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"Arma praedicatorum sunt auctoritates sumptae

de libris"

Visual Expressions of the Mendicant-Humanist

Dialectic among the Friars Preachers

Katharine Stahlbuhk

Abstract

This article investigates the complex and dy-
namic relationship between Dominican men-
dicant culture and the rise of humanism from
the Trecento to the early Cinquecento, focus-
ing on visual and material culture. Beginning
with the 1352 mural cycle in San Nicol0 in
Treviso, which portrays forty Dominican intel-
lectuals immersed in reading and writing, the
study explores how the Order of Preachers
crafted a visual rhetoric to assert their role as
active participants in the emerging humanist
discourse. By examining key examples, the
article argues that Dominicans consciously
positioned themselves as custodians of both
sacred doctrine and classical erudition. It
highlights the friars' engagement with the
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studia humanitatis not as antagonists but as
contributors who reinterpreted humanist
ideals through the lens of religious mission
and civic responsibility. The article further
analyses historiographical efforts to frame
the convent as a civic institution and the stra-
tegic use of architectural metaphors to
achieve this goal. The final section presents
the bronze tomb slab of Leonardo Dati as a
case study in how material choices were
made at the intersection of ecclesiastical, in-
tellectual, and urban spheres. Ultimately, the
study demonstrates that the Dominicans'
visual, textual and commemorative strategies
reflect a deliberate dialectic between reli-
gious tradition and humanist innovation.
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lllustrious friars: images of doctrine

[1] In 1352, Tomaso da Modena (1326-1379) signed the unusual cycle of forty 'erudite'
Dominicans extending from Saint Dominic (1170-1221) to Jean de Moulins (?-1353), who was still
alive at that time. The friars are portrayed seated at their writing desks in individual studies along
the walls of the chapter house in the Trevisan convent of San Nicolo (Figs. 1, 2).

1 Tomaso da Modena, Gallery of lllustrious Dominicans, 1352, mural. Dominican convent of San Nicolo,
Treviso, chapter house, west wall (photo: Giacomo Guazzini)

2 Tomaso da Modena, Gallery of Illustrious Dominicans, 1352, mural. Dominican convent of San Nicolo,
Treviso, chapter house, south wall (photo: Giacomo Guazzini)

Taking this example as a starting point, the present article seeks to shed light on the contribution
made by mendicants to humanism, with a specific focus on the Friars Preachers. Divided into
three sections, it approaches the topic from three different perspectives. By considering pictorial
examples mainly from the proto-humanistic Trecento and by relating them to the importance of
book holdings among the Dominicans, the first section aims to demonstrate the friars' intellectual
aptitude and capacity to engage directly, and, above all, on an equal footing with lay scholarly am-
bitions. The second part focuses on historiography and, more specifically, on selected fifteenth-
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century examples to foreground how the Dominicans succeeded in aligning their deeply rooted
awareness of written memoria with the most current humanist positions. Finally, the third section
provides an art historical case study of the bronze tomb slab of Leonardo Dati (1369-1425) with
the aim of illustrating how certain materials were chosen to convey the interconnection between
the convent and the city.

[2] Despite its renown, the thematic complexity of the Dominican cycle in Treviso has only occa-
sionally attracted the interest of scholars, a few of whom have attempted to historically contextu-
alise the execution of its particular iconography (Figs. 1, 2).* The cycle has been related to three
circumstances: the nomination of Francesco Massa of Belluno (1348-1354) to the position of prior
of the province of Lower Lombardy in 1348; the attempted convocation of the general chapter in
San Nicolo in 1352, which proved unsuccessful; and the commitment to elect on that occasion
Francesco Massa as Master General of the Dominican order.? This interpretation is supported by
the fact that one of the inscription registers in the Treviso chapter house also lists the names of all
the Masters General from Saint Dominic up to the mid-fourteenth century.® Alongside the prior
provincial, another inscription in the chapter house identifies his fellow friar and prior of the con-
vent, Fallione da Vazzola, as the commissioner and/or inventor of the iconographic programme.

[3] Both Francesco and Fallione had, a few years earlier, namely in 1347, endowed San Nicolo

with their rich book collections, thereby effectively establishing the convent library.* Fallione

! See Luciano Gargan, "Cultura e arte a Treviso al tempo di Tomaso", in: Luigi Menegazzi, ed., Tomaso da
Modena, exh. cat., Treviso 1979, 5-43; Germano Mulazzani, "Il ciclo di San Niccolo nel contesto delle
iniziative artistiche domenicane del Trecento", in: Comitato manifestazioni Tomaso da Modena, ed.,
Tommaso da Modena e il suo tempo, conference proceedings (Treviso 1979), Treviso 1980, 229-233; Robert
Gibbs, Tomaso da Modena: Painting in Emilia and the March of Treviso, 1340-80, Cambridge, UK 1989, esp.
63-87; Priscilla S. West, Text into Art: The Chronica Dominicana and Tomaso da Modena's Chapter House
Frescoes at San Nicolo in Treviso, Ph.D. thesis, University of Oregon 2002. Mulazzani and West each identify
a single literary source for the programme: the Consuetudines of the Cistercian Guigone | and the texts of
Bernardus Guidonis O.P., respectively.

2 Gargan (1979), 13-14.

? Regarding the inscriptions in the chapter house, see the forthcoming doctoral thesis by Antonina Tetzlaff
(University of Hamburg): Bild-Schrift-Strukturen in der italienischen Wandmalerei des Tre- bis Cinquecento
(working title).

* Cf. Gargan (1979) and, specifically on the donations, Carlo Grimaldo, "Due inventari domenicani del secolo
XIV tratti dall'Archivio di S. Nicolo di Treviso presso I'Archivio di Stato in Venezia", in: Nuovo Archivio Veneto
36 (1918), 129-180. Although by 1297 there had already been a donation of about thirty volumes by the
future Pope Benedict XI (born in Treviso under the name Niccolo Boccassino), and although one can assume
that the friars possessed additional collections of books prior to the above-mentioned bequests, documents
suggest that the (new?) library, a room specifically built for this purpose, was still under construction in
1340. The document concerning the Boccassino bequest was first published in Antonio Scoti, Memorie del
beato Benedetto XI Pontefice Massimo detto pria Frate Niccolo da Trivigi dell'Ordine de' Predicatori, Treviso
1737, 234-236. On the importance of Boccassino for the Treviso convent, see also Gibbs (1989), 57-60. On
the ambiguity of the term 'library' in a Dominican context of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, see
Letizia Pellegrini, I manoscritti dei predicatori. | Domenicani dell'ltalia mediana e i codici della loro
predicazione (sec. XllI-XV), Rome 1999 (= Istituto Storico Domenicano di Roma / Dissertationes, 26), 184-
187.
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donated eighty volumes, and the document recording Francesco's bequest lists 129 manuscripts,
including the classic scholastic texts of Albertus Magnus, Thomas Aquinas, and numerous other
Dominican authors; those of the Augustinian Aegidius Romanus; and those of Hildegard of Bingen,
the Church Fathers, Boethius, Isidore, Bede, and others ("et multos alios libros", unspecified). In
addition to the Aristotelian texts and those of Seneca, the list of ancient authors includes various
Ciceronian works as well as those of Virgil, Valerius Maximus, Macrobius, and Vegetius, along with
the medical treatises by Galen and Hippocrates. By the mid-fourteenth century, the Trevisan
convent thus possessed a library that perfectly reflected the canon established in those decades
by the Dominicans, who consistently based their studies on a broad and diversified intellectual
foundation.

[4] The connection between the library's arrangement and the iconographic choices appears
evident, and it is surprising that, until now, the Treviso depiction of forty major authors of the
Dominican order engaged in reading or writing has not been more strongly linked to the friars'
decisive effort to present themselves as an integral part of the scholarly, proto-humanistic
landscape of the period.

[5] Before examining in greater detail the distinctive features of the cycle in Treviso, it is worth
drawing attention to a few other examples of Dominican paintings, mainly of the fourteenth
century; this broadens the corpus of images documenting how the friars presented themselves
not only as an intellectual elite but, above all, as educators of the people. To illustrate how deeply
rooted this raison d'etre was in the self-understanding of the order, one can recall Jordan of
Saxony's (1190-1237) answer to the question which rule the Dominicans follow: "The Rule of the

Friars Preachers. And this is their rule: to live honestly, to learn, and to teach."®

[6] A roughly contemporary example, executed some fifteen years after the Trevisan cycle, is the
mural decoration of the chapter house of Santa Maria Novella in Florence (1365-1367).° For our
purposes, the Triumph of Saint Thomas is of particular interest. It depicts Saint Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274) enthroned within a highly subtle allegory beneath the vault, which displays the
Miracle of the Pentecost (Figs. 3, 4).

> Cf. Gerard de Frachet, "Vitae fratris ordinis praedicatorum", in: Benedictus Maria Reichert, ed.,
Monumenta Ordinis Fratrum Praedicatorum Historica, vol. 1, Louvain 1896, 138, § lll: "Cum ab eo quidam
quereret, quam regulam haberet, respondit: 'Regulam Fratrum predicatorum; et haec est eorum regula:

honeste vivere, discere e docere'.

® On the Florentine chapter house and on the Triumph of Saint Thomas, see Julius von Schlosser, "Giusto's
Fresken in Padua und die Vorlaufer der Stanza della Segnatura", in: Jahrbuch der kunsthistorischen
Sammlungen des Allerhéchsten Kaiserhauses 17 (1896), 13-100: 44-52; Julian Gardner, "Andrea di Bonaiuto
and the Chapter House Frescoes in Santa Maria Novella", in: Art History 2 (1979), 107-138; Joseph Polzer,
"Andrea di Bonaiuto's Via Veritatis and Dominican Thought in Late Medieval Italy", in: The Art Bulletin 77
(1995), 263-289; Margarete Dieck, Die Spanische Kapelle in Florenz. Das trecenteske Bildprogramm des
Kapitelsaals der Dominikaner von S. Maria Novella, Frankfurt am Main 1997; and, most recently, Karl
Whittington, Trecento Pictoriality: Diagrammatic Painting in Late Medieval Italy, Turnhout 2023, 3-12, 175-
203, 272-281. See also Gaia Ravalli, "Il Maestro di Santa Cecilia a Santa Maria Novella: un'immagine per la
canonizzazione di San Tommaso d'Aquino", in: Nuovi Studi 28 (2024), 5-18.
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3 Andrea di Bonaiuto, Miracle of the Pentecost, 1365—1367, mural. Dominican convent of Santa Maria
Novella, Florence, chapter house, western bay of the vault (photo: Wikipedia Commons)

4 Andrea di Bonaiuto, Triumph of Saint Thomas Aquinas, 1365-1367, mural. Dominican convent of Santa
Maria Novella, Florence, chapter house, west wall (photo: Wikipedia Commons)

[7] This setting is crucial, and | will return to the centrality of this miracle for the Dominicans, and
furthermore for the humanist emphasis on language and education. In the Florentine chapter
house, Saint Thomas is depicted as the wise transmitter of the Pentecost message, positioned
above — both physically and by virtue of his teachings — three 'false philosophers', poignantly
crouched under the weight of his throne.” This is reinforced by the eloquent gesture of Christ
'passing the torch' in the central quadrilobe of the frame, as he tilts his head downwards and
extends his arms towards the saint on the wall below (Figs. 5, 6).

" This widespread iconography (generally but not exclusively associated with Saint Thomas) has apparently
its earliest preserved example in the recently discovered mural in the nave of Santa Maria Novella — cf.
Ravalli (2024) — which is dated slightly earlier than the well-known panel by Lippo Memmi in Pisa from
1323.
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5 Andrea di Bonaiuto, Triumph of Saint Thomas Aquinas, detail, 1365—-1367, mural. Dominican convent of
Santa Maria Novella, Florence, chapter house, west wall (photo: Damien Cerutti)

6 Andrea di Bonaiuto, Triumph of Saint Thomas Aquinas — Miracle of the Pentecost, detail, 1365-1367,
mural. Dominican convent of Santa Maria Novella, Florence, chapter house, west wall (photo: Damien
Cerutti)

This divine 'illumination' is further emphasised by the sapientia depicted in monochrome on the
cusped apex of Thomas's throne, as well as by the golden rays emanating from behind (Fig. 5). On
the lower half of the wall, the basis of the saint's knowledge is displayed in a catalogue-like
fashion (Fig. 4): feminine allegories allude to the various disciplines and arts, each accompanied
by its exemplary representatives. Dionysius Areopagita, Aristotle, Cicero, and Justinian are
portrayed besides Saint Augustine, among others. Thus, in Santa Maria Novella, the friars sought
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to emphasise Thomas Aquinas as the foundation of knowledge, while also depicting an ideal path

of study for all the Friars Preachers.®

[8] It must be noted that in the Florentine chapter house the allegory centred on Thomas is part
of a much broader programme. However, given our aim to investigate the mendicants'
contribution to humanism, it is important to foreground the implicit message that the Dominicans
recognised the need to accompany the reading of sacred texts with knowledge of law, rhetoric,
natural philosophy, and other non-theological disciplines. In doing so, they stylised themselves as
those predestined to take up the threads of ancient knowledge, especially in the realm of moral
and ethics. The latter is a common feature, and one that finds expression in many images of the
period. Two examples from the field of miniature painting are instructive in this regard. Around
the middle of the fourteenth century, Luca Mannelli (1291/1296-1362), a Dominican from
Florence who later became bishop of Zituni in Thessaly and subsequently of Fano, dedicated his
Compendium moralis philosophiae to Bruzio Visconti (?—1357), son of Luchino (1292-1349), lord
of Milan from 1339. Bruzio was an erudite bibliophile, who was most famous for his poetic
dispute with Petrarch (1304-1374).° Mannelli's Compendium circulated widely in vernacular
translation; for our present purposes, however, its only surviving Latin copy, now preserved at the
Bibliotheque nationale de France in Paris (ms. Latin 6467), is of particular interest. This is the
codex that was donated to Visconti, and its first page features rich pictorial decoration (Fig. 7).
The miniature shows the Dominican presenting the book, alongside representations of various
cities and towers from the Visconti dominion.

8 On the path of study according to Thomas, see Anna Pegoretti, "Lo 'studium' e la biblioteca di Santa Maria
Novella nel Duecento e nei primi anni del Trecento (con una postilla sul Boezio di Trevet)", in: Johannes
Bartuschat, Elisa Brilli and Delphine Carron, eds., The Dominicans and the Making of Florentine Cultural
Identity (13th—14th Centuries), conference proceedings (Zurich 2016), Florence 2020, 105-140.

° Cf. Thomas Kaeppeli, "Luca Mannelli (t1362) e la sua Tabulatio et Expositio Senecae", in: Archivum Fratrum
Praedicatorum 18 (1948), 237-264; Luciano Cinelli, "Mannelli, Luca", in: Dizionario biografico degli Italiani
69 (2007), online: https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/luca-mannelli_%28Dizionario-Biografico%29/ (ac-
cessed 16 April 2026); Stefano Candiani, "Bruzio Visconti e il frontespizio del Compendium moralis
philosophiae di Luca Mannelli (BnF Latin 6467)", in: Rivista di Storia della Miniatura 26 (2022), 97-113. On
the polemic with Petrarca, see Daniele Piccini, "Sulla polemica tra Petrarca e Bruzio Visconti", in: Giuseppe

Frasso, Maurizio Vitale and Giuseppe Velli, eds., Petrarca e la Lombardia, conference proceedings (Milan
2003), Rome 2005, 179-198. On the poetic production of the Visconti cf. Bruzio Visconti, Le Rime, ed.
Daniele Piccini, Florence 2007.
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7 Luca Manelli, Compendium moralis philosophiae, manuscript, c. 1350. Bibliothéque nationale de France,
Paris, ms. Latin 6467, opening page (photo: Bibliothéque nationale de France)

[9] The lower margin bears a composition reminiscent of early Trecento Dominican iconography,
which has been skillfully translated into a speculum principis: here it is not a saint, but Bruzio
Visconti seated on a throne, holding a sword in one hand and an open book in the other,
suggesting how strength and intellect inform sovereign power. Below, his feet do not clutch
Alhazen or similar 'heretics' (as, for example, figured slightly later in the Florentine chapter house
beneath the throne of Thomas; Figs. 4, 5), but a monstrous figure: SUPERBIA. To the right and left of
Bruzio Visconti are six figures identified by inscriptions, three on each side: VALERIUS — SEN[ECA] —
AR[ISTOTLE] and S. THOMAS — S. AMBROSIUS — S. AUGUSTINUS. Each holds a book in one hand, while the
other arm is stretched upwards, as if supporting the foliate frames that enclose the representa-
tions of the Visconti domains. The Compendium comprises three short treatises: the first is
devoted to the notion of habitus, the second to the virtues, and the third to friendship. The aim of
bringing together the religious sphere and that of ancient erudition in order to cultivate the
reader's soul clearly emerges. This is also expressed by Mannelli in his prologue where he
mentions his primary sources, namely Aristotle's Ethics, Cicero's De officiis and Tusculanae
disputationes, and the first and second part of Thomas's Summa.*°

1% paris, Bibliothéque nationale de France, ms. Latin 6467, 2v: "opere expressi ab Aristotile ex libro Ethico-
rum, a Tullio ex libro de offitiis et Tusculanis questionibus, a Thoma ex prima et secunda parte". The com-
plexity of such images — as well as of the texts that they adorned — exemplify both the ambiguities and chal-
lenges of that era; on Mannelli as well as on the De immortalitate animae by another Dominican, Jacopo
Campora, see: Eugenio Refini, "Abridging the Philosopher(s)", in: Eugenio Refini, The Vernacular Aristotle.
Translation as Reception in Medieval and Renaissance Italy, Cambridge, UK 2020, 180-223: 181-182.
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[10] The second example is the decorated initial S in a manuscript of the Ammaestramenti degli
antichi by the Pisan Dominican Bartolomeo di San Concordio (1262-1347), written during his stay
at Santa Maria Novella around 1300 (Fig. 8). This particular manuscript, now preserved in the
Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale in Florence (ms. 11.11.319), was produced later and is dated to 1342.
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8 Bartolomeo di San Concordio, Ammaestramenti degli antichi, manuscript, c. 1342, detail: initial S with four
figures, attributed to the workshop of Jacopo del Casentino. Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze,
Florence, ms. I1.11.319, fol. 3 (photo: Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze)

The initial contains a miniature, in which Bartolomeo is depicted in the act of teaching the
knowledge of the ancients to three laymen, who are probably symbolic representatives of three
groups: jurists, doctors, and philosophers.'! Here again, it is important to note that Bartolomeo
wrote in both Latin and the vernacular, and that his texts were intended for friars and lay
audiences alike, addressing both learned and less educated readers. In addition to the Am-
maestramenti, his vernacular translations of Sallust, for example, are also worth mentioning. * As
Maria Conte reminds us, Bartolomeo's texts continued to circulate widely even as humanism
matured. His language was praised especially by Lionardo Salviati (1539-1589) and later, in the
seventeenth century, by the compilers of the Vocabolario della Crusca. In twentieth-century

' On the representation of scholars as a social group, see Andrea von Hiilsen-Esch, Gelehrte im Bild.
Reprdsentation, Darstellung und Wahrnehmung einer sozialen Gruppe im Mittelalter, Gottingen 2006.

12 Cf. Giuseppe Zarra, "Il 'Catilinario' di Bartolomeo da San Concordio: integrazioni del testo sallustiano", in:
Studi linguistici italiani 39 (2013), 116-129; Cristiano Lorenzi Biondi, "Le traduzioni di Bartolomeo da San
Concordio", in: Lino Leonardi and Speranza Cerullo, eds., Tradurre dal Latino nel Medioevo italiano.
'Translatio studii' e procedure linguistiche, conference proceedings (Florence 2014), Florence 2017, 353-388.
See also Maria Conte, "Il lessico politico negli '"Ammaestramenti degli antichi' di Bartolomeo da San
Concordio", in: Archivum fratrum praedicatorum 3 (2018), 7-36, who places Bartolomeo's works within a
political context shaped by the struggle between Guelphs and Ghibellines.
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historiography, Cesare Segre honoured him as a trailblazing pioneer of humanism, alongside
Brunetto Latini (1220-1294) and others.*3

[11] The reciprocity in the relationship between convent and city, evident in the civic value of the
friars' writings and book holdings, is already evoked in the Chronica antiqua of Bartolomeo's
convent of Santa Caterina in Pisa. There we read that he had the foresight to establish within the
convent "a house for the bookshelves or library", funded by citizens who recognised its value for
the wider community.** The initial S with the miniature of Bartolomeo is therefore emblematic of
the order's broader educational and intellectual ambitions, which were not limited to friars' or
strictly Christian texts, but encompassed a deep engagement with ancient moral philosophy, read
through a religious lens. The commitment to educating the laity drew the mendicants into the
emerging discourse of the studia humanitatis, which has at its core an ideal link to the Greek
concept of paideia. This point is central to the present argument: It was Cicero, and the reception
of his work in Aulus Gellius' (125-180) widely read Noctes Atticae, who associated paideia —
understood as an "earthly desire" for "education and training in the liberal arts" — with a culturally
and intellectually refined condition, termed humanitas.® It was apparently Coluccio Salutati

¥ Maria Conte, "Gli 'Ammaestramenti degli antichi' di Bartolomeo da San Concordio. Prime osservazioni in
vista dell'edizione critica", in: Johannes Bartuschat, Elisa Brilli and Delphine Carron, eds., The Dominicans
and the Making of Florentine Cultural Identity (13th—14th Centuries), conference proceedings (Zurich 2016),
Florence 2020a, 157-191; Maria Conte, Il 'Libro degli ammaestramenti degli antichi' di Bartolomeo da San
Concordio: edizione critica e studio della tradizione, Ph.D. thesis, Universita Ca' Foscari, 2020b, online:
http://hdl.handle.net/10579/17832 (accessed 10 April 2026); Cesare Segre, Volgarizzamenti del Due e
Trecento, Turin 1953. See also Ronald G. Witt, In the Footsteps of the Ancients: The Origins of Humanism
from Lovato to Bruni, Leiden 2000, 187, who recognised the importance of the Ammaestramenti and its
author by affirming that, before Petrarch, no one looked at the ancient sources as a guide to life to the
degree that Bartolomeo da San Concordio did.

' Chronica antiqua conventus Sanctae Catharinae de Pisis, compiled by Domenico da Peccioli, published in
Raffaello Roncioni, Francesco Bonaini, eds., Istorie pisane, 1844-1848, vol. 2, 399-593, par. 180 cited in
Conte (2020a), 159: "Fuit enim sibi cura sollicita ut fieret domus pro armario sive libraria conventus, quam

ipse fieri a civibus procuravit". Cf. also Pellegrini (1999), 184; Silvana Vecchio, "'Quasi armarium
scripturarum’'. Bartolomeo da San Concordio come biblioteca vivente", in: Doctor virtualis. Rivista online di

storia della filosofia medievale 11 (2012), 25-43, DOI: https://doi.org/10.13130/2035-7362/2175.

> Aulus Gellius, Attic Nights, transl. John Carew Rolfe, vol. 2: Books 6-13, Cambridge, MA 2014, 457: "Those
who have spoken Latin and have used the language correctly do not give to the word humanitas the
meaning which it is commonly thought to have, namely, what the Greeks call phavBpwnia signifying a kind
of friendly spirit and good-feeling towards all men without distinction; but they gave to humanitas the force
of the Greek maudeia, that is, what we call eruditionem institutionemque in bonas artes, or 'education and
training in the liberal arts'. Those who earnestly desire and seek after these are most highly humanized. For
the pursuit of that kind of knowledge, and the training given by it, have been granted to man alone of all
the animals, and for that reason it is termed humanitas, or 'humanity''. Cf. Hans Baron, "Aulus Gellius in the
Renaissance and a Manuscript from the School of Guarino", in: Studies in Philology 48, 2 (1951), 107-125.
Prior to Baron, see the discussion already in Karl Brandi, Das Werden der Renaissance, Gottingen 1908, 21.
On Gellius, see the recent study by Beate Beer, Aulus Gellius und die "Noctes Atticae". Die literarische
Konstruktion einer Sammlung, Berlin 2020. For paideia, see Werner Jaeger, Paideia: The Ideals of Greek
Culture, trans. Gilbert Highet, New York 1969, which is still fundamental; for the present subject, see also
Jaeger's Humanism and Theology, Milwaukee, WI 1943.
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(1331-1406) who consciously revived this eloquent connection between paideia and humanitas
at the very beginning of the Quattrocento, in 1401.*® Conceptually, it corresponds closely to the
social ambition implicit in the visual examples discussed above.

[12] The further development of such imagery can be identified in the numerous paintings
depicting friars in the act of teaching a group of lay and religious men (and sometimes women).
Among these, two telling examples are the panels executed around 1450 by Zanobi Strozzi (1412—
1468) for San Marco in Florence, depicting Albert the Great and Thomas Aquinas as Teachers
(Figs. 9, 10).

9 Zanobi Strozzi, Albert the Great as Teacher, ca. 1450, panel, 48 x 148 cm. San Marco, Florence (with
permission of the Ministero della Cultura — Direzione regionale Musei Nazionali Toscana — Firenze; no
further use permitted)

16 Cf. Eckhard Kessler, Das Problem des frilhen Humanismus. Seine philosophische Bedeutung bei Coluccio
Salutati, Munich 1968, espec. 44-66. The first apparent mention of the term studia humanitatis can be
found in two letters of Salutati in the year 1401: "quis enim credat inter tante tamque copiose humanitatis,
hoc est eruditionis moralis, studia tantum cupiditatibus vel cupiditatum rationibus, ut affirmas, quibus ille
careant, licuisse, quod amico benefico tam ardenter potueris succensere?"; Epistolario di Coluccio Salutati,
ed. Francesco Novati, 3 vols., Rome 1896, vol. 3, 517 (emphasis mine). For a statement even closer to
Gellius' sense, see a letter to Carlo Malatesta: "quo fateri oportet te non in maiore dignitatis et statu luce
versari, quam virtutis atque doctrine, que duo unicum illud humanitatis vocabulum representat. Nam non
solum illa virtus, que etiam benignitas dici solet, hoc nomine significatur, sed etiam peritia et doctrina: plus
igitur humanitatis importatur verbo quam communiter cogitetur. Optimi quidem auctorum, tam Cicero
quam alii plures, hoc vocabulo prod doctrina moralique scientia usi sunt; nec mirum. Preter hominem
quidem nullum animal doctrinabile reperitur. Ut, cum homini proprium sit doceri et docti plus hominis
habeant quam indocti, convenientissime prisci per humanitatem significaverint et doctrinam. Hec igitur
humanitas tua, que vocabuli significationem implet, non deterret, sed invitat ut scribam. [...]"; quoted
according to Novati (1896), vol. 3, 536.



Stahlbuhk, "'Arma Praedicatorum"" RIHA Journal 17, 2 (2026)

10 Zanobi Strozzi, Thomas Aquinas as Teacher, ca. 1450, panel, 48 x 148 cm. San Marco, Florence (with
permission of the Ministero della Cultura — Direzione regionale Musei Nazionali Toscana — Firenze; no
further use permitted)

In these panels, the audience attending the teachings of the two eminent Dominicans is clearly
presented as a heterogeneous group, comprising various monks and friars as well as laypeople
from different social backgrounds. The representations appear to be closely linked to the place for
which the two panels were intended. Most likely, they crowned two chairs (cattedre) in the
theological classroom of San Marco; today they are displayed in the former reading hall of the
'public' library, which was designed and built by Michelozzo (1396-1472) at the same time.'”
Despite San Marco's status as an observant, secluded Dominican convent, the friars nevertheless
established one of the earliest "public libraries" of the modern era.'® In fact, with San Marco,
what Salutati had emphatically called for in his De fato et fortuna — "constituantur bibliothece
publice"!® — was realised. Some fifty years later, this rhetoric was echoed in the words that Poggio
Bracciolini (1380—-1459) addressed to Niccold Niccoli (1364—-1437), calling for the reconciliation of
the studium humanitatis with sacred texts; it was also referenced in the famous funeral oration in
which he eulogised his friend, praising in particular Niccoli's generosity in wishing to make this
space accessible to "all" — namely the library of San Marco, to which Niccoli's rich collection of

books was bequeathed in his will.?°

7. 0n the library, see Berthold L. Ullman, The Public Library of Renaissance Florence: Niccold Niccoli, Cosimo
de' Medici and the Library of San Marco, Padua 1972.

'8 Denoting the library in San Marco as a "public library" is at odds with our contemporary understanding of
the term "public". On the complexity and variability of notions of public access to libraries in pre- and early
modern contexts, see Paola Molino, L'impero di carta. Storia di una biblioteca e di un bibliotecario (Vienna,
1575-1608), Rome 2017, 9-36. For later Renaissance libraries, see Fernando Jests Bouza Alvarez, "La
biblioteca de El Escorial y el orden de los saberes en el siglo XVI", in: Fernando Checa Cremades, ed., El
Escorial: Arte, poder y cultura en la Corte de Felipe Il, Madrid 1989, 81-99: 84-87. Specifically on San Marco
cf. Allie Terry-Fritsch, "Florentine Convent as Practiced Place: Cosimo de' Medici, Fra Angelico, and the
Public Library of San Marco", in: Medieval Encounters 18 (2012), 230-271.

!9 Coluccio Salutati, De fato et fortuna, ed. Concetta Bianca, Florence 1985, 49.

° Eugenio Garin has written eloquent words on this: La biblioteca di San Marco, Florence 1999, espec. 13-
20. Cf. Poggio Bracciolini, Opera, Basel 1538, 271, 276. On Poggio's thoughts regarding a Christian
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[13] Echoing Andrea di Bonaiuto's mural painting in Santa Maria Novella with its complex allegory
of the enthroned Thomas Aquinas (Figs. 3-6), the convent of San Marco employed, about a
century later, two leading figures of the order to visualise the intellectual and didactic function of
the Order of Preachers (Figs. 9-10), as well as the public role of their library holdings. 2! Returning
to the Treviso example (Figs. 1-2), we note that, although driven by the same intention, the
iconographic choice is different. Saint Thomas does not hold a privileged position there, but is
instead one among many 'militant' Dominicans surrounding those entering the chapter house of
San Nicolo.

[14] Indeed, the decoration of the Treviso chapter house is of interest here also (or primarily)
because of its visual and conceptual parallels with the Uomini illustri cycles.?? The com-
memoration of eminent friars in written form was, in fact, a distinctive feature of the Order of
Preachers ever since such written testimonies were called for by Humbert de Romans (1200-
1277) at the General Chapter of 1256.%° This profound historical awareness, to which | will return,
is nevertheless expressed in Treviso in a clear formal correspondence with the secular viri illustres
cycles. This is evident in the individualised portraiture of the figures, in the integration of text and
image through various types of inscriptions, and, finally, in the intention to establish a model
through which the community addressed by the cycle is inspired: an ideological foundation on
which it is based and, last but not least, a humus (whether ethical-moral in nature, related to the
friars' habitus, or expressed through their exemplary actions) from which the community is
nourished. Despite the rather heterogeneous quality of the cycle, the precocity of the Treviso
portraiture deserves emphasis.?* The viewer is confronted with a varietas of human appearance —
not as typological variation, but as individuals captured at different stages of an intimate
engagement between self and book (Fig. 2). The sequence of friars thus transforms individual
action into collective action. The learned international community of Dominicans depicted on the
walls gathers around the Verbum, from which it draws its very raison d'étre. On the back wall, the
Crucifixion from the previous century remains as the central focal point; as guardians of the
Pentecostal message, they are the "Preaching Friars" par excellence.

humanism, see Francesco Bausi, "Humanisme 'civil' et humanisme 'chrétien' dans le De avaritia de Poggio
Bracciolini", in: Cécile Caby and Rosa Maria Dessi, eds., Humanistes, clercs et laics dans I'ltalie du Xllle au
début du XVle siécle, Turnhout 2012, 367-404.

21 On the social value of the convent libraries, see the early but still essential work by James O'Gorman, The
Architecture of the Monastic Library in Italy, 1300-1600, New York, NY 1972.

22 This is not to deny the connections with earlier chapter house decorations, such as that at Pomposa in the
1330s, where a monochrome gallery of prophets adorns the side walls. Cf. Stefanie Hauer, Erneuerung im
Bild. Die Benediktinerabtei Pomposa und ihre Wandmalereien des 14. Jahrhunderts, Wiesbaden 1998, 19-45.

2 Acta Capitulorum Generalium Ordinis Praedicatorum, ed. Benedictus Maria Reichert, vol. 1: Ab anno 1220
usque ad annum 1303, Rome 1898 (= Monumenta Ordinis Fratrum Praedicatorum historica, 3), 83:
"Quicumaque prior scriverit. vel audiverit aliquod miraculum vel factum edificatorium contigisse in ordine vel
propter ordinem; scribat magistro diligenter. ut possint in posterum reservari ad utilitatem futurorum."

2% Fulvio Zuliani, "Tomaso da Modena", in: Luigi Menegazzi, ed., Tomaso da Modena, exh. cat., Treviso 1979,
75-109: 87, offers the following description: "Quaranta effigi di persone reali, non congelate in una
celebrazione extratemporale, ma colte nel vivo di un'azione, fisica e psicologica, in una verita umana che le
rende immediatamente familiari allo spettatore."
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[15] In general terms, the Pentecost is the gift that reverses the scattering of the human
community after Babel.?> Mary and the Apostles, through their illumination via the Holy Spirit,
gain the capability to speak in all languages.?® Hence, the relationship between the possibility of
communication and the power of language is linked to the 'well-being' of the collective. In view of
the humanist emphasis on "the traditional rhetorical" role of "language as an educational
force",?” it seems fruitful to reflect upon the Dominicans' attitude towards this relationship, the
agenda they tied to it, and the reflections they devoted to its dynamics. Nancy Struever has
stressed that this humanist emphasis was, in some respects, anticipated by Dante Alighieri (1265—
1321) in his De vulgari eloquentia, where he elaborates on the term illustre as signifying not just
illuminated but also illuminating (I, 17: "Per hoc quidem quid illustre dicimus, intelligimus quid
illuminans et illuminatum prefulgens").?® Dante's explanation heavily relies on Thomas Aquinas,
who considered art as an emulation of the forms created by God. Art that emulates God's
creation is the primary source of beauty, whereas the essential and intellectual quality of beauty
is not equivalent to truth, but rather the means by which truth is made manifest.?® Dante's

» Cf. Gen. 11, 1-9: "The whole world spoke the same language, using the same words. While men were
migrating in the east, they came upon a valley in the land of Shinar and settled there. They said to one
another, 'Come, let us mold bricks and harden them with fire.' They used bricks for stone, and bitumen for
mortar. Then they said, 'Come, let us build ourselves a city and a tower with its top in the sky, and so make
a name for ourselves; otherwise we shall be scattered all over the earth.' LORD came down to see the city
and the tower that the men had built. Then the LORD said: 'lIf now, while they are one people, all speaking
the same language, they have started to do this, nothing will later stop them from doing whatever they
presume to do. Let us then go down and there confuse their language, so that one will not understand what
another says.' Thus the LORD scattered them from there all over the earth, and they stopped building the
city. That is why it was called Babel, because there the LORD confused the speech of all the world. It was
from that place that he scattered them all over the earth". (All bible citations are from
https://www.vatican.va/archive/bible/index_it.htm, accessed 10 April 2026).

% Cf. Acts 2, 1-11: "When the time for Pentecost was fulfilled, they were all in one place together. And
suddenly there came from the sky a noise like a strong driving wind, and it filled the entire house in which
they were. Then there appeared to them tongues as of fire, which parted and came to rest on each one of
them. And they were all filled with the holy Spirit and began to speak in different tongues, as the Spirit
enabled them to proclaim. Now there were devout Jews from every nation under heaven staying in
Jerusalem. At this sound, they gathered in a large crowd, but they were confused because each one heard
them speaking in his own language. They were astounded, and in amazement they asked, 'Are not all these
people who are speaking Galileans? Then how does each of us hear them in his own native language? We
are Parthians, Medes, and Elamites, inhabitants of Mesopotamia, Judea and Cappadocia, Pontus and Asia,
Phrygia and Pamphylia, Egypt and the districts of Libya near Cyrene, as well as travelers from Rome, both
Jews and converts to Judaism, Cretans and Arabs, yet we hear them speaking in our own tongues of the
mighty acts of God"."

7 Nancy S. Struever, The Language of History in the Renaissance: Rhetoric and Historical Consciousness in
Florentine Humanism, Princeton 1970.

%8 Struever (1970), 45. Dante Alighieri, De vulgari eloquentia, ed. Aristide Marigo, Florence 1938, 142. For an
English translation, see Marianne Shapiro, De vulgari eloquentia. Dante's Book of Exile, Lincoln 1990.

» Cf. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, 1,5,4 ad. 1; 111,88,3. See Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, "Mediaeval
Aesthetic: Il. St. Thomas Aquinas on Dionysius, and a Note on the Relation of Beauty to Truth", in: The Art
Bulletin 20 (1938), 66-77.
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innovation lies in applying this concept of beauty as intelligibility — associated mainly with the
visual arts and music — to the art of speech, and specifically to the vernacular.*® In view of the
"hybrid language of the pulpit" — as Carlo Delcorno termed the linguistic mixing of Latin and
vernacular dialectics among the Friars Preachers>! — the combination of learning, eloquence, and
the desire to deliver a certain agenda in illuminated and illuminating speech is definitely
something upon which the friars meditated. And in Treviso, they self-consciously decided to have

themselves depicted as viri illustres of doctrine and dignity in their chapter house (Fig. 2).3?

[16] The impressive quantity of books, parchments, and papers rendered in the fictive studies —
some of them bearing legible text — is accompanied by inscriptions beside and beneath the
studies. First, there are vertical panels with inscriptions placed between the fictive rooms; they
indicate the name, status, and particular traits of the friars depicted. For example, the English
cardinal Robert Kilwardby (ca. 1215-1279) is described as "vir in scientia perfectus & optimus
moribus adornatus", while the cardinal Latino Malabranca (?—1294) is instead remembered as "vir
prudens & cordatus & multum reputatus".>®> The lower half of the walls, articulated by a
multicoloured decorative scheme, features three registers of medallions in which the focus shifts
from the pursuit of wisdom to geographical dissemination (with a list of the order's provinces and
the convents associated with the province of Lower Lombardy), and then to leadership authority
(with a list of the Master Generals). First and foremost, the Dominican gallery was undoubtedly
aimed at the convent's inhabitants. However, the versatility in the use of chapter houses is well
known, and the permeability of convent spaces, together with the close interaction between
mendicant and civic mentalities — the central theme of this publication — suggest that Tomaso da
Modena was making a clear statement on behalf of the friars: they were active players in the
period that we refer to as early humanism or pre-humanism.>*

30 Cf. Alighieri (ed. Marigo 1938), 143-145.

31 On the use of the vernacular and, more generally, on the language of the friars, see the studies by Carlo
Delcorno. For example his Giordano da Pisa e I'antica predicazione in volgare, Florence 1975; "La lingua dei
predicatori. Tra latino e volgare", in: La predicazione dei frati dalla meta del '200 alla meta del '300,
conference proceeedings (Assisi 1994), Spoleto 1995, 19-45.

32 For a different version of the Famous Men cycle, see Alessandra Malquori, "Un genere figurativo inatteso:
i cicli di 'Asceti illustri' nella pittura toscana fra Tre e Quattrocento", in: Cécile Caby, ed., Eglise(s) et grands
hommes, entre Renaissance et réformes, Rome 2024 (= Collection de I’Ecole Francaise de Rome, 620), 41-78.

3 The inscriptions, now in parts difficult to decipher, were first transcribed by Domenico Maria Federici,
Memorie trevigiane sulle opere di disegno dal mille e cento al mille ottocento per servire alla storia delle
belle arti d'Italia, Venice 1803 (reprint Sala Bolognese 1978); the quotations given here are on page 43.

** In the case of San Nicold, it is important to note that the revised communal statutes of Treviso (1313)
reaffirmed the civic role of the Dominican convent. One of the three copies of the statutes, along with other
municipal legal books, was deposited there. In 1315, the Dominicans of San Nicolo also received public
financial support for the completion of their church, probably in recognition of the presumed intercession
of Saint Nicholas in the recovery of the libertas comunalis. Cf. Raffaella Citeroni, "Il convento di San Nicolo e
la citta (1270-1305)", in: Daniela Rando, ed., I frati predicatori nel Duecento, Verona 1996 (= Quaderni di
storia religiosa, 3), 105; Angelo Ottaviano Piagno, | Domenicani tra decadenza, scisma e riforma nell'ltalia
del Nord dal 1300 al 1532. | conventi non-riformati, Bologna 2023, 107.
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[17] If, within the genre of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century pictorial cycles depicting galleries of
Famous Men, the date of execution of Tomaso da Modena's frescoes — 1352 — appears rather
early, placing them midway between Giotto's (ca. 1267-1337) cycle of Famous Men and Women
in Naples (executed around 1330) and the Carraresi cycle in Padua, closely linked to Petrarch's
literary work of the 1370s,%" it should be emphasised that it was precisely in 1350 that Petrarch
himself passed through the "distinguished" city of Treviso, which he praised as "iocundo", and a
place capable of dispelling sadness.>® Luciano Gargan, echoing Fulvio Zuliani's observation about
Tomaso's direct knowledge of Petrarch's work,>” did not want to exclude the possibility of a
meeting between the humanist and the painter. Whether or not there was personal contact,
Tomaso most likely encountered Petrarchan thought through Petrarch's circle of patrons. As
Gargan has noted, Treviso, like other cities in the Veneto, experienced an early humanist phase
that included not only a flourishing literary culture of the highest level but also an enthusiasm for
collecting ancient statuary, coins, and similar an‘riqui‘fies.38 Furthermore, as Eckhard Kessler has
clarified with regard to Petrarch's De viris, it should be emphasised that the plan for this work
arose from his friendship with the Dominican friar Giovanni Colonna (1298 — ca. 1343) and from
the influence of the historiographical writings of Colonna's elder confrere Vincent of Beauvais (ca.
1190-1264).%° In light of all these details, identifying the cycle of Famous Dominicans as an
expression of the Zeitgeist does not seem at all misleading. The paintings can be read as
emblematic of the Dominican community tout court, as they represent its history as a genea-

% The first mention of Giotto's lost cycle is by Boccaccio; cf. Creighton E. Gilbert, Poets Seeing Artists' Work:
Instances in the Italian Renaissance, Florence 1991, 176-196; Pierluigi Leone de Castris, "Giotto a Castel
Nuovo: gli Uomini lllustri della Sala Maior", in: Pierluigi Leone de Castris, Giotto a Napoli, Naples 2006, 217-
233. See also Christiane L. Joost-Gaugier, "Giotto's Hero Cycle in Naples: A Prototype of Donne Illustri and a
Possible Literary Connection", in: Zeitschrift fiir Kunstgeschichte 43, 3 (1980), 311-318. On illustrious men in
general, see still Maria Monica Donato, "Gli eroi romani tra storia ed 'exemplum': i primi cicli umanistici di
Uomini Famosi", in: Salvatore Settis, ed., Memoria dell'antico nell'arte italiana. |I: | generi e i temi ritrovati,
Turin 1985, 97-152. On the Sala dei Giganti in Padua, see Theodor Mommsen, "Petrarch and the Decoration
of the Sala Virorum lllustrium in Padua", in: The Art Bulletin 34 (1952), 95-115; Giulio Bodon, Heroum
imagines. La Sala dei Giganti a Padova: un monumento della tradizione classica e della cultura antiquaria,
Venice 2009.

%% Francesco Petrarca, Le Familiari, ed. Vittorio Rossi, Florence 1934, vol. 2, 202-203, 253; Gargan (1979),
145.

%7 Zuliani (1979), 93.
38 Gargan (1979), esp. 148-149 on the collection of Oliviero Forzetta.

¥ Kessler (1978), 102-107. See also Rino Modonutti, "La fortuna di un amico del Petrarca: |a vita e le opere
di fra Giovanni Colonna di Gallicano dal XV al XX secolo", in: Filologia e critica 37 (2012), 30-63.
Notwithstanding Giovanni Colonna's scholarly stature, he is not included in the Treviso cycle, although
Vincent of Beauvais is depicted.
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logical tree that celebrates the intellectual stature of the order.*° In this sense, the paintings come
very close to convent chronicles and obituaries, which regularly emphasise the Dominicans'
intellectual and intelligible qualities, as Silvana Vecchio has also pointed out by drawing attention

to the metaphor of the friar as a living library (quasi armarium scripturarum).**

[18] The painted Dominicans on the walls of the Treviso chapter house — depicted in a wide
variety of scholarly poses and surrounded by codices, scrolls, and the instruments necessary for
recording their thoughts — serve as an exemplary model for the friars assembled in the chapter
house, whom they are meant to inspire. Their sheer number alone underscores doctrine as the
primary characteristic and unifying feature of the community. We are thus faced with an image of
the Church Militant, in which soldiers arm themselves with books rather than swords. Humbert de
Romans had already made extensive use of this metaphor in his Opera de vita regulari: "Constat
ergo quod arma praedicatorum sunt auctoritates sumptae de libris".**> He goes on to state that
religious men should always surround themselves with (sacred) books, so that they never lack the
water of wisdom nor the nourishment of the soul.** Books are metaphorically conceived as both
weapons and sustenance for mendicants. Such military metaphors are also used in the context of
the civitas, where they serve to emphasise the importance of learned and erudite individuals for
the well-being of a community embedded in a defined urban setting. This imagery appears to
have been employed frequently on both sides, in both religious and lay discourse. A lay
counterpart can be found in Angelo Poliziano's (1454-1494) introductory words to his
interpretation of Quintilian's Institutio oratoria:

“* The iconography of the Dominican genealogical tree spread around the same time, apparently first on the
Italian peninsula and later mainly in transalpine regions. It is, however, usually less specifically focused on
the friars' erudition. Cf. Claudia Jentzsch, "Die Ordensstammbdume aus dem Bibliotheksgang des
Paulinerklosters", in: Frank Zo6llner and Benjamin Sommer, eds., Speicher der Erinnerung. Die
mittelalterlichen Ausstattungsstiicke der Leipziger Universitdtskirche St. Pauli, Leipzig 2005, 55-72; and Lena
Marshall (University of Hamburg), forthcoming doctoral thesis, Ordensbdume und Gelehrtenreihen:
Genealogische Bildkonzepte im Dienst der Selbstdarstellung geistlicher Orden (provisional title).

1 Vecchio (2012), esp. 26-27; see also Joanna Cannon, Dominican Patronage of the Arts in Central Italy: The
Provincia Romana, c. 1220-c. 1320, London 1980, who identified the Treviso paintings as depicting a
monastic obituary, a hypothesis not accepted by West (2002).

“2 Humbert de Romans, Opera de vita regulari, ed. Joachim J. Berthier, 2 vols., Rome 1889, vol. 1, 421. On
this concept and on the centrality of the 'book' in general, see Pellegrini (1999), 77-145, and earlier Emilio
Panella, "Libro e immagine", in: Memorie Domenicane 11 (1980), I-XII.

“ Humbert de Romans (ed. 1889), |, 421: "Debent ergo viri sancti religiosi semper habere libros divinos
ubique sibi pernecessarios, ut per eos habeant abundantiam acquae sapientiae, tanquam per
aquaeductum, et quia inde possunt habere alimenta animarum suarum, et quia inde possunt
quandocumque volunt arma spiritualia sumere ad inimicorum impugnationem."
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But what is more necessary than to have always at hand the armour and sword of
eloquence with which to protect oneself, attack one's adversaries and defend one's
innocence from the wicked? [...]. This alone originally brought together within the walls
of a city the men scattered in the fields, made them work together where they had
previously differed, united them by laws, by customs, and finally by a refined and civilised
education. That is why, even later, all well-ordered and well-attired cities flourished for

supreme eloquence, and eloquence attained the highest honours in them.**

[19] Interestingly, a central point for Poliziano is that the art of speech can reunite the "scattered
people"” into communities. This clearly alludes to the dispersion brought about by the
differentiation of languages following the construction and subsequent destruction of the Tower
of Babel ("the Lord scattered them from there all over the earth"; Gen. 11,8). As discussed above,
this Old Testament episode is counterbalanced by the miracle of Pentecost and its crucial
significance for the unifying power of language (unus est populus et unum labium omnibus, Gen.
11,6). Against this backdrop, the desire of the mendicants to participate in the development of
what we call humanism, in its various forms of expression, becomes apparent.

“ Angelo Poliziano, "Oratio super Quintiliano et Statii Sylvis", in: Eugenio Garin, ed., Prosatori latini del
Quattrocento, Milan/Naples 1952, 869-885: 882 (now also in Angelo Poliziano, Praelectiones, ed. Giorgia
Zollino, Florence 2016, 26-27: "Quid autem tam est necessarium quam loricam semper eloquentiae
telumque tenere, quo et propugnare te ipse et incessere adversarium et circumventum a pessimis
hominibus tuam innocentiam tueri possis? [...]. Haec igitur una res et dispersos primum homines in una
moenia congregavit, et dissidentes inter se conciliavit, et legibus moribusque omnique denique humano
cultu civiligue coniunxit. Quapropter etiam deinceps in omnibus bene constitutes beneque moratis
civitatibus una omnium semper eloquentia effloruit summumque est fastigium consecuta" (my translation).
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Tempio, domus, and res publica: figurative language and the
construction of history

[20] As mentioned above, the Dominicans were already called upon in their earliest decades to
produce biographical collections, among the first of which is the Vitae fratrum ordinis praedi-
catorum by Gerard de Frachet (1205-1271).*> Scholarly interest spurred the writing of the Vitae
nonnullorum fratrum beate Marie Novellae by the Florentine Giovanni Caroli (1428-1503) and the
De viris illustribus ordinis praedicatorum by the Sicilian Tommaso Schifaldo (?—1500).*¢ Alongside
the collective memory of the order, an ever-growing awareness and desire for the self-promotion
of individual convents and friars was crystallising. The evolution of this production of memory has
been studied by Anne Huijbers, who has pointed out that the fifteenth century witnessed an
increasing — and above all conscious — attention to the use of Ciceronian Latin, which was evident
not only in grammar but primarily in vocabulary choice.*’ She notes that Schifaldo made extensive
use of such stylistic devices, as well as of typical humanist motifs and models, such as the praise of

cities, an emphasis on the patria, and the constant designation of his work as oratio.*®

* Fratris Gerardi de Fracheto O.P. vitae fratrum Ordinis Praedicatorum necnon cronica ordinis ab anno
MCCIIl usque ad MCCLIV, Leuven 1896 (= Monumenta Ordinis Fratrum Praedicatorum historica, 1); cf. John
van Engen, "Dominic and the Brothers: Vitae as Life-forming exempla in the Order of Preachers", in: Kent
Emery and Joseph Wawrykow, eds., Christ among the Medieval Dominicans: Representations of Christ in the
Texts and Images of the Order of Preachers, Notre Dame, IN 1998, 7-25.

6 On Giovanni Caroli and his Vitae, see the contribution by Amos Edelheit in this special issue, DOI: https://
doi.org/10.11588/riha.2026.2.107573. On the friar, see Valerio Marchetti, "Caroli, Giovanni", in: Dizionario
biografico degli Italiani 20 (1977), online: https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/giovanni-caroli_(Dizionario-
Biografico)/ (accessed 10 April 2026); Salvatore Camporeale, "Giovanni Caroli e le 'Vitae fratrum di S. M.
Novellae'. Umanesimo e crisi religiosa (1460-1480)", in: Memorie Domenicane 12 (1981), 142-267;
Salvatore Camporeale, "Giovanni Caroli dal 'Liber dierum' alle 'Vitae fratrum', in: Memorie Domenicane 16
(1985), 199-231; Amos Edelheit, "Giovanni Caroli — The Conduit of the Sense of Spiritual and Political Crisis
in Florence", in: Amos Edelheit, Ficino, Pico and Savonarola. The Evolution of Humanist Theology 1461/2—
1498, Leiden 2008 (= The Medieval Mediterranean Series, 78), 49-122; Amos Edelheit, Humanism, Theology,
and Spiritual Crisis in Renaissance Florence: Giovanni Caroli's 'Liber dierum lucensium'. A Critical Edition,
English Translation, Commentary, and Introduction, Leiden 2018 (= The Renaissance Society of America /
Texts and Studies Series, 10); Amos Edelheit, "'Picus ut pica locutus est': Giovanni Caroli against Certain
Theological Theses", in: Amos Edelheit, A Philosopher at the Crossroads. Giovanni Pico della Mirandola's
Encounter with Scholastic Philosophy, Leiden 2022 (= Brill’s Studies in Intellectual History, 338), 445-475;
Anne Huijbers, Zealots for Souls. Dominican Narratives of Self-Understanding during Observant Reforms,
c. 1388-1517, Berlin/Boston 2018 (henceforth referred to as Huijbers [2018a]) (= Quellen und Forschungen
zur Geschichte des Dominikanerordens / Neue Folge, 22), 292-299. On Tommaso Schifaldo, see Giambattista
Cozzucli, Tommaso Schifaldo. Umanista siciliano del sec. XV. Notizie e scritti inediti, Palermo 1897;
Alessandra Tramontana, "Schifaldo, Tommaso", in: Dizionario biografico degli Italiani, 91, 2018, online:
https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/tommaso-schifaldo_%28Dizionario-Biografico%29/ (accessed 10 April
2026); and Huijbers (2018a), 285-292.

7 Huijbers (2018a); Anne Huijbers, "Dominikus zitiert Ovid. Die humanistische Darstellung beriihmter
Dominikaner", in: Hagiographica 25 (2018), 221-250 (henceforth referred to as Huijbers [2018b]).

8 Huijbers (2018a). One of the most revealing — and distinctly 'humanist' — passages, and one that merits
closer reflection, is the opening of Schifaldo's text, where, in the first sentence of the dedication to Cardinal
Carafa, the Dominican writes: "Caius lulius Caesar dictator, Olivieri excellentisime, a quo familia et
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[21] When speaking of humanism in its linguistic dimension, one should therefore not assume any
general opposition on the part of the friars, and certainly not in the second half of the
Quattrocento. The "Ciceronian turn" should likewise not be understood merely as a stylistic
phenomenon. As noted above, it also emerges in the deliberate use of a specific terminology that
clearly recalls the ideals of "civic humanism", a concept formulated by Hans Baron and later
developed by scholars such as Giuliano Tanturli, particularly with regard to its specifically
Florentine expression in figures such as Leonardo Bruni (1370-1444).%° It exhibits an awareness of
the republican interpretation of Roman history derived from Cicero. (This is exactly where Tanturli
sees a difference from the earlier generations represented by Salutati and Petrarch). The ne-
cessity of the studia humanitatis — within this 'republican’ tradition — for rhetorical purposes is
explicitly mentioned by Caroli, for whom 'rhetoric' encompassed both the ornamentation of
speech and the epistemological value arising from it. He made it the cornerstone of his reform

project in his autobiographical dialogue Book of My Days in Lucca (Liber dierum lucensium).>®

[22] In this work, written in the early 1460s, the reader encounters a conscious use of a purely
secular vocabulary and of locutions of a ‘Roman mold'. In the last part of the Book of My Days in
Lucca, Caroli recounts a dream concerning the destruction of both church and convent (Caroli
deliberately remains vague regarding the identification: the reference is to both the Florentine
church and convent of Santa Maria Novella and the Dominican Order more generally). As in the
last book of Cicero's political treatise De re publica, the famous Somnium Scipionis, authoritative
figures appear to the friar in order to comment on the contemporary situation and, above all, to
illustrate how the "patria" might be restituted. Re-establishing the "domus" — and thus reuniting
the dispersed Florentine Dominican community in particular and the Order of Preachers in
general — will only be successful if the "Romana res" is taken as a model and if, at the same time, a
commitment is made to the study of the "litterae", with particular attention to the "humanitatis

appellatione Caesarum deinceps propagate est, Quique Romani imperii fasces invasit, aemulatione virtutis
Alexandri, philippi filii, ad praeclara illa miraficaque facinora evectus est, quibus sibi totum orbem subegit."
My translation (which differs slightly from that provided by Huijbers [2018a], 288): "Gaius Julius Caesar,
dictator, most excellent Olivieri, from whom the family and the name of the Caesars were thereafter
propagated, and who seized the fasces of the Roman Empire, was driven — through emulation of the virtue
of Alexander, son of Philip — to those illustrious and wondrous deeds by which he subjected the whole
world to himself." The emphasis is on invasit and thus on the characterisation of Caesar as a tyrant, and
consequently on a republican interpretation of Roman history, as it has been pointed out by Giuliano
Tanturli, "Continuita dell'Umanesimo civile da Brunetto Latini a Leonardo Bruni" [1998], in: Giuliano
Tanturli, La cultura letteraria a Firenze tra Medioevo e Umanesimo. Scritti 1976-2016, 2 vols., ed. by
Francesco Bausi et al., Florence 2017, vol. 1, 601-645.

* Hans Baron, The Crisis of the Early Italian Renaissance: Civic Humanism and Republican Liberty in an Age
of Classicism and Tyranny, 2 vols., Princeton 1955. See our preface to this special issue on the
historiography and critique — but also the continued relevance — of Baron's terminology in recent
scholarship, DOI: https://doi.org/10.11588/riha.2026.2.113750. Tanturli ([1998] 2017).

*® See Edelheit (2018) with the first edition and English translation of Caroli's text; Katharine Stahlbuhk,
"'[A]ld modum Sompnii Scipionis'. Il sogno raccontato come strumento letterario di divulgazione politico-
religiosa nel Quattrocento", in: Zeitspriinge. Forschungen zur Friihen Neuzeit 26, 3-4 (2022), 101-118.
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studia".”! These few lines reveal the profound absorption of humanism among the friars. One may
perhaps even go so far as to say that Caroli employs the Ciceronian model in a distinctly "civic

humanist" manner.

[23] Since Caroli wrote his texts from the 1460s onwards, further research is nevertheless needed
to determine whether there were antecedents within his order or his convent that were
chronologically closer to the groundbreaking lay humanist thinkers such as Bruni. For example,
the circle around Antonino da Pierozzi (1389-1459), Caroli's mentor, deserves closer
investigation, as Peter Howard's foundational research on the Florentine archbishop as well as the
study by Francesco Bausi on the Florentine humanist and priest Francesco da Castiglione
(ca. 1420-1484) have shown.”? Pierozzi died in 1459, Bruni in 1444. But the exchange of ideas
regarding the recovery of ancient knowledge oriented toward a republican ideal not only of
government but also of societal (re)form occurred much earlier, and did not only elicit distrust or
provoke opposition from the friars, as the well-known struggle between Giovanni Dominici (1356—
1419) and Coluccio Salutati might suggest.>> In reality, their relationship should be understood as
far more complex and dialogical rather than simply antagonistic. Dominici seems to be fully in
tune with the prevailing political rhetoric of the first decade of the fifteenth century, as Nirit Ben-

> Edited in Edelheit (2018); cf. also Stahlbuhk (2022). On the general awareness of Quattrocento humanists
regarding their own reflections on the nature of humanism — or the studia humanitatis — and how to engage
with them, see Patrick Baker, Italian Renaissance Humanism in the Mirror, Cambridge, UK 2015.

32 Cf. Francesco Bausi, "Francesco da Castiglione umanista e cristiano", in: Francesco Bausi, Umanesimo a
Firenze nell'eta di Lorenzo e Poliziano, Rome 2011, 369-521. Antonino's biography by Castiglione is followed
by four shorter lives: those of two clerics, Fantino Dandolo and Niccolo da Cortona, and of two lay
humanists, Giannozzo Manetti and Poggio Bracciolini. The life of Castiglione's first teacher, Vittorino da
Feltre, concludes this series of Illustrious Men as preserved in the Biblioteca Medicea Laurenziana, ms. Plut.
LXXXIX inf. 47. Bausi highlights the extent to which Castiglione develops a parallelism between the two
figures of the Dominican Antonino and the humanist Vittorino, declaring them to be the ultimate examples
to be imitated: "Convertamur ad Dominum, et ipse convertetur ad nos; imitemur sanctos viros quale nuper
vidimus Antonium ac Victorinum, et si quos illis aliqua ex parte similes esse intuemur. Sunt enim multi et
hac tempestate viri religiosi ac multis virtutibus illustres, in quibus profecto, ni fallor, fides nostra radices
suas ac fundamenta conservat"; cf. Bausi (2011), 391-393. By Peter Howard, see, at a minimum, his Beyond
the Written Word: Preaching and Theology in the Florence of Archbishop Antoninus, 1427-1459, Florence
1995 (= Istituto nazionale di studi sul Rinascimento, ed., Quaderni di "Rinascimento", 28), and, more
recently, "'You Cannot Sell Liberty for All the Gold There Is': Promoting Good Governance in Early
Renaissance Florence", in: Renaissance Studies 24, 2 (2010), 207-233. On Antonino, see also the thematic
issue of Memorie Domenicane 43 (2012).

>3 See mainly Dominici's Lucula noctis, ed. Edmund Hunt, Notre Dame, IN 1940, and Claudio Mésionat,
Poetica theologia: la "Lucula noctis" di Giovanni Dominici e le dispute letterarie tra '300 e '400, Rome 1984.
On the conflict between Salutati and Dominici, see also Charles Trinkaus, In Our Image and Likeness.
Humanity and Divinity in Italian Humanist Thought, 2 vols., Chicago 1970, vol. 2, 555-562; Peter Denley,
"Giovanni Dominici's Opposition to Humanism", in: Keith Robbins, ed., Religion and Humanism, Oxford
1981, 110-114.
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Aryeh Debby has demonstrated.>* In point of fact, the degree to which Dominici's rhetoric was
infused with Bruni's strongly patriotic form of humanism — grounded in a republican
interpretation of Roman history — is made strikingly evident in this powerful line from one of the
friar's preachings in the very first years of the Quattrocento, where he plainly equates the

humanity and faith of his audience with their Florentine 'nationality': "if you are a human, if you

are a Christian, if you are a Florentine".>”

[24] Notwithstanding these selected examples, it is important to stress that we still know very
little about the intellectual culture of Santa Maria Novella in the first half of the fifteenth century.
Luca Boschetto's fundamental research on the impact of the decade-long presence in Florence of
Eugene IV (Gabriele Condulmer, 1383—-1447, pope from 1431) and his residence in the Dominican
complex represents a major advance, not least in view of the permeability of the convents in their
relations with civic institutions. The studies by Gaia Ravalli on the Dominican complex (a part of
which is published in the present issue) have a similar impact.>® But we still lack a thorough
investigation of the eminent Dominicans present in the convent during that time, who taught in
the studium, engaged in preaching, and maintained relations with civic authorities. They operated
in a context in which they regularly encountered cardinals, high-ranking prelates, and secular
leaders, and — even more importantly — in which they were in close contact with leading thinkers
and humanists who served as papal secretaries and therefore frequently resided at Santa Maria
Novella. If already at the turn of the Quattrocento the Florentine Dominican community played
host to friars with international backgrounds and, above all, the convent held one of the city's
richest libraries,>” it was precisely from the mid-1430s that Santa Maria Novella, as the Florentine
Lateran, became one of the intellectual hotspots of the Christian world for approximately a
decade: The union with the Greek Church was concluded at the Council of Florence in 1439 and
was followed by unions with the Armenian and Coptic Churches.>® In this intellectual context, the
famous debate on the nature of ancient Latin between Bruni, Flavio Biondo (1392-1463), and

>* Nirit Ben-Aryeh Debby, "Political Views in the Preaching of Giovanni Dominici in Renaissance Florence,
1400-1406", in: Renaissance Quarterly 55, 1 (2002), 19-48. See also her Renaissance Florence in the
Rhetoric of Two Popular Preachers: Giovanni Dominici (1345-1419) and Bernardino da Siena (1380-1444),
Turnhout 2001 (= Late Medieval and Early Modern Studies, 4).

>> Florence, Biblioteca Riccardiana, Ricc. 1301, predica 13, line 165; cf. Ben-Aryeh Debby (2002), 28.

*® Luca Boschetto, Societd e cultura a Firenze al tempo del Concilio: Eugenio IV tra curiali, mercanti e
umanisti (1434-1443), Rome 2012; Gaia Ravalli, Attraverso Santa Maria Novella. Spazio, culto, decorazione
tra Xlll e XVI secolo, Ph.D. thesis, Scuola Normale Superiore, Pisa 2019; cf. her contribution in the present
issue, DOI: https://doi.org/10.11588/riha.2026.2.107572.

7 On the economic and personnel situation at Santa Maria Novella, as reflected in the tax declaration of
1427, see Luca Boschetto, "I domenicani di Santa Maria Novella nella cultura umanistica e teologica
fiorentina", in: Andrea de Marchi, ed., Santa Maria Novella. La basilica e il convento, vol. 2: Dalla "Trinita" di
Masaccio alla meta del Cinquecento, Florence 2016, 13-31.

%8 Cf. Paolo Viti, ed., Firenze e il Concilio del 1439, conference proceedings (Florence 1989), 2 vols., Florence
1994; Boschetto (2012).
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other disputants, which was held in 1435 in the antechamber of the papal apartment in the

Dominican convent, is signiﬁcant.59

[25] Similarly, Caroli's major literary work, the Vitae nonnullorum fratrum beate Marie Novellae,
written between ca. 1470 and 1480, attests to the reciprocity, porosity, and intertwining of the
religious and civic spheres. Here we find an evident attempt to claim an integral place within the
humanist movement already in the dedication of the text to Cristoforo Landino (1424-1498),
"virorum eruditissime",®® lecturer in rhetoric and poetry at the studio fiorentino since 1458.
Besides choosing a leading humanist as the addressee of the Vitae,®' Caroli opens his
historiographical work with a "laudatio domus", thereby creating a panegyric framework for the
subsequent biographies of the Dominican friars. The description of the church and convent
echoes not only the antique laus urbis — through Bruni's famous laudation of Florence from 1404
— but also shows Caroli's awareness of contemporary debates on how architecture shapes those
who move through its material forms and inhabit them.%? In fact, in ideal concordance with the
"splendore civitatis" celebrated by Bruni, who already emphasised how the inhabitants became
infused with the nobility of the urban built environment,®* Caroli opens his "preface by displaying
the dignity of the house" (prefatio incipit feliciter, in qua dignitas eius domus ostenditur).®* The
workmanship and the beauty of the church and convent are presented as an ideal 'container' for
exemplary friars. This is exactly what makes Caroli so interesting and fruitful for art history: his
awareness of the power of buildings and materials in shaping communities, whether civic or
clerical, as in the case of the friars. Caroli's use of architectural metaphors — or better, figures — is
not unlike that of Leon Battista Alberti, who employs them in his Tuscan (and Latin) dialogues, to
'decorate’ his text and subtly underscore his critique of contemporary politics and society. ®®

*® See Mirko Tavoni, Latino, grammatica, volgare. Storia di una questione umanistica, Padua 1984 (=
Medioevo e Umanesimo, 53).

% | etter published in Camporeale (1981), 237-238.

®* The Vitae are not the only work by Caroli dedicated to Landino; this is also true of his Libri de temporibus
suis, of which Amos Edelheit is preparing an edition.

52 0On the interplay between writing, oratory, rhetoric, the visual arts, and the built city as means of
educating and informing the viewer, see, for example, Caspar Pearson, Humanism and the Urban World.
Leon Battista Alberti and the Renaissance City, University Park, PA 2011; Caroline Van Eck, Classical Rhetoric
and the Visual Arts in Early Modern Europe, Cambridge, UK 2007.

% Leonardo Bruni, Laudatio Florentine urbis, ed. Stefano Baldassari, Florence 2000, 4. "Ut enim nonnullos
filios videmus tantam habere cum parentibus similitudinem ut in ipso aspectu manifestissime cognoscantur,
ita huic nobilissime atque inclite urbi tanta cum suis civibus convenientia est ut neque eos alibi quam in illa
habitasse nec ipsam alios quam huiusmodi habitatores habuisse summa ratione factum videatur". English
translation: "For just as we see that some sons bear such a strong resemblance to their parents that they
are most clearly recognised by their very appearance, so this most noble and illustrious city is marked by so
great an affinity with its citizens that it seems, by the strongest reasoning, that they could have lived
nowhere else than in it, nor could it itself have had inhabitants other than such as these".

% Laudatio published in Camporeale (1981), 239-244: 239.

% Here | am referring mostly to Alberti's Profugiorum ab aerumna, but also to his rural "architectures" in the
earlier Theogenius, to the later De icarchia (cf. Leon Battista Alberti, Opere volgari, ed. Cecil Grayson, 3
vols., Bari 1960-1973, vol. 2, 55-106, 107-186, 187-288), as well as to some of his Intercenales, such as
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[26] Alert to this interwoven exposition of historiography and architectural 'evidence', Salvatore
Camporeale has already emphasised the extent to which Caroli's Vitae represent a history of a
convent in the city. Caroli is concerned with the activities of the religious community in Florence.
Camporeale went so far as to call the Vitae "a history of communal Florence from the 13th to the
15th century".®® Caroli does not simply retell the lives of his confréres; he seeks to understand
their historical dimension and to integrate the actions of the commemorated individuals into the
fabric of the urban community.®” That Caroli was not alone in this effort is also evident from
official documents; indeed, a similar concern is reflected in the declaration of the General Chapter
of 1481, when the Sicilian Master General Salvo Cassetta (1413-1483) affirmed that the Friars
Preachers, through the study of letters, are the "decorum and ornament of the true Christian

republic".%®

[27] With regard to the ambition to enter the canon of humanistic publishing, the tradition of
such collections of friars' lives reached one of its high points in the printed work of another
Dominican: the De viris illustribus Ordinis Praedicatorum libri sex in unum congesti, compiled by
Leandro Alberti (1479-1552)%° and printed in Bologna by Girolamo Benedetti (?—1529?) in 1517.7°
This monumental six-volume work brings together biographies of the most distinguished
members of the order, starting with its founder Saint Dominic. For this venture, Leandro Alberti

Fatum et Fortuna and Discordia (cf. Leon Battista Alberti, Intercenales. Editio Minor, ed. Roberto Cardini, 2
vols., Florence 2022, vol. 1, 18-27, 98-101). See our German translation of the Profugiorum and, above all,
the commentary: Leon Battista Alberti, Uber die Seelenruhe. Vom Vermeiden des Leidens in drei Biichern,
eds. Hana Griindler, Katharine Stahlbuhk and Giulia Baldelli, trans. Victoria Lorini, Berlin 2022. For Alberti's
critique of Medici politics in the early 1440s in this dialogue, see Luca Boschetto, "Tra politica e letteratura.
Appunti sui 'Profugiorum libri' e la cultura di Firenze negli anni '40", in: Albertiana 3 (2000), 119-140.

% Camporeale (1981), 162.

% See the  contribution by  Amos Edelheit in  the present issue, DOI:
https://doi.org/10.11588/riha.2026.2.107573.

% Acta Capitulorum Generalium Ordinis Praedicatorum, ed. Benedictus Maria Reichert, 9 vols., Rome 1898—
1904, vol. 3: Ab anno 1380 usque ad annum 1498, Rome 1898 (= Monumenta Ordinis Fratrum
Praedicatorum historica, 8), 355: "Christiane vero reipublice decori et ornamento simus, hoc autem sine
litterarum studiis minime consequi possumus"; cited in Huijbers (2018a), 291, n. 45. On Salvo Cassetta see
Anna Foa, "Cassetta, Salvo", in: Dizionario biografico degli Italiani 21 (1978), online:
https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/salvo-cassetta_%28Dizionario-Biografico%29/ (accessed 10 April
2026).

% On Leandro Alberti, who alternated between erudite humanism and brutal inquisitorial practice, see
Abele L. Redigonda, "Alberti, Leandro", in: Dizionario biografico degli Italiani 1 (1960), online:
https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/leandro-alberti_(Dizionario-Biografico)/ (accessed 16 April 2026);
Giancarlo Petrella, "Nella cella di fra Leandro: prime ricerche sui libri di Leandro Alberti umanista e
inquisitore", in: Edoardo Barbieri and Danilo Zardin, eds., Libri, biblioteche e cultura nell'ltalia del Cinque e

Seicento, Milan 2002, 85-135. On his role as inquisitor, see Adriano Prosperi, "Leandro Alberti. Inquisitore di
Bologna e storico dell'ltalia", in: Massimo Donattini, ed., L'ltalia dell’inquisitore. Storia e geografia dell'ltalia
del Cinquecento nella 'Descrittione’ di Leandro Alberti, conference proceedings (Bologna 2004), Bologna
2007, 7-26.

7 On the printing workshop of the Benedetti, see Alberto Serra-Zanetti, L'arte della stampa in Bologna nel
primo ventennio del Cinquecento, Bologna 1959, 80-92.
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collaborated with humanists and scholars from outside the order, such as Giovanni Garzoni
(1419-1505) and Francesco da Castiglione. Although Alberti's De viris illustribus Ordinis
Praedicatorum appeared explicitly under collective authorship, one contributor is worth
highlighting: the late Giovanni Caroli. Indeed, five of his seven Vitae of the Florentine friars are
included in Alberti's collection.”*

[28] What makes the De viris so interesting for our purposes is the quality of the edition, its
attention to detail, its typography, and its overall layout, particularly as manifested in the
frontispiece.”? The latter is framed by a large woodcut border in grotesque style featuring two
mermen holding the Dominican shield in the lower margin.”> — The same woodcut border
surrounds the six large woodcuts within the volume, which depict the triumphs of six figures of
the Dominican Order. — The first seven lines on the frontispiece display the title and the name of
the main author in Roman capitals arranged in the shape of an inverted triangle. An eighth line
indicates the presence of further authors, who are listed below, in lowercase letters, in two
columns of five lines each. Centred beneath the two columns is a six-line block containing a Latin
hexastich. Huijbers emphasised the significance of the poem by the Dominican Niccolo Bagnatorio
at the bottom of the frontispice through its explicit link to antiquity:

Now let the Trojan sing no more, nor the sons of the earth-born boast in war; let the
Maeonian poet [= Homer] fall silent, with his learned song. Let eloquent Livy now be
silent as he recounts the noble deeds of the sons of Romulus in his lofty history. For the
gracious image of Pallas, originator of all, devotee of virtue, shines forth: for a new

progeny of leaders has arisen.”

The arrangement of the information on the frontispiece, together with the poem, places the ten
authors of the lives of the friars on a par with the works of Homer and Livy in epic poetry and
historiography. Their writings on legendary ancient wars thus underpin the vision of the Church
Militant, in which the Dominicans oppose Pallas/Minerva, goddess of wisdom and craftmanship,
to Mars, god of war. The frontispiece reminds the reader that the work in his hands is a text of the
highest literary standard and historical authority. The Dominicans are presented not just as the
modern, rightful, and illustrious successors of the people of classical antiquity — the Greeks and
the Romans — but, in a characteristically 'Renaissance' manner, they even surpass them in their
claim to be seen as the "image of virtue" (virtutis imago), a claim expressed through the rhetorical
assertion of the Dominicans' complete dedication to "Pallados omnigenae cultrix".

' Huijbers (2018a), 304, noticed that this implies that Caroli is the only former Dominican author that met
Alberti's standards in eloquence and style.

72 See the comment in Serra-Zanetti (1959), 81.

”* The same frame was used in the edition of the Rerum gestarum libri by Ammiano Marcellino, published
just eight days earlier, and was based on that used for the edition of Jacopo da Varazze and Aulus Gellius by
Giovanni da Trino in 1509; Serra-Zanetti (1959), 91-92.

7 "lam Troes cantare sinat belloque superbos | Grauigenas docto carmine Moeonides | Facundus sileat iam
gesta insignia narrans | Romulidum grandi Liuis historia. | Pallados omnigenae cultrix virtutis imago |
Emicat alma ducum nam noua progenies." My translation slightly differs from that in Huijbers (2018a), 305.
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Bronze: the eloguence of material

[29] One of the viri illustres mentioned in Leandro Alberti's series is the 25th Master General of
the Dominican Order, the Florentine Leonardo Dati, praised inter alia for his "outstanding
erudition and extraordinary wisdom".”” Dati and his bronze tomb slab by Lorenzo Ghiberti (1378—
1455) in Santa Maria Novella serve as a concluding example of the close interrelation between
convent and city. "On the morning of March 19, 1425, Lionardo di Stagio Dati, [...], has been
buried in Santa Maria Novella: [his death] was a great loss for the city and for the order"; in this
manner, a contemporary ricordo preserves the news of his passing.”® The order of the aggrieved
parties — the city of Florence first and the Dominicans second — provides an intriguing insight into
the political and social role of Dati and of the Dominican convent in general. Surprisingly, neither
the figure of Leonardo Dati himself nor his exceptional funeral monument has attracted focused

scholarly attention.””

[30] Leonardo was born into the Florentine Dati family as the younger brother of Goro (1362—
1435), silk merchant and well known for his Istoria Fiorentina (one of the key texts for Baron's

thesis).”® We lack information about Leonardo's early education, but in 1395 he is mentioned as a

> Leandro Alberti, De viris illustribus ordinis praedicatorum, Bologna 1517, 44v: "eminentem doctrinam
suam et prudentiam ingentes laudes promeruit".

’® Pagolo di Matteo Petriboni and Matteo di Borgo Rinaldi, Priorista (1407-1459). With Two Appendices
(1282-1406), ed. Jacqueline A. Gutwirth, Rome 2001 (= Studi e testi del Rinascimento europeo, 10), 175.

7 On Dati see Daniel Antonin Mortier, Histoire des maitres généraux de l'ordre des fréres précheurs, 8 vols.,
Paris 1903—-1920, vol. 4: 1400-1468, Paris 1909, 85-139; Stefano Orlandi, "Necrologio" di S. Maria Novella, 2
vols., Florence 1955, vol. 2, 134-166; Paolo Viti, "Dati, Leonardo", in: Dizionario biografico degli Italiani 33
(1987), online: https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/leonardo-dati_res-de29ae09-87eb-11dc-8e9d-
0016357eee51_(Dizionario-Biografico)/ (accessed 10 April 2026); Thomas M. lIzbicki, "Leonardo Dati's
Sermon on the Circumcision of Jesus (1417)", in: Steven McMichael and Susan Myers, eds., Friars and Jews
in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, conference proceedings (St. Louis 1997), Turnhout 2004, 191-198.
On the tomb slab, beyond the mostly general remarks in the scholarship on Ghiberti, see Frithjof Schwartz,
Il bel cimitero. Santa Maria Novella in Florenz 1279-1348. Grabmdler, Architektur und Gesellschaft, Berlin/
Munich 2009 (= [talienische Forschungen des Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz / | Mandorli, 8);
Christopher R. Lakey, "'Le sculture sottili': Light, Optics, and Theories of Relief in Ghiberti's Third
Commentary", in: Fabian Jonietz, Wolf-Dietrich Lohr and Alessandro Nova, eds., Ghiberti teorico. Natura,
arte e coscienza storica nel Quattrocento, conference proceedings (Florence 2017), Milan 2019, 191-203;
Laura Goldenbaum, In testimonium veritatis. Der Bronzegisant als Totenabbild im italienischen
Quattrocento, Berlin/Munich 2018, 60-69.

78 On Goro, see Paolo Viti, "Dati, Gregorio", in: Dizionario biografico degli Italiani 33 (1987), online: https://
www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/gregorio-dati_(Dizionario-Biografico)/ (accessed 10 April 2026); Andrew P.
McCormick, The Anatomy of Early Renaissance Propaganda: A Study of Goro Dati's Storia di Firenze, Ph.D.
Diss., Duke University 1985; Baron (1955), vol. 2, 140-513; Claudio Varese, Storia e politica nella prosa del
Quattrocento, Turin 1961, 65-91; Hans Baron, From Petrarch to Leonardo Bruni: Studies in Humanistic and
Political Literature, Chicago 1968, 138-150. It is still debated who of the two brothers, Leonardo or Goro, is
the author of the Sfera; cf. (among others) Lucia Bertolini, "L'attribuzione della Sfera del Dati nella
tradizione manoscritta", in: Societa Dantesca ltaliana, ed., Studi offerti a Gianfranco Contini dagli allievi
pisani, Florence 1984, 33-43.
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dignissimus master of theology.”® Dati was then a lecturer at the studio fiorentino in the years
1402-1403, thereby acquiring his great reputation.®° In Santa Maria Novella, Dati held several
offices and contributed significantly to the remodelling of the convent,®! for example by enlarging
and reorganising the library in 1421, to which he donated a considerable quantity of
manuscripts.®? As a theologian, Dati was a major figure in the turbulent years of the Western
Schism (1378-1418), first at the Council of Pisa (1409) and then at Constance (1414-1418).%3 The
coexistence of two, and then three, popes had significant consequences for the orders in terms of
authority: The Dominican Roman province, of which Santa Maria Novella was the seat of the
studium generale, remained loyal to the Roman obedience throughout. Nevertheless, the
presence, alongside the Roman obedience, of an Avignonese obedience caused severe political
difficulties for Leonardo Dati, who had been appointed Provincial in 1409.3% A few years later, the
third pope, John XXIll (Baldassare Cossa 1360/1365-1419),%° who was supported by the
Florentines in their efforts to end the schism under his guidance, appointed Dati as General Vicar
of the entire order. Cossa's bull, dated March 27, 1414, is a detailed eulogy of Dati as an "agent of
all good works, through zeal for religion, brilliance in learning, knowledge of divine and human
matters, exemplary purity of life, and integrity of conduct".® Dati's nomination to the office was
subsequently finalised during the General Chapter at Santa Maria Novella, which was held,
extraordinarily, in September of that year (normally the Dominican General Chapters were held
over Pentecost) in order to accommodate the opening of the Council in Constance, scheduled for
the following month. The honour and prestige, not only for the convent but also for the entire
city, in seeing one of its sons elevated to the position of Master General, is reflected in the

7 Pio Tommaso Masetti, Monumenta et antiquitates veteris disciplinae Ordinis Praedicatorum ab anno 1216
ad 1348, 2 vols., Rome 1864, vol. 1, 412; Orlandi (1955), vol. 2, 136.

8 Salutati, in his capacity as chancellor, urged the Roman provincial not to compel Dati to leave the city; cf.
document of January 21, 1403, Archivio di Stato di Firenze [ASF], Signori. Missive. | Canc. 25, 95v, cited in
Orlandi (1955), vol. 2, 137.

8 See the contribution by Gaia Ravalli in this special issue, DOIl: https://doi.org/10.11588/
riha.2026.2.107572.

8 Cf. Vincenzo Borghigiani (fl. mid-18th century), Cronica annalistica di Santa Maria Novella (1341-1444),
in: Archivio di Santa Maria Novella, Florence, I1.A.29, vol. 2, 311-312, cited in Orlandi (1955), vol. 2, 154.

8 For an overview on the Councils of Pisa and Constance, see Jiirgen Miethke and Lorenz Weinrich, Die
Konzilien von Pisa (1409) und Konstanz (1414—-1418), Darmstadt 1995; Heribert Mdller, Die Konzilien von
Pisa (1409), Konstanz (1414-1418) und Basel (1431-1449). Institutionen und Personen, Ostfildern 2007;
Nelson H. Minnich, Councils of the Catholic Reformation: Pisa | (1409) to Trent (1545-63), Aldershot 2008.

8 Cf. Orlandi (1955), vol. 2, 139-140. See also Luciano Cinelli, "I Domenicani, il Concilio di Pisa (1409) e
Costanza (1414-1418), e I'Osservanza agli inizi del XV secolo", in: Memorie Domenicane 53-54 (2024), 111-
123.

8 Cf. Francois Charles Uginet, "Giovanni XXIll, antipapa", in: Dizionario biografico degli Italiani 55 (2001),
online: https://www.treccani.it/enciclopedia/antipapa-giovanni-xxiii_(Dizionario-Biografico)/ (accessed 10
April 2026); Mario Prignano, Giovanni XXIll. L'antipapa che salvo la Chiesa, Brescia 2019.

8 Bullarium Ordinis FF. Praedicatorum, vol. 2: Ab anno 1281 ad 1430, ed. Tomas Ripoll, Rome 1730, 519:
"bonorum omnium opifex Religionis zelo, scientie claritate, Divinorum, humanorumque notitia, vite
exemplaris munditia, ac morum honestate, multifariam illustravit, scies & poteris".
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exceptional sum of 1,000 gold florins contributed to the expenses of the chapter, for which the
Florentine Republic, "figuratively speaking”, had to, "tear itself apart" (si straccio per modo di
dire). This sum was extraordinary, in keeping "with all the pomp that is proper to the Florentines",
and appropriate for a friar "who was naturally splendid in his affairs" (esso era di naturale
splendido nelle sue cose), as the eighteenth-century chronicler Vincenzo Borghigiani recounts.®’
The city of Florence, furthermore, decided to entrust the Dominican friar with the mandate to
represent the republic at the Council of Constance (with the order to report "quello vedessi o
sentissi, che ragguardassono allo stato nostro e alla pace e quiete d'ltalia, o del contrario, cosi
ecclesiastica come temporale").®8 He served at the council for four years, holding this dual office
as Master General and as the city's delegate.

[31] Following the turbulent events that ultimately led to the resignation of the three rival popes,
Dati, as representative of the Italian nation, was among the thirty electors who chose Oddone
Colonna (1369-1431) as pope of the newly reunified Church, taking the name of Martin V.% The
pope confirmed Dati in his office, officially recognising him as Master General of the Order of
Friars Preachers in 1418. The words with which Martin V invested Dati further testify to the high
esteem in which he was held; after recalling Dati's extraordinary learning, exemplary morals, and
wise prudence, the pope praised the zeal and solicitude with which he had worked for the end of

the schism.%°

[32] It was thanks to Dati's diplomatic skills that Florence served as the first papal residence after
the Great Western Schism, hosting Martin V in the newly arranged papal apartment at Santa
Maria Novella for more than a year, before his return to Rome in September 1420.°* Even in the
following years, Dati continued his activity as an ambassador of Florence, mainly but not
exclusively at the papal court. This arrangement continued until 1425, when he was struck by
illness and died on 16 March in Santa Maria Novella. After his death, he was granted the honour

8 Borghigiani, vol. 2, 219, as cited in Orlandi (1955), vol. 2, 141. On the financial support provided by cities
for provincial or general chapters, see the contribution by Cécile Caby in this special issue, DOI:
https://doi.org/10.11588/riha.2026.2.107571.

8 ASF, Commissioni di R. degli Albizzi, I, 292, as cited in Orlandi (1955), vol. 2, 142.

8 On Martin V, see Alle origini della nuova Roma: Martino V (1417-1431), eds. Maria Chiabo et al.,
conference proceedings (Rome 1992), Rome 1992 (= Nuovi studi storici, 20); Pierantonio Piatti and Rocco
Ronzani, eds., Martino V: Genazzano, il pontefice, le idealita. Studi in onore di Walter Brandmdiller, Rome
2009; Jirgen Hoeren, Martin V.: Papst der Einheit und der Glaubenskriege, Konstanz 2017.

% Bullarium Ordinis FF. Praedicatorum (1730), 535.

1 See the contribution by Gaia Ravalli in this special issue, DOI: https://doi.org/10.11588/riha.2026.2.
107572.
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of being buried embalmed in a floor tomb at the centre of the friars' choir.®? The topographical
significance — "in medio antiqui chori"®® — as well as the uniqueness of such a burial place at the
time become clear when one considers the various options available in contemporary burial

practices.”®

[33] The bronze tomb slab with the deceased's gisant was apparently cast by Ghiberti on behalf of
the municipality, lending both a sense of novelty and striking prominence to its placement within
the church space. It was the Dominican Vincenzo Fineschi (1727-1803) who recorded that the
slab had been cast by the "celebre scultore per commissione, e per spese della Repubblica
Fiorentina nel 142[5]".°> On the basis of Ghiberti's tax records of 1427, in which he states that the
friars of Santa Maria Novella still owed him 10 florins for the Dati tomb, it is generally accepted
that the costs of the tomb were shared between the city government and the friars.®® Given
Ghiberti's artistic involvement in the renovation of the papal apartment — works financed by the
city through the Opera del Duomo but overseen by the Dominican friars as hosts®” — a joint
commission from the friars and the priors to the sculptor is entirely plausible.

9 As the necrologio states: "in capite choro eneo clauditor tumul" (cited in Orlandi [1955], vol. 1, 152).
Modesto Biliotti, "Chronica pulcherrimae aedis magnique coenobii S. Mariae cognomento Novellae
Florentinae civitatis (1586)", in: Analecta Sacri Ordinis Fratrum Praedicatorum, Rome 1893, 544: "post
meritas solemnes exequias, in medio antiqui chori humatus fuit sub aeneo sepulchro quod sua effigie
exornatum conflavit Laurentius Ghibertus florentinus eius suoriae artis admodum gnarus". The choir was
dismantled during the renovation of the church interior by Giorgio Vasari (cf. Marcia Hall, Renovation and
Counter-Reformation: Vasari and Duke Cosimo in Sta Maria Novella and Sta Croce 1565-1577, Oxford
1979). Probably in the same context the slab was moved. In 1785 Follini and Rastrelli described it "scesi li
scalini nel piano della navata di mezzo, vi & il deposito di bronzo di Leonardo Dati" (Vincenzo Follini and
Modesto Rastrelli, Firenze antica, e moderna illustrata, 8 vols., Florence 1789-1802, vol. 6 [1795], 326).
During the 19th and 20th centuries, the slab was relocated several times within the church (cf. Walter Paatz
and Elisabeth Paatz, Die Kirchen von Florenz, 6 vols., Frankfurt am Main 1940-1954, vol. 3, 702, 785, n. 178).
Today, the slab is displayed in the Rucellai Chapel.

% Biliott (1893), 544.

* The choir was initially off-limits for burials according to the chapter resolutions of the mid-thirteenth
century. As Schwartz (2009) has pointed out, the dates confirm burial in the friars' choir of Santa Maria
Novella became possible for high-ranking clerics only from the second decade of the fifteenth century
onwards.

% Vincenzo Fineschi, Il forestiero istruito in S. Maria Novella di Firenze, Florence 1790, 26.

% Richard Krautheimer and Trude Krautheimer-Hess, Lorenzo Ghiberti, Princeton 1956, 138, refer to the
declaration of assets. In the catastral declaration of 8 July 1427, Ghiberti affirms: "Resto d'avere dai frati di
S. M. Novella fior. 10 della sepoltura del Generale"; Johannes Gaye, Carteggio inedito d'artisti dei secoli X1V,
XV, XVI, Florence 1839, vol. 1, 105.

7 See the contribution by Gaia Ravalli in the present issue, DOI: https://doi.org/10.11588/riha.2026.2.
107572.
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11 Lorenzo Ghiberti, Tomb Slab of Leonardo Dati, 1425-1427, bronze. Dominican church of Santa Maria
Novella, Florence (photo: author)

[34] The tomb slab consists of a plain, simply framed panel without opulent decoration (Fig. 11-
12). It is entirely occupied by the bare-headed figure of Dati, dressed in the Dominican habit,
which completely covers his body and feet. His head, tilted to the right, rests on a pillow
decorated with floral patterns; his eyes are closed. Dati's hands are crossed over a book, and in his
right hand he holds a pointed staff. At the bottom of the slab is an epitaph. The shallow relief of
the floor slab has suffered from centuries of foot traffic, making the bony structure of Dati's skull-
like head, with its sunken cheeks and pronounced cheekbones, even more perceptible today.*®

% If one compares the effigy in its current state with a seventeenth-century reproduction preserved in the
Biblioteca Moreniana in Florence, Fondo Moreni 339, c. 52r, it becomes clear to what extent the once
clearly articulated portrait has deteriorated over the centuries, having been worn away almost beyond
recognition. The reproduction is published in Schwartz (2009), 342.
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12 Lorenzo Ghiberti, Tomb Slab of Leonardo Dati, 1425-1427, bronze. Dominican church of Santa Maria
Novella, Florence (photo: author)

[35] In addition to its placement, the monument's exceptional nature was also emphasised by its
material: bronze.®® North of the Alps, bronze slabs had been used for bishops and high-ranking
clerics (and occasionally kings) since at least the twelfth century, although Dati's appears to be the
first example of this material on the Italian peninsula (even though earlier grave slabs exist in
other types of metal).!°° Moreover, it remained a rare choice in the following decades. What
motivated such a decision? What meanings were intended to be conveyed by a bronze slab rather

than a more conventional stone one?!%!

% Santa Maria Novella had by that time hundreds of tomb slabs, but none made of bronze. See the
reconstruction and plans published in Schwartz (2009), 417-424.

10 See, for example, Jens Briickner, "'Quando sollemnis memoria Wolfhardi episcopi habetur' — Thesen zur
Integration des Grabmals des Wolfhard von Roth in die Liturgie und die Sakraltopographie des Augsburger
Doms", in: Gerhard Lutz and Rebecca Miiller, eds., Die Bronze, der Tod und die Erinnerung. Das Grabmal des
Wolfhard von Roth im Augsburger Dom, Passau 2020, 29-54, and especially Joanna Olchawa, "Cera zu era.
Wolfhards Grabplatte und die Bronzegrabmailer vor 1302 — Uberlegungen zu Material und Technik", in the
same volume, 179-198, as well as Goldenbaum (2018). Following the Dati tomb both typologically and
chronologically on the Italian peninsula is the Pecci tomb by Donatello in Siena Cathedral. This work was
formerly dated close to the Dati slab, but its execution is now generally placed between 1448 and 1450; cf.
Laura Cavazzini, "Floor Tomb of Bishop Giovanni Pecci (t 1427)", in: Francesco Caglioti, ed., Donatello. Il
Rinascimento, exh. cat., Venice 2022, cat. no. 10.3, 318-319.

! From an art-historiographical point of view, it is surprising that the materiality of medieval and early
Renaissance bronze tombs has received so little attention, even in pioneering studies such as Erwin
Panofsky's Tomb Sculpture, New York 1964. With regard to both the technical aspects and the semantics of
bronze, it is the more recent publications by Goldenbaum (2018) and Olchawa (2020) that have most
advanced our knowledge of this type of artwork. For a more general discussion of the semantics of bronze
sculpture, see Norberto Gramaccini, "Zur lkonologie der Bronze im Mittelalter", in: Stddel-Jahrbuch 11
(1987), 147-170; Thomas Raff, Die Sprache der Materialien. Anleitung zu einer lkonologie der Werkstoffe,
Berlin 1994; as well as Edgar Lein, Ars Aeraria. Die Kunst des BronzegiefSens und die Bedeutung von Bronze
in der florentinischen Renaissance, Mainz 2004.
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[36] At first glance, a bronze slab — especially one cast in a single piece with such virtuosity as the
Dati tomb'%? — suggests a time-consuming and labour-intensive process, with significant risks of
failure during casting, and thus an object that is both extremely costly and highly prestigious. The
Dati slab is indisputably a work of high quality, executed by one of the most distinguished
sculptors and specialists in bronze casting. We should bear in mind that by 1425 Ghiberti had
already executed his Saint John and Saint Matthew for Orsanmichele, that the north door of the
Florence Baptistery had just been installed, and that he had begun work on the third gates — all
while possessing a profound knowledge of light theory and perspective.'®® The latter aspect
should not be underestimated when considering the effects on the viewer of the shifting lights
and shadows on the metallic surface, accentuated by candlelight during prayers or the chanting of
hymns from the choir, and markedly different from the hundreds of other tomb slabs in marble
and other stones present in the church by that time.!%* The aforementioned Cronica annalistica of
the eighteenth century states that Dati:

wanted and had the tomb made, where his corpse would be deposited at the head of the
choir, in front of the main chapel, thinking that it would be easier for the religious to
remember to offer prayers for his soul; therefore, he had ordered the famous sculptor
Lorenzo Ghiberti to make a low-relief bronze simulacrum of him, to be placed on the

floor above his bones.*®®

[37] If the chronicler Borghigiani is correct in claiming that it was Dati himself who — perhaps
during the course of his progressive illness — expressed the wish to be buried in that specific
position and with a slab made of bronze, one is led to ask which comparable tombs may have
inspired such a bequest. It cannot be excluded that Dati had seen similar bronze tombs during one
of his journeys north of the Alps. He surely knew the bishop of Salisbury, Robert Hallum
(1360/1370-1417), personally. Hallum served as English envoy at the Council until his death and
was subsequently buried in the cathedral of Constance, close to the high altar and beneath a slab
not of bronze, but of brass on Purbeck marble (Fig. 13), thus displaying a metallic and light-
reflecting aesthetic similar to that of the Dati slab.'°® The much earlier copper slab for the cardinal
Hugh Aycelin (1230-1297), located in front of the high altar in Santa Sabina, the first Dominican

192 The slab was restored in 2011-2012 by the Opificio delle Pietre Dure. The slab weighs 300 kg and
measures 229 x 87,5 cm. Its thickness is remarkably regular and thin, attesting to Ghiberti's technical
mastery.

193 Cf. Klaus Bergdolt, Der dritte Kommentar Lorenzo Ghibertis. Naturwissenschaften und Medizin in der
Kunsttheorie der Friihrenaissance, Weinheim 1988.

% On the optical effects, see Lakey (2019).

195 Borghigiani, Cronica annalistica, I, 318: "volle e fecesi lavorare I'Avello, ove depositare il suo cadavere a
capo del Coro, avanti la cappella maggiore, pensando cosi che piu agevolmente si ricorderebbono i Religiosi
di suffragare I'anima sua; percio ordinato aveva al famoso scultore Lorenzo Ghiberti il suo simulagro a basso
rilievo in bronzo, da collocarsi sul pavimento sopra delle sue ossa".

106 Stefan King and Ines Stadie, "Bischof Hallum und die 'Zwiebel'. Der Weg eines englischen
Architekturmotivs ins Konstanzer Munster", in: Jiti Fajt and Markus Horsch, eds., Vom Weichen (iber den
Schénen Stil zur Ars Nova. Neue Beitrdge zur europdischen Kunst zwischen 1350 und 1470, Vienna/Cologne
2018 (= Studia Jagellonica Lipsiensia, 19), 183-198.
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convent in Rome, is also similar.®” Besides the shiny surface, the high visibility and monu-
mentality, which nevertheless do not compromise the claim to humility implicit in 'simple' floor
slabs, relate these examples to the Dati tomb.

13 Tomb Slab of Robert Hallum, post 1417, brass slab laid on Purbeck marble. Constance Cathedral (photo:
Wikipedia Commons)

[38] Another line of evidence is provided by other equally high-ranking bronze tombs, which
further underscore the elite reputation of those high ecclesiastical figures deemed worthy of
commemoration in this medium. At nearly the same time as Dati, his supporter and close
‘companion’ in the schismatic struggles, the former pope Baldassare Cossa was granted the
exceptional honour of burial in the Florentine baptistery in a monumental wall tomb decorated
with a bronze gisant by Donatello (1386-1466).°® Ultimately, Florence celebrated itself through
these monuments. Although much of the general historiography paints Cossa as gloomy, it should
be noted that even his harshest opponents, such as cardinal Guillaume Fillastre (1348-1428),
recognised the great and admirable virtue of his efforts to secure the unity of the church.% In
Cossa's case, it is important to recall the decisive Florentine interventions —above all by the

97 This tomb is also of interest in light of the hypothesis that Dati himself wished to be buried in that
position and with that type of tomb, as Hughes Aycelin explicitly stated in his testament: "elegimus sepeliri
in ecclesia Fratrum de Sancta Sabina superius, ante pedes maioris altaris Sancte Sabine, et ponatur ibi in
tumba cuprea super nos quae fit adequate pavimento ut fratres dum viderint et habeant memoriam nostril
in orationibus suis"; cf. Julian Gardner, The Tomb and the Tiara. Curial Tomb Sculpture in Rome and Avignon
in the Later Middle Ages, Oxford 1992 (= Clarendon Studies in the History of Art, 6), 19; Schwartz (2009). The
similarity in both the request and the wording, particularly concerning visibility and prayer, suggests that
these were common formulae in such testaments.

% On the tomb and its context, see Ronald W. Lightbown, Donatello & Michelozzo: An Artistic Partnership
and its Patrons in the Early Renaissance, 2 vols., London 1980, vol. 1, 4-24, 25-51.
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Medici and related families — that rehabilitated his image after his resignation as pope, when he
fled and was later imprisoned north of the Alps. Once freed and escorted to Florence, Cossa
immediately went to Martin V in Santa Maria Novella to declare submission to his papacy. City
chronicles recount how the former pope Cossa, reduced to a pitiful state, was on his knees
wearing the habit of a doctor of law. Upon receiving his successor's blessing, the Florentines were
left in no doubt that "the peace and union" achieved that day in their city was a "miraculous
thing".!'° On June 27, 1419, Cossa knelt again before the pope, and Martin V appointed him
cardinal. As a tribute to the city that had so warmly supported him, Cossa declared that from then
on he would be known to all as the "Florentine cardinal".!'! For the citizens, Cossa remained
associated with a highly significant donation: a relic of the finger of John the Baptist, the city's
patron saint.}'? This is evidently why the authorities permitted his burial in the baptistery — a
location that would normally have been categorically excluded as a burial site'!® — after his death
in December 1419.''* Once the site had been chosen, the magnificent and seminal wall tomb by
Michelozzo and Donatello was erected in the 1420s.!® The stir that was caused by the inscription
selected by the Florentines to commemorate Cossa — including the words QUONDAM PAPA ("former
pope") — was such that Martin V, then based in Rome, formally requested that the wording be
changed. According to legend, the Florentines' reply was succinct: "what we have written, we
have written" (quod scripsimus scripsimus).**® The evident aim of glorifying the city through a
papal tomb clearly outweighed any desire to appease the living pope.

[39] No less than Martin V himself — the first pope of the reunited Church and likewise close to
Dati — had his burial place in the Lateran decorated with a slightly elevated, richly ornamented
high-relief bronze slab, executed by an artist also closely connected to Donatello.*” Evidently,
contemporaries were well aware of the capacity of bronze to convey specific meanings.

109 prignano (2019).

1% Gjovanni Cambi, Istorie, ed. lldefonso di San Luigi, 4 vols., Florence 1785-1786, vol. 1, 1785, 147: "effu
giudichata chosa miracholosa tanta pacie, e unione; che si vidde che Iddio volle chavare la Chiexa sua di
tanta cisma, e dischordia durata 51 anni". Similar, "quasi miracolo", in: Petriboni and Rinaldi (2001), 121. Cf.
Prignano (2019), 434.

1 prignano (2019), 437.
12 Cf, Prignano (2019), 457.

113 A few decades earlier, the wish of the mercenary leader Bonifacio Lupi to be buried in the Florentine
baptistery had been denied. Lupi, who had founded the hospital of San Giovanni Battista in Via San Gallo in
Florence, later commissioned his famous burial chapel in the Basilica of Sant'Antonio ("Il Santo") in Padua;
cf. Louise Bourdua, "Death and the Patron: Andriolo de Santi, Bonifacio Lupi and the Chapel of San Giacomo
in Padua", in: Il Santo 39 (1999), 687-697.

14 Cf, Giuseppe Canestrini, "Testamento del cardinale Baldassarre Coscia, gia Papa col nome di Giovanni
XXWI", in: Archivio Storico Italiano 4 (1843), 293-296: 292; Lightbown (1980), 4-24; Prignano (2019), 457-458.

115 See Lightbown (1980), 4-24, 25-51.

116 Cf. Giuseppe Richa, Notizie istoriche delle chiese fiorentine divise ne' suoi quartieri, Florence 1757, vol. 6,
240, who cites a contemporary ricordo by the notary Piero Doffi; Prignano (2019), 460.

17 cf. Joachim Poeschke, "Still a Problem of Attribution: The Tomb Slab of Martin V in San Giovanni in
Laterano", in: Studies in the History of Art 64 (2003), 56-71.
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[40] It is indeed possible to identify semantically charged properties that significantly influenced
the choice of bronze for Dati's commemoration. The metal alloy was not only regarded as the
epitome of durability and preciousness, but also evoked admiration for the technical skill required
for its execution. Hrabanus Maurus (ca. 780-856) in his encyclopedic work De Universo had
emphasised the intrinsic connection between the strength and durability of the material and the
strength and perseverance of the Church ("ltem aes fortitudinem ecclesiae in longanimitate
patientiae significat").!'® Hrabanus' reference to the composition and hardness of the alloy as a
sign of durability and stability parallels Dati's efforts in ecclesiastical politics and in promoting the
unity of Christendom.

[41] A slightly different characteristic, if not the complete opposite of durability, is the liquefaction
and fusibility of the earthly materials as the basis of such works of art, which makes it possible to
relate bronze tomb slabs allegorically to eschatological ideas. Scholars have identified two
relevant passages,''®
another from the De sacramentis by Hugh of Saint Victor (ca. 1069-1141).1%° Both refer to the

recyclability and reconstitution of metal statues in order to explain how the decomposed human

one from Peter Lombard's (1100-1160) Sententiarum libri quatuor and

body will, through divine intervention, be restored after resurrection. These sources are also
significant for their subtle allusions to the divine capacity of the artist as creator, expressed
through the notion of "Deus Artifex".

[42] The most important ancient source on bronze is, of course, Pliny the Elder (23—79) and his
remarks in Book 34 of the Natural History.**! Pliny marvelled at the fact that works in bronze have
the capacity to make famous men even more famous ("mirumque in hac arte est, quod nobiles
viros nobiliores fecit"; 34, 74). In this sense, he emphasises both the preciousness of the ma-
terial — which he states "is valued above silver, and almost even above gold" — and its auctoritas.
Due to its historical relation to the civic, urban sphere — "the importance of bronze is as old as the

118 Beqti Rabani Mauri De Universo libri viginti duo, ed. Jacques-Paul Migne, Paris 1852 (= Hrabanus Maurus,
Opera omnia, 5; = Patrologiae cursus completus, Series Latina, 111), 477; cf. Gramaccini (1987), 157.

119 cf, Caroline Walker Bynum, The Resurrection of the Body in the Western Christianity, 200-1336, New
York, NY 1995 (= Lectures on the History of Religions / New Series, 15), 115-226: 130; Goldenbaum (2018),
24-25.

120 petrus Lombardus, Sententiarum libri IV, lib. IV, 44.2: "[...]. Sed quemadmodum si statua cujuslibet
solubilis metalli igne liquesceret, vel contereretur in pulverem, vel confunderetur in massam, et eam vellet
artifex rursum ex illius materia et quantitate reparare, nihil interesset ad ejus integritatem, quae particula
materiae cui membro statuae redderetur; dum tamen totum ex quo constituta fuerat, restituta resumeret;
[..]", online: https://www.hs-augsburg.de/~harsch/Chronologia/Lspost12/PetrusLombardus/pet_mli4.html
(accessed 22 October 2025). My translation: "But just as if a statue of any fusible metal were to melt in fire,
or be ground into powder, or to be reduced into a shapeless mass, and an artisan wished to restore it again
from that same material and quantity, it would make no difference to its integrity which particle of the
material were assigned to which part of the statue, provided that the whole from which it had been
constituted were restored anew." For a similar statement, cf. Hugh of Saint Victor, On the Sacraments of the
Christian Faith (De sacramentis Christianae fidei), trans. Roy J. Deferrari, Cambridge, MA 1951, 459-460,
11.17.15-16.

21 Gajus Plinius Secundus, Natural History, trans. H. Rackham, vol. 9: Books 33-35, Cambridge MA/London
1952.
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"122 _ it is simply the most suitable material to represent qualities of the community ("excepta

city
deinde res est a toto orbe terrarum humanissima ambitione, et in omnium municipiorum foris
statuae ornamentum esse coerpe"; 34, 9). In this line of interpretation, Pliny's insistence that
those deemed worthy enough by the community to be commemorated in bronze "were modelled

"123 _is of major im-

as exact personal likenesses [...] — what are called iconicae, portrait statues
portance. This is also the key characteristics that Ghiberti himself attributed to the effigy of Dati:
"trassi del naturale".'?* Scholars have debated whether Ghiberti used these words to refer to an
early use of a death mask or whether he modelled the effigy while Dati was still alive.?® Be that as
it may, | think that the sculptor employs this wording in his Commentarii with precisely Pliny in
mind; it is, first of all, a rhetorical use. Moreover, in doing so, Ghiberti enhances his own status
and positions himself within the 'intellectual class'. In fact, according to Pliny, the guild of aerarii
fabres was established by Numa Pompilius (753—653 BC) immediately after those of the priests
and augurs that served the interests of the state.’?® That bronze effigies are related to the
memory of individuals distinguished by civic virtue is also emphasised by Pliny, when he points

out that the "first portrait statues officially erected at Athens were those of the tyrannicides".*?”

[43] Turning from literary to material sources, one final point regarding the close link between
Dati's bronze tomb slab and his dual political role for both the Dominicans and the Florentines
should be highlighted. An instructive example for the iconology of bronze in Roman antiquity, in
terms of vetustas and auctoritas, are the ancient bronzes once displayed in Lateran Square.'?®
It was also in the Lateran that the famous Lex de imperio Vespasiani was kept — a legal document
decreed by the Senate and inscribed on a bronze plate at the beginning of Vespasian's reign in AD
69 (today in the Musei Capitolini). During the rule of Cola di Rienzo (1313-1354) as tribune, the
Lex Vespasiani essentially became a 'secular relic', displayed in the apse of the Lateran Basilica as

122 plinjus (1952), 127.
123 plinjus (1952), 139.

124 L orenzo Ghiberti, | commentarii (Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Firenze, Il, I, 333), ed. Lorenzo Bartoli,
Florence 1998, 94.

125 Krautheimer (1956), 138. Already Cennini recounts techniques for taking casts from living persons; cf.
Cennino Cennini, Il libro dell'arte. The Craftsman's Handbook, ed. and trans. Daniel V. Thompson, New
Haven, CT 1933, 123-127: "I will tell you something else which is very useful and gets you great reputation
in drawing, for copying and imitating things from nature: and it is called casting. [...] Have the man or the
woman stretched out; [...] Have him keep his mouth and eyes closed — not tightly, for that is not necessary,
but as if he were asleep; [...] And bear in mind that if this person whom you are casting is very important, as
in the case of lords, kings, popes, emperors, you mix this plaster with tepid rose water; and for other people
any tepid spring or well or river water is good enough. [..] In this way you will take the effigy or
physiognomy or casting of every great lord. And know that afterward, once you have the first one, you may
have the mask cast from this mold in copper, metal, bronze, silver, lead, and, generally, in any metal you
please."

126 Cf. Gramaccini (1987), 162.
127 plinius (1952), 139.

128 Cf, Ingo Herklotz, "Der Campus Lateranensis im Mittelalter", in: R6misches Jahrbuch fiir Kunstgeschichte
22 (1985), 1-44; Gramaccini (1987), 162.
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an integral part of political performances staging the relationship between imperial power and
the Roman people.*® This monumental epigraphic bronze is a striking 'figural' example of the
official validation and public celebration of laws. Such a practice is likewise described in the Bible,
for instance in the First Book of Maccabees concerning the peace and alliance with Rome: "The
proposal pleased the Romans, and this is a copy of the reply they inscribed on bronze tablets and
sent to Jerusalem, to remain there with the Jews as a record of peace and alliance" (1 Macc 8:21-
22).13% This alliance is then reaffirmed at the end of the same book, where the emphasis is on the
high priest Simon and where the parallels with Dati become evident:

When the Jewish people saw Simon's loyalty and the glory he planned to bring to his
nation, they made him their leader and high priest because of all he had accomplished
and the loyalty and justice he had shown his nation. In every way he sought to exalt his
people. [...]. Consequently, King Demetrius confirmed him in the high priesthood, made
him one of his friends, and conferred the highest honours on him. He had indeed heard
that the Romans had addressed the Jews as friends, allies, and brothers and that they
had received Simon's envoys with honour. [...] and Simon accepted and agreed to act as
high priest, governor general, and ethnarch of the Jewish people and priests and to
exercise supreme authority over all. It was decreed that this inscription should be
engraved on bronze tablets, to be set up in a conspicuous place in the precincts of the
temple (1 Macc 14:35-48).

[44] The symbolic value of bronze plates — and likewise, slabs —is clearly apparent, and there is no
reason to doubt the familiarity with such semantic attributions at the time of Dati's death,
especially when we consider how the inscription at the bottom of his slab — "a uno epitaphio a
piedi", as Ghiberti annotates — reads: CELEBRIS HIC MEMORIA COLITUR CLARI RELIGIOSI FR(ATR)IS | LEONARDI
STATII DE FLORENTIA SACRE THEOLOGIE AC | TOTIUS ORDINIS PREDICATORUM MAGISTRI GENERALIS.™3! At first
glance, it is a rather general, if not uninspiring, epitaph when compared to others of that era. Yet
in light of the above-mentioned context, the priority —and the peculiarity — lies in the word totius.
This refers to Dati's achievement of having (re)united all the Dominicans and having been
acknowledged as master of the entire order and, in consequence, of having contributed to
reuniting all Christians, of having ended the schism, and of having brought back the one and only
pope to the Italian peninsula — first to Florence and then to Rome.

129 Chiara Franceschini, "'Rerum gestarum significacio'. L'uso di oggetti antichi nella comunicazione politica
di Cola di Rienzo (1346-1347)", in: Annali della Scuola Normale Superiore di Pisa, Quaderni 14 (2002), 233-
253.

130 cf, also Goldenbaum (2018).
131 Ghiberti (1998), 94.
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[45] If, as Norberto Gramaccini has argued, bronzes occasionally played a mediating role between
the spheres of the material and the spiritual, as well as between the profane and the divine, such
that they marked an interface between the two worlds, then the Dati slab emerges as an
exemplary site for the interplay of these dichotomies.'*? Indeed, it would be fruitful to dedicate
future research to the rhetoric consciously employed by the Dominicans of Santa Maria Novella
and the way it served the well-being and peace of the city. It has been pointed out that such a
commitment can be discerned from the very foundation of their church, which coincided with the
celebration of peace between the Guelfs and the Ghibellines.**® Similarly worthy of closer
investigation is the fragment on the right-hand wall of the nave, dating from the 1330s, which
depicts a battle scene representing the Martyrdom of the Theban Legion, yet with an explicit
reference to contemporary politics.>* And, to close with Dati, without diminishing his years of
experience and close contacts with urban politics, the execution of his tomb on behalf of the friars
and the commune should be situated within the broader context of commissions at Santa Maria
Novella during those same years. This includes the still unresolved question of who commissioned
Masaccio's Trinity, with the sources variously attributing the commission either to the prior, friar
Lorenzo Cardoni, or to the Lenzi family.'3> The fact that Dati's brother Goro Dati was serving as
one of the priori during the gonfalonierato of Lorenzo Lenzi in the very year of Dati's death in
1425 may have been a circumstance favourable to the tomb taking the form it did. In any case,
the friar Leonardo Dati — through both the skills acquired in the studia humanitatis and his actions
in service of his convent, the Florentine Republic, and the unity of Christendom — must be

regarded as one of the eminent protagonists of early Quattrocento Florence.!3®

32 Gramaccini (1987), 164.

133 Cf. Schwartz (2009), 38-50. He cites the Storia fiorentina di Riccordano Malispini dall'edificazione di
Firenze fino al 1282 seguitata poi da Giacotto Malispini fino al 1286, Livorno 1830, vol. 1, 500-501: "tutta la
citta n'era quasi divisa: chi tenea coll'una parte, e chi coll'altra. [...] papa Nicolo, ché mettesse consiglio e
aiuto in pacificare i guelfi di Firenze, [...]. Onde il detto papa commise le questioni a frate Latino cardinale
[..]. E poi il di di San Luca, nel detto anno, fondo e benedisse la prima pietra della nuova chiesa di Santa
Maria Novella de' frati predicatori, [...]: e in quel luogo tratto e ordino generalmente pace tra tutti i cittadini,
guelfi con guelfi, e poi da quelli a' ghibellini."

3% Cf. Andrea de Marchi, "Le milizie tebane e altri affreschi ritrovati in Santa Maria Novella: una traccia per
Bruno di Giovanni", in: Anna Bisceglia, ed., Ricerche a Santa Maria Novella. Gli affreschi ritrovati di Bruno,
Stefano e gli altri, Florence 2016, 97-122.

135 Cf. Orlandi (1955), vol. 2, 194; 605; Ugo Procacci, "Nuove testimonianze su Masaccio", in: Commentari 27
(1976), 223-237; Ursula Schlegel, "Observations on Masaccio's Trinity Fresco in Santa Maria Novella", in: Art
Bulletin 55 (1963), 19-43; Timothy Verdon, "Masaccio's Trinity: Theological, Social, and Civic Meanings", in:
Diane Cole Ahl, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Masaccio, Cambridge, UK 2002, 158-176. For a different
interpretation see Rita Maria Comanducci, "'L'altare nostro de la Trinita': Masaccio's Trinity and the Berti
Family", in: Burlington Magazine 145 (2003), 14-21. On the two Dati brothers and their relation to art, see
also Creighton Gilbert, "The Earliest Guide to Florentine Architecture, 1423", in: Mitteilungen des
Kunsthistorischen Institutes in Florenz 14, 1 (1969), 33-46.

138 Cf. Mortier (1909), 89: "C'est, si I'on veut, un humaniste, mais un humaniste de la premiére maniére,
celle qui savait allier la foi la plus profonde, le respect des vérités chrétiennes, la pratique de I'Evangile a
I'amour des lettres, aux spéculations philosophiques, a I'étude des sciences et aux jouissances de l'art. A ce
titre, Léonard Dati a une place a part parmi les nobles intelligences du XVe siecle."
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