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Death of the Virgin, tympanum of left 

doorway of the south transept from 

Strasbourg Cathedral (France), c. 1230 

 

The works on the Strasbourg façade have 

an emotional expressiveness, however, 

that is characteristic of much German 

medieval sculpture.  A relief depicting the 

death and assumption of Mary,  a subject 

known as the Dormition (Sleep) of the 

Virgin, fills the tympanum of the south 

transept portal.  



Mary lies on her deathbed, but Christ has received her soul, the doll-like 

figure in his arms, and will carry it directly to heaven, where she will be 

enthroned next to him.  The scene is filled with dynamically expressive 

figures with large heads and short bodies clothed in fluid drapery that 

envelops their rounded limbs.  Deeply undercut, the large figures stand out 

dramatically in the crowded scene, their grief vividly rendered. 



This sculpture is among 

the works traditionally 

attributed to a woman 

named Sabina, long 

believed to have been the 

daughter of the façade’s 

designer.  She is now 

known to have been a 

patron, not a sculptor.  

There is no evidence of 

women masons in 

medieval Europe, 

although a number of 

prominent patrons were 

women. 



The King of the World 

and the Foolish Virgins, 

from Strasbourg 

Cathedral,  

c. 1280-1300 



Rottgen Pieta, from the Rhineland 

(Germany), c. 1300-1325, painted 

wood  

 

The ordeals of the fourteenth century- 

famines, wars, and plagues- helped 

inspire a mystical religiosity that 

emphasized both ecstatic joy and 

extreme suffering. Devotional images 

inspired the worshiper to contemplate 

Jesus’ first and last hours, especially 

during evening prayers, vespers. The 

Pietà developed in Germany (where it 

is called the "Vesperbild") about 1300, 

reached Italy about 1400. Through 

such religious exercises, worshipers 

hoped to achieve understanding of the 

divine and union with God.  In the 

famous example shown here, blood 

gushes from the wounds of an 

emaciated Christ in hideous rosettes.  

The Virgin’s face conveys the 

intensity of her ordeal, mingling 

horror, shock, pity, and grief. 



Giotto. Arena Chapel (Padua) 

1305-6 

 

While working at the Church of 

Saint Anthony of Padua, the 

Italian painter Giotto di Bondone 

was approached by a local 

merchant, Enrico Scrovegni, to 

decorate a new family chapel.  The 

chapel, named for a nearby 

ancient Roman arena, is a simple, 

barrel-vaulted room. 



Giotto. 

Lamentation, 

from the Arena 

Chapel (Padua), 

1305-6 



The buon fresco process is time 

consuming and demanding and requires 

several layers of plaster.  Although buon 

fresco methods vary, generally, the 

painting is built from a rough layer of 

lime plaster called the trullisatio (scratch 

coat), followed by the arriccio (brown 

coat), the arenato (sand coat), and, 

finally, the intonaco (painting coat).  A 

cartoon (a full-sized preparatory 

drawing) of the composition is usually 

transferred to the wall after the arenato 

layer.  Then, the intonaco is laid 

smoothly over the drawing in sections 

(called giornate, Italian for ‘days’) only as 

large as the artist expects to complete in 

that session.  The artist must paint fairly 

quickly because once the plaster is dry, it 

will no longer absorb the pigment.  Any 

areas of the intonaco that remain 

unpainted after a session must be cut 

away so that fresh plaster can be applied 

for the next giornata. 



In the moving Lamentation, in the 

lowest register of the Arena Chapel, 

Giotto focused the composition for 

maximum emotional effect off-

center on the faces of Mary and the 

dead Jesus.  A great downward-

swooping ridge- its barrenness 

emphasized by a single dry tree, a 

medieval symbol of death- carries 

the psychological weight of the 

scene to its expressive core.  

 

Instead of symbolic sorrow, Giotto 

conveys real human suffering, 

drawing the viewer into the circle of 

personal grief.  The direct, 

emotional appeal of his art, as well 

as its deliberate plainness, 

embodies Franciscan values. 



Each scene is set like a narrow stage, with the picture plane functioning 

as the theater’s fourth wall.  Figures turn freely in space- Giotto was the 

first artist since antiquity to depict figures in back view- and act and 

react according to the requirements of the narrative.  As a result, the 

viewer identifies physically and psychologically with both the form and 

content of the scenes. 



The Kiss of Judas is the dramatic climax of Giotto’s narrative, and what 

follows is denouement. It is located on the right wall directly below the 

Presentation, to which it is related formally and psychologically. For example, 

the man in purple at the right points toward the center, echoing the 

prophetess in the Presentation. (The latter foreshadows Christ’s death by 

association with the hooded executioners of medieval Europe.) In both scenes, 

the central confrontation arrests the action momentarily. 





In the Expulsion of Joachim from the 

Temple, directly to the right of the 

Annunciation, Giotto has depicted a 

remarkable synthesis of form, 

psychology, and traditional Christian 

typology.  Joachim, who is aged and 

childless, has brought a lamb to the 

Temple in Jerusalem as an offering 

in the hopes of having a child of his 

own.  The priest, appalled at 

Joachim’s presumption, expels him 

from the Temple. The thrust of the 

priest’s gesture seems literally to 

have the weight and authority of the 

Temple behind it.  Joachim’s 

conflicted reaction is shown by his 

twisted pose, as he simultaneously 

turns toward the priest and protects 

the lamb from his aggression.  The 

dejection experienced by Joachim at 

being roughly rejected is symbolized 

by the blue void at the right.  It is 

also a metaphor for the emptiness he 

feels in not having produced children.  



The formal characteristics of the Expulsion of Joachim recur throughout the 

cycle.  Figures are solidly sculptural; draperies are weighty and fall to the 

ground in obedience to the law of gravity.  The blue sky and three-

dimensional space reinforce the appearance of a natural setting.  The 

stagelike quality of the architecture, which is small in comparison to the 

scale of the figures, recurs throughout the cycle.  



It is possible that this, 

together with the 

dramatic character of 

Giotto’s scenes, reflects 

the contemporary 

revival of Roman 

theater, particularly 

the plays of Seneca, in 

Padua.  As in Classical 

drama, Giotto’s frescoes 

maintain a unity of 

place and a continuity 

in the formal and 

psychological portrayal 

of the figures. 



Giotto reinforces his perception 

of the mother-child relationship 

in the depiction of the animals.  

Among the sheep, he repeats the 

theme of protection and physical 

closeness.  In the ox and ass at 

the manger, he plays on the 

Christian meaning of their 

glances and merges it with the 

emotional significance of the 

gaze.  The ass looks down and 

fails to see the importance of the 

event before him.  He thus 

becomes a symbol of ignorance 

and sin.  The ox, however, stares 

at the gaze of Mary and Christ, 

recognizing its importance in 

Christian terms and also 

replicating the role of the 

outsider looking in, like the 

viewer, on a dramatic 

confrontation. 



In the Crucifixion scene, 

in contrast to the formal 

and psychological link 

between Christ and his 

followers on his right 

(our left), there is a void 

immediately to the left 

of the Cross.  The 

symbolic distance 

between Christ and his 

executioners is 

reinforced by the 

diagonal bulk of the 

Roman soldier leaning 

to the right.  



In the Virtues and Vices on the dado of the 

side walls, Giotto reiterates some of the 

principles found elsewhere in the cycle.  In the 

opposition of Hope and Despair, for example, 

Giotto juxtaposes the upward movement of 

the Virtue with the downward pull of the 

hanged Vice, corresponding to the disposition 

of the saved and the damned in the Last 

Judgment. Awaiting Hope is an angel with a 

crown, while Despair is accompanied by a 

little demon flying downward.  Both are 

represented in grisaille, or imitation 

sculpture, which is formally related to the 

simulated marble of the dado.  In being 

represented as stone, the Virtues and Vices 

having a quality of permanence, denoting the 

durability of the characteristics they 

personify.  They are exemplars that persist 

through time, whereas the flesh-and-blood 

actors in the narrative scenes evoke the 

viewer’s identification with their time and 

space, and, therefore, with their mortality. 



The Last Judgment, which 

occupies the entire entrance wall, 

presents the culmination of the 

process of redemption begun on 

the altar wall of the chapel.  

Christ sits in majesty in the 

center, flanked to his left and 

right by choirs of angels and 

seated Apostles.  Below him and 

to his right are the elect, to whom 

he gestures.  In the lower right 

quadrant of the wall is a vision of 

hell with a large personification of 

evil devouring the damned.  Just 

over the door of the chapel at the 

bottom center of the fresco Giotto 

has depicted Enrico Scrovegni in 

the kneeling pose of a donor, 

presenting his chapel in the 

metaphorical form of a model to 

three haloed figures. 



The four rivers of Hell flow from 

Christ’s mandorla to his left.  The 

damned, tortured by red 

(signifying fire) and blue 

(signifying ice) devils,  tumble 

downward.  In contrast to the 

neat, orderly arrangement of the 

saved, the panic-stricken damned 

are disordered.  At the bottom of 

Hell is Satan himself, a large 

monster endlessly swallowing and 

expelling nude souls.  The 

emphasis on hanging, a form of 

death that requires gravity, is 

consistent with the traditional 

view of Hell as being at the depths 

of the universe.  Judas has hanged 

himself and holds the bag of silver 

for which he betrayed Christ.  



EARLY ITALIAN and NORTHERN 

RENAISSANCE 
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Masaccio. The Holy Trinity, Santa Maria 

Novella (Florence) 1425, fresco 

 

This fresco by the Early Renaissance artist 

Masaccio represents the central mystery of 

Christian doctrine, the Trinity, in Santa 

Maria Novella in Florence. Domenico Lenzi 

died in January of 1426 and is the probably 

man, depicted with his wife, in Masaccio’s 

Trinity.  The tomb would have been related 

to an altar where mass could be said for the 

deceased, and perhaps the altar table of the 

Lenzi family chapel was installed in the 

space between the skeleton and the Trinity. 

 

The fresco, considered by many to be 

Masaccio's masterwork, is the earliest 

surviving painting to use systematic linear 

perspective, possibly devised by Masaccio 

with the assistance of Brunelleschi himself. 



Below the illusionistic chapel that encloses 

the main scene is a skeleton bearing the 

epitaph: “Io fu gia quell che voi siete e quell 

chio son voi anco sarete” (‘I was once what 

you are, and what I am, you also will be’).  

The configuration of the skeleton, the text, 

and the religious imagery above is obviously 

related to tomb iconography; beneath the 

floor in front of the fresco there was once a 

tomb for Domenico Lenzi and his family. 

 

The skeleton is not a representation of 

Domenico Lenzi but rather of Adam, over 

whose tomb it was believed Christ had been 

crucified.  Thus the fresco refers to both the 

original sin of Adam and Eve and the 

redemptive power of the Crucifixion of 

Christ.  



The Dance of Death (1493) by 

Michael Wolgemut, from the 

Liber chronicarum by 

Hartmann Schedel  

 

The “Dance of Death” is an 

artistic genre of late-medieval 

allegory on the universality of 

death:  no matter one's station 

in life, the Dance of Death 

unites all. The Danse Macabre 

consists of the dead or 

personified Death summoning 

representatives from all walks 

of life to dance along to the 

grave, typically with a pope, 

emperor, king, child, and 

laborer. They were produced to 

remind people of the fragility 

of their lives and how vain 

were the glories of earthly life. 



This memento mori underlines that the 

painting was intended to serve as a lesson to 

the viewers. At the simplest level the 

imagery must have suggested to the 15th-

century faithful that, since they all would 

die, only their faith in the Trinity and 

Christ's sacrifice would allow them to 

overcome their transitory existences. 

 

According to American art historian Mary 

McCarthy: 

The fresco, with its terrible logic, is like a 

proof in philosophy or mathematics, God the 

Father, with His unrelenting eyes, being the 

axiom from which everything else 

irrevocably flows. 



Masaccio’s dissolution of the wall, 

following Giotto’s precedent in the 

illusionistic chapels on the Arena 

Chapel’s chancel arch, separates the 

sacred space of the holy figures from 

the worldly space of the viewer. 

Creating a transition between the 

two are the donors, who belong to 

the earthly world but aspire to 

salvation. The holy figures are thus 

linked by an orchestration of gaze 

and gesture that finds an echo in the 

tight chromatic alternations of red 

and blue. 

 

The Trinity was meant to give the 

illusion of a stone funerary 

monument and altar table set below 

a deep aedicula (framed niche) in 

the wall… Masaccio created the 

unusual trompe l’oeil (‘fool the eye’) 

effect of looking up into a barrel-

vaulted niche through precisely 

rendered linear perspective. 



The figure of Christ is a Christus 

mortuus who seems to have 

endured pain and is no longer 

suffering.  The dove of the Holy 

Spirit flies between the heads of 

Father and Son. Below the cross, 

Mary does not look at her Son but 

raises her hand to recommend him 

to us; she is somber and 

determined, with no hint of the 

elegant beauty with which she is 

sometimes endowed.  St. John 

seems lost in adoration before the 

mystery.  The portraits of the 

kneeling man and woman are 

stoically calm.  Here Calvary has 

been stripped of its terrors.  



The perspective, on the other hand, 

converges behind the lightly painted mound 

of Golgotha- at exactly eye level.  The 

ascending and descending pyramids thus 

created intersect in the body of Christ.  In its 

reduction to geometric essentials that unite 

figures and architecture, forms and spaces, 

the composition could hardly be more closely 

knit.  Its power embodies Giannozzo 

Manetti’s contention that the truths of the 

Christian religion are as clear as the axioms 

of mathematics.  The composition suggests 

that the Trinity is the root of all being. 



Linear perspective satisfied the Renaissance craving for an exact and 

accurate description of the physical world.  It also imposed a fixed 

relationship- both in time and space- between the image and the eye of the 

beholder, making the latter the exclusive point of reference within the 

spatial field and thus, metaphorically, placing the individual at the center of 

the macrocosm.  Medieval artists had little reason to simulate the world of 

the senses, a world they regarded as the imperfect reflection of the divine 

order.  For Renaissance artist-scientists, however, the visible, physical world 

could be mastered only if it were understood. 



Rogier van der Weyden. Deposition  

(Louvain, Belgium), c. 1435, oil on 

wood 

 

Rogier van der Weyden (c. 1399-

1463), the official painter of 

Brussels, had been trained in the 

Tournai workshop of Robert 

Campin.  His figures seem to enact 

monumental dramas as if on a 

narrow state that brings them close 

to the picture plane.  Rogier’s 

Descent from the Cross of around 

1435 illustrates a theme that 

became popular in fifteenth-century 

Flemish art.  The event takes place 

in a tight, cubic space, whose 

association with the Church 

building is suggested by the Gothic 

tracery at the four upper corners.  

Ten harshly illuminated figures are 

crowded inside the space.  



It is the best documented work by Rogier (who signed and dated no paintings), 

since it is listed in the inventories of the Escorial in 1574 as a central panel of a 

triptych by Rogier, and we can trace it back to 1443 when a dated copy (the 

Edelheer Altarpiece) was made.  It is further known that it was made for the 

crossbowmen’s guild in Louvain for the Church of Notre Dame hors-les-Murs, as 

the tiny crossbows in side spandrels indicate. 



Mary’s pose echoes Christ’s indicating her emotional and physical identification 

with his suffering and death.  Her empathic response reflects the power of 

contemporary religious movements, especially prominent in northern Europe, 

that strove for mystical communion with the simplicity of Christ’s life and 

message.  The most influential spokesman for this sentiment in the early 

fifteenth century was the German cleric Thomas a Kempis (1380-1471). He is 

credited as the author of The Imitation of Christ, written around 1420, which 

advocates spiritual merger with Christ through self-denial and prayer. 



Many scholars see Rogier’s emotionalism as a tie with the Gothic past, but it 

can also be interpreted as an example of fifteenth-century humanistic 

sensibility in its concern for individual expressions of emotion.  Although united 

by their sorrow, the mourning figures react in personal ways.  







Rogier van der Weyden. Last Judgment Altarpiece, Hotel Dieu (Beaune, 

France), c. 1444-1448, panel 

 

Rogier painted his largest and most elaborate work the altarpiece of the 

Last Judgment, for a hospital in Beaune founded by the chancellor of the 

duke of Burgundy, Nicolas Rolin.  The hospital, known as the Hôtel Dieu, 

was founded in 1443 and at that time dedicated to Saints Anthony and 

Sebastian, two saints commonly evoked for sufferers of the plague.  



The Hôtel-Dieu was founded on 4 August 1443, when Burgundy was ruled 

by Duke Philip the Good. The Hundred Years War had recently been 

brought to a close by the signing of the Treaty of Arras in 1435. 

Massacres, however, continued with marauding bands ("écorcheurs") still 

roaming the countryside, pillaging and destroying, provoking misery and 

famine. The majority of the people of  Beaune were declared destitute.  



Nicolas Rolin and his wife Guigone de Salins are depicted here on the 

altarpiece as the donors.  



These were dark times indeed.  Not only had Beaune suffered greatly at the 

hands of pillaging soldiers who were creating havoc throughout France and 

particularly in Burgundy, bad harvests had been followed by famine, and 

the plague had also struck.  The existing hospitals were unable to cater for 

the myriad sick and suffering.  



The altarpiece was created for the “great hall of the poor.” On the opposite 

end of the hall from the Last Judgment stood a statue carved out of stone. It 

represented Christ Bound, his body covered with blood, broken already, 

waiting for the cross to be prepared on Golgotha.  The nuns would light a 

candle at his feet whenever a patient entered his final death throes.  In this 

way, the ‘poor’ would draw inspiration form the resurrection of Christ 

triumphant in the polyptych and would find the resignation they needed to 

confront death when they turned towards Christ in his suffering. 



Saint Michael is the dominating 

figure on the central axis.  The 

damned soul in the pan of his scale 

weighs down not up as usually 

depicted (it is vice not virtue whose 

gravity rules here), and the 

resurrected are a piteous lot.   

 

To be sure, Christ judges with justice 

and mercy, the sword and the lily 

issue from his face, but the grandiose 

finale of human history is stated with 

an emphatic certainty as the words 

that issue beneath the sword 

indicate: Those who have led the 

blessed life will find eternal comfort 

in heaven while those found wanting 

in piety will suffer eternal damnation 

in hell. 



Those few who move slowly toward the portal of the City of God do so as if 

pulled by some magnetic force, while the damned, with horrifying grimaces 

and agonizing gestures, scream wildly and fight helplessly to pull back but 

are forced under their own power toward their fate.  



No demons are needed to pull man into the inferno, no angels will appear to 

rescue him.  The damned lead themselves to their destiny, a pessimistic 

proclamation that in some respects anticipates the negative character of 

mankind later expressed so vividly by Hieronymus Bosch. 



Matthias Grunewald. Isenheim Altarpiece (closed),   

c. 1510-1515, oil on panel 



German art during the first decades 

of the sixteenth century was 

dominated by two very different 

artists, Matthias Gothardt, known 

as Matthias Grünewald (c. 1480-

1528), and Albrecht Dürer (1471-

1528).  Grunewald’s unique style 

expressed the continuing currents of 

medieval German mysticism and 

emotionalism, while Dürer’s intense 

observation of the natural world 

represented the scientific 

Renaissance interest in empirical 

observation, perspective, and a 

reasoned canon of human 

proportions.  Both artists 

sympathized with religious reforms, 

which affected their later lives, and 

their deaths in 1528 occurred just 

as the Protestant Reformation 

gained political power in Germany. 



 The work for which Grunewald is best known today, the Isenheim Altarpiece, 

created around 1510-1515, illustrates the same intensity of religious feeling 

that motivated reformers like Martin Luther.  It was created for the Abbey of 

Saint Anthony in Isenheim, whose hospital specialized in the care of patients 

with skin diseases, including the plague and leprosy.  The altarpiece 

commemorates a major saint- the fourth-century Egyptian Anthony the 

Hermit- and was thought to be able to heal those who looked upon it.  In fact, 

viewing the altarpiece was part of the medical care given to patients.  The 

altarpiece is no longer mounted in its original frame, but it is nevertheless 

monumentally impressive in size and complexity. 



On weekdays, when the altarpiece was closed, viewers saw a shocking 

image of the Crucifixion in a darkened landscape, a Lamentation below 

it on the predella, and the lifesize figures of Saints Sebastian and 

Anthony Abbot standing on trompe l’oeil pedestals on the fixed wings.  

Grunewald represented in the most horrific details the tortured body of 

Jesus, covered with gashes from being beaten and pierced by the thorns 

used to form a crown for his head.  



At the right, John the Baptist points at Jesus and repeats his prophecy, ‘He 

shall increase.’  The Baptist and the lamb holding a cross and bleeding from 

its breast into a golden chalice allude to the Christian rites of Baptism and 

the Eucharist and to Christ as the Lamb of God.  



One of the most memorable scenes is 

the Temptation of Saint Anthony, 

immediately to the right of the interior 

sculptured shrine.  It is a terrifying 

image of the five temptations, depicted 

as an assortment of ghoulish and 

bestial creatures in a dark landscape, 

attacking the saint.  In the foreground 

Grunewald painted a grotesque image 

of a man, whose oozing boils, withered 

arm, and distended stomach all suggest 

a horrible disease.  Medical experts 

have connected these symptoms with 

ergotism (a disease caused by ergot, a 

fungus that grows especially on rye).  

Although doctors did not discover the 

cause of this disease until about 1600, 

people lived in fear of its recognizable 

symptoms (convulsions and gangrene).  

The public referred to this illness as 

“Saint Anthony’s Fire,” and it was one 

of the major diseases treated at this 

hospital.   



To many if not most people in the 

sixteenth century, physical illness 

was a sign of sin, the physical 

disease reflecting an internal, 

spiritual malaise; and so, to a great 

extent, the sick and dying in the 

Isenheim hospital would have been 

lectured to about the ever-presence 

of sin in their lives, corrupting their 

minds and their bodies. On the outer 

right hand panel, behind St. 

Anthony, a demon shatters the 

window and transmits the plague 

through his poisonous breath. 

 

The panel on the left depicts St. 

Sebastian, who was invoked as 

protector against the plague.  

Sebastian was a Roman soldier who 

was converted to Christianity.  As 

punishment he was tied to a pillar 

and shot at with arrows.  Having 

survived the ordeal, he confronted 

the Emperor with a renewed avowal 

of faith, and was put to death.   



The gangrene often compelled amputation, and scholars have noted that the 

tow movable halves of the altarpiece’s predella, if slid apart, make it appear 

as if Christ’s legs have been amputated.  The same observation can be made 

with regard to the two main exterior panels.  Due to the off-center 

placement of the cross, opening the left panel ‘severs’ one arm from the 

crucified figures. 



In contrast, the altarpiece when first opened displays Christian events of 

great joy- the Annunciation, the Nativity, and the Resurrection- expressed 

in vivid reds and golds accented with high-keyed pink, lemon, and white.  

Unlike the awful darkness of the Crucifixion, the inner scenes are 

illuminated with clear natural daylight, phosphorescent auras and halos,  

and the glitter of stars in a night sky.  



DEATH, WAR, or VIOLENCE: 
GOTHIC and RENAISSANCE ART 

(Scenes of Christ’s Crucifixion and Deposition) ACTIVITES and REVIEW 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

Identify the century in which each of the works seen above was created. 

Compare and contrast the treatment of death in each of these works.  



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

Identify the century in which each of the works seen above was created. 

Compare and contrast the treatment of death in each of these works.  


