
THE EARLY RENAISSANCE part two

Fra Angelico (1395 – 1455) was  described by Vasari in his Lives of the Artists as having "a rare
and perfect talent", and that "it is impossible to bestow too much praise on this holy father, who
was so humble and modest in all that he did and said and whose pictures were painted with such
facility and piety." He earned his reputation primarily with the series of frescoes he made for his
own friary, San Marco, in Florence.

The San Marco Altarpiece (1438-43) is known as
one of the best early Renaissance paintings for its
employment of metaphor and perspective, trompe
l'oeil, and the intertwining of Dominican religious
themes and symbols with contemporary, political
messages. In contrast to earlier 'heavenly' repres-
entations of the enthroned Virgin and Child surr-
ounded by Angels and Saints,  the saints stand
squarely within the space, grouped in a natural way
as if they were able to converse about the shared
experience of witnessing the Virgin in glory. 

The series of frescoes that Fra Angelico painted for
the cells of the Dominican friars at San Marcos
realise the advancements made by Masaccio and
carry them further. This Annunciation, is one of only
three paintings outside of the monks cells and is Fra
Angelico's most well known painting. Situated at the
top of the stairs it was intended as a daily reminder
for the monks to pray.

This painting in particular is said to have "achieved heights of singular elegance''. Set within a
loggia in a garden the structure of pillars and arches, mathematically constructed according to the
new rules of linear perspective, frames the figures of Mary and the Angel Gabriel, placing them into
separate 'cells' or worlds. Although an emissary from heaven the angel acknowledges his
subservience to the earthly mother by dropping his head slightly below hers. He is seen with his
arms bent at the elbow with his hands crossed over his chest gesturing to Mary, who is depicted as
sweet and innocent, yet taken aback by Gabriel's arrival. Mary is seated facing him in her typical
blue indicating her royal status and her purity. Her arms are folded in the same manner as Gabriel
but this gesture shows her acceptance, humility, and submission. Her innocence and virginity is
represented by the 'Hortus Conclusus' seen through the fence and the window in the background.
The constructed space is further made complex by the inclusion of an inner room in the
background, with a barred window onto the world beyond the garden. A tiny bracket on the wall,
top left of the window, marks the vanishing point.

Away from the constraints of wealthy clients and the limitations of panel
painting, Fra Angelico was able to express his deep reverence for his
God and his knowledge and love of humanity. The meditational
frescoes in the cells of the convent, such as this much simpler
Annunciation, have a quieting, meditative quality about them. They are
humble works in simple colours. There is more pinkish mauve than red,
and the brilliant and expensive blue is almost totally lacking. In its place
is dull green and the black and white of Dominican robes. There is
nothing lavish, nothing to distract from the spiritual experiences of the
humble people who are depicted within the frescoes. Each one has the



effect of bringing an incident of the life of Christ into the presence of the viewer. They are like
windows into a parallel world. These frescoes remain a powerful witness to the piety of the man
who created them. 

Many pictures include Dominican saints as witnesses of the scene, each in one of the nine
traditional prayer postures depicted in De Modo Orandi, the thirteenth-century treatise on the
prayer life of St Dominic.  The friar using the cell would thus place himself in the scene.

The frescos inside the cells were done with reserve. "They were
intended for contemplation and meditation and a reflection on
poverty. Gold leaf and azurite were reserved for Cosimo de'
Medici (the donor) in his private cell and for the frescos in public
spaces in the corridors." The gold leaf and azurite were extra-
vagant materials and were a luxury only given to Cosimo be-
cause of his status as a wealthy patron. The friars were given
paintings in their cells for the sole purpose of praying. 

Each cell is decorated with a fresco which matches in size and
shape the single round-headed window beside it, as in this Noli
me Tangere ('Do not touch me for I am not yet ascended to my
father') showing Mary Magdalene after seeing the empty tomb
encounters Christ in the garden, who she initially mistakes for
the gardener. The frescoes are for contemplative purpose, to
offer the occupant a subject for meditation on the life of Christ.
They have a pale, serene, unearthly beauty and are rich in
detail and symbolic meaning. 

In this detail can be seen the marks of the stigmata and
sprinklings of small red flowers, arranged in constellations of
five, the number of Christ's wounds. They are not painted
accurately as flowers, which Angelico was quite capable of, but
as red blotches of terra rossa, which forms a slight relief from
the wall, in the same way as he painted the stigmata. The
stigmata thus become the flowers of his body, which he is then
emblematically scattering or sowing in the earthly garden
before his ascension to Heaven. Also, placed between Mary
Magdalene and the risen Christ are three little bleeding
crosses. Here is something that does not “resemble” anything
in the order of floral reality, but nonetheless possesses an
obvious commemorative function, pointing toward a meditation
on Christ’s Passion and the Trinity, and the new order on earth
which he has come to introduce.

Within the cells of San’Marco, Fra Angelico had demon-
strated that painterly skill and the artist's personal inter-
pretation were sufficient to create memorable works of art,
without the expensive trappings of blue and gold. In the use
of the unadorned fresco technique, the clear bright pastel
colours, the careful arrangement of a few significant figures
and the skilful use of expression, motion and gesture. In this
Transfiguration Christ's apostles Peter, James and John
who see this vision on the mountain shield their eyes from
the blaze of light forming a mandorla around him. He is
accompanied by the prophets Moses and Elija, and in this
version Mary and St Dominic, the founder of the order.

Fra Angelico was to influence many artists, from
Michelangelo who, when asked by Pope Julius to ornament
the robes of the Apostles on the Sistine ceiling in the usual



way, responded that they were very poor men, showed himself to be his artistic descendant to
Marc Rothko, who after visiting San Marco introduced chalk into his abstract expressionist works to
give them the soft, pastel look of the frescoes. Frederick Hartt describes Fra Angelico as "prophetic
of the mysticism" of painters such as Rembrandt, El Greco and Zurbarán.

Pisanello (c.1395 – c.1455) was one of the most
distinguished painters of the early Italian Renaissance
and Quatrocento. He was acclaimed by poets and
praised by humanists of his time, who compared him to
such illustrious names as Cimabue, Phidias and
Praxiteles. He is known for his resplendent frescoes in
large murals, elegant portraits, small easel pictures, and
many brilliant drawings of animals and birds. He is the
most important commemorative portrait medalist in the
first half of the 15th century, and he can claim to have
originated this important genre.

The Vision of Saint Eustace (probably c.1438-42) in
the National Gallery, London, depicts the Saint before
a stag, with a crucifix between the antlers, as des-
cribed in the Golden Legend. Saint Eustace is portray-
ed as a huntsman dressed in the height of court
fashion, wearing a golden tunic and blue headdress.
The hunting scene allowed Pisanello to demonstrate
his considerable skill in depicting animals and birds in
a naturalistic but decorative manner, undoubtedly with
the aid of drawings from pattern books. The animals
are portrayed at various scales and scattered around a
‘tipped-up’ landscape not dissimilar to those visible in
Netherlandish tapestries. The landscape's construction

also demonstrates a familiarity with illuminations in manuscript hunting treatises, such as the
canonical Livres de Chasse by Gaston Phoebus. 

The purpose of the blank scroll in the foreground of the painting is unknown. There is no evidence
to suggest it ever contained any lettering. Its original intention may have been to carry the words of
Christ to Saint Eustace or to bear a motto provided by the patron. It has been suggested, however,
that the empty scroll is designed to demonstrate the superfluity of words in relation to images and
thus refers to a contemporary humanist debate regarding the relative merits of poetry and art.

The Golden Legend, initially entitled Legenda sanctorum (Readings of the
Saints), is a collection of hagiographies by Jacobus de Varagine that was
widely read in late medieval Europe. More than a thousand manuscripts of
the text have survived. It was likely compiled around the years 1259–1266,
although the text was added to over the centuries. Written in simple,
readable Latin, the book was read in its day for its stories. Each chapter is
about a different saint or Christian festival. 

When printing was invented in the 1450s, editions appeared quickly, not
only in Latin, but also in almost every major European language, in more
editions than the Bible, and was one of the most widely published books
of the Middle Ages. During the height of its popularity the book was so
well known that the term "Golden Legend" was sometimes used
generally to refer to any collection of stories about the saints. It was one
of the first books that William Caxton printed in the English language:
appearing in 1483.

  



Paolo Uccello (1397 – 1475), was a Florentine painter and mathematician who was notable for his
pioneering work on visual perspective in art. He trained under the sculptor Ghiberti from about
1407 to 1414. In his Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, Sculptors and Architects, Giorgio Vasari
wrote that Uccello was obsessed by his interest in perspective and would stay up all night in his
study trying to grasp the exact vanishing point. While his contemporaries used perspective to
narrate different or succeeding stories, Uccello used perspective to create a feeling of depth in his
paintings. Paolo worked in the Late Gothic tradition, emphasizing colour and pageantry rather than
the classical realism that other artists were pioneering. His style is best described as idiosyncratic,
and he left no school of followers. His best known works are the three paintings of 1416 represent-
ing the battle of San Romano. 

The Battle of San Romano took place in 1432, half way between Florence and Pisa, as part of an
ongoing war between Florence and the Sienese. Uccello completed these panel paintings some
years after the event, partly from his imagination and partly based on eye-witness descriptions.
The battle lasted eight hours, and the three images represent different hours of day. In all three
pictures the battle scene is portrayed as an action-packed but chaotic clash of horsemen, lances
and debris in a desperate melee, shown through a series of superimposed, intersecting pers-
pective planes. The paintings, each measuring more than 10 feet long, are painted in egg tempera
on wooden panels. Sadly, their condition has deteriorated significantly over the years. Realism was
not on Uccello's agenda. The Battle of San Romano is essentially a propaganda picture, designed
to celebrate the military feats of Niccolo da Tolentino.

In the London painting, Niccolò Mauruzi da
Tolentino at the Battle of San Romano,
Niccolò da Tolentino, with his large gold and
red patterned hat, (which mathematically fits
into a hexagon) is seen leading the
Florentine cavalry. He had a reputation for
recklessness, and doesn't even wear a
helmet, though he sent two messengers (the
departure of the two messengers, depicted
centre, top) to tell his allied army of
Attendolo to hurry to his aid as he is facing a
superior force. In the foreground, broken

lances and a dead soldier are carefully aligned into orthogonals, so as to create an impression of
perspective. Similar to that of a tapestry, the landscape rises up in a picture plane as opposed to
receding deeply into space. This illusion of a backdrop and a perspective theme resembling a
stage, depicts the war as a theatrical ceremony. The three paintings were designed to be hung
high on three different walls of a room, and the perspective designed with that height in mind,
which accounts for many apparent anomalies in the perspective when seen in photos or at normal
gallery height.

Many areas of the paintings were covered with gold and silver leaf. While the gold leaf, such as
that found on the decorations of the bridles, has remained bright, the silver leaf, found particularly
on the armor of the soldiers, has oxidized to a dull grey or black. The original impression of the
burnished silver would have been dazzling. All of the paintings, especially that in the Louvre, have
suffered from time and early restoration, and many areas have lost their modeling.

Uccello's paintings are instantly recognizable due to a his heavy-handed use of perspective and
foreshortening. Such a highly schematic application tends to make his pictures look rather wooden
and his figures toy-like, but his strong sense of narrative design, plus attention to decorative detail,
gives his art a beautiful visual feel.

The work has all the pageantry one associates with a jousting match rather than a life-or-death
battle. There is no sign of any blood, and only one visible casualty, lying prostrate on the ground.
The middle ground of the picture is occupied by a hedge bearing oranges and roses, one of
several decorative and stylized details. The perspective used is quite complex. The debris of battle
and the dead man are arranged in such a way that the receding lines of perspective, or
orthogonals, meet in at least two vanishing points in the foreground of the painting.



Gothicizing tendencies in Paolo Uccello's art are
nowhere more apparent than in his two versions of
Saint George and the Dragon. This earlier one
from 1458-60 shows him struggling with the pers-
pective, the landscape background rears up and is
flattened by the pattern of fields and lack of
convergence in the diagonal pathway, while the
rather comic book like characters and 'wooden-
ness' of the horse, arranged as if in a frieze, lend to
it a charming naivety. 

In the later version (c.1470), in the National Gallery,
London, we see a more sophisticated understanding of
perspective. The landscape is flattened out with a reced-
ing view to the distant mountains and a walled town. The
figures, although still rather stiff and doll like, are shown in
three quarter view and are more convincing as players on
a stage. The composition is more dramatic and intelli-
gently constructed. On the right, Saint George is spearing
the beast, and on the left, the princess is using her belt as
a leash to take the dragon up to the town.

The eye in the storm gathering on the right of Saint
George is lined up with his spear showing there has been
divine intervention.

The monstrous dragon teetering on
its two legs, head down and snarling
mouth, is very reminiscent of Francis
Bacon's terrifying image of Three
Studies for Figures at the Base of a
Crucifixion of 1944, also produced
during a period of war and national
turmoil.  

Fra' Filippo Lippi (1406 – 69) was orphaned as a child
and put into a Carmelite convent at the age of eight and
ordained at sixteen. According to Vasari he was a bad
scholar and "Instead of studying, he spent all his time
scrawling pictures on his own books and those of others."
and ''was inspired to become a painter by watching
Masaccio at work in the Carmine church.'' Due to Lippi's
interest, the prior decided to give him the opportunity to
learn painting.

The Adoration of the Magi tondo (c1440-60) is by Fra
Angelico and Filippo Lippi (who most art historians think
painted more of the original work) and, some years later
with additions by assistants from their workshops.

The many seeds of the pomegranate held by the Christ child, were regarded as symbolizing the
souls in the care of the church. The flesh of the peacock was though to resist decay, and so the
bird symbolized eternity, and the Resurrection of Jesus. 

John Walker, second director of the National Gallery of Art, Washington (where the tondo is now
housed) described it as ''among the greatest Florentine paintings in the world. It is a climax of
beauty, a summary in itself of the whole evolution of the Italian schools of painting in the first half of
the fifteenth century. For it stands at a crossroad of art. The old style, the gay, colourful, fairy tale
painting of the Middle Ages, is ending in an outburst of splendour; and the new style, scientific in



observation, studious in anatomy and perspective, realistic in its portrayal of life, is beginning its
long development.''

In 1432 Filippo Lippi quit the monastery, although he was not released from his vows. In a letter
dated 1439 he describes himself as the poorest friar of Florence, charged with the maintenance of
six marriageable nieces. According to Vasari, Lippi then went on to visitAncona and Naples, where
he was captured by Barbary pirates and kept as a slave until his skill in portrait-sketching helped to
eventually release him. But this 'romantic' account is disputed.

Lippi's Portrait of a Man and Woman at a Casement (c1440) is the
earliest surviving double portrait in Italy, the first to show the sitters in a
domestic setting, and the first with a view onto a landscape. The
woman, dressed luxuriously ala francese, her sleeve embroidered with
letters spelling "lealta" (faithful), is observed by a man—her betrothed?
—appearing at a window, his hands on an identifying coat of arms.
The two figures may be Lorenzo di Ranieri Scolari and Angiola di
Bernardo Sapiti, who were married about 1439. Lippi’s task was
complicated by the Italian preference for the profile view as opposed to
the three-quarter view preferred north of the Alps.

A young patrician girl in 15th-century Florence usually had two
possible courses in life: become a nun or a wife. She was expected to
be modest, chaste and obedient to her father and when married, to her
husband. Her life was lived within a domestic sphere and her wedding
was one of the few times she appeared in public. The composition of
this picture reflects this closely regulated life.

The Mystical Nativity or Adoration in the Forest was painted
by Lippi around 1459 as a private altarpiece for the Magi chapel
in the newMedici Palace, Florence. It is a highly individual
depiction of the familiar scene of the Nativity, placed in a
mountainous forest setting, with debris from woodcutting all
around, rather than the familiar stable in Bethlehem, and with
the usual figures and animals around the mother and child
replaced by others.

The almost naked baby Jesus is placed on the ground, and
"adored" by Mary, the lower part of his body covered by a gauzy
and transparent cloth. They are on a patch of ground with
grass, several types of flower in bloom, but also some of the
debris of forestry that appears throughout the forest back-
ground. To the left, the infant John the Baptist (patron saint of Florence), wearing his attribute of a
camel skin coat under a red robe, stands with a small cross on a long staff, and holding a
banderole inscribed Ecce Agnus Dei ("Behold the Lamb of God").

The scene is set on a steep slope in a rather dark forest, mostly consisting of pine trees, which
runs right to the top of the composition, so that no sky can be seen. Stumps, discarded pieces of
tree and other evidence of woodcutting is all around, and Lippi has signed his name ("FRATER
PHILIPPUS P[inxit]" – "Brother Phillip painted this") along the handle of an axe struck into a stump
in the bottom left-hand corner. A small, evidently fast-running, stream runs down the right-hand
side of the painting, crossed by a crude bridge of planks. On the other side of this, near the top of
the painting there is a small hut-like building. On the near side of the stream a crane or heron
preens itself. A small goldfinch is perched on a stump at the front of the picture-space, near
Jesus's foot; a common symbol in art for the Passion of Christ in the future.

Woodcutting was a part of daily life for the community there, and timber for Florentine builders a
major source of income. Many of the monks lived as hermits in small huts in forest clearings where
they grew crops on their own plots. The cut down trees also refer to the words of John the Baptist,
given in the Gospel of Matthew:



And now also the axe is laid

unto the root of the trees:
therefore every tree which

bringeth not forth good fruit is
hewn down, and cast into the fire. 

Later in his life, he was moved to a monastery in Prato, and here
fell in love with a nun, Lucrezia Buti, with whom he had two child-
ren. She is believed to be the model for several of Lippi's Madon-
nas. He encountered more trouble when his patrons claimed that
Fra Filippo did not fulfil his contracts. 

The date of Madonna with Child (“The Uffizi Madonna”) is un-
known, but most art historians agree that it was painted during the
last part of Lippi's career, between 1450 and 1465, and was an
influential model for later depictions of the Madonna and Child, including those by Botticelli. A
possible interpretation of the painting is that it is perhaps connected to a personal event, such as
the birth of his son, Filippino (1457): however, if Filippino was chosen as model for the angel in the
foreground, the panel could be from a date as late as around 1465.
 

The Uffizi Madonna is associated with the taste of the new age, as the Madonna is “lovelier and
more fashionable than any of Filippo’s earlier Madonnas”. The group of Madonna and Child is,
unusually for the period, placed in front of an open window beyond which is a landscape inspired
by Flemish painting. The Madonna sits on a chair, at the window of a house located on a hilltop,
which offers a view of an elaborate landscape of “plains, distant mountains, a city and a bay”. Her
eyes are pointed down and her hands are folded in prayers before the child Jesus, who is held up
to her by two angels. She is wearing an elaborate coiffure with a soft veil and pearls: these
elements, along with her costume, represent the elegance of the mid-1400s and were re-used in
numerous late 15th century works in Florence. Furthermore, as in many Renaissance paintings,
the Madonna's hair is shaved farther back because, “the forehead [was] an object of special
beauty” that resembled “a glowing, beautifully set pearl”.

The angel on the right is one of the most curious parts of the painting: he is looking at the viewer
with a “roguish smile, more expressive of mischief than of seraphic perfection”. His pose does not
resemble that of an angel, and he does not seem to be playing his part, rather he seems to be the
real child.

Finally, British art critic Jonathan Jones argues that the Madonna is “one of the most beautiful
paintings of the Renaissance” and an exemplification of the humanizing of religion that dates back
to Giotto, adding that Fra Filippo, with this painting, makes the relation between the Madonna and
the child that of a real mother and baby.

Domenico Veneziano (c.1410 – 1461) is thought to have 
been born in Venice and was  active mostly in Perugia and 
Tuscany. He moved to Florence in 1422–23 as a boy, to 
become a pupil of Gentile de Fabriano.  He is said to have 
worked with Pisanello in Rome around 1423–1430. His work 
was influenced by the style of Benozzo Gozzoli, a pupil of 
Fra Angelico. 

The Santa Lucia de' Magnoli Altarpiece, (c.1445–47) is
considered to be a masterpiece. Painted in tempera on
panel, it is a Sacra Conversazioni, that is a conversation
between the Virgin Mary and Saints. It is notable as being
probably the first and oldest altarpiece within a rectangular
form and without a gold background, typical of Gothic

polyptych. The painting depicts the Virgin with Child in the centre, together with Saints Francis and
John the Baptist on the left and Saint Zanobi, and Saint Lucy on the right. The saints for the first



time inhabit a common space with the Virgin and Child, one into which the viewer could also move.

The hierarchy is subtly maintained by seating the Madonna on a raised dais and, although further
back, representing them larger-than-life. The Christ child is an anatomically correct chubby faced
baby, tenderly supported by his mother, and the heads of the saints are portraits of believably real
people.

The most innovative element is the use of light, which is fundamental and reaches the whole scene
coming in from the top right corner. In addition, the architectural space, which is reminiscent of the
architecturally divided spaces of earlier altarpieces, is harmonious and depicted following the
modern principles of geometric perspective, notably in the extremely complex tiled floor and
foreshortened foot of John the Baptist, enhanced by the representation of inlaid marble.

The luminous light and bright colours influenced Andrea Mantegna and strongly effected the work
of Piero della Francesca, who became his pupil.

Piero della Francesca (1415– 92), was also known to his contemporaries as a mathematician and
geometer, although nowadays he is chiefly appreciated for his art. His painting is characterized by
its serene humanism, its use of geometric forms and perspective. His largest and most famous
work is the cycle of frescoes The History of the True Cross in the church of San Francesco in the
Tuscan town of Arezzo. He was raised and supported in his art and mathematical studies by his
mother, his father having died before he was born.

Its theme, derived from the popular 13th century book the Golden Legend. This work demonstrates
Piero's advanced knowledge of perspective and colour, his geometric orderliness and skill in
pictorial construction. The frescos are arranged so that linked events face each other on the side
walls of the chapel, or are next to each other on opposite sides of the window. 

The frescos were commissioned by the Bacci family and were painted between 1452 and 1466.
The legend depicted tells of the death of Adam, the placing of seeds or a branch of the Tree of Life
in Adam's mouth, the cutting down of the tree and its use as a bridge by Solomon, the Queen of
Sheba's recognition of its sacred future, its concealment by Solomon, its subsequent rediscovery
at the time of the crucifixion, its rediscovery by Saint Helena, and its ultimate return to Jerusalem
by Heraclius in 630.



The Death and Burial of Adam should be read from right to left. On the right of the picture Adam
lies dying. He points towards the gates of Paradise. He is asking his son Seth, (leaning on a stick),
to go there to ask for the oil of mercy to anoint his body. In centre background we can see the
second scene. Seth has arrived at the gates, where he meets the Archangel Michael. Michael tells
him that Adam will have to wait for more than five thousand years for the oil. Instead, he gives Seth
either seeds, or a branch of the Tree of Life, depending on which version of the legend you read.
On the left we see the burial of Adam;
traditionally this happens  at Golgotha,
and Adam's skull often appears beneath
the cross in crucifixion scenes. Seth
places the seeds, or the branch, in
Adam's mouth. The tree that grows will
ultimately produce the timber used for
the crucifixion. The story of the oil is
another link with the Passion; Adam
finally receives i t , and achieves
redemption, when Christ descends to
Hell.

According to the legend
the Queen of Sheba
discovers the wood of the
future Cross and has a
vision of its destiny, as
shown in Adoration of
th e Wood and The
Meeting of Solomon
a n d t h e Q u e e n o f
Sheba. On her way to pay
hommage to Solomon
Sheba and her retinue of



women and mounted grooms have come to a halt in the river-side grove(shown on the left). The
queen has miraculously recognized as holy a heavy beam of wood, used as a bridge over the river
Siloe and she kneels in veneration. 

On the right, in the great audience hall, King
Solomon greets the visiting queen with a
gracious hand-clasp -- a gesture often
symbolic of marriage. She lowers herself to
pay homage to Solomon’s superior wisdom.
According to tradition in the Story of the
True Cross, Solomon at this point was quite
angry. Having admired the tree that grew
from Adam’s body, he wished to use it in
building his new palace. He was denied this
wish, however , because the wood
miraculously kept changing size. In a rage,
he had it cast out and used as a foot bridge. To make matters worse, the queen prophesied that
his downfall would come through the power of a man who would hang from that log. Yet Solomon,

as depicted by Piero, is full of dignity in his gold cut-velvet robe,
retaining his stature as a type, or forerunner, of Christ. He is
surrounded by aristocratic dignitaries, all dressed in contemporary,
fifteenth-century garb, including a portrait Piero included of himself
wearing a dark cap. To retain strict narrative continuity, for the
queen’s ladies, Piero used the same cartoon as in the previous
scene, but reversed.

Her charming ladies-in-
waiting exclaim at her

prescience. These figures are among the most
elegant and dignified in all fifteenth-century painting.
Their stature, their emotional calm, and their graceful
beauty have been eulogized since Piero della
Francesca returned to public acclaim as a painter in
the 19th century, after several centuries of being
remembered primarily as a mathematician. His
abiding interest in mathematical proportion is seen
here in the geometric shape of the log Sheba
worships.

Christ himself speaks of Sheba’s journey: “The queen of the south . . . came from the ends of the
earth to hear the wisdom of Solomon, and behold a greater than Solomon here” (Matt: 12, 42).
Medieval writers saw in these lines a reference to the marriage of Christ and the Church and as
proof of the supersession of Christianity. The episode is not ordinarily associated with the Story of
the Cross.

The liturgical feast known as
The Invent ion of the
Cross c o m m e m o r a t e s
Queen St. Helena’s finding
(invent io) of the three
crosses from the crusifixion
in a field outside Jerusalem,
and the major miracle that
identified which was the
True Cross.



On the left Helena and her entourage, including a well-
dressed dwarf, observe the work of digging up the
crosses; two workmen lift the last to be found out of the
pit. Piero has marked the social status of the
characters by their dress and, to some extend, their
physiognomy. He again transfers the location of the
scene, this time from Jerusalem to the city of Arezzo,
by including a stunning and quite realistic portrait of the
town in the saddle of the hills in the background.
During the restoration campaign of the 1990s, oil paint
was discovered to have been used along with fresco in
landscape.

On the right side of the
picture proof of the
miraculous power of the
True Cross is proved:
when it is touched to the
body of a dead boy on
the way to burial he
revives. Piero depicts
Helena and her maidens on their knees
responding to this wonder. Through the
thin layers of paint of the women’s figures
Piero’s geometric design can be seen,
particularly visible in Helena’s conical hat.
The male spectators, are dressed in exotic

Byzantine-style clothes. He had seen and recorded many such costumes more than a decade
earlier, when Greek visitors came to Florence for the Church Council of 1439. The marvelous hats
-- shaggy, flat goat-skin circles, pointed cones, and tall, flaring stove-pipe shapes, all worn over
turbans -- were the ones he often portrayed in different colours. The cityscape behind figures is
constructed according to the rules of one-point perspective, while the buildings themselves are
designed in such a modern “Albertian” style that they anticipate buildings then under construction
in Rome and elsewhere.

Piero's deep interest in the theoretical study of perspective and his contemplative approach to his
paintings are apparent in all his work. In his youth he was trained in mathematics, most likely for
mercantile purposes. Three treatises written by Piero have survived to the present day: Abacus
Treatise, Short book on the Five Regular solids and On Perspective in Painting. The subjects
covered in these writings include arithmetic, algebra, geometry and innovative work in both solid
geometry and perspective. In the late 1450s, Piero copied and illustrated the works of Archimedes.

The golden mean or golden ratio (roughly equal to 1.618) was
known to Euclid and has been used by many artists, and archi-
tects, from the Renaissance on, to impart a sense of harmonious
proportions to their work.

Construction of a Golden Mean rectangle. Subdivisions will always
be in the golden section, and will result in the Golden Spiral, which
follows the Fibonacci series: 1+1=2, 1+2=3, 2+3=5, 3+5=8 etc. 



De divina proportione, written by Luca Pacioli in Milan in
1496–1498, published in Venice in 1509, features 60
drawings by Leonardo da Vinci, some of which illustrate the
appearance of the golden ratio in geometric figures. Starting
with part of the work of Leonardo da Vinci, this architectural
treatise was a major influence on generations of artists and
architects.

Diagram from Albert's Della Pittura, 1435, with pillars in perspective on a grid.

The composition of The Baptism of Christ (1448-50) is centred on
the figure of Christ's baptism in the river Jordan by John the Baptist
on the right. Behind John, a man in white briefs, his feet already in
the water, is struggling to get out of his undershirt. Above Christ is
a dove, representing the Holy Spirit, with the shape of its
foreshortened wings resembling the clouds in the sky. The figure of
Christ, John's hand and the bowl, and the bird, form an axis which
divides the painting in two symmetrical parts. The walnut tree on
the left, with white bark that echoes the white skin of Christ, creates
a second division and divides the painting according to the golden
ratio. 

Balancing the figure of John to the right, but separated from Jesus
by the tree's trunk, are three angels on the left who are wearing
different clothing. In a break from traditional iconography, the
angels are not supporting Christ's garments, but are holding each
other's hands.

In this analysis of the subdivisions of The Baptism of Christ we see
that the centre line runs through the Dove, the bowl, Christ's face,
praying hands and right foot, which is his point of balance. The
section below the arch fits into a square, (red square) with the Dove
of the Holy Spirit on the line at the top. Diagonals show the centre
of the square below Christ's navel. An arc projected from the
diagonal (yellow line) produces a root-2 rectangle. Christ's eyes rest
(approximately) on the lower line of a golden section rectangle
(green rectangles) projected at the top, and the wrists of his praying
hands on the upper line of a similar rectangle projected at the
bottom. If raised up the angels will fit exactly within the width of this
rectangle.

In 1445, Piero was commissioned by a
confraternity of Borgo San Sepolcro,
his native of the town, to paint a poly-

ptych. According to the taste of the time, it was to be painted with
precious colours and have a gilded background. Piero did not respect
the three-year time limit set in the contract—he was busy working on
many other projects. The polyptych was only finished seventeen years
later, in 1462. The central panel is of the common motif of the Virgin
of Mercy or Madonna della Misericordia, the last part of the polyp-
tych to be painted, portrays the mercifully protective gesture of the
Madonna enfolding her followers in her mantle. Piero resolves the
difficulty of dealing with a flat solid gilded background, requested by
the patrons, by placing the kneeling members of the confraternity in
the realistic three-dimensional space, resembling the apse of a
church, created by the Madonna's mantle. Notably, following the
tradition in medieval painting, the Madonna is still portrayed larger in size than the human figures.
However, the fully three-dimensional rendering of the figure, inspired by Masaccio, and the
perspective study, inspired by Brunelleschi, are plainly of the Renaissance.



Piero was commissioned to paint the fresco of the Resurrection
(c.1460) for the the communal meeting hall in his home town of
San Sepulcro which was used solely by the chief magistrates
and governors, who before starting their councils, would pray
before the image.

Jesus, in the centre of the composition, is portrayed in the moment
of his resurrection, as suggested by the position of the leg on the
parapet of his tomb, which Piero renders as a classical
sarcophagus. His stern, impassive figure, (described by Aldous
Huxley as "athletic"), rises over four sleeping soldiers, representing
the difference between the human and the divine spheres (or the
death, defeated by Christ's light). The landscape is immersed in
the dawn light. The contrast between the flourishing young trees
on the right and the bare mature ones on the left alludes to the

renovation of men through the light of the Resurrection.  

Andrew Graham-Dixon notes that apart from the wound, Christ's "body is as perfectly sculpted and as
blemish-free as that of an antique statue. But there are touches of intense humanity about him too: the
unidealised, almost coarse-featured face; and those three folds of skin that wrinkle at his belly as he
raises his left leg. Piero emphasises his twofold nature, as both man and God."

The guard holding the lance is depicted sitting in an anatomically impossible pose, and appears to have
no legs. Piero probably left them out so as not to break the balance of the composition. According to
tradition the sleeping soldier in brown armour on Christ's right is a self-portrait of Piero. The contact
between the soldier's head and the pole of the banner carried by Christ is supposed to represent his
contact with the divinity.

The composition contains two vanishing points. One behind Jesus's face which is seen square on, the
other in the centre of the sarcophagus, as the faces of the guards are seen from below. The top of the
sarcophagus forms a boundary between the two points of view, the old order and the new. The
steepness of the hills allows a softer and less jarring transition between the two points of view .

Escape from destruction. Sansepolcro was spared much damage during
World War 2 when British artillery officer Tony Clarke defied orders and held
back from using his troop's guns to shell the town. Although Clarke had
never seen the fresco, his diary records his shock at the destruction in Monte
Cassino, and ordered his men to hold fire just as methodical shelling had
begun. Clarke had read Huxley's 1925 essay describing the Resurrection,
which states: "It stands there before us in entire and actual splendour, the
greatest picture in the world." It was later ascertained that the Germans had
already retreated from the area — the bombardment had not been
necessary, though Clarke had not known this when he ordered the shelling
stopped. The town, along with its famous painting, survived. When the
events of the episode eventually became clear, Clarke was lauded as a local
hero and to this day a street in Sansepolcro bears his name.

The Flagellation of Christ (probably 1468–
1470) has been called an "enigmatic little
painting." The composition (58.4 cm × 81.5 cm)
is complex and unusual, and its icon-ography
has been the subject of widely differing theories.
Kenneth Clark placed The Flagellation in his
personal list of the best ten paintings, calling it
"the greatest small painting in the world".

The theme of the picture is the Flagellation of
Christ by the Romans during his Passion. The
biblical event takes place in an open gallery in
the middle distance, while three figures in the



foreground on the right-hand side apparently pay no attention to the event unfolding behind them.
The panel is much admired for its use of linear perspective, creating a realistic, receding and
measurable space in which the flagellation scene is situated in relation to the size of the figures,
and the air of stillness that pervades the work.

The geometrical order of the composition is exquisitely calculated within a root two rectangle. The
edge of the background building, on a line running through the toe of the bearded man, forms a
square with top and bottom edges. The portico - pillars and architrave – is an exact square, while
the black band above the head of the head of the man in the turban is a unit of length which
determines much of the architecture of the picture. 

The light source is ambiguous, being from the right in the biblical scene and the left on the outside
street scene. This imposes a further level of disjuncture between the two episodes as if the scene
of the flagellation is of a dream, or takes place in a different time.

Much of the scholarly debate surrounding the work concerns the identities or significance of the
three men at the front. Depending on the interpretation of the subject of the painting, they may
represent contemporary figures or people related to the passion of Christ, or they may even have
multiple identities.

The painting's restraint and formal purity strongly appealed when Piero was first "discovered,"
especially to admirers of cubist and abstract art. It has been held in especially high regard by art
historians, with Frederick Hartt describing it as Piero's "most nearly perfect achievement and the
ultimate realisation of the ideals of the second Renaissance period".

The Brera Madonna (also known as the Montefeltro Altar-
piece), ex-ecuted in 1472–1474, represents a sacred conversa-
tion, with the Virgin enthroned and the sleeping Child in the
middle, surrounded by a host of angels and saints. On the right
low corner, kneeling and wearing his armour, the patron of arts,
duke and condottiero Federico da Montefeltro, who commissioned
the work, it is thought, to celebrate the birth of his son,
Guidobaldo. The setting is in front of an apse of a church in Ren-
aissance classical style, rendered in such meticulous perspective
that the illusional depth of the coffer-vault can be calculated. The
Child wears a necklace of deep red coral beads, a colour which
alludes to blood, a symbol of life and death, but also to the
redemption brought by Christ. Coral was also used for teething,
and often worn by babies. The last figure on the right the Italian
historian Ricci has been identified as Luca Pacioli, a
mathematician also born in Sansepolcro. 

Modern cleaning has revealed the great detail in characters' clothes, the angels' jewels, Federico's
reflective armour and the oriental carpet beneath the feet of the Virgin, reflecting the influence of
Early Netherlandish painting.

At the rear of the apse is a shell semi-dome from which an ostrich egg is hanging. The shell, which
is perpendicular to her head, was a symbol of Mary as the new Venus and of eternal beauty.
According to another hypothesis, the egg would symbolise a pearl, which is generated within the
shell without male intervention, and so would refer to the miracle of the virginal conception. The
egg is generally considered a symbol of the Creation and, in particular, to Guidobaldo's birth. The
ostrich was also one of the heraldic symbols of the Montefeltro family.



The Nativity, dated to 1470–75, is one of the latest sur-
viving paintings made by Piero before his death in 1492,
and was made for the artist's family palace in his home
town, perhaps an altarpiece for a private chapel. The
nativity scene has been translocated from Bethlehem to a
clear summer day on a hill overlooking the Tuscan
landscape, with a winding river to the left, and the urban
landscape of a fortified town to the right, perhaps Borgo
Sansepolcro.  

In the centre is a ruined stone stable with sloping wooden
roof, occupied by an ass and an ox. The dilapidated stable
is painted at an awkwardly skewed angle on a rocky hilltop,
perhaps intended to reflect the precarious circumstances of
Jesus's birth. In the foreground, the infant Jesus is lying
naked on the folds of the Virgin Mary's  blue cloak spread on
the ground, reflecting a vision of Saint Bridget of Sweden
known from the 14th century. Christ's arms are raised
towards his serene mother, white-faced and light-haired,
who is kneeling alongside with her slender fingers steepled
in prayer. She is wearing a blue gown with red cuffs and
bodice, and a long blue cloak, with a light veil over her hair,
and pearls in her hair and on her necklace.

To the right, Joseph is sitting with crossed legs on a donkey's saddle
placed on the ground, in a pose recalling the Hellenistic Spinario bronze
sculpture, prominently revealing the sole of his right foot to the viewer.
Joseph is wearing in a pink gown with black jacket and blue hat, and is
speaking to two shepherds in plain brown clothes, one with a red hat. One
shepherd is holding a staff and gesturing heavenward, while the other
gazes upwards, perhaps towards a star (not visible).

The Holy Family are being serenaded by a group of five angels, standing
like classical sculptures in long gowns to the left, two playing lutes and two
others with open mouths as if singing. The scene includes other plants and
birds, including a magpie on the roof of the stable, temporarily silenced
from its incessant chattering, and a red-faced goldfinch, symbol of the
passion, in a shrub to the left.

The painting is in poor condition. Once thought to be unfinished, it is now thought to have been
damaged by over-enthusiastic restoration before it was acquired by the National Gallery, London.
The pink clothes worn by Joseph are very thinly painted, underdrawing shows through the
damaged shepherds' faces, and the braying ass in the stable is so translucent that the stones of
the wall behind can be seen through its body and leg.


