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MINE RALS — P E B B L E S , C U T O R R O U G H ST O N E S

strewn over a rocky soil,
grottoes, buildings set in the rock, rocks in the shape of buildings, marbles, porphyry, slabs with polychrome and marvelous stains or patterns, pearls and gems—
are obsessively present in religious Italian quattrocento painting. The phenomenon has diverse causes, but Christology certainly plays an important role. In the
ﬁrst epistle to the Corinthians, St. Paul assimilates the rock from which Moses
made the water ﬂow to the Savior: “Christ was the stone,” he writes (10:4).1 This
formula is often taken out of context in exegesis, so that it becomes valid for any
kind of stone; as we will see, many other biblical passages relate Christ to stones.
This article primarily deals with humble minerals, common gray stones, which
are of great importance in Filippo Lippi’s Adoration of the Child in Spoleto. The
image is part of a large fresco painted in the apse of the Umbrian city’s cathedral
between 1467 and 1469 (ﬁgs. 1 and 2).2 One of its major elements is a motif that
Contact Cyril Gerbron at Université Lumière Lyon 2 (cyrilgerbron@yahoo.fr).
This article was written in the enchanted world of Villa I Tatti; my deepest gratitude goes to all the
tattiani and members of the staﬀ for their constant benevolence, and especially to Jane Tylus and Jessica
Goethals for their helpful comments and thorough rereading of this essay. The Villa has very generously oﬀered me assistance for the reproduction rights; I am very thankful to Alina Payne, Jonathan
Nelson, and Amanda Smith for this. Finally, many thanks to Megan Holmes and Irina Oryshkevich.
1. All biblical texts have been translated by the author, after the edition: Biblia sacra iuxta Vulgatam versionem, ed. Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft (Stuttgart, 1994).
2. The right and lower section of the scene disappeared during the reconstruction of the cathedral
in the seventeenth century. The blue of the sky and the Virgin’s cloak is by now virtually undetectable, while all the wooden elements painted a secco have signiﬁcantly faded. See Giordana Benizzi and
Paolo Virilli, Filippo Lippi nel duomo di Spoleto: Notizie dopo il restauro (Spoleto, 1990); Jeﬀrey Ruda,
Fra Filippo Lippi: Life and Work with a Complete Catalogue (London, 1993), 292–96 and 473–77,
541–45 for the documentation. Ruda’s book is the main source of information on Filippo Lippi’s life
and works. Although the Spoleto fresco is mentioned on several occasions in Megan Holmes’s remarkable monograph Fra Filippo Lippi: The Carmelite Painter (New Haven, CT, 1999), it is not among the
works thoroughly analyzed.
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Figure 1. Apse of Spoleto’s Duomo, frescoed by Filippo Lippi between 1467 and 1469. (Photo,
Scala/Art Resource NY.) Color version available as an online enhancement.
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Figure 2. Filippo Lippi, Adoration of the Child, Spoleto, Duomo, 1467–69. (Photo, Scala/Art Resource NY.)
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emerges in a small group of paintings executed between 1450 and 1490: a partly
ruined building, constructed of masonry, each stone of which is meticulously rendered unique.3 In spite of their lack of visual appeal, the stones occupy a vast expanse of the image. Chromatically neutral but graphically dense and animated,
they capture, even fascinate, the eye with their cracks, irregularities, and protrusions (the three rows of stones at the left end of the right wall evoke teeth). The
repetitive and cumulative process of depicting so many stones replicates the actual
process of a wall’s erection: stone after stone, the painter patiently constructs a ﬁgurative building. What does this motif express?
The ﬁrst section of this article is an iconographical inquiry that tries to account for the destruction and construction imagery present in the fresco, drawing
on a network of ideas evoked in the Bible. In the second section, I turn to the
symbolic and material connection Lippi established between the feigned architecture in the image and the real architecture of the church that shelters it, asking
how he managed to include in the fresco the actual rites and people in the church.
Finally, in order to analyze the other mineral manifestations in the Adoration, the
focus falls on visual elaboration, material associations, and what could be called
Filippo Lippi’s poetic imagination.4 Ultimately we see that mineral forms can suggest those properties and virtues of Christ, such as his metamorphic nature, that
cannot be illustrated directly.
DESTRUCTION/CONSTRUCTION, THE TEMPLE/THE CHURCH

Filippo Lippi’s fresco was commissioned by the Opera del Duomo of Spoleto, but
the city’s bishop, Berardo Eroli, also played an important role in the project as he
provided the money, 50 ducati, for the painter’s ﬁrst payment.5 Eroli was sup3. The examples known to me primarily depict the Adoration of the Child or Nativity: Giovanni di
Franco, ca. 1450, Musée du Louvre, Paris (the characters, animals, manger, shed, and wall are arranged
in a fashion that is identical to Lippi’s, and while Christ’s legs are crossed, he assumes a position very
similar to that of Lippi’s Christ child. Either Lippi studied Giovanni’s painting, or Giovanni relied on
an earlier Adoration by Lippi that is now lost); Alesso Baldovinetti, ca. 1460–62, Santissima Annunziata, Florence; Fra Diamante, ca. 1465–70, Musée du Louvre, Paris (image directly derived from
Filippo Lippi’s fresco in Spoleto); Botticelli, ca. 1473–75, Columbia Museum of Art, and ca. 1476,
Santa Maria Novella, Florence; Biagio d’Antonio, ca. 1476, Philbrook Art Center, Tulsa; Carlo Crivelli,
ca. 1490, Musée des Beaux-Arts, Strasbourg, and 1492, National Gallery, London (predella panel of the
Ottoni Altarpiece). Ruined stone walls also appear in Carlo Crivelli, Virgin and Child, ca. 1460, Verona,
Museo di Castelvecchio; Botticelli, Adoration of the Magi, ca. 1475, Museo degli Uﬃzi, Florence.
4. For an excellent methodological overview of “poetics” or “poiesis” in painting, see Stephen
Campbell and Jérémie Koering, “In Search of Mantegna’s Poetics: An Introduction,” and Jérémie
Koering, “Changing Forms: Mantegna’s Poietics in the Camera Picta,” Art History 37 (2014): 209–21,
294–312.
5. Ruda, Fra Filippo Lippi, 473.
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ported with remarkable regularity by the popes, who entrusted him with numerous charges, sources of income, and titles, and he was promoted to cardinal by
Pius II in 1460. The city of Spoleto had belonged to the Papal States since the late
twelfth century and was administered by pontiﬁcal governors.6 This background
helps to explain the fresco’s tribute to Rome and papal power,7 as well as the ecclesiological underpinning of its iconographical program. The dedication of the
church to the Virgin of the Assumption laid the grounds for such a development.
The vast Coronation of the Virgin that dominates the church is a triumphal exaltation of Mary as Ecclesia. Noteworthy too is that all the ﬁgures at the base of the
Coronation are from the Old Testament. Key representatives of the ancient era are
accompanied by those who articulated the prophecy to which it gave birth: Amos,
Elijah, Daniel, the Tiburtine and Erytrean sibyls, and the last prophet John the
Baptist, considered to be in between the two Testaments. The fresco thus proposes
a reﬂection on the juncture between the ancient and new era that centers on Mary.
If Christ’s sacriﬁce on the cross marks the historic shift from the era of law
to that of grace, the Nativity marks the juncture between the era of prophecy and
that of fulﬁllment. During this event the Messiah is visible for the ﬁrst time; all
that the prophets and the stories of the Old Testament have foretold and foreshadowed ﬁnally begins to take place. Thus, for example, although the ox and
ass are not mentioned in the Gospel of Luke (the only one to narrate the story of
Christ’s birth), their inclusion in depictions of the Nativity denotes the fulﬁllment
of Isaiah’s verse: “The ox knew its owner and the ass his master’s crib; Israel has
not known, my people have not understood” (1:3). While stemming from a Hebrew text, this passage stresses the Jews’ blindness. Christians can read it as a claim
for the coming of a people able to know and understand, a people ﬁrst represented and embodied by the Virgin. After providing the genealogy of Christ and
thus establishing the continuity between him and the patriarchs of the Old Testament, Matthew explains: “Now all this was done in order to fulﬁll what the Lord
spoke by the prophet: Behold, a virgin will be with child, and will bring forth a
child, and they will give him the name Emanuel [Isa. 7:14], which is interpreted
as God with us” (1:22–23). God with us, God who has become a man among men
is what images of the “Nativity” show—not so much an event as a mystery, one
that will change history and our perception of it. The birth of the Savior signiﬁes
the fall of Israel and the ancient law. The revelation of Christ’s divinity is the
6. Achille Sansi, Storia del comune di Spoleto dal secolo XII al XVII, 2 vols. (Perugia, 1972).
7. This emerges particularly in the importance granted to Peter in the Funerals of the Virgin as
well as in the similarity between the iconographic programs of the Spoleto fresco and of Jacopo
Torriti’s mosaics at Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome, as shown by Ruda, Fra Filippo Lippi, 477.
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beginning of the new law, written in the New Testament. Any painter who wishes
to capture the mystery of the Nativity, to oﬀer a “deﬁnition” of the newborn and
his mission, must reﬂect on how to represent the articulation of two eras and of
two texts that also function as one.8
During the presentation at the temple, Simeon says to Mary: “He has been set
for the ruin and resurrection of many in Israel, and for a sign that shall be contradicted” (Ecce positus est hic in ruinam et resurrectionem multorum in Israhel
et in signum cui contradicetur)” (Luke 2:34). This is the ﬁrst verse of the Gospel
read during the Mass of the Octave of the Nativity: it is liturgically linked to the
event illustrated by Filippo Lippi.9 Rab Hatﬁeld has convincingly associated the
dilapidated structures that serve as a common setting for the ﬁrst moments of
Christ’s life in Italian paintings from the 1420s to Simeon’s use of the word
ruina.10 This word, as well as the reference to “Israel,” are perfectly in keeping
with the situation in which the Jewish elder makes his pronouncement. The presentation takes place in the temple of Jerusalem, the building most representative
of Judaism, to which Mary and Joseph have come in order to fulﬁll the requirements of mosaic law. But this fulﬁllment is also linked to destruction and to ruin.
In addition, Luke relates that several days before the Passion, when “some
were saying of the Temple that it was adorned with goodly stones and gifts,
[Jesus] said: As for the things that you see, the days will come in which there shall
not be left a stone upon a stone that shall not be destroyed” (21:5–6; similarly
Matt. 24:1–2 and Mark 13:2). The expression “lapis super lapidem” also appears
in a verse in which Christ, acting like a prophet, speaks to Jerusalem: “For the
days shall come upon you, and the enemies shall enclose you with a trench and
compass you round and straiten you on every side, and overthrow you and the
8. On the articulation between the Old and New Testaments, see mainly Alan Cliﬀord Charity,
Events and Their Afterlife: The Dialectics of Christian Typology in the Bible and Dante (Cambridge,
1966); Gilbert Dahan, L’exégèse chrétienne de la Bible en Occident médiéval XII e–XIV e siècle (Paris,
1999). On the iconography of the Nativity, see Ursula Nilgen, “The Epiphany and the Eucharist: On
the Interpretation of Eucharistic Motifs in Mediaeval Epiphany Scenes,” Art Bulletin 49 (1967): 311–
16; Marilyn Aronberg Lavin, “Piero’s Meditation on the Nativity,” in The Cambridge Companion to
Piero della Francesca, ed. Jeryldene M. Wood (Cambridge, 2002), 66–75; Erling Skaug, “Niccoló di
Tommaso of Florence, St Bridget of Sweden’s First Painter,” Acta ad archaeologiam et artium historiam
pertinentia 18 (2005): 289–321.
9. Rab Hatﬁeld, Botticelli’s Uﬃzi Adoration: A Study in Pictorial Content (Princeton, NJ, 1976),
58–59.
10. According to Hatﬁeld, the earliest example is the Adoration of the Magi by Gentile da
Fabriano in the Uﬃzi, dated to 1423 (ibid., 62), but a broken building already appears in Lorenzo
Monaco’s Adoration in Berlin, Staatliche Museen, dated to ca. 1390, and the ruins are more conspicuous in an Adoration of the Magi by Fra Angelico, the central panel of the Prado Altarpiece’s predella
(ca. 1425). See also Andrew Hui, “The Birth of Ruins in Quattrocento Adoration Paintings,” I Tatti
Studies in the Italian Renaissance 18 (2015): 319–48.
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children within you on the ground. And they shall not leave in you a stone upon
a stone, because you have not known the time of your visitation” (Luke 19: 43–
44). The expression brings to mind a wall uniquely composed of cut stones,
precisely what Filippo Lippi has depicted. No mortar between the blocks, no
coating to adorn their surface or cover the joints: only stones.
Exegetes have related the ideas of ruina and resurrectio or reconstruction implied in the Gospels to several Old Testament texts. Ruina is evoked by Hosea 10:2
(“He will break down their simulacra, he will devastate their altars”) and Isaiah
30:12–13 (“Thus said the Holy One of Israel: because you have rejected this word,
and hoped in slander and tumult, and have leaned upon it, therefore this iniquity will be to you as a breach ready to fall, found wanting in a high wall that
suddenly, when no one expects it, will be destroyed”). Resurrectio, in turn, appears in Amos 9:11: “In that day I will raise up the tabernacle of David that fell,
and I will rebuild the apertures in its walls, and what has collapsed I will renew,
and I will rebuild it as in the old days.” David’s tabernacle is chieﬂy recalled in
2 Samuel 6. Erected on Mount Sion in Jerusalem, it sheltered the Ark of the
Covenant. The Acts of the Apostles relate that St. James cited Amos’s verse in
Jerusalem while arguing over an opportunity to teach Christ’s message to the
Gentiles (15:7–17). In James’s view, “to this [teaching to the Gentiles] accord the
words of the prophets, as it is written.” He then quotes Amos 9:11 and the following verse, which refers to “all nations.” Rebuilding is thus linked to the universal
diﬀusion of faith in Christ.
Filippo Lippi’s construction can be related to both ideas. It is obviously in an
advanced state of decay. Both the random stones scattered on the ground and the
heap beneath the door suggest the origin and possible destiny of the walls: the
return of coherent human construction to the loose materials provided by nature. But the painter alluded to a possible reconstruction. At least some of the
missing chunks in the walls correspond to holes left by builders for scaﬀolding;
wooden beams still project from some of the crevices in Lippi’s fresco. The holes,
which may allude to Amos 9:11 (“I will rebuild the breaches in [the tabernacle
of David]”), hint at the reconstruction of the temple promised by Christ. The
building behind the Adoration is thus an artiﬁcial one, a polysemous sign rather
than a natural decor. In the same way, the structures evoked in the biblical texts
quoted above are metaphors. A building speaks of a collective and long-term accumulation of energy, wealth, material, and skills; it is a work, a realization or accomplishment, the result of massive eﬀort. It is a metaphor for what today we
would call a civilization, in this case “Israel.” The temple was at one time an actual
building, of course, but it is also understood as a symbol of Israel, just as altars,
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the tabernacle of David, or Jerusalem itself all refer to Mosaic worship. Simeon
uses the word “ruin” metaphorically and deﬁnes Christ as a sign. John 2:18–19
also alludes to the destruction and raising of the temple as a “signum”: “The Jews
said to him: by which sign do you show us that you make these things? Jesus answered and said to them: Destroy this temple and I will raise it up in three days.”
The Jews do not comprehend Christ’s answer because they take it literally. Signs
must be interpreted symbolically: “He spoke of the temple of his body” (2:21). As
we will see, this interpretation beﬁts the stone walls portrayed by the Tuscan
painter. But on a more general level, these objects evoke Israel; they declare its
worthlessness given the coming of Christ and predict its ultimate demise. Lippi’s
building has something ecclesiastical about it and may allude discreetly to the
temple, but it is unnecessary to see in it a precise structure. It is chieﬂy a sign,
that is, “a thing which, over and above the impression it makes on the senses,
causes something else to come into the mind.”11
The walls in Lippi’s Adoration of the Child bear more precise meanings. On
ﬁrst view, they seem to belong to a single structure because of their similarity,
but I will speak of the diﬀerences between the “left wall,” the one in the middle
ground, and the “right wall” that appears in the foreground. Between Joseph and
the thatched roof runs what seems to be the left wall’s forward boundary, a hypothesis conﬁrmed by the signiﬁcant distance between the two walls as implied
by the roof ’s protrusion. This boundary might also belong to the frame of an
opening, because it does not reappear in the upper part of the wall; apparently,
this part extends into the right wall. So the ambiguity remains: the walls belong
to one or two buildings. Furthermore, they are both similar and diﬀerent. Each
accommodates a row of windows, crenels, and a canopy resting on a wooden structure, and their left edges have analogous proﬁles. The right wall, however, is in a
more advanced state of deterioration; the thatching on the canopy is entirely
gone, while the upper portion reveals a major crack that continues into the cornice
and the stone course running beneath the window. Many blocks are disjointed; the
one right above the window is broken in two halves with a large gap in between.
This section of the wall seems highly unstable, on the verge of collapse. The left
wall is more solid. The numerous missing stones seem to be less the evidence of
decay than a sign that work remains to be done, an idea corroborated, as we have
seen, by the beams inserted into some of the wall’s crevices.
11. Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, II.1.1, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, trans. James F.
Shaw (New York, 1890), 2:98.
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From these visual cues we can deduce that the right wall refers to the Old Covenant and the temple, the left one to the New Covenant and the church. The right
wall comes ﬁrst in the image’s ﬁctive space, as the old law comes ﬁrst in the course
of history. The left/right distribution is meaningful if the location of the characters is taken into account. Christ, Mary, the ox and ass, the young man in red,
and the angels are all visually associated with the left wall because they recognize
the divinity of Christ. The shepherds seen through the right wall’s portal are Jews,
who still belong to the Old Covenant; Joseph, however, is logically situated at the
juncture of the two walls. Numerous details denote additional values granted by
Lippi to the architecture.
The large stone behind Joseph evokes an altar, but one that is broken and incomplete: it appears as a rough rock on its left side and has a crack on its right
side. The old law is indeed incomplete, and the birth of Christ causes its ruin. “He
will devastate their altars,” Hosea announced (10:2). The obverse of this altar
does not appear before the left wall but rather before the fresco itself, for it is the
cathedral’s high altar. The right wall’s portal is constructed of regularly carved
stones and reveals no cracks. A similar portal appears on the rear wall of the enclosed garden in the Annunciation (ﬁg. 3). Like the garden, the portal is an Old
Testament preﬁguration of Mary. It appears most often in depictions of the Annunciation in the guise of Ezekiel’s closed door (44:2). But the prophet initially
describes this door as open; it is through it that God enters the temple (43:2), just
as Mary enables the entry of Christ into the world. If the door is indeed an Old
Testament preﬁguration, then its insertion into the right wall is logical.12 At the
same time, however, it serves as a ﬁgure of Christ. When Lippi chose to depict
the shepherds and a ﬂock of sheep behind the door, he may have been thinking
of a passage in the Gospel of John: “Jesus said to them again: Amen, amen, I say
to you, I am the door for the sheep. All others, as many as have come, are thieves
and robbers, and the sheep did not hear them. I am the door. Through me, if any
man enters, he will be saved, and he will go in, and go out, and will ﬁnd pasture. . . . I am the good shepherd” (10:7–11). Through the example of his life,
through his sermons and parables, Christ uncovers the spiritual wisdom of the

12. As a mediator between divinity and humanity, Mary is also often referred to as porta coeli or
porta paradisi; see, e.g., the ﬁrst stanza of the hymn in the Commune festorum Beatae Mariae Virginis:
“Ave, maris stella, Dei mater alma, atque semper virgo, felix celi porta” (Analecta Hymnica Medii
Aevi, ed. Clemens Blume and Guido Maria Dreves [Leipzig, 1886–1922], 51:140). Such a reading is
highly plausible in a fresco that shows the Assumption (painted a secco, it is barely visible today above
the funeral of Mary) and the heavenly triumph of Mary.

Figure 3. Filippo Lippi, Annunciation, Spoleto, duomo, 1467–69. (Photo, Scala/Art Resource NY.)
Color version available as an online enhancement.
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Old Testament.13 Thus, here too, just as the angel directs the shepherds in the
right direction, so the Old Testament leads the way to the new one.14
By depicting two buildings that are also one, by making them simultaneously
similar and dissimilar, Lippi eﬀectively does justice to the principles of typological exegesis. There are two covenants and two testaments, but the same God has
planned the course of their entire history. All the prophecies of the Old Testament relate to Christ, who founded the new law and who is the cause of both demise and resurrection. The new law does not replace the old one; it rises within
it, completing and perfecting it.
FEIGNED/REAL ARCHITECTURE

The painted architectural frame that borders and separates the scenes of the life
of the Virgin is only partly visible today (ﬁg. 1). During the reconstruction of the
church in the seventeenth century, the upper portion and the sides of the décor
were destroyed. On the triumphal arch leading to the apse, Lippi painted archi-

13. See, e.g., St. Jerome, Commentariorum in Hiezechielem libri XIV, l.XIII, ed. François Glorie,
Corpus Christianorum Series Latina 75 (Turnhout, 1964), 643–44: “Quaenam ista porta est quae
semper clausa est et solus Dominus Deus Israel ingredietur per eam? Nempe illa de qua Salvator
loquitur in evangelio: Vae vobis, scribae et pharisaei hypocritae, et: Vae vobis, legis doctoribus, vae,
qui tollitis clavem scientiae: ipsi non ingredimini, et intrantes prohibetis. . . . Prius enim quam
Salvator humanum corpus assumeret et humiliaret se formam servi accipiens, clausa erat lex et
prophetae et omnis scientia scripturarum, clausus erat paradisus; postquam autem ille pependit in
cruce et locutus est ad latronem: Hodie mecum eris in paradiso, statim velum templi scissum est et
aperta sunt omnia” (What is this door that is always closed and through which only the Lord God of
Israel enters? Certainly the one Christ speaks of in the Gospel: Woe to you, scribes and hypocrite
Pharisees, and woe to you, doctors of the law, who remove the key of knowledge! You do not enter
yourselves, and you prevent the others from entering [Matt. 23:13]. . . . Before the Saviour assumed a
human body and humbled himself by taking the form of a servant, the law was closed, the prophecy
was closed and the knowledge of all Scriptures, and paradise was closed. After he was hung on the
cross and said to the thief, “Today you will be with me in paradise,” suddenly the veil of the temple
was torn apart and everything was disclosed).
14. The diﬀerence in design between the windows of the two walls might also be signiﬁcant. The
windows in the left wall could be related to the “fenestras obliquas” envisioned by Ezekiel in the temple (40:16). Gregory the Great explains that these windows are wider on the inside than on the outside
because the contemplative soul can only see a small portion of the eternal light, but this light generates
within it an increase in love and spiritual comprehension (Homeliae in Ezechielem, II, hom. 5, 17). This
comment also appears in Raban Maur’s Commentaria in Ezechielem, XVII, PL 110:975) and the Glossa
ordinaria (PL 113:587). A passage in William Durand’s Rationale is closer to Lippi’s invention: “The
glass windows of the church are the divine Scriptures. . . . They are larger on the inside of the church
because the mystical sense is broader and surpasses the literal sense. The ﬁve corporeal senses are also
signiﬁed by the windows, which must be well structured on the outside, lest they allow in the vanities of
the world; and they are open within to acquire more freely the spiritual gifts” (Rationale divinorum
oﬃciorum, I.1.24, in Timothy M. Thibodeau, The ‘Rationale divinorum oﬃciorum’ of William Durand
of Mende: A New Translation of the Prologue and Book One [New York, 2007], 18–19).
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tectural motifs that most certainly included elements molded in relief.15 This arch
corresponded to the actual articulation of the building, so that the architectural
features painted in the apse possess an ambiguous status between reality and ﬁction. In fact they are not merely painted, as the cornice of the entablature separating the bottom scenes from the Coronation is real and casts a shadow on the
wall. Consequently, the scenes seem to occur right behind an architectural screen
that is part of the body of the physical church.
The episodes of the Virgin’s life that took place on earth are logically located
in the bottom section of the frescos. The mountains and buildings that appear in
the background of these scenes and rise nearly to their full height create a vertical setting that corresponds to the verticality of the actual wall. Continuity with
the physical setting is also achieved by a barely visible white band that appears
at the bottom of the scenes and is all that remains of the feigned base supporting
the square pillars.16 In the central image as well as the Adoration, this band is set
before a rocky platform that stops at the base: the horizontal ground gives way to
emptiness. The scenes therefore do not capture a fragment of a continuous space
as it might exist in reality but rather create a stage on which characters are placed.
Before this stage there is nothing, or rather there is the real space of the church
and the faithful who are faced not with a distant ﬁction but with the living presence of the characters.
The illusionistic continuity between reality and image is created by other
means in the Annunciation. The painted architecture of the “frame” is directly
connected to Mary’s house by a low white wall; the two buildings exhibit common colors and architectural vocabulary. Like the building in the Adoration, so
too the house of the Virgin evokes a church. Its entablature is a simpliﬁed version of the real and feigned entablature located above the image and forms part
of the cathedral’s structure. The two golden capitals on both sides of the arch
that opens out onto the Virgin are faithful copies of those in the Basilica of San
Salvatore in Spoleto (ﬁgs. 4 and 5).17 This church, founded in the fourth century,
was rebuilt in the eighth; many of its elements are spolia from antique buildings.
In the ﬁfteenth century, San Salvatore was believed to date to the time of Christ,
so that Filippo Lippi’s quotation reminds the faithful that they belong to a local

15. See the reconstruction proposed by Benazzi and Virilli, Filippo Lippi, 6.
16. The base is visible in the reproductions in ibid., 16 and 18.
17. See Bruno Toscano, “Per la storia del San Salvatore di Spoleto,” in La basilica di San Salvatore
di Spoleto, ed. Massimilano Bassetti, Letizia Ermini Pani, and Enrico Menestò, 2 vols. (Spoleto, 2012),
2:90–92. On this monument, see Carola Jäggi, San Salvatore in Spoleto: Studien zur spätantiken und
frühmittelalterlichen Architektur Italiens (Wiesbaden, 1998).
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Figure 4. Nave and choir of San Salvatore in Spoleto. (Photo, author.) Color version available as
an online enhancement.

Church in the present as well as the universal Church that has spread from Bethlehem since antiquity. Finally, the rear wall of the enclosed garden, like the building in the Adoration, is topped by crenellation that emphasizes the virginity of
both Mary and the Church. With the Incarnation, in fact, the house of Mary becomes a tabernacle for the body of Christ, and is thus equivalent to ecclesiastical
architecture.
The heaven in the Coronation introduces the presence of the Church Triumphant into the cathedral. According to William Durand, “the material church in
which the people have come to praise God signiﬁes the holy Church in heaven,
constructed of living stones.”18 As stated frequently within the text of the Mass,
the celestial Church is directly implied in the ceremony.19 More generally, any

18. Durand, Rationale, I.1.9, in Thibodeau, Rationale, 14.
19. See esp. Ordinarium missae, in Bernard Botte and Christine Mohrmann, L’ordinaire de la
messe: Texte critique, traduction et études (Paris, 1953), 68–70: “Oﬀerimus tibi, Domine, calicem
salutaris, tuam deprecantes clementiam: ut in conspectu divinae maiestatis tuae, pro nostra et totius
mundi salute, cum odore suavitatis ascendat. . . . Per intercessionem beati Michaelis Archangeli,
stantis a dextris altaris incensi, et omnium electorum suorum, incensum istud dignetur Dominus
benedicere et in odorem suavitatis accipere. . . . Incensum istud a te benedictum ascendat ad te,
Domine: et descendat super nos misericordia tua” (We oﬀer you, Lord, the chalice of salvation,
begging your clemency so that it may rise up with sweet perfume before your divine majesty, for our
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liturgical action aims to bring the two Churches into communication. In the
fresco in Spoleto, the Virgin is the Ecclesia. The bottom register shows the foundation of the Church Militant through the incarnation that Mary bears in her
womb as well as her funeral and assumption, which reveal the glorious destiny
promised to all those who belong to the Church (the emphasis on Peter conﬁrms
the ecclesiological dimension of the scene). The huge Coronation, however, celebrates the triumph of the mother of God and preﬁgures the complete union of
God and his Church at the end of time.
Far from being a mere framing device, the ﬁctive architecture is a decisive
element in the fresco’s iconography. The place of the Church Militant is bordered
by pillars and an entablature because it is an institution on earth. The Church
Triumphant, however, hovers in a vast and undivided pictorial ﬁeld; as an immaterial reality, it has the sky as its sole background. Together, the two registers form
a whole: they are united by the gray, green, and red frame today visible only in the
upper part of the fresco but that once surrounded it entirely. Indeed, the Church is
also a single reality, comparable to a building, a hierarchical association of various
elements, and especially comparable to a church.
The link between the image and the place it occupies is particularly strong in
the Adoration. This fresco occupies a vast ﬁeld, in which the walls are on the scale
of a real building.20 Because of their verticality, they correspond to the actual wall
of the cathedral, especially because it too is made of stones and the cornice of
the right wall is a simpliﬁed version of the actual cornice that articulates the cycle.
A fresco by its very nature is part of a building; the pigments crystallize in the
walls, so that the fresco becomes the building’s long-lasting ornament. Thus Lippi’s
fresco does not merely represent architecture. It both is and it “utters” its support,
a church, whose aim is to gather all the faithful. The painting oﬀers transparency

and the whole world’s salvation. . . . Through the intercession of Michael the blessed archangel, who
stands at the right of the incense altar and of all the elect, may the Lord bless this incense and receive
it as a sweet perfume. . . . May this incense that you blessed, Lord, rise up to you, and may your mercy
descend to us). Ibid., 82: “Supplices te rogamus, omnipotens Deus: iube haec perferri per manus
sancti Angeli tui in sublime altare tuum, in conspectu divinae maiestatis tuae, ut quotquot ex hac
altaris participatione sacrosanctum Filii tui Corpus et Sanguinem sumpserimus, omni benedictione
caelesti et gratia repleamur” (We implore you, almighty God, have these oﬀerings carried to your
sublime altar by the hands of your holy angel, in front of your divine majesty, so that when we receive
the Body and Blood of your holy Son while communicating at the altar, we may all be ﬁlled with
grace and heavenly blessings).
20. The height from the ﬂoor to the top of the apse vault is a bit under sixteen meters; cf. La
cattedrale di Spoleto: Storia, arte, conservazione, ed. Giordana Benazzi and Giovanni Carbonara
(Milan, 2002), 445.

Figure 5. Capital in San Salvatore’s nave. (Photo, author.) Color version available as an online
enhancement.
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with respect to its support—a stone wall is depicted on a stone wall—while revealing its depth.
As a logical consequence of the fusion between feigned and real architecture,
Lippi’s Adoration bears a direct connection to the rite that takes place before it.
The Eucharist is the fundamental sacrament of the Church and one that denotes
its unity.21 As shown by Henri de Lubac, by the late Middle Ages the expression
corpus mysticum—originally used to designate the Eucharist—had come to signify the Church. In the Bible, the Church is assimilated both to the body of
Christ, whose members are the faithful (1 Cor. 12:12–13; Rom. 12:4–5), and to a
building, that is, a “holy temple” (Eph. 2:19–22). The material church is the true
house of God since it shelters the Eucharistic elements. In the painting, Christ is
naked to fully disclose his incarnation and because the host does not wear any
clothes. He is laid on a white cloth often used by painters to emphasize the
Eucharistic nature of his body: during Mass, various white cloths are placed on
the altar, beneath and over the elements.22 The Child thus reveals the true signiﬁed of the host, an object that the faithful, like the other characters in the image,
must worship. The painter depicted angels worshiping in the upper half of the
Adoration because they are present despite being invisible in church during Mass,
as William Durand explains.23 The role of the image is precisely that of making
their presence visible.
Lippi applied architectural exegesis to his fresco in a way that made it seem
concrete and present to the viewer. As we have already seen, the ﬂock of sheep
visible through the door evokes the congregation of the faithful. The two young
men at the left of the image may introduce the Ecclesia in a more direct manner.
They are not shepherds because those characters appear, with the clothes traditionally worn by shepherds in ﬁfteenth-century painting, on the other side of the
21. Thomas Aquinas, The Summa theologica, trans. Fathers of the English Dominican Province
(Westminster, 1981), III, q. 83, a. 4: “Since the whole mystery of our salvation is comprised in this
sacrament, therefore is it performed with greater solemnity than the other sacraments. . . . The
Eucharist is the sacrament of the unity of the whole Church: and therefore in this sacrament, more
than in the others, mention ought to be made of all that belongs to the salvation of the entire
Church.” Signiﬁcantly, whoever is excluded from the Church is “excommunicated.”
22. Hatﬁeld, Botticelli’s Uﬃzi Adoration, 35–40.
23. William Durand, Rationale divinorum oﬃciorum, IV.44.6, in Rationale, Book Four: On the
Mass and Each Action Pertaining to It, trans. Timothy M. Thibodeau (Turnhout, 2013), 393: “ ‘Who,
among the faithful, could doubt that at the moment of immolation, at the voice of the priest, the
heavens are opened and the choirs of Angels are present for that mystery of Jesus Christ with the
lowly associated with the highest, the earthly joined to the celestial, and that the invisible and visible
are formed into one?’ In another place, he [Durand quotes Gregory the Great] says: ‘At one and the
same moment of time, it is both taken up to heaven by the ministry of Angels to be united mystically
to the Body of Christ, and is seen on the altar before the eyes of the priest.’ ”

Christ Is a Stone | 273

fresco. The youth dressed in red here is barefoot, which grants him more of an
evangelical character, but his clothing would have appeared as contemporary to
ﬁfteenth-century beholders. Bearing no halo, attribute or precisely identiﬁable status, he appears to be an exemplary believer, introduced by the painter to facilitate
the beholder’s projection into the episode. The young man contemplates Christ
attentively. The gesture of his left hand may indicate his self-designation as a
member of the Church whose main stone is Christ. Very important visually, yet
absent from the sources and without particular meaning, the youth in red reveals
the major role played by tropology and rhetoric in the invention of the image. As
a result, those like the youth in red who participate in the worship of Christ are
not alone. The fresco enables them to understand the actual relationship between
Christ and the faithful of all ages but also to connect to a greater reality, so as better
to understand their place in the history of redemption and within the Church.
ROCKS AND MOUNTAINS: FROM HUMILITY TO MAJESTY

Luke speciﬁes that Mary “laid [Christ] in the manger” (2:7) and that the shepherds found him “lying in the manger” (2:16), but quattrocento painters most
often depict him lying on the ground.24 In Filippo Lippi’s Adoration, this surface
is quite uncomfortable: the stony ground is cold and hard; its sharp, jagged edges
might even cut the infant. This choice of setting highlights the humility and poverty
of Christ. He is placed as low down as possible, and, except for the white cloth,
enjoys none of the comfort or protection oﬀered by human technology. The Nativity marks the revelation of God’s Incarnation, which is for him a radical abasement. One of the key elements in this mystery is humility, the supreme degree
of self-sacriﬁce to which Christ consents. Christian authors often play with the
analogy between humilitas or humilis (humility, humble) and humus (ground,
earth), words that do, in fact, stem from the same root.25
The stage designed by Filippo Lippi implies that Christ chose to become not
only a man among men but also a stone among stones. His body is entirely enclosed in a mineral-ﬁlled environment, with uncut stones regularly distributed on
a rocky plateau. Seven of these appear directly around him, between the Virgin
and Joseph. Like these bare stones, Christ lies on the ground, similarly naked, one
might say. Since minerals are relegated to the bottom of the scale of creation, they
may refer insistently to Christ’s abasement but at the same time they evoke Christ’s
24. The source is the vision described by Bridget of Sweden in her Revelations: see Henrik Cornell,
The Iconography of the Nativity of Christ (Uppsala, 1924), 1–44.
25. Thomas Aquinas, Summa theologica, II-2, q. 161, a. 1: “As Isidore observes (Etym. x), a
humble [humilis] man is so called because he is, as it were, bent to the ground [humo acclinis].”
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nature and mission. Dense, heavy, and inert, stones belong to the kingdom of sheer
material: better than any creature, they denote the ideas of matter and corporeality.
Through them we perceive that Christ did not assume a bodily appearance temporarily as angels do but possessed a body composed of a mixture of the four elements in the manner of all earthly creatures. Stones are also characterized by their
solidity, ﬁrmness, and ability to withstand the ravages of time, as evidenced by
their use in the construction of buildings. Christ refers to the stone object metaphorically to signify these qualities when he renames the Apostle Simon (Matt. 16:
18), as do New Testament authors when comparing Christ to a corner- or foundation stone. In Lippi’s fresco, everything is about contrasts; the child is small and
vulnerable, but his proximity to and aﬃnity with stones reveal his solidity and
strength.
According to Jacobus de Voragine, “The birth of the Lord was made manifest
through every level or class of creatures. There are the creatures which have existence only, such as the things that are simply material or corporeal, like stones;
others have existence and life, like plants and trees; others have existence, life and
sensation, namely, the animals; still others, in addition to the above endowments,
have reason, as human beings do; and ﬁnally some creatures have understanding,
or knowledge, and these are the angels.”26 Voragine then oﬀers examples of manifestations of the Lord’s birth in each class of creatures. In perfect consonance with
the bishop of Genova, Lippi shows that stones have merely existence. In his fresco
they are isolated from each other and arranged somewhat artiﬁcially so that the
beholders become aware of their presence. Unable to move or act, they are simply
there. The painter inserted them in order to assert the presence of the humblest
category of creatures at the mystery of the Nativity. Consequently, the fresco reveals the harmony that reigns among all categories of creatures. The entire composition is based on the convergence of the looks and gestures of animals, men,
and angels, all united in a single act of worship directed toward the one who transcends all distinctions. Even if stones cannot engage in action, they participate in
this worship, for they reveal that the Creation is a harmonious, ordered, and beautiful whole, constituted of diverse and complementary elements. In the fresco, creatures are both organized hierarchically, each shown in a location that best suits it,
and united in the recognition of the Savior’s incarnation. Stones are important
and valued precisely because they are humble and speak of the humility of Christ.
They exalt Christ; Christ exalts them.
26. Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legend: Readings on the Saints, trans. William Granger
Ryan, 2 vols. (Princeton, NJ, 1993), 1:39.
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Continuing our journey down the fresco, let us reconsider the rocky ledge. We
have seen that its termination slightly short of the white wall contributes to creating the eﬀect of a presence, but it also invites us to consider the possibility of
communication between the surface of the earth and its depths and to imagine
what lies within them. A large hole appears in the rocky soil of certain Flemish
Adorations (e.g., the central panel of Rogier van der Weyden’s Bladelin Triptych,
Staatlisches Museum, Berlin; Memling’s Adoration in Cologne, Museum für Angewandte Kunst) and of at least one Italian Adoration (Botticelli, National Gallery
of Art, Washington, DC). In scenes of the Cruciﬁxion, Mount Golgotha is often
pierced by a rocky crevice containing one or more skulls or skeletons. Inside the
rock beneath Antonio Vivarini and Giovanni D’Alemagna’s Cruciﬁxion (National
Gallery, Prague), however, appears the limbo of the Patriarchs. In late medieval
painting, this kingdom is visualized as a crevice in a rock, most eloquently in Benvenuto di Giovanni’s Descent into Limbo (National Gallery of Art, Washington,
DC), as well as in depictions of the same subject by Mantegna (ﬁg. 6) and Giovanni
Bellini (City Art Gallery, Bristol). In a painted cross by Giovanni di Francesco
(ﬁg. 7), the Eritrean sibyl holds a phylactery inscribed “MORTE MORIETUR TRIBUS DIEBUS SOMNO SUB[SCEPTO].” The full text, which appears in St. Augustine’s City of
God, continues with the words: “Et tunc ab inferis regressus ad lucem veniet primus resurrectionis principio revocatis ostenso” (And he shall fall asleep and lie in
death three days; then shall be the ﬁrst to return from the lower world and come
again to the light, manifesting to those recalled from the dead the beginning of
Resurrection).27 In his painting, Giovanni di Francesco refers to the second part
of this text because he has the sibyl pointing with her right hand to a place lower
down that denotes limbo or hell. The rocky mound is, of course, Mount Golgotha, but it also evokes the underworld.
In images of limbo as well as in Giovanni di Francesco’s cruciﬁx, the minerals
are bare, without color. In Mantegna’s etching as in Lippi’s fresco, ridges and
stones or pebbles scattered on the ground reinforce the impression of a harsh and
potentially dangerous environment. The minerals here speak of aridity, desolation, and death, which is consistent with the waiting, tedium, and darkness in the
patriarchs’ abode and the tragedy of the Cruciﬁxion. According to the Gospels,
Christ’s tomb too was “hewn out in the rock” (Matt. 27:60). In Filippo Lippi’s
Pietà (ﬁg. 8), the mineral background accords with and expresses the pain that
pierces Mary and John’s hearts. The concavity of the rock and the dark area
27. Augustine, The City of God against the Pagans, XVIII.23, trans. Eva Matthews Sanford and
William McAllen Green, 7 vols. (Cambridge, 1957–72), 5:448–49.
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Figure 6. Mantegna, Descent into Limbo, ca. 1475–80. Engraving; H. 42 cm. (Victoria and Albert
Museum, London). Color version available as an online enhancement.

behind Christ’s head create the eﬀect of enveloping the Savior’s body, which will
remain in pitch darkness before returning to light. To underscore the mutual
qualities of container and contents, Lippi has assigned the same color, a yellowish
gray with pale white highlights, to Christ’s ﬂesh, the shroud, and the rock. But
the patterns and colors that enliven the sarcophagus confer a superior beauty to
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Figure 7. Giovanni di Francesco, Painted Cross, Brozzi, Sant’Andrea, ca. 1460. Tempera on wood.
(Photo, author.) Color version available as an online enhancement.

this object; the transformation of the mineral hints at the future mysterious transformation of the body of Christ.
The same gray, bare, irregular rocks that sometimes appear on earth are shown
to contain Christ in his tomb and the patriarchs in limbo, a place imagined as
subterranean but closer than hell to the surface of earth. As we have seen, Jacobus

Figure 8. Filippo Lippi, Pietà, ca. 1438. Tempera on wood, 57 × 32 cm. (Museo Poldi Pezzoli,
Milan.) Color version available as an online enhancement.
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de Voragine distinguishes between existence and life, stating that minerals are
only endowed with the ﬁrst. Among creatures, they are the most akin to death.
From the idea of death, one passes easily to that of penance or mortiﬁcation, an
operation aimed at extinguishing bodily desires (in classical Latin, mortiﬁcatio,
from mors, means death and destruction). Signiﬁcantly, one of the most powerful
images of penance in the Renaissance is St. Jerome surrounded by rocks, beating
his chest with a stone. In the Bible too, rocky deserts and mountains serve as
suitable settings for isolation, penance, and mystical experiences. Mineral baseness
thus becomes a condition for greater spiritual elevation.
In Filippo Lippi’s work, the eremitical life and the bare rocks that are its usual
setting are linked to the mystery of the Nativity. The mountainous background of
the Funeral of St. Jerome (Prato, Duomo) contains scenes from the life of the
church father and the Adoration of the Child. As is well known, Lippi invented a
new type of Adoration in which a rocky and craggy landscape hosts hermits and
contemplative saints, John the Baptist, Mary Magdalene, Jerome, and Romuald.28
Jeﬀrey Ruda refers to these images as the “Wilderness Adorations” and notes that
“the basic theme is clearly no longer the historical Nativity and Adoration of the
Shepherds. Rather the underlying concept seems to be the Incarnation, which was
God’s own freely undertaken penance for sin. The Word became ﬂesh precisely
to undertake the most extreme penance of all, and as a model to all later penitents.”29 This is no doubt correct, but one could insist upon the material conditions of the birth and ﬁrst moments of Christ on earth. Ludolph of Saxony, in
fact, dwells on this at length, stating that from the moment of his birth, Christ
oﬀered examples of poverty, humility, and corporeal mortiﬁcation. Providing an
example of the latter, Ludolph describes how Mary, having no pillow to support
Jesus’s head, had to place it on a stone. Ludolph insists that Christ of the Nativity is an excellent model for imitation.30 In Wilderness Adorations, hermits do
28. See Ruda, Fra Filippo Lippi, 218–33; and Holmes, Fra Filippo Lippi, 172–85. Megan Holmes
has explained the signiﬁcance of the mountain in Lippi’s oeuvre and convincingly relates it to the
importance of Mount Carmel to the Carmelite order of which the painter was a member. It seems
that Matteo di Giovanni established the same connection in his Pala Placidi: Christ is laid on a rocky
ground in the Adoration of the lunette (Siena, Pinacoteca Nazionale), and the main register of the
altarpiece shows two large images of Saints Jerome and John the Baptist in a rocky wilderness (Siena,
San Domenico).
29. Ruda, Fra Filippo Lippi, 221. On Lippi’s Berlin Adoration, see Stefanie Solum, Women, Patronage, and Salvation in Renaissance Florence: Lucrezia Tornabuoni and the Chapel of the Medici
Palace (Farnham, 2015), which contains a substantial analysis of the painting’s “stoniness.”
30. Ludolph of Saxony, Vita Jesu Christi e quatuor evangeliis et scriptoribus orthodoxis concinnata,
4 vols. (Paris, 1865), 1:81–82: “Adverte ex praemissis, quod jam incipiebat statum perfectionis
exemplo docere; qui consistit in humilitate, austeritate, et paupertate, ut vere posset dicere illud
Psalmistae: Pauper sum ego, et in laboribus a juventute mea. Hic ergo damnantur hujus mundi
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imitate him. The connection elaborated by Lippi clearly rests on tropology and
links the body of Christ to the bodies of those who imitate him, both past and
present. Stones are an instrument of redemption. According to Christ’s message
as related by the Gospels, redemption lies in negation and abasement.
In Lippi’s Adoration, humble minerals are thus linked to the spiritual beneﬁts
of Christ’s incarnation: the loose stones refer to penance and virtues, the barren
rocks to death and the underworld, but also to salvation. The plateau yields to
two paths covered with white stones. Although the rocky crags in the background
are gray, the green tinge of their crests suggests vegetation. Rising abruptly, these
cliﬀs lead up to a mountain, whose summit exceeds the top of the stone walls.
The same rock formations appear in the cycle’s central image. Their truncation
by the entablature accentuates the connection between this scene and the Coronation, especially as there are other mountains at the base of the Coronation,
albeit “new” mountains without jagged edges, rounded hills that have lost their
grayness and stony texture to a more vivid and smooth verdant surface. The motif

honores ad pompae, et vanitates, itemque deliciae ac mollities, et carnis delectationes” (Note that
from the beginning he undertook to teach us through his example the state of perfection, which
consists in humility, austerity and poverty, so that he could say like the Psalmist: I have been poor
and suﬀering since my childhood. There [in the crib], the honor and pomp of this world, the vanities,
the delights and luxuries, and the delectations of the ﬂesh are condemned). Ludolph then quotes long
passages from Anselm of Canterbury and Bernard of Clairvaux on the same topic, before using a
common mineral metaphor: “Vidisti ortum sanctissimi Principis; vidisti simul et partum Reginae
coelestis, et in utroque arctissimam paupertatem attendere potuisti. . . . Potuisti etiam attendere in
utroque profundissimam humilitatem. Non enim sunt stabulum dedignati, non praesepe, non fenum,
non cetera vilia, ad dandu nobis exemplum perfectae humilitatis. . . . Potuisti etiam attendere in
utroque, et maxime in puero Jesu, non parvam corporis aﬄictionem. Inter ceteras autem, haec una
fuit, quod quando mater sua in praesepio eum locavit et pulvinar vel alius hujusmodi non haberet, ad
caput ejus quemdam lapidem, non sine grandi cordis amaritudine posuit, interposito forte feno, quod
ab animalibus mutuo accepit. Et, ut dicitur, adhuc ille lapis, ibidem ad memoriam reservatus, videtur.
Paupertatem igitur et humilitatem, aﬄictionemque corporis studeas et tu pro posse amplecti, et in his
Christum pro modulo tuo imitari. Unde Bernardus: Tribus exemplis viam nobis ostendit, qua eum
sequi debemus: . . .” (You have seen the birth of the almighty Prince; you have seen the delivery of the
heavenly Queen, and in both of them you can observe the strictest poverty. . . . You could also see in
both of them the most profound humility, for they did not disdain the barn, the crib, the hay and
other vile things, in order to give us the example of perfect humility. . . . You could also consider in
both of them, especially in the child Jesus, many physical suﬀerings. Among them, one was that when
his mother placed him in the crib, she had no pillow of any kind; not without a great sorrow in her
heart she laid a stone under his head, with some hay taken from the animals in between. It is said that
this stone is still visible, preserved for memory. Study and embrace as much as you can poverty,
humility and physical suﬀering, imitate Christ in them according to your capacity. Bernard said: “He
shows us through three examples the way on which we must follow him: . . .”). In Alesso Baldovinetti’s fresco at the Santissima Annunziata, Christ’s head rests on a stone. Although the image displays an ample landscape with ﬁelds, rivers, and paths, the Adoration is set on an inhospitable rocky
plateau, strewn with pebbles and stones.
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should not be seen merely as a landscape or reference to the earth above which
the Coronation takes place. Rather, the painter decided to insert the “mountain”
into the image as a ﬁgurative object. In the same way that he included the angels,
patriarchs, and sibyls, so are the mountains, all of them and the very idea of them,
in attendance, partaking in the celestial ceremony.
The mountain ﬁnds its origins in the Bible and is ubiquitous in the Psalms,
where it assumes the form of the “holy mountain,” “Mount Sion,” and the “mountain of God.” An expression of the strength and greatness of God (Ps. 64:7: “You,
armed with power, prepare the mountains in your strength”) and the terrestrial
phenomenon closest to paradise, a mountain is a suitable setting for the spiritual
activities of men (2:6, “I have been established a king by him over Sion, his holy
mountain, preaching his commandment”; 98:9, “Exalt the Lord our God and
adore him at his holy mountain”) as well as for the abode of God (67:17, “A
mountain in which God is pleased to dwell, as the Lord will dwell there until the
end”; similarly 75:5, “You enlighten wonderfully from the eternal mountains”).
Mountains therefore are a perfect accompaniment to the paradisiacal setting in
Lippi’s image. Moreover, with their simple shapes and rhythmic arrangement, they
seem vibrant with energy, sharing in the upward dynamism of the Old Testament
ﬁgures on either side. A number of psalms do, in fact, emphasize that God’s glory
is revealed through the splendor of his entire creation and that all of creation, including mountains, universally praises him. Typical is Psalm 97:8: “The mountains
will exult at the presence of the Lord.”31 Such texts were well known to Filippo
Lippi—who, as a friar, had to know them by heart in order to sing the oﬃce—
and to all the faithful, as Christian prayer and worship were closely modeled on
the Book of Psalms. Familiarity with these passages also provided devout observers
with a better understanding of the globalizing dimension of the liturgical action visible in and prompted by the Adoration; see, for example, Psalm 148:7–13: “Praise
the Lord from the earth, you dragons, all you abysses, ﬁre, hail, snow, ice, stormy
winds which fulﬁll his word, mountains and all hills. . . . Let them praise the name
of the Lord for his name alone is exalted, he is acknowledged above the sky and
earth.” From the arid rough rock and simple stones to the terrestrial mountain in
the background of the Adoration, to the celestial mountains in the Coronation, min-

31. See also Ps. 47:2–3: “The Lord is great and to be praised exceedingly in the city of our God, in
his holy mountain. Mount Sion is founded for the exultation of the whole earth”; Ps. 94:1 and 4–5:
“Come, let us praise the Lord, let us jubilate for God our Savior. For in his hand are the ends of the
earth and the heights of the mountains are his, for the sea is his, and he made it, and his hands
formed the dry land.” And see Isa. 55:12: “The mountains and the hills will sing praise before you.”

282 |

I TA T T I STU D IE S I N T HE IT A L I A N R E N A I S SA N C E

FALL 2016

erals acquire life, nobility, and elevation. Humble or majestic, tinier than a newborn or on the scale of God’s greatness, stones are indeed (like) Christ.
***
Our expedition among minerals allows us to draw a few conclusions about
the way in which Filippo Lippi created his painting. First, it was conceived to make
liturgy more eﬃcient. Adorations basically show to believers the being they should
adore and oﬀer them characters to imitate while engaging in devotion, prayer,
praise, or Eucharistic worship. This is why images are not on the side of ﬁction
but of illusion, not on the side of representation but of presence or “presentiﬁcation.”32 Unlike an Albertian historia, the Spoleto fresco does not depict an autonomous reality but speaks the truth about the place it occupies. It creates the illusion that the scenes of the Virgin’s life are actually taking place inside the church,
for the liturgy is conceived as a recollection and actualization of the time of the
Incarnation. Such a paradigm hinges on Eucharistic dogma. Christ is produced
in the church during Mass, but the operation is invisible: the host disappointingly
remains a host. The image assumes the invisible signiﬁed of the Eucharistic elements, creating the longed-for presence.
The search for eﬃciency outweighed the search for verisimilitude and respect
for biblical sources. Luke provides very few details of the ﬁrst moments of Christ’s
life, but in the Spoleto fresco even those are not respected; Christ is neither
“wrapped up in swaddling clothes” nor “laid in a manger” (2:7), as related by the
evangelist. The building does not evoke a stable; the ox and ass remind the beholder of this context but are not mentioned by Luke. If the aim of quattrocento
painters was verisimilitude, Mary could be accused of carelessness toward the newborn. But we need to go beyond literal meaning. The nakedness of Jesus enhances
his identiﬁcation with the Eucharist, and the contact between his ﬂesh and the
earth reveals his humility. According to William Durand, “whatever belongs to
the liturgical oﬃces, objects, and ornaments of the Church is full of signs of the
divine and the sacred mysteries, and each of them overﬂows with a celestial sweet32. On this notion, see Jérôme Baschet’s outstanding analyses, especially in L’iconographie
médiévale (Paris, 2008), esp. 42–44. Although they concern medieval art, Baschet’s analyses seem to
me relevant for ﬁfteenth-century Italian painting. In fact the images considered here are very close to
those of the main portal of Sainte-Madeleine in Vézelay (1104–32), remarkably analyzed by Peter
Low, “ ‘You Who Once Were Far Oﬀ ’: Enlivening Scripture in the Main Portal at Vézelay,” Art
Bulletin 85 (2003): 469–89. The iconography of Vézelay’s portal stems from both a biblical episode
and metaphorical and theological passages in the Bible (Eph. 2:11–22, esp.); it mixes past and present
in order to concern the viewer more directly. Liturgy, especially the Eucharist, played a major role in
the invention and reception of the images.
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ness when it is encountered by a diligent observer who can extract honey from
rock and oil from the stoniest ground [Deut. 32:13].”33 The Bible, of course, but
also the liturgy and the visible world, which contain the wisdom of the Creator,
all constitute systems of signs that can and should be interpreted. The same is true
for images (the “ornaments of the church”): they ought to furnish as many themes
as possible for a rich meditation. These, however, should not be narrowly prescriptive or programmatic. The signs they incorporate are available for interpretation; each beholder can draw meanings based on his knowledge and spiritual
progress. Thus, Filippo Lippi’s approach cannot be described as naturalistic in the
sense of an interest in nature for its own sake. Rather than showing the real, his
images express it in a more spiritual way, thereby enabling the faithful to transform it into a more meaningful system of signs, one more useful in the present.
The pictorial medium makes doctrine and exegesis more tangible through
shapes, colors, evocation of sensations, and the use of matter. Settings became
increasingly important in the trecento and quattrocento. The conventional rocks
and buildings from the time of Giotto grow more complex during the period, but
minerals remain essential and sometimes visually eye-catching, as in Andrea del
Castagno’s Last Supper or Mantegna’s Presentation to the Temple. Minerals are
likewise clearly an essential element within the semantic structure of Mantegna’s
Madonna of the Rocks (Uﬃzi), Cosmè Tura’s Pietà (Museo Correr, Venice), or
Leonardo da Vinci’s Virgin of the Rocks (Louvre and National Gallery, London).
Like Filippo Lippi’s Adoration, these paintings weave a dense web of relationships
between the characters and the diverse features of the setting. The characters are
obviously derived from the Bible, but the setting is no less dependent on Scripture.
The Bible, after all, is the word of God, another manifestation of the incarnate
God, recognized as such for the ﬁrst time during the Nativity, while nature, as the
Creation, is inhabited by the beauty and mysteries of God. In this epistemological context, the task of the creator-artist is to reveal the underlying foundations,
deep structures, and hidden signs of a world deserted by Christ, but one that still
bears his traces. One of the most striking aspects of Filippo Lippi’s fresco is that
the principal character, the central point at which all attention, gesture, and action converge is barely visible; a tiny, pale being, he can scarcely be distinguished
from his environment. If Jesus is somewhere, Christ is everywhere: he is the stone,
the altar, the door, the temple, the faithful, the way, and the shepherd.

33. These are the ﬁrst words of Durand, Rationale, prologue, 1 (Thibodeau, Rationale, 1). I have
not followed Thibodeau’s translation of “ornamentis” as “furnishings.”

