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ABSTRACT 
 
 

The last twenty to thirty years of confraternal research have yielded ground 

breaking results in the field.  However, while historiographical surveys appear throughout 

the literature of confraternal scholars, both contemporary and past, the works tend to 

focus on the origins of confraternal studies up through the cultural and social shift of the 

1960s.  Thus, many modern historians and their contributions to confraternal research 

have been recently ignored; no body of literature exists which attempts to create a 

synthesis of these works.  I propose that a modern survey of historiographical research is 

needed before confraternal studies can progress any further.  A historiography of modern 

works would make available to current historians the needed knowledge to proceed in 

their fields and would bring the scholarship of confraternal historians to the forefront, 

providing them with the recognition they deserve for their collaborated efforts.  

Furthermore, a confraternal historiography considering a number of areas and genres 

would demonstrate the significant role that confraternities played in the past.  

Furthermore, while the roles of confraternities in society and their implications 

concerning culture have not been neglected by historians of the present, only just recently 

historians have put a twist on social and cultural confraternal research in relation to 

artwork.  Artwork commissioned by confraternities can yield explanations that some 

archival records, such as membership lists, statutes, enrollment charts and death registers 

cannot.  However, even though clearly aware of the benefits of artwork, there has been 

little exploration in the field of confraternal artwork; thus I contend that efforts should be 
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initiated to bring confraternal artwork and confraternal patronage to the forefront of 

modern scholarship.    

I propose that specific confraternal images can produce meanings about the 

confraternities that in turn provide information concerning the culture in which they 

inhabited.  It is thus necessary to perform a cultural analysis of confraternal artworks 

grounded in cultural theory and iconography in order to understand confraternities and 

society.  The best evidence for the culture and cultural changes is confraternal artwork 

from the late Middle Ages to the early Renaissance as the visual sources with their 

contractual counterparts provide a clear transition of the events that occurred.  However, 

before delving into an analysis of the works of art, it will first be necessary to examine 

the evolving relationships between the institutional Church and confraternities in general, 

which will provide a context for the confraternities and their artwork.  With the 

foundation in place, the study of confraternal artwork may proceed.  Overall, the analysis 

will allow for a closer examination of not just the culture of a particular confraternity, but 

also the cultural values, ideals, and practices of an entire community in one period of 

time.  Furthermore, the examination of confraternal artwork will prove important, as it 

will demonstrate the unique power of confraternities.   
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CHAPTER I 

THEORY AND PRAXIS DEFINED: THE SOCIAL, CULTURAL 

AND HISTORICAL IMPLICATIONS OF CONFRATERNITIES 

 

Confraternities: An Introduction 

Long processions of bleeding flagellants wielding banners and whips, or of sleek 
be-robed worthies shepherding the orphans they sheltered, the adolescent girls 
they dowered, or the children they educated.  Bread handed out on a corner, 
public feasts hosted on a holy day, private banquets fueled by legacies.  Nocturnal 
gatherings whose purpose could be devotional (as members claimed) or sexual, or 
political (as critics suspected).  Cadres of marching children whose devotion 
could either inspire or make uneasy.  Groups of women who managed shelters, 
clothed the Virgin Mary on Feast days, and organized parochial devotions.1   

 
Christopher Black defined a confraternity as “a voluntary association of people 

who [came] together under the guidance of certain rules to promote their religious life in 

common.  Normally this [was] a group or brotherhood of laymen.”2   Brian Pullan 

classified confraternities as “professional associations designed to encourage piety and 

mutual aid”3 while John Henderson specified that “their function was partly educational 

and partly to involve the laity more closely in the life of the Church.”4  All three writers 

are prominent historians in the field of confraternal studies; their definitions are accurate 

and help to describe confraternities.  However, confraternities, similar to many 

                                                 
 
1 Nicholas Terpstra, “Introduction,” in The Politics of Ritual Kinship: Confraternities and Social Order in 
Early Modern Italy, Nicholas Terpstra, ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 1. 
 
2 Christopher Black, Italian Confraternities in the Sixteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989), 1. 
 
3 Brian Pullan, The Rich and Poor in Renaissance Venice (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971), 33. 
 
4 John Henderson, Piety and Charity in Late Medieval Florence (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994), 28. 
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associations in the late Middle Ages and early Renaissance were constantly morphing and 

evolving, thus making precise definitions difficult.  The types of confraternities studied, 

the locations, the traditions, etc. all play a pivotal role in the classification of 

confraternities.  While the above descriptions provide a basic explanation of the 

brotherhoods, for this project further elaboration is needed in order to place the groups in 

their proper social, cultural, political, and religious contexts.  It is necessary to examine 

confraternal foundations, the roles brotherhoods as pertaining to the later Middle Ages 

and the early Renaissance, the relationship of confraternities with the institutional Church 

and clergymen, and the role of solidarities in society.  The definition provides a 

foundation from which greater historical exploration may advance.   

 

Confraternities: A Working Definition 

During the later Middle Ages, an explosion of religious associations occurred.  

Most likely related to the reform movements of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, 

confraternities principally involved the laity.5  Unlike monastic groups and other similar 

organizations, the brotherhoods were places where common people could gather together 

to practice their Christian spirituality without having to completely devote their lives to 

God and the Church.   As noted previously, confraternal participation was completely 

voluntary, yet the numbers that the brotherhoods attracted and touched might suggest 

otherwise.  Membership in confraternal groups was extremely common; involvement in a 

confraternity was second only to attending the parish mass for the general public.   The 

                                                 
 
5 In addition, a 1260 devotional movement created a number of flagellant confraternities. 
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associations were so common that “early modern Italians encountered confraternities in 

every town and neighborhood, on every holiday, at every rite of passage.”6   

The reason for the immense membership may have been due to the nature of 

confraternities as organizations.  Loosely defined, confraternities have been described as 

associations of men and women that come together for a religious purpose.  The unclear 

boundaries and general religious function create an atmosphere where the ordinary 

person in everyday society could participate in the groups.  From the lowest members of 

society to the highest, nearly everyone enjoyed membership.  This is not to say that 

everyone was welcomed with open arms.  Indeed, some confraternities maintained 

specific requirements pertaining to membership.  However, exclusion from one 

confraternity did not mean exclusion from another.  For example, in general the 

solidarities were not limited to men.  Nonetheless, some of the brotherhoods did exclude 

women but many maintained women counterparts.  There were even some mixed 

confraternities, such as follows: 

Ces hommes et ces femmes appartiennent à la confrérie fondée en l’honneur de 
saint martin le jour de Pâques 1195 don’t les charges essentielles, consignées dans 
le cartulaire, étaient l’entretien d’une lampe à huile qui devait brûler jour et nuit 
devant l’autel commun, l’illumination de toute l’église le jour de la saint Martin, 
la célébration d’une messe hebdomadaire pour le salut des âmes des confrères 
defunts et vivants, la célébration d’un trentain de messes après la mort de chaque 
confrère, puis son enterrement.7  
 
In addition, most people in society, even those who were not members of 

confraternities, were still influenced or touched in one way or another.  Composed almost 
                                                 
 
6 Terpstra, “Introduction,” 1. 
 
7 Eric Palazzo, L’évêque et son image l’illustration du pontifical au moyen âge (Turnhout: Brepols 
Publishers, 1999), 95. 
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entirely of lay members, 8 confraternities performed Christian acts that demonstrated their 

piety and made them the “most public face of the Church.”9  They provided charities for 

the homeless, ill and debilitated.  For the poor and needy, they offered dowries, food, 

clothing, and housing.  They entertained and educated the public through plays, 

processions, music and their artwork and hosted feast and holy days on behalf of the 

Church for the entire community.  One way or another, in one form or another, 

confraternities reached nearly everyone in society. 

Because the groups were so popular, orderliness was essential.  Organization was 

based on the Church, monasteries and other similar structures, such as guilds and craft 

societies.  While the exact beginnings of confraternities remain difficult to pinpoint, 

scholars are certain most of brotherhoods grew out of monastic communities.10  Often 

based on the rules of a specific monastic order, the confraternities functioned by 

practicing similar devout spirituality, penitential acts, and often charities.  The 

confraternity of the Order of Brothers of Penance, or the simply the Order of the 

Penitents, for example, was based on the Franciscan model.11   

                                                 
 
8 Hans Belting contends that “the laity is neither nonreligious (through perhaps anticlerical ) nor confined 
to the lower classes; rather it represents all social estates other than the clergy.”  Hans Belting, The Image 
and Its Public in the Middle Ages: Form and Function of Early Paintings of the Passion, Mark Bartusis & 
Raymond Meyer, trans. (New York: Aristide D. Caratzas, 1990), 18. 
 
9 However, priests, bishops, and other Church officials as members of confraternities was not completely 
uncommon.  Terpstra, “Introduction,” 1. 
 
10 Henderson, Piety and Charity, 57. 
 
11 Ibid., 23.   
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Similar to monasteries and the institutional Church, confraternities often 

possessed their own hierarchies.  Some historians debate this.12  Nonetheless, their 

statutes show that a working order of one kind or another was often in place.  It may not 

have been as formalized as the institutional Church per se, but it did exist and it was 

necessary for organization, function and spiritually efficiency: 

In the first place since no congregation can persevere in a good condition without 
a head and guide, and in order that God maintains our company with many 
prayers of good and virtuous people, we ordain that the company should always 
have four captains and two treasurers and six councillors…and the condition and 
ruling and leading of the said company should remain in the arms of the said 
officials.13   

 
Although arranged in an internal hierarchy that often resembled that of the 

institutional Church, “their administrative framework reflected closely the structures of 

civic institutions, especially the merchant and craft guilds to which many of the members 

belonged,” thus linking public and private life.14   This organization was pivotal as “their 

internal ordering was to reflect the equality of the souls in the eyes of God, yet everything 

from seats in the oratory to place in procession was ranked hierarchically.”15  

Furthermore, most confraternities had a captain, who was “ to be leader and guide of 

                                                 
 
12 Hans Belting for example claims that the brotherhoods lacked internal order while John Henderson 
claims otherwise.  See Belting, The Image and Its Public and Henderson, Piety and Charity. 
 
13 S. Frediano (1324). BNF, Palatino 154, ch. I, fo. 1: ‘Inprimamente conciosia cosa che neuna 
congregatione puote perseverare in buono stato sanza capo e guida e acciò che Dio mantegna la nostra 
compagnia e molti preghi di buone persone e di virtude, ordiniamo che lla detta compagnia abbia sempre iv 
capitani e ii camarlinghi e vi consiglieri … et nelle braccia de’ detti uficiali permagna tucto lo stato e 
reggimento e conducimento della detta compagnia’ in Henderson, Piety and Charity, 65. 
 
14 Henderson, Piety and Charity, 2. 
 
15 Terpstra, “Introduction,” 1. 
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every good deed and to give a good example, for, according to Our Lord, he who wants 

to be greater than others must be minister and servant of others.”16  The captains most 

resembled the bishops and abbots, who served as guides for their community.  Many 

scholars dispute the importance of this internal hierarchy, claiming that it contradicts the 

confraternity’s dominant motif of equality, contending that internal hierarchy forced 

names and titles on the members, classifying some as more important than others.   

Most confraternities were based on the same model (as described previously) and 

therefore shared many similarities.  These common characteristics often included a 

voluntary association based on a model of brotherhood where members were equal but 

lacked ties of actual kinship, a devotion to provide support for both the living and the 

dead, and some limitation of membership (for example, someone who was not an artist 

probably could not join an artist confraternity).17  However, it is important to note that 

even though based on the same principles, regional differences did exist between 

confraternities.  Benedetto Varchi notes that “confraternities covered a wide spectrum of 

activity, from those which tended towards enjoyment and spectacle to others which 

concentrated on the serious business of self-flagellation in underground chapels.”18  Some 

confraternities supported parishes, monasteries, or charities; others were devoted to 

penance, perhaps even to public flagellation.  Furthermore, confraternities existed in a 

                                                 
 
16 S. Frediano (1324), ch. Ii, fo. 5: ‘L’uficio de’ capitani dee essere capo e guida d’ogni benfare ed ogni 
buono exemplo dare, secondo che disse il nostro altri,’ in Henderson, Piety and Charity, 66.  
 
17 Henderson, Piety and Charity, 2. 
 
18 Benedetto Varchi, Storia fiorentina, L. Arbib, ed. (Florence, 1838-41), ii. 98-100 in Henderson, Piety 
and Charity, 3. 
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social hierarchy where some brotherhoods were certainly viewed as more important and 

more prestigious than others.  For example, in Renaissance Italy, confraternities with 

members of or the patronage of the Medici out ranked parish confraternities. 

Confraternities were well known and widely dispersed, dotting much of the Italian 

peninsula as well as surrounding areas.  While most of the brotherhoods were located in 

Italy, many others could be found in France, especially in the south, Spain, England and 

other areas.  Each locale had its own confraternities characterized by regional differences.  

Confraternities in Italy for example emphasized different events than those in England; 

the confraternities of France, Spain and England together were less numerous than those 

in Italy.19   

Regardless of structure, confraternities are best known for their roles in society.  

As mentioned previously, confraternities, due to their structure, connected earthly and 

other worldly ideals.  Because of this association, the brotherhoods are credited with 

bridging the secular and the sacred.  Confraternities were pious: they were known 

primarily for their ability to provide a type of insurance for life and death.  However, they 

were also temporal in that the brotherhoods commissioned art and music, organized 

schools, funerals, hospitals and orphanages, provided dowries and offered poor relief and 

charity.  Indeed, “confraternal activity clearly contributed in many ways to the spiritual 

                                                 
 
19 While it proves difficult to pinpoint numbers to demonstrate that confraternities were more popular in 
Italy due to the accuracy of the records, most scholars acknowledge that the brotherhoods were more 
prevalent in Italy. 
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and material needs of townsmen”20 and the solidarities provided a social community 

where men and women fostered relationships with one another.   

Similar to many organizations, past and present, confraternities could not function 

in any society without some financial aid and support.  It should not come as a surprise 

that many confraternities, especially in the later Middle Ages, received orders from 

clergymen.  Most confraternities were linked to a parish Church that often provided 

funding, a place to meet and sponsorship for spiritual activities, such as masses, 

processions and other pious activities.  Andrew Barnes specifies two relationships 

between the institutional Church and confraternities.  The first relationship was that of 

confraternities and clerical sponsors.  He notes that confraternities required members of 

the clergy to celebrate mass and other rites that the lay members were not authorized to 

perform.  These relationships were often contractual, yet could be unstable.  While the 

contracts were rooted in medieval agreements, towards the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, the confraternities began to look to new religious orders, such as the 

Capuchins, Jesuits, and others.  The second relationship was between the confraternities 

and the episcopacy, since bishops often sought to control confraternities.  The fears of the 

higher clergy would eventually lead to the suppression of many of the groups. 

The influence of the medieval Church waned as time progressed.  A greater need 

for religious responsibilities grew, such as the administration of death rites.21  There was 

                                                 
 
20 Ronald Weissman, Ritual Brotherhood in Renaissance Florence (New York: Academic Press, 1982), ix. 
 
21 This was especially the case during and after the Black Death when there just were not enough religious 
officials to perform death rites.  The need grew further into the Renaissance as population expanded. 
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an “enlarged sphere of responsibility over death for the laity, primarily through the 

confraternity.”22  In the Renaissance, confraternities took on acts of funerary rites that 

were once performed by the clergymen, because laymen sought confraternities as a 

“means of gaining merit from the divine and remembrance at death.”23  They replaced the 

monks and mendicants and acquired greater sovereignty.   

 This new autonomy raised suspicions in the eyes of the clergy, especially on the 

eve of the Reformation.24  Many would attempt to control confraternities, but with little 

success.  The most prevalent outcome of the situation was teetering relationships.  

Tensions between the two continued to rise during the seventeenth century, and by the 

eighteenth century most relations had been severed.    

 

Theory and Praxis: A Cultural Approach 
 to Confraternal Studies  

 
The last twenty to thirty years of confraternal research has yielded ground 

breaking results.  Historians now look beyond institutional development in order to place 

confraternities into a broader social and cultural context, and focus more seriously on the 

study of confraternities as its own field of research.25  Confraternal studies now utilize 

                                                 
 
22 James R. Banker, “Death and Christian Charity in the Confraternities of the Upper Tiber Valley,”  
Christianity and the Renaissance: Image and Religious Imagination in the Quattrocento, 
Timothy Verdon & John Henderson, eds. (New York: Syracuse University Press,1990), 303. 
 
23 Ibid., 319. 
 
24 Christopher Black, “Confraternities and the Parish in the Context of the Italian Catholic Reform,” in 
Confraternities and Catholic Reform in Italy, France, and Spain, John Patrick Donnelly,  
& Michael W. Maher, eds. (Kirksville: Thomas Jefferson University Press, 1999), 1. 
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and join a number of interdisciplinary approaches, including but not limited to 

geography, sociology, social anthropology, and quantitative methodology.  Questions 

geared towards an anthropological approach have demonstrated that confraternities were 

not fringe institutions in society, but central to how societies lived and functioned.  

Confraternities in early modern society “defined social and political roles and mediated 

changes to a more hierarchical society.”26  To understand this role, social historians 

explored how the institutions constructed themselves, who the members were, and why 

they joined.  Profiles of specific confraternities have allowed historians to gain a better 

understanding of member numbers and types.  Overall, these advances and more are the 

fruits of today’s scholarship.  Nonetheless, many confraternal questions have been left 

unexplored.   

As noted previously and as will be demonstrated in the historiographical section 

of this work, confraternities, early and late, were extremely active in society.  Next to the 

meetings and death rites, confraternities performed the following acts: they provided 

charity and welfare; they supplied dowries; they built, funded and maintained 

orphanages; they supported other architectural endeavors, civic and religious; they 

sponsored and produced music and dramas; they commissioned artwork; they held 

processionals and celebrated feasts for holy days.  These groups were truly infused in 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
25 Although there was a movement to study confraternities from cultural and social perspectives, many 
historians still sought a traditional approach, that of the church and local historian. 
 
26 Terpstra, “Introduction,” 3. 
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society.  Because of their immense activities, confraternities offer an excellent 

perspective on society and culture during the late Middle Ages and early Renaissance.27

The cultural and social implications of confraternities have not been neglected by 

contemporary historians.  Indeed, most confraternal historians, following the trends 

generated by the historical movements of the 1960s, tend to regard confraternities in 

social and cultural terms.  However, only just recently have historians put a twist on 

social and cultural confraternal research.  Many scholars now recognize that confraternal 

documents are not the only materials that yield information concerning confraternities 

and the society they inhabited.  Many scholars now appreciate the significant role that 

confraternities performed in the artistic world, including but not limited to drama, art, 

architecture, and music.   

The editors of Confraternities and the Visual Arts in Renaissance Italy: Ritual, 

Spectacle, Image (2000),28 Barbara Wisch and Diane Cole Ahl contend that of all arenas 

in the artistic world, there has been little exploration in the field of confraternal artwork 

and that efforts should be initiated to bring confraternal artwork and confraternal 

patronage to the forefront of modern scholarship.  Wisch’s and Ahl’s argument proves 

reasonable, as artwork commissioned by confraternities can yield explanations that some 

                                                 
 
27 For more information on the subject, please see the following: Black, Italian Confraternities in the 
Sixteen Century; Henderson, Piety and Charity; The Politics of Ritual Kinship, Terpstra, ed.; Brian Pullan, 
Rich and Poor in Renaissance Venice; Nicolas Terpstra, Lay Confraternities and Civic Religion in 
Renaissance Bologna (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); and especially Weissman, Ritual 
Brotherhood. 
 
28 Confraternities and the Visual Arts in Renaissance Italy: Ritual, Spectacle, Image, Barbara Wisch & 
Diana Cole Ahl, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 4. 
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archival records, such as membership lists, statutes, enrollment charts and death registers 

cannot.   

I propose that specific confraternal images reveal confraternal intentions that in 

turn provide information concerning culture.  Collectively, confraternal images 

represented the need of a confraternity to have an image or images that evoked the 

religious spirit.  Similar to the icons acquired from the East and utilized by the austere of 

monasteries, confraternal members meditated on the pieces allowing them to become 

closer to the Holy Spirit.  However, this was only achieved through an intercessory that 

communicated on behalf of the brothers.  The mediator was often the Virgin, as she was 

the saint most venerated by confraternities, but it could assume other forms including 

saints.  Nonetheless, the need in general created a genre of confraternal artwork.   

In the later Middle Ages confraternities adhered to this variety of confraternal 

artwork.  However, the commissioning of the images was conducted in a very specific 

rhetorical manner.  Confraternities, similar to all groups and individuals in the later 

Middle Ages, acquired artwork which was designed according to a set system of 

rhetorical beliefs that relied on an arrangement of signs and symbols as opposed to 

pictorial reality.  These signs and symbols manifested themselves in the works of art 

through figures, clothing, positions, colors, expressions, each pointing to a specific 

meaning.  As a result, the artist could not depict the work in human terms, but only in a 

manner associated with a rhetorical system, one of persuasion with intentions to convey a 

specific meaning.  This system was designed to inform and teach and the picture was 

constructed to evoke specific ideas.  Thus, because the work was rhetorically determined 
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and structured in a specific language, it mattered little what the patron desired; in this 

system, there was little room for individuality and expression by the patron, including 

confraternities. 

Furthermore, artists in the Middle Ages were merely craftsmen who imitated 

those works by others who came before them;29 they were not viewed as artists but as 

artisans, and the art of the period was manufactured principally in workshops where the 

creator remained anonymous.  In the workshops, the artists simply produced works as 

they had been fashioned for centuries according to traditional syntax, leaving little room 

for artistic expression or patron desires.  The lack of artistic expression and the limitation 

of patron desires were best demonstrated through confraternal commissions in the Middle 

Ages.   

Nonetheless, this system of confraternal artwork was bound to change.  The 

transformation did not occur overnight and was indeed gradual.  Confraternities began by 

acquiring monastic works of art and transitioning them to their usage.  For example, the 

Madonna of Mercy was originally a Cistercian design that came to represent confraternal 

protection of society during the Black Death of the fourteenth century.  Actions such as 

this allowed for the beginning of an individualist nature that would eventual lead to the 

disregard of the rhetorical system.   

With the advent of humanism and the Italian Renaissance, individuals and groups, 

including confraternities, broke almost completely away from the constraints of the 

                                                 
 
29 See Emile Mâle, “Introduction,” The Gothic Image: Religious Art in France of the Thirteenth Century, 
Dora Nussey, trans. (New York: HarperCollins Press, 1958), 22. 
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rhetorical system.   Confraternities commissioned works of art that still maintained the 

original intercessory intent.  However, they subject matter evolved slightly.  Instead of a 

work strictly of the Virgin or a saint, new figures appeared, including patron saints, 

specific to only to that particular confraternity, patrons who provided money for the 

creation of the work, and even members of the brotherhood.   

However, these transitioned in confraternal artwork could not have occurred 

without evolutions in religious relationships.  As noted earlier an explosion of religious 

associations occurred during the late Middle Ages which created places where common 

people could gather together to practice their Christian spirituality without having to 

completely devote their lives to God and the Church.  However, the although seemingly 

secular lifestyle of confraternities was not completely divorced from the Church and 

canon law.  While most confraternities envisioned themselves as autonomous groups 

separate from the Church, the reality indeed proved to be significantly different.  

Especially early in their history, confraternities needed the support of the institutional 

Church and the Church in turn sought to control them in order to maintain religious 

consistencies.  Similar to confraternal artwork, the situation would evolve.  

Confraternities, as they became more popular and as more of the laity found prestige in 

them, looked towards other sources of funding.  Confraternities did not necessarily need 

the support of the clergy with powerful members.  Thus, as the Renaissance neared, 

power of the institutional Church waned, creating greater confraternal autonomy.   

While a general explanation of the changing power will be explored in chapter 

three, an analysis of the power shift will occur in association with confraternal artwork.  
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Similar to the changes confraternities made in the acquisition of artwork, evolutions in 

relationships between the brotherhoods and the clergy transpired, the transformations of 

which could be seen in the commission of artworks.  Confraternities only became capable 

of expressing demands in works of art because their relationships with the clergy had 

evolved.  Much of what caused confraternities to adhere to the rhetorical system in the 

later Middle Ages was their lack of power religiously.  However, the brotherhoods 

eventually gained more autonomy religiously with the advent of the humanistic 

individual, which in turn created changes in artwork commissions.  Their new found 

freedom allowed confraternities to commission works of art that voiced their own needs 

and demands, void of the rhetorical system and the power of the institutional Church.  

Confraternal artworks demonstrate this power shift.    

Overall, the analysis of confraternal artwork and relations between the 

institutional Church and the brotherhoods will allow for a closer examination of not just 

the culture of a particular confraternity, but also the cultural values, ideals, and practices 

of an entire community in one period of time, a time of transition and evolution.  

Furthermore, the examination of confraternal artwork will prove exclusively important, 

as it will demonstrate the unique power of confraternities and the evolutions in power 

from a point of view until now recently unexplored.     
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CHAPTER II 
 

A HISTORIOGRAPHICAL SURVEY OF  
 

CONFRATERNAL RESEARCH 
 
 
 

Introduction 

Similar to most fields in history, the scholarship of the late Middle Ages and the 

early Renaissance constantly evolves as new ideas emerge and as scholars make new 

discoveries.  One of the most evolving fields in these two unique yet overlapping periods 

is the study of confraternities.  This discipline has transformed and grown profoundly 

over approximately two hundred and fifty years.  Confraternities, once described as 

peripheral institutions that had little impact on culture, society, religion and politics, have 

now moved to the forefront of scholarly research.  Historians today understand their 

importance to the historical world.  Over the past forty years, scholars have produced a 

significant amount of literature on the subject.  However, a comprehensive 

historiographical study of modern confraternal scholarship seems to be missing from 

these efforts. This chapter and the next attempt to provide a synthesis of modern 

scholarship in hopes of closing some of the voids that the explosion of confraternal 

studies has created.   

The prevalence of confraternities in the early modern era and the roles they 

played in everyday life eventually led scholars to realize their importance, an importance 

that has stimulated a plethora of scholarly research.  Beginning as early as the eighteenth 

century, historians created a new field of study based on confraternities.  The 
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implications of the research differed significantly from today; when first explored, 

confraternities were still common and present in Europe.  In 1742 Ludovico Antonio 

Muratori wrote “De piis laicorum dissertationes" in his Dissertation 75.1  In the work, he 

“noted the abuses that plagued the confraternities of his time and earnestly wished for 

their reformation.”2  The research on the brotherhoods did not necessary yield greater 

finds in historical scholarship, but it did introduce confraternities as a subject of study.   

In 1785, Lorenzo Mehus took an even harsher stance on the same subject in his 

Dell’origine, progresso, abusi, e riforma delle confraternite laicali.3  While these were 

noble efforts that helped many to realize the possible importance of confraternities to 

historical study, most Italian Risorgimento and post-unification scholars chose to remain 

silent on the subject, thus creating an overall disinterest in confraternities.  Indeed 

historical reaction to confraternities in this manner “ensured the longevity of Muratori’s 

and Mehus’s severe criticisms of lay religious organizations and contributed to the 

marginalization of the pre-modern confraternal movement as an area of scholarly 

research.”4  Furthermore, the criticisms caused many to disregard confraternities for 

historical study almost completely. 

                                                 
 
1 Ludovico Antonio Muratori, “De piis laicorum dissertationes,” Antiquitates italicae medii aevi, sive 
dissertationes, dissertation 75, vol. 6, coll. 475-82, Milan, 1742, rpt. Bologna, 1965, trans., “Delle pie 
Confraternità de’ Laici, e dell’origine d’esse, de’ Flagellanti, e delle sacre missioni,” Dissertazioni sopra le 
antichità italiane, 3:592-607, Milan,. 
 
2 Eisenbichler, “Italian Scholarship,” 568.  
 
3 Lorenzo Mehus, Dell’orgine, progresso, abusi, e riforma della confraternite, Florence, 1785. 
 
4 Ibid.  
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After nearly a century and a half of negligence, confraternal research began to 

emerge again during the early twentieth century.  In most twentieth-century studies, 

historians were unclear as to whether confraternities were central or fringe institutions in 

society.  Academics often classified the brotherhoods as fringe factions of society.  

Because of this view, early histories on confraternities provided little if any attention to 

the role of religious brotherhoods in society and politics.  Nicholas Terpstra concludes 

that the reason for such action can be found in the roots of historical study of the 

preceding century.   

Nineteenth-century positivist roots tended to disregard ritual, theatre, and social 
kinship as decorative marginalia to the big narrative of institutional and 
constitutional development.  If religion were of any interest it was better analyzed 
through the offices, possessions, politics, and doctrines of the institutional church.  
This approach assumed that early modern states worked much like modern ones 
in their fundamentals, because early modern individuals pursued their self-interest 
much like moderns.5  

 
These ideas continued throughout the early twentieth century with little evolution.   

During the same period, local historians emerged who soon dominated the study 

of confraternities.  They examined the piety of confraternities, especially in their funeral 

rituals.  These historians pursued their research on a small scale, focusing on a specific 

confraternity, city or diocese, but often neglected to expand the studies beyond either the 

confraternity or the city walls.6  While in most instances were not productive to the 

discipline, they did generate a number of micro-histories that explored particular 

brotherhoods in great depth.  However, these were usually published by small local 
                                                 
 
5 Terpstra, Lay Confraternities and Civic Religion, 2.  
 
6 See the following paragraph for details on some local works. 
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publishers and much of the research on these confraternities never crossed Italian 

borders.   

Some rare studies did move beyond local history.  These tended to focus more on 

common groups of brotherhoods, and often failed to provide a complete view of the 

significance of the subject.  One such history, the first major study since those of Mehus 

and Muratori, was the two volume work of Gennaro Maria Monti “whose Le 

confraternite medievali dell’alta e media Italia7 described developments across the 

[Italian] peninsula.”8  The work remains today as one of only a handful of studies to 

examine confraternities throughout Italy.9  Konrad Eisenbichler notes that it was weak as 

it only examined confraternities hastily with too few footnotes and too many errors.10  

Although it was the first major work on confraternities in nearly one hundred and fifty 

years, the study did not highlight any broader cultural or social implications.  The study 

of confraternities appeared to be going nowhere. 

The impasse ended when advancements in social history in the 1960s altered how 

historians viewed confraternities.  Among the factors contributing to this change was a 

conference held in Perugia to celebrate the devotional movement of 1260 that led to the 

creation of flagellant confraternities.  The conference generated new developments in 

                                                 
 
7 Gennaro Maria Monti, Le Confraternite medievali dell’ alta e media Italia, Venice, 1927. 
 
8 Terpstra, Lay Confraternities and Civic Religion, xv. 
 
9 Eisenbichler calls the study a quasi-peninsular study, in that Monti ignored Southern Italy.  Since his 
article however, a number of historians, such as Christopher F. Black and Nicholas Terpstra, have 
completed peninsular studies. 
 
10 Eisenbichler, “Italian Scholarship,” 568.   
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theories and methodologies pertaining to the study of confraternities and greatly 

stimulated the study of the institutions in general.  In 1969, renewed interest in 

confraternities inspired a second conference.  The same year saw the development of 

centers in Perugia, Puglia, and elsewhere that were completely devoted to the study of the 

brotherhoods.11  

Similarly, social and cultural historians assisted in the development of 

confraternal studies by moving research from a local perspective toward a more universal 

context.  The new methodology “brought greater rigor to the work of administrative, 

economic, and religious historians, yet a functionalist mindset initially governed subject 

and approach.”12  Historians no longer considered confraternities strictly funerary ritual 

clubs.  Instead, they examined the political and social impacts of confraternities by 

                                                 
 
11 Black, “The Development of Confraternity Studies over the Past Thirty Years,” in The Politics of Ritual 
Kinship, Terpstra, ed., 9-10. 
 
12 Fr. Ugolino Nicolini, who arranged the first two confraternal conferences, was also responsible for 
coordinating the first research center for the study of confraternities.  Nicolini himself worked in Perugia, 
the site of the first two conferences and also where he studied with leading Italian équipe conducting 
scholarship on lay piety in Umbria.  The center, as well as aiding arranging conferences and producing 
collections of articles, helped to create the “Centro di documentazione sul movimento dei disciplinati” that 
published a journal, Quaderni del Centro di Documentazione sul Movimento dei Disciplinati.  While the 
center continued to flourish for many years producing numerous collections and articles, work of the 
Centro itself arrived at a standstill after the death of Nicolini.  The center still awaits revival today.   
  

In the 1980s, a second center for research was established in southern Italy, this time in Puglia.  
The center was founded under the direction of Professor Giovanni Pinto and attracted mostly local 
historians.  In its research, the center has uncovered a wealth of material.  However, the information is 
primarily from the post-Tridentine era and the center houses little material from the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries.  In addition, the center has also produced a variety of articles and collections.  A 
collection of articles, recently produced by the center in 1994 relied on the efforts of a variety of 
viewpoints, that is to say, historians from all over the world, including local, Italian, European, and North 
American scholars.  The collection, edited by Liana Bertoldi Lenoci and titled Confraternite, chiesa e 
società, examined confraternities from a variety of academic disciplines.  Today, the center continues to 
produce ground breaking scholarship and well trained historians, those who work in a variety of languages 
and fields.  Terpstra, “Introduction,” 2.   
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investigating the roles they played as charitable institutions, especially in association with 

governments.  The questions sought and answered concerning confraternities began to 

provide a clear understanding of society in early modern Europe.  However, many 

inquiries about the brotherhoods were left with no solution, including those on faith, 

membership, and kinship.  These pivotal questions laid the foundations for later historical 

studies. 

 

Italian Confraternal Studies

Confraternities, although located all across the European continent, were most 

prevalent in Italy.  Thus, over the last generation, the greatest of advancements in the 

study of confraternities began in Italy where Italian scholars studying tended to base their 

confraternity studies on particular locations and ideas, the most prevalent of which being 

the social value of confraternities.   

The social importance of confraternities is undeniable, as Brian Pullan recognized 

in The Rich and Poor in Renaissance Venice,13 an enormous work that covered social 

institutions in immense detail.  “Brian Pullan overturned a longstanding historiographical 

convention when he demonstrated that Catholic states, working through confraternities, 

developed charitable assistance to the same extent as their Protestant counterparts.”14  

The study was the first to combine confraternal ideas of religion, society, and politics.  

Primarily, Pullan sought to explore the Scuole Grandi, which was a small yet powerful 
                                                 
 
13 Pullan, Rich and Poor in Renaissance Venice.  
 
14 Terpstra, “Introduction,” 3. 
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group of Venetian confraternities known for their love of art and involvement in 

numerous charitable activities.15  To undertake this quest, he reexamined some of the 

customs in government; Pullan studied government policies toward the poor and social 

institutions, thus examining the field from a social and economic point of view as 

opposed to a political one.  In his research, for example, he discovers that “in March 1528 

and April 1529, the Venetian Senate made two ambitious attempts to coordinate the 

organization of poor relief and the dispensation of charity,”16 and that “between the early 

fourteenth and the early sixteenth century, members of the Scuola began to divide into 

separate orders of rich and poor.”17    

Using this methodology, Pullan opened new doors in the field of Italian 

Renaissance history, especially offering a new perspective on the poor and social 

institutions.  Pullan adopted a different stance and declared that previous scholarship may 

not have been entirely correct.  To refute previous ideas, he studied philanthropy and 

poor relief, completed a survey of poverty control and relief, and examined what others 

had done on confraternities.  In his undertaking, he discovered, as many Italian 

counterparts had, the profound relationship between confraternities and society, culture, 

and politics, which exposed the field to various new ideas.    

Brian Pullan pioneered a whole new range of studies of confraternity activities in 
his Rich and Poor in Renaissance Venice.  This work revealed the full nature of 
the Scuole Grandi, […] His work also encouraged some of us to look at more than 

                                                 
 
15 Terpstra, “Introduction,” 3. 
 
16 Pullan, Rich and Poor in Renaissance Venice, 239. 
 
17 Ibid., 66. 
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the statues to understand activities and members; membership lists, minute books, 
accounts.18

 
Brian Pullan’s approach to the study of confraternities greatly influenced 

numerous scholars including Ronald F. E. Weissman, whose Ritual Brotherhood in 

Renaissance Florence (1982) soon became a pioneering study that “set directions for 

research which are still being probed.”19  Here Weissman used several methods to 

explore the sociability of confraternities.  The work, primarily an anthropological and 

sociological study, confirmed that confraternities and society should not be studied in 

isolation from each other but in conjunction since confraternities offered a form of 

sociability.  The work focused more on social aspects of confraternities as opposed to 

religious characteristics.  To understand the social networks of confraternities, Weissman 

examined the relationship between social and political life and how it affected 

confraternities.  He also analyzed the growth of confraternities demographically, cycles 

of growth, patterns of membership, confraternities in crisis, and the reformation of the 

brotherhoods after crisis.  “By linking membership histories to the demographic profiles 

contained in the city’s tax registers—the Catasto—the appeal of confraternal membership 

and participation for the different subpopulations of Florentine society can be 

compared.”20  The demographic studies provided an in depth study of membership, which 

                                                 
 
 
18 Ibid., 11. 
 
19 Terpstra, Lay Confraternities and Civic Religion, xvi. 
 
20 Weissman, Ritual Brotherhood, 107. 
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indeed presented the reader with a better understanding as to what it would be like to be a 

member in a confraternity, young or old.   

Furthermore, Weissman was able to conclude that during the sixteenth century 

confraternities underwent a radical transformation due to a crisis,21 including a belief that 

many confraternities had become elite associations under the watchful eye of the Medici 

and that traditional confraternal life had collapsed due to various causes.  In examining 

the crisis, Weissman was then able to illustrate “how confraternities could change in the 

transition from Republican Renaissance Florence to the Ducal regime leading Counter 

Reformation changes.”22  By studying the transformations that occurred within 

confraternities and how the changes affected society, Weissman produced new 

scholarship on the subject that would inspire numerous historians.23  

 Encouraged by Ronald Weissman, Christopher F. Black claimed that the “study 

of confraternities should not just be religious but also encompass social history.”24  This 

belief led Black to conduct research in a way that allowed him to explore the impacts the 

brotherhoods had on society.  His Italian Confraternities in the Sixteenth Century (1989) 

was an in depth study of confraternities on the Italian peninsula that touched nearly all 

aspects of confraternal life, including but not limited to finances, organization,  

membership, institutional change, control, charity/philanthropy, and art work.   
                                                 
 
21 Ibid., 163. 
 
22 Terpstra, “Introduction,” 11. 
 
23 Ronald F.E. Weissman has also produced work in an edited volume by Konrad Eisenbichler.  For more 
information on this article, please see the later section on Eisenbichler in this chapter. 
 
24 Black, Italian Confraternities, viii. 
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Although very much a survey, Black’s work did set forth a number of ideas that 

related to his general assertion that confraternities played a pivotal role in society.  He 

demonstrated that confraternities underwent a change that caused them to expand in 

numbers and to diversify their activities.  Their diversity, instigated primarily by the 

Catholic Reform, is what allowed them to have such an impact on society.  

Confraternities during this era experienced a revitalization that moved them towards a 

greater participation in philanthropic activities.  “[Confraternities were] a key to the 

religious spirit of the age, as the arenas for lay piety, or ‘religiosity’ in a non-pejorative 

sense.  Their social and religious rituals remained important in defining and patterning 

social relationships.”25  Black further contended that during the same time, numerous 

people competed for the control of confraternities because the brotherhoods could 

generate much power and therefore had a great impact on religion, politics, and society.   

Black’s Italian Confraternities was based on thorough archival research, 

originally stimulated by Brian Pullan.  Black was able to provide numerous details 

pertaining to membership.  He revealed much about types of confraternities and their 

evolution, membership, statutes and officials, councils and assemblies, enrollment, feast 

days, devotions, flagellation, and concepts of death and the afterlife.  However, even 

though he discovered much concerning membership, he stressed that it remains a general 

problem that scholars still do not know much about members of confraternities and how 

these brothers valued their membership. 

                                                 
 
25 Ibid., 21. 
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 Richard Trexler, a social historian, approached confraternities in many of the 

same ways as Ronald Weissman. In Public Life in Renaissance Florence,26 he considered 

social relations, social-political tensions, and rituals in society in association with 

confraternities.  It is Trexler’s belief that ritual defines a city’s identity and that ritual can 

be located by examining the politics and culture of groups and individuals.  Confraternity 

formed one of the many groups in which Trexler identified as playing a significant role in 

the creation of identity of a city.  Trexler is concerned with the age and gender of 

members.  He analyzes the events in which they participated, for example, the ritual 

processions associated with the feast of Saint John, in order to better understand the 

identity the group brought to the city in general.  Finally, similar to many historians who 

have recently explored the brotherhoods, he acknowledges the role confraternities played 

in society, placing them in the broader context of the culture.   

While Mario Fanti27 has led scholarship in Bologna over the past thirty years 

focusing mostly on the connection between confraternal devotion and social charity and 

Adriano Prosperi28 similarly has worked on confraternities in Bologna, but focusing on 

specific confraternities who gave aid to criminals condemned to execution, Nicolas 

Terpstra is perhaps the best known in terms of confraternal scholarship.  Terpstra, who 

has written extensively on Bolognese confraternities, also looked to Weissman and 
                                                 
 
 
26 Richard Trexler, Public Life in Renaissance Florence (New York: Academic Press, 1980). 
 
27 Mario Fanti, Il “Fondo Ospedali” nella Biblioteca Comunale dell’Archiginnasio, Inventario (Bologna, 
1967). 
 
28 Adriano Prosperi, “Il sangue e l’anima. Richerche sulle Compagnie di Giustizia in Italia,” Quaderni 
storici, 51 (1982): 960-99. 
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Trexler and applied their anthropological and sociological approaches to the city of 

Bologna in his own work.  He concentrated primarily on the fifteenth and early sixteenth 

centuries and demonstrated how confraternities shaped many aspects of everyday life, 

from charity to politics.  In his work Lay Confraternities and Civic Religion in 

Renaissance Bologna,29 Terpstra analyzed Bolognese confraternities through patterns and 

variations, as well as through the roles the brotherhoods played in a greater social, 

political, and religious context.  The study covered the early fifteenth century and the 

changes confraternities underwent up to the later fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, 

when their social activities were at their peak.  Terpstra also closely examined the 

confraternities and members.  He demonstrated that confraternities offered a type of 

spirituality apart from the parish church, that the brotherhoods were based much on the 

mendicant model, and that rituals were the means in which the members expressed their 

spirituality.  Finally, Terpstra offered a unique look into the world of brotherhood with a 

careful analysis of what it required to become a member and what duties a brother 

upheld, as well as demographics pertaining to size, geography, gender, recruitment, and 

attendance.  All in all the work proves that confraternities were integral to society.   

 Terpstra has recently edited a collection of articles in a work titled The Politics of 

Ritual Kinship: Confraternities and Social Order in Early Modern Italy.30  The work 

demonstrated common themes and varieties of methodological and ideological 

approaches in the study of confraternities.  Terpstra noted that the study was designed to 

                                                 
 
29 Terpstra, Lay Confraternities and Civic Religion. 
 
30 The Politics of Ritual Kinship, Terpstra, ed. 
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reveal that “the ritual kinship found in confraternities was a significant factor in the 

social, political, and religious construction of early modern Italy.”31  Politics and Ritual 

Kinship begins with an essay by Christopher Black that analyzes the development of 

confraternities over the past thirty years, which does not take into account much modern 

scholarship.  His analysis only really addresses confraternal historiography up to the 

social movements of the 1960s.  The articles that follow all shared a common theme: 

confraternities played a critical role in shaping society.  However, each author examined 

the subject in a different area, ranging in time from late medieval Italy to Enlightenment 

Florence. 

 One article that best displays the overall goal of Terpstra’s edited volume of The 

Politics of Ritual Kinship is Danilo Zardin’s, “Relaunching confraternities in the 

Tridentine era: shaping conscience and Christianizing society in Milan and Lombardy.”32  

Zardin examines the role of the Church and confraternities in Milan and Lombardy 

within a social context.  It is his belief that the Church needed to establish some kind of 

system which promoted Christian ideals in accordance with the governmental institutions 

and administrations.  Confraternities seemed to serve this social purpose, and in fact 

Zardin explains that the authorities desired to “make more orderly the proliferation of lay 

associations which channeled local religious life by bringing them under the aegis of a 

few specially authorized organizations, set up for the benefit of the whole community and 

                                                 
 
31 Ibid., 4. 
 
32 Danilo Zardin, “Relaunching Confraternities in the Tridentine Era: Shaping Conscience and 
Christianizing society in Milan and Lombardy,” in The Politics of Ritual Kinship, Terpstra, ed. 
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directly under the control of the parish.”33  Zardin examines this concept through 

examples of the occurrence and determines that these reforms placed confraternities 

under the control of the Church and parish and transformed the brotherhoods into a type 

of propagation for reform.  These actions clearly had an impact on society and the 

religious atmosphere of the time.   

 Finally, Terpstra produced an article, “Apprenticeship in Social Welfare: From 

Confraternal Charity to Municipal Poor Relief in Early Modern Italy,”34 which examined 

the control of confraternities by patrician families in Bologna.  He described how the 

families led the confraternities and eventually moved them to a municipal level of social 

assistance.  Furthermore, he analyzed Bologna’s ‘experiment’ with poor relief that drew 

greatly on the ways in which confraternities managed similar matters.  Once again, the 

emphasis is on the sociability of confraternities. 

John Henderson, in keeping with the field, sought to explore the relationship 

between the spiritual and the temporal in his work Piety and Charity in Late Medieval 

Florence (1994). Henderson examined this relationship and how it developed in two 

ways.  First, he analyzed the growth of lay piety among confraternities.  He completed 

the investigation by providing the first “comprehensive account of the development of all 

confraternities in late Medieval Florence.”35  He also compared the growth of the two 

                                                 
 
33 Ibid., 193.  
 
34 Nicholas Terpstra, “Apprenticeship in Social Welfare: From Confraternal Charity to Municipal Poor 
Relief in Early Modern Italy,” Sixteenth Century Journal, 25 no. 1 (1994): 101-120. 
 
35 Henderson, Piety and Charity, 9. 
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most important types of devotional confraternities in Florence, the laudesi (singers) and 

the disciplinati (flagellants).  The comparative developmental account allowed 

Henderson to then examine the services that these confraternities provided.  He further 

explored the theme through an analysis of the rise and decline of Orsanmichele, which 

was one of the largest and richest confraternities in Florence. 

In the second part of the work, Henderson investigated confraternal piety and 

charity.  To understand the roles confraternities played within a greater social, political, 

and cultural context, he completed a study of the recipients of poor relief as well as 

charity in Florence during the Quattrocento, which is one of the most complete and 

detailed studies today.  Like his predecessors, Henderson was able to conclude that 

confraternities greatly affected society, politics, and culture.  

Henderson has contributed to the field in a number of other areas, including a 

volume co-edited by Timothy Verdon, Christianity and the Renaissance: Image and 

Religious Imagination in the Quattrocento, in which he also has an article.36  The editors 

of the collection claimed to have compiled it for students of both history and art of the 

Italian Renaissance.  The articles seek to explore the common theme of Christianity and 

religious beliefs as it was expressed in visual arts in the Renaissance.  Similar to many 

collections, the articles presented here were assembled after a conference held in America 

in the spring of 1985 and in Italy during the same summer.  The collection offers four 

major themes: “The Monastic World,” “The Religious World of the Laity,” “The World 

of the Christian Humanist,” and “Coda on Method.”  Of key interest are the articles in the 

                                                 
 
36 Christianity and the Renaissance, Verdon & Henderson, eds.  
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section, “The Religious World of the Laity,” that focus principally on confraternities, 

especially “Penitence and the Laity in Fifteenth-Century Florence,” by John Henderson; 

“Death and Christian Charity in the Confraternities of the Upper Tiber Valley,” by James 

R. Banker; “Cult Objects and Artistic Patronage of the Fourteenth-Century Flagellant 

Confraternity of Gesù Pellegrino,” by Kathleen Giles Arthur37; and “Thoughts on 

Florentine Fifteenth-Century Religious Spectacle” by Paola Ventrone, all of which 

promote the idea that lay spirituality dominated confraternities in the Renaissance.    

 Henderson’s article, “Penitence and the Laity” considered the rise of public 

penitential acts among the laity from the thirteenth century through the fifteenth century.  

Similar to Piety and Charity in late Medieval Florence, he described four categories of 

confraternities: laudesi, charitable, fanciulli (boys groups), and artisan companies, and 

noted that the membership and the peculiarity of these groups grew profoundly 

throughout the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.  Henderson claimed that movements 

within the contemporary Church greatly influenced the laity and in turn caused lay 

groups to turn to friars and monks as exemplars.  These monastic leaders were much 

dedicated to early saints and martyrs who regularly performed penitence.  He used the 

example of Compagnia di San Girolamo and St. Jerome to demonstrate that there was an 

increasing popularity in penitence as it appealed to the Renaissance imagination.  People 

in the Renaissance sought out confraternities as they offered a penitential setting, thus 

increasing the number of members.   

                                                 
 
37 See the next chapter on the historiography of confraternal artwork for a summary. 
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While Henderson considered general membership, James Banker examined more 

specifically the funeral rites and commemoration activities through an analysis of lay 

associations of the upper Tiber valley.  Banker argued that the “pattern of social practices 

surrounding death in the Renaissance changed radically in the course of the fourteenth 

century, resulting in an enlarged sphere of responsibility over death for the laity, 

primarily through the confraternity.”38  Confraternities assumed acts of funerary rites that 

were once performed by monks and mendicants because laymen sought confraternities as 

a “means of gaining merit from the divine and remembrance at death.”39  The transition 

from monastary to confraternity provided an excellent social history of religion but also 

helped explain the changes in trends of funerary rites.    

 Christianity and the Renaissance also contains a short article by Paola Ventrone.  

In “Thoughts on Florentine Fifteenth-Century Religious Spectacle.”  Ventrone examined 

spectacles of performing groups, in which confraternities were included.  She 

distinguished these performances from the visual arts but used a similar visual theory of 

semiotics and signs, which points to the audience, patrons, commissioners and others.  

Similar to others in the collection, Ventrone noticed that the theatrical performances 

evolved and changed into what she terms “sacre rappresentazioni,” which “teaches the 

precepts of classical drama to members of confraternities.”40  She concluded by noting 

                                                 
 
38 Banker, “Death and Christian Charity in the Confraternities of the Upper Tiber Valley,” 303. 
 
39 Ibid., 319. 
 
40 Paola Ventrone, “Thoughts on Florentine Fifteenth-Century Religious Spectacle,” in Christianity and the 
Renaissance, Verdon & Henderson, eds., 408. 
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that since there was not much information on staging, historians must rely on the visual 

arts for understanding, which proves problematic.41  

  Another edited volume contributed much to Italian studies.  John Patrick 

Donnelly and Michael W. Maher continue the discussion on confraternities of specific 

geographic locations with Confraternities and Catholic Reform in Italy, France, and 

Spain, where most of the articles focus on findings in Italy.42  This collection of articles 

explored actions towards confraternities during the Catholic Reform, but particularly 

focusing on the events that surrounded the Council of Trent.  Spanning a period of 

approximately 150 years, 1500-1650, when scholars were first asked to contribute, they 

were challenged to answer such questions as “What were typical confraternities like 

before Trent?  How did confraternities reshape and/or adapt to popular devotion?  What 

was the role of patronage and how did that role change after Trent?”43  Collectively, the 

articles suggested that the Council of Trent had little effect on confraternities and that 

most religious reform occurred on the local level.  Two of the most important articles in 

the collection deserve special discussion here.44  

 Christopher Black explored the changing relations between confraternities and the 

parish in “Confraternities and the Parish in the Context of Italian Catholic Reform.”  He 

noted that “leaders [of the parish] sought fuller control because [the confraternity’s] 

                                                 
 
41 Once again, Ventrone uses methods commonly applied to visual works, questioning space, placement, 
and the narrative in visual depictions.   
 
42 Confraternities and Catholic Reform, Donnelly & Maher, eds.   
 
43 Ibid., vii. 
 
44 A third article by Christopher Stocker will be addressed in the section on France later in this chapter. 
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independence from the clergy appeared suspicious.”45  Black began with a description 

and explanation of the parish and moved to explore the relationships between parishes 

and confraternities.  He noted that the parish was suspicious of confraternities because 

they [the latter] were not under their parish control.  If under the control of the parish 

priest, confraternities could be agents for reform and revival and could enforce social 

control.  These ideas in turn spurred the rise of two kinds of confraternities, those under 

the control of the parish, and those that remained independent and had only limited yet 

considerable power.  While the two could operate apart, Black further noted that they 

could also work towards similar goals, such as poverty relief and funding for church 

services.  The tensions between the two continued to rise during the seventeenth century 

and by the eighteenth century, most relations had been severed.  Overall, Black’s article 

exposes relationships between the Church and confraternities which have been neglected 

in the past, thus opening the field to new ideas. 

Paul Murphy explored similar relationships in his article, “Politics, Piety, and 

Reform: Lay Religiosity in Sixteenth-Century Mantua.”  The increasing need to exert 

control over confraternities was also evident in Mantua.  Murphy commented that 

recently there has been an increasing awareness of how bishops sought to increase their 

power over devotional and spiritual activities.  This need for control was most likely 

spurred by Tridentine norms and was evident in Mantua where the relationships between 

the Church and state allowed for effective transformations of the laity.  The 

                                                 
 
45 Black, “Confraternities and the Parish in the Context of the Italian Catholic Reform,” in Confraternities 
and Catholic Reform, Donnelly & Maher, eds., 1. 
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transformations were most likely fueled by the Gonzaga family’s control over many of 

the bishoprics.  The state control of Episcopal offices in turn reduced lay participation in 

three areas: “lay participation in liturgical events, the reform of the local liturgical 

calendar, and the reorganization of Mantuan confraternities after 1538.”46  Murphy 

devoted the remainder of the article to the explanation of these three items.  However, it 

is important to note that the third, the reorganization of the Mantuan confraternities after 

1583, remained the most significant as it demonstrated the changing character of 

confraternities as they came more under the control of the clergy.    

A final substantial Italian confraternal scholar is Konrad Eisenbichler, who has 

produced and edited a substantial number of works on confraternities.  In addition to an 

article, “Italian Scholarship on Pre-Modern Confraternities in Italy,” which helped to 

shed light on Italian confraternal historiography, Konrad Eisenbichler has extended the 

study of confraternities into the Enlightenment.  His most substantial study however is 

The Boys of the Archangel Raphael,47 an exceptional work as it is one of the few works 

that examines a youth confraternity, especially in such great detail.  Focusing on the 

confraternity of the Archangel Raphael in Florence, Eisenbichler contributed to the field 

pivotal information not only on youth confraternities, but also on confraternities in 

general.  He examined the history, governmental structures, devotional practices, 

membership, possessions, and secular activities of the confraternity of the Archangel 

                                                 
 
46 Paul V. Murphy, “Politics, Piety, and Reform: Lay Religiosity in Sixteenth-Century Mantua,” in 
Confraternities and Catholic Reform, Donnelly & Maher, eds., 47. 
 
47 Konrad Eisenbichler, The Boys of the Archangel Raphael: A Youth Confraternity in Florence, 1411-1785 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1998). 
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Raphael beginning in the Middle Ages and proceeding through the eighteenth century 

(1411-1785).   

 Before examining the youth confraternity itself, Eisenbichler completed a brief 

historiographical survey of scholarship in northern Italy.  He then turns to the 

confraternity itself, describing its origins and how it evolved over the years it existed.  

After this extensive history of the youth confraternity, Eisenbichler then turns to the 

relationship between it and the Church.  He notes that during the fifteenth century the 

Church was supportive, yet the confraternity still underwent much reorganization.   

 Eisenbichler next systematically analyzes the statutes and administrative 

structures, membership, teaching of Christian doctrine, religious rituals, confraternal 

feasts and devotions, processions and sermons.  He includes precise details about each 

item and notes how these are both similar and different activities in youth confraternities 

as compared to regular confraternities.  In what clearly distinguishes the youth 

confraternity from regular confraternities and in what is by far the most entertaining 

chapter of the book, Eisenbichler explores fun and games in the youth confraternity. 

Eisenbichler devotes the remainder of the book to the youths’ participation in theater and 

music as well as their acquisition of artwork.  He concludes that the key to understanding 

their frequent participation and involvement in the arts is that it made the confraternity 

very wealthy, both in general and more specifically artistically.48     

                                                 
 
48 For another work by Eisenbichler, please see the section of the next chapter on drama. 
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 Eisenbichler’s study of the youth confraternity was pivotal to the study of 

confraternities.  In such an extensive work, Eisenbichler demonstrated both the existence 

and the importance of youth confraternities.  Furthermore, the work explains that that 

although a youth confraternity, the brotherhood was nonetheless important to society, 

especially in terms of artwork. 

Finally, in terms of Italian scholarship, another recent but just as important field 

to confraternal research has been the study of the role of women.  Answering the call by 

present historians to research fringe groups in society, confraternities and women’s 

studies have merged in a common goal.  In 2002, Maria Teresa Brolis with her article “A 

Thousand and More Women: The Register of Women for the Confraternity of 

Misericordia Maggiore in Bergamo, 1265-1339”49 responded to the call made by many 

historians for research on the social composition of confraternities.  Although limited to 

one confraternity, Brolis examined the role of women, welfare activities, membership, 

and the political and religious life of the members of Misericordia Maggiore.  Brolis not 

only provided a detailed examination of a particular confraternity, which allows 

historians to better understand how confraternities operated, but also illustrated the 

importance of women in confraternities. 

Brolis explored the confraternity of the Misericordia Maggiore in Bergamo 

through matriculation lists.  She claimed that by understanding these lists, one could 

better comprehend how confraternities developed as well as the populations that existed 

                                                 
 
49 Maria Teresa Brolis, “A Thousand and More Women: The Register of Women for the Confraternity of 
Misercordia Maggiore in Bergamo, 1265-1339,” Catholic Historical Review, 88 no. 2 (2002): 230-247. 
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within them.  Furthermore, by examining these lists, Brolis was able to illustrate the 

importance of women in confraternities. 

  Similar to Brolis, Linda Guzzetti and Antje Ziemann in “Women in the 

Fourteenth-Century Venetian Scuole”50 conducted an ambitious study by using 

confraternal statutes, membership lists, registers, and resolutions on the presence and 

participation of women in the Venetian Scuole in The authors first indicated how women 

were often excluded from many of the duties of male confraternal members, including 

holding particular offices and the public display of flagellation.  They also noted how 

women were excluded in society in general.  Therefore, Guzzetti and Ziemann sought to 

demonstrate how Venetian confraternities of devotion allowed women some of the 

freedoms of participation and value. 

While this is not an exhaustive list of Italian studies, it should be noted that 

collectively, Italian historians believed and sought to prove that confraternities played an 

essential role in Renaissance society.  The brotherhoods participated in culture, religion 

and politics.  They commissioned art and music, performed religious rituals and 

ceremonies, and offered charity.  Scholars also discovered that confraternities evolved 

greatly during the sixteenth century.  Indeed, Italian historians paved the way for other 

regional studies, the scholars of which would build and expand on their ideas.  

 

 

                                                 
 
50 Linda Guzzetti & Antje Ziemann, “Women in the Fourteenth-Century Venetian Scuole,” Renaissance 
Quarterly, 55 (2002): 1151-1195. 
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Studies in France  

While studies on French confraternities are not as extensive as Italy ones, the field 

as a whole has grown and evolved considerably over the last few years.  Regional 

historians have especially taken interest in their own confraternities in relation to their 

national heritage.  Many examined the Italian studies and applied the theories to their 

own nations, a as exemplified by the following studies. 

Marcus Bull completed a short yet fascinating study on the confraternity of La 

Sauve-Majeure, “The Confraternity of La Sauve-Majeure: a Foreshadowing of the  

Military Order?”51  The confraternity was located in Entre-Deux-Mers (just east of 

Bordeaux) at an abbey founded by St. Gerard of Corbie in the latter part of the eleventh 

century.  In his article, Bull asked whether if military orders might have emerged before 

the First Crusade.  He sought to answer his question by exploring a particular 

confraternal military order, the confraternity of La Sauve-Majeure.  This confraternity 

was employed by the abbey of La Sauve-Majeure to protect the monks as well as other 

visitors.  They were employed before the first crusade and demonstrated indeed that 

military orders were not necessarily invented to fight infidels.   

Much of the article was devoted to the history of the founding of the abbey and to 

a short biography of Gerard of Corbie.  However, Bull, by using cartulary records, 

demonstrated that a number of local men swore to become the defensores et aduocatos of 

the abbey.  He concluded that these obligations could indeed be considered an early form 

                                                 
 
51 Marcus Bull, “The Confraternity of La Sauve-Majeure: a Foreshadowing of the Military Order?” in The 
Military Orders: Fighting for the Faith and Caring for the Sick (Cambridge: Variorum, 1994). 
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of military orders.  Bull further strengthened his argument by illustrating how the men 

swore to protect the abbey through a ceremony of the blessing of the swords and by 

indicating that the men would have protected the abbey because the Church then granted 

the noblemen favors in return.  Bull concluded that this one instance certainly did not 

account for the rise of military orders after the First Crusade but that it did indirectly 

specify that military orders arose before the crusades, thus overturning much scholarly 

thought.  The article as a whole demonstrates the possibility of confraternal military 

orders and their roles in society, a new facet of confraternities that historians can explore.  

Although a case study, Jean-Loup Lemaître’s “La Consource du Clergé de Lodi et 

son Missel, XIIe - XIVe”52 reveals the greater implications of confraternities in society.  It 

is concerned primarily with the requisition of the letters of the clergy of Lodi as well as a 

reading and understanding of them.  Lemaître carefully examined the manuscript and 

discovered that it was executed for a confraternity and contained liturgies, prayers, 

marriage lists, gifts, and lists of deceased members, which is extremely rare for the 

Middle Ages and makes it certainly valuable to historical study.  Lemaître argues on the 

basis of these lists that the number of people associated with the confraternity was in 

direct relation to a growing desire by the laity to reap the benefits, especially the burial 

rights of the confraternity and the chapter cathedral.  Thus, the confraternity demonstrates 

the importance of the reforms of the eleventh and the twelfth centuries, which generally 

stimulated lay desires to participate in religious associations, either for personal benefits 
                                                 
 
52 Jean-Loup Lemaître, “La Consource du Clergé de Lodi et son Missel, XIIe - XIVe Siècle,” in Le 
Mouvement Confraternel au Moyen Âge France, Italie, Suisse, Actes de la table ronde organisée par 
l’Université de Lausanne avec le concours de l’École française de Rome et de l’Unité associée 1011 du 
CNRS (Genève: Librairie Droz S.A., 1987). 
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or simply for spiritual well being.  Finally, the article exhibits the growing influence of 

confraternities in both religious and secular realms.   

In a similar manner, Pascale Charron in “Les peintres, peintres verriers et 

enlumineurs lillois au début du XVIe siècle d’après les statuts inédits de leur 

corporation”53 analysed a manuscript from the municipal archives in Lille, France.  

Although historians have been aware of the document, many have overlooked its 

importance, especially as it pertains to confraternities and their roles in society.  Charron 

examined the document, dated 9 October 1510, hoping to better understand the 

confraternity of Painters and Stained Glass Makers in conjunction with a similar 

document dated 19 December 1510.   

Frédérique Fantuzzo and Catherine Saint-Martin collaborated to produce “La 

confrérie des Corps-Saints de Saint-Sernin de Toulouse au XVe siècle.”54  This is one of a 

number of studies on the confrérie des Corps-Saints de Saint-Sernin by Frédérique 

Fantuzzo.  In this particular one, Fantuzzo and Saint-Martin examined the confraternity in 

conjunction with the cult of saints.  It was their belief that the confraternity arose and 

prospered because of the cult.  The coauthors proved their suspicion through an analysis 

of three documents: a statute from the confraternity in 1509 and two confraternal 

registers (1383-1395 and 1454-1499).  They concluded that with the acquisition of relics 
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54 Frédérique Fantuzzo and Catherine Saint-Martin, “La confrérie des Corps-Saints de Saint-Sernin de 
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for the abbey of Saint-Sernin, the confraternity prospered significantly as it brought much 

honor and fame to the confraternity, making them an integral part of the community. 

In a second solo article, Frédérique Fantuzzo examined the functions of one 

confraternity in “Une grande confrérie urbaine.”55  The confrérie des Corps-Saints de 

Saint-Sernin played a pivotal role not only in the parish of Saint-Sernin, but also in the 

community.  In the article, he answered a number of questions: what was the relationship 

between the confraternity and the parish?  Within this relationship, how did the 

confraternity maintain its autonomy?  What was the relationship between the 

confraternity and the town as well as the relationship between members and municipal 

authorities?  What role did the confraternity play in town life and business?56  Ideally, 

Fantuzzo sought to prove that the confrérie des Corps-Saints de Saint-Sernin fit the 

definition of a “Grande Confrérie” as originally defined by Catherine Vincent.   

After extensive analysis through documentation Fantuzzo concluded that not only was 

the confrérie des Corps-Saints de Saint-Sernin a “Grande Confrérie” in the sense of the 

definition, but also that it played a essential role in the community and the parish by 

incorporating members from all social backgrounds and participating in various 

community affairs.  His analysis thus proved to fit Vincent’s definition and further 

demonstrated the importance of confraternities in societies.  
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By far however, Catherine Vincent seems to lead confraternal research in France.  

Her works, Les confréries médiévales dans le royaume de France XIIIe-XVe siècle57 and 

Des charités bien ordonnées: les confreries normandes de la fin du XIIIe siècle au début 

du XVIe siècle58 are concerned with French confraternities, their origins, functions, and 

roles in society.  In Des charities bien ordonnées, Catherine Vincent recognizes that 

historians have completed many studies on confraternities in Italy and Spain, as well as 

other areas, but claims that Normandy has been neglected, especially from the end of the 

thirteenth century through the beginning of the sixteenth century.  She thus produced a 

work that surveys that very material, stating that Norman confraternities are distinguished 

for their great numbers and variety.  She is specifically interested in the interactions 

between confraternities and the Church.  Vincent begins with descriptions of medieval 

confraternities, their interactions in society and their relations with the Church.  She notes 

that the reform movements of the eleventh and twelfth centuries led to an explosion of 

confraternities, many of which followed the mendicant model.  Vincent then turns to an 

examination of confraternities’ internal workings, including associations with saints, 

religious devotions and administrative systems.  She concludes the work by exploring 

confraternal identity, especially the possibility of a confraternal family and the 

interactions confraternities maintained in society.  This early work, although principally 

descriptive, does provide a basis for studying French confraternities and lays the 
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foundation for her future works that demonstrate the profound implications of 

confraternities in society.   

Similar to Des charities bien ordonnées , in Les confréries medievales dans le 

royaume de France Vincent examines French confraternities in the Middle Ages by 

providing an overview of their beginnings, membership, behaviors, activities, dress and 

costume, processionals, etc.  While at first perceived as a simple overview of the 

brotherhoods, Vincent expands her analysis by placing the confraternities in their proper 

context of medieval society.   

Vincent explains that men59 in the Middle Ages were bound together through 

family, profession, and location, which was perceived as sufficient for the time.  

However, with the advent of the centuries of reform (the eleventh and twelfth centuries 

particularly), new types of associations emerged that met the needs of men of a new era.  

For example, she explains in chapter three, “Des familles de substitution,” the 

implications of confraternities on families, noting the opportunities for the members, not 

just men, and the possibility of confraternities as surrogate families.  Most of the book is 

devoted to description of the new confraternities, yet Vincent does expand on the roles 

confraternities played in societies as well as the problems encountered with the Church, 

including a final chapter, which touches on suppression.  Finally, perhaps the most 

widely beneficial part of the work is a twelve page list of confraternities in France, each 

of which contains the name, the earliest known date of origin, and the location.  The work 
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is pivotal for those interested in French confraternities, providing not only a general 

understanding of the associations and their origins, but also a starting point from which to 

research particular confraternities.   

Gervase Rosser, similar to Fantuzzo and Vincent, examined confraternities in 

their urban social settings.  In the work, “Solidarités et changement social: Les fraternités 

urbaines anglaises à la fin du Moyen Age,”60 Rosser questions how a confraternity and its 

members developed or maintained identity within the diversity of an urban setting.  

During a time when nearly 30,000 confraternities blanketed the European continent, 

many scholars overlook the fact that, although categorized as a mass religious movement, 

individuals formed confraternities.  Rosser thus examines this phenomenon, focusing 

specifically on England’s confraternities.      

Moving into early modern France, Christopher Stocker, in “The Confraternity of 

the Holy Name of Jesus: Conflict and Renewal in the Sainte Union in 1590,”61 in 

Confraternities and Catholic Reform in Italy, France, and Spain explored the statutes in 

the pamphlets of the Parisian Confraternity of the Holy Name of Jesus, the only surviving 

documentation of this brotherhood.62  He argued, through a reading and interpretation of 

these statutes, that there was a mobilization of confraternities.  Stocker further determined 

that the confraternities mobilized not only to promote religion and combat heresy, but 
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also to contend with opposing parties within the Sainte Union.  Much of the article was 

devoted to the discussion and analysis of the pamphlet itself, and its three parts: the 

sworn articles which were the rationale for the founding of the confraternity as well as its 

objectives; the oath of five promises, acknowledged by ritual swearing; and the 

règlement, which described the affairs of the confraternity and its governmental 

institutions.  In the end, Stocker was able to demonstrate that, like many other civil 

institutions of the time, confraternities endured many of the struggles encountered in 

politics. 

A final historian working on French areas in a much later period is Andrew 

Barnes whose work The Social Dimension of Piety63 has contributed interesting finds to 

the field of confraternal studies.  It focuses on Marseille from 1499-1792.  Its overall aim 

is to understand how confraternities “functioned socially as a religious experience.”64  

Barnes notes that there are a number of reasons for this and seeks to reveal the causes 

through the examination of statutes, registers, financial accounts, and enrollment 

registers.   He relies on a methodology that is concerned with a social and religious 

history of confraternities, indeed, concluding that the religious groups often crossed the 

boundaries into the societal realm and that society likewise crossed the same boundaries 

into the religious sphere.   

 Barnes is first concerned with social composition; he charts the enrollment and 

activity in the confraternity and determines that the social composition was not static.  He 
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then compares and contrasts the results to other confraternities and discovers that, 

although the number enrolled was indeterminable at anytime, changes could still provide 

insight into social and religious life.   

 Next, Barnes examines finance, governance, maintenance, and internal order.  

After an analysis of the internal structure of confraternities, he then completes another 

case study.  In it, he concludes that the fusion between society and religion drew people 

to confraternities; they could be religious while still being part of the laity.  However, 

admitted members often abandoned their obligations to perform their duties.  This indeed 

was why the clergy wanted to suppress confraternities and bring them under their control, 

as the members were not living up to their Christian obligations. 

 The analysis of the social dimensions of piety continues into the next chapter 

where Barnes asserts that social context allowed confraternities to be successful.  He 

concludes that Christianity was best characterized though devotional acts and that 

devotional acts maintained three characteristics: material cultural (chapels, habits, and 

other items); observances and celebrations (Sunday services, feasts, processions, and 

Lenten services); and penitential piety (Flagellation, Adoration of the Cross, and social 

welfare projects).  By performing these rights, the confraternities extended their religious 

programs into the society.  In turn, the social acts, as confraternities continuously 

performed them, allowed them to be successful.   

 In the final chapter Barnes examines two kinds of relationships between 

confraternities and the clergy.  The first is that of confraternities and clerical sponsors.  

He notes that confraternities required members of the clergy to perform mass and other 
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rights that the members were not authorized to execute.  While the contracts were rooted 

in medieval agreements, towards the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the 

confraternities began to look to other religious orders to fulfill the obligations, such as the 

Capuchins, Jesuits, and others.  The second relationship was between the confraternities 

and the episcopacy.  Barnes concludes that there was little control by the episcopacy over 

confraternities early in their existence, however later, some members of the episcopacy 

sought to control them.  Knowing that the episcopacy sought this control, confraternities 

developed plans of resistance.65   

 Similar to his major work, Barnes has also produced two articles that touch on 

many of the aspects of The Social Dimension of Piety: Associative Life and Devotional 

Change in the Penitential Confraternities of Marseilles 1499-1792.  In the summer of 

1988 Barnes produced “Cliques and Participation: Organizational Dynamics in the 

Penitents Bourras.”66  The article examined a specific group of flagellant penitential 

confraternities, the ‘bourras’ in Marseille.  After providing a history of the 

confraternities, complete with register lists, member compositions, and member duties, 

Barnes utilized the records to test his hypothesis on member participation.  Still 

concerned with the social dimensions of piety, Barnes disputed claims made by historians 

                                                 
 
65 Some confraternities developed a system that protected them from control.  This system was well known 
through the confraternal and ecclesiastical world, so much so that many authorities avoided those who had 
implemented the system.  
 
66 Andrew Barnes, “Cliques and Participation: Organizational Dynamics in the Penitents Bourras,” Journal 
of Interdisciplinary History, 19 no. 1 (1988): 25-53. 
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on the date of the creation of modern associations, moving the date much earlier and 

crediting confraternities in Marseille with the distinction.  

A second article “Religious Anxiety and Devotional Change in Sixteenth Century 

Penitential Confraternities”67 followed that same year in autumn.  Once again, Barnes 

stuck to his thesis concerning the social dimensions of piety but this time he examined 

penitential confraternity statutes.  He described in the introduction that he wanted to 

examine the changes in devotions.  Through the article he looks at why and how these 

devotions changed, especially paying attention to the rise of Protestantism and relying on 

the works of Natalie Davis.  He finished by analyzing the devotional patterns within 

society, emphasizing the social dimension of piety.  Perhaps more than any confraternal 

French scholar, Barnes has made explicitly clear the significant role of confraternities in 

society.     

 

Conclusion 

All in all, the field of confraternal studies has made leaps and bounds in the recent 

years.  The above mentioned scholars have produced a plethora of work on the 

brotherhoods and thus rightly deserve recognition for their efforts.  While scholarship 

remains focused on Italy and France, there has been greater expansion throughout the 

European continent.  Furthermore, scholars are now engaged in more specific studies, 

moving away from the generalities of the earlier historians.  For example, confraternal 

                                                 
 
67 Andrew Barnes, “Religious Anxiety and Devotional Change in Sixteenth Century Penitential 
Confraternities,” Sixteenth Century Journal, 19 no. 3 (Autumn 1988): 389-406. 
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studies now welcome women’s studies and many scholars expand their knowledge of 

confraternities to include society and culture.  With these doors opened, it seems only 

logical that other opportunities and venues through which to study confraternities would 

arise.  Most recently, scholars are turning their attention to confraternities and the fine 

arts, an area which will be explored in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER III 

A HISTORIOGRAPHICAL SURVEY OF  
 

CONFRATERNITIES CONTINUED: 
 

CONFRATERNAL SCHOLARSHIP 
 

OF THE FINE ARTS 
 

 
Introduction 

 As described in the first chapter of this work, there has recently been a call by 

many historians to expand the field of confraternal studies into the world of fine arts.  

Recognizing the importance that the commission of artwork, music and dramas has had 

for confraternities and societies, a number of scholars have responded to the call.  

However, because the field is still in its infancy, a historiography on the subject does not 

exist.  The following is an attempt to synthesize the recent scholarship produced on 

confraternities and the fine arts. 

 

Music 

Confraternities were great patrons of the arts.  They composed music and 

commissioned musical works.  Because of the proliferation of these acts, numerous 

scholars have studied and written on this association.  In his article, “Music at the 

Venetian Scuole Grandi, 1440-1540,” Jonathan Glixon explored San Zanipolo in Venice 

and a procession by the musicians of the Scuole Grandi di San Marco.1  Relying 
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primarily on archival sources, he noted that the confraternity of the Scuole Grandi was 

not only a supporter of art and architecture, but also of music.  Therefore, Glixon sought 

to “provide an outline of the origins and developments of the various musical 

organizations of the Scoule Grandi through the decade of the sixteenth century.”2  He 

explored the developments and origins of music in the Scoule by creating two specific 

categories: acts of charity and acts of glorification of God, Mary and the Saints, while 

noting that music most commonly fell under the second category in religious services and 

processions.  He systematically examined the categories.  At first music was performed 

mainly by members of the confraternities and was primarily vocal.  Later, confraternities 

commissioned music outside of the group and even added instrumentation.  Glixon 

concluded that because of their interest and interaction with music, the Scoule Grandi 

greatly “contributed to the development of Venetian Renaissance Music.”3   

 Blake Wilson, also interested in music, proposed that lay groups in the late 

thirteenth century began to develop vernacular services and liturgies and imitated and 

rivaled those of the clergy.  He further claimed in “Music and Merchants: The Laudesi 

Companies in Early Renaissance Florence,” that this transformation of lay religious 

activity was particularly evident within the development of the lauda in the laudesi 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
1 Jonathan Glixon, “Music at the Venetian Scuole Grandi, 1440-1540,” in Music in Medieval and Early 
Modern Europe: Patronage, Sources and Texts, Iain Fenlon, ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
981).  
 
2 Ibid., 193-194. 
 
3 Ibid., 205. 
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companies.4  Wilson first noted that the laudesi companies “were the distinctive result of 

the interaction between the forces of mendicant spirituality, urban piety, and the merchant 

culture of the early Italian city republics.”5  The companies quickly became established 

and gained much popularity.  Wilson claimed the success of the companies was because 

businessmen managed them and because they were patterned on guild structures.  

However, their greatest asset was the belief that the performance of lauda aided many in 

their penitential debts.  This assisted in the spread of the practice among the laity.  Wilson 

analyzed the particular parts of the services by the laudesi companies, tracing the history 

of the companies from the early thirteenth century through the sixteenth century.  In this 

analysis, he discovered much about the companies, most notably that companies 

continued to be made up of guildsmen and traders, that they circulated in pairs which 

were not solely determined by family ties and that the performance of the lauda by 

members was strictly business.   

Wilson allotted much attention to the bequests made of the laudesi companies.  

He asserted that the bequests were significant because  

they rested on the belief that lauda singing, like other forms of commemorative 
devotion, were efficacious, that is, they effectively safeguarded the soul of the 
deceased in its journey into another world, hastened its release from Purgatory, 
and supplicated it in its role as intercessor.6   
 

                                                 
 
4 Blake Wilson, “Music and Merchants: The Laudesi Companies in Early Renaissance Florence,” 
Renaissance and Reformation, 25 no. 1 (1989): 151-171.  Wilson used ‘companies’ here as opposed to 
confraternities, although he finds them interchangeable.  
 
5 Ibid., 152. 
 
6 Ibid., 161. 
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Therefore, the performance of the lauda by laymen united them with the religious world, 

joining the sacred and temporal.  Wilson ended his argument by contending that by the 

fifteenth century, the singing of the lauda moved into the foreground of business.  The 

decline of private piety and the advent of patronage caused the companies to only 

perform lauda only if they were supported by bequests, the overall performance rate 

dropped drastically.  The companies continued to decline throughout the fifteenth century 

and by the sixteenth century, lack of interest and suppression by the clergy had eventually 

eroded the practice.  Nonetheless it is important to reiterate cultural and social 

implications of the companies; although they rivaled the clergy, the laudesi companies 

managed to bridge the gap between the sacred and the temporal through the performance 

of lauda.  The association of confraternities with music proved to be significant, both for 

the confraternities themselves and for the general communities alike. 

  

Drama 

Perhaps the least explored field in confraternal research next to music is that of 

drama.  Although many confraternities commissioned and performed plays, and although 

most historians understand the significance of the works, few write on the subject.  Rab 

Hatfield however, in a very extensive article, “The Compagnia de’Magi”7 has explored 

the subject comprehensively.  The Compagnia de’Magi played an important role in 

Florence during the Quattrocento, producing not only the typical devotional activities of 

                                                 
 
7 Rab Hatfield, “The Compagnia De’ Magi,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 33 (1970): 
107-61. 
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many confraternities but also a pageant.  Hatfield describes the confraternity, the pageant, 

and the brotherhood’s association with the Medici family.  The significance of the work 

lies in its association of confraternities with drama.  Production of drama was certainly 

important to the functions of the communities and further important to societies as it 

spread ideals and conveyed beliefs. 

Konrad Eisenbichler, in “Confraternities and Carnival: The Context of Lorenzo 

de’Medici’s Rappresentazione di SS. Giovanni e Paolo”8 delves into a study related to 

drama and the Medici.  This particular confraternity produced and acted in the play while 

members of the Medici family both participated in the drama as members of the 

brotherhood and helped through financial contributions.  The article explores why and 

how the Medici became involved, outlines the participation of the confraternity, and 

presents a plethora of documents.  Although the focus is on the Medici, the work 

nonetheless demonstrates the importance of drama to confraternities. 

Robert L. A. Clark9 in “Charity and Drama: The Response of the Confraternity to 

the Problem of Urban Poverty in Fourteenth Century France”10 describes how French 

medieval confraternities not only produced plays and dramas and aided in the 

development of the field, but also used these works to convey social values.  The work, 

                                                 
 
8 Eisenbichler, “Confraternities and the Carnival: The Context of Lorenzo de’Medici’s Rappresentazione di 
SS. Giovanni e Paolo,” Comparative Drama, 27 no. 1 (1993): 128-39. 
 
9 Robert L. A. Clark is no stranger to the field.  In addition to his own work, he has coedited a study with an 
article on confraternal literature.  See Jennifer Fisk Rondeau, “Conducting Gender: Theories and Practices 
in Italian Confraternity Literature,” in Medieval Conduct, Kathleen Ashley and Robert L. A. Clark, eds. 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001), 183-206.  
 
10 Robert L. A. Clark, “Charity and Drama: The Response of the Confraternity to the Problem of Urban 
Poverty in Fourteenth-Century France,” Fifteenth-Century Studies, 13 no. 213 (1988): 359-369. 
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although short, described confraternities and plays associated with French medieval 

drama.  Clark concluded that those who viewed the plays learned about and were 

reminded of their own duties in society.  Furthermore, the plays advertised the 

confraternities, explaining to those who watched that brotherhoods were the ones who 

provided spiritual care.  With this example, it is clear that confraternities played a pivotal 

role in society.  

 

Artwork 

The artistic patronage of confraternities has drawn much scholarly attention.   

Most historians who write on the subject are art historians, not confraternal scholars.  

However, just recently, more confraternal historians have been realizing the significance 

of artwork, and many have turned to a cultural study of confraternities in conjunction 

with art.   

Of early importance is the argument presented by Kathleen Giles Arthur in “Cult 

Objects and Artistic Patronage of the Fourteenth-Century Flagellant Confraternity of 

Gesù Pellegrino” in John Henderson’s and Timothy Verdon’s co-edited work Christianity 

and the Renaissance: Image and Religious Imagination in the Quattrocento.  As an art 

historian, Arthur was interested in how the role of artwork in confraternities evolved 

throughout the fourteenth century.  Using the archival documents of a list of possessions 

to reconstruct the decoration of a chapel at Gesù Pellegrino, she determined that initially 

the confraternity members desired a monastic atmosphere in which they could withdraw 

from the world around them.  However, she discovered that later on the members became 
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more caught up in the diverse needs of the laity, which promoted a more worldly 

decoration.  Their roles reversed as they gained more power in society, causing them to 

rethink and redesign their art programs. 

While Arthur probably was discussing corporate patronage, Ellen Schiferl’s 

“Italian Confraternity Art Contracts: Group Consciousness and Corporate Patronage, 

1400-1525” introduced the concept of corporate patronage in terms of confraternities.  In 

her arguments, she explores art works commissioned by confraternities and makes use of 

fifty-four art contracts.  She notes that few studies of confraternal patronage of art have 

been conducted and that it should be practiced more often.  Schiferl directly explores the 

occurrence of confraternity members in promoting works of art, which she attributes 

especially to corporate patronage.   

“Corporate Identity and Equality: Confraternity Members in Italian  

Paintings c. 1340-1510,”11 by Ellen Schiferl, seems to be a more detailed argument of the 

ideas later presented in Crossing the Boundaries: Christian Piety and the Arts in Italian 

Medieval and Renaissance Confraternities.  Relying heavily on confraternal statutes, art 

contracts, and artworks, Schiferl examined the depiction of confraternity members in 

works of art.  She noted that a simple reading of confraternal statutes allowed one to see 

that confraternities constantly reaffirmed their identity within the records and 

demonstrated how the confraternities performed the same acts through the 

commissioning of artwork.  Before a discussion of the artwork , Schiferl asserted that the 

                                                 
 
11 Ellen Schiferl, “Corporate Identity and Equality: Confraternity Members in Italian Paintings c. 1340-
1510,” Source, 8 no. 2 (1989): 12-18. 
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confraternal interaction created a community and that this community was best displayed 

through a corporate identity.  Anywhere from two to ten members could represent an 

entire confraternity.  The members were pictured according to their roles, such as the 

flagellants who, despite their exposed flesh, exhibited robes that signified not the 

individual but the particular confraternity.  Further, Schiferl explained that many of the 

members were depicted with hoods so that they could be any member of the 

confraternity, as opposed to a specific person, creating equality among members.  

Although providing an interesting argument, Schiferl sought to emphasis the uniqueness 

of confraternity portrayals, as opposed to strict patron representations.  The idea that the 

community was expressed by extended depictions in painting ultimately provides an 

intriguing facet into the religious culture of the confraternities. 

Thomas McGrath has conducted an interesting study principally aligned with the 

social history of art on the exchange of ideas between the painter Giulio Romano and the 

confraternity of the church of S. Maria della Steccata, “Color and Exchange of Ideas 

between Patron and Artist in Renaissance Italy.”12  Although the article considered other 

commissions by other artists and groups, the argument was primarily centered on the 

exchanges that occurred between Giulio Romano and the confraternity of the church of S. 

Maria della Steccata.  Using the original art contracts and the artworks as evidence, 

McGrath asserted that the role of the patron in commissioning artwork was extremely 

important and that it has not received enough attention by scholars.  According to him, 

                                                 
 
12 Thomas McGrath, “Color and the Exchange of Ideas between Patron and Artist in Renaissance Italy,” 
Art Bulletin, 82 no. 2 (2000): 298-308. 
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patrons of art knew what they wanted or expected of an artwork, thus creating many 

interactions between the patron and the artist, especially on ideas of color.  This was 

exactly the case of the Romano commission.  With the completion of the work, the 

confraternity claimed that the colors “appeared unnatural and made many figures difficult 

to read.”13  What patrons wanted was not always clear.  McGrath attributed this to a 

general lack of communication, especially in oral exchanges.  However, he did examine 

other forms of exchange such as prospectus drawings and letters.  Creating a drawing was 

one way in which the artist could convey visual ideas.  This is the method on which the 

confraternity of S. Maria della Steccata relied.   

However, the confraternity also utilized written documents, the second method of 

exchange that McGrath examined.  While the drawings were fairly specific, the letters 

were often ambiguous.  Speaking about color was much more difficult than actually using 

color.  This ambiguity in letters often created problems, such as those that the 

confraternity of S. Maria della Steccata encountered with Romano’s use of color.   

Finally, McGrath noted that the “drawings and documents associated with the 

commissions also called attention to the manner in which artists and patrons 

communicated and how the nature of their communication affected the appearance of the 

finished works.”14  If the confraternity would have relied only on written letters, 

Romano’s finished product might have appeared quite different.  Therefore, one must 

                                                 
 
13 Ibid., 298. 
 
14 Ibid., 305. 
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understand the relationships between the artists and the patrons to fully understand the 

artwork itself.  

In another article examining patronage, “Honor and Necessity: The Dynamics of 

Patronage in the Confraternities of Renaissance Venice,”15 Patricia Fortini Brown began 

with a brief critique of Marcantonio Sabellioco’s 1489 topographical guide to Venice, in 

which she noted that the inclusion of confraternities in his guide was “determined solely 

by the degree to which they had achieved a satisfying display of civic magnificence 

through the patronage of art and architecture.”16  Therefore, it can easily be discerned 

through his writings that patronage of artworks by confraternities was on the rise.  Brown 

noted that many scholars regard this practice as prideful and ostentatious, yet Brown 

believed that confraternal patronage was often conducted out of necessity for 

magnificence and honor.  Confraternities commissioned artwork only when it was 

essential and necessary and they did so as a reminder of their continual and proper 

religious devotion to God.17

 Brown mostly investigated the patronage of the Scoule Grandi, but she also 

examined associated confraternities.  In her analysis, relying on archival sources, she 

provided a brief history of many patronage activities, using them as examples to illustrate 

her ideas.  Brown compared the confraternal commissions to sporting events, where by 

winning out in commissions, they demonstrated piety and won communal honor.  The 

                                                 
 
15 Patricia Fortini Brown, “Honor and Necessity: The Dynamics of Patronage in the Confraternities of 
Renaissance Venice,” Studi Veneziani, 14 (1987): 179-212. 
 
16 Ibid., 180. 
 
17  Ibid., 182. 
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confraternities indeed rivaled each other and so there were constant struggles.  An 

initiative to commission artwork by one confraternity would certainly lead to a better 

commission by another.   

Confraternities could also give large sums of money to communities to 

demonstrate that they were devoted to God, not prideful.  They built churches and created 

artwork for cities.  Confraternities could also provide for the needs of cities through 

processions, the acquisition of relics, and restoring, remodeling and decorating buildings.  

However, the entire practice of civic works was based on a model of competition.   

Although the majority of Brown’s article was devoted to a history of the 

patronage of various confraternities, she presented an interesting argument.  She reversed 

earlier claims that confraternities were ostentatious and prideful because they 

commissioned extravagant works of art.  Instead she argued that by commissioning such 

works, the associations were merely attempting to demonstrate their ambitious devotion 

to God.  Brown also believed that the confraternities commissioned the works out 

necessity.  They were attempting to link the sacred and the temporal.  The needs and 

desires to commission such works were not only religious, but also civic. 

Seeing opportunities in the field of confraternal research in association with 

artwork, the editors of Confraternities and the Visual Arts in Renaissance Italy: Ritual, 

Spectacle, Image,18 Barbara Wisch and Diane Cole Ahl, noted that there has not been 

much exploration in the field of confraternal artwork.  They wanted to explore what 

others have neglected.  The work in general acknowledged that the art commissions by 

                                                 
 
18 Confraternities and the Visual Arts, Wisch & Ahl, eds.  
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Renaissance sodalities “represented a significant phenomenon within the vast arena of 

corporate patronage […]; thus, confraternal patronage must be studied by reintegrating 

works of art into the rich cultural and social contexts from which they emerged, using 

ritual and spectacle as crucial interpretative strategies.”19  While all the articles in the 

collection are interesting and significant to the discipline, the articles by Louise Marshall, 

Diane Cole Ahl and Randi Klebanoff prove most important. 

 Louise Marshall in “Confraternity and Community: Mobilizing the Sacred in 

Times of Plague,”20 analyzed how confraternities responded to death through a variety of 

images on banners, devotional panels, altarpieces, etc.  Marshall contended that the works 

were commissioned in response to or after an event of death and/or disease.  The article 

explored this occurrence across a number of classes and groups and demonstrated that the 

artwork indeed shaped and influenced civic life.  Confraternities, acting as mediators 

between the people and heavenly beings, commissioned the works.  By creating the 

image, they were appealing to the most holy to heal their wounds and ease their strife.  

The figures in the image could be limited to include only members of the confraternity 

but could also include the entire civic body, thus indicating who had connection with and 

protection from the most sacred.  Indeed, the confraternities envisioned themselves as the 

chief mediators, so much so that most of the works purposely did not include members of 

the church in order to designate this distinction.  Overall, the article not only 

                                                 
 
19 Ibid., 4. 
 
20 Louise Marshall, “Confraternity and Community: Mobilizing Sacred in Times of Plague,” in 
Confraternities and the Visual Arts, Wisch & Ahl, eds. 
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demonstrated the important role artwork played in confraternities but also how 

confraternities bridged the gap between secular and religious life. 

Diana Cole Ahl, one of the editors of the book, contributed to the collection by 

exploring the youth confraternity of the Compagnia della Purificazione e di San Zanobi 

in “In corpo di compagnia’: Art and Devotion in the Compagnia della Purificazione e di 

San Zanobi of Florence.”21  She noted that not many youth confraternities have been 

explored and that she wanted to encourage more, especially within the realm of youth 

confraternal patronage of Quattrocento Art.  Ahl desired to know “how art focused, 

enhanced, and reflected their ritual and devotional lives.”22  She examined and analyzed 

“The Altarpiece of Purification” by Benozzo Gozzoli, commissioned by a youth 

confraternity.  In her analysis she was able to identify many ideals, including religious 

devotion, corporate patronage, and allegiance, all of which she explains extensively.  By 

using the artwork as the source, Ahl exposed many of the principles of the youth 

confraternity, proving the importance of artwork to the study of confraternities and even 

more importantly, to the study of youth confraternities.   

 Finally, Randi Klebanoff attempted to place “The Lamentation over the Dead 

Christ” by Niccolò dell’Arca ,commissioned by the confraternity of Santa Maria della 

Vita, into a civic context in Renaissance Bologna, in an article titled “Passion, 

Compassion, and the Sorrows of Women” Niccolò dell’Arca’s Lamentation over the 

                                                 
 
21 Diana Cole Ahl, “’In corpo di compagnia’: Art and Devotion in the Compagnia della Purificazione e di 
San Zanobi of Florence,” in Confraternities and the Visual Arts, Wisch & Ahl, eds. 
 
22 Ibid., 47. 
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Dead Christ for the Bolognese Confraternity of Santa Maria della Vita.”23  The work 

overall demonstrated the changing ideals of the confraternity: reform and reorganization 

(which are most clearly evident in more intense forms of devotion).  The confraternity 

commissioned the work because of religious traditions and rituals.  It attempted to induce 

a year round response to the typical weekly celebrations of the Easter Holy week.  

However, the confraternity intended even more, as Klebanoff astutely demonstrates.  It 

sought to linked the confraternity to local traditions.  The work also maintained a sacred 

environment: it transformed the event for the people by “evok[ing] the experience of a 

pilgrimage to the Holy Land.”24  Finally, the scene itself also promoted specific ideals: 

beliefs about death, gender issues, charitable practices, etc.  By fostering such ideals and 

emotions, the confraternity was creating a program of spiritual renewal, not just for the 

solidarity, but also for the community, once again crossing the boundaries between sacred 

and secular.    

Konrad Eisenbichler also compiled and edited numerous articles concerning 

confraternal artwork, all of which stemmed from a conference organized by William R. 

Bowen and Eisenbichler himself in April of 1989 at Victoria College at the University of 

Toronto.25  The various articles in this particular collection all focus on the boundaries 

                                                 
 
23 Randi Klebanoff, ““Passion, Compassion, and the Sorrows of Women,” Niccolò dell’Arca’s Lamentation 
over the Dead Christ for the Bolognese Confraternity of Santa Maria della Vita,” in Confraternities and the 
Visual Arts, Wisch & Ahl, eds. 
 
24 Ibid., 152. 
 
25 Of noteworthy mention too is that at the same conference participants also joined to form the Society for 
Confraternity Studies and launched the newsletter Confraternitas.  There is also a connected website that 
allows members to join the group, subscribe to the newsletter, and view publications and conferences 
related to confraternities.  Konrad Eisenbichler serves as the current editor and Dylan Reid as the current  
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between devotion and art for confraternities, exploring especially the use of artwork by 

confraternities.26  While all the authors contribute to the field of confraternal studies, the 

most profound argument lies within the ideas presented by Ronald F. E. Weissman in his 

article, “Cults and Contexts: In Search of the Renaissance Confraternity.”  According to 

Weissman, religious functions directly determine social and cultural beliefs.  For him, 

there is no boundary between what a confraternity believes and what the masses believe.  

This bold statement will set the stage for a number of studies that attempt to reveal the 

influence of confraternities on society.27   

Turning back to individual articles, “Sano di Pietro’s Bernardino altar piece for 

the Compagnia della Vergine in Siena”28 by Michael Mallory and Gaudenz Freuler was a 

unique analysis of the three large panel paintings which made up this particular 

altarpiece.  Most importantly, the piece, commissioned by the Compagnia della Vergine, 

may also be the same piece currently housed in the chapel of the Compagnia di Sopra.  

The authors, seeking to better understand the three pieces as a whole contended that all 

three were originally commissioned together as a single triptych by the Compagnia della 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
assistant editor.  The website can be accessed at the following address: 
<http://www.crrs.ca/Confraternitas/index.html>. 
 
26 Authors in the collection include: Cyrilla Barr, Kathleen Falvey, Jonathan E. Glixon, Nerida Newbigin, 
Olga Zorzi Pugliese, Ellen Schiferl, Ludovica Sebregondi, Edmond Strainchamps, Nicholas Terpstra (see 
chapter one for more information), Ronald F. E. Weissman (see also chapter one for more information), 
Jean S. Weisz, and Barbara Wisch.   
 
27 While the previous works survey the majority of the major English scholars working on confraternal 
research, the reader should realize that this study is limited.  The remainder of the historiography will be 
devoted to those who do less work on confraternities, yet still contribute to the field.  Geography and 
subject divide it. 
 
28 Michael Mallory & Gaudenz Freuler, “Sano di Pietro’s Bernardino altar piece for the Compagnia della 
Vergine in Siena,” The Burlington Magazine, 133 (1991): 186-192. 
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Vergine who recruited Sano di Pietro, the artist, and later housed the work in the chapel 

of the Compagnia di Sopra.  In order to bring light to the commissioning of this piece, the 

authors examined not only the work itself, but also the documents for its commission, 

both of which were presented in the article. 

 Beyond the possibility of the piece being commissioned by one confraternity and 

housed by another, the altarpiece proves to be unique as it is a portrait of Saint 

Bernardino of Siena, a Franciscan brother and a precise portrayal of the Palazzo Pubblico 

at the time.  After analysis of the document for the commissioning of the work, the 

authors turned to an examination of placement and construction within the documents, 

which reveals much unexpected information.  While originally commissioned by the 

Compagnia della Vergine, the piece itself was to be housed in the Compagnia di Sopra’s 

chapel, a rather odd, yet plausible occurrence.    

 A plethora of other historians touch on confraternities in conjunction with 

artwork.  Thomas Worthen in “Tintoretto’s Paintings for the Banco de Sacramento in S. 

Margherita”29 examined the painting by Jacopo Tintoretto for the church of S. Margherita 

as commissioned by the confraternity of the Blessed Sacrament both from an art 

historical approach as well as from a social one.  Charles Davis in “Michelangelo, Jacone 

and the Confraternity of the Virgin Annunciate Called ‘dell’Orciuolo’”30 examined the 

role of confraternities as he sought to uncover the true artist of a number of paintings.  

                                                 
 
29 Thomas Worthen, “Tintoretto’s Paintings for the Banco de Sacramento in S. Margherita,” Art Bulletin, 
78 no. 4 (1996): 707-733. 
 
30 Charles Davis, “Michelangelo, Jacone and the Confraternity of the Virgin Annunciate called 
‘dell’Orciuolo,’” Apollo, 487 (2002): 22-9. 
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Hugo van der Velden in “Petrus Christus’s Our Lady of the Dry Tree”31  employed an 

altarpiece commissioned by the confraternity of Onze Lieve Vrouw van de Droge Boom 

to better understand the true iconography and artist of Our Lady of the Dry Tree, 

previously attributed to Petrus Christus In a trading of ideals, “A Confraternity of the 

Holy Ghost and a Series of Paintings of the Life of the Virgin in London and Munich,”32 

Stella Mary Newton examined the artwork of a series of paintings of the life of the Virgin 

to better understand the confraternity of the Holy Ghost in London and Munich.  In “A 

Gonfalone Banner by Giorgio Vasari Reassembled”33 David Franklin documented the 

commission of a gonfalone banner from Giorgio Vasari by the confraternity of the Trinity 

in Azrezzo.  Finally, in “Notre-Dame’s Vanished Medieval Glass”34 Henry Kraus 

explored the donation of now vanished stained glass to Notre Dame by various 

confraternities. 

 

Conclusion 

 Even though confraternal research has moved to the forefront of early modern 

studies, many areas and topics are still unexplored.  There is a need for studies in areas 

that were once, but no longer Italian, including Corsica, Nice, Savoy, Istria, and 
                                                 
 
31 Hugo van der Velden, “Petrus Christus’s Our Lady of the Dry Tree,” Journal of the Warbug and 
Courtauld Institutes, 60 (1997): 89-110. 
 
32 Stella Mary Newton, “A Confraternity of the Holy Ghost and a Series of Paintings of the Life of the 
Virgin in London and Munich,” Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 39 (1976): 59-68. 
 
33 David Franklin, “A Gonfalone banner by Giorgio Vasari Reassembled,” The Burlington Magazine, 137 
(1995): 747-50. 
 
34 Henry Kraus, “Notre-Dame’s Vanished Medieval Glass: The Donors,” Gazette des beaux-arts, 69 no. 6 
(1967): 65-78. 
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Dalmatia.  There is also a need for studies on confraternities for the disenfranchised, 

especially women, Jews and foreigners.  In addition, most recently, there has been a call 

for in depth studies that seek to discover who the members were, how active they really 

were, and when they were active.  Christopher Black further claims that it would be 

“beneficial if the process of mapping ecclesiastical and social institutions was renewed to 

produce a better quantification of the confraternities and the dependent institutions.”35  

He also notes that there is a great need for local historians to uncover archival materials 

produced by the confraternities themselves.   

Today, although still a fairly new field of research, the study of confraternities is 

one of the most actively explored fields in the early modern era.  Scholarship reaches 

beyond Italy to explore confraternities in Spain, France, the Netherlands, Constantinople, 

and even Brazil.36  Conferences continue to attract numerous scholars as well as produce 

collections and articles.  English and Italian studies have moved forward, but in different 

directions.  Italian scholars seek to examine confraternities in the early modern era, while 

English-speaking scholars continue to focus on late medieval and early Renaissance 

confraternities.   

Even through exploring themes in differing eras, historians collectively agree that 

confraternities were not purely devotional groups and that they did indeed play a pivotal 

role in both society and culture.  They concur that confraternities stand somewhere 

between the spiritual and the sacred, but are not limited to one or the other.  Scholars 

                                                 
 
35 Black, Italian Confraternities in the Sixteenth Century, 280. 
 
36 Eisenbichler, “Italian Scholarship,” 580.  
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recognize that confraternities played important roles in governing the distribution of 

charity as well as in shaping politics, societies and religion.  

An understanding of the role of confraternities in societies has caused historians 

to give more attention to the crises and changes the institutions underwent during the later 

fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.  They now understand that “confraternities both 

helped the promotion of the Catholic Reform from the late fifteen century, through the 

Tridentine and post-Tridentine periods, and were changed in activity, attitude, 

organization and patronage by the changing religious mood and procedures.”37  It was 

during this time that confraternities reached the peak of their charitable activity.   

While the focus of confraternal study remains on the greater social and cultural 

context, there has been a regression to local histories.  Scholars now desire to analyze 

who the members were and when and why they were active.  More local studies as well 

as archival documents would aid scholars in this endeavor, thus providing an 

understanding of who these people were and what they did.   

The field has changed drastically since its first recognition by Ludovico Antonio 

Muratori, yet scholarship on confraternities continues to flourish and evolve.  The study 

of confraternities has left its mark on the historical world and will continue to do so as 

more evidence and ideas emerge.  However, still lacking, despite the recent attempts, is  

 

 

                                                 
 
37 Black, “The Development of Confraternity Studies,” 19. 
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an understanding of the power relationships between the institutional Church and 

confraternities.  As recent historiography proves, perhaps the best evidence for this clash 

in religious and cultural ideals lies within artwork.  Both subjects will be examined in the 

subsequent chapters. 
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CHAPTER IV 

CONFRATERNITIES AND THE INSTITUTIONAL CHURCH:  

A STUDY IN THE DYNAMICS OF POWER 

 

Confraternities in Medieval Europe 

As noted in the first chapter, during the later Middle Ages, an explosion of 

religious associations occurred.  The seemingly secular lifestyle of confraternities 

provided places where common people could gather together to practice their Christian 

spirituality without having to completely devote their lives to God and the Church.  But 

confraternities were not completely divorced from the institutional Church and canon 

law.  While most envisioned themselves as autonomous groups, separate from the clergy, 

the reality indeed proved to be significantly different.  Especially early in their history, 

confraternities needed the support of the institutional Church and the Church in turn 

sought to control them in order to maintain religious consistencies.   

Some recent historiography classifies late medieval confraternities as “popular 

religion,” noting that the institutional Church, as part of the eleventh- and twelfth-century 

reforms attempted to supervise them.  Other historians assert that the institutional Church 

had little influence on confraternities; they contend that it was the exception rather than 

the rule when bishops became involved in the affairs of the brothers.  Either way, proof 

remains scarce.1  It is thus necessary to examine the affairs between the medieval Church 
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and confraternities in order to better understand first and foremost the origins of the 

interactions and secondly how relationships evolved.  Direct and indirect papal control 

was involved in matters such as confraternity charters and clothing.  Thus, although 

members of the laity sought confraternities for their independent spirituality, participating 

in them indeed granted the clergy more control over their religious lives than what the 

people may have wanted.  However, the situation would evolve.  Later, as the 

Renaissance neared, the power of the institutional Church would wane, creating greater 

confraternal autonomy.   

 The papacy did not always wield direct control over confraternities and other 

similar associations.  Many times, power was located in a discrete realm, one often 

difficult to discern.  Perhaps the best example of this indirect type of authority is related 

to monasticism.  While the exact beginnings of confraternities remains difficult to 

pinpoint, scholars are certain that a number of confraternities grew out of monastic 

communities.  Often based on the rules of a specific monastic order, the confraternities 

functioned similarly by practicing devout spirituality, penitential acts, and often charities.  

While it would seem at first that monasteries influenced the governance of these 

particular confraternities, one needs to examine the institutional Church’s role to isolate 

the exact beginnings of control.   

                                                                                                                                                 
 
1 John Henderson claims this and notes that clerical influence on confraternities was limited to spiritual 
guidance, liturgical framework and monasticism and friars.  However, his argument does not take into  
account how the Church may have influenced confraternities indirectly.  See Henderson. Piety and Charity, 
57, 411. 
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The papacy often determined the legitimacy of and rules pertaining to 

monasteries.  In the Tenth Ecumenical Council (Lateran II) of 1123, the institutional 

Church created boundaries for monks and canons:   

An evil and detestable custom, we understand, has grown up in the form that 
monks and canons regular, after having received the habit and made profession, 
despite the rule of the hold masters Benedict and Augustine, study jurisprudence 
and medicine for the sake of temporal gain.  Instead of devoting themselves to 
psalmody and hymns, they are led by the impulses of avarice to make themselves 
defenders of causes and, confiding in the support of a splendid voice, confuse by 
the variety of their statements what is just and un just, right and wrong.  […]  We 
decree, therefore, in virtue of our Apostolic authority, that offenders of this kind 
be severely punished.  […]  Therefore, that the monastic order as well as the order 
of canons may be pleasing to God and be conserved inviolate in their holy 
purposes, we forbid2 in virtue of our Apostolic authority that this be done in the 
future.  Bishops, abbots, and priors consenting to such outrageous practice and not 
correcting it, shall be deprived of their honors and cut off from the Church.3   
 

While one could comprehend the need for those devoted to the faith to not seek temporal 

gain, the point here is not the act, but instead the language of the clergy and how they 

vowed to handle such said act.  If the monasteries did not conform to the institutional 

Church’s wishes, they would be cut off.  Indeed, when the Churchmen ordered 

monasteries to conform to specific rules, they were in turn indirectly influencing 

confraternities, especially those based on the monastic lifestyle.  The same language with 

similar threats appeared shortly after in the Supra Montem, an approbation of the Order 

of Brothers of Penance as ordered by Pope Nicholas IV:   

Otherwise in all the aforesaid things, to which the brothers of this order are bound not 
from the divine precepts or the statutes of the Church, We will that none of them be 

                                                 
 
2 Not part of the original text; my emphasis. 
 
3 Tenth Ecumenical Council: The Canons of the Second Lateran Council (1123),  Medieval  
Source Book, 2004, Internet on-line <http://www.fordham.edu/halsal/basis/lateran2.html> [22 June 2004]. 
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obliged unto mortal sin, but let him receive it as a penance imposed upon him, for the 
excess of transgression, with prompt humility, and let him strive to effectively fulfill 
it.4
 

Other methods of circuitous control were also apparent.  For example, 

confraternities were often arranged in an internal hierarchy that resembled that of the 

church or of a monastic community.5  It was necessary for the confraternity to maintain a 

structure to be spiritually efficient, just as it was necessary for the Church to do the same 

to effectively watch over its sheep.  However, because churches as well as monasteries 

were established long before confraternities, the associations thus had to be based on a 

model, one that consequently dictated their shape.  Most confraternities had captains, 

who most resembled bishops and abbots, all guides for their community.6  Again, because 

bishops and abbots came before captains, the structure of confraternities in general 

indicated an indirect influence by the Church.       

In a final more significant example, a papal representative visited the 

Confraternity of San Paolo in 1425 and discovered that 

certain people of the said Order and place govern[ed] themselves with the vice of 
ingratitude and have not feared to return evil for good, and have dissipated the 
goods and the houses of the said hospital and of their benefices, with which they 
were honoured; […].7

 

                                                 
 
4 Pope Nicholas IV, Supra Montem, 17 August 1289, in Bullarum Diplomatum et Privilegiorum Sanctorum 
Romanorum Pontificum, Taurinensis Editio, Francisco Gaude ed., 1859, tom. IV, 90-95, Internet on-line 
<http://www.franciscan-archive.org/bullarium/smonteme.html> [21 June 2004]. 
 
5 Confraternities could also be arranged into hierarchy that resembled the local guilds.  See chapter one for 
a more precise description.   
 
6 Again, see chapter one for a more complete description. 
 
7 Passerini, 172-173 in Henderson, Piety and Charity, 378. 
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While no known action was taken against the confraternity, one can be certain that the 

members were most likely embarrassed by the findings.  Fear of ecclesiastical 

disapproval probably influenced the way the confraternity behaved in the future. 

Therefore, even though indirectly, the Church did control to some extent the ways in 

which confraternities were formed and how they functioned, especially in the later 

Middle Ages. 

 Similar to the domineering nature of the clergy through indirect control, direct 

control by the papacy indicated that the Church likewise sought to control confraternities.  

The 1455 episcopal constitutions, for example, criticized some of the actions of 

confraternities.  The constitutions began, ‘no layman in any company or meeting of 

people [may] presume to dispute the articles of the faith or sacraments of the faith.’8  

Present in the same constitutions was a 1454 order that instructed confraternities due to 

some noted disturbances to have processions separate from those of the clergy.9  The 

Church went as far as dictating when confraternities could participate in processions.  

Furthermore, in 1401, the flagellant confraternity of Verona had to acquire permission 

from Boniface IX to perform a number of rituals and acts, including the celebration of 

mass and feast days.10  Certainly the Church was exerting its power directly over 

                                                 
 
8 The Episcopal Constitutions, 256, in Henderson, Piety and Charity, 418. 
 
9 Ibid. 
 
10 Again, these are later efforts by the Church to assert control and probably represent more of a transition 
as opposed to evidence of early dominance.  Daniel E. Bornstein, The Bianchi of 1399: Popular Devotion 
in Late Medieval Italy (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1993), 31.  
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confraternities.  Indeed, confraternities, although separate from the clergy, could not 

always do as they pleased; they often required the permission of the Church to operate.   

 Clergymen felt the need to exert direct control over confraternities.  A leader of 

the Franciscans, Bonaventure (1221-1274) claimed that if “these Penitents keep 

increasing they will hinder us and weaken our ability to help others; for they will think it 

is their right to have us always support them in every matter.”11  This well-founded 

assertion demonstrated the fears of the clergy.  Furthermore, if there was any indication 

of threat, the clergy did everything in their power to suppress the groups.  In Rome, a 

group of Bianchi flagellants had gathered together in 1399.  The pope responded to the 

assembly: 

And so it seems that at Rome the pope was terribly afraid of these Bianchi and 
that he had eighteen of their leaders seized; and that the Romans, hearing that 
these men had been seized, immediately went to the prisons in an uproar and 
brought them out; and the pope, upon seeing this, apparently left Rome for fear of 
the Romans. […]12

 
Clearly, when religious groups became too numerous, the clergy reacted.  In 1215 Pope 

Innocent III (1198-1216), perhaps the most politically powerful pope of the Middle Ages, 

                                                 
 
11 Bonaventura, Libellus Apologeticus, in Opera omnia, ed. A. C. Peltier (Paris: L. Vives 1864-1871), 
14:534, in Patricia Ranft, Women and the Religious Life in Premodern Europe (New York: Saint Martin’s 
Press, 1996), 81. 
 
12 “E questo pare che a Roma il papa abia avutto gran paura di questi bianchi e che n’avea fatti prendere de’ 
migliori da 18; e ch’e’ romani, udendo chostoro erano pressi, subito a romore andarono a le prigioni e 
trasogli di fuori; e’l papa, vedendo questo, pare si sia partitto di Roma per paura di romani. […]” Archivio 
Datini di Prato, no. 897, lett. Montpellier-Barcellona, comp. Datini a Baldo Villanuzzi; October 17, 1399, 
in Bornstein, The Bianchi of 1399, 167-168.  However, even more evident than the fear of the Church and 
clergy perhaps was the rising power of confraternities and their growing influence on society.  The pope 
had to flee because he feared what members of society might do to him for seizing leaders of a 
confraternity, clearly important to the community.   
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called the Fourth Lateran Council.13  The council was the largest convened up to the time, 

the best attended and the most important of all during the Middle Ages.  There, over one 

hundred canons were presented for approval.  Among the canons was one prohibiting the 

formation of new orders, Canon 13: “Lest too great a diversity of religious orders lead to 

grave confusion in the Church of God, we strictly forbid anyone in the future to found a 

new order, but whoever should wish to enter an order, let him choose one already 

approved.”14  While this probably concerned the greater monastic and clerical orders, 

certainly this discouraged the formation of new confraternities.   

 While it is not surprising to find evidence of the dominance of the clergy within 

clerical documents, it remains somewhat unusual to find similar material within 

confraternity charters themselves.  Once again, the presence of the institutional Church 

within these documents suggests that the clergy had a great desire to control 

confraternities.  Similar to the larger and more established religious orders, most 

confraternities had to have permission from the clergy to form and meet.  The permission 

as granted from the institutional Church was often so crucial that many confraternity 

charters listed who granted them the permission and when.  This was a way for 

confraternities to demonstrate their legitimacy.15  A brief list appears below of a number 

                                                 
 
13 For a brief survey on the life and papal contributes of Innocent III, see Carl A. Volz, The Medieval 
Church: From the Dawn of the Middle Ages to the Eve of the Reformation (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 
1997), especially 98-100.   
 
14 Twelfth Ecumenical Council: Lateran IV (1215), Medieval Source Book, 2004, Internet on-line 
<http://www.fordham.edu/halsal/basis/lateran4.html> [22 June 2004]. 
 
15 Not included in the list are military confraternities, which were the lay component of the military orders.  
Similarly, these groups were granted permission from the Church to form, and for their services they were 
granted indulgences.  For example, see the “Indulgences fro the Confraternity of Belchite,” which was  
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of such confraternities.16  However, the legitimacy brought to the brotherhoods by the 

clergy was similarly a manner in which the institutional Church could control the 

confraternities.  Confraternities needed official approval, otherwise they risked heresy.  In 

reality, the approval was not a matter of honor or legitimacy but instead a necessity for 

future survival of the group.   

 Similar to the ways in which the clergy dictated the shape of confraternities, they 

imposed regulations on clothing.  The Memoriale propositi, which was the textual 

program of the Penitents, was approved by the papacy in 1221.  The manuscript not only 

reminded the members of their obligations, but also instructed them on what to wear.  

According to the papacy, the members were required to clothe themselves in undyed 

robes, or habits, constructed from fabric of poor quality.17  The Archconfraternity of the 

Gonfalone was prescribed the white habit by Bonaventure in 1264.  The Order of 

Brothers of Penance was likewise instructed by Pope Nicholas IV on clothing and the 

form of the habit:  

                                                                                                                                                 
 
created and approved by Bernard, the archbishop of Toleda, Olegario, archbishop of Tarragona, Diego, 
archbishop of Santiago de Compostela and many others.  Peter Rassow, “Indulgences for the Confraternity 
of Bechite,” Amuario de historia del derecho espanol, 3 (1926): 224-226. 
 
16 The Order of Saint John: Founded 15 February 1113 in a papal bull by Pope Paschal II’s; the 
Archconfraternity of the Gonfalone: established 1264 in Rome by Bonaventure, Inquisitor-general of the 
Holy Office; the Order of Our Lady of Mercy: founded in 1218, approved by Gregory IX in 1230, and 
prescribed the Rule of St. Augustine in 1235; the Order of Servites: founded 15 April 1240, approved 13 
March 1249; the Order of Brothers of Penance: Approved by Pope Nicholas IV 17 August 1289; the Order 
of the Trinitarians: approved by Innocent III 28 January 1198; the Servite Order: sanctioned by Alexander 
IV 1255; the Society of the Holy Name: Council of Lyons 1274; the Humiliati: recognized by Innocent III 
in 1201 as orthodox; the Bianchi: proclaimed by Boniface IX 1390, but the document has been lost. 
 
17 The manuscript also states that the members were required to fast, take communion, make confession, 
not bear arms and to recite the seven canonical hours.  Bornstein, The Bianchi of 1399, 121. 
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Let the brothers above all of this fraternity, commonly be dressed in cloth humble 
in price and color, not utterly white nor black, […].  Also let the abovesaid 
brothers have cloaks [chlamydes] and leather clothing [pelles], without low 
necklines [absque scollatuis], split down the front [scissas] and/or whole 
nevertheless clasped or open, as befits honesty, and [with] closed sleeves.  Also 
let the sisters dress in a cloak, and a tunic made from humble cloth of this kind, 
and/or at least let them have with the cloak a long gown [guarnellum], or 
Piacenzean garment [placentinum], white or black in color; or a full cloak 
[paludellum] made from hemp, or linen, stitched with out any ruffling 
[crispatura].18

 
All in all, it is apparent that members of the clergy successfully asserted  
 
control over confraternities in the later Middle Ages. 
   

 

The Institutional Church and Confraternities: An  

Explanation in Hegemonic Power 

The above cases readily reveal that there was a significant connection between the 

medieval Church and lay confraternities based on power.  While these findings are not 

surprising, explanation of the relationships is necessary for understanding the evolutions 

that occurred as the brotherhoods transitioned into the early Renaissance.  The shifting 

relationships can best be explained in terms of hegemonic power.   

According to Antonio Gramsci, society is formed from a number of relations.  

Among those associations, the most significant to this study is that of the ‘traditional 

intellectuals’ and the ‘organic intellectuals’, the differences of which rests within 

profession.  Organic intellectuals were those who exerted common sense; they were the 

people who did not hold professional degrees and often worked with their bare hands.  

                                                 
 
18 Pope Nicholas IV. Supra Montem.  
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Thus, most laypersons who participated in confraternities were probably organic 

intellectuals.  Many classes constituted the traditional intellectuals; but the most 

significant in this case is the ecclesiastics, who “held a monopoly of a number of 

important services: religious ideology, that is the philosophy and science of the age, 

together with schools, education, morality, justice, charity, good works, etc.”19  As a 

traditional intellectual embodied with power, clergymen viewed themselves as 

autonomous and independent from the major social and ruling classes of society.20   

 The traditional and organic intellectuals often collided in terms of power, a 

relationship that is certainly evident in late medieval Europe between the institutional 

Church and confraternities.  From their very beginnings, the institutional Church as a 

whole maintained a hegemonic force over confraternities.  In order for many 

confraternities to function as a religious institutions grounded in Christian ideals, had to 

answer to the greater association that had dominated for centuries.  Similarly, 

confraternities were organized separate from other ecclesiastical structures so that the 

organic intellectuals could participate in religion without having to be completely devout.  

The associations saw themselves as autonomous from the Church.  However, the 

institutional Church and the traditional intellectuals, seeing confraternities as a medium 

for control, quickly exerted their power over them: confraternities could not be formed 

without clerical approval; confraternity members had to follow the guidelines as 

advocated by the clergy; brothers and sisters could only dress as ordered by the papacy.  

                                                 
 
19 Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks, 7. 
 
20 Ibid. 
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The simple idea of being an autonomous group forced many members to ignore the fact 

that they were not separate from the institutional Church. However, this unequal 

relationship evolved with the transition into the Renaissance.   

 

Transition and Change: A Partial Role Reversal 
 

In 1255 the Council of Bordeaux defined the place of lay religious confraternities 
within ecclesiastical organization, prescribing pious activities that ranged from 
collecting alms and assisting the Mass to repairing bridges and chasing away 
wolves.21  […]  Nowhere22 in the Bordeaux Council’s list is there a hint of what 
was actually taking place at that moment in the city republics of central Italy, 
where autonomous lay groups were developing vernacular services and liturgies 
that imitated, and would later come to rival, their clerical counterparts.23

 
Control by the clergy over confraternities was certainly not the steadfast rule.  Not 

all confraternities experienced the hammer of the clergy and many were lucky enough to 

escape the ruling authority altogether.  However, the growth of the Renaissance 

individual and the rise of humanism created a new person, who in turn fashioned new 

solidarities; confraternities moved away from the hegemonic influence of the institutional 

Church and gained more autonomy.24    

                                                 
 
21 Giovanni D. Mansi, Sacrorum conciliorum (Paris: H. Welter, 1901-27; Graz: Akademische Druck, 1960-
61), vol. 23 (1225-68), col. 865, in Wilson, “Music and Merchants,” 151. 
 
22 My emphasis. 
 
23 Wilson, “Music and Merchants,” 151. 
 
24 Because this work looks at confraternities in general, there are thus many exceptions to the rule.  One 
must remember that while many confraternities were gaining more power and resisting the control of the 
Church, the Church was still using some confraternities as agents to Christianize and control society.  This 
was especially evident in the sixteenth century with the Catholic Reformation.  However, this too should 
demonstrate the lose of power by the Church, not just in society, but also in the confraternal realm.  Prior to 
the Reformation, the Church simply controlled confraternities but after, it was the Church that needed the 
confraternities to do their work.  Clearly, relationships had evolved.  In addition, while many confraternities  
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 Confraternities grew exponentially out of lay popular religious movements of 

1260 and 1399, and by 1400, “Florence […] had fifty-two confraternities; by the time of 

the Council of Florence (1439), there were more than a hundred; by the end of that 

century the number had risen to 156.”25   The associations proliferated throughout 

society, touching nearly everyone.  As confraternities grew in power, so did their place in 

society.  The community turned to confraternities more and more for services that were 

once controlled and performed by the clergy.  For example, confraternities became the 

main source of death rite rituals: “The pattern of social practices surrounding death in the 

Renaissance changed radically in the course of the fourteenth century, resulting in an 

enlarged sphere of responsibility over death for the laity, primarily through the 

confraternity.”26  Indeed, confraternities in the sixteenth century changed charity from a 

religious obligation (overseen by the clergy and monasteries) to a more social duty.27  

Similar to charity, other duties followed.  Indeed, “in no other era was the clergy so 

dependent upon lay support and the laity so free to take the initiative in shaping its own 

religious life.”28  Thus, the social roles of confraternities in societies changed.  More and 

more, confraternities penetrated society, providing charities, performing plays, and 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
evaded the power of the institutional Church, many were not as fortunate, and some even suffered the 
ultimate exertion of power, suppression.  
 
25 Konrad Eisenbichler, “Introduction,” Crossing the Boundaries: Christian Piety and the Arts in Italian 
Medieval and Renaissance Confraternities, Konrad Eisenbichler, ed. (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute 
Publications, 1991), 1. 
 
26 Banker, “Death and Christian Charity.” 
 
27 Nicholas Terpstra, “In Loco Parentis: Confraternities and Abandoned Children in Florence and 
Bologna,” in The Politics of Ritual Kinship, Terpstra, ed., 115. 
 
28 Barnes, “Religious Anxiety and Devotional Change,” 391. 
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producing art.  The more influence they gained, the more society welcomed the groups 

and their religious activities. 

 In a sense, the confraternities’ members fulfilled similar roles to the lay brothers 

of monasteries, which have previously been described as men who united the social and 

religious realms.  The conversi (lay brothers) were located in the monastic religious 

sphere, but were often secluded from the most prominent parts of the chapel.  “The lay 

brothers occupied the western end of the monastic church, but were unable to see the 

choir monks through the rood screen that divided them.”  […]  The peripheral nature of 

the lay brothers’ spaces within the monastery itself signifies their association with the 

non-monastic world.”29  Outside of the monasteries, the lay brothers maintained 

additional estates that were considered property of the monastery.  While the first 

example shows the prevalence of the laity within the monastic religious world, the second 

demonstrates a more direct influence by the religious order in the lay realm.  The 

conversi can thus be likened to confraternity members of the early Renaissance as they 

gained more autonomy and as they exhibited a greater role in society.30  

Evidence for this occurrence can be found in confraternal records, public displays, 

artwork, social and political events, and more.  For example, the youth confraternity of 

Saint John the Evangelist performed the play Rappresentazione di SS. Giovanni e Paolo, 

                                                 
 
29 Megan Cassidy-Welch, Monastic Spaces and their Meanings: Thirteenth-Century English Cistercian 
Monasteries (Turnhout: Brepols, 2001), 173-175. 
 
30 Numerous scholars, especially Andrew Barnes, have argued that it is this sociability that made 
confraternities so successful.  Confraternities, especially in the early Renaissance, created a fusion between  
society and religion.  Furthermore, the extensions of the religious acts into society, such as through 
processions and charities, in turn created the new founded success.  For more information on this idea, see 
especially Barnes, The Social Dimension of Piety. 
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composed by Lorenzo de’ Medici on 17 February 1491.31  A description of the event 

explains: 

The following Carnival, Giuliano di Lorenzo di Piero di Cosimo de’ Medici was 
master of festivities in the confraternity.  […]  And then he organized a play in the 
confraternity’s garden, with a stage that extended along the either length of the 
loggia and reached as far out as the mound, with a stage set that was as beautiful 
as could be.  The play was performed the second day of the Lent that year.  […]  
And the play was the Representation of SS. John and Paul.  Lorenzo de’ Medici, 
father of the above-mentioned festivities, as well as many other eminent men, 
came to see the play, and so many other people that it was a wonderful thing.  
And all the youths of the confraternity stood on the stage, especially those who 
were wearing a gown.32  

 
The significance of the document lies in the performance date of the play.  The play did 

not occur on Carnival but instead on the second day of Lent.  To perform the play on the 

unscheduled day went against the views of the clergy.  The Medici probably intervened 

on behalf of the confraternity to allow such a production.33  However, more significant is 

the fact that even though needing the power of another social giant, the confraternity was 

able to avoid the demands of the institutional Church.   

Furthermore, the performance of the confraternity occurred on stage where the 

audience that was composed of all social classes of the community directly participated 

in the work.  “The adults present at the event made up an audience of spectators who had 

been allowed a moment of intimacy with the confraternity youths—an insight into how 

                                                 
 
31 A second performance followed the first.  For substantial information on this play and the research 
associated with it, please see Eisenbichler, “Confraternities and Carnival,” 128-39. 
 
32 For the original Italian see Recordanze di Bartolomeo Masi, calderaio fiorentino, dal 1498 al 1526, G. O. 
Corazzini, ed., Konrad Eisenbichler, trans. (Florence: G. C. Sansoni, 1906), 15-16, in Eisenbichler, 
“Confraternities and Carnival,” 128-39. 
 
33 These views are first produced by Konrad Eisenbichler.  See Eisenbichler, “Confraternities and 
Carnival,” 128-39. 
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the youths staged and watched a religious play and thus also a glimpse into what their 

sons did behind the closed doors of the confraternity.”34  The confraternity drew the 

audience into their lives, and allowed them a glimpse of their actions, regardless of their 

social class.  Robert L. A. Clark explains that this was not unusual and in fact it was 

common.  The cultural productions normally occurred on festival and feast days and were 

considered the pinnacle of a year of work and devotion.  All members were required to 

attend, regardless of social standing, and the festivities as a whole drew crowds from all 

across the social spectrum: “the company at confraternity banquets was, in fact, 

extremely heterogeneous, including both men and women, young and old, rich and poor, 

lay and clerical, bourgeois, noble, and even royal; all confraternities invited non-members 

to their banquet.”35   

Furthermore, it was not uncommon for confraternities to conduct their official 

business during the banquet, even though members of the community not part of the 

brotherhood would have been present.36  Konrad Eisenbichler explains that social 

banquets were often used “to instruct new members and remind old ones of their 

responsibilities; the confraternity’s statutes might be read at the banquet.”37  It would not 

have been unusual for these events to have occurred in the presence of an entire 
                                                 
 
34 Konrad Eisenbichler, “Confraternities and Carnival,” 136. 
  
35 Robert L. A. Clark, “Community versus Subject in Late Medieval French Confraternity Drama and 
Ritual,” Drama and Community: People and Plays in Medieval Europe, Alan Hindley, ed. (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 1999), 47. 
 
36 Ibid., 36. 
 
37 Le Roux de Lincy, Recherches sur la grande confrérie Notre-Dame aux prêtres et bourgeois de Paris 
(Paris, 1844), 98; Abbé Ll. Meister, La Confrérie de Saint-Jean-l’Evangeliste établie en l’Englise Saint-
Pierre de Beauvais (Paris, 1909), 7, in Clark, “Community versus Subject,” 36. 
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community.  The brothers also demonstrated their piety at the events through charity.  

The leftover food was collected and distributed to the poor while special Mass and 

collections were also performed.  All in all, while these banquets and festivals probably 

did not go against clerical orders, the key to the events was the role of confraternities in 

society.  As seen by banquets, confraternities played a pivotal role in society; the 

community recognized and allowed this.     

 In a similar example, the Compagnia de’ Magi produced one of the greatest plays 

ever to occur in Florence during the Quattrocento.  In Florence, the members of the 

Compagnia de’ Magi were viewed as “good men, and men of good condition, morals, 

and fame, and of this quality likewise the works and activities of the said confraternity.”38  

Because of this favorable view, the confraternity was entrusted with the production of 

perhaps one of the most sacred events of the town, the pageant of the Festa de’ Magi.39  

On the production of the play, the confraternity explained, 

That, as is known to all, the said confraternity, for the honour of God and the 
fame of the city, does, at its own expense, a representation with apparati and so 
forth of the offering made to the Lord, Jesus Christ, by the Magi coming from 
Orient to Jerusalem, to be presented, as a rule and circumstances permitting, every 
three years; where in it is thought that in so doing the same confraternity gives out 
large sums for the magnificence of this representation, and that it cannot by itself, 
from time to time, keep up this laudable work without some public assistance.40

 
It says much about a confraternity for a town to entrust to the brotherhood the production 

of one of the most sacred of all plays.  Furthermore, in answer to requests for aid, the 

                                                 
 
38 Doc. 4, Appendix, 145f., in Hatfield, “The Compagnia De’ Magi,” 110. 
 
39 The confraternity was entrusted with the Festa of 1390 and of 1429. 
 
40 Doc. 3, Appendix, 145. in Hatfield, “The Compagnia De’ Magi,” 109. 
  

 86



town helped to fund the play.  Confraternities were playing a growing role in 

communities.   

 In addition, for the same confraternity that performed the Compagnia de’ Magi, a 

group of sermons were written and delivered.  These works were not the product of the 

local Parish priest or other ecclesiastical official, but were instead composed by 

humanists from the Medici circle.  Similar to the youth confraternity that produced 

Rappresentazione di SS. Giovanni e Paolo, the Compagnia de’ Magi was closely 

associated with the Medici.  While the Medici did extend their influence into the 

confraternity, even more important is that the confraternity sought out a prestigious social 

figure, as opposed to relying on the power of the institutional Church.41  Power in terms 

of the confraternity and in society was evident.  This confraternity in particular did not 

look to the traditional parish priest for the recitation and composition of sermons.  

Instead, they sought out members of the community and the community willingly 

responded. 

 Proof of autonomy was not limited to festivals and plays.  The flagellant 

confraternity of Gesù Pellegrino was certainly looking after its own interests when it 

redecorated its chapel in the fourteenth century.  The solidarity recreated a monastic 

atmosphere in the chapel where members could withdraw from the world around them to 

enter into a more contemplative life.  However, the chapel was soon redecorated once 

again.  Instead of focusing on the members of the confraternity, the chapel embodied a 

more worldly decoration in order to meet the growing diverse needs of the laity. This 

                                                 
 
41 However, one must recognize that the Medici could always count on the support of the papacy.   
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example demonstrates the greater role that not only confraternities played in society but 

also that members of the community increasingly played in confraternities.42   

Similarly, the confraternity of Santa Maria della Vita commissioned Niccolò 

dell’Arca to create the “Lamentation over the Dead Christ” (completed in 1463).  This 

work was commissioned in relationship to the confraternity’s traditions and rituals.  It 

also sought to create a ‘sacred environment’ for civic reasons.  The work was to “evoke 

the experience of a pilgrimage to the Holy Land.”43  Although designed to bring prestige 

to the confraternity, it clearly had in mind the needs of the community, especially in the 

creation of a sacred environment for those who could not visit the Holy Land themselves. 

Christopher Stocker explains that the Parisian Confraternity of the Holy Name of 

Jesus produced pamphlets that promoted religion and combated heresy.  However, these 

were not authorized by the clergy and in fact in their production, the pamphlets created 

rivalry within the Sainte Union.44  The youth confraternity of the Archangel Raphael 

spread and grew because it obtained support from others, especially in providing places 

for the group to meet.45  

A final example included that of Andreas Alle, a member of the Bolognese 

confraternity of San Domenico.  After the confraternity merged with the related 
                                                 
 
42 For a further description see Kathleen Giles Arthur, “Cult Objects and Artistic Patronage of the 
Fourteenth-Century Flagellant Confraternity of Gesù Pellegrino,” in Christianity and the Renaissance, 
Verdon & Henderson, eds. 
 
43 Klebanoff, “Passion, Compassion, and the Sorrows of Women,” 152. 
 
44 Stock, “The Confraternity of the Holy Name of Jesus.”  
 
45 The youth confraternity moves through a number of locations in its development.  See Eisenbichler, The 
Boys of the Archangel Raphael. 
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confraternity of the Crocesegnati in 1494, Alle refused to step down from his post, even 

after the inquisitor demanded him to.  “When Alle refused the inquisitor’s demand that he 

resign, he was summoned before the curia in Rome; ignoring the summons earned him 

excommunication in November, 1496.”46  Alle demonstrated the growing autonomy of 

confraternities and their members when he risked excommunication rather than listen to 

the demands of a church-sanctioned inquisitor. 

With these examples as well as a plethora of others, it should thus not come as a 

surprise that “Church reformers from the late fifteenth century [were] distrustful of lay 

confraternities—for their independence from clerical leadership, their use of laymen to 

preach and interpret the Gospel, or for allegedly drunken and immoral behavior at their 

feasts and festivals.”47  They were also ambivalent about commissioning of artwork, 

distribution of pamphlets, production of plays and so on.  This overall distrust would later 

lead to greater efforts by the clergy to control confraternities, or even to suppress them.   

However, regardless of the actions of the clergy, what was evident was that 

confraternities had transitioned from being controlled by the institutional Church to a 

more independent status.    Confraternities gained power, exerted more autonomy, grew 

in size and penetrated society more and more.  Confraternities relied on the clergymen 

less and less and often quit listening to ecclesiastical leaders altogether.  This is not to say 

                                                 
 
46 This and the proceeding information can be found in Compagnia della Croce: ASB Dem, Compagnia dei 
Crocesegnati, ms. 3/6669 (H) in Nicholas Terpstra, “Confraternities and Mendicant Orders: The Dynamics 
of Lay and Clerical Brotherhood in Renaissance Bologna” Catholic Historical Review, 82 no. 1 (1996): 1. 
 
47 Black, “Confraternities and the Parish in Italy,” in Confraternities and Catholic Reform, Donnelly, & 
Maher, eds., 7. 
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that confraternities succeeded the institutional Church in terms of power.   By no means 

could the groups trump the clergy’s power, even at its weakest point. 48  What the 

associations had on the other hand was a power that slowly picked away at the 

institutional Church’s hegemony, which in turn weakened the system.  Little by little the 

groups played a bigger role in religious society, pushing out the Church out of the picture 

more and more.  While the above examples help illustrate the transition, others prove 

more significant.  These transitions are better displayed in works of art, which will be 

explored in the following chapter.      

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                 
 
48 The confraternities did not have a hegemony that rivaled that of the Church.  The Church was simply too 
powerful for confraternities to maintain a similar power.  However, they do have a limited hegemonic 
power that does cause some conflict for the Church.  Thus the questions arises if two hegemonic powers, 
despite their strength, can exist at the same time.  Mary Poovey explains in a similar situation that this 
conflict of power is part of a social opposition where the two parties depend on either the power or lack 
thereof.  The vying of power further creates an instability where one power or the other will eventually 
prevail.  Similar to a race, the Church at some points sprint ahead of confraternities and vice versa.  See 
Mary Poovey, Uneven Developments: The Ideological Work of Gender in Mid-Victorian England 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1988).   
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CHAPTER V 
 

CONFRATERNAL ART IN THE MIDDLE AGES: AN  
 

ICONOGRAPHICAL INTERPRETATION OF  
 

ARTISTIC FREEDOM, PATRON  
 

EXPRESSION, AND  
 

RELGIOUS POWER 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 

Confraternities profoundly affected early modern life by providing a social 

community where men and women fostered Christian relationships with one another and 

where they performed various religious duties.  These associations were well known and 

widely dispersed, so much so that the pivotal roles in which confraternities in the late 

medieval and the early modern eras played in everyday life eventually led scholars to 

realize their importance.  Historians have just recently begun to appreciate the significant 

role that confraternities performed in the artistic world.  As noted earlier, there has been 

little exploration in the field of confraternal artwork and efforts should be initiated to 

bring confraternal artwork and confraternal patronage to the forefront of modern 

scholarship.  The following analysis will examine some examples of early artworks 

commissioned by confraternities, using iconographical analysis. 

All artwork maintains a language based on a specific rhetorical system of signs 

and symbols that dictate content as well as design.  In the Middle Ages, this system was 

limited and fixed, leaving little room for independent expression and patron desires.  
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However, as confraternities transitioned from the late Middle Ages to the early 

Renaissance, their ideals changed.  Confraternity members and the general public alike 

slowly began to disregard the constraints of the medieval rhetorical system by giving rise 

to humanism, a movement that not only revived and studied the works of classical 

authors, but also focused immensely on the individual.  The rise of humanism in turn 

allowed for a shift in power within the commissions of confraternities.  The brotherhoods 

became capable of expressing demands in the commissioning of artworks and as a result 

in their works could depict members, patrons, and saints particular to their organization.   

The transition, not only in artwork production but also in the demands and 

capabilities of confraternities, proves extremely important as it is merely one point from 

which to examine a significant cultural phenomenon.  Confraternities, in late medieval 

and early Renaissance society represented one point on a spectrum that separated the 

greater and more powerful tradition of the institutional Church and the local subordinate 

traditions of the laity.  Confraternities progressed across the spectrum according to their 

own power.  While the clergy desired lay enthusiasm and while the laity needed the 

institutional Church support, the confraternities varied according to which tradition 

pervaded their group.  For example, a parish confraternity was located closer to the 

clergy, whereas an artistic confraternity probably found itself butting against the local 

guild traditions.  Towards the later Middle Ages, the institutional Church end of the 

spectrum most likely would have housed nearly all confraternities as they maintained 

greater control.  However, as popular religious groups spread and as they gained more 

autonomy, they moved further from the control of the clergy, thus expanding their 
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religious role into society.  By the end of the Renaissance it was safe to assume that 

confraternities really did touch all aspects of life and reached every person in one way or 

another.1   

Furthermore, confraternities began to move away from the clergy, utilizing as 

little ecclesiastical support as they could.  Many simply quit depending on the 

institutional Church for general needs, such as the conducting of mass, and turned instead 

to their own members and outside assistance (monastic groups).  Other confraternities 

refrained from listening to the demands of the clergy completely.  With the conclusion of 

the Renaissance, the clergy, seeing this greater opposition, began a widespread 

suppression of confraternities in attempt to gain more control.  The Protestant 

Reformation however only fueled the fire.2  Clearly, confraternities in general caused 

enough problems to challenge the clergy’s hegemonic force over society.  The slow and 

gradual move from dependence to autonomy carefully picked away at the hard outer crust 

of the institutional Church, eventually breaking the shell and thus producing a force of its 

own.  Confraternities never maintained hegemony over the institutional Church, but 

certainly challenged the ruling clerical elites.  These evolutions in dynamics of power are 

best viewed through the commissioning of artwork by confraternities.  Acquisition of 

works of art demonstrates the process through which the confraternities evolved from 

mediators with little voice to groups that challenged the powers of the clergy.   

                                                 
 
1 See the definition of confraternities in the first chapter. 
 
2 For a similar occurrence in relation to peasant groups see Eric R. Wolf, Peasants (Englewood Cliffs: New 
Jersey, 1966). 
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While artwork will be used to examine the dynamics of power, iconography will 

be the process through which the artwork will reveal cultural and social significance.  In 

his work Eyewitnessing: The Uses of Images as Historical Evidence,3 Peter Burke, 

influenced by poetry, the visual arts, linguistic theory, literature, semiotics, philosophy, 

as well as the French theorists Jacques Lacan and Jacques Derrida, encouraged scholars 

to use images in their research and studies.  In the study, Burke noted that “Art can 

provide evidence for aspects of social reality which texts pass over; that representational 

art is often less realistic than it seems and distorts social reality rather than reflecting it; 

and that the process of distortion itself is evidence of the phenomena that many historians 

want to study: mentalities, ideologies, and identities.”4   

Comparable to the linguistic theorist Derrida5, Burke used methodologies related 

to language and deconstruction; instead of words the image becomes the language that 
                                                 
 
3 Peter Burke, Eyewitnessing: The Uses of Images as Historical Evidence (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
2001). 
 
4 Ibid., 30. 
 
5 Jacques Derrida asserts that traditional methods of reading a language lead to assumptions, many of which 
are false.  He also notes that conventional readings only reveal one meaning, whereas he declares that there 
are multiple meanings.  Derrida best articulated these assumptions in the eighth chapter, Différance, of his 
work De la Grammatologie.5  In this chapter, Derrida first conveyed the idea that much of the world has 
been organized into categories of binary opposition: good vs. evil, man vs. woman, and so on.  A similar 
opposition exists for language; speech is primary and writing is secondary.  He undermined this idea by 
concluding that speech is merely a form of writing that is structured similarly.  Derrida used the example of 
différence vs. différance to assert his claims: changing the ‘e’ to an ‘a’ is evident in writing but cannot be 
heard in speech.  Derrida then turned to the meaning of word, still examining différance.  Différance means 
first to defer, thus indicating that language is merely a relational system of signifiers and signs that can 
never articulate a single meaning.  Secondly, différance can be to differ and to be unlike, indicating that 
meaning is never identical.  Therefore, différance has neither existence nor essence and makes meaning 
only arbitrary.  Furthermore, the concept of différance then leads to the trace, which Derrida described as 
the bridge that gaps the existence and essence.  Trace is neither existence nor essence but exists as the 
bridge between the signifier and the signified.  The existence of the trace, which bridges the signifier and 
the signified, is critical in the quest for meaning.  The trace is essentially where meaning develops.  See  
Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, Gayatri Chakrovorty Spivak, trans. (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1974) and Stephen Hahn, On Derrida (Belmont: Wadsworth, 2002). 
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requires interpretation.  For Burke, the viewer must go beyond simply viewing the image 

and must learn to read it similar to the manner in which one reads a sentence, a 

paragraph, or even a book.  The reading is conducted through iconography, which allows 

for description, analysis, and interpretation.  Through this process, the image then 

becomes a system of signs, of which each points to a different meaning.  Like the 

linguistic theory of Derrida, once deconstructed, the image to Burke does not have ‘a’ 

meaning, but instead a puzzle of meanings that can then bridge the gaps in culture.6  The 

meanings in the images point to not only the artist and/or patron but also the relationship 

between them.  There are three iconographical levels: pre-iconographical description, 

iconographical analysis and iconographical interpretation.  Each level plays a part in the 

analysis through an examination of precise details.  However, iconographical 

interpretation, the final stage remains the most significant as it often reveals cultural and 

social principles and beliefs.7   

                                                 
 
6 Homi K Bhabha in The Location of Culture, argued for ambivalence in meaning on a number of levels.  
Bhabha suggests that historians need to move away from divisions of cultural diversity to those of cultural 
difference, which do not create binary divisions and allow one to look beyond into a ‘third space’ where 
meaning becomes ambivalent.  Similar to Derrida, Bhabha recognized that by classifying people, events, 
images, and so forth into binary oppositions, one cannot understand from where their identity is 
constructed.  Nevertheless, the oppositions must remain as a starting point of analysis.  From this point, one 
does not explore the two oppositions separately, but instead as they relate to one another or as they relate to 
another subject, idea, and/or event.  This relation is within the third space where meanings are construed 
and developed.  There is not a single meaning, but multiple meanings as the subjects met and digress at 
numerous points.  Further, within this third space, there are multiple third spaces, all made up of the 
meeting and digressing of other points of intersection.  See Homi K. Bhabha, The Location of Culture 
(New York: Routledge, 1994).      
 
7 For a precise description of iconography, see Burke, Eyewitnessing, 35-36.  Each level plays a part in the 
analysis through an analysis of precise details.  However, iconographical interpretation remains the most 
significant as it often reveals cultural and social principles and beliefs. 
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While Burke certainly was not the first to advocate this type of history, he 

rearticulated and reinforced the benefits of using images.  Randolph Starn, for example, 

writing more than ten years before Burke, demonstrated that artistic styles and modes 

encode political messages and ideologies.8  Starn used iconography to decode the 

message, background, and meaning of the artwork.9  While highly insightful and useful, 

iconography, as utilized by Starn, is largely a method of interpretation and speculation 

and is therefore often criticized by scholars. Burke proves insightful in the twenty-first 

century as he insists that images are part of a culture and therefore must be understood 

within a cultural context.10  He moves beyond a speculative interpretation of an image to 

a contextualization.  Moreover, Burke’s methodology assists in the interpretation of late 

medieval and early Renaissance religious art, and most notably in the case of this study 

with the depictions of the Madonna as commissioned by confraternities.  The meanings 

deciphered in the images go beyond a simple explanation of what is in the picture and 

move towards an analysis of what the image means from a cultural standpoint, revealing 

ideas about religion, social ideals, economy, and the relationship between patron and 

artist.11  Thus, confraternal images provide a firm basis for the examination of culture, 

society, religion and relationships. 

                                                 
 
8 Randolph Starn, “Seeing Culture in a Room for a Renaissance Prince,” The New Cultural History, Lynn 
Hunt, ed. (Berkley: University of California Press, 1989). 
 
9 Ibid., 205-232. 
 
10 Burke, Eyewitnessing, 9. 
 
11 See also R. E. Kaske, Medieval Christian Literary Imagery:  A Guide to Interpretation, Toronto 
Medieval Bibliographies, 11 (Toronto:  University of Toronto Press, 1988).  
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The Rise of the Rhetorical System in Medieval Artwork  
and Confraternal Commissions 

 
Prior to the thirteenth century, the West as a whole began to import icons from the 

East.12  These icons appeared striking and somewhat strange to the Westerners due to 

their Byzantine influences.  Because of the unusualness of the pieces, the works were 

adopted into the culture as relics, thus transmitting the iconic style to Western society.  

Many of the works were used in a manner similar to the Greek tradition, spurring 

suspicions.13  Around the same time, panel painting, such as works of the Enthroned 

Madonna, maintained little function in medieval society.  Similar works existed as icons, 

but merely as pieces to which to pray and to venerate.  However, with the advent of the 

popular religious movements, these images began to proliferate among various groups.  

The lay religious movement, which inspired communities such as confraternities and the 

Mendicants to take religion and religious reform into their own hands, adapted the images 

for their own.14  While the original icons were often images belonging to all society, the 

new religious communities wanted images of their own.  Eventually lay groups such as 

confraternities, began to transform the original iconographical15 pieces into panel 

paintings and altarpieces; they remained sources for inspiration and devotion, but 

                                                 
 
12 This was a slow laborious process that was prominent in places such as Italy as early as the millennium, 
as it was closer to the Eastern counterpart.   
 
13 Please see John Howe, “God through Images,” The Revival of the Latin Church: The "Pre-Gregorian" 
Reform, in progress. 
 
14 For more on the proliferation of lay religious groups and the advent of confraternal societies, see chapter 
three of this work. 
 
15 Icons and iconographical works should not be confused with iconography, the study of artworks for 
cultural meaning. 
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maintained a social function as well, thus stimulating an entire movement for the 

acquisition of the works and those similar to them.16  This transition gave birth to a new 

style of artwork, which was situated in the Gothic style. 

The artwork of the late Middle Ages was rooted heavily in the high Gothic style, 

which arose primarily out of a need for an artistic and architectural technique that 

exhibited wealth, magnificence, grandeur, and civic splendor.17   The style was frequently 

associated with flying buttresses, skeletal structures, ornate and grotesque figures, and 

stained glass windows; however, the technique was also embedded in symmetry, rigidity, 

and stylization.  It was into this style that most confraternities were born.  Many of the 

associations secured residency in the Gothic churches and cathedrals and many 

confraternities acquired their first artworks in the Gothic style.   

Peter Burke, Mieczyslaw Wallis, and Emile Mâle, all recognize that works of art 

maintain a language and they must be interpreted accordingly.18  This idea was especially 

true in the Middle Ages with Gothic artwork.  Mâle asserts that all art is rhetoric and that 

all parts of the artwork have symbolic meaning, expressed by certain signs and 

symbols.19  These manifest themselves in the works of art through figures, clothing, 

positions, colors, and expressions, each pointing to a specific meaning.  Signs and 

                                                 
 
16 For more information on this transition see Belting, The Image and Its Public, 7, 9, 21-22. 
 
17 For a discussion on the origins of the Gothic style see Marilyn Stokstad, Medieval Art (Boulder: 
Westview Press, 1986), 265-291. 
 
18 Emile Mâle, “Introduction,” The Gothic Image; Wallis, Mieczyslaw. “Mediaeval Art as a Language.” 
Arts and Signs. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1975;  Burke, Eyewitnessing.  
 
19 Mâle, “Introduction,” The Gothic Image,  1. 
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symbols represented a large part of the character of Gothic artwork in the Middle Ages.   

Because it was not concerned with the real, the artist did not depict the work in human 

terms, but in a manner associated with a rhetorical system, one of persuasion with 

intentions to convey a specific meaning.  This system was designed to inform and teach 

and the picture was constructed to evoke specific ideas.  A picture of the Madonna 

enthroned with Christ told the viewer that ‘this is Madonna the Virgin, and this baby in 

hand is the Christ child.’20  The positioning of her body, the rendering of her facial 

features, and the depiction of objects that surrounded her all signified a meaning, all of 

which explained the image to the viewer.     

Within this rhetorical system medieval art maintained a vocabulary (symbols) and 

a syntax (compositional arrangement).21  Syntax proved key here because it indicated that 

even arrangement was predetermined and significant.  For example, the system of 

including the saints and Old Testament figures in a work of art is commonly known as 

typology, a specific type of compositional arrangement, while most early works of the 

Virgin positioned her in the center of the work, surrounded by Old Testament figures.22  

The syntax may have changed some with colors and possibly with Old Testament figure 

                                                 
 
20 Mieczyslaw Wallis, “Mediaeval Art as a Language,” 22.  Wallis uses the example of Saint Barbara, who 
when pictured next to a tower, could be substituted with the sentence “This woman is Saint Barbara.” 
 
21 Ibid., 21. 
 
22 Old Testament typology was often trumped by saints.  This was especially true as the cult of saints grew 
in popularity.  Much depended on regional preferences and emphasis.  One should not confuse this 
however, with patron independence.  The choice between saints and Old Testament figures was just as 
much a part of the rhetorical system.  The greater transition comes later with the request of specific saints 
that were particular only to a certain confraternity and with a confraternity’s specific demands for those 
precise saints. 
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choice, but generally, the compositional arrangement went unchallenged.  Therefore, 

because the work was rhetorically determined and structured in a specific language, it 

mattered little what the patron desired.  If a patron requested a work depicting the Virgin 

Mary, she would be constructed according to this system.  In this system, there was little 

room for individuality and expression by the patron, including confraternities. 

Furthermore, Mâle contends that artists in the Middle Ages were merely 

craftsmen who imitated works by others who came before them.23  Artists in the Middle 

Ages were not viewed as artists but as artisans, and the art of the period was 

manufactured principally in workshops where the creator remained anonymous.  In the 

workshops, the artists simply produced works as they had been fashioned for centuries 

according to traditional syntax, leaving little room for artistic expression or patron 

desires.  These problems are best demonstrated through commissions of the Madonna by 

confraternities in the Middle Ages.   

Amongst the many religious images of the Gothic style, the Virgin was of 

particular interest.24  She was the protector of humanity and represented the virtue of 

humility.  In the holy hierarchy, she stood above the saints and communicated directly 

with God as an intercessor.  People viewed her as the queen of heaven, mother of Jesus, 

mother to all humankind.  The most popular images of the Virgin pictured her with Christ 

in her lap, seated or standing as the crowned ruler of heaven.  Many patrons, including 

confraternities commissioned images of the Virgin, as they were well aware that a picture 
                                                 
 
23 See Mâle, “Introduction,” 1-22. 
 
24 Confraternities commissioned works other than just the Virgin.  However, for this particular work, the 
Holy Mother serves as the best example.  Varying examples will be applied later. 
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of the Virgin acted as an intermediary to God.  In the case of confraternities, specific 

works were displayed within the confines of the organizations for prayer use.  While the 

purpose harkened back to icon usage on the dawn of the millennium, the request and 

acquisition by the confraternity demonstrated the individual needs.  Similar to most 

portrayals, early works commissioned by confraternities in the late Middle Ages and in 

the early Renaissance of the Madonna often depicted her in the company of saints and/or 

Old Testament figures.  The confraternities commissioned the works, demonstrating 

some power and requested works of the Virgin Mary for their own particular usage.  The 

seemingly independence in commission, however, is thwarted by the simple fact that the 

religious culture of the late Middle Ages determined how a Madonna would be portrayed 

according to a specific system of rhetorical composition as described previously, leaving 

little room for expression of beliefs.  Confraternities in the late Middle Ages thus 

followed the rhetorical system and demonstrated little autonomy.   

The Rucellai Madonna is a perfect example of the ideas that embodied 

confraternal art in the Middle Ages.  [Figure 1]  The Confraternità delle Laude, located in 

the church of Santa Maria Novella in Siena, commissioned the Rucellai Madonna in a 

contract between the association and Duccio di Buoninsegna on 15 April 1285.  The 

contract did not contain many specifics but insisted that Duccio complete a work of the 

Virgin and her son.  The brotherhood desired significant size and beauty, stating “ad 

pingendum de pulcherrima pictura guandam tablum magnam.”25  The work itself stands 

                                                 
 
25 Rucellai Madonna, 185ff, in J. White, Duccio: Tuscan Art and the Medieval Workshop (London, 1979) 
in Belting, The Image and Its Public, 24.  Although the confraternity demands great size and beauty, this  
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450cm x 290cm and is composed of the Virgin and child as indicated by the 

confraternity; it is monumental in size as compared to other late Middle Ages works, 

almost doubling most.  Six kneeling angels flank the mother and child while the frame 

houses the busts of 30 saints and Old Testament figures.   

Duccio’s depiction was part of a systematic portrayal of the Virgin that consisted 

of signs and symbols.  The Old Testament figures and saints in the Rucellai Madonna 

surround and support the two as they prefigure the life of Christ.  Further, within the 

typological system existed a hierarchy, or a compositional arrangement.  The most vital 

saints flank the Virgin and child.  Although substantial in size, these saints must not 

outrank the key figures of the Madonna and Christ who are significantly larger.  The less 

important saints and Old Testament figures surround the main images in the garland, their 

presence indicating their secondary rank.26   

Interestingly, the panel was considered Duccio’s creation and his possession up 

until completion.  When completed, the panel only became the possession of the 

confraternity if it met their requirements for splendor and beauty.27  [Figure 2]  The 

Laudesi confraternity specified the inclusion of “the blessed Virgin and her omnipotent 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
should not be mistaken for patron power.  All patrons desired their acquisitions to be the biggest and the 
best.  Thus, the simple inclusion of such a statement indicates little about the confraternity’s real powers. 
 
26 On this same subject see also Michael Grillo, Symbolic Structures: The Role of Composition in Signaling 
Meaning in Italian Medieval Art (New York: Peter Lang, 1997). 
 
27 Again, it should not come as a surprise that any confraternity or group would decline an image that did 
not meet their needs or desires.  However, the needs and desires here are limited to a Madonna and child of 
great size and beauty, demonstrating nothing more than the climate of the religious and artistic culture of 
the time and little concerning confraternal power.  The information in the preceding paragraph is drawn 
from the 15 April 1285 contract, which is reproduced in English and Latin in Jane Immler Satkowski, 
Duccio di Buoninsegna: The Documents and Early Sources, Hayden B.J. Maginnis, ed. (Georgia Museum 
of Art: University of Georgia Press, 2000), 49-53.    
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Son.”28 Although the subject matter is clear, the contract is vague in other details, 

indicating little freedom on the part of the patron.  The confraternity desired a work of the 

Virgin as had been created for years and received just what they requested.   

When examining the Rucellai Madonna or pieces similar to it, one must take into 

consideration that the artist was not the creator, but merely an artisan who followed a set 

system of beliefs.  Duccio exhibited the same lack of freedom and created the Virgin and 

child as they always had been depicted.  This is particularly true with the inclusion of 

saints and Old Testament figures; they were present not because the confraternity wanted 

them but because including the figures was the manner in which the enthroned Madonna 

had always been portrayed.  Furthermore, the Rucellai Madonna is depicted in a similar 

enthroned position to most Madonnas in the Middle Ages.  She sits calmly, with a fixed 

gaze holding the Christ child.  While the throne may vary as well as the objects in the 

frame, the depiction of the Madonna remained the same.  The figures were determined as 

well as the colors, the clothing, the gaze, and even individual strokes by certain, artistic 

conventions.  The work thus can indicate little about the artist as an individual.  Further, 

because the works were constructed according to this system, there was little room for 

requests by patrons. The work then cannot reveal much about what a confraternity 

necessarily because it had little say as to what was to be included and how the figures 

were to be portrayed.   

 

                                                 
 
28 Ibid.    
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The Black Death and Transition: From Mass  
Production to the Rise of the Individual

 
The Black Death of the fourteenth century was a period of change and transition, 

where the old subject matter of confraternal commissions began to dissipate.  The Black 

Plague, in its death and destruction, generated a fear, and confraternities, as the overseers 

of communities, thus needed to reassure the general public.  The insecurity of the times 

called for a new model of artwork, the most prominent examples of which were icons of 

the Virgin Mary.   

Sometime in the fourteenth century, a group of Cistercian abbots commissioned a 

work of the Madonna in which she covered the members with her cloak, sheltering them 

from the devastating Plague.  The picture appeared on the monastery’s seals and quickly 

circulated throughout Europe.  It was only a matter of time before the idea spread to other 

religious groups.29  Still searching for a image through which to define themselves, 

confraternities quickly incorporated this one.  This depiction of the Madonna allowed 

confraternities to demonstrate their piety and growing power in communities.  The 

traditional iconic madonnas related only to the individual confraternities while the plague 

madonnas incorporated a greater percentage of the laity.  Thereafter, the depiction of the 

Madonna with cloak extended was often titled the plague madonna, the Virgin of Mercy, 

the Lady of Consolation, or the Misericordia Madonna, and was associated most with 

solidarities, including confraternities.   

                                                 
 
29 The advent of the Virgin of Mercy (or the Lady of Consolation, or the Misericordia Madonna) is 
discussed first by Mâle, Religious Art in France in the Late Middle Ages: A Study of Medieval Iconography 
and Its Sources (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986), 190. 
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Some of the most famous plague madonnas and some that are in the best 

condition include Barnaba da Modena’s Plague Madonna della Misericordia (1370s), 

and Anonymous Sienese Madonna della Misericordia.  [Figures 3 and 4]  The Consortia 

dei Forestèri della Madonna della Misericordia commissioned Barnaba da Modena to 

create Plague Madonna della Misericordia, in which the Virgin extends her cloak to 

shelter the people from the angels30 and plague arrows.31  The Plague Madonna, although 

new in subject matter, is depicted in a manner similar to that of most medieval work.  A 

symmetrical and rigid Madonna towers over the people, enormous in size to demonstrate 

her importance.  She gazes out to the viewer, not to make eye contact or to present herself 

as ‘real’ but to illustrate her intercessory powers.  Further, the people pictured remain 

anonymous32 as the image was created to emphasize Mary’s power to shield humanity 

from human devastation, not to depict the religious attitude of the confraternity.33

While these images do indeed prove interesting, and at first glance maybe even 

innovative, the image of the Mercy Madonna was produced and reproduced and becomes 

                                                 
 
30 Because this is new subject matter, there are a few changes.  Angels are now more common than in 
previous commissions.  The angels, although significant to the new subject matter, became part of the new 
syntax, replacing the Old Testament figures. 
 
31 For details and a description concerning this piece, see Marshall, “Confraternity and Community,” 21-22. 
 
32 When examining the work, one may notice a wide variety of figures.  Present and certainly identifiable 
are church figures and monastic figures as well as town figures.  While the figures are identifiable on this 
level, identification proceeds no further.  Scholars cannot not distinguish between one church figure or 
another, as well as the town figures.   Further, while most commissions of the Middle Ages did not depict 
patrons as individuals, there are some exceptions.  However, these mostly occur within manuscripts such as 
the books of hours or in other private commissions.  The presence of patrons in publicly viewed 
commissions was highly unlikely. 
 
33 See also the Madonna della Misericordia as commissioned by a Florentine confraternity in 1342 in 
Henderson, Piety and Charity, 76.  [Figure 5] 
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yet another sign in the language of the medieval world.  The Cistercians first depicted the 

Mercy Madonna in response to fears concerning the plague.  Soon after, others embraced 

the rhetoric, embodying the same symbols and meanings, such as confraternities who 

often commissioned the works out of a vow to protect communities and towns from the 

plague.34  However, it is a step in the right direction.  A subtle, unadvanced shift occurred 

with the introduction of the new iconic figure.35  While other confraternities did 

appropriate the image of the Cistercians, the innovation itself marks a step in the very 

slow, labored process by which the models of the Middle Ages gave rise to the 

individualism of the Renaissance.     

The greater transition occurs when the confraternities begin to move beyond 

pictures such as the Madonna of Mercy to very individualized pictures that were unique 

to certain confraternities.  The earliest plague madonnas picture her as surrounded by 

angels.  The change came when the confraternities begin to add saints and other figures 
                                                 
 
34 Mâle, Religious Art in France, 191. 
 
35 Furthermore, Meredith Parsons Lillich asserts that medieval art in the monastic world must be considered 
separately from other works of art, private and public, as it was ‘different’.  She maintains that the works 
were different simply because they were created for uses only associated within monasteries where 
demands for subject matter and depiction were more strict.  These aspects thus would greatly influence how 
the artwork was created, including subject matter.   
 

Monastic stained glass did not need to be commissioned to exhibit educational scenes nor did it 
necessarily have to reiterate the stories of the Bible.  The works could take on multiple meanings, such as 
those associated with the Rule of Saint Benedict and the Psalter, all of which portrayed the monastery’s 
devotion to the Christian religion.  The images were used primarily as contemplative tools, on which the 
monks reflected and prayed.  The windows were created in a systematic, structured manner, one that 
encouraged reflection and meditation.  Furthermore, the windows often allowed for the depiction of 
specific patrons or even groups as the physical presence permitted a more realistic manifestation of the 
scene.  For example, placing the patron or a monastic figure at the base of crucifix allowed the person 
contemplating the image to better understand the agony Christ suffered.  Because of the monastic influence 
on confraternities (see chapter three of this work), some of these ideas may have been transmitted onto the 
associations.  Meredith Parsons Lillich, “Monastic Stained Glass: Patronage and Style,” Monasticism and 
the Arts, Timothy Gregory Verdon, ed. (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1984). 
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that are specific to their organization and not to a system of beliefs, such as that which 

occurs with Benedetto Bonfigli’s Plague Madonna della Misericordia (1464)36, and 

Bernardo and Domenico Rossellino’s Madonna della Misericordia with Saints 

Laurentinus and Pergentinus (1433).37  Here an unclear transition transpired.   

The Madonna della Misericordia with Saints Laurentinus and Pergentinus38 was 

commissioned in 1433 by the Fraternita de’Laici in Arezzo and completed by Bernardo 

and Domenico Rossellino.  [Figures 6 and 7]  While the piece is symmetrical and while 

the Madonna gazes out to the viewer, she is not as rigid as before; she is more real, more 

human and she seems to make contact with her observer.  Her hips bend, indicating 

motion, and wrinkles pervade her clothing, providing the allusion of clothes swaying in 

the wind.  Members of the community huddle underneath her cloak, glancing up to her 

face for protection and comfort.  Angels embrace the cloak and cover the people from the 

harms of death.  Finally, two saints flank each side of the group.  Saints Laurentinus and 

Pergentinus look up towards the Madonna.  Each saint touches his chest with the inner 

hand, possibly a gesture of piety and humility.  The outer hand embraces an outward 

facing insignia, the sign of the confraternity.  The insignia was extremely important to the 

confraternity because,  

This glorious and holy sign is not without meaning and significance…and the 
significance of the symbol is this: the completely round circle signifies the perfect 
union and glorious faith that we ought to bear toward God our creator, whose 

                                                 
 
36 See Louis Marshall, “Confraternity and Community,” 25. 
 
37 Ibid. 
 
38 Madonna della Misericordia with Saints Laurentinus and Pergentinus, Bernardo and Domenico 
Rosellino, 1433, Arezzo, Palazzo, in Confraternities and the Visual Arts, Wisch & Ahl, eds., 32. 
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power has neither beginning nor end, and the union that all members of our 
company bear toward each other, and toward our neighbor, serving without sin in 
perfect charity continuously by the grace of God.39

 
Not only does the artistic style clearly transition to a more humanistic approach, 

but also the subject matter changes.  The piece certainly demonstrates the ever growing 

power of the confraternity.  Furthermore, the work was not housed in a church but in the 

Palazzo della Fraternita de’Laici.  The nearly life-size relief sculpture towered over the 

community, every day reaffirming the increasing powers of the confraternity.40  

In the Madonna della Misericordia, a plague madoonna commissioned by a 

Perugian disciplinati confraternity, the madonna appears in a manner similar to the 

traditional iconographical medieval style.  [Figure 8]  She is rigid and symmetrical and 

stares out with her intercessory gaze.  However, very specific figures important to the 

beliefs of the confraternity flank her, and additional figures gather under her cloak, 

including Saint Sebastian, identifiable because of the arrows that pierce his skin.  These 

figures are depicted in black cloaks; the confraternity of San Benedetto dei Frustati was 

closely aligned with the Silvestrine monks of Santa Maria Nuova, a group that observed 

the Benedictine rule, which required its members to be clothed in black habits.41  The 

inclusion of these figures demonstrated their importance to the confraternity as well as 

the growing voice of the organization as a whole.  Furthermore, the work was not an 

                                                 
 
39 Statutes of 1427, in Weissman, Ritual Brotherhood, 83. 
 
40 Another example includes the exterior of the oratory of SS. Annunziata.  See Henderson, Piety and 
Charity, 151.  [Figure 9] 
 
41 Louis Marshall first presents this evidence in Marshall, “Confraternity and Community,” 25-26. 
 

 108



altarpiece for an enclosed church, but instead a processional banner that the majority of 

the public would have viewed at one time or another.  It is therefore not a stretch to 

believe that in viewing the work, the public would have made the association between the 

monks and confraternity, inasmuch as the community was small and divisions were clear.   

While these two examples demonstrate the changes, one must observe that the 

evolutions did not occur overnight.  Then what initiates these gradual changes?  The first 

transition occurred within the artistic realm and is best displayed by Giotto di Bondone 

and his frescoes at the Arena Chapel (1302-1305) in Padua where transformations are 

evident. 42  [Figures 10-13]  Giotto’s work embodies emotion and dynamism as the scenes 

from the life of Christ and the life of Francis represent events as they occurred or at least 

as Giotto perceived them to have happened.  Furthermore, the everyday person could 

relate to Giotto’s characters as they were depicted in fourteenth-century Italian dress and 

maintained a full body in a three-dimensional space.  The Arena Chapel frescoes present 

emotion, realness, and humanity, all of which allowed people to comprehend the scene 

without an understanding of a system of signs and symbols.  The people look and act 

real; the viewer can relate to the figures pictured.  Giotto and future artists can break free 

from the restraints of the artisan community.  No longer must the artist conform to the 

production of a madonna in the same manner in which others had created her.  The artist 

began to create images as he desired, with the ability to fashion the scene as he pleased.  

Furthermore, these freedoms in turn allow patrons more liberty in commissions.  Patrons 

                                                 
 
42 Giotto’s Arena Chapel Frescos often are considered the traditional transition from the late medieval to 
the early Renaissance.  His ideas do not gain popularity immediately, but do eventually spread and come to 
represent humanism as traditionally embodied by the Renaissance.   
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can now make requests void of signs and symbols and can fashion the works according to 

their own needs and desires.   

Nevertheless, Giotto was but the first of many who would soon follow in this 

direction.  While most artists provide good examples, perhaps the transition is best 

articulated by Leon Battista Alberti in De Pictura (1435).  Alberti was born to a 

Florentine family in 1404 in Genoa, a maritime city.  He served much of his life as an 

abbreviator for the pope, but much desired to be a scholar.  He composed works on 

family, moral philosophy and satire, in which he emphasized fortuna and virtú.  Perhaps 

his crowning achievement occurred as a result of a trip to Florence with the pope where 

Alberti witnessed some of the more notable and popular works by Masaccio, Ghiberti, 

and Donatello.  Observing the masterpieces prompted Alberti to compose De Pictura.43   

Designed as a manual for painters, the work embodied three major theories.  The 

first, the theory of composition, itemized the circumscription (the external outlines of the 

work), the composition (where the parts of the painting are composed together and 

depicted on the surface), and the reception of light (the use of white and black to create 

shadow and perspective).44  The most important of the three parts of the theory was 

composition as it existed within the historia.  The artist created the historia by first 

preparing the surface, then the limbs and finally the actual bodies.45  The historia 

                                                 
 
43 For the description of Alberti’s life see Martin Kemp, “Introduction,” Leon Battista Alberti, On Painting, 
Cecil Grayson, trans. (New York: Penguin Books, 1991), 1-29. 
 
44 Alberti, On Painting, 65. 
 
45 The historia does not necessarily have to be composed of bodies but can be anything, from architecture 
to landscape.  Alberti, On Painting, 71. 
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eventually became the composition and was to be created to meet at least one of the three 

aims of the second theory:  to teach (docere), to move (morere), and to delight 

(delectare).46  He asserted that although the works should embody these ideals, they did 

not necessarily have to conform to a set system of beliefs.  A picture of the Virgin could 

lack rigidity and symmetry and still have the ability to teach or delight.  As long as the 

work appealed to the viewer and as long as the viewer understood the piece, then the art 

was acceptable.  Finally, Alberti described a system of rhetoric, the third theory.  

Although similar to the rhetorical systems of the Middle Ages, Alberti’s system was one 

that told a story, but did not call for imitation.  The sentence, according to Alberti, must 

be composed so that it properly told the historia, yet the stories could vary from one artist 

to another.  A confraternity could express its own desires and beliefs without replicating 

the works of another confraternity within a rhetorical system. 

With the advent of the freedom to pursue new artistic styles came revolutions in 

how the Madonna and other iconic figures were depicted and the portrayal of the figures 

was transformed.   The Virgin transitioned from a seated woman with child in hands and 

fixed gaze, to a woman, capable of being positioned and depicted in manners not 

perceivable in previous times.  While the Virgin’s dress and general facial features 

continued to be illustrated in much the same style, she often appeared standing, kneeling, 

lying down, or in a variety of other positions.47  The Virgin displayed movement and 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
46 Ibid. 
 
47 Even today, the Madonna is still depicted in the traditional colors of blue and red.  Indeed, Madonna blue 
and Madonna red are named after her. 
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sometimes emotion.  She did not always cradle the Christ child, and often, the figures 

adjacent to her were not the traditional saints or Old Testament figures.  Lesser known 

saints, confraternity members and patrons flocked to her side.  Many of these 

characteristics pervaded other iconic images as well. 

In addition to artistic styles, the transitions that occurred from the late Middle 

Ages to the early Renaissance had much to do with the relationships between patron and 

artist.  Michael Baxandall, a modern art and cultural historian, explains that the 

transitions transpired because of the phenomenon of the ‘period eye’, which states that 

who you are and where you are in time affects and determines what you see and 

understand.48  In a sense, what one views is culturally determined.  When a person views 

a work of art, he or she must use a ‘cognitive style’, which is the way one thinks or 

understands something.49  In order to understand completely a work of art, the person 

must have some previous knowledge or recognition of patterns and categories.  “Since 

the viewer of the image was also a witness to the “cultic gestures” that united liturgical 

and historical reality, he could find these gestures in the image.  The artist was told to 

select such gestures from a common experience with which he was able to convey the 

image.”50   

Although Baxandall speaks from a modern perspective, his theory provides 

scholars with a way to understand how people of different eras thought and perceived 

                                                 
 
48 Michael Baxandall, Painting and Experience in Fifteenth Century Italy (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1988), 29. 
 
49 Ibid., 36. 
 
50 Belting, The Image and Its Public, 78. 
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artwork.  Similar to Alberti, Baxandall contends that the need for previous knowledge of 

a subject in the Renaissance was indeed applied to the patron and client relationship.  

Painters were inclined to compose works that the clients understood and enjoyed.  The 

works were not necessarily composed according to a system of beliefs but according to 

what the client knew and understood.  For example, a confraternity member of a 

flagellation society certainly understood and demanded works of the Flagellation of 

Christ, where a general member in society may have preferred a simpler subject.  

However, confraternities, as seen previously, were quick to include elements that an 

entire community would have recognized and related to.  Even though a work of the 

flagellation relates most to a confraternity, the members of a community still would have 

recognized and thus related the subject matter to a confraternity.  Furthermore, 

confraternities were often inclined to include other items in their works that would have 

coincided with the community, such as everyday people (community members), objects 

(a local rendition of a church), and events (the Black Death).   

Nonetheless, the transitions in artistic styles and patron/client relationships prove 

significant not just for the cultural implications of an entire society, but even more so for 

the evolutions they created in confraternities.  Confraternities too transitioned with the 

time by becoming more autonomous and independent.  They commissioned works of art 

that cast away the rhetorical system, preferring instead those better suited to their 

individual needs.  Likewise, this evolution in confraternal commissions would lead to 

teetering relationships between the brotherhoods and the institutional Church.    
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CHAPTER VI 

EVOLUTIONS IN ARTISIC STYLE, PATRONAGE AND  
 

DYNAMICS OF POWER: CONFRATERNAL  
 

ARTWORK IN THE EARLY  
 

RENAISSANCE 
 
 
 

Introduction 
 
 As described in the previous chapter, confraternities on the eve of the Renaissance 

began to commission works of art that were less bound by medieval conventions.  The 

brotherhoods made requests to artists that were distinct to their particular confraternity.   

This transition, as will be demonstrated through works of art, aided in the creation of an 

autonomous solidarity.  Furthermore, the more autonomy the brothers gained, the more 

power they exhibited, thus generating changes in their relationship with the institutional 

Church.  The power exhibited by the brotherhoods would throw a wrench in the machine 

of the institutional Church, creating an unequal balance and wavering relationships.  The 

artworks that follow provide a demonstration of the evolutions. 

 

Evolutions in Artistic Style 

The Flagellant confraternity of St. Anthony in Palermo commissioned Bartolomeo 

da Camogli to paint The Madonna of Humility in 1346.1  [Figure 14]  While the Madonna 
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is still somewhat rigid and while the piece is certainly symmetrical, new ideas begin to 

appear.  At the bottom, kneeling confraternity members pray before instruments of 

flagellation.  The piece, as noted by Kathleen Giles Arthur, was commissioned for the 

members as a source of inspiration as they were to pray before the piece before they 

undertook the act of devotional flagellation.2  Further, while the Madonna seems larger at 

first glance, one should remember that the picture of the Madonna and the picture of the 

confraternity members occurred on two separate planes.  However, of greatest 

importance is the inclusion of the confraternity members.  This is no longer a guessing 

game of what relates to whom, but instead a blatant statement of the power of the 

confraternity.   

In addition, the piece harkens back to a very specific depiction that was used in 

the Middle Ages to demonstrate the primacy of kings and other similar rulers.  Using 

typological elements, kings used scenes from the lives of earlier, greater kings to affirm 

and strengthen their power, such as Saint Louis who associated himself with King 

Solomon.3  The idea was that the lower scenes strengthened and held up the upper 

scenes.4  In this instance, the situation is similar.  The confraternity members help to 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
1 Dates will vary according to region and reaction.  Not all communities were as quick to catch on as 
others.  In addition, not all confraternities could as bravely make demands as others.  Therefore, the dates 
will not always coincide, but the new trends are obvious.   
 
2 Arthur, “Cult Objects and Artistic Patronage,” 347. 
 
3 For more information on both Saint Louis and Old Testament typology occurrences in artwork, see Daniel 
H. Weiss, Art and Crusade in the Age of Saint Louis (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
 
4 This was also commonly used in storybook representations of the Bible.  The Old Testament scenes 
would be located along the bottom and the New Testament scenes along the top. 
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support the piety and humility of the Madonna.  As general members of the community, 

they distribute her forgiving kindness yet also act as intermediaries for the community to 

her.  

A similar example occurs with a predella panel to Madonna and Child by Paolo di 

Stefano il Schiavo.5  [Figure 15]  Commissioned by a Florentine confraternity, the work 

depicts confraternity members participating in burial rites, including the funeral 

procession.  John Henderson warns that the art piece was one of “exclusion, privateness, 

and anonymity.”6  Yet, similar to other works, it is a step in the right direction.  While the 

members remain anonymous, the mere fact that they are present witnesses the changes 

occuring.   

Another example of confraternal artworks can be found in a processional banner 

by Spinello Aretino (Spinello di Luca Spinelli).  [Plate 16]  The Tuscan painter spent 

much of his life in Arezzo and most likely trained in Florence under Agnolo Gaddi.7  The 

painter became active in the artistic realm around 1373 and died in 1411.  The 

Confraternity of Saint Mary Magdalene in Borgo Sansepolcro commissioned the 

Processional Banner of tempera on canvas with a gold background c. 1395-1400 and it 

measures 176.5 by 120 cm.  Mary is depicted in the traditional manner surrounded by 

angels, yet is seated and in place of the Christ child is the Crucifixion.  However, 
                                                 
 
5 Henderson, Piety and Charity, 127.  The date is unknown. 
 
6 Ibid. 
 
7 Processional Banner, Spinello Aretino (Spinello di Luca Spinelli), ca. 1395-1400, The Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, “Works of Art: European Paintings,” 2000-2004, Internet on-line 
<http://www.met.org/Works_of_Art/viewOne.asp?dep=11&viewmode=1&item=13%2E175> [11 February 
2005]. 
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members of the confraternity kneel before her; the members are identifiable as they have 

the emblem of an ointment jar of their patron saint, Mary Magdalene, painted on their 

sleeves.  Further, the reverse of the banner depicts the Flagellation of Christ, a process by 

which the members of the confraternity did penitence.8  Although the Virgin is portrayed 

in a traditional manner, the scene has evolved slightly.  Confraternity members flank the 

Virgin, indicating a change in ideals of power.  The members do not have to occupy a 

separate plane to justify their inclusion, yet take over where the traditional saints were 

once located.  The public would have viewed this work because it was a processional 

banner.9     

Confraternal artwork was not limited to panel paintings and banners.  Many 

confraternities commissioned stained glass windows as well.  In the church of St. James 

in Lisieux a stained glass window was commissioned in 1527 to depict the miracle of a 

pilgrim traveling to Compostela.  [Figure 17]  As tradition states, St. James rescued the 

endangered pilgrim.  The confraternity of Saint James donated the window to the church, 

                                                 
 
8 The preceding description of the processional banner comes from The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
“Collection of European Paintings,” Processional Banner, 2004, Internet on-line  
<http://www.metmuseum.org/collections/viewe1.asp?dep=11&item=13.175> [16 January  2004]. 
 
9 A similar example is that of The Flagellation; The Madonna of Mercy by Girolamo Romanino.  [Figure 
18]  The Mercy Madonna, Girolamo Romanino, ca. 1450, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 
“Works of Art: European Paintings,” 2000-2004, Internet on-line 
<http://www.met.org/Works_of_Art/viewOne.asp?dep=11&viewMode=1&item=1989%2E86> [11 
February 2005].  A distemper and oil on canvas, commissioned by an Italian confraternity ca. 1540.   
Little is known about the work, but nevertheless, it still exhibits the characteristics of confraternal artwork 
in the early Renaissance.  The human-like Mary extends her arms to encompass confraternity members 
while two saints stand behind her.  A later example appears with Our Lady of the Dry Tree, an altar panel 
created by Peter Claeyssens the Younger in 1620.  Again, the work shows a Virgin created in response of a 
confraternity’s specific needs, the confraternity of Our Lady of the Dry Tree.  Furthermore, the outside 
panels that flank the inner work clearly depict members of the confraternity.  [Figure 19]  For more 
information see Hugo van der Velden, “Petrus Christus’s Our Lady of the Dry Tree,” Journal of the 
Warbug and Courtauld Institutes, 60 (1997): 89-110. 
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which was destroyed in 1944.  Located at the bottom is a confraternal procession.  

Members in light colored cloaks parade together in single file.  A bell-ringer leads while 

the brothers follow carrying a banner and wax torches.  In addition, the window portrays 

the confraternity on a feast day honoring their patron saint, Saint James.10   

At the church of Pont-Audemer exists stained glass commissioned in 1530.  

[Figure 20]  Here, two stained glass windows depict scenes from the life of a bishop later 

canonized as a saint.  While the first window focuses greatly on the life of the canonized 

bishop, the second window seems almost entirely devoted to the confraternity of the Holy 

Sacrament.  A procession of figures in light and dark robes spans the two windows.  The 

bell ringer leads the members, followed by a member carrying a processional banner 

attached to a cross.  Youths also dressed in robes, seem to congregate behind the banner 

carrier, followed by older members balancing wax torches.  The window also depicts the 

ritual of the sacraments, which was profoundly important to this particular 

confraternity.11    

Finally, located in the south aisle of the church of Saint Martin, Saint Porcien in 

Laigle, the main window (divided into two parts) was commissioned in 1557 and portrays 

Saint Porcien, a Benedictine pictured in his habit.  Scenes related to the miracles and life 

of Saint Porcien fill the window.  However, at the bottom of the window is a procession 
                                                 
 
10 Emile Mâle, Religious Art in France, 165-166. 
 
11 Ibid. These are certainly not the only examples of confraternal stained glass, yet they were the only ones 
available due to limited resources.  For other possible examples, see Henry Kraus, “Notre-Dame’s 
Vanished Medieval Glass: The Donors,” 65-78.  Kraus examines the possibility of confraternal stained 
glass commissions.  However, because the glass has been destroyed, he cannot even be certain on the  
participation by two supposed confraternities, Confrérie de Saint-Augustin and Confraternitas Beatae 
mariae Parisiensis Surgentium ad Matutines. 
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of the confraternity of Saint Porcien.  The members carry a banner and a cross as well as 

wax torches.12    

The above mentioned windows all demonstrate similar ideals.  The confraternities 

commissioned the windows in order to bring honor to the church and the community.  

Clearly, the social implications are extremely profound here.  However, the subject 

matter itself was significant to the particular brotherhoods.  Indeed, individual needs and 

desires played a role in the commissions and thus demonstrate the evolving ideals of 

confraternities. 

 

Evolutions in Patron/Client Relationships 

In the Renaissance, patronage most often occurred in the artistic world, and most 

scholars consider the exchange one-sided.  The patron made the request and the artist 

complied, creating the piece according to his or her own desire.  Dennis Romano, a 

Renaissance historian, however, argues that the relationship was more multifaceted than 

it first appeared.  He notes that the relationship and the service exchanged needs to be 

examined more as a social and cultural relationship, in that the patron played a greater 

role.13  Thomas McGrath’s study “Color and the Exchange of Ideas between Patron and 

Artist in Renaissance Italy” (2000) illustrates the claims brought forth by Romano, 

however, within the realm of the confraternity.  His work is a study of the relationship 

                                                 
 
12 The above information from the last three examples appears in Emile Mâle.  See Mâle, Religious Art in 
France, 164-167. 
 
13 Dennis Romano, “Aspects of Patronage in Fifteenth- and Sixteenth-Century Venice,” Renaissance 
Quarterly, 46 no. 4 (1993), 712-713. 
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between the confraternity of the church of S. Maria della Steccata and the painter Giulio 

Romano.  Using the art contracts and the artworks as evidence, McGrath asserts that the 

role of the patron in commissioning the artwork was extremely important and that it has 

not received enough attention by scholars.14  According to McGrath, patrons of art knew 

what they wanted and/or expected of a commissioned art piece.  They could commission 

a piece depicting the Virgin and make it specific to them by including members or patron 

saints.  No longer did the confraternities request works just so that they could have 

stereotyped religious images for themselves; now they required more substantial 

expressions of their groups.  

Furthermore, Charles Hope, a Renaissance art historian, clarifies the importance 

of the role of the patron in the commission.  He notes that on a whole, the images reveal a 

conscious effort by the patrons to “have finely executed images.”15  While the same was 

true of works in the later Middle Ages and all through history, a change took place in the 

Renaissance that made the requests more specific.  The patrons described to the artists 

what they desired the figures to look like as well as ideas concerning positioning, 

placement, color, clothing, and even facial features.  “This is standard in the fifteenth 

century. […] [The contract] is an instruction to the artist to represent the Virgin in a 

particular way, rather than to repeat an earlier composition.”16 This is a great change from 

                                                 
 
14  McGrath, “Color and the Exchange of Ideas,” 298. 
 
15 Hope, “Altarpieces and Patrons,” 541. 
 
16 Ibid., 543. 
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the simplistic medieval ideals of “great size and beauty.”  Confraternities could express 

their own attitudes concerning tastes and styles.    

An example of the above explained ideals can be found in the cycle of 

Bernardino, painted by Sano di Pietro from 1445-1448 and located in Siena.  [Figures 21-

23]  The Compagnia della Vergine in Siena commissioned Sano di Pietro to complete an 

altarpiece of Bernardino of Siena preaching in the Piazza S. Francesco in Siena, 

Bernardino ascending into heaven, and Bernardino preaching in the Campo of Siena.17  

Beyond the actual commission, the work of art is truly unique for its general subject 

matter.  The Compagnia della Vergine, as a confraternity particularly devoted to the 

Virgin Mary, probably should have spent 200 lire18 on a depiction of the Madonna.  

However, the confraternity, freed from the restraints of the typological system instead 

chose the life of this saint, not canonized at the time of production.19  In a sense, the 

confraternity helped Bernardino receive blessed status, clearly demonstrating their 

importance to both society and religion.   

Furthermore, the confraternity employed one of its own members to create the 

piece; Sano di Pietro was a member of the Compagnia della Vergine, a direct indication 

                                                 
 
17 Mallory & Freuler, “Sano di Pietro’s Bernardino altar piece,” 186-192. 
 
18 Document 4: 13 September 1448, Sano di Pietro’s account with the Compagnia, Siena, Archivio della 
Società di Pie Disposizioni, MS. 4, fol. 124 destra e sinistra in Mallory & Freuler, “Sano di Pietro’s 
Bernardino altar piece,” 192. 
 
19 The authors of the article in which this piece appears attempt to reconstruct the intended location of the 
altarpiece.  (See the second chapter of this work for additional information.) In the process, they also 
attempt to reconstruct the wooden frame in which the work would have been housed.  Among the elements 
of the wood frame would have included roundels of the Madonna.  Thus, the depiction of the Madonna is 
not completely void, and in fact, still important to both the confraternity and the work of art.  See Mallory 
& Freuler, “Sano di Pietro’s Bernardino altar piece,” 192. 
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of the changes in the patron/client relationship.  By having a member of the confraternity 

complete the work, the confraternity ensured its success both in the completion of the 

work and in the canonization of the saint.  Sano di Pietro was instructed to complete the 

piece, and if it was not most pleasing to the confraternity, he was to redo the work until 

satisfying.  “El detto maestro Sano s’ obligha di dipegniare il detto beato Bernardino a 

piacimento [sic] de’ sopradetti aloghatori, e se a loro non piacese, s’ obriglia di 

guasta[r]lo e rifallo tanto e quante volte e sopratetti siano bene contenti.” 20  The 

brothers did not have to worry about an artist with his or her own humanistic ideals and 

depictions. 

In 1461, the Compagnia di San Marco commissioned Benozzo Gozzoli to paint 

the Virgin and Child Enthroned Among Angels and Saints.  [Figure 24]  Similar to 

Domenico Ghirlandaio’s The Virgin and Child with Magi and Saints, the contract for the 

commission was very specific, noting how saints were to be included, which saints were 

to be incorporated, and how they were to be pictured.21  Again, the autonomy of the 

confraternity in patronage demands is present.  [Figure 25] 

In 1485 the church of Santa Maria Novella commissioned Domenico Ghirlandaio 

to create the Virgin and Child with Saints and Magi.  [Figure 26]  Beyond the holy 

figures, the work was to include “figures, buildings, castles, cities, mountains, hills, 

                                                 
 
20 Document 2: 28 August 1445, Record of the contract with Sano di Pietro, Siena, Archivio della Società 
di Pie Disposizioni, Delib. 1400-1557, fol. 45r, in Mallory & Freuler, “Sano di Pietro’s Bernardino altar 
piece,” 192. 
 
21 Hope, “Altarpieces and Patrons,” 539-540. 
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plains, rocks, costumes, animals, birds, and beasts of every kind.”22  While confraternity 

members are not present in this work, the specific demands by the confraternity say much 

about the relationship between patron and artist; the patron had an explicit voice in what 

was to be included.  The rise of the humanistic individual had allowed for precision in 

patronage expression.  Groups and individuals alike developed a sense of power and 

capacity where they envisioned themselves as righteous and lacking modesty.  They did 

not necessarily need the clergy or a government to tell them what was to be in their 

paintings.  They could determine the subject matter, not just the main figure, but also the 

small details, such as rocks and trees.  The patrons in their demands grew in power; the 

more autonomy they had, the more power.   

Saint Francis with Confraternity Members,23 painted in 1499 by Perugino and 

collaborator in Perugia demonstrates the evolution.  [Figure 27]  Similar to the works of 

the Madonna, Saint Francis is pictured in the center of the work and is included because 

of his importance to the confraternity.  Furthermore, confraternity members flank the 

saint on each side.  Ellen Schiferl explains that the brothers appear in a circular fashion to 

display their equality.24  However, although depicted in the robes of their confraternity, 

the members are not hooded, which moves away from Schiferl’s explanation of corporate 

identity towards greater power and expression by the confraternity members themselves.  

                                                 
 
22 Part of the stipulations of the contract between Ghirlandaio and the confraternity appear in both 
McGrath, “Color and the Exchange of Ideas,” 298 and Baxandall, Painting and Experience, 18. 
 
23 Schiferl, “Corporate Identity and Equality,” 14. 
 
24 Ibid., 14-15. 
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Such a blatant statement of corporate identity must have required negotiations with the 

artist.  

Another example is that of Saint Augustine with Members of the Confraternity of 

Perugia, (ca. 1445-1523) where Saint Augustine appears seated gloriously in the center.25  

[Figure 28]  Again, confraternity members flank the saint in a circular fashion, faces 

revealed.  And similar to the Piero della Francesca’s Misericordia Madonna, the 

members create a half circle where the viewers would have completed it.  Similar 

interpretations to the last example can be concluded.26

Piero di Cosimo’s Madonna and Child with Saints Dominic and Jerome was 

completed c. 1510-20.  [Figure 29]  The youth confraternity of the Archangel Raffaello 

commissioned Piero to complete the piece, but with the intention of including saints 

Vincent and Jerome.27  The confraternity ordered Piero to transform Vincent into 

Dominic, indicating the powerful role the patron played in demands for the depiction of 

art.  Further, the scene also includes, at the base of Mary’s throne, a relief sculpture of 

Christ on the cross and kneeling confraternity members at the base of the cross.  Indeed 

the work is a result of the confraternity’s need to display its religious devotion.28  The 

                                                 
 
25 Saint Augustine with members of the confraternity of Perugio, Perugino, Pietro, ca. 1445-1523, Art 
Quarterly, 25 no. 1 (Spring 1962) 73. [Art reproduction]  Because this is an art reproduction, little 
information is known about it.   
 
26 This work is included here as opposed to chronological order as an additional example of the circle that 
the viewer would have completed. 
 
27 For a further explanation of the occurrence see Eisenbichler, “The Acquisition of Art by a Florentine 
Youth Confraternity,” in Confraternities and the Visual Arts, 106-107. 
 
28 Other very similar pieces include Design for an Altarpiece by Luzio Romano c. 1545 and the Madonna 
della Misericordia with Saint Bonaventure by an anonymous woodcutter after 1581.  [Figures 30 and 31]   
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members themselves are present at the foot of the Virgin indicating a direct connection 

with the queen of heaven, another typological reference.  In a way, the piece could be 

viewed as propaganda for the religious piety and thus importance of the confraternity. 

Perhaps the best and most complete example is that of the Misericordia Madonna.  

[Figures 32 and 33]  The Compagnia of the Misericordia of Borgo Sansepolcro 

commissioned Piero della Francesca to paint the Madonna della Misericordia, a 

polyptych, on 11 January 1445.  The work took over fifteen years to complete, during 

which Piero worked on the commission intermittently.29  The polyptych consists of 23 

panels in a three-story frame of gilded wood and it measures 273cm x 323 cm.30  Because 

of its enormous size, the work had to be secured to the altar by buttresses.  The Virgin 

stands gloriously in the middle, extending her cloak to embrace various members of the 

community and the confraternity.  A crown rests with pinnacles on the Virgin’s head and 

a halo encircles her head. The side panels consist of four principal saints, each of whom 

the confraternity venerated: Saint Sebastian who protected against the plague; Saint John 

the Baptist, the patron saint of Florence; Saint John the Evangelist, the patron saint of 

Sansepolcro; and saint Bernardino of Siena, the Franciscan preacher canonized in 1450.  

The pilasters and pinnacles contain the Archangel Gabriel, the Virgin Annunciate, other 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
Both works picture the Virgin with extended cloak but embody elements such as specific saints, 
confraternity members, and the confraternity’s insignia.   
 
29 See Ahl, “The Misericordia Polyptych: Reflections on Spiritual and Visual Cultural in Sansepolcro,” in 
Piero della Francesca, Jeryldene M. Wood, ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 14-29 
and Kenneth Clark, Piero della Francesca (New York: Phaidon, 1969), 17-21.  
 
30 For exact dimensions of each panel, please see Ahl, “The Misericordia Polyptych,” 198.  The dimensions 
listed above are only general and are for the entire piece.  See also the same for a discussion of the elements 
of the piece. 
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less significant saints, and Arcanus and Giles who were local pilgrimage saints.  The 

remaining panels include the Crucifixion, the Agony in the Garden, the Flagellation of 

Christ, the Entombment of Christ, Noli Me Tangere, and the Three Maries at the 

Sepulchre.  The insignia of the confraternity is located at the base of each pilaster and is 

enclosed in a wreath, another element of propaganda. 

Fortunately for historians, the contract is very specific and intact, including details 

not only about payments, but also about design, coloration and who was to paint the 

work.  The contract specifically designated that Piero was to finish the work within three 

years and that no other artist except Piero was to “put his hand to the brush.”31  The work 

was to be painted on wood and Piero was only to use the finest materials, such as 

ultramarine and expensive dyes and pigments.  The confraternity also instructed Piero on 

what figures and images would be included in the piece.  They ordered him by contract to 

include the Virgin as well as members of the confraternity, both male and female.32  The 

presence of the confraternity members in the work is unmistakable: next to the patrons 

from the confraternity, a cloaked figure is portrayed in a black hood and gown with 

crossed hands over his chest.  This figure remains anonymous indicating that he could 

have been anyone from the confraternity.  The confraternity further indicated what Piero 

should paint on the side panels and noted that the work in completion should be a 

                                                 
 
31 Ahl, “The Misericordia Polyptych,” 20.   
 
32 Members of the Pichi family who belonged to the confraternity are present mostly likely because of their 
donation to commission the work.  Women are also present suggesting their membership in the association. 
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“reflection of the spiritual and visual culture of Sansepolcro,”33 echoing not just the 

confraternities needs and desires, but those of an entire community.   

In the Misericordia Madonna, the figures that surround the Madonna are not the 

customary saints that were depicted in the Middle Ages, but instead represented the 

patrons who aided in payment for the piece as well as other members of the confraternity.  

In addition, Ellen Schiferl explains that the people who kneel around the Virgin were 

depicted in such a way for very specific reasons.  “The radial placement of the figures 

constitutes an incomplete circle; thus viewers, as the final segment of the circle, fortified 

their identification with the community.”34  Clearly, the role of the confraternity in 

society was profound; the confraternity realized this and thus did the culture in which 

they inhabited. 

Furthermore, the saints who are depicted on the work are not the result of a set 

system of beliefs.  When creating a work of the Virgin and child, the artist was not 

inclined to include saints and Old Testament figures simply because they prefigured 

Christ.  Instead, the Misericordia confraternity told Piero to include these saints and 

figures because they were important to the confraternity.  No longer was the painting 

about a religious rhetorical theme; now the works embodied a religious theme that 

incorporated an awareness of confraternal identity.    

Finally, the artist did have freedom in expression as opposed to simply being an 

artisan.  Piero, although instructed on who to include and what scenes to paint, had the 

                                                 
 
33 Ahl, “The Misericordia Polyptych,” 16. 
 
34 Schiferl, “Corporate Identity and Equality,” 17. 
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liberty to create the scene of the Agony in the Garden or the Flagellation as he pictured it, 

and not necessarily as it had been depicted before.  This evolution of beliefs occurred 

because artists and patrons were allotted more freedom in the field of artistic expression 

and patron demand.  Mary Hollingsworth, in Patronage in Renaissance Italy, argues that 

the advent of the individual allowed artists more independence and patrons more 

flexibility, thus permitting the depiction of individuals in works of art, such as patrons 

and confraternity members.  Clearly, the commission Misericordia Madonna 

demonstrated these trends.   

While these examples help demonstrate the occurrence, perhaps the most 

extensive is that of the Coronation of the Virgin, which is frescoed in the eastern niche on 

the vault of the church of Santa Maria della Steccata in Parma.  [Figure 34]  In the work, 

a number of saints, angels and Biblical figures occupy the fresco in a circular fashion, 

where the most important appear in the foreground with less significant cherubs and 

angels in the background. The focal point of the fresco is without a doubt the crowning of 

Mary the queen of the heavens.   In the scene, Jesus places a halo/crown on Mary’s head, 

which the Virgin humbly accepts. God the Father is also present, just left of Jesus.  On 

March 14, 1540, the confraternity of the church of Santa Maria della Steccata 

commissioned the artist Giulio Romano35 for “a drawing [of the Coronation of the 

                                                 
 

35 Giulio Romano is a lesser known figure in history principally because he remained in the shadows of a 
much more well known artist, Raphael.  Romano, often called Giulio Pippi, was born in 1499 in Rome. 
Most information concerning his life comes from archival documents, including, but not limited to art 
contracts.  Giulio was the eldest son in the family and saw to the care of his mother Graziosa, and his 
siblings after the passing of his father, Pietro Pippi de’ Gianuzzi.  He negotiated a marriage between his 
sister Girolama and Lorenzo di Lodiovico del Bono, a sculptor under Raphael’s guidance, which indeed 
may have allowed Giulio the opportunity to become Raphael’s assistant.  Giulio spent much of his time 
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Virgin] colored in water-color well ornamented and most rich with angels and other 

saints.”36  The cartoon was to be completed by the end of 1540 and was merely a design 

for the later vault fresco.  Although Romano had the liberty to fashion the scene as he 

deemed in an initial sketch, the resulting drawing had to pass the scrutiny of the 

confraternity.  For the entire commission, Romano was to receive one hundred gold 

scudi, twenty-five in advance and seventy-five upon completion.  

Immediately following the commission, Romano complained to the confraternity 

in a letter that the magnitude and difficulty of such a work certainly merited a payment in 

excess of one hundred scudi.  He requested the confraternity “to open their hand a little 

wider, because to such a company it would be little and it [would] please [him] very 

much.”37  However, regardless of the disputed payment, Romano, being a man of his 

word bound to a contractual agreement, finished all of the drawings for the confraternity 

with the exception of the apse.  The confraternity then approached and recruited 

Michelangelo Anselmi,38 who on May 17, agreed to fresco the vault according to 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
working in Mantua, the most famous of his work there being the Palazzo de Te; in addition, he was 
responsible for hundreds of frescoes, paintings, drawings, and architectural creations, as well as serving as 
an assistant to Raphael.  Nevertheless, Romano was graced with bad fortune; he was ill for the majority of 
his life.  On 1 November 1546 Giulio Romano died from illness at the age of forty-seven.  The preceding 
information comes from Hartt, Giulio Romano, 3-5, 254.
 
36 Archivio Gonzaga, Mantua, Doc. 224 in D’Arco Bibl. 9, p. 126 in Hartt, Giulio Romano, 3-5, 247.
 
37 Archivio Gonzaga, Mantua, Doc. 225 in Testi, Bibl. 137, p. 269 in Hartt, Giulio Romano, 248.  Romano 
never did receive the money requested and in fact, Hartt comments that the commission put him out 300 
scudi. 
 
38 Scholars are uncertain as to whether Michelangelo Anselmi was born in either Siena or Lucca, c. 1492, 
but they do know that he trained in Siena.  Anselmi spent most of his life working as a painter and 
completed numerous drawings.  His most famous works include the Coronation of the Virgin and a 
decorative cycle in S. Giovanni Evangelista.  For further information see Grove Dictionary of Art,  
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Romano’s plans.39  Since Romano had not completed a cartoon for the apse, it was to be 

frescoed by Anselmi under Romano’s direction.     

In 1542, with the completion of the fresco, the confraternity of S. Maria della 

Steccata found fault not only in Romano’s original design, but also in Anselmi’s color 

choices, which were primarily influenced by Romano’s early drawings.  According to the 

confraternity, many of the figures in the composition were difficult to identify as they 

faded into the lighter colors.  Furthermore, Anselmi frescoed God the Father as 

prearranged by Romano’s plan, despite Romano having been instructed not to depict God 

the Father; this went against the confraternity’s beliefs as the association viewed him as 

invisible.40  

The church of Santa Maria della Steccata, upset by Romano’s choice in color and 

composition, commissioned the work and required the use of specific coloring for 

particular reasons as they maintained strict codes on how to depict religious scenes. 

Believing in the almighty power of God, for example, the confraternity felt that the 

Father could not, and therefore should not be depicted in paintings.  Furthermore, the 

confraternity only commissioned specific figures because they were unique and important 

                                                                                                                                                 
 
“Michelangelo Anselmi,” Artnet: Artist’s Biographies [2004] Internet on-line 
<http://www.artnet.com/library/00/0031/T003129.asp> [20 April 2004].  
 
39 Hartt explains that the confraternity finally approved the commission out of pity, waited until Romano 
died and then retained ‘poor’ Anselmi in 1547 to ‘mutilate’ the commission long after it had been 
completed in 1542.  Hartt, obviously a sympathizer for Romano, does not seem to understand the 
 
complexity of the demands of the confraternity, which were beyond a just acceptance of the rendering of 
God and geared to a specific religious program.
 
40 Likewise, Romano was upset that the confraternity was unsatisfied.  A number of letters passed between 
the two concerning the problems of the commission, most prominently was one in which Romano 
attempted to justify the figuration of God in the work.  [Figure 35] 
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to their religious program.  Fashioning these figures in a manner rendering them difficult 

to read certainly upset the brotherhood.   

These ideas correlate with beliefs in religion and relate directly to an 

understanding of the religious culture within the confraternity.  Devotion within a 

confraternity was often linked to a program that best displayed the confraternity’s 

religiosity, whether it be the practice of flagellation, the singing of lauds or even the 

commissioning of art cycles, which depicted the saints and Biblical figures most 

important to the brotherhood.  These rituals and depictions, beyond actual membership, 

linked the members through ceremonies and experiences.  An incorrect depiction 

improperly displayed their religiosity.  The confraternity of the church of Santa Maria 

della Steccata only maintained these demands because the works of art represented to the 

entire Renaissance society how they viewed and practiced the Christian religion.41  Only 

with the changes of the patron/client relationship could these events have transpired. 

All in all Romano and Anselmi both failed to create a visually pleasing 

composition for their clients. They did not use the reception of light to properly create 
                                                 
 
41 Limited work on the Coronation of the Virgin at the Church of Santa Maria della Steccata has been 
conducted.  In his investigation of the life of Giulio Romano, Frederick Hartt, perhaps the utmost authority 
on Romano, has constructed a narrative of his life, but only briefly elaborated on the commission while 
forming no opinion on the specific contract. See Hartt, Giulio Romano.  
 

Thomas McGrath, on the other hand, has conducted a study principally aligned with the social 
history of art on the exchange of ideas between painters and artists in Renaissance Italy. Among the 
contracts discussed in the study the Romano/Anselmi commission with the confraternity of the church of S. 
Maria della Steccata. McGrath considers the interaction between the patron and the artist and the problems 
that occurred with the usage of particular colors He uses the original art contracts and the work itself as 
evidence to devise his opinions. While the study provides an interesting examination of the art of Giulio 
Romano and the social relationship shared between the artist and the patron, it does not allow for a greater 
understanding as to why the confraternity commissioned such a work Further, in his analysis McGrath does 
not explain the importance of the color scheme to this particular confraternity. See McGrath, “Color and 
the Exchange of Ideas.” 
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shadows, thus causing many of the important figures to fade into the background. 

Further, the work as designed by Romano and completed by Anselmi demonstrated the 

opposite ideals of the confraternity by teaching in what they did not believe: a visible 

God the Father 

The role of the patron in the commission is pivotal. Generally, images reveal a 

conscious effort by the patrons to have well-executed works of art.42  The patrons 

described to the artist what they desired the figures to look like as well as ideas 

concerning positioning, placement, color, clothing, and even facial features. 

Confraternities above all were much concerned with who was pictured in the artwork, 

whether it be a confraternity member, a saint or even God.43  In one of the letters sent by 

Romano, to the confraternity Romano attempted to justify why he frescoed God, stating, 

“I have also heard that I have been blamed for having painted God the Father who is 

invisible. I answer that outside of Christ and the Madonna who are in heaven with 

glorious bodies all the rest of the saints and souls and angels are invisible.”44  However, it 

did not matter if Romano felt this way or if this was the way in which other associations 

had created a similar work. The depiction of God, or lack thereof, was important 

specifically to the confraternity of Santa Maria della Steccata and thus Romano should 

have adhered to their demands to create a pleasing work of art.  

                                                 
 
42 Charles Hope, an art historian, first makes this claim. He particularly relies on altarpieces to prove his  
ideas. Hope, “Altarpieces and Patrons,” 541.  
 
43 Ibid. 
 
44 Laudedeo Testi, A letter from Giulio to the Steccata September 12, 1542, Santa Maria della Steccata in 
Parma Bibl. 137, p. 277, in Hartt, Giulio Romano, 249-250. 
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Patrons of art knew what they wanted and/or expected of a commissioned art 

piece. 45  As explained earlier, confraternities for example could commission a work of 

the Virgin and make it specific to them by including members or patron saints.  The 

commissioning of the Coronation of the Virgin by the confraternity relied not only on a 

written contract to voice their demands, but also on color drawings. Giulio Romano in 

turn promised “un desegno colorito con acqurelle in carta” (a drawing colored with 

watercolors on paper).46  A letter in 1542 states that in the drawing, “a bright celestial 

glow radiated from God the Father in the center, causing some hues to become 

desaturated and tinged with gold while others, around the periphery, remained bolder and 

more intense.”47  In the drawings, despite the depiction of God, the coloration appeared in 

a manner pleasing to the confraternity, thus they hired Anselmi to proceed as planned.  

Yet, the finished product indeed displeased the confraternity, as it appeared much 

different from what they originally agreed upon with Romano’s drawings (with the 

exception of God the Father), In addition, the confraternity may have been frustrated 

because production and plan, or theory and praxis, did not coincide, Perhaps the fault 

here lies not in Romano’s drawings, but in the interpretation and frescoing of the  

                                                 
 
45 McGrath, “Color and the Exchange of Ideas,” 298. 
 
46 Laudedeo Testi, Santa Maria della Steccata in Parma doc. VII, 268-69 (Florence: L Battistelli, 1922) in  
McGrath, “Color and the Exchange of Ideas,” 303. 
 
47 Ibid., doc. XIX, 277-79 (Florence: L. Battistelli, 1922) in McGrath, “Color and the Exchange of Ideas,” 
303. 
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drawings by Anselmi.48  Regardless of fault, the confraternity did not receive what they 

wanted. 

 
 

The Advent of a Challenging Confraternal Power 
 

Yet a problem arises.  How can confraternities commission artworks when they 

were supposed to be devout and void of wealth?  Moreover, how can the confraternities 

depict their brothers when this certainly was viewed as ostentatious?  Ellen Schiferl, a 

Renaissance and confraternal historian, attributes the new commissions to what she 

recognizes as corporate identity.49  Schiferl contends that by reading confraternal statutes 

one sees that confraternities constantly strove to reaffirm their identity within the 

records.50  This occurred similarly in artwork.  Schiferl describes how confraternal 

interaction created a community and that this community was best displayed through a 

corporate identity.  Anywhere from two to ten members could represent an entire 

confraternity.  The members were pictured according to their roles, such as the flagellants 

who maintained open backs of exposed flesh, signifying not the individual but the 

particular confraternity.  Furthermore, many of the members were depicted with hoods to 

denote equality between members; the individual pictured could be any one of the 

members of the association.51    

                                                 
 
48 Thomas McGrath alludes to this idea in McGrath, “Color and the Exchange of Ideas,” 304. 
 
49 Schiferl, “Corporate Identity and Equality,” 12. 
 
50 Ibid. 
 
51 Ibid., 13-14. 

 134



While this certainly explains justification for the commissions within the 

confraternity, the question remains as to why the public would allow for this depiction.  

Patricia Fortini Brown explains that confraternal patronage was often conducted out of 

necessity for magnificence and honor.  Confraternities commissioned the artwork only 

when it was essential, necessary, and/or as a reminder of their continual and proper 

religious devotion to God.52  Nevertheless, Brown notes that the confraternities 

commissioned, not just for themselves, but also for the communities.  Confraternities 

were the intermediaries for the people; they communicated with God, Jesus, the Virgin, 

and the saints for the public.   

This could not have been achieved in the Middle Ages, as there was little freedom 

in expression.  It is certainly evident that confraternities began to commission artworks 

for their own particular organizations as early as the thirteenth century.53  Yet, freedom in 

expression and desire began to occur in the early Renaissance, as the patron gained power 

and determined what was to be placed in the work of art.  The growing power of 

confraternities was certainly evident, but even more so is the power that confraternities 

had in society.   

The boundaries between the confraternities and social life were very slight.  

According to Ronald F. E. Weissman, confraternities directly determined social and 
                                                                                                                                                 
 
52 Brown, “Honor and Necessity,” 182. 
 
53 Some even began to include items that may or may not have related to their confraternity.  For example, 
the Compangia dell’Archiginnasio commissioned an artwork that pictured the Virgin and Child, a cross, 
and the torture of Christ.  While it is easy to associate the work with a flagellant or penitential confraternity, 
the pictorial representation is not completely clear.  However, these works were still part of a rhetorical  
system, the unclarity of the system demonstrates this occurrence.  See Belting, The Image and Its Public, 
138. 
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cultural beliefs.54  There was often no great gap between what a confraternity believed 

and what the masses believed.  Almost all members of the community participated in or 

were linked to confraternities in one way or the other.  Whether or not one attended 

meetings and paid dues, confraternities nevertheless were present in everyday life, 

especially visually, though acts such as processions, the commissioning of artwork and 

architecture, and acts of charity.   

The transition from little autonomy to a greater voice occurred not just because of 

changes in the artistic culture, but also due to changes in religious culture.  

Confraternities began by acquiring iconographical repetitions of the Virgin and other 

important iconic figures and transitioning them to their own usage.  Artwork of the late 

Middle Ages pointed to a very specific religious culture that was rhetorically determined.  

Based on a specific rhetorical system that maintained a language, the system dictated 

content as well as design.  As a result of this system, the artwork revealed little about the 

religious beliefs of a confraternity; art did however disclose some religious beliefs about 

the entire Christian community, of which confraternities were a significant part.  Of these 

beliefs, perhaps the most significant was the fact that the rhetorical system allowed for 

little patron/artist expression.   

The confraternal works of art changed with the times, becoming more real and 

human; yet the subject matter evolved as well.  The rise of humanism and the individual 

in the Renaissance in turn allowed for a power shift.  Individuals pictured themselves as 

                                                 
 
54 Weissman, “Cults and Contexts: In Search of the Renaissance Confraternity,” Renaissance 
Confraternities, Eisenbichler, ed. (Kalamazoo: Medieval Institute Publications, 1991), 21-22. 
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powerful and confident.  These ideas quickly transferred to the patron/artist realm.  

Confraternities became capable of expressing demands in the commissioning of artworks 

and as a result depicted members, patrons and saints in their works.  While the artist, 

artistic climate and patron all played a role in the evolution, the greater change came with 

the power that confraternities gained.  Slowly, confraternities, which had traditionally 

needed the support of the clergy, became less dependent.  They commissioned works, one 

by one that went against tradition and began to voice their ideals.  One picture here and 

another there certainly was never viewed as a threat and never did the groups as a whole 

challenge the hegemony of the institutional Church.  However, little by little, the growing 

power of the confraternities made its way into society though charities, piety and 

especially though artistic displays.  These works slowly picked away at the institutional 

Church, weakening its hegemonic force.   
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CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION: THE FUTURE OF CONFRATERNAL  

STUDIES IN ARTWORK AND RELATIONSHIPS 

 

 As has been demonstrated, confraternities were remarkable, unique groups 

capable of transformation and evolution.  In the later Middle Ages, the brotherhoods were 

born into a society in the midst of transition.  Developing according to the reform 

movements of the eleventh and twelfth centuries, confraternities came to embody 

elements that not only related to but also encouraged the participation of lay society.  

Men and women entered into the solidarities voluntarily; the groups offered the benefits 

of a religious brotherhood, such as spiritual ties, death rights, charities, etc., without 

having to divorce ones self completely from society.   Furthermore, the benefits were not 

limited to members and in fact, the goodwill of confraternities pervaded society.  Almost 

all of society was touched in some way and some form by confraternities, such as through 

charities, processions, death rights, the commissioning of artwork and architecture, the 

creation and maintenance of orphanages and schools, and more.   

Despite their general good for men and women and all of society, confraternal 

power was limited by the institutional Church, which ruled over the brotherhoods visibly 

and not.  The institutional Church quickly realized that unless controlled, confraternities 

would become too powerful in the religious realm.  Thus, authorities exerted their power, 

indirectly through structure and tradition, and directly through warnings, papal bulls, 

edicts and sometimes even suppression.   
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Perhaps the greatest demonstration of the religious limitations of confraternities 

was through artwork.  Early confraternal commissions relied on a rhetorical system that 

failed to pervade the boundaries of both the artistic and religious world.  As described 

previously in great detail, all artwork maintains a language based on a specific rhetorical 

system of signs and symbols that dictate content as well as design.  In the Middle Ages, 

this system was limited and fixed, leaving little room for expression and patron desires.  

Works such as the Rucellai Madonna exhibited the confining nature of the system while 

the lack of patron desires specific to the confraternity and their religious needs within the 

commission solidified the fact that the brotherhoods maintained little power.   

As confraternities transitioned from the late Middle Ages to the early 

Renaissance, thus did their ideals.  Confraternity members and the general public alike 

slowly began to disregard the constraints of the medieval rhetorical system by giving rise 

to humanism and the individual.  This was seen early on with the acquisition of a 

Cistercian seal for confraternal usage in the fourteenth century.  The brotherhoods 

borrowed the idea, creating a new image that came to represent the protective and 

powerful role of confraternities in society.  As a step in the right direction, confraternities 

began to move away from the rhetorical system and began to develop a voice of their 

own, one that demonstrated that confraternities were gaining more autonomy.   

The rise of humanism and the Italian Renaissance in turn allowed for a shift in power 

within the commissions of confraternities.  The brotherhoods became capable of 

expressing demands in the commissioning of artworks and as a result depicted members, 

patrons, and saints particular only to their organization in their works.  Confraternal 
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artwork often ignored the rhetorical system and instead displayed elements of 

individuality and autonomy.  Furthermore, the commissions for the works also exhibited 

this new found independence.  The changes in patron/client relationship confirmed that 

the confraternities were not part of a system that required the same image after the same 

image, but instead, unique images important only to themselves.  Commissions such as 

the Coronation of the Virgin and the Misericordia Madonna proved that confraternities 

were uniquely powerful.  The brotherhoods commissioned these works as well as others 

void of a rhetorical system and made specific demands about what was to be included in 

the works.  When the confraternity members did not receive what they wanted, they 

became upset and challenged the artists, an event that would probably not have transpired 

in the later Middle Ages when the brothers and sisters had little voice. Challenge or not 

with the artists, the key event was simply the ability of the confraternity to voice such 

demands, a power that only came with the growing autonomy of the brotherhoods.   

As seen in confraternal commissions, the solidarities began to move away from 

the clergy, utilizing as little support as they could, and the powerful role of the 

institutional Church began to dissipate.  Many simply quit depending on the clergy for 

general needs, while other confraternities refrained from listening to the demands of the 

institutional Church completely.  They moved away from the rules of the institutional 

Church, turning inwards instead for their needs and desires.  The brotherhoods performed 

greater roles in society, catering to the needs of the people and broke away from the 

constraints of the clergy with resistance and defiance.  Clearly, confraternities in general 

caused enough problems to challenge the institutional Church’s hegemonic force over 

 140



society.  The slow and gradual move from dependence to autonomy carefully picked 

away at the hard outer crust of the institutional Church, eventually breaking the shell and 

thus producing a force of its own.  Confraternities never maintained hegemony over the 

institutional Church, but they certainly challenged the ruling elite.   

While the evidence here is sufficient for this study, further examination would be 

beneficial and would supplement the argument.  This work is merely the foundation for a 

greater work; it sets up the theory and explanation for the use of confraternal artwork in 

relation to evolutions in confraternal power and changes to the relationships between 

confraternities and the institutional Church from the later Middle Ages to the early 

Renaissance.  What remains here is sufficient for the study, yet more direct proof would 

better prove the beliefs presented.  More confraternal art contracts are needed to solidify 

the reasoning while evidence of suppression due to confraternal autonomy and resistance 

would also be helpful.  Further, a more in depth study of confraternal records may yield 

finds related to the relationship with the clergy and the commissioning of artwork.  

Nonetheless, much of this evidence is located in local archives, waiting to be discovered.   

Furthermore, the study as it stands is too broad and in order to proceed further, the 

field would have to be narrowed.  In continuing, the best evidence for confraternal 

commissions is certainly in Italy, especially in areas such as Bologna, Florence and 

Siena.  However, as demonstrated, confraternal commissions were not limited to Italy, 

and in fact, a study which compared the acquisition of art in Italy to another area, such as 

southern France may yield finds that demonstrate variations in the clergy/confraternal 

relationship.   
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While these needs will have to wait, the end result remains the same.  The role of 

confraternities in late medieval and early Renaissance society is undeniable.  Their 

relationships with the community and the institutional Church paint a picture of transition 

and change, while their artwork displays the uniqueness of the associations in terms of 

patron/client relationships and desires.    
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APPENDIX 
 

CONFRATERNAL ART COMMISSIONS 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1. Rucellai Madonna, Duccio di Buoninsegna, 1285, Uffizi, Florence, in 
James H. Stubblebine, Duccio di Buoninsegna and His School, Vol. II, 
Plates (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), 4. 
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Contract for Duccio Buoninsegna’s Rucellai Madonna 
 

In the name of Christ, amen.  In the year one thousand two hundred eighty-five,   

the thirteenth indiction, the fifteenth day of the month of April: the omens being good.  

Lapo, son of the late Ugolino, of the Parish of Santa Maria Novella and Master Guido, 

son of the late Spigliato, of the Parish of San Lorenzo, Rectors of the Society of the Holy 

Virgin Mary of the church of Santa Maria Novella, and Master Corso, son of the late 

Bonagiunta, and Dino, son of the late Benevieni, of the above-mentioned Parish of Santa 

Maria, the supervisors elected, as they assert, according to the wishes of the above-

mentioned Society for the purpose of having the work described herein carried out for the 

above-mentioned Society, in their capacity as supervisors of the said Society, consigned 

to Duccio, of the late Buoninsegna, painter from Siena, a certain large panel ordered to be 

made for the said Society for the painting of a most beautiful picture to the honor of the 

blessed and glorious Virgin Mary.  They promise and agree, in their capacity as rectors 

and supervisors, as has been said above, to give and to pay the same Duccio and his heirs 

or to whomever he might give or concede the right, as the payment and price of the 

painting of the said panel that is to be painted and completed in the manner described 

herein, 150 lire of small florins.  They determine in their capacity as rectors and 

supervisors as said above that they will pay in Florence or anywhere else that he [Duccio] 

should find or agree to meet them or anyone of those above-mentioned Society; and they 

agree that the payment, the release from terms of the contract, the termination, and the 

compensation , in total or in part, cannot be authorized except by means of a public 

document drawn up for this purpose, or by this present document being returned to them 
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and being canceled by the wishes of the creditor [the Society].  Conversely, the said 

Duccio, undertaking to paint the above-mentioned panel at the behest of the said rectors 

and supervisors, agreed and promised them, receiving the promise on the own and on 

behalf of the said Society, to paint and embellish the panel with the image of the blessed 

Virgin Mary and her omnipotent Son and other figures according to the wishes and 

pleasure of the lessors, and to gild [the panel] and do everything that will enhance the 

beauty of the panel, with all the expenses and costs being his own.  With, of course, this 

agreement and condition arrived at between them, that if the said panel is not beautifully 

painted and if it is not embellished according to the wishes and desires of the same 

lessors, then they are in no way bound to pay him the price or any part of it, or to 

reimburse any of the expenses that may have been incurred by him in working on the 

panel.  [In this case], the panel remains in the possession of Duccio.  And this is to be at 

the judgment and choice of the said rectors and supervisors.  And they promised among 

themselves in turn, one after another, that is, the rectors and supervisors, as has been said, 

that they will not in the future have, give, or do anything not in conformity with the 

above [agreements] or any part of them.  If, in fact, they should do anything against the 

agreements, or, as been said, not fully observe and fulfill them, they, namely the said 

lessors, have agreed and promised among themselves, in turn and one after another, to 

give and pay a fine of fifty lire of small florins by way of penalty to the reimburse all 

damages and expenses resulting therein, if they violate [the agreements] and break faith.  

Likewise, Duccio [promises] to the lessors to pay a similar penalty and to reimburse 

damages and expenses should he observe them and remain in good faith.  The said lessors 
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pledge themselves and the men and the whole Society to observing, fulfilling, and 

upholding the above [agreements]; and the said Duccio pledges himself, his heirs, and his 

present and future goods, those which they agree among themselves, in turn and one after 

another, that is, the lessors for Duccio and Duccio for the lessors and the Society; by 

sufferance.  They renounce, in turn and one after another, taking exception to this 

contract ever having been written and of the leasing and accepting ever having been 

made, and [they renounce] the privilege of forum, the benefit of the new constitution, the 

epistles of the Divine Hadrian, and every other aid of laws and right pertaining or 

applicable to them or any one of them or the above-mentioned Society. 

Finally, I, Jacopo, the underwritten judge and notary, enjoined the said Lapo, 

Guido, Corso, and Dino, lessors, and Duccio, the contractor, [being] willing and 

acknowledging all the above, by guarantee and oath, as is allowed me by the form of the 

Florentine constitution, to do, uphold, and observe all the above, as is written and as they 

have promised.   

Drawn up in Florence, by the stairs of the Church of Santa Maria Novella of the 

Preaching Friars.   Present as witnesses are Terzio Compagni, Bandino di Bonfante, 

Lippo id Boninsegna, and Fra Paolo, a lay brother of the order of Preachers of the above-

mentioned convent of Santa Maria Novella. 
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I, Jacopo Meliori of Mungnone, judge and notary under imperial authority, 

publicly requested, have written all the foregoing enacted in my presence. 

 
Figure 2. Contract for Duccio Buoninsegna’s Rucellai Madonna, Published: 

Fineschi, 1790, 118; Füessli, 1806, 2: 304; Milanesi, 1854 1: 158-60; 
Perkins, 1903, 457; Weigelt, 1911, 10; Stubblbine, 1979, 1: 192-94; 
White, 1979, 185-87, in Jane Immler Satkowski, Duccio di Buoninsegna: 
The Documents and Early Sources, Hayden B.J. Maginnis, ed. (Georgia 
Museum of Art: University of Georgia Press, 2000), 51-53. 
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Figure 3. Plague Madonna della Misericordia, Barnaba da Modena, 1370s, Genoa, 

Santa Maria dei Servi, in Confraternities and the Visual Arts in 
Renaissance Italy: Ritual, Spectacle, Image, Barbara Wisch & Diana Cole 
Ahl, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 22. 
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Figure 4. Madonna della Misericordia, Anonymous Sienese, fourteenth century, 

Siena, Pinacoteca, in Confraternities and the Visual Arts in Renaissance 
Italy: Ritual, Spectacle, Image, Barbara Wisch & Diana Cole Ahl, eds. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 23. 
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Figure 5.  Madonna della Misericordia, Florentine confraternity, 1342, Museo del  
Bigallo, in John Henderson, Piety and Charity in Late Medieval Florence, 
76.   
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Figure 6. Madonna della Misericordia with Saints Laurentinus and Pergentinus, 

Bernardo and Domenico Rosellino, 1433, Arezzo, Palazzo, in 
Confraternities and the Visual Arts in Renaissance Italy: Ritual, 
Spectacle, Image, Barbara Wisch & Diana Cole Ahl, eds. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 32. 
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Figure 7. Madonna della Misericordia with Saints Laurentinus and Pergentinus, 

detail, Bernardo and Domenico Rosellino, 1433, Arezzo, Palazzo, in 
Confraternities and the Visual Arts in Renaissance Italy: Ritual, 
Spectacle, Image, Barbara Wisch & Diana Cole Ahl, eds. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 32. 
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Figure 8. Plague Madonna della Misericordia, Benedetto Bonfigli,1464, Perugia, 

San Francesco al Prato, in Confraternities and the Visual Arts in 
Renaissance Italy: Ritual, Spectacle, Image, Barbara Wisch & Diana Cole 
Ahl, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 25. 
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Figure 9.  Exterior of the Oratory of SS. Annuziata, Company of SS. Annunziata,  

Sixteenth Century, Via Gino Capponi, in John Henderson, Piety and 
Charity in Late Medieval Florence, 151. 
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Figure 10. The Betrayal of Christ, Giotto di Bondone, 1302-1305, Arena Chapel, 

Padua, in Giotto: The Arena Chapel Frescoes, James Stubblebine, ed. 
(New York: W. W. Norton & Company), 41. 
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Figure 11. The Betrayal of Christ, detail of Christ and Judas, Giotto di Bondone, 

1302-1305, Arena Chapel, Padua, in Giotto: The Arena Chapel Frescoes, 
James Stubblebine, ed. (New York: W. W. Norton & Company), 42. 
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Figure 12. The Pietà, Giotto di Bondone, 1302-1305, Arena Chapel, Padua, in 

Giotto: The Arena Chapel Frescoes, James Stubblebine, ed. (New York: 
W. W. Norton & Company), 50. 
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Figure 13.   The Pietà, detail of Christ and the Virgin, Giotto di Bondone, 1302-1305, 

Arena Chapel, Padua, in Giotto: The Arena Chapel Frescoes, James 
Stubblebine, ed. (New York: W. W. Norton & Company), 51. 
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Figure 14.   The Madonna of Humility, Bartolommeo da Camogli, 1346, Palermo, 

Pniacoteca, in Christianity and the Renaissance: Image and Religious 
Imagination in the Quattrocento, Timothy Verdon & John Henderson, eds. 
(Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1990), 348. 
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Figure 15.  Predella Panel to Madonna and Child, Paolo di Stefano il Schiavo,  

Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, in John Henderson, Piety and Charity in 
Late Medieval Florence, 127. 
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Figure 16.   Processional Banner, Spinello Aretino (Spinello di Luca Spinelli), ca. 
1395-1400, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, “Works of Art: 
European Paintings,” 2000-2004, Internet on-line 
<http://www.met.org/Works_of_Art/viewOne.asp?dep=11&viewmode=1
&item=13%2E175> [11 February 2005]. 
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Figure 17.   Stained Glass Window of Saint James, 1527, Church of Saint James, in 

Emile Mâle, Religious Art in France: The Late Middle Ages (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1986), 166. 
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Figure 18.   The Mercy Madonna, Girolamo Romanino, ca. 1450, The Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, New York, “Works of Art: European Paintings,” 2000-
2004, Internet on-line 
<http://www.met.org/Works_of_Art/viewOne.asp?dep=11&viewMode=1
&item=1989%2E86> [11 February 2005]. 
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Figure 19.  Our Lady of the Dry Tree, Peter Claeyssens the Younger, Madrid, 

Thyssen-Bornemisza Collection, in Hugo van der Velden, “Petrus 
Christus’s Our Lady of the Dry Tree,” Journal of the Warbug and 
Courtauld Institutes, 60 (1997): 90. 
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Figure 20.   Stained Glass Window of the Procession of the Confraternity, detail, 1530, 

Pont-Audemer (Eure), Church of St.-Ouen in Emile Mâle, Religious Art in 
France: The Late Middle Ages (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 
1986), 167. 
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Figure 21.   Bernardino of Siena Preaching in the Piazza S. Francesco in Siena, Sano 

di Pietro, 1445-1447, Chapterhouse, Siena Cathedral, in Michael Mallory 
and Gaudenz Freuler, “Sano di Pietro’s Bernardino altar piece for the 
Compagnia della Vergine in Siena,” The Burlington Magazine, 
CXXXXIII (1991): 186. 
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Figure 22.   Bernardino Ascending into Heaven, Sano di Pietro, 1445-1447, 

Chapterhouse, Siena Cathedral, in Michael Mallory and Gaudenz Freuler, 
“Sano di Pietro’s Bernardino altar piece for the Compagnia della Vergine 
in Siena,” The Burlington Magazine, CXXXXIII (1991): 187. 
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Figure 23.   Bernardino Preaching in the Campo of Siena, Sano di Pietro, 1445-1447, 

Chapterhouse, Siena Cathedral, in Michael Mallory and Gaudenz Freuler, 
“Sano di Pietro’s Bernardino altar piece for the Compagnia della Vergine 
in Siena,” The Burlington Magazine, CXXXXIII (1991): 187. 
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Figure 24.   Virgin and Child Among Angels and Saints, Benozzo di Lese (Gozzoli), 

1461, The National Gallery, London, in Christianity and the Renaissance: 
Image and Religious Imagination in the Quattrocento, Timothy Verdon & 
John Henderson, eds. (Syracuse: Syracuse University Press, 1990), 540. 
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Contract for Benozzo Gozzoli’s Virgin and Child  
 

Enthroned Among Angels and Saints 
 

The said Benozzo is obliged to conduct himself in the said painting in such a way 

that the said picture should surpass every good painting executed up till now by the said 

Benozzo, or at least those with which it can appropriately be compared, and he must 

represent on the said panel the following images in the form and manner here specified: 

and first in the middle of the said panel the image of Our Lady with throne in the manner 

and form and with ornaments like and similar to the panel of the high altar of San Marco 

in Florence; and on right side of the panel, beside our Lady, the image of St. John the 

Baptist in his usual costume, and near him the image of St. Zenobius with his pontifical 

ornament, and then the image of St. Jerome kneeling with his accustomed costume, and 

on the left side the following saints, that is their image, namely first beside Our Lady the 

image of St. Peter and near him St. Dominic, and then near St. Dominic, kneeling, the 

image of St. Francis, with every appropriate ornament.  And the said Benozzo must with 

his own hand paint down below, that is to say in the predella of the said altar, the stories 

of said saints, each immediately below the saint in question. 

 
Figure 25. Contract for Benozzo Gozzoli’s Virgin and Child Enthroned Among  

Angels and Saints, L. Tanfani Centofanti, Notizie di artisti tratte dai 
documenti pisani (Pisa, 1897), 84, 23 October 1461, in Charles Hope, 
“Altarpieces and Patrons,” Christianity and the Renaissance: Image and 
Religious Imagination in the Quattrocento, Timothy Verdon and John 
Henderson, eds. (New York: Syracuse University Press, 1990), 539-540. 
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Figure 26.   Virgin and Child with Saints and Magi, Domenico Ghirlandaio, 1490s, 

Munich, Alte Pinakothek, in Jean K. Cadogan, Domenico Ghirlandaio: 
Artist and Artisan (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 183. 
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Figure 27.   Saint Francis with Confraternity Members, 1499, Galleria Nazionale 

dell’Umbria, Perugia in, Schiferl, Ellen. “Corporate Identity and Equality: 
Confraternity Members in Italian Paintings c. 1340-1510.” Source, 8 no. 2 
(1989): 14. 
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Figure 28.   Saint Augustine with Members of the Confraternity of Perugia, Pietro 

Perugino, ca. 1445-1523, [Art reproduction], in, Art Quarterly, 25 no. 1 
(Spring 1962) 73.  
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Figure 29.   Design for Altarpiece, Luzio Romano, ca. 1545, The Courtauld Gallery, 

London, in Confraternities and the Visual Arts in Renaissance Italy: 
Ritual, Spectacle, Image, Barbara Wisch & Diana Cole Ahl, eds. 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 209. 
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Figure 30.   Madonna della Misericordia with Saint Bonaventure, Anonymous 

Woodcutter, after 1581, Archivio Segreto Vaticano, Fondo 
Arciconfraternita Gonfalone, 2 (Mazzo B), f. 30, Vatican City, in 
Confraternities and the Visual Arts in Renaissance Italy: Ritual, 
Spectacle, Image, Barbara Wisch & Diana Cole Ahl, eds. (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000), 215. 
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Figure 31.   Madonna and Child with Saints Dominic and Jerome, Piero di Cosimo, ca. 

1510-1520, New Haven, Yale University Art Gallery, in Confraternities 
and the Visual Arts in Renaissance Italy: Ritual, Spectacle, Image, 
Barbara Wisch & Diana Cole Ahl, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 107. 
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Figure 32.   Misericordia Madonna, Piero della Francesca, 1445, Palazzo Communale, 

Borgo San Sepolcro, in Kenneth Clark, Piero della Francesca (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 1969), 85. 
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Figure 33.   Misericordia Madonna, detail of central panel, Piero della Francesca, 

1445, Palazzo Communale, Borgo San Sepolcro, in Kenneth Clark, Piero 
della Francesca (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1969), 84. 
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Figure 34.   Coronation of the Virgin, Michelangelo Anselmi, from cartoon by Giulio 

Romano, Santa Maria della Steccata, Parma, in Frederick Hartt, Giulio 
Romano: Volume II: Illustrations (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1958), 510. 
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Letters of Giulio Romano and the Confraternity of the  
 

Church of Santa Maria della Steccata  
 

In my defense, I will say that I sent the colored drawing in order that we could 

understand each other; which drawing could be examined very well before putting it into 

execution; it could easily have been corrected in what was lacking or if it as not 

satisfactory it need not have been put into execution at all.  Then, with the drawing seen 

and examined, your lordships knew Michelangelo [Anselmi] and had seen his work 

before me who had never seen either him or his work…I believe that no one can be 

excused for not making the payment according to the price promised him, because in 

truth he has done the best he knew how as do all painters, and even if they do not all do 

excellent work one cannot get out of paying them…As to the colors not being true colors 

they cannot appear so, because I have made them seem dazzled and inside the cloud and 

suffocated in the flame of splendor in the form of rays of the sun… otherwise if I had 

made them appear manifest colors it had been a confusion of figures as in a tapestry.  So 

that, to defend the said Michelangelo if he has observed this mode of drawing he has 

observed my intention, because I wanted everything both flesh and drapery to be all in 

the color of flame, and to be so much the more dazzled and annihilated as they were more 

distant; and those that are on this side the flame like Adam and Noah and those other 

patriarchs could be done in manifest and completed colors […]. 

I have also heard that I have been blamed for having painted God the Father who 

is invisible.  I answer that outside of Christ and the Madonna who are in heaven with 

glorious bodies all the rest of the saints and souls and angels are invisible and yet one is 
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used to paint them and to your lordships it should not be new that paintings are the 

scriptures of the vulgar and ignorant […]. 

 
Figure 35. Letters of Giulio Romano and the confraternity of the Church of Santa  

Maria della Steccata, September 12, 1542, Laudedeo Testi, Santa Maria 
della Steccata in Parma Bibl. 137, p. 277,  in Frederick Hartt, Giulio 
Romano: Volumes I & II  (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1958), 249-
250. 
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