
43

        Joseph Polzer

J   P

The impact of the Medi-
tations on the Life of 
Christ, a treatise origi-

nally written for the spiritual in-
struction of Clares in the Tuscan 
town of S. Gimignano, on the 
course of later medieval Western 
Christianity, can hardly be over-
estimated. Originally written ei-
ther in Latin or Italian, as I prefer 
to believe, once it had appeared 
the treatise spread like wildfire 
through Europe, translated into 
many languages and evolving 
into different versions of varying 
lengths and content. 

In this study I use mainly Isa 
Ragusa and Rosalie Green’s 1961 
English translation of Manuscript 
Ital. 115 of the Meditations in the 
Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris.1 
Its mid-trecento origin has been 
recently located in the Clarissan 
convent in Pisa.2 This particular 
manuscript represents the long 
version of the treatise, which cov-
ers the entire life of Christ reach-
ing from his incarnation to the 
resurrection. However it is not 
complete. It ends with Christ’s ar-
rest, thus missing most of the pas-
sion. The missing part the authors 
obtained from two early Latin ver-
sions considered reliable.3 I also 
use in part the more recent trans-
lation of the treatise by the team 
of Francis T. Taney, Anne Miller, 
O.S.F., and Mary Stallings-Taney 
that appeared in 2000.  It is based 
on four fourteenth century Latin 
versions of the treatise of Italian 
origin.4  

The treatise was once attributed 
to Saint Bonaventure, the leading 
early Franciscan theologian who 
died in 1274, on account of the 
central role of the contemplation 

of Christ’s passion in his mystical 
theology. As stated the treatise 
consists essentially of an elaborate 
manual written by a Franciscan 
friar for the spiritual instruction 
of Clares.5 It instructs the reader: a 
Clare, how to meditate on the en-
tire life of Christ in the detail.  In 
this process the author states that 
the Clare should feel free to elabo-
rate on the Gospels, since their 
accounts of Christ’s life are quite 
brief. Significantly, she should do 
so on the basis of her own experi-
ence and the action of her own 
imagination as if she were actually 
present. To this end the Franciscan 
author offered an abundance of 
examples that are charged with 
emotion, consisting not only of 
how Christ fared on earth, but also 
how those close to him responded 
to his mortal events reaching from 
his birth to the passion, focusing 
in particular on his mother Mary. 
Consider the passage near the 
beginning of the treatise in which 
the author informs the Clare how 
she might adore the Christ Child:

 
“You too, who lingered so long, 
kneel and adore your Lord 
God, and then His mother, and 
reverently greet the saintly old 
Joseph. Kiss the beautiful lit-
tle feet of the infant Jesus who 
lies in the manger and beg his 
mother to offer to let you hold 
Him for a while. Pick him up 
and hold Him in your arms. 
Gaze on His face with devotion 
and reverently kiss Him and de-
light in Him. You may freely do 
this, because He came to sinners 
to deliver them, and for their 
salvation conversed with them 
and even left Himself as food 

for them. His benignity will 
patiently let Himself be touched 
by you as you wish and will not 
attribute it to presumption but 
to great love.”6 

At the end of the treatise the 
Franciscan author informed the 
Clare that this meditative proce-
dure was to cover the entire life 
of Christ from his birth to his 
ascension to heaven within the pe-
riod of one week, and that it was 
to be perpetually repeated, thus 
solidifying over time the Claire’s 
belief in Christ and his salutary 
sacrifice.7 The author also made 
it quite clear that this spiritually 
elevating meditative program that 
he presented to the Clare was 
quite sufficient for fulfilling her 
limited knowledge, also stress-
ing that more arcane theological 
issues were beyond the limits of 
her comprehension. He thus com-
mented in the prologue on the 
purpose of his treatise:

“I intended you (the Clare) to 
be introduced to the contem-
plation of the life of Christ in 
some way, but I wished this 
to be done by someone more 
experienced and learned than I, 
who am very wanting in these 
matters. However, judging it to 
be better to say something than 
to remain completely silent, I 
shall attempt to overcome my 
inadequacy and speak to you 
in a familiar manner, in a rough 
and unpolished sermon, so that 
you may better understand 
what is said, not that the ear 
may be pleased but that the 
mind may seek to be filled. For 
one should be diligent not in 
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ornate sermons but in the con-
templation of our Lord Jesus. 
The teachings of Christ that say 
that the rough sermon reaches 
the heart while the polished 
one feeds the ear lead us to the 
same conclusion. I hope that 
my poor instruction will have 
an effect on your ignorance, but 
I have the greater hope that if 
you wish to exercise yourself 
in these things by continuous 
contemplation, your master 
will be this Lord Jesus of whom 
we are speaking. However, 
you must not believe that all 
things said and done by Him 
on which we may meditate are 
known to us in writing.  For the 
sake of greater impressiveness 
I shall tell them to you as they 
occurred or as they might have 
occurred according to the de-
vout belief of the imagination 
and the varying interpretation 
of the mind.”8 

Since the treatise was clearly 
intended for the spiritual instruc-
tion of Clares the author’s insist-
ence on the use of plain language 
in the preface strongly suggests 
that the original text would have 
been written in the vernacular 
Italian familiar to all of them 
rather than in Latin, which would 
have been known at best but by a 

few. The Franciscan author also 
made it quite clear that the medi-
tative program, which he pro-
posed the Clares should follow, 
constitutes but the initial step in 
man’s attempt to reach a deeper 
understanding of God.

“You must begin from this if 
you wish to ascend to the more 
sublime... For this meditation 
on the life of Christ not only 
nourishes sweetly, but leads 
on to better food. For these are 
what the Lord bore in the flesh;; 
but it is far more sublime to 
consider those of the spirit, to 
which you can arrive by this 
ladder... Let meditating be your 
whole and only intent, your 
rest your food, your study.  
From it you will have not only 
the aforementioned good con-
sequences;; it will be to you not 
only a step toward the heav-
enly Home and the contempla-
tion of the Majesty;; but it will 
continually and perpetually be 
your consolation. Even those 
who ascend to greater contem-
plation ought not renounce it.”9  

In surveying how the search 
regarding the origin of the Medi-
tations on the Life of Christ has 
fared in recent years it is evident 
that there exists a sharp differ-

ence in opinion on the part of art 
historians on the one hand and 
contemporary scholars who deal 
with the medieval versions of the 
treatise’s texts on the other. Until 
quite recently it has been general-
ly assumed that the author of the 
treatise was a certain Franciscan 
named Johannes de Caulibus who 
wrote the treatise sometime in 
the later dugento. Art historians 
have also generally assumed that 
it influenced Giotto’s murals in 
the Arena Chapel in Padua. The 
wealthy patrician Enrico Scroveg-
ni erected the chapel and his adja-
cent palace in the Arena, the site 
of an ancient Roman amphitheat-
er located to the northeast of the 
city just beyond the walls, after 
acquiring the site on 6 February 
1300. Precise dating of the chap-
el’s murals is not available. They 
were certainly painted sometime 
after the dedication of the chapel 
to the Virgin on 25 March 1303 
and before the earliest mention 
of them in the written sources: in 
Francesco da Barberino’s Docu-
menti d’Amore. Francesco stud-
ied in Padua in the years 1305-9 
when he left for France where he 
wrote the Documenti, returning 
to Italy in 1313. 

Significantly, in recent years 
certain scholars who deal with the 
Meditations’ various early texts 
have placed the treatise’s origin 
considerably after Giotto had 
painted his murals in the Arena 
Chapel.10 If they are right then 
the Meditations could not have 
influenced them. Although these 
scholars agree that the Medita-
tions appeared well after 1300, 
they do differ among each other 
regarding the treatise’s date of 
origin, as well as regarding the 
identification of its author, and 
whether it first appeared in Latin 

1. Giotto, Paradise Mural, Arena 
Chapel,  Padua.

 (the opposite page)
2. Giotto, Triumphal Arch, Arena 
Chapel,  Padua.
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or the common language. The 
purpose of this paper is to throw 
further light on the issue of the 
Meditations’ origin by examining 
a number of early works of art as-
sumed to have been influenced by 
the Meditations, that the scholars 
dealing with the treatise’s various 
texts seem to have underestimat-
ed, overlooked or dismissed. 

We shall first consider Giotto’s 
Paradise mural in the chapel. It 
is located above the triumphal 
arch that separates the nave from 
the chancel (fig. 1). Its composi-
tion is quite unique and deserves 
closer scrutiny. Significantly, the 
God the Father who now appears 
painted on the hinged wooden 
panel that fills the rectangular 
opening at the center of the mural 
is not by Giotto but by a later tre-
cento master. The God the Father 
on this panel replaced Giotto’s 
God the Father that he had paint-
ed there when at an earlier occa-
sion the window had been filled 
shut. This is certain since parts 
of the sinopia of Giotto’s God the 
Father’s mandorla are still vis-
ible at the window’s sides.11 The 
angels who appear at the sides of 
the mural vary in their attitudes. 
Some play musical instruments 
and assume devotional poses, 
whereas a number of them con-
verse among themselves, even 
turning their heads away from 
their Divine master. The two an-
gels closest to the throne are par-
ticularly prominent. The one at 
the right side stands firmly before 
God the Father, hands crossed 
before his chest, seemingly dis-
cussing some serious matter with 
God. Differently, the angel at the 
left side moves deferentially for-
ward toward Him. This angel has 
been usually identified as Gabriel 
whom God the Father is about to 
send on his salutary earthbound 
mission to announce to Mary that 
she will conceive his mortal son. 
This interpretation makes good 
sense considering that this angel 
is located directly above the scene 

of the Annunciation. The latter is 
painted below on opposite sides 
of the triumphal arch where the 
Virgin Annunciate faces the Angel 
Gabriel across the arch’s upper 
central open space (fig. 2). Both 
are kneeling. Similarly spatially 
separated Annunciations regu-
larly appear in medieval sanctu-
aries, as in the Palatine Chapel in 
Palermo, as well as later. Giotto’s 
Paradise mural initiates the mas-
ter’s narrative account of Christ’s 
life, passion and resurrection that 
follows on the nave’s side walls, 
ending in the vast Last Judg-
ment at the opposite end of the 
nave where it covers the entire 
upper part of the western inter-

nal entrance wall.  Whoever was 
responsible for the iconography 
of the Arena Chapel’s murals 
obviously planned it most care-
fully.  In its high location above 
the triumphal arch the Paradise 
mural was not only the earliest as 
regards the narrative sequence, 
it was surely the very first narra-
tive mural that Giotto painted in 
the nave.  The vast Last Judgment 
would have been the last.

 The assertion that the Para-
dise scene represents the Mission 
of Gabriel has not fully satisfied 
all Giotto scholars. In her recent 
book that discusses Giotto’s Are-
na Chapel murals Laura Jacobus 
disagrees. Although she does 
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not deny that the mural includes 
Gabriel who is sent on his salutary 
mission she connects the Paradise 
scene generally to the highest 
register of Giotto’s murals on the 
nave’s sidewalls which offer scenes 
from the life of the Virgin reaching 
from her own miraculous concep-
tion pre-announced to Joachim her 
father herding his flock of sheep: 
the first narrative mural on the 
upper register located at the right 
side of the adjoining triumphal 
arch, to her betrothal and marriage 
to the old Joseph, which is singu-
larly emphasized since it occupies 
a number of separated fields on the 
opposite side of the nave. Laura 

Jacobus observed that within this 
upper register Gabriel was quite 
busy commuting between Heaven 
and earth, first informing Joachim 
and after Anna that she too would 
miraculously conceive, ahead of 
their meeting at the Golden Gate.  
The narrative then continues on 
the opposite nave wall with the 
murals of Mary’s birth, her enter-
ing the temple, followed by the 
scenes recording her marriage to 
Joseph. Jacobus preferred to name 
the mural above the triumphal 
arch more generally either ‘Heav-
enly Scene’ or ‘Paradiso’.12  

To Jacobus’ objection can be 
added another that I consider 

quite persuasive. It is evident that 
these angels who surround God 
the Father do not behave quite the 
way they should, considering that 
they do not collectively unequivo-
cally celebrate or protect their 
Divine Master at the central event 
of Christianity: the creation of his 
mortal Son destined to offer him-
self as sacrifice for the salvation 
of sinful mankind. Their behavior 
differs from their expected total 
unequivocal worship of God. The 
angels’ poses and actions of wor-
ship can assume different forms: 
plain direct adoration, or their 
singing God’s praises or playing 
heavenly music, as can be seen in 
many late medieval images of the 
Virgin and the Divine Child or 
of Christ crowning the Virgin in 
Heaven in which the Father also 
appears. In Giotto’s Last Judgment 
mural on the chapel’s internal en-
trance wall that faces the Paradise 
mural located at the nave’s oppo-
site end armed angels constitute 
a divine army in battle forma-
tion ready to protect their Divine 
master (fig. 3). All this taken into 
account the inconsistent behavior 
of Giotto’s angels in the Paradise 
mural demands an explanation.

I had assumed for years that 
Giotto’s angels’ irregular appear-
ance before God the Father was 
based on the Meditations’ text. 
The treatise’s first two chapters are 
based on Saint Bernard’s remark-
able Allegory on the Annunciation.13 
Its author was well acquainted 
with the sermons of Saint Bernard 
of Clairvaux, since he quoted them 
profusely throughout the treatise. 
Bernard’s charged allegorical lan-
guage suited his purpose. The title 
of the first chapter of the Medita-
tions reads: “Of the Meditations 
on What Came Before the Incarna-
tion of the Lord, Beginning with 
the Solicitous Intercession of the 
Angels to God on Our Behalf.”  
In that chapter the angels remind 
God the Father that he had cre-
ated man in his own likeness, and 
that although the first parents had 

3. Giotto, Last Judgment  Mural,  Arena  Chapel,  Padua.
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violated God’s commandments the 
time had come for him to be mer-
ciful. And in the second chapter 
that bears the title: “Of the Dispute 
Between Mercy and Truth,” the 
Franciscan author, continuing to 
quote Bernard’s allegory, which 
is based on Psalm lxxvi, 8-10, 
the personifications of Peace and 
Mercy press God that the time had 
come to show mercy to mankind 
that is tainted with sin. However, 
opposing them Truth insists that 
it was proper for Adam and his 
descendants to perish since he 
had trespassed against God’s com-
mandments, arguing that if man 
were to be shown mercy then 
Truth could not exist and would 
die. The converse would also ap-
ply. God the Father pondered on 
how to resolve the dilemma he 
had created and how to satisfy the 
claims of both parties. He came 
up with the solution that death 
should become good. He stated: 
“Let there be found someone pre-
pared to die out of charity, yet not 
guilty of death. Death will not be 
able to keep the innocent man, and 
he will make a passage through 
which the freed can pass.” This 
solution pleased both Mercy and 
Truth. They respectively searched 
heaven and earth but found no 
one wholly pure and of sufficient 
charity who would offer himself as 
sacrifice. They reported this to God 
the Father who declared: “’I regret 
that I made man and now I must 
do penance for the man I created,” 
and he called Gabriel and directed 
him “Go and say to the daughter 
of Sion. Here is your King who 
is coming.” And the Franciscan 
author added: “thus the person of 
the Son as a median was accepted 
to effect the remedy,” and thus the 
prophecy of psalm 84, 11, would 
be fulfilled!14 The Franciscan au-
thor then proceeded to the story of 
the Virgin’s early life. Giotto’s an-
gel firmly facing God would then 
personify either Truth or Justice.    

I was not the first investigator 
to connect Giotto’s Paradise mural 

to the Meditations. Frank J. Math-
er, Jr. had already done so with 
reference Saint Bernard’s Allegory 
in a brief article that appeared in 
the “American Journal of Archae-
ology” in 1913, in which he also 
maintained that the Paradise mu-
ral did represent Gabriel’s salutary 
mission.15 This would be recon-
firmed in the Arena Chapel by 
the simple fact that Giotto’s scene 
of the angels and God the Father 
in Paradise above the Triumphal 
Arch constitutes one unified image 
with the divided Annunciation 
that appears directly below since 
they are all located within one 
border and share the same blue 
background. Their unity is also 
confirmed by the pattern and se-
quence of the mural’s successive 
giornate that Giuseppe Basile has 
identified.16 Here separate events 
in time: the parliament of angels 
that advises God the Father to be 
merciful with sinful mankind, the 
Angel Gabriel who is about to be 
sent on his salutary earthbound 
mission and who completes it, 
are all included in one image!  
More recently Giuliano Pisani, 
Professor at the Liceo Classico 
Tito Livio in Padua has also con-
nected Giotto’s Paradise mural in 
the Arena Chapel to the same text 
in the Meditations.17 Significantly 
the Paradise mural is not the only 
one in the Arena Chapel that has 
been connected to the Meditations. 
For a long time leading art histori-
ans have assumed this as well of 
Giotto’s’ Virgin Annunciate who 
appears on the triumphal arch 
directly below the Paradise scene. 
The impressive list includes Henry 
Thode18 and Emile Male.19 These 
scholars affirmed that the kneeling 
position of Giotto’s Mary Annun-
ciate (fig. 2) quoted the Medita-
tions since the treatise specifically 
refers to her kneeling position as 
she faces the Angel Gabriel, and 
the fact that Mary had virtually 
never knelt before in medieval An-
nunciation imagery. Millard Meiss 
agreed in his influential book The 

Art of Florence and Siena after 
the Black Death that appeared in 
1951.20 Before Giotto’s time the Vir-
gin Annunciate virtually always 
stood or sat. Nor did the archangel 
Gabriel kneel in front of the Virgin 
before Giotto, as Gabriel usually 
will thereafter. Significantly, the 
author of the Meditations specifi-
cally states that the Virgin knelt at 
the very moment when Christ was 
conceived in her womb. He writes: 

“But finally the prudent Virgin 
understood the words of the 
angel and consented and … 
she knelt in profound devo-
tion and, folding her hands she 
said, ‘Behold the handmaid of 
God let it be unto me accord-
ing to your word.’ Then the Son 
of God forthwith entered her 
womb…”21 

Giotto’s kneeling Virgin, hands 
crossed before the chest, is thus 
shown at the very moment of 
Christ’s conception! Giotto’s 
Gabriel also kneels facing her at 
the opposite side of the trium-
phal arch. He does so again in 
the Meditations when he departs:  
“Then Gabriel and the Virgin both 
knelt and, when they arose after 
a few seconds, he bowed again to 
the ground. Bidding farewell to 
the Lady, he disappeared and re-
turned to Heaven.”22 

Before leaving Giotto’s Para-
dise and Annunciation murals one 
further issue has to be cleared. It 
is known that by the fifteenth cen-
tury French religious drama made 
frequent use of Saint Bernard’s 
well-known Allegory on the An-
nunciation, which Emile Male also 
attributed to the influence of the 
Meditations on the Life of Christ,23 
by that time well known through-
out Europe. So did the Florentine 
Feo Belcari in his mid-fifteenth 
century Annunciation play.24 One 
might thus question whether the 
Paduan performances of the An-
nunciation in the Arena held an-
nually on 25 March since 1278 if 
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not before might have made use of 
Saint Bernard’s Allegory as well.  
From what is known of them 
this seems unlikely. According 
to early descriptions the actors in 
these were boys who represented 
the Angel Gabriel and the Virgin 
Mary, and in the performance of 
the Annunciation in Padua Ca-
thedral that also occurred on the 
same day Elizabeth, Joseph and 
Joachim appeared. These perform-
ances simply followed the text of 
the Gospel of Luke. There is no 
mention of a God the Father or of 
the relevant virtues.25 

Significantly, searching for fur-
ther evidence that the deviser of 
Giotto’s Arena Chapel murals was 
aware of the Meditations it should 
be noted that in Giotto’s mural 
of the Presentation in the Temple 
the Christ Child looks apprehen-
sively at Simeon who holds Him 
close in his arms and wishing to 
be returned to his mother extends 
his right arm toward her (fig. 4). 
His specific action agrees with the 

respective account in the Medita-
tions:

“The Boy blessed him (Simeon) 
and, looking at His mother, 
bowed to show that He wished 
to go to Simeon. Realizing this, 
the mother marveled and hand-
ed him to Simeon. With joy and 
veneration he received Him 
in his arms and rose to bless 
God, saying, ‘Nunc dimittis ser-
vum tuum, Domine’ etc.;; and he 
prophesied His Passion. Anna 
the prophetess came and also 
adored Him and spoke of Him 
in the same manner. The mother 
wondered at these things and 
kept them all in her heart.  Then 

the boy Jesus stretched His 

arms toward His mother and re-

turned to her (my emphasis)”.26

Significantly this specific action 
of the Child wishing to return to 
his mother is not found in Luke 
2:25-38, which relates the event. 
After Giotto the Christ Child who 

similarly extends his arm or arms 
toward his mother as Simeon 
holds him often appears in Pres-
entation scenes, as in Taddeo 
Gaddi’s Presentation mural in the 
chapel of the Castello at Poppi, 
recently dated 1335-40,27 the draw-
ing of the event in the Meditations 
Manuscript ital. 115 in the Bib-
liothèque Nationale, Paris28 and 
later in Meister Bertram’s Grabow 
altarpiece in the Kunsthalle of 
Hamburg dated 1383. And even 
before Giotto the Presentation 
in which the Child wishes to be 
returned to his mother already 
appears in Florence in a mosaic lo-
cated on the octagonal vault of the 
Baptistery of Florence. There the 
mobile Christ Child in Simeon’s 
arms already distinctly extends 
his arm toward his mother wish-
ing to be returned to her.  The mo-
saic appears among the scenes of 
Christ’s life on the eastern side of 
the octagonal vault in the second 
row counting from the bottom.  In 
his recent comprehensive analysis 
of the Baptistery’s mosaics Mik-
los Boskovits attributed the mo-
saic to a collaborator of Corso di 
Buono, dating it into the very late 
dugento,”29

Here one has to be careful.  As 
Henry Maguire has examined,30 
the Christ Child in Simeon’s arms 
who wishes to be returned to his 
mother appears widely in ear-
lier twelfth and thirteenth century 
Byzantine Presentation scenes, as 
on a late twelfth century icon at 
Sinai (fig. 5). It thus seems highly 
probable that in this case both 
the Meditations as well as Giotto 
drew on a specific motif whose 
origin reverts to Byzantine art. 

If Giotto used the Meditations 
as a source for his Arena Chapel 
murals that surely were painted 
in the first decade of the trecento 

4. Giotto, Presentation in the Temple 
Mural,  Arena  Chapel,  Padua,    detail    

Simeon holding the Christ Child.
(the opposite page)
5. Icon, Presentation in the Temple, 

Saint Catherine’s Monastery, Sinai.
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this would be in conflict with the 
recent views of certain scholars 
whose examination of various 
versions of the Meditations has 
led them to dismiss the traditional 
dating of the origin of the Medita-
tions in the late dugento, placing 
the treatise differently consider-
ably later within the trecento. In 
an article that appeared in 1990 
Sarah McNamer dated the origin 
of the long Italian and Latin ver-
sion of the Meditations, which I 
also depend on in this study, into 
the middle of the trecento, spe-
cifically between the years 1336 
and 1364, on the assumption that 
a certain Saint Elizabeth quoted 
in the treatise was the Elizabeth 
of Töss, a Dominican nun of 
royal Hungarian descent whose 
Revelations, its authorship dis-
puted, date within that period.31  
However in a learned article that 
recently appeared in 2014 Peter 
Tóth and David Falvay refuted 
her arguments, offering ample 
evidence that this Elizabeth was 
indeed the earlier Clare of royal 
Arpadian Hungarian origin who 
died in 1236, whose cult was well 
established in Italy by the first 
decades of the trecento.32 And dif-
fering from the widely accepted 
view that a John of Caulibus was 
the author of the treatise, adopted 
by the translators of the long Latin 
version of the Meditations into 
English that appeared in 2000 as 
well as by Mary Stallings-Taney 
in her edition of the latter,33 Tóth 
and Falvay proposed differently 
that he would have been a certain 
Jacobus de Sancto Geminiano who 
in 1312 led a revolt of the Tus-
can spirituals.34 The last word on 
the origin of the Meditations has 
surely not been written! In one 
significant point these authors do 
agree: that the Meditations quoted 
Mechtild of Hackeborn’s Liber Spe-
cialis Gratiae, as Edmund College 
had briefly proposed in 1973.35 
Mechtild was a saintly Benedictine 
nun who resided in the monastery 
of Helfta in Saxony. Her revela-

tions were published close to the 
time of her death in 1298/99. They 
had definitely reached Italy by 
Boccaccio’s time.36 The quotation 
involves a passage in the treatise 
of the meditation on the passion at 
compline. Christ’s body has been 
removed from the cross and the 
sorrowful Virgin wishes to con-
template the afflicted corpse of her 
son prior to burial: 

“She wept uncontrollable tears;; 
she looked at the wounds on 
His hands and side, now one, 
now the other;; she gazed at 
His face and head and saw 
the marks of the thorns, the 
tearing of His beard, His face 
filthy with spit and blood, His 
shorn head;; and she could not 
cease from weeping and look-
ing at Him. It is to be read in 

a certain writing that the Lord 

revealed to one of His devoted 

ones that His head was shorn 

and His beard torn (my empha-
sis); but the evangelists have 
not described everything.”37  

Mechtild’s text is quoted in the 
following fifteenth-century ver-
nacular English translation:

“This maydene felte in here 
sowlle that oure lorde hadde 
no berde at that tyme ande 
than sche begane to thenke 
wheythere oure lorde Ihesu 
hadde any rewarde in blis off 
the fadere in hevene for the 

teryng of his berde in his passy-
oun. Oure lorde aunswerde 
to here thought ande sayde: 
I, formere ande maker of alle 
thynges of noght, need no 
suche rewarde, but thou arte 
my rewarde”.38 

The reason for focusing here 
on Mechtild’s account is obvi-
ous. If it influenced the forma-
tion of the Meditations then the 
treatise could hardly have served 
Giotto’s Arena Chapel Paradise 
mural that was surely painted, as 
has been noted, during the first 
decade of the trecento. Can it be 
that the connection of Mechtild’s 
vision with the Meditations is 
not as firm as these authors have 
assumed? Nor does her account 
refer to Christ’s shorn head: “caput 
tonsum.” If the particular author 
mentioned in the Meditations is 
not Mechtild then the date of the 
Meditations’ origin remains to be 
resolved and it could well revert 
to the later dugento as was previ-
ously generally assumed.

What do the Meditations re-
veal about the author? He was a 
Franciscan friar. He resided in the 
Franciscan monastery of S. Gimig-
nano where he would have served 
the local Clares as their spiritual 
advisor. He had travelled. He was 
aware of the Tuscan territory be-
tween Siena and Pisa, and he had 
been to Rome. It can be assumed 
that he had visited the Franciscan 
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holy sites at Mount La Verna and 
Assisi. He had access to informa-
tion about the Holy Land from a 
friar who had been there. From 
his sources, which he is careful to 
indicate throughout the treatise, 
it is evident that he had a sub-
stantial body of religious litera-
ture at his disposal. As stated he 
quotes the homilies of Saint Ber-
nard throughout the treatise. He 
was aware of the fundamentals 
of Saint Bonaventure’s mystical 
Franciscan theology. If he omits 
mentioning Saint Bonaventure 
directly and refers to Saint Francis 
but briefly it is because as a Fran-
ciscan he took their thoughts and 
words for granted.39 The Francis-
can author’s repeated reference 
to poverty both as a virtue and 
a condition of Mary and Christ’s 
lives, in particular during the pe-
riod of His infancy and the flight 
to and residence in Egypt, is es-
pecially significant. It led Favay 
and Tóth to locate the author of 
the treatise among the Franciscan 
spirituals when these were still a 
significant historical presence.40  
This they ceased to be during the 
papacy of John 22 their firm per-
secutor that extended from 1316 
to 1334. Significantly, the Medita-
tions’ author’s repeated reference 
to the poverty of Christ and the 
Holy Family would place the ori-
gin and early dissemination of the 
treatise in a political climate when 
the Franciscan spirituals were still 
a prominent force to be reckoned 
with.    

The Clare whom the author of 
the Meditations addresses clearly 
stands for the community of 
Clares at S. Gimignano. Although 
he does not state this directly it 
seems evident that for a long time 
the author had been their spiritual 
advisor. The treatise thus essen-
tially constitutes in written form 
the author’s prior pastoral oral 
instruction.41 At the beginning 
he refers to the Clares’ limited 
knowledge or ignorance, insist-
ing on the use of plain language 

that can be easily understood. The 
treatise is basically a manual in-
forming them of the initial means 
available to them - indeed to any-
one - of ascending toward a closer 
understanding of God, this being 
the ultimate purpose of human 
life, and in particular for all those 
who chose to devote their lives to 
religion. As a first step this ascent 
consists of the meditation or con-
templation of the life of Christ.  
The Franciscan author uses the 
terms ‘contemplation’ and ‘medi-
tation’ interchangeably.  He states 
this clearly at the beginning of 
chapter 50: “Of the Three Kinds of 
Contemplation”:

“You must know that there are 
three kinds of contemplation.  
The two principal ones are 
for those who are perfect;; the 
third is for the imperfect. Two 
are for the perfect: they are the 
contemplation of the majesty 
of God and the contemplation 
of the celestial court. The third 
is for the beginners, those who 
are not perfect in the contem-
plation of the humanity of 
Christ, on which I write you in 
this little book. And therefore 
you must begin from this if you 
wish to climb to the highest;; 
otherwise you could not rise so 
high but would fall.”42

And toward the end of the 
treatise in the chapter titled “Ex-
citing the Desire for the Heavenly 
Home by the Wish for Death” the 
author explains that the medita-
tion on the life of Christ is both 
carnal and spiritual in substance.

“You see that this meditation 
is carnal but can be looked at 
spiritually… That carnal medi-
tation is good that excludes 
the carnal life and condemns 
and vanquishes the world. ... 
Let meditating be your whole 
and only intent, your rest, your 
food, your study … It will be to 
you not only s step towards the 

heavenly Home and the con-
templation of the Majesty, but 
it will continually and perpetu-
ally be your consolation”.43

The treatise insists that the 
meditative process be used to 
elaborate on the Gospel texts, 
whose accounts of Christ’s life 
is brief and that the meditator 
should improvise and elaborate 
on the latter as he desires by the 
use of his or her imagination:

“However you must not be-
lieve that all things said and 
done by Him on which we may 
meditate are known to us in 
writing. For the sake of greater 
impressiveness I shall tell them 
to you as they occurred or as 
they might have occurred ac-
cording to the devout belief of 
the imagination and the vary-
ing interpretation of the mind. 
It is possible to contemplate, 
explain and understand the 
Holy Scriptures in as many 
ways as we consider necessary, 
in such a manner as not to con-
tradict the truth of life and jus-
tice and not to oppose faith and 
morality. Thus when you find 
it said here, ‘This was said and 
done by the Lord Jesus’, and by 
others of whom we read, if it 
cannot be demonstrated by the 
Scriptures then you must con-
sider it only as a requirement 
of devout contemplation.”44 

Significantly, contrary to many 
other contemporary treatises deal-
ing with pastoral care the content 
of the Meditations is entirely 
positive. There is no place in it 
regarding mortal man’s preoc-
cupation with personal sin and 
fear of eternal damnation and 
torture. In this respect one may 
contrast the Meditations to Jacopo 
Passavanti’s near contemporary 
Mirror of True Penitence, written 
shortly after the Black Death by 
the Florentine Dominican prior 
at Santa Maria Novella at the 
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request of his parishioners, so he 
states, which abounds in frighten-
ing examples of purgatory’s and 
hell’s torments. The fundamental 
positive attitude inherent in the 
Meditations’ religious doctrine is 
based on man’s unqualified love 
of God. It surely accounted for 
the treatise’s rapid Europe-wide 
reach. Transcending its initial lim-
ited audience of Clares it satisfied 
a popular late medieval laity’s 
thirst for a personal approach to 
an understanding God.  

The ongoing search for the 
Meditations’ ur-text and its dat-
ing involves the detailed cor-
relation of a mass of diverse 
versions of the treatise of various 
lengths available in many Euro-
pean languages. A final result in 
this endeavor is hardly in sight. 
The knowledge required to even 
begin navigating the massive 
amount of the pertinent multilin-
gual material inspires awe and 
respect. All this noted in their 
task the scholars of the treatise’s 
various manuscripts have gener-
ally dismissed assumptions that 
art historians have largely taken 
for granted, which would place 
the origin of the Meditations into 
the later dugento, considering the 
art historians’ views inconclu-
sive or discarding them outright. 
They have argued that certain 
dependences of works of art on 
the Meditations, which a number 
of art historians have accepted, 
can be interpreted differently as 
independent parallel phenomena 
or as constituting the influence of 
works of art upon the formation 
of the treatise, which is surely 
also a significant factor not to be 
discounted. All this considered I 
do believe that the recent schol-
ars of texts here considered have 
dealt with the issue rather super-
ficially. Sarah McNamer simply 
positioned ‘other possibilities’ in 
a note regarding recent art his-
torians’ proposed connections of 
the Meditations to the passion 
murals in the Clarissan choir in 

the church of Santa Maria Donna 
Regina in Naples, which is usu-
ally dated before the death in 
1323 of the church’s patron Queen 
Mary of Hungary, as will be dis-
cussed.45 Conversely art historians 
preferring an earlier date would 
have to dismiss the claim that 
Mechtild of Hackeborn’s Revela-
tions written during the last years 
of the dugento supplies a termi-
nus post for the Meditations’ ori-
gin. In their recent article Favay 
and Tóth have essentially avoided 
the issue of the influence of the 
treatise on art, implicitly consid-
ered irrelevant.46  

Having considered the evi-
dence regarding Giotto’s Arena 
Chapel murals’ dependence on 
the Meditations, we now proceed 
to consider other works of art 
that date from the early years of 
the trecento that can also claim 
to have made use of the treatise.  
We thus proceed to the murals of 
Christ’s passion that are located 
on the northern wall of the elevat-
ed choir in the Clarissan church of 
Sta. Maria Donna Regina in Na-
ples (fig. 6). The church was the 
creation of Queen Mary, daughter 
of King Stephen of Hungary and 
the wife of Charles 2 Anjou, king 
of Naples and Southern Italy, 
whom she married in 1270. She 

died in 1323. The church bears her 
arms and it contains her funer-
ary monument, the work of Tino 
di Camaino completed around 
1325. The close connection of the 
Neapolitan royal family to the 
Franciscan Order is well known. 
Documentation gathered by Emile 
Bertaux indicates that the church 
was completed by 1320.47 The dat-
ing of the church’s murals reaches 
from the time Queen Mary died in 
1323, presently widely accepted,48 
to their production in the thirties 
of the trecento.49 

The passion murals cover the 
uppermost three registers on the 
north wall of the choir. Their real-
istic narrative style has been con-
nected to Cavallini and Rusuti.50 
These busy and crowded murals 
hardly belong among the best 
works of their time and place. 
The Neapolitan master packed 
his passion murals with many 
figures, often virtually to excess, 
including for the time realistic 
architecture and ample landscape 
settings. The Crucifixion mural in 
particular consists of an elaborate 
spectacle that includes cavalry 
(fig. 7), roughly resembling the 
somewhat later Crucifixion mu-
ral in the Campo Santo in Pisa 
(fig. 8). Significantly, in certain 
of the passion murals the master 

6. Santa Maria Donna Regina, Naples, Interior view from raised choir.
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combined a number of sequen-
tial events within one image, a 
procedure commonly referred to 
as continuous narrative. This con-
vention was widely used in me-
dieval art. However the extent to 
which it was applied in these pas-
sion murals seems extreme. Con-
sider the leftmost mural located 
in the second tier counting from 
the top, in which Christ appears 
two times within the image: as he 
is led before the Hebrew priests 
Annas and Caiaphas stripped 

of his dress and again as he is 
bound to a column and scourged 
(fig. 9). The crowded sequence of 
these passion events in this mural 
corresponds to the narrative ac-
count in the Meditations.51 The 
proposition that the Meditations 
influenced these Neapolitan pas-
sion murals is hardly new. Emile 
Bertaux already stated this during 
the first years of the last century,52 
and more recently Cathleen Fleck 
has considered this issue in a re-
cent publication dealing with the 

church of Sta. Maria Donna Regina 
and its murals.53 In the latter Fleck 
underscored that the mural cycles 
on the walls of the Clarissan choir 
in the church that narrate the lives 
of Saints Elizabeth of Hungary, 
Agnes and Catherine of Alexan-
dria were all derived from written 
sources.  She assumed the same of 
the passion murals, largely based 
on the Meditations on the life of 
Christ. Other contributors in the 
same volume: Cordelia Warr, 
Hisashi Yakou and Adrian Hoch 
concurred. It should be noted that 
Queen Mary who would have 
been involved in the decoration 
of her church probably owned a 
French version of the latter since 
a “librum unum meditationum pas-
sionis Christi in Gallico” was listed 
among her possessions in her 
will.54  Fleck noted in particular a 
connection to the Meditations in 
the first Crucifixion mural where 
Christ, standing on a platform 
supported by a hemi-circle of 
men, faces the beholder, spread-
ing his arms sideward as he is 
nailed to the cross (fig.  10): 

“When he reaches the cross, at 
the upper part of this small lad-
der, He turns Himself around, 
opens his royal arms, and, 
extending His most beautiful 
hands, stretches them up to 
His crucifiers. He looks toward 
heaven, saying to his Father, 
’behold, I am here, my Father.  
For love and the salvation of 
mankind you wished me hum-
bled as far as the cross. It pleas-
es me, I accept …”55  

In that mural an executioner 
leaning over the cross grabs 
Christ’s hair and beard, twist-
ing his head so that it faces 
directly upward toward his Di-
vine Father in Heaven, Christ 
seemingly telling him that he 
accepts his impending sacrifice. 
Significantly, Christ’s elevation 
on the platform supported by 
men seems more suited for an 
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acclamation than an execution. 
One recalls the inscription on 
the arm of a painted Cross in 
San Pierino, Pisa: “Mortis de-
structor, vite reparator et auctor 
(the destroyer of death, the re-
newer and author of life).”56  
   

The Franciscan author of the 
Meditations is particularly con-
cerned with Christ’s nudity. Dur-
ing the passion he is stripped 
repeatedly of his clothes: the first 
time when his mantle is removed 
as he appears before the Hebrew 
priests Annas and Caiaphas;; a 
second time when he is stripped 
of his clothes before Pilate;; again 
after he is mocked and when his 
purple mantle is removed so that 
he stands naked before his perse-
cutors;; and finally before he as-
cends the cross.57 These events in 
the treatise correspond closely to 
the respective scenes depicted in 
the passion murals of the Claris-
san Neapolitan church.

In the first Neapolitan Cruci-
fixion mural Christ appears twice: 
as he is stripped naked at the 
lower left side, the Virgin gird-
ing his nude loins with a cloth, 
and again as he is nailed to the 
cross (fig. 10). This stripping does 
not occur in the Gospels. How-
ever, as has often been noted, a 
similar scene already appears in 
Guido da Siena’s panel painting 
in the Utrecht Catharijneconvent 
Museum of Christ who willingly 
ascends the cross as he is nailed to 
its beam (fig. 11). There the execu-
tioner perched on top of the cross 
pulls Christ’s arm taught by the 
wrist as an assistant hands him a 
hammer and three nails.58 The two 
side crosses are already in place, 
and one of the thieves to be cruci-
fied is seated in the lower right 
corner. Soldiers and Jews appear 
at the sides. The complexity of the 
small panel’s composition sug-
gests that it quoted a monumental 
source. Significantly the largest 
figure in the painting is the Vir-
gin. Standing directly behind her 
son she wraps her left arm protec-
tively around Christ’s lower body, 
at the same time intently pushing 
away with her other arm the man 
behind her who extends his hand 
in the direction of Christ’s loin 
cloth. She thus wishes to prevent 
that Christ be crucified wholly na-

(the opposite page)
7. Crucifixion Mural, Santa Maria 
Donna Regina, Naples. 
8.   Crucifixion,  Campo  Santo,  Pisa.

9. Mural of Christ before Annas 

And Caiaphas, Santa Maria Donna 
Regina, Naples.
10. Mural of Christ nailed to the 

Cross, Santa Maria Donna Regina, 
Naples.
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everywhere at wicked peo-
ple wretchedly at work. With 
your whole mind you must 
imagine yourself present and 
consider diligently everything 
done against your Lord and all 
that is said by him and regard-
ing him. With your mind’s eye, 
see some thrusting the cross 
into the earth, others equipped 
with nails and hammers, oth-
ers with the ladders and other 
instruments, others giving or-
ders about what should be 
done, and others stripping him.  
Again he is stripped, and is 
now nude before the multitude 
for the third time, his wounds 
reopened by the adhesion of 
his garments to his flesh. Now 
for the first time the mother 
beholds her son thus taken 
and prepared for the anguish 
of death. She is saddened and 
shamed beyond measure when 
she sees him entirely nude: 
they did not leave him even his 
loincloth. Therefore she hur-

ries and approaches the son, 

embraces him, and girds him 

with the veil from her head 

(my emphasis). Oh, what bit-
terness her soul is in now.”59

Significantly, the Utrecht panel 
is now thought to have formed 
part of an ambitious altarpiece 
made for no less than Siena Ca-
thedral around the 1260’s.60 Siena 
is not far from S. Gimignano and 
it stands to reason that the Fran-
ciscan author of the Meditations, 
whether Johannes de Caulibus, 
as often thought, or not, would 
surely have known the altarpiece, 
the most prominent in the city.  
Toward the turn of the third quar-
ter of the dugento it would have 
been a leading example of con-
temporary Tuscan art. However 
by the early trecento it was al-
ready outdated and Duccio’s mas-
terpiece replaced it on the main 
altar in 1311. We are reminded 
that during the latter part of the 
thirteenth century, the age of the 

11. Guido da Siena, Christ 

ascending the Cross, Museum 
Catharijneconvent, Utrecht.
12. The Saint Francis Master, Mural 
of Christ Disrobed before the cross, 
Lower Nave, San Francesco, Assisi.

ked!  Consider the respective text 
in the Meditations: 

 
“When the Lord Jesus, led by 
impious men, reached that foul 
place, Calvary, you may look 



55

        Joseph Polzer

so-called Proto-Renaissance, artis-
tic style changed so rapidly in the 
direction of greater realism that a 
number of significant Italian cult 
images, their styles considered 
outdated, were restored, the faces 
of the Virgin and Child repainted 
in a more modern manner, as in 
the case of Guido da Siena’s im-
pressive San Domenico Madonna 
and Coppo di Marcovaldo’s Ser-
vite Madonna.61 It would seem 
unlikely that the master of the 
Neapolitan mural would have 
directly quoted Guido’s outdated 
painting.

Significantly, the Virgin who 
girds Christ’s loins with a cloth 
on the Neapolitan mural clearly 
differs from the one in Guido’s 
painting. On the mural Christ 
leans forward as the Virgin be-
hind him girds him with a cloth 
while the soldier standing before 
him pulls his dress from his arms 
over the wrists. Christ is stripped 
of his dress in a similar manner in 
two other instances in this mural 
cycle: when he appears before 
the Hebrew priests and again 
before Pilate. The Neapolitan mu-
ral could have borrowed Christ 
stripped of his mantle in this par-
ticular manner from the mural of 
Christ approaching the cross that 
is located in the lower nave of the 
church of San Francesco at Assisi 
(fig. 12). It is the first mural on the 
eastern side of the northern wall 
of the lower nave. Only the right 
half of the mural survives, the 
other half removed to make room 
for the entrance to the adjoining 
Chapel of Saint Louis, which was 
added around the middle of the 
second decade of the trecento, 
roughly concurrent with the erec-
tion of the Saint Martin chapel 
at the opposite side of the nave.  
This mural cycle on the lower 
nave walls, the earliest located in 
the sanctuary, attributed to the 
Saint Francis Master, is usually 
dated around the 1260’s. It con-
sists of five scenes from the pas-
sion of Christ on the north wall 

whose subject matter corresponds 
to five scenes from the life of Saint 
Francis: the alter Christus, located 
on the south wall. Toward the 
western end of the nave the Death 
of Saint Francis faces the Lam-
entation of the dead Christ, and 
at the eastern end Saint Francis, 
his nudity covered by the mantle 
of the bishop of Assisi, as Fran-
cis divests himself of his secular 
clothes, faces the mural of Christ 
who originally voluntarily moved 
toward the ladder that leans 
against the cross. Presently of the 
figure of Christ only a portion 
remains consisting of the mantle 
pulled over the wrists of His arm 
that reach toward the ladder he is 
about to ascend. As Father Ger-
hard Ruf also concluded,62 Christ 
originally approaching the cross 
was depicted voluntarily divest-
ing himself of his mantle. The man 
closest to the cross at the opposite 
side reaches toward the mantle in 
expectation of receiving it. Signifi-
cantly, Christ’s is precisely the po-
sition assumed by him stripped of 
his mantle in the Neapolitan Clar-
issan passion murals, although 
in the latter Christ’s mantle is 
removed by force. Since the left 
half of the mural at Assisi is gone 
we cannot be certain if the Virgin 
intent on protecting Christ’s nu-
dity was originally also present. 
However there is good reason to 
assume this, since her presence 
would have corresponded to that 
of the bishop of Assisi who cov-
ers Saint Francis’ nude body with 
his mantle in the mural at the 
opposite side of the lower nave. 
It can thus be concluded that the 
Franciscan iconographer who 
composed the Neapolitan mural 
had known the mural at Assisi 
prior to the destruction of its left 
side around the early second dec-
ade of the trecento when the Saint 
Louis Chapel was erected. Apart 
from its appearance in the murals 
of Santa Maria Donna Regina, as 
far as I know the motif of Christ 
stripped of his clothes is no longer 

found in later trecento Italian art. 
Exceptionally it does still appear 
in an illumination in the Roman 
mid-century Latin Meditations 
manuscript in Oxford University: 
Ms. Corpus Christi College 410, 
f. 135v, the reduced composition 
surely based on a more elaborate 
earlier model.63

A significant innovate feature 
of the Neapolitan passion mural 
cycle consists of the exceptionally 
prominent presence accorded to 
the holy women who are identi-
fied by their haloes, since they 
play a quite limited role in the 
Gospels. Consider the first pas-
sion mural where Christ appears 
before the Hebrew priests An-
nas and Caiaphas (fig. 9). In the 
Meditations John informs Mary 
and her companions who are 
gathered in the Magdalen’s house 
of what has happened to Christ.6.4 
However in the mural these holy 
women, clearly identified by their 
haloes, appear in sorrow be-
fore the temple’s entrance. Their 
prominent inclusion was clearly 
intended for the Clares who saw 
the mural from their choir during 
the divine service. It set the stage 
for the passion scenes that follow.  
In these the holy women continue 
to appear in back of the crowds.  
One recalls that in the Gospels 
the Virgin Mary appears briefly 
only once during the passion, 
when before expiring the Cruci-
fied Christ asks John to take care 
of his mother (John 19: 26f). The 
Gospels do briefly mention the 
many women who had followed 
Christ from Galilee to Jerusalem 
who look toward the crucifixion 
from a distance, among them the 
Magdalen (Matthew 27: 55f). In 
the Gospel passion accounts she 
appears most often. Matthew, 
Mark and Luke refer to her re-
turning to the empty tomb to 
be greeted by one or two angels 
who announce that Christ had 
already risen and that she should 
announce his resurrection to the 
Apostles. The account in John is 
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the most elaborate, culminating 
in the noli me tangere scene when 
the resurrected Christ commands 
that the Magdalen not touch him 
because he was no longer mortal 
(John 20: 11-18). Adrian Hoch 
in particular underscored the 
feminine factor inherent in these 
holy women’s insistent sorrowing 
presence in these Neapolitan pas-
sion murals that served an audi-
ence of Claires.65 

In the mural in which Christ 
is nailed to the cross (fig. 10) the 
Virgin Mary appears twice, once 
at the left side where she girds his 
loins with a cloth and s second 
time in the center directly below 
the cross. There she looks up at 
her crucified son as she sinks to-
ward the ground, the Maries sup-
porting her. Beyond grief she has 
fainted. And in the center of the 
mural of the crucifixion proper 
that includes the two crucified 
thieves and the equestrian Longi-
nus who thrusts his lance into 
Christ’s side the fainting Virgin 
again appears collapsing ground-
ward, a Mary sustaining her (fig. 
7). Although in the Meditations 
Mary does not faint nor collapse 
as she stands beside the cross she 
does state in her extreme grief 
that she wished to die on the 
cross with her son.66   

It should be noted that in 

many visual representations of 
the crucifixion dating from the 
later dugento and after the Virgin 
appears to be fainting, usually 
sustained by John the Evangelist 
and the Maries, eventually even 
lying supine on the ground as in 
Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s Crucifix-
ion panel in the Fogg museum in 
Cambridge.67 The Neapolitan pas-
sion master was surely aware of 
this convention.

Two of the Neapolitan passion 
murals depict Christ before Pilate.  
In the first mural he is interro-
gated and then sent to see Herod, 
and in the second mural he is 
stripped before Pilate, mocked 
as the king of the Jews and then 
led to Calvary carrying the cross 
(fig. 13). In both these murals, 
whereas the central scenes on Pi-
late and Herod’s palace roofs are 
so reduced in scale that they are 
hard to distinguish, it is the side 
events that are emphasized. The 
latter consist of Christ dragged 
forward, beaten, mocked and led 
to Calvary as children pelt him 
with stones. Significantly, in all of 
these side scenes the holy women 
including Mary and John continue 
to appear in back of the crowds.  
In the scene of the Road to Cal-
vary the Virgin, placed directly 
above the cross, is swooning in 
grief, the holy women sustaining 

her limp arms. A row of soldiers 
keeps them from reaching Christ.  
Compare this image with the 
respective account in the Medita-
tions:

“Look at him well, then, as He 
goes along bowed down by 
the cross and gasping aloud.  
Feel as much compassion for 
Him as you can, placed in such 
anguish, in renewed derision. 
And because His sorrowful 
mother could not approach 
Him or even see Him, on ac-
count of the multitude of peo-
ple, she went with John and 
her companions by another, 
shorter road, so that, preced-
ing the others, she could draw 
near to Him. When, however, 

outside the gate of the city, at 

a crossroads, she encountered 

Him, for the first time seeing 

Him burdened by such a large 

cross, she was half dead of an-

guish and could not say a word 

to Him, nor could He speak to 

her, He was so hurried along 

by those who led Him to be 

crucified (my emphasis).”68

Significantly, the theme of 
the Virgin who appears close to 
Christ as he carries the cross to 
Mount Calvary was well estab-
lished in Italian painting by the 
later dugento. She already ap-
pears with a Mary behind Christ 
who looks back toward her in an 
apron scene on Guglielmo’s early 
painted cross at Sarzana, which 
is dated 1138. In Duccio’s paint-
ing of the Road to Calvary from 
his Siena Cathedral altarpiece in 
the Museo dell’Opera del Duomo 
the Maries beside the Virgin have 

13. Mural of Christ stripped before 

Pilate, Christ mocked and carrying 

the Cross, Santa Maria Donna 
Regina, Naples.
(the opposite page)
  14.   Pietro  Lorenzetti,  Road to 

Calvary, Lower Church, 
San Francesco, Assisi.
15. Crucifixion,  Incised  Marble  Panel,  
San  Pellegrino,  Siena.
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multiplied, but Saint John the 
Evangelist is absent. However by 
the end of the second decade of 
the trecento John the Evangelist 
joins the Maries in paintings of 
the Road to Calvary. He thus 
distinctly appears in Pietro Loren-
zetti’s mural in the lower crossing 
of the church of San Francesco at 
Assisi (fig. 14), which can be dat-
ed toward the end of the second 
decade of the trecento,69 and later 
in Simone Martini’s diminutive 
panel painting from the dispersed 
Orsini altarpiece in the Louvre, 
which I would now date close 
before the master’s departure for 
Avignon around the fall of 1334.70 
Significantly, in both of these 
paintings, as well as in Giotto’s 
mural of the Road to Calvary in 
the Arena Chapel, a soldier keeps 

the Virgin from approaching her 
son. I find that a direct connec-
tion of these paintings with the 
Meditations’ passion text cannot 
be easily dismissed.  

I now turn to the little known 
Crucifixion that is incised on 
a marble plaque located in the 
church of San Pellegrino alla Sa-
pienza in Siena (fig. 15). It offers 
the stretched suspended body 
of the crucified Christ fixed with 
three nails to a living budding Y 
shaped cross, whose popularity 
at the time in Italian art surely 
reflects awareness of Saint Bon-
aventure’s Tree of Life. Blood 
spurts abundantly from Christ’s 
wounds.  His forward bent anato-
my, the raised rib cage above the 
recessed stomach, including the 
budding Y-shaped cross, closely 
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correspond to Giovanni Pisano’s 
Crucified Christ on his pulpit in 
Sant’Andrea, Pistoia, which he 
completed in 1301 (fig. 16).  Irene 
Hueck attributed the incised mar-
ble plaque to the remarkable Sien-
ese goldsmith Guccio di Mannaia 
on the basis of the assumed re-
semblance of the crucified Christ 
and the other figures on the 
marble Crucifixion to those that 
appear on Guccio’s signed Chal-
ice of Nicholas 4 in Assisi, which 
has been dated between 1288 
and 1292, the period of Nicholas’ 
papacy. Hueck placed the marble 
plaque later around 1310.71  

For that time the subject matter 
of the relief is quite unusual. The 
crucifixion is over, the crowd has 
departed, and the sorrowing Vir-
gin, the Maries and John remain 
behind. Emotionally drained the 
three Maries are seated on the 
ground at the lower left side of 
the cross, and Saint John is seated 
at the right. He meditatively looks 
up at Christ as he clasps his knees.  
The Virgin Mary, her body sup-
ported by two companions, seems 
to have fainted. Her upward tilt-
ed relaxed head is in line with the 
downward tilted face of the dead 
Christ, as if they were blindly 
aware of each other. The specific 
event depicted is absent from the 
Gospels, but it closely conforms 
to an event in the Meditations’ ac-
count of the passion when Christ 
had died and the crowd left:  

“Behold, then, the Lord hangs 
dead on the cross;; the whole 
multitude departs;; the most 

sorrowful mother remains 

with those four. They seat 

themselves near the cross, 

contemplating their Beloved, 
looking for help from the Lord 
as to how they can take Him 
down and bury Him. But you, 
if you will contemplate your 
Lord well, will consider that 
from the sole of His foot to the 
crown of His head there is no 
health in Him: there is not a 

member or bodily sense that 
has not felt total affliction or 
passion. Therefore you have 
His Crucifixion and death … 
written according to my modest 
means and your inexperience. 
Study devoutly, faithfully, and 
solicitously to meditate on all 
this.”72

The emphasis on the passive 
meditative state of the Maries and 
John seems quite unique in the 
art of the time. It anticipates the 
mood of Antonello da Messina’s 
much later Crucifixion panel in 
the National Gallery, London.  

For further evidence of the 
Meditations’ influence on con-
temporary art I proceed to a 
small devotional panel attributed 
to Ambrogio Lorenzetti in the 
Abegg-Stiftung in Riggisberg (fig. 
17).  It depicts the Holy Family in-
side their home.  All three, Joseph, 
Mary and the boy Jesus are seated 
on a carpet that covers the floor of 
their room. Joseph gestures with 
both hands toward the Virgin as if 
he were addressing her. The boy 
Jesus seated in back of the Virgin 
turns his head toward Joseph as if 
listening to his mortal father. The 
Virgin humbly looks downward.  
Significantly, located before her 
at the center of the carpet ap-
pears a flat round wooden panel 

covered with prongs that hold 
spools of colored thread in place.  
The central location of this object 
in the painting serves to identify 
the Virgin’s humble task. She is 
knitting or sewing. This is clearly 
indicated by the position of her 
hands raised before the chest, al-
though the worn condition of the 
painting keeps us from knowing 
precisely what she is doing. The 
subject matter is quite unique. I 
am not aware of any other late 
medieval devotional panel paint-
ing that depicts the Virgin who 
is sewing or knitting seated with 
the Christ Child and Joseph in 
their home.73 Significantly, the 
humble appearance of the Holy 
Family seated on the ground and 
the simple occupation of the sew-
ing Virgin recalls the Meditations’ 
repeated references to its extreme 
poverty reaching from the visit 
of the three Magi when the Vir-
gin donated their presents to the 
poor74 to the holy family’s resi-
dence in Egypt when the Virgin 
contributed to the family’s income 
with her sewing. Consider the re-
spective passage in the treatise:

“Here there comes a beauti-
ful, pious, and compassionate 
meditation. Make note of the 
following things. How did they 
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live all this time, or did they 
beg? We read that she provid-

ed the necessities for herself 

and the Son with spindle and 

needle; the Lady of the world 

sewed and spun for money, for 

the love of poverty. They loved 
poverty deeply and remained 
faithful to it till death.”75

The subject matter of this small 
devotional panel: The Virgin sew-
ing to contribute to the family’s 
existence, corresponds closely to 
the Meditations’ text. According 
to Erling Skaug’s correlation of 
the punch motifs that appear in 
Ambrogio Lorenzetti’s paintings 
he has dated the Abegg panel of 
the Holy Family into the early 
thirties of the trecento.76  

Last but not least I turn to the 
exceptional predella panel by the 
Master of Figline, also called the 
Master of the Fogg Pietà, in the 
Fogg Museum at Harvard Univer-
sity, which depicts a most unusu-
al lamentation of the dead Christ 
(fig. 18). It formed part of a dis-
membered Franciscan altarpiece 
whose extant panels are scattered 
in various museums and pri-
vate collections, including a Saint 
Francis in the Worcester Museum 
of Art. At the center of the Fogg 
panel appears the seated Virgin 
who has fainted, her inanimate 
body, entirely relaxed, collapsing 
to the ground, together with the 
body of the dead Christ she had 
held on her lap. Slipping from it 
his corpse, laterally frontally pre-
sented, seems suspended in air 
close above the lower border.    

The composition of this so-
called Pietà is highly original.  
Traditionally this is the Italian 
name, commonly translated as 
pity, given to a series of works 
such as Michelangelo’s early mas-
terpiece in the Vatican consisting 
of the Virgin who holds her dead 
son on her lap. How well this 
name applies to the Fogg paint-
ing can be questioned since its 
Virgin has fainted and is beyond 

(the opposite page)
16.   Giovanni  Pisano,  Crucifixion 
Relief,  Pulpit,  Sant’Andrea,  Pistoia.

17.   Ambrogio  Lorenzetti,  Holy 

Family at Home, Abegg Museum, 
Riggisberg.
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18. Master of Figline, Lamentation, 
Fogg Art Museum, Harvard 
University, Cambridge, Mass.
19. Giotto, Lamentation, Arena 
Chapel,  Padua.

grief. Nor strictly speaking is the 
Fogg painting a Lamentation, 
which typically includes the sor-
rowing Virgin who embraces 
her dead son prior to burial: a 
formula referred to commonly as 
the threnos. Reverting to Byzan-
tium she thus already appears on 
the twelfth century Lamentation 
mural at Nerezi. Giotto used the 
threnos formula effectively in the 
Arena Chapel (fig. 19), and so did 
Ugolino di Nerio in his panel in 
Berlin that combines the Lamenta-
tion with the Entombment. It once 
formed part of the altarpiece that 
he painted for the high altar of the 
Franciscan church of Sta. Croce in 
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If not the Figline Master then his 
Franciscan advisor invented this 
exceptional arrangement. As a 
result the Virgin is metaphorically 
crucified with Christ!  

It is tempting to connect this 
exceptional Virgin set before the 
Cross with the passage in the 
Meditations on the Life of Christ 
in which the author vividly de-
scribes the Virgin’s extreme sor-
row when she beholds Christ 
nailed to the cross who is still 
alive, stating that she wished to 
be crucified with him: 

“Behold, the Lord Jesus is cru-
cified and extended on the 

cross so that each of His bones 
can be numbered … On all 
sides, rivers of His most sacred 
blood flow from His terrible 
wounds. He is so tortured that 
He can move nothing except 
His head ... He bears the bitter-
est pain and is affected beyond 
anything that can possibly be 
said or thought … And all this 
is said and done in the pres-
ence of His most sorrowful 
mother, whose great compas-
sion adds to the Passion of her 
Son, and conversely. She hung 

with her Son on the cross and 

wished to die with Him rather 

Florence which the Figline Master 
would surely have known since 
he worked in that church around 
the time when Ugolino painted it.  

Of all the principal figures 
in the Fogg painting only the 
Magdalen seated at the viewer’s 
lower right side, who tearfully 
embraces Christ’s left foot, is de-
picted in a state of active lament. 
Saint John seated opposite to 
her in the lower left corner who 
brings his right arm to the chin 
as he looks toward Christ seems 
rather to be contemplating him 
and the meaning of his sacrifice. 
All the other figures in the paint-
ing are preoccupied with the 
fainted Virgin.

Significantly, dismissing the 
traditional threnos scheme, the 
Figline Master partly followed the 
example of the so-called Master 
of San Francesco’s Lamentation 
located in the lower nave of the 
church of San Francesco at Assisi 
(fig. 20). In that mural, only half 
preserved, the kneeling Virgin’s 
extreme grief also causes her 
to faint as her limp upper body 
and head, sustained by the three 
Maries, tilt away from Christ’s 
corpse, which reposes on the lid 
of his sarcophagus. The Figline 
Master surely knew this mural 
from the time he worked as a 
maker of stained glass windows 
in the chapels of the lower church 
during the second decade of the 
trecento. Although this mural’s 
style was by far outdated when 
the Figline Master painted the 
Fogg Pietà, it must have stuck in 
his mind.  

Of particular significance, the 
Figline Master altered the physi-
cal relationship of the fainted Vir-
gin with Christ’s dead body. Inti-
mately connecting the two he re-
located his fainting Virgin so that 
her head is set at the very center 
of the image. There it connects 
with the bare crucifix set directly 
behind her. As far as I know this 
superposition of Mary in front 
of the crucifix has no precedent. 

20. Master of San Francesco, Lamentation, Lower Nave, San Francesco, 
Assisi. 
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than live any longer (my em-
phasis)…”

In the text that follows the 
mother prays that her crucified 
son’s suffering be lessened. Then 
the crucified Christ also silently 
prays to the father, stating:

“My Father, see how afflicted 
my mother is. I ought to be cru-

cified, not she, but she is with 

me on the cross. It is enough 

that I, who bear the sins of all 

the people, am crucified;; she 

does not deserve the same (my 
emphasis)…”77 

 There is good reason to as-
sume that the Meditations di-
rectly influenced the Figline Mas-
ter’s exceptional Fogg Museum 
panel. The Virgin’s metaphoric 
crucifixion in the latter could well 
have been inspired by the dying 
Christ’s words in the treatise. It 
was Franciscan. It originated in 
San Gimignano, not far from Flor-
ence. The Fogg Museum panel 
served a Franciscan altarpiece.78  
By the time the Figline Master 
painted it the treatise would have 
been widely disseminated among 
Italy’s Franciscan sanctuaries.  
According to figure style and its 
ornament the altarpiece can be 
dated around the end of the third 
decade of the trecento or some 
years later.79 

When the Figline Master paint-
ed the Fogg panel the theme of 
the Virgin beyond grief who faints 
beside the cross was well estab-
lished.80 As stated the Magdalen 
who kisses Christ’s foot close to 
the right border is the only active-
ly lamenting person present, leav-
ing the beholder unsure whether 
he is really witnessing a lamen-
tation. Saint John the Evangelist 
who is seated opposite to the 
Magdalen in the Fogg panel’s 
lower left corner brings his hand 
to the chin in a distinct contem-
plative manner as he looks at 
Christ’s face. And the Maries 

placed below the cross arms do 
not hug the fainting Virgin as 
they usually do.  They look at her 
from above as they hold onto her 
downward slumping body as if 
presenting her to the beholder.  
Gently lowering her, her bent 
arm loosely linked to Christ’s 
right hand before her chest, she is 
metaphorically deposed from the 
cross. Last but not least Christ’s 
dead body, frontally presented, 
levitates in the air some distance 
above the ground, a conven-
tion widely found in Byzantine 
Lamentations, as at Nerezi, way 
outdated in the Figline Master’s 
time.  Nicodemus who still holds 
the tool he used to dislocate 
Christ from the Cross and Joseph 
of Arimathea look pensively to-
ward the Virgin from their side 
positions.  And the small actively 
grieving angels located in the 
golden sky often appear in near 
contemporary Crucifixions and 
Lamentations.  

Returning to the main thesis 
of this study, according to the 
evidence here presented the long 
text of the Meditations on the 
Life of Christ would have influ-
enced a series of Italian works 
of art produced in the first third 
of the trecento, the earliest being 
Giotto’s mural cycle in the Arena 
Chapel, completed within the 
first decade. Taking also account 
of the treatise’s strong emphasis 
on the poverty of Christ’s mortal 
family, and allowing time for its 
dissemination throughout Italy, I 
believe that its traditional date of 
origin in the late dugento, which 
has been denied in recent decades 
by scholars dealing with the trea-
tise’s diverse texts, is reasonably 
assured. 
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ABSTRACT

The Meditations on the Life of Christ, surely 
the most popular devotional treatise written 
during the later Middle Ages, originally served 
as a spiritual guide designed for Clares who 
resided in S. Gimignano. It instructed them 
how they ought to intimately recreate and 
virtually participate in the events of Christ’s 
entire life and passion, including the Virgin’s 
emotional involvement. The author advocated 
that considering the brevity of the Gospel 
accounts the Clares should feel free to draw 
on their imagination in order to recreate 
them as they might have occurred. Originally 
attributed  to  Saint  Bonaventure  and  after  to  

a Franciscan named Johannes da Caulibus 
who resided in S. Gimignano, a vast number 
of   different   versions   of   the   treatise  written  

in Latin, Italian and many other European 
languages have survived. Certain recent 
scholarship investigating the long Latin and 
Italian versions of the treatise that cover the 
entire life of Christ from his conception to 
the passion and resurrection have placed its 
origin into the early and middle part of the 
trecento.  This  dating  differs  decisively  from  that  

assumed by historians of art who believe that 
the treatise originated earlier in the dugento. 
Their belief includes the assumption that the 
Meditations  influenced  no  less  than  Giotto’s  

Arena  Chapel  murals,  painted  during  the  first  

years of the trecento, as well as other early 
trecento works of art including the passion 
murals in the Clarissan choir of the church 
of Santa Maria Donna Regina in Naples, that 
surely predated the death of Queen Mary 
of Hungary, the patroness of the church, in 
1323.    Here  I  add  other  examples  including  

the Figline Master’s remarkable Lamentation 
panel in the Fogg Museum at Harvard.  
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