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Abstract 

This thesis focuses on the portrayal of St. Jolui the Baptist in Florence during the 

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. The first chapter is devoted to the examination of 

the Baptist's legend as outlined in the Bible and apocryphal texts in order to draw a 

picture of the saint's legend as the Florentines of the Renaissance would have 

understood it. The interest in the image of the Baptist stemmed from his position as 

patron saint of the city. As a result of this state of affairs, a discussion of the origins 

of the city's adoption of the saint is essential to our understanding of his importance 

in Florence. This analysis together with a description of the Festival of the Baptist 

celebrated in the city, forms the background to a fuller understanding of the works of 

art under discussion. 

The examination of Florentine works of art dealing with the Baptist's life 

concentrates on eight full pictorial cycles. These comprise four projects for the 

Florentine Baptistery (the mosaic programme in the Baptistery; Andrea Pisano's 

bronze doors; the Silver Altar; a set of embroidery vestments), a state—commissioned 

altarpiece by Giovanni del Biondo, and three privately commissioned cycles (frescoes 

in the chapels of the Peruzzi, the Castellani, and the Tornabuoni families). The 

examination of these works focuses initially on the textual sources which may have 

inspired the work of art itself, and the influence of different patrons on the portrayal 

of the saint. The significance of the cultural and social data reflected by these works 

are what this thesis aims to draw attention to. 
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Introduction 

l'fui de la citta the nel Batista 

mute it primo padrone;1  

(l'in from the city where the Baptist is 

the first patrols; ) 

Dante, Inferno, Canto XIII, 143-144 

As the main patron saint of Florence, the figure of St. John the Baptist played a major 

part in the art and culture of that city during the Renaissance. The festival of St. John 

was the most celebrated ceremony in the city's calendar and portrayals of the legend 

of the Baptist established an unmatched importance in the city.' It is surprising, 

therefore, that there has been little discussion about the role of the Baptist in the 

cultural life of Florence. Chretien has been one of the few to address the issue by 

analysing the Festival of the Baptist in order to establish the importance of the saint in 

terms of the political messages reflected in this religious carnival.' Despite Chretien's 

work, however, an analysis of the importance of the Baptist in terms of his portrayal 

in Renaissance art in Florence has been noticeable by its absence. This study aims to 

address this problem and to provide a basis for a fuller understanding of the role the 

figure of the Baptist played in civic life in Florence, through a discussion of the works 

of art which he inspired. It is hoped that through an analysis of key works, and a 

discussion of the Baptist as a civic emblem, new light will be shed on how artistic 

imagery in Florence was manipulated for cultural and political ends. 

Although depictions of the Baptism of Christ are included in the decoration of 

some early Christian churches by the end of the thirteenth century, there were only a 

few examples of whole cycles dedicated to the saint's life.4  These include the 

Dante, The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri, I, Inferno, trans. J. D. Sinclair, London, 1958, p.132. 
2  Unless otherwise stated in the following text, reference to St. John applies to St. John the Baptist. 
3  H. L. Chrdtien, The Festival of San Giovanni: Imagery and Political Power in Renaissance Florence, 
PhD thesis, New York, 1994, pp. 1-55. 

The Baptism of Christ is to be seen in most of the baptisteries in Ravenna, for example the Baptistery 
of the Cathedral and the Baptistery of Arians, but not a whole depiction of the Baptist's life. Both of 
them are made of mosaics as a big medallion in the centre of the ceiling surrounded by the twelve 
Apostles. This is a popular theme for a baptistery in late Roman and the early Middle Ages. The 
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doorway above the main portal of Parma Baptistery by Benedetto Antelami in 1198 

(fig. 1), the mural paintings inside the same building datable from around 1259 to 

1270 (fig. 3), and an altarpiece in Siena which was completed c.1260-1270 (fig. 4).' 

Interest in the life of the Baptist began to increase from the end of the thirteenth 

century. The general economic trends in the late Middle Ages encouraged the 

commissioning of more works of art. When the commissions grew in number, the 

range of subject matter also expanded. Scenes from the lives of the saints became 

more and more popular, with the life of the Baptist providing some of the richest 

material. In Florence, interest in the Baptist flourished with commissions being 

executed for both public and private patrons. While individual commissions have 

been studied by various authors, there has never been a general survey of those 

Florentine projects which deal with the Baptist's life. It is the intention of this study 

to make amends in this regard. The most significant works dealing with the Baptist 

will be assessed in terms of their iconographic importance and the way in which they 

reflect contemporary concerns in Florentine society. 

Examples of works dealing with the saint's life can be divided into roughly 

two groups: state commissions and works for private patrons. In the period under 

discussion, the most important projects belonging to the first category were 

commissioned for the Baptistery: the narrative cycles of the mosaics (c.1271-1302, 

figs, 12a-i) and Andrea Pisano's bronze doors (1330-36, fig.14), a silver altarpiece 

(1366-1483, fig. 16), and twenty-seven embroidered panels from a set of ceremonial 

vestments (1466-88 figs. 23a-aa). All of these works were commissioned by the 

Calimala, the guild of cloth merchants who took charge of the Baptistery on behalf of 

the Florentine commune. These works of art emphasised the way in which the 

Baptistery was considered to be the centre of the city, providing the focus for the 

annual festival of the Baptist. As a consequence, the strong links between art and the 

former is dated to 396-450 AD and the latter 493-526. G. Bovini, Ravenna Mosaics, London, 1957, 
H. 15-19 and pp. 23-25. 

There are other cycles including the main door of the Pisa Baptistery and font reliefs in Massa 
Marttima Duomo made by Maestro Giroldo di Giacomo da Como in 1267. See P. A. Dunford, "A 
Suggestion for the Dating of the Baptistery Mosaics at Florence", Burlington Magazine, 116, 1974, p. 
96; I. Falk and J. Lanyi, "The Genesis of Andrea Pisano's Bronze Doors", Art Bulletin, 25, 1943, p. 
132, n. 1. The Sienese altarpiece was formally kept in the ex-convent of Santa Petronilla and is now in 
Pinacoteca Nazionale, Siena. It depicts the Baptist crowned, enthroned and flanked by twelve scenes 
from his life. It is believed that this altarpiece was painted by a Byzantine painter who worked in 
central Italy. E. Carli, Sienese Painting, New York-London, 1983, p. 4. The Baptist as represented by 
a crowned figure is rare in Italy. The Parma mural is also of Byzantine influence. On this work, see A. 
Venturi, Storia dell 'Arte Italiana, vol. III, Milan, 1904, pp. 410-417. 
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political concerns of the Florentines will be explored through a discussion of these 

works for the Baptistery. 

Although these works have been discussed elsewhere, focus has usually 

centred on narrative motifs, the origins of the images, or documentary evidence. 

There has been little written about the way in which these works reflect political and 

social concerns. Falk and Lhnyi's account of the relationship between the mosaic 

programme and Andrea Pisano's Baptistery doors provides us with one example of 

the failure to exploit these links.' These works should be considered in a wider 

context and the way in which they encapsulate civic values essential to Florentine 

society, such as the importance of tracing the city's origins to Roman times. It is 

necessary to examine how these secular concerns influenced the depiction of scenes 

from the life of the Baptist, as well as to point out their wider socio-political 

significance. 

As for the Silver Altar of the Baptist and the embroidered vestments, Paolucci 

has been more successful in drawing our attention to the significant roles these 

artefacts played in the civic life of Florence. Alternatively, Becherucci and Brunetti 

have made a great contribution to the documentary evidence concerning the 

provenance of these two works of art.' However, their discussions are lacking in 

examination of the iconographic significance of these respective narratives. As these 

works of art were intended for use in important civic ceremonies, a fuller discussion 

of their symbolism is essential. 

In addition to these works, an altarpiece dedicated to the Baptist by Giovanni 

del Biondo (c.1370-80, fig. 26) presents us with another important state commission. 

A full discussion of this neglected work is merited because of its unique iconography 

that represents St. John as an heroic figure vanquishing Herod Antipas. Attention will 

focus on how, in its depiction of an evil vanquished tyrant, it can be read as a piece of 

civic propaganda. With regard to this work, Offner made a contribution in so far as 

the dating and history of this altarpiece can now be established, but he did not seek to 

clarify its unusual iconography.' Meiss noticed the unique depiction of the Baptist 

6  I. Falk and J. Lanyi, "The Genesis of Andrea Pisano's Bronze Doors", Art Bulletin, 25, 1943, pp. 132-
153. 
7  A. Paolucci, "The Sculptures", in The Baptistery of San Giovanni in Florence, ed., A. Paolucci, 
Modena, 1994, pp. 143-188. L. Becherucci and G. Brunetti, II Museo dell 'Opera del Duomo a 
Firenze, vol. //,Milan, 1971, pp. 215-228, and pp. 259-267. 
B  R. Offner and K. Steinweg, Giovanni del Biondo, Part I, (A Critical and Historical Corpus of 
Florentine Painting, section IV, vol. IV), New York, 1967, pp. 112-113. 
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standing over Herod but only dealt with the concept in terms of the conflict between 

vice and virtue, overlooking its meaning in terms of the political concerns of 

Florentine society.' 

As the Baptist was adopted as the supporter of numerous influential Florentine 

families, private commissions are also critical to our understanding of the importance 

of the saint in the life of the city. The frescoes in the Peruzzi Chapel by Giotto 

(c.1310-20, figs. 35a-35c), the Castellani Chapel (c. 1380, figs. 39a-39c) at Santa 

Croce, and in Tornabuoni Chapel at Santa Maria Novella (1486-90, figs. 41a-41h), are 

the three significant schemes this paper focuses on. Their significance is not only 

based on the importance of the families who commissioned them, but also because of 

their location: the important churches of Santa Croce and Santa Maria Novella. The 

analysis of this type of privately commissioned work focuses on the patrons' interest 

in reflecting domestic and familial, as opposed to civic, concerns. 

Since the Middle Ages, the popular image of St. John the Baptist was 

something akin to a wild man in appearance due to his protracted sojourn in the desert. 

He was instantly recognisable by his apparel of camel hair and his emaciated 

appearance which derived from a diet of wild honey and locusts. This ascetic lifestyle 

encouraged the perception of his strong-willed character. In one way, he was 

perceived as a combative figure, heroically proclaiming the coming of the Messiah 

and fearlessly rebuking Herod. He was also perceived as a passionate, eloquent 

preacher. As the Florentines recognised the Baptist as an emblem of their city, it is 

conjectured that they identified the saint's characteristics with the ideals of Florentine 

virtue. 

In the iconographic representation of the saint's life in Florentine art, artists 

were not usually interested in representing a complete version of the apocryphal 

tradition. Essentially, the larger the cycle is, the stronger it can be seen to reflect the 

colourful nature of the apocrypha, as large cycles required numerous episodes. 

However, some episodes from the eastern tradition, such as the death of the Baptist's 

parents, the extra meetings between the Baptist and Jesus and the miraculous power 

the saint's head exercised, are hardly portrayed because they were meaningless to 

level headed Florentine artists and patrons. These elements were not appropriate 

either to private commissions which usually focussed on domestic and dynastic 

9  M. Meiss, Painting in Florence and Siena After the Black Death, New York, 1964, p. 49. 
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details, or to the public commissions which emphasised those extraneous details for 

political ends. 

In order to better understand the iconography employed by the artists under 

discussion, the first part of this dissertation is devoted to an examination of the texts, 

both the biblical narratives and the apocryphal writings, which provided relevant 

source material. Before a discussion of the works of art inspired by the figure of the 

Baptist can begin, it is also necessary to clarify the origins of the saint as Florence's 

civic emblem and the way in which he formed the basis for the city's most important 

festival. 
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Chapter 1: The Legend of St. John the Baptist 

The early versions of the Baptist's legend 

In order to understand the depictions of the life of the Baptist in Florentine art in the 

late Middle Ages and early Renaissance, it is necessary to familiarise oneself with 

contemporary textual sources. In addition to the original biblical source material, 

there were other Italian apocryphal texts dealing with the Baptist's life that inspired 

interpretations of the saint's life in art. The Golden Legend, the Meditations on the 

Life of Christ and the text by a Dominican friar Cavalca were the most popular texts 

known to the people of the Italian peninsula during the late Middle Ages. These 

apocryphal texts are based on biblical writings but are richer in the details of the 

saint's life. They provided artists with much of the local colour absent from the 

Bible. 

The process of enriching the legend of the Baptist did not suddenly begin in 

the late Middle Ages.1  The apocryphal texts trace their origins to eastern literature of 

the second century. These earlier texts influenced some of the Italian works of art 

dealing with the Baptist's life, such as the mural in Parma Baptistery, right up until 

the late Middle Ages. It is necessary, therefore, to examine the way in which the 

legend of the Baptist was embellished by these texts. In so doing, we can compare 

the eastern handling of the subject with the approach taken in Renaissance Florence. 

This will determine the particular interests of Florentine patrons and artists as 

evidenced through representation of St. John's life. 

The original source: New Testament 

The New Testament is the most important source for our knowledge of St. 

John the Baptist. However, as Scobie has pointed out, the Gospels show no interest 

in the Baptist for his own sake and he is only mentioned when he appears within the 

context of the life of Christ.2  The accounts of the Baptist's life are not consistent, 

and his life is not described chronologically. It is believed that the synoptic Gospels 

The internal decoration of baptisteries in early ages is usually the scene of the Baptism of Cluist. See 
p. 10, note 4. 
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share the same sources and, as a consequence, their accounts of John's life are 

similar, especially in their descriptions of the saint's ministry and his tragic 

decapitation at the hands of Herod Antipas.3  Luke, however, goes beyond the other 

narratives in relating information on the miracle of the Baptist's birth (Luke 1, 5-80). 

When it comes to John's Gospel, the apostle focuses entirely on the way in which the 

Baptist testifies to the divine nature of Christ and omits important details of the 

prophet's life (John 1, 1-34). 

We know from Luke's Gospel that John's father was called Zacharias, an old 

priest in Judea, and that his mother, Elizabeth, was a relative of the Virgin. They 

were faithful to God but they were childless and elderly. One day, when Zacharias 

was alone in the temple burning incense in God's honour, the archangel Gabriel 

appeared to him with the message that his wife was going to bear him a son, whom 

they should name John.4  Astonished by this news, Zacharias doubted what he had 

heard and was punished for his faithlessness by losing his voice. The crowd waiting 

outside wondered why the priest was lingering so long in the temple. When 

Zacharias left the temple unable to speak, they realised that a miracle had taken place. 

From the annunciation of John's impending birth by Gabriel, it is clear that the 

account of beginning of St. John's life deliberately parallels that of Christ' s.5  

In fulfilment of the angel's prophesy, Elizabeth became pregnant and 

withdrew from public life for five months. During the sixth month, God sent Gabriel 

to Nazareth where he announced to the Virgin Mary that she would bear a son, 

informing her also of the fact that Elizabeth was pregnant, in order to emphasise the 

power of God. Mary went to visit Elizabeth in Judea where she stayed for three 

months. When Elizabeth gave birth to a boy, many of their relatives and neighbours 

came to celebrate. On the eighth day they came to circumcise the child and asked for 

his name. Elizabeth insisted that the child should be called John, but as no one in the 

family was called John, the crowd went to Zacharias for the fmal decision. The priest 

asked for a writing tablet and, to everyone's surprise, he wrote: "His name is John." 

2  C. Scobie, John the Baptist, London, 1964, p. 11. 
'Mark 1, 1-11 and 6, 14-29, Matthew 3, 1-17; 11, 1-10; 14, 1-12. 
4  Luke 1, 17: "And he will go on before the Lord, in the spirit and power of Elijah... ." According to 
this statement, the Baptist is to be seen as a prophet. 
5  See W. B. Tatum, John the Baptist and Jesus, Sonoma, 1994, p. 69. 
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(Luke 1, 63). According to the Gospel, Zacharias' voice then suddenly returned to 

him. 

The next mention of the saint in St. Luke's narrative is as an adult. His entire 

childhood and upbringing are referred to only once: "the child grew and became 

strong in spirit; and he lived in the desert until he appeared publicly to Israel" (Luke 

1, 80). In addition, John's time in the wilderness is further evidenced by the gospels 

of Matthew and Mark which comment on his appearance and diet: "John's clothes 

were made of camel's hair, and he had a leather belt round his waist. His food was 

locusts and wild honey" (Matthew 3, 4 & Mark 1, 6). Under the guidance of God, St. 

John began his mission to preach God's forgiveness of sins and to baptise people in 

the River Jordan. The Baptist's activity therefore is understood as a parallel to that of 

Elijah recorded in the Old Testament, and this emphasises the Baptist's role as a 

prophet. 

The Baptism of Christ is perhaps the most important event associated with St. 

John. During Christ's baptism, the heavens opened and the Holy Spirit descended in 

the form of a dove. In addition, the voice of God came from Heaven and said: "You 

are my son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased."6  Saints Matthew, Mark and 

Luke all mention the imprisonment of the Baptist for his rebuke of Herod in marrying 

his brother's wife, Herodias. Nevertheless, the execution of the saint is only recorded 

in the Gospels of Matthew and Mark: 

At that time Herod the tetrarch heard the reports about Jesus, and he said to his 

attendants, "This is John the Baptist; he has risen from the dead! That is why 

miraculous powers are at work in him." 

Now Herod had arrested John and bound him and put him in prison ..., Herod 

wanted to kill John but he was afraid of the people, because they considered him a 

prophet. 

On Herod's birthday the daughter of Herodias danced for them and pleased Herod 

so much that he promised with an oath to give her whatever she asked. Prompted 

by her mother, she said, "Give me here on a platter the head of John the Baptist." 

The king was distressed, but because of his oaths and his dinner guest, he ordered 

that her request be granted and had Jolm beheaded in the prison. His head was 

brought in on a platter and given to the girl, who carried it to her mother. John's 

6  Matthew 3, 13-17; Mark 1, 9-11; Luke 3, 21-22. St. Luke mentions that Jesus was about 30 years old 
when he started his ministry and from this we can infer the age of the Baptist. 
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disciples came and took his body and buried it. Then they went and told Jesus. 

(Matthew 14, 1-12)7  

This description reiterates the earlier statements of the Evangelists and is to 

be seen in the context of their account of the life of Christ. In this narrative, it is 

noticeable that the death of the Baptist is discussed when it is used to relate the 

divine power of Jesus. In the late stages of the Baptist's life, a minor episode 

occurred when the Baptist was in prison. Upon hearing of the miracles of Jesus, the 

saint sent two of his followers to affirm his own prophecy that Jesus was the 

Messiah. Instead of answering this question directly, Jesus demonstrated his power 

of healing (Matthew 11, 1-19; Luke 7, 18-35). 

These episodes from the Gospels provide only a brief outline of the Baptist's 

life and little is said about John's upbringing and early years. In particular, there are 

uncertainties in the Evangelists' description of the Baptist's life which have invited 

scholarly attention. As a result, throughout the centuries many writers both from East 

and West have attempted to 'fill in the gaps'. They have provided additions to the 

biography of the Baptist which are more detailed and more dramatic in their content 

than the accounts provided by the Bible. 

Early apocryphal sources 

Following the Gospels, the first apocryphal texts came from the East and 

these texts filled in many of these 'gaps' in the biblical story and the writers often 

exercised their imaginations emphasising the Baptist's miraculous power. According 

to the Bible, Herod the Great (not to be confused with John's murderer, Herod the 

Antipas) gave an order to kill all the new-born males when he heard of the birth of 

Jesus (Matthew 2, 16-18). Alerted by an angel, the Holy Family fled to Egypt, but 

the biblical text is silent about the infant Baptist and his parents at this time. The 

Eastern apocryphal authors were concerned with the effects of the Massacre of the 

Innocents on Zacharias' family. It is to be remembered that, according to the Bible, 

The text in the Gospel of Mark is very close to that of Matthew, but it differs in some details. Firstly, 
although Herod had the Baptist arrested, he respected the saint and protected him, knowing St. John 
was a prophet, and it was Herodias who wanted to put the saint to death. Therefore, the birthday 
banquet of Herod, and Salome's dance offered a perfect opportunity for Herodias to take revenge on 
the Baptist. In addition, when Herod offered a reward for Salome, she went out to ask her mother for 
what should she ask. "The head of John the Baptist," Herodias answered. Mark 6, 14-29. 
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John was also one of Herod's targets, being only six months older than Jesus. The 

Book of James, the so-called Protoevangelium written in the second century, is the 

earliest extensive narrative about the saint's childhood. The text records that 

Elizabeth fled with her infant son to the hill country and a mountain opened to shelter 

them and an angel came to protect them.8  

Later, between AD 385 and 395, an Egyptian Bishop, Serapion, wrote "A 

New Life of John the Baptist" that dealt in detail with the Baptist's early life.9  A text 

from the ninth century, called the 'Slavonic Text' mentions that when the order to 

slaughter the firstborn was given, Zacharias advised his wife to flee with their son to 

the wilderness while he remained in the temple in observance of his duties. 

Suddenly, Gabriel appeared and brought "a raiment and a leathern girdle" for the 

infant St. John.19  This account is a reference to St. John's camel hair garment in the 

Bible. This text describes how, under the direction of Satan, Herod's soldiers went 

to question Zacharias about his son. Getting no answer from the old priest, they 

killed him.11  Later, when John was five Elizabeth is recorded to have died. The 

Virgin, accompanied by Jesus, on a coloured cloud went to the young St. John in the 

desert to help him bury his mother and advise him how to live in the desert.12  

Salome, the dancing girl who asked for the head of St. John as a reward for 

her performance, is not actually named in the Gospels. In the books of Matthew and 

Mark she is only identified as 'the daughter of Herodias' or simply as 'the girl' 

without any further description (Matthew 14, 6 & Mark 6, 22). The first source to 

name her was the first century Jewish text by Flavius Josephus entitled Antiquity of 

M. Lavin, "Giovanni Battista: a Study in Renaissance Religious Symbolism", Art Bulletin, 37, 1955, 
p. 85 n. 5. 

Serapion, "A New Life of John the Baptist", ed. and trans., A. Mingona, Bulletin of the John Rylands 
Library, Manchester, 11, 1927, pp. 234-287, reprinted in Woodbrooke Studies, Cambridge, 1, 1927, 
pp. 438-464. The Slavonic text is entitled "The Story of the Birth of John the Precursor and of the 
Killing of his Father Zachariah". A brief English edition is in M. R. James, Lost Apocrypha of the 
Old Testament, (Translations of Early Documents, Series I, Palestinian Jewish Texts (Pre-Rabbinic)), 
London, 1920, pp. 75-77. 

Serapion, p. 443. In the Slavonic text, Elizabeth and John were protected by Uriel and hidden 
within a rock. p. 76. 

Serapion, p. 444; Slavonic text, p. 76. 
Serapion, pp. 446-448. The author also mentioned that the angels Michael and Gabriel brought the 

soul of Zacharias as they buried Elizabeth. In the Slavonic text, the young John and Jesus met in the 
temple where Zacharias was killed a few months after they fled from Herod. Zacharias was brought 
back to life and baptised with John in the spring water Jesus made. p. 76. 
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the Jews.13  Writing from a historical point of view, the description of the Baptist's 

death in Josephus' account is very different from the dramatic account found in the 

Gospels. In Josephus' version of the saint's life, the Baptist was portrayed as a 

political figure, dangerous because of the number of his followers, and the reason for 

his imprisonment was given as Herod's fear of rebellion. Thus the Baptist's 

condemnation of Herod, Herodias' hatred of the saint, and the episode of the feast are 

all absent in this account. Although Josephus makes mention of Herodias' daughter 

(the offspring of a previous marriage) and accords her a name, the description of 

Salome lacks the 'local colour' of the Gospel accounts. It is only later that she was 

identified with the dancing girl mentioned in the Bible.14  

Medieval Italian sources 

Interest in enlarging the story of the Baptist continued into the Middle Ages. 

At this time, there were several intriguing apocryphal sources in Italy. The narratives 

dealing with the Baptist's life included sections in The Golden Legend, the 

Meditations on the Life of Christ, and Fra Domenico Cavalca's Volgarizzamento 

delle Vite de' Santi Padri. These were, perhaps, the most popular texts. Aside from 

the Meditations on the Life of Christ, the other sources are collections of stories of 

the saints' lives, with the Golden Legend as perhaps the earliest, dating from c.1260-

70. Although the authorship is not certain, normally people regard this as the work 

of a Dominican friar, Jacopo da Voragine, who was archbishop of Genoa at the time. 

His authorship has however, yet to be proved.' 

The Meditations on the Life of Christ is a work almost contemporary with the 

Golden Legend. This text can be dated to the second half of the thirteenth-century, 

and one of the manuscripts preserved today contains a remarkable number of 

° "Herodias ... had a daughter Salome...", F. Josephus, Josephus: Complete Works, London, 1960, p. 
383. It is unknown if this is a historical truth or the result of Josephus' own attribution. Another name 
"Uxoriana" is given by Serapion but it is not popularly accepted. Serapion, p. 454. 
14  H. G. Zagona, The Legend of Salome and the Principle of Art for Art's Sake, Paris-Geneva, 1960, p. 
17. 
15  J. de Voragine, The Golden Legend: Reading on the Saints, trans. W. G. Ryan, Princeton, 1993, vol. 
I, p. xiii. Initially, it was called Legenda Sanctorum but it became extremely popular very quickly and 
was subsequently called Legenda Aurea. Hereafter, this text will be referred to as the Golden Legend. 
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illustrations by a Sienese artist (or artists) from the fourteenth century.16  As its title 

implies, it narrates St. John's story in the context of Christ's life, as is the case in the 

New Testament. The first part of the Baptist's life, from the annunciation to 

Zacharias until the saint's early youth, is described in greater detail. In dating 

Cavalea's work, Lavin suggests c.1320-1342. From the examination of a sixteenth 

century Florentine grammarian, Dunford echoes this suggestion and agrees that 

Cavalea's work appeared in Italian in the early fourteenth century." Although the 

narrative of the Baptist's life found in the Golden Legend and the Meditations is a 

result of the enrichment of the original biblical description, it does not elaborate 

much further. 

In short, the Baptist's life as known from the late Middle Ages to the early 

Renaissance was not based solely on the simple description preserved in the Gospels. 

The original biblical text and eastern writings combined with Italian authors' 

interpretations to form the accepted version. One thing that should be borne in mind 

is that medieval people were only interested in the Baptist's religious significance. 

Historical accuracy was of little concern to them, which explains the apocryphal 

writers' emphasis on the miracles that happened in his life which would make him 

appear more exceptional. 

The legend developed 

As the biblical text sufficiently details the miraculous birth of the Baptist, the 

apocryphal authors had little to add. However, the Bible's handling of the 

relationship between Mary and Elizabeth did not seem to satisfy them. St. Luke 

simply mentions that Mary and Elizabeth were relatives, without further elaboration. 

On the other hand, we learn from the Meditations that they were actually cousins, 

IS  Until the eighteenth century, it had been commonly attributed to a Tuscan Franciscan Pseudo 
Bonaventura. Modern scholars accept this hypothesis but are not convinced by the specific attribution. 
Meditations on the Life of Christ, trans. and ed., I. Ragusa and R. Green, Princeton, 1961, p. xxi, n. 2. 
This work will be referred to as the Meditations. 

Fra Domenico Cavalca, Volgarizzamento delle Vile de' Santi Padri, ed., D. M. Manni and A. 
Cesari, 6 volumes. (vols. IV-VI are called "Vita di alcuni santi scritte nel Buono secolo della lingua 
toscana"), Milan, 1829, Vita di S. Giovambatista is in vol. IV, pp. 259-369. It is believed that 
Cavalca's Vite is actually a collection of some Latin texts. On the authorship of the Vile de' Santi 
Padri, see P. A. Dunford, "A Suggestion for the Dating of the Baptistery Mosaics at Florence", 
Burlington Magazine, 116, 1974, p. 97, and M. A. Lavin, "Giovanni Battista: A Supplement," Art 
Bulletin, 43, 1961, p. 321. 
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daughters of two sisters, Sts Anne and Esmeria.18  In addition, the other apocryphal 

writers did not agree on whether the Virgin Mary could have travelled without a 

companion, especially as she was with Child. Thus some authors, such as the writer 

of the Meditations, believe that Joseph was with Mary, while some like Cavalca, 

suggest that there was a female companion accompanying the Virgin to Judea.19  

Another unclear aspect of the Baptist's legend for the apocryphal writers to 

embellish was the Virgin's stay in Elizabeth's house. The account in the Gospel of 

Luke is very enigmatic: it appears that Mary departed before John's birth, though the 

apocryphal writers supposed that it would be impossible for Mary to leave her 

relative at the very moment when Elizabeth was about to give birth. They believed 

that Mary was present when Elizabeth gave birth and the Virgin acted as midwife for 

her.29  By emphasising that the Virgin was the first person to touch the new arrival, 

the apocryphal authors stressed the dignity and importance of the saint. The 

depiction of the Virgin holding the new-born St. John is portrayed in the scene of The 

Naming of the Baptist in Andrea Pisano's bronze doors for the Baptistery (1330-36, 

fig. 14e). 

Unlike the eastern apocryphal writers, Italian authors were not interested in 

the effect that the Massacre of the Innocents had on St. John's family. Nevertheless, 

they showed a great concern for the Baptist's early years. Some believed that there 

was more than one meeting between the two families, as they were close relatives, 

and that John had known Jesus for a long time before the Baptism in the River 

Jordan. The author of the Meditations suggests that the Holy Family visited 

Zacharias again after presenting the new-born Jesus in the temple, and stayed with 

them for a few days.21  According to Cavalca, however, the second meeting of the 

two families happened at the Nativity. The Virgin Mary asked Joseph to write a 

19  Meditations p. 21. the Golden Legend also mentions that Mary and Elizabeth are cousins. Golden 
Legend, vol. I, p. 328. 
19  Meditations, p. 22 and Cavalca, p. 262. 
20  Golden Legend, vol. I, p. 330, "The Blessed Virgin stayed with her cousin for three months, helping 
her, and when the child was born... she lifted him from the earth with her holy hands, kindly acting as 
a nursemaid would." See also Meditations, pp. 24-25, and Cavalca, p. 267. In Cavalca's description, 
Mary brought the infant to his father Zacharias soon after the baby was born. The text in the 
Meditations tells us that Mary stayed until the naming of the child, and when the crowd went to 
Zacharias, the Virgin hid herself behind the curtain to see what was happening. Soon after, Mary and 
Joseph went back to Nazareth and back to their own life of poverty- a test of faith since "for three 
months she had stayed with people who were perhaps wealthy..." pp. 25-26. Here we learn that John 
was from a wealthy family. 
21  Meditations, pp. 64-65. 
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letter reporting all the joy and holiness of the Nativity to Zacharias and Elizabeth. 

Unsatisfied with the account in the letter, the elderly couple decided to visit the Holy 

Family in Bethlehem and witness the miracle with their own eyes, reciprocating the 

Virgin's visit during Elizabeth's pregnancy.22  When the two families met, their two 

children are described as gleefully playing together. 

The Gospels inform readers of the Baptist's time in the desert but are unclear 

about the age at which he ventured into the wilderness. In contrast, the apocryphal 

writers were very keen to answer this question. It seems that they believed that the 

younger St. John was when he left home, the greater his sanctity. As a result, the 

Golden Legend tells us that St. John abandoned his well-to-do life at the age of 

fifteen.23  However, the author of the Meditations implies that St. John abandoned his 

family before the age of seven because he met the child Jesus while in the desert 

when the Holy family left Egypt for Nazareth, and by this time he had been there for 

quite a while.24  The emphasis on the importance of this aspect is significant when 

one considers that the implication that the Baptist was from a rich family springs 

from the Franciscan inspired Meditations. In this text it is suggested that the Virgin 

and Joseph wanted to leave Zacharias' house because they had been in wealthy 

surroundings for too long a time.25  As the text was written by a Franciscan, one 

expects the abandonment of earthly wealth to be stressed in line with the teachings of 

St. Francis. 

According to Cavalca, John was aware of his mission even as a tender infant 

and, therefore, he began to wander in the woods by the age of five. Although he 

returned home daily and reported his adventures to his parents, the distance between 

himself and his home grew each day until finally he spent one night in the woods. In 

spite of the fact that Zacharias and Elizabeth were worried about him, they could not 

stop the young St. John from straying. When John reached the age of seven, he 

22 Cavalca, pp. 271-274. 
23  John's age, as he left home for the desert in the Golden Legend, is recorded in the manuscript that 
was used by Caxton for his translation of the Golden Legend, but not in the manuscript used for the 
1993 edition. F. S. Ellis, ed., The Golden Legend, trans. W. Caxton, London, 1900, vol. III, p. 258. In 
the text Caxton used, it is also mentioned that some people suggested that John left home when he was 
twelve. The 1900 version of the Golden Legend is in seven volumes and the life of the Baptist is in 
vols. III and V. 
24  Meditations, pp. 77-84. John knelt before Jesus for blessing. Afterwards, the Holy Family crossed 
the River Jordan to visit Elizabeth and St. John remained in the desert. 
25  Meditations, p. 26. On the authorship of the Meditations, see note 16. 
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narratives in Cavalea's writing echo the descriptions found in the Meditations, such 

as the meeting of the two children in the desert at the age of seven, one difference 

being that Cavalca records that the Holy Family, together with the young St. John, 

went to visit Zacharias and Elizabeth. After staying one night at their home, the Holy 

Family went on their journey and St. John left for the wilderness again. There is no 

further reference made to the incident of the saint visiting his parents.27  The time the 

Baptist spent in the desert demonstrates his piety. This is further emphasised by the 

apocryphal authors' suggestion that the saint was from a wealthy family.28  To 

abandon his comfortable life and to choose to suffer life in the wilderness is powerful 

evidence of the saint's sanctity and devotion. 

The Baptism of Christ is recorded in detail in the Gospels, but in the 

apocryphal texts this episode is expanded. According to Cavalca, the River Jordan 

was shining and imbued with sanctity because the Lord was baptised there. After His 

baptism, Jesus ordered the sanctity of the river to remain so that the Baptist and his 

followers could share his glory by baptising themselves in the same water. As the 

New Testament says, after his baptism, Jesus went to the mountains where he fasted 

for forty days and forty nights." Cavalca suggests that the Baptist accompanied the 

Saviour into the mountains for one night. When he returned to his followers, his face 

was red and shining, just like that of Moses when he spoke to God at Mountain 

Sinai30: Cavalca intended to make John appear to be another Moses. John then 

entered the River Jordan and asked his follower, Peter, to baptise him.31  

27  Cavalca, pp. 292-299. 
23  See note 20. 
" Matthew 4, 1-1; Mark 1, 12-13; Luke 4, 1-13. 
311  Exodus 34, 29. 
31  Cavalca, pp. 316-317 "a modo che fece Moise quando torno di sul monte che aveva parlato con 
Dio." and "(John) entro e tuffasi tutto in questa acqua;... disse a Pietro: Togli la scodella e gittami 
dell'acqua in capo nel nome del Padre e del Figliuolo e dello Spirito Santo.". It is curious that the 
Sienese altarpiece contains a unique scene that is not to be found elsewhere: God appears to the 
Baptist in the mountains reminding the viewers of Moses' meeting with God on the top of Mountain 
Sinai. This episode from the Sienese altarpiece has its origins in the Bible as the Gospel of Luke 
records "the word of God came to John, son of Zacharias in the desert." (Luke 2, 2). From this 
description, however, no physical meeting between the Baptist and God is indicated. Amongst the 
apocryphal writings Cavalca's text is quite close to this representation. He was particularly interested 
in drawing attention to the parallel between the Baptist and Moses. The artist of this altarpiece may 
not have read Cavalca's book, but their ideas closely resemble each other. It must be noted that 
Cavalca's text is a collection of Latin translations of some pre-existent stories of saints and therefore it 
is very likely that the author of the Sienese altarpiece had heard a similar version of this episode (fig. 
4). However, this representation is not seen in Florentine art, although Cavalca's writing strongly 
influenced the Florentine artists' interpretation of the Baptist's life. 
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Unlike Sts. Matthew and Mark, the apocryphal writers suggest that both 

Herod and Herodias were responsible for the death of the Baptist. All three Italian 

apocryphal authors suggest that these two conceived a plot to have the Baptist 

executed.32  Cavalca describes the meeting between the Baptist and Herod, which is 

not seen in other apocryphal writings. The Baptist was already well-known, and 

since Herod was curious about what kind of person he was, he then went to the River 

Jordan to see John for himself. At first glance, he was astonished by the image of 

John but listened to his preaching without taking it to heart.33  Later, irritated and 

alarmed by the potential danger that could result from St John's rebuke of their sins, 

Herod and his lover were desperate to kill the Baptist.34  Careful not to upset the 

masses as a result of his desire to send John to his death, Herod sent two 

ambassadors to invite the Baptist to come to the palace and consult Herod on 

religious matters. John knew the real purpose of Herod's invitation, and so sent back 

the messengers and went to Jesus for advice. Jesus met John in private and discussed 

Herod and Herodias' plot against the Baptist. He taught John what to say in front of 

Herod and, most significantly, Jesus foretold his cousin's imprisonment and 

execution.35  In suggesting the Baptist's foreknowledge of his own fate, Cavalca 

emphasises the sacrificial role played by the Baptist in a further echo of the actions of 

Christ and an indication of the need to elevate the symbolic nature of the former. 

Cavalca's text goes on to recount how, when the order was given to behead 

the Baptist, the soldier charged with the task became very distressed because he did 

not wish to kill the saint, and therefore asked for his forgiveness. Knowing that his 

death was the will of God, the Baptist calmly knelt down. As the saint was 

decapitated, the soldiers and the other prisoners began to cry and prayed for the 

punishment of Herodias and Salome.36  The apocryphal authors were particularly 

interested in what happened after the saint's death and supposed that those who 

32  Golden Legend: "What [Herod] really want to do was to kill John..., both Herodias and Herod 
longed to find an opportunity to get rid of John.", vol. II, p.132; Meditations, "It happened that the 
most evil Herod and that wicked adulteress together decided to kill him that they might not be 
reproved for their sin." pp. 177-182. 

Cavalca, "generava quasi un tremore a chi `I vedeva da prima", pp. 319-320. P. A. Dunford, "The 
Iconography of the Frescoes in the Oratorio di S. Giovanni at Urbino," Journal of the Warburg and 
Courtauld Institutes, 36, 1973, p. 372. 
34  Cavalca did not name her. He simply condemned her as `sua adultera' or `sua misers'. 
35  Cavalca, pp. 332-336. 
36  Cavalca, pp. 353-354. From the fifth century, the church established the tradition that John's 
Decollation was on 29th  of August. 
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caused the death of St John should pay the penalty for what they had done. We learn 

from the Golden Legend that Herod was expelled from Israel by the Roman Emperor 

Caius [sic]. Herodias chose to go with her husband and their life ended in misery.37  

Unlike the simple description in the Golden Legend, CavaIca's account is full of the 

miraculous and shows influence of the oriental tradition. When Salome brought the 

head of the Baptist to her mother, Herodias was delighted as the Baptist could no 

longer rebuke her. However, St. John's head suddenly blew on her face, and 

Herodias fell to the floor and died immediately.38  

Most of the figures involved in the Baptist's life are either holy figures, such 

as the Baptist's parents and his followers, or personifications of vice, such as Herod 

and Herodias, their roles are clearly established in the texts of successive epochs. 

The figure of Salome, however, is an exception. She is portrayed as rather innocent 

and meek in the early texts: the Evangelists only refer to her accomplished dancing, 

which was worth half of Herod Antipas' kingdom.39  It is obvious in St. Mark's 

description that Salome was manipulated by her mother in order to rid herself of the 

Baptist. From Josephus' historical point of view, it seems that Salome's life was 

uneventful and worth little attention. However, according to the Golden Legend, 

although she was not as guilty as her mother and stepfather, she could not escape 

punishment, having asked for the head of the Baptist. This gave writers scope for 

interpretation. For example, in Giotto's Peruzzi frescoes and Andrea Pisano's 

Florentine Baptistery doors, Salome is represented as an innocent girl, while in the 

mosaics in the Baptistery, she is presented more as a femme fatal. 

The Evangelists do not mention where the Baptist's head was taken after it 

was presented to Herodias. The author of the Golden Legend suggests that John's 

head was taken by Herodias to Jerusalem and buried next to Herod's palace because 

she was afraid that John would rise from the dead if his head were buried with his 

37  Golden Legend, vol. II, p. 134. 
38  Cavalca, p. 354. This miracle echoes the eastern legend by Serapion in A New Life of John the 
Baptist. The author describes that when the head was delivered to Herodias, she laughed at it. All of a 
sudden, the roof collapsed and John's head flew into the sky. In the chamber, the ground ripped open 
and Herodias fell into hell. Witnessing this marvel, Salome became mad and her body froze up to her 
neck. In order to get her out of the ice, the soldier cut her head with the same sword which had slain 
St John. John's head soared into the sky over Jerusalem and cried out the sins Herod and Herodias for 
three years. p. 456. This account of the punishment of Salome is also seen in the Golden Legend and 
the description strongly echoes the eastern tradition. Golden Legend, vol. II, pp. 138-139. 
39  Herod promised Salome a reward for her dance, and said: "What ever you ask I will give you, up to 
half of my kingdom." Mark 6, 23. 
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she was afraid that John would rise from the dead if his head were buried with his 

body. The head was later found in St. John's camel-hair garment in the age of 

Emperor Marcian, in about AD 453, by two monks to whom it was revealed by the 

miraculous intervention of the Baptist himself." In Cavalca's text, he describes at 

length how hard the Baptist's followers tried to retrieve the saint's head, but failed in 

doing so. Having no alternative, the Baptist's followers buried John without his 

head.41  

Conclusion 

The legend of St. John the Baptist as outlined in the Gospels was enriched by 

apocryphal texts which 'filled in the gaps' of the saint's life, making it into a 

complete story, especially in its focus upon the Baptist's childhood. The enlargement 

of the Baptist's legend can be traced back to the second century and had continued 

into the Middle Ages. Although some episodes, such as the death of Zacharias and 

Elizabeth, which interested the early Eastern writers were of little concern to Italian 

authors, the influence of the former can still be discerned. One example of this 

influence lies in such details as the naming of Herodias' daughter, Salome. 

As two of the most popular compilations of lives of the saints in the late 

Middle Ages / early Renaissance, the Golden Legend and Cavalca's Volgarizzamento 

delle Vite de' Santi Padri provided detailed versions of the Baptist's life which were 

widely accepted by the Florentines. In addition, other accounts of the Baptist's life, 

such as that included in the Meditations on the Life of Christ, went into some detail 

and also influenced the popular perception of the legend. These three texts were the 

most successful religious works of their age. Although their source material was 

historically unreliable, they played an important role in shaping accepted versions of 

the lives of the saints during this period. 

An interest in expanding upon accounts of the Baptist's childhood was a 

shared interest of most writers. One reason for this phenomenon lies in the silence of 

the original biblical text upon this aspect of the saint's life. By describing and 

embellishing upon the saint's early adoption of his mission and his adventures in the 

40  Golden Legend, vol. II, p. 137. 
Cavalca, pp. 355-358. 
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addition, this device also offered a good opportunity to establish more linking 

material between the Baptist and Christ. As a result, Cavalca and the authors of the 

Golden Legend and the Meditations suggested a considerable number of encounters 

between Christ and the Baptist at an early stage in their lives. 

It is noticeable that numerous authors make a great effort to strengthen the 

links between the Baptist and Christ by establishing narrative parallels in accounts of 

their respective lives St. Luke had already described the beginning of the Baptist's 

life in a similar way to Jesus' and thus the importance of John was emphasised. This 

was also a particular aim of Cavalca's. He parallels the lives of Jesus and John, as 

for example when he compares St. John's baptism at the hands of Peter, to Jesus' by 

the Baptist. The Baptist is remembered in various roles, but especially as the 

forerunner of the Saviour. His popularity as the first martyr remains a moot point 

because John's death was not specifically related to the Christian faith that grew up 

after Christ's death 42  This may be another reason why Cavalca made a great effort 

to give his readers an impression that the Baptist's every action was actually the will 

of God. As a result, it was apparent that God's hand was evident in all the events of 

the saint's life. 

The description of the Baptist's life in the apocryphal writings was ultimately 

somewhat fanciful and Florentine artists were not usually interested in representing a 

complete version of the saint's life based on the apocryphal tradition. Essentially, the 

larger a narrative cycle, the stronger it can be seen to reflect the colourful nature of 

the apocrypha. However, some episodes, such as the grisly image of the miraculous 

power exercised by the saint's severed head, hardly appealed to the level-headed 

Florentines. Such episodes were not appropriate either to private commissions which 

usually focussed on domestic and dynastic imagery, or to public commissions which 

emphasised extraneous details for political ends. 

42  The Baptist's rebuke of Herod's marrying to his brother's wife was provoked by what was 
considered acceptable under Jewish law. According to the descriptions from the Gospels and the 
apocrypha, this rebuke is what caused the saint's death. 
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Chapter 2: The Festival of John the Baptist in Florence and the 

Saint's Position as Civic Patron 

In order to fully understand the meaning and intention behind the works which 

represent the life of the Baptist, it is important to have a clear idea about the nature of 

St. John's significance to Florentine life and how the relationship between saint and 

city was exploited by the cittadini. The first task is to outline the origins and nature 

of Florence's adoption of the Baptist as patron saint. It must be noted that several 

works of art, like the Silver Altar of the Baptist and the embroidery panels, were used 

in the celebration of the Baptist's festival. A detailed examination of this festival is 

also essential to our comprehension of the importance of the works themselves. This 

is particularly so as the character of the festival was reflected in these works and 

affected their character. 

Civic patron saints 

Within Christian society, the existence of saints as patrons of individuals, 

religious buildings or corporate bodies is a long-standing tradition. The origins of 

this phenomenon lie in the concept that God is too exalted for human beings to 

communicate with directly, and therefore it is necessary that the saints act as 

intercessors. Saints have been described, somewhat informally by one writer, as the 

"friends of God"; the Lord endows them with enormous power with which to 

guarantee the protection of their devotees.' In theory, through their privileged 

position as intercessors, they have the power to free their charges from illness and 

disaster, and to guide them in times of misfortune or at moments in which their 

devotees commit a breach of faith. 

In terms of the saint as a civic supporter, the figure's role was seen to 

involve directing citizens in their day to day life and to act as a guardian, even a 

defender, of the city at times of crisis. In addition, the saint was often called upon at 

moments of administrative difficulty and in the formulation of policy. The Church 

T. F. Noble and T. Head ed., Soldiers of Christ: Saints and Saints' Lives from Late Antiquity and 
Early Middle Ages, London,1995, p. xv. 
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provided a plethora of beatified champions from which to choose in seeking to 

guarantee the benevolence of God. Local saints were an obvious choice, but the 

appeal of the Virgin and the apostles was international and they remained the most 

popular figures due to their hierarchical status, and several cities shared the same 

protector selected from this category. 2  

After the Roman Empire was overrun by the Germanic peoples in the fifth 

century, religion began to fill the subsequent power vacuum, establishing itself as the 

creator of social order as opposed to the old secular authority. A city's 

administration became associated with organised religion and ecclesiastical figures 

often played a more influential role in the city than did the official administrators. 

These ecclesiastical administrators would often have the responsibility for selecting 

the patron saint of their city at their discretion. Their choice of saint would also 

reflect to whom the main church or cathedral was dedicated. Later, when the power 

of these administrators declined in favour of secular authority, such established 

patrons were often replaced to reflect new requirements. The reasons for selecting or 

re-selecting a patron saint varied. In some cases the patron saint would be replaced 

by another who had been seen to act successfully on the city's behalf when its 

security had been threatened. This often happened at particularly grave moments of 

crisis when the city would appeal for help to a figure who had a greater hierarchical 

standing than their own civic supporter. In the prayers that preceded the battle of 

Montaperti in 1260, Ghibelline Siena threw herself on the mercy of the Virgin, rather 

than calling on her traditional patron, the obscure St. Ansanus. Their ensuing victory 

over Florence, secured against all odds, was seen as a direct result of this call on a 

higher power. Siena's allegiance subsequently switched to the Virgin who became 

heavily identified with the city. 

Alternatively, as has already been mentioned, cities chose patron saints who 

formed some local geographical link, i.e., the saint was born or martyred there or had 

stayed within the city's environs for a considerable time. It was believed that on the 

basis of a saint's physical link to an area, he/she would make a greater effort to 

protect the city from suffering. St. Ansanus, was Siena's original choice for this very 

reason, as was St. Torpes at Pisa. Often, the choice of patron saint was not exclusive. 

2  D. Webb, "Saints and Cities in Medieval Italy", History Today, 43, July, 1993, pp. 16-17. 
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Besides the selection of one major civic saint, a city could put itself under the 

protection of several other figures. It was seen that there was certainly no harm in 

doing so. On the contrary, the more attention the city devoted to a number of saints, 

the more it thought it could guarantee its safety. Siena, for example, eventually 

chose several saints as its supporters. Besides the Virgin and Ansanus, she also 

dedicated herself to Sts. Crescentius, Savinus, and Victor.' 

St. John as civic patron saint in Florence 

As was the case with her neighbours, Florence dedicated herself to more 

than one saint. One altarpiece painted by Niccolo Gerini and Jacopo di Clone (fig.5) 

in the second half of the fourteenth century ably demonstrates this state of affairs and 

forms an excellent example of how this was reflected in the city's artistic imagery.4  

The altarpiece was commissioned by the Zecca, the Florentine Mint, on the 20th  of 

October 1372; its central image of the Coronation of the Virgin, is surrounded by ten 

saints. Here, in this single altarpiece, the important patron saints and protectors of 

the city are represented. In addition to St. John the Baptist, there are Saints John the 

Evangelist, the patron of the guild of silk makers, St. Anthony, who had protected the 

citizens from plague, and Zenobius, the first bishop of Florence, whom the city's 

church considered its private patron, Also present is St. Barnabas, who was thought 

to have intervened on the Florentines' behalf at the battles of Colle Val d'Elsa in 

1269 and the Aretines at Campaldino in 1289. St. Reparata appears courtesy of the 

fact that on her feast day in AD 407, the Florentines had secured a victory over the 

barbarian Goths led by the king Radagaisus. It was for this act that the Cathedral was 

dedicated to her in the sixth century.' The former tax collector, St. Matthew, is 

included as patron of the Mint and of bankers as a whole, of which there were many 

in the city, while Catherine of Alexandria is present because she guarded the 

philosophers and theologians, St Arnie and St Victor are also present. It was on the 

respective feast days of these latter two, that the Florentines got rid of the Duke of 

3  Webb, (1993), p. 16. G. Kaftal, Iconography of the Saints in Tuscan Painting, Florence, 1952, pp. 
61, 795, 887. 
4 D. Webb, Patrons and Defenders: The Saints in the Italian City Sates, London, 1996 p. 164. 
5  On October 8th, the feast day of St. Reparata, the Florentines won the victory over Radagaisus. It is 
believed that St. Reparata appeared in the battle with a blood-red banner bearing a pattern of a white 
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Athens (1342) and gained a victory over Pisa (1364).6  Amongst all of the saints on 

display here, however, none are accorded the importance of John the Baptist in the 

art of Florence. 

It is unclear at which point the Florentines first selected the Baptist as their 

civic patron. The most important Florentine chronicler of the fourteenth century, 

Giovanni Villani (1276-1348), describes how St. John the Baptist replaced Mars as 

patron of the city when Florence converted from paganism to Christianity] This 

would presumably anchor the city's adoption of the Baptist to c. AD 313 when the 

Emperor Constantine officially adopted Christianity and began to subsidise the 

church.8  Later in the same century, Emperor Theodosius (379-395) took a further 

step in recognising orthodox Catholic Christianity as the state religion and 

denounced paganism.9  Subsequently, Christianity spread rapidly throughout the 

entire Empire. If Villani's description is reliable, John the Baptist was adopted as the 

patron saint of Florence in the late fourth, or early fifth century.1°  As Chretien points 

out, "the courage of Mars and the inflexible moral courage of San Giovanni" 

operated in conjunction with one another forming a point of transition between the 

pagan and the Christian.' In Florentine literature, Mars and the Baptist are 

sometimes put together. The greatest of Italian poets, Dante, mentions them in the 

same breath when referring to the origins and the citizenship of Florence in his 

Paradiso: "All those able to bear arms who at that time were, between Mars and the 

Baptist, were the fifth of the number now living."' 

Alternatively, the Baptist may have been chosen due to reasons similar to 

lily. Hyett, p. 3, n. 2. 
6  Kaftal, p. 135 and p. 891, D. Webb, (1983), p. 122 and (1996), pp. 164-65. 
7  G. Villiani, Villani's Chronicle: Being Selections from the First nice Chapters, ed., P. H. Wicksteed 
trans. R. Selfe, London, 1906, pp. 39-40. "...in our city of Florence, the true faith began to be 
adopted, and paganism to be abolished, in the time of ... who was made bishop of Florence by Pope 
Sylvester." 

A. Jones, Constantine and the Conversion ofEurope, London, 1948, pp. 79-81. 
9  J. H. Lynch, The Medieval Church: A Brief History, London, 1992, pp. 10-11. 
I°  However, Pietro Gori suggests that it was not until the sixth century when Florence was under the 
control of the Lombards did St. John became the patrols saint. It happened in the reign of the Lombard 
Queen, Teodolinda, who died in 628. In addition, she decided that a festival in honour of the saint 
should be celebrated in Florence from the beginning of the seventh century. P. Gori, Le Feste 
Fiorentini Attraverso 1 Secoli: Le Feste per San Giovanni, Florence, 1926 p. 6 cited by, H. L. 
Clu.6tien, in The Festival of San Giovanni: Imagery and Political Power in Renaissance Florence, 
Ph.D. thesis, New York, 1994, p. 49. 
11  Chretien, p. 24. 
12  Dante, Paradiso, canto XVI, 46-48: "Tutfi color ch'a quel tempo eran ivi da poter anne tra Marte e 
'1 Batista, erano it quinto di quei ch'or son vivi." 
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those previously outlined. According to the chronicler Stefani, it was on the 

Baptist's feast day, the 24th  of June, AD 401, that the city finally won a decisive 

victory over the Goths.13  The memory of this victory may have operated in tandem 

with the recognition of the Baptist's special status within Christianity as the prophet 

of the incarnation. As a result, the Florentines were no doubt pleased to put their city 

under his protection. He was understood as occupying a premier position amongst 

the saints, as the one who baptised the Lord. He was also thought to be "more than a 

prophet" and was seen as the greatest among mankind (Matthew 11, 9-11). 

Nevertheless, in the early stages of Florence's civic history the Baptist was not 

treated as the most exalted patron saint of the city. In the early Middle Ages, when 

the office of bishop had a strong influence in the city, the first holder of this position, 

St. Zenobius and the patron saint of the main church, St. Reparata, overshadowed the 

Baptist as the main patrons of Florence.14  

However, the late eleventh century saw the rise of the commune in civic 

government in Tuscany at the expense of ecclesiastical administrators. As a 

symptom of this state of affairs, Sts. Zenobius and Reparata became less important to 

the city because of their close association with the church and with feudal patricians. 

In 1294, the Virgin Mary replaced Reparata as the titular saint of the Florentine 

Cathedral.15  The diminishing role of Zenobius and Reparata led to the rise in the 

importance of St. John the Baptist as a way of demonstrating the decline of 

ecclesiastic influence over policy and as a result of a desire to make a clear 

distinction between the growing importance of the commune as opposed to feudal 

authority.16  In addition, the victory of the Sienese at the battle of Montaperti (see 

13  Stefani, Marchionne di Coppo (Bonaititi), Cronaca Fiorentina, ed. N. Rodolico, in RIS, XXX, pt. 1, 
rub. 25. Cited by Trexler, p. 77. 

Chrdtien, p. 35. "The popular early patrons of Florence, Sts. Zanobi and Reparata ...While the 
church was still strong ... the three saints [Sts. Zanobi, Reparata and the Baptist] were essentially 
equal..." 
is  Santa Reparata was a sixth century building and in a damaged condition in the thirteenth century. 
As a result, in 1294 the commune decided to build a new one based on the previous architecture. The 
commission did not take place until 1296 and the new Cathedral was dedicated to Santa Maria del 
Fiore. On the design and erection of the new Duomo, T. Benton, "The Design of Siena and Florence 
Duomos" in D. Norman ed., Siena, Florence, Padua: Art, Society and Religion 1280-1400, vol. II, 
New Haven-London, 1995, pp. 129-144. 
16  Chretien, p. 35. On examining two documents, Trexler points out an interesting truth. The church 
declaimed St. Zenobius as "a patron of the see" but does not mention anything about the Baptist in an 
episcopal tract dated Dec. 1321. On the other hand, in a government document dated to 1284, the 
Baptist in included in the list of the Florentine patron saints of the city, however in which St. Zenobius 
is absent. The conflict between the church and the commune is noticeable, and therefore their worship 
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above) also harmed the status of Sts. Zenobius and Reparata who were seen not to be 

as active on their city's behalf as they once had been.' 

This last event brings us back to the question of why St. John the Baptist 

was chosen by the commune as the representative of the city. His selection agreed 

with Florence's ambition to be the most powerful city on the Italian peninsula as the 

Baptist can be seen as the greatest among the saints. Furthermore, the Baptist had 

fulfilled the role of a patron saint of Florence since the very beginning of its civic 

history and had established a deep familiarity in the minds of its citizens, leading to 

his power as a patriotic symbol. In seeking to decrease the emphasis on patron saints 

who were closely associated with the older regime, it was easier for the commune to 

lend importance to a holy figure who was already well established rather than 

creating a new emblem. The commune's adoption of the Baptist is, therefore, 

illustrative of how political groups often wish to manipulate a patriotic image to their 

own ends in usurping a pre-established authority. 

In the late Middle Ages, nearly all Italian cities were in the business of 

trying to prove that they had existed since antiquity and had played an important role 

in the Roman Empire. For example, Pisa claimed that it was the "former capital of 

the Roman province of Tuscany" and considered itself as the "true heir of the Roman 

empire.' Art was often employed to emphasise other cities' respective claims to an 

imperial legitimacy. Artists applied motifs from Roman artefacts in civic imagery in 

order to allude to their city's ancient origins.' The popular Roman image of the she-

wolf suckling the twin brothers Romulus and Remus was adopted by the Sienese 

who claimed ancestry with the twin sons of Remus, Ascius and Senius. As a result, 

although there was no clue as to whether the Romans had founded Siena, the Sienese 

still could say that the city was "the cousin of Rome."2°  This motif, known as the 

Lupo, became the identity of Siena and is seen in several works of art as 

representative of the city. 

of a patron saint is a sign which reflects this conflict. Trexler, p. I, n. 2. 
17  J. C. Barnes and C. Cuilleandin, ed., Dante and the Middle Ages, Dublin, 1995, p. 39. 
18  E. M. Angiola, "Nicola Pisano, Federigo Visconti and Classical Style in Pisa", Art Bulletin, 59, 
1977, p. 23. 
19  The carvings of Nicola Pisano's pulpit for the baptistery in Pisa dated to 1260 reflect this concept. 
The artist applied a great number of classical motifs on his pulpit. Angiola, pp. 1-27. 
20  J. M. Greenstein, "The Vision of Peace: Meaning and Representation in Ambrogio Lorenzetti's Sala 
Della Pace Cityscapes", Art History, 11, 1988, pp. 495-496 and R. Starn, Ambrogio Lorenzetti: The 
Palazzo Pubblico, Siena, New York, 1994, p. 65. 
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Like the Sienese, the Florentines were fond of tracing their origins to ancient 

Rome and had formulated their own legend to account for it. According to the 

popular Florentine version of events, the founding of the city was attributed to the 

most famous of all Roman emperors, Julius Caesar: after taking the hostile town of 

Fiesole in the first century BC, the Romans, under the leadership of Julius, built a city 

over the ruins of Fiesole in which some of the Roman elite decided to settle. At first 

Caesar planned to name it after himself, but others suggested that it would be better 

to call it Florin in memory of the dead general Florinus and, at the same time, to 

indicate the beauty of the city as it was covered with flowers. The latter appellation 

stuck, in spite of the inhabitants of the imperial capital wishing to call the new town 

`little Rome'.2I  Florence's early history was full of obstacles. When the barbarians 

attacked the Roman Empire five hundred years later, Florence was destroyed by 

Totila, King of the Goths and Vandals. The inhabitants believed that their city was 

rebuilt anew under the authority of the Holy Roman Empire in the ninth century. 

This time it was Charlemagne who was involved in the rebuilding of Florence.22  As 

with the previous founding of the city, the reconstruction of Florence took place after 

the model of Rome and therefore the city could be regarded as the "second Rome".23  

Not only did the chroniclers emphasise Florence's Roman origins, but so did its 

poets and writers. Dante, stated in his Convivio that Florence was "the most 

beautiful and most famous daughter of Rome" and was thus quoted by various 

writers.24  

It must be noticed that the Florentines of the Middle Ages generally 

21  The legend known to the contemporary Florentines is well recorded in the Chronica de arigine 
civitatis, which was finished by 1231, and Giovanni Villani's Chronicle. The former is reprinted in N. 
Rubinstein, "The Beginnings of Political Thought in Florence", Journal of the Warbwg and 
Courtauld Institutes, 5, 1942, pp. 199-227. Giovanni Villani is apparently being influenced by this 
work and thus shares plenty of similar commands in his description of the early history of Florence. 
The hostility between Florence and Fiesole was not historically correct. However, the discussion here 
focuses on what contemporary Florentines believed. On the historical reality of the relationship 
between the two cities, Rubinstein discusses the subject in detail in pp. 203-7. On the naming of the 
new colony, Rubinstein, p. 210 and Villani, p. 27. 
22  Villain, pp. 43-57, & pp. 59-62. The legend of the Florentine founding by Caesar had been popular 
until the late fourteenth century when the humanists preferred to trace the city's origin to the Roman 
Republic rather than to Caesar because of their attitude against tyrannies. Instead, the myth of 
Charlemagne was well received by the Commune. See H. Baron, The Crisis of the Early Italian 
Renaissance, vol. I, Princeton, 1955, pp. 38-63. 
23  Rubinstein, (1942), p. 208. 
24  Dante, Ii Convivio, new addition, Firenze, 1934, p. 20. "... la bellissima e famosissima figlia di 
Roma..." 
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believed that the Baptistery was built upon the ruins of an ancient temple dedicated 

to Mars. The original temple was built by skilled masters from Rome in the age of 

Augustus. According to the legend, the temple of Mars was erected in memory of 

the first Roman victory over the Fiesolans and at the same time in honour of the 'god 

of Romans' .25  As a result, "the pagan temple [was] reconsecrated to San Giovanni, 

[and] became a metaphor for those who saw the new Florence as a reflection of 

ancient Rome, and comparable to the most symbolic monument of all Antiquity."26  

A ceiling painting by Vasari in the Salone dei Cinquecento in the Palazzo Vecchio 

entitled the Foundation of Florence illustrates this aspect of Florentine mythology in 

its depiction of a Roman handing a banner to those who settled in the new city of 

Florence (fig.6). In the background, a statue of Mars appears in a hexagonal 

structure, marked out in black and white, anticipatory of the Baptistery destined to be 

erected in its place (fig. 6a)." It is clear that for the Florentines the Baptistery carried 

with it an association with a Roman past. 

In a sense, the Baptist was more than a patron saint to the Florentines. The 

virtues of "courage, moral rectitude and stalwart faith", which characterised the 

Baptist were those with which Florence wanted to identify itself.28  One recognises 

that images stamped on coins reflect the characteristics upon which a state places 

emphasis. As an example, both the Florentine silver florin produced from 1150 

onwards and the well-known gold florin first minted in 1252 were imprinted with the 

image of John the Baptist on one side and the Florentine lily on the other. In other 

words, the Baptist was a representative of the city and his character reflected that 

with which the Florentines chose to identify." This was how they saw themselves 

and how they wanted to be seen by foreigners. As George Macdonald suggests, To 

have a civic patron saint represented on the coinage "suited the medieval habit of 

mind", and more than two hundred distinct saints were either presented or named on 

25  Villani, p. 60. 
28  G. Morolli, "The Architecture of the Baptistery and `L'Ordine Buono Antico'," in The Baptistery of 
San Giovanni in Florence, ed., A. Paolucci, Modena, 1994, p. 34. 
27  The Florentines believed that there was a statue of Mars inside the building before the city was 
converted to Christianity. After the Baptist became the titular saint of the temple, the statue of Mars 
was moved to "a high tower by the River Arno" but "then fell into the Arno." Villani, pp. 40-46. 
28  Chretien, p. 21. These virtues were important in trading and business and therefore essential to 
Florence. 
29  The golden florins were issued by the Florentine Commune in charge to the Zecca, which devoted 
itself under the protection of St. Matthew. E. Staley, The Guilds of Florence, London, 1906, p. 172. 
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the coins of Italian towns and states.' The Venetian ducat which was issued in 1284, 

for example, had an image of Christ on one side and St. Mark, the remarkable patron 

saint of the city, presenting a banner to a Doge on the other?' 

In addition, coins functioned as more than mere currency. They were also 

influential symbols of the city's power and wealth. With this in mind, Brucker has 

said that the golden florins were "worth far more in terms of purchasing power."32  

They were actually a symbol of the power and wealth of Florence. As an illustration 

of this, Giovanni Villani relates the following story: 

The said new florins having begun to circulate through the world, they were carried 

to Tunis in Barbary; and being brought before the king of Tunis, which was a 

worthy and wise lord, and they pleased him much, ... he much recommended them, 

... The king asked him [a merchant from Oltramo] of the state and condition of 

Florence ... the which answered wisely, showing the power and magnificence of 

Florence, and how Pisa in comparison was neither in power nor in inhabitants the 

half of Florence, and that they had no golden money, and that the florin was the 

fruit of many victories gained by the Florentines over them.33  

The golden florins were widely used in western Europe and thus demonstrated the 

superiority and power of Florence. In Villani's story, the Florentine Guelf s victory 

over the Pisan Ghibelline was symbolised by the strength of the city's golden florin. 

The importance of the Baptist in Florence is further demonstrated by the fact 

that new-born Florentines had to be baptised in the Baptistery before being registered 

as citizens. As Staley points out, "the Florentines were perhaps the very first people 

who kept a Register of Baptism."34  It is not a coincidence, therefore, that the scene 

of the Naming of the Baptist is represented in almost all important Florentine works 

of art dealing with the life of the Baptist." 

3°  G. Macdonald, Coin Types: Their Origins and Development, Glasgow, 1905, p. 254. 
31  J. Cribb, et al., The Coin Atlas: the World of Coinage from its Origins to the Present Day, London-
Sydney, 1990, p. 68. 
33  G. Brucker ed., The Society of Renaissance Florence; A Documentary Study, New York, 1971, p. 2. 
33  Villani, pp. 161-162. 
34  E. Staley, The Guilds of Florence, New York, 1967, p. 555. 
35  Amongst the nine works of art examined in this paper, the Naming scene is absent only in two of 
them, the Castellani Chapel frescoes in Santa Croce and the silver dossal of the Baptist in the Museo 
dell'Opera del Duomo, Florence. See later discussion. 
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L'Arte di Calimala 

The Florentine guilds, particularly the seven greatest, were not just 

important to the city because of their economic contribution, but also because of the 

important role they played in terms of the city's politics. Since its founding in the 

twelfth century, l'Arte di Calimala, or cloth merchants' guild, was one of the most 

powerful organisations in Florence.36  Its name was taken from the Via di Calimala 

upon which the premises of the Guild were located. It was composed of the 

merchants of foreign imports and exports of textiles; its coat of arms was a golden 

eagle with a bale of cloth. The guilds also had their own individual patron saints as 

their protectors and guardians. The identity of the saint usually depended on a 

connection between what the guild manufactured and a feature associated with the 

saint. For example, the warrior St. George was chosen by the Arte dei Corazzi, or 

armourer's guild. The Calimala put itself under the protection of St. John the Baptist 

possibly as result of the fact that the saint usually appears in want of a set of clothes 

due to his time in the wilderness when he dressed in animal skins. The way in which 

the guild prided itself as being representative of a profession that was able to satisfy 

one of St. John's most pressing physical needs gained its most powerful illustration 

in the statue that was eventually erected by Ghiberti on their behalf in a niche at 

Orsamnichele (fig. 7). Here the saint's animal skin tunic peeks from behind the 

neckline of a voluminous robe of man made cloth." 

In the late Middle Ages, the commissioning of works of art both in terms of 

the buildings and the objects they contained were supervised by secular authorities. 

In Florence, the commune entrusted the guilds with exercising artistic patronage. It 

was appropriate that the Calimala supervised the Baptistery, not only because of its 

financial power, but also because the guild had the appropriate patron saint as its 

supporter.38  At least as early as 1150, the Calimala assumed the responsibility of the 

upkeep of the Baptistery from the hands of the bishop.39  This was not the only 

36  R. Krautheimer, Lorenzo Ghiberti, Princeton, 1970, pp. 32-33. 
37  This bronze statue was installed in the niche at Orsanmichele in 1416. On this sculpture, see 
Krautheimer, (1970), pp. 71-85. 
" Krautheimer, (1970), p. 32. On the city patronage, J. Lamer, Culture and Society in Italy 1290-

1420, London, 1971, pp. 62-118. 
39  Villani mentions that the cupola of the Baptistery was constituted and decorated under the 
commission of the Calimala in this year. Villani, p. 41. F. Toker suggests that the Calimala got the 
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public building under the Guild's supervision as it was also responsible for the 

Cathedral until 1331 when the Arte della Lana took over its task. What is more, the 

Calimala was in charge of the erection of the church of S. Miniato and the 

administration of the hospital of S. Gallo. The important Franciscan church of Santa 

Croce was also under the Calimala's control from the early fifteenth century. 

Being in charge of these concerns meant that the Guild not only had to keep 

the structure of each individual building in good condition, but was also responsible 

for its decoration. From the very moment it assumed charge of the Baptistery, the 

Calimala began to commission plenty of splendid objects, including the mosaic 

programmes to be found inside the building and its three bronze doors. In addition, a 

great number of sculptures, and the silver altar of San Giovanni were also installed." 

To emphasise its authority over the Baptistery, the Calimala's coat-of-arms appeared 

both on the external walls of the structure and upon the works of art which it 

commissioned. Most important of all, the Calimala was in charge of organising the 

feast of the Baptist. 

The Feast of the Baptist in Florence 

"[the Florentines] decreed that the feast on the day of [San 

Giovanni's] nativity should be celebrated with solemn sacrifices, and 

that a race should be run for a samite cloak, and this custom has been 

always observed by the Florentines on that day." 

-G. Villani, I. 60 

Legend has it that when Florence converted to Christianity, the inhabitants 

of the city immediately decided that a celebration should be held to commemorate 

the natal day of their new patron saint.' It was common practice for cities to have 

authority between 1158 and 1193. F. Totter, "A Baptistery Below the Baptistery of Florence", Art 
Bulletin, 58, 1976, p. 158. 
4°  The silver dossal of the Baptist was commissioned by the Calimala in 1366 but was not 
completed until 1483. It is now in the Museo'dell'Opera del Duomo in Florence. 
41  Villani, p. 40. However, Gori suggests that it is actually traced back to the seventh century when the 
city was still ruled by the Lombards. See note 10. No matter who is correct, it is clear that the festival 
had been celebrated for centuries. The programmes for the festival changed over time owing to the 
shift of the political climate and social economic development. Nevertheless, to discuss the subtle 
changing of the festival is not the focus of this paper. On this issue, Chretien makes a great discussion 
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feasts on certain occasions to celebrate particular saints in return for their continued 

protection. These occasions often commemorated the saint's birthday or the day of 

their martyrdom etc... The birthday of the Baptist was believed to be June 24th, 

exactly six months before that of Christ as suggested by the Gospel of Luke. The 

early Christian Church had already adopted the ancient Roman solstice festivals of 

Sol Invictus (December 25th)  and Fors Fortuna (June 24th) and transformed them into 

the celebrations of the birth of Christ and the Baptist." The celebration of the Birth 

of St. John, therefore, provided another opportunity in which to emphasise not only 

the link between Christ and the Baptist whose feast days represented the longest and 

shortest days of the year but also that with ancient Roman tradition. This 

appropriation of pagan tradition provided a significant continuity between Christian 

Florence and its ancient past. 

The importance of a patron saint is essentially indicated by the festival in his 

honour. The greater the significance of the saint, the more elaborate the celebrations. 

The Feast of San Giovanni was such a great occasion in Florence that the 

preparations usually started several months in advance under the direction of the 

festaioli, a group appointed by the Commune for this purpose. In the Florentine 

calendar, summer was a festival season: in addition to the feast of St. John, there 

were several celebrations which opened with the Feast of May Day. This was 

followed by St. Zenobius' Feast day on May 25th  and that of St. Barnabas on June 

11th. As a result, the festive atmosphere increased and reached its peak on the Feast 

of the Baptist, with the earlier festivals providing an overture to this event.' A 

famous description from Gregorio Dati gives us an idea of what the Feast of St. John 

the Baptist was like in Florence: 

When springtime comes and the whole world rejoices, every Florentine begins to think 

about organizing a magnificent celebration on the feast day of S. John the Baptist [June 

24th]. For two months in advance, everyone is planning marriage feasts or other 

celebrations in honor of the day. There are preparations for the horse races, the costumes 

of the retinues, the flags and the trumpets; there are the pennants and wax candles and 

other things which the subject territories offer to the Commune. Messengers are sent to 

and examination in his PhD thesis. 
42  Chretien, p. 32. 
43  Trexler, p. 240, C. Guasti, ed., Le Feste di S. Giovanni Batista in Firenze Descritte in Prose e in 
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obtain provisions for the banquets, and horses come from everywhere to run in the races. 

The whole city is engaged in preparing for the feast, and the spirits of the young people 

and the women [are animated] by these preparations. Everyone is filled with gaiety; there 

are dances and concerts and songfests and tournaments and other joyous activities. Up to 

the eve of the holiday, no one thinks about anything else.44  

This description covers almost all the important activities in the festival and 

vividly narrates the atmosphere of delight in the city. However, it is necessary to 

examine the festival in more detail in order to understand its significance within the 

framework of this study as each celebration reflects different Florentine civil 

concerns which are also reflected in works of art. The Florentines embraced the 

coming of the saint's feast in an elaborate way. First of all, they took pains to ensure 

the rich ornamentation of their city. In addition to clearing the streets, the city would 

be covered with blue canopies decorated with yellow lilies, which demonstrate the 

Guelf tradition of the city, especially at the Piazza San Giovanni where most of the 

celebrations took place. The blue canvases subsidised by the Calimala were used to 

imitate the sky and at the same time served to shield the crowd from the strong mid-

summer sunshine.' The programmes arranged for the festival opened with the 

mostra, an exhibition of civic prosperity. No shops or guilds practised their business 

on this occasion. Instead, they displayed their wares outside their shops and in public 

spaces to show off material abundance, not only to the citizens of Florence but also 

to foreigners. It was under St. John's guidance and protection that the Florentines 

believed they would increase their material fortunes. Thus, the mostra maintained a 

dual function — firstly the veneration of the saint and secondly, the procurement of 

his protection. Examining the mostra in depth, Trexler suggests that it also reflected 

political intentions. To the outside world, it was a statement of Florentine power and 

wealth and a display of Florence's superiority in relation to its neighbours. To the 

Florentines, the mostra was also designed to underline the ascendancy of the elite 

cittadini over the lower-classes." 

The date of the actual commencement of the mostra fluctuated somewhat 

Rima da Contemporanei, Florence, 1884, pp. 4-5. 
44  G. Dati, Istoria di Firenze dall'anno MCCCLXXX all'anno MCCCCV, Florence, 1735, pp. 84-89. 
As reprinted in Brucker, pp. 75-76. 
45  Staley, pp. 490-491. 
46  Trexler, p. 248. 
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over the centuries. Normally, it took place on the vigil of St. John's day, June 23rd. 

However, with the progressive enlargement of the celebrations, the date was put 

forward to an earlier time and new celebrational programmes were included. Up 

until the middle of the fifteenth century, it was anchored to its traditional date. We 

know that in 1454 the Florentines celebrated the mostra on the 22'd  and that during 

the sixteenth century, it took place on the 21st." Regardless of the date the 

Florentines chose to actually launch the mostra, this celebration heralded the start of 

the festival of the Baptist in Florence." 

The second important ritual of the feast was a solemn procession that 

followed the mostra. In contrast to the more flexible date of the latter, this 

procession was always held on the morning of June 23"1. All the clergy would 

participate in a parade in which all those involved dressed in silk robes decorated 

with gold and silver. As all the religious orders of Florence took part, the relics of 

their titular saints were on show for public veneration. The procession began at the 

Duomo and wound its way through the city before returning to where it started. 

From the start of this ceremony to its eventual conclusion, all the bells in Florence 

would ring out all over the city. Along the route, the clergy sang hymns and blessed 

the populace. As Dati says, this solemn procession was "a manifestation of great 

devotion, on account of the marvellous richness of the adornment.' As with the 

mostra, the procession provided another opportrmity in which to display the great 

wealth of the Florentines who were in their most ornate apparel. 

The celebrations that took place on the Eve of St. John's Day also included 

the gonfalone, an evening ritual in which the male elite paraded with torches. All the 

male citizens gathered within the sixteen sections of the city, lining up in pairs with 

the eldest men at the head of the parade and youths at the rear. It was the obligation 

of all the male citizens, with absenteeism incurring a fine. Women dressed in their 

best clothes and lined the streets as spectators as the procession wound its way 

towards the Baptistery." In contrast to the more religious character of the previous 

procession, the gofalone represented the secular contribution to the festivities. 

On the actual feast day, June 24th, donations would be made in honour of the 

47  Guasti, pp. 20 and 25. 
48  Ctudtien, p. 51, Trexler, p. 248. 
49  As represented in Brucker, p. 76. 
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saint in the Baptistery by both Florentines and visitors to the city. A painting by 

Rossello di Jacopo Franchi in c.1440 faithfully records this elaborate event (fig. 8). 

The first offerings were made by the captains of the Parte Guelfa. They were 

accompanied by the ambassadors, foreign knights, and the noblemen of Florence, 

each carrying large candles. Then came the representatives from towns under 

Florentine authority, who presented their tribute. Such offerings included candle 

wax, food, and palii - richly decorated standards made of gold, and other treasures. 

Offerings were also made by the Florentine mint, by prisoners freed by the 

government in honour of the occasion, and, at the end of the line, donations were 

made by the Florentine commune itself.' These offerings would be displayed in the 

Piazza della Signoria before the parade departed for the Baptistery. The wares on 

show had an important political significance for Florence.' Firstly, the presentation 

of the Parte Guelfa was actually a combination of honourable foreigners and noble 

Florentines. It symbolised the co-operation of Florence with its foreign allies. In 

contrast to this, subsequent donations demonstrated the Florentine ambition of 

extending her control over Tuscany. As has already been mentioned, the city had 

been eager to dominate the region since the twelfth century and had begun to achieve 

its goal by the end of the fifteenth. The presentation of the palii on the feast of the 

Florentine patron saint can therefore be seen as a symbol of the submission of the 

communes to Florentine rule." The relationship between Florence and Pistoia 

provides an appropriate example of the state of affairs. Florence had been trying to 

dominate Pistoia since the late fourteenth century. However, Florentine authority in 

Pistoia went unrecognised until 1402 when Pistoia sent a polio to the feast of John 

the Baptist. 

The coins minted at the Zecca were important to the festival because they 

bore the image of the Baptist. Their contribution was usually accompanied by 

donations of candle wax from the Colimala and the Cambio, the guild of bankers. 

We can understand the nature of this joint offering from the Mint and the two Guilds 

in the light of each organisation's connection with the saint, especially as with the 

Calimala and the Cambio, the head officers of the Zecca were chosen as 

5°  Guasti, p. 12 and Trexler, p. 251-252. 
51  Trexler, pp. 257-262. 
52  /bid. 
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representatives. The Calimala had a close relationship to the Baptist due to their 

own individual veneration of the saint and their supervision of the Baptistery. This 

intricate web of connections to the Baptist were cleverly exploited, especially by the 

Zecca in the design of the florin because the coins bore the image of the Baptist and 

could be interpreted as "St. John's gift to himself'. They worked as the "best 

possible expression of Florentine ability to exchange under his aegis, to contract 

under his protection?"' 

Also on this day, the treasures of the Baptistery would be brought out and 

shown in public. The Silver Altar of San Giovanni was seen in 1452 for the first 

time, although it was not yet finished.' It was shown to the public in the Baptistery 

and was used to display the treasures given to the saint. The festival was centred in 

and around the Florentine Baptistery, so the beauty of its architecture and the works 

of art both inside and outside the structure could be appreciated by the spectators. 

The last formal programme of the celebration was the Palio, a horse race, which took 

place on the afternoon of the 241h. Beginning at the Ponte alle Mosse, the race 

finished at San Piero Maggiore,' with the entire city gathering along its route. Since 

the Palio was the last formal programme of the celebration it seemed that 

"everything that had gone before was but a preparation for the Palio"." The winners 

were usually rewarded with the palii offered by the civic lords or Florence's subject 

cities, thus giving the event its name. 

In the evening, bonfires were erected in every quarter of the city and 

fireworks illuminated the sky. The bonfires represented the adoption of a pagan 

tradition: the Romans used bonfires as symbols of renewal and purification of the 

land. The bonfires were therefore connected to the very essence of the festival which 

was centred on the concept of baptism as a ritual of human regeneration and 

purification. The bonfires also served to underline Florence's Roman origins. The 

53  Webb, (1996) pp. 1-3. 
54  Trexler, pp. 261-261. 
55  G. Mancini ed., 91 bel S. Giovanni e Le Feste Patronali de Firenze Descritte nel 1475 da Pietro 
Cennini," Rivista d'Arte, 6,1909, pp. 200-208. See later discussion in chapter 4, p.58. 
56  Guasti, pp. 14-15, Chretien, pp. 62-64. 
57  Trexler, p. 262. Not much information about the Palio in Florence has been preserved. However, 
this activity did not confine itself to the feast of San Giovanni, but being held in many occasions, such 
as the festivals of Sts. Reparata and Vittore. The Palio was run particularly when Florence had 
secured a victory over its enemies, Villani tells that in 1288 there was one organised as a result of 
their victory over Arezzo. Villani, pp. 291-294. 
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light generated by the fires had come to symbolise the light of Christ. St. John as the 

precursor of Christ was seen as the dawn of daylight, and thus the fireworks also 

represented the Baptist.' 

In addition to these key events which were all heavily laden with political as 

well as religious significance, there were also a considerable number of lesser 

activities taking place throughout the festival. These were designed to enable the 

participants to relax and enjoy themselves. For example, a series of mini-dramas 

based on stories from the Bible were performed by the Florentine confraternities 

simultaneously with the solemn progress." The calcio (a form of early football) was 

also a popular event, open to almost every person in Florence at that time. There 

were also constant feasts, not only in the city centre but also in the countryside. 

Conclusion 

The significance of the Baptist's festival in the Florentine calendar was much more 

than that of an ordinary religious holiday. As the representative of Florence, the 

Baptist's festival was a crucial part of civic life. The veneration of the saint was 

established through various symbolic activities. On June 23'1, the mostra and the 

solemn procession respectively demonstrated the adoration of both secular and 

sacred representatives. The mostra showed "what the merchants had taken in" while 

the procession "showed what they had given out."' Through this ritual, material 

wealth became blessed and purified. All the programmes leading up to the 2e were 

a prelude to the celebrations on the Baptist's Day. The formal celebrations served to 

demonstrate the wealth and power of Florence. The complex political realities, 

Florence's alliances with the foreign authorities and its control over the satellite 

communes, were powerfully displayed in the first two offerings of the morning. The 

joint donations of the Zecca, the Calimala and the Gamble,  further emphasised the 

wealth and power of Florence as well as a prayer for the protection of the Baptist. 

The adoption of St. John the Baptist as Florence's patron saint can be traced 

back to the fourth century. He was important to the city in many respects. The 

58  Oration, p. 31. 
Se Trexler, pp. 252-256, Chretien, pp. 53-55. 
6°  Trexler, p. 251. 
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Baptist was seen to have replaced Mars as the patron saint of Florence when the city 

converted to Christianity, and this belief, together with the perception that the 

Baptistery was said to stand on the site of the Temple of Mars enabled Florence to 

link itself with ancient Rome, thus emphasising its importance within Italy. 

Whatever the truth of this legend, it was a tradition that was accepted unequivocally 

by the Florentines. In addition, John's heroic, almost combative character and his 

pre-eminence among the saints provided a role model for Florentine patriotism, in 

terms of its potency as a symbol designed to ward off attack and an expression of 

power in the peninsula. These elements are reflected in the way the Baptist's festival 

was celebrated and in the works of art that took the Baptist as their theme, especially 

public commissions. 
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Chapter 3: Early Works Commissioned by the Calimala 

Most of the important surviving works of art dealing with the Baptist in Florence 

were commissioned by the Calimala (the guild of merchants dealing with foreign 

trade) on behalf of the commune. The mosaic programme on the Baptistery ceiling 

(c.1271-1302) is the earliest work which represents the whole legend of the saint. 

Another scheme rich in episodes from the Baptist's life is Andrea Pisano's bronze 

doors for the south portal of the Baptistery (1330-36). In addition to their 

iconographic importance, the mosaics and Andrea's doors are significant because 

they form an integral part of the building in which important civic ceremonies took 

place. 

The mosaics in the Florentine Baptistery 

One of the first and most significant examples of representations of the 

Baptist's life is the vault mosaic programme inside the Baptistery, considered to be 

one of the most impressive mosaic cycles in Italy. The interior of the Florentine 

Baptistery, from the pavement to the galleries, to the apse and the vault, is richly 

decorated with mosaics. Mosaic had been a favourite material since the early 

Christian period, and a considerable number of early churches, such as those in 

Ravenna and Rome still preserve mosaic decorations dating back to late antiquity. 

As a result of antique tradition, the mosaics, were also employed as a way of 

recalling the Roman origins of Florence.1  

Mosaic was an extremely expensive medium in terms of the labour required 

and the length of time needed to produce it. As mosaic was not considered to be a 

liberal art, it was necessary for the patron to employ painters to design the 

composition. The combination of the cost of the natural coloured and the gilt 

tesserae with a professionally designed mosaic further ennobled the commission. As 

the Baptistery's mosaic programme was such an enormous assignment it is evident 

that its patron was extremely wealthy; the Calimala was one of the most prosperous 

guilds in Florence and was well able to make such a financial commitment. 

I, Hueck, "The Mosaic Programme", in The Baptistery of San Giovanni Florence, ed., A. Paolucci, 
Modena, 1994, p. 230, G. di Cagno, The Cathedral, the Baptistery and the Campanile, Florence, 
1997, p. 23. 
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The commission was awarded in c.1225 with the first task being the 

decoration of the apse. Here the scheme consisted of depictions of the Virgin and 

Child in Majesty with the Baptist enthroned alongside. This implies that the status of 

the Baptist was near equal to that of the Virgin. This emphasis given to the Baptist's 

importance is typical of a major civic baptistery, for example the mural paintings 

inside the Parma Baptistery in which the saint and the Virgin flank the entluoned 

Christ in the third segment of the ceiling paintings (fig. 3). However, the emphasis is 

not as strong as that in the Florentine Baptistery for in addition to the enthroned 

image of the Baptist, which is an unusual representation of the saint, St. John is 

arranged in the first seat of the row of saints in the Last Judgement. 

As defined by the octagonal shape of the Baptistery, the vault is divided into 

eight sections. Although the commission for the vault mosaic programme is 

mentioned in a document dated 1271, art historians, such as Van Marie and Giusti, 

generally believe that work was already in progress by this date and that the 

decoration was still not finished in 1301. A document from 1302 mentions that two 

mosaicists, "Bingo" and "Pazzo", were expelled from the commission as a result of 

their theft of materials.2  A great number of artists and artisans were involved in the 

execution of the mosaics and this resulted in a variety styles. According to Giusti, 

the tier showing the Baptist's legend involved at least five masters.3  Florence was 

short of native artists and it was necessary for the patrons to employ artists from 

other cities, particularly Venice. Unfortunately, little information has survived on 

those who carried out the work, although Vasari tells us that Andrea Taft and Gaddo 

Gaddi were two of the painters and mosaicists who worked on the programme.4  

The mosaics were almost complete by 1301. See R. Van Marie, The Development of the Italian 
Schools of Painting, vol. V, New York, 1970, pp. 262-4, A. M. Giusti, "The Vault Mosaics", in The 
Baptistery of San Giovanni Florence, ed., A. Paolucci, Modena, 1994, pp. 281-82. On the expelling 
of the two mosaicists, see C. A. Luchinat, II Battistero e it Duomo di Firenze, Florence, 1994, p. 44 
and A. Venturi, Storia dell'Arte Italiana, vol. V, Milan, 1907, pp. 220-221. 
3  A. M. Giusti, "Notes" in II Battistero di San Giovanni a Firenze, pp. 506-516. Giusti suggests that 
the first two, the Annunciation to Zacharias and the Birth of John, were attributable to a forerunner of 
Cimabue (1280-1285), the Young St. John Entering the Wilderness to an artist close to Cimabue 
(1280-1285), the St. John Preaching, and Baptising the Crowd, Ecce Agnus Dei, Baptism, St. John 
Before Herod as well as the Baptist in Prison to the milieu of the Master of the Magdalen (1280-
1290), St. John Sending his Disciples to Christ and Christ Receiving the Messengers from the Baptist 
to a master from Assisi (1290-1295), and the rest to Deodato Orlandi, including the Dance of Salome, 
the Beheading, and the Entombment of the Baptist (1300-1305). 

G. Vasari, Lives of the Painters, Sculptors, and Architects, trans., G. de Vere, vol. I, London, 1996, 
pp. 85-89. 
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The vault is fully covered with mosaics and consists of figures set against a 

golden background (fig. 11).5  At the apex of the dome, a lantern was positioned as a 

way of illuminating the decorative scheme. The designs which encircle the lantern 

consist of eight segments, within which a different subject is represented. Beginning 

with the central segments, the panels with plants, animals, and figures in medallions 

are placed in a concentric design. The following segment shows Christ accompanied 

by the angelic hierarchies. Directly above the apse, three lower sections of the vault 

are dedicated to a representation of the Last Judgement.6  Other layers are devoted to 

biblical narrative programmes. The first is decorated with stories from the Book of 

Genesis, including the Creation of the World, Adam and Eve, Cain and Abel, and 

Noah. Subsequently, the story of Joseph is depicted in the following row, from his 

dream to his meeting with his father. The second to last section is devoted to the life 

of Christ, starting with the Annunciation and ending with the Holy Women at the 

Empty Sepulchre. It is the last segment that represents the legend of St. John the 

Baptist. 

In order to fully appreciate the importance of the representation of the 

Baptist's life in the Baptistery, it is necessary to examine the whole vault mosaic 

programme rather than merely singling out individual segments. Buildings in the 

Middle Ages would have been too dark and the distance between the panels and the 

spectator too great for the details to be seen clearly. Nevertheless, the design of the 

whole programme is quite intelligible to the spectator. In searching for the original 

motivations for this commission, it is clear that the purpose of the mosaics was to 

signify Florentine civil and political status. 

The polygonal structure of the Baptistery had its own symbolic importance. 

While a hexagon reflected the fact that Jesus died on the sixth day, an octagon, such 

as the Florentine Baptistery, indicated Christ's resurrection on the third day (eight 

days after his arrival in Jerusalem) and eternal life.?  As an edifice designed 

5  E. Waterman, A History of Mosaics, New York, 1968, p. 41. Before the fourth century, blue was the 
artist's preferred background colour but it was subsequently replaced by gold. 
6  Christ in Judgement is shown as an enormous figure sitting in the middle of this section. At either 
side, the three tiers are devoted to the angels playing trumpets, followed by the saints enthroned led by 
the Virgin Mary and Joint the Baptist in the middle, and the separation of the Elect and the Damned 
on the bottom. Once again, the status of the Baptist is indicated to be higher than the other saints and 
equal to Our Lady. 
7  M. Ayrton, Giovanni Pisano: Sculptor, London, 1969, p. 28 and T. Verdon, "The Baptistery of San 
Giovanni: A Religious Monument Serving the City", in The Baptistery of San Giovanni Florence, ed., 
A. Paolucci, Modena, 1994, p.18. 
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specifically for baptism, the Baptistery stood for the first step on the road to spiritual 

redemption and, therefore, the architects created a design to echo this purpose. As 

Verdon suggests, "while man's earthy life unfolds in units of finite time like the 

week with its seven days, in Baptism believers pass over into eternal life...they enter 

into an 'eighth day', " and therefore, the octagonal shape of the Florentine Baptistery 

reflects "the resurrection and eschatological themes of Baptism."$ This notion of 

reflecting symbolic importance in the design of a polygonal structure such as the 

Baptistery can also seen in Parma, the Baptistery of Lateran at Rome and other 

baptisteries in Ravenna.' 

The spectator encounters the life of John the Baptist before reaching the 

representation of the lives of Christ and the other biblical figures. As a consequence, 

the patron saint's function as intercessor between the Florentines and the Lord was 

clearly defined. In addition, since the decoration of the vault encapsulates the 'entire 

history of the world' in the Christian context, from Creation to the Last Judgement, 

the status of Florence and its continuous civic existence was emphasised by the 

Baptist's importance in the scheme; the Baptist is the bridge linking Florence to the 

past and he also appears as the patron saint of the city, there to promote the 

opportunity of redemption for the Florentines at the Day of Judgement.1°  The 

octagonal shape of the Baptistery strengthens this theme and the Florentines' desire 

for eternal life. Additionally, on a more sophisticated level, the Baptistery was the 

knot that held together Florentine society in much the same way as the Cathedral did 

in other cities, only possibly more importantly. The festival of the Baptist was an 

event designed for the Florentines to emphasise their confidence and belief in 

permanency, as a result of the repetition of tradition, and to strengthen trade and its 

local standing. Thus the construction, decoration and maintenance of the Baptistery 

represent a city 'baptising itself with the aim of securing everlasting peace and 

prosperity. 

The segment bearing St. John's legend contains fifteen panels (figs. 12a, 

12c-12p). It starts with The Annunciation to Zacharias and closes with The 

Entombment of the Baptist's Body. The Visitation (fig. 12b), which is absent in the 

segment of the Baptist's life, is shown in the life of Christ. Due to spatial 

Verdon, p. 18. 
9  G. Bovini, Ravenna Mosaics, London, 1957. See Introduction note 4. 
I°  Verdon, p. 32. 
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constraints, the panel depicting The Birth of St John is combined with the scene of 

The Naming (Fig. 12c). In total, therefore, there are seventeen episodes from the 

saint's life represented. Among surviving works of art from the thirteenth century, 

the mosaics in the Florentine Baptistery represent the first cycle to include numerous 

narratives dealing with the legend of the Baptist. 

In most cases, the representation of the Baptist's legend starts with The 

Annunciation to Zacharias, in the same way as the Annunciation marks the 

beginning of Christ's earthly journey and the composition of the former is actually 

an adaptation of the latter. The Virgin and Zacharias are placed to the right of 

Gabriel in their respective panels. Both are represented in an attitude of 

astonishment at the apparition of the messenger whose hand appears raised in a 

gesture of benediction in both panels. The mosaic depiction of both these episodes is 

typical of the approach to these subjects that had already established itself during this 

period. The Annunciation to Zacharias takes place in a temple and there is an 

incense burner in the priest's hand that suggests that he was in the middle of his 

duties when Gabriel appeared. The Birth of the Baptist also recalls a parallel scene 

from the life of Christ that of The Nativity: the Virgin and Elizabeth are depicted in 

the much the same way, as reclining figures who are out of scale with the smaller 

and less important figures which surround them. The resemblance of the life of the 

Baptist with that of Christ is hardly surprising given the similarities implicit in the 

narratives as explored in chapter one. The Gospel of Luke records the beginning of 

the saint's life in much the same way as that of the Lord. Apocryphal writers and 

artists particularly liked to emphasise the parallels between the lives of the Baptist 

and the Lord because it confirmed the holiness of the former. The Baptistery 

mosaics draw attention to this relationship by placing the narratives in parallel 

positions around the interior of the dome. 

It is instructive to compare both the narrative and iconography of the life of 

the Baptist in this mosaic programme with that of the mural paintings in Parma 

Baptistery (fig. 3) and the Sienese altarpiece of the Baptist (fig. 4) because they are 

roughly contemporary and are also very detailed with twelve scenes included in 

each," The comparison between the Parma murals and the Florentine mosaics has 

" In the centre of the Sienese altarpiece of the Baptist, the saint appears crowned and enthroned. This 
image of the Baptist is rare. It is also unique that the final two scenes of this altarpiece represent the 
Baptist in the Limbo and the Baptist joining Christ and the Virgin in Heaven. 
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particular importance because both of them were commissioned for Baptisteries. In 

contrast to the fact that the Florentine mosaics strongly rely on the Italian apocryphal 

texts, the Parma murals and the Sienese altarpiece of the Baptist show the eastern 

influence. The Meeting between the Infant Jesus and the Baby St. John from the 

Sienese altarpiece, in which the seated Virgin and Jesus are worshipped by Elizabeth 

holding John in her arms, is a representation of the eastern traditions suggested by 

the Slavonic text (see chapter one). This scene is hardly seen in Florentine works of 

art dealing with the life of the Baptist up until the early Renaissance. 

In the scene of the Baptist's entry into the wilderness in the Florentine 

mosaic, the young Baptist is represented in profile walking towards the mountains 

and he already has recognisable attributes, the camel hair garment and the reed cross. 

He is represented as a teenager, as the Golden Legend suggests. This representation 

is very different from the image of a tender infant sitting on the shoulder of an angel 

as portrayed in the Sienese altarpiece, or the young Baptist led to the wilderness by 

an angel in the Parma murals. The idea of the young Baptist led to the desert by an 

angel is also an eastern tradition as described in the Slavonic text. Such an event is 

seldom included in Italian apocryphal writings and the Florentine artists showed little 

interest in incorporating it.' In addition to the angel in the scene of the Young St. 

John Entering the Wilderness, the inclusion of the river god in The Baptism of Christ 

demonstrates the influence of the eastern tradition.' This fact demonstrates the 

decreasing influence of the eastern tradition on Florentine works of art. 

As already mentioned, the legend of the Baptist's life that was popular in 

the Middle Ages did not strictly adhere to the biblical story and artists generally 

preferred to use imagery from apocryphal texts. The scene of the Visitation from the 

Florentine mosaics is one of the first demonstrations of contemporary artists' interest 

in the apocrypha. The Virgin's female companion on the far left recalls Cavalca's 

description of this event.14  It seems that in order to balance the design, another 

'2  A collection of several metal slabs in the Museo Christiana, Vatican, which were originally made 
for the Florentine Baptistery dating to the later thirteenth century, includes the scene of young St. John 
led by an angel to the desert (fig. 2). This is a rare case in Florence, but as the slabs were by 
Byzantine artists, this result of eastern influence is to be expected. From the thirteenth century 
onwards, the absence of the angel in this episode was popular in Florence. The depiction of this scene 
in the mosaics is one of the examples. 
13  A. Venturi, Storia dell'Arte Banana, vol. III, Milan, 1904, pp. 410-415. 
14  Dunford examined this scene and suggested that the dating of the mosaics should be to the early 
fourteenth century because the motif followed Cavalca's text which was not seen until 1310. 
Dunford, p. 97. However, this hypothesis was not accepted by other art historians. 
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female figure was included as the companion of Elizabeth. This arrangement may 

indicate a more sophisticated meaning. As the Virgin and Elizabeth both have 

companions, the Visitation is not a private meeting between the cousins as suggested 

in the Bible, but rather a common event between two 'families', and therefore, 

reflects a social interest in everyday Florentine life. 

The episode of St. John Before Herod (fig. 12i) in the Florentine mosaics is 

not recorded in the Gospels. The apocryphal writers were interested in describing 

the Baptist's courage in condemning the king's guilt directly to his face and this is 

another example of a motif borrowed from Jesus' life in that it foreshadows the scene 

of Christ before Pilate. Both Christ and the Baptist's fortitude and fearlessness 

towards injustice is emphasised by these scenes. In particular, the iconography of 

the Baptist Before Herod reflects representations of Jesus on Trial from two 

contemporary painted crosses by Florentine artists. One was made by Salerno di 

Coppo in 1274, for the Pistoia, Cathedral (fig. 10) while the other was painted in 

1261 in San Gimignano (fig. 9). St. John Before Herod is not included in the Sienese 

altarpiece but does appear in the Parma frescoes. Comparing the mosaic with the 

Parma scene shows how close the panel is to the Florentine crosses, as in this panel 

only Herod is shown on the left of the panel. It is possible that the mosaicists may 

have seen these two works and, inspired by them, they established a precedent- the 

trial of the Baptist remained a popular theme among Florentine artists. Herod and 

Herodias are both enthroned and raise their hands to point at the Baptist, as the two 

Jewish priests do to Christ in the two Florentine crosses. 

The parallels between the Baptist and Christ are further emphasised in 

scenes from the end of their lives. As a result, we see the Crucifixion directly above 

The Beheading of the Baptist, and the Three Women at the Empty Tomb above the 

Entombment of the Baptist.15  In addition, The Dance of Salome is represented as the 

decisive factor that led to the execution of the Baptist in much the same way as the 

Kiss of Judas led to the death of Jesus, and so they were arranged one above the 

15  Verdon, pp. 22-23. The mosaic segment closes with the Entombment of the Baptist and the Parma 
mural with the Feast of Herod. These are normal representation of the end of the saint's life. The 
Sienese altarpiece, however, shows the Baptist in the Limbo and he joins the Virgin and Christ in 
Heaven as the final parts of St. John's life. These are rare depictions of their theme. The centre of 
this altarpiece is occupied by the image of the Baptist crowned and enthroned. To read these images 
together, it is fair to say that, the focus of this altarpiece is the emphasis on the Baptist's sanctity, 
rather than his martyrdom. 
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other.I6  Salome is represented as a femme fatale, gaily dressed in a bright yellow 

and blue robe festooned with jewellery. Her wickedness is also indicated by her 

presence in the Beheading scene, unusual in representations of this episode. The 

index finger of her right hand is raised and this gesture seems to suggest that she is 

giving an order to the soldier to execute the saint. From the description in St. Mark's 

Gospel, we get an impression that Herodias was not present at the banquet because 

Salome had to leave the room in order to seek advice from Herodias regarding a 

reward. Nevertheless, the mosaicists suggest Herodias' guilt by including her at the 

banquet where she received the Baptist's head. In addition, Herodias jabs at the 

saint's head with her finger, and this makes it seem that she wants to make sure the 

Baptist is dead, as well as being a gesture of condemnation. 

The mosaic scheme at the Baptistery was sufficiently impressive to greatly 

inspire contemporary Florentines and to influence artists and poets. That the 

Baptistery was Dante's beloved "il bel San Giovanni" owed much to the marvellous 

mosaics: It is believed that they inspired the image of Hell in the Divine Comedy.' 

In addition, the mosaics were also the inspiration for subsequent artists. Giotto was 

inspired by the mosaics when in 1304-13 he painted the remarkable Last Judgement 

at the Arena Chapel in Padua where he used the same juxtaposition of parallel scenes 

that shared iconographic similarities.18  In addition, the mosaics expressed a greater 

interest in the details of the saint's life than had other contemporary works such as 

those in Siena and Parma. As a result, it provided models for subsequent artists to 

study in their representation of the Baptist's life. 

Comparing the mosaics with the Sienese altarpiece of the Baptist and the 

representation of the saint's life in the Parma murals, it is noted that the Florentine 

mosaics are inspired by specifically Italian apocryphal influences. On examining the 

later works of art representing the life of the Baptist, the influence of the Golden 

I°  The interest in highlighting these parallels did not confine itself to the comparison between two 
protagonists. Artists also did this in representing one particular figure's legend. Giotto's 
representation of Christ's life at the Arena Chapel in Padua is a famous example. Giotto painted the 
lives of the Virgin and Jesus on the lateral walls of the Arena Chapel in 1304-1313, fourteen scenes 
devoted to the Virgin and twenty-three to the Lord. Giotto depicted Christ's life in two rows and in an 
elaborate arrangement. He paralleled the early stages of Jesus' life with scenes from the Passion. The 
setting of the Raising of Lazarus above the Angels at the Tomb is one of the best examples as they 
both embrace the theme of resurrection. M. Alpatoff, "The Parallelism of Giotto's Paduan Frescoes", 
Art Bulletin, 29, 1947, pp. 149-154, reprinted in Giotto's Arena Chapel, ed., J. H. Stubblebine, New 
York-London, 1995, pp. 156-169. 
"E. H. Wilkins, "Dante and the Mosaics of his bel San Giovanni", Speculum, 2, 1927, pp. 1-10. 
Is  C. Harrison, "The Arena Chapel: Patronage and Authorship", in Siena Florence Padua: Art, Society 
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Legend, the Meditations, and Cavalca's text are to be seen repeatedly. The 

comparison between the Parma murals and the Florentine mosaics makes it obvious 

what a special programme the latter was.' As already mentioned, the Parma 

Baptistery is also an octagonal structure, reflecting the theme of eternal life and 

redemption, an essential facet in the decorative programme in the Florentine 

Baptistery. However, this theme is not given as much emphasis in Parma where the 

life of the Baptist establishes itself as an isolated programme. 

As with the narrative programme followed in the mosaics in the Florentine 

Baptistery, stories from the Old Testament are also represented in the Parma mural. 

These are included in the lunette panels around the edges of the ceiling. However, 

the absence of scenes from the life of Christ makes the segments of the Baptist's life 

and the Old Testament stories seem rather like two separate, unconnected themes. 

Thus, the Baptist's position as a link between the Old Testament and the New 

Testament is missed and the interpretation of the mural programme is less 

sophisticated than that of the Florentines mosaics. Furthermore, the role of the 

Baptist as an important patron and intercessor is not emphasised in the Parma mural. 

This is perhaps due to the fact that in Parma the Baptist's function was restricted to 

the role of the titular saint of its baptistery rather than also as an important civic 

patron as was the case in Florence. 

Andrea Pisano's bronze doors 

At the beginning of the thirteenth century, the doors for the Florentine 

Baptistery were made of wood. However, Florence's old rival, Pisa, had had lavish 

bronze doors made for its Cathedral in the twelfth century (fig. 13).20  Mindful of 

their predilection for artistic superiority, one imagines that this rankled somewhat 

with the authorities in charge in Florence. Florence was both politically and 

economically powerful and it wanted to make the outsider aware of its wealth. A 

document of 1322 records that the Caliniala guild planned to give Tino di Camaino 

and Religion, 1280-1400, ed., D. Norman, New Haven -London, 1995, vol. II, p. 88. 
19  It is a pity that the patronage of the Sienese altarpiece is obscure. With the unique representation of 
the central panel and some of its special narrative scenes, it may have served a special function. 
2°  The doors were probably made by Bonannus da Pisa and were dated to 1180. Twenty rectangular 
panels represent the life of Christ arranged in four vertical lines. At the top, there appears the 
Majestas Domini and the Majestas Mariae, and the twelve apostles on the bottom of the doors. The 
author decorated the spare space with rosettes and framed each door with twisted ropes. 
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the commission for covering the wooden doors with metal 2t  It is not known why 

this coimnission was not fulfilled. Two years before Tino left Florence in 1323 it is 

believed that he carved a pulpit decorated with the life of the Baptist which later 

perished and as a result, Tino might not have had time to create the Baptistery 

doors.22  

In 1325, as a result of the war with Lucca, the Florentines asked Charles of 

Calabria, son of the King of Naples, for his protection for ten years. In return, 

Florence gave him the power of intervening in Florentine policy and paid 200,000 

gold florins annually as a stipend. The cost of a war and the payment to Charles of 

Calabria exhausted the economy of the city. This may have been another reason 

which prevented the renewal of the wooden Baptistery doors. Fortunately for the 

Florentines, Castruccio Castracane, leader of Lucca, and Charles of Calabria both 

died in 1328. As a result, Florence was able to overcome the political crisis and free 

herself from economic pressure. 

The plan for improving the original wooden doors was issued again in 1329 

and this time the Calimala decided that the doors should be cast completely in 

bronze. It is clear that the replacement of the wooden doors at the Baptistery with 

bronze ones was desirable to the Florentines: bronze was an appropriately expensive 

material that would satisfy the need to 'show off the city's power and status. The 

artist Pietro di Jacopo was sent to Pisa to study Bonannus' bronze doors, and then to 

Venice to look for a master to carry out the casting of the new doors. Documentary 

evidence does not clearly identify the master brought back by Pietro as he is simply 

called the maestro a lavorare la forma di detta porta di metallo.23  The bronze doors 

were inscribed by Andrea Pisano (c.1290-1348) in 1330, the date of commencement 

(fig. 14). On the top frame, an inscription reads, "Andrea di Ugolino Nico da Pisa 

made me in the year of the Lord 1330."24  Nevertheless, it was not until June 1336 

21  The preserved documents dealing with the Calimala commissions are not the original ones but 
copies from the seventeenth century. They were trans. and published by A. Moskowitz in The 

Sculpture of Andrea and Nino Pisan°, Cambridge, 1986, pp. 197-210. 
n  I. Falk and J. Lanyi, "The Genesis of Andrea Pisano's Bronze Doors", Art Bulletin, 25, 1943, pp. 
132-133, n.1. However, Valentiner argued that the pulpit was not finished until 1338, a year before 
Tino's death. W. R. Valentiner, Tino di Camaino: a Sienese Sculpture of the Fourteenth Century, 
Paris, 1935, p. 80. If Valentiner's argument is true, the carving of this pulpit might not be the reason 
for Tino not being able to take out the commission of renewing the Baptistery door. 
23  Falk and Lanyi, p. 135. 
24  "Andreas: Ugolini: Nini de: Pisis: me fecit: A: D: M: CCC:XXX." A. Paolucci, The Origins of 
Renaissance Art: the Baptistery Doors Florence, New York, 1996, p. 27. 
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that the doors were set in their important location, the east portal of the Baptistery, 

that facing the Cathedra1.25  

It has been noted that the organisation of Andrea's doors copies Bonannus' 

bronze doors at Pisa except Andrea's scenes focus upon the Baptist rather than on 

Cluist.' Both doors devote twenty panels to the lives of the divine figures. The 

twenty narrative reliefs are arranged in four vertical columns with seven panels in 

each, and this is the same format as Bonannus' Pisan doors. At the top and bottom 

of each of Bonannus' door, there is a door wide panel representing allegorical scenes. 

Andrea was inspired by this idea and carved eight personified virtues on the lower 

tiers of the doors, the three theological and four cardinal virtues plus Humility. 

Although Andrea copied the structure of the Pisan doors, he designed his bronze 

doors in a more complicated manner. The idea of a decorative pattern between the 

panels is also that of Bonannus, but Andrea's design is more elegant. In addition, the 

scenes are set in gothic quatrefoils instead of the simple rectangular forms on the 

Pisan doors. 

The narratives of Andrea's doors follow a serpentine pattern and are 

intended to be read from the top left to the bottom right of the left wing before 

moving to the right, as if reading a book. In contrast, the chronological order of 

Bonannus' narrative panels follows a linear pattern: beginning at the bottom left of 

the left door and then crossing to the far right of the right door before starting again 

on the left door. On the left hand side of Andrea's doors, the story starts with the 

Annunciation to Zacharias and ends with the Baptism of Christ (figs. 14a-14j), while 

on the right St. John Before Herod commences the sequence and it closes with the 

Entombment of the Baptist (figs. 14k-14t). It is clear that the life of the Baptist is 

divided into two principle aspects: on the left Andrea showed St. John's birth and his 

mission while on the right he emphasised the Baptist's martyrdom. As Paolucci 

points out, Andrea's intention was to indicate "the two principal aspects of St. John's 

life: as prophet and as martyr."27  

25  The setting of the doors took place in time for the celebration of the Baptist's feast day. Today 
Andrea Pisano's doors are standing on the south of the Baptistery due to their relocation in 1424 when 
Ghiberti cast his first doors for the Baptistery. However, R. Krautheimer argues that Andrea Pisano's 
doors are in their original place and have not been moved. He believes that the south door was the 
main entrance of the Baptistery in the first half of the Trecento because it faced the city, while the east 
door faced the Cathedral which was still in construction. R. Krantheimer, Lorenzo Ghiberti, 
Princeton, 1970, p. 32. 
26  Falk and Lanyi, p. 134. 
27  Paolucci, 1996, p. 10. 
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The virtues are represented as seated female figures and are identified by 

conventional attributes, for example, Hope is shown grasping for a crown. Justice is 

presented with scales and sword and Prudence has two faces with a serpent in her 

hand indicating that she has the wisdom learned from both the past and the future. 

By placing the virtues on the bottom segments of the doors, Andrea emphasised 

basic moralities which the Baptist followed all his life." The saint is particularly 

linked with the virtue of humility because he humbled himself before Christ. The 

virtue of humility was particularly important in republican Florence. It discouraged 

an individual figure or family from promoting themselves or from rising above their 

station. If unchecked, this kind of self-aggrandisement could lead to despotism, thus 

damaging the 'freedom' of republican Florence. 

Andrea Pisano's sources of artistic inspiration for a scheme incorporating 

the life of the Baptist were limited. There were only two main works of art on this 

subject available to him in Florence; one was the mosaic programme on the 

Baptistery ceiling and the other was the fresco cycle by Giotto at Santa Croce (figs. 

35a-35c).29  Examining Andrea's work carefully, it is possible to discover the 

original source of his extensive design within these older works. On the whole, 

Andrea owed much to the mosaics in representing the mission of the Baptist while 

Giotto's frescoes were his fundamental source for the feast scenes.30  In style, 

Andrea's reliefs are closer to Giotto's rather than to the rigid representations of the 

mosaics. However, this is not to imply that Andrea merely imitated these two great 

works. On the contrary, it is a tribute to his talent that he was able to absorb the 

preceding examples and then transform these models into the simple bronze relief 

form. 

Owing to technical restraints and Andrea's personal style, the compositions 

of the bronze doors are rather sparsely populated. Andrea represented the legend 

economically and did not introduce unnecessary figures into the panels. Although it 

is obvious that some compositions are borrowed either from the mosaics or the 

28  Moskowitz, p. 349. Golden Legend, "John the Baptist...herald of the judge, ...his prerogative of 
humility...", vol. I, p. 328. 
29  Giotto's Peruzzi frescoes were finished no later than 1328. On this work of art, see later discussion 
in chapter 6. The pulpit made by Tino di Camaino has not survived. 
3°  Falk and Lanyi make a great contribution to the discussion on the similarity between the bronze 
reliefs and the mosaics and the Peruzzi frescoes. Although several of Andrea's panels may look 
familiar to the preceding works, it is not proper to simply match Andrea's representation with the 
mosaics and the Peruzzi frescoes since some representations are prototypes known to artists, for 
example the Annunciation to Zacharias, the Visitation and the Baptism of Christ. 
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Peruzzi frescoes, Andrea only represented those episodes which could be clearly 

understood by the audience and thus he omitted extra figures. Consequently, 

Elizabeth's companion in the Visitation and the female servant in the Baptist Before 

Herod as seen in the mosaic programme are eliminated. In addition, Andrea was not 

particularly interested in the representation of architecture. His use of architecture 

does not provide a space in which his figures can comfortably be placed, rather it 

serves as a decorative function to enliven the composition. This decorative role can 

be easily observed in the scenes of the Naming of the Baptist, and the Salome 

Presenting the Head to Herodias and the Entombment. 

The task of completing no less than twenty panels representing the life of 

the Baptist was certainly a challenge for Andrea as seventeen scenes in the mosaics 

had already produced a very detailed life of the saint. As a result, Andrea Pisano 

separated traditional iconographic representations, and we see The Birth and The 

Naming of the Baptist in two independent panels. In addition, he also introduced 

some new scenes. As with the mosaics and Giotto's Peruzzi frescoes, Andrea started 

the legend with The Annunciation to Zacharias. Following this scene, however, 

Andrea cast the Zacharias Mute Confronting the People (fig. 14b). Although this 

episode has a biblical origin it was not normally portrayed in the Baptist's life.' 

Here we see the priest raising his right hand to his lips in a gesture that indicates his 

muteness. 

The beginning of the saint's life faithfully reflects the Gospel of Luke, but 

on the whole, the legend as narrated on the bronze doors is also a reflection of the 

apocryphal texts.' The Golden Legend and Cavalca's text are the main sources 

which Andrea appears to have consulted. As with the mosaic Visitation, Andrea also 

cast a female assistant to accompany the Virgin. In addition, in the mosaic Naming 

scene, the female figure who brings the infant to his father has a halo and this figure 

is surely the Virgin as Mary and Christ are the only two figures on Andrea's bronze 

31  The representation of this scene is rarely shown in art and is probably due to the thought that the 
portrayal of Zacharias writing on a tablet in the Naming scene is enough to indicate the muteness of 
the priest. This scene is therefore only represented as a great number of episodes from the Baptist's 
life are required. The next time we see this scene is in the embroidery commissioned by the Calimala 
in the fifteenth cent-my for the Baptistery. 
32  On the connection between Andrea's reliefs and Cavalca's text, Moskowitz has a detailed 
discussion. A. F. Moskowitz, "Some Notes on Narrative Mode and Iconography in Andrea Pisano's 
Bronze Doors", in Renaissance Studies in Honor of Craig Hugh Smyth, ed., A. Morrogh, vol. II, 
Florence, 1985, pp. 341-354. 
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doors to have a halo.33  Andrea Pisano adopted the apocryphal idea that the Virgin 

was the first person to hold the infant St. John. The composition of The Naming 

scene recalls that in the Peruzzi Chapel where Zacharias is shown sitting on the left 

with his legs crossed while the crowds approach him from the right. The motif of 

The Bath of the Baptist is apparently an adoption of the bathing of the new-born 

Christ's in The Nativity.34  This motif was unusual to scenes of the Baptist's life until 

the early fourteenth century when it became more common. 

The scene of John in the wilderness is another demonstration of the 

influence of apocryphal sources. The landscape we are presented with is not the 

desert described in the Bible, but a wilderness full of life and fauna as suggested by 

the Apocrypha.35  This kind of representation is foreshadowed by the Baptistery 

mosaics and is common in Florentine art of later periods. Nevertheless, Andrea's 

skill in the arrangement of space is more advanced. Taking The Young St. John 

Entering the Wilderness as an example, both the mosaic and the bronze relief 

represent the young Baptist dressed in camel hair with a robe, holding the reed cross 

and walking towards the mountains from the left hand side. In comparison to the 

mosaics, Andrea's organisation manages to produce a convincing image of the young 

saint wandering in the mountains. 

Andrea's representation of the Baptist's mission is quite conventional. Four 

scenes are devoted to The Preaching of the Baptist, Ecce Agnus Dei, The Baptism of 

the Multitude, and The Baptism of Christ and the composition of the episodes and the 

iconography are similar to those of the mosaics. Although the reliefs are framed by 

quatrefoils, it was unusual for Andrea to utilise the whole of the given space. Instead, 

he applied the internal rectangular form as the stage upon which his figures could 

act. However, Andrea took the advantage of the quatrefoil form in landscape scenes, 

where for example, the rocks in these panels perfectly match the lower lobes and 

trees fill the upper part. 

Although the ideas behind the representation of The Imprisonment of the 

Baptist are taken from the mosaics, Andrea's relief is his own creation. Instead of 

33  Christ in the Baptism has a halo but the figure of Jesus in the Healing of the Cripple does not. It is 
probably due to the carelessness of Andrea Pisano. 
34  This motif originally belonged to the Nativity and was later to be applied in the representation of the 
Birth of the Virgin and then to the Birth of the Baptist. G. Schiller, Iconography of Christian Art, vol. 
1, trans., J. Seligman, London, 1971, pp. 63-65. In Italy, the earliest surviving example is the mural 
painting at the Parma Baptistery which was completed in the late Duecento. 

Cavalca, p. 282. 
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showing the Baptist already in jail, Andrea represents the moment when the Baptist 

is led to prison. His slightly bent back and sad face express his awareness of his 

impending doom. Moreover, John Sending His Followers to Christ and The 

Carrying of the Baptist's Body (figs. 14m, 14s) are another two panels which reveal 

Andrea's originality. In the former, although Andrea did not represent the Baptist, 

the action of the followers indicates that they are listening to the directions of their 

master: one leans toward him with his hands on the bars of the prison door and two 

of his companions talk to one another while pointing to the prison. 

Unlike the seductive and mature figure in the Baptistery mosaics, Andrea's 

Salome is, on the contrary, represented as rather innocent, in much the same way as 

in Giotto's depiction. Andrea presents her as young and confused. In particular, in 

The Presentation of the Baptist's Head at the Feast (fig. 14q), Salome is placed on 

the far left with her arms crossed in front of her chest, and is thus responsible for 

giving the spectator an impression that she is frightened by the violent and bloody 

event for which she is often blamed. In Andrea's panel, Salome is not a femme 

fatale but an immature girl involved in a plot arranged by adults. Moreover, the 

distance between her and the Baptist's head seems to suggest her innocence in the 

saint's death. The reason behind this shift may be that the Florentines were not 

comfortable with having such a powerful civic emblem like the Baptist seen as 

having been executed on the wishes of a woman. On the contrary, it is better to have 

him the victim of an evil potentate who manipulates the innocence of a young girl. 

In addition, Salome's facial expression can also be interpreted as regretful of the 

results of her performance. She may even to be said to fulfil a similar role in the 

narrative as that taken by the Magdalene in scenes of the Crucifixion. This is 

perhaps a parallel that Andrea Pisano wanted to establish between these two female 

figures. As a result, in contrast to the tone of the Golden Legend in which Salome 

deserves her punishment, Andrea suggests that she can be forgiven for the sin she 

committed, as a result of her diminished responsibility. 

In the Beheading scene (fig. 14p) the Baptist is represented as a kneeling 

figure praying to the Lord at the very last moment of his life. The interaction 

between the Baptist and the soldier seems to echo Cavalca's narrative. Andrea's 

portrayal is calm, unlike the treatment in the mosaics in which the executioner rudely 

grasps the saint's hair while raising his sword. The saint's body is bent at such an 

angle that it gives the impression that he humbles himself to God at that very 
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moment. In addition, his kneeling posture can also be understood as his intercession 

on behalf of the soldier who asked for forgiveness from the Baptist.36  This is also 

reminiscent of two elements of the crucifixion story, the way in which one of the 

crucified thieves asks for forgiveness from Christ and the way in which one of the 

Roman soldiers, Longinus who stabbed Christ's side with a lance, eventually 

converts to Christianity. 

Moreover, The Carrying the Baptist's Corpse after his Beheading is also a 

new representation of the saint's life and the panel is an elaborate work. The 

disciples are arranged on either side of the Baptist's body. Instead of the 

conventional frontal representation, he has cast only the back of the three figures in 

the foreground. Only the heads of the three at the rear are visible. Nevertheless, the 

draperies indicate their movement towards the right. As with the mosaicist in both 

this scene and the following Entombment (fig. 14t), Andrea represented the full body 

of the saint, ignoring the fact that the Baptist's head had been severed. The choices 

governing this representation might have been the result of a negative attitude 

towards a bloody and violent representation on the part of his contemporaries. In 

addition, Sts. Matthew and Mark are unclear about the fate of the head of the Baptist 

after it was presented to Herodias, and therefore this representation would not 

conflict with the biblical text. This is an important scene because it increases the 

Baptist's status in placing him alongside his own disciples in a way that is 

reminiscent of the scene of Christ's entombment and thus the parallel between the 

Baptist and Christ is again emphasised. In addition, it shows a community act in 

relation to the Baptist. 

Conclusion 

The Baptistery mosaics echo the political concerns of the Florentines, particularly 

their desire to link the city to antique Rome. As has already been mentioned, the link 

was reinforced by the use of mosaics, a popular form of Roman art, and also through 

36  J. Pope-Hennessy believes that the motif of the kneeling Baptist with his body parallel to the ground 
is taken from that in Giotto's Ascension of the Evangelist at the Peruzzi, Sta. Croce. See J. Pope-
Hennessy, Italian Gothic Sculpture, 4th  ed., London, 1996, p. 96. 
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the arrangement of the narrative programmes in the vault.' As a result, the 

commissioning of the mosaics was more than a Florentine desire to flaunt the wealth 

of the city. The Baptist's role as the patron saint of the city was also a significant 

element in Florence's political agenda. As Giusti comments, the mosaic in the 

Baptistery "united the religious and civic interests of Florence in her most prized 

temple.' 38  This complex design in the Baptistery marks the significance of the 

mosaics within the wider political arena. 

Whilst Andrea Pisano's Baptistery doors owe a great deal to the mosaics 

and to Giotto's Peruzzi frescoes, they were not his only sources for artistic 

inspiration. The apocryphal tradition also played an important role in his approach. 

As with the mosaics, the location of Andrea's doors makes them ideal vehicles for 

expressing the political ideologies of the Florentines as well as their wealth and 

power. At the same time, they highlight the link between the success of the city and 

the saint's protection. Conversely, the splendid doors also function as a form of 

veneration on the part of the city to its patron saint. They reminded "Florence that its 

Baptistery claimed the constant patronage of John the Baptist [rather] than merely to 

describe his life."39  In addition, in the fifteenth century the meaning of Andrea 

Pisano's doors was extended when the Calimala commissioned Lorenzo Ghiberti to 

create another two pairs of bronze doors for the Baptistery. Ghiberti's first pair, 

which was positioned in 1424, represents the life of Christ and his second, which was 

set in place in 1452 and known as the Doors of Paradise, shows stories from the Old 

Testament. It is noticeable, therefore, that the arrangement of the Baptistery doors 

resembles the mosaics inside the building. In other words, the Baptist's role as 

intercessor for the Florentines' salvation and as the bridge linking the history of 

Florence to antiquity are stressed again. 

Whilst it is to be expected that the life of the Baptist should be represented 

in the Baptistery, both the mosaics and Andrea's doors must be interpreted not only 

in terms of the artistic programmes in which they are settled, but also in the social 

and political circumstances in Florence. Artistically, they mark the great 

37  Mosaic became a popular form of art from the fourth century. Waterman, p. 36. 
38  Giusti, p. 300. 
39  K. Clark, Florence Baptistery Doors, London, 1980, p. 71. However, to interpret the inclusion of 
contemporary details in a particular way could be tricky. To represent the figures in contemporary 
dress made it easier for the people to imagine what was happening. Furthermore, artists were not 
anthropologists. It was not their responsibility nor interest to reproduce the costume of the biblical 
period of the time. 
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achievement of their age and both of them became models upon which subsequent 

artists drew for artistic inspiration. The Baptistery was considered to be the heart of 

the Florentine civil life where citizens participated in important ceremonies crucial to 

civic life. These ceremonies were much more than just religious events and this 

makes the interpretation of the mosaics and Andrea Pisano's doors more complex 

since they also stood for the social and political aspirations of Florentine society. 
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Chapter 4: Later Works Commissioned by the Calimala 

The Calimala constantly commissioned works of art in honour of the Baptist. In 

addition to the Baptistery mosaics and Andrea Pisano's doors, there are two other 

significant projects in which the life of the Baptist is represented: one is a silver 

altarpiece for the Baptistery (1366-1483) and the other is a set of embroidered 

vestments (1466-88). They are notable for their iconography and their rich detail in 

representing the life of the Baptist. Most importantly, they reflect Florentine socio-

political concerns because they were used only for special occasions - Easter and the 

festival of the Baptist. 

The Silver Altar of the Baptist 

In 1366, the Calimala commissioned a magnificent work for the Baptistery, 

a silver altarpiece in which the life of the Baptist was depicted. Amongst those 

materials employed by sculptors, rare metals were usually considered to be the most 

prestigious on account of their lustre and expense. A work completely made of 

precious metal was designed to flaunt the wealth of the patron. The lack of surviving 

works of this character does not mean that such commissions were rare - it is likely 

that many of them were melted down at times of financial difficulty. 

Second only to gold, silver was considered appropriate for important 

commissions. The impulse to make a silver dorsal in honour of the Baptist was based 

on the Florentine desire to emulate similar works from other cities (the same desire 

that resulted in the commissioning of the first pair of Baptistery bronze doors). One 

of the first significant silver altarpieces from the thirteenth century is an altarpiece 

commissioned by the city of Pistoia, made of silver and dedicated to St. Jacopo for 

the city's Duomo (fig. 15), where it can still be found today.1  In order not to be seen 

as inferior to Pistoia, the Florentines decided to install a silver altar in honour of their 

patron saint. As a result, the Calimala entrusted the best Florentine craftsmen to 

The Pistoiese altarpiece was commissioned first in 1287 on a small scale. However, subsequent 
restorations made it into a larger structure. On this altarpiece, the lives of Christ and St. Jacopo were 
probably made by Jacopo d'Ognabene in 1314. In addition, between 1361 to 1364, a Florentine artist 
Leonardo di Ser Giovanni made nine panels from the life of St James for it. On this silver altar, see J. 
White, Art and Architecture in Italy 1250-1400, 3"' ed., New Haven-London, 1993, p. 601. 

65 



construct a silver altarpiece in 1366 as is established by an inscription along the base 

of the altar: "In the year of our Lord 1366 this altar was begun, at the time of 

Benedetto de Alberti, Paolo Michele de Rondinellis, Bernardo of Master Cavone de 

Cavoni, official deputies."2  Work on the altarpiece was interrupted several times -

probably as a result of a lack of money. Nevertheless, Becherucci and Brunetti 

suggest that the Calimala, being aware of the high cost of silver, envisaged the 

commission as a long-term process and had, therefore, separated the work into several 

stages.' This argument is based on the fact that the narratives on the front of the 

Silver Altar do not include the beginning and end of the saint's life. This indicates 

that the Calimala had originally planned to have the work cast at the sides although 

the work started at the front.4  The altarpiece is huge, 115 cm in height and 263 cm in 

length. Its main structure is made of wood, but it is coated everywhere with silver 

with additional figures cast in solid silver (some of the later figures are hollow due to 

a lack of available funds). Its rear was set against a wall and is the only surface left 

bare. There are twelve narrative panels representing the life of the Baptist, eight in 

the front and two on each side. These scenes are not arranged in chronological order 

and this may have been the result of mistakes made by careless restorers in the last 

century.' A silver figure of the Baptist stands in a Gothic niche in the centre (fig. 17), 

and there are no less than ninety-five small statues of prophets, saints and sibyls 

decorating the frame of this altarpiece. Unfortunately, thirteen of the smaller statues 

are lost, having been stolen or melted down. 

The first stage of the casting of the Silver Altar of the Baptist was in 

progress between 1367 and 1410, and in this year it was placed in its intended 

position in the Baptistery. It is known from the documents that the famous Florentine 

silversmiths at this time included Leonardo di Ser Giovanni who worked on the 

restoration of the silver altarpiece in Pistoia, and Betto di Geri and Michele di Monte 

2  "Arno Domini Rondinellis 1366 inceptum fait hoc opus dossalis tempore Benedicti Nerozzi de 
Albertis Pauli Michaelis de Rondinellis Bernardi domini Chovonis de Chovonibus offitialium 
deputatorum." The translation is taken from the Notes in the Baptistery of San Giovanni in Florence, 
vol. I, ed., A. Paolucci, Modena, 1994, p. 556. 
3  L. Becherucci and G. Brunetti, Il Museo dell'Opera del Dlioino a Firenze, vol. II, Milan, 1971, p. 
215. 
4A. Butterfield, The Sculptures of Andrea del Verrocchio, New Haven - London, 1997, p. 106. 

Becherucci and Brunetti, p. 216. 
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and one or all of these figures may have been involved at some point.' From the 

second half of the fourteenth century Florence had no shortage of gold/silversmiths 

and sculptors, and the patrons did not have to call in artists from foreign cities, as they 

did in commissioning the mosaic programme and the first pair of bronze doors for the 

Baptistery. The eight narrative scenes installed on the face of the altarpiece were 

completed by 1410, as were several of the smaller statues. The narrative scenes 

closely resemble each other in style and it is suggested that the section was completed 

under the supervision of Leonardo di Ser Giovanni' 

As Richard Krautheimer points out, the structure of the Silver Altar 

represents the typical Florentine style of the fourteenth century.' In general, the 

representation of the eight frontal scenes remains conventional, although the artists' 

creative skills are in evidence. The treatment of subject matter is unexceptional, 

adhering to popular stories about the saint's life: Young St. John Entering the 

Wilderness, St. John Preaching to the Multitude, St. John Baptising the Multitude, 

Ecce Agnus Dei, The Baptism of Christ, the Baptist Before Herod, St. John's 

Followers Visiting the Saint in Prison, and Christ Healing the Cripple (figs. 16c-

16h). All these are episodes traditionally associated with the Baptist's life and are 

included in earlier Florentine works dealing with the Baptist, such as the mosaics and 

Andrea's Baptistery bronze doors. The iconographic representation is similarly 

unexceptional apart from the distinctive Young St. John Entering the Wilderness (fig. 

16c). The motif of a crowd standing at the city gate watching the tender young saint 

setting out on his journey demonstrates the influence of Cavalca on the Florentine 

representation of the Baptist's life.' The elderly figure on the far left waving his hand 

in a farewell gesture is probably the saint's father, Zacharias. In addition, the 

inclusion of the crowd may also reflect how it was in the interests of the Florentine 

community to involve themselves with the legend and veneration of the Baptist. 

The description of the young Baptist plays an important part in apocryphal 

writings and the scene of the Young St. John's Entry into the Wilderness is included 

in most of the Florentine works of art dealing with the Baptist's life that are discussed 

6  A. Paolucci, "The Sculptures", in the Baptistery of San Giovanni Florence, ed., A. Paolucci, Modena, 
1994, p. 171, Becherucci and Brunetti, p. 217. 

Becherucci and Brunetti, p. 221. 
8  R. Krautheiner, "Ghiberti and Master Gusmin", Art Bulletin, 29, 1947, p. 24. 
9  Lavin, (1955), p. 89, Cavalca, pp. 287-289. 
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by this present study. The interest in depicting this episode does not confine itself to 

the works of art associated with the Baptistery and this scene is also found in an 

altarpiece by Giovanni del Biondo dated to 1370-80 (fig. 26, see Chapter five). The 

depiction of the young Baptist in the Tornabuoni Chapel demonstrates the importance 

of this scene in that it was included in this and other private commissions (fig. 41e, 

see Chapter six). The interest in portraying this event is characteristically Florentine 

as this episode emphasises the sanctity and significance of the city's patron saint, in 

terms of both the public and the private.' 

In addition, the artists employed on the commission were fond of 

representing interesting details from everyday life. Firstly, the landscape scenes are 

cast with lively details of various kinds of plants and animals. The depiction of the 

wilderness where the Baptist lived as a place teeming with life has a long tradition in 

Florence as evidenced in the Baptistery mosaics and in Andrea's doors. This 

approach may be due to the intention of artists and patrons to reflect the local Tuscan 

landscape. This interest in setting religious scenes in a local context is also 

symptomatic of the artists' interest in portraying anecdotal details: two herdsmen with 

their donkeys in the background of Christ Receiving the Messengers from the Baptist 

(fig. 16j); two children playing with each other at the bottom right corner in the Ecce 

Agnus; a similar motif is seen in the Baptist's Preaching to the Multitude in which a 

little girl at the bottom right grasps the robe of her father, apparently asking him 

questions about the Baptist"; The Followers Visiting the Baptist in Prison (fig. 16i) is 

also full of naturalistic detail: numerous people are represented on the top floor of a 

building discussing the arrest of the saint. By including motifs such as these, the 

artist was able to establish the Baptist as integral to Florentine life, precisely as a 

result of making Florentine life integral to the Baptist. 

In 1445, the Calimala commissioned Lorenzo Ghiberti's son, Matteo, to 

carve the altarpiece's central tabernacle in which a statue of St. John the Baptist was 

to be placed. This latter component is a remarkable piece of work by Michelozzo. It 

I°  The interest in this scene is hardly seen in the depiction of the Baptist's life in other cities. For 
example, the gilt reliefs from the Baptistery font in Siena do not include this episode. This font dated 
from 1417 to 1434 is made by several artists, including Donatello and Ghiberti. 

The interesting in portraying the behaviour of children is also seen in Giotto's St. Francis 
Renunciation of Worldly Goods at the Bardi Chapel, Santa Croce, Florence (fig. 20). It is dated to 
1317-20. 
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was positioned in the centre of the Silver Altar in 1452 (fig. 17). It is believed that 

this representation should be viewed together with the silver cross made by Antonio 

del Pollaiuolo in collaboration with Betto di Francesco Betti (fig. 16). Known as the 

Pollaiuolo Cross, this work was also commissioned by the Calimala in 1459 and was 

subsequently attached to the silver altarpiece. The body of the Baptist is slightly bent 

with his right hand pointing upwards and thus it is thought that St. John was designed 

in such a way as to gesture to the Cross, suggesting the idea of salvation through the 

Crucifixion.' 

The reliefs on either of the altarpiece's sides, which represent the beginning 

and the end of the Baptist's life, were not completed until the second half of the 

fifteenth century, commissioned by the Calimala on July 24th  1477. Several famous 

artists joined the competition for the commission, including Andrea del Verrocchio 

and Antonio del Pollaiuolo, and so at the beginning of 1478 the Calimala decided to 

divide the work into four groups.' The panels depicting the Annunciation to 

Zacharias and the Visitation (fig. 16a) were commissioned from Bernardo Cennini, 

while the Birth of the Baptist (fig. 16b) came from Pollaiuolo.' Verrocchio was 

given the task of carving the Beheading (fig. 161) panel while Antonio di Salvi and 

Francesco di Giovanni worked as part of a team to make The Feast of Herod (fig. 

16k). A document from 1483 records the final payment to the artists suggesting that 

this was also the date of completion. 

Cemiini's panel and Pollaiuolo's Birth scene are located, one above the 

other, on the right side of the altar. Cennini's panel is divided into two parts: to the 

left, the Annunciation to Zacharias is seen in the interior of the temple, and to the 

right, the Virgin is meeting Elizabeth at the doorway of the latter's house. In order to 

connect these two independent episodes, Cennini put a figure, with his back to us in 

the middle of this panel, walking towards an elderly man who is standing behind 

Zacharias. In this episode, Gabriel is reduced to a small figure in the bottom left hand 

corner. By doing this, the artist indicates a private encounter between the angel and 

12 Paolucci, p. 173. The gesture of the Baptist is usually shown as pointing to the central figures, often 
the Madonna and Child. As a result of this action, he is often shown turning towards the right or the 
left depends on where he is positioned. 
13  The document is reprinted in M. Cruttwell, Verrocchio, London, 1904, pp. 248-249. 
14  Seymour suggests that the Birth scene was actually made by Antonio's less gifted brother Pietro 
Pollaiuolo. C. Seymour, Jr., The Sculpture of Verrocchio, London, 1971, p. 61. 
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the priest. It is noted that the figures on the left are slightly bigger than those 

belonging to the other episode of the Visitation, the difference in scale indicating the 

chronological order of events. In addition, it is interesting to note that Joseph 

accompanies Mary in Cennini's Visitation. This treatment is apparently based on the 

description in the Meditations on the Life of Christ. The departure from the earlier 

Florentine representation, in which a female assistant is usually portrayed instead of 

Joseph, is probably the result of the artist's personal preference for the Meditations as 

a source for his work. 

In contrast to Cennini's scene, Pollaiuolo's Birth panel is more traditional. It 

has been observed that the composition of this panel is a copy of Fra Filippo Lippi's 

Virgin and Child with the Birth of the Virgin in the Background (fig. 19), especially 

the female with a blanket upon her head in the middle of the scene.' Antonio 

borrowed the new motif from his contemporary, Lippi, but did not transform it to his 

own design, and his narrative is more conventional: the motifs, including the reclining 

Elizabeth and the bathing of the infant, are to be seen in other works of art dealing 

with the Baptist's life, such as Andrea Pisano's Baptistery doors and Giotto's Peruzzi 

frescoes. The Naming motif, which is normally portrayed together with the Birth 

scene, is absent in Antonio's design. Leopold Ettlinger suggests that this is because 

the artist was more concerned with the portrayal of human figures than "modes of 

representing pictorial narratives."' The two female figures on the right appear to be 

the relatives of Elizabeth and they are presumably discussing the birth of her son. 

This is a depiction of details from everyday life. 

The composition of the Banquet scene is much the same as Donatello's gilt 

bronze relief for the Siena Baptistery font finished in 1425 (fig. 21). The background, 

which is an interior shown in perspective, and the arrangement of the main figures 

closely resembles those in Donatello's relief; Herod is on the extreme left with a 

soldier kneeling in front of him presenting the head of the Baptist, and Salome is on 

the left side of panel with a crowd behind her. The artist only makes a few changes; 

in the silver relief, Salome is still dancing while in Donatello's design, she has just 

ceased. The imagery of the silver relief is not as dramatic and violent as that to be 

15  L. D. Ettlinger, Antonio and Piero Pollaiuolo, New York, 1978, p. 18. The painting is dated to 1452 
and it is in Palazzo Pitti, Florence. 

Ettlinger, p.21. 
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found on the gilt bronze panel. The reason for this may be due to the fact that the 

Silver Altar was designed for use in festivals and, therefore, a violent and chaotic 

flavour would not have been appropriate. However, the Baptist's head looks alive; 

his expression is contracted and his mouth is open as though he were berating Herod 

(fig. 18). 

The Beheading is different from the other eleven scenes in many respects. 

First of all, it is not Gothic in style but leans towards more progressive Renaissance 

forms. The figures are carved in great detail and are larger in proportion in 

comparison to the figures in the other panels. The Calimala asked the artists to 

consult the frontal panels in order to ensure a harmonious style on the Silver Altar." 

Apparently Verrocchio did not restrict himself to this, the emotional expression of his 

figures being more dramatic than those in other scenes. The smile on the Baptist's 

face is so clear that no one would fail to notice how joyful he is although it is the 

moment of his execution. The soldiers all indicate their sadness at the saint's death, 

especially the three in the background. As is the case with Andrea Pisano's 

Baptistery doors, this representation resembles Cavalca's description of the saint's 

death.' It is interesting that the executioner is represented as almost nude, 

emphasising the muscle and movement required for his brutish task." 

Becherucci and Brunetti believe that the altarpiece was installed in the 

Baptistery in 1410.20  Paolucci, on the other hand, contends that the Silver Altar was 

not erected in the Baptistery until 1452 citing the artistic events of that year as his 

reason for believing this: in 1452, the central statue of the Baptist was positioned in 

the Silver Altar, and it was also in this year that Ghiberti's 'Doors of Paradise', the 

third pair for the Baptistery, were set in place. It would seem the date of 1410 as the 

first use of this Silver Altar is unlikely because at this time the central niche was 

empty. It may indeed have been moved to the Baptistery in 1410 though not used in 

the services at the Baptistery until a later date. Although the whole structure was not 

finally completed until 1483, the Silver Altar was certainly in use by 1475 as Pietro 

Ettlinger, p. 18. 
" A. Butterfield, The Sculptures of Andrea del Verrocchio, New Haven-London, 1997, p. 124. 
19  Ettlinger offers this interpretation for Antonio Pollaiuolo's design of the same subject in the 
embroidery hangings for the Baptistery made between 1466-1486. Ettlinger, p. 26. 
2°  Becherucci and Brunetti, p. 217. 
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Bernini mentioned it in his letter which describes the festival in that year.' It seems 

that the Florentine authorities could not wait to show to the public the great prize they 

had awarded to their city. The fact that work on the altarpiece started on the front 

could indicate their desire to put the altarpiece into service as soon as possible. 

Embroidered Vestments 

Like many other artists of the period, Antonio del Pollaiuolo (c.1431-1498) 

was both a sculptor and a painter. Before he was commissioned to engrave the 

Visitation panel for the Silver Altar in 1478, he was entrusted by the Calimala to 

design a set of church vestments, onto which a considerable number of scenes from 

the life of St. John the Baptist were embroidered. The vestments consisted of a cope, 

two albs (or "a dalmatic and a tunic to be worn by the deacon and subdeacon 

respectively" as Ettlinger suggests"), and one chasuble. The commission was started 

in 1466 and was not completed until 1488." These garments were used well into the 

eighteenth century by which time they were in such a poor condition that the bishop 

Antonio Francesco Gori detached the embroidered panels and preserved them behind 

the Silver Altar. Twenty-seven scenes survive and they are now kept in the Museo 

dell'Opera del Duomo, Florence. 

Needlework is both tune and labour consuming. During the two decades of 

work, a great number of embroiderers were employed by the Colimala to carry out 

the work; not only Florentines, but also foreign embroiderers, including Spanish, 

French and Flemish workers. In addition, a studio was established specifically for 

this work. As a work of extreme luxury, the Colimala in total paid almost 3,179 

florins for it. As soon as it was finished, the embroidery was greatly admired and 

became one of the favourite treasures with which to show the prosperity of the city. 

Most importantly, the importance of this work of art is due not only to the fact that as 

2' G. Mancini ed., "II bel s. Giovanni e le feste patronali di Firenze descritte nel 1475 da Pietro 
Cennini", Rivista d'Arte, 6, 1909, pp. 200-208. 
22  Ettlinger, p. 21. 
23  Only one embroiderer was recorded in Vasari's Vile, Paolo da Verona, and the reader gets the 
impression that Antonio was only the designer for the embroidery. Scholars, however, differ. 
Becherucci and Brunetti suggest that only thirteen scenes are actually Antonio's design and the other 
scenes are either from the hands of his less gifted brother, Pietro Pollaiuolo, or his assistants. 
Becherucci and Brunetti, p. 265. 
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a textile it reflected the concerns of the guild which commissioned it, but the fact that 

Florence owed a great deal of its wealth to the textile trade. The vestments are 

extremely ornate and were only used for special occasions, such as Christmas, Easter 

and the feast day of St. John the Baptist.' Vasari describes the work as of being of 

the "...most delicate workmanship and art."' 

The commission can be separated roughly into three periods. According to 

documentary evidence, the first period of work on the garments took place between 

August and December 1466. The work did not restart until 1469 when it continued 

until 1472. The final stage of work was commissioned between 1476 and 1480, with 

many embroiderers collaborating on the work. Nevertheless, there are records 

concerning the purchase of materials up until 1487, so it is suggested that the 

embroidery was not actually complete until this date. In support of this, it is noted 

that the final payment was also made in that year. The narrative scenes can similarly 

be divided into three groups: the infancy, the mission, and the martyrdom of the 

Baptist. In other words, it is possible that the three periods of commissioning are 

reflected in the different groups of work.' 

The embroidery shows an extremely detailed representation of the Baptist's 

life and many scenes from it are not seen in other important Florentine works of art 

dealing with the same subject. Amongst the surviving twenty-seven panels, six 

scenes are devoted to his infancy, ten to his mission and eleven to his martyrdom.27  

Two important episodes from the saint's life are missing: The Young Baptist Entering 

the Wilderness and The Baptism of Christ. As these two scenes are usually included 

in the legend of the Baptist in Florentine art, it is unlikely that the designer 

deliberately ignored them. The central part of the cope is missing, and Becherucci 

and Brunetti believe that this is where The Baptism of Christ was originally 

Ettlinger, p. 22. 
25  Vasari, p. 535. 
26  Becherucci and Brunetti, pp. 260-263. 
27  The scenes are: The Annunciation to Zacharias; Zacharias Leaves the Temple after his Visitation 
from the Angel; The Visitation, The Birth of St. John; The Naming of the Baptist; The Circumcision of 
the Baptist; the Baptist Meets the Publicans; the Baptising of the Neophytes; the Baptist Preaching to 
the Multitude; the Baptising of the Multitude; the Baptist Encountering the High Priest; the Baptist 
Before the Priest and Levites; Ecce Agnus Dei; The Meeting between the Baptist and Christ; The 
Baptism of St. John; The Arrest of the Baptist; The Imprisonment of the Baptist; the Baptist in the 
Court of Herod; the Baptist Accused by Herodias; the Baptist Visited by his Followers in Prison; 
Dance of Salome; The Beheading of the Baptist; The Presentation of the Baptist's Head in the Feast; 
Salome Bringing the Baptist's Head to Herodias; The Followers Carrying the Corpse of the Baptist; 
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positioned, though the position of The Young Baptist Entering the Wilderness remains 

unclear." Today the embroidered panels are not arranged in a chronological order 

and the original organisation of these scenes remains unclear." 

This commission was a challenge for Antonio because at least twenty-nine 

scenes were required. Apart from the biblical and apocryphal texts, Antonio looked 

for inspiration to contemporary works of art. As one of the richest portrayals of the 

Baptist's life to be seen in Florence, Andrea Pisano's reliefs on the Baptistery doors 

provided Antonio with an important source. For example, after the Annunciation 

scene, Antonio includes a panel showing the meeting of Zacharias with the crowds 

outside the temple. This recalls the Mute Zacharias Confronting the People on 

Andrea Pisano's Baptistery doors, although these two panels represent a different 

moment in the narrative. Antonio portrayed a priest frightened by the miracle 

happening around him, and so we see Zacharias rushing out from the temple with his 

hands in the air, and the other figures respond to his behaviour and are portrayed as 

surprised. Andrea's realisation of this scene is more restrained with the mute priest 

simply standing immobile in front of the crowd. 

As with the Visitation scene from the Silver Altar, Joseph is represented 

accompanying Mary on the journey to Judea, as suggested by the Meditations (fig. 

23c). In the Birth scene (fig. 23d), Elizabeth is represented reclining in her bed as in 

most of the previous works of art, but uniquely she is portrayed half-naked. As can 

be seen in many Florentine representations of the Baptist, this is a very lively and 

realistic representation of life in which several interesting details are shown, such as 

the dozing female sitting at the foot of Elizabeth's bed. However, some details can 

appear to have two meanings. The infant St. John has his finger to his mouth, but this 

childish gesture may also be seen to refer to his preaching of Christ's coming. 

In addition, Antonio seems to have been inspired by the story of Christ. The 

Circumcision of the Baptist (fig. 23f) is one of the new representations in this cycle, 

and it reminds the viewers of the scene of the Presentation in the Temple from the life 

The Burial of the Baptist; and Christ's Descent into Limbo (figs. 23a-aa). 
28 Becherucci and Brunetti, p. 262. M. Cruttwell suggests that the Christ Baptising the Baptist is a 
"curious error" and he only sees it as the revision of the Baptism of Christ. M. Cruttwell, Pollaiuolo, 
London- New York, 1907, p. 109. Nevertheless, it is unlikely this kind of mistake could be made. 
Before the embroidery was finished, there would be at least three stages to go through: the one 
supervised Antonio, the designer himself and the embroiderers. 
29  Becherucci and Brunetti, p. 262. 
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of Christ: the infant Baptist is held by a female figure, who resembles the Virgin in 

the Presentation. Zacharias fits naturally into this panel as he is a priest, and he also 

parallels the elderly figure of Simeon from the Christ narrative. Although the former 

episode is referred to in Luke's Gospel, there is no other surviving example of its 

representation. As a result, the Circumcision is also represented as a hint of the 

parallel between the Baptist and Christ, an idea repeated again and again in of the life 

of St. John, for example the Baptistery mosaics. 

The most curious scene amongst these embroidered panels is that of Christ 

Baptising the Baptist (fig. 23o). The other panels may contain unusual motifs, but 

their origins can be traced back either to the Bible or to the apocryphal writings. 

However, there is no clear written evidence for this episode. There are, however, 

several descriptions in the biblical and apocryphal texts which hint at the event. The 

first is from the Gospel of Matthew in which it is recorded that the Baptist said to the 

Lord; "I need to be baptised by you." (Matthew 3, 14), and in the apocryphal 

writings, there are at least two references relating to the baptism of the Baptist by 

Christ. In the Slavonic text the young Baptist is baptised in a spring created by the 

young Jesus, although Cavalca's description might be the one closest to the 

embroidered scene. However, it is not Jesus but St. Peter, who was the Baptist's 

follower at that time, according to Cavalca's account, and it is he who baptises St. 

John." In Florentine art, there is only one precedent for this scene. It is a relief from 

the hexagonal baptism font, made in 1370-1377 for the Baptistery. Here, six 

important baptismal scenes for the church are engraved, including The Baptism of 

Christ, St John Baptises the People, Pope St. Sylvester Baptising Constantine, The 

Priest Baptising the Children, Christ Baptising the Apostles, and Christ Baptising St. 

John (fig. 22). In this case, it is obvious that the main reason for the carving of Jesus 

Baptising the Baptist was to fill up a panel in addition to a way of emphasising the 

dignity and importance of the Baptist. This too, may be the reason for the presence of 

the same episode in the embroidered scheme. The Baptist is represented in both 

works as a figure kneeling before Christ. It is clear that here the virtue of humility is 

again emphasised in the iconography of the Baptist in Florentine art. 

See chapter 1, p. 23. 
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In most of the Florentine works of art which deal with the life of the Baptist, 

the mission of the saint is usually represented in two panels, one shows his preaching, 

the other shows his baptising of the multitude. The embroidered programme contains 

a great number of other scenes portraying his mission, including the saint's meeting 

with the Jewish priest and the Levites. This recalls the text in the Gospel of John the 

Evangelist: 

"Now this was [the Baptist's] testimony when the Jews of Jerusalem sent priests and 

Levites to ask him who he was. He did not fail to confess, but confessed freely, 'I'm 

not the Christ...not [Elijah]...[the Baptist] replied in the words of Isaiah the prophet, 

`I am the voice of one calling in the desert, make straight the way for the 

Lord'."(John 1, 19-23). 

The Gospel of St. John the Evangelist was not a popular text for artists who depicted 

the Baptist's life, because it says little on the subject. It is clear, however, that here 

Antonio closely consults this source; the description from the Gospel of St. John 

demonstrates the Baptist's importance as the forerunner of Christ, although he 

himself denied his status as a prophet. 

Antonio designed two scenes that depict the arrest of the Baptist: one 

portrays the Baptist bound by the soldiers and the other shows the saint being taken to 

Herod (figs. 23p, 23q). In both cases, the Baptist is represented in a dignified way 

even though he is being mistreated by the soldiers. This is a positive image for the 

city for its emphasis on the strength and courage of the Florentine patron saint and 

therefore it provides a model for the citizens in the time of crisis. Comparing this to 

the same motif in Andrea Pisano's Baptistery doors, it is clear that the artists 

emphasise different things. Andrea's Baptist is a sad figure as is clearly suggested by 

his posture. In contrast, in the embroidered scene, the saint shows no sorrow on his 

face and his head is raised. This gives a forceful impression that he is a saint without 

guilt. The Baptist is portrayed with more htunan frailties in Andrea's design, while 

Antonio emphasises his sanctity as the embroidery was for use in the festival of the 

Baptist. The second scene recalls The Way to Calvary from the life of Christ. 

Similarly, the arrest of the Baptist and his journey to prison can also be interpreted as 

a journey to self-sacrifice. 
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The two scenes representing the arrest may have been followed directly by 

those panels which represent the Baptist in Herod's palace. First, the Baptist is 

shown preaching in the court of Herod. Subsequently there is a scene that 

incorporates only Herod, Herodias and the Baptist. Herod is placed in the middle and 

the tension between the Baptist and Herodias is seen clearly in their gestures: 

Herodias' hostility towards the saint is expressed by her raised hand, as if she is 

sending him to prison, or to death. These two scenes seem to echo the description in 

the Gospel of St. Mark: "Herod [arrested the Baptist] because of Herodias...yet he 

liked to listen to him." (Mark 6, 17-20). 

As with the scenes on Andrea Pisano's Baptistery doors, two panels are 

devoted to the events which took place after the Baptist's death: The Followers 

Carrying the Baptist's Corpse and The Entombment of the Baptist (figs. 23y, 23z). 

However, in the embroidered scenes the Baptist is represented without his head, a 

more faithful representation of the apocryphal writings, as the texts say that the 

Baptist was buried without his head. In addition, in the embroidered scenes, the 

Baptist's life closes with Christ's Descent into Limbo (fig. 23aa), an arrangement 

seen in Giovanni del Biondo's altarpiece of the Baptist from the previous century. It 

is obvious, therefore, that Antonio had consulted the earlier Florentine works of art 

dealing with the saint's life while planing his designs. 

Antonio was very interested in the representation of architecture. For those 

scenes taking place indoors, he exercised his skill in designing beautiful structures, as 

well as displaying his great mastery of perspective. This emphasis on architecture 

can not only be interpreted as the artist's interest in design. More importantly, it 

reflects the main characteristics of civic life as buildings form the fundamental 

element of a city. In addition, in order to remind the spectators of who commissioned 

this splendid work, the coat-of-arms of the Calimala, which is an eagle with cloth 

bundles, is visible almost everywhere where architecture is represented, and therefore 

it underlines the significance of the Calimala to its survival based on the fact that 

apart from the Baptistery other important buildings in Florence, such as Santa Croce 

and the hospital of S. Gallo, were also under the care of the guild. Furthermore, it is 

"one of the most important monuments of fifteenth century Italy" on account of its 
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stylistic and iconographic achievement.31  It is also noticeable that Pollaiuolo's 

interest in representing contemporary costumes is no less than his interest in 

architecture. Owing to the fact that twenty-seven scenes have survived in which 

various figures are represented, priests, soldiers, and figures in the palace, all dressed 

in richly-decorated clothes suited to their status, the embroidery panels can be seen as 

an important historical document of fifteenth century costume in Florence. 

The needlework is so elaborate and the iconography so closely related to 

Antonio's design that it is believed that Antonio supervised the embroiderers 

himself.32  It is believed that this rich amount of detail was part of the Calimala's 

requirements, and there was a member of the Calimala who gave Pollaiuolo 

instructions on what needed to be portrayed.' Not surprisingly, these embroidered 

panels have been seen as one of the most important Florentine works of art from the 

fifteenth century. It is probably the most detailed representation of the life of the 

Baptist ever made, and the artistic achievements of Antonio Pollaiuolo are also 

significant, in the lively representation of the figures and the elaborate arrangement of 

the composition. It is notable that the mission and the martyrdom of the Baptist are 

given equal emphasis, and as a result, the Baptist's roles as a preacher and a martyr 

have equal significance for the patron. As has been already mentioned, these 

vestments were only used in special ceremonies, and therefore scenes of preaching 

which are also significant at these occasions gained a great deal of attention in the 

formulation of this programme. The pressure to depict the life of the Baptist in such 

detail made the artist carefully study available sources, both textual and visual. 

Conclusion 

The Silver Altar is an important work in Florence, not only in terms of its costly 

material, but also for its detailed representation of the Baptist's life. As an 

enormously expensive work of art devoted to the Baptist, the object clearly reflects 

the important concerns of the Florentines: to venerate the saint and to flaunt the 

wealth of the city. This message is emphasised by the fact that it was only used for 

31  Notes in 11 Battistero di San Giovanni a Firenze, vol. I, p. 555. 
32  Becherucci and Brunetti, p. 260. 
33  Becherucci and Brunetti, p. 262. 
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Easter and the festival of the Baptist. As already mentioned, the festival of the 

Baptist had more of a socio-political, rather than a religious, importance, and 

although the Silver Altar was used in religious celebrations, it was more significant as 

a display of the wealth of Florence. As Paolucci suggested, the Silver Altar was "on 

those days a concentration of symbols: with it, and on it, the religious, political and 

economic values which formed the identity of Florence were affirmed."34  

To some extent the embroidery panels and the Silver Altar have the same 

function as the mosaics and the bronze doors of Andrea Pisano in the Baptistery: all 

of them were public commissions for the Baptistery, the centre of civic life in 

Florence. They express the importance of the veneration of the Baptist in Florence, 

reflecting the desire of the city to gain the saint's protection, and at the same time 

providing an opportunity to show off the power and wealth of the city. However, 

there is a distinction to be made about these two groups of works. The mosaics and 

the bronze doors are part of the building and are open to the public, but the Silver 

Altar and the embroidery were only shown to the populace at special occasions, 

especially the festival of the Baptist. The Baptistery mosaics and Andrea Pisano's 

doors are part of a wider artistic scheme, which emphasises the Roman origins of 

Florence. The Silver Altar and the embroidery however, are more tightly linked to 

the festival, and while the Roman origins of Florence were of some importance in the 

festival, these valuable items served to reiterate the political and economic power of 

the city itself where both foreigners and Florentine citizens were making offerings. 

This splendour was a clear demonstration of this power, which, in combination with 

the festival conveyed a very potent image. 

84  Paolucci, (1994), p. 171. 
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Chapter 5: Giovanni del Biondo's Baptist Altarpiece - the Image of St. 

John the Baptist as an Emblem of Republican Virtue 

As a recognised representative of Florence, the image of the Baptist was, not 

surprisingly, used as an instrument of political propaganda. The altarpiece of the 

Baptist by Giovanni del Biondo, dating to the second half of the fourteenth century, is a 

good example of this. The altarpiece is a unique work of art dealing with the life of the 

Baptist due to the depiction of the saint in its central panel, which shows him 

vanquishing Herod. The interpretation of the iconography of Giovanni's altarpiece is a 

complicated issue because its patron and original location remain unknown. As a result, 

we have to rely on indirect evidence and on comparisons with other contemporary 

works which deal with similar motifs. 

The altarpiece of the Baptist 

Amongst all the Florentine works of art dealing with the Baptist from the late 

Middle Ages and early Renaissance, an altarpiece by Giovanni del Biondo (1333/5-99), 

datable to the second half of the fourteenth century, is remarkable for its unusual 

portrayal of the saint, who is standing victorious over the body of his nemesis, Herod 

Antipas (fig. 26). Ignored by Vasari in his Vite, Giovanni del Biondo remains an 

obscure figure in the history of Florentine art. While his early career remains largely 

undocumented, he was, nevertheless, well-established in Tuscany, working in both 

Florence and Siena. Although Giovanni was not a native of Florence, he became a 

citizen there in 1356, and was active in the city at least until 1392. He was a productive 

artist and a considerable number of his works are still visible today.' 

An earlier work of Giovanni del Biondo's, a triptych which represents the Presentation of Christ in the 
Temple with Sts John the Baptist and Benedict accompanied by a predella (figs. 24, 25) on which shows 
four scenes from the life of the Baptist, is of less importance in the representation of the Baptist's life 
because it is lack of creation. It was commissioned by Bindo di Lapo Benini for the chapter-hall at S. 
Maria degli Angeli in 1364. There is an inscription running between the main panel and the predella: 
A.D.MCCCLXIIII. Bind'.Coda. Lapi. Benini. Fecit. Fieri, Hac. Cappela. P. Rernedio. Aie. Sve. This 
triptych is now in the Accademia. As the chapel is dedicated to St. John the Baptist, it is not surprising 
that the narrative represented on the predella is from the life of the Baptist instead of from that of Christ 
because the subject of the predella normally refers to the main panel. The subjects and the composition of 
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Giovanni's Baptist altarpiece is of interest because of the unusual 

representation in the central panel and the political approach to images of the Baptist to 

which it refers. This work (Florence, Pitti, Contini-Bonacossi Collection) contains 

numerous scenes from the Baptist's life, all of which surround the large central image of 

the saint vanquishing Herod. It should be considered as one of the artist's finest works 

and is of interest, not only because of the unusual iconography of the central panel, but 

also because of the detail invested in the accompanying narrative scenes.2  Nevertheless, 

the provenance and history of this panel remain obscure - it bears no inscription to help 

us identify its origins and this is an obstacle to any attempt to explain the source of its 

intriguing iconography. It is recorded in situ in the church of San Lorenzo between 

1684-1862, and subsequently in the Contini-Bonacossi Collection in Florence before 

entering the Pitti by 1994. However, the patron and the original location remain 

unknown.3  Although it is unsigned, art historians are unanimous in their attribution to 

Giovanni del Biondo, and most agree in ascribing its date to his maturity. The date of 

1370 is given by Officer and 1370-80 by White. An earlier date of c.1360-65, is 

suggested by Gregori.4  

There are many points to be made about the significance of this altarpiece. First 

of all, both the composition and the subject are unusual for its date. The vertical grid-

like format of this type of altarpiece, with its large iconic image of the saint surrounded 

by narrative scenes, had been popular in the thirteenth century. It had had its day, 

however, by Giovanni's time. An altarpiece dedicated to St. Francis dated to 1245-1250 

at the Bardi chapel, Santa Croce is a good example of its kind (fig. 27).5  The polyptych 

the narrative panels are copies of Giotto's Peruzzi frescoes: the Annunciation to Zacharias, the Birth, 
Naming, and Herod's Feast, only Salome Presenting the Baptist's Head to Herodias is not present. In 
order to refer to the traditional narrative reading, the position of Giotto's figures is changed in Giovanni's 
copy. However, on a whole this is not an impressive representation as the figures are lack animation. The 
composition of the scenes is too well-balanced and therefore becomes rigid. 
2  The altarpiece was recorded as part of the Pitti collection in 1994, inv. Contini Bonacossi: no. 27 
(temporary location). See M. Gregori, Painting in the Uffizi & Pitti Galleries, London, 1994, p. 40. 
3  For provenance see R. Officer and K. Steinweg, Giovanni del Blond°, Part I (A Critical and Historical 
Corpus of Florentine Painting, Section IV, vol. IV, New York, 1967, pp. 112-113. 
4  Officer and Steinweg, I, p. v, J. White, Art and Architecture in Italy, 1250-1400, 3rd, ed., New Haven-
London, 1996, p. 561. Gregori, p. 40. 

The painter of this altarpiece is unknown and described as the Master of the Bardi Saint Francis Dossal. 
On this altarpiece, see R. Goffen, Spirituality in Conflict: Saint Francis and Giotto's Bardi Chapel, 
University Park-London, pp. 23-50. 
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type popular at the time at which Giovanni was painting was wider in format and 

usually had several horizontal tiers containing separate representations of a number of 

saints surmounting a predella. The departure from the norm in the case of Giovanni's 

St. John the Baptist may be due to the space of the chapel for which it was originally 

intended. Alternatively, this altarpiece was possibly made to replace a previous one in 

an older style, or the format may have been a prerequisite of the conservative tastes of 

the patron. 

The spectator's eye is drawn to the central image of the Baptist trampling over 

the recumbent Herod, who lies under the saint's talon-like feet. The rarity and 

originality of this motif is, perhaps, significant and may have been inspired by the 

particular wishes of the patron. The inscription on the scroll grasped in Herod's left 

hand refers to the Baptist. Taken out of context, it derives from a book of The 

Apocrypha, The Wisdom of Solomon (5, 4-5). It reads: "This is the man we fools once 

laughed at, and made a byword of reproach. We thought his life was madness, and his 

end dishonored. How did he come to be reckoned among the sons of God, and why is 

his lot among the saints?"' The inscription refers to the disdain with which the Baptist's 

strictures were greeted by the tetrarch Herod Antipas. Giovanni's portrayal of Herod's 

physical vanquishment at the hands (or rather, feet) of the man he executed, and the 

artist's unusual inclusion of the inscription, is, therefore, symbolic of Herod's 

damnation and the vindication of the Baptist's censorious attitude to Herod's dissolute 

life style, specifically his sin of marrying his own sister in law. 

The combative, aggressive image of the saint portrayed in this altarpiece is 

unusually striking. As has been noted, the Baptist is normally portrayed in a far 

humbler way. This becomes apparent by comparing Giovamii's figure to his own 

earlier, and more conventional, portrayal of the saint in the triptych for S. Maria degli 

Angeli (1364, fig. 24). In the Pitti altarpiece, the Baptist grasps the cross and the 

prophetic scroll in a markedly forceful and truculent manner. The text on the scroll is 

an extract from the declaration of John the Baptist from Matthew 3, 3: "A voice of one 

6  "Nos insensati, vitamillorum aestimabamus insaniam, et finem illorum sine honore; ecce quomodo 
computati sunt inter filios Dei, et inter sanctos sors illorum est." The translation is taken from The 
Apocrypha: An American Translation, trans. E. J. Goodspeed, Chicago, 1938, p. 186. 
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calling in the desert. 'Prepare the way for the Lord, make straight paths for him' ".7  The 

aggressive tone of this proclamation agrees with Giovanni's unusually militant portrayal 

of the Baptist; here he appears more in the guise of a 'fire and brimstone' evangelical 

preacher than as a hermit and prophet. 

The motif of the Baptist standing triumphant over the body of Herod is unique 

and without precedent. However, the idea of portraying a saint, or representative of 

Christian virtue, triumphant over a personification of vice - generally symbolic of 

Christianity's victory over paganism - appears in several guises.' The iconography of 

Giovanni's ensemble seems to have been lifted from that of other saints, such as St. 

Michael and St. Margaret, who are often portrayed trampling over a symbol of evil, in 

the form of a dragon or, as is often the case with St. Michael, a personification of Satan. 

A contemporary altarpiece, of similar structure to Giovanni's, dedicated to St. Margaret 

by an anonymous Florentine artist of the late fourteenth century (fig. 28) shows a similar 

arrangement.' The Baptist's trampling on the body of Herod should be seen within the 

context of these parallel examples. 

In addition, as Millard Meiss suggests, the predominance of rather literal visual 

symbols such as these in Italian art of the late fourteenth century, is noticeable.' By 

placing one figure prostrate under another, artists were able to indicate the moral 

superiority of the latter. Giovanni del Biondo made use of the same device in at least 

two other examples: one is an altarpiece of the enthroned St. Zenobius crushing the 

figures of pride and cruelty (fig. 31), and the other shows St. John the Evangelist 

vanquishing the three vices of pride, avarice, and vainglory (superbia) in exactly the 

same way (fig. 32)." Both of these works were painted c.1380 and contemporary with 

the Baptist altarpiece.'2  

Despite the parallels which can be drawn with the treatment of other saints, these 

works by Giovanni, and the Vatican St. Margaret are isolated examples from their own 

7  The scroll records only the fast part of the Biblical text. 
8  For a discussion of this motif see A. Katzenellenbogen, Allegories of the Virtues and the Vices in 

Medieval Art, London, 1939, pp. 14-21. 
9  For this altarpiece see G. Katlal, Iconography of the Saints in Tuscan Painting, Florence, 1952, p. 663. 
1°  See M. Meiss, Painting in Florence and Siena after the Black Death, Princeton, 1964, p. 49, Offner 
and Steinweg, I, pp. viii-ix. 
11  Meiss, p. 49, Office and Steinweg, II, p. 65. 
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particular period. What links them together is that they were probably all for Florentine 

patrons.' Although he was not as important a figure in Florence as the Baptist, St. 

Zenobius was also a patron saint of the city. As the St. Zenobius panel was originally 

commissioned for the cathedral itself, it may be argued that the saint's victory over the 

figures of pride and c•udelitas (cruelty, severity or harshness) should be seen in terms of 

the state's condemnation of these vices. It may be possible to link the Baptist's 

vanquishment of Herod in the St. John the Baptist with a similar condemnation of these 

very vices. Herod's harsh severity is implicit in his arbitrary mis-use of power in his 

execution of St. John, while his pride is expressed not only by his crown, but also by his 

blue apparel: in the traditional iconographic colour scheme of demons in Florentine art 

of the period, blue is reserved for the demon who represents the vice of pride." The 

parallels between a demon and Herod are suggested by the similarity of his pose to that 

of Satan in one of the popular images which inspired it - St. Michael's battle with the 

Devil. (See fig. 33) 

It must be noted that Herod Antipas is seldom given so prominent a place as he is 

awarded in the central panel of this altarpiece. It is a highly unusual, if not a unique, 

feature that, although Herod accompanies the iconic image of the Baptist, he should be 

shown independent of the narrative events of the saint's life. Furthermore, it is 

important to note that the figure of Herod is realised on a much larger scale to that of the 

personifications of vice in both the St. Zenobius and St. John the Evangelist panels. The 

cropped nature of the figure of Herod, with the back of his head and the lower portions 

of his legs cut off by the picture frame, demonstrates the problems Giovanni faced in 

insisting on the enlargement of the tetrarch's body, and, by implication, the 

magnification of his iconographic significance. It seems unlikely that the width of the 

original, central panel of the altarpiece was any greater than it is today. The artist seems 

to have deliberately tipped Herod's head at an angle to bring it into the picture frame, 

and the same can be said for the elevation of his left knee. Prevented from rendering his 

12  For the dates of these works see Offner and Steinweg, I, p. ix. 
13  Except, perhaps, for St. Margaret. The St. John the Evangelist panel was probably commissioned by 
the Arte della Seta for Or San Michele. See Meiss, p. 49, Offner and Steinweg, II, p. 65. 
" See L. Lorenzi, Devils in Art: Florence, from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance, trans., M. Roberts, 
Florence, 1997, p. 124. 
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body in the same proportion as that of the Baptist, which would decrease both the visual 

and iconographic importance of the latter, Giovanni portrays Herod in as large a scale as 

he felt able. Offner also drew attention to the way Giovanni further emphasised the 

figure of Herod through his dramatic use of contrasting colours: "By contrasting 

Herod's light blue robe with the bright red carpet, the artist lends force to the idea of the 

Baptist's victorious conflict over Evil."' 

In interpreting the iconography of the St. John the Baptist altarpiece, the saint's 

role as an official image of Florence ought to be stressed. His image had graced the 

golden florin produced from 1225 onwards, and the Baptist was often used to represent 

the city itself. In this altarpiece, however, it can be argued that the Baptist not only acts 

a symbol of Florence, but as symbol of republican Florence. By lending emphasis to 

the importance of the crowned Herod, and the vanquishment of corrupt temporal power 

by the forces of good, the St. John the Baptist altarpiece suggests the evil nature of 

despotism. Herod's crown demonstrates the iconographic confusion of this figure with 

that of King Herod the Great in the art of the period, and it is interesting to compare 

Giovanni's monarchial portrayal of the former with that of the vanquished father of St. 

Barbara in an altarpiece by the Florentine Cosimo Rosselli from 1468 (fig. 29). Here, 

Rosselli portrays St. Barbara in much the same way as the Baptist in the Pitti altarpiece. 

St. Barbara's evil father, the pagan nobleman, Dioscorous, is also, somewhat 

incorrectly, portrayed as a warrior king sporting a golden crown. The similarities 

between the two images surely tell us something about the Florentines' negative 

attitudes to the idea of kingship during the Renaissance. Both Herod Antipas and Herod 

the Great were popularly employed as symbols of vice. This idea is also apparent in the 

art of Florence's great rival, Siena. Here, the idea of the evil nature of autocratic 

tyranny can be seen in the Allegories of Good and Bad Government commissioned from 

Ambrogio Lorenzetti by the Sienese government (Palazzo Pubblico, Siena) between 

1337-1340. In the court of Bad Government, we see the ruler depicted as a monstrous 

tyrant, accompanied by a selection of three vices. As a result of this tyranny, the city 

appears ruined and ill managed.' Curiously enough, the three sinful personifications 

Offner and Steinweg, I, p. ix. 
16  For the political ideas incorporated in Ambrogio's frescoes, see N. Rubinstein, "Political Ideas in 
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hovering above the tyrant represent avarice, pride, and superbia - the very same vices 

lying at the feet of the saint in Giovanni's St. John the Evangelist. 

As has already been demonstrated, from the beginning of the fourteenth century, 

Florence had struggled against north Italian tyranny." The city had initially faced a 

crisis caused by the ambitions of the Emperor Henry VII and, in addition, the trend of 

despotism had reached Tuscany during this same period." Pisa, the long-term rival of 

Florence, and Lucca fell into the control of despots, and both began to challenge the 

borders of Florentine territory as a result." Similarly, Milan was also placed under the 

control of the Visconti from 1350 onwards. Not long after, the troops of that city 

invaded Tuscany under the leadership of Archbishop Giovanni Visconti in 1351. From 

this point onwards, up until the second half of the fourteenth century, the Visconti were 

a constant cause of trouble for the Florentine state.' 

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that the Florentines held negative ideas about 

tyrannical authority, as it was a symbol of a very real threat to their life and liberty. 

Furthermore, a negative attitude towards despotism had been a long tradition in 

Florence. It was strengthened not only as a result of the shift of power in the 

governments of her neighbours, but it also manifested itself in the expulsion from 

Florence of the ambitious Duke of Athens in 1343.2' An extract from the chronicle of 

Matteo Villain from the second half of the fourteenth century encapsulates the 

prevailing mood against the action of the despot: "Their criminal actions always fight 

and often crush the virtues of the good...they destroy the wealth of their subjects; they 

are the enemies of those among them who are growing in wisdom and 

magnanimity... ,'22 

Sienese Art: the Frescoes by Ambrogio Lorenzetti and Taddeo di Bartolo in the Palazzo Pubblico", 
Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 21, 1958, pp. 179-207. 
17  For the vicissitudes of the period see H. Baron, The Crisis of the Early Italian Renaissance, Princeton, 
1955, p. 445, n. 1; F. Schevill, History of Florence, New York, 1961, pp. 179-225. 
18  Henry VII became the emperor of the Holy Rome Empire in 1308. In order to regain the control of the 
peninsula of Italy, he departed for Rome for his coronation. Pisa was among those cities to welcome him. 
See Schevill, pp. 179-193. 
18  Pisa was the first Tuscan city to be taken by a tyrant, Uguccione della Faggiuola. Lucca was placed 
under Castruccio CastracatiPs leadership in the 1320's. 
28  See Baron, vol. I, pp. 13-21; Schevill, p. 263. 
81  See N. Rubinstein, "Florence and the Despots: Some Aspects of Florentine Diplomacy in the Fourteenth 
Century," Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 5th  series, vol. 2, 1952, pp. 21-22. 
22  Matteo's Chronicle, VI, 1, cited by Rubinstein, p. 22. 
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It is not going too far, therefore, to see Giovanni's image of John the Baptist and 

Herod as a metaphor for the sustenance and triumph of Florence republican virtue over 

that of foreign tyranny. This altarpiece, together with the panels of Sts. Zenobius and 

John the Evangelist, can be interpreted as illustrations of the political concerns of the 

Florentines. In sticking to, at least, the pretence of being a democratic republic, the 

oligarchy of Florence may also have wanted to see itself as encapsulating the 

resurrection of the virtues of ancient Rome. One gains an illustration of this sentiment 

in an image of St. Michael vanquishing Satan from a manuscript from the Laurentian 

library datable to the fourteenth century (fig. 33), in which the warrior saint is 

specifically shown in the dress of a Roman centurion. The war-like analogy between 

Giovanni's John the Baptist and the image of St. Michael is further strengthened by the 

fact that the Baptist replaced Mars, the ancient god of war, in the minds of the 

Florentine people- the Baptistery was popularly believed to have been built upon the site 

of an ancient temple to Mars." 

Furthermore, the personification of the vice of superbia in the St. John the 

Evangelist, markedly resembles the popular image of the northern barbarian 

(responsible for the invasions of Italy which led to the downfall of the Roman Empire in 

the west) replete with bushy beard, horned helmet and large, clumsy sword and shield 

(fig. 34). One also notes that the vice of `crudelitas', included in the St. Zenobius panel 

implies not only the sin of harshness and cruelty, but also that of barbarity. Taking 

these connections further, it is also implicit that in its successful resistance to the 

barbaric despotism of its northern neighbours, Florence saw itself as a worthy successor 

to Rome. 

Moving on to the narrative scenes of the St. John the Baptist, these sequential 

episodes can be seen to follow established precedents from the well-known text of St. 

John's life, from the saint's miracle birth, his time in the wilderness, and, finally, his 

tragic decapitation at the hands of Herod. Curiously, for a life of the Baptist, the 

23  Matteo's Chronicle, Book VI, 1, cited by Rubinstein, p. 22. Matteo and his brother Giovanni Villani 
are the most important Florentine chroniclers in the fourteenth century, especially the latter. Giovanni 
Villani (d. 1348) began his writing from 1300 after visiting to Rome. Matteo continued his work after 
Giovanni's death from the Plague. Matteo also died in the 1363 from the Plague. L. Green, Chronicle 
into History, Cambridge, 1972, p. 9, p. 44. 
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narrative scenes conclude with Christ's Descent into Limbo, which usually belongs to 

those schemes dealing with Christ's Passion that date from the Middle Ages onwards. 

This scene is given a particular emphasis as it is placed in the middle of the predella and 

therefore directly underneath the enormous figure of the Baptist trampling upon Herod." 

These two scenes also demonstrate the Baptist's eternal life in heaven, as opposed to the 

eternal damnation of Herod. Normally, the figures placed at the head of the line of 

those souls eager to be realised from Limbo are those of Adam and Eve, followed by 

Abel, Moses, King David and the prophets." However, the Baptist's prominence here, 

second in line behind Adam, is noticeable and significant, as is emphasised by a 

comparison with a version of the same episode from Duccio's Maesta of 1308-11 where 

the Baptist is hardly recognisable. This treatment of the scene in Giovanni's work 

obviously reflects the sentiments of the scroll grasped by the figure of Herod in the 

central panel. 

Giovanni's approach to the narrative also reveals the artist's knowledge of 

previous Florentine treatments of the Baptist's life, particularly the mosaics in the 

Baptistery, Giotto's Peruzzi chapel frescoes, and Andrea Pisano's bronze Baptistery 

doors. In addition, Giovanni del Biondo has also absorbed the ideas of his 

contemporaries. For example, in his treatment of the Visitation, Elizabeth kneels in 

deference to Mary as they meet in front of the city gate. Elizabeth, therefore, symbolises 

humility, one of the virtues.' This treatment has been inspired by Taddeo Gaddi's 

version for a compartment of one of the cupboards for the sacristy of Santa. Croce (fig. 

30). This particular motif was hardly seen before the fourteenth century, but it became 

more visible during the fifteenth." As the Baptist himself is often linked to the virtue of 

humility, a particular emphasis is given to the parallels between mother and son -

Elizabeth humbles herself before Mary just as the Baptist does towards Jesus. As a 

result, the contrasts between the virtues and vices depicted in the altarpiece become 

24  Normally, there are demons depicted under the doors of Hell. Christ tramples over these when he 
descends into Limbo. Although there is no such representation in this panel, one sees a collection of 
demons on the extreme left of the scene. Giovanni, therefore, parallels the Baptist's vanquishment of 
Herod to Christ's crushing the demons as he comes to liberate the saints. 
25  See J. Hall, Dictionary of Subjects and Symbols in Art, London, 1974, p. 100. 
26  See Offner and Steinweg, I, p. 112, n.4. 
n  Schiller, pp. 55-56. 
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more and more distinct. The Baptist's victory over the forces of evil in the form of the 

despotic Herod, is seen as a direct result of this humility, illustrating the maxim that the 

meek shall inherit the earth. 

Some scenes demonstrate Giovanni's own interpretation of the saint's legend. 

For example, the Birth of the Baptist is such a lively scene that the spectator is able to 

feel the delight which accompanies the miraculous event. Two female attendants are 

busy behind the bed, while in the foreground, two midwives are content to play with the 

new arrival. Another woman sits at the bottom-right hand corner talking with Elizabeth. 

This seems to be the episode in which Elizabeth is telling her companion the name of 

the infant because this same companion is also to be seen in the ensuing scene, The 

Naming, holding the infant Baptist out to his father. Here, the seated Zacharias and the 

group approaching him with the infant, who is naked and waving his hands in the air, 

recalls Giotto's version in the Peruzzi chapel. However, Giotto concentrated upon the 

moment of the priest's recording of the Baptist's name, while Giovanni del Biondo 

chooses the moment at which Zacharias reveals the name of the Baptist to the expectant 

crowd, thus drawing attention to the interest in, and the importance of, his birth. The 

next two panels, The Young St. John Entering the Wilderness and Ecce Agnus Dei 

demonstrate the influence which the Baptistery mosaics and Andrea Pisano's bronze 

doors had on Giovanni del Biondi). Both the rocky landscape and the composition 

recall in great detail the character of the previous works. 

The important scene of the Feast of Herod is another example of Giotto's 

influence, particularly the motif of the two servants standing directly behind Salome. 

Only for the purpose of saving space did Giovanni join the role of the musician to that 

of one of the servants, but their gestures and the interaction between them depends on 

Giotto's design. It is interesting to see how the figure of Salome, both here and in the 

subsequent Salome Presenting the Baptist's Head to Herodias, is depicted in a relatively 

small scale. It seems that the artist has tried to emphasise Salome's youth and innocence 

in favour of drawing attention to the guilty part played by Herod in this episode, an 

emphasis engineered by the apocryphal texts. This interpretation differs from the 

mosaic in the Baptistery in which Salome is given more emphasis in the scene of the 

Beheading, thus drawing our attention to her own involvement in the death of the saint. 
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The Beheading is also an unusual scene. Unlike the other works that represent 

the moments just before, or those straight after, the execution, this grisly scene shows 

the beheading actually still in progress. One servant tugs at the saint's hair while 

another proceeds with the decapitation. The platter upon which Salome is asked to put 

the saint's head is lying on the floor nearby. One also notices the dignified way in which 

the Baptist does not snuggle against his fate. Instead, the saint kneels in prayer, in stark 

contrast to the writhing body of Herod underneath the feet of St. John in the central 

panel (the portrayal of the former scene recalls an earlier work in Parma, an engraved 

relief by Benedetto Antelami for the north portal of Parma Baptistery around 1198). 

Conclusion 

It must be admitted that Giovanni del Biondo's approach to narrative is not all that 

remarkable. The influence of numerous artists, most importantly Giotto and Andrea 

Pisano is clearly felt. It must also be acknowledged that, on the whole, his figures are 

rigid and demonstrate a lack of movement, and that the representation of both 

architecture and landscape are more schematic and symbolic, than realistic. However, 

the approach taken by Giovanni in the central panel of the altarpiece is unique and 

significant. Given the unusual image of the middle panel, it may be fair to draw the 

conclusion that this altarpiece was a public commission. There are more indications to 

reflect that this was the case, including its 'preachy' emphasis on humility, an important 

concern of the oligarchy of Florence. It was deemed unsatisfactory for a single person 

or family to seek self-aggrandisement or to obtain a following as it threatened the faux 

republicanism of the city, encouraging the conditions, which would engender a shift in 

the balance of power and the onset of despotism. It is in this context that one should 

approach the St. John the Baptist altarpiece, a potent symbol of the political concerns of 

fourteenth century Florence. 
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Chapter 6: Private Commissions 

In addition to the Baptist's role as the patron saint of Florence, the saint was also 

vaunted as the protector of several families and individuals in the city. Wealthy 

families who devoted themselves to the saint included the Peruzzi, the Castellani and 

the Tornabuoni — they all decorated their family chapels with scenes from the life of 

the Baptist. It is apparent that the motivations behind commissions of this nature 

were different from public projects, a fact reflected in the style and iconography of 

the resulting decorations. In addition to the use of the image of the Baptist for 

official state propaganda, there was also an interest in using St. John to express the 

importance of not only specific dynasties but also that of familial life and its 

contribution to the Florentine status quo. This chapter will discuss scenes of the life 

of the Baptist that are included in the decoration of chapels belonging to the Peruzzi, 

the Castellani and the Tornabuoni families (c.1310-20, c.1380 and 1486-90 

respectively). Compared to those already discussed, it must be noted that these 

works only contain a selection of episodes from the Baptist's life, usually as the 

result of spatial constraints. It is necessary, therefore, to examine what motivated a 

patron's selection and how these considerations influenced the artist in his 

incorporation of certain details. 

Giotto's Peruzzi frescoes 

From the late Middle Ages, it was fashionable for rich families to have their 

own private chapel in churches for the purposes of mass and for the burial of family 

members. Only rarely was the chapel left undecorated. A chapel had two functions: 

to venerate God and the saints, and to show off the prosperity of the family. The 

decoration varied widely and might include a central crucifix possibly surmounting 

an altarpiece. Specially commissioned stained glass and frescoed walls would often 

set off the ensemble. Owing to the fact that it was more economical and faster to 

produce, fresco began to replace mosaic as the most popular medium of wall 

decoration during the late twelfth century. The legend of Christ and the life of the 
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family patron saint were the most popular subjects. 

In Florence, the Peruzzi were second only to the Bardi as the most powerful 

family and they had a special relationship with the authorities in charge at the church 

of Santa Croce.' In 1292 the head of the family, Arnold°, died and left money for the 

enlargement of the church of Santa Cecilia. At the same time, his son Donato left 

two hundred libbre for the construction of a family chapel inside the church. The 

rebuilding of the church was undertaken in 1294. The church was thereafter known 

as Santa Croce. By 1299 the family already owned a chapel in the church.2  The 

church was occupied by the Franciscan order, a fact reflected in the approach to the 

ensuing decoration. 

The frescoes on the lateral walls of the family chapel were commissioned by 

Donato's grand-nephew Giovanni de Rinieri Peruzzi from the most famous 

Florentine artist of the age, Giotto (c,1267-1337, figs. 35a-35c).3  Although the 

frescoes are not signed or documented, it is generally agreed amongst art historians 

that the whole cycle should be attributed to him. Furthermore, according to Vasari, 

the Peruzzi Chapel in which the lives of Sts. John the Baptist and Evangelist are in 

the hand of Giotto, and Ghiberti affirms this statement in his Commentaries! 

Nevertheless, there remains little agreement over the date of Giotto's work. F. 

d'Arcais suggests that the frescoes were completed around 1314-15, not long after 

Giotto's journey to Rome, while A. Peter suggests that they were finished around 

1320-21.5  Peter's argument is based on the fact that in 1328 Ambrogio Lorenzetti 

borrowed the motif of the two servants behind Salome from The Feast of Herod and 

applied them to his Louis of Toulouse Before Boniface VIII at S. Francesco in Siena 

(fig. 36). According to the accepted chronology of Ambrogio's life, he was in 

Florence from 1319 until 1321-1324. As the final panel in the sequence, the Feast 

I  The Peruzzi fortune was based on banking and trading which were the main businesses in Florence in 
that period. E. S. Hunt, The Medieval Super-Companies: A Study of the Peruzzi Company of 
Florence, Cambridge, 1994, p. 1. The importance of the Peruzzi in Florence and its organisation is 
detailed in Hunt's book. 
2  L. Tintori and E. Borsook, Giotto: the Peruzzi Chapel, New York, 1965, pp. 8-10. 

Tintori and Borsook, pp. 8-10. 
Vasari, p. 98. Ghiberti suggests that the Bardi, the Peruzzi, the Giugni, and the Tosinghi - Spinelli 

frescoes were painted by Giotto. L. Ghiberti, The Commentaries of Lorenzo Ghiberti, trans. and 
published by Courtauld Institute of Art, p. 15. 

F. d'Arcais, Giotto, trans. R. Rosenthal, New York-London-Paris, 1995, p. 261. 
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scene should, therefore, be ascribed to a date prior to 1324.6  Putting these arguments 

together it is reasonable to date the frescoes to c. 1310-20. 

The Peruzzi Chapel is a narrow vertical space. The lateral walls are decorated 

with three large compositions apiece: three scenes from the life of St. John the 

Evangelist on the right wall echo those from the life of the Baptist on the opposite 

wall, The Annunciation to Zacharias, The Birth of the Baptist, and The Feast of 

Herod (figs. 35a-35c). Beneath the entrance arch, there are eight hexagonal panels 

containing half-length representations of prophets holding scrolls. It is difficult to 

establish the separate identities of these because they are so badly damaged, though it 

is reasonable to surmise that they may be those prophets, Elijah, Isaiah, Ezekiel and 

Daniel, who link the two St. Johns.' In addition, in the ornamental border along both 

sides of the lunettes, there are six small heads depicted in medallions possibly 

representing the members of the Peruzzi family.' 

As with previous works, the first scene in the sequence dealing with the Baptist 

portrays The Annunciation to Zacharias, in which three groups of crowds flank the 

central event of this scene: three old priests play musical instruments to the left, 

while two women converse animatedly with each other on the right of the scene.' By 

including figures involved in everyday activities, playing musical instruments and 

talking with each other, Giotto made the scene closer to normal experience, making 

the miraculous appearance of the angel more plausible. This approach to 

emphasising the anecdotal is appropriate to the interests of a secular audience and 

reflects the interests of a private patron. 

As with the Baptistery mosaicists, Giotto ignored the eight-day gap between the 

Birth and the Naming and represented the two episodes simultaneously. Giotto's 

depicted Elizabeth, who has just given birth, reclining on the bed with three women 

6  A. Peter, "Giotto and Ambrogio Lorenzetti", Burlington Magazine, 76, 1940, pp. 4-7. 
Tintori and Borsook, p. 23. 
Ibid. 

9  It may not be appropriate to call the elderly figures 'the musicians' as some art historians do, for 
instance, Codell. J. F. Codell, "Giotto's Peruzzi Chapel Frescoes: Wealth, Patronage and the Earthly 
City", Renaissance Quarterly, 41, 1988, p. 594. Comparing them with the musician in the Feast of 
Herod, it is apparent that their garments are rather plain. In the scene of the Knighting of St. Martin 
from the frescoes of the St Martin chapel by Simone Martini in 1320-30 at the lower church of Assisi 
(fig. 37), there are two musicians represented in foreign, or in Newton's term, Hungarian style clothes. 
S. M. Newton, " Tomaso da Modena, Simone Martini, Hungarians and St. Martin in Fourteenth- 
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attending to her, two behind the bed and one standing in the foreground with her 

back to the spectator. In another chamber, a woman accompanied by four others 

brings the new-born to Zacharias for his naming. The depiction of these two 

narratives is another demonstration of the artist's, or the patron's, interest in 

portraying secular life. The fact that only three panels are devoted to the life of the 

Baptist, the emphasis on giving birth, especially to a boy and the naming of such, 

thus denoting the importance of lineage, is apparent. 

Despite the traditional way in which a new-born baby is usually depicted fully 

swaddled, the infant John is represented naked with his hands in the air. This 

suggests not only the Baptist's physical resilience to his environment but his 

precocious maturity in the control he asserts over his limbs. In addition, Tintori and 

Borsook suggest that the representation of John here is inspired by the ancient motif 

of the infant Hercules who strangled snakes in his cot.' From the thirteenth century, 

Hercules was a favourite image in the Florentine Republic as he symbolised virtues 

espoused by the city, such as courage and strength." This infantile image of power 

might also be interpreted as an emblem of the new-born children of the Peruzzi 

family. It has also been suggested that Giotto borrowed other ancient motifs for this 

work. For example, the woman at the door in the Naming scene, who is painted in 

profile, is similar to a female figure from the Ara Pacis in Rome (fig. 40).12  The 

Peruzzi family believed that they were of Roman origin and this kind of imagery 

would have appealed to a family anxious to trace its ancestry back to a noble line 

which would parallel the origins of the city in which they lived.' 

After the miracle of the Baptist's birth, the artist represents the saint's death in 

The Feast of Herod (fig. 35c). A building at the far left of the panel indicates the 

prison where the Baptist was kept and beheaded. Salome is shown twice; first as a 

dancing girl before Herod and his guests as a soldier brings the Baptist's head on a 

Century Italy", Journal of Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 43, 1980, pp. 237-238. 
o Tintori and Borsook, p. 18. 

11  On the relationship between republic Florence and Hercules, see L. D. Ettlinger, "Hercules 
Florentinus", Mitteilungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz, 16, 1972, pp. 119-142. 
12 See Tintori and Borsook, p. 18 for the borrowed motif of this female figure. It seems to me, 
however, that the woman with her hands crossed in front of her chest in the Annunciation to Zacharias 
more closely resembles the antique representation than that in the Naming scene. Also, Tintori and 
Borsook suggest that the seated Zacharias is portrayed in much the same as a Roman patriarch. 
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plate to the feast, and secondly as the daughter kneeling to present the saint's head to 

her mother, Herodias. As the Gospel of Mark and the apocryphal writings indicate, 

the presentation of the Baptist's head to Herodias takes place in another room, and 

therefore, Giotto's frescoes follow Mark's account. This is not surprising as Giotto 

did not have the luxury of as many panels in which to portray the saint's life as the 

mosaicists at the Baptistery, and the description in the New Testament was sufficient 

for his needs. In Giotto's depiction, Salome is represented more as a meek daughter 

than the seductively charming woman of the mosaics. Ignoring the fact that the head 

was requested by Salome, Giotto shows it being presented to Herod, and more 

strikingly, it is directly pressed on him. As a result, it seems that the artist is 

suggesting that Herod, not Salome, should be blamed for the saint's death. 

It is strange that the episodes in the Peruzzi Chapel depict only the birth and 

death of John the Baptist. His mission, normally regarded as the most important part 

of his life, especially the baptism of Christ, is not shown and as a result, no adult 

image of the Baptist is seen in the frescoes. Ignoring this aspect of the Baptist's life is 

unexpected because the saint was more frequently portrayed in art as a mature 

hermit. As the subject of the main altarpiece of the Peruzzi Chapel is believed to 

have been taken from the life of Jesus, it is not likely that this 'simplified' depiction 

of the Baptist's life was provoked by a more detailed version included in the chapel's 

centrepiece.'4 One can explain the absence of other scenes employing such 

recognisable motifs as the saint's camel hair cloak and ascetic appearance, as 

inappropriate to a cycle commissioned by a family whose living was based on 

banking.'5  This private commission was intended to emphasise John the Baptist as a 

13  Hunt, p. 13. 
14  A panel of the Pentecost ascribed to Giotto in the National Gallery in London is one of a series of 
the other panels which may derive from the main altarpiece of the Peruzzi Chapel: the Nativity cum 
Epiphany (New York, the Metropolitan Museum of art); the Presentation (Boston, Isabella Stewart 
Gardner Museum); the Last Supper and Crucifixion (both Munich, Alte Pinalcothek); the Entombment 
(Florence, Villa I Tatti, Berenson Collection), the Descent into Limbo (Munich, Alte Pinakothek). M. 
Davies, National Gallery Catalogues, the Early Italian Schools Before 1400, London, 1988, pp. 29-
32. 

Codell, pp. 596-597 Another similarity to be drawn between the Arena chapel and the Peruzzi 
Chapel is that they were both built to expiate the sins of the family. Banking and usuly was 
considered a sin by the Church. See U. Schlegel, "On the Picture Programme of the Arena chapel", in 
Giotto: the Arena Chapel Frescoes, ed., J. H. Stubblebine, New York-London, 1995, pp. 182-201. 
Nevertheless, the attitude towards wealth and sin is different in the Peruzzi Chapel. Neither the 
Peruzzi nor Giotto thought that wealth was an obstacle to their redemption. Pious attitudes to wealth 
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familial patron saint, and both the patron and the artist were careful in their use of his 

image. 

Furthermore, private patrons usually preferred representations of domestic life. 

The depiction of daily life was easy to realise through anecdotal detail as Giotto well 

understood. Additionally, activity in a temple, the birth and naming of a child, and a 

banquet are obviously of domestic interest and appropriate for a family commission. 

The fact that the chapel was as a place of baptism and that some members of the 

family were buried here, partly explains this emphasis on the beginning and the end 

of the saint's earthly journey. In addition, the stress of birth and death can be seen as 

an implication of the Resurrection. As the protector of Giovanni di Rinieri Peruzzi, 

it was the Baptist's duty to take care of him from birth to death, and this too, may 

explain why only the birth and the death of the saint are depicted. 

As Hunt suggests, Giotto's frescoes are regarded as "the most famous 

monument to the family's prestige".' What marks the importance of the Peruzzi 

frescoes is not only Giotto's artistic achievement, but the way in which the 

iconography of the Baptist is handled. Although only a few episodes are included in 

this cycle, the Peruzzi frescoes became a model for subsequent artists to study when 

they wanted to represent the life of the saint. For example, Giotto's influence can be 

seen in the Magdalen Chapel frescoes of the Bargello in Florence from the first half 

of the fourteenth century and a predella by Niccol6 di Pietro Gerini in 1387 (fig. 

38)." In these works, both the choice of scenes and the iconography strongly depend 

on Giotto's ideas. They are merely rigid copies of Giotto's frescoes: the artists adopt 

Giotto's arrangement of representing episodes and iconography failing to transform 

them with their own ideas. Amongst other works inspired by the Peruzzi frescoes, 

the first pair of gilt bronze doors for the Florentine Baptistery by Andrea Pisano in 

1330-1336 are probably the most famous. 

began to wane during the Trecento, and this also explains why the mission of the Baptist is not the 
focus of the Peruzzi frescoes. Codell, pp. 596-597. 
IS  Hunt, p. 31. 
17  Although the Feast scene at the Bargello does not echo Giotto's Peruzzi frescoes as much as the 
other works mentioned here do, the organisation of the scene and the representation of the musician 
demonstrate the artist's study of Giotto's work. Tintori and Borsook, p. 28. 
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The Castellani Chapel Frescoes 

The life of the Baptist is represented once again elsewhere in Santa Croce. The 

Castellani were a wealthy and powerful family in the fourteenth century in Florence, 

although its members were few." The four bays of their chapel are covered with 

frescoes that represent the legends of four saints: Sts. Nicolas, John the Baptist, 

Anthony Abbot, and John the Evangelist, painted by different hands and workshops. 

From the surviving documents, it is most likely that the frescoes were commissioned 

by Michele Castellani, who died in 1383, and in whose will 1,000 florins were left 

for the erection and decoration of a family chapel in Sta. Croce. Consequently the 

date of the frescoes can be placed soon after Michele's death. There is no existing 

documentary evidence which details the progress of the commission, and the exact 

identity of the artists who were responsible is unclear. B. Cole suggests that at least 

three painters were in charge of the decoration, with the life of the Baptist attributed 

to one of them, the "St. John Master", as Cole referred to him.' 

The legend of the Baptist is painted on the right altar bay and right altar wall. 

Here is The Annunciation to Zacharias, The Young Baptist Entering the Wilderness, 

and The Baptism of Christ and the People (figs. 39a-39c). These episodes from the 

Baptist's life are so general in their derivation that it is difficult to point to specific 

sources which the artist may have consulted in his approach to the narrative. 

Nevertheless, the arrangement of figures on the first panel, The Annunciation to 

Zacharias recalls the same scene in Giotto's Peruzzi frescoes: the angel and the 

priest are in the centre flanked by two crowds. In this chapel, this scene is not the 

only one dealing with saints in the wilderness. St. John the Evangelist on Patmos 

and scenes describing St. Anthony tormented by demons, his meeting with Christ and 

St. Paul which took place in the desert, are also themes associated with this idea. 

Franciscan ideals and the specifics of St. Francis's life, his renunciation of worldly 

goods and his time spent in the wilderness, may have prompted the emphasis here. 

In addition, 'money' is also an important issue in this fresco programme. The 

is  G. Brucker, Renaissance Florence, New York-London, 1969, p. 94. 
19  B. Cole, Agnolo Gaddi, Oxford, 1977, p. 9. The only artist whom could be named is Agnolo Gaddi, 
who was responsible for the story of St. John the Evangelist. 
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panels in the Castellani chapel show an interesting mixture of saints in this regard, 

while the episodes represented include St. Nicolas Saving Three Maidens, St. 

Anthony Distributing his Fortune in Alms, and The Story of the Bad Debtor. The 

first narrative shows St. Nicolas giving three bags of gold to the daughters of a 

nobleman in Panthera and rescuing them from starvation. The last two panels are 

from the life of St. Anthony: the first depicts the saint distributing his wealth to the 

poor, while the second narrates the story of a bad debtor who borrowed money from 

a Jew and swore on the saint's tomb to return it. However, he did not keep his vow 

and was punished by death. The former two episodes demonstrate the positive use of 

money while the third emphasises honest behaviour in debt, or banking - the 

Castellani's family business. 

Surely it is no coincidence that these scenes all have a financial theme. Cole 

suggests that the iconography of this chapel may have a connection with the family's 

banking activities and although the accretion of wealth was not encouraged by the 

Bible, these scenes suggest that wealth can aid a good cause, as is the case with of Si. 

Nicolas Saving Three Maidens and St. Anthony Distributing his Fortune in Alms." 

In addition, although it was usury, rather than banking, which was directly 

condemned by the Church, the family may still have been concerned with 

manipulating the iconography of those scenes which displayed links with their 

profession.' 

The scenes of The Baptist Baptising the Multitude and The Baptism of Christ 

also emphasise the washing away of sins and the chance of redemption — Given the 

nature of their profession, one imagines that the members of the Castellani family 

would have looked on the choice of these subjects in an extremely favourable light. 

The desire for spiritual redemption is also indicated by The Young St. John Entering 

the Wilderness (fig. 39b) in its imagery of the river, possibly representative of the 

River Jordan, flowing out of the city gate through which the young saint has just 

20  Cole, pp. 78-79 Matthew 6, 24: "You cannot serve God and Mammon." Matthew 19, 24: "It is 
easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of 
God." 
21  Luke 6,35: "lend freely expecting nothing in return." On the condemnation of usury, see J. Le Goff, 
"The Usurer and Purgatory", in The Dawn of Modern Banking, ed., Centre for Medieval and 
Renaissance Studies, Univ. of Califonia, 1979, New Haven-London, pp. 25-53. 
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exited. 

Tornabuoni-Tornaquinci frescoes by Domenico Ghirlandaio 

In the second half of the fifteenth century, Domenico Ghirlandaio (c. 1448-

1494) had established himself as one of the most celebrated artists working in 

Florence. He was a native of the city and executed most of his works there except 

for a short visit to Rome in 1481. Girlandaio's fresco scheme in the Tornabuoni-

Tornaquinci Chapel at Santa Maria Novella, which represents the lives of the Virgin 

and the Baptist, was one of his greatest achievements. As with the Peruzzi Chapel, it 

was a private commission. Originally, the lateral walls of the chapel were decorated 

in 1348 with the lives of the Virgin and the Baptist by Andrea Orcagna, but 

unfortunately, owing to dampness, the frescoes were seriously damaged.22 In 1485 

Giovanni Tornabuoni commissioned new work from Domenico Ghirlandaio as a 

replacement. 

The patronage of the Tornabuoni-Tornaquinci Chapel is a complex issue. No 

one family had superiority over the whole chapel space until Giovanni Tornabuoni 

took control of affairs. According to legend, when the Dominicans first arrived in 

Florence in 1221, Jacopo Tornaquinci built a little church for them, which no longer 

stands. The Tornaquinci family, therefore, believed that they had special rights as far 

as the Dominicans were concerned and by 1348 the Tornaquinci exercised the rights 

over the chapel and had their insignia inscribed in the chapel at the time the family 

paid for the frescoes by Andrea Orcagna.23 

Nevertheless, in the fifteenth century, there were two other rivals who tried to 

place the chapel under their authority: Francesco Sassetti and Fra Domenico di 

Gherardo Ricci. The Sassetti family once exercised patronage over the main altar of 

the chapel and had their coats of arms set into the east wall of the choir. However, 

22  Vasari, p. 179. Vasari records that Andrea Orcagna with the assistance of his brother Bernardo 
painted the lives of the Virgin and the Baptist in the principal chapel of Santa Maria Novella, which 
belonged to the Ricci family. 
23  P. Simons, "Patronage in the Tornaquinci Chapel, Santa Maria Novella, Florence", in Patronage, 
Art and Society in Renaissance Italy, ed., F. W. Kent and P. Simons with J.C. Eade, Oxford, 1987, pp. 
222-231. However, the Tornabuoni's family power declined in late Quattrocento, and subsequently 
Vasari mistakenly attributed Orcagna's frescoes to the patronage of the Ricci family. This idea was 
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Santa Maria Novella was a Dominican church and Francesco Sassetti supported the 

rival Franciscan Order. In addition, his donations to the church were not as 

substantial as those of Giovanni Tornabuoni, and he failed to gain authority over the 

chape1.24 Also, the Ricci family were at one time the patrons of some decorative 

items in the chapel, such as the stained-glass windows, and another member of the 

family, Messer Rosso de'Ricci was buried near the main altar in 1383. Nevertheless, 

the family's power declined in the late fifteenth century and they became less 

important than the Tornabuoni. 

The fact that Giovanni Tornabuoni signed a contract with Domenico 

Ghirlandaio on 1st  September 1485 which deals with the frescoes, is proof of 

Giovanni's authority over the chapel. The contract stipulated that the commission 

should be completed by 1490 for which 1,100 gold florins would be paid to the 

artist.25 It has been noted that before the fresco was undertaken, the artist had to 

discuss the composition with the patron and could not begin work unless both of 

them came to an agreement about how the subject should be represented.26 

The Tornabuoni Chapel is a large area which affords space for several scenes. 

Each wall is divided into seven panels, each having three rows of two with a lunette 

at the top. The narrative of the Baptist's life is read from the bottom right to the 

upper left, beginning with The Annunciation to Zacharias, The Visitation, The Birth, 

The Naming, The Preaching to the Multitude and The Baptism of Christ (figs. 41a -

41d, 41f, 41g). The scheme closes with The Feast of Herod on the top panel (fig. 

41h).27  The frescoes are beautiful works of art in their own right, and are amongst 

Domenico's greatest achievements. It could be argued that the main emphasis of the 

frescoes is not its actual narrative but the representation of the domestic life of the 

Tornabuoni family. The eye-catching figures appear elegantly dressed, and intricate 

accepted in subsequent centuries. The reason for Vasari's mistake is obscure. 
24  E. Borsook and L. Offerhaus, Francesco Sassetti and Ghirlandaio at Santa Trinity, Florence: 
History and Legend in a Renaissance Chapel, Doornspijk, 1981, pp. 12-14. As a result, Francesco 
Sassetti turned his attention to anther church and acquired a chapel at Santa Trinity in 1480. 
25  Vasari mentioned that if the work were satisfactory, Ghirlandaio would be paid another 200 florins. 
Vasari, p. 50. 
26  K. Stephan ed., Domenico Ghirlandaio, Florence, 1990, p. 38. 
27  The scenes represented in the life of the Virgin are: Expulsion of Joachim from the Temple, the 
Birth of the Virgin, the Presentation at the Temple, the Marriage of Mary, Adoration of the Magi, the 
Slaughter of the Innocents and the Death and Assumption of the Virgin. Unlike the story of the 
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details of daily life are included in a compositional framework in which the artist 

displays his skill with perspective. 

The first panel is a crowded scene of the Annunciation to Zacharias. The 

motifs, i.e., the annunciate gesture of the angel and the censer in Zacharias' hand, are 

nothing new. Nevertheless, this narrative is demoted to secondary importance. 

Instead, the spectator's attention is drawn to the twenty-one male figures roughly 

arranged in three rows on either side flanking the narrative, all of which are portraits 

of the important Tornabuoni family members and their associates. According to the 

Gospel of St. Luke, a throng was waiting outside when Gabriel appeared to 

Zacharias, so Domenico used this narrative detail to emphasise the crowd and to 

populate it with contemporary figures (fig. 41a). Vasari helps us in the identification 

of these figures as does Benedetto di Luca Landucci, a son of a tenant of the 

Tornabuoni family, who knew almost all the members represented in the frescoes and 

made a list of them in 1561.28 

In addition, the panel bears three inscriptions which give further information 

about the frescoes. The first one reads: "An. MCCCCLXXXX quo pulcherrima 

civitas opibus victoriis artibus aedificiis que nobilis copia salubritate pace 

perfruebattm" As P. Simons has commented, this inscription, together with the 

Roman-inspired frieze decorations "idealize Florence not only into a New Rome but, 

beyond that, into a generalised City of God in which the Triumphal Arch and its 

military reliefs bear a double reading as both civic and Christian."29 The second 

inscription is along the entablature on either side of the central apse. It is a quotation 

from the Bible: "Dominvs ab vtero vocavit me de vent[re]" (The Lord called me 

from the womb. Isaiah 19,1). This is a demonstration of St. John the Baptist's 

sanctification and his role as a prophet, but the inclusion of this statement can also be 

read as the intention of the patron to reinforce the great status of the family via the 

importance of its patron saint. The last inscription, which is on the apse's 

entablature, reads "Oratio mea sicvt incensvm in conspectv tvo." (Let my prayer be 

counted as incense before thee.) This inscription refers both to the censer in 

Baptist, the frescoes are read from bottom left to top right. 
28  In that year Vincenzo Tornaquinci asked Benedetto to identify the figures in the frescoes in order to 
record a family history. See Simons, p. 237. 
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Zacharias' hand, and that used by the officiating priest as a symbol of the veneration 

of God and the family's patron saint.30 

In the second panel, The Visitation (fig. 41b), Ghirlandaio shows equal interest 

in presenting architecture and landscape. Although the greeting between the Virgin 

and Elizabeth is the main subject of this scene and is set in the middle of the panel, 

this motif is merged with the other figures, and thus the spectator may not 

immediately recognise the subject. This composition is separated into two parts by a 

foreshortened wall positioned by the artist on the middle left. The wall extends into 

a background which portrays the Florentine landscape including the campanile of 

Santa Maria Novella.m In addition, Domenico includes several 'unnecessary', but 

interesting details in this panel. For example, the three men in the centre who are 

standing with their backs to the spectator, are lolling over a brick wall that overlooks 

the city on the hill behind the Virgin and Elizabeth, and there are two figures 

climbing the incline on the lower middle left. By including these details in his 

painting, Domenico depicts a civic scene instead of a religious narrative. The battle 

scene and naked figures that decorate the arcades at the far right demonstrate the 

artist's interest in antiquity, as well as indicating the family's intention to proclaim 

themselves of Roman descent. This interest in Roman motifs is also seen in the first 

episode, The Annunciation to Zacharias. As with the first panel, portraits are also 

visible in this scene: in the bottom right hand corner, the beautiful figure represented 

in profile and dressed in contemporary costume is recognisable as Giovanna Albizzi 

Tornabuoni, the daughter-in-law of Giovanni Tornabuoni.32 

The fact that the birth and naming occupy two panels is to emphasise the 

importance of these events in a domestic commission as they imply the birth of a boy 

into a Florentine family. The Birth of the Baptist (fig. 41c) is portrayed in a rather 

conventional way with the now familiar scene of the reclining Elizabeth, with female 

companion standing behind her bed and the two-mid-wives in the foreground bathing 

29  Simons, p. 239. 
3°  Simons, p. 239-240. 
31  Stephan, p. 50. 
32  This portrait is such a successful work that the Tornabuoni family asked for reproduction on canvas. 
The portrait is now in the Pierpont Morgan Library, New York. Giovanna Tornabuoni is also shown 
on the opposite wall in the Birth of the Virgin. 
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the infant John. This episode offered a good opportunity for the artist to show the 

domestic life of the family, just as Giotto did in the Peruzzi chapel. For example, 

there is an interesting female figure painted at the far left who has a blanket of fruits 

and a flask: as Vasari points out this is an accurate representation of Florentine 

custom.33 The next scene of the Naming (fig. 41d) depicts lively domestic details. 

Zacharias gazes at his son while a young woman kneels in front of him to present the 

infant. Four of his companions appear at the right hand side discussing the name the 

priest is going to give to his son: a figure stoops to inspect Zacharias' inscription -

possibly he is there to remind Zacharias that none of the family has ever been named 

John. Another figure knits his eyebrows, standing some way off and wondering what 

name the priest is recording on the scroll. Zacharias could be representative any 

male member of the Tornabuoni and this scene is perhaps a vivid depiction of the 

naming of a new-born boy in the family. 

As the depiction of the young Baptist was almost essential to representations 

of the saint's life, the image of young St. John is not absent in Ghirlandaio's frescoes. 

The Young St. John Entering the Wilderness is depicted in a smaller panel on the end 

wall of this chapel (fig. 41e). Here, the saint is portrayed as a sweet young Florentine 

boy, not a fledging preacher and prophet aware of his impending mission, as is the 

case in the Castellani chapel. This carefree image is also very different to that to be 

seen in public commissions such as the Baptistery bronze doors by Andrea Pisano 

and the Silver Altar of the Baptist, and is more appropriate for a private family 

chapel. Noticeably, a port replete with trading boats is visible in the background of 

this panel. This can be read as an indication of the other important business of 

Florence and of the Tornabuoni family - trade. Comparing this panel with the 

analogous scene in the Castellani frescoes, it is apparent that the imagery is very 

different: the former emphasise community life while the latter is more interested in 

the message of redemption. 

Returning to the scenes represented on the left wall, The Baptist Preaching to 

the Multitude (fig. 41f) portrays a considerable number of people surrounding the 

Baptist, young and old, men and women. This is a good indication to the generations 

33  Vasari, p.524. "...a woman...bringing fruits and flasks from the country, according to the 
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of a family, although these figures are not portraits. It is noted that the interest in 

depicting crowds is a significant characteristic of the Tornabuoni frescoes and this 

can be seen from the first episode to the last. The depiction of figures acting in 

Florentine landscape, especially with the inclusion of the portraits of members from 

the Tornabuoni, such as in the scenes of the Visitation and the Baptism, testify to the 

importance of the family in the city. This explains why the landscape and cityscape 

are reminiscent of Florence.34 In contrast to this, the portrayal of the indoors scenes 

in, for example, the panels of the Birth and the Naming of the Baptist together with 

the later discussed The Feast of Herod, represent the domestic life of the family. 

The last panel in the scheme, positioned in the lunette above the Baptism 

depicts The Feast of Herod (fig. 41h). The high, round arches complement the shape 

of the panel. As with the other scenes, the composition is symmetrical, not only in 

its architectural backdrop, but also in the arrangement of the three banquet tables and 

the guests in attendance. The violence of the Beheading of the Baptist, was not 

suitable within this context, so the aftermath of this violent event is shown with the 

Presentation of the Baptist's Head relegated to a small detail in the middle left. The 

death of the saint, therefore, did not interrupt Domenico's portrayal of the gay 

atmosphere of the banquet. A considerable number of well-dressed guests, 

musicians, clowns and a dancing girl reflect that this is a representation of a banquet 

held by the Tornabuoni family. In short, neither the representation of the biblical text 

nor the recreation of the real situation as it supposedly happened was of interest to 

either the artist or the patron because the purpose of this fresco was to act as a 

vehicle to reflect the domestic interests of the family. 

As already mentioned, the main interest of the patron and the artist was to 

portray the everyday life of the Tornabuoni family in an idealistic way, instead of 

presenting a theological message. The beautiful architecture and the contemporary 

costumes make the spectator aware of the wealth of the family. The frescoes are akin 

to a document of the life of the Tornabuoni: the settings where the episodes take 

place are the places that were familiar to both themselves and their contemporaries. 

Most of the figures are, with rare exceptions, represented formally without emotional 

Florentine custom." 
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expression, or any indication of movement. They are often arranged in a straight line 

and standing in rows. Apparently, both the artist's and the patron's interests 

revolved around the representation of portraiture, architecture and everyday details 

rather than accurately detailing the saint's life in a historical, or, religious context. 

As Hollingsworth points out, the portrayal of scenes from the Baptist's life provided 

a vehicle for a reflection of civic life and to "honour [the] Tornabuoni's family 

prestige.' To this end, the secular and domestic concerns overlap with the 

religious. The emphasis on architecture, on the beautiful contemporary costumes or 

the portraits usually makes the spectator miss the narratives as they become lost in 

the beautiful setting. 

The portraits of the members and associates of the Tornabuoni family are only 

included in the lower panels of both the lives of the Virgin and of the Baptist, as 

these are more accessible to the viewer. The inclusion of contemporary portraits in 

this chapel was intended to display the importance of those portrayed." The fashion 

of portraying contemporary figures in biblical scenes stems from the representation 

of the donor in altarpieces, a motif that appeared in Italy during the thirteenth 

century. The donor is usually depicted disproportionately small, as a kneeling figure 

in profile, the recognition of an individual not being a concern of the artist or the 

patron." In other words, the figure is only symbolic in design. However, the 

emphasis on the integration of portraits in such scenes altered in the fifteenth century. 

One of the best known examples is Masaccio's Trinity at Santa Maria Novella in 

which he painted the donors on the same scale as the saints?' Hereafter, the 

representation of the contemporary and secular in a sacred context expanded 

dramatically throughout Italian art, and in addition, a portrait was no longer only 

symbolic in design but represented the character of an individual. 

The figures depicted in the scenes include the important members of the family, like 

Giovanni [di Francesco di Messer Simone] Tornabuoni (1428-97), Lionardo 

Tornabuoni (1422/5-92), Giovanni Tornaquinci, and those who had close 

34  Stephan, pp. 55. 
35  M. Hollingsworth, Patronage in Renaissance Italy, London, 1994, p. 79. 
36  B. Cole, Italian Art 1250-1550, New York, 1987, p. 219. 
37  J. Pope-Hennessy, The Portrait in the Renaissance, New York, 1996, p. 35. 
38  The fresco was painted in 1425. Pope-Hennessy, pp. 257-263. 
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relationship with the family in politics, such as Girolamo Giachinotti (1426-97?) and 

Piero Popoleschi (1427-1507). The Giachinotti and Popoleschi families were the 

political partners of the Tornabuoni family and they usually collaborated in order to 

consolidate their power base." The inclusion of the other 'outsiders' in the family 

frescoes acts as a way of emphasising the status of the Tornabuoni family in 

Florentine society in relation to other significant members of the community. 

It is not a coincidence that the life of the Baptist, the most important patron 

saint of the city, should be depicted in the main chapel of this church. The 

Tornabuoni family had a close relationship to the Medici, as Giovanni's sister 

Lucrezia had married Piero de Medici, and Giovaimi Tornabuoni was in charge of 

the Roman branch of the Medici bank. Santa Maria Novella, together with Santa 

Croce and the Duomo, were the three most important churches in Florence so it had 

influenced Florentine society and therefore it is not surprising that the works of art 

represented in this church would reflect the civic concerns of the time. The close 

relationship between the Tornabuoni and the Medici may be another reason for the 

victory of the former in securing the patronage of the chapel in such a significant 

church in Florence. As a result, because of the important role of Santa Maria 

Novella in Florentine civic life and the special relationship between the Tornabuoni 

and the Medici, an element of political propaganda is to be implied. The portrayals 

of the leading figures of the family and those who had close relationships with the 

Tornabuoni demonstrate this intention. 

Conclusion 

In contrast to the frescoes in the Tornabuoni Chapel, which contain the whole life of 

the Baptist, the episodes from the saint's life in the Peruzzi and Castellani chapels are 

the result of a more selective approach. The condemnation of wealth, especially of 

the business of usury, was still strong in the early fourteenth century. The Peruzzi 

frescoes carefully avoid any topics which are related to this contentious issue, and 

therefore the mission of the Baptist is completely absent in Giotto's painting because 

39  Simons, pp. 237-238, A. Quermann, Ghirlandaio, Cologne, 1998, p. 92. 
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it is not appropriate to the family as the image of the adult Baptist is strongly related 

to poverty. With the growing increase in civic wealth in Florence, the condemnatory 

attitude to accrued wealth was getting weaker and weaker, as can be appreciated in 

the scenes in the Castellani Chapel, in which the wise use of money instead of its evil 

misapplication is stressed. The differences between the Peruzzi and the Castellani 

frescoes therefore reflect this change in social attitudes. The importance is the more 

striking because both chapels are located in a Franciscan church, that of Santa Croce. 

The principle of the Franciscan Order was to reject wealth, but this rule was applied 

flexibly from the fourteenth century. In the case of the Tornabuoni frescoes, it is 

noticeable that the emphasis on the family's power and wealth is taken to an extreme. 

The patron and the artist no longer hesitate to represent this theme and the religious 

subject is used as a vehicle to express the importance of the Tornabuoni. This may 

be partly due to the Dominican Order's tolerance of wealth, and, therefore, the 

Tornabuoni's designs met with no obstruction. 
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Conclusion 

Works of art dealing with the Baptist from this period in Florence's history can be 

treated as symptomatic of the wealth of the city and its sense of confidence and 

permanency. This is perhaps the main reason for the continual commissioning of 

lavish works dealing with the Baptist's legend in republican Florence during the 

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. By focusing on a civic and religious emblem, 

these works served to remind the Florentines, as well as their neighbours, of their 

own power and wealth, strengthening their faith in the future by strengthening 

their faith in tradition. When the fuss caused by the manufacture of a particular 

work faded, the city commissioned another in order to refresh people's awareness 

of the sustained abundance of Florence. 

It has already been asserted that the Baptistery is the knot that held 

together Florentine society. The elements associated with this linchpin, whether 

they are the individual works of art intended for the decoration of the building 

itself, or the part these works played in larger symbolic activities such as the 

Festival of the Baptist, were crucial to the equation. The festival, for example, 

expressed the social, political and economic concerns of the Florentines, and was 

designed as an affirmation of wealth and confidence. The works for private 

patrons were equally vital to the city's well-being in emphasising the importance 

of the family, as well as its contribution to public wealth and prestige 

In emphasising the city's past and ancient lineage in a way that was 

encapsulated by the figure of the Baptist (whether as a replacement for Mars, or 

as a symbol of transition) the Florentines were actually placing stress on their own 

future both in terms of the secular (territorial and financial security) and the 

spiritual (the Baptist's ability to secure salvation for the city). In placing stress on 

the secular in scenes from the Baptist's life, the Florentines adopted the saint as 

an intercessor for them before God providing a veneer of respectability for their 

less than reputable activity in banking and trading. In this way the city's interest 

in the Baptist and the Baptistery not only reflects the idea of a saint interceding 

with God on behalf of the individual but also draws upon the concept of Baptism. 

By linking civic elements together in the image of the Baptist, the city was 
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constantly baptising itself and washing away its own sin with the aim of securing 

everlasting peace and prosperity. 
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Fig. 1. Benedetto Antelami, Scenes from We of St. John the Baptist, 1198, Parma, Baptistery 

Fig. 2. Byzantine artists, S4 John and Uriel, late 12th  C Vatican, Museo Cristiano 
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Fig. 3. Byzantine artists, The Mural Vault, c.1259-70, Parma, Baptistery 
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Fig. 4. Byzantine artist, St. John the Baptist Enthroned with Scenes from his Life, c.1260-70, Sena, 
Pinacoteca 
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Fig. 5. Niccolo Gerini and Jacopo di Cione, The Coronation of the Virgin, 1372, Florence, 
Accademia 
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Fig. 6. Giorgio Vasari, Foundation of Florence, 1563, Florence, Palazzo Vecchio, Salone dei 

Cinquecento 
Fig. 6a. Giorgio Vasari, Foundation of Florence, detail, 1563, Florence, Palazzo Vecchio, Salone dei 

Cinquecento 
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Fig. 7. Lorenzo Ghiberti, St. John the Baptist, 1416, Florence, Orsanmichele 
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Fig. 8. Rossello di Jacopo, An Offering to St. John the Baptist, c.1440, Florence, Bargello 

Fig. 9. Coppo di Marcovaldo, Trial of Christ. detail of painted cross from Sta. Chiara, c.1261, San 
Gimignano, Museo Civico 

Fig. 10. Salerno di Coppo, Trial of Christ, detail of painted cross, 1274, Pistoia, Cathedral 



Fig. 11. Various artists, The Mosaic Vault, late 136  C. Florence, Baptistery 
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12a. 	 12c. 	 12d. 
The Annunciation to Zacharias 

	
The Birth Baptist 
	

Young St. John Entering the Wildness 

12e. 	 12f. 	 12g. 
The Baptist Preaching to the Multitude 	The Baptising of the Multitude 

	
Ecce Agnus Dei 

Fig. I 2a, 12c-12g. Scenes from Life of the Baptist: Mosaic, c.1271-1302, Florence, Baptistery  

Fig. 12b. Life of Christ: The Visitation, Mosaic, c.1271-1302, Florence, Baptistery 
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12h. 	 I2i. 	 12j. 
The Baptism 
	

The Baptist Before Herod 
	

The Imprisonment of the Baptist 

12k. 	 121. 	 12m. 
The Baptist Sending his Followers to Christ 

	
Christ Receiving messengers 

	
The Feast of Herod 

From the Baptist 

12n. 	 12o. 	 12p. 
The Beheading of the Baptist 

	
Presenting the Baptist's Head to Herodias 	The Entombment of the Baptist 

Fig. 12h-12p. Scenes from Life of the Baptist: Mosaics, c.12'71-1302, Florence, Baptistery 
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Fig. 13. Bonannus da Pisa, Scenes from the Life of Christ, Bronze Doors, 1180, Pisa, Cathedral 
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Fig. 14. Andrea Pisano, Scenes from Life of the Baptist, Bronze Doors, 1330-36, Florence, 
Baptistery 
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14a. 
The Annunciation to Zacharias 

14b. 
Zacharias Mute Confronting the People 

14c. 	 14d. 
The Visitation 
	 The Birth 

Fig. 14a-14d. Andrea Pisano, Scenes from Life of the Baptist, 1330-36, Florence, Baptistery 
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14e. 
The Naming 

14f. 
Young SL John Entering the Wilderness 

14g. 
The Preaching of the Baptist 

14h. 
Ecce Agnus Dei 

Fig. 14e-14h. Andrea Pisano, Scenes from Life of the Baptist, 1330-36, Florence, Baptistery 
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14i. 	 14j. 
St. John Baptising the Multitude 

	
The Baptism 

14k. 	 141. 
The Baptist Before Herod 

	
The Imprisonment of the Baptist 

Fig. 14i-141. Andrea Pisano, Scenes from Life of the Baptist, 1330-36, Florence, Baptistery 
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14m. 	 14n. 
St. John's Followers Visiting the Saint in Prison 	Christ Receiving the Messengers from the 

Baptist 

14o. 	 14p. 
The Feast of Herod 
	

The Beheading of the Baptist 

Fig. 14m-14p. Andrea Pisano, Scenes from Life of the Baptist, 1330-36, Florence, Baptistery 
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14s. 
The Followers Carrying the Baptist's Corpse 

14q. 	 14r. 
The Baptist's Heard Presented in the Feast 	Salome Presenting the Baptist's Head to 

Herodias 

Fig. 14q-14t. Andrea Pisano, Scenes from Life of the Baptist, 1330-36, Florence, Baptistery 
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Fig. 15. Various artists, Altar of S. Jacopo, 1287, 1314-16, mid 14th  - early 15th  C. Pistoia, Duomo 

134 



Fig. 16. Silver Altar of the Baptist; Antonio Pollaiuolo. Silver Cross, 1366-1483 and 1452 
respectively, Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 16a. Bernardo Cennini, The Annunciation to Zacharias and The Visitation, Silver Altar, 1478-
83, Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 

Fig. 16b. Antonio Pollaiuolo, The Birth of the Baptist, Silver Altar, 1478-83, Florence, Museo 
dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 16c. Young St. John Entering the Wilderness, Silver Altar, 1366-1410, Florence, Museo 
dell'Opera dcl Duomo 

Fig. 16d. The Baptist Preaching to the Multitude, Silver Altar, 1366-1410, Florence, Museo 
dell'Opera dcl Duomo 
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Fig. 16e. Si. John Baptising the Multitude, Silver Altar, 1366-1410, Florence, Museo dell'Opera del 
Duomo 

Fig. 16f. Ecce Agnus Dei, Silver Altar, 1366-1410, Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 16g. The Baptism of Christ, Silver Altar, 1366-1410, Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 

Fig. 16h. The Baptist Before Herod, Silver Altar, 1366-1410. Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 16i. St. John's Followers Visiting the Saint in Prison, Silver Altar, 1366-1410, Florence, Museo 
dell'Opera del Duomo 

Fig. 16j. Christ Receiving the Messengers from the Baptist, Silver Altar, 1366-1410, Florence, Museo 
dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 16k. Antonio di Salvi and Francesco di Giovanni, The Feast of Herod, Silver Altar, 1478-83, 
Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 

Fig. 161. Andrea Verrocchio, The Beheading of the Baptist, Silver Altar, 1478-83, Florence, Museo 
dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 17. Michelozzo di Bartolommeo, The Figure of the Baptist, detail of the Silver Altar, 1452, 
Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 18. Antonio di Salvi and Francesco di Giovanni, The Feast of Herod, detail of the Baptist's 
head, Silver Altar, 1483, Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo. 

Fig. 19. Fra Filippo Lippi, Virgin and Child with the Birth of the Virgin in the Background, 1452, 
Florence, Pitti 
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Fig. 20. Giotto, The Renunciation of Worldly Goods, 1317-20, Florence, Santa Croce, Bardi Chapel 

Fig. 21. Donatello, The Feast of Herod, 1425, Siena, Baptistery 
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Fig. 22. Tuscan artist of the Circle of Orcagna, Christ Baptising St. John, 1370, Florence, Baptistery 
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Fig. 23a. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Annunciation to Zacharias, 1466-88, Florence, 

Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23b. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, Zacharias Leaves the Temple After his Visitation 
from the Angel, 1466-88, Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23c. Antonio Pollaiolo and embroiderers, The Visitation, 1466-88, Florence, Museo dell'Opera 

del Duomo 
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Fig. 23d. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Birth of the Baptist, 1466-88, Florence, Musco 
dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23e. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Naming of the Baptist, 1466-88, Florence, 
Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23f. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Circumcision, 1466-88, Florence, Museo 

dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23g. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Baptist Meeting the Publicans, 1466-88, 
Florence, Musco dcll'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23h. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Baptism of the Neophytes, 1466-88, Florence, 
Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23i. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, SL John the Baptist Preaching to the People, 1466-
88, Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23j. Antonio Follaiuolo and embroiderers, St. John Baptising the Multitude, 1466-88, Florence, 

Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23k. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Baptist Encountering the High Priest, 1466-88, 

Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 231. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Baptist Before the Priest and Levites, 1466-SS, 
Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23m. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, Ecce Agnus Dei, 1466-88, Florence, Museo 

dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23n. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Meeting between Christ and the Baptist, 1466-
88, Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23o. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, Jesus Baptising St. Jahn, 1466-88, Florence, Museo 

dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23p. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Arrest of the Baptist, 1466-88, Florence, Museo 
dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23q. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, 1466-88, The Imprisonment of the Baptist, Florence, 
Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23r. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Baptist in the Court of Herod, 1466-88, 

Florence, Museo dcll'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23s. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, Herodias Accusing the Baptist, 1466-88, Florence, 

Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23t. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Baptist Visited by his Followers in Prison, 1466-
88, Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23u. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Dance of Salome, 1466-88, Florence, Museo 
dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23v. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Beheading of the Baptist, 1466-88, Florence, 

Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23w. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Presentation of the Baptist's Head at Herod's 
Feast, 1466-88, Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23x. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, Salome Presenting the Baptist's Head to Herodias, 
1466-88, Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 

169 



Fig. 23y. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Carrying of the Baptist's Body, 1466-88, 

Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23z. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Entombment of the Baptist, 1466-88, Florence, 
Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 23aa. Antonio Pollaiuolo and embroiderers, The Descent of Christ into Limbo, 1466-88, 
Florence, Museo dell'Opera del Duomo 
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Fig. 24. Giovanni del Biondo, The Presentation in the Temple, 1364, Florence, Accademia 
Fig. 25. Giovanni del Biondo, Scenes from Life of the Baptist, details of the predella of the 
Presentation Altarpiece, 1364, Florence, Accademia 
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Fig. 26. Giovanni del Biondo, St. John the Baptist with Scenes from his Life, 1370-80. Florence, Pitti 
(Contini — Bonacossi Collection) 
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Fig. 27. Master of the Bardi St. Francis Dossal, St. Francis 

with scenes from his Life, 1245-50, Florence, S. Croce 

Fig. 29. Cosimo Roselli, St. Barbara between Sts. John the 

Baptist and Matthew, 1468, Florence, Accademia 

Fig. 28. Florentine School, St. Margaret with Scenes from 

her Life, late 146  C. Rome, Vatican 

Fig. 30 Taddeo Gaddi, The Visitation, c.1350, Florence, 

Sta. Croce 



Fig. 31. Giovanni del Biondo, St. Zenoblus, 	Fig.32. Giovanni del Biondo, St. John the 
c.1380, Florence, Duomo 

	
Evangeltist, c.1380, Florence, Uffizi 
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Fig. 33. Florentine School, St Michael Slaying the Dragon, detail of a 14th  C manuscript, Corale 5, 
fol. 105, Florence, Biblioteca Laurenziana 

Fig. 34. Giovanni del Biondo. St. John the Evangelist, detail of Superbia, Florence, Pitti 
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Fig. 35a. Giotto, The Annunciation to Zacharias, c.1310-20, Florence, Sta. Croce, Peruzzi Chapel 

Fig. 35b. Giotto, The Birth and Naming of the Baptist, c.13109-20, Florence, Sta. Croce, Peruzzi 

Chapel 
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Fig. 35c. Giotto, The Feast of Herod, c.1310-20, Florence, Sta. Croce, Peruzzi Chapel 

Fig. 36. Ambrogio Lorenzetti, Louis of Toulouse Before Boldface VIII, detail of the two servants, 

1328, Siena, S. Francesco 
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Fig. 37. Simone Martini, Knighting of St. Martin, detail, 1320-30, Assisi, St. Martin Chapel 



Fig. 38. NiceoId di Pietro Gerini, Scenes from the Life of the Baptist, detail of a predella, 1387, 
London, National Gallery. 
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Fig. 39a. Master of the Baptist, The Annunciation to Zacharias, c.1380, Florence, Sta. Croce, 
Castellani Chapel 

Fig. 39b. Master of the Baptist, Young St John Entering the Wilderness, c.1380. Florence, Sta. 
Croce, Castellani Chapel 
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Fig. 39c. Master of the Baptist, St. John Baptising the Multitude and The Baptism, c.1380, Florence, 

Sta. Croce, Castellani Chapel. 

Fig. 40. Detail of Two Women from Roman Sculpture, Rome, Ara Pacis 
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Fig. 41a. Domenico Ghirlandaio, The Annunciation to Zacharias, 1486-90, Florence, Sta. Maria 
Novella, Tornabuoni Chapel 

Fig. 41b. Domenico Ghirlandaio, The Visitation, 1486-90, Florence, Sta. Maria Novella, 

Tornabuoni chapel Chapel 
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Fig. 41c. Domenico Ghirlandaio, The Birth of the Baptist, 1486-90, Florence, Sta. Maria Novella, 
Tornabuoni Chapel 

Fig. 41d. Domenico Ghirlandaio, The Naming of the Baptist, 1486-90, Florence, Sta. Maria Novella, 
Tornabuoni Chapel 
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Fig. 41e. Domenico Chirlandaio, The Young St John Entering the Wilderness, 1486-90, Florence, 

Sta. Maria Novella, Tornabuoni Chapel 
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Fig. 41f. Domenico Ghirlandaio, The Baptist Preaching to the Multitude, 1486-90, Florence, Sta. 

Maria Novella, Tornabuoni Chapel 

Fig. 41g. Domenico Ghirlandaio, The Baptism of Christ, 1486-90, Florence, Sta. Maria Novella, 

Tornabuoni Chapel 

187 



Fig. 41h. Domenico Ghirlandaio, The Feast of Herod, 14986-90, Florence, Sta. Maria Novella, 

Tornabuoni Chapel 
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