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The late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries were
a time for growth in experimentation and adventure in Italianh
art and architecture. The forms evolved to meet the changing
needs of the multiformulated society amist an economic as well
as social revolution. Nowhere was this change more pronounced
than in the religious art of the time related to the expansion
of the Dominican and Franciscan orders. Ironically out of these
mendicant societies a new wealth formed which found itself
expressed in G-d's glory, growing civic pride, and a new sense
or desire for unity. This accumulation of wealth further led
to the creation of secular architecture that has no parallel
elsewhere in Europe (White, 19). Just as these buildings provide
the essential physical environment and role of establishing
new vocabulary and form for the masses, so the artists through
these works and the paintings inside them serve as visible
preachers to all who enter through the majestic doors. The
Franciscan churches of Assisi and Santa Croce and the Dominican
church of Santa Maria Nouvella serve as prime examples of
mendicant churches and the effects characterized by the emergence
of their individual artistic personalities and religious programs

which eventually shaped the realities and imagery in the late



thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. No phenomenon of
life in the towns "was more expressive of its democratic and
lay tendencies, and none impinged more directly upon the art
of painting", than the churches and religious orders which
supported them (Meiss, 60).

The arts flowered at this point as at few other moments
in history. Painters and sculptors were in the process of
developing a more naturalistic style endowing their subjects
with a more emotional and intellectual awareness and enlargening
both the realm of human values as well as making the relationship
between humans as important as their relationship with G-d.
This was the world in which Giotto, Cimabue, Masaccio, and
Ghirlandaio emerged and introduced new ideas bringing art to
a new level in its’development.‘ A revolution in painting was
taking place, and it found its expression in the churches and
cathedrals of Italy. More importantly, the influence of the
mendicant orders, which were in the process of expanding,
provided the artists with a unique opportunity as well as a
chance for innovation (White, 143). These new concepts which
caused a surge in popularity in religion, along with the long
standing desire to use increasing wealth to decqrate bare walls
manifested itself in producing vast numbers of buildings and
then using the insides to emphasize Christ and G-d through
appreciation.

The artists were affected by new changes in social and
economic outlook. For the first time, change and development

were positively regarded as the static medieval community



hesitantly began to evolve into what became known as the
Renaissance. A new vocabulary of form and new techniques became
available for these Italian artists which led the way for their
ﬁotable achievements.

The world of the Renaissance, after St. Francis and St.
Dominic, was a time of general prosperity and political stability
in an Italy controlled by the wealthy families. Politically
there were huge gaps between the large oligarchial republics
like Florence and Venice and the smaller communes and
principalities in between them. Societies were organized around
the guilds upon which citizenship based its membership. Then
there was the church.

In the thirteenth century, the Church went through an
important development on its institutional side concerning
religious principle and practice of representation.
Representatives began to appear in the great Councils; even
the provincial synods ceased to contain only abbots and bishops.
Representation was even taken a step further at this time as
lay people began to penetrate the Orders of Friars, namely the
Dominicans and Franciscan Order. The Dominicans offer the most
complete model of this phenomenon (Barker,7).

St. Dominic, founder of the Dominican order, was remembered
as more of a statesman than a saint. He was born to a noble
family in Castille, was well educated, and entered the church
at an early age. St. Dominic, while preaching in his early
vears, gave up the usual traveling around in the impressive

style expected of the church dignitaries, and imitated the style



of the original apostles in an attempt to bring the heretics
back to the true faith. Indirectly thus began the Order of
Friars Preachers. Soon after he went to Tuscany where he
established a religious community of diocesan preachers and
continued teaching (Payne, 13). 1In 1215 he went Rome and was
granted a papal sanction for his new Order of_Preachers. Within
the next few years they adopted an oath of poverty and became

a mendicant brotherhood which spread all over Europe, preaching
wherever they went and to whomever would listen.

The Dominicans were not so much a 'religious' Order, but
rather a species of clerks called canons regular after the model
Premontre. Their statutes were modeled after those of the
Praemonstratensians as they excelled in the governingvof their
order by general chapteré and visitations. The Dominicans,
unlike their originators, are universal friars belonging not
only to their own house but to the whole Order. They could preach
and cure souls wherever they went (Barker, 11). The Dominicans
were also the first Order to abandon manual work, leaving them
free to study and preach. Their organization was representative
democracy with no authority from above. Another characteristic
in Dominican governing is that the constitutions of the Order
are clear-cut and precise in legal terms (Barkér, 17,18).

One of the over-riding aims of the Dominicans was to be
useful to the soul of others. They did not believe in the
traditional pessimism about people's motivation. Assuming people
were generous, they provided few safeguards against weakness

in human will. Along these same lines, St. Dominic went far



in the amount of trust he put in his followers. The basis he
used for the security of the wandering, unprotected friars was
in the Providence of G-d, and in his prayers for them. St.
Dominic's constitutions are only human law and thus breaking
them does not constitute sin (Payne, 21-22). For many of these
reasons it is maintained "that every act of obedience must always
be a free, deliberate, rational act, and that no superior can
ever claim authority over his subjects' consciences" (Payne,
23). Too much pressure on his followers would reduce the
generosity with which they served G-d. Therefore following
ones conscience rather than the commands of a superior was less
of a sin. Even though this was true, an oath of obedience had
to be promised to both G-d and the Master of the Order as an
expression of the generosity of giving oneself to following
the tasks of G-d (Payne, 23,24).

There was one observance that the Dominican preacher had
to pursue in his life that was put above all else: studying.
Obviously in the preaching profession one should not only know
about what s/he is talking about, but the preacher was even:
more concerned with giving his/her best. The preachers soon
became teachers and students themselves and were heavily involved
in the academic world. These friars did not simply pursue their
own intellectual interests, they wrote volumes for the good
of the community based on the demands and needs of their students

(Payne, 25). St. Thomas wrote his authoritative Summa Theologia

to help beginning theology students for example. All across

Western Europe Dominicans were making a difference in the



academic as well as artistic world never to be forgotten by
later generations.

During the Middle Ages, the lives of the high ranking church
officials were comparable to those of the aristocracy (Gage,
35). St. Francis saw this in his youth and through his
experiences, rejected it for the mendicant ways he is now known
for. His actual decision to consecrate himself happened one
day when he met a poor soldier to whom, out of compassion, he
gave his rich clothes. That night he had a vision where Christ
appeared pointing to a beautiful building which was to belong
to the Saint and his soldiers. St. Francis took this to mean
he should continue his life as a soldier until one day in church
he heard Christ tell him to go out into the world and repair
his holy houses. He was full of mission and secretly sold some
of his father's silks to pay for this rebuilding project. His
father took him to court where after considerable debate he
stripped himself of all clothes and money, forever renouncing
his life of wealth. He was finally free, in every essence of
the word.

Gathering and begging for the necessary materials, he set
about repairing the church of St. Damian and other churches
himself. Hevhad transformed himself from a hermit to a
missionary; he no longer shunned people, but went out in search
of them. Common to his themes were penitence and the forgiveness
of sins. As his audiences grew, he did not ask them to follow
his example, but soon he had many companions. Thus he was

inspired to formulate the simple rules of his order: chastity,
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The Peruzzi chapel's format is basically the same as the
Bardi with the six opposing scenes, this time half devoted to
the life of St. John the Baptist and the other side to St. John
the Evangelist. The main difference is now that the construction
of the buildings in the frescoes are now oblique. These
buildings and walls which are seen from many different angles,
are cut by the frame of the picture itself. The formerly single
isolated block is broken and the architecture can take on new
complexities and directions (White, 337).

On the bottom of the left wall is the Dance of Soloman

[Fig. 12] devoted to three scenes from the life of John the
Baptist. The continuous narrative causes the figures to be
unusually small, but they flow together in a rhythmic pattern
along with the surrounding architecture. The sweeping draperies
unites the two representations of Soloman on the right hand

side as well as unite them with the musician's tunic. The only
asspect that sets this painting off balance is the loss of the
body from the decapitated head of St. John (White, 337).

In The Raising of Drusiana [Fig. 13] a fortressed city

towering above the bold figures in the foreground replaces the
usual single massive buildings typical in Giotto's other works.
The city stretches across the scene and in the center, where
the dramatic return from death is occurring, so the central
reaches of the wall connect. The frame also suggests that the
background continues well out of view, not stopping just after
the edge of the painting. Thus Giotto has finally arrived at

the spatial continuity he was searching for, not only in the
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presentation of the buildings, but the crowds gathered in the
foreground no longer suggest blocks of people, but rather

individuals with their own form and volume (White, 339).

12. Giotto: Dance of Salome, mid 1320's

Florence, S. Croce, Peruzzi Chapel

13. Giotto: Raising of Drusiana, mid 1320's
Florence, S. Croce, Peruzzi Chapel
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Art and architecture in the early Renaissance in Italy
was used for mainly religious purposes. What one sees today
as a 'work of art' was viewed then as a sacred or even devotional
image. These buildings and frescoes seemed to have had
increasing importance in the in the thirteenth and‘fourteenth
centuries during the founding of the religious fraté?nities
such as the Dominicans and Franciscan;.;»Spmeﬁoﬁfthé uSes for
these religioﬁs pieces of artwork weré éiééééié;fﬁThey’téught 
the illiterate who could not read by lettihg’£héﬁyread‘the walls
of the great churches. Other purposes were to ng}ify‘éither
people, events, or as in this case, the saints. Whatever the
reason, in the early Renaissance forms grew to meetféhe‘changing
needs of society.

The development of the Franciscan and Dominican Orders
came from society's need to return to the ba;ics and}learn‘to
live with peace and brotherly love. St. Dominic, in‘hié
optimistic ridigly governed, preaching and teaching Order and
St. Francis with his strict codes and devout poverty started
new trends in religion still present today. The art then evolved
around these trends causing their popularity to expand to even
greater distances and heights. Ironically, these new societies
which based themselves on poverty brought about néw wealth which
could be seen in the cﬁurches, monasteries, and monumental
paintings built up around them. The churches of Assisi, S.
Maria Nouvella, and S. Croce are the three prime examples of
this occurance in Italy. Their graceful, weightless naves along

with their awesome ability to inspire the words of the Gospels
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and Bible that Sts. Dominic and Francis sought to preach into
the minds and hearts of all who entered will never be forgotten.
Society was ripe for change and the challenge was successfully
met by the two saints; the art that sprung up only solidified
their ideas keeping them constant and unchanging for the future
to look back on and learn from, since that was their purpose

in the first place.
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