamented with a Coronation of the Virgin, and its predella, an Adoration of the Christ

Child, shows ten characters presented as half-figures. To the two sides of the scene,

the artist painted standing angels, while six other angels dance around Mary, the

Infant, and Saint Joseph. 

The second reliquary (p.60) is divided into two parts, and shows The Annunciation

above and The Adoration of the Magi below. In the predella on the pedestal, the

Madonna is surrounded by saints, the majority of whom are martyr saints whose

relics are kept inside the reliquary. The third reliquary’s (Madonna and Child, also

known as “Madonna della Stella,” p.61) sculpture is more elaborate than the others,

and is framed by twisted columns supporting an ogee arch ornamented with rich

and elegant foliage. The gilded pedestal is decorated with ornamentation

reminiscent of filigree, and the half-figures of Saint Dominic, Saint Thomas Aquinas,

and Saint Peter Martyr. These saints are probably pictured because Giovanni Masi

had placed their relics in this reliquary. The upper part of the reliquary shows

Mary, filled with devotion, love and tenderness. She holds the Christ Child, who is

covered in a long robe, in her right arm, pressing his small face against her cheek.

In the lower part of the frame are vases of flowers between two angel musicians.

Above them are two angels with censers, and above these, four cherubs in

adoration before the Infant Jesus. The bust of the celestial Father surrounded by

clouds is painted in the peak of the arch. The second two reliquaries are superior

to the first, and are ravishing in their tiny proportions. They have been remarkably

conserved, which has spared them from being retouched. They are examples of a

consummate art, the work of a master capable of filling the smallest frame with

scenes composed of many characters, with grandiose and celestial imagery.
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28. The Martyrdom of Saints Cosmas and

Damian, c.1440.

Tempera on wood panel, 37.3 x 41.6 cm.

Musée du Louvre, Paris.

29. Saint Stephen Preaching and Saint Stephen

Addressing the Sanhedrins, 1447-1449.

Fresco.

Cappella Niccolina, Palazzi Pontifici,

Vatican.

A decorated Easter candle painted by Fra Giovanni for Fra Masi, perhaps depicting the

Resurrection, has been lost. His frescoes at Santa Maria Novella showing Saint

Dominic, Saint Catherine of Siena, and Saint Peter Martyr, as well as the smaller

works painted in the Chapel of the Coronation of the Holy Virgin, were destroyed

during the course of alterations to the church’s structure. Many paintings created by

Giotto’s students were also lost during this period. 

In 1433, Fra Giovanni painted the renowned Madonna with angel musicians (Linaiuoli

triptych, pp.58, 198) for the hemp merchants’ guild. During the same period, he

finished three paintings for the Carthusian monks in Florence: an Enthroned Madonna

Surrounded by Saints Lawrence, Mary Magdalene, Zenobius, Benedict, and a Choir of Angels;

another Madonna with Two Saints, singled out by Vasari for the beauty of the

ultramarine blue which Angelico used painting it; and a Coronation of the Virgin. 

The painting for the monks of San Pietro, today found in the Galleria degli Uffizi in

Florence, must be dated before 1436, along with the banner of the Compagnia di

Santa Maria della Croce al Tempio, the tertiary order of the Dominicans. The principal

subject of this work is the Deploration of Christ (p.67). In 1786, it was placed in the

Accademia delle Belle Arti, today known as the Galleria Antica e Moderna. The same

gallery owns an important work from this period, The Santa Trinità Altarpiece (p.63).

This painting comes from the church of Santa Trinità in Florence, which belongs to the

Vallumbrosan Order. Since it was Don Lorenzo Monaco († 1425) who painted the

three scenes in the tympanums (the Resurrection, The Three Marys’ at Christ’s Tomb,

and Christ’s Apparition Before Mary Magdalene) the date of Fra Angelico’s admirable

panel must be pushed forward to 1425 at the latest. This work was not finished just

before 1445, as Rio and Förster assure. Rio’s claim of seeing the portrait of the

architect Michelozzo in this painting is completely discredited by this revised date.

Three inscriptions on the lower edge of the frame declare the painter’s intentions. The

middle section reads, “Estimatus sum cum descendentibus in lacum,” “I was among those

who descended into the pit.” (Psalms 87:5)

According to the most competent critics, the body of Christ is admirably rendered and

still shows the signs of his suffering and cruel treatment, while conserving all of its

beauty. Thanks to the hands supporting him, he almost escapes death’s rigidity. He

forms a diagonal line in front of the cross. Nicodemus holds him in his hands, and his

feet descend to Mary Magdalene. Kneeling on the earth, she stretches to receive them,

devotedly lifting her head to kiss Christ’s feet, her hands covered by a transparent veil.

A second diagonal line is formed by the arms of the holy body and the placement of

Joseph of Arimathea, who stands on a ladder facing Nicodemus. He still holds Christ’s

arms, but is about to let them go. Saint John holds Christ’s sacred body. In the

foreground below kneels a young man wearing a crown. He beats his chest and seems
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30. The Death of Saint Francis (predella), 

1428-1429.

Oil on poplar panel, 29 x 70 cm.

Gemäldegalerie, Berlin.

to say, “He died for me, for my sins.” Two men, visible between Mary Magdalene and

Joseph of Arimathea, hold the body of Christ from behind to help Nicodemus and

Saint John, letting their precious burden gently slide to the ground. Though the viewer

is conscious of the weight and inertia of the dead body, it does not lose any of its

dignity. It is not the laws of gravity, of push and pull that prevail in this ensemble, but

rather the tender care attending to the sanctuary of divinity. The ground is not a

sterile wasteland, littered with the abandoned bones of corruption, but is covered by

buds and flowers, for the blood of Jesus Christ has atoned the Earth of its sins. Only

the mountains in the background are still arid and denuded, for the good news has

not yet spread across the land.

The choice of colours, their hues and distribution is implemented with great care.

Mary Magdalene and the man kneeling across from her wear red. The body of Christ,

in amber highlights bordering on brown, harmonises perfectly with the cinnabar of

Mary Magdalene’s gown. Saint John, as well as the two men visible between

Magdalene and Joseph of Arimathea, wear blue. The clothing of Nicodemus, as well

as the tunic beneath Joseph’s robe across from him, is a pure purple. Joseph’s outer

robe is a somber green, and completes the symphony of colours in the upper part of

the painting, echoing the jewel-like flowers in the grass below the cross. It should be

kept in mind that the general appearance of the painting lost some of its intensity after

a restoration undertaken by Francesco Acciai in 1841. Nevertheless, the harmony of

the whole remains excellent.

The female saints are grouped together to the right. Mary raises her almost contorted

hands, her expression veiled with sadness, waiting for the mortal body of her son to

be placed in her lap. She kneels near Magdalene who respectfully touches the Savior’s

holy feet. As can be seen in the illustration, the group occupied in taking Jesus from
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31. MMaassoolliinnoo  ddaa  PPaanniiccaallee, 

Death of the Virgin, 1428. 

Tempera on wood panel, 19.7 x 48.4 cm. 

Pinacoteca, Vatican.

the cross creates a downward movement towards Mary. The fact that the place she is

seated is slightly elevated and that the other women saints, divided into two groups,

are standing, creates a difference of level between the Holy Mother and the other

saints, and clearly marks the movement toward Mary. Two women hold out the

shroud destined to receive the holy, Crucified body. One of them, seen standing in a

corner enveloped in an ample violet cloak that exposes only her profile, seems

particularly beautiful and expressive. The inscription on this side perfectly expresses

the sadness that fills the women, “Plangent eum quasi unigenitum, quia inocens,” “They

mourn him like a firstborn, for, innocent, he was immolated.” (Zacharias, 12:10)

The inscription to the left reads, “Ecce quomodo moritur justus, et nemo percepit corde.”

(Isaiah 57:1) The words, “See how the just dies,” seem to come from the character,

clearly of high standing, who raises the crown of thorns in his right hand, and shows

two long and sharp nails to an old man with his left hand. Two spectators in the

depths of the painting contemplate the body of the holy Victim with sadness. 

The background of the landscape, trees and buildings, are treated summarily, naively

perhaps, but with the necessary care and detail. The fading of the tints in the distance

could have been better graduated, more shrouded in shadow, but as they are, the

distant planes of the landscape throw the principal groups of the composition into

harmonious relief. The sense of unity is emphasized by the groups of three angels to

each side who hover above the men and women, weeping and relating to their pain. In

this painting, as in his other works, Fra Angelico conforms to the Italian tastes of his

time by decorating each side of the frame with three full length figures and the busts

of two saints, among them Saint Michael, Saint Peter, and Saint Louis of Toulouse. Saint

Dominic and Saint John Gualbert, represent the two Orders (Dominican and

Vallumbrosan) who worked in brotherhood in the service of the same Master.
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32. The Calvary, c. 1440-1445.

Fresco, 435 x 260 cm 

(restored in 1566 by Francesco Mariani).

Musée du Louvre, Paris.

Förster rightly remarks that, of all the old Italian painters, Fra Giovanni Angelico is

perhaps the last that one would expect to successfully surmount the difficulties of the

theme he treats in this painting: the feat of painting the drama of the descent from the

cross, emphasizing at once the material weight of the body and the bitter pain of the

characters in the scene. Yet, the artist, his temperament so removed from a naturalist

outlook, victoriously accomplishes this task. His Deposition from the Cross is superior

to the others painted before, and even afterwards, including Daniele da Volterra’s

famous frecoes in Trinità dei Monti. In his work, Angelico manages to surpass his

natural lyricism to achieve all of the drama’s expressive power. Without weighing us

down with the physical energy expended in the scene, he arrestingly places us in the

middle of its dramatic action. While making us witness to great suffering, he tempers

this suffering with the sublime and expressive beauty. The presence of greatness and

saintliness is so striking that any feeling of pain eventually melts into reconciliation

and resigned sadness. To this can be added the sweet and lifelike movement, the

intense pain without softness, and in such a way that contemplating the work

appeases and calms the soul.

The clarity of its motives, the beauty of its lines, the harmony of its oppositions, and

the subtle transitions emphasize this impression.10 Montalembert remarks, “The day

that Fra Angelico painted this, he must have felt such an overabundant love of God,

such immense and ardent contrition. How he must have meditated and wept on the

suffering of our divine Master in the depths of his cell! Each brushstroke, each

emphasized line seems filled with the regret and love from the depths of his soul.

What poignant preaching from a painting! Where others see just a work of art, I sense

I have drawn ineffable consolations and profound instruction.”11

The master’s merits are even more striking if one compares this Deposition from the

Cross with the Deploration of Christ of the Brotherhood of Santa Croce del Tempio, (The

Deploration of Christ, p.67), mentioned earlier in this chapter. In the earlier work he still

seems to follow the path of Giotto’s oldest disciples. In the Deposition from the Cross of

Santa Trinità however, he innovates by establishing a happy equilibrium between

what seem to be mutually exclusive qualities: the truthful imitation of nature, the rules

of balance, and the expression of faith. In the earlier painting Christ’s lifeless body is

stiff and immobile; in the later painting it is the object of multiple actions rendering it

movement. In the earlier painting there is one group of figures and one feeling

expressed; in the later work of art there are three groups showing many different

actions and expressions. In The Deploration of Christ of Santa Croce del Tempio the

cross rises vertically, its crossbar touching the upper edge of the frame. The city wall

extending in the distance seems to correspond with the monotony of a single

grouping. The three groups in The Deposition from the Cross of Santa Trinità call for a

varied background. In the two works, Mary Magdalene kisses Christ’s feet, but the

crown of thorns and nails abandoned on the ground in one are the object of 
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33. Christ Glorified in the Court of Heaven

(predella of the altarpiece of San Domenico

in Fiesole), 1423-1424.

Tempera on wood panel, 31.7 x 73 cm. 

The National Gallery, London.
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34. Madonna and Child with Saints Dominic

and Thomas Aquinas, 1424-1430. 

Fresco, 196 x 187 cm. 

The State Hermitage Museum, 

St Peterburg. 

35. Madonna and Child, Angels and Saints

Thomas Aquinas, Barnabas, Dominic and

Peter Martyr (triptych of Fiesole), c. 1426.

Tempera on wood panel, 212 x 237 cm.

San Domenico, Fiesole.

religious devotion in the other. The way in which the men show and contemplate them

clearly reveals what they are saying. In The Deploration of Santa Croce del Tempio

nearly everybody is kneeling or seated, in The Deposition of Santa Trinità the figures

are found in a variety of positions. In the following chapter, we will discuss The

Deposition and Lamentations of San Marco. 

The same subject is treated with more simplicity in the thirty-five compositions

painted on eight panels that formed the doors of the treasury at the Santissima

Annunziata in Florence (p.68) which are found today in the Galleria

dell’Accademia. Rio dates this work after 1450 due to the portrait of Michelozzi

that he claims to see. The generally shared opinion is that these panels were

painted in Fiesole, and therefore before 1436. The best paintings in this group are:

The Annunciation (p.93), The Adoration of the Magi, The Flight into Egypt (p.13), The

Resurrection of Lazarus, The Payment of Judas, The Prayer in Gethsemane, and Christ at

the Column (p.108). The panel showing The Marriage at Cana, The Baptism of Christ

(p.141), and The Transfiguration, cannot be considered the work of Fra Angelico.

Even The Deposition, The Ascension, and The Last Judgment (pp.156-157) should

probably be attributed to his students, though the entire cycle forms an ensemble.

The border of each of these paintings shows a text from the Old Testament above and

a text from the Gospels below. The influence of the tradition that inspired “The Poor

Man’s Bible” (Biblia Pauperum) is visible in these paintings, and it would be useful to

briefly examine them and their inscriptions from the point of view of Christian

iconography.

1. A sort of preface, this composition represents faith’s written sources and brings

together ancient prototypes. Three concentric circles are painted in a square

frame. This layout results in four sections: the area outside of the circles and a

large wheel enclosing a second smaller wheel. Inside the smaller wheel are the

authors of the New Testament: the four Apostles who wrote the Epistles holding

banners upon which texts are written, and between them, the four Evangelists.

Each of the Evangelists holds a book to his chest, and has his evangelical symbol

in the place of his head. In the larger wheel, Angelico painted twelve authors of

the Old Testament. At the top is Moses between David and King Solomon, followed

by the four “major Prophets” and five of the “minor Prophets”. Jonas is

characterised by a fish he holds in his hand. In the bottom corners outside of the

wheels are Ezekiel to the left, and Saint Gregory the Great to the right. Between

them spreads a banner, which reads Flumen Chobar, for it was on the banks of the

Chobar River that the prophet Ezekiel saw the four evangelical animals. In the

upper corners of the painting are texts taken from the Book of Ezekiel (1:4) and

the homilies of Saint Gregory on Ekekiel’s vision. (See Hom. 2 et 3 in Ezechiel,

Opoera ed. Cong. S. Mauri, 1705, I.)

Stay and Work in Fiesole



55



56



57

36. ZZaannoobbii  SSttrroozzzzii (attributed to), 

Adoration of the Magi, c.1433-1434. 

Tempera on poplar panel, 19 x 47.4 cm. 

The National Gallery, London. 
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37. Saint Mark and Saint Peter (shutters closed

of the Linaiuoli triptych), 1433.

Tempera on wood panel, 260 x 330 cm.

Museo di San Marco, Florence.

38. The Annunciation and The Adoration of the

Magi (superior part of the reliquary);

Madonna Surrounded by the Saints

(pedestal) whose relics are found in the

reliquary, before 1434. 

Tempera and gold on wood panel, 

84 x 50 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence. 

39. Virgin and Child (Madonna della Stella)

(shrine containing the relics of the Saints

Dominic, Thomas Aquinas, and Peter

Martyr), 1434. 

Tempera on wood panel, 84 x 51 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence.

2. The cycle itself truly begins with the Annunciation. Mary and the angel kneel on

the ground. The Angel, drawn rather dryly, has striped wings. The perspective in this

place where the mystery is carried out is clearly indicated by the view through the

open door in the centre of the composition. (p.93)

3. Mary and Joseph kneel before the Christ Child. In the background, an ox and an ass

seem to look on, poking their heads through the doorway. The shepherds can be seen

approaching from the right, while above, six kneeling angels sing praises to God the

Father with their gazes fixed heavenwards.

4. With extremely characteristic imagery, the Circumcision shows the fulfillment

of the law.

5. The Presentation of Christ in the Temple. This scene takes place in a temple with

a Gothic styled central section, and Renaissance architecture to the sides. In the

centre of the composition, Simeon holds the swaddled Christ. Mary extends her

arms, for she passed Christ to Simeon only to take him back again. Behind her,

Joseph approaches with doves, while behind Simeon, Anne stands with her hands

clasped together.

6. The Magi accompanied by a considerable entourage. They adore the Christ Child

before a thatched cottage, and one of the Magi kisses Christ’s feet.

7. The Flight into Egypt (p.13). This painting in the style of Giotto is impressive for its

clarity and the simplicity of its lines, though the Virgin on a donkey’s back is poorly

rendered. Joseph walks behind her holding a canteen and a basket of provisions in the

manner that rural Italians still go off to work today. Angelico’s attempt to differentiate

between the various types of trees merits notice. 

8. Massacre of the Innocents. The mothers’ intense pain contrasts with the calm of

the soldiers. One soldier lets a woman scratch his face without resistance. Another

mother, half-kneeling, throws her hands in the air, mourning her dead child, whose

corpse leans against her. A third flees, screaming with her mouth wide open. Other

women seek salvation through flight, while one of them is stretched out on the ground

alongside her child’s corpse.

9. Jesus calmly seated amongst the doctors. To the left are Mary and Joseph. Mary

calls to her son. Here again, the architecture is Gothic, whereas the typical

architecture in Angelico’s paintings is early Renaissance.

10. The Marriage at Cana. Two men are seated at a table next to the groom, along

with Mary and Jesus. Jesus extends his hand towards the jugs on the table into which
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40. The Deposition (altarpiece of Santa Trinità

at Florence, the three scenes in the

tympanums have been depicted by Lorenzo

Monaco), c. 1437-1440. 

Tempera on wood panel, 176 x 185 cm.

Museo di San Marco, Florence.

a serving man is pouring water. The texts written on the frame read, “Haurietis aquam

et vertetur in sanguinem,” (Exodus 4) “Vox Domini intonuit super aguas.” (Psalm 18)

11. At the Baptism, all of the characters have long curls. “Descendit et lavit se septies in

Jordane.” (III Kings) “Venit Jesus et baptizatus est a Joanne in Jordane.” (Mark 1:9) (p.141)

12. The Transfiguration. “Et repleta erat gloria domus Domini.” Ezech. XLIII c. (Ezekiel 43)

“ Transfiguratus est ante eos.” Matth. XVII c. (Matthew 17)

13. In this cycle of Christ’s public life, only the Resurrection of Lazarus and the

Transfiguration are pictured. Here, there is a beautiful contrast between the Jew who

holds his nose because the corpse “already stinks,” and the sisters piously kneeling

before the Lord, oblivious to the miracle being carried out. The apostles are

astonished to see Lazarus approaching with his hands clasped together. Two different

acts are represented simultaneously with infinite artfulness and without any apparent

contradiction. “Educam vos de sepulcris, populus meus.” (Ezekiel 37)

14. Jesus entering Jerusalem. Christ, astride a donkey, raises his right hand to bless

the onlookers. The Apostles follow him, holding palm fronds, while the Jews, also

carrying palms, precede Jesus. One Jew lays his cloak on the ground before the

Messiah. (Zacharias 9:9) (p.28)

15. At the Last Supper, Jesus is seated at a table with eleven of his disciples, one of

whom brings a plate of food. “Agnum eiusdem anni immaculatum faciet sacrificium.”

Ezech. XLVI c. (Ezekiel 44) “Paraverunt Pascha et cum esset hora discubuit Jesus et duodecim

discipuli.” (Luke 22)

16. Eleven Apostles are seated in a circle, and the twelfth brings them water. In the

centre, Jesus kneels before Peter, who makes a gesture of denial. One of the Apostles,

seated in the foreground, unties the laces of his shoe, while another removes his hose.

Most of them contemplate their Master with a surprised expression on their faces.

(Isaias 1:16) 

17. In the depths of the Cenacle, a deep and vaulted hall supported by two columns,

six Apostles can be seen seated behind a long table. The others have risen from their

stools, but many of them are still before the table. Three of them kneel before the wall

at the left, three others to the right. The Savior stands before the Apostles to the right

to give them the consecrated Host.

18. A pharisee pays Judas, who still wears a halo, extending his hand with the

promised silver. Six terrified and astonished Jews look on. This is a beautiful painting,

full of characteristic figures. “Appenderunt mercedem meam triginta argenteos.”
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41. RRooggiieerr  vvaann  ddeerr  WWeeyyddeenn, Deposition from

the Cross, c. 1435.

Oil on wood panel, 220 x 262 cm. 

Museo del Prado, Madrid.

Stay and Work in Fiesole

(Zacharias 11) “Quid vultis mihi dare et ego tradam illum. At illi constituerunt ei XXX

argenteos.”. (Matthew 27)

19. A Christ of reduced proportions prays in the depths of the Garden of Gethsemane.

An angel approaches and three Apostles of larger proportions sleep in the foreground.

(Isaias 41:10); (Luke 22:43)

20. Judas kisses Christ. To his right stand three Apostles, while the Pharisees and

soldiers lie on the ground. (Psalms 40:10); (Matthew 26:49)

21. Jesus is arrested. Peter tranquilly cuts off the ear of Malchus, an action

accomplished without drama. (Ezekiel 3:25); (Matthew 26:57)

22. The Savior stands before Caiaphus with calm dignity. (Micheas 5:1); (John 18:22)

23. The Flagellation of Christ. Christ is beaten with rods by two men, with no

spectators, in a room whose ceiling is supported by a single column. Christ, full of

pain and patience, looks at his torturers. “Ego in flagella paratus sum et dolor meus in

conspectu tuo semper.” (Psalm 37) (p.108)

24. Jesus, seated and surrounded by four torturers, is beaten and mocked. Three

servants look on, while two men stand outside the door. Here, Christ’s blindfold is not

transparent. (Isaias 50:6)

25. Jesus carrying his cross turns towards Mary who is kept from approaching him by

two executioners. Two other executioners walk ahead of Christ (p.112).

26. Jesus’ clothes are taken by two Roman soldiers, who share them. There is little

movement in this composition. (Isaias 53:7); (John 19:17)

27. Jesus, dead on the cross. Mary, John, and three women weep to his right. Three

soldiers, kneel, worshiping the Lord, while five Pharisees and soldiers look on with

emotion. No taunting takes place; no enemies are present. Two men, holding lance

and sponge, stand contemplating near the cross. A deep and painful peace rules over

the entire composition. “It is finished.”

28. Jesus advances on a cloud towards Limbo. Satan lies crushed by the knocked

down door. Adam and Eve, clothed, advance towards the Redeemer, followed by

Abraham, David and others. A. CVI, 14; (Apocalypse 5:9) (p.116)

29. The body of Christ, lies before the sepulcher and is surrounded by seven

women and three men. In the foreground can be seen the nails and the crown of
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thorns resting on a piece of cloth. A sad calm fills this work. (Isaias 11:10);

(Luke 23:53).

30. Five women approach the tomb of Christ. Two of them look into the mausoleum

and see an angel sitting. Three other women stand slightly behind them.

31. The Ascension. Only the edge of Christ’s robes is visible in the upper part of this

painting as He rises to Heaven. In the lower part of the work, the Virgin Mary and the

eleven apostles kneel in a circle. Two angels stand to the sides. (Psalms 17:11); (Mark

16:19). (p.12)

32. The Pentecost. The Virgin is seated inside of a house surrounded by twelve

apostles and thirteen disciples, with only the busts of the figures visible. Two groups

of men are in front of the house, one group of two, and one group of three. (Joel 2:28);

(Acts 2:4).

33. In the centre of the composition, Christ places a crown on his holy Mother’s

head. Angels and saints who fill the foreground surround them. Most of them direct

their gazes beyond the scene. The grouping is a bit crowded, and the figures do not

possess the desired life or variety. Only the group in the centre is excellent. The

inscriptions do not seem to have a connection with the scene. “Vidi Dominum

sedentem super solium et elevatum et plena domus maiestate eius.” (Isaias 6) “Ecce

tabernaculum Dei cum hominibus et habitavit cum eis et ipsi populus eius erunt et ipse Deus

eorum.” (Apocalypse 21).

34. The Last Judgment. See Chapter 5 (pp.156-157).

35. The last picture closes the cycle and corresponds with the first. Where the first

painting depicted the sources of God’s written word, this painting illustrates the

Apostle’s Creed and the Seven Sacraments. In the lower part of the painting is a

seven-branched candlestick symbolizing the Old Testament set in a field of colourful

flowers. Seven banners with the seven Sacraments written upon them emerge from the

candlestick. Each of these banners is found between two texts related to the particular

Sacrament, one taken from the Old Testament, and one taken from the New

Testament. To the left, the church is portrayed by the figure of a woman holding an

open book. Above the banners and emerging from the candelabra in the centre of the

composition is a cross. Around this cross winds a strip of cloth upon which are

written twelve words, each of which is connected to one of the articles from the

Apostles’ Creed (the Credo). The Apostles themselves can be seen to the right, each

holding a banner with one of the articles of the Credo. To the left, are twelve of the

prophets with similar banners, upon which are written texts that correspond to each

of the Credo’s articles (p.69).

42. The Lamentation over the Dead Christ

(altarpiece of Santa Croce del Tiempo),

1436-1441. 

Tempera on wood panel, 105 x 164 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence. 

43. Nine of the thirty-five paintings on panels

for the doors of the Silver Treasury

(Armadio degli Argenti) of Santissima

Annunziata in Florence (detail), c. 1450. 

Tempera on wood panel, 

each painting: 39 x 39 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence. 

44. The Law of Love (Lex Amoris) (the last of the

thirty-five paintings for the Silver Treasury

of Santissima Annunziata), c. 1450. 

Tempera on wood panel, 39 x 39 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence.
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45. The Annunciation (cell 3), c. 1440-1441. 

Fresco, 190 x 164 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence.

46. The Agony in the Garden and Martha and

Mary Praying (cell 34), c. 1442. 

Fresco, 177 x 147 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence.

I
n 1436, Fra Angelico left his convent in Fiesole to go to the convent of

San Marco in Florence. Here, elevated cloisters flooded with light

surrounded the square courtyard. To the left of the entrance rose the

church, and doors that opened across from the entryway gave access to the sacristy,

the second floor, and the chapter room. A vast refectory stretched along the third side

of the courtyard, and on the fourth side, were the rooms once reserved for the

convent’s guests, with the entrance to the monastery in the corner.

The works that Fra Angelico left here are particularly important. They mark a high

point in the history of art, and are also the essence of Angelico’s work. In the lunette

above the door of the first room for those to whom the Dominicans offered their

hospitality, Fra Angelico painted three life-size figures. (Christ with Two Dominicans

Resembling the Disciples of Emmaus, or Christ Being Received as a Pilgrim, p.72) Christ is

in the centre, his face framed by the long and curly hair that falls down his back. He

has a rather large beard, a pilgrim’s staff in his hand, and is poorly dressed in a

garment worn ragged by travel. Two Dominican friars welcome him. The first, a prior,

takes the right hand of the Lord in his own, while gripping the left arm of Christ with

his left hand. The monk that accompanies him adds his entreaties to those of his prior

with an expressive gesture. They resemble the disciples of Emmaus, and encourage

the Lord to accept their house’s hospitality. Their hands are eloquent and their eyes

seem to convey an emotional request, at once serious and gentle, to the pilgrim.

It is interesting to note how much this painting differs from the fellow Dominican Fra

Bartolomeo’s conception of the same subject painted above the door of the second

guest room (Christ with Two Disciples of Emmaus resembling Father Nicholas Scomberg and

Father Santi Paganini, p.73). Bartolomeo dresses the two disciples of Emmaus in their

traditional garments, but paints one with the features of Father Nicholas Scomberg,

the German prior of San Marco beginning in 1506, and the other with the features of

his predecessor, Father Santi Paganini. Here, one grasps the difference between these

two famous painters from the same religious order. Fra Angelico idealises through

generalisation. He paints the disciples of Emmaus as Dominican monks, and seems to

palpably express the thought, “In each of our guests we see Jesus Christ himself, and

we will welcome them as the disciples of Emmaus welcomed the Lord.” In contrast,

Fra Bartolomeo naturalises and individualises. He gives the disciples the features of

living and well-known personalities, just as Ghirlandaio, in his painting of the birth of

Mary at Santa Maria Novella, painted the women visiting Saint Anne with the faces of

specific Florentine women known for their beauty (The Birth of Mary). Fra Bartolomeo

Fra Angelico’s Stay in Florence, and 
his Murals at the Convento di San Marco
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47. Christ with Two Dominicans Resembling the

Disciples of Emmaus (lunette over the door

of the east entrance to the hospice), 

1440-1442. 

Fresco, 108 x 145 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence.
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48. FFrraa  BBaarrttoolloommeeoo, Christ with Two Disciples of

Emmaus Resembling Father Nicholas

Scomberg and Father Santi Paganini

(lunette over the door of Savonarola’s cell). 

Fresco. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence. 



74

49. Saint Peter Martyr Enjoining to Silence

(one of the four lunettes over the doors

leading to the cloister), c. 1441. 

Fresco, 108 x 145 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence.

borrowed from tradition, and borrowed from Fra Angelico the good idea of painting

the disciples of Emmaus above the door of a guest room. Yet he lost the expressive

energy found in the work of his precursor by portraying the disciples in the traditional

garb of the characters in the Biblical story.12 Today, this painting is on the second floor

in the cell of Savonarola, who converted Fra Bartolomeo, causing him to leave his

dissipated life and join the Dominican Order.

In a series of four half figures painted by Fra Angelico in the lunettes above the other

doors, the stranger, fraternally welcomed into the convent, is reminded that the

colonnades of the cloister are a sacred place. He sees Saint Dominic, holding the book

of rules and discipline, rules that establish the necessity of a life of penitence, followed

by Saint Thomas, the light of the Order. Above the door of the sacristy, the guest saw

Saint Peter Martyr, a serious character holding his finger to his lips, commanding

silence in the cloister, and particularly, in the sacristy (Saint Peter Martyr Enjoining

Silence, p.75).13 Above a fifth door, the Lord rises from the tomb and shows the wounds

on his hands, recalling the Stations of the Cross and the victory of the Resurrection.

One is struck by the simplicity and the grandeur of these paintings, and by the beauty

and intensity of their expression. Yet, as attractive as they are, they do not attain the

heights of the fresco painted across from the entryway to the monastery (Saint Dominic

at the Foot of the Cross, p.83). All critics, regardless of personal tastes, agree on the

quality of this work. Yet, it is of the greatest simplicity. It has neither numerous

figures, nor a brilliant colouration, and it does not even express a striking idea. One

sees Saint Dominic in prayer at the foot of the Cross. The dying Savior lowers his gaze

towards his faithful servant who seeks to hold not the feet of the divine Victim, but

the trunk of the cross underneath the suppedaneum. Dominic looks up at the

Redeemer with a gaze of profoundly compassionate tenderness. Here, gazes meet as

they met in the painting of the monks represented as the disciples of Emmaus, but the

language of their regards is very different. Here, the Savior about to leave Earth casts

his final gaze on Saint Dominic, his eyes about to close on the light of this life.

Many admire the anatomical correctness of this work, the skeletal structure, the

appearance of the ribs, muscles, hands and feet; the excellent arrangement of the

cloth draped about Christ’s waist, and the garments of the kneeling saint. Assuredly,

these observations are just, but for Fra Angelico, they are only a means to an end. He

hoped to show his Dominican friars a way of contemplating, meditating upon, and

loving Jesus Christ, using the example of Saint Dominic, their common father. He

sought and achieved a mystical conception of the soul. The Son of God is in the throes

of death, hung upon the Cross. Blood flows from his wounds and runs down the

instrument of his ignominious torture to the ground. Though wounded, his body still

has an appearance of nobility and grandeur. It is not the weight of the collapsed body

that preoccupies the viewer, but the voluntary sacrifice of love, accepting death for the

salvation of all. The work encloses Christ’s silhouette simply and soberly in a

FraAngelico’s Stay in Florence, and hisMurals at the Convento di SanMarco
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50. Saint Catherine and Saint John the Baptist.

Tempera on wood panel, transferred to

plywood, 50.3 x 30.5 cm.

Private collection.
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51. Saint Zenobius (?) and Saint Agnes.

Tempera on wood panel, transferred to

plywood, 50.6 x 30.2 cm.

Private collection.
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52. Christ on the Cross (cell 42, reserved to

Cosimo de’ Medici), c. 1438. 

Fresco, 233 x 183 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence.

53. Crucifixion with the Virgin, Saint Mary

Magdalene and Saint Dominic (cell 25),

1438. 

Fresco, 176 x 136 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence.

54. Crucified Christ with Saint John the

Evangelist, the Virgin and Saints Dominic

and Jerome (cell 4), 1439-1443. 

Fresco, 178 x 150 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence.

relatively large space. The accessories, symbolical figures, and secondary characters

deemed necessary at the height of the Middle Ages would be superfluous here. This

painting is like one of the short but profound maxims presented by Aquinas after his

meditations upon a multitude of fundamental truths.

Nevertheless, Angelico did not always scorn the accessories and secondary figures

that the art of the Middle Ages used to illustrate the many aspects of faith’s mystery.

The large Crucifixion (pp.84-85), covering the entire back wall of the chapter room,

only steps away, is proof of this fact. The composition, framed by the vaulted ceiling

and the back of the benches, fills a vast semicircle. In the centre rises the Cross, in its

towering height. Christ’s full name, written in large Latin, Greek, and Hebrew lettering

testifies to the humanist studies which flourished in Florence at that time, and to the

care Angelico took to follow the Holy Scriptures to the word. Here again, Christ’s face

carries an intense, intimate, and profound expression, rendered with nobility. The

thieves’ crosses are placed on a slightly recessed plane, subordinate to that of the

Savior. They are also are slightly lower, and planted on the bias. To Christ’s right, the

spirit of penitence creates a halo around the head of the repentant thief, removing the

degrading marks of an evil life. Angelico was not the right artist to paint the brutality

of the unrepentant thief, who dies as he opens his mouth to spit out a final blasphemy

in the contortions of despair; Angelico’s piety could not conceive of this, and his hand

could not express it. Perhaps, even if he could have expressed this sentiment, he

would have preferred to conceal it in order to avoid creating a dissonance within the

general harmony of the work. Around the painting, Angelico traced a wide border, an

aspect rarely lacking in Italian murals from this period. The purpose of this border

was to enrich the decorative effect of the painting as a whole. It contains eleven

square frames set on an angle between elegant painted anthemions. These frames

contain the busts of eleven figures that hold banners with Biblical texts written on

them. In the bottom at the right, the Areopagite says “Deus naturae patitur,” (The God

of nature suffers). Across from him, the Erythrean Sibyl says “Morte morietur, tribus

diebus sonno [somno] susceptus / trino [tertio] ab inferis regressus ad lucem veniet primus,”

(He will die, and he will sleep for three days. On the third day, returned from hell, he

will be the first to appear in the light). These texts recall the beginning and the end of

the Passion. The eight prophets describe the individual episodes of the passion. 

DANIEL: “Post hebdomadas VII et LXII occidetur Christus,” (After seven and sixty-two weeks,

the Messiah will be killed). ZACHARY: “ His plagatus sum” ( They were the ones who

beat me). The patriarch Jacob: “Ad praedam descende, fili mi! Dominus accubuit ut leo,” (Go

down to the hunt my son, the Lord is sleeping like a lion.” DAVID: “In siti mea potaverunt

me aceto,” (When in thirst, they gave me vinegar). ISAIAH: “Vere langoures nostras ipse tulit

et dolores nostros,” (Truly, he has taken upon himself our sickness and our pain). JEREMIA:

“Omnes qui transitis per viam, attendite et videte, si est dolor sicut dolor meus,” (You who pass

on all of the paths, see if their is a pain equal to my own). EZEKIAL: “Exaltavi lignum

FraAngelico’s Stay in Florence, and hisMurals at the Convento di SanMarco



80



81



82

h[um]ile,” (I raised a humble wood). JOB: “Quis det de carnibus ejus, ut saturemur?” (Who

would give us his flesh, so that we could be saved?). In the central panel above Christ is

a painted pelican, feeding its young with its own blood, with the accompanying text,

“Similis factus sum pelicano solitudinis,” (I was like a pelican in the desert). At the foot of the

cross, lies a skull, an image the death from which Christ’s blood delivers, the blood

flowing down the cross and of which the pelican is a symbol.

These various quotations reveal the basic thinking through which the Passion of the

divine Crucified should carry us into meditation. To assure this effect upon the soul of the

viewer, Angelico places under the cross the figures of twenty saints in contemplation

before the Son of God and his suffering. They weep with him, and seem ready to suffer

with him, to die for him. To the right of Christ can be seen Mary, the Mother of God,

accompanied by John and the two other Marys’, as well as John the Baptist, Mark, the

patron saint of the convent, and Saints Lawrence, Cosmas, and Damian, the three patron

saints of the convent’s Medici founders and patrons. The great representatives of

monastic life are grouped to the left: Dominic, Ambrose, Jerome, Augustine, Benedict,

Francis, Bernard, the old Romuald, (the founder of the Camaldolese convent situated

between Florence and Arezzo with which Angelico had affectionate connections through

his friend Lorenzo Monaco), John Gualbert, the founder of the Vallumbrosan convent not

far from Fiesole, and finally, the Dominicans Peter Martyr and Thomas Aquinas.

This is a good place to study how Fra Angelico characterised his holy figures. Between

the Cross of the Savior and that of the good thief, appears Mary, broken by sadness.

She has lost her strength. She lowers her head and drops her arms which John and

Mary Salome take hold of in order to support her. Mary Magdalene kneels before the

Virgin, holding her up. In the group next to them, Saint Mark is also on his knees, his

sad and serious gaze seems to look out towards the viewer. Indicating with one hand

the open book before him, he wishes to remind the viewer that the scene portrays the

text of his Gospel. To his side stands Saint John the Baptist, gesturing towards the

Lamb of God hanging from the cross. Farther to the right, Saint Lawrence worships the

divine Crucifix, his hands clasped together. Nearby, Saint Cosmas, his fingers almost

contorted, seems horrified with the sight of so much suffering, while Saint Damian

turns away weeping, covering his face with his hands.

On the other side, Saint Dominic kneels at the foot of the cross in front of the other

saints. Here, he does not clutch the cross, but as was seen elsewhere, his gaze is fixed

on the Lord. Penetrated with dread and profound pain, he raises his hands as though

to show all of his compassion. Farther back, Saint Thomas Aquinas casts a meditative

gaze towards Christ. Between Aquinas and Saint Dominic stand the serious and

austere Saints Romuald, Benedict, Augustine and Ambrose. Before them kneel Saints

Jerome, Francis, Bernard, Gualbert and Peter Martyr. Ambrose, like his precursor

across from him, indicates the savior while turning towards Jerome who worships

55. Saint Dominic at the Foot of the Cross,

1440-1442. 

Fresco, 340 x 206 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence. 

56. The Crucifixion (chapter room), 

1441-1442. 

Fresco, 550 x 950 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence.
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57. The Annunciation, 1430-1432.

Tempera on wood panel, 194 x 194 cm.

Museo del Prado, Madrid.

Christ with his hands clasped together. Behind Jerome, Saint Francis, overwhelmed,

rests his head in his right hand. From his stigmata bursts forth the rays of his burning

love for the Cross, whose image he holds in his left hand.

Saint Gualbert wipes away his own tears, and Saint Peter Martyr, the last of the

group on this side of the cross, places his hand over his heart; offering himself in

sacrifice, he contemplates the dying Savior in his desire to be associated with him

through martyrdom.

The artist expresses the various degrees of charity towards Jesus through the saints

arranged around the cross: from the compassionate recognition of his sacrifice, to

tears, intense pain, the offering of oneself, and falling into a swoon. Yet, throughout

the work, Angelico maintains control, eliminating any gesture that could be

construed as a sign of despair. For Angelico, contorted hands and arms lifted to the

sky imply a shout for help or vengeance. Mary does not lie motionless on the

ground; she rather she maintains herself upright.

The characters are arranged with infinite skill. The three Marys’ and Saint John create a

group apart from the others, in a place of honour to the right of the cross. They are

followed, in chronological order, by the saints that are closest to them, Saint John the

Baptist, and Saint Mark, followed by the patron saints of the convent and those of its

founders. Saints Cosmas and Damian, are brought together for this reason and wear the

same clothing. We have seen that Saint Dominic kneels on the right side of the cross before

the other monastic saints with the purpose of edifying his own religious house, but his

spiritual sons, Thomas Aquinas and Peter Martyr, cede precedence to the others. The three

Fathers of the Church create their own group where Ambrose, as the eldest, occupies the

first place, Saint Augustine, his spiritual son follows him, and Saint Jerome kneels in the

foreground, wearing the severe garb of penitence, he is a white-haired old man in the

service of the Lord, emaciated by fasting and the austerity of his rigorous repentance.

It is regrettable that partial repainting has seriously compromised the harmony of this

grandiose composition, just as it altered the fresco above the door of the guest

quarters. In the latter, the Cross, set within Christ’s halo still shows through the

retouching. Its crossbar was not horizontal as it is today, but tilted towards the two

disciples. In the painting of the large chapter room, the background was painted blue

which restoration replaced with a reddish hue, upsetting the work’s harmony. 

The crude green colours of Saint Ambrose’s cape, the harsh blue of Mary’s cloak, the

heavy lines of Saint Lawrence’s dalmatic, the too-harsh green of Magdalene’s gown and

her very carriage all seem suspect. The same is true of the overly pronounced shadows

on the face of Saint John, and the wideness of Saint Ambrose’s face. It is not clear if the

colours have been modified, or if a paintbrush held by a clumsy and incompetent hand

were responsible. Nevertheless, this work still remains above criticism.
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The busts of Saint Dominic and eight of his spiritual sons to his sides, distinguished

by the saintliness of their lives, are framed in the circular medallions below the fresco.

On the left side: Pope Benedict XI, the Cardinal Giovanni Dominici, the blessed

bishops Peter of Palude and Albert the Great, Saint Raymond Peñafort, the blessed

Chiaro da Sesto, Saint Vincent Ferrer, and Bernard, the blessed martyr. To the right:

Pope Innocent V, Cardinals Hugues and Paul of Florence, the Saint Archbishop

Antoninus, the blessed Jordan of Saxony, the second leader of the Order, Nicholas,

Remy of Florence, and the martyr Buoninsegna. The canonised saints are marked by

a halo, and the blessed by rays of light radiating around their heads. Again, it is

unfortunate to note the retouching in this series of figures. Saint Antoninus died in

1459, while Fra Angelico died in 1455 and clearly could not have painted his superior

with the attributes of sainthood.
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Independently of the large crucifixion in the chapter room, and the small crucifixion

of the cloister, the pious monk painted a third crucifixion in the refectory.

Unfortunately, this painting was destroyed in 1534. Angelico repeated this subject,

always varying the composition, in seventeen of the cells on the second floor.14

The richest of these paintings is in cell number 37, where Bartolomeo della Porta, the

second great Dominican painter, prayed and worked. The Savior is seen, crucified

between the two thieves. The Virgin Mary and Saint John stand to the side. Saint John

rests his head, heavy with sadness, in his right hand, while he brings his left hand up

to his cheek. Saint Dominic spreads his arms, contemplating the Savior. Behind him

stands Saint Thomas Aquinas. Only four characters surround the Crucifixions in three

other cells. In cell number 4, (Crucified Christ with Saint John the Evangelist, the Virgin,

58. LLoorreennzzoo  ddii  CCrreeddii  (after Leonardo da Vinci),

The Annunciation, c. 1475-1478. 

Tempera on wood panel, 16 x 60 cm. 

Musée du Louvre, Paris.
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59. The Annunciation (landing of the second

floor), 1450. 

Fresco, 230 x 321 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence. 

60. SSaannddrroo  BBoottttiicceellllii, The Annunciation, 

c. 1489-1490. 

Tempera on wood panel, 150 x 156 cm. 

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence.

61. The Annunciation (one of 35 paintings for

the Silver Treasury of Santissima

Annunziata), c. 1450.

Tempera on wood panel, 39 x 39 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence.

and Saints Dominic and Jerome, p.81), the Virgin Mary and Saint John are to the right of

the cross where Christ’s blood also flows. To the left stands Saint Dominic, and behind

him Saint Jerome, wearing robes of penitence and holding a book. Mountains and a

dark sky form the composition’s background.

In cell 23, Mary is seated beneath the crucifix. Saint Dominic kneels across from her,

and above both, angels stand out against a darkened sky. In cell 43, Mary falls to her

knees to the left of the cross. Saint John and Mary Magdalene support her, while to

the other side, Saint Dominic weeps, holding his hands before his eyes. In cell 42,

Saint John looks on in horror as a soldier pierces Christ’s side with his spear. Mary

turns away, covering her face with both hands. Saint Martha’s face is also hidden, as

she is seen from behind, but Saint Dominic, on his knees, worships the Lord. Cell 25,

is decorated with a particularly delicate painting, showing three figures: Mary, Mary

Magdalene, and Saint Dominic (Crucifixion with the Virgin, Saint Mary Magdalene, and

Saint Dominic, p.80). There are only two saintly figures below the crucifix in cells 29

and 30; Mary seated to the right, and Saint Dominic kneeling to the left. Fra Angelico’s

most intense expression seems to have been reserved for the cells where a lone figure

is found in the presence of Christ on the Cross. In cell 22, the Virgin Mary is seated

alone at the foot of the Cross, absorbed in mourning. In cells 15 through 21, Saint

Dominic is shown abandoning himself to increasing emotion in the presence of the

pain endured by the divine Master on the Cross. In the first of these cells, he hugs the

trunk of the cross, in the two following cells, he raises his eyes towards the divine

Master in ardent prayer. In the following cells, he presses his arms to his chest, he

covers his face to hide his tears, he whips himself with iron chains in the presence of

Christ, and finally in the ecstasy of love, he extends his hands towards Christ. 

An authentic explanation for this series of paintings can be found in the painting of

the second floor hallway. It is 2.37 metres high, and 1.25 metres wide, and carries an

inscription in verse, often erroneously attributed to Saint Bernard reading:

“Salve, mundi salutare, Salve, salve, Jesu chare! Cruci tuae me aptare, Vellem

vere, tu scis quare ; Praesta mihi copiam.”

Angelico places these words in the mouth of Saint Dominic, showing that these

paintings were not simple decorations for the cells inhabited by the monks, but that

they were meant to be a permanent and austere sermon. Trustworthy witnesses

assure they saw Saint Antoninus rise off the ground during an oration before the

image of Christ on the Cross. It is not surprising that Fra Angelico served and

propagated this devotion with the paintings that have just been reviewed. 

The second floor of San Marco, a museum since 1867, comprises three sides of the

rectangle formed by the convent, the fourth is bordered by the church. In the wing

FraAngelico's Stay in Florence, and hisMurals at the Convento di SanMarco
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62. The Presentation in the Temple (cell 10),

c. 1440-1441. 

Fresco, 158 x 136 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence.

across from the church one finds cells on both sides of the corridor, cells 1-11 on the

left, and cells 22-30 on the right. The following wing continues towards the church.

On the left are windows bringing light from the street, and on the right are cells 15-

21, whose numbering begins from the end of the corridor with the room occupied by

Savonarola. The wing across from this corridor, above the chapter

room, contains cells 31-37 on the left and cells 38-44 on

the right, as well as the entryway to the library and

the door to the staircase leading to the ground

floor. In reviewing this part of the convent,

it should be remembered that for four

centuries, no stranger entered these

quarters, and consequently, all of its

paintings remained unknown. It should

also be kept in mind that these works

were created not for the general public,

but for the pious inhabitants of these

cells, the Dominican monks. Here, the

spirit of the Dominican Order and the

spirit of Fra Angelico, whose life was

consecrated to painting, appear in plain

light. When interpreting and appraising

these paintings, it is fitting to use as

inspiration the deep faith which filled

the souls of the San Marco convent.

There is no other path towards

understanding their abundant value and

significance.

Across from the top of the staircase to

the second floor dormitory, the visitor

finds a fresco of 3.2 x 2.16 metres

portraying The Annunciation (p.91). Just

as the Annunciation, the initial mystery

of the Redemption and the appearance

of the Savior on earth, was placed in the entrances of churches and their choirs in the

Middle Ages, Fra Angelico wanted to paint the Annunciation in the place where one

accessed the living quarters of his Dominican brothers, at the beginning of their range

of cells.

Here, Mary is painted almost life-size, with long blond hair falling onto her shoulders.

She wears a simple dark-coloured robe, and a pale red dress. She is seated on a

simple stool outside of her cell inside of which a small grated window lets in a feeble
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63. The Nativity (cell 5), 1440-1441. 

Fresco, 193 x 164 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence. 

light, like all the windows once were in the cells of San Marco, and as many of them

remain to this day. To the side, a lawn scattered with flowers is enclosed by a high

fence separating the grass from a forest, recalling that the Virgin is liked an enclosed

garden. This is the reason that Angelico portrays Adam and Eve in the Annunciations

of Cortona and Madrid. Above Mary rise the vaults of a loggia supported by

columns. With its simple order and early Renaissance purity and

grandeur, this gallery was placed in the painting with a clear

intention. In that period, almost all of Florence’s houses

had a porch or loggia where the owner could receive

visitors, and where important business affairs

were sometimes conducted.15 The angel has

entered to accomplish the mission confided in

him. His wings are not yet folded, as though

he has just touched earth after having

descended from the altitudes of Heaven.

Multicoloured and sparkling with gold,

they harmonise with the flowers and

vegetation seen elsewhere in the painting.

The gown of the celestial messenger is

infinitely more brilli ant than that of the

humble Virgin. Upon the sight of Mary, the

angel bends his knee and, penetrated with

the feeling of respectful piety, he holds his

arms to his chest, pronouncing his Ave,

addressing her with a questioning gaze.

Mary bows towards the angel, and in a

gesture similar to his, holds her hands to

her chest and responds, “Behold the

handmaid of the Lord.” The same hand

movement in the two figures, their

identical proportions rendered visible by

the subtle genuflection of the angel and

Mary’s seated position, the reciprocal

inclination of heads and exchange of

regards, the simplicity of line in the draperies and the faces of the two characters; all

of this lends great unity to the painting, further enhanced by the loggia and the

cloistered garden. A column stands between the two figures, appearing to separate

them, but the curves of the arcades frame the figures, and the architecture adds

further unity and harmony to the ensemble.

It is appropriate that this painting can be further explained by citing Dante (Purgatorio,

canto X, lines 34-45): 
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64. The Transfiguration (detail, cell 6), 

c. 1440-1441. 

Fresco, 193 x 164 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence. 

65. PPiieettrroo  ddii  CCrriissttooffoorroo  VVaannnnuuccccii, known as

PPeerruuggiinnoo, The Transfiguration, 1498. 

Oil on wood panel, 226 x 229 cm. 

Collegio del Cambio, Perugia.

“L’angel, che venne in terra col decreto de la molt’ anni lagrimata pace, ch’aperse

il ciel del suo lungo divieto, dinanzi a noi pareva sì verace quivi intagliato in un

atto soave, che non sembiava immagine che tace. Guirato si saria ch’ el dicesse

“Ave!”; perché iv’era imaginata quella ch’ad aprir l’alto amor volse la chiave; e

avea in atto impressa esta favella “Ecce ancilla Dei” si propriamente come figura

in cera si suggella.”

The following verses from Paradiso (Canto XXXII,

lines 109-114) are equally applicable : 

“Baldezza e leggiadria quant’ esser puote in

angelo e in alma, tutta è in lui; e sì volem che sia,

perch’ elli è quelli che portò la palma giuso a

Maria, quando ‘l Figliuol di Dio carcar si volse de

la nostra salma.”

The convent of San Marco possesses a second

Annunciation in cell 3 (The Annunciation, p.70). This

scene also takes place in an open gallery, and as in

the previous painting, the two figures are posed with

their hands drawn to their chests. This time,

however, Mary kneels on a little bench. In one hand

she holds an open book, and she leans slightly

forward, welcoming the angel with a questioning air.

The angel, still hovering, only touches the earth with

the folds of his long robe. He lifts three fingers to the

sky, accompanying the gesture with the words, “The

Holy Spirit will descend into you.” Saint Dominic

can be seen behind him, outside of the gallery, his

hands raised in prayer. He contemplates the

mystery being accomplished before him.

In these paintings of the Annunciation, Angelico

does away with the legendary banner of text, which came out of the angel’s mouth

according to the old tradition, and which is still visible in the Cortona Altarpiece. In

the twenty years that separate these paintings of the same subject, there is visible

progress not only in Angelico’s draftsmanship, but also in his general execution.

The painting of The Nativity found in cell number 5 (p.95) is the work of a heavier

hand. The Christ Child is bedded on the ground, and the Holy Virgin, Saint Joseph,

Saint Peter Martyr and Saint Catherine kneel next to him in prayer. Fra Angelico may

have conceived the composition painted by another artist.
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66. RRaaffffaaeelllloo  SSaannzziioo, known as RRaapphhaaeell,

The Transfiguration, 1518-1520. 

Oil on wood panel, 405 x 278 cm. 

Pinacoteca, Vatican. 

The Presentation in the Temple (p.94) is a much better work, which, unfortunately, has since

been subject to retouching. Contemplating the divine Infant with eyes full of love, the old

Simeon holds the child, who is swaddled to its neck. He holds Him nearly straight against

his chest, and holds his right hand over the heart. Mary stands next to the holy Elder and

extends her hands towards her Son so that Simeon can return him to her. Joseph carries

a basket with two doves, a gift of atonement. To the left and right kneel Saint Peter Martyr

and Saint Catherine of Siena. In this painting, the clothing’s multiple folds falls in rigid

straight lines, barely revealing the forms of the figures’ svelte bodies.

The two principal characters are separated from one another, and the two figures

kneeling to the sides are completely detached from the background. This layout results

in a series of strongly marked vertical lines balanced by the hands of Joseph and Mary,

extended almost horizontally. The whole is of a marvelous simplicity, tranquility, and

clarity. All eyes are fixed on the swaddled child that seems so frail; their expressions

speak eloquently of his moral grandeur and to the infinite respect he is due.

The Baptism of Christ of cell number 24 (p.138) is of lesser importance. Two angels

kneel to the left, holding clothing. To the right, Mary and Dominic also kneel.16 The

painting in cells 33 and 34 shows the Temptation of Christ above, and Christ served

by angels below, then the Sermon on the Mount and the arrest of Christ.

The Transfiguration of cell 6 is full of meaning (p.96). Fra Angelico positions Christ in

connection with his favorite theme, the Crucifixion, by placing Christ in all his

grandeur, clothed in light-coloured garments and bathed in light, standing on a rock

with his arms outstretched as they were on the Cross. The other characters keep their

distance. Saint Peter, Saint John, and Saint James kneel in the lower part of the

painting. The Virgin Mary and Saint Dominic stand to the sides, their bodies, lost in

the frame, are only partially visible. The heads of Moses and Elijah emerge from the

clouds above. Angelico could not have represented them standing, for he would have

been obliged to enlarge the painting or renounce his beautiful conception of Christ.

Here it would be useful to compare Angelico’s painting with the Transfiguration by

Perugino (p.97) in the Collegio del Cambio in Perugia or Raphael’s Transfiguration

(p.99) in the Vatican. Perugino places Christ standing on clouds with Moses and Elijah

kneeling next to him. Raphael paints all three floating in the air. Though the Holy

Scriptures mention nothing of the sort, the problem is solved masterfully. In the works

of both masters, the terrified Apostles lie on the ground, blinded and surprised, while

the Lord gently raises his hands to the sky. Though Perugino’s conception of the

subject is certainly greater, Raphael approaches it with more perfection.

Yet, if the depth and intimate penetration of the subject is considered, Fra Angelico’s

simple painting is clearly of a higher order. Comparing it with the other two paintings is

like comparing the unadorned tale of the Evangelists to a well-wrought epic poem.
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Similarly, in painting The Last Supper of cell 35 (p.104-105), Angelico took a completely

different path from that of Leonardo da Vinci. In his famous work (The Last Supper,

pp.100-101), as in the paintings of many others who treated this subject after him, Da

Vinci sought to reproduce the Apostles’ terror upon hearing the prophecy revealing

the eventual betrayal by one among them. In terms of artistic effect, this is perhaps

the Last Supper’s most paintable moment.

Fra Angelico does not show the institution of the Eucharist, but its distribution, the

Communion, in a most naive manner. The common table is arranged in an “L” shape,

with one side shorter than the other. Three apostles are seated behind the short side

of the table, and five are seated behind the long side. Christ, who was seated in the

centre between John and Peter, has left his seat. He holds a chalice with the host

placed in its paten. He passes before the table, going from one Apostle to another. The

three Apostles on the short side of the table, and Peter, have already received the Holy

Communion, and Christ is about to give communion to John. This doubtlessly serves

to remind the viewer of the love that Jesus brought to the institution of the sacrament.

As can be seen by the empty seats in front of the table, the four apostles seated across

from Saint John and the others on the long side of the table have risen to kneel to the
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67. LLeeoonnaarrddoo  ddaa  VViinnccii, The Last Supper, 

1495-1498. 

Oil and tempera on stone, 460 x 880 cm. 

Convento di Santa Maria delle Grazie,

Milan.

left. Across from them to the right, Mary waits with clasped hands to receive the

Blessed Sacrament. The facial expressions, hand movements and poses of the eight

seated Apostles show emotions of admiration, piety, love, and desire. All of the

Apostles have haloes, but the face of one is hidden by the heads and haloes in the

group of kneeling Apostles. It is Judas, whose perversity remains hidden from the

viewer to avoid compromising the solemnity of the scene.

From a technical point of view, Angelico’s painting of the Last Supper leaves room for

criticism. Its execution may have been conferred to one of Angelico’s students or

colleagues. It is not clear if some of the Apostles placed behind the table are seated

or standing. The feet of the Savior are so far away from Saint John that it would be

impossible for him to give the Holy Communion by extending his hands, which is

nevertheless the intention expressed by the position of Christ, whose feet are not

placed in a manner that indicates they are prepared to step forward. 

In the large refectory of San Marco is a Last Supper painted by Ghirlandaio (p.102),

which does not show the same faults, and whose faces are also better formed. But the

principal subject of this work is the announcement of Christ’s eventual betrayal, and
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68. DDoommeenniiccoo  GGhhiirrllaannddaaiioo, The Last Supper

(main refectory), c. 1486. 

Fresco, 400 x 800 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence.

69. The Last Supper (cell 35), 1438-1442. 

Fresco, 186 x 234 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence.

it is not clear what relevance this subject had, particularly in a refectory. The

inscription in which the Savior promises the Apostles a place at the celestial banquet

does not seem in keeping with the painting’s conception.

In Fra Angelico’s work, the presence of the Mother of God does not correspond to the

strict requirements of a historical painting, and contradicts a faithful representation of

the Gospels’ narrative. Her presence is nevertheless explicable from a mystical point

of view, which the artist also used in the creations for the cells of his brothers. It is

also in keeping with the principle upon which Saint Bonaventure based his beautiful

meditations on the life of Christ. If Mary did not receive the Blessed Sacrament at the

Last Supper, she is not out of place here. She serves as an expression of the emotion

with which she would have welcomed its mystery, and she expresses the devotion we

ought to possess ourselves, to the degree possible.

This is the case with the holy figures seen watching the Crucifixion and other events in

Christ’s terrestrial life in San Marco’s paintings. The saints act as witnesses, and create

a link between the characters of the painting and the viewer. Their example is meant to

stir feelings in our hearts, feelings that the artist hoped would be evoked by his painting.

Fra Angelico places these characters in his paintings like Saint Ignatius Loyola, who

following the example of ancient holy stories, spoke in his Spiritual Exercises of a little

servant who, at the birth of Christ, had the mission of following the Holy Family.

Loyola’s story serves as a guide for those who wish to meditate upon the mystery of the

Nativity. Joseph Führich made good use of this thinking in the illustrations for his The

Road to Bethlehem.17 To explain one of his compositions he writes, “The frontispiece

shows, to the left, Art, who invites us to follow, in our meditations, the road to

Bethlehem. Responding to this call, Anima meditans, the meditating soul, rises to the left,

and takes up its pilgrim’s staff to begin the holy pilgrimage.” “This figure is found in

every painting; in some manner, she is the symbol of what we ourselves experience in

the presence of the sublime spectacle of Jesus’s childhood.”

If Fra Angelico uses Mary, who understood Christ better than any other human soul,

to serve as the expression of what we ought to feel, and if he associates her with Saint

Mark, and Saint Dominic, the Magister of his Order’s friars who lived in the cells of San

Marco, then it should be recognised as felicitous thinking, completely justified by the

place in which it is expressed.

“The execution of the cells’ murals gives them, almost unexceptionally, an improvised

character that is treated with ease and without particular preparation or detailed

study. These are effusions of the heart and the imagination, fixed to the walls with a

brush and colours (and this al secco, not al fresco). They are a testimony to Angelico’s

affection for his brothers who lived in the cells, pious Mementos destined to endlessly

renew their stores of piety, in which the artist probably recalled the devotion of each

of his brothers to a particular patron or preferred exercise.”18
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70. The Mocking of Christ, with the Virgin and

Saint Dominic (cell 7), 1440-1441. 

Fresco, 188 x 164 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence.

The colours used by Angelico in his altarpieces are infinitely more vigorous than those

of his cell murals. In the murals, everything is treated more summarily. Each painting

seems like a light watercolour, where only the principal motives are accentuated. In

contrast, the panels of his altarpieces reveal a sustained labour, striving to mold and

perfect the details and to bring them out with nuance and varied hues. In the same

manner that the miniaturists took account of the fine, warm and delicate tone of the

vellum and often allowed it to show through the colours that covered it, Fra Angelico

gives the white foundation, or at least the light tonality of his paintings, a value that

recalls the techniques of the illuminators.

In cell number 34, (The Agony in the Garden), the artist gives a new but perfectly

suitable form to his fundamental thinking.19 In the upper part of the painting, the Lord

prays on his knees while an angel offers him the chalice. The three disciples sleep

below, forming a triangular group. In the division to the left, two saintly women are

seated on the ground, penetrated with sadness. Mary reads a book, and Martha, her

hands clasped together, seems to listen. The word of the Lord, “watch and pray,” is

accomplished in them, while the Apostles surrender to the weakness of human

nature. Christ is presented as the model to follow, with the Apostles serving as a sort

of warning. The holy women show the viewer what one ought to do.

In all of the cells’ paintings, Angelico hoped to inspire the love and imitation of Christ.

In this spirit, the tormenters in The Mocking of Christ (p.107) in cell 7, are barely

indicated. As in the Transfiguration, where the painter was content to show only the

heads of Moses and Elijah, here he shows only the head and the hands of Christ’s

tormenters. The Lord is seated in the middle of them, dressed in white, his eyes

covered with a blindfold. Mary and Dominic are seated at his feet. Mary is penetrated

with deep sadness, and Dominic reads and meditates upon the book open before him,

reading the Psalms related to Christ, or meditating upon the story of the Passion in

the Gospels. Above, to the left of Christ, are a head that spits and a hand that

mockingly gestures towards the head. Other hands approach to pull the hair of the

divine Victim, to blow on him, and to strike the crown of thorns with rods, sinking it

into his flesh.

In cell 26, (Homo Pietatis, p.121) is another painting which barely shows the sources

of Christ’s abuse. The Lord is seen, in half-figure, standing in his tomb, showing the

wounds on his hands. Next to him and above him appear the symbols of the Passion:

the lance, the reed with the sponge, the cross, the column, and three groups of heads.

The groups of heads show Judas kissing Jesus, Peter and the Handmaiden, and Christ

blindfolded and mocked by a servant. Four hands are connected to acts of torture. Two

of them make the gesture of counting money, a third strikes, and a fourth pulls away.

Calvary appears in the background. Mary is seated to the right of the tomb, and to the

left, the founder of the Order of Preachers (Aquinas) prays on his knees.
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71. Christ at the Column (one of 35 paintings

for the Silver Treasury of Santissima

Annunziata), c. 1450.

Tempera on wood panel, 39 x 39 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence.

72. LLoorreennzzoo  MMoonnaaccoo, The Lamentation of Christ

with the Symbols of the Passion, 1404. 

Tempera on wood panel, 267 x 170 cm. 

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence. 

73. Christ at the Column, with the Virgin and

Saint Dominic (cell 27), 1442.

Fresco, 142 x 105 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence. 

The painting by Lorenzo Monaco in the Galleria degli Uffizi is similarly conceived

(Pieta or The Lamentation of Christ with the Symbols of the Passion, p.110). Here Christ

stands in his sarcophagus surrounded by heads and hands. One prepares to beat him

with a stick, another counts money to put in Judas’s hand, and a third pours water on

Pilate’s hands. During the same period, these objects painted in Florence were also

being painted in Germany for the altar painting of what was known as Saint Gregory’s

Mass. These paintings served as a sort of popular synthesis of the Passion’s story,

recalling its images without any pretense of achieving artistic perfection.

The fact that Christ wears a transparent blindfold in the scene where the executioners

torment and mock him is taken by some authors to mean that the artist wished to

indicate that the executioners truly did blindfold the Lord, but in his omniscience, He

saw and knew all. This explanation seems far-fetched. Fra Angelico could not have

painted the blindfold in a manner that accentuated the fabric’s opacity, for Christ’s

face, and even his entire figure, would have lost the grandeur and dignity with which

the artist sought to endow God’s suffering. Just as today, Italian sculptors can give

marble the form of a face beneath fabrics and veils, thanks to a great technical skill.

Angelico knew how to reveal the Savior’s features despite the blindfold covering his

eyes. In the painting of the Academy, Christ’s tormenters appear standing next to him,

full length. Here again, Jesus’s eyes are covered with a transparent blindfold, as in the

painting of Christ at the Column.

In cell 27’s painting (Christ at the Column, p.111), the artist continues along the same

path. Here, the executioners that beat Jesus, bound to the column, are entirely

missing. However, Dominic flagellates himself to the right, and Mary sits on the

ground to the left, spreading her arms in lamentation. The mysticism expressed by

this painting directly correlates with the series of Crucifixions which seem to conclude

with Dominic flagellating himself. An analogy to this thinking can be found in an

historical story. Saint Antoninus, who had seen Angelico painting the murals of San

Marco, atoned through frequent self flagellation after being elevated to the post of

Florence’s archbishop, a position of which he believed himself to be unworthy.

The men of fifteenth century Florence were clearly aware of the mission that had been

passed down to them. This carried some painters to excessive naturalism, and others,

notably Fra Angelico, who already had such a mystical temperament, to an naturalistic

idealism that was not in the least bit opposed to a healthy and reasoned realism.

Angelico did not scorn the study of anatomy and perspective, the fall of draperies and

the science of light and shadow. His expression of saintly rejoicing was so advanced

that it aspired to unite the blessed and the angels, dancing in joyous rounds to the

sound of music and singing. On the other hand, in his paintings of Christ’s suffering,

he shows the most severe act of penitence. On this subject, a letter from Saint

Antoninus to Madonna Diotata dagli Adinari, has its importance. Antoninus says: 
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“Corporal discipline is useful for waking the slumbering spirit, and mastering

the flesh, especially in the young. But this discipline should not be used

without the advice of one’s confessor who determines its severity, manner of

delivery, and duration. You should ask Fra Benedetto [the brother of Fra

Angelico, who died in 1448] to be your confessor, but if he cannot accept you

because of his age or other affairs, take Fra Alessandro or Fra Lorenzo, both

of whom are at San Marco… If you wish to go [take communion] at

San Marco, I give you permission, for it is a peaceful place. Feed

your thoughts with Christ’s infinite mercy and gentleness, and

meditate on his Holy Passion, which is the richest treasure of

infinite grace for all sinners who return to it.”20

If our modern painters possessed some of this spirit of faith

and penitence, their paintings of Christ on the Cross and his

Passion would probably be more successful. Today, these

compositions seem more like theatrical representations than

an account from the Gospels.

In Christ Carrying the Cross found in cell 28 (p.112), Mary follows

her Son fixing her gaze upon him, her hands raised and

enveloped under her cloak. Saint Dominic kneels before Christ,

leaving his open book upon the ground. In the place of dead

words he prefers to look upon the living Verb that advances

before him, carrying his cross on his shoulders. The Lord carries

his cross (he does not drag it), in a manner that places the

length of the trunk before him. He seems to want to submit to

the Saint’s prayers and confer upon him the instrument of his

Passion. Artists painting the Stations of the Cross could learn

from Angelico how a few figures with vivid expressions have a

greater moral effect than larger groups of people. They could

also learn that torturers should not be the principal characters,

but that, when they risk compromising the impression created

on the faithful, they should be relegated to the background.

The painting containing the greatest number of figures is cell 36’s Christ Nailed to the

Cross (p.115), which follows Saint Bonaventure’s meditations on the life of Christ.

Christ stands before the cross, his feet resting on a stool. Two soldiers have climbed

ladders to nail Christ’s hands to the crossbar. Mary and John weep below, and to the

right, stand three soldiers.

Now that the paintings of the Crucifixion have been examined in detail, we can look at

Christ in Limbo in cell 31. This composition is reminiscent of Duccio’s painting of the
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74. Christ Carrying the Cross (one of 35

paintings for the Silver Treasury of

Santissima Annunziata), c. 1450.

Tempera on wood panel, 39 x 39 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence. 

same subject (Christ in Limbo, p.117), painted on the reverse side of his Maestà in Siena.

Duccio uses a greater number of figures in his paintings than Angelico, but here, as in

Siena, Christ carries the standard of the Resurrection and the Victory in his left hand,

and extends his right hand to Abraham, behind whom one sees Adam, Eve, Moses,

David, and the other Patriarchs. Is it by chance that Duccio shows the Lord stepping

over the broken gates of hell to place his foot on the struck down Prince of Darkness,

where Fra Angelico shows Satan crushed under the heavy panel of the door? Christ

does not touch Satan and advances on a light cloud. He is magnificently dressed in

luminous garments and surrounded by rays of glory, while two demons are seized with

fear and take flight. This painting is among the master’s best, and the tradition that

Saint Antoninus lived in the cell it decorates when he was the prior of San Marco only

increases its value. Angelico, inspired by Antoninus’s piety, would have dedicated this

scene to him, for Saint Antoninus’s sermons had saved many sinners from the gulf of

hell. Angelico used all of his care in creating this painting.

It would be difficult if one had to choose a single best painting from the work of Angelico,

since many of his paintings merit unreserved admiration. This is the case with the

Lamentation of cell 2 (p.119). The Saviour’s holy body does not lie upon the earth, for the

men who took Christ down from the cross have laid him across the laps of the three

Marys’ who are seated on the ground. Christ’s right shoulder rests against his Mother’s

heart and his feet rest upon the knees of Magdalene. One of the Marys’, seated in the

middle, gently raises Christ’s right arm while John, kneeling before the group, takes

Christ’s left arm to bring together the hands of the divine Crucified with the help of the

other Mary. The Virgin supports the head of her beloved Son with her left hand. Saint

Dominic stands next to Magdalene, his eyes lowered and the gesture of his hand indicating

that he too takes part in mourning. Nicodemus and Joseph of Arimathea are not present.

What charm emanates from the painting of Magdalene in cell 1 (Noli me tangere, p.123)!

The divine Resurrected carries a gardener’s pick on his shoulder, but his step, his

clothing, his expression and his stigmata all say, “It is Him.” Magdalene has found what

she was seeking, and falling on her knees, extends her arms before her in the rapture of

joy. The bushes, freshly opened flowers, and the lush foliage of the treetops recall

Paradise. The fence in the background surrounding the scene is not the vulgar enclosure

of an ordinary garden. It was meant to remind the monk living in the cell of the cloister

that brought Christ’s visitation, the visitation Magdalene obtained through

perseverance. There are no witnesses to this scene between Jesus and Magdalene. It is

the Saint herself that shows the viewer what one must do. When portraying the greatest

mysteries involving the most important characters, intermediaries are superfluous. 

The Holy Saints at the Tomb (p.120) is another original conception by Fra Angelico. The

tomb’s keepers are invisible, like the torturers in The Mocking of Christ. The angel,

dressed in white, appears seated in all of his grandeur and majesty. He extends his right
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hand as if to say, “He is not here,” indicating with his left hand the upper region where

the luminous bust of the Resurrected is visible, floating in the centre of the painting.21

The first of the women is already before the tomb. She shades her eyes with her hand

and gives a searching look into the depths of the sarcophagus where she perceives only

emptiness. Her troubled spirit prevents her from finding that which she seeks. The three

other women have just entered the cave and seem to huddle against one another,

undecided as to what to do in the presence of the angel, behind whom Saint Dominic

kneels. Dominic is a believer, and he sees that which remains hidden from the women.

Study of the paintings in the cells of San Marco proves that Fra Angelico had views of a

different range than those that inspired the cycle of paintings for the Silver Treasury of

the Santissima Annunziata described earlier. There, Angelico was an historical painter,

but here he incorporates a mystical element. Earlier in our analysis, we examined the

inscription found below a Crucifixion. The inscription beneath the Annunciation found

at the entry to the cells (p.91) seems even more noteworthy. “Virginis intactae cum veneris

ante figuram, Pretereundo cave, ne sileatur Ave!” (In passing before the image of the

immaculate Virgin, remember to salute her with an Ave!)

Above the words just cited, the following motto, the Adamo di San Vittore, is inscribed

in the painting itself. “Salve Mater pietatus et totius trinitatis nobilie triclinium, Maria!” (I

salute you, Oh Mother and worthy Tabernacle of the entire Trinity, Mary!) The word

Maria has been worn away by countless kisses of veneration. This painting seems to

awaken piety and love so well, that the reprimands expressed in the cited passages

seem superfluous. There is nothing surprising in the fact that Italians in particular

respond to the call addressed to them by this kind of image. Rio recounts a pleasant

anecdote that strikingly characterises the affection for certain images of saints. It

reveals not only the poetic beauty of these sentiments, but their value and influence

on daily life. Here is the passage from the author of Christian Art.

“One beautiful springtime morning, we drifted towards the ruins of Torcello, when coming

out of a canal that crossed the entire length of Murano, we noticed a little island covered

in blooming trees. We noticed that they hid a modest thatched hut. We moored our

gondola, and nearby, we remarked upon a Madonna sculpted in the wall with a burning

lamp and freshly cut flowers before her. A purse was attached to a long pole to receive

alms from fisherman and gondoliers. Upon debarking to visit the garden, we found an old

man seated on his doorstep, and his gentle accent along with the serenity of his noble face

encouraged us to ask him about the life that he led in this solitude. We learned the most

interesting details about his own story, and the history of the island and its Madonna. The

island was once the home of Franciscan monks who fled after the French invasion. The

profane hands of the soldiers tried in vain to tear the Madonna from her stone tabernacle.

This part of his story was more strongly emphasized than the rest. He had lived on that

small island for more than twenty-five years. When we asked him if his perpetual isolation

did not sadden him from time to time, he responded with a confident smile accompanied
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75. Christ Nailed to the Cross (cell 36), 

c. 1445. 

Fresco, 169 x 134 cm.

Museo di San Marco, Florence.

76. Christ in Limbo (one of 35 paintings for the

Silver Treasury of Santissima Annunziata), 

c. 1450. 

Tempera on wood panel, 39 x 39 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence. 

77. DDuucccciioo  ddii  BBuuoonniinnsseeggnnaa, Christ in Limbo

(the reverse side of his Maestà), 

1308-1311.

Tempera on wood panel, 51 x 53.5 cm. 

Museo dell’Opera del Duomo, Siena.





116



117

by an expressive gesture towards the Madonna, showing that he always had the Mother

of God nearby, that he never felt alone. He told us that the proximity of such a guardian

was enough to make him happy, and that maintaining the lamp and replacing the flowers

were his sweetest activities.”22

Oh how the saints of the Catholic Church have found, through imagery, consolation,

support, incentive and encouragement to do good! The Italian legend of the blessed

Umiliana of Florence tells that, under any circumstances, a painting of the Madonna

consoled her. Thanks to this portrait, she was always able to triumph over the difficulties

of life, and elevate herself to the highest

spheres of prayer. She kept a lamp constantly

lit before the holy image, and when that lamp

went out, it was re-lit by an angel, or by a

white dove holding a rose as brilliant as the

sun in its beak. A legend from Cologne relates

that, one day during his childhood, Herman

Joseph offered a beautiful apple to the

Madonna in the Santa Maria of the Capitol

and that the offering was accepted by the

infant Jesus.

Doubtlessly, in the old images, sometimes of

little artistic value, there is more than the

profane eye can see, and simple souls find

something that the artist was not able to

endow the painting with in reality. But there

also exist images that are, in a sense, the

mirror of their creator’s religious soul, and

which no pious heart can contemplate

without sensing an awakening, an echo of

the most intimate emotions of sympathy.23 

This is the case with images by the “angelical painter”. It is not only his personal piety,

but also the expressive power of his works, which led the serious followers of Saint

Dominic to respond to the invitation he addressed to them for centuries: “In passing

before the image of the Immaculate Virgin, do not forget to salute her with an Ave.”

Vasari was clearly a man of the sixteenth century, and he deserves the extent of his

reputation less to his paintings than to the books he wrote. Naturally, he held his era’s

progress in the fine arts in high regard. To Vasari, Raphael and Michelangelo seemed

like the brightest starts shining in art’s firmament. Yet, he could not restrain his

admiration for Angelico. It flows forth in such eloquent terms that some have doubted

the authorship of Angelico’s biography, wondering if it could have really come from
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78. The Lamentation (cell 2), c. 1441. 

Fresco, 184 x 152 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence. 

Vasari’s pen. One must respond affirmatively. This writing is Vasari’s. Vasari, who was

so thoroughly penetrated by the works of Fra Giovanni and understood them well. 

“Fra Giovanni was so scornful of worldly things that he lived in piety and

purity, and was a faithful friend to the poor… He was always at work, busy

painting, and he never painted anything other than saintly subjects.

Angelico often said that he who wishes to practice the art of painting

should live soberly, and avoid thoughts that might trouble one’s art, and

that he who wishes to paint the events of Christ’s life should always be

with Christ. The saints painted by Fra Angelico possess a more saintly air

about them than the saints of any other master. He had the habit of leaving

his painting, without changes or repainting, preferring to respect what he

painted to begin with, saying that it was God’s will.” 

There are some who say Fra Giovanni never took up his brush without first praying,

and that each time he painted the crucifix, tears streamed from his eyes. One sees the

sincerity and energy of his faith in the faces and poses of his figures.

“Such elevated emotions and the expressive power of Giovanni’s technique

could have only existed in a pious man. He who hopes to illustrate the

subject of piety and saintliness should be animated by pious and saintly

feelings. To the contrary, if subjects of this nature are treated by men who

do not love the religion, they only awaken inappropriate desires and

frivolous thoughts. This is the case with works that are praised only as

works of art, and which should be reprimanded for their indecency…”24

Some art critics, moved by delicate sensibilities, still experience what Vasari once felt.

This is the case with Woltmann, who writes: 

“Fra Giovanni was a great innovator on one point in particular: he

excelled in painting the nuance and the delicacy of facial expressions,

and the gradual ascent of the emotions which can be read within them.

This comes from his solemn and religious nature. In the peaceful purity

of his paintings, in that beauty which is entirely of the soul, there is a

gripping and utterly human emotion. But even where he is elevated to a

dreamlike exaltation he remains unfamiliar to spiritual trouble, and never

exceeds the sphere of softness and beauty. Doubtlessly the painter was

named Fra Giovanni Angelico, “the Angelical,” because of the purity of

his life, but also in reference to his creations, which were the reflection

of his beautiful soul.”25

Another German scholar, Rumohr, made a similar judgment before Woltmann: 
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79. The Marys’ at the Tomb (cell 8), 

1440-1441. 

Fresco, 189 x 164 cm.

Convento di San Marco, Florence. 

80. Homo Pietatis (cell 26), 1438-1445. 

Fresco. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence.

“In the most successful of his small paintings, one could say that the artist

exhausted himself varying the expressions of joy superior to that which can be

felt on earth, while his murals often show the terrestrial suffering of saintly

figures, though their gestures and faces only reveal an inner harmony which

prevail over the blows from the outside world. Nothing seems to disturb the

stability of their hopes and the energy of their will. In keeping with the

generally admitted assumption, such delicate and spiritual preoccupations

would have distanced Angelico from objective research, and instead, he

turned within himself. Surprisingly, it happened that this

dreamy and exalted spirit distanced from terrestrial

preoccupations was the first innovator to reveal the

importance of the human face’s forms, using its

nuances and gradations to lend abundance and a

more complete precision to his images. He took

pleasure in developing an incalculable nuance to

show the nature of the goodness and gentleness

of the soul. On the other hand, he remained

ignorant of the body’s structure. This is why,

whenever he wished to surpass the simple

contours of the human body in the style of Giotto,

and show the body in motion, he was almost

always able to master the difficulties of the upper

body, but rarely able to master the lower

members, which, in the majority of his paintings,

remain inanimate and devoid of suppleness.

Neither does he attempt to enhance the

picturesque nature of his works with a brighter

light or greater masses of shadows, as did

Masaccio. He did know how to direct the fall of

draperies and soften them according to his

needs with an extraordinary emotional delicacy.

This quality is unique to Angelico, and gives his works a certain charm that

I myself cannot explain. Fra Angelico da Fiesole, Benozzo Gozzoli, and

Domenico Ghirlandaio, and the other painters of their tendency and

period, did not really possess knowledge of the laws that rule the human

body. In general, their drawing skills cannot be compared to the best of the

Carracci’s contemporaries. But these early artists are as remarkable for the

richness of their admirable summaries of nature’s traits where the

Carraccis’ creations seem confined to uniformity and a few

generalisations. As a result, ever since the toning down of the critical

requirements concerning what could be called the superficial and exterior

qualities of art, and a contrasting and growing interest in art’s spirituality,
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81. Noli Me Tangere (cell 1), 1440-1441. 

Fresco, 180 x 146 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence. 

82. Saint Peter Preaching, 1433.

Tempera on wood panel, 35.8 x 53 cm.

Museo di San Marco, Florence.

these older artists have made considerable gains in their general esteem and

even in their market value, where the others have declined proportionally.”26

It is true that from a technical point of view, Fra Angelico did not achieve the mastery

that was attained after him. Up until the end of his century, a constellation of talented

men continually studied and applied their skills in pursuit of the knowledge that

Raphael and Michelangelo  readily had at their disposition; knowledge that served as

the means through which they attained their glory. It can even be said that many of

Angelico’s contemporaries had knowledge of anatomy, perspective, and mastery of

shadow and light superior to his own. Yet, it should be kept in mind that Angelico was

a monk, and a religious man who honoured his vocation. The experiences,

observations and studies others accessed freely were forbidden to him. 

Yet, for this same reason Angelico was better equipped to penetrate the depths of the soul.

In the same manner as a strictly observant Dominican, the artist must have struggled to

curb his passions and to be Christlike; he also wanted to show in his paintings the

domination of Christ’s law over the instincts of humanity. This is why restraint in all things

is one of his art’s greatest secrets. This measure, this temperance, understood as a cardinal

virtue, gave peace to his soul and influenced his paintings. The double peace of death and

repentance hovers over the group of the Crucifixion in the cloister. Next to this group, a

more recent master painted Mary and John with gaping mouths, straggling hair, and the

folds of their agitated clothing, seeking to add to the painting’s pain. 

Despite this effort, these figures have no effect on the heart, and repel the viewer,

demanding too much by carrying the viewer to the same emotional level to grasp the

painting. In contrast, Fra Angelico demands so little of those who contemplate his work!

He comes to them in friendly silence, but he takes the faithful, who abandon themselves

to his guidance, far. So far and to such depths, that before the paintings in the cells on

the second floor, the softened and effeminate century recoiled with dread. His power lies

within this restraint. How peaceful, and yet irresistible, are the figures in the refectory,

and the strangers reminiscent of the disciples of Emmaus who hold the Lord (Christ with

Two Dominicans Resembling the Disciples of Emmaus, or Christ Being Received as a Pilgrim,

p.72)! Where could this restraint and moderation be better appreciated and enjoyed

than in the convent of San Marco, where in the fifteenth century, Savonarola, one of the

greatest preachers in Italy, prayed and carried the town council to write above the door

of its Palazzo Vecchio the words “Jesus Christus Rex Florentini populi s.q. decreto electus.”

(Jesus Christ, the elected King of the Florentine people by the decree of the Senate and

the People)? This enflamed orator was lead astray by the period’s misfortune and later

committed acts atoned for in a bloody catastrophe that shadows his cell at San Marco

to this day. Savonarola sank in the storm he stirred up himself, a victim of his own

spirit that he could not master. Cosimo de’ Medici had the inscription changed. The

new inscription today seems without power in comparison, that is to say, insignificant:

Rex regum et Dominus dominantium (King of kings and Lord of those who rule).
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Outside Influences

83. Madonna and Child Enthroned with the

Patron Saints of the San Marco Convent

(Madonna della Ombre) (between the

doors of cells 25 and 26), c. 1450. 

Fresco, 195 x 273 cm.

Convento di San Marco, Florence.

84. SStteepphhaann  LLoocchhnneerr, Madonna in the rose

bower, c. 1450.

Oil on wood panel, 50.5 x 40 cm. 

Wallraf-Richartz Museum, Cologne.

85. The Adoration of the Magi (cell 39, second

room decorated for Cosimo de’ Medici),

1438-1446.

Fresco, 175 x 357 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence.

I
n no period has man been able to avoid the influence of his

environment, and it is even harder for the artist and his work to free

themselves from the latent, continual and insistent action of their

surroundings. Doubtlessly, the law of silence, which the image of Peter Martyr in San

Marco enjoins so seriously, (Saint Peter Martyr Enjoining Silence, p.75), ruled the

interior of that house devoted to prayer. Yet the Dominican convent was found at the

centre of the joyous and lively city of Florence, a great power from more than one

point of view. The Dominicans often exerted their power over the inhabitants, and

even if they had wanted to, for the sake of the souls at risk, they could not have

remained separate from the spirit of their period. They intended to remain active

members of their nation, and for this reason lived on good terms with the ruling

classes and the most influential men. 

The most striking example of these friendly relations was seen in 1436 when the

Preaching Friars entered the convent of San Marco. Pope Eugene IV had it in his heart

to give a bit of flash and solemnity to the ceremony of their taking possession. Three

bishops figured in the procession organised by the Dominican monks for this

celebration, and the functionaries of the Signora followed them, while the Florentine

people formed a mass of joyous spectators and welcomed the parade. Cosimo de’

Medici became a zealous promoter of the new institution. 

In 1341 the monks already possessed a chapel known as San Marco in the vicinity of

the church of the Santissima Annunziata. It had been built by Donna Fia, the widow

of Bianchi di Caponsacchi. Cosimo, who took charge of all costs in 1438, ironed out

a dispute among the widow’s heirs. San Marco was still the property of the Silvestrine

monks at the beginning of the fifteenth century. Here again, Cosimo intervened in

favor of the Dominican community, convincing Pope Martin V to transfer the

Silvestrines to San Giorgio on the left bank of the Arno, leaving San Marco to the

Preaching Friars. 

Having achieved his goal, Cosimo de’ Medici, wanted to extend his generous gifts

further by constructing a sumptuous convent and magnificent church. The prior

Saint Antoninus opposed the realisation of this elaborate project. In keeping with his

views, everything was arranged as simply as possible. Thanks to the talents of the

architect Michelozzo, the buildings took on a noble and even beautiful character.

Unfortunately, the church underwent regrettable modifications in subsequent

reconstructions. Cosimo began the building in 1437, but it was only in 1441, at the

expense of 360,000 gold florins, that the construction was advanced enough for it to
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86. LLoorreennzzoo  MMoonnaaccoo,,  The Adoration of the

Magi (Predella of The Coronation of the

Virgin), 1414. 

Tempera on wood panel, 450 x 350 cm.

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence. 

87. The Adoration of the Magi (part of a series

of four paintings for Lorenzo the

Magnificent), 1440-1460. 

Tempera on wood panel, 

diameter: 137.3 cm. 

National Gallery of Art, 

Washington, D.C.

88. Domenico Ghirlandaio, The Adoration of

the Magi, 1487. 

Tempera on wood panel, 

diameter: 171 cm. 

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence.

be consecrated as a church. That same year, the library, composed of a large hall,

fifty metres long covered by a vault resting on a double row of eleven elegant

columns, was also finished. The entry to this second floor library is located in the

first vestibule, found after climbing the stairs. 

Today, long glass display cases are placed in the central gallery of the library. They

contain eighty-two large liturgical books taken from the convents of Florence.

Twenty-five of these precious volumes are the choir-books of San Marco. Richly

ornamented with miniature paintings, they were written between 1443 and 1450 at

the cost of 1,500 scudi, paid by Cosimo de’ Medici. Once, the library contained 64

desks where, according the orders of Cosimo, Tommaso de Sarzana arranged 400

manuscripts from the donated collection of Niccolò Nicoli († 1437).

Numerous modifications were undertaken not long after the convent’s construction

was completed in 1443. Already in 1451, a document tells of new work

accomplished that year. Soon it was recognised that part of the foundations were

too weak, rendering a partial reconstruction necessary. It is certain that many of the

walls dividing the cells were added after the completion of a fair number of Fra

Angelico’s paintings. Today it is difficult to tell exactly what was added to the

original structure. In fact, most of the paintings ornamenting the cells were created

on the walls between the windows, and not on the walls that divide the rooms,

where they would have been better lit and less exposed to humidity. 

It is possible that when Fra Angelico was working there only existed two walls that

separated cells 1-11 and 22-30 from the corridor in order to form two long

dormitories. Similarly, one can imagine that cells 15-21 once formed a single room.

The other cells were probably destined for the prior and other members of the Order

who needed to be housed separately.

All of the evidence shows that a generous benefactor like Cosimo must have

exercised a noticeable influence in the community of San Marco. Saint Antoninus,

Cosimo’s confessor and the first prior of the new convent, reserved two cells for

Cosimo near the choir of the church at the end of the principal corridor which

contained the staircase and the door to the library. This was where Cosimo was

received during his visits to the saint, when he prepared himself to receive the

Holy Sacraments under Antoninus’s direction. 

Fra Angelico painted these cells with the intention of welcoming the house

protector and helping him enter the state of meditation that he sought in this

retreat. Here again, the artist painted the divine Crucifix, although this image was

already found many times on the ground floor and second floor of the convent. In

this cell, more than anywhere else, the view of the Crucifixion must have

Outside Influences
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Outside Influences

awakened the feelings of contrition and repentance in Cosimo, carrying him to

virtue, and when necessary, serving as consolation. 

Mary, John, and Peter Martyr stand next to the Cross, but before the Cross kneels

Saint Cosmas, the patron saint of the Florentine sovereign. 

In 1441, Fra Angelico painted a large composition in the

second chamber showing the three Magi coming to

adore the Christ Child, and bringing him their

offerings (The Adoration of the Magi,

pp.128-129). Princely generosity was a

tradition in the Medici family. This

painting, an example from the Holy

Scriptures, must have reminded

Cosimo of his wealth’s most

noble use, but it also must

have been a token of gratitude

in memory of the convent’s

consecration. San Marco was

built with Cosimo’s money,

and inaugurated in 1442 on

the Feast day of the Kings.

This was not the first time that

Fra Giovanni painted the

Adoration of the Magi. He treated

the same subject in his paintings for

the Santissima Annunziata, as well as

in a little panel today found in the

Galleria degli Uffizi. In San Marco however,

his genius soars higher and he develops the

theme more completely.27

All competent critics agree on this point. They recognise the

superiority of the grouping as well as its delicacy, freshness, the charm of its faces and

its colours. It is possible that the layout of the principal group was inspired by the

liturgical solemnity of the Good Friday procession, during which each participant

prostrates himself before the crucifix to kiss the stigmata. The first king kisses the feet

of the holy Infant, the second has just given his offering to Saint Joseph, and

prostrates himself on his knees, waiting for the first king to pass so that he may take

his place. The third king still stands, holding the precious vase containing his offering.

Next come the three most important functionaries of the Court. They prepare to 
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89. Saint Mark and Saint Matthiew (from the

pilasters of the altarpiece of San Domenico

in Fiesole), c. 1418-1423.

Tempera and gold on wood panel, 

36 x 11 cm.

Musée Condé, Chantilly.
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90. Saint Nicholas of Bari and Saint Michael

(from the altarpiece of San Domenico in

Fiesole), c. 1424-1425.

Tempera and gold on wood panel, 

35.5 x 14 cm.

Foundation Rau, Rielasingen-Worblingen. 
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91. The Naming of the Baptist, 1434-1435. 

Tempera and gold on wood panel, 

26 x 24 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence.

92. The Baptism of Christ (cell 24), c. 1441.

Fresco, 179 x 148 cm. 

Convento di San Marco, Florence. 

93. LLeeoonnaarrddoo  ddaa  VViinnccii and AAnnddrreeaa  ddeell

VVeerrrroocccchhiioo, The Baptism of Christ, 

1470-1476. 

Oil and tempera on wood panel, 

177 x 151 cm. 

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence.

Outside Influences

arrange themselves in order of rank while the rest of the entourage has not yet fallen

into the desired order. 

Rio’s objection to the ordering of the group is false. He rightly understands that the

twelve characters of the kings’ entourage create a sort of procession, but he is

shocked by their importance which he understands as equal to that of the kings they

follow, and who are distinguished only by their crowns and their position in the

procession. The Mother of God, at the end of the painting, is not in a place of lower

rank, for, with the Child she holds, she is the goal and the end of all of the

movement created in this composition. The niche found below the painting,

showing the Homo Pietatis standing in his tomb, once served as a place for the Most

Blessed Sacrament or perhaps a reliquary. Marchese notes that one of the kings’

servants carries an astrolabe. 

According to him, this instrument recalls the astronomical preoccupations of the

Magi. In another sense, it represents the absent star. The same author believes that

the aridity of the mountains in the background helps to bring out the richness of the

costumes. As to the faces, this writer’s pen does not know how to characterise their

elevation, beauty, and gentleness to which no reduced copy of the painting can do

justice.

A third painting by Fra Giovanni, destined to honour the Medici family is found

between the doors to cells 25 and 26 (Madonna della Ombre). The patron saints of the

convent are grouped around the Mother of God as they are grouped about the foot of

the Cross in the chapter room. To the right of Mary, Mark, the saint for whom the

convent was named, converses with Cosmas and Damian, the patron saints of the

Medici family. At the far end of this group stands Saint Dominic, his finger pointing to

the rule of the Dominican Order. 

To the left of Mary the artist placed the patron saints of the three living Medicis:

Saint John, Saint Lawrence, and Saint Peter Martyr, with Saint Thomas Aquinas

behind them. This composition gives an impression of peace and calm, and in this

regard, it is in perfect harmony with the simple and silent corridor where it was

placed. The holy characters speak only with their eyes and hands. Two of them, full

of gravity, look out at the viewer, inviting them to turn towards Jesus who raises his

right hand in a blessing. The six fluted pilasters in the background accentuate the

harmony of the group. The Virgin Mary with the Infant Jesus is seated between the

two pilasters in the centre, on each side a pilaster rises behind the groups of three

patron saints, and on each side a pilaster serves as a background to Saints Dominic

and Peter Martyr at the ends of the groups. These piedroits respond to the

architrave and the steps of the Virgin’s throne, and form a sort of framework for the

ensemble of the composition.
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It seems likely that Cosimo († 1464) commissioned the four paintings that are part of

the Gallery of Lorenzo de’ Medici (il Magnifico), inventoried in the following manner: 

“a) a large round painting with a gilded frame with the Holy Virgin and the

Infant Jesus, and the kings who come to offer their presents (The Adoration

of the Magi, p.132); b) a little painting where our Lord is shown dead, with

four saints carrying him to the tomb; c) a little round painting with a

Madonna; d) a painting serving as an altarpiece, two ells high and one and

a half ells wide, with a gilded frame showing

the story of the Three Kings.”28

These four paintings are evidence of the esteem in

which the Medici family held the work of the

Dominican painter. They also prove that his work’s

success was not the result of the friars of his and

other Orders, but rather that it was based on the

choices of Florence’s ruling classes. It is also clear

that at the time, Fra Angelico received many

commissions from different sources. It is certain

that those paying for the paintings had some say

on the subjects that would be treated. It should be

remarked however, that the number of saints

glorified by the painter’s brush is rather restrained.

Most often, he painted the saints and blessed

leaders of his Order, his favorites were Saint

Dominic, Saint Peter Martyr, and Saint Thomas

Aquinas. After them came the patron saints of the

Medici family, who were quite popular in Florence:

Saints Cosmas, Damian, and Lawrence. Then came

Mark, the saint for whom San Marco was named,

Saint John the Baptist, as the attendant to the

throne of the universal Judge, the Apostles, the

Prophets, and finally, Romuald, Gualbert, and

Francis, the representatives of his fellow convents,

as well as Nicholas and Stephen who were particularly venerated in Italy at that time.

Other saints who enjoyed particular devotion in the fifteenth century can be seen in

the paintings of the Coronation of the Sainted Virgin. The care and degree of finish in

these paintings depended on the taste of those asking for them to be painted. From

this point of view, Rosini’s attempt to classify the works of Fra Angelico according to

the degree to gold used in them is an unfortunate. It was the taste and the wealth of

those commissioning the work that determined its decor, a fact confirmed by the

many artist contracts conserved from this period.

Outside Influences
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94. PPiieerroo  ddeellllaa  FFrraanncceessccaa, The Baptism of

Christ, c. 1440-1445. 

Tempera on wood panel, 167 x 116 cm.

The National Gallery, London.

95. The Baptism of Christ (one of 35 paintings

for the Silver Treasury of Santissima

Annunziata), c. 1450. 

Tempera on wood panel, 39 x 39 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence. 

The degree of the finish also often depended upon the place in which the painting

would be seen, amongst other considerations. In this sense, all evidence shows that

the artist had to devote more time and study to a painting destined for a chapter

room, a hallway, or a work that was seen by everyone, and even more to a room

reserved for a member of the princely Medici family compared with the images

improvised on the walls of a simple friar’s cell. Many of the paintings decorating the

cells are nothing more than rapid sketches. Perhaps they were even attempts

without preparatory studies that the artist, in his abundant genius,

sometimes finished in only one or two days. 

Other works, however, betray signs of long preparations, a

particular study of the means of constructing a work, and a

thought-out and careful execution. Crowe and Cavalcaselle have

made a few excellent observations on Angelico’s technical

procedures. According to their remarks, the parts of the

background on which the heads were to be painted were

smoothed level and polished. Shadows where sketched out using

a very light greenish-gray tint, glazed, and the faces were

finished by carefully outlining and filling in the reliefs and

contours with a rosy tone, thickening the lighter brushstrokes.

This whole process is reminiscent of illuminating miniatures on

vellum, where the tint of the parchment shows through the

lightest hues, and where the effect of dimension is produced by

the transparency of the shadows whose tones result from the

lighter colour underneath. Yet the care given to the drawing and

to the study of forms does not always create the desired effect,

because the contrast of colours and the contrast of lightness and

darkness sometimes fail each other. Crowe and Cavalcaselle

emphasize that this technique holds the advantage of rapid

execution and is found not only in the paintings of Angelico and

Masolino, but also in those of Jan Van Eyck, Fra Bartolomeo, and even a few of

Raphael’s paintings. Thus it is not clear if this technique can be declared as similar

to the painting of miniatures, as evidence that Fra Giovanni learned his art from

miniaturists, nor even as proof that that he painted miniatures on vellum. 

However, some have wanted to draw these conclusions, and these opinions are still

frequently repeated. In reality, Fra Angelico’s techniques do not distinguish him

from his contemporaries, just as he is not opposed to them in questions of principle. 

All things considered, Angelico remains within the current of tradition, and like his

contemporaries, is inspired by aspects of ancient Iconography. This is noticeable,

for example, in The Baptism of Christ at San Marco (p.138). The long stride of Saint

Outside Influences
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96. AAnnddrreeaa  MMaanntteeggnnaa, The Baptism of Christ, 

c. 1500-1505. 

Tempera on canvas, 228 x 175 cm. 

Sant’Andrea, Mantua.

John the Baptist is a motif which is seen in the baptistry of San Giovanni di Fonte

in Ravenna, and which is repeated with developments in many Greek and Italian

paintings. Without the fact that this pose had become traditional, the great

distance between the Saint John the Baptist’s legs in Angelico’s work would be

inexplicable. The same can be said of his paintings of Christ in Limbo, and the

Pentecost, which are visible imitations of ancient paintings.

There is one point however, where Fra Giovanni was not inspired by anyone, where

he does not imitate and is inimitable: in the melodious harmony and mystical

expression of inner peace that transfigures most of his characters; in his pure and

limpid contours, and his colours which charm through a particular rhythm.

Thought reigns over his paintings; the techniques of his art are subordinate to

meditation and are used only to serve it. In the places where Angelico does not

achieve perfection, the errors are not troubling. His spirit seduces and envelops us

to such a degree, that one has search to notice the imperfections. He himself was

often the first to recognise them, but according to Vasari, “his habit was to neither

correct or improve that which he had already painted, because, according to his

thinking, God willed it so.” We have already remarked upon the faults in the

painting of the Last Supper. 

In Noli me tangere (Apparition of the Resurrected Jesus before Magdalene, p.123),

Christ’s right arm is too short and his left foot seems twisted. In his backgrounds, Fra

Angelico treated mountains and constructions in a conventional manner, until the

end. Other imperfections are attributed to his collaborators. Among them can be cited

his brother, Fra Benedetto de Mugello, the Florentine Benozzo Gozzoli, Zanobi

Strozzi, Domenico di Michelino, Gentile da Fabriano, and others. Many of them

managed to imitate the master most singularly. This fact is demonstrated by an

agreement for a painting between the friars of San Marco in Florence and Benozzo

Gozzoli. 

In executing his painting for the main altar of San Marco, Gozzoli was to exactly

imitate the form, manner, and even the ornaments used by Fra Angelico. Most

frequently, it is said that Fra Benedetto helped Angelico with the paintings at San

Marco. If one is to believe Lanzi, Benedetto was Angelico’s master and initiated

him in the painting of miniatures from which Fra Angelico would have been later

promoted to larger works. Vasari, Rio, Marchese, and Crowe agree that Benedetto

was a miniaturist, and would later become his older brother’s collaborator. 

Elsewhere, Milanesi, a distinguished archaeologist, has used the account registers

of San Marco to show that Fra Benedetto was employed as a calligrapher there

from 1443 until his death in 1448, transcribing choir books, but not painting

any miniatures.29 

Outside Influences
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T
he inscription over Dante’s tomb in Santa Croce, Florence’s

Pantheon, is fitting: “Onorate l’altissimo poeta” (Honour the highest of

poets). In our time, when all of the Church’s thoughts are

contradicted, it holds a particular value. It is often repeated that Dante was Fra

Angelico’s most fertile source of inspiration. To support this thesis, an author will

cite a few dozen lines by the poet, assuring the reader that they served as

inspiration for images by the artist. It is true that the cult of Dante flourished to

such a degree during Angelico’s lifetime, that the celebrated Hellenist Francis

Philelphus read and analysed his verses in the cathedral on Sundays and Feast days.

Friar Eustachio, one of San Marco’s monks, and an excellent miniaturist who died

in 1555 at the age of 83, was a passionate admirer of Dante. He knew long passages

of his poetry by heart and loved to recite them. A student of Fra Angelico, Domenico

di Michelino, painted the portrait of Dante that is still found in Florence’s Duomo

(Dante and the Three Kingdoms or Dante and the Divine Comedy, p.148). But the crown

of the author of the Divine Comedy is made of so many true laurels, that it is useless

to add artificial ones.

Fra Angelico was exceptionally familiar with the Bible, and had read mystical texts in

the spirit of the Preaching Friars. Among the monks from whom he received his

instruction were men of great intellect, filled with knowledge of the Holy Scriptures

and the history of the Church. 

Angelico’s imposing painting in the chapter room of San Marco is evidence of this fact.

Year in and year out, the mysteries of the Religion were brought before his soul by the

regular cycle of the Church’s feast days, whose profound sense he must have grasped

with piety in the intimacy of his heart. Abundant sources of fertile and suggestive

thinking were available to him in Saint Thomas Aquinas’ Summa Theologiae, in the

pious books, in the sermons of his prior Saint Antoninus, and the other orators of his

Order, and finally, in his own meditations. These sources formed an inexhaustible well

from which it was easy for Angelico to draw his paintbrush’s inspiration, lending

reality to his art. He set to work after saturating himself in this inspiration. 

Fra Giovanni was also the student of the blessed Jean Dominici, who according to

Saint Antoninus, did not borrow the material for his popular lectures in Florence’s 

The Paintings of the Last Judgment
and their Relationship with Dante’s
Poetry
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97. The Last Judgment (detail), 1432-1435. 

Tempera and gold on wood panel, 

105 x 210 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence. 

98. JJaann  VVaann  EEyycckk, The Last Judgment, 

c.1430. 

Oil on wood panel, transferred to canvas,

56.5 x 19.7 cm. 

The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

Fletcher Fund, New York.

99. The Last Judgment. 

Tempera and gold on wood panel,

106.5 x 131.5 cm. 

Private collection.

Duomo from poets, but from the books of the Bible and the saints. Had not the

Dominican family produced numerous mystical authors who must have directly or

indirectly acted upon the painter’s spirit? One needs only to cite John Tauler 

(† 1361), Henry Suso († 1365), and Saint Catherine of Siena († 1380). Just as his

contemporary Gerson († 1429) used sermons and scenes from the Passion to

spread the devotion to the suffering of Christ, Fra Angelico used his paintbrush in

the service of the Savior under the discipline of his superiors. As the ancient

sources say explicitly, he followed their direction with filial obedience. Living in the

newly observant houses of the Dominican order, Angelico’s work was imbued with

their spirit. Finally, if all good painters are poets, Angelico was assuredly a good

enough poet to not need to borrow thoughts from one source or another when he

painted an Annunciation.

In rereading the lines cited earlier, one is convinced that they could apply to all of the

paintings of the Annunciation. To conclude that Fra Angelico was inspired by Dante

is to risk acting upon an axiom whose application is often false: “Post hoc, ergo propter

hoc.” Many have tried, more or less convincingly, to find the echo of Dante’s canti in

Angelico’s paintings of the Last Judgment, but these paintings are often opposed to

Dante precisely in the places where similarities are sought. Let’s look at one of the

“Judgments” from Fiesole, the best known example on this side of the Alps today: the

Triptych of Berlin’s Staatliche Museum, with its more than 300 characters (Triptych of

the Last Judgment, p.151). This painting was found in the possession of a baker, and

its origin remains unknown. Purchased by the Cardinal Fesch, after his death it passed

through the hands of Lucien Bonaparte. 

Later, the triptych became part of Lord Ward’s collection at Dudley House in London,

from which it was purchased by the Berlin Museum in 1884 for the price of 10,000

guineas (250,000 francs). The work seems to belong to the latter part of the master’s

life, and would have been painted in Rome around 1450. In the lower right hand

corner the evil have emerged from their graves, to the left, the good. The side panels

show two groups each. The lower part of the panel on the right shows Hell. The lower

part of the panel to the left shows a chain of the saved holding hands, and above

them, a procession of the blessed entering Paradise. The sixth group, in the upper part

of the panel to the left shows the saints entering into celestial beatitude. 

In the seventh group, in the upper part, can be seen Christ’s preferred servants,

surrounding the Sovereign Judge. The ensemble is presented like an epic poem,

composed of seven books. In the two groups of sinners followed by the five groups of

the blessed, one sees an ascending progression which rises from the bowels of Hell to

the centre of Heaven, beginning in the lower right hand corner near Lucifer and ending

with Christ in the upper centre.

The Paintings of the Last Judgment and their Relationship with Dante’s Poetry
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The Paintings of the Last Judgment and their Relationship with Dante’s Poetry

The divine Judge is separated from the saints by a double circle of little angels

(seraphim). In imposing solitude, He sits on clouds from which emerge numerous

angels’ heads. The gesture of his raised right arm announces the condemnation of

the damned, while his left hand seems to put them at a distance, saying “I do not

know you.” His face expresses sadness, severity, and firmness. The movement with

which he raises his right hand forms a line of

demarcation descending towards the evil on the right

side of the central panel into the depths of hell shown

on the same side. In the very centre of the work is an

angel holding a cross. To the right in the foreground

only four angels huddle up against one another, while

to the other side there are five with enough room

between them to reveal other celestial messengers. This

is because space was needed to the right, to create a

path for the Judge’s sentence to descend to those cursed

to eternal flames.

In this manner, Angelico wanted to direct the viewer’s

gaze from Christ the Judge to the group of the damned,

who are pushed and prodded by demons and hurried

along towards hell in a disorganised crowd. They are

chased by seven demons behind them, and other demons

in front of them lead them in to the dark abyss. People of

all ages and origins are mixed together in an infernal

frenzy: men, women, bourgeois, soldiers, monks of

various orders, princes and bishops, in one confused

mob.30 The vices to which the damned succumbed in life

are represented by the punishment they receive in hell.

The lustful have their waists squeezed by snakes. Three

monks who gave up their vow of poverty and committed

the sin of avarice hold purses. A demon has seized one of

them by the sack holding his earnings and drags him

towards hell. A soldier is marked as a coward by snakes

encircling his legs and the grimacing hare-headed demon

leading him. The proud are chastised by snakes forming diadems around their heads.

Vipers biting the mouths of some reveal the nature of their sins. In the middle of the

group, a man and woman (husband and wife?) are among the damned, biting one

another and ripping out each other’s hair.31

Hell is adjacent to the damned in the right hand panel. Just like the gesture of the

Judge, the movement of the damned draws the viewer’s gaze towards Hell. Four levels

are visible, with seven divisions corresponding to the Seven Deadly Sins. Above, the
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100. DDoommeenniiccoo  ddii  MMiicchheelliinnoo, Dante and the

Three Kingdoms or Dante and the Divine

Comedy (detail), 1465. 

Oil on canvas, 232 x 290 cm. 

Museo dell’Opera del Duomo, Florence.

101. SSaannddrroo  BBoottttiicceellllii, Portrait of Dante Alighieri,

c. 1495. 

Tempera on canvas, 54.7 x 47.5 cm. 

Private collection, Geneva. 

102. The Last Judgment (centre panel); 

Saints led to Paradise by Angels (left

wing); Hell (right wing), c. 1435-1440.

Tempera on poplar panel, centre panel

102.8 x 65.2 cm; left wing 103 x 28.2 cm;

right wing 102.7 x 28 cm. 

Gemäldegalerie, Berlin. 

proud are plunged up to their chests into hot cauldrons. The next level shows the idle

tied up and tormented by demons. Next to them the gluttonous are seated in flames

around a table covered in serpents that bite their lips. A devil forces one of them to

drink absinthe, pouring it directly into his mouth. 

In the third level, the angry tear each other apart with their teeth while the envious are

plunged into a lake of fire and are tortured by other demons. Below, in the fourth and

last level, those who sinned against chastity are treated to a special cruelty. Between the

four last groups, the prince of the demons, of larger proportions than the others, is

seated on a stool. He has a triple face and each of his mouths opens to crush one of the

damned. This figure marks a particular connection between the painting of Fra Angelico

and Dante. In effect, the poet writes in Canto XXXIV of the Inferno (lines 37-57):

“Oh quanto parve a me gran maraviglia quand’ io vidi tre facce a la sua testa!

L’una dinanzi, e quella era vermiglia ; l’altr’ eran due, che s’aggiugnieno a questa

sovresso ‘l mezzo di ciascuna spalla, e sé guignieno al loca de la cresta : E la

destra parea tra bianca e gialla ; la sinistra a vedere era tal, quali vegnon di là

onde ‘l Nilo s’avvalla. Sotto ciascuna uscivan due grand’ ali, quanto si convenia

a tanto uccello : Vele di mar non vid’ io mai cotali. Non avean penne, ma di

vispistrello era lor modo ; e quelle svolassava, sì che tre venti si movean da ello :

Quindi Cocito tutto s’aggelava. Con sei occhi piangeva, e per tre menti gocciava

‘l pianto e sanguinosa bava. Da ogne bocca dirompea co’ denti un peccatore, a

guisa di maciulla sì che tre ne face così dolenti.”

In his Purgatorio, Dante describes seven large circles. The proud, the envious, the

angry, the idle, the avaricious, the lustful, and the gluttonous all suffer penalties that

will purify them. The proud are bent over and crushed by blocks of rock that weigh

them down. The idle must run, and are animated by the effort. The gluttonous,

emaciated with hunger and thirst incur their punishment to earn redemption. Dante

surrounded the sinners given over to lust with flames.

The poet also saw seven circles in hell, the punishments inflicted here were different,

but Angelico’s demons seizing each of the damned did not exist in his canti. In Don

Caravita’s beautiful description of the artworks in Montecassino he mentions a

painting of the Last Judgment created in the eleventh century for the church of San

Angelo in Formia near Capua. Describing this painting, Don Caravita explains that

paintings of the underworld were neither the product of an artist’s imagination, nor

the pictorial translation of a poem, but that painters and poets, Dante included,

followed the widespread and popular traditions of their time. Using their particular

talent and genius, they gave them a physical form, developing the tradition with more

or less success. Dante’s work is assuredly one of the most imminent examples of this

development, but it should not be believed that the tradition’s progress ended with
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103. AAnnddrreeaa  ddii  CCiioonnee  OOrrccaaggnnaa, Christ in Glory

Among the Saints or The Last Judgment

(polyptych), 1354-1357. 

Fresco and tempera on wood panel.

Cappella Strozzi, Santa Maria Novella,

Florence.

him. The image of the Inferno appears frequently in dramas from the Middle Ages,

and during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, paintings of hell with a multitude of

characters began to appear in Italy, along with those of Fra Angelico, forming a

special category of iconography. If Angelico was in search of inspiration, a visit to

Santa Maria Novella would have been sufficient. There, he would have found the

fresco of Orcagna which contained all of the imagery useful to him. Here too, Satan is

found in the centre of Hell, enthroned as the sovereign of Gehenna. In the depths of

seven pits, those guilty of the Seven Deadly Sins are delivered to eternal torment.

This painting illustrates that what Thomas a Kempis expresses in his Imitation, I, 24: 

“Man will be rigorously punished for the things in which he sinned the

most. There, the idle arepierced by hot goads, and the gluttonous are

tormented by extreme hunger and thirst. There, the voluptuous and

immodest are plunged into burning pitch and fetid sulfur. The envious will

scream out in pain like furious dogs.”

The search for direct borrowing from the Divine Comedy in the paintings of Fra

Angelico must be renounced. Angelico’s work should be examined without losing

sight of his period’s traditions and the spirit that moved the painters of the Middle

Ages. As we have already observed, these artists did not seek glory in the invention of

new scenes, but rather, sought to perfect preexisting forms. Sometimes they would

add a new aspect or episode, softening bumps and roughness, but in the

representation of the important events and acts from the Scriptures that they had seen

repeated hundreds of times, they remained faithful to tradition. In this manner, they

spared themselves from the perilous work of a new composition, and reduced the time

needed to reach perfection by remaining on familiar ground and common routes.

Let us return to the Last Judgment in the Staatliche Museum in Berlin. Our starting

point was the character of the Judge, who we saw condemning the damned, and

whose immediate effect appears to the right side. Before pronouncing his sentence

to the damned, Christ addressed the saved to let them know of the happy destiny

reserved for them. In order to preserve the unity of the work, it must be admitted

that at the moment when the suffering of the damned begins, the benediction of the

Sovereign Judge also spreads its effect upon the blessed. This is accomplished in

five episodes, which offer an ascending progression that is at once logical and in

some manner, chronological. 

In the first step, at the left of the central panel, the resurrection of the good has been

accomplished. They are separated from the evil. One detail of this action is still

visible: at the end of the row of tombs with which, in a larger sense, the artist draws

the line between the saved and the damned, an angel is still struggling with a demon
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104. HHaannss  MMeemmlliinngg, The Last Judgment

(triptych), 1467-1471. 

Oil on oak panel, 

central panel 221 x 161 cm, 

wings 223.5 x 72.5 cm. 

Muzeum Pomorskie, Danzig.

105. The Last Judgment (one of 35 paintings for

the Silver Treasury of the Santissima

Annunziata), c. 1450. 

Tempera on wood panel, 39 x 78 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence.

to save the soul of a woman. The angel will doubtlessly prevail. With the exception

of this latecomer, three different emotions can be seen in the group of the saved.

Though this group contains many figures, it gives an impression of calm and repose

when compared to the swarming mob of the damned on the opposite side. Some of

the saved express their gratitude by raising their hands towards Christ in thanks.

They are best represented by three figures kneeling in the foreground: a king, an

adolescent, and a woman. 

Following the line of open tombs, other figures are also on their knees; but most of

these are seen from behind. The group of the saved ends with the woman taken with

terror, defending herself from the demon overly eager to attract her towards Hell.

Farther on, to the right of the Judge, the blessed give themselves over to the joy of

rediscovering their fellow men.

Many among them meet their guardian angels. Angelico knew how to give nuance to

the emotion filling their faces. One among them is received and greeted by his good

angel. Another saved soul throws himself into the arms of his guardian angel. A third

is received by chaste caresses and a fourth is led to celestial altitudes. In a group

truly touching in its beauty, an angel takes hold of a rustic adolescent to lift him up

and invite him to come accompany him. The naive astonishment of the humbly

dressed boy offers a charming contrast to the lovable condescension of the angel,

superb in its strength and beauty. Many characters are filled with joy to find their

friends and loved ones.32

Near the edge of the painting can be seen the soul’s third state. Here the blessed have

turned to the right and have arranged themselves according to the Judge’s sentence in

order to proceed towards him and take possession of the kingdom which is prepared

for them. Angelico emphasizes a group in which two friends take one another’s arms

to climb to their celestial abode together.

In the second scene at the bottom of the left panel, three men arrive unexpectedly (a

monk and two laymen) followed by a young girl and two monks. The newly arrived

are invited to take their place in a joyous roundel, a procession which mounts with a

lively step in a line that undulates towards Paradise. An angel is between each of the

men. Nevertheless, the two monks have taken a step ahead of the leader and form a

transition into a third scene, where the procession begins to walk towards Heaven.

Along the way are many people ready to join the procession: a pope, a cardinal, and

some monks. While they wait, they converse together in the presence of their

guardian angels. The artist has indicated a sort of gradation. In the roundel are seen

only laymen and simple monks, while the dignitaries of the Church appear above.

Below, haloes are missing from the heads of the saved. They still move on the ground

of a field covered with flowers while above them the figures ascend on light clouds.33
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106. GGiioottttoo  ddii  BBoonnddoonnee, The Last Judgment,

1303-1306. 

Fresco, 1000 x 840 cm. 

Cappella Scrovegni, Santa Maria

Annunziata, Padua.

107. The Last Judgment, 1432-1435. 

Tempera and gold on wood panel, 

105 x 210 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence.

At the top of the right hand panel the fourth scene shows the canonised saints

with their haloes. In their midst one recognizes Saint Thomas Aquinas and Saint

Francis surrounded by four saintly monks, three men and a virgin (Catherine of

Siena?). They are surrounded by a circle of sixteen angels forming a sort of

protection between the saints and the region of hell, visible immediately below.

Two of these celestial messengers have their hands clasped together and two

others carry rods. One holds a trumpet, but none of them sounds chords of music,

for the Judge is speaking.

Twenty saints of the first Order form the final and highest group. They have not

just been admitted to the joy of the Lord like the others. They are his assessors.

They sit next to him and judge with him. They too, are surrounded by a guard of

honour made up of angels who extend from the upper half of the right hand panel

to the centre of the composition. Seated to the right and the left, the saints are

arranged in four rows. In the first row are Mary, John the Baptist, Saints Peter,

Paul, Andrew, and John the Evangelist. In the second row we see Abraham with

the knife of the circumcision, Moses with the tablets of the Ten Commandments,

Matthew, and one of the other authors of the apostolic Epistles (James). In the

third row are found the six other Apostles. One recognises James the Great with

his pilgrim’s staff, Philip with a cross, and Jude Thaddeus with his book. Finally,

in the fourth row, appear Dominic, Stephen, a pope, (Gregory the Great?) and a

monk (Saint Benedict?).

Here again, the differences between the conceptions of Angelico and Dante in his

Paradiso (Canto XXXII, line 119) should be reiterated. Dante describes the saints

arranged in concentric and superimposed circles. Above, to the left of Mary, it is

Adam who reigns, and to his right, Saint Peter. Across from them, the poet

imagines Saint Lucy and Anne seated next to Saint John the Baptist. At the feet of

the Virgin Mary are found Eve, Francis, Benedict, and Augustine, and lower down

in the third circle, Rachel, Sara, and the other women of the Old Testament (Canto

XXXII, line 4).

In no other work was Fra Angelico able to place his groups and figures in relation to

a single fundamental and grandiose idea. In no other work did he use as much variety

and striking contrast. In reality, few artists can rival him in regards to his form and

spiritual sentiment. Even in the grandiose Last Judgment of Pisa, attributed to Orcagna,

but which is perhaps the work of Lorenzetti, the fall of the damned is the principal

theme. The saved, placed to the right side of the Sovereign Judge in six rows, worship

him, the evil, seized with fright, begin to flee, but the painting of Hell is located next

to this and is not connected to the Judgment. The ascension of the blessed is not even

shown. Michelangelo gave more accent to the kind of unified thinking shown by Fra

Angelico. Unfortunately, his preoccupation with achieving anatomical correctness in 
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108. MMiicchheellaannggeelloo  BBuuoonnaarrrroottii, known as

MMiicchheellaannggeelloo, The Last Judgment, 

1534-1541. 

Fresco, 1370 x 1220 cm. 

Sistine Chapel, Vatican.

his figures undermined the idealistic element of his Last Judgment (p.176). The Last

Judgment of Memling, (p.155), is related to that of Fra Angelico in many ways, but the

division of space is not as rich and the ensemble is too crowed. It should be added

that there is something shocking in the great number of long nude figures whose arms

and legs impose themselves too much upon the eye.

Nothing is more charming, more delicate and more emotional than the meeting

between the guardian angels and the earthly souls they were entrusted to protect.

Nothing is more emotional than the angels throwing themselves into the arms of the

saved. At Fra Angelico’s time, the idea expressed by these groups was already quite

old. It finds its origins in the ascetic writings of the Middle Ages, most notably the

mystical authors of the Dominican Order; this idea even found its expression in

paintings that predate the works of Fra Angelico.

It is possible that the painting by Giovanni di Paolo (pp.164-165) showing the saved

meeting their guardian angels, was painted before the Fra Angelico’s triptych showing

the same scene. But in admitting that Paolo had borrowed important parts of his

works from Angelico, it should also be recognised that the two painters drew from the

same well of ancient traditions. Paolo’s painting in Siena has such a personal

character and is so different from Angelico’s, that despite the similarity of certain

aspects, any ideas of plagiarism should be forgotten. In scenes of this nature, one

should keep in mind older works, often flawed. This is the case with Angelico’s

beautiful composition of the Lord received by the disciples of Emmaus over the door

to the guest room at San Marco, which appreciably recalls Duccio’s treatment of the

same subject.

There is no painting of the Last Judgment at San Marco. The painter did not feel it was

necessary to remind his fellow friars of the terrors of the supreme Judgment, believing

that paintings of the life of Christ and the Holy Virgin would be of more use to them.

However, the Galleria dell’Accademia in Florence has two last judgments by Angelico.

The smaller of the two, (The Last Judgment, pp.156-157) ends the cycle painted for the

Santissima Annunziata already described.

Here again, Christ raises his right hand, condemning evil. To his sides are seated the

Holy Virgin, Saint John, and three rows of Apostles and Saints. Thirteen of the saved

form a kneeling group that expresses their gratitude for the celestial blessing they

have received. Beside and behind this group, angels are reunited with those they once

protected, embracing them. In the centre are two resurrected figures and an angel

who sends an adolescent from the right side to the left. The contrast between the two

sides is also clear in this painting. On one side calm, peace, and order reign. The

other is a jumbled disarray of despair. One cannot reproach Fra Angelico for treating

this part of the work “without strength or energy.” Most of the figures are nude, only
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one woman in the foreground is clothed. The following texts can be read on the frame:

“Ascendant omnes gentes in vallem Josaphat, quia ibi sedebo, ut iudicem omnes gentes,”

(Joël, III), “Sedebit super sedem maiestatis et iudicabit bonos et malos,” (Matth., XXV), and

“Ite, maledicti, in ignem æternum,” (Matth., XXV).

The other painting of the Last Judgment is much more significant. It came from the

Camaldolese convent of Santa Maria delgi Angeli in Florence (The Last Judgment,

pp.160-161 and p.144). The general traits of the triptych of Berlin are also found

here, though the degree of unity that we emphasized in the Berlin work is missing.

The Sovereign Judge seems to simultaneously invite the just with his right hand and

reject the damned with his left. He is surrounded by three rows of seraphim and

angels. Here again, beneath his feet, an angel raises a cross, accompanied by two

other angels who sound the trumpet, despite the fact that the Resurrection has

already finished. 

The Virgin Mary, John, the Apostles and fourteen other saints are arranged in two

rows like Judge’s assessors. In the lower part of the painting at Christ’s left, the

mass of the damned is pushed pell-mell towards seven pits, corresponding to the

seven deadly sins. In the depths of the Abyss, the demon of pride, Lucifer, is found

again devouring three damned souls. This time, the act passes according to Dante’s

account, apart from the fact that the demon still holds a victim in each hand. All of

Hell’s inhabitants are nude, but the damned who have not yet crossed the fatal

threshold are still clothed. To Jesus’s right are found the saved in an assortment of
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109. GGiioovvaannnnii  ddii  PPaaoolloo  ddii  GGrraazziiaa, The Last

Judgment (detail of predella panel

depicting Heaven and Hell), 1460-1465. 

Tempera on wood panel. 

Pinacoteca Nazionale, Siena.

poses, expressing varied emotions. Some kneel and give thanks, others are

welcomed by angels; joyous rounds and two angels swiftly advance towards the

Celestial Jerusalem.

This painting’s variety of emotion, gesture and movement is quite remarkable.34 Christ

moves only his hands, and the apostles and patriarchs seated around him calmly

reign, without being completely inanimate. The angels and the saved move about,

dance and fly, the damned flee, run into each other, and are finally enchained and

imprisoned. On the left side there is air and room for movement, to the right the space

is more crowded, and below it is suffocating. The details, particularly the costumes

and draperies, of this painting for the Camaldolese are more accomplished and are

painted with more care than the painting in Berlin, but if the whole is taken into

consideration, one can only see this as a first attempt at the same subject. The

grandeur of the painting in Berlin is missing.

Another Last Judgment in the Palazzo Corsini, also showing the Pentecost and the

Ascension of Christ, suffered from retouching. The same is true of the Last Judgment

of the Capuchin church at Leonforte in Sicily. The Branciforti-Frobbi family gave

this painting to the monks, but it has suffered so much and has been so altered

that it is difficult to tell whether it is a copy of the Berlin triptych. The Louvre also

possesses a fragment of a Last Judgment, where Christ can be seen enthroned in

the midst of the Apostles seated in the clouds, but competent judges have

contested its attribution to Fra Angelico.35
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110. The Coronation of the Virgin (tondo).

Tempera on wood panel.

Museo di San Marco, Florence.

111. AAnnddrreeaa  MMaanntteeggnnaa, Madonna and Child,

c. 1470-1480.

Tempera on canvas, 43 x 32 cm. 

Gemäldegalerie, Berlin.

W
hen Fra Giovanni Angelico lived in Cortona and Fiesole, he had

already painted the Madonna. We have also seen that there are

important paintings of the Mother of God in San Marco. In the

paintings of the Last Judgment, she appears with the Precursor, Saint John the

Baptist, at the side of the Lord. Now we will examine other paintings dedicated to

the Virgin Mary.

The painting from the Santa Maria Nuova hospital in Florence (Mary and Child

Enthroned Between Two Angels or Madonna of Humility, p.168) was treated with

great simplicity. The painting is well conserved. Mary, holding the Christ Child on

her lap, is enthroned between two angels. In a panel of the Gallery of Berlin,

unfortunately heavily restored, the Holy Child, clothed, is also seated on the his

Mother’s knee. To the right is Saint Dominic, and to the left, Saint Peter Martyr,

both in adoration (Madonna and Child with Saint Dominic and Saint Peter

Martyr, p.169).

In a painting from the Gallery of Palazzo Pitti, (Mary Enthroned with the Christ

Child, and Saints Dominic, John the Baptist, Peter Martyr, and Thomas Aquinas, known

as the San Pietro Martire Triptych, p.171), the composition is richer and is framed

by a sumptuous border. It was once found in the Galleria degli Uffizi, where it

had been transported from the Camaldolese convent of San Pietro Martire de San

Felice. Once again, Mary is enthroned with the clothed infant Jesus at the centre

of the composition. To the right and left, separated by columns are the standing

figures of Saint John the Baptist, Saint Dominic, Saint Thomas Aquinas, and Saint

Peter Martyr. In the tympanums above, the artist shows the Annunciation

with the figures in bust, and other little scenes in the background of the

main altarpiece. 

The Academy of Florence owns, among others, three large paintings with Mary

and the infant Jesus accompanied by six saints in each painting. These panels

were originally created for the main altars of San Marco, for the Dominicans of

Annalena, and for the convent of Bosco ai Frati near Florence (Virgin with Child

Accompanied by Angels and the Six Saints : Anthony of Padua, Louis of Toulouse,

Francis, Cosmas, Damian, and Peter Martyr known as the Bosco ai Frati Altarpiece,

p.181). In the last of these paintings the infant Jesus is nude. Independently of the

six saints, two angels remain at the sides of the Queen of Heaven’s throne. 

The Virgin Mary in the Paintings
of Fra Angelico
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112. Madonna of Humility, c. 1430.

Tempera on wood panel, 60.7 x 45.2 cm.

National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.

In the predella, the Savior is shown leaving his tomb, also surrounded by six

saints. According to Rio, these paintings were painted after the master’s voyage

to Rome in 1450. The panel from San Marco, (Virgin with Child accompanied by eight

angels, six saints, and Cosmos and Damian kneeling, pp.172-173) is disjointed, and

has been lightly repainted. In this painting (1438), Fra Angelico strives to offer the

best of his personal genius, and distances himself noticeably from Giotto to take

a new path. This time, he no longer places the saints next to the principal group,

parallel to one another like statues, but brings them together

into groups. In his manner they form the entourage of their

Sovereign and are treated with more liberty and volume than

most of his other figures. This was because this altarpiece was

destined for a church built by the Medici family, with their

ambitious and pious intentions. The altarpiece would be seen

by the public, and would be subject to critique by the town’s

many capable artists. 

Saint Antoninus must have spoken with his humble and

subordinate friar, devoted to his superior’s desires, in order to

have obtained this incomparably accomplished work. To the

two sides, we find Saints Dominic, Francis, and Peter Martyr,

as well as Lawrence, Paul, and Mark. 

Cosmas and Damian are prostrated before them, surrounded

by many little angels. The predella shows a few scenes from

the lives of Saints Cosmas and Damian. The panels showing

two of these scenes (The Healing of Palladia, p.174 and The

Burial of Cosmas and Damian, p.175) are today found in the

Academy. Two others are kept in the Santissima Annunziata

in Florence, and three more are in the Alte Pinakothek in

Munich. The National Gallery of Ireland in Dublin recently

acquired one of these fragments. The paintings in Munich are 43 cm high and 36

cm wide. In no. 989, one sees Cosmas, Damian, and their three companions

before the judge (Saints Cosmas and Damian before the Proconsul Lysias, p.175). The

architecture in the background is from the Renaissance, and is reminiscent of the

murals in the chapel of Nicholas V in Rome, which will be addressed later. In no.

990, the five martyrs appear before the judge in the foreground and hurry

towards the sea in the background (Saint Cosmas and Saint Damian Saved from

Drowning, p.174). In no. 991 (The Crucifixion of Saints Cosmas and Damian, p.175),

the two saints are hung from crosses while three others stand before them. The

stones and arrows directed at the crucified saints are reflected back upon the

executioners. The colour of this painting seems a bit heavy, perhaps due to

repainting.36
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113. Madonna and Child with Saints Dominic

and Peter Martyr (Madonna of Humility),

c. 1433. 

Oil on poplar panel, 70 x 51 cm. 

Gemäldegalerie, Berlin.

In 1831, the Museum of the Staedel Institute in Frankfurt am Main acquired a tempera

painting (The Virgin and Child Enthroned with Twelve Angels, p.176) of 37 x 28 cm from

the collection of Benucci for the price of 1,650 florins.37

The Virgin Mary, seated on a throne underneath an octagonal tabernacle and

covered by a rich damask cloak, stands out against the gold background. She

caresses her Child with her right hand while she looks towards the six angels to

her left. There are also six angels to her right. None of them

has a musical instrument. They take pleasure in adoring the

Child and contemplating the devotion of the Mother. Many of

them have foreheads crowned with a curl of hair that seems to

rise up like a flame. The colouring of their costumes creates a

harmonious scale whose notes echo from one side of the

painting to the other. Their haloes are decorated with six-

lobed rosettes.

The Triptych of the Hemp Merchants (Linaiuoli triptych, panels

opened: The Virgin with Saint John the Baptist and Saint Mark,

p.198) today found in the Galleria degli Uffizi, dates from the

painter’s stay in Fiesole. Frate Guido “vocato Frate Giovanni”

undertook this work on July 11, 1433 for the sum of 190 gold

florins.38

The Virgin Mary, larger than life-size, is magnificently draped.

A blue cloak almost entirely envelops her head and body.

According to the desires of those who ordered the tabernacle,

a great deal of gold and silver was used. To this effect, Mary’s

cloak is decorated with a wide gold border and the brown

dress of the Child is also bordered with a gold trim. Their

haloes are even more richly ornamented. The panels on the

doors show four nearly life-size figures whose colour has considerably darkened.

On the inside of the doors are Saints John the Baptist and Mark, and on the

outside of the doors are Saints Peter and Mark. As the patron saint of the work’s

commissioners, Saint Mark is found on both sides of the panels so as to remain

always visible, even when the doors are shut. Rio observes rightly that, despite

the incontestable quality of this work, the five large figures prove that in 1433 Fra

Angelico had not yet mastered the difficulties of his art. Almost all of the hands

leave something to be desired, as is also the case with Child’s feet. With the little

figures, all of the artist’s charming talent reappears. The three paintings in the

predella of the Linaiuoli Tabernacle are excellent. They show: the Adoration of the

Magi, where the colour red dominates, Saint Peter’s sermon transcribed by Saint

Mark, and the storm suffered by Saint Mark’s persecutors. One could consider the
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114. Virgin Enthroned with Child, and Saints

Dominic, John the Baptist, Peter Martyr

and Thomas Aquinas (St Peter Martyr

Altarpiece), c. 1428-1429. 

Tempera on wood panel, 137 x 168 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence. 

work’s highlights to be the Christ Child standing on his mother’s left knee and the

twelve angels on the frame. For copyists, these figures hold a particular attraction

and their reproductions are some of the most popular items in Florence’s painting

shops. Here, as in the master’s other paintings, one could say that the relative

merit of the isolated figures is in inverse proportion to their actual size.

If the six angels on the reliquary of Santa Maria Novella (p.199) are ravishing

figurines, the twelve angels that surround and form a celestial court to the Holy

Virgin on the frame of the Linaiuoli Tabernacle should also be counted among the

painter’s most delicious creations. Let us designate these angels with the numbers

1–12 beginning at the bottom of the border to the right of the divine Mother, and

climbing until the choir descends on the other side. Angels 1–5 play different

musical instruments as do angels 8–12, while the two highest angels adore the

Son of God with their hands clasped together, their knees slightly bent. 

The first angel plays a short, straight wind instrument, number 12 strikes a drum,

while 2 and 10 play a tambourine ornamented with little cymbals. Angels 3, 10,

and 11 are extremely animated. Angels 3 and 11 hold long wind instruments.

Angels 4 and 9 have a quiet demeanor, and the instruments they play, the violin

and the cithara, more delicate. Angel 5 plays a little portative organ which angel

6 accompanies using small drums. The music becomes more and more ethereal

as the musicians mount to the upper regions and the choir finds its ultimate

expression in the prayer of the adoring angels (6 and 7).

Across from this exquisite painting in the Uffizi is the Coronation of the Virgin

(p.185) in 1413 by Lorenzo Monaco († 1423). Unfortunately, the blue used by

Monaco has been subject to alterations that have rendered it garish. 

However, its angels are equally charming and the paintings in its predella are

quite remarkable. To see them, one would think that Lorenzo must have learned

from Giovanni how to give his angels their joyous, celestial and ethereal air, while

Giovanni would have acquired the volume, vigor and gravity of his apostles’ faces

from the study of Lorenzo’s works. Nevertheless, Lorenzo’s composition lacks the

liberty, allure, variety, and finish of Fra Angelico’s talent. His work is more archaic

and remains foreign to the progressive movements of his time. Both artists,

however, kept the parallel lines of Gothic draperies.

These were the same subjects painted by French and German artists, but here,

they echo the feeling of the Italian Gothic. They are fuller, more supple, and are

less hollow and angular. The depths of the folds, in keeping with the development

of naturalism, which had begun to prevail, are often soft and dark, while the shine

of the surface is sometimes so light it appears to be white.
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115. Virgin with Child Accompanied by Eight

Angels, Six Saints, and Cosmas and

Damian Kneeling (altarpiece from San

Marco), c. 1438-1440. 

Tempera on wood panel, 220 x 227 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence. 

116. Deposition from the Cross (predella of the

San Marco altarpiece), c. 1438-1440.

Tempera on wood panel, 38 x 46 cm. 

Alte Pinakothek, Munich.

117. Saint Cosmas and Saint Damian Saved

from Drowning (predella of the San Marco

altarpiece), c. 1438-1440. 

Tempera on wood panel, 38 x 45 cm. 

Alte Pinakothek, Munich.

118. The Healing of Justinian by Saint Cosmas

and Saint Damian (predella of the San

Marco altarpiece), c. 1438-1440. 

Tempera on wood panel, 37 x 45 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence. 
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Fra Angelico painted large numbers of angels. After Christ and

Mary, he seems to have loved nothing as much as angels, and his

paintings of angels are his most successful. A family like

atmosphere is present between his saints and his angels. The

saints are the transfigured children of another lineage. The

angels, however, are more lively and less corporeal. They are

clothed more lightly and are more luminous in their colouration.

The innocence of childhood and the joy of play unite with the

intelligence of their actions in their movements, and their

celestial rejoicing. The angels’ light wings and glittering haloes

make up their luminous finery. In some of the master’s

paintings, the angels wear little triangular plates of metal with

rounded points above their foreheads, which are gold or

coloured, and rise out of their hair. In his later works, these

plates take the form of flames or tongues of fire, while in

Angelico’s paintings of the Pentecost, these symbols are also

visible on the Apostles’ heads. These are signs of the Spirit of

God which resides in his angels.39

The portrayal of angels, pure spirits in human form, seems to be

one of the most arduously delicate tasks of Christian art. Perhaps

no period has profaned them and treated them with as little

dignity as the Renaissance.40

Perugino, Raphael and their school, made these princes of

Heaven into innocent children. Fra Angelico holds firmly to

imagery from the Bible and traditions from the Middle Ages.

Sometimes he painted six-winged seraphim, but he was more

often inspired by the descriptions of the book of Tobias, where

the angel Raphael appears in the form of a beautiful adolescent

of noble race. His angels remained the servants, the powerful and

intelligent messengers of the Almighty. They are so beautiful that

Michelangelo once said, “The good monk must have visited

Paradise and received permission to take his models there.”41

The painter produces a strange effect with the trumpets that are

used by the angels in the Coronations of the Virgin and the Last

Judgments. They were copied from similar instruments that were

used in public festivals like those in Florence, and were often

twice as long as the man that carried them. In his paintings the

gold trumpets stand out against the dark backgrounds. The pious

monk was not afraid to show the angels dancing rounds and
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forming chains. A prince of Heaven, joyous and lively, leads the

group of the saved and the celestial messengers who take each

other’s hands and cross flowering hillsides to the altitudes

of Paradise, to enter the gates of eternal lightness to the

Celestial Jerusalem.42

Orcagna reveals himself as Giovanni’s predecessor, having

painted this graceful scene in the Strozzi chapel at Santa Maria

Novella. This sort of painting did not see further development

or imitators after Angelico. Perhaps this is due to the difficulty

of execution and the danger that such a scene could become

trivial or childish. 

Here again, Fra Angelico knew just how far to go. He does not

involve the canonised saints in these joyous dances, and always

distinguishes them with haloes. Those who dance are the

blessed anonymous, resurrected to celestial beatitude. What

nobility and distinction marks their joy in comparison to the

shepherds’ capers of Antwerp’s sculpted altarpieces, where the

rustics show their gaiety at the angels’ announcement of “a

great joy!” In terms of these characters’ truly celestial and

ethereal nature, Fra Giovanni is on a higher level than the

Italians of his time and especially those after 1500. After all, did

not Sandro Boticelli dare paint the portrait of Lorenzo de’

Medici in one of the angels of the Coronation of the Virgin

(Coronation of the Virgin with Five Angels or Madonna known “the

Magnificent,” p.181) seen in the Galleria degli Uffizi? 

Fra Angelico’s angels have juvenile bodies, but they never

descend to childishness. He did not wish to paint children.

Child angels can truly win the heart through the charm of their

innocence and naivety, but they do not possess the spirit,

spontaneity and immortal strength of God’s ministers. In

addition, it would have been inappropriate to paint these

superior creatures without clothing, and Angelico would not

have wanted the viewer to confuse them with the putti and

Cupids of antiquity.

Just as their lines are pure, their colouration is always delicate

and luminous. If the angels’ forms are the product of a

profoundly religious imagination, the colour with which these

forms are covered is not borrowed from the reality, and does
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119. Saints Cosmas and Damian before the

Proconsul Lysias (predella of the San

Marco altarpiece), c. 1438-1440. 

Tempera on wood panel, 38 x 45 cm. 

Alte Pinakothek, Munich.

120. Saint Cosmas and Saint Damian Crucified

and Stoned (predella of the San Marco

altarpiece), c. 1438-1440. 

Tempera on wood panel, 38 x 46 cm. 

Alte Pinakothek, Munich.

121. The Burial of Cosmas and Damian

(predella of the San Marco altarpiece), 

c. 1438-1440. 

Tempera on wood panel, 37 x 45 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence. 

122. The Virgin and Child Enthroned with

Twelve Angels, c. 1430-1433. 

Tempera on wood panel, 37 x 28 cm. 

Städelsches Kunstinstitut, Frankfurt am

Main. 
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not correspond to the play of terrestrial light. This light shines in tones that

correspond with the conception of ideal figures, beings of a mystical poetry.

Angelico’s angels only serve to express his thoughts. If he wished to carry the

faithful to feelings of compassion and penitence upon viewing his images of the

Crucifixion, he hoped to provoke the spiritual joy of celestial rejoicing with the

long trumpets, and the sweet harmony of instruments played by angels. According

to the thinking of mystics, this joy, manifested appropriately, was just as

important as sadness and the contemplation of pain.

It is especially in his Annunciations that the master Angelico ornaments his

angels with all of his paintbrush’s grace. There are only two figures to paint –

Gabriel and the Queen of the Heavens – but they speak of the greatest mystery.

The Galleria degli Uffizi possesses a remarkable painting showing the Marriage of

the Virgin (pp.192-193). In the centre of the composition, the Grand Priest brings

together Mary and Josephs’ hands. Behind the groom, three groups, each

composed of two suitors, attract the viewer’s attention. The first two strike Joseph

on the back with their fists. The second group laments their sad fate, while the

last two break dry branches. A dove has landed on Joseph’s green branch. Two old

men and two other men sounding trumpets complete the left side of the

composition. On the right side, behind Mary, can be seen four women, three

young girls, and two children. A terrace with a staircase takes up the background

of the painting. This painting is reminiscent of Ghirlandaio’s frescoes at Santa

Maria Novella (1490) (The Marriage of the Virgin, pp.182-183). It is astonishing to

see the rejected suitors carried to acts of violence against Joseph without any

reaction from the other characters. Joseph is also abused in Flemish paintings of

this scene dating to the beginning of the sixteenth century, from Dortmund and

Schwerte, for example.43 This motif must have had its origins in what was

probably a widespread legend during the fifteenth century.

The Death of the Virgin (p.187), also in the Uffizi, forms a continuation to the painting

of her wedding. Here again, the composition seems impregnated with Byzantine

traditions. The Holy Virgin lies on her deathbed, but death has not altered her face.

She seems unwilling to take this momentary repose. The grandiose figure of Christ

rises in the centre of the painting, behind her inanimate body. His azure coloured

clothing is studded with innumerable stars. Transfigured, he has descended from the

luminous Heavens, and already has his Mother’s soul, represented by a child, in his

arms, ready to take her to the place of eternal light. The Apostles, grouped around

the deathbed, are filled with calm and silent mourning. Standing near the head of the

sleeping Virgin, Saint Peter recites the Church’s prayers for the dead. Two Apostles

stand next to him. At Mary’s feet, a fourth Apostle holds the palm frond that an

angel brought to the Mother of God to announce that her death was near. 
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Since it is traditional to hold the cross before the deceased, Fra Angelico gave this

frond three overdeveloped leaves in the form of a cross.

Four candlesticks, placed at the corners of the deathbed recall the Florentine

custom in Angelico’s time, of placing the same number of candles around the

catafalque at the funeral mass, a custom that continues in many Catholic

countries today. Four angels take the place of acolytes, and carry candles, a

censor, and a vessel of holy water. In this painting, it is clearly visible how Fra

Angelico and other painters of his period were directly inspired by the customs

and acts of their time. Thus, we are obliged to review the Florentine customs of

his time in order to understand his paintings. Traces of these customs can also be

seen in the Wedding of the Virgin, previously described.

Fuller Maitland, of Stanstaed House near London, owns another painting of the

Death of the Virgin. This painting was also influenced by ancient Byzantine

traditions, and was once attributed to Giotto. A panel showing the Assumption of

Mary is held in the same collection. The Mother of God, surrounded in an

elliptical glory of light, is carried to Heaven by angels. Saint Francis and Saint

Bonaventure can be seen below, kneeling near her tomb. This painting probably

came from a Franciscan church.44 

Cartier describes an Assumption or Glorification of Mary, painted on a gold

background that he attributes to Fra Angelico. The Virgin, seated in glory, is

covered in a white cloak highlighted by gold ornaments. She holds her hands

together and is surrounded by a choir of angels. Christ bows to her, extending his

arms to receive her.45

A painting belonging to Lord Methuen, showing The Death and the Assumption of the

Holy Virgin (p.191), is filled with the most delicate charm.46 The part of the painting

devoted to the to Mary’s death occupies the lower third of the composition, and is

reminiscent of the scene in the Uffizi, without the angels. Two apostles accompany

Peter, who has just finished his prayers. At the foot of the deceased, an apostle

holds a palm frond with a bushy tip. Four other apostles lean and bend to lift the

bier which, here again, is surrounded by four candles. In the centre, Christ holds

her soul, represented by the figure of a small child. In the upper part of the

painting, Mary rises on luminous clouds, her hands extended towards Christ. She

is surrounded by a shining glory of light. Jesus, surrounded by seven seraphim,

descends from Heaven and bends towards his divine Mother to receive her.

In three different zones the artist brings together the angels’ varied movement

around Mary. Below, four angles kneel, admiring the Virgin rising on the clouds,

above, on each side, the three celestial spirits play various instruments. 
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123. The Coronation of the Virgin (cell 9),

c.1440-1441.

Fresco, 184 x 167 cm.

Convento di San Marco, Florence.

124. Virgin with Child Accompanied by Angels

and the Six Saints : Anthony of Padua,

Louis of Toulouse, Francis, Cosmas,

Damian and Peter Martyr (the Bosco ai

Frati altarpiece), c. 1449-1451.

Tempera on wood panel, 174 x 174 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence. 

125. SSaannddrroo  BBoottttiicceellllii, The Coronation of the

Madonna with Five Angels (Madonna of

the Magnificat), c. 1483.

Tempera on wood panel, 

diameter: 118 cm. 

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence.
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Two sound long trumpets, a third plays a drum, and three others play stringed

instruments. In the centre, fourteen angels have created a joyous round about the

Queen of Heaven. Ultimately, Angelico manages to surround Mary by twenty-one

angels, on their knees, dancing and seeming to float, whirling around and

attracted to a centre that they carry along with them.

The angelical painter creates his most grandiose groupings

and his most sonorous symphonies of colour in his

paintings of the Coronation of the Virgin. A

particularly admirable example of these works,

(The Coronation of the Virgin, p.194) is found in

the rich Galleria degli Uffizi. It came from

the Carthusian church of Santa Maria

Nuova in Val d’Ema near Florence. The

Lord does not place the long-merited

crown on the head of his humble

servant, but with a noble gesture, he

delicately places a final pearl and its

gold setting in the crown that the

Queen already wears. One counts

more than forty angels in this

painting, their clothes shimmering

with brilliant colours and sparkling with

gold embroidery. Some of them begin to

sing and dance a joyous round around the

throne. Three to one side and three to the

other form the beginning and end of this chain

moving to the right. To the sides, numerous

angels carry various musical instruments, and an

equally large group of saints and the blessed comes to

join them. The movement, the life, and the youthful freshness of

the angels, already accustomed to eternal beatitude find balance with the

great peace of the saved. They have born the weight of their burdens and have

finally arrived in the place of peace. They enter into the happiness that opens up

before them, and they let themselves be carried away at the sight of the new

spectacle before their eyes. Like a group of upper class spectators, they are

grouped to the side leaving a large open space before the throne penetrated by

angels continuing their dances. In the lower part of the painting kneel four large

angels. Two of them swing censors and the two others make music. Behind them,

to the sides, the mass of the saved advances but does not close the circle or

encumber the foreground. This way, a space remains open, and allows the

viewer’s gaze to reach the throne.47
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126. DDoommeenniiccoo  GGhhiirrllaannddaaiioo, 

The Marriage of the Virgin, 1490. 

Fresco. 

Santa Maria Novella, Florence.
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127. LLoorreennzzoo  MMoonnaaccoo, 

The Coronation of the Virgin, 1414. 

Tempera on wood panel, 350 x 450 cm. 

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence.

In the group of saints standing to the left side one sees the bishop Saint Nicholas,

the abbot Saint Giles, Saints Dominic, Jerome, Benedict and the Apostles. To the

right side stand Saints Mary Magdalene, Catherine, Stephen, and Peter Martyr.

The harmony of the colours in this painting is indescribable. Gold appears in the

background and the ornamentation. Blue dominates the symphony, reds are

numerous, green only appears here and there, and brown and black are

practically absent. The long, dark trumpets decidedly stand out against the gold

background. The range of colours is so finely adjusted that one feels rocked by

songs of celebration and the smooth melody of angels. The richness of this palette

seems inexhaustible. The blue colour of a cloth passes through greenish nuances

to the yellows of the brightest bursts of light. In the upper part of the painting, the

Virgin Mary’s cloak, which covers her completely, is a light blue, like Christ’s. The

Lord’s tunic is red like those of the dancing angels that alternate in attendance to

the throne. Of the two angels next to the Savior, one wears black cloth mixed with

a great deal of white while the other wears blue. The corresponding angels at

Mary’s sides wear the same colours but are inverted.

In the foreground below, bursts of red mark the most visible characters: Jerome, who

is placed below Mary, and Magdalene placed below Christ. An angel dressed in blue

kneels before Magdalene. The angel kneeling before Jerome wears green. In contrast,

next to the penitent virgin is a woman saint dressed in green. Near the Father of the

Church, is a bishop (Saint Augustine) in a blue hooded cloak. Farther along, next to

Magdalene, are two women saints, one wears lilac, the other blue, while next to

Jerome is found a bishop in red cloak and stole, to balance the colouring. On each

side, Dominican monks and nuns can be seen in their black cloaks.

The shine of the golden background resolves any dissonance that might be

produced by this collection of colours, which in many of Fra Angelico’s paintings,

can almost be reduced to an exact geometric formula. To the glory of this surface

can be added the glittering borders of the clothing, the gold studded fabrics and

the metallic reflection of the bishops’ and abbots’ crosses. The hair of the figures

generally has a yellowish tone, as do the complexions; both harmonise well with

the haloes. The collars of the clothing are generally embroidered in gold to create

a transition between the flesh-tones and the red or blue of the garments.

Jules Helbig asks, “Is Fra Angelico a colourist?” He responds, “I am not sure.

There are yellowish reds that break out like a clarion’s fanfare. There are the

intense blues of lapis-lazuli in all of their rough purity. Next to these colours,

almost offensive, the flesh-tones are borrowed from the hues of flowers and wild

roses. Across this dissonance shines the gold of the saint’s haloes, and gold stars

sparkle in indigo skies. All of this is bathed in a celestial light that has nothing in

The VirginMary in the Paintings of FraAngelico
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common with the light of our sun. It creates no shadow and demands no sacrifice.

You are under the charm, and truly you would not want to take away from it by

measuring this work by conventional rules.”48

Schlegel completes these ideas in his study of the Paris Coronation of the Virgin

(p.197), which we will discuss later. According to Schlegel’s technical research,

the entire panel was gilded before the painting was begun, and the colours were

laid onto the gold. 

Fra Angelico did not reserve, as was often the case, the places that would be

painted. Since he only painted on the gold background with light and transparent

colours, light reflects off of the base through the paint. The eye finds no shadowy

place where it can truly rest. To see these paintings with their brilliant gilding as

they should be, it is necessary to remove them from overly illuminated modern

galleries and place the glowing altarpieces on the altars they were painted for, in

the depths of shadowy sanctuaries. Here, the overabundance of light and brilliant

colour that marks the richest works of Fra Angelico and his contemporaries in our

museums would disappear. We should also remember that in the minds of the

great artists, colour was used to express spiritual life. The colour of precious tints

shines in an immaterial contrast to earthy materials that do not reflect light, or do

so to a lesser degree. Their beauty created the greatest satisfaction, because it

was a spiritual beauty. In the painting of celestial scenes, Fra Angelico made his

angels and saints shine in luminous spheres, bathed in ethereal colours that recall

the refraction of light by precious stones and rainbows.

128. The Dormition of the Virgin (predella),

1425. 

Tempera and gold on wood panel, 

26.2 x 52.9 cm. 

Philadelphia Museum of Art, Collection

John G. Johnson, Philadelphia.
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“He conceived of colour like the beauty of an immaterial apparition. His work

produces the pleasure of a higher order within us, like the pleasure produced by

the sight of a rainbow. It is with this end in mind that the masters of the ancient

art sought the delicate nuances of celestial light in the glory that surrounds the

Redeemer in his Majesty. […] The angels, created of an immaterial substance,

should have a luminous and ideal colouring… The crystalline clarity of the

evangelical vision attributed to the celestial Jerusalem, receiving its prestigious

shine from precious stones, finds its interpretation in works of art from the

Middle Ages.”49

The high quality of the colours used by Fra Angelico has served him well. They

are responsible for the excellent state of conservation of most of his paintings.

One would think that these works were painted yesterday, that they emerged from

his studio just a few days ago. Here one finds, down to his choice of materials,

the calm, careful reflection and the conscience in his work.

In the paintings of the Annunciation, the Madonna is clothed simply, in red and

blue. She always remains the Lord’s humble servant. In the paintings of the

Coronation, however, the Virgin is seen transfigured and clothed in luminous

garments. In this painting of the Coronation, we see her seated next to her divine

Son on the same throne. Rays of light shine from this central point, resulting in a

glory whose colours recall the aurora borealis. With all of the resources offered by

a gold base highlighted by engraving, this kind of light is imitated, or rather the

light of the sun, about to rise in the light of an aurora, is imitated.

129. The Dormition of the Virgin (predella of

the Coronation of the Virgin, Galleria

degli Uffizi), c. 1435. 

Tempera on wood panel, 19 x 50 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence.
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130. AAnnddrreeaa  MMaanntteeggnnaa, 

The Death of the Virgin, c. 1460. 

Tempera on wood panel, 54 x 42 cm. 

Museo del Prado, Madrid.

The VirginMary in the Paintings of FraAngelico

An old German song says, 

It is animated by the same breath of poetry and perfume with which Fra Angelico endows

Jesus and his Mother in the centre of the painting, making all of the light emanate from

them. Corregio’s Holy Night in Dresden, obeys a similar inspiration, making the true light

come into the world to enlighten men shine from the divine Infant. In Angelico’s painting

of the Coronation, this light does not encounter somber opposition designed to bring it

out through contrast, but meets only transfigured characters that reverberate with it,

totally illuminated by its shine. This is reminiscent of the drops of condensation that

come together in a ray of light to send forth a shine enriched by all of the hues of the

prism and the rainbow. In this painting the centre, which is at once the source of light

formed by two figures and the high point of the composition, stands out with a unity that

envelops the blessed masses. Perhaps the artist never witnessed the splendor of the

northern lights, but if had seen them, he successfully imitated the impression they create.

The Carthusians’ painting of the Coronation was created in Fiesole, and thus before

1436. Fra Angelico doubtlessly painted the Coronation of the Virgin for his convent’s

church in Fiesole as well. This painting of 2.13 x 2.11 metres, is today found in the

Louvre (p.197). Unfortunately this painting has been subject to retouching. It came to

Paris after Napoleon’s conquests at the beginning of this century. In 1814, this

painting was called to the attention of the Italian delegation during the Commission

of allied powers’ review of the artwork that had been taken from their countries, in

order to reclaim the pieces of value. The general opinion was that it was not worth

the bother to take back this old fashioned “roba vecchia.” The work remained in the

Louvre, despite the fact that Vasari had spoken of it with true inspiration. 

“Fra Giovanni has surpassed himself; he demonstrates a mastery and a

science superior to that of the altarpiece of San Domenico in Fiesole found

to the left of the entryway. Here one sees Christ crowning the Holy Virgin

in the midst of a choir of angels. Below are found a multitude of saints.

They are so numerous, so remarkably painted, so varied in their poses and

facial expressions, one experiences an inexpressible joy and satisfaction in

looking at them. One remains convinced that the blessed in Heaven could

not look any different, and if they were given bodies, that they could not

be more beautiful. All of the saints found here seem not only full of life and

animated with delicate and kind expressions, but the very colours of the

painting seem to be the work of the hands of saints or angels like those in

Und ob schon Tag und Nacht 

Sonn’, Mond und Sternenpracht, 

So schön als nie erdacht, 

Den Himmel malen: 

Doch ihr Licht ich veracht 

Wenn Jesu Namen Macht 

Des Herzens Nacht verjagt 

Mit seinen Strahlen.50
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131. The Dormition and Assumption of the

Virgin, c. 1430. 

Tempera and gold on wood panel, 

61.8 x 38.5 cm. 

Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum, Boston.

132. The Marriage of the Virgin 

(predella of the Coronation of the Virgin, 

Galleria degli Uffizi), c. 1435.

Tempera on wood panel, 19 x 50 cm.

Museo di San Marco, Florence.

the painting. It is fitting that this monk was given the name Frate Giovanni

Angelico for all time. In the predella unfold scenes from the life of the

Madonna and of Saint Dominic, which, in their own way, are also of a

divine beauty. I assure, in all truth, that I never tire of looking at this

painting, and that it always seems new to me.”

In the centre of the predella, Mary and John are seated before the sepulcher from

which rises Christ, of much larger proportions than them. To each side are three

scenes showing the legend of Saint Dominic. This choice is justifiable: not only was

Saint Dominic the founder of the Order that owned the convent in Fiesole, he was also

the patron saint of the church that housed these paintings. 

The Lord is seated in the upper centre region of the painting. Before him kneels his

Virgin Mother, her hands crossed on her chest, and her head slightly inclined to

receive the crown that Christ holds in his hands. She will doubtlessly rise once she

has received it, and take the place prepared for her next to her Son. According to

Schlegel, nothing can surpass the delicate charm of this character who seems born

from a breeze, nothing equals the innocence of her beautiful face. The veil that covers

her head does not hide anything, and the golden tone of her hair arranged in braids

shows through it. A light blue cloak falls from her shoulders to her feet, and the large

gown underneath it is blue as well. Lined with precious furs, it is open on the sides,

revealing the red robe beneath. This costume is surely an idealised imitation of the

elegant Florentine fashions of the time.

Christ’s cloak is blue, and his tunic is red and lined with blue. Twenty-four angels and

thirty-seven saints surround the throne, but as Rio observes, the arrangement of the

groups is so orderly that one would think there is a far greater number present. The

angels sound long trumpets, beat drums, and play violins and the organ. In a word,

echo the harmony of the instruments that musicians played at celebrations in fifteenth

century Florence. Not all of the saints are in contemplation before the main scene.

Some express their joy to their neighbors, calling them to take part, a call that also

seems addressed to those viewing the painting. The unity created by the surging

source of light around Christ and Mary in the paintings of the Uffizi (p.194) is lacking

here. Angelico has also renounced the dancing rounds of angels in this painting. It

should be concluded that the painting for Fiesole is the earliest, and that the

altarpiece made for the Carthusians belongs to a later, more mature period of the

artist – for it is also more masterful.

The haloes form perfect circles and do not follow the movements of the heads. They

are never placed obliquely, and their borders were printed in the gold background

using a compass. The painted rubies, sapphires and precious stones that decorate the

haloes were first indented into the surface, and were filled with colour afterwards.

The VirginMary in the Paintings of FraAngelico
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They do not react to they play of light, nor are they attenuated by neighboring

contrasting colours. The shadows of this work are not created with brown or black,

but rather with a by a more intense vigor of the same colour. Shiny reflections of light

are created with light slash-like brushstrokes of white glaze.

The frame of the panel in Paris is delineated above by a truncated triangle. The sides

of this triangle determine the rest of the composition. If one traces a certain number of

parallel lines, one discovers that the arrangement of the heads conforms to them. The

ensemble’s construction has a base made up of the nine steps of a staircase, the three

exposed sides of a hexagon, which are surrounded in the centre of the painting. These

steps lead to a platform that supports the throne sheltered by the vault of a hexagonal

canopy. Only Mary and Christ occupy this platform, which dominates the exposed part

of the staircase. The angels and saints kneel or stand on the lateral prolongation of its

steps. Seven male saints, and eight female saints kneel in the foreground, and have

larger proportions than the other figures. Above them, the smaller proportions of the

eleven saints on each side of the staircase reveal the painting’s perspective. 

Finally, the twenty-four angels that immediately surround the throne are the smallest

figures in the painting, and have the most delicate forms. This gradation makes the

figures of Christ and Mary seem larger than they really are.

The saints on the four highest steps have their names engraved on their haloes. To the

right, beginning at the top and proceeding to the bottom, the figures behind the

Mother of God are: Moses and Saint John the Baptist, Saints Andrew, Peter,

Bartholomew, James the Less, John the Evangelist as an old man, and finally the

apostle Simon. To the left side are Saints Matthias and David, Thaddeus and Paul,

Matthew, Phillip, James the Great, and finally, Peter Martyr. 

Peter Martyr serves as a link to the saints arranged on the lower steps. Their names are

no longer inscribed on their haloes, but their borders are instead decorated with pearls

and precious stones. On the left side are Saints Lawrence, George, Stephen and across

from them to the right, Mark, Dominic, and a bishop holding a quill (Zenobius?). Kneeling

before the throne to the right are the five monks Benedict (at least one supposes),

Thomas Aquinas, Anthony, Francis of Assisi, and Romuald, a king (who is difficult to see

as Charlemagne)51 and a bishop (Nicholas?). Corresponding to this group on the other

side are Saints Ursula, Agnes, Catherine, Clare, Magdalene, Dorothy and two other

unidentifiable Virgins. Most of the saints are grouped in pairs, and sometimes in threes

or fours. Sometimes a saint’s head conveniently blocks a “hole” in the composition. 

In addition, the heads are arranged with such art that despite their great number,

a beautiful order reigns over this composition. The sumptuous ornaments of the

kneeling bishop in the foreground stand out. The back of his chape is decorated 
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133. The Coronation of the Virgin, 

c. 1434-1435. 

Tempera on wood panel, 112 x 114 cm. 

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence.
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134. The Coronation of the Virgin (in the

predella, scenes from the life of Saint

Dominic: The Dream of Pope Innocent III;

Saints Peter and Paul Appearing to Saint

Dominic; The Healing of Napoleone

Orsini; Christ at the Tomb; The Dispute of

Saint Dominic and the Miracle of the Book;

Saint Dominic and His Companions Fed

by Angels; The Death of Saint Dominic), 

c. 1430-1432. 

Tempera on wood panel, 209 x 206 cm. 

Musée du Louvre, Paris. 

135. Virgin with Saint John the Baptist and

Saint Mark (Linaiuoli triptych), 1433.

Tempera on wood panel, 260 x 330 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence.

136. The Coronation of the Virgin (small

reliquary in the form of an altarpiece,

originally made for Santa Maria Novella,

its predella shows the Adoration of the

Christ Child), c. 1434. 

Tempera on wood panel, 69 x 37 cm. 

Museo di San Marco, Florence.

The VirginMary in the Paintings of FraAngelico

with a rich gold embroidery that shows six scenes from the Passion of Christ and

on his crozier shows the Lamb of God with the banner of the Resurrection. The

fabric of his chape and alb is ornamented with rich designs. 

In the upper part of the painting the concert of angels resounds. First it is nine

celestial musicians that sound their long trumpets whose chords reverberate in all

directions. To judge by their instruments, the joy of Heaven extends to the most

distant regions. In the same group can be seen a portative organ, a tambourine, a

little drum, two citharas and two violins. All of the angels, the adoring and

musicians alike, are adolescent characters that breathe with lovable candor and

holy innocence. They touch the strings of their instruments with a charming

carelessness, as though the harmony was the very essence of their nature. The

last of these angels plays a sort of viol, his head tilted, he seems to rock with a

sort of rapture, lifted by the ravishing chords he draws from his instrument. All of

the clothing is lit with joyous colours: celestial blue and light red, repeating the

colours of the throne but in reverse order.52 

“One must admire the inventive genius of an artist who, in a subject where the

contrast of characters is impossible, where all of the expressions are united and

do not show anything more than tender rejoicing, and where all of the faces

breath only happiness and peace, was able to introduce such a great variety while

always remaining within the limits of the beautiful and the dignified. One is

unable to say that tone of one these faces is the repetition of another face

elsewhere in the painting. This diversity extends beyond the facial expressions

and states of the soul to the varied gestures and positions of the bodies and the

arrangement of their hair and beards, all of which is of a generally remarkable

beauty. Through the ensemble’s arrangement, the artist was assured to draw

faces of all kinds: seen directly, tilted to the side, and seen from behind. Yet, they

are all directed towards the centre where the principal act of the composition

takes place.”53

Fra Angelico paints the draperies masterfully, as he does generally. He knows how

to render the tenuous transparency of the veil that surrounds the Virgin Mary’s

head, just as he knows how to indicate the weight of the heavily embroidered

chape falling in wide folds from the shoulders of the bishop kneeling in the

foreground. The light and delicate fabric of the angels’ clothing is drawn in at the

waist, but the upper part of their tunics falls over the belt and hides the view. This

results in a greater abundance of folds, but the garments still fall low enough to

cover the feet of the celestial messengers. It should be remarked there is not a

single visible foot in the entire composition. Perhaps the artist wanted to remind

the viewer that these characters no longer walk on the soil of this earth. Liberated

from the weight of the world’s preoccupations, they hover in the Heavens. 
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137. SSaannoo  ddii  PPiieettrroo  and DDoommeenniiccoo  ddii  BBaarrttoolloo,

The Coronation of the Virgin, 1445.

Fresco. 

Palazzo Pubblico, Siena. 

Their eyes are lively and reflect the light and the shine of the sky, their pupils are

large, even in the faces seen only in profile. But Schlegel is right to observe that one

is even less likely to attribute this peculiarity as a fault, because it is also found in the

precious intaglios that date from the times of the Roman emperors.

The Coronation of the Virgin (p.166) found in the Academy of Florence, is a

deteriorated and unfortunately retouched painting framed in a circular border,

only containing two figures, seated on clouds. 

In his hands, Christ raises the crown that will circle Mary’s head while she bends

humbly and crosses her hands on her chest. The same subject, but with a richer

composition, is found on one of the three reliquaries of Santa Maria Novella (The

Coronation of the Virgin, p.199), mentioned earlier. This reliquary contains all of the

important elements found in the Paris painting. On a platform with ten steps, Mary

kneels before her Son who places a crown on her head. Six angels are found to each

side, sounding the trumpet and playing various musical instruments. Other angels are

in contemplation and prayer. On the steps kneel nineteen saints. A few of them are

only seen from behind, others in profile. Two are turned to face the viewer.

In the convent of San Marco, Fra Angelico painted the same subject in the upper

part of a mural. Nothing is more simple or moving than the two large figures,

dressed in white and seated on luminous clouds! Christ offers Mary the crown he

holds in his hands. Here again, the Virgin places her hands on her chest and

humbly bows her head so that her divine Son can crown her.54

At the bottom of the composition kneel six saints. To the right are Saints Dominic,

Romuald, and Thomas. To the left are Saint Francis, Peter Martyr and Mark. All raise

their eyes and extend their hands, astonished and thrilled. This gesture, repeated six

times with little difference, not only gives a great unity to the group, but also leaves a

lasting impression on the viewer. Here, there are no longer angels, shining light, or the

Celestial Court; just six saints in contemplation before the King and Queen of Heaven,

as Saint Dominic is elsewhere. 

Everything is of the strictest simplicity, reduced to the essential imagery. The painter

had no other intention beyond placing an image of devotion in the poor cell. The great

altarpieces in the Uffizi and the Louvre are, to the contrary, a sort of echo of the Te

Deum sung in the most solemn offices of the Clergy united and gathered around the

altar, covered and surrounded by a rich decor, and the most splendid ornaments. The

Coronation of the poor and tiny cell is a response to the fervent prayer emanating from

the heart of the monk. 
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138. Saint Francis Receiving the Stigmata, 

c. 1440.

Tempera on wood panel, 28 x 33 cm.

Pinacoteca, Vatican.
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139. The Holy Face, 

beginning of the 15th century.

Tempera on wood panel, 29.5 x 29 cm. 

Private collection.

140. The Blessed Redeemer, c. 1423. 

Tempera on wood panel, 28 x 22 cm. 

The National Gallery, on loan from Queen

Elizabeth II, London.

141. The Blessed Redeemer, 1425-1430. 

Tempera on wood panel, 

diameter: 12 cm. 

Musée du Louvre, Paris. 

In his profound devotion to Mary, in keeping with the spirit of the Order, in silence and

solitude far away from the pomp of earthly celebrations, he meditated on the coronation

of the Queen in Heaven. Angelico does not always paint the same type of Christ.

“The sort of Christ which in the first centuries of the art appeared in

Ravenna, and still betrayed through the gravity and solemnity of its form,

a certain influence of pagan models. Yet it is closer to a Christian sentiment

than the conceptions of the following centuries. 

Giotto took up this ancient simplicity, but renewed this type by

transforming it. Angelico completes the transformation with his version of

the Lord’s face, filled with pathos, and personifying the illustration of

sacrifice. The originality of his work is found more in his emotion than in

the great perfection of his forms. The portrayal of Christ in the Coronation

of Mary (of San Marco) marks the last phase in the connections between

the Ravenna type and that of Giotto. 

Here, Angelico attains the apogee of the portrayal of a divine

personality. In these simple and pure lines, but with a religious expression

that is more tempered than in Giotto’s portrayal of the Savior’s face, there

is something more regular. That harmonious unity is revealed not only in

the forms of the body, but reproduces itself even in the clothing and the

harmonious lines of its draperies.”55

In these words, there is a great deal of truth, but Phillimore’s observations should be

added in correction. 

“The faces of our Lord in the work of Fra Angelico are of a remarkable

variety. It seems that his heart was never satisfied, despite his constant

efforts to perfectly render the face and body of the most beautiful human

child. Sometimes he reuses Giotto’s faces, and gives the Savior strength,

abundance and virility. Other times, he paints a face of great youth,

representing the lamb that atoned the world.”56

The painter portrays Christ with a beard just as often he uses the beardless face from the

first centuries of Christianity. These two forms had already appeared in fourth century

Rome. They were fixed in Ravenna and used alternatively during the Middle Ages. 

Although Fra Angelico does not modify these types lightly, he wanted to maintain his

liberty. In painting the saints of his Order, he felt more connected to authentic and

conventional portraits of Saints Dominic, Thomas, and Peter Martyr, and he always

used the same forms. When it came to portraying Christ, he let himself be guided by

the particular conditions and requirements of the painting, and then drew from the

treasures of traditional iconography, to choose the form that best suited the objective

he had in mind.
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142. FFrraa  AAnnggeelliiccoo and LLuuccaa  SSiiggnnoorreellllii, 

The Last Judgment (detail of the fresco

showing Christ in Majesty), 

1447-1449 and 1499-1503.

Fresco. 

Cappella San Brizio, Duomo, Orvieto.

143. FFrraa  BBaarrttoolloommeeoo, 

Christ and the Four Evangelists, 1516. 

Oil on wood panel, 282 x 204 cm. 

Palazzo Pitti, Florence.

P
ope Eugene IV fled from Rome in 1434. He went into exile in Florence

at the Dominican convent of Santa Maria Novella. This house had not

accepted Dominic’s severe reforms, but its monks remained on good

terms with their brothers in San Marco, as is proved by the paintings created for

Santa Maria Novella by Fra Angelico. Saint Antoninus, the prior of San Marco, Fra

Benedetto, his subprior, and Fra Angelico wasted no time in contacting the pope.

Upon the completion of their church in 1442, they asked the pope to accept the

hospitality of their house and to come consecrate it in person. He responded to

their invitation, and for two days he lived in the cells decorated with paintings for

Cosimo de’ Medici.57 

Eugene IV took a fancy to the work of Florence’s artists. In 1439, he had Ghiberti

create a magnificent papal tiara ornamented with pearls and precious stones,

worth an estimated 38,000 gold florins. It was worn at the Council of the Union

in Florence during the solemnities that took place to mark the reunification of the

Greek Orthodox and Roman Catholic churches. In the spring of 1442, the council’s

assemblies were transferred to Rome, and after ten years of absence, the pope

once again made his solemn entry into the city. In 1439 he had already ordered

the Florentine architect and sculptor Filarete to create the bronze doors for the

main entrance to Saint Peter’s, which still exist to this day. He had the side doors

sculpted in wood by the Dominican Fra Antonio de’ Viterbo. Another Preaching

Friar, Fra Giovanni of Naples, sent Eugene IV a miter and various precious objects,

while a third monk from the same Order, Fra Giovanni of Rome, painted stained-

glass windows for the pope.58

Given the preference for the Preaching Friars shown by the sovereign pontiff, it is

not astonishing that Eugene’s requests caused Fra Angelico to decide to leave

Florence to work in Rome.59 The exact date of his move is unknown, but when the

pope died on February 23, 1447, Angelico was already at work in the Vatican. 

The settlement of accounts of March 13, 1447 mentions Angelico’s salary.

Nicholas V, elected on March 6 of the same year, was even more generous

towards Angelico than his predecessor. The information according to which

Nicholas wanted to name Fra Angelico as successor to archbishop Bartolomeo

Zabarella († December 21, 1445), naming Saint Antoninus to the bishopric on

January 10, 1448, upon Fra Angelico’s insistence, is probably only true in regards

to Angelico’s insistence. The first work undertaken in Rome by Fra Angelico

was the painting of the Capella del Sacramento, already begun under Eugene IV. 
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144. BBeennoozzzzoo  GGoozzzzoollii, The Virgin and Child

Enthroned with Saints Jerome, Zenobius,

John the Baptist, Peter, Dominic and

Francis, 1461.

Tempera on wood panel, 

161.9 x 170.2 cm. 

The National Gallery, London. 

On this subject, Vasari says, “For the same pope [Nicholas] he also decorated the

Chapel of the Sacrament in the palace, which was later destroyed by Paul III

[Alessandro Farnesi † 1534] to build a staircase. In these frescoes, excellent

examples in their genre, Fra Giovanni had illustrated various scenes from the life

of Jesus, painting the portraits of many prominent figures of his time. These

portraits would have been lost if Giovio [Paul III] had not ordered copies for his

museum. They included Pope Nicholas V, emperor Frederic, who had come Italy

at that time, the Fra Antoninus, later the bishop of Florence, Biondo da Forli, and

Ferrante of Aragon.”60

These claims remain uncontested. But since Vasari was so often convinced by

imprecise information, and since it was not in Fra Angelico’s character or

mysticism to introduce contemporary portraits into scenes from the life of Jesus,

we are allowed to dismiss this information as doubtful. Did the author of The Lives

of the Artists and Paul III suppose that Fra Giovanni followed the era’s typical

artistic practices, and beginning with this supposition, see portraits in a few of his

typical faces? The very names of the figures cited lead one to believe there is some

error. Frederic III came to Rome for his coronation on March 3, 1452, and it is only

at this time that the painter could have seen him. 

Saint Antoninus had already been an archbishop for four years and it is

improbable that his former subordinate would have portrayed him as a monk.

Ferrante was the son of King Alphonso of Naples. He succeeded his father on the

throne in 1458, and died in 1494 at the age of 70.

Biondo accompanied Eugene IV to Florence, becoming his secretary in 1434. He

died in 1463, at the age of 75. The copies that Vasari speaks of have also been

lost. The only memories that remain of the capella del Sacramento are found in the

accounts of papal spending. It was designated in 1447-1449 as the “capella di San

Pietro”, and was situated between the palace and the church so as to be accessible

from both buildings. The accounts show that in 1447, the painter had Pietro-

Jachomo da Furli, Benozzo Gozzoli, a Florentine, Giovanni, son of Antonio (who

should probably be identified as Giovanni di Antonio della Checca), Charles, the

son of Lord Lazaro de Narni, and Jachomo, son of Antonio da Poli as his

assistants.61 In 1449, he was provided with four pounds of blue ultramarine,

probably used to paint the chapel’s vaulted ceilings.

Beginning in 1448, Fra Giovanni and his assistants were busy painting the Chapel

of Saints Stephen and Lawrence in the Vatican.62 Charles di Ser Lazaro also

cooperated on this work which, as a whole, remains well-preserved to this day.

On February 15, 1448, Fra Angelico was given two pounds of blue ultramarine,

which had cost 55 florins and 10 roman solidi.63
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145. Saint Lawrence Giving Alms to the Poor,

1447-1450. 

Fresco, 271 x 205 cm. 

Cappella Niccolina, Palazzi Pontifici,

Vatican.

146. Saint Stephen Ordained Deacon by Saint

Peter and Saint Stephen Distributing Alms,

1447-1449. Fresco.

Cappella Niccolina, Palazzi Pontifici,

Vatican.

On January 28, 1450, he received gold pounded into leaf from Siena for the

arches, gold for the columns’ capitals on March 19, and varnish on March 30. The

paintings must have been finished by the end of March. The Dominican Fra

Giovanni of Rome received 10 ducats on March 16 for the two painted windows in

the chapel which was called the studio at the time.64 In the white glass of the

windows he painted the figures of Saints Lawrence and Stephen on one and the

Mother of God on the other. The inlaid wood paneling created by the master

Nicholas of Florence was not paid for until 1454.

In 1447, Fra Angelico received a salary of 200 florins, or 16 3/4 florins a month.

Benozzo Gozzoli had received 7 florins a month, Giovanni de Antonio della

Checca, Charles de ser Lazaro da Narni and Iacopo di Antonio da Poli each

received one florin. A few workers earned 7-8 florins a month, and others earned

four florins with three florins forfeited to pay for their food. The salary of 7-8

florins a month assured a worker 20 bolendini a day, or 14-15 boledini a day for

inferiors workmen. The payments to Giovanni of Florence, Charles of Nardi, and

Iacopo da Poli should probably be considered as gratuities. Angelico, as the

master painter, must have provided their payment out of his own salary.

In the spring of 1447, about the time that Nicholas V was elected pope (March 6),

the Benedictine Dom Francesco di Barone, a talented glass painter, became the

director of work in the duomo of Orvieto. He invited Fra Angelico to come to

Orvieto during a period of intense heat that had made Rome unlivable. Fra

Angelico was asked to paint the Capella Nuova (The Last Judgment, p.217) where

the famous miraculous statue of Mary is venerated. Fra Angelico signed the

contract on July 14, and began his work the next day. He received the same salary

he had received in Rome, 200 florins or ducats a year, that is to say, for the four

months he worked in Orvieto, a third of this sum. Benozzo received seven ducats

a month, Giovanni two, and Iacopo, 1 ducat. Besides the artists’ salaries, the

director of works (Dom Francesco di Barone) was responsible for providing the

pigments as well as the bread and wine needed to feed the workers.

Fra Angelico was only busy in Orvieto for a year. It is not known why he did not

return to finish the work he had begun there. Perhaps he began to feel the weight

of his age, he was sixty years old. Benozzo arrived in Orvieto on July 3, 1449, but

his talent was deemed insufficient. It was not until 1499 that Luca Signorelli took

up and finished the work. Fra Angelico painted only the four compartments of the

ogival vault. They include: 1) the sovereign Judge (The Last Judgment, detail, p.208),

surrounded by nineteen angels to one side and sixteen to the other, 2) the Mother

of God with the apostles, the four doctors of the Church, and the four founders of

the great religious orders, 3) the choir of Prophets, (the Just from the Old

Testament), and 4) across from the sovereign Judge, a group of angels carrying the
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147. FFrraa  AAnnggeelliiccoo and LLuuccaa  SSiiggnnoorreellllii, The Last

Judgment (ceiling vault), 1447-1449 and

1499-1503. 

Fresco, 715 x 1181 cm.

Cappella San Brizio, Duomo, Orvieto.

Cross and the symbols of the Passion. The Lord’s tunic is slightly open at the

chest to reveal the wound on his side. His right hand, where a wound is also

visible, is raised in a majestic gesture of condemnation, the left hand hold the

globe of the world (p.217). It is said that Michelangelo was inspired by this figure

for his famous painting in the Sistine Chapel. In terms of Fra Angelico’s work, this

painting should be considered a development of the Christ in the Last Judgment of

the Annunziata (pp.156-157). Michelangelo  must been moved by some of the

faces of the saints, who express more terror here than in Angelico’s other works.

A short time after the completion of these frescoes, the ceiling suffered water

damage. Today, most of the angels have been completely repainted, and the faces

of the saints have been heavily retouched.

The paintings on which Fra Giovanni worked in Rome during the winter and

spring of the same year are of a different scale than those in Orvieto. The chapel

in the Vatican that these paintings ornament is rectangular in shape, 6.5 metres

long, by 4 metres wide. Three of the walls end in an arch shape created by the

ogival vault of the ceiling. A large arch divides these walls into two planes, the

upper part, which is rounded at the top, the lower part, which is rectangular.

Since the first wall has two windows in its lower section, there is only place for a

painting above, while the other two walls offer space above and below. This

layout allowed the painter to use the three upper parts of the walls to show six

scenes from the life of Saint Stephen, using the lower parts of the walls to paint

five legendary scenes from the life of Saint Lawrence. 

Since two of the walls terminate in large arches, two doctors of the church

beneath Gothic styled canopies were painted to each side. Below are found Saint

Bonaventure (Saint Bonaventure, p.228) and Saint Thomas Aquinas (Saint Thomas

Aquinas, p.229), Saint Anastaisus and Saint Chrysostum, with Saints Augustine,

Ambrose, Leo, and Gregory above. In the four compartments of the vaulted ceiling

are the four Evangelists, seated in the company of their evangelical symbol, (The

Four Evangelists, p.224). In terms of depth of thought and emotional expression,

the works dedicated to the lives of the two great Deacons are superior to these

paintings of the doctors of the Church.65

The layout of the historical scenes is symmetrical. If the paintings showing the life

of Saint Stephen are designated I-VI (pp.214-215, pp.226-227), and those of the

life of Saint Lawrence by 1-5 (p.212) and, their ordination with a, their giving alms

with b, their judgments with c and their martyrdom with d, the order of the works

is: Ia, IIb, III, IVc, V, VIa, 1a, 2, 3b, 4c, 5d.

Similar scenes are distanced from one another and treated differently in order to

avoid confusion. In the story of Saint Stephen, the costumes seem more archaic. 
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The saint generally wears a cloak and a tunic. Saint Peter, who ordains Stephen,

is similarly clothed. In contrast, Saint Lawrence wears the dalmatic of fifteenth

century deacons. Saint Sixtus, the pope ordaining him, wears sacerdotal

ornaments of the same period. Even the minor characters of the lower paintings

are dressed more closely to the fashions of the fifteenth century than the

characters of the paintings above. The architecture of the lower paintings has a

more closed and heavy quality, and forms a sort of base upon which the upper

paintings rest, where distant perspectives and even landscapes are visible.

Generally, other authors have praised the proportions of the structures and

landscapes in relation to the human figures as more exact and correct than in the

master’s previous works. In truth, faults also exist in these paintings. For example,

the ciborium on the altar before which Peter ordains Saint Stephen is so low that

it barely reaches the apostle’s shoulders. With the exception of the canopies over

the saints to the sides, the architecture borrows from the purity of the early

Renaissance, imitating certain monuments of antiquity. The walls of Rome served

as models for painting V, where Stephen is led outside the walls of Jerusalem. The

central naves of the churches seen in paintings Ia, 1a, and 3b show columns that

bear an architrave. These compositions show Angelico’s steps along the path of

progress. Moved by the realist current that would sweep other Florentine artists

much further, leading them to a greater technical perfection, these paintings mark

how Angelico took part in the dominant trend, using material progress to better

express himself, without compromising his ideals concerning the painting of

isolated figures and historical scenes.

In Ia (Saint Stephen Ordained by Saint Peter, pp.214-215), the prince of the apostles

turns from the altar and bends with the chalice and paten towards Saint Stephen

who is kneeling on a step. Six apostles, in groups of three on each side, witness

the solemnity, showing religious interest, their eyes fixed on the young Levite.

Peter wears a short rounded beard. John stands next to him, with the face of a

youth. The apostle that follows wears a long, forked beard, and the last of the

group is again, beardless. He turns towards the apostle wearing a long and

majestic beard at the end of the second row. Saint Stephen, wearing a dalmatic,

kneels before these five beautiful apostolic figures. The architecture of the church

in the scene gives unity to the group of attendant apostles. A richly decorated

architrave extends above them. The transept, opening towards the altar at a right

angle, isolates Peter, whose action connects him with Saint Stephen, the centre of

the composition.

In contrast, in Ia, we see Pope Sixtus before the altar dressed in his pontifical

ornaments. Lawrence quickly raises his hands to receive the chalice, the symbol

of his ordination as a deacon. In this painting, it is not just the deacon that forms 

148. LLuuccaa  SSiiggnnoorreellllii, The Last Judgment

(detail showing The Damned Taken to

Hell), 1499-1502. 

Fresco. 

Cappella San Brizio, Duomo, Orvieto.

Works in Rome and Orvieto



220

149. LLuuccaa  SSiiggnnoorreellllii, The Preaching and Acts of

the Anti-Christ, 1499-1502. 

Fresco. 

Cappella San Brizio, Duomo, Orvieto.

150. RRaaffffaaeelllloo  SSaannzziioo, known as RRaapphhaaeell, 

The Fire in the Borga, 1514. 

Fresco, base: 670 cm. 

Stanza dell’Incendio di Borgo, 

Palazzi Pontifici, Vatican.

the centre, but the group of the two central figures. Behind the pope stand three

priests in chapes, while around Lawrence are grouped a deacon, a subdeacon,

and three officiating priests. The ten figures are beardless, recalling the reality of

the Roman clergy in the fifteenth century. The architecture frames this group and,

behind it, the chapel ends in an apse.

Painting 2 is divided into two halves. The left side shows the street, where two

sbirri knock on a door. The right side shows the courtyard of a convent surrounded

by a colonnade where Sixtus, wearing a chape and papal tiara gives a purse to

Saint Lawrence who kneels before him and wears a richly ornamented alb. A

servant has just brought gold and silver vases and other church treasures. Behind

the pope, an anxious priest turns towards the door in fear that it will be forced

and that the sbirri will come in too soon. In the background, a second acolyte fixes

his eyes on the viewer, seeming to place them in communication with the

painting’s action.

The scenes showing the distribution of alms by the two deacons reveal the artist’s

fertile imagination. In 3b, (Saint Lawrence Giving Alms to the Poor, p.212) the

character of Lawrence is thrown into relief by the richness of his deacon’s

garments. As in the painting of his ordination (1), the composition’s frame, the

perspective of the apse and its two long rows of columns, which recede in the

background towards the door of the church, highlight its solemnity. 

In the foreground, the Levite holds the purse he received from the Pope in his left

hand. He stands under the door frame, surrounded by the poor. He offers a coin

to a crippled man seated on the ground. A man with a bad leg leaning on his

crutch has approached and extends his hand to receive the alms. Next to him are

two poor women, the eldest of which leads a boy by the hand. The younger

tenderly presses her child to her chest. 

On the other side, two poor children walk away, the sister trying to see what her

brother has received. An old man, bent under the burden of his years, and whose

long beard gives him a venerable air, extends his hand in turn. He is used to this

gesture, but when the young man next to him, who seems worn away by suffering,

makes the same gesture, it is tempered by the shame that can be read in his face. A

blind man, whose pose admirably characterizes his infirmity, searches for the path

towards the charitable deacon, feeling out the ground with the end of his stick.

Behind him, an old woman clasps her hands together in prayer, gazing in admiration

at the young saint who fulfills his mission with so much dignity and goodness.

Modern critics have sometimes wondered if the artist monk really knew how to

draw. Helbig responds to the question in this way: 
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151. The Four Evangelists (ceiling vault), 

1447-1449. 

Fresco. 

Cappella Niccolina, Palazzi Pontifici,

Vatican. 

152. Saint Stephen Taken to be Executed and

The Stoning of Saint Stephen, 1447-1449. 

Fresco, 322 x 473 cm. 

Cappella Niccolina, Palazzi Pontifici,

Vatican.

“I would not dare to affirm this, but I guarantee that he did not study

anatomy. Look at the hands of his figures, saints, angels, and

sometimes, executioners. They are always the same. They have neither

age, nor sex, nor individuality. I do not see there the play of the flexors

and extensors. Always long, tapered, and chaste, these hands join

together so perfectly in prayer and they have such a true feeling of

unction for giving alms and blessings, that I do not think of anatomy,

of the covering of tendons, or the functions of the carpus and

metacarpus. Who would dare wonder about the suggestions of the

nude body in the figures of these “Blessed,” seeing them in their

long floating draperies that envelop them like flames rising to

the Heavens?”66

In IIb, (Saint Stephen Giving Alms, pp.214-215), giving alms takes on a new look.

Saint Stephen is on the doorstep of a house, and the scene unfolds in the street.

Two women and a man walk away, already satisfied by the deacon’s charity. A

peasant who seems to have come across the scene by chance hastens to take part

in the occasion. A woman and child standing before Stephen extend their hands.

Again, a man in the background clasps his hands together. One tends to see an

impoverished gentleman or a scholar in need, a characteristic figure of the

fifteenth century. The space is more cramped, the group seems more crowded,

and the characters seem smaller, given the height at which the painting is found.

To evoke the period in which Stephen lived, the costumes are simpler, and the cut

is in the ancient style.

Painting III has an almost idyllic nature. Stephen, standing elevated by a step,

explains the Gospel to a group of people gathered in the street. He holds his left

hand forward, and raising his thumb he touches it with his right hand as though

enumerating the development of his discourse with gestures. Before him is seated

a group of fourteen women and one child. Farther in the background stand six

men. The attention, the vivid interest, and devotion of his listeners, the piety and

admiration of the women and the assent of the men can be read in their

expressive faces and hand movements. A mother, holding the hand of the boy next

to her to keep him quiet, is one of the most successful figures. An adolescent,

leaning on the corner of a house, as though listening in passing, seems captivated

by the saint’s words. 

There is a parallelism between paintings IV and 4 showing Stephen, before the

Council of Elders, and Lawrence before the Roman prefect. The first takes place in

a narrow space. The president of the council, a vigorous man, has arranged the

cloak enveloping his bearded face like a sort of hood. He argues with the young

beardless saint, accused by two false witnesses. Behind him is a group of six
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Pharisees, full of hate. The contrast between the inspiration of the confessor

and the malign look of those who contradict him is clearly marked. In

contrast, in painting 4, Lawrence finds himself at the Praetorium before the

town prefect, enclosed behind a wall of elegant design. The figure of the

judge, seated in a niche, is reminiscent of the statue of an emperor. He

gestures menacingly towards the symbols of martyrdom, thrown on the

ground before him. Patricians, soldiers, and other spectators await the

response of the inflexible deacon. All take the side of the prefect, with the

exception of a young man who turns away, his face marked with deep

affliction. It is Saint Romain, who Lawrence would baptize from his prison,

as is seen in the scene showing the deacon Lawrence’s martyrdom. It is

unfortunate that this painting has suffered a great deal of damage. The

passion of Saint Stephen is shown in two scenes (Saint Stephen Taken to be

Executed and The Stoning of Saint Stephen). 

In painting V, the Jews, full of hatred, and take the confessor outside the city

walls. In painting VI, they stone him. The blind fury of the Jews taking the

saint and pushing him forward, the violence of their stoning, the cool of Saul,

holding Stephen’s clothes, and the resignation of the saint in the face of his

suffering, creates a very moving contrast. In studying these compositions, one

must take into account the unfortunate restorations they have undergone.

There are so many similarities between the fundamental content of these

compositions and the movements and gestures of their figures that they

result in a sort of artistic pleonasm. This is excusable, for the painter

followed the story from the Acts of the Apostles precisely. In comparing

these paintings to the frescoes of Masaccio in the chapel of the Brancacci

family at Santa Maria del Carmine on the right bank of the Arno, Crowe and

Cavalcaselle remark, “Angelico was gifted like no other artist in painting

poverty. Purified of its unpleasant side and the false shame with which it is

usually shown, he managed to portray it by searching the depths of his own

soul. It is true that Masaccio was also able to portray the poor grouped

around Saint Peter with artful propriety, but what appears as the result of

tact with Masaccio is in Fra Angelico, the reality of a man’s confession, a

man who lived in an exceptional manner in the altitudes of a celestial ideal,

an ideal only he knew how to attain. The sermon of Saint Peter painted by

Masaccio in the church of the Carmelites in Florence gives the same contrast

to the Angelico’s Saint Stephen talking to the people. Both accompany their

speaking with hand movements that very much resemble the Saint Catherine

in San Clemente (of Rome). The circle formed by deeply moved people who

listen is truly admirable! The painter’s means are always of the greatest

simplicity, and the effect is always excellent.”



Few authors who discuss Angelico’s frescoes in the Vatican resist the

temptation to compare them with the rooms painted by Raphael, or the Last

Judgment of Michelangelo in the Sistine Chapel. Few art lovers who pay

attention to the works before them can stand this kind of comparison. It is true

one finds Raphael’s masterpieces just next door, on the same floor of the same

palace. On the floor below are the magnificent frescoes of the Borgia

apartments, and near these, in the same stretch of halls, the paintings of the

Sistine Chapel.

I have frequently contemplated all of these masterpieces. Each new visit

inspires new feelings, especially when an initiation and a more complete study

resulted from my conversation with Professor Seitz, a competent judge and

inspired admirer of these two princes of art. One day, he had the great honour

of serving as the Cicerone of this incomparable place to a group of

distinguished men who were already initiated to the value of the artistic

monuments they saw before them. It was in the afternoon, and the general

public had left. We were delivered from the chatter of the official guides and

contact with the English and American ladies who generally passed their time

comparing the paintings to their Baedekers to make sure that everything was

reported exactly. We were alone. Silence reigned over the vast halls, where for

almost four centuries, many men of many states and nationalities had passed.

In general, the appreciation and the feelings of those who looked at the art

seemed to be in agreement, or at least in harmony among those united around

the eminent artist I have just named. All of them seemed to enjoy crossing the

rich “Appartamento Borgia,” in entering into the beauty and profound

conceptions of the Urbanate works. The route traveled by the group ended in

the chapel painted by Angelico. After the beautiful creations, so complete and

ripened by Raphael’s thinking, Angelico’s works could only seem a bit primitive

in their draftsmanship and colouring. Yet our guide stopped us, saying, “In

these paintings which seem so simple, there is very much. There is something

different than in the works we have just seen.” Doubtlessly, a man who does

not attribute a high rank to Michelangelo and Raphael has not understood their

work. The first works of Raphael do not seem so different from those of Fra

Angelico. They even surpass them in some regards. However, in The Fire in the

Borgo (pp.222-223) the nudes, the terror of the men who try to flee, is the

principal motif despite the perfection with which the artist endows them, and

perhaps even because of this perfection. Even in his grandiose paintings

inspired by history, not even excepting the punishment of Heliodorus or the

Battle of Constantine, we are not immediately seized by the depth of the artist’s

thoughts, nor with the reason for being in the place where they were painted.

To familiarise oneself with the Parnassus of Raphael, as the decor of a room

situated in the Vatican, one must call to one’s aid a heavy dose of historical 
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153. Saint Bonaventure, 1447-1449.

Fresco.

Cappella Niccolina, Palazzi Pontifici,

Vatican.

154. Saint Thomas Aquinas, 1447-1449. 

Fresco. 

Cappella Niccolina, Palazzi Pontifici,

Vatican. 

155. RRaaffffaaeelllloo  SSaannzziioo, known as RRaapphhaaeell,

Disputation of the Holy Sacrament, 

1510-1511. 

Fresco, base : 770 cm. 

Stanza della Segnatura, Palazzi Pontifici,

Vatican.
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156. The Virgin Mary with the Apostles and

Other Saints, 1423-1424.

Tempera on wood panel, 32 x 64 cm.

The National Gallery, London.

knowledge. Assuredly, it would be improper to qualify works of this nature as

works of “pagan art” without further judgment, but on the other hand, one cannot

pretend that they come pure and untroubled form the spring which fed the

Catholic world when it conceived its ideas in the Middle Ages, as one says.

Raphael’s Triumph of Galathea is even farther removed. 

Raphael’s fable of Psyche at the Farnesina, and the Christ of Michelangelo in

Santa Maria sopra Minerva (The Resurrection, p.235) are nearly the complete

negation of moral virtues as they are usually understood. If one is to compare

Michelangelo, who influenced the development of art even more than Raphael, to

Fra Angelico, in Michelangelo, one finds first of all: in Michelangelo, the body; in

Angelico, the spirit; in Michelangelo, titanic strength; in Angelico, divine love; in

Michelangelo, that which strikes the senses; in Angelico, true poetry. With

Michelangelo it is the study and intelligence of nature that dominates; with Fra

Angelico it is his knowledge of the supernatural.

Crowe and Cavalcaselle are right to emphasize that the Sistine Chapel and the

Chapel of Saint Nicholas painted by Fra Angelico “represent two opposite poles in

the domain of art.”67 Angelico is seen in his best light when his work is considered

in contrast to that of Michelangelo and Raphael. Next to unbridled energy and

images penetrated with the idea of the beautiful, his purity and the unction of his

religious sentiment are more visible. The painter of the grandiose Last Judgment in

the Sistine Chapel surely kept his faith. He felt inspired by the truths of the book of



233

157. The Forerunners of Christ with Saints and

Martyrs, 1423-1424.

Tempera on wood panel, 31.9 x 63.5 cm.

The National Gallery, London.

Revelations and by his devotion to the divine Crucified. His paintings, his buildings,

and perhaps most of all, his poetry, prove this. However, with the help of Raphael,

he ruptured what remained of the ancient fortifications and put an end to the art of

the Middle Ages. Fra Angelico only ever knew one measure. One thought inspired

him and dominated all of his creations: his faith of the supernatural strength and

Christian saintliness. It was the starting point for his life, his work, and the

superhuman energy we see stirring in his figures. “The simplicity, the joyful peace

and the spreading feeling that generally wins over the viewer,” comes from his

faith.68 However, Angelico willingly used the forms the Renaissance offered him – for

what reason would he have shown any reserve in this regard? Yet, the opposition

between the Christian ideal and the pagan ideal, (or perhaps better expressed, the

ideal of antiquity,) never manifested itself in his works.

“He always kept in sight his desire to consecrate the remarkable talent he had

received from above to the service of Heaven. No terrestrial considerations had

the power to trouble the unchanging peace of his soul. Enclosed in saintly silence,

and elevated above the passions and efforts of terrestrial life, he was not well

prepared to illustrate them in his paintings. This is why his strength and energy

often seemed lacking when it came time to illustrate evil (adequately). This is

clear in his manner of painting the bad thief dying unrepentant on the cross, and

the damned of the Last Judgment that he treated so frequently. The peace of

Paradise was his domain, and illustrating its joys was far easier for his kind and

cultivated paintbrush. This is the reason he peoples the Promised Land with
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158. MMiicchheellaannggeelloo  BBuuoonnaarrrroottii,,  known as

MMiicchheellaannggeelloo, The Resurrection 

(Christ’s nudity was covered later), 1521.

Marble, height : 205 cm. 

Santa Maria sopra Minerva, Rome.

crowds of saints and angels of celestial beauty. He knows how to decorate it with

the most delicate flowers and colours of unfading magnificence. For more than

four centuries they have testified the truth ‘of the life of the world to come’

towards which, during the course of his terrestrial career, the soul of the artist

unceasingly offered with all of the fidelity of his hopeful conviction.”69

From his “elevated point of view, the things of the earth seem softened and

relieved of their material roughness by a friendly light. In the luminous heights (of

his mystical theology) all is joy and harmony; the sound of the earth arrives only

like the distant sound of the ocean’s waves, rendering the silence of the heights

all the more joyous.”70

The painters of our time always return to Raphael and Michelangelo, and

certainly, there is much to be learned from their school! They were spirits made

to understand the ideal, remarkable virtuosi of artistic technique. If only art

followers could raise their eyes towards these stars without forgetting that it is

neither the beauty nor the titanic form, but rather the living spirit that always

resides in the soul of an artwork. Fra Angelico was also far from scorning outside

means, and though he placed them in his works without acquiring a complete

mastery of them, he is no less a true creator of religious paintings, and he need

not cede his place to any other master. He painted (may we pardoned for the

audacity of the expression), the Christian soul.

Draw nude models and the patterns of draperies as long as you like. Study the

history of art and of costumes. Try to grasp through scientific study the movement

of a horse galloping on its track, and that of the sea’s waves breaking under their

own weight. Learn to capture the most complicated groupings “in an instant” and

use this in the service of the marvels of modern art’s technical skillfulness. Once

you have succeeded in all this, once you have brought together all of these

elements of material perfection, you still will have not created “a work of art” if it

lacks a soul, a breath through which all of the scattered aspects unite

harmoniously and take on a real vitality. A. M. V. Schlegel once said with as much

charm as truth, “The more we study the art of the ancients and that of modernity,

the more we find art consecrated to God and determined by religious concepts.

After many centuries, art is becoming ever more worldly, and seems to march

towards its end. In our time, people have sought to lift art up through

consideration and worldly views, but these means cannot succeed. All of science,

all of the spirit of applied observation focused on the things of reality does not

suffice to produce living, real, and original creations. The artist needs unction of

a superior order… Humanity needs to see a reflection of the divine in the visible

world, and if art is to fulfill this need, it is a thing in which both Heaven and earth

must participate if it is to succeed.”71
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159. Thebaid, c. 1410.

Tempera on wood panel, 75 x 208 cm.

Galleria degli Uffizi, Florence.
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The Final Years and Death of Fra Angelico

160. Madonna with Saints John the Baptist and

Paul and the Meeting of Saints Francis of

Assisi and Dominic.

Tempera on wood panel, 

128.8 x 68.2 cm. 

Galleria Nazionale, Parma.

161. Tomb-slab of Fra Angelico. 

Santa Maria sopra Minerva, Rome. 

D
uring the last ten years of his life, (1445-1455) the Dominican painter stayed

in Rome at the Dominican convent of Santa Maria sopra Minerva. Age had

not weakened his vivid imagination, but it had endowed his works with a

savory maturity. In general, it did not take Fra Angelico long to paint frescoes once the

sketches had been prepared for their execution. Those in the vaults of Orvieto’s duomo

were completed between June 15 and September 28. This precious piece of information

helps determine how long it would have taken Angelico to complete other similar works.

In the days of his youth, before he acquired his celebrity, the master executed with his

own hands the parts of the work that he would later leave to his four collaborators.

Given that he led an extremely regular life with each day consecrated to work, the large

number of paintings attributed to Angelico should not be surprising. The Last Judgment

in the museum of Berlin (p.151) was probably painted in Rome. There is no evidence

that he went to Florence in 1450 to paint a few more frescoes in San Marco, as Rio

proposes, nor that many of the paintings destined for Tuscan churches were painted in

Rome. It is difficult to formulate judgments in this regard, for although the artist had

more time at his disposition in his younger years, he also could not count upon the

collaboration of other painters. A more masterful work could thus predate a painting

treated more summarily. Faults and negligence prove nothing about the date of a

painting, since they could be attributed to Benozzo or another assistant. To these

considerations must be added the factor of retouching, which frequently further

complicates the matter of establishing a chronology for the artist’s works.

Take, for example, the little triptych of Hildesheim. The late Bishop J. Ed. Wedekin, a

great friend of the arts, acquired it for the ivory sculptures that decorate its interior.

These were especially diverse pieces: six seemed to be ancient Italian imitations

(eleventh century?) of Byzantine sculptures, the nine others were Italian works of the

fifteenth century; all of them were the remains of a cycle showing the life of Jesus. The

outside of the doors, as well as the back of the principal piece, was covered in a layer

of black pigment. The piece was damaged, and during the repair, it was discovered

that the black paint covered a painting of the Annunciation. Later, a painting of a half-

length Christ as the Man of Sorrows emerging from his tomb surrounded by the

symbols of the Passion was found on the back panel.

Professor E. Frantz finds this painting to be “delicate and treated like a miniature, in

the character and style of Fra Angelico.”72 The paintings just described were covered

by a coarse coating of pigment that had to be removed. They had certainly lost their

freshness before this summary operation, and they were naturally restored after the

tempera was removed. Considering these factors, one sees how difficult it is to

pronounce an opinion for or against an attribution of this work to Fra Angelico.
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162. Meeting between Saints Dominic and

Francis of Assisi (detail of predella), 1429. 

Oil on poplar panel, 27.6 x 32.5 cm. 

Gemäldegalerie, Berlin. 

163. Meeting between Saints Dominic and

Francis of Assisi, 1430. 

Tempera and gold on wood panel, 

26.7 x 25.7 cm. 

Fine Arts Museums, San Francisco. 

The Madonna of Gemäldegalerie of Berlin (p.169), enthroned between Saint Dominic and

Saint Peter Martyr is in a similar condition. She was considerably repainted. Two small

paintings from the Legend of Saint Francis of Assisi in the same collection (The Apparition

of Saint Francis of Assisi at Arles) have also undergone considerable retouching. This

collection also contains a Last Judgment that was long attributed to Fra Angelico. Since the

painting is dated 1456, it was claimed that, although started by the master, the painting

was completed by his student Cosimo Rosselli, a claim difficult to support. For this reason

we were unable to include this painting in our review of Fra Angelico’s Last Judgments.

In one of the Berlin paintings, Saint Dominic

and Saint Francis embrace one another, (The

Meeting of Saint Dominic and Saint Francis of

Assisi, p.240). The same scene is reproduced in

a painting at the Galleria Nazionale of Parma

(Madonna with the Saints John the Baptist and

Peter and the Meeting of Saints Francis of Assisi

and Dominic, p.241), accompanied by the

enthroned Madonna surrounded by seven

angels and Saints Paul and John. In England’s

Danly Castle, there is a small, attractive panel

with two angels busy girding Saint Thomas

Aquinas.73 A painting showing the martyring of

Saints Cosmas and Damian can be seen at the

Imperial Palace in Rome. The National Gallery

in London holds two paintings by Angelico. An

Adoration of the Magi, and the predella of the

main altarpiece from San Domenico in Fiesole,

previously discussed. The prized little

paintings of the Uffizi where Zachary is shown

at the moment he names his son John (The

Birth of Saint John the Baptist or The Naming of the Baptist, p.137) should also be mentioned.

Two angels, kneeling on clouds, in the museum of Turin (Two Adoring Angels, p.247)

are the remains of a once exceptionally valuable painting. The Madonna of the same

collection does not deserve the honour of being attributed to Angelico. 

The painting of the museum in Antwerp does not represent the scene in which Saint

Ambrose refuses to allow the Emperor Theodosius to enter the church as Crowe and

Cavalcaselle claim, but rather, it shows Saint Romuald reproaching emperor Otto III

for the murder of Crescentius.

In Rome, Angelico painted a Crucifixion, lost today, and for the church of Santa Maria

sopra Minerva, he painted an Annunciation and an altarpiece. It is said that one of his

The Final Years and Death of FraAngelico
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164. The Last Judgment (central panel), 

with The Pentecost (left wing) and The

Ascension (right wing), c. 1447-1450. 

Tempera on wood panel, 

central panel 55 x 38.5 cm. 

Galleria Nazionale d’Arte Antica di

Palazzo Corsini, Rome.

165. SStteepphhaann  LLoocchhnneerr, The Last Judgment

(central panel of a triptych), c. 1435.

Oil and gold on oak panel, 

122 x 171 cm.

Wallraf-Richartz Museum, Cologne.

last works was painted in this church, and remains hidden behind an insignificant

painting near the altar of the Rosary for fear it would be stolen.

Many books assure that the pious monk is buried in Rome at Santa Maria sopra

Minerva. But who can still recall indications of this nature? This church, the most

beautiful Gothic edifice in Rome, was richly decorated with paintings not long ago.

When I was studying its funerary monuments, I began on the Epistle side of the main

altar, and continued my investigation in a westward direction until I had arrived at the

main entrance, continuing my visit in the opposite direction. A sacristan had already

vainly offered me his useless and inopportune assistance many times. Seeing that I was

taking notes, he thought the time had come to assure the inevitable Mancia. Continuing

my work, I again responded that his good offices would only bother me. However, the

day was ending, and though many tombs remained to be studied, darkness gradually

crept over the interior of the church. With thoroughly Italian friendliness, my man

returned, this time with a light to illuminate the monuments and their inscriptions, sure

of attaining his goal. Near a door, and not far from an altar, I saw a stone imbedded in

the wall, a simple undecorated sepulchral stone, upon which the effigy of a Dominican

was sculpted in relief, in the slumber of death, his eyes closed and hands crossed. His

head rested on a pillow, and was framed by a semicircular arch supported by two

fluted ionic pilasters. To the side, in the cornerstones of the arch appeared the winged

heads of two cherubs. By the vacillating light of a candle, without which I would have

seen nothing in the darkness, I copied the epitaph. It was my last work of the day. 

HIC IACET VENE(RABI)LIS PICTOR FR(ATER) JO(ANNES) DE O(RENTIA), 

ORDI(NI)S PRAEDICATORUM 14 LV. 

NON MIHI SIT LAUDI, QUOD ERAM VELUT ALTER APELLES, M

SED QUOD LUCRA TUIS OMNIA, CHRISTE, DABAM ; CCCC 

ALTERA NAM TERRIS OPERA EXTANT, ALTERA CAELO, L 

URBS ME JOANNEM FLOS TULIT ETRURIAE. V 

“Don’t glorify me as having been like another Apollo. Say, rather, that I

gave all I had in the name of Christ. The works of earth are different from

those of Heaven. I, Giovanni was born of the flower of Etruria.”

If I had toured Santa Maria sopra Minerva just to see that simple stone, and if it had

been shown and explained by some “guide,” I would have felt disappointed. But I had

passed the sumptuous mausoleums and the rich sanctuary, had examined the tombs

of the Medici popes, Leo X, Clemence VII, those of Urban VII and Benedict XIII, the

monuments of Giovanni de Turrecremata, Guillaume Durand, and other great men. I

was able to admire the masterpieces of the Cosamati Mino da Fiesole, Raffaelino del

Garbo, and others, and finally, the Christ of Michelangelo (p.235), the supreme

expression of the material conception of the greatest holiness, which any artist

following the same path would have great difficulty in surpassing.

The Final Years and Death of FraAngelico
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166. Two Adoring Angels (fragments). 

Tempera on wood panel, 

each 25.2 x 13.2 cm.

Galleria Sabauda, Turin. 

Near the main altar, where the remains of Saint Catherine of Siena rest, I found myself

suddenly in the presence of the stone beneath which the Dominican artist, who had so

many points in common with this great saint, found his tomb. Who today remains

passionate, inspired by the memory of these great men whose magnificent

monuments, sometimes of true beauty, spread themselves in splendor? Yet, it is

suggestive to see them commemorated in this manner. But Saint Catherine and the

blessed Fra Angelico still live in people’s hearts. Five years before Angelico’s death,

master Stephan Lochner died in Cologne (at the end of 1450 or the beginning of 1451).74

Förster has already rightly emphasized that Stephan of Cologne was opposed to the

school of the Van Eyck brothers in the way that Fra Giovanni was opposed to the

realist tendencies of the Florentine painters of his time. Like Masaccio, the Van Eyck

brothers should be seen as initiators, the first representatives of a modern art. It is

remarkable that in Lochner’s paintings of the Last Judgment in the Museum of Cologne

(pp.244-245) we find the joyous meeting between the saved and their guardian

angels, much like those in the paintings of Angelico. In the two artists’ works, one

sees the saved entering the gates of the celestial Jerusalem. One could mention other

similarities that would be difficult to simply write off as iconographic traditions that

spread throughout Europe during the Middle Ages. Yet, between these two masters,

there are also notable differences. Lochner first shows Saint Peter preparing the saved

before the gates of Heaven. He often brings together contrasts. He is more naive and

more abrupt than the Dominican painter whose spirit is more cultivated, sentiment

more delicate, and talent more refined. Lochner of Cologne was a bourgeois German

with an uncomplicated heart and a simple bearing. Giovanni was an Italian priest, a

monk close to being a saint. In weighing the similarities and the differences, the

connections between the two artists’ rendering of the encounters between the chosen

and their guardian angels, the tender embraces and the paths that lead the angels to

their protégés should be kept in mind. The angels’ draperies, pulled up over their

waists, is also notable. Master Stephan, was from Meersburg near Constance, and it

was in 1442 that he appeared in a document from Cologne for the first time. It could

be that, before establishing himself in Cologne, he had traveled in Italy. He could have

seen the paintings of Fra Angelico, and since Angelico worked from 1418 to 1436 in

Fiesole and from 1436 to 1445 in Florence, a personal relationship between the

painters could have existed. I would not dare affirm this, and there are other ways of

explaining these similarities. Some widely distributed book of devotion, a Dominican

friend of the arts who knew the famous friar of the Order, could have served as a link

and intermediary. 

Whatever the case may be, these two masters have a spiritual kinship. With good

reason, they have been seen as representatives of mysticism in art. Both of them are,

on opposite sides of the Alps, the last masters, but also, painters of the highest order

that continued to be inspired by the purest artistic principles of the Middle Ages.

The Final Years and Death of FraAngelico
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Notes
1. Rösler, Cardinal Johannes Dominici O. Pr, p. 47.
2. Acta S S., May 2, vol. I, 320 sq. Note f. (new edition).
3. Rösler, Cardinal Johannes Dominici O. Pr, p. 5. 32. De Rubeis, De Rebus

congregationis s. t. B. Jacobi Salomonii, in provincia S. Dominicus
Venetiarum erectæ, Ordinis Prædicatorum, commentarius historicus
(Venetiis, 1751), pp. 56 sq.

4. Rösler, Cardinal Johannes Dominici O. Pr, p. 63.
5. In the translation of Geschichte der italienischen Malerei by Crowe and

Cavalcaselle, Jordan says (II, p. 214): “In the foreground kneel the four
bishops, Savinus and Ansanun, Crescentinus and Victor, the patron
saints of the city, in adoration before the majesty of Mary.” In reality, it
is one bishop and three martyrs who kneel. They are not in “adoration”
of Mary, but of Christ.

6. Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Geschichte, IV, I, 98.
7. Förster, Geschichte, vol. III, p. 191.
8. Förster, Geschichte, vol. III, p. 195.
9. A similar Annunciation, with Adam and Eve in the background is found

at the Museo del Prado in Madrid. The predella is divided in five parts,
which illustrate different scenes from the life of Mary.

10. Förster, Geschichte, vol. III, p. 209.
11. Montalembert, Du Vandalisme, p. 97.
12. In the guide to San Marco, Professor Fred Rodoni summarises the

remarks we have just presented in the following terms, “Nelle mura di
questo con vento è impressa la storia monumentale dei più gloriosi tempi dell’
arte fiorentina. L’Angelico chiude e riassum l’antica Scuola toscana del
risorgimento : Frate Barolomeo della Porta rappresenta la Scuola moderna. Il
primo il pittore dell’ idea, il secondo quella della forma. Grande ambidue e
ornamento di questo bellissimo Cenobio che illustraono colla lora, dimora e
coi loro dipinti.”

13. Above a door in the cloister of Badia in Florence, Fra Angelico
painted a picture of Saint Benedict similar to this one. (Vasari, Le vite,
vol. II, p. 514, annotation I)

14. According to Vasari, an image of the Crucifixion with Saint Dominic and
aint Francis kneeling at the foot of the Cross is found in the oratory of
Sant’Ansano in Florence. (Le vite, vol. II, p. 512, annotation II.)

15. A. V. Reumont, Lorenzo de’Medici, I., p. 66. In German paintings from
the same period, the angel always enters a comfortably furnished
bedroom, because, in the North, it was less customary to spend time
outdoors, and perhaps also because Saint Bonaventure according to
Saint Ambrose, in agreement with Saint Luke 1, 28 (Ingressus Angelus
ad earn), says that the mystery took place in doors.

16. To believe Rio (De l’Art Chrétien, vol. II, p. 368) the saint kneeling near
Saint Dominic in the baptism scene could only be Saint Catherine,
though at that time, she was not yet canonised. The same figure
appears frequently in other compositions, for example, the
Transfiguration, the Last Supper, the Crucifixion, etc.

17. Joseph von Führich (born February 9, 1800, died 1876 at Kratzau in
Bohemia), was a painter well known for his many religious
compositions, particularly a Triumph of Christ, and the paintings for a
Via Crucis which are often copied and reproduced as engravings.

18. Förster, Geschichte, vol. III, p. 206.
19. Engraving in Förster, Leben, p. 8. The inscriptions in the haloes were not

reproduced. (S. Jacobus, S. Johannes, S Petrus, Sancta Maria, S. Martha)

“However, one cannot consider these as posthumous additions; few of
Fra Angelico’s works were devoid of this sort of inscription.” Marchese,
Memorie, vol I, p. 253, annotation.

20. A.V. Reumont, Briefe, p. 140.
21. Taddeo Gaddi used the same inspiration at Santa Maria in Florence

where he painted the divine Resurrected above the tomb towards
which the Marys’advance. See Detzel, Ikonographie, vol. I, fig. 191.

22. Rio, De l’Art Chrétien, vol II, p. 320.
23. Kirchenschmuck, Blätter des christlichen Kunstvereins der Diözese Seekau,

vol. V, Graz, 1874, p. 110.
24. Vasari, Leben, II, 1, p. 324.
25. Woltmann und Wœrmann, Geschichte der Malerei, vol. II, p. 150. 
26. Forschungen, vol. II, p. 254.
27. It is interesting to compare this work with that painted by Benozzo

Gozzoli for the son of Cosimo de’Medici in the chapel of the Palazzo
Ricardi in Florence.

28. See Müntz, Les Collections des Médicis au XVe siècle.
29. Vasari, Le vite, vol. II, pp. 506, 528, annotation. Marchese, Memorie,

vol I, pp. 184, 187. Rio, De l’Art chrétien, vol II, p. 344. Crowe and
Cavalcaselle, Geschichte, vol II, p. 171, remarks, p. 97. Frantz,
Geschichte der christlichen Malerai, vol II, p. 282. Cartier, Vie de Fra
Angelico, pp. 97, 274. Milanesi, after having contested Benedetto’s
status as a miniaturist also believes that he cannot be considered as
a collaborator in any of his brother’s paintings. This opinion is in
keeping with other trustworthy pieces of information in this regard.
These say that Saint Antoninus had brought the two brothers with
him to San Marco, and that, as long as he worked there as a prior,
Benedetto assisted him as an subprior, according to Antoninus’s
desires. The best sources praise Fra Benedetto’s talents in
“calligraphy and the annotation of choir books.” Marchese, Memorie,
vol II, pp. 124, 187, 190. The “Annales”, in which Benedetto is
described as a “Scriptor et Miniator” (p. 189, annot. 191), were only
begun in 1505, and in their development, they stress only calligraphy.
The qualification of “Miniator” must be considered as an
interpolation. In any case, the miniatures created for San Marco’s
manuscripts around 1450 are in the hand of Zanobi di Benedetto
Strozzi. Filippo di Matteo Torelli and Fra Eustachio painted the most
elegant examples of scrollwork in the margins.

30. The hats worn by a few monks have been confused with those of
cardinals, and because of this, the group has been identified as a
higher category of church dignitaries. This is an error.

31. In two of his works, Förster makes erroneous commentaries regarding
this painting. According to him, the painter treated the demons with a
touch of humor. He sees the bestially brutal devil, the furious devil, the
ironic and envious devil, and even the jovial and foolish devil. This is
to transport the essays of the nineteenth century and the paintings of
Kaulbach to the observant Catholic Italy of the fifteenth century, and
the very cell of the monk Fra Angelico.

32. Here again, one must correct Förster’s erroneous interpretation, which
is repeated in many of his works, most notably, Geschichte der
italienischen Kunst, vol. III, p. 212, as well as his Denkmale italiensicher
Malerei, vol. II, p. 43. He says : “Among the first to follow an impulse
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other than that of gratitude in the presence of the blessed Resurrection,
we see two lovers. Once separated by death, they unexpectedly find
each other again. The fiancée was taken from her lover by death. He
found his consolation in the convent, and not long after, in the tomb.
As here, the happiness to return to terrestrial love does not seem to join
with celestial beatitude; no doubt should cross ones soul. He does not
worry if the vows he pronounced as a monk still allow him to follow the
movement of his heart, or if, in heaven, he is allowed to add another
love to the love of God – a doubt that seems to temper the joy on the
face of his fiancée. This couple is particularly touching, if one recalls
that it was formed in the imagination of a monk who – according to all
that we know of his story – always kept a distance from any relation
with the feminine sex.”All of this could be expected from the
imagination of a sentimental debutante, but clearly has no place in a
scientific book, “as though formed by the imagination of a monk.”
What act was really illustrated by Fra Angelico’s brush? It is a monk
who has just met an elderly woman, whose hands he joyously clasps
together between his own. It is clear that the monk entered paradise
before her, since the woman has just left the grave, while the cleric
advances to meet her from the opposite direction. What motivation
could there be in seeing this as “the fiancée ripped from her lover by
death” and contriving to explain the monk’s entry into religion because
of it? Why wouldn’t this woman be the mother “of the monk”, that he
finds again after having left her out of love for Christ? She is clearly not
a fiancée; a detail of her clothing is proof enough. In the foreground,
kneels a young girl without a veil. The supposed fiancée wears a veil,
which characterises her at first glance as a matron. There are men who
cannot imagine the existence of a convent without immediately
associating the idea with Romanesque reminiscences. It is necessary to
reduce this sort of explanation to its true value for fear of ceding the
history of art to bourgeois thinking. Förster’s interpretation had already
been welcomed as a fact in Organ für christliche Kunst, XX, Cologne,
1870, p. 56.

33. Next to the procession stands a monk, marked as a saint by the halo
that surrounds his head. An illusion is made to him in the sixth lesson
of the Roman Breviary for February 8 (Romualdus) : “Scalam a terra
cælum pertingentem, in similtudinem Jacob partriarchæ, per quam homines
in veste Candida ascendebant et descendebant, per visum conspexit; eoque
Camaldulenses monachos, quorum instituti auctor fuit, designare mirabiliter
agnovit.” The painter replaced the ladder with clouds.

34. Revue de l’art chrétien, XXVII, 1884, p. 418, article by Baron d’Avril.
35. Reiset, Notice des tableaux du Musée Napoléon III, Paris, 1868. See Vasari

on the drawings of Fra Angelico for the Last Judgment, Vasari, Le vite, vol.
II, p. 515 annotation; Phillimore, Fra Angelico, p. 36; Marchese, p. 314,
annotation; and especially, Cartier, pp. 102, 221, 432, and 441.

36. According to other information, these little paintings came from the
Farmacia of San Marco. See Vasari, Le vite, vol II, p. 510, annotation 1;
Crowe, vol II, p. 152 annotation 47; Marchese, vol II, 2nd ed., p. 248;
Rio, vol. II, p. 354, note 1. Those in the gallery of Munich are clearly
by another hand. Painting no. 992 where a man (Nicodemus) is seen
holding the body of Christ out of the grave to the sides of which Mary
and John hold and kiss the hands of the Savior, is the same size as nos.

989-991, but the characters are slightly different. The Adoration of the
Magi, (no. 1001) is a larger format. Its execution is more delicate, and
the gilding is richer. The Annunciation of nos. 993 and 994 is rightly
considered to be the work of a student of Fra Giovanni.

37. It could be that this is the painting of the Oratorio de San Ansano
mentioned by Vasari, Le vite, vol II, p. 512, note 2.

38. The contract, published by Baldinucci, (Notizia de’professori del disegno
da Cimabue in quà, vol I, p. 416) says, “Allogorno a frate Guido, vocato frate
Giovanni, dell’ Ordini di San Domenico di Fiesole, a dipignere un tabernacolo
di Nostra Donna nella delta arte, depinto di dentro e fuori con colori, oro e
argento variato, de’ migliori e più finiche si trovino, con ogni sua arte e indu
stria per tutto, e per sua fatica e manifattura, per fionni cento novanta d’oro,
o quello meno che parrà alla sua coscienza, e con quelle figure che sono nel
disegno.”The contract concerning the frame of October 29, 1432, was
published by Gualandi (Memorie italiane risguardanti le Belle Arti,
Bologna, 1843, ser. IV, no. 139, p. 109.) Vasari, Le vite, vol II, p. 514; Rio,
vol. II, p. 351, as well as Marchese, erroneously claiming that Ghiberti
created the frame for this painting.

39. In a few paintings by Angelico’s predecessors, the ornamentation of
the angel’s hair consists of ribbons whose ends rise upwards. In the
works of other artists, as in his own work, these are small triangular
plates. Examples of this first manner can be cited in paintings 10 and
14 of the Galleria degli Uffizi. The second manner is seen in painting
31 of the same museum.

40. Phillimore, Fra Angelico, p. 31. “Perhaps, none of the Christian subjects
have been more unworthily profaned by the Renaissance.”

41. Mantz, Les Chefs-d’Œuvre de la peinture italienne, p. 82.
42. The expression of celestial beatitude through a dance of this sort is

founded in tradition. As Saint Bonaventure said, (Dietæ salutis, tit. X. De
gloria paradisi, c. 6. Opera, ed. Lugd., VI, p. 323) “Illa gloria cœlestis habet
amantissimam societatem, quia sancti coram Deo semper faciunt choream
omni iucunditate plenam. Unde nota, quod in illa cœlesti chorea vel ballata
sunt tria devotissime consideranda, scilicet innumerabilit cœtus, interminabilis
circuitus et inæstimabilis cantus…” “Et sicut in aliis choreis est unitas ducens
totam choream, ita Christus est et erit ille chorealis ductor, ducens ac
præcedens illam societatem beatissimam… Et sciendum, quod illa beata
chorea non vadit ad sinistram partem, sicut chorea mundi… Propter quod
dicitur in Proverbiis : Vias, quæ a dextris sunt, novit.”With typical tact, Fra
Angelico does not place Christ, but an angel at the head of the dancing
group. This is all the more just, since it is still found outside of the
celestial Jerusalem. The round’s rightward direction is also found in the
painting of the Academy as well in the Last Judgment that came to
Dudley House in London from the collection of cardinal Fesch.

43. Müntzenberg and Beissel, Zur Kenntniss und Würdigung der
Mittlealterliche Altäre, Germany, f. II, p. 34.

44. These two paintings were once part of Ottley’s collection. They were
probably painted as one painting. See Crowe and Cavalcaselle,
Geschichte, vol. II, p. 165.

45. Cartier, Vie de Fra Angelico, p. 343.
46. Revue de l’art chrétien, 1894, XXXVII (V), p. 370. (with reproduction).
47. It is interesting to compare the Coronations of the Virgin of Fra Angelico

to the contemporary accounts of the entry of king Frederick III into
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Florence and the coronation of his wife in Rome. “The clergy proceeded
before the town ahead of the king with relics and reliquaries, and knelt.
Then came the notable women and the virgins wearing their most
magnificent finery. They received the king, bowing deeply before him.
The common people, with a large group of women and children,
followed them… The beautiful and delicate queen was richly dressed,
her abundant hair fell down the nape of her neck from her pretty and
uncovered head. She was beautiful, and was brought before the altar of
Saint Peter. Next, the crown, which had been prepared and created for
this purpose, was placed on her head with magnificence and she was
conducted to her seat.” Pastor, Geschichte der Päpste, (Freiburg: Herder,
1886) vol I, p. 372. See also, pp. 377, 380.

48. Revue de l’art chrétien, 1894, p. 375.
49. Frantz, Fra Bartolommeo, p. 26. In truth, Mantz makes a completely

different judgment (Les Chefs-d’Œuvre de la peinture italienne, p. 77):
“We will allow ourselves to say that there are in The Coronation of the
Virgin colours that are too frank, hues that are flat and hard which give
a disagreeable impression to one’s eyes. The abuse (!) of gold is no less
regrettable: the exaggerated use of gilding has the result of singularly
diminishing the luminous value of the faces. Finally, the
overabundance of accessories, ornaments of all sorts and the jewelry
that abounds in this painting diminishes the overall effect of the
ensemble. It is certainly unfortunate, for if harmony is not found in
Heaven, then where?”

50. And if the night and the day
The sun, the moon, and the stars the splendor
Of Heaven offered a painting
More beautiful than one could imagine:
I would only scorn their light
When the name of the power of Jesus
And that of the his rays
Dissipates the night in my heart.

51. It seems more plausible to see him as Saint Louis, a tertiary member
of the Dominican Order.

52. Schlegel, loc. cit., p. 20.
53. Schlegel, ibid., p. 16.
54. The main group resembles that of the Coronation painted by Sano di

Pietro in the Palazzo Pubblico of Siena in 1445. In the work of this
great aster, the Savior’s face seems more gentle and that of the
Madonna seems more severe. The clothing is also more magnificent.
Moreover, in his Coronations, Fra Angelico is clearly in the
mainstream tradition. To be convinced of this fact, it suffices to study
the lovely Coronation of the Virgin dated 1420 that is found in the
Museum of the Academy of Florence. Here again, the Savior, full of
dignity and love, places the crown on the head of his Holy Mother,
whose face breathes the most deeply felt piety and tenderness. The
angels that surround this group are of such a penetrating charm and
innocence, the little figures of the predella are so beautiful, that it
seems to be the work of master Fra Angelico. One involuntarily things
of Lenormant’s words, “Art cannot be improvised.”

55. Crowe and Cavalcaselle, Geschichte, vol. II, p. 158.
56. Phillimore, Fra Angelico, p. 40.
57. In cell 38, there is the following inscription: “Eugenius IV P(ontifex)

m(aximus) dedicato d(ivi) Marci templo a(nno) D(omini) MCCCXLII una
nocte moratus est hic, ubi in cellulis a se extructis magnif(icus) Cos(mas)

Med(ici) sæpe habitavit, ut il(ivi) Antonini colloquiis frueretur.” Above the

door of cell 39, is found the inscription: “Cosm(as) Med(ici) huius

cœnobii eretor, ut Deo quandoq(ue) liberius vacaret, has sibi cellulas

extruxit, in quibus Eugenius IV Pont(ifex) max(imus) nocte huius basilicæ

dedicationi sequente, quæ fuit VII Jan(uarii) MCCCCXLII, q(ui) evit.”
58. Vasari, Le vite, vol II, p. 454. Marchese, Memorie, 2nd ed., vol. I, p. 87,

3rd ed., vol. I, p. 409. Müntz, vol I, pp. 34, 39, 41, 64, 128.
59. Vasari wrongly attributes the call to the artist to come to Rome and the

offer of the dignity of the archbishopric to Nicholas V. Le vite, vol. II,

pp. 263, 516, and 529. Marchese, vol I, p. 320, 3rd ed., vol I, p. 414.

Müntz, Les Arts à la cour des papes, vol I, pp. 36, 59, 91. Delaborde,

Etudes sur les beaux-arts en France et en Italie, vol I, p. 120.
60. Kinkel, “Kunst, und Künstler am päpstlichen Hofe in der Zeit der

Frührenaissance,” Allegemeine Zeitung, 1879, Beilage no. 262.
61. He is called Fra Giovanni da Firenze or Frate Giovanni di Pietro, dipintore,

or Frate Giovanni da Firenze dell’ Ordine di san Domenicho. His assistants

(gharzoni) were listed : Pietro Jachomo da Furli, dipintore, Benozo da Leso,

dipintore da Firenze, Giovanni d’Antonio de la Checha, dipintore, Charlo di

ser Lazaro da Narni, dipintore, Jachomo d’Antonio da Poli, dipintore.
62. In the accounts, the chapel is designated “Studio di N. S.” or “Chapella

secreta D. N. Papæ.”
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64. Müntz, see p. 126. Under Martin V, in 1427, Gentile da Fabriano
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65. The figures of Chrysostum, Athanasius, and Leo were completely

repainted and the evangelists John and Mark have suffered. See Crowe

and Cavalcaselle, Geschichte, vol. II, p. 168, notes 90-96. The
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67. Crowe und Cavalcaselle, Geschichte, vol. II, p. 171.
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69. Phillimore, Fra Angelico, London, 1881.
70. Frantz, Fra Bartolommeo, p. 24.
71. Fiesole, p. 30. Phillimore expresses himself in a similar manner (Fra

Angelico, London, 1881, p. 25): “In his treatment of sacred objects (and

no others were ever expressed by his pencil) he exhibits the devout

religious feeling which he shared with Giotto and his pupils, and which

gives to the work of these early Italian artists an enduring charm. It is

this special character, to use an artist’s term, which enables them still

to hold their place in art, in spite of their deficiencies in execution, nor

can mere technical excellence ever make up for its absence. With Fra

Angelico it was the single aim of his life, to give expression to this

feeling in painting.”
72. Frantz, Geschichte der christlichen Malerei, vol. II, p. 273, note 1.
73. Rio, De l’Art chrétien, vol. II, p. 376, note 1. It is probably the painting

by the Fratelli Metzger, described by Vasari, Le vite, vol. II, p. 513,

annotation.
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The painter Fra Angelico was among the first to use the techniques of perspective proposed by

Leon Battista Alberti. His depiction of movement, as well as his use of colour and facial 

expressions to highlight grace and emotion, place him among the major painters of  the early

Renaissance.

Through a series of magnificent illustrations, combined with artistic and biographical analysis,

Stephan Beissel unravels the talent of this unique artist, who alone knew how to paint the 

Christian soul, and whom André Malraux considered to be the painter who marked the severance

between the sacred art of the Middle Ages and the new art born with the Renaissance.
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