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These notes have been prepared in honor of the fiJteenth centenary of the bfuth of St.

Benedict of Nursia, the Father of western Monasticism. They are meant to guide

National Galiery visitors to italian works whose subject matter is related to monastic

tradition.

No srudent of European history and art history needs to be reminded of the

contribution made by monks to medieval civilization. Less well known, perhaps, is

the interest in early monastic history which developed in the late fourteenth and

fifteenth cenruries. This interest is amply reflected in Italian art of the period,

however, and the ambulatory exhibition outlined here has been designed to sugSest

the religious and social context which brought ii about'

The exhibition has been organized in connection with the symposium
MONASTICISM AND THE ARIS, sponsored by the Yale Divinity school and st.

Anselm's Abbey, Washington, D.C. Plrt of the symposium was held at the National
Gallery, and the text of thii brochure was wrilten by a monk of St. Anselm's, Brother

Gregory Verdon, O.S.B. We are happy to make available to the public an opportu-
nity which can contribute io a fuller understanding of our Renaissance collection

and of one of the enduring spiritua-l institutions of W€stern civilization: the monastic

way of life.
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Shaded galleries clntain paintings discussed on the walking tour.
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At the heart of the European monastic kadition stands the figure of St. Benedict of
Nursia (c. 480-547). St. Benedict was not the first monk; the beginnings of Christian
monasticism were in Eg1pt, two and a half centuries before his birth. Benedict's

contribution was to codify the spiritual and institutional wisdom of his forebears,

distilling from the already extensive monashc literature a single document, his
Regula monacltorutn, or Rule for Monks. Perhaps more than any text af ter the Bible, the

Rule of St. Benedict shaped the religious consciousness of early medieval Europe,
and subsequent forms of religious life owe it a fundamental debt.

The paintings and sculpture discussed here are fourteenth- and fiJteen-th-century
products of that monastic culture. Not all were made for monks, but all illustrate
monastic themes, and that is significant. The ideal of monastic withdrawal from
societv to seek God in silence and prayer remained a paradigm even for the active
orders formed in the high Middle Ages, and for the many ordinary men and rvomen
inlluenced by their preaching. This helps explain the popularity enioyed in four-
teenth- and iifteenth-century Italian iconography by the traditional heroes of
monasticism: Saints John the Baptist, Anthony Abbot, ]erome, Benedict, and
others. What is more, the emphasis given these earlv monastic figures ret-lects

ciimates of thought peculiar to the earlv Renaissance: such images both satisfied a

taste for antiquity-here Christian rather than pagan-and mirrored the ideals of
reform movements in the contemporary monastic milieu. Yet their appeal was not
restricted to humanists or monks; the evidence suggests rather that monastic
imagery had a message for society at large, which sar,v in it the ret'lection of its own
deepest aspirations.

What is ciear is that these works were meant to illuskate a r.'alue system. The system
exalted obedience, chastilv, povertv Lraternal serv'ice, and, above all, humilitv.
These values tound their justification and archetl'pe in Christ, who "did not cling to
his equality,,r.,ith God, but emptied himself . . . and became as men are; and being
as all men are, he was humbler vet, even to accepting death, death on a cross."1
Christ's "emptying" or "hum-blilg" himself to become human-his Incarnation-
and his Passion, set an example followed by the Christian saints. Monks saw'
themseives as part of this system: successors of the "deseri fathers," who in their
turn haC been heks to the martlrs and Old Testament prophets, particularlv St.
john the Baptist and Elijah. The iconographv fostered by the system of organized
religious life, therefore, took always as its fixed point of reference Chrisi, and the
rhvthm of humility and exaltation esiablished by his birth, death, ancl resurrection.
The w,orks discussed here illuskate this phenomenon explicitly in the intact altar-
pieces, and in more elliptical ways, in the smaller works, rvhich are fragmentarv
episodes of renunciation and penitence.

The method emploved here to discuss such works of art might be called homilehc:
an associative interpretation which "reads" a painting as the old monks read
Scripture. This approach takes for granted the literary lradition vvith which artists
and patrons r,vould have been familiar: the whole bodv of sacred and monashc texts.
St. Benedict's biographer, Pope St. Gregorv the Creat, Iikened this approach to a

river, meandering io left and right of its bed as the lie of the land permits. "Thus
should it be," he wrote, "w'ith everyone who treats of the divlne word, that if, in
discussing anv subject, he chance to find at hand an occasion of seasonable edifica-
tion, he should as it r,r,ere, force the streams of discourse towards the adjacent valle11

and when he has poured enough upon its level of instruction, fall back into the
channel of discourse which he had prepared for himself."2

Tintothtt Cregory Verdon, O.S.B.
St. Anselm's Abbey
Washington, D.C.

ssed on the walking tour



Gallmt 2: Themes in Monastic
Theoligy

The two works considered in this room \ /ere very likely painted for monastic
patrons. still medieval in character and style, thev serve to i.,trod,r." the world of
ideas peculiar to monastic culture. Each may be consid ered, a summaor compendium
of monastic theology-that is, of how monks understood their way of life in relation
to Scriplure and tradition.

Explaining the meaning of works such as these is a iittle like breaking a code: the
persons and events shown are separate words which must fust be decilphered, and
then arranged in groups to grasp the fulI message. In doing so, ho*ever, one should
remember that in their originai setting. over thealtar of a chapei, these works would
not have been anaiyzed, but meditated upon. what for ihe modem viewer is
necessarily a schematic, ralional process, for the fourteenth-century worshipper
was probably more fluid: a gradual movement from hint to tr-int as he daily encoun-
tered the painting in a context of prayer, He would have sung psalms and listened to
scripture readings, heard sermons and participated at Mass in front of these
altarpieces, and-inevitably- perhaps-the kinds of relationships suggested below
would have crystallized in his imagination.

Agnolo Gaddi, Florentine, active 1369-t)96
Mtdonna Enthruned. with Saints arul Angeb, c. 13g0/1390
Andrew W. Mellon Collection (figuel)

Works discussed in this booklet are indicated in the gal_
leries by a s)rmbol, the coat-of-arms of St. Anselm,s Abbey
Mary is shown in majesty, that is, in the courtly late medieval fashion, as eueen of
F{eavenserenaded by angelic courtiers. seatedon a throne, and in tum providing a
seat in her lap for the Christ Child, she represents the seat of wisiom (sedes
sapientiae) and the Church.

These elements take on a shong monastic coioration from the presence at Mary,s
right (viewer's left) of st. Benedict, displaying an open text of thi Rule for Monks.'At
Mary's left is another monk, st. Bernard of Clairvaux, the tweuth-century reformer
who helped found the Cistercian branch of Benedictine monks. Both mtnk-saints
wear the traditional cuculln or cowl, an enveloping garment with full, overlong
sleeves. since Benedict as well as Bernard wears not thJmore customary black cowl,
but white, favgred by the Cistercians, we may suppose that this work'was painted
for the altar of a Cistercian monastery.

Before considering the figures of Saints Ber
comment on another element of this crowd,
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Before considering the figures of Saints Benedict and Bernard, it witl be helpful to
comment on another element of this crowded composition. That is the scene of the

Annunciation, in the upper pinnacles to left and right of center. The Archangel
Gabriel announces to Mary that she is to bear Christ, and Mary listening to these
words from God, is "overshadowed" by the Holy Spirit, in the form of a dove. This
upper zone thus illustrates the moment of Christ's concePtion; below, in the center
panel, he appears at about one year old.

For monks, this spelling out of the sequence of events by which Mary conceived and
bore Christ had particular significance. Speaking of this mystery St. Leo the Great
compared Mary's womb to a cloistet in which Christ dwelt for a time: claustrum
pudois.3 And Guerric of Igny, a disciple of St. Bernard, called monks the mothers of
Christ "Open to the Word of God," he exhorted them, "an ear that will listen. This is
the way to the womb of your heart for the Spirit who brings about conception. "a The
progression of ideas is simple: the monk, like Mary at the Annunciation, listens (in
prayer) to the word of God (in Scripture) and gives life to the Word, i.e., to Christ (in
the monk's virtuous actions).

The key to thisparallelis "an ear that will listen." Listening: humble attentiveness, is
a main monastic theme, and provides the thread which ties several elements of this
altarpiece together. "Listen," is the first word of the Ru/e so prominently displayed
by St. Benedict: "Listen, my son, to your master's precepts, and incline the ear of
your heart . . ." (Auscultn o fili precepta magisi lsiclet inclina aurern cordis tui . . .) s

(figure 2). Listening was the posture of students, or disciples. and St. Benedicfl
thought of his monasteries as schools where the monks listened not only to their /

abbot, but through the abbot to Christ himself, "for the Abbot is believed to act in _

Christ's place in the monastery."6 Agnolo Gaddi illustrates this hierarchy by show-
ing St. Benedict displayirtg an open text. This pose echoes that of the figu.re of Christ
in the center pinnacle (figure 3), and the viewer is meant to understand that St.
Benedict's authorify as a teacher derives from Christ. For, as the Rule has Christ say
to abbots of monasteries: "he who hears you, hears Me."7



According to the Rule, the purpose of this listening is "to return to Him (God) from
whom you had departed by the sloth of disobedience."s The way of retum is Christ
(the open text Christ bears, in the pinnacle over the centrai panel, includes the
words, "I am the way, . ."). At this point the outermost figu.res at left and right of
the altalpiece enter the program: they are Saints Andrew and Catherine of Alexan-
dria, both martyrs. St. Andrew carries a cross, and we are reminded that Christ's
way and that of his followers is the way of the ooss ("If anyone wants to be a

follower of mine, let him take up his cncss . . :'e); Saints Andrew and Catherine, as

I martFs, were among the first to follow Christ by laying down their lives. When

/ Christianity ceased to be a persecuted sect and became the state religion, monastic

I Lfe replaced martyrdom as the ultimate expression of religious commitment, and
monks came to be seen as living martyrs. This tradition is reflected in the composi-

. tional scheme of Agnolo Gaddi's altaqpiece, which places the monks Benedict and
Bemard side by side with the martyrs Andrew and Catherine.

It might be said that the principal subject of this altarpiece is not Christ's suffering
and death, but his birth and infanry. In fact, the tradition saw both events as part of
the same process. St. Leo the Great expressed this concisely: ",the sole purpose of
God's son in beine bom was to make the crucifixion possible. For in the Virgin's

I womb he assumed mortal flesh, and in thii rnoffifi6sfr_fiEGfolding of his passion

[was accomplished."to The connection wou]d have been clearer in the original
position of this painting over an alta4 for the Mass commemorates Christ's suffering
and death and, in traditional beliei makes his body and blood really present in the
bread and wine. To ponder such ideas before images of the conception and infanry
of Christ is, in effect, to imply something momentous: what St. Leo goes on to call "a
plan too deep for words: Christ's humanity became fqr us . . Bg_fi$ frui6__gf
resgneggl to etemal life."11

The overall meaning of Agnolo Gaddi's altaryiece might be read, then, as follows:
St. Benedict's Rr.rle (first panel on left of center), its authority derived from Christ's
Gospel (central pinnacle), teaches monks how to listen as Mary did (Annunciation
scene, left and right pinnades). The result of this prayerful listening is the monk's
ability to conceive and bring forth Christ (cenhal panel) in his own Iife, patterning
his attitude on the humility of Christ and of the martyrs, who "accepted even death,
death on a cross" (the martyr-saints in the outer panels and the_ryrnbolglq-g!_thg
Mass taking place beneath the painting). a"W,_

Master of the Fabriano Altarpiece and Allegretto Nuzi
't345-1i73
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Andrew W. Mellon Collection (6gure +)
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Master of the Fabriano Altarpiece and Allegretto Nuzi, Florentine, active c. 835-1365; Umbrian, active
"t345-"1373

Madonna Enthmed uith Ssints,13il
Andrew W. Mellon Collection (figure a)

Immediately next to Agnolo Gaddi's painting, to the viewer's right, is a very similar
work, attributed to two artists of the preceding generation. This altarpiece illustrates
the same broad theological themes as the Gaddi work, with several di.fferences.
Here the side figures are reduced in number to one monk and one martyr, and the
figure of Christ above the Madonna and Child shows him on the cross, the more
clearly reflecting St. Leo's belief that "the sole purpose of God's son in being bom
was to make the crucifixion possible."

The monk represented in the panel at the viewer's left is St. Anthony of Egypt
(251-356), called St. Anthony Abbot, the man credited with Jounding the Christian
monastic movement. He is recognized by conventional attributes: the cmtch, allud-
ing to his great age, and a small black pig which follows him tamely, synbolizing the
saint's mastery over vices of the flesh. Anthony appears again in the center panel of
this altarpiece, on a smaller scale, to the right of Mary's throne; to the left of the
throne stands St. Benedict, robed in the traditional monastic cowl, Benedictine black
here rather than Cistercian white.

A word should be said about monastic costume. St. Anthony is shown in this
altarpiece clothed in the habit of an eleventh-century order named in his hono4 the
Antonines. The custom of distinctive garb for monks is an ancient one, howevel,
going back to Anthony's own day and ultimately to Biblical times. Elijah was "a man
wearing a hair cloak . . . and a leather loincloth," 12 and St. John the Baptist was clad
in "a garment made of camel hai4 with a leather belt round his waist."13 The
Christian significance of the religious habit is summed up in St. Paul's exhortation to
"be clothed in sincere compassion, in kindness and humility, gentleness and pa-
tience . . . (and) over all these . . . put on love." 1a

In a sociological perspective, the religious habit functions like a military uniform, as
the sign of a commitment to service. Indeed, ancient writers frequently spoke of
monastic life with metaphors borrowed from military service, and St. Benedict
explicitly addressed his Rule "to you . . . who, renouncing your own will, wish to
take up arms for Christ the true King, girding on the shining and powerful weapons
of obedience."ls The other saint in this altarpiece, St. Venantius, a Roman youth
mar$'red in the mid-thtud century, is represented in knightly garb and holding a
banner. These attributes refer to his victory over death and imply an equation of
monk and soldier like that between monk and martyr.



Gallery 3: TheLrf, of Saint Anthony
af Egypt

These four small panels are from a dismantled altarpiece by the Sienese artist
Sassetta. The subjects are drar.t'n from a Life of AnthonrT rvritten shortly after the
saint's death, w,hich became a spirituai ciassic, read and imitated from antiquify
through the Renaissance.

The author, St. Athanasius of Alexandria, had knou'n Anthony personally; in
u,riting about him, horvever, Athanasius was less interested in facfual details than in
the larger significance of Anthony's way of ]i{e. The Vita Antonii is thus an en-
thusiastic presentation of the highest ideals of ancient monastic life, told in a style
that has much about it of legend or, perhaps better, of parable. Sassetta's depictions
capture these qualities, combining St. Athanasius' grave teaching intent with the
freshness and charm of a fable.

Sassetta and Assistant, Sienese, active 1123-1450
St, Anthony Distributing hb Wulth to the Poot c.1440
Samuel H. Kress Collection (69ure 5)

The fust panel shows the young St. Anthony diskibuting his family fortune to the
poor, the lame, and the blind. The historical background of this event, which

Jqppgngll3bout A.D.2Z is worth repeating, forit makes clear what monastic
listening consists of.

One day while attending Mass, Anthony heard Christ's words to the rich young
man in St. Matthew's Gospel, "If you wish to be perfect, go and sell what you own
and give the money to the poo4, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come,
follow me. " 16 Sfruck by this passage, and taking it as addressed to him personally,
St. Anthony set about stripping himseU of the fortune left him by his parents.

Sassetta painted this scene in front of the palazo or town house of a contemporary
Sienese merchant and gave Anthony the colorful costume of an early fifteenth-
century aristocrat. Such up-to-date referenceLare 1eq41dq11 o:f similar acts of
renunciation famous in the late Middle Ases and Renaissance. The best-known

example r,r,

become the poor man of God. But

life of the penitent hermit, St. Mary of Eg.

Like St. Anthony, Columbini gave fus r.r,eal

of religious brothers called the Gesuati.

Sassetta and Assistant, Sienese, active 1423-1450
St. Anthony Learing His Monastery, c."1440
Samuel H. Kress Collection (figue 6)
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Giovanni Columbini, a fourteenth-century merchant of Siena who, after reading a
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Sassetta and Assistani, Sienese, active 1423-1450

St. Anthony Leaoing His Monastery, c.1M0
Samuel H. Kress Collection (69ure 6)

The second panel shows a later moment in the story. Anthony has spent some time
with holy men near his home, but now decides to pursue a more solitary Me. We see
him here as he sets out from the monastery to seek God in the desert. Sassetta's
depiction suggests all the allure of that hidden world, its +aded garrlpn pnclq5s6lfuqp-

strong walls, The juxtaposition of figures is eloquent: the aged abbot and o"e.
and Anthony, already outside, way-

farer's staff in hand, tuming to receive a final blessing, The empty space between
them, and blank door beyond, suggest the lqr44_vq,(L left by such separations,
and their finality. -r-
Sassetta's physical setting of this scene is a charming anachronism. As far as can be
known, there were no monasteries when St. Anthony was young. According to
Athanasius, however, there were holy men, living singly outside the towns south of
Alexandria, and it was first to one. then to another of thede that Anthony went to
learn the spirltual art. Athanasius says that "if [AnthonyJ heard of a zealous soul
any'where, Iike a wise bee he left to search him out . . . and only when he had
received from him. as it were, provisions for his , did he go back." t7

St. Anthony's departure rrorr,@ife marked a crucial
point in the early development of monasticism. It was to be Anthony, by his
perseverence in the solitary life, who drew hundreds and eventually thousands into
ihe Egyptian desert as hermits. Tradition distinguishes this form of monastic life-
Fremiti!4l or anchoritic-from commr,rr-ity livin8- called cenobitic monasticism
(from the Greek meaning "common": i.e., life in common) and the Ruk of St.
Benedict states what, in the West, came to be understood as the relationship
between the two. Writing to cenobites, Benedict cautioned that lrue hermits are only
"those who . . . after long probation in the monastery, having leamed by the help of
many brethren how to fight against the devil, go out weil armed frorn the ranks of
the community to the solitary combat of the desert. They are now abie, with no help
save from God, to fight single-handed against the vices of the flesh and their own
evil thoughts."18
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Sassetta and Assistant, Sienese, actir,e 1423-1450
lhe Meeing of St. Anthany and 5t. Paut, c.1440
Samuel H. Kress Collection (figure n

One .temptation remained: spiritual pride. \{hen ryIgly-ycarr-slcl Anthonv
began !q-!\14\1!rat he had excelled all other monks in austerities and Perseverence.
Butfpd-ag1.galed to hiHJn a visio__n that a man named Paul, in the desert beyond
Thebes, had been a hermit longer than Anthonv. Setting out to find Paul the Hermit,
St. Anthony encountered various pagan spirits of the desert, including a centaur. In
this panel Sassetta illustrated the beg:nning of Anthony's quest, the episode r,r'ith

the centaur, and, at last, the moting encounter betrveen the tn'o holy men.

Anthonv remained u'ith Paul the Hermrt until ihe latter's death. In their desert
retreat, the hvo monks were fed by a raven, r,r'ho brought them a loaf daily. St.

Jerome, n'ho tells this ston in his Llfe of St. Paul the Hennit, has Paul exclaim to

Anthonv: "God has sent us our dinner, God tru1y good, truly mercituI. For sixty

vears nol^' I have received a piece of bread every noon. Todall in honor of vour
arrival, Christ has doubled the rations of his soldiers."te

Sassetta and Assistant, Sienese, active 1423-1450
The Death of St. Anthony, c.7444
Samuel H. Krcss Collection (figure 8)
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The absolute solitude n,hich St. Anthony first sought was never attained, for bv the
time of his death about 356 he had attracted many disciples. The last panel in this
series by Sassetta shorn,s the saint's body moumed by his followers. The setting is

again that of fifteenth-century Siena: the crossing of a great abbey church, with
vistas into sacristy and cloister, and a liturgical ceremony in process.

The funera1 service depicted by Sassetta was one of manv liturgical rites performed
in common by monks, which in their entirety St. Benedict ca-lled the opus Dei, or
"work of God." For fourth-cenlury monks, as later for St. Benedict and down to the
present, the opus Da consisted chiefly of group recitation of the Psaims at set times
of dav and night, vvith readings from other books of scripture. Sassetta managed to
suggest the social character of this kind of communal ritual: different ages and
temperaments united in the effort to channel individual piely into an expression of
shared faith. Looking closely at the monks' gestures and facial expressions here, one
begins to see that tonsure and a uniJorm religious habit, far from submergrng
individual lraits, bring them more clearly into focus.

Later ages enriched the simple monastic liturgy of tire early centuries with elaborate
music-the Gregorian chant which, to this day, is associated with monasteries-
and with splendid vestments and liturgrcal vessels. One of the most magnificent of
these, the ChaLice of Abbot Sttger of Saint-Denis (figore 9), may be seen in Ga1lery 38.

The chalice, an ancient sardonp< cup mounted by medieval goldsmiths in a richly
worked setling, provides a visual iink behveen two of the great ages of monasticism:
Greco-Roman antiquitv, which saw the birth of Christian monastic iife, and the high
Middle Ages, which saw its flowering. The chalice is recorded in use at the consecra-
tion Mass for the new apse in the abbey church of St.-Denis, June 11, 1144. Suger,
Abbot of the Benedictine community at St.-Denis for nearly three decades, had a

keen personal love of beauty and saw in objects like the Nationai Gallery's chaiice a

ret-lection of the God whom St. Augustine called "Beauty, ever ancient, ever new."

French, c. 1140
Chaliu of Abbat Suger af 5t..Denis

Widener Collection (figure 9)
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Gallery 4: Fuga Mundi
The paintings discussed in Gallery 4 all emerge from organized religious life-not
only from what may be strictly defined as monastic life, but from Franciscan and

lay-confraternitv settings also. Together ihey illustrate the phenomenon observed
in the iife of St. Anthony Abbot: voluntary separation from society in order to

pursue spiritual objectives. This separation the ancient and medieval writers called

fuga rnundt "flight from the world."

Domenico Veneziano, Florentine, active 1438-1461

St. lohn in the Destrt, c.1M5
Samuel H. Kress Collection (figure 10)

The first is a predella panel by Domenico Veneziano which shows St. John the
Baptist putting off his worldly garb with one hand, while with the other he dons the
camel-hair garment which the New Testament describes him wearing. It is the
moment when, according to popular legend. the still young saint ieft his Parents to
seek God in the wilderness.

Ancient hadition made St. John the Baptist one of the chief patrons of monks. The
author of a Sy,r'iac text of the Liaes of the Fathers wrote that "the fust to dweil in the
desert were St. Elijah the prophet and St. John the Baptist . . . [who] was Pro-
claimed in the womb to be a prophet before he was bom. "2o It was as prophet, even
more than as desert-dweller, that John the Baptist was important for monks. St.

Johrr's Iife apart from society gave him insight to recognize Christ and courage to
proclaim him: "Behoid the Lamb of God, behold him who takes away the sins of the
worid." Monks were expected to do the same: to cry out (in words which seem to
describe this painting): '?repare a way for the Lord, make his paths straight. Every
valley will be filled in, every mountain and hili be laid low, winding ways will be
straightened, and rough roads made smooth. And all mankind shall see the salva-
tion of God."21

Particuiarly important to the meaning of Domenico Veneziano's panel is the back-
ground. The cool, jagged facets of rock, result of some ancient conl"ulsion of the
earth, conhast sharply with the rounded forms of St. John's body and the pensive
expression of his face. We are reminded that in Scripture the desert can mean quite
different things. On the one hand, it is a "vast and dreadful wildemess . . where
your God led you . . . to test you and know your inmost heart . . . haining you as a

man frarns his child."22 But the desert can also be a trysting place; God says of his
beloved people of Israel, "I am going to lure her and lead her out into the wildemess,
and speak to her heart."23

Domenico Veneziano's St. John the Baptist suggests both these themes. The fine
adolescent nude evokes the metaphor of physical training which St. Paul and the
Church Fathers applied to Christian asceticism, thinking of its practitioners as

"athletes of Christ," and at the same time recalls late antique Eros figures.
Fifteenth-century Florentines seem to have been fascinated by the element of
paradox in this youthful St. John type: the contradiction of a boy in the bloom of

health taking up the prophet's cry: "All fles

flower's . . . the grass withers, the flower fe

forever."2a
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Fmncesco Pesellino, Florentine, c. 1422-7457

Cnrcifixion with St. lmme and St, Franrjs, c.144011445
Smuel H. Kress Collection (figure 11)
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This panel was part of an altarpiece painted for a Florentine church and today
distributed among several museums. The National Gallerypossesses another of the
predella panels of this ensemble, Sf. Francis Receiuing the Stigmata, hanging in this
room, several feet to the viewer's left of Sf. lohn.lt is noteworthy that the event in
the life of St. Francis paired with John's flight from the world did not show Francis
the preacher or worker of miracles, but the mystic who, in his retreat at La Verna, in
central Italy, received the imprint of Christ's nail wounds. The large, principal panel
of this altarpiece situated St. Francis next to St. John the Baptist, and dearly was
intended to incorporate Francis into the ancient ascetic tradition.

Francesco Pesellino, Florentine, c. 74?2-1457
Cntciftxim uith St. l*ome and St. Francis, c.1440i1445
Samuel H. Kress Collection (figue 11)

Pesellino depicted an imagined moment in which tfuee people from different
centuries enter into physical and psychologicai relation with one another. There is a
fourth person involved as wellr the viewer; for such mystical paintings were in-
tended as aids to meditation. Pesellino, who was influenced by the Dominican artist
Fra Angelico, reduced the elements of this composition to a slzmmetrical and
economical minimum. In the context of religious life, the panel's message might be
summed up in the words St. Benedict used to explain why monks persevere in their
calling: that they may "by patience share in the sufferings of Christ, and so deserve a

share aiso in his kingdom."2s St. Jerome and St. Francis here provide examples of
this attitude, the one beating his breast with a stone, the other rapt in mysfical
communion with the cn-rcified Christ, whose wounds he experiences through the
stigmata. Again, St. Francis is portrayed as heir of an older fradition, represented by
the fifth-century monk, St. Jerome.

Various details develop the panel's message: a pelican nesting above the cross
symbolizes sacrifice-it was believed to feed its young with its own flesh-and the
skull and bones beneath refer to the belief that Christ was crucified on the site of
Adam's burial. (To religious viewers, this wouid have suggested the death of the old
Adam, i.e., of theegotisticself.)Finally, thedoublerepresentationof thesundepicts
the eclipse which the New Testament says occurred at Christ's death.

Of particular importance for the meaning of this Crucifixion is its setting just outside
a city. The juxtaposition of desert and city illustrates a relalionship at once s).,rnbolic
and actual. In the early monastic literature, the city-whether Alexandria, in the Lfe
of Anthony, or Rome, in St. Jerome's writings and in Gregory the Great's life of St.



Benedict---<omes to be associated generally with worldliness. It is understood as

hostile to the monastic ideal: a busy place whose cares and pleasures may deflect the
monk from his singleminded purpose. From this arises in the early literature an
equation of withdrawal into the desert with a flight from the world, i.e., from the
city. Psalm 55 contains an Old Testament expression of t:.ts fuga mundi theme: "'O
for the wings of a dove to fly an ay and find rest.' Horv far I would take my flight,
and make a ne*,home in the desert! . . . I can see hon, Violence and Discord fili the
city; day and night they stalk together along the city walls."z0

Pesellino's city is in fact a generalized view of Florence, and this topical re{erence is
also significant. In the outlyrng quarters and immediate environs of Fiorence there
were dozens of hermitages and small cloistered communities rvhose presence was
part of the urban consciousness of city dwellers. To this day, in the short distance
from Florence to Fiesole, the traveler passes a Benedictine abbev and Dominican,
Franciscan, and Jeronymite monasteries, each of which was rebuilt or remodeled in
the fifteenth century. The Renaissance, with its interest in ideal cities, was acutely
aware of this parallel life behind cloister walls: a life with its own rhythms, customs,
laws and values. Lr socio-urbanislic terms, one may say that organized religious
communities in the Middle Ages and Renaissance constituted the city of God within
and alongside the earthly city. And in the center of those idea-l cities, as in Pesellino's
composition, stood the crrss with its invitation to self-transcendence.

Jacopo del Sellaio, Florentine, 74411 42-7493
St. lohn the Baptist, c.'1480
Samuel H. Kress Collection (figue U)

St. John the Baptist is shown in a secluded spot, not far from a city. He holds his
traditional attribute, a cross-staff with banderole bearing the inscription Ecce agnus
Dei, ecce qui tollit pecuta mundi, "Look, there is the Lamb of God that takes away the
sin of the world" (only partially visible here).27 These words, with which St. John
identified Christ, identify the Baptist in tum as a prophet of Christ's death ("Lamb of
God"). The axe embedded in the free stump at the lower left refers to the need for
repentance: "even now" John said, "the axe is laid to the roots of the trees, so that
any tree which fails to produce good fruit will be cut down and thrown on the fue. "2e
Above the axe, a slender Christ emerges from between the trees; and at St. John's
feet lies the bowl with which he will baptise Christ. The two goldfinches in the
painting connote Christ's Passion (they were believed to eat thoms, which was
taken as an allusion to the crown of thoms).

In the background jacopo del Sellaiq has given a detailed skyline view o{ late
fifteenth-century Florence, seen from Oltramo, the quarter across the Amo River
from the center of the city. The bridge in the upper center of the composition is the
Rubaconte, also called Ponte alle Grazie. In the fifteenth century this bridge bore a
chapel and severai small structures used as cells for reciuses: urban hermits whose
life of penance contrasted with the bustling commercial activity of the bridge.
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Fra Filippo Lippi, Florentine, c.74{J6-1469
St. Bnedict Ordrs St. Maurus to the Resrue ot' St. Placidus,
Smuel H. Kress Collection (fi9ure 13)
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The most important contemporary reference in this painting is its principal subject,

the boy St. John the Baptist. St. Iohn was the Patron of Florence, and that fact

explains his placement against a backdrop of the city. But Jacopo's rePresentation of
St. John as a boy or younger adolescent is particularly significant. From the 1430s

onward, Florentines gave increasing attention to the religious education of boys.
Recent scholarship2e has shown that confratemities of boys-boys' clubs, in
effect-were created to provide an environment segregated from what was seen as

the morally dangerous atmosphere of the streets. These confraternities, like their
adult counterparts, met periodically in monasteries and other religious hortses for
prayer sen/ices modeled on the communal rituals of monastic communities. The
boys also staged religious dramas and took part in the civic and religious processions
of the time.

The object of these activities, in addifion to providing religious formation and
recreation for the young, was to exert a wholesome moral infiuence through the
boys upon their families and, ultimately, on society at large. A decade or so after this
panel was painted, the Dominican reformer Savonarola devoted a specialpreaching
campaign to the youth of Florence exhorting them to be the exemplars of irmocence,
prophets, and saviors of the cify

Fra Filippo Lippi, Florentine, c.1406-1.469
St. Bmedict Ordqs St. Miurus to the Resme of St. Placidus, c.7M5
Samuel H. Kress Collection (figrre 13)

St. Benedict fled Rome while still young to seek God in solitude, in the wild hill
country/ around Subiaco. Pope St. Gregory the Great says that "as Benedict's
influence spread over the surrounding countryside . . . pious noblemen from Rome
. . . cametovisitthesaint, andlefttheirsonstobeschooledintheserviceof God."30
One day, one of these boys, Placidus, fell into the lake whjle fetching water. Stili in
the monastery Benedict saw this in a vision, and called an older boy, Maurus, to
hurry and save Placidus. "What followed was remarkable indeed, and unheard of
since the time of Peter the Apostle! Maurus asked for the blessing, and on receiving
it hurried out to fulfiJl his abbot's command. He kept on running even over the
water till he reached the place where Placid was drifting along helplessly Pulling
him up by the haia Maurus rushed back to shore, still under the impression that he
was on dry land. It was onlv when he set foot on the ground that he came to himself
and realzed that he had been running on the surface of the water. ."31

This illustration of the episode recounted by St. Gregory was painted by a Carmelite
1ay brother, Fra Filippo Lippi. It belonged either to an altarpiece done for the
Benedictines of Monte Oliveto, who wear white, or perhaps to one which Fra
Filippo painted for a Florentine convent of nuns, the Murate. In either environment,
the deeper meaning of the story would have been clear: both as told by St. Gregory
and as painted by Lippi, it is a parable expressing St. Benedict's ideal of communal
li{e, in which a monk heips save his brother through service in the obedience of
faith. This scene should be viewed in light of St. Benedict's beautiful passage in the
Rule on obedience: "This is the virtue of those who . . as soon as anything has been
ordered by the superior, receive it as a Divine command, and cannot suffer any delay
in execuling it. Of these the Lord says, 'As soon as he heard me, he obeyed me.' And
again, to teachers he says,'He who hears you, hears me.'Such as these therefore,
immediately leaving their own affairs and forsaking their own will, dropping the



work thev ltrere engaged in and leal'ing it unfinished, with the ready step of
obedience follow up with their deeds the voice of him who commands. ."32

Aithough himself a renegade from the cloiste4 Fra Fi,lippo Lippi understood this
story from within. The wav he set off Benedict and Maurus in a vivid pink arcade,
makes of them a visual epitome of monastic life: each in his place, separate from one
another yet united by a gaze that bespeaks the bond of deep faith. The elder-in the
posture of a teacher, of one rvho kansmits the wisdom of a tradition-blesses (the
name "Benedict" derives from the word "to bless": benedicere). The younger slrains
forward, lisiening, his whole being animated by trust. \{e are put in mind again of
the opening line of the RuIe, "Listen, my son, to vour master 's precepts, and incline
the ear of your heart. . . ." Nor is this merely a privaie spiritual experience; what
Brother Filippo showed us represents a social ideal: community living pounded in
fraternal trust and senice.

Seen in this Iight, the Renaissance interest in monastic historl has something in
common u'ith humanist dreams of utopias and ideal cities, and flight from the world
may be understood as a functional prerequisite to building a better world: an

abiding city where human relationships are lransformed from within.

Gqlltries 8, 77, ilnd 18: Psnitmce
nnd Purity of L{eart

The four works sludied in these rooms are products of the late fiIteenth-century
penitentiai climate in Florence. Like Jacopo dei Sellaio's 5t. lohn the Baptist, they
emphasize innocence as an ideal value: the natural innocence of the child and the
recaptured innocence that comes with contrition for past sins-what the ancients
calledpuritas cordis, puity of heart.

Pietro Perugino, Umbrian, c. ]1445-7523
St. Ierome in the Wildmess, c.'148111,482
Samuel H. Kress Collection (figue i )

Speaking of the temptations which assailed him even in the desert, St. ]erome said
that "daily I u,ept, daily I groaned . . . and did not cease beating my breast until
peace of mind returned with the Lord's rebuke."33 Next to St. Jerome in this panel
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reclines a lion from whose paw-according to the legend erroneously but tenaci-

ously associated with Jerome-the saint had exlracted a painfLrl thom. On the left,

beyond Jerome and framed by overhanging boulders, two chilfuen meet and touch:

the inJant St. John the Baptist (with the cross-staIf) and the Christ Child.

The key to this scene is the implied parallel between St. jerome and the children.
According to legend, St. John the Baptist went out into the desert as an infant, and
there met the rnfant Jesus, whom Mary and Joseph were bringing back from Eg1pt.
The two children played together: the one who, as a grown man, would be crucified;
the other who, as a grown man, would foretell that death and himseU undergo
marty"rdom. The late fifteenth-century imagination responded to the heroic and
sentimentai aspects of this tale: the poignance of children's innocence before im-
pending doom. Many tum-of-th'e-century devotional images bring the children
togetheq, including works by Raphael Sanzio, Perugino's famous pupil. Raphael's
Alba Madonna (on the next rvall, to the right of this panel) is a distinguished example
of the theme.

The point of iinking this children's meeting with St. Jerome is expressed by Christ's
saying, "Unless you change and become like little chjldren, you will never enter the
kingdom of heaven."3a But how does an adult regain the innocence of chiidhood?
St. Ambrose, in a treatise "On Flight from the World," gives the answer: "We died
with Christ . . . [and ] it is no longer our own life that we iive, but Christ's life, a iife of
innocence, a life of chastity, a life of simplicity, a life of every virtue."3s St. Jerome
here, by his physical penance for past sins, has "died with Christ," and so also has a

share in Christ's "life of innocence, . . . chastity, etc."

Perugino's small devotionai panel should thus be read as a statement of ascetic
practice: tfuough a life of penance in the desert, the monk ferome) like St. iohn the
Baptist, meets Christ in the recaptured innocence of spiritual childhood.

Pietro Perugino, Umbrian, c. 1445-1523
Crucifixion uith the Virgin, St. lohn, St. lercme and St. Mary Magdalene, c.7485
Andrew W. Mellon Collection (figue 15)

Probably painted for the Dominican church at S. Girnignano, this altarpiece is not so
much a crucifixion as a visual meditation on that event, set in a peaceful landscape.
In the side panels, gazing upon the cross with deep devotion, are St. Jerome and St.
Mary Magda.lene.

This painting might be read along with the words of Pope St. Clement I: "Let us fix
our gaze on the blood of Christ . . . [which] has won the grace of repentance for the
whole human race."36 Jerome and Mary Magdalene, who in this painting "flr their
gaze" on the cross, were both peniient saints. Jerome's letters speak at length of his
personal sense of sinfuiness and of the physical and psychological anguish thi.s
caused in him. And St. Mary Magdalene, whom the New Testament says Christ
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freed from "ser.en demons," has traditionaliv been seen as a prototrpe of ihe
converted sinner. She washed Christ's feet with her tears, and in iater years became
a hermit-at least accordrng to the legend-just as cenluries iater Jerome rvas, for a

time, a hermit.

Perugrno's altarpiece for the Dominicans was thus meant to underline ihe peniten-
tial character of reLigious liie. More than that, it illustrated a particularlv monastrc
form of praver: according to St. Benedict "it is noi in savrng a great deal that we shall
be l-reard, but rn puritv oi heart and in tears of compunciicx-r."37 John Cassian, ihe
monk on rrhose earlv fi{tli-cenfun' vvrifings St. Benedict dren extensivei.,i made
this clearer: "Our immediate airr is puritv of heart . . it is ir.npossible for nran . . to
be united r^,ith [God] inseparablv in contemplation, but it behooves us io knorv .

i,vhat the gaze of our mind should seek . . rt is rvhoredom to depart for oniv a

moment lrom looking at Christ."38 What Perugino tried to paint, therefore, is
conterr'.plaiive praver: ]erome and Marv Magdalene, the er.es of iheir hearts
cleansed br, tears of conkition, gaze on the one w,ho said "Huppy are the pure of
heart: thev shall see God."3e

Studio of Benedetio da Maiano, Florentine, 1U2-1497
5t. Johi thL Baptisl. c. 1{80
Andrew, W. Mellon Collection (figiure 16)

The animal skin beneath his cloak identifies this St. John as an ascetic, and his open
mouth shou,s him to be a prophet: aox clamantis in daerto ("the voice of one crl,ing
out in the w,ilderness").40 With his windswept hair and frank, serious features, this
lad calls to mind a wonderful sentence of the third-century ra,,riter Origen on St. John
the Baptist: "He went into the desert, where the air was more pure, the heavens
more open, and God more familiar, that till the lime of his preaching rvas come, he
might emplov himseU in prayer in the company of angsls."+r

One activity of manv of the boys' confraternities \^,as the acting out of religious
plays. In this bust, the artist seems to portray a boy in his upper teens reciting a

carefully learned part-note the open iips, the gaze turned inu,ard as if upon the
meaning of memorized lines, and the features taut with concentration. It is not
difficult to imagine this boy in the setting of a conJraternity described in 1435 by the
Camaldolese monk Ambrogio Tiaversari: "Follou,ing their rule, the bovs obsen'e
continence in everything . . . they confess more frequently, and take communion
often . . . when horn,ever they have left their childhood vears behind, thev transfer
to another group, where older people meei, and continue in sirnilar works. Many of
them, once they have tasted the goodness of innocence, enter the religious
lrte. . . ."a2

An tonio Rossc.llino, Fiorentine,
71rc )'curng St. lohn tht Ba7tti5S, ,. 11rO
Samuel H. Kress Collection (figure 17)
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.q.ntonio RosselLino, Florentine,
71r; )irrrq St. Iihn the Baphst. c. 1-170

Samuel H. Kress Collection (tigure.lT)

This charming piece sums up the themes of penitence and spiritual chi-ldhood.
Again, it shows St. John the Baptist, patron oi monks and ascetics, but as a.ianciullo,
a little bo'v: The child is lost in reverie, a wistful sadness about the lips and in the tilt
of his head suggesting foreknou'ledge of his ow'n martwdom.

Such religrous seriousness rt'as cultivated in children in the fiJteenth-cenhr'": The
Dominican Giovanni Dominici, in a treatise on the educalion oi children, urged
parents to "teach them to preach after thev have heard preaching in Church . . . "r3

A sun ir.ing account of just such a child-sermon illuskates the affective context of an
artrn'ork like this bust. Describing a sermon del,ivered by a sma1l bov to the Pistoian
companv or confraternih oi the Puritd, a contemporan' source sa1's: "[FIe] ex-
plained the meaning oi the rvords 'companv,' 'fraternitv,'and 'puritr,' and to n,hat
end [the company] had been instituted and manv other things, exhorting puril,v of
conscience, and right, honest, r.irtuous lir.ing in these earlv vears [oi Lite ]. He
pronounced the said serrnon not nith artificial gestures, but r'r'ith ones taught bv
God, [ancl ] w'ith such grace that he reduced many of the bvstanders to tears and
great devotion."ra

Gsllsries 78, 20, 27, frnd 23:
St. lerorrce

The tollorving sir n'orks represent perhaps the single lareest categon'of clevotional
objects inspired bv monastic culture in the Renaissance: depictions of St. Jerome.

St. Jerome r.r'as born in Dalmatia (preseni-dav Yugoslavia) about 331, and received a

brilliant classical education. In his late hventies or earh' thirties he became a baptise,J

Christian ancl, inspired bv the example of St. Anthonv and the Egrptian hermits,
renounced his career as a scholar to enter the Swian ciesert. After about iour vears,
horvever, he retumed io literary pursuits and sen'ecl for a time in Rome as Pope St.
Damasus I's secretan: It rvas lrom Damasus thatJerome received the commission to
prepare a standard translation of the Old and New Testaments; under the name ihe
\rulgate, this rvas to be used through the entire lvliddie Ages. In the 380s St. Jerome



becanLe the guiding spirit oi a smail cenobitic communitv at BethJeherr., n'here he

procluced the steadv sfeam of bibiical lranslations and commentaries, as r,r,ell as

lefters, on u'hich his reputation as a scholar rests. He died about 420.

Devotion to St. Jerome increased in the fourteenth centun'lvitir the cit'culahon of
three apocnphal documenis describing his miracles, "magnficences," and holv
deatl-r. it rn'as in ihe iollou'ing century; hou'ever, that his popularih'reached its peak.

The fifteenth centun'recognized in Jerome a kindred spirit: a man divided bei-n'eerr

his lor e for paqar-r cuirure and the desle to Live as a rnonk. St. Jeromc's ar::rbir-aience'

secms to have iLlumined a crisis of values to r,r'i-rich Renaissance humanists r.,vere

personailr' serrsitive, and several Lii'e-. of the saint n'ere produced irt Ncrth ltal'". in
the late 1400s t'hich, along r,r-ith edilions of his u'orks, figure among the flst Lrrinted
books. Paintrngs depicrrrrg Si. Jerome are parhcularly nurr'erous in Venehar-r Renais-

sance art-
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De'siclerio .1a Seliignano Fiorerrhne 1+ls'1{61
-Si /rrernr irr ll]i.Drsrrt, c. 1150-l-itr0
\\'rdener Coilecticn (hgue 1E)

The saint appears in this marble relief as w e have seen him beiore: in intense praver
before a crucifix. A Lion and lioness emerge from among t}-re rocks at our lefi and
threaten a figure in fluttering draperies at the. right of the relief, n'ho f-lees u'rth
gestures of terror. Si. Jerome, horvever, is left undisturbed, and that fact illuskates
an ancient monastic thene. As a human being from u'hom fear and aggression have
been expunged bv penarrce, the rnonk n'as believed to stand in a neu'relationship trr

Nafure. In the Liles of tlrc Fatlters, for example, the earlv monks are shou'n in
harmonv uith their environment, fanning the desert and enjoring the friendship of
its denizerrs. The O1d Testament prophet Hosea summed r-rp this idea n'hen he
compared lsrael to a much loved n-ife n,hom God x'ill ". . iure . . and lcad . .

out into the n'rlderness, and . . . n'ill make a treah,on her Lrehalf urth the rr'ild
animals .//r'5 The visiorr r^,as of a return to Paradrse: to a corrcliiion of prs26e

anlong tl're diverse components of Cod's creation-

Betrt'r-en the foot oi the crucifu and St, Jerome lies a flat, broad-brimmecl I-rat of the
krnd u'orn bv Roman Cardinals. Throughout the \'liddle Ages, St. Jerome nas
generallv shown in the splendid regala of a Prince of the Church, a reference to his
brief emplovment as secretart, to Pope Damasus I. (it u'as a Frosthun-ious dignrtr,,
shce- in Jerome's iifetime that otfice did not exist.) A 7172 Life of the saint bv a

Bolognese monk \\,ent so far as to recommend this ofiicjal costumc' for depictions of

Jerome, but bv that hme the fashion had alreadv changled. Nlost mid- and late-
filteenth-ceniury ltalian art shon's Jerome in the n'ilderness, h'ith his Cardinal's l-rat

incongruouslv deprosited on the ground.

Fr.tnce:c,, Bt'nag|Lr. (chor,l rt \cr.lna l-iil-.. l-l'il
.51 lr i|i/rr. . l.lltl 1-155

Sairrrrel H. Krls: C .,llechi n l lrqure itr l
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Sa:lutl H. Kress Collection (iigurt'lt))
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Francesccr Benaglio, School oi Verona ,7132-c. 1492
5t ltromc, c. 1150i1155

Samrrel H. Kress Colle.ction 1figure 19)

This painting represents another tendencv in filteenth century depictions of St.

Jerome, showing him robed as a monk. The monaslic habit is probably that of one of
several new orders which grew up from the iate fourteenth century onward, taking
the patronage and name of St. Jerome. These "Jeronymites" 1ed iives of great
austerity, and Benaglio's depiction of St. Jerome-almost a caricature of stem
concenLration-may be related to their influence. In part at least, it was the

humanist rer.ival that fostered such reform movements, making accessible again
ancient monastic texts which sang the praises of the champions of the Egvptian and
Svrian deserts.

Ciovanni Bellirri, Venetian, c. 1{30-1516

5l /.'rrrrrr R.zilirig, c. 1{80-1-190

Samuc'l H. Kress Collection (tigure 20)

T'his panel is one of many by the Venetian Giovanni Bellini showing St. Jerome
reading in a desert setting-the desert alwavs llT ically beautiful, as here. Citv views
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in the middle and far distance of this panel again suggest a contrast between the

n,orld-here falling into ruins--and St. Jerome's quiet refreat. The peaceful land-
scape and charming details of animals reflect that neu'relationshiP to nature which
\^/as part of ihe monastic vision. The hares or rabbits, as defenseless creatures,

symbolize lrust in Ch-rist's Passion.

The prominence of St. Jerome in Venetian art is due to several factors. First, perhaps:
he was a local figure, born in Dalmatia, which in the fifteenth century was a Venetian
possession. More important, though, are two aspects of his personality u'ith which
Venetians identified in a special wav: his thirst for solitude and love of learning.
Regarding the formel, a passage from Jerome's letter to the city-monk Heliodorus
deserves to be read alongside this panel: "O desert of Christ, burgeoning with
flor.t,ers! O solitude, in which those stones are produced of which, in the
Apocalypse, the city of the great king is constructed! O wilderness, that rejoices in
intimacy with God! What are vou doing in the n orld, brother, you who are greater
than the'n,orld? Hor,r'long will the shadorvs of houses oppress you? How long lvili
the smokey prison of these cities close you in7"a6 Such a paean would not have left
unmoved Venetians of the Renaissance, who-in their eagemess to escape the
narrow confines of their island city-built hundreds of villas and pleasure parks on
the mainland.

But obviously there is more here than love of nature. St. jerome's desert "rejoices in
intimacy with God," and the ultimate appeal of Bellini's panel lies in what can orrly
be called its prayerfulness. The saint is not shown as a schola{, but as a man of
prayer, absorbed in reading his Bible. The calm concentration on his face, the quiet
alertness of his bodv belong to the contemplative, whose eye pauses as he ponders
some word or phrase of the sacred text. In Jerome's own words, 'nVhen I read the
Gospel, and see there the testimony from the Law and the Prophets, I contemplate
Christ alone."a7

Cima da Coneghano, Venetian, 1459160-7517118
St. ltome in the Wildrness, c.7495
Andrew W. Mellon Collection (figure 21)

Jerome the scholar and lover of nature here gives way again to Jerome the penitent.
A link between the two sides of the saint's personality may be provided in this
painting by the monumental scale and unusual beauty of the crucifix before which
he does penance. Commenting on passages from the Book of Psalms, Jerome
claimed that their "intention was that we . . be ever mindful of the death of the
Lord. As Jacob erected a pillar over Rachel's grave, and the memorial remains to this
day, even so may we perpetuate in our heart the inscription and the memory of his
Passion."as For Jerome, ail Scripture was a surrrmons to ponder Christ's suffering,
death, and resurrection, and to lament his own sins.

Fifteenth-century Venice was no stranger

Jerome. The best-known living example we
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Ah,ise Vivrhi, Venetian, c. 1457-1503r15

St. lerome Reading, c.1475-7480
Samuel H. Kress Collection (figure 22)
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Fifteenth-century Venice was no suanger to penitential asceticism like that of

Jerome. The best-known living examPle was St. Lorenzo Giustiniani. Archbishop
and first Patriarch of the city. As a young man St. Lorenzo had withdrawn with a

group of companions to St. Giorgio in Alga, a desolate islet in the Venetian lagoon,
to lead a life of monastic austeriry Lorenzo's nePhew, Bemardo Ciustiniani, pub-
lished a Life of hts uncle in1475, skessing the saint's ascetic feats; but the best index
to the traditional monastic spirituality of St. Lorenzo is his own writings, which
include works "On Flight from the World," "On the Solitary Life," and "On the
Interior Conflict of the Soul."ae

Alvise Vivrini, Venetian, c. 1457-1503115

St. lerome Reading, c. ^1475-1480

Samuel H. Kress Collection (rigure 22)

The saint's posfure and facial expression here suggest not prayer but carefui, critical
study (note also the nalural desk formed of rocks). This is the man whom medieval
sources describe as "ever engaged in reading, ever in the midst of books, he rested
neither by day nor night. He was always reading or writing."so

St. Jerome's gifts and taste were developed in the study of pagan literature, and for
this he always felt guilty. In a dream he once saw himself being beaten by angeis
because he was-by literary preference, at ieast--{iceronian rather than Christian,
and he considered grving up intellectual pursuits entirely In that vein he wrote to
the monk Heliodorus about the Last Judgment: "It will come, that day will come .

Foolish Piato wi-ll be brought forward with his disciples. The reasoning of Aristotle
will not avail. Then you, the illiterate and the poor, sha1l exult. . ."s1 A similar
anti-humanist bias can be found in St. Lorerzo Giustiniani: ". . human leaming
djstracts from the sentiment of faith and alienates from Christ those who place their
hope for salvation in contempt for the world."s2

Yet neither St. Jerome nor the Renaissance was "i-lliterate and poor "; neither could
resist the fascination of pagan culture. St. jerome's yearning for a primitive form of
monastic life, such as it was probablv not in his nature to sustain, had much about it
of the romantic, and the language in which he expressed his feelings derived
uJtirnately from Virgil and the other bucolic poets oi anfiquity. The fifteenth century
found it easy to identi{y with these sentiments, and Alvise Vivarini's panel brings
together the conflicting sides of the saint's character: monk (note the hooded cowl
he wears), scholar (the book and desk), and lover of solitude (the landscape). The
combination in a single composition wou,id be amusing, did it not reflect the
historical reality of one man's struggle for spiritual equilibrium and peace.



Paolo Veronese, Venetian, 1528-1588

St. lernne in tht \4ildrness. c.7580
Samuel H. Kress Collection (figure 23)

The date of the last Si. Jerome in the iour situates it in anoth-er world, one torn bv war
and religious dissension. Veronese's powerflll figure, inspired by the sculPlure o{

Michelangelo, leans forward with iatense concentration cver a worktable bearing
Ltanitas symbols: the skull and ihe hourgiass, signs of the kansitory character of
earthly things. Before him lies a folio voiume, held open by a cmcifix upon which
the saint fixes his gaze.

This painting was probably executed for the Jeronymite monks of St. Sebastiano,
Venice. In it Veronese fused two conventional St. Jerome {pes in a dynamic
psychological synthesis. His ]erome is a strong man u'ith conflicting drives, who
calls to mind St. Paul's distinction between the "terms of philosophy in which the
crucifixion of Christ cannot be expressed" and the "lang:uage of the cross." Also
applicable to Jerome is St. Paul's conclusion, in the same Passage, ihat t'hile
Christian renunciation may seem foolish to the learned of this world, "God's
fooLshness is wiser than human wisdom, and God's weakness stronger than
human strength."s3

Galtery 24: Conctusion

The subject is taken from the First Book of Kings, 17:26l."Theword of the Lord came

to Elijah, 'Go arvay from here, go eastwards, and hide yourself in the wadi Cheriih
which iies east of Jordan. You can drink from the stream, and I have ordered the
ravens to bring you food there."' in the background are later episodes of Elijah's
story: in the upper left, the prophet is taken up to heaven in a fiery chariot while
from the ground his successor, Elisha, and the fellowship of prophets watch from
opposite banks of the river. This painliag was part of a larger work-probably
executed for the Carmelites of Brescia-which balanced this Elijah with the analo-
gous scene of Saints Anthony Abbot and Paul the Hermit fed by a raven. Elijah here
gazes speculativeiy at the raven, as if trying to fathom the meaning of this nourish-
ment from above (note the loaf which the bird holds in its beak).

Girolamo Savoldo, Brescian, 1508-1y8
Elitah Fed bv ffte Raz,ers, c. 1510

Samuel H. Kress CoUeclion (figue 24)
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C irol.rmo Sar olclo, Bresci.rn, 1508-1ilE
Eliirth Fd &y /ftr Rmerrs, c. 1510

Samuel H. Kress Crrlleclion (figure 24)

The subject of this last work described irr the walking tour sums up the most
important themes of organized religious life. From the earlv- davs of Egvptian
monasticism, Elijah was looked upon as the O1d Testament protolvpe of "those who
clr.ve.ll in the desert." The trvo kinds of monks, hermits and cenobites, existed in
Elijah's time, in the solitarv holl man as distinguished from the "fellor+,ship of
prophets" u,hich often fomred around him. And the slrong monastic sense of a
living tradition----of the hanciing down from abbot to novice of spiritual rvisdom-is
also implicit in the storv of Elijah, n'ho chose a successor to n,hom he hansmitted his
authoritr'. This transmission rl'as svmbolized bv Eliiah giving Elisha his cloak (visible
in the painting, on the river bank); in monastenes the investure of a novice with the
monastic habrt has similar connotations. And Elijah taken up in the chariot, like
Enoch rvhc "rvalked n ith God" and "vanished because God took him,".5{ signifies
God's will, manifest in history to separate certain individuals and groups hom their
feiio,"r.s ior his own purposes, io be prophets, saints, rnonks. For ultimately no one
chooses merelv of himself to be a monk; it is a call lrorn God, pursued in the
darkness of faith.

The true subiect of this painting is human faith in God. Savoldo illustrated, in
Elijah's pose and expression of the puzziement experienced by a soul groping to
discern God's rvill. Elijah's compliance rvith the command to go into the desert
demanded an act of faith ihat God could and would "send ravens." And this is the
essence of all monastic life; as St. Benedict urged monks commanded to do rvhat
mav seem impossible: "obev oui of love, lrusting in th-e help oi Cod. "-'': To rnaintain
such Lrust over the course of a liietime entails great risk, and this mav explain rvhv,
across the cenluries, monasticism has continued to engage man's spirit. The monas-
tic challenge, to abandon life's normal tasks, entrusting the self totallv to Cod, rvas
well and simplv expressed bv the S),rian monks. Thev said-in words w,hich
illumine Savoldo's painhng and the phenomenon of monasticism's perennial
fascination-"The ravens thai fed Elijah crv 'Lear.e the ploul"'se
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