
THE SPANISH CHAPEL OF SANTA MARIA NOVELLA: 

A DOCUMENT OF DOMINICAN DOGMA 

A Master's Thesis 

Presented to 

The School of Graduate Studies 

Department of Humanities 

Indiana State University 

Terre Haute, Indiana 

In Partial Fulfillment 

of the Requirements for the 

Master of Arts Degree 

by 

Dale Hoover 

December 1991 

r:.~, ... ,,.~ ST!>.-rE UNIVERSITY! m 



ii 

APPROVAL SHEET 

The thesis of Dale Hoover, Contribution to the School 

of Graduate Studies, Indiana State University, Series I,, 

Number 1680, under the title The Spanish Chapel of Santa 

Maria Novella: A Document of Dominican Dogma is approved as 

counting toward the completion of the Master of Arts Degree 

in t e amount of six semest~r hours of graduate credit. 

·c~£;; 0ft:L:ct S(nJ//..z_g ___ { 
'-""~IL:t...~~-----~-~~· '·"'.__).7 1 comm1 tt~e Chalrpetson 

~&.Q.~ 
Committee Member 

~t3evv-J 
~mm1ttee Member 

School of 



iii 

ABSTRACT 

Previous scholarship has suggested that the frescoes of 

the Spanish Chapel at Santa Maria Novella in Florence were 

influenced by the celebration of Corpus Domini and by the 

philosophy of st. Thomas Aquinas. Although scholars have 

agreed that such influences exist, few have demonstrated,the 

supposed relationships among frescoed images and Aquinas' 

words or Corpus Domini's text. This study presents an 

analysis of the frescoes in the terms of Aquinas' stated 

~hilosophy and the text for the mass of Corpus Domini. 

The frescoes contain images of Aquinas enthroned and 

Aquinas teaching. The image of Aquinas enthroned above 

figures representing theological and secular knowledge seems 

to have been drawn from Aquinas' Summa Theologica. In 

support of the theory that Summa Theologica inspired the 

image of Aquinas on the west wall, passages from Summa 

Theologica are cited. The east wall contains an 

illustration of Aquinas teaching heretics. Aquinas' Summa 

Contra Gentiles may mave inspired the image of Aquinas on 

the east wall. Passages from Summa Contra Gentiles are 

cited to support that theory. 

It seems that the Spanish Chapel's founder desired that 

the chapel should reflect the celebration of Corpus Domini. 

Although previous scholarship has suggested a relationship 

between the celebration of Corpus Domini and the frescoes, 

no specific texts from the celebration had been cited. This 



thesis, however, examines the founder's will as it .relates 

to Corpus Domini and relates the texts of the mass and 

procession of Corpus Domini to appropriate sections of the 

fresco. 
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Based upon comparisons between the chapel's frescoes 

and the texts mentioned above, the study offers an 

explanation of the Spanish Chapel frescoes as a combination 

of elements from Corpus Domini and Aquinas' writings. The 

celebration of Corpus Domini advocated belief in a 

transubstantiated Eucharist, a belief which distinguished 

the faithful from the heretics. Aquinas' Summa Theologica 

contains guidelines for identifying heretics and for 

persuading them to return to the catholic faith. Aquinas' 

Summa Contra Gentiles contains instructions for converting 

Muslims and Jews to Catholicism. Considering these facts, 

the study offers a theory that the purpose of the frescoes 

in the Spanish Chapel seems to have been to instruct the 

Dominican friars at Santa Maria Novella about how to 

recognize and combat heresy and unbelief. 
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Chapter 1 

BACKGROUND 

The purpose of this study is to attempt a partial 

understanding of the meanings of images and fresco scheme of 

the Spanish Chapel at Santa Maria Novella in Florence as 

fourteenth-century canons might have interpreted them. 

There is agreement among scholars that the frescoes were 

designed to commemorate three main ideas: the remembrance 

of the feast of Corpus Domini, the philosophy of St. Thomas 

Aquinas, and the practice of Dominican preaching. 

Originally a chapter-hall, the Spanish Chapel was so 

named in 1567. The Spaniards who had been meeting in the 

chapter-hall petitioned Grand Duke Cosimo dei Medici for 

right and property in the chapter-hall. Recognizing the two 

hundred ducats the Spaniards had given to restore the 

adjoining chapel of the Sacrament, and their endowment for 

the chaplains, Cosimo granted their request. 

Location and Description of the Spanish Chapel 

Santa Maria Novella, center of the Dominican order in 

Tuscany, included more than a church on its grounds. 

Dominican friars were educated in the compound adjoining the 

west wall of the church of Santa Maria Novella. The Spanish 



Chapel is a small part of the compound. In the fourteenth 

century, one left the church through an exit in the west 

transept, followed a hallway to the Chiostro Verde (Green 

Cloister}, and found the Spanish Chapel's only entrance 

through the north wall of the Chiostro Verde. The 

rectangular chapel measures thirty-eight feet by 
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fifty-one feet. The east and west walls are the shorter of 

the four walls. In the center of the north wall is an 

alcove in which the altar stands. One directly faces the 

altar when entering the chapel. A window is located on each 

side of the entrance, and there is an occulus above the 

entrance. The ceiling is rib-vaulted in four sections. 

Passing through the entrance to the Spanish Chapel, one 

faces the chapel's north wall which is decorated with scenes 

of Christ's Passion: Via Dolorosa, Crucifixion, and The 

Harrowing Qf Hell (fig. 1}. In the vaulting above the 

north wall, the Resurrection is depicted (fig. 2}. The 

north wall's narrative scenes lead the viewer from left to 

right. 

Named The Triumph of the Church, the east wall contains 

images of the cathedral of Florence, noteworthy Dominicans, 

four large, seated allegorical figures, the gate of 

Paradise, as well as many souls (fig. 3}. 1 The image of 

Jesus Christ presides over the wall. On the bottom of the 

fresco, black and white dogs attack a pack of invading 

wolves. The dogs are the "dogs of God," or domini cani, a 

pun on the Italian word for Dominicans. In the vaulting 
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above the east wall, one sees the scene of the Apostles in a 

boat and Christ rescuing Peter from the waves, called the 

Navicella (fig. 4). On the west wall, called the 

Apotheosis of st. Thomas Aquinas, the viewer sees the image 

of St. Thomas Aquinas presiding over figures representing 

the Liberal Arts and the Sacred Sciences (fig. 5). Aquinas 

is seated on a throne in the company of ten Biblical men. 

Above Aquinas and the ten, seven winged Virtues hover. The 

vaulting over the west wall contains the Pentecost scene 

(fig. 6). 

Turning to leave the Spanish Chapel, the viewer faces 

the south wall through which he entered. Scenes from the 

life of St. Peter Martyr, a Dominican preacher, decorate the 

wall (fig. 7). Unfortunately, much of the frescoes on the 

south wall have been obliterated with plaster. on the 

vaulting above is the Ascension scene (fig. 8). 

Founding of the Spanish Chapel 

Buonamico di Lapo Guidalotti, merchant and founder of 

the Spanish Chapel, specified in his will that a chapter

hall should be built and decorated to commemorate the feast 

of Corpus Domini. 

Further, the aforesaid testator left, and desired 
should be given from his estate, to the Friars and 
Convent of the Friars Preachers of Florence, to be 
spent and applied by the undernamed executors and 
trustees of this testament with the approval of the 
Prior and Chapter of the said Convent: In and for the 
adorning and painting, or causing to be adorned and 
painted , the Chapter or place called the Chapter of 
the said Convent, as well as the Chapel of the Body of 
our Lord Jesus Christ of the said Convent, situated in 
the Chapter, or adjoining the Chapter, which is called 



the Chapel of the Body of Our Lord Jesus Christ: Three 
hundred and twenty-five florins of gold, to him or 
them, to whom, when, how, as and so far, as shall seem 
good to the said undermentioned executors who shall 
survive, or to the majority of them, with the advice 
and approval of the Prior and Chapter of the said 
Convent, seeing that the testator himself was not able 
during his lifetime to paint and adorn this Chapter and 
Chapel. (2) 

Guidalotti died 4 September 1355 when the chapter-hall'was 

in the final stages of construction. A month before his 

death, he named his brother, Domenico, as executor of his 
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estate. Domenico and the other named executors were charged 

with the responsibility of seeing that the chapter-hall be 

completed and decorated. 

One of the executors whom Guidalotti named was Fra 

Jacopo Passavanti. 3 Passavanti became prior at Santa Maria 

Novella in 1355, the year in which Guidalotti died. The 

prior is depicted receiving Guidalotti•s confession in the 

fresco at the center of the east wall of the Spanish Chapel 

(fig. 9). 4 Scholars have suggested that the fresco plan 

and part of the iconography was determined by Passavanti. 5 

However, Passavanti never saw the completed chapter-hall; 

dying in 1357, he could not have personally directed the 

painting which began in 1366. 

Fra Zenobius Guasconi succeeded Passavanti as prior at 

Santa Maria Novella a few months before Passavanti died. 

Under the priorate of Guasconi, the construction of the 

chapter-hall was completed. Therefore, the responsibility 

of choosing a painter to decorate the interior walls and 

vaulting fell to Guasconi. On 30 December 1365 Guasconi 



signed a contract with Andrea di Bonaiuto to decorate the 

chapter-hall with frescoes. 6 

The Artist, Andrea di Bonaiuto 

5 

The earliest record of Andrea di Bonaiuto exists in'the 

register of the Florentine Arte dei Medici ~ Speziale, t~e 

guild to which painters belonged, for the year 1343. The 

register indicates his matriculation. Matriculation 

required previous study as an apprentice under a master 

artist, and usually occurred in a apprentice's twenties. 

Although the name of the master artist is not known, Andrea 

di Bonaiuto may have studied in the same studio with Nardo 

di Cione and Orcagna. 7 Andrea di Bonaiuto painted in a flat, 

frontal, hierarchic style similar to that of Nardo and 

Orcagna. In the Spanish Chapel, the only foreshortened 

section is found on the west wall: the ledge at the feet of 

Aquinas upon which the three heretics sit. 

Few of Andrea da Firenze•s works survive to suggest the 

career of their creator. Andrea da Firenze probably painted 

small private polyptychs for the greater part of his early 

career. A polyptych in Santa Maria del Carmine in Florence 

has been identified as Andrea da Firenze's work. Meiss 

suggests that Andrea da Firenze painted another polyptych 

now located in the National Gallery in London. 8 Meiss also 

suggests that the second polyptych was painted for Santa 

Maria Novella. 9 If Meiss is correct, the commission to 

paint the Spanish Chapel, Andrea da Firenze's first known 

commission, was therefore not his only work for Santa Maria 
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Novella, and possibly not his first either. During the time 

of his work on the Spanish Chapel, Andrea da Firenze served 

on the commission that supervised the building of the 

cathedral of Florence, Santa Maria del Fiore, which the 

artist depicted on the Spanish Chapel's east wall. 

The artist received payment from another commission to 

paint in fresco the life of St. Ranierus at the Camposanto 

in Pisa. Unfortunately, the Camposanto frescoes were 

destroyed during World War II. The Spanish Chapel alone 

remains as the largest project for which he was responsible. 

According to the contract signed with Guasconi, Andrea 

di Bonaiuto was to complete the fresco decoration of the 

Spanish Chapel by 31 December 1367, two years after the 

signing of the contract. It is unlikely that so large a 

project could have been completed by the painter, even with 

assistance, in the time specified. Although the precise 

date in which the decoration was completed is not known, 

scholars agree that it was complete by 1368. 

As an executor of the will, Buonamico Guidalotti's 

brother probably expressed Bounamico's wishes in regard to 

the fresco decorations. Concerning Buonamico's interest in 

Corpus Domini, Andrea di Bonaiuto illustrated the north 

wall, containing scenes of the Via Dolorosa, Crucifixion, 

Harrowing of Hell, and in the north vaulting the 

Resurrection (figs. 1 and 2). Because these scenes depict 

Christ's Passion and Crucifixion, events which Eucharist 

commemorates, and because the celebration of Corpus Domini 
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reinforces the value of Eucharist, Corpus Domini is·an 

implied subject on the north wall. The frescoes of the 

north wall satisfy in part Guidalotti's desire for the 

chapter-hall to commemorate the Body of Our Lord Jesus 

Christ, Corpus Domini. Dominican concerns are addressed on 

the east and west walls. The east wall contains images 

which teach the Dominican goal of expurgating heretics. 

Among the images on the east wall is that of st. Thomas 

Aquinas, a Dominican philosopher whose canonization occurred 

thirty-two years before the chapter-hall's completion (fig. 

10). The west wall is devoted to Aquinas and his philosophy 

as they relate to wisdom. 

Review of Literature 

Numerous scholars have discussed the Spanish Chapel. 

The literature review here does not list every written 

reference to the Spanish Chapel; however, the sources 

mentioned represent what seems to be the most significant 

literature on the subject. 

Giovambatista Gelli was the first to mention the 

Spanish Chapel frescoes in his Sopra ~· due Sonetti del 

Petrarcha published in 1549 at Florence. Gelli attributed 

the east wall fresco to Simone Memmi. In his first edition 

of Lives of the Most Eminent Painters, Sculptors, and 

Architects (1550), Giorgio Vasari claimed that Memmi was 

responsible for some of the frescoes, but he added that 

Taddeo Gaddi also painted some of the decorations. 10 Gelli 

and Vasari probably saw inscriptions on the east and west 
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walls naming Memmi and Gaddi which were later found •to be 

false. The restorer Agostino Veracini removed the false 

inscriptions sometime during the cleaning and restoration of 

the Spanish Chapel from 1689 to 1762. 

Until the mid-eighteenth century, Memmi and Gaddi were 

believed to have been the painters of the Spanish Chapel. 

In an unpublished manuscript entitled Cronica Annalistica 

del Convento di ~- Maria Novella V. M. Borghigiani notes 

that Veracini's restoration has removed the false 

inscriptions and that Andrea di Bonaiuto painted the 

frescoes under the priorate of Guasconi. 11 Crowe and 

Cavalcaselle were the first to suggest that the Spanish 

Chapel frescoes were painted by Andrea di Bonaiuto (Andrea 

da Firenze) in a work published in 1864, Storia della 

Pittura in Italia Vol. II. 12 Fourteen years later, 

Milanesi also suggested that Andrea da Firenze was the 

author of the Spanish Chapel frescoes in Milanesi•s edition 

of Vasari•s Lives.13 

In 1916 I. Taurisano published his discovery of the 

contract signed by Guasconi and Andrea di Bonaiuto which 

identifies Andrea di Bonaiuto as Andrea da Firenze, and 

relates the artist to the Spanish Chapel frescoes. 14 Sister 

Mary Aquinas Devlin's study, published in Speculum (1929), 

focuses on one figure on the east wall, a knight of the 

garter. 15 Published in 1951, the book Painting in Florence 

and Sienna after the Black Death by Millard Meiss contains a 

chapter about the Spanish Chape1. 16 Meiss• discussion is 
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limited primarily to style. Anthony Luttrell attempted to 

identify a figure on the east wall in his study published in 

Burlington (1972). 17 Serena Romano's article in the Storia 

del arte (1976) focuses on iconological problems inherent to 

the east and west walls. 18 In 1979, Richard Offner and Klara 

steinweg's study of the Spanish Chapel was published a~ a 

part of the set A Critical and Historical Corpus Q1 

Florentine Painting. 19 Eve Borsook, who proofread Offner

steinweg's manuscript, wrote her own conclusions about the 

Spanish Chapel in the second edition of The Mural Painters 

Q1 Tuscany, published in 198o. 20 Also published in 1980 was 

Schuessler's study of the west wa11. 21 Finally, Frederick 

Antal discusses social aspects of some of the Spanish Chapel 

frescoes in his Florentine Painting and its Social 

Background, originally published in 1948, and reprinted for 

the second time in 1986. 22 

This study examines the relationships of the frescoed 

images to the texts which inspired them. The liturgy of 

Corpus Domini is explained as it relates to the north wall. 

Likewise, portions of Aquinas' writings are shown to have a 

relationship with other passages of the fresco. 

The analysis excludes the south wall, which contains 

scenes of St. Peter Martyr's life as told in the Golden 

Legend. 23 A discussion of the south wall is omitted, 

because it was painted in accordance with a tradition in 

which popular Dominican saints are depicted on chapel walls; 

therefore, it lacked the special significance of the other 
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walls. 

Also excluded from this study is a discussion of the 

particular influence of Passavanti. I hoped that specific 

portions of the fresco could be shown in relation to 

Passavanti's treatise Specchio di vera penitenza; however, 

it was found that very little of the document related 

concretely to the fresco. 24 Certainly, as prior of Santa 

Maria Novella, Passavanti had some influence on the fresco, 

but his particular influence seems to have blended with 

those of his fellow, succeeding priors. What resulted was 

not a distinctly Passavantian influence, but a Dominican 

influence expressed in general terms, or focused by 

Thomistic philosophy. Therefore, it is hoped that the 

analysis which follows will lead to some clarification of 

the Spanish Chapel frescoes as "a document of Dominican 

dogma." 
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Chapter 2 

ICONOGRAPHY AND CORPUS DOMINI 

In the pavement before the altar in the Spanish Chapel 

is the tombstone for Buonamico di Lapo Guidalotti. The 

inscription reads as follows: 

HIC IACET MICVS FILIVS OLIM LAP! DEGVIDALOTTIS 
MERCATOR QVI FECIT FIERI ET DEPINGI !STUD CAPITVLVM 
CV[MJ CAPELLA. SEPVLTVS .I..Uil HABITV ORDINIS. AD MCCCLV 
DIE !III SETE[MJBRIS. REOVIESCAT JlNl PACE. (25) 

The text of Guidalotti's tombstone states that the merchant 

Mico (Buonamico) Guidalotti made and painted the place 

called the "chapter with the chapel." Phrases of the 

inscription are reminiscent of phrases in Guidalotti's will: 

In and for the adorning and painting, or causing to be 
adorned and painted, the Chapter or place called the 
Chapter of the said Convent, situated in the Chapter of 
the said Convent, as well as the Chapel of the Body of 
Our Lord Jesus Christ of the said Convent, situated in 
the Chapter, or adjoining the Chapter, which is called 
the Chapter of the Body of Our Lord Jesus Christ . . . 
(26) 

What Guidalotti called the Chapter (Capitolo) in his will is 

the Spanish Chapel as it is named today. The Chapel 

(Capella) that Guidalotti mentions is the alcove containing 

the altar in the north wall of the Spanish Chapel. 

Guidalotti's will further states that he was unable to 

paint the Chapter and Chapel during his lifetime: 
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" . . . seeing that the testator himself was not able during 

his lifetime to paint and adorn this Chapter and Chapel." 27 

Executors named in the will were charged with fulfilling 

Guidalotti's orders in regard to the Chapter and Chape~ 

decoration. 28 One of the executors was Fra Jacopo 

Passavanti, prior of Santa Maria Novella at the time 

Guidalotti formulated the will. 29 Passavanti probably 

exerted influence on the fresco design; however, scholars 

have not conclusively shown Passavanti•s role in the Spanish 

Chapel. Meiss notes stylistic similarities between the 

Strozzi Chapel frescoes painted by Nardo di cione in 1357, 

and the Spanish Chapel frescoes. 30 Passavanti is known to 

have directed the decoration of the Strozzi Chapel; 

therefore, Meiss suggests that Passavanti's influence 

accounts for the similarities in the Strozzi and Spanish 

chapels. A written design for the Spanish Chapel frescoes 

has yet to be discovered if one exists. 

Guidalotti also named his brother, Domenico, as an 

executor of his will. 31 When the Spanish Chapel was 

decorated, six years after Guidalotti signed his will and 

died, Domenico probably expressed his deceased brother's 

wishes to the artist, Andrea da Firenze. 

Buonamico di Lapo Guidalotti was a merchant who also 

held a high public office in Florence during the reign of 

the unpopular Duke of Athens (reigned 1342-1343). Like his 

family, Buonamico was a member of the parish church of Santa 

Maria Maggiore. 32 However, in 1346 Buonamico began 
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contributing to the celebration of Corpus Domini at•Santa 

Maria Novella and continued to contribute until his death in 

1355. 33 In his will, Buonamico directed his most enduring 

contribution to the cult of Corpus Domini, the "adorning and 

painting, or causing to be adorned and painted" of the 

chapter-hall known today as the Spanish Chapel. No scholar, 

to my knowledge, has conjectured why Buonamico gave his. 

bequest to honor Corpus Domini to a church in which he was 

not a parishioner. Perhaps his parish church, Santa Maria 

Maggiore, was too small to accommodate Buonamico's desires. 

Perhaps Buonamico chose to honor the Dominicans at Santa 

Maria Novella for their devotion to Corpus Domini, the cult 

which Buonamico himself favored. 

In order to attempt to understand the Spanish Chapel 

frescoes, one should consider the content of the festival 

called Corpus Domini. Guidalotti's will suggests that 

both Guidalotti, the founder, and Passavanti, the prior, 

influenced the design of the frescoes. 34 Guidalotti, the 

patron, expressed his devotion to the body of the Lord by 

his adherence and offerings to the Corpus Domini 

celebration. 35 Passavanti, as prior of the Dominican Church 

of Santa Maria Novella, was responsible to the pope for 

educating the friars in his charge about the Corpus Domini 

celebration, and for the maintenance of orthodox catholic 

doctrine in Florence and its surrounding area. 

Although other scholars have mentioned Corpus Domini in 

relation to the Spanish Chapel frescoes, they have not 
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discussed relationships between specific passages of the 

liturgy for Corpus Domini and the frescoes. 36 A comparison 

of the text of the mass and procession for Corpus Domini 

with the fresco will reveal that sections of the fresco 

refer to passages of the text which express specific 

orthodox catholic doctrines; the frescoed images convey the 

meanings of those doctrines. Also, the purpose and meaning 

of the entire mass and procession seem to be expressed in 

the fresco. Therefore, the origin of Corpus Domini and the 

issues which gave rise to it will be discussed, and the text 

of Corpus Domini will be examined in order to find the 

doctrinal inspiration of the frescoes. 

The term "corpus domini" means body of the Lord; in 

Florence, the religious celebration which is elsewhere 

called Corpus Christi is called Corpus Domini. 37 The term 

Corpus Domini will be used throughout this analysis. 

The history of the celebration of Corpus Domini has 

been traced back to 1246 when the Bishop of Liege (reigned 

1240-46) inaugurated the feast in order to honor the 

sacrament of Eucharist. 38 It was deemed necessary to honor 

the Eucharist because heretical sects, who denied the 

validity of Eucharist, threatened to supplant the catholic 

faithful in some locations. 

The most troublesome heretical group at the time of the 

first Corpus Domini celebration were the Cathars. The 

Cathars believed that there were two eternal powers: good 

and evil. According to Cathar doctrine, all matter was a 
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product of the evil power, and all spirit was created by the 

good power. For the Cathars, it was impossible for Christ, 

God's son, to have a material existence because, coming from 

God the good power, Christ was also good and therefore could 

not associate with evil matter. Cathars believed that the 

birth, physical body, crucifixion, resurrection, and 

ascension of Jesus Christ were illusions. 39 There would be 

little relevance to celebrating the body of the Lord if, as 

the cathars believed, the Lord had no real body. The 

Cathars attacked the validity of the Eucharist by 

discrediting the incarnation of God in Christ. 

Whereas the cathars discredited the Eucharist by denying 

the incarnation of Christ, the Waldensians discredited the 

minister who consecrated the Eucharist. The Passau 

Anonymous, a handbook written in the 1260s about heresies, 

contains the following about Waldensian doctrine regarding the 

sacrament of Eucharist: 

They say that the sacrament of the Eucharist may not be 
conferred by a priest in the state of mortal sin • 
They say that a good man and even a woman may 
consecrate the Eucharist, if they know the words. They 
say that transubstantiation is in the mouth of him who 
takes the host worthily, and not in the hand conferring it 
• . . • (40) 

Waldensians believed that the Eucharist should be 

administered only by one who is not in a state of mortal 

sin. This person does not necessarily have to be a 

priest. 41 It seems likely that the word "priest" was 

probably written here to call attention to the apparent 

immoral condition of the Catholic clergy. 42 
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The passage above from the Passau Anonymous mentions 

transubstantiation. The term "transubstantiation" denotes a 

doctrine which is based upon the Aristotelian concept that 

physical objects may undergo substantial or accidental 

change. In order to understand substantial and accident~l 

change, the terms substance and accident must be explafned. 

Substance denotes all that is necessary for a thing to b~ 

what that thing is. As such, substance is the metaphysical 

component which gives existence to things. Accidents are the 

properties that, although possessed by things, do not define 

what the thing is. Accidents include properties such as 

size, or color, among others. Because a thing must exist 

before any other property can be attributed to that thing, 

substance must underlie accidents. 

Neither substance nor accidents are necessarily 

permanent in any object. An object may change its accidents 

without changing its substance; the object would remain the 

same object. For example, one may attribute the accident of 

long hair to a man; however the man may cut his hair. He 

remains substantially a man, but accidentally a short-haired 

man. It is also possible for substantial changes to occur in 

objects. If the substance of the object is changed, the 

object is not the same object as it was before the change of 

substance. A substantial change occurs when a living man 

dies. What was a living man by virtue of his substance 

becomes a corpse by the loss of his substance. Therefore, 

the substance of man changes to the substance of corpse. 
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The change of substance is called "transubstantiation." 

When the author of the Passau Anonymous writes 

"transubstantiation" he means the substantial change of the 

bread of Eucharist into the body of Christ and the 

substantial change of the wine into the blood of Christ. To 

the orthodox Catholic, transubstantiation took place when 

the bread and wine, the host, was consecrated by a priest; 

whereas, the Waldensians believed that transubstantiation 

occurred when the bread and wine were consumed by a worthy 

recipient. It is significant that Catholics held that the 

priest must consecrate the host in order for 

transubstantiation to occur because they believed the power 

to consecrate comes from the consecration and ordination of 

the priest, which only the Catholic Church can confer. 

Therefore, without the consecration of a duly ordained 

priest of the Catholic Church, transubstantiation would not 

occur. 

The doubts and questions about the Eucharist and 

transubstantiation among the Cathars and Waldensians in the 

early thirteenth century prompted the Catholic Church to 

convene the Fourth Lateran Council (1215). The first of the 

decrees to come from the Fourth Lateran Council states the 

official position of the Church regarding Eucharist, 

transubstantiation, and the importance of the priest: 

There is one Universal Church of the faithful, 
outside which there is absolutely no salvation. In 
which there is the same priest and sacrifice, Jesus 
Christ, whose body and blood are truly contained in the 
sacrament of the altar under the forms of bread and 
wine; the bread being changed [transubstantiatio] by 
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divine power into the body, and the wine into th~ blood, 
so that to realize the mystery of unity we may receive 
of him what he has received of us. And this sacrament 
no one can effect except the priest who has been duly 
ordained in accordance with the keys of the Church, 
which Jesus Christ himself gave to the apostles and 
their successors. (43) 

I have not found the Second Decree of the Fourth Lateran 

council; however, the Third Decree deals directly with ,the 

treatment of heretics. 

We excommunicate and anathematize every heresy that 
raises itself against the holy, orthodox, and Catholic 
faith . . . . (44) 

After having stated its position, the Catholic Church 

established a feast day to commemorate the presence of 

Christ's body and blood in the Eucharist, which was Corpus 

Domini. 

The first celebration of Corpus Domini occurred in 1246 

at Liege, France. 45 In 1264, Pope Urban IV (reigned 1261-

1264), a former archdeacon of Liege, extended the 

celebration of Corpus Domini from Liege to the the rest of 

the Catholic world. When Pope Clement V (reigned 1305-1314) 

sanctioned the observance of Corpus Domini in 1311, he 

demonstrated both the official and his personal support for 

it. The actual practice of celebrating Corpus Domini spread 

during the reigns of Pope Clement V and Pope John XXII 

(1316-1334) . 46 In 1346, the feast of Corpus Domini became 

an ecclesiastical event in Florence. 47 

To summarize: some of the circumstances which led to the 

creation of the Corpus Domini celebration have been 

discussed. Cathar and Waldensian doctrines were considered 
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to be anathema by the Catholic Church. The text of the 

first decree from the Fourth Lateran Council (1215) clearly 

states the position of the Catholic Church in regard to 

transubstantiation. The third decree from the same council 

pronounces the excommunication and anathematization of those 

who oppose the Catholic faith as the Fourth Lateran Council 

defined it. 

Having briefly explained the background which led to 

the creation of the Corpus Domini celebration, the text of 

the mass and procession of Corpus Domini will be considered, 

and the relationship the frescoes have with the text will be 

demonstrated. 

It is appropriate to examine the text of Corpus Domini 

in order to understand the Spanish Chapel frescoes because 

Guidalotti, the founder, specified that the chapter house 

should be erected and decorated in honor of the Body of the 

Lord. 48 Therefore, what follows is an explanation of the 

celebration of Corpus Domini. The celebration follows the 

format of the Catholic mass. A brief explanation of the 

sections of the mass in terms of function and procedure will 

follow. Secondly, those texts from the mass of Corpus 

Domini which refer to specific passages of the fresco will 

be pointed out. Finally, a comparison will follow of the 

mass's general meaning with that of the fresco program. 

Perhaps a correlation of the two will then follow. 

Corpus Domini was and is celebrated in the week after 

Trinity Sunday. The celebration begins early Wednesday 
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evening at First Vespers and concludes early Thursday 

evening at Second Vespers. The two Vespers as well as 

Lauds, Terce, Sext, None, and Compline are collectively 

called the daily Offices. Beginning with First Vespers on 

the eve of the celebration through Lauds, Terce, Sext, None, 

second Vespers and Compline, respectively, the daily Of~ices 

marked the passage of the festival day in approximately 

three-hour increments. Each of the daily Offices contained 

lessons and psalms which were pertinent to the Corpus Domini 

celebration. 

The longest, most public part of the Corpus Domini 

celebration, the mass, occurs between the Offices of Terce 

and Sext. In the mass, the faithful are brought to an 

attitude of worship, instructed by the reading of scripture, 

by the speaking of a sermon, and by collective singing or 

speaking of the Creed. Finally, the faithful participate in 

Eucharist by receiving the bread and wine. 

The mass for Corpus Domini is found in the Liber 

Usualis, a book containing texts and musical notation of 

chants used in masses throughout the year. 49 The first part 

of any Roman Catholic mass is called the Fore-Mass, which is 

composed of the Entrance Ceremonies and the Service of 

Readings, respectively. Part of the Entrance Ceremonies 

involves the priest gathering the petitions of the people; 

this gathering of petitions is called the Collect.5° The 

words of the Collect of the mass of Corpus Domini follow: 

o God, who in this wonderful sacrament hast left us a 
memorial of thy passion: grant us, we beseech thee, so 
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to reverence the sacred mysteries of thy Body and 
Blood, that we may ever feel within us the fruit of thy 
redemption. Who livest and reignest with God the 
Father in the unity . . . (51} 

In the Collect of Corpus Domini, the priest requests that 

God grant that the faithful might continually sense within 

themselves the fruit of God's redemption. The Latin word· 

for fruit, fructus, also means enjoyment. Then the Collect 

expresses a desire for the faithful to enjoy God's 

redemption by a feeling within themselves. According to the 

Collect, the purpose for feeling the fruit of God's 

redemption within is so that the sacred mysteries of the 

Body and Blood of Christ may be revered. By the term 

"mysteries," or mysteria in the Latin, the Collect refers to 

that which is known by revelation alone, that which 

transcends reason. "Sacred mysteries" would include how God 

performs transubstantiation with bread and wine, for 

example. 

Andrea da Firenze, painter of the frescoes, illustrates 

ideas contained in the Collect for Corpus Domini on the east 

wall of the Spanish Chapel. The Collect mentions the fruit 

of God's redemption. In the upper portion of the east wall, 

a grove of fruit trees is depicted, with human figures 

climbing the trees (fig. 11). These fruit trees occupy the 

same plane as does the Gate of Paradise. Andrea da Firenze 

apparently reminds the viewer that one of the fruits of 

God's redemption is the enjoyment of Paradise, or heaven. 

Thus heaven, the region accessed by the gate, is visually 

associated with the fruit of God's redemption, represented 
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by the fruit which the tree-climbing figures pick. 

Another reference to the text of the Collect for Corpus 

Domini is implied in the north wall fresco. The Collect, a 

composed prayer, prays, "O God, who in this wonderful 

sacrament hast left us a memorial of thy passion • • • ti 

Two important ideas lie in that appositive: first, that God 

gave this sacrament, and second, that this sacrament is a 

memorial of God's passion through Christ. In the Collect, 

the Latin words passionis tuae, "thy passion," mean the 

suffering which God experienced through Jesus Christ. 52 

Following the tradition of placing Crucifixion scenes above 

high altars, Andrea da Firenze communicates that this 

sacrament is a memorial of God's passion by placing the 

scene of Christ's crucifixion over the arch in the north 

wall beneath which the altar holding the Eucharist stood 

(fig. 1). 53 Thus, the placement of the Crucifixion 

scene above the altar may reflect the words of the Collect. 

The Collect concludes the Entrance Ceremonies, and 

prepares the faithful for the reading of scripture. In the 

mass for Corpus Domini, the reading of I Corinthians 11:23-

29 follows the Collect. 54 The Liber Usualis identifies this 

passage of scripture as the institution of Holy Eucharist. 

Expressing the correlation of bread and wine to Christ's 

body and blood, st. Paul, the author of I Corinthians, 

reports Christ's words: "Take ye and eat, this is my body 

which shall be delivered for you: This do for the 

commemoration of me," and, "This chalice is the new 
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testament in my blood; this do ye as often as you shall 

drink, for the commemoration of me." 55 The depiction of the 

crucifixion above the altar, as before, expresses the 

correspondence of Christ's body and blood to the bread and 

wine of Eucharist. 

The Gradual, comprising passages from Psalm 144, 

follows the aforementioned reading from I Corinthians. 

There is no apparent reference in the frescoes to the text 

of the Gradual. After the Gradual, Alleluia is sung. The 

verses which are sung and follow Alleluia are from St. John 

6:55-56. These verses of scripture reinforce the 

correspondence of Christ's body to food and Christ's blood 

to drink. As discussed above, the depiction of the 

Crucifixion above the altar that holds the bread and wine 

implies the correspondence of Christ's body and blood to 

bread and wine.5 6 

A text written by st. Thomas Aquinas, the Lauda Sion, 

is sung after the verses of the Alleluia are finished. 57 

Beginning in verse eleven of Lauda Sion, Aquinas addresses 

the issue of transubstantiation: 

This the truth to Christians given: bread becomes his 
Flesh from heaven, wine becomes his holy Blood. 

Doth it pass thy comprehending? Yet by faith, thy sight 
transcending, wondrous things are understood. 

Yea, beneath these signs are hidden glorious things to 
sight forbidden: look not on the outward sign. 

Blood for drink: food, Body broken; but in either 
sacred token Christ is here by power divine. (58) 

The Latin version, carnem transit panis et vinum in 
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sanguinem, means his flesh changes over to bread, and his 

blood to wine. Aquinas makes no mention of Christ's body 

accompanying the bread, or of Christ's blood accompanying 

the wine, which would be consubstantiation. The Latin verb 

transitus means "to change over," or "to transition to," 

which is to become other than what was. Although he does 

not discuss in the Lauda Sion, the philosophical 

justifications for the total transformation of bread to 

wine, Aquinas does present arguments in support of complete 

formal transformation of bread and wine in his Summa 

Theologica. 59 Thus, when Aquinas wrote carnem transit 

panis, et vinum in sanguinem, he implied the entire formal 

change of Christ's flesh to bread and wine to Christ's 

blood, which is transubstantiation. 

"By faith," Aquinas says, "wondrous things are 

understood" which sight or reason cannot comprehend. An 

example of that which is revealed by faith alone is 

transubstantiation. Aquinas warns in verse thirteen "look 

not on the outward sign," or do not consider with reason the 

outward sign of bread and wine, but comprehend body and 

blood by faith instead. Verse fourteen defines the bread 

and wine as understood by faith: "Blood for drink; food, 

Body broken." Aquinas completes verse fourteen by 

explaining that Christ is "here," in the Eucharistic bread 

and wine by divine power. It is by divine power that 

transubstantiation occurs. 

In the mass of Corpus Domini, a reading from st. John 
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6:55-56 takes place af~er Lauda Sion. The Sermon follows 

the reading from st. John. Following the Sermon and 

concluding the Service of Readings is the Creed, which is 

spoken or sung by all attending the mass. Formulated in 325 

by the Council of Nicea to clarify Catholic doctrine, the 

Creed clearly opposes the teachings that opposed and 

threatened to undermine orthodox Catholic doctrine. 

At the time when the Creed was composed, an Egyptian 

priest named Arius taught a doctrine which the catholic 

Church condemned through the first ecumenical council at 

Nicea. Arius' teachings about the nature of Christ were 

the cause of the heresy that bears Arius' name. The 

adherents to Arianism believed that Christ, the Son of God, 

the Word incarnate (Logos), is subordinate to God the 

Father. The reason that the Son is subordinate to the 

Father, Arians believed, was that the Son was begotten of 

the Father. Arians understood "begotten" to mean "created;" 

therefore, the Father created the Son. Because a created 

being is less powerful than the being that creates created 

beings, the Son, being created, is subordinate to the 

Father, who creates. Also, if the Son was created by the 

Father, there was a time when the Son did not exist; 

therefore, the Son cannot be coeternal with the Father. 

Arian belief also held that the Son was neither fully 

man nor fully God. It was impossible for the Son to be 

fully God because God created the Son out of corruptible 

matter; therefore, Jesus the Son had the capability to be 
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corrupted as all matter does. To be corruptible with the 

rest of matter meant that Jesus, the Word incarnate, was 

subject to, and capable of sin. Arians believed that Jesus 

chose not to sin by his own free will, not regarding God~s 

will for him to avoid sin. Early in Jesus' life, said the 

Arians, the Divine Word from God entered the physical ~ody 

of Jesus, taking the place of Jesus' own otherwise human 

soul. The influence of the Divine Will through the Divine 

Word urged Jesus to avoid sin; however, Jesus' own will 

actively made the decision not to sin. God recognized the 

self-willed, sinless life which Jesus led in concert with 

the Divine Will and rewarded him by awarding him the glory 

of God, making him the Christ after he died. It is God, 

then, who holds all the power; Jesus Christ merely received 

the power of God. By himself, Jesus could neither create 

nor redeem. 

Refuting Arian doctrine and defending orthodox 

Christianity, the Nicene Creed states the following: 

We believe in one God the Father All-sovereign, 
maker of heaven and earth, and of all things visible 
and invisible; 

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the only-begotten 
Son of God, Begotten of the Father before all the ages, 
Light of Light, true God of true God, begotten not made, 
of one substance with the Father, through whom all 
things were made; who for us men and for our salvation 
came down from the heavens, and was made flesh of the 
Holy Spirit and the Virgin Mary, and became man, and 
was crucified for us under Pontius Pilate, and suffered 
and was buried, and rose again on the third day 
according to the Scriptures, and ascended into the 
heavens, and sitteth on the right hand of the Father, 
and cometh again with glory to judge the living and 
dead, of whose kingdom there shall be no end: 

And in the Holy Spirit, the Lord and the Life
giver, that procedeth from the Father, who with Father 



and Son is worshipped together and glorified together, 
who spake through the prophets: 

In one Holy Catholic and Apostolic Church: 
We acknowledge one baptism unto remission of sins. 
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We look for a resurrection of the dead, and the life of 
the age to come. (60) 

The Nicene Creed explicitly pronounces that Jesus Christ'was 

begotten and not made, and that Jesus Christ is of one 

substance with the Father. According to the Creed, Jesus 

was caused, but not made, and the substance which underlay 

Jesus• physical matter was the same substance as God. 

Another heresy which the Nicene Creed attacks is that 

of Sabellianism. Sabellianism is named after its founder, 

Sabellius (fl. c. 220), who advocated the belief that God 

relates to man in three ways: as the Word (Logos) in 

creation, as incarnate Redeemer (the Son), and as the Holy 

Spirit (Paraclete), Guide to the Church, Comforter, 

Sanctifier. 61 The three ways in which God relates to man 

comprise the Trinity. Sabellian doctrine held that each of 

the ways reveals one mode, or persona, of God. To 

Sabellians, God is unique; however, God expresses himself to 

man as God the Father who speaks the Word (Logos), as the 

Son who redeemed man, and as the Holy Spirit who guides the 

Church. God is analogous to an actor who puts on different 

masks to portray different characters: one hypostasis, or 

substance, but three energeiai, or activities. 

The Nicene Creed counteracts Sabellian doctrine by 

emphasizing "one God the Father," and "one Lord Jesus 

Christ," and the Holy Spirit "that procedeth from the 

Father"; not one God whose activities include Father, Lord 
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Jesus Christ (Son), and Holy Spirit. Implicit in the Creed 

is the doctrine of Trinity being three persons in one 

Godhead, not three activities of one God. 

It has been shown that the Nicene Creed was written to 

counteract the doctrines of Arius and Sabellius. The 

doctrines contained in the Creed refute the Arian doctrine 

of a non-cosubstantial, non-coeternal, created, subordin~te 

Son. Refuting Sabellian doctrine, the Creed emphasizes the 

existence of three persons contained in one Godhead. 

In the Spanish Chapel, the heretics Arius and Sabellius 

are depicted on the west wall, seated at the feet of Aquinas 

(fig. 12). The Catholic Church opposed the doctrines of 

Arius and Sabellius. The images of Sabellius and Arius 

signify the doctrinal issues which led to the writing of the 

Nicene Creed. The positions in which Arius, Sabellius and 

Averroes are placed seem to suggest that the three heretics 

are inferior to Aquinas; they are seated on the floor in 

front of enthroned Aquinas (fig~ 12, Arius on left, 

Sabellius on right, Averroes in center). Aquinas seems to 

confront the spectator with his frontal, forward gaze; 

whereas, the heretics cast their glances downward and away 

from the viewer. Both the positions and the directions of 

their gazes may imply that Aquinas• doctrines were superior 

to those of Arius, Sabellius and Averroes. 

Quoting Leviticus 21:6, the Offertory of Corpus Domini 

follows the Creed in the mass. Leviticus 21:6 discusses the 

offering of loaves and incense to God by priests. The text 
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of the Secret, which follows the Offertory, petitions for 

unity and peace which are symbolic in the Eucharist. 

Unto thy Church, vouchsafe, of thy goodness, 0 Lord, 
those blessings of unity and peace which the offerings 
we lay upon thine altar, mystically represent. Thro~gh 
Jesus Christ. (62) 

Unity and peace were valued as much in Florence when the · 

Spanish Chapel was painted as when the mass for Corpus 

Domini was new. 

Neither the city of Florence, nor the Church enjoyed 

peaceful unity in the early fourteenth century. From the 

beginning of the fourteenth century, Florentine guilds and 

government were embroiled in disputes over control of the 

city. In the 1360s, resentment toward the control of the 

government by the aristocratic Guelphs grew among the guilds 

of craftsmen and shopkeepers, the lower middle class. 63 

There was factionalism in the Church as well as in 

Florentine politics. In 1312, Tuscan Franciscan radicals 

declared that they were not accountable to anyone holding 

office in the Franciscan order, and elected their own 

independent leader. Pope John XXII (reigned 1316-1334) 

condemned the rebel Franciscans for their pretension to 

supreme holiness and for unrightfully claiming they had the 

same authority as the Church had. In the papal Bull, Sancta 

Romana, Pope John XXII declared the congregations of the 

rebel Franciscans dissolved and defunct. 64 Despite Pope 

John XXII's declaration, the popularity of the Franciscan 

order increased steadily among the faithful, especially 

among the lower middle class. Additionally, the heresies 



which the Catholic Church had been combating since the 

twelfth century still endured in Florence. 
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Devlin makes the point in her article that the east 

wall commemorated the first concord and unity among the 

Church and the State in a hundred years. 65 Her judgment 

seems correct. Perhaps the artist intended the east wall 

fresco as a double entendre, alluding to the Secret of 

Corpus Domini and to the concord of Church and State. 

Scholars agree that the depiction on the east wall of 

ecclesiastical and secular rulers within the silhouette of 

the cathedral illustrates several types of unity (fig. 13). 

There are two principal types of unity shown: 

ecclesiastical and secular. Each group has its own 

hierarchy. The ecclesiastical figures, in front of the 

cathedral and on the left, represent the members of its 

hierarchy so that a progression from least to most important 

follows left to right, culminating with the pope. The Holy 

Roman Emperor represents the highest secular power. Figures 

representing successively lesser authority are arranged to 

the Emperor's left. Within the silhouette of the cathedral, 

the pope commands the central location, his placement 

representing the concept of a world united in peace under 

one catholic Church. 

Although there is agreement among scholars about the 

silhouette-contained figures representing a peaceful, united 

world under the direction of the Church or the pope, 

scholars have not resolved the identity of the pope 
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reigning pope at the time that the frescoes were begun in 

1366. 
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Mary Devlin claims that the pope in the fresco is U~ban 

V, and she points to the unity and concord which existed 

between Urban V and the Holy Roman Emperor Charles IV df 

Luxembourg (reigned 1346-1378), who scholars agree is 

depicted next to the pope. Devlin's conclusion is based on 

the assumption that Andrea da Firenze wanted to stress the 

first concord between pope and Holy Roman Emperor in a 

hundred years: the east wall, she says, was designed to 

commemorate that concord. Also, Devlin recognizes 

resemblances between the frescoed pope and portraits of 

Urban V (reigned 1362-1370), and between the frescoed 

emperor and portraits of Charles IV. 67 She also points out 

that the frescoed emperor holds a skull in his lap which 

further suggests his identity as Charles IV because Charles 

IV possessed the skull of St. Wenceslaus, his patron saint 

by baptism. The evidence Devlin presents is persuasive, and 

recent scholarship, including this study, concurs with her 

judgment. 68 

Pope Urban V and Holy Roman Emperor Charles IV are 

depicted on the east wall in a scheme designed to 

commemorate unity and cooperation between the Church and the 

State. The depicted representation of the concord of Church 

and State could have been considered an example of the 

"unity and peace" which, according to the Secret of the mass 
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Corpus Domini represented. In the service of Corpus 
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Domini after the Secret follows the Sanctus, Communion, and 

Benedicamus. 

The mass completed, the procession ensues. The text of 

the procession, Pange Lingua, was written by St. Thomas 

Aquinas. The singing of Pange Lingua occurs during the 

procession of Corpus Domini. Scholars have not discussed 

the possibility of the fresco relating to the procession; 

however, Andrea da Firenze may have intended such a 

reference. Perhaps the Via Dolorosa scene on the north 

wall (fig. 1), also functions as a procession scene relating 

to Pange Lingua. In fourteenth-century processions for 

Corpus Domini the host was carried. 69 In the Via Dolorosa 

scene, the Host is Christ who occupies a prominent and 

central location in the depicted procession. 

It has been shown that some of the frescoed images in 

the Spanish Chapel may reflect specific passages from the 

mass and procession for Corpus Domini. An understanding of 

the celebration of Corpus Domini was necessary in order to 

approach the significance of the frescoed images. For the 

following reasons it seems that Corpus Domini was important 

to the founder, Guidalotti. First, Guidalotti began to 

contribute to the Corpus Domini celebration in Florence at 

Santa Maria Novella in 1346. Secondly, Guidalotti's will 

stipulated that a chapter and adjoining chapel should be 

decorated to commemorate the Body of Our Lord Jesus Christ, 
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which is Corpus Domini. 

Throughout the previous discussion of Corpus Domini, 

st. Thomas Aquinas, who wrote part of the text for the daily 

Offices, mass, and procession for Corpus Domini was 

mentioned. In the next section I will discuss the influence 

Thomistic philosophy had on the frescoes. 



Chapter 3 

REFERENCES TO AQUINAS ON THE EAST WALL 

Previously, the relationships between the text of the 

mass and procession for Corpus Domini and the frescoes of 

the Spanish Chapel have been discussed; such relationships 

exist because it seems that the founder of the Spanish 

Chapel desired and directed that it be so. Now it is 

necessary to account for another apparent influence on the 

Spanish Chapel frescoes: the influence of St. Thomas 

Aquinas' philosophy. 

34 

In the pages that follow, the references to st. Thomas 

Aquinas' philosophy will be articulated and explained. 

There will be an attempt to demonstrate that relationships 

among images of the fresco convey meanings consistent with 

Aquinas' stated philosophy. The references to Aquinas are 

the two depictions of Thomas Aquinas himself: one on the 

lower right of the east wall (fig. 10) and the other in the 

center of the west wall (fig. 14); he holds a book in both 

instances. When discussing these references to Aquinas, a 

relation between the frescoed figure of Aquinas and other 

frescoed figures on the same wall will be shown. However, 

before beginning a discussion of references to Thomistic 



ideas expressed in the Spanish Chapel frescoes, it ~s 

appropriate to present some biographical information about 

St. Thomas Aquinas. 

Thomas Aquinas was born in late 1224 or ear·ly 1225 ~t 

Roccasecca, Italy. He was about twenty years old when he 
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entered the Dominican order at Naples in 1244. By the :early 

1250s, Aquinas had earned a reputation as a scholar and . 

teacher. When in the mid-fourteenth century, the Dominicans 

were formulating their theological position, many of 

Aquinas' ideas were incorporated into Dominican theology. 70 

In 1260, Aquinas received from his Order the title of 

Preacher General. He was given the honor of teaching at 

Paris as a university professor in 1268. During the 1260s, 

he wrote many of his treatises. 

The late 1260s were years of controversy for the 

Parisian intellectuals and ecclesiastics. A new approach to 

the philosophy of Aristotle was causing dissension in the 

faculty at Paris. The commentary on Aristotle's Metaphysics 

by the Muslim philosopher Averroes was the cause of the 

dissension. Aquinas wrote his own commentary on Aristotle's 

Metaphysics which was more acceptable to Catholic schools 

than Averroes' commentary. 

However, to some theologians in Paris, even Aquinas' 

interpretation of Aristotle was suspicious. The Bishop of 

Paris included some of Aquinas• ideas in a list of thirteen 

condemned propositions in 1270. At the time the thirteen 

condemned propositions were issued, Aquinas was writing his 



most important work, summa Theologica. On 7 March 1274, 

Thomas Aquinas died at the Cistercian monastery of 

Fossanova, on his way to a Church Council at Lyons. 
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In 1323, forty-nine years after he died, Thomas Aqu~nas 

was canonized after careful investigations of his life and 

teachings. Forty years later, St. Thomas Aquinas became a 

popular subject for Dominican altarpieces and wall-

frescoes in Tuscany. 71 At Santa Maria Novella in Florence, 

teaching center of the Dominican order in Tuscany, some of 

the fourteenth-century friars belonged to the Confraternity 

of St. Thomas Aquinas. In the Spanish Chapel, Andrea da 

Firenze has depicted Aquinas in relation to heretics on the 

east and west walls. On the basis of these two references 

to Aquinas, it seems that the Dominicans endorsed Aquinas' 

teaching on the subject of heresy. 

st. Thomas Aquinas is pictured in the lower right of 

the east wall of the Spanish Chapel (fig. 10). He holds an 

open book and points to the words on its pages. Kaftal has 

identified the text as Proverbs 8:7, the incipit to Aquinas' 

Summa Contra Gentiles. 72 A small audience appears to listen 

and react to Aquinas' teachings. Some of their reactions 

are more severe than seems warranted by the text: one 

figure in the group covers his ears, another wrings his 

hands, still another shows us his palms in a "stop" gesture. 

In the foreground, two figures kneel and seem to pray, while 

another tears pages from a book. 

The types of figures Andrea da Firenze shows us suggest 
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Aquinas' definition of heresy as stated in his summa 

Theologica: 

Accordingly there are two ways in which a man may 
deviate from the rectitude of the Christian faith. 
First, because he is unwilling to assent to Christ; and 
such a man has an evil will, so to say, in respect of 
the very end. This belongs to the species of unbelief 
in pagans and Jews. Secondly, because, though he · 
intends to assent to Christ, yet he fails in his choice 
of those things wherein he assents to Christ, because 
he chooses, not what Christ really taught, but the 
suggestions of his own mind. 

Therefore heresy is a species of unbelief, 
belonging to those who profess the Christian faith, but 
corrupt its dogmas. (73) 

When Aquinas writes that someone is unwilling to assent 

to Christ, he means that one refuses to allow his mind to 

accept Catholic doctrinal statements about Christ as truth. 

Such a man, writes Aquinas, "has an evil will" because his 

will does not pursue the ultimate good. In respect to the 

ultimate end, Aquinas means that a will is evil when it 

apprehends Catholic doctrinal statements about Christ as 

neither good nor true. To dismiss Catholic doctrines about 

Christ as neither good nor true is to disbelieve, a "species 

of unbelief," which, he adds, belongs to "pagans and Jews." 

Also, one may deviate from the Christian faith by choosing 

to believe "the suggestions of his own mind," rather than 

what Christ taught. According to Aquinas, a heretic is one 

who professes the Christian faith but who misinterprets or 

corrupts its dogmas. 

In the frescoed audience that Aquinas addresses, Andrea 

da Firenze includes stereotypical images of pagans and Jews 

(fig. 10). Kneeling at Aquinas' side are two figures. 
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The first, nearest the viewer, wears a plain cap, a · 

yarmulke, symbolic of Judaism; this figure also has a gaunt 

face and a large nose, other visual references supposed to 

represent his race and religion. Next to the Jewish fig~re, 

kneels a figure wearing a turban, symbolic of pagan Islam. 

Andrea da Firenze refers to Aquinas' definition of heresy by 

representing the archetypical unbelievers, Pagans and Jews, 

among the heretics whom Aquinas confronts on the east wall. 

One of the figures among the heretics faces the viewer 

frontally as he tears pages from an open book (fig. 10, 

right foreground). Frontal depictions of figures were 

sometimes painted for emphasis. Andrea da Firenze may have 

created the frontal image of the book-tearing figure to 

emphasize a response to Aquinas' teaching. Apparently, the 

figure responds to Aquinas' teaching by tearing pages from a 

book. If the identity of the book were known, one could 

determine to which of Aquinas' doctrines the figure 

responds. However, the book which the figure rends has no 

distinguishable words on its pages, making an identification 

of the book impossible. Consequently, several possibilities 

exist as to the identity of the book and as to the doctrine 

to which the figure reacts. 

If the artist intended to emphasize that which Aquinas' 

teaching opposed, the figure may be tearing pages from the 

Bible. Aquinas opposed teachings which were contrary to the 

doctrines of the Bible. Therefore, the figure may represent 

those teachings which contradicted the Bible. The figure 
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may rend pages from the Bible. However, by associating the 

book being torn with the book which Aquinas holds, Summa 

Contra Gentiles, one may infer that the book in question is 

of Muslim origin, perhaps the Koran. If the book is the 

Koran, by illustrating a figure destroying it, the artist 

intended the book destroyer to be interpreted as a Musl'im 

who successfully converted from the doctrines of the Koran, 

Islam. 

In Summa Contra Gentiles I, c.2, Aquinas presents the 

methods by which one should argue against unbelievers or 

heretics. 

Thus, against the Jews we are able to argue by means of 
the Old Testament, while against heretics we are able 
to argue by means of the New Testament. But the 
Mohammedans and the pagans accept neither the one nor 
the other. We must, therefore, have recourse to the 
natural reason, to which all men are forced to give 
their assent. (74) 

Aquinas recognizes four types of people with whom 

believers may argue: Jews, heretics, Muslims (Mohammedans) 

and pagans. He urges arguments from three different bases. 

When attempting to convert Jews to Christianity, Aquinas 

recommends arguments based on the Old Testament. Heretics, 

writes Aquinas, may be persuaded by means of the New 

Testament. Against Muslims (Mohammedans) and pagans, who 

disbelieve the Old and New Testaments, Aquinas urges the use 

of natural reason. 

The term "natural reason" refers to the power of the 

intellect in deducing an unknown truth from known truths 

without recourse to divine revelation; also it refers to the 
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body of knowledge acquired by the process just described. 

Aquinas defines man as the rational animal: it is the 

nature of man to reason; according to Aquinas, therefore, 

all men reason. Consequently, all men must at least assent 

to truths conclusively demonstrated by natural reason. 

Aquinas wrote summa Contra Gentiles primarily to refute 

unbelieving Muslims and pagans through natural reason. 75 

Andrea da Firenze may have intended the book-rending figure 

to illustrate a Muslim caught in the act of renouncing his 

former religion in order to convert to Christianity. By 

extension, the figure who tears the book may represent all 

Muslims who were persuaded to assent to the truths of the 

Catholic faith by Aquinas' arguments in Summa Contra 

Gentiles, which employ truths of natural reason. 

Historical evidence suggests a relationship between 

Summa Contra Gentiles and Muslim philosophy. In the mid

thirteenth century, the time during which Aquinas completed 

Summa Contra Gentiles, the Catholic Church was endeavoring 

to cast off the Muslim ideas it had acquired since the 

twelfth century and which were transmitted through Muslim 

translations of Aristotle's works. When the universities of 

the twelfth and thirteenth centuries taught Aristotelian 

ideas, they inadvertently instilled Muslim interpretations 

of Aristotle's philosophy. The most notable translator of 

Aristotle, Abul Walid Muhammad ibn Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn 

Rushd, Averroes (1126-1198), became the most widely read and 

respected translator and interpreter of Aristotle in the 
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Christian world. So greatly was Averroes revered in the 

Latin West that he was named "the Commentator" for his well-

known commentary of Aristotle's De Anima. 

Although many of Averroes• interpretations of Aristotle 

were accepted by the Church, some were not. Contained in 

Averroes• commentary on Aristotle's De Anima is the "unity 

of the intellect" concept, in which the Commentator 

describes the agent intellect, or "thinking power," as 

immaterial, universal, and common to all men. Averroes• 

claim that the intellect was universal and common to all men 

implied that the soul was also universal and common to all. 

If the soul was universal and common to all, then there 

would be no individual soul and no individual immortality. 

In contrast, the Church accepted the doctrine that the 

intellect was part of the individual soul. According to the 

doctrine of the Church, each person has an individual, 

immortal soul. Clearly, the notion of a shared soul was 

antithetical to the Church's teaching. 76 

When Averroes• controversial ideas spread and became 

accepted by some Christian scholars, the resultant 

combination of Christian and Averroist philosophies became 

known as Latin Averroism. Specifically, Latin Averroists 

were Christian thinkers who believed in Averroes• account of 

the unity of the intellect, a Muslim idea. However, the 

belief in one universal and common intellect was 

incompatible with their professed religion. In order to 

justify both Christian belief and Averroes• ideas, Latin 
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Averroists advocated a separation of philosophic truth from 

religion's truth, or revelation. 77 The belief in two 

separate truths, philosophic and religious, was known as the 

"double truth" doctrine. 

By the time the Spanish Chapel was receiving its fresco 

decoration, Latin Averroism had spread into Italy. Padua 

had become a center of Latin Averroism. In Florence, 

Petrarch observed that scholars revered Averroes more than 

Saint Peter. 78 Although the popularity of Latin Averroism 

was growing, anti-Averroist sentiment was increasing as 

well. The opponents of Latin Averroism regarded Averroes as 

the personification of unbelief. 79 According to A. s. 

Turberville, it was a popular belief that Averroes named 

"three imposters:" Moses, who represented Judaism; Christ, 

who represented Christianity; and Mohammed, who represented 

Islam. 80 

Considering the fact that Aquinas holds his Summa 

Contra Gentiles, which was written to refute Muslim ideas 

such as the unity of the intellect which Averroes put 

foreword in his commentary on Aristotle's De Anima, the book 

being torn by the figure in the right corner may be 

Averroes' commentary on De Anima (fig. 10). The Dominicans 

were probably familiar with the commentary on De Anima by 

Averroes. In his Summa Contra Gentiles, Aquinas both 

refutes Averroes' ideas and presents an interpretation of 

Aristotle's De Anima which the Church accepted. 81 

To fourteenth-century Dominicans, the depiction of 
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Aquinas on the east wall of the Spanish Chapel taught the 

value of Aquinas' Summa Contra Gentiles in persuading 

Muslims and Jews to accept the Catholic faith and in 

refuting Averroist heresies. Non-believers might be 

convinced of the truth of catholic doctrine through natu~al 

reason, or philosophy. Averroist ideas which constituted 

catholic doctrinal errors might be corrected through 

Aquinas' interpretation of Aristotle. Aquinas acknowledged 

a type of heretic who believed "the suggestions of his own 

mind" rather than what Christ actually taught. 82 Heretics 

falling into this category can, according to Aquinas, be 

corrected by theological arguments based on the New 

Testament. 

It has been shown above that in Summa Contra Gentiles 

Aquinas advocated different types of argument in persuading 

unbelievers or heretics to accept catholic doctrine: 

philosophical and theological argument. In order that the 

Dominican friars could address either of the two types of 

heretic Aquinas discussed, Dominican friars probably learned 

both philosophy or natural reason, and theology at Dominican 

schools such as Santa Maria Novella. The Dominican Order 

was also called the Order of Friars Preachers. Dominican 

preachers directed their sermons primarily against the 

unbelievers and heretics. Therefore, Aquinas' directions 

for arguments with types of unbelievers and heretics 

contained in summa Contra Gentiles was useful to Dominican 

preachers. The east wall illustrated to the Florentine 
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Dominicans that Aquinas' Summa Contra Gentiles was an 

important text for aspiring Dominican preachers to study for 

its instruction on persuading unbelievers and heretics to 

accept Catholic doctrine. 

The west wall of the Spanish Chapel vividly illustrates 

that the disciplines of natural reason and of theology were 

important for the Dominicans at Santa Maria Novella. The 

subject of the west wall is discussed in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 4 

REFERENCES TO AQUINAS ON THE WEST WALL 

The previous chapter began a discussion of direct 

references to st. Thomas Aquinas, specifically those found 

on the east wall of the Spanish Chapel. The present chapter 

discusses the direct references to Aquinas found on the west 

wall. Aquinas dominates the west wall to such an extent 

that all the other figures should be considered in relation 

to him. In this chapter, the figures of the west wall will 

be explained, and their relation to Aquinas will be 

discussed. Before a discussion of the figures and their 

relationships to Aquinas begins, however, it seems 

appropriate to examine the concept which may have inspired 

the design of the west wall fresco. 

In the fourteenth century, an attitude of Aristotelian 

rationalism, advanced by Averroes' interpretations of 

Aristotle's works, seriously threatened to undermine the 

validity of faith which the Catholic Church deemed 

essential. The Church could neither completely condemn 

reason for Aristotle's sake, nor completely accept reason 

alone. Aquinas stood in the gap between total reliance on 

reason and absolute, unreasoning faith. This reconciliatory 



position for which Aquinas is still known is expressed in 

Aquinas own words in summa Theologica: 

It was necessary for man's salvation that there should 
be a knowledge revealed by God, besides philosophical 
science built up by human reason. Firstly, indeed, 
because man is directed to God, as to an end that 
surpasses the grasp of his reason: 'The eye hath not 
seen, 0 God, besides Thee, what things Thou hast · 
prepared for them that wait for thee!' (Isa. lxvi.4). 
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• • • Hence it was necessary for the salvation of man 
that certain truths which exceed human reason should be 
made known to him by divine revelation. . • • It was 
therefore necessary that, besides philosophical science 
built up by reason there should be a sacred science 
learned through revelation. (83) 

According to Aquinas, man's salvation is partly dependent on 

reason and the knowledge revealed by God. By exercising his 

reason, man begins to approach God; in this respect, man 

directs himself toward God. However, human reason is not 

sufficient to understand God; in this respect, God is the 

end that exceeds the grasp of man's reason. Therefore, God 

reveals those truths to man which man is incapable of coming 

to know by human reason. Aquinas concludes that both human 

reason, or philosophy, and sacred science acquired by divine 

revelation are necessary for the salvation of man's soul. 

The west wall of the Spanish Chapel illustrates the 

role of Aquinas, reconciling human reason with sacred 

science (fig. 5). Enthroned above allegorical figures 

representing the pursuits of sacred science and the liberal 

arts, Aquinas holds a book open to words from the Book of 

Wisdom (fig. 14): 

Optavi. et datus est mihi sensus: et invocavi. et yenit 
in ~ Spiritus sapientiae. ~ preposui illam regnis et 
sedibus. (84) 
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The verses of the Book of Wisdom discuss two different ways 

of gaining two different, but related, things. Prayer 

resulted in the gift of understanding: "I prayed and 

understanding was given me ... as Entreaty brought the spi.rit 

of Wisdom: "· •• I entreated, and the spirit of Wisdom.came 

to me.n 86 Of the two, understanding and wisdom, wisdom is 

the better; "I esteemed her (the spirit of Wisdom) more.than 

scepters and thrones; compared with her, I held riches as 

nothing.n 87 Understanding is simply given as a gift, a 

thing; whereas, the spirit of Wisdom comes by special 

invitation, entreaty, such as one might coax a person to 

some act. 

In another portion of the scriptures St. Paul writes 

that wisdom and knowledge come from a single source. 

And there are diversities of operations, but it is the 
same God which worketh in all. But the manifestation of 
the Spirit is given to everyman to profit withal. For 
to one is given by the Spirit the word of wisdom; to 
another the word of knowledge by the same Spirit; 
• • • . ( 88) 

Saint Paul writes that both the word of wisdom and the word 

of knowledge come from the same Spirit, who is given to all. 

In the vaulting above the west wall, the Descent of the 

Holy Spirit is depicted according to the account given in 

the second chapter of Acts (fig. 6). Borsook alleges a 

thematic relationship between the subject of the west wall 

and that of the west vaulting. According to Borsook, the 

Holy Spirit "assumes the form" of God-given wisdom in the 

Descent of the Holy Spirit scene. 89 If the fresco designer 

intended to communicate a relationship between the Holy 
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Spirit and wisdom, the Spirit of wisdom named on the pages 

of Aquinas' book which he holds on the west wall may be the 

Holy Spirit who descends in the west vaulting. Aquinas• 

words contained in Summa Theologica explain the relation~hip 

of wisdom to the Holy Spirit: 

••• it belongs to wisdom to consider the highest'cause. 
By means of that cause we are able to form a most 
certain judgment about other causes and according 
thereto all things should be set in order. Now the 
highest cause may be understood in two ways, either 
simply or in some particular genus. • •• he who knows 
the highest cause that is simply the highest, which is 
God, is said to be wise simply, because he is able to 
judge and set in order all things according to Divine 
rules. 

Now man obtains this judgment through the Holy 
Ghost, according to I cor. ii.15: 'The spiritual man 
judgeth all things, yea the deep things of God.' 
Wherefore it is evident that wisdom is a gift of the 
Holy Ghost. (90) 

Aquinas states that wisdom is a gift from the Holy Spirit. 

Regarding wisdom itself, Aquinas writes that by means 

of the highest cause, God, one is able to "form a most 

certain judgment about other causes," and set all things in 

order according to the certain judgment which comes from 

God. 91 According to Aquinas, then, the judgment formed by 

God orders the role and importance of the disciplines of 

Sacred Science and of the Liberal Arts, which are "other 

causes." 

on the lower left of the fresco are seven enthroned 

figures who represent the seven disciplines of Sacred 

Science (fig. 5). Located on the extreme left of these 

figures and holding a sword is the figure who has been 

identified as Civil Law (fig. 5, bottom, first on left). 92 
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In his Summa Theoloqica, Aquinas discusses law at some 

length; those parts which pertain to Civil Law are contained 

in the discussions of Human Law. 93 Article four of question 

ninety-five in the first part of the second part of Summa 

Theologica contains qualifications for Human Law. 

Now, in the notion of human law, many things are 
contained, in respect of any of which human law can be 
divided properly and of itself. For in the first place 
it belongs to the notion of human law, to be derived' 
from the law of nature, • • • • In this respect 
positive law is divided into the law of nations and 
civil law, according to the two ways in which something 
may be derived from the law of nature, as stated above. 
(94) 

Aquinas describes Human Law as a species of Natural Law. 95 

Human Law is a broad category in which there are 

subcategories of which Civil Law is one. In her right hand, 

civil Law holds a sword which serves as a reminder of the 

force of Civil Law which scripture mentions: 

For rulers are not a terror to good works, but to the 
evil. Wilt thou then not be afraid of the power? Do 
that which is good, and thou shalt have praise of the 
same: For he is the minister of God to thee for good. 
But if thou do that which is evil, be afraid; for he 
beareth not the sword in vain: for he is the minister 
of God, a revenger to execute wrath upon him that doeth 
evil. (96) 

The Apostle Paul writes that civil authorities do not 

discourage good works; rather they discourage evil works by 

fear. Therefore, the only reason to fear the enforcers of 

civil law should be when one has done some evil act. Paul 

endorses the punishment inflicted by civil authority, even 

the punishment of the sword. 

At the feet of the allegorical figure of Civil Law in 

the fresco sits a human example of civil law, Justinian. 97 
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Aquinas refers to Justinian, calling him "the jurist," in 

the discussion of human law contained in Summa Theologica I

II, 95, 3. 98 Justinian is and was known for his code which 

became the law of the Roman Empire in the sixth century .A. D .• 

Canon Law is represented by the figure seated to th~ 

left of Civil Law (fig. 5, bottom, second on left). canon 

Law may signify the rules established in the Decretum 

Gratiani, or perhaps the rules established by the Dominican 

order. 99 The figure holds a model of a church on her left 

knee, and a pope sits at her feet. 100 The presence of the 

church and the pope suggest the meaning of Canon Law here as 

it regards the whole Church; in the fresco, Canon Law seems 

to signify the rules established in the Decretum Gratiani. 

Two names have been suggested for the figure seated to 

the left of Canon Law (fig. 5, bottom, third on left). 

Brown identifies the figure as New Law; Offner-steinweg 

claim that the figure symbolizes Priscia Theologia. 101 

"Priscia Theologia" means "the Former Theology." Aquinas 

identified the Law of the Gospel as the New Law in Summa 

Theologica: "In proper sequence we have to consider now the 

Law of the Gospel which is called the New Law ••• 11102 The 

figure holds a glass sphere in which the image of Christ 

teaching in a rocky location can be seen. It seems logical 

to conclude that the figure represents the Law of the Gospel 

(New Law) from the fact that Christ is depicted teaching 

within the sphere which the figure holds; by definition, the 

gospel is "good news," or "the announcement of the salvation 
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of mankind by Jesus Christ," or "the teachings of Jesus and 

the apostles."103 Probably, the figure should be named New 

Law. According to Aquinas, the New Law should be regarded 

as it relates to the Holy Ghost: 

Each thing appears to be that which preponderates in 
it, as the Philosopher states (Ethic. ix. 8). Now tnat 
which is preponderant in the law of the New Testament, 
and whereon all its efficacy is based, is the grace of 
the Holy Ghost, which is given through faith in Christ. 
Consequently the New Law is chiefly the grace itself·of 
the Holy Ghost, which is given to those who believe in 
Christ. (104) 

The grace of the Holy Ghost is the preponderant power 

operating in the New Testament, which is the written record 

of the gospel, the New Law. 

At the feet of New Law sits a figure who has been 

identified as either Plato or Peter Lombard (fig. 5, 

bottom, third on left). 105 In Aquinas• discussion of New 

Law in Summa Theologica, Plato is not mentioned, but there 

are two references to Peter Lombard. Peter Lombard (1100-

1160) was a Doctor of the Church. Many thirteenth-century 

theologians, including Aquinas, wrote commentaries on Peter 

Lombard's most famous work, the Books Q1 Sentences. 

The first reference to Peter Lombard is in regard to 

how the New Law differs from the Old Law, the Ten 

Commandments. 106 The second reference to Peter Lombard is a 

passage from Lombard's Books of Sentences which Aquinas 

quotes in Summa Theoloqica I-II, 108, 1, rep. obj. 3. 

• • • external acts are understood as referable to the 
hand, just as interior acts belong to the mind. But 
this is assigned as the difference between the New and 
Old Laws that the 'Old Law restrains the hand, whereas 
the New Law curbs the will.' Therefore the New Law 
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should not contain prohibitions and commands about 
exterior deeds, but only about interior acts. (107) 

From Aquinas' quotation from Peter Lombard's Sentences one 

can deduce a link to Christ's Sermon on the Mount. As 

recorded in the Gospel of Matthew, Christ's Sermon on the 

Mount contains "prohibitions and commands" about deeds. 198 
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Aquinas explains how the New Law, which curbs the will, also 

rightly restrains outward acts. 

The New Law, by restraining the mind from inordinate 
movements, must needs also restrain the hand from 
inordinate acts, which ensue from inward movements. 
(109) 

These references to Peter Lombard and to the Sermon on the 

Mount may be expressed in the fresco by the figure of Peter 

Lombard and by the inclusion of what seems to be Christ 

teaching the Sermon on the Mount, illustrated in a spherical 

miniature held by the figure tentatively identified as New 

Law. 

The identities of the three allegorical figures seated 

immediately left of New Law pose problems (fig. 5, bottom, 

fourth, fifth and sixth on left). Research by Richard 

Offner and Klara Steinweg has not yielded probable names for 

any of the three allegorical figures. 110 However, another 

author, Brown, proposes the names Theology of Faith, 

Theology of Reason, and Theology of Revelation for the 

figures. 111 

Although Aquinas discusses theology, faith, and 

revelation in Summa Theologica, Aquinas directly associates 

only theology and revelation. Aquinas identifies theology 



53 

as the science of sacred doctrine acquired by divine 

revelation in Summa Theologica I, 1. 112 Faith and reason are 

other ways of discerning the First Truth, which is God; 

however, Aquinas discusses them quite separately from t~e 

science of sacred doctrine, theology. 113 Consequently, no 

absolute identification of the three allegorical figures 

seems possible at the present time based on Aquinas' 

writings. 

Although the identities of the allegorical figures left 

of New Law apparently cannot be determined, Offner-Steinweg 

and Brown offer names for the historical figures who sit at 

the feet of the unnamed allegorical figures. Offner-

Steinweg propose the first to be St. Jerome. 114 The figure 

wears the wide brimmed hat of a cardinal, and strokes his 

chin (fig. 5, bottom, fourth on left). Saint Jerome was a 

priest and a doctor of the Church. Aquinas quotes from 

several of St. Jerome's writings in Summa Theologica. 115 

His right arm raised, Dionysus the Areopagite sits next 

to Saint Jerome (fig. 5, bottom, fifth on left). Dionysus 

was believed to have received the teachings of Saint Paul at 

Athens; he was revered for his writings which were 

supposedly influenced directly by Paul and other living 

apostles. 116 Aquinas quotes from Dionysus' writings in 

Summa Theologica.117 

Bearded John Damascene sits to the left of Dionysus 

(fig. 5, sixth on left). John Damascene was a priest and a 

doctor of the Church to whom Aquinas also referred, and 
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quoted in summa Theologica. 118 

The last of the allegorical figures who represent 

theological study sits to the left of the three unidentified 

figures, holding a bow in its left hand (fig. 5, bottom, 

seventh on left). Scholars agree that this figure is 

Polemic Theology. 119 Polemic Theology is concerned with 

disputing or arguing questions about theology. Aquinas 

commented about the value of disputations about the Faith in 

Summa Theologica: " it is praiseworthy to dispute 

about the faith in order to confute errors, or for 

practice.n120 

The model polemic theologian depicted in the Spanish 

Chapel seated under the corresponding allegorical figure is 

st. Augustine. 121 St. Augustine wrote numerous treatises 

which contain his arguments against the heresies of his 

time. The fame of his argumentative treatises earned him 

the title Polemic Theologian. 

In summary, there are seven allegorical figures who 

represent seven types of theological study; corresponding to 

the seven allegorical figures are seven human exemplars of 

each type of study. These fourteen figures who occupy the 

left half of the west wall are balanced by fourteen similar 

figures on the right half of the wall who represent the 

areas of study which comprise the Liberal Arts. As in the 

left half of the west wall, there are allegorical and human

example figures which represent each of the seven 

disciplines of the Liberal Arts. 
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The concept of the seven Liberal Arts was developed in 

order to organize knowledge into disciplines. Its 

developers, Latin Encyclopedists such as Chalcidius (3rd or 

4th cent.), Priscian (6th cent.), and Donatus (4th cent.), 

wrote handbooks in which bodies of knowledge which were 

similar to each other were grouped into categories. 122 : The 

most influential of the Latin Encyclopedists in the 

development of the Liberal Arts was Martianus Minneius Felix 

Capella (fl. 410-439). Based on Varro's Nine Books of 

Disciplines (116-27 B.C.), Capella's book, The Marriage of 

Philology and Mercury, presented for the first time the seven 

Liberal Arts as we understand them today. Learning or 

Philology was wed to Eloquence or Mercury. Philology 

consisted of the type of knowledge known as the quadrivium: 

arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music. Eloquence 

consisted in the arts of the trivium: grammar, rhetoric, 

and dialectic. 123 

In The Marriage of Philology and Mercury, the seven 

Liberal Arts are personified as maidens attendant to either 

Philology or Mercury. Andrea da Firenze, painter of the 

Spanish Chapel, portrayed the seven Liberal Arts as maidens, 

following the tradition established by Martianus Capella. 

The only other known artistic representation of the seven 

Liberal Arts in the late fourteenth century was that of the 

archivolts in the west portal of Chartres Cathedral (1145-

1155). Nearly two hundred years separate the completion of 

the west portal of Chartres Cathedral from the decoration of 
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the Spanish Chapel. 

Aquinas wrote nothing specific about the Liberal Arts 

in his Summa Theologica; however, in the fresco, the Liberal 

Arts have a relation to Aquinas. A typical medieval friar 

probably studied the Liberal Arts before learning the 

doctrines of the summa.l24 It also seems that the fresco 

designer sought to remind the Dominican friars at Santa 

Maria Novella that the effective Dominican preacher should 

have secular as well as religious knowledge. The studies of 

the quadrivium dealt with particular observable, measurable 

things which in turn pointed to the design in the Divine 

Mind. The trivium equipped the Dominican preacher with the 

vocabulary and the eloquence to discuss how the observable 

universe reflected God's design. Now, we must turn our 

attention to the figures in particular. 

Nearest the center of the lower part of the west wall, 

the allegorical figure Arithmetic sits, her right arm raised 

and her left arm holds a tablet. (fig. 5, bottom, eighth 

from left). Arithmetic included the study of number, ratio, 

and proportion in the late Middle Ages. The study of number 

included the principle of unity by which it is possible to 

count, or number individuals. After the principles of 

number were established, the study of ratio and proportion 

followed logically. Ratio dealt with the relation of two 

numbers, and proportion dealt with the relations among three 

numbers. 

To the medieval scholastics such as those at Santa 



57 

Maria Novella, God's ordered plan for the universe could be 

made more understandable by grasping the principles of ratio 

and proportion. 125 The manner in which ratio and proportion 

were applied to comprehending God's plan in the universe is 

Platonic. The physical universe bears a resemblance to the 

ideal form of itself which exists simultaneously in God's 

mind. Because God devises perfectly, the model of the 

universe in His mind is arrayed in perfect, mathematical 

proportions. 126 Therefore, the scholar who comprehends the 

working of arithmetic comprehends in part the workings of 

God's mind. 

Among those who advocated the study of arithmetic for 

theological purposes was Thierry of Chartres (d. ca. 1150). 

He extended mathematical studies into the realm of 

theological inquiry. Arithmetic served as his outline to 

the workings of God in Creation. Thierry's influence at 

Chartres outlasted Thierry. After Thierry, arithmetic was 

considered the intellectual link between God and the 

universe; therefore, to understand arithmetic was to begin 

to unlock the universe's mysteries. 127 One student who 

studied at Paris, absorbing the influence of Thierry, was 

Jacopo Passavanti, prior of Santa Maria Novella and friend 

of the Spanish Chapel's founder. It does not seem unlikely 

that Thierry's ideas could have spread to the Spanish Chapel 

through Passavanti, who probably helped design the 

frescoes. 128 

At the feet of Arithmetic sits the figure of 
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Pythagoras, the example of a mathematical scholar (fig. 5, 

bottom, eighth from left). Throughout the Middle Ages and 

the Renaissance, scholars learned the Pythagorean approach 

to arithmetic. 129 The followers of Pythagoras were the 

first to show relationships between the four studies of the 

quadrivium. The Pythagoreans stressed two areas of the 

quadrivium above the others: arithmetic and geometry. 

Geometry sits to the left of Arithmetic (fig. 5, 

bottom, ninth from left). Under her left arm, she holds a 

T-square, which was an important and recognizable tool of 

builders and masons, the principal practitioners of the 

science of Geometry. Medieval scholarship divided geometry 

into two areas of study: theoretical geometry, which 

considered spaces and distances by speculation, and 

practical geometry, which employed instruments to make 

measurements, and to make judgments using proportion. 130 In 

the fourteenth century, the analytical methods employed in 

theoretical geometry were borrowed and adapted to solve 

problems in natural philosophy and theology. 131 

The exemplar of geometrical scholarship depicted at the 

feet of Geometry is Euclid. In the Middle Ages and the 

early Renaissance, Euclid's Elements was a principal 

geometrical text. 132 The painter portrays Euclid holding a 

book, glancing at the viewer with a three-quarter turn of 

his head. 

Her right arm raised, Astronomy sits to the left of 

Geometry (fig. 5, bottom, tenth from left). At the time of 
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the decoration of the Spanish Chapel, astronomy entailed 

description of the heavens rather than analysis of the 

sky. 133 By studying astronomy, the scholar might see the 

mathematical operations of God played out in the heavens. 

In the Middle Ages, Almagest by ptolemy was an important 

text for the study of astronomy. Therefore, ptolemy is the 

example of an astronomer-scholar. He is shown looking 

heavenward in the fresco (fig. 5, bottom, tenth from left). 

Music is the fourth member of the quadrivium 

illustrated in the fresco. The figure holds a portative 

organ on her left knee while playing it with her right hand 

(fig. 5, bottom, eleventh from left). The portative organ 

was a portable organ usually carried in the left hand which 

operated a small bellows while the right hand played the 

melody. According to the Harvard Brief Dictionary of Music, 

the portative organ was especially popular in Italy. 134 

Part of the notion of the role of music in the quadrivium 

comes from Boethius• De institutione musica. Boethius 

claims that music is related to speculation about truth and 

morality. 135 It has been mentioned that the principles of 

number, ratio and proportion were believed to reflect the 

order which God imposes upon the universe. In the Book of 

Wisdom 11:21 is found an important source for the medieval 

aesthetic of music: "You, however, ordered all things by 

measure, number, and weight." Music was considered to be 

the science of number expressed in sounds. One approved of 

concordant music, music that is well ordered, because one 



associates musical concord with self-concord, and the 

concord of God.136 

Tubal Cain, the smith mentioned in Genesis 4:22, and 

said by Pythagoras to have Discovered musical pitches by 

striking metal bars of differing lengths, sits at the feet 

of Music as the exemplar of musical pursuit. His head ~is 

tilted as though he were listening to the pitch sounding 

60 

from the anvil he prepares to strike again (fig. 5, bottom, 

eleventh from left). 

Next to Music sits Dialectic, a member of the 

disciplines in the trivium. The disciplines of the trivium 

are grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic. In the fourteenth 

century, the trivium was concerned with enabling one to make 

order of experience, and with the meaningful expression of 

that order. 137 Experience related to general knowledge. By 

its concern for general experience, the trivium differed 

from the quadrivium, which was concerned with particular 

knowledge, concepts and methods. 

Because the trivium deals with verbal disciplines, the 

most basic ability in language, the mastery of words, is the 

foundation of all subsequent study in the trivium. Grammar 

was the discipline which focused on the mastery of words. 

In the Spanish Chapel, Grammar is depicted on the far right 

at the springing of the vaulting where the north and west 

walls meet (fig. 5, bottom, fourteenth from left). Two 

types of grammar existed through the Middle Ages and early 

Renaissance: pedagogical grammar and scholarly grammar. 

:I 

I i 
I 
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Scholarly grammar developed in the late twelfth century, and 

dealt with an abstract understanding of the language. 

Pedagogical grammar was concerned with literature and 

rhetoric. 138 

Training in grammar began at age fourteen and continued 

throughout one's formal education. It was believed that 

grammar disciplined both mind and sou1. 139 The well-trained 

student in grammar could speak and read with mental and 

spiritual discernment. Consequently, the study of grammar 

led to the careful reading of Scripture. Throughout the 

Middle Ages and the Renaissance, De partibus orationes ars 

minor and Ars gramatica by Aelius Donatus (4th century) 

were the most widely used grammar texts. 14° For this reason, 

Donatus is pictured at Grammar's feet. 

Grammar was the first step in medieval education. 

Rhetoric follows after grammar. Seated to the right of 

Grammar in the Spanish Chapel is Rhetoric (fig. 5, bottom, 

thirteenth from left). In rhetoric as in grammar, the 

principal part was the word. The goal of rhetorical study 

was to enable correct and precise verbal expression. 

Traditionally, rhetorical study included arrangement, 

delivery, invention, style, and memory. 141 The most 

important source texts for rhetoric were De inventione and 

De oratione, both by Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43 BC). 

Cicero sits at Rhetoric's feet. 

Boethius• treatise De topicis differentiis defined a 

relationship between rhetoric and dialectic. According to 
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Boethius, rhetoric deals with hypothesis connected to 

circumstances whereas dialectic deals with general questions 

unrelated to circumstances. 142 Dialectic is the third 

member of the trivium. In the Spanish Chapel, Dialectic 

sits between Rhetoric and Music (fig. 5, bottom, twelfth 

from left). During the late Middle Ages and early 

Renaissance, dialectic came to mean a specialized branch of 

logic that deals with readily believable arguments designed 

to persuade an opponent. 143 Although Boethius contributed 

much to the study of dialectic, Aristotle's On Sophistical 

Refutations, Topics, Prior Analytics, and Posterior 

Analytics served as the main texts on dialectic. 144 

Therefore, Aristotle is the exemplar of a dialectician in 

the Spanish Chapel. 

The presence of figures representing both religious and 

secular knowledge is indicative of the nature of the 

Dominican order, and of the role of the Florentine 

Dominicans operating from Santa Maria Novella in the late 

fourteenth century. Just as sacred and secular disciplines 

are illustrated in the fresco, sacred and secular concerns 

can be found which may have inspired the fresco of the west 

wall. These concerns are political and religious. Since 

the late thirteenth century, the Catholic Church had allied 

itself with the Florentine upper-middle class. 145 The 

upper-middle class consisted primarily of merchants and 

bankers. Because of their political friendship with the 

Church, the businesses of the Florentine merchants were 
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granted access to Church-controlled territories. Florentine 

bankers became the bankers to the pope. By virtue of the 

growing wealth in the upper-middle class their political 

influence in Florence grew also. 

Seeking the wealthy and powerful citizens of the upper-

middle class as friends, the Florentine Dominicans preached 

sermons containing the ideas of "social dominance" through 

structure and organization which are scholastic 

principles. 146 The principles of order and control had 

social value to the upper-middle class: the principles of 

control and order could be applied to city government. 147 

The fresco of the west wall, with its registers of figures, 

reflects a general principle of order which the middle class 

accepted as Dominicans taught it. 

Although the middle class found social value in 

Dominican principles of order and control, the Dominican 

order did not aim its teaching at the middle class only. 

The primary purpose of a Dominican was and is "to be useful 

to the souls of others. 11148 A Dominican could be useful to 

another's soul in many ways; however, the principal activity 

of Dominicans was preaching. The Dominican order is known 

as the Order of Friars Preachers. Preaching was the 

Dominican response to an apparent external need. 149 Before 

a friar could be recognized by the order as a preacher, he 

must have passed certain requirements as stated in The 

Second Distinction, an early Dominican constitution: 

They are all to be examined individually by suitable 
people appointed by the Chapter to deal with this and 
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other questions ar1s1ng at the Chapter, and the • 
bretheren with whom they have been living are to be 
questioned carefully about what grace of preaching they 
have from God, and about their study and religious life 
and the eagerness of their charity, and about their 
commitment and purpose. After such bretheren have been 
given their evidence on these points, they are to make 
whatever decision seems most useful, on the advice ahd 
with the consent of the major superior; that is to say, 
they must decide whether these candidates ought to · 
remain longer in study, or whether they should practice 
preaching under the supervision of bretheren who have 
had more practice at it, or whether they are ready to 
exercise the office of preacher usefully by 
themselves. (150) 

The question of study and religious life arises in the 

examination for a prospective Dominican preacher. Study is 

considered separately from religious life. Fourteenth 

century Dominicans followed the teaching of Aquinas with 

regard to study as stated in Summa Theologica I, 1; natural 

knowledge or philosophy should be combined with revelation. 

The two types of knowledge were complementary to each 

other. 151 Therefore, the Dominican preacher should have a 

command of the Liberal Arts as well as the Sacred Sciences. 

Because both sacred sciences and liberal arts were necessary 

in the training and practice of a Dominican preacher, both 

areas of study are represented on the west wall of the 

Spanish Chapel (fig. 5). It is also significant that 

neither the Sacred Sciences nor the Liberal Arts side of the 

fresco commands more visual attention. Neither area is 

represented to signify a superior position. The two are 

equal and complementary. 

In the fresco, the Church is represented by the Sacred 

Sciences and the secular world is represented by the Liberal 
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Arts. A Dominican who advocated the equally weighted 

study of philosophy and sacred science was st. Thomas 

Aquinas, who is depicted in the center of the west wall. 

Flanking enthroned st. Thomas Aquinas on the west wall 

are ten biblical figures: the four evangelists, St. Pau~, 

Moses, Isaiah, David, Solomon and Job (fig. 5, middle)'. 

Knowing the identities of the ten figures, one must deduce 

their significance to the design of the west wall. Because 

Aquinas is the central figure of the wall, it stands to 

reason that the biblical figures have a relationship to 

Aquinas' doctrine. It has been explained that Aquinas is 

depicted holding the Book of Wisdom open at Chapter Seven 

Verses seven and eight, which discuss how one acquires the 

Spirit of Wisdom. 152 Therefore, considering the implied 

concern for wisdom, one may regard the ten figures to 

represent those who have received the Spirit of Wisdom in 

the manner described in Wisdom 7:7-8. 

Nearest Aquinas are the four evangelists: st. Matthew, 

to Aquinas• immediate left; st. Luke next to St. Matthew; 

st. John, to Aquinas• immediate right; and st. Mark, next to 

John. The Gospels attributed to the four evangelists 

describe the life of Jesus. According to scripture, the 

spirit of wisdom rested upon Jesus: 

And there shall come forth a rod out of the stem of 
Jesse, and a Branch shall grow out of his roots: And 
the spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him, the spirit 
of wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and 
might, the spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the 
Lord; . • • • (153) 

The four evangelists were disciples of Jesus, and believed 
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that he was the Messiah, the Branch whom the prophet Isaiah 

described. Both st. Matthew and St. Luke make clear in the 

gospels bearing their names the lineage of Jesus, linking 

Jesus to Jesse. 154 Isaiah writes that the spirit of the 

Lord, the spirit of wisdom and understanding, shall rest 

upon the Branch: st. Mark notes the descent of the spirit 

upon Jesus. 

And it came to pass in those days, that Jesus came from 
Nazareth of Galilee, and was baptized of John in 
Jordan. And straightway coming out of the water, he 
saw the heavens opened, and the Spirit like a dove 
descending upon him: • • • (155) 

The event st. Mark describes occurred early in Jesus• 

career, before he began his Galilean ministry. To the 

Dominican friars, Jesus' life and ministry exemplified the 

Dominican ideal of service for the benefit of others' souls. 

If the spirit of wisdom and understanding rested upon Jesus 

prior to his ministry, then by accepting Jesus as example, 

the same spirit should rest on members of the order of 

friars-preachers, the Dominicans, before they begin their 

ministries. It seems that st. Matthew, st. Mark, and St. 

Luke are depicted with reference to wisdom because they 

convey the wisdom of Jesus in their gospels. st. John is 

credited with writing a gospel as well; however, the book of 

Revelation is also attributed to him. By definition, 

revelation is a special type of wisdom. 156 In Revelation 

1:1, the author tells his readers the source of his 

revelation: 

The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave unto 
him, to shew unto his servants things which must 



shortly come to pass; and he sent and signified it by 
his angel unto his servant John: • . • (157) 
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According to Revelation 1:1, God revealed Jesus Christ to 

st. John, and made certain that John knew that the 

revelation came from God by sending an angel to him. A few 

verses later, God instructs the author to record what he· 

sees. 158 The nature of Revelation is prophetic. st. John 

is the only evangelist depicted on the west wall to whom·a 

prophetic book is attributed. However, he is not the only 

prophet represented on the wall. 

Distinguished by two horns of light projecting from his 

head, Moses is seated in the center of the figures to 

Aquinas• left (fig. 5, middle, ninth from left). 

Immediately at Moses• left sits Isaiah. Perhaps the 

greatest of the Old Testament prophets, Moses and Isaiah 

represent the type of wisdom which God gives by revelation 

and is expressed as prophesy. Aquinas refers to scripture 

in which prophesy is named as a gift. 

A third difference corresponds to the various duties 
and states of life, as expressed in Eph. iv. 11, 'And 
He gave some apostles; and other some evangelists; and 
other some pastors and doctors:• and this pertains to 
diversity of ministries, of which it is written (I Cor. 
xii. 5): 'There are diversities of ministries.• (159) 

In discussing the three differences between men with regard 

to the soul's habits and acts, Aquinas arrives at the third 

difference, which involves the types of ministry given to 

man by God. According to Ephesians 4:11, the ability to 

prophesy is a gift from God among other gifts. Regarding 

prophesy in particular, Aquinas places it in relation to 
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both knowledge and wisdom. 

Now all things pertaining to knowledge may be comprised 
under prophesy, since prophetic revelation extends not 
only to future events relating to man, but also to 
things relating to God, both as to those which are 
believed by all and are matters of faith, and as yet 
higher mysteries, which concern the perfect and belo'ng 
to wisdom. (160) 

Aquinas explains that knowledge comprises part of prophesy 

because God reveals both future events and things about. 

himself through prophetic revelation. Included in the 

things which God reveals are things which all believe, 

matters of faith, and "higher mysteries," all of which 

belong to wisdom. 

Ephesians 4:11, already mentioned, identifies the 

ability to be an apostle as a gift from God. On the west 

wall, the most known apostle, st. Paul, is depicted holding 

a sword and seated in the center of the figures to Aquinas• 

right (fig. 5, middle, third on left). Paul's epistles 

contain much wisdom in the form of advice to the early 

churches. Aquinas quotes extensively from each of the 

Pauline epistles. 

In Summa Theologica, II-II, 45, which deals with the 

gift of wisdom, Aquinas quotes st. Paul eleven times. 

Discussing the role of peaceableness with regard to wisdom, 

Aquinas mentions the result of using the gift of wisdom. 

Now men are called the children of God in so far as 
they participate in the likeness of the only-begotten 
and natural Son of God, according to Rom. viii. 29, 
'Whom He foreknew • • • to be made conformable to the 
image of His Son,• Who is Wisdom Begotten. Hence by 
participating in the gift of wisdom, man attains to the 
sonship of God. (161) 
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When men exercise the gift of wisdom, they conform to the 

image of Jesus Christ, Wisdom Begotten. Therefore, men who 

use the gift of wisdom are called the children of God; they 

conform to the image of God's Son, Jesus Christ. st. Paul 

and the other nine biblical figures are examples of men who 

have exercised the gift of wisdom: therefore, they represent 

images conformable to the image of Christ, Wisdom Incarnate. 

By including men who used the gift of wisdom in the fresco, 

the fresco designer encourages the Dominican friars to use 

their gifts of wisdom individually. 

Job is depicted next to Moses (fig. 5, middle, tenth 

from left). In Summa Theoloqica Aquinas quotes from thirty

seven of the forty-two books of Job. 162 In regard to 

wisdom, Aquinas repeatedly refers to Job 28:28: " • the 

fear of the Lord, that is wisdom." Aquinas explains this 

passage of scripture. 

The fear of God is compared to a man's life that is 
ruled by God's wisdom, as the root to the tree: hence 
it is written (Ecclus. i. 25): 'The root of wisdom is 
to fear the Lord, for the branches thereof are 
longlived.' Consequently, as the root is said to be 
virtually the tree, so the fear of God is said to be 
wisdom. (163) 

According to Aquinas, if a man's life is ruled by God's 

wisdom, that man's life will be characterized by a fearful 

attitude toward God. By fearing God, that man demonstrates 

incipient wisdom because the cause, or root, of wisdom is to 

fear God. Therefore, the fear of God is equivalent to 

wisdom. 

Aquinas elucidates further concerning the role of the 



fear of God as it relates to wisdom referring to Psalm 

110:10, a passage similar to Job 28:28. 164 The Psalmist, 

David, is illustrated to the left of St. Paul on the west 

wall (fig. 5, middle, second on left). David is readily. 

identifiable by the stringed instrument he holds, a 

psaltery. David was the father of Solomon, the biblical 

figure known for his wisdom. 
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King Solomon appears on the far right of the wall near 

the springing of the north wall-west wall vaulting (fig. 5, 

middle, eleventh from left). He holds a book open: its 

pages face the viewer. At this time it is not possible to 

identify the words shown in Solomon's book. It seems likely 

that the visible pages contain a passage from the Book of 

Wisdom, attributed to Solomon. 165 Aquinas refers to 

passages from all chapters in the Book of Wisdom except the 

last chapter, chapter nineteen. 

In Summa Theologica II-II, Aquinas discusses the 

virtues at length. Aristotle's definition of virtue is given 

in Summa Theologica II-II, 123: "virtue is that which makes 

its possessor good, and rends his works good. 11166 Above 

Aquinas and the ten biblical figures hover the seven female 

figures, the Virtues: Justice, Fortitude, Prudence, 

Temperance, Hope, Faith, Charity (fig. 15). They are 

arranged to show the distinction between the four cardinal 

virtues (i.e. temperance, prudence, justice, fortitude) and 

the three theological virtues (i.e. faith, hope charity). 

The three theological virtues form a triad above the four 
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cardinal virtues. 

The practice of personifying moral concepts such as 

virtues began in the fifth century when unknown artists 

portrayed battle scenes, the victors of which displayed 

various positive moral qualities. Prudentius (5th century) 

was the first to describe the virtues as females in his 

Psychomachia. By the ninth century, the tradition of 

portraying virtues as female figures had been established. 

In the early Christian centuries, the number of virtues 

varied from instance to instance. Gradually, a system of 

seven evolved. One of the earliest examples displaying the 

seven Virtues is the Book of the Gospels of the Abbess Hitda 

of Meschede, dating from the eleventh century. 

In the thirteenth century, the Virtues appeared in the 

sculptural decorations of the cathedrals of Amiens and 

Chartres. According to Katzenellenbogen, the most 

influential sculptural representation of the Virtues was 

that of Notre Dame in Paris. 167 By the time of the decoration 

of the Spanish Chapel, a long tradition of portraying the 

Virtues was in place. 

Located above St. Paul on the west wall of the Spanish 

Chapel, Temperance holds a branch (fig. 15, first on left). 

Serena Romano suggests that the branch represents the idea 

of peace which, she claims, signifies moral temperance. 168 

Aquinas discusses temperance in Summa Theoloqica II-II, 

questions 141 through 170. In his treatise on temperance 

contained in the Summa, he does not include a discussion of 
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peace, however. 

Next to Temperance is Prudence, who carries a book 

(fig. 15, second on left). The book implies education 

which empowers the distinction of right and wrong. Aqu~nas 

devoted questions forty-seven through fifty-six of Summa 

Theologica II-II to prudence. He states that prudence' 

resides in the reason: 

As Isidore says: 'A prudent man is one who sees as it 
were from afar, for his sight is keen, and he foresees 
the event of uncertainties.• Now sight belongs not to 
the appetitive but to the cognitive faculty. Wherefore 
it is manifest that that prudence belongs to the 
cognitive faculty, because by the latter we know 
nothing but what is within reach and offers itself to 
the senses: while to obtain knowledge of the present 
or past, which pertains to prudence, belongs properly 
to the reason, because this is done by a process of 
comparison. It follows therefore that prudence, 
properly speaking, is in the reason. (169) 

Citing Isidore of seville (560-636), Aquinas identifies the 

ability to foresee events as providence. In order to 

foresee, however, requires the consideration and comparison 

of past and present knowledge. The ability to consider and 

compare belong to the reason; therefore, prudence belongs to 

reason because it requires consideration and comparison of 

knowledge. In the fresco, the book which Prudence carries 

represents the learning of past knowledge, an essential part 

in the cognitive act of foreseeing which is prudence 

according to Aquinas. 

Although allegorical figures of Justice usually hold a 

sword and balance, Andrea da Firenze gave his figure of 

Justice a scepter and crown (fig. 15, third from left). 

Serena Romano notes that the significance of the crown and 
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scepter was intended to convey the idea that those Who rule 

are best suited to exercise justice. 170 Regarding the 

execution of justice, or judgment, Aquinas writes the 

following: 

Judgment properly denotes the act of a judge as such. 
Now a judge is so called because he asserts the right 
and right is the object of justice as stated above '(Q. 
57, 1). Consequently, the original meaning of the word 
judgment is a statement or decision of the just or 
right. Now to decide rightly about virtuous deeds 
proceeds, properly speaking from the virtuous habit: 
thus a chaste person decides rightly about matters 
relating to chastity. Therefore judgment, which is 
just, belongs properly to justice. (171) 

Judgment is the act of a judge. According to Aquinas, a 

judge affirms what is just. That which is just, according 

to Aquinas, "denotes a kind of equality" in relation to 

human affairs. 172 In order to decide justly, the judge must 

himself be just. Therefore judgment, which properly regards 

just acts, belongs to justice. In the fresco, the crown and 

scepter symbolize the power of the judge, the one who 

executes justice. 

Fortitude hovers next to Justice (fig. 15, fourth from 

left). In summa Theologica II-II, 123, 1, Aquinas concludes 

that because fortitude "conforms man to reason," it is a 

virtue. 173 The figure of Fortitude is clad in armor and 

carries a sword and a tower. The iconography of Fortitude 

figures reveals many instances of Fortitude clad in armor 

and carrying a sword. However, Romano states that the tower 

held by Fortitude in the Spanish Chapel was a new symbol 

meaning "resistance to temptations" at the time of the 

chapel's decoration.174 
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' The figure of Faith is depicted on the upper left, 

holding a shield from which rays of light are reflected 

(fig. 15). Although the usual symbol associated with Faith 

was simply the cross, 175 Andrea da Firenze chose to 

represent faith according to the allegory given in 

Ephesians: "Above all, taking the shield of faith, 

wherewith ye shall be able to quench all the fiery dart~ of 

the wicked."176 Aquinas' discussion of faith and matters 

relating to faith in summa Theologica begins at II-II, 

questions one through sixteen. 

The figure of Hope is opposite that of Faith on the 

west wall (fig. 15, upper right). Hope holds an olive 

branch (the traditional emblem associated with hope) in her 

hand. The olive branch symbolizes hope possibly because of 

its connection with the raven which Noah sent to find land 

following the deluge as described in Genesis 8:6-12. The 

olive branch signified to Noah that the deluge waters were 

receding, thereby it also represented the hope of a future 

on the land. Following his thoughts regarding faith, 

Aquinas explains hope and related matters in Summa 

Theologica II-II, questions seventeen through twenty-two. 

At the peak of the west wall is Charity, her arms open 

wide (fig. 15, at peak). She hovers the highest of all the 

virtues, which indicates that charity should be regarded as 

the superior virtue, an idea inherited from st. Paul's 

writings: "And now abideth faith, hope, charity, these 

three: but the greatest of these is charity."177 Faith, 
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hope and charity endure long, but the greatest of the three 

is charity. 

Charity's position on the west wall falls in a vertical 

line with the figures of enthroned Aquinas and that of 

Christ, in the filagree border. The figure of Christ 

extends both arms in a gesture of granting downward toward 

Charity and Aquinas, which suggests that Christ gives the 

virtue of charity (fig. 15, top, in border). Aquinas 

identifies the cause of charity in man in Summa Theologica: 

••• charity itself surpasses our natural faculties. Now 
that which surpasses the faculty of nature, cannot be 
natural or acquired by the natural powers, since a 
natural effect does not transcend its cause. 

Therefore charity can be in us neither naturally, nor 
through acquisition by the natural powers, but by the 
infusion of the Holy Ghost, Who is the love of the 
Father and the Son, and the participation of Whom in us 
is created charity ••• (178) 

Aquinas states that charity exceeds man's natural abilities. 

Consequently, charity cannot be inherently natural to man; 

neither can it be acquired by man's natural faculties because 

an effect is not greater than its cause. If charity, an 

effect, exceeds the natural abilities of man, man cannot in 

himself alone generate charity. Therefore, the cause of 

charity transcends man. That cause which transcends man is 

God according to Aquinas. Charity is an effect in man 

caused by God. God causes charity in man by infusing men 

with the Holy Spirit, who is also the love of God and of 

Jesus Christ. When the Holy Spirit participates with men, 

charity is generated. 

In the outstretched hands of Charity on the west wall 
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are little flames. Romano notes that fire had already been 

introduced in Italy as a symbol of charity or love. 179 Fire 

also symbolizes the Holy Ghost because of the description of 

Pentecost found in Acts 2:1-4: 

And when the day of Pentecost was fully come, they were 
all with one accord in one place. And suddenly there· 
came a sound from heaven as of a rushing mighty wina, 
and it filled all the house where they were sitting. 
And there appeared unto them cloven tongues like as of 
fire, and it sat upon each of them. And they were all 
filled with the Holy Ghost, and began to speak with 
other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance. (180) 

The Descent of the Holy Spirit described in Acts is depicted 

in the vaulting of the west wall, making the association 

between the little flames in Charity's hands and the Holy 

Spirit stronger (fig. 6). It seems likely that by 

depicting fire, the fresco designer intended to show the 

known symbol of love, and that charity operates by the 

infusion of the Holy Spirit. 

It has been discussed that the Holy Spirit gives the 

gift of wisdom. That the artist placed Aquinas directly 

beneath Charity suggests the idea that the wisdom Aquinas 

expressed in his writings came to him from the Holy Spirit, 

or Charity. The words of the book which Aquinas holds 

enforce that idea: "I prayed, and understanding was given 

me; I entreated and the spirit of Wisdom came to me." The 

placement of Aquinas together with the words in the book 

indicate that the subject of the west wall is wisdom, a gift 

from the Holy Spirit, or Charity (fig. 5). 

In summary, every figure on the west wall either 

represents or exemplifies an aspect of wisdom. The Virtues 
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at the top of the wall, for example, represent qualities 

which perfect the individual and make one wise. The 

theological Virtues are regarded to be superior to the 

cardinal Virtues because st. Paul identifies only three 

virtues which endure: faith, hope and charity. For this 

reason the artist depicted the three theological Virtues 

above the four cardinal Virtues. 

Below the Virtues sit ten biblical figures: the four 

Evangelists, st. Paul, Isaiah, Moses, Job, David, and 

Solomon. The Evangelists described Christ's life, which 

stood as an example for the Dominicans of a life upon which 

the spirit of wisdom and understanding rested. St. Paul 

urged the Church to conform to the standard of Christ's 

life. Isaiah and Moses represent one way in which one might 

experience the spirit of wisdom: one may prophesy. 

Prophesy is the expression of wisdom given by God by divine 

revelation. Job is depicted because of the many references 

Aquinas makes to the book of Job in regard to wisdom. 

Aquinas also refers to the Psalms of David. Both Job and 

the Psalms contain passages which convey that a fearful 

attitude toward God results in wisdom. Solomon is shown 

because he was considered to be the wisest man. Scripture 

describes how Solomon received wisdom from God. 181 Aquinas 

cites passages from many of the writings of Solomon. 

Fourteen enthroned allegorical figures sit below the 

biblical figures. These fourteen figures represent the 

areas of study by which one may acquire wisdom. Sacred 
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science, as Aquinas names it, occupies the left side'of the 

wall. The right side is occupied by the liberal arts. 

Neither side is emphasized, nor is any particular figure 

accentuated. Apparently, the fresco designer chose to 

communicate that all the represented disciplines are 

necessary, and that all cooperate in the acquisition of' 

wisdom. Each allegorical figure is accompanied by a 

historical figure who sits at the feet of the allegorical 

figure. The historical figures illustrate that it is 

possible for men to achieve wisdom in various areas of 

study. The fact that only one of the historical figures 

does not hold a book suggests the importance of study in the 

pursuit of wisdom. 

In the center of the wall sits Aquinas. He is flanked 

by the biblical figures, an arrangement that suggests that 

he received wisdom in a fashion similar to that of the 

biblical figures. The words in the book he holds underscore 

that he received understanding and the spirit of Wisdom. 

Aquinas advocated the importance of a balance between 

secular knowledge and sacred science. To Aquinas, secular 

knowledge and sacred science proved each other's truths. 

At Aquinas' feet sit the heretics Arius, Averroes, and 

Sabellius. They may be regarded as examples of men who 

misapplied knowledge. Aquinas wrote that a heretic is one 

who either does not believe Christ, or who taints what 

Christ taught with other ideas. Because Aquinas described 

wisdom as a gift from the Holy Ghost who comes from God's 
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and Christ's love, knowledge which is not applied with 

Christ's teaching will not result in wisdom. The heretics 

acquired knowledge, but they did not apply it to the truths 

which Christ taught; therefore, they failed to acquire 

wisdom. 

Clearly, all the figures painted on the west wall refer 

to some aspect of wisdom. Aquinas presides over the figures 

because his writings, especially the Summa Theologica, 

express the value of theological study and the study of 

the liberal arts while referring to scriptural authors as 

sources of wisdom. 
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Chapter 5 

CONCLUSION 

originally designed as a chapter-hall, the Spanish 

Chapel seems to reflect the concerns of its founder, 

Buonamico di Lapo Guidalotti, a devotee of Corpus Domini. 

The preceding analysis has attempted to demonstrate a 

relationship between frescoed images on three walls and the 

liturgy for the Corpus Domini mass and procession. 

Specifically, the images of fruit and fruit trees found 

in the paradise register of the east wall have been 

interpreted as a reference to the "fruit" of Jesus Christ's 

passion, as stated in the Collect of the Corpus Domini 

mass.l82 Andrea da Firenze, the artist, depicted the 

Crucifixion above the altar at the north wall, which calls 

attention to the meaning of the Eucharist on the altar: the 

bread becomes Christ's body and the wine becomes Christ's 

blood by transubstantiation. The hymns Lauda Sion and Pange 

Lingua, parts of the Corpus Domini liturgy, emphasize the 

identity of the bread and wine as the Body and Blood of 

Christ. Both hymns were written by St. Thomas Aquinas. 

The mass of Corpus Domini includes the Creed, as do 

most masses. Among the issues addressed by the text of the 
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Creed are the concepts of one God, and one Son of God 

cosubstantial and coeternal with God. The Creed codified the 

aforementioned beliefs in order to counteract the heretical 

beliefs of Arians and Sabellians. On the west wall are the 

images of Arius and Sabellius, founders of the Arian and 

Sabellian heresies. Both arch-heretics sit dejectedly at 

the feet of St. Thomas Aquinas, who is enthroned. In the Summa 

Theologica, Aquinas formally explains what heresy is. The 

presentation of a victorious, enthroned Aquinas in the 

Spanish Chapel reflects the value of Aquinas' philosophy in 

identifying heresy and in defending the Creed. 183 

Depicted with Arius and Sabellius at Aquinas• feet is 

Averroes, a twelfth-century Islamic philosopher. Averroes' 

ideas were transmitted to the fourteenth century through 

Averroes' translations of Aristotle's works, especially De 

Anima. Averroes explained the concept of one universal 

intellect which was held in common by all men, the "unity of 

the intellect" concept by which he implied that man's soul 

in not immortal. The Church opposed the "unity of the 

intellect" idea; it was antithetical to Catholic doctrine. 

In his Summa Contra Gentiles, Aquinas refutes the "unity of 

the intellect" concept along with other heretical beliefs. 

Andrea da Firenze emphasizes the importance of Summa Contra 

Gentiles on the west wall by showing enthroned Aquinas 

holding it open to the prologue. 

In the lower right of the east wall, Andrea da Firenze 

has depicted Aquinas preaching to a crowd of heretics. 
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Members of the crowd display either Muslim or Jewish, 

stereotyped traits. Andrea da Firenze depicted Aquinas 

addressing Jews and Muslims in order to express the 

significant role of Aquinas' writings in the preparation of 

Dominican friars. The frescoed images reminded the 

Dominican friars of the different approaches to arguments 

with heretics and unbelieving Jews or Muslims. Aquinas' 

Summa Contra Gentiles contains instructions for arguing 

against both Jews and Muslims with the intent to convert 

them to the Catholic faith. 184 To convert the Jews, Aquinas 

urges arguments based on the Old Testament. Heretics may be 

converted by New- Testament-based arguments. Muslims, he 

writes, must be persuaded through natural reason, or 

philosophy. 

Taken collectively, the arguments based on Old and New 

Testaments should be considered arguments from theology; 

arguments arising from natural reason should be regarded as 

philosophical arguments. According to Aquinas, one may 

convert any kind of heretic or unbeliever through either 

theological or philosophical argument. 

The west wall displays Aquinas enthroned between 

figures representing seven Theological Sciences and the 

Seven Liberal Arts representing Philosophical Sciences. By 

depicting Aquinas in the center of a balanced scheme in 

which personifications of theological disciplines and the 

Liberal Arts flank Aquinas, Andrea da Firenze illustrates 

that Theology and Philosophy are of equal value according to 
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Aquinas. 

In conclusion, one must consider how the themes of the 

Spanish Chapel walls combine into a unified message. 

Fourteenth-century Dominican friars regarded the frescoes in 

the Spanish Chapel, their chapter-hall, and could have 

interpreted them to emphasize the value of wisdom. Wis~om 

can be gained through study and prayerful entreaty; the 

friars could have cited Aquinas• example on the west wall. 

Having wisdom, the friars might apply it to the combat of 

heresy; Aquinas, st. Peter Martyr, and st. Dominic serve as 

examples on the east wall. 

The heretical notions which the Dominicans opposed gave 

rise to the celebration of Corpus Domini. The celebration 

of Corpus Domini was instituted to strengthen belief in a 

transubstantiated Eucharist, a belief which the chapel's 

founder advocated and celebrated. Those who disbelieved or 

misbelieved in the transubstantiated Eucharist could be 

corrected through either theological or philosophical 

arguments, approaches to anti-heretical argument which st. 

Thomas Aquinas suggests. Either approach required study. 

However, study alone resulted in heresy for Arius, 

Sabellius, Averroes, and their followers. Therefore, if one 

were to avoid heresy, one should combine study with wisdom 

or revelation given by the Holy Spirit. 

The frescoes in the Spanish Chapel transcend the will 

of the chapel's founder, Guidalotti. They presented the 

fourteenth-century Florentine Dominicans with images that 
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signified not only the Corpus Domini celebration, but the 

means st. Thomas Aquinas recommended to dispute the heresies 

against which the Corpus Domini celebration was raised as a 

standard. Therefore, the Spanish Chapel frescoes document 

the dogma of a transubstantiated Eucharist which the 

Dominicans endorsed by their observance of Corpus Domin~ and 

defended by their anti-heretical preaching. 
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her more than scepters and thrones; compared with her, I 
held riches as nothing. Wisdom 7:7, 8. New Jerusalem 
Bible. 

85wisdom, 7:7. 

86wisdom, 7:7. 

87wisdom, 7:8. Parenthesis is mine. 

88 I Corinthians 12:6-8, KJV. 

89Borsook, p. 50. 

90Aquinas, Summa Theologica, II-II, 45, 1. 

91Aquinas, Summa Theologica, II-II, 45, 1. 
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allegorical figures. Unfortunately, the names have been 
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identifies the figure as Civil Law; also Offner-Steinweg, 
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93Aquinas, summa Theologica, I-II, QQ. 95-97. 

94According to Aquinas in Summa Theologica, I-II, 94, 2, 
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95Aquinas, Summa Theologica, I-II, 95, 4. 

96Romans, 13:3, 4, KJV. 

97Borsook, p. 50 notes Offner-Steinweg identification 
of Justinian. 

9811Now the end of human law is to be useful to man, as 
the jurist states." 

99oecretum Gratiani was compiled in 1148 by Pope Gregory 
IX. 

100The identity of this pope has not been conclusively 
established. Owing to his compilation of Decretum Gratiani, 
Gregory IX may be the depicted pope; Vasari, p. 141 claims 
that Pope Clement V is portrayed, Borsook, p. 50 endorses 
Offner-Steinweg's identification of the figure as either 
Clement V or Innocent IV. It is also possible that no 
particular pope was intended, rather a generic image 
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101Brown, p. 165; Offner-Steinweg, plate Ia. 

102Aquinas, Summa Theoloqica, I-II, 106. 

103The Scribner Bantam English Dictionary, (1977), s. v. 
"gospel." 

104Aquinas, Summa Theoloqica, I-II, 106, 1. 

105offner-Steinweg, p. 31 suggests Plato; Brown, p. 
165 suggests Peter Lombard. 

106Aquinas, Summa Theologica, I-II, 107, rep. obj. 2 
refers to Peter Lombard's Sentences, iii, D. 40. 

107Aquinas, Summa Theologica, I-II, 108, 1, Obj. 3; 
Quotation within Objection 3 is from Peter Lombard's 
Sentences, iii, D. 40. 

108The Sermon on the Mount is found in Matthew, chapters 
5, 6, and 7; also found in Luke 7:20-49. 

1 09Aquinas, Summa Theologica, I-II, 108, 1, Rep. Obj. 3. 

1 10offner-Steinweg, pp. 22-25. 

111Brown, p. 165. 

112see quote Chapter 4, p. 2. 

113Faith is discussed in Summa Theoloqica II-II, 1-7; 
Reason in Summa Theologica I, 79-90. 

114offner-Steinweg, p. 31. 

115Among the works by Saint Jerome which Aquinas quotes 
are De Viris illustribus, Adversus Jovinanum, Contra 
Vigilantium, Adversus Helvidium, as well as Jerome's 
commentaries on the Scripture. 

116Actually, Dionysius was a follower of Proclus (5th 
century). Dionysius merely posed as a contemporary of Saint 
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117Aquinas quotes Dionysius' De Divinis Nominibus, De 
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126Michael Masi, "Arithmetic," in Wagner, p. 159. 

127Michael Masi, "Arithmetic," in Wagner, p. 159. 
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Paris. 
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129The Pythagorean method of arithmetic involves the 
study of number, ratio, and proportion as discussed earlier. 

1 30Hugh of st. Victor at Paris first divided geometry 
into theoretical and practical in his Pratica Geometriae. 

131The geometrical methods which were used in 
philosophical and theological problem-solving follow in 
seqence: the enunciation of the problem, the setting forth 
of the data, the repetition of the problem in the terms of 
the data, the construction, the proof, the conclusion. Lon 
Shelby, "Geometry, in Wagner, p. 206. 

132Lon Shelby, "Geometry," in Wagner, p. 199. 

133claudia Kren, "Astronomy," in Wagner, p. 218. 

134Harvard Brief Dictionary of Music, s. v. "Portative." 

135see translation in Oliver Strunk, source Readinqs in 
Music History: From Classical Antiquity through the 
Romantic Era (New York: Norton, 1950), p. 80. 

136Theodore Karp, "Music," in Wagner, p. 171. 

137Jeffrey Huntsman, "Grammar, " in Wagner, p. 60. 

138Jeffrey Huntsman, "Grammar, " in Wagner, p. 63. 
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146Daniel Lesnick, Preaching in Medieval Florence: The 
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{Athens: University of Georga Press, 1989), p. 96. 

147Lesnick, p. 94. 

148simon Tugwell, ed. Early Dominicans: Selected 
Writings, The Classics of Western Spirituality (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1982), p. 22. 

149Tugwell, p. 18. 

150Tugwell, p. 466 quotes and translates from section 20 
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151Antal, p. 75. 

152see Chapter 6, p. 2. 

153 Isaiah 11:1-2, KJV. 

1 54The lineage of Jesus, linking Jesus to Jesse is told 
in st. Matthew 1:1-16, and in St. Luke 3:23-32. 

1 55st. Mark 1:9-10, KJV. 

156Aquinas identifies revelation as knowledge revealed by 
God in Summa Theologica, I, 1, 1. See Chapter 4, p. 46. 

157Revelation 1:1, KJV. 

158Revelation 1:11, KJV. 

159Aquinas, Summa Theologica, II-II, 171, introduction. 

160Aquinas, Summa Theologica, II-II, 171, introduction. 
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163Aquinas, Summa Theologica, II-II, 19, 7, rep. obj. 2. 

164Aquinas refers to Psalm 110:10 in Summa Theologica, 
II-II, 7; II-II, 1, obj. 3; and II-II, 6, obj. 3. 
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167Adolph Katzenellenbogen, Allegories of the Virtues and 
Vices in Medieval Art: From Early Christian Times to the 
Thirteenth Century. (London: University of London, 1938; 
reprinted., New York: Norton, 1946), p. 82. 

168Romano, p. 191. 

169Aquinas, Summa Theologica II-II, 47, 1. Aquinas cites 
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170Romano, p. 190. 

171Aquinas, Summa Theologica II-II, 60, 1. 

172Aquinas, summa Theologica II-II, 57, 1. 
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175James Hall, Dictionary of Subjects and Symbols in Art 
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